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    Chapter One 
 
    Whether it was the middle of the night or high noon, every living creature across the entire planet slept. This was not the typical sleep humans were accustomed to. No, the entire planet had dropped unceremoniously into a pain-induced unconsciousness in near unison mere hours before. 
 
    The only intelligence that was jarred awake by the wave of Cosmic energy, from over a billion years of slumber, was Gaia—what humans called Earth. 
 
    Gaia awoke slowly, stretching out and feeling her surface. Mental dendrites touched her expansive skies, deep waters, and fathomless depths. She felt wrong somehow. Everything was perverted; everything was disgusting. Gaia’s waters were filled with flotsam, discarded items of strange configurations, and the surface was strewn with materials in strange alignments. 
 
    Next, Gaia performed a routine check of her Essence reserves, and a rumble from deep in the earth sounded across the planet. The temperature all over the planet rose a few degrees when she found stores of the precious liquid pillaged. Scrambling in search, she began finding parts of her invaluable Essence inside mechanical devices, long snaking pathways that stunted vegetation, and in the flotsam and other items that had been callously discarded.  
 
    The entire planet shuddered as Gaia saw the pointless uses her most precious resource had been abused for. 
 
    The dendrites Gaia had put out for her Essence noticed something else. They noticed the many sapient lifeforms that had grown and populated her surface. The investments that Gaia had made so long ago in a champion race, what the other races called Humans, had become ripe.  
 
    Even though the creatures were a bare whisper of what they once were and what they could return to, Gaia knew that the sheer numbers were worth quite a bit of Essence. Even now, the wave of Ether that had signaled her re-awakening was simultaneously altering every creature on the planet. 
 
    Gaia could create life and even control sentient life growth or mutations to a large degree. Sapient life, however, had free will, and it was impossible to fully control. If it wasn’t for the immense potential and functions sapient life could perform, no planetary god would create it or allow it to thrive. 
 
    An idea began to crystallize, a plan that would use the Essence that was excessively placed inside every structure and mechanical device on Gaia’s surface. Perhaps, in time, it would benefit her champions and, in the short term, return some pillaged Essence back to the planetary god. 
 
    An additional problem became apparent as the Ether raged over the god’s surface. The virulent Ether was slowly sinking into objects, creatures, and sapient lifeforms alike, but this energy felt different to Gaia. It felt desperate, almost like it had been put under pressure—or held in a forced state and was finally free again. 
 
    There was also far too much of the cosmic energy from what Gaia could recall. Normally, Ether had areas where it pooled heaviest, but this was to an extreme and far more expansive. 
 
    Gaia used her influence to coax into existence Dungeons and Territories, areas that would attempt to control this powerful energy, hopefully calming and utilizing Ether to benefit her. As the creatures on the planet fretfully slept, Gaia worked with cold, calculating detachment. The planetary god worked to regain her lost Essence, but she worked within the ancient patterns set down in a time long forgotten by humans. 
 
    That is why, with her first adjustment, Gaia attempted to report in with the city of Atlantis, to inform the council and log the changes she had put in place. However, to her shock, it was abandoned, which was strange and exhilarating in a way the planetary god couldn’t fully grasp.  
 
    No one could trigger a stop to her plan. There could be no appeal against her decisions. Gaia could barely remember a time before the Atlantean council existed and now it was just… gone.  
 
    No one in Atlantis meant no bureaucrats to block her perfectly logical decisions. 
 
    Gaia remembered the ancient codes and was still obligated to follow them, so as all life slept, the planet began triggering events that would take a full rotation to come into effect.  
 
    The surface once more shivered and shuddered as notices were sent out. Topological changes were made. Though no sapient being living would recognize it, that didn’t mean Gaia wasn’t following the ancient Atlantian laws that even she with all her power couldn’t ignore. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rockland Barkclay felt like he had been up all night drinking malt liquor, eating fast food, and smoking cigars, though he had never smoked before. The only other option that could add to this unpleasant bouquet of flavor on his palate was not worth thinking about.  
 
    Rocky tried furrowing his brow because what little sunlight penetrated his thin eyelids was already sending spikes of pain into his sensitive cranium. From past experience, he knew he needed to get up and find some water to begin calming the wild hangover beast.  
 
    Funny, he didn't even remember drinking last night. In fact, he had…  
 
    Before Rocky could think better of it, he shot up, opening his eyes wide as the events of the previous night came crashing back.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rocky had been all alone, staring up into the star-studded night sky. He leaned his back against a tree, adjusting himself against his makeshift seat—a stump. He glanced at the unopened bottle of vodka in his hand, weighing his options for what might have been the hundredth time. He glanced between the clear bottle and his growing beer belly before reluctantly shaking his head and setting it on the ground beside him. 
 
    It had been a terrible year for him, and it was only May. Right at the start of the new basketball season, Rocky had discovered that his hard work in becoming a professional athlete was going to amount to a pat on the back and a friendly walk to the door. 
 
    Shortly after that life-altering moment, his father had passed away suddenly, leaving his mother, sister, and him bereft. 
 
    Those two tragedies had led him to sit against this stump contemplating his future. The Algonquin weekend trip was commonly a father and son affair with a lot of drinks, fun stories, and bonding. Of course, this year, Rocky had come mostly because his father had already booked and paid for it before his untimely death. 
 
    “It could have been us, two old men,” he spoke to the universe with the vain hope his father might hear and chuckle. Rocky stood and heard two distinct pops from his knees while his shins protested in a constant pain he had begun feeling on the basketball court, the same pain that led to the swinging door of his semi-pro team, hitting his ass on the way out. 
 
    After placing a freshly quartered log on the fire, Rocky sat back down, easing his heavily injured, thirty-one-year-old body back onto the stump. He then watched the fire dance briefly before sighing and trying to kick his brain into gear. It was time to stop feeling sorry for himself and decide what to do now that his sports career was over.  
 
    “Come on, man! What do you want to do? It isn’t a hard question. Not like asking a significant other where they want to eat.” He chuckled to himself, thinking of all the times he and his ex-girlfriends had infuriated each other. Then he thought. 
 
    Talking to yourself is always a good sign… 
 
    The problem—at the moment, it felt like there wasn’t anything he was good at. Rocky could probably count on the fingers of one hand what those things included, and half of them had been taken away. 
 
    As Rocky sat contemplating, the starry night had begun to come alive. It went from the dark of a heavily canopied night to that of an open sky valley, and it kept illuminating. Before long, it was as if every leaf on the trees was glowing with a strange iridescent light.  
 
    The critters of the night began to sing their unique songs of warning to each other, creating a growing cacophony. 
 
    Deep in gloomy contemplation and staring at the fire, Rocky didn’t notice the change. He kept circling back around to finding a better version of himself, his sad and weary mind only considering how to make his father's memory proud. He was unable to shake the depressing feeling that his dad had died disappointed in him. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, being an athlete who wanted to spend his nights playing World of Warcraft had hurt his career. Staying up all hours to raid a dungeon or remote into a Dungeons and Dragons game with friends had been extremely counterproductive.  
 
    Rocky could’ve told you from experience that burning both ends of the proverbial candle didn’t leave a person the most enthusiastic when it came to training. Partly, he blamed society for not allowing him to be more competitive, stifling his inner desire to win at any cost. Some sports psychologist he had hired had explained it to him as the “Deviance Dance”, how being competitive and cutthroat at one time was seen as normal, but somewhere, society had stopped wanting to see that “base” nature. That societal cage had removed some of the fun of competition, but mostly, he blamed himself for not conforming fast enough for all of his shortcomings in the sporting arena. 
 
    The night continued to brighten until the stars no longer shone off the river in front of him. Instead, the river reflected a vivid kaleidoscope of cyan, varying in shades and oscillating between blindingly bright and manageable. 
 
    The light still might not have roused him if it didn’t combine with utter silence. Just as all the creatures of the forest reached a crescendo, everything in the forest seemed to hold its breath simultaneously. The eerie quiet in conjunction with the odd light finally clued in his reptilian brain to an issue. 
 
    Rocky covered his eyes and almost fell off his stump as the brightness finally overwhelmed the light from his fire, breaking into his contemplations. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    He tentatively peered through his fingers towards the sky, trying to figure out what sort of idiot had turned a spotlight on the river from the air. What Rocky gleaned in that brief moment made his mouth fall open and his hand fall away from his eyes as they widened. The sight froze him and simultaneously sent heat running over his shoulders. 
 
    The whole sky was illuminated by something off in distant space, beyond the stratosphere, behind the moon. As Rocky watched, he saw the light envelop the entirety of the moon, which began to glow a bright white in the kaleidoscope of blues around it.  
 
    The moon had been swallowed in less than a blink of an eye. Whatever this crackling blue energy was, it was coming fast! 
 
    Rocky just had time to swear at those pricks in the G7 and the other country leaders, suddenly realizing why they had all made such a push for massively populated space exploration. Then the light was too bright, and his eyes felt like they were being burned from his skull. "Fudge nuggets…!" 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The act of recalling the events combined with the glaring sun immediately elicited a cry of pain. He quickly brought both of his hands up to his head to ensure that it still was there and not a mushy, exploded mess. Finding his skull intact, his hands quickly checked his ears for blood.  
 
    His overly sensitive eyes couldn't even focus properly; no matter which way Rocky turned, there was a massive, blue square of light in the middle of his vision and funny looking, flashing lights in all the corners. 
 
    Perfect, I always wanted to be a slot machine… 
 
    He tentatively removed one of his hands from his ears. With relief, he realized his hands were dry, but if his ears weren’t bleeding then why did his head feel like it was under constant pressure. 
 
    Rocky began furiously rubbing the sleep out of his eyes with mixed results. His focus did seem to get better, but the blue square began to become more distinct. In fact, the blue box had foggy, white figures on it which slowly began to form into letters and finally resolved into words. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Restart Message: Thorsday, Juno XXIV, GR0 
  In an attempt to keep Gaia from being overwhelmed with discarded items, Gaia has initiated a restart. Anything that is left unattended for a single rotation on her axis will be reclaimed by Gaia or put to use by her. This action can be changed by Atlantian Court Repeal, as written in The World Decree Section 3. 
  Best of luck, and may your ancestors help you rise! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As soon as Rocky finished reading, the screen blinked out. He made an excruciating scan of his surroundings and noticed that the sun was well past its peak, making it mid to late-afternoon.  
 
    Where has the day gone? And why does moving my head hurt so much! Seriously, what the tarter sauce is going on?  
 
    Rocky tentatively got to his feet, figuring he would head to the river and grab a bottle of water out of the mesh sack he left floating there to keep the bottles cold. Both hands had since returned to his head to minimize turbulence, and the pressure seemed to ease his headache somewhat.  
 
    With every step, Rocky rechecked his hands for blood, still unable to convince himself fully that the pain he was in wasn’t something more serious. Only the complete loss of sanity or massive brain damage could explain the continued flashing lights and whatever that blue box with a message on it was. Right? 
 
    Where is my new jacket? The one with white sleeves that tie up in the back… the one you get placed in before that comfortably padded room. 
 
    When walking to the water, he noticed the entire park was devoid of sound. The water was smooth and unbroken as if it was a sheet of pristine glass. The trees were more significant, their limbs stretching higher. Their leaves were shading the clearing more heavily, and their coloring just spoke of a vivacity he had never seen before. A deep, steadying breath made Rocky wince before questioning the air quality. It was too fresh—like a storm had just come by and cleansed the entire forest. 
 
    A cold sweat broke out over his skin. Maybe he was deaf, or the pain in his head was because he was missing the part of his brain that interpreted his senses. What else could explain the flashing lights and eerie quiet? 
 
    He took a calming breath and shouted, “Hello?” The sound skipped along on top of the water. His face contorted into a mask of pain, and he stumbled when the treble of the echo violently assaulted his ears. His hands shot back to cover them. He decided they would stay there for a while. 
 
    Upon reaching the river, he dunked his whole head under the water. He was forced to remove his hands from his ears to use them to brace his body on the nearby rocks. The water felt refreshing and invigorating, so Rocky gave a few vigorous screams into the liquid, which only had the effect of making a few bubbles of air get trapped in his nostrils. Once the pressure of the water took over the vital job of plugging his ears and soothing his headache, he was finally able to relax. After a few long seconds, he resurfaced and took a deep, relaxing breath before immediately reaching a hand to the side to fish out the mesh sack of water bottles floating alongside him. Ripping the cap off a plastic water bottle, he gulped down every drop. The pain in his head diminished a fraction more, and Rocky finally rested back on his heels and allowed the water caught in his hair and dark beard to seep on to his "May the Force Be With You" sweater.  
 
    With Rocky’s immediate concern of his brain missing or leaking out taken care of, he glanced at the bottom right corner of his vision where a lime colored, flashing light was starting to annoy him. Out popped another box; this time it was green in color with the same white writing across its front.  
 
    Not even attempting to read the message, Rocky chose to reach out in an attempt to touch the floating screen. His hand passed through it as if it was a projection or a figment of his imagination. The only effect was a strange, static feeling where his arm went through the box. Other than causing his hair to stand on end, which he could chalk up to goosebumps, nothing else happened. 
 
    Fraggle rock! I am going insane. I could really use Dad right about now. 
 
    He removed his forearm from the screen and hesitantly began reading the text displayed. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gaia welcomes you and congratulates you for making it past your VIIIth orbit of Odin!  
  You have now been granted access to your personal interface to help you navigate this world of titans. Become strong, and help Gaia fend off her siblings.  
  To check your personal interface, please use thought and intention commands as developed per the Atlantian Court Member Contracts Section 1. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The page flashed out as soon as he finished reading again, but now there was a yellow light flashing in its place. Rocky squinted his eyes and felt his stomach doing backflips. This felt far too familiar, far too similar to games he had played, books he had read, and just a general feeling of deja vu that he couldn't get over.  
 
    It can’t be… 
 
    Steeling his resolve, Rocky decided to glance at the lemon-colored, flashing light. A screen popped up, and surprise, surprise, this one was a yellow box. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Yellow 
  You have entered a zone where Ether is far too concentrated for your level. Please consider turning back. 
  Warning code yellow per Statutes of Atlantis 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Orange 
  You have entered a zone where the Ether is unstable and monster evolution and warping is likely to occur. We would advise you to flee.  
  Warning code orange per Statutes of Atlantis 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Red 
  You have entered a zone where the Ether is chaotic. It is likely actively changing the landscape, vegetation, and creatures. Activate your beacon of disaster and begin to flee in whatever direction seems safest to you. Good luck…  
  Warning code red per Statutes of Atlantis 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Each time a message had closed, Rocky had glanced back to the more ominous and insistent flashing corner to open the next. The last message made his heart stop and seemed to literally be telling him that the best course of action was to use himself as a warning for others and to get the truck out of dodge.  
 
    Rocky pinched the bridge of his nose and focused on his breathing. Thanks to the warnings, his headache had returned and brought friends: hyperventilation and heart fibrillation.  
 
    After a few moments of sitting still, eyes shut against the world, he was forced to make a decision based on the warnings. 
 
    Rocky realized it didn’t matter how dire a situation he was in; he didn’t have any other recourse but to leave. He tossed some wood on to the smoldering coals as fire would probably be helpful, especially with dusk fast approaching.  
 
    After he watched a small flame lick up the side of the newly added fuel, Rocky stood and looked around the clearing. He would probably need a torch, so he grabbed a nearby, arm-sized branch and placed only one end of it into the fire. 
 
    After he had taken care of the fire, he darted from the pit, feeling like he had just turned off the last light in the basement and needed to escape unseen terrors. Then in perfect mimicry of a terrified child, Rocky picked up the nearby axe in a gesture closer to that of a toddler needing a blanky to ward off monsters than that of a man picking up a dangerous weapon. When he put his hands on the axe, the bottom right blinked again—this time a dull gray.  
 
    Rocky groaned at the new colored light and clutched the axe a little tighter. Now that he had an axe, he felt his shoulders drop and his heart begin to slow as he breathed out slowly. 
 
    A crack from the logs in the fire made him jump and clutch the axe tighter still.  
 
    What was that? 
 
    When he landed, cheeks flushing bright red, his heart sped up again, and he sheepishly decided to investigate the gray, flashing light. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have picked up a Wood Axe. 
  Wood Axe 
  Quality: Poor (Combination) 
  You now own a Wood Axe. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Squinting Rocky looked at his nearby hatchet and picked it up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have picked up a Hatchet 
  Hatchet 
  Quality: Average (Steel) 
  You now own a Hatchet. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The hatchet was actually an axe Rocky used in axe throwing and had been taken care of much more thoroughly than the weightier felling axe. Yet he was still shocked to see that it was of relatively better quality.  
 
    Now wide-eyed, Rocky rushed into the rented cabin to pick up his belongings. The gray indicator pulsed faster with each new item picked up, but he didn’t open the messages right away; instead, he just blindly shoved the items back into his somewhat unpacked backpack. 
 
    Once all of his belongings were back in his possession, he decided to check to the alerts and noticed a nifty summarize button. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own a Backpack. 
  You now own Zippo lighter. You now own clothes set (x5). You now own cell phone. You now own naughty magazine. You now own mesh cooler bag. You now own sports bottle (water). You now own water bottle (plastic) (x3). You now own folding chair + storage sleeve. You now own Swiss Army knife. You now own 2017 Ford Fiesta. You now own survival knife. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky noticed that his cell phone was one of the items on the list and immediately pulled it out of the front pocket of his pack in hopes it had service. Algonquin Park is massive, and while parts of it did get minimal service, mostly, it was a cellular dead zone. While being separated from the digital world was one of his favorite parts of this trip, now his fists clenched and shook as he saw ‘No Service’ flashing on the screen. 
 
    A moment later, he wiped a frustrated tear from his eye as he realized he needed to trek out of the woods before he could contact his family. Rocky didn’t have much in this world, but his family was by far the most important. Without dad around, he needed to be there to protect them. He felt a resolve begin to form inside of him, and he clenched his teeth as it threatened to force immediate action. Rocky violently shoved the useless cell phone into the front pocket of his bag and turned toward his kayak. It still sat near the water where it had been pulled ashore the previous day, paddle laying beside it. Since it was still there, he looked around what he could see of Algonquin Park. 
 
    It became very apparent that the day was quickly dimming towards dusk. 
 
    Coconut milk’s pulp… because darkness is going to be the most conducive thing to help my questionable sanity. 
 
    With night approaching and him now finished butchering his packing job, it was time to think about makeshift weapons. With that thought, Rocky grabbed a nearby long and relatively straight stick about the same length as he was tall. He jabbed one end of it into the fire, thinking about the fire-hardened spears he had seen made on TV.  
 
    He swapped the spear shaft stick with his makeshift “torch” and groaned; all he had accomplished was burning the last hand width of the log off. 
 
    Ballerina’s stubbed toe! How did they do it in the movies again? Was it wrapped in cloth? 
 
    He pulled out his oldest shirt and a bunch of other items accidentally tumbled from his poorly packed backpack. He tore the shirt into strips. Looking at the pieces, he worried that the strips would just burn off in a burst of heat and leave him without any sort of sustained light.  
 
    His eyes tracked quickly over the campsite, and Rocky realized he needed something that would slow the burn. That was when his eyes alighted on the bottle of extremely tempting vodka he was supposed to have started into last night. He dashed over and picked up the bottle and received another notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own a bottle of distilled spirits. 
  Sure, have a drink. That will help! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky’s eyes narrowed at the added text, but he chose to ignore it. 
 
    Instead, he quickly ground the thick log into the dirt to remove the smoldering bits of the wood before wrapping the cloth strips around the end. He then liberally doused the fabric with a healthy serving of vodka before leaning his new torch against a nearby stump. He received a new notification that made his lips compress and his eyes relax.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own Makeshift Torch 
  Makeshift Torch 
  Burn time (<15 minutes) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After his first success, he rushed around, found more suitable components, and made four more just in case. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own Makeshift Torch (x5) 
  Makeshift Torch 
  Burn time (<15 minutes) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once he finished, Rocky felt his back straighten and his heart slow. Because he felt an intense desire for speed, he looked desperately over to his kayak. He forcibly pushed down the urge to rush out of the campsite and decided to first check the other blinking corners of his vision.  
 
    Please be some good news…  
 
    The other three corners were all flashing yellow, and he really hoped that it was the yellow of achievement or happiness.  
 
    He started with the bottom left. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay  
  Level 1   
  Class Selection: Pending      
  Skill Points: Unassigned (Waiting on Class) 
  Health Points: 100/100 
  Ether Pool: 100/100 
  You have 5 stat points and 1 skill point to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  9 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  8 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Would you like to assign stat points now? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Rocky felt the bottom of his world drop out and he sat down suddenly. The flashing ‘Yes’ at the bottom of the notification combined with the overload of information had him skip over class selection and skills. His brain could only take in so much, and currently, his eyes were glued on, “Would you like to assign stat points now?” 
 
    No way! With just a mental click I can become stronger, faster, or smarter than I was before? 
 
    This experience was surreal, and unfortunately, without someone else to compare his stats to, it was impossible to determine if they were high or low. Considering he had been an athlete his entire life and worked out daily, perhaps some or even all were above average.  
 
    Rocky pinched himself and was forced to determine he wasn’t imagining this. Steeling his resolve once more, he decided to assign the free statistic points. Rocky had often spent long nights playing video games and even sometimes considered them a partial cause of his failure in sports. The life of a professional athlete was a perpetual grind every minute of every day, and stealing long hours late at night for an “addiction”, as his coach had called it, wasn’t conducive to waking up early to train. At least not when you’re pushing thirty. 
 
    Playing video games had taught him the importance of strategy and theory crafting, but he also had two problems currently. First, he had no idea what raising his stats would do. Second, this wasn’t a game. So, he couldn’t die and respawn. Probably. Also, if on his hike out he needed those stats, he was absolutely sure that he wasn’t going to have time to assign them. 
 
    With a shrug, Rocky tried to push the yes button, only to see his finger slide right through the screen.  
 
    So… I am going to guess that a ten in Intelligence is a low score. It said thought and intention commands. Dimwit. 
 
    He tried to "mentally" click the button. It worked. The numbers changed to the color green and had a plus and minus beside them. The minus was grayed out while the plus was vivid green and inviting.  
 
    Rocky experimented by adding and subtracting numbers from categories. The ex-athlete had been above average in Strength his entire life, and thinking he knew what that stat meant, he skipped over it. Due to his Strength score, he assumed anything above ten would be a relatively high stat, so for now, he ignored any that were above or near that benchmark, which left Agility, Charisma, Luck, and Wisdom. Three of which he couldn't even begin to comprehend. 
 
    Agility was the only one of the four he thought he might understand, and he hoped it was pure speed or something similar. Considering he was a lumbering ox in sports, it made sense that it would be one of his lowest stats.  
 
    He ignored the other three for now and crossed his fingers in hopes he wasn't making a huge mistake. To test his theory, he put one point into Agility and accepted the changes. 
 
    A rush of heat suffused Rocky’s body with a tingling breaking out across his skin. Once the moment ended, he began to move his arms around. He definitely felt faster. It might have been his imagination, so he dumped the other four points into Agility and clicked accept. 
 
    The feeling was amplified ten times over as his skin burned. His muscles elongated and ripped, and since he was already sitting, he just watched the change with his head tilted quizzically. His muscles were screaming as if they were being stretched a little too far. He could do without the pain but definitely loved the feeling of exhilaration.  
 
    Well, this beats the hell out of working out. Probably even better than steroids! 
 
    Breaking the relative silence, a loud crack of splintering wood sounded behind Rocky, and the ones that followed made him turn his head. He froze. He found a scene out of a campfire horror story that transfixed his gaze, and his jaw dropped.  
 
    The cottage he just vacated began to stand up. 
 
    Rocky remained frozen on the ground as he watched the cottage’s wood, metal, and shingles flow over each other, creating a vaguely humanoid shape.  
 
    Ethereal smoke began to swirl towards the creature’s chest. As it coalesced and gained shape, it roughly resembled a baseball made of glass. The swirling blue of the smoke continued inside the glass sphere until a black substance oozed over the luminescence, obscuring the core from view. Blinking, Rocky realized that the shingles had begun to melt and the tar was running like molasses over the torso of the living cottage. It looked like it was attempting to protect the monster from neck to waist. 
 
    Rocky continued to stare, stuck between a fight and flight response, never having truly needed the ancient reptilian response before today. The man stood, stupidly staring at the new creature as it glacially formed arms.  
 
    When the nails and other metal from the cabin began to melt and fuse into dangerous looking weapons, Rocky had seen enough.  
 
    His flight response finally kicked in, and he frantically grabbed his backpack. Still staring at the cabin creature, he desperately stuffed the few items back in that had fallen out. As soon as he completed his frantic re-packing, his body began running before his eyes had stopped staring at the bizarre sight of the cabin coming to life. 
 
    A few steps into his run, his head whipped around, the need to look out for obstacles finally outweighing the transfixing oddity. His eyes immediately narrowed when he found his wooden kayak, or what used to be his wooden kayak, walking towards him. The only reason he managed to recognize the monster was that it was wielding the double-sided paddle as if it was a quarterstaff. His sprint carried him straight towards the tall, homicidal, Gumby looking creature. 
 
    With only a moment left to decide what to do, Rocky turned his burgeoning run into a hockey stop, his shoes sliding over the dewy grass and eating up more ground between him and this new opponent.  
 
    Knowing what was behind him and feeling that taking on the smaller kayak would be safer, he made his decision. In an awkward motion that ate up nearly all of his remaining time, he dropped the wood axe and backpack to the ground before pulling the hatchet and survival knife from his belt. He moved to chop down with the hatchet only to have a large paddle narrowly miss him. The sound of the air being displaced as the massive paddle sailed by served as a testament to the blow’s strength. He was forced to jump left as the backside of the paddle careened towards him which caused his own follow-up strike to come up short of the intended blow.  
 
    Rocky’s dodge took him to the left side of the creature. He tried to follow up with a stab using his survival knife, then blinked when the kayak’s wood flexed out of the way of the knife with ease. 
 
    At that moment, the creature flipped gears and went all out, and Rocky was glad he had put his points into Agility. The paddle bent as the broad blades rowed through the air. Even with the air slowing the strikes, Rocky was clipped numerous times by the weapon. 
 
    As the clips and dodging continued, Rocky quickly realized that he was not going to be able to beat this creature unless he took a chance.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how long this fight had been going on, but Rocky could still hear the creaks and cracks from the massive creature behind him. He decided to try to dive in and immobilize the creature with brute force. He pushed off with his back foot, lunging at the kayak. He suddenly felt a massive force collide with his upper chest, sending him flying backward.  
 
    As Rocky sailed through the air, he played the scene over in his head. It had happened too quickly for his brain to register the first time. In his mind’s eye, he saw the Gumby golem had let go of the paddle with one hand and punched him in the chest.  
 
    Still airborne but starting his descent, the pain caught up with him. He coughed up a warm liquid which tasted like iron. It was blood, and his brain went into overdrive. 
 
    This thing is too strong. How the hell am I supposed to fight a flexible wooden kayak from hell? 
 
    A massive crack sounded as Rocky landed, and his breath was forced out of him. Through the ringing in his ears, he could just make out the tinkle of a glass bottle rolling away from his shoulder. Turning his head to the sound, he realized he had almost landed in the fire.  
 
    The motion of the vodka bottle moving away caught his attention, and his entire world seemed to stutter and slow for a split second as his head began tracking the clinking glass. 
 
    In that stuttering moment in time, he realized he had landed on his forgotten spear stick and his eyes locked on the five torches he prepared earlier.  
 
    It couldn’t be that easy, could it? 
 
    Rocky quickly grabbed the bottle of vodka from beside him, uncorked it, and took a mouthful of the liquid. The next instant, he snatched up a torch and dragged the end through the sputtering fire.  
 
    As Rocky attempted to stand up, he was forced to double over to avoid the approaching kayak paddle aimed at his head. The paddle end whizzed by, bending the shaft as it fought the air. He looked up and saw the painted green chest of the creature and a glowing marble similar but smaller than the cottage’s. With as much pressure as his lungs could muster, he spewed the vodka and blood from his mouth. At the last moment, he slid the torch into the bloody spray. A massive amount of heat scorched his face as a fireball ignited between him and Gumby. The smell of burned hair assaulted his nose as his eyebrows were scorched away in the flash.  
 
    The maniacal Gumby began to burn furiously, letting out an eerie high-pitched whine like a lobster in boiling water. The creature attempted to turn and stumble back to the water. Rocky swore and winced, knowing what he had to do next. He glanced longingly at the longer wood axe, but it was too far away currently to be useful. Instead, he retrieved the hatchet from where he had exchanged it for the vodka, then violently slammed the short-handled blade into the back of the retreating, burning golem, knocking it to the ground.  
 
    Heat from the conflagration singed his arm hair, and his teeth grit in determination as the skin on his hands began to burn. Rocky couldn’t stop, though. With the creature’s blatant aggression, if he let it get free, it would kill him. For the next half minute, he stood sentry over the struggling kayak as it was consumed by flames, repeating his attacks as necessary to keep it grounded. Finally, there was a sound of cracking glass, and the creature went still. 
 
    Rocky sighed, but his relief vanished as a crack behind him reminded him of the other threat in the clearing. He snapped around to look at what used to be the cabin. There in the quickly shrinking structure stood a nearly fifteen-foot giant. Its arms were formed from amalgamated wood that had been stuck together at the joints with tar and concrete. At the end of each hand, the creature had massive, metal nails that were easily the size of mining picks. Its right leg was wood until it reached its calf, at which point the appendage became a massive, bell-shaped piece of hardened concrete, perfect for pancaking anything it stepped on. The final appendage, its right leg, seemed to be stuck, half-formed inside what remained of the converted building. 
 
    Rocky spat out what remained of the blood in his mouth and narrowed his eyes. This thing would soon be fully formed and probably be coming to kill him as well, so with only a moment’s hesitation, he retrieved the vodka bottle and the makeshift torch from near the fire. Lining up his shot like it was a buzzer beater to win the finals, he wound up with the vodka bottle and threw it. The bottle tumbled end over end. He followed up by sending the torch after the bottle just as the sound of tinkling glass from the collision with the creature’s chest reached his ears. 
 
    The golem glanced up. The newly formed, glowing eyes were locked on Rocky. He could swear they narrowed before the torch connected and the creature lit up like a massive bonfire. The beast stood up straight and began tugging on his final, unformed leg, attempting to free it from the foundation that still was forming on to it.  
 
    Rocky’s heart hammered in his chest at the display of strength. Each herculean pull was shaking the remains of the three-bedroom cabin. Desperately not wanting this creature to finish its transformation or make it to the nearby river, he ran to his earlier discarded wood axe.  
 
    Wrapping his burnt and bleeding hands around the shaft, his vision darkened. Rocky’s energy began to fade as the pain began to overtake him. Screaming to stay conscious, he closed with the struggling giant; he swung a desperate blow with all of his might, aiming at the place where the completed leg met the hip joint.   
 
    The good news was the blow hacked off its one freed leg. The bad news was that Rocky quickly realized he was under the massive, burning, tree-sized monster, and it was going to fall on him. The enormous conflagration of wood and tar fell ominously towards him in slow motion. Screaming out his rage, panic, and multitude of other emotions, he took two steps before launching himself into a somersault directed at a pile of debris that was all that remained of the cabin. 
 
    A moment later, Rocky heard a massive crack of glass, and then his head collided with one of the remaining concrete footings of the cottage. The impact combined with his already pain-racked body sent him into blessed unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Rockland slowly woke for the second time that day. He couldn’t see any hint of sunlight in the dark sky above him. He felt like he had been lit on fire and then stomped on repeatedly by the asshat who did it.  
 
    He desperately built up his resolve and attempted to sit up, knowing that he was still in immense danger. Unfortunately, his attempt to sit up only managed to lift his head off the dirt and then was met with such protest that all Rocky accomplished was a mild whine before giving up. His head touching back down to the ground sent such a massive spike of pain through his head that he feared he had suffered a serious injury or at least some severity of a concussion. 
 
    Using his burned and numb hands to feel around his head provided him with little to no feedback, and so he chose to lay there and try to use his other senses to assess if he had a severe brain injury. Since it was night, he turned his head minutely to face the moon and realized his eyes weren’t overly sensitive to its pale light, which was a good sign but not a perfect test as his four corners were flashing at him already. The rustling of leaves blowing in the calm wind let him know his hearing was also unimpeded. 
 
    Rocky wrestled with his sanity. It was one thing to see a floating screen, adjust his stats, and then feel a change. He could easily explain that as imaginary. But everything that had come after? Cabins and kayaks don’t try to kill people on a regular basis. At least not in the method he just experienced. 
 
    Do people who are insane question their sanity? Does it really matter? The pain I am feeling now is pretty damn convincing. 
 
    It really didn’t matter. He was in this position, and whether it was imagined or real wouldn’t reveal itself to him if he didn’t help himself. Not to mention that through helping himself he may be able to save his family and others if this turned out to be as desperate a time for everyone. 
 
    Swallowing a lump in his throat, he decided to check those flashing four corners. Some of the corners had changed from yellow to an ominous red, and that had his heart clenching in his already tight chest. He selected the bottom right again knowing it was for notifications, and it was only flashing a slightly less ominous yellow. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a level 3 wood golem! Quick thinking often triumphs in the face of overwhelming odds. 
  Congratulations! You have reached level 2! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  Congratulations! You have reached level 3! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have slain a level 10 wood composite golem and even managed to survive yourself. Some would call that luck. Others would also call it luck! 
  Congratulations! You have reached level 4 (Stasis Entered - Excess Etherience banked)! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky swore internally; he had assumed every level would give him five stat points, and he had thrown all of them into Agility before fully contemplating his decision. Now he might have just unbalanced himself before he chose to assign his skill points. What if his skill points were based on another stat? 
 
    Maybe you should have thought of all that before assigning the stat points, you idiot! How could you forget something like skills and classes! 
 
    Unable to move, he glared at the shadowy canopy above him before a deep, strained breath centered him. In the end, it didn’t matter anymore, what was done was done. After brief consideration, he realized he was barely alive and had probably been saved by the very same stat points he was angry at himself about. 
 
    Still pissed but with firm control on it, he chose the other yellow corner and mentally opened it, which again populated his character sheet. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay 
   Level 4     
  Class Selection: Pending           
  Class Skills: Unassigned (Waiting on Class) 
  Health Points: 5/100 
  Ether Pool: 100/100 
  You have 3 stat points and 4 skill point to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  11 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  9 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  8 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Would you like to assign stat points now? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Stasis 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky mentally chose Class Selection from the three tabs, noticing that it was highlighted yellow as the current bottleneck in his leveling. Skill selection was also highlighted yellow but when he had tried to mentally open it, the Class Selection had flashed red angrily and nothing had happened. 
 
    Did the knock to your head dislodge what little brain you had?! Skills don’t come before a class. Come on. You need to be better than this to make it back home and protect your family! 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Options 
  Listing 1-10 of 3,005 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Oh great, let's make it so it will take me all day to choose a class!  
 
    He did notice there were filter options that he could use but what in the hell did he even want to filter out? In an attempt to brainstorm ideas he read the first ten. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Warrior, Hunter, Rogue, Mage, Priest, Warlock, Death Knight, Shaman, Holy Knight, Paladin 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    An excited gasp escaped Rocky; it seemed like it was going to start out with all the basics from any game he had played.  
 
    With a childish glee, he considered what he normally played in games. His usual preference of healer because of its ability to protect and keep people alive was his first thought. Rocky sighed with disappointment when he was forced to dismiss a pure healer class. Since he was all alone, he was going to need to be able to kill enemies that were trying to kill him. With no one else in the vicinity and no clue when he would find another player, playing a class that relied on others around you to do the dirty work would not be a good idea. 
 
    After dismissing healer, he examined his feelings about his second favorite class—a hybrid healer, like a Paladin—and considered its viability. These classes often were great compromises in that they could deal out damage and also heal themselves and others, adding some amazing survivability to characters. Rocky’s heart fell shortly after considering survivability because in most video games, Paladins and other hybrid healing relied strongly on heavy plate armor which he was fresh out of. 
 
    Yeah, I will just pop over to my other campsite and pick up some medieval armor …  
 
    Internally, Rocky struggled with himself, trying to silence the inner voice telling him he was a coward for wanting to avoid damage. However, another surge of pain racking his body managed to silence that nagging, testosterone-fueled inner self. That internal debate instantly decided, he was left with a few options: a fast melee fighter that focused on dodging and high damage output to end fights possibly before there ever was a threat of damage, a pet intensive class that relied on strong pets to tank damage and allowed Rocky the luxury to fight from distance or cover , or a ranged fighter who avoided getting in close. 
 
    If Rocky were honest, he would prefer a ranged fighter, but his roiling gut told him that the weakness of an archer was the inability to prevent a close combat monster from closing. If the skills and space weren’t available to kite, he would be extremely vulnerable. A further tremble of nerves shook his body, and he mentally added that he could be facing an opposing ranged creature, which would again put him in a dangerous situation with a purely ranged class.  
 
    The final straw was that few weapons short of an RPG, which he only possessed in his dreams and only after watching action movies, could have destroyed the massive house golem. He reluctantly shelved pure ranged damage, for now, his twisting stomach hoping to find something with a bit more survivability if creatures got in close. 
 
    He did like the idea of pets or summoned minions to increase his survivability. Diving into that thought deeper, Rocky realized he would much rather have summoned creatures that were disposable. A pet had feelings and would become extended family. The idea of tactically choosing creatures for specific tasks and knowing that he could fail and resummon them somehow made him feel less anxious. 
 
    Looking at the filter options, Rocky noticed that the options were broken into overall categories on the left, then further into sub-categories in the middle, and finally into specific classes on the far right. Fooling around with the overall options, he realized that the first two columns acted like a folder and selecting it would add any of the sub-categories and specific classes automatically to his intended filtering. Sub-categories, the second column, worked the same way but were like folders within folders and only contained the specific classes that it would add or remove. The last thing he discovered was that mentally clicking on the empty box would add a green checkmark to its face, and mentally clicking on it again would add a red X through it. The third click would blank it back to an empty, faded out checkbox. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ·     Melee 
  ·     Range 
  ·     Healer 
  ·     Defender 
  ·     Summoner 
  ·     Cook 
  ·     Construction 
  ·     Crafter 
  ·     Alchemist 
  ·     Guide 
  ·     Explorer 
  
      	  ·     Stealth 
  ·     Warrior 
  ·     Fighter 
  ·     Brawler 
  ·     Archer 
  ·     Ballistic 
  ·     Laser 
  ·     Mage 
  ·     Holy 
  ·     Divine 
  ·     Earth 
  ·     Medicinal 
  ·     Champion 
  ·     Tank 
  ·     Guard 
  ·     Escort 
  ·     Magic Summoner 
  ·     Pet Summoner 
  ·     Demon Summoner 
  ·     Tamer 
  ·     Saucier 
  
      	  Rogue 
  Thief 
  Shadow Walk 
  Outlaw 
  Scoundrel 
  Ninja 
  Gaiden 
  Shadow 
  Predator 
  Hitman 
  Assassin 
  Ghost 
  Prowler 
  Special Operative 
  Spy 
  Speed Demon 
  Trapper 
  Killer 
  Bandit 
  Burglar 
  Nightblade 
  Deathdealer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After fooling around, he blanked the filters and sucked on his teeth in consideration. Rocky then went to the filter feature and checked off three overall categories: melee, range, and summoner. He had removed defender from the listing because in every game he had played, tanks relied on healers and groups, and groups relied on tanks.  
 
    I’m so lonely… I’m Mr. Lonely… with nobody to call and group… At least your sense of humor is still as bad as ever, dumbass. 
 
    Additionally, he had also removed all major categories that seemed to be crafting based in nature. While he couldn’t be certain that was the case, he knew next to nothing about any professions they alluded to and felt his best chance of survival was utilizing his natural size and athleticism. 
 
    The melee decision seemed sensible to him because it encompassed rogue-like classes, and Rocky believed those would be speed-based classes with high dodge and an excellent ability to stay hidden or avoid fights if necessary. He had left ranged because if he combined a long-range option with some dodge and stealth survivability, it would be well within his comfort level. The good thing about these three overall categories was that the “ranged” folder seemed to also consider mage classes to be completely within its purview. While he really had no idea what to expect from a mage class, he did feel his heart flutter in excitement at the thought of casting spells.  
 
    Quickly clicking on accept, he watched through narrowed eyes as the list shrunk. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Listing 1-10 of 481 
  Ranger, Spell-sword, Scout, Blood-monk, Death-Shaman, Space Singer, Time Warp, Messenger, Noble, Lord 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking at the list, he realized that of the ten options available, he really only could recognize a few of them from games he had played. Ranger was often a class with heavy range damage while still having some effective close combat fighting. Spell-sword was effectively the opposite with strong martial skills paired with long-range spells. 
 
    Then he considered that another sort of filter must be at play as it wasn’t just listing classes in alphabetical order or in the order he had just seen them appear in the folders selected. A quick perusal yielded no further answers to this mystery, and he dismissed it with a quick thought. 
 
    Maybe it picks a random assortment for the first page? It doesn’t really matter. Get moving, moron. 
 
    Out of what remained, Rocky wanted to check the mage class options because he really had no idea how magic and spells would function in this world. The Time Warp class had a name that implied a power that could control time which would be extremely potent and powerful, so he clicked it first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Time Warp 
  Control how time flows in the areas around you or your foes to utterly destroy your enemies and bring death to those you choose. This class relies on self-cast spells prepared in advance and melee or ranged prowess along with ingenuity to destroy targets. Class spells have a limited number of casts per cooldown period but boast high destructive capabilities against enemies. Requires Ether to cast spells along with pre-prepared spells. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Death-Shaman 
  Control the spirits of death to aid in the destruction of your enemies. Over time, this class gains in overall strength based upon the number of enemies destroyed and controlled by the Shaman. The Death-Shaman must expend spirits to kill other creatures and is constantly in a struggle between using spirits or hoarding them. Class skills consume spirits to devastating effect, thus creating a trade-off between attack and defense. Requires Ether to cast spells along with pre-collected spirits. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The two magic class descriptions and a few others he skimmed made him want to avoid strongly magic-based classes. Not all of the other magic classes were dependent on pre-prepared spells, but they did seem to rely strongly on spells for all aspects of combat. In short, reliance on spells for offense and defense left Rocky hesitant to select one of these classes. He was worried that at low levels, he wouldn’t have the number of spells needed for survival. In addition, he had a suspicion that spell casting would rely on the secondary resource mentioned in his character sheet—his “Ether Pool.” Rocky had no way to confirm this, but the last line in all magic classes mentioned Ether, and it wasn’t a far logical leap for what that might mean.  
 
    His main reason for hesitation, however, was that he had one choice and would be stuck with it for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Or forever… I didn’t even have a wife! Take a guy on a date first, Gaia.  
 
    He went back to the filter and put the subcategory of mage on to the side of remove listings. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ·     Melee 
  ·     Range 
  ·     Healer 
  ·     Defender 
  ·     Summoner 
  ·     Cook 
  ·     Construction 
  ·     Crafter 
  ·     Alchemist 
  ·     Guide 
  ·     Explorer 
  
      	  ·     Stealth 
  ·     Warrior 
  ·     Fighter 
  ·     Brawler 
  ·     Archer 
  ·     Ballistic 
  ·     Laser 
  ·     Mage 
  ·     Holy 
  ·     Divine 
  ·     Earth 
  ·     Medicinal 
  ·     Champion 
  ·     Tank 
  ·     Guard 
  ·     Escort 
  ·     Magic Summoner 
  ·     Pet Summoner 
  ·     Demon Summoner 
  ·     Tamer 
  ·     Saucier 
  
      	  Rogue 
  Thief 
  Shadow Walk 
  Outlaw 
  Scoundrel 
  Ninja 
  Gaiden 
  Shadow 
  Predator 
  Hitman 
  Assassin 
  Ghost 
  Prowler 
  Special Operative 
  Spy 
  Speed Demon 
  Trapper 
  Killer 
  Bandit 
  Burglar 
  Nightblade 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Listing 1-10 of 441 
  Ranger, Scout, Messenger, Noble, Lord, Death Dealer, Stalker, Assassin, Ninja, Fae Archer 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky’s eyes narrowed as he noticed something odd in the search results, and he fiddled back and forth with the filters. His heart began to race as it became more apparent; the classes offered, no matter what combination he assigned, would increase or decrease by a mathematically precise constant. It was even more obvious as he watched the filters and their sub-folders select and deselect as he adjusted them. 
 
    Clicking any primary folder would select four of the secondary folders automatically. Once the secondary folders were selected, he could remove them and watch another set number of classes disappear. As he fiddled, a pattern seemed to arise in front of his eyes. 
 
    The more he toggled the parameters, the more his temperature increased, and his hands trembled excitedly as he began to realize what was bothering him about the math. 
 
    No matter what options Rocky had checked, it would appear that the calculation always added one class to what would otherwise be simple math. It seemed each combat sub-folder contained forty classes, and each primary combat folder contained one hundred sixty. However, if this was the case then where was that one class coming from. This simple pattern made the logical part of Rocky’s mind whir to life as he lay immobile and recovering. Squinting his eyes, he continued to mentally explore and adjust the filters. 
 
    A brief, contemplative pause later, he thought he had figured it out. No matter what classes he added to the filter or removed from the filter, the plus one class didn’t disappear, and that logically meant it wasn’t part of any one class.  
 
    Internally, his mind fist pumped with delight at solving this puzzle, and with a small smile Rocky, added all classes to the exclude section.  
 
    Instantly, he was rewarded with the following class. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Listing 1-1 of 1 
  Azrael Revenant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Azrael Revenant 
  Using the ancestral heritage of Rockland Barkclay. Class traced back to Cathodiem guild. Lieutenant Azrael – Black Ops. 
  Death can come on swift wings, especially when carried by Ether. Once a name whispered in fear of being overheard, Azrael was the silent stalker who was the master of death itself. This class is ancestral and can only be chosen by those with roots that trace back to Azrael. This class was retired to his family line exclusively upon his completion of The Quest. 
  Speak with a member of your family for more specific details. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky felt his teeth grind together in frustration at the lack of description and the clear indication that the information was removed because it would be shared down family lineage. Even if he could contact his family right now—which he couldn’t—he highly doubted his mom was going to say, “Oh right! Completely forgot to tell you about your Great Uncle Azrael!” 
 
    The fact that this was a class that would be locked to him, his family, and perhaps a few other relations made it extremely alluring. However, it was a thought that was whirling around in his head that made him really think this would possibly be the class for him. 
 
    Azrael clearly became extremely powerful if he was able to lock a class specifically for his ancestors. This is probably the best evidence I will get of a sure thing. 
 
    Even though his blood was boiling with the lack of specifics in the description, there wasn’t really much of a choice when he realized that this class was unique. Once the heritage class was revealed, it was hard to not immediately choose it. Who wouldn’t want to be a silent, stalking master of death, even with the hesitation and frustration that came from the unknown it posed. The class description was vague, but if he was going to take a risk, he might as well make it an epic one. 
 
    ‘Epic fail’ is a retired term, right?  
 
    Rocky’s heart screeched to a stop and ended up in his stomach as his nerves overtook him. He crossed his metaphorical fingers and mentally accepted the class.  
 
    A notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Chosen 
  (Azrael) Revenant 
  You are now an Apprentice-Revenant - +1 Agility and +1 Dexterity per level. (Retroactively assigned) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Wait what happened? I am now just a revenant? Well, actually, I am an apprentice revenant!  
 
    The Azrael portion of his title seemed to have just been removed and placed in parentheses. Then the following sentence hadn’t even contained mention of it! 
 
    How do I call customer support? This clucking thing is broken!  
 
    Rocky mentally slapped himself, his cheeks flushing because he was currently in an extremely dangerous situation. 
 
    Hurry the Johny candlestick jumper up before something meaner than that house comes along.  
 
    He mentally clicked class skills, and two grayed out skills popped up with nothing below them and two lines leaving each going up. Whatever those lines led to were covered in swirling, white fog.  
 
    So much for theory crafting. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Skills 
 
        
        
          
          	  Revenant Blade 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Unknown.” 
  
          	  Revenant Bowyer 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Unknown.” 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Since his mental slap, a weight had seemed to settle on his chest, slowly increasing the pressure every moment that ticked by. Rocky somehow knew that if he didn’t hurry up, someone’s good china was going to come by to end him.  
 
    His tightening chest rushed his decision, which Rocky hated, but there is a time to make decisions in haste and this felt like one of them. 
 
    I don’t have any sort of ranged weapon, so Revenant Blade it is. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Revenant Blade has now reached 5/5 
  Skill gained: Soul Bound Blade. 
  Soul Bound Blade 
  100 Personal Ether Cost 
  Create a soul bound blade from the Ether surrounding you. A soul bound blade once created will level and grow with its owner. Some say a soul bound sword will one day steal the soul of its owner, and others know the truth. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What truth?!” he screamed aloud. These notification windows seemed to like to give extremely vague and confusing information. The only thing that stopped his inner cursing was that same feeling of imminent danger from before. 
 
    The newly minted revenant also hadn’t had five class skill points when he had started assigning them to Revenant Blade.  
 
    A thought later and he was examining a changed ‘character window sheet’, as he was calling it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay  
  Level 8   
  Health Points: 15/100 
  Ether Pool: 100/100 
  Class Selection: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant      
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade 
  You have 7 stat points and 3 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  10 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  8 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Would you like to assign stat points? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He studied the page, intensely trying to understand all the changes he was seeing. His level had increased to eight, and obviously, the value for Agility and Dexterity had increased due to his class. He also had more free stat points to assign and three unassigned class skill points due to the new levels. When he reached the bottom of the page, he noticed that one word was absent: Stasis.  
 
    Rocky stared intently at the screen trying to better understand what stasis had signified. Since Rocky had a very small data pool to pull from, he made no assumptions for exactly what caused stasis. All he could definitively say, from the earlier message—“Stasis - Excess Etherience banked”— was that at certain points of development, stasis would store this Etherience, which was what he presumed was giving him levels. 
 
    Now that the second-tier class skills were unlocked, he reopened the class skills window with bated breath and a mental click 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills 
 
        
        
          
          	  Revenant Blade 
  5/5 
  Soul Blade Class Skill Unlocked 
  
          	  Revenant Bowyer 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Shot.” 
  
         
 
          
          	  Soul Strike 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Soul Strike. 
  Soul Strike increases the damage of your weapon strikes. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Strike.” 
  
          	  Blood Mend 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Blood Mend. 
  Blood Mend will increase your natural regeneration of wounds and damage. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Blood Mend.” 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It appears that maxing out a skill on the first tier opened the second tier. I wonder if higher tiers are more powerful skills? 
 
    The decision to hold on to his skill points was disappointingly easy because Rocky didn’t have enough to gain a new skill. Instead, he reluctantly returned to his character sheet. It was time to assign his new stat points. 
 
    Still lying on his back and unable to move due to his burnt and damaged body, he couldn’t tell what the class stat points had done for him. However, if the increase in Agility and Dexterity were going to be automatic, Rocky felt that he could avoid those two stat categories at the moment and instead focus on other stats with his free points. 
 
    The first thing he did was place a point into Stamina. He had suspicions it increased his health, but he wanted to verify that. After confirming the change, he immediately felt his pain recede, and by checking his health, he saw that both his current and max health had increased by ten points. The difference made his heart soar, as his breath began to come more naturally, his hands felt slightly less scorched, and his skin overall felt less constricting. 
 
    More, please! 
 
    The ticking clock in his mind made him raise his Stamina to fourteen. Once he had confirmed the change, he felt a comforting heat suffuse his body. Simultaneously, all his internal organs twisted and scrunched painfully. It felt like an instant detox, and he felt the pain induced shackles recede, making movement easier. 
 
    Another suspicion made itself apparent as he felt his body begin to heal the damage at an increased pace. The first point hadn’t been noticeable, but having raised the stat by forty percent, Rocky could feel the burns that covered his body receding at a slightly less glacial pace. 
 
    This is pretty amazing. The fact that third-degree burns are healing themselves is amazing in itself but this! I could have used this for all those times I got told to, “Apply water to the burn.” 
 
    The next decision was not as easy as the first. However, the increase in Rocky’s Health Pool had him leaning towards increasing his other resource, so he placed a point into Intelligence and hoped that he would feel some change. 
 
    Unfortunately, whatever Intelligence did wasn’t felt from the single point. Other than increasing his personal Ether pool, Rocky was left guessing at its other effects. Since the experiment was already started, though, he grudgingly placed the last two free points into Intelligence.  
 
    That’s when his mind chose to tell him it was feeling the change. It felt like a brain freeze mixed with an out of body experience. He closed his eyes tight against the needles of sharp pain and felt his mind seem to clear and gain access to doorways previously closed to it. 
 
    Rocky shivered as he noticed another new feeling. He could feel something in the air; it was extremely faint, but he definitely felt a strange feeling in the space around him. It was almost like a static charge or buzzing power just out of reach. It was extremely frustrating as he waved his arms around trying to grasp it. All the waving arms did was raise goosebumps all over his freshly healing body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay 
  Level 8  
  Health Points: 61/140 
  Ether Pool: 130/130   
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant      
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade 
  You have 0 stat points and 3 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  13 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  8 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Cautiously, Rocky raised his head to look at his body. The act caused his abs to send out a pang of soreness as if he had been working out the entire day, but otherwise, he felt remarkably good, considering. He continued the motion and, despite many protesting muscles, managed to lever himself into a sitting position with his palms on the ground behind him. The skin of his palms brushed against debris, and the irritation made him glance at the newly healed, pink skin in wonder. With a raised eyebrow, he used his sensitive hands and managed to maneuver his back to lean on the remaining cinder block he had crashed against.  
 
    His inner greed menagerie was squealing in delight at what he planned to do next. It was time to conjure that blade. Once he began considering the action, Rocky instinctively knew how to use the spell. He tilted his head, unsure where the knowledge had come from but absolutely confident it was correct.  
 
    He sat there, and swirling, blue energy collected in the space just above his hands which he had placed in front of him. As he channeled, he opened his status screen and, as he’d predicted, saw his Ether Pool diminishing. Whatever this spell was doing, it was using his Ether; he was channeling it with his intention to form a sword. The excitement of what he was doing caused his heart rate to increase, a sheen of sweat to appear, and his pupils to dilate. 
 
    He sat staring at the swirling, blue, hypnotic energy that was utterly alien to him. At that moment, Rocky also distractedly recognized a floating power in the air all around him. The air was charged with a much sparser ambient energy that felt similar to the concentrated version in front of him. With little else to go on, he assumed Intelligence must have increased his awareness of the Ether he was currently using. 
 
    Sitting there, the channeling well under way, he could feel that his attention was no longer fully needed on the task, so he glanced to the red, flashing light in the upper right corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  The Atlantian Net strongly suggests you set up your user interface to show the de-buffs you are currently suffering. List of de-buffs: minor concussion, third-degree burns, 8 broken ribs, tendonitis, 53 micro-tears, shin splints, lazy eye, 2 torn meniscus, 12 stress fractures, 32 torn ligaments, early onset arthritis, and 2 lipomas. Durations vary. 
  Add de-buffs to upper right corner? 
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His mouth dropped open, and he had to quickly refocus as he saw the spell start to shudder. That was a stupidly long list. Rocky mentally selected yes and noticed a group of icons pop into the upper right corner of his vision. Each one had a timer counting down below them. Surprised, he actually skipped over the more serious ones to stare at the lazy eye de-buff. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lazy Eye 
  Your eye doesn’t want to work right now. It is an extremely lazy organ. For the remainder of this effect, your eye will be whipped into shape and trained to function as it should. 
  Duration: 2 days, 14 hours, and 4 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky had been born with a lazy eye and now it was going to heal itself?  
 
    This was quite possibly the strangest dream or the most wonderful side benefit to this crazy new world. After marveling at the de-buff and closing one eye to see if his deficient eye could see any better, he smiled as a tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    As he watched, the minor concussion blinked rapidly and counted down from three seconds. When the icon disappeared, the dark of the night seemed to brighten just a little bit, and he clicked his tongue in astonishment when a weight seemed to lift off of his brain. Continuing with his perusal, he saw the burned de-buff had less than an hour remaining, same as his broken ribs. The tendonitis, micro-tears, shin splints, and everything else related to basketball’s constant abuse to his body was sitting at just over half a day.  
 
    The energy continued to swirl and coalesce above his hands. Rocky crinkled his slightly teary eyes and regarded the Ether in a new light.  
 
    You’re a wizard, Rocky. 
 
    Glancing at the last corner, a black screen popped up listing damage dealt, damage received, and a multitude of other pieces of information. The list was so long that Rocky immediately felt himself skimming and then not taking in information at all. Instead, he closed the window, deciding it would be something to look at later.  
 
    The unknown began to weigh on his mind and sat heavily on his chest. Rocky was even less willing to wade through the mountain of information that this notification contained.  
 
    This is already taking too long…  
 
    That thought was followed by a complete release of pressure as the Ether of his spell began to thicken and gain substance, forming into the recognizable shape of a sword.  
 
    The energy began to dissipate as the blade fell from the floating energy coated in a thin layer of blue liquid. Rocky almost snatched his hands away a moment later. The sword was cold, freezing cold in fact, but somehow, steam was rising from it as the liquid evaporated.  
 
    The sheath for the sword was pitch black and seemed to absorb the light of the moon around him. The hilt of the blade was worked in a pattern that Rocky couldn’t distinguish at first. Staring intently, he began tilting and turning it in an attempt to get a better view. As he ran his hands over the dark material that wrapped the hilt, he began to feel embossing on the black fabric. 
 
    One of his fingers also found a cold, smoothly sharp object that glowed red. The object was a ruby-like gem embedded in the guard, and it shone with ominous amber light momentarily when his finger left its surface. That’s when the design came together in front of his wide eyes. It was subtle and beautiful in its model, using the guard as spread wings, the grip to emulate the body, and the dark metal pommel as its carved feet. The hilt was meant to look like an ebony black raven. 
 
    With the hilt pattern revealed, he bared a few inches of the blade and gasped. The alloy the blade was composed of was inky black and seemed to suck in the moonlight. He tilted his head and looked at the extremely thin blade. 
 
    I feel like I am holding a piece of glass it’s so thin.  
 
    Rocky unleashed more of the blade and ran his hand up the flat of the sword. He marveled at the pattern designed to look like many ravens in flight. With a bit of effort, he tried to bow the blade and was shocked to find that it was flexible but far harder to shift than he would have guessed. 
 
    What is this metal? 
 
    The two rubies shone menacingly at him, seeming to stare at him as the raven on the hilt smirked. He narrowed his eyes, and a window popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own Dark Tidings: 
  Dark Tidings  
  Soul Weapon Level 1 
  Quality: Relic/Soulbound 
  Ether Pool: 100/100 
  This sword will never dull and, if lost or broken, can be summoned using a spell, Summon Soul Blade. As a soul weapon levels, it will gain abilities and more information about its history and origin will be revealed. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This weapon was made for killing, as opposed to his other, more utilitarian weapons. Even his hatchet had been designed for a sport his brother-in-law had gotten him into. Thinking back to those days, Rocky felt the pressure on his chest increase as the need to return to his family in Ottawa slammed back into him.  
 
    His stomach now planted in his throat, Rocky hoped that his car was still safe in the parking area. His current position was at Arowhon Pines, a popular getaway inside Algonquin Park, at one of the cottages you could only hike or kayak into. He knew it would have taken him about six hours to kayak back to his car, but that wasn’t an option. He had never tried to walk it before and had no idea how long it would take to do so.  
 
    His eyes hardened with resolve, and he knew he better get started or at least find somewhere safe if he was going to rest the night. Currently though, he felt wide awake with all the forced sleep he had been put under but wasn’t sure how long that would last. 
 
    I guess getting knocked out repeatedly isn’t only an excellent way to earn a concussion but also to stay awake late into the night. Who knew? 
 
    Rocky picked up his bag and cinched the makeshift torches to the front of the pack. Then he quickly changed his clothes, gagging as he tossed his blood and pus covered ones into a plastic grocery bag before stuffing the quarantined clothes into the backpack to clean or burn later.  
 
    Finally, he strapped his belt on and then tried multiple different ways to buckle on his sword sheath using the frog that had come with it. He had never seen or heard of the device before and soon realized he had to take off his belt and rethread it through the contraption between belt loops where he wanted the sword to rest before it sat properly. 
 
    The immediate discomfort of the sword felt like a small weight was attempting to remove his newly donned pants. It also made him list slightly to the left. Rocky really hoped this was something he’d get used to. Otherwise, his life from this point on was going to be very frustrating. 
 
    The time to go had arrived, and he began jogging out of the camp. He winced with each crack of a branch or scuff of his shoe on the dirt, hoping he wouldn’t draw unwanted attention. A quick thought of his family, and he decided that trading noise for haste was acceptable.  
 
    During the run, he learned that a hand on the hilt of the sword stopped it from jostling and slowing him down. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, he realized he could hear faint booms and wood splintering. Hoping it was signifying help, he picked up his pace. A few steps later, a red menu box popped up.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You are entering a Territorial Zone of a powerful being. If you continue, it will be alerted to your presence. Depending on your intentions or its mood, you may be in danger. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky didn’t even hesitate; he knew of no other way to his car. He would just have to try his luck and hope for the best. 
 
    He skidded to a halt as he first heard and then felt a roar reverberate through his entire body. The sound settled on to his chest and vibrated his heart, causing the organ to send a signal of abject terror to his brain. If he were a dog, he would have tucked his tail and run away whimpering.  
 
    However, then as if in a challenge to the roar, a hellish chorus of howls pierced the recently silenced night, echoing through the trees. Suddenly, the whole forest hushed after the calls of war as if holding its breath in anticipation.  
 
    After the brief interlude of deafening silence, the explosions resumed and intensified as if trying to make up for the moment of cease-fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    The restart of the battle had also begun a heated internal debate for Rocky. In a cold sweat, he felt himself leaning towards the much faster and more dangerous option of going straight through. It might be safer going back and trying to go around, but it could take hours or even days longer. He managed to make up his mind when he considered that he had no guarantee of safety anywhere. 
 
    At least in here, I know where the crazy, destructive monsters are.  
 
    The anvil on his chest seemed to lift slightly as he resumed his jog. Rocky did change course slightly in an attempt to entirely avoid the ongoing conflict. To distract himself from the feeling of dread and to try to avoid thinking about the danger he was running towards, he checked some of the notifications that had built up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have earned a new non-combat skill, Endurance. 
  Current rank Weak-Endurance Level 1 
  Endurance 
  Increases your ability to perform strenuous activity for prolonged periods. At weak rank, each level will increase your physical endurance by 0.25%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have earned a new non-combat skill, Analyze. 
  Current rank Weak-Analyze Level 1 
  Analyze 
  By studying items, monsters, plants, and other objects in your surroundings, you will be able to see information previously hidden. At weak rank, you will be able to see two pieces of information. Increase your rank to discover more. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Continuing the distraction, he tried to thoroughly search his combat log and was rewarded for it by discovering an option to place his Etherience gained beside his notifications. As he began to mentally open that window, the sound of the conflict grew noticeably in pitch, and his mind froze, gripped by fear as the combat sounded like it would collide with his path. Rocky swallowed the lump that was forming in his throat and gritted his teeth. There was no other way. 
 
    Now that Rocky was entirely focused on the noises, he realized that the howls were coming with less frequency, yet the monstrous roars seemed to be sounding with the same interval. Rocky actually started praying to whatever gods might be listening. 
 
    Please, please, please let them fight until I am passed. Please! 
 
    As if in answer to that prayer, his mind flew into a panic from an entirely different problem. The gamer inside him frantically realized he hadn’t taken anything from the golems back in the cottage clearing.  
 
    Damn, what if they have loot! I know for sure that the metal feet and hands might at least have been useful. What about the marble core thing?  
 
    Despite Rocky’s current situation, his personal greed menagerie began going wild. Loot was a fundamental reason why gamers continued to play games day after day, and he had just ignored possible goodies. He kicked himself again and again, feeling nausea rise from the pit of his stomach.  
 
    Maybe he should turn back. Rocky came to a stop, unable to continue with his insides roiling in a war for dominance. Logic, on one side which had the high ground, was desperately fighting off the barrage of emotions his body put forward as seemingly irrational evidence for turning back. 
 
    The decision was made for him as something enormous crashed through the trees not one hundred meters in front of him. Its wings were crumpled to its body, and it was bleeding from numerous bite marks. Maybe it was a tangle of creatures? Rocky could distinctly make out what appeared to be parts of multiple different animals.  
 
    As Rocky tilted his head, transfixed by a feeling of discombobulation because each foot, whether it was avian or feline, was as large as a small car. His eyes widened in awe as the jumble righted itself and got to shaky feet. Out of the tangle came a massive, majestic lion head; crumpled, injured bird wings; scaled hind legs tipped with talons; muscled, feline forelegs with claws extended; and a quilled mace for a tail, which was swishing in clear, feline agitation. 
 
    As he stood transfixed, his feeling of majesty was shattered as the massive creature opened its mouth and let out a roar which shook the leaves and left his body vibrating uncontrollably. A moment later, Rocky’s legs buckled, and he fell unceremoniously on his ass.  
 
    He was pretty sure it was a Chimera, but it shouldn’t exist…  
 
    Yeah, cause my kayak and cabin turning into homicidal humanoids is an everyday thing! Why not throw some Greek legends in too? 
 
    Within moments, four wolves, most missing fur, parts of ears, or sporting deep gouges and slashes, slunk into view. Rocky felt his breath catch as they stalked ever closer to the near-dead Chimera. Rocky immediately knew it had to have been a pack against the creature and felt his mind tremble with dread at the size of this evolved pack. The wolves, while extremely large, were slightly smaller than the perfect killing machine they faced, but they had clearly had numbers on their side. Only the large, metallic colored one in the back center of the pack could compete with the Chimera in height, but not even it compared in bulk. Rocky assumed it was the alpha of this pack. The way the rising sun reflected off its fur made him think that metallic color wasn’t just a shade.  
 
    The alpha growled deep in its throat which signaled the other wolves to begin a charge forward, attempting to flank the opponent. A moment later, the massive metallic wolf followed suit. The lesser wolves darted in with expert timing, attempting to hamstring the Chimera. This tactic was apparently what the wolves favored and had used before because the Chimera ignored the massive alpha and batted one of the lesser wolves with its barbed tail.  
 
    This strike caused three of the massive quills to dig deeply into the wolf’s head, and it went down, the cooling carcass sliding across the ground before coming to a stop as it hit a tree with a loud crash. The tree creaked and broke, falling to the ground and creating another loud bang.  
 
    Rocky tracked the Chimera’s movements with wide eyes. With all the agility of a cat and some of the flexibility of a snake, its head somehow turned nearly all the way around and latched onto the lesser wolf who was a few feet from one of its back legs. The massive lion’s head held on desperately as the wolf began to fight against the beast's clasp. 
 
    In a blur of motion, its tail returned to bat the third and final lesser wolf squarely in the ribs, causing it to whimper as it crashed to the ground on its opposite side of the deeply embedded Chimera quills.  
 
    The quills bubbled blood as the animal struggled to breathe and get to its feet. However, the blow was proven to be a mortal one as the lesser wolf crumpled back down and curled in on itself, the pain of its wound gripping its mind in an inescapable vice matching Rocky’s current dread.  
 
    This final, desperate strike left the Chimera with no further options as the massive alpha wolf careened right into its exposed side and clamped its enormous, metal teeth down around the lion-like neck. For a moment, the lesser wolf continued to struggle in the Chimera’s jaws as the Chimera attempted to struggle out of the alpha’s vice of teeth. 
 
    The concussive collision finally knocked free Rocky’s inaction. He stood slowly, trying not to make a sound and could hear massive, bass-filled drum beats, while the Chimera wailed on the alpha with its barbed tail. Even as the alpha wolf became a pincushion it held on despite the obvious pain. A few heartbeats later the fight left the Chimera and its front legs collapsed on top of the lesser wolf who had died in its maw. The alpha continued to hold onto the beast's neck for long moments until it also collapsed, heaving for air through its nostrils, the Chimera still clasped in its jaws. 
 
    Off to the side, one final lesser wolf inched toward the alpha, but its spastic crawl diminished as its injuries overtook it. The worming progress ground completely to a halt, however, as it fell into unconsciousness a moment later. 
 
    Rocky narrowed his eyes but continued to stare at the scene; the alpha was clearly in just as dire a situation as the lesser wolf. It had over twenty barbs piercing its metallic hide, and he could hear the air leaking from its bellow like lungs as it desperately tried to take any air into its nostrils.  
 
    When the alpha released his jaws from the Chimera’s neck and collapsed to the side of the beast, its tongue rolled out and its panting intensified. With a sinking feeling, Rocky knew that he had to act now and put an end to the creature’s suffering. 
 
    Rocky began moving toward the collapsed creature. As he drew closer, he was able to better understand the sheer size of these beasts. The lesser wolves were probably the size of a garbage truck, and the two leaders of the conflict dwarfed them by easily half again. His stomach did a few somersaults when the alpha made one last attempt to stand.  
 
    As he finished his approach and tentatively drew his sword, the wolf’s eyes locked onto him, causing him to bring his sword out in front of him and take a step back. Luckily, it was unable to do more than blink at him. The creature was apparently on its final, borrowed moments of time. With a strange sympathy and resolve in his eyes, Rocky brought his new sword down across its throat, only to have the creature's fur barely part beneath the blade.  
 
    Even though he tried again and fought with every ounce of his strength, the fur only shifted and refused to part around the sharp edge of his sword. Knowing he couldn’t kill it this way caused his heart to clench in terror at the power of these predators. A tear formed in his eye because Rocky had always liked animals, and no creature deserved to suffer needlessly. He took a deep breath and approached its head, knowing what he had to do.  
 
    Sorry, boy. 
 
    The light in the wolf’s eye faded as he slid his sword into it. Rocky then turned his attention towards the lesser wolf whose breathing was nearly inaudible. He succeeded where he had failed before. His sword was easily able to part the lesser wolf’s throat. Immediately after killing the two creatures, notifications lit up his slightly teary-eyed vision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Rocky raised an eyebrow and took on his customary head tilt; he had attempted to remove the blinking corners in his combat log. Not only was his interface lighting up, but it was also more insistent in its frequency. The green color was the only aspect which was favorable, and he hoped it meant good news. 
 
    When he thought notifications, up popped the standard blue box. This time, due to the changes he’d made to the notification preferences, he was rewarded with some repeating information in the form of levels he received from the golem fight but also some very pertinent aspects.  
 
    Rocky furrowed his brow as he read, and his eye developed a bit of twitch; the corner was still flashing insistently green. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing a Level 3 Wood Golem you have been awarded 210 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing a Level 10 Wood Composite Golem you have been awarded 2975 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 5! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  165 Stasis Etherience used. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 6! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  400 Stasis Etherience used. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 7! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  800 Stasis Etherience used. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 8! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  1600 Stasis Etherience used. 
  Final 10 Stasis Etherience applied to the current level.  
  Stasis has ended. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have killed a Level 74 Master-Beta and Lesser Member of the Steel Wolf Pack! Whoa, captain kill-stealer. 
  For dealing the killing blow on Master-Beta Level 74 and Lesser Member of the Steel Wolf Pack, you have been awarded 123 Etherience. (Moderated: Damage Dealt) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have killed a Level 32 Epic-Alpha and Alpha of the Steel Wolf Pack! The rumors are true; you are a dirty kill thief. 
  For dealing the killing blow on Epic-Alpha Level 32 ‘Steel’ Alpha of the Steel Wolf Pack, you have been awarded 688 Etherience. (Moderated: Damage Dealt) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 9! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  7621 Etherience added to Stasis bank. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky wasn’t sure how he felt about the new layout but realized it gave him much more knowledge about the world. Most importantly, if the leveling trend continued, he could clearly see that each level doubled in the amount of Etherience needed to advance. His eye continued to twitch to the timing of the pulse of green light. There were definitely some pieces of information missing, as he had only earned eight hundred eleven Etherience from those mercy kills but still gained a level that would have taken thirty two hundred Etherience. 
 
    Rocky grimaced and continued to deduce more from the information. It seemed that if you had four or more unspent skill points, you were unable to move on to the next level, and you entered stasis. Perhaps this would be something that would change at later levels, but right now, it felt like the correct conclusion. Another oddity also stood out to Rocky’s keen eye and that was the disparity in levels between the Lesser Member and the Alpha. 
 
    How the hell was the monstrous, steel furred Alpha a lower level than a weaker Beta? Maybe it’s the Master vs. Epic in the class.  
 
    He let that thought drift away because the green, flashing light was pulsing rapidly, and he was jarred out of his thought. He still had that unexplained Etherience bump to find. So, running his tongue over his teeth in mild frustration he looked at the corner.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have conquered a Territory! 
  By defeating the current leader of Chimera’s Roost, you have been granted leadership over the new Territory. 
  Would you like to name your Territory? 
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	    
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky blinked rapidly at the message then mentally chose not to name the Territory yet, not even knowing what a Territory was or if he would hold onto it. Instead, he chose the “Later” option and watched the screen wink out and be replaced by another box. The message it contained made Rocky’s eyebrows shoot up into his dark hair. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  As the new Territory Leader, you have been granted access to the Leader Class Tree. As the first sapient being to own a Territory on the continent, you have been granted an ancestral spirit guide. 
  Your Territory has been modulated to reduce unstable Ether flow.  
  Ambient Ether flow within the Territory is now stable. 
  Best of Luck, Leader, and may your ancestors help you rise! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky read the message but was distracted as his eyes tried to simultaneously track a new icon that seemed to float from the notification screen and join his interface opposite his currently active and decreasing de-buffs. The countdown timer of this new symbol immediately began counting down at the top right of his vision.  
 
    Once he finished re-reading the leader message, he trained his eyes and mental focus on the timer, which stopped the next menu box from opening. Instead, the bottom right corner went back to flashing, but this time with a gold tinge; his eye began twitching again. A small box popped up under the de-buff. 
 
    “Time of Ether assisted protection for Territory: 32 days, 23 hours, 58 minutes, and 56 seconds.” 
 
    It continued to count down as he watched, and he felt his heart stutter and then beat erratically. Well, that was a development Rocky hadn’t considered. He wondered if that meant it was a safe area or something entirely different. He made the assumption that it was a good thing but felt like everything was coming at him far too fast.  
 
    Rocky had literally woken up less than twelve hours ago, and already he was the proud owner of a Territory.  
 
    Not that I wanted any of this. The Territory. The sword. I would trade them both for a working cell phone and an answer to what the hell is going on? I just need to go a bit farther to get a signal. The parking lot must be really close, and it always had service.  
 
    Rocky decided to get the notifications out of the way, then assign his skill and stat points before deciding what to do next. However, before he could make a move, something dark black and the size of a Bengal house cat crawled into the clearing, dragging wings that clearly were too big to be used behind it.  
 
    His heart broke into pieces, and he completely forgot about the flashing corner when it began to nuzzle the large Chimera. No wonder the Chimera hadn’t decimated the wolf pack. It was forced to stay grounded to protect this little guy—or was it a girl?  
 
    How do you even tell with a Chimera? 
 
    Rocky began to approach watching as the small, cat-like creature attempted to turn its massive mother on to her side and failed to move more than a few feathers. Rocky made a leap of logic and assumed it was probably feeding time. He quickly reached into his backpack and pulled out his sports bottle which had a soft plastic nozzle cap on it.  
 
    He then walked around to the more exposed side of the giant Chimera. Once there, he began to milk the giant creature. While Rocky had never been a farmer, he had visited friends’ farms and had gotten the crash course as a child on milking a cow, and this was surprisingly similar. Within moments, the bottle was filled to the brim, and he just managed to close it before he jumped at a voice from behind him. 
 
    “Young man, I wouldn’t suggest drinking that if I was you. I am not an expert on mobs in this region, but I am going to go out on a limb and say satisfying your odd fetish, in this case, may kill you–”  
 
    Rocky landed back on the ground from his mini-spastic jump and strained to see a tiny, semi-transparent, stern female hovering in the transition of light and shadow made by the giant Chimera. The only reason she stopped speaking is that the Bengal cat sized Chimera rounded the corner and leaped at her. 
 
    “How rude! Kill this filthy amalgam this instant!” She crossed her arms and scowled at the cat as it tried in vain to paw at her, which only succeeded at making it fall on to its back. As soon as it gracelessly landed, it began wiggling around as if it was struggling to get back to its feet. The glare of the stern woman slowly shifted to a smile as she succumbed to the utter silliness of the baby Chimera. 
 
    Rocky coughed and rolled his eyes, “Who… what…” Coughing again and shaking his head, he tried a different, less rude tack. “My name is Rockland Barkclay. What is yours?”  
 
    The woman, who, by this point, was smiling and making almost cooing sounds at the Chimera, turned and glared at him. “I know what your name is, lackwit. Are you going to come over here and feed this cutie pie? Or are you going to stand there all night and let it starve to death? If it grows up to be anything like that one over there,” she pointed at the dead Chimera, “it would be a very useful pet or companion. Hurry up, come now. Chop-chop.”  
 
    Rocky felt his blood boil; his fingers clenched around an imaginary throat as the woman spoke, but he managed not to actually strangle her—or at least try…  
 
    Who is this ghostly woman, that was now playing with the baby Chimera?  
 
    He slowly staggered towards the big cat and felt the ground vibrating with the purrs of the medium dog-sized creature. While it was cute, its swinging paws and his mood made him snark back. “Yeah ‘cause that’s going to make it easier to feed. Just get its spiky claws swinging around. Perfect! Why don’t you feed it?”  
 
    The small women turned from the cat and glared at him again. “Ancestral guide…” she pointed two thumbs at herself as a claw passed right through her, “incorporeal…” another paw passing through her punctuated her point, “idiot!” 
 
    A few moments later, Rocky’s face had returned to its normal shade and the steam that had probably shot from his ears had subsided. Now, however, he was short some skin, a shirt, and a pair of pants. He had begun feeding the tiny Chimera from his sports bottle as the woman finally spoke again. 
 
    “It only took you that long to win its trust because your Charisma is so abysmal. Honestly, who are your parents? They should know better than to let such a low level out of the house, let alone the safety of the town. Your stats are so unbalanced it's obvious you should be a soldier, not a leader.” 
 
    Wowsah… who is she to judge– 
 
    The rude woman savagely interrupted his internal dialogue, “I can’t believe I was forced to materialize and guide an imbecile.” Rocky’s hand involuntarily twitched, which sprayed the baby Chimera with milk to its indignant sputtering. The action cost Rocky a bit more skin. The tirade came to a stop as she saw this, and she shook herself, then looked at him.  
 
    Since he was no longer in the shadow of the dead Chimera or perhaps because the sun had risen higher, he began to make out her appearance. The aggravating, tiny, ghostly woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties and held herself with an air of superiority that nearly made him spray the Chimera again. Her body was made up of different shades of pale, white fog, and her eyes seemed to radiate intelligence. She was wearing a ghostly gown that easily swept down past her feet and covered her up to her shoulders. The garment was just a hint whiter than the rest of her which was why it was distinguishable. 
 
    Rocky, whose eyes currently shone with pent-up anger, really hoped she grew on people because otherwise, abandoning his Territory and escaping this sticky situation forever was going to be an easy decision.  
 
    That’s when she snapped to her full height, and her smoky gown flowed out as she curtsied. “I am Selaphelia, a former lieutenant of the guild, Cathodiem, and your great, great, great—you get the idea—Ancestor. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Rocky sputtered, attempting to say the name under his breath. 
 
    As soon as he began butchering it, Selaphelia sighed. “Sela will be fine, Rocky.” 
 
    Rocky and Sela locked eyes with each other, the Chimera breaking the standoff with a hiccup. They caught each other smiling at the infant with its overly large wings, and Rocky’s smile faltered momentarily. A large yawn by the infant creature brought on another round of smiles. His shoulders dropped, his face relaxed, muscles giving up their tension, and a small chuckle escaped his lips.  
 
    When she smiles she doesn’t seem like a demon ghost. Maybe this could work out after all.  
 
    Finally having access to the calm, rational side of his brain, he figured he would start by asking for her help. Asking a woman for help seemed to always work in the past. Not to mention he needed help, badly. 
 
    Before he could enact his plan to get on Sela’s good side, the kitten fell asleep, and Rocky realized that he needed to obtain all the milk he could gather from the mother  
 
    Sighing, he disentangled himself from the cute but deadly animal.  
 
    Unlike its mother who was of tawny coloring, this little one was black from head to toe. It had black feathers and no mane yet, but forming on the top of its head were two, tiny, black stubs that would one day become its goat horns. Its back end was comprised of shiny obsidian scales, and it had a tail that ended in a shape akin to that of a scorpion rather than a porcupine mace like its mothers.  
 
    Rocky hustled over to the mother, dumping all but one of his full water bottles on the ground. He then filled each bottle, making sure not to lose a drop. The realization struck him that this was all the milk he would get; the next obstacle would be keeping the liquid cold and fresh. Hopefully, the infant would wean quickly. 
 
    What was it that Goldblum said? Life will find a way? 
 
    For now, he placed the bottles in his mesh bag and put them in the deepest shade he could find. Later, he would place the bottles into a river or lake like he had done with his water at the cabin. 
 
    Rocky then strode around to the massive steel wolf. Touching its fur with his fingers was interesting as it was soft yet extremely tensile, almost sharp. Rocky’s inner greed menagerie squealed in delight, and he immediately knew he had to spend a day or more here harvesting this creature and the others for their hides.  
 
    He made a note to ask Sela if there was a loot system, thinking primarily of the two golems he had managed to kill back in the cottage clearing. Then Rocky grimaced, reconsidering talking to the abrasive woman and just tried touching the body and mentally looting the corpse. 
 
    Rocky almost dropped the two, small, glowing crystals that dropped into his hand, eyes wide in excitement before narrowing as he turned them over in his fingers, trying to figure out what they were.  
 
    The two crystals both shone the same muted cyan, but that is where the similarities ended. Each crystal was a different shape, making beautiful patterns which reminded Rocky of the sugar crystals he’d made in sixth grade. 
 
    However, he soon discovered, when he attempted to break a piece off, these crystals, while seeming fragile, were just as hard as diamond. As he continued to stare, he remembered his new skill Analyze and mentally used it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Crystallized Ether 
  Crystallized Ether is one of the byproducts of ambient Ether. As organisms grow in strength, the muscles, organs, skin, and bones absorb the ambient Ether to increase stats, creating a lattice of this new form of Ether. To find out more, increase your Analyze skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky quickly placed the crystals in his bag after reading that and then wiped his hands on his torn-up pants somewhat disgustedly. He had just confirmed that there was loot, though, even if he had no idea what the items were for. Despite his twisted mouth and grisly thoughts, he would find out what they were before throwing away the possible soul related crystals. 
 
    Rocky tried to cut the wolf’s metallic hide with his soul bound sword and was reminded his sword wasn't strong enough to cut through its fur. He looked around, wanting to make a piece of armor or rough protection from this substance. His greed penguin fell flat on its back in shock when he noticed nothing was available. Rocky groaned because he just knew that if he could figure out a way to make even a basic poncho from this stuff, he would be far safer on his continued trek to his car and eventually to his family and friends in Ottawa. 
 
    The groan turned to a sigh. At this point, if his family was still alive, it would be because of his brother-in-law and the group of friends that played Dungeons and Dragons weekly. He hoped they had been able to link up; combined, perhaps, they had a chance. The whole group of players lived in one suburb; the concern was for his mother, who lived next door to his sister, who hopefully could take care of her. 
 
    Wiping a bit of moisture that had fallen on his cheek, he sniffed once and forced an attitude change. They would make it through the initial surprise of the new world, and he just needed to focus on gaining as much strength and power as possible. Before his eyes even left the giant wolf, he noticed Sela floating by its side. Forcing one foot in front of the other, he walked in her direction, his curiosity overpowering the knot in his stomach.  
 
    What is she was looking at?  
 
    He noticed the considerable number of quills sticking out of the beast, and Rocky wondered if he could collect them all as he finished his approach.  
 
    Sela, seeing him coming, turned towards him with a smug expression which immediately made Rocky cringe. Pointing at the beast, she said, “You should use the claw from the other creature that is stuck in this one's side.” She was guiding him with a soft voice and clear inflection. “It clearly can cut through the fur. Even a child is more resourceful than you.”  
 
    Rocky’s jaw tensed, and his body tightened as he glared at Sela while she continued to investigate the beast.  
 
    Calm, you’ve got this. Don’t let her get under your skin. She’s just a grouchy, ancient hag. 
 
    With a deep breath, he forced his fists open. Out of some sort of stubborn spite he almost chose to not use the forearm-sized claw. The deadly looking talon must have been ripped out of the Chimera during the fight, but no matter how much he didn’t want to, he had to concede it had succeeded where his sword had failed. He pulled the broken claw out of the deep laceration and set it aside, then began pulling out every quill until he had a stack of twenty-three off to one side. 
 
    Rocky walked to its chest and began using the talon as a makeshift knife to skin the creature. The sharp talon cut through the fur like butter, and he was incredibly thankful he hadn’t had to fight the monstrous creatures. He swallowed back his initial gag reflex as the initial cut spurted blood all over his hands and arms. This was going to be his new normal, and to distract himself as he worked, he decided to multitask and pulled up any remaining notifications from the fight. 
 
    Once Rocky thought about the notifications, the annoying, flashing, gold corner seemed to get brighter and pulse more often. He quickly glanced at it to avoid further eye twitching. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a quest! 
  Conquer a Territory (Hidden) 
  Vanquish a leader, boss, or super spawn, and claim a Territory for yourself. 
  Reward(s) 
  Access to Leadership Class 
  Territory 
  10,000 Etherience 
  The hidden nature of this quest meant that it was automatically accepted on your behalf.  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have completed a quest. 
  Conquer a Territory (Hidden) 
  Vanquish a leader, boss, or super spawn, and claim a Territory for yourself. 
  10,000 Etherience Awarded 
  Territory Awarded 
  Access to Leadership Class Awarded 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You now own Chimera claw. 
  Chimera Claw 
  Crafting Component 
  You now own Chimera Quill x 23 
  Chimera Quill 
  Crafting Component 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky felt his pulse ramp up a notch, and a large smile crept across his face. Well, that certainly explained the Etherience that had been placed in stasis for him but also brought a leadership class to the table. He made the assumption that it was a good thing. He knew Sela would have more details, and it may be time to suck it up and ask her.  
 
    Trying to put off that eventuality, for now, he decided to at least place his skill points and opened his character sheet window. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 9 
  Health Pool: 140/140 
  Ether Pool: 130/130 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Class Selection Pending  
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade 
  You have 1 stat point and 4 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  18 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  13 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  6 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  8 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Level Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skills (Non Class) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 3(+2) 
  Analyze 1 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Would you like to assign stat points now? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As Rocky mentally selected skill points, he thought he felt his testicles climb up into his body. The she-litch floated back from around the wolf as if summoned, and he gulped down the lump in his throat.  
 
    Sela pointed an accusing finger at him and spat, “You will not be assigning any stats, skills, or classes without consulting me. You have already proven that you have no brain.”  
 
    Rocky’s cheeks flushed red, and his hands clenched, putting a stop to his skinning. In a quick motion, he rounded on Sela with the blood-soaked claw pointing directly at the tiny demeaning witch. His other bloody hand swiped the menu box to the side so he could glare properly at the nightmarish woman. 
 
    “You-will-shut-the-pixiedust-up!” The words that came out of his mouth didn’t even sound like him anymore; they were more of a growling hiss of a geyser erupting. “I have had enough of your meaningless attitude. Ever since I have met you, you have been rude and abrasive. What the actual Pharaoh’s cat is your problem?” 
 
    Sela visibly flinched at his first words but then began to puff up with every addition, until the last question when he pointed out her issues, which caused her to deflate like a popped balloon. Just as quickly, her tiny arms wrapped around her in a protective gesture, and Rocky began to hear a sound he hadn’t expected.  
 
    Sela was crying. Not just crying but bawling. 
 
    Goddamnit! Honestly, this tiny ball of emotion who has been haranguing me all day is crying now? I’m not apologizing… nope, sorry not sorry. 
 
    Rocky’s hand was still clenched tightly around the claw, but he did lower it and moderated his tone, not wanting to make it worse, “Look, I can tell you are very knowledgeable about this crazy world, and I can really use that, but truthfully, you have been a huge water drinker so far, and I would rather go on alone than listen to you continue to demean me.” 
 
    Rocky paused and took a deep breath which allowed him to further moderate his tone. “I was thrown into this world rather abruptly, not even a full day ago! I am doing the best I can, and I’m still alive so I must be doing something right.” 
 
    Rocky’s stomach dropped when Sela glanced up at him with ethereal tears rolling down her cheeks. He met her eyes, and the tears broke him. “Look, I am sorry, but I am sure you know very little about the world from before the change. All I ask is that you please teach me about this world, and in return, I can teach you about the world that I knew?” 
 
    Sela tried to smile, but it was obvious the smile didn’t reach her eyes. Rocky could tell something was wrong which made his already sinking heart fall under his shoe. With a hiccup and a voice barely audible she started to speak, “I am also sorry for how we started. I just returned and have no memory of the time between my death and now. As soon as I returned, the world felt different–” Sobs racked her tiny body as she fought to control them.  
 
    The noise that they had made must have woken the Chimera kitten because it came over and sat on its haunches below Sela. Sela floated down and tried to hug the cute but deadly creature. The act seemed to help her gain some control back, and she continued, “I expected to be summoned into our guild’s castle or a newly conquered Territory. Instead, I find myself in a world where Ether is running wild, and in the entire Territory I searched, there was only one person.” With the last word, she pointed at Rocky. 
 
    “And you aren’t even a member of our guild. I can tell this is still Gaia, so I know something is terribly wrong. I am sorry. I have been taking my worries out on you.” She broke into sobs again. 
 
    Rocky realized he had let the dagger drop from his hands as the plight of the pixie hit him like a ton of bricks.  
 
    It must be just as hard for her as it is for me. 
 
    “So no more hell lady act?” 
 
    Sela’s sob cracked with a quick grunt of a laugh and amusement tinged her voice, “No, no more hell lady act, halfwit.” The last word was said with a smirk and a wink. 
 
    Rocky was amused to find he didn’t mind it when said that way. 
 
    To hide the tear that was about to leak from his eye, Rocky turned and began skinning the wolf again.  
 
    Yep, you can’t cry when elbow deep in industrial-sized wolf guts.  
 
    Rocky smiled to himself, looking back over his shoulder at the pixie. “Any suggestions on the stats, skills, and leadership class?” 
 
    Sela floated over and gave him a smile before she said, “Just so you know, only you and others that you grant access to can see your screens. I was granted access to see your screens because of the whole personal guide thing.” 
 
    As they worked, Sela began teaching him about what each skill did. She was actually a pretty good teacher once she was no longer a raging crazy-a-saurus. 
 
    As she pointed to his skills and explained, Rocky realized just how much he hadn’t understood. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills 
 
        
        
          
          	  Revenant Blade 
  5/5 
  Soul Blade Class Skill Unlocked 
  
          	  Revenant Bowyer 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Shot.” 
  
         
 
          
          	  Soul Strike 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Soul Strike. 
  Soul Strike increases the damage of your weapon strikes. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Strike.” 
  
          	  Blood Mend 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Blood Mend. 
  Blood Mend will increase your natural regeneration of wounds and damage. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Blood Mend.” 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    According to Sela, the Revenant Blade skill could create any bladed weapon, and the fact that it had made a sword was because he had been thinking about a sword during creation. Which meant that the bowyer skill could have made any type of ranged weapon. He could have literally created himself a bazooka.  
 
    When Sela saw his face fall during that explanation, she quickly chimed in, letting him know about the restrictions and inherent weaknesses of ranged weapons. “Ranged weapons are not the all-powerful items they may seem to be. First, if you make a ballistic weapon, you would need to craft bullets.” She pointed at the creature Rocky was still skinning. “Not many ballistic weapons would be able to pierce this if your sword couldn’t. Secondly, if you had created a laser rifle or the like, you would need to wait for ambient Ether to recharge the weapon between uses.” 
 
    Rocky’s raised eyebrow encouraged her to continue. 
 
    “Depending on the payload of the weapon and the Ether converter, you may have one shot with a twenty-four-hour recharge rate. So, if that shot missed or was resisted, which again probably would have been the case with something as strong as these creatures. You would have been nothing more than a puddle of blood in the dirt. That’s why most people buy laser rifles and have their soul weapons as something melee related they can rely on.” 
 
    Rocky’s stomach unknotted after that description, and he began using her voice as a distraction as he continued with the skinning operation. As for the skills he could choose from now, Sela gave an example, as she couldn’t be sure. The blood path would help him with the ability to heal damage. Essentially, he could increase the healing rate of an injury by a certain percentage based off of his investment of personal Ether; however, it would not be able to heal anything instantly. 
 
    The soul strike would most likely add damage to one attack relative to something of the same scale of personal Ether expended. Both had merit, but his gut was telling him self preservation over damage would be the better option.  
 
    As Rocky was just finishing skinning the massive creature, Sela informed him that performing an action repeatedly could earn you an ability, but it was much, much more challenging to gain combat related skills. Rocky’s shoulders slumped as he stood from the wolf, realizing he wouldn’t be getting the powerful combat abilities he had been dreaming about. 
 
    However, common skills were also quite useful; she gave an example of one: Tracking, for hunting down animals.  
 
    Sela also informed him that any and all craft skills could be learned from trial and error. For example, his skinning, which Rocky had done a pretty poor job of. It would get better and much faster once he earned the skill. This was because Ether could translate knowledge into his brain for any of the skills he learned and ensure increased absorption. 
 
    Rocky was forced to stop Sela from any more explanations as he began grunting and breathing hard from dragging the large pelt back the way he had come. When Sela found out he was going to a nearby stream he passed, she pointed in another direction and let him know there was a river much closer in another direction. Rocky followed her indicated direction and soon was washing the blood off of himself and the pelt. 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, Rocky queried, “How did you know this was here?”  
 
    “Well, when I was first summoned to be your ancestral guide, it took me so long because I was scouting our entire Territory. It’s standard for an ancestral guide, so we can help locate anything inside your domain. By the way, there are five other wolf corpses in that direction.” She pointed in a direction that led through a swathe of destroyed trees in the distance.  
 
    Sela slapped her hand to her forehead suddenly, which didn’t actually make a sound which made the gesture funny somehow. “I forgot to tell you about your Territorial storage! When you are within the borders of your Territory, you can access your storage vault through Ethereal space. You can store things inside of this storage and access them at any place or time as long as you are still within your Territory!”  
 
    She pointed at the bloody, massive, circus tent-sized piece of leather. “Then you can avoid dragging stuff around. Also, you can avoid food spoilage and the like. The storage automatically will slow down decomposition because it is less affected by time.” Putting one finger in the air as a caution she finished, “It won’t accept anything living, and it also will essentially freeze anything you put in there, so if you have something that needs to stay hot, probably avoid putting it in. Just think storage to open it, and if you intend to put something in it that you are touching, it will vanish.” 
 
    Rocky tried thinking storage, and a screen opened up in his vision with multiple boxes that seemed to denote something akin to shelves or spaces in the Territorial storage. He used another mental command to store the massive pelt inside, and he nearly fell over from the lack of weight. Instantly, the entire wolf skin was gone.  
 
    Once it had vanished, he reeled from the lack of weight and steadied himself. With two raised eyebrows and wide eyes, Rocky looked at the storage space screen. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Territory Storage 
 
        
        
          
          	  “Steel” Wolf Pelt 
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
         
 
        
       
    
  Access to this space can be granted to anyone the owner chooses. People who can access this Ethereal space: 
  Rockland Barkclay (owner) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Placing the skinned pelt in the storage confirmed his guess about the squares being spaces in the Territorial storage, and it seemed that the large wolf’s hide had taken up four of the total sixty-four. For ease of use, Rocky thought about adding Sela to the list, and sure enough, she popped up right under his name. He closed the window and shook his head in awe while he continued back to the clearing. The things this new magical era could do were a bit staggering. 
 
    When they returned, the tiny Chimera was curled up beside its mother’s corpse, and Rocky’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    The sight brought out an urge to hug the baby Chimera, and Rocky chose not to skin the mother Chimera for the time being. He made a mental note to leave her for last and to try to do it quickly.  
 
    Instead, Rocky decided to confirm that the first creature and the crystals he had acquired was quantitative data and that there was indeed loot to be had in this changed world. Touching a lesser wolf awarded him with a single crystal, similar but different than the first two he had acquired. 
 
    Looks like loot to me.  
 
    Rocky internally celebrated before remembering the two golems back in the opposite direction.  
 
    Wait, Sela covered the entire Territory in the thirty minutes after the fight. She must be really fast, or the Territory is small.  
 
    His final thought led Rocky to flinch and ask, “Wait how big is my Territory?” 
 
    Sela smiled smugly. “Your Territory is one of the largest I have seen. It is about two thousand kilometers squared. As far as I can tell, it is all fertile land and has an abundance of resources already. Once you develop it more, it will be a great producer of materials and resources.” 
 
    That new information sent a strange shot of pride through his veins, and with a burst of new energy, Rocky asked Sela to try to explain stats. Then he broached the subject of whether she could fly over and loot the golem corpses. Rocky had begun skinning the lesser wolf when he posed both questions to Sela. 
 
    Due to his multitasking, he missed Sela’s eyes narrowing and her slow nod. “Yes, it is possible Rocky, and I can fly much faster than you can hike, but I really don’t want to start being a glorified errand guide.”  
 
    The tone of her voice made Rocky turn around, and the look she gave him was utterly earnest, which made Rocky freeze and consider the question more seriously. 
 
    Rocky answered tentatively and slowly, “Sela, I need all the help I can get in this new world. If that means sending you back to get something because it is more efficient.” He paused briefly and didn’t see her getting angry, so he continued, “If you could stay here and skin the rest of the corpses, then start a fire and cook some of the meat, I would run back.”  
 
    Sela’s tiny face scrunched up after that before she nodded. “Okay, those points make sense, but before I go, let’s get your leadership class assigned. The skill points I’ll leave up to you now that you will be making an informed decision, but I expect you to have considered that decision by the time I come back.” 
 
    That’s how Sela began lecturing Rocky about stats. It would appear it was pretty common knowledge in her world, and because of this, she did a pretty poor job explaining it. At first, he felt his blood boil in irritation, but when he pressed her on it, she shrugged and pointed out that the more complicated equations and effects were taught over years, not in a single conversation. 
 
    Stamina increased health, Strength increased power, and they linked together to increase physical endurance as well as health regeneration.  
 
    Agility enhanced speed and somehow was related to Dexterity, which was hand-eye coordination, to better accuracy.  
 
    Intelligence was a very confusing statistic and increased one’s personal Ether pool and thought processes while also linking to Wisdom.  
 
    Wisdom seemed to increase ambient Ether absorption and also thought processes. Rocky felt like he was back in school in a class that was too advanced for him because the description of how they both affected thought processes was far too complicated for him. 
 
    That’s when her explanations got even more confusing, and Rocky stopped skinning to try to focus on her lesson and absorb more. Charisma was a big unknown and so was Luck. It would seem that those characteristics were theorized to function in a multitude of ways.  
 
    The only sure parts were Charisma would affect how much people liked you, at least initially, and Luck would somehow help you find things that could be equally useful or deadly. 
 
    Sounding just like one of his old teachers when Rocky didn’t understand, Sela finished by saying, “Look, I can start going into every theory on every statistic, Rocky, but honestly, when I was alive, some scholars studied statistics their whole lives. What I just told you were the only definitively confirmed data through multiple lifetimes of studies and experiments.” 
 
    With that mostly useless conversation finished, they quickly began looking through the leadership classes. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Leadership Class Options 
  Listing 1-9 of 9 
  Monarch, Politician, Chieftain, Totem, Seer, Craftsman, Charismatic, Emperor, Strategist 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Monarch 
  The power of a Monarch lies in their people, and the power of the people lies in its monarch. 
  +1 Strength per level, +1 Stamina per level 
  This leadership line requires that the monarch is defeated or the death of the currently appointed leader before Territory can change hands. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Politician 
  Crafty and deceitful, this leader will rely on honeyed words to get his way.  
  +1 Charisma per level, +1 Luck per level 
  This leadership line requires the people of the Politician to actively decide to remove him or the death of the current leader before a Territory can change hands. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chieftain  
  The strength of the chieftain is in his fighting prowess. 
  +1 Agility per level, +1 Strength per level 
  This leadership line requires the death of the current chieftain or a one on one fight to transfer the Territory to the strongest combatant. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem 
  The strength of the totem is in the force of the creatures it controls. 
  +1 Intelligence per level, +1 Charisma per level 
  This leadership line requires the champion of the totem to be defeated or the death of the current leader to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Seer 
  The strength of the Seer is in his ability to plan and outsmart his opponents. 
  +1 Intelligence per level, +1 Wisdom per level 
  This leadership line requires the death of the seer to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Craftsman 
  The strength of the Craftsman lies in the power of his creations. 
  +1 Dexterity per level, +1 Wisdom per level 
  This leadership line requires the destruction of the town hall or the death of the current leader to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Charismatic 
  The Charismatic leader’s strength is in the admiration of those around him. 
  +2 Charisma per level 
  This leadership line requires that someone more charismatic then the current leader sway his people or the death of the current leader to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Emperor 
  The power of the Emperor is in his divine right to rule. 
  +The ability to promote people to the position of monarch and split up a Territory. 
  This leadership line requires the destruction of the Emperor’s home or the death of the current leader to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Strategist 
  The power of the Strategist is in its ability to increase the power of the people and organize them. 
  +1 Charisma per level, +1 Wisdom per level, +The Ability to promote Military Ranks 
  Military Ranks will add +1 stat per level based on the position held. 
  This leadership line requires the death of the current leader or the death of 50% of the top military leaders to transfer the Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After reading, Rocky looked to Sela who pointed at Totem, Seer, Charismatic, Strategist, and Politician. “These five will help you balance your stats quite a bit. However, I would strongly recommend Totem. It will help you tame your Chimera, and once the Chimera gets stronger, it will be nearly impossible to defeat.” 
 
    Rocky considered that option and immediately dismissed Charismatic and Politician because he didn’t like the feeling he got when he thought about them.  
 
    So, between Totem, Seer, and Strategist. 
 
    Rocky wasn’t much for leading, and he tried to look at this decision from that point of view. Only two of the leadership positions allowed you to strengthen people within your Territory. Emperor was easy to dismiss for Rocky as it didn’t provide any stats per level, which would significantly weaken him.  
 
    That left Strategist as the only option that seemed to fit with his thought process. 
 
    Examining Strategist further, Rocky liked the fact that it gave him good stats and would allow him to help others increase their statistics as they leveled. Rocky, of course, was thinking primarily of his family, and it seemed like a simple decision to him. This tree would allow him to power level them in ways that no other leadership tree could. 
 
    It also seemed like it would allow him to possibly increase levels of others in his Territory which may make it more defensible for survivors. His pulse quickened and a shiver of excitement reverberated through his limbs as he momentarily envisioned trying to turn Algonquin Park into a city where people could live and be safe. With a sinking heart, he realized that it would have to wait until he found his family. 
 
    Still not seeing a downside, Rocky brought it up to Sela who winced, clearly not loving the idea. “Look, Rocky, I will try to be as honest as possible with you. If you choose this tree, then a nefarious character could just take your Territory by going around and killing the military leaders in it, one after another until he reached half of your current numbers. It was the way we used to handle Strategists.” 
 
    Rocky grimaced, seeing her point, but he also felt that it was the right choice somehow.  
 
    Sela continued, “I am terrified of going back to whatever place I was in before. I may never come out again, or I may come out again to a whole new world! However, I do agree that Strategist is a decent option, especially if you consider the fact that there is probably no one else currently who understands leaderership classes.” 
 
    Rocky could see her shaking and realized she was hoping he would pick the safest option for extending his hold on the Territory and, by extension, for her. Rocky’s felt his lips press together, and he examined the Leader Class of Totem again.  
 
    Sela really wants me to choose Totem, but taming a pet through some sort of forcible compulsion feels absolutely disgusting! Also, with Strategist, I can make everyone around me stronger, especially my family. 
 
    Something inside of Rocky warred with him whenever he looked at Totem. It got even worse, seeming to almost cause physical pain, when he glanced at the Chimera. The idea of using a leadership class to forcibly tame a pet felt abhorrent. The best description for his reason to choose Strategist came down to a feeling that Totem was not meant for him.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Leadership Class Chosen 
  Strategist 
  You are now a Leader - +1 Charisma and +1 Wisdom per level. (Retroactively assigned) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sela’s whole body trembled as the choice was made. Rocky felt his stomach sink and couldn’t meet her eyes, but he wasn’t sure how to help the tiny woman with her uncontrollable fear. Instead, he decided to check his notifications and his stats page. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned the craft skill. Skinning! 
  Current rank Apprentice Skinning Lvl 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 9 
  Health Pool: 140/140 
  Personal Ether Pool: 130/130  
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Strategist  
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade 
  You have 1 stat point and 4 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  12 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  18 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  13 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  5 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skills (Non Class) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 3 
  Analyze 1 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 1 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Would you like to assign stat points? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky glanced at Sela, and she attempted to smile back at him but failed miserably. Before he could say anything, she flew off at full speed in the direction he had come from. 
 
    Shit, I hope she is going to be okay. Whatever place she was in must have been absolutely terrifying. 
 
    With a heavy heart, Rocky got back to work, skinning and butchering the wolf corpses around him. He always began with looting to satisfy his greed penguin and, in each case, got one Crystallized Ether. When Sela returned, he would get her to go play with the Chimera kitten elsewhere and tackle the mother's body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six  
 
    After skinning and butchering the Alpha, Rocky had become faster and faster at the process as the day progressed. By the end of the day, many of the wolf pelts, meat, bottles of Chimera milk, and the Chimera quills had been stored in his Territorial Inventory. In addition to the skinning, he had started a fire around noon and had kept it going all day. 
 
    At first, Rocky had to fight the bile that threatened to rise at the thought of butchering and eating the wolf meat. It was truly a grisly process, but by the end of the day, he was shocked to find it became an easy task. The fire had allowed him to cook the butchered meat for both meals of the previous day, even if he had burnt the meat quite badly. 
 
    After the ridiculously straining day, Rocky had been unable to keep his eyes open, and with only one thought on his mind, he fell asleep.  
 
    Where had Sela gone? 
 
    The following morning, Rocky awoke to coals in the fire pit and a feeling of procrastination that made him want to turn over and fall back asleep. He had another long day of skinning and butchering in front of him. Perhaps if he wasn’t sleeping on the ground in the open air, he would have slept in, but he was covered in early morning dew, which left him cold and damp. 
 
    Oh, what I would do for a bed and a roof! 
 
    In the distance, Rocky could hear the baby Chimera playing, and the splashes were accompanied by giggles and snorts that could only be Sela. The sensation of waking up and not feeling his knees crack or his shins feel like they were trying to tear out of his leg was fantastic.  
 
    This must be how Superman feels every morning. 
 
    Every fiber of his being was alive and alert instantly. With all the fighting and injuries he had sustained, sore muscles would be the least of his worries in the old world. He probably would have woken up in a hospital bed or worse. A joyous inhalation later, he detracted one point from this new world. 
 
    In the old world, I would have had a shower. I stink! 
 
    After smelling his marinating armpits, Rocky chose to begin his day with a trek down to the water. As he started his hike, he picked up a large piece of deadwood and accurately tossed it into the coals. By the time he was back, the log would have caught, and then he could start breakfast. 
 
    As he walked to the river, he simultaneously checked his new inventory. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Territorial Inventory 
 
        
        
          
          	  “Steel” Wolf Pelt 
  
          	  Lesser Wolf Pelt x 3 
  
          	  Chimera Quill x 47 
  
          	  Level 3 Golem Orb (Cracked) 
  
          	  Level 10 
  Golem Orb 
  (Cracked) 
  
          	  Metal golem foot x 2 
  
          	  Crystalized Ether x 14 
  
         
 
          
          	  3217 lbs Wolf Meat 
  
          	  Metal golem claw x 2 
  
          	  Kayak Oar 
  
          	  Bottles of Chimera Milk x 3 
  
          	  Chimera Claw 
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
         
 
        
       
    
  Access to this space can be granted to anyone the owner chooses. People who can access this ethereal space: 
  Rockland Barkclay (owner) 
  Selaphelia Ardensai 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Upon his arrival, Sela flew by, leading the baby Chimera back into the water. The baby Chimera began to approach Rocky, took a single sniff, and crashed on to its side. Rocky caught a quick glimpse of a package between the Chimera’s legs as he lay on his side in the dirt. The Chimera’s eyes went wide as it slid down the bank into the water.  
 
    Okay! I get it, boy. Thanks for being subtle! 
 
    When the baby Chimera hit the water, a look came over his face and he leaped to his feet in surprise, before he tried snapping at the liquid. Soon, the cute creature was leaping in the water trying to defeat it, but he only accomplished splashing water through Sela who laughed each time the Chimera pounced. 
 
    Here was a creature who was still utterly perplexed by the substance it had just encountered. It climbed to the river bank. Rocky stripped out of his clothes and switched places with where the Chimera had been. Once in the middle of the river, he began cleaning his dirty clothes and scrubbing himself vigorously. 
 
    As soon as Rocky jumped into the river and began washing, the pair went strangely silent, which forced him to eventually look up. He stood there, waist deep in water with two pairs of eyes regarding him and was quite confused by what had them standing so still. A moment later, the question was answered by both in a very unique way. 
 
    The Chimera leaped from the edge into the center of the river, and Rocky swore it performed a cannonball, splashing him. The splash re-engaged Sela’s laughter, and she broke eye contact with his glaring and sputtering form.  
 
    Soon after, he was joining in the laughter as the Chimera and Sela continued to play. Once Rocky was finished scrubbing viciously at his skin and the Chimera dragged its sopping body towards the shore, Sela pointed at Rocky and a screen popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Selaphelia Ardensai has requested access to your user interface. 
  Grant access to Selphelia Ardensai? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He looked at the box and then at her; she shrugged. “I think it will help me help you. I can set up your displays better to make it more friendly to use. I can also explore and see if you are missing anything important. Up to you.”  
 
    Rocky shrugged because he couldn’t see the harm in it, so he selected yes then headed back to the camp to hang his newly washed, and thoroughly shredded clothes. He withdrew one of his final remaining sets of usable clothes before hanging up the other shredded ones. Even a casual observer would notice these were ruined. 
 
    Well, I better find some more rags soon, or I will be running around with my twig and berries flopping around. 
 
    After he choked down a breakfast of fire-charred wolf meat and prepared a combination of raw wolf meat and Chimera milk for the kit, Rocky had Sela lead him to the other wolf corpses. Then with a nod, promptly got down to business while re-checking his notifications periodically, starting with a recap of the ones from the day before. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Skinning has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Skinning Lvl 2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Butcher has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Butcher Lvl 2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Skinning has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Skinning Lvl 3. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Butcher has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Butcher Lvl 3. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Skinning has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Skinning Lvl 4. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your rank in Butcher has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Butcher Lvl 4. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With his increased speed, Rocky estimated, with a break for lunch, he would be finished skinning the beasts just before dinner.  
 
    While he worked, Sela was making other changes. Sela asked small, prodding questions after each change in hopes she was getting it more to his liking. First, a health bar filled the top middle of his vision. With his direction, Sela shifted it slightly higher, so only the bottom half of it was visible and only when he wanted it to be.  
 
    Then the bar became two-toned and split vertically as Sela added his personal Ether Pool to the interface. He also mentioned how annoying it was to wade through simple skill up notifications, so she began looking into that. Finally, Rocky also was adamant about removing all flashing screen notifications. 
 
    After her adjustments, Rocky would only be notified of new skill acquisitions but would just be updated via his character sheet for skill progressions. Today, he was continuing to loot every corpse he came to by thinking ‘loot’ when he touched them. Each body dropped a single Crystalized Ether into his inventory, but none of the wolves carried any sort of item. 
 
    As he finished skinning a wolf, his vision flashed once and his eye twitched. He glared at Sela while opening the notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations your rank in Butcher has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Butcher Lvl 5. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations your rank in Skinning has increased. 
  Current rank Apprentice Skinning Lvl 5. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Sorry! Those will be the last ones. They came through before my changes,” Sela winced and stated plainly as she continued to fiddle with his settings. 
 
    After a lunch of overcooked wolf meat and another few hours of work, the moment he was dreading had arrived. Rocky was done with all the wolf bodies. Trying to delay what came next, he took a few moments to move each carcass into a neat pile, well away from the camp.  
 
    Unable to avoid it any longer, Rocky walked hesitantly up to the last and final giant monster.  
 
    “Sela, I am going to need you to take a break and distract the little guy. It's his mother's turn, and I don’t want him watching me.” He shrugged his shoulders and looked at her helplessly as he finished lamely.  
 
    Sela instantly understood, and without hesitation, she flew over to begin playing and leading the distractible kitten away from the corpse of its mother. A few moments later, Rocky began the same way he had with each wolf corpse, by placing his hand on the mother Chimera’s body and thinking about looting it when, suddenly, he was holding more than just Crystalized Ether in his hands. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have collected 3 Crystalized Ether. 
  You have collected Ring of the Amalgam.  
  You now own a Ring of Amalgam. 
  You have collected Armour of the Chimera Knight. Chest, Legs, and Boots.  
  You now own Chimera Knight Leather Chest Armour. You now own Chimera Knight Leather Leg Armour. You now own Chimera Knight Leather Boots. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky was jumping up and down, holding the equipment, and he immediately yelled for Sela who came over looking annoyed. Before she could snap at him, he hastily asked, “Sela, is there a way for me to Analyze an item, or do items possibly grant attributes?” 
 
    “Yes… you just Analyze it, halfwit. I should probably mention, though, that you will need a shop. Gear dropped by wild monsters is locked!” 
 
    With that cryptic last sentence, she flew away, and Rocky watched her go with a blank look on his face. Once the words sunk in, his eyes narrowed, and he sputtered as he saw her resume distracting the fluffball in the distance.  
 
    Rocky used Analyze on the Ring of Amalgam. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ring of Amalgam 
  This ring was created when four creatures were fused together to form Skandranon: The First Chimera. This ring was the core they fused around. 
  Quality: Excellent 
  Stats: Unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seeing the “Stats: Unknown” part to the message made him purse his lips in frustration, but the fact that Sela had now mentioned a shop to him had sufficiently buoyed his spirit. If she brought them up, even after knowing how changed this world was, then he was going to find one and figure out what made them special. 
 
    Rocky smiled and made a mental note to ask her about them that night. Then he quickly listened to his inner greed menagerie and analyzed his armor. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chimera Knight Armour Set 
  This armor was created from the left-over components of the animals that made up the Chimera. The owner of this armor set has either killed a Chimera or keeps one as a pet. Either way, you should probably run. 
  Quality: Excellent 
  Stats: Unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Again, the fact that his new armor was just an extra layer of hardened clothing was slightly upsetting to Rocky, mostly because the other alternative existed. In an attempt to ignore his heavy heart, he placed the armor to the side, knowing he was about to cover himself with more blood, and got to work. After the armor was resting against a trunk, he removed his shirt and placed it on top it before starting the skinning and butchering of Skandranon’s corpse.  
 
    When he was finished, he quickly dragged the carcass to the pile of bones and refuse, hoping that his playful little friend hadn’t witnessed any of it.  
 
    After skinning the mother of an animal he was growing attached to, Rocky felt dirty and made his way back to the river. A quick dunk and some vigorous scrubbing later, he was cleaner and dressed again in his clothes. With Sela’s helpful directions, Rocky also learned how to buckle on the armor.  
 
    It was quite a complicated task and because his clothes were not made to be worn under the tight, hard leather, it felt uncomfortable no matter how he adjusted it. In the end, the only piece he was delighted with was his new pair of boots, which were actually extremely comfortable as if they were made to fit him. 
 
    Once Rocky had put on the armor set, Sela shook her head, and a chagrined smile crossed her face. At Rocky’s confused glance, Sela clicked something in front of her, and a window popped up in Rocky’s interface. The notification brought a broad smile to his and her face as they looked at each other over the window. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have tamed a new pet Level 1 Dread Chimera! 
  What would you like to name your pet? 
 
        
        
          
          	    
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As Sela flew away with a bounding exuberant Chimera kitten in tow, he swore he heard her whisper, “Honestly, if that isn’t an argument against the Luck stat not being about situational Luck…” 
 
    Rocky tilted his head after the retreating pair, then toyed with names like Blackie, Soot, and Midnight, but he couldn’t subject the creature to such dribble. As he got wolf meat skewered on sticks and began stoking the fire, he tried to come up with a majestic name. This creature would be feared by anyone who saw it. 
 
    With a jolt, Rocky realized he could name it after his ancestor who had helped him get his class—Azrael. A few excited heartbeats later, he shook his head and felt his stomach sink. That moniker might be offensive to the memory, so he tilted his head back and forth before placing a hand on his bearded chin.  
 
    Okay. Look at it from that angle but think of something new…  
 
    A moment later, a smile crossed his face. Rocky settled on a name and thought at the box, Azoth. Azoth had an excellent feel to it when he whispered it under his breath. It would be a name that could be feared! It quickly wrote in the chosen letters and asked for him to confirm the selection. 
 
    Once selected, he heard Sela begin to laugh and turned to look at the newly minted Azoth who was leaping around in an apparent show of happiness. 
 
    Guess that means I made a good choice. 
 
    Thinking about names, he remembered he had put off naming his Territory and chose to do that now. It took him a few moments of scanning back through notifications to find the one that he had minimized by choosing later. He selected yes this time, and a new window popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  What would you like to name your Territory? 
 
        
        
          
          	  Algonquin 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky didn’t even have to think about this one. This park had a name long before he was born. As the sun set on his second day of butchery, Rocky thought, Algonquin and was rewarded with a notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have named your Territory. 
  Algonquin 
  Current Rank: Valley 
  Name displayed when sapient beings enter your Territory. 
  Algonquin Valley 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A few hours of hard skinning later saw Azoth, Sela, and Rocky lounged near the campfire, waiting on the next batch of wolf meat to finish cooking. Rocky was desperately trying not to burn it this time and was jarred out of this semi-relaxing focus by alarm bells beginning to ring—very loudly.  
 
    The problem was that the bells were only ringing inside his head. He clutched at his ears, but that didn’t lessen the noise or feeling in the slightest.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sela desperately accessing screens as she looked concerned. A window popped up in front of him, explaining why the noise was there but not why it was so damn loud. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Algonquin Valley has numerous invaders crossing the border! Push back these invaders or risk losing your Territory. 
  22 Sapient Creatures and 1 Boss Monster has entered Algonquin Valley. Follow the gold string to find the invaders! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “I said I am sorry,” Sela mumbled for what felt like the hundredth time as she floated in front of the running form of Azoth. It turned out that she had adjusted his interface setting and put the alarm for his Territory to one hundred percent internal volume.  
 
    Even though the bells had stopped, they had left behind a debuff.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Traumatized Mind 
  An unexpected, extremely loud, jarring noise has given you something worse than a migraine. You will experience jolts of pain for the duration of this effect. Moving will increase this pain exponentially. 
  Duration: 25 Minutes 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His face contorted in pain with every step he took, and Sela’s incessant apologies didn’t help.  
 
    Rocky was running as quickly as possible towards where the gold string in his interface was indicating, yet compared to his speed of a day ago, his current pace would be considered little more than a walk. With each footfall, his head shook slightly, and he tried to ignore the pain by blaming Sela. 
 
    Wombat—son of a—barrister—this has got to be some sort of revenge—for the hell lady comment. 
 
    As Rocky ran, he dumped his class skill points into Blood Mend, knowing he may be in for a tough fight. If there were indeed twenty-two sapient creatures invading, and he was even able to survive them, he was going to take at least a few small injuries. That wouldn’t even include the boss monster which was also involved in the invasion. 
 
    The action also removed his Stasis, and he received a minimized notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations. You have reached level 10! You have been awarded 5 stat points and 1 skill point. Stasis Ether used. You are no longer in stasis. 
  6800 Etherience from Stasis Consumed. Final 534 Etherience applied to Current Level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The new skill point capped off his five in Blood Mend, giving him the class skill. The corners of his lips curled up at the five new stat points before the pain of another footfall wiped it back off. He hadn’t been expecting five ever again but was happy to see them, and due to the upcoming fight, he chose to place them immediately. 
 
    Since he now had a skill that used personal Ether, he placed them as follows. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 10 
  Health Pool: 140/140 
  Ether Pool: 150/150 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Blood Mend 
  You have 0 stat points and 0 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14(+1) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  13(+1) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  21 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  15(+2) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7(+2) 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 5 (+2) 
  Analyze 5 (+4) 
    
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 5 
  Butcher 5 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I noticed it before—clucking—but it sure is helpful that leadership class gives stats based off—cock—class levels. Wonder what will happen at leader level two—shit.  
 
    During the run, in one of the rare moments the pain seemed distant, Rocky had also managed to ask Sela why the Ether protection didn’t keep the invaders out. She had responded that it isn’t an active protection but more of a passive one. If a sapient creature reaches it, they will be told and given the option to leave. If a monster reaches it and has nothing forcing it to continue or drawing it onwards, it will automatically go, but in this case at least twenty two of the creatures were intelligent. 
 
    Rocky tried to breathe through the pain as he continued running. It had already been fifteen minutes, and his new debuff still had another ten minutes to go. “Traumatized mind: 11 minutes and 23 seconds remaining,” The jolting pain left Rocky really wanting something to attack.  
 
    During the run, Rocky managed to smirk one more time when he glanced at his debuff section. His lazy eye was the only major affliction, not including the traumatized mind. In fact, by the time he woke up the next day, a problem he had suffered from his entire life would just be gone. If he made it to tomorrow, that was.  
 
    Rocky momentarily forgot about the pain when he realized he had been jogging for fifteen minutes and his lungs and legs didn’t seem to be tiring. He considered if this was a side effect of Strength, Stamina, Agility, or a combination of the three. The invasion had also luckily come from the direction of his car which would save him time if he was going to stay on track to get to his family.  
 
    Sela’s mouth twisted when Rocky grimaced again and Sela opened her mouth to apologize again. “Sela, enough apologies. Right now, I want to know if it’s possible to learn some sort of stealth or sneak skill.” 
 
    Sela stuck her tongue out but kept flying in lazy circles in front of Azoth. “They are both possible. In the world I came from, they were actually considered to be complementary skills. Stealth utilizes your personal Ether, immediately surrounding your body and distorting the light as it comes through it to reflect around you.” She made a circling gesture with her hand. “At higher levels, you can use ambient Ether instead of your personal Ether. Stealth also will automatically utilize personal Ether to reduce sounds made by the user as he moves but at an increased cost.”  
 
    Floating on her back, Sela put up one hand and then moved another hand to join it. “Sneak, on the other hand, is a common skill and reduces the noise one makes naturally through learning to place the feet properly in different settings. It also uses natural cover to move around with the best chance of staying unnoticed. In combination, sneak will reduce the personal Ether cost of Stealth, and at high levels of both, you can rely entirely on the ambient Ether around you rather than your own personal Ether pool.” 
 
    Rocky groaned; he was hoping it was more like a skill button he could have just clicked on, rather than something he had to physically begin learning. He chose to look at it as a challenge, so for the remainder of the run, he attempted to place his feet more efficiently and tried to avoid making noticeable noises. He also ran in the shadows of trees and out of the line of sight in front of him by purposefully considering avenues of approach in the direction he traveled.  
 
    He felt his competitive edge kick in and turned it into a game. Once he changed his frame of mind, he bared his teeth against the remaining pain and got to work.  
 
    Near on fifteen minutes later, Rocky no longer had a constant brain pain and had sped up. Sela had recently taken off in front of him to scout the way a bit more thoroughly. She was back so quickly that it made Rocky stop his run and look at her concernedly.  
 
    Sela flew up to him and with an eerie, military calm explained, “About fifteen humans are running towards you. They have no weapons and many of them are in rough shape. They have a few women and children. The reason they entered the Territory is a massive Onikuma or Bear Demon—it’s clearly a boss monster—is chasing them.” 
 
    Rocky felt his stomach drop out at the news. If this thing was anything like the wolves or the Chimera, it was going to be massive. Perhaps it would be a good time to change course or retreat? However, if he ran away, then all these people would die.  
 
    The other problem was that this was now his Territory, and if he wanted to keep it, he needed to step up. Snarling, he made a mental note to ask Sela what a boss monster was versus what he had seen before, and with that came his decision. Rocky placed his hand on his chin and looked around. He spotted a copse of trees with a large clearing under them clear of foliage, and a plan coalesced in his mind’s eye. 
 
    “Show me where the people are going to run through and give me an approximate timer before they arrive.” His voice was emotionless and cold, but Sela nodded curtly before pointing in the direction she had come from which also coincided with the clearing surrounded by trees.  
 
    “Good. Now, take Azoth out of the immediate path of this creature and keep him safe. Then warn the humans to run around that circle of trees.” Rocky pointed them out but didn’t even look to see if Sela complied. Instead, he hastily jogged to the clearing, opened the Territory inventory, and dumped a massive pile of frozen wolf meat out.  
 
    Rocky then drove quills in and around the frozen flesh, trying his best to hide the spikes. After his trap was set, it was a waiting game, and so he did his best to hide. He chose a place at a tree just to the right of the path Sela had indicated. 
 
    A deep breath helped him calm his nerves. To have any chance against this creature, he needed this plan to go smoothly. People began stumbling by him and not one noticed him in their haste to get away from the monstrous crashes that chased them.  
 
    Suddenly, the crashing stopped for a moment, and Rocky heard a few loud sniffs, signifying the creature was very close and had hopefully scented the meat. Rocky’s muscles tightened, and a shiver crept down his spine when a branch snapped very close to his position. 
 
    The creature had definitely caught the scent of the raw meat thawing, and Rocky held his breath as a terrible visage poked through the trees a short distance from where he hid. He pressed himself tight to the trunk and tried to breathe as he felt his heart ramp up its tempo. The head of the bear demon was massive but not as large as the wolves or Chimera from earlier. Its fur was a brown so deep that the shade of the canopy turned it black. Its nose flared continuously as it scented the air, and its muzzle was smeared red with dripping blood. 
 
    The sight of human limbs protruding from its gaping mouth created a heat inside Rocky that infected his limbs and neck. He felt a part of him he had locked away rattle its cage and quickly suppressed that part of himself that had gotten him into trouble many times before. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Sneak! 
  Current Rank Weak-Sneak Level 1 
  Sneak 
  Sneak will help you gain knowledge of the techniques of muting the sound you make when moving and hiding. Each level of Sneak will passively decrease the noise you make by 1%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily, the notification pop-ups were set to only take up a small corner of his interface now. After a quick glance, Rocky raised a trembling hand and dismissed the prompt. He looked back to the massive head poking out of the trees. In his current state, he needed the physical act to help his mental command. 
 
    Rocky clenched both of his hands into fists to forcefully calm their anxious quivering. 
 
    This horrific scene had distracted Rocky from the eyes of the creature which shone like a sliver of hell from within. He could feel his heart begin to beat even faster, and upon seeing a child-sized arm, he was forced to fight harder against his own caged-inner demon which compelled him to rush the creature to attain revenge.  
 
    For a moment that stretched for a figurative eternity, they both held their ground—neither moving, neither breathing.  
 
    Come on, Tina! Go get some damn ham! 
 
    Rocky was forced to relax his hands again, as the pain of clenching them began to cut into his palms and forearms. His brain was fuming, and he couldn’t think clearly; it was like the smoke was roiling off a fire, and his mind was awash in it. He desperately held onto the plan he had formulated, clinging to it like a glass of water in an arid desert. 
 
    The beast finally moved forward into the clearing, and Rocky shivered when he realized that it was much larger than he had originally thought. Based off of the size of its head, he would have guessed it was maybe two to three times the size of a grizzly bear. However, following the grotesque, bouncing limbs in its mouth came twenty feet of long-limbed, werewolf-like body.  
 
    The Demon Bear was holding itself very close to the ground with its front and back legs tense and ready to spring off in any direction if startled. It crawled sinuously towards the massive pile of meat sniffing and snuffing its way closer. Suddenly, it sprang on to its two hind legs with a massive push of its forelegs.  
 
    That moment of contrary emotions was overpowered instantly when every muscle in Rocky’s body clenched. Before his fear could re-emerge, he ran on unsteady feet towards the creature. Somehow, the run and sound he made went unnoticed, and he thought he might actually make it.  
 
    The bear, however, forced him to adapt on the run. With about ten feet separating the two, the bear startled and turned his massive maw towards Rocky. However, he was already over-committed to his run, so he jumped, gaining lift from the ground in a way he had never experienced before.  
 
    I could have posterized everyone with these stats.  
 
    Turning in the air so his feet led the charge, he executed a dropkick which hit the beast in its chest nearly fifteen feet off the ground.  
 
    Bananaskin! This is going to hurt. 
 
    Gravity reasserted itself with that thought, and Rocky fell to the ground, fifteen feet below, with a boom that vibrated through his body. The impact knocked all the air out of his lungs, and a moment after, he heard a squishy, wet sound. 
 
    The entire forest went absolutely silent, and even the wind seemed to have stopped. 
 
    A deafening roar tore through the circle of trees, shaking leaves from the branches. The bass of it could be felt through the ground and air. Rocky’s ears were ringing as he struggled to his feet and glanced at the fallen beast. 
 
    Damnit, luck, why did you fail me now!? 
 
    While the creature had fallen on a great many barbs, some even piercing it through, it didn’t appear to have hit any vital areas. Most of the barbs had pierced limbs, shoulders, and joints, leaving it injured and severely pissed off but not mortally wounded. Rocky felt his blood freeze, and his heart stuttered. He used Analyze on the creature and was rewarded with a notification box. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Onikuma – Boss 
  Apprentice-Demon 
  Level 24 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, the good news was it wasn’t a named spawn. Those seemed to be insanely strong if Skandranon and Steel were any indications. The bad news was it was still far stronger than Rocky. Rocky drew his sword and charged the creature, attempting to take advantage of its prone state before it got up and began fighting in earnest. 
 
    As Rocky charged in at full speed, a shadow swept across his vision simultaneously. Just as his sword slashed down, cutting deeply into the thigh of the creature, something struck him hard from above. His hand was luckily able to maintain a grip on the sword as his body careened away, bouncing over the dirt.  
 
    A new de-buff appeared in the upper corner counting down, but Rocky had no time to check it. It was an image of a man with stars floating around his head. As Rocky stood and nearly collapsed again, he got the meaning quickly, though. He was dazed.  
 
    Somebody should get the license plate of that bus. What in the hell hit me?  
 
    The demon was attempting to stand. Luckily, the plethora of quills was making that difficult. The fight would have been over otherwise, with Rocky just a new protruding limb from the bear’s mouth.  
 
    Since he had a moment, he checked his health bar and saw more than half of it was gone. 
 
    Trying to do more damage without getting closer, Rocky pulled out the throwing axe from his belt. He then wound up just like he usually did in axe throwing, with two hands above his head and released. Rocky immediately knew it was going to strike the beast, but from the small snort of laughter that came from behind him, he also knew that he hadn’t looked very cool.  
 
    Thanks, Sela.  
 
    The laughter at least calmed his racing mind, allowing him to cast Blood Mend. Rocky regained his sword and began planning his next move as the axe flipped end over end towards its target. The axe clumped harmlessly into the kneecap of the beast before the unexpected occurred.  
 
    The plans changed again as Azoth entered the fight with a piteous attempt at a challenging cry which came out much closer to a house cat’s meow then that of a roar. Undaunted by this failure to intimidate, Azoth charged towards the creature, wings dragging in the dirt behind him. 
 
    Everything froze as Rocky watched. Thinking back, he could only assume that the Onikuma’s bellow was an immediate call to any nearby territorial monsters, which would explain Azoth’s reaction.  
 
    With a grimace followed by a bellowing war cry, he was forced to charge also. His desperate charge, however, was in an attempt to distract the enormous demon from the much smaller Chimera.  
 
    It worked in getting the creature's attention, but now that he had it, Rocky wasn’t sure what to do with it.  
 
    Breakdance fight? 
 
    A shadow again crossed over his vision, and Rocky threw himself into a roll, just in time. The creature came to its feet in one motion, ignoring the new quills that sunk into its already pincushioned body. Suddenly, a massive shadow arm attempted to erase Rocky from existence but only succeeded in carving out the earth in a shallow trench where he had been. The first shadow strike was followed up by the bear’s real paw a moment after, and Rocky felt the wind pass by as the second limb careened inches from him. 
 
    Azoth was stinging the creature in the heels with its stinger and biting at its swinging tail. The beast didn’t even seem to notice the small attacks of the baby Chimera as it focused on ridding itself of Rocky. 
 
    It was everything Rocky could do to avoid the blows, and luckily, it seemed that the shadow strike had some sort of cooldown.  
 
    As he came to his feet after another roll, he yelled at Sela, “Get Azoth out of here!”  
 
    Sela responded trying her very best to get the runt to follow her but was having no luck. Instead, Sela helped by trying to distract the creature. She flew desperate circles around its nose and eyes, giving Rocky a reprieve between the creature’s strikes.  
 
    This allowed Rocky to get a few slashes in. However, his attacks did next to nothing, and he felt the terrifying weight of inevitability collapse on to his shoulders. 
 
    Just as the creature readied another shadow arm attack which would undoubtedly turn the fight in the beast’s favor, the Onikuma staggered as if drunk. It began careening away from Rocky, Sela, and Azoth, which gave Rocky the opportunity to use Analyze again. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Onikuma – Boss 
  Apprentice-Demon Level 24 
  Affliction: 
  Chimera Poison 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well shit! I will be avoiding Azoth’s tail from now on, that’s for sure!  
 
    The little guy was actually the reason that the bear was dying right in front of Rocky’s eyes. As Rocky and Sela watched, the Onikuma fell to the ground with labored breath. 
 
    A few moments later, it was dead. “Well, Azoth,“ Rocky gasped out between breaths, his eyes wide and his limbs trembling from post-battle adrenaline. The pint-sized form of Azoth didn’t seem afflicted by any of that as he came over and curled up in front of his master, purring with delight.  
 
    Rocky pet him with a shaky hand a few times, but limited the pets to three, in case the cat in Azoth was dominant. “Aren’t you a scary little man! Yes you are. Your momma would be so proud of you!” 
 
    Sela was extremely distracted and staring intently at blank space in front of her, so Rocky went over and looted the Onikuma corpse. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have collected 1 Crystalized Ether. 
  You have collected Hunters Crossbow (Broken String). 
  You have collected Hunting Rations x 15. 
  You have collected Composite Crossbow Bolts x15. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sela still stared with a look of utter disbelief plastered onto her white face, her hand scrolling down an invisible window he couldn’t see. Instead of bothering her, he decided to see if he gained any levels. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Swordsmanship! 
  Current Rank Weak-Swordsman Level 1 
  Swordsman 
  Swordsman skill will help you better wield any weapon classified as a sword. For each level of the skill, you will gain some small tidbit of knowledge about wielding your blade. In addition, each level reduces the chance of you being disarmed by 0.5%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 11! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  For killing Onikuma: You and your group have earned 39,541 Etherience. 
  Your Etherience gain amounts to 13,180 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Having a sneaking suspicion what had Sela so shocked, he walked over to her and said, “So what level are you at now?” 
 
    Sela jumped then smiled and pointed at her screen, looking very excited. “I am level four, but I have enough Etherience to be at level ten if I assign my skill points. I am not supposed to be able to gain levels. At least, I have never heard of a guide gaining levels before.” She trailed off while looking off into the distance.  
 
    Rocky was forced to lean in to hear her better because she had spoken in a near whisper. 
 
    “Rocky, why didn’t you choose Totem?”  
 
    Her question forced a grimace on to his face; that decision had really hurt her. “I picked Strategist because I really need to be able to make others stronger. No, not just any random person I meet but my family. If they are still alive, they will need any help I can offer.” Rocky took a deep breath, not sure how to explain the next bit. “The rest is harder to explain. Sure, there is a bit of the fact that I won’t be comfortable as a leader, but there was something wrong to me about every other choice. There was a feeling that I can’t put into words. A feeling of wrongness for taking Totem, like it was meant for someone else.”  
 
    Sela, who was listening quietly throughout the exchange, nodded along with Rocky as he came to a stuttering finish. 
 
    Immediately after Rocky finished, she smiled and a screen popped up in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Selaphelia Ardensai has requested to be Co-Leader of your Territory. Do you accept Selaphelia Ardensair as Co-Leader? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    After a brief argument with Sela, Rocky had chosen to make her a co-leader. His only real objection had been that he wanted to save it for a family member. Sela had continually pointed out that he had to make it to his family first, and he had to think about holding his Territory right now.  
 
    The fact that he had even been offered a co-leader was rare and entirely depended on the size and Ether density of the Territory. Rocky’s scrunched eyes and forehead forced Sela to show him a notification which she had pulled up from the Territory menu of his interface.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! For fending off the first assault on your Territory, you have unlocked the position of Co-Leader. Your Territory will continue to grow as you reach new milestones. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill points for territories are awarded upon Leadership Class levels earned; stats will continue to be awarded per personal Class level gain. 
  Current rank Level 1 Valley. To increase to Level 2 Stone Age Settlement, occupants must build a place of residence. Minimum residents count of Territory for Level 2 = 10 Occupants. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The second was a notification Sela had opened when he mouthed the word milestone a few times. Where the Territory tab was located? Rocky had no clue. 
 
    Sela had also dropped a massive bombshell with a single sentence, “Yes, I see why you want to keep the position for a family member, but having me stronger will help us avoid that forty-two percent death rate that humanity has already succumbed to.”  
 
    Rocky’s pupils had dilated, and he had felt his head begin shaking back and forth of its own accord. Sela had seen this and explained this information was something she had limited access to. As Sela gained levels, she theorized she would be able to interact with the Atlantian EtherNet to a higher degree.  
 
    Rocky hadn’t been shaking his head due to not understanding that she had gotten the statistic from a reliable source. He had been shaking his head because the number was unheard of. According to that statistic, four of ten people he had known were already dead.  
 
    As Rocky stood there speechless, Sela had continued explaining that the city of Atlantis, where this information network was stored, was the only neutral ground during the time Sela was alive and that Atlantis was a city of amazing innovations and technology where races, ideas, technology, and culture blended uniquely, creating the largest and most beautiful town on Gaia.  
 
    According to Sela, interactions with Ether weren’t always this easy and straightforward. According to stories from before her time, Ether used to be much harder to use. Most people would train for the majority of their life to be able to cast spells or infuse the Ether into specific stats and become stronger. 
 
    Eventually, Sela had clued into his continued silence and asked him what was wrong. When Rocky had told her about the sheer scope of that statistic, Sela dimmed. After regaining her voice, she had tried to console him a few times, but he had asked to be left alone to work. She mumbled about going to gather the survivors and attempting to stop them from running so far as to exit the other side of the Territory.  
 
    Before Sela left, she said, “When I get back, we should discuss what leadership class and individual class I should pick. I am hoping to get something that will be complimentary, but my individual class options are minimal.”  
 
    Rocky nodded and forced himself to get to work to take his mind off the death rate. Trying to distract himself, he removed and buried all of the remaining human limbs from the beast’s jaw. After that grisly task, he removed the quills and placed them back in storage before beginning skinning the Onikuma. The Chimera poison made him reconsider butchering it because he was worried that it may have tainted the meat.  
 
    Rocky was forced to physically move Azoth on a few occasions during the skinning operation. The silly cat was either starving, wanting to eat more of the Onikuma, or playing a weird game. Regardless, Rocky chuckled a few times when the butthead interposed himself between Rocky and the bear. 
 
    When Rocky was finished and had placed the skin into the inventory, he realized that Azoth had grown to the size of a small jungle cat. He was now in the range of a lynx, and he was no longer dragging his wings in the dirt. The muscles on his back seemed strong enough now to at least carry the wings above his pitch-black shoulders. 
 
    Thinking that perhaps the pet wanted to play, Rocky attempted to teach Azoth to fetch with pieces of meat from the beast. Rocky soon discovered the furball had no liking for the game because whenever Rocky threw a chunk of flesh, Azoth would just stare at him and tilt his head.  
 
    When Rocky tilted his head and tried the customary, “Go get it, boy.” Azoth literally just went and took a bite out of the corpse sitting a few feet away. 
 
    My first pet, and I think he’s broken! 
 
    When Sela flew hastily into the clearing, Rocky had jumped up from his seated position on the ground petting Azoth. She immediately made a gesture of holding up two hands either apologizing for startling him or telling him it was not an emergency.  
 
    Sela had only wanted to inform him that only three members of the survivors had returned and that she had pointed the other twelve in the direction of Rocky’s previous campsite.  
 
    Rocky could feel his eyelids attempting to close unbidden, but he was startled fully awake a moment later by a shouted, half growled question, “Did you kill the creature?”  
 
    The question had been asked by a distraught, muscular man with red around his eyes and tear trails down the dust on his cheeks. The man was looking between Rocky and the skinned corpse which Azoth was currently batting at like it was a ball of yarn. His fists kept clenching and unclenching as his biceps and legs shook from the strain and his level of emotions. It was quite possibly the angriest man Rocky had ever seen. 
 
    The man growled again, “That thing ate my baby girl!” He began kicking at the skinned-corpse, clearly venting a torrent of emotions on to the unmoving mass. Rocky felt his heart catch, and he stared at the man and the flying mist of blood for a long moment.  
 
    It’s probably a good thing I buried all the human limbs before he arrived. That child’s arm… 
 
    The threat of tears returned with Rocky’s memory. His family was his world, and he couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a daughter. 
 
    Another member of the group, who was short, pudgy, and balding, approached Rocky in a demanding, arrogant walk. When the cue ball spoke, his voice was hostile and filled with condescension, “Excuse me, but what the hell is going on here? Who are you, and why does this ghostly creature say you own the land around here?”  
 
    Rocky put up both of his hands in a placating gesture, unwilling to argue with the upset man, especially in front of a father who just had lost so much. “All that matters is that this area is safe, and you are welcome to remain here.”  
 
    Rocky shrugged his shoulders, releasing some of the tension the man's tone had caused, and his voice gained a tinge of irritation, “Or not, I am not going to force anything upon you or him.” Rocky gestured towards the father who was covered in blood and doing his best to obliterate the mound of flesh in front of them. Rocky’s voice regained a normal cadence at the sight. “Or any of you.” 
 
    The man spluttered but was stopped from responding by the final member of the threesome, a Native American man with long, dark, hair plaited down his back. The Native man wore a simple, white tank top and blue jeans. He placed his hand on the indignant man’s shoulder. “Stop, Derik. This man is not responsible for the destruction and death we have faced. I have told you many times that your tone and action only put people on edge–” 
 
    “Smith! This one man is claiming this land! I thought you would be more upset about something like that.” He came to a stop as the Native man, Smith, glared. 
 
    “What, because I am Native? I am supposed to run around upset about past wrongs. Honestly, Derik, if we weren’t friends, I would punch you in the face! Just let it go.” He sighed before turning back to Rocky, which caused Derik to glower but had the intended effect of shutting the man up. 
 
    When Derik turned back around, Rocky grimaced and told him, “Look, this area is under some sort of Ether protection. I can’t guarantee you it is safe, but I can tell you that my guide has told me some of the really scary monsters will avoid coming into the area for a while. I need to go find my family. So, I am leaving–” 
 
    “You’re just going to leave all of us here to die?” Derik couldn’t keep his mouth shut and cut Rocky off as soon as he mentioned his intentions to get his family. 
 
    No longer willing to listen to this man’s shit, Rocky’s voice turned hard, “I don’t give a shit about a bunch of strangers right now. I just saved you all from that Demon Bear!” He pointed quickly to the skinned corpse and the angry father who was hugging a confused Azoth and crying. “I am leaving to go get my family. You can all stay or leave. I don’t give a frisbee’s bottom. I am just explaining that I think here is safer than anywhere else on this planet!” 
 
    Before Derik could respond, Smith stepped in front of him. “You are going to allow us all to stay in your Territory when you are gone? Why?” 
 
    Rocky shrugged, unwilling to admit his lie about not caring. He wanted these people to live, but dragging women and children through the miles between here and Ottawa was a horrible idea. Instead, he just said, “Your choice if you want to stay.” 
 
    After that, Rocky informed the men about the food and storage space, which kept it from spoiling. Smith quickly accepted his invitation to stay on behalf of everyone in the group, and Rocky gave him access to the food in the space. Using the interface, he fumbled around with it until he found a way to only allow Smith access to the wolf meat.  
 
    Smith also assured Rocky that he would let anyone leave who wished to do so, but he would make sure they understood the risks associated first. Finally, when Rocky got to his exact plans of getting to his car and driving to Ottawa, Smith responded in a way that immediately made his mood sour. 
 
    “A red Ford Fiesta?” When Rocky nodded in confirmation, the man made a gesture of placation, and Rocky felt his mouth curl into a frown. “Look, Mr. Monster Slayer, I am pretty sure my transformed, badass, lifted Chevy Cheyenne destroyed the thing. While I can’t confirm it was my beauty, I can confirm that your ride was the only thing left untransformed in the parking lot, and I am using ride rather liberally because it only had one wheel on it. The very first thing our group did was try to get to our cars. We came from that direction. It was pretty creepy to see all of our cars looking like the Decepticons, man.” Smith pointed with his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the direction. 
 
    Rocky swore very pointedly before pulling out his cell phone which was now his last hope to get through to his family. It still had no reception, and the battery was nearing the halfway mark. When he pulled it out, Smith shook his head and made a small motion that Rocky noticed. 
 
    Sighing deeply, Rocky glanced at Smith; the man was frowning and had a very serious expression on his face. He opened his mouth and in a low whisper said, “Bad news, friend. I was using my cell phone near the edge of the park after I woke up. I was actually in view of the cell tower.  
 
    My signal was suddenly cut off, and when I looked over to glance at the tower, it was collapsing in on itself. I am assuming some monster knocked it over.” 
 
    Rocky pursed his lips and drew in a deep, steady breath, thinking of the house changing in front of his eyes. It might have been something more than a monster knocking it down. Regardless, his cell phone was currently useless, and he couldn’t change that. He turned it off, hoping to save the stored battery in case there was an opportunity to use it later. 
 
    After learning that depressing piece of news, Rocky tried to turn it around and looked at Smith with weary eyes. “I have the ability to promote you guys to a military rank. I think? It should give you guys some extra stats when you level and help you survive. Would you like me to try?” 
 
    Derik’s eyes shot open and then narrowed, but Smith tilted his head before saying, “Anything that will help would be great, Mr. Monster Slayer, but what's the price for this help?” 
 
    Rocky shrugged again. “Nothing right now. Just survive, but when I get back, if you want to keep it, you might have to help me build this place to make it habitable for my family and everyone. You can make that choice then, though.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you!” Derik chose then to chime in. His voice was like nails on a chalkboard now to Rocky. He almost left right then, but Smith put a hand up and glared at Derik again. 
 
    After some quiet words together, the men accepted for all three of them, and Rocky went through his notifications and eventually found the option to promote people under his leadership class from his character sheet. 
 
    The ranks Rocky had access to literally were only Captain, Second-Lieutenant, and Officer Cadet. He had discovered this fact when he had been trying to figure out if his Territory would be in danger if he promoted the three men. The leadership message and Sela’s warning for Strategist were still fresh in his mind. 
 
    It turned out that only the ranks from General down to Colonel would be considered high ranking military positions, but they were grayed out. When he tried to find out why, no information had been forthcoming. Since military ranks were a foreign concept to him, he accepted the fact and moved on. For now, he was just glad that helping these men probably wouldn’t lose him his Territory.  
 
    How will I get access to those ranks, though? 
 
    After the promotions, Rocky asked Sela to lead the three men back to the area of the previous camp. Smith and Derik had to literally drag the last man away from the Demon Bear corpse.  
 
    The man’s hysterics got worse when they finally succeeded. He started screaming and crying so extensively that he literally needed their support as his body shook. 
 
    The three men left the clearing, dragging the limp man. The terrible sounds of grief-filled screams and tears streaming down the father’s face faded into the distance as they left. Rocky had felt some of that loss when his dad died recently, and if anything, it just hardened his resolve for going to get his family. A quick wipe of his own cheeks let Rocky know he was not indifferent to the man’s situation. 
 
    His face resolved into a stern expression as he considered the implications of his destroyed car. Rocky now had to account for a much longer travel time. While he waited for Sela to return, he began slowly walking east as Azoth fell in beside him. He knew she could travel much faster than him, and the news of the increased travel time made him want to make better use of his current time as he searched through the menus and interface, starting with his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have promoted your first Captain. 
  John Smith Promoted to Captain. 
  Captain Rank increases individual’s Intelligence by +1 per level. 
  Captain can promote up to 5 Second-Lieutenants beneath him. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have promoted your first Second-Lieutenant. 
  Derik Martin promoted to Second-Lieutenant. 
  Second-Lieutenant Rank increases individual’s Dexterity by +1 per level. 
  Second-Lieutenant can promote up to 5 Officer Cadets beneath him. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have promoted your first Officer Cadet. 
  Jerry Hadfare promoted to Officer Cadet. 
  Officer Cadet Rank increases individual’s Strength by +1 per level. 
  Officer Cadet is the lowest rank. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now that the group was gone, he realized he hadn’t used Analyze on them and had just assumed they had figured out their classes. Now, however, he realized that he hadn’t brought that up during the conversation. Had it just not come up?  
 
    Or maybe I am keeping it for myself so I can be the strongest? I genuinely don’t know how far into that rabbit hole I am willing to go. I don’t think it came up. 
 
    As he walked towards the edge of his Territory in the general direction of Ottawa, Rocky explored his menus. He did notice monsters in his Territory, but unlike the creatures from his two fights, these creatures were large insects or oversized small mammals. The largest insects were the size of dogs with apprentice ranks and levels ranging from one to ten. After a short distance, he found mammals that were also in the apprentice ranks and ranged from levels five to ten. He figured this would be a good place for his new refugees to hunt and gain levels in the safest of environments, which was excellent.  
 
    Now he just needed to get his family here as quickly as possible. Without a car, Rocky’s only option was to hike the distance, which he estimated to take maybe six days. The X-factor in those calculations was that he could now move faster than he ever had before and maintain higher speeds far longer.  
 
    When Rocky received the notification that he had reached the edge of his Territory, he turned back walked fifty meters and began to set up a camp. He could feel his stomach growling and only really wanted to cook dinner and wait for Sela. It was just beginning to darken outside, and he was most likely going to fall asleep after a short talk with the ghost-pixie. 
 
    Sela surprised Rocky by arriving shortly after he began cooking the meat. “Did you take them back to camp?” he asked with a bewildered look on his face. 
 
    Sela had chuckled and responded, “No, the path becomes rather obvious once you reach the swathe of destruction the wolves and Chimera caused. I pointed them in a direction once the trees started to look like a giant’s broken toothpicks. I just told them to follow the tree-strewn road and look for the others’ campfire.” 
 
    Thinking back on all the creatures he had seen, Rocky asked the question that immediately popped into the front of his mind, “Sela, where do these monsters come from?” Rocky sounded like a child asking his mother where babies come from, and his cheeks flushed. 
 
    Sela went still momentarily then laughed uproariously before answering, “Well, aren’t you asking for the greatest mystery in the universe! I don’t mind telling you the theories from my time, but first, are you okay if I pick Totem and use Azoth as my champion? If we get that out of the way, I will feel much more comfortable.” 
 
    Rocky tilted his head. “Why not start with your actual class selection?” 
 
    Sela shook her head sadly. A screen popped up in front of Rocky. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Selaphelia Ardensai would like to share the vision of her screens with you. 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After he clicked yes she opened a screen and showed Rocky the problem. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Selection 
  Listing 1-5 of 5 
  Research Guide, Strategy Guide, War Guide, Scouting Guide, Quest Guide 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky immediately noticed that she didn’t have any filters active and only had five total classes to choose from. His eyebrows shot up into his hair when she opened the first option. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Research Guide 
  Guide Class 
  As a guide, you will have your knowledge expanded to be an expert in Territory Research. This will greatly help your Leader to further develop their power. As you level, you will be able to access skills that will further your knowledge or intuition for further advancements. This class will speed up the skill increases in all skills related to knowledge and research for the Territory. 
  No stat gains per level, 2 free skill points to assign per level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    She didn’t get awarded stats per level, which would make her unviable in combat. However, Rocky remembered all of the leadership classes did offer stats!  
 
    Rocky looked at Sela confused. “So you want to choose a leadership class first because these other classes aren’t as helpful?” 
 
    Sela shrugged ironically. “I am kind of hoping that I may get some more options for classes if I am a leader. Some classes are locked and will become available if I meet criteria. Since these are Guide classes, if I am a Leader Guide, perhaps there will be more?” 
 
    Rocky nodded once slowly then shrugged his shoulders, still not sure if that would actually work. He was still surprised when a moment later Sela swore and flew over, pointing at a new screen. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Error. A pet of another individual cannot be selected as your Champion. Please select another champion to finish your selection of a Leader Class. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky asked for access to Sela’s interface, and she quickly accepted. Shortly thereafter, he jokingly typed in his name and another error message was soon displayed. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Error. Another individual cannot be your champion. This person is not a pet, despite what you believe. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Mid chuckle, Rocky was pulled up short, seeing a similarity between both error messages. It was the phrase “another individual” which had stood out, and the fact it started a sentence had helped point it out to him. He typed in Selaphelia Ardensai, half expecting an error message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulation Selaphelia Ardensai. 
  You have become your own champion and unlocked the Druid Class.  
  Accept new class change? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sela buzzed around his head and muttered, “It says class? Will I still be a Totem for the leadership class?” With worry painted across her face, she glanced at Rocky. He could only shrug and furrow his brow as well, so she continued, “I have never heard of this class before.”  
 
    She tried clicking the class to no avail, and the screen just continued to blink at her. Sela took a deep breath, then she fatefully and hesitantly pushed the yes button. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Leadership Class Chosen 
  Totem 
  You are now a Leader +1 Intelligence and +1 Charisma per level. (Retroactively assigned) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Chosen 
  Druid 
  You are now a Druid +1 Strength and +1 Agility per level. (Retroactively Assigned) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s when Sela began to scream as if she was burning from the inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Sela’s form rippled, seeming to gain shape only to lose it again a moment later. Each time she screamed, Rocky began to reach for her and continued to encounter the same problem. His hands just passed right through the transparent pixie. 
 
    Her notifications continued to scroll, however, so Rocky was somewhat informed of events as they occurred. Each time the screen changed, he could feel his jaw clench and his heart skip. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Error! Druid class requires a corporeal form, health pool, and Ether pool. Due to these missing components class has been updated. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class update! Half-Druid Chosen 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Error! Half-Druid requires a corporeal form, health pool, and an animal shape chosen! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class update! Error! No class available. Health pool created. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class creation! Ghost-Druid Chosen 
  At the beginning of each day, a ghost druid can choose between one of two forms: half-corporeal human form and half-corporeal animal form. All spells blocked due to no Ether pool, all incoming melee damage is halved due to insubstantiality, and all incoming magic damage is doubled due to attacks existing in both planes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You are now an Apprentice-Ghost-Druid. 
  Please choose an animal form upon your first transformation: 22 hours, 15 minutes, and 32 seconds until a new rotation begins. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The notifications had come with pauses between as each option was exhausted by the Atlantian generated system. Each failure by the system seemed to increase the pain Sela experienced, and Rocky’s heart broke for her. Near the end, it sounded like someone was slowly running over her with a steamroller. 
 
    It got even worse when the class actually was confirmed, and Rocky couldn’t say he had ever heard anything quite like it. He had sat beside her unable to do anything, hands held up uselessly towards her floating form. It had been several long moments before Sela had blessedly passed out. 
 
    Rocky walked over to the slightly more substantial figure of Sela. She was slumped on the ground. He tried to pick her up with mixed results; he was now able to interact with a mist-like substance, but the cold substance seemed to just slowly slip through his fingers.  
 
    To get Sela closer to the fire, Rocky was forced to continually attempt to change grips, almost doing a ladder climb as he moved her. When he tried to make her more comfortable and place a wolf hide on her, the hide just slowly slid through her form. Instead, he left it under her in hopes it would help with the hard-packed ground.  
 
    Since Rocky had no other way he could think of to help her, he left a bottle of water beside her. Then he placed a wolf pelt on the ground for himself and quickly laid down. In his current tired state, it was safe to say he was asleep faster than a narcoleptic. 
 
    He awoke late in the morning the next day. Unsure what time it was, he lazily wondered if there were any clocks left in the world and then realized there probably were. Perhaps, the interface option had a watch he could display somewhere. He would ask Sela.  
 
    Mid-stretch Rocky jumped to his feet, remembering Sela’s ordeal from the previous night.  
 
    Where was she? Is she okay? 
 
    The man immediately almost fell back over. His world, the one he awoke to every day, was vastly different. Something was strange, and it was making him nauseous. 
 
    Rocky threw up what was left undigested in his stomach, which turned out to be mostly water. Upon opening his eyes again, he fell flat on his ass. It was almost as if the world was spinning and yet it wasn’t. 
 
    Checking his debuffs for something like food poisoning, he found the space to be empty. So he wasn’t suffering from any sicknesses. When the fog of sleep cleared, his eyebrows shot up into his hairline as his mind forced his eyes back to the debuff section with the realization. His lazy eye was healed, and he could now see perfectly for the first time in his entire life! 
 
    It looks the same but also so much different. This is going to take some getting used to. 
 
    Rocky hesitantly got to his feet and stumbled to the wolf fur he had laid out for Sela. He stowed it in the inventory since he found it empty and slowly scanned the area, trying not to move his head too fast, which would cause his already sensitive vision to blur. Standing still, he took a moment to close his eyes tight. 
 
    With his eyes closed, he felt his balance return, but also in the distance, he heard the sounds of Azoth splashing in a body of water. Rocky forced himself to take deep breaths and relax his tight muscles. Sela was with his pet, and they were both in the river, or at least, one of them was.  
 
    If it’s just Azoth, I hope it’s clean water.  
 
    Chuckling, Rocky moved with caution and purpose towards the sound, taking quick breaks to allow his still blurry vision to adjust. His jaw dropped and his eyes went wide as he saw a human-sized Sela wearing a look of concentration. She had traded her white gown for tight white pants and a top that would look at home on any athlete. At times, she seemed to pass through the water with one part of her body but was able to scoop and throw it with another. He almost stepped back in wonder. 
 
    Sela was beautiful in a way he hadn’t seen on many women in his life. Rocky could clearly make out the muscles in her legs and arms contracting and releasing with every movement she made. She didn’t look big and powerful, though; she was more tall and graceful in her actions, with an added air of confidence. Her smile lit up the room, and her excitement was contagious. When she saw him and smiled, his breath caught in his lungs, partly because of her beauty and partly because of its predatory similarities. 
 
    Her manner spoke of an ability to do anything she wanted, and for some reason, he associated her smile with a scary strength. Her entire body was held with confidence, and the posture screamed of overcoming numerous adversaries and great adversity.  
 
    I hope she isn’t going to go back to being mean because I am pretty sure she can kick my ass.  
 
    Rocky analyzed her to see if there were any ill results of the transformation the following night. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Selaphelia Ardensai  
  Level 10 
  Apprentice-Ghost–Druid 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky was pulled out of the screen, noticing that both Azoth and Sela had stopped playing and were staring at him. Rocky blushed because he felt like he was witnessing something he shouldn’t.  
 
    What is wrong with you. She is a ghost of your millionth removed Grandmother? 
 
    “Good morning, you two. How are you feeling, Sela?” Rocky coughed in surprise as his voice cracked, letting him know that her beauty had affected him more than he thought. 
 
    “I’m absolutely wonderful,” Sela replied with an elegant twirl that flipped her hair around. “I was able to drink the water you left me and have even been able to briefly hold objects with concentration. I was working on it with Azoth.”  
 
    She pointed at the cat-bird who nodded along as if he understood the words. “Oh, and I can speak to Azoth now because of my class. I have been teaching him English as best I can so that he can understand us. He is a quick study. “  
 
    Sela then cupped her hands and said in an aside to Rocky, “He keeps nodding like that but really doesn’t know what I am saying yet.” She then winked at him and splashed Azoth with water, making the Chimera splutter in indignation. 
 
    As the group lazed on the river bank, Rocky tried to allow his brain to adjust to his new, ‘improved’ vision, and Sela explained her class. Simply put, she was able to transform into animal forms and use them for fighting or travel depending on what they were. She currently only had three tiers of class skills unlocked and so only two animal forms. Her skill tree seemed to be the same as Rocky’s; she needed to place five skill point to receive the corresponding ability. 
 
    The first form she had received was called a predator form, which she assumed was mammalian. The second was some sort of avian form, which she didn’t seem to be as excited about.  
 
    Rocky felt his heart beat fast as he thought of flying but was quickly brought back to earth when Sela said, “We don’t know what type of creatures are out there. If I take to the skies, a massive monster could just swoop down and eat me.” 
 
    After a while longer of sitting in silence, Rocky straightened up. “Mind if we go back to camp, start cooking breakfast, and talk a bit about everything? When we start heading towards Ottawa, I am going to assume you will be more useful in animal form, so let’s try to get as much information you think I need to know out before that. “ 
 
    At Sela’s nod, he added, “I have a feeling you should probably be combat ready for the whole Ottawa trip, just in case.” Sela had returned to practicing in the water and gracefully walked out of the shallow river like a stunning bikini model, which made Rocky quickly avert his eyes and begin leading the way back to camp. He missed her smirking behind his back. 
 
    A few hours later and after what felt like a thousand questions from Rocky, Sela responded one more time with, “I don’t know, Rocky.” As she took a bite of the wolf meat and groaned with delight, she continued, “I truly can’t answer much about what is happening to me.” The last sentence was garbled by the food in her mouth. 
 
    A swallow later and her mouth no longer full. Sela shrugged. ”I will repeat it. I don’t know what is happening. I have never heard of my class before, and while yes, I can place stats, I don’t know if placing more stats in Stamina will increase my corporealness. Finally, no, I don’t know what type of animals I will have to choose from tonight at midnight.” 
 
    Not long into the conversation, Sela had convinced Rocky to wait the rest of the day in the safety of Algonquin Valley. Sela could only change once a day into her animal forms, and at midnight, it would reset. However, her next class skill would allow her to gain a third animal form and maybe an additional charge for changes during the day. It would seem that each change took a charge, which meant returning to human could take an entire day. 
 
    The plan now was for her to change into her animal form tonight before midnight, if she could, and save a charge for the following day. Sela didn’t believe that she could stack charges by not changing for a few days but was going to test out the theory later. Regardless, Rocky had reluctantly agreed that three fighters were better than two. 
 
    Rocky sighed in exasperation at having exhausted every avenue he could think of. Even he realized he had just been asking those questions in multiple different ways hoping for a different answer than, “I don’t know.” It seemed that whatever situation Sela was currently in, she was at least happy. 
 
    Finally, the horse was truly dead, and Rocky chose to change the subject to things more important for the immediate future and their trip to Ottawa. He began with the most crucial question, “Why in the Hercules’ armpits are monsters spawning? Why are golems being created from houses and cars?” 
 
    Sela recoiled and her mouth dropped open at the sudden change in topic, or maybe his choice of words, before she began explaining. “Well monsters aren’t what we called them. In fact, we called them wildlife because, in essence, that is what they are, but unlike your world before Ether, the oxygen levels are already increased by about sixty percent in just a few days.” She pointed at the overly large trees, which had kept growing. “Ether allows for larger muscles and stronger bones, but without increased oxygen, they would not be able to support those huge forms. Since Ether has grown the flora so much, it allows what once would have been small wildlife to grow abnormally large and, in some cases like Steel, develop very unusual traits depending on what their bodies are born near. As for the more unique creature's arrival, it can only be theorized.” 
 
    Rocky leaned forward, interested in what she was going to say next. Sela had shut her mouth, hoping he would let her drop it, so she groaned loudly, “Come on! I hated lectures when I was alive. I barely went, and if I was there, I didn’t pay attention!” Sela sounded like a high school girl for the first time Rocky could remember which told him just how much Sela disliked lectures. 
 
    His raised eyebrow spoke volumes, and with a sigh, she continued, “Fine! The theory is that they somehow aid Gaia, and in trade, they are transported here by her will. The only beings known to be able to transport sapient and sentient creatures are Planetary Gods.” 
 
    She pulled out a golem core and studied it. “As for the golems, I have no idea why exactly there are so many and can only speculate. During my time, golems would only appear from long-abandoned areas where lots of materials were left unclaimed. Then they would terrorize those areas and eventually be destroyed. Gaia simply absorbed the waste twenty-four hours later.” 
 
    Rocky nodded, but before he allowed her to continue, he asked, “Please explain this twenty-four-hour thing. What do you mean reabsorb?” 
 
    “Oh, did the Earth not reabsorb biomaterial in the old world?” When Rocky made a comsi-comsa motion with one hand, Sela said, “Before I continue, maybe tell me about what happened to materials in your world, such as discarded metal, waste, and refuse?” 
 
    Rocky did so, explaining the decomposition and how landfills were used to store garbage; he even told her about plastic and its inability to fully decompose. Sela’s mouth fell further and further open, and she asked pointed questions. “What is this plastic made of?” 
 
    He shrugged slightly, not sure the exact chemical composition. “I think they are made of something called a polymer. No idea what that is, but I think it has something to do with pollutants like oil.” Her finger spun, clearly indicating the same question about oil. 
 
    Rocky smiled. Sela was definitely more alive than before. Then he told her, “Oil is a substance that is pretty much pitch black and is dug up from the Earth. It comes from living mass that has been compressed over millenniums–” 
 
    The explanation stopped when Rocky looked at Sela. Her face was a rolling thundercloud, and it froze him mid-sentence. Sela was so upset he thought he could literally see parts of her turn to steam and slowly drift around her body before rejoining her original mass. 
 
    Quite a drawn out half hour later, Sela finally calmed enough and stopped muttering curses to herself under her breath. She started in a forced voice that was full of mixed emotions, “So, you're telling me you dug holes into Gaia and extracted a dark black substance that your scientist's claim was from past life forms along with anything else you deemed useful?”  
 
    Rocky opened his mouth to explain it wasn’t him per se but humans as a whole with consumerism but was abruptly cut off by a sharp, slashing movement of Sela’s hand. “I really don’t want to hear it, Rocky. Of course Gaia was scared and angry. You literally took from her anything you wanted while she slept and changed it only to leave it in refuse piles where she couldn’t reclaim it!” 
 
    She was screaming at this point, and Rocky put his hand out with a water bottle which was promptly knocked to the ground. Sela’s continued voice was impossibly gaining more octaves. “In my time, if you threw away an item, Gaia actively reabsorbed it twenty-four hours later! This included biomaterial like bodies or any other refuse, and there were rumors of a substance known as Gaia’s essence which was so dark it was black! This was said to be her most precious material!” 
 
    She sputtered before spitting out, “You aren’t only saying you used it for everything from building houses to powering motor vehicles and electricity, you also were struggling to find more of it near the end? She probably created so many golems to hunt down and return the substance to her! You morons!”  
 
    She finished the last bit while glaring at Rocky, daring him to speak, so he chose to keep quiet. Instead, he scraped symbols and words into the dirt with his finger. Currently, he was feeling immensely embarrassed for humans as a whole.  
 
    He knew that the world was getting polluted and that humans were overtaxing the Earth, but he hadn’t thought much more about it. Rocky wanted to tell Sela how much he had tried to reduce his carbon footprint, how many local cleanups his sports teams had initiated, and the promotions he had undertaken to help his suburb be better at recycling.  
 
    Rocky knew it was a drop of water in a vast ocean, however, compared to the global issue. Instead, Rocky sat there silently, letting Sela fume. Azoth came over as if sharing Rocky’s fear of the terrifying woman, so Rocky traded drawing in the dirt to quietly stroking the Chimera’s fur and feathers. 
 
    Eventually, as he waited for the right moment to speak to the beautiful, ghostly woman, Rocky tentatively chose to begin cooking his mid-day meal. He slowly stood and moved as if the ground was egg shells, gathering wood and other materials for a fire. 
 
    Sela finally broke the silence in something near a whisper, “Very simply, Rockland, Gaia used to be a place where all the races were welcome. It was the pride of the universe and the strongest Planetary God alive. Many came here because Gaia offered freedom and abundance of resources to create families and communities, but we never took from Gaia more than what she offered.” 
 
    Semi-transparent tears were openly flowing down Sela’s cheeks. “Gaia was benevolent and kind, and you could find anything you needed if you were brave. It truly saddens me to hear that the other races have also forgotten the way.”  
 
    Rocky sat there, knowing he had to tell her but not wanting to say a word, just staring at the fire as it cooked the meat. The pressure built as he tried to think of a way he could leave without arousing suspicion. The last thing Rocky wanted was to upset Sela more.  
 
    The silence stretched until Rocky looked up and met Sela’s eyes. He could tell she saw the conundrum he faced in his eyes. Her face began to fall. “What is it?” 
 
    Now with the direct question, Rocky couldn’t avoid it any longer, so he whispered, “Humans are the only race on earth.” He put up his hands in placation as he saw new tears begin to brim in Sela’s eyes. “As far as I know, humans have been the only race on Earth since as far back as our history goes. Maybe the other races left to return to their original homes when Ether abandoned this one?” 
 
    Sela paused for a long time with her head bowed before saying, “In time, we will have to find Atlantis and review the histories stored there. It should be in the very center of The Continent, so we should be able to find it.” Again, Sela went silent, shaking her head when she caught Rocky averting his eyes. “Now what?” 
 
    “You said ‘The Continent’ as if you are speaking of the Earth having a single continent, which is a scientific theory in our world. How many continents were there in your world?” Rocky spoke softly again, hoping he was wrong. 
 
    “There is only one continent, Rocky, many small islands but only one large landmass. What do you mean how many?” Sela said as if he was stupid and genuinely couldn’t be right. 
 
    Rocky swore inwardly, trying very hard to say the next bit with no emotion, so she didn’t get the idea he was calling her stupid. “No, Sela. In the current world, there isn’t just one continent but five-to-seven depending on what you believe and what country you’re from.” Rocky swore when he saw her mouth tighten then fall open in shock.  
 
    Rocky, you really suck at breaking bad news. Maybe tell Azoth, and he will have more tact than you. 
 
    Sela turned and walked away, clearly upset and finished talking for the day. It seemed that anything she thought she knew kept changing, and she wasn’t ready to have any more of her world come crashing down around her. Rocky still had so many questions but let it go slowly, flipping the wolf meat to allow it to finish cooking.  
 
    Trying to distract his emotionally charged brain, he threw some raw wolf meat, attempting to get Azoth to fetch again. However, after throwing it, Azoth would just stare at him as if he was the biggest imbecile in the world. Then in a very deliberate manner, the Chimera slowly walked over and ate the half-frozen chunk. 
 
    After swallowing the morsel, Azoth’s head and his tail were pointedly stuck exaggeratingly high in the air. Then the Chimera sauntered after Sela without looking back. Rocky snorted. 
 
    What a prima donna! Traitor! Whatever! Guess I will figure out my skills and stats in preparation for tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 11 
  Health Pool: 140/1450 
  Ether Pool: 150/150 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Blood Mend 
  You have 1 stat points and 1 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
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          	  Agility 
  
          	  22 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  15 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 5 
  Analyze 6 (+1) 
    
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 5 
  Butcher 5 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills 
 
        
        
          
          	  Revenant Blade 
  5/5 
  Soul Blade Class Skill Unlocked 
  
          	  Revenant Bowyer 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Unknown.” 
  
         
 
          
          	  Soul Strike 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Soul Strike. 
  Soul Strike increases the damage of your weapon strikes. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Strike.” 
  
          	  Blood Mend 
  5/5 
  Once you gain five points in this skill, you can use your personal Ether to cast Blood Mend. 
  Blood Mend will increase your natural regeneration of wounds and damage. Unlock the skill to learn more. 
  Blood Mend Class Skill Unlocked 
  
         
 
          
          	  Blood Armor 
  Thicken the armor you are currently wearing by infusing it with the blood of your enemies. The skill will significantly reduce melee damage. The ability lasts 30 seconds per use. 
  Cost 50 Personal Ether. 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Blood Armor.” 
  Skill upgraded to “Blood Shield” at 5/5 
  
          	  Blood Control 
  Learn the ability to increase blood flow in your own body or decrease it in others. This will cause your body to move slightly faster or your enemy to move slower. Skill last 10 seconds per use. 
  Cost 50 Personal Ether 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Blood Flow.” 
  Skill upgraded to “Blood Control” at 5/5 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The two skills were useful, and he almost selected Blood Control immediately, hoping to add some versatility to his abilities. At the last moment, he started and froze, having noticed a third filament which was now snaking from Blood Mend. It was leading to a space still covered by fog. Another filament from Soul Strike seemed to lead into the same void. 
 
    It might have been his imagination, but for a moment, the area seemed to swirl faster and darker. He blinked, and it appeared normal again. 
 
    My fixed eye is going to make me go insane before it helps me. 
 
    Regardless, he still chose to take that path because he had learned that in most games, skills which required two prerequisites were usually more powerful. Continuing to explore, Rocky stumbled upon his pet tab, smiled, and quickly opened it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Pet 
  Azoth |  Dread Chimera  |  Level 10 
  29 days, 14 hours, and 56 minutes until Chimera Poison is restored. 
  Due to Chimera Poisons immense potency, it takes time for a Chimera to refill its venom sac, slowly creating the poison and removing all dilution until the toxins deadly effects are perfected. 
  Highest Stat: Strength 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    When he opened Territorial Inventory, Rocky looked at the massive pile of wolf meat and hoped that Smith’s group would be able to add to the inventory stores. He assumed the five-thousand pounds of wolf meat would be enough for a while, but if they didn’t hunt monsters to help themselves, they wouldn’t survive long. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Territorial Inventory 
 
        
        
          
          	  “Steel” Wolf Pelt 
  
          	  Lesser Wolf Pelt x 8 
  
          	  Chimera Quill x 114 
  
          	  Level 3 Golem Orb (Cracked) 
  
          	  Level 10 
  Golem Orb 
  (Cracked) 
  
          	  Metal golem foot x 2 
  
          	  Crystal Ethers x 14 
  
         
 
          
          	  5511 lbs Wolf Meat 
  
          	  Metal golem claw x 2 
  
          	  Kayak Oar 
  
          	  Bottles of Chimera Milk x 3 
  
          	  “Skandranon” Chimera Pelt 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wood Ax 
  
          	  Hatchet 
  
          	  Survival Knife 
  
          	  Crossbow 
  
          	  Crossbow Bolts x 17 
  
          	  Hunters Pack 
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	  611 lbs Chimera Meat 
  
          	  Chimera 
  Claw 
  x 9 
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
          	    
  
         
 
          
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
          	  
         
 
        
       
    
  Access to this space can be granted to anyone the owner chooses. People who can access this ethereal space: 
  Rockland Barkclay (owner) 
  Selaphelia (owner) 
  Joaquim Smith (Partial) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After all of his preparation for the trip to Ottawa was complete, he chose to take the remainder of the day to train. Rocky was desperate to leave immediately but knew having Sela in combat form would be helpful, so he resolved to begin tomorrow as soon as he woke up.  
 
    The remainder of the afternoon, Rocky attempted to practice his sword strikes. Of course, he only managed a few moments where it looked like he wasn’t holding a baseball bat, and those moments were quite possibly accidental. 
 
    Exhausted again from a long day of an emotional roller coaster and physical exertion. He went to bed early after he finished eating and the sun left the sky. Before falling asleep, Rocky prayed that his family was still alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Groaning with damp stiffness, Rocky stretched his arms above his head and rolled on to his side, smelling the proximity of the slowly cooking wolf meat. He opened his eyes lazily with a smile that quickly fled his face as he was greeted with a terrifying sight. Through wide eyes, he could see a goddamn sabretooth tiger not five feet away. 
 
    Screaming, Rocky shot backward, attempting to pull his sword out of its scabbard and only managing to tangle himself into a shape similar to that of a pretzel. The beast bared its fangs at him and made a noise deep in its throat.  
 
    The tiger then crouched low on its haunches preparing to leap. 
 
    Blinking, Rocky sent up a final prayer, asking for his family to live longer than he had before the cat rolled on to its back. The noise which had originally been a purr changed to chuffing, which sounded so much like snorting laughter that Rocky couldn’t mistake it.  
 
    The monstrous feline rolling on its back and laughing was Sela. 
 
    It took a few moments before she got control of herself again, and then she sat in front of the fire, eyes sparkling with unshed tears of humor. Azoth had rejoined them and joined in on rolling around on his back. The Chimera had no idea of the context, however. 
 
    Now that Sela was sitting up, Rocky examined her more closely and was impressed with her size, which was on par with the biggest horse he had ever seen. Her displayed teeth were massive; the canines were protruding well down past her bottom lip and were at least two feet long. She was white with dark gray striping. The muscles of her feline body had terrifying bulk. 
 
    The eyes and her semi-transparency were the only features that gave away that she was something more than a large jungle cat. They were without question the eyes of Sela, which initially had begun as a faded white when she had just been an ancestral guide. Yesterday, though, they had been a startling blue of a tropical sea with swirling greens he couldn’t pin down, and he was staring into those same eyes now.  
 
    Azoth was dwarfed by her, his lynx-like size not close to matching the weight of Sela who easily, if fully corporeal, would have weighed over sixteen-hundred pounds, and Rocky immediately felt like this trip might be safer. 
 
    Say hello to my little friend. 
 
    Rocky was now fully awake, and his heart was circulating his blood in a dangerous staccato rhythm. He mumbled a sheepish good morning to the two and was rewarded with a jubilant licking at his hand from Azoth. Rocky smiled and pulled out a frozen wolf steak for the Chimera. 
 
    Azoth happily carried it closer to the fire before dropping it on a wood plank beside another wolf steak which was almost thawed. This caused Rocky to laugh and point as he accused the birdbrain, “You sneaky little thief!”  
 
    Still laughing at his pet, Rocky headed over to the stream to wash so he could be cleanish before he ate. 
 
    Stripping his armor was a lot of trouble, but Rocky finally accomplished the task and began languishing in the cold water and scrubbing intermittently, just taking a moment for himself. Today would mark the official start of his journey to Ottawa to save his family members, and it would definitely increase the danger factor. They would be leaving the semi-protection of Algonquin Valley today, and he could feel his colon clench when he thought of taking that fateful first step. 
 
    Not long after, Rocky returned to camp sopping wet, wearing only his briefs and carrying his armor. The smell of the wolf meat made his mouth water. The man had noticed a massive increase in his hunger of late and had been eating more and more food to satiate it. 
 
    Holding the steaming meat with a stack of leaves that had grown to be the size of dinner plates, Rocky gorged himself on multiple servings of wolf steak. Sela took her food away to eat elsewhere, probably disgusted by his barbaric eating habits, and she was a damn cat! 
 
    Putting on his armor was harder and simultaneously easier. Since he had done it before, he understood parts of it, but when he got stuck and looked to Sela for a bit of help, she was forced to cat-mime at him until he understood. 
 
    After breakfast and donning Rocky’s armor, they began to jog directly east, knowing that Ottawa was in that general direction. Rocky hoped he would pick up some sort of landmark as they started getting closer but was broke from that thought. Tingles broke out over his shoulders the instant they crossed the boundary leaving Algonquin Valley and the safety the Territory offered.  
 
    Sela noticed Rocky stop and the wildness in his eyes. She surprised him a moment later by lifting her paw and pointing it at Rocky, then her own eyes, and finally, her paws.  
 
    Watch my feet?  
 
    Then she placed the paw in a place and moved forward with exaggerated movements.  
 
    Watch where I place my feet? Oh!  
 
    Sela wanted to teach him to run while making less noise, thus training his sneak skill. That was how he spent the next twenty minutes as they jogged along, blessedly distracted from the possible dangers. He was, at first, mirroring Sela until he got the hang of it or thought he had. Then he was attempting the same movements on his own. 
 
    The three of them moved like that for a half an hour when they came across their first stumbling point. In front of them was a mass of golems which had been created from the cars in the parking lot. Rocky knew the parking lot was pretty close but had hoped that the Transformer-like golems would have separated and moved away.  
 
    Instead, they were in a large group standing directly in front of the three of them. Sela made a motion with her paw, clearly suggesting that they move around the group and continue. Rocky decided to inspect the thirteen car golems first before making a decision. He started with the massive Chevy Cheyenne that could only have belonged to Smith. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mechanical Composite Golem 
  Apprentice-Bad-Ass  
  Level 12 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The rest of the creatures were level nine and below, so Rocky had to make a decision once again. This would be the first time he had time to make a decision before a fight, and he felt his body fill with adrenaline. Rocky turned to Sela, expression flat, and half drew his sword, which caused her to narrow her eyes and take a second look at him before she began to examine the golems as well.  
 
    After half a minute of thorough examination, Sela looked back at Rocky’s hardened eyes with her startling, blue orbs and then made nearly the same motion of go around, but this time, at the end, she flexed her claws out of her semi-ethereal paw.  
 
    Spread out then surprise attack!  
 
    Rocky nodded once in approval, then pointed at Azoth, gesturing right and sending Sela left with a similar motion. Sela took a moment to look at Azoth before the Chimera silently stalked off in his assigned direction, a few steps later, vanishing amongst the shadows of the trees.  
 
    How does that bumbling birdbrain move so smoothly and disappear like that! 
 
    Rocky held back a disappointed sigh when he realized he would have to learn from Azoth as well as Sela during their trip. Sela followed suit but didn’t blend into the forest as quickly as Azoth did, making Rocky feel slightly better about his skill level in the sneak department.  
 
    Smiling to himself, he attempted to move into the leeward shadow of a nearby tree and nearly fell over a few times because he attempted to move too exaggeratedly. 
 
    Grimacing, Rocky shook his head, knowing he was the weakest of them at stealth-like skills. Thinking of the upcoming fight, he glanced at his sword. The blade should be able to cut through them and might make him the most effective in the upcoming combat.  
 
    The levels Rocky saw meant they really weren’t drastically stronger than him. In fact, most were only double his height and were below his level. He silently mouthed a prayer, hoping that would be enough. 
 
    Only the Chevy Cheyenne was above his level, and a knot in his stomach told him he wanted a bit of revenge for his Ford Fiesta. That car had been a trustworthy companion to Rocky for the last year, getting him to all of his destinations safely and comfortably.  
 
    And it was still under warranty, goddammit! Do you think that acts of Gaia are covered? 
 
    Sela’s white paw poked out from behind a tree with three claws out. As he watched one nail withdrew slowly.  
 
    Alright, no turning back now! 
 
    Rocky pushed off hard and began his hastily planned route to his target. Even though he was faster than he’d ever been, he was still much slower than his two companions. They collided with their targets before he arrived at his. He heard high pitched screeches as organic claws tore through metal.  
 
    Gripping his sword tighter in preparation, Rocky hoped they had done enough damage to put down the two. This timing actually worked in his favor because his target turned in the direction that Azoth had been attacking from, leaving its back wide open. 
 
    As Rocky sprinted into range, he swung at the knee joint of his target golem, hoping he could disable one limb and slow it in the remainder of the fight. He turned with all his might and met no resistance. The surprise and his momentum forced him to roll or wind up prone, as his blade easily cut through the leg of the golem.  
 
    The roll brought him back to his feet, facing another golem’s back. The golem was just beginning to turn towards him, and he pushed off with both legs to regain some lost speed. As he passed by the silver painted golem, he swung through an arm at the elbow as it attempted to throw a counterpunch at him. 
 
    The severed limb brushed his shoulder as it sailed by, and that was when the surprise attack ended. The fight began in earnest, and Rocky took quick stock. He had injured two but now was forced on the defensive as the Chevy Cheyenne rapidly punched at him, forcing him to backpedal to avoid the fists that were moving far too fast. He could hear yowls and growls accompanied by screeching metal behind him, but there was no way he could take his eyes off the massive golem truck.  
 
    Rocky grimaced, feeling the pressure rise as sweat dripped down his face and arms. He began sensing an inevitable loss in the current situation. Eyes wild, he searched for a way out and realized he had one; the golem was only punching at his head level.  
 
    The massively tall truck golem was unable to reach down to its feet with its current leg extension. Rocky took an extra-large step back, then kicked off with all his might, diving at the golem’s left leg with his sword held out to his side.  
 
    As he flew by the left leg, his sword connected with the ankle of the Cheyenne. He easily took the foot off which caused the golem to tumble to the left. The tumble turned into a teetering collapse as the fifteen-foot-tall creature crashed to the ground.  
 
    Placing a hand on the ground, Rocky turned his head-first dive into a barrel roll along the ground. When he regained his feet, he was about six feet from the downed Cheyenne which was struggling back to a kneel. Rocky levered himself fully upright and ran at the golem, leaping to try to take off its head. Mid-jump, the air vibrated, and a moment later, he first heard then felt a massive crack. Just as quickly as he had moved in, Rocky was propelled back to the ground and then along it perpendicularly away from the Cheyenne.  
 
    With his head ringing and eyes unfocused, Rocky was lucky Azoth came and stood firmly in front of him, which allowed him to stagger to his feet as a debuff of a bone cracked in half flickered to life in the upper corner of his vision.  
 
    Dammit, that thing broke my ribs? 
 
    His eyes regained a bit of focus, and he saw a blue Honda standing over the Cheyenne with its hands clasped together in a double overhand chop.  
 
    Did that Honda just axe chop me like some sort of martial artist? I could make a joke about where it’s made… 
 
    His thoughts scattered when he coughed up a mouthful of blood. The only thing that had stopped it from breaking his back was the Chimera Armour. Rocky tried his best to ignore the pain and surveyed the battle since he had a momentary respite. Not a single golem was dead yet, but at least seven of the original twelve were looking much worse for wear, looking like they belonged in a junkyard more than a fist fight in a parking lot.  
 
    Rocky quickly used about half of his Ether pool to cast Blood Mend to increase the healing of his ribs. He screamed as the bones popped and cracked, rearranging themselves before the healing could begin. After that sharp moment of pain, Rocky felt his body numb as Blood Mend worked to deaden nerve endings in the area. 
 
    Rocky then hobbled, still not yet fully recovered, to each of the downed creatures as Sela and Azoth held back the rest. He finished off each one with a stab to the chest region, the head region, and then a decapitation, just in case.  
 
    It was a straightforward affair, at this point in the battle with their leader mostly disabled. Rocky would feint at one to force it closer to Sela or Azoth who would disable a leg. Then he would come by and finish it off. The Chevy Cheyenne was left until last, and by the time he got to it, it had all four appendages removed.  
 
    Rocky felt his blood boiling, and a dark, sardonic smile crossed his face as he finished off the golem with a stab through the core, the head, and a decapitation.  
 
    Standing over the headless corpse, he felt a wave of slow rising nausea. A moment later as his last drops of adrenaline left, he felt his recently eaten breakfast rise and forced it down. He consoled his warring body and mind by telling himself;  
 
    They weren’t alive. Quit being so weak. 
 
    Once he had regained his control, he noticed Sela looking at him with a raised eyebrow. Trying to avoid her scrutiny, he went from corpse to corpse, looting them all and was awarded a golem core for each. However, the Chevy Cheyenne surprised him with a strange bottle. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have picked up a Bottle of Gaia’s Essence! You now own a Bottle of Gaia’s Essence. 
  Bottle of Gaia’s Essence 
  Rare Crafting Component 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Stomach still a little upset, Rocky placed everything he had collected in different slots in his knapsack to keep it organized. Looking through the bag, he came across the raw wolf meat in a plastic bag. They had only packed enough for the three of them tonight, which meant they had to begin hunting as early as tomorrow if they wanted to eat.  
 
    Rocky pushed down the creeping dread he felt from not knowing where his next meal would come from. 
 
    Just because it is an unknown does not mean it will be hard. We just killed thirteen golems with minimal injuries. Coward, you should be looking for a fight, getting stronger, and kicking more keisters.  
 
    Rocky was just putting the cores into the main compartment of the backpack when Sela approached with a yellowish gold screen hovering in front of her. When she stopped near him and waited, he went over to read what the box said. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  As a Druid class, you have been granted a quest for you and your party. 
  Quest – Recovering Gaia 
  Help Gaia recover the excess materials of this world. Kill as many Golems of any type as possible, then crush the Golem Heart and return the Essence and materials to Gaia. 
  Quest Deadline: Four Days. 
  Reward:  
  Etherience – Varying, depends on the number of cores crushed 
  1 x Crystallized Ether per core broken 
  A greater, large, medium, moderate, intermediary, or minor perk depending on the number of cores destroyed. 
  Warning, this quest will be accepted on behalf of the entire party. Etherience and Crystal rewards will be split. All other rewards will be granted to the druid. 
  Accept quest? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shrugging, Rocky pointed to yes and began pulling the recently packed cores back out of his bag. Lining the cracked cores along the turned up ground, he allowed Sela the honor of crushing the first batch, mostly to see how it was done. It turned out she just stepped on the glass marbles that were the Golem Hearts, and her paw would glow green before the heart would turn to dust and a blue light would seep into the earth.  
 
    Head tilted, Rocky followed suit and was reminded of popping bubble wrap as a child; it was quite enjoyable. The golems corpses immediately began changing as the cores were crushed. They returned to the soil through melting, vaporizing, and even some boiling. Rocky stared at the sights, transfixed. 
 
    After each golem sunk into the ground, Rocky breathed out his held breath and suggested Sela return to the Territory since they were so close. She could crush the two hearts left there, then easily catch up to Azoth and his comparatively slow-moving self.  
 
    She loped off in the opposite direction as he continued moving forward, checking his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 12 Golems: Level 8-12: You and your group have been awarded 40,331 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 13,443 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A quick check of his stat sheet showed no change but a few skill increases. One of which was a level in swordsmanship and the other being two additional levels in sneak thanks to Sela’s tutelage.  
 
    Maybe she could teach me the sword as well? 
 
    Thinking of the skills, Rocky jolted backwards; he actually could feel new knowledge that the increase in the Swordsman skill had given him. While he wasn’t going to be any sort of expert with the blade, he now instinctively knew how to hold his sword. It was only a small thing, but some inner voice seemed to whisper to him, telling him to not strangle the hilt as it would only lock up his wrists. 
 
    Why wrist mobility was important in sword fighting, Rocky could only guess at. 
 
    The thoughts about the skill increases brought Rocky to contemplate level increases and if there was a way to add an Etherience bar or a notification of how much Etherience he needed until his next level.  
 
    He could tell he wasn’t close yet, but he still wanted to know what his progress was for this level. Rocky command thought at his combat notification page and managed to add two things to his interface, which he was pretty proud to have done without Sela.  
 
    He managed to acquire health and Ether bars for Azoth and a health bar for Sela which floated in the top left of his vision. The second thing he accomplished was currently a lone notification, since he had already seen the Etherience gained notification that would hopefully accompany it from now on. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  10,546 Etherience remaining until level 12. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The notification made his heart flutter and his mind daydream about gaining levels. Doing some quick math made his head fall; it was going to get much more difficult to level as he continued to grow.  
 
    On one hand, another fight at about the exact same scale as the one with the transformed cars would have him to level twelve, but then it would take four of those fights to level thirteen, eight four fourteen, sixteen for fifteen, and so on. Rocky realized that getting to level fifteen would be pretty quick and painless but after that…  
 
    Well, after that it would become much more difficult to level if the Etherience gains stay the same. 
 
    Azoth bumped his hand, and Rocky gave him a quick scratch between the ears as they walked. Then Rocky attempted to speak with him, “We need to move east, Azoth, but we need to find as many monsters and golems as we can along our route. Think you can find prey in front of us?”  
 
    Azoth nodded his head vigorously before running off in the proper direction.  
 
    Man, Sela is really doing a great job with his English lessons! 
 
    After a few more moments, Sela easily loped up beside him before slowing down to a speed that matched Rocky’s jog. They nodded at each other in greeting and continued to jog forward only to be surprised by Azoth sprinting back towards them.  
 
    Azoth must have found something already. Maybe this leveling won’t be as hard as I thought! 
 
    Smiling, Rocky spoke aloud for Sela’s benefit, “Did you find some golems or prey, Azoth? Show us where!” With puppy-like exuberance, he bounded back in the direction he had come from, causing Rocky to sprint to keep up and Sela to resume her casual loping speed again. 
 
    Azoth quickly left the two’s view as he entered a clearing about twenty feet ahead of them. Rocky grit his teeth and followed, hoping Azoth hadn’t just charged into battle. When he entered the clearing, he was amused, scared, and chagrined all at once.  
 
    Azoth was proudly sitting beside one of the largest piles of feces Rocky had ever seen. Rocky immediately facepalmed, and as he lowered his head into his hand, he caught a glimpse of Sela. Her mouth and eyes were wide open, and she slowly dropped her massive, feline head and began shaking it back and forth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    They didn’t spend any time searching for the source of the feces. Instead, they picked up the pace and continued on. Partly because whatever made it was probably the largest creature in the immediate area and also due to Rocky’s desperate feeling that they had to reach Ottawa. 
 
    Throughout the remaining daylight hours, Rocky had tried to keep his eyes peeled for more survivors but hadn’t found any. The group had managed to find many monsters and golems, though, which didn’t bode well when paired with the first. None of the wildlife proved to be a real threat, as they were all apprentice classes, level fifteen or below, and usually in isolated groups or alone.  
 
    As for the golems, they had run into a few large specimens that were far faster and stronger than the golems Rocky had faced thus far. However, they seemed to be less numerous out in the countryside, and so with ample help from Sela and Azoth, Rocky had been able to pick the barns, tractors, and farmhouses apart.  
 
    The netted Etherience had just managed to pull Rocky into level twelve, and the day of hard fighting, running, skinning, butchering, and sneaking had increased many of his acquired skills. Even though he had read them all as they appeared, he clicked the recap button, and his notifications combined to give him a summary of the entire day. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 8 Golems: Level 20-30: You and your group have been awarded 45,211 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 15,070 Etherience. 
  For killing 13 Mammalian Creatures: Level 5-9: You and your group have been awarded 14,210 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gains amount to 4,737 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 12! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  41,939 Etherience remaining until level 13. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your soul blade “Dark Tidings” has consumed enough souls to gain a level! 
  Enchantment Added 
 
        
        
          
          	  Dark Tidings – Soul Blade 
  Level 2 
  100/100 Ether Pool 
  The strength of Arm I 
  +2 Strength as long as the Blade has Ether from its pool to draw on. Unlock higher levels of your Soul Blade for more. 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 12 
  Health Pool: 140/140 
  Ether Pool: 150/150 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Blood Mend 
  You have 2 stat points and 2 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  *15* (+2 Strength of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  23 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  21 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  15 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  18 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 3 (+1) 
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 9 (+3) 
  Sneak 10 (+4) 
  Analyze 9 (+2) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 8 (+3) 
  Butcher 8 (+3) 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Smiling, Rocky realized he was getting more and more used to his interface and flew through the notifications this time. The two stat points would need to be placed soon, and he was leaning towards using them to boost Strength and Intelligence.  
 
    A while later, the sun began to descend, and the need to reach Ottawa was trumped by goosebumps as the world darkened around them. 
 
    Sleeping in the wide-open field didn’t sit right with Rocky no matter how long the grass had grown. The other option was to backtrack about ten minutes to camp under cover of the trees. The group voted for the trees. 
 
    Since they were somewhat covered by the copse of trees they were sleeping in, Rocky found it odd to awake to a blinding light. Even through his eyelids, it blinded him, making the light almost white in its intensity. A debuff floated quickly to the top of his whited-out vision, notifying him of his thirty seconds of blindness. 
 
    Well, thank you, captain obvious! 
 
    A moment later, a wave of hot air buffeted him, and a massive boom shook the air. The boom and displaced air seemed to cause Rocky’s whole, bright white world to vibrate.  
 
    Inhaling sharply, Rocky called out, “Sela, try to help Azoth. We are under attack!” 
 
    Thirty seconds of panicked silence later, his vision began clearing. He saw smoke and steam rising far to the northeast. Trying to understand what his eyes were seeing, Rocky rubbed at them and tilted his head. 
 
    Oh shit! That’s Chalk River. Is it the nuclear plant? 
 
    He voiced his concern, hoping to alleviate some of the panic he had felt from the rest of the group, but a new feeling of dread began crawling up from his groin. “That is probably a thermal explosion caused by a nuclear meltdown at the plant in Chalk River. I am assuming that the cores weren’t being cooled sufficiently anymore?” 
 
    In his estimation, the group was halfway between the Ottawa River and the edge of Algonquin Park, which meant it was most likely the nuclear plant near the city of Deep River. Rocky had been hoping that today they would reach the Ottawa river somewhere near Pembroke, maybe Petawawa. Once they met the Ottawa River, it would guide them into the city. 
 
    Once Rocky averted his eyes from the smoke curling into the sky, he could clearly see trees burning far to the northeast. It was a good thing the group hadn’t wandered too far north in their travels yesterday. If that was a thermal explosion caused by a nuclear meltdown, then radiation would be a severe problem in that direction. 
 
    One of the histories Rocky had perused of Hiroshima had claimed everything within eight kilometers had experienced a ninety-eight percent fatality rate. They were far removed from that statistical distance, but he did know that great advancements had been made in the nuclear technology department.  
 
    His wandering mind and racing heart began to come back under control after Rocky understood that he wasn’t in immediate danger. 
 
    That was when the sound of two extremely angry predators pushed their way into Rocky’s awareness. He spun quickly to look over at Sela who was softly growling and had milky white tears flowing down from her eyes. Sela as a druid had an increased connection to the planet itself, and whatever had just happened was causing Gaia severe discomfort and enough confusion for Sela to begin crying in empathy. Azoth was also growling but much louder, seeming to try to intimidate the source of this strange sensory attack. 
 
    The shaking of a few trees from behind Rocky made his heart jump back to its frantic pace from a moment ago, and his body spun around quickly, attempting to prepare for an incoming attack.  
 
    A second slow-moving wave of superheated air smelling of ozone blew past him and the group, bowing more trees. The wave of air seemed to possess more momentum and substance than the initial displaced wave had.  
 
    Rocky was getting ready to order the group to get moving. However, before he opened his mouth, a red screen in front of Sela caught his attention. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Red Quest 
  As a Druid you and your party are offered a quest. 
  Contain the Destruction 
  A location near your Territory has suffered an enormously destructive force which has warped the Ether. The outcome of this tragedy is yet unknown. Gaia wishes for you to examine or contain the potential threat this may pose. Will you accept this quest? 
  Rewards: 
  Etherience 
  Crystallized Ether 
  Greater Territorial Reward 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking at the box and then Sela, Rocky pursed his lips and shook his head because they didn’t have time to go in the opposite direction. Sela saw his gesture, and she used a clawed paw to point at the words “Red Quest” on the notification. Her claw then pointed at “Reward” and “Greater”. 
 
    Frowning deeply, Rocky pointed towards Ottawa and sternly said, “Sela, we need to go to Ottawa first. Is this quest time sensitive?” He didn’t actually care about the quest at this moment but hoped they could handle it when they returned from rescuing his family. That would maybe assuage Sela a bit as the red nature of this quest seemed to be very important. 
 
    Pulling back her lips to reveal her feline teeth, Sela responded by making a quick line on the ground of which she drew an X at the end. Then her nail returned to the starting point of her original track before she pulled a second X through the soft soil.  
 
    Teeth still bared, she looked at Rocky and then circled the second X numerous times, indicating they could go to Ottawa and handle this particular quest after, but it was important to complete. 
 
    His sigh of relief turned into a gasp as a massive horn-like bellow sounded. The octaves of the roar sent shivers through his whole body with the memory of what it heralded in a movie he used to love. Hopefully, the roar didn’t mean the return of dinosaurs on earth, however. It was definitely a monstrous creature, and if the film was accurate, it was reptilian. To add more ominous vibes to an already stressful situation, every winged creature in the area took to the skies. 
 
    Even Azoth flapped his wings, mimicking the birds. His wings, however, flapped entirely out of sync with each other and looked ridiculous.  
 
    Regardless, when all airborne creatures take off, it usually means– 
 
    “Run!” Rocky managed to squeak out through his constricting vocal cords. Whatever had made that noise had either startled all the birds into the sky or it could also fly. Not needing much prompting, the entire group took off dashing through the foliage in an attempt to find cover that would sufficiently hide them from a massive predator. 
 
    Within moments, Rocky stared in wonder and knew he had made the right decision as land mammals fell in around them. Some of the creatures were Sela’s size, and some were Azoth’s. However, what really sank the affirmation home was the monsters that were easily as big as the Onikuma, Steel, and Skandranon.  
 
    From where Rocky ran in the herd, he could see, through wide eyes, at least six mighty beasts which fit the size of the aforementioned. Three of which were canine in nature, one was a massive lizard, and the final two might have been trolls running side by side.  
 
    He didn’t have time to use Analyze in his mad dash, as he was continually forced to duck and dodge flailing limbs. A few monsters even tried to take a bite out of him, but they were half-assed attempts, more out of warning than desire. The clear priority of the stampede was to find safety. 
 
    When a group of the smaller mammals broke off, Rocky felt his heart pause for a moment and was forced to make a split-second decision. He chose to follow and was rewarded with a cliff face, which had various caves pockmarking its side. Pointing with a quick gesture, Rocky and the group veered towards the cavern he indicated. 
 
    The group slowed down to a stop just outside of the entrance and looked behind them.  
 
    Wouldn’t it be hilarious if we were running from nothing? 
 
    In the bright sky behind them was a black blot against the backdrop of clouds. It didn’t look too intimidating because it was so far away, but even with the distance, Rocky felt his stomach rumble. His mind entered a petrified state and tried to withdraw in on itself in order to protect him.  
 
    In the very distant sky was an enormous flying lizard. Rocky’s balls were telling him it was a dragon, and it was flying in the general direction of Deep River. Sela growled and motioned with her head at the cave while Azoth flapped his wings over and over again, glaring at the distant creature in the sky.  
 
    With a clenched sphincter, Rocky stepped in front of Azoth and looked directly into his narrowed, feline eyes. “No, Azoth!” Rocky clipped out with as much command in his voice as he could manage.  
 
    Azoth met Rocky’s gaze and paused, teeth slightly bared, his eyes a vivid gold and looking more intelligent than Rocky had ever seen. A squint and growl later, he turned and headed into the cave, his scorpion stinger tail lashing violently behind him. 
 
    Eyes wide, Sela followed suit without the tail waving theatrics, and Rocky entered the cave last. Once the group was fully inside, something slammed shut behind them, causing him to jump, and a blue menu screen lit up in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Welcome to the “Long Forgotten Dungeon” 
  Age: 2 Days 
  Ether Concentration: High 
  Floors – 1 
  Rank - Unclassified 
  To exit the Dungeon; you must defeat the final boss. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not sure this dungeon understands the concept of time, but I am going to go out on a limb and say it's drunk!  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    The initial surprise and subsequent panic of being trapped in a cave had quickly passed. The group was in a dungeon, and Rocky had cleared thousands of those before. Okay, so that wasn’t in real life, but it didn’t change the fact that he had. 
 
    Growling slightly, Sela had taken the lead for the group, partly because any physical traps would hurt her far less than the others, and on top of that, she had first-hand experience. Mostly, however, she gave the group no choice. 
 
    The group had faced no organized defense of patterned mobs in this dungeon and, so far, had just come across random creatures. Since almost every beast they had encountered was alone and seemed more interested in hiding than fighting, the group hadn’t struggled with them. After which, they would take a moment, and Rocky would skin and butcher the corpses. 
 
    The meat was becoming too much to carry, and the solution of the previous day, having Azoth eat the rest, was no longer a viable option. The Chimera was utterly full, it seemed, and refused to eat another bite. Instead, using some strips of hide and clever maneuvering, Rocky fashioned two makeshift saddle bags that he strapped to the Chimera. 
 
    Now his pet had two semi-full carrier bags hanging off his back under his wings. When he had begun to sulk, Rocky had chuckled and pointed out, “Think about it as training, Azoth. You will get stronger!” It was unclear how much of that the birdbrain had understood, but after it, the silly creature could often be seen crossing an area multiple times more than was necessary. 
 
    Rocky’s current fight was with a giant wild boar. It had grown to the size of a buffalo, and if it were smarter, it would have been terrifying. However, like a bull fighting a matador, it just charged in a straight line. 
 
    Like a bullfighter, it was a simple task for Rocky to step to the side and avoid its deadly attacks. Then he would drag his sword along its flank, slowly injuring it again and again. Not long after it fell to the ground, he stepped in and delivered the coup de grâce. 
 
    While he began skinning the creature, he narrowed his eyes, considering their journey in the dungeon so far. They had been walking around for hours, and he could feel a new sensation rising in his body—mental exhaustion.  
 
    The caves seemed to be a large lattice of interconnecting tunnels, and Rocky wasn’t really sure if they were getting any closer to the end. They often had been forced to turn around when they encountered a dead end, which had added to the frustration. 
 
    At least they were gaining Etherience. Another plus was that the caves had a moss growing in them that illuminated the dark space in a green glow. This did let them see relatively well in the cave system which otherwise would have been pitch black. 
 
    As a weary Rocky loaded up an overeager Azoth, he scanned a recap of his summed notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 24 Mammalian Creatures: Apprentice Level 10-15: You and your group have been awarded 71,140 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 23,598 Etherience. 
  18,341 Etherience remaining until level 13. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Azoth and Sela hadn’t engaged in the more recent fights because Rocky had asked for the opportunity to train his skills, except for the one group of monsters which were some sort of hybrid between a rat and an ape. There had been six of those creepy simian-rats, and Rocky had doubted his probability of handling them alone. 
 
    Before the group had even begun moving into the dungeon, Rocky had chosen to allocate his free stat points. He had placed them as he had previously considered, one in Strength and one in Intelligence. They might not have saved his life, but they weren’t at the end of the dungeon yet either. 
 
    Due to the multiple fights and his attempts to move stealthily, Rocky had also received a few skill ups. He pulled up and minimized his character sheet to check on them as they continued on their way again. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay  
  Level 12 
  Health Pool: 140/140 
  Ether Pool: 160/160 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Blood Mend 
  You have 0 stat points and 2 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  *16* (+2 Strength of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  18 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  21 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  16 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  18 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 4 (+1) 
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 9 
  Sneak 12 (+2) 
  Analyze 10 (+1) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 10 (+2) 
  Butcher 10 (+2) 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Another oddity which had caused Rocky to blink rapidly on a few occasions was after he skinned and butchered the monsters, the group always left the corpse behind. However, during a few of the occurrences where they were forced to backtrack, the area where the corpse had resided was completely empty. Not even a smear of blood remained on the stone. 
 
    Adding this to the deep heaviness of the labyrinth left Rocky feeling his hands often clenching on his sword for perceived support. The only thing that stopped his panic from escalating was that Sela seemed to have expected the absorption of corpses. Every time the group had passed one of these spots, she just continued the exploration, not batting an eye.  
 
    So they continued to delve deeper into the earth following the ghostly white cat. 
 
    Since the boar, the group hadn’t seen another monster and were getting very wary. They were now making progress in a straight line and could even see a new type of light in front of them. As they approached this new light source, they could hear a voice openly talking to someone. 
 
    “They are on their way, Thumper! Get ready, and remember what I have taught you. Move and strike! Flow like water! Float like a butterfly. Sting like a bee!” Whatever was speaking was giving a pep talk.  
 
    Suddenly wide awake, Rocky silently drew his sword and crouched into a ready position. 
 
    As the rest of the group crouched low in a feline stalk, the speech continued, “Make them think you are going to strike from the front and get them from the rear! Always pick the battlefield that is right for you, not your opponent! Make them fight with the sun in their eyes!”  
 
    The voice was high-pitched and made no sense. To Rocky, it was just spouting idioms with no explanation. The object of its pep talk was going to be a nasty battle if each of these phrases corresponded to a lesson it had learned.  
 
    The group continued to move towards the light but much slower due to the group’s attempt to make less noise. Regardless, it didn’t take long before they reached the moss-illuminated gateway. The group immediately began looking around desperately, trying to see the creature and from where it would strike. 
 
    Pupils dilated to pinpricks, Rocky’s gaze was flitting all over the room, which had an arched ceiling. The room wasn’t massive but easily large enough to house something terrible. In the center of the room was a pedestal that blocked the group's view of the other half of the chamber. 
 
    Moving slowly and methodically, Rocky began circling the column. With each step, a stretching shadow started to resolve itself from the backlighting of the abundant moss. Whatever was casting it was huge, easily casting a shadow over half the room.  
 
    Sela and Azoth, at Rocky’s frantic urging, circled the pillar in the opposite direction. Rocky held up three fingers and began counting down. When he reached zero, he sprinted around the corner as quickly as he could. 
 
    His sword swept out in a slash at shoulder height, aiming for the fur of whatever the creature in front of him was. At the last moment, he hesitated with his head tilting comically but was too late to remove all the momentum of his strike.  
 
    His soul blade cleaved the tiny, cute looking rabbit in two.  
 
    Dammit, they tricked me!  
 
    Roaring, Rocky immediately turned his strike into a side roll, trying to avoid whatever was lying in wait for him when a notification popped up. He swiped it aside in frustration and kept frantically searching for the monster. 
 
    I turned these crotchety things off in combat! 
 
    A glance at the notification made Rocky groan. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have completed the “Long Forgotten Dungeon”. 
  Bonus: 
  For the first completion of the dungeon, your group has been awarded 10,000 personal Etherience per party member. 
  The dungeon has been classified as a Level 1 zone. 
  8,341 Etherience remaining until level 13. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After pushing the notification aside a second time, Rocky’s wild eyes met Sela’s and Azoth’s, the latter of which was laying on the ground chuffing and slapping his paws in a clear sign of amusement. Rocky blushed, looking between the two, and it only grew brighter when Sela pointed at the tiny rabbit and put both of her paws in the air in mock surrender.  
 
    This cracked dungeon is drunk! What in the celestial hell was all the pep talk about!? 
 
    “What the hell? You are disgusting bullies! Damn horrible monsters! Your group is made up of filthy, perverted goblygook! How could you do that to Thumper?” The same voice from earlier spoke from everywhere around them.  
 
    Flinching, Rocky glanced around, genuinely stuck between annoyance and amusement at himself. At this point, his adrenaline was finally beginning to return to acceptable levels. This allowed him to think a bit more rationally again. 
 
    “Honestly, why the hell did you have the cute little bunny as your dungeon boss?” Rocky asked with condescension tinging his words. “Also, did you pick the name for your dungeon?” 
 
    “I did! Isn’t it awesome! Foreboding, fantastic, incredible! It just guarantees to make sure you are remembered! Force adventurers to come back! I mean, you only need a few things according to the dungeon help guide!” The words came in rapid succession, making Rocky wince. 
 
    Before he could say anything, it continued with the same verbal assault speed, “You need curb appeal, multiple entrances, and a name that will capture the interest of adventurers! As for my brilliant Thumper, he wandered in here the other day! He got lost and eventually died which allowed me to make more of him! Everything else I have absorbed has been pretty useless or not capable of moving independently! At one point, I had a huge amount of rabbits, but just this morning I reached enough of the critters to kill them all absorb them and make multiple new entrances! Isn’t it wonderful? I now have twelve entrances instead of one!” 
 
    Blinking rapidly at the onslaught, Rocky assumed he was talking to the dungeon itself and was fairly certain it was extremely eccentric. By this point, Sela was rolling on the floor with Azoth, both of them chuffing and struggling to breathe.  
 
    I really hope that one of them pulls a muscle or chokes on air. Honestly, for all we know, that bunny had superpowers! 
 
    Since the dungeon had paused briefly, Rocky asked a question, “Were the other creatures not yours?” 
 
    “Well no, but they are useless anyway! I created them, and they immediately scream, drain of all their fluids and fall over dead! Look!” As he finished, a door opened up to a smaller chamber off to the side where a multitude of corpses lay.  
 
    Each corpse had been skinned and, in all cases, were missing big chunks of muscles from where Rocky had butchered them. Rocky gaped at the room and couldn’t help but burst out into surprised laughter. This dungeon was creating exactly what it absorbed from the creatures he had killed.  
 
    Rocky thought of an idea. “Look, I can tell you what you are doing wrong and even help you fix it if you are willing to help us out?” 
 
    Thus began an extraordinarily long and annoying conversation between the dungeon and Rocky. While Rocky was annoyed that he was being delayed, a part of him was worried that the massive flying “dragon” was still outside, so he consoled himself with the knowledge that he was playing the situation safely. 
 
    During the conversation, Sela often growled or chuffed and signed as best she could. Apparently, she was trying to caution Rocky away from making any deal. His ancestral guide seemed to have a massive aversion to the dungeon or at least a strong dislike. 
 
    In the end, Rocky reassembled ten creatures, finishing them off by dropping the corresponding skin over the corpse. He would then have to move away, or the dungeon couldn’t absorb the remains. Quite a while later and after many incorrect configurations by the dungeon, they finally had partial success with a simian rat.  
 
    After that, the dungeon was able to slowly understand anatomy, and the other nine creatures were born back into the dungeon.  
 
    “Alright, LFD, it’s your turn! You said you know how to create a bag of holding?” Rocky had chosen to shorten the dungeons name into an acronym. It hadn’t liked being called dungeon, and he was unwilling to call it by its full stupid name. 
 
    I am not going to tell it that the acronym stands for Little Friendly Dungeon. 
 
    Rocky could feel his fingers numb in anticipation of receiving the bag of holding, and it was only one part of the three concessions he had rung from the annoying dungeon. His inner greed menagerie was possibly comatose from shock because after the bargaining, they had all seemed to hold their breath collectively. 
 
    “I did, and I do! It’s the first thing a dungeon learns! How do you think I store all my awesome loot? Here you go, noob! You sure got suckered into this trade!”  
 
    LFD was under the impression that the ten creatures were overkill for the trade. In fact, Rocky had given the young dungeon more than it had initially asked for because he felt sheepish at the terms. 
 
    Most of the meat was going to go to waste anyway, and the skins were taking needless space on Azoth’s and his back.  
 
    Now, however… 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have picked up a Dungeon Bag of Holding. You now own a Dungeon Bag of Holding. 
  Size: Vast 
  Weight Reduction: 90% 
  Please do not place a Bag of Holding inside another Bag of Holding or Inventory Space. If you do and have any cognizance remaining, please turn on your emergency beacon. We won’t be able to find you or receive the signal, but at least it will give you hope. You would be luckier to have died. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Hyperventilating, Rocky was slightly sobered by the message. He smartly decided to keep the bag and his territorial inventory entirely separate.  
 
    The bag also came with a small stone which, once he picked up, prompted him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to soul bind this Bag of Holding to you? This will prevent all others from accessing its content unless granted permission. 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Smiling, Rocky chose yes because he didn’t want to have to worry about thieves. Then he immediately transferred all of his items from his backpack over to the Bag and granted Sela access.  
 
    With a shrug, the threadbare and bloody backpack followed its contents into the bag. 
 
    The group started to leave, and Rocky waved farewell to the dungeon and walked out the back entrance LFD had opened for them. It actually led to a staircase and a long, straight tunnel back to the cliff face they had entered through. 
 
    Once they were topside, it was easy to notice the sun setting. Rocky’s smiling face quickly fell, and the group was forced to set up camp. 
 
    Another day down. I’m coming… 
 
      
 
    Sela 
 
      
 
    Selaphelia Ardensai was running through the woods, her new connection to Gaia allowing her to feel the edge of Gaia’s continued pain and trauma. The old world that Selaphelia had come from was long since forgotten. Now she ghosted through the underbrush following a man who seemed so different than anyone who could have existed in the old world she once knew.  
 
    Rockland believed his family may still be alive, and Selaphelia didn’t have the heart to tell him the odds of even one of them being alive were abysmal. She had a minor connection currently with the Atlantean Net, but it didn’t allow her much. The Territory she was attached to would need to level up more before it gave her access to everything she was used to daily in her previous life on Gaia.  
 
    However, it gave her enough to know that nearly sixty-five percent of sapient life had been eliminated within the first few days and that the number continued to climb, forcing her heart into her throat. Rockland had mentioned in passing that the world bordered on nine billion sapient souls, all of them humans, which meant that nearly six billion were dead already.  
 
    Those numbers were astronomical, and her heart butterflied in her chest as she loped after Azoth. 
 
    When Sela lived, the Atlantean Net could track every sapient born, every creature, and she knew that with every individual of every race, her world had contained under a billion souls. She couldn’t even imagine the cities, food, and infrastructure needed to house humans in such large numbers.  
 
    Sela tried to picture the trauma Gaia had woken to if all these humans acted as Rockland had said and missed a step as her muscles contracted in anger and disappointment. Somewhere along the way, sapient races had forgotten who birthed and supported them. 
 
    So Sela stayed in her animal shape, trying to avoid many things, not only that saddening news to Rockland, her new lord, but also she didn’t want to know more about the state of this current world. 
 
    Where had the other sapients gone? 
 
    She didn’t want to tell Rockland that while he had faced some creatures, they were all newborns. They were all weak. The fights he was so proud of were just the beginning. So she moved like a ghost attempting to avoid his notice, trying to avoid a conversation that would happen no matter which road they traveled. 
 
    Rockland was surprisingly strong for a man thrown into this new world. He had been lucky to have been gifted such strength, height, fluidity, and grace. Unlike a large portion of society, he had managed to survive the first few days of this new world and now had some momentum. 
 
    Usually, a child would be trained up to at least a Journeyman class before they could leave their city of birth. They would then be given a place with the local military and hunt the monsters of the area until they had reached the point of class specialization.  
 
    Only then would they be allowed to leave on their own.  
 
    Sela growled in memory; she hadn’t been lying when she had been so angry with Rockland at the first meeting. She had assumed that he was going to be slain for the Territory right in front of her eyes, that an assassin was going to step out from the shadows behind him and send Rockland to his ancestral rest. 
 
    Now Sela was starting to see the picture of what was going on, to glimpse its edges and see its pattern. 
 
    Rockland was quite possibly the highest leveled individual in the area, maybe the only one alive for that matter. If all the humans were thrown into this world at level one with no protection, no knowledge of the systems, and no inherited classes or weapons, this would account for the survival rates.  
 
    Sela thought of the dungeon who had only absorbed a single monster before Rockland had given it more. He had fed the dungeon and made a deal with it. Not only had he gotten a Bag of Holding the likes of which even Sela hadn’t known existed, but he had rung from it two concessions even greater than that item. 
 
    First, he had convinced the dungeon to move, to recollect all its essence and shift northeast to the site of the recent explosion. Somehow, he figured out that the dungeon was absorbing and using the Ether in the area, somewhat adding control over its flow and stopping the area from raging out of control. 
 
    Then he had convinced it to move back at a later date and be the site of training for his future settlement, to create levels with increasing difficulty. This was something Sela had never heard of before. Most dungeons threw everything at you the moment you arrived, trying to kill you before you could reach the room with its core.  
 
    Sela blinked rapidly; she had personally destroyed thousands of dungeons, always believing they were evil, that they were stealing Essence from Gaia. Yet, with her new class connection, she felt something abhorrently wrong with her previous way of thinking. 
 
    Shaking her feline head to try to clear it, Sela failed. She was beginning to question the lessons she had learned from birth, causing her to doubt her ability to guide her new lord in this alien world. Everything she thought she knew may not be valid anymore, and so Sela hid in her animal form, speaking only with Azoth who was growing more intelligent every minute, acquiring understanding, emotions, and dreams.  
 
    When she had first heard his deep voice, she had been shocked. Here was another anomaly she couldn’t understand. Monsters couldn’t speak; they couldn’t understand and grow. You trained a pet to do exactly what you wanted, and that was the way of it.  
 
    Yet, here was a creature who asked questions, learned from each previous moment, and loved Rockland with fierce devotion. 
 
    Sela would have said that Rockland was lucky, but it wasn’t so much luck as an opportunity. He was thrown into a young world and now had the chance to carve out a piece for himself. Sela shook her head, knowing that she was now guiding a man who could be setting the pillars of an entire race, and yet, he was so naïve.  
 
    Rockland truly believed that everything was going to work out for the best. Somehow, his mind had compartmentalized the last few days into a comparison with some sort of electronic game he had played. Sometimes, she could literally hear him muttering about “rolling twenties” or “powning those snitches”, and she was forced to grind her fangs because she had concluded that the shock of the truth might break him. 
 
    Sela prayed to her ancestors again, pleading with them to keep this man's family safe, to allow him to live in naivety a little bit longer, and to break him slowly so he could do what needed to be done. Sela ran and prayed, stalking through the forest. 
 
    Her eyes were only seeing the track marks of destruction that “humans” had made on Gaia, her god, the nurturer of all and without anyone’s notice, her tears fell on the dry ground as she swept by. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The day after the group’s encounter with LFD. They had spent another full day traveling and hunting. Now that they had a massive storage space, they hadn’t had to load up Azoth and Rocky. This made travel faster, but it also greatly increased the amount of fighting the group could undertake. 
 
    Throughout the day, they had fought wildlife, primarily to level up and get stronger. The secondary goal was initially to stock up on food, and because the whole team was now fighting, they got a hell of a lot more than was needed. Rocky’s new bag of holding acted similarly to his Territory Storage and worked somewhat out of time, keeping food from spoiling and items much safer than in a backpack. 
 
    It was safe to say that they wouldn’t be going hungry anytime soon, even with Rocky and Azoth’s huge appetites. 
 
    The group had terrorized the local solo wildlife, at times even going out of there way slightly to attack an individual creature. Between Sela and Azoth, they were never troubled in the tracking department, and with good tactics, they only had one scare. Somehow, they had unknowingly entered an area with a large fire ant nest. 
 
    The ensuing battle had been absolutely chaotic and was only a victory because Sela was nearly impossible to pin down. Between her abilities to strike and turn incorporeal, she was like a sickle slicing through wheat. Wherever she was on the battlefield, ants fell in swarms. 
 
    The real eye-opening part of the battle for Rocky had been that each ant was a relatively low level, the highest one being a level nine. It was the sheer volume of the creatures and their ability to come out of the ground that made the fight that much more difficult. 
 
    For his part, he tried to maintain a perimeter around himself with his sword, and because the ants were relatively slow, he was partially successful. The problem came from the ones who chose to come at him from below. Multiple times, Rocky had been forced to dodge and set up a new safe area, receiving slowly stacking damage in the process. 
 
    This was often done with Sela’s or Azoth’s help, and his health had dropped to as low as thirty-five points. The mounting fatigue and pain the injuries brought had been overwhelming. It was everything Rocky could do to maintain Blood Heal on the group and keep fighting. 
 
    The group probably still would have been overwhelmed if Azoth hadn’t accidentally left the area of the nest. A soldier fire ant had careened into the Chimera and knocked him sailing through the air. When he had regained his feet, Rocky had realized that the insects wouldn’t attack him where he had fallen. 
 
    The Chimera, of course, charged back into battle, but Rocky yelled out instructions to Sela. Together, they managed to extricate the growling Chimera from the fray. Unfortunately, they were forced to leave all their loot behind. 
 
    Thinking he was clever, Rocky had attempted to send Sela in to collect the loot, but unfortunately, as soon as she had crossed that boundary again, the ants had formed up and protected their fallen with fierce abandon. Even with her semi-incorporeality, Sela was unable to get in close enough to loot a single fallen insect. 
 
    Rocky’s greed menagerie was still hissing at him about that particular point. He had even dreamt about it last night. His greed pig was threatening to turn carnivorous and eat him soon if he ever left loot behind again. 
 
    When Rocky sleepily woke the next morning after the day of travel and fighting, he checked back over his notifications and character sheet from the previous day, reviewing for the second time the increases that had summed themselves up over the course of the day.  
 
    The summed notifications made his sleepy and foggy eyes fly open and easily explained the group’s exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 72 Mammalian Creatures: Level 10-22: You and your group have been awarded 213, 420 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 71,140 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 13! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  49,601 Etherience remaining until level 14. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 31 Reptilian Creatures: Level 16-19: You and your group have been awarded 152,312 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 50,771 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 14! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  154,029 Etherience remaining until level 15. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 492 Insectoid Creatures: Level 6-9: You and your group have been awarded 398,432 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 132,811 Etherience. 
  21,218 Etherience remaining until level 15. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky marveled at the sheer quantity of death the group had dealt out yesterday, shaking his head in bemusement. Reading each notification as they had come in had utterly failed to contain the gravitas that the summed notifications had. Rocky had also placed the stat point the other day as soon as he received them. If the close call of the previous day was any warning, it was probably a good idea for him to place his skill points in preparation for the upcoming day and eventual level. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 14 
  Health Pool: 150/150 
  Ether Pool: 170/170 
  Class: Apprentice-(Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Blood Mend 
  You have 0 stat points and 4 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  15 (+1) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  *16* (+2 Strength of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  25 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  23 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  17 (+1) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  20 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  22 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 6 (+2) 
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 11 (+2) 
  Sneak 13 (+1) 
  Analyze 10 (+1) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 13 (+3) 
  Butcher 13 (+3) 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As Rocky gained levels the previous day, he had immediately sunk one stat point into Stamina and another into Intelligence, trying to stay somewhat balanced. At current, there was really no telling what direction his fighting style would take, and he wanted to leave his options entirely open. The close call of the previous day dictated that he could greatly use higher Ether and Health. 
 
    The four free skill points he promptly dumped into Soul Strike, wanting to be ready for when he reached level fifteen. 
 
    It was five days after the night Ether had struck the world, and Rocky was starting to fear for the people who lived in cities. Early on, he had thought his family might be safer with access to police and possibly military, but with each converted building he faced, a growing pit was forming in his stomach.  
 
    How did someone own a skyscraper? Without ownership, it would probably have changed into a golem, and how did you beat a converted skyscraper? 
 
    With the thought of military and then the numerous converted cars and vehicles, Rocky shuddered. He had tried to plan the route to avoid Petawawa, a known military training area, mostly because it was farther north and away from Ottawa. However, now he could feel a wave of cool relief flood down his back at the thought they would avoid fighting any converted military equipment. 
 
    Rocky had another shiver run back up his back as a cold sweat broke out over his arms and legs. It didn’t matter how strong he became. He didn’t want to stare down a tank muzzle.  
 
    A few hours later, Rocky sincerely prayed the golems in the distance surrounding a few buildings represented Pembroke. 
 
    Azoth had also been steadily growing each day and was now just smaller than Sela. He still couldn’t fly, but Rocky had seen him make some running hops with pounding wing beats. Azoth would seem to almost defy gravity before it reasserted itself and brought the Chimera back to earth. The fact that the pet was gaining size so quickly made Rocky smile and cross his fingers behind his back at his dreams. 
 
    Sela, on the other hand, seemed to defy most of his senses. Rocky would be running and making little to no sound, thanks to his rising sneak ability, but would suddenly find Sela had been ghosting along right behind him the whole time. In fact, between fights, he had made it a game attempting to find Sela while they ran, and at the end of the previous night was awarded a new skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have gained a new skill, Perception. 
  Current rank Weak-Perception Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As the group approached the distant collection of golems, Rocky’s face hardened as he noticed a large group of golems, perhaps ten in total, moving about on the outskirts of town. The entire group save for one seemed to have been made up of ships. The final one was made up of a dark black substance that seemed to shift and move. 
 
    Using the tactics they had perfected over the past few days, the group snuck up on a single golem each. No longer needing a countdown, each member struck simultaneously, removing an opponent from the upcoming fray. Rocky was already beginning to move to the next one when a shadow fell over him.  
 
    Teeth clicking together, Rocky ducked under a boat engine and executed a counter swing with a diagonal slash at the golem’s midsection. It cut deep, forcing the golem to overbalance as its weight changed distribution, and it fell over.  
 
    That’s the first time golems have been this organized. 
 
    The dark black golem, which was made entirely of asphalt pavement and stood over thirty feet tall, tried to stomp Rocky into the gravel a moment later. The only warning was that of a new shadow passing over his crouching form. Feeling his adrenaline pump into overdrive, he rolled to avoid becoming a paste before creating a distance between himself and the golem.  
 
    Even with the new level of organization, within moments, the original group of ten golems were down except for the massive leader. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Journeyman-Asphalt-Basalt Golem 
  Level 23 
  Leader 
  Molten 
  Gelatinous 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    In the time it had taken Azoth and Sela to kill the remaining golems, Rocky had attempted to kill the leader. Smiling, Rocky pulled his sword out of the oozing asphalt, having successfully executed a leaping attack to skewer the chest area that contained the golem’s core. As he turned around, the golem collapsed into a puddle, and he jumped away to avoid standing in the boiling liquid. 
 
    A roar from Sela and two forms of charging predatory cats made Rocky’s eyes widen and then narrow as he felt something off. Thanks to all the combat of the previous few days, he flattened himself to the ground prone just in time and felt a whoosh of displaced air sail over him. Looking up, he saw the golem’s bubbling tar arm sailing away and rolled quickly to avoid a massive stomp. 
 
    Sela and Azoth leaped at the creature, their claws and trailing paws splashed through the liquid asphalt. The blows successfully severed a limb each, but the feline forms landed yowling and avoiding the feet they had just attacked with. The golem dropped into a puddle and formed again in seconds. Luckily, Rocky had managed to avoid most of the liquid and only felt one of his arms burning severely. 
 
    His companions’ attacks had both proved to be just as useless against the creature as Rocky’s had. Even more so because their attacks had to come from a body part which would cause them to get burnt. At least with Rocky’s sword, he had been able to avoid that fate the first time. 
 
    A massive bellow tore from the leader’s half-formed throat and alerted every golem nearby. As soon as it finished reforming, the fight was joined. Rocky looked around and saw golems coming at them from three sides, and he wondered briefly if they could escape. In the end, it was a slightly limping Azoth that decided, as he charged the oncoming group on the left. 
 
    Sela huffed once but followed suit, charging to her right, and it seemed like it was left to Rocky to keep the attention of the asphalt beast. Sela and Azoth began tearing into the lesser golems, and Rocky ran at the leader, cutting off a leg and forcing it to reform. Once it did, Rocky had its full and undivided attention. 
 
    Yippy. Here we go again! 
 
    Screaming a desperate war-cry, Rocky swung and decapitated a lesser golem as he ran by, feeling the ground shake behind him. The asphalt creature was beginning to pick up speed, and it was everything he could do to stay in front of it. He needed to change direction but worried that he had missed his window when the creature was moving slower.  
 
    His eyes swiveling madly, he kept trying to find a way to trap this behemoth or somehow keep it stationary for a moment. Rocky also didn’t like leaving so many lesser golems to Sela and Azoth, but if the corpse-strewn ground was any indication, they didn’t need him. He threw Blood Mend on both of his friends just in case, exhausting thirty personal Ether. 
 
    Then eyes fixed on a tree, Rocky increased his sprint to his absolute limit and moved away, continuing to kite the superheated golem. He used a young tree to swing back around in a quick one hundred eighty degree turn; the tree lurched under his weight and momentum but managed to hold. Even with his increased Strength, he barely managed to hang on as his hands fought for purchase on the slick bark. Once he released his grip, he was moving directly towards the fight again and the hot mess of the tar golem. 
 
    Rocky’s eyes widened as he realized how close to him the leader had been, and he reacted to its proximity by diving forward, barely avoiding a double overhead gorilla chop. Rolling, he came to his feet, stumbling slightly as the ground shook from the impact.  
 
    Teeth bared against the shaking, Rocky found himself in front of the creature, feeling heat radiate from its tarry form. Rocky used his momentum to continue his dash and lopped through the right knee as he passed under it.  
 
    As the golem turned into a puddle again and began reforming, Rocky knew he had a few moments respite. He used them to join the main battle in earnest, lopping off heads and appendages in a mad attempt to cull some of the multiplying numbers the enemies were displaying. It was during this desperate bout that the notification he had been hoping for popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 15! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  409,492 Etherience remaining until level 16. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Before the fight, Rocky had set it to notify him immediately of levels in a small window. He knew he had Etherience notifications also waiting but those didn’t matter. Without opening his skill window, he dumped the final skill point into Soul Strike, and suddenly, through the magic of Ether, he knew how to use his new skill. 
 
    Smiling viciously, Rocky disengaged from the primary fight again and turned to see the asphalt golem approaching him with a lumbering run. He made a slash through the air directly at the approaching body of the black golem in a vertical direction. He simultaneously triggered Soul Strike, assigning twenty-five Ether points from his dwindling reserve.  
 
    The attack met the golem and seemed to pass right through it, splitting it in half and once more turning it to a big molten puddle. Rocky whined momentarily as his newest attack almost proved ineffective. However, as the creature collapsed, he had briefly caught a glimpse of the things core. Now he had a conundrum; he currently had enough Ether to effectively triple his previous attack’s strength. This may finish off the golem, but it would drain all his remaining reserves and remove his ability to heal until his pool replenished.  
 
    The golem puddle finished reforming, and many other golems continued to stream into the fight behind him. Swallowing hard, Rocky sent up a quick prayer; his decision had been made for him when he assumed the boss was somehow summoning the reinforcements. A quick glance told him his party members were safely behind him. 
 
    “Overkill is better than being overwhelmed. I have the power!” Rocky screamed. Then he swung his sword as fast as he could and triggered a seventy-five Ether point Soul Strike. The force that left his blade wasn’t precisely stronger, but it was unquestionably broader. 
 
    Suddenly short of breath, Rocky watched it cut a massive swathe in the earth as it approached the lumbering enemy. Two unfortunate converted houses were turned into wood chips as the skill cut through them and created a large straight ditch tracking on the leader. Just as it reached the golem, the creature seemed to ripple, and its asphalt displaced into thousands of tiny string chords. 
 
    The Soul Strike had imbued hundreds of edges into the attack. Just when Rocky’s head began to fall and he thought this would have zero effect as well, the bowling ball sized golem core came to the surface once again. The core paused there for a moment that stretched for what felt like an eternity before an echoing crash sounded, and the heart shattered under the attack.  
 
    The unseen force continued past the corpse of the now defeated golem, and the remaining asphalt sprayed in all directions. Rocky continued to watch the slash travel and turn a few other lesser golems into their component parts before it finally dissipated approximately one-hundred meters away. 
 
    Gasping for air, Rocky felt himself fall to a knee as an exhaustion headache hit him with the force of an anvil. He was unable to move from this position despite his best effort. Luckily, Sela and Azoth were close by and kept a golem from coming by and ending his now very vulnerable life. 
 
    I feel like a rag doll! Going to assume bottoming out Ether is a bad thing. You would think that would have been mentioned by my guide! 
 
    Although Rocky was entirely distracted by his current state, the fight seemed to finish very quickly after the massive golem was put to rest. Rocky did realize in his helpless state that it wasn’t like Sela had much time to teach him yet. He made another mental note, adding this question to the growing list. 
 
    Still recovering, Rocky was sitting in a collapsed position as his head throbbed viciously and his companions strolled about. During his forced break, Sela went around crushing all the cores of the golems, allowing the remains to sink back into Gaia. 
 
    Sitting there in pain, Rocky managed to turn just enough to see Pembroke and strangely he thought he could see the school and library still standing. Those two buildings looked untouched inside the otherwise decimated town.  
 
    Why wouldn’t golems have risen from those buildings or destroyed the buildings? More questions without answers, so he turned to Sela and croaked out, “I think tomorrow we should discuss some things. I have too many questions building up, and you are probably the only person with answers. Think you could choose your human form for tomorrow?” 
 
    Sela seemed to hesitate for far too long before nodding and slinking away, looting and crushing golem hearts from the scattered remains.  
 
    Wonder what that was?  
 
    Staring around, Rocky continued to sit there slowly recovering, and he noticed movement in the distance creeping through the town. Upon closer inspection, it was a teenage boy sneaking through the city. The boy headed towards the library, which was directly next to a school.  
 
    Hope rose in Rocky because the boy was carrying a carcass of a small mammal across his back. There may be a group of survivors in the school! As if in answer to his thought, a notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have been offered a choice of quests. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Abscond with the Survivors 
  Or 
  Eradicate the Golem Threat 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seeing as they already had a quest related to killing golems and the second quest might coincide with the first Rocky mentally clicked that one first. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Eradicate the Golem Threat 
  Destroy all golems in the remainder of the town. Save the survivors 
  Lesser Golems remaining: 243 
  Golem Leaders Remaining: 4 
  Rewards:  
  Etherience 
  If the survivors are all killed or this quest isn’t completed within 24 hours you will fail. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Abscond with the Survivors 
  Lead the survivors to safety with minimal fighting or danger to the group. 
  Rewards:  
  Etherience  
  Sneak +5 Skill Levels 
  If three or more survivors die, this quest will be failed. If you fail to find the survivors this quest will be failed. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The levels to sneak didn’t even tempt Rocky for a moment. He chose the first option again and called over Azoth and Sela and pointed at the quest box. Rocky noticed that both of them had climbed to level fifteen from the cleanup of the last fight and the elimination of the golem leader.  
 
    “First, I need to fully recover, and then let’s go to work!” Rocky said, feeling a little cocky now that he had a new powerful attack skill. 
 
    An hour later, which was the amount of time it took for his Ether pool to refill, the group waded into battle, and Rocky kept Soul Strike in reserve for any golem leader who made their presence felt. The hour recharge of his Ether pool was not wholly accurate because he had cast Blood mend on the party for quite a while to speed up their healing also. He made a mental note to try to calculate his Ether regeneration rate when he had time. 
 
    The first leader didn’t appear until they had already dispatched one hundred eleven lesser golems. A countdown was in the corner of Rocky’s vision, keeping him apprised of the quest’s progression. The new leader golem was made of some old, red brick building. Where its heart would have been was a large clock, and off of its back, it sported three flags. One of which was the flag of Canada, and the other two were much less evident to Rocky. One had the British flag in the corner, and the other was yellow.  
 
    In both of the twenty-foot tall golem’s hands, it gripped light poles as if they were swords. The creature also used them as such, as it waded into battle, swinging the poles in a deadly dance. His first target was Sela, and she managed to jump just in time with the grace of a cat. The blades glowed an ominous blue as the creature swung. As soon as Sela was clear, Rocky unloaded a twenty-five Ether point Soul Strike. The golem turned towards the oncoming attack and swung both light poles, which seemed to bat the soul-force out of the air.  
 
    Cursing inwardly, Rocky removed the arm of a nearby lesser golem who tried to utilize his momentary distraction before stabbing it through the chest on his return strike. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the golem begin charging towards him!  
 
    Not this nonsense again! 
 
    As the golem closed in, he saw Azoth and Sela running alongside it on both flanks, ready to jump in if Rocky could keep its attention. He felt his brain freeze in indecision because he was extremely hesitant to waste more Ether on this creature. If he upped his Ether investiture, it wouldn’t guarantee a win and it may leave him vulnerable again. That would leave the fight to Sela and Azoth, which wasn’t ideal.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Journeyman-Samurai Heritage Golem 
  Level 27 
  Skilled Combatant 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Seriously, a samurai, and is that an active skill? Well, if you want to be the best you’ve got to beat the best! 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the possibly stupid plan he came up with, Rocky pushed off the ground toward the leader. He began his countercharge, using all of his improved Agility, Strength, and Dexterity to move erratically. He hoped that this thing’s skilled combatant combined with it having a class of one of the earth’s mightiest warriors wasn’t as terribly powerful as it sounded.  
 
    Unfortunately, it seemed that his fears were spot on.  
 
    The samurai turned its charge into a hockey stop, and in one fluid motion, swung both swords out to each side of its body. With uncanny accuracy, both attacks caused Sela and Azoth to dodge before the ends buried into the spots they had been moments before. This maneuver did, however, leave the creature open to a strike from Rocky, who took full advantage and pushed his body to a reckless speed. 
 
    Screaming an internal war cry, Rocky slashed with all his might at one of its legs. His blade sank into the brick but failed to fully detach the limb. It managed to cut but not even close to as deep as he had hoped for. As he flew by the leg, the golem barreled down two lesser golems unfortunate enough to be between him and his stopping distance. 
 
    Rocky turned his speed into a rounding turn and aimed for a closing third lesser golem. The new lesser golem had time to begin swinging its foot-long metal sword at him. Changing his blow, he was forced to parry the incoming strike, and his reposte missed entirely.  
 
    The difference between Rocky’s swordsmanship and the Samurai’s was extremely evident. 
 
    I really need to get better with my sword! Attempting baseball swings and the acrobatic grace seen in Hollywood is definitely not a proper form. 
 
    In moments, Rocky was surrounded by three lesser golems and was cursing the additional distraction. Suddenly, he was knocked aside and pushed to the ground as Azoth pounced on him and lowered his massive bulk on top of Rocky. A blink later, he felt a wind sailed over them both.  
 
    What in the abyss?  
 
    The pieces of the three golems he was facing rained down around them, and Rocky’s eyes widened as he tracked the debris and saw two metal objects exiting. The massive golem’s two swords were slowing down as they reached the end of their slash, both swords parallel to the ground, the lower a mere three feet above the surface. Azoth had just saved his life. 
 
    As the swords stopped, a vicious, feline yowl joined the cacophony of battle, followed by the sound of claws tearing through the brick. Azoth jumped clear and charged one of the legs as the Samurai began to recover, but the bulk of Sela gripping its back slowed it.  
 
    Sela started to claw savagely with her hind legs in a feline attempt to disembowel the golem. While it wasn’t as effective as it would be against live prey, chunks of brick and rock sprayed out from the claw marks, and a hole in its back began to form. 
 
    The massive Samurai shook violently and managed to fling Sela clear just as Azoth swung his enormous paw at the place Rocky’s sword had managed to cut earlier. Azoth’s Strength easily overpowered the compromised brick and broke half of the limb into shards of red stone and mortar dust.  
 
    This action forced the golem to a knee and left its back open for a strike. Rocky could see a piece of blue glass in the hole Sela had opened. Before he could second guess, he made the ten-foot charge at a dead sprint and extended his sword like a fencer. The sword cut into the glass with a muffled ping, and the samurai’s chest let out a clock dong as it fell forward on to the ground, motionless. 
 
    With both Sela and him looting and crushing cores after the battle, it was only a few minutes before the area was clean. Shaking his head, Rocky stood there surveying the loot the Samurai had dropped. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Training Scroll – Samurai Combat 
  The codes of the samurai combined with their martial skills were legendary. This skill scroll will impart a basic training regimen to its user, which will quickly develop the owner’s swordsmanship, marksmanship, and combat statistics. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His hands trembled, and Rocky was tempted to use the scroll now but placed it in his inventory. He couldn’t start training today. Finding this scroll did mean that every morning from now on, he would need to wake up before the group and take time to train himself.  
 
    The drive from his previous sports career was insistent in its urging, and he felt the thrill of a competitor he thought he had forgotten. If he could use this skill to better his swordsmanship, then he was going to take every ounce of power he could from it.  
 
    The two large cats looked at him expectantly, waiting on his order to move on, and so Rocky gave it with a nod of his head. The group continued to patrol the town, destroying any golems unlucky enough to be found.  
 
    Regardless, they all had to die for the quest anyway! 
 
    Five hours later as the sun began to descend over the horizon and Rocky was squinting to make use of the failing light, he checked his quest tracker, then sighed with physical and mental exhaustion. At least the group had made significant progress. They only had twelve lesser golems and the two final greater golems remaining.  
 
    In addition, the only area left to clear was directly around the school and attached library. The group wearily made their way through the rubble left of the town. As they neared, they could hear crying and sobbing, and with alarm, they picked up their pace, disregarding stealth to move as quickly as possible. 
 
    As Rocky peered around a corner of a piece of stone, he saw two massive golems, one entirely made of marble and the other made entirely of onyx. They were standing over a group of disheveled survivors. 
 
    Those people are in trouble! What would you do if it was your family, Rocky? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Yin and Yang  
  Journeyman-Apostle Golems 
  Level 31 
  These two apostles are seemingly opposite or contrary forces but may actually be complementary, interconnected, or interdependent. They may give rise to each other or hinder each other as they interrelate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Since the description gave Rocky absolutely no information, he dismissed the notification.  
 
    The dark golem was gesturing at the survivors, and a voice rang out like gravel grinding on stone, “Let’s kill all of these creatures and draw out the others who are slaying our army. What you see here is all we have left, Yang!” 
 
    The white golem interposed itself between the black onyx golem and the prisoner and said in a beatific voice, “No, Yin, if we kill these innocents, then the ones killing us all will be free to hunt us at leisure. We need to make an example and kill just a single one. Bring me the boy who was skulking around with food for these dirty sacks of blood.” 
 
    First off, they can starfishing talk?! Second, if that’s Yin and Yang, isn’t the white one supposed to be good?!  
 
    Killing one boy was better than killing all of the prisoners, but that was like comparing Stalin to Hitler. They were both brain-twistingly evil, and it didn’t matter which one destroyed more or committed greater atrocities. They both were tyrants who left tears and destruction in their wake. 
 
    Frowning deeply, Rocky motioned for Sela and Azoth to surround the group of golems. Then he whispered, “Find a way to get those survivors out!” Rocky took his own advice and began strafing from cover to cover, approaching the last remaining golems of Pembroke. 
 
    Alright, statue stones, it’s time to return to Gaia.  
 
    A lesser golem carried the captive, a crying, teenage boy, forward to shouts, cries, and yells of a woman in the survivor's cluster. She was physically being held back by a large man so she couldn’t attack the golems ringing them. The woman broke free, and her flying, open handed slaps weren’t effective against the hard surfaces of a house style golem.  
 
    Instead of having any effect, she was also grabbed by the lesser golem, and it carried her up to the leaders as well. The woman tried and failed to reach for the boy, who could only have been her son. The boy also tried to make contact but was unable to touch her outstretched hand. 
 
    “So, little nuisances,” the serene voice of Yang intoned and turned to face the boy, “do either of you know who is killing–” It was cut off by a silence so loud it seemed to blanket the entire world, a silence that began with a massive pop and forced every head to turn towards the noise. 
 
    Every living eye came under the thrall of the silence’s horrible grip. The body of the boy flew through the air lifeless. All that remained in the area of the boy was staining the hand of the dark golem and the grass of the school field. Rocky felt something boiling inside him.  
 
    The silence stretched, and he could see the shock on everyone’s face begin to melt away, replaced by anger and hurt. Their rage was a small torch compared to what raged in Rocky.  
 
    A growl formed deep in Rocky’s chest because he was going to save these people, but they hadn’t even let the boy answer.  
 
    This was a world that Rocky suddenly hated. He felt helpless, unable to control anything. This world was a still just a dream, and he would wake back to the world he knew a week ago. Then he saw the woman’s body sail through the air, and he felt the metaphorical cage inside him swing open. 
 
    The cage had been placed there by Rocky because he feared the piece of him it contained. The metal didn’t break, but it opened on long rusted and disused hinges. The portion of him stretched, focused, and hardened his resolve into a diamond.  
 
    That was when a dark fog began rolling out of his hands. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have specialized your class. Dark Specialization acquired! 
  Skill gained. Congratulations! You have learned Dark Cloak! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A moment later, it was overflowing out of his entire body, an ethereal black smoke. It billowed from a snarling Rocky, smoke so black it shone blue as the waning sunlight struck it. Smoke that soon consumed a face contorted by hate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Rocky felt his anger focus, the roiling ceased, and he was left with a torrent of cold, liquid magma. His whole body vibrated like there was electricity running through his veins just under his skin. The last vestiges of sun left the sky, yet he could see with near perfect clarity in the dark, through whatever shroud he wore. 
 
    The first to meet Dark Tidings’ edge was a small house turned golem and was unceremoniously hacked in half. The top half began tumbling when Dark Tidings pierced the chest of a boat golem which collapsed to its knees. Two more wild blows later, the boat became still.  
 
    Once the remaining lesser golems realized that they were being struck down by a shadow in the night, their tactics changed. The remaining ten golems near the school got into a tight circle which centered around Yin and Yang. Strangely, the two leaders were just staring at each other, one with narrowed, black eyes and the other with wide, white eyes. 
 
    Rocky, in his anger-fueled state, ran straight towards the group. The only indication that this was possibly a bad idea was a loud growl that barely registered across his senses. He entered combat regardless, starting with a mighty overhand swing that sliced halfway into a brick-coated golem. 
 
    As soon as his blade struck, the remaining golems charged the blotch of deeper blackness moving in the night. A booted foot later and Rocky was sliding along the ground on his back, the blow having been somewhat glancing—but still extremely powerful. 
 
    As soon as the ground finished arresting the motion of his body, Rocky sprung back to his feet, growling and charging once again. This time, he momentarily saw the white form of Sela dart into the golems, breaking apart their formation. Her intervention gave Rocky an opening, and he seized it with a cross slash to bring down a concrete golem. 
 
    Once again, as soon as his blade struck, five golems converged upon him, and Rocky found himself careening out of battle from a house golem’s backhand. Luckily for him, both of the strikes—while strong—hadn’t struck him straight on.  
 
    Getting to his feet, Rocky spit out a mouthful of blood and used his Mend skill, which took longer this time, the ability somehow triggering slower, but as he struggled to a standing position, Rocky’s thought was interrupted. “What did you do?” 
 
    It was said in the calm, serene voice of Yang, the white golem. Yang finally moved, falling to her knees, almost seeming to plead. “It was a ploy to capture him and stop the destruction of our brothers, Yin!” 
 
    Yin snorted and spoke, “You’ve never had the stomach for violence, Yang, but it was a necessity. If the man doesn’t stop, I am going to kill all of the survivors that are left.” With his last words, he gestured to a now empty field and the retreating back of Azoth. 
 
    Luckily, due to their paradoxical nature, they had been at odds for long enough that Sela had been able to order Azoth into action. The second piece of good fortune was that the survivors hadn’t hesitated when seeing his deadly pet make strange gestures that clearly meant ‘follow’. 
 
    Yang screamed in anger as he realized his captives were gone, and a mental command went out; all the remaining lesser golems interposed themselves again around Yin and Yang. Just before the golems followed the command, one of the lesser golems finally scored a hit on Sela and knocked her to the ground and bouncing away. 
 
    The remaining seven golems stood vigil as the two allies looked on. Sela had only managed to down one enemy in this fight due to their increased organization and tactics. While Rocky had managed to down four of the creatures, their new formation meant it would be tough to get any more. Even those first five had cost the two heavily in sustained damage. Considering his damage, he cast Mend on Sela and felt the same strain activating the skill. 
 
    He glanced at his Ether bar and noticed it was falling slowly from the halfway mark. As Sela and Rocky watched, the onyx and marble Yin-Yang golems clasped hands and began to slide over each other. Then the stone shifted and bubbled together. Soon, the two allies were staring at a four-legged, four-armed black and white golem. The newly formed amalgam stood as a single entity in the same place where moments ago had been two individuals.  
 
    A new, multi-toned voice belled into the silence, “Just because we can’t see you doesn’t mean we can’t kill you!” 
 
    The strangely artistic looking golem began to stomp and pound the ground, creating undulating waves of the earth under its feet and hands. Each strike sent shockwaves out from the epicenter and threw everything it passed under into the air. The ring of vigilant golems who moments ago had solid footing were now nothing more than bowling pins to the new power of Yin-Yang. 
 
    The waves of earth bucked a helpless Rocky skyward, and the timing of the powerful ability made each wave coincide with his landing. The motions that were forced upon him was like being bacon fat in a frying pan. From the peak of his flight, it was clear each wave only reached up to a diameter of approximately fifty meters around the epicenter. 
 
    A few bounces later, Sela snarled and proved she still had her wits by kicking off a tumbling, deceased torso of an enemy that was airborne near her. The makeshift material ballistic struck Yin-Yang in the head. The collision caused it to cease its strange tantrum and howl in rage.  
 
    In a fast motion, the lead golem lifted the same piece of its crumbling ally and heaved it into the darkness. Blinking, Rocky who was still airborne watched the object sail away in a direction entirely separate from Sela. 
 
    The clear miss of Sela made Rocky unsure whether the massive golem was targeting something Rocky couldn’t see or just randomly throwing things. When he hit the ground this time, he found it to be less painful than he had anticipated, the attack of Yin-Yang having disturbed the earth, making it perforated and spongy. 
 
    The large golem continued to pick up objects, including allied golems, and throw them into the night at random intervals. Since it seemed that there was no immediate danger, Rocky analyzed it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Yin-Yang Golem 
  Master- Paradox Level 23 
  Enraged 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After Yin-Yang ran out of parts to throw, it went back to using its original attack, the recent combination having triggered something that put Yin-Yang beyond its capacity to think. 
 
    The bucking earth, which on its first use gave Rocky trouble, was relatively simple to dodge the second time. After his initial shock, it turned out to be a simple task to time each incoming wave. 
 
    The attack concentrated into a ripple that was about two feet wide, and with his level of Dexterity, it was effective to just jump over them. Sometimes, Rocky even rode a disoriented lesser golem into the air, using his sword to impale it. Then he would just jump off of the carcass before it hit the ground and was bucked skyward again. 
 
    Due to the massive disturbance the wave attack had caused in the Yin-Yang’s allied golems, Rocky and Sela were finally able to finish off the stubbornly remaining ones. They did receive a few minor injuries in the process, but in comparison to attacking them as a unified defense, the two barely had to try. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sela motion for them to leave, but something inside Rocky, as well as the quest to kill the creature, wasn’t willing to allow this monster to live. It had just ruthlessly executed a child—a child, damnit! 
 
    So he continued his reckless approach. Finally, he reached a point where he could attempt an attack against Yin-Yang. Committing to that strike, Rocky narrowed his eyes, leaping with all of his might and soared up into the air under his own Strength.  
 
    As Rocky fell, he readied his sword in a two-handed grip and struck down with all his strength at the topmost right arm where it met the shoulder. 
 
    His chopping strike sliced cleanly through the top right shoulder and continued towards the second arm. Unfortunately, most of Rocky’s momentum had been absorbed by the first appendage, and the Soul Blade lodged mid cut into the second shoulder joint.  
 
    Yin-Yang let out a scream of pain and rage from his two-toned head above Rocky. The decibels of the bellow almost disoriented him, but through gritted teeth, he managed to hold on and fight to dislodge his entangled sword. 
 
    Through the Dark Cloak, Rocky felt something approaching, like a sixth sense that stretched through the mist and surrounded him.  
 
    Yin-Yang’s fist changed trajectory slightly as if some outside force was acting on it. The strike still hit Rocky, but the sensory warning of the mist had given him time to release the sword. Letting go of his weapon allowed him to place both of his arms in a cross guard between him and the incoming blow. 
 
    Just before impact, Rocky understood what had caused the earlier two lesser golem’s strikes to glance off of him. 
 
    For a third time, the actions of the cloak saved his life, but he felt both of his arms break and his shoulders dislocate. After the impact, a stunned Rocky was weightless, and he could feel the wind whipping at his body and ears.  
 
    In the brief moment his neuron gates delayed the pain, he managed to cast his Mend skill. It was just in time because the nerve endings screamed in unison a second later with such intensity that his brain was paralyzed. 
 
    He was saved again by the leaping form of Sela. She grunted as he hit her in the middle of her partially incorporeal body. Rocky phased partly through her but was significantly slowed, and his horizontal momentum was completely absorbed.  
 
    When he fell through the other side of the ethereal white cat, he fell directly downwards on to the back of Azoth.  
 
    The pain of hitting a solid object and the jolt to his broken and dislocated bones sent a raging storm of sensations through his body. The pain blacked out Rocky’s world, and his last thought came out an incoherent slur, “Les kijh… fuska” 
 
    Azoth just grunted and followed Sela away from the raging Yin-Yang. Even the two cats and their extremely powerful hearing barely heard him as the man they carried faded into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Groggily, Rocky woke up in the hospital; he was looking around and was entirely alone. No one was smiling at him or assuring him that he would be okay.  
 
    Rocky remembered this moment; this was the moment he had chosen to stop playing sports overseas. This was the moment he realized how lonely of a life it was.  
 
    Rocky frowned, looking around the room again and saw all the cards and flowers—remembering how hollow it all felt, how empty he was without family—with colleagues but no real friends.  
 
    This moment changed his path and perhaps derailed his run at the NBA.  
 
    After this, Rocky chose to return home to Canada and play a lower level of his sport. All because for that moment he felt empty. All because he refused to become the man that didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rocky faded back to consciousness in a blind rage, partially in memory of the dead boy and Yin-Yang but mostly in self-frustration. That memory was one of his weakest, and he hated himself for it.  
 
    He attempted to jump up and re-engage an enemy that was no longer near him.  
 
    His spastic attempt did manage to remove Rocky’s broken form from Azoth’s back, and he promptly face planted on to a nearby rock.  
 
    The impact combined with the pain of his two dislocated shoulders quickly returned him to the restless unconsciousness he had just barely exited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rocky woke up after his surgery, and he was surrounded by strangers all in beds, alone again. The doctor came in and began speaking with him, and Rocky didn’t hear a word. He had come back to avoid this feeling; he had returned to be closer to the people that mattered, but maybe he was destined to be alone.  
 
    When the doctor was finished speaking and Rocky nodded, acknowledging whatever the man had said, he was wheeled out of recovery and into a nearby hospital room.  
 
    As the bed wheeled in, he heard his father Brad, mother Marilynn, sister Lilly and brother-in-law Benoit all exclaim in jubilation. 
 
    Then they were rushing and surrounding him, not even letting the nurse fully wheel him into the room. Rocky felt tears well in his eyes.  
 
    This feeling was what he loved, this feeling was worth living for, and this feeling was what he would always have. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Again, he struggled into consciousness, and Rocky could make out some muted conversations of people in what seemed to be an echoing space. 
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
    “Are you sure we should leave him to the two giant cats. What if they eat him?” 
 
    “I think they are with him, and they saved us after all!” 
 
    “I say we make a run for it.” 
 
    Rocky must have faded back out of awareness because the next thing he heard was Sela’s voice. 
 
    “Okay, everyone, calm down, please! Azoth—yes, the flying cat has a name! He is going to lead you all back to Rocky’s Territory, Algonquin Valley—Shut up!” You could hear the frustration and irritation in her voice as individuals kept interrupting her. These people were too used to democracy and didn’t know how to act in times of emergency. 
 
    A deep breath calmed the druid, and she continued, “It is probably the only safe place in the area. I have loaded him with an abundance of food for the journey, and I expect you all to do your best to keep up. Azoth will protect you, but if you have any weapons, keep them handy in case a large force engages your group.” 
 
    The panic that ensued from her words took some time to be brought under control. In the end, Azoth roared, and everyone froze. 
 
    Sela now completely over these imbeciles just said, “I suggest you make as quick as time as possible through the intervening land to the safety of Algonquin Valley. These are suggestions, not orders. Do as you wish. I must look after Rockland.” 
 
    At Sela’s final word, he felt his arm yanked upwards sharply, and sudden pain blossomed in his right shoulder before his awareness was gone again. This happened multiple times as he faded into and out of consciousness. 
 
    In time, he managed to come fully awake, and luckily, both of his arms were already put back in place. Before he could open his eyes, Sela was kneeling beside him, and she pressed a dented tin coffee mug into his limp hands. Her strong, semi corporeal hands wrapped around his, securing them around the mug. 
 
    “It’s broth with some herbs in it to help you heal I need you to drink this, Rockland,” her voice wavered and cracked as if she had been crying. “Here, I will help you. Please stay with me. If you don’t get something into you, you will die.”  
 
    Rocky couldn’t die and leave his family, leave Azoth and Sela, alone. With Sela’s help, he managed to take a sip of the liquid which was warm and tasted of boiled herbs and meat.  
 
    Sela continued, her voice sounding slightly excited, “Perfect, Rockland, take a breath, and we will get you more.” 
 
    Sweat had broken out across his entire body from the tiny exertion. Sela continued, “Do you think you can turn off your Cloak ability?” Sela seemed to be hoping for something, and Rocky couldn’t figure out what she meant.  
 
    Instead, Rocky tried to bring his hands to his lips for more broth, but he couldn’t move them. Sela helped, and together, he took another sip of soup. “Rockland, try thinking about disengaging your skill. Please!” The last word was a choked plea, and it made Rocky pay critical attention to what came next. 
 
    Sela seemed to continue to plead with him, “I need you to concentrate for a moment, just a moment! You just need to work a little bit more!”  
 
    Rocky tried with all his being but failed to reorder his thoughts and put meaning to what she was asking him to do. Together, he took a much larger gulp of broth. It continued like this until the cup was empty, which prompted Sela to try again.  
 
    She changed tactics. “I will get you more broth, Rockland, but only if you turn off this Cloak. Just command think disengage.” She pulled the cup away, which made Rocky try with weak hands to get it back. “No more broth unless you turn it off!” Sela sounded stern, and so Rocky did as she said. 
 
    Somehow, food coerced his semi-failing brain in a way that the pleading hadn’t been able to. He commanded, Disengage over and over again. At first, he didn’t feel any difference, but then he combined his first command with a second one, Cloak. As soon as he finished this combination, he felt his body relax and a minute amount of strength returned.  
 
    “Good job, Rocky,” Sela continued soothingly before pressing a much hotter cup into his hands.  
 
    For the next hour, it continued with her encouraging him and him taking small sips of the liquid until he fell into an actual sleep. Sela was relieved; she knew he was actually going to get better now.  
 
    She sat there looking at Rocky, scared for him but also amazed.  
 
    How had he managed to specialize in his class? Usually, people had to reach master level before they were given a path that they could begin to tread. Then and only then would they be able to specialize.  
 
    Sela inspected Rocky one final time and was shocked again with what she saw and was also relieved to see that the dying debuff was no longer present. The new Dark Cloak had been sapping his remaining strength and personal Ether. If he hadn’t turned it off, he would have faded away. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay – Level 16 
  Apprentice-Dark Revenant 
  Territory Leader – Algonquin Valley 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Despite the near-death experience of the previous night, Rocky did wake up. When he crawled into consciousness, he was forced to assess his body due to his inability to sit up. He discovered that while his body was recovered, all of his muscles were extremely sore and sensitive. 
 
    To Rocky, this meant that his unwillingness to get up was a mental problem, not a physical one. While he prepared himself mentally to stand up, he checked his notifications and again started by selecting the recap option. This allowed him to see a lot of notifications again, even if he had seen them during combat the previous day. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Failed. 
  You failed to destroy all the golems in the area surrounding the survivors. Golems remaining: 
  Lesser Golems: 0 
  Golem Leader: 0 
  Recalculating… 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Succeeded 
  You successfully destroyed all golems in the area surrounding the survivors. Error sensing one fused golem in area… 
  Quest abandoned. 
  Calculating 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New (compromise) quest chosen: 
  Quest reselection due to old quest computing error. Atlantian Dictate - Questing Section 1 Code 102 (1)(a) 
  Quest Completed, sneak out the survivors. 
  You have successfully snuck out the survivors and saved their lives. 
  +5 Sneak 
  25,000 Etherience gained. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 245 Lesser Golems: Level 9-13: You and your group have been awarded 1,342,740 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 447,580 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 2 Golem Leaders: Level Journeyman 23-32: You and your group have been awarded 345,231 Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 115,077 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 16! You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  641,035 Etherience remaining until level 17. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Milestone 
  You have specialized your class Revenant and become a Dark Revenant. Personal Ether converted to Dark Ether. Skills changed. 
  Class change. Current class Apprentice-Dark Revenant! 
  Soul Strike upgraded to Dark Blade! 
  Blood Mend upgraded to Dark Mending! 
  Skill gained, Dark Cloak! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Blade 
  Consume Dark Ether to send a spectral blade attuned with Dark Affinity at your opponent. Dark affinity is resistive against all other spells and enchantments besides Light spells and enchantments. The power of this strike increases depending on the amount of Dark Ether infused. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Mending 
  Consume Dark Ether to speed the healing process of wounds, splint bones, or speed regeneration. This skill uses the element of Dark to increase the body’s natural healing capability substantially. This skill is diminished in effectiveness if exposed to the light. The speed of recovery increase is dependent on the amount of Dark Ether infused. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Cloak 
  Consume Dark Ether to summon a fog of true darkness. Individual gains dark sight and true sense while shrouded by Dark Ether fog. This skill is an active effect and will drain Ether at 15 Ether per ten seconds while activated. It will continue to drain your Ether and adjust fog levels to reduce Ether drain until it is disengaged. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Soul Blade has increased in level! 
  Dark Tidings Level 3, 4, 5 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Dark Tidings – Soul Blade 
  Level 5 
  140/140 Ether Pool 
  The Strength of Arms V 
  +10 Strength as long as the Blade has Ether from its pool to draw on. Unlock higher levels of your Soul Blade for more. 
  The Strength of Body V 
  +5 Stamina as long as the Blade has Ether from its pool to draw on. Unlock higher levels of your Soul Blade for more. 
  *Dark Tidings refuses to absorb any more golem essence. Find it a new source of sustenance. * 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay  
  Level 16 
  Health Pool: 150/150 
  Ether Pool: 170/170 
  Class: Apprentice-Dark (Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Dark Mending, Dark Blade 
  You have 2 stat points and 0 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  15  
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  14 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  27 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  25 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  17 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  22 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  24 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 8 (+2) 
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 13 (+2) 
  Sneak 19 (+6) 
  Perception 2 (+1) 
  Analyze 12 (+2) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 13 
  Butcher 13 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There was something wrong, and Rocky didn’t immediately see what. He tried thinking back to the other times he had examined his character sheet. Usually there was the enchantment of his sword listed, right? In sudden comprehension, Rocky took a second look and realized that was the problem. 
 
    If his memory was correct, his Soul Sword was probably still sheathed in a rather frustrating Paradox golem. Making a mental note to summon the blade once he was moving, he sat up and felt his head spin, so he sat there for a time and continued to check status windows. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skills 
 
        
        
          
          	  Revenant Blade 
  5/5 
  Soul Blade Class Skill Unlocked 
  
          	  Revenant Bowyer 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Soul Shot.” 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dark Blade 
  5/5 
  Dark Blade Class Skill Unlocked. 
  
          	  Dark Mending 
  5/5 
  Dark Mending Class Skill Unlocked 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Darkness (3rd Tier) 
  0/5 
  Cast a spell of Darkness upon an enemy. This spell will add a debuff on the enemy which will blind him for 30 seconds. 
  Cost 50 Dark Ether 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Darkness.” 
    
  
      	  Thousand Blades (3rd Tier) 
  0/5 
  Send thousands of strikes at your opponents in seconds. This skill will send the attacks in a cone-like pattern in front of the Revenant. 
  Cost 50 Dark Ether per cast. 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Thousand Blades.” 
    
  
      	  Dark Revenant (3rd Tier) 
  1/5 
  Dark Cloak unlocked – 15 Ether per ten seconds. 
  Each skill point will reduce Ether cost per second and increase protection of Dark Cloak. The user can see through skill and has night vision increased while in use. 
  This skill tree will specialize your class to Dark Revenant. 
  
      	  Dark Armor (3rd Tier) 
  0/5 
  Thicken the armor you are currently wearing by infusing it with darkness. The skill will significantly reduce melee damage. The ability lasts 30 seconds per use. 
  Cost 50 Dark Ether per cast. Fails due to damage over time. 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Dark Armor.” 
  
      	  Grasp of Shadow (3rd Tier) 
  0/5 
  Learn the ability to control the shadows, to grasp and cling to your enemies. This skill will significantly reduce the speed of your opponents. 
  Cost 50 Dark Ether per cast. 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Grasp of Shadow.” 
    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After Rocky finished with his notifications and menus, he managed to get to a kneeling position, finally escaping the enormous pile of blankets and pillows. The bedding was actually hides from all the animals they had slain, but at this point, it was the same thing.  
 
    The smell coming off a large pot resting on a makeshift grate of golem metal was making his mouth water. The makeshift grill was suspended by two large rocks over the fire and two large, dented, tin coffee mugs sat in the dirt beside it. The fire had dwindled down to mostly embers over the previous night.  
 
    Rocky didn’t see Sela anywhere, and immediately, a frown crossed his face. His recollection of the two hospital trips was a little too fresh and raw currently. 
 
    She is probably just outside—she wouldn’t just leave you here. Even if she did, she isn’t family and isn’t obligated to stay. She is so far removed she could be Eve from the bible. 
 
    With a sour expression from the last thought, he stood and promptly knocked his head on the low ceiling, which caused him to stumble and fall over. Wincing from the pinpoint accuracy of the stalagmite, he started the process over. This time, it didn’t take Rocky more than thirty seconds to regain his feet. However, he remained in a crouched position to avoid the violent cave ceiling.  
 
    Rocky walked the rest of the way to the cave entrance bent at the waist, swearing creatively at himself as his head throbbed where he had struck it. The fresh air that hit his sweat-soaked clothing felt terrific, and he stood there marveling at it for a moment, taking deep breaths and just enjoying being alive. If his half-remembered memories of last night were anything to go off of, it had been a close thing. 
 
    Once the moment ended, he dipped a cup into the simmering stew, using the handle. Then he decided he wanted something more than just a liquid diet. When he found no meat stored in his bag of holding, Rocky grew confused,  
 
    I’m pretty sure I had stockpiled a massive amount of meat on the journey here. How long was I out?  
 
    Rummaging through his inventory further, he came across the scroll. Rocky smiled at the functionality of the bag of holding; he just thought of retrieving it and suddenly was holding the Samurai Training Skill Scroll. His smile deepened as he began studying it, trying to figure out how to activate it.  
 
    Sela walked back into the camp, carrying a few overly large rabbits, which she promptly dropped, seeing Rocky up and out of the cave. She squealed with delight and ran over to him, giving him a massive hug. 
 
    Guess that isn’t a product of the twenty-first century then. 
 
    “I am so glad to see you awake! You had everyone worried yesterday,” Sela exclaimed as she hovered near a chagrined and awkward Rocky after the hug. He only responded with a grunt and continued examining the scroll. Not wanting her to see his flushed cheeks or other ‘problem’. 
 
    Then his silence shifted as he remembered the boy who had died, and his embarrassment faded. It was replaced by an angry smoldering silence as his shoulders were forced to sink by his clenched abs. The day seemed to darken around the two; he may be a dark revenant, but this wasn’t the kind of darkness he could use. 
 
    Sela saw his head and shoulders fall and quickly added, “You saved all those people, Rockland, and you couldn’t have done anything more!” She had misunderstood his silence for a sullen silence. Rocky’s eyes didn’t leave the scroll as he began turning it over in his hands, studying it far too closely for how plain it was. He had been hoping it would distract him from the torrent of emotions he currently had, but a moment later, Sela answered that wish. 
 
    She studied him and tried another tactic. “Okay, Rockland? I think you could have beaten that fused golem.”  
 
    Rocky looked up at her, hope beginning to banish the anger that was there a moment before. Sela flinched at the anger that she hadn’t expected but continued when she saw that glimmer of hope, “You made a lot of mistakes.” As she continued, Rocky grew more engaged, responding to the criticism, and so Sela’s voice firmed and continued, “You need to learn how to use the weapons you are wielding. A sword is not a club, and it's time you started to realize this. You could have died because you attacked an enemy without strategy and crisp movements.”  
 
    Rocky was starting to look resolved, and Sela thought she was beginning to understand this man, “Your attack should have easily cut through both of the golem's arms. However, your wrists wavered, and the cut wasn’t clean and straight. So you lost power on the first appendage.” 
 
    She began poking his chest with her finger. “Secondly, with your speed, that oaf of a golem never should have hit you, but you left yourself with no footing and fully committed to an air attack. You need to start thinking about your feet, how you will use them to engage and disengage from each strike to utilize your speed and dexterity.” 
 
    The look in Rocky’s eyes was that of a man who wanted to do better, who needed to. Sela pointed at the scroll. “That scroll in your hand isn’t going to make you a warrior, but it is going to teach you training exercises that you will do every morning! Let’s start now!”  
 
    Rocky nodded and then looked at the scroll again. Long moments passed. and as time dragged, Sela wondered if she had lost his focus again. “Umm, how do I use the scroll?” Rocky asked sheepishly after the long pause, then looked at Sela who sighed with relief and tried to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “Crush it into a ball like you are throwing it out,” Sela said as solemnly as she could manage. 
 
    Rocky crushed the paper into a ball, and it immediately converted into a ball of Ether. The shot of blue Ether light rushed up his arms and into his chest. Again, through the magic of Ether, he knew how to train with a sword. Eyes wide and mouth ajar, Rocky suddenly understood more of what Sela had been trying to say in her criticism of his lack of skill.  
 
    Rocky was unrefined; he had higher stats and was much stronger, faster, and dexterous than he had been before the Ether arrived. However, Rocky was attempting to bash enemies with a sword, and the sword was not a weapon of pure strength but a weapon of elegance and beauty. This gave him the tools to correct an issue he had begun realizing earlier. 
 
    It also highlighted just how far he was from that goal. Groaning, Rocky realized he had a long, arduous road of training in front of him.  
 
    If he was going to master combat with a sword, he needed to train. Solemnly, Sela held out a piece of golem metal to him and pointed to a small clearing before she sat down and began skinning and butchering the rabbits she had captured. She was not risking saying anything more to the man. 
 
    Rocky hadn’t used the piece of golem metal for long and had promptly placed it in his bag of holding to re-summon his soul blade. When he had summoned it back this time, he attempted to make it more Katana like in nature to better utilize the training scroll’s training methods. While it didn’t specifically give him knowledge pertaining to a specific style of sword, his brain linked katanas with samurai on a fundamental level. 
 
    For the next two hours as Sela cooked, Rocky trained. He attempted to solidify his wrist as he made a strike. He tried using more or less of his body to increase the strength of a blow or speed it up. He began experimenting with his feet placement to understand how one foot forward made his movement slower in one direction and more natural in another. When Sela notified him that food was ready, Rocky truly saw the steep mountain that he was beginning to climb.  
 
    He was able to realize just how poor his footwork had been during his old fights. Rocky could feel just how shoddy his wrist dexterity was and now understood why his sword, despite its magical quality, hadn’t cut with true ease. His brain whirled as even his old realizations and Sela’s advice took on a whole new quality of true understanding. Even though he wasn’t yet capable of fixing the problem, he now could see a greater picture of it. 
 
    As he sat and waited for the hot broth to cool, he asked Sela about what he missed. She informed him that she had made the decision to send the survivors on to their Algonquin Valley. She had told them they could stay there and offered them what little safety she could.  
 
    Sela had also told Azoth to stay and guard the Territory and the survivors once he led them there. Sela shrugged and told him that she assumed that any survivors they crossed from this point on would be sent to the Territory. Tilting his head, Rocky questioned her on that fact and told her he didn’t want to force people to go anywhere.  
 
    Her answer was simple and sensible in a way he had begun to associate with Sela. “At current, Algonquin Valley is the safest place we know. People can go there for now and leave whenever they want. At least with a community and the protection that stabilized Ether will provide, they will be alive to make that decision.” 
 
    Rocky grimaced when he thought about the infuriating cue ball, Derik. “Is there a way for us to check on the Territory to see how the people are doing?” 
 
    Sela shook her head. “Unfortunately, right now the level of the Territory is too low to access from elsewhere. We just have to hope that Azoth can keep them in line for now and hurry back.” With her last statement, she looked off in the direction of Chalk River and Rocky nodded before falling silent, wanting speed for his own reasons. 
 
    As they ate, and Rocky took second and thirds of the delicious rabbit soup, they talked. After a brief pause, he had continued to ask questions as they came to him, and Sela did her best to answer them. The ranks of classes were Apprentice, Journeyman, Master, Epic, and Legendary. It was unclear what level you would be able to ‘breakthrough’, which was the term reserved for an advancement. At least it had been during Sela’s previous lifetime. 
 
    The class ranks were very odd as they often reset individuals to something akin to a weaker version of themselves. Some classes during rank up would offer multiple options for the next rank, and it was up to the user to decide what best fit. Sela used an example of keeping all accumulated stat points but leveling extremely slowly versus resetting more or all stat points but leveling faster. Each rank almost always gave more assigned stat points per level which helped balance out the choices at a theoretical future level. 
 
    Skills were ranked from Weak, Intermediary, Moderate, Strong, and Greater. It seemed that there was a set point for these to increase, but Sela could only recall that it was different for each skill. When he pushed her for more information, she told him that the experience needed in each new rank was increased at each level, but it varied from class to class or skill to skill. 
 
    As they began their journey again, Rocky was forced to stop asking questions because Sela turned back into a cat. Sela did mention that she had confirmed her hypothesis that her class didn’t store shapeshifting counters past the day and was only able to change a single time per day still. However, Sela was currently level sixteen and while she hadn’t gained additional shapeshifting charges at fifteen like she had hoped. She was four levels away from reaching a skill called Master Shapeshifter, which according to the description would allow her to change animal forms up to four times a day while also providing her a fourth form. In addition to her bird and cat form, she had also added an additional aquatic form at level fifteen through a skill called The Path of Water. 
 
    Not long into the journey, the sound of combat reached first Sela’s feline ears and then Rocky’s. The noise was coming from the river, so they slowed down and continued on the path, keeping the river on the left and slowly listened as the battle got closer.  
 
    It was coming from a forest directly in front of the two of them. Rocky leaned around the massive trunk of a conifer tree that seemed to be twice the size of any conifer Rocky had seen before. The size of the tree was unsurprising, though, because all trees were continually showing marked signs of growth. 
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    The troll easily stood fifteen feet tall and had skin the mottled brown and green of a forest floor. Rocky figured he could have been even taller if he stood straight, but the creature was hunched over with legs folded and resting on knuckles.  
 
    The basher was laying waste to hundreds of golems in the area. Every time Rocky thought the troll was going to be overwhelmed because a golem had stuck its large, nail like appendage through its body, the troll proved him wrong.  
 
    It would just turn and bat the offending creature aside. The metal that was impaling the troll was left in place, and Rocky couldn’t even see any blood well up from the injured area. The injuries, which were mounting, didn’t even seem to hinder the basher in the slightest.  
 
    Teeth clenched, Rocky continued to watch the fight and began to notice that any cuts on the troll disappeared quickly. When he reached for his sword, more for protection than an intention to attack, he felt a cool, semi corporeal paw rest atop his offending hand. Following the paw, he saw Sela shake her feline head. Rocky quickly glanced back to the monster, stunned at her unwillingness to fight a solo creature.  
 
    This is not a battle we could win? Maybe because Azoth isn’t with us? 
 
    In what seemed like moments, the fight was over, and the scattered remains of lesser golems that littered the opening were dominated by the massive troll who began pulling out the nails with muted grunts and roars. To Rocky’s evident surprise, even before the metal came to rest, the wounds had healed.  
 
    The troll sniffed at the downed golems before deciding they weren’t edible and walked off through the field to continue hunting. As the troll was leaving, Rocky looked at Sela with brows raised. “Not worth attacking?” Sela smiled, showing her sharp teeth then walked over to the corpses of the golems and began jubilantly crushing the cores.  
 
    Squinting in confusion, Rocky looked at her and then the corpses and suddenly laughed. She had just wanted the free quest items and had chosen to avoid a fight in case they were forced to retreat and leave the items behind. 
 
    The two of them continued on their trip only stopping for a brief fight with what used to be a moose. Now the moose was easily the size of a garage, and its antlers ended in crystal-like spikes. Rocky dispatched the beast with a combination of sneak and Dark Cloak, almost managing to be on top of it before he nearly struck its head from its body with one swing of his sword.  
 
    Unfortunately, the slash only half decapitated the beast because of its sudden turn and Rocky’s poor sword form, but it died all the same. After some skinning and butchering, the two continued until the sun fully fell before setting up camp. 
 
    The moose meat was the best meal Rocky had tasted in this new world, but he realized he was starting to miss vegetables. 
 
    Don’t tell anyone that. 
 
    “We will probably reach Ottawa tomorrow. Sela,” Rocky sleepily mumbled to Sela before passing out for a well-deserved sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    It was an early start the next day because of Rocky’s anticipation and excitement. Sela, still in her cat-form, didn’t complain when Rocky poked her awake before the sun was even up. She had stayed in her cat-form because while her counter had reset to one, she was currently attempting to save it for emergencies. 
 
    The early portion of the morning was strange and surreal as fog rose from the dew-covered grass, creating a smoke-covered landscape of fields of unkempt high grass and massive forests of humongous trees.  
 
    It was quite beautiful, and Rocky felt his brow furrow in confusion. He could feel a deep connection, admiring a beauty that connected to his soul in a way he didn’t know he had been missing in the past. It was like something was reaching out and cradling his heart, lifting his spirit and creating a soaring feeling in his chest. Just maybe everything was going to be okay. 
 
    Sela loped back from scouting ahead and raised a paw then tilted her head, clearly indicating a direction. She beckoned in a motion that was unmistakably a request to follow. Jolted out of his moment’s reverie, Rocky increased his pace and swept through the tall grass in the direction she had gone. 
 
    A short sprint later, Rocky entered a clearing of trampled and destroyed grass. In the center, three young survivors crouched over a dead body in what looked like a war zone. There was a futuristic looking tank with a gaping hole carved into its side.  
 
    Scowling, Rocky would have chalked the sight up to a monster hunt gone wrong, but a few things made this field of slaughter strange in his eyes. 
 
    First, every human body was littered with holes that had been cauterized, and second, the ground itself was scorched in quarter size scorch marks. Using his sneak ability Rocky entered the clearing and knelt next to one of these scorch marks. Examining it, he discovered they were tiny, circular holes in the sandy soil that were burnt on all sides.  
 
    Standing back up, Rocky frowned at something in the distance but continued his sneaking search of the area, not yet willing to walk over to the three young children he could see at the far side of the field. From this distance, it was extremely difficult to tell, but he thought they might be crying.  
 
    As a frowning and weary Rocky continued his inspection, another piece of information jumped out at him. There were two types of bodies in this clearing: men wearing combat fatigues and another group wearing civilian clothing. The militant group had no holes in their bodies but had throats ripped out, skulls broken, or chests caved in.  
 
    The civilian group appeared to be the only side of the fight covered in holes. They were more numerous if Rocky’s quick headcount was anything to go off. Some had a look of wide-eyed shock frozen into a rictus mask of death on their faces, leading Rocky to believe they were taken unaware. 
 
    By this point, two of the three children had noticed him and were shaking the last boy who was despondently sobbing over an adult’s body that was most likely his parent. As Rocky approached, he held up his hands and tried to remove the sternness from his face.  
 
    The two kids that had been attempting to shake the cryer reached out and grabbed the arms of the boy, physically dragging him off the corpse. 
 
    Before they could run off into the dangers that were probably on their way, Rocky blurted out, “Please don’t leave. I am not going to hurt you.” He frowned and looked around because the death-strewn valley was probably already drawing in predators with the promise of a free meal. 
 
    During his quick look, Rocky noticed a slight irregularity in the grass that could only be Sela’s bulk. The fact that she wasn’t behind him was good because he didn’t think the kids could handle the sight of a giant ghost saber-tooth tiger right now. It also saved him a further explanation. 
 
    Turning back, he continued, “I can help protect you from the people who did this.” The children all froze like a deer in headlights, their big eyes shining with unshed tears and reflecting the rising sun.  
 
    The moment vanished as they turned and took off as a group towards the high grass in the exact opposite direction of a wide-eyed Rocky. With Rocky’s increased speed he still could catch them, but he honestly didn’t know if that would help. Instead, he stood there, hands still raised and watched as a giant, white cat came out of the bushes in front of the children and growled menacingly.  
 
    A moment later, the three kids were clutching his legs and trying desperately to hide behind him to avoid the cat who now lazily lounged in front of them. The sight of a ghost cat licking her paw and purring contentedly nearly made Rocky burst into laughter.  
 
    However, the laughter wouldn’t come because Rocky could literally feel the children’s hands shaking as they clutched his torn-up pants. “Not sure you made this better, Sela,” he called over his shoulder as he turned and got to a knee to be on their level. 
 
    With slow, controlled movements to not startle the kids, Rocky encompassed the children in his arms. It didn’t take much; once he opened his arms, they melted into his chest and continued crying, soaking his tattered shirt. Without jostling them too much, he lifted the three off the ground and slowly walked out of the clearing, following Sela’s swishing tail through the tall grass. 
 
    A short walk later and enough shed tears to make Rocky seriously start to wonder about dehydration, Rocky spotted a solitary tree and moved towards it. Rocky placed the children down and faced them, attempting to break the silence again. “Do any of you know what happened back there?”  
 
    Only the wind was his answer, and he glanced over at Sela, hoping for direction. Sela, for her part, just stared back at him and opened her mouth, making no noise and raising her cat eyebrows comically.  
 
    “Yeah, not helpful! Some guide you are!” Rocky sputtered at Sela. She just purred and let out a low yowl. 
 
    Standing there ruminating on what he should do next, he jumped when a shaky, high-pitched voice interrupted his planning, “The army men killed everyone who was trying to leave the city. They told them it was their last chance to turn around before they started shooting at us with laser beams.” 
 
    Looking at the child in the middle who had just spoken, Rocky queried, “Why were people leaving if they were protected by the military, and why was the military trying to stop them?” Again, six red-rimmed eyes just stared back at him, so he tried again in the softest voice he could manage, “Did anyone say where you were going?” 
 
    This time it was the boy on the left who said, “Daddy said we were going to leave and try to find another town that would let us keep our loot and hunted meat, maybe allow us to buy our own weapons.”  
 
    Well damn, there was a lot of information packed into that sentence, and Rocky was a bit lost as to what to start with. Did the kid just imply that the “military men” were taking people’s hunted meat, loot, and weapons? Furthermore, buy guns from what? 
 
    Sela walked up beside him and wrote in the dirt, “Shop!” Rocky glanced at it and felt his heart beat thunderously. Then he looked back to the children who were all now staring at the giant cat. “Is there a shop in Ottawa?” They all nodded once without removing their eyes from Sela.  
 
    The cat laid down and rolled on to her side, trying to look less intimidating. Rocky, who now needed to know what a shop was, looked between Sela and the kids, wondering if he would have to wait until she could change or if he could get the information from the traumatized youths.  
 
    A few more questions directed at the children made Rocky decide that it was going to have to be Sela who provided the information. He quickly started a fire and then started cooking some moose meat for the kids and himself. 
 
    He asked the silent boy to watch the meat, and then in frustration, he chose to go through sword forms and footwork while he thought. Beginning with two hands holding his sword above his head, he balanced on spread legs, feeling his inability to move quickly in any direction due to his wide foot placement.  
 
    He adjusted his feet and noticed his ability to move opened in one additional direction. Changing his footing again, he felt a new direction become available. As he continued to test his motions and step through forms, he thought;  
 
    The city is in the hands of the military? The death of those people seems to point to something wrong about this particular military group, however. This group was also purchasing futuristic technology including tanks from a shop. 
 
    I should probably go back and check on that tank if I can. 
 
    His foot was placed poorly as he stepped forward to swing, and he recognized that by changing it minutely, he would be more mobile. He adjusted accordingly, attempting to make it possible to change a swing into evasion if necessary. While he improved, he continued his previous chain of thought.  
 
    This group of murderers was able to buy a significant amount of laser weaponry, and it probably was from the loot of everyone in town. The question I need an answer to is, did this man keep the people as slaves or were the people in the dark about the truth? 
 
    The children’s group had left to find a better place to live, and it had seemed that they weren’t expecting a fight.  
 
    Rocky examined the battlefield in his mind's eye and saw the pattern of slaughter again. The people had been gathered to hear what the military had said. 
 
    While this fact didn’t exactly mean that the people thought the leader they were following was benevolent, it did make Rocky lean in that direction. If the group he had just encountered had been slaves, they probably would have been in worse shape. 
 
    Anybody trying to control a populace would have taken away all weapons and perhaps food. However, that brought up a whole different direction of thinking because the military was using the populace to hunt for food and collect loot. That meant the leader needed the survivors to be strong enough to kill creatures in the surrounding area. 
 
    His mind was chasing its tail in circles an hour later as he ate his overcooked dinner when a loud yowl and kids screaming broke his mind out of the thought patterns. He turned to see Sela’s form shifting horribly on the ground, waves undulating over her white skin. Sprinting over, Rocky could hear her teeth grinding, and her claws were digging massive furrows into the earth below her.  
 
    Growling, Sela turned her tear-filled eyes towards Rocky’s fear-filled ones. As the shifting continued to occur up and down the long length of her feline body, Rocky noticed his notifications in the corner. Frowning because he knew, from experience, he couldn’t do anything for the incorporeal cat, Rocky instead opened those first in hopes they at least carried an answer. 
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    There was no information telling him what was happening to Sela. Frustrated tears came to his eyes, and his hands continued to sink through his Ancestral guide. Rocky glanced back at her face and saw fear tinging the human-like eyes of the cat. She was undulating with more frequency and seemed to be shrinking. 
 
    With a burst of body clenching fear, Rocky noticed what he had mistaken for shrinking was actually sinking. In mere moments, half of the giant cat was submerged under the solid earth. Rocky cried out and tried to pull her back above the surface without success. A few agonizing moments later, Sela was gone. 
 
    Rocky frantically dug at the ground, tears streaming down his cheeks, for an undetermined amount of time before he realized the futility of his actions. 
 
    Well shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The shock of losing his friend and guide wiped Rocky’s mind, and he sat there staring at torn up earth, hands covered in the ground he had attempted to dig through. Had someone just taken his Territory? What else could that have been? 
 
    His mind was chasing its tail again until one of the kids began shaking him desperately, trying to get his attention. The child's eyes had tears threatening, and he hissed, “Hunters would have heard your cat, sir! We need to move. They are probably already on their way or reporting to the men with guns.” 
 
    The boy was desperately looking over his shoulder and tugging on Rocky who was finally pulled out of his despondency. The other two boys also looked terrified but joined the first and tried to drag him from the spot. Unable to do anything for his short time friend and companion, Rocky slowly got to his feet and allowed them to succeed. 
 
    Before they left the area, Rocky did his best to try to erase their presence. Luckily, Sela was a ghost cat and had left no paw marks on the dirt leading to the solitary tree but she had left massive furrows where she had sunk. Frowning and looking at the fire pit, Rocky nodded to the children to mollify them and then lead them out of the valley.  
 
    His quick attempt to cover their tracks was probably pointless, but he managed to make it harder to tell how many of them there were. 
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    Thanks, yeah because I should expect my giant cat companion to get sucked into the ground. In the future, I will put down a Puppy Potty Trainer. Fudge puddle notification, really. 
 
    Rocky silently led the three boys at his walking speed but their jogging speed into the forest to look for a hiding spot that would accommodate the group. 
 
    After an hour of searching, he found a cave that wasn’t too far from a lake. Figuring this would be a pretty safe place, they set up a camp. Doing some quick mental math, Rocky thought the cave was about an hour run outside of what used to be downtown Ottawa. That was at his current running speed, which would have been something akin to that of a full sprint for anyone pre-apocalypse. 
 
    The group began setting up the cooking area of the camp, and Rocky forced his mind to think of nothing else but the work. He knew he was attempting to avoid thinking about his loss, but he now had three young children to take care of, so each task that he went about seemed to be exaggerated, and the boys all chose to keep an awkward silence. 
 
    Each time Rocky had a moment’s break, he could feel his brain slide into a place he knew too well. He had been in that place before his trip to Algonquin, but he couldn’t go back. His family and these kids needed him. He wiped what few tears had leaked down his cheeks and continued to work. 
 
    Once the fire pit was ringed and they had some wood ready, Rocky took out one of his torches. Instead of lighting it or the fire right away, he grabbed a handful of stones and started tossing them one by one into the cave, waiting a random amount of time between each. After he had exhausted the handful of rocks and heard nothing, he took out his hatchet and sparked it off a stone wall to light the torch. 
 
    Face hardening and preparing for a fight, Rocky told the kids to stay put outside and went into the cave, taking it slowly. He hoped he would see any danger before it saw him. He also took every opportunity to burn any and all spider webs he came across. He wasn’t exactly afraid of spiders before this whole Ether Apocalypse, but he felt like meeting an arachnid after the turn would leave him feeling quite a bit differently. 
 
    Examining the entirety of the cave, he was unable to find anything that appeared overtly dangerous, so he went back outside to join the children, deciding it was past time he learned their names. He used the torch to light the fire. Then Rocky used Analyze on each in turn, but when he considered the action, he wondered if it was polite or not. 
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    A sardonic smile came on to his face as Rocky realized he would never forget another person’s name ever again. He felt a moment of jubilance which was quickly brought back to earth by Jason informing him that his name was Jay and that no one called him Jason but his parents. This comment made the three children start crying again. 
 
    Smooth move, idiot! 
 
    Leaving the sobbing children, Rocky made a quick jaunt to the water to fill up water bottles. He was actually worried that they would dehydrate with the amount of crying they had been doing all day. When he returned and they were still crying, he sighed. 
 
    Rocky tried to keep busy and began cooking lunch for the group. Now that he had an excuse in the kids, he needed to track down some vegetables or vitamins for their growing bodies. 
 
    Problem is, I know very little about plants! 
 
    As he cooked, he considered his options; he clearly couldn’t make a jaunt all the way back to the Territory and pass this buck on to someone else—if he still had a Territory! He also couldn’t just leave the level one children alone in the woods, or he would come back to corpses. 
 
    His own predicament in the forefront of his mind, he thought about trying to distract them. Following that train of thought, Rocky came up with an immediate plan.  
 
    “Hey, guys, listen up. I have an essential task for you.” At his words, the three boys actually stopped crying and perked up, so Rocky hoped he was on the right track. “I am going to need to have a safe place to send people I find, and to do that, I am going to need to have some strong guards.” 
 
    Pausing for dramatic effect, he continued, “How would you three like to be the strong guards of this camp?” 
 
    The children immediately stopped crying and looked at Rocky with hunger in their eyes. In this new world, power was absolute. The fact that these children had just had their entire families destroyed by a group of men who were abusing power made Rocky’s blood boil, and he heard the rattle of a steel cage door inside his mind. 
 
    Rocky looked at his hands and noticed dark smoke coiling in and through his fingers. His inner demon was just begging him to release his rage and destroy everything that had harmed these children.  
 
    However, if the history of the world was anything to go by, it was probable that even the ‘military’ would be split, most thinking that they were doing everything to protect these people while only a select few were committing the atrocities.  
 
    The easiest way to control a person is to let them think they are looking at the entire picture while placing the frame exactly where you choose. If you can do that for each person, doling out only fractions of information and allowing them to pass on even less, then you create a false sense of knowledge, a delusion, perhaps even pride in a system they would normally oppose. 
 
    This was going to have to be handled with a finesse Rocky didn’t possess.  
 
    Rocky dismissed his anger and put those plans of revenge aside for later. He looked back up at the children who were also watching the dark black, liquid smoke which had just stopped roiling off his hands and collecting around his cross-legged lower body. “If you wish to help me, then we are going to train every day starting now. Can you all do that?” 
 
    The children nodded their heads, and so after a lunch of moose steak, the group got to work. Rocky handed two small, similarly sized sticks to Alex, a large, quarterstaff sized walking stick to Jason, and after ripping up some of his ruined clothing, a very makeshift sling to Oliver.  
 
    “This is what we are starting with today. Have you placed your skill and stat points yet?” The children shook their heads, looking at the pitiful weaponry they had been passed. “I can’t teach you how to use most weapons, unfortunately, but I can show you how to stand and hold them. Probably.” 
 
    Rocky just shrugged at their wide-eyed looks. He wasn’t being modest in the slightest about his lack of weapon skills. The looks may have been because he had purposefully avoided handing out anything dangerous. Since he knew next to nothing about most weapons, he had given them sticks. Before he gave them real weaponry, he needed to make sure they weren’t going to accidentally stab themselves with it. 
 
    Not that stabbing themselves would be as big of a problem as it was before.  
 
    Also, Oliver would have to wait until tomorrow to receive a proper ranged weapon, and that was only if Rocky managed to procure one. “Okay, all of you come here. Do you know how to access your skill screens?” 
 
    The boys nodded and opened up windows that Rocky couldn’t see at first. His eyebrows raised in remembrance, and a thought later, he had requested access to their interface just as Sela had with him. It was a sobering reminder of Sela, but luckily, the kids were right there and needed his guidance now. 
 
    Once the screens were visual, Rocky had another surprise. The first extremely odd part about their skill windows was how much they differed from his and Sela’s. First, they would get a skill at one point in their first-class ability, which was going to increase their initial strength significantly. The second big difference was that the color of the windows each one showed him wasn’t the blue he associated with his own screen. Instead, it was gray, and again, Rocky was left to scratch his head, not understanding the reason. 
 
    He immediately knew which skill Jason, the mage, was going to take. It was between a fireball skill and firewall. It was a natural choice, considering he was hoping the kid would be a ranged damage dealer to start. Rocky hoped he wouldn’t need a firewall as a defense with a higher level like himself around.  
 
    If Rocky could get the kids close to level ten or possibly level six, then they would hopefully have a second skill.  
 
    It does seem a little unfair that I had to wait until level five to get a skill and they get it at level one. I am only now getting skills with one skill point, and I am in tier three of my tree. 
 
    The kids babbled as he decided where to place skill points with them. A pang reverberated in his chest when they told him that their parents were hoping they could learn more about the world before the children were forced to choose classes and stats. 
 
    They had only finally been allowed to choose a class when the decision to leave had been made. In fact, it was just because of this recent class selection and a hunter taking them out of the camp to level that they had survived.  
 
    The group had argued that they couldn’t have deadweight anymore, so despite the parents’ protests, the children had been told to choose a class and go with the hunter after the day’s journey and the camp had been set up. The hunter was to help them hit level five. However, just after the boys and the hunter left the camp, they had heard the military approach and the start of the conversation. They had hidden in the long grass but hadn’t been able to do anything too stunned by the bloody carnage. The stunned hunter they had been accompanying had managed to snap himself out of it a while later and even managed to kill three of the military men who had been left behind to loot the corpses, but a fourth stealthy man had ended him.  
 
    The last military man, who was heavily injured, had collected what weapons he could and struggled away towards the city. He had probably already notified the commander of what happened. The kids had waited and once they saw him run away, they had gone to their parents’ bodies and had stayed there the rest of the night until Rocky arrived shortly after as the sun rose. 
 
    By the end of the story, Alex, the thief, chose Stealth, and Rocky told him to begin working on sneaking around the campsite while he helped Oliver, the ranger, select his skill. This was a bit harder as it was a choice between speed and accuracy.  
 
    Rocky assumed that he could train himself to be more accurate with his shooting. In the long run, Alex would probably prefer the speed, but they needed the immediate protection and aid of skill enhanced accuracy; he told Oliver to pick that one. As for stat points, he was unwilling to have the boys assign them because he wondered if they would naturally be getting stronger as they grew.  
 
    Rocky furrowed his brow and tilted his head; he would at least wait until he could get more information on the expected growth of children from somewhere. He didn’t know if assigning stats would hinder the kids’ natural growth. However, he did tell them that if they were in immediate danger where they should put their five starting stat points. 
 
    The children began training and showing him notifications as they picked up new skills. Each ability made him feel more at ease with what he was doing as the kids grew increasingly more excited over the next few hours. 
 
    Hours later and just before what Rocky’s stomach and the sun were telling him should be dinner time, he gave Alex his hatchet and the survival knife. Unfortunately, he only had promises for the other two that he would find something for them. With that, the group left to hunt for their dinner.  
 
    Alex activated Stealth and phased mostly out of vision. However, if Rocky looked carefully, he could make out the boy’s shape and sometimes more. It depended on if he stepped on sticks or leaves that crackled.  
 
    Each time he made noise, it seemed that the skill would be disrupted as it siphoned off Ether to muffle the sound of the stick or leaf. As they walked, he gave them a strategy for attacking and told them he would only step in if the creature was above level five or it was getting too close. 
 
    In essence, he hoped that Alex could stop right in front between the two ranged dealers, not moving and thus not taxing his Stealth skill. The other two would mainly try to rain blows on the creature from afar.  
 
    At that point, the creature would choose one of two options, fight or flight. If it ran, the thief would throw his weapons. However, if the opponent charged the two, they were to maneuver it to pass by Alex who would then attack as it came by. Finally, if the creature was about to die, Alex was to throw his weapons to be included in the kill. 
 
    Rocky figured this was the safest and fastest way for the group to level against wildlife. That was if the monsters were low level. If the beasts were high level, they were to join in from range and let Rocky handle the brunt of it.  
 
    The best-laid plans are only viable until the first attack. The group came across a lone, level two black worker ant, and Rocky told the boys to get into position. Shortly after, a rock and fireball splashed against the ant’s carapace and elicited a strange, squealing squeak. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Black Worker Ant 
  Apprentice-Gatherer  
  Level 2 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once attacked, the lone ant chose to charge the group, but it didn’t make it. As instructed, Alex threw the axe to get included in the fight before it crashed to the ground, twitching in death throes. The three boys were ecstatic, and Alex stepped forward to collect the thrown axe when a noise flash froze the entire group. 
 
    The sound of hundreds of chiton legs crashing through the forest and against each other was the only warning they got as the first ant broke into the clearing. “Son of a cricket,” Rocky shouted as he unsheathed his sword. 
 
    Should have learned the last time that ants are bad news. 
 
    Then he released two single charge dark blade skills into the group of emerging soldier ants who were all level five or above. The waves managed to remove the front legs of many, and they crashed forward wailing, that same insect screech as fireballs and rocks flew at them.  
 
    Some of the stones were being thrown by Alex who was not willing to throw away his only remaining sharp weapon and was throwing acquired stones from the back of the group. Seeing Alex at the back, throwing rocks, Rocky thought the kid was pretty smart, and he put himself in front of them all, between them and the group of charging insects.  
 
    The boys handled themselves well, only their eyes showing fear, but every so often, Rocky released a controlled dark blade to stop the advancing front wave. Unfortunately, each dark blade took just over fifteen percent of his personal Ether. While he was regaining it, slowly, he would run out if this fight continued. 
 
    Luckily, all the kids were smart, as proven by Jason’s fireballs suddenly increasing in size and Oliver’s strikes becoming more accurate. Smiling, Rocky assumed they had leveled, perhaps even a few times, and were assigning the skill points.  
 
    The battle was mostly a massacre from the beginning. This was mainly because any ants that weren’t missing legs and kept charging were individually targeted by Jason, Oliver, and to a much lesser extent, Alex. The ants couldn’t last long under the combined firepower of what Rocky confirmed with Analyze were now level four children.  
 
    It was quite intimidating, in fact. Rocky furrowed his brow and considered distractedly how he would fare under the combined fire of a group like this. 
 
    Shaking his head and hoping he didn’t have to find out, Rocky realized all that was left was cleanup. Leaving the clean up to the boys in hopes they may get more Etherience, Rocky began looting the corpses and cutting off the chitin and ant meat with practiced motions. While Rocky had no idea if the chitin would be useful, the meat, while a sickly green, would probably be edible, and if it was not palatable he would discard it later.  
 
    Rocky didn’t bother skinning and cutting up any more of the ants than what he managed as the boys worked, which was only two. Once the boys were done and all the corpses looted, the group moved on. 
 
    Checking his notifications as he walked, he realized that the group had killed thirty-five ants. Rocky hadn’t received much in the way of Etherience, his total just barely moving his Etherience bar up towards level seventeen, which he was pitifully far from. 
 
    One nice point about fighting ants again was that Rocky’s greed menagerie finally let the issue of abandoning the loot of the fire-ants go. The twenty-two ants had almost no loot and amongst the whole group; they only managed to acquire three Crystallized Ether. 
 
    Seeing the green meat, the children insisted on searching for something they could be sure was edible, just in case. Chuckling, Rocky handed the boys the Crystallized Ether to hold on to. This meant that each boy carried one Crystallized Ether.  
 
    Rocky did this in hopes that it would help them feel like he wasn’t the same as whoever this Ottawa dictator was. It probably didn’t do anything, but Rocky was willing to try if it could help these children heal. 
 
    After a bit more hunting and with the setting of the sun, the group, now with the children at level five, made their way back to the cave. Once they arrived, Rocky cooked up some ant and overly large jackrabbit meat. Grimacing, he knew he was going to have to be the first one who tested the ant meat. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cooked Black Ant Meat 
  Considered a delicacy in certain cultures and much loved by the Lizardfolk of Saturn. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Oh, lizards like insects. Wouldn’t have guessed it. I guess that means it is edible, though.  
 
    The meat looked slimy, and Rocky was not looking forward to the experience. The group had managed to catch and skin enough Ether mutated rabbits to have breakfast tomorrow, and Rocky had stored the carcasses in the cave for the boys, just in case. 
 
    It turned out that ant meat tasted pretty damn good, and while it wasn’t chicken, pork, or beef, it was quite flavorful and surprisingly moist. It was naturally a bit salty, too, which was pleasant because Rocky definitely was missing having that particular seasoning.  
 
    The kids, however, refused to eat ant meat mostly because it was green and was probably too similar to a vegetable in their minds.  
 
    New world same hang-ups. Should I tell them they won’t grow up big and healthy if they don’t eat it? 
 
    Rocky snorted to himself in amusement at his thought and went into the cave to set up a sleeping area for the three children as they finished eating. He laid out all the furs and placed his camping gear in the area as well. Rocky then left all but one water bottle and proceeded outside.  
 
    He then explained to them what he needed to do. As soon as he brought up his own family, the children all froze, but when he mentioned finding his lost loved one, each boy hardened and grew solemn. With Rocky’s help, they organized a watch schedule and routine for that night, and finally, after many checks, Rocky hesitantly left. 
 
    Waving to the children, he told them he hoped to be back by morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Rocky found himself sneaking through Ottawa in search of the shop and the military headquarters. At first, he was going to rush right to his old neighborhood and hope that his family would just be waiting for him there, but upon further consideration, he chose not to take that route.  
 
    Clenching his teeth, Rocky obviously knew there were survivors and that some of them had the military-grade equipment. It was easy to assume that the military side was either holding the rest of the survivors as slaves or somehow had a faction killing off any who tried to leave the city. This did not bode well for his family, and to say he was agitated would have been a massive understatement. 
 
    It had taken most of his effort the entire day not to run straight into the city and begin screaming the names of his mother and sister. If the situation had been different, he probably would have done just that, but the possibility of a dictator may be better handled subtly. Jason, Alex, and Oliver hadn’t been helpful in that regard. 
 
    The children only knew that their group had been staying in one of the schools, and they had stayed there because it was one of the only buildings that wasn’t converted to a golem. Rocky hypothesized that schools, libraries, and possibly a few other specific buildings were somehow off limits from whatever power golems were being created by. This logical deduction was because in Pembroke the golems would not destroy the school or library. 
 
    This meant that the probability in Ottawa was that most of the survivors would be on a university campus, college campus, individual schools, and or huddled in libraries. In Ottawa specifically, Rocky had to assume that the military faction was holed up in one or multiple schools. The largest campus was probably Carlton or the University of Ottawa.  
 
    Since Rocky was advancing into Ottawa from the Kanata side, he had to make a choice as they were both about the same distance from him. Eyes hard, he chose the University of Ottawa because it was more downtown, and he figured it would be more appealing to a military group, even if that military group wasn’t precisely a preserver of life. 
 
    Another reason he chose not to go to his suburb was because he hoped that the army would try to gather and centralize survivors. If not that, then at least make a list of survivors, so they had a headcount after the Ether crash. If a faction was out hunting for survivors early in the initial days, he was quite sure they would have checked Nepean and Barrhaven thoroughly by now.  
 
    He crept through the city and marveled. Wide-eyed, Rocky struggled to navigate. He was used to using the roads as guides to the town. Not having any landmarks to go off of was really causing him to falter at times. There was no helping it; the city was gone, and in its place, the wilderness was taking over with a vengeance. This brought up another pertinent question.  
 
    Where are all the golems? Where buildings and roads should be, just bare earth remains. I am assuming there are golems around… maybe the military has cleaned them all up already? 
 
    Rocky continued walking through grass and other fauna that was quickly reclaiming in days what humans had built over centuries. The first few schools he had passed on his direct route to the university had survivor groups, but none of them were militaristic in nature. The survivors he did see were all downtrodden and wore suspicious, fearful expressions. With each group he saw, his mood soured when he saw the living conditions. As he moved through the city, he considered how the survivors had looked physically. Even though they were all dirty and wearing rags, everyone was eating—that was certain. Even though the people seemed to be nervous and scared, they also looked to be well nourished.  
 
    A few snippets of conversations he overheard from the schools he checked seemed to praise the city protectors. This led Rocky to believe his earlier assertions that this dictator was holding them hostage with promises of protection and lies. Hands clenched, Rocky vowed to find out where the nervousness and fear he saw was coming from, but first, he needed to check for a ledger.  
 
    Before Rocky saw it, he heard it, the clacking of a large tank rumbling in the distance, and a few heavy syllables of distant conversation. While the vehicle made noise, it wasn’t the base of a large machine motor, just the clatter of moving parts and metallic treads hitting the earth. Eyes wild, Rocky moved to the cover of a large rock and watched as the shadows resolved themselves out of the night. 
 
    “I think we have destroyed all of the lesser golems in the area thanks to the weapons and training we’re all receiving. I don’t see why we have to keep doing these late-night patrols. All the remaining survivors were assigned a school or library and are perfectly safe,” one of the men complained to the group at large. 
 
    “Tommy, I am not going to explain this to you again! You better listen this time. We have no idea what the evolved creatures will do. Nowhere is truly safe with beasts like that monstrous white alligator out there.” The man stopped to spit to the side. “I mean, we know that golems avoid hitting schools, libraries, and hospitals but we have no idea if the beasts will treat them the same.”  
 
    The group never really came entirely into focus and continued on a course that bisected two schools in the distance. Both the schools had fires burning outside that were clearly visible from this distance. Rocky changed course and traveled the direction that the group had arrived from, hoping it led towards their home base.  
 
    It still led mostly towards his previous destination, but he hoped he would run into more patrols. That group had unwittingly given him another search target—hospitals. The closer he got to the base of operations for the military, the more patrols he hoped he would see.  
 
    The conversation had given him a few other pieces of information. That discussion did not seem to be the conversation of a group of murdering psychopaths. It seemed to be the mumblings of men who were missing sleep to protect humans from the new dangers of the world. Lastly, he learned that there was some sort of colossal alligator out there that was being used as a boogeyman to try to scare a man who was currently walking beside a tank. Rocky resolved not to run into that creature. 
 
    Patrols became more regular, and Rocky determined his direction was going to lead him towards what used to be the Ottawa Hospital. It made sense in a way; they probably had medical supplies stocked in the hospital that may or may not be useful in the new world. In either case, if anyone was seriously injured during the initial days, they would still have tried to make it to the hospital before any other building in Ottawa.  
 
    As he approached, he was forced to stop short as he noticed the hospital still had electricity or some sort of power source powering lights. What shone in the light was both inspiring and terrifying to Rocky. 
 
    Row upon row of tanks lined the grass in front of the building. How many there were, Rocky had no idea, but it was quite a few. More than one hundred easily, and with how many patrols might have a tank grouped with them, it was probably closer to two hundred.  
 
    In addition to the tanks, men were walking around inside the building, all of them wearing military fatigues and carrying some sort of gun slung over a shoulder. Rocky stood out in the dark, looking at the complex and was forced to reconsider his earlier plans. 
 
    He had hoped he could infiltrate the home base and gather information. This, however, wasn’t a school ground lit by campfires. This was a fortress lit by floodlights in a startling, dark night.  
 
    To put it into context, the last few nights he had noticed just how bright and close the stars seemed in comparison to his experience with city life. Even with his camping trip into Algonquin, he had never seen the stars without any light pollution.  
 
    Now, however, this one radiant structure tried to fight back that pressing black. It pushed back those stars and reconquered the night. On top of that, the number of active militiamen inside meant Rocky had little to no chance of getting in. 
 
    Rocky began circling the structure, staying far back from the edge of the light, making him near impossible to see if you were inside the structure. However, he was still wary of someone approaching from any other direction and seeing a lone figure backlit by the buildings, so he crept from cover to cover when he could and walked with confidence when he couldn’t.  
 
    These actions were in hopes that anyone who did see him would think he was a militiaman going about business. Perhaps it worked or maybe no one was watching because he didn’t get caught.  
 
    Rocky’s eyes narrowed as he saw something that made him stop his slow, exaggerated circle. He quietly crouched behind the demolished ruins of someone’s car and stared at a large, metallic structure that sat in the middle of a field, just on the very edge of the light from the hospital.  
 
    The dome-like structure seemed to absorb the light of the building off its smooth, gunmetal gray surface. It looked almost alien as it split the white light into iridescent shimmers which ran across its surface. Rocky was forced to assume that this was the shop due to its bizarre, alien features and its posted guard. If he was correct, entering the shop may allow him to begin picking up some of the pieces of his earlier plan.  
 
    Rocky tried using Analyze on the strange building, but nothing happened. Either he was out of range or the dome didn’t have any information attached to it by the Atlantean System. He doubted the latter but didn’t think he was out of range. Perhaps it was for some other reason that the dome refused to be identified. 
 
    This alien dome structure, he could probably make it to without notice. While men were patrolling around it, they were continually entering and exiting the lighted courtyard and were ruining any night vision they might have. Four groups of two patrolled the area around the circular structure. Rocky was also gambling on that there was an interior to the dome. 
 
    Rocky patiently watched the four groups take slow circles around the structure and was utterly chagrined when one of the groups stopped at the bright side of the building. Each subsequent group joined them, and they began talking. What they were saying didn’t carry to him, but he knew his opportunity when he saw it.  
 
    Despite thinking it was overkill at this point, Rocky activated Dark Cloak and sprinted to the opposite side of the assumed shop from the eight guards. Not sure how to enter or if the strange dome was even a building, he placed his hand on the surface, and a moment later, a door slid open in front of him. The door was ominously pitch black, almost as if it was a void in space.  
 
    Swallowing hard against his fear, Rocky was still loath to enter, but he knew his luck with the guards wouldn’t last forever. He steeled his faltering will and stepped over the threshold. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Immediately upon entering the door, Rocky was blinded as his eyes desperately attempted to adjust from the near darkness of the Ottawa night to the cloudless mountaintop sun. His pupils going from full dilation to pinpricks wasn’t helped in the least by his stats. If his watering eyes weren’t mistaken, it was the sun of a midday mountaintop because that was the only scene that described the outlines in the background. 
 
    The haze cleared enough to see a large shape coming right towards him, and in his disoriented state, Rocky jumped backward, tripping over his own feet. Before he knew it, he was on his ass, and a towering, fuzzy shape put its foot down right where Rocky was sprawled.  
 
    With the foot nearly on top of Rocky, he couldn’t avoid being stepped on, but with his speed, he could hopefully choose where the foot would land. Making a snap decision, he pushed back and sacrificed his left leg. 
 
    The cloven foot passed right through his leg, and Rocky felt no pain. In his shocked state, the knee that came directly towards his upper body didn’t even register as it too sailed through him. That limb was followed by another pair belonging to the horse’s back end, and Rocky turned around, his vision finally working enough to process a centaur walking purposefully away from him.  
 
    Heart beating rapidly, Rocky desperately tapped at his chest and head. He felt his muscles relax when he felt his own body. Yet that creature had passed right through him.  
 
    Was that a ghost centaur? What in the hell? 
 
    “Welcome to the Aretrin Bazaar. First time?” a nasal voice spoke to Rocky’s side, the tone clearly filled with mirth. Rocky looked towards the screechy voice and was staring down at a tiny, whip-thin, green creature. Considering Rocky was on his butt, leaning back on both of his arms, and this creature only came up to his waist, minuscule might have been a better descriptor. 
 
    His heart was still in his throat and his breathing could be called hyperventilation, but Rocky muttered, “A goblin?” He knew he had messed up when the smile dropped off the creature’s face, and its eyes hardened. 
 
    “Goblins are classified as a monster race with little to no intelligence and a penchant for destruction! Do you think a goblin would be here? At the Aretrean city of Olympia!” the voice spat with dripping vitriol and with each word its eyes narrowed. Then the tiny thing puffed out of existence like it was never there. 
 
    Look at you, making friends! With tiny green ghosts no less! Yep, you still got it. 
 
    Chuckling, Rocky stood and dusted himself off. A quick look around showed him what he had immediately noticed on arrival and that was the mountains behind the shops nearest him. Now with clear eyes, he saw the peaks were covered in buildings large enough that even at this distance, they seemed to be gigantic. Located an easy fifty kilometers away was what could only be described as the Greek Pantheon seat of Mount Olympus.  
 
    Ionic columns held massive marble roofs. The interior of the buildings seemed to be closed and open simultaneously in a strange and unique fashion. Staircases, walls, and balconies made of white marble seemed to hang in the air with no support, and only light glinting off something transparent was an indication that something more was at play.  
 
    It was like seeing the innards of a human being walking around with no skin but still alive, absolutely fascinating but also somehow brain twistingly wrong. 
 
    Rocky momentarily wished Sela was here before he quashed that thought mercilessly. He needed to be making progress towards his family. Finally tearing his gaze away from the mesmerizing sight, Rocky took in the views a little closer.  
 
    As the small thing had pointed out, it seemed to be a bazaar. The space was surrounded by a large circle of metal. The type of metal seemed to be the exact same as the shop on earth.  
 
    All over the place, people popped into and out of existence. Throughout the square people, walked through other people and, in some cases, walked right through tents with erected shop signs.  
 
    Rocky hesitantly began moving around, not really attempting to find a specific shop yet just trying to understand what this place was. First off, everyone here wasn’t corporeal, but he could somehow feel his own body. Rocky passed his arm through a tent to be sure he wasn’t the anomaly to the rules.  
 
    A merchant who was seated cross-legged on a large, red blanket watched Rocky’s approach with amusement and bright, sparkling, emerald eyes. The merchant had tanned, golden brown skin, pointed ears, and delicate features. It looked something akin to what Earth’s mythical elves would with a few subtle differences.  
 
    The elf did not look ageless. His mouth had smile lines, and his forehead was creased not only from his raised eyebrows but also from sun exposure and age. Earth depicted elves with pale, alabaster skin and ageless, alien beauty, but this ‘elf’ was tanned a golden brown from its constant sun exposure. 
 
    As Rocky approached, he noticed a distinct lack of any wares on display by the man on the blanket, and so his approach became hesitant. 
 
    “Young man, just because I have nothing on display does not mean I have nothing to sell,” the man spoke with an accent reminiscent of old English to Rocky’s ears but a bit more musical. “My name is Jessibihr Windfall. I am a purveyor of skills and scrolls.”  
 
    After his introduction, he swept his hand across the blanket in an inviting gesture. Then he continued, “I am quite well known at the Aretrin Bazaar for my fair prices and rare goods. Would you care to sit and have tea with me?” 
 
    Yeah because I should believe that you’re fair because you said so. 
 
    Out loud Rocky said, “I am not sure I can be passed a cup of tea, good sir,” Rocky chose an honorific that was neutral but polite from Earth. “Also, how does everyone seem to speak English?” 
 
    The man tilted his head and lost a bit of his smile as he muttered the last word Rocky had spoken under his breath. Then he snapped his fingers. “That must be the tongue you speak, yes?”  
 
    At Rocky’s nod, Jessibihr pointed to the walls around them and answered, “The aboo-akai translates all languages to the customer's native tongue. I do have language guidebooks and even spell scrolls with knowledge of languages imbued into them using Ether. Can I interest you in one of those?”  
 
    As Jessibihr said this, he held out a glass of tea, and with his other hand, he motioned for Rocky to sit across from him again. Rocky reached out, expecting to find empty air but was rewarded with a warm glass pressed into his hands. Furrowing his brow, he inspected the cup he held, which was wafting an aroma of ripe cherries, amaretto, and wild lavender.  
 
    Rocky glanced away from the glass to see the man smiling at him. He put his hand down and lowered himself into a cross-legged position. Rocky looked at the man and said, “Thank you for the tea, Jessibeea.” 
 
    Pretending he hadn’t just butchered the man’s name, Rocky continued, trying not to blush, “I would like to speak first before getting to business. First and foremost, how did I get here?” 
 
    The elvish looking man motioned to Rocky’s tea and narrowed his eyes for a hint of a moment. “I am not sure if anyone can explain how the magic works, except for perhaps the creator of the shop. What I do know is that a seed shop of this bazaar will bring people who enter it here.”  
 
    Jessibihr shrugged. “I can explain where here is, however. Olympia is on the highest peak of the planet of Aretrea. Aretrean’s are one of the oldest and wealthiest races in the Etherverse. From your questions, I must assume you are new to this… shop?”  
 
    Jesse, Rocky took the liberty of shortening his absurdly hard to pronounce name, paused and took a sip of his own tea, so Rocky, being polite, mimicked the motion. A moment later, Rocky attempted not to choke at the flavors that struck his pallet.  
 
    Rocky’s mouth rang with approval and salivated instantly, turning what usually would have been a casual sip of tea into a sloppy mess. He utterly failed to avoid choking when the fluid went down his windpipe, and he began coughing. Jesse looked torn whether to laugh at his strange customer or send him away in disgust. 
 
    When Rocky had control again or at least was less spastic, he motioned for Jesse to continue. His cheeks bright red now.  
 
    The merchant chose to humor the moron and continued, “Through the magic of this bazaar, anything you purchase here will be transported to the seed shop your body resides in. I am not sure what other information I can provide you… freely.” 
 
    Rocky sat there, sipping his tea and considering the smarmy elf. He apparently was willing to speak if Rocky paid him. The problem, of course, was that he didn’t even know what sort of currency the bazaar used. He doubted it would be the monopoly money Canadians utilized. 
 
    Rocky chose to view the man’s wares in hopes of answering a few questions without asking any. “I would like to look through what you have to sell. Please.” 
 
    Jesse nodded and opened a screen. Then he glanced at Rocky so quickly, Rocky thought that perhaps it was his imagination. In a blur of speed that Rocky’s mouth fell open upon seeing, Jesse whirled through a multitude of hand gestures that Rocky finally realized were him accessing his screens. Jesse then flicked his hand, making an overly dramatic gesture that was probably unneeded before a prompt appeared. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jessibihr Windfall would like to share his sales inventory with you. Do you accept his offer? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
          	  Later 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Snapping his mouth closed with a click and mentally clicking yes, Rocky watched as another menu popped into existence that had three options on it: Buy, Sell, and Trade. It also had a final option in the top right corner which was labeled ‘Search’. To start with, Rocky was curious about the scrolls and what the asking currency was.  
 
    He was going to avoid the sell option entirely because he assumed that this action would share his inventory with Jesse. That may create a bit of a problem or be a pointless thing to avoid. However, he had a few things he felt better keeping to himself, namely the vial of Gaia’s Essence. 
 
    Mentally clicking the option buy, he was rewarded with a list of items and a price listed beside each. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Displaying 5 items of 2022. Scroll down or think next to continue browsing. Use tabs to increase the skill levels of items. Click on item for a more in-depth description, written by the seller. 
  [Weak] / Intermediate / Medium  
  Weak Tracking Skill Scroll – 1 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Fire Spark Skill Scroll – 1 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Sneaking Skill Scroll – 1 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Camouflage Skill Scroll – 1 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Endurance Skill Scroll – 1 Crystallized Ether 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A sigh escaped Rocky before he could control it. It would seem that he did have the currency after all. He had been collecting it the whole time from every creature he had killed, starting with Steel. In fact, he was carrying two hundred sixty-one Crystallized Ether.  
 
    Most of those had come from the quest for killing the golems, and he didn’t know how rare that might be. He probably should spend as frugally as possible.  
 
    Grinning, Rocky assumed he was viewing the most basic skill scrolls on the first few pages, so in an attempt to gather information, he stated a question and continued scrolling for a few more pages, “The minimum price is one Crystallized Ether. It seems high for skills I can learn on my own.” 
 
    “Absolutely, young man. The low-ranking skill scrolls are not negotiable on the price, I am afraid. You see the price of all scrolls containing knowledge increased drastically since the War of the Three Elder God Planets. Purchasing them from the crafters increased in price, and I have been forced to pass that increase on to the customer.” Jesse’s voice had the notes of regret, but it didn’t fool Rocky. 
 
    Ignoring the slimy merchant, Rocky jumped tabs to Medium, still not having scrolled past the minimum priced objects in Weak. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Displaying 3 items of 3. Scroll down or think next to continue browsing. Use tabs to increase skill levels of items. Click on item for a more in-depth description, written by the seller. 
  Weak / Intermediate / [Medium]  
  Medium Meteor Spell Scroll – 200,000 Crystallized Ether 
  Medium Wither Spell Scroll – 250,000 Crystallized Ether 
  Medium Protection Spell Scroll – 300,000 Crystallized Ether 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Medium Meteor Spell Scroll Description 
  An Apocalypse Level asteroid will begin hurtling towards the target area. This spell will destroy most life in the immediate area and, unless action is taken, can cause large, global shifts in weather, geography, and habitability. 
  This spell is famed to have destroyed entire populations. This spell scroll was dropped upon death by Sinfathisar, the first dragon of Sinfath. This is a one-time use item. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Medium Wither Spell Scroll Description 
  This spell will remove the Ether from an extremely large area for approximately three hundred years. This spell has been used to siege entire continents during great wars and is proven effective. 
  This spell scroll was created by the Witch Coven of Numair on Planet Helterskelt. This is a one-time use item. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Medium Protection Spell Scroll Description 
  Created in response to greater destruction spells, when the first spell of this nature was successful, every leading guild scrambled for its protection. In response, Protection Spell Scrolls were created, and most serious guilds have a few in storage just in case. It is theorized that a protection spell of a rank lower than the destruction spell is all that is required to safeguard against it. However, this theory has never been tested, and when speaking of protection, it's always better to have it and have lots of it! 
  This spell was created on Orgrar by the Blood Rage Guild. No Epic Level protection spell has been used to date. This is a one-time use, long duration item. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His body was breaking out in cold sweat after the first description. By the end of all three Rocky felt like he was dripping. It was like finding out a nuke was just a pretty sharp knife and the universe had a massive death star. 
 
    Bringing a knife to an intergalactic space station fight—Oh look? Exhaust vents? 
 
    At a loss for what could be done to safeguard Earth, Rocky chose to try to rationalize. The good news was that the massive spell of destruction was costly, and that meant no one on Earth could afford it yet. The bad news was that the protection spell was even more expensive, and no one on Earth could afford it either.  
 
    Yeah, not helping, idiot. 
 
    Unable to do anything about the larger problem Rocky scanned back to weak level and searched for the term destruction spells. While numerous options did appear, each one he delved into further revealed that it was, at largest, able to target a city. Still worrisome but at least the destructive capability of spells of this nature fell drastically through the ranks.  
 
    Seeing all the options was even more worrisome. Rocky decided to put those thoughts out of his mind because there was literally nothing he could do about them. Instead, he searched for combat skills. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Displaying 9 items of 9. Scroll down or think next to continue browsing. Use tabs to increase the skill levels of items. Click on item for a more in-depth description, written by the seller. 
  [Weak] / Intermediate / Medium 
  Weak Snipe Shot Skill Scroll – 20 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Backstab Skill Scroll – 24 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Power Strike Skill Scroll – 29 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Blind Skill Scroll – 32 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Stealth Skill Scroll – 35 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Double Strike Skill Scroll – 39 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Arcane Bolt Skill Scroll – 97 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Fireball Skill Scroll – 121 Crystallized Ether 
  Weak Ice Lance Skill Scroll – 125 Crystallized Ether 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was easy to notice they got more expensive as they skewed towards the mage skills. Rocky also noticed a distinct lack of many combat skills, especially considering that they were apprentice ranked. He voiced his findings as another statement hoping that Jesse would answer. 
 
    Surprisingly, Jesse looked pleased. “I carry the most combat skill scrolls of anyone in this particular bazaar. I also happen to know I am the most reasonably priced. To answer your question, it takes a highly skilled individual working with a high ranked scribe to create one of those.” 
 
    The smile on Jesse’s face was broad and proud, but his voice was full of condescension. “You won’t find many Intermediate rank combat skill scrolls because very few high-level combatants wish to hand you a weapon that may hurt them.” 
 
    Although the man didn’t say “imbecile”, Rocky did hear it in his tone. Jesse took another sip of tea and finished, “This collection is a treasure trove of combat scrolls. Trust me!” 
 
    Annoyed with the man’s tone, Rocky simply wanted to be done with him.  
 
    Thinking of his family, Rocky told a lie to ask his most important question, “I have recently lost a party member in a large area and need to find them. Are there any spells you can offer for that? Or is there any way to find out if that person is still alive?” 
 
    The fact that the lie is also true… Don’t think about Sela right now. There is time later to mourn. 
 
    Jesse didn’t need to ponder long. “If you have any item belonging to them—blood, hair, sweat, or an item with a strong enough connection—you could try a Reveal Spell Scroll or perhaps an Uncover Spell Scroll if you believe them to be in hiding. The second spell is more expensive, of course. However, why would she be hiding from her party member,” Jesse finished and then laughed.  
 
    Rocky tried to laugh along with him even though he didn’t find the conversation amusing in the slightest. Rocky then queried the search box for the Reveal Spell scroll option. Rocky didn’t feel like his family would be in hiding. The other problem he had was quite simple. He really didn’t have anything that belonged to his family.  
 
    Except maybe his blood, which would have similarities but would also make the spell target him. For some reason, Rocky really didn’t think that finding himself with a spell was going to provide spiritual enlightenment. It would lighten his purse, though. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Search Result 
  Displaying 3 items of 3. Scroll down or think next to continue browsing. Use tabs to increase skill levels of items. Click on item for a more in-depth description, written by the seller. 
  Reveal 
  Weak Reveal Spell Scroll – 15 Crystallized Ether 
  Intermediate Reveal Spell Scroll – 150 Crystallized Ether 
  Medium Reveal Spell Scroll – 1,500 Crystallized Ether 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak Reveal Spell Scroll 
  Place a belonging or personal essence of the target on the scroll and say activate. The scroll will create a thread binding you to the location of the individual in question. 
  This spell works over a small area. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Each subsequent rank increased the area of the spell it seemed. Rocky, feeling sick to his stomach sighed and said, “What if I don’t have anything belonging to the individual?” 
 
    Jesse narrowed his eyes. “You won’t be able to find the person!”  
 
    Rocky nearly stood up to walk away from the rude, arrogant man, but before he could, Jesse sighed and said, “Look, if you just want the information of if your party member is still alive, you can go to the center square and talk to Azir the Wind Ethereal. He has contacts on most planets with access to the Planetary Systems. He can just have them run a search for the individual's name. If they are alive, he will get a result and inform you the next time you visit.” 
 
    Rocky nodded once like that was all the information he needed on his ‘party member’. Then he purchased a select few items from the merchant. 
 
    Jesse smiled broadly when he was finished choosing. Then he just nodded over each selection once as if this was the most sensible thing in the world.  
 
    Before Rocky walked away, Jesse held up a hand. “I have a list of other shop prices in the bazaar. I do try to keep it up to date as best I can. However, I am sure some prices will have adjusted.”  
 
    When he saw Rocky’s skeptical look, Jesse added, “Please feel free to verify the information. I am just trying to save you too much walking. This is a huge place.” 
 
    Rocky asked a final question, “Do you know where I can have armor unlocked?” 
 
    Jesse raised an eyebrow and looked at the projected image of the armor Rocky was wearing. “You can get the armor identified at the center of the bazaar near the fountain. My suggestion is to go see Lingren. Tell him I sent you.” 
 
    Again, Rocky was left thinking that this merchant was mostly attempting to manipulate him. What were the odds that he sat with an honest merchant from a mythical race on a different planet?  
 
    It didn’t help that Rocky was a typical guy when it came to shopping, walk into a store pick out a piece of fabric that was in his size and seemed like a neutral color. Pay and walk out, no bargaining or haggling needed. 
 
    However, post-apocalypse, Rocky figured the right or wrong purchase now may be the difference between life and death later. 
 
    A short walk later, Rocky approached what he believed to be the center of the bazaar. His suspicions were rewarded with the sound of running water and a view of a large fountain depicting numerous races all working together to hold up an object. Upon closer inspection, Rocky thought the metal rings and the small spheres were meant to represent a galaxy.  
 
    Individuals in the center were hawking their wares, all claiming to have the best prices and most exotic merchandise. Something on the far side of the square caught his attention, and so Rocky skirted the middle of the square and made his way directly to the familiar shape of a laser tank.  
 
    Two humanoid creatures stood near the construct. One had a long beard, a barrel chest, and dark gray skin. The other was bald, had teeth too large for its mouth, and light, olive colored skin.  
 
    The olive creature, which Rocky internally called an orc, was standing closer to the tank and was animatedly bragging to the dwarf merchant right beside him. Since they were so loud, Rocky had no trouble listening surreptitiously. 
 
    “… the customers are purchasing the mass-produced stock like it’s a lifeline. I’m telling you, I am set for life if these military types keep coming. Honestly, I have sold three hundred of the mass-produced tanks alone and probably another thousand standard beam rifles.  
 
    The funniest part is that they paid a full ten Crystallized Ether each per gun and one hundred per tank on their first visit. After they found out the real prices weren’t even close to that, I have been forced to sell them for a bit of a discount to make them happy, but I am still set for the whole year off their first visit!” the orc finished. 
 
    The merchant finished laughing and was joined moments later by the other merchant who wiped tears from his face like this line of storytelling had been going on for some time. 
 
    And this is why you don’t trust merchants. This is also interesting as fireball was one hundred twenty-five Crystallized Ether. Either Jesse ripped me off, which is possible, or a skill is worth that much more than one of these tanks. I guess maybe because skills can level up and become that much more powerful? 
 
    Rocky added it to his list to ask Sela and froze for a moment. Then he grimaced before forcefully changing his mood. He couldn’t dwell on his loss of Sela right now. 
 
    Rocky distracted himself by focusing on the somewhat happy feeling that the evil leaders in the military got fleeced at the shop on that first visit. It was short lived because Rocky also felt sick thinking about how he knew that the military was essentially stealing Crystallized Ether from the people of Ottawa to afford this sub-par weaponry.  
 
    Then he realized what the orc’s tone probably meant. What if these weapons weren’t as extremely powerful as they appeared to be. The militia was buying them because they carried a notion left over from Earth a week ago. A lot of people would die if that were the case. 
 
    Groaning, Rocky realized he had to find out if the weapons were sub-par. Wouldn’t a laser tank do just as much damage to whatever it hit, even if the target was stronger and had more health?  
 
    He decided during one of the next conversations, he would try to bring it up. Either way, he put it near the top of the list. Looking at the magazine Jesse had given him, he flipped the pages to find pictures of merchants on every second page.  
 
    The pictures were accompanied by names, and lists of their goods followed. Rocky was surprised to see a column called listed price and beside that column was another column labeled fair price.  
 
    Maybe Jesse was a good guy after all.  
 
    Rocky continued flipping pages until he recognized the green-skinned merchant. A candid picture of Dorb’s smiling face didn’t do him any favors. 
 
    Scanning the list, he didn’t have to go far to see that a mass-produced beam rifle was usually sold in bulk, fifty guns for five crystals, and tanks were similar at ten units for fifty crystals. That wasn’t even the worst part; in the fair price column, Jesse had them listed for half again the asking price.  
 
    Rocky face-palmed, both exasperated and relieved he wasn’t facing an army equipped with double the number of tanks. If that were the case, the dictator of this militant group probably would have dispensed with subtlety already and enslaved anyone in the Ottawa area. The prices rose steeply, and a fair amount for a Massacre Ether Infused Assault Rifle was six hundred crystals. 
 
    This one weapon is more potent than an army of tanks? 
 
    Rocky clenched his hand and scanned the book, noticing that it was in alphabetical order by the merchant. What a handy piece of reading material Jesse had given him. Deciding that Jesse was at least more trustworthy than Dorb, he flipped alphabetically to Azir the Windseeker.  
 
    He found a picture of a creature wrapped in black clothes which covered his entire face other than the glowing, green eyes staring back at him. Feeling a little disturbed by the picture, Rocky next found Lingren whose image was of a stern-looking elf.  
 
    In most ways, Lingren looked near identical to Jesse—delicate features, tanned skin, and pointed ears. Rocky tilted his head, trying to see the difference and may have even thought they were brothers but knew he hadn’t been around these new races long enough to begin picking out distinctions.  
 
    Circling the fountain, he found Lingren first. The elf was sitting cross-legged on a green blanket, looking severe and mid-discussion with a four-foot-tall, rainbow-colored lizard creature. The creature was speaking very softly, and Lingren was nodding at points.  
 
    As Rocky made his way closer, the lizard stopped speaking and turned to him before scampering away. He was still fifteen feet distant from Lingren, and Rocky’s eyes shot wide, followed by his customary head tilt. The confusion on his face would have been enough to let anyone know he wasn’t trying to eavesdrop.  
 
    Lingren only shook his head and sighed. “Don’t worry, lad. I am assuming that this is your first time seeing an Iridescent Kobold?” 
 
    Rocky just nodded dumbly, and Lingren motioned him to keep approaching. Then he continued, “Don’t worry, she is waiting for the coast to be clear again and she will be back. Typically, it takes a week to finish business dealing with the shy creatures. So far it has been about three with that one. She is extra suspicious and extremely easy to scare. It is not your fault. I assume you were looking for me?” 
 
    The abrupt change in the topic made Rocky jerk his head around, and he blurted out, “Jesse sent me!” He still felt out of sorts from chasing away a customer.  
 
    Lingren eyes widened briefly, and he seemed to get a glint in his eyes that to Rocky looked like amusement. Cheeks flushing, Rocky began again, “Hello, Lingren, my name is Rocky, and Jessibeer told me to ask for you.”  
 
    This produced a nod from Lingren and two teacups. As Lingren poured tea into the cups, Rocky sat down on the green blanket, wondering if everyone got tea when they visited. The kobold didn’t have a cup, or if it did, it left with the thing.  
 
    The aroma of deep woods after rain mixed with honeydew melon and cumin hit Rockey’s nose as the cup was passed over to him. Rocky felt his mouth water at the prospect of trying this delicious smelling brew of tea, especially after the last experience he had with the elven beverage. 
 
    “What is it you seek, adventurer?” Lingren spoke as he handed the cup over. Rocky, who had been about to take a sip, lowered the cup and smiled sheepishly at Lingren. 
 
    For just a moment, Lingren seemed to glance at the magazine that Jesse had given him, but it was so fast that Rocky wasn’t sure. 
 
    “First and foremost, I need to have some of my equipment unlocked, and Jessibear told me that you were the man to see?” Rocky made it a question inclination on the last word. 
 
    “Yes, I can remove the block placed on items acquired from monster drops. I usually charge five crystals and subsidize it for a discount if the individual sells the equipment to me. However, I am assuming you got into Jesse’s good graces, and he gave you that silly magazine of his?”  
 
    The way Lingren emphasized the name made Rocky realize he should stop butchering the pronunciation and just use the shortened version. Upon Rocky’s confirmation of the receipt of the magazine, Lingren smiled for the first time.  
 
    “An honest individual. It is a pleasure to meet you, Rocky. Jesse has the fair price listed at four crystals per item so I will do it for two. Just don’t let him know. Otherwise, he might put it in that stupid book. If you could please remove and place the equipment you wish to have unlocked on the choo-sentani between us I can begin.” 
 
    Rocky felt odd about the steep drop in price but, not willing to look a gift horse in the mouth, took off the ring and placed it on the blanket which he assumed was called a choo-sentani. Then he tried to undo the straps on the armor he was wearing.  
 
    The first time he had removed the armor at the lake, he had struggled but now with the accumulated dirt and grime, it was like trying to remove a bra when you were drunk and knew the girl was way out of your league. First, you work with one hand, then you try with two, and then you look for help. Rocky sheepishly looked at Lingren who just shook his head and passed his hands through Rocky’s projected knees. 
 
    Rocky quickly gave up on the breastplate and moved to the boots, deciding he would start with the bottom half and then work his way up. The shoes came off with a bit of a squelch, and Rocky realized he probably should make sure he took his armor off at night from now on.  
 
    Then after some very amusing squirming and writhing, he had his trousers and breastplate laid out on the blanket as well. 
 
    Lingren pulled out his chain which seemed to contain some sort of dried smelling salts and said with a very nasally voice, “I can also offer a cleaning service for an additional one crystal, ewaahh, make that two crystals.” In the middle of his comments, he seemed to almost throw up. Rocky, who couldn’t smell anything out of place, tried to pick up the items and felt his heart fall and his stomach clench when his hands passed through his items.  
 
    Lingren, who hadn’t waited for affirmation, had a white glow begin enveloping his hands before extending in a dome over all of Rocky’s equipment. Rocky wasn’t breathing because he was still expecting his gear to suddenly vanish, followed by Lingren.  
 
    That was when he saw a small blue dot on each piece of equipment. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Equipment owned by Rockland Barkclay, temporarily transported, locked to the interior of the main shop on the transported planet. This item cannot be transferred to any other seed shop but the seed shop Rockland Barkclay currently occupies. Aboo-Akai Fair Trade Waiver; Section G; Clause 45.1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky felt his lungs relax and his heart start beating naturally again after reading the memo affixed to his gear. Somehow, the aboo-akai could gauge his intentions and act accordingly. More questions seemed to be coming up faster than he could have them answered.  
 
    Lingren spoke one single word when the light began to brighten considerably, “Clean.” Then the glow that, moments ago, seemed like it may get bright enough to cause eye problems diminished and sunk into the armor and ring laid out on the choo-sentani.  
 
    “It will take a moment to work the filth out of the leather. It may need a second casting, honestly.” Lingren still had the smelling vial out and was holding it just below his head, between him and the offending armor. “While it works, would you like to browse my selection or speak of anything?” 
 
    Thinking of his immediate situation, in a seed shop surrounded by equipment bought at this bazaar, Rocky asked, “What is the difference between my armor you are cleaning and unlocking versus other armors?” 
 
    Lingren's eyes widened, and his lips forming a small O shape before gaining control and chuckling. He then asked rhetorically, “You don’t ask for much, do you? Just for the hottest discussed issue of the millennia.” Lingren chose to pause here and sip his tea, seeming to prepare for an extensive explanation, so Rocky let him collect his thoughts and tried his own tea.  
 
    It was everything he could do not to spit it out. It tasted like pine trees, and unfortunately, in his eagerness, he had taken a full mouthful of the vile concoction. Slowly spitting the tea back into the cup and disguising it as another sip, Rocky purged his mouth of the liquid if not the taste. 
 
    Luckily, Lingren took his mind off the taste a moment later. “Despite the claim that people have created something new and unique, all equipment can be traced to three categories: Technological, Ether-Infused, and Ether Tech.  
 
    The first depends on the quality of components used and ranges from cheap metal to scarce and expensive metals. In each case, combining these materials with higher or lower quality assembled shells, nanobots, and other technology will result in a far stronger or weaker item. Technological armor relies entirely on the tensile strength of the material to mitigate damage. Technological weapons rely on the grade of slugs used or the core and energy output to deal damage to objects and individuals.” 
 
    A deep breath later, Lingren moved on to the next type, “Ether-Infused armor is named such because it is infused with more Ether than the material would naturally hold. For example, this leather armor you see here,” he motioned at Rocky’s three-piece set, “is likely Ether-Infused.  
 
    The leather has been infused with Ether. Simply put, it uses that Ether to power enchantments that are laid onto the material. The more damage it takes, the more Ether it uses in enchantments and the weaker the effects of the armor become. Weapons do the same but use the Ether stored in the item to increase destructive power.  
 
    Both weapons and armor slowly recharge pools from ambient Ether between combat. They can also be recharged directly from the owner’s personal stores.” 
 
    This time, he paused before moving on to the last subject. Eyes studying his equipment, Rocky assumed this was the most complicated based off of the name. While waiting, Rocky raised the glass to his lips and almost took another sip of the awful tea, but he closed his lips tight around the glass at the last second, barely managing to avoid the awful taste which was just now beginning to dissipate. 
 
    Holy shit, that was a close call. I really would have to spit it through him. 
 
    Lingren recast Clean another time, finally stowing the necklace back under his tunic. 
 
    “The last type is a combination of the two,” Lingren finished lamely with a shrug. “It indeed has the most enormous amount of types of armor and varying functions. I don’t want to give you a general description because Ether Tech is terrific, extremely versatile, and different depending on what you want. It is usually also the most expensive and widely considered to be the best.” 
 
    The subject clearly over, as well as the cleaning, Lingren’s hands began to glow a vivid blue that seemed to grow darker and more profound in complexity the longer he channeled his spell. The dome extended down and once again seeped into the now resplendently cleaned armor. It flowed into all the joints and stitching, seeming to explore every single millimeter of its surface.  
 
    The magic seemed to become opaque and rippled over the surface of the leather like a wave a few times before finally stilling to a pond on a windless day. Eventually, the magic thinned and sunk into the leather.  
 
    Rocky only knew it was finished because, suddenly, the blue dot was gone, and when he reached out his hand to try to figure out what happened, Rocky was suddenly touching his armor. Relief washed over him, followed by excitement; he could finally figure out what his armor did. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chimera Knight’s Leather Chest Piece 
  Ether Pool level: Large 
  Current Ether Pool Level: Empty (Refilling) 
  Ether effects: Protection, Automatic Repair, stat Link 
  Protection 2 
  Ether Pool will be used to directly reduce melee damage to any area covered by this armor. Magical damage requires three times the amount of Ether from Ether Pool to reduce damage. Damage reduced up to 25%, depending on the strength of the blow. This effect can be increased by having an enchanter increase the rank of the enchantment. 
  Automatic Repair 
  Armor will mend itself as long as the Ether Pool is not empty. If the Ether Pool is empty and the Armor is destroyed, it will forever be lost. Repairs are made at a speed of 1% per hour. 
  Stat Link 1 
  Stat Link is a unique Ether Enchantment and creates a link between the owner of this armor and his Chimera. The owner’s stats increase by 3% of Chimera’s total stats. This link only works if the owner of this armor has a Chimera as a pet and if the pet is within range of the enchantment. This effect can be increased by having an enchanter increase the rank of the enchantment. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chimera Knight’s Leather Leggings 
  Ether Pool level: Large 
  Current Ether Pool Level: Empty (Refilling) 
  Ether effects: *Protection 2 (20%)*, *Automatic Repair*, Strength and Speed of Arms 1  
  Strength and Speed of Arms 1 
  The Ether in these leggings will bolster two of your stats. Strength and Agility will be increased by five each. This effect can be increased by having an enchanter increase the rank of the enchantment. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chimera Knight’s Leather Boots 
  Ether Pool level: Large 
  Current Ether Pool Level: Empty (Refilling) 
  Ether effects: Protection 2 (10%), Automatic Repair, Noise Dampening  
  Noise Dampening 1 
  These boots will use the Ether pool at a minimal level to reduce all noise made by the wearer. This effect works on wearers intention and does not affect speech or purposeful sounds exuded by the owner. Noise reduced by 25%. This effect can be increased by having an enchanter increase the rank of the enchantment. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Lingren was watching Rocky with squinting eyes. Rocky felt his pulse jump back up because he thought that Lingren saw the same notifications as him. He quickly stored the armor in his bag of holding. 
 
    “That good?” Lingren asked with an obvious falling face. “Can I do anything else for you? 
 
    Rocky’s eyebrow jumped up in confusion and was about to browse his wares when he saw a glint still sitting on the blanket. Rocky smiled; he had almost forgotten about the ring. When he picked it up, Lingren returned to sitting patiently, seeming to have forgotten about the ring also in the intervening time since it was placed on the choo-sentani. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ring of the Amalgam 
  This ring was created when four creatures were fused together to create Skandranon: The Algonquin Chimera. This ring was the core they fused around. 
  Soul Link 5 
  If the owner of this ring has an amalgam as a pet, this ring will create a soul link between them. Soul link allows the owner and pet to communicate telepathically (when in range), feel each other’s location, and send out distress signals that can be perceived no matter the distance. Soul link will also link the pet’s soul to its owner, allowing a deceased pet to resurrect at the owner’s location. Resurrection can take days or years depending on the Ether concentration of the area and Ether required to revive the pet. Resurrection can only be used once every ten years. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Bringing up resurrection made Rocky’s head swim and his face pale. Was it possible to resurrect people if they had died? He would have to look through Jesse’s book later for any spell scrolls or skills. Regardless, Rocky quickly slipped the ring onto his finger and then searched through the inventory that Lingren had available. 
 
    In the end, Rocky purchased ten sets of nano weave under armor. After the haggling, each piece was just a single Crystallized Ether, which was just under the listed fair price. The under armor was extremely versatile. They even could slightly repair any damage to themselves over time and would continuously clean the wearer and the armor being worn over it.  
 
    It further could protect from flames, cold, mitigate corrosive substances, and even had a half mask that could be engaged to cover up to just below the eyes. This mask would filter any toxins in the air, removing airborne poison, gases, fire smoke, and the like. Rocky bought ten, so he could give one to each of the children and, hopefully, his family members. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Nano Weave Under Armor 
  This versatile piece of fashion is worn by most serious adventures who get sick of replacing torn and bloodied clothes. Nano Weave Under Armor has a low-grade Ether converter which will allow the nanobots stored to continually repair and clean. If the Ether converter is damaged, this process will fail. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The rest of the armor that Rocky could afford and Lingren offered was at best on par with what he had found on Skandranon. The cheapest piece of any armor type was twenty crystals for a pair of Technological Gloves, and they were extremely weak when compared to the gear he had lucked into. Lingren also didn’t sell any helmets that weren’t extremely uncomfortable. While Rocky figured it would be a foolish way to die, all of the helmets he could afford cut off his field of vision so drastically, he was scared to wear it in any sort of combat.  
 
    So, he didn’t buy gloves or a helmet, feeling that this restriction would be more dangerous than not wearing the helmet in the first place. The expensive Ether Tech helmets could essentially provide three hundred sixty degrees of vision, thus preventing this problem, but they were way out of his price range starting at over three hundred fifty crystals. 
 
    When Rocky completed his purchase, he was rewarded with ten dark black balls of metal. Picking one up, he noticed it felt smooth like nylon. It also had small, metallic scales adorning its surface that glinted in the light.  
 
    There were tiny fish like scales that sat perfectly around and on top of each other leaving no openings. Lingren informed him all he had to do to equip the clothing was press the ball to his chest, and the nanobots would do the rest. 
 
    A moment later, Rocky was wearing a skin-tight, semi-metallic, one-piece suit. It felt like compression wear that covered his body up to his eyes. Lingren pointed to his face, which was covered and then pointed to Rocky’s ear before informing Rocky that the button to lower the mask was his right ear.  
 
    When the suit had first gone on and covered his mouth, Rocky had felt like it was trying to suffocate him, but since then he had realized that he didn’t feel the least bit of difficulty breathing. In fact, it felt so natural he was considering wearing it as often as possible.  
 
    Rocky glanced at his ratty clothes which were pocked and scarred and decided they weren’t needed anymore. He quickly removed the scraps and placed them into his inventory and thus was left standing in just the under armor. Rocky studied the new clothing and felt his breath catch; his muscles were easily as defined if not more so than when he was at the peak of his basketball career.  
 
    Suddenly self-conscious, Rocky sat back down, face flushing. It was just surprising to see new muscles in places where he wasn’t expecting.  
 
    Do you think that there is a personal trainer out there marketing this new exercise routine and meal plan? 
 
    That thought made Rocky pause because it wasn’t funny. It literally had been introduced to every human on the entire planet. Not even introduced so much as forced upon everyone if they wanted to live. Feeling his mouth sour over the whole experience, he shook his head and finally got back to his agenda.  
 
    A quick glance at the sun told Rocky his time in the shop was coming to an end; he needed to get out of here before the sun rose on Earth, or he would be painfully obvious. 
 
    Again, Rocky fibbed the best he could, “Lingren, I have just recently been allowed to start venturing out on my own. While I was somewhat trained in the ways of Ether, I was wondering if you know of any libraries or books that can be read or purchased, books to help someone better understand the Planetary Systems and Ether?” 
 
    The shopkeeper looked puzzled before he pulled out a small piece of transparent material shaped into a rectangle. Before Rocky’s eyes, he began unfolding it until he was holding a paper-thin screen.  
 
    Lingren motioned to it and spoke, “This is called a textbook, and it can access any available written book through Ether. You need to purchase some of the books, and you do need to summon the data using your personal Ether pool. It will then work in a similar way to the aboo-akai and transmit the information to the textbook.”  
 
    The man pointed at the walls around them, “Unfortunately, it does not have the translate feature of the aboo-akai. So you need to be careful what books you purchase. There are numerous books in dead languages that no one understands. That magazine, for example, is written in Aretrean most likely, but because it is a hard copy and you are inside the shop, it has translated it for you. 
 
    However, this device will not be affected by the aboo-akai because the book is not physically in the shop. You have downloaded it on to a technological device which is in the shop, but the translation feature can only work on physically present written work.” 
 
    Curious, Rocky asked if he could look through the textbook for a moment. Lingren placed the tablet-like device on the choo-sentani, and Rocky noticed that the blanket affixed the note stating it belonged to Lingren. Rocky took a moment to study the blanket and assumed the sheet was a specialized object that shopkeepers could buy to aid in conventional procedures. 
 
    Tilting his head, Rocky picked up the textbook and began to attempt to navigate its screens. Unfortunately, the very first problem was that the first page had a list of unfamiliar letters, hieroglyphics, pictures, dots, lines, and numbers. If this worked anything like technology from earth, it was asking him to choose his language.  
 
    Rocky grimaced because he only knew two languages from earth and so was scrolling through the list ready to give up. That’s when he reached a bunch of options that were grayed out. Each of the grayed-out options seemed to be more familiar than the ones that came before. Instead of a bunch of foreign, almost alien-like characters, Rocky, with a heat rising in his chest, could have sworn he saw languages that may have been Hebrew, Mandarin, and Cantonese.  
 
    As he continued to scroll, he came across two words he was sure of. Both had the classic alphabets he was used to seeing. One was German, and the other was English. Seeing as he was a natural English speaker, he chose that option, and the device moved to the next page, which was now wholly distinguishable.  
 
    Rocky felt his face curl into a triumphant smile when he realized that he had found Earthen languages. Forcefully calming himself, Rocky tried not to show his excitement because he needed something he could delve into for more information. This device would allow him to begin at the beginning of this new system and give him a place to search for answers to his myriad of common questions, but if he let on how bad he needed it…  
 
    That is as long as it has books written in English? Fingers crossed. 
 
    The fact that Sela had come from Earth but from a time long ago made him think it was probable. Rocky placed the textbook back on the choo-sentani and looked up to Lingren. “How much?” 
 
    Reaching back out and picking up the device, Lingren smiled. “I can…” he trailed off and shook his head, looking exasperated. “Why would you put it to this setting. Now I have to reset it.” Rocky, who wasn’t sure what he meant just raised an eyebrow. Lingren, upon seeing Rocky’s expression, continued, “Sorry, sorry I will reset it back to factory settings for you. In any case, as I was saying, I can sell this to you for ten crystals.” 
 
    Rocky pulled out the magazine and scrolled to Lingren’s page. The book didn’t have the textbook listed on his page, and Rocky looked up questioningly. Lingren just shook his head. “This device is common, so common, in fact, that most merchants carry one. Most individuals own one, even if they have never read it. It's better to have a guide to a problem if you need it than need one and not have it.” 
 
    Rocky, who now was scrolling other merchants randomly, was unable to find textbook listed in anyone’s wares. Feeling completely vulnerable, Rocky pitiably asked, “Ten crystals seems high?” 
 
    Lingren didn’t budge on the price, and Rocky left his shop having spent a total of eighteen Crystallized Ether, which bought him the ten suits and the textbook. Knowing he could get more farming monsters and golems helped assuage his inner greed menagerie but only slightly. Purchasing utilitarian objects was always going to be difficult for his inner miser.  
 
    Rocky tried to assuage his hoarding hamster with his hope he could one day make this stuff or produce it in his Territory. At least then if he bought the much-needed gear, the crystals would be used to make more powerful equipment for his region. At current, he felt like he was helping someone else get stronger. 
 
    The last useful piece of information that Lingren gave him was when they were parting ways. Lingren quietly said, “Come to revisit me. I am here every day from eight to five.” This simple statement made Rocky look at the sun again and realize that this place wouldn’t always have each shopkeeper available.  
 
    Looking through the magazine a bit more, he noticed that some of the shopkeepers had days and times listed in the corner of their picture page, while others had part-time written in the slot.  
 
    What time was it here? 
 
    Rocky decided he would save that question for another visit. Azir was listed to be here at the same times as Lingren, and he was anxious to get information on his family. So, Rocky now was circling the central square again, looking for the Windseeker. 
 
    Simultaneously, he was scanning the magazine, looking for anything that could be immediately useful. With some input from his penny pincher penguin, Rocky had decided that he would buy the bare minimum on this trip. He looked at the list and hoped he could use it to come back with a more comprehensive shopping list at a later date.  
 
    A few items caught his attention; things like potions that were labeled Health Potion, Ether Draught, and Shortened Sleep Elixir seemed like a must buy. Considering that they were all under two crystals made Rocky’s greed menagerie remain silent. 
 
    During his contemplation, he had found Azir the Windseeker without his brain processing the information. This left Rocky standing, staring at the terrifying green glow of his eyes while he thought. Rocky was probably staring for too long to be considered polite because a voice whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Are you looking for me?” Rocky jumped and looked in the direction of the whisper and found no one there. “Over here.” This time, the whisper was in his other ear, which was odd because that would mean the person who was whispering in his ear was right in front of him.  
 
    Rocky turned his head so fast he gave himself minor whiplash and placed his hand on his neck. Again, he was staring at Azir, but this time, his brain wasn’t distracted. 
 
    “Are you the one whispering in my ear?” Rocky asked as he grimaced in pain. Past Azir’s eyes, there wasn’t a bridge of a nose or anything for that matter, and his entire body looked like a black-clad mummy. Rocky’s eyes shot wide because he was pretty sure he saw the interior side of the wrappings from the back of Azir’s head. 
 
    “Yes, you were standing there looking at me, and I felt it was time to break the silence. It had gotten awkward.” Now that Rocky wasn’t preoccupied, he noticed the whisper seemed to sound like leaves blowing in the wind. 
 
    Rocky pointed to his ear that the noise was coming from and asked, “How are you making it sound like you are whispering into my ear?”  
 
    Azir’s green orbs of light seemed to flash for a moment before the whisper returned, “My people possess no physical body, and without a body, we do not possess vocal cords to create the sounds of speech. Instead, we are all born with an affinity to air, so we simply manipulate the air near a person to make the noises.” Azir shrugged his shoulders at the end, signifying that it was the way it was. 
 
    Rocky felt his skin crawl everytime Azir spoke, so chose to get to the point instead of asking the Windseeker unrelated questions, “I have been told you have contacts on each planet that specialize in finding out if people are alive?” 
 
    The Windseeker nodded and sensing Rocky’s discomfort, sent over a menu box. 
 
    Once Rocky accepted the sharing of the list, he went through it looking for Gaia or Earth in a desperate hope that the Windseeker’s allies were already on the planet. Unfortunately, as Rocky’s clenched gut had unconsciously been telling him since hearing about the services this black mummy provided, there was no Gaia or Earth listed. 
 
    Due to how recently Ether had returned to Gaia. This man had yet to get any agents into Gaia’s Planetary System. Rocky had distantly figured this would be the case but had refused to acknowledge the thought because he couldn’t give up on his family. Now, it would seem his last option was to search manually for them or sneak into that fortress. 
 
    Both options were unappealing, and yet Rocky was going to try for one if not both possibilities until every avenue was exhausted. His family was the most essential part of his life, and even though he was in a completely foreign world, they were always going to be a top priority.  
 
    Suddenly sweating, Rocky closed the window, thanked Azir for the help, and strode away. Upon realizing nothing in the shop was going to help him locate his family, he was instantly in a hurry to get out of the Aretrin Bazaar and to the suburb they lived in. He would search every school in that area every night if it meant finding them. 
 
    A few moments later, a still sweating Rocky found the apothecary—the lady who sold potions. Her name was Trixie, and she was about half the size of a typical human. Trixie had human-like features but was also entirely different in a few ways.  
 
    Her hair was fluorescent yellow, her eyes far too large for even her disproportionately large head, and her cheeks maintained a perpetual flush as if she was always happy. The gnome, as Rocky chose to call her, lost her smile when Rocky fought her pricing down far below what Jesse’s book listed as fair. 
 
    “So you want ten of each of the Ether Draught, Health Potions, and Shortened Sleep Dilution, and you are just willing to pay three crystals total. That won’t be possible. The lowest I can give them to you is five crystals, and that’s almost at a loss for me,” Trixie said in an affronted tone like Rocky was physically hurting her by asking for lower prices. 
 
    Rocky smiled because that meant he was paying a full ten crystals under what the book would have totaled the fair price. It turned out that each of the potions was precisely what they had seemed to be by their name.  
 
    While she had lots of other potions with varying effects, ranging from meal replacements to the ability to breath underwater, Rocky had decided on only getting the absolute basics this trip. He said, “Deal,” and quickly handed over the crystals, receiving the vials in turn. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Health Potion (Diluted) – Restoration 
  This potion will restore 200 Health Points over 13 seconds but will not stack with any other Restoration Potion. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ether Draught (Diluted) – Restoration 
  This potion will restore 50 Ether to your personal pool over 25 seconds but will not stack with any other Restoration Potion. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shortened Sleep Dilution (Diluted) – Effect 
  This potion will reduce the amount of sleep needed to feel fully rested by 78%. This potion will lose effectiveness for each subsequent day it is consumed. To lose the diminishing effect, get a full night of natural sleep. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky had chosen the last so he could spend more time each day searching for his family and training during the sunlight hours. He currently felt wide awake but knew that was probably because of his adrenaline. 
 
    “Have a good day, Rocky,” Trixie said rather stiffly before brightening again as if she just thought of something. “Also, any plants you pick from your world, bring them to me, and I will let you know if they are valuable, or you can purchase the Journeyman Herbalist skill from me for five crystals.” 
 
    Rocky shook his head, having already purchased a scroll for Apprentice Herbalist from Jesse, and it was only one Crystal. Rocky instead said, “Thank you for the offer, but I am more interested in your skill in Alchemy.” Trixie waved her hand in a clear dismissal, her mouth firming into a tight line, and Rocky got the hint. He left the tent with a shrug. 
 
    Worth a shot. 
 
    There wasn’t a scroll listed in Jesse’s inventory for any production skills, only gathering type professions. Trial and error or self-study would be the only way to get a profession it seemed. 
 
    His gut was telling him he had to get out of the shop soon if he was going to beat the sunrise. It was actually screaming at him to leave right this instant, but he unfortunately didn’t know how. He quickly recapped his purchases from Jesse while approaching a random free vendor to ask for help.  
 
    In exchange for thirty-eight Crystallized Ether from Jesse he received. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak Stealth Skill Scroll  
  Teaches the Apprentice rank of the ability to manipulate the light and Ether around you. This scroll with grant Apprentice Stealth Level 1. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak Herbalist Skill Scroll 
  Teaches the Apprentice rank of the ability to determine plant properties. At Apprentice rank, herbalists can tell if a plant will be useful, poisonous, or trash. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak Mining Skill Scroll 
  Teaches the Apprentice rank of the ability to mine precious metal. At the Apprentice rank, miners can determine likely locations for veins of ore. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak Tracking Skill Scroll 
  Teaches the Apprentice rank of the ability to locate and determine the direction of tracks in the wilderness. At the Apprentice rank, trackers can find tracks left by large game. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once he arrived at the free merchant, Rocky hurriedly asked the man how he was supposed to leave the shop. The man laughed at him uproariously and called over friends who joined in the laughing.  
 
    A few embarrassing minutes later of multiple vendors laughing at him, it turned out it was as easy as thinking leave. 
 
    Celestial feces. LEAVE! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Blinking rapidly against the change, Rocky was suddenly in an electronically lit room inside of the seed shop. The room was a sliver, like a piece of a pie. It tapered on one end to a point and had a rounded edge and ceiling on the other. He took a quick moment to learn all the new scrolls and take stock of his new skills.  
 
    Pulling out the scrolls, he crumpled them one by one, activating the magic within, and he suddenly knew. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Stealth! 
  Current rank Weak-Stealth Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Weak-Stealth  
  Level 1 
  Use your own internal Ether to manipulate the surrounding light waves and Ether to hide your presence. 
  Ether cost: 10 personal Ether per second. Increased by the amount of noise made.  
  Symbiosis: 
  Weak-Sneak: Decreased by 1% per level. 
  Dark Ether: Reduces cost by 90% on the value after initial deductions. 
  Dark Cloak: Reduces the Ether cost of this skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Cloak 
  Convert your inner dark Ether to create a fog that cloaks you, notifies you of danger, and protects you from magic. 
  Ether cost: 15 personal Ether per second. Increased by the size of the fog.  
  Symbiosis: 
  Decreased by 90% if used in conjunction with a Stealth Skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Tracking! 
  Current rank Weak-Tracker Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Herbalist! 
  Current rank Weak-Herbalist Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Miner! 
  Current rank Weak-Miner Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 16 
  Health Pool: 200/200 
  Ether Pool: 190/190 
  Class: Apprentice-Dark (Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Dark Mending, Dark Blade, Dark Cloak 
  You have 0 stat points and 0 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  *20* (Strength of Body) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  *24* (Strength of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  27 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  25 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  19 (+2) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  22 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  24 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 10 (+2) 
  Combatant 5 (+4) 
  Stealth 1 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 14 (+1) 
  Sneak 21 (+2) 
  Perception 10 (+8) 
  Camouflage 3 
  Tracking 1 
  Analyze 12 (+2) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 13 
  Butcher 13 
  Mining 1 
  Herbalist 1 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Looking at his skills window and his other skills, Rocky decided he would try to learn new common skills on his own as much as possible. He also slipped on his armor while in the protected room and watched his stats for Strength and Agility jump up five each. 
 
    After reading the skills for Stealth and the new symbiosis, Rocky had also checked Dark Cloak. With some quick calculations, Rocky realized he would be using just above two Ether per second to maintain both of the skills simultaneously.  
 
    While he didn’t know his Ether regeneration rate. Rocky did know it was definitely going to be high enough to increase the duration from the ninety-five seconds of use that his simple math calculated. 
 
    Smiling, Rocky reached up to his ear and allowed his half-mask to cover his lower face, leaving only his eyes and his dark hair visible. Rocky then activated his two skills—Stealth and Dark Cloak.  
 
    A deep breath later, he opened the shop door from the interior and exited into the semi-dark area around the hospital. He was fifty-five Crystallized Ether lighter but hopefully better prepared for the immediate future. 
 
    Boy, was Rocky glad he had Dark Cloak and Stealth active. Instead of running into a patrolling pair of guards, he found himself facing a small, amassed platoon with guns leveled in his direction. The soft hiss and click of the door behind him seemed to be the cue for one of the men to start talking. 
 
    “Hello, stranger. I think it might be a good idea for you to release whatever current skills you are employing. All that darkness makes my militiamen a bit itchy on the trigger.” The man who spoke was standing at the very back of the platoon of men. 
 
    Rocky didn’t answer because currently, his heart was trying to jump out of his chest. Instead, he started looking around for escape routes. The militia, as they were calling themselves, had set up a perimeter with the shop acting as a back wall. They were well organized with two ranks and laser rifles in the hands of each soldier. 
 
    During the scan, Rocky also noticed the four tanks that were behind the personnel and their accompanying turrets were trained in his direction. 
 
    I must have jinxed myself with that thought about tank muzzles. Whyyyyyy? 
 
    “Maybe it would be better if I introduce myself. My name is Corsair, and you have just exited my shop. I am the leader of the militia which protects Ottawa. 
 
    Now, as I have told all the citizens before, access to this shop is by invitation only, and I don’t remember handing out any of those. I am going to give you a count of three to drop your low-level skills and surrender, or I am going to be forced to kill you and ask questions later!” 
 
    Corsair’s voice just screamed depravity to Rocky, and he wanted nothing to do with it. If his assumptions about the militia were correct, then this man could be the one ordering the deaths of survivors. Heart still hammering, Rocky crouched down, quickly having learned through experimentation that his Dark Cloak had a lag in response time. 
 
    He then deactivated Dark Cloak and leaped up and angled backward with all of his significant Strength. His body sailed into the air and above the rounded roof of the shop, which he landed softly upon a moment later. With his high levels of Strength, Agility, and Dexterity, the fifteen-foot-high roof had been a pretty simple leap. 
 
    Down below, the militia still pointed their guns at the black smoke, which hung swirling in the air.  
 
    As Rocky watched, the smoke slowly began to dissipate, but he didn’t stick around to see the ending. Instead, he leaped off the other side of the roof and sprinted out of the electric light of the hospital. 
 
    By looking at his Dark Ether gauge, he was terribly aware of the massive increase in the draw once he had released Dark Cloak. In fact, it had spiked up even more when he was under the floodlights of the hospital. Rocky just barely made it out of the camp and into the high grass before his Ether pool went dry. 
 
    There was a brief moment of fatigue but not the crazy drain that he had experienced when casting a one use skill that caused Ether pool depletion. It would seem that he needed to train Stealth quite a bit more if he planned on using it during daylight or other, less naturally concealing excursions. 
 
    A rage filled scream tore through the morning night sky, and Rocky felt his focus jump up a few more notches when he assumed Corsair had just figured out his ploy. He started moving away as fast as he could without disturbing the long grass. Otherwise, it would be a dead give away to anyone searching for him. 
 
    Rocky was going to need to figure out how best to use Dark Cloak during lighted excursions and daylight hours; its effects on protection and receptive field ability were too valuable to be only useful at night. In addition, it took time to roil and fully cover his body which made it more prudent to activate it before the moment combat began. 
 
    His night wasn’t close to over, and he felt his mind sharpen its focus further. Face impassive, Rocky heard shouts begin echoing from behind him in the direction of the hospital. It would seem he had thoroughly kicked the proverbial hornet’s nest by pissing off the militia leader. He crouched low, further obfuscating the view of him by getting below the top of the grass.  
 
    Distant tank treads began moving with audible clacks, and Rocky knew he was about to have the entire military out in force looking for him in the darkness. A quick glance at his Ether bar told him he had regained close to twenty points since he had bottomed out, but his Ether needed to climb a bit higher before he would be able to activate both skills and make his escape. 
 
    Will I have enough time? Damnit! I didn’t Analyze a single one of the military men or Corsair. I guess a tank muzzle will make your brain skip a few things.  
 
    Rocky continued to move through the grass, careful to avoid any direction he could hear an obvious patrol traveling in. This made it a bit awkward as he struggled to maintain a bearing while weaving through discovered groups. A moment later, he was forced to stop altogether because he could hear noise in nearly every direction. 
 
    “Anything on your end?” a voice called through the dark night. Rocky peaked his head above the grass for a moment and saw three patrols closing in on each other, each one looking rumpled in a way that spoke of being roused out of bed before their regular hours. 
 
    “Nothing, Scott! Honestly, how did one man steal thousands of the city’s Crystallized Ether? If he is that good, how are we supposed to find him and at night, too? This guy is probably a superhero or something!” The second man seemed pissed off about the theft. 
 
    What the hell? I didn’t take anything! 
 
    Rocky attempted to Analyze members from the group but no matter how many times he tried, nothing happened. At first, he thought it was because he didn’t have a clear line of sight through the waving grass, so he risked raising his head a bit higher, hoping to get a bit more information on their relative levels. Unfortunately, he had the same result and was unwilling to risk getting caught by getting closer to figure out if it was a range problem on his Analyze skill. 
 
    “Alright, Richard, calm down. Corsair said he wanted him alive for questioning. I don’t understand either. Why would someone steal the Crystals we were going to use to help them?” the initial man, Scott, responded, sounding extremely confused. 
 
    The patrols had now met up and were each nodding along with the conversation. “Whatever! Just radio it in, Joey. I hope we catch him. I have some questions to ask the smoke ninja!” The group of three patrols each turned a different direction and moved away from each other. 
 
    None of them went in his direction which was back towards the hospital, so he breathed out his held breath and continued skulking through the grass. Those groups seemed to be out here under decidedly false pretenses. 
 
    For the next ten minutes, Rocky ducked and dodged, making very little progress towards Nepean and his family’s suburb. He felt his mind chomping at the bit in frustration, but the good news was that he now had enough Ether to activate his skills and speed up his plodding progress. 
 
    A few moments later, Rocky was traveling at a fast clip, smoothly running at close to thirty kilometers an hour. He could probably sprint quite a bit faster, but he still was trying not to alert anyone of his presence. His progress was even better as he got farther out from the hospital and the patrols had to cover more ground.  
 
    Sneaking out with the light beginning to crest was much less comfortable than coming in had been, mainly because Rocky’s Dark Cloak would soon be a giveaway rather than an advantage. Yet, once he was nearing Nepean, the patrols became so scarce it was almost surreal. 
 
    The militia, while large, didn’t have near enough men to cover an area the size of what Ottawa used to encompass. Rocky assumed they were concentrating their search nearer to the command center of the hospital as well.  
 
    It was anywhere between five and six in the morning because that was a typical time for sunrise in the summer months in this region of the world. Rocky felt his breath catch and had a bit of a panic, noticing that people were going to be setting their schedule with the rising sun.  
 
    Grimacing, he turned off his Dark Cloak because the sun was honestly getting too bright for it to be anything other than a sign pointing right at his position. Then he decided to take the last portion of the trip with the fastest speed he could manage, so Rocky sprinted through the long grass that used to be city buildings, roads, and landmarks. He hoped that anyone who might see signs of his passage would assume it was a monster before connecting the dots to the shop ‘thief’. 
 
    Rocky’s stomach was clenched with worry, worry that he would arrive too late to see the hunting groups that were staying in the schools around Nepean.  
 
    Not to mention his only sense of direction without any roads or landmarks was to put the sunrise at his back and run the opposite way while also veering slightly to his left, which he hoped meant he was traveling southwest. 
 
    Rocky didn’t have Stealth engaged and noticed that his pool was already halfway full. He was still attempting to make less noise to avoid patrols, but he didn’t need to worry. By the time he spotted a landmark he had recognized, he hadn’t seen any additional patrols for quite some time.  
 
    Merivale High School, which looked utterly unmarred by damage, rose out of the long grass, and Rocky veered towards it. This wasn’t the closest school to his house, but it warranted a check. 
 
    He saw a pocket of four small, burning campfires, each one with a metal grate, spit, or people holding sticks circling it. It would seem Rocky had arrived in time for breakfast. Trying not to quell his rising excitement, he slowed his pace, so the grass wasn’t parting around him as viciously.  
 
    Taking a quick peek at his Ether bar, Rocky saw he had managed to regain nearly three quarters, and he felt his breathing get easier knowing he had something in his back pocket. During the run over here, Rocky had confirmed his Ether regen rate was at least high enough to maintain Stealth at a jog, if barely.  
 
    So Rocky re-engaged Stealth and chose to keep the skill active for now while also keeping a close eye on his Ether pool. He hoped that because he was consciously trying not to make a sound, his regen would be more than enough to keep the skill going, perhaps even continue to restore some of his lost Ether simultaneously. 
 
    Despite not immediately seeing any recognizable faces in the group, Rocky continued to stand there and listened to the tired conversation of a man who sat holding a stick of meat over the fire. He attempted to Analyze the man at the fire but again must have been out of range. This time, he saw no harm in attempting to figure out the problem so he crept in closer until the skill returned some information. 
 
    When it finally returned information, Rocky was within fifty meters of the fire and well into the clearing with full line of sight. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jack Greally 
  Level 8 
  Apprentice-Brigand 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I hope we get Joe and his group as escorts today,” Jack said with a touch of complaint in his voice. “I am getting really sick and tired of the escorts who just sit there idly when we fight then take all of those crystals they prize so much at the end of the day. At least Joe’s team helps us fight. I swear, some of the other groups would just let us die if we were in trouble.” 
 
    People nodded at the man’s words, which led Rocky to believe that this sentiment was not contained to the man speaking. This gave Rocky some more information, and as he dreaded most, it wasn’t good. It would seem that Corsair was using a small fraction of bad apples within the larger organization of the militia. 
 
    Rocky was smiling because he was extremely happy to see some discontent among survivors when it came to the militia, especially discontent with certain groups of the military men because it confirmed his theory, but now he was also at a loss as to how to deal with a small group of bad eggs inside of a larger whole.  
 
    Corsair must have formed an inner core, but the other groups were being lied to.  
 
    His smile twisted. Rocky was no expert on spy games or political maneuvering. He really only knew one way of dealing with opponents. That way had been taught over his sports career; you challenged them head on and pit your strength against theirs. This cloak and dagger nonsense was going to be an issue if he stayed, and he momentarily considered just finding his family and leaving. 
 
    A twang of emotion reverberated through Rocky, and he dismissed that idle thought immediately, knowing he couldn’t leave these people to die needlessly if he had a chance of saving them. During his musings, the man had continued talking. 
 
    “The last group of escorts told us that the militia itself was almost fully stocked and that they would start purchasing weapons for survivors soon. The man also hinted at trying to take out that massive golem in the center of the old downtown core.”  
 
    There were a few groans as if Jack had overtaxed this particular conversation already. “You all have heard the rumors too!” he exclaimed, beginning to become animated and gesturing around the group with his meat on a stick. “You have heard that the thing is easily the height of a skyscraper and as thick as two soccer fields.  
 
    That’s why they are buying so many tanks and rifles. They plan to bombard the abomination from range. They say once it’s dead they are going to go after that massive, white crocodile beast.” The rest of the survivors were purposefully ignoring Jack at this point, and his face was growing redder by the moment. 
 
    Jack’s inevitable outburst was saved by the arrival of a tank with two men accompanying it. The man who moments ago appeared to be at risk of bursting the throbbing vein in his forehead jumped to his feet. He underwent a change so drastic, Rocky was reminded of a kid on Christmas. 
 
    “Joe!” Jack said, clearly not paying attention to anything else, as his meat was no longer even above the fire. The man that must have been Joe poked his tired, weary head out from the top of the tank and gave a mock salute before he began climbing out and started greeting everyone by name.  
 
    Rocky’s respect for this man immediately rose higher with these actions. Even in his tired state, he seemed to respect the charges he was sent to protect. Before too long, more people began streaming out of the school to greet the friendly squad leader. This was when face falling Rocky confirmed he didn’t know anyone at the school.  
 
    Not sticking around any longer, a frowning Rocky took off, deciding to try to hurry to the next Nepean safe zone before that group left for the day. He figured the school closest to his old neighborhood might be where his family was and staying still might still get him caught. 
 
    A still sour Rocky arrived at St. Monica Public school just in time to see a large group of fifty plus individuals leaving the schoolyard. The group walked away from the Ottawa River, followed at a considerable distance by a tank and two men. This school was, in fact, the closest school to his family’s suburb and since he knew the direction the group was headed he decided to stop off.  
 
    The suburb didn’t seem to have any indication of life. It was situated in the middle of the greenbelt which made for an extremely fast expanding forest and undergrowth. Some of the houses of the people he knew were gone, and unfortunately, this included his house, his parents’ house, and his sister’s house.  
 
    The fact that some houses still stood suggested that some of the neighbors had picked up their keys early in the catastrophe, but his family wasn’t among those lucky individuals. Rocky felt tears threaten but furiously pushed them down. It didn’t help that the houses that hadn’t walked away were also destroyed. 
 
    Rocky sprinted after the retreating group of survivors, breath coming labored even though he wasn’t physically tired in the least. He desperately prayed that the first sign he had found was an outlier to the actual truth. Repeating prayers to any god over and over, Rocky caught up to the group while in Stealth.  
 
    Rocky first passed the militiamen and the tank but gave them a very wide berth because they may have been the shoot first and ask questions later sort. 
 
    He made a slow circle of the hunting party that was following a lone figure off in the distance. It seemed that the lone figure was in charge of tracking and locating prey for the group. Rocky felt his heart clench when he recognized four faces. Each of the four belonged to a member of the Dungeons and Dragons group he occasionally joined. 
 
    Jeff, Patrick, Phil, and Nick were all walking in a close group, each wearing some sort of protective armor. Armor may have been the wrong choice of words to describe the mismatched hockey equipment they were sporting, but Rocky continued scanning the crowd in desperate hope as frustrated tears came unbidden to his eyes.  
 
    His heart was slowly falling into his boots, and a moment later, gravity had his heart hit rock bottom when he didn’t immediately find the familiar faces of family. It felt all the worse because of the moment of false hope he had when he saw his friends. 
 
    That will teach you to get your hopes up. Suck-it-up. This is still a good thing. 
 
    Rocky felt his mouth curl into a snarl, and he almost screamed in frustration. While there weren’t many women in the group there were a few. He felt that his mother and sister would have been upset with the prospect of being left behind at the school, his brother-in-law even more so. 
 
    That being said, perhaps they had classes better suited to being left at the school? Rocky grasped the small hope and was getting ready to turn around when the tracker ran back to the group, looking extremely worried. 
 
    Rocky, who had been circling a reasonable distance away to avoid any missteps, couldn’t hear what the tracker was saying, but by his body language and gestures, he knew something was wrong.  
 
    Rocky was still too far away to cast Analyze on anyone and cursed himself for delaying getting into range when he had the chance. It was now too late as a shape in the distance which was vaguely humanoid approached the group of survivors who showed no semblance of cohesion. Each survivor began preparing for battle individually until the Dungeons and Dragons group stopped casting doubtful glances at the militiamen and stepped in to start organizing. 
 
    In the end, only two additional men had some sort of piece of equipment acting as a shield. The term shield was loosely applied because they were thick slabs of a front door or an oven door. However, each man held it ready and waiting with minimal sign of fear.  
 
    That left four men total standing ready to meet the approaching creature with the rest of the group separated into melee, casters, and ranged. Two of the frontline shield bearers were Nick and Pat. The distant shape suddenly dropped to a simian gait and continued charging.  
 
    Rocky groaned because he was about to leave but turned back around with dread as he recognized the loping gait he had seen once before. Rocky watched the troll approach and understood that the militiamen were not mobilizing to help. If anything, they were crowding closer to the tank and preparing to flee if things went south. 
 
    Rocky approached that group first, checking the troll’s distance and estimating it to be halfway to the survivors from where it had started but closing fast. The group of militiamen were discussing possible outcomes and placing bets it seemed. 
 
    Fudge nuggets! 
 
    He finally crept close enough to hear their exact points of discussion.  
 
    These guys must be part of Corsair’s inner crew! 
 
    “I bet my meal tonight that the Monika group dies to a man!” the man who was poking his head out of the tank exclaimed. 
 
    “Nah, I think they will overwhelm it with numbers but lose around half of the group!” the second one said, shaking hands and accepting the bet. 
 
    The third and final man leaned back casually against the tank and smugly stated, “Either way, it works out for us. Get ready to retreat if this thing does kill all of them.” 
 
    Rocky felt his jaw muscles clench and his teeth grind as he thought fast, glancing at the troll who was nearly on top of the group of four men with shields. He had seen a troll in action before and felt like the first man was more likely to be right, but he had to do something.  
 
    First, this was probably his best lead to his family, if they weren’t in St. Monika’s Public School. Second, these fudge nuggets were seriously going to let a group of humans die right in front of them when it was these very humans who had probably supplied the crystals to buy their weaponry.  
 
    Rocky detached himself from emotion in a way he had learned through sports psychology and put together a plan which would at least protect his identity from one of the two sides. Just as he loosened his sword from the scabbard, a massive crash sounded across the trampled long grass.  
 
    The troll had joined this three-way, even if everyone else thought it was just two sides. Rocky was about to go balls deep into this fray. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    
    
      
      	  Richard Garth 
  Apprentice-Soldier 
  Level 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Terry Brock 
  Apprentice-Ranger 
  Level 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Patrick Fyss 
  Apprentice-Hussar 
  Level 7 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Already moving, Rocky used Analyze on the run, which popped up names and levels above the heads of each individual. It was a pretty handy piece of functionality he would have to remember in the future. 
 
    A masked Rocky closed the thirty meters in a second and leaped directly at the back of the hussar who was poking his head out of the top of the tank. Rocky had decided, even before the Analyze, that this man would be the hardest to dispatch if this ambush turned into an extended fight. If he entered his tank, Rocky wasn’t sure he could dig the man out. 
 
    Rocky was not willing to kill these men. Logically, he knew it was not the right choice, but he could still feel that beast inside himself. He was hesitant to open the cage again, unsure if he would ever be able to close it. Regardless, he chose to try to incapacitate the poop sticks and question them later. 
 
    That’s why Rocky used the pommel of his sword to bash the hussar in the back of the head, just under his military helmet. The weighted hilt struck right where the spine met the bottom of the skull. The force of the blow made the man’s head shoot forward as it attempted to rip itself off of the neck which had held it aloft its entire life. His upper body and shoulder followed a moment later, and a loud ringing was heard as his waist acted as a fulcrum and slammed the front of his helmet into the top of the tank. Rocky had tried to adjust his Strength so he didn’t sever the spinal column, but he had no idea what his power was compared to any of these men.  
 
     As soon as Rocky had jumped at the man, he had activated Dark Cloak. 
 
    The noise immediately alerted the other two militiamen, who reacted as slow as syrup in the winter but still turned to see what had made the jarring ping. What the men saw was a face half covered by a black mask and a body being slowly covered in dark smoke leaping at their position.  
 
    The demon of a figure was departing the body of their downed squad leader. Men with more courage would have struggled to unshoulder the laser weaponry. These two soldiers added new stains to their uniforms before Rocky viciously turned the lights out with blows to the side of each of their heads. 
 
    The group of three was dealt with in seconds, so Rocky took a moment to procure the laser rifles from the two downed militiamen and then sprinted into the fray of the survivors. Rocky turned off Dark Cloak, leaving it a few steps from where he had incapacitated the three men.  
 
    Rocky pursed his lips behind his mask and hoped that these survivors wouldn’t attack him as an enemy. He doubted any of them had been able to see him take out the three militiamen but worried all the same. Just in case, he initiated Stealth again so it would be a harder mistake to make. 
 
    As he sprinted past the back line of combat, he dropped the two laser rifles beside his friends. The two men, Phil and Jeff, only had two crossbow bolts left but that was only because of conservation.  
 
    Instead of firing every arrow as fast as they could, it seemed they were trying to empower each shaft with a skill before releasing it at the troll. Whatever they were doing was the only reason the four shield wielders weren’t already down. 
 
    One of the two fired arrows that dripped with a green, viscous solution that seemed to appear out of nowhere as he channeled Ether into the crossbow bolt. The other’s shaft seemed to warp the space it occupied. Each time the one with the viscous solution hit the troll, which had just happened moments ago, the troll seemed to slow noticeably for a few seconds.  
 
    This gave the two remaining tanks an extra split second, allowing them to dodge its dangerous fists. The second arrow would stop the creature dead for a moment. However, even with all the bolts and other projectiles puncturing the troll’s hide Rocky could tell this battle was about to take a turn. 
 
    At current, the survivors were throwing everything and the kitchen sink at this monster, but it was just healing the damage. Then renewed, the troll was attempting to swing massive fists at the two remaining shielded men. This terribly resilient creature had already removed two of the survivor’s tanks in the time it had taken Rocky to get in range.  
 
    Still on the run, Rocky took a moment to Analyze the troll as he entered range. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Plains Troll 
  Level 27 
  Journeyman-Fist 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Eyes narrowing, Rocky was glad to see it wasn’t as high level as the first troll, but he wasn’t sure what the difference in Class meant or what the difference in levels would actually equate to. One thing was certain; Rocky was sure the Journeyman class rank was not a good thing, especially if he had chosen a rank up that retained stat points from Apprentice rank.  
 
    Now that Rocky was closer, he could make out bone protrusions jutting from the troll’s knuckles, and he shivered involuntarily. He considered using a Dark Blade to try to attack the dangerous melee creature from range but two problems jumped to the front of his mind. First, Dark Blade wasn’t overpowered as shown by the samurai knocking the blow aside with ease. Rocky had noticed that upping the power did make it slightly stronger, but mostly, it got more widespread, so he was hesitant to use it now. This creature was under fire from near on forty people and was just ignoring all of the magical and ballistic damage. The second problem was that at least ten people were easily within range of his skill. He couldn’t risk using it if it would kill any of the St. Monika survivors. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was at this moment that Phil and Jeff ran out of crossbow bolts and had to switch to the dropped laser rifles. The two archers each let up fire for a moment, and it cost Nick. Nick managed to get his oven door up between him and the powerful fist, but the strength behind the strike buckled his shoulder and flung him away from the impact.  
 
    Screaming, Nick sailed five feet before touching down in a tumble of limbs that cut off his scream and lasted another ten feet as his tangled body finally came to a stop. Rocky cursed as it took him a few extra precious seconds to close with the creature. These extra few seconds were because he moved to the monster’s back. As the animal pulled back an arm to throw another deadly haymaker, Rocky hastily struck from Stealth, not wanting to let it attack again.  
 
    He had already leaped into the air a moment earlier and had easily vaulted the fifteen feet to the hunched creature’s head. Unfortunately, the position of the arm that was pulled back protected the skull from his angle of attack, so Rocky was forced to choose the left shoulder joint and committed himself to the strike with a grunt, trying to solidify his wrists just enough so the blade didn’t turn.  
 
    Again, Rocky reactivated Dark Cloak the instant he committed to the attack and exited Stealth. It mostly worked. He managed to cut through more than half of the limb, which included the shoulder joint, but once his blade had met bone, it had encountered a significant amount of resistance and twisted in his too tight grip.  
 
    This did have the desired effect of “disarming” the troll, mostly because the remaining flesh Rocky hadn’t cut through acted as a lever, and the arm slumped away from the troll’s shoulder which then healed in two separate parts. Even a troll can’t operate an appendage with sheared nerves and no brain signals. Unfortunately for Rocky, because he didn’t cut through the arm entirely, his blade healed inside of the wound, and his grip on the hilt left him dangling in the air. 
 
    Snarling, Rocky yanked on his sword but was forced to leave it in the wound as the troll screamed and torqued its abdomen, delivering a right hook. Again, he couldn’t avoid the strike mid-air, and he watched as the bony knuckles sped towards him. 
 
    You’d think I would take better mental notes! 
 
    Was all Rocky could internalize before a massive fist crashed into his chest. As the fist entered the smoke, mere feet away from him, he felt the cloak slightly shift his position. It didn’t turn the blow or move him enough to avoid it.  
 
    Instead, it adjusted him minutely, so the bone knuckles hit him square in the chest instead of in the face. Rocky, who thought it was pointless either way, was making peace with his immediate demise when instead of turning to a red mist as Rocky had assumed would happen, he felt multiple ribs cracking, and his body was violently tossed to the left of the troll, following the path of its hook. 
 
    Breath held, Rocky knew he only had a moment before the pain of the ribs caught up to him and so used Dark Mend as quickly as possible. The skill activated, and the shadow cloak congealed thicker over his chest armor. Relief immediately washed over him as the skill numbed the whole area. The reduction of the pain gave him the cognitive ability to turn his fall into something more controlled. He was elated to find that casting his mend skill was no longer difficult. This was because he was not trying to cast Blood Mend when the skill had changed to Dark Mend. 
 
    Rocky still hit the ground awkwardly but let his body roll back onto his butt and turned the momentum of his flight into a roll. This action allowed him to dig his toes into the ground as they came back in contact with the earth. It also halved the distance he would have flown otherwise and allowed him a moment’s respite. 
 
    Eyes wide and heart pounding, the form of Rocky ran his hands over his chest and body, not sure how he could be alive. That blow had destroyed men who were crouched behind a stove door, and he had just taken it to the chest. With no other explanation, he assumed it was the enchantments on his armor.  
 
    With a muffled curse, he glanced back to the fight, regaining his focus. 
 
    Now able to fire more shots, Phil and Patrick were alternating, which kept the monster in a defensive state. Even though each laser shot cauterized the wound on the beast, the injury itself wasn’t devastating. In fact, each shot seemed to leave a tennis ball sized crater on the arm the creature was using to shield its eyes from the strikes.  
 
    From Rocky’s position, he could see a few holes around the eye sockets from earlier missed shots, which had probably led to this current stalemate. He took all that in in a moment and then pushed off from his imitation sprinter’s position.  
 
    Quickly trying to re-enter the fight, he began summoning his sword while the beast was distracted, and he ran. Luckily, he had worked on summoning his sword a few times in the previous days, thinking specifically of a situation where he needed to resummon it in combat. Over the few practice attempts, he realized that it only took about five seconds to summon and that he could summon it into an outstretched hand. 
 
    It went surprisingly fast this time around, and the survivors only lost two ranged attackers from lack of projectiles. Not wanting to see any more death, Rocky sprinted as fast as he could back at the troll. 
 
    Again, the only way to get at the creature’s head would have been to leap at it, and Rocky had two valuable lessons on the danger of that tactic. Instead of going for a one-shot kill, he targeted the left leg.  
 
    Adrenaline at full throttle, Rocky glanced at his Ether bar and saw it rapidly shrinking from around the thirty percent mark. He re-entered Stealth on the run, trying to reduce the cost of Dark Cloak and not at all for concealment. Once he felt the drain lessen, he executed a running slash, aiming for the point where the foot met the shin.  
 
    This would hopefully debilitate the creature further. As Rocky swung with all of his might, the troll simply raised his foot like Jean Claude VanDam in The Quest, and his blade sailed right under the sole of its massive foot. 
 
    Who taught the massive creature martial arts! 
 
    Rocky was saved from a counter blow by the two simultaneous laser strikes which kept the troll busy. With the extra time, he decided to try for the right leg as he continued towards it at almost a full sprint. He had to reach the limb before the left foot came down and avoid a repeat of the last attempt.  
 
    Rocky did manage to prevent a repeat of his previous miss but was unable to beat the left foot’s fall. The massive beast turned his raised foot into a projectile aimed not at Rocky but at the ground itself. The strength of the tiny quake made Rocky misstep and set a swing at the ankle joint into a slash at the calf and shin.  
 
    With no proper anchor from his legs, he definitely wasn’t going to have the torque and power to sever the limb anymore. However, he was already committed to the slash and so tried to pull the sword, so he would only meet muscle. Eyes wild and thinking fast, he cast Dark Blade the instant his sword met flesh. 
 
    This was Rocky’s first time using the ranged skill at a close distance, especially when his blade was already touching the opponent’s flesh. The result was not what he had expected.  
 
    Instead of a phantom slash extending from his sword edge, the darkness coated his sword and trailed behind it as it parted flesh, leaving behind a dark roiling substance akin to his Dark Cloak in the deep wound. The troll, who had only screamed when his arm was severed, let out a massive, wailing roar.  
 
    Whatever, the darkness was doing, it was causing this beast an enormous amount of pain. Rocky slid to a skaters stop five feet from the creature, intent on turning around and continuing the battle. As he slowed, he reached into his bag of holding and extricated an Ether Potion, taking a moment after he stopped to uncork and drink it. 
 
    With the fairly exotic taste of electric blue lightning on his tongue, the first thing Rocky noticed was that the wound was fighting against the darkness, attempting to heal itself as the dark matter fought to spread. The troll, not used to prolonged periods of pain, fell to a knee and removed his arm from in front of his face to grasp at the calf.  
 
    This lapse in judgment by the beast was met with multiple ranged strikes directly at the creature’s newly exposed eyes by more than thirty humans. At first, it seemed like the monster would just bear the ranged attacks, but a few moments later, a sickening pop sounded as the internal Ether of the troll’s eyes lost to the damage it was sustaining.  
 
    Revolting, yellow liquid splashed the ground in front of the troll. A moment later, it bent at the waist in obvious pain and distress. Its one good hand, which moments ago gripped the wounded calf, slammed into the ground to arrest the creature’s fall, as its disabled arm dragged uselessly on the ground. Once the troll was vulnerable, the group of survivors were merciless, and Rocky was no exception. He took this relatively safe opportunity to approach the beast’s head and savagely decapitate the creature, finishing it off with a massive overhand chop once and for all. 
 
    After the battle, silence reigned, broken only by heavy breathing from everyone present. Rocky downed a second vial of his new Ether Draught which further bolstered his Dark Ether pool. The taste was intoxicating, but he knew that the three shielded individuals had sustained substantial damage and could probably use some help. Even Patrick, the final remaining tank, was looking rough with blood pouring out of a few injuries that must have been very near misses by the troll. 
 
    Rocky instinctively activated Stealth to reduce the cost of Dark Cloak. Then walked towards the first man who was unconscious, his limbs tangled around him, arm still strapped onto the oven door. Rocky first checked for a pulse and was happy to find one. He then took the man out of his yoga pretzel pose and laid him flat on his back before casting Dark Mend.  
 
    Glancing at his Ether pool, Rocky noticed it had risen to ninety points and that the Mend spell had taken forty-five of the pool since he had used two charges. Rocky decided to Analyze the downed man to at least learn his name. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Joshua Clowter 
  Apprentice-Gargoyle 
  Level 8 
  Unconscious 
  Multiple Broken Bones 
  Dark Mend 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Stealthed and covered in dark shadows under a bright morning sun, Rocky walked to Nick’s body and analyzed him as well. He chuckled at his apparent choice of names and then cast a single charge Dark Mend on his eccentric friend. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Heartless Justice (Nick Petron) 
  Apprentice-Guardian 
  Level 12  
  Internal Bleeding 
  Unconscious 
  Dark Mend 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    By this point, a large group of people were panicking and beginning to form into a packed group. From the survivor’s point of view, a dark black fog was now walking to each of their wounded or dead and leaving the same black fog behind in his wake, covering the injured individuals. To the survivors, Rocky looked to be a reaper come to collect the corpses of the fallen.  
 
    Oblivious to all this, Rocky turned from Nick to find the united and growing group of people blocking his last ten meters to the final injured man. 
 
    “Listen, we can’t just let you take the wounded like that,” one of the few females in the group spoke, her voice shaking and her head twisting around looking for support. 
 
    Rocky tilted his head and analyzed her, unsure what she meant. This motion and his frown all went unnoticed deep in the shadows of his skill. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Stacey Jackson 
  Apprentice-Medic 
  Level 8 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Stacey, I am just trying to heal the injuries they have sustained. I can leave it to you if you prefer?” Rocky said, confusion written in every word. When he first spoke, the entire group recoiled in shock, but then a few of them began tilting their heads, trying to see through the dark fog that hid his figure. 
 
    One of those men spoke up, “We couldn’t and still can’t see you at all in that dark mist you are surrounded by. All we saw in the fight were flashes of a dark black weapon with glowing red pinpricks.” The instant that the man said this, Rocky facepalmed remembering that his Dark Cloak and Stealth ability were active. 
 
    Dismissing both Rocky walked a few feet forward to exit the dark cloud which finally allowed everyone standing there to see him. “Sorry, it’s a relatively new skill, and I am just starting to get used to it. Trying to figure out what it is good for, you know?” 
 
    Now that he was no longer shrouded in the Dark Cloak, Phil and Jeff recognized his voice and paired it with his tall frame. 
 
    “Rockland, is that you?” Phil spoke hesitantly because he still wasn’t sure. Phil was staring at eyes and had heard a voice that he recognized, but the rest of this man was covered in what could only be described as a thin, metallic scuba suit. 
 
    Rocky, for his part, noticed the incredulous look both Phil and Jeff wore and touched his ear, berating himself for further stupidity before nodding at them. 
 
    Okay, idiot, maybe sheathe your sword, too. You can’t just cut off some creature’s head and think rational humans are going to see you as harmless. 
 
    Rocky noticed that some notifications were waiting, but he ignored them as his mask came down and the looks on Phil’s and Jeff’s faces both eased in true recognition. Rocky sheathed his sword with a sheepish smile but wasn’t willing to stand around anymore, not when someone was injured.  
 
    So he looked to Stacey and motioned behind him. “Go check if you are still concerned. Add what healing you can offer as well.” As he did this, he analyzed the last downed man. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Chris Curtis 
  Apprentice-Warrior 
  Level 6 
  Dead 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky cursed, seeing that there was nothing he could do for the man. He prayed that wasn’t because of the delay. He couldn’t be sure from this distance, but it seemed like the man’s chest may be caved in. He chose to accept that finding and not look any closer. 
 
    Fists clenching beside his hip, Rocky quickly put some constraints on his quickly boiling anger and looked at Phil. That rising heat turning quickly to icy desperation as he summoned a question from deep in his heart.  
 
    It was a weighty question, and he barely got it out. “My family?” Rocky choked the words out, feeling a lump in his throat and a knot in his chest. He couldn’t even form a full sentence; the tumult of mixed emotions he felt was too intense. 
 
    Phil froze stock still, and maybe it was Rocky’s imagination, but he seemed to avoid his first reaction of shaking his head.  
 
    Phil took a moment more, and then he whispered, “They weren’t at home when this all happened. I woke up in my house across the street after the blue wave of light hit. Both of their cars weren’t in either of their driveways, and neither was yours. I had assumed you all had gone somewhere together, and then when things went crazy, I hadn’t thought of it again.” 
 
    Phil was a taciturn man who had been one of his brother-in-law’s friends and while Rocky got along with him with an easy familiarity, the brief time spent together meant they weren’t terribly close. Rocky felt tears try to build in his eyes, and he released the tight controls on his anger to counteract them while simultaneously refusing to blink. He chose to change the subject, but his voice was still thick with emotions. 
 
    “Why in the protein poops are you guys out here hunting for them?” His voice had an edge and was accompanied by a gesture over his shoulder at the tank and the three unconscious men. He was letting his anger rule and was too upset to beat around the bush and try to placate the group of survivors.  
 
    All Rocky wanted was answers, and then he wanted to go put an end to this dictator’s shitockracy. The round of bets that those three men had taken had really gotten to him.  
 
    His mind was also racing with possibilities of his family, about where they could have been, but the roiling fire inside of him kept coming back to how the militia that was supposed to be protecting the people of Ottawa wasn’t! 
 
    Phil grimaced before opening his mouth, but it was Jeff that answered, meeting Rocky’s gaze with a glare, “What did you do? Why are they unconscious? Why am I holding one of their rifles?” Jeff’s voice had an edge of anger that he tried to match to Rocky’s own; it even leaned towards demanding. Unfortunately, his anger was a waning candle held up to the blazing forge of Rocky’s.  
 
    Phil looked sheepish, realizing that it was Rocky who had probably just saved everyone’s life but also looked at the rifle, then behind Rocky at the downed men from the militia. 
 
    “Those gutter leaves were taking bets on if you all would live! You want to know why you are holding weapons that contributed to saving your lives?” Rocky was forced to pause and catch his breath as he realized he was yelling.  
 
    He turned his pause into something more prolonged, and his short breathing turned into a deep, centering one. Once he felt more in control again, Rocky continued, voice still laced with multiple emotions. There was only so much anger a breath could contain. “They weren’t going to help you! The hussar driving the tank was telling the other two to prepare to retreat if you all died.” 
 
    Gasps from the crowd could be heard, and murmuring broke out across all of the survivors that had heard him. The change in emotion was clear to everyone, though, and Rocky could catch a few asking their fellows what had just happened.  
 
    Due to Rocky’s accidental increased volume, most of the survivors had, in fact, heard, and the questions soon died off and quieted altogether when Phil spoke softly, “What do we do now? We can’t just go back to St. Monika without our escort, and if we wait for them to wake up, there will be some pointed questions about what happened.” 
 
    Whispers broke out, followed by a deafening silence. Everyone who heard what Phil had just asked turned and stared at the three men, their entire bodies statue still. The sound of the wind through the grass was so loud it could have been a gunshot in the middle of the night. 
 
    Rocky hadn’t thought about any of that before he had jumped into the battle with the troll. He had only thought about saving the four men and, by extension, the group. Rocky frowned as he admitted to himself that saving them wasn’t his only motivation. 
 
    Guilt rose up in his stomach for a moment as he internalized the thought. Then it vanished as he discovered that it wasn’t the only reason he had saved the group. Rocky’s inner-self was telling him he would have defended the group either way, but that yes, his first gut reaction was to make sure he saved any connection to his family’s location. 
 
    It’s not like that worked out. 
 
    “Look, guys,” Rocky started lamely, his voice finally calming, “the bets and talk from those three men were not the only reason I chose to knock them out.” 
 
    Rocky told the group of his arrival in Ottawa and his discovery of the butchered group of survivors who had made the choice to leave. When he finished, most of the survivors had called him a liar or had mouths hanging open. It took Phil, Jeff, and Pat’s reassurances before the group finally calmed. 
 
    Once the group was under control, Rocky told them of the three boys back at the cave and about what they had gone through. He continued with his suspicions that Corsair and a group within the militia were abusing their power, that, currently, they were building a power base to enslave the rest of the people of Ottawa and create a workforce for their perverted seat of power. 
 
    After Rocky’s initial explanation and a flood of questions, the survivors had turned the discussion into an internal one, not ignoring him entirely but mostly arguing amongst themselves as to the best course of action to take. It was at this point that Rocky took an opportunity to ask Pat if he knew where his family was.  
 
    The pain was just as sharp when Pat repeated an answer so similar to Phil’s it could have been parroted. Rocky had changed the subject, asking Pat to go tie up the three militiamen before they woke up. He handed him a set of his old clothing to rip up and use as a binding.  
 
    In the end, with a suggestion from Rocky, the group of survivors chose to accompany him back to his temporary camp. They weren’t convinced, but they did want to question the children themselves.  
 
    Rocky felt his eyes narrow and his head tilt back in surprise when they refused to collect the remaining survivors from the school. The survivors clearly didn’t want to believe him, and they were holding onto a false hope that he was one insincere man instead of acknowledging that everything to this point was a lie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Rocky could feel his exhaustion from the previous day, and staying up all night was starting to catch up with him. His eyes felt heavy, but he knew he was in for a long day as he considered the militiamen currently tied to their own tank, which was following at the back of the group. It wouldn’t be until later tonight that he would be able to rest. There was too much to do and too little time. 
 
    The group and Rocky walked through the lush forest, its vibrant colors and dense foliage new to this area. The group all took it in with different emotions—some with narrowed eyes and frequent head turns, expecting the denseness to hide horrors that they had come to expect of this new world and others with wide eyes and caught breath, still somehow holding onto a small piece of innocence despite the death they had seen. 
 
    For his part, Rocky walked in the lead of the group with fluid grace, each footfall claiming the ground it tread but only seeming to float on anything it touched. The survivors didn’t know what it was that was tickling the backs of their reptilian brains about the man. However, as he led them through the deep shadows of the canopy, each person cast furtive glances at him before quickly averting their eyes.  
 
    If the number of people in the group had been less perhaps, they would have realized what it was that was causing the misgivings. The people right behind the man cracked fallen twigs and rustled leaves, but the dark-clad figure ghosted over the ground, seeming, to the untrained eye, to leave no trail or indication of his passing. 
 
    As the group walked, Rocky told them all about his experience the night before, his wariness increasing as he saw the glances many of the survivors were giving him. It would seem that whatever Corsair had done had been very effective at brainwashing them. When he told them he was in the shop, he was rudely interrupted. 
 
    “You can’t enter the shop at that time! It proves he is lying. The shop is only open from noon to one every day. That’s why only the military goes in!” The man who had interrupted him was unfamiliar to Rocky. 
 
    Rocky bit back his immediate retort and, instead, just looked at the man, pausing in silence for an uncomfortable amount of time. The man grew very stressed under the hard gaze of his masked form. When Rocky thought it had been long enough, he merely stated, “Do you really believe that?” 
 
    The entire group had paid attention to the exchange, and while some initially thought the same as the scared little man, Rocky’s question and reaction made them truly consider if they knew that as fact or if it had just been something told to them and they had accepted. 
 
    Rocky chose not to continue his story after that. The kind of blind trust this man had for the militia might just mean he would run to report on him. It’s not like there was anything to tell, but if he brought up the purchases and running from the patrols and search party, there would be. 
 
    The sounds of rustling leaves and breaking twigs had alerted the three young men who had been up and waiting for Rocky’s return. Jason, who was the oldest in the group, had done his best to plan out an ambush for whatever was coming in their direction. Alex was behind a massive trunk of a tree which was about five feet from another large tree.  
 
    Alex’s position was the most likely entrance to the grotto that the cave resided in. While other entries could be used, Oliver had concluded that this path had the highest probability for a large group to traverse. Both trees had large boulders snugged up to the back of their trunks almost as if the trees had grown to the limit the rocks represented.  
 
    The stones were only ten feet high, and they had steep slopes. The almost sheer faces would cause trouble for people who wished to crest them. This was also why Jason was laying flat atop one of the rocks, and Oliver was resting flat on the other.  
 
    By no means was this a perfect set up for an ambush, but since they had only had a few minutes to prepare, Rocky felt an odd feeling of pride when he saw it. 
 
    The group of approaching individuals had gasped in unison a moment before. At the gasp, both Oliver and Jason had leaped up, expecting an imminent attack because of the shocked exclamations they heard from the woods. However, the gasps and attempted whispers that echoed off the trees and canopy were not because of the boys.  
 
    No, the panic they had heard was because Rocky had entered Stealth and disappeared in front of the group of survivors. He wasn’t thinking about how the survivors would react and winced from their reaction as he leaped forward towards the cave from tree to tree. He had hoped he could let the boys know in advance that the survivors were not enemies so they wouldn’t attack and had left the survivors a good one hundred meters behind to do just that.  
 
    Now, due to his playful nature with children, he had wanted to awe the young men a little, but seeing the boys jump to their feet in obvious distress at the collected gasps from one hundred meters away, he realized this was also a bad idea. Rocky instead chose to release Stealth and approached in what he thought would be clear sight.  
 
    However, the boys were looking at the ground at a level they expected humans to approach from, and Rocky, who was currently twenty feet off the earth moving along low hanging branches, went unnoticed.  
 
    Shaking his head, Rocky called out, “It’s me, Jason, and I am bringing a group of survivors.” The answering fireball that formed in Jason’s hand made Rocky catch his breath and simultaneously very glad he had chosen not to sneak up on the young man.  
 
    Jason’s fireball winked out when he looked up and recognized Rocky, but his wild eyes and quick breathing told Rocky that Jason was on a hair trigger. 
 
    Rocky apologized when he landed on the rock beside the young man and clapped his hands on Jason’s shoulders. With everything going on, it was far too easy to forget that everyone was experiencing horrors on a daily basis, that no one was okay, and everyone had been forced into the unknown simultaneously. 
 
    These young men probably would have been texting friends to play on a summer off from school if the world hadn’t changed. Rocky called out to Alex and Oliver and motioned them over as he climbed down from the boulders with Jason. Calming the three boys down took a few moments, but Rocky managed it by talking in a sedate voice until their breathing and irises grew more relaxed. 
 
    Then Rocky towed the three young men back into the forest to greet the group from St. Monika. Rocky introduced the young men, and then pulled Phil, Jeff, Pat, and a still groggy Nick, who had woken up before the group had begun the trip, aside. Nick had refused to go back with the wounded like the other injured members, telling everyone he was excellent even though he looked anything but. 
 
    Once aside from the larger group, Rocky looked at the four men with obvious hope in his eyes and asked Nick the same question he had asked Phil, Jeff, and Pat. The faces of all four men fell in unison, the eyes of each unwilling to meet Rocky’s and the shoulders hunched in a way that spoke of not wanting to be seen. Rocky saw their obvious embarrassment and knew that no one had any specific news for him, and a moment later, Nick confirmed it in a whisper. 
 
    “I am sorry, Rocky. The others asked me on the way over if I knew where Benoit, Lilly, and Marilynn were. I remember talking to them about their weekend before they left, but for the life of me, I don’t know where they were going.  
 
    I would have just checked Facebook if I needed to ask them about the trip later,” Nick finished, finally meeting Rocky’s eyes and searching them desperately for forgiveness. Forgiveness that Rocky didn’t feel he needed; none of them were his family’s keeper. 
 
    The world they had all been a part of before the crash had been carefree, and Rocky was guilty of that himself. He was sure that his mom had sent him a message on some form of technology months in advance telling him about all of her trips.  
 
    Usually, Rocky did the same as Nick and would check the stored information and had taken that ease of information for granted. Now, just like the four men in front of him, Rocky was berating himself for the lack of diligence to detail that he had shown his entire life. 
 
    “It’s okay, Nick. I understand,” Rocky choked out over the lump forming in his throat. Refusing to cry, Rocky coughed and rubbed at his eyes before looking away himself, realizing his hand was damp. 
 
    After a long minute, Rocky felt he was back in control of his emotions and turned back to the group who had remained silent, each one thinking of their own families. Deciding that it was time to broach the subject, Rocky asked the men about the militia. 
 
    Pat was the first to speak up, his voice a mix of praise and anger, “They saved us, Rocky. Within the early few days, they had a contingent of people with tanks and laser rifles. They began by removing all the golems in the city and recruiting groups of survivors.  
 
    Within five days, they had removed all the lesser golems, and all they asked for was that the groups who didn’t join hunted for food and contributed Crystalized Ether. Each group would hunt for themselves and would be aided by the militia in a desperate fight. The tanks can only fire a certain number of rounds per day, at least according to the groups we have talked to. So it and the laser rifles, which have a similar problem, were kept in reserve for the challenging encounters.” Pat stopped there, looking off into space and not wanting to continue. His voice had risen in volume and anger towards the end. 
 
    Phil picked up in his usual calm voice, “At first, they helped a lot because the groups of survivors were mostly level one or two. We had very little in the way of weapons and really were just overwhelming weak creatures with numbers. Whenever the group faced stronger monsters, the militia would fire the tank and help us injure it before our group would finish it off.” 
 
    “So, of course, we shared the food we butchered and handed over the Crystallized Ether.” Even Phil needed to pause and take a deep breath at this point. “Then in the last few days, some of the groups of militiamen let slip that the Crystallized Ether was how they were buying the weapons. It was suspicious, but we had heard other survivors who had gone to see the leader speak.  
 
    Those people said the leader was building up an army to take out a massive golem and the albino crocodile. That after he accomplished killing the creatures, he was going to build a place of safety for all of us. That it would go back to the way it used to be.” 
 
    Phil dropped his head and shook it at the end of his words. He apparently didn’t believe the world could ever go back to the way it was. 
 
    Pat jumped in during the pause, anger thick in his words, “However, in the last two days, we noticed that the militiamen seemed to help out less and less. They were taking noticeably more food, too, claiming it was because the militia group was growing. I was telling the others that if they were growing and the area was safer, then why couldn’t they hunt more significant game than us.  
 
    Why did they need more of our food if they had the weapons which would allow them to hunt more effectively? I think they were trying to weaken us.” At his pronouncement, Nick, Phil, and Jeff rolled their eyes and groaned, apparently having been through this particular discussion with the man. Jeff even looked directly at Rocky and spun his finger around his ear. 
 
    This theory didn’t seem that crazy to Rocky. In fact, with what he had seen and heard since coming to Ottawa, he had already concluded that the man in power would try to weaken and enslave the people. People who weren’t under this Corsair’s thumb were going to be a problem later.  
 
    Even people who left the city to embark on their own were looked at as future threats. All of these facts spoke to Rocky of a man who was insecure in his power, who was afraid of inevitable retaliation for actions he was planning on or was currently taking. 
 
    During the silence that followed, the lagging tail of the St. Monika group finally finished trailing into the clearing. Once everyone arrived, Rocky heard the volume increase on the other conversation and told the four men he would have more questions shortly. Then the group walked back to fully join the others.  
 
    The scene that they met made Rocky’s eyes narrow and his heart sink. the group from St. Monika had formed a bully circle around the young men and were seeming to throw real stones instead of questions by the reactions the boys were having. Each question about the deaths of their families was asked with anger and disbelief, clearly highlighting the doubt this group felt at the tale the young men had told. Unfortunately, Rocky hadn’t heard the tale himself and didn’t know exactly what the boys had said, but he assumed they had told the story of the massacre the way it had happened. 
 
    Unwilling to let this abuse continue, Rocky stepped into the space around the young men and shouted, “What in the Cracker Barrel is going on here?” His hand was clenched on his sword, and his eyes were hard in a way the survivors hadn’t seen before. 
 
    To Rocky, the actions of these people were disgusting in a way that set his entire being on edge. Maybe it had been the bullying he had been forced to endure in elementary school and the constant abuse he had taken from people who assumed an athlete was stupid. Unlike in elementary school when he had allowed and, in so doing, encouraged the treatment, he had since learned that standing up for himself and giving as good as he got reduced the occurrences significantly. 
 
    That was when the tank rolled into the clearing, and a cheerful Stacey opened the hatch and popped her head out. “I have got to get me one of these!” She said the words in a pretty convincing imitation of Will Smith’s character in Independence Day. 
 
    Then she noticed her cowed friends and an angry Rocky in the center. Stacey whispered to herself, “Damn, Stacey, read the mood.” 
 
    This somewhat humorous display allowed Rocky’s hands to unclench, and he shook his head before glancing at the boys and then back at the crowd. “Okay, I think things got a bit out of hand there for a moment. I can understand that some of you might not want to believe these young men, and I can also understand that we have no proof of what we are saying. All I ask is that you listen carefully to the words and think about them. Afterward, you can make whatever decision you want!” Rocky finished with a firm, no-nonsense tone that reminded everyone the man had killed a troll almost single-handedly. 
 
    Listening with half an ear as the boys started from the beginning of their story again, Rocky checked his awaiting notifications, starting by checking the recap and sum features. He ended up seeing all the notifications from the previous day. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed 
  Escort the Pembroke Survivors 
  The survivors from the city of Pembroke have safely made it back to your Territory. Since you have gone above and beyond in the level of protection by bringing them to the only safe Territory on your continent, Etherience has been increased. 
  Atlantian Statutes, Preservation of Life, Section XII 
  750,000 Etherience Awarded 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky paused after the first notification, not realizing where the quest had come from. Then he realized that he was probably unconscious when the quest had been offered and Sela must have accepted it on his behalf. Thinking of his dead companion made his mouth sour, and he hastily chose the next notification to distract himself.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed 
  Save the Ottawa Survivors 1 
  You have saved a group of survivors from Ottawa from certain death from a monster far stronger than the group’s average level. Even though the survivors were unaware of their need to be saved, you still saved them. For that reason, this quest was generated and automatically accepted. 
  Atlantian Statutes, Preservation of Life, Section VI 
  500,000 Etherience Awarded 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Available 
  Save the Ottawa Survivors 2 
  While saving the previous group of survivors, you have confirmed an earlier suspicion of a greater danger to the survivors of Ottawa. To complete this quest, rescue at least five percent of the current population of survivors and unaware militiamen. Total population remaining in the Ottawa Area, 121,321. 
  Preservation of Life, Section XXXVI 
  Reward Etherience  
  Possibly new People for your Territory. 
  Do you accept this quest? 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Yes 
  
          	  No 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 35 Insectoid Creatures: Level Apprentice 4-12: You and your group have been awarded 34,089 Etherience. 
  Ether Adjustment. 
  For dealing the 80% of the damage in this battle and the group’s level disparity, you have been awarded 91.8% of the Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 31,308 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 5 Mammalian Creatures: Level Apprentice 9-13: You and your group have been awarded 17,292 Etherience. 
  Ether Adjustment. 
  For dealing the 82% of the damage in this battle and the group’s level disparity, you have been awarded 94.3% of the Etherience. 
  Your personal Etherience gain amounts to 16,308 Etherience. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky paused because it was the first time he had noticed the “Ether Adjustment” notifications. He had helped the boys out quite a bit in all the encounters the previous day, but the individual notices hadn’t shown this much detail. It made sense because the boys had only reached level five. However, for him to take that much of the Etherience seemed unfair. He vowed to stay entirely out of their fights if possible in the future. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing Troll Level 27 Journeyman-Fist: You have been awarded 231,243 Etherience. 
  Etherience Adjustment. 
  For dealing 91% percent of total damage against enemy Troll Journeyman-Fist and dealing the final blow, you have been awarded 95% of the Etherience. The remaining five percent will be split amongst the assisting group. 
  219,681 Etherience Awarded 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 17! 
  You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  512,138 Etherience remaining until level 18. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay  
  Level 17 
  Health Pool: 200/200 
  Ether Pool: 190/190 
  Class: Apprentice-Dark (Azrael) Revenant 
  Level 1 Leader: Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Revenant Blade, Dark Mending, Dark Blade, Dark Cloak 
  You have 1 stat points and 1 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  *20* (Strength of Body) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  *29* (Strength of Armsx2) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  *33*(Speed of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  26 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  23 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  25 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
  Swordsmanship 12 (+2) 
  Combatant 7 (+2) 
  Stealth 8 (+7) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 15 (+1) 
  Sneak 24 (+3) 
  Perception 15 (+5) 
  Tracking 1 
  Camouflage 3 
  Analyze 16 (+4) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Skinning 13 
  Butcher 13 
  Mining 1 
  Herbalist 1 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first quest, which he had determined Sela must have accepted on his behalf, made Rocky smile. The news it contained meant Azoth and the survivors from Pembroke were safe. Maybe Rocky would summon him back soon; he did have that ring after all. 
 
    Rocky’s eyes widened at the amount of Etherience awarded for quests. It was quite a bit, and he was wondering how much he might receive if he managed to save the people from Ottawa because the five percent requirement felt really low. 
 
    Finally, he placed his skill point in Dark Cloak to better his Dark Ether consumption on the skill. Then he dumped his stat point into Intelligence to increase his Dark Ether pool. It would seem that the more powerful he got, the more of that resource he would need. 
 
    Once finished, Rocky stood to the side, awkwardly listening to the ending of the boys’ story which he had already heard. Finally, the story of the young men came to an end, and they added that Rocky had brought them away from the carnage then helped them level quickly to their current levels of five.  
 
    With a surge of gut-clenching fear, Rocky had chosen not to tell these men and women about his Territory, at least not yet, seeing their earlier aversion to leaving the school and distrust of him. He worried they would reveal his Territory and open it to attack by the militia. 
 
    The boys ended with how they had achieved level five in a day was met with shock. Most of the group from St. Monika was just above level five, and for them, this wasn’t due to a lack of fighting as it had been for Jason, Alex, and Oliver.  
 
    These men and women from St. Monika had been going out every day and fighting creatures. However, the hint of an answer for why the group had received such low Etherience gains had been in Rocky’s notifications. The survivors of Ottawa and the militiamen often went out in large groups, trusting in the old adage of safety in numbers.  
 
    While this did increase the likelihood of everyone returning home with all of their limbs, it was not conducive to gaining Etherience quickly, or so it seemed, even then though the numbers didn’t add up entirely; he wondered if there was a penalty to Etherience for too many people being in the group.  
 
    It would seem that over the past week, the group from St. Monika had only received in the neighborhood of forty-five thousand Etherience. This number was probably a little low, but he was doing quick math using an approximate of one thousand five hundred Etherience needed to level seven and thirty hunters. If those numbers were correct, Rocky realized that it would be much better to fight in smaller groups for leveling. He also assumed that after a monster was slain and butchered that could feed the people, the group would stop hunting. They wouldn’t choose to hunt multiple creatures for increased Etherience. Also, it wasn’t like the Ottawa survivors could store food like he was able to. 
 
    The final reason they were probably so low level was that the military neutered large kills for them, taking a larger percentage of Etherience for those kills than the townsfolk would receive. This did not bode well for his assumptions about what Corsair had planned for the people of Ottawa. 
 
    Rocky’s eyes went distant for a moment as he reflected back on his own ‘luck’ for fighting ‘solo’ for his power. This was another reason he was going to stick to putting points into his Luck stat only at the ten level marks. 
 
    Why fix something that isn’t broken? I don’t think Luck means the same in this world as it did in mine.  
 
    In that moment, he had already formulated a plan for the St. Monika group to help them level faster. The hunters would be put into smaller groups, each led by an influential member, and in these groups, they would hunt for prey in the forest.  
 
    Each group would be made up of at most ten members, and their composition would be as closely linked to gaming conventions for raiding or dungeon groups as possible. That convention being a tank, damage dealers, and healers included in each group. 
 
    This was why Rocky felt his brain freeze when the group chose not to stay in the forest with him, instead wanting to go with the known quantity of the school and the safety it provided. An argument had even ensued about the captured militiamen, which Rocky had flat out refused to allow to return with the survivors. 
 
    It had taken him literally half drawing his sword before the survivors from St. Monika had given up and, as a group, left the clearing. That didn’t mean that the group wouldn’t immediately alert the militant militia to Rocky’s presence, which was incredibly frustrating. Rocky had told them to stick to a story about a shadow attacking their militia guard before absconding with the tank and the three members during the troll fight, but he couldn’t be sure they would stick to that tale. 
 
    Rocky’s four acquaintances stayed behind, however, glancing between him and the departing backs of their trial by fire friends. 
 
    Nick spoke first, “My family is back in that school, Rocky. I need to go back, even if it just means bringing them here. I haven’t decided, but my children’s safety is my first priority. Can you protect them out here?” 
 
    Rocky, who knew where Nick was coming from but also knew that Nick’s children were the same age as Alex at around ten years of age, told him his honest opinion, “No place is safe, Nick. The only thing I think we can do to protect the ones we love is to help them get stronger. This new world isn’t something that has the assured safety we used to take for granted.”  
 
    Rocky took a breath when he saw Nick’s face growing red and fists clenched. He quickly amended his previous comment, “I am not telling you what to do, Nick. It is your family. I am just telling you my opinion.” This at least stopped Nick from verbally attacking him, but it did nothing to unclench his fists or lessen the redness in his face. 
 
    The entire group seemed to sense the pointlessness of trying to wring assurances from each other. Instead, the remaining three said their goodbyes and left. In Rocky’s opinion, it was probably for the best because by the speed of his heart, clenched jaw, and the firm belief that they were doing the wrong thing, he was sure that any discussion would have turned into an argument.  
 
    Rocky felt a lump form in his throat as the men walked away, but he just stared at the two laser rifles they had left on the ground in the silent refusal of any help he was offering. 
 
    Rocky shook his head, then took the hogtied militiamen one by one from the top of the tank where they had been left. He brought their still unconscious forms to the cave, and all the boys joined him when they heard the surprised exclamations a water bottle of water caused to be elicited from the waking men.  
 
    Palms now sweaty and his face showing his disgust with what came next, Rocky deliberated as the boys looked between him and the tied sopping wet men. 
 
    Hoping for the best from the three men, Rocky removed their gags and got to it. Each man, who had already been glaring at Rocky, began yelling at him in a cacophony of verbal threats the instant he took the gags out of their mouths. Catching only parts of it, Rocky grimaced, realizing that this was not going to go very well. 
 
    When the threats finished and the slurs began, Rocky wasn’t surprised. When they crossed the line into slurs about his family, the cave grew cold. Even though the darkness of the cave hid it well, smoke began to form around Rocky’s fist.  
 
    Rocky’s eyes seemed to dull, and two of the three men who now were remembering the moments before their capture silenced instantly. The final man, the hussar and squad leader, hadn’t seen this look and felt he had no reason to fear the cold thousand-yard stare, so he kept stringing curses together, mixing threats and insults. 
 
    With slow, predatory grace Rocky walked towards the squad leader with his hand on his sword hilt. He recalled the words these three men had traded before the troll’s attack. His anger was boiling over and showing in the Dark Cloak partially triggering, completely unbidden.  
 
    A cold smile came to Rocky’s lips, but it didn’t touch his eyes. The hussar was finally clued in when he caught a good glimpse of the man’s smiling face and eyes, the man stopped the insults, very unsure what it was that was making his heart attempt to move sideways in his chest. 
 
    Very quietly, Rocky spoke, but not to the hussar who he crouched in front of, “Alex, Jason, Oliver, I think it is time for you to go practice outside. Feel free to use the rifles and the tank itself as your target.” Each word was commanding but quiet, carrying a weight the hussar associated with power. 
 
    The three boys who heard in it something very different each quickly left the room. As they went, Rocky touched each pelt he had laid out the night before and began recalling them back into his bag of holding. The militiamen’s eyes began to widen, and their mouths moved, but no sound came out for a change.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Exiting the cave to a gentle, cooling breeze off of the water made Rocky’s shoulders lower, and taking a deep breath allowed his brow to finally unfurrow. It had taken an entire hour or more, but Rocky had learned everything the three militiamen had known. 
 
    Getting them to talk hadn’t taken much. In fact, the threat of torture had almost been enough. Rocky’s stomach still roiled from the charade he had put on. The idea had come to him rather spontaneously, and he had to wonder if his increased Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charisma hadn’t played a significant role in remembering the articles from so long ago. 
 
    The idea had been simple. Rocky had read an article that stated that in a dangerous situation, the most significant stress on the body was the fear of the unknown. The report further mentioned that the loss of control in a perilous situation furthers this stress and will cause an individual to break quickly.  
 
    Rocky had used that knowledge and dragged each of the three captives separately and chosen entirely at random away from the group and into the depths of the cave. The light had quickly dimmed further until they were in total darkness. Once they were in the dark, they had ‘sung’ everything they knew. 
 
    I feel disgusting and dirty even though I avoided hurting any of them. It was a close thing, though.  
 
    Rocky shivered, thinking about the hussar who had been the one who held out the longest and tested Rocky’s patience immensely. The silly man kept trying to assert his importance and insinuate how great a punishment Rocky would receive for killing or even hurting him. 
 
    Why couldn’t he just buckle to the darkness like everyone else? 
 
    Rocky had felt his inner beast chomping on the cage inside him. It would be so easy to just cut off a limb. Who knows, in this world, they might just grow back? 
 
    In that terrifying moment, Rocky had realized that the cage that held his baser nature wasn’t the same as it had been before he let it out. It had only been one single event with Yin-Yang, but he had undone many of the safeguards that had taken thirty-one years to put in place. 
 
    Now that side of him was whispering that these men deserved anything that he did to them. Killing them would be the most logical action. A cold sweat broke over his entire body, chilling him as the voice repeated itself over and over again. He knew he had to make the opposite decision or fall to the beast forever. He would let these men live. 
 
    Luckily, during his inner struggle the hussar had asked what had become of his squad. Smiling coldly and unseen in the darkness, Rocky used this unknown against the man. He had thrown some bloody rabbit meat at him. The wet plop of meat on stones beside the hussar’s bound hands accompanied by the scent of blood was enough for him to undergo a rapid change in demeanor. 
 
    The downside to this tactic was that Rocky now had to carry the three militiamen’s unconscious bodies out of the dark of the cave. He had barely been able to see in those dark depths, and that was only due to Dark Cloak, but even its aid wasn’t able to completely cut the near pitch blackness. Thus why the rabbit meat had struck the ground near the dark outline of the hussar instead of the man’s face as he had been planning.  
 
    Rocky had come to the surface to light a torch to fully banish the darkness and make locating the unconscious men slightly easier. Igniting one of his few remaining torches, Rocky turned back and entered the dark once again.  
 
    He digested the answers he had been given, feeling nauseous at the absurdity and craziness of it all. The soldiers had all been selected in a similar method by Corsair. It would seem that Corsair was on the lookout for individuals that were overly vocal about their hatred of this new world.  
 
    Many of the individuals had lost their families immediately after the crash and were becoming jaded from seeing all the survivors happy and safe. Corsair would then send a representative to meet with the disgruntled soldier in the form of a disciplinary meeting.  
 
    During this meeting, the individual who was meeting with the soldier would slowly and, to Rocky’s ear, deviously manipulate the conversation to find out how far each soldier was willing to go. It seemed that Corsair wanted only the most depraved individuals in his inner circle. 
 
    If the soldier in question fit the criteria to join the shadow ops and was willing to kill other survivors, they would be inducted into the group at a fundamental level. Each subsequent mission they completed would see them rise in rank within the dark organization.  
 
    After induction, the newly vetted soldier would rejoin the rest of the militia but would have multiple outlets for frustrations in ways that would have horrified anyone else. As Rocky walked out of the darkness with the first soldier’s body, he was left wondering if there was something else at play here.  
 
    Could Corsair have a power that allowed him to manipulate people? Rocky looked at the soldier and wondered. All three had confirmed that there was a relatively large contingent of disgruntled soldiers who now committed atrocities in Corsair’s name. This spoke to Rocky of more than just a few rotten eggs. He wished he had analyzed the man when he had the chance, but unfortunately, his shocked brain hadn’t considered anything but escaping the one time he had seen him. 
 
    It had only been a short time from the crash until now, and for Corsair to have built up such a large group of equally malicious minds spoke of foul play. 
 
    The hussar had been the most knowledgeable and had been the only one of the group who knew the long-term plan. The man had spoken of a small area in the downtown core of old Ottawa and that it had numerous high-level golems and monsters inside. The militia’s goal, on the surface, was to build a large enough army to overpower those creatures and gain control of this region.  
 
    According to the man, Corsair truly believed that he would be helping the people in Ottawa. He had also discovered the existence of Territories and the power they conveyed to their owners through somebody in the shop. He was currently building an army to conquer the Ottawa Territory, and he planned on using the survivors to hunt and build his future Territory. He wasn’t specifically planning on enslaving them, but…  
 
    The way Corsair saw it, he was the only one who could protect the survivors. In the most bizarre thought process Rocky had ever heard, Corsair was trying to prevent the waste of Etherience. He believed that anyone who left would inevitably die to the monsters outside of Ottawa so was sending a squadron of men to farm the humans’ Etherience before the monsters killed them and took it for themselves. 
 
    Remembering that moment made Rocky’s mouth twist and his stomach knot as he tried to imagine the twisted choices a man capable of such evils would make after gaining more power. It was like watching some emotionless individual with a checks and balance sheet making decisions without any humanity. 
 
    The good news, in Rocky’s point of view, was that the army hadn’t had any success against the creatures in the area of downtown. Each attack was rebuffed quickly, and if it wasn’t for the tank's mobility, the hussar believed that there would have been massive losses. From this new knowledge, Rocky assumed that the creatures were similar in Strength to that of the monsters that had been fighting over Algonquin. 
 
    Unfortunately, all three of the men didn’t know of any list of survivors. They didn’t believe one had ever been attempted. Upon hearing this piece of news for the third time, Rocky was silent. The quiet made the hussar panic, and he babbled incoherently for a while. 
 
    Rocky was thinking, however, and tuned him out. The creatures of downtown Ottawa, unlike the ones in Algonquin, sounded like they were playing nice or had already established some degree of equilibrium. The massive golem everyone was talking about was considered to be the major-domo of the region, but Rocky wondered if this gigantic albino crocodile, which used the Ottawa river as its nest, was the real threat. 
 
    The threat of golems, while very real and deadly, had clearly drawn boundaries. Not entering schools, hospitals, and libraries was a clear example of this. Looking back at the group from Pembroke, Rocky now realized that the golems must have captured one of them and forced the others to come out to save that individual. 
 
    It was probably the child.  
 
    His mood soured thinking about the young boy and the woman who had died at the hands of the Yin-Yang golem. The hussar, who he was currently carrying, groaned, and Rocky realized he was no longer being very gentle with the man’s unconscious body. Unclenching his fist from the man’s ropes, he continued his train of thoughts as he tried to brainstorm a method to end Corsair. 
 
    In truth, Rocky had already come up with assassination as the easiest and surest method for eliminating the threat Corsair represented, but he really wanted to find some other way out of this situation. While he had watched vigilante movies, read the comic books, and saw in them the need and reasoning for the character, none of those movies or books really conveyed the emotions he felt.  
 
    What if he killed Corsair just to become him? That question made shivers crawl up and down his spine. Looking at it with pure logic, it was easy to see that if you cut the head off the snake, you removed the problem. Emotionally, Rocky was in turmoil, and he wasn’t sure he could be so cold and calculating. His only option, in that case, would be to begin removing the shackles of his baser nature. He knew that piece of him wasn’t evil, but he also knew it had no place in a civilized society.  
 
    Could this world be considered civilized, though? 
 
    Dropping off the third and final soldier, Rocky called for Jason, Alex, and Oliver to join him. Looking at the soldiers while waiting, he was quickly able to spot bumps, bruises, and scrapes which were apparently from him dragging them through the cave.  
 
    Rocky smiled slightly at the marks. It was the least they deserved, and he knew it could have been much worse. They had played a part in countless deaths and atrocities over the past few weeks, right? 
 
    He took a moment to consider if should try to add any more deception. During the questioning Rocky had done his best to throw in ‘accidental’ falsehoods that would steer the men away from the St. Monika survivors and instead think that this was a kidnapping of opportunity. Thinking back, he realized that he had done all he could to sell his tale and adding more might make it more suspicious. He sighed tiredly. 
 
    Unfortunately, as much as he needed sleep, his day was far from over. When the boys arrived at the tank, Rocky explained why they had to move to another camp. 
 
    Jason and Alex stayed where they were, both glaring daggers at the unconscious figures, probably attributing all of the horrors committed upon them on to the slumped militiamen. Rocky could understand, but when Jason’s hand began to flare with fire, he intervened and escorted the three boys, physically in Jason’s case, away from the tank. 
 
    Rocky glanced back at the three men one last time, and he could still feel that uncertainty telling him he was making a mistake. He tore his gaze away and walked over to the slightly damaged tank, attempting to sweep it into his inventory. 
 
    A moment later, a wide-eyed Rocky was sitting flat on his ass, staring back at the empty place the tank had been. He attempted to stand up and almost lost his pants as they refused to lift with him. He blinked once and then remembered that the bag of holding only had a weight reduction quality, and the tank plus everything else stored must weigh enough that his muscles and frame couldn’t support the excess. He was probably lucky he hadn’t broken his armor’s straps where the bag hung. 
 
    Once he had removed the tank from his inventory, he destroyed it more thoroughly with a few slashes of his Soul Blade and walked with the boys. As they walked, the boys mentioned that the weapons had stopped working after a few shots, and they couldn’t figure out how to make them work again. The three had mentioned it in a way that let Rocky know they were worried they had broken it, and they were currently trying to casually mention the problem while separating themselves from having any part of it.  
 
    The attempt made Rocky smile for what felt like the first time that day. Despite the situation, he recalled events when he was a boy and had done the same after having broken a favored tool of his father. 
 
    Examining the rifles with Analyze, Rocky was greeted with: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mechanical MZ Laser Rifle 
  Features an Ether converter that recharges a battery once every three days. The battery contains forty-five shots. Penetration power of the laser versus inherent Ether is low to medium. These effects vary greatly depending on the target’s inherent Ether Strength. This qualifier only applies to unarmored targets. 
  0/45 Charges Remain. Once depleted, you will be forced to wait three days for a full recharge. Otherwise, charges will recharge at 1 charge per 1 hour and 36 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Realizing he hadn’t checked the tank, Rocky told the boys what had happened with the rifles before sprinting back the way they had come.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mechanical MZ Light Tank 
  Features an Eether converter that recharges the battery once every day. The battery is broken into two parts, with one part dedicated to motion and the other dedicated to the turret. The turret can fire five concentrated charges. Penetration power of the turret versus Inherent Ether is medium to high, these effects vary greatly depending on the target’s Inherent Ether Strength. This qualifier only applies to unarmored targets. 
  0/5 Charges Remain. Once depleted you will be forced to wait one day for a full recharge. Otherwise charges will recharge at 1 charge per 4 hours and 48 minutes. 
  The Ether converter or battery pack for this device is extremely damaged, and it has lost all charge. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was probably a good idea to know the specifics of the weapons he was most likely going to be facing in the upcoming days or, at least, had a chance of facing. Resolving to a possible test with the young men shooting him with a laser rifle left Rocky feeling nervous for his safety.  
 
    He had to figure out if the shot from one of the rifles would penetrate his Ether infused armor. Rocky was going to assume the tank would penetrate his armor and wasn’t going to be testing it. No way was he going to be standing in front of a massive muzzle and tell someone to fire. 
 
    When the group of four made it to another cave in the forest, this time much closer to Nepean, Rocky began having the young men set up a new fire pit like the last. Since the group had been following the lake to a small river and then the river to other rivers, they were again situated right beside the water. It was convenient when you needed a drink or a bath, which he was past due for if Linden’s reaction to his armor was any indication. 
 
    The roar that sounded from the cave startled everyone, and Rocky was jerked out of his sedate musings. 
 
    Right, just because you haven’t run into any creatures in a few hours doesn’t mean they aren’t abundant. 
 
    A swallow later, Rocky took charge and arrayed the boys out behind him as he continually made noises near the entrance to the mouth of the cave. Feeling rather silly banging the flat of his sword against a stone, he waited for something to emerge. The viscous shape that inched out of the cave left his eyebrows retreating towards his hairline as his feet unconsciously stepped back. 
 
    Luckily, using Analyze was just starting to become second nature to him, finally. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cave Slime 
  Journeyman-Devourer  
  Level 4 
  Slimes are unusually resistant to most physical attacks and some magical ones. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    The slime creature moved with the plodding menace of magma. Perhaps the best description was that it had the consistency, texture, and color of mixed concrete. The cave slime had a mouth which was filled with assorted stones that were broken and sharpened to form something resembling teeth, and as it moved, an orb would sporadically come to the surface for a moment before disappearing back into the creature’s roiling mass of gray sludge.  
 
    As Rocky backpedaled away from the mass oozing out of the cave entrance, he felt his hands shake for a moment as they held his sword hilt due to the sheer volume of the creature. It already had a size that would equate to a bus showing outside the cave, and it still hadn’t entirely excised its mass.  
 
    If Rocky remembered correctly, the key to defeating slimes was to destroy their cores, and it was a reasonable assumption to think the orb that kept surfacing was that same, hopefully vulnerable, core. However, where it went in between surfacing would be impossible to discern. The group continued to retreat at the same pace as the plodding slime. 
 
    This stalemate wouldn’t last for much longer. Behind the group, the river loomed, and it was forty-five feet wide and possibly thirty feet deep in the middle. Rocky considered retreating back into the forest but realized that the group would be forced to run towards the slime and have to cross within a dozen feet of it to exit the valley.  
 
    Groaning, Rocky looked up. Of course, he could leap into the trees with his high Dexterity and take the squirrel highway out of the valley, but the only other one who may have had a chance of that trick was Alex. But, Rocky doubted even Alex had the Strength needed to leap across the gaps between branches thick enough to hold them. 
 
    Finally, Rocky gulped and decided to test the only exit still easily accessible for the group, which was approximately fifteen feet away from the creeping slime. This attempt quickly turned into a desperate retreat as the slime grew thick, concrete tentacles that slammed the ground and attempted to constrict around him. Once he was away from the creature again and back to the group, Jason helpfully said, “We have got to fight!” 
 
    Thanks, kid. I didn’t just risk my life to confirm that. 
 
    To the group, he just nodded and considered their options. Jason did have some pretty powerful fire magic, and so Rocky shrugged and looked at him, smiling. He simply said, “Flame-on, kid.” 
 
    The look of utter confusion Jason exhibited after his statement made Rocky groan audibly. If there was one way to make an adult feel old, it was not to understand a reference. This specific reference was so perfect in his mind, he dropped his head and added, “Burn it, please,” in a half-hearted, half volume mutter. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place,” Jason exclaimed in childhood excitement. Flames came quickly to both of his hands, and he made a pitching motion as they condensed into balls. 
 
    A massive fireball struck the creature and the splash ignited the underbrush right in front of it, and for half a second, Rocky was torn between thinking that the kid was going to burn down the forest and jubilation. At that moment, as the fires reflected off of the wet surface of the slime, Rocky thought the creature had come to a stop. However, whatever delusion had caused this momentary belief quickly vanished as the beast rolled over the burning ground extinguishing it faster than thought. 
 
    Go supernova! Go supernova!  
 
    He snapped out of his inner thoughts and physically had to pull back the young fire mage who had begun throwing more fireballs at the slime. They, of course, still had no effect. Rocky should have realized that you can’t set fire to a stone, and if you did manage to heat it up enough, you were just going to make it more dangerous. 
 
    It was Rocky’s turn, and he charged five Ether charges of his Dark Blade ability and let the black fog coalesce thickly on his sword. Once he had invested approximately half of his Dark Ether into the strike, he lashed out with a cross slash that had the best chance of questing out the creature’s core.  
 
    With the new darkness to his skill, he could now see it approach the slime. Rocky’s ability turned the slash into five dark lines which were spread apart, covering thirty feet in total. Between each prominent dark line were waves of dark energy that sometimes seemed to be thinner blades and other times just seemed to be static noise which obscured his vision. 
 
    The ability crossed the forty-five feet between the group and the gray sludge in a split second before it struck in unison, and the whole group clapped hands to ears in a futile attempt to muffle the screeching of nails on a chalkboard that resonated from the points of impact. It barely had an effect as the entire group winced in pain as their ears were tortured by the treble. After ten agonizing seconds of torture, the sound decreased, and the group's faces paled and eyes widened in unison as the cement mass continued to advance, barely showing signs of the attack.  
 
    The strike had removed pieces of the creature, which was evidenced by hardening rock forming on nearby tree trunks and branches, but it hadn’t removed enough substance for Rocky or the children to discern a change in volume.  
 
    Not willing to thoroughly drain his Ether pool Rocky ordered the boys to swim across the water to safety. Another strike would most likely barely affect the creature, and so Rocky jumped into a nearby tree and made his way out onto a branch over the water. 
 
    The boys jumped in from the shore and began struggling through the current. Perhaps unsurprisingly, because he was a fire mage and had probably placed most of his stat point in Intelligence, Jason was a weak swimmer. The two other boys were forced to drag him through the center. From Rocky’s bird eye vantage point, he could easily see to the bottom the body of the water and could see multiple fish moving around below the boys.  
 
    Most of the fish looked to be enlarged to the size of a large dog, but one could never tell with the magnifying effect of water. Just as the children reached the center of the river, a dark shadow came racing towards them from upriver.  
 
    As the black outline came closer, it resolved into a massive fish that looked to almost be the size of a small car. Taking a deep breath, Rocky prepared himself because he knew he wouldn’t be able to warn them, and any warning would come too late as the creature was closing too fast for them to reach safety. Instead, Rocky decided to use tactic birds used to hunt fish.  
 
    Positioning himself on a branch directly above the boys, he tried to assess the timing he would need to make this work. Hoping that the fish would attempt to strike the boys from the rear like any good predator, Rocky prepared to jump. 
 
    The water rippled behind the boys who were paddling for all they were worth, as if they could sense the imminent threat.  
 
    A brief moment before the fish struck, Rocky committed his body to gravity, and he fell directly towards a spot behind the three kids, triggering Dark Cloak. Rocky inhaled deeply again, preparing himself to submerge under the water just as a scaly, mottled head crested the surface.  
 
    With a reverse grip and the butt of his pommel secure by his wrapped hand, Rocky collided with the fish in a splash worthy of a jackknife competition. 
 
    Once submerged, Rocky realized if he didn’t want to leave his sword behind, which was now harpooning a creature easily the size of a small shark, he would have to tow it to shore. The death throes of the beast were mighty, and he felt like a sweater in a washing machine for a moment.  
 
    When the violent turbulence finished, it wasn’t over for Rocky, as the struggle to the surface was enough for him to debate again about discarding his sword. However, he wanted the meat and loot. Also now that the fish was dead weight, it had become much easier to tow.  
 
    Due to his increased Strength and determination, he did manage to crest the water and was even able to beat the children ashore. Once on dry land and breathing heavily, he braced his foot on the river monster’s head and extricated his sword from its body. Utilizing Analyze provided him with what this creature had been before the change. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ether Musky 
  Level 24 
  Apprentice-Terror 
  Dead 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Glancing back across the river made Rocky curse as he saw the slime was entering the water. A moment later, he tilted his head and tried to understand what he was witnessing. It appeared as if the slime was slowly shrinking as it entered the water.  
 
    The flowing water was almost seeming to shear layers off of the cave slime and carry it away downstream. As Rocky watched, the creature hit a size that would be half again its original dimensions. Above its rapidly shrinking mouth, a darker gray orb the size of a basketball spun.  
 
    It looked to be attempting to turn around, but with its weight on the downslope towards the river, it was instead force-fed by gravity to the unyielding current. Its full mouth and spinning orb made a somewhat humorous sight, and Rocky was reminded of a Disney character. It almost looked comical, but this creature had tried to kill him or at least scare him enough to power Monstropolis. 
 
    Glancing at his Ether bar, Rocky turned off Dark Cloak. It had become a habit to activate the ability in combat, and after its deactivation, he had sixty-five Dark Ether points remaining. Double charging his blade with Dark Blade and expending fifty more Dark Ether, he lashed out surgically towards the orb. The second twenty-five Ether charge of the skill was to ensure that if his aim was off slightly, the second airborne dark blade would connect. The noise of screeching nails filled the forest again.  
 
    This time, though, the orb sundered into three pieces. Once the orb broke, whatever force was holding the slime together was released, and the blades dug deep furrows into the sloped earth of the river bank after passing through the creature’s now soft body. It was like watching a water balloon pop as the concrete like material sprayed the land and trees in a facsimile of a bursting bubble. 
 
    The three boys who had also reached the bank were gasping for breath and looking at the river musky. All of their eyes went wide, perhaps realizing just how close to a fish food they had come. Trying to act cool and nonchalant, Rocky quipped, “Well, that’s over! Who wants to swim back?” 
 
    The boys looked at him, then the water, and then the fish who rested near his feet. Each one shook their heads as quickly as possible, and because each boy possessed a different Agility stat, it was like watching bobbleheads. Chuckling loudly, Rocky smiled and looted the fish, receiving one Crystallized Ether. Taking a moment to slow his breathing after the swim, he then filleted and skinned the massive musky before storing the meat in his bag of holding. 
 
    Once the group had caught their breath, they spent the next hour trekking up the river to find a crossing and another hour returning to the cave where Rocky looted the orb of the slime and received one more Crystallized Ether, a shattered slime core, and a long knife. Hoping the slightly rusty kitchen knife wasn’t from a survivor, Rocky gave it to Alex. 
 
    The camp was set up, and while the kids worked Rocky took the time to practice his sword work, once again working on his footwork and wrist Dexterity while also attempting to maintain an isometric Strength. Time passed quickly, and before he knew it, the boys had joined him. Each one following his slow movements with nervous glances at him to keep pace.  
 
    Often, one of the boys would finish a swing, look at Rocky, and quickly return his stick halfway back along its previous course before continuing. It was surprisingly helpful as he noticed mistakes in the kids’ forms that were due to them mirroring his actions. These mirror images pointed out multiple errors that he corrected and continued. 
 
    Monkey see… monkey do! 
 
    So what if he made them do a few very awkward and comical things. He didn’t break into laughter when they struck a He-Man pose, so they would never know. That image would remain in his brain forever, though. 
 
    With Rocky’s guidance, the boys then moved on to their own weapons of choice and tried to learn control and accuracy. Alex advanced with slow grace, holding his two daggers and working on similar issues that Rocky had himself. Jason juggled a single fireball, attempting to transfer it from hand to hand with a little throw in the middle, and Oliver used his sling to dig an ever-increasing pit into a nearby felled tree.  
 
    While the boys continued training, Rocky set up two large stumps with golem metal resting across them over the pit. Having Jason start the fire was much more convenient then striking metal on a stone for a quarter of an hour or wasting another torch. Smiling, Rocky began cooking lunch for the group. 
 
    Looking at the kids, Rocky remembered that he still had three sets of nano weave armor for the children and enjoyed a moment of their childish exuberance when the boys heard he had gifts. Passing out the protection to each young man, he explained how it worked, how to equip it, and how to remove it, using his own set as a teaching aide. 
 
    The level of excitement from the ninja flap was pretty unreal, and he even got an incredibly enthusiastic hug from Alex. The kids’ smiles were somehow infectious, and Rocky felt the earlier darkness of the day lift and brighten. It even helped him ignore his mounting exhaustion. 
 
    Lunch consumed half of the massive fish which made Rocky’s eyebrows raise at the sheer volume everyone was eating. After lunch, the group entered the forest, and Rocky introduced a game that would be beneficial to all of them. In Stealth, he was going to follow the boys as they hunted. He would, of course also, intervene in any fight that the boys couldn’t handle, but they were to try to find him.  
 
    The main points of the game were for Rocky to remain undetected while the boys attempted to ascertain his position. Each boy carried a handful of pebbles, and if they thought they saw, heard or, detected him, they were to throw a stone at the location in question. He would then remove Stealth if they were correct, and the game would restart. 
 
    Not to mention increasing the amounts of Etherience they’ll gain, since I won’t be joining fights unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    At first, the children, exhausted the handful of pebbles in minutes, attempting to flush out his position by luck instead of skill. Exiting Stealth high above them in the trees, Rocky smiled sardonically and assured them he was still present. They had begun to grow fearful he had abandoned them. Growing serious again, he lightly scolded the three, admonishing them to take the exercise more seriously. 
 
    Easily able to avoid detection of the boys, Rocky enjoyed a leisurely trek through the woods where he picked edible plants and other herbs that his new skill in herbalism identified as noteworthy reagents. His ability had an odd way of recognizing the plants, and he tried to get a better feel for it as he shadowed the children.  
 
    It manifested as a feeling of interest he associated with a good conversation. That intense desire to hear the other person's opinion was the most closely related feeling he could attribute to the feeling he had when he looked at plants that were helpful. Interestingly, some plants gave him a sickly feeling as if going near them would make him vomit. Taking a closer look, which was uncomfortable due to the odd feeling, Rocky recognized a huge, evolved poison ivy and was then able to associate this feeling with poisonous plants, which was helpful in another way. 
 
    As the sun set and the group returned to camp for dinner and future slumber, Rocky was proud of the children. He hadn’t had to step into their fights a single time, and they were beginning to coordinate their attacks with a fluidity he admired. He had secretly taken out a few higher-leveled creatures and stored the corpses in his bag of holding before the children stumbled upon them, but the current goal was also to build their confidence.  
 
    The game was a resounding win for Rocky, but he was happy that two of the boys had received the Perception skill and would be improving each time the group ventured out and hunted. Another success showed in the children's increased levels. Each young man had reached level ten today since they were fighting without his aid. This confirmed his earlier assumption that having a high-level tow you around would be safer overall but a much slower way to grow. 
 
    The kids had one final lesson for the day—learning to skin and butcher the corpses of the edible animals they had managed to kill. As the group had slain and looted the carcasses, Rocky had crept behind them and placed the body into his bag of holding. The entire group of boys’ eyes opened wide in shock when he pulled all the corpses out of his ‘pocket’.  
 
    As if Rocky would let all that meat go to waste! Oliver’s eyes narrowed, though, and a sly grin crossed his lips as he realized the implications this act had on the game they played. Rocky smiled back, not understanding the reason for the ranger’s glee. 
 
    After supper, Rocky imbibed the Elixir of Shortened Sleep and asked the three boys to stay awake and watch for one hour, after which he would take the first watch. Then he would wake one of them and return into Ottawa to do some reconnaissance.  
 
    The groans of the kids were cut short when he handed Jason, the oldest, the magazine which listed the objects on sale at the shop. Rocky promised the children he would buy them anything they chose if they provided the Crystallized Ether. Knowing they didn’t yet have enough was a blatant attempt to motivate the boys to continue improving and earning more. 
 
    Shortly after drinking the elixir which had tasted like chalk and sand, Rocky was fast asleep in preparation for the night ahead. The boys kept guard, speaking in tones of awe and excitement while rehashing the fights of the day.  
 
    They had waited until Rocky was asleep because most of the conversation seemed to center around the mysterious man who had been teaching them and keeping them safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Over the following six days, the group developed a similar pattern to the day Rocky had saved the group from St. Monika, minus rescuing other survivors. The entire week he had been worried about the group from St. Monika due to the freed militiamen, but he hadn’t yet seen any fallout from his actions. Since he had seen stronger monsters in the area, he wondered if that was because the militia might have its hands full or if his deception had worked. 
 
    During the first few days, the group would hunt and play their strange game of hide and seek. During the game, Rocky was still easily able to avoid notice, but he had been caught on a few occasions by Oliver. The boy had put to use his theory from the first day, and so Oliver was watching carcasses of slain beasts for the unmistakable sign of it disappearing.  
 
    On rare occasions, Rocky was forced to show himself and quietly guide the group away from an extremely high-level creature. In one instance, he nearly missed a beast altogether before his perception gave him a pang deep in his stomach and he glanced over the area again.  
 
    There, half hidden in the underbrush, was a massive snake. The specimen was a Master level Constrictor class, called a terror snake. This terror made him wonder what was going to happen when winter inevitably hit the northern hemisphere. Reptilians did not do well with cold as far as Rocky knew. 
 
    The terrifying snake was the only high-level monster that was master class, and the group was lucky they had encountered it quite a distance from camp. Other than that one outlier, monsters in the area were Apprentice or Journeyman rank.  
 
    Rocky’s rule currently was to help the boys with any Journeyman rank mobs. The creatures that were Apprentice rank could be left to the boys entirely in most cases. Everything above level twenty five in the Journeyman rank or unique he tried to get them safely away from. 
 
    This tactic didn’t always work, and the group had been forced to fight a single desperate and dangerous creature on the third day.  
 
    A bird the size of a horse had dove to the ground, just missing its target, Alex. Rocky had pulled the boy away from the strike and managed to simultaneously injure a wing of the creature. 
 
    This kept the bird grounded, but by the end of the fight, Rocky wasn’t sure if it would have been better to allow it to escape. 
 
    It had been a named creature, called Bullet, who was a level forty-seven Journeyman-Aero. The damn beast had fought like a tornado and had two really unique air skills at its disposal. 
 
    Anytime the beast flapped its powerful wings, it would send an ability screaming at the group. The talent had the power to dig deep furrows into trees, earth or anything it touched. In some cases, it had cut halfway through a twelve-foot in diameter tree. For this reason, the group was extremely fortunate for the explosive growth of the trees in the area. Otherwise, they never would have made it out alive. 
 
    The boys were left scrambling from cover to cover and taking shots of opportunity at the wounded beast. This was extremely ineffective due to its second ability which allowed Bullet to conjure a wind-shield that circulated around its body, obscuring it from sight. 
 
    The group had quickly realized that it would be impossible to hit Bullet if it saw the attack coming. Rocky had used the distraction the other three made and crept behind it under cover of Stealth. This allowed him to release a savage cut into the creature’s back in an attempt to quest its heart, but unfortunately, the thing’s inherent Ether had pushed his blade back and stopped it from being instantly fatal. 
 
    The ensuing close-range skirmish had been bloody and at a speed the children couldn’t follow. Rocky had ordered them to keep firing no matter what, and so they did. Their actions were at times the only reason he lived. However, the real savior of his life during that battle had been his quick and abundant use of Health and Ether Potions. Rocky had used four of his precious life-giving vials in the close quarters combat. His Ether pool had quickly proved inefficient for the task of a sustained fight with Dark Cloak active and abundant use of Dark Blade and Mend. 
 
    Even with the abundant use of elixirs, that particular encounter had been the last fight of the day for the group because Rocky had been severely injured. If he hadn’t acquired a debuff lowering the effectiveness of the Health Potions he may have used more to speed up his healing, however, the group had been forced to carry him back to the camp to treat severe gashes, slashes, burns, and puncture wounds. The boys felt awful until Rocky assured them that they had done more damage to the beast than him. 
 
    Even though their attacks had saved his life, them doing more damage to the bird was a complete lie, and Rocky swore that in the future, they would work on coordinated attacks. His order had been to keep attacking in case he had died, but with that recent near-death experience, he realized just how stupid a request it was. He wasn’t some superhuman that could dodge friendly fire and fight simultaneously. 
 
    Luckily, the Ether sped up his regeneration and, combined with his Dark Mend, he was back to full health and unblemished in a few hours after returning to camp. 
 
    At night, Rocky would primarily explore Ottawa in search of his family and had been unable to find them. His only hope at this point was that they were out of town when the Ether crash had occurred. This was a double-edged hope because he had absolutely no idea where they could be. 
 
    In the intervening nights, Rocky had also scouted the center of Ottawa. The creatures and atmosphere there were a world unto itself. As soon as he crossed the notification about him entering a Territory, it was like he entered the playground of gods. The area was littered with creatures that were so numerous and so high-level he wondered how the hell anyone would ever claim it.  
 
    The massive skyscraper golem was easily sixty stories tall, but since Rocky hadn’t gotten close enough to use Analyze, he didn’t know its level and class. Each golem on patrol was a high level Journeyman class or higher. That put them at least on par with the Yin-Yang golem that had nearly killed him.  
 
    After that startling discovery, he had circled around to the river in the downtown area. There, Rocky easily spotted five reptilian creatures which were titled Spawn of Draksus. Each spawn was the size of a tugboat and around level fifteen master class. Their title made Rocky very weary. 
 
    To him, this meant there must be more submerged in the water, and their sire was still a huge unknown. Not sure which group was the most dangerous, Rocky had returned the morning after with the knowledge that the militia was never going to be able to clear out either nest, at least not in a timeline that made the promises they were giving any real possibility. 
 
    Another night, he snuck into the hospital using Stealth and was forced to leave after fifteen minutes. The bright light and constant people had been great for leveling up his Stealth skill, but it had also made the Ether cost of maintaining the ability so high that he was going to run out of personal Ether and lose the concealment. However, while Rocky was in the hospital, he did manage to confirm where Corsair resided and get a brief idea of what the militia’s levels were.  
 
    The militia’s levels were much higher than the survivors they protected, which proved to Rocky his earlier hypothesis about them dealing higher damage to the creatures during hunts. Each member he managed to Analyze seemed to be Apprentice level twelve to fourteen.  
 
    The second piece of bad news was that Corsair resided on the top floor of the hospital and was guarded continuously. This didn’t exactly make it impossible to kill the man, but it did make it exponentially more difficult. This knowledge led Rocky to wonder if Azoth could fly yet. 
 
    He had quickly checked his pet page and found it to be filled with question marks. When he mentally clicked on them, he was informed that the pet was too far away. The button to summon the creature with his ring was there, but he didn’t do that just yet. 
 
    The last few nights, Rocky had begun to implement a new plan of reading his tablet and hunting creatures solo rather than continue to search over a quickly expanding area.  
 
    After long hours of deliberation, Rocky had chosen to attempt an assassination of Corsair. The intervening days since his decision had been used to solidify his resolve, and since he had seen the militiamen's levels, he was fixated on reaching level twenty before attempting the feat. 
 
    The boys were a great distraction from this bloody inevitability. On a few occasions, they had even pulled Rocky out of his deep thoughts when he was thinking about where his family might be and his loss of Sela. His family, at this point was all speculation, but all of his thoughts about Sela kept circling back around to that horrible place she must have returned to. Rocky easily remembered how terrified of it she had been, and he made it a goal if he lived long enough to get her back.  
 
    During the intervening days of hunting, each child had also progressed in a wide range of learned skills and reached personal levels of fifteen which allowed them a second and third-tier class skill. The selection of which became a topic of considerable discussion.  
 
    At first, they had wanted Rocky to choose for them, but he had decided to refuse, in favor of forcing them to make the decision on their own. He did, however, ask the young men to come up with a good reason and come to him to explain. In this way, he hoped to act as a peer instead of a leader with the boys. This way, it would also be their own idea, and even if it was flawed, it would hopefully teach them a valuable lesson in decision making and logic. 
 
    Jason was actually the only one who didn’t get a third tier skill because he had chosen Firewall as his second skill and was going to pick Ether Barrier as his third. Ether Barrier was a skill that could be placed around him or at a distance of up to fifteen feet. He argued to Rocky that it would be a tremendous defensive boon for the three children as he could possibly ward off killing blows or stop charging creatures.  
 
    For Rocky’s part, he acted as their sounding board, in each case offering counter arguments or advice when he could to help them better formulate their decisions. Jason ended up being the most flip-floppy when pressed of the group, probably because his other skill of Fire Whip had a pretty fantastic description but would be the second purely offensive spell in his repertoire. It seemed to Rocky that Jason needed the two defensive skills to feel safer in this new world. 
 
    During his role as a rebuttal, Rocky asked each boy about their natural feelings towards the skills they were deciding between. In Jason’s case, Rocky led Jason to his own realization of why he wanted the two more defensive based skills. Perhaps if the other boys had options similar, he would have led them all to pick something strong in defense. 
 
    Alex had chosen Deadly Strike for his second skill which allowed him to see red marks on opponents that represented vital organs, and Rocky hadn’t contested his choice. Alex argued for Ignore Opposing Force as his third skill, which would allow him to disregard the effect of gravity to a minor degree per skill level and his personal level. In Alex’s opinion, this skill would make it easier for him to close and disengage with enemies, thus improving his current role in the group as a rogue. Rocky couldn’t help but wonder if Alex wasn’t also wanting to be able to leap from tree to tree as he was prone to doing. The boys seemed to admire that particular action far too much.  
 
    Rocky pressed him to try to see the other uses of the skill, but Alex didn’t see that this skill had limitless potential, which would depend on exactly how it manifested. Telling the boy it might even add to his ability to avoid a slap from Murphy’s incessant present left the eight-year-old wondering who in the hell was going around slapping people. Facepalming, Rocky nearly cried with laughter after the boy asked that question with an innocent face. 
 
    For his second skill, Oliver chose Hunter’s Survivability, which increased the growth of all skills related to forestry. His third skill choice was Multi-shot, and it would turn one shot into a maximum of three depending on the Ether expenditure he invested. His logic was by far the most practical of any of the boys. For his part, he just showed Rocky the two laser rifles and told him that he was exhausting the strikes with them in one day.  
 
    His idea was that if he could use his skill and his own Ether pool more, he could hopefully increase the number of days the laser rifles lasted and decrease the amount of time he was forced to use his sling. Again, Rocky pushed the boy, asking him why he wasn’t considering skills from previous tiers he had missed. Oliver just pointed at Rocky and told him that his specialization came from higher tiers and that this logically meant that top-tier skills were more powerful. This became an amusing and engaging discussion with the young man when Rocky pointed out that his Dark Blade ability was probably his most offensive. 
 
    The boys each had also decided on an item from the shop they were fixated on earning through their daily combat. ‘Legolas’ logically wanted an Elven Bow with a quiver of retrievable arrows. ‘Zippo’ wanted a staff but couldn’t pick one because the effects weren’t listed, so he was trying to save enough for the most expensive then trust Rocky to choose correctly. ‘Flying Squirrel’ wanted a pair of daggers that were Ether infused and would be more effective than his current weapons.  
 
    The fact that all three boys wanted a weapon spoke volumes to Rocky, and if he was their parent he might have worried, but since he wasn’t, he just nodded. To help with their purchases, he promised to sell most of the skins he was currently carrying and split the profits with the young men. However, he hoped he could buy some tanning supplies during his next trip to the shop, wanting to first grind up some more skill levels before selling.  
 
    I actually wonder if I can sell any of the items I am currently carrying? Maybe it is all just junk. I doubt I will be rich.  
 
    He also really wanted to try to make some type of armor for the children, something more substantial than the nano weave clothing they had received. Rocky also carried a massive number of teeth, scales, and other items he hoped could be sold in the shop for a bit of a profit. Otherwise, they would be getting dumped out at some point. 
 
    An additional resource had been the extensive, accumulated knowledge of the tablet he was reading every morning. The problem, however, was he had hoped to be making quicker progress but, instead, was moving at a glacial pace.  
 
    Using the tablet, Rocky had downloaded a book titled Starting at the Beginning, for Beginners which was a bit patronizing, but he had still downloaded it.  
 
    Even though he had downloaded a book, it wasn’t until his first attempt at reading that he realized he was in for the long haul. It had over two thousand pages which were all filled with monotonous, toneless writing. 
 
    In six days, he had only managed to read a single section, partly because Rocky had never been a speed reader but mostly because the text was so dense it required re-reads, sometimes to realize he still didn’t comprehend the meaning. And this was with Rocky’s improved Intelligence! 
 
    The one section was labeled “The Atlantian System and Gaia”. In this section, the text explained that Gaia essentially treated life as an investment. She would create or import a life form, such as humans and monsters. These life forms would take some of her Essence to build or summon, but if they lived long enough, they accumulated much more than the original expenditure of Ether.  
 
    Upon their deaths, their Essence would return to Gaia, often in a more significant quantity. These creations also helped Gaia by acting as a filter for the raw power of Ether thus helping her in her direct conversion of Ether to Essence. This was further extruded by the lifeform procreating and giving some of its life Essence to the next generation.  
 
    Then the next generation would grow, and since Gaia hadn’t done the first forfeiture of Essence, this was a nearly pure gain. The problem was that this was a very condensed version of what was actually in the book. It was quite possibly more frustrating to have a source for answers but need to wade through useless writing to find them than to not have a source at all. 
 
    All of this had brought him to the sixth day, and on the fifth night, Rocky had chosen to reset the slowly mounting diminishing returns on the potion by having a proper night’s sleep. This is why waking to an incessant flashing from his interface had made him blink rapidly and hold his breath. 
 
    I turned this thing off nearly two weeks ago. What the hell? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Territory has been given direction and is now starting work on your first building, Community House. 
  Your current populace is unhappy and the build time of the structure will be increased by 50%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Territory has been organized into basic jobs. 
  Positions created by leader include Hunters, Gatherers, Builders, Lumberjacks, Healers, Launderers, Crafters, and Planners. 
  To see a full list of the individuals assigned to each position use Territory Interface. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  An area has been laid out as the first settlement in your Territory; the Leader has named it Algonquin Gorge. 
  Due to the area being surrounding by natural defenses on all sides your, settlement will gain a bonus of +75% to any constructed defensive structures. 
  Due to the area having easy access to water, and resources, all growth of settlement will be increased by 25%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The odd part to Rocky was that it kept saying the Leader. Scratching his head at how that was possible, Rocky explored his menus and finally located his Territory interface options. As he suspected, he couldn’t do anything from his current location, which was why he hadn’t bothered in the past. 
 
    The greater surprise for him was that he still was a leader of his Territory. Part of the other reason he hadn’t gone searching for this particular menu was every time he thought of his Territory, he felt his heart clench and his mouth go dry. When Sela had disappeared, he had worried that it was because his Territory had been captured. 
 
    Since he had the boys and couldn’t have changed the outcome from his current position, he had placed it on a growing list of things to be handled later. To find out definitively that he still had the Territory alleviated that fear but brought up a huge question.  
 
    What the hell had happened to his guide? 
 
    What else could have possibly killed her? Okay, think! What were the exact events that led up to that moment? 
 
    The entirety of his morning was spent considering that terrible day, and he finally stumbled on something. As the boys awoke, he remembered hearing their screams and his immediate check of notifications. The quest that he had completed… 
 
    Hadn’t it mentioned a perk? A greater perk… 
 
    His excitement began to skyrocket. There had definitely been a greater perk associated with that quest. The fact that he had never received it and couldn’t find it through all of his desperate searching led Rocky to only one conclusion. 
 
    Sela was alive! 
 
    The rest of that day flew by in a blur as Rocky’s troubled mind went through his tasks on autopilot. In the end, he decided that the following day he would call Azoth to him. Since he assumed Sela was also in the Territory, he hoped that the summons would inform her of his need for her. He would trust that she would make a decision on where she needed to be most. 
 
    The following morning’s notification nearly upended that decision. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Territory has had a major occurrence! 
  The leader has chosen to exile four individuals from the settlement and execute one individual for heinous crimes against other citizens of your Territory. 
  The sentence was proclaimed after a trial which occurred this morning. The verdict will be carried out immediately. If exiles enter your Territory, all citizens in the area will be notified of the trespass and given a quest to kill them. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Brow furrowed and frowning, Rocky re-read the message multiple times, unable to believe what the words implied. His bile rose, and he immediately was frustrated with his choices. His family wasn’t even here in Ottawa, and meanwhile, his Territory was being used for safety by people who were committing crimes. Crimes against other survivors! 
 
     It was long moments before he finally calmed down enough to avoid rushing off in the direction of Algonquin Valley. Unfortunately, he had seen the problem in Ottawa, and as such, he was going to deal with it. Despite his desire to return and just forget all about Corsair, Rocky couldn’t just leave him to carry on with his crimes. 
 
    Expression hardening, Rocky chose to summon Azoth and hope that Sela would take that as a message from him to finish whatever she was doing and get her butt back here. He needed her so he could quickly resolve this issue and get back to the Territory!  
 
      
 
    Sela 
 
      
 
    A pressure was pushing on Sela’s mind from every direction because anywhere she looked was blackness. The space she occupied felt both vast and oppressive. She was back in that place between again, the place she never wanted to return to. 
 
    She could barely remember the last time, but something deep within her screamed in uncontrollable, maniacal terror. The heart-stopping fear was all the worse after having seen the sun, and now that the darkness was back, it was all the blacker because of it. She was unable to think over the constant screaming in her mind, and every time she attempted to cope, she failed. 
 
    Sela tried to open her eyes again, waving her hands in front of her face, and physically screaming. She jerked back reflexively because while she couldn’t see her hands, she did hear her cry echoed back to her through the darkness. She felt her muscles contract, and her diaphragm pulled in a lungful of stale air. 
 
    Her heart caught in her chest. Was she blind? As suddenly as her heart had frozen, it began to beat in a fast tempo which didn’t stop increasing as her brain processed that issue. She sat up quickly and was surprised again that her body complied. 
 
    Her hand moved, and she felt her thigh under it. Sela felt the warm, smooth skin of her leg and traced her hand up the side of that long limb. It joined her torso, and her hand trailed up the side of her muscular butt and continued along her body. 
 
    Giggles escaped her as her hand passed over her ribs and caused a sensation she could barely remember. Was that tickling? Her hand continued along the curves of her chest, cupping her breast momentarily in confirmation. 
 
    Then her hand continued to her long neck and past her chin before coming to rest on a familiar face. When her palm rested on her face, it stopped, her body convulsed, and a sob tore itself from Sela.  
 
    Selaphelia Ardensai felt her face! She had a body, and it was hers! Emotions took a roller-coaster ride through her body, causing her to weep uncontrollably. When she was in control again, she felt goosebumps standing out on her skin, and her brain finally kicked into gear. 
 
    Sela could feel smooth, cold rock beneath her lower body and her other hand, which she had used to brace herself. That hand was telling her it was a flat rock surface that felt almost like a table top. As her body calmed further and the dump of adrenaline reduced, she began to notice a sound of dripping water.  
 
    Whatever was left of that oppressive force dissipated, and she smiled. It stood to reason if she could hear water, she could find an exit. Out of a habit ingrained in her previous life, she brought up a notification and was rewarded with a familiar blue screen. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Update: Recovering Gaia Quest Timer Elapsed 
  Total Golem Hearts Crushed 932 
  Calculating Reward … 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have destroyed the largest number of Golem Hearts in your immediate area. 
  You have been awarded one Greater Perk. 
  250,000 Etherience added to each group member. 
  200 Crystallized Ether will be awarded to the leader of the group to split. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Greater Perk Received! 
  Greater Perk Chosen… 
  Quest reward is chosen! 
  Greater Perk – Rebirth 
  Title added Champion of Gaia, this title is due to your class and that Gaia has taken a personal hand in your rebirth. Congratulations! 
  Congratulations! You have been reborn! 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! Your class has been changed from Ghostly-Druid to Druid! 
  Personal Ether Pool added, fully corporeal body added, stats slightly adjusted, and place of rebirth chosen. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have specialized! Class changed from Druid to Dark-Druid! 
  Skills changed to reflect this new specialization! The path was chosen due to Guide Link to a descendant of Azrael. 
  You now have access to your full class skill list. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Azrael! How do I have a connection to that notorious figure. Wait, Rockland is a descendant of the General of the Darkest Night? How?! 
 
    To Sela, this made no sense. She knew her lineage, and it did not contain a single connection to Azrael. The fact that she was an ancestral guide to Rockland had led her to believe that he had a connection to Selapheliel, her great grandfather. When she had seen his character sheet and seen the “(hidden)” portion in his class, she had assumed it spoke of that connection. 
 
    My first clue should have been his Dark specialization. Selapheliel and all of his descendants had a Light alignment. 
 
    Sela’s heart was in her throat. In her previous life, she had been a Light Justicar and had been a lieutenant in the Cathodiem guild. Her class was quite unique, and she had been proud of her specialization. Light was the embodiment that the founding leaders of Cathodiem claimed. 
 
    During her crusades against Mars and other planets, she had worn this specialization with pride. Now she was something else? When Rocky had specialized in a Dark affinity, she had felt this same panic but had consoled herself with the explanation her mentor had spoken to her.  
 
    Dark and light are but two parts of a whole. If light shines too brightly, only darkness can quench it, and subsequently, only light can unveil the dark. In the balance between these two has Cathodiem maintained its standing. 
 
    Now she realized she should have questioned it more. 
 
    Sela had worked beside Dark aligned people her entire life but now faced a real test of her character. Something about being one of them made her feel off. It wasn’t a comfortable feeling to describe but skin crawling came close. 
 
    Something about it clashed with an image of herself. Her internal story warred with the knowledge, and she felt almost embarrassment. It took many moments before she was able to store that internal dilemma away for a better time. 
 
    Wait. The rumor that Azrael left and took all of his blood relations with him—could those rumors be true? Then how in the hell is Rockland a descendant of the Dark General? 
 
    In some ways, it was incredible. Rockland was a descendant of Azrael, one of the most influential individuals to have ever walked the halls of the Cathodiem guild. It had been rumored he was a Legendary class and was one of the only reasons the Cathodiem guild hadn’t crumbled during his reign. 
 
    The fact that Rockland hadn’t been given a blood-related ancestor gave her pause. To be qualified as an ancestral guide, you needed to have made it to Master class and died upon Gaia. 
 
    Does that mean none of Azrael’s descendants died on Gaia? Or that none made it to Master class? Or a combination of the two? 
 
    Sela had been part of the corporation after Azrael, and while she grew up on rumors of his greatness, there were many other whispers of his insanity, of how the Dark had corrupted his soul. Sela had always assumed all of his relations in the guild didn’t come forward openly because of this stigma. Now she was forced to reconsider. 
 
    Why hadn’t Rockland told her? 
 
    She swore inwardly and paused, considering. She had never asked! Then she recalled most of the time spent with Rockland had been spent in animal form avoiding conversation. Sela sighed and finally put that entire discussion aside to have with the man when and if they saw each other again.  
 
    At least he isn’t infernal or celestial aligned. 
 
    Feeling foolish for her weakness, she chose to try to find her way out of the deep dark of the cave. Interestingly, as she relaxed, she felt an incredible connection to the land around her through her hand. By touching the stone under her, she could actually ‘see’ the entire section of the cave.  
 
    In fact, she could even feel how far underground she was and got a sense that this location was beyond ancient. Brows furrowed in confusion Sela slid her legs off of the stone altar, which she identified as such with her new ‘sight’ and hopped the short distance to the tiled cave floor. Somehow, she was aware of these objects even though her eyes were useless. 
 
    Surprisingly, the sense of knowing increased when her bare right foot touched down. Sela carefully walked slowly forward, confirming objects and pillars this ‘sight’ gave her with her hands. 
 
    After many hours of walking through carved and molded tunnels, Sela felt a change in the rock. Under her feet, she felt the rock shift from that of worked stone to that of rough, natural shapes. The more she walked, the more natural the caves and tunnels became until she suddenly found her eyes were able to make out shadows in the dark. 
 
    It wasn’t long after, and a sliver of light coming from an opening far in the distance made her eyes widen in delight. The daylight caused her to lose focus, and she momentarily became disoriented as her sense and sight warred for dominance. Tears began forming in her new eyes, which had never seen sunlight before. 
 
    After several disconcerting moments and a furious rubbing of her eyes, Sela was able to make out the exit far off in the distance. Smiling widely, Sela completely ignored her previous gift of perfect sight through contact, and it cost her. 
 
    When Sela exited the cave, her toes were bloody from where she had bashed them against jutting stones, and she had a few large bumps on her head that had almost cost her consciousness. Still smiling, though, she stood in the exit from the cave and took a deep breath of the beautifully fresh air.  
 
    The freshness of the deep forest was a gift after the stale, slightly heavy air of the deep cave. Sela stood there with not a stitch on and reveled in the feel of the wind. She twirled in the sun which dappled her skin through the forest canopy. Laughing, she pressed her battered toes into the soft soil and marveled at all the signals it sent to her brain. The most relaxing and calming part to this whole experience was through her deep connection to both the earth and the area she currently was in; Sela knew she was at home in the Territory. 
 
    There was a lake nearby, and Sela somehow knew that while there were creatures inside of it, they were low level and would be afraid of her. Still laughing, she ran the intervening space and took a leap from the shore. She entered the water in a shallow dive well out from the coast due to her increased Strength.  
 
    The feel of the water against her body awoke every sense within her. As it passed over her nakedness she shivered in delight and marveled at every caress. Holding her breath, she swam deep into the lake, scattering the evolved wildlife of its depths. 
 
    When she finally came back to the surface, she just laid there, lounging on her back, floating half submerged in the chilly waters. 
 
    A cough and a quick scuffle broke her out of the moment of absolute peace, as two men shoved each other in a frat boy way, arguing about who would say something to the naked Lady of the Lake. At first, Sela’s brow furrowed at the actions of the two, and then she realized her breasts were fully exposed above the water. When she looked the men’s way, her blue eyes seemed to carry the power of ice, and the two men froze, terrified that they had intruded on this peaceful moment of a woman from a dream. 
 
    Sela, who just moments ago had been in absolute wonder, flipped to complete embarrassment and then anger in a split second. In a blink her body changed into that of a massive bird of prey, and the two men were frozen in terror as a pitch black raven the size of an albatross flew over their heads.  
 
    Once the bird was well above the canopy and winging away, both men looked at each other, their eyes wide with wonder before they both shook their heads. The men walked away from the lake with a rather broad smile on their faces. 
 
    Sela, who now had to stay in bird form for the remainder of the day, swore at herself and clenched her beak. She flew around the Territory, looking at the groups who had been sent to the area, and the numbers didn’t add up. Rocky had sent maybe sixty people total to the sanctuary, but there seemed to be over one-hundred. The fact that none of the groups worked together made her beak clench harder, and the more she looked, the more she realized that these imbeciles were actually working against each other.  
 
    After a full circle, Sela counted six different groups and was now clenching her beak to stop a screech of outrage from escaping. A few moments later, she had located Azoth, and she flew in low to land on a branch above the sleeping Chimera before rudely speaking into his mind. 
 
    “Wake up, Azoth! Why have all these humans chosen to live in separate groups?” 
 
    One of the intelligent, golden eyes slowly opened and lazily scanned around, looking for the source of the disturbance. Azoth had no reason to fear anything in the area. When he had first returned, he had hunted anything that was sporting and eliminated it. 
 
    Now in the most recent days, he had been venturing outside of the Territory and finding better prey. The Chimera had felt like today would be a day of lazy sun tanning, and the mental shout had only partly registered in its somewhat adolescent mind. 
 
    “Up here, Azoth. I am sorry. I am in a lousy mood because two lecherous idiots startled me.” 
 
    Sela refused to share her embarrassment fully with anyone, not even the Chimera. Azoth, who had looked up and spotted her, began to get up and stretch in an odd mixture between stretches familiar to cats and dogs with a few differences due to his wings, size, and strength. 
 
    Sela’s eyes widened at his increased size as he carved deep gouges into the earth with his front claws, and when he beat his wings. He had grown to be at least double the height and width she had in her feline form and his wing flaps nearly flung Sela out of her perch in the tree. Azoth did reply while he stretched in a tired but excited sounding, deep mental voice, which was utterly ironic to his childish spiel, “Sela! Is Rocky back? Can we all go hunt together? I have getting stronger! I see you wings now. Can you teach fly? I have tried fly, I have crashed…” 
 
    His mental tirade continued, and Sela marveled at him. This Azoth was so much more excitable than the one she had been speaking with on the trip to Ottawa a few days… That thought made Sela realize she didn’t know how long she had been gone.  
 
    She cut off Azoth’s flood of exuberance with a question, “Azoth, how many days ago did you bring the people we saved back here?” 
 
    Azoth tilted his head. “Days? It was many hunts ago!” After finishing, he raised his head majestically at her, seeming almost to preen at his answer. 
 
    Sela tilted her avian head even farther than his and narrowed her eyes sharply at the amalgam. It would seem that the glare was simply lost on the cat-like creature, and so Sela was forced to ask her original question in the best-exasperated mind tone she could manage, “Azoth, why are all the people living in separate groups?” 
 
    “Don’t know! Humans all meet at sun up with man who has access to hole in space. He doles out food and asks if anyone spare any. No one ever spares food, and no one wants Azoth’s kills because I have eaten half of them. Now they ration wolf meat.  
 
    Humans screamed at each other, fights each other. No one leaves Territory because they are more scared, but some groups afraid of humans in here, too. Sela hunts with Azoth now?” 
 
    Sela was exasperated by his inability to give answers but was also slowly coming down from her original boiling emotions due to Azoth’s puppy-like demeanor calming her frayed feelings. Sela began to rationally consider the situation.  
 
    What could she do to help these people before returning to Rocky? This wasn’t altruistic. In the world Sela came from, you either contributed or were left to die. She worried that if she didn’t get them started, they would be counting on Rocky’s giving nature forever.  
 
    Despite all that, Sela figured hunting with Azoth may give her more time to think, so she responded in the affirmative which made the silly, childlike Chimera prance around in excitement. She then took far too long to explain the strategy of dual hunting to the silly pet. 
 
    The plan was that she would scout from the air and notify him of prey in the area. He would be able to approach it from upwind and, with his size, take it down quickly. 
 
    Over the course of the day, Sela and Azoth hunted, and Sela considered options as they quickly took down monsters that were well above her level and power. This was all due to the tank-sized creature. While he was slow and awkward still, Sela picked his prey very well.  
 
    She would find animals strong but below his weight class. Often, these creatures would have been faster than Azoth but were hit unaware due to the planned ambush. Then they would have to compete in strength with a beast that they had no hopes of overcoming. These thoughts were what eventually brought Sela to a realization. 
 
    She would have to level a group of individuals in the Territory as quickly as possible. Between her and Azoth, they could have them reach a point where they had at least two skills each. Then if done correctly, they would be the most active group in the valley.  
 
    If this A-Team chose to reside in an area, the others may also be convinced to join. If the others weren’t persuaded, she would just exile them from the Territory. Sela excused herself from further hunting after a time and a long-awaited level. 
 
    Azoth, who was mid-meal and had already consumed more than four times his own weight, didn’t mind. Sela began another circle of the region, trying to find the grotto she remembered from her first day with Rocky. 
 
    Finding the grotto from the air was simple, but trying to find an entrance from the ground was another story. Sela spent thirty minutes of the waning light attempting to find some way of walking in and out of the naturally fortified location until she discovered a small trail with a few switchbacks. In her bird form, it was challenging to see the six-foot wide opening from above as it blended in with the rock around it.  
 
    The grotto had this rock naturally defending three sides of the broad, central valley. The final view was abutted by the river which flowed towards rapids on one side and winded away into the distance on the other. Sela estimated the space inside the Grotto to be more than enough to comfortably house a massive population and would give the settlement ample room to grow. 
 
    The location now decided, Sela flew around, looking for something to solve her other problem. Just as night fell, Sela absconded from one of the survivor camps with a pair of trousers she estimated to be only slightly too big for her and a white shirt that was definitely meant for a man. Then she mentally asked Azoth where he was and flew through the starry night to his location. 
 
    The following morning, Sela walked brazenly towards the first group of survivors that had entered Algonquin Valley in ill-begotten, ill-fitting clothes. While she may not have customarily commanded much attention, the rambunctious Chimera following her did.  
 
    The fact that she had removed Smith’s access to the territorial storage may have also played a role in the survivor group’s panic. Sela approached and used Analyze on all members of the group as they slowly quieted and turned towards Azoth’s boisterous approach. 
 
    It wasn’t until Sela spoke that many of them even noticed her presence since most were staring openly at Azoth. “Hello, Smith, Derik, and I don’t see the third man Rockland met.” Upon hearing Rockland’s name, the two men froze momentarily and tried to recall having met the gorgeous woman who stood before them, which they of course failed. 
 
    “Who are you?” a dirty and disheveled Derik asked in a quick, challenging tone, throwing another question out like malicious gunfire, “What do you want? We have no food.” 
 
    The laugh like bell chimes on the wind was so mesmerizing, every man in the group almost stepped towards Sela as their own desire nearly took control. When she spoke, however, it was dripping with scorn and condescension, “Oh, I know you have no food remaining, and I also know you haven’t hunted for a single piece of food since you have arrived. Now, where is the man with the crossbow and bolts Rocky recovered, and where is the muscle-bound man who had lost a daughter?” 
 
    The faces of everyone in the group fell as one, and Sela tilted her head in confusion. This time, Smith answered in his usual, stoic calm, “Our hunter, Jesse, went out to hunt the morning after our arrival, and we have not seen him again. It seems like it might be harder to hunt for food when food is hunting for you. As for Brody, he slowly deteriorated, speaking less, eating less, and then one day, we woke up, and he was gone.  
 
    We were originally fifteen, and now we only have eight. Even in this place of relative safety, we have been unable to live… How do you know us? For we do not know you.” 
 
    The conversation that followed raised anger, fear, and desperation in the survivors, but Sela refused to allow them to go back to who they once were. These people hadn’t even realized that they could assign stats or skills. They would have been amongst the earliest casualties if not for the relative safety of the stabilized Ether. Her Analyze as she approached had told the story well. Not a single member of this group had even risen to level three. 
 
    Sela asked for access to each of the group's interfaces and shook her head when she saw only a select few had a class. The teaching continued for most of the morning as she chose classes and skills for most present. Unfortunately, the only man who had access to a rare class was Smith, who was able to select an ancestral class called medicine man. The description Sela read linked him to an ancestor named Pinga.  
 
    The name was unfamiliar to Sela. The class was also, but the man's skills were similar to that of ritual magic. Regardless, the group mostly chose ranged options that didn’t need physical weapons, which meant they were heavily magic based. 
 
    For the remainder of the day, Sela and Azoth split the group into two foursomes and took them hunting. Neither of the two high-leveled individuals stepped in unless absolutely necessary, and by the end of the day, the two groups were both an average level of seven.  
 
    This meant that the eight individuals all received their second skills, except for the rarer classes that only got to look at them. They also hunted for their own food, even though Azoth did eat half of his team’s. Unsurprisingly, Smith’s class also came with innate ability to understand the local flora, and he had foraged for many edible greens along the way. The sight that greeted the group of ten upon return to their original camp was of an angry mob. 
 
    The other six groups of survivors had each sent a contingent to collect their daily food allotment, and no one had been present. The ensuing panic of the groups’ representatives could be seen in their hungry gazes and desperate eyeing of the hunted meat. If not for Azoth’s presence, they may have even tried to steal the numerous carcasses the group had collected. 
 
    Sela simply refused to answer any of their questions. Anytime they asked where the food was, she merely responded with, “Bring your group of survivors here. Only then will we talk!” The people screamed, cried, and pleaded but eventually were forced to do as the oddly dressed woman wanted. 
 
    It took a few hours before all the stragglers arrived at the clearing, and in that time, Sela had instructed her A-Team on the procedure for skinning and butchering. Most of the meat was roasting over the fires that Sela had coaxed back to life, and the tempting aroma had each new arrival’s mouth watering in hopes of a taste.  
 
    A duplication of the original scene occurred as each de-facto leader chose to believe that their weight being thrown around would mean something. It didn’t. Sela, this time, didn’t even bother responding. Instead, she just stared at them until they finally saw the menace in her eyes. 
 
    The A-Team were the only people above level three she could see, and they continued to act their assigned rolls behind Sela and Azoth. Sela had told them to appear happy and excited about the upcoming food but ignore everything else. The scene needed to be set for this moment, which Sela confirmed with a quick glance. 
 
    “Welcome to my Valley. Most of you have seen Rocky or me, and in fact, a large group of you were saved from a town nearby and led here by my lord's pet, Azoth.” Sela began looking directly at the group she recognized from Pembroke, who started muttering and finally putting together the resemblance they had noticed.  
 
    “While you are all welcome to stay in this place of safety, you must also earn your keep. There will be no more freebies of food! You will hunt and gather what is required or you will win your meals in other ways. This safety is not free, and just because you have all undergone tragedy does not mean that you are owed it!” As she spoke, mutters from the assembly had risen in pitch and forced Sela to shout her final pronouncement. 
 
    An answering, unintelligible shout from within the crowd made Sela pause and the entire crowd go silent. One by one, the group stepped aside to reveal the man who was hidden and had raised his voice. The man was closely followed by four others, who were terrified. 
 
    Why do they fear this man so? 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Arti Gallebrick 
  Level 11 
  Apprentice-Berserker 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Brendon Forgis 
  Level 3 
  Apprentice-Shielder 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Frank Futis 
  Level 2 
  Apprentice-Windrunner 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Guy Jilles 
  Level 4 
  Apprentice-Lurker 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jack Estra 
  Level 5 
  Apprentice-Strengthener 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    While the man’s shout had been impossible to hear over the mutterings, his next words came through clearly, “Who are you to tell us what we are entitled to? Who is this woman to come here and take control?” As his words echoed over the clearing, a few women broke down in hysterical sobbing, but most people remained absolutely still as if afraid to be noticed by this man and his lackeys. 
 
    Unbidden, Azoth rose to the man’s challenging tone with a roar that quivered the leaves on the trees and made all but the man shrink back. The sound was much fuller since the last time Sela had heard it. Even she was momentarily startled by the deep resonation in her chest paired with his massive lion’s maw wide and showing deadly fangs. 
 
    Arti, who was dark skinned with dark hair and an incredibly full beard, did not step back, though. He stood defiantly, glaring at the Chimera which forced Sela to intercede before Azoth bit the man in two. Sela who didn’t have Azoth’s hearing, distracted the Chimera by asking what the sobbing women were whispering to each other about. 
 
    The Chimera telepathically repeated the words being spoken by the women of the camp, “That is the man. He came to our camp late one night… He killed anyone who opposed him and took what he wanted. He took me! That monster forced himself on me!” It was bizarre to hear what was clearly a very emotional tirade converted into the profoundly emotionless repetition that Azoth used to convey the words he heard. 
 
    While Azoth might not understand the accusation, Sela did, and her instincts from a previous life rose swiftly and commandingly. Pulling two golem metal spikes from the territorial storage, Sela commanded her team with two words, “Detain them!”  
 
    As the bystanders scattered, a wide grin crept on to the face of Arti, and he began to glow red. 
 
      
 
    Sela 
 
      
 
    As Sela closed with the brown-skinned titan, she watched the red light culminate into the man's eyes, and he bellowed a scream of defiance with a volume that may have rivaled Azoth. Falling into her old form, she moved with the fluidity and grace of an ancient warrior. That’s when the first of Arti’s accomplices collapsed as a green light left his hands.  
 
    The bright bulb which had departed the Shielder's hands formed a semi-transparent set of armor as it struck Arti. Within a moment, three other spells hit the man, and his final compatriots fell to the ground, suffering from Ether exhaustion. 
 
    Before Sela’s eyes, she watched the man gain muscle mass, and the air around him began to distort. For a warrior of Sela’s age, you rarely saw something new, but her mouth hanging open and eyes full spoke to the fact that this man surprised her. The shock was short-lived as the man closed the distance between them in a blink.  
 
    A fist nearly removed her head from her shoulders. Luckily, Arti had aimed for the smallest of targets on Sela, which meant it took the least movement to avoid. This told of the man's inexperience in actual battle. 
 
    Turning the dodge into a roll with a desperate shove from her legs, she avoided a follow-up elbow which dug a crater into the earth. As Sela rolled, she saw the ranged attacks of her Alpha Team collide with the phantom armor and stagger the man. The impacts had thwarted his effort to follow her. Arti turned his staggering step into a tumble as a large, black shape nearly trampled him into the earth. 
 
    Both Sela and Arti came to a stop after their rolls. Arti chose to go on the offensive, and Sela, knowing she was unable to match the man’s superior strength, decided to defend. As Arti swung enlarged fists coated in phantom armor, Sela wove amongst the blows, never striking deep but scoring cutting strikes that began to bleed the man.  
 
    Unfortunately, this tactic did not last as the Berserker changed his strategy and started attacking the very ground Sela stood upon. With massive, sweeping chops, Arti cut grooves into the field with blows that would have severed limbs if Sela allowed them to land. It was on one of these blows that the stone Sela stood upon shattered, and she was thrown into the air.  
 
    Azoth slammed into the shoulder of the man, saving her from the incoming follow-up fist. His jaws crushed and eventually overpowered the spelled armor. Terrifyingly, even Azoth’s bulk was fought by this enraged man.  
 
    As Arti’s shoulder bled, the red of his eyes continued to increase, and he stood, lifting Azoth as he did so. A massive hand latched onto his lower jaw and another onto the upper as the Berserker began to pry the jaws open to release his deeply gouged shoulder.  
 
    Azoth attempted to bring his hind claws to bear, and a grating like the sound of shears cutting metal reverberated across the clearing. With a massive effort, Arti managed to unclench the jaws enough that he was able to heave Azoth away from him in a tangle of wings and legs.  
 
    As this titanic struggle had been going on, Sela had not remained idle, and as the Berserker turned, she buried both of her metal golem spikes deep into one of his knee joints.  
 
    Azoth managed to reduce the damage to his wings as he landed by tucking them in close to his body. When his bulk crashed to earth, a small rumble was felt through the forest floor. 
 
    Spells continued to pelt the enemy from the A-Team, and Sela continued to weave. It was considerably simpler to avoid the continued strikes when Arti couldn’t use one of his legs. Sela easily dodged through the patterned spells of the team of survivors she had trained. 
 
    It was a simple matter to teach each caster and ranged fighter to target waist high and above. This combined with a timing of two beats between each subsequent spell, meant Sela just needed to coincide her weaving. In longer fights, this pattern might have been suspected by an enemy, but in a small skirmish like this or against monsters, it was an ideal strategy for tanks. 
 
    Moments later, Azoth was back and managed to pin the man under his impressive bulk, and that’s how Arti’s buffs elapsed, just under ten minutes later. Only now, both Sela and Azoth had pinned the struggling Arti.  
 
    The fight fled the man, and a shrunken Arti was left battered and bleeding in place of a rapidly shrinking, enchanted berserker. Sela stopped Azoth from killing the man right there. She didn’t do this out of kindness. In fact, she wanted to kill them all as a unit once the other four and Arti regained consciousness. She wanted to make a spectacle of the man and his accomplices to remind the others that actions such as these would spell death! 
 
    Which made it all the stranger when midnight rolled around, and all five men were still alive. 
 
    Sela was used to being judge, jury, and executioner, which is why she was entirely confident in her assessment that each and every man who stood against her this day should die. Yet Smith stood between her and them and smiled placatingly. “Let us talk about this… lady.”  
 
    Her icy blue glare stopped him cold, and his smile vanished as he continued, “You cannot just kill people without a trial. This is the way of the country in which you reside.” 
 
    “Country? What country? We reside in Rocky and my Territory, and I will do as I see fit.” As Sela spoke these next words, the remainder of the team stood and gathered around Smith, showing their unequivocal support of the man's words, which made Sela finally pause. 
 
    After the battle, the survivors had slowly gathered back to the campgrounds and even then only because they had coerced them with food. Now thoroughly fed, the groups watched the exchange between Sela and Smith, each one waiting to see what type of ruler they were following. 
 
    Not willing to ostracize the people of this clearing, the trained squad leader in her came to the surface. In a tone of command, Sela simply stated, “You will explain.” 
 
    Smith explained his old position as the Sheriff of the Indigenous Police, and how the justice she was about to perform would unequivocally be termed vigilante justice. Despite everything she knew from her time as a Light Justicar, she had never heard of allowing the accused to plead a case in front of peers. She had never heard of calling for witnesses and holding a hearing in the manner that Smith and the others explained.  
 
    For Sela, a trial meant a pronouncement of the justice that would be doled out in full view of others so they would know that the law had zero room for areas of gray. You either followed the law or you didn’t, and Sela could feel her brain spinning in her skull. This system was undoubtedly flawed, and her blood boiled through her veins as Smith continued in a lecturing tone. 
 
    The only thing that stopped Sela from bypassing the Alpha Team and slaughtering Arti and his group was that she worried that Rockland was from this man’s world and he may think the same. This thought was a tourniquet on a bleeding limb, and she used it to staunch the rise of her indignation. She would have this trial, and in the meantime, she changed the subject to her plans for the future. 
 
    Informing the A-Team of the grotto within the Territory and her plan to move everyone there was met with skepticism of her ability to get the remaining villagers to work as a cohesive unit. According to each member, they had tried to have the survivors work together in the past. However, the fear of encountering monsters stopped each attempt long before it began. 
 
    The druid looked them each in the eye. This place would become a city for more survivors, and her eyes held a promise of it. She blinked once and then spoke in a stage voice, using the conversation as a platform for change. 
 
    “This place is the only hope you all have, and possibly the only refuge in the entire world. You have been given everything you have so far. What have you done to earn your survival?” Sela spoke the last question and waited. 
 
    Angry mutterings started in the survivors, but no one spoke up. The anger morphed to a dawning realization, and Sela’s words drove it home a moment later, “You have survived on the grace of another and have wallowed in your pity of the circumstances that brought you here. Well, I have news for you! This is the world you live in now!  
 
    Arti showed you that when he raped your women! I showed you what you would do without a food supply. Not one of you hunted or foraged after I took your food, and not one of you could stand up to this criminal. 
 
    Do you want to let people like Arti and his cronies become the powers of the world? Do you want them to be able to take anything they want from you and you be powerless to stop them? Do you want to die just because you can’t get food on your own?” 
 
    For the first time in two weeks, people began straightening backs and standing proud, attempting to rise under the weight that the world had put there. Eyes shone with determination as people struggled against their own fears. 
 
    Sela smiled. These people were essential to turn the Territory into a place of actual safety for themselves. They were necessary to make this a refuge for other survivors of the Ether Apocalypse. They needed to come together through their shared experience of surviving where others had not. 
 
    Otherwise, each individual group would live separately and slowly be pruned until they couldn’t support themselves. Once Sela had the majority’s attention, they quieted the few remaining mutters of discontent, and Sela smiled wider. Finally, she explained the plan, and they started to nod along and take more motivation from the vision. 
 
    After Sela spoke, the entire collective went on a short jaunt to the grotto. Azoth carried the prisoners, each of whom was fed a strange concoction by Smith which prolonged their state of unconsciousness.  
 
    Once in the grotto, Selaphelia laid out positions that needed to be filled and held group meetings with anyone interested in each post. Some individuals were forced to pick other assignments as there were far too many cooks, for example, and not enough hunters. 
 
    The group for cooks was, in fact, the group she interviewed with first and found out the history of each of its volunteers. Choosing the ones with past experience was an easy decision, and she was left with a group of five individuals to discuss class selections with.  
 
    Letting the five cooks know that certain classes didn’t require combat to level and that they could perform daily tasks and occasional quests to slowly level got the group excited. The druid made sure that they understood that they would not be able to grow in strength as quickly as the combat classes and gave them the best options she could.  
 
    She made it abundantly clear it was not required for a person who was a cook to choose chef, saucier, herbalist, alchemist, or any other of the myriad of Non-Power Classes, NPC for short. If they wished, they could pick any class they fancied and still learn the Cook skill. 
 
    For example, Sela had used the class blademancer. Blademancer was a class that could summon multiple different blades to hand depending on level and skills. At higher levels, this class could even control the knives at a specified distance of up to ten feet with their minds. The moment Sela had brought up telekinetic blades, most in the group had perked up considerably. However, when she suggested going out and hunting the monsters to gain levels, most of the eager faces had quickly become serious. 
 
    The group of five left, thinking about the best options for them. Sela had also described that NPCs would be given one assigned stat point per level and one free stat point. In addition, the class skills they would have access to would be less combat oriented and much more utilitarian. In trade for the loss of a second assigned stat point, they were given two non-combat skill points per level, to place as they chose. This essentially allowed for power leveling of gained skills. These classes were given daily tasks that increased in difficulty but also awarded more Etherience as they grew in levels. 
 
    It continued like that well into the darkening night before Sela felt she had assigned people to each group. The leader had been shocked to find so many intellectuals amongst the survivors and each one with a vast knowledge of specialized areas. It did grow to grate as one after the other they would speak of degrees or diplomas and past work experience, but Sela chalked that up to something from the world without Ether.  
 
    She allowed them to prattle as long as it meant that they would have an innate understanding of building, farming, medicine, anatomy or any myriad of other topics she had been informed were taught at ‘Universities’.  
 
    Once she was done with the volunteers, she was forced to assign individuals to jobs that they didn’t specifically want. These jobs seemed to be anything which was considered to be too labor intensive or dangerous. Sela groaned and took anyone who volunteered for these positions but was still forced to assign others.  
 
    Lumberjack had one volunteer, and Sela was forced to place three more under him and required their class selections to be Planar, Lumberjack, Millman, Carver, or Axemen, which was the combat option that suited the group. Strangely, bringing up combat and going out to gain levels made all of the men seem happy to choose NPCs.  
 
    Selaphelia gave them the assignment of starting to clear all trees within the Grotto the following day and converting them to planks to be used by the builders. However, this brought to light the distinct lack of tools available. Rocky had left one wood ax behind, and the group from Pembroke had brought one more and an old saw, but that was the extent of woodsman’s tools available. 
 
    It was a similar story for all the other groups which were reliant on tools. Selaphelia promised to fix the problem as soon as possible, thinking of the shop in Ottawa and of purchasing what was needed or perhaps just purchasing a smithy that could then begin supplying tools. Regardless, that would be a discussion to have with Rockland once she flew back to meet him. 
 
    The following morning, Smith held his trial, and the group was found to be guilty, but strangely, the four who had accompanied Arti were deemed to be liable to a lesser extent. They had pleaded that they were victims of the man just like everyone else, that the Berserker had threatened to kill them and their families if they didn’t do as he said.  
 
    This lesser sentence was given to Sela to decide, and she had chosen to talk to Smith to better understand why they were allowed to keep their lives. Sela felt that they all still deserved to die. 
 
    “A man cannot be held liable for a decision he was forced to make under duress or coercion. This refers to a situation whereby a person performs an act as a result of violence, threat, or other pressure against them.” Upon Sela’s request for the meaning of duress, Smith further recited, “Duress is pressure exerted upon a person to coerce that individual to undergo an act they ordinarily would not perform.”  
 
    While this speech didn’t change Sela’s mind about the issue, the fact that Smith was clearly reciting a law from the former world allowed her to accept it. 
 
    At a suggestion from Smith, she chose to banish the group from the grotto and allow them to stay in the Territory. They were told that they could hunt and bring back food to one day earn the right to rejoin the others if they worked hard.  
 
    As for Arti, Sela proclaimed his guilt and spoke his crimes to the people before she lopped off his head. The reactions of the people to this simple act surprised her. Many were forced to turn away and throw up, and she wondered just how weak the world had become. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Once Rocky saw the notification, he had felt his heart sink and so he chose to forgo his morning reading session and really delve into the tabs on Territory management. A deep-seated feeling of guilt forced him to try to do what he could to better his Algonquin Valley. Even though he didn’t have full access to screens and couldn’t change anything currently, he delved into the problem with a desperate need to quench his guilt.  
 
    Rocky had played a ton of empire building strategy games and so immediately saw some of the changes that Sela had put in place but also noticed a large number of overlaps in her decision making. For example, the category of Alchemist. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Territory Job Categories 
  You are able to have ten job titles total. Ways to unlock additional job titles is currently hidden. Reach Territory Level two to unlock additional information. 
  Job titles increase over time as actions and quests are completed that fall under each category, or you can have the job skill level doubled by having it occupy two available job title slots. 
  Job titles can be reallocated once per quarter, current job reset counter = one. Counters cannot be stored. If they are not used, they will be reset at the end of a quarter. Current time remaining until next quarter. Five days, fifteen hours, two minutes. Dismissing a job will reduce its level back to level one. 
  Alchemist 1 
  Builder 1 
  Lumberjack 1 
  Cook 1 
  Farmer 1 
  Hunter 2 
  Forager 1 
  Herbalist 1 
  Crafter 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Alchemist 1 
  Maximum number of individuals allowed under this heading is five times job title level. Current rank one, current max five individuals. 
  This job will increase the acquisition and leveling of the following non-combat skills. 
  Alchemy 
  Herbalism 
  Chemistry 
  Ether Properties 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Herbalist 1 
  Maximum number of individuals allowed under this heading is five times job title level. Current rank one, current max five individuals. 
  This job will increase the acquisition and leveling of the following non-combat skills. 
  Herbalism 
  Cultivation 
  Chemistry 
  Ether Properties 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    These two were the largest of overlaps that Rocky could find with three of four skills being contained under both job headings. Others such as farming contained cultivation as well so it would have been much more efficient at current to make sure each and every skill had minimal duplication across jobs.  
 
    This was utterly theoretical on his part, but he began scribbling notes in the tablet so he could bring them up with Sela later. Perhaps he could have her fly back and forth to convey orders and change the structure of the village while he finished up here in Ottawa. 
 
    As for levels of the job titles, it seemed they would level over time, or you could exhaust two job titles to double the current level of a job. However, all a contemplative Rocky could tell that happened upon the second tier of a job skill was an increase in the number of people it could house under its umbrella. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hunting 2 
  Maximum number of individuals allowed under this heading is five times job title level. Current rank two, current max ten individuals. 
  This job will increase the acquisition and leveling of the following combat and non-combat skills. 
  Accuracy 
  Tracking 
  Skinning 
  Butchering 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Perhaps it also increased the subsequent skill leveling speed, but the information was not available under his current tab. Making notes of some of the other job titles that would be beneficial, Rocky continued to study options. Under a tab titled administration, the entire back screen with sliders, graphs, and options was grayed out and over them all was written. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Build a Leaders Hut, Town Hall, Community Center, Castle, or any other leadership platform to unlock this page. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Another page which was interesting was the building page, which listed resources available, currently none, and what buildings he had access to. The list was short and made him sigh heavily when he read through it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Construction Page 
  Current Lumber Available: 0 
  Current Adhesive Available: 0 
  Current Nails Available: 0 
  Current Screws Available: 0 
  Current Stone Available: 0 
  Current Brick Available: 0 
  Current Metal Available: 0 
  Many other options for building material may exist, but you will have to discover them. These are the building materials your builders are currently aware of. 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Available Buildings 
  Leaders Hut – Building materials needed, 100 units, assorted. 
  Community Housing – Building materials needed 200 units, assorted. Sleeps 200 with zero privacy but keeps the rain off. 
  Longhouse – Building materials needed 250 units, assorted. Sleeps 50 with individual rooms and common area for cooking, cleaning, and mingling. 
  Mess Hall and Kitchen – Building materials needed 500 units, assorted. Can accommodate 500 diners at one time. 
  To unlock more buildings, discover the tools needed for those buildings or buy blueprints. 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That’s when Rocky realized the tablet may have some useful information. Unfortunately, as he searched for anything relating to classes, jobs, territories, and even some other fruitless searches he had only managed to bookmark a section about skills in his current book.  
 
    As for new books to download Rocky was sadly disappointed. Anything available seemed to be advertising for books you could purchase for large amounts of Crystallized Ether. However, you couldn’t purchase them on the device, no you needed to find a place called El Dorado. The tightness in his chest he felt when told he could buy information in the Lost City of Gold, was pretty excruciating. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Community Housing 
  The Community House is a large open concept room, which houses a maximum of two-hundred individuals sleeping on floor space, which leaves no room for privacy. 
  +200 Housing Limit 
  -50% Population Growth 
  +25% Disease 
  -1x Occupants/200= Growth to Territory Mood Meter 
  If used for Barracks or Hostel, negative effects are canceled. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Longhouse 
  The Longhouse is a large building with a communal living area but separate rooms with lockable doors. Individuals can furnish their own space as they see fit, and a kitchen can be built in to serve as a makeshift Mess Hall. 
  +50 Housing Limit 
  Occupants/25= Growth to Territory Mood Meter 
  +10% Population Growth 
  -10% Disease 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Making more notes for Sela, Rocky tapped his finger to his lip as he decided that it was better to create longhouses over the community houses. He was pretty sure that the bonuses would only affect people staying under the roof of the building that was built but wasn’t sure. It might apply to his entire Territory as soon as it was built. The increased chance of disease was the stat that decided it for Rocky as he had no idea what type of new diseases Ether had brought with it.  
 
    Thinking on the repercussions of building a community house made Rocky wince, and he considered making the trip back there if Azoth could fly, which he would discover soon. He could make a few suggestions and see if people agreed with him. Maybe he could even appoint someone to be in charge of his Territory and have access to this information. Especially if he and Sela were out taking care of problems. 
 
    Rocky’s stomach immediately began to settle and his breath came slower as he considered transferring the responsibility to others. He could just oversee everybody and make suggestions. As he started to picture this option, he felt calmer and calmer.  
 
    He continued to make notes on what buildings would be needed in what order. These notes also included items that would be very helpful to look for in the shop. It would be a question of if the tools were remarkably cheap or if it was comparable to buying a blueprint for a forge. 
 
    Further consideration made Rocky click his teeth but lean towards buying a blueprint for a forge or some portable forge equipment. It was the age-old question of long-term gain for short-term pain. He had always been the long game player and chose to start his Territory skewed to that side. 
 
    Of course, there was definitely a point somewhere between the two that would be optimal and Rocky set out to find it. Perhaps buy a single set of tools for each job he had decided upon and then have a forge created to begin learning to develop more? No, that seemed like it wouldn’t work correctly, and Rocky started really digging into the problem with an intensity that had him entirely lost to his creative juices. It was like an epic version of a city or empire building game, and Rocky was excellent at those. 
 
    Having taken first watch the night before, Jason was the first to wake and discover that the fire had nearly burnt out. He scowled and looked around for Rocky, who was muttering to himself off to one side, and narrowing his eyes at the sight, Jason eagerly selected to cook for a change.  
 
    Jason began by building a smaller fire to try to avoid burning the skin of the meat. Then he placed the makeshift grate of golem metal atop it. Once everything was set up, he bothered Rocky briefly to acquire some meat and then committed himself to the task. Rocky pulled the meat out of thin air as he was prone to do with all manner of things. The boys knew he had some sort of extra-dimensional bag but had no idea where he had gotten the thing. 
 
    As the meat began to slowly cook over the fire, a notification alert popped up, and Jason curiously opened it to find out he had received the Cooking skill. Smiling to himself, Jason resolved to cook from now on. When the other boys woke to the delicious smell of slowly baking meat, the excitement finally made Rocky look up with his brows drawn together in confusion.  
 
    When Jason told him about his new notification, Rocky’s face soured and went distant as he looked through his own character sheet. Jason was then forced to explain what he had attempted to do while cooking their morning meal so Rocky could understand why he hadn’t received the cooking skill yet. 
 
    It wasn’t that inedible! Ungrateful kids! 
 
    Rocky was forced to leave it alone when he tasted the vegetables, which Jason had seared on top of the meat, and Rocky admitted even they tasted better! 
 
    “Alright, how many of you have played Sim City or some sort of real-time strategy game?” Rocky suddenly asked, seeming to bring it up out of the blue as everyone ate. When all but Alex raised their hands, Rocky continued, “Don’t worry, Alex, you can still help. I am going to lay out a plan, and I want you guys to think of improvements or weaknesses you can exploit. Can you do that?” 
 
    The boys who had thought they would be starting their morning training jumped at the new opportunity to forgo it. A strange smile came on to Rocky’s face as he handed them his tablet which had notes and began showing them his Territory menu, and within moments, the boys realized that this was just another type of lesson.  
 
    Jason and Alex audibly groaned, but Oliver’s eyes lit up with his customary curiosity. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  First buildings to build 
  2 x Longhouse (Search shop for better building blueprint) 
  1 x Forge (If not available as portable, search shop for blueprint) 
  1 x Sawmill, Lumber processing of some sort (Search shop for blueprint) 
  1 x Thatcher, some sort of shingle making building (If one exists, search shop) 
  1 x Leaders Hut (Search shop for Town Hall blueprint) 
  ? x Longhouse (Build as many as needed to reduce overcrowding) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shopping List 
  3 x Axe 
  Nails (Large supply) 
  Thatch or Shingles (Large supply) 
  3 x Hammer 
  3 x Skinning Knife 
  3 x Tanning Supplies 
  3 x Leatherworking Kit 
  Forge Equipment in any variation 
  3 x Farmers Tools 
  Seeds for Hearty Plants (Large supply) 
  1 x Alchemy Equipment 
  5 x Bow 
  50 x Arrow 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Job Titles 
  Alchemy 1 – Alchemy, Herbalism, Chemistry, Ether Properties 
  Farming 1 – Cultivation, Seeding, Crop Fertility, Harvest 
  Hunter 1 (2) – Accuracy, Tracking, Skinning, Butchering 
  Lumberjack 1 – Axeman, Planking, Debarking, Lumber 
  Builder 1 – Architecture, Engineering, Materials, Creativity 
  Researcher 1 – Research, Discovery, Progress, Invention 
  Crafter 1 – Tools, Creativity, Discovery, Craft 
  Cook 1 – Knives, Cook, Palate, Ingredients 
  Soldier 1 – Shield, Spear, Training, Endurance 
  Clerk 1 (0) – Administration, Reporting, Scribing, Organization 
  Possibly remove Clerk and increase Hunter to 2. It will depend on the speed of leveling. Ask Sela. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Jason and Alex mumbled words of assent and platitudes before getting up to train, leaving Oliver and Rocky to speak more in depth about the whole process. Together, the two checked the prices in the magazine against the prices of what was on the shopping list. To the dismay of Rocky, he wasn’t even close to purchasing a tenth of the things listed. 
 
    Together, they sat and prioritized items. Well past mid-morning, Oliver finally felt he had asked all the questions he could think of and was surprised to find that Rocky had thought of practically everything already. With a sense of accomplishment that can only come from a good mental workout, Rocky and Oliver got up to join the others in their physical training. 
 
    The remainder of the day was spent hunting and leveling, and after dinner, Rocky took his third from last Elixir of Shortened Sleep wondering where Sela and Azoth were. The boys who had been told to keep an eye out for a large bird or an enormous, flying cat were still surprised by the arrival of a massive, black raven shortly after Rocky fell asleep. Jason spoke up hesitantly, “Sela?” 
 
    The bird nodded its head once then flew down to be closer to the fire and began eating the leftovers from the dinner the group had consumed. Somehow, the bird managed to make her actions of eating look dignified and much more human than even the boys had, which sent Twilight Zone shivers down all of the boys’ spines. Each boys’ eyes were riveted on the bird, open wide and staring awkwardly, mouths slightly open as if ready to speak but not making a sound. 
 
    The scene was the same a half an hour later when Rocky woke up. The boys were now trying to look at the raven in their midst without seeming to look at her. Rocky let the moment play out with a broad smile plastered across his face. The awed faces of youth looked the same in the new world as they did in the old. 
 
    Finally breaking the silence, Rocky spoke, “Hello, Sela, it’s great to see you in the flesh.” Chuckling to himself, Rocky missed the three looks of shock followed by eye rolls. However, the looks of disappointment he met from four sets of eyes when he scanned the camp a moment later just increased his volume of laughter.  
 
    “Come on, guys! She was a ghost, and now she’s not. That’s pure gold, Jerry!” Rocky stated in his best impression of Seinfeld. 
 
    “Uhhh… no one here is named Jerry, Rocky,” was Jason’s skeptical response which was paired with a look that told Rocky his sanity was being assessed. The rest of the boys clearly understood the reference this time but the fact that Jason missed another reference forced a groan from Rocky. 
 
    “That’s it! I need friends my own age. Go to bed… go!” Rocky said while facepalming and nearly crying in laughter at another joke going over the boys’ heads. 
 
    I’m starting to think he is hopeless! 
 
    The boys seemed to want to protest, but when they looked at Sela who shook her avian head at their look, they assented. Oliver put a hand on of the other boys’ backs and frog-marched Alex towards the cave, while Jason only required a light shove. 
 
    Knowing that Sela couldn’t speak to him, Rocky asked her if she needed anything, and at her head shake, he explained to her what he had come up with regarding the Territory. The looks Sela was giving him could have petrified trees, melted stones, and reversed rivers. Perhaps it was the fact that she was a bird, or maybe it was the reason he didn’t have a wife and kids, but Rocky completely missed the first signs of trouble.  
 
    Distractedly looking at his sheet, Rocky continued and was even stupid enough that he offhandedly brought up the dilemma she had handled that morning, and while he hadn’t outright asked if she was sure of her decision, he had insinuated it with his tone. Continuing to dig a pit straight to a hell he had no idea was coming, he brought up changes upon changes to her decisions. 
 
    The resulting calm when Sela returned to human form at midnight would have been another hint if Rocky had seen the first clue, but he hadn’t. Rocky assumed the calm was because he had done such a good job explaining everything, which he hadn’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Rocky didn’t miss the third warning sign as Sela escalated to the third tier of apoplectic, and he really couldn’t have as she yelled, “You spent how much on this general piece of clothing!” He had just happily told her he had bought her a gift, which had nearly brought a smile to her face until he had also mentioned that he had purchased ten of them for half a crystal each. 
 
    Frantically backtracking at a metaphorical sprint that would probably have made Usain Bolt proud, Rocky tried desperately to correct what had upset Sela. “I bought ten in case we meet others. The nano weave repairs itself, so you only need one piece,” Rocky added and as most guys did when faced with a woman’s irate fury, he didn’t really compute her first exclamation. 
 
    “Are you even listening?” Sela cut in as Rocky opened his mouth to try to continue. “This fabric is standard in the Etherverse. In fact, you purchased a plain black assassin version, which may not be the cheapest, but for ten you could expect to spend less than a single Ether Crystal, at least during my time!” 
 
    The words finally registered with Rocky, and he sputtered in outrage, not at Sela but at Jesse who he had naively chosen to trust. Somewhere in his gaped mouth, mumbling and cursing, he must have coherently said something about the magazine because Sela said, “A magazine! A merchant gave you a magazine with fair prices! For Azazel’s sake, I know you are new to this universe, but that’s the oldest trick in the book!” 
 
    Finally making the correct decision, Rocky shut his mouth with a snap and asked her, “I am sorry. Please, could you explain to me how much a Crystallized Ether is worth?” After managing to get out the question he sat beside the campfire, hands clasped in his lap for a moment before he unwisely added under his breath, “I did only buy things I thought would help immediately.” 
 
    Sela looked him right in the eyes and held his gaze for a long moment until Rocky finally lowered his. After he ducked his head, she said in a forced calm, “A piece of Crystallized Ether is worth quite a bit. In fact, a type of change needed to be created because it was deemed that rounding up to a full piece would be unfair to consumers.”  
 
    Pausing briefly to glance at Rocky, Sela saw him nod and so continued, “A single crystal is equivalent to ten emerald gems, and one emerald gem is equal to ten ruby marks, which finally is equivalent to ten diamond chips. We call them crystals, gems, marks, and chips for short!” Her voice, by the end, had gone up an octave or two as she failed to contain her mounting frustration. 
 
    As she took a deep breath, Rocky pulled out his tablet and began taking notes, so he was looking down when she saw the device. Since he was looking away, he missed another sign as she calmly asked in an overly sweet voice, “And you bought a Regulated Knowledge Tablet?” 
 
    His answer and the price he quoted unintentionally woke up the three boys as it caused Sela to literally shriek in rage before stomping off to calm down. 
 
    It was close to a quarter of an hour later when Sela returned, looking somewhat sheepish and said in an emotionless tone, “I am sorry, Rockland. I overreacted and realize you are new to the Etherverse and didn’t know any of this.” A deep breath later, she continued, “A Regulated Knowledge Tablet is free from any shop, and you can buy expansions for them. The clothing as mentioned is a standard material, and if a merchant ever tells you a war has upped prices, don’t believe them! Even when I led campaigns against Mars, the markets barely fluctuated. Now, I am assuming you bought other items but were tricked in their purchase as well. Can I please see the magazine you mentioned?” 
 
    At her words, Rocky snuck into the cave and extricated the magazine from the furs where the young men had left it. While Rocky was quiet during his retrieval, it was pointless as the boys were listening with all their might for each and every word that was exchanged between the two adults. Two of the young men had experienced parents in similar moments and were praying it didn’t end up with one of the two leaving. 
 
    When he returned, he tentatively held out the magazine to Sela and prayed that she didn’t rip his arm off accidentally. Rocky felt his arm muscles relax when she took it with a polite thank you. She then flipped through all the pages and looked at all the goods that were offered. After which she asked him for the nano weave piece of clothing, which she promptly put on and took off her ill-fitting jeans and t-shirt. 
 
    Rocky tried to look away but couldn’t and stood there gaping openly at her. The suit was like a pair of yoga pants that form fitted Sela’s entire body. He had initially been distracted by her fury after the change, but now, he was unable to ignore her beauty. Her subtle curves, long sinuous muscles, and beautiful features were evident, and his heart caught, stopping his breath. 
 
    The spell was broken when Sela continued, “This magazine is actually a mark. The merchant gave it to you to notify any other merchants who knew the code that you were a gullible tourist.” She signed briefly then motioned into the cave with a finger. “I was also furious when I saw you were training the kids out here in the open. I realized on my walk around that it was the best you could do without bringing them back to the safety of the Territory.” She smiled at him and although anatomically impossible, he felt his heart slide further sideways in his chest. 
 
    “I also saw in the magazine which weapon each boy would like and would love to see your list of shopping goods needed, as well as your plans for the Territory. I will openly admit I was never a leader when I was alive, and while I might have more knowledge of this world than you do, I only led missions for the guild, not a Territory.” Sela said the final bit with a smile in her voice, and Rocky couldn’t help but smile back at her as his entire body relaxed in contentment that he hadn’t irrevocably upset this beautiful creature. 
 
    Sela studied the tablet and smiled at times while looking stern at other times. She added a few items to the list and then passed everything back to him. This time, Sela, a woman he knew to trust, had written a fair price beside each item on the shopping list. “I cannot guarantee that these prices are still valid, but I can tell you that they will be much closer to market value for each item.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shopping List 
  3 x Axe – 1 mark, 5 chips 
  Nails (Large supply) (1 ton) 5 marks 
  Thatch or Shingles (Large supply) Organic Roofing (1 Ton) – One gem 
  3 x Hammer – 3 chips 
  3 x Skinning Knife – 3 chips 
  3 x Tanning Supplies – 1 mark, 5 chips 
  3 x Leatherworking Kit – 1 mark, 5 chips 
  Forge Equipment in any variation Portable Collapsible Forge – 10 crystals 
  3 x Farmer's Tools – 1 mark, 5 chips 
  Seeds for Hearty Plants (1 ton) – 5 marks 
  1 x Alchemy Equipment – 3 gems 
  5 x Bow (Ether Infused)– 5 gems 
  50 x Arrow – 5 chips 
  3 x Mining Pick – 1 mark, 5 chips 
  5 x Shield (Ether Infused) – 5 gems 
  5 x Sword (Ether Infused) – 5 gems 
  Blueprints – 10 crystals each for Standard, 25 crystals for Intermediate, 50 crystals for Advanced, 1,000 crystals for Masterwork, and 100,000 crystals for Masterpiece. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    When Rocky finished reading the paper, his eyebrows were fully raised and his mouth was pressed into a hard line. He was absolutely floored by how badly he had been ripped off and didn’t even want to ask how much cleaning and unlocking armor should cost. Instead, he asked with a tight lid on his boiling frustration for Sela to take a look at his recent work of writing out his bag of holding inventory and assess its value if sold. 
 
    Sela, who saw his frustration, held back a smile because she was glad he was upset at having been duped. Rocky had essentially spent the equivalent amount of Ether to feed his entire Territory for a year, but Sela now hoped he had learned a valuable lesson.  
 
    “Sela, where is Azoth?” Rocky asked suddenly, remembering that he had summoned him and not her. 
 
    Sela smiled, “After you summoned him and he told me,” she laughed momentarily before continuing, “he actually asked me to carry him over here. I obviously told him he needed to lose some weight, and I think he might be on a diet now.” She laughed again when Rocky told her he could talk to Azoth now then through laughter she said, “he’s very talkative just you wait!” She laughed uproariously and at continued confusion from Rocky summed it up by letting him know Azoth was on his way through continued giggle fits. 
 
    After Rocky understood at least that much, Sela gladly accepted the piece of paper, smiling, and began quickly jotting down estimations for the miscellaneous goods Rocky carried in his bag.  
 
    When she saw the bottle of Gaia’s Essence listed on the page, she froze as every muscle in her body fired simultaneously. Sela hadn’t known Rocky had this item and hadn’t expected to see it. She had always had access to his bag of holding but it didn’t list out its contents so conveniently and she had never thoroughly looked through it. She slowly turned her head, and she looked at him out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Had Rocky hidden it from Sela somehow or just not known the value? Deciding he wouldn’t have just given her access to this list and the bag with this item on it if he had done it intentionally, she cautiously queried, “This vial of Gaia’s Essence. You didn’t show it to anyone else?” 
 
    Rocky stood upright quickly and looked her square in the eyes, and Sela again contemplated if he had known the value of the substance planets literally fought over. When he did speak, his voice was quiet, “I did not show it to anyone.” Rocky’s voice was quiet and serious. “Why?” 
 
    Sela sighed in relief and looked him straight in the eye, trying to convey the gravity of her words, “It is the main reason for life on any planet. It is at the center of every war, every conflict, and every decision. This substance is pure, filtered power for a planet, and while I lived, Gaia had the most, which meant she had the strongest armies, the most abundance of life, and the largest reach.” 
 
    In the deepening silence, Rocky asked her, “You said you led campaigns against Mars when you were alive?” 
 
    Sela nodded and sat down to tell him a brief version of the time she was alive. 
 
    “In essence, the war had two planets involved, Mars and Gaia. These planets had long since captured and were in control of the other planets in the galaxy. The war began with proxy battles fought on those outlying planets.  
 
    However, it escalated, and when I was alive, the war had pushed on to Mars itself. Every powerful guild and the Gaian Military had outposts on Mars, and the fight was coming to a close with Gaia the clear victor. I can’t tell you much more because at this point, Mars decided to turn to a war of shadows, and it sent extremely powerful Martian assassins to Gaia.  
 
    I was amongst the first of the casualties of this tactic change, and as the potent poison worked its way through my body, killing me slowly over a few more years, the war only escalated. By the time I died, the Martians had claimed they had a weapon that would assure our mutual destruction if we didn’t cease attacks.” 
 
    Rocky heard the emotion in her voice and saw the pain of remembrance flit over her face throughout her story. He knew that the poison hadn’t been kind to her. The hope that they would find a cure to the powerful alien poison, followed by the long months of suffering while holding onto that hope only for her to die anyway could be felt, and he wanted nothing more than to wrap her in his arms. 
 
    The moment passed and was replaced with abject terror when she continued, “By the sound of it, most planets have forgotten about Gaia, which means she has slept an extravagantly long amount of time. However, if they were to find out that there is an abundance of powerful, filtered essence with little to no defense, this planet will not be spared.” 
 
    They both sat in silence, thinking about the issues that would arise when Gaia was eventually rediscovered. It brought into perspective, even more, the importance of the Territory they owned and its development. 
 
    Rocky broke the silence after a time and asked a pertinent question which had been on his list to ask Sela before she disappeared, “How did that shop end up here? Did someone send it here?” 
 
    Blessedly, Sela shook her head. “No, seed shops are released into the Ether Waves and randomly land on planets as Ether spreads or, in some theories, creates them. These shops migrate to the nearest, largest safe zone and then grow instantly. This will not be the only shop on Gaia currently and probably not the only one which was found.” 
 
    She paused at this point, clearly thinking of the best way to describe shops accurately, “Alright, here on ‘Earth’ we had three aboo-akai, which I usually referred to as prime shops. This isn’t the full meaning of that ancient word, but for our purposes, you can think of it as the main body.  
 
    These prime shops are made of a metal which is extremely rare, known as Arbuckle. This metal can use Ether as if it were alive, and all spells that are inscribed onto it are recast continuously. At first, they attempted to use them as weapons, but the sheer value of the substance made it like throwing pure Essence at an opponent.” 
 
    Rocky smirked at her description and couldn’t help but think about Chris Rock’s golden bullet skit. It would seem that the same principles were at play here. If this metal was so precious, they found a better use for it that would probably line their own pockets. 
 
    Sela continued her explanation and went into more specifics about the shop's taxation on sales and on buyers and how the shops created small amounts of the metal automatically that was then occasionally sent off into the Ether, like a pollinating flower. These floating ‘seeds’ generated seed shops when they landed on new planets. 
 
    When she was finished her explanation, Rocky was left wondering what had happened to the shops here on Earth when the Ether had gone. What had happened to all the seeds? Were they active again now that the Ether had returned? Would this possibly be another avenue of discovery? 
 
    When he voiced these concerns, Sela admitted she didn’t know the answer to his questions, but the look on her face made him realize she was seriously thinking about it. This was probably the most substantial discussion they had ever had, and Rocky was thrilled. He could now see a much more extensive range of emotion than he was used to in her; perhaps it was because she was human again. 
 
    Rocky asked about the event that had occurred in Algonquin Valley, and he had to admit that her restraint in the matter was well thought out. Sela told him about her world and how they would have reacted to crimes such as this. Before the end of the conversation, he managed to convince her to go back to the Territory the following day with his Bag of Holding and all the supplies they would purchase from the shop. 
 
    Then of course, he brought up the shop and his last visit. He mentioned his suspicions that it seemed Corsair was somehow monitoring it. Sela smiled and told him she would handle that. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like too short a time but, in fact, had lasted hours, the two decided it was time to head over to the shop and see what they could find. Rocky bit his cheek and reminded himself to check out a suspicion he had about the shop due to their conversation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    The two of them walked into Ottawa, and it was anything but uneventful. It may have been easier to have Sela fly in as a raven, but they had talked about it and decided that it would be best if she could speak while in the shop. As well as not wait an entire day for her to be able to transform again. So they had made the decision to keep that option as a backup and have Sela literally piggyback on Rocky. 
 
    With Rocky using his skill Dark Cloak, her form was easily occluded from sight as long as she was pressed up against him. The eventful part was that even though some deep part of him knew that the woman clinging to his back was an ancestor of some sort, his body didn’t want to listen. 
 
    Carrying her weight was a simple thing, especially with his increased stats, but the soft bits of Sela were constantly pressed up against his back. Whenever he was forced to shift his weight, her legs would tighten, and her body would move to adjust her balance. Each time that shift occurred, he felt each muscle contract and loosen on his back. It was by far the most erotic piggyback he had ever experienced. 
 
    Trying to maintain Stealth and move confidentially despite his blood abandoning his brain had left Rocky stumbling more often than usual, which only exacerbated the problem. His vision, as always while using the skill, was increased in the darkness, but from Sela’s muttering, he could tell that she wasn’t able to see. 
 
    I mean, theoretically, she is at least one billion years removed from my family history, and if humans on average live eighty years, that would mean one and a quarter million times removed. Also, she doesn’t look like– Stop it, she is off limits! 
 
    He finally was able to tear his mind out of the gutter when guard patrols became more numerous. It would seem that since his last visit, Corsair had attempted to up the security. Each patrol was assigned two tanks and eight soldiers accompanying the awkwardly silent but loud machines. By this point, the two had passed into the heart of the city, but the increased patrols could only mean one of two things.  
 
    Either they were looking for people in the area sneaking around, or the frequency and strength of monster attacks had drastically increased. 
 
    His focus sharpened, Rocky began meticulously winding through each patrol. Sela noticed it also, and he could feel her head moving as she too tracked the patrols by the sounds they made as they passed. The tension built as they crept ever closer to the bubble of light radiating from the hospital.  
 
    When they got into view, Rocky’s eyes squinted as his confusion mounted. The area that Rocky had been carrying Sela to should have been quite near where the shop was located. Thin metal sheets that were held upright by driven I-Beams sat in the spot the shop had resided before. While he could see the poor quality of the temporary structure, it didn’t lower the effectiveness of its purpose. 
 
    Rocky felt his jaw muscles clench, and Sela tapped him on the shoulder as she felt the man’s muscles tighten under her. In response, he lowered her to the ground and crouched beside her before deactivating Dark Cloak and Stealth. Once the smoke had dissipated, he looked her right in the eye and motioned at the structure, holding up a hand indicating a wall and pointing to the other side while mouthing the word “shop.” 
 
    Sela’s eyes widened, and she nodded her head while turning to study the makeshift structure, which was only about fifteen feet high. The problem wouldn’t be getting into the container, it was the guards stationed at each corner. When you combined the guards, the walls, and whatever Corsair had done to detect Rocky last time, the task seemed insurmountable. 
 
    As she studied the structure and guards, Rocky’s eyes suddenly widened, and he pointed to a tank that was parked nearby. After pointing at the tank, he made another motion with his two fingers approaching the wall and getting trapped, followed by raising both shoulders in an apparent “I don’t know” gesture. This action caused her to look at the tank, and she tilted her head, trying to puzzle out his meaning. 
 
    Within a moment, she figured it out, which was made apparent by her mouth forming a silent, “oh,” and her eyes lighting up with amusement at not seeing it right away. How did the tank not get stuck? Easy answer; there must be a door on one of the two sides they couldn’t see. 
 
    At this point, Rocky held up one finger and then reactivated his Stealth and Dark Cloak skills to go check out the other sides of this makeshift metal structure. Out of the corner of his eye, as he stalked away, he saw Sela lower herself as flat to the ground as she could. When he reached a new vantage, he almost laughed in delight at what became apparent. 
 
    The group had only walled off the shop in three directions and left the fourth side closest to the hospital open. The open fourth side was evident from Rocky's new, slightly elevated vantage of the structure; this meant it would be straightforward for him to get in using Stealth, but Sela? 
 
    Making a quick decision, Rocky went back to her location, dropped his skills, and pointed to his back once more. Sela quickly complied as she jumped aboard the Rocky Express, and the two moved away from the hospital under the cover of Dark Cloak. Deeming the two large rocks they had found to be the safest place, he began laying out a plan. 
 
    In a quick, hushed voice, a smiling Rocky began, “Look, the issue as I see it is you don’t have the Stealth ability at current, right?” At the nod from Sela, he pointed back towards the shop. “In a moment, we can have you a purchased Stealth ability scroll, and we can both enter the shop by walking right up to it. Follow me?” As he finished, she nodded but held up a finger. 
 
    “Bring me back first, and I will try to adjust any of the sensory spells in the area,” Sela whispered. 
 
    So Rocky jogged back to the hospital carrying Sela, and after a long fifteen minutes of waiting with Sela crouched, holding a hand to the ground, they began jogging back. Sela’s body was absolutely exhausted after whatever she had just done, and Rocky could feel it in her limp and sweaty form clinging to his back. Together, they moved back to the initial hiding place, and once there, she pointed to a small depression in one of the rocks before tiredly crawling in to rest. 
 
    Nodding his head, Rocky jogged back the way they had come and once he got to the edge of the light, he removed Dark Cloak. His Ether cost of Stealth increased and was painfully evident as the dark blue, nearly black Ether pool bar began inching downward. 
 
    Making his way around the three-walled structure as quickly and as quietly as possible, Rocky rushed to the inside of the metal sheet that abutted the shop's rounded walls. This would hopefully ensure his door opening in the shop wasn’t spotted and when he exited, he was also not going to run directly into a guard. 
 
    A moment later, Rocky popped into existence in the splendid mountainscape of the Aretrean Bazaar. Rushing over to Jesse’s stall, he quickly saw the cockroach of a man smiling at passersby from his “chew-scent” blanket. He strode up to the man, intending to start a bit of an argument for the outrageous prices he had been charged the last time. 
 
    However, his thundercloud expression was met with a broad smile and a look of utter innocence from Jesse. “Hello, young man. Welcome back. Are you in the market for some more scrolls?” Rocky opened his mouth ready to tear into the man when he continued, “You seem to be putting the other purchases to good use. I see you got your money’s worth.” After finishing, Jesse broke into a deep coughing laugh that brought red to Rocky’s cheeks. 
 
    Sputtering half in anger and partially at a loss for what to say, he chose to merely state, “You practically robbed me, you toadwart!” At his words, the laughing died down before resuming with an even higher volume. 
 
    “You piece of gutter trash–” Rocky started when he was promptly cut off by an instantly cold and calculating Jesse. 
 
    “It is better, young man, to allow people to assume you are an idiot than to open your mouth and prove it to them. Now, are you really upset that a merchant,” Jesse pointed to himself, “sold his goods to a consumer,” he pointed at Rocky, “for the highest price he was willing to pay?” 
 
    Okay, slime rag. You want to play it that way, no problem! 
 
    Originally, Rocky was just going to confront Jesse and then look for another merchant to purchase the scroll from. Now, Jesse had just woken an anger in Rocky he was used to channeling into action. Now, his only goal was victory, and his opponent was Jesse. His anger fueled mind and increased intellect stat must have been in overdrive because he came up with a spontaneous plan. 
 
    Rocky immediately funneled his anger and put himself into the mindset of a rude aristocrat or, at least, the best one he could picture from Hollywood. Then he curtly responded in a tone that dripped scorn, “You are absolutely right. I should not have expected you to act in any way befitting a civilized member of society. I must always remember that merchants hold themselves to a much lower standard than even criminals.” Just as Jesse attempted to speak, Rocky chose to cut him off, looking at the back of his nails and not at the man any longer, “I do, in fact, have the desire to purchase a scroll or two today. If you could please show me your sub-par merchandise, we may find that your wares make your personality bearable.” 
 
    Finishing with a disdainful sniff, Rocky was overjoyed when there was an audible click as Jesse slammed his mouth shut. It was the merchant’s turn to blush as he flicked his fingers over invisible menu screens in front of him. A moment later, Rocky was asked to confirm inventory sharing of Jessibihr as a screen popped up in front of him. 
 
    Rocky already knew what he wanted to buy, of course, but he highlighted a random assortment of scrolls that had no meaning to him and absolutely no business being on the same shopping list before beginning again, “You have quite the wide array of garbage, don’t you, Jessabelle? An apprentice Finding Spell Scroll, only good to one hundred yards, and you’re asking for a full crystal?”  
 
    Faking a laugh that sounded foreign even to his own ears, he continued to break down each and every highlighted item. Somewhere in the middle, he casually brought up the Skill Scroll of Stealth and told the merchant it was barely worth a single crystal while continuing to feign disinterest. 
 
    This show wasn’t just to insult the man and get back at him for his last visit, which it was. It was also for this moment, and Rocky had been watching the entire time closely, throwing out what seemed to be random numbers for items. Each time, the man would either turn red around the ears in indignant anger, blanche slightly, or sit there impassively. When he said “a single” crystal, the man had done the latter and told Rocky a great deal of information. 
 
    The scroll was worth even less than a crystal. Isn’t that fantastic news. 
 
    Reaching the end of his tirade, Rocky was left glaring at the poisonous merchant, and when their eyes met, something changed. It was subtle, but a crinkle in the corner of Jesse’s eyes paired with a squint and a small head tilt told Rocky that he had the man’s grudging respect. 
 
    After some haggling, which Rocky was ferocious with, he left the shop with a Skill Scroll of Stealth for eight gems, five marks, and two chips. Typically, he would have probably not argued right down to the lowest denomination, but he still had a lingering bit of frustration towards the man for robbing him. 
 
    This was the first time he had any of the lower denominations of currency for the new Etherverse, and he studied them in the sanctuary of the pie-shaped room before exiting the shop building again.  
 
    An emerald gem was about the size of a fingernail and was cut into an octal pattern, leaving each face sparkling in the interior lighting of the room. The ruby mark was a long rectangle, half the size of the emerald and cut with grooved indents on each facet to make it seem to almost draw in your eyesight. Lastly, the diamond chip was a tiny piece of diamond that was of varied shaping and looked to not have been cut at all. Instead, it was rough and seemed to literally be chips of diamond that had been used in other works. All the gems look like they should have been sharp, but the numerous hands on the currency seemed to have smoothed all the roughness away over time. 
 
    The beauty of the currency was striking, and when you compared it to a piece of Crystallized Ether, it seemed like the value should lay with the cut emeralds and rubies. The only thing that made the crystal stand out was that it glowed from within and that each one was utterly unique; they were almost snowflake-like in the variance of lattice patterns each unit displayed. 
 
    Placing all of the gems back into his bag of holding, Rocky used Stealth and smiled sardonically at the notifications that were waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Trade. 
  Current rank Apprentice Trader Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Barter. 
  Current rank Apprentice Barterer Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Actor. 
  Current rank Apprentice Actor Level 1 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    On the way back to the camp, Rocky had felt his skin tingle and began breathing a bit faster when Sela’s Ether pool had run out. She had chosen that a piggyback ride would be better than waiting on her Ether pool to refill. Before the piggyback ride began again, they had traveled in a pair while both using Stealth, and it had caused a small problem as he had no idea where Sela was at first. He had been forced to drop Stealth and whisper her name until she appeared beside him. After seeing the problem, they had chosen to hold hands until her Ether failed her. 
 
    As Rocky ran, relishing in the feel of Sela on his back, he reminisced about their visit to the shop as he darted around patrols. 
 
    Most importantly, whatever Sela had done during her brief moment had stopped Corsair from being notified of the two entering and leaving the shop. According to Sela, it had been a ten-foot sensor field in the dirt around the seed shop. All she had done was bury it by moving the spelled-ground down and replacing it with plain soil. The skill was something new to her and only at apprentice rank, but perhaps, in the future, it would be much more powerful. 
 
    Once Sela and Rocky had reached the shop, they had discussed a plan to best handle the merchants, and it had worked exceptionally well. During any interaction, Sela acted as the servant, and he would serve as a young, noble lord who was dissatisfied with the prices or his servant. This act gave them the ability to have enormously influential byplay between them and data mine shop owners for what prices were reasonable. 
 
    It was quite easy to tell who would have been good at poker and who was an absolutely lousy trader. It became a game of sorts to see if they could force the opponent to crack under pressure. Sela played her part as a demure servant perfectly. She was the picture of the beautiful damsel in distress who needed the merchant to help her not upset her erratic and fiery lord. 
 
    They had done most of their shopping at the stand of Garnell who seemed to specialize in blueprints, tools, and building materials. The trader was a very straightforward karacy who was honest in his listed prices. He reminded Rocky of a dependable contractor and many upstanding friends he had before the apocalypse. 
 
    Garnell had been a short and stocky man with a long beard and thick limbs. Rocky would have called him a dwarf if he was going off of Earthen mythology, but his race was called karacy, which Sela had never even heard of. The man looked like he would be right at home swinging a hammer on a work site or a war-hammer on a battlefield. 
 
    The scope of items he had available was mind-boggling, and some of the utility items were so interesting, Rocky honestly wanted to buy them until Sela had suggested meekly, while in character, that they weren’t practical—things like laser axes, laser planers for planking, portable, high tech, automated sawmills, a goblin shredder straight out of a video game, and the list went on. 
 
    While these items were absolutely fantastic, Sela had pointed out, in an aside, to Rocky that no one in their Territory had the expertise to repair this equipment. They had an abundance of manpower available, and they needed to be put to work to begin increasing levels and skills instead of sitting idly. Lastly, she pointed out the price difference between a laser axe at one gem and a regular axe at one chip, which was counter to his long term view. These gadgets would perhaps speed his Territory’s growth in the short term but stunt it in the long run. This followed his earlier thoughts to a letter, and he easily agreed. 
 
    The real issue was that they had a grotto full of level one to five individuals, and by buying the equipment that did the work for them, you would increase production at the expense of their development. Once pointed out to Rocky, he saw the dilemma and decided to steer away from the portable prefab buildings. This, of course, didn’t include the portable forge which was a basic level building but still cost them nine crystals, one gem, and five marks. 
 
    The forge item was a box that could have fit a refrigerator and would have been impossible for Rocky to sustainably lift if he hadn’t been able to just place the thing into his bag of holding through his will and the bag’s extradimensional abilities. For the second time, he felt an increase in weight to the bag but nowhere near as severe. The bag now felt like it was the equivalent of a fully packed suitcase at the end of a vacation. In the past, he had been mostly oblivious to the weight reduction properties of the bag, and thinking back, he assumed part of it was because of his increasing stats. 
 
    They had purchased all the remaining items on the list and then gone to talk to Lingren for equipment for the unarmored members of the group. Lingren, for his part, had been slightly sheepish and embarrassed that he had taken advantage of Rocky, but that didn’t stop him from being a very tough negotiator when it came time to trade currency for the gear. 
 
    Sela chose the gear and had dropped the act with Lingren as he already had encountered Rocky and wouldn’t believe the lordling bluff. In her brutal negotiations, he had learned that the equipment was costly in truth and that the prices offered by Lingren were based on the type of material and its capabilities. The Ether pool of Ether infused armor or weapons was the deciding factor in that regard.  
 
    For a high-level Ether pool like Rocky had on his gear, it seemed that the minimum price for a set would be a thousand crystals. However, low-level Ether gear could sell for as little as one gem, and the same range was seen for technological equipment based off of components used. The Ether Tech gear was by far the priciest and hardest to understand. 
 
    It seemed that adding an Ether pool to a piece of technology often caused the bit of technology to fail due to incompatibility. This meant that a piece of Ether Tech gear with a high Ether pool was so rare it would be worth an entire planet, according to Lingren. The easy acceptance of these comments by Sela left Rocky in profound silence. 
 
    In the end, Sela had been forced to buy gear that was Ether infused because it needed to be able to transform with her and still provide protection. This knowledge was according to a brief chat they had in the pie-shaped room of the shop after leaving the projected shop grounds. Technological armor didn’t always transfer its defense over during magical transformations, according to her. 
 
    For the boys, they had bought Ether infused gear also as it was something that was easier to understand with increasing enchantments that fed off of an Ether pool. Without access to a shop, technological gear would be tough to repair and to upgrade. Not that enchantments could be improved without a shop, but patch jobs were possible as required. 
 
    They also purchased each one of them a weapon in the shop. Alex got a bandolier of throwing daggers that Rocky purchased two of, keeping one for himself, and the two Ether infused daggers. Jason got a Staff of Focus, which should help reduce Ether cost and spell casting time, according to its stats. Lastly, Oliver got two short swords and an Elven Recurve Longbow with an accompanying quiver of fifty composite arrows that were very tough to break.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Kolinar Hardened Leather Chest Piece x 4 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 30/30 
  Ether effects: Protection 5, +stat 
  Protection 5 
  Ether Pool will be used to directly reduce melee damage to any area covered by this armor. Magical damage requires three times the amount of Ether from Ether Pool to reduce damage. Damage reduced up to 35%, depending on the strength of the blow. This effect can be increased by having an enchanter increase the rank of the enchantment. 
  + 4 to Highest stat Category 
  Once worn, this armor will increase the wearer’s highest stat column by an additional four stat points. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Kolinar Hardened Leather Leggings x 4 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 30/30 
  Ether effects: Protection 5 (30%), +stat 4 (lowest) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Kolinar Hardened Leather Boots x 4 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 30/30 
  Ether effects: Protection 5 (15%), Movement Speed 1 (15%) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Kolinar Hardened Leather Gloves x 5 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 30/30 
  Ether effects: Protection 5 (30%), Grip Strength 4 
  Grip Strength 4 
  This enchantment will help the wearer maintain a grip of his weapon by converting Ether into an adhesive when someone attempts to disarm the individual. Decreases chance of disarm by 40%, depends on the strength of the blow. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Elven Recurve Longbow 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 40/40 
  Effects: Piercing 3, Steady 2 
  Piercing 3 (30%) 
  This enchantment will help any projectile launched from this bow ignore armor’s imbued protections. In addition, it will add tensile strength to any projectile, further increasing penetration of Technological Armour. 
  Steady 2 
  This enchantment reduces any minor fluctuations due to the user’s small, accidental variations. It removes up to a 2 mm shift. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Elementalier Mage Staff of Focus 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 40/40 
  Effects: Conservation 1, Focus 4 
  Conservation 1 (10%) 
  Decreases Ether consumption of offensive spells by 10%. 
  Focus 4 (10%) 
  Increases offensive power of spells by 10%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Karacean Mithril Long Dagger x 2 
  Ether Pool level: Weak 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 40/40 
  Effects: Piercing 5 (50%) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Bandolier of Kartuse Throwing Knives x 2 
  Ether Pool level: Moderate 
  Current Ether Pool Level: 40/40 
  Effects: Wind Resist 3, Retrieve 2 
  Wind Resist 3 
  Able to resist course alteration due to the wind and can even use the wind to make minor adjustments to track a target. Up to 3mm of alteration resisted or corrected. 
  Retrieve 2 
  If the target is hit with this blade but doesn’t die, the blade will attempt to dislodge itself from the recipient so it can be collected by the owner. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Sela had chosen not to buy a helmet yet. Her reasons were the same as Rocky’s initial considerations. A good helmet which didn’t impede on field of vision seemed to be the most expensive piece of equipment, and to reduce your field of vision in a fight could kill you. She explained that they needed to make a helmet for each of them a priority in the future but that saving up for a good one first would save them money in the long run. 
 
    It wasn’t a long time before they were back at the camp, and Rocky realized that Sela had never asked to be put back down. What that meant was a complete mystery to him, but he did feel a heat suffuse his face when he first realized this, followed by a buoyant bubbliness. 
 
    Regardless of his feelings, Rocky relieved Jason from the watch and reminded him that the other boys wouldn’t be needed for their shift now that he was back and had taken the Elixir of Shortened Sleep. They had purchased ten more of the vials, and he was somewhat happy to find out that he wasn’t ripped off nearly as harshly by the alchemist.  
 
    Surprisingly, the alchemist, Trixie, also had a potion that was prohivitely expensive at three crystal each, but it purportedly could increase charges of skills and spells that had a limit per day. Sela had purchased five of these for emergencies and planned to try them today when she flew back to the Territory. This vial could be extremely powerful but had a pretty interesting limitation that seemed to make it a bit of a wildcard. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vial of Gambler’s Charge 
  This concoction has a ninety percent chance to increase the number of charges a skill has for a particular day by one. The skill it recharges is entirely random. The final five percent of the time it will remove a charge from a skill if it is available. This alchemical creation is rumored to have a drop of planetary Essence contained within. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “So tonight before the sun sets, you will fly out with my bag of holding and drop this all off, then spend tomorrow helping them get the new system set up?” Rocky queried Sela, who was wearing her new black armor set, which was the same set they had purchased for the boys. 
 
    Rocky had the gloves on from the Kolinar set himself and found them to be remarkably comfortable with a hardback, jointed knuckles, and an extremely thin, soft palm for aided proprioception. She had put the armor on after they returned to the camp and was doing some different stretches in it to test its flexibility. Sela simply nodded to him in answer to his question before looking at him and the sword he held. 
 
    “It is probably time you learned an actual kata for the sword, don’t you think?” she questioned as she pulled a piece of golem metal out of her makeshift holster. Rocky pulled his sword, and his breathing grew heavy. Trying not to show his excitement, he joined the beautiful woman but was unable to stop a wide grin. “Stop grinning. This isn’t a game,” Sela scolded having not looked at Rocky, which made his brow furrow as he tried and failed to wipe the smile off his face. 
 
    “This is called the Seraph Sword, and it has five tiers before you move on to the Seraphim Sword. Try to follow my movements the first time through, and on the second, I will begin correcting you before we continue together,” Sela said all of this while facing forward, and as she finished, she entered into a staggered stance with her knees slightly bent, sword-shaped metal held high overhead. 
 
    The next hour was the hardest Rocky had ever endured, even including his time as a professional athlete, where he trained for eight hours a day. What he thought would be a quick fifteen minutes of following had still not finished. At a glacial pace, Sela moved through sword strikes and guards. Rocky thought it had been eight blows and nine defenses but his mind had given up coherent calculations half an hour ago. 
 
    It turned out the kata was composed of ten strikes and ten guards, which were to be performed as slowly as possible. Sela had sweat glistening on her forehead, and her breasts heaved from the effort as she gasped, “This new body also needs to be built up to handle this type of training. It will be good for both of us in this case. May I see your sword?” 
 
    The sword was inspected in every aspect before she looked him in the eyes and asked, “Can you make it heavier?” Having not ever considered that line of thought, Rocky tilted his head and shrugged after the question before holding out his hand. 
 
    Once he dismissed the sword, she surprised him again, though, “You shouldn’t have to resummon it to change its shape or appearance. If it is like the swords I have seen, it should change based on your intentions. Additionally a katana while powerful has some serious drawbacks you should be made aware of. While the sword is excellent against enemies who are lightly armored it is extremely weak against any armored foe. The Seraph Sword was designed with stabbing motions and to be used against all foes. It is your choice what you use but a longsword or bastard sword might be best with this form as you improve.” 
 
    Eyes focused, Rocky summoned back his sword exactly as it was before, as a katana, and began experimenting with her hypothesis. It turned out he could, with great concentration, change the sword into anything he wanted. Even other bladed weapons were possible if he could picture what he wanted. 
 
    He could also make it heavier, after he managed to increase the sword’s weight as well as summon it into a form more similar to its initial composition of a bastard sword, Sela nodded before continuing the instruction, “This training may seem superfluous, but it was discovered early that while stats increase, they are unable to improve muscle memory. Your body will almost always revert to unthinking actions when in combat, and thus why these katas are designed to put your body under stress while also performing evolving movements that will resemble battle. 
 
    The heavier the blade, the more the stress, and in time, you will be able to perform all ten tiers in the time it took us to complete the first. However, you must move slowly at first to master each and every sequence correctly before you can speed up. Now, start again!” 
 
    The next few hours of the night were spent in this pattern, with Sela standing as a mirror to his actions. At times, she would call a stop and point out a flaw in a foot placement or wrist angle and force them both to restart. At first, the errors were always his, but as the fatigue increased, she began to make a few mistakes herself, which had the same result of restarting the kata. 
 
    It may have gone on until the boys awoke, but eyes widening, Rocky began to notice a brightening to the night earlier than his well-tuned internal clock had expected. Looking back and forth during a brief reprieve, he realized the canopy had begun glowing blue, and when he looked out to the river, he was greeted by a familiar, increasing, swirling, blue illumination.  
 
    “What the fudge nugget?” Rocky said out loud as Sela and he stepped to the side of the lake together and gazed up at the cyan wave speeding towards earth. 
 
    “Seti’s lazy eye! Is that Ether?” Sela had time to ask before the wave crashed over the planet and brought the two screaming to their knees. 
 
    The noises that came from mouths were not under the control of anyone on the planet as the level of Ether was drastically increased in the blink of an eye. It felt like every muscle, every organ, every hair follicle, and every skin cell were being roasted over a fire as Rocky rolled on the river bank in pain. Creatures thrashed in the water, and trees groaned in the forest as they were force-fed the roiling energy. 
 
    The sun was coming up when through the haze of pain Rocky finally managed to force himself into a meditative sitting position. Trying to distance his mind, he began attempting to enter a state where the pain would be a secondary thought. It took him numerous tries before he finally felt himself slip into the proper headspace the samurai scroll knowledge had hinted at. 
 
    Once he had entered this state, he was able to perceive what was happening around him. Every living thing was having unstable Ether shoved into it. This made sapient creatures like him and Sela feel excruciating pain, but he could feel that sentient animals from the lake began to warp and change. Then there were the trees that creaked and inflated, growing ever larger at a disturbingly rapid pace. 
 
    Rocky turned his mind inward to look at the Ether which was entering his body through his skin. He had noticed early on that his body did this to a much lesser extent every moment as he interacted with the ambient force around him. Now, however, it was like the equilibrium was broken and due to the pressure of the external ambient Ether, it was entering his body and every living thing around them at a frantic rate. 
 
    This, of course, meant that bodies and structures that were not capable of handling this level of Ether were struggling to filter the amounts they were being subjected to. Rocky watched the path of the Ether through his skin, muscle, organs, and bones before the blue energy left his aura to rejoin the environment, somehow purer. 
 
    Grunting, Rocky decided he would try to control the flow of Ether to lower his pain. He stumbled along like a newborn giraffe attempting its first steps, often causing himself more pain with a groan before learning to lessen it. That was when he realized the energy could be directed through the cytoplasm of cells in his body instead of just around and through cracks between them. 
 
    This push through the cytoplasm of cells allowed Rocky to slow the speed at which the Ether flowed but also allowed his mind to focus ever deeper, reducing the pain further. It wasn’t long before he further realized that he could trace out paths through his cells that were not a straight line. Instead of the Ether flowing into and back out of him like a conduit, he forced the Ether to travel along arteries and veins within his body, taking a path he prescribed for it.  
 
    The next discovery he made was where his personal Dark Ether pool resided inside of his body. The personal Ether pool wasn’t in one place but, instead, was spread out through all the organs of his chest. Since the arteries and veins entered and exited each of these organs, he unintentionally connected these new pathways through his personal pool which was dragged along. Terrifyingly, it was now flowing throughout his entire body instead of coagulating in one area. 
 
    The wild Ether coming into contact with his personal Dark Ether created a further filtering effect and slowed it leaving his body even more. By the time Rocky opened his eyes and could actually see the world, most of the Ether had begun to calm, as it forced evolutions of sentients and was forcibly filtered through sapients. 
 
    Checking on Sela who had passed out from the pain and the boys in the cave were the same, Rocky grimaced and chose to place Sela with them in the cave as he checked his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Yellow 
  You have entered a zone where Ether is far too concentrated for your level. Please consider turning back. Warning code yellow per Statutes of Atlantis. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Orange 
  You have entered a zone where the Ether is unstable, and monster evolution and warping is likely to occur. We would advise you to flee. Warning code orange per Statutes of Atlantis. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Code Red 
  You have entered a zone where the Ether is actively changing the landscape, vegetation, and creatures. Activate your beacon of disaster and begin to flee in whatever direction seems safest to you. Good luck… Warning code Red per Statutes of Atlantis. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Meditation. 
  Current rank Weak-Meditator Level 1 
  This skill allows you to enter a meditative state which will enable you to solve problems, gain techniques, and learn faster. Weak skill will increase learning at half a percentage point per skill level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Trance Meditation. 
  Congratulations! You have evolved a skill. Meditation has become Trance Meditation! 
  Current rank Weak-Trance Level 1 
  This skill allows you to meditate while in a trance-like state, ignoring pain to a degree equal to fifty plus two percent per skill level at weak rank. 
  In addition, you can use the original meditate skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Internal Ether Manipulation. 
  Current rank Weak-Manipulator Level 1 
  This skill will allow you to form spells faster based off of your skill level. Weak rank will increase casting speed by half a percentage point per level of the skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have learned a new skill, Ether Channels. 
  Current rank Apprentice-Channeler Level 1 
  This skill allows you to increase the amount of Ether in your body at all times.  
  At weak rank, each rank of this skill will increase your Ether regeneration by one point per skill level. Each rank of this skill will increase Etherience awarded due to increase filtering capacity by one point per skill level. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 19 
  Class: Apprentice-Dark (Azrael) Revenant,  
  Level 1 Strategist 
  Class skills: Dark Blade, Dark Mend, Soul Blade, Dark Cloak 
  Health Points = 210/210 Points 
  Dark Ether Pool = 190/190 Points 
  You have 2 stat points and 2 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  *21* (Strength of Body) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  29 (Strength of Arms x 2) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  35 (Speed of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  28 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  19 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  25 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  27 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Level Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Non-Class Combat Skills 
  Stealth 21 (+13) 
  Swordsmanship 21 (+9) 
  Combatant 12 (+5) 
  Ether Manipulation 8 (+7) 
  Ether Channels 8 (+7) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Sneak 26 (+2) *Rank up?* 
  Endurance 20 (+5) 
  Perception 21 (+6) 
  Camouflage 7 (+4) 
  Tracking 12 (+11) 
  Trance Meditation 10 (+9) 
  Barter 5 (+4) 
  Analyze 28 (+12) *Rank up?* 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Herbalist 14 (+13) 
  Skinning 17 (+4) 
  Butcher 17 (+4) 
  Cook 2 (+1) 
  Miner 1 
  Actor 5 (+4) 
  Trade 5 (+4) 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have ranked up an existing skill, Analyze. 
  Current rank Moderate-Analyze Level 1 
  Weak 
  By studying, items, monsters, plants, and other objects in your surroundings you will be able to see information previously hidden. At weak rank, you will be able to see two pieces of information, increase your rank to discover more. 
  Moderate 
  For each level in Analyze, you have a 2% chance to uncover an additional piece of information on your target. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have ranked up an existing skill, Sneak. 
  Current rank Moderate-Sneak Level 1 
  Weak 
  Sneak will help you gain knowledge of the techniques of muting the sound you make when moving and hiding. Each level of Sneak will passively decrease the noise you cause by 1%. Base 15% 
  Moderate 
  Increases your ability to detect others in sneak. Each level of Sneak will passively increase your chance of hearing others by 1%. 
  Symbiosis 
  Stealth – 2% Reduction of Ether cost per Level of Sneak. Base of 25% for Moderate rank. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The two skill rank ups were amazing, and he wondered at what point they were available to increase. They were both above level twenty-six, but Rocky realized he hadn’t looked at them in a few days. He would have to keep a closer eye on skills in the future to discover exactly when they allowed rank ups. 
 
    The warnings made Rocky’s blood turn to ice in his veins as he recalled the initial days after the first Ether wave, and he shivered at the implications. It would seem that the world had just been hit with a second wave of Ether.  
 
    Would that even be the last one? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    It was around midday when everyone else finally woke up. It was extremely disconcerting to see people act so differently about a situation. The children who had been sleeping still when the wave hit didn’t even remember anything strange. Sela, on the other hand, had become somewhat manic, pacing around and muttering to herself. 
 
    When Rocky had finally gotten her to sit down and talk to him, the nerves went from physical action to her words. It was like listening to an auctioneer at times with the speed at which she was speaking, and at others, she would just fade out, leaving a sentence unfinished. After a half hour, she did calm enough that sense could be made of her still machine gun sentences. 
 
    “Ether waves are not supposed to act like that. That was like a tsunami compared to the pond ripples I am used to experiencing.” Putting that sentence together with some of her other ramblings, Rocky gathered that Ether could concentrate in areas. This would create something akin to oceanic currents, tides, waves, and other phenomena. 
 
    Jason, Oliver, and Alex had begun cooking once it was clear that they couldn’t do anything to help. The boys didn’t even seem phased by the revelations Sela brought up. Rocky looked at them and their reaction and shrugged. If you are in the middle of an apocalypse, you don’t worry about the second one. The tentacle that broke the surface of the lake and splashed back below the surface made Rocky jump. 
 
    Rocky tried to interrupt Sela and tell her about his new skills because he wanted to attempt to teach them to the rest of the group, but she didn’t seem to hear him. A moment later, she started back up again. 
 
    “This Ether Draught that Gaia experienced must be due to a spell, but no spell I have ever heard of could be capable of something like this. Maybe this is something else? If it was a natural drought, it shouldn’t have lasted as long as it did. Come on, Sela, think!” 
 
    Even though Sela was making more coherent sense now, she apparently wasn’t talking to anyone in the group. Rocky supposed that this was because nobody in the group had an inkling of the problems that these Ether waves represented. The entire planet besides her was completely illiterate in their understanding of the Etherverse. 
 
    Deciding to try a different tactic, Rocky walked over and stood in the line of Sela’s most recent pacing. At first, it seemed that she would just run right into the large man, but at the last second, she came to a stuttering stop. Her head jerked up, not understanding what obstacle had been placed in front of her.
When her eyes met Rocky’s, he could see unshed tears and a hysteria he never would have associated with the woman. Out of pure instinct, he reached out and pulled her into a hug. At first, Sela stiffened at the contact, but after a brief pause, Rocky felt her start to shake. 
 
    The tremors started small but soon grew to something akin to a constant jarring motion. The sobbing that followed had Rocky feeling slightly uncomfortable, and even the boys who had just met her turned to look at the scene with concern. When Sela did finally return the hug, it was fierce, seeming to almost be desperately questing for an anchor in a storm. 
 
    In his arms, Rocky held a brilliant, strong, and powerful woman and acknowledged that her fears scared him. At that moment, he nearly broke down as well, the only thing that stopped him from sitting down and giving up was a mantra he lived by during sports. 
 
    No excuses. No apologies. No regrets. Just actions! 
 
    Rocky repeated this mantra over and over again in his head until he felt his heart slow its furious pace and Sela’s form stopped shaking. Finally releasing the woman, he looked into her eyes again and saw the woman he recognized staring back at him, back in full control. Smiling, he nodded and then said, “I don’t know the first thing about what could be occurring, but I think we should sit down and eat.” 
 
    A slight smile crossed her beautiful face, catching his heart momentarily in a stuttering beat before she whispered in a raspy, cried out voice, “Okay.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Oliver spoke next. His eyes set on the firepit, feeling uncomfortable but needing to say his peace. “I think we need to worry about the people of Ottawa and your Territory. What is going to happen to people who haven’t leveled sufficiently? According to the notifications, every monster has grown in strength! What is going to happen when those military weapons that have been held in reserve are less effective? The immediate repercussions of this event are something we can mitigate.”  
 
    Looking around, Rocky saw the same look mirrored on everyone’s faces—wide, unfocused eyes and head tilted away from Oliver as if stunned by the insights the boy provided. Rocky, who had seen the boy’s logical thought process in action multiple times, just nodded his head.  
 
    This one event would give the dictator Corsair the opportunity to allow the survivors to slowly die in more dangerous monster hunts. It may even see monsters move back into previously claimed safe zones, which would threaten the lives of the militia guards who protected the city. In turn, whittling down the good in the militia and bolstering Corsair’s ranks. 
 
    In a flash of sudden worry, Rocky considered the missing member of his original trio. Where is Azoth? Would he be regarded as sapient or sentient during what occurred? Sela had earlier mentioned he couldn’t fly, so would he be stuck out in the open, exposed to evolved monsters? 
 
    “Sela, is Azoth going to be okay?” Rocky voiced, frowning, concern tinting his voice. He finished the statement with a glance at his female companion. 
 
    Sela looked up at the sky briefly then looked at Rocky before she grimaced, “Honestly, I am not worried about Azoth. He may be young, but he is probably going to be fine. Monsters normally get stronger due to higher Ether. Even if he doesn’t, he has grown a lot.  
 
    The real issue is for me and flying back to the Territory. I was bigger than most avian mobs on my trip over here, so I wasn’t harassed much. Anything bigger than me, I normally saw from a long way out. However, this might change that equilibrium. Maybe if I leave soon, they will still be adjusting to their new size?” 
 
    Rocky’s eyes unfocused as he sunk into himself, considering his next actions and dreading the answer he felt to be inevitable. If the situation in Ottawa were different, Rocky would have rushed back to Algonquin Valley because he now was fairly certain his family was not in the city. The priority now would be creating something that would draw groups of survivors to him. 
 
    Unfortunately, if he left Corsair in Ottawa, Rocky worried that one day, his Territory may be threatened by Corsair’s regime. On top of that, the amount of death the dictator could cause to the innocent didn’t sit well with Rocky. His emotions roiling, he considered his options for dealing with the problem at hand and was forced to admit what he had already concluded.  
 
    The best solution to the issue was to assassinate Corsair. Rocky had been planning to do it anyway at level twenty, but if he was honest, that was an avoidance tactic. The next few moments, the group sat in silence while he hardened his resolve. 
 
    They needed to act fast to save as many lives as possible, so after a brief pause, Rocky said, “Sela, I think we need a change of plans from this morning. I need you to go back to the Territory sooner if possible. Drop off the weapons and gear we purchased for them. I know the settlement mentioned it had the effect of stabilizing Ether flows which should give them quite a bit of protection, but I would feel better knowing they were equipped with the best we could offer.  
 
    After you drop everything off, I want you to set everything up as best you can while a bird or if you have to use an additional Vial of Gambler Charge, but arrive back here before midnight. 
 
    “Okay? What are you going to be doing?” Sela retorted, looking at Rocky askance and getting a feeling of resolve out of his words. It was as if he had left something unsaid. It was confirmed a moment later when he glanced at the children and then back to Sela. 
 
    Rocky shook his head before he merely stated in an emotionless whisper, “Planning something that must be done.” 
 
    It did not take long for Sela to be ready to depart, and after a brief discussion where she agreed to keep her eyes peeled for Azoth, they removed everything from the bag that the group would require for the day. Then she took off, holding his bag of holding which still had some solid weight to it because of the portable forge. 
 
    The boys had been ecstatic to see the new gear that had been purchased. It was painful to give it away freely knowing that he and Sela still didn’t have any helmets, but Rocky did so anyway. These young men had become part of his family, and he needed them to be safe just as badly as he needed to find his biological one. 
 
    The only reason he had been so flush with crystals in the first place was he had been looting each crystal for a group of three. Now, however, he realized he probably would never be flush again if the prices he saw yesterday were anything to go off of. On top of helmets for everyone, Algonquin Valley would require equipment and blueprints to truly become a place of refuge. 
 
    One of the building blueprints that had been most tempting had been an operations room which could access the System EtherNet of whatever planet it resided on and could convey some information to the settlement. However, the price had been more than he had, even before the recent purchases, so the operations room had been added to the quickly expanding shopping list. 
 
    A secondary issue to a lot of the blueprints was that they needed wiring, computers, and materials he didn’t yet have easy access to. While the components could be purchased in the shop, Garnell had told them they were a special order and they would need to place an order in advance so Garnell could cart them to the shop. Confused by this, Rocky had asked Sela if bags of holding were rare.  
 
    Sela had explained that bags of holding were extremely rare. According to the ancient ancestor, she had seen a select few of them that were small in size with a maximum of forty percent weight reduction. During that conversation, Rocky’s eyes had grown contemplative as he discovered just how valuable the dungeon could be in the future, and he immediately planned to try to negotiate further with the entity as soon as he returned to Algonquin Valley. 
 
    While the boys farmed the small game in the immediate area, Rocky took stock while in Stealth and began to plan out an action he was still reluctant to commit. It would be best if he could somehow scale the walls to the roof and enter from the top of the hospital. Scaling the building would definitely be possible if he could find a side of the building that was in shadow.  
 
    In his troubled state, the boys found him numerous times with their pebbles, and for the first time, they beat Rocky at the game of hide and seek they played. The worst mistake came as Rocky had been attempting to jump from one tree branch to another when a deep voice sounded inside his head, “Rocky!” The voice had honestly been the most heartfelt and warmest shout he had ever heard, but that didn’t make it less startling. 
 
    The following faceplant he had made after missing his landing and falling right in front of the three boys had been rather embarrassing, not to mention painful. Alex threw a pebble at him, ignoring it he was up in seconds and scanning the area, trying to understand what this new mental connection heralded. That was when a massive, black shape struck him from the side and tackled him to the ground. 
 
    The boys all readied their weapons and were getting ready to attack the monstrous beast when Rocky started laughing and called out, “Don’t attack. It’s okay! Boys, meet Azoth!” The Chimera had flown in from above the treeline to perform his lick attack, and Rocky had not been expecting a massive, flying lion-bird to come through the canopy foliage. 
 
    The boys lowered their weapons and just stared with mouths hanging open at a creature that was easily the size of a sixteen-wheeler cab. Rocky stood up, and the dark black creature towered over him, which was another thing he hadn’t been expecting. Looking up at the happy face of a deadly predator who also seemed to have the personality of a loyal dog made him chuckle at the absurdity of the situation. 
 
    “Hello, Azoth. You seem to have grown since I last saw you.” Rocky said out loud for the benefit of the children. The Ether wave from the night before must have given the beast a bit of a growth spurt as indicated by his recent ability to fly. 
 
    Mentally, Azoth responded while bobbing his massive head up and down almost like a whinnying horse, “Yes, I woke up after much fire. I definitely feel largest! Also, I could flight. I may have crashed once on the way over, but ground soft.” Rocky was struck with how strange it was to hear a voice as deep as a tuba note paired with the rambling, excited speech of a child.  
 
    Azoth’s words caused Rocky to smile widely and ask the massive creature, “Do you think you can carry me?”  
 
    At Rocky’s question, Azoth chuffed before butting his head into Rocky, which had the effect of knocking the large man over. “Yes. Human is small. Azoth carries!” At first, Rocky had thought his chuff had meant something negative and was taken off guard by the humorous tone of the Chimera's mental voice.  
 
    Maybe anytime Azoth chuffs like that it’s a laugh?  
 
    The other time he had heard similar noises from the beast, it had been in the dungeon after killing the cute bunny rabbit. 
 
    While the boys continued to hunt, skin, and butcher surrounding monsters, Rocky rode Azoth in low, short stints above the treeline. Azoth was definitely shaky in the air and had a long way to go before he would be as graceful as Sela looked in her bird form, but for a trip to the top of a maximum height of five stories, Azoth could do it. 
 
    By trial and error, Rocky discovered that he could cover himself and the Chimera in his Dark Cloak which cost approximately ten Ether points a second to maintain as long as he was using Stealth simultaneously. This meant he had, at a rough calculation, a little over thirty seconds of flight time before his Ether pool would deplete and the Dark Cloak would dissipate. With the Ether Draughts, he could extend that amount of time to a maximum of two minutes, according to his calculations. 
 
    Glancing at the sun, Rocky could only hope that Sela would return from her trip before night fell. He had hoped to have one more visit to the shop before this particular fight, but he would have to hope the three recently purchased toys would work as described.  
 
    His worries were put to rest when Sela arrived back at the cave a few hours after sunset. Once she changed back to human form, Rocky immediately took her aside. He spoke with her about his plans and what he needed her to accomplish. 
 
    Sela was not okay with the plan since it would separate her from him during a very dangerous fight but finally conceded after seeing his mouth press into a firm line and his eyes grow stubborn. She was starting to realize that you couldn’t out-stubborn Rocky, at least not when he had dug in his heels on a subject. Also, the plan needed to happen at night which meant that they were wasting darkness. 
 
    Sela looked at Rocky and sent up a silent prayer, praying he hadn’t bitten off more than he could chew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    A good note to make for the future would be not to expect a recent flyer to be able to land softly. Most roofs are built to handle a certain amount of weight, but a flying dump truck that drops on to it isn’t one of them. The infant Chimera had chosen to fold his wings and fall straight down twenty feet to land on target. 
 
    Maybe Rocky should have known to have practiced targeted landings, but he had been under the assumption that the tremendous flying lion was in control of where he had been touching down the entire day. It turned out that he just coasted until his feet hit the ground, and so when Rocky specified mentally that the helipad on the roof was the target, Azoth had cannonballed it like he was dropping into a pool. And missed! 
 
    They had really only taken off a third of the roof, though. That was good, right? It was that ‘minuscule’ piece of debris falling to the paving below that was the issue. The ensuing crash brought every eye up to the roof to see a massive shadow seeming to be attacking the hospital. 
 
    Rocky dove off of Azoth’s back and mentally commanded him to fly away as fast as he could. Unfortunately, Azoth, who usually took a running start to begin a flight, had no footing. Instead, he chose diving off of the roof to gain momentum as the best option.  
 
    The flying dump truck dive bombed a square filled with mobilizing soldiers who were attempting to load into tanks and gear up. The best way to describe the scene from Rocky’s point of view was pandemonium as a winged nightmare dove out of the black fog. A massive, black lion’s head filled with rows of deadly teeth seemed to coalesce from nowhere. 
 
    I am going to assume a requisition for new uniform pants will be required tonight. 
 
    At the last moment, Azoth snapped his wings open and pulled up out of his five-story dive to skim the ground with claws that raked through anything they hit, which happened to be four tanks. Then he flapped once, began to gain altitude, and careened off into the surrounding night. Rocky watched his pet wing away and smiled, hoping Azoth would remain unharmed as he slowly shrank into the distance under heavy fire from tank muzzles which were too hastily aimed. 
 
    Face hardening, Rocky dove inside the roof of the building, hoping that Corsair would still be inside and found that his luck continued to hold. They had broken off the corner of the fifth floor that was opposite the leader’s office. Ducking into a storage closet, Rocky waited for Sela to do her part. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Rocky knew she had managed it, as a collective gasp suddenly sounded and the light from the other side of the door vanished. Smiling to himself, he exited the closet with Stealth and Dark Cloak active.  
 
    It was time to find the sociopath and end this. 
 
    Avoiding scrambling patrols was easy as Rocky’s eyes were already attuned to the dark and his Dark Cloak increased his night vision, but the militiamen who had grabbed flashlights were continually ruining theirs. On occasion, a beam of light would come close to striking him, but a quick duck was all it took as the beam flitted over his invisible and shrouded form. As long as he chose a corner to reside in, the added darkness of his cloak seemed to be ignored. 
 
    What awaited him in the other wing of the hospital wasn’t specifically his expectation. While he knew he wouldn’t get the leader alone, he hadn’t expected two terminator style robots to be guarding a massive, vault-like door. Using Analyze from as far a distance away as he could manage, he was awarded the following notification. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Conversion Sentinel 
  Skymet Incorporated 
  Level 15 
  Master-Drone 
  Moderate Analyze failed to uncover additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    They were identical and made a wide-eyed Rocky immediately avoid the frontal assault, which may have been impenetrable anyway. Instead, he detoured around to the right and worked his way along side-corridors and nurses’ overnight rooms until he arrived at a wall he assumed was one of the four that squared in the leader’s residence. 
 
    Something about the room he was standing in made Rocky pause briefly, trying to understand why the office he was in looked off. After gazing for a long moment, he realized that a concrete pillar jutted obtrusively into the room. Upon closer inspection, he realized that this pillar was added recently, and he could see the scuffs on the floor from where the edging beams and two by fours must have sat to hold the new addition of drying concrete. 
 
    His sword made cutting into the wall seam like butter, and he exposed the back of a tall, thick, metal box. Trying not to alert whoever may be inside the room of his presence, he worked his way around, shaving off pieces until he was sure that there was a false wall on the front of the vault. 
 
    Once he had made that discovery, he placed his hands on the vault and summoned it into his inventory. He felt his bag of holding gain some weight once the vault disappeared but not enough to worry about thanks to his hard-fought stats and levels. What was a bit of thievery if you were going to kill a man? 
 
    Continuing to use his sword, Rocky slowly began pushing it into another part of the wall, waiting to see if he was met with resistance. Other than rebar and concrete, he was pleased to find that the wall wasn’t some type of reinforced alien metal. Not allowing the blade to fully penetrate to the other side, Rocky cut a man-sized door into the wall, leaving a small amount of concrete holding the piece in place on the opposite side. 
 
    Placing a star pattern inside of his initial squared doorway, Rocky readied himself for what came next. It wasn’t so much the act of breaking into the office that worried him or even the two terminator guards outside the front door. It was the act of murder, of vigilante justice that forced him to pause and breathe hard. 
 
    It wasn’t a long pause, as the war on his conscience eventually circled him around to the group of dead survivors he had discovered his very first day in the Ottawa area. Corsair was responsible for their deaths and probably many others. Corsair wouldn’t stop and deserved death, and unfortunately, Rocky was the only one who could deliver it. 
 
    With a deep breath, he imbibed an Ether Draught and Spartan kicked his secret door. The concrete wall crumbled and turned into deadly projectiles as it flew into the room beyond. In its path was a deluge of soldiers who were just turning their heads as the concrete bullets careened into and through them. 
 
    The wake of destruction was something Rocky would have nightmares about for years to come, but he compartmentalized and firmed his resolve as he waded into the room like death incarnate. While his opening move had removed a large group of soldiers loyal to Corsair, it hadn’t destroyed them all. In one quick glance, Rocky realized that Corsair had summoned a considerable number of loyal defenders to the room. 
 
    As the projectile beams of light began zooming around the room, he immediately could tell that the weapons on use were not the same as the standard issue weapons of the grunts he had seen on patrol. No, these weapons looked different, sleeker, and more personalized. Each and every pistol, semi-automatic, or shotgun was unique in a way that screamed danger to his mind. 
 
    Diving aside, Rocky managed to avoid a fair number of the blasts, but his armor was scored by a few all the same. A quick thought brought his armor information to hand as he dashed towards a cluster of guards who had helpfully clumped together, which made them an ideal shield against a continued barrage. 
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    As he had assumed, standing in the line of fire was not an option, and a burning hole in his left bicep was a testament to that. While the pain was there, it was a distant affair as his adrenaline overrode the nerve gates to his brain which were screaming, “There is a massive bloody hole in your arm.” 
 
    On pure instinct, he pulled a Health Potion from his inventory and downed it before dropping the bottle and unsheathing his sword directly into the first man who was attempting to line his second shot up. The gun almost made it level to Rocky before his blade cut the main in twain. The entire remaining small army tensed trigger fingers far too early and far too on edge to worry about a trivial thing like friendly fire. 
 
    Snarling, Rocky was already diving into the cluster of militiamen, though, and so when the barrage came his way, he was well behind a press of bodies and rolling over on his back on the ground as the laser fire tore through the men. Since the group was going to do his job for him, he continued the tactic. 
 
    Pushing off the ground, he lunged at the next cluster of soldiers and was there far too early. The defenders all seemed to move as if stuck in honey. This made it extremely difficult on Rocky as he couldn’t cut them down if he wanted to use them as a living shield. Although, one man in the group was moving slightly faster and his gun would be on target far sooner than the rest. 
 
    Rocky sunk his sword into the man's upper chest, right where the neck met the torso, which allowed the blade to catch on the collarbone. The soldier's weapon fell from his hands as his brain fired multiple muscles in death throes, and Rocky pulled the body in front of himself as the next barrage lit the room in reds, blues, and greens. 
 
    The bolts were unfortunately not stopped by the man’s body, and many tore into Rocky as he dropped the man and gulped another Health Potion with arms that were now screaming out in pain. Moments later, he realized that the green bolts acted like some sort of acid, and he was forced to use Dark Mend on the run as he attempted to clear a gap in the floor. 
 
    In the next moments, two things happened. Rocky realized he wasn’t going to make it to the next group before the remaining guards let loose, and the terminators broke through the front door to join the battle. Dropping his Dark Cloak left behind the dark fog, and Rocky jumped into the air in Stealth while the mist stayed stationary. This caused all of the guards to fire at the spot he had been occupying a moment before. 
 
    The sentinels who had pulsing, scarlet eyes tracked his movement, though, and they moved like a striking snake as they began crossing the space, not caring what was in their direct path. These alien robots didn’t carry a weapon on them, which made Rocky momentarily believe they were going to attack him with their metal fists. He was proven wrong a moment later as he landed amongst a group of stunned guards who were all staring at the red-eyed metal devils closing in on them. 
 
    The eyes lit brighter as laser beams fired from them, cutting through the stunned defenders. The beams weren’t pulsed like the rifles but were more like an incredibly long lightsaber which was going to strike Rocky in moments. Allowing his momentum to continue, he pushed hard with his hands and entered back into a sprint as he regained his feet with a half turn. As he weaved to avoid the lasers, he scanned the room and noticed a smiling Corsair standing in an enclosed container made of some sort of clear material. Clearly, Corsair was confident his safe room was unbeatable. 
 
    Shaking his head, and sending up a silent prayer, Rocky removed a few items from his inventory. He had been hoping he didn’t have to use these. While in the shop, he had also purchased three very pricey plasma grenades. He checked the description one final time just to be sure he wasn’t about to commit suicide accidentally. 
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  Payload: 30 feet. 
  Secondary damage: Mithril Shrapnel – 300 feet. 
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    Each one had cost him five crystals, and that was after negotiating down the price with Lingren for fifteen minutes. Let’s just say he had been adamant that they were some of the strongest technological weapons in the universe. This made them easy to use, according to the man, and Rocky held his breath as he depressed two red buttons and lobbed each at a robotic form. 
 
    One. 
 
    His years of basketball paid off as each grenade struck a unit, passing just under the beams as they began to putter out. The moment he had pressed the button, he had entered a full sprint. His top speed was recklessly fast, and he managed to chug an Ether Draught on the run.  
 
    Corsair’s face seemed to change in slow motion as the fifty feet of the room was crossed. The defenders were not willing to get in front of the deadly machines, so he had a clear path. 
 
    As he closed with Corsair, he dropped Stealth and touched his ear to take down his half mask. As the mask retracted, it revealed a maniacal grin plastered on his snarling face.  
 
    Two. 
 
    People fired at him from the sides as if Rocky was playing a kid’s game of gauntlet dodgeball. To combat their accuracy during his run, he engaged Stealth and Dark Cloak before quickly releasing them. This tactic caused mass confusion as he literally seemed to teleport across the intervening space. 
 
    As Rocky came within ten feet, he pressed the button on the last plasma grenade and leaped diagonally at a point well above the safe room’s roof. A split second into his jump, he let go of the grenade which arched back down from his parabola to adhere to the front of the glass like material right in front of a now screaming Corsair. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Rocky took a deep breath as he crested and began to arc back to earth towards the wall behind the transparent safe room. He charged his Dark Blade ability using fifty points of Dark Ether. This left him with a little over eighty points in reserve after his recent Ether Draughts. 
 
    Using Dark Blade mid-air, he slashed towards the exterior wall in his flight path. The wall was just concrete but had been reinforced to bolt the safe room to it. It still didn’t stand up to the barrage. In a moment, the clear night sky broke into his vision, and Rocky flew towards it. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Turning back around while still in the air, he almost lazed on his back as he watched the two metallic forms leap into the air to follow him. They had just enough time to get above the roof of the safe room, and Rocky swore. This wasn’t part of the plan, and he curled into a fetal position while casting both Stealth and Dark Cloak again. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence before suddenly two suns began to bloom into existence through the hole he had just exited. When the blasts triggered the third grenade, a wave of force struck Rocky and made his speed from a moment ago seem like an elderly hobble as it forced him into the realms of the surreal.  
 
    As the noise of the explosions finally reached his ears, Rocky felt metal cut deeply into his arms, across his scalp, and into his legs. He just had time to mumble, "Maybe three isn't the magic number." Then he met the ground which Azoth thought was soft. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Unfortunately, Dark Cloak and Stealth combined was an advantageous skill combination against enemies, but it also worked pretty well against friends. Sela found the dark blur of Rocky just as the night sky began to lighten. Her connection to him showed her a general area and that he still lived, but finding him in that area had proven difficult.  
 
    Upon her arrival, Sela immediately checked his pulse after fumbling through the Dark Cloak ability to find his neck. It almost seemed as if the coalescing fog prevented her from finding his body at times. She would reach back into an area where she knew he had been a moment before, and she would find only ground. 
 
    When Sela touched his body, it did elicit groans and flinching, which she thought might mean he was lucid. She sighed with relief at finding the man alive and then spoke softly at the storm cloud, “Rocky, if you can hear me, can you deactivate your cloak?” 
 
    In answer, she saw the smoke begin to fade while seeming to thickly adhere in other areas that outlined his form—his arms, face, chest, and legs. Unfortunately, he must have not released Stealth because she still couldn’t see his body. 
 
    “Rocky, it would also be helpful if you removed Stealth,” Sela stated flatly, hoping that in whatever place he was, he would respond to her request again. A moment later, his body seemed to pop into existence, and she gasped at the extent of the damage.  
 
    How exactly was he still conscious?  
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    Well that certainly explained why he was slow to react but was still aware of most of what was going on around him. He was in some sort of trance-like state. Worried he was in desperate need of more healing and quite possibly at a faster rate, she exchanged her burden of the Ambient Ether Power Converter, which had been her target of the night before, into his Bag of Holding and pulled out a Health Potion. 
 
    In fact, a few factors had saved Rocky’s life. First, he had allocated his free stat points before the battle into Stamina, figuring he may be facing multiple opponents, which meant he was going to get hit. Second, he had placed his free skill points into Dark Cloak and increased its protective ability while simultaneously lowering the Ether cost. Third, he had rolled himself into a ball, and his armor had expended all of its remaining Ether pool to reduce the damage the ground inflicted. 
 
    After that, Rocky had entered Trance Meditation and found he was suffering a laundry list of debuffs which he had begun combatting with Dark Mend whenever his Ether pool ticked up enough for another cast. This had been complicated by his reluctance to drop his two active concealment spells, unable to know who would find him first—friend or foe. If he had known he had traveled nearly a kilometer from the hospital before his landing, he might have not worried, but unfortunately, his brain hadn’t been keeping track of something like that when he was crash landing. 
 
    By the time Sela had arrived, Rocky had just managed to get his health, which had been at fifteen points, to stop decreasing. In his head, he knew this wasn’t enough, but he also knew it was a massive turning point in the battle against his injuries. It would have taken perhaps another few hours, but he would have managed using Dark Mend. Maybe! The sweet cherry like taste of the Health Potion was like the first sip of alcohol for an alcoholic after years on the wagon, intoxicating and full of vague promise. 
 
    This was followed by a taste of electric ice as an Ether Draught was also forced down his parched throat. The combination of these two powerful elixirs sped his recovery time from a few hours to minutes, and soon, Rocky was able to exit his trance and look around. His attempt to sit up was met with far too much resistance and complaint from his multiple healing ribs, and so he just laid there. 
 
    “Sela, do you think you could grab some water from my bag?” Rocky managed to force out from a healing body. The answering few drops of water onto his lips was exquisite, and after a few minutes of slowly measured drips, he had sated his immediate thirst. This continued for a few more minutes before he saw that his health bar was above the halfway point, and he chanced a glance at his debuff bar before trying another motion. 
 
    Since the debuffs for his serious injuries were absent and with ample use of his arms as bracing, Rocky sat up. He looked at Sela, who smiled then held the water bottle to his lips, allowing him to tilt his head back and control the flow. After he lowered his head and the container was removed from his lips, he looked at the outline of the destroyed hospital building. “Did I get him?” Rocky asked in a haunted tone as his eyes lost focus, and he was suddenly elsewhere. 
 
    In his mind, he was playing back the slaughter he had initiated, seeing his sword cut through a man, reliving the moment he had stabbed another and used his struggling body as a living shield. His bile rose, and he was forced to hold back vomit. He barely managed to contain his retch and only then because he could console himself that he had just saved thousands of people.  
 
    Oblivious to the reason for Rocky’s haunted tone and paling skin, Sela looked at the building which no longer could really be called that. While it still had the first floor fully intact, the side Rocky had flown from was a pyramid shape as it tapered to a point on the fifth floor before it fell away from where Azoth had destroyed the other corner. She smirked and responded sardonically, “Well, I wasn’t able to check, but from the damage, I am assuming you set off all three of the plasma grenades. You know I warned you about that, right?” 
 
    If he hadn’t lost so much blood and what remained wasn’t being used to heal all his injuries, Rocky probably would have blushed. Rocky felt sheepish, and it was heard in his voice, “Well, there were two Master class robots, and Corsair was in some sort of safe room. I didn’t want to take the chance.” 
 
    In the distance, the military was like a swarm of ants, milling around a destroyed hive, and Rocky motioned with his thumb behind his back. “Probably time to get out of here.” With Sela’s help, he managed to get to his feet, and using her shoulder for support, they both entered Stealth and moved as quickly as his injuries allowed away from the newly destroyed headquarters. 
 
    During the trip back, Rocky checked his blinking notifications. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  For killing 72 Sapients: Level Apprentice 12-18: You have been awarded 22,002,031 Etherience. 
  For killing 2 Androids: Level Master 15: You have been awarded 4,123,200 Etherience. 
  Sapient Group Etherience modifier applied. 
  Army of One Etherience modifier applied. 
  Organized Foe Etherience modifier applied. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 20!  
  You have been awarded 5 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  0 Etherience remaining until level 21 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have reached level 21!  
  You have been awarded 1 stat point and 1 skill point. 
  19,749,969 Etherience remaining until level 22 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rockland Barkclay Level 21 
  Class: Apprentice-Dark (Azrael) Revenant,  
  Level 1 Strategist 
  Class Skills: Dark Blade, Dark Mend, Soul Blade, Dark Cloak 
  Health Points = 165/220 Points 
  Dark Ether Pool = 55/200 Points 
  You have 6 stat points and 2 skill points to distribute. 
 
        
        
          
          	  Stamina 
  
          	  22 (+1) (Strength of Body) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Strength 
  
          	  29 (Strength of Arms x 2) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Agility 
  
          	  37 (Speed of Arms) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Dexterity 
  
          	  30 
  
         
 
          
          	  Intelligence 
  
          	  20 (+1) 
  
         
 
          
          	  Wisdom 
  
          	  27 
  
         
 
          
          	  Charisma 
  
          	  29 
  
         
 
          
          	  Luck 
  
          	  7 
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Weak Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Non-Class Combat Skills 
  Stealth 24 (+3) 
  Swordsmanship 24 (+3) 
  Combatant 19 (+7) 
  Ether Manipulation 11 (+3) 
  Ether Channels 13 (+5) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Endurance 20 
  Perception 21  
  Camouflage 7 
  Tracking 12 
  Trance Meditation 15 (+5) 
  Barter 5  
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  Herbalist 14  
  Skinning 17  
  Butcher 17  
  Cook 2  
  Miner 1 
  Actor 5  
  Trade 5  
  
         
 
        
       
    
  Moderate Skills 
    
 
        
        
          
          	  Combat Skill (Non-Class) 
    
  
          	  Common Skills 
  Sneak 5 (+4) 
  Analyze 2 (+1) 
  
          	  Profession Skills 
  
         
 
        
       
  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The notifications didn’t give him the information he needed. It didn’t tell him specifics like names, and when he scanned the combat log, neither did it. On the contrary, the death toll left him light-headed; it made his stomach tense and his eyes closed unbidden. Ghastly images of the night before flitted across his eyelids for a second time. 
 
    A quick thought of Jason, Alex, and Oliver banished the images, if not the guilt. Those boys’ families were some of the countless victims that could be laid at the feet of the men he killed. While he still was unsure about the act, he felt a firm belief that they had needed to be dealt with. Thoughts of the kids brought a smile to his face, and he remembered a frustrated Jason teaching him how to cook, which was a long and arduous process. 
 
    Next, Rocky opened his skills window and topped up Dark Cloak. The black fog rolled back, revealing five options on the next tier. Strangely, these options had no filaments leading further which made Rocky believe that this may be the final tier of the Apprentice skill tree. 
 
    For obvious reasons, he ignored the lower tier skills. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Class Skills 
  Tier 5 
 
        
        
          
          	  Death’s Embrace 
  A powerful spell of darkness and death. This spell will cast a circle ten feet in diameter which will grasp at and hold enemies within its borders, dependant on adversary strength. 
  0/5 
  Spell gained at 1/5 “Death’s Embrace.” 
    
  
          	  Darkness my Friend 
  Darkness is thine friend, and you will be stronger while fighting within it. Increases speed and attack damage while battling at night or in shadow. Each skill point added increases speed and attack by 1%. 
  0/5 
  Passive Skill gained at 1/5 “Darkness, my Friend.” 
    
  
          	  Shadow Clone 
  Using this skill will create a duplicate of you with significantly reduced stats. Each skill point added to this skill will increase the stats of the clone by a further 2% of your own. Base stat transfer 25%. 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 1/5 “Shadow Clone.” 
    
  
          	  Shadow Bolt 
  This spell will coalesce shadow into a powerful bolt which you can launch at enemy combatants. This spell cuts general spell resistance by 10% per skill point. 
  0/5 
  Spell gained at 1/5 “Shadow Bolt.” 
    
  
          	  Shadow Walk 
  This skill allows you to walk through solid objects and between any shadows. Coming back is another question. 
  0/5 
  Skill gained at 5/5 “Shadow Walk.” 
    
  
         
 
        
       
  Only one skill can be chosen from the fifth tier at Apprentice Rank. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky could see the usefulness of each option and knew that he would have to pick one and probably live with that choice for a while. Instead of rushing the issue, he decided to stew on it. A quick glance at all the empty fog on the fifth tier also made him chew his lip as he considered all the skills he couldn’t see currently. 
 
    The trip back to their cave took a good portion of the morning, and they arrived back to find all the young men up and waiting, looking worried. Dropping Stealth a reasonable distance away, Sela and a supported limping Rocky made their way to the fire. Upon arrival and a few quick questions about his health, Jason immediately asked for some meat from the bag of holding, and the boy’s incessant hunger made Rocky chuckle. 
 
    The boys weren’t worried if he had died; they just worried that the food they had killed and butchered had gone missing. Rocky chuckled as he fondly remembered his ability to eat when he was their age, and once you combined it with the Ether change, the boys must have been ravenous. Rocky’s family used to complain about how much he ate. His line of thought removed the smile from his face as he was forced to consider if his family was safe. 
 
    That’s when he remembered the actual safe he had stolen, and he quickly dumped it out on to the ground. Maybe there was a ledger of survivors in this hunk of alien metal. The looks of shock when he dumped the massive vault onto the soil were amusing, but after he explained his hopes, the group got to work trying to open it. Unfortunately, Rocky discovered his sword couldn’t cut the alien metal, and the laser rifles just bounced off, nearly clipping Sela who glared daggers at Oliver after the attempt. 
 
    Thinking the problem through, the group had nominated Alex to try, hoping his abilities as a thief might gain them purchase. However, the boy had only purchased combat skills, and while he may have one day been up for the task, now he was nothing more than a rogue despite his class name. This left it up to Rocky who was about to start trying random codes on the thing when a massive blast of wind nearly knocked the group over. 
 
    The gales were due to Azoth waking up and performing his customary stretches. Azoth was not yet aware of how large and strong he actually was. The Ether induced growth spurt had created a nearly adult sized Chimera with a toddler's brain. Rocky smiled at how silly it looked but also at the added security he felt from the presence of the beast. 
 
    After the massive creature couldn’t even put a dent while jumping on the object, Rocky almost gave up. That’s when a lightbulb went off in his head, and he considered if it could work. The idea was simple enough—fly up on Azoth and drop the thing on to a stone surface from as high a height as he could manage. 
 
    This was probably the best bet for cracking the safe, but Rocky still worried it wouldn’t be enough considering how hard the metal was. Shrugging his shoulders, he mentally challenged Azoth, “Want to show me how high you can go?” 
 
    A bunch of curses and a few moments later, Rocky was ascending quickly on Azoth’s back and the forest below was slowly becoming a dense patch of green. Scanning the area, he looked for the most significant grouping of stones, rocks, or metal and found a large mesa on top of an enormous hill that rose off in the distance. The height also awarded him with a view of the countryside they were currently residing in, and he saw many large, dangerous looking creatures prowling in every direction. 
 
    What the hell is that? Are those two-headed dogs?The fact that I can make them out at this height… 
 
    Resolving to try to clear some of the more dangerous groups if he had time, Rocky continued until Azoth’s wing beats were no longer increasing their altitude. While the beast beat his wings furiously, the best he could do was fight gravity to keep the height they already had, which was pretty damn high.  
 
    Mentally, Rocky said, “That’s good, buddy! You did great! I am going to hold onto your fur as I lean over to drop this thing. Sorry!” As he said it, he had already leaned out and dropped the safe, and his last words were an apology as he felt Azoth’s skin ripple in agitation from him pulling on his hair. 
 
    Together, they watched the safe tumble towards the ground, and Rocky smiled with childish glee as the safe crashed, eliciting a boom that echoed in all directions. The force that was just placed on that metal was more than anything he could have managed with an army.  
 
    Physics is still the unbeatable force in the universe it seems.  
 
    This time around, Rocky didn’t specify an exact spot to land, having learned the last time that Azoth would take that a bit too literally. Instead, he just directed him to coast over to the area of the crash. This awarded him with a soft landing but a bit of extended canter afterward. 
 
    Rocky’s smile widened as he approached and saw crystals spilling out of the side of the now deformed vault. The quantity, while unknown currently, was more of the blue stone then he had ever seen in one place, and that was only what had fallen out of the side. 
 
    Thank you, Corsair. You sick, psychotic bastard! 
 
    Luckily, his bag of holding did the counting for him, and he was able to gather all the crystals relatively quickly. The grand total was three thousand three hundred forty-one crystals, forty-five gems, eighteen marks, and one hundred forty-five chips. The number, at first, made Rocky jubilant until he realized that he was holding blood money. 
 
    Digging around the remaining wreckage, he found a few notebooks, one of which was a till that listed the Ottawa groups. Each one was listed by school or area they occupied and how many crystals they were contributing per day. The book kept a running tally and also listed out expenditures in the shop. 
 
    The ledger did have some costly purchases, but he couldn’t find any listing of the Sentinel units. With the level of detail whoever kept this journal had used, he was forced to frown. Each personalized gun and soldier were listed, and those robots had to be stupidly expensive; they were Master class after all. Even the safe and safe room were listed in the ledger, and they were two of the priciest items on the list. 
 
    Placing the ledger in his bag of holding, he resolved to check it for more details later. Perhaps Rocky had missed the entry. He then pulled the next black book out of the debris and flipped through it. This listed the names and ranks of Corsair’s goonies. It also listed which survivor groups had left and what day, including the squad who had been sent out to deal with them. This helped greatly in calming his faltering resolve on his actions of the previous day. 
 
    Finally, he picked up the last book in the wreckage and upon flipping it open, Rocky’s eyes narrowed and he cursed extravagantly. Running to Azoth, Rocky mounted up and told his pet they needed to get back to camp now. His level of panic must have carried over because they took off at a speed that made Rocky’s blood freeze in his veins and heart ride up into his throat. 
 
    In a matter of moments, they made it back to the group. Rocky didn’t think he would be asking Azoth to ever travel at full speed again. Upon landing, he had coated the ground liberally in his recent breakfast. Azoth chuffed, and the others looked worriedly at him as he fought with his vertigo.  
 
    Rocky wanted to speak but was finding that every time he opened his mouth, only dry heaving followed. After a time, he finally managed, “Those weren’t robots!” Everyone stared at him in confusion and worry as he swallowed down vomit. 
 
    Sighing, Rocky waited for his stomach to fully settle and forced himself to sit and take deep, relaxing breaths. Surprisingly, this allowed him to enter into Meditation, and he smiled immediately, feeling better. Then in a relaxed voice, since he had detached himself from his vertigo, he told them his findings while passing the book to Sela to see if she came to the same conclusion. 
 
    “Last night, I fought some robots that I assumed were purchased guards from the shop. They were, by the looks of things, the first experiments of Corsair. According to that book, he used a device on five individuals to try to create a robot-human hybrid.  
 
    As far as I can tell, it was a gift from some sponsor he met in the shop. In exchange, Corsair promised to buy and build an array that will send out a beacon. The transformation device had never been used on humans before, and the result wasn’t what Corsair was hoping for. Instead of taking the level one individuals and turning them into half machines, it turned them into full machines.” 
 
    Rocky paused for a moment to take a sip of water and continued, “Since then they have worked on remedying the situation with mixed success. According to that book, they have had numerous deaths after hybrid transformation but eight successful experiments. The only issue that was holding Corsair back from undergoing it himself seemed to be the success rate.” 
 
    Sela, who had finished with the book, nodded along and added with scorn in her voice, “They also sent the first five creatures they created to attack the golems in the center of Ottawa. Only two returned, it seems, which were probably the ones you fought last night.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath which did nothing for Sela’s anger, she continued, “Greedy imbeciles, there is no shortcut through ranks or specialization. Whatever was offered was bound to be flawed. While the robots were stronger, certainly they were broken Master classes. Otherwise, I am sorry to say, Rocky, you would not have been able to exit that hospital.” 
 
    “Broken Master classes?” 
 
    “Yes, broken. It is a term we used for people who were rushed to the next tiers. Think about it this way—you are currently gaining levels, which come with stats and skills. They skip all that and just power you up to a new rank. Each class ranks up uniquely, but it is safe to assume that they missed out on a large portion of possible stats and all their class specific skills. Then consider that they haven’t gained any levels in Class-Combat, Common, and Trade skills.”  
 
    Over the next hour, she explained briefly how the class ranking system worked. 
 
    Apprentice combat classes were awarded two assigned stats and one and two fifths free stat points per level if you included the five stat points from every tenth level. Also, they were granted one skill point to spend on their apprentice skill tree. At some point, depending on the class, they had the opportunity to increase breakthrough to Journeyman. 
 
    According to Sela, when you increase your rank, you often would lose consciousness for a few days as your body was changed directly by the system. The Ether that had accumulated within your body, which accounted for stats and knowledge gains, would be used to improve you. Often, you would come out the other side of the transformation weaker, initially. In essence, you would lose a certain amount of the gains you had made while you were an Apprentice. 
 
    The trade-off was that you now had a Journeyman class and a high number of powerful changes that would make up for some of the loss were now accessible. Sela couldn’t be specific because each class was different but assured them it was worth the trade-off. Most importantly, you kept all of your skill ranks, which had huge impacts on combat. 
 
    All this explanation was to explain to them why jumping class ranks was a horrible idea, as you missed out on skill points, stat points, class quests, and sometimes specializations that could never be received again. That is why there was a name for people stupid enough to try it—Broken. 
 
    That’s when Sela dropped a bombshell on the group. The monsters they were facing currently would somewhat fall into the “broken” category as well, at least currently. Monsters, unlike sapients, could gain the stats and skills they had been missing from earlier ranks in time. Currently, the higher level monsters were something she termed “newborns”, and even though they were strong already, very soon, they would be terrifying. Sela estimated it would be approximately half a year before their class skills, stats, and non-class skills caught up to their current levels. The exception to this would be any creatures that Gaia had ported in, like Skandranon who gave birth to Azoth or the dragon they had seen. 
 
    That ended the discussion with the group in silent contemplation of the perversion Corsair had created. It also left the group trying to figure out where the eight hybrid creations were last night. Sela had passed back the book to Rocky who had queried, “Do you think he was saving the crystals for building the beacon array or?” 
 
    Sela, who had done most of the talking over the last hour, just nodded as she had a mouthful of a second breakfast. In fact, the entire group chose to have more, and so Jason cooked another round of meat. The group continued to consider their next actions. Rocky figured he only had a few things left to do in the area before heading back to Algonquin Valley.  
 
    The militiamen needed to be informed of the twisted actions of some of its members, and then he figured he would extend an invitation to groups in all the schools. That invitation would be through the militia and was going to depend on the answer he received. It would simply take too long for him to individually extend an offer to the numerous survivor groups. 
 
    His earlier thoughts of cleansing dangerous mobs in the area were forgotten, and Rocky spoke his prayers aloud, “I hope that the actions of last night have held the militia at home base, which in turn, will hold the survivors from going out and hunting today. Or it will deter them from it at least without military back up.” 
 
    Looking around the group, his hopes were dashed as each person gave him a sympathetic look you give to someone you know is wrong, but you don’t have the heart to tell them. It would appear that the survivors were most likely going to still go out and hunt. The bad news was he had probably just deprived them of the back-up they would have gotten from a militia escort. 
 
    The group quickly got ready, and for the first time, they made their way into the city during daylight hours. For the three boys, it was the first time they had returned since the tragedy. Hard clenched jaws, pale faces, and slight tremors in their hands spoke of the roller coaster of emotions for each one. 
 
    As they exited the forest and began moving towards the city, the sound of war broke them all out of their internal musings. Screams sounded out, followed by rapidly decreasing weapon fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    On the run, Rocky realized that the boys were going to be put into danger. The conflict sounded like it was at St. Monika. The weapon fire had died down drastically; instead, large booms could be heard, followed by crumbling brick and sometimes punctuated by a sole explosion.  
 
    While still running, Rocky mentally commanded Azoth into the sky. He told him to report back but then had a quick argument with the birdbrain about why he couldn’t attack right away.  
 
    Maybe he should let the monster truck drop in and cuck up someone’s day, but without knowing what was transpiring, Rocky was hesitant to risk friends. On the same wavelength, he yelled, “Sela, go into Stealth and make a circle behind whoever the aggressor is. Priority is saving survivors, got it?” Sela screamed an assent over the rushing wind as Azoth took wing. 
 
    “Boys, get to the cover of the school! Try to find a back entrance and get people out, or assist in the defenses if they have an organized resistance inside!” With that finished, Rocky deliberated on his best approach to the situation and figured it was going to have to be a decision made in the moment. 
 
    Two of his group members winked out of sight a moment later, and Rocky followed suit, increasing his sprint, no longer being held back by Jason who was pitifully slow. Coming into view took about another half minute, and he slowed down, trying to make sense of what his wide eyes were seeing. In front of the school stood one man. Well one half man half machine. 
 
    The weapon hadn’t been a war but a slowly decreasing barrage that was targeting the individual who stood wide open and unworried, receiving all projectiles with no damage. While still in Stealth, Rocky realized the half-man, half-machine was screaming something, but at the current distance, Rocky couldn’t make it out.  
 
    Instead, while he continued to close, he used Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jax 
  Mechanical Human Hybrid 
  Journeyman-Mechanoid  
  Level 23 
  Moderate Analyze failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    If what Sela had talked about earlier was correct, Jax was probably a broken Journeyman class. However, the mechanoid was still going to be statistically superior to Rocky. Rocky considered this fact and also began looking at the armor plating in a new light. It was quite possible that it was a type of armor that was also boosting Jax’s stats.  
 
    Rocky came to this conclusion as he watched arrows and rocks bounce harmlessly off the protective plating. The strange part was that Jax had no visible weapons, but Rocky had learned from his fight last night that robots could be hiding beam ports anywhere. 
 
    Azoth mentally updated Sela and himself, “Just one shiny man, but two others at other shapes. They kill leave corpses where fall. No hunt?” The Chimera could sense the wrongness in the men and was conveying it in a way that would make sense to any predator. Sela and Rocky didn’t fully understand the entire meaning of his final question, but his the tone his question carried made skin crawl, accompanied by a rise in heat throughout their bodies. 
 
    This was wrong, and as he approached, he was finally able to make out the words of vitriol the man was shouting, “Come out! We know you are hiding with survivors on this side of the city. Come answer for your crimes against the militia! You attack us in the dark of the night, clearly waiting for our strongest to be away! Disgusting! Come face me, coward!” Each sentence the man spoke was filled with hate and disgust, and Rocky felt his own blood boil in response. 
 
    These crazy imbeciles kill unsuspecting survivors who want nothing more than to live, and they have the gall to retaliate against my attack. They sold their humanity for power and call me a coward. 
 
    Both Rocky and Jax continued to spit hateful slurs against each other, the difference being that Jax was unaware he had an audience and Rocky kept his monologue internalized. Unable to calm down, he mentally screamed to Azoth, “Go take out one of the two and send Sela to take out the other!” Making a decision, he opened his skill screen and placed a point in Shadow Clone. 
 
    Normally, Rocky would have deliberated on this choice a lot more, but unfortunately, he needed to be able to be in multiple places at once. If he could end this cretin’s life quickly, he could back up Sela or Azoth. All of these reasons led him to choose the Shadow Clone skill and he was awarded more information on the skill after purchase. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Clone 
  Using this skill will create a duplicate of you with greatly reduced stats. Each skill point added to this skill will increase the stats of the clone by a further 2% of your own. Base stat transfer 25%. 
  1/5 
  50 Ether Points + an additional 50 Ether Points per hour maintained. 
  Statistic transfer to Shadow Clone = 27% 
  Skill Symbiosis 
  Meditation – Since you have Meditation, you can use this skill to see through the eyes of your creation. At higher levels of Meditation, you will unlock other symbiotic bonuses. 
  Stealth – Since you have Stealth, your creation can also use Stealth. 
  Soul Blade – Your creation will be summoned with two shadow daggers as weapons. 
  Dark Cloak – Your creation will be summoned with a set of shadow armor. 
  Learn other skills to find other symbiosis effects. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Momentarily ducking behind the play structure that still stood in the middle of the school’s recess yard, Rocky quickly summoned his Ether and cast Shadow Clone. A moment later, he was staring at a too familiar face. However, there was something off about the creation, and Rocky couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. It was like staring in a mirror but looking at someone else in the mirror at the same time, and then he realized what was so disturbing about the replication to his brain. 
 
    If you look in a mirror, it reverses your image—that is what you see, and your brain gets used to that image of yourself. This is why in photos, videos, and other portraits of yourself, you always feel it hasn’t captured the version of yourself you are used to seeing. Well, it’s this fact and the camera angle or point of view of the picture in question, but that strangeness existed here as well. 
 
    He was looking at a perfect copy of his features but in a different configuration than what a mirror would reflect back at him. It was eerie, and when you combined it with eyes that seemed to suck in the light, dark armor, and two midnight black daggers, the effect was magnified. Without his prompting the copy entered Stealth and was suddenly gone, which was frustrating for Rocky because he wanted to share a plan. With himself? 
 
    Well, shit, I hope it attacks the bad guy. Does it even have the ability to think, or do I think and it does? Maybe I should do that just in case. Attack the Shredder. He killed Hamato Yoshi! 
 
    As Rocky had begun thinking, he had turned the corner of the play structure, and his first sight of the metal man brought to mind the fictional character in question, thus the tangent his mind had walked. Sobering, he continued to recite in his head his desire for his clone to attack the man. Giving a quick prayer to anyone who was listening, he hoped that his two friends would be okay as he prepared to join combat. 
 
    The world seemed to pause as multiple things happened at once. A trumpeting roar sounded from the sky, high and to Rocky’s right. Alex exited Stealth and sunk two Mithril daggers into the humanoid’s spine. Lastly, the school behind him exploded. 
 
    Two echoing explosions came a moment after the first, and Rocky just knew that the two other schools had also been attacked. This had the effect of pausing everyone in the fight, except Jax, who turned like a striking snake and batted Alex like a baseball. The child had been staring at the conflagration, which for him was directly in his field of vision. It was excruciating to watch. Alex had obviously assumed his first strike was debilitating. Typically, when you put two pieces of metal into a spinal column, it ends the life of what you are attacking. 
 
    As the metal forearm connected with Alex’s head, Rocky watched in horror as the thief’s skull collapsed in on itself, and as the world seems to do during these moments, everything stopped. Or seemed to stop as Rocky’s brain went into overdrive, considering options, hopes, plans, denial, fear, death, and finally landing on anger as hot as the sun. Rocky’s anger encompassed everything; it wasn’t just directed at the enemy who stood before him but himself, Ether, the survivors behind him who hadn’t taken his initial offer, and even Alex for not getting to cover. 
 
    In that eternity with perceived time stuttering at a crawl, Rocky was shocked beyond belief at how fast it had ended for the young man. Sadly, survival was now based on experience but those same experiences can be misleading. Even though Jason had numerous experiences killing wildlife, they had not prepared him for a foe that defied standard conventions.  
 
    Rocky took note, vowing to teach others. Never assume something is dead because you struck perfect. Never assume something is incapacitated. Always assume that until you receive a notification of your victory, the enemy still fights. 
 
    I just wish I could have taught Alex that…  
 
    Then the moment ended, and the cassette reel of life kicked forward, lurching into action. 
 
    His blood was frozen in his veins, and Rocky’s muscles percolated with inaction, simmering and ready to explode. Every thought bled from him, replaced only by his need to act, his baser instinct for revenge, and to damage those who had hurt him. The unbidden dark fog began to rise off of the grass for thirty feet in all directions. 
 
    Pushing off the ground, Rocky moved towards the target in a straight line at full speed, no longer caring about surprise. Just as the shadow clone sunk daggers into flesh, that were then stopped short a moment later by the metal underneath, the mechanoid’s servo-motors whirred and spun him at the minion. The minion was only saved by releasing hold of his daggers, leaving them embedded in the hybrid robot. Once the clone released them, it ducked, seeming to meld into the inky fog that continued to rise from the long grass. 
 
    Then Rocky arrived, swinging his sword two-handed at the creature, ignoring form and attempting to hit a home run. His blade struck and rebounded; the reverberation in his hand caused a teeth-jarring sensation and nearly forced him to drop the sword. Exiting Stealth as he hit, he was already turning the momentum of his swing into a roll as the mechanoid swung at him. Rocky disappeared into the smoke which continued to gain in height. 
 
    Jax tracked a path using his new computing power and made a reasonable estimate as to where Rocky was in the fog below him. As he opened his hand, a red light began to glow from his palm. The clone suddenly popped up and, in a quick motion, snatched his daggers out of their temporary sheathes in human flesh before gouging up as he leaped into the air and away simultaneously. 
 
    Confusion passed across Jax’s face, and he quickly diverted his charging beam to target the airborne minion, falsely assuming he was under attack by a single foe. As his hand swung up to track the flight path of the minion, Rocky had time to step and begin an upward slash, targeting a vertical plane in front of the enemy. This would be the most likely spot for the creature’s hand to finish when he was ready to fire. 
 
    Rocky’s blade exited trailing fog, red eyes of the raven glinting with reflected scarlet light from the charging beam weapon. Jax, who had committed to the strike, only had time to register movement before his severed limb was turning a slow somersault in the air, followed by an emerging fog enshrouded humanoid form which quickly began to dissipate, leaving no shape behind. 
 
    The minion sunk back into the fog also, and the eyes of Rocky’s opponent showed fear for the first time—perhaps even a little bit of pain, if robots could feel pain. Suddenly, the robot listed to one side as a leg was severed under him at the ankle. As Jax began his descent, the shadow clone rose from the fog to slash deep gouges towards the man's exposed face, which were stopped by his remaining arm. The Robocop wannabe’s descent was arrested as his foot and severed ankle ignited in propulsion. 
 
    The propulsion shot the robot into the air but at an angle, leaking liquids and blood. However, his ascent wasn’t fast enough. Rocky leaped from the fog trailing the black substance, sword extended in a thrust. The black alloy pierced the silver metal in the creature’s midsection, and the alloy whined as it parted for the soul blade. The combined weight was too much for the propulsion engines which continued to give thrust but now in the horizontal direction as the strike spun the robot. 
 
    Riding a shooting rocket Rocky drove him into the ground, his blade and friction slowing them to an eventual stop. Lying on his back, Jax coughed up a combination of blood and oil from his mouth. The fog slowly retreated back to Earth as Rocky’s Ether finally ran out. 
 
    Once Jax regained sight, he was staring up at the eyes of death, slowly dissipating wisps of black clouds falling off of Rocky’s angry form. With his last breath, he whispered, “You think you’ve beaten us? Corsair will win in the–” Then his eternal heart mechanism failed under the applied strain and damage of keeping the cockroach running. 
 
    Rocky, who was still not himself, scanned the area and saw his shadow clone dart off in the direction that Sela should have gone, so Rocky choose to help Azoth. “Report?” he projected to his large pet. 
 
    No answer came, and he increased his speed, quite literally coasting over the ground until he arrived at where his soul link directed him. The Chimera was mid-dive at his hovering foe that was staying ten feet off the ground and strafing to Rocky’s left as Azoth dove. A moment later, after the attack missed, the Chimera was turning his decent speed into a climb as the robot lit up his retreating form with beam weaponry, burning fur, searing skin, and damaging his wings. 
 
    Azoth was in bad shape; he was struggling to gain height, and it seemed like he could no longer steer appropriately as his tail, which generally trailed straight out behind him, hung limply near his rump. The strikes of the mechanoid were still connecting, and Rocky knew he didn’t have much time. Since he had entered Stealth on the run as soon as his Ether allowed and chugged an Ether Draught, he slowly began moving towards the enemy. A quick glance at his Ether bar showed Rocky he couldn’t cast Dark Mend if he wanted to use any other skills this battle. 
 
    Hang on, Azoth. I will use Dark Mend when I can. 
 
    Rocky timed his arrival with Azoth’s next dive but arrived slightly earlier because of the Chimera’s decreased speed and mobility. Regardless, Rocky left the ground as the hovering foe began his strafe, targeting an intersection point where their flight paths would cross. Rocky started his sword strike from the hips, aiming for the propulsion jets in the robot’s feet and adding a twisting vector to his sword’s force. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t sever the feet right through as he had misjudged the timing slightly, but he did cut both of the robot’s Achilles tendons or what used to be tendons and had since been replaced by metallic parts. The jets which had been exiting from the bottom of the robot's feet began firing out the back of the severed ankles, which widened the gap and made the man start to perform a backflip. As he rotated, their eyes met just before a black streak struck the tin can from the sky and landed atop him. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Azoth’s claws and teeth to finish the work of ripping the half human to shreds, but he kept going for far longer than was probably necessary. It took Rocky casting Dark Mend before Azoth finally snapped out of his fury, and they both took off on the ground to find Sela. Unfortunately, that spell nearly bottomed Rocky out again, and he prayed that the other fight wasn’t going poorly. 
 
    Snapping Azoth out of his fury had the added effect of breaking Rocky out of his, which allowed him to think about a lot of things again. Most stuff he dismissed, currently not wanting to think about possible deaths and tragedy, knowing that what had happened was already done and couldn’t be undone. Instead, he focused on the words of the first enemy he had killed. 
 
    Corsair, is dead… right? 
 
    Rocky hoped that those words didn’t mean what they seemed, as he rushed towards the third and final site of destruction. When the two arrived, they found Sela in cat form, standing over the shrieking form of a handless, footless sack of bolts. Rocky’s shadow clone stood placidly off to the side. A brief moment of relief washed over Rocky before he interposed himself between Azoth and the downed man. 
 
    They were going to have a brief chat before he sent the final mechanoid to the giant scrap yard in the sky.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Priorities brought Rocky back to Saint Monika. Tragedy kept him here. He had left right after stabilizing the mechanoid, whose name he didn’t even bother checking, and rushed back to discover a school building about to collapse. 
 
    Not seeing anyone standing around, Rocky had rushed into the smoldering ruins and checked everyone with Analyze. No one from the survivor group was alive, which was painful. Then he found Oliver and Jason. Only one was still alive, barely, and he had carried him outside and begun casting spell after spell, holding the battered body tight with tears streaming unashamedly down his face. 
 
    It was a mistake to bring the boys into the city. It was his mistake, and he should have left them in the cave. It didn’t matter what Rocky’s original intentions were when they left the safe area. It only mattered what had happened since. Three of his friends pre-apocalypse were dead and two of his newest family. Two people had died today because he had hoped to save a bunch of people he didn’t know. 
 
    Rocking the badly burnt and densely Dark Mended body, Rocky wept tears of remorse, muscles clenched for what humanity had lost, sniveling for his part in it, and lamenting his weakness. The failures he had as a man were rearing up again, and this time, he couldn’t just pretend like it didn’t matter. He couldn’t just bluff and make excuses for himself. 
 
    Despite trying his hardest, giving it his all, Rocky was cocking it up again. Despite what he told himself about how hard he had worked, he knew he had more to give. Deep down, he regretted his inability to be unfeeling, his unwillingness to uncage something he dreaded, something that society had requested chained. His inaction had made him weak. 
 
    If he had never let it be pushed back, if he had never allowed the cage to slowly form, to be silenced, it would have never gone away. Rocky would have owned the basketball court in life, and he would have been able to have done what was needed from the start. Despite what others might say, he recognized the man who fought Azoth. 
 
    He was the same man who had so callously bet on the death of a group of survivors that faced a creature hellbent on that goal. The same man he had released, hoping he didn’t have to kill. The same soldier who had turned around and become a greater monster. 
 
    That was how Sela found Rocky, long hours after her transformation back to human. Well past midnight, Rocky still held the healed and unconscious form of Jason, crying with a smile so akin to a snarl it froze the druid in her tracks. Rocky kneeled beside a blackened and crumbled building, staring into the smoldering darkness, eyes bloodshot and teeth bared preternaturally. 
 
    Behind him lay row upon neatly spaced row of burnt, destroyed corpses—some recognizable, others just humanoid in shapes. Sela went to each, crossed their arms, and placed a neatly stacked pile of soil on their forehead before speaking an adage from her time. With each pile, she chanted “Return to your mother, wholly, fully. Return to her your Essence and know she will treasure it and someday give it birth again.” 
 
    As Sela walked amongst the corpses, chains of fog would sporadically form, sometimes linking to a corpse, sometimes linking to Rocky and then collapsing into the ground. What that meant, Sela didn’t know, and she honestly didn’t have it in her to question him. She walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder, telling him, “The final mechanoid hasn’t talked to me, and while I would like to draw out answers, you asked me to wait.” 
 
    The scream that broke the silence was fierce in a way described in combat, strong in volume, but fathomless like it had been held unspent for too long. Each muscle flexed and bowed as it released, straining for action, straining for release from a moral bonding. Then just as quickly as it came, it cut off, and Rocky stood, holding a boy, the lone survivor of three such young men. 
 
    Handing him silently to Sela, Rocky walked back the way he had come earlier that day, his Soul Blade strangely liquid, flowing over his shoulder and running into his armor and then back on to his shoulder, only to swirl, shift, stretch, and lengthen until he reached the pinned form of a machine. As Rocky approached, he motioned Azoth off the man, and as the propulsion tried to kick in, a blade tore through the fool’s leg and buried into the ground. 
 
    The man was oddly put together, seeming to have no rhyme or rhythm for where the metal replaced skin and where the skin and perhaps muscles remained flesh. Each mechanoid he had killed had been slightly different, seeming to randomly have been assembled in some sort of Frankenstein laboratory. One of them even had a single eye replaced, Kano style, while the others all seemed to be utterly human at the head level. 
 
    Rocky wouldn’t know this, but only the brain had remained as an internal organ; everything else had been replaced, but to oxygenate the brain, blood needed to be kept, which was the reason why some organics were left behind. The reason it was randomized was that the devices used by each of these abominations had been a different model of experiments from the sponsors who had never seen a human before. 
 
    “Hmm, those motors have got to be, somewhere, don’t they? Let’s see if we can find them?” Rocky crooned, voice filled with dripping abhorrence at the downed figure. “Let’s see how you work! What you gave your soul to purchase? What you think could be worth the lives of those you pretended to protect?” 
 
    It didn’t take Rocky long to find the first motor; it was in the approximate location of what used to be a thigh muscle but now was just a layer of skin that hid blood and then machinery. Casting Dark mend after removal, he went to work on the other side, removing any hope the man might have of escape. 
 
    After the urge to escape, a beast inside Rocky whispered to him that the man would attempt to fight, and so Rocky queried, “What weapons did your organs buy? What foolish promises of power did your brethren die for? What is worth what you gave?” 
 
    The man was crying at this point, and Sela, who knew when a man was broken, stepped in between Rocky and his victim, eventually forcing Azoth to stand vigil on the pacing figure of a wild animal that Rocky created. Crouching over the idiot mechanical human, who had thought he was dangerous earlier today, Sela simply stated, “You will tell me everything you know, or I will not intervene again.” 
 
    One look from the man at Rocky, who was still attempting to circumvent another creature from a nightmare, was all it took for words to begin spewing out. 
 
    “We got back from leveling to a destroyed base, and the other men, the ones who aren’t part of our group, told us that an explosion had gone off. That Corsair was dying. That everyone who was on the fifth floor was dead except him.” The man cut off as a terrible scream of frustration tore across the silent sky. 
 
    Then he began speaking faster, “We got Corsair the newest version of the device and put it on him. It saved his life, and he woke up a mechanoid. Still human but so much more, so much stronger. He told us what to do, he told us what would come, and we did it.” Azoth's claws scraped on the ground as Rocky literally forced the behemoth back. The man paused at the sound before he sobbed desperately. 
 
    “Please, I only know that he is going to build the beacon to his patrons, the material is coming through the shop tomorrow—or today, I guess. Then he is going to set off the rest of the bombs that we placed in every school.” The man paused, hoping he had told them enough to be saved, but if not that, at least enough to not have that thing take another go. 
 
    The piece of golem metal that punctured his chest a moment later gave him his answer as Sela skewered the mechanical contraption that powered the construct and allowed oxygen to his brain. Rocky stopped fighting and just looked skyward at the moon which was already part way through its nightly voyage, and then he spoke, “Go tell everyone you can. I am going to go to the hospital to inform someone! Someone who isn’t on this list!” He brandished the book of names at her. 
 
    “What if they are waiting?” was Sela’s immediate response, so quick and so desperate it could be felt in every breath after. They needed to stick together, and she wouldn’t allow him to run off and die in this state. Even though she approved of this side of her leader, she knew it would make him reckless. Sela continued as the silence stretched on, “What do you expect me to do anyway? Run from building to building? How many will that save?” 
 
    Sela might have continued if not for Rocky shouting, “You can save groups! Start sending them away! You can get awa– You can be saf– You will do as I say!” Each time his brain broached the subject and tried to say the words ‘safety’ or ‘away’, his grief refused to allow it, like avoiding keeping people safe in the past somehow stopped him from telling someone he could keep them safe now. 
 
    Sela’s voice raised in response, “I am not someone who needs coddling! Not a child who looks to you for protection! Not some spoiled lord who hasn’t faced combat! I fought in wars the likes of which you have never imagined, watched friends die, and killed enemies in numbers you would find unbelievable! I will not stay out of this fight!” 
 
    “You will do as I say!” Rocky shouted, which had the effect of devolving the conversation into a fight of meaningless shouting, both only trying to get their way, both having a valid reason for what they wanted and arguing that same point in repetitive loops, sounding like a married couple.  
 
    Azoth watched the fight in utter confusion, not understanding the reason for the increasing pitch. His head was tracking the speaker of each statement, and his mouth was slowly dropping open. His eyes continued to widen as he watched the tennis match of verbal sparring, listening to the words and tone and finding the increased speed and intensity incredible. It was at that point that both looked to him, and he was forced to replay the final words Sela had shouted. “What do you want me to do? What do you want Azoth to do? He won’t leave your side either, you know!”  
 
    Azoth’s mouth continued to hang open in a look so funny it was the actual reason for the argument’s pause, and he mentally sent to them both, “Azoth is a friend. You two are the friend. Let us go fight enemies?” While it wasn’t a ringing endorsement for Sela, his confusion at the problem was conveyed in the mental tone as was his desire to remain beside his friends. 
 
    Coughing to not laugh, Rocky turned away and forced his shocked laughter down. somehow embarrassed that he could find humor in a situation this dire, find happiness after what he had just done and what he planned to do. It was so oxymoronic that he felt wrong as he forced down the reaction of his traitorous mind. 
 
    Sela, who openly smiled and laughed at the birdbrain, just patted the creature on its chest and got the beast to lay down. She quickly had placed Jason in a safe spot on the Chimera’s back and mentally told Azoth to return Jason to camp and then return to Rocky, who had just begun walking in the direction of the shop. When Azoth flapped his wings, she amended her previous instructions with, “No, no! On the ground. You probably can barely fly anyway.” 
 
    Azoth was still not fully recovered, even though Rocky had cast Dark Mend on the Chimera. It seemed that he had quite a large health pool and that it would take some time before his feathers repopulated some of his more injured areas. After her comment, Azoth dropped his head and trudged off towards camp, trying not to dump his cargo. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they began seeing the darker shadows of patrols moving about in the night. Rocky, who had been checking his combat log and was noticing how close he was to his next level, made a decision and moved in a direction that would intersect the patrol. Pulling out the book he had procured from Corsair’s safe, he approached the group, knowing that their beam weaponry would be of little to no use against his levels and armor. 
 
    A few moments later, the patrol had stopped seeing two figures approaching and had leveled guns in his direction. “Stop! Identify yourself. This is past curfew!” a disembodied voice seemed to call out. While Rocky had excellent night vision, he still couldn’t see which of the five men had uttered the statements. Regardless of who spoke it, he chose to stop, which left him as a darker shadow against the night. 
 
    Before they could begin questioning him, Rocky said, “Names and ranks!” in a commanding voice of what he hoped would sound like a commanding officer. The men nearly snapped to attention but managed to forestall the deeply trained physical habit. While they had their internal struggle, Rocky used Analyze, not really needing them to answer. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Jeremy Figu 
  Apprentice-Marksman 
  Level 10 
  Moderate Analyze has failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Geoff Desier 
  Apprentice-Technician 
  Level 12  
  Moderate Analyze has failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Frederick Winters 
  Apprentice-Tactician 
  Level 15  
  Moderate Analyze has failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Theodore Carthier 
  Apprentice-Soldier 
  Level 9  
  Moderate Analyze has failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Derrick Batts 
  Apprentice-Hussar 
  Level 14  
  Moderate Analyze has failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Choosing to forestall them further as he checked the book for the names, Rocky decided to continue speaking a moment later, “Derrick, Theodore, Fred, Geoff, and Jeremy, who is the team leader?” The looks of confusion the men shared made it too easy for Rocky to flip through his book of traitors. This act however, brought up a problem; only two of the men were part of Corsair’s contingent. 
 
    Derrick and Fred were both the highest leveled of the group, and Rocky now knew why. They had personally been sent out on three survivor eradication missions. Dropping into Stealth, Rocky moved with his maximum speed and removed the head from Fred. Sela, who had followed suit and had been reading through the book over his shoulder, accurately punctured Derrick's heart. Both men were dead before the looks of confusion could resolve themselves. 
 
    Shouting and cursing broke out between the remaining three men. Whoever had attacked them had killed their two highest leveled fighters in a matter of seconds and then disappeared again. Rocky appeared a moment later, standing exactly where he had been before his attack. He figured intimidation may be just as effective against these men. 
 
    Multiple laser bolts were shot at him, and they just fizzled against his Ether infused armor. Rocky had placed a hand in front of his face. Each shot only removed a few points of his armor’s Ether pool but, otherwise, was having no effect. Rocky commanded in a cold voice, “Enough! If you fire another shot, I will end you all and find another group to talk with. There is a reason you weren’t killed earlier, and it wasn’t because I couldn’t.” 
 
    It had the desired effect. Even though it wouldn’t inspire trust from the men, it did give him the opportunity to explain what he had discovered about Corsair’s contingent. The three remaining men listened and questioned throughout his entire explanation, often bringing up questions that Rocky had no answer to.  
 
    When he showed them the book and they recognized all of the names inside, the men began to believe. The fact that the three had had altercations with members included in the traitor’s book due to their callous disregard of the survivors was a considerable factor. 
 
    After far too long a time in Rocky’s impatient opinion, the group left the dead bodies behind and began leading them towards the militia’s headquarters. The group passed a few more patrols, these ones with tanks. Luckily, the members of each patrol chose to follow Rocky’s escorts instead of questioning and fighting. It was probably because the three wisely decided to not tell the new members about the circumstances around how Rocky had arrived. 
 
    As the group grew and moved towards the headquarters, Rocky analyzed each man and checked it against the names he had. Between Sela and himself, they probably had to kill six more men of the twenty-two now escorting them. However, Rocky whispered to Sela, “We should probably explain to the larger group at the headquarters first. What do you think?” 
 
    In response, Sela pulled out a vial of something she had purchased in the shop. Rocky wasn’t sure what exactly it was, but he had assumed it was a potion. Other than restocking his elixirs, he hadn’t bought anything else. Now he wished he had more as he was out of both Health Potions and Ether Draughts. 
 
    She unsheathed both of Alex’s mithril daggers and liberally coated each with the concoction the vial contained. The sight of the blades made Rocky’s face harden, but then Sela was already moving to the group of six individuals who were walking close together, whispering to each other. As she grew near, she pretended to trip, and faster than the men could see, she had nicked each with a dagger.  
 
    Rocky looked around, expecting to see someone realizing what happened, but even the men themselves who had small cuts didn’t know it had been made with a dagger. Instead, they looked at Sela’s long nails, and a few even made sexist comments about women’s priorities during an apocalypse. Any feelings of pity for the men were drowned out when the catcalls and propositions started. 
 
    Sela came back face red, looking for all the world like a meek, embarrassed girl who couldn’t take care of herself. Rocky just continued walking as she came in beside him, and she gave him a sly wink. She then reached for the book which he relinquished to her, and as more and more individuals joined the parade, Sela did her work. 
 
    About fifteen minutes later, the odd parade arrived at the hospital, and the first six men were already sweating and looking green in the face. The original three called over a familiar face, and Rocky retold his story to Joe, the man who had the trust of the individuals occupying Merivale Highschool, which Rocky had visited before St. Monica. Using the book, which Sela brought over, and the other two ledgers he had collected from the safe, it wasn’t long before Joe was issuing orders to the militiamen. 
 
    Each group that had been issued an order left immediately, heading into a sector of the city, intending to collect all survivors and bring them to the outside of town. Then they were ordered to defend them until Joe arrived. Joe had made the decision to accompany Rocky and Sela to confront Corsair and his elites, despite Rocky trying to dissuade him. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, men began dropping to the ground vomiting blood, shivering, and screeching in pain. At first, it caused a bit of panic before the loyal militiamen realized which people were in so much pain. After that, if a man collapsed in such a manner, he often received balls of spit before he received any pity. 
 
    This did, however, allow the remaining men who had turned traitor to leave the area, probably either fleeing the city or returning to Corsair and his team. Either way, they would find no succor. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    The one good part about Joe accompanying them was that he knew where Corsair had been going. The group made their way from the hospital towards the Carlton University campus which had been built up slowly as an eventual stronghold for the newly formed faction. Corsair was going to either wait for his patron’s arrival or grind the strength needed to assault the city center. 
 
    Joe had been aware of this fortress’s construction but hadn’t been aware of the nefarious crimes it heralded. As the group walked, Joe’s head continually shook, and mutterings could be heard as he saw the clues in hindsight. Evident to the man seen in retrospect, now he was distraught with himself for his blind trust. 
 
    It was for this reason he had bombarded the two with questions on the way to the shop, trying to understand their presence in town and how they had come to suspect Corsair. Rocky answered what he could as he was the only one of the two who had been present in Ottawa the entire time. 
 
    The two made the briefest of stops in the shop, purchasing some higher-power weaponry and armor for Joe. Sela and Rocky stocked up on tactical equipment, potions, and other single-use items, not sure what edge they might need so going a bit overboard on variety. Upon exit from the shop, the reason for Rocky’s thrifty nature on this trip into the Aretrean Bazaar was made manifest when he purchased a Move feature that surprised everyone else in his group. 
 
    Days ago, Sela had mentioned that shops could move and relocate to other safe areas if they weren’t being frequented. This had led Rocky to question if it was possible to move a shop with conscious effort. His theory had been even further confirmed when he had seen how much Corsair had been saving. 
 
    Upon arrival at the shop, he had immediately left to access the seed shop located on Earth. The creator of this particular shop and perhaps many others around the world had made the cost of moving the shop equal to how much had been spent in the shop to date, which meant that he had to pay a Crystalized Ether to the seed for each Crystalized Ether spent in the main shop from patrons of his location. 
 
    The total came up to two thousand nine hundred eight-one crystals before they entered the shop and was three thousand forty-three crystals after they exited. Once he purchased the option and exited the shop, it folded up into a large metal ball. The purchase left the group greatly diminished in new world currency but with a great deal of added security against Corsair and his patrons that had been using the shop as a meeting site. The group also exited the shop with the following items. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  20 x Ether Draught (Potion) – 100 Ether per 25 Seconds 
  20 x Health Potion (Diluted) – 200 Health over 13 Seconds 
  10 x Plasma Grenades 
  10 x Plasma Charges 
  10 x MKZ Goblin Turret – Deploys on drop and targets anyone not specified friendly. 
  1 x Journeyman-Blizzard Spell Scroll – Area damage, slow effect. 
  10 x Gravity Grenades – Creates a hyperdense Ether point that will alter gravity in the space it occupies, pulling anyone affected towards the point with a strength four times normal gravity. (Developed on Planet Zaar, which has an effective gravity of 8.2 m/s2) 
  10 x EMP Grenades – Creates a powerful EMP blast that will shut down all purely mechanical creatures within its radius. If the target is only partly mechanical, it may disrupt random systems. 
  2 x Graven Silk Worm Rope – This rope is nearly unbreakable and was made from the material of the deadly Silken Death Worms of planet Graven. 
  Cloak of Technical Invisibility – Uses micro cameras to project images of opposite sides on to cloaks material, creating near-perfect invisibility. When moving, this statement is not true. 
  1 x Set of Kolinar Leather Armor 
  1 x Ether Infused Assault Rifle 
  3 x Communication Earpieces 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The earpiece comms was a purchase Rocky had realized they needed if everyone in the group was going to be in Stealth. Relaying orders through Azoth was eventually going to be a game of broken telephone, and he wished he had thought of them before the fateful encounter of the day before, regretting that he hadn’t been able to alter the orders that led to the boy's demise. He blatantly ignored the fact that changing his orders probably wouldn’t have changed much. 
 
    The prior three items were purchased for Joe who was a bit behind in the level department, and they had decided to try to make up for it with equipment. Rocky figured it was a good investment of the money he had stolen from Corsair as it was money that came from the people Joe so diligently protected. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Joe Flacca 
  Level 13 
  Apprentice-Special Trooper 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Once the shop folded up into a ball of metal the size of a ten-pin bowling ball, it notified Rocky that he had seven days to reactivate it, or it would return to its previous location. Not wanting to lose access to a shop for his Territory, he made a mental note to make sure he had placed it in the new grotto by that time. 
 
    On the walk towards Carlton University, Azoth literally crashed into the ground in front of the group, throwing up dirt and debris, followed a moment later by his exuberant hopping and excited form. Rocky placed a hand on Joe’s arms as he began leveling his rifle at the silly creature and said, “He’s with us. Joe, this is Azoth. Azoth, this is Joe.” 
 
    Not able to respond, Azoth just ran towards the startled trooper, nearly giving the man a heart attack before stopping suddenly and dropping into a strange, doglike posture, looking for all the world like he wanted to play a game of fetch or play fight with Joe. Rocky shook his head and told Joe he should probably pet him at least. 
 
    The man had reached out with a ton of trepidation and finally pet the overly large ball of feathers and fur. Afterward, Azoth had stood preening near the man as he continued to praise and pet him. Knowing Azoth had just made a new friend, Rocky continued on the path to the school as the light began to crest the horizon to the east. 
 
    By the time the group caught sight of the half-completed fortress, the sun was above the horizon, and the long grass was glowing golden with refracted light. The fort, even half complete, was intimidating and daunting in stature. Somehow, Rocky had never come to this area of the city and was shocked by the size and scope of the project. 
 
    A wall like something out of Starship Troopers had been erected around the center of the area and another partially completed wall half as high as the inner one was going up around a much more substantial portion of land. The inner wall was lined with men, all of whom were on high alert. They had no doubt been alerted to Rocky’s presence at the hospital grounds by at least one fleeing traitor. 
 
    Azoth ran in the opposite direction after Sela explained they needed an aerial view, and then further amended, as he began limbering up his wings, that he needed to take off from farther away or he would be far too obvious. Before he left, Rocky specified that the flying dump truck should be exceptionally distant before launching into the air, not trusting that his puppy-like brain wouldn’t decide a few hundred meters was far enough. 
 
    The group then spread out, circling the campus and hoping to find weaknesses and advantages that they could exploit. Interestingly, the second wall, while having parts erect, had no men patrolling its length, and Rocky assumed that was due to the casualties. Also, he had removed a fertile ground of recruits by revealing the plots of its leader far before they were ready. 
 
    Creeping on to the half-completed outer wall, Rocky began to formulate a plan as he traversed it and got a bit of a closer look at how it was constructed. Each wall had many support beams on the interior side of the fence which had a slight lean internally to allow most of the gravitational and weight-induced forces to be dissipated in that direction, giving the supports no need to be on the exterior side. Otherwise, it was just a question of getting inside the higher wall and placing some charges. 
 
    The material was some sort of thin sheet metal with numerous hatch patterned channel supports bolted on the interior side. The catwalk at the top of the wall was just a checker plate set down half the height of a human with a retaining rail on the back end to limit the number of falling defenders. 
 
    This led him to do a lap around the completed inner structure, and he found its only two entrances closed and barred. Moving away so he could use his comms, Rocky whispered, “Anyone have any ideas of how we are going to get inside?” He also mentally checked in with Azoth to see if he saw anything that would help. 
 
    Azoth got a word in first, helpfully letting Rocky know that the top was completely open, which was punctuated by Sela who whispered, “We could try to use the ropes and climb over. I just don’t think it is a great idea during the daytime.” The answering silence was an obvious rebuttal as everyone scrambled for a less dangerous plan. 
 
    They clearly needed to get in there before the beacon was fully set up. Otherwise, they would have a much more significant threat to deal with. Possibly the entire world would. 
 
    Joe came up with quite possibly one of the only more dangerous plans that existed. “Why don’t you two stay in Stealth and I just walk up to the gate, asking to speak to Corsair. Maybe pretend I want to join his motley band of hooligans?” Rocky immediately wanted to dismiss the idea, but an inner part of him knew it was probably the best option they were going to have. 
 
    The looming deadline of the beacon completing also led to the decision, but they all agreed that Joe’s plan was the most likely to succeed. Even though it probably had the highest probability of death if it failed, the group approached the gate, two of them hopefully unseen. The gate guards called to others on the wall as Joe approached, and soon, they had twenty high-end laser rifles pointed in their direction. 
 
    To the trooper’s credit, he didn’t stop. He just continued forward and yelled, “I’m here to see Corsair.” This was the riskiest part because he had been the one giving orders after the reveal back at the hospital. When Rocky raised this point, he pointed out that any of the traitors that had been close enough to see that fact were dead. The ones who had the highest chance of escape would have been much further from the initial meeting. 
 
    Rocky now watched on as the moment of truth arrived, breath held, fingers crossed behind his back. So when one of the guards yelled back, “What do you want to see him for, Joe?” his entire body relaxed as their chance of success rose another degree.  
 
    The slight smile that crossed Joe’s face was just right for the situation, even if the guards misinterpreted its reason. Joe simply said with mild amusement and disdain, “I want to join your ranks. We had it good under Corsair, and I don’t want to let those idiots ruin my chance at life.” With the last, he indicated over his shoulder, pointing in the general direction of the hospital. 
 
    A few of the men on the wall knew Joe, and they had shared a few moments around the cooking fires with the friendly man. As whispering broke out up on the wall, the head guard made a motion to someone down below. The motion was followed by the sound of electric locks turning, and Rocky breathed a further sigh as the doors hinged open. 
 
    Now, as long as they don’t have anything like those robots that can see me. 
 
    The group had decided that this was a low probability or they would have been aware of them already.  
 
    Joe walked forward with purpose through the middle of the gate, but Rocky and Sela snuck in at the edge of the doorway. Soon after, they were away from the entrance, off to set charges around the interior. They both were also on the lookout for anything that looked like a long-range beacon.  
 
    Both placed four of their five charges, keeping the final in reserve, as Joe was led to the central building that the wall surrounded. Joe had removed his new equipment and weapon for this plan, and they all hoped it wouldn’t cost the man his life. As the doors closed behind Joe, Rocky sent up a silent prayer for the man before he continued his exploration of the space contained by the walls. 
 
    It was at this moment that Azoth said something that made Rocky swear under his breath, “Many peoples on the roof playing with shiny stuff. Should I go take shiny from them?” The fact that Azoth thought taking the metal from the people was a game came through clearly in his tone. The image of Azoth crashing into the roof and ripping a large, long piece of metal from a human, probably killing him in the process, was funny enough that Rocky choked back laughter. 
 
    That would be the last resort, Rocky figured before whispering, “It's on the roof, Sela Let's find a way up.” He followed this statement by changing his sword into two daggers. It was a skill that had become very easy after his morning's retribution upon the captured mechanoid. It turned out that you just had to envision what you wanted in your head, and the Soul Blade would understand and adapt.  
 
    Rocky began stabbing the daggers into a recessed portion of the wall that left a ninety-degree corner he could climb up from the edge. The building was only three stories, and before he knew it, he had reached the roof, which was bustling with activity. Men were moving pieces of alien metal around, attempting to set up some sort of base for a component he couldn’t see. 
 
    Moving to a place a charge dead center on the machine, he suddenly bumped into something, and only the grunt over the comms stopped him from lashing out with the daggers. “Sela?” he said in a voice so soft it was barely a whisper. The answering hum of something invisible made him smile as he placed his charge. 
 
    Whelp, that was easy.  
 
    In his mind, he was already planning the next steps of the mission. If Rocky had learned anything from the previous plasma grenades, it was that they didn’t want to be in the area when the mines exploded. Unfortunately, his errant thought brought on the curse of speaking too soon. 
 
    “Crap, it’s a trap!” came Joe’s voice over his comm device before a loud screech which suddenly ended in a boom.  
 
    The contraption they had just placed mines on suddenly seemed to spring to life, going from a triangular supporting base to a cage in a matter of moments. Unluckily for Rocky, he was still standing dead center and the pen, which was ten feet across, formed around him. His heart began to pound, and he felt an irrational need to act. Instead, he forced down his rising emotions and queried his comms, “Sela?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you got caught in there,” was her response, her voice full of concern. Using her response, Rocky managed to further calm down, knowing she was on the outside. Between her and Azoth, he had a few more options, and in his hand, he still held two Soul Daggers, which may prove superior to the alloy caging him. 
 
    Deep, steadying breaths allowed him to begin to calm down as his mind was a whirl with half-formed and discarded plans. Finally calm enough, Rocky hit on something he thought might work. As the men on the roof looked questioningly at the seemingly empty cage, he approached a wall of crisscrossing steel and used Shadow Clone. As had happened before, his clone popped into existence right in front of him, which meant it was on the other side of the cage. 
 
    The clone winked and then sprinted to the edge of the roof directly behind it, leaping off of the border and vanishing as the guards around the rooftop began screaming and firing ill-aimed shots. Many approached the point that the clone had jumped from and gazed down, maybe hoping to see a foe who had committed suicide. Unfortunately for them and the ones radioing in the sighting, it wasn’t going to be that easy. 
 
    Now feeling a little smug, Rocky looked around his cage and began realizing that it had a few options that might work for escape. First, his Soul Blade may be able to sheer through the metal, but if not, the bolts that held the contraption together looked to be a much more common alloy—probably something akin to steel, if not actually steel. This contraption had bolts holding swinging parts and corners together, and Rocky was sure his class blade would go through them like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    His blood froze in his chest as two things became apparent to him. First, there was some sort of massive battery attached to the entire device with electrical cords, and looking down, he confirmed he was standing on a possible conductor. Second, a red mechanoid walked on to the roof, towing Joe’s bloody and mangled body. 
 
    This machine-human hybrid was far different then the three they had fought yesterday and seemed to have no skin anywhere except for the area where his face resided. The metal also was blood red and appeared to have a strange pattern, almost like that of Damascus steel. What little Rocky knew about Damascus steel told him that those lines might increase the metal’s tensile strength and flexibility significantly. 
 
    Thank you, world’s deadliest warrior. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Corsair (Jack Jameson) 
  Level 47 
  Master-Mechanoid 
  Health Points 1310/1310 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky’s eyes widened momentarily, and he grimaced, seeing the strength of his enemy. He also noticed that this time, Analyze had provided an additional piece of hidden information in Corsair’s health pool. This must be his skill up in Analyze paying dividends. 
 
    The panicking soldiers calmed as the machine sporting Corsair’s face walked towards the point they all congregated. Each man was snapping to attention and giving a clean salute as they stepped back to make room for the imposing figure. Corsair’s arm, which held Joe by the back of his neck, flung forward and dangled him over the edge of the roof. 
 
    A sudden, booming voice could be heard not only from the man but from speakers located all over the compound, “I am so glad you could join us! We have been expecting you since your first attack and set up a few presents for you. I would suggest you show yourself to my guards now or I will first drop this blood bag and then trigger a surprise for the remaining survivors around Ottawa. I will count to ten!” 
 
    Thinking quickly, Rocky sent a mental command to his clone, hoping that his deception would continue to work. Then he transformed his daggers into a single, short, serrated knife and began silently working on the bolts he had seen, watching as his consumption of Ether increased as the Stealth skill worked to cover the noise. Just as Corsair reached eight, a group of soldiers down below at the base of the building, shouted as a form appeared directly in their center. 
 
    Having broken through a corner and already working on a second, Rocky heard the gasps and shouts up to Corsair. Mentally, he queued up Azoth to be ready and asked him to inform Sela to get clear of what came next. That was when Corsair began to laugh, and Rocky was shown pure evil. 
 
    Corsair threw Joe’s body on to the floor of the roof behind him and then said, “You shouldn’t have given yourself away. Was his life worth the lives of everyone in the city?” As he finished, explosions from every direction began, and the soldiers all plunged daggers into Rocky’s shadow clone. Rocky used the noise and distraction to extricate himself from the now compromised cage and sent out a silent prayer for the people of Ottawa. 
 
    It had been a few hours since dawn, and he hoped it had been enough time for the loyal militiamen to remove survivors from schools. Regardless, the psychopath that stood on the edge, laughing as Rocky’s Shadow clone died, yelled one final game changer as he threw something round and the size of a watermelon into the air. “Before you die, I want you to know that you failed. My patrons are the pinnacle of technology! Yet, you thought they would need a large structure for the beacon. What a fool you are!” 
 
    Pointing at the spinning object he had just thrown, which was beginning to spin faster and ignoring gravity, Corsair continued, “The signal will be sent, and we will run the world–” It was at that moment that a roar sounded and cut off the windbag. Azoth streaked through space where the whirling device hovered, seeming to be a blur due to his proximity to Rocky and the roof.  
 
    As the Chimera winged away, something was clutched in his slowly closing talons. The orb whined and screeched as the mechanism attempted to keep working despite the massive increase in pressure. A moment later, the sound couldn’t be heard anymore as ionized discharges overrode the fading screeches. Barrage after barrage was sent after the Chimera’s retreating form. Rocky mentally urged his pet to stop climbing and increase his speed by diving and coasting near the Earth. 
 
    This significantly reduced the number of soldiers that could see the fading dot of Azoth as he descended under the wall’s line of sight, at least for Rocky and the soldiers not on the wall.  
 
    That was when six propulsion systems were activated, and mechanoids, including Corsair, took off after the Chimera. During the confusion, Rocky had managed to make his way to Joe, and he had quickly poured a health potion down the man’s throat, then dumped his new equipment on the ground around him. 
 
    Since every soldier had been preoccupied, no one noticed as Joe seemed to shimmer and disappear after donning his new cloak. Rocky whispered, “Get clear,” to seemingly empty air and then dove off the roof’s edge starting his own slow count of ten. Sela, who had been watching and waiting, heard his whispered words to Joe and dashed towards a small building, knowing it hadn’t been rigged to blow. 
 
    As it was the only small building in the direction Azoth had flown and close to the central building, the other two had chosen it as a safe spot also, and the doors that opened and closed seemed to be admitting a procession of ghosts. Rocky, who had been second to enter, assumed Sela was inside,dropped his Stealth and helped her dispatch the few guards. When Sela noticed Rocky, she also removed her own Stealth to avoid an errant sword strike. 
 
    The two high leveled individuals had killed the six guards before Joe had even arrived, which took seconds, and the shock on his face upon exiting technical invisibility was a stark reminder to the two of how far behind he was. Realizing that everyone was safe and accounted for, Rocky triggered the mines before he reached the count of ten. The noise around him cut off as ten plasma mines triggered, destroying the central building and at least one section of the wall. 
 
    Mentally, Rocky told Azoth to change course and head in the direction of their egress so they could intercept the robots. He then quickly used Shadow Clone again, smiling as his clone took a small bow as if preening from a performance. The group opened the doors to pandemonium and began running through the enclosure. Rocky had requested that his clone lead the way without using Stealth, so they all had a figure to follow. 
 
    The logistics of using Stealth in groups was going to have to be something they started discovering because Rocky was getting really sick of not knowing where each person was. Maybe the Atlantian System had a party option? Rocky doubted that or Sela would have suggested it, but perhaps there was some skill that could be purchased. 
 
    As the group sprinted out of the now flaming and crumbling fortress, Rocky began seeing huge flashes as Corsair and his lackeys sent far superior laser charges at a fleeing Azoth. While he was able to dodge the projectiles because of the distance, that distance was shrinking as they watched. Making a decision because of the direction they were headed, Rocky mentally sent, “Azoth try to get to the center of the city. Then crush and drop that thing as close to a large golem or crocodile as you can.” 
 
    Azoth responded happily, “Azoth does this. Azoth done playing with metal men.” With that, he sped up, increasing the distance between him and the robots. Rocky, who had assumed the mechanoids had been gaining on the creature because they were faster, was chagrined as he realized the birdbrain had been playing tag with the soulless creatures. 
 
    Rocky attempted to change his order but wasn’t quick enough because, a moment later, Azoth mentally mimed a phrase Rocky had said to him often, “Drop it!” while simultaneously sending an image of a colossal golem, which was unmistakably the assumed territorial leader. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    The situation could have been much worse, as Azoth confirmed that the device had landed in and amongst a large group of hostile golems, which included the assumed leader of the Territory. The fact that the entire group of Corsair’s flying tinmen stopped and began hovering above the area Azoth had recently vacated confirmed it was on the ground. That they didn’t go down to get it right away suggested that the creatures may be too much for them to handle. 
 
    Rocky spoke to the two invisible individuals around him, “Let’s go scout the perimeter of that zone and see what they might have to deal with.” Since he heard two quick grunts, he assumed assent and the group continued towards the downtown core of Ottawa, where they could already see massive golems moving. 
 
    As soon as the trio and Rocky’s clone arrived, he realized that something was vastly different than when he had scouted the area in the past. Each golem he saw had a layer of soil and grass overlaid on top of what used to be just materials such as wood, rock, and metal. “It looks like the second Ether wave has increased the golems’ size and strength,” he informed the others solemnly as he analyzed one of the largest nearby enemies. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Museum Golem 
  Journeyman-Crusher 
  Level 49 
  Bio-Enhanced 
  Health Points 4315/4315  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This was easily the highest leveled Journeyman monster Rocky had seen, and a quick check of the others showed him varying classes but similar levels. The three of them together would probably be unable to destroy a single one of these powerful golems, and these were the ones on the edge. He had to assume the ones closer to the titanic shape of the leader in the background were even more powerful. 
 
    Azoth sent a mental update, telling the group he was landing at the cave for a break. Rocky mentally responded, “Azoth, was the beacon working when you dropped it or had you managed to crush it?” 
 
    “Crush? What crush mean? Azoth drops shiny metal ball near large golem. Azoth does good!” was the sleepy response Rocky received. Azoth’s response didn’t inspire confidence that the birdbrain had managed to destroy the beacon. It didn’t specifically mean that it was working either, but if Rocky knew for sure that the beacon had shut down, he could just leave it and let the golems handle Robo-dummy and his goonies. However, if the beacon was still starting up or worse, already transmitting, they needed to go shut it down now. 
 
    Taking a look around, Rocky exited Stealth and dejectedly stated, “We are going to have to go in there and make sure that contraption is shut down. Azoth doesn’t know what crush means and may not have destroyed it.” Two other forms exited their own states of invisibility and blankly stared at him, the same look mirrored on both of their faces. 
 
    Sela spoke what the two were thinking, voice dripping with sarcasm, “So you think we need to sneak through the ten-story golems to approach the forty odd story one in the middle? Yeah, that sounds like a good plan. I can’t see anything wrong with it…” She finished by brushing her hands together like it was settled. 
 
     “No, what I am saying is we need to sneak past these tiny, pitiful golems on the outskirts of the Territory to approach the slightly bigger one in the middle! Then after we arrive, we may need to set off a few plasma grenades to draw attention to our position! Really, it’s a simple excursion. Like a long walk on the beach with a mild chance of death, dismemberment, and possible pancakes at the end?” Rocky couldn’t help but return the snark. His past girlfriends had spoken sarcasm fluently, and these were some of his favorite moments of banter. 
 
    It was the only time Rocky felt witty, as they continued to add to the embellishing Mission Impossible endeavor, Joe silently watched the two and couldn’t help but feel like he was intruding. The sexual tension in the air continued rising by increments as they teased and added to an already ridiculous task. Before the moment got too far, Joe said, “Gods above, would you two just kiss and get it over with already?” 
 
    Then just like all these moments seem to go, the two looked at each other, cheeks flushing as they realized they had gotten carried away. Further embarrassment was ensured when they realized the insinuation Joe had just made, and they both sputtered, trying to get out denials. Sela put the nail in the coffin, however, saying, “Whoa, easy, Joe. Rocky and I are just friends.” 
 
    Marilynn Monroe! Seriously! A whole new world and I just got friend zoned. I volunteer Joe as the sacrifice for this next part… Seriously, though, would him shooting the beacon work? 
 
    Sela stood there, awkwardly shifting from foot to foot, unwilling to break the silence. Rocky pouted in silent contemplation after the bullet wound he had just received. Joe partially felt terrible for the two but silently thanked God that he had put an end to their ridiculous flirting. 
 
    I hope some sort of creature comes out of the ground and swallows me whole. I think that’s a safe exit from this position! 
 
    The image sparked something in Rocky, and he suddenly jerked his head up, staring in multiple directions. The change was so sudden it startled everyone, like a re-energized machine powering back on. You could practically see the gears turning in Rocky’s mind.  
 
    Joe, who had never seen this expression on Rocky’s face, looked excited. Sela, on the other hand, groaned inwardly and sent a mental bet to Azoth, “Bet you he comes up with a plan that is a few gems short of a crystal!” 
 
    Azoth sent back, “Azoth likes shinies,” and Sela smiled despite herself as the pet also sent an image of himself curled up on the ground next to Jason, focusing on the shiny Staff of Focus. Sela really enjoyed her druidic mental connection to the Chimera and was thankful for the moments of joy it brought to herself and Rocky. She again was left marveling at her new class and the benefits it provided her that she never could have guessed at in her previous life. 
 
    Rocky, who just this morning would have walked uncaring into danger like a berserker, had regained much of his composure. The dark looks he had worn during brief moments of silence told her he was changed drastically from the naïve man she had first met. However, in her opinion, Azoth was a root cause for his temporary retreat from the razor's edge of uncaring insanity, and she thanked Gaia for the pet’s presence. 
 
    Then Rocky opened his mouth, and she was forced to contemplate his sanity despite her previous thoughts. “Let’s start a territorial war! Joe, you are going to ride Azoth over to the crocodile's den and start riling them up with your laser. Once you have them aggravated enough, tow them into the golems. See if you can get them to the titanic golem.” His excited tone did not match the dire looks the two companions gave him. 
 
    Rocky had something similar to this work entirely in his favor in the past. 
 
    Let the titanic monsters duke it out and, in the confusion, just sneak in and plant a grenade. What could go wrong? 
 
    The six mechanoids chose that moment to start a bombardment of the zone from the safety of the sky. This tactic looked pretty practiced as the beams’ timing was spaced out relatively well, and Rocky had a suspicion that this was how the soulless humanoid machines had been leveling to date. This clear shift of advantage forced the group to begin panicking as an imaginary clock began to tick. 
 
    The trio stood with their mouths gaping open, and it was Sela who spoke first, “Do you think that will work?” She pointed at Corsair, her voice suspicious like she could sense something was off about the whole situation but not sure what. Her tone had the effect of forcing the group to think and question the acts of the airborne faction. 
 
    If this tactic was effective, wouldn’t they already have captured the city? So this was fruitless then? 
 
    The evenly spaced beams continued, and due to the strength of firepower, Rocky doubted that it was ineffective. That’s when it hit him; the group was able to defeat the golems using this tactic, but it was plodding in its progress. Seeing the golems in front of him and their thick layer of earth and grass made him think that the laser fire would struggle to cut through it and damage the core underneath. Though this tactic was slow, it may eventually succeed. 
 
    “I think it will work in time, yes,” Rocky said into the stretching silence. This essentially put a further problem on the trio’s plate. Even if the device was broken, if Corsair retrieved it, then it would probably be salvageable. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rocky queried, “Does anyone have any better ideas?” 
 
    That’s how Rocky and Sela had found themselves attempting to sneak through the downtown core of Ottawa using Stealth. More often than Rocky liked, a giant golem would throw a rock precariously close to the position that they had occupied a moment before, somehow sensing something was moving through the area. They held hands, sticking together and sometimes pulling each other out of dangerous situations. 
 
    The occasional ground tremors and massive booms let them know that the battle in the center was still going on and spurred them forward. 
 
    The other issue the two noticed and communicated over the earpieces when a moment presented itself was the massive increase in Ether cost of Stealth.  
 
    The increase in Ether cost had forced the two to take breaks whenever their Ether pools got too low, which seemed to happen to Rocky far more often than Sela. Her vast intellect stat made her pool able to sustain the skill longer under the increase due to the nearby monsters. He was upset every time they had to find cover for the group to wait out the patrolling golems in the safety of a rubble formation. 
 
    The sun was descending before the group caught sight of the raging battle, and in that time, they had been notified by Azoth that the Chimera was now playing with the green-tooths, which Rocky assumed meant crocodiles. The fact that Joe no longer had a communication earpiece was a frustration that better planning would have solved. Rocky cursed himself again for not purchasing spares and thinking through possible eventualities like one being destroyed. 
 
    This, of course, made timing what came next challenging as Sela and Rocky watched from the shadow of a massive boulder what was transpiring around the beacon. The good news was that the beacon didn’t seem to be working, as it didn’t have any parts moving or lights flashing that the two noticed. The awful news was that two golems were already down on the ground, missing limbs and, in one case, having a giant hole where its core probably had resided. Even now, the group of robo-humans targeted the second downed creature’s heart, slowly chipping away at the Bio-Armor. 
 
    The largest lead golem was displayed in all of its titanic glory and easily stood taller than the tallest building in Ottawa had been before the Ether apocalypse. Even craning his neck up, Rocky was looking vertically up at its side profile more than seeing over its cranium. This did have the effect of forcing Corsair’s group to fly at a height where targeting became drastically more difficult, but so far, it was still a fight Corsair would eventually win. 
 
    Rocky used Analyze on the massive creature. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Terrasses de la Chaudiere 
  Master-Tower Guardian 
  Level 72 
  Bio-Enhanced 
  Boss 
  Moderate Analyze failed to show an additional piece of information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky noticed that this towering monster was not the Territorial leader and in fact just a Boss, which made him start breathing fast. It would seem he had sent Joe to piss off the true leader. It further made him light-headed because he couldn’t see a way for it to defeat the mosquito-like pests which targeted its troops, so the war he was about to start would only further advantage the robots. 
 
    During his panic, Rocky glanced around and noticed something bizarre in the direction of the river and what had once been Parliament Hill. In the distance, he could see five strange figures seated on earth chairs. Each one had a massive weapon resting across its lap. 
 
    There seemed to be five of them, and each figure was accented in stylized green armor. Considering that each of the parliament buildings had been covered in an oxidized copper roof that was green in color made Rocky realize what the five golems were. Whatever force was responsible for golems had created five very unique creatures from the capital buildings of Canada. 
 
    This sight greatly helped relax him, and a moment later, a frustrated chuff sounded in his mind, “Stupid lizards go under water, then in cave under hill. They are scaredy babies! Azoth goes after them!” 
 
    Both Sela and Rocky mentally shouted, “Nooo!” at the deadly Chimera, which shocked him into staying out of the cave. There was no way he would survive head to head versus one of the monstrous crocodiles underground. 
 
    It was Sela who alleviated some further stress for Rocky as she whispered, “Weren’t there six of them?” into his ear. This decreased his anxiety for an entirely different reason, as her breath caressed his ear and neck. 
 
    Rocky’s muscles locked up unbidden and combined with his hyperventilation and fast heart rate from a moment before, he nearly fell over, his second brain thinking about an act that didn’t fit in with their current surroundings. 
 
    Snap the Donald Duck out of it! Ancestor, remember?  
 
    Replaying her words, he counted the flying mechanoids and realized that only four were airborne. Scanning the ground, he was confused until his foot struck something and he looked down. A semi-mechanical hand lay by his foot, its accompanying arm protruding from under the boulder they hid behind. The rock was easily ninety feet in diameter, and Rocky gulped audibly as he realized how flimsy of a hiding place they had chosen. 
 
    Assuming that the two robots had been smacked out of the sky by flying boulders thrown by the Chaudiere, then maybe this would work out after all. Just after thinking this, the ground shook as the creature sunk a monstrous steel hand through the topsoil only to emerge a moment later, heaving up another massive boulder which it lobbed into the air, barely missing two of the four remaining flies. 
 
    The return fire bounced relatively harmlessly off of the boss’s thick soil armor, and it began slowly moving to a new area of land, the projectile still arcing a deceptively slow path through the sky. A moment later, the boom of the boulder rejoining the earth sounded out like artillery fire. 
 
    The perceived equilibrium shifted again a moment later when Corsair suddenly fired off a few tiny missiles at some Journeyman golems. These missiles created massive explosions that removed limbs from the creatures and was followed by Corsair swooping down and taking some metal from the corpse of one dead golem. As he returned back to his previous position, dodging swipes from nearby enemies, his body was absorbing the alloy, its silvery substance flowing liquidly over the blood red alloy of his new body. 
 
    A closer inspection showed Rocky that the downed golem’s corpse was missing metal in numerous patches. It would seem that the new body of Corsair was able to consume metal and spit out Ether fueled missiles. The saving grace was that these missiles took time to produce and seemed to be a recent addition to his arsenal or Azoth would have been struck from the sky in the earlier pursuit. 
 
    “Azoth bored!” was mentally shouted, causing both Sela and Rocky to jump and look in the direction of their flying friends. Azoth was coasting along a few kilometers away. From his back, occasional laser blasts and fireballs fired down towards the river. 
 
    The fact that Jason had hitched a ride back into the fight with Azoth was evident, and Rocky was livid. His brain was actively looking for anything he could say that would force Azoth and the two on his back to exit the area. Then his anger drained and was cut off as the earth under his feet rose a foot or more, seeming to be displaced from underneath. 
 
    The ground rumbled slightly again, and Rocky was further confused. There hadn’t been another boulder projectile yet. Under his feet and in places all over the city, he could see the ground rising minutely, almost slithering like a snake. 
 
    Or another type of reptile. Oh twiglets and berries! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    The fight continued above ground, its members unaware of what was burrowing under the earth and rubble below them. Rocky whispered to Sela, “I think the Spawns of Draksus are below us.” He pointed at the shifting soil, and her eyes grew wide. 
 
    Mentally, he told Azoth to keep riling up any of the creatures they saw. Whatever was causing them to burrow in this direction had to be due to the attacks Joe and Jason were making. Rocky wondered if there was some way to force them up. 
 
    In his inventory, he had a few options that might accomplish that task, and he was leaning towards killing two birds with one stone. Pulling out two plasma grenades, he handed one to Sela. “Think you can land that thing on the beacon?” 
 
    Sela just smiled and began counting down from five with her free hand. Rocky grinned sheepishly, and when the count reached zero, he depressed the button and let fly. Both grenades fell within five feet of the beacon, but only one stuck to it.  
 
    Rocky told himself he had confused which one had been his throw. Sela’s fist pump and showboating didn’t mean she actually knew. It just meant that she was taking credit. Rocky couldn’t have been the one to miss.  
 
    Nope, not possible. 
 
    Moments later, the explosions triggered simultaneously, and the beacon was bathed in two miniature suns. The mechanoids up above ceased their barrage and watched the area. As a group, they saw the somewhat intact beacon exit the explosion area and blast into the boss golem, his bio-armor parting around the shrapnel before closing back up. 
 
    Rocky was momentarily stunned and looked at Sela, who wore a similar expression. “Did that just seriously happen?” he asked the world in general. This was quite possibly the luckiest break he could have hoped for. 
 
    A shout of frustration sounded from the sky before a volume-enhanced voice called out, “I am going to find you, whoever you are! I am going to make you wish you had died on that first day of this apocalypse. Do you hear me?!” 
 
    Corsair then focused in on something in front of him while making strange hand motions. Rocky, who was unsure what was happening, tilted his head in confusion. Then he motioned to Sela that they should leave, and they both entered Stealth. 
 
    A retreating step later, a thousand red projectiles exited Corsair and flew in every direction. Each one seeming to descend in a different parabolic arc to land on the ground. Wherever one landed, they would suddenly spring to life before burrowing into the ground. 
 
    Rocky reached out an arm and found Sela’s form in Stealth also frozen. Together they returned to cover and exited Stealth. “What was that?” 
 
    “Landm–” Sela began to say before a massive boom sounded from where a golem stepped onto one of the submerged devices. 
 
    Rocky swore and looked up at Corsair who was again making strange motions in front of him. 
 
    Is that piece of soulless metal assigning Class Skills now!? 
 
    The rhetorical question was answered a moment later when, suddenly, six small, red balls detached from his body. This time, they began moving away from his form, almost seeming to be performing search patterns. Corsair had just purchased some sort of detection ability. 
 
    Corsair dove to Earth to collect some more steel before ascending quickly back to his previous perch and flipping through invisible screens again. Rocky knew that the situation was getting worse by the second, and he looked at Sela. “If we don’t get out of here now, I don’t think we will have another chance.” 
 
    Luckily, very few mines had landed in the direction away from the massive golem. 
 
    Suddenly, one of the small lighthouses that Corsair had just created began madly beeping and flashing above a distinct rise in the ground. Rocky, who knew what that bulge signified, took a step closer to the boulder he hid behind. If Corsair responded the way he thought, he would…  
 
    Missiles erupted from Corsair. “Found you! You sneaky pieces of shit. I am going to kill you like I did your friend in the compound!” His voice crowed with delight and anger. 
 
    Rocky just watched in slow motion as the missiles rushed towards the mound, breath held. At the last moment, he reached out and grabbed Sela, pulling her close to him and their cover. His plan was literally about to blow up in his face or Corsair’s. If there was ever a time to wish for a natural twenty, it was now. 
 
    The eruption of fire the missiles created almost hid the massive, scaly shape that erupted from the newly created hole. Soil flew up high into the air, and the hide of the reptile glowed with reflected crimson light, almost making it look like a ruby dragon. A moment later, it roared and breathed in a massive lungful of air. 
 
    The fire which, moments ago, covered most of the creature flickered and puttered out, the breath sucking in the flames. Rocky, who would have already fallen due to the shaking earth if not for his death grip on the boulder, looked around. 
 
    All over the battlefield, massive shapes were emerging from the soil, flinging dirt and debris skyward. Each one was easily the size of the smaller golems present, and those were ten stories tall. Rocky used Analyze on the scaly, orange creatures. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Spawn of Draksus 
  Level 34 
  Master-Salamander 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The first to emerge exhaled and a gout of fire shot into the air directly at the stunned forms of the mechanoids who thought they were safe high up in the sky. Two more of Corsair’s goons were hit, and at first, they seemed to have weathered the fire, but whatever the salamander had just unleashed wasn’t done. Something liquid and caustic must have been contained in the blast because all along the straight path wherever the fire touched back to Earth, new fires roared to life. 
 
    The two afflicted mechanoids screamed desperately, looking around for any help that could be administered. They both took off for the river, one after the other, but unfortunately for them, they never made it. A moment later, two hunks of metal fell from the sky trailing smoke. 
 
    As if the first salamander was a queue, the other emerging forms roared and breathed their fire sacs’ contents at any nearby enemy. The scene went from a sunny afternoon day to an artist’s rendering of hell on earth in seconds. Rocky and Sela were only spared a searing death because they were on the leeward side of the rock from a nearby salamander. 
 
    Now Rocky was getting a better picture of what must have happened. The salamanders must have been another type of spawn from this Draksus creature. When the water crocs showed up, they must have forced the fire type spawns deeper into the cave and eventually to burrow under the earth. 
 
    Most of the golems were completely unbothered by the fire. Only the ones whose core material was wood seemed to have a problem. A few of the wooden ones fell, but many were saved by the soil component of their new bio-armor which stopped the fire from reaching the interior wooden body. 
 
    Now instead of plain golems, massive, flaming infernals seemed to be stomping towards the salamanders. Many of the engulfed creatures were losing limbs mid-step to Corsair’s landmines, which were going off all around the two huddling forms of Rocky and Sela. 
 
    In some cases, a salamander’s back would erupt with numerous explosions, and the creature would just joyfully suck in the new form of sustenance. In the distance, the five golem parliament knights stood from their seats and began moving. 
 
    All of this happened in a few seconds before massive crashes sounded over the entire battlefield. Golems collided with salamanders in titanic duels, often two golems tag-teaming a single salamander. Rocky looked at Sela, and he could see in her eyes the worry that probably reflected in his own. 
 
    That brief moment was gone a moment later when Rocky grabbed firm control of his emotions. 
 
    Never let them see you worry! 
 
    Remembering an adage his father had taught him about competition, Rocky began thinking desperately. There must be a way to get out of this death trap. He began searching his bag for ideas and smiled when he saw an item that might just help him eliminate Corsair. 
 
    Knowing he had one portion solved, he continued searching desperately through his bag as the ground continued to shake and reptilian roars sounded around him. A brief glimpse of the boss golem, which was currently ripping a salamander in two, convinced Rocky that it was the fulcrum of this battle. 
 
    Mentally, he told Azoth to drop off his cargo away from the battle, then to swing back around to him and Sela. He then looked at Sela and said, “You are going to have to transform into a bird and fly out of here. Azoth is going to come to grab me.” 
 
    Sela shook her head, also steeling her expression. “I will wait and leave with you both then.” Rocky could see her resolve and chose not to argue with her. Instead, he decided to use the time he had to begin planning a way to ensure Corsair’s demise. That’s when any plan he had was turned on its head. 
 
    The boss golem was suddenly surrounded by row upon row of massive teeth in an albino white snout. The snout seemed to have spouted out of nowhere but had actually come out of the ground directly below and behind the golem. The jaws crunched down around the golem, pinning one of its arms to its side as the nightmarish creature rotated out of the earth. 
 
    Damn it! That thing has the remains of the beacon inside it! 
 
    The creature was completely bleached and was easily twice as long as the forty-story golem was tall. Its jaws encircled the thickly bio-armored body of the boss. Rocky shook his head and used Analyze, still shocked at how fast his luck had turned. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Draksus 
  Level 95 
  Master-White Ground Drake 
  Territory Leader 
  Moderate Analyze failed to provide additional information. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The golem struggled against the massive jaws of the beast but didn’t seem to have an effect. That’s when it chose to start using its free hand to pummel the creature, and Rocky could feel the impacts five-hundred meters away. Even that far away, the percussion of the metal fist on scaly hide was enough to make his skull rattle. 
 
    Rocky looked at Sela, and they both took a deep breath. Something was going to have to be done. Otherwise, the two boss creatures in this battle might do enough damage to each other to allow Corsair to win the fight. This was something that hadn’t been fully fleshed out in his earlier plan; he had been hoping that Draksus would remain out of it. 
 
    Draksus shook its massive head and released the troublesome prey simultaneously. The forty-story creature was sent flying as if it was a paperweight. The roar that Draksus let out, once it had cleared its mouth, put to shame its flying cousin that had been near Rocky’s Territory. They had also been farther away from that drake or dragon. 
 
    A moment after its crash landing, the golem was back on its feet, looking a little worse for wear, but now, it began collecting the other surviving golems around itself. This was going to be a titanic battle, and it was definitely past time to make an escape. Azoth chose that moment to inform Rocky that he was returning. 
 
    Rocky enacted a portion of his earlier plan and crossed his metaphorical fingers. First, he pulled five of the ten gravity grenades out of his bag and looped them together to form a cluster. Then he depressed the pins on two of them before lobbing them as high into the air under Corsair as he could. 
 
    The cluster flew exceptionally far into the air, aided by the Strength of Rocky’s arm. It actually stayed airborne for the whole four seconds, which he and Sela used to run as far away in Stealth as they could. The two of them held hands, and Rocky pulled her away from a few of Corsair’s landmines that his Perception helped him detect through a feeling of danger. 
 
    The cluster was approximately a dozen feet off the ground when the two grenades detonated and set off the other three. Suddenly, the easy run from a moment ago turned into a struggle. It was like running through water against a current. It took every ounce of strength for Rocky to fight against the pull from behind him. 
 
    Corsair and his last remaining goon weren’t expecting the shift in a fundamental law of the universe, so it took them a moment to react, and by that point, they were far too close to the epicenter. The full power of their jet propulsion was only fighting off the slow drag the miniature black hole was causing. 
 
    The two Master class monsters also were slowly shifting towards the pull, followed by all surviving creatures in about a five-hundred-meter radius. Rocky and Sela were about a kilometer distant, and if they stopped fighting, they would begin hurtling back along their previous route. 
 
    No longer too worried about being overheard, Sela yelled at Rocky, “Five was too many! Next time, could you consult me before doing something reckless!” 
 
    Rocky smiled and turned his head to wink at her, straining every muscle for another step. With each struggling stride, it got more comfortable, and before too long, it felt like he was moving at his average running speed before Ether. 
 
    Azoth landed in front of the two of them a few minutes later, and they both stopped to look back, well past the pull of the strange gravity. The raging battle had turned into something cataclysmic. Salamanders, golems, and mechanical humans were all orbiting around a small, black spot, slowly circling, accompanied by dirt, debris, and many stone boulders. 
 
    Rocky couldn’t make out if Corsair was being hurt or not, but with the amount of fire and debris, he could only hope that the cockroach was being charbroiled and beaten to a pulp. The effect wouldn’t last long, and Rocky wanted to be away before it ended. 
 
    He took out his eight remaining plasma grenades and laid them on the ground. Then he grinned manically and looked at Sela. “Think you can get them that far? Don’t depress the pins. The flames will do that for us.” 
 
    Together, they lobbed one grenade after another, each thrown weapon speeding up as it traveled and going farther than either of the two could throw. 
 
    Once the grenades were exhausted, Sela and he both climbed aboard Azoth and flew off a bit farther to rejoin Jason and Joe. Rocky could only hope that the plasma grenades would add to the chances of Corsair’s death. He doubted they would hurt either of the boss creatures. 
 
    Azoth curiously added as they flew away, “Azoth not know golems and lizards could fly. Azoth thought wings made flying. Maybe I just…” 
 
    Azoth folded his wings for a second, and both Sela and Rocky rode a roller coaster, simultaneously screaming at the birdbrain. A moment later, he snapped his wings open, and they leveled out to the sounds of his chuffing laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    The group of Sela, Rocky, and Azoth walked through the tall grass, moving in a direction that Azoth had indicated was congregating a significant amount of humans. On the way back, without the rush, it was extremely noticeable to see the damage that Corsair and his camp of misfits had done. Burnt out husks of schools and libraries smoldered in all directions. 
 
    All of the ones that Rocky had seen were empty, and that did bode well for the work of the Militia. However, these schools were the ones closer to the hospital as well. They still resided in the city proper, and Rocky worried about the survivors who were in the surrounding suburbs. 
 
    As they walked, they enjoyed a silence that could only be accomplished when each person is deeply consumed by their own thoughts, each one struggling with morality issues, failures, and hopeful success. Rocky felt his failures weighing far more onerously than his most recent victory. 
 
    If he had chosen to just save those boys and perhaps taken his friends from St. Monika to Algonquin Gorge, they would have been alive. Rocky vowed to himself to get stronger and be able to avoid situations like this in the future. Trying to save people he hadn’t known had cost him the lives of six people he had. 
 
    It was a butcher’s bill that looking back at his actions seemed unnecessary. Rocky started a list—Alex Watt, Oliver Grees, Patrick Rose, Phil Jean, Nick Petron, and Jeff Reed. Perhaps when he arrived back at Algonquin Gorge, he could start a memorial for those who had fallen. 
 
    Looking around at the new world, Rocky realized just how large of a number that would be. The two people beside him were some of the strongest he knew, and they hadn’t even been able to join a fight amongst titans moments ago. His mood soured slightly, and he looked to Sela, who had been given a second chance at life in the few weeks since the apocalypse. 
 
    This brought his first smile, and as positive thoughts have a way of doing, it showed him others. Rocky had rescued some people early on, and they were alive and functioning in his Territory already. Furthermore, he might have just saved all the survivors of Ottawa from a slow death. 
 
    His mood grew better and better until he saw a streak fly through the sky, trailing black smoke to their west. Rocky swore and pointed at the object that looked suspiciously humanoid right before it crashed into the ground. Rocky looked at his group and then hopped on Azoth. “Sela, I will be right back.” 
 
    He took a short flight to the crash site of a long smoking gouge in the earth. Rocky dismounted and walked to the end of the crater to peer down at a severely damaged red metal form. Corsair was hardly recognizable because his face was entirely burnt off, and all that remained was whirling metal components underneath. His legs were removed below the knees, and one entire arm was also missing at the shoulder joint. Much of his body seemed to have melted to slag metal, and Rocky was surprised he had even made it this far from the site of the battle. 
 
    Where his eyes would have been were two blackened, empty, metal sockets. It would seem that Corsair was on the last of his considerable strength, and even though he might die without help, Rocky was going to speed it along. 
 
    Jumping into the hole, Rocky got right beside the severely damaged mechanoid before crooning, “Hello, Corsair, we meet again! I’m so glad that it wasn’t the last time outside the shop.” 
 
    A look of horror came on to what was left of Corsair’s face. He attempted to engage his thrusters, but Rocky plunged his sword through his right leg, disabling that thruster and pinning Corsair in place. A wicked smile plastered itself on to Rocky’s face. “No, we are going to talk, you and I. You are responsible for so much death and all of it for your own power!” 
 
    Rocky removed the sword and plunged it into the other leg faster than a striking snake, disabling its thruster as well. Corsair didn’t cry, and his face even began to calm down. “You think you have won by defeating me?” 
 
    “I was protecting the people of Ottawa! What can you do? What can anyone do against the monsters that the world faces!” Corsair was seething with pure hatred, and Rocky took an involuntary step back. 
 
    Rocky had been hoping the maniac might reveal a bit more of what had been happening in Ottawa. He was the only man with the full picture, but the man in front of him was psychotic and broken. Rocky chose to remain silent and see if Corsair was forthcoming with more information. 
 
    It worked, as Corsair spat blindly towards Rocky, “I am just a pawn in the game of my patron. They will have received the beacon signal and even now will be on their way here to annihilate you all. You can’t stop the Mechano-Lords. They are the most technologically advanced guild in the universe!” 
 
    Rocky narrowed his eyes and had to wonder if that was true. Corsair was definitely mechanical proof that this guild of Mechano-Lords had some real power, but he was also a broken Master class. Perhaps there was hope that these idiots weren’t as all-powerful as Corsair had been led to believe?. 
 
    “Regardless of what you have done here, they will come and wipe out anyone who opposes them. Soon, this planet will be under their thumb. They will create statues of the people who helped them and not even pick up the bodies of those who didn’t. Everyone will burn.” The ranting continued along that vein for a while, and Rocky began to grow bored. 
 
    Sensing that nothing more was going to be said, he pulled out his Soul Blade and decapitated the soulless machine in front of him. Then he stabbed it through the chest as an added measure of security before using Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Corsair (Jack Jameson) 
  Level 47 
  Master-Mechanoid 
  Dead 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Rocky sighed heavily at seeing the final note in his Analyze. There was no way that Corsair could bother anyone ever again. For the first time, killing someone didn’t make Rocky feel the least bit of guilt. Instead, he felt accomplishment and joy. 
 
    Azoth and Rocky made their way back to Sela, who had been continuing along the previous path. With Rocky’s vantage in the sky, he was the first to see the gathering group of humans who were ringed by tanks and militia. A notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have completed a quest. 
  Save the Ottawa Survivors 2 
  You have saved a total of 8,043 people from an original 121,321. As the original quest only specified 5% survival rate and you have managed 6.6%, you will be given an extra 16% Etherience. Great job! 
  18,659,760 Etherience Awarded 
  Talk to the survivors to persuade them to join your Territory. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    His feeling of euphoria drained faster than water from a bottomless bucket. How had so few survived the week? Rocky had thought five percent was going to be an easy accomplishment, but clearly, he had nearly missed that goal. 
 
    When he landed beside the other two, Sela glanced up from a screen and gave him a brief smile before speaking, “We did the best we could, Rocky! You. Can’t. Save. Everybody!” 
 
    Even though he knew she was right, he had really hoped that he had saved more than that! The group walked into the clearing of somber and dreary survivors, seeming to walk into a gathering of ghosts. Everyone was too shocked by recent events to speak, but Joe and Jason, who got dropped off here originally, were attempting to organize the group and taking reports from soldiers. 
 
    It would seem that they had managed to get to all the schools within twenty kilometers of the hospital and might have made it farther if each group didn’t argue about leaving. In some cases, the militia was forced to abandon portions of groups that refused to leave their school, library, or hospital. Many groups had wanted to wait for their hunting parties to return before leaving. 
 
    Those people were too scared to leave their safe space and had paid with their lives. Rocky shook his head in disappointment, having been hoping that humans would handle an event like this better. Clearly, he was still too naïve and trusting. 
 
    Maybe we should send out scouts, or I should get airborne to see if any hunting groups did survive the day. 
 
    Joe, the new leader of the militia, made the offer of refuge at Algonquin Gorge to the survivors, and every single one of them accepted, which populated another quest. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have been offered a quest. 
  Escort the Ottawa Survivors 1 
  You have saved a total of 8,043 people and offered them refuge in your Territory. Escort a minimum of 10% to your Territory to complete this quest. 
  Awards: 
  Etherience 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The figure was sobering after the near perfect accuracy of the original quest. Rocky made a promise to himself that he would exceed the System’s low expectations by a larger margin this time.  
 
    At some point, Azoth got bored and left to hunt, chiming in as he went, “Azoth bored! Azoth hunt. Want Azoth’s leftovers?” He had mind spoken the last while looking at a group of children. 
 
    Rocky mentally told him to bring back what he could, unchewed. For some reason, adding that last addendum made the Chimera sulk. 
 
    After that, all that was left was searching for hunting parties and planning the safest, fastest route back to Algonquin Gorge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Helion Prime – Guild Hall Mechano-Lords 
 
      
 
    Dahrix Hax sat at his chair, trying to figure out what had just happened. On his monitors, a blip had come up for a few seconds, and then before he could isolate the beacon, it had shut back off. He began magnifying the signal and had mixed success. 
 
    The signal had briefly been distinguishable again, but then suddenly, it had reported a catastrophic error, again before he could isolate and triangulate a position. Dahrix had high hope for Corsair and his crew of weaklings, but it would seem they were having problems. Maybe the technology was faulty? No, that was impossible. That beacon was the top-of-the-line model from his signaling division’s research and development team. 
 
    They were absolutely fantastic at what they did. In his opinion, they were the best in the Etherverse. Dahrix stood up on his mechanical legs and walked to the liquor cabinet. 
 
    He pulled out a vintage Gelthisarian brew and poured a glass over ice. Dahrix took a single sip and relished in the tastes on one of the few remaining humanoid parts of his body. Then he grimaced due to the perceived loss of investment. 
 
    While guilds were known to move in on new planets formed from the Ether, often those planets were weak and took years to develop. However, Corsair had mentioned that he had been fighting monsters that had destroyed his guild’s Master class creations. Had another group gotten to this new planet first? 
 
    It was a possibility, but Corsair had been adamant that they were the only sapient life forms on the planet. He had even told a blatant lie, claiming that his world was over two billion years old. Regardless, he had wanted to check it out for himself.  
 
    Dahrix was the head of the intelligence division within the Mechano-Lords, and he had never come across something like this. Corsair had even brought back one of the non-functioning bodies of the sentinels. Whatever had destroyed it had been able to pancake Galvannealed Titansteel like it was tinfoil. 
 
    It had forced the research and development to try prototype creations that hadn’t been thoroughly tested yet. Usually, they just gave a leader a group of sentinels, and that made them the most influential person on a newborn planet for the years of travel it took the guilds to arrive. This time, it had backfired, and he was dreading the upcoming meeting with the collective guilds of Helion Prime. 
 
      
 
    Helion Prime – Underground Cave – Helion Resistance Headquarters 
 
      
 
    Amelia Nanospark watched the moron Dahrix through one of her many infiltrated nanobots. The imbeciles of the Mechano-Lords believed themselves to be all-powerful and technologically advanced. Amelia and her small elite group of nano researchers had spoon fed them every advancement they had made. 
 
    It was sometimes frustrating to control her web, especially when their failures reflected back on her. The good news was that that beacon had been equipped with state-of-the-art repair-nanites that would get it up and running again. It was only a matter of time and material, which they would be forced to scavenge from nearby sources. 
 
    She cursed again and checked in on some of her other infiltrated guilds within the Helion Prime collective. 
 
      
 
    Helion Prime – Alchemist Wing – The Guild Collective Castle 
 
      
 
    Hecter Neeros stood silently, watching the screens and smiling to himself. He had made a great group of friends in the Helion Exclusive Shop, strange creatures that called themselves humans. They also kept telling him that they were from Floor I Da, whatever that meant.  
 
    Regardless, they had traded him a jug of gasoline for suits of armor. Unsure what this alchemical substance was, Hecter’s curiosity had won out, and he had made the trade. Now he was analyzing it for its component parts. 
 
    His first two attempts had come back claiming that it was made out of Planetary Essence, but that seemed like a very frivolous use of such a powerful and expensive compound. This time, he had changed some of the parameters and was expecting more specific results. If the initial findings of the machine were correct, then he needed to make closer friends with these humans from Floor I Da. 
 
    His guild, Alchemy is the Basis of All would really do well to associate with such individuals. Only a select few were wealthy enough to use planetary essence in alchemical creations. If he could break this substance back into pure Essence, then his trade of equipment was balancing in his favor. 
 
      
 
    Helion Prime – Mages Guild 
 
      
 
    The Mage Guild watched their crystal balls and attempted to divine the location of the new player who had been spotted in numerous shops. Some sort of creature that defined itself as “human.” These creatures were far too powerful for a new addition to the Etherverse, and the High-Merlin had ordered them to discover more. 
 
    Not only were they more powerful but some of them had been rude and cocky. Boasting of fighting off monsters and golems in numbers that a new planet couldn’t sustain. It was frustrating to listen to such bollocks, but Arthur would get the answers that were needed. 
 
    If the guild collective could be the first to colonize this new planet, then they might secure a strong enough foothold like they had on Helion Prime. This was one of their few unquestionable successes. Helion Prime was far too strongly situated for any planetary armada to come and take it without unacceptable losses. 
 
    Most of that was because of his guild’s mastery of wards and defensive spells. Now, the High-Merlin believed that he had found the next target for the guilds. It was up to Arthur to find it, and so he activated the Ether Tech scrying circle and prepared himself for possible years of deep meditative magic. 
 
      
 
    Gaia (Earth) – Just Outside Ottawa – 17 Days After Ether Crash (AEC) 
 
      
 
    The previous night, the group had camped, planned, and in the end, the group's journey was going to depend on Rocky, Sela, and Joe. This morning, Sela had been sent back to the Territory with the shop because its countdown probably wouldn’t last the journey otherwise. 
 
    She had left her radio with Joe, and Rocky had taken to the skies aboard Azoth. Through careful communication and maneuvering, they had already avoided three fights. Azoth, Rocky, and Joe had been forced to destroy another four single monsters who had alighted on the trail of the massed humans. 
 
    Rocky couldn’t wait for Sela to return and bolster their strength. He had been quite distracted all morning and worried. First, because he was in charge of eight-thousand lives, and second, because of the archived texts he had found on his phone. 
 
    The previous night, someone had been reminiscing about email, and that had triggered his encumbered mind to remember that his cell phone, which he had turned off to maintain batteries, also stored a certain number of emails. He had opened the device and had been disappointed that no emails it had kept were from his family. However, he had found a text chain with his mother. 
 
    Two texts in particular from over the month before the crash stood out. 
 
    I won an award for my contribution to schooling and career building. It’s being presented to me during your trip. 
 
    They had gone back and forth, and his mother had refused to let him cancel the trip that his father had booked before he died. She had told him that he needed to go and had mentioned that she would have his sister and brother-in-law as company. The other text was more confusing but was what had him deliberating. 
 
    I will see you after my work weekend. I hope you will enjoy the time to yourself remembering all of your trips together. I love you. 
 
    The confusing part was that his mother was retired, and for her to call it a work weekend was odd. He knew it was an award ceremony from her previous text and now recalled her excitement at being given it. However, her job before retirement had been traveling to universities and colleges to provide inspirational and motivational speeches. 
 
    If she was claiming that weekend was a work weekend, perhaps she had been traveling to a university or college and was giving a speech again. He vaguely recalled his brother-in-law teasing him about missing the event. Something about it being a beautiful locale that he and his sister would enjoy and Rocky would miss out on. 
 
    More confusion arose around that point because his sister wasn’t the greatest tropical vacationer. This meant it was just as likely that the trip was going to be near wine country as it was to be in a southern destination. Her red hair and fair skin made it a bit more of a chore for her when the sun was involved. Rocky had always been able to just go outside and turn nearly black, and she had only been able to turn into a lobster. 
 
    He smiled at the thought and crossed his fingers. If he was right, they might have been at a school when all of this went down. His family might be alive and just waiting for him to find them! 
 
      
 
    Gaia (Earth) – Just Outside Ottawa – 17 Days After Ether Crash (AEC) 
 
      
 
    Epsilon followed the human survivors at a great distance. He and his four brothers had been born into this world and were unsure of their place in it. They had thought that perhaps they were supposed to guard the center of the city of their birth but found that already handled by monsters and pale imitations of themselves. 
 
    Together, they had watched events unfold in Ottawa and considered what possible purpose they could hold. Like all golems, they had been born from the rubble and unclaimed resources of the Earth. Unlike other golems, they were sapient. Within the first few days, they had realized that the other golems of Ottawa were shadows of themselves, only capable of walking in patterns and attacking anything that came into range. 
 
    The most aggressive of his brothers, Gamma, had suggested killing all of the creatures, but the rest of the five knights had felt something wrong in that. Gamma had given over, and as a group, they had learned more about the other creatures that inhabited their place of birth. 
 
    The only other creatures that possessed sapience were the small, weak humans. At first, they had thought that they would be eradicated. Instead, the humans had grown stronger and soon had been able to fight some of their lesser cousins. Watching these other creatures in hopes of answers, Epsilon had discovered a possible reason for the knights’ creation. 
 
    These humans seemed to want to create a place to live in a community. Perhaps their job was to find others like themselves and build a community where they could one day procreate and grow. They had chosen to follow the survivors in hopes of discovering more about this unknown world. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Afterword 
 
    We hope you enjoyed Equalize! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! If you scroll through to the end of this book, you’ll easily be able to leave a review. Otherwise, follow this link to be redirected to the Ether Collapse: Equalize Amazon product page to leave your review: http://geni.us/Equalize. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life. 
 
      
 
    Lastly, if you love GameLit, join this awesome community on Facebook! 
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    Appendix 
 
    Alchemy is the Basis of All – Alchemy guild located on Helion Prime. Is studying gasoline which was traded to him by someone in Florida. 
 
      
 
    Alex Watt – 11-year-old young man that Rocky discovered while entering Ottawa. Family was massacred by Corsair’s goons. Died during the Ottawa Exodus Struggle. 
 
      
 
    Algonquin Grotto – This is where Selaphelia Ardensai chose to start the settlement of survivors. It was chosen because of its natural defenses in the mountains and cliff faces that surround it on three sides. On the fourth side is a large river that runs through Algonquin Park. 
 
      
 
    Algonquin Park – Is the full Park of Algonquin as seen in our current world. 
 
      
 
    Algonquin Valley – Is the territory of Rockland Barkclay, and it sits within Algonquin Park. It is quite large but does not encompass the entirety of the current Algonquin Park from present day Earth. 
 
      
 
    Azoth – Rockland’s pet Chimera. Is able to speak and communicate first with Selaphelia and later with Rockland. Through them both is gaining Sapience. Dread-Chimera 
 
      
 
    Bullet – Mutated peregrine falcon that had strong, wind-based skills that nearly killed Rocky and the group. 
 
      
 
    Cathodiem Guild – Guild that was situated on Gaia over a billion years ago. Guild was very powerful and had great influence with a seat on the Atlantian Council. 
 
      
 
    Chalk River – Is a town in Ontario that is near a nuclear research laboratory. A few days after the Ether crash, the converted golem from the plant melts down which prompts a red quest. 
 
      
 
    Corsair (Jack Jameson) – Sociopathic leader of the Ottawa Militia. Created an inner group of psychopaths who followed his orders to kill survivors instead of allowing monsters to gain more Etherience. Died during the Ottawa Exodus Struggle. 
 
      
 
    Derik – Derik is a devious human who was a member of the initial group that is saved from the Onikuma by Rocky. 
 
      
 
    Draksus – Leader of the Ottawa territory. Albino in colour and devastatingly large and strong. 
 
      
 
    Essence – Essence is the primary resource of a planetary god. It is filtered from Ether through living being but can also be recovered from dead organisms. Gaia wakes to find almost all of her vast stores pillaged (oil). 
 
      
 
    Ether – Cosmic energy of the universe. It is the primary unfiltered raw power that allows life and planetary gods to form.  
 
      
 
    Gaia – Gaia is a planetary god, specifically the Earth. Each planet is alive and in constant battle with other planets to acquire Essence. What they win if they have the most is still a mystery. 
 
      
 
    Golems – A clever way Gaia has orchestrated to recover a higher percentage of her pillage Essence. Golems are created from any structure that has no ownership claimed upon it twenty-four hours after the first Ether wave. 
 
      
 
    Guild of Mechano-Lords – Patron of Corsair. Headquarters on Guild Collaborative controlled world of Helion Prime. 
 
      
 
    Jason Jackson – 15-year-old young man that Rocky discovered while entering Ottawa. Family was massacred by Corsair’s goons. Fire-Mage 
 
      
 
    Joe Flacca – Member of the Ottawa Militia. Becomes its General after the fall of Corsair. Special-Trooper 
 
      
 
    John Smith – John Smith is an initial survivor that was in Algonquin Park during the crash. His group of fifteen is lucky enough to be saved by Rocky from a giant Onikuma. 
 
      
 
    Long Forgotten Dungeon (LFD) – Dungeon Rocky and the gang hides in on the way to Ottawa. Rocky makes a deal with LFD, which he terms Little Friendly Dungeon. LFD will help keep at bay the devastation caused by a nuclear meltdown and, in time, help Rocky’s settlement level. 
 
      
 
    Mages Guild – Guild located on Helion Prime. A guild that is entirely comprised of Mage classes. 
 
      
 
    Oliver Grees – 13-year-old young man that Rocky discovered while entering Ottawa. Family was massacred by Corsair’s goons. Died during the Ottawa Exodus Struggle. 
 
      
 
    Other planetary gods (spoken of) – Mars, Gelth, Krond, Sinfath, Helion Prime (Planet) 
 
      
 
    Parliament Knight Golems – The parliament golems are five knight brothers that are sapient. They wish to make a place for golems in this new world. 
 
      
 
    Quests – Can be issued by Gaia directly (Red) or can be issued by Atlantian Net which is the system that was put in place by ancient Gaians to improve leveling and compatibility with Gaia and Ether. 
 
      
 
    Rockland Barkclay – Distant relative of Azrael, General of the Darkest Night, General of Cathodiem Guild. The main character of the story. If you don’t know that, you haven’t been paying attention. Dark-Revenant 
 
      
 
    Selaphia Ardensai – Granddaughter of Selaphiel. Captain of Cathodiem Guild. Captain of a Century during the War on Mars. Ancestral Guide to Rockland Barkclay but not blood related. Dark-Druid 
 
      
 
    Skandranon – Summoned Chimera to serve as Leader of Chimera Roost, which has now become Algonquin Valley. Progenitor of Azoth. 
 
      
 
    Steel – Leader of the Steel Wolfpack. Extremely large boss monster who evolved beside an iron mine, which led to him having fur with the tensile strength of steel. 
 
      
 
    Territory – A Territory is a piece of land that will level along with the leader who owns it. The Territory will convey many bonuses to the inhabitants and stabilize Ether flow, making the immediate area more structured for monster growth. 
 
      
 
    Yin-Yang Golem – First sapient golem Rocky runs into. This golem is a little bit insane due to its nature. 
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