
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      VIRGIL’S PACT

      



    




Dr. Druid Book One

    

    




      
        MAXWELL FARMER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mountaindale Press]
          [image: Mountaindale Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Maxwell Farmer

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      To the dreamers, keep dreaming and working toward those aspirations. Live the life that you were made for, and don’t let anyone else try to tell you otherwise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEWSLETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for the Mountaindale Press 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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Virgil’s Stats at the End of Book One

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        About Maxwell Farmer

      

      
        About Mountaindale Press

      

      
        Mountaindale Press Titles

      

    

    

  







            CHAPTER ONE

          

          

      

    

    






Intro

        

      

    

    
      The ten members of the royal council proceeded calmly into the royal chamber. A varied set of expressions were on their faces, ranging from annoyance to fear. They took a seat at the large rectangular meeting table where their king already sat. King Darcassan Rubasal was at the head of the table, tapping his fingers rhythmically on one of the arms of his large throne.

      Darcassan was a high elf of unquestionable lineage. He had pale skin, thick dark brown hair tied in a knot on the back of his head, and wore a crown of golden leaves. He was garbed in an ornate red robe and his fingers were adorned with many rings with fine jewels. The firm visage on his face only slightly gave away his annoyance with the current situation.

      “What is so important that I had to be woken up in the middle of the night for this emergency council meeting?” the king asked, obviously tired. He had a deep and commanding voice that struck fear in the rest of the royal council.

      One of the council members stood up, a wood elf adorned in heavy plate mail. “Forgive me, sire,” he answered with a tone of respect. The captain of the guard for the entire kingdom was a hard man who had fought in the army with the king in their younger years. As such, they had both gained each other’s respect, and he did not openly fear the wrath of Darcassan like the other council members. “We have received reports of some sort of bandit patrol on the eastern border of the forest. Our forces in that particular section of the forest were busy training in a dungeon at the time, so I hired some adventurers to take care of the bandits. After a week, only one of them returned, sporting horrible wounds and claiming the bandit patrol was actually a group of small demons led by a giant beast.”

      At that statement, the king’s visage hardened while the rest of the council began to murmur, obviously unsettled.

      “Lies,” a golden-skinned dawn elf shouted in protest, slamming his fist against the thick wooden table. “The Yggdra Timberland hasn’t seen a demon incursion in over five-hundred years. There is no way those fiends have returned. Your ‘adventurers’ clearly were not thinking straight, nor were they adequate for the job.”

      “Respectfully.” The guard captain looked sternly at the other elf with utter seriousness. “I disagree.” The wood elf guard then turned back to his king. “Nevertheless, after that, I sent a small contingent of my own men to confirm the report. An hour ago, one of their scouts came back to me with a preliminary report. He informed me that the area surrounding their destination was dying. The forest was sick and corrupted. He also reported that goblins were seen and that they had engaged in combat.”

      The captain continued, “We all know goblins have demon blood. This is the first time in centuries that they have left their underground caverns.” He then took a deep breath before continuing, “I believe that this is a sign that the great defiler has returned. It is irrefutable. Vozremath has sent another three demon generals to kill Yggdrasil and the entire Timberland agai—”

      “Though goblins are wretched creatures that owe their origins to demonic rituals, they certainly are not demons,” the king interrupted. “They also do not match the cleverness or ferocity of a true demon from the infernal plane. I’m sure you don’t believe Vozremath is trying to kill the world tree again just with goblins and a section of diseased forest as proof, Captain. Show us your evidence.”

      The wood elf nodded and looked to the two guards by the doors. “Bring in the scout.” The two guards complied and opened the heavy wooden doors. Through the open doors walked a dawn elf scout. He was thin, as almost all dawn elves were, and wearing sleek and light leather armor ideal for speed. The scout’s right arm was heavily bandaged all the way up to his shoulder, indicating severe damage. He then walked up to attention by the captain.

      “State your name,” the captain said.

      “Matthias Aldior, sir,” the scout replied, trying to be strong. Nervousness could still be heard in his voice.

      “Show them your injury.”

      Matthias looked at the captain uncomfortably but then followed the order, taking off the large wrappings around his arm, revealing large spreading black veins of necrosis pulsing with malignant power. The skin of his lower arm had turned an unhealthy gray. Upon seeing Matthias’s injury, the council recoiled in disgust.

      “I… didn’t see who cast it, but one of the members we were fighting hit me with some sort of spell. I think… they may have had a dark elf with them…” Matthias said as he trailed off somberly.

      Upon hearing of the dark elves, all the council members scowled in anger toward the thought of the traitorous subrace. Sure, the kingdom had a tentative peace with them now, but no one trusted the dark elves. Not even a little!

      “This proves nothing,” the dawn elf council member retorted. “So there are some goblins that have a spellcaster with them. So what? This… injury, while bad, doesn’t prove that the demon generals have returned.”

      “Are you serious?” the guard captain yelled. “Some of the best healers in the kingdom are here, and they have not been able to remove this curse! You are a fool to not see the seriousness of this! We need to summon the Druid Champions!” At the guard captain’s outburst, the rest of the council all stood up and began yelling their opinions one way or the other.

      After ten seconds, the king had enough. “Silence!” the king yelled as he stood from his throne. “Sit, all of you.”

      The council bowed their heads in obeisance and complied to their ruler’s will.

      “Now, I know we should not rush all our troops based on one confirmed goblin encounter, but we cannot ignore the seriousness of the story Matthias has given us. If there is even the slightest evidence of the dark elves working with demons, we must relentlessly hunt them down until they are exterminated!” Darcassan said, gesturing to the scout.

      The guard captain gave a smug smile.

      Turning toward the warrior, the king continued, “Despite that, I do not want to rush into summoning the Druid Champions. It takes a massive amount of people, time, and manna. If the summoning is done improperly, people will die and our kingdom will go bankrupt. Our kingdom can only afford to summon them if we are truly sure. We sho—” The king stopped, eyes opened wide as he looked at Matthias along with the rest of the council.

      The scout’s right arm began trembling then twitching violently. Matthias fell to his knees and groaned as the black veins rapidly spread up his arm and neck. He began to scream in pain as his blood vessels burst. The scout’s screams were cut off as blood poured from his mouth and his whole body began to shake!

      On instinct, King Darcassan cast an arcane shield around himself and the other council members just in time. Within seconds of the shield appearing, the scout’s body exploded with a violent boom, splattering the remains of the elf across the shield. When the king dismissed his magic conjuration, the bits of flesh fell to the ground in a bloody mess.

      Darcassan looked back to his council members, all of whom were horrified at what just happened. Unlike them, he knew what that was. That was Blood Magic, a type of magic that only Warlocks used, and the last Warlock seen in the Yggdra Timberland was when his grandfather was king. His heart sank at the realization of what that meant. The archdemon Vozremath had indeed sent another wave of demons to kill the world tree.

      “Gather the priests,” the king ordered. “It is time to once again summon the Druid Champions.”
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        * * *

      

      Being an American on a southern Australian island, Virgil didn’t know many people. He seemed to develop a bond with animals much more easily than with people. Outside of his job, he only enjoyed a few things: anime, manga, video games—particularly MMORPGs—and searching for rare wild animals.

      With his final assignment for the day done and the weekend ahead of him, he was off to Cradle Mountain. The national park in the center of Tasmania had been a recent topic on the local news for supposed sightings of an extinct marsupial, the thylacine or Tasmanian Tiger, which had been thought to have gone extinct in the early 1900s. If the animal was there, Virgil intended to be the first person to confirm it.

      Virgil was doubting the validity of the sighting. The park had revealed a plethora of rare and cool animals. He had seen wombats, a platypus, and a couple of echidnas, but no Tasmanian Tiger. The veterinarian was about to go back to his tent and pack up his equipment when something caught the corner of his vision. A brown-furred creature with stripes moving by some shrubs.

      “It couldn’t be,” he said under his breath in disbelief. He turned back and sure enough, there was a thylacine standing just five feet away from him!

      Slowly, carefully, Virgil grabbed the camera that was wrapped around his neck. The Tasmanian Tiger leapt forward at him. Virgil yelled in fear as the animal tackled him to the ground. After knocking him down, the creature propelled off the man’s body and bolted towards the brush on the other side.

      “Crap,” Virgil swore as he rolled over and looked at his ruined camera. He grabbed his phone. He took off after the very not-extinct animal, recklessly following it across thick brush and sharp rocky ground. He slipped a little, cutting his hand slightly. He didn’t lose sight of his quarry, though. A couple times he stopped to try to take a picture with his phone, but the animal would conveniently move behind some rock or plant to be out of the shot.

      Virgil followed the animal to an isolated cave on a cliff face. Stopping, he realized that chasing a wild animal into a cave was a dangerous idea. Despite that, the veterinarian felt some innate pull inside him to follow the creature into the cave. He grabbed a large Macquarie pine branch as a makeshift barrier in case it lunged at him.

      When he made it inside the cave, he opened the flashlight on his phone in order to take a quick picture as proof that the Tasmanian Tiger indeed existed. “Here, extinct animal,” Virgil gently called. “Just let me get a picture, and I’ll leave you alone.”

      After thirty seconds, Virgil caught sight of the elusive animal. It stared at him from the back of the cave, not even remotely afraid but seeming to actually expect him. It was… kind of weird, but the man wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Taking one step forward to get a better picture, the hard rocky ground let out an audible crack as it gave way under his foot!

      Virgil let out a scream of both fear and surprise as he plummeted into darkness.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

          

      

    

    






Champions

        

      

    

    
      “Whoa!” Virgil yelled as he was shot out of the darkness. He slid out of some sort of tunnel onto a smooth stone floor, landing on his stomach unceremoniously. “Uuuugh,” he groaned as he rubbed his temples and slowly began to stand up. He blinked his vision clear.

      He appeared to be in some sort of cathedral with large open ceilings and walls adorned with colorful painted glass windows, not the dreary dark underground cave he expected to be in. Virgil looked behind him to see a massive tree, bigger and wider than even the Sequoias in California! It had bright green leaves, and bark that had an unnatural silver color.

      Did I come out of that thing?

      Virgil heard murmurs and the scuffing of feet behind him. He turned back to see he was not alone. Beside him were four other people. Two were women and the other two were men. He couldn’t tell for sure, but there was something off about them.

      Virgil’s ears picked up more voices in the distance. He looked out to see maybe twenty robed figures all looking at the five of them! Reflexively, he took a step back and stuck out his staff. Wait...his staff?

      He looked to see the large pine branch he had found earlier when searching for the thylacine was now noticeably harder and less leafy in his hand like a true staff! The staff was completely silver, matching the color of the large nearby tree, but that wasn’t the most drastic change. His hand was now jet black like the color of an onyx gemstone! His nails ended in sharp points.

      He examined the rest of his body. He was in the same t-shirt, jeans, and hiking boots he wore when chasing the thylacine. His stethoscope was still around his neck and glasses still on his face. Though his clothes were the same, his body felt different.

      Still thin, he was stronger and now had some muscle where he hadn’t before. He pulled down a strand of hair to see what used to be brown hair now solid white. His hearing was also a lot sharper than it ever had been before. He could hear the robed figures in the back murmuring about a dark elf? That couldn’t be right. Virgil thought that his hearing wasn’t as good as he had originally thought.

      He touched his ears and gasped. They were long, ridiculously so! They were pointed and spanned a good six inches behind his head!

      What’s going on? Am I an elf? he asked himself. Whatever happened to him, he was definitely not normal. Virgil then took the time to adjust his glasses and look at the other four people with him. They were also abnormal, though maybe not as much as him.

      The first was maybe seven-foot tall and full of bulging muscles that would have ripped through his shirt if he was wearing one. He sported tan skin, dark brown hair in a military cut, short antlers protruding from his head, and pointed ears that were nowhere near the length of Virgil’s. The guy also had four short metal claws attached to a leather glove strapped on his hands like he was the elf equivalent of Wolverine!

      The next elf was definitely more peculiar. She had golden skin and very sharp features that made her look like a sculpted statue. She was thin, wearing a simple brown t-shirt, shorts, and a crown of twigs and branches around her head. Attached to her hip was a whip made of braided green vines. Long, sharp thorns could be seen sticking out of the weapon.

      The other male was about six-foot tall, skinny, and had long brown hair with a part in the middle. His lips were pursed, and his eyes showed caution. The most surprising thing about him was what he wielded;. each of his hands held an intricate glaive. His left grasped a glaive with three crescent-shaped blades of ebony white. The right clutched a twin-bladed war glaive, colored a distinct crimson red, giving it the appearance of  a crescent blood moon.

      The final female was a fair-skinned elf whose beauty captivated  Virgil. Whereas the other woman’s features were sharp, hers were soft. Her stunning bright-blue eyes complimented her long blonde hair tucked under a dark green hood. Her pointed elf ears were visible from inside the hood, too. She held a bow made of the same white wood as Virgil’s staff. She turned to glance at Virgil, her alluring eyes taking him in.

      Virgil blushed and gave a slight smile. The muscular shirtless elf turned and gave the veterinarian a slight scowl.

      Before anything could be said, a booming regal voice rang through the chamber, “Welcome. Welcome, champions.” The five turned back towards the hooded figures to see another elf. He was a male wearing a gaudy red robe with thick, dark brown hair tied in a knot on the back of his head. Adorned on top of his noggin was a crown of golden leaves that reminded Virgil of what Caesar would have worn in ancient Rome.

      The regal elf appraised each of the five. “I am Darcassan Rubasal, king and ruler of the…” He trailed off as his eyes went to Virgil. “Yggdra Timberland,” he said through gritted teeth as he looked away from Virgil.

      What was that about? Virgil thought.

      “You no doubt have many questions—”

      “No shit,” the bulky shirtless elf replied. “What the heck, man!? Where are we, and what happened to me, bro?”

      The king put out his left hand, palm up. “All will be answered in due time. Please allow me to explain.” When the large elf notably eased, the king put his hand down and continued. “As I said, we are elves of the Yggdra Timberland, and our forest is beset by demons. Every few centuries, the archdemon Vozremath sends three demon generals possessing an essence of his corruption into our world to destroy that,” he said, pointing to the giant tree behind them. “That is Yggdrasil, the world tree. It is so great that its roots form the entire foundation of, and are interconnected with, the entire forest. The tree is magical and it spoke to our ancestors millennia ago of a way that it can protect itself and fight off Vozremath’s corruption. This tree is so powerful and possesses roots so long that they reach out and interconnect with other worlds! Whenever the demon generals return, we are tasked with performing a ritual that would allow Yggdrasil to reach out and summon five worthy heroes who would champion its cause.”

      The five elves’ eyes widened in understanding.

      “This is ridiculous. This is some kind of joke! Where are the cameras? This is not funny, and elves are not real,” the glaive-wielding elf accused with what sounded like a French accent.

      The king put a hand to his forehead in self-recrimination. “I am sorry, I had forgotten. The ancient tomes had mentioned something about this. The heroes are taken from a world different from our own and transformed into something more. Just look at you now. I assure you, elves are real. You are real,” Darcassan said, taking the time to look at each of them… except Virgil.

      “Would you know why the tree summoned us?” the golden-skinned elf asked. She had an accent that reminded Virgil of an ex-girlfriend from Columbia. If she was from Earth like him, he assumed she was from a similar part of the globe.

      “That… I cannot,” Darcassan replied. He looked past them at the massive tree. “Yggdrasil is powerful and has its own reasons for why it chose you.” The king reluctantly broke eye contact with the tree. “Maybe it will tell you though.”

      “What do you mean?” the golden-skinned elf asked. “Trees do not talk.”

      “The final part of the ritual is for the five champions to touch the tree. It is said that only then will the champions truly understand.”

      The five elves, including Virgil, looked at each other skeptically. Each of them was waiting for someone else to make the first move.

      Not seeing the harm, Virgil touched the tree, his vision flashing white. When he blinked away the white light, he found he was still in the cathedral, but the robed elf priests were gone. The other four elves he was with quickly appeared too. There was one other distinct difference: the tree in front of them had a face! All five of the elves took a step back in shock and fear of the giant tree looking straight at them!

      “Oh hohohoho! I see the sight of a magic tree is something new to you five,” the tree chuckled, speaking in a grandmotherly tone.

      “Who are you, and what is going on?” the glaive-wielding French elf asked, his voice wavering slightly as he  glared at the tree.

      “Be calm, Pierre, be calm,” the tree replied, still smiling.

      The elf’s eyes widened in shock. “It… it knows my name.”

      “Now, what the king said to you is true. I am Yggdrasil, the world tree. My roots reach to many worlds. Earth is one of those many worlds. You are no longer on Earth. You are on my world, Imeria.”

      “Okay, so why’d you summon us? And why are we not human anymore?” the hooded elf asked. She had a cute British accent.

      Yggdrasil nodded. “A good question, Gwendolyn. It’s a simple one that requires a complicated answer. I am a celestial tree, one of the first, and the last.” Yggdrasil frowned slightly.

      Her face became firmer and her tone more serious. “I am the last remaining piece of the heart of the dead goddess Gaia. Though her main body died, she still lives within me. Eons ago, she fought with the archdemon Vozremath who wanted to steal her life-creating powers for his own. She was able to defeat him, sealing him back in the infernal realm, at the cost of her life. When she died, fragments of herself scattered throughout the cosmos, landing on many worlds and helping to spread life. None of them possessed Gaia’s heart, so they never gained sentience, but I am connected to all of those fragments. As such, I am connected to many worlds and am titled the world tree. We are all called Yggdrasil, and together, we are one.”

      “Whoa,” the group said collectively.

      “That sounds sad and all, but that still doesn’t answer the question,” the shirtless elf barked rudely. “Why are we here, and why do I look like some X-Men reject!? You better give us some answers, or I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” Yggdrasil asked, interrupting the man. Roots shot out of the ground, wrapping around the arms, legs, and mouth of the elf, quickly looping around enough times that only his eyes and nose were exposed like he was in a cocoon. “Now that will be enough out of you, Dirk! I will get to the point.”

      She smiled again and looked to the rest of the group. “The point is that even though Vozremath is trapped, he still has a way he can come back-- by destroying me. As the king said, once every few centuries, he amasses enough power to imbue a select few demons with his essence. They are called the demon generals, and if they are able to infect me, this world—and likely all I am attached to—will be doomed.”

      Virgil nodded in understanding. “So if these demons are carrying a virus, we are the antibodies that are supposed to fight them.” He didn’t fully understand why he wasn’t freaking out more, but having a problem to solve and distract him definitely helped.

      Yggdrasil nodded enthusiastically. “Precisely, Virgil! Well done! You see, only my magic, Nature Magic, can overtake these demon generals, and the elves of Imeria cannot possess it. So, when my priests activated their ritual, I searched my roots for possible candidates, and found you five. Then, I summoned you here and imbued you with my Nature Magic, transforming you into the form of my guardians, the elves.”

      Virgil pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. “That makes sense as to why you needed someone and how you summoned us, but I’m still puzzled as to why us in particular?”

      “My world is different than yours, but yours has taken some inspiration from mine, albeit subconsciously. You five, in particular, have had extensive experience with that inspiration.” The tree nodded, somehow bending its large form slightly forward as if it's wood was very pliable.

      Virgil’s eyes widened in shock! There was a screen in front of his face just like in his MMORPG games! Scanning the others quickly, it seemed they were in just as much shock.

      
        
        Welcome, Champion!

        You are one of the five people chosen by the last world tree, Yggdrasil, to be her guardian and defender from the new wave of attacks by Vozremath the archdemon. As such, you have been granted a new elven race and the ability to use a specialized branch of Nature Magic! Also, as a new resident of Imeria, you now have access to the Interface! Here you may check your status, manage yourself and possibly others, all with a thought.

        For example: To dismiss this screen, just think ‘dismiss’.

      

        

      
        Quest Unlocked!

        I Need A Hero

        Yggdrasil, the world tree, is threatened by a new wave of demon attacks led by three demon generals. Only her magic can defeat her fiendish foes, so she has summoned you to her world and bestowed upon you a fraction of her power. Will you defend Yggdrasil and remove the demon generals’ threat?

        This quest cannot be denied.

        Reward: A Wish from Yggdrasil

      

      

      He dismissed the screen and then noticed things in his vision that weren’t there before! Small translucent boxes, bars, icons, and indicators were all along his vision. Some had small text under them. As he focused on them, he saw they were labels for different things such as Equipment, Stats, and Spells! The veterinarian thought he knew why he’d been summoned now! He was about to ask when the British elf Gwendolyn beat him to it.

      “It’s because we’re gamers, isn’t it?”

      Yggdrasil nodded. “Imeria is a world of statistics, rules, and self-expression. Though time flows differently between Imeria and Earth, my magic roots have grown and spanned to multiple worlds. Some humans on Earth who unknowingly came close to my roots were accidentally given the idea of different worlds with statistics and magic. That is how your open-world games were born, dearies, and that is one of the reasons why I chose you five. Because of your skill in those games, and because of your resonation with my attributes.”

      She then began to look at each one of the elves. “Pierre, you are both an astronaut and astronomer. As one who has literally walked on your world’s moon, I selected you to be my Moon Druid.”

      She turned to the golden-skinned elf. “Marianna, you are a passionate woman who fought bravely to protect the trees of the Amazon jungle. You, I selected to be my Plant Druid.”

      Her eyes shifted to the British woman. “Gwendolyn, you are an expert archer, hunter, and you do not waste any parts of the animals you kill. You, I selected to be my Hunter Druid.”

      She dismissed the vines holding Dirk. He collapsed to his knees and breathed heavily. “Dirk, outdoorsman, mountaineer, and passionate fighter against poachers, I selected you to be my Feral Druid.”

      The talking tree then turned her face to Virgil, giving him a soft smile. “And Virgil, the veterinarian who has devoted his life to healing a plethora of animals big and small, wild and tame, I selected you to be my Healer Druid.”

      “What do we get out of it?” Dirk asked.

      Yggdrasil pursed her lips. “You’ve already seen my reward. One wish of your choice that I can grant within my power.”

      Dirk shrugged. “Guess I’m in then,” he said noncommittally. “So do we just wait for the demons to show up or what?”

      The tree started to look a little bit annoyed. “My magic roots are spread throughout this forest. Though they span this world, they can only ever be exposed in my home forest and rarely break the surface of the ground. If one somehow gets found and attacked by a demon, the connection I now have with you—since I have given you my Nature Magic—will allow me to teleport you right to where I’m hurt. You will know ahead of time if you will be summoned, as our connection will allow me to warn you. I advise getting stronger, finding and defeating the demon generals before they get a chance to attack me.”

      The tree then looked past the elves and seemed to realize something. “I must send you back now. Good luck, my Druid Champions!”

      With that statement, the five elves’ vision flashed white and they were back in the chamber with the elf priests and king. They were all touching the tree but her face was gone.

      “Did it speak to you?” King Darcassan asked cautiously.

      “She did,” Gwendolyn replied as she and the other elves turned back. “And we will help.”

      The king put a hand to his heart. “Good,” he said in relief as he exhaled. “Now, I know you have many questions. Legends say that the champions are not from Imeria originally. I will escort you to your chambers for the night. I will have one of the lorekeepers, Aldír, come in and answer your queries. Follow me,” he said, turning his back to the five and walking away.

      They complied and made it to the cathedral door where a contingent of armored guards were waiting expectantly. When the king was adjacent to the guards, six armor-clad warriors moved out of the way and opened the door before surrounding the five druids as their armed escorts.

      Virgil examined the well-equipped elves that were walking with them. His heart was racing, as their presence did not make him feel safer at all! In fact, he was somehow feeling their hostility toward him! They were all either avoiding eye contact with him or scowling directly at him. He clutched his staff a little tighter and was thankful to be in the middle of the line of druids.

      His large ears picked up subtle murmurs. He heard them say terms like ‘Darkened’, ‘dark elf’, and ‘Blackheart’. Virgil didn’t know what the first or last ones meant, but it was a safe bet that they weren’t good. He was quickly picking up that dark elves were not thought well of here.

      Great, he thought to himself. Ten minutes of new people interaction, and they already hate me. Well, I was never too good with people to begin with. Hopefully I can be on good terms with the other druids! Just because the elves born in Yggdra Timberland didn’t seem to like him, it didn’t mean he couldn’t be friends with the ones from Earth! The hallway they walked in connected the cathedral to what appeared to be a castle made out of the same stone. They went up a few levels of stairs and were eventually guided into a large room. The guards stayed outside while the druids entered.

      In the central area sat two camelback couches and an ornate wooden coffee table, with large windows overlooking a beautiful city. It was nighttime and several of the buildings were illuminated. Virgil hadn’t noticed any obvious conventional electricity he was used to, but saw many oil lamps and light structures. There were even some in the windowed room that gave off a great amount of light. It had to have some sort of magic source, Virgil concluded. If he had any doubts about being in a new world, the sky convinced him--there were two moons! One was white and full while the other was red and crescent-shaped. He turned from the window and examined the rest of the space designated for his group.

      There was a door on each side wall. Three out of the four were single bedrooms. They were also all surprised to see that a fourth led to an actual bathroom! It looked just like one on Earth would, except instead of buttons, knobs, and switches, there were runes that served those functions. It was incredible, and Virgil wanted to test it out just for the sake of actually getting the chance to use a magic toilet!

      After the group had settled in, they all met in the central common area to introduce themselves and discuss their new powers. Virgil was happy to learn that they all came from Earth. Yggdrasil said that she connected to many worlds, but she didn’t confirm that they all were from the same world.

      The golden-skinned female elf stood up and began introductions. “I am Marianna. I am from Columbia.”

      Called it! Virgil thought to himself amusedly.

      “I am what is called a dawn elf,” Marianna said. She then appeared to be reading something in front of her, but nothing could be seen by the other druids. They all quickly realized that she was reading from her interface. They all learned then and there that the screens in their vision could only be seen by them. Marianna continued reading her screen, “My specialization of Nature Magic is called Plant Magic. Apparently, it is a combination of both Water and Earth Magics that allows me to summon plants to fight for us and do some healing. My bound weapon is this thorny whip. It does ten-to-twelve damage currently—”

      Virgil’s attention faded as he thought about Marianna’s earlier statement. She can heal, but I’m the Healer Druid. Does that mean I heal more or differently? He looked around the icons in his vision until he found a small silhouette of his face with the word Status under it. Virgil knew it had to be his face because the figure had ridiculously long ears and round glasses. He mentally clicked on the icon, and his status appeared before him.

      
        
        Name: Virgil

        Level: 1 (0/50 experience to next level.)

        Race: Elf Subrace: Dark Elf

        Class: Druid

        Specialization: Healer Druid

        Attunement: Unknown

        Languages: Common, Elven

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 50

        Manna: 120

        Stamina: 50

        Armor: 0

        Life Magic: 50%

        Earth Magic: 50%

        Nature Magic: 50%

        Light Magic: -50%

        Statistics

        Strength: 5

        Agility: 12

        Intelligence: 12

        Endurance: 12

        Charisma: 5

        Traits

        True Healer

        Darkvision

        Increased Hearing

        Ally of Darkness

        Skills

        Medicine Level 51

        Herbology Level 51

        Nature Magic (Restoration) Level 1

        Spells: Restore

        Stealth Level 1

        Analyze Level 1

        Danger Sense Level 2

        Dark elves are a cautious and stealthy subrace of elves. They, as their name suggests, thrive in darkness. That is so much the case that they actually have developed a weakness when sunlight strikes their eyes. They often live in dark forests or in subterranean environments to accommodate their affinity for darkness. Due to their unique affinities and skillsets, they can be effective rogues. Dark Elves gain 5 Statistic Points per level with 1 going in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance respectively. The remaining 2 are allocated according to the individual.

        As a summoned Druid Champion of Yggdrasil, your previous experiences in life, specialized class, and Dark Elf race have granted you advanced levels of certain Skills and unique Traits.

      

        

      
        Spells:

        Restore: Channel the power of nature to restore the health of your target. Can be continuously cast.

        Cost: 2 MP/second

        Effect: +5 HP/second

        Cooldown: None

        Range: 10 feet

      

      

      Interesting, Virgil thought. His race definitely had both distinct strengths and drawbacks. He was curious as to what exactly an attunement was. Hopefully there would be more explanations later. It was also interesting to see that his skills as a veterinarian had given him such a high level in Medicine! He assumed the level fifty Herbology skill was from his Healer Druid specialization. Though Virgil had accepted that they were in a new magic world, it surprised him to see that he actually already knew a spell. When he thought about how to cast the spell, he realized he just knew instinctively! The knowledge must have been transferred from Yggdrasil directly to his brain!

      He then focused on his Traits. Darkvision and Increased Hearing were self-explanatory. He was, however, completely unsure of what the other two meant.

      When he focused, more explanations for both appeared.

      
        
        True Healer: As the Healer Druid, you are granted the Trait True Healer. This Trait forces you to forgo the use of anything for combat besides your assigned Druid’s Staff. Your staff is a soulbound item and you physically cannot be more than 10 meters from it at any time. Also, it is a unique weapon, mainly devoted to healing rather than combat. See weapon details for more information.

        Ally of Darkness: As a Dark Elf, you are granted this racial Trait. If your eyes are exposed to sunlight, damage you deal is reduced by 50%, while damage you receive is increased by the same amount. Conversely, in an area devoid of sunlight, your damage dealt is increased by 50%, and the damage you receive is reduced by that amount as well. The penalty for sunlight exposure can be mitigated by shielding your eyes, but it will not grant you the damage bonuses unless the entire area you’re in is devoid of light.

      

      

      Okay, kind of sucky, but I can work with it, he thought. He then looked at the staff in his hands, triggering his new Analyze skill.

      
        
        Druid’s Staff

        Item Type: Weapon (Soulbound)

        Damage: +0–1

        Durability: 1000/1000

        Item Class: Artifact

        Effect: +25% to all healing, +10% healing bonus to all party members, item self-heals at a rate of 1 durability/minute.

        Description: This item was crafted from the very wood of Yggdrasil itself! It can only be used by the Healer Druid Champion of the world tree.

      

      

      Virgil’s stomach dropped. That was it!? Sure, its healing capabilities were awesome, but its offense was so crappy… How could this be the Artifact-level item assigned to him? The dang thing practically had no offensive capability at all. It literally only did zero-to-one damage per hit. How was he supposed to fight with the staff? He knew he was not a fighter, but come on! Just one damage maximum?

      “Did you say your weapon does ten-to-twelve damage per hit?” he asked Marianna.

      The dawn elf looked startled but answered, “Uhh, yes. It also can be enhanced by my Plant Magic as I level it.”

      Virgil groaned slightly in frustration. Not only could her weapon do damage, it could do more in the future! That meant it was a scalable item. His staff did not have any indication that was the case for it. Marianna then continued. She explained that as the Plant Druid, herbs were twice as effective for her and she currently had some ability to create and command mobile plants.

      Next up was Pierre. “Bonjour. I am Pierre, and as you can guess, I’m from France. Back on Earth, I was an astronaut and passionate about climate change. I also played games with my nephews from time-to-time. Now, I am what is called a high elf and the Moon Druid,” he said, then lifted his two weapons. “These are my soulbound weapons. After looking out in the sky, I realized that they represent the two moons. I learned that they can have unique effects based off the particular cycle! It’s incredible!”

      Following Pierre was the dedicated ‘bro’ of the group, Dirk. “Zup everybody. Name’s Dirk, and I’m apparently a wood elf. Outside the pointy ears, this new form is not bad. I have more muscle than I did back on Earth, and it looks like I’ll always have my tan now,” he said, admiring his dark brown arms. “Anyway, I’m from LA, and now I’m what’s called a Feral Druid.” He then nodded to Gwendolyn. “That’s Gwen, she and I were dating before we came here. We’re famous YouTubers, known for our gaming channel. Our channel was called Dirk and Gwen’s Den.”

      Virgil’s eyes widened. He knew of them. Gwendolyn looked almost exactly like she did back on Earth, outside of the pointed ears. She was just as beautiful, in his opinion. Their channel would get advance copies of games and give reviews. He would often check out the end of their videos to get their summarized reviews. He also remembered Dirk from the channel. The dude was a jerk back then too. ‘Dirk the Jerk,’ they called him.

      “Yeah, I’m a competitive bodybuilder and compete in Timbersports. I’m not really all that into the ‘nature’ thing. I just used the opportunity to fight for endangered animals to beat some people up and increase profits from the publicity. I wasn’t too keen on this druid thing either, until that bitch-ass tree said she’d grant us a wish.”

      Virgil grimaced. If he didn’t already think Dirk was a douchebag, he definitely thought it now!

      “My soulbound weapons are these warclaws. While not big, they are definitely sharp, and with my fists, they can take anything out. Plus, it’s not as pathetic looking as that staff you’re carryin’ dude,” Dirk said, pointing to Virgil’s weapon. “Man, you must have really pissed off somebody good to end up looking like a gremlin with those ears and weak staff! Haha!”

      “Oh, sit down, Dirk,” Gwendolyn said as she stood up and walked to him. Her hood was down, showing her beautiful blue eyes shining in the light. “Don’t get mad at him because, unlike you, he has something long and hard in his hands.”

      Dirk scowled while everyone else chuckled. Virgil blushed, though his skin didn’t show it, and laughed most loudly at the unexpected joke.

      “Can’t argue with that,” Virgil joked under his breath. Though the veterinarian was just messing around, Dirk did not find it funny!

      “You wanna go, bro?” Dirk said, taking a threatening step forward. “I’ll mess you up!”

      “Nope, don’t wanna go,” Virgil said, averting his eyes and sticking his hands out in a placating manner.

      “That’s what I thought.” Dirk sat down on one of the couches, stretching out across it to take up the whole thing.

      Next up was his girlfriend. “Hi, as you well know now, I’m Gwendolyn, but you can just call me Gwen. As Dirk said, we have, or rather had, a YouTube channel where we would review video games, particularly MMORPGs. I also was a competitive archer when I was younger, back in the UK. My soulbound weapon is this bow,” she said, gesturing to the weapon in her hands. “And like Pierre, I am now a high elf. I am called the Hunter Druid, and my specialization of Nature Magic is called Predator Magic, which focuses on high damage output. That, in conjunction with my bow, seems to have me geared to be more of a DPS fighter. Oh, and just like everyone else here, I can do a bit of healing. It’s minor and only on myself, but this class I’m given is made to not take much damage.” She then sat down and nodded for Virgil to go.

      Virgil complied and stood where the others had previously. He cleared his throat and began, “Er hem. So, hello. My name’s Virgil. I’m originally from the United States back in the Upper Midwest. I worked as a general practice veterinarian, eventually becoming a wildlife veterinarian traveling the world. I played video games in my free time. As you can tell by looking at me, I’m now what’s called a dark elf. The other elves don’t seem to be a fan of me… I know in my games, dark elves could be villainous. Maybe, that’s the same here.”

      The others nodded their heads, appearing to agree with Virgil’s logic.

      Virgil continued, “My specialization of Nature Magic is called Restoration Magic. It makes sense since my class is called the Healer Druid. My soulbound weapon is this staff. Though calling it a weapon is kind of a stretch. Its main use is to increase my healing effectiveness by twenty-five percent, with an extra ten percent to all party members.”

      “What is its damage output?” Marianna asked.

      Virgil grimaced, not really wanting to answer. “It’s pretty minimal. It’s better to think of it as an item that just increases my healing.” He was intentionally vague.

      “How much?” Marianna retorted, clearly wanting a definitive answer.

      Virgil took a deep breath and sighed. “Plus zero-to-one.”

      The other four elves winced.

      “Dude, that sucks,” Dirk laughed, clearly enjoying the fact.

      “I agree. That is unfortunate,” Pierre added, but was much more sympathetic.

      “Well, maybe he knows some good spells to compensate,” Gwen added, trying to be optimistic. She then turned to Virgil. “Do you know any good spells?”

      “Just one right now,” Virgil replied. “It’s a spell called Restore. It allows me to heal either an ally or myself at a rate of five hit points per second. With my bonuses, and if we’re in a party, I can heal each of you for even more,” he said with more enthusiasm, trying to convince the others of the value he could contribute.

      Dirk then chimed in, “Wait, wait, wait, wait, doc. You’re telling me that you basically have no offense and can only heal? You do know that the rest of us have some minor healing abilities, right? Sure, it’s not as much as you, Pointy Ears, but I bet it’s enough for us to cover for each other,” he said, looking at the rest of the elves. “I’m struggling to see where you fit in here, brah. Sure, if none of us have the ability to heal, then a dedicated healer and bagboy would be great. We all can heal though. That begs the question, why should we take you with us?” Dirk asked condescendingly.

      Virgil looked around to the other druids. All of them were pursing their lips and looking away from Virgil. That’s all the gesture they needed; he could tell they agreed with Dirk the Jerk. Not only that, they pitied him. Virgil felt a mixture of both sadness and anger for their pity. He was about to talk and defend his possible value when the door from the hallway opened.

      In stepped an older tan elf wearing a loose-fitting green robe. He was a wood elf, Virgil presumed. His back was slightly hunched, and his face had a multitude of wrinkles, with a long gray goatee that extended all the way down to his waist. “Hello, new Champions of Yggdrasil,” he said in a scratchy voice as he walked into the room. The guards posted outside closed the doors behind him.

      “‘New’, does that mean there were ones before us?” Virgil asked.

      “Ah, the dark elf Healer Druid. Quite the astute one I see, hehe,” the old elf chuckled. “You are correct, young one. I will explain to you in good time. Now, please sit, if you don’t mind?”

      Virgil gave out a slight smile. This was the first elf from Imeria that had shown him any ounce of kindness so far, that didn’t seem to hide any veiled distaste for him. Since that was the case, he obliged the request and sat back on the couch cushion where he previously was.

      The old male elf then slowly walked to where they all had addressed the group. “I am Aldír Phipetor, head lorekeeper for the Rubasal Kingdom. It is the elven kingdom that resides in the thick forest of the Yggdra Timberland where you have been summoned. In particular, you are in the capital city of Kygor. I have been informed that you have already communed with the great Yggdrasil, so you know why you are here and why your forms are… different than before. I’ve come to share some information about your new world as well as learn your names and answer any questions. Now—”

      “Yeah, I’ve got a question,” Dirk said, interrupting. “Are we going to be getting paid and any equipment? Because fighting three of these ‘demon generals’” he said, making air quotes, “doesn’t sound like it will be easy or cheap.”

      “Ah, right to the point I see,” Aldír replied cheerfully. “First, please enlighten me with your names.”

      “I’m Dirk. This is my boo, Gwen.”

      “Dirk and Maboogwen—”

      “Just Gwen is fine,” the high elf interrupted, as the rest of the group chuckled, correcting the old elf before he could pass on that terribly and hilariously misinterpreted name.

      The rest of the group told the lorekeeper their names before he continued. “As to your question, Dirk, yes, the kingdom will provide you with adequate equipment and funds to start your adventure. They will not provide too much, though, as it can be quite expensive to run a kingdom. Don’t you worry. Our king particularly favors the legends of the druids, so you should be well compensated and supplied,” Aldír said with a wink.

      Dirk smirked at that. “That sounds right. I better get that cash money!”

      Gwen rolled her eyes.

      Aldír just gave an uncomfortable smile, nodded, then continued. “Our forest kingdom is on the continent of Kygora, which our capital is named after. You five have been granted Yggdrasil’s rare and legendary Nature Magic. It is the only type of magic that can overcome the demon generals. You may wonder why, if the tree’s magic is so powerful, do we not have a contingent of druids always at the ready. Our world is unique in the fact that Yggdrasil herself is particular about who she shares her power with. Only when needed, and only to a few, will she empower to become druids. The great tree will not allow new champions to be summoned until all their predecessors have left this world. When she does allow her champions to be summoned, it is very long and… taxing on the participating priests and mages. If not careful, they can die during the ritual,” the elder elf said seriously.

      His tone then lightened and a smile returned to his face as he clapped his hands. “Fortunately, that did not occur during your summoning. Now, as you already can tell there are multiple types or subraces of elves. In particular, there are four main subraces. I and Dirk here are wood elves. We are tough, thick-skinned, and heartier than the others.”

      “I could have told you that, old man,” Dirk said flexing his large biceps.

      “Next are the high elves like Pierre and Gwen. They are not as tough as wood elves, but are much more graceful and are particularly elegant combatants, often electing to dodge an attack rather than block one head-on. Marianna here is a dawn elf. Dawn elves possess neither the toughness of wood elves nor the grace of the high elves. Instead, they are naturally more intelligent than the other elves. Often the best crafters and mages that you can find throughout the entire Timberland will be dawn elves.” Aldír then looked to Virgil with a somber expression. He had a look that communicated he pitied the druid. “Lastly, there are the dark elves. Dark elves are most similar to high elves in their forms but slightly more muscular. Instead of the elegance high elves possess, they are known for their stealth abilities and favoring darkness. I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, but dark elves are not looked highly upon in the kingdom.”

      “Why?” Virgil asked.

      “It is because of the last wave of demon generals around five-hundred years ago, young Virgil,” Aldír replied. “During that time, a large group of dark elf cultists joined the demonic army in secret and laid waste to much of the forest. They were given demonic powers and became the first Warlocks, ruthlessly killing many and corrupting the Timberland. Our kingdom almost fell because of those traitors. Not all the dark elves of the Timberland joined them, mind you, but the Warlocks wrought great destruction. Many lives were lost because of them. The previous Druid Champions were able to defeat the demon generals, sapping the Warlocks of the majority of their demonic power but not all. They continued to fight in guerilla warfare for the next century until the fighting finally died down. No one knows if all of them perished.”

      Aldír continued, “After the fighting ceased, many of the people were hurting. In their pained states, they demanded retribution. King Darcassan’s cousin was even one of the victims. The crown wanted to kill all the dark elves to prevent any more cultists from arising, even though the remaining citizens were innocent of all the atrocities the other dark elves committed! Eventually, Tychal, Darcassan’s grandfather and current king at the time, settled on banishment of all dark elves from the Yggdra Timberland, forcing them to settle in the wastelands north of here. Since then, all dark elves mostly are… disliked in our country. It doesn’t help that there are rumors of occasional bandit raids by some of them.”

      Aldír looked at Virgil. “I know you are not a natural-born dark elf, Virgil, but you are going to have a tough time in this city, especially as the Healer Druid with your… limited offensive capabilities. I would advise you to find a safe place to stay and let the other druids do the fighting. You will most likely be in the way,” Aldír said with genuine concern.

      Virgil blinked. That… sucked! Not only could he barely even fight, everyone hated him for crimes he didn’t commit based purely on the fact of his dark elf heritage! Apparently, discrimination was present in multiple worlds. Now, it was like Virgil had been thrown back into a time of barbaric and archaic rules. He clenched his fist. “Thank you for letting me know. Is there a way for Yggdrasil to send me back and get another champion? Or can she change my race?”

      “I’m afraid not, Virgil,” Aldír replied. “Once the world tree has summoned you, you are here as you are until either you die or you defeat the three generals and get your wish.”

      “Is death permanent here? Are there any limitations on our wishes… outside of more wishes?”

      The old elf gave Virgil a puzzled look. “There are necromancers in the world, but I would not advise enlisting their aid. So, yes, death is permanent here. As for wish limitations, besides what you said, there are none that I’m aware of,” Aldír answered.

      “Good,” Virgil replied. “I respectfully disagree with your assessment, Aldír. I’ve been in plenty of games… situations where I’ve had to be the dedicated healer for a group. Heck, my job back on my home world was a healer for animals. I hope this group agrees that I can contribute,” Virgil said as he looked at the others intently. None met his gaze except Dirk, who shook his head sideways and had a cocky grin.

      “I don’t give a shit about being polite, bro. I’m just gonna say what’s on everyone else’s minds. You have a shitty class, doc. Frankly, I usually like having a healer bitch following me around, but now that we’re druids, all of us can heal ourselves. You can’t fight, we don’t need your healing, and all the NPCs here are gonna hate you. Frankly, you’re just dead weight, and not worth the trouble. Now, maybe you’re a great veterinarian or whatever stupid job you had, but it doesn’t matter. This is a life-and-death situation, and you would just put us at risk,” Dirk said bluntly.

      After rubbing the salt in Virgil’s wounds, he continued with just a little less rudeness. “I know you didn’t pick your race or class, bro. You just drew the shit hand. That’s how it is sometimes. I think I speak for all of us when I say, why don’t you just take the old dude’s advice and just lay low while the big boys take care of the problem for you? That way, you can get your wish, and you can wish yourself out of this crappy situation.”

      Virgil bunched his lips and balled his hand into a fist. “Thank you for the information, Aldír. I’ll keep it in mind. I think I’m done for the night.” He then stood up and walked towards one of the empty bedrooms.

      He was about to go in when Aldír spoke up, “Before you go, young Virgil, I would like to inform you one more thing.”

      “What?” Virgil snapped, looking sharply at the old elf.

      “It is about each of your attunements.”

      Virgil turned more to face Aldír but still kept a hand on the doorknob. “Go on.”

      “As you may have noticed by looking at your statuses, each of you has an unknown attunement.”

      The druids nodded, confirming what he said.

      “What are these attunements?” Marinna asked.

      “It is a key hidden ability possessed by all five of the legendary druids. Legends say that once discovered, any one of you will be able to take on a full army by yourselves,” the lorekeeper said with excitement.

      That struck Virgil’s interest. “How do we discover it?”

      Aldír’s excited face quickly turned uncomfortable. “Ah… forgive me. I… do not know exactly, but what I do know is that it is unique for each based on their abilities and skills. They are even different between the different generations of druids. So, what your predecessors had as their attunements will be different than your own. Legends claim, to attain your attunement requires a great decision between two choices,” he said, trying to recover from his mishap.

      “Thaaanks,” Virgil dragged out as he opened the door and went into the bedroom.

      Still just as frustrated and alone.
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Good Grief

        

      

    

    
      Virgil sat down on the bed, frustrated at his current predicament. His remarkably unjust, unsolicited, and unfair predicament, but still his predicament nonetheless. Forcing himself not to get too worked up, Virgil let his logical problem-solver mode take over. He found that in times of overwhelming emotional stress, coming from a non-emotional spot could be very beneficial.

      There was no sense in crying over his situation. Whining about it wasn’t going to fix it, and Virgil wasn’t the type of person to allow others to fix his problems. He also refused to put his fate in the hands of those douchebags who called him ‘dead weight.’ Maybe that last thought was a little emotional, but it was still true.

      He then reviewed what he knew. “Okay, I’m in a new world and no longer human. This world is like a VRMMORPG game, but it is somehow real. I am a dark elf, and no one seems to like dark elves due to some war that happened in the past. I am also one of a group of five legendary druid heroes here to save a giant magic tree from being killed by three demon generals. If I succeed, I will be granted a wish. The wish appears to have limitless possibilities outside of more wishes.”

      Virgil then looked at his staff. “I am the Healer Druid. My abilities and strengths come from supporting fighters, not being a fighter myself.” A comforting thought then struck him. “Yggdrasil must have known what she was doing when she summoned me here. She wouldn’t summon a useless hero. That would be ridiculous! That means I somehow must be able to fight on my own! Maybe it’s my attunement!” He then pulled up his status and focused on the word Attunement to get more information.

      
        
        Attunement: The hidden ability of your class specialization that is unique to each individual based off of their personality and class. It can only be unlocked during a time where a great decision must be made.

      

      

      “Crap,” Virgil muttered. That description only told him two things: jack and squat! He then pulled up his status page with a thought. He wanted to fully take in both his strengths and weaknesses.

      
        
        Resistances:

        Light Magic -50%: As a Dark Elf, your natural sensitivity to light carries over into weakness to the discipline of Light Magic.

        Life Magic 50%: As the Healer Druid, you possess a specific branch of Nature Magic called Restoration Magic. This specific branch is a unique nature-based combination of both Life and Earth Magic, granting you an innate resistance to those branches of magic.

        Earth Magic 50%: As the Healer Druid, you possess a specific branch of Nature Magic called Restoration Magic. This specific branch is a unique nature-based combination of both Life and Earth Magic, granting you an innate resistance to those branches of magic.

        Nature Magic 50% Your possession of Nature Magic has given you an innate resistance to any Nature Magic-based attack.

      

        

      
        Skills

        Medicine Level 51: As a skilled veterinarian back on Earth you have been granted this skill at the Master Rank. Effects: +51% to all healing, -51% manna cost to all healing spells, +51% effect to find materials needed for healing.

        Herbology Level 51: Working with wildlife for years out in the field has earned you this skill at the Master Rank. You now are aware of many rare, powerful, and magical herbs. Effects: All Herbs are 51% more effective, +51% chance to find rare herbs.

        Nature Magic (Restoration) Level 1

        Spells:

        Restore: Channel the power of nature to restore the health of your target. Can only heal 1 target at a time. Can be continuously cast.

        Cost: 2 MP/second

        Effect: +5 HP/second

        Cooldown: None

        Range: 10 feet

        Stealth Level 1: As a Dark Elf, you naturally gain this skill which allows you to blend in to avoid detection.

        Analyze Level 1: As a Druid Champion, you are granted this skill which allows you to examine both creatures and items to discern their information. As you level this skill, you can use it over longer distances, and more information will be made available.

        Current Range: 5 feet

        Danger Sense Level 2: The life of a Dark Elf is often fraught with danger on Kygora. As such, they have developed a supernatural sense to danger. You have already leveled this skill once during your escort to your chamber by the palace guard. +2% chance to detect enemies, +2% chance to avoid a surprise attack.

      

      

      Well that certainly was more helpful. The information helped him understand his innate magic more. Apparently, each branch of Nature Magic was some unique combination of two other classes of magic. That gave some sort of logical explanation as to why the druids were needed versus other mages, as their Nature Magic probably had innate advantages compared to other branches. Virgil was also surprised to see that his experiences back on Earth had an effect on his skills and their levels here!

      Both his Medicine and Herbology skills were ridiculously high compared to his other skills. When he thought about the Herbology skill, he was amazed that he knew a variety of plants and herbs on this new world that he had never heard of back on Earth. He figured the magic of Yggdrasil had an effect on his psyche as well as his body. The dark elf wondered at the implications of that. Did the tree change who he was on a base level? It didn’t seem so. Looking at his skills, it appeared the world tree’s magic more exacerbated who he was, which was a wildlife veterinarian.

      Virgil was also happy to see that his Restore spell could heal both himself and others. With a cost of two manna per second, he could currently cast it for sixty seconds straight with his current manna pool of one-hundred twenty, and that wasn’t even taking into account his bonuses from his class and Druid’s Staff.

      The Stealth skill made sense with his dark elf heritage. Analyze was a skill he was grateful to have. In many of his games, knowledge of his enemies was critical to the successes of his PVP battles and boss-raids. The skill Danger Sense connected the dots for him as to why he’d felt so concerned when he was escorted by the guards. It confirmed that they wished harm on him. Though he knew he wasn’t liked, it was now nice to have actual objective evidence that he couldn’t trust them.

      Virgil gripped his staff in frustration. It seemed like the only person he could trust was Aldír, and he wasn’t fully certain of even that. He was angry; angry at the asshole elves who hated him for the color of his skin, angry for the jerks he was summoned with that judged him before they even saw how he could help, and angry at Yggdrasil for summoning him here like this.

      He didn’t ask to come here. He was happy with his life. Well, happy was maybe a stretch. He loved his job and did meaningful work but didn’t have any friends outside of his animal patients, and most of them were wild animals that wanted to literally eat his face off. His parents had passed. So, in the people department, he wasn’t exactly thriving. He was much better off back on Earth than this medieval racist kingdom, though.

      At that moment, Virgil decided what his wish would be when this was all done. He would wish to go back to Earth to be rid of this place for good. In the meantime, though, he needed a plan.

      “How can I utilize my strengths so that I get stronger and kill those demon generals?” he asked himself.

      “That’s a question all the druids should be askin’ themselves, I reckon’,” a voice answered from the opposite corner of the room.

      Virgil’s eyes widened. He quickly stood up from his sitting position and pointed his staff in the direction of the voice. There was no one there, though, just a small end table with a skull on it. “Who’s there?” Virgil asked, looking around the room for whoever just spoke.

      “Oi, don’t ignore me, lad! I be right here on the table,” the voice rang out again.

      Virgil turned to see just the skull on the table. “Umm, hello?” he asked the skull cautiously.

      The skull’s eye sockets flashed green. “’Ello lad,” it replied with a chipper Scottish accent. The skull wasn’t exactly human to Virgil’s eyes. It was shorter and wider with a noticeably thickened forehead. It didn’t move, but it somehow actually spoke! Virgil would have thought he was going crazy had he not gone through his previous ordeals. “Name’s Grief, Goodgrief Devilslayer. Me friends call me Grief though. And who might you be, lad?”

      “I’m Virgil,” the dark elf replied. “Not to be rude, but—”

      “Why there be a talkin’ skull in yer room,” Grief interrupted knowingly. “It be a fair question, lad. I be a dwarf, or I used to be when I had a body. Me love, bless her, was one of the Druid Champions before you, Virgil. She was the Healer Druid as well, actually. I can tell because yer wieldin’ the same staff she had.”

      “And how does that explain that you’re now a talking skull?” Virgil asked.

      “I be gettin’ ta that. Don’t you worry,” Grief replied. “Like I said, me lover was the Healer Druid. She was a dawn elf beauty named Katarina. I was a famous adventurer that specialized in killin’ demons, hence me last name, and came over to Kygora when I learned there was some strong fiends here.” The skull’s tone then became soft and a little melancholy, like he was remembering something both fond and sad. “I met her on me hunt for one of those demon generals, and we fell quickly in love. Ah, she had a fiery temper, that woman. She’d be as quick to curse ye as kiss ye! After we defeated the third general, we planned to get married. The problem is though, with a love that hot, yer liable to be burned. And it’s not the kind of lover’s burn that you can just rub an ointment on! Haha!”

      Virgil just looked at the skull, waiting for it to get to the point.

      “Well… anyway, we had a huge fight and she broke off the wedding. Me heart was so hurt that I sought the comfort of another woman just to ease the pain,” Grief said dramatically. “Turns out, choosing me love’s best friend was not the best option. When Katarina found out, her temper caused her to use her wish from Yggdrasil right then and there.”

      “And she wished for you to become a talking skull?”

      “No! Bloody woman actually wished for me to live without me jewels and hammer handle! The tree answered her wish but, as you can see, it was in a different way than she intended. Since me Katarina wasn’t specific enough in her wish, the magic plant took advantage of that. Anywho, angry with me and not wishin’ to speak to a talkin’ head, Katarina then donated me to the ‘holy order of Yggdrasil.’ They stuffed me in a damn drawer until the next druids were summoned. They put me in one of the rooms intended as a special gift for a random one of the druids. Though I can’t say I’m happy to be a talking skull and unable to move, I’m just happy enough to talk to someone again!”

      Virgil blinked, taking in what the dwarf skull said. “So, let me get this straight. You were turned into a talking skull by a vexed lover because you couldn’t keep it in your pants?”

      Grief was silent for a good bit, then let out a sigh. “Yes,” he admitted in a defeated tone.

      “And why were you put in a drawer until we were summoned?”

      “I was told that I would be used to serve one of the druids in recompense for my crimes against the previous druid.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know how you could help m—”

      “Please don’t put me back, laddie!” the skull pleaded. “I promise, I will do whatever is in me power to help ye defeat the demon generals! I can help ye understand the world here. Katarina told me she was from another world, and I take it ye be as well. I can also help ye become stronger! Me love was the Healer Druid too! I can show ye how to level up and become stronger like Katarina! Please… I don’t want to be alone again…”

      Virgil’s eyes widened at that. “You can help me become stronger?”

      Grief seemed to pick up on Virgil’s interest. “Aye, lad, I can. Ye will be in no better hands than mine to help you level. Well… if I had hands. Ye understand. Plus, I don’t think that bag of dicks, Dirk, will be helpin’ you anytime soon.”

      Virgil chuckled. “You heard that?”

      “Aye, lad. He be what my Katarina would call a ‘zasranets.’”

      Virgil smirked. He knew that phrase from his Russian class back in college. It was an insult that basically meant ‘shitass.’ A concern then went through his head. “How do I know you won’t betray me? You did cheat on your love, and I just met you.”

      “First off, I didn’t cheat on Katarina,” Grief said indignantly. “She broke off our relationship. I just had bad timing. In retrospect, I should have waited more than a few hours… and not flirted with her friend. Second, ya don’t have a pair of melons on yer chest. Third, I’m a talking skull. What am I gonna do, lad? Finally, it doesn’t sound like you have any better options.”

      Virgil pursed his lower lip and nodded his head. The skull made a very good and very thorough argument. “Those are valid points. Still, you can understand why I would be apprehensive.”

      “I do, lad. I tell ye what, I can’t believe I’m gonna do this,” he said under his breath. “I will pledge an oath, by Yggdrasil itself, that I will be loyal to ye. Sound good?”

      “Umm, sure,” Virgil replied.

      “Ahem. I, Goodgrief Devilslayer, by the power of Yggdrasil, pledge myself to be loyal to ye Virgil, the Healer Druid, for now and always. I allow my fate to be tied to yours and to be yer soulbound companion if, and only if, you bring me on your journeys and keep me from being alone.”

      To Virgil’s surprise, a notification appeared in his vision.

      
        
        Goodgrief Devilslayer, the sentient dwarven skull, has pledged himself to be your soulbound companion, providing you information and aid when possible. He will do so if you will make sure he always has company and is never alone again.

        Requirement: Make sure Goodgrief is never alone.

        Reward: A sentient skull as a soulbound companion.

        Soulbound Recall Skill

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

        Note: A soulbound companion is one that is forever bound to you. They can never betray you or be parted from your bond as long as you uphold your end of whatever deal you made.

        Skill Gained! Soulbound Recall

        Effect: Summon your soulbound companion to come to your side from any distance with a flex of your will. This is a unique skill that cannot be leveled.

      

      

      Before accepting, Virgil did ask if he could only have one soulbound companion. The skull replied he honestly didn’t know. Satisfied with the information he had and seeing this as his best option, Virgil nodded. “I accept your pledge,” he said.

      After he did, the screen disappeared and both he and the skull had a subtle golden glow to them. Virgil could see a semi-translucent golden strand of the same hue appear connecting both of them. It disappeared after a few seconds, and Virgil could somehow now feel his connection with the magic talking skull. He also saw a small skull icon in his vision. When he focused on it, Grief’s information came up!

      
        
        Name: Grief (Entrapped Spirit)

        Race: Dwarf Subrace: Mountain Dwarf

        Class: N/A

        Health: N/A

        Manna: N/A

        Stamina: N/A

      

        

      
        The spirit of a dwarven fighter entrapped in an indestructible magic skull. After centuries of isolation, he is desperate to never be alone again. He has ensured his goal by becoming the soulbound companion to the new Healer Druid Champion.

        Traits:

        Darkvision

        Entrapped Spirit: The spirit of this dwarf is trapped within an indestructible magic skull. He cannot move his form but does not require sleep or any sustenance that a living body would.

        Skills:

        Soulbound Communication: Can communicate mentally with his soulbound companion.

        Recall: Can be summoned to his soulbound companion from any distance.

        Ancient Lore: Possesses ancient knowledge about the past. Particularly about the Devilslayer dwarven clan and the Healer Druid.

        Storage: The base of the skull can open and can serve as a Bag of Holding, able to hold an unlimited number of items of any size, reducing their weight to nothing.

      

      

      Interesting, Virgil thought. The skull was definitely the most interesting companion he’d ever had. In his games, he would have a small creature to serve as a familiar or hire a bounty hunter to fight alongside him. This was the first noncombatant that he had join him. Then again, this was the first time he had literally been isekai’d.

      From what he understood, he could summon Grief to him like Thor’s hammer. Also, the skull was a freaking Bag of Holding! That was a game changer! Not having to carry around his items—especially as both being level one and not a strength-based class—was awesome!

      “Phew! Thanks, laddie. I owe ya!” Grief said, speaking inside Virgil’s mind.

      “Whoa,” Virgil said, taking a step back. “This is new,” he communicated back mentally. “And you do.” He then spoke aloud again, “Now, tell me what you know. How can I get stronger?”

      “First, let me take a look at yer stats, lad.” After a minute, the skull spoke again, “Okay Virgil, I’ll be honest with ye. Ya have some weakness, but there be definite potential. Ye already have two skills at the master rank. That puts ya leagues ahead of so many others at yer level!”

      “What’s the ranking system for levels here?” Virgil asked mentally, deciding he didn’t want the others to hear their conversation.

      “Fair question, lad,” Grief responded in kind. “There be seven ranks to levels. First is Novice rank, which is levels one to ten. Second is Beginner at eleven to twenty. Initiate is twenty-one to thirty. Advanced is thirty-one to forty. Veteran is forty-one to fifty. Master rank is fifty-one to sixty, and Grandmaster is sixty-one and up.”

      “So that means my Medicine and Herbology skills are already at the second-highest rank.”

      “Aye, lad, and that means with that, yer likely already one of the best healers in the capital. Ye may even be one of the top ones in the entire kingdom!” The skull’s excited tone then turned more serious. “Now, about getting stronger, I have a plan. As ye by now have discovered, being the Healer Druid means that combat is not yer strong suit. The Healer Druid thrives in a group setting.”

      “I can’t get any of the others to join me though,” Virgil said.

      “I wasn’t talkin’ about them idgits, laddie. I’m talkin’ more about fighters in the city.”

      “Do you think they’re going to join me though? It seems pretty clear that dark elves are not liked here.”

      “Aye, that be true, but given the fact that yer one of the fabled Druid Champions, I think people will change their tune when ya ask. If they’re still stubborn, I’m told that the king gives a whole lotta coin to the champions too. So, we can always just pay for some help. There are bound to be some mercenaries who don’t care whatcha look like as long as ye got the coin.”

      “That could work,” Virgil replied optimistically. “That way, they can fight while I can heal. We can then get money from quests, and I can level to become stronger!”

      “Exactly, Virgil,” Grief added enthusiastically. “That was the arrangement Katarina and I made! Lemme tell ye, lad, when we started workin’ together, the damn woman got strong quick. By the time we fought the last demon general, she was almost unkillable! Sure, she couldn’t do much damage, but her healin’ was so strong that anything that hit either me or her was almost instantly repaired. So, after we get items from the king for our quest, we’ll go ‘round the capital in search of a fighter to join us.”

      “What can I do to deal with my weakness to sunlight?” Virgil asked.

      “Pffft, that be simple, lad. Ye forget, there were many a dark elves round back in my day. All they needed was a hood.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. Wearing a hood isn’t going to stop my exposure to sunlight. It will still hit my face and other parts of my skin, like my hands.”

      “Read the Ally of Darkness trait, lad. It will all make sense,” Grief said knowingly.

      Virgil then pulled up the trait and read it again.

      
        
        Ally of Darkness: As a Dark Elf, you are granted this racial Trait. If your eyes are exposed to sunlight, damage you deal is reduced by 50%, while damage you receive is increased by the same amount. Conversely, in an area devoid of sunlight your damage dealt is increased by 50%, and the damage you received is reduced by that amount as well. The penalty for sunlight exposure can be mitigated by shielding your eyes, but it will not grant you the damage bonuses unless the entire area you’re in is devoid of light.

      

      

      The veterinarian smiled. When he first read through the trait, he just thought it meant that if any part of him was exposed to sunlight, he would be penalized. Instead, he now understood that simple eye protection should help. “Good,” he said, pushing up his round glasses. “Next question, how can I learn spells?”

      “From what I remember, Katarina sought out a Life Magic teacher. That’s all I know regarding how she learned her magic. We dwarves be not typically too skilled in the magical arts.”

      “How about skills or traits?”

      “Traits be something intrinsic to ye. Ye cannot often gain new ones. Skills can be learned or taught by someone that is at least Beginner rank.”

      “Well, you have the Darkvision trait, Grief. Can you teach me how to use it at least?”

      “Uhh, lad, ya know yer usin’ it right now?”

      Virgil paused then looked around, realizing that his room was completely dark with no light at all. Somehow though, he could see all around just fine. His vision was like if there was a bright moon out illuminating the room. On a subconscious level, he must have thought that was happening.

      “Oh, thanks,” he said out loud due to being a little embarrassed. Wanting to change the subject, he took a few steps back from Grief. “Let’s try my new skill,” Virgil said mentally as he stuck out his arm and willed the skull to come to his hand.

      “What are ye doin’? Ahh!” Grief shouted in fear as he was forcefully drawn to Virgil’s hand with noticeable speed.

      Virgil caught the skull with ease despite its speed, like an expert baseball player.

      “What be that!?” Grief asked in obvious distress.

      “My new skill. That way I can make sure you’re always by my side, buddy,” Virgil answered.

      “Good grief!”
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      Virgil and the other druids stood in the royal throne room. It was a long room made out of stone with pillars of twisting wood. There were multiple ornate stained-glass windows to the side, with one looking to be recently shattered, leaving a large circular hole exposed to the outside. Virgil could see that there were different sections to the outer castle, and it looked like a giant could leave through the hole and use the descending stone sections as steps.

      All of the druids had rested for the night and were given a good breakfast that very much reminded him of a vegetarian omelet. They were all lined up and standing before the king who was seated on his raised throne alongside a red-haired high elf woman whom Virgil presumed was the queen. Both were flanked by heavily armored guards to their side and along the room. A metal-clad elf they learned was the guard captain was standing beside the king, scanning around the room. Other ornately dressed elves were present and observing the druids, talking to each other in hushed tones. They appeared to be either attendants or parts of the royal court.

      Virgil’s Increased Hearing trait was going overtime as he heard the multitude of whispered conversations around them. Most of them were about him. People were either angry, afraid, or both. Some gave worried looks at his side where he now had Grief attached to one of his pant loops. Apparently, the priests had attached a rope to the skull, magically binding it to him. Not knowing of a better way to carry his companion, Virgil attached this to his side like a binocular holder or a canteen when he would go camping. The veterinarian bunched his lips and pushed up his glasses as he forced himself not to glare at the gossiping elves. The king then tapped the guard captain’s arm. When the captain looked back, the king nodded his head to give some sort of signal.

      Understanding what his ruler meant, the captain turned back to face the rest of the room. “Order,” he shouted commandingly. Immediately, all the conversations in the room silenced. “King Darcassan Rubasal is ready to address the druids,” he said, then took a step back behind the king’s throne.

      On cue, the high elf royal stood up from his grandiose seat. He made sure to look each of them—except Virgil—in the eyes and give them a slight smile. 

      “Oi, ya weren’t joking, lad. That king seems to not like ya,” Grief mentally communicated with Virgil, noticing the king’s disdain.

      “Ya think?” Virgil mentally communicated back. “I don’t know why this guy seems to have a stick up his ass about me. I’m not one of those dark elf traitors. I literally just got here!”

      “That be the thing ‘bout royalty, lad. Almost all of ‘em have a stick up their arse ‘bout somethin’.”

      “Druid Champions of Yggdrasil,” the king said with a forced smile, opening his arms. “I trust you slept comfortably and our lorekeeper has adequately informed you about our great country and our situation?”

      The five nodded.

      “Good, good,” Darcassan replied. “Now I know this is a situation you did not ask for, but I assure you that you will be well compensated for it by the kingdom. Yggdrasil herself will also grant you rewards for each of the demons killed as well. Not to mention, you will also be granted a wish from the world tree upon your success. It is rare for anyone to get a chance to get whatever their heart desires. Besides, there is no way to go back until the demon generals are defeated. From our history, the only way to transport between your world and ours is through Yggdrasil’s power granted through a wish.”

      Dirk took a step forward. “Get us some money and some good gear, and we can take care of the rest.”

      “Of course, Dirk, the Feral Druid,” the king replied. The royal then clapped loudly twice and a couple of doors opened on the wall behind him. Four servants came out carrying a small chest each. They set one in front of each of the druids except Virgil. “Gifts for your journey,” the king said magnanimously. The four quickly went for the items in the chest.

      “I take it I’m going to get something too?” Virgil asked.

      The guard captain then quickly moved up from behind the throne and glared at Virgil menacingly. “You dare speak to the king when not addressed!? You insolent—”

      “That’s enough, Tiberius.” The king put out his hand, interrupting the captain. Darcassan then turned to face Virgil with obvious malcontent. “I had the priests put a rare item in one of the chambers for one of the other druids. It was a skull that contained the spirit of a warrior that could help the druids on their way. Seeing that you’ve stolen it,” he said through gritted teeth, “I thought it best not to give a thief anything else.”

      “Oi, that not be true, yer majesty!” Grief called out in frustration. The crowd then looked around and murmured, concerned at where the voice came from. “Don’t look around, you sorry lot. The noise is my voice. I’m the skull, ya wankers.”

      “Lad, have me face the king,” the skull then mentally communicated.

      Virgil complied, unlatching Grief and holding him in his hand to face the king.

      King Darcassan had a surprised look on his face but quickly composed himself to look nonplussed at the skull.

      “Ye and I both know that accusation is a bloody lie,” the skull spat. “Ye forget I am aware and can hear others speaking ‘round me! I can tell ya, I was left in a room at random,” he emphasized the last word. “Virgil here is a good lad, and I’ve made an agreement willingly to be his soulbound companion. Now you take back that accusation of thievin’, and get him the items he needs for his journey. He has done nothin’ wrong!”

      The murmuring of the crowd grew louder at the blatant accusation and interruption by the dwarven spirit.

      “You audacious cur,” the guard captain spat, drawing his sword. He took only one step forward when a blue semi-translucent shield appeared blocking his path.

      “Know your place, Tiberius,” the king shouted. His eyes and hands both glowed the unnatural shade of blue the shield was. The power from the king’s voice was palpable and forcefully stopped all noise from the room.

      Tiberius looked at his king then sheathed his sword. “Forgive me, your majesty,” the guard captain said with a bow before walking back to his previous post.

      The king dissipated his shield and the glow went with it. He then looked back to face Virgil. Anger was apparent in his visage, but now there was also restraint. “I must have been misinformed,” the king admitted through gritted teeth. “It is good that you are not a thief, Virgil the Healer Druid, like the rest of your despicable brethren. I will allow you to have starting items in recompense for my misgivings.” Darcassan then clapped twice again and another servant appeared carrying a medium-sized sack that looked like it would carry coffee beans back on Earth. The servant then set it down in front of Virgil with less reverence than the chests were, causing a few of the items to spill out.

      Before Virgil could pick up the items, the king continued, “Those items should suffice for a dark elf. I advise that you keep your dog on a leash next time, Virgil. Like my captain, both it and you should know your place.” His eyes flashed bright blue again. “It is clear that the great tree has made a mistake summoning you, but unfortunately, we cannot send you back. So, we will deal with your presence for now. The only reason you are alive right now is because I will it. Remember that next time before you go running your mouths at me as if I’m some common scum like you.”

      Virgil slowly pulled down Grief and reattached the skull to his pants. “I will, your majesty. Thank you,” he said bowing his head slightly. His Danger Sense was on overload. The power of the king coupled by the disdain toward Virgil by many of the elves in the room was causing his heart to race. Virgil glanced up to see the king still glaring daggers at him. Along with anger, there was an obvious intelligence in the royal’s eyes as well. That scared Virgil even more. In the wild, it wasn’t the biggest or strongest animals that were the most dangerous. It was the smartest. He would rather deal with a lion versus a baboon any day.

      Grief also seemed to grasp the situation. “Lad, I’m sorry for my outburst. I just wanted yer name cleared.”

      “It’s okay,” Virgil mentally communicated back.

      It then sounded like the skull mentally gulped in fear as he spoke again, “That bein’ said, I’d reckon let’s not try to talk to the king again if ye don’t have to.”

      “Agreed.”

      Deciding he would look at his items later, Virgil quickly put the spilled items back into the bag. He went back to stand by the others who were now all decked out in high-quality leather armor and gear. Virgil suspected that his items would be lower quality but was now happy to get any items at this point.

      Satisfied with his threat, the king then looked at the line of druids. “Champions, your Nature Magic, granted by Yggdrasil herself, is the only thing that can defeat the demon generals. I have equipped novice warriors of your caliber the best I can.”

      “Fat chance,” Grief mentally said.

      “I have also sent out notices throughout both the capital and Yggdra Timberland about who you are. While I cannot guarantee aid, you shall not be openly attacked,” the king said, looking directly at Virgil. The king looked back at the other druids with an actual smile on his face. “Now go, and may nature guide you.”

      With that, the druids turned and walked out of the chamber toward the front of the palace to go out into the elven capital of Kygor. Virgil was just happy to get out of that room alive! He hoped he wouldn’t be invited back anytime soon! After a few minutes, they were led out of two large metal doors and finally were able to see the city proper.

      The town was a large stone city with large trees interspersed throughout. There were many wooden bridges connecting both trees and buildings. A massive thick stone wall encircled the city, making it feel very protected. Virgil’s musings were interrupted as he bunched his eyes shut when the sunlight struck him. The light literally made him wince as he was feeling the debuff effect of Ally of Darkness for the first time. When he put a hand up to block his eyes, the unease left him.

      “Damn, doc,” Dirk said, chuckling and shaking his head as the five walked down the large descending stone stairs from the palace entrance. “You just don’t know when to not poke the bear, bro.”

      “I agree. That was too risky,” Pierre added.

      “Yeah, dude. I told ya. You’re just dead weight. Even if your talking skull thing has valuable information, you’re too much of a liability. It’s clear that the elves here don’t like you, man. So, just do us all a favor and go find a quiet place where you won’t cause trouble,” Dirk said in the nicest tone he’d ever used with Virgil.

      “Thanks for the advice,” Virgil said sarcastically. “But I will choose for myself what I should do.”

      Dirk shrugged. “Suit yourself, man.” As they all made it to the bottom of the steps, the Feral Druid quickly turned and put a hand on Virgil’s shoulder and squeezed forcefully. “But we’re not gonna let you take us down with you, you got that?”

      Virgil gritted his teeth in pain but stared right back at the elf. “Fine.”

      “Good,” Dirk said as he shoved Virgil back a step and pointed a finger in his face. “Don’t look for any pity, and stay out of our way.” He turned back and started walking away. “Let’s ditch this loser.” The other three druids all looked at Virgil, giving him some version of a sad look that said they pitied him but not enough to actually help him.

      Gwen mimed, “Sorry,” to him before they all turned away to follow Dirk.

      “Whew!” Grief whistled in his mind. “I tell ye what, lad, that guy’s a right good arsehole, an’ the rest of ‘em are bloody cowards!”

      “Whatever,” Virgil said as he carried his bag of ‘gifts’ from the king, still using a hand to cover his eyes. He quickly found shade under a large tree where the sun’s oppressive rays didn’t strike him. There, he opened up the bag and set out the items he had received. Once they were all set out, he focused and activated his Analyze skill for the second time.

      
        
        Basic Leather Pauldron

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +15

        Durability: 30/30

        Item Class: Common

        Effects: None

      

        

      
        Basic Leather Sandals

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +1

        Durability: 10/10

        Item Class: Common

        Effect: None

      

        

      
        Everfull Canteen

        Item Type: Equipment

        Durability: 50/50

        Item Class: Superb

        Effect: Always full of clean, fresh water.

      

        

      
        Tattered Roughspun Tunic

        Item Type: Clothing

        Armor: +0

        Durability: 1/5

        Item Class: Common

        Effect: None

        Description: A poorly-made shirt full of tears and holes offering no protection. It’s essentially rags, really…

      

        

      
        Hooded Spidersilk Cloak

        Item Type: Clothing

        Armor: +0

        Durability: 80/80

        Item Class: Above Average

        Effect: +10% chance to conceal yourself and blend in.

        Description: Made from the rare material spidersilk, this hooded cloak is extra durable, extremely flexible, and completely moisture resistant. It should be good to cover up those big ears of yours.

      

      

      Virgil was happy with the last item and the enchanted canteen, not so much with the others. He was pretty sure the items the others received were much more valuable and of much higher quality than the majority of the items he received. “Sure went out of their way to help me with most of these items.”

      When he thought about it though, he wasn’t shocked. The king made it abundantly clear he was disliked from the beginning, so it wasn’t surprising that Virgil’s items were notably worse.

      The dark elf just shrugged though; it was essentially the same as starting out in an actual MMO game. Of course, at level one he wasn’t going to have the best items. At least he’d gotten one Above Average item with the cloak. He would take the win where he could get it.

      He took off his boots and socks and slipped on the sandals. Though it didn’t seem like much, plus one to his armor was still better than zero. After feeling the softness, or lack thereof, of the roughspun item that was in terrible condition, Virgil took a pass and discarded the shirt. It wasn’t even worth keeping in his inventory. He kept his cargo pants and the synthetic fiber outdoorsman shirt he had originally worn.

      He chuckled when he saw the pauldron shoulder guard. It covered just his right shoulder with a light amount of fur where it would touch skin. It also had a leather strap that was meant to go under the left armpit and buckle on to secure it. It left the rest of his body wide open. It was the type of armor a typical barbarian or melee fighter would wear, not a squishy healer like him. He secured it over his shirt anyway.

      Outside of fifteen silver coins, the rest of the items were typical survival equipment. There was a carving knife, tent, bedroll, ten sets of assorted rations, a satchel, a few torches, and some flint. There were also three potions. Each one restored twenty-five points of either Health, Manna, or Stamina respectively. He could make do with those things. Camping in the wilderness for years should definitely provide him an advantage if stuck outside the city.

      Last, but not least, he put on the hooded spidersilk cloak. It was a deep green and seemed to conform around his body, helping it feel snug and secure but somehow not smothering him, and still obscuring his body from passers-by. Now, he just needed to store the items inside Grief.

      “That’s some weird lookin’ clothin’ ya got there, lad. Ye sure ya don’t want to put on the other stuff?” Grief asked.

      “It’s actually quite comfortable, and it provides zero armor just like the other clothing items. So, I think I’ll keep them on.”

      “Ya don’t that’s gonna make you stand out more?”

      “I think I’m already going to stand out enough. You know, being a dark elf and all…”

      “Ah, good point, lad,” Grief admitted, sounding a little embarrassed for not realizing it earlier.

      Changing the subject, Virgil had a question for the skull. “How do I activate your storage feature?” he asked as he picked up the skull in his hand.

      “That be easy, lad. Ye know the hole in the back of me head?”

      Virgil nodded. It was the foramen magnum. Normally the skull connected to the spine there.

      “Ye just press an item to me hole in the back of me head and will it to go in there.”

      Virgil tried very hard. He tried not to let it out, but his inner twelve-year-old boy couldn’t be held back. The dwarven spirit left an opening that was too easy to get taken advantage of. “That’s what she said,” Virgil said, chuckling slightly.

      “What, lad?”

      “Oh! Uhh, sorry. It was just a joke.”

      “Who is she and why—ooohhhh!” Grief said as he comprehended the joke mid-question.

      Virgil prepared for the spirit to be offended. Instead, Grief seemed to really enjoy it.

      “Hahaha!” The skull chuckled heartily. “Phew! That be a good one. Putting somethin’ in her hole. I knew I liked ya for a reason, lad.”

      Virgil smiled as he exhaled in relief. “Good. I didn’t know if you were much for joking.”

      “Lad, when you’ve been by yerself for as long as I’ve been, yer pretty much down for anythin’. And yes, that’s what she said.”

      The dark elf smirked. “Good one.”

      “Thank ya, laddie,” Grief said.

      Virgil stored the items inside the skull with relative ease. It was strange for Virgil to actually see the items getting sucked from his hand and into the small hole that was much smaller than the actual items. He just chalked it up to the ‘magic’ argument to help himself at least feel like he better understood how it happened.

      “So, what do we do now?” Virgil asked.

      “Well, seein’ as yer a level one who can barely fight, it be a good idea for ye to find a team fer ye to fight with. That way you can level up and become stronger just like Katarina and me back in our day, but I know yer not from this world. So, you should learn how fightin’ is like here first. Let’s go to the outer boundary of the castle, there should be some vicious rabbits ye can practice on… as long as they’ve managed to survive fer half a century.”

      “Rabbits?” Virgil asked, sounding unconvinced.

      “Aye, lad,” Grief replied. “Don’t let ‘em fool you. They be nasty little buggers! You’ll see when we get there. Also, if ye manage to kill any, a merchant will pay ye for the pelts. Now, fortunately, though it’s been many years, it looks like the city’s layout not changed a bit since I last walked here. Go ‘round that building ahead of us, take a right, and continue down that street. We’ll eventually make it to the front gate.”

      Not seeing a better option, Virgil complied. He pulled the hood of his spidersilk cloak over his eyes and began walking. He squinted, once again being sensitive to the sunlight glaring right at his eyes. No matter where he was, it felt like the bright light was beaming directly at him. He then tugged the hood a little more forward to cover his eyes completely.

      The cloak was light like it was made of some sort of synthetic fiber back on Earth, but was noticeably tough and durable while still being flexible. The hood actually was able to cover his long ears entirely and suppress them from protruding, making him blend in a little better. Another benefit was that the shade of the hood could cover his sensitive eyes from the oppressive rays of the sun when he made sure it was pulled far enough forward as it now was.

      Pretty soon, he was walking down the main road with plenty of other elves around. They gave him a wide berth with angry or fearful looks. Many parents hid their children back in their homes when they saw him heading their way. Multiple others immediately turned in a different direction as to not come close to him.

      Guess it’s not going to be a warm welcome here either, Virgil thought to himself.

      Some of the elves gave him curious glances as well, seeing him as more of an oddity than a threat. Virgil walked down the street; he must’ve been in some sort of market district. Both sides of the streets had different shops and vendor carts selling various items, from food to weapons. There was one cart off to the right that smelled amazing to Virgil. He turned toward it, intaking the aroma of cooked meats. At the cart were twin wood elf males. They looked almost identical except one of them had both longer hair and thick mutton chops.

      Upon seeing Virgil, the one with mutton chops gripped a butcher’s knife stuck in a butcher’s block and glared toward Virgil. The dark elf tensed and tightened his grip on his staff. Before anything happened though, the short-haired elf grabbed his brother by the shoulder. “What are you doing, Tarin?” the elf asked

      “That be a damn Blackheart, Torin,” Tarin replied incredulously.

      “I know that, brother, but look.” Torin gestured with a thumb toward the building behind him. It was a tavern, and on the wall were five posters, each one having an amazingly in-depth rendering of one of the new druids complete with their names and titles. Even from a distance, Virgil was impressed with how accurate the picture was. “That dark elf is one of the druids the world tree summoned. We can’t harm him. Like it or not, he’s here to help us.”

      Tarin looked incredulously at his brother, scratching one of his sideburns. The elf then looked to the posters, then to Virgil, to the posters, then back at the druid again before finally walking into the bar muttering, “I can’t believe the tree would summon a Blackheart.”

      “What does it mean, ‘Blackheart’?” Virgil mentally asked Grief.

      “It be an offensive term fer yer people, laddie. After a number of dark elves joined forces with the demons, the other elves said that their hearts were as black as their skin. If ya ask me, it be a right unfair name. It was only a small sect of dark elves that actually joined the demons. What the rest of these elves be sayin’t that most of ‘em were bad is completely untrue, and I should know, I was there.” Grief mentally responded.

      Virgil nodded and walked up to the remaining wood elf vendor, Torin. “Thank you for that. I’m looking to resolve trouble, not cause it. I’m Virgil.” He stuck his hand out to shake.

      Torin just gave an unamused look and crossed his arms. “Just because you’re here to help does not mean I’m your friend, dark elf,” he said bitterly, then sighed begrudgingly. “Despite that, I know you’re not one of the traitors from long ago. So, I’m willing to do business with you.”

      Okay, he made his stance clear, Virgil thought. Still, he was going to try to extend an olive branch. He saw one particularly appetizing stick of skewered meat advertised for one silver on the cart. “Can I buy one venison kabob?” he asked, reaching into Grief and extending one silver coin.

      “That’s not enough,” the vendor said, shaking his head.

      “But it says one silver—”

      “One silver was the sale price. If you want it, you’ll pay the full five silver cost,” the vendor said rudely. It was obvious he was lying, and Virgil didn’t feel like blowing a whole third of the wealth he had on one kabob.

      “I’ll do three, no more,” Virgil said with a firm but not unkind tone, extending the coins to the elf. The vendor sighed and took the deal, exchanging the coins for the kabob. “Thank you for your time,” Virgil said before quickly taking a bite out of his snack and leaving, not wanting to cause any more trouble.

      
        
        Skill Gained! Trade Level 1

        You now know how to trade items and information proficiently. You now have access to the Trade tab on your interface.

      

      

      They made it to the central hub of the Market District. Virgil’s eyes widened in surprise as he took in the scene. There were four large, three-story stone buildings surrounding an even larger tree. There was at least one bridge per building per level that connected to hollowed out spots on the tree. On the ground level, there was a cobblestone roundabout encircling the tree with more vendor carts. The bottom of the tree was surrounded by a contingent of heavily armored guards. Likely protecting its roots, Virgil reasoned. It seemed like some grand elvish version of an outdoor mall. It reminded him of the Mall of America back in Minnesota. Though he was often an online shopper back on Earth, there was just something cool about that gigantic mall. This place had the same vibe.

      Grief called it the ‘Central Hub of the Market District,’ and Virgil was definitely interested in exploring it in the future. After another fifteen minutes, and many more awkward stares despite his hood, Virgil made it to the front gate. It was a massive set of iron doors that were thirty feet high and almost a foot thick. It clearly emphasized that if enemies came, the elves were ready for a fight.

      Virgil did notice that the chains that opened and closed the gate doors were old and partially rusted in comparison. So, while it would be tough for invaders to get through on the outside, if one just took enough force, the chains would break and you could get into the city much easier.

      As Virgil walked out, he got his first look at what the outside of the capital looked like. Even with his hood, he still put a hand up and squinted his eyes, as there were no high walls or buildings to obscure its light.

      First off, Virgil learned that the city was on a large grassy hill. Second, the stone-walled city was surrounded by a plateau that was a mixture of both farmland and tall grass. Past that was a thick forest that possessed an equal mix of brown-barked deciduous oaks and white-barked conifers. It was the part of the timberland that had not been cleared for living purposes by the elves, he figured.

      The dark elf knew where to go to find the rabbits Grief had mentioned. His previous Pokémon gaming experience had taught him that if you wanted to find a creature to battle, the tall grass was where it was at. Sure enough, when he was within five feet of the grass, out hopped out a massive rabbit. The thing was the size of an English Bulldog and had a small set of antlers protruding from its head. Virgil triggered his Analyze skill.

      
        
        Name: Grassland Jackalope

        Level: 1

        Health: 25

        Jackalopes are large carnivorous lagomorphs that frequent tall grasslands.

      

      

      Virgil was frustrated that he didn’t get more information. He figured the skill either worked differently with items versus creatures, he had more information when he owned the item, or some combination of the two. His thoughts about Analyze were interrupted when the jackalope stood on its two hindlimbs, bringing itself past Virgil’s knees in height, and turned its head at him curiously.

      “Aww,” Virgil said. The thing was adorable. How was he supposed to fight this thing? It didn’t look vicious at all. Plus, his inner veterinarian wanted to study it instead, seeing as it was an actual jackalope, a creature of legend that didn’t exist back on Earth. The dark elf was beginning to seriously doubt Grief when the jackalope suddenly let out a shriek like a voracious zombie, revealing two sets of razor sharp incisors, and launched itself at Virgil’s throat.

      “Shit!” Virgil exclaimed as he narrowly dodged the furry creature.

      “I told ye, lad, they be nasty little buggers. Just look at all the bones!” Grief said as Virgil turned to face the jackalope.

      The veterinarian spared a short glance at his feet to see a variety of small rodent and hollow bird bones on the ground. Now he knew how those knights in Monty Python felt. That short time was all the jackalope needed. As Virgil was distracted, it launched itself and bit down on Virgil’s right forearm! He screamed in pain as the lagomorph bit deep into his flesh and locked itself on his arm. In pure panic, Virgil flailed his arm to get the animal off. Instead, it just buried its front paws into his flesh and began scratching the other side of his arm with its large clawed feet.

      “Pin it to the ground, lad,” Grief said as Virgil’s ass was being completely owned by the small animal.

      Virgil was already feeling lightheaded as he was losing blood from the multiple wounds. He only had fifty points in his health pool, so he definitely couldn’t take prolonged sustained damage without healing. Despite his lightheadedness, adrenaline was pumping through Virgil, and it helped him focus. Quickly, he jumped in the air and slammed the creature down against the dirt like he had given it “The People’s Elbow.” The creature squealed as it unlocked its jaws from Virgil’s arm and scurried up from its prone position.

      The jackalope then took another leap at Virgil, but the dark elf was prepared this time. He took his staff and swung it like a Louisville Slugger, hitting the creature square in the chest and launching it fifteen feet in the air. Virgil looked at his own health bar to see that the small animal reduced his health by half, and his health was going down by one point every few seconds due to blood loss. He then Analyzed the jackalope again to see that both attacks had barely taken over a fifth of its total health! This was a definite up-close and personal lesson that he was not an ideal combatant.

      With a small hand gesture, Virgil uttered the word, “Restore,” casting his only spell for the first time and doing so through his staff. A soft glowing yellow-orange light emitted from the top of the staff and Virgil felt warmth flow over and into his body. His focus became clearer as his blood loss was corrected and his arm noticeably felt better as tissue knit back together. The fur on the jackalope’s shoulders flared out like a frightened housecat, scared by the sudden magical light and not wanting to go near it. That fear gave Virgil the necessary time to fully heal. After only a few seconds, with both his staff’s enhanced healing and his own natural ability, Virgil was back to one-hundred percent.

      The dark elf gave a sigh of relief as his pain disappeared and the light diminished. He then looked at the jackalope, still eyeing him cautiously. “I’m not done with you yet. Oh no! I think I want rabbit for dinner now!” He then gave the universal ‘come at me’ gesture with his free hand.

      The jackalope seemed to comprehend because it gave another one of its shrill shrieks and charged at Virgil, jumping at him when only a couple of feet separated them. Virgil swung his staff again, causing it to fly off-course, but his weak offensive ability barely seemed to scratch it. Virgil gritted his teeth. This was not going to be easy.

      Sure enough, after twenty minutes of minimal damage adding up, Virgil was able to finally kill the jackalope, cracking the furry animal across the head, bashing its skull into the cerebrum of its small brain. Two more times during the fight, it had managed to bite into his flesh and gouge out wounds. One of those times, it ripped out a small chunk of his left calf muscle. The elf’s healing magic was much more adept than his fighting ability however, so he was able to recover from his injuries.

      
        
        Grassland Jackalope killed. +3 Experience

      

        

      
        Your frequent use of Restore has increased your Nature Magic to level 2!

      

        

      
        Analyze has reached level 2!

      

      

      Virgil dismissed the notifications as he just stood there, sweat-soaked and breathing heavily. His shirt and pants were torn and blood-stained. “That… really… sucked…” he said in between panting breaths.

      “Now ye know why the Healer Druid needs a party to fight with,” Grief added. “Ya can fight, just… not that great,” he said, trying to sound a little comforting but failing.

      “Was Katarina this bad?”

      There was silence as Grief didn’t reply.

      “Are you serious?” Virgil asked, understanding the implication.

      “It’s not that, lad. You have potential, just not like my Katarina had. Though she was the Healer Druid, that woman was an even better natural fighter than me. Though I admit… ye have some work ahead of you to get to a respectable level. I was hopin’ for more, but I think you can make it. What you lack in grace, you make up for in grit. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a level one newbie get hurt so much by those buggers and keep on fightin’!”

      It wasn’t the overwhelming praise that Virgil wanted, but he would take it. In this new world, genuine kindness and compliments were going to be hard to come by for him. “Thanks,” he said appreciatively. He was about to ask Grief something else when a loud, obnoxious laugh cut through the valley.

      “Hahaha! Damn, doc, I didn’t think you were going to make it there,” Dirk said. He and the other druids were up on the hill closer to the city, about thirty feet away. “I bet two gold to Marianna here that the bunny was going to kick your ass and you were gonna run away like a little bitch,” Dirk said, flipping two gold coins to the dawn elf. “Why aren’t you hiding some place like we told you to?”

      Virgil ground his teeth at seeing the other druids so casually exchange the large amount of money that he wasn’t given. While walking through Kygor to the gates, Virgil discovered on his interface that one-hundred copper equaled one silver, one-hundred silver equaled one gold, and one-hundred gold equaled one platinum. That two gold they exchanged so casually was over thirteen times the total amount of coin he’d been given. Admittedly, he wasn’t shocked though. The royalty had made clear their distaste for him, and had given him the short-straw in every situation. This one wasn’t any different.

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Virgil said, his voice dripping with bitter sarcasm. “But I stopped listening to asshole bullies when I was in grade-school.”

      The veins in Dirk’s neck bulged. “Alright, doc, I was looking out for you, but I’m done with that now. You wanna see how far out of your league you are? Watch us take care of those bunnies.” He then turned back to the other druids. “Let’s go.” All four of them walked down the hill toward the tall grass behind Virgil. Dirk gave him a cocky smirk as he walked past. Virgil turned around to watch as the druids entered the tall grass. After a few seconds, peering above the grass was not one, but six separate jackalope heads surrounding the druids.

      “We have six mobs surrounding us,” Gwen said, taking in the situation. Mob was the general gamer term for monster or bestial foe.

      “Gwen, gain some distance and pick them off. I’ll draw aggro. While the creatures are focused on me, Pierre, you and Marianna flank the mobs. Go!” Dirk commanded, instantly taking charge of the situation. The musclebound druid then clanked his claw weapons together and let out some kind of roar, sounding like a grizzly bear. The jackalopes reacted to the sound on instinct, turning their heads to Dirk and shrieking before charging him.

      Gwen nocked an arrow on her bow and jumped backward, farther back than what seemed humanly possible. Then again, she wasn’t a human anymore. Pierre and Marianna both split off in opposite directions leaving Dirk alone with the jackalopes.

      As the first grassland creature leaped toward Dirk, it was shot in the neck by Gwen’s arrow, knocking it off to the side. Dirk used his claws to both block and attack the rest of the incoming creatures, easily parrying the attacks and slashing the delicate hides of the animals, splattering his body with blood.

      The ones that he blocked recoiled gracefully and landed still facing him. They were about to attack the Feral Druid again, but they didn’t get another chance. Pierre and Marianna appeared behind them. The Moon Druid cut completely through three of the animals with his glaives as if they were knives going through butter, ending their lives on the spot.

      Marianna cracked her thorny whip against a jackalope, knocking it through the air to get shot and impaled in the chest by another one of Gwen’s arrows. The Plant Druid then continued her attack and swung her whip again, but this time it wrapped around the neck of one of the jackalopes. With a tug, the whip tightened and popped the head of the animal off its body like a stubborn pimple.

      With the sixth and final jackalope dealt with, Dirk crossed his arms and gave Virgil a cocky smirk. “See, doc? Easy! What’d that take us? Thirty seconds to deal with six while it took you thirty minutes with just one? And none of us are even hurt—ah!” He let out a short yell of pain as he looked down to his left leg to see the first jackalope that Gwen had shot in the neck biting into his calf, arrow still embedded in its throat and barely clinging onto life.

      “Shit, stupid little thing,” Dirk yelled as he reached down and grabbed the jackalope by the neck and removed it from his leg. The animal let out a panicked shrill in fear as it fought fruitlessly to free itself from his vice-like grip. “You missed your shot, Gwen,” Dirk spat at his girlfriend.

      “I’m sorry, Dirk,” she said, looking away from him, disappointment evident in her voice.

      “Sorry’s not good enough,” he retorted. “Because of your mistake, this Bugs Bunny reject actually hurt me. So, I’m taking your share of the loot for the day.”

      “Oh come on, Dirk, that’s not fair,” Gwen said.

      “Bitch, that is final! Unless you want to let this thing bite you too?” Dirk asked, staring intensely at the woman. Virgil was seriously concerned for her.

      “It was a genuine accident, and you don’t look any worse for wear. Plus, your taunt ability was impressive. Why don’t you let me just heal you and let bygones be bygones?” Virgil asked as he walked in between Dirk and Gwen. He was trying to give the douchebag a compliment to distract Dirk and de-escalate the situation.

      “Stay out of this, doc, if you know what’s good for you,” Dirk threatened.

      “Be careful, lad,” Grief communicated mentally to Virgil. Concern was evident in his tone.

      Virgil gripped his staff, ready for a fight. Though he was sure he couldn’t beat Dirk, he wasn’t just going to sit back and watch him potentially harm someone. His morals wouldn’t allow it. Fortunately, no such conflict happened. The dark elf felt a firm but gentle hand on his right shoulder. He turned to see Gwen had walked up beside him.

      She gave him a smile and a friendly nod and said, “Thank you,” before walking a couple paces and facing Dirk. “You know what? I’m done with your shite, Dirk! We’re done,” she said and turned, walking toward the edge of the forest.

      Dirk scowled. “You need me,” he shouted.

      “Not anymore. I’m better off without you or your ‘roid rage,” she replied with a casual wave, not even turning back to acknowledge her now ex-boyfriend, and disappeared into the trees.

      Dirk’s scowl grew deeper and his face grew crimson as Virgil and the others just stood there in awkward silence. The jackalope was still struggling in Dirk’s grip. “Grrah!” he yelled as he angrily grabbed the animal by the head and swiftly removed it from its body with the spinal cord attached!

      Virgil’s eyes widened in horror at the blatant cruelty that the Feral Druid displayed. Dirk then locked eyes with the dark elf and gritted his teeth while pointing a blood-soaked finger at him. “You get a free pass this time, doc. I don’t care anymore, do whatever the fuck you want with fighting, but you ever get in my way again, you’ll end up just like that bitch bunny,” he said as he gestured to the gory remains of the jackalope.

      Virgil was concerned, but also curious because Dirk’s teeth now looked notably longer and sharper. It reminded him of the jackalopes’ teeth, but he couldn’t tell for sure.

      “Any objections?” Dirk asked as he looked back to the other two druids. They both promptly shook their heads no. “Good. Let’s get back to the city. I need a beer,” he said as he lumbered past Virgil, intentionally bumping the vet with his shoulder, almost knocking the dark elf completely on the ground. The other two quickly followed behind, and fortunately avoided running into Virgil.

      After they were a good distance off, Grief spoke, “Phew! I tell ya, lad, that druid be a right terrible person. I mean, I like a good dirty joke, but does he talk to his mother with that mouth? Jeepers!”

      “Well, there was one good thing about his temper tantrum.”

      “What be that?”

      Virgil smiled. “He left all the remains of the jackalopes.”
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      After ten minutes, the veterinarian had collected the remains of the seven jackalope carcasses. Most of them were not salvageable, but his Analyze skill in conjunction with his carving knife helped him to identify some valuable pieces, which he stored inside Grief. He then went back into the capital to see if he could trade his newly collected items. Virgil eventually made it back to the large tree with rooms carved into it that was the Central Hub of Kygor’s Market District.

      Sure enough, there was a Tanner and Butcher shop in the corner of one of the buildings. Virgil waited behind a wiry senior dawn elf farmer in brown overalls and a straw hat. He was negotiating trade with the shopkeeper for a number of jackalope pelts he had in his right hand and the head of cattle allegedly back at his farm. The shopkeeper was a burly high elf with an imperial-style mustache. Virgil’s Increased Hearing trait was working as he heard the two negotiate and agree to a price of four copper per two jackalope pelts.

      Good, that way he knew what price the items he had went for. When the old dawn elf was done, he turned around to see Virgil. Unlike most of the others, he didn’t show either fear or anger, just simple neutrality, which was refreshing. The farmer tipped his straw hat to the dark elf and walked off.

      The shopkeeper was not as neutral. When the elf noticed who Virgil was, his kindly professional demeanor switched to one of disdain.

      “What can I help you with?” he asked as he crossed his arms.

      “I’d like to sell my jackalope pelts and meat,” Virgil said, ignoring the shopkeeper’s quick change of disposition. Having everyone constantly dislike him was actually helping him to quickly overcome caring what anyone else thought about him. He then pulled out three intact pelts and eight skinned jackalope legs. His time deer hunting back on Earth had helped collect the remains and earned him the Skinning skill back by the tall grass.

      The shopkeeper’s eyes looked at the items with feigned disinterest. “Hm, I suppose I could take these items off your hands.” Then a greedy smile appeared on the elf’s face. “I will give you two copper for the pelts and eight for the meat.”

      Virgil shook his head. “You just offered that farmer two per pelt, and I know that mine are bigger than the ones he sold you. You think I’m going to take such a low offer?”

      The shopkeeper looked indignant at Virgil. “Hmph. Normally I would offer more, but a recent surplus has reduced the demand. Besides, the meat might be tainted. No way of telling.”

      “You can tell the meat is fine. You’re a butcher, for crying out loud. I’m not trying to rip you off here. I just want a fair deal, nothing else.”

      “It’s the best offer you’ll get, Blackheart. Take it, or leave it.”

      Virgil squinted at the obviously lying elf. If the butcher was so concerned that Virgil had done something to the meat so it wasn’t good, maybe he could play on that. “Grief, on my signal, have your eye sockets flash green and do a creepy laugh.”

      “Ye got it, lad.”

      “You know what, you’re right. If you say there’s no way that a respectable butcher such as yourself could verify the meat’s quality, then there is no way,” Virgil said as he unlatched Grief from his side. “If you’re lying to me though,” he said as he grabbed the shopkeeper by the collar, pulling the elf’s face down to the counter where Grief was set. “Maybe you’d like to hear the story of what happened to the last vendor who lied to me!?”

      On cue, Grief’s eyes flashed green and he let out a villainous chuckle. “Muahahahaha, ye shouldn’t lie, boyo, or ye may just end up like me. Hahahaha!”

      The butcher’s eyes widened in panic. “Ahh! I’m sorry! I was… mistaken. I think I, no I know I can assure that your items are good. Yes, yes, I can, just please don’t turn me into a skull!”

      Virgil smiled. “Fine, I guess I’ll let you check to make sure the items are good,” he said, letting go of the butcher.

      The mustached elf hurriedly looked over the items, forcing a smile and muttering to himself. “Okay, um, well, the items look good to me.” A bead of sweat ran down his temple. “I’ll make you the same offer I did farmer Boquar, two copper per pelt and the same for the meat!”

      Virgil nodded. “Deal.” He picked up Grief with one hand and turned his other hand open to receive his coin.

      The shopkeeper hurriedly complied and poured twenty-two copper coins in Virgil’s hands.

      “Thank you.” He turned to walk away. A thought occurred to him and he stopped. “Oh, and make sure to tell your friends about me. I’m willing to do honest business, but am not overly fond of liars. As you saw, lying to a dark elf is not good business.”

      The butcher nodded enthusiastically, eager to not get on Virgil’s bad side. Just because he wasn’t liked didn’t mean he would settle for getting pushed around.

      
        
        Trade has reached level 3!

        Your “clever” way of overcoming a dishonest merchant has allotted you +1 to Charisma.

      

      

      Virgil smiled at actually having objective rewards from this world for his interactions. As he walked, he checked his Trade tab. It listed all of the vendors he had interacted with, which were just the twin food sellers Torin and Tarin, and the butcher and tanner he had just met.

      What was interesting was that it revealed that Virgil had a debuff to all social interactions in the capital due to his dark elf heritage.

      
        
        Active Debuffs

        A Dark Past: Due to your Dark Elf heritage, you have a -5 penalty to Charisma with all citizens of the elven capital of Kygor. Current Charisma in Kygor: +1.

      

      

      Well, that certainly sucked, but it now made sense to Virgil why so many others disliked him, and why he was finally able to convince a shopkeeper to be honest with him. His newly added Charisma point, plus his threat of possible dark magic, helped get his point across.

      “Alright, lad, the top floor of the tree be the place where we might find a party of fighters for ye,” Grief said through their mental link as they looked at the large tree inside the central point of the market district they had returned to.

      Virgil’s companion then gave him directions to the Furyfire Mercenary Guild. Apparently, when fully alive, the dwarf had worked with them. It took about twenty minutes to find the location where the guild was based. Though much of the layout was similar for Grief, apparently not everything had stayed the same in the centuries since his entrapment. Virgil eventually made it to a doorway on the uppermost level of the room around the tree. It was actually carved into the tree. Sure enough, the guild’s name was carved right over the top of the entrance.

      “You sure about this? Will they really be okay with taking a dark elf in?”

      “Aye, laddie,” Grief replied. “Just in case, though… they should work fer the coin.”

      Not seeing a better option, Virgil went inside. His eyes widened in surprise as he took in the scene. Inside was a large, open wooden room. It had a magical artificial light, like he had seen back at the castle, hanging like a grand chandelier. There was an impressive bar taking up most of the left wall with a number of long tables filling up the majority of the floorspace.

      Seated throughout were numerous elf patrons of varying subraces, however no dark elves as far as he could see- unsurprising toVirgil. He also spotted some non-elven races. A few dwarves were laughing, drinking, or fighting; a couple of them were doing all three at once! Looking around he caught sight of minotaurs and what Virgil assumed to be werewolves. Scurrying past him were a few knee-high gnome waiters adorned with white aprons carrying stacks of dirty plates and mugs back behind the bar.

      At the far corner of the room was a raised stage where a gnome with a conquistador mustache was playing a pleasant tune on his flute. Above the stage was a banner with the name ‘Gnomish Gambino’ on it. There was a second floor that was exposed and had a number of rooms against the walls. The only barrier was a wooden guardrail.

      Virgil pushed up his glasses and looked up to see an old gnome woman in a black leather recliner eyeing him critically. She wore a decadent black suit that looked like a 1920s mobster and had a hand axe with jagged blades that appeared to be made out of solid bone attached to each hip. Though small, she had a powerful gaze that Virgil could somehow feel.

      “Do you have any idea who that woman is up there?” Virgil mentally asked Grief while turning the skull attached to his belt so that it could see where he was indicating. Virgil didn’t know the lifespans of different races on this world, so it wasn’t unreasonable to think that Grief could recognize other people.

      The dwarf’s voice revealed obvious fear. “Oh… oh no, lad! We should go, now!”

      “What!?” Virgil asked in exasperation looking down at the skull. Right after that, an object flew straight past his face with a whoosh, followed by a loud thud against the wall. All the loud revelry and music died down immediately. Slowly, deliberately, Virgil turned his head to the wall by the entrance to see one of the bone-bladed hand axes embedded into the wood. He quickly turned back to look at the gnome woman. All the patrons were dead silent just staring at Virgil with wide eyes.

      The scowling old gnome pointed at him with a wrinkled finger. “You. Here. Now.”

      Before Virgil could respond, three slim, hooded figures appeared beside him, seemingly out of nowhere, pinning him to the ground and tying his arms behind his back. “What? Why are you doing this?” Virgil asked.

      He didn’t get an answer. As he was picked up, one of the figures pulled back Virgil’s hood. Upon seeing that a dark elf was present, the crowd let out a collective gasp and began murmuring to themselves. As Virgil was dragged upstairs, he directed his thoughts to Grief, “What is going on, Grief?”

      “Shite, lad, that is Phaddee. I… may have left her sister at the altar,” Grief admitted.

      Virgil bunched his lips in frustration. “Is there a woman on Kygora you haven’t dated? Also, how old must she be if it’s been centuries since you’ve had a body?”

      “First off, I resent that. I cannot help it that the ladies loved me in my day. Secondly, she be a gnome, and gnomes live a long time.”

      Virgil was about to say something when he was forced into a room. It was the open-air room on the second level, overlooking the main floor of the tavern. Music was playing loudly while a number of people chatted and laughed, immediately reverting back to normal after their peace was disturbed. In the open-air room, sitting in her leather seat expectantly, hands interlocked over her lap, was the old gnome Phaddee. She gave the goons behind her a nod and Virgil was cut free of his bonds.

      “Sit,” she said to Virgil, pointing to another leather seat across from her after snapping her fingers.

      Clearly outmanned and outmaneuvered, Virgil complied.

      “I trust you know why I brought you here?” she asked. She had a light scratchy voice that gave a sense of wisdom to the gnome.

      Slowly, Virgil unlatched Grief from his belt loop. He then turned the skull to face the gnome. “Because of him, right? Because he left your sister at the altar?”

      “Yes, he crushed my sister’s heart and broke a deal that would have been profitable for both our families. But no, he had to go after that wench Katarina! Pah,” the gnome scoffed with obvious sarcasm. “And to top it all off, you lost my favorite weapon.”

      “Listen, Phaddee, I can explain—”, Grief started weakly.

      “No,” the gnome interrupted. “I can be fine about you not marrying my sister, but losing my warhammer? That is something I cannot ignore. When I learned that you had lost my family heirloom in Glenwood Swamp, I became distraught. For centuries, I thought I could never get my retribution, but now... fate has smiled upon me, Grief.” Phaddee then seemed to remember that Virgil was there. “You can go, dark elf; I bear your kind no ill-will. Just leave this bastard to me, and I’ll let you live.”

      “Please, lad, don’t leave me with her!” Grief pleaded via mental communication.

      Though Virgil knew that Grief had put himself in this situation, the sentient skull was his only friend here. He was also Virgil’s storage device. Like it or not, he needed Grief. Virgil also didn’t want to see the dwarf’s spirit killed. Grief had already spent centuries in solitude. That should be more than enough punishment. There was also the fact that they were now soulbound. Virgil literally could not be parted from the skull.

      “What are you going to do with him?” Virgil asked.

      “Oh, nothing he doesn’t deserve,” Phaddee admitted with a terrifying grin. “Since he stole my warhammer, I’ll have to get a replacement. I’m thinking his bony skull would be an excellent candidate to attach to a new warhammer head. It seems only fair since he lost mine,” she said gleefully, showing her obvious disdain for Grief.

      “Oh come on, Phaddee, you’ll likely break me to bits if you do that!”

      “And the problem is?” the gnome asked the indignant skull nonchalantly.

      Grief was about to reply when Virgil cut him off. “It may not need to come to that. You see, like it or not, Grief here is my soulbound companion. I… really don’t have anyone else. So, I’d like to offer you a deal.”

      Phaddee had a glint in her eye and gave Virgil a sly smile. “Oh, a deal? What can you offer that you suffice as recompense for a treasured family heirloom, young dark elf?”

      “I don’t have much on me, so what if I take Grief and go get your warhammer after we become stronger?”

      Phaddee cackled at that. “You? Hahaha! The Healer Druid!? I know of your class restrictions, boy. You wouldn’t survive a day in Glenwood Swamp! It is a dangerous place where trolls roam and few ever make it out alive. I’ve sent more than one crew of some of my best people out there to find and retrieve my hammer, and none have ever returned.”

      “Nevertheless, this situation is a win-win for you.”

      “Oh? Do tell, dark elf.”

      “If we survive, you get your family heirloom back. If we don’t, then Grief will have paid for his transgression against you with his life.”

      At that, the old gnome woman—and possible mob boss—sat back in her seat with a contemplative look on her face. “Hm, interesting. You bring up a good point, dark elf, or Virgil, as my sources say you’re called. Yet what’s to stop me from taking Grief from you and using him to find the warhammer myself?”

      Virgil’s eyes widened slightly. He had only been out of the castle for less than one day, but complete strangers were already aware of who he was and what his name was. He then remembered the posters advertising the druids, showing precise descriptions of them. That made him feel a little better that she knew his name...just a little. “Your sources are correct; my name is Virgil. As to what’s stopping you from taking Grief, it’s what you said earlier. Glenwood Swamp is a dangerous place where few ever return. Why risk the lives of you and your people when someone is offering to do it for you?”

      Phaddee’s serious look was replaced with a wry grin. “Very well, Virgil the Healer Druid, you bring up valid points. As much as I’d like to break Grief here into tiny little pieces, I’d like my heirloom more. I’ll give you two thirty days to return my beloved warhammer to me. I’ve waited over five-hundred years. I can wait thirty more days.” Her look then turned deadly. “If you have not returned Jawbreaker by then, you both will pay the price. Do we have a deal?” she asked, leaning toward Virgil and extending a hand.

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Lost & Found

        Before he was turned into a sentient skull, Goodgrief Devilslayer lost Phaddee Furyfire’s famous warhammer, “Jawbreaker.” Unfortunately, before he could return the weapon, his form changed to its current state and the weapon was tossed into Glenwood Swamp. The mercenary leader has offered you a chance to go collect the warhammer and return it to her within 30 days, to right the wrong committed against her.

        Reward:

        Allied Relationship with Phaddee Furyfire, Leader of the Furyfire Mercenary Guild

        Allied Relationship with Furyfire Mercenary Guild

        100 Gold

        Penalty for Failure:

        Death of Grief

        Unknown

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

        “Are you honestly going to say no?”

      

      

      “Would you, or one of your stealthy guards who grabbed me earlier, be interested in joining us? We Healer Druids do better in group settings.”

      Phaddee smirked then shook her head. “No. Grief is the one who has wronged me. I will not be risking my own life or those of my guild needlessly to fix his mistakes.” She aimed the last two words meaningfully at the skull.

      Virgil shrugged. It was worth a shot. Not seeing a better option, he accepted the quest and shook Phaddee’s hand. Despite her smaller stature, the gnome had such a strong grip when she shook Virgil’s hand, he felt that she could have actually broken it if she wanted to! After shaking hands, the guild leader dismissed Virgil with a wave.

      With Grief at his side, Virgil exited the tavern carved out of the tree, keeping a brisk pace to put distance between himself and the place where his face was nearly cut off.

      After he felt he was safely away, down multiple levels, Virgil unfastened Grief from his belt attachment. “What was that, Grief?”

      “I’m sorry, lad,” the dwarf replied apologetically. “In truth, I hadn’t realized the old bat was still alive.”

      “Continue,” Virgil said sternly.

      Grief sighed. “That woman, if you can call her that, be Phaddee Furyfire. She be the leader of the Furyfires. My family had arranged me to be married to hers in order to combine our mercenary guilds together. After I met Katarina though, I couldn’t go through with it.”

      Virgil was surprised that arranged marriages were a thing here, but it did make sense when he thought about it. Plenty of monarchies back on Earth had arranged marriages back when feudal systems were the main form of government. He couldn’t blame Grief for going with his heart. He likely would’ve done the same thing if put in a similar situation. There was one thing that didn’t make sense to him, though. “So, after you left her sister at the altar, Phaddee still let you borrow her favorite weapon?”

      “Well… borrowed without askin’, and before ye say it, I was not stealin’ it,” Grief said in his defense. “We were facing the final demon general, and I needed the toughest weapon out there to bring the bastard down. So, without her knowin’, I took the weapon. It was a great choice too, as it helped Katarina and me to beat the ugly beastie.”

      “How’d you lose it then?” Virgil asked.

      “Eh… I, well, you remember what I said about how I ended up a talkin’ skull? Katarina was so livid that after I was a skull, she forced me to watch as she threw all me items into the swamp, and the most dangerous swamp in the whole damn timberland nonetheless!”

      “And I take it the weapon is still there?”

      “I hope so, lad, for both our sakes.” Grief replied ominously before promptly changing the subject. “So, seein’ as we’re out of options fer finding others to fight with ye, it looks like you’ll be trainin’ on yer own fer a while, lad.”

      Virgil sighed. “Seems so,” he replied somberly.

      It was late afternoon then and the sun had now disappeared behind Kygor’s high stone walls, darkening the large capital city. Despite his bleak situation when it came to people helping him, Virgil gave a slight smile as the oppressive sunlight was now gone. He could feel his passive Ally of Darkness trait kicking in. He felt more… dangerous, for lack of a better word. With the trait now active, damage Virgil gave was increased by fifty percent while damage he took was reduced by the same amount.

      He might want to consider fighting at night and sleeping during the day. For now, though, he was tired and hungry. It was time to find a place to sleep and get some food.
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      After about fifteen minutes, Virgil finally made it to an inn called the ‘Galloping Gelding.’ He swung the door open to find a pretty sorry-looking tavern. A fireplace in the corner casting dim light revealed a straw-covered floor, furniture in various states of disrepair, and five elves.

      Despite the rather bleak setup, Virgil sat on a crooked stool by the bar. Though it wasn’t the Ritz, there also weren’t a lot of people here. That meant fewer potential enemies. His Danger Sense wasn’t giving him any obvious indication of trouble. He still kept his hood on though.

      “Oh, hiya! What can I get you, friend?” the bartender asked. If Virgil didn’t know that he was on another world, this woman could easily pass for a townie Midwesterner. She was a well-muscled pale dwarf with half her head shaved. The other half of her blonde hair was in a braided ponytail. Virgil’s Analyze skill told him her name was Hannah.

      “I’d like a room for the night, and I’ll have whatever he’s having,” Virgil said, giving a quick thumb to the patron eating stew.

      The bartender must not have noticed who Virgil was, because without any malice, she said, “You betcha! A room for the night will set you back fifty copper, and the stew is another two.” She held her hand out expectantly.

      Despite the expensive price for what he assumed would be a low-quality room, Virgil took out a silver piece and dropped it in her hand. Virgil was also reeling upon the realization that the kabob he had earlier was extremely overpriced.

      “A big spender, are we? Food will be out soon, friend,” she said in a rehearsed tone and then left the bar through a door behind it that Virgil assumed was the kitchen. In just twenty seconds, Hannah had returned with a wooden bowl of steaming stew. She slid it over to Virgil, spilling it slightly on the counter.

      The veterinarian grabbed the bowl and dug in. The stew was… disappointing. It was quite watered down, with only some starchy potato-like vegetable in it, and chunky, uneven cuts of meat.

      “So, what brings you round these parts, stranger?” Hannah asked.

      Virgil didn’t look up, still trying to conceal his identity. “Let’s just say I’m an adventurer, and I needed a place to stay for the night.” He took a big mouthful of the bland and chewy stew. “What type of stew is this?” Virgil asked with his mouth partially full.

      “That is the best we can do right now. The Gelding used to be famous for its meat pies and hotdishes, but we got a bit of a rat problem right now. The things have been sneaking in from the sewer grate and have ruined most of our stock of food. Plus, one of the critters actually took off with me pappy’s recipe book. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. So, we’ve had to make do with this rat stew.”

      Virgil paused as he was about to slurp another spoonful of the dish, before quickly putting it down and pushing the bowl away. “I think I’m done now, thank you.”

      “Oh, no problem,” Hannah replied jovially, completely oblivious to Virgil’s disgust. “You know, I’ve been pesterin’ those city guards to do something about those thieving little critters for months now. Don’t suppose an adventurer like you would be interested in something like that?”

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Clear the Sewer Rats

        The owner of the Galloping Gelding, not noticing your identity, has offered you a quest. Dire Rats have been infesting the inn’s food supply and actually stole their famous cookbook, leading to hard economic times for the business. Without good quality ingredients and the secret family recipes, customers have turned their attention elsewhere. Seeing that you are an adventurer, she wonders if you’re up for the task.

        Requirements:

        Kill 30 Dire Rats within 30 days.

        Find and Return Mounlin Secret Family Recipe Book within 30 days.

        Reward:

        50 Copper Coins

        +50 Experience

        1 serving of Mounlin’s famous Meat Pie

        1 serving of Fried Potato Hot Dish

        Increase in Relationship with Hannah Mounlin, owner of the Galloping Gelding

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Not seeing an obvious downside, Virgil accepted. “Sure,” he said.

      “Oh! Thank you, sir,” Hannah replied. She then pointed to the kitchen where she came from, “There’s a door that goes to the wine cellar in the kitchen. The vermin have been coming from a sewer drain in the ground down there. I’ll take you there and show you, but first, here’s your chang—”

      The elf suddenly stopped speaking as she dropped the copper coins into Virgil’s open hand. He had stuck it out expectantly to catch the coins before they hit the bar. That was a mistake. His onyx black hand was out for Hannah to see, exposing his identity.

      The bartender’s eyes bulged in shock. “You… you are… the dark elf druid,” she said, surprised, loud enough for the other bar patrons to hear as well.

      Virgil tensed at being recognized, frustrated at being so blatantly called out. “And if I am?” he asked carefully as he slowly stored the change into Grief.

      “I’m sorry, but you need to leave,” Hannah answered in begrudging resignation. “I take no offense to your kind, but my place is strugglin’ already as it is. You’re bad for business.”

      “Have you seen this place?” Virgil asked incredulously. “It looks like you need all the business you can get.”

      She then leaned in close to whisper. “If my place gets a reputation for servin’ you, druid, the city guard will know, and they’ll make it harder to maintain the little business we have. Please just leave,” she pleaded.

      “Fine. Just give me back the rest of the money I paid for my room since I won’t be using it.”

      Hannah shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. I told you the place is strugglin’. All sales are final,” she said as she stood back and crossed her arms.

      “Oh, come on, I said I’d leave. Just give me back my money, and I’ll be out of your hair without complaint.”

      “Hey Hannah, is this Blackheart trying to cause problems?” one brutish-looking high elf that was eating by the fireplace said as he stood up, scowling at Virgil. He seemed all-too-eager to attack the veterinarian.

      “No,” Hannah said, then turned her face to Virgil. “He was just leaving,” she said, emphasizing the last word and giving him a pleading look.

      Virgil glanced at the musclebound elf. The druid was no match in a fight, and he knew it. Before anything else could be said, Virgil quickly left the tavern. For the next two hours, he proceeded to get denied entrance or kicked-out of every inn and tavern he could find. After his tenth rejection almost shivved him in the gut, he realized that lodging was even more of a problem for him than he had initially realized.

      “What do you think about camping outside the city walls, Grief?”

      “I wouldn’t advise it, lad,” Grief replied uncomfortably. “Even though ye have yer Darkvision and Danger Sense, at night the beasties are even meaner and tougher than durin’ the daytime. I wouldn’t feel safe havin’ ye lay down with just a wee thin tent fer protection. We’d need stone walls before I’d recommend stayin’ out there.”

      “Well… where am I going to sleep?” Virgil asked in frustration. He was tired, and honestly, sick of the constant hatred and discrimination he was getting from the Kygor residents just for his heritage. “Is there like a church or shelter around here?”

      “Nay lad, at least, not in this kingdom. The elves here only have Yggdrasil as their god, so the only temple be the chamber where the world tree was. It seems to now be controlled by the royalty fer whatever reason, though, so ye prolly won’t get any shelter there. Outside that, there be no formal churches to the world tree. Ye may find temples to some of the other deities elsewhere, but maybe there’s a shelter for refugees or somethin’ round here?” Grief suggested, not sounding convinced by his own words.

      Virgil snapped, “You know they’re not going to let me in, Grief. Nobody will let a dark elf stay in their building. I can barely convince someone to buy my items. I don’t know if you’ve realized it, but the times have changed a lot in the centuries you’ve been gone. Unless you’re going to offer some advice that will actually be useful, why don’t you just stop talking?”

      “Aye, lad, sorry,” Grief replied, obviously hurt by Virgil’s words.

      Virgil sighed. “I’m sorry, Grief. That was unkind and unfair. You’ve been nothing but supportive and really my only friend here as well,” Virgil admitted. “You know what? Forget these elves. I don’t need them or their stupid standards. I’ll get by on my own, and if I have to coerce every citizen I meet to treat us fairly, then so be it. What do you say, my friend?” Virgil asked with steely resolve in his voice.

      “Haha! Ye got that right! I knew I liked ye, lad,” Grief laughed. “And fer what it’s worth, I really am sorry I’m not as much help as I’d like. I promise though, as yer soulbound companion, I will do what I can to help ye grow stronger and get yer wish so ye can go back home.”

      “How’d you know that was what I was going to wish for?”

      “Simple. It’s what I would do if I was you.”

      Virgil smirked at the skull’s logic. The dark elf was genuinely touched that Grief would help him despite meaning that they could no longer be companions afterward. Virgil was about to continue his search for lodging, when a familiar sound rang out.

      “Mmmeeerrrr!”

      It sounded like an animal in distress. The dark elf’s veterinary instincts kicked in, and he ran towards the noise. To Virgil’s surprise, after turning a corner and going three blocks down, there was a small farm on a large plot of grass. It seemed so strange to have a ten-acre section of grassland in the middle of a stone city, but the elven capital did have a lot of trees interspersed in the city. He couldn’t see why there couldn’t be plots of grass too.

      The sound rang out again. This time Virgil noticed it emanated from a large red barn. It had classic wooden fencing painted white. He wasn’t one-hundred percent sure, but it sounded like—

      “That sounds like a cow,” he said, and then walked into the grassy field. After a minute, he made it to the fence. There was a sign mounted by the fence that said ‘McClintock Farm’ on it. Virgil hopped the fence and made his way to the distressed animal he heard. When he made it to the barn, he cautiously peeked in. Sure enough, there was a cow, or at least the elven equivalent of one laying on its left side. Virgil Analyzed it.

      
        
        Name: Dire Cow

        Level: 1

        Health: 72/75

        Dire Cows are large and aggressive bovines. Though they can be difficult to work with due to their size, they are some of the best producers of both meat and milk in all of Kygora.

      

      

      The downed dire cow was laying in the center of the barn in a dirt path. On both sides of the barn were stone stalls, each with at least one dire cow chewing down on some sort of dried grass. Right by the downed cow was the dawn elf senior he had seen trading with the butcher earlier. He held his straw hat in one hand and wiped his thinning hair with the other, seeming stressed about the cow. Virgil also noticed that though the elf was thin, he was covered in well-defined muscle and had numerous scars on his body.

      
        
        Name: Carus Boquar

        Level: 36

        Health: 300

        A former dawn elf warrior that traded a life of blood and violence for a life of peace and farming. He now works as a farmhand for McClintock Farms, who have capitalized the dairy market in Kygor due to Carus being tough enough to handle the dangerous Dire Cows.

      

        

      
        Analyze has reached Level 3!

      

      

      Wow! Level thirty-six!? This guy was definitely not your average farmer. His description made him seem more like some secret badass. Virgil was going to have to be careful with his words.

      “Er, what is goin’ on with you, Bessy?” Carus asked the cow in obvious frustration.

      “Excuse me, I think I can answer that,” Virgil said as he moved out in the open.

      Carus kicked the pitchfork in the air, grabbed it, and threw it at Virgil like it was a trident! Virgil had only enough time to let out a panicked yell before the pitchfork pierced through the top of his hood. The weapon did not hit him, but sent him flying as it dragged his hooded spidersilk cloak back and to the ground.

      Virgil hit the ground with an ‘oof,’ and felt around to see if he was hit. When he realized he was fine, he quickly tried to sit up but was promptly pulled back to the ground by his pinned cloak. He turned his head to see that the farming tool had somehow just pierced his hood with only one of its tines, for which he was grateful. That meant less damage to his best piece of gear. That relief was short-lived as he felt the pressure of cold metal against his neck. Virgil slowly turned his head to see Carus holding some kind of cutlass engraved with runes against his neck. Secret badass indeed.

      “Hmph, I remember you, dark elf. You were standin’ behind me in the market, weren’t you?” Carus asked. He had a scratchy and pitchy voice, sounding like a stereotypical crotchety old man. Except instead of leaning against a cane and complaining about whippersnappers, he was some sort of pitchfork-throwing, sword-wielding badass.

      Virgil nodded his head, pulling his hood tight. “Yes. Yes, I was,” he said with obvious concern for his life.

      “Hmph, did you think you could tail me and steal my property just because I’m some old elf?” Carus asked with obvious heat in his voice.

      “No, no, I promise!”

      “Well then, why are you here trespassin’ on my property?” Carus leaned in threateningly with that last question. Virgil could feel the heat of the old elf’s breath on his face.

      “I’m a doctor.”

      Carus tilted his head slightly. He looked puzzled at Virgil’s response. “What’s a doctor?”

      “It’s a type of healer. I’m a healer,” he clarified.

      “I don’t need no stankin’ healer. My sister is the founder and was the former head of the Healer’s Guild. I may be old, but I’m as healthy as a dire cow. Well… a dire cow who’s not Bessy over there.”

      “No, I’m a doctor for animals. My professional title is veterinarian. Though I can heal elves, I studied and practiced animal medicine for years.”

      “A healer specialized for animals, you say? Curious,” Carus seemed genuinely surprised by Virgil’s answer and even decreased the pressure of his blade on Virgil’s neck.

      The dark elf decided to capitalize on that curiosity. “Yes, and when I heard your dire cow cry out in distress, I thought I’d come over.”

      Carus stroked his pointed chin. “Hmmm.” Then a wide grin spread over his face. “Well then, veterinarian, I think we can help each other. Now usually, I would call the city guard to come arrest any trespassers, but my Bessy needs help. If you can help her, I’ll let you go, even fix up your damaged cloak.”

      “And you’ll give me a place to stay for the night,” Virgil interjected quickly. He was desperate to find a place to stay, and this seemed like a golden opportunity. He knew he was pushing it, but he really didn’t want to sleep in some unguarded alley. Virgil doubted even the authorities would help him if someone wanted to mug him.

      “Grrr, fine. If you help Bessy,” he said, emphasizing the condition, “I will let you sleep in an empty cattle pen for as long as you’d like. I will not provide you with food or water, and you have to be out of here by sunrise. It’ll be bad business if everyone thinks I’m in cahoots with a dark elf.”

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Home on the Range

        You’ve managed to convince Carus Boquar that you are actually competent in something… That something is veterinary medicine. As it so happens, his dire cow, Bessy, could use a veterinarian right now.

        Requirements:

        Heal whatever is ailing Bessy

        Reward:

        An empty cow pen to sleep in

        +20 Experience

        Repair of Spidersilk Cloak

        Not getting arrested for trespassing!

        Penalty for failure:

        Bessy’s Death

        Possible Bodily Harm

        Decreased Relationship with Carus Boquar and McClintock Farm

        Getting thrown in prison

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

        “Wow, getting to sleep in a dirty cow pen as payment, you really have some big goals.”

      

      

      Despite the snarky last statement, Virgil accepted the quest. He had no other choice really. Carus then dislodged the embedded pitchfork from the ground and detached it from Virgil’s hood. The veterinarian stood up and wiped the dust from his pants.

      “Follow me,” Carus said as he waved for Virgil. The two elves then went into the barn. Bessy was still laying on her left side, groaning in discomfort.

      Back in a familiar setting, Virgil went back into full-veterinarian mode. “Tell me the history.”

      “History? Of the Farm?”

      “No, tell me what happened that Bessy is now like this,” Virgil explained.

      “Oh, well Bessy’s been straining to give birth for the past few hours. I’ve been trying to help her out by massaging her flank, but it’s been no good.”

      Virgil looked at the old farmer with a puzzled look. From what he recalled, massaging a cow was not the ideal way to help it when it had a case of dystocia. Which, from looking at the animal and the history alone, gave Virgil a pretty good presumptive diagnosis that dystocia was the cow’s diagnosis. Dystocia simply means difficulty giving birth. It could be caused by a variety of things, which was what Virgil needed to figure out. He pulled his stethoscope from Grief and walked over to auscultate the cow.

      Before he got close, he looked at Carus and said, “Make sure it doesn’t attack me, will you?”

      Carus complied and grabbed the distraught cow with a pair of nose prongs, subduing the animal and keeping its main focus on the farmer. Feeling safer, Virgil took his stethoscope and listened to the heart and lungs; no obvious abnormalities. He then palpated the abdomen, very distended and obviously very pregnant.

      When he went over to the rear end, Virgil sighed. He had found what was causing the dystocia. The calf’s hind feet were sticking out from the cow. The ideal way to have a calf come out was head first. Many times, if not in that position, a calf would get stuck and die if left too long. If the cow had been like this for hours according to Carus, Virgil didn’t have much time.

      “Carus, I know what’s going on. The calf is in the wrong position. Do you have lube and a sleeve?” Virgil asked urgently.

      “I don’t know what a sleeve is besides what’s on a shirt, and no I don’t have any lube, you pervert.”

      Virgil groaned. He needed a plastic sleeve and lube to push the calf back into the cow, stick his arm inside, readjust the calf to the right orientation, and pull the calf back through correctly. He looked around, trying to find something that could help this cow and noticed a small weed growing out of the dirt. Virgil’s level fifty Herbology skill activated, highlighting the plant in his vision. When Virgil focused on it a little harder, information appeared.

      
        
        Name: Tulitan

        Item Class: Herb

        Rarity: Common

        Uses: If broken into pieces, the leaves release a viscous substance that can help to lubricate pieces of armor. Can also help aid in digestion.

      

      

      Virgil smiled as his skill had shown him the answer. He then ran over, plucked the leaves from the stem and started rubbing them in between his hands. Quickly and shockingly, Virgil’s hands were covered in an exorbitant amount of slimy lubricant. He took his left hand and rubbed the viscous substance on his right arm.

      Carus gave Virgil an uncomfortable look when he did that. The old elf’s face then turned to shock as Virgil manually pushed the calf legs back inside the cow, followed by his own arm!

      “What are you doing?” Carus asked, alarmed.

      “I need to reposition the calf, or it won’t be able to come out and die inside the cow,” Virgil replied, straining slightly as he pushed against the calf, eventually getting his arm almost shoulder deep inside the cow. The cow was not the happiest about Virgil’s intrusion and tried to flail, but Carus was able to subdue it. After a few minutes, Virgil was able to reorient the calf and pull it out of Bessy with relative ease. Virgil fell on his back, covered in lubrication and placental fluid.

      “Ehhh.” He let out with a groan as he pushed his way back to his feet. When he looked to where the calf had fallen out, he was greeted with a great sight. The small dire calf, a bull by the looks of him, was on his feet already and licking Bessy’s face. Virgil cast Restore on Bessy, and the large cow was notably more at ease and moved slightly quicker.

      Carus let up and the mother cow stood, nuzzling her head against her newborn’s. The old farmer then led the two into a large empty pen.

      
        
        Quest Complete!

        Home on the Range

        Though you have few strengths, you managed to utilize what you had, namely your Medicine and Herbology skills, to help correct Bessy’s dystocia and deliver a healthy dire bull calf.

        Good job! Now, about the placenta debris Bessy discharged on you…

        Reward:

        An empty cow pen to sleep in

        +20 Experience

        Repair of Hooded Spidersilk Cloak

        Not getting arrested for trespassing!

        Bonus Reward:

        +300 Relationship with Carus Boquar, Current Relationship: Neutral

        “Too bad you didn’t negotiate a bath.”

      

      

      Despite the standard, and now accepted, sarcastic remarks from the notifications, Virgil smiled. Even on this world, he was still a veterinarian. If being covered in gross material from animals bothered him too much, he was in the wrong job.

      “Pheww.” Carus whistled. “I have to say, I’m impressed, dark elf. You actually seem to be a bona fide healer. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Virgil.”

      “Well, Virgil, I can honestly say it’s nice to meet you. I’m Carus, Carus Boquar.” The dawn elf stuck out his arm to shake Virgil’s but then saw the veterinarian’s arm still covered in the debris from the dystocia, and took it back. “Well, I’ll take your hood and fix it up for you. Also, behind you is the empty pen to sleep in, as promised.” Virgil turned behind him to see an eight-by-eight-foot pen surrounded by a small stone wall on all sides. There was a large stack of straw in it spread out on the ground as well. It wasn’t the Ritz, but this was the best option Virgil had seen all night.

      “Thanks,” he said to Carus as he took off and handed his cloak to the elf.

      “Not a problem,” Carus replied. “I’ll fix this up and get it to you by morning.” Carus was about to walk off, when he suddenly remembered. “Oh, I’ll come back before sunrise to wake you. Technically, you’re not allowed in here, but what the boss don’t know won’t hurt her,” he said with a knowing wink. “Also… use the water trough to wash up. Your stench will make everyone think I haven’t been cleaning up well enough around here,” he said and walked off.

      Now feeling safe, the stresses of the day hit Virgil. Feeling exhausted from both the physical and emotional turmoil he endured, he washed up in the mostly clean water, went into the pen, and collapsed. Before he fell asleep, though, he decided to check his status page.

      
        
        Name: Virgil

        Level: 1 (23/50 experience to next level.)

        Race: Elf Subrace: Dark Elf

        Class: Druid

        Specialization: Healer Druid

        Attunement: Unknown

        Languages: Common, Elven

        Companions: Grief (Soulbound)

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 50

        Manna: 120

        Stamina: 50

        Armor: 16

        Life Magic: 50%

        Earth Magic: 50%

        Nature Magic: 50%

        Light Magic: -50%

        Statistics

        Strength: 5

        Agility: 12

        Intelligence: 12

        Endurance: 12

        Charisma: 6

        Traits

        True Healer

        Darkvision

        Increased Hearing

        Ally of Darkness

        Skills

        Medicine Level 51

        Herbology Level 51

        Nature Magic (Restoration) Level 2

        Spells: Restore

        Stealth Level 1

        Analyze Level 3

        Danger Sense Level 2

        Skinning Level 1

        Trade Level 3

        Soulbound Recall

      

      

      Though he had a long way to go, and with all the things going against him, he was satisfied with the progress he had made. He dismissed the status window. He was so tired that even the smell of the barn didn’t faze him. Actually, it helped him. The familiar scent of a barn of cattle kindled fond memories of work back on Earth. It was the first familiarity to his old life he’d run into so far. He closed his eyes, letting the nostalgic feelings comfort him as his consciousness went to black.

    

  







            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          

      

    

    






On The Run

        

      

    

    
      Virgil was in a deep and peaceful sleep when a voice began ringing out. At first it was muffled, but then it became louder and louder.

      “Get up.”

      Virgil then felt a kick against his side.

      “Get up!”

      Quickly, Virgil opened his eyes and adjusted his glasses. Carus was standing right in front of the pen. “Carus, what’s going on?” Virgil asked, concern evident in his voice.

      “My wife, I mean my boss, McClintock, told me that there was a trespasser reported in the barn. Apparently, someone had seen you hop over the fence. I would presume that you’re being followed, Virgil. It wasn’t hard to figure out who you were. There hasn’t been a dark elf allowed in Kygor in ages. It’s no secret that the king does not look on your kind favorably. He likely had a tail on you the moment you left his castle in order to find some excuse to throw you in the dungeon.”

      The old elf then quickly glanced from side to side and handed Virgil his cloak, fully repaired. “Here, your cloak, as promised. Now, you need to get out of here. I can only promise to distract the guards for a little bit. You need to get out of Kygor as quickly as possible.”

      “Thank you,” Virgil said as he stood up and put his spidersilk cloak back on. “If they were following me, why didn’t they come here during the night, and why are you helping me? No one else here has unless I forced them to.”

      The elder elf chuckled. “Hehehe, you really must not be from around these parts. Ain’t no one gonna come on McClintock’s farm at night. Dire cows can get even more aggressive at night, and can easily kill an armor-clad elf. So, we have one of our bulls, Lester, walk around as security at dark. He’s a good boy for me at least, and comes back when called at dawn.”

      Carus’s smiling form then went a little melancholy. “As for helping you, I misjudged you, Virgil,” Carus admitted. “It has been so long since I’ve interacted with your kind that I had forgotten that most of you are good and honest folk.” He then pointed to his right. “Now, I’m gonna head out this way and let Bessy and her calf loose as a distraction. You,” he pointed to his left, “are gonna head out that way. All the guards will be coming from the opposite direction, so that will give you a head start.”

      “That’s the opposite direction from the exit, though. Do you know of another way to get out of the city?”

      Carus shook his head. “I do not, mister veterinarian, I’m sorry. To make up for it, though, I’ll tell you a safe place to go when out of the city. My sister, the one who started the Healer’s Guild here, she lives out in a secluded cottage out in the forest, ‘bout fifteen kilometers north of the city. Tell her that I sent you, and that she’s a bitchy bag of bones who better train you because she owes me.”

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Find a Trainer 1

        Carus Boquar has informed you that his sister, Lucille, is a healer, and will be willing to train you provided you tell her the right code words. If you can evade getting arrested long enough to get to her…

        Requirements:

        Find Lucille Boquar and tell her the code words

        Escape Kygor without being apprehended by the guards

        Reward:

        Training with a Master Healer

        Penalty for failure:

        Probably being stuck in a dark dungeon for the rest of your days

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

        “You should probably accept.”

      

      

      Virgil accepted and looked at Carus while equipping his hooded cloak. “Thank you, Carus. I owe you.”

      “No, I owe you, Virgil. You saved my Bessy, and my job, by keeping her alive. Plus, you helped me to be a better elf. For that, I’m mighty grateful. When you have a moment, check the inner pocket of your cloak. Now go,” he ordered urgently.

      Virgil didn’t hesitate and took off. While running, he mentally communicated with Grief, “Keep an eye out behind us for anyone following.”

      “Aye lad,” Grief replied, matching Virgil’s urgent tone.

      It was still dark in the city, but the sky had an orange-pink hue to it. Virgil could hear the occasional yells of guards and Bessy bellowing out in the distance. It sounded like the mamma cow was giving them a run for their money. Virgil then checked the time on his interface to see it was 6:45 in the morning. Good. For now, his Ally of Darkness trait was still active.

      He hopped over the fence, exiting the grassy ground back into the cobblestone streets. At this early hour, there weren’t many people out, fortunately. He pulled his hood over his head and started walking at a brisk pace to not catch people’s attention.

      For the next fifteen minutes, his plan was working great. He had managed to walk around until he was going in the direction of the main gate! Then, he started to feel weird. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. Virgil quickly realized the feeling was his Danger Sense.

      It was confirmed when Grief yelled, “Lad, watch out!”

      On instinct, Virgil rolled to his left. He heard a ting, ting, ting to his right as three daggers bounced off of the stone street. He turned to see another hooded figure jump down from on top of a tarp hanging over a vendor stall and land gracefully ten feet away from him. No one else was on this street yet, so it was just the two staring at each other.

      Though graceful, the figure was big- a good half-foot taller than Virgil- and well-muscled. He wore black leather armor with a belt of knives on his waist as well as each arm and leg. The figure removed his cowl, revealing the dark gray eyes of a wood elf. His mouth and nose were covered by a mask, but the rest of his face was heavily scarred from a variety of vertical cuts. His red-brown hair was slicked back and tied in a knot behind his head.

      “Your cloak helps you to blend in, but your smell, the smell of a farm, gave you away. I trust you know who I am,” the roguish elf said in a deep baritone.

      “Actually, no,” Virgil replied honestly.

      “I see. I am Havoc, sergeant in the Thieves Guild,” he said with a slight nod of his head.

      Virgil Analyzed him.

      
        
        Name: Havoc

        Level: 5

        Health: 170

        Manna: 30

        Current Bounty: 30 Gold Alive, 15 Gold Dead

        A sergeant in the Thieves Guild wanted in Kygor for Theft, Breaking & Entering, and Murder.

      

      

      Oh, crap, Virgil thought as he sized up the elf. “Okay, so what do you want, Havoc?”

      The thief was expertly rotating a small dagger in between his fingers, showing his high dexterity. “Simple, I want that skull,” he said, pointing to Grief.

      “Can I ask why?”

      “Lad, you’re not seriously goin’ to—”

      “I have a plan, Grief,” Virgil interrupted. “Trust me.”

      “All you need to know is that our guild was employed to take it. I have no interest in you, Virgil the Healer Druid, but I will take it by force if necessary,” Havoc said both calmly and confidently. Virgil didn’t doubt the thief’s capabilities. He knew he couldn’t win in a fight against Havoc, not currently.

      “Okay, if you’ll let me go, I’ll leave it here then,” Virgil said, unfastening Grief from his belt loop.

      “Agreed.”

      “When he is about to pick you up, yell out loud. It should startle him just enough and will signal me,” Virgil said via his mental link.

      “Ye better know what yer doin’, lad.”

      Virgil then set Grief down on the ground in front of him, never taking his eyes off of Havoc. Though the thief had said he wasn’t interested in Virgil, that didn’t explain why he attacked the druid by throwing daggers at his back. Virgil didn’t trust Havoc, or that they were the only two on this currently empty street.

      Virgil slowly backed up, still focusing his attention on Havoc, who just stood there with his arms crossed, looking right back at the veterinarian. Virgil intently also tried to activate his Danger Sense to be more aware of his surroundings. It had always been more of a passive skill, so he wasn’t sure if it was working or not.

      As Virgil backed around a corner though, he could somehow tell that there was an enemy above him. He jumped backward to narrowly dodge another hooded rogue’s downward thrust with a rapier! This figure was a lot smaller; a gnome, if Virgil had to guess. He then heard Grief yell from around the corner, “Get yer’ filthy thievin’ hand off of me, ye damn dirty elf!”

      Virgil then enacted his plan, activating his unique companion-based skill, Soulbound Recall. He stuck his right palm out as he continued to back up from the gnome assassin.

      The rogue leapt forward, rapier in hand ready to skewer Virgil. They did not see the flying skull barreling toward them at breakneck speed. As the rogue was about to thrust their sword forward, Grief made contact, knocking his skull into the back of theirs.

      The thick magic dwarven skull was much more durable than the gnome’s as a loud crack rang out, knocking the figure down to the ground—unconscious and likely concussed—before landing in Virgil’s hand. Virgil grimaced a little as he caught Grief. Though he was fine, his hand stung like he’d caught a pitcher’s fastball bare-handed.

      “Good plan, lad,” Grief said excitedly as the sun had crested over the high stone walls of Kygor.

      “Thanks,” Virgil said as he ran while reattaching his companion to his belt. He looked back to see Havoc run around the corner and see his partner down on the ground. Virgil then turned back and shouted, “Guards, thief!”

      As if lying in wait, four elf guards wearing heavy plate armor came around a corner ahead of Virgil. Not allowing them time to comprehend who he was, Virgil just ran past them and pointed to Havoc, yelling, “It’s Havoc, he tried to rob me.”

      The guards easily let the dark elf by, repulsed by his scent before they realized it was the fugitive Virgil. Seeing the wanted murderer Havoc in front of them, and the dark elf behind them, they hesitated. That gave Havoc enough time to kill the unconscious gnome and disappear in a puff of smoke. The sergeant couldn’t leave loose ends, and his gnome pupil had proven too weak to join the ranks.

      Seeing Havoc disappear, the guards turned around to the fleeing Virgil as one of them yelled, “Get him!”

      The rest of Virgil’s day was run, hide, recover, repeat as he was pursued by not only the royal guard, but the persistent and terrifyingly quick, Havoc. It didn’t help when a city-wide notification went out.

      
        
        City-Wide Alert

        Virgil, the dark elf druid, is wanted for trespassing. He has been found to be associated with Havoc, wanted murderer and sergeant of the thieves guild. If you see either of these people, or any suspicious activity, notify the royal guard immediately.

      

      

      He then received a personal notification.

      
        
        Your reputation has now moved down to Hatred with the citizens of Kygor.

        “You should probably work on your people skills.”

      

      

      One time, Virgil took a minute to recuperate his Stamina in a secluded dark corner when Havoc suddenly appeared in front of him in a cloud of smoke. Virgil reactively swung his staff out and had a lucky shot, hitting the rogue right in the nether-region. The wood elf dropped his dagger and grabbed at his groin as he collapsed to his knees. Virgil took off again.

      Havoc reached out an arm to prevent the dark elf from leaving, but only managed to grab Virgil’s partially torn shirt. As both he and Virgil pulled in opposite directions, the hiking shirt he had arrived with tore completely off, leaving the veterinarian’s torso to only be covered by his shoulder guard and trusty cloak.

      As Virgil ran, he heard Havoc say through gritted teeth, “I will find you, you smelly bastard, and tear you limb from limb.”

      That made cleaning himself a much higher priority for Virgil. After five minutes, he found a water trough for horses by a quiet inn. Looking around to see there were only a few people around and none of them were looking in his particular direction, Virgil activated his Stealth skill and crept over to the trough unnoticed. His race’s natural affinity for evasion had helped him avoid detection. He began dipping his arm in the water to remove the grime from it.

      Virgil then noticed that the water was not the cleanest choice to use to wash himself off with. There was dirt, straw, hair, and bits of vegetation in it. Once satisfied that he was clean enough and didn’t have an odor anymore, Virgil stealthed into a nearby burnt husk of a building that looked to be abandoned to dry off.

      It was a good thing he did too, because he saw that two guards on horseback just entered the street he was in. Virgil noticed that one of the horses slightly favored its left forelimb. As he rested, he received a few more notifications informing him of some growth.

      
        
        Your constant running and hiding over the course of the day has sharpened your body.

        +1 to Endurance

        +1 to Agility

      

        

      
        Your use of Danger Sense has grown the skill!

        You have now developed the subskill: Detect Hostile Intent, Level 1

        Effect: Actively spread your awareness out to your surroundings to detect those nearby who would wish you harm. Current Range: 10 meters.

      

        

      
        Danger Sense has reached Level 4!

        Stealth has reached Level 3!

      

      

      Virgil was grateful that he was still improving despite his current bleak conditions. It was now two in the afternoon and he had been hunted since before the sun rose. It was finally time to eat something. To punctuate the hunger he felt, he received a prompt.

      
        
        Debuff Added: Hunger Stage 1

        Your body has gone through rigorous energy-draining activity, and you have not supplemented its requirements.

        Current Penalties: -25% Stamina

        Eat some food to correct this debuff in the next 2 hours, or else it will reach the next stage.

      

      

      “Don’t worry, universe, I’ll fix that problem right now,” he said as he pulled out a travel ration from Grief. It was a dehydrated, super-tough bread called hard tack. He had to chew hard to break it down. It filled him up, but was dry and pretty bland. The water he had from the canteen helped.

      After having his fill of the ration, Virgil wiped the crumbs off of his mouth and put the rest back into Grief. The dark elf was really grateful for his companion’s storage ability at that moment. Another notification appeared, notifying him that his Hunger debuff had been removed.

      He was about to see which direction he should go when a knife flew by, cutting him across the nose from left to right. Virgil turned to see Havoc crouched in a nearby gap where a window used to be, his gray eyes promising fury and pain.

      “Run, lad!” Grief shouted as Virgil took off, throwing caution to the wind. As he ran, he winced as he felt a thunk of a dagger striking and bouncing off his shoulder guard then the sharp pain of a second blade piercing his left forearm. Virgil was bleeding, giving everyone a clear trail to where he was. Reactively, he wanted to take the weapon out, but his medical training had taught him that removal of a piercing foreign object could actually lead to increased hemorrhage and chance of death.

      Virgil needed to get rid of this stubborn assassin. If not for Havoc, he could have possibly made it past the guards by now. “That’s it!” Virgil exclaimed as he ran. He just figured out how to stop two birds with one stone. After a few more minutes of running, dodging flying weapons, and interspersing some Restore spells on himself, Virgil heard the click clack of hooves against stone. He turned back to see the pursuing assassin pushing and jumping over people and obstacles to come after him. Upon recognizing both Virgil and the thief, people screamed and ran out of the way as they were now in a more crowded area.

      The dark elf slowed his pace slightly to allow the thief to get closer but still too far for Havoc to sink a dagger into him. As Havoc tried to close the distance, the two guards on horseback Virgil had seen earlier came galloping in after hearing the citizens’ cries. The two recognized both the dark elf and assassin. They both pulled out their swords and charged.

      With Havoc behind him and the guards in front of him, Virgil decided to charge toward the guards. He rolled to the left of the horse he had seen earlier. That knowledge saved his life, as the horse’s hesitation to move on the affected limb gave him just enough space to not be stepped on or cleaved by a sword. The injured horse reared up on its hindlimbs and threw the guard off its back.

      The same fate could not be said for Havoc. The thief noticed the incoming guards too late and was unable to stop his forward momentum in time. The guard still on his horse skewered the thief, impaling him through the chest with a saber. Havoc was thrown backwards and coughed out blood as he crashed against a wooden fruit vendor cart. He just barely had enough time to see the guard’s sword come at him for a second time before both his vision, and his life, were lost.

      
        
        You have aided in the death of Havoc. As you only did minor damage and aided in getting him stuck in a confrontation he did not win, you will only earn a small portion of the experience.

        You have earned +52 Experience.

      

        

      
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 2!

        Experience to next level: 25/75 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 2 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil smiled and dismissed the notifications that the persistent thief was taken care of. He was genuinely surprised he received any experience at all for the kill. It looked like his lucky swing with his staff was all the combat he needed.

      He looked over to see the guard had swung his saber so hard that the weapon became embedded in Havoc’s collarbone. The guard put his foot on Havoc’s body, and the increased weight caused the wooden vendor cart the dead elf had crashed against to collapse, forcing the guard to fall forward into the debris.

      Fortunate timing, Virgil thought. He was still by the limping horse. It held up its affected limb in obvious pain. Virgil owed the creature, so he quickly ran over and grabbed its hoof before it could jerk it away. Sure enough, there was a bent nail partially embedded in the hoof.

      Virgil pulled out the dagger that was still embedded in his arm and quickly used the item to dislodge the foreign material. Apparently using weapons as tools wasn’t against his class regulations. Virgil grabbed the horse by the reins to steady it. Fortunately, the guard by Havoc was trying to climb out of the wooden debris pile he was under, seeming to be unaware of anyone else, and the guard who was bucked off still seemed disoriented. The horse first let out a whine, then seemed to take a deep breath of relief as the nail, and pain, were gone.

      Virgil then took turns casting Restore on both him and the horse in kind, healing both their wounds. Virgil was a focused healer, too focused at that moment. The guard that had killed Havoc had emerged from the debris pile and was charging at the veterinarian.

      Fortunately, the horse noticed the guard. The grateful animal turned around and kicked the incoming guard square in the chest, knocking the breath from his lungs and sending him into unconsciousness.

      “Thanks,” Virgil said to the animal appreciatively.

      The animal somehow seemed to understand his praise because it nodded in affirmation.

      Virgil then heard a moan behind him. He turned around to see the guard that was knocked off the horse slowly sit up as he tried to focus. His helmet had fallen off, revealing the clean face of what looked to be a high elf teenager with a thick mop of dark brown hair with purple highlights.

      Virgil could see the disorientation in his eyes as well as blood from his right ear. Though he was not an elf doctor, he was pretty sure the kid was concussed. Virgil was torn. He could just take the horse and leave the kid, but deep down, he knew the teen was just following orders. Virgil wouldn’t leave him there with potential brain damage. The dark elf just wasn’t that kind of guy.

      He cast Restore on the teenage guard.

      The elf’s eyes sharpened and regained their clarity as Virgil healed the internal damage with his spell. Upon recognition of the dark elf, the guard crawled a couple paces back and tried to grab his weapon.

      “Ah, ah, ah,” Virgil said as he quickly took a step forward and placed his staff at the crook of the guard’s neck. “Is that how you thank me after healing you?”

      The guard didn’t reply. He just gulped and stared blankly at Virgil in fear.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      The kid nodded.

      Virgil crouched down staring directly into the young guard’s eyes. “Good, now listen. That guy Havoc, I’m not associated with him. In fact, I was running away from him because he was trying to steal from me,” he said indignantly. “I have done nothing wrong.” He then changed the subject. “What’s your name, kid?”

      “Atem,” the guard said, barely managing to get that out. His lip was quivering in fear.

      “And what’s your horse’s name?” Virgil asked, pointing a finger to the now much happier white horse.

      “Bosephus. He and I were just assigned as partners today,” Atem replied quickly.

      “Listen Atem, I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt, since you were just assigned Bosephus today, but his hoof had a nail embedded in it. When we’re done here, go find a farrier, and make sure Bosephus gets proper horseshoes.” Virgil then glowered, his tone turning ominous. “Now, normally, I’m not a violent person. In fact, you may realize that I’m the Healer Druid; but if you ever leave an animal in as much pain as Bosephus was in, I will hunt you down myself. Got it?”

      “Aye, sir,” Atem nodded emphatically.

      Virgil was about to say more when he heard the sound of metal boots stomping on the stone ground ahead. It was clear more guards were coming as backup. “Gotta go,” he said as he used his staff to push Atem to the ground and run past him.

      “Ye about made the lad shite his pants! Haha! Ye can be a right scary bastard when ye want to be, ya know?” Grief laughed as Virgil ran through an alley.

      “Not now, Grief,” Virgil replied through gritted teeth. “We need to find a way out of the city. Do you know of any secret tunnels or passages?” he asked as he turned to a dead end. Both companions could see the scared rats that were scavenging around quickly run into the small slits of a nearby sewer grate.

      “I think I got an idea, lad…”

    

  







            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          

      

    

    






You Dirty Rat

        

      

    

    
      Ten minutes after Virgil heard Grief’s idea, the two were at the back of the Galloping Gelding. The skull had remembered that there were secret tunnels through the sewer systems when he had his body, but most of the entrances he knew of were likely gone, as none of the passages stayed the same for long to avoid detection. Apparently, Grief had done some smuggling back in his day. He was then reminded that the owner of the inn, Hannah, had said that she had an entrance to the sewers for Virgil’s quest to kill the rats and retrieve her recipe book.

      Though the skull had found it strange that an innkeeper would have access to a sewer tunnel in her wine cellar, he thought nothing of it at the time. After seeing the rats, though, he put it together. The innkeeper was either a smuggler or somehow stumbled upon an old smuggling tunnel. Virgil agreed that using the tunnel she had was the best idea to leave Kygor undetected.

      The dark elf peeked through the kitchen door. No sign of anybody. He then reactivated Stealth and crept quietly through the room. Virgil had to hide behind a table once when the innkeeper came back in to get some more stew, but he was still unseen. Eventually, he made it to the door leading to the wine cellar, and snuck his way downstairs. As he descended into the pitch black, his Darkvision activated.

      Empty racks for bottles dominated the room, along with a few barrels. The Gelding really was undergoing some rough times.

      “There, in front of ye, laddie,” Grief whispered, despite their telepathic communication ability.

      Virgil looked and saw an abnormally large, rectangular sewer drain slightly in front of him. There was a large rat right by it. With his Darkvision, Virgil couldn’t tell for sure due to the shades of green it caused him to see, but it looked like the animal had brown hair. It was easy to tell that it had part of its left ear missing, as if it had been bitten off. It looked at Virgil curiously, then quickly dropped down through one of the slits on the grate.

      “Those things are big,” Virgil said, whispering like Grief in order to not be heard. Though he could talk telepathically, it was still nice to speak out loud sometimes.

      “Indeed. They be dire rats, laddie. They be some of the meanest, nastiest creatures I’ve ever seen. Their bites can be very painful too. I admit though, it be strange to see one of the buggers not attack us on sight.”

      “Great,” Virgil said sarcastically. “So it’s either get chased by the entire city guard and try to run out the front gate, or fight some mega-rats on steroids.” He sighed in resignation. “I guess I’ll take the rats. How do I activate this secret tunnel?”

      “There should be a button to the right of it.”

      Sure enough, Virgil found a circular piece of stone indented on the ground. He pressed it, and the metal slits on the grate pulled back and opened like a set of sliding doors.

      “You sure you can get us out?”

      “Aye, lad.”

      “Okay then,” Virgil said as he jumped into the sewer tunnel. The underground tunnel was pretty spacious actually; around ten feet tall and seven feet wide. There was a small, fetid stream of waste in the middle which, of course, Virgil landed right in with his sandals. Outside of that and the smell, the tunnel seemed pretty manageable. Before he went to fight a horde of vicious rats, Virgil allocated his statistic points.

      Grief had taught him that certain stats would affect his three pools, which were Health, Manna, and Stamina. Those stats were Strength, Intelligence, and Endurance. He looked to see that since both his Intelligence and Endurance were raised, both his Manna and Stamina had increased by ten points with each point invested. That meant that Strength should increase his Health by ten points as well.

      His current Health Pool was at fifty, Manna was at one-hundred and thirty, and his Stamina was at seventy. Figuring that he would likely get hurt multiple times while fighting off the rodents, he put both his remaining points into Strength. His Health jumped up by twenty points, increasing his chance of survival. Virgil immediately felt his muscles grow and even his bones felt denser. His body was still agile, but there was a definite increased weight to it. Despite that, the dark elf felt lighter on his feet, like his body could more easily handle the increased mass. His clothes were also a little tighter, fortunately not too tight.

      He did feel something press against him inside a pocket in his cloak, though. He was then reminded that Carus had left him something inside it. When Virgil first heard what the old elf had said, he was honestly surprised. He didn’t even realize the cloak had a pocket. When he reached in and found the inner pocket, he realized that Carus had actually sewn it in when he repaired it. Virgil reached in and pulled out a thick, bulky ring. It looked to be made of copper and had a single ruby at its center. Multiple runes were carved into it in an ornate pattern. There was also a note with it.

      My woman had given me this back when I was an adventurer like you. I had to retire after I took an arrow to the knee. Since then, she told me to gift this to a kind soul who would need it. Virgil, I believe you are a kind soul, and I definitely know you’re going to need this.

      -Carus Boquar

      Virgil then looked at the ring and activated Analyze.

      
        
        Ring of the Bound Warrior

        Item Type: Accessory

        Durability: 130/150

        Item Class: Fabled

        Effects: This ring was engraved with runes and embedded with a ruby that was dipped into the blood of a Cave Troll. Once equipped, this item will keep the wearer alive no matter how heinous an injury they receive. It does not prevent pain, so be cautious. If the ring is removed, or the finger the ring is equipped on is separated, the effect immediately stops.

        Note: This ring cannot be removed unless the finger is forcefully removed from the wearer or the wearer wills it.

      

      

      This was amazing! It was also unexpected. This item was a game changer in so many ways, and would fit a warrior-class fighter nicely. For Virgil in particular, it was even better. With his poor offensive capabilities, he was likely going to get near-death multiple times while fighting the sewer-dwelling dire rats. This ring was clutch!

      “Thank you, Carus,” Virgil said as he equipped the ring. Immediately, he felt a burning sensation on his finger where it contacted the ring. Fortunately, it only lasted for a moment. With his stats allocated and his items equipped, Virgil started moving forward into the sewer tunnel. Grief was able to guide him around a couple of corners from memory. Before they turned the third corner, they heard both a mix of squeaks and scuffling.

      Virgil carefully peaked his head around the corner and spotted two dire rats walking around, sniffing, and eating the dead remains of a third rat. Ew! Virgil then Analyzed one of the rats.

      
        
        Name: Infested Dire Rat

        Level: 1

        Health: 25

        Manna: 0

        A common and often aggressive rodent throughout all of the Yggdra Timberland. These hearty creatures are opportunistic and can adapt to survive in almost any environment. The most dangerous aspect of these creatures outside of the diseases they can carry, are their very painful bites. Though they are plentiful foes, many adventurers avoid the pests as the pain can not be worth the cost.

      

        

      
        Analyze has now reached level 4!

      

      

      Virgil then used his skill on the other rat. It was almost identical, except its Health was thirty. Plus, with his newly leveled skill, the target’s Stamina information was now available to him, which was twenty. Virgil then stepped back to make sure the rats couldn’t see him. He made sure his Ally of Darkness was active. It was, fortunately.

      He then did some calculations. “Okay, so if on average I do one damage at most per hit, with the fifty-percent bonus I get I would do one-point-five damage. If they average twenty-five to thirty health… that means I’m going to need seventeen to twenty successful hits per creature.” Virgil sighed. There wasn’t a better option though. It was time to show up or shut up.

      The dark elf activated Stealth and carefully crept around the corner. The two rats were busy eating some intestines, so they didn’t notice him coming closer. Once within range, he grabbed his staff with both hands and swung it at the nearest creatures like a Louisville Slugger. The rat let out a cry as the sneak attack caught it in the spine and sent it into the stone wall. The rat got back up but looked notably hurt. Virgil was honestly surprised. Did he get a sneak attack bonus? He couldn’t think about that though, as the second rat went on the offensive.

      It jumped at Virgil, but he was able to intercept it with a backhand swing. The creature went flying back a few feet but landed on its feet and appeared to be unharmed. That must have been a zero-damage attack that his staff was capable of doing. The first rat climbed up to Virgil’s calf and started clawing at it with abandon. Virgil grunted and kicked it away then cast Restore. A golden light shone from his staff as the spell was conjured.

      The rats gave out a squeal of pain at the sudden nearby light. Though Virgil had to squint, it did not bother him near as much, especially when his wounds were being healed. When the light faded from the spell finishing, the rodents let out a hiss in angry defiance then charged. Virgil just bunched his lips and gripped his staff. Though it was going to be slow and painful for him, he knew he had the advantage. It was time to let out some of his frustration on these oversized lab rats!

      After fifteen minutes of: swing staff, hit rats, block attack, get bit by rat, heal and scare rats away, rinse and repeat, Virgil was finally able to kill both the vicious creatures. Grief was right, those things had a gnarly bite! The first time one of them bit him, it was on his exposed side and he actually fell to one knee from the pain. He was almost bit in the face from the other one while he was down. The light from his Restore spell forced it back though.

      Virgil had tried channeling his Restore spell while swinging his staff to both attack and keep the rats away, but he had to continuously channel his manna to do so. He quickly realized that was a bad idea and had to run away from the rats for a little bit in order to let his manna recharge. Once both were dead, he leaned against the wall and collapsed, breathing the humid foul air heavily as he was tired from the fight. One of his pant legs was in tatters, and he really wished he had some actual armor.

      
        
        x2 Level 1 Infested Dire Rat killed! +4 Experience

      

        

      
        Quest Progress: Clear the Sewer Rats

        Rats killed: 2/30

        Book Recovered: 0/1

      

        

      
        Your use of Stealth has grown the skill!

        You have now developed the subskill: Sneak Attack, Level 1

        Effect: While in stealth, move within striking range of your opponent unnoticed to unleash a devastating attack with your weapon that will deal 10 times the normal damage!

        This subskill is only available to Dark Elves or those who have taken the Rogue class.

      

        

      
        Stealth has now reached level 5!

      

      

      Virgil blinked in surprise. He wasn’t imagining things. The first attack he did on the rat earlier while in stealth actually had done more damage than normal. Dark elf race skill for the win! He then spoke to his companion. “Crap,” pant, “you weren’t,” pant, “joking, Grief. Those things really,” pant, “do have a nasty bite.”

      “Aye, lad,” Grief agreed. “I give ye credit though. Unlike we dwarves, ye dark elves aren’t as thick-skinned or muscled, but ye took enough of those painful bites to make even a grizzled veteran mercenary cry and still kept fightin’. Yer one tough bastard, Virgil, I’ll give ye that!” Grief chuckled.

      “Thanks.” Virgil smiled, grateful to still have at least one friend in this place. Grief usually called him lad or laddie, but seemed to call Virgil by name when he was more serious. So, he took it as a serious compliment. Virgil hoped he could consider Carus a friend now too… It wasn’t time to dwell on that though. “Do you have any suggestions on how to fight them? They were definitely scared of the light from my spell. It seems their nocturnal vision they’ve acquired makes them sensitive to light, but I don’t have enough manna to channel the spell for as long as I need to fight.”

      “I think I have the solution for ya, laddie, and it’s literally one of the items ya put inside me.”

      Virgil squinted, wondering which item Grief was talking about. He then unlatched his companion from his belt loop, reached inside the hole in the back of the skull, and activated the grid screen showing the items inside him.

      Sure enough, he found what Grief was referring to. “The torch,” he said in realization.

      “Aye, laddie,” Grief confirmed. “If ya can’t keep yer magical light active, then ya might as well go with a natural source of light.”

      Liking the plan, Virgil took out a torch and flint and lit it. He was about to walk off when he noticed the two dead rats he had killed on the ground. With the light of the torch present, he could see that their fur was gray and patchy, unlike the one he had seen above. He thought about searching through the remains, then thought better of it. The two rodents likely didn’t have anything of value anyway.

      For the next hour, the journey went much smoother. With the torch in hand, Virgil was able to slowly and methodically eliminate the dire rats. He did get bit a couple more times and almost peed himself once from the pain, but managed to pull through.

      His journey wasn’t all just combat though. His Master-ranked Herbology skill came into play, finding and collecting a variety of rare lichens and fungi that grew in the sewer. He found one called Müsen that worked to cure most poisons. Another was a glowing blue lichen that would cause a deep sleep if ingested, aptly named Deep Sleep Lichen. One rare fungus he collected was growing off of the body of a dead frog. It was called Amphigray and could be used to help make some sort of underwater breathing potion.

      Despite his poor offensive ability, with the torch and his plan, Virgil was actually feeling pretty good. He was now only three rats away from completing part of his quest. Each rat that died also gave one-to-two experience, so he was only three experience points away from level three as well. As he neared another corner, his Increased Hearing picked up on the telltale sounds of dire rats moving on the stone sewer floor. He gripped his torch and staff, turned, and saw something he did not expect.

      There were three dire rats this time. Two were openly salivating, gray-haired, with red eyes, and were slowly cornering a brown rat against the wall. The brown rat was shivering, huddled against the cold stone wall of the sewers. It had multiple cuts, bites, and scars marring its coat. Its right hindlimb was bent at an unnatural angle, and had a chunk missing from one of its ears. Virgil then realized that this was the abnormally kind dire rat that they had seen previously, before the descent into the sewers.

      Instinctively, he ran out to attack the two gray-haired rats, making sure to get in between them and the injured rat. After another ten minutes, he was able to finish off the two. Virgil did get bit a couple times since he was trying to protect the hurt animal and wasn’t just fighting to protect himself. His pants had now fully broken down into shorts.

      
        
        x2 Level 1 Infested Dire Rat killed! +2 Experience

      

        

      
        Quest Progress: Clear the Sewer Rats

        Rats killed: 29/30

        Book Recovered: 0/1

      

      

      Virgil was literally one experience point from leveling to three and was only one dead rat away from completing the kill portion of his quest. He turned to face the rat, gripping his staff. It was still in the same place shivering.

      “Quick, lad, kill it before it gets away,” Grief pleaded.

      Virgil pulled his staff back slightly but stopped. This rat wasn’t fighting back. This was the easiest experience he’d ever been offered, and getting to level three could literally mean the difference between life and death for him. It just felt… wrong.

      It wasn’t outwardly hostile to him, and it was hurt. His inner veterinarian couldn’t just put the animal to a brutal and unjust end. The other rats were clearly hostile and completely feral, and he didn’t feel bad about giving the dangerous creatures his version of euthanasia. This one was different. He could just somehow tell.

      It was a conflicting choice, a painful choice to throw away practically free experience, but he just couldn’t do it. “I’m not going to kill it, Grief.” Virgil lowered his staff. “It isn’t hurting anyone, and we don’t have any proof that this one in particular had taken any of Hannah’s food. Also, this one is different.” Virgil then used Analyze and found that the rat did not have the Infested adjective before it.

      “Yer just one kill from completin’ that part of the quest, lad, and besides, we don’t have proof that it didn’t take the innkeeper’s food either,” Grief retorted.

      “True,” Virgil relented. “But I’m still not doing it. I’m a healer, remember? I’m not going to abandon a presumably innocent animal in need.” He slowly, cautiously, walked toward the rat. It still stood huddled against the wall, too traumatized to try to flee. Virgil pulled out some hard tack and offered it to the rat.

      It stopped shaking as it began sniffing the food. It carefully began nibbling. Once it realized Virgil wasn’t going to hurt it, it began to eat more readily. While it was eating, it let Virgil examine it.

      “Hm, the wound on the ear seems to be a previous injury, as it is completely healed. Multiple lacerations on both sides of the chest and abdomen. A ruptured and swollen abscess on the left shoulder. Skin tent seems to indicate roughly being five-percent dehydrated.”

      He then took out his trusty stethoscope. It had a rotatable head with two different sizes to auscultate the chests of different creatures, big and small. “Heart and lungs sound fine,” he said, putting his instrument back in Grief. “Body condition indicates the patient is mildly underweight. The right femur appears to be completely fractured, but fortunately it is a closed fracture as there is no open wound exposing the break to the environment. So, that decreases the chance of a secondary infection occurring at the break…”

      Virgil turned to the eating rat, speaking directly to it. “Well, little buddy, back on Earth I would recommend putting you under general anesthesia and addressing your wound. Fortunately, I have magic.” He cast Restore.

      The rat winced at the sudden burst of magical light erupting from Virgil’s staff, but quickly relaxed as the spell brought soothing warmth to it, healing its many wounds. After a few seconds, Virgil stopped. The rat turned and looked at Virgil gratefully, seeming to somehow understand that the dark elf was responsible for its healing.

      The veterinarian noticed though, that the rat’s broken leg was still broken. He then cast Restore for five more seconds, but the leg did not heal. Virgil pulled up the spell’s description and discovered that a bone break as severe as the rat had could not be healed by his spell. He was not out of options though. Virgil reached inside Grief and pulled out his one healing potion. Grief protested, stating the item was too valuable, but Virgil ignored his skull companion. He had gone this far. He wasn’t going to stop now.

      Virgil sat down by the rat and uncorked the vial. To his surprise, the creature had warmed up to him even more and crawled up on his lap, still not putting any weight on its affected leg. Virgil cupped his empty hand, poured the red fluid of the potion into it, and proceeded to feed it to the rat. The rodent readily drank the potion, seeming to really enjoy its flavor. While it drank, Virgil used his free hand to pet its back calmly saying, “There, there.” He watched in amazement as the magic effects of the liquid immediately took, painlessly helping the broken femur realign and fuse back into place.

      After a minute of the creature drinking the potion, healing, and Virgil petting it, something new happened. The rat began to glow slightly. Its form grew larger. Its arms and legs elongated, all ending in bony white claws. Uneven spikes of bone erupted from its spine like they were elongating vertebrae. A white horn of bone grew from the center of its head, matching the set of large and sharpened incisors.

      “Uh, Grief, does this usually happen when you drink a potion?”

      “No, lad… definitely not,” the skull replied numbly, staring at the transforming rodent in fascination. Then, Virgil also started to glow. He felt his aching body heal, his wounds getting repaired, and new energy flooding his system. Virgil’s clothes seemed to be getting fixed too!

      When the glowing stopped, Virgil felt like he had a great night’s rest and drank a good cup of coffee. His clothes were clean, and he felt energized.

      The rat also stood up on its two hindlimbs like a person and squealed in triumph, raising its arms in the air. It then turned to Virgil, staring at him with intelligent brown eyes, and bowed to him. The thing knew how to bow? And, did it just evolve? Were there Pokémon in this world?

      His rapid-fire internal questions were answered when a new notification appeared. It was accompanied by the sounds of trumpets blaring triumphantly in his mind.

      
        
        Congratulations, Druid of Yggdrasil!

        You have discovered your Attunement! – A Veterinarian’s Pact

        In a time of serious decision with dire consequences, you acted and made a choice based on your true nature. You chose to save the life of an innocent animal, spending your valuable resources, rather than sacrifice it to achieve your goals in a city that is hostile toward you.

        Effect: If you continuously pet any creature that is classified as a Beast for 60 seconds, the target will evolve and automatically become your tamed pet for life. All status debuffs to yourself and your equipped items will also be restored back to 100%. Can use once per 10 level threshold.

        Next level Attunement can be used: 10

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have gained a Stego Rat as both a pet and companion!

      

        

      
        Name: Stego Rat LVL 5

        Race: Beast (Rodent) Subrace: Stego Rat

        Class: N/A

        Health: 65

        Manna: 5

        Stamina: 87

      

        

      
        A rat that has recently evolved and become both a pet and companion to the Healer Druid in the Yggdra Timberland.

        Thought to have been eradicated centuries ago, Stego Rats are one of the most dangerous and efficient burrowers in all of Kygora. These beasts develop large spikes of bones on their bodies that help them dig and prevent predators from sneaking up on them and making them a snack. Their skeletal system is also strong enough that they can move on either two or four feet without any difficulty. It is said that their bites are the most painful of any beast.

        Statistics

        Strength: 4

        Agility: 15

        Intelligence: 5

        Endurance: 15

        Charisma: 5

        Traits

        Darkvision

        Bony Spikes: Sharp, protruding spikes cover a large part of the body of this creature, helping it to dig faster and hurt opponents.

        Dexterous: Despite the bony exterior, this creature possesses both speed and dexterity to quickly maneuver around opponents.

        Survivalist: These rats have tough teeth and an even tougher stomach. No matter what stage of freshness or decay, if it’s food, this creature can eat it and gain sustenance without getting poisoned.

        Skills

        Bite Level 1: 10–15 Damage

        Horn Thrust Level 1: 7–10 Damage

        Claw Level 1: 2–5 Damage

        Tail Whip Level 1: 5–15 Damage

        Spike Wheel Level 1: 25–30 Damage

        Detect Food Level 15

        Stealth Level 5

      

      

      “I don’t believe it, lad,” Grief said in awe. “That be a damn Stego Rat!”

      “Yeah, what about it?” Virgil asked, looking at the creature. It was now maybe six inches long and notably denser. Where it had originally weighed a couple of pounds, it at least weighed five now.

      “The beasties were famous fer bein’ creatures of war for the kobolds when we dwarves fought against them. They’ve been extinct fer hundreds of years, and now ye just somehow turn a dire rat into one? What’d you do, laddie?”

      Virgil examined all the symbols that he had minimized in his vision, bringing them up to have a closer inspection. In the bottom right-hand corner, there were multiple icons. In order, they went: Items, Magic, Recipes, Skills, and Quests. In the upper left corner, there was a small white silhouette of an elf with round glasses and very long ears with the word Status under it. It was clear that the silhouette was supposed to indicate Virgil.

      Beside the icon of his face there were three horizontal bars stacked atop each other. They were his Health, Manna, and Stamina bars, which were red, blue, and green respectively. Above the three bars, Virgil could see “Level 2.”

      Under Virgil’s icon, there was the word Party with two icons under it. One was a white silhouette of a skull with the word Grief below. There were no bars beside it. Under Grief’s icon was an icon of the stego rat. Unlike Grief, the animal did have three bars beside its icon like Virgil’s. This was also the first time Virgil had noticed the Party tab. He thought he understood more fully what happened.

      “I discovered my attunement,” Virgil said, smiling and petting the rat, managing to avoid the bony protrusions.

      “Hahaha, that’s a good one, lad! Katarina told me that you druids can only discover yer attunements during a time of great stress and decision. Like, life and death stuff, ya know? There be no way that ye discovered yer attunement down here,” the skull said, trying to convince him.

      “Well, I did make a life and death decision when it came to this little one’s care. Also, in my vision, I have access to your status page, which shows me your information such as your skills and traits. I assume it’s because we’re in the same party due to us being Soulbound Companions. Do you still have access to my status page?”

      “Of course I do, lad.”

      “Then check it out. Also, you should be able to see that the rat is now in our party.”

      There was a long pause as Grief examined Virgil’s status. He could hear the skull muttering slightly as he read the veterinarian’s information.

      “Good grief, lad! By me granpappy’s corncob pipe, ye actually discovered yer freakin’ attunement at level two! You veterinarians are a resourceful lot.”

      Before Virgil could reply, a low growl came out from beside him. Out of the water, ten feet away, emerged a six-legged dark green alligator the size of a large dog. It had two small horns protruding from atop its head as well as a frill, and it stared at both Virgil and the rat hungrily.

      Virgil quickly stood up and used Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Infested Sludgegator (The Matron’s Pet)

        Level: 5

        Health: 120 Manna: 10 Stamina: 125

        A hideous creature mutated by coming in contact with magical waste. This creature serves to protect the queen matron and ensure her brood collects her food and treasures.

      

      

      Virgil didn’t know who the matron was, and he didn’t have time to care as the reptile let out a spine-chilling shriek, exposed its large frills, and shot out a black glob of sludge. Virgil and his rat pet jumped over the stream of sewer debris beside them to the other side of the tunnel. The gator did the same and then charged. Virgil gripped his staff. If he was alone, he’d stand no chance. He was not alone any more though. No, he finally had what he needed- a teammate.

      “Charge!” Virgil yelled to the rat. It complied without hesitation. “Spike Wheel,” he shouted.

      The stego rat jumped in the air and grabbed its tail, making a ring form out of its body. The rat began to rapidly spin mid-air as if it was Sonic the Hedgehog. As the spinning rat hit the stone floor, small bits of rock flung out as the bone spikes dug into the ground. The spinning rat-wheel quickly propelled forward, cutting a large gash on the underside of the gator. The six-legged reptile let out a moan of pain and slapped the rat with its large tail, knocking the rodent into the stone wall of the tunnel. Virgil quickly cast Restore, bringing the rat back to full health in a matter of seconds. He was not unnoticed…

      The mutated alligator charged at Virgil, jaws open to bite down on the dark elf. Virgil turned and ran. Just as he was about to become lunchmeat, he jumped to the right, getting to the other side of the tunnel again. He noticed as he jumped, his stego rat was jumping towards the sludgegator. As Virgil landed, he turned around to see the rat using its bony claws to climb up the wall to get above the gator.

      “Horn Thrust,” Virgil shouted. Before the alligator realized it, the rat propelled itself off the wall, sticking its horn downward and plummeting like a missile. The rat’s bony horn embedded itself in the thick scaly plates of the gator’s leathery hide. There was an audible snap as the horn severed the reptile’s thoracic vertebrae. The sludgegator moaned as its four hindlimbs went limp. It struggled to move its bulky body, trying fruitlessly to get away from the rat still embedded in its back and now clawing at its scales.

      Virgil was elated that they had inhibited the creature’s movement, but definitely did not enjoy it struggling. He wanted to help it, but knew if he did, it would continue to try to kill him. He couldn’t use his attunement again until he reached level ten. That didn’t mean he would let it suffer though. “Pull out your horn.”

      The rat did so, causing a stream of blood to erupt from the wound. Virgil hopped over to the side where the rat and alligator were. Feeling reckless, he hopped onto the back of the gator.

      The reptile moaned in pain and tried to turn its bulky head to bite Virgil. It couldn’t reach the veterinarian. He had worked with alligators before, just not six-legged mutant ones. He hoped the lessons he learned would still work. After the creature closed its mouth, Virgil pulled out some rope he had stored inside Grief and wrapped it around its jaws. The gator swung its head and tried to open its mouth, but could not free itself. It even tried to roll its body but couldn’t due to its spinal injury. Back on Earth, alligators had a very strong bite when clamping down, but they were very weak when trying to open their mouths. It seemed that bit of biology transferred into this world too.

      Once satisfied that he had the creature pinned, Virgil felt for the soft spot on the base of the skull. After he found it, he pointed to it and gave the rat one more command, “Horn Thrust.”

      The stego rat charged in with its horn, embedding into the base of the skull, penetrating the reptile’s brain, and ending its concerns with the mortal realm.

      
        
        Level 5 Infested Sludgegator killed! +50 Experience

      

        

      
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 3!

        Experience to next level: 47/113 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 2 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil let go of the rope, sighing in relief and collapsing on the dead gator. While happy about reaching level three, he was even more happy to just be alive! Without much offense, he needed to work on his cardio so he could dodge more attacks in the future!

      “Good job, little buddy,” he said, petting the rat as it dislodged itself from the sludgegator. It smiled and rubbed its furry side against his hand. “What am I going to call you?”

      
        
        What do you wish to name your animal companion? (__)

      

      

      Virgil was taken aback that an actual notification would appear in his vision for that simple question. He then thought about what to name the rat. Stego? No, he wanted something not so bland. What to name a rat with bony protrusions and a chunk of his ear missing that he found in the sewer. Then it struck him. There was a famous sewer-dwelling rat back on Earth who also had an injured ear! It was the one who trained four famous mutated ninja-fighting turtles. “I shall call you Splinter,” he said with a smile.

      The creature looked at the elf with intelligent eyes and seemed to actually smile back before squeaking happily.

      
        
        You have named your animal companion: Splinter

        Due to you using Veterinarian’s Pact on her, she shall stay ever-loyal to you until her dying breath.

      

      

      “Oh, you’re a girl too. Well, who’s a good girl? You are, yes you are,” Virgil said in a playful tone while petting Splinter excitedly.

      “Mmhm,” Grief said, sounding like he was clearing his nonexistent throat. “That’s great and all, lad, but need I remind you that we are still in a sewer with the potential for more hostile creatures like this gator showin’ up?”

      “Good point,” Virgil conceded. He then stood up and cast Restore on both him and Splinter before taking out his skinning knife. No use in wasting possible valuables from the gator’s body. After only ten minutes, Virgil had the whole creature completely skinned. There were a few uneven cuts due to his low skill level, but his time doing necropsies back on Earth definitely helped him to remove its hide without too much trouble. He was going to cut off some meat, but the muscle on the creature was black and tarry. It looked like a sure-fire way to get diarrhea. It was a little disappointing, as gator was good eating back on Earth.

      That didn’t stop Splinter, though. Her Survivalist trait allowed her to eat food of any quality without being poisoned. Virgil watched as she tore into her now-dead foe with fervor, quickly ripping off a chunk of flesh and swallowing down the putrid material with no problem. Virgil grimaced a bit at the rodent’s nonchalance at the gross food, but he wasn’t going to stop her from getting a free meal either. He did, however, notice something in the gator’s throat from where Splinter had removed some flesh. He carefully reached in and felt some kind of sac or gland. It was round and slimy and about the size of a nectarine.

      Virgil pulled it out with a snap and looked at the curious thing in his hand, Analyzing it.

      
        
        Name: Sludgegator Slime Gland

        Item Type: Alchemical Ingredient

        Durability: 10/10

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effect: The contents of this gland contain a potent black slime. The slime can blind a target for 10 seconds. There is a bonus-effect for reptile breeders, as the slime can also serve as an aphrodisiac for all male reptiles and draconic creatures.

      

      

      Interesting, Virgil thought. He then quickly stored the hide and gland into Grief before leaving hastily. The gator had secreted some of the slime nearby, and he did not want to be near it when a male gator arrived. No sir! Not today!

      As they continued to walk, Virgil thought about the sludgegator’s description. It had the Infested moniker and was called the Queen Matron’s Pet. He figured that this matron, whoever she was, was the likely cause of the infestation afflicting the sewer animals down here. Virgil assumed that he was going to have to face this matron as well.

      Splinter was now on Virgil’s left shoulder where his leather shoulder guard was. Though he was still shirtless, he was glad to have the barbarian-style armor on because the thought of Splinter’s bony claws digging into his flesh did not give him comfort.

      Eventually, the trio made it to a part in the sewer where the tunnel forked in two different directions.

      “Okay, lad, if me memory serves right, goin’ left will lead us out,” Grief whispered. Since all three of them had Darkvision, Virgil had put out his torch. It had actually made it easier to traverse through the tunnels since he didn’t have to be concerned with exposing himself with the firelight. Splinter seemed to disagree. After Grief had voiced his vote, the rat began to subtly squeak and point with her nose toward the right tunnel. Virgil looked toward the right tunnel. Though it looked no different than the left, it sent shivers up his spine.

      He then closed his eyes, trying intently to use his Increased Hearing to hear of any possible threat. He heard a slight chuckle very far down. It sounded maniacal and set his Danger Sense off. He opened his eyes to see that the right tunnel also split off and the noise had to have come from one of those tunnels. Virgil then turned to Splinter. “Is that the way out?” he whispered.

      The rat shook her head no.

      “Is there an enemy there?”

      Splinter nodded yes.

      “I don’t know if we have time for it, girl,” Virgil said. He took a step left, when the rat began squeaking louder, looking at him with pleading eyes. Virgil could somehow tell she was begging him to go down there and fight whatever enemy waited. Maybe it was his bond with his new animal companion. Maybe he was just a sucker to help an animal in need.

      Whatever the reason, he began sneaking his way down the right tunnel, making sure to be in Stealth. After following the noise for a few minutes, they found the source of the laughter. It got louder and louder the closer they came. As they rounded another corner, they saw a room up ahead. A light-green light shone from it, making it obvious to see in the darkness of the sewer.

      Carefully, Virgil peeked into the room. What he saw was utterly terrifying. The room was a large, partially caved-in laboratory of some kind. There were corked vials covered in dust, filled with fluids of various colors, along with bookshelves containing scrolls and bound books in varying stages of decay. In the center of the room was a large cauldron. In it was a glowing, bubbling, bright green fluid. The glow from the cauldron was the source of the light emanating from the room.

      That was not the scary part. No, what was terrifying was the thing behind the cauldron. What stood there was a giant, bulbous rat. It stood six feet high on two feet and wore a tattered black robe. Its fur was gray and marred with scars, bumps, blisters, and open sores. The thing was morbidly obese with multiple chins and an unnaturally large stomach protruding out. Its mouth was massive, touching from ear to ear. It also had two sharp horns protruding from its head. Virgil used Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Infested Dire Rat Matron

        Level: 7

        Health: 150

        Manna: 175

        Stamina: 125

        A female sewer rat that has been corrupted with demonic energy after eating the remains of a long-dead warlock in his secret laboratory in Kygor’s sewers. Since then, she has attempted to use her newfound awareness and powers to build an army utilizing the warlock’s laboratory and plentiful sewer creatures.

      

      

      There was so much that Virgil needed to figure out from the information, but he put those questions away for the meantime. The matron held a dire rat by the tail that looked similar to what Splinter had looked like before she evolved. The poor creature squeaked in protest as the matron dipped it into the bubbling concoction in front of her. As she pulled it out, the creature shook off the green liquid and began to change.

      The rat began to convulse wildly as its fur turned from brown to gray, its eyes from black to red, and its demeanor turned from scared to savage. Virgil now understood how the creatures down here were ‘infested.’ Whatever was in the cauldron was transforming these things into aggressive, hideous monsters.

      “Hahah, yesss, gooood,” the Matron cackled in a scratchy voice. There was a loud rumble from her stomach after that. She put a hand on her belly. “Hm, guess it’s meal time,” she said, then threw the newly infested dire rat in the air and ate it in one swallow!

      Virgil grimaced at the grotesque cannibalistic mutated rat and quickly hid behind the entrance. He could now see why Splinter wanted him to go this way. If left unchecked, this thing could flood the streets with highly aggressive corrupted creatures!

      Plus, the thing had horns and had eaten a warlock. He was pretty sure this Matron had some kind of demonic influence, and it was his job to eliminate the demon threat to the Timberland. To improve his odds though, he needed every advantage he could get. He took his two unassigned stat points and assigned one to agility and the other to endurance. He would not last in an upfront brawl with the creature, so he needed to play to his strengths.

      Virgil then looked to Splinter. “On my signal, you sneak left, and I’ll go right,” he whispered.

      The stego rat nodded in understanding. Virgil then peeked his head out again. The Matron had her back turned to the entrance, digging through what looked like a pile of junk behind the cauldron. The dark elf and his animal companion split up and began to sneak into the laboratory, both careful not to step on any of the bones and broken pieces of glass exposed on the floor. They both were doing well not to make a sound, until Virgil stepped on a bat’s skeleton underneath him. There was an audible crunch that seemed to echo through the room.

      The Matron turned to Virgil and let out a blood-curdling hiss. Quicker than Virgil could process, she launched herself at him, her giant maw stretched open to bite him in half. The druid rolled to his right, narrowly dodging the Matron. As he stood up though, something felt off. Virgil realized that Grief was no longer attached to him!

      The dark elf turned to hear the skull cry out, “Help me, Virgil!” from the Matron’s mouth before he was swallowed whole.

      The Matron gulped Grief down and licked her lips while looking at Virgil. “Mmm, that was a good appetizer. You’ll do for the main course!” She yelled the last bit as she charged toward him, swiping with her claws. Virgil was grateful for his increased agility, as it was helping him to dodge the attacks the Matron threw at him. He couldn’t keep it up forever, though.

      “Splinter,” he called out. The stego rat charged out from the Matron’s flank, jumped in the air, and did her Spike Wheel attack. The spinning creature sliced straight through the Matron’s arm. The Matron squealed as she recoiled in pain. Virgil swung his staff at the Matron’s face. Though it did minimal damage, it did knock her a few feet back.

      The mutated Matron stumbled but then began to laugh. “Hehehe, you should know not to mess with a warlock,” she said as she stood back up. Virgil then noticed that the bleeding from her wound had stopped. The pool of her blood on the ground started to rise and coalesce, reconnecting to her body and forming a new arm! Instead of a hand though, there was the two-sided end of a warhammer. It appeared to be some sort of Blood Magic.

      Splinter snarled and charged at the Matron.

      “Splinter, no,” Virgil called out, but it was too late. The Matron took her new magic blood arm and hit the incoming rat, sending her flying across the room.

      Splinter impacted against the wall. She seemed okay, but her bony spine was embedded against the stone wall from the force of the blow, her soft underbelly exposed.

      The Matron licked her lips again, this time looking at the prone Splinter. “Guess I’ll have dessert first,” she said as she began to run towards Splinter. Still in front of the Matron, Virgil tripped her with his staff. She fell on her face, sending up a cloud of dust. Virgil moved to stand between the Matron and Splinter as the stego rat fought to free herself. He had already lost one companion. He would not lose two. Virgil then took a moment to glance at his Party Tab in his vision. He was taken aback to see that Grief was still considered a member of his party. That meant… the skull was still alive!

      Virgil’s moment of excitement was swiftly interrupted when the matron’s blood arm extended out like Inspector Gadget and struck his upper right leg, sending him rolling across the floor and into a stone table. He felt the back of his head hit hard and could feel a small trickle of blood come down from the impact site. The sudden pain caused him to drop his staff. Virgil slowly sat up with his back against the table, a notification appearing.

      
        
        Debuff Gained: Fractured Leg

        Your femur has been struck by a strong blunt object resulting in a hairline fracture.

        30% penalty to movement until the fracture is healed.

      

      

      Virgil quickly dismissed the ill-timed notification and looked at the Matron as he was struggling to get himself to stand. “Now you’ll watch as I eat your pet,” the Matron spat at Virgil before turning to face the still stuck Splinter. Virgil panicked. With his broken femur, he couldn’t intercept the Matron. He also had no ranged weapons or spells to stop her. Could Grief do something while inside the Matron, like cause a life-ending stomachache?

      That struck an idea for Virgil. “Grief, can you hear me?” Virgil asked mentally, using their soulbound link. He needed to see if they were still connected even though the Matron was providing a barrier in between them.

      “Virgil, lad, I don’t like it in here! Get me out!” the skull pleaded.

      Virgil smiled. With confirmation that their link was in place, he stuck out his arm and activated Soulbound Recall as the Matron was charging at Splinter. The large bipedal mutated rat suddenly stopped as if she hit an invisible barrier. She collapsed to her knees, slowly turning toward Virgil with hate-filled eyes, clutching at her belly. She was so desperately fighting against the pain that she lost her focus on her spell, and her blood-formed arm collapsed into coagulated fluid.

      With the other arm gone, Virgil could see the bulge of Grief pressing itself against the sickly skin of the Matron. His arm was shaking as he focused harder and harder to recall Grief to him. The Matron vomited up bile as Virgil presumed that Grief tore through the actual stomach lining. Virgil then flexed his will, forcing Grief to be pulled slightly to the side where the Matron’s arm wasn’t pressing against it. The skull surged out of the mutated rat, covered in blood and gore, and flew back to Virgil’s palm.

      As the dark elf caught his companion, he turned the skull to face him and said, “It’s good to have you back, Grief.”

      “It’s good to be back, lad,” the skull replied. “But don’t ever let me be eaten again.”

      Virgil chuckled and then heard the familiar hiss of the Matron. He turned his head to see the monstrous being gripping at her open abdominal wound with her one arm, hobbling directly at him. Her giant mouth was open and ready to sink her teeth into him. Virgil was about to try to limp away himself when his other companion returned to the scene.

      Splinter had freed herself from being stuck and ran back in, climbing up the Matron and biting her in the throat. Black blood shot out of the warlock’s artery as Splinter penetrated the vessel. The Matron’s eyes went wide as blood shot out of her mouth and nostrils, before finally collapsing to the ground, dead.

      For the next few minutes, both Virgil and Splinter just stood there catching their breath. The druid also took time to heal both Splinter and himself with his Restore spell. Another bit of good news was that his fracture had been repaired with the spell. His break was not as severe as Splinter’s, so the spell could handle its repair. That fight was close, too close, but fortunately they made it out in one piece.

      Virgil checked his notifications to see that he gained an extra point in both agility and Intelligence for repeated successful dodges and his quick-thinking to find a unique way to kill the Matron. Virgil gained two levels in his Nature Magic skill as well. He also learned that he had leveled up again. Welcome changes, for sure.

      He was definitely a glass cannon without the cannon part. Some increased Health wouldn’t hurt. Virgil used his two unallocated stat points and put them into Strength. He felt his muscles bulge slightly, and it became a little easier to move.

      “Ye know, lad, I thought I’d seen everythin’. But a bloody demon rat, that be a first,” Grief said.

      “You’re telling me. I know the whole point for us druids being summoned here was to defeat three demon ‘generals,’ as they were called. This is the first demon that I’ve seen here so far.”

      “And this thing not even be a full demon,” Grief added. “It be more like a half-demon reject of some kind. As one who’s fought demon generals in the past, I can tell ya, this vermin be nothin’ compared to those monsters. We need to get ya a lot stronger. I’d say yer well on yer way, though, now bein’ a level four bigshot, hey, hey! Congratulations, lad.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate you sticking with me, bud,” Virgil replied. “Now that we’ve killed the monster, it’s time for the fun part.”

      “What’s that, lad?”

      “Time to loot,” Virgil replied. For the next hour, Virgil and Splinter scoured every corner of the laboratory of nightmares looking for valuables. Many of the things found were trash quality or broken down into a state of disuse or disrepair. There were, however, a few useful things. Most of which were found inside a large pile of random items the matron had accumulated. Guess she was a pack rat.

      
        
        Name: Bardic Belt

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +2

        Durability: 20/25

        Item Class: Fine

        Effect: A belt with a bedazzled golden buckle that once belonged to the notorious bard Scanhalt Shortlan. It is said that he was such a smooth talker that he fathered over one-hundred children in under a year. Perhaps it was this item that helped him. This item gives the wearer +2 to Charisma as long as it’s equipped.

      

        

      
        Name: Chitin-Laced Trousers

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +10

        Durability: 24/25

        Item Class: Uncommon

        Effect: None.

      

        

      
        Name: Assassin’s Boots

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +3

        Durability: 8/10

        Item Class: Rare

        Effect: +12% chance to go undetected when Stealthed.

      

        

      
        Name: Minor Health Potions x2

        Item Type: Potion

        Durability: 5/10

        Item Class: Common

        Effect: Restores 25 Health over 5 seconds.

      

        

      
        You have found 400 Copper, 35 Silver, and 14 Gold.

      

        

      
        Name: Mounlin Recipe Book

        Item Type: Book

        Durability: 9/10

        Item Class: Above Average

        Effect: None.

      

        

      
        Name: Lock Picks x12

        Item Type: Tool

        Durability: 2/2

        Item Class: Common

        Effect: Aids in picking locks… duh.

      

        

      
        Name: Warlock’s Tattered Journal

        Item Type: Book

        Durability: 5/10

        Item Class: Rare

        Effect: None. A journal recording the events of the Life mage-turned-warlock Weylan Forsworn during his time at the Mage’s College and experiments in his secret lab before his demise.

      

        

      
        Name: Book of Life Transfer

        Item Type: Spellbook

        Durability: 16/30

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effect: Contains the information to learn the Life Spell: Life Transfer.

      

        

      
        Name: Book of Forked Lightning

        Item Type: Spellbook

        Durability: 5/25

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effect: Contains the information to learn the Air Spell: Forked Lighting.

      

        

      
        Name: Rusted Iron Dagger

        Item Type: Weapon

        Damage: +2-3

        Durability: 3/10

        Item Class: Below Average

        Effect: +5% Chance to give Tetanus.

      

        

      
        Name: Amulet of Minor Health

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +0

        Durability: 10/10

        Item Class: Average

        Effect: +2 Health to the wearer.

      

      

      Virgil’s jaw dropped. This was a great haul! He was a little frustrated that in all the debris they couldn’t find him a single shirt, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The belt was ridiculous and garish. With a boost to Charisma though, it was better than not having a belt at all, in his opinion. He equipped the belt, trousers, boots, and amulet. Virgil felt a good bit better and more protected since most of the items he wore provided little-to-no protection.

      Looking at himself though, he kind of looked like a class-A noob wearing the horribly mismatched gear. Virgil had worn whatever provided the most stats in his games back on Earth when he would start out a character. It wasn’t much different now that his actual life was on the line. Seriously, he’d wear a rainbow-glitter-soaked kid’s backpack if it would help him survive. He then stored the dagger, lockpicks, recipe book, coins, and health potions into Grief’s storage compartment. Virgil had a wide grin on his face when he stored the money inside Grief. Compared to the fifteen silver pieces he had started out with, he had just made a butt-ton of money!

      Virgil kept the journal and two spellbooks though. Virgil was pretty sure that the journal was either cursed or some kind of quest item. He was also excited about the possibility of learning new spells! If he finally had some kind of offensive spell, he could be more than a liability! Virgil first opened the Book of Forked Lightning. He began trying to read it, but couldn’t understand the runes and sets of glyphs inscribed on the book. A notification then appeared informing him that since his version of Nature Magic, Restoration, was a unique combination of both Earth and Life Magic, he could not learn the lightning spell, since it was of a different branch of magic altogether.

      Though it was disappointing he couldn’t summon lightning from his fingers, the notification did give him hope for the other spellbook. He took out the Book of Life Transfer. When he opened it, a notification appeared in his vision asking if he wanted to attempt to learn the spell from the book. He mentally selected yes.

      The book began to glow. Virgil did too. The glowing of the book intensified as the spell’s information was transferred into his brain. After ten seconds, the glow of both Virgil and the book suddenly ceased, and the book faded to ash in his hand.

      
        
        Congratulations! You have learned a new spell: Leeching Vines.

        Your connection with Yggdrasil has changed the Life Magic spell: Life Transfer to the Restoration Magic spell: Leeching Vines!

        Leeching Vines: Channel the essence of Yggdrasil into a specific 3x3 foot circle to cause a surge of the great tree’s power to erupt out of the ground in the form of magic vines. The vines are barbed and will drain the health of the target as well as hinder movement. Half the health drained from the target will go to the caster, with the other half going back to Yggdrasil herself.

        Cost: 20 MP

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

        Range: 15 yards

        Effect: Thorns on vines embed in target and drain 2 Health (+.1 x Intelligence Level)/second from target and regain ½ of Health drained. 50–100% decrease in mobility of target for 3–5 seconds.

      

      

      “Good grief, that was bright! Did ya learn the spell, laddie?” Grief asked.

      “I did,” Virgil said, smiling, still in awe of what just happened. “What was cool was that since my particular branch of Nature Magic is a mix of both Life and Earth Magic, I can learn spells from either school of magic. Also, since I’m a Druid Champion of Yggdrasil, I apparently have some of her essence within me. Because of that, she changed the spell into something likely more powerful!”

      “That’s great, lad. Now you don’t have to rely on a weird lookin’ rat to do all yer damage.” Grief said. Virgil had unattached the skull and set him on a table while he changed his equipment.

      Splinter didn’t seem to like the comment. The rat hopped up on the table and put her hands on her hips indignantly while looking at Grief. She ran over to the skull’s side.

      “What are ya doin’!?” Grief asked as the stego rat rolled him over until he was upside down. “Gah! Set me back up, ya nasty rodent,” he demanded angrily. Virgil chuckled, watching the drama play out. The skull reminded him of turtles stuck helpless as they were upside down on their backs.

      “I think you hurt her feelings,” Virgil said, finally interrupting their banter.

      “I what?” Grief said in disbelief. “Animals have feelings?”

      “Sure they do, did you never have a pet before? If you had, then you’d know. Also, it’s clear that Splinter is no ordinary rat. She has an intelligence greater than any rat I’ve ever seen.”

      “I nay did ever ha’ a pet. Even when I was a wee lad, I was trained to kill creatures, not learn about them. I didn’t know they had feelings.” There was a heavy pause after Grief’s statement. With a more resolute voice, the skull continued, “Splinter, turn me to face ye.” The rat complied, still keeping Grief upside down though. “Er hem, I be sorry for what I said about ye. I nay did not know about yer feelings, but that does not excuse what I said. I promise to never call you weird or nasty ever again. In truth, yer a pretty badass beastie. Can ye forgive me?”

      Splinter put a hand to her chin like she was pondering. She then turned Grief right-side-up and nodded her head in affirmation before licking the skull in between the eyes like a happy dog.

      “Gah, hahaha, thanks, lass.”

      Virgil used the custom belt loop that was attached to Grief and reattached the skull to his belt. Splinter hopped back on his leather pauldron.

      “So lad, what are ya goin’ to do ‘bout that cauldron? We can’t just leave it here.”

      “You’re right,” Virgil confirmed. “I don’t know how to purify it though.”

      “That’s where I come in, lad. My Ancient Lore skill isn’t fer nothin’. The Devilslayer clan knows all about how to kill fiends, their strengths and weaknesses, and also how to cleanse tainted areas. Now, most times we’d need a bunch of equipment and holy water. Fortunately, we have you. With the essence of Yggdrasil inside ye, all ye need to do is put a drop of yer blood in the foul liquid.”

      “Simple enough,” Virgil replied. He still had a little bit of blood on the back of his head from hitting the table earlier. He had healed his wound, but there was still some coagulated blood remaining. His Restore spell didn’t have a cleaning effect. Virgil put his finger to the back of his head, collecting some blood on his finger and then dropped the liquid into the bubbling green concoction inside the cauldron. The cauldron’s contents immediately responded, ceasing bubbling and glowing a soft white. As the glow faded, Virgil looked to see that the contents inside had disappeared completely!

      His blood literally purged the demonic fluid completely. “Impressive,” he said, inspecting the results. Virgil then pressed Grief against the cauldron. The space-bending properties of the skull/companion/bag of holding actually worked to absorb the cauldron. From Virgil’s previous gaming experiences, he knew that cauldrons could be primo items for an alchemist. Perhaps he could make a good profit by selling the one he took.

      The last item he examined was the Warlock’s Journal. It seemed to be a quest item, if Virgil had ever seen one. He was not disappointed when a prompt appeared after he was about to open the book.

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        A Student’s Treachery

        The journal you’ve found contains the notes and evidence of the warlock Weylan Forsworn’s crimes against the Rubasal Kingdom which rules over the Yggdra Timberland. He had formed pacts with the archdemon demon Vozremath to become a Warlock. He gained power in return for servicing the demon. Under Vozremath’s orders, he conducted ruthless secret experiments on numerous students and even some professors. The warlock was able to escape before the full scope of his crimes could ever be uncovered. Weylan killed and siphoned manna off of many. His worst crime was that he successfully killed and made demonic clones of three professors. The imposters are still on the Mage College grounds today, likely up to some nefarious scheme. Present this evidence to one of the real professors at the college in order to hopefully save them from the likely coup!

        Imposter Professors

        Malacia Vendread

        Talia Ogrul

        Mikael Brandeen

        Reward:

        Esteemed Student Status at the Mage College

        2 New Spells

        1000 Experience

        Unknown

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Crap! This was huge! Virgil didn’t know where the Mage College was, or how far he was from it, but this seemed pretty important. It was like a world-quest in his games back on Earth. He figured he should probably accept. It also didn’t hurt that it would reward him with two new spells and one-thousand experience. Before he did, though, he asked Grief about it.

      The skull told him that the college was located to the west, in a city that was actually independent from the Rubasal Kingdom. Trusting his companion, he accepted the quest. Once that was taken care of and the journal stored in Grief, the trio left the lair of the now-dead matron.

      Virgil went back into Stealth as he made his way out of the sewers in the direction Grief had originally directed him.

      “Aren’t ye goin’ to go back and turn in the recipe book fer yer quest?” Grief asked via their mental link. Even though the conversation wasn’t audible, the skull was still whispering. Virgil guessed the skull really wanted to make sure no one heard him.

      “No, not now. I have thirty days to finish the quest, and I’m not interested in getting myself arrested for some experience and food,” Virgil replied mentally but ignored the whispering tone that Grief used.

      Soon enough, Virgil found a ladder that led to another sewer grate. He carefully lifted up the grate and peeked around, expecting to be in the middle of a busy street. Instead, he was actually outside the city, not too far from where he first fought the jackalopes. It was late afternoon and the sky had a beautiful orange hue to it. Using both his Increased Hearing and Detect Hostile Intent, Virgil detected no nearby enemies. He moved the grate completely and hopped out from the sewer tunnel, making sure to place it back so no one else would notice.

      The dark elf felt a light breeze against his skin and took in a deep breath of the fresh air, glad to no longer be taking in the fetid smells of stagnant elf excrement. He made it! He was safe and out of Kygor. Virgil then rechecked his Find A Trainer quest to make sure where exactly he needed to go to find Carus’s sister to train him.

      “So she’s fifteen kilometers north, huh?” Virgil said to himself as he re-examined the quest information. He was about to go straight ahead based off the sun’s position, but then he remembered that the sun sets to the west on Earth. He was no longer on Earth. “Hey Grief, which way is north?”

      “Straight ahead, lad.”

      “Guess it sets west here too,” Virgil replied and began to enter the thick, untamed part of the woods making up the Yggdra Timberland.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Guard Captain Tiberius entered the main hall of the royal palace. Though he kept his form proper, he was walking at a quick pace to get to the king. Despite his pace, the captain could feel the tension build up inside him. His heart beat hard inside his chest. He did not want to give the king this news. As the leader of the kingdom’s army though, he had no choice.

      “My king,” Tiberius said, taking a knee and bowing his head.

      “Report, captain,” King Darcassan said bluntly. He was sitting on his large throne and holding a glass of red wine in his hand, a scowl already evident on his face. The patriarch was in no mood for formality today.

      “Despite the citywide alert put out, the dark elf has managed to evade capture, my king.”

      “What!?” Darcassan yelled as he stood up. The action was accompanied by the sound of breaking glass as he threw down his wine in anger. “How can this be, captain?” he asked with obvious venom.

      “Two of our cavalry guards came into contact with him in the western district of the city, but were distracted when his accomplice, the wanted murderer Havoc, initiated combat.”

      “So he really was in league with the Thieves Guild,” Darcassan said, more to himself. When he had made the citywide announcement, he wasn’t sure the Blackheart was actually associated with the group of rogues and assassins. In fact, he was confident that he wasn’t, but he didn’t care if it was true or not. He wanted the dark elf in chains in the darkest dungeon in the kingdom, and he would find any excuse to put him there.

      Darcassan would not let a dark elf roam free in his kingdom. No, he would not let a member of the accursed race that killed his great grandfather make way for more to come back. Though Yggdrasil had summoned this Virgil, it didn’t mean that the king had to let him roam about freely. No, he was confident the other four could handle the three demon generals with ease. The king then realized he interrupted his guard captain’s report. “Continue,” he said.

      “Yes, my king. As I said, Havoc attacked one of our guards without provocation, likely due to him knowing he was a wanted criminal. While the thief was fighting one guard, the dark elf used the distraction to overtake the horse of the other guard, incapacitating him. The dark elf appeared to use his druid powers to take control of the guard’s horse, as the creature then attacked the first guard who had successfully killed the thief Havoc in a dishonorable sneak attack.”

      “The ruthless elf then seemed to use some sort of dark powers because he awoke the incapacitated guard and threatened to make sure the guard cared for the steed or else he’d return. Ever since, the guard has obsessively attended to the horse’s every need. I’m afraid the fugitive has placed some sort of curse on the young guard. I asked one of the royal court mages to locate him via a divination spell. She explained to me that her spell could not locate his exact location, but could give a general direction. The mage informed me that the fugitive is outside of the city, heading north inside the forest.”

      The king clicked his teeth at the news. He knew he couldn’t trust the dark elf. Now, the Blackheart was cursing the animals and instilling fear in the guards. This was a serious problem. Darcassan smiled as an idea came up. “This is a druid problem,” he said magnanimously. “So, we need a druid solution.”
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        * * *

      

      The four druids had still split into two groups. Dirk was still teamed with both Marianna and Pierre while Gwen was still going solo ever since she had openly broken up with Dirk, disagreeing with his constant rudeness and bullying. Both groups were in different areas outside of the city, but they all received the same prompt.

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Wanted: Dead or Alive

        Your fellow druid, Virgil, is wanted by the Rubasal Kingdom for trespassing, resisting arrest, and attempted murder. The king also has it on good authority that the dark elf has also been practicing dark magic and has branded him a Warlock. Unfortunately, Virgil managed to escape from Kygor before the royal guard could capture him. Seeing the severity of having a druid-turned-traitor loose, the king has turned to you, Champion, for help in this matter.

        Capture Virgil and bring him back to Kygor to stand trial before the king for his crimes. If you cannot capture him, you have been given permission to execute the traitor. He was last located outside of the capital, heading north in the forest.

        Reward:

        10,000 Experience if captured

        500 Experience if killed and return proof to the king

        2000 Platinum

        5 New Spells

        Bonus Reward:

        1,000 Experience for any warlock brought back alive in conjunction

        50 Experience for any decapitated warlock heads

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Though the druids were separated, seeing the ridiculous amount of experience, loot, and new spells they would get as a reward, they all eagerly accepted. Taking Virgil down, outside of fighting the demon threat, was now at the top of their priority list.

    

  







            CHAPTER NINE

          

          

      

    

    






First Encounter

        

      

    

    
      For the next couple hours, Virgil traversed through the thick woods that made the Yggdra Timberland. It was dark from both the late hour as well as the dense foliage that covered most of the view of the sky above. That was just fine with Virgil, though. With his sensitive eyes due to Ally of Darkness, he had no qualms with staying in the forest.

      The thick woods were a plentiful mix of conifers and deciduous trees that prevented a summer breeze from getting through easily, making the environment both hot and humid. While not impassable, the way forward was definitely impeded by the dense foliage.

      Virgil used his time going through to keep an eye out for danger and also to think. He thought about why he was there. Not why he was going through the forest, but why he’d been summoned to… what was this world called? Oh yes, Imeria was the name. So, why did Yggdrasil summon him to Imeria in the first place? It was to destroy three demon generals that were carrying a bit of the archdemon’s essence like an infection, threatening to somehow destroy Yggdrasil with it by digging up her roots which were underground and constantly moving.

      He and the other druids were like antibodies meant to fight off and kill the generals. It was curious to Virgil, though. Besides the mutated, demonic, infested rat matron, he had seen literally no proof of this demon invasion which he was summoned for. He was about to make camp for the night when he finally found evidence for himself.

      The dark elf’s ears twitched slightly as his Increased Hearing picked up light, creepy chuckles in the distance. He continued forward but more cautiously. Splinter picked up her master’s tension and began scanning the forest while atop his shoulder on high-alert. As Virgil walked, he noticed that the trees began to change. The healthy green plants were transitioning to gnarled, black, and sickly-looking ones. The dusk sky began to be more exposed as more leafless trees came into sight. Even the ground underfoot changed to brown and dusty, dead and devoid of moisture.

      The laughter became louder and louder as Virgil proceeded. Not wanting to startle whatever was the source of the creepy noises, he went into Stealth. “Do you hear that?” Virgil mentally asked Grief.

      “Just barely, lad,” Grief replied back.

      “Any idea what’s causing the noise?”

      “I do have an idea, but I’m not sure. See if ye can get closer to see ‘em.”

      Virgil complied, making sure to go from tree to tree trying to make sure to not be noticed by anything. He utilized both his Danger Sense and Detect Hostile Intent to try to perceive where any possible enemies would be in order to make sure he was hidden. Eventually, Virgil crept up behind a wilted and crooked willow tree and peered around it carefully. The ground in front of him looked dead. In the center of the worst decay stood another willow, completely rotten with black roots peeking out of the ground, and an odor like that of a festering wound coming from it.

      There were four tiny figures, two flying, circling atop the tree and two walking around by the roots. They had a pair of curling horns atop their heads, small bat wings, and green skin with clumps of black fur on their legs and arms…

      “What are these?” Virgil asked Grief mentally as he turned the skull so Grief could see the small fiends.

      “Ah, I suspected them. Those be called rotwood imps. Use yer Analyze, lad, and I’ll fill in the gaps.”

      Virgil focused on the nearest one and triggered his skill. He had leveled it up once on the way here, so now he could learn about specific races.

      
        
        Name: Rotwood Imp

        Level: 4

        Race: Demon Type: Imp

        Health: 40

        Manna: 15

        Stamina: 50

        Small imp from the Infernal Plane. Imps are simple-minded fiends, being more bestial compared to other demons. That does not make them less dangerous. These imps in particular possess a potent venom in their saliva and on their claws. While not toxic to creatures with blood, it is extremely deadly to plant life. Left alone, the imps can kill the flora of an entire forest in a matter of weeks.

      

      

      Virgil then hid back behind the tree. “So, my Analyze told me that these things are specialized plant killers. How do we kill them?”

      “Yer right, lad. Rotwood imps be a plague on this world. While their venom won’ kill ya, I can guarantee it’ll hurt. Now, imps overall are not very smart creatures. How they’ll get you is by overwhelmin’ ye with their numbers. Yer best bet is distractin’ ‘em and pickin’ the buggers off one by one.”

      Virgil then turned his head to look at Splinter on his shoulder, a plan forming in his mind. The stego rat was looking at him expectantly. Keeping his voice low to not blow his cover, he asked, “You ready to take down some mobs, girl?”

      The rat nodded excitedly, then stood up on her hind feet and quietly hit her right fist inside her left palm. She was ready for action.

      “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to bind one with my new Leeching Vines spell. While it’s stuck, you run over and take it out. I’ll follow behind you and attack the other one on the ground. You use that time to hide and wait until another one of the imps gets bound by my spell again. It has a ten second cooldown, so I’ll serve as the distraction in the meantime. The things don’t look too fast, and my agility is already eighteen. So, I should be able to kite them away.”

      Splinter cocked her head at the term ‘kite them away.’

      “Sorry, that’s a term from where I’m from. It means I’ll serve as the distraction by having them chase me while not getting damaged.”

      The intelligent rat nodded her assent. Virgil then peered out one more time to make sure the imps were still there. Once he confirmed that the four of them were still present, he set Splinter down and braced himself for their ambush. Virgil closed his eyes and took a few deep calming breaths before stepping out from his hiding place and casting Leeching Vines. A glowing circle appeared on the ground under one of the lower imps, and a surge of thorny vines erupted from beneath it. The vines wrapped around the imp, thorns digging into its flesh and draining its health.

      Virgil felt a surge of power as the health sapped from the imp was directed toward him. He was already at full health, so it didn’t do anything to his Health Pool, but it gave him some sort of endorphin release.

      It felt good to have an offensive spell now! The imp screeched in pain as it struggled against the vines, its mobility inhibited by the spell. The imp’s counterparts had just enough time to turn and see their ally in distress before Splinter charged in and decapitated the small demon by using her Spiked Wheel attack.

      The other imps shrieked in anger. They were about to charge after Splinter when Virgil charged in and hit the other grounded imp across the temple with his staff. It staggered slightly, barely injured by Virgil’s attack.

      “Over here,” Virgil yelled as raised his staff, then cast Restore. The strong light of Nature Magic shone through the head of the weapon. Though he was still at full health, he didn’t do it to heal himself. No, he did it to agitate the imps.

      It definitely worked.

      The fiends squinted and turned their heads to the magic light, their demonic nature repulsed by the magic of the world tree, the ruler of their realm’s enemy. When the light faded, they all turned to face Virgil—completely ignoring the rat who killed their comrade—and charged.

      The two flying fiends dove down like dive bombers. Virgil jumped then rolled to get out of the way. The grounded imp took to the air and flew directly at him. Virgil dropped completely on his back in an attempt to let it fly past him. The Healer Druid was able to dodge the imp, but not completely. The imp was able to claw the elf’s right arm with his claws as it passed by. The herbicide-like venom sizzled against his open flesh.

      Virgil grunted in pain. “Grr, crap!” Grief was right! These things hurt! The veterinarian was glad that it was just a flesh wound, and that he had already experienced a dire rat bite. While the venom stung, it was still not at the pain level a dire rat bite was. Thank goodness for his high Agility!

      All three imps then dove at him in unison, but he repelled them by casting his Restore spell again. He felt the Nature Magic repair his flesh and re-knit his skin. Virgil smiled and began to run. The imps, blinded by rage, chased him recklessly. When his cooldown was up, Virgil cast Leeching Vines again, ensnaring the rearmost imp.

      Splinter emerged from a nearby bush she was hiding behind and impaled the imp through the heart with the horn on her head. The small demon was dead before it hit the ground. Virgil then smiled. These imps were toast.

      After only a minute, all four of the rotwood imps laid dead on the ground by the large dead willow tree they had made their home.

      “Great work, Splinter.” Virgil scratched her behind the ear.

      The rat squeaked happily at the praise.

      “Who’s a good girl? You are, that’s who.” After that bit of celebration, he put his animal companion back on his leather pauldron and checked to see how much experience he gained. Only twenty experience in total. That meant that each imp only gave him five experience. That didn’t make sense to him. The sludgegator he fought was level five, and it gave him fifty. Even though it was one level higher, there shouldn’t be such a drastic difference in experience earned.

      “Hey Grief.”

      “Yes, lad?”

      “When we defeated the level five gator, I gained fifty experience from the fight. These things were level four each, and I only gained five experience per imp. Do you know why that is?”

      “Ah, I do, lad. First thing, level of creature is not the only thing when it comes to experience earned. Experience is also factored from the risk, percent of participation in the fight, and difficulty of killing the thing. Second, ye also have to take into account if you’re in a monster lair at the time.”

      Virgil nodded. “That makes sense, the degree of rewards scale with the difficulty.”

      “Aye, lad,” the skull agreed. “As for lairs and dungeons, there be a hierarchy when it comes to who be on the top of the food chain. I think that rat matron actually was what’s considered a dungeon boss, and the sewer was her lair.”

      “So that means that the gator was a mini-boss then, and consequently, my risk and gained experience were both higher,” Virgil interrupted, understanding where his companion was going. It made sense to him. A mini-boss would provide higher amounts of experience than a generic mob of a similar level out in the wild. “I understand now. Thanks for clarifying that.”

      “That’s what I be here for, lad,” Grief replied.

      Virgil looked at the giant rotten tree the imps had made home. “I know my blood cleansed the cauldron’s contents. Is there any way it can fix this tree and the sickness it’s causing this section of the forest?”

      “Yer blood should stop the sickness, lad, but it can’t bring the tree back. I nay heard of a druid bringin’ anythin’ back from the dead. Near-death, sure, but full-on dead, nay.”

      Satisfied with the answer, Virgil took his finger and pressed it slightly against one of the sharp spikes along Splinter’s spine, pricking it like he would do if he needed his blood glucose checked. He then took his cut finger and pressed the bleeding tip against the black bark of the dead tree.

      The plant gave a subtle glow as the essence of Yggdrasil inside Virgil’s blood purged the demonic sickness from it. The roots of the tree glowed as well, and Virgil watched the glow travel across the roots and spread to all the afflicted dead and dying trees, showing how far the imps’ infection had spread. The glow went on for about fifty yards before stopping. The dead trees glowed completely while the dying trees only glowed where specifically affected. Then, suddenly, the glowing trees and sections disintegrated to ash, eliminating the entire infection on the spot.

      To Virgil’s surprise, as the last glow faded, some notifications appeared.

      
        
        For aiding the Yggdra Timberland, a forest that has sprouted from the very roots of Yggdrasil, by purging it of a rotwood infection pandemic, the world tree has awarded you +200 Experience.

      

        

      
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 5!

        Experience to next level: 84/255 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 2 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

        

      
        Nature Magic has reached Level 6!

      

        

      
        Stealth has reached Level 8!

      

      

      Seeing that it was a pandemic gave Virgil mixed feelings, as he was reminded of a recent pandemic Earth had experienced. It also made him happy that he was able to cure it so quickly. Virgil happily took in the experience and subsequent increases as well! He noticed that his Darkvision had activated—the sun had set, the light from one of this world’s moons giving enough light to illuminate the open section of the forest he was in.

      Virgil took a deep breath. He was tired, sweaty, and hungry. It was time to find a safe spot to rest and eat. His hearing was picking up the multitude of sounds from the nocturnal forest creatures roaming about; Grief had warned him about being outdoors at night.

      The dark elf swiftly crept away from the area. He didn’t feel safe starting a fire and setting up a tent in the area. Finally, he found an unoccupied deciduous tree with large branches that went up high. He climbed up at least twenty feet, feeling as safe as he could in the unknown forest full of dangerous beasts and demons. Virgil ate with Splinter, giving her some bits of his dry tack travel rations and some water from his enchanted canteen.

      Once they were done, Virgil tied himself to the branch he laid on to prevent himself from falling off to his death in his sleep. He pulled out his bed roll, rolling it up to be a makeshift pillow, and told Grief to keep an eye out for any possible danger. It was nice to have a sentient skull that didn’t need to sleep as a companion. Even though Grief’s vision was locked in one position, Virgil placed the skull in a spot where he had a good field of vision. It definitely helped with feeling more sure that they were more safe at night. Exhausted, but feeling in a much better spot than when he was in the city, Virgil quickly passed out.
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Crazy Cat Lady

        

      

    

    
      Virgil awoke from his sleep feeling rather well-rested despite using a large tree branch as his bed. It also didn’t hurt that he wasn’t suddenly awoken and was told that he was a wanted fugitive and had to run for his life. After he untied himself and stretched, he checked the clock in his vision. It was eight in morning. His Increased Hearing picked up a variety of bird calls and forest creatures calling throughout the timberland.

      Virgil could see the beams of sunlight shine down through the occasional gaps in the thick brush of the trees. It was incredibly peaceful. He could just stay in that area, making camp, relaxing, observing the unique and interesting animals this world had to offer, and minding his own business.

      Unfortunately, he knew he couldn’t. Virgil didn’t trust that the king wouldn’t send some sort of bounty hunters after him, and he was a newcomer to these woods. He was not confident that he was in a safe and isolated enough area to evade detection, so he packed up his stuff and continued north toward where Carus told him she would be.

      Virgil needed training and this was his best option. For the next few hours, he continued north. His master-ranked Herbology skill caused his vision to highlight numerous fungi and plants in the area that could provide some sort of benefit. Virgil did take some time to pick some that could be useful, which included a mushroom that oozed a poisonous slime, some minor healing herbs, berries whose juices had a numbing property, and a really interesting fruit called a dragonberry.

      It was a strange, shriveled-looking, small and round red fruit that Virgil would have ignored had his Herbology skill not highlighted it. It was highlighted green like the others, but much more brightly. Virgil figured that must mean it was of a higher rarity. When Virgil used Analyze on the fruit, he wasn’t disappointed.

      
        
        Name: Dragonberry

        Item Class: Herb

        Rarity: Epic

        Uses: If ground and made into a paste, it can completely heal any burn wounds. If ingested, it will grant the recipient a one-time use of the dragon-based skill, Serpent’s Breath.

        Serpent’s Breath: Channel draconic energy into your throat to release a gout of flame for up to 5 seconds. Things may also taste burnt for a while after using the skill.

      

      

      Well that was awesome! To be able to breathe fire could become quite handy for him. No one would suspect that a healer and a druid would possess any fire-based abilities. That presumption could very well save his life. Virgil would have to be careful when to use it though. Being in a large forest was not the ideal place to use Serpent’s Breath. He did not want to burn down the entire timberland he’d been summoned to save.

      After he stored the herbs inside Grief, he continued on. Eventually, Virgil did fight a large striped forest cat called a panthera, his Danger Sense and Detect Hostile Intent helping him to locate it before it could ambush him. As such, Virgil was able to actually use his magic to do a surprise attack on it instead.

      Virgil was definitely not as fast as the panthera, so Splinter had to keep it distracted. Fortunately, she was up to the task. During the fight, the panthera pounced on Virgil. The stego rat was able to prevent it from finishing the veterinarian off by biting its ear and drawing aggro.

      Working together with Splinter, they were able to keep the distance needed to prevent the cat from pouncing again. Eventually Virgil was able to overtake the beast.

      After the near death of the panthera’s pounce, he realized he still wasn’t quick enough. His two free stat points went into Agility.

      Virgil’s notifications showed that he gained some experience and increased some of his skills. It was time to loot! Splinter was eating and gnawing on the leg of her kill in a reversed display of cat versus mouse. His haul was a dislodged intact canine tooth and three broken claws.

      Virgil’s Herbology skill activated and the dead jungle cat’s eyes glowed. Apparently, they could be used to enhance both vision and smell of the one who ingested it raw for ten minutes. Though gross, Virgil wasn’t going to pass the opportunity to get stronger. He collected the eyes and stored them away for when they would be of best use.

      He wanted to skin and collect some meat off the creature, but it would take too long. He was worried some large scavenger or group of animals would sneak up on him.

      Virgil continued northward. The only creatures here encountered were Minor Imps. He learned the Imps did not carry rotwood infection, and he and Splinter handled them with no issues. The woods opened up into a clearing with a small pond at the center. On the shore of the pond was an idealistic wooden cottage and garden.

      There was one thing that seemed out of place. It was surrounded by cats, twenty of them!

      What is going on here? Virgil thought to himself. On one hand, the place looked like a wonderful weekend isolated cottage getaway where he could spend some quiet time and read. On the other, it seemed like it could be a nightmare. Virgil loved cats, having both them and dogs growing up, but twenty all in one place? That could cause anyone’s nostrils to get overloaded with shed cat hair and sprayed urine.

      “This must be where Carus’s sister is,” Virgil said.

      “Yes, it is,” a light scratchy feminine voice replied from his side.

      Virgil jumped back, grabbing his staff defensively. There, standing by him, was a small elderly dawn elf female. She was short, with gray-brown dreadlocks tied into an unkempt knot, a hunched-over back, and leaning against a wooden cane. She had a large nose similar to what Carus possessed, revealing their familial bond.

      Unlike Carus’s smooth and unblemished botox-looking face, this dawn elf was mole-y and wrinkly. If Carus was a grape, she was a very, very dried out raisin. She wore a loose fitting long-sleeved pink shirt and a long white skirt; no shoes covered her wrinkled, mole-ridden feet. Varicose veins lead down to cracked, uneven toenails that could be counted as weapons if she wasn’t careful.

      “Now, who might you be, young dark elf, and how did you know where to find me?” The ancient-looking elf gave a warm smile.

      Virgil could see past that. Even though she looked like a stiff breeze could knock her over, the old elf somehow emanated an aura that made her feel like she was a deadly predator that got the jump on him, and he was her prey. His natural flight reaction combined with Danger Sense screaming at him to “Run Away Now!” informed him this elf was beyond dangerous. He knew that if he wasn’t careful, she would end him here and now. Even his companions could sense her power. Splinter hid under Virgil’s cloak.

      “Be careful, lad,” Grief communicated via their mental link. “This lady be givin’ me the heebie jeebies. I’m tellin’ ya, if I had pants on, if they weren’t brown to start with, they would be now.”

      “I get it, now please hush. I need to focus,” Virgil mentally communicated back to his companion. A bead of sweat went down Virgil’s temple.

      He took a big gulp before answering. “Um, I’m Virgil, and I’m one of the new Druid Champions summoned to protect Yggdrasil from the three demon generals. Your brother Carus sent me to find you, and he said…”

      “Go on, young man,” she said patiently after he paused.

      “He said that you’re a bitchy bag of bones, and that you should train me because you owe him.” Virgil tensed up defensively, expecting the old elf to kill him on the spot. Fortunately, she didn’t. Instead, she began laughing.

      The dawn elf began cackling loudly at his statement; it was a coarse dry cackle that reminded him of grinding stones. Though it wasn’t the most pleasant laugh, he would take it over getting killed any day. Seeing as she was in good spirits, he also took the time to Analyze her.

      
        
        Name: Lucille Boquar

        Race: Elf Type: Dawn Elf

        Level: 52

        Health: 200

        Manna: 1250

        Stamina: 300

        The legendary founder of the Healer’s Guild based in Kygor. Though she has dedicated her life to healing and helping others, that does not make her any less dangerous. Lucille Boquar gained both fame and notoriety throughout the Yggdra Timberland both for her fantastic healing capabilities and her ruthlessness when it comes to those who harm women, children, or animals. Despite her age, she single-handedly killed an entire group of bandits that threatened a border town she was at after one of them had kicked a stray kitten. Lucille can be… prone to violence some times.

      

      

      Level fifty-two!? This elf was the highest-leveled thing he’d come across so far. At least, it was the highest-level thing that willingly let him see her level. She was almost twenty levels above Carus, and he possessed some kind of super strength since he was able to deal with giant dangerous dire cows like Bessy. She could probably crush a level five like Virgil with just a pinky. He was right to be cautious.

      “Phew! You really must be sent from Carus,” she said, wiping a tear away from her left eye that had appeared from laughing so hard. “I’ll be honest, if you hadn’t said those words, I was going to kill you on the spot and feed you to my kitties.” She then pointed to his left hand. “I saw that you’re wearing my brother’s ring. He wouldn’t have given that to just anybody. I was assuming that you either killed him or stole his ring and somehow found out about me.”

      “I can assure you that’s not the case,” Virgil replied nervously. “It’s nice to finally meet you.” He extended his hand.

      She looked at his hand curiously, then shook it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Virgil,” she said in her pleasant tone. “Now,” she pulled him in close so that their faces were just inches apart, “if you wish to be my pupil, I need to examine you closely to figure out how to best train you.”

      Virgil nodded slightly, forcing himself to not grimace, not daring to defy her. Lucille reeked of cat urine.

      She let go of his hand and began to circle him, muttering and occasionally poking him with her cane. Virgil slowly stood up straight as she examined him. “Hm, I can tell you’re still low level, but you are a fast one. That’s not surprising, you dark elves are naturally agile. You’re wearing glasses too. Never seen a dark elf wearing glasses. Does he have some strange mutation that’s worsened his vision? Strange equipment, though. I thought the kingdom would better equip one of their champions. And why aren’t you wearing a shirt? Sure, I like the eye candy, but unless you’re going to give me a slab of your dark meat, you really should be wearing better armor. You’re fighting demons and the monsters that make the Timberland home, not trying to court some maid who’s never seen a man’s nipple before.”

      Virgil blushed. He wasn’t sure if he should answer the question, as it seemed Lucille’s ramblings were rhetorical, so he just let her continue.

      “Overlooking your poor choices in fashion, you’ve seemed to train your body well for combat. You must have had to, otherwise you wouldn’t have survived in the forest long enough to see me.” Lucille then stopped her musings and addressed Virgil again directly. “Tell me, young man, what are your healing-based skills and levels?”

      Virgil pulled up his status page in his vision to list off the information. “My Medicine skill is level fifty-one, Herbology has actually leveled up to fifty-two, and my Restoration Magic is level six. I also have a trait called True Healer which binds me to my Artifact-rarity weapon here.” He raised up his Druid’s Staff. “It increases all my healing by twenty-five percent and an additional ten percent healing bonus to all my party members.”

      Lucille nodded, actually looking impressed with Virgil. “I admit, I did not expect you, a low-level healer, to already have two Master-ranked skills devoted to healing.” Her admiring tone then turned into one of a stern teacher. “But the fact that you don’t even have the Alchemy skill yet is inexcusable. That skill is vital to creating potions, and is a critical way for healers to help their team without constantly expending manna. We will have to remedy that right away. What spells do you know?”

      “Just two right now. The first is simply called Restore, which can heal continuously at a base of two Health per second. The second is called Leeching Vines, which can both drain enemies of their Health and send it back to me, plus inhibit their movements for five-to-ten seconds.”

      “Acceptable beginner spells, but more will be needed,” Lucille replied. “Now, tell me about your combat abilities.”

      “This is where it gets tricky,” Virgil said. He then went on to explain his predicament to Lucille.

      “So, if your staff can barely do any damage, and you have just one semi-offensive spell, how do you fight?” she asked, obviously perplexed as to how Virgil was able to survive long enough to get to her home.

      “That’s simple. I realized that I couldn’t really fight how I was right now by myself, so I needed to get someone to fight with me,” Virgil answered. “While I didn’t exactly find someone, I did find something instead,” he said as he adjusted his cloak to reveal Splinter, still atop his leather shoulder pauldron.

      “Oh! Well, hello there, little one,” Lucille said jollily then proceeded to pet Splinter behind the right ear. “Now that makes sense. You both must be tough to make it out here just the two of you.”

      “There’s actually three,” Grief called out from Virgil’s side. Apparently feeling less tension, the talkative skull wanted to chime in as well.

      “A talking skull? Well, you certainly keep some interesting company, young man.” She then took a step back and said, “Very well. I will train you, Virgil. You seem like a good man, and if my brother vouches for you, that’s good enough for me.”

      Virgil was about to say his thanks when Lucille put her finger up indicating she wasn’t done.

      “However, just because I’ve agreed to train you tentatively does not mean I will fully accept you as my student. You will have to first prove yourself to me by passing my test. Then, and only then, will I fully accept you. If you do prove worthy to be my student, I will also train you in combat. I take it your Restoration Magic is a branch of Life Magic?”

      “Sort of. It’s actually a combination of both Life and Earth Magic. Because of that, I’m allowed to learn spells from either school of magic,” Virgil confirmed.

      Lucille nodded in understanding. “Good, that means you will not be completely useless after all. As my dedicated student, you will embody my mantra.”

      “And what is that?”

      Lucille gave a predatory smile. “Don’t mess with the healer.”

      
        
        Quest Complete!

        Find a Trainer 1

        You have found Lucille Boquar and told her the right words to convince her to take you on as a pupil.

        Reward:

        Training with the Master Healer, Lucille Boquar

      

        

      
        Quest Unlocked!

        Find a Trainer 2

        Just because you’ve duped Lucille Boquar to become your teacher does not mean she has fully accepted you. She has noticed that you are severely lacking in multiple areas, and wants to test you to make sure you can survive her teachings. The first thing she wants to teach you is Alchemy. She requires several ingredients in order to demonstrate and teach. You are to go into the forest and locate the following and bring them back to Lucille. Good thing your Herbology skill is so high, or else you’d probably fail before you even started.

        x5 Lemonherb

        x10 Oniongrass

        x2 Klorgbane

        x15 Starlillies

        x5 Hagmoss

        x2 Eyes of a Beast

        x10 Mudcrab Chitin

        x20 Spruceberries

        Reward:

        Alchemy Skill

        x5 Alchemic Recipes

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      The notifications made sense to Virgil. The fact that there was a ‘1’ behind the Find The Trainer quest indicated there would at least be a second tier. Though the quest prompt was snarky, it was also right. It was a good thing his Herbology skill was so high. He was grateful that his skill at finding medicinal plants on Earth had transferred to this other world with its myriad of new flora. Otherwise, he’d be running around like a chicken with its head cut off trying to figure out what the ingredients looked like and where to find them.

      The ingredient list also made him frustrated though, as both Hagmoss and Klorgbane were not something that could be easily found according to the information his Herbology skill had imbued in his mind. Klorgbane grew underwater, and Hagmoss grew on the ceilings of dark caves. Where a dark cave was around here, he was not sure. Knowing this forest, it would probably be full of monsters too… Nevertheless, he accepted. This was his best shot at becoming stronger.

      “There’s a waterfall about two kilometers east of here. You should be able to find your ingredients there,” Lucille said with a wry smile and then turned to leave Virgil, walking back to her cat-covered cottage.

      Virgil had an uneasy feeling as he left in the direction she told him to go. Eventually, he did find the waterfall she mentioned. The beautiful sight reminded him of the breathtaking waterways up in the Appalachians. It was a small waterfall, about twenty yards tall, but the water was flowing pretty quickly, leaving a constant rushing white noise effect. When the dark elf looked around, he indeed did see many of the ingredients on the list. He walked around the area, carefully picking the various herbs. There were also annoying, one foot tall mudcrabs he and Splinter killed easily in order to obtain their chitin. Splinter was happily munching on their remains.

      He had gathered most of the list and decided to check it to see what was left. His heart then dropped when he read the list, noticing the “x2 Eyes of a Beast” on there and remembering that Lucille said that he could find all of the items here. His fears were then realized when the rocky ground beneath him and Splinter began shaking.

      Right in front of them emerged a giant mudcrab. Its right claw was disproportionately larger than its left. Virgil Analyzed it to learn it was a level seven beast called King Mud.

      The giant crab swung its massive claw at Splinter. Virgil ran to intercept. Fortunately, he was successful in protecting the rat. Unfortunately, the giant crab claw penetrated completely through his abdomen! Virgil coughed blood violently.

      “Oh no, lad! What have ya done!?” Grief asked, fear evident in his voice.

      King Mud then threw Virgil off to the side like a kid discarding a toy. The dark elf coughed blood again as his back struck against a large pine.

      “Virgil! Virgil, are you with me, lad?” Grief asked.

      “Eh, yes,” Virgil replied, struggling to get a word out or even breathe. He was alive, but he didn’t know how. Blood was rushing out of the massive hole through his abdomen as well as his nose. He could literally see through himself. He had never been in so much pain in his life. He would have vomited, if he’d had a gastrointestinal system left! His vision was flashing red, notifying him of his obvious massive debuffs, but for some reason, his health bar wasn’t. Virgil focused on it, and it was staying still at one out of ninety-two total health.

      A line of text was under the bar.

      
        
        Due to you wearing the Ring of the Bound Warrior, your health cannot go below 1. That doesn’t mean you can’t get hurt, though.

      

      

      Well, that last line was unnecessary given Virgil’s current predicament. He was so grateful for the ring though. All of his struggling would have been for nothing if he had been one-shotted by a giant crab. Virgil began to cast Restore on himself as he looked to see how Splinter was faring against King Mud. To his surprise, the stego rat was tearing the giant crab limb from limb, literally!

      Splinter, angered by the audacity of the creature to hurt her master, was furiously attacking King Mud in a relentless assault. She had used her Spike Wheel attack to sever two of its right legs and had cleanly bitten off one of the King’s left legs. The bony-spiked rat then climbed up the crab and began clawing and digging into its hard shell, trying to break through to the soft, vulnerable, fleshy interior.

      The giant crustacean was desperately trying to get Splinter off of its back, repeatedly reaching back for her with its giant right claw. She was having to dodge the claw, so she was having difficulty breaking through. Virgil was grateful because Splinter was serving as a great distraction while he continued to heal himself. It was weird feeling your organs regrow inside of you, but he would take it over dying a horrible death. He really needed some better armor. Virgil was also extremely grateful that his Restore spell could repair organs despite it not healing severe breaks. After ninety seconds of bursts of healing himself, Virgil was back in the fight, and he was angry. Oh, he was going to have crab for dinner tonight!

      King Mud didn’t notice Virgil; its two eyes on stalks were turned and focused on the rodent on its back. Fine by Virgil. He cast Leeching Vines next. A slew of thorny vines erupted from the river bed, ensnaring the crab’s right claw and remaining legs. It tried to reach out for Splinter, but was stuck. That was the opening the rat needed.

      Without having to worry about the claw, Splinter dug at King Mud’s shell with reckless abandon. Her sharp bony claws were able to penetrate through the shell just before the crab broke through the spell. As the crab reached for her with its claw, Splinter dove headfirst into the flesh of the beast.

      King Mud began to twitch as the rat pierced it and was tearing through its body. It paced side to side, then began hitting itself violently as if to beat the small creature out of it. It was too late. After thirty seconds of its futile attempts, the crab collapsed to the ground on the rockier, shallow section of the river.

      Virgil suspected it wasn’t for sure dead as he hadn’t received any notification about it. Then Splinter burst out from its head, a section of slimy crab brain in her mouth. On one hand, gross. On the other, it was pretty badass. A notification then followed, informing him of the crab’s death.

      The rat then noticed Virgil standing by, and ran over to him squeaking with joy. He picked up the gore-covered rodent and scratched her ear. “Who’s my favorite rat that’s covered in crab guts? You are, that’s who!”

      “Phew! I tell ya, lad, you gave me a right good scare there! Good thing ya had that ring on, or that crab wouldn’t be the thing dead with a giant hole in it.”

      Virgil looked at the copper ring on his left hand with much more appreciation. “Indeed.” He then spent another hour collecting the rest of the items for his quest. The most difficult thing to find was the hagmoss. Virgil actually found it in a cave conveniently behind the waterfall. The last thing he harvested was from King Mud. The crustacean was considered a beast according to his Analyze skill, so he figured its eyes should do for the quest.

      Outside of collecting the crab’s eyes for his quest, he did take some extra time to harvest about ten pounds of crab meat from King Mud as well as a ridiculous amount of his hard chitin. He’d been serious when he said he was having crab for dinner.

      Virgil then rinsed off in the river and headed back to Lucille’s cottage. The sun was setting and the old elf was on a bench petting one of her many cats by the pond in front of her cottage. The cat was sleeping and laying on her lap. Lucille had a look of surprise on her face. “You… made it back, and so quickly.”

      “Yes, and what was that!?” Virgil asked indignantly. “You sent me to fight a giant killer crab without any warning!? I almost died,” he said, instinctively putting his free hand on his abdomen where he’d been impaled.

      “I told you that you would find all of your items there, including the eyes of a beast. So, you should have known that there was going to be danger,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Virgil wanted to shout at the woman and then storm off, but bit his tongue for two different reasons. First, was that she could probably still kill him. The second, was that he had nowhere else to go. “Fine,” he said, relinquishing the argument. “Here are the items you requested.” Virgil then began handing the various alchemy ingredients that she had tasked him to find, setting them at her feet.

      She looked at him incredulously. “I admit, I am impressed, young elf. You look to be a worthy pupil indeed.” She set the large orange cat on her lap on the ground before putting all the ingredients into a satchel she had slung on her side. The cat scurried off, slightly disturbed after being suddenly woken from its slumber. After she finished, she began to walk to her cottage. “Come.” After she took a couple of steps, she stopped. “Also, you may want to hide your rat. My kitties may get a little too excited about a possible meal, especially Mr. Bigglesworth.”

      Virgil didn’t know which cat was Mr. Bigglesworth, but he thought her logic was sound. Bringing a rat into a house full of cats was probably not the best idea, so he took out his satchel from inside Grief, put it on, then put Splinter in there. After that, he followed Lucille into her cottage.

      The inside of the small abode was quite nice, outside of the myriad of smells assaulting Virgil’s nostrils. There was the strong underlying scent of cat urine which was both expected and unsurprising, but there were also scents from various herbs, multiple candles, burning incense, and even patchouli. It was hard to focus, at first.

      After Virgil shook off the surprise to his nose, he examined the cottage more in depth. It was a nice home, simple but cozy. The walls were made of stone while the floor was dark uneven wood. There was a multitude of hanging herbs and plants on the walls as well as off the exposed beams under the thatch roof that made up the ceiling. There was a nice stone hearth that partially stuck out from the wall and a simple cot against another wall.

      Not surprising, above the multiple blankets and furs were-you guessed it- multiple cats. When they seemed to grasp that someone outside of their elderly caretaker was there, they all scattered, most of them bolting out of a nearby open window. Fortunately, the windows were open, so no glass was broken.

      In the middle of the open-concept home was a large wooden table with two chairs atop what looked to be a pelt of a large brown bear. On top of the table were vials, beakers, mortars and pestles, and glass jars with rags over them, intending to keep them covered from light. It looked like a medieval chemistry lab, and Virgil quickly realized that’s what it was. Only one of the chairs was empty, the other full of lab equipment. It was clear Lucille didn’t have company often.

      She then pressed what looked to be a rune on the wall to the left of the doorway. It glowed white as it activated, causing a glowing orb to appear above the table and illuminate the room completely like a strong lightbulb. She then walked over to the wall on the right of the door and pressed two more runes.

      Virgil literally felt a pulse of power emanate from the runes. He took a step back in surprise. “What was that?” he asked.

      “I activated a ward protecting the area surrounding my home. Just because I can handle myself in a fight does not mean I do not take the dangers of the timberland seriously. These wards will provide a barrier from all creatures coming in or out until sunrise,” she explained.

      “Well, what about after sunrise?” Virgil asked.

      Lucille just smiled. “These are not the only things keeping us safe here. I have placed various wards, traps, and runes in the surrounding part of the forest around my home and pond to keep me and my kitties safe from both creatures and detection. The only reason you found me is because I let you, and I detected you had my brother’s ring.” The old elf then turned and walked toward the large table. “Come now, young elf.”

      Feeling a lot safer, Virgil complied. For the next five hours, Lucille instructed Virgil about Alchemy. She taught him the various types of potions; poultices, potions, powders, and tablets. Within those, there were different rankings in effectiveness. For example, from worst to best for potions, it went slosh, mixture, concoction, tincture, and brew.

      Lucille also taught Virgil five recipes that should help him on his journey. Uncharacteristically, she even gave him a mortar and pestle with no dangerous hidden agenda. At least, he hoped that was the case. He hadn’t noticed it yet, if there was. By the time they were done, he had not only gained the Alchemy skill, he had already leveled it up to seven!

      The five recipes he learned were also beneficial to him! He learned how to make a poison cure for any toxin inhaled or ingested, minor healing poultice, minor healing potion, minor manna potion, and minor stamina potion. While not the most impressive recipes, they all could prove useful in future fights to come.

      By that time, it was nine at night. Lucille began to stretch and yawn, “I think that will be all the alchemy I’ll be teaching you for tonight, young elf. It’s time I should head off to bed.” The old wrinkled elf walked over to her cot, pulled out her dentures, and set them in some sort of cup full of liquid on the window sill by the bed.

      Before she sat down on it, she turned to Virgil, a mischievous look in her eye. “You know, it gets lonely out here for an old lady like myself, and I can’t help but notice you showing off that firm muscular body of yours. Why don’t you keep me company for the night?” she asked, speaking with no teeth, then rubbing her upper lip with her tongue.

      “No thank you! I just wanna be friends! See you tomorrow. Thanks, bye!” Virgil said very quickly, promptly putting the old elf in the friend zone as he speedily ran out of the house before she could say anything else.

      After he shut the door behind him, Grief began cracking up. “Bwahaha! Wherever you go, lad, ya just seem to attract unwanted attention, don’t ya?”

      “Shut up,” Virgil said, not wanting to talk about the chilling interaction he just had. He was grateful for his cloak, but why couldn’t he find a damn shirt anywhere? His dilemma was strongly making him want to get some sort of tailoring skill, but he put that thought away for the moment.

      Surviving and getting strong enough to defeat the demon generals so he could get his wish to go home was his goal, and he didn’t need to lose sight of that. If dealing with the advances of an elderly elf was the price he had to pay, then so be it. He would rather that than being discriminated against and wrongfully arrested. With that in mind, Virgil set up his tent, put a pot of water over a roaring fire, and had a delicious dinner of crab. He only wished he had some melted butter.

      Virgil was not a petty man, but he savored every bite of the enemy who had impaled him just hours ago. He shared with Splinter, who ate the crab with reckless abandon. She seemed to enjoy it even more than Virgil. With a full belly, Virgil hopped in his bedroll and quickly fell asleep.
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Dentistry

        

      

    

    
      For the next two days, Lucille trained Virgil in magical healing through potions and first aid. The last of the three he picked up the quickest, due to him being a veterinarian and having a good understanding about the basics of anatomy and bodily functions. He was able to get his Alchemy skill up to level twelve, making it his highest-leveled skill. Virgil also was getting training in his magic. She wasn’t teaching him new spells yet, but she was teaching him how to more effectively wield his current ones.

      Virgil learned how to direct the flow of manna to a certain spot to help it heal more directly and at a faster rate. That also worked for his Leeching Vines spells, letting him sap health from a specific part of the body quicker. It helped him level his magic skill, but every time he asked her to teach him more offensive spells, she was resistant. She would dismiss his requests any time he brought it up and insist that he learn to fight with his staff.

      After Virgil pestered her enough times to explain, the old woman relented with a sigh. “The Life Magic we wield is the greatest branch of magic for healing in all of the world of Imeria. What can heal can also do great harm, though. If wielded recklessly, a single Life Mage can do great harm to both themselves and their targets.” She looked at the ground, eyes distant. A pained expression was on her face. Lucille was clearly remembering a somber memory of some sort.

      Virgil just waited, giving her the time she needed before she continued. “In my youth, I created an area-of-effect spell that could obliterate all around me with devastating force. I intended to use it to wipe out bandits and make them so scared that they would never return to this poor small border village that had been ravaged by thieves and pillagers alike that my guild was hired to protect. I hadn’t tested it, but I was so confident it would work that I believed I didn’t need to. That was a mistake. When I confronted some bandits during a night raid in the town, I all-too-gladly activated my spell when they wouldn’t leave…”

      Tears began to well in Lucille’s eyes. “I… killed them, and… everyone in the town as well.” She had to look away from Virgil, shame and tears evident in her expression.

      Virgil was stunned at Lucille’s confession. She didn’t say, but he assumed that she may have killed hundreds of innocents all at once. No wonder she was hesitant to teach him offensive spells. The old elf then took out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes after a minute and composed herself. “Since then, I have devoted my magic to healing only, making sure my gift will only bring life, not take it away. I still have my staff, mind you, and I have had to use it to kill in the name of defense. But just like how I should have been with my magic, I am practiced and in control.”

      Lucille seemed to regain her usual sassy demeanor as she addressed Virgil with a more serious look in her eyes. “You will first have to embrace being a healer and prove to me that you are a true protector of life, rather than a taker. Then, and only then, will I teach you offensive spells.”

      After hearing his teacher’s story and the serious repercussions of offensive spells, Virgil relented. He focused on his healing and practiced fighting with his staff, intent on showing her that he would protect life and embrace being a healer versus being some sort of relentless murderhobo.

      The lessons in combat were… not as productive as his healing lessons. Virgil would fight Lucille, who fought using her cane and hand-to-hand combat. Though Virgil was quick, the old dawn elf was even quicker. It was fair to say she beat his ass, handily. After his healing lessons, he would fight her while trying to learn certain forms and patterns that she would demonstrate. After two days of fighting, the elderly healer was still shocked that Virgil had still not been able to gain the Staff skill despite their frequent training.

      When she finally understood that actual leveling of skill was not going to happen, she focused more on forms. Though the lessons were painful, he did gain a point to his Endurance and learned a few forms from Lucille.

      The first was called ‘The Snake’s Tail. It was a sweeping attack that targeted the legs of an opponent, leading to an increased chance to trip them. The next was a double downward attack from up-high called ‘The Bear’s Claws,’ which used the momentum from the first part of its swing to go into its second. The final was just called ‘Jab,’ which was a forceful forward thrust of the staff. Though it sounded simple, it required specific things for it to succeed, such as a firm stance, always exhaling when thrusting, and a certain way the hands had to be placed. Each single thing wasn’t that difficult, but doing them all together while sparring with a woman who might be a sadist was.

      Satisfied that Virgil was making combat progress despite having no actual combat skill, Lucille gave the dark elf an approving nod. “Good. You’ve done well given your circumstances, my pupil.”

      “Thanks,” Virgil said, then pulled out a travel ration. He was hungry. Virgil was about to start eating when he saw a fat cat running behind Lucille, straight at him. An angry look was on its face. It looked like it was a Siamese cat, to Virgil’s eyes.

      “Oh no,” he said under his breath, as he braced himself, gripping his staff. He knew who this cat was. This was Mr. Bigglesworth. The running cat leapt at Virgil, mouth open and claws out. Virgil stuck out his staff, intercepting the airborne cat and blocking it from getting at him. Back on Earth, he had worked with many cats. Some were great, some were not so great. Mr. Bigglesworth was the worst! The obese cat had huge aggression issues when it came to Virgil. Mainly, it appeared to be resource guarding but to the max. Every time he would try to eat when the cat was nearby, the fat feline would attack him in order to claim his food…

      The aggressive feline was so mean and nasty that all the other cats avoided it. Even Splinter, who had made all the other cats back off from attacking her, openly ran away from Mr. Bigglesworth. Virgil didn’t blame her. He didn’t want to hurt the house pet, but the animal wasn’t doing itself any favors, in his opinion. It wasn’t like Virgil could really hurt it if he wanted to, anyway. His staff could do very little damage even if he swung it with full force, so he opted to use it to keep the cat distant from him.

      The fat cat then clawed onto Virgil’s staff, leapt off of it, and bit into Virgil’s arm repeatedly. “Grr,” Virgil grunted. “Lucille, get this thing off of me!” he shouted.

      The fast dawn elf quickly appeared by Virgil and forcefully dislodged the animal off of him, “No! Bad kitty!” she yelled at the cat. Mr. Bigglesworth notably calmed from outright hostility to just grumpy, begrudgingly meowing in anger. “That’s good,” Lucille said, quickly going from admonishment to praise. “Now you leave my pupil alone, you hear?” Mr. Bigglesworth just gave a grumpy face, but seemed back to his usual curmudgeonly attitude as she let him go and he went back to the cottage.

      Virgil began healing himself with his Restore spell, focusing on his punctured arm. After a few seconds, he was done. “What is the deal with that cat?” he asked bluntly. If Virgil was back on Earth and Lucille was a typical old cat lady, his question would have been more polite. After two days of constant harassment, stolen food, and five attacks that resulted in blood loss, Virgil had moved past that.

      “I’m sorry Virgil,” Lucille said, sounding genuinely regretful. “For the past three months, he has been like that. I’m not sure why, but the only one now he’ll even cooperate with is me. I’ve had to hide him in the outhouse when I feed the other cats, just so they’ll get enough to eat. The problem is, even though he will eat, it takes him much longer for some reason. I’ve tried different healing spells and even some potions. It would appear to work for a short period of time, but his ‘catitude’ would then return.” She then looked away from Virgil, pondering. “If only there were healers for cats,” she said to herself, but loud enough that Virgil heard it.

      That struck an idea.

      “Lucille, I didn’t tell you this yet, but I’m a healer that specialized in animals where I’m from. I could take a look for you?”

      The old elf’s eyes turned hopeful at the information but then turned skeptical. “Really?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m not joking. In fact, I think I may know what’s going on with your cat,” he replied.

      She squinted her eyes even more. “What do you want?”

      Virgil put his hands up in a placating manner, “I just don’t want to see an animal suffering,” he said. “But… if you did compensate me with maybe some spells, I wouldn’t mind it.”

      He was going to help the animal either way, but if he could get some more spells in his repertoire, it could literally mean the difference between life and death. Lucille had been notably resistant to teaching him spells. This seemed to be a good way to negotiate for some.

      Lucille just groaned, obviously frustrated. “Fine,” she said, agreeing to the deal. A notification then appeared.

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Find a Trainer 3

        Lucille Boquar’s cat, Mr. Bigglesworth, has been displaying abnormal behaviors, particularly difficulty eating and food aggression. She has tried various healing remedies to help whatever may be ailing him, but she has been unsuccessful despite her high skill levels. Fortunately, she has a pupil skilled in animal medicine. Cure whatever is causing Mr. Bigglesworth’s difficulty eating and food aggression/resource guarding, and Lucille will reward you.

        Reward:

        x3 Life Magic Spells

        +50 Experience

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil accepted. “I know it will be a strange role reversal, but I’ll need your assistance,” he told Lucille.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Though I trust you enough to work on Mr. Bigglesworth, I don’t trust him. I’m confused, though. He will be calm if I hold him, but I know he won’t let you get close enough to fully examine him. How are you going to get him to let you?”

      “I have a plan for that,” Virgil said as he reached into the storage compartment in the back of Grief’s head. He then pulled out the Deep Sleep Lichen he had collected back in Kygor’s sewers. Virgil was going with a tried-and-true method that the veterinarian used when it came to dealing with dangerous and aggressive animals: sedation.

      Virgil and Lucille then went back to her cottage. Lucille had covered the lichen in some sort of gravy and wrapped it with some sliced meat that she had saved in some sort of ice box that she had under a hidden door on the wooden floor. The voracious cat quickly came inside when the old elf called “Food!”

      The chunky feline then grabbed the meat-covered lichen from his owner’s hands, knocking it to the ground, and began eating it. Virgil could see what Lucille meant when he saw Mr. Bigglesworth smack his mouth as he tried to eat. His Increased Hearing could also pick up the subtle sound of teeth grinding, causing him to wince at the uncomfortable noise. Though he hadn’t fully looked at the grumpy cat’s mouth, he was pretty sure of what was going on. The veterinarian would wait until he had examined Mr. Bigglesworth’s mouth to make a diagnosis, though.

      After the cat had eaten, Lucille had picked him up and began petting and doting on her fat cat in order to keep the feline calm and let the effects of the lichen kick in. In thirty minutes, the Siamese cat was fully zonked out.

      Virgil withdrew his trusty stethoscope as he had Lucille set Mr. Bigglesworth on the center of the table. He did a full examination of the cat. “Eyes, ears, and nose are within normal limits,” he said, stating his examination findings out loud as was his habit. “Breath is malodorous.” He then opened the cat’s mouth. “Ew,” he said, wincing while checking out the cat’s oral cavity. “I think I found out what’s causing Mr. Bigglesworth’s eating difficulty.”

      “What is it?” Lucille asked.

      “He has a severe grade four out of four dental infection on a couple of upper back molars called carnassial teeth. The infection has degraded the teeth enough that his upper right carnassial is fractured, causing the grinding and difficulty eating.”

      “I don’t understand. I’ve used numerous herbs and potions with both healing and infection-fighting properties. If it is an infection, those items should have fixed it,” Lucille said, confused as to why her attempts didn’t work.

      Virgil nodded. “That makes sense. If it was some sort of superficial mild infection where the source could be removed, antibiotics should do the trick. With dental infections though, it’s different. The source of the infection, the tooth, is still there. So, antibiotics can help, but they are only a bandage. After they’re finished, the infection will return. Are you following me so far?”

      The old dawn elf scrunched her face. “I believe so, but what are antibiotics?”

      “Oh,” Virgil said in realization. In this medieval-style world where they had magic instead of the advanced science and technologies of modern medicine, people wouldn’t understand what microorganisms like bacteria were. “Sorry, antibiotics are… a type of infection-fighting medication.”

      Lucille then nodded, but had another question. “That explains his difficulty eating, but why has he been showing this aggression and possessiveness?”

      “I’ll make sure to do the rest of my exam to make sure there is no other explanation, but if nothing else is abnormal, the pain from the infection alone could actually lead to behavior changes. I had a colleague whose pet dog would only ever be mean toward the other dogs and guard its food when it had an ear infection. An oral infection in a cat can be just like that. One thing with both cats and dogs is that they’re tough. They can be acting completely fine and show no abnormal behaviors, but can still have painful oral infections that need to be addressed. That’s why members of my profession encouraged people to have their pets seen at least once a year where I’m from.”

      “I see,” Lucille said. “I believe you truly are an animal healer where you are from now, my pupil.”

      “We’re called veterinarians where I’m from. Some call us doctors too, even though there are some who don’t think we’re ‘real’ doctors, but we are qualified to have that title.”

      “A doctor, you say? Hmm, never heard of a doctor before,” Lucile said contemplatively with her hand on her chin. “So you’re both a doctor and a druid then? Hmm. Well, continue to care for my kitty, doctor druid.”

      Virgil smiled at the new title. She technically wasn’t wrong with the description, and he actually liked it so he didn’t correct her. The dark elf then continued his exam. He auscultated the cat’s throat, heart, and lungs. All were unremarkable. He then manipulated the limbs and palpated the body. Besides being overweight, there was nothing out of the ordinary. That confirmed it for him. The pain and discomfort from the dental infection the cat had, likely in the tooth root, was leading to its new behavior changes and difficulty eating. You could say Virgil found the root of the problem…

      Amazing puns aside, it was now time to treat.

      After Virgil had gone over his diagnosis and plan to treat Mr. Bigglesworth with Lucille, he asked his trainer for certain equipment he would need to extract the tooth and suture the gum tissue afterward. Fortunately, she had the equivalent items of the modern equipment he possessed back on Earth, including dissolvable sutures and a jade blade, a small green scalpel blade that was so sharp it should cut through the cat’s tooth just as easily as a modern drill.

      With Lucille serving as his assistant, Virgil was able to separate the infected and broken tooth into its three separate roots, remove it completely, and suture the gum tissue. He then took one of the pain-numbing berries he had previously collected, squeezed it until it started leaking juice, and rubbed it against the gums to alleviate the pain from his medieval surgery. For the final touch, Virgil cast Restore. With the source of the infection now removed, the gums were able to fully heal, turning from an angry red to a healthy pink color.

      It was a good thing that he had just finished, because the fat cat suddenly sprang awake. Mr. Bigglesworth suddenly righted himself and stood up on all fours on the table. The cat looked like he was about to hiss at Virgil, but then stopped mid-snarl and licked his newly healed gums.

      When the cat realized that his ailment was now cured, he walked up to Virgil, meowed contentedly, and rubbed his head against the dark elf, clearly wanting to be pet. The dark elf obliged. Typical surgical procedure back on Earth could have quick turnaround times, but he was truly surprised at the instantaneous recovery the cat displayed. He figured the unique plants in conjunction with magic were the most logical explanation for the sudden recovery.

      Lucille then quickly came over to her cat, tears welling in her eyes, and picked him up. Mr. Bigglesworth purred affectionately and licked his owner’s face. “Oh, my good boy, I’m so sorry that I didn’t realize how to heal you,” she said to her cat. The old healer then looked to Virgil, a look of gratitude on her face. “Thank you, my pupil. You healed my beloved Mr. Bigglesworth when I could not. You truly are a doctor druid.” She then wiped away the tears from her eyes.

      
        
        Quest Complete!

        Find a Trainer 3

        You have expertly used your medical skills and knowledge in conjunction with both Herbology and magic to heal the severe tooth root abscess that had been plaguing Mr. Bigglesworth! His owner is both extremely impressed and grateful for your aid. As such, she will teach you 3 spells from her personal library. For options, see the top 2 shelves of her bookcase.

        Reward:

        x3 Life Magic Spells

        +50 Experience

        Bonus Reward:

        +400 Relationship with Lucille Boquar, Current Relationship: Devoted

      

        

      
        Medicine has now reached Level 52!

      

        

      
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 6!

        Experience to next level: 19/383 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 2 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

      

      

      Virgil smiled at the level increase. Slowly but surely, he was improving. He then walked over to Lucille’s bookshelf which was on a wall by her bed. The old dawn elf had a surprising list of spells, and Virgil was given three of them to choose!

      
        
        Life’s Shield

        Cost: 40 MP

        Effect: Summon a shield of pure Life Magic that will block up to 100 damage.

        Cooldown: 2 seconds

        Range: 200 feet

      

        

      
        Circle of Healing

        Cost: 40 MP

        Effect: Cast a shining 30-foot circle of Life Magic to heal all allies in the designated area at a rate of 2HP/second for 30 seconds.

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

        Range: 30 feet

      

        

      
        Life Ward

        Cost: 20 MP

        Effect: Manipulate the raw Life Magic manna you possess to form a protective layer over your body that will last for 20 minutes. Provides +20 Armor and extra damage resistance.

        Cooldown: 2 seconds

        Range: Self

      

        

      
        Life Bolt

        Cost: 10 MP

        Effect: Summon a bolt of concentrated Life Magic that will strike a target, doing +10–20 Life Damage.

        Cooldown: 5 seconds

        Range: 30 feet

      

        

      
        Undeath’s Bane

        Cost: 20 MP

        Effect: Cast an aura that will cause all weak undead to flee for 10 seconds.

        Cooldown: 5 seconds

        Range: 40 feet

      

        

      
        Detect Life

        Cost: 10 MP

        Effect: Utilizes Life Magic to detect the life signatures of all living creatures in a 50-foot radius. Does not detect Undead.

        Cooldown: 1 minute

        Range: 50 feet

      

        

      
        Perseverance

        Cost: 40 MP

        Effect: Reduce all damage taken by the target by 9% for 2 minutes.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes

        Range: 5 feet

      

        

      
        Enlightenment

        Cost: 20 MP

        Effect: Target will regenerate manna 9% faster for 2 minutes.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes

        Range: 10 feet

      

        

      
        Regen Toxicity

        Cost: 20 MP

        Effect: Weaken health regeneration of a target by 10% for 2 minutes.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes

        Range: 10 feet

      

        

      
        Renewing Burst

        Requirements: Personal Level of 15

        Life Magic Level of 15

        Cost: All manna of the caster: (At least 100)

        Effect: Coalesce all the manna inside your body into a focal point at your center over a course of 10 seconds then release it as a wave of pure fiery force of magic all around you. This legendary spell was invented by Lucille Boquar and is famed for killing many.

        Cooldown: 2 days

        Range: Dependent on Manna invested

      

      

      Virgil’s eyes widened after reading all of the spell descriptions. These were amazing, and he was allowed to learn three of them! It was easy to put together that the spell that Lucille had used that had accidentally destroyed a whole town was Renewing Burst. It was the only one that showed a level requirement, which seemed to go in line that level requirements would only appear if he wasn’t at the appropriate cap to learn the spells. He wasn’t too keen on learning the spell anyway, for now. Virgil definitely needed more practice controlling his magic before he unleashed some sort of magic AOE bomb.

      The first two spells he wanted to learn were easy to choose. A shield spell could potentially be invaluable, and having a spell like Life Bolt dedicated directly for offense would greatly improve his chances for survival. His third spell to choose was more difficult.

      Virgil would then argue about the need to have offensive capabilities. He didn’t know if he would run into any undead soon, so Undeath’s Bane was out. His Danger Sense and its subskill were equivalent to Detect Life. Perseverance and Enlightenment were passive buffs, while Regen Toxicity was a passive debuff. While all three could be useful in a longer fight, they didn’t really stand out to him too much outside of Regen Toxicity.

      So, that left two choices for him. Circle of Healing was a mass AOE healing spell which could be useful for him and his party to get healed all at once. Virgil then remembered that his party consisted of only him, Splinter, and Grief, so that really wouldn’t be that beneficial to him currently. Life Ward provided plus twenty to his armor stat and helped improve his damage resistance. Seeing how his race and class were built, he likely would never have too much in the way of health. Virgil would have to rely on graceful agility and dexterity to stay alive instead. Having some extra armor, though, could really help in case his speed wasn’t up to the task. So, he decided to go with Life Ward as his third choice.

      “I’ll take these three,” he said to Lucille.

      The old woman was busy petting her cat, and was caught by surprise when Virgil spoke.

      “Oh, good choices, my pupil. You may learn those spells. All you need to do is open the tomes and accept the prompts.”

      Virgil nodded, already familiar with the process. With his heart beating excitedly with anticipation, he did just that. As he took in the spells’ information, the part of Yggdrasil that was inside his very being changed the spells from Life Magic into Restoration Magic, infusing the magic with the very power of nature. When Virgil checked the information on his new spells, he was not disappointed.

      
        
        Yggdrashield

        Cost: 40 MP

        Effect: Summon a 5x5 foot shield of roots, branches, and thorny vines that will block up to 200 damage and repel demonic spells.

        The thorns can cause 1-10 piercing damage if they penetrate the flesh of the target.

        Lasts for 5 minutes if not destroyed.

        Cooldown: 10 seconds

        Range: 200 feet

      

        

      
        Nature Bolt

        Cost: 10 MP

        Effect: Summon a bolt of concentrated Nature Magic that will strike a target, doing +10–20 Life Damage. If the target is a druid, they will be healed for +5–10 Health instead.

        Cooldown: 1 second

        Range: 30 feet

      

        

      
        Barkskin

        Cost: 20 MP

        Effect: Summon Yggdrasil’s power to harden the skin of your target like that of her tough bark that will last for 20 minutes. Provides +20 Armor and extra damage resistance. Does not stack.

        Cooldown: 2 minutes

        Range: Touch

      

      

      “This is great! Thank you so much, Lucille,” Virgil said, genuinely appreciative for all the old crazy cat lady had done for him. He still didn’t like the strong smell of cat pee in her house, but if that was the price he had to pay, there were many worse options.

      “You’re welcome, my pupil,” she said. “Here, take these items too,” the elder elf added as she organized the tools Virgil used for his dental procedure in a small wooden box and called it a Dental Equipment Set. “Now, I’ve taught you all I can at your level. Tomorrow, you need to head off to investigate and work to stop the demon threat invading the Yggdra Timberland. You’ve already seen the damage they can do, and we are just on the outskirts of where you can find them. On my daily walks around the forest, it seems they are more prevalent to the northwest of here. That is where you should go next.”

      The old dawn elf then appeared to remember something else. “Oh, and you’ll need to be cautious when you first head out.”

      “Why?” Virgil asked.

      “The wards and magic I’ve used to protect my home and keep it safe have been very active recently. On one of my walks, I discovered why. Three of your druid companions have been searching for you. There was a dawn elf female like myself with very sharp features, a high elf male wielding a pair of glaives, and a brutish wood elf that I would be tempted to share a drink with if he didn’t sound so cruel. Good thing I’ve got you for eye candy, eh?” she asked with a wink.

      Virgil reactively pulled his spidersilk cloak over his body tighter, not comfortable with being Lucille’s eye candy. The old elf didn’t seem to mind and continued, “Apparently, the king has put a bounty on you, dead or alive…”

      Virgil then gripped his staff tighter. Was she going to turn him in after all this time? Lucille waved off his concern. “Not to worry though, if you are an ally of my brother, then you are one of mine. Besides, I wouldn’t have let you learn three new spells if I was just going to turn you in. Also, I’m not too much of a fan of the king and his policies. That’s one of the reasons I live out here. Anyway, the three tracked you up to the point where my magic had covered the trail. The Life Magic I’ve put in the trees here has allowed them to move their roots and branches some, obscuring and preventing unwanted visitors from finding me, and in turn, preventing them from finding you.”

      “I’m sorry to cause you this trouble, Lucille,” Virgil said.

      “Well, you could stay with me for the night to make up for it?” she offered.

      Virgil just stared blankly at her, not amused.

      “Oh, you’re no fun,” she said, pouting. “And it really is no trouble. Those upstarts would need years of training to trouble me. Now, go rest, and get most of your things packed. You will leave at first light tomorrow.”

      Virgil left the cottage with a set of mixed emotions. On one hand, he was thrilled about the gains he had made in his leveling and skills. Lucille, despite her repeated advances, was a great teacher. On the other hand, it was rough to hear that he was still being hunted despite being outside of Kygor.

      It frustrated him that the other druids were hunting him, instead of focusing on becoming stronger to fight and defeat these demon generals, wherever the fiends were. Well, all outside of Gwen it seemed. The Hunter Druid was the nicest to him out of them all, and he was glad that he may have at least one possible ally out of his druid companions.

      Virgil went over to his tent by the pond. Inside was Splinter, happily snoring away, sleeping directly in the center of his bedroll. The once sewer-dwelling rat was now living the dream to have a warm bed, a caring master, and regular meals. Her snoring stopped as she was awoken by Virgil’s scent. The rat squeaked happily and rubbed her soft head against his leg affectionately. Virgil reached down and scratched his pet behind the ears.

      Grief was also there, just sitting on the bedroll, and the skull was glad to see Virgil. “There yabe, lad. How did training go? I heard that blasted cat attacked yeagain. That bugger be more dangerous than those infested sewer rats we fought.”

      “Training went well, thanks. Also, I helped fix the Mr. Bigglesworth problem, and learned three spells in the process,” Virgil answered. He then explained what had transpired to the skull.

      “That be amazin’, lad, not the part about the druids huntin’ ye, but learnin’ three new spells is great. Have ye tried them out yet?”

      “Not yet, want to come and see me test them?”

      “Is water wet?” Grief asked sarcastically.

      Virgil understood that as a yes and re-equipped the talking skull to his belt. Splinter hopped onto her customary spot atop his leather pauldron, and they exited the tent. He walked a few feet away to a nearby grassy spot.

      Virgil stuck out his staff and said, “Yggdrashield.” A thick, five foot tall and wide wall of roots, branches, and vines erupted from the ground in front of him. The top of it curved slightly toward Virgil, showing that he would need to duck down in order for the shield to fully cover him from incoming attacks. When Virgil walked around it, the outer layer of the wall possessed long dark thorns jutting out at different angles. “Wicked,” he said looking at the thorns.

      “Indeed, lad,” Grief added. “Those things look sharper than me grandmammy’s wit. It be best ya don’t touch ‘em.”

      “Yep.” Virgil agreed with the very obvious conclusion that the skull had reached, while trying not to be rude about it. Next, he cast Nature Bolt, aiming at a fish in the pond. A glowing bright green bolt of Nature Magic rocketed from his staff and struck the unsuspecting fish, cleaving it into two bloody chunks of flesh. Virgil smiled, glad to finally have some more offensive capability while Splinter dove into the water to get a fishy snack.

      Lastly, he cast Barkskin. Virgil felt his skin harden, becoming denser. He wasn’t exactly less mobile but he felt that to achieve the speeds he was used to in combat, he would need to exert more effort. He also felt tougher, more secure that he could take a hit and live. For the rest of the day, he practiced his new spells, intermixing them with his previously known ones to help familiarize himself with them and what combinations could be used best. He ended up gaining another skill level in Restoration Magic because of it too, getting it up to eleven.

      Virgil was also pumped that his Magic skill had jumped another tier because he received an unexpected benefit from it too.

      
        
        Congratulations! Your skill, Restoration Magic, has reached Beginner Rank!

        Due to increasing the rank of this skill and frequent use of your Restore spell, it has now been improved.

        The spell’s range has improved from 10 feet to 100 feet.

      

      

      That night, after he had packed up most of his stuff for the next leg of his journey, he focused on what to do with his unallocated stat points. With three new spells in his repertoire, having manna was now much more important than before. He also would be running away from possible bounty hunters and fighting more demons, so speed was crucial. Because of those things, he allocated one point to both Agility and Intelligence. True, more health could be beneficial, but he needed to play to his strengths, which were his speed and his spells. Investing in those things was the safest bet for him to get stronger and survive the future fights to come.

      When he was satisfied with whathe’d decided, the veterinarian closed his eyes and went to sleep.
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      When daylight broke, Grief woke Virgil from his slumber. Quickly, the dark elf packed up his supplies inside the skull. After he was done, he saw Lucille leaving her cat-covered cottage and walking toward him. Mr. Bigglesworth was walking right beside his master. The fat cat seemed to be smiling. Virgil’s procedure apparently was a huge success, as he had never seen a cat literally smirk before.

      “I see you’re all packed up then? Good,” Lucille said as she got closer.

      “I am,” Virgil replied. “Thank you for all you’ve done for me.”

      The old elf waved off his statement like it was no big deal. “It is I who should thank you, my pupil. You’ve helped my beloved Mr. Bigglesworth, and shown that you are a true healer. You also do not possess the recklessness that I did in my youth. In time, I believe you will become an even greater healer than I, Dr. Druid. Here.” She smiled, then handed Virgil two cloth knapsacks. “The one on the left has some food for the road, the other is a little gift to say thanks.”

      Virgil smiled at the gesture. It reminded him of his grandma back on Earth; she would always give him a snack of some sort before he left her house. He put the knapsack in Grief and then opened the other one. In it was a basic alchemy set, along with some corked clay vials. Some of them were not empty, containing two healing poultices, two manna potions, and two stamina potions. There were also five units of Deep Sleep Lichen and the tools he used for the dental procedure. The last item was both the most interesting and uncomfortable.

      
        
        Mrs. Bigglesworth Wristguards

        Item Type: Light Armor

        Armor: +5

        Durability: 30/30

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effects: Wristguards made from the hide of Lucille Boquar’s long-dead pet cat, Mrs. Bigglesworth. When the agile cat died, the old healer fashioned these out of her hide and claws, then enchanted it with Life Magic. It resulted in the wristguards giving the wearer increased dexterity and agility like that of Mrs. Bigglesworth.

        +10 Agility

        +50% Chance to land lightly on your feet when falling

      

      

      “Th… Thanks,” Virgil said, giving an uncomfortable smile. It was unsettling that she actually used her dead cat’s remains to make these, and it also seemed to be Mr. Bigglesworth’s wife, if cats had wives here. Did the housecat realize what these items were made of? The wristguards were brown leather and had various sharp cat claws embedded in the leather. Despite those uncomfortable things, the effects were amazing!

      The agility alone would be the equivalent of him leveling up ten times, even without him putting any of his free points in it. Even though it was a strange item, he equipped it. It could literally be the difference between life and death for him. As soon as he put on the brown wristguards, the feline agility and dexterity benefits were clearly apparent. He felt his body tense and then loosen, becoming more graceful and fluid. His body felt lighter, like gravity had less of an effect on him.

      “You’re welcome, my pupil. Now fly, you fool. Go west and defeat the demon threat,” she said, pointing behind him. “And be careful, the other druids are not far off. In fact,” she said cracking her knuckles, “I think it’s time I put the practice we’ve been doing to good use.” She gave a menacing smile.

      Virgil’s Danger Sense went off as the threatening aura re-emerged from Lucille. She turned and faced southward, likely in the direction where the other druids were. He shivered before he took off into the thick woods away from the peaceful home of Lucille. Virgil didn’t know how strong the other druids were, but he felt sorry for them.

      Virgil entered the woods at a light jog, jumping over thick roots and dodging branches. He noted how much quicker he was and how much more surefooted he was. Virgil had to hand it to Lucille, the wristguards were useful. After a few minutes, he felt that he had gained a safe enough distance and went into Stealth, quietly moving through the forest so as not to disturb any predators or alert any possible pursuers. After an hour, his Stealth skill increased by another level. He also took the time then to stop, drink from his Everfull Canteen, and check his status.

      
        
        Name: Virgil

        Level: 6 (20/383 experience to next level.)

        Unallocated Stat Points: 0

        Race: Elf Subrace: Dark Elf

        Class: Druid

        Specialization: Healer Druid

        Attunement: A Veterinarian’s Pact

        Languages: Common, Elven

        Companions: Grief (Soulbound), Splinter

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 92

        Manna: 190

        Stamina: 140

        Armor: 35

        Life Magic: 50%

        Earth Magic: 50%

        Nature Magic: 50%

        Light Magic: -50%

        Statistics

        Strength: 9

        Agility: 33

        Intelligence: 19

        Endurance: 20

        Charisma: 8

        Traits

        True Healer

        Darkvision

        Increased Hearing

        Ally of Darkness

        Skills

        Medicine Level 52

        Herbology Level 52

        Nature Magic (Restoration) Level 11

        Spells: Restore, Leeching Vines, Yggdrashield, Nature Bolt, Barkskin

        Stealth Level 10 — Subskill: Sneak Attack Level 1

        Analyze Level 5

        Danger Sense Level 5 — Subskill: Detect Hostile Intent Level 2

        Skinning Level 4

        Trade Level 3

        Soulbound Recall

        Alchemy Level 12

      

      

      Though he still had a long way to go, Virgil had made huge ground from the weakling he was. It was due to his allies like Splinter and Grief plus the Boquars. Virgil was grateful for his veterinary skills, as they were likely the only reasons why Carus, and in turn Lucille, took him in. He wondered how the other druids were doing since the old elf would not be so kind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you, pendejo, my Plant Magic is detecting some magical disturbance in the forest ahead of us. The dark elf’s tracks lead that way, but I do not think we should follow. It is not worth the risk,” Marianna said to Dirk, cheeks red, frustration evident in her voice.

      The thin dawn elf female respected Dirk’s strength and coordination, and if she was honest, his body wasn’t bad to look at. Thus, she didn’t have a problem electing him as their leader. That didn’t mean that the Feral Druid wasn’t both cocky and unreasonably stubborn sometimes. He had pushed the trio deep into the forest with no plan except to subdue and capture Virgil.

      Truthfully, when they received the quest to capture the dark elf, Dirk was all-too-eager to do it, in her opinion. Stupid male pride, she figured.

      “Pff, whatever,” Dirk said dismissively. “We’re the freakin’ Druid Champions. How can we be expected to fight the demon generals, if we can’t even handle some ‘scary trees’?” he asked, making finger quotes in the air. “Besides, it’s likely just some of those imps we saw earlier. We’ll just cream them like all the other ones. What do you think, Pierre?”

      “As long as we can bring that villain to justice, I’m ready to go in,” he said. Since they had originally teamed up, the other druids discovered that the French elf had some kind of hero complex about himself. Dirk knew that and had just manipulated the argument to his advantage.

      “Looks like you’re outvoted,” he said to Marianna.

      The Plant Druid rolled her eyes. Before she could say anything, the thick line of trees moved, opening the way for an elderly dawn elf woman to walk through. She hobbled at a slow pace, leaning heavily on a cane. Walking beside her was an obese Siamese cat.

      “Ah, so you are some of the Druid Champions I’ve heard about. What brings you to my grove?” she asked with a smile, giving off a kind, grandmotherly aura.

      “Greetings, madame. There is a fugitive gallivanting about in this forest likely up to many foul schemes. We have been tasked in finding him and bringing him to the king, so that he may answer for his crimes. Please, have you seen him?” Pierre asked, still going with his whole ‘honorable knight’ schtick.

      “Hmm,” Lucille said, looking up and tapping her chin. “Can you describe this fugitive for me?”

      Dirk had enough of it. “Listen, lady, we know that punk Virgil came through here. Don’t waste our time. We’re under orders from the king of the Rubasal Kingdom. You inhibit us, you’re defying the will of the king. Just tell us where he is, and no one gets hurt,” he said, pointing a finger at her.

      Mr. Bigglesworth hissed angrily at the druid threatening his master.

      “Oh my, you’ve upset Mr. Bigglesworth,” Lucille said, looking at her cat, unperturbed by the threat. “Now, I am getting older, and my hearing isn’t so good, young man. Did you say you were on orders from the king?”

      “Ugh, yes. Just tell us where the dark elf is, you old bitch. We are the Druid Champions; you don’t want to mess with us. Now, where is he?” he asked, taking a threatening step toward the elf, pointing right at her and glaring, punctuating his last words.

      Mr. Bigglesworth was done with the rude druid and ran right in front of him, hissing in defense of his master. Dirk just kicked the feline, launching Mr. Bigglesworth a few feet off to the side.

      “That was a dumb move, bitch. You should have kept your cat back,” Dirk said, a cocky grin on his face. “Unlike the others here, I’m not buying this forgetful old lady crap. If you won’t just tell us, I’ll just have to force it out of you.” He hit his fist against his palm.

      Lucille wasn’t looking at him. Instead she was focused on Mr. Bigglesworth. Fortunately, the cat quickly stood up, not injured, just surprised by the druid. She turned back to the trio before her, a scowl across her face. “You hit my cat. You were right, druid, I am not a forgetful old lady. I wasn’t planning on helping you in the first place. I was just going to toy with you before you three realized how outmatched you were and ran with your tails between your legs. Now, though, I’m going to have to repay you in kind for assaulting my cat.”

      The kindly aura she had projected was now gone, replaced by that of menace and pure terror. All three of the druids gripped their weapons tightly on instinct, immediately put on defense by the elderly dawn elf. Dirk wanted to run for some reason, but then shook off the fear, reminding himself that she was just an old lady. She was no real threat. “You think you can take us? You and what army?” he asked.

      Lucille then dipped her head and gave Dirk a predatory smile.  “I’m glad you asked. It’s me and this army.” She slammed her cane to the ground and gestured to the upper parts of the trees behind her. There was an audible thoom as her cane hit the dirt, and a wave of golden power emanated from her.

      The three druids looked up, their eyes widening in shock and their stomachs dropping in fear. Atop the tree branches were maybe twenty cats, a literal army of felines. They all appeared to be house cats, but their bodies were taking in magic that came from the old elf, causing their forms to swell and grow to the size of the pantheras the druids had encountered earlier in the forest.

      A line of sweat came down Dirk’s head as he and the other druids realized how badly outmatched they were. He carefully turned his head down to Lucille. She was still giving him that predatory gaze. “I see you’ve finally realized the gravity of your situation, young man. Normally, I would kill anyone who would so maliciously attack any one of my kitties. Seeing as you are the Druid Champions, I’m going to spare you that punishment this time. I’m just going to teach you a lesson instead.”

      Marianna swallowed audibly. “We are so sorry, miss,” she said, wanting to stop Dirk from making their situation any worse. “Please just tell us what this lesson is, and we will never bother you again.”

      Lucille gave a smirk. “Oh, you don’t understand, young lady. This lesson is something that must be both heard and experienced. That is… don’t mess with the healer,” she said, then snapped her finger. On cue, the imbued cats let out roars, echoing throughout the forest and shaking the cores of the three druids facing them. “Now, let the lesson commence.”
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        * * *

      

      Virgil turned, startled by what sounded like maybe a pride of lions roaring in the distance. “Glad I’m not there,” he said under his breath. For most of the day, Virgil traveled through the forest. He did end up fighting a couple more groups of imps, which were easily taken care of, especially now that Virgil had new spells. During the mid-afternoon, after defeating the second group of tiny little demons, Virgil noticed that Splinter had reached level nine by looking at his Party tab on his interface in his vision. Grief apparently had access to the Party tab as well, as he took notice of the rat’s level up. The level disparity made sense based on the information he learned earlier. Splinter contributed to a majority of the damage, therefore she gained more experience than Virgil.

      “Hey lad, yer girl Splinter here almost be a level ten.”

      “That’s good. Is there anything special about getting to level ten or something?”

      “Good grief! You be right about that, lad. Here in Imeria, ya get a boost to one of yer stats by ten once every ten levels. So the fact that Splinter be almost there is huge!” the skull said emphatically.

      After just personally getting a boost to one of his stats by ten, Virgil had to agree with Grief. Getting both Splinter and himself to level ten became more of a priority. He was about to ask the skull more questions when an uncomfortable sensation overcame him. The dark elf’s hair on the back of his neck stood up. He knew it was his Danger Sense kicking in. They were not alone.

      Quickly, Virgil activated his Detect Hostile Intent subskill. He spread his awareness out ten meters in all directions. There were two beings that his skill detected. One was behind him up in a nearby tree, the other was in a bush ahead of him. From the positions of the hostiles, Virgil understood what was happening. They were being hunted. It was a classic pattern displayed by a variety of pack species back on Earth. One predator would funnel the prey towards a particular direction, another would lie in wait ready to ambush. He didn’t know who was hunting them, but he was pretty sure they were unaware that he knew they were there.

      Splinter picked up on Virgil’s unease and gripped on tighter to his leather pauldron, looking around. “There are two others out there. One is above and behind us, and likely trying to push us toward another up ahead in a bush. I need you to keep an eye behind me and let me know if you see anything.” Virgil mentally communicated to Grief.

      “Ya got it, lad.” the skull mentally replied.

      The Healer Druid gripped his staff, quickly turned around, and cast Nature Bolt. A small bolt of green Nature Magic was launched from his staff at the location where Detect Hostile Intent had located the being. Virgil heard an ‘oof’ from the spot and an arrow suddenly shot out from the tree. The dark elf wasn’t fast enough as it pierced his side and pinned him to the tree. Fortunately, the shot was either really bad or really good, as it missed all of his vital organs.

      As Virgil worked to try to free himself, a boar charged out of the nearby bush, letting out a squeal. It was red with two large tusks coming out of each side of its mouth. Atop its head were two large curled ram’s horns. The boar lowered its head as it charged at Virgil recklessly.

      Virgil cast Yggdrashield. A wall of vines, roots, and branches suddenly erupted from the ground, blocking the boar’s path. The porcine creature let out a pained squeal as it crashed into the conjured shield, now likely stuck in its thorns.

      Virgil used that time to break the arrow shaft and manually dislodge himself from being impaled to the tree. As soon as he was free, he cast another Yggdrashield defensively to provide cover from the direction the arrow had come from. His instincts proved correct when another arrow immediately slammed into the shield, almost piercing through the summoned construct. Seeing as he was blocked both in front and behind, he ran off the main path, casting Restore on himself until he was fully healed.

      For the next half hour, Virgil was on the run from whoever was pursuing him. His increased agility kept him ahead, but not by much. Whenever he felt safe enough that he could slow down, an arrow would fly past him, sometimes nicking him, or the red boar would suddenly appear on his flank in an attempt to ram him with its horns. Fortunately, with both Grief and his Danger Sense, the attempted attacks never seriously injured him.

      Eventually, the hard ground of the forest began to get softer with some parts turning to mud or being covered by water. The roots of the trees were larger and bulging aboveground, leading to more obstructions, and the deciduous trees were being replaced by more conifers and a number of thick willows. They were now in a swamp of some sort. The advantages of this transition were that the roots inhibited the movements of Virgil’s pursuers and the thickness of the trees darkened the forested area more.

      The new terrain favored Virgil. He was an Ally of Darkness, after all. Picking up on this, Virgil put an extra increase to his speed, investing extra Stamina into his running to gain extra distance between him and his pursuers. To help cover his tracks, he began hopping from root to root and even some spots of drier land. After taking some time to conceal his trail, Virgil climbed up a thick willow. He was tired of this cat-and-mouse game and thought it was time to reverse the situation.

      After a few minutes, he saw the boar come up on the rugged, uneven terrain. Not far behind was a familiar face to Virgil. Gwen, the Hunter Druid who had left the others to strike out solo. Apparently, she found an animal companion like Virgil. It did make him wonder if she had a similar attunement as him.

      “What do you see, love?” she asked the boar in a hushed voice. It frustrated Virgil that it was confirmed that all his other fellow druids were hunting him for his bounty, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from smiling upon seeing Gwen. She was the only one that seemed to stand up for him, and she was so cute.

      Despite her being easy on the eyes, he needed to make sure she wouldn’t keep coming for him. He needed to somehow convince her to either stop hunting him or—even better yet—convince her to join him. Adding a ranged DPS to his party could be huge. Plus, while Splinter was like an awesome tough version of Raticate from Pokémon, the stego rat was not fully built to tank. The only reason they’d been able to fight with her tanking was because their foes hadn’t been too tough.

      He was about to try to come up with a plan to separate and subdue the duo when a group of snarls came from the forest ahead of them. Out of the darkness of the swamp arose a set of light, unnatural green lights. The lights grew brighter, revealing the creatures they emanated from. They were horrid, unsightly creatures that sent shivers up Virgil’s spine. There were four creatures in total. Each of them was the size of a German Shepherd. They had four hooved feet, with purple skin, and a protruding mouth full of sharp teeth. The most disturbing thing about each of the creatures was their face... or their faces. Each of the bestial things had a coiling stack of at least three elf heads atop them. All the faces and the protruding maw glowed with the unnatural green light.

      They began to slowly circle Gwen and her boar, snarling. Each had a long line of drool from their mouths. They did not appear to notice Virgil up in the willow, but one of them was close enough for him to use Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Vile Stalker

        Level: 6

        Race: Demon Type: Corrupted Spirits

        Health: 100

        Manna: 25

        Stamina: 150

        Spirit of a twisted fiend summoned by a warlock ritual that used the dead bodies of both elf and beast to form the terrifying body of this demon. Vile Stalkers possess the warped faces of dead elves which increases their vision, hearing, and their sense of smell, making them excellent trackers. They also carry a potent venom in their mouth that is tainted by demonic manna.

      

      

      “Crap,” Virgil muttered under his breath. He was unsure what level Gwen and her pet were as he hadn’t Analyzed them yet, but he sincerely doubted they could take on the four demons alone. He turned back to see the elf and boar with their backs to the tree he was on top of, trying to reduce the directions from which the stalkers could flank them. Gwen had her bow knocked with an arrow at the ready.

      The stalker to their left charged. She quickly released her arrow, and it struck the fiend in one of its three heads in between the eyes. The vile stalker let out a shriek of pain from its maw and it reared up its front feet reactively in pain. The boar used that distraction to charge and ram the demon in the exposed soft abdomen with its curled horns. It connected, launching the stalker back a few feet into a shallow pool of water. The boar continued its assault on the downed demon, focusing solely on it and leaving the others to its master.

      The other three stalkers let out a roar and charged at Gwen. The Hunter Druid was not unprepared though. She stuck her palm out at one of the stalkers and yelled, “Stone Spear!” Immediately, a six-foot-long spear made of solid brown stone emerged from the ground under the fiend and skewered it in the left shoulder. Gwen, in one fluid motion, took her free hand and pulled back on the string of her magic bow, taking aim at another incoming stalker

      Virgil was confused as he saw no arrow nocked on the bow. He then noticed a swirl of air coalesce in a line along the bow and her right hand glowing white. The compressed air then formed into a swirling magic arrow. Gwen furrowed her brow, focusing her magic into the shot. She then yelled, “Air Strike Arrow!” and released the magic arrow.

      There was an audible boom as the arrow launched at an unnatural speed at the vile stalker. Gwen’s aim struck true, going straight through the creature’s large open mouth and cutting across its entire body. There was a surge of black blood as the demon stopped in its tracks and then promptly fell into two separate pieces, dead.

      Gwen was quick, but not quick enough as she was unable to stop the third stalker. The demon had closed the distance and rammed Gwen into the tree with its shoulder. The Hunter Druid slumped down against the tree, dazed by the attack. Though aware of what was going on, she couldn’t do anything but watch.

      The vile stalker let out a roar in triumph, then a sudden shriek of pain as Virgil descended from his hiding spot up in the tree and struck one of the creature’s elven heads with his staff in a successful sneak attack. Though it didn’t do much damage, it did cause the fiend to take a couple of steps back.

      The vile stalker who had been speared regained his footing and joined back in. The fiend was limping but clearly not out of the fight. Emboldened by their numbers, the two fiends let out a growl of anger and raised their hooved front feet to crush Virgil. Their attacks were foiled as Virgil conjured Yggdrashield, blocking them and causing harm as the thorns of the shield pierced their rotten flesh. They reared back, but the pain didn’t deter them for long as they began to repeatedly attack the shield despite the thorns.

      “Splinter, go help the boar, then come back here when you’re done. Make sure you don’t get bit.”

      The stego rat nodded at her master in understanding, then jumped off his shoulder and ran to help the boar, who was currently in a stalemate against the lone vile stalker.

      Gwen shook her head, finally shaking off her daze debuff.

      “She’s comin’ to, lad,” Virgil’s skull companion spoke inside his mind.

      The dark elf pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and just glanced back to confirm what the skull said. “Can you fight?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said as she forced herself up.

      “Good, I’m going to distract these two demons. While I kite them, you take them out with your arrows. I’ll even try to slow them down too to make it an easy shot for you.” Just after he finished that statement, one of the hooved feet of the stalkers finally broke through part of the shield.

      “Nature Bolt,” Virgil said as he fired a bolt of green Nature Magic through the hole, striking the stalker before he ran in the small gap between the shield and the tree. “Come on, uglies!” he shouted, taunting the demons who readily complied. It was a good thing they did too, because the shield Virgil had conjured quickly disintegrated after the demons left.

      Gwen was truly surprised at both the strength and confidence that Virgil now possessed. She had no idea how he could be so capable with his class’s poor offense. What was possibly the most perplexing was his speed! Being a Hunter Druid helped her to specialize in closing in on prey and targets. She was originally confused as to how he was able to avoid her when she was chasing him earlier. Now that she could see him easily outpacing these demon dog things, she understood. Virgil was ridiculously fast, even more so than her, and she had invested in the stat. It made her wonder as to how the dark elf could be so fast.

      She couldn’t distract herself with questions, though. She didn’t have time to. Gwen reached into her quiver and pulled out one of the special arrows she had made. She drew it back, ready to shoot down the demons. Virgil then cast some sort of root spell, which ensnared and wrapped around one of the demons, halting its movements. It struggled against the roots, trying to free itself. That was all the distraction Gwen needed. She took aim at the stuck demon and fired.

      The arrow flew at the fiend, and when the unique arrowhead made contact, both it and the demon erupted in flame. The burning demon howled in pain before collapsing into a dead burning husk. Not long after, the two druids were able to take down the other vile stalker. The Snake’s Tail staff form that Lucille taught Virgil came in handy, helping him trip the fiend as it tried to bite him. Right after the second stalker died, the squeal of Gwen’s boar assaulted their eardrums.

      Both druids turned to where their animal companions had been fighting the third stalker. They saw the vile stalker’s mouth with its serrated teeth biting into the right hindlimb of the boar. The horned porcine was flailing its head, striking the right front leg of the stalker with its thick curled horn repeatedly in an attempt to force the demon to let go of it. Splinter was on the stalker’s back, clawing at its soft purple flesh.

      Seeing her companion in distress, Gwen pulled out three iron arrows and fired them in rapid succession, striking the stalker in the chest with all three. That sudden damage forced the stalker to let go of the boar and buck Splinter off its back. The boar quickly ran away from the demon, holding its injured leg up.

      Virgil noticed that there appeared to be some sort of bruising on the demon’s vulnerable abdomen from where the boar had previously rammed it. That gave him an idea. Virgil pointed his staff and said, “Yggdrashield,” focusing right under the vile stalker. Another one of the thorny shields surged out of the ground, striking the stalker in its belly, partially embedding itself and lifting the fiend up in the air.

      The stalker screamed a bone chilling sound from its venomous mouth because of the serious sudden pain. Though Virgil winced, it didn’t inhibit his focus. It didn’t stop Splinter either, as Virgil saw his rat companion get up from the shallow bog where she landed and shake the water off her fur.

      “Splinter,” Virgil said. The rat immediately paid attention to her master. Virgil then pointed to the impaled demon. “Spike Wheel, along its back.” The stego rat nodded her head and took off toward the vile stalker. She ran up the shield, avoiding the thorns, and then jumped in the air above it. Splinter tucked her tail, grabbed it, and began to rapidly spin, turning into a wheel of death. She landed atop the vile stalker’s back, parallel to where its abdomen was cut into, and quickly began tearing through it. The rat quickly moved across the demon’s back, shredding it until it was cleaved in two.

      The back half of the stalker slid down the Yggdrashield, smearing the conjured shield with necrotic viscera, while the front half of the stalker collapsed into the shallow water. It convulsed once in a death throe as it moaned, and then the demonic green light faded out of its many eyes.
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A Healer’s Value

        

      

    

    
      Virgil fell to his knees on the uneven, wet, rooted ground, leaning against his staff. Just because he had increased agility did not mean his body had enough stamina to support getting chased by demonic nightmare dogs for a prolonged period. In fact, it was likely adrenaline that had kept him going at the end. He was already tired from getting chased by Gwen. Having to deal with that for a continuous half hour before fighting could wear someone out!

      “Good fight, lad,” Grief cheered. “If ye were a dwarf, I’d have ye adopted into the Devilslayer clan. I’m telling ya, ye be a natural killer of demons!”

      “Thanks, Grief,” Virgil said between heavy breaths. He then pulled out one of the Stamina potions and guzzled it down. It tasted like minty mouthwash, but he pushed through the flavor, feeling better immediately. Splinter ran up to Virgil, squeaking happily at their victory. She was covered in the black blood and gore of the demon, but Virgil still scratched behind her scarred ear. “Good girl,” he praised. “We need to get you a bath, though,” he said as he took off his glasses, cleaned them with his cloak, and stood up. As he put them back on, he refocused on where Gwen was. His heart skipped a beat when he saw the high elf ten feet away with an arrow pointed straight at him, her pet boar by her side.

      “Are you serious?” Virgil asked. “You’re going to shoot me after I just saved your life?”

      “You shouldn’t have tried to bloody well kill someone then, eh?” she asked rhetorically. “Virgil, you’re wanted by the Rubasal Kingdom on charges of trespassing, resisting arrest, and attempted murder.”

      “Attempted murder?” Virgil replied incredulously. “You know I’m the Healer Druid, right? That’s like, the exact opposite of my class.”

      “You seemed pretty adept at killing to me,” she retorted. “How is it that, as you said, the Healer Druid, who four days ago could barely kill a level one jackalope, could somehow now fight and kill these bloody demons? This kingdom says you’re a Warlock and have been practicing dark magic. If you ask me, I don’t see how else you could get so strong.”

      Virgil sighed as he rubbed his fingers against his temples. “Well, why don’t you ask me then, and I’ll tell you what happened and how I became stronger?”

      Gwen kept her bow tensed. She was about to say something when her boar fell over on its side and began convulsing violently, foam was coming out of its mouth. “Christopher, no!” she said, looking down at the boar. Virgil took a step forward to go to the boar to help, but Gwen refocused on him, arrow drawn back and a scowl on her face. “Not another step,” she threatened, still not trusting Virgil.

      “Look, I’m a veterinarian, remember?” Virgil said, then gestured to the convulsing pig. “Your boar, Christopher, has likely been envenomated by that demon. I can help him. In fact, I’m literally trained to. You can keep your arrow trained on me, but let me help him. Your pet needs help. Unless you feel like you can heal him?”

      Gwen glanced down to the boar, frustration evident on her face, but she quickly conceded to Virgil’s point. “I can’t. My druidic healing ability is focused on self-regeneration, not healing others. Help him, please.” Still keeping her arrow trained on him.

      Virgil quickly ran over to the boar, who was now having a full-on grand mal seizure. He used Analyze to check its status.

      
        
        Name: Christopher P. Bacon

        Race: Beast Type: Terror Boar

        Level: 7

        Health: 50/150

        Manna: 0

        Stamina: 20/200

        Current Debuffs: Demonic Venom: -1HP/second for 200 seconds, causes seizure after 30 seconds for up to 60 seconds. If a victim dies while under the effect of the demonic venom debuff, they will reincarnate as a demon themselves.

        Terror Boars are large, territorial, porcine creatures with voracious appetites. When together in groups, they can destroy and eat an entire section of forest a day. During mating seasons, you can find the horned males charging and knocking down entire trees as they are releasing their frustration or waiting to fight another male for breeding rights. This male was both the runt and outcast of the drove due to the abnormal brightness of its red coat.

      

      

      Virgil grunted in frustration. At the rate the venom was sapping health, the boar would die and reincarnate as a demon. He was pretty sure that Gwen would kill both him and the boar if that happened. Virgil also made sure that Christopher was kept on his side and that his head was above water so that he didn’t choke on any foam, vomit, or any of the swamp water, accidentally suffocating himself. He reached inside Grief and pulled out one of the healing poultices Lucille had given him, spreading it liberally on the bite wounds on the boar’s leg. He noted that the red color of its hide was paler than before.

      For the next forty-five seconds, the boar continued to seize, and Virgil continually cast Restore on him to fight against the HP drain from the venom. When the seizures stopped, Christopher vomited some yellow bile then just stared out blankly, snorting heavily and not fully present mentally. Virgil still knew that the venom debuff was in effect. He quickly pulled out his torn roughspun pants that were stored inside Grief and used it to wipe away all the foam and remaining vomit.

      Virgil pulled out his trump card. Now that the boar was not seizing anymore and had full function of its mouth and airways, he could eat some sort of cure. Though Virgil knew the recipe for a poison cure, it was only for toxins either inhaled or ingested. It wouldn’t work for one from a bite wound. Fortunately, he had previously collected a variety of lichens and fungi back in Kygor’s sewers that had a variety of effects. One of them was the lichen called Müsen, and it worked to cure most poisons. While poisons and venoms were technically separate types of debuffs—poisons were ingested while venoms were injected—Virgil hoped this unique healing item would work.

      “Open up,” Virgil said opening the boar’s mouth then shoving the lichen down its throat. The dysphoric pig swallowed and began to chew idly even though there was nothing in his mouth. Not knowing if it was going to help, Virgil chugged a manna potion and resumed casting Restore. After half a minute, though, Christopher’s eyes refocused, and his color returned. Virgil smiled, seeing his cure worked, and stopped casting his spell.

      “Good boy,” he said as he petted the now-healthy terror boar. Christopher snorted happily but then realized that it was the dark elf, not Gwen, who was petting him. The boar let out a scared squeal and swung his head, hitting Virgil square in the nose with one of his ram’s horns.

      “Grrr,” Virgil groaned as he was thrown back, clutching his now-broken nose.

      Christopher quickly hopped up and hid behind his master, looking at Virgil fearfully.

      Virgil felt the warmth of his blood flowing down his face from his injured nose. He moved his fingers down the bridge of it and felt that it was now broken and misaligned.

      “Ya alright, lad?” Grief asked.

      “Yeah,” Virgil said, groaning slightly. Working with numerous exotic and dangerous species back on Earth put him at risk for injury and he had his share of battle scars. Ironically, he had actually broken his nose when he was back at vet school. Instead of some cool, close experience with a lion, a billy goat had simply charged at him when he was looking at another goat with mastitis and he wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings. While not exactly the most ‘badass’ experience of his life, it did make him familiar with having a broken nose and the pain that came with it. He also knew what to do to fix it.

      Virgil braced himself and quickly tugged at his nose before he could think too much about it. It realigned with a snap and a sharp burst of pain. Fortunately, that pain was only temporary, and Virgil sighed in relief. When he had regained his senses and used Restore on himself, he stood back up. He saw that Gwen was kneeling down and petting Christopher.

      “He seems to be alright now,” Virgil said.

      “He does, thanks to you,” Gwen replied. “I’m sorry for what Chris did to you there. Are you alright?”

      “I’ll make it,” Virgil replied. “I do have a question though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Did you seriously name your pet pig Chris P. Bacon?” Both the druids chuckled at that, relieving some of the built-up tension between the two of them. “Listen, I’m not some warlock or some murderer. Deep down, I think you know that, or you might have tried to kill me instead of just injuring me like you did with your first shot. I couldn’t help but notice that it was well-placed and didn’t hit any of my organs. Also, wouldn’t a warlock want Chris to stay infected with demonic venom instead of healing it?”

      “You bring up some good points there,” Gwen conceded, nodding her head, but keeping her hand still on her bow. At least there wasn’t an arrow on it now, though Virgil bet that she could easily equip and draw one quickly if she wanted to. So, that didn’t give him too much comfort.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Now, why don’t we make camp for the night? We can eat and I’ll explain what’s happened to me, so that you can understand why I’m a fugitive and how I’m stronger. Also, this swamp we’re in is clearly dangerous. It’d be better if we’re together. It will improve our chances for survival, at least for tonight.”

      Gwen pursed her lips and put her hand to her chin in contemplation. After a few seconds, she accepted. “Fine, I figure I owe you for saving me from those demons and healing Chris here.” She then immediately became defensive. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to let you go. If I don’t like your answer or believe you, I’m taking you straight to the king.”

      “Okay,” Virgil agreed. “Just to let you know, I have a witness to prove that I’m not lying,” he said as he turned and patted Grief who was attached to his belt.

      “I’ve been with Virgil the whole time, lass. I can tell ya if he be lyin’ or not.”

      “Oh, I honestly forgot about you… um, what’s your name?”

      Grief seemed a little insulted at that. “Hmph, I be Grief Devilslayer, lass. I be the greatest feller of fiends in all of Imeria!”

      “Or you were, right? When you had a body?” she asked.

      “I… yes,” Grief admitted, embarrassed by the fact.

      Satisfied, Gwen agreed and the two druids, with their companions, made camp in the swamp. They found a large hollow oak stump on a small, dry island almost completely covered by bamboo-like plants. Gwen collected some low-hanging branches from some nearby trees that were not wet with the swamp water and used them to start a fire. Virgil let Gwen and Chris use the tree as their tent and pitched his own simple tent on the other side of the fire.

      By the time they had finally settled, night had fully set in. The swamp was dark and full of life. Fireflies the size of hummingbirds lit up the area under the trees that combined with the bright, star-filled sky peeking through breaks in the foliage, providing partial illumination. The creaking of crickets and croaking of frogs echoed throughout the swamp. The ambience, along with its darkness, provided a wonderful sense of peace to the dark elf, easily gelling with his nature.

      Virgil took out two of the four remaining bento box style meals that Lucille had made, giving one to Gwen. As they ate, he began to explain what had happened to him since they had last seen each other. He discussed his frequent discrimination, his run-in with the mercenary guild, the Galloping Gelding, and then Carus and Bessy. He spared her the grotesque details of how he alleviated the dire cow’s dystocia. Virgil then explained his false charges, attempted arrest, Havoc and the Thieves Guild, and his eventual escape through the sewers.

      “That’s where I met Splinter here,” he said gesturing to his still very dirty rat companion.

      “How was something like that just roaming about in the sewers? No offense, she doesn’t appear like your typical sewer rat,” Gwen said.

      “No, you’re right. When we first met, Splinter looked like a typical brown dire rat. She was injured, though, surrounded by hostile rats with some sort of infection. I was able to rescue her and heal her. While she was recovering, I awoke my attunement.”

      At that Gwen stopped eating and stared at him in surprise. “You’ve awoken your attunement?” she asked in disbelief.

      “Yep, and that’s what has helped me to get to this point today,” Virgil replied. He then continued to explain his journey. He included the rat matron, the imps, and of course Lucille. “I was then on my way west to investigate to see if I could figure out where one of the demon generals were, when… I ran into you.”

      “That all be true, lass,” Grief corroborated.

      “Wow, that’s… a lot. I’m sorry for what you had to go through, and… I’m sorry for putting you in that position earlier. Even though I was not a fan of how we just left you, the truth was I was scared and stressed. I was in a new world with my git of a boyfriend, well… ex-boyfriend, turned into an elf, and was supposed to go fight some demons. I was just trying to survive, you know?”

      “Thank you, and I do,” Virgil replied. “While I disagree with how I was treated, it doesn’t mean I don’t understand where you were coming from. No one wants dead-weight when it could literally mean the difference between life and death. Besides… you didn’t stay with those douche canoes the whole time.”

      Gwen chuckled. “A douche canoe? Never heard of that before. And no, you’re right. I didn’t,” she said, giving him a warm smile. “But I still shouldn’t have left you on your own.”

      Virgil waved his hand dismissively. “I’m not some kid. I can clearly handle myself, though it has been an interesting set of adventures to get here.”

      “My apologies,” Gwen said before taking a bite out of her sandwich. “This Lucille is a great cook,” she said with a mouth full of bread.

      “True. I’m also impressed as to how a woman with twenty cats can somehow make a sandwich with no hair in it; not that I’m complaining about it, though,” Virgil added before taking a bite himself. “What about you? How have you been doing since I last saw you enter the forest? Clearly, you’ve found a friend,” he said, nodding at Christopher.

      “I found a main path along the forest and traveled along it. Eventually, I found a small village inside the forest. I stayed there, doing some different quests, gathering experience, and leveling like any low-level character would back in a game on Earth. I even found someone to train me, like you. She was old, but she was not an old elf.”

      Gwen looked over at Christopher who was using his snout to dig around through the dirt to find things to eat. “I found Chris while out on a quest to hunt for some wolves that had been attacking the local livestock. His family had been killed by goblin poachers, and he was stuck in a cage. I was able to save him, though, and he hasn’t left my side since.”

      “And the goblins?” Virgil asked.

      “Let’s just say they won’t be poaching any more,” she said with a predatory smile that left little to the imagination.

      “Egh! Goblins are the worst!” Grief added, expressing his disgust. “Those filthy little things be the natural enemy of we dwarves. They be the wretched spawns of corrupted sprites that mated with imps. As such, the demonspawn have the worst traits of both, the swiftness of the sprites and the scheming mind of the imps.”

      “Goblins are demons?” Virgil asked in surprise. In most of his gaming experiences, goblins were typically villains, but them having demon blood was new.

      “Of course, lad. What else would they be?” Grief asked like it was obvious.

      “Anyway,” Gwen interrupted, returning back to the main conversation. “Not long after I had Chris join me, I and I’m assuming the other druids, received a quest given by the king. He charged you with a variety of crimes including trespassing, resisting arrest, and attempted murder. Oh, and he said you were practicing dark magic and has branded you a warlock.”

      Virgil’s eyes bulged in shock. “Wow… that’s such a twisted narrative. None of that is true. Well, the trespassing may be, but technically I was given permission by one of the workers to stay for the night,” he rambled, defending himself.

      “Yer right lad, that’s a load of horse shit,” Grief added.

      Gwen put a placating hand up, stopping the two from continuing. “It’s okay, Virgil. I believe you,” she said with a warm smile. “I’m not going to try to bring you in anymore. Truth is, we should be focusing on fighting the demons, not each other. Nevertheless, you should know that the king put a pretty large bounty on you, and… you’re wanted dead or alive.”

      “What be the bounty, lass?” Grief asked.

      Gwen’s vision went distant as she pulled up her quest information on her interface. “Ten-thousand experience if captured, five-hundred Experience if killed and return proof to the king, two-thousand platinum, and five new spells,” she read off.

      Grief let out a low whistle, which impressed Virgil since the skull didn’t have any lips. “Good grief! Lad, that reward be just slightly under what me and Katarina were given for each demon general we defeated. It be fair to say, yer prolly at the top of the king’s shite list.”

      “Ya think?” Virgil asked with obvious sarcasm. He then looked back to Gwen. “Well… thank you for believing me and agreeing to not take me in or, you know, kill me.”

      “You’re welcome,” Gwen replied back, still giving him a smile. Gosh, was she cute!

      “Listen, I don’t know what your plans are to find and kill these demon generals, but I was thinking—”

      “Yes,” Gwen interrupted.

      “What?” Virgil asked.

      “Yes, I’ll join your party,” Gwen answered matter-of-factly. “That’s what you were going to ask me, right?”

      “Yes,”

      “Good.” Gwen nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Now that I know you’re actually not what the king claimed you to be, and that you can hold your own, it would be dumb for us not to team up. That’s what we druids were supposed to do in the first place, right?”

      A prompt then came up in Virgil’s vision.

      
        
        Gwen, the Hunter Druid, and her animal companion, Christopher P. Bacon the terror boar, would like to join your party.

        Current Party Number: 3

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil selected yes, and icons of both Gwen’s and Christopher’s faces appeared in his Party tab. He then selected on each of their icons, displaying their statuses.

      
        
        Name: Gwendolyn

        Level: 13

        Race: Elf Subrace: High Elf

        Class: Druid

        Specialization: Hunter Druid

        Attunement: Unknown

        Languages: Common, Elven

        Companions: Christopher P. Bacon

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 100

        Manna: 230

        Stamina: 190

        Armor: 15

        Air Magic: 50%

        Earth Magic: 50%

        Nature Magic: 50%

        Statistics

        Strength: 10

        Agility: 30

        Intelligence: 23

        Endurance: 19

        Charisma: 23

        Traits

        Elven Grace: +25% increased grace and dexterity, which are substats influenced by Agility. Obstructions are easier to traverse.

        Sharp Vision: Can see up to 250 feet away with adequate light and no impeding obstacles.

        Natural Mender: Druidic trait possessed by all outside the Healer Druid that allows the druid to channel manna internally to heal their own wounds.

        Engaged Pursuer: When chasing a target, stamina depletes 50% slower.

        Skills

        Archery Level 52 — Subskills: Multi-shot, Rapid Fire

        Tracking Level 52

        Harvest Level 51

        Herbology Level 7

        Nature Magic (Predator) Level 11

        Spells: Stone Spear, Air Strike Arrow, Silence

        Stealth Level 12 — Subskill: Camouflage Level 7

        Analyze Level 5

        Skinning Level 4

        Trade Level 3

        Medicine Level 2

        Fletching Level 10

        Traps Level 8

        Nature Speak

      

        

      
        Name: Christopher P. Bacon

        Level: 10

        Race: Beast (Pig) Type: Terror Boar

        Health: 150

        Manna: 5/5

        Stamina: 200

      

        

      
        Statistics

        Strength: 15

        Agility: 15

        Intelligence: 5

        Endurance: 20

        Charisma: 5

      

        

      
        Traits

        Increased Smell: Can use strong sense of smell to detect other up to a half mile away.

        Strong Lungs: Decreases Stamina drain by 25%.

        Uprooter: Able to uproot many plants in order to find food. Can even topple trees if given enough time.

      

        

      
        Skills

        Headbutt Level 15

        Gore Level 5

        Charge Level 15

        Kick Level 8

        Bite Level 7

      

      

      Virgil was impressed. She was almost double his level and had three Master-ranked skills from her previous life like he did. He did have one question though. “What is Nature Speak?” he asked. It was the only skill that he couldn’t initially deduce what it did on his own. Also, it was the only one that didn’t have a level, similar to his Soulbound Recall skill.

      “It’s a Skill that is unique to my class specialization. I take ten minutes to commune with Nature, and I receive an understanding of the surrounding location up to one mile. I get an internal mental map, knowledge of the general areas where living creatures are located, and the name of the place,” she explained.

      “That’s pretty useful,” Virgil said. With that, they could decrease their chances of getting ambushed and more easily locate their opponents. He then looked around to the dark humid swamp they were in. “Have you activated it yet?”

      “I did earlier when I went to go search for dry firewood. There are no hostile creatures last I checked. We’re in a place called Glenwood Swamp.”

      He was wondering where he had heard the name Glenwood Swamp before when the universe answered it for him.

      
        
        Quest Update.

        Lost & Found

        You have accidentally stumbled upon Glenwood Swamp where your companion, Grief Devilslayer lost Phaddee Furyfire’s famous warhammer, Jawbreaker. Unfortunately, the bog is now dealing with a demonic infestation. In order to safely retrieve Jawbreaker, you need to eradicate the source of the infestation in this area.

        Remaining Time: 25/30 days

      

      

      That’s where he had heard the name before. This was the place where he was supposed to find the warhammer.

      Grief also realized where they were from Gwen’s statement. “Shite, lad, Glenwood already be a shady place, and now they be havin’ demons here.”

      “You know this place?” Gwen asked.

      “This is where I’m supposed to retrieve a warhammer for the mercenary leader I told you about. I also received a notification that I have to eliminate the source of the demons here in order to safely find it.”

      “Well, then we know what we’re doing tomorrow,” Gwen replied, not bothered.

      “Guess so,” Virgil added, realizing they didn’t have much choice. He noticed that Gwen’s eyes appeared distant again.

      “I’m surprised how strong you’ve managed to become despite being only level seven,” she said, indicating she was looking at his status.

      “Oh, I must have leveled up during our most recent fight.” He noticed he had a blinking icon in the corner of his vision. When he opened it, he received his standard level up notification. Virgil decided to wait to allocate his stat points until later.

      “How is it that I’m almost double your level, and you’ve still got more Agility than me?” she asked.

      “I was given a magic item to increase my Agility by ten, by my trainer. Also, we dark elves are naturally quick,” Virgil answered.

      “That’s… amazing,” Gwen stated. “Even though my Charisma is really high, leading to good discounts and relationships with merchants, I haven’t even seen an item that boosts a stat by even half that much!” Her excited look then changed to slight discomfort. “You… wouldn’t happen to have an extra stat-boosting item on you that you’d be willing to part with, would you?” Gwen asked, putting on an awkward big smile, clearly uncomfortable with the request.

      Virgil had a set of mixed feelings at the request. Even though Gwen was now a party member, he had to fight some initial bitterness at such a request. He’d had to fight tooth and nail to get all the things he had, literally. Even those who showed him kindness did not let him get by easy. Virgil’s time in this new world had not been easy. Reactively, it made him not want to let anyone else have it easy either.

      He quickly realized, though, that if he continued in the ways others treated him, the cycle of disdain and hatred would continue. Virgil was reminded of a quote Gandhi had said, “Be the change you want to see in the world.” That man overcame numerous obstacles of violence and hatred to bring about a positive permanent difference. Virgil was now given the opportunity to do the same. Besides, they were now in a party together. If Virgil couldn’t trust Gwen, who else could he trust?

      “Actually, I do.” He reached into the storage compartment inside Grief and pulled out the spellbook, Book of Forked Lightning, and handed it to Gwen. Virgil had learned that her unique type of Nature Magic, Predator Magic, was a mix of both Air and Earth Magic. That allowed Gwen to learn from both branches of magic. Since the spellbook contained an Air Magic spell, she should be able to learn it.

      Gwen took the book and examined it. She gasped as she realized what the tome was. “This is a spellbook.” She then looked up at Virgil. “This can go for a lot of money. I know I asked, but are you sure you’re okay with giving me this?”

      “I’m sure,” Virgil replied with a small smile. “Besides, we’re a team now, right? We’re supposed to help each other.”

      Gwen nodded. “You’re right, thank you,” she said opening the spellbook. It didn’t take long for the glow to begin to build from the book. The glow illuminated the camp even more as it transferred the information to the female druid’s brain. After ten seconds, the glow disappeared, and the book turned to ash falling between Gwen’s fingers. She had a distant look which quickly turned into a smile. “The fragment of Yggdrasil inside me changed it into a new spell.”

      “What’s it called?” Virgil asked.

      Before Gwen could answer, a large brown bat the size of a pterodactyl landed on the tree stump on their island. The wood of the tree groaned under the weight of the animal. It looked at the two elves, its small red eyes shining with hunger. The creature began to let out a screech. Its cry was interrupted when Gwen pointed a finger at it and shouted, “Lightning Arrows.”

      Immediately, four arrows made of pure lighting appeared, circling her forearm and pointing at the bat. The conjured arrows then flew at the creature and struck their target in a matter of milliseconds.

      The bat’s screech stopped as it convulsed from the magic arrows’ electrical attack. Its mouth was still agape as its body was electrocuted. Gwen didn’t miss a beat. She rolled forward, nocked a steel-tipped arrow to her bow, and fired. Her aim was true as her arrow pierced through the exposed soft palate of the giant bat, piercing its soft brain and ending its life. The bat’s eyes rolled upward as it collapsed on the ground. Gwen looked back at Virgil with a confident smile. The glint in her eyes said it all.

      “So, Lightning Arrows, huh? Pretty badass,” Virgil said.

      “Indeed,” Gwen agreed. She then walked up to Virgil and gave him a slight kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      “What are we going to do with the bat?” Virgil asked. “We can’t keep it here, unless we want more predators in this area.”

      “Not to worry,” Gwen replied. “Check this out,” she said as she leaned down and put her hand on the dead bat’s head. Both Chris and Splinter were smelling the dead animal curiously, but backed off when the Hunter Druid walked up. After her hand made contact, she said, “Harvest.” The dead bat then began to break down. It did not rot, but more… faded. After a few seconds, all that was left were lootable parts of its body. There was a heart, two extended ulnar bones that made up the support for its wings, and a small pelt of bat fur.

      Virgil was impressed with the extremely efficient ability. When he had originally seen the Harvest skill, he thought it equated to cutting up and physically harvesting a creature. Apparently the magic of Imeria enhanced Gwen’s skill to get her a unique version of the skill. Gwen collected all the items, which Virgil let her since she did both kill the bat and use her ability to break it down. She gave both Chris and Splinter a bone to chew on which they both happily accepted like a dog with a treat. She looked at Virgil. “Let’s get some sleep. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      Virgil agreed and put Grief back on watch for the group again. Both the druids went to their respective tents and quickly fell asleep to the sounds of swamp animals calling and their animal companions chewing on their bony treats.
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      Both the druids awoke at seven in the morning to Grief serving as their alarm clock. They both were actually able to get some good sleep. They also saw Chris and Splinter sleeping and cuddled against each other by the now dead fire. It would have been an Instagram-worthy pic.

      They packed their belongings, ate some travel rations, and took off northwest after Gwen used Nature Speak to discern that direction was where the source of demonic energy was coming from.

      After they had traversed through the swampy terrain for an hour, Gwen broke the silence. “So, how did you discover your attunement? All I know is what the lorekeeper told us, that it would come at a time of great decision between two choices.”

      Virgil nodded in affirmation. “He was right. I discovered mine at a critical moment where I was stuck with two different paths. The consequences of either decision were going to heavily impact me.” He then looked to Splinter resting on his leather pauldron. “I think I made the right one,” he said, smiling.

      “What were your options?”

      “I was going through a quest to clear a sewer of dire rats. I only had to kill one more and that part of the quest would have been done, giving me some needed experience. Soon enough, I came upon an injured rat who was near death. I could have killed it to finish my quest easily, or I could save it with my veterinary skills.”

      “And that rat was Splinter?” she asked, putting it all together.

      “Yep. I used my skills to heal her and after I pet her for sixty seconds, my attunement activated, evolving her into this badass beast you see today,” he said, scratching her behind her ear.

      “Interesting,” she said. “Can you tame any beast by just petting it for a minute?”

      “My attunement doesn’t seem to have a restriction on what can be tamed, as long as it is classified as a beast. It doesn’t let me just walk around and make an animal army though. I can only use it once every ten levels. So, Splinter is my only animal companion until I can get to level ten,” Virgil replied.

      “Makes sense. Also, cute name by the way. Does she teach four mutated turtles karate, too?”

      “Not yet,” Virgil replied. “But there’s still time.”

      “So, it seems that the decision was integral to your nature. You’re a veterinarian, so of course your attunement involved it.”

      “What’s your profession, lass?” Grief asked. Since he was attached to Virgil’s belt, he was present for their whole conversation.

      Gwen was startled by the skull’s sudden intervention in their conversation but quickly recovered. “I was a competitive archer back on Earth. I participated in the Olympics, which featured athletes throughout our world. When I wasn’t competing, Dirk and I had a gaming channel on YouTube…” she said, trailing off, sounding uncomfortable.

      “Well, I don’t know what a YouTube be, but I do understand what ye said about archery. If Virgil found his attunement using animal medicine, which is his biggest skill, it likely be that yer attunement be tied to archery,” Grief said.

      “I guess so,” she replied. “Now just how to activate it…”

      “I don’t think it’s something you can force,” Virgil said. “I was literally in a desperate and dangerous situation, and had a deep moral decision forced upon me in order to activate my attunement. That’s not something you can just create. Don’t worry, though, we’re likely going to deal with many desperate and dangerous situations before we’re through with killing the demon generals.”

      Gwen chuckled. “I think you’re right.”

      “You know, back in the capital, when you said who you were, I realized I had actually watched your channel back on Earth. Your boss fight on the latest Warcraft of the Elders was amazing! I would have never thought to shoot down the stalactites to bring down the cave hydra. You were really good. In fact, you could have gone pro if you didn’t want to stream.”

      She gave a slight smile at that. “Thanks. Truth is though, we were lucky. Dirk was barely able to keep the hydra in the right spot at the right time.”

      “Speaking of, if it’s not too much to ask, why were you with that guy? I mean, he’s a great gamer, but…”

      “That wanker be a right an’ proper arsehole,” Grief finished his statement.

      Gwen let out a surprised chuckle at the skull’s declaration. “You’re not wrong there,” she said. Her smile turned to a slight frown. “I’d rather not talk about it. Dirk is part of my past life on Earth. I want to focus on my present here.” She moved up ahead of Virgil on the path, clearly not wanting to discuss the topic any further.

      Virgil wasn’t going to press. Gwen had been honest and trustworthy with him since they had partied up. The topic of her previous relationship was definitely not a comfortable subject. She’d talk about it with him when she was ready.

      They continued on the path for another five minutes and then had to scale a small rocky outcropping. After some careful hiking, the group had made it to the top. From their vantage, they could see a lot of the swamp. It was mostly water, but there were some shallow pathways, rickety bridges, and random islands dotting the ground.

      There were large cypress and willow trees growing straight out of the water. Many were full of foliage, but Virgil noticed a small cluster of some distinctly black and gnarled dead trees that seemed eerily familiar to the ones he saw infected with rotwood.

      The healthier trees covered most of the swamp from direct sunlight which beamed down on the party on their exposed higher elevated position. Despite that, the new section of swamp that they had found below was unnaturally dark. It had a menacing feel to it.

      The only sources of light seen from inside the swamp were randomly placed pits that burned a smokeless demonic green fire; the same color that the Vile Stalkers glowed. There were also various dens or huts made of branches and mud interspersed throughout the swamp, indicating that was where some creatures, or demons, were living.

      Virgil squinted his eyes and pulled the hood of his green spidersilk cloak to cover his sensitive sight from the oppressive rays of the sun. “Where to now?” he asked.

      “I need to use my Nature Speak again,” Gwen answered. She dropped to her knees, her palms slapping the rocky surface, and closed her eyes. “Keep me safe while I do this.” Virgil couldn’t tell that she was actually doing anything, but trusted that it was in effect. He remembered that she told him it took her ten minutes, so he kept guard to make sure her skill would not be interrupted.

      After the allotted time, Gwen stood up and nodded at Virgil. “I know where the source of the demonic infestation is, but there are a lot of demons between us and it. I detected imps, vile stalkers, some lizard-like fiend, and even some goblins.”

      “Eh,” Grief gagged dramatically. “I told ye, those things be the worst! We have ta kill ‘em.”

      Virgil ignored his skull companion and looked at Gwen. “Is there a path to the source?”

      “There is, but we’ll need to be sneaky if we don’t want to draw too much attention at once,” Gwen replied.

      At that, they descended down a narrow path on the rocky outcropping into the obviously demonic section of swamp. Immediately, there was a sense of unease as they entered the area. Though Virgil’s Ally of Darkness took effect, his Danger Sense alerted his subconscious mind that all of the swamp was dangerous. It was not the most comforting feeling, but he had no choice. It was his duty as a Druid Champion to get rid of the demons, and if he didn’t get Phaddee’s hammer back, she would likely carve him up with her bone axe!

      To comfort himself, Virgil activated Detect Hostile Intent every couple minutes. It helped him when the skill would tell him there were no enemies in the immediate area. Eventually, they were on a narrow, raised path with water on both sides. Suddenly, a horrid stench assaulted their nostrils.

      “Eh! Blimey, Virgil, did you fart? Ew, that’s bloody awful,” Gwen said. Christopher was walking beside his master, even more bothered by the odor due to his Increased Smell trait. He was sneezing and shaking his head, trying to force the smell out of his large snout.

      “What? No,” Virgil said, defending himself. His face was still bunched up in disgust from the odor. “First off, my farts don’t smell that bad. Second, I have better decency than to cropdust everyone behind me. If I had to fart, I would’ve moved to the back like any sane person.” Before he could continue, the source of the stench emerged from the water on the right side of them.

      A six-foot tall, well-muscled, bipedal reptilian creature stood up. It had long arms that ended in three sharp claws. Its scaled hide was the color of blood and it was covered in various yellow pustules. It had a hunched over posture with no neck, two slitted yellow eyes, and a mouth that spanned from shoulder to shoulder.

      There was a tense moment of silence as the two sides looked at each other, then the creature roared and swiped its clawed hand at Virgil. Though fast, the dark elf was not quick enough and took the attack head on. The three claws tore into the flesh of his chest, cutting across in a diagonal line from chest to hip. The force of the sudden attack launched Virgil back into the other pond of water, separating him from Splinter who fell and landed on the narrow path by the creature.

      “Virgil!” Gwen shouted in surprise. She took a quick shot with her bow and hit the creature in its left nostril. It roared in pain and took a step back, clawing at its injured face. Gwen looked at the two animal companions. “You two distract that thing, I’m going to get Virgil,” she said and then dove after the dark elf. She quickly pulled him out and helped him back on dry land, blood readily flowing from his wounds.

      “Thanks,” he said, grateful to her while breathing heavily. He was definitely frustrated that he hadn’t cast Barkskin on himself.

      “Don’t thank me yet, mate, we still have to fight that thing.” She nodded towards the reptilian monster fighting Splinter and Christopher.

      Virgil used Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Zhroherz

        Level: 10

        Race: Demon Type: Zhroherz

        Health: 235/250

        Manna: 50/50

        Stamina: 200/250

        Zhroherz are reptilian fiends that are often found in or near bodies of water. Not the brightest creatures, the fiends have a strength that makes up for it. Their distinct odor grows in conjunction with their level, and higher-level versions of these demons can even incapacitate their prey with just their scent. Zhroherz will also emit a poisonous cloud from its pustules in their death throes.

      

      

      “That thing is a… demon,” Virgil said, straining to speak.

      “That be a blasted zhroherz,” Grief added. “All ye need to do is keep yer distance, and it should be simple to kill. They let off a nasty cloud of poison when they die.”

      Virgil looked at Gwen. “Keep it busy with your arrows. I’ll heal up and join the fight.”

      “Good, we’re going to need you,” Gwen said, then re-equipped her bow and joined the fight. Virgil took the next couple minutes to cast Restore on himself. He sighed in relief as his body healed. Muscle reconnected and skin re-knit. After he was back to three-fourths Health, he rejoined the fight. Fortunately, he didn’t need to do much to kill the demon. As he refocused on the fight, he saw Christopher charge and ram into the side of the zhroherz’s right knee, shattering it.

      The reptilian demon fell to one knee as it opened its large maw and let out a roar of pain, which was quickly cut off by one of Gwen’s arrows to its open mouth penetrating its throat. The fiend gagged as it suffocated. It went to pull out the arrow, but didn’t notice the rat charging at it.

      She jumped forward, sticking out her bone horn like a missile. The horn pierced the demon’s eye, and its body went rigid. Its remaining eye rolled back into its head as it died.

      The zhroherz didn’t fall dead though. No, its body began to twitch and convulse. A surge of panic went through Virgil’s mind. The poison cloud! The dark elf pushed past Gwen and ran toward the demon. “Get away from it!” he shouted in distress. Christopher didn’t need to be told twice and ran towards Gwen. Splinter strained, as she was struggling to dislodge her horn from the demon’s eye. The twitching was getting stronger and more rapid. The fiend was a ticking time bomb about to blow.

      After a few seconds, the rodent dislodged herself with a wet thunk and began running toward Virgil. The Healer Druid quickly picked up his animal companion then cast Yggdrashield. The thorny wall erupted from the ground and fully emerged just before the zhroherz’s pustules caused its body to explode with a boom. The sound rocketed through the dark demon-infested swamp. The Nature Magic shield blocked the poisonous cloud from rapidly flowing over and consuming the druid. It bought Virgil enough time to get far enough away that the cloud and its effects, would dissipate.

      “Nice job, lad. That be a clever way to use yer shield,” Grief said, praising his companion.

      “Are you okay?” Gwen asked with genuine concern.

      He sighed. “Yeah. That thing got the jump on me, and it hurt worse than Mr. Bigglesworth,” he said, placing his hand on his recently healed chest. Gwen just gave him a confused look at the phrase. “Don’t worry about it.” Virgil waved it off.

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” Gwen pulled two towels from a bag on her side. “Here, use this to clean up,” she said, handing one to Virgil. “We’re all mucky now from being in that swamp water.”

      Virgil gratefully accepted and wiped off both the mud and swamp water dripping off of him. He took special care to clean his partially fogged and dirty glasses. He also took the time to wring out his cape which, remarkably, seemed to absorb very little water. If it had, it may have kept Virgil weighted down in the water and drowned him! After he had dried off, he rejoined the rest of his party.

      “Thanks,” he said to Gwen, tossing the towel back to her.

      “Not a problem.” Her eyes stalled on his shirtless torso a little longer than normal.

      She’s checking me out? Virgil thought.

      Gwen seemed to notice she was staring and quickly looked up at his face. Her cheeks were blushing a strong shade of pink. Her face first had a look of embarrassment but then quickly changed to stoic as if he hadn’t noticed her looking. “Um, why aren’t you wearing more armor? I know you can’t really tank, but shouldn’t you have more than just a shoulder pauldron?”

      Virgil let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Trust me, it’s not intentional. This gear was part of the ‘gifts’ I received from the king. The dude couldn’t be bothered to give me enough gear to cover my torso besides a roughspun shirt, and that fragile thing didn’t last long with all the fighting I’ve had to do. Even the gear I found after I fought a boss monster in the sewers didn’t have a shirt for me. I received pants, boots, and a bedazzled belt, but no, this place is insistent on not giving me a quality shirt.”

      “It be true,” Grief added, chuckling. “The lad can’t get a shirt to save his life! I tell ya, it be a good thing it’s warm here in this swamp. If it be a wee bit chillier, you’d notice that the lad’s nipples can cut diamonds. Haha!”

      Virgil coughed in embarrassment. It was his turn to blush.

      Gwen chuckled and gave him another appraising glance. She then looked around, examining the area and changing the subject. “It looks like we’ll have to be more careful in this dodgy place.”

      “Yeah… that fight was not quiet. Especially that explosion the demon did. You know, I’m actually surprised we didn’t alert more—” Virgil immediately stopped his statement. His Increased Hearing Trait was picking up sound all around him. He could hear cackling intermixed with snarls and growls. His Dangers Sense was thrumming at his psyche even more, alerting him that their risk level had just elevated to another level.

      Virgil then activated Detect Hostile Intent. The skill notified him that they actually did alert more demons of their presence. The druids and their companions were surrounded on all sides. Two sets of faces glowing green from their eyes and open mouths suddenly appeared in the dark ahead, indicating at least a couple of vile stalkers. To the right and behind them, up in the trees, were three chuckling red imps, malevolent smiles plastered across their conniving little faces. In the water to their left was another zhroherz trudging toward them.

      “We’ve got company,” Virgil said as he gripped his staff. The two druids went back-to-back with their animals beside them. Though outnumbered six-to-four, the two elves gave each other a glance and a confident nod. Despite their disadvantage, they knew each other was deadly, capable, and competent. Sure, they could get caught off-guard, but this time they were ready. Though they had a healthy degree of caution, they also were confident they were going to win. Both Splinter and Christopher gave menacing snarls at the approaching foes, echoing their masters’ resolve. One of the vile stalkers let out a roar before charging.

      Virgil matched that ferocity as he yelled, “Attack!”
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      “Screee!”

      The last and final imp screeched right before Splinter bit clean through its neck and decapitated it on the spot. All members of the party stood amidst the muck, blood, gore, and swamp debris, breathing heavily. They were wounded, dirty, battered, and bruised, but they had survived. After half an hour of almost non-stop fighting, they had killed all the demons that had attacked them.

      In total, they had slain four vile stalkers, fourteen minor imps, five rotwood imps, and one zhroherz. There were only two vile stalkers at first, but their fighting apparently drew two more in. The one zhroherz was the fiend that caused the group the most trouble. Gwen had pierced it in the heart with an arrow. Though the shot was fatal, it didn’t immediately kill it. So, it charged at the two druids like a kamikaze dive bomber. It exploded in a noxious cloud of poison right in between the two druids, poisoning them and decreasing their ability to focus due to them both coughing and their eyes watering.

      Grief was the biggest reason they stayed alive during that time. As a talking sentient magic skull, he couldn’t get poisoned. So, he was able to warn the druids of impending attacks as they worked to dodge and try to clear their lungs. The skull was also able to call Christopher and Splinter over to protect the incapacitated druids.

      Even with the animals’ protection, the poison would have killed them had Virgil not previously made a stash of poison cures for ingested and inhaled poisons from his Alchemy lessons with Lucille. Once the Healer Druid handed a potion vial to Gwen and grabbed one himself, they readily drank it. Virgil’s natural healing ability also affected his alchemic creations, making them even more effective than normal. Both the druids felt that benefit as they quickly recovered from the debilitating poison.

      Once the poison was cleansed, they were able to dispatch the rest of the demons. There were a couple of close calls, but no serious injuries, especially with Virgil using his healing abilities to keep the group supported. They all moved over to the small raised path they were previously on and sat down, almost collapsing. Gwen and Virgil rested back-to-back like Forrest Gump and Bubba. Each of them had their animals laying their heads on their laps. Both boar and rat were similarly exhausted from the constant combat.

      “Good job,” Virgil said, breathing heavily still.

      “Thanks,” Gwen said, sounding just as tired. “I even leveled up during that fight. Brilliant job with the poison cure, by the way.”

      “That’s what I’m here for,” Virgil replied. He then looked out to see the small cluster of trees infected with rotwood ahead, not far from where the trail forked off. After a few minutes, he had enough energy to get back up. “You take some time to recover, collect your arrows, and use your Harvest skill. Those trees that look dead and creepier than the others ahead of us have an infection that Yggdrasil wants me to cure.”

      Gwen, though confused by that, was not in a state to argue. Instead, she just nodded in agreement.

      Virgil walked forward into the dark forest up ahead for a couple of minutes. Splinter was back in her usual spot on his leather shoulder pauldron. Fortunately, Virgil’s Darkvision took away most of the creepiness of walking in a dark, demon-infested swamp. Though it was most, it wasn’t all, so he walked carefully and quietly. When he came up to the familiar cluster of trees, he wiped his thumb along a cut across his cheek that an imp gave him previously, covering part of the finger with a layer of blood. He then placed it on the trees, causing them to break down into piles of ash and eliminating the infection from that part of the Yggdra Timberland once again.

      On his way back to Gwen, Virgil wondered. He and the other druids were to locate the demon generals because the fiends possessed some kind of demonic infection. Was it the same as the rotwood imps or something different? Also, why weren’t these generals just roaming about causing havoc and destroying the timberland in a rampage?

      Virgil remembered that the demons were supposedly trying to find the roots of Yggdrasil, because that was the real way to infect and kill the world tree. He also recalled that if any of the generals were successful in damaging one of the roots, the druids would be summoned. Part of him wondered if there was any merit to just waiting and training until that happened.

      As he continued to walk toward Gwen, he disagreed with that plan. He could be summoned anywhere without warning, and while that could still happen, it would be advantageous for him to be readily equipped and try to initiate situations versus having an unplanned situation thrust upon him. As Virgil passed what looked to be a small raised island in some of the brackish water, he saw that it possessed one of the pits of demonic green fire on it interspersed throughout this part of Glenwood Swamp. That sparked another question in his mind.

      Remembering that he had a fount of information  attached to him, Virgil asked his companion, “Grief, from what I understand, the demon generals are trying to find one of Yggdrasil’s roots and infect the world tree with some sort of demonic disease to kill her. Why don’t they just burn down the forest instead?”

      “Aye, that be a fair question lad. Yer thinkin’ be sound, if the Timberland be an ordinary forest. As you well know though, lad, this forest be anythin’ but ordinary. The magic laden in the livin’ trees here that have a direct connection with the world tree make them resistant to all but the most serious of diseases and flames. That why the forest be so dense and spread out that it almost takes up the entire continent. All these demon flames can do is give a glow when it comes to its effects versus the great tree. I reckon’ there not be a flame strong enough to burn any tree that has its roots still attached to Yggdrasil’s,” Grief said as Virgil made it back to Gwen and Christopher.

      Both the high elf and boar were back up on their feet and Gwen just put the last of her recovered usable arrows back in her quiver. “I’ll take that bet,” she said.

      “Haha! Lass, you think you can burn down one of yer patron’s trees. I know ya don’t got any fire magic. How ye gonna be takin’ it down then, eh?” Grief asked, clearly not believing the elf.

      Gwen pulled out an arrow with a unique arrowhead attached. It had a warm bright orange color to it as if it had been just taken it out of a flame and it was still molten hot. “You know what this arrowhead is made of?” she asked, putting it right by Grief’s eye sockets.

      “Good grief, lass! That be ignitum there! How in the bloody blazes did you get yer hands on that?” Grief asked in disbelief.

      “So you do recognize it?” Gwen asked with a grin. “As for how I got it… I have my sources,” she said with a wink and she stored the arrow back in her quiver. “You just need to know that with that arrow, I can burn practically anything. So, if for some reason, we need to burn down a tree, I’ve got us covered.”

      “Ya know, lass, with ignitum, ya just might be able to back up yer words,” Grief conceded.

      “How many arrows do you have left, not just ignitum?” Virgil asked.

      “Thirty-two,” Gwen answered. “I should be able to make more as we travel, as long as we don’t encounter any more demons.” She held up a small horn from one of the imps. “My Fletching skill notified me that these things can make arrowheads that provide an extra bonus to armor penetration, and the Vile Stalker bones can serve as arrows too.”

      “Great,” Virgil replied. “Were you able to harvest anything that could be good for potion making or poisons?”

      “I put it in a pile over there,” she said, gesturing with her thumb behind her, indicating a gross-looking pile of skin and body parts.

      Virgil bunched his face in disgust and went over to the pile. Though gross, there could be something useful.

      
        
        Name: Imp Heart x3

        Item Class: Ingredient

        Rarity: Uncommon

        The small dry black heart of a minor imp that will easily shatter into a powder with pressure. You get the distinct feeling that this item can be used to increase impulsive and reckless behaviors in others by crushing this up into a powder and getting them to inhale it.

      

        

      
        Name: Zhroherz Skin

        Item Class: Ingredient

        Rarity: Rare

        A section of tattered pustule-covered skin from an exploded Zhroherz Demon. You get the distinct feeling that, if treated properly, it can be made into a piece of armor that can provide poison resistance. You also believe that it can be a potent poison that will drain health and cause both disorientation and coughing for 100 seconds.

      

      

      Both the items seemed useful for sure. Everything else was too far degraded or didn’t provide enough of a benefit to justify taking it with him. Virgil stored the items inside Grief, again grateful for the amazing storage capabilities the talking skull had. They then continued onward toward the direction where Gwen felt the source of the demonic infestation.

      “So Grief, is the infection or whatever the demon generals have what the Rotwood Imps have?” Virgil asked.

      “Nay, lad, it not be exactly an infection like what those little wankers have. I nay know what it truly is. That part was Katarina’s expertise, but I do know it had somethin’ to do with Vozremath,” Grief said ominously.

      “That’s the archdemon, right? The one who’s trying to kill Yggdrasil?”

      “Aye, lad, he be the biggest and worst baddie of ‘em all. We in the Devilslayer clan are taught from an early age that the world tree’s magic somehow keeps the bastard stuck in the Infernal Plane, but every so often he can infuse a piece of his essence into a few select demons. Whatever is in his essence be the thing that can kill Yggdrasil.”

      “Good to know,” Virgil said, satisfied with the answer. He then noticed the flashing icon in his vision that had been auto-minimized. As they seemed relatively safe in the swamp for the moment, he decided to bring them up.

      
        
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 8!

        Experience to next level: 50/863 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 4 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil smiled at the welcome message but was also frustrated at himself for not allocating his unused stat points from his previous level up. If he had done that before they had encountered the first zhroherz, maybe he wouldn’t have been almost cleaved in two. Deciding to prevent that from happening again, he immediately went to assigning his points.

      Wanting to have at least a little more Health, he put one into Strength. He then put the other three into Intelligence. As a healer, it was his job to make sure he never ran out of manna to help heal his allies. Sure his Charisma was still low, but out here in the forest, what he needed was to be strong enough to kill demons, not be charming enough to have a civil discussion with them.

      He then checked the rest of his notifications.

      
        
        Nature Magic has reached Level 13!

        Your spells are now more powerful.

      

        

      
        Analyze has reached Level 7!

        You will now be able to see any resistances or susceptibilities your target may be prone to.

      

        

      
        Danger Sense has reached Level 7!

      

        

      
        Detect Hostile Intent has reached Level 4!

        Your frequent use of this skill has helped you level it, and its effective range has expanded.

      

      

      Virgil was definitely happy about his skill increases. A couple more times, Gwen paused to use her Nature Speak Skill to help keep the group on-track and to help prevent any more sneak attacks against them. As they continued toward their target, the swamp started to become colder and colder. It was surprising, since they were in the middle of a swamp that had been so hot and muggy until that point. Eventually, the party could see their breaths, and a light layer of frost covered the ground. Virgil began to shiver slightly. He had to pull his spidersilk cloak tighter over himself, especially to avoid Grief joking about it with him. The weather was definitely… nipple-y.

      After forty-five minutes of surprisingly uninterrupted travel, they saw where the source of the demonic infestation was. One-hundred feet ahead of them, the trail led to a large raised island of stone ruins covered in a layer of snow. There were broken pillars and statues scattered about in various states of destruction. Much of the stone was covered in moss and vines, showing that the ruins had been there for a long enough time that nature was reclaiming it. The moss and vines were also covered in snow and frost, giving evidence that the snow was sudden and unnatural. The thick trees covered the air above the ruins, obstructing any view of the sky.

      The party had hidden behind some trees and bushes, keeping in Stealth so as not to be seen. In the center of the island was the largest demonic fire pit that the group had seen. Behind it was the only building that wasn’t completely collapsed. It was a small stone structure that reminded Virgil of the Parthenon in Greece back on Earth. There were three figures on the island by the fire pit, but they were too far away for the party to discern what exactly they were. All they could tell was that the center one was big.

      The party continued to creep closer and managed to get to the edge of the raised ruins without being detected. The snow helped muffle their steps. Once there, both elves peeked over to get a look at their enemies. There were two small green creatures. They had bulbous noses, crooked yellow teeth, warty skin, and ears that almost matched Virgil’s in their length. It was easy to tell that they were goblins. Both were barefoot with dark brown tribal-looking short and thick furs covering the torsos. They were also shivering slightly and sticking their hands by the fire to warm themselves up.

      The large green pit of demonic fire had a spit over it with skewered uneven slabs and chunks of flesh and meat. Virgil shivered, but this time in horror as he saw a torso and head of a male elf detached from each other on the skewer right next to a similarly detached goblin head and torso. Both faces had their mouths open as if they were screaming in horror. Their flesh was burnt and an unpleasant odor of sulfur and singed hair reeked from the fire pit.

      The most terrifying creature, though, was the large center being. It was a large demon, standing eight feet tall. Its skin was an icy blue and covered in large plated scales that almost looked like armor. It had a large tail that dragged on the ground. On its back were two massive wings. It walked on two feet and had a black backward-curving horn on each side of its head. The large demon had two beady green eyes and no lips. Its mouth displayed a maw of horrific large blood-stained teeth for all the world to see.

      The large demon only had two items equipped. The first was a bloody butcher’s apron that covered a protruding belly. The second was its weapon. In its right hand, it held a massive warhammer at least six feet in length. Adorned at the weapon’s top, was a giant… tooth?

      “Could it be?” Virgil thought aloud.

      Virgil used Analyze on both the goblins and large demon.

      
        
        Name: Terlik

        Level: 7

        Race: Demon Type: Goblin

        Health: 50

        Manna: 250

        Stamina: 50

        Resistances: Blood Magic 50%, Nature Magic -25%

        One of the twin goblin warlock sisters who have specialized in summoning demons from the infernal plane. She and her sister have been tasked to summon enough fiends to completely infest and permanently corrupt Glenwood Swamp in order to create a stronghold.

        Goblins are typically among the lowest class of the demonfolk due to their sprite heritage, and as such, often serve as fodder and labor for other fiends. Terlik and her sister, Anglik, have trained in unison and have the exact same stats as a result.

      

        

      
        Name: Rimchar, The Butcher

        Level: 15

        Race: Demon Type: Frozen Pit Fiend

        Health: 500

        Manna: 25

        Stamina: 350

        Resistances: Fire -50%, Water Magic 50%, Piercing Damage 75%, Slashing Damage 75%

        A horrendous demon summoned by two goblin warlocks. The warlocks intended to make him their servant then use him to kill their clan leader and rise up to rule their swamp goblin clan. However, this pit fiend serves the archdemon, and though he is not a demon general, his power is not far off. As such, his will could not be broken and made the sisters serve him instead. He forced the goblins to find him a powerful warhammer and used it to kill the warlocks’ clan members for their insolence. Those he didn’t kill, he forced into the service of his master and sent them to the Northern Wastes to serve a nearby general.

        Pit Fiends are tough demons who make successful gladiators due to their famously tough hide. Rimchar, however, did not pursue gladiatorial fame, but is instead a ‘connoisseur’ of butchering and has been practicing his craft on the dead goblins and victims of his demonic forces.

      

      

      The druids quickly ducked down under the raised ledge. Both of them looked at each other with wide, terrified eyes.

      Grief spoke to Virgil through their mental link. “Lad, I do not like goblins. I find ‘em annoyin’ an creepy, but that demon be bloody scary. If I had a body, my pants would be brown right now, if you take my meanin’?”

      “Trust me, I’m not far off,” Virgil thought back. He then looked back to Gwen, who gestured to a nearby tree growing out of a section of a ruined stone building. Virgil nodded and the party stealthily hopped over the ledge and moved over to the building for cover. Fortunately, they were not detected and were now close enough to hear their foes’ conversation.

      Rimchar had pulled a goblin arm off the skewer and was eating the flesh like it was a chicken wing. The lipless demon tore at the appendage viciously and quickly stripped it of all meat. Rimchar then casually threw the arm, now only bones, into the fire. The green flame grew a little brighter before going back to its normal glow. “I’m sick of goblin and elf. I want different cuts!” Rimchar’s loud voice boomed throughout the ruins. He had a deep, bellowing voice.

      Virgil wondered how one without lips could talk so well, but he quickly dismissed the thought.

      “Ummm, master,” one of the goblins, Anglik, said apprehensively, looking down, shivering slightly in the cold. She looked tired and dirty. Heavy bags under her eyes, and an icicle hung down from her large nose. She did not dare look the pit fiend in the eyes. She had a scratchy, harsh voice that sounded like she had a severely sore throat and smoked a pack a day. “Most of the animals in the swamp have been killed by the demons we’ve summoned. For some reason, none of them have returned with any fresh kills today. It may be that there is less prey, and it will take more time.”

      “Silence, worm!” Rimchar shouted to the goblin, who promptly backed away and cowered in fear. “I did not spare your pathetic lives to hear your excuses. If you do not find me some new meat, I’ll just have to use my new meat tenderizer on you instead,” he threatened, raising the gigantic warhammer with just one hand.

      “No, master, that won’t be necessary,” Terlik ran up and pleaded. “We promise, we’ll get you some new meat to butcher. If you spare us, we’ll… get you a fat pig!” she exclaimed, clearly lying and coming up with the promise on the spot.

      Rimchar snorted. “Hmph, you better, wretch. Don’t forget you’re both bound to me. There is nowhere you can run that I can’t find you and make you suffer,” he said. The demon then went up to the rotisserie and ripped the burnt, horrified elf head from it. He raised it to his maw and bit down on it like it was an apple. There was a horrifying crunch of bone as the skull gave way to the pit fiend’s large sharp teeth. “I’m going to rest,” he said with his mouth full, pointing to the only intact building. “Make sure you have my meat by the time I return,” he threatened once again as trudged off to the building. His feet were making noise with each loud step despite the soft snow as he left.

      The two goblins notably relaxed when the pit fiend went into the building and out of sight.

      “Phew, he be grumpier than usual,” Terlik said, wiping a layer of sweat from her forehead.

      Anglik was visibly shivering. “He be really angry, sister. How are we going to find him a pig? None of the demons we’ve summoned have returned with fresh meat.”

      “Pfft, simple,” Terlik said, seeming not at all concerned like her sister. She then tapped her bulbous nose. “I smell one nearby.”

      Anglik’s eyes widened and began to inhale the scents of the air deeply, her nostrils flaring. “Oooh! You’re right, sister, I smells a piggy near,” she cackled.

      Both the druids’ eyes widened as they gazed at each other in fear from their hiding spot. If they could smell Christopher, what’s to stop the goblins from smelling them and warning the pit fiend? They both then looked back behind Gwen where Christopher was, except he wasn’t there. The wide-eyed druids’ faces went into shock. They began frantically scanning their surroundings to find the boar.

      They found Christopher, seeing him happily munching away at a patch of wild grass that had protruded through the snow growing behind a shoddy tent that was notably closer to the goblins than the druids were. He must have made it over there when the rest of them were looking at the demons. The boar appeared completely unaware or unconcerned about the nearby enemies. The goblins each pulled out daggers made of bone in one hand while the other glowed a deep dark red of blood.

      “Crap,” Virgil muttered. He then looked back to Gwen. “Take aim at the farther goblin. I’m going to sneak up and do a sneak attack on the closer one. On my signal, fire.”

      The Hunter Druid just nodded, concern for her pet evident on her face. She nocked an arrow and motioned for Virgil to go.

      Hurriedly, Virgil used his race’s natural affinity for stealth to get over to the goblins as quickly as possible before they ambushed Christopher. He was able to hide behind a well-placed boulder, just feet away from the goblins, who were licking their lips in anticipation of the pig they intended to kill. The snow was helping Virgil’s steps to be more muffled, helping his stealth to succeed as well. The goblin sisters were now on each side of the tent and quietly approaching Christopher, who they could now see.

      Virgil looked back to Gwen, and mimed the word, “Now.” Gwen released her iron arrow at Terlik on the far side of the tent. The druid’s aim was true, and it struck the goblin warlock squarely in the temple, penetrating the brain and killing her on the spot. Anglik quickly turned around in shock, but she was too late to see the dark elf upon her. Virgil activated his Sneak Attack subskill, swinging his staff in a wide horizontal arc, hitting the goblin in the mouth. His attack wasn’t successful in doing much damage. What it was successful at, however, was launching the goblin off her feet and into the pit of demonic fire.

      In truth, he had planned on surprising her with the Sneak Attack then using Splinter to finish her off. He was happy with this result, though. The goblin howled in pain as she was being burned alive.

      Gwen ran over to Christopher, who had just been startled out of his distracted eating with the goblin’s screams. “Oh love,” Gwen said with obvious relief as she knelt down and gave the boar a hug around his neck. The boar gave a smile and snorted happily at his master’s affection. Gwen smiled before looking at Christopher directly in the eyes. “I know you can be hungry, love, but you have to stay by my side. I promise I’ll feed you, just please don’t do that again.”

      Christopher seemed totally fine with that arrangement, still not seeming to fully appreciate the near-death situation the animal was in. They couldn’t address that any more at the moment.

      Their reunion celebration was short-lived as the screaming goblin suddenly jumped out of the fire pit. Small green flames covered the upper part of Anglik’s body. The warlock’s flesh was still burning and turning black. The goblin had a savage and bestial look to her face. She bared her teeth and was still wielding her dagger, now seared to her flesh. “Raaah! You killed my sister! I’ll kill you!” She screamed and ran wildly at the druids with her bone dagger raised in the air.

      Gwen scowled. She pulled out one of her rare ignitum arrows, and drew back. Her eyes were glaring, promising retribution for her beloved boar. “You tried to eat my pet. Well, chew on this,” she said, then released.

      The arrow struck Anglik square in the sternum. The goblin flew backward. The green fire around her body grew and erupted into a large green-orange flame from the arrow surrounding her entire form, making the goblin appear like a comet flying back. The goblin’s back struck against a building with a boom. Flames erupted as the goblin made impact.

      It was complete overkill. Gwen knew it, but she didn’t regret it.

      The druids shielded their eyes from the sudden bright and loud eruption of flames. When they looked back, they saw the goblin’s body was now a charred black husk partially embedded in the stone wall of the building. The stone was cracked from the sheer velocity of the attack, and the arrow was gone, fully burned to ash from the fire it caused. The druids didn’t have time to cheer though. No, before all of the flames dissipated, the ground began to shake.

      Virgil’s heart sank as he realized that the building the goblin was struck against was the only intact building in the ruins. The only building present that contained… the frozen pit fiend. The ground trembled repeatedly, reminding Virgil of a T-Rex in Jurassic Park. Quickly, before the druids could hide, the fiend’s blue scaled hand emerged from the dark entrance of the stone building. It was quickly followed by the rest of the demon emerging.

      Rimchar looked at the dead warlock and flared his nostrils in anger. He then looked at the druids and shook his head side-to-side, clicking his tongue in disappointment. “You overcooked the meat, and didn’t even take the time to separate the flesh into the right cuts,” he said to the druids. The pit fiend then glanced back over to the dead goblin. “Good for nothing,” he said under his breath.

      “Do you have any more of those fire arrows?” Virgil asked, whispering to Gwen and not taking his eyes off of the large demon.

      “That was the last one,” she replied, also in a whisper.

      Virgil bunched his lips in frustration at that. He understood that Gwen was upset, but he still didn’t agree with her decision to use the arrow. Not that he was going to openly rebuke her. She could destroy him in a fight. Analyze had revealed that the frozen pit fiend had a susceptibility to fire. Without any more of Gwen’s arrows, he would need to come up with another plan.

      Rimchar turned his gaze back to the druids. He began tapping his warhammer into his hand, reminiscent of a school bully beating a fist against their open palm. The message was clear. The demon planned to give them a beating.

      Virgil’s eyes went wide as he had a closer look at the demon’s weapon. The head of the hammer was a tooth! The blunt end served as the hammer’s head while the four roots were on the other side, all sharpened to provide piercing damage. Virgil’s suspicions were now confirmed. To get the hammer back, he had to defeat the fiend.

      Rimchar’s small green eyes scanned his opponents. His eyes flashed in surprise when he saw Christopher standing beside Gwen. “It appears the goblin filth weren’t lying. Looks like I’m having pork chops tonight. Rawwwrr!” The fiend bellowed and charged at the party.

      “Yggdrashield!” Virgil shouted as he conjured his magic shield.

      The shield of vines emerged from the ground right under Rimchar. The thorns bit into his scaled hide, but didn’t penetrate deep enough to actually draw blood. The fiend groaned while recoiling back in pain, breaking through the shield and embedding some of its thorns even further into his flesh.

      Virgil capitalized on the distraction to enact a plan. “Spread out. Gwen, have Christopher distract him while you fire at him from a distance. I’ll provide healing and defense with my shield spell. Go,” he ordered and the group dispersed.

      Christopher lowered his head and charged the pit fiend. Rimchar saw the boar coming at him as he backstepped and regained balance. The giant fiend then gripped his massive warhammer and swung it down at the boar with both hands. Before the strike could land, his right hand was struck by one of Gwen’s arrows. The arrow didn’t penetrate his tough hide but succeeded in causing Rimchar to let go of the weapon with that hand, disrupting the course of his swing. The warhammer flew just over Christopher with a whoosh of air. The charging boar struck the pit fiend’s right leg, causing the demon to fall to one knee.

      Rimchar scowled and swung his hammer at Christopher. Gwen shot another arrow, but the fiend ducked out of the way and continued his swing. Virgil frantically cast Yggdrashield to block the blow, but the finely crafted weapon coupled with the frozen pit fiend’s strength was too much, and it broke through the shield, hitting the boar in his side. As the terror boar rolled across the dirt, Virgil was already casting Restore on him, utilizing the increased range his Beginner Rank skill provided the spell. His healing magic quickly worked and Christopher was able to get back up on his feet. The terror boar was staring down Rimchar and snorted his nostrils in anger. The boar was pissed!

      Christopher squealed in challenge. Rimchar gave a roar in defiance and charged after the boar. The pit fiend was struck in quick succession by three arrows from Gwen, but they mostly served to anger the demon as they all bounced off his tough hide.

      Splinter squeaked defiantly on Virgil’s shoulder, wanting to join the fight. “Not yet, girl,” he said. Virgil planned to use his pet rat to attack at the right time. If he let her attack recklessly, she could easily get killed by just a minor swing of the pit fiend’s hammer. For some reason, Virgil felt she would play a critical role in this fight.

      Rimchar kept charging at Christopher. Virgil cast Leeching Vines; the vines emerged from the ground and wrapped around the demon’s foot. Rimchar grunted and ripped his foot free from the vine spell. He turned to face the incoming boar and was promptly struck in his lower right calf with an Air Strike Arrow that Gwen had fired. It was the same spot where Christopher had struck with his charge attack. The frozen pit fiend fell to his knee and groaned in pain for the first time. That all provided the terror boar enough time to make it to Rimchar. Christopher used his momentum and jumped in the air, headbutting Rimchar square in the skull.

      The pit fiend staggered, his head thrown back, but did not fall. In fact, he turned back and scowled at Christopher. The demon let out a roar and headbutted the boar in rage, sending the boar back for a second time. He then looked up in the air and let out a monstrous roar in anger. The wind around the fiend picked up and began to swirl the snow around him like a small tornado. The creature slowly stood up.

      Gwen fired another three arrows, but all were deflected in different directions as the wind provided a barrier. The wind howled, causing a rush of cold to strike at the druids and making it feel as if there was a blizzard around them.

      Virgil noticed that the blue hide of the fiend’s damaged right leg was now the purple color of bruising. Virgil’s heart sank a little. Though they had damaged Rimchar some, they hadn’t even been able to fully penetrate his tough hide yet. If they continued this way for much longer, the tides would likely turn, and they would be the ones overwhelmed.

      “Grief, how do we kill him!?” Virgil shouted against the cold wind. He really wished he had a shirt!

      “It be obvious, lad! Fire!” Grief shouted back.

      After another fifteen seconds, the sudden maelstrom died down. Virgil figured it was some kind of ability the fiend had that timed out, good!

      Rimchar tried to stomp on Christopher, but the terror boar stepped to the side. A stone spear erupted from the ground—clearly cast by Gwen—and struck the already injured right leg. It struck against the pit fiend with a boom, but did not penetrate his tough flesh. Its positioning did make the demon almost fall forward, but yet again he kept his balance.

      Rimchar snarled at the Hunter Druid, ripped the stone spear from the ground, and hurled it at her. It narrowly missed as she ran from the ruins she was using as cover. The stone spear crashed against the ruins, sending chunks of rubble flying in different directions.

      Gwen spun and fell to the snowy ground as one piece struck her hard in the shoulder.

      Before Rimchar could charge after the downed druid, Christopher bit at the fiend’s uninjured leg and successfully drew the creature’s ire and aggro.

      Virgil ran over to Gwen, already casting Restore. As he made it over to her, he uncorked a Healing Potion and fed it to her. She readily drank it down and was quickly restored to fighting shape.

      “Thanks,” she said as she stood up. She looked over to see her terror boar keeping the pit fiend’s attention. Christopher was not strong or fast enough to get any real damage back at Rimchar by himself. Though sturdier than Splinter, the boar was still not truly built to be a tank. “The thing’s hide is too tough. How do we actually hurt him?” she asked.

      Virgil racked his brain for potential Nature Magic or fire-based attacks to hurt the fiend. He had a party that consisted of all damage dealers and one healer. They could not last much longer in a conventional battle against this thing, but conventional warfare was never Virgil’s strong suit. No, he succeeded in his unique approaches to problems. That was truly the only reason he’d even survived as long as he had in this new world. He needed to approach this battle the same way. He let his analytical and objective veterinary mind take over, taking in all the information.

      The thing was sensitive to fire and had an extremely durable hide. The only fire they had currently available was the pit of demon fire which had not abated in size from the howling winds. Their environment consisted of snow, stone ruins, and low-hanging trees. He quickly pulled up Grief’s inventory and he smiled as a plan formed in his mind.

      “Splinter, go to that branch by the fire pit and start cutting it. I need you to be able to break it when the demon is under it. Can you do that?” he asked. The stego rat nodded in confirmation and ran off to the nearby tree.

      Virgil then turned to Gwen and handed her one of the black imp hearts. “On my signal, fire this at his face.” She gave a look of disgust at the organ but grabbed it, trusting in Virgil’s plan. Virgil nodded. “Good, go take cover. After you fire that shot, don’t fire anymore. I’m going to draw his attention. When he gets within ten feet from me, use Stone Spear on his leg again.”

      “What? Are you crazy? It didn’t work last time. It couldn’t penetrate his leg—”

      “I don’t need it to,” Virgil interrupted.

      Gwen let out a frustrated breath, but nodded. “This better work.”

      “Trust me,” Virgil said. “I’m a doctor.” He winked then took off.

      Virgil ran close to the center of combat. Rimchar was still swinging Jawbreaker at Christopher, narrowly missing the agile boar. The spiked part of the tooth head slammed against the ground, causing it to shake and send snow up in the air. Christopher managed to dodge, then headbutted the fiend’s left hand. Rimchar recoiled his hand and grunted slightly before kicking Christopher back, square in the boar’s hard head. Christopher slammed into a broken stone column, cracking the structure and causing the debris to fall on top of him and immobilizing the terror boar.

      Rimchar gave an evil grin. He went to pick up his warhammer, but it strained against him as if it was glued to the ground. The demon looked down to see Virgil’s Leeching Vines spell latched onto it, keeping it stuck to the ground. Virgil smiled. If his spell couldn’t impede the momentum of the demon’s body, he would use it to stop the weapon. Rimchar looked and scowled at Virgil.

      “Now!” Virgil shouted. Gwen released the arrow she had pulled back. The arrow had the imp’s heart impaled on it like a kabob. It struck true, hitting the frozen pit fiend square in the face. His head moved back from the impact, but it didn’t penetrate his hide. It didn’t need to, though.

      There was an explosion of smoke as the dried imp heart shattered on impact. That was what Virgil was wanting. Rimchar let go of his ensnared warhammer and began coughing while wiping the smoke away from his face, trying to clear the powdered imp heart from his airways. The imp heart stated that it increased reckless behaviors when inhaled, and that was part one of Virgil’s plan.

      The pit fiend then began scanning his environment, a bestial, wild look to his small green eyes. Virgil used Analyze to see that the debuff had taken hold. Rimchar turned to Gwen, and took a menacing step toward her, forgetting his warhammer—which was no longer ensnared due to Virgil’s spell timing out—and the prone Christopher who was an easy kill. The reckless behavior was clearly evident. Time to initiate part two, luring him in.

      Virgil quickly cast multiple Nature Bolts at the fiend, who was looking away from him and at Gwen, striking the demon in the jaw and side of his large belly. There were multiple tearing noises that echoed as the magical missiles cut through and damaged Rimchar’s butcher’s apron.

      The demon stopped mid-step. He looked down at his ruined apron. His eyes flashed in fiery anger. His lower jaw protruded out, and the blood vessels in his neck bulged. The demon snapped his head, glaring hatefully at the Healer Druid. “You ruined my apron! I’m going to cut you up and repair it with your flesh!” The demon roared and the swirling shield of stormy wind reappeared around him. Rimchar charged at Virgil with reckless abandon.

      “Oh crap,” Virgil said, realizing the fury he had brought upon himself.

      “Run, lad!” Grief shouted in panic.

      Virgil readily complied. The dark elf used his increased Agility and bolted over by the fire pit which was still hot and raging despite the cold gusts of wind. He turned, putting the fire to his back and faced the oncoming demon. He gripped his staff with both hands in anticipation.

      “What’re ye doin’, lad!? Move!” Grief shouted.

      “Not yet!” He stole a glance up at the large tree branch above the fire, looking over at Splinter who was by the crook, where the branch met the trunk of the tree. The branch had to be at least thirty feet long and looked to be as thick as a semi-truck’s wheel.

      Despite that, he put his trust in his pet rat, and could see it was not misplaced. The stego rat had been using her ridiculously sharp teeth and claws to carve through the thick branch. The rodent had almost completely cut through the branch, causing it to hang lower, now much closer to the fire. She was looking at Virgil expectantly, waiting for her master’s order. Virgil smiled and then looked back at the raging demon, confident in his plan.

      Rimchar was closing in on Virgil, claws out and jaws open. Before the demon could get close enough to attack, Virgil enacted part three, springing the trap. “Gwen, now!” Virgil ordered.

      “Stone Spear.” Another one of her conjured spears emerged from the ground right in front of Virgil, striking Rimchar in his bruised leg.

      The fiend, running recklessly on the slick snow, was unable to stop his momentum. He struck the spear, but his thick hide still prevented it from piercing his flesh. Instead, it tripped him, causing the large demon to fall forward. Virgil narrowly jumped out of the way as Rimchar flew into the demonic pit of felfire.

      Rimchar let out a shriek and flailed, showing the first real signs of serious pain since they’d started fighting. The demon’s weakness for fire was showing. He thrashed and began to try to stand up and get out of the burning pit.

      “Splinter,” Virgil said.

      The rat, now hanging on the main body of the tree like an insect, heard her master’s signal and clawed through the final connecting section of the branch, amputating it from the tree. The large branch crashed down onto Rimchar like a collapsing skyscraper. The heavy branch slammed against the fiend’s chest and trapped him in the fire with its heavy bulk. The frozen pit fiend roared in anger, fear, and pain as his body lay incapacitated and pinned, burning to death. Soon enough, the large branch also caught fire. Virgil had the foresight to have Splinter cut through most of it again after it fell so as not to set the whole swamp ablaze, though likely the magic of Yggdrasil would’ve prevented that.

      Rimchar continued to yell in pain until his vocal cords burned. The screaming affected Virgil. He looked at the dying demon with pity. His tough blue hide was now solid black and crumbling to ash in the flame. Even though the creature was one of pure malice, the druid couldn’t let it suffer. He aimed his staff at the head and cast Nature Bolt. The conjured projectile of Nature Magic struck the demon square in the forehead. The fiend’s tough hide was no more, and it easily penetrated through his now-soft flesh, striking his brain and ending the fiend’s life.

      Virgil let out a sigh of relief and turned back, glad that his crazy plan worked.

      “Way to go, lad!” Grief cheered. “I thought ye were goin’ to use yer Dragonberry to burn the bastard’s leg, but usin’ an imp heart to enrage it and a fire pit to kill, ye be a crafty one!”

      “Thanks.” He noticed Gwen over by Christopher. The boar looked hurt and was covered by the fallen rubble. The Hunter Druid cried out for Christopher and was frantically throwing the rocks off her animal companion. Both Virgil and Splinter ran over to help, and after a few minutes, they were able to dislodge the boar.

      Chris P. Bacon appeared to be semi-conscious, but no worse for wear. He nudged lovingly against his master, who was holding his large tusked head on her lap affectionately. “Oh love, you gave me a scare there,” she said to the boar. The high elf then looked at Virgil. “Would you mind examining him, doctor?” she asked both sincerely, and with a wry smile on her face at the title.

      Virgil pulled his stethoscope from Grief. “I’d be happy to.” He checked out Christopher, examining the boar from snout to tail. “He has some superficial abrasions on both sides of his flanks. No obvious broken bones, but he likely has some cracked ribs given his sensitivity when I put pressure on his right side. There’s also some bruising on his right hindlimb along both his semitendinosus and semimembranosus muscles. Christopher, you’re one tough pig,” Virgil said with a smile as he adjusted his glasses.

      He then looked to Gwen. “He’s going to be okay. His injuries should be healed easily enough with my magic.”

      Gwen nodded in gratitude and let Virgil heal her pet. He cast Restore. Within two minutes, the stubborn boar was back on his feet and jumping around joyously. Virgil marveled at how quickly the creature recovered. The medicine and magic of this new world were incredible. On Earth, it would have taken days for the boar to get to the point where he was at, not minutes. If he’d had his new powers back on Earth, he could’ve done so much more for the animals there.

      His thoughts were interrupted by Gwen. The Hunter Druid ran up and hugged him unexpectedly. He staggered back a little, surprised by the sudden embrace. He didn’t hug back, as he was confused as to why she was doing so. She gripped him tightly then pulled back a little. Her face was inches away from his, her beautiful blue eyes piercing into his. She smiled and said, “Thank you,” before giving him a slight peck on the cheek and letting go.

      “You’re… welcome,” Virgil said, both blushing and with a grin on his face. Before he could say anything else, Splinter ran up to him squeaking happily. “Hey, girl,” he said affectionately. “Great job out there, I’m so proud of you.” He scratched behind her right ear, and the rat leaned into it, smiling. “That’s my girl, now here’s a treat for you.” He pulled out one of his travel rations, and the rat began eating it gleefully. It was sort of comical watching a rat eat the large piece of hard tack.

      “Lad, the hammer, do not forget ‘bout the hammer!” Grief said.

      Virgil’s eyes widened in realization as he turned back over to the weapon, Jawbreaker. It was positioned horizontally with the weapon’s head still embedded in the ground. Now that he was not in a life-or-death situation, Virgil was able to get a closer look at it. The wood of the handle was dyed green and had ornate patterns and runes carved into it. It was huge as well! The weapon was literally taller than Virgil, and the dark elf stood a good six feet tall.

      Virgil walked over and used Analyze on it.

      
        
        Name: Jawbreaker

        Item Type: Weapon

        Damage: +50–75

        Durability: 375/500

        Item Class: Epic

        Effect: +15 to Strength, +20% Blunt Damage, +20% Piercing Damage, +25% chance to damage walls, items, armor, and shields. Conforms to user.

        Description: Requires 35 Strength to wield.

        This item shows the true capability of gnomish ingenuity in conjunction with both dwarven smithing and elven enchanting. This item was made for Phaddee Furyfire when her Mercenary Company was hired by the Rubasal Kingdom to eliminate the threat of the Eastern Ogre Tribes 650 years ago.

        The gnome’s group was still relatively new and was lacking on resources. So, they found a… unique item to craft this weapon’s hammer head. The warhammer utilizes a rock giant’s tooth, using the flat end for blunt damage and the sharpened roots for piercing damage.

      

      

      “Wow, this thing is dangerous,” Virgil said after he read the item’s information. It required a crazy amount of strength to even wield! With a current Strength stat of ten, Virgil had no chance. It made him wonder what the old gnome’s Strength score was if this thing was made for her. It had to be at least thirty-five, and with the hammer equipped, it would be fifty!

      Also, how did she wield it? The weapon was at least twice her height. Virgil couldn’t get his head around the thought of a small gnome woman swinging around the huge hammer. Maybe she possessed massive strength or the ‘conforms to user’ effect played a major part? Virgil then remembered that Grief wielded the weapon when he had a body, and he was a dwarf, not too much taller than the gnome, the dark elf reckoned. He should know how someone not as big as the pit fiend could wield it.

      “Hey Grief, two questions. How can someone as small as Phaddee wield this thing, and what does the effect ‘conforms to user’ mean?”

      “Ah, so you used yer Analyze skill on it, eh? Well, it be the that effect why anyone with a high enough Strength could hold it in their hands,” Grief replied. “Jawbreaker be unique in that it will shrink and grow with the wielder to be at the best size for the person.”

      Virgil nodded in understanding. “Okay, that makes sense. So, besides it being obviously very powerful, why did you take it to fight the last demon general all those years ago? It doesn’t appear to have any demon killing bonuses or enchantments.”

      “Aye, that be true, lad, but that not be why I borrowed it,” he said with emphasis on the word borrowed. “The reason bein’, it be super effective in breakin’ down armor and dealin’ blunt damage. The final demon general we fought was a tough bastard. The creature was a Balor, a vicious fiend that be as big as a fire giant and can fly. On top of it, the balor was wearin’ armor made of the carapace of a spined devil, so we needed extra armor penetration. Jawbreaker be the best weapon for breakin’ walls and armor on the entire continent. That’s why we needed it, lad.”

      “Well, why didn’t you just ask for it?”

      “Did ye ferget ‘bout when I left Phaddee’s sister at the altar?”

      “Oh… when you put it that way, what you did makes sense.”

      Grief sighed. “Thank ye, lad. You finally get why I did what I did. I never meant to lose it, mind ye.”

      “I know,” Virgil replied. He then pressed the hole in the back of Grief’s skull to the warhammer and the magic of Grief was able to suck the weapon inside the skull.

      
        
        Quest Update.

        Lost & Found

        You have both eliminated the origin of the demon threat inside Glenwood Swamp and recovered Jawbreaker! Return it to Phaddee Furyfire in Kygor to receive your reward and avoid any punishment. Good luck not getting arrested before that!

        Remaining Time: 24/30 days

      

      

      There were more notifications, but Virgil minimized them for the moment. He looked back to see the rest of his party looking around at the environment. The coolness of the air was rapidly fading, getting replaced by the typical hot humid air that was familiar to the swamp. The snow was rapidly fading and melting as well, revealing the vines and plants that were all previously covered by the snow. The ruins, though previously habituated by goblins, appeared to be of elven design.

      The architecture appeared similar to what they’d seen in Kygor. On some of the remains, carvings of elves could be seen, reminding Virgil of buildings in Egypt. Many of the carvings were worn with faded coloring, giving the impression that they were old, perhaps even ancient. They showed some elves kneeling around some sort of altar with a giant turtle set atop.

      “Guess we don’t have to worry about the demons in this place anymore,” Gwen said.

      “Yeah, it looks like elves used to live here once,” Virgil replied.

      “If they did, it was a long time ago,” Gwen said.

      “Indeed,” Virgil agreed. “Did you find any loot at all?”

      “Not much,” Gwen answered. “I couldn’t salvage anything from the pit fiend since his body was in the fire and the one goblin my arrow burned up, but the first goblin I took out did have a couple things,” she said and walked up to Virgil, holding her hand out. On her palm were two pieces of jewelry. One looked to actually be a large tooth, while the other was a ring made of gold.

      
        
        Name: Earring of the Adept

        Item Type: Accessory

        Durability: 15/20

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effect: While equipped, the wearer can understand all languages heard. Note: This item does not give the wearer the ability to speak the language.

        Description: Made from the fang of a thought serpent, a creature who can use psychic powers to understand and predict the moves of their prey.

      

        

      
        Name: Golden Ring of Stamina

        Item Type: Accessory

        Durability: 35/50

        Item Class: Rare

        Effect: +30 Stamina

        Description: Elven enchanted ring to provide 30 Stamina to the wielder.

      

      

      “This is great,” Virgil said. “You should take both of them. You deserve it.”

      Gwen gave an uncomfortable chuckle. “Um, I actually already have an earring like that,” she said, gesturing to her left earlobe. It was pierced and held the exact same earring except it looked to be coated in silver. “We all received it… from the king…” she said, obviously uncomfortable with the favor the king had shown the other druids and not Virgil.

      “Oh… Well, I guess I’ll take the earring then. Thank you. It’s a… bit big though,” Virgil took the item and shrugged involuntarily.

      Though he didn’t say it out loud, Virgil was not the most excited about the earring. He thought the benefit it granted was great, but the tooth that it was made from was not small. It looked like he was going to have to get his ear gauged to equip it. He had an earring back on Earth, but never made the full commitment to get a gauge. It made him a little uncomfortable, but he didn’t want to dwell on it and changed the subject.

      “Grief, how do we put out those demon fires?”

      “Well… eventually they’ll die out if there be no demons nearby. Otherwise, I think yer blood will cleanse it just like the rotwood infection,” the skull replied.

      “Good.” He looked to Gwen. “Go check the building where the pit fiend was resting. See if there’s any more loot there. I’m going to put out the fire and check his body.”

      The two druids dispersed, each with their animal companion beside them. Virgil didn’t find any loot from inside the fire. There wasn’t even a body to check, as Rimchar was now just a pile of ash.

      Gwen ran out from the room excitedly. “Well, the building was just an open chamber. It looked like it used to be an old church of some sort. Besides the remnants of the fiend’s kills, I did find some gold and something I think you’d like!” She handed him a tattered, blood-stained rag with a large hole in it. “You can wear it as a shirt,” she said with a wide grin.

      “Haha,” Virgil said, not too amused.

      “But really, I did find something.” She handed him a large turtle shell the length of a football that looked to be made out of pure white cloudy crystal. There was a leather strap on the underside giving it the appearance of a shield.

      
        
        Name: Crystalline Buckler of Terlantel

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +10

        Durability: 80/80

        Item Class: Rare

        Effect: +10 Defense

        Description: Small buckler once used by the paladins of the dead water god Terlantel, who was a massive crystalline turtle.

      

      

      “Thanks, but can I use this?” Virgil asked. “I know us being Druid Champions prevents us from using other weapons for fighting purposes.”

      Gwen nodded. “Fair question, but fortunately, we can. It’s considered armor, not another weapon, and I think you need the extra protection the most.”

      “Thanks.” Virgil was genuinely grateful. He then equipped it on his left forearm. For such a dense-looking item, it was remarkably light.

      After they had finished looting, the party spent the rest of the day getting out of the swamp. The air was sticky and uncomfortable, and the place was filled with hostile and dangerous creatures outside of any possible lingering demons. They agreed it was best that they get out. They went north to the Northern Wastes, due to that being the best information they had about a demon general’s location.

      When asked about the place they were going, Grief gave them some information. “The Northern Wastes be what they’re called, a wasteland. It be rocky, dry, and hotter than a flame imp’s arsehole.”

      “Why would the demons be there?” Gwen asked.

      “If the fiends be workin’ under a demon general, they must be lookin’ fer one of Yggdrasil’s root fragments. Though the great tree has many roots, they move throughout the ground and usually be very deep. Katarina told me that they sometimes embed themselves fer a period of time to promote the Timberland’s growth. If the fiends be stayin’ in a particular spot, you can be sure that one of the great tree’s roots be nearby, surer than a sulfur smell on a demon.”

      To confirm what the skull said, as the group exited the swamp, they were no longer in the dense coniferous forest they were in when they had entered the swamp. Instead, they were in an area full of brown, dry, thick grassland. There were still trees, but they were more spread out and had the appearance of the thick green acacia trees in the African savanna. Since the trees were more spread out, the late afternoon sun beamed down on the party with its full strength.

      Virgil’s sensitive dark elf eyes squinted behind his glasses and quickly pulled up his spidersilk cloak hood to bring him much needed darkness for his eyes.

      A few miles out in the distance, towering high above the trees, were multiple large rock formations, giving Virgil the feeling they were at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. It was clear they were part of the Northern Wastes. The air, though still hot, was notably much drier than that of Glenwood Swamp.

      The group continued for another half hour. Both Splinter and Christopher were able to handle any threat they faced as they traveled, which fortunately was only a few jackals that underestimated the threat of the stego rat. Pretty soon, the hunters became the hunted, and Splinter was chowing down on a torn off leg of raw jackal.

      Though she usually perched on Virgil’s leather pauldron, he didn’t let her eat the bloody flesh near him. Virgil didn’t want that gross thing dangling near his face. During that time of travel, Virgil finally went over the notifications flashing annoyingly in the bottom of his vision.

      
        
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached level 9!

        Experience to next level: 37/1295 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 1 point in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 2 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

        

      
        Skill Gained! Taunt Level 1

        Your extremely effective distraction of the frozen pit fiend has allowed you to gain this skill.

        Effect: Fuse an action with your will in order to draw an opponent’s hostile attention toward you.

        Current Range: 20 feet

        “You know this is for someone who plans to tank, right?”

      

        

      
        Sneak Attack has now reached Level 2!

      

        

      
        Stealth has now reached Level 11!

        Congratulations! Your Stealth skill has reached Beginner Rank!

        Reward: +25% chance to go undetected in dark areas

      

        

      
        Restoration Magic has reached Level 15!

      

        

      
        Your creative use of the Herbology skill to defeat a much stronger foe has caused the skill to reach Level 53!

      

        

      
        Analyze has reached Level 8!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your animal companion, Splinter, has reached Level 16!

      

      

      Virgil was impressed at the notifications! He had leveled up a number of skills and even gained the Taunt skill. Taunt could be beneficial, but honestly, as a healer without much Health, he hoped he never would have to use it. The dark elf was also pretty impressed with Splinter. She had come a long way from the injured sewer rat he had found near death. Now, she was a deadly, badass, dinosaur-looking, demon-killing beast! He couldn’t help but feel proud of his pet.

      The party finally made camp in a clearing by a cluster of three small acacia trees. The trees were all connected and served as an extra barrier from the elements. Virgil started a regular fire, and the druids sat down on a fallen log to eat dinner.

      Virgil gave Gwen one of the last two meals that Lucille had prepped. She blushed and accepted it gratefully. Another benefit of Grief’s storage ability was that it preserved the items inside. So, the sandwiches were still at a nice cool temperature and delicious. They ate in relative silence, enjoying their meals.

      Both Splinter and Christopher were searching around the nearby grassland for small game and insects to eat. Occasionally their heads would pop above the thick grass, showing a thick grub in their mouths. They very much reminded Virgil of Timon and Pumbaa, to be honest.

      When he shared that anecdote with Gwen, she gave a good chuckle. Virgil decided to use that opening to go into more in-depth conversation.

      “So, if you don’t mind me asking, tell me more about yourself. We’ve already been having to trust each other in life-or-death fights. Frankly, I’d like to know more if we’re going to continue having to put ourselves in more dangerous situations,” he said.

      Her face went through a series of emotions before nodding in agreement. “That’s fair, but you’ll have to do the same. Deal?” Her right hand extended to seal the deal.

      “Deal,” Virgil agreed, shaking her hand. The high elf’s hand was soft but held obvious strength. Virgil realized he may have lingered too long thinking about her soft hand and quickly let go, blushing slightly.

      “So, where to start,” she said, ignoring his faux pas with a small smile. “I’m from Yorkshire, England. My dad was a competitive archer, and wanted me to follow in his footsteps. So, I became the best in the entire country and eventually competed in the Olympics, winning gold for England. It was during the Olympics where I met Dirk. He was competing in the shotput, and we hit it off after we discovered we both liked to play Warcraft of the Elders. Eventually, I followed him to LA, and we started YouTube and Twitch channels for people to follow us playing the game after we both hurt ourselves training and had to sit out the next round of Olympic Trials. It was good… for a while.” She looked away, a sad expression on her face.

      “Even though we were making good money off our channel, Dirk started becoming more bitter and angry after he got benched four years later. He would get drunk and insult me often. It became pretty toxic, honestly. I’m also pretty sure he was cheating on me… The crazy thing is, I couldn’t tell anyone. Due to the fame of our channel, I didn’t have any friends, only people who wanted to use me and our channel to further their own agenda.”

      She took a deep sigh before continuing. “So, even though I was transported here and I was scared, I was also kind of relieved. Sure, Dirk was here, but there was no longer the fame or pressure I had back on Earth. It was a fresh start, which is what I needed, you know?”

      Virgil slowly shook his head, taking in all of Gwen’s sad story. “Wow, that… really sucks. I had no idea.”

      “No one did.”

      “Well, still, I’m so sorry. Thank you for trusting me to say that. No one should have to be stuck alone in a toxic relationship. I’ve had plenty of work colleagues who’ve been in them, and it is never good or pretty,” Virgil said.

      “You’ve got that right, chap,” Gwen turned to face Virgil, giving him a smile. “As you can see, though, I’m in a much better place. I’m free of that git, have a pet pig, and… I feel like you’re a real friend. Thanks, Virgil.”

      “I am your friend, Gwen, and you’re welcome,” Virgil replied with a warm smile back.

      “Anyway, enough about me. What about you?” she asked, wanting to change the subject.

      “Well, as you know, I’m a veterinarian. I mainly worked with wildlife rescues for rehabilitation and reintroduction back into the environment. In my free time, I was an avid gamer, mainly fantasy MMORPGs.”

      “How’d you become a wildlife vet?”

      “I think the desire started when I was young. My parents were missionaries in Africa, and I felt a deep connection to the animals there and a passion to protect them. Before my parents died, when I was a teenager, my dad told me that whatever I do in life, I should work to make the world a better place and to surround myself with those whom I care for and vice versa. Guess he didn’t figure that I would ever actually be in a completely new world when he said that.” He chuckled.

      The dark elf’s face then turned to a mixture of both satisfaction and melancholy. “I never really was too close with anyone back on Earth, but I did find a way to fulfill my dad’s wish. I made Earth a better place by helping animals who couldn’t speak for themselves. I immersed myself in wildlife and nature and had plenty of animals who I bonded with. I cared for them, and they cared for me back.”

      He looked over to Splinter. The rat was sleeping, curled up over by the fire, a distended belly full of bugs sticking out. She was laying right by Christopher who was also sleeping. Both animals had bonded something akin to siblings. “Funny thing is, that’s what I’ve also done here,” Virgil said. “I’ve got the animals, and they’ve got me.”

      “And me,” Gwen added, bumping his shoulder with hers good-naturedly.

      “And you.” Both of the druids locked eyes for a few seconds before looking away and blushing. “Um, anyway, thanks. I haven’t had someone I could honestly rely on for a long time.”

      “‘Course,” Gwen answered before standing up. “Well, best we get some sleep. I’ll take first watch and patrol the perimeter.”

      “You know we can just set Grief to keep an eye out, right?” Virgil asked.

      “I know, but we’re out in the open in unknown territory. It would be best to scan our surroundings. Last I checked, the skull can’t move on his own, so it’d be easy for someone to sneak behind,” Gwen retorted.

      “She be right there, lad,” the skull added.

      Virgil shrugged and conceded. “Fine, but take him with you,” he said, undoing the attachment that kept the skull tied to his belt loop and handed Grief to Gwen. “He’ll keep you company and prevent you from falling asleep.”

      She took the skull from Virgil, seeming slightly uncomfortable at the concept of actually receiving a tied skull as a gift.

      “Good grief, lad! Yer passin’ me off like I’m some kind of… trinket. It’s not like I’m yer soulbound companion or anythin’,” Grief said indignantly.

      “It’s not like that,” Virgil replied. “Two heads are better than one on patrol. You know I’m right.”

      “Pffft, whatever,” Grief said, sounding like a complaining teenager.

      Virgil could tell the skull was fine though, just making a scene.

      The skull then turned his attention toward Gwen as she turned him to face her. “Don’t worry yer pointy little ears, lass,” Grief said to Gwen. “I be a pleasant conversationalist.” An idea seemed to have struck Grief, “Ooh, first though, since we be speakin’ of ears, I think the lad deserves his earring present,” the skull suggested, a scary tone evident.

      “I think you’re right,” Gwen agreed, turning her face to Virgil and giving a predatory grin.

      Virgil immediately tensed. “No, no, that’s fine. We can do that later,” he said as he waved dismissively.

      The skull and Hunter Druid didn’t relent. Somehow, they could tell Virgil’s discomfort when he received the earring. To be fair, he didn’t do a good job of hiding it. After some teasing and the argument that it would be the best chance for them to survive, Virgil succumbed to the peer pressure, and let Gwen pierce his earlobe with the large tooth.

      Fortunately, he had some numbing berries he had previously collected, and his Herbology skill gave a large increase to the efficacy of the fruit. So, the piercing was relatively painless. Virgil took a sigh of relief after it was done, “Phew! Thanks,” he said.

      “No problem,” Gwen replied, giving a slight chuckle. “I have to admit, seeing you freak out was brilliant. I hadn’t seen anyone so scared since my cousin Charlie bit his brother!”

      “Whatever,” Virgil replied. It was his turn to pout like a teenager.

      “Get some sleep, doctor,” Gwen said, then gave Virgil a smirk before she left to patrol the perimeter.

      Virgil smirked as well, rolling his eyes in amusement. He could hear Grief speaking to the Hunter Druid as she walked away to patrol the perimeter of the clearing they had made camp in.

      “Did ye know that he snores louder than a flat-faced giant toad?”

      Virgil chuckled at the skull’s sassy attitude and let out a yawn before falling asleep.
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      Virgil was awoken around midnight from a comfortable dreamless sleep. He blinked his vision clear to remove the drowsiness. He looked up to see Gwen looking down at him, Grief in her hand and handing the skull over to him.

      “You’re up,” she said as Virgil took back his companion.

      “Oh, now you’ll take me with ye?” Grief asked sarcastically.

      “Come on now,” Virgil said, trying to fight off the tired feeling inside him. “Don’t tell me you didn’t like talking to a pretty girl,” he joked.

      “Haha! Yer not wrong there, lad,” Grief chuckled. After Virgil hopped up, he realized that Gwen was still there, giving him a wry smile. If she had Darkvision, she would have seen Virgil blush.

      She didn’t bring it up, though. “While you’re on patrol, see if you can find any loose chunks of ignitum.” She gestured to an uneven chunk of the flammable metal ore in her hand like it was some random simple rock.

      “Ignitum? You found some?” Virgil asked in surprise.

      “Oi, you bet yer newly pierced massive ear, laddie,” Grief answered enthusiastically for the elf. “While regaling the lass here ‘bout one of me great adventures, she stumbled upon a vein of the rare metal ore out here!”

      “Yes. Surprisingly, there’s a thin line of the ignitum ore in the ground that encompasses the surrounding clearing. My guess is that it has probably caused brush fires in the past, and that’s why this clearing is here,” Gwen added. “Fortunately, it seems to be only at the edge, and not near our fire,” she said, nodding to the smoldering fire in their camp. “If you happen to find any of the ore, will you collect it for me?”

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Hot Stuff

        Gwen requires the rare, highly flammable ore of Ignitum metal in order to craft her unique fire arrowheads. The area you are currently camped in has a ring of ore deposited around the surrounding border. She asks that if you happen to find any loose chunks of the ore, you collect them and bring them to her. Be warned, Ignitum is highly flammable, so you should not bring a flame by it or try to mine it with a conventional pickaxe. The sparks from just striking the metal could set it all ablaze.

        Reward: Increase in Relationship with Gwen

        Mining Skill

      

      

      Virgil was surprised to discover that this new world made her request into an actual quest. Not seeing any negative parts to the quest, Virgil accepted. “Sure thing,” he said.

      With Grief re-equipped and his staff in hand, Virgil began patrolling the border of the clearing the camp was positioned in. For the next couple hours, he walked the border, taking breaks to relax by the fire. His Darkvision was extremely beneficial, aiding his vision as if it were like daytime to the druid. It was rather easy to find the thin line of metal ore on the ground. As Gwen had said, it surrounded the clearing like a barrier. He was able to find three loose chunks of the ore and stored them in Grief.

      Virgil was once again grateful and impressed at the magical storage function the skull possessed. He was curious, though. “Do you have a limit to how much you can store?” he asked.

      “Nay, lad. The magic that made me capable of storin’ items put no limit on my capacity,” Grief replied.

      Even more impressed, Virgil decided to take stock of his inventory stored inside the skull.

      
        
        Stored Items

      

      

      
        	470 Copper

        	49 Silver

        	14 Gold

        	1 Carving Knife

        	1 Piece of Flint

        	1 Sludgegator Pelt

        	1 Sludgegator Slime Gland

        	4 Travel Rations

        	1 Satchel

        	3 Torches

        	12 Lockpicks

        	1 Rusted Iron Dagger

        	3 Minor Stamina Potions

        	2 Minor Manna Potions

        	1 Druid’s Sandals

        	1 Minor Health Potion

        	1 Mounlin Recipe Book

        	1 Warlock’s Journal

        	1 Everfull Canteen

        	1 Oozing Fluorescent Mushroom

        	3 Minor Healing Herbs

        	1 Dragonberry

        	7 Amphigray Lichen

        	2 Panthera Eyes

        	3 Numbing Berries

        	5 Deep Sleep Lichen

        	1 Stethoscope

        	1 Dental Equipment Set

        	1 Basic Alchemy Set

        	2 Healing Poultices

        	2 Sandwiches

        	8 Poison Cure Potions (Ingested or Inhaled)

        	1 Zhroherz Skin

        	2 Imp Hearts

        	1 Jawbreaker Warhammer

        	3 Ignitum Ore Pieces

      

      Virgil let out a low whistle, very satisfied at the thirty-six different slotted items stored that literally had no weight when in the skull. There were some items, like his tent and bedroll, which were currently not stored in Grief at the moment due to them being set up, but it was still impressive as to what the skull could store.

      The dark elf noticed that he had a number of different alchemy ingredients, which motivated him to start scanning throughout the brush to find more. His Master-ranked Herbology skill helped him find a few beneficial items including lavender, sageweed, a carrot-like plant called thiefsbane, and oddly enough his skill highlighted a group of termites on a small mound. He squashed a number of them with his staff and stored them inside Grief.

      After he had collected more items, he went back over to the fire. With such limited offensive capability, he realized during their fight with the pit fiend that the only way he was going to progress and overcome stronger opponents was going to be through unconventional means.

      That was how they defeated the pit fiend, not by his strength, but by utilizing his Herbology knowledge, Grief’s knowledge of demons, and planned trickery. With the items stored inside Grief, he hoped to craft and create more unique alchemic creations. To his surprise, he was able to organize the slotted items inside Grief so as to better see what he could use for his Alchemy skill. Virgil was also able to add a little tab to the side with basic descriptions as to what the items did so as to find better potential combinations of items.

      
        	1 Zhroherz Skin – Contains poisonous pustules.

        	12 ounces of Jackalope Scat – The dried feces of a jackalope. Increases Speed for the one who smells it… It stinks!

        	3 Hyena Ribs – Can use to stab someone. Can be ground into a paste that can cause uncontrollable laughter.

        	2 Snapping Spider Bodies – The venom inside this creature causes stiffness and pain inside one’s joints, causing a movement penalty.

        	4 Lavender – Stamina restoration, smells nice.

        	2 Sageweed – Manna restoration.

        	1 Thiefsbane – Grants Darkvision.

        	20 Termite Bodies – Increased blood flow & absorption, hardens skin, and increases Health temporarily.

        	2 Imp Hearts – Increases rash and reckless behaviors.

        	5 Deep Sleep Lichen – Helps sleep.

        	3 Numbing Berries – Numbs pain.

        	2 Panthera Eyes – Increases vision and hearing.

        	7 Amphigray Lichen – Underwater breathing.

        	1 Dragonberry – Fire breath.

        	1 Oozing Fluorescent Mushroom – Poison.

        	1 Sludgegator Slime Gland – Attracts male reptiles and dragons.

      

      The first thing Virgil noticed was that he had two items that possessed poisonous properties. It was a safe bet to think that combining the two items together should create a more potent poison. His Herbology and Alchemy skills helped give him inherent knowledge of the items.

      Virgil already knew at a subconscious level that combining items with similar properties would increase the likelihood of creating a successful alchemic combination. He also knew that items from similar sources were more likely to find success as well.

      For example, combining two items gathered from animal remains were more likely to synergize well versus mixing an animal part with a plant. That didn’t mean that the latter type of combinations wouldn’t succeed, just that they had a lower chance.

      The best find out of all the items he gathered was actually the termite bodies. The first part of the description made it sound like some medieval Viagra, but Virgil’s Herbology skill made him realize the true potential of that effect. The ability to increase a target’s blood flow and absorption had the potential to increase the effectiveness of anything it was used to help create.

      Poisons could be deadlier, potions could heal for more, and both buffs and debuffs could last longer. Though the benefits sounded minor, Virgil was keenly aware that minor things could easily make the difference between life and death. Excited about the possibilities, Virgil pulled out his Basic Alchemy Set and began experimenting.
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        * * *

      

      “Phew.” Virgil wiped some sweat from his forehead. It was now four in the morning, and he had spent the past two hours working to create some new alchemic recipes. He had some failures. Once he even caused a cloud of poison to explode in his face. Fortunately, he already had a poison cure to quickly remedy himself. Overall, though, his time brought much success. Virgil even leveled his Alchemy skill four times.

      
        
        You have discovered a recipe! Demonic Poison Slime

        Ingredients: 1 piece of Zhroherz Skin + Oozing Fluorescent Mushroom

        Description: Coat a weapon in this slime or cause a target to ingest it to cause a serious poison effect.

        Effect: Drains 7 Health/second for 60 seconds.

      

        

      
        You have discovered a recipe! Enhanced Beast Sense

        Ingredients: 1 eye of a carnivorous beast + 2 Termite Bodies + 3 ounces of water

        Description: The benefits from a predator’s eye enhanced by the crushed body of a termite.

        Effect: Provides temporary Darkvision and increases range of vision and smell of the imbiber by 120 feet for 5 minutes.

      

        

      
        You have discovered a recipe! Enhanced Demonic Fury

        Ingredients: 1 piece of Zhroherz Skin + 1 Imp Heart + 2 Termite Bodies

        Description: The poisonous flesh of one demon and the dark heart of another mixed with the bodies of termites crushed together and made into a paste.

        Effect: Drains a target’s HP by 25 points over 5 seconds. This poisonous paste causes the target to go into a wild frenzy for 30 seconds, unable to differentiate friend from foe.

      

        

      
        You have discovered a recipe! Enhanced Cackling Stiffness

        Ingredients: 1 Hyena Bone + 1 unit of Snapping Spider Venom + 2 Termite Bodies

        Description: A mix of 3 different types of creatures, the bone of a predator, the venom of an arachnid, and the body of an insect have melded together to cause a rare poison.

        Effect: Causes the target to have stiffness and difficulty moving its joints. The target can only move when laughing. Effect lasts for 60 seconds.

      

        

      
        You have discovered a recipe! Enhanced Scatter Scat Paste

        Ingredients: 3 ounces of Jackalope Scat + 2 Termite Bodies + 1 ounce of water + 1 Lavender

        Description: An… interesting mix of ingredients. This item takes the dried feces of a jackalope and mixes it with the bodies of termites. The scat is rather malodorous, so lavender was added to cut the scent some. It doesn’t completely, and the paste has more of a smell of someone trying to cover up what they did in the bathroom, but was not successful…

        Effect: Increases Agility of the one who inhales it by 15% for 15 minutes.

      

        

      
        You have discovered a recipe! Nightmare Powder

        Ingredients: 1 piece of Zhroherz Skin + 2 Deep Sleep Lichen

        Description: An interesting alchemic discovery utilizing the poisonous flesh of a Zhroherz with the Deep Sleep Lichen that was found in Kygor’s sewers.

        Effect: Will cause the target to go into a nightmare-laden sleep for 30 minutes. During that sleep, they will lose 1 Health/minute. If the target is attacked during the sleep, they will awaken. If the target dies while in the dream, they will be reincarnated as wraith. Be warned, unless used carefully, this powder may bring your doom.

      

      

      Well, that last sentence was ominous, Virgil thought. Despite that, he was thrilled with the discoveries he’d made! The poisons could help them win a fight before it even started! The termite bodies increased the potency of some of the recipes too, as indicated by the Enhanced descriptor. Virgil was grateful for his Darkvision Trait. Without it, he wouldn’t have been able to craft effectively, as the firelight didn’t give off enough to help illuminate his vision. He had to admit, though, the light of the moons on this exposed area was really helpful.

      As Virgil put his new crafted pastes and potions, now in vials, inside Grief along with the basic alchemy set, he looked up at the sky. The three moons were bright. All of them were white and completely full. Something was odd about one of the moons though. It seemed to be growing bigger and brighter with each passing moment. Virgil’s eyes widened in realization, and his Danger Sense kicked in. The words of Obi-Wan rang out in his head. That’s no moon!

      “Yggdrashield!” Virgil shouted as he cast his defensive spell. His voice rang out and immediately awoke the rest of his sleeping party members. Virgil still did not feel safe. The magic shield was only five-by-five feet, so it did not cover the party fully.

      “What’s going on?” Gwen asked as she hopped out of her tent, her bow in her hand and eyes wide with concern.

      “Incoming attack from above,” Virgil answered. He then cast another Yggdrashield, having it sprout from the first one, expanding its length.

      Gwen stepped out from under the shield and looked up. Her eyes bulged as she saw the incoming meteor. “Oh crap!” she exclaimed.

      “I’m going to keep layering the shield. Use your spells to see if you can destroy it in the meantime,” Virgil ordered frantically.

      Gwen stepped out and first cast her Air Strike Arrow. It impacted against the incoming meteor with a boom, but it didn’t break the large white stone. Virgil then cast another Yggdrashield on top of the other constructs. Gwen took another step out and used her Lightning Arrows. Again, no luck. Both Splinter and Christopher were notably scared, their animal instincts picking up the incoming danger and huddling under the lowest layer of the shield.

      Virgil frantically cast another two layers of Yggdrashield on top of his already summoned shields, each one on top of the other, making it appear like a towering building of the thorny, vined shields. Virgil fell to a knee and had a sharp headache from all the manna usage. Casting all the spells rapidly in a row quickly depleted Virgil of almost his entire manna pool.

      “Good grief, lad! Grab a manna potion,” Grief pleaded.

      Virgil nodded, closing his eyes against the pain in his head and reaching inside Grief. He pulled out a manna potion, uncorked it, and downed it like a parched person in a desert.

      Gwen ran in and grabbed Virgil, pushing him in with her under the lowest layer of the shields to huddle by the two scared animals. “I couldn’t stop it! Get ready!” she shouted in fear. Both animals and elves wrapped and hugged each other tightly, truly scared. They were like people hiding inside a storm shelter from a tornado.

      “Gwen, I don’t want to die with regrets. I think you’re really pretty and I’d like to take you on a date sometime if you’d let me,” Virgil blurted out in a panic. It was dumb and very poorly timed, but the dark elf was scared. He wanted to make sure he put all his feelings out there just in case.

      “I’d like that,” Gwen replied, partially yelling in fear. Despite their sudden desperate situation, Virgil smiled. He was not gonna die here. Nuh uh, not today! He had to have a date first. He downed another manna potion and cast a final Yggdrashield just before the meteor impacted.

      It struck the layered shield construct with a boom!

      Virgil yelled, straining against the downward projectile, forcing his will into the shield. The group’s vision went white as the flaming stone made impact, spreading fire and heat in the air. It quickly tore through layer after layer of the woody shield. The elves’ ears could hear the cracking of wood as the meteor tore through.

      They couldn’t do any more but focus and try to stay alive. Both druids instinctively placed their soulbound weapons under the shield they were hiding beneath to serve as a brace. Both used their weapons to push upward to help the shield even more. The falling stone was tearing through more layers of the shield but notably slower. Eventually, they felt it hit their final layer. It sharply crashed into the shield, partially breaking through it. Both druids closed their eyes and looked away, bracing for the meteor to impact the ground. The momentum of the meteor forced the plant-based shield downward and caused both the weapons to be partially embedded into the ground with a thoom!

      After a moment though, both druids barely cracked open their eyes. They were still alive. Both looked at each other with a dumbfounded look of surprise on their faces.

      “We did it,” Virgil said.

      The druids hugged each other and then their animal companions in elation at them all being alive. Their celebration, though, was cut short as a loud slow-clap echoed out from outside the shield.

      They were not alone.
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      Virgil quickly looked over to Gwen. “Gather all our things, I’m going to see what’s going on. Once you’ve gathered all the items, slowly follow behind me, but keep your distance. On my signal, we make a run for the wastes north of us,” Virgil whispered as Splinter hopped back up on his shoulder pauldron.

      Gwen looked like she was about to say something when the clapping stopped and a loud voice rang out, “Come on out, doc!”

      Virgil grimaced, “Dirk.”

      Gwen looked over at Virgil. She was well aware of how difficult her ex-boyfriend with anger issues could be. She put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be right behind you,” she said, whispering but still comforting to the dark elf.

      Virgil nodded and began to leave from under the shield’s protection. His eyes widened in realization when he saw that their campsite was now surrounded by a smoldering black crater! Virgil gulped. If he hadn’t cast those shields, his party would have been obliterated!

      Now out in the open, Virgil’s Danger Sense went back on high-alert. It was similar to when they were in Glenwood and the air of danger permeated their entire surroundings. His Darkvision picked up movement in the trees just outside the clearing they were in. It appeared Dirk was not alone.

      As Virgil began to walk around to the front of the shield where Dirk’s voice had emanated from, he carefully pulled one of his new potions from Grief. With one hand, he uncorked it and downed the Enhanced Beast Sense Potion like a shot of vodka. Virgil’s irises turned yellow and his pupils changed from round to vertical slits.

      The dark elf had okay vision, as long as he had his glasses on. Now though, he didn’t need them. His eyes saw so much more! It was like he had the most advanced Lasik surgery in an instant. Despite that, he kept his glasses on. He liked the spectacles and had worn them for many years; they were part of him. Also, he didn’t want anyone to suspect any difference with him currently. From what he understood, dark elves were the only subrace that had Darkvision. The others shouldn’t be able to discern the difference due to the darkness.

      With his enhanced vision, Virgil quickly scanned his surroundings. Behind them was the dawn elf, Marianna. Her thorny whip was in her right hand. She was squinting her eyes, trying to use the moonlight to see, clearly reinforcing she did not have night vision. She had a scowl on her face, exaggerated by her sharp features.

      On each side from her, about fifteen feet away, were two other bipedal beings. They weren’t elves though. They were about four and a half feet tall and had bodies made of twisting, gnarled wood. They each had flat faces with small holes for eyes and no mouths. On their heads were two uneven antlers composed of leafy tree branches. Virgil used Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Spriggan

        Level: 8

        Race: Elemental Type: Nature-Based

        Health: 150

        Manna: 100

        Stamina: 200

        Resistances: Fire -50%, Nature Magic 50%, Piercing Damage 25%

        Spriggans are nature-based elementals formed from the wood of blossoming trees. They are very protective of nature and can be very mischievous toward those who would trespass into their home territories. This spriggan was summoned by the Plant Druid, Marianna.

      

      

      Okay, so not our friends, Virgil thought. He continued to scan and found, in addition to the two spriggans with Marianna behind them, there was one more to their right, blocking their path north. To their left, Virgil saw Pierre.

      The Moon Druid was panting heavily and hiding just behind a tree. The French high elf was rubbing his temple with one hand. He used the other to quickly down potion after potion. Virgil could tell what the Moon Druid was doing. Pierre was dealing with a lot of head pain, which could come from an extreme manna drain. Apparently, he was drinking manna recovery potions.

      Putting two-and-two together, Virgil realized that the large meteor that almost killed his party came from the Moon Druid. “They tried to kill us! They didn’t even try to take me in peacefully. The jerks didn’t even care that Gwen was with me!” Virgil thought in both horror and anger.

      “I think it be fair to say they’re not wantin’ ye to come back alive, Virgil,” Grief said through their mental link.

      Virgil nodded grimly in understanding. He continued to scan their surroundings. There was only one more enemy who was standing in front of the shield. Dick, or Dirk rather, was standing at the forest edge. He held a torch in one hand, making him obvious to see, and had a smug and cocky smile on his face.

      Virgil had to hide a smirk himself. He understood the druids’ plan. They didn’t know about his Darkvision or his enhanced senses, so they all were hiding in the dark, just out of view for any other elf subrace and had Dirk clearly illuminated himself with the torch, serving as bait. Good thing Virgil was a dark elf though. Dirk was twenty feet ahead of Virgil and about ten feet outside the line of Ignitum ore.

      Virgil’s eyes flashed at seeing the ore. A plan then started forming in his head. He first used Detect Hostile Intent to ensure there were no other enemies hidden elsewhere. Fortunately, the skill did not show anyone other than those that Virgil already knew about, and they had not moved from their spots. Virgil walked up just behind the line of exposed ignitum.

      “Impressive, doc. Even though you can’t fight worth shit, it’s clear that you’ve got some defense. Too bad shielder classes suck too,” Dirk said.

      “Are you crazy!? You could’ve killed me!”

      “Sorry, doc. It wasn’t my first choice, but we’ve heard dangerous rumors about you,” Dirk lied rather poorly. “You’re wanted by the Rubasal Kingdom for practicing demonic magic, bro. After seeing you tanking that massive spell, it’s clear you’re some kind of warlock. There’s no way a pathetic class such as you could have survived.”

      “Maybe I’m just a lot better than you thought I was,” Virgil said. The Enhance Beast Sense Poison also increased his sense of smell. He noticed a familiar odor coming from Dirk. Was that cat pee? He then noticed some healing cat scratches along Dirk’s face. Virgil couldn’t hold back a smile. Apparently, Lucille had taught them a lesson! “Or maybe it’s that my teacher was really good. I see you’ve experienced her… handiwork.”

      Dirk gave a scowl as he rubbed his left cheek reflexively. “You’re dead, bro. As soon as we turn you in, I’m going to use the loot we get to go give that old bitch some payback.”

      “The lass and her boar are behind ye, lad,” Grief mentally communicated.

      “You want some? Come and get it!” Virgil said as he banged his staff against his crystalline buckler and activated Taunt.

      Dirk let out a growl and opened his teeth, showing exposed canines that were more like that of a predator than an elf.

      He took a menacing step forward when Marianna’s voice rang out, “No, Dirk. We talked about this, the loot is better if he’s alive.”

      Virgil turned his head to see that the thin dawn elf had walked out from her wooded cover along with her spriggans. “Sheesh, she’s a real humanitarian,” Virgil said under his breath. Virgil knew that they were now standing over the ignitum ring.

      The veins in Dirk’s neck bulged as he forcefully restrained himself from attacking, just able to resist Virgil’s Taunt. “You have one chance, bro,” he said through gritted teeth. “Give yourself up, and we’ll take you in… peacefully,” he said with barely constrained anger.

      Virgil wasn’t buying it. He grunted to himself though. He had a plan to escape, but he needed Dirk to get closer.

      Virgil was about to try to taunt the Feral Druid again, but Gwen’s voice came out as she walked out from behind Virgil.

      “Oh, jog on, you wanker. You’re a bloody liar, Dirk. I had hoped this place would change you for the better, instead it’s just made you worse. Did you know you almost smashed us to bloody bits there!?”

      “Gwen!?” Dirk asked in surprise. He had not expected his ex to be there. “You’re with him!?”

      “That’s right, you git. We’re working together in a party, as we all should be doing. Unlike you, though, he’s not a possessive control freak. Also, I never liked your Axe Body Spray.”

      Dirk’s scowl turned into a look of pure rage. “You want to join him? Fine! We’ll take you both in as traitors. I’m sure the king will give us even more loot for the both of you. Surrender, now!” he commanded, but still wouldn’t move closer. He was still just out of range.

      Virgil needed to rely on his Herbology skill to save the day. He took out one of the glass vials full of the Enhanced Demonic Fury Paste.

      “Take this,” he yelled as he hurled it at Dirk. The Feral Druid blocked the vial with his metal claws, breaking the glass. The black paste spilled out, mostly hitting the ground, but some landed on his hand.

      Dirk looked at the paste, unimpressed. “Pffft, pathetic. What was that supposed to do—” Dirk stopped mid-speech. His eyes went distant and locked onto Virgil. There was a red flash to them that appeared for just a moment. He bared his teeth. “You know what? Forget bringing you in, I’m going to finish you off here myself. No interfering, everyone! They’re mine!” Dirk roared as his body almost instantly changed into the form of a large panthera! He had dark fur and his front claws were made of the same metal the druid’s claw weapons were composed of.

      The large cat charged.

      Virgil was ready, though. He ran out to meet the druid-turned-jungle cat. As he ran, he stuck his Crystalline Buckler forward and used his other hand to reach inside Grief. There was a particular berry that was going to be the dark elf’s trump card. Before he could put the berry in his mouth, the two druids collided.

      Dirk’s momentum and much higher strength were clearly evident as he tackled Virgil to the ground. The panthera’s right claw reached around and clawed Virgil on the left cheek, narrowly missing his glasses. Fortunately, Splinter was still on his shoulder and the rat bit the panthera on his left front paw. Dirk recoiled, drawing the claw in pain, and was quickly struck in the right shoulder by one of Gwen’s arrows.

      Virgil used the opportunity to strike Dirk in the neck with his staff, utilizing his Jab technique, forcing the panthera off him and backing up. Virgil saw that the dark cat was now standing above the ignitum. He then quickly popped the rare Dragonberry in his mouth. He felt heat immediately surge from his mouth right after he bit down. Its juices mixed with his saliva resulted in some sort of strange chemical reaction. Virgil felt both flame and heat tickle, but not burn his tongue. He opened his mouth and released a surge of dragon flame, aiming not at the panthera but at the exposed ring of metal ore. As the gout of flame struck the ignitum, the metal erupted in flame like that of an angry geyser!

      It wasn’t just the spot where the flame struck, but the entire ring of metal exploded upward. Virgil’s dark elf ears could hear cries of pain as the flames struck Dirk and Marianna. He also heard the unnatural shrieks of the spriggans as their wood bodies became wreathed in flames, looking like living Burning Men. The panthera recoiled back on the other side of the flame and began doing a stop, drop, and roll. Virgil recoiled away from the heat, not too far from getting burned himself. Gwen caught him, preventing him from falling on his back.

      “Thanks,” he said to her, then looked around. They were now surrounded by a ring of flame as if they were in the center of a volcano. He began to sweat as the heat from the unstable metal made itself present on them.

      “Do not worry, my honorable friends. I will dispel this demonflame!” Pierre’s voice rang out. Since he was farther back in the woods, he was not engulfed in flame like the others. Virgil turned toward the direction of the Moon Druid and saw blue light emanate from the high elf’s palms as he went through some intricate gestures for casting a spell. He was back in the direction of the swamp, opposite of where they wanted to go. They didn’t have time to stop him.

      Virgil turned to Gwen. “We don’t have much time, run!” he said and bolted off toward the opposite direction of Pierre. There was no exit from the flame, and they could see the dead burning husk of a spriggan laying across the line of fire. “Use your Stone Spear to make a bridge,” Virgil ordered as they continued to run.

      “Stone Spear,” Gwen said, and a large cylindrical spear of pure stone shot out over the flames.

      Right after the spear appeared, Pierre finished casting. He slapped his palms together and shouted, “Lunar Pulse!” A thick torrent of rain came down from the sky, instantly fighting against and successfully starting to quell the flames. Virgil ran across the stone spear and hopped off it. As he passed the ring of fire, he realized he made it out of the rain. The spell had clear dimensions. He turned and waited for Gwen. First Christopher ran up and hopped over the dying ring of fire. He then saw Gwen running up. Just before she was about to jump, she was struck in the back by a long whip with a crack.

      The surprise hit caused Gwen to stumble and fall. Virgil ran and was barely able to catch her before she landed in the fire. His strength still wasn’t that impressive, and the momentum of the falling elf caused him to land on his butt with an, “Oof!”

      “You okay?” Virgil asked.

      Gwen gripped her right shoulder. She nodded, there was a deep cut through her leather armor and flesh that bled profusely. “I’m good, thanks,”

      Virgil looked back through the dying wall of flame to see an angry Marianna charging toward them, whip in hand. Her sharp face had a scowl and sported multiple burn marks. Her thick brown hair was singed in several places. Trailing five feet behind her were Pierre wielding his glaives and Dirk gaining ground, still in his panthera form, a large part of the fur on his body singed from the fire.

      Seeing them line up like dominos, Virgil pointed his staff and shot out a Nature Bolt. The speeding bolt of green Nature Magic struck the burned Plant Druid in the chest. It caused her to fly back, hitting the panthera, then causing them to roll in the fresh mud uncontrollably and trip Pierre like they were bowling pins.

      “Good grief, lad! Nice shot,” Grief complimented. “Ye know yer Nature Bolt heals druids though, right?” Virgil gritted his teeth upon the realization, but was at least grateful that the spell’s blunt force caused Marianna to fly backward. As the flames died down, the light they provided went with them. Virgil remembered that Gwen didn’t have night vision. They needed to get away, but it would be hard with her not being able to see where they were going.

      Virgil reached inside Grief, pulled out the thiefsbane, and stuck it out towards Gwen. “Eat this, now.”

      She munched down on the rooty vegetable without hesitation. Virgil appreciated the complete trust. It was something he was not used to experiencing, especially in this world. Her dark pupils widened as her eyes temporarily gained Darkvision.

      “Whoa,” she said, reacting to her new sight.

      Virgil used Restore to seal her wound then grabbed her forearm, breaking her reverie. “We have to go, now!” The two druids, with their animal companions, began racing through the sparse and dry forested area toward the Northern Wastes. Despite their Darkvision advantage, they could hear the other druids not far off.

      Likely, the increased senses Dirk would have gained from his panthera form were helping them to not lose the trail.

      Eventually they made a jump over not a wide, but a deep canyon with a fast-moving river underneath. Virgil took a peek down and felt very grateful they hadn’t fallen in it. The party was still being pursued by the other druids. They needed to find a way to lose their pursuers. Fortunately, their answer appeared to them. Unfortunately, the answer came in the form of an angry momma bear with her cubs.

      Virgil and company hopped over what they thought was a bush. Turned out it was a sleeping black bear cub. It let out a startled growl, but the druids ignored it and kept running. The three-foot-tall—even though it was on all fours—cub let out a frustrated snarl and ran up beside Virgil, looking like it wanted to play. It bumped its shoulder against Virgil, almost knocking him completely off-balance. “Err, I don’t have time for this, cub. I’m sorry.”

      Magic vines emerged from the ground, wrapping around the cub’s hindlimbs, stopping its momentum and immobilizing the cub. The thorns pierced into its flesh, sucking out some of its health and giving it to Virgil. It let out a pained, desperate groan that tore at Virgil’s heart, but he had to stop it. Unfortunately, that groan also alerted the cub’s mother.

      Twenty feet ahead of the running druids an even larger bear ran out of a nearby cave. The bear turned her head frantically left and right looking for her cub. She stood on her two hind feet, towering ten feet tall and let out a menacing roar when she saw the party between her and her cub.

      Virgil and company stopped as hundreds of pounds of fur, teeth, and anger blocked their way. Virgil’s Analyze triggered.

      
        
        Name: Saber Bear Momma

        Level: 15

        Race: Beast Type: Bear

        Health: 350

        Manna: 0

        Stamina: 250

        Resistances: Slashing Damage 50%, Piercing Damage 25%

        Saber bears are adaptable forest creatures known for their long teeth and dangerous bites. These predators often prefer a solitary life, and will defend their home with deadly force if felt invaded upon. Saber bears possess a skill called Rage which increases damage dealt and reduces damage taken by 25% for 2 minutes.

      

      

      Though it was dark, Virgil was pretty sure he saw the momma bear’s eyes flash red. His heart sank as he realized the precarious situation they were now in. Few things in the animal kingdom were more dangerous than an angry mother protecting her young, and he had just hurt this thing’s baby. She dropped to all fours and charged, the red flash of the momma’s eyes turned into a red aura surrounding her body as her Rage skill took effect.

      “Ruuun!” Virgil shouted as he ran away from the saber bear momma. Ironically, it was in the direction of her cub and the other druids. He didn’t care. He wasn’t going to fight the momma bear. He saw what happened to DiCaprio in The Revenant, and he was not interested in experiencing that for himself! They quickly ran past the cub right before it fully untangled itself. The cub’s newfound freedom did not deter the momma, though. She just kept charging after Virgil’s party.

      “Why’s it still chasing us? We’re not blocking her baby, and the cub is free,” Gwen said as she ran beside Virgil.

      “If the thing is anything like Earth bears, it’s not gonna stop until it tires out or it kills us,” Virgil said. To punctuate his point, the momma let out another terrible roar which incited a panicked squeal from Christopher. “And I don’t think we’re going to tire it out!”

      “Well what are we going to do then!?” Gwen asked in panicked fear.

      “That’s where they come in,” he said, pointing to the other three druids. The trio had just jumped over the deep cliff.

      Gwen gave him a perplexed look that communicated, “You serious?”

      Virgil gave her a knowing nod. “Just trust me. Run past them and stop at the cliff’s edge.”

      “Fine, but I want you to know that I don’t like this plan!” she retorted as they continued running.

      “Have my plans failed yet?”

      The sounds of running and a large animal crashing through the foliage echoed through the dry section of forest they were in. The three druids that were chasing the party suddenly stopped. All three of them faced forward and tensed, ready for an enemy to attack in front of them.

      Which was why they were caught off-guard when Virgil’s defensive Yggdrashield spell emerged from their left sides instead of some sort of offensive spell head-on. The pursuers were even more thrown-off when their targets, who had been actively running away from them, emerged out ahead of them and ran past them on the other side of the shield.

      The dark elf’s party stopped by the deep cliff and turned to face the three Druid Champions. Dirk, Marianna, and Pierre all then turned their backs to the forested area where their targets emerged from and faced their quarry. Dirk, still in panthera form, let out a predatory growl, baring his teeth. Marianna’s thin face was set in a deep scowl. Marks of char and superficial burns were on her body and face. “You know, I was trying to be nice, but now I don’t care. You killed my spriggans!” The dawn elf spat.

      “Oui,” Pierre added. “We offered you to go peacefully, but it is clear, your villainy knows no bounds,” he said, pointing his glaive at Virgil and acting the part of a noble knight.

      Virgil had enough. “Oh, bite me. The king is racist, and you know it. I’m not some warlock. I’m just trying to survive and am falsely accused. I’m not going back to some corrupt despot.”

      “Incroyable! The audacity to speak of the king that way,” the French elf responded incredulously.

      “Cállate, Pierre. Do not entertain them,” Marianna interrupted. She snapped her whip in her hands and gave Virgil a predatory smile. “Any last words?”

      Virgil gave a smirk at her cocky attitude and pointed behind them. “Two words: Momma Bear.”

      Upon Virgil’s words, the three druids realized they had completely ignored the continued crashing noises from the woods after seeing Virgil and Gwen charge by. Slowly, carefully, they turned and looked back to see the enraged saber bear momma surrounded by her red aura of fury standing on her two hindlimbs just five feet from them. Upon seeing more of the elves that had harmed her cub, she let out a challenging roar.

      Virgil smiled again. He had handled his two birds with one stone. Now, it was the part of the plan that wasn’t so fun. He quickly grabbed some of the rare Amphigray fungus he had collected from Kygor’s sewers, and gave some to each of his companions, force-feeding it to the boar and rat. Before Gwen could ask why, Virgil grabbed both her and Christopher and jumped off the cliff with them, falling towards the fast river.
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Excavation Site

        

      

    

    
      The slimy Amphigray fungus, though bitter and the consistency of snot, did in fact help the group breathe water as if it was air. It was a strange sensation at first, but their panic as they fell in the fast-moving water caused them to intake water and quickly realize they could actually inhale it without drowning. Fortunately, they didn’t have to worry about Grief drowning since the skull couldn’t actually breathe.

      Virgil and the rest of his party managed to wash ashore a couple miles downriver. They all crawled up on a rocky sandbar, breathing heavily despite being able to breathe underwater, and completely drenched. Virgil smiled, then turned to face Gwen and was promptly smacked in the face. “Ow! What was that for?” he asked, rubbing his right cheek.

      “Give a girl a warning next time you plan on doing something like that! That was reckless! You nearly killed us!”

      “Ah… you’re right,” Virgil said, hanging his head low. “I’m sorry. That was a pretty crazy plan, and I should have let you know. I just didn’t see a way to escape both the bear and the others.”

      “Hmph. I’m glad you admit that it was a crazy plan.” She walked up to him and kissed him on the cheek. “It was also bloody brilliant. Thanks for getting us out of there and away from that git.”

      “Anytime,” Virgil said in partial disbelief. The group took the next few minutes to dry off. The clock in their vision showed it was now five in the morning, and they didn’t feel like going back to sleep. They decided to make a small fire to warm up. Since the sun wasn’t out yet, the rocky area they were in was rather cold. Fortunately, after fifteen minutes, the early morning sun emerged, and the heat followed. On one hand, the heat was appreciated. On the other, Virgil’s sensitive eyes squinted reactively at the rays of light, magnified through his glasses’ lenses, and he quickly pulled his hood over his head once more.

      He did take the time to observe their surroundings now. Virgil’s Enhanced Beast Sense potion had long worn off, but he could still get a good sense of his surroundings with his natural elven senses. There were a few dry desert-dwelling trees, but there were mostly tall dry bushes. The plant life here was not as thriving as the previous places he’d been in. He then noticed some of the small three-toed footprints on the rocky sandbar. They seemed… similar. Then, his ears twitched as his increased hearing picked up some harsh chattering in the distance from their right.

      “Quick, hide in the bushes,” he ordered in a hushed voice. Their fire must have alerted others to their location. Virgil quickly kicked wet sand to smother the small fire. He grabbed a broken and fallen section of dried bush that reminded him of a tumbleweed and used a trick he learned when avoiding armed poachers in the field at night. He walked backward toward where the others were hiding and swept the branch in a serpentine pattern, obscuring their tracks from whoever was coming. Once Virgil had backed into a large section of thick bushes, he activated Stealth, waiting for whatever he heard. He didn’t have to wait long.

      Out came three male goblins. They were all bald and pockmarked, carrying crude stone spears and wearing loincloths. All three of them also had a brand seared into their foreheads. It was a simple circle with a line cutting it vertically down the middle. It was the color of blood. Virgil used Analyze on one of them.

      
        
        Name: Goblin Pikeman

        Level: 5

        Race: Demon Type: Goblin

        Health: 50

        Manna: 0

        Stamina: 50

        Resistances: None

        Lowly goblin warrior branded into service of the archdemon’s army.

        Goblins are typically among the lowest class of the demonfolk due to their sprite heritage, and as such, often serve as fodder and labor for other fiends. It is also their sprite blood that makes them not inclined to join forces with the archdemon’s army, resulting in them being forced into service.

      

      

      The goblins scanned the sandy bank where Virgil’s party previously camped. They looked around at the spot where the fire was. Before they could investigate more, a loud and deeper barky voice emerged from the bushes. The three goblins cowered slightly at the sound.

      After a few seconds, the source of the voice appeared. It was a taller goblin, standing around five and a half feet tall, with red skin and a scraggly beard. He was also adorned in some kind of scale mail armor, a large black helmet with a pointed metal spike and a machete in his hand.

      
        
        Name: Hobgoblin Corporal

        Level: 10

        Race: Demon Type: Goblin

        Health: 250

        Manna: 0

        Stamina: 150

        Resistances: Fire 25%

        Hobgoblins owe their origins to goblin zealots who worshipped Vozremath. Despite their goblin heritage, the archdemon was pleased with their zeal and infused their souls with infernal fire, granting them increased stature, strength, intelligence, ferocity, red skin, and fire resistance. Though not as numerous as regular goblins, hobgoblins are fierce foes.

      

      

      The hobgoblin barked in their harsh language. It was weird at first, but Virgil began to actually understand what he was saying! The Earring of the Adept was already showing its value.

      “What did you find, scum?” the corporal asked.

      “Nothin’, mister hobgoblin sir. There be no tracks, but there was someone here not long ago. The fire was freshly put out,” one of the goblins fearfully answered their leader.

      The hobgoblin began scanning the surrounding area more intently. After a few tense moments, he looked back to the rest of the goblin crew, seeming to not have noticed the party. “I’m going to check the camp, and make sure whoever was here isn’t on their way for an ambush. The general needs to be protected.” He then grabbed one goblin up by their thin neck. “If you see anyone, you all better kill them on the spot or die trying. Do you understand me, scum?”

      All of the smaller goblins nodded frantically, except the one who was being choked. He could barely nod his head.

      The hobgoblin flared his nostrils then let go of the small goblin who began coughing frantically. “Good,” he said before walking back into the thick bushes where he’d come from.

      Gwen gave Virgil a look and pointed to the leaving hobgoblin. Virgil nodded in agreement and understanding. They needed to follow the hob and find out where he was going, because that was where one of the demon generals was located. Virgil then pointed to the three goblins and drew his thumb across his neck. Making it clear they needed to get rid of the goblins if they hoped to follow the hob without detection. Gwen agreed.

      She smiled at Virgil and whispered, “Watch this.” Her hands began to subtly glow white as she moved them in the intricate pattern of a spell; it was a good thing they were still hidden by the bushes. After a few seconds, she stuck both palms out toward the goblins and said, “Silence.” A white glow fell over each of the three goblins just for a moment.

      The goblins startled, looked around shocked, then tried to speak. All of their eyes bulged when they realized that no matter what they said, no sound emerged.

      Their moment of confusion and panic was short-lived when Gwen stood up from her hiding spot and activated her Rapid Fire Archery subskill, downing each of the goblins in a single shot!

      Virgil looked at her in surprise. “Damn, if you weren’t a druid, you would’ve made one deadly assassin.”

      “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” she said with a confident smile. “Now come on, we need to follow the hob.” The group reactivated Stealth and carefully followed the hobgoblin’s trail. Gwen’s Master-ranked Tracking skill came in clutch, noticing the disturbed plants and ground to make sure they did not lose their way. Though the hob wasn’t overly stealthy, without the Hunter Druid, Virgil was confident he would’ve taken much longer to find out where he went.

      After twenty minutes, they found the camp. It truly was an unexpected sight. The usual area of trees and thick dry bushes had been completely cleared, revealing what looked to be a large quarry around two-hundred yards wide and almost as deep. There were tents of varying size interspersed throughout the quarry, and one especially large tent that looked like it could house an elephant. The party peered over the ledge to see around twenty goblins digging, mostly with their clawed hands, being supervised by only a few hobgoblins indistinguishable from the corporal they saw earlier. From what the party could tell, there were only five of the red-skinned hobs. There were also barrels of some bubbling green liquid that appeared to be some sort of drink for the goblins.

      The most surprising thing was that the goblins were not the only ones digging. There were about thirty onyx-skinned dark elves digging with shovels and pickaxes. Virgil’s heart strained at seeing all of them only wearing rags, their skin adorned with blisters and scars from both the sun and their treatment by the hobs; but mostly because they squinted their eyes, barely able to keep them open due to sunlight beaming straight down on them as it rose in the sky.

      “What are they digging for?” he asked.

      “They be diggin’ for one of Yggdrasil’s roots, lad. They be wantin’ the demon general to infect it,” Grief answered.

      “How do they know it’s there?”

      “I dunnae know, lad, but if they put that much effort into diggin’, it’s prolly safe to assume that a root is there.”

      “Speaking of,” Gwen added. “Where is their general?”

      As if on cue, a gargantuan demon emerged from the largest tent, almost double the height of the pit fiend Rimchar. The fiend was a bipedal bestial creature with long brown fur covering its body and curling antlers and a small crown made of flames floating on its head. It had disproportionately long arms that reached past its knees and walked with its shoulders slouched forward.

      When Virgil saw it, his face curled up in disgust. He couldn’t accurately describe it, but the thing seemed… wrong, like it had some plague-filled aura of malevolence emanating from it. Upon noticing that aura, Virgil realized instantly that the thing was one of the demon generals he had been summoned to eliminate, and the wrongness he felt from it was the infectious essence of the archdemon Vozremath.

      What was even more surprising about what they saw was that the general actually had a saddle atop its shoulders and riding atop was a hobgoblin. He had well-kept jet-black hair fixed into a tight bun atop his head and well-groomed, even sideburns. The hob was shirtless, revealing a torso that was almost completely covered in burn scars but wore thick brown pants.

      The burnt hob looked down on the scout the party had followed. The scout took a knee and looked like he was giving his boss a report. The burnt hob scowled and yelled. The party was too far away to discern what was exactly being said. The burnt hob then pointed at the scout and the general attacked him, biting the scout in two. Blood gushed out as the general clamped down and separated the hob’s upper half. It then tilted its head back and swallowed the scout.

      Virgil’s eyes widened in fear of the general’s ferocity. He focused and used Analyze on the hob and the demon general he appeared to be riding as a mount.

      
        
        Name: Shemet the Burned

        Level: 22

        Race: Demon Type: Goblin

        Health: 300

        Manna: 300

        Stamina: 150

        Resistances: Fire 100%

        Hobgoblins owe their origins to goblin zealots who worshipped Vozremath. Despite their goblin heritage, the archdemon was pleased with their zeal and infused their souls with infernal fire, granting them increased stature, strength, intelligence, ferocity, red skin, and fire resistance. Though not as numerous as regular goblins, hobgoblins are fierce foes.

        Shemet took his worship to an extreme, burning his body in demonic fire during a ritual. Amused, the archdemon granted him fire magic for his sacrifice and command over the bestial demon general Baphomet.

      

        

      
        Name: Baphomet, Demon King of Beasts

        Level: 20

        Race: Demon Type: Half Demon, Half Beast

        Health: 1050

        Manna: 150

        Stamina: 650

        Resistances: Fire 100%

        The corrupted spirit of a beast called a Wolverpine, Baphomet lived a peaceful life in the forests of Yggdra Timberland as an animal until his home was attacked by demons during the last wave of demon general attacks. The savage Wolverpine killed over one-thousand hobgoblins and almost killed a demon general itself, but was unsuccessful in the end. The general, enraged at the audacity of the beast, instead of killing Baphomet, sent him to the Infernal Plane to be experimented on by Vozremath himself.

        The archdemon corrupted the essence of the beast with his demonic essence, making Baphomet a demon general himself, and sent it back into its home world to bring destruction on the land it had originally protected. His bestial intelligence prohibits him from leading an army, so control has been given to Shemet the Burned.

      

      

      Virgil’s heart raced. The general was the legendary demon Baphomet. He faced incarnations of the creature in his games, and the fiend was always ridiculously tough! It also made him wonder, if Baphomet was real, how many other fictional beings were actually inspired by real ones?

      Grief’s voice emerged in his mind, “I’m sorry, lad. In all me years, I have never seen a demon like that. All I can recommend is ye keep yer distance and kill it from far away with the lass’s arrows.”

      Virgil let out a disappointed grunt at the lack of info, but quickly moved on. He needed to focus. “Did you Analyze them?” he asked Gwen.

      Gwen nodded, a look of fear on her face. “Yes. How the fuck are we supposed to beat that thing? Also, we need to find a way to free the dark elves.”

      “I count six hobs, twenty goblins, one general, and thirty dark elves,” Virgil said. “I don’t know if the dark elves could fight, but if we free them, we’d number thirty-four to twenty-seven.”

      Gwen shook her head. “Look at them, they’re thin and barely able to stand, let alone fight. We need to find another way. Also, those aren’t the only goblins,” she said, and pointed to the surrounding border of the excavation site they were at. There was a contingent of three goblins along with one hob at each edge of the square-shaped dig site, keeping watch over it for any trouble or intruders. Each of them had the same blood-red brand on their foreheads. “Do you have any other clever solutions in your skull of goodies?”

      Virgil opened the menu that showed the contents inside Grief. There were actually a number of poisons he had handy. The problem was finding a way to administer it to a group of the goblins and to the general without being observed by the posted guards. Regardless, they were going to need help. “I have a plan, but you’re not going to like it.”

      Gwen gave a frown. “What?”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re right, I don’t like this plan,” Gwen said as she worked to follow the tracks of their target. Eventually they found them. Injured, exhausted, and sitting by a fire, eating some cooked bear meat.

      Virgil emerged from his hiding place fifty-feet away from the others. “Er hem, hi everyone,” he said, trying to put on his best winning smile. Though it was not a stat he liked directly investing in, Virgil had allocated his two unused stat points into Charisma. Their plan relied on getting the other druids to join them, and he needed every bit of Charisma he could get if they were going to go along with his plan.

      The other druids looked at the dark elf in disbelief. Would he be stupid enough to just approach them alone, especially after all the crap they went through because of him? They all tensed, but didn’t move, unsure of what was going on. “Why are you here, pendejo? Do you have a death wish?” Marianna asked, glaring at the dark elf.

      “Quite the opposite, actually. I want to live and take out the demon generals. Like you, I hope,” Virgil answered. “In fact, that’s exactly why I’m here. We found one of them not far from here, and… we need your help beating it.”

      “Bullshit!” Dirk interrupted in his usual rude manner. “You’re probably here to finish the job, you warlock,” he blurted as he stood up. “Well, too bad for you. During the fight with the momma bear, I discovered my attunement,” he said as part of his body morphed. His upper canines elongated like the momma bear, his irises turned yellow with vertical slits for pupils like a panthera, the small antlers on his head grew and branched out into sharp ends like the jackalope, and his metal claw weapons fused with his hands into bear claws. The wood elf druid had a man-beast hybrid appearance to him. “With every beast I kill, I can take on and combine the strongest specific aspects of them to take down any opponent, including you!” he yelled as he charged at Virgil.

      Fortunately, he was knocked down to the ground when Christopher charged out from his hiding place and t-boned the Feral Druid with his ram’s horns. Dirk quickly hopped back up and was about to retaliate, when two arrows thunked into the ground in front of him.

      “He’s telling the truth.” Gwen jumped down from a nearby tree.

      “Grrr, liars!” Dirk shouted. “You fuckers set us all on fire!”

      “After you tried to smash us with a bloody meteor, you git!” Gwen replied back.

      “What did you expect, punta!? Your companion has a bounty on his head, by the king himself,” Marianna spat.

      “You just wanted the loot,” Gwen replied, not believing the dawn elf’s intentions. She then looked to Pierre. She and Virgil knew the guy had a good heart… even if he was a little dense. If they could convince him, they should hopefully be able to sway the whole group. “Pierre, you’ve been a person who’s always strived to be honorable. If we wanted to hurt you, we wouldn’t be talking with you out in the open. Please… just give us a chance to explain.”

      The high elf went through a series of complex emotions on his face. Dirk just snarled. He started to say something and began to take a step forward when Pierre’s hand grabbed his shoulder. “Non, they’re right. They gain no advantage openly attacking us, nor have they.”

      “Not attacked us!? What about the fucking pig!?”

      “You attacked first. The boar just responded, defending his companion.” Pierre interrupted Dirk’s retort. “We should hear them out. They have done nothing but defend themselves against us so far.”

      Dirk growled, “Fine!” He then turned to Virgil’s party. “Explain, but if we don’t believe you, you’re done.” Virgil and Gwen began to tell the others what they had discovered. Virgil let Gwen do most of the talking as her Charisma score of twenty-four blew his ten out of the water.

      “So what is it that you require of us to destroy the vile fiends?” Pierre asked, staying true to trying to be an honorable warrior.

      “Well, I’d like each of you to take out a group of the sentries posted over the dig site, so that I can poison the goblins and their general without being seen. With only Gwen and our animals, there would still be one sentry available, and they would be able to easily see their compatriots die, then warn the others. I’m going to use some poison slime I created for the goblins, and for their general, I’ll use a paste I created to send it into a frenzy. The general is big and deadly enough that it should take out most of its allies, and we can save the dark elves and clean up any goblin stragglers as well as the general, who will hopefully be injured some by the time we fight it,” Virgil said.

      “How do you know it will work on the general?” Dirk asked.

      Virgil shrugged. “It worked on you.”

      The Feral Druid, at a loss for words, just pursed his lips and nodded.

      “Why don’t I just use my Meteoric Burst spell again? It should kill them all in one hit,” Pierre said.

      “Yes…” Virgil confirmed uncomfortably. “But we’re trying to save the dark elves, remember?”

      Pierre had an uncomfortable look of realization at that. “Ah… oui, my apologies.”

      Gwen picked back up the conversation. “So… what do you say?”

      “Why should we trust that you are being honest with us and not leading us into a trap? Clearly you are good at it,” Marianna said, pointing to a healing burn mark on her left temple. “Also, how should we trust that your poison will actually work and it’s not some kind of buff?”

      Virgil sighed. “Look, I know you want to take me in still. I heard the king offered you a great reward for my capture. So, to sweeten the deal, after we defeat the general and free the dark elves, I’ll go back with you to face the king.”

      Gwen’s eyes widened. “Virgil, you can’t. They’ll—”

      “It’s alright,” Virgil said, sticking his hand out. “If this will convince them to join us, then so be it.” He then turned back to Marianna. “Do you have the Alchemy skill?” She nodded. He then pulled out a small jar of Enhanced Demonic Fury Paste from Grief and held it up for her to examine from a distance. He wasn’t going to toss it at her for concern of it breaking on her, and also, he didn’t completely trust her not to use it on him.

      The dawn elf’s eyes widened as she took in the paste’s info. “You weren’t joking! You should probably wear gloves when handling that,” she said in both admiration and fear of Virgil’s alchemy capability. She then turned to the rest of her party and all three looked to each other.

      The three druids each had a pondering look to their faces. They then turned to face each other, none of them saying any words.

      “What’s going on?” Virgil mentally asked Grief.

      “Ah, it be party chat, lad,” Grief answered. “When all yer party be level ten an’ up, ye gain access to the chat option. It allows ye to communicate mentally as we do, but only when yer in a party.”

      That knowledge didn’t give Virgil comfort. That meant that the trio could be scheming something right in front of Virgil, and he wouldn’t know. It was also extra motivation to get to level ten, as he was still stuck at nine.

      He also mentally facepalmed himself for not analyzing the other druids earlier. He quickly looked at each of them and was impressed to find that all of them were at least level fifteen. It made him realize just how fortunate he’d been to survive so far.

      The trio then looked to Virgil. “We accept your deal, doc, but you better hold up your end of the bargain,” Dirk said, pointing at the veterinarian. Virgil let out a sigh of relief, not realizing that he had been holding his breath. “Now, tell us your plan.”
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      The druids had crept to the excavation site. Virgil was with Gwen while the others were in position behind their group of sentries. It was now early afternoon and the sun was beating down hard on the dig site in some places. In others, it caused large shadows to form.

      The druids formed a party to use party chat. Virgil, still being level nine, had to be left out of the party since party chat rules required every member inside it to be at least level ten. Being with Gwen kept him in the know, though. Gwen received some sort of signal through the chat, and she along with the others quickly dispatched the goblin guards along the top perimeter of the dig site.

      The druids all scanned over the excavation site and gave each other confirmatory nods before backing away and hiding in nearby brush. All of them dragged a hobgoblin body back with them. After a few minutes, the druids re-emerged wearing the hobs’ armor with their oversized helmets covering most of their faces. Though not convincing up-close, from a distance, the druids should pass as the hob guards.

      Gwen turned back to Virgil and gave the dark elf a thumbs up. He then activated Stealth and carefully descended into the excavation site. Splinter and Grief were at their customary positions on his body. The nice part about having the other druids up top was that in case he was noticed, Gwen could quickly put an enemy down with her arrows. Virgil made it down without detection, utilizing the dark elf’s natural ability to use darkness to improve stealth.

      He was careful to go from tent-to-tent, and when no tent was available, he used boulders. Virgil was also grateful that Baphomet was currently back in its tent. He was not looking forward to dealing with that thing. Virgil heard some of the hobs talking and calling the barrels of burbling liquid brog, and it was some kind of alcohol to the demonic creatures. The hobs would drink it regularly and apparently the regular goblins were going to get some as their meal.

      Virgil was able to stealth over to the barrels and add his deadly alchemic concoctions, the demonic poison slime and one of the enhanced demonic fury pastes. The slime drained seven points of health per second for sixty seconds. If the goblins had only fifty health like the pikeman he had seen earlier, it would easily take them out! For any that did survive the poison, they would be beset by bloodlust and begin fighting each other. After he administered them, he quickly hid behind a tent. His heart raced as he saw he wasn’t alone.

      Facing the stone wall away from Virgil was one of the hobs. He was busy… relieving himself. Splinter quickly jumped off Virgil’s pauldron and attacked the hob, biting him in the neck and crushing his vocal cords. The surprised hob let out a choked gasp and reached up to grab the stego rat.

      Virgil quickly swung his staff, hitting the hob in the groin, causing the demon’s legs to buckle and hands to jerk away from Splinter giving the rat enough time to rip out the hob’s throat like she was in Roadhouse, killing the hob in grizzly fashion.

      Virgil ran and caught the hob’s falling body before it hit the ground, slowly, quietly lowering him to the ground to prevent alerting others. Virgil turned to see another hob looking at him wide-eyed. The red-skinned being opened his mouth to yell, but was quickly pierced in his open mouth by an arrow from above, killing him on the spot and preventing noise from escaping the mouth outside of a gurgle.

      Virgil again ran up and caught the hob, groaning as his Strength stat was barely able to prevent the bulky hob from crashing to the ground.

      Virgil set the hob down with a small grunt. He wiped his now hob-blood-covered arms as best he could on the corpse. Virgil heard the words he was waiting on.

      “It’s brog time, you lot.”

      The voice was deep like the hobs but slightly more elegant. He peered around one of the tents to see that the more regal voice came from Shemet, standing by another hob who was ready to serve some of Virgil’s freshly poisoned batch.

      A notification flashed, notifying him that by helping to kill one of the hobs, he reached level ten. He dismissed it though; it was not time to mess with that stuff deep in enemy territory.

      The Healer Druid smiled and crept over to the dark elf slaves. Unlike the goblins, they were in chains and didn’t appear to receive any rations. Gwen was right, they were thin, likely starved by the looks of them. There was only one hob keeping guard over them. Virgil was wondering how to take him out quietly when the white glow of Gwen’s Silence spell surrounded the hob.

      Virgil came out of hiding to face the hob. The guard gave a snarl and drew his machete. Virgil gave a predatory smile, looked to Splinter, and said, “Sic ‘em.” The stego rat quickly took care of the silent hob, making him into a bloody mess. The dark elves gave out a gasp of fear, which quickly turned into looks of hope as they saw what happened.

      Virgil searched the body and grabbed the keys. He stood back up and noticed that one of the dark elves, a wiry male with part of his upper lip missing, was standing right by him. The elf looked off. His head was cocked to the side with an unnatural smile and had a crazed look to his eyes. Outside of just a loincloth, there was also a bandana on his forehead.

      Before Virgil could ask what the elf was doing, the bandana-wearing man kicked Splinter, launching her with surprising strength, and grabbed Virgil by the throat, lifting the Healer Druid up in the air. Virgil let go of both the keys and staff, trying desperately to unclench the hand from around his trachea. The crazed dark elf took off his bandana with his free hand, revealing the demonic brand. Immediately, Virgil realized he was in the grip of a warlock the goblins shared.

      “Druuuiiiddd!” the warlock yelled in a blood-curdling tone that echoed throughout the excavation site before throwing Virgil forward on the ground.

      The chattering of goblins came from behind Virgil. He looked back though to see that his poison had worked and both the goblins and hobs were busy fighting themselves to deal with him. He didn’t see Shemet, but he couldn’t be concerned with that right now. Virgil turned back to face the warlock.

      “Hahaha! To think that a fellow dark elf would join this pathetic lot and not devote themselves to follow the archdemon. You disgust me,” the crazed warlock spat. His bare foot where he kicked Splinter was bleeding; he must have been punctured by her bony spikes, but it didn’t faze him.

      “Yeah, well get in line, pal,” Virgil said as he stood back up. “Unfortunately for you, I’ve got friends on my side,” Virgil said and the other four druids jumped down to surround the warlock, each using their elvish grace or magic to make the monstrous leap without damaging themselves.

      The warlock just smiled even wider. “Haha, well, unfortunately for you, I’ve got friends too,” he said and pointed behind Virgil. The ground shook, thundering over the goblins’ infighting and Baphomet emerged from the large tent, Shemet gripping the reins in one hand and wielding an orb of fire in the other. The demon general let out a monstrous roar and began attacking the goblins who had now all focused their bloodlust at the gigantic beast.

      “Attack,” Virgil commanded, and the druids moved to attack the warlock, but the moment of hesitation was all the demonic caster needed.

      Warlocks could use three types of forbidden magic. The first was demonic summoning, the second was corruption magic, and the third and possibly the most deadly, was blood magic. This warlock was in fact, a blood mage, and used the blood from his wound as a source of magic, causing it to form a spherical shield to protect him from the attacks on all sides and repelling them. The blood then retracted and formed into a viscous suit of armor around the warlock, along with two swords of blood.

      The dark elf lunged, attacking the druids with feral ferocity. Pierre parried a couple of the sword swings but was kicked in his exposed chest, sending him flying toward the bound dark elf slaves.

      Marianna’s vine whip struck across the warlock’s face, causing him to stumble. Gwen used the opportunity to send in Christopher, who charged across the warlock’s legs, causing him to flip upward in the air. Virgil then cast Leeching Vines, which shot out from the ground and bound the warlock’s limbs.

      Before the dark elf could use his blood magic to cut the vines, though, Dirk was on him. The Feral Druid had changed his legs to be those of a jackalope, causing him to have a massive leaping capability. Once in the air and above the warlock, he changed his entire form into that of a large saber bear. With the increased mass, the large bear that was once Dirk crashed downward into the bound warlock and bit through his shoulder with his large canines.

      The velocity of the impact caused both druid and warlock to crash through the construct of vines that Virgil had cast, forcing a surge of dust up into the air. When the dust cleared, Dirk was back in his wood elf form, standing over the bleeding and unconscious dark elf triumphantly.

      “Yeah!” he yelled, flexing his muscle-bound arms. He rubbed his claw weapons together. “Now to finish it.”

      “Not now!” Virgil interrupted. “We should bind him so we can interrogate him later. Now, we need to focus on rescuing the civilians.”

      “Are you serious, doc?” Dirk asked. “Did you just forget that one of these punks just tried to murder us?”

      “As long as they don’t have a mark on their head like this one, they’re friendly,” Virgil countered. “Now go check on Pierre, and get the people to safety,” he said as he picked up the keys he dropped and threw them to Dirk, who snatched them out of the air. “Once you get them out, come back to help us finish that thing,” Virgil said as he turned and pointed to Baphomet in the distance. The large demon general had just finished literally cleaving a goblin in two while its rider burned the last remaining poisoned berserk hob. Dirk scowled, but nodded and left with Marianna to free the slaves.

      Baphomet scanned its surroundings looking for its next victim. It was terrifying to see, but multiple goblins were impaled on the general’s long brown hair like some sort of ornamental decoration. Virgil reasoned they must be as sharp as blades for them to do that. The hobgoblin spotted Virgil and Gwen and turned his mount to face them. When the demon general’s eyes locked onto the druid, it let out a savage roar. Virgil’s body shivered reactively as the roar gave the elves and their animals a debuff.

      
        
        Debuff Added! Bestial Fear

        You have been struck by Bestial Fear! 25% penalty to movement for the next 60 seconds.

      

      

      “Crap,” Virgil said under his breath. He then turned to Gwen. “Any good ideas?”

      She gulped and shook her head. “No, just keep our distance. Christopher and Splinter won’t be able to fight that thing if its fur is that sharp.”

      Virgil nodded in agreement and wondered who was going to tank the thing when Dirk charged past them and toward the demons.

      “You two better cover me, and I better get some loot out of this!” he shouted as he barreled toward the towering beast. A notification appeared in Virgil’s vision as the druid ran by.

      
        
        Do you wish to join Dirk’s Party?

        Yes or No

        Note: As you are now level 10, you now have access to Party Chat.

      

      

      Virgil wondered how Dirk knew he was level ten now, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it. Not looking a gift horse in the mouth, he accepted the invite and joined the Feral Druid, along with Gwen, and charged toward Baphomet, happy to play their DPS and support roles accordingly. The hobgoblin rider of the demon stuck out his left palm and shot a beam of fire at the buff wood elf.

      “Air Strike Arrow!” Gwen shouted. Her conjured arrow of Air Magic impacted with the fire beam and caused it to scatter and disperse, setting some tents on fire, but avoiding the party.

      Dirk changed his form into that of a saber bear, but with the shell of a giant tortoise on his back. He and Baphomet crashed head-on, locking clawed hands against each other and staring one another down. Dirk could feel the sharp hair cut into the deep flesh of his bear hide, but was already getting replenished by Virgil’s Restore spell. Dirk also felt his thick hide gain an even tougher outer layer as the Healer Druid cast Barkskin on him.

      Gwen fired an imp horn arrow at the general’s leg and Baphomet roared in pain. Dirk capitalized on the distraction and clawed the demon across the face. The hobgoblin rider shot another beam of fire to retaliate, but Virgil blocked it with an Yggdrashield.

      Virgil used his Analyze again on the general to see that the earlier goblin infighting and the druids’ first attacks had brought its health down to eighty percent. Though it was not a ton, if they kept up their coordinated teamwork, they could win! Christopher and Splinter were hiding behind a rock under Virgil’s orders, impatiently waiting for the chance to help their masters. The fighting continued for another minute, when Marianna and Pierre joined.

      With five druids in total, Baphomet was seriously losing ground. Even with its rider, they were barely able to damage the druids, especially with Virgil’s healing. The druids each gave a smile of confidence, realizing just how easy this boss battle was. That was when they realized they shouldn’t have tempted fate. When Baphomet’s health reached fifty-percent, a familiar red aura surrounded the general, and the floating crown of fire atop its head grew in size and intensity.

      Virgil’s eyes widened in concern as the hobgoblin Shemet barked a villainous laugh from atop the demon. “Hahaha! Fools! Burn away to ash!” He said the last word with emphasis as he stuck his palm into the flaming crown.

      Baphomet let out a roar as its anger quite literally fed the flames. From his crown, orbs of flame flew out towards the druids like from a semi-automatic rifle. The druids frantically dodged the incoming projectiles, using tents and rocks for cover.

      Virgil hid behind the boulder where Chris and Splinter were at, and looked over to Pierre who was hiding nearby. “Pierre, use Lunar Pulse!”

      The Moon Druid eyes widened at the idea. “Incroyable! Oui, that will work!” He began moving his hands through the necessary gestures.

      After fifteen seconds of non-stop raining fireballs, Virgil was wondering if the boulder he was hiding behind would hold, when Pierre was done.

      The high elf stood up, slapped his glowing blue palms together, and shouted, “Lunar Pulse!” A wave of energy surged out from Pierre’s palms, immediately followed by magical rain. The druidic magic of Pierre quickly dispelled the magic fire projectile as well as the crown of fire from the general.

      “Nooo!” Shemet bellowed in rage as Baphomet fell to its hands and knees, groaning as the magical rain seemed to cause it actual pain.

      Marianna capitalized on the hobgoblin’s distraction by coming out of hiding, sticking out her open palm, and saying, “Razor Petals.” Pink petals, as if fallen from a flower and carried by a strong wind, surged from the Plant Druid’s palm towards Shemet. The hobgoblin leaned back to dodge the flying petals and they surged right in front of him.

      The hobgoblin gave the dawn elf a smug grin. “Ha! You missed.”

      Marinna gave a smirk. “Did I?”

      The hob’s jaw dropped as he looked down and noticed the reins he was controlling Baphomet with were cut, Shemet then turned back to face Marianna, but that distraction gave all the time the gold-skinned elf needed. She unfurled her whip and snapped it at the hobgoblin, hitting his cheek with a crack and knocking him off his saddle. Shemet fell to the ground but quickly rolled to his feet as Baphomet stood up. The druids came out of their hiding places and attacked.

      Marianna and Pierre charged at the hob, but Shemet, in one fluid motion shot another beam of fire from his palm. The Plant Druid, in the open and exposed, took the fiery attack full-on. She screamed in pain as the gout of flame burned her flesh, and the force of the blast sent her flying up and out of the excavation site.

      “Huh! Mi lady!” Pierre exclaimed, looking at the druid flying off. His focus on his companion caused him not to notice the massive backhand Baphomet sent soaring towards him. It struck his body unaware, also sending the high elf flying out of the excavation site and cresting over the thick brush in the same direction as Marianna and getting out of sight of the party. Before the demons could attack again, the other druids were on them.

      Dirk charged and began swinging his clawed weapons wildly at the general while Gwen peppered the beast’s head with arrows, keeping him distracted. Virgil went after Shemet, engaging in a long-distance magic battle of Nature Bolts versus orbs of flame and beams of various colors. The Healer Druid’s increased speed and Yggdrashield spell were the only reason he was not dead, as his magic was naturally weak against the hob’s flames.

      How’re you two doing? Virgil mentally asked through the party chat.

      How do you think we’re doing, doc!? Dirk replied, exasperated, as he barely blocked a claw swipe from one of Baphomet’s massive hands.

      I tried to use party chat to reach Pierre and Marianna. They’re not responding, and could be unconscious. Without them, we won’t last too long against this thing, Gwen added. Can you kill that hob quickly and join us?

      Right as she asked, Virgil’s Yggdrashield burst into flame from the hobgoblin’s flames. The veterinarian quickly leaped to the side as a beam of flame burst through the conjured shield.

      Not at the moment! Virgil shouted in a panic. He rolled and shot another Nature Bolt from his staff, but the hobgoblin ducked and narrowly dodged the magic missile. Fortunately, some of the missed shots hit Dirk and provided a modicum of healing.

      The red-skinned demon gave Virgil a malicious smile as the elf was now without any nearby rocks for cover, completely open and exposed like Marianna was. Virgil bunched his lips, upset at himself for his own carelessness, and braced himself as the hob’s hands glowed orange. Virgil didn’t need to worry, though, as his animal allies showed up on the scene.

      Christopher charged out from the boulder he was hiding behind. Splinter was atop the boar looking like the pig was her mount as they barreled toward Shemet. The hobgoblin turned to face the animals, but before he could cast a spell, Christopher’s thick curled horns rammed into and impacted straight into his knee. There was an audible crack as the hob’s leg broke and bent backward at an unnatural angle at the site of impact. Shemet let out a cry of pain that was quickly cut short as Splinter jumped off the terror boar. Virgil’s vicious pet then landed on the hob’s face and rammed her horn straight into the hob’s temple, penetrating his brain and ending his concerns about a broken leg.

      “Good grief!” Grief shouted in surprise.

      Virgil gave a wide grin and ran up to the animals. “Thank you, you wonderful little beasties. After that, I don’t know if I could eat bacon again without a guilty conscience,” he said as he pet them.

      Virgil! Gwen called out through party chat. The dark elf was shaken out of his reverie by the high elf’s mental shout and quickly ran to rejoin the fight. Since the demon general had such long and sharp fur that close combat was almost completely ineffective, he ordered the animals to stay back. Virgil saw that Dirk’s muscular body was covered in deep bloody wounds showing where claw and sword-like hair cut through his flesh. The Healer Druid was able to immediately be of benefit, once again interspersing casting defensive Yggdrashields and healing spells on the Feral Druid, repairing the flesh wounds as if they were never there.

      “Good timing, doc,” Dirk said before ducking a swipe from the demon. With the Feral Druid tanking, Gwen shooting as ranged DPS, and Virgil healing, the three gamers-turned-druids were expertly handling Baphomet. The extremely strong bestial demon clearly did not have much in terms of intelligence and acted on pure instinct as it fought. Virgil thought the general was honestly not as tough as Rimchar, but that changed when the general’s health reached twenty-five percent.

      The floating crown of flame once again grew above Baphomet’s head as the red aura of rage surrounded its body. The demon roared, but this time, without the hob, the flames engulfed the demon’s body like a shroud. The flames did not seem to bother Baphomet, though. No, it seemed to fuel his power instead. All the druids stuck their arms out and backed up to get away from the intense heat the flames brought.

      “Good grief! That thing be hotter than me chafin’ thighs on a hot summer day!”

      “Not now, Grief!” Virgil shouted back. The druid then wondered if the skull had information on this skill they were seeing. “Any idea what it’s doing?”

      “Aye, lad. That be Flame Shroud,” he said ominously. “It be a skill that covers one in protective flames, dealing damage to all but the skill bearer for two minutes,” Grief answered.

      The newly transformed Baphomet looked down and glowered at Dirk. For once, the cocky wood elf did not have an air of confidence or anger to him. This time, his face only showed fear.

      The gargantuan demon bellowed a roar and stomped firmly on the ground, causing the stone to shatter underneath and refreshing the Bestial Fear debuff on the druids. Gwen conjured a Stone Spear, but the magical weapon shattered as the demon ran straight through it. As it closed in on the Feral Druid, Virgil conjured an Yggdrashield, but the flame-wreathed demon easily burnt through it in moments. Baphomet’s foot went down, coming in quickly to stomp on Dirk.

      The Feral Druid activated his attunement, changing his hindlimbs to that of a massive jackalope. He jumped up and avoided the stomp. The large demon’s foot crashed down, causing cracks to surge across the stone ground and parts to collapse, swallowing tents and goblin bodies.

      As Dirk was midair and at eye level with Baphomet, he gave the demon general a gesture with his middle finger.

      Though the monstrous creature didn’t understand exactly what the gesture stood for, it comprehended that it wasn’t good. It squinted its eyes at the druid and snatched him out of the air with a flame-covered arm. Dirk screamed in pain as the fire burnt his flesh and the pressure from the demon’s squeeze crushed his bones. Gwen used her Rapid Fire subskill, but the flames burned the arrows on contact. The angry general then began swinging Dirk into the ground like he was a gamma-irradiated superhero and the druid was a villainous Norse god.

      The screams of pain quickly faded as the injured druid fell unconscious from the blows. He’s going to die! Virgil thought. Despite Dirk being a grade-A douche, he was still a druid, and keeping him alive was Virgil’s best hope of surviving so that he could go back to Earth. He gulped and ran toward the demon as he was about to do what the healer should never do. He was about to tank.

      Virgil shouted as he ran and was hitting his staff against his crystalline shield. There was a strange echoing noise as the crystal shield reverberated from the staff’s impacts. The dark elf activated his Taunt skill by fusing his will with the striking of the shield to draw the general’s aggro. To Virgil’s elation and chagrin, it worked.

      Baphomet snapped its head up, its eyes flashing with hatred as they locked on Virgil. The gargantuan flame-covered demon dropped Dirk from its right hand like it was a kid carelessly discarding a doll.

      The Feral Druid collapsed to the ground in an unconscious heap. His skin was red and blistering from third-degree burns covering most of his body. Blood was running down both his mouth and head, evidence of the brutal trauma he’d just received. The only sign the man was alive was a moan as his body hit the ground.

      Virgil’s onyx skin could feel the heat from the flame-covered demon even from a distance. His initial reaction was to run and help Dirk, but with a fifteen-foot-tall demon god charging him, that wasn’t an option. With just a small health bar and tiny crystalline buckler, the Healer Druid couldn’t compete with the demon. So… he ran. Virgil sprinted as if his life depended on it, because it actually did! Use whatever potions you have to heal Dirk! he shouted through party chat to Gwen.

      What are you doing? she asked.

      Buying you time! he said before cutting off the chat.

      Virgil ran along the edge of the excavation site, circling along it like he was in track. The bestial demon, too controlled by rage, chased behind the elf instead of trying to cut him off. Virgil was extremely grateful for his Mrs. Bigglesworth wristguards because their speed-boosting ability was the only reason he was able to keep away from the demon despite his Bestial Fear debuff. The druid wasn’t able to gain any ground though. No, he just was able to maintain the same distance, which was maybe fifteen yards from the demon.

      It was not just a simple run either. Virgil had to run around rocks, tents, as well as jump over both the large holes strewn across the ground and the multitude of dead goblin bodies that had not fallen casualty to the holes. Occasionally, Baphomet would grab one of those boulders or bodies as it ran and hurl it at Virgil. The druid dodged, ducked, dipped, dived, and dodged as he sprinted. He also was furiously chugging Stamina potions like they were water and he was a man lost in the desert. Virgil stole a glance over to see that Splinter and Christopher had run over to Gwen to protect her while she administered herbs and potions to Dirk. The man was recovering, but not quick enough.

      As he ran, Virgil extended his staff and shot a few Nature Bolts at Dirk for a few seconds to heal the wood elf. Though he could only afford to do so for a few seconds without losing focus on the obstacle-filled path he was running, it was still better than nothing. As he continued to run, he postulated as to how he could slow the pace of the monster pursuing him.

      He was about to cast his Leeching Vines spell when he jumped over one of the cracks that the demon had caused when it tried to stomp on Dirk. Virgil noticed it was not only large, it was deep. Deep enough to possibly harm the beast. Some strange heat source arose from there, and there seemed to be a flow of lava down there, to his surprise. The ground at the edges of the crevice was also weak, seeming to break and slowly expand the crevice. When Virgil landed on the other side of the crevice, he stopped running and turned back to face the incoming demon.

      “Lad, what ye be doin’?” Grief asked.

      “I’m going to end this thing… hopefully.”

      “Hopefully!?” Grief asked, exasperated.

      “I saw a wizard do this back home,” Virgil said as he watched the charging demon close the distance. The elf’s heart raced and his mind pleaded with him to run, but he refused to give into the primal fear. The man was out of Stamina potions, so kiting the demon was no longer a long-term option. He had to go with one of the oldest tricks in the book; one a certain gray wizard used in Moria.

      “Come and get me, you weird mutant porcupine!” he shouted at Baphomet. He then began shooting Nature Bolts at the ground around him. The weakened ground near the ledge was giving way. Virgil began slowly backing away, making sure to really break up the rocky floor.

      Baphomet ran up to the ledge and jumped toward Virgil’s side of the crevice, raising both clenched fists up in the air to smash the druid like a giant flaming gorilla.

      Virgil used all of his speed to jump out of the way of the demon’s attack and narrowly dodged its fists crashing into the ground. The fire coming from the demon radiated heat and managed to slightly burn Virgil’s neck and singe some of his white hair.

      As Baphomet crashed its fists and feet down on the weakened ground, dirt flew up and another crack echoed throughout the excavation site like that of a giant damaged tree breaking under its own weight. As Baphomet looked up with hate-filled eyes at Virgil, its Flame Shroud skill timed out. The flames suddenly disappeared from its hairy body like someone blowing out a candle. The demon general didn’t care. It raised its clawed arm at Virgil.

      The ground below then began to collapse under the massive weight of the creature. Baphomet let out a groan of surprise as the ground beneath its feet gave out. The demon began to fall into the crevice, but before its form disappeared from Virgil’s view, it used its long arms to grab onto a part of a ledge that was more intact.

      “Oh no you don’t,” Virgil said. He then lowered his staff and fired four Nature Bolts at the ground around the demon’s clawed hands, causing it to break. Baphomet let out a moan of fear as it fell down the crevice, reminding Virgil of Gandalf and the Balrog. There was an audible boom as it impacted the bottom of the dark cavern and it shook the ground for a moment.

      Virgil let out a sigh of relief as he leaned heavily against his staff, exhaustion hitting him as adrenaline left his body. “By me granpappy’s corn cob pipe, lad, that be some clever demon slayin’, if I do say so meself,” Grief complimented.

      Virgil said nothing, he just focused on his breathing. Gwen, Dirk, and their animal companions came over to Virgil. Dirk looked much better, and many of his burn marks were gone. The healing magic of this world truly amazed Virgil every time he saw it.

      “You did it,” Gwen said in shock.

      “Good work, doc,” Dirk said weakly, a hand on his recently healed, severely burned abdomen. Though the Feral Druid looked like he was capable of fighting again, it was clear he wasn’t at one-hundred percent.

      “I can’t take credit alone, you both were instrumental in helping,” Virgil said.

      Gwen looked towards the lip of the pit. “We should go check on Marianna and Pierre.”

      “Pfft, they’re fine,” Dirk said, waving off the woman’s concern. “Those two are tougher than to get one-shotted by that thing.”

      Both Virgil and Gwen eyed each other in disbelief of Dirk’s statement. Was it actually true, or did he just not care?

      Dirk continued, “Besides, haven’t you noticed their info is grayed out in our vision?”

      Virgil and Gwen then focused and realized that Dirk was right. Both Pierre’s and Marianna’s names, along with their stats, were grayed out. “It means they’ve gone beyond our party chat range of five-hundred yards. We can’t contact them even if we wanted to. Now, first things first, where’s the loot?” Dirk asked, not bothered by the uncomfortable fact he just revealed.

      “You can’t be serious?” Virgil asked.

      “The fuck I’m not,” Dirk said. “Did you see the shit I just went through? I better get some loot. I haven’t even received any XP from the fight yet either.”

      Virgil’s heart sank when he realized he hadn’t either. “It’s not dead.” To punctuate his point, the ground underfoot began to shake again, rumbling rhythmically. He ran over to look over the ledge.

      Fear struck him as his Darkvision picked up the bestial demon clawing its way up the rock wall of the fjord it had fallen down. It was still over one-hundred feet away, but it was making progress and would surface soon. The demon roared, reactivating its Bestial Fear skill. Fear racked Virgil’s system as he turned to the others and ordered, “Get back,” as they ran back away from the crevice. “It’s not dead, get ready for another round.” Had the debuff not affected Virgil, the dark elf would’ve realized that he could have shot the demon down as it crawled up, but it was too late.

      “You mean we’re going to have to bail you out of your mistake because you couldn’t kill it?” Dirk asked with no hidden anger.

      “Shut up,” Virgil said, not hiding his disliking of the druid’s attitude. “Need I remind you that you’re alive because of Gwen and I? So shut up, and get ready.”

      Dirk bunched his lips but didn’t reply directly to them. He just raked his claw weapons together and faced the crevice where the demon general was to emerge from, muttering about only being there for the loot.

      Virgil knew that Baphomet was low on health. It was at twenty-five percent when it had activated its Flame Shroud, and then it fell down a giant hole. Presuming the demon wasn’t resistant to fall damage, it was a safe bet that its health was even lower. Despite that though, the druids weren’t in much better shape. It was a coin toss as to who would win. The druid turned toward his analytical veterinarian mind to objectively look at the situation. Hopefully, this mindset would help him to find one of his patented unusual solutions.

      He pulled up the list of items stored in Grief. There was one potion he had made that could help. The Enhanced Potion of Cackling Stiffness caused the target to have stiffness and difficulty moving its joints. The target could only move when laughing for a period of sixty-seconds. Virgil hadn’t used it yet, but now wasn’t the time to be stingy. It still wasn’t a guarantee for them to win.

      Turning to his skull companion who was very knowledgeable about demons, he asked, “Grief, are you sure there isn’t any advice you can give for us to better beat this thing? Should we use Jawbreaker or something?”

      “Nay, lad. I’m tellin’ ye, in all me years of fightin’ demons, I’ve never seen a fiend like this one. I nay ever seen a demon with fur before. Honestly, I think you may know more about it since it’s part beastie. I know ye be level ten, but yer, what ye call it… veterinarian abilities are clearly up to snuff.”

      Virgil’s eyes widened as Grief’s words made the solution click together in the man’s head. He knew how to beat Baphomet. “Grief, you’re a genius!”

      “I am? I mean, ‘course I am. Now, why am I a genius exactly?” Grief asked.

      Virgil gave a slight smile. “It’s going to hurt, but I know how to win.” He then turned away from his conversation with his companion and spoke to the druids. “Grief gave me an idea. I know how to beat the general.”

      “Really? How?” Gwen asked, an imp horn arrow knocked on her bow.

      “My attunement,” Virgil answered.

      “What’s your attunement, doc?” Dirk asked nervously, not looking away from the crevice where the demon was.

      “Essentially, I can tame any beast once per every ten of my own personal levels.”

      “Earth to doc, the thing’s a demon, not a beast,” Dirk replied.

      “Did you Analyze it?” Virgil asked.

      Gwen’s eyes widened in realization. “It’s half-beast,” she said in shock.

      Virgil snapped his fingers and pointed at Gwen. “Precisely. I just need you to keep it preoccupied and close to the wall.”

      “Your plan sounds wack, doc,” Dirk said.

      “Do you have a better one?” Virgil asked.

      Dirk flared his nostrils but relented. “Fine, we’ll do your stupid plan, but I better get my fucking loot,” he said and then walked toward the large crevice.

      Virgil was about to take off when Gwen gently grabbed his forearm and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck.”

      He blushed at her gesture and nodded before running toward the path up and out of the excavation site. As he ran up the path, he heard a crash and turned to see the large arm of Baphomet crest the lip of the crevice. Its claws dug into the ground and it somehow threw itself up, landing on the ground in front of the two druids. Virgil gritted his teeth as he saw Christopher and Splinter accompanying the two elves. The animals’ masters were giving it their all, they were going to do so too.

      Virgil didn’t like it as the beasts had no obvious way to hurt Baphomet, but he shook his head and kept running. He didn’t blame the animals for acting the way they did. In truth, he would do the same. As Virgil made it to the top of the crevice, he saw the dark elves they’d saved hiding in the bushes, anxiously watching the fight.

      “What is happening?” a young dark elf woman stuck her head out to ask Virgil.

      “It’s not over, stay hidden,” Virgil said as he entered Stealth and quickly went past them. Despite his allies keeping Baphomet busy, he wanted to make sure that the demon didn’t notice him. As he hurried, he tried to scan the surrounding area for Pierre and Marianna. The druids were nowhere to be seen. Virgil figured they must have really been launched far. It was unfortunate, as they could have been really helpful in this fight.
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      Pierre went soaring through the air. For a moment as he reached his zenith, he experienced the same weightlessness he had when he was an astronaut in space before gravity’s effects pulled down on him once more. He was launched over the edge of the excavation site and continued through one bush, over another dried brush, and past some sparse coarse trees. The Frenchman’s trajectory was actually barreling straight for one of those trees.

      Pierre let out a cry of fear before letting his instincts take over. As he flew down, he positioned his two glaive weapons. The one his left hand held was round and possessed three blades while the one on his right was more rectangular and possessed only two. As he closed in towards the tree, he activated one of his unique glaive weapon skills called Crescent Strike. In one fluid motion, he swung both bladed weapons in a semi-circular direction, easily cutting through the thick wood of the tree. The elf then used his high elf trait, Elvish Grace, to use his downward momentum to front-flip in mere milliseconds, placing the soles of his boots on the broken wood of the tree and springing off of it. Pierre did a backflip and landed quietly on the ground while the cut tree he springboarded off of took his momentum and crashed into the ground, destroying much of the nearby plant life.

      Pierre gave a smile in awe of his own skill. That action was incredible, and there was no way he could have done it as a human back on Earth. He felt like he was an anime character with his skills! Pierre wished Marianna could have seen him look so cool. He wouldn’t admit it, but he had a crush on the feisty dawn elf. Thinking about the woman reminded him that she was hurt. “Huh, mi lady,” he said and frantically began scanning his environment. The Moon Druid didn’t need to search for long as he saw a small black crater with some of the nearby bushes slightly ablaze around it.

      Pierre ran over to see her in the center of the crater. Most of her plant-made armor had burnt to a crisp, giving her some sort of strange bikini look which exposed severely burnt skin from the hobgoblin’s attack along her abdomen, forearms, and legs. She was unconscious, and there was a streak of dried blood from her mouth.

      The high elf began frantically pulling out all his healing potions and giving them to Marianna. After his third high-quality potion, the dawn elf opened her eyes weakly. After the fourth, her awareness fully returned. “Err, thank you, Pierre,” she said as she slowly sat up. She groaned as her golden skin was raw from the freshly healed severe burns.

      “Anytime, mi lady,” he said with a kind smile.

      Marianna nodded, then closed her eyes, activating her druidic self-regeneration ability that all but Virgil possessed. Her body glowed slightly as her wounds began to heal farther. It wasn’t that she had a ton of HP, it was just that some of her wounds kept draining health continuously. In time, though, she would be back to one-hundred percent.

      “Once you get better, you should re-equip your old armor since yours was, er hem, destroyed,” Pierre said, blushing as he discussed the elf woman’s minimal armor.

      Marianna looked at her body, shrugged, and nodded. “Right.”

      “Good, after that, we need to go back and help the others—”

      “No!” Marianna interrupted, grabbing Pierre by his forearm.

      “Quoi? Why?” he asked, reactively speaking some French as he was prone to.

      “We need to cut our losses, you and I,” she said between panting breaths.

      “And abandon our allies? That is dishonorable, mi lady. We are Druid Champions, and we are above that.” He planted his hands on his hips defiantly.

      “Not abandon, honor them,” she said in a placating manner.

      Pierre squinted cautiously at the dawn elf. “What do you mean?”

      “Pierre, look at this objectively. Virgil is a warlock and a traitor. Our honorable king has deemed it so,” she said, playing on the high elf’s knightly view of himself. “Gwendolyn has teamed up with him, so that means she’s a traitor too. If word gets out to the kingdom that two of their champions are traitors, it could cause panic. You and I both know they will not last against the general.”

      To punctuate her point, they heard Baphomet’s angered roar echo from the excavation site a distance away.

      “That’s why we should use the time and distraction they’re offering for you to use your Meteoric Burst spell again. That way, the two traitors will go down as honorable heroes instead of traitors that survive and kill the kingdom for their own gain.”

      “And what about Dirk? He’s one of us.”

      Marianna nodded. “It is sad, but we know he won’t last. Besides, you saw his cruelty. I’m scared that if he does survive, he will eventually turn that on us.”

      Pierre bunched his lips, knowing exactly what the dawn elf was talking about. Dirk was a great warrior, but Pierre wouldn’t call him kind or honorable as he felt all the druids should be. During their travels searching for Virgil, the Feral Druid often threatened them as well as displayed an unsettling joy at bringing pain to his enemies. In truth, he was also scared of Dirk.

      Pierre sighed and dropped his head, “You’re right, mi lady. Using their distraction would be the best way to kill the general and save the people of the Timberland.” The Moon Druid pointed his palms to the sky and began the long and intricate casting for his massive spell.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    






Finishing The Fight

        

      

    

    
      Virgil ran and saw that his allies were able to keep the weakened Baphomet distracted and in a confined space. Even Splinter riding atop Christopher was able to help by serving as a temporary distraction for the demon general to focus on long enough for Gwen to land an Air Strike Arrow. While good, Virgil didn’t let his guard down that the fight was a sure-win. Often when a beast was cornered and weakened was when it could be most deadly.

      To emphasize that, Baphomet inhaled a deep breath then exhaled a gout of flame, reminiscent of Shemet’s fire beams. Virgil’s allies narrowly dodged out of the way, but the demon continued, its fire breath literally hot on the heels of Christopher, who was squealing and running with all his might to not become barbecue.

      Virgil was now thirty feet away from Baphomet, and decided to use one of his untested poisons. With all the force he could muster, the dark elf threw the glass vial full of the white chalky potion at the demon general. The glass shattered against the large beast’s sharp fur and as the potion splashed against Baphomet, it immediately took effect.

      Right before the demon was about to catch the boar it was trying to roast, it coughed, dismissing its flame breath. The gargantuan fiend began to let out a deep and coarse cackle. The thing moved in a jerky violent fashion, moving only with each laugh that seemed to come unnaturally to the behemoth. It tried to shoot out another beam of fire, but couldn’t, as it had to laugh in order to move. The general shook its head and let out a maniacal cackle before swinging its claw at Dirk.

      The Feral Druid used his increased strength to intercept the demon’s paw with his clawed weapons, stopping it in its tracks. Dirk’s arms strained under the pressure, but held. “Now would be a good time for your plan, doc!” he shouted.

      Virgil was now almost right above the beast. “Lad, I’ve been meanin’ to ask, if the thing’s fur be as sharp as a blade, how are ye gonna get close ‘nough to pet the damn thing?” Grief asked.

      Virgil didn’t immediately answer his companion, instead communicating with the party through party chat. I may look dead, but I won’t be. Just make sure I stay on the demon for sixty seconds straight, he sent.

      The Healer Druid then looked down at the magic skull attached to his belt while subconsciously rubbing his Ring of the Bound Warrior. “It’s simple, I’m going to let it impale me.”

      “Ya what!?” Grief blurted out before Virgil jumped off the fifty-foot-tall ledge toward the demon general. Both he and Grief shouted in fear at the admittedly reckless act as they descended. The cackling demon was unaware of the falling elf until his body slammed into its back. The tough demon only stumbled forward slightly from the impact as if it were just a hard slap on the back, minimally hurt from it. In contrast, Virgil’s world was all pain.

      When he hit Baphomet’s back, the long sharp fur did in fact impale him. Multiple large strands of the blade-like fur pierced his chest, abdomen, legs, arms, neck, and even one of his eyes, shattering the lens of his glasses. Virgil coughed up blood, barely able to breathe due to his neck wound.

      The only reason he was even remotely alive though was the Ring of the Bound Warrior. As long as Virgil had it equipped, he could never die. It was clear, though, it neither removed pain or suffering as Virgil felt himself drowning in his own blood, but somehow still living despite that. He couldn’t move due to his injuries either, stuck like a mouse in those inhumane glue traps back on Earth.

      The dark elf’s head rang as he tried to adjust his one good eye and focus his senses. On top of being impaled, it felt as if he had a concussion as well. He heard only high-pitched ringing as his body seemed to move from side-to-side somehow. Eventually, his hearing improved, and the ringing ceased. Virgil coughed up more blood and realized that his crazy plan had worked! He was now stuck on the back of Baphomet. He could feel the demon raging and moving around, seemingly unaware of his existence.

      “Lad, I can’t believe this worked. Pet the beast!” the skull shouted inside Virgil’s mind.

      Virgil would have shook his head if he could. Unable to move his hand much, he curled it down slightly and began petting the rough hide of the beast, activating his Veterinarian’s Pact attunement.

      Unlike with Splinter, Baphomet seemed wrong. Virgil felt his will seeping into the half demon but instead of easily flowing through and bonding with the creature like his rat, there was some foul malevolent force inside the demon pushing back against him. The dark elf quickly realized that it was the essence of the evil demon Vozremath inside Baphomet. The force fought against his control, lashing out against the will of Virgil like a hungry serpent. The malevolent essence appeared to give Baphomet newfound awareness that there was an intruder attached to it like an embedded tick. Virgil couldn’t do anything about that though. He had to trust his party and put all his focus on taming this beast.

      Gwen and Dirk saw the laughing demon’s eyes flash in sudden realization. It then began to take its long arms and reach for the druid impaled on its back. The druids would have thought that Virgil had died if he hadn’t sent his previous message. Though they were honestly unsure as to how the dark elf was living with the horrendous wounds he had while still being stuck on the demon’s body.

      Before Baphomet could reach back and remove Virgil, Gwen pulled out one of her ignitum arrows and shot it at the demon’s hand. She was grateful for the laughing poison because although the movements of the fiend were more erratic, it was now slower and easier to hit overall.

      The arrow exploded on contact, causing the cackling fiend to recoil its hand in pain. Whatever poison Virgil used was still causing the fiend to have its uncontrollable unnatural laughter. “We have to keep it from removing Virgil,” Gwen said to Dirk over the loud laughing of the fiend.

      Baphomet began to turn and flail as it tried to grab at Virgil, laughing the whole time. It gave the scoundrel strange look, as if the druid was tickling it awfully and it was trying to get it off.

      Gwen peppered the fiend’s hands while Dirk would jump, embed his claw weapons in the demon’s arms and try to drag them down with his weight. Baphomet began to foam at the mouth as it laughed and wildly charged forward, heedless of where it was going and desperate to remove Virgil from its back.

      As it ran, it unintentionally kicked Dirk with its foot, sending the druid backward, crashing into Gwen before she could shoot another arrow at the general. Baphomet continued to run while laughing. It staggered from the effects of the potion, looking like a flailing drunkard trying to run away from the cops. The massive behemoth ran straight into one of the stone walls of the dig site, crashing face-first with a boom!

      Baphomet collapsed to its knees, health low and still laughing but now only a slight chuckle for the beast. The essence of the archdemon was still driving it, though, and without any druid interference, it slowly, carefully reached up to remove Virgil.

      The dark elf was still not paying attention as to what was happening as he continued to pet the beast and focus his attunement to subjugate the demon. He was sweating from the effort and was almost done. With just a few more seconds, the general would be his, but if his concentration was broken and his petting stopped for just one second, his attunement wouldn’t work.

      Baphomet reached back, intending to do just that, when two stubborn animals ordered to hide came in to save the day. Christopher charged and lowered his thick-horned head. It rammed against Baphomet’s knee, causing its right leg to give out and its reach to miss Virgil. It didn’t have time to retaliate; it continued to reach for Virgil desperately in an attempt to remove him, when Splinter attacked. Baphomet hadn’t noticed the stego rat scaling the stone wall. The rat’s sharp claws easily embedded themselves into the wall, making it easy for her to climb it as if she were a spider.

      Once at eye level, the rat propelled herself off the wall and jumped at the demon’s face. The fur on Baphomet’s face was notably shorter than most of its body, so Splinter was not severely injured as her bone claws dug into the flesh of the demon’s muzzle and her teeth bit down on the septum of its nose.

      Baphomet howled in pain and reflexively tried to swipe away at the rat. That proved to be the fiend’s final error. After just three seconds, Baphomet was able to knock Splinter off its nose, but that was all the time Virgil needed to finish activating his attunement.

      Sixty seconds had passed and Veterinarian’s Pact took effect. Baphomet began to glow as the final bit of Vozremath’s essence, the archdemon’s infection, was purged from its body. Virgil glowed as well.

      After ten seconds of a blinding light, Virgil was now standing, separated, and completely healed! He could see, and even his glasses were fixed! The dark elf took a shocked inhalation of sweet, sweet oxygen and patted his body down in disbelief. “I’m… okay,” he said, still in shock. “Haha! I’m okay.” His celebration was interrupted as a large tongue licked his entire body like that of a giant dog.

      Virgil turned, and his eyes widened in surprise to see Baphomet, standing there patiently waiting on the dark elf and looking at him expectantly; like a happy pet waiting on their master. Though it was different, the beast was undeniably the former general. It was no longer as massive as it originally was, but stood tall at the height of a Clydesdale. It was also standing on all fours versus the bipedal stance it was previously in. The hindlimbs ended in hooves while the front ended in very long claws like those of a bear.

      The blade-like brown fur that had covered its body was now gone, replaced by a short covering of soft purple fur with patches of thicker soft dark brown fur on its middle back which traveled down to the chest, legs, and even led to a furry goatee. Its head no longer possessed the floating crown of flame, but still adorned the same four sharp antlers curling out and forward.

      The creature’s face had changed, and was now replaced with the face of a moose with a large metal ring pierced through the septum of its nose. Its mouth was open and tongue hanging out as it panted happily, revealing both carnivorous and herbivorous teeth. The Healer Druid felt a connection to the strange moose-cow hybrid creature, evidence of the bond he had made through a Veterinarian’s Pact.

      Grief noticed the strange creature too. “By me non-existent beard, lad! Yer crazy plan worked!”

      “Indeed,” Virgil said as he walked up and patted his new pet on its nose like a horse and activated Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Baphomet, The Beast King

        Level: 20

        Race: Beast Type: Beastking

        Health: 1100

        Manna: 200

        Stamina: 7000

        Resistances: Fire 50%, Cold 25%, Piercing Damage 25%, Slashing Damage 25%

        Once the corrupted spirit of a rare beast called a Wolverpine, Baphomet was tortured and experimented on by infernal monsters and tainted by Vozremath himself to become a demon general.

        Fortunately, the beast was not stuck to its doomed fate and was purified by one of the Druid Champions of Yggdrasil. The world tree’s essence purged Vozremath’s essence from the beast and used the druid’s attunement to evolve it to become one of the highest forms of beasts in all of Imeria. Baphomet has become a mythical genderless creature known as a beast king, truly living up to its former moniker. The beast is now a loyal pet to the Healer Druid.

      

      

      Virgil was very satisfied with the information and noticed a silhouette of the creature’s face on his interface. He clicked on it to obtain more information.

      
        
        Name: Baphomet

        Level: 20

        Race: Beast Subrace: Beastking

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 1100

        Manna: 200

        Stamina: 700

        Armor: 0

        Fire 50%

        Cold 50%

        Piercing Damage 25%

        Slashing Damage 25%

        Statistics

        Strength: 110

        Agility: 40

        Intelligence: 6

        Endurance: 70

        Charisma: 5

        Traits

        Thick Hide: Provides resistance to cold, slashing, and piercing damage.

        Alpha Predator: Has a 50% chance to cause non-allied beasts to run or attack it for dominance.

        Darkvision

        Demon Blooded: From its time as a demon general, Baphomet’s blood still contains aspects of a demon’s in it, allowing the beast to have fire resistance and acquire the unique skill: Demon-Beast Flame.

        Shape Shifter: Can allot 150 manna to change its form between its large size and that of a small vole. If total manna reaches 5%, Baphomet will automatically revert to its smaller form

        Skills

        Instill Fear Level 20

        Bite Level 25

        Claw Level 38

        Gore Level 15

        Impale Level 22

        Kick Level 10

        Climb Level 12

        Tracking Level 20

        Stealth Level 10 — Subskill: Pounce Level 5

        Demon-Beast Flame Level 20: Uses the demonic mastery of fire to use a flame breath weapon. Causes .1n fire damage/second, where n = total manna capacity. Has an extra 25% chance to destroy stone. Cost: 195 manna.

      

      

      Nice! Virgil thought. This thing was a BEAST, pun intended. His musings at his new pet were interrupted when his first pet appeared. Splinter ran up to Virgil squeaking happily.

      “Hey girl,” Virgil said, picking up his beloved stego rat. “Great job out there. I couldn’t have succeeded without you. Now, do you want a treat?” The stego rat let out a loud squeak of joy as she readily approved. He pulled a travel ration from Grief and gave the hard tack to her, and she hopped back on his pauldron and ate happily.

      “What in the abyss did you do, doc?” Dirk called out as he and Gwen slowly approached, clearly cautious of his newly-tamed pet.

      Christopher ran over to Gwen, squealing happily in triumph. She leaned down and pet his head, “Good job, love.”

      Virgil turned and gave the other druids a wide grin. “Well, Dirk, I told you about my attunement.” He took a step back and gestured with his right hand in an open palm. “Meet my newest pet, Baphomet.”

      “Why does it look different?” Dirk asked.

      “Forget that, how are you not dead?” Gwen interrupted, asking the question that was boggling her mind. “You were… impaled. No one could survive that!”

      Virgil subconsciously stroked his Ring of the Bound Warrior like Bilbo with Sauron’s ring, and smiled. “To both your questions, I have my ways,” he said with a wink as he brushed non-existent dust off his shoulder.

      Gwen smiled while Dirk rolled his eyes.

      “Uggh, bite me, just get me the loot already,” the Feral Druid said, clearly annoyed.

      “Oh,” Virgil said. He clearly had forgotten that when the general was defeated, great loot was supposed to be dropped. The dark elf looked around the immediate area though, not seeing anything.

      “Er hem,” the skull cleared his non-existent throat. “I may be able to answer why there be no loot.” After a few seconds of silence and the elves looking at him expectantly, Grief continued, “Durin’ the time when me an’ Katarina fought the last waves of generals, the loot only dropped when…”

      “When what?” Dirk asked angrily.

      “When the general was killed.”

      There was a pregnant pause as the group absorbed the information.

      Dirk was the first to say something. “Simple then, let’s just kill it.”

      “You will not be doing that,” Virgil said defiantly as he stood in between the muscular elf and his newest pet, glaring at Dirk. Splinter and Baphomet also glared and let out low growls at Dirk.

      The Feral Druid glared back with open anger. “Get out of my way, doc,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’m getting my loot. You owe me.”

      “Make me, you selfish meathead. I don’t owe you shit. In fact, you owe me for saving you.”

      Dirk squeezed his fists. As soon as he took a threatening step forward, an arrow struck the ground at his feet.

      They turned to see Gwen, with another arrow already nocked, pointing her weapon at Dirk. “He’s right, Dirk. We wouldn’t have made it without Virgil. The beast lives.”

      Dirk scowled. It looked like he was about to attack Gwen when the light from the bright sun beating down on them was suddenly gone. The druids looked up and their faces went pale. In the sky, blocking the sun, was an incoming meteor twice the size of the one Virgil had barely blocked with his Yggdrashields!

      All three muttered just one word, “Shit.”

      “Fucking Pierre!” Dirk shouted in anger. “That punk is gonna kill us!”

      Gwen grabbed Virgil’s hand, looking at him affectionately. “I’m sorry we never got to go on that date.”

      Virgil bunched his lips sadly then looked back up at the incoming speeding stone. Desperate, he let his analytical objective veterinary mind kick in. He began rapidly trying to come up with some sort of way to stop the meteor from crashing into and killing them in the next few seconds. They couldn’t run, not far enough to escape. His shields barely stopped the smaller magic meteor. Their only hope was to destroy the stone. Virgil’s eyes widened as one desperate plan struck. “Destroy the stone,” he said under his breath.

      He turned back to his newest pet. “Baphomet, Demon-Beast Flame,” he ordered, pointing to the incoming meteor. The beastking roared as it stood up on its two hindfeet, looked up, and released a beam of raging hot blue flame from its mouth. It struck the large meteor as it was less than two-hundred feet above them. The stone-breaking effect could be seen as cracks of blue fire spread on the descending rock. The meteor began to break and shatter into multiple meteorites and they spread out like vengeful drops of hail.

      It was working, but it was still too close! They couldn’t avoid impact! Just as Baphomet finished its breath attack, Virgil cast two Yggdrashields back to back. Right as the second shield arose, covering the group, the meteorites crashed down, impacting the area in violent fury.

      Though they were not as deadly as a unified meteor, the descending fiery stones were still dangerous. The group could feel them crashing into the stone area with violent force, the ground shaking repeatedly underfoot. The shields dented from the repeated impacts against it. They began to feel increased heat emanating from the shields and could hear the crackling of fire as the wooden constructs’ top layer caught aflame. Virgil was concerned that the shields were going to give way when the impacts stopped. Not wanting to fall victim to smoke inhalation, Virgil dismissed his shields.

      The group scanned their surroundings in surprise and horror. When they had fought Baphomet as a demon, the general had caused a number of crevices and fjords in the ground from its massive stomp, but now, there were numerous holes and craters everywhere! It was like an entire neighborhood was covered in deadly potholes! There was barely enough room for the group to walk.

      Dirk turned to Virgil and begrudgingly nodded. “Guess I do owe you one, doc.” He looked to Baphomet, who was glaring at the druid. “I won’t kill your beast, but I still want some loot. So you better still come back with me to the kingdom.”

      Virgil sighed and reluctantly nodded. The dark elf was a man of his word, and he had promised to uphold his end of the bargain if the other side did. Well, Dirk did. Wherever the others were, they’d tried to kill him. So, forget them!

      He then looked around for Baphomet. The large beast had suddenly disappeared. Virgil started to become concerned when he noticed something tugging at his pant leg. The dark elf looked down to see what looked to be a…. puppy? It was a very small purple and brown puppy with four horns and… hooves.

      “Baphomet!?” Virgil asked in surprise. The small creature nodded and continued to tug on Virgil’s leg. The veterinarian, taking the hint, leaned down and picked up the now small beast. Virgil held the small beast in his hands and tried to stop a chuckle, but failed.

      This creature that had literally almost eviscerated him minutes ago, was now an adorable mutant puppy. Baphomet gave an annoyed look, which just made it look even cuter and Virgil chuckle more.

      “Well, we should still get some experience from defeating this guy, right?” he asked as he placed his pet on his shoulder guard beside Splinter. The rat wasn’t too happy to share her spot, and after some angry squeaking, Virgil pulled out his satchel from inside Grief, equipped it, and placed Baphomet inside it.

      “Aw, he looks good inside your purse,” Gwen teased.

      “It’s a satchel. Indiana Jones had one,” Virgil replied. He turned to Dirk. “So, did you get any experience?” To answer his question, the druids all received a notification, including Marianna and Pierre who were far away.

      
        
        Congratulations Druid Champion!

        You have defeated 1 of the 3 demon generals: Baphomet, The Demon King of Beasts!

        You have been awarded 4500 Experience Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have defeated the hobgoblin fire mage, Shemet the Burned!

        You have been awarded 2517 Experience Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations!

        Your sneaky efforts of poison and subterfuge have led to the killing of twenty-one goblins and five hobgoblins! What, you weren’t strong enough to take them like a man?

        You have been awarded 2225 Experience Points!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have gained a Beastking as both a pet and companion!

        You cannot use your attunement, A Veterinarian’s Pact, until you reach a personal level of 20.

      

        

      
        Congratulations Druid Champion!

        You were able to lead your party to defeat 1 of the 3 demon generals sent to kill Yggdrasil!

        Due to your… unique way in overcoming the general, your party will not be rewarded the unique loot drops normally acquired from killing the demonic leaders. Still, you accomplished a great feat and will be rewarded nonetheless…

      

      

      Virgil knew there were more messages, but his notifications were forcibly closed out. He then turned to his left where a hole from one of the meteorites impacted was at, feeling something calling him, calling him to touch it with his hand. He watched intently as a silver root stretched out from the hole. It pulsed and glowed.

      Virgil’s eyes widened as he realized that it was one of the fabled roots of the world tree. That was what the goblins were digging for, what they were trying to find and infect with the archdemon’s disease. Virgil turned his head to the other druids who were looking at the root, feeling its call as well.

      Odd enough as it sounds, the root actually emerged out of the hole like a snake and Virgil took a step forward, sticking out his arm to it, before Dirk ran past him and threw him down to the ground.

      “Move, doc! I’m getting my loot.”

      Virgil fell down on his butt, both frustrated and not shocked by the wood elf’s greedy attitude returning. In truth, saving Dirk’s life was maybe the only reason a fight was avoided. It seemed deep down, the guy was still a selfish jerk.

      Gwen ran over and helped him up. As he took her hand and stood by her, they both blushed and gave each other a warm smile. “Guess you can still take me on that date, huh?” Gwen asked, poking her elbow in his side. They both chuckled and watched Dirk.

      The Feral Druid was trying to grab the pulsing root. The magic root reacted like a snake, recoiling back and avoiding the man’s grasp. Eventually, the root had enough and whipped Dirk across the face, knocking him to the ground.

      Though all three druids felt the root’s pull, Virgil knew it was specifically summoned for him. Since Dirk was down, he ran to the root. The root, sensing Virgil, lunged at him all too eagerly, and it wrapped around his hand. As they made contact, the world around them stopped.

      Virgil felt the strange sensation and looked around to the world-on-pause. Before he could question anything, another notification appeared. He could hear Yggdrasil’s actual voice reading out the text!

      
        
        Greetings Virgil,

        Thank you for protecting me, keeping my forest safe, and returning one of my beloved beasts back into my service. As informed, for your great feat, you will be rewarded.

        First, I offer you a Trait.

      

        

      
        Congratulations Virgil! You have been awarded a Trait: Beast Commander

        You can now mentally communicate your commands to all your beast companions. Plus, you can also add them to your party without including them in your party slot.

      

      

      Virgil felt as if someone had opened some hidden door in his mind, expanding his mental senses and abilities. The dark elf somehow knew how to mentally communicate with his beasts. He liked this growth and was ready for the next reward.

      
        
        For your second gift, let’s get you some new armor. ☺

      

      

      Virgil felt light emanate from the root around his hand. It hummed and pulsed as it glowed. After a few seconds, the mismatched armor Virgil wore did the same. The pulsing, glowing light continued to grow brighter and brighter until Virgil’s sensitive dark elf eyes had to be squeezed shut. He felt all his armor vibrate continuously for a few seconds. When it stopped, it felt lighter.

      Virgil cautiously opened his eyes and saw that he was adorned in an entire matching set of armor. Somehow, Yggdrasil had evolved the items he wore! The boots and armored plates of the chitin pants were replaced with counterparts made of the same silver-colored wood of Yggdrasil’s bark. The rest of the pants were now the same green color of Yggdrasil’s leaves. The gaudy sparkling buckled belt was replaced with a golden, not bedazzled, maple leaf while the black leather of the belt was now entirely made of thick woven green leaves. The Mrs. Bigglesworth wristguards were similar, but the hide was now the same silver color as the boots and the protruding cat claws and teeth embedded in the leather were supplemented with dark brown thorns, causing two parallel lines of sharp spikes along their dorsal side.

      The leather strap holding the shoulder pauldron that almost completely covered his chest was apparently now one flat silver stretchy vine. On the underside, where it made contact with Virgil’s body, it was covered in thick, soft green moss in place of where fur had been. The shoulder pauldron itself was now made of layered plates of the silver wood of the world tree.

      One distinct added difference was that it now extended past his shoulder, going all the way down to the wristguard, aligning with precise margins. The hooded green spidersilk cloak was now interwoven with green maple leaves, giving the cloak a distinct and unique paisley pattern. Finally, Virgil felt his glasses feel more secure on his face. He took them off to see that even the thin metal frame was now replaced with the tough wood of Yggdrasil!

      The only thing that completely stayed the same was the buckler. Virgil wondered if it was because it was originally used for a dead god and not the divine tree. He dismissed the thought, though, and fully took in his new equipment. Virgil felt more secure, more protected, and more powerful in his new armor. Despite that, he still groaned internally. All this amazing armor, and she still couldn’t get me a shirt?

      The great tree seemed to understand his thoughts and squeezed his hand too tightly.

      “Do you wish for me to take away these gifts?” Yggdrasil asked.

      “Owowowowow, okay no, sorry! I’m definitely grateful. Who needs a shirt? They may be overrated anyway?” Virgil desperately pleaded.

      The world tree seemed satisfied and loosened her grip on the druid’s hand.

      “Go now, my champion. Your work is not yet finished.” The root let go of Virgil, descending back into the hole. As soon as the root broke contact, time returned.

      Gwen and the others returned to moving. Both her and Dirk’s eyes widened in surprise.

      Dirk’s face then turned to anger. “Are you kidding me, doc? Yggdrasil gave you the loot? That was the one thing I wanted!”

      Virgil cut off Dirk before another fight could start. “Don’t worry, I’m sure that you will be rewarded handsomely for bringing me in to the king.”

      The Feral Druid’s nostrils flared as he grunted. “Fine, he better.” He turned his head away angrily and began walking toward the ramp leading out of the excavation site. Virgil decided to minimize the other flashing notifications at the moment and follow Dirk out.

      To everyone’s surprise, by the exit was the dark elf warlock they had fought earlier. Somehow the demonic spellcaster managed to be unharmed from the meteorite storm that peppered the excavation site. He was also not alone. The warlock was gagged and bound with rope.

      Around him were the other dark elves, and fortunately, none of them had the brand on their foreheads the warlock did. As the party walked closer, Virgil, like a protective parent, closed the top flap of the satchel, covering Baphomet and obscuring the beast from view.

      “Thank you, Druid Champions,” a dark elf woman holding the rope attached to the warlock said. She had a thin and weary look to her, as all the others did. “Though we have nothing to offer outside of our gratitude, please, as a reward for subduing the warlock traitor, we shall allow you to have him instead of taking him to be tried by our people.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Dirk said sarcastically and shouldered through the dark elves, almost knocking down some of them. He then turned back to Virgil as he continued walking. “Bring him with, doc. I get more experience from the kingdom if he comes back alive.”

      Virgil took the rope. “Thank you,” he said as he adjusted his glasses. “Are all of you okay?”

      “We are resilient. Our ancestors wouldn’t have been able to survive generations of persecution if we weren’t. I am Alanna, and these are my people,” she said, gesturing to the others behind her.

      Virgil’s heart ached as he saw others, fellow dark elves who looked like him, who were his people, in such sorry states. Somehow though, the effects of the wear and tear so evident on the other elves did not diminish the beauty of this woman in front of him. Judging by her leadership and elegance, Virgil presumed she was royalty amongst the other dark elves.

      “Well, Alanna, I’m Virgil. This is Gwen, Christopher, Splinter, and the wood elf is Dirk.” Virgil heard someone clear his throat. “Oh! And this is Grief. Do you have a village nearby where you can be safe?” he asked.

      Alanna gave him a puzzled look. “You are a dark elf, and you’ve never heard of Neptidor?”

      “I’m… not from here originally. Yggdrasil summoned me here from my world to protect her,” Virgil answered.

      “I see,” Alanna replied. “Well, it is a hidden village not far from here. Just follow the river at night, and you’ll be able to find it since you are one of us,” she said cryptically. “What happened to the demon? We saw that you somehow weakened the beast to your will, but then it disappeared with the falling stones. Did you kill it?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.

      Virgil quickly used his Beast Commander trait to mentally order it to stay low and quiet. “We were able to defeat it. It will no longer be a problem,” he said dismissively. Before she could get any more details, he quickly changed the topic of discussion. “Anyway, I’m the Healer Druid. It’s clear that you could use some.” He cast Restore on Alanna. The dark elf woman glowed as her bruises and cuts healed before her eyes.

      Alanna’s eyes began to well with tears. “Thank you, Virgil, the Healer Druid. May I be so bold to ask that you do the same for the rest of our people?”

      Virgil smiled and readily agreed. He began the process of healing the dark elves. Both he and Gwen gave them all of their food, including the last of the meals from his trainer. With the Hunter Druid at their side, the two were confident that they could replenish. They also allowed them to readily drink from Virgil’s and Gwen’s Everfull Canteens, giving them desperately needed hydration. After fifteen minutes, the dark elves looked much better despite the rags they wore.

      “Do you need an escort to your village? I can imagine it’s dangerous out there,” Virgil said.

      “Er, hem,” Dirk cleared his throat loudly.

      Virgil looked up to see the Feral Druid with his arms crossed and tapping his foot impatiently.

      “No, Virgil,” Alanna replied. “Our home is not too far, and we require no escort since the goblins have been taken care of. Please, your comrade seems to need you.”

      “Okay, be safe,” Virgil said.

      Before he took a step, Alanna said one more thing. “Once you have taken care of your business with the other elves, please come visit us in Neptidor. My father, the chief, would very much like to meet you, and… your services could be of great aid.”

      
        
        Quest Unlocked!

        Secret City

        Alanna has asked that once you are done with your business in Kygor, that you come back to the Northern Wastes and find the hidden dark elf city of Neptidor. The chief there is in need of your aid. Too bad your business in the kingdom is dealing with a warrant for your arrest.

        Reward:

        A new quest

        200 EXP

        Unknown

        Do you accept?

        Yes or No

      

      

      Virgil happily accepted the quest. Though it did remind him of his precarious situation back at the capital. “I will be there, when I can. Now, take care,” he said and walked up the ramp, taking the warlock with him. As the party rejoined, they began their way back south toward the capital.

      “Where are Marianna and Pierre?” Gwen asked as they walked. “That meteor was clearly his.”

      “Pfft, who cares?” Dirk asked. “They’re freaking cowards and traitors. My guess is that they decided to use his big spell and accepted us as collateral.”

      “That’s… horrible, Pierre wouldn’t do that,” Gwen retorted.

      “He would if he thought we were going to die anyway,” Virgil said. “Though I don’t agree with it, I do understand it.”

      “If those two weren’t such weaklings, we wouldn’t have been in this situation in the first place,” Dirk replied sharply as they kept walking, angrily cutting through a bush with his claws like a machete. “Besides, Marianna’s been trying to replace me as leader anyway. She probably manipulated that dork Pierre to kill me for her,” he said with obvious bitterness.

      “That still doesn’t explain why they didn’t come back for the loot if they thought they killed the general,” Gwen said.

      “You left the party before Pierre learned his Meteoric Burst spell,” Dirk said. “It’s an all-out offensive spell that can do massive AOE effects. It comes at a price. Manna and Health regeneration are reduced by at least fifty-percent for one hour, making the user very vulnerable afterward. As you saw, it can change size depending on how much manna he invests. With one that big, I bet the French dork completely passed out from total manna drain.”

      “So it’s more like a Hail Mary sort of thing.”

      Dirk snapped his fingers, “Precisely, doc. We were only able to use it before because it was smaller and we had plenty of manna potions. With one that big, I bet Marianna had to drag the dork away.”

      Gwen then noticed some disturbed ground nearby. “You’re right. These are tracks over here, and they show someone’s heels sliding against the dirt.”

      “Told ya,” Dirk turned and began following the trail.

      “Good grief, lad,” Grief mentally communicated with Virgil. “Ya think after all you’ve done fer him, that the jerkoff would eventually not act like a right good arsehole to yer group. I tell ye, if I had me body back, I’d take Jawbreaker and make it become a Nutcracker on the elf.”

      Virgil chuckled at the sassy dwarf and continued following Dirk along the trail the other elves’ left. Seeing as they were not in pressing danger at the moment, he decided it was time to review the rest of his notifications.

      
        
        Level Up!

        Congratulations! You have reached levels 11, 12, and 13!

        Experience to next level: 13/6560 Experience

        As a Dark Elf, you gain 3 points in Agility, Intelligence, and Endurance.

        You have 6 free Statistic Points to allocate!

        Allocate them now?

        Yes or No

      

        

      
        From your subtle way of defeating the goblins, your defeat of Shemet the Burned, aiding your allies, and overtaking Baphomet the Demon King of Beasts, you have been awarded the following increases:

        Alchemy has reached level 23!

        Taunt has reached level 3!

        Medicine has reached level 53!

        Nature Magic has reached level 22!

        Stealth has reached level 15!

        Sneak Attack has reached level 3!

        Analyze has reached level 10!

        Danger Sense has reached level 11!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your skill, Danger Sense, has reached Beginner Rank!

        Due to your increasing the rank of this skill, you will now be able to detect danger even while unconscious. Never will you be caught unaware!

      

        

      
        Congratulations! Your skills, Restoration Magic and Alchemy, have reached Initiate Rank!

        Due to your increasing the rank of Restoration Magic, your spell, Restore, has now been improved.

        You can now heal multiple targets as long as they are within ten feet of the spot the spell is focused on.

        Due to your increasing the rank of Alchemy, particularly with poisons, all poisons are now 25% more effective.

      

        

      
        Yggdrasil has improved your armor with the very fiber of her being.

        All items have been upgraded to the following:

      

        

      
        Name: Silverbark Pauldron

        Item Type: Light Armor

        Armor: +50

        Durability: 75/75

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effects: Made from the mythic silverbark wood which Yggdrasil is formed from, this armor provides great protection while not inhibiting the wearer’s speed. It does, however, prevent the wearer from wearing a shirt. Self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        Name: Golden Leaf Belt

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +5

        Durability: 20/25

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effect: This once-bedazzled belt belonged to the notorious bard Scanhalt Shortlan and has now been enhanced with the Nature Magic of the world tree, Yggdrasil. This item gives the wearer +5 to Charisma as long as it’s equipped, as well as an additional +10 Charisma with all plants and animals. Self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        Name: Silverbark Plated Trousers

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +30

        Durability: 110/110

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effect: Made from the mythic silverbark wood which Yggdrasil is formed from, this armor provides great protection while not inhibiting the wearer’s speed. Self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        Name: Silverbark Stealth Boots

        Item Type: Armor

        Armor: +13

        Durability: 8/10

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effect: +25% chance to go undetected when Stealthed. Self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        Name: Mrs. Bigglesworth’s Druidic Cat Wristguards

        Item Type: Light Armor

        Armor: +10

        Durability: 30/30

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effects: Wristguards made from the hide of Lucille Boquar’s long-dead pet cat, Mrs. Bigglesworth. When the agile cat died, the old healer fashioned these out of her hide and claws then enchanted it with Life Magic. It resulted in the wristguards giving the wearer increased dexterity and agility like that of Mrs. Bigglesworth. The wristguards have also been embedded with flakes of silverbark and thorns from Yggdrasil herself, enhancing their strength and defense of the armor.

        +15 Agility, +50% chance to land lightly on your feet when falling, self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        Name: Hooded Spidersilk Nature Cloak

        Item Type: Clothing

        Armor: +1

        Durability: 200/200

        Item Class: Mythic

        Effect: +10% chance to conceal yourself and blend in.

        Made from the rare material spidersilk and now interwoven with leaves from the world tree Yggdrasil, this hood is now extremely durable, extremely flexible, and completely moisture resistant. It should still be able to cover up those big ears of yours. Self-repairs over time.

      

        

      
        You have been awarded a bonus!

        For wearing a matching set of Light Armor, you are awarded +50 to your total armor bonus.

      

      

      Virgil’s mind reeled from the overwhelming amount of new information! He had gained three whole levels. Gaining one wasn’t easy by itself, so three was a big deal. Plus, all his armor had huge improvements to them, increasing the potency of their enchantments and bonuses to him. Also, they all self-repaired over time like his staff, so he wouldn’t have to worry about replacing damaged armor or where to get it fixed.

      There was more to do, such as allocate his points, but he dismissed it for now. The party traveled on a trail that led upward to the top of the canyon area where they were previously at. Fortunately, the bound warlock was too injured to try to put up a fight and walked along compliantly.

      It took hours for them to get back, but fortunately that let the druids and animals recover enough to feel in better spirits. The trail led to the cave where the saber bear emerged from.

      Gwen had already gone ahead, but came back out alone after a couple of minutes. “They’re not there. The trail just runs cold. I don’t understand. They can’t be far off.”

      “Actually, they are farther than you think,” Dirk said. “You see, unlike with the demon general, we did get some loot from defeating the bear. Did you notice that weird spike jutting from the ground in the back of the cave, babe?”

      “The stalagmite? And I’m not your babe!”

      “Pfft, whatever, guess you really are into skin and bones here,” he said, pointing to much-thinner Virgil. “And no, it’s not a stalagmite. It’s a fast-travel point.”

      Both Gwen’s and Virgil’s eyes widened at the information.

      “A fast-travel point? Like some sort of teleportation device? Why weren’t we told about them when we first arrived on this world?” Virgil asked.

      “Honestly, doc, me, the skinny bitch, and the dork weren’t told about them until the king formally had a meeting with us when he put the bounty on you. Apparently, these fast travel points are rare artifacts of ‘delicate ancient elven magic,’” he said sarcastically while making quotations with his hands. “No one knows where they all are, but if you have a special key, you can use it to teleport one-way across great distances.”

      Dirk pulled out a small pointed black stone that had the appearance of a long drill bit. There was an intricate rune carved into it. “This here is one of those special keys for the capital. The king gave one to each of us to use when we caught you or after we defeated the general. There was no guarantee there would be a point to travel from, but I admit it was a good call. This key will transport us to a hidden fast-travel point just outside the capital.”

      “Can it be used for more than one person?”

      “Sure can, doc,” Dirk said. “A person can use it for their entire party if they want. Now, let’s go. I’m tired of being out in this hot wasteland.”

      Not seeing a better option, and not wanting to have to travel the days it would take to get back to the capital with a dangerous warlock prisoner, the group agreed to go along. They eventually made it into the dark damp cave of the saber bear. It was littered with bones, stained with blood, and various pieces of decaying weapons and armor scattered about, clearly from victims of the bear’s kills. The stench of rot and death permeated the place. It reminded Virgil of the sewers but slightly worse.

      They all held their breath as they made it to the last chamber at the end of the cave. There stood what seriously looked to be just a normal stalagmite at first, but after closer inspection, there were four vertical lines spaced evenly on it, dividing it into four even pieces that touched.

      Small intricate runes could also be seen along each section. When the group formed a circle around the stone, Dirk slammed the key right in the middle of the fast-travel point stone. The rune on the key glowed white, then the runes on the large stone began to glow and hum, descending from the top to the bottom like an engine starting up. Once the final runes on the bottom glowed, everyone’s vision went completely white.
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      There was a whoosh of air and everyone’s vision began to return to normal; the first thing they noticed as their senses began to clear was that the air was cleaner and fresher. Gone was the dank musty air of the cave. Their vision cleared and they were standing around a large fast-travel point under a large oak, on the edge of the forest boarding the farmlands, downhill from the walls of Kygor.

      Dirk pulled out his key and stored it. “Let’s go, doc. It’s time to get my loot.”

      Virgil nodded grimly. He was reminded by Grief via mental communication that he still needed to return Jawbreaker to finish his quest. That also reminded the dark elf that he had to return the cook book to the dwarf innkeeper to finish that quest as well.

      “Hey Dirk, there are a couple of things I’d like to do before I talk to the king—”

      “Nope, not gonna happen, doc,” Dirk interrupted. “You’ve been getting all the good shit. Now, it’s time for me to get mine.”

      Virgil sighed, frustrated by the situation. Dirk was clearly a narcissist, and Virgil had basically shown him up and his woman had left him. The only thing that seemed to help the Feral Druid cope was the idea that he would be rewarded and gain power from it. Dirk’s greed was maybe the only reason he hadn’t already tried to outright kill Virgil and break their deal. Virgil was worth more alive than dead. That struck an idea in Virgil. He remembered the words of Master Qui-Gon, “Greed can be a powerful ally.” Virgil just needed to use Dirk’s greed to the dark elf’s benefit.

      “What if I tell you that if you help me, you’ll get more loot in the end?” Virgil asked.

      Dirk’s eyes flashed with interest. “I’m listening, doc.”

      Virgil forced himself not to smile. He found a way to use Dirk’s own desires for his benefit. “I have a couple of timed collection quests that I’ve finished and just need to turn in. If you come with me, I’ll give you fifty-percent of all the coin I receive from it. Afterward, we’ll still go to the king so you can get your reward.”

      “Seventy-five percent,” Dirk replied.

      “Sixty.”

      “Done,” Dirk agreed and the two shook hands, looking at each other for what they were, enemies on a temporary truce. It was a truce that, once finished, could easily evolve into hostility.

      They continued walking, and Gwen went up behind Virgil, whispering, “I appreciate you being a man of your word and all, but how do you expect to deal with the king once we’re in the castle? It’s full of armed guards and heavily fortified.”

      Virgil smiled. “I didn’t have a plan at first, but if we’re going to the royal chamber like last time, I have an idea,” he replied cryptically and gave the high elf a wink.

      She rolled her eyes and smiled. “Okay, I trust you.”

      When the druids approached the large gates, two armored elves carrying halberds stopped them. “Halt! Who are you!?” one of them asked threateningly.

      “I’m Dirk, the Feral Druid. I’ve come with the wanted fugitive Virgil, and I also have a warlock that needs to be imprisoned.”

      At that, both guards’ eyes widened and they lowered their halberds. “Stay there! We shall take the dark elves and bring them to the king for judgement!”

      “Na ah, compadre,” Dirk waved off, not bothered by their threats. “You can take the warlock to the king. I’m escorting Virgil personally.”

      “You dare defy the orders of King Darcassan—”

      “I’m working for the king, motherfuckers!” Dirk interrupted. “Just let the king know that we will be there, but first I have some errands. If you want to try to stop me,” he said and changed his hands into saber bear claws and gritted his teeth, “you’re welcome to try.”

      The guards’ faces went pale behind their steel helmets. Their halberds shook slightly, giving away their nerves at the thought of fighting the druid. After a few tense moments, the guards raised their weapons. “Very well, we will take the prisoner to the king and inform him of your arrival,” the guard said and stuck a cautious hand out for the rope, nerves still evident in his voice.

      “That’s better.” Dirk forced Virgil to hand the rope over. Virgil did and the party followed the guards inside the large stone and wood capital of Kygor. Virgil already had his hood up and pulled his cloak over Grief, trying his best to conceal his identity. He noticed that the chains holding the gate were still in the same sorry state as last time. Virgil noticed the windlass, the barrel crank-like device used to open and close the doors. It was made of thick metal gears that interlocked with each other. There was one with a lever attached and another that had a protrusion sticking out of it that the large chains connected to the doors wrapped around.

      Grief did too. “Lad, I reckon you should use somethin’ to jam that device there in-case negotiations go sour today.”

      “That’s… actually a pretty smart idea, especially since nobody is looking at me at the moment,” Virgil admitted. Casually, he pulled out the rusted iron dagger he had taken from the sewers early on in his adventures and carefully wedged it in the windlass, preventing the device from being able to close the gates. The guards gave the party a nod and continued walking toward the large castle towards the back of the large city. Virgil sighed with relief when no one seemed to notice what he had done.

      “Where to, doc?”

      Virgil led the group back to the central market district. They went up the tall tree in the center. Eventually, they made it to the third level of the tree and the entrance of the Furyfire Mercenary Guild. It was mid-afternoon and loud music and multiple voices could be heard in the tavern that held the guild.

      They went in, and it was just as raucous and rowdy as it was last time Virgil was in. This time, though, there was a change. Almost immediately, the group was surrounded by hooded guards and ‘escorted’ up to Phaddee’s lounge. There, sitting in her leather chair in her mafia suit and fingers pressed together, was the old female gnome mercenary. Behind her was a gruff looking dwarf with only one eye, and a thin hooded figure that Virgil assumed was an elf of some sort, serving as extra protection.

      The old gnome gave Virgil a predatory smile. “Well, well, well, look who it is. It appears that you’ve gotten a lot stronger, Virgil, and have acquired companions too. That doesn’t matter to me, though. I trust that you found my hammer?” she asked, placing a hand on her bone hand axe in a very obvious threatening manner.

      “I did, yes,” Virgil answered quickly, putting his hands up placatingly. He then reached into the hole in the back of Grief’s head and pulled out the massive hammer. The space-folding properties of the skull made it look comical as he removed the weapon that would normally never be able to fit. Virgil grunted as he finished pulling out all of the weapon; it was larger and heavier than his entire body. The large weapon’s weight caused the bottom of it to hit the floor with a thunk.

      Phaddee’s eyes widened. “You… found it,” she said in awe. Quicker than Virgil’s eyes could follow, the gnome left her chair and hugged the large weapon affectionately. “Oh baby, mwah mwah! Mommy missed you!” Phaddee then seemed to realize that her deadly coldhearted image was crumbling before the group by the second and quickly composed herself. “Er, hem,” she said as she pulled the hammer from Virgil’s grasp.

      The dark elf watched the almost comical display of strength as the small three-foot woman wielded the massive hammer over twice her height with ease before it shrunk down to be much more size-appropriate for the gnome.

      Phaddee sat back on her leather chair and held the hammer at her side with her left hand, placing the butt of the weapon on the ground. She looked like a powerful Norse deity on a throne. The mercenary leader then snapped her fingers. “Elroy, give the elf his reward.”

      The grizzled dwarf behind her pulled out a sack of coins and set it on the table in front of Phaddee.

      
        
        Quest Complete!

        Lost & Found

        You have managed to retrieve Phaddee Furyfire’s famous warhammer Jawbreaker and return it to her within 30 days without dying! Way to go!

        Reward:

        Allied Relationship with Phaddee Furyfire

        Allied Relationship with Furyfire Mercenary Guild

        100 Gold

        Permanent 50% discount on all food and drink at the Furyfire Tavern

      

      

      “Thank you,” Virgil said as he went over and picked up the sack of coins.

      “Whatever,” she said as she waved off his gratitude. “Now, unless you are interested in giving me the skull to practice my hammer swings on…”

      “We’re good, thank you!” Virgil said quickly with a bow and turned to leave with his group before the gnome had any ideas, but Dirk grabbed him firmly by the arm.

      “Nu uh, doc, give me my cut now,” he said, glaring daggers at the dark elf. Dirk was still a jerk, and a greedy narcissist as well. Not wanting to start a fight, Virgil gave Dirk his sixty-percent of the reward.

      The group then left the large tree serving as the central hub of the market district and headed for the Galloping Gelding. Dirk complained that the hammer was worth at least three times the gold and they should’ve gotten more, but the group ignored his whining.

      “Doc, I’m telling you, the next place better give us better shit than just some gold.”

      “It won’t, and you’re getting stuff for free anyway. Why are you complaining?” Virgil asked.

      “Complaining!?” Dirk spat. The muscular Feral Druid turned around and grabbed Virgil by the collar of his cloak. His claw weapons pressed slightly against Virgil’s throat. “I spared bringing you straight to the king, I spared killing your miserable ass, so I’ll complain all I like. Back on Earth, I was the best. I had money, power, muscles, and plenty of women when Gwen would whine. I’ll be damned if I let anyone else prevent me from getting what’s mine.”

      Splinter let out a loud hiss and growled at the intense druid. She would not let her master get hurt. Virgil’s eyes widened in surprise. He knew Dirk was a selfish dude, but now he realized the man was an entitled psychopath. He just straight-up admitted to cheating on Gwen, too! Virgil calmed his face though. If he showed weakness to Dirk, he might just invite more trouble. “You’ll get what you’re owed, Dirk, but if you don’t let go of me, you won’t have to worry about anything anymore.”

      Dirk gave a cocky smile and pressed his claws in a little more, drawing a small trickle of blood, “Oh yeah? You threatening me, doc? You can’t do shit to hurt me, and your dumb rat can’t do shit either.”

      “No? But I can,” Gwen said as she appeared beside Dirk, arrow nocked and inches from his throat. Dirk scowled, stuck in a stalemate.

      Virgil used this stalemate to get back to their previously ‘peaceful’ state. “Okay, now that we see we’re at a stalemate here, why don’t we just take a step back? I promise you that I’ll get you what was promised, sixty percent of all the coin I receive. This stop is the last one before we go to the castle, okay? If we both die, you won’t get the glory or loot…”

      Anger battled with contemplation on Dirk’s face. Eventually, he did let go of Virgil, and Gwen pulled her arrow away.

      “Fine, let’s just hurry this up. I’m tired of all these pointless quests anyway,” Dirk muttered as he turned and walked to the Galloping Gelding. The shabby tavern was in just as poor shape as Virgil had remembered it. Before they went in, he had Splinter hop in the satchel with Baphomet. He had been tasked with removing sewer rats for the innkeeper, and openly showing his pet rat may send the wrong message.

      The dwarf woman’s eyes widened when she saw Virgil. She was about to run and shout for the guard when Dirk explained that everything was fine. Once Hannah calmed down, Virgil gave her the book. Her lower lip quivered and eyes watered slightly at having her family’s cookbook back.

      To Virgil’s surprise she gave him a look of gratitude and apologized for her previous mistreatment of him! She said even though the kingdom didn’t like dark elves, she would no longer adhere to their ways. “It wasn’t the kingdom that returned my family’s book, it was a dark elf. You’re welcome here anytime, druid,” Hannah said.

      Virgil gave a genuine smile back, grateful to see that people could grow and change for the better in this world.

      
        
        Quest Complete!

        Clear the Sewer Rats

        You have killed 30 Dire Rats plaguing Kygor’s sewers and were specifically impacting the business of the Galloping Gelding. Not only that, you found the source as to why the rats were causing such trouble via the Infested Rat Matron, and… euthanized her. In the pile of debris the matron had gathered, you found the Mounlin Secret Family Recipe Book, and returned it to Hannah Mounlin.

        Reward:

        50 Copper Coins

        +50 Experience

        1 serving of Mounlin’s famous Meat Pie

        1 serving of Fried Potato Hot Dish

        Increase in Relationship with Hannah Mounlin, Owner of the Galloping Gelding

      

      

      Virgil squinted his eyes at the notification. Did the screen just make a veterinarian pun? he thought. After receiving the fifty copper coins, the dwarf woman offered to cook the group food as a reward, but Virgil said no for now. He had already been pushing it with Dirk, and he knew that the muscular wood elf wouldn’t wait around just for some food. Virgil did promise he would be back to get some food at some point though, and with all the quests complete, the group finally made their way to the royal castle.
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      Dirk’s party eventually made it to the royal castle. Judging by the abnormally large number of armored guards, they were expected. As they neared, the guards ordered them to stop and be led to the king by them as their armed escort. The party members rolled their eyes but agreed, not shocked by the request.

      The armored elves proceeded to move around them. Virgil gripped his staff as his Danger Sense went off, not trusting the royal guards. Once the party was completely surrounded, they lowered their halberds at them threateningly, confirming Virgil’s suspicions. The party tensed, ready for a fight. Even Splinter crawled out of the satchel onto Virgil’s pauldron and hissed at the guards. A few of them took a defensive step back at the stego rat’s display.

      “What’s the meaning of this!?” Virgil asked.

      “Silence, Blackheart,” a deep voice boomed out from behind the guards. Virgil looked and saw the mustached wood elf guard captain, Tiberius, glaring at him. He had his ornately carved helmet on and held his longsword in his right hand. “Under the authority of King Darcassan Rubasal, ruler of the Rubasal Kingdom and Yggdra Timberland, I place you under arrest for the crimes of breaking and entering, trespassing, resisting arrest, attempted murder, murder, and suspected black magic.”

      The captain glared and continued, “If you weren’t a druid, I would kill you on the spot, so don’t give me a reason to. You will submit to being bound, gagged, and imprisoned in the dungeon with the other warlock until the time of your trial.”

      To Virgil’s surprise, Dirk intervened. “Nah, that ain’t happening, bro. The king gave me a quest. I am to bring the doc here alive. Me, not you. So, you’re not going to bind him and throw him in some dungeon. I’m taking him to the king now, and I dare you to stop a Druid Champion who has served the king faithfully. I’m sure he’d really love to hear that you pissed off one of the only guys here that can save your sorry asses.”

      Tiberius was shaking in anger and his tan face notably reddened. After a few moments, he relented. “Very well, we will take you to the king,” he said. At that, the guards raised their weapons, no longer pointing them at the party. They still were surrounding them though, not willing to give the dark elf a possible escape route. The captain had a squire run ahead to the king to notify him, and then led the group and the guards surrounding them towards the royal chamber.

      Thanks, Dirk, Virgil mentally sent through the party chat.

      I didn’t do it for you, doc. Remember, I’m in it for the reward, he said, making his self-interested motivations obvious before removing himself from the party, effectively sending the message that their alliance was done.

      After a few minutes, the druids made it to the large royal chamber. Two large stone doors opened into a tall and long chamber. The room was the same as before. It was mostly stone with twisting wooden columns, a large red rug in the center leading to a slightly raised platform where the king and queen were seated.

      There were a number of gaudily-dressed royals along the back wall gossiping to themselves, as well as well-groomed maids, butlers, and servants attending to them. All of them were silent as they watched the hated dark elf enter the chamber. On the other side wall were the same painted glass windows. The giant hole was still present, showcasing the different descending layered elevated walls of the castle like giant stairs. There was now a glass barricade preventing elves from falling to their deaths.

      Virgil smiled. It was a gamble, but that same open-air window was key to his plans. He had agreed to go back to meet the king with Dirk, but he didn’t agree to getting imprisoned. He would hear the king out, explain his position and, if needed, make a break for it. He had a new trump card that the others weren’t aware of in the form of Baphomet.

      That reminded Virgil to add the animals to their party, allowing for him to mentally communicate with his pets. He mentally did so, and felt his mind link with them. Unfortunately, he couldn’t add Christopher, since the terror boar was not his bonded pet but Gwen’s. Fortunately, he could still communicate with Gwen via mental chat.

      As the party entered, the guards spread out, dispersing evenly along the surrounding four walls of the room to ensure Virgil couldn’t escape. The party proceeded and stopped at the middle of the room, in-line with the large open-air window. Virgil’s eyes widened in surprise as he saw both Marianna and Pierre standing beside the seated king. They both looked good, very good even. They couldn’t have been maybe more than a few hours ahead of the party, but they were completely healed and had firm visages on their faces.

      Also, both druids were completely decked out in new armor. Pierre now wore some sort of plated green armor with intricate patterns on it, reminding him of leaves. Onlyhis face was uncovered. The French elf really did look like an elvish knight.

      Marianna had similar armor, but it was more of a rose gold color and it just covered her torso. Both her forearms and lower legs were so intricately wrapped in vines that her golden skin couldn’t be seen at all, giving the appearance that the limbs were purely constructed of the vines. Along her back was a flowing cape composed solely of pink petals. Both of the elves’ armor had pauldrons on both shoulders that reminded Virgil of Asiatic carvings of dragons.

      The king was in a similar wardrobe as Virgil had last seen on him. He was sitting on his throne with his heavily ringed fingers clasped around each other. After he stared down each of the druids, he broke the silence. “I see you managed to survive the fight with the general, despite the reports,” he said as he glared at both Marianna and Pierre. “Nevertheless, you apparently defeated one of the demon generals hiding in the Timberland, no doubt with your allies’ help. As much as it pains me to admit, you, Virgil, have proven to not be a warlock.”

      “Yo king, I’m still gonna get my reward, right?” Dirk asked. “These two cowards tried to kill us along with the general, and I see they got some cool armor. I helped defeat the demon general and brought Virgil back alive. Not only that, I brought back an actual warlock for questioning. I better get what I’m promised.”

      The crowd seemed to gasp and murmur at Dirk’s audacity. Never had anyone openly interrupted and demanded of their king before.

      Darcassan scowled just for a moment, before going back to a visage of neutrality. “Of course, champion Dirk, of course. You will be rewarded even more than these two in due time, but I’m curious. What did you get as a reward for killing the general? I wish not to give you something that you already have a better version of from your spoils.”

      “Just experience,” Virgil said through gritted teeth.

      “Just experience? Preposterous!” the king replied. “The loot taken from every general kill has always given every druid absurdly valuable and powerful items, according to the stories from battles past.” The king’s response seemed dramatic, a bit too rehearsed to Virgil’s liking. He figured that both Pierre and Marianna had already told the king this.

      Virgil turned and saw a vein bulge in Dirk’s temple at the king’s statement. Before the Feral Druid decided to change his mind and attack Baphomet, Virgil took a step forward. “I can explain as to why that is the case,” he said.

      The king glared at Virgil and his nostrils flared. “Oh, please enlighten me, dark elf,” he said in a demeaning manner.

      Virgil ignored the king’s ire and described the fight in detail, making sure to leave out some key parts such as his entire body being gored as he pet Baphomet and being able to stay alive because of his magic ring. He did mention the warlock and rescuing the dark elf slaves. He definitely didn’t mention their village as the knowledge of their location in the king’s hands would likely spell certain doom for them. Virgil was thankful that Dirk was not nearby when the Healer Druid learned of the secret city. The veterinarian noticed a couple of elves carrying instruments madly scribbling on pieces of parchment. He figured they were bards trying to get a good story to regale the public with, and any story regarding the Druid Champions would likely be very popular.

      Virgil also described how they barely managed to avoid being crushed to a pulp by Pierre’s Meteoric Burst spell. The knightly elf looked ashamed upon hearing that his allies had not only survived but defeated the demon without the aid of his spell, and that he almost killed them for no reason. Honestly though, Virgil didn’t blame Pierre. Even though he brought LARPing to a whole new extreme, Virgil never thought of the guy as having malevolent intent. Pierre just seemed to be easily manipulated.

      Unfortunately, Virgil’s explanation didn’t seem to ease the king. Rather, it seemed to infuriate him. “You mean to tell me that you did not kill the demon, but rather tamed it instead? And you brought this monster into our capital?” he asked angrily through gritted teeth.

      “Not exactly, I managed to purify the demonic essence out of it, and then bond with it as a pure beast.”

      The king rolled his eyes at Virgil. “Pfft, nonsense. That ability has never been recorded in the kingdom’s history. You, dark elf, have clearly admitted for all the public to hear, to use a demon taming ability, a warlock ability. You ignored your duty to this kingdom, broke the law, and endangered the public by bringing a demon into our midst. To top it all off, you focused on saving those traitorous lesser elves, instead of protecting the other druids.”

      “Oooh, lad, lemme have a crack at ‘em,” Grief eagerly asked Virgil mentally.

      “No, I got this,” Virgil replied. Though Virgil did not care what the clearly racist king thought, he wasn’t going to take it anymore. He was going to stand up for himself and let his true feelings be known. “First of all, it doesn’t matter if you’ve never had record of that ability, it is still my druidic ability, not some dark magic. Secondly, I serve the world tree, not you. You, and most of the people of this capital, have treated me poorly, placed false charges, and hunted me like an animal. If you want my help to protect not just the tree, but your kingdom too, then you will revoke those charges, apologize to me, and treat me with the respect I deserve.”

      The crowd gasped in shock. Nobles placed hands over gaping mouths while others began whispering fervently to each other bringing a nervous collection of low murmurs in the room. If the crowd thought Dirk was audacious, Virgil seemed almost treasonous!

      “Apologize!?” the king asked, his face beet red. “No, I refuse to accept the lie that you have cleansed a demon. I was right, you dark elves cannot be trusted. Unless…” the king said, trailing off. He tapped his goatee, and gave a wry smile. “Why don’t you prove to me that you have purified this demon back into a beast?”

      “How?” Virgil asked.

      “Summon your beast, give it to one of your fellow druids, and have them bring it to me to examine it.”

      Virgil was surprised by the offer. It actually sounded very reasonable to him. He could have Gwen show Baphomet to the king, and the royal elf would see that it was indeed a beast and not a demon.

      Virgil’s hope was quickly dashed though when Gwen spoke to him through party chat. Virgil, it’s a trap. I received a quest from the king, and I’m assuming the others did as well. It said that if we get our hands on Baphomet, we are to kill it to ensure the kingdom’s safety since… the king is sure it is still a demon.

      Before Virgil could say anything, it seemed that Dirk realized that the dark elf was aware of the coup. The Feral Druid grabbed Gwen, held her arms behind her back, and placed his claws against her neck. “Don’t do anything stupid, doc. Just give up the demon, and let us get our loot.”

      Virgil scowled and looked at the king, who had a cocky smile on his well-groomed face. Both Marianna and Pierre kept firm visages, seeming to believe the king and that Virgil could not have purified Baphomet. Christopher grunted and stomped his feet, about to charge at Dirk.

      Virgil leaned down and put a hand on the terror boar. “It’s okay, trust me,” he said.

      Christopher looked at Virgil pleadingly with his piggy eyes and notably calmed, seeming to trust the man his master had trusted. The terror boar then stood right by Virgil, glaring at Dirk.

      Virgil glared as well. He wasn’t going to let the king, or Dirk, get away with this. Fortunately, they didn’t know he could now communicate with his pets via a telepathic link.

      He slowly took off his satchel as he activated party chat to both Splinter and Baphomet. Baphomet, can you transform back into your large form?

      He didn’t hear anything, but the word yes scrolled across his vision.

      Good, I’m going to slowly get you out of the bag, and present you to Dirk.

      Dirk? Baphomet asked.

      Um, the claw guy with the small antlers, Virgil answered. I’m going to make a grand gesture out of showing you for everyone to focus on you, Baphomet. During that time, Splinter, I want you to stealthily crawl down, get behind Dirk without him noticing, and bite his leg on my signal. When Splinter bites Dirk, that will be your moment to get out of his grip, Gwen. As soon as Gwen is out of claw guy’s grip, Baphomet, I want you to change, grab claw guy and throw him at the king. Then we’re going to hop on top of you, and we’ll escape out the large open window.

      Gwen gave Virgil a very slight nod, and the veterinarian enacted his plan. He leaned down and gently opened the satchel and reached in for the purple, horned, puppy-like beast. Virgil cradled Baphomet in both hands and slowly brought it out for all to see. “Behold!” he announced in a grand manner. “This is the new form of the demon I have purified with Yggdrasil’s power, Baphomet the Beastking.”

      During that announcement, Splinter used the time to slowly crawl down Virgil. The dark elf had to fight not to grimace as her bone claws did cut into his flesh slightly. If only I had a shirt, he thought.

      The king and the druids flanking him had a perplexed look, truly surprised to see the supposed Baphomet, the gargantuan demon the druids had previously fought, now some cute puppy with antlers. Virgil glanced around to see that indeed everyone’s eyes were focused on the beast.

      Virgil received a line of text across his vision from Splinter that simply said, “Ready.” The veterinarian carefully began walking to Dirk, Baphomet held out in front of him like it was a gift.

      Dirk’s desire could not be contained, he gave a cocky grin, and his eyes sparkled. His hands let go of Gwen’s pinned wrists to extend his hands out for the creature for him to kill. Gwen still couldn’t do anything since Dirk’s claw weapons were still against her throat. “Sorry, doc. In life, there are winners and losers, and you are clearly a loser. There’s no way you can beat me. Now, give me the general.”

      Virgil stopped at that statement and bunched his lips. “You know what, asshole? Maybe I can’t beat you on my own, but I’m not on my own. Now!”

      On his order, Splinter’s long sharp incisor teeth bit deeply into Dirk’s exposed left calf. The druid let out a not-so-manly scream of pain as he reflexively let go of Gwen, and she rolled forward to be by Virgil. As she did so, Virgil tossed Baphomet in the air. As the beast was midair, there was a surge of blue light, and it landed right in front of Dirk, back in its massive bear-like form with a boom. Dirk’s eyes widened in fear as the beastking now held him in its massive clawed hand and was growling with teeth inches from his face.

      A blue bolt of arcane power flew out from the king’s hands and struck Baphomet’s side, doing some damage to the beast. “Druids, kill it!” the king ordered the two elves beside him.

      Pierre and Marianna equipped their weapons and were about to charge when Baphomet hurled Dirk at them like a pitcher throwing a fastball. Virgil was pretty sure that both a wall of pink petals and blue arcane magic erected just before Dirk made impact. The constructs were not able to handle the sheer mass and velocity of the flying musclebound elf, and a cloud of dust shot up from the impact site.

      Virgil’s party didn’t have time to muse though. They needed to GTFO! The metal clad guards all lowered their weapons and charged at the group. The guard captain Tiberius was faster than the rest and was quickly on them. He swung his longsword at Virgil, but the veterinarian erected a Yggdrashield, blocking the weapon. Tiberius recoiled back from the impact and was hit in the chest by Christopher jumping up and headbutting him, knocking the captain on his back.

      Virgil saw the other thirty guards closing in. “Get on!” he ordered and the party all hopped onto Baphomet’s large back. Virgil held on tight to Christopher since the pig had no way to fully secure himself on the beast’s back, and they needed Gwen’s ranged skills. She couldn’t use her bow with just one hand. Once they were all on, Virgil used his staff and cast Barkskin on the large beastking, making it tougher and the hide more durable. Right after he did that, Baphomet took off. As it neared the guards, the large beast propelled itself upward over them with ease using its hooved hindlimbs, then escaped through the large open window, shattering the low glass barricade.

      The group screamed in surprise as they fell forward and downward twenty feet onto a section of the inner defensive wall. The beastking landed with a thunderous boom and some of the wall began to crack from the impact. There was a small contingent of guards on the wall, and they looked at the group in total shock, definitely not expecting a massive beast carrying elves and some animals like a pack mule jumping out from the royal chamber they were in. Their shock was short-lived and they began attacking, firing arrows and throwing spears. Gwen’s archery skills came in clutch, expertly blocking the projectiles with her own arrows. Not all of them were deflected and a few did impact Baphomet. The beastking groaned and began moving again after being injured. It ran along the wall until it found a place to jump over to the next section. Fortunately, with Virgil’s healing abilities, the large beast was able to recover completely as it ran.

      For the next five minutes, Baphomet was able to continuously run and jump down the descending levels of guard walls of the heavily fortified castle with Gwen providing cover fire, making sure not to actually kill any of the guards and Virgil using his healing magic. It was a thrilling rush!

      Finally, they were able to make it to the front courtyard of the castle. The large gate that led out of the city could be seen in the distance. It was now late afternoon and sunset would be here soon which would lead to the gate closing and shutting off their way out. “Forward, Baphomet! To the gate!” Virgil commanded, and the beast charged on toward the city.
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Escaping Pursuit

        

      

    

    
      A loud siren emerged from the castle as some sort of warning signal and Virgil could see the citizens scrambling to get inside. Multiple bright pyres erupted in flame along the large stone wall surrounding the city and in the city proper.

      Baphomet ran through a narrow street and accidentally crushed a vegetable cart. Virgil could hear the vendor shouting, “My cabbages!” as they continued running. The people especially took cover once they saw the large purple horned beast charging along the street like some escaped zoo animal. Virgil actually had to deal with that situation once while back on Earth. Thank God for dart guns!

      The group was making good time, but Virgil looked up to see the multiple ballistae atop the large border wall turn and aim down into the city. They then fired large bolts connected to thick ropes down into the city. Multiple loud crashing noises rang out as they embedded into streets, trees, and the roofs of buildings. In moments after that, there were multiple elven rangers ziplining down from the guard walls into the city proper. Some were not far from the escaping druids too.

      That triggered his passive Danger Sense, letting him know that the elves were trouble. As Baphomet continued to charge forward, the rangers eventually caught up and began firing arrows at the group from a distance. Virgil activated his Detect Hostile Intent to get a more accurate assumption of the number of pursuers and detected twenty pursuing elves. All of them were following from behind, traveling across the roofs of buildings like parkour masters and interspersing their bow shots when they finally were on some flat ground.

      Gwen began to fire back, activating her Rapid Fire and Multi-Shot subskills to deflect the incoming arrows. Virgil wished he could just conjure a shield over them, but Yggdrashields were stationary. Eventually, the group had to have Baphomet divert from the path as their direction had become predictable and the rangers were able to fire shots at where they were going versus where they were at.

      Fortunately, Virgil still was able to use his Yggdrashields in an effective manner by conjuring the thorny shields beside the rangers instead of in front of them to corral them into a more confined space. Once they were all not far from each other, Gwen was able to subdue them with her Lightning Arrow spell as their proximity caused all of them to get electrocuted at once.

      The group continued to run and eventually hid in a wide back alley. Baphomet had been going non-stop, and even though the beast was tough, it was breathing heavily and nearly out of stamina. It was also sporting numerous arrow wounds on its hide. The group used the moment of respite to heal Baphomet and allow the beast to recover its stamina.

      “I don’t understand,” Gwen said. “How come they haven’t closed the gate yet? Is it a trap?”

      “That be my clever strategizin’, lass,” Grief answered. “I knew ‘bout the lad’s plan, and recommended he find a way to stop the gate from closin’, see?”

      “He’s right,” Virgil said. “When we walked into the city, I took a rusted dagger and jammed it into the device that opens and closes one side of the gate. Regardless of that, though, I bet they will fix it soon. So we should hurry,” he said as he joined the others atop Baphomet. The dark elf’s Danger Sense then started screaming alarm bells at him. “Baphomet, go now!” he ordered.

      The beast began to run forward out of the secluded alley, but before it could get out, two large forms descended from the sky and landed in front of them, blocking their way out. They were dragons, two of them! Both were similar in size and shape, but that was where the similarities ended.

      One had teal-colored scales, beady blue eyes, and a large maw of sharp teeth. The other was made completely out of plant material. It mostly consisted of brown vines with green leaves but also had a spine composed of what looked to be large pink petals. It had no discernable eyes, and its mouth was just one large round hole. Both had long necks and tails with hindfeet and wings in replacement of forelimbs. Virgil used Analyze.

      
        
        Name: Ocean Drake

        Level: 20

        Race: Dragon Type: Drake

        Health: 1000

        Manna: 300

        Stamina: 400

        Resistances: Water Magic 50%, Ice Damage 25%

        A powerful nocturnal predator who frequently lives amongst cliff sides along the oceans’ edges. Drakes are not as tough as their cousins, Wyrms, but are still very deadly. This particular creature was captured by the Rubasal Kingdom after it had been stealing from and killing local fishers at one of the kingdom’s border towns. Instead of killing it, they were able to harness the powers of the arcane to bind the creature to one who wears a specific set of enchanted draconic armor.

      

        

      
        Name: Spriggan Drake

        Level: 20

        Race: Elemental Type: Enhanced Spriggan Hybrid

        Health: 750

        Manna: 500

        Stamina: 600

        Resistances: Fire -50%, Nature Magic 50%, Earth Magic 50%, Life Magic 50%

        A one-of-a-kind creature formed from the awakened attunement of the Plant Druid. This creature was formed from the unique attunement: Plant Life. Plant matter has overtaken the bones of a dead drake to create a unique elemental hybrid with draconic features.

      

      

      Virgil gulped. Despite him and his group being no pushovers, two level twenty dragons were serious opponents. Virgil did notice a humanoid figure riding atop each of the drake’s heads. “Surrender, villains,” Pierre’s voice called out. “I almost fell for your tricks, Virgil, but your reluctance to give up the demon and rudeness toward the honorable king is not something that my druidic code can allow.”

      Druidic code? What’s he talking about? Virgil thought. He sighed and shook his head. “Baphomet is not a demon. Why can’t you trust me?”

      “You are a criminal, Virgil, why should we?” Marianna asked.

      “Precisely,” Pierre added. “You were given a chance to show us that you had cleansed the demon, but ran. It looks guilty.”

      “Don’t play dumb, ya gits,” Gwen interrupted. “I received the quest, same as you. I know the king was going to kill Baphomet and not give Virgil the chance.”

      Marianna winced but Pierre cocked his head in confusion. “Quest? What quest?” he asked.

      Gwen just stared dumbfounded until realization hit her. “He didn’t get the quest,” she said under her breath. It made sense. The druid obsessed with knightly honor would never accept the quest. Apparently only Marianna, Gwen, and Dirk received the quest. “Why don’t you tell him, Marianna? Tell him how the honorable king lied to our faces.”

      “Est-ce vrai?” Pierre asked.

      “Do not believe her lies,” Marianna said. “She is trying to fool you.”

      “Oh! Of course! Sorry, mi lady,” Pierre apologized, clearly easy-to-convince, then turned back to face the others. “I will not fall for your tricks, Gwendolyn. I am on the side of truth and justice. I must follow the way of nature.”

      “Fat chance,” Grief muttered.

      “Surrender now, and we will take you in peacefully. Resist, and we will use deadly force. You have ten seconds,” Marianna shouted, then started to count down.

      Virgil, what are we going to do? Gwen asked through party chat.

      Virgil took a deep breath, trying to figure out what they could do next, and let his objective analytical brain take over. Letting thoughts rapidly go through his mind. They were in an alley with only one way out. Blocking their path were two druids atop large drakes. They could try to fight through, but their chances of serious injury and possible death were high. Gwen could use her Lightning Arrows, but the Spriggan Drake wasn’t flesh and blood and may not be that affected. Virgil’s Leeching Vines spell was not strong enough to hold a creature as large as a Drake, at least not very well.

      Did the dragons have any weak points? Virgil quickly scanned over the Spriggan Drake. He saw no obvious points of weakness. He then quickly looked at the Ocean Drake. He noticed a sleek form for quick movements and scales that reminded him more of a fish versus a reptile.

      Virgil noticed something different by its tail, though, that the Spriggan Drake did not possess. He focused harder and his eyes widened in surprise. It was a pair of large descended testicles! The things were huge and reminded Virgil of a male dog, whose owner was too uncomfortable with the idea of neutering and ended up having what looked like a pair of “Truck Nuts” and prostate problems as it got older.

      That struck an idea in Virgil. He had an item. A weird and random item that he didn’t know if he would ever use. Virgil had contemplated throwing away, but was now glad he didn’t! As Marianna counted down, Virgil reached inside Grief and pulled out the Sludgegator Slime Gland.

      
        
        Name: Sludgegator Slime Gland

        Item Type: Alchemical Ingredient

        Durability: 10/10

        Item Class: Exceptional

        Effect: The contents of this gland contain a potent black slime. The slime can blind a target for 10 seconds. There is a bonus-effect for reptile breeders, as the slime can also serve as an aphrodisiac for all male reptiles and draconic creatures.

      

      

      It felt sticky and gross in Virgil’s hand, and he fought not to grimace. He then placed it in Gwen’s hand. She was surprised and tried to pull back her hand, but Virgil held firm. No time to explain. Shoot this at the one made of plants, now! Virgil communicated mentally to Gwen.

      Gwen, realizing the seriousness of Virgil’s plea, nodded and quickly pulled out an arrow, piercing the gland then firing at the Spriggan Drake right as Marianna’s countdown hit one.

      The drake did not react at all as the arrow didn’t seem to cause it any harm. All that was heard was a wet schlump sound as the gland burst like a Gusher. The Ocean Drake began to sniff the air furiously.

      Marianna just gave a cocky smile. “Have it your way, then. Atta—”

      Before she could finish her order, the Ocean Drake tackled and attacked the Spriggan Drake in hormone-driven desire, knocking it to the ground and flinging Marianna off it. Apparently, drake mating rituals were… violent. The Plant Druid, surprised and off-balance, belly flopped and face-planted on the hard ground.

      “Go, now!” Virgil ordered and Baphomet charged, running past the drakes who were fighting amongst themselves.

      Pierre was shouting at the drake and pulling at the reins, trying to get it to let up off the Spriggan Drake. “Oh, come on, why are you doing this?”

      Virgil couldn’t resist. He turned back and shouted, “He’s just following the way of nature,” as they ran past. It was close to sunset and the sun had already sunk past the high stone walls of the city. There were now more guards about.

      Virgil noticed one on horseback stop and instead of attacking the group, he moved out of the way and gave a slight nod. Virgil smiled and noticed that it was the young cavalry guard, Atem, he had spared last time he was in the city and healed his horse.

      Quickly, they were within one-hundred yards of the door. Unfortunately, they saw that the guards had fixed the issue that Virgil had caused, and were now rotating the windlass to get the doors to close.

      “We’re not going to make it,” Gwen shouted.

      Virgil tried to rack his brain for an idea. Baphomet could use its breath attack, but that would deplete the beastking of too much manna and would result in it shifting back into its small form. The guards were not too far behind and the party couldn’t afford to stop, fight the guards by the gate, open the gate, and get out before the other guards pursuing them would be on them. By Virgil’s count, there had to be hundreds of armored guards now roaming the street.

      Virgil didn’t need to worry, though. He saw the silhouette of a thin bipedal figure standing atop one of the buildings nearby the gate. Virgil watched in surprise as he saw the figure hurl a pitchfork like a trident from the roof and it precisely embedded itself in the crank device, stopping the left door from completely closing. The veterinarian smiled as he knew who that was.

      As Baphomet ran by the building, Virgil looked up to the thin elderly dawn elf farmer and shouted, “You were right. Your sister is a great trainer, but she’s also a bitchy bag of bones if you don’t treat her right!”

      The farmer waved and seemed to chuckle before exiting the rooftop. Virgil turned back to see that Baphomet was now only fifty yards from the gate. Since they were unable to close the doors, the fifteen elven guards formed a phalanx shield wall with their halberds out, blocking the path.

      “Gwen, Air Strike Arrow,” Virgil shouted.

      The high elf archer conjured a thick arrow made of compressed air along her bow, pulled back, and fired the spell form, dispersing some of the elves like they were bowling pins flying away. There was still a thin line of elves defending the door. Virgil needed to break their resolve.

      Fortunately, he had just the trick. “Baphomet, Instill Fear.”

      The beastking let out a terrifying roar directed at the remaining guards. The elves’ eyes widened and they did their best to move away, terrified of the oncoming massive beast. After the guards fled, the party was able to run through the still-open large doorway.

      The last challenge was the score of archers on the wall continuing to shoot them as they exited the door. Virgil’s shield spell was able to save their hides on multiple occasions. Once they hit the safety of the forest, the attacks ceased, but they didn’t stop running until they were at least an hour into the forest. By then, darkness had fully taken over, and Baphomet was thoroughly exhausted by the recent events.

      The group made camp.

      “Well, that all went to bollocks,” Gwen said as she sat down on a log by Virgil. “So, where do we go now?”

      “Besides finding and defeating the next demon general, I do have a quest I need to complete,” he said and pulled out a bouquet of wildflowers. “I owe you a date.”
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      The dungeon below the castle was dark and damp, containing many cells of stone and metal, sparse torches partially illuminating the place. A foul odor was in the air, and the fetid stench of bodily waste permeated through the stone cracks as it was not far from the sewers. This was where the dark elf warlock, Shreez, was now being held. The elf was bound in heavy iron chains in a cold stone cell.

      It was quiet down there. The only sounds that could be heard were the sounds of insects and rodents scurrying around for food, occasional water droplets splashing, and the two guards posted outside his cell murmuring quietly. The warlock held his head down in defeat. The cell he was in had some sort of magic binding runes carved atop it, preventing him from using his blood magic and escaping. Had he been wrong? Had his infernal masters betrayed him?

      Then, his long dark elf ears twitched as he heard a new noise, footsteps. These weren’t the steps of an armor-clad guard. They were that of bare feet against stone. Shreez looked up and peered into the darkness, and his maniacal grin returned as his Darkvision showed him who was approaching. It was an elf with hands covered in the blood of his kin.

      “Halt, who goes there?” one of the guards asked. There was no reply, just louder and louder steps as the figure kept approaching. “Identify yourself immediately, or else we—eh!”

      The guard’s words were cut off as the figure leaped forward from the darkness at a supernatural speed and jammed his claws into the guard’s throat. The guard gurgled for a few moments then collapsed, dead. The other guard’s eyes widened in fear and swung his mace at the intruder. The intruder elf pulled out his claw weapon, gracefully dodged the swing, and transformed into a large black panthera.

      Before the guard could get another full swing, the large cat was on him. The guard screamed for mercy as the panthera pounced, pinning him to the ground. The guard screamed for mercy, No mercy was given as the beast bit down, crushing the guard’s skull with a sickening crunch and ending his life. When the second guard’s body stopped twitching, the panthera changed back into his original form.

      Shreez gazed upon the figure to see a shirtless muscular elf druid with claw weapons equipped on his hands and small antlers atop his head. Both hands and now his mouth were soaked in the red blood of the elves.

      “Hehehe. What brings you here, druid?” Shreez asked excitedly as he stood up and gazed on the collecting pools of blood he so wanted to use for his spells.

      The tall druid leaned down to get to eye level with the warlock. “People here think they can treat me like some punk. Even the damn tree I’m supposed to protect won’t give me what I’m owed. You asked me what I want. I want power, power to make me strong enough to crush all who stand in my way, especially that punk ass doc,” he said and held up the key to the magic cell.

      Shreez gave the druid an evil smile. “Hehehe, I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship.”
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        Name: Virgil

        Level: 13 (63/6560 experience to next level.)

        Unallocated Stat Points: 8

        Race: Elf Subrace: Dark Elf

        Class: Druid

        Specialization: Healer Druid

        Attunement: A Veterinarian’s Pact

        Languages: Common, Elven

        Companions: Grief (Soulbound), Splinter, Baphomet

        Pools & Resistances

        Health: 102

        Manna: 290

        Stamina: 210

        Armor: 119

        Life Magic: 50%

        Earth Magic: 50%

        Nature Magic: 50%

        Light Magic: -50%

        Statistics

        Strength: 10

        Agility: 45

        Intelligence: 29

        Endurance: 27

        Charisma: 13

        Traits

        True Healer

        Darkvision

        Increased Hearing

        Ally of Darkness

        Beast Commander

        Skills

        Medicine Level 53

        Herbology Level 53

        Nature Magic (Restoration) Level 22

        Spells: Restore, Leeching Vines, Yggdrashield, Nature Bolt, Barkskin

        Stealth Level 15 — Subskill: Sneak Attack Level 3

        Analyze Level 10

        Danger Sense Level 11 — Subskill: Detect Hostile Intent Level 5

        Skinning Level 4

        Trade Level 4

        Alchemy Level 23

        Taunt Level 3

        Soulbound Recall

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We hope you enjoyed Virgil’s Pact! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! Follow this link to be redirected to the Virgil’s Pact Amazon product page to leave your review.

      

        

      
        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading this story! If you liked it, please take just the next sixty seconds to leave a positive review on Amazon. It really makes a huge difference! Thanks to everyone who helped make this book possible, especially the awesome people at Mountaindale Press who were willing to take a chance on me! I’m forever grateful for your help in making this author dream of mine possible.

        -Maxwell

      

        

      
        P.S. Please consult your local veterinarian if you have any health concerns for your pets. This is a work of fiction and should not be a substitute for any medical advice in regards to your animals’ individual care.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT MAXWELL FARMER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hi there, I'm Maxwell Farmer. I'm an avid nerd, gamer, and veterinarian who fell in love with LitRPG back in college. I loved it so much that I started writing my own!

      

        

      
        I'd love to hear your thoughts on the book and would love to talk about nerd stuff in general. Keep living your best life!

      

        

      
        I was inspired to write from the multitude of LitRPG I consumed as well as the games I've played that have made an impact on me. They opened up worlds of wonder and possibility and brought much joy to me. I hope my books will do the same for you. :)

      

        

      
        Connect with Maxwell Farmer:

        MaxwellFarmer.com

        Facebook.com/AuthorMaxwellFarmer

        Instagram.com/MaxwellFarmer

        Patreon.com/MaxwellFarmer
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            ABOUT MOUNTAINDALE PRESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dakota and Danielle Krout, a husband and wife team, strive to create as well as publish excellent fantasy and science fiction novels. Self-publishing The Divine Dungeon: Dungeon Born in 2016 transformed their careers from Dakota’s military and programming background and Danielle’s Ph.D. in pharmacology to President and CEO, respectively, of a small press. Their goal is to share their success with other authors and provide captivating fiction to readers with the purpose of solidifying Mountaindale Press as the place ‘Where Fantasy Transforms Reality.’

      

        

      
        Connect with Mountaindale Press:

        MountaindalePress.com

        Facebook.com/MountaindalePress

        Twitter.com/_Mountaindale

        Instagram.com/MountaindalePress
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