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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Kirstin stared at her newly acquired Summons in disbelief and disappointment. The day had been going so well until now. When she connected with the summoning stone to form the contract, she was sure it would lead to a powerful companion beast. Forming the contract had been harder than she thought it would be, but finally, the stone crumbled away, proof that she had succeeded!  She had held her breath and clenched her fists as she waited for the magic released from the stone to do its thing.  
 
    A blue circle filled with intricate runes appeared on the floor in front of her. Magic gathered in the air and flooded the summoning circle. Magic so powerful it was visible to the naked eye as a brightly glowing mist. Kirstin’s skin tingled from the force of it, as well as with anticipation. The mist filled and empowered the circle’s runes. 
 
    Kirstin and the members of her party were forced to close their eyes and turn their heads as a blindingly bright light flashed from the circle. As the light disappeared, and the summoning circle faded, the six companions blinked away tears hurriedly and strained their eyes to see the fruits of their labors. 
 
    This was their first time on the fifth floor of the local labyrinth. They’d fought hard to clear it. It had taken hours, but they’d done it, and as the body of the floor guardian had faded away to reveal a summoning crystal, their excitement grew stronger than their sense of accomplishment. There was no doubt that the Summons would be Kirstin’s. As party leader and youngest daughter of Duke Lewis Al’dross, it was her right. 
 
    Because the crystal was the only reward for defeating the floor Guardian, it’s Summons must be strong, a beast like a dire wolf or night panther, maybe even a lesser dragon! Well, maybe not a dragon; it was only the fifth floor after all. But surely a powerful beast who would bolster their party and amaze their peers. Surely that surge of magic and flash of light wouldn’t result in the appearance of a rather small and ordinary-looking young boy. Surely! But as they blinked away tears, the party of Adventurers discovered that was exactly what was standing where the summoning circle had been. 
 
    Kirstin was the first to find her voice, but the only thing she could say was completely contrary to her breeding and noble heritage. “What the fuck is going on?!” 
 
    As for the boy himself, he stared curiously at the armed and armored group in front of him. His attention settled on the blond-haired young woman who was standing closest to him. She was rather beautiful, with refined features and sharp blue eyes. Taller than him by over a foot, she cut quite the dashing figure in her intricate and expensive looking clothing, made from brightly colored cloth and polished leather. A long thin sword belted at her waist completed the picture. It was a picture she’d clearly gone to great lengths to create. 
 
    The boy felt a strong connection to this swordswoman, a connection he couldn’t explain. He didn’t know much, not where he was or where he had come from, not even who he was, but he knew that he would serve her and serve her well.  
 
    It came as a shock to him that the first words he had ever heard were so harsh. Her displeasure at his appearance was a physical weight on his shoulders. The fact that he had no response to her question weighed him down further. He desperately wanted to please her, but as he didn’t know how to do so. He merely stood mute with a quizzical look on his face. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 74. 
 
    A message appeared in the boy’s mind, and the connection he felt to his new master weakened ever so slightly. It was barely noticeable, but as it was nearly the entirety of his being, he did notice it. He wondered if she noticed or received the same message. Should he tell her? He started to but found that he couldn’t. He really couldn’t do anything except stand there and wait for his master’s command. A small hint of dissatisfaction rose in him but was quickly dismissed. His master would feel the bond between them soon enough and give him purpose. He could wait. 
 
    For her part, Kirstin did feel the contract form between them. She knew that this young boy with his ordinary brown hair and eyes was her Summons, her property. That was all. She felt no affection towards him. She received no message about Loyalty. All she felt was outrage. This small child had an intelligent look about him, but she didn’t want an intelligent child. She wanted a powerful ally. This boy was certainly not that. 
 
    Kirstin turned away from the boy and his searching gaze. She turned towards her companions and found similar looks of disappointment on most of their faces. Only Allen, the party’s Scout, seemed mildly interested. 
 
     “Well, does anyone know what this is?” She questioned the team while waving an irritated hand in the boy’s direction. 
 
    Silence and stumped looks were her only answer, at first, but then a petite, brunette woman stepped out from the back. Her name was Lyra, she was Kirstin’s maid and the party’s healer. Holding a staff in her right hand, she hurried forward. Her quick movements caused the material of her blue robe to swirl around her ankles. 
 
    “Let’s not get too excited. Maybe it’s a demon mage or trickster imp, both can take human form.” she said calmly. “Actually, let’s hope for the imp. They make for excellent Rogues and we’re lacking a good scout.” 
 
    She said this last with a wink at Allen. He was the party’s actual Rogue. Allen glared at the healer for a moment before returning the wink, while sticking out his tongue. He was quite competent and knew it; he took the gentle teasing in stride. 
 
    Lyra’s words had done the trick, though. The thought of a Demon joining their group raised their spirits quite a bit. Demon, Imp or even a Sprite would have definite uses for a group of young Adventurers.  
 
    Lyra stepped forward until she was near the boy, and looked down at him. She was only five foot three herself, but the boy barely came up to her chin. “So,” she questioned, “what are you? Do you have a name?” 
 
    The boy met her gaze for an instant before looking back to Kirstin. He did not answer. 
 
    “Great!” Kirstin snapped. “Mute and probably stupid as well. We’ll probably have to pay for an Appraisal besides getting next to no reward for clearing the floor.” 
 
    This worry wasn’t all together unfair. While Kirstin had access to wealth, and her father had retainers who knew the Appraisal Skill, the whole point of forming her own party was to stand on her own. Little expenses like appraisals and equipment repairs were what kept low-level Adventurers from striking it rich. 
 
    “Why don’t you try asking him first, Kris?” Dirk, a tall, broad-shouldered man in full plate armor, offered this suggestion in a deep booming voice. He slid his war hammer into a loop at his waist and removed his helmet, revealing an honest face with a strong jaw and short cut black hair. As everyone’s attention turned to him, he continued, “He is your Summons after all.” 
 
    Kirstin nodded at her friend and retainer and took his advice. “Well, answer up if you can. Who and what are you!?”  She snapped at the boy. 
 
    The boy smiled broadly and replied in a clear voice, happy to be of service. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Kirstin rubbed her eyes with two fingers in frustration and muttered, “Stupid, so stupid.” 
 
    The boy frowned for a moment. He had answered honestly and swiftly. What else was he supposed to do? 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 73. 
 
    Another message sounded in the boy’s mind. He pursed his lips. Was this something that should be mentioned? It seemed important. Then again, he had about five minutes-worth of experience with life; he should probably let his master tell him what was important. His face relaxed again, from frown to concern to smile, but no one paid attention to the boy’s reactions. 
 
    “Do...do you have a status?” Lyra questioned. She thought briefly of crouching to the boy’s eye level but dismissed that thought. This was a Summons, not an actual child. There was no need to put it at ease.  At her question, the boy knew the answer immediately, but still he stood silent. His eyes flickered to Lyra and back to Kirstin.  
 
    A wealth of information had come to him. All peoples of the Infinite World had a Status. All people, beasts, animals, and Spirits. All intelligent creatures received access to this Status, and could use it to level up, increase their Attributes, learn Skills and Abilities, and various other functions. As he was now an inhabitant of the World, of course he had a Status. 
 
    “Answer all questions put to you by the group.” Kirstin recognized the problem this time and addressed it. 
 
    “Yes,” the boy answered with a nod, “I have a Status.” 
 
    “Can you pull It up?” Lyra asked eagerly.  
 
    “Yes!” the boy said, and certain it was the right action, he did so. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: None 
  
      	  Age: 12 
  
      	  Race: Human  
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 0 
  
      	  Class: None (7 slots available) 
  
      	  Profession: None (7 slots available) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 50 
  
      	  Stamina: 50 
  
      	  Mana: 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 3 
  
      	  Agility: 5 
  
      	  Dexterity: 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 5 
  
      	  Intelligence: 5 
  
      	  Wisdom: 3 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	  Loyalty: 73 
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: none  
  
      	  Abilities: none 
  
      	  Spells: none 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    He found his Status fascinating. Apparently, he was human. That was good to know. It also wasn’t quite right. Instinctively, he knew, under certain conditions, that part of his Status might change. What those conditions might be, though, was still a little fuzzy. 
 
    Everything else was straightforward. He had no Skills, or Abilities, no Class or Profession. He was a blank slate. His Attributes told him how strong, fast, intelligent, and tough he was, but he couldn’t say if any of them were high or low, since he had nothing to compare them to. Still, the knowledge made him vaguely happy. 
 
    He smiled as he looked at his master, only to find her looking at him. blankly. That blank look was slowly turning to angry and that made him nervous. He had pulled up his Status without being told. He thought that was what she wanted, but now he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “Well?” Kirstin demanded. 
 
    “M-master?” The boy stuttered uncertainty. 
 
    “Your Status, pull up your Status!”  
 
    The boy’s eyebrows knitted. “I did Master, I’m human. I know that now.” 
 
    Kirstin exhaled heavily though clenched teeth. “Display...your...Status!” 
 
    The boy’s face lit up in understanding. He had pulled up his Status but only he could see it. Apparently, his master also wanted to see it. “Display Status,” he said quickly. 
 
    He was rather amazed when a transparent screen that was clearly visible to everyone formed in front of him. Even knowing what would happen, it was still exciting to see for the first time, though he was a bit confused as he examined the display. The notes about Loyalty and his Class and Profession slots were missing. That information must not be important enough to share.  
 
    His confused look once again went unnoticed, while the team gathered to view the information displayed. Silence reigned for what seemed an eternity as they took it all in. The boy felt himself becoming excited. Maybe they were realizing he was special. Maybe his master would finally look at him with approval... 
 
    “What is this shit!?” Kirstin exclaimed in a high-pitched voice. 
 
    ....then again, maybe not. 
 
    “Milady, language!” Lyra reprimand sharply. “You may be working as an Adventurer, but that will end immediately if your father...” 
 
    “Yes, Yes.” Kirstin waved the healer to silence. “But will you look at this sss...Status. No Class, no Skills, and Attributes that would shame a pre-awakened child. This isn’t a Summons we can use!” 
 
    Lyra had a disapproving wrinkle to her nose, but the rest of the team wore deflated looks of shock. They defeated a Level 25 minotaur and received a summoning crystal as a reward, but that reward seemed like a joke now. 
 
    Labyrinths and Dungeons were the common terms to what were more properly known as Trials. Trials of the Gods were placed on the Infinite World to test, train, and support the People of the World. They took many different forms, but the most popular were the permanent ones. All major cities were built around and depended on them both economically and militarily. But the most common entrants of the Trials, the Adventurers who tested themselves in the Trials, had certain expectations about rewards. This under-powered Summons did not meet those expectations. 
 
    Kirstin glared at the massive disappointment disguised as a useless child, and the child shrunk back. He had no idea what was wrong. So, he lowered his head and stood silently. Kirsten snorted, another un-lady like habit she had picked up hanging around Adventurers. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 70. 
 
    “Hold on, maybe he can be trained! All Summons can be strengthened, right? Otherwise they’d lose value quickly.” Mathias, a Fire Elementalist, spoke up. Tall and lanky, wearing mages robes that seemed at least a size too big, he held a staff much like Lyra’s though his was more intricately carved and bore a mid-grade focusing stone on top. 
 
    He was the middle child of a minor noble sworn to Kirsten’s father. Like Kirsten and many other nobles with no chance of inheriting, he and his brother took to adventuring. It was either that, the church or the military. At least adventuring came with some freedom. 
 
    His older brother, Joel, was the party’s Archer. Joel stepped forward to support Mathias. “That’s true. With a little training, maybe he could shore up one of our weak points.” 
 
    Optimism was one of the things the two brothers brought to the group, but this time Kirstin would have none of it. “What weak point exactly? Our biggest weak point right now is our levels, he’s at 0.  Even catching him up to us is nearly impossible without crippling our own training.” 
 
    It was true. Parties made of nobles, responsible nobles at least, tended to focus more on increasing their Skills and powerful abilities. They would often lag behind common Adventurers level-wise. At least at first. Soon their dedication to training and superior resources showed their value, and when commoners stalled at Level 25 the nobles would sail past them. Currently Joel held the party’s highest Level at 22 with 15 Level in the Squire Class and 7 as an Archer. By the time this Summons was brought up to Level 20, his master would already be pushing Level 30, at a minimum. 
 
    Kirstin’s words hit the summoned boy like a knife. A part of him scoffed at them as well. A part of him felt that he could catch up very easily, but still his shoulders fell even further in shame. He wanted to crawl away but couldn’t, unless his master commanded him. He wanted to prove his worth but didn’t even know where to start. 
 
    “We’ve wasted enough time,” Kirstin sighed. “I should go back and report our progress. Maybe we’ll get permission to explore the sixth floor. That at least will make this worthwhile.” She glared at the boy. “Dismiss your Status, looking at it makes me sick. Mathias! The return scroll.” 
 
    With that, the party, ready to return to the surface, gathered around the Mage to be transported back to the entrance of the Trial. The summoned boy shuffled closer, but not too close, to his master. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 65. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Infinite World was called such because it was ever-changing and growing. New nations and races rose and fell almost daily. New Classes were discovered, as old ways were lost. Monsters and beasts roamed the earth and were slain by soldiers and Adventurers who were, in turn, killed by stronger threats. Heroes and villains created new epics and were forgotten when their successors appeared. This was the way of the Infinite World. 
 
    Strangely, it was the Trials that provided some stability to this chaotic world. Cities built around Trials or Dungeons always had access to food, equipment, and resources, not to mention a training ground that strengthened both their military and civilian populations. 
 
    Therefore, guarding the entrance and exit to the Trials was considered an honor only entrusted to the most loyal of veterans. It was a vital task to make sure all ran smoothly. 
 
    Generally, permanent Trials only had one entrance, which could also be an exit. No matter how far you went down, you could always come back the same way. Of course, that meant battling the same monsters, traversing the same traps, and solving the same puzzles once again. As a result, many Adventurers lost their lives trying to leave a Trial even after they had explored it.   
 
    That was why the second option was more popular. Return Scrolls and Stones held spells that would teleport you directly back to the entrance and leave you not far from the Adventurers Guild Hall. Scrolls and stones could be found in the Trial or purchased at a hefty price. The stones were particularly expensive as they were reusable and rechargeable. Adventurers often saved for years to buy the stones, because recharging them was significantly cheaper than using a scroll. 
 
    Today a Level 45 Sergeant of the City watch had the honor of standing guard at the teleport exit. When the familiar flash of an exiting party appeared in the stone circle at the center of the walled compound, the Sergeant sighed and stretched. He was prepared to deal with another group who would likely try and hide their real earnings, even knowing that lying to a Level 45 Guardsman with a Level 20 Truth Sensing Ability was impossible.  
 
    All groups paid a fee for entering the Trial. The Duke was rather generous in this regard. He only charged 1 silver per group. Many cities charged far more and even took a percentage of any gains. The Duke preferred a flat rate, but he did require that certain herbs and ores, as well as 30% of any Beast Cores found in the Trial, had to be sold to him. 
 
    Most didn’t mind this; the Duke always paid a fair sum for these items. However, some felt they could get a better price for their goods elsewhere. The Duke set a rate and never haggled. Those few who wanted more were the reason a Guardsman with Truth Sensing was always stationed at the exit to the Trial. 
 
    Truth Sensing had seemed like a Godsend when the Sergeant had the chance to learn it 20 years ago. And in a way, it was. It guaranteed him promotions and job security. It also meant he was well trusted, as a dishonest man could never even learn the Ability. On the other hand, it meant he got to spend his days arguing with liars and cheats, and it gave him a rather jaded opinion of certain officers above him. That opinion was why he was a Sergeant and not an officer. Not that he complained too much. He led a comfortable life, even if it was frustrating from time to time.  
 
    The Sergeant was leaning against the compound wall when the flash appeared, but he immediately straightened and unconsciously straightened his uniform while checking the short sword at his waist. His face hardened into a professional glare as he prepared to collect the Duke’s due, but it softened into almost a smile when the Duke’s daughter and her companions appeared on the teleport platform. 
 
    Many noble parties could be difficult to deal with, but Kirstin was known to be friendly and generous, her friends polite and well behaved. Maybe the Sergeant would make it to shift change without having to demonstrate just how little he cared about the reputation and connections of people who wished to benefit from the Dungeon without abiding by its rules. 
 
    However, the Sergeant was taken aback when he saw the scowl on Kirstin’s face. Obviously, things hadn’t gone well this time. As the group stamped down the stairs towards him, he was even more surprised to see a young boy struggling to keep up with their hurried pace. 
 
    People of the Infinite World Awakened to their Statuses generally between the ages of 12 to 15, so it wasn’t unusual to see young Adventurers, but they didn’t enter Trials. In fact, that was the law in Al’drossford, you had to be Level 15 to delve the Dungeon. The boy, practically running at the heels of the Duke’s daughter, couldn’t possibly have been Awakened long enough to be Level 15. He barely looked old enough to have Status. 
 
    The Sergeant ’s face hardened a touch. Duke’s daughter or not, the law was the law, and she was about to get an earful. 
 
    “Lady Kirstin,” he said respectfully but sternly.  
 
    Kirstin tried to smile at the older man, but it came off as a slightly less-pained scowl. “Sergeant,” she acknowledged, “no herbs or ores to report, and only one Core. We would like to sell it here.” 
 
    She passed him a bright red Beast Core that had dropped from the third-floor guardian. Hearing the truth in her words, the Sergeant took the Core and handed it to a clerk sitting at a desk nearby. The clerk Appraised the Core and, after making several notes in a ledger, the clerk took 20 silver from a strongbox and handed it to Kirstin. 
 
    Kirstin accepted the coins with a nod and a twist of her lips. Twenty silvers was the price for a Level 2 Core. She’d been hoping for more. This had not been a profitable delve. But even the Duke’s daughter wasn’t allowed to haggle. She pocketed the coins and started to walk away but was stopped by the Sergeant.  
 
    “About the boy, Lady Kirstin, he can’t possibly be...” The Sergeant started slowly, warming up to a blistering lecture, but he was cut off before he could get up to speed. 
 
    “Boy! That’s not a boy, that’s a burden!” She blurted out the words and had to bite her tongue before she said something she shouldn’t. Her father demanded that people preforming their duty be given the respect they deserved. 
 
    Both the boy and the Sergeant flinched at her outburst. The Sergeant gave the cowering boy a puzzled glance and then asked, “Did you find him wandering alone? I’ll take charge of him if you wish. I need to know how he got in.” 
 
    “It’s not a boy, Sergeant,” Kirstin cut him off with a sigh. “It’s a Summons.” She held up her right hand to show the Sergeant an intricate mark that was now located on the back. It was the same hand that had crushed the Summons crystal. “He’s my reward for defeating the fifth-floor guardian for the first time.” A bitter laugh escaped from Kirstin. “Or maybe we defeated him improperly and this is my punishment.” 
 
    “A Summons,” the Sergeant muttered. “Never seen a Summons like that. Is he...?” 
 
    “He’s exactly what he looks like. A worthless, powerless child,” Kirstin hissed and almost spit. Only the thought of both Lyra and the Sergeant taking her to task for unladylike behavior keep her from doing it. “It’s been a long day, Sergeant. If you don’t mind.” She gestured to the exit. 
 
    “Of course, Lady Kirstin, be well.” The Sergeant stepped aside to let the group pass. He watched them walk away, past the Guild entrance and the carriages waiting there to offer transport. It was a long walk back to the Duke’s fortress, but despite the long day, Kirsten had decided to foot it home, perhaps to blow off steam. 
 
    The Sergeant’s attention was on the boy’s back. The Summons was struggling to keep up with the pace set by his master and her much longer legs. One of the Sergeant’s hands reached up to rub at his chin. 
 
    “Worthless and powerless,” he said absently. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen anything come from the dungeon that can be described like that.” Another flash appeared behind him, and his attention was drawn from the boy to another group exiting the Trial. Back to his duties. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
    The Al’dross had long kept watch over the city named after them. Descended from royalty, they had their pride, and the city reflected that. They were benign overlords who insisted on order and fairness. Their city was kept neat and clean. The Trial and public works made sure everyone was fed and employed, and, while it couldn’t be said that everyone was happy all the time, for the most part they were safe. Not to say the city didn’t have its dark side, but corruption was closely watched and stamped out when it could be stamped out. 
 
    Al’drossford was not known as one of the world’s greatest or most beautiful cities. The Al’dross family preferred straight lines to artistic ones overall, but there was plenty to see. The buildings were well-built and well-maintained by city law. Magnificent fountains and historic statues could be found sitting in the many public squares of the large city. It’s towering walls and well-defended bridges could be said to be marvels of engineering and military know-how. But the summoned boy saw none of it. 
 
    His eyes were planted firmly on the cobblestone road and the heels of his master. He’d learned an interesting fact during this mad dash to wherever she was going. It was that if he strayed too far from her without permission, he experienced pain. Not emotional, I miss my master pain. No, it was physical, a burning pain. He was less than an hour in the Infinite World, so he had nothing to compare it to, but it was far worse than the burning in his legs and lungs that came from trying to keep pace with the Adventurers. 
 
    He knew that his Stamina was connected to his Constitution Attribute, and his Speed to Agility and Strength. He had wondered if the numbers next to those Attributes in his Status were high or low. Now he was certain they were low, very low. 
 
    He tried not to think about it. Tried not to wonder what would happen if he collapsed and his master left him behind. Would he simply feel agonizing pain forever? No, he wouldn’t think about it. Just keep up. 
 
    Occasionally the party’s members, other than Kirstin, would shoot him sympathetic or worried looks, but none spoke up. It wasn’t their business how Kirstin treated her Summons, and honestly, they shared her disappointment in him. So, while Lyra occasionally thought about pulling him along, and Dirk and Joel thought about picking him up to carry him, they didn’t. Allen and Mathias had even quietly placed bets with one another as to how far he would make it before he collapsed. While this might seem heartless, he was only a Summons after all. 
 
    Some of the city folks and guardsmen did give the group startled looks as they passed, but none spoke out. The Duke’s daughter was well-known and well-liked, and if she thought the red-faced boy should run the mile uphill to the Duke’s fortress, then she probably had her reasons. 
 
    As for Kirstin, she was doing her best to forget the boy existed. Not that the wheezing noise he made or the intricate tattoo-like mark on her hand would let her, but she could try. She spent the thirteen minutes it took to reach her home making a list of the things she needed to get done if they were to enter the Trial again tomorrow. Generally, after a successful crawl, a party would take a few days off to train and rest, but Kirsten hardly counted today as a success. So, weapons and armor needed to be checked, supplies gathered, rumors about changes in the Trial listened to. So much needed her attention! 
 
    Kirstin counted her chores and the boy did some counting of his own. It seemed every few minutes he received another message. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 62. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 60. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 58. 
 
    He amused himself by wondering what number it would be when he was finally allowed to catch his breath. 50? 40? It was impossible to know since he had no idea how far they were going. He also wondered what the numbers meant. Was it good or bad that they were going down? He did sense his attachment and unconditional obedience to his master lessening with each Point that ticked down, but that was terrifying. He had come into this world with that bond, and if that bond disappeared, what would happen to him? 
 
    He tried to think happy thoughts about his master. She was pretty, other people seemed to like and respect her, her hair was shiny. It didn’t work, though. The number continued to decrease. It was entirely beyond his control. 
 
    By the time they reached the fortress gates, the Loyalty number had reached 49. Was it his imagination, or was it slowing down? Only one Point down this time not two. Was that significant? 
 
    He was so wrapped up in his wondering that he didn’t notice that the party had stopped to talk with the guard at the gate. They stopped, and the boy learned two new things. The first was that a 12-year-old boy, running directly into the back of a large man wearing metal armor, made an interesting noise. The second was that it hurt, a lot. He fell to the ground, clutching his face, while everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    The gate guard looked shocked and asked him if he was alright. Kirstin had only given him permission to talk to her group, so he said nothing. Instead, it was Kirstin who spoke.  
 
    “Pay no mind to the idiot, he’s fine.” 
 
    Was he an idiot? He didn’t know. He knew his head hurt, and his legs were already starting to stiffen from his forced jog. He knew that it was difficult to stand up. He was so wrapped up in all these things that he missed the subsequent conversation between his master and the guard. 
 
     By the time he was fully on his feet, the group was already moving again, and he could only follow them through the gate, and into a tunnel that lead through the wall. It seemed impossibly long, although it was only about forty feet before they passed another gate and reentered the world of sunlight and open air.  
 
    After the second gate, the party split up, each of the six going to take care of their own tasks. Only Lyra stayed with Kirstin. The two needed to change into more appropriate clothing before reporting to the Duke about their day’s work and plans for tomorrow. The boy followed mindlessly behind for a few steps and then stopped, as Kirstin whirled on him. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” she demanded of him, angrily. 
 
    The boy was confused. “You are my master. I have to follow you.” 
 
    “No, you can’t! I won’t have it! It’s like having my biggest failure stalking behind me!” She shook her head fiercely, and her hands balled into fists. “Go do something, anything, just be away from me.” 
 
    “But, but what should I do?” the boy stammered. 
 
    “Look at you, you can’t even walk a mile! Go train! Run, jump, swim anything! Just go make something of yourself.” With that, Kirstin spun on her heel and left. Lyra gave the boy a look and a shrug and then followed. 
 
    The boy wanted to follow as well, but he had been ordered to stay away, and his feet wouldn’t allow him to move forward. Panic set in as his master got farther away. If she got too far, there would be pain....but there wasn’t. Was it because he was obeying her order? If she ordered it, could he be separated from her? That must be it! 
 
    The boys breathing calmed as the expected pain didn’t come. It was still ragged, but it wasn’t forced anymore. He looked around him. They had passed through one wall and entered a huge open area. A few hundred yards from the first wall, a second rose up. He wondered if there was a third beyond that. What else could be behind that wall? Between the first two walls... 
 
    It was rather beautiful. Stone pathways wandered past fountains and flower beds. Ornate hedges and fences lined the pathways guiding people away from more delicate flowers and foliage. And the people! There were people everywhere, and some glared at him. 
 
    He realized he was standing in the middle of a busy road that led from the gate to, presumably, the Keep? This was a castle, a fortress? Palace? People were working. He moved to the side quickly and continued watching for a moment. Soldiers, gardeners, craftsmen, merchants, and nobles all moved about their business. Most with a speed that implied they had somewhere to be, though some seemed to be enjoying strolling amongst the gardens.  
 
    It was all completely overwhelming to the boy. Everyone was well or at least neatly dressed, even the people he assumed were servants were finely clothed, at least compared to himself. He was dressed in a simple white shirt with long sleeves that was mostly tucked into brown trousers; his run had left him somewhat disheveled. His shoes, well, they were barely shoes, more like slippers, fragile and soft. Compared to the neatly uniformed soldiers and servants, he looked like a beggar. If you placed him next to the nobles and merchants in their fine brightly colored silk, he was an insect. The boy was experiencing the feeling of shame, but fortunately, a message interrupted his confusion and bewilderment. 
 
    You have received an order. You are to train yourself by your master’s command. The order is open-ended, you may choose how to train. Your training may focus on Strength or Agility. Choose. 
 
    The boy’s mind froze. Which was the most important? The messages kept coming. 
 
    You have thirty seconds to decide. Failure to begin training will result in punishment. 
 
    Punishment? Punishment meant pain! Right? Pain was bad, let’s not be punished! The boy’s brain raced as he tried to decide. 
 
    “The master was displeased that I had trouble keeping up. Which training will help me improve so I can keep up next time?” The boy asked out loud, mostly to himself. However, wherever the messages came from, his question was taken as a decision. 
 
    You have chosen to train in Agility, Strength, and Constitution. This meets the expectations of your master’s order. Begin training. Run. 
 
    No, no, no, he couldn’t run anymore!  He needed something else. Before he could open his mouth to change his decision (had he made a decision?), another message came. 
 
    Training has been determined. Begin training or suffer the consequences. Punishment will begin in 10 seconds. 
 
    The boy began to run. 
 
    Loyalty decreased due to poor management. Loyalty now 47. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Lyra opened the door to Kirstin’s private chambers and stepped aside as her lady entered. Kirstin strode in and unbuckled her sword belt. She wrapped the loose ends of the belt around her scabbard.  
 
    The sitting room she stood in had two sofas and three chairs all tastefully upholstered in expensive blue fabric, but she resisted the urge to toss her sword down on the nearest one. She was a Level 19 Duelist; her weapon should be nearby. And, as a noblewoman, it was beneath her dignity to strip in her sitting room, which meant she had to make it to her bed-chamber to change out of her finely crafted and sweat-stained clothing. 
 
    “Shall I help you change, Milady?” Lyra inquired dutifully as her mistress stood still in the middle of the room. As a party member, she spoke freely and carelessly to Kirstin, but in the Keep, she was a servant before she was a friend.  Lyra must observe every protocol of her duty. Kirstin may not mind, but others, some looking to find fault with the young noblewoman, certainly would. 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine,” Kirstin replied absently. “We both need to wash and change quickly. I need to secure father’s permission to enter the Dungeon tomorrow, before something comes up and he is called away.” 
 
    Lyra nodded and took herself to her own small chamber while Kirstin forced herself to move into her bedroom. There she quickly removed the few pieces of hardened leather that served as her armor and hung it neatly on a rack near the door. Then she stripped and dropped her clothing carelessly on the floor. Sword in hand she made her way to the bath chamber. 
 
    Inside, she hung her sword in the pegs near the door and stared longingly at the marble bath. Normally, she made do with the Self-Clean Charm while in the Trial. That Charm only went so far and was not as satisfying as a bath. Now the tub was calling her name, but she didn’t have time to soak and pamper herself. That luxury would remain a dream.  
 
    Instead, she moved to a stool set off to the side and sat down. Near the stool was a metal bucket with two runes carved into it. Picking up the bucket, she channeled Mana into the runes and watched as hot water quickly filled the container, appearing from nowhere. Magic was a convenience. 
 
    After the bucket was full, Kirstin slowly poured it over her head and shoulders, the water cascading down her torso, easing aching muscles ever so slightly. She had heard there was a more efficient way of washing now, something called a shower, but she wasn’t interested. This method had always worked fine in the Al’dross territory. They were far from the capital and expected to act a little backward. 
 
    A nearby stone shelf held various soaps, which Kirstin used to wash herself. Presently Lyra entered the bath chamber wrapped in a towel, and Kirstin allowed her maid to scrub and wash her hair and back, mumbling in contentment as nimble hands and fingers did their work. After rinsing, she traded places with her maid and returned the favor. 
 
    This wasn’t entirely proper, but Kirstin had decided that she only needed a single attendant upon becoming an Adventurer, so compromises needed to be made. 
 
    Finished with bathing, the two women returned to Kirstin’s bedchamber, where hair was brushed and styled, makeup applied, and clothing chosen. Before too long, Kirsten was buckling her sword around her waist again, studying her reflection in a full-length mirror.  
 
    Long blond hair, artfully held in place with silver pins, fell about her shoulders and framed her face. A light red blush highlighted her high cheekbones, and a similar color decorated her lips, but all else was her own pale skin. As a swordswoman, she refused to wear a dress and instead wore loose flowing pants of white that could be mistaken for a skirt if she stood still, and a silk blouse of the lightest blue. Her only jewelry was a necklace of braided silver and gold and a diamond ring on her right hand. The first was a gift from her father and the other from her older brother, both greatly valued because of their simplicity. Only her father and brother knew her tastes well enough to prepare appropriate gifts. 
 
    She studied her reflection and wasn’t displeased. She might prefer simpler garb, but she wasn’t uncomfortable, nor would she shame her family. It would do.  
 
    Lyra stood behind and to the side. Her brown hair was pulled back, and she wore a simple dress of black and silver, the colors of house Al’dross. She toyed with the idea of mentioning Kirstin’s new Summons to her mistress but held her tongue. Some arrangements must be made, but Kirstin had obviously put the matter aside and reminding her now would only foul her mood. Lyra would have a quiet word with the steward or head of maids to make sure the boy’s needs were met when she had the chance. 
 
    Kirstin looked out of her chamber window and took note of the setting sun. “Father should be in his study, and available now. Let’s go.” A quiet word of agreement from the maid and the two left to settle their affairs. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Kirstin was the youngest of five children, three boys and two girls. Amongst those children, she was only close to her nearest brother, Michael. Of all the Duke’s children, only he had chosen a life of military service. Her brother, Aaron, served in the Duke’s Guard, but that was his duty as heir, not his choice. Only Michael sought a military life and had now earned the position of the Captain of the Duke’s guard. 
 
    At twenty, only three years older than Kirstin, many thought he had been granted this honor due to his father’s favoritism, but the truth was, Michael had earned every honor accorded to him. He was a Level 15 warrior, Level 15 Mage, and Level 13 Spellsword. With a total Level of 43, there were none among his peers who matched him, and of all his father’s children, he was considered the most likely to reach Level 50 first. The higher one’s Level rose, the slower one’s progression became. 50 was a milestone that many never reached, and while his eldest brother Aaron had reached Level 45, he had taken 30 years to do so. 
 
    To reach Level 43, at twenty, spoke well of Michael’s determination, potential, and talent. He took his post seriously and was well respected by all the Duke’s men as a considerate commander and exceptional warrior. 
 
    It was this young Captain who was currently on his way to the Keep’s main gate to receive the day’s report and oversee the changing of the guard. Technically, this was the job of his lieutenant, but his lieutenant would report to him afterward, so that he could report to his father.  Michael found it more efficient and convenient to cut out the middleman. 
 
    He was a little early today. It had been a very light day for the Captain of the Guard. He personally lead a patrol of junior guardsmen on a patrol of the northern highway, which had gone disappointingly smooth. The men had performed well, but there had been no sign of beast or bandit. Michael kept telling himself that it was good not to run into trouble near the city, but the truth was, he was itching to stretch his sword arm. He’d have to check with his father, and if nothing pressing was in the works, maybe he could take a squad for “training” into the Dungeon or the nearby mountains for a week or so.  
 
    Michael winced as the word Dungeon crossed his mind. His father hated it when people referred to the Trial that way. “It disrespects the will of the gods,” he was known to say. While not a particularly pious man, the Duke did believe what was proper was proper, and he would not like to hear the slang term from the lips of one of his officers, much less from his son. 
 
    “Got to be careful, that brat’s Adventurer nonsense is contagious,” Michael chuckled to himself as he arrived at the gate. He cleared his throat and called out, “Corporal, where’s your Sergeant with my report?” 
 
    His words were gruff. He managed not to soften them by winking. A slight lifting of the corner of his mouth was all the humor he allowed himself. Captains should not wink. 
 
    The Corporal currently in charge of the gate saluted Michael but did allow himself a full grin as he answered. “You’re early Sir. The Sergeant is out making his rounds one last time before shift change.” 
 
    Michael sighed and tucked his thumbs into his sword belt. “Well, that’s all right and proper, and damn annoying too. Why don’t we pass the time by you telling me the gist of what your Sergeant is going to tell me? And pass on any gossip that he wouldn’t tell me while you’re at it.” 
 
    The Corporal chuckled. “It’s been a quiet day sir. Think the Sergeant only has numbers and such to pass on. Myself I’m not good at remembering numbers, which is probably why I never get promoted. And gossip...ah, quiet day sir, no gossip either.” He hesitated. 
 
    That’s not right, Michael thought to himself, his brow tightening. There’s always gossip. If not about something that happened at the gate or barracks today, then something that happened at the tavern last night. Or to someone’s second cousin the week before. Guardsmen always had gossip. 
 
    “What are you hiding from me, Corporal?” Michael tried to keep his tone relaxed, but a hint of an order crept through anyway. 
 
    “It’s really not my place to say, Sir,” The Corporal said nervously. Gossip about the gate or guard was just gossip, but gossip about the Duke’s family was an entirely different matter. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?” Not a hint of an order, now the Captain was speaking to his subordinate. 
 
    “It’s your sister sir, Lady Kirstin, and...and I swear we haven’t been talking about it, not really, just it’s odd.” 
 
    “My sister,” Michael said, surprised, relaxing a bit. “Go ahead and spill it. If it’s about Kirstin the Adventurer, it is gossip, and if it’s about Lady Kirstin, well then, I’ll tell you so, so you know it’s not gossip.” 
 
    The Captain may have relaxed, but the Corporal was standing straight at attention. “Ahhh, it’s like this, Sir, the Lady came back from a dungeon crawl near two hours ago, and she was in a bit of a huff. That is to say, Sir,” he hurried to explain, “she wasn’t in the best of moods. Strode right up and reported her return straight away without so much as a hello.” 
 
    Michael relaxed even more, this sounded like gossip about the Adventurer Kirstin. “A bad run in the Trial can put a person’s back up, Corporal.” 
 
    “Yes sir, it certainly can,” the soldier agreed. “But the Lady reported she was successful in clearing the fifth floor. We were all set to congratulate her, but she just walked in without another word. Walked in, followed by her party, and a boy.” 
 
    “A boy, how do you mean?” Michael’s brow started to tighten again. 
 
    “Just a boy, Sir, young. I’d be surprised if he was Awakened yet. Only thing that stood out was he was red in the face and gasping like he’d been running for days.” The Corporal cleared his throat. “Didn’t think much of it, Sir. Actually, it’s well-known that the Lady doesn’t keep much in the way of help. I personally figured that the lad might be someone she picked up to act as a Page or runner, and she’d been running him for practice.” The Corporal chuckled weakly. 
 
    “Then, not three steps in the gate, she turns on the boy and starts yelling at him to go, go train, or some such, and not to follow her. Then she stormed off and left him there, just left him standing there, and him looking all lost. He stood there for a minute like he didn’t know what to do. The Sergeant was about to go get his story when he suddenly took off running.” 
 
    Michael rubbed his chin. “If that’s the whole story, I’m not sure it’s gossip or not, Corporal. Kirstin is free to hire or fire staff as she chooses.” 
 
    “I don’t mean the boy left, Sir,” The Corporal said shaking his head. “I mean he started doing laps on the killing field...ah outer ward, and garden that is, Sir.”  
 
    The Guard often referred to the area between the first and second walls as the killing fields. Two hundred yards across, it was kept free of any real cover so in case the first wall was breached, the defenders would have plenty of room to sling arrows and spells at any intruder. But it was well known that the Duke preferred to hear it called the outer ward. 
 
    “He started running and kept running,” the Corporal continued. “We joked about it at first. But not for long, not after the first hour. The boy isn’t much of a runner. Slow and weak, but he keeps going. Sometimes he collapses and lays on the ground for a bit, then starts crawling until he can get back up to run again. Nothing funny about that, especially once we realized his shoes had fallen apart and his feet were cut up.... we did try to stop him, Sir, but when the Sergeant grabbed a hold of him, the boy started screaming like he was being murdered, begging us to let him follow his master’s orders.” 
 
    The Corporal trailed off and Michael didn’t know what to say. “I see. Well where’s the boy now?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Still running, Sir, near two hours now, but he’s still running. If you can call it that. Staggering like he’s being chased is more like it. It’s taking him longer and longer to make a full lap.” The Corporal shook his head. “It’s not my place to say it, but I can’t imagine a boy that young doing anything to deserve...not right, Sir.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t sound right,” Michael agreed slowly. “It has to be a misunderstanding. Kirstin isn’t a cruel girl. Who’s your runner, Corporal?” 
 
    “Guardsman Tucker has that duty today, Sir.” The Corporal gestured to a Guardsman standing a few feet away.  
 
    Tucker was doing his best to seem invisible, just like all the guardsmen on gate duty now. They were glad someone had spoken up about the boy, but they certainly didn’t want to be involved in any report that might seem to criticize the Duke’s youngest daughter. 
 
    “Tucker, you find the Lady Kirstin and bring her here. And she’d better be running herself when she comes,” Michael ordered. “Corporal, I need another of your men to accompany me. Where can I find this boy?” 
 
    The Corporal pointed to the west. “He passed here twenty minutes ago, Sir, so he should be coming from that way soon enough if he hasn’t collapsed for good already. Carl, you’re on the Captain’s orders.” 
 
    Michael set off at a brisk, ground-eating soldier’s pace in the indicated direction, his eyes scanning the distance, with a spear-carrying Guardsman close behind him. He had a bad feeling about this. What could make a child run for two hours when he was unsupervised? Run until his shoes fell apart, run on cut feet, crawl when he couldn’t stand, only to run again when he was able to get his legs back under him. 
 
    Hexes and compulsion could make a man do a thing like that, but Kirstin didn’t know much beyond simple spells like Spark, much less the darker crafts like compulsion. There was something wrong here, and Michael meant to find out what it was.  
 
    ********** 
 
    The boy stumbled around a corner and fell. It didn’t hurt as much to fall near the northern gate, the back gate. This end of the outer ward held the stables, smithies, and various other buildings necessary for the smooth operation of the Keep. Buildings that were necessary but best kept out of sight. The ground was mostly hard-packed dirt here, instead of the stone pathways of the gardens on the south end. No, it didn’t hurt nearly as much to fall here. 
 
    The boy struggled to keep moving, he had to stand or at least crawl. The real pain would come if he stopped moving too long. As much as the cuts on his hands and feet stung, as badly as the bruises on his arms and legs ached, they were nothing compared to the punishment that came when he stopped “training”. 
 
    At some point a few laps ago, a uniformed man had stopped him from running and questioned him. The boy was unable to answer the questions at first, and, as the seconds passed, the punishment had grown harsher until he was screaming and begging to be allowed to keep running. That had been bad but not the worst. 
 
    The boy stumbled to his feet and limped forward. His legs barely supported him, and he was terrified of the moment when they would give out altogether. Would he die of the pain when he was unable to push on, or would he simply be tortured forever, without the release of death? 
 
    He wasn’t truly aware of his path anymore, moving forward was more panicked animal instinct now. When he ran into an obstacle that had never been there before and tumbled back to the ground, he almost couldn’t believe it had happened. 
 
    Blurry eyes sought to find what had caused his fall and found another uniformed man standing over him. This one was younger than the last, with blond hair, and piercing blue eyes that called to mind the boy’s master. A shocked expression filled the man’s handsome face. 
 
    “Boy, can you hear me? Answer me!” 
 
    The words registered with the boy, but he couldn’t answer. He had to run! He awkwardly turned over and got to his hands and knees, crawling forward. When the man knelt beside him and put a hand up to stop him, the boy flinched. 
 
    “Nooo.... Pl…please.... must run,” the boy begged, and the man removed his hand immediately as if burned. “Thank you... must... run.” The boy moved forward mindlessly. 
 
    Michael kept kneeling on the ground as he watched the boy in disbelief. The boy was filthy, covered in grime and animal waste, probably from falling near the stables. Cuts on his hands and feet would probably still be bleeding if they weren’t so caked in filth. The boy’s skin was red and dry from exhaustion and sun burn. His pleas to continue were barely audible; Michael doubted he had enough moisture left to coat his mouth and throat. 
 
    “Guardsman,” Michael addressed Carl in a soft but angry voice, “I want my sister and a healer here now! I wanted her here an hour ago, and I want a gods-be-damned explanation for this. Go!” 
 
    Carl saluted briskly and sprinted away. The Captain had a temper, one he normally kept under wraps. Carl had seen rage on his face just now. Seen and understood it. That boy was near death, and the Guardsman would see a healer and the Lady here if he had to carry them forcibly. 
 
    As the Guardsman sprinted away, Michael stayed by the boy. He was furious, but he had one answer. When he had reached out and stopped the boy, a mark had lit up on the back of the boy’s right hand. A Summons mark! That mark was always visible on the summoner’s hand, but the Summons mark only showed up on the contracted beast when the creature was being punished. It was impossible to know what kind of pain a punished Summons endured, but Michael had never seen a Summons able to withstand it. 
 
    He had known a noble with an Ontreazion Lizard Summons once. That lizard was able to take a spear thrust without whimpering in the slightest. But when its master activated the mark to punish it for being slow to block the thrust, it had screamed as if it was being dismembered. 
 
    It was impossible for this boy to be a Summons, and yet that mark was the proof that he was. Michael didn’t know what had happened, but he knew this boy was contracted to his sister. And he knew that to force a Summons to this point and then punish it, was an evil action.  
 
    Michael watched helplessly, his hands clenching and unclenching in fury as the boy stumbled and fell, crawled and stood, stumbled and fell, again and again. The boy was an impossible existence, a unique creature. Michael would have at least heard rumors if a human Summons had ever appeared before. How could anyone treat such a treasure this way? What would this boy be capable of if he was properly trained?  
 
    The boy was obviously low-leveled, weak, and slow. Any of the Guard under Michael’s command could run for hours without rest, but how many of them could have done it at Level 3? Or 9 even? Perhaps the pain prodded the boy on, but there was determination there as well; determination to escape the pain, to successfully carry out his master’s order, even at the cost of his life. 
 
    Michael stood there and watched, stewing in rage for another fifteen minutes before his sister arrived. It didn’t help his fury that when Kirstin did show up, she was walking! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Kirstin was in a foul mood as she strode leisurely through the outer ward with Lyra at her side. Her father had been in his study, but he had been in a meeting and wouldn’t be available for some time. 
 
    That didn’t particularly bother her. The meeting with the Duke was a formality, a courtesy, really. It could wait. There were other preparations to be made in the meantime. She was on her way to take care of those preparations when a Guardsman stopped her and said her brother needed her at the main gate. She dismissed the Guardsman with a promise to be there soon and felt a touch of annoyance. She had things to do and didn’t care to be whistled for like a dog.  
 
    When the second Guardsman showed up mere minutes later, telling her Michael demanded her presence at the west side of the outer ward, immediately, she was rather more than annoyed. Demanded! The Guardsman had tried to ignore her dismissal and hurry her along as well. She had been inches away from drawing her sword when Lyra stepped forward to mediate. The Guardsman had been convinced to leave after Lyra promised that they would comply with Michael’s request. Kirstin was sure she had seen a disgusted sneer on his face as he left. 
 
    Now Kirstin was ready to see Michael. He had better have a good explanation for calling for her like she was one of his recruits or some raw squire. She had been tempted to take a roundabout way to the outer ward, but Lyra convinced her that a direct route would be best. Damned if she would hurry, though. 
 
    Following a direct path, it took her ten minutes to catch sight of her brother’s uniformed figure standing like a statue amongst the flower beds of the ward. She frowned. He looked tense, staring at the ground, and unaware of her approach. Kirstin had never seen him look so unsettled before. Perhaps she should have hurried a touch; something appeared to be wrong. 
 
    When she was within distance to hail him comfortably without yelling, she did so. “Michael, I suppose...No, you’d better have good cause to send your men with orders for me. One of them even looked like he was ready to lay hands on me! Since when do you issue orders to...” Her voice caught in her throat as she got a good look at Michael’s face.  
 
    She was closer to him than she was to any of her other family members, besides her parents, and she had never seen him this angry before. In fact, she had never seen him angry at her, ever. She came to an abrupt stop in the face of that anger. 
 
    “Good cause!” Michael said sharply. She didn’t see him move, but suddenly he was in front of her, his face inches from hers. “I need no cause! I am Captain of the Guard and you are an Adventurer. You will answer to me because that is the authority granted to me in this Keep!” 
 
    Kirstin flinched, and her hand moved, unconsciously, towards the hilt of her sword in reaction to the threat Michael presented, but she stopped it quickly enough. She was suddenly reminded that her older brother was not only over twenty levels higher than her but a better swordsman as well. He could be five levels less than her and she wouldn’t give much for her chances in a fight. People called her a promising talent, but Michael they called gifted. 
 
    “What...What is this about?” Kirstin stammered. 
 
    Michael grabbed her arm roughly and pulled her forward. “This is what this is about!” He said, pointing. 
 
    The boy had collapsed out of sight behind a hedge and was feebly trying to crawl forward. It seemed his arms would no longer support him. Kirstin paled, her nose wrinkling at the sight of his tiny, filthy frame wriggling on the stone pathway. 
 
    “For the love of Terah, what happened to him?” She exclaimed. 
 
    “I believe you ordered him to run. Order him to stop. Now!” Michael demanded through gritted teeth. 
 
    Kirstin’s last words to the boy flashed through her mind, and she grimaced. “Train, I ordered him to train, not to run, not to...” 
 
    “Order him to stop, now!” Michael shouted. Only the thought that hitting her would delay Kirstin from stopping the boy kept him from slapping her.  
 
    “You...you there, boy, stop! Now!” Kirstin tried to step away from her brother, but he kept a firm hold on her arm.  
 
    A few feet away, the boy, who had finally made it to his hands and knees, collapsed limply. He lay still, and for a moment Michael was sure he had died, but soon, the slight movement of breathing reassured the Captain. 
 
    Michael stood silently for a moment before he turned to Lyra, who was standing a short distance away, shocked, both by Michael’s behavior and the boy’s condition. “Well, woman, aren’t you trained as a healer? Heal him!” 
 
    At Michael’s barked command, Lyra scurried forward to kneel beside the boy. She chanted under her breath as she cast Healing and Cleansing on the boy. With his immediate wounds taken care of, she cast a diagnostic Spell to search for any other problems. Besides being severely dehydrated and weak from hunger, the boy showed no other ill effects from his ordeal. 
 
    “He just needs water, food, and rest,” Lyra reported. She reached out and rolled the boy onto his back. She was surprised to find clear brown eyes looking at her. She had thought the boy was unconscious. “He’s awake!” she said, unnecessarily. “He should be fine with a bit of care.” 
 
    “Fine. He should be fine!” Michael repeated disgustedly. He released the hold he had on Kirstin’s arm and stepped forward to scoop the boy up into his arms.  
 
    “You will come with me!” he ordered Kirstin.  
 
    He didn’t wait for her acknowledgment but merely set off. She followed closely at his heels. 
 
    “Tell me where he came from and why you felt he should end in this state,” Michael spoke without looking back. 
 
    Kirstin quickly told the tale of how a Summons crystal had appeared as a reward for defeating the floor guardian, how the boy had been what was summoned, and why she was so angry that she banished him from her presence with the order to train. 
 
    “He’s so useless, too weak to even walk up a hill,” she complained bitterly. “I didn’t want to hurt him, I just couldn’t stand to look at him.” 
 
    Michael shook his head and kept walking. He needed to get the boy to the barracks. Lyra was a decent healer, but the boy needed specialized care. The Guard Medics knew how to treat dehydration. 
 
    “What’s his name?” He asked at last. 
 
    “Name? He doesn’t have a name. Unless his name is Unnamed.” Kirstin couldn’t understand why her brother was so angry. It’s not as if the boy was a real person. He was a Summons, an item, for all intents and purposes. And he wasn’t even Michael’s item. It wasn’t like she broke his toy. 
 
    “You’re such a fool,” Michael huffed. “A Summoner names his Summons! His name is what you say it is.” 
 
    “Then he should be named for what he is!” Kirstin huffed back. “Usel....” 
 
    Michael cut her off. “Let no careless word come out of that foolish mouth! Your carelessness has done enough harm.” 
 
    Kirstin’s mouth snapped shut, and she thought for a moment before she grinned, sardonically, behind Michael’s back, “His name is Trent.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes had closed while he was being carried, but, at this declaration, his body jolted, and his eye opened wide, “Trent, my name is Trent!” For the first time in his short existence, Trent laughed. If it was a bitter, sad laugh, only Michael noticed. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
    At the barracks, Michael turned Trent over to the medics. Experienced hands quickly started to treat the boy, and Michael felt a knot between his shoulders loosen. Within minutes, they had him stabilized and informed Michael that all he needed was rest and food. They left, promising to send a servant with a meal. 
 
    “You will turn Trent over to my care,” he told his sister after the medics had gone. 
 
    Kirstin was taken back. “Why? What use is he to you?” 
 
    Michael sighed. “Does it matter? You don’t want to see him, and I don’t want a unique Summons dying on the parade grounds.” 
 
    “Fine!” Kirstin snorted, she turned to where Trent lay, unmoving, but awake, in a sickbed. “Follow any orders my brother gives you as if they were from me.” 
 
    Trent nodded weakly, and Kirstin looked back to Michael. “Satisfied? If there’s nothing else, I have things to do.” 
 
    Michael shook his head and muttered, “Go.” 
 
    Trent watched his master stalk out of the room and quietly said under his breath, “Thirty-nine.” 
 
    “What’s that, Trent?” Michael said, sitting down on an adjacent bed. 
 
    “Es’trent.” Trent replied with an oddly melodic word, unwilling or perhaps unable to repeat the number he had spoken. Michael cocked his head, curiously, at the foreign phrase, and Trent explained. “My name is Trent, but I’m sure, in her heart, my master means for it to be pronounced Es’trent.”  
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Es’trent is Elvish,” Trent said, “it means roughly ‘that which has no use.’ My master has quite the sense of humor.” Again, a sad and bitter laugh escaped from him. 
 
    Michael leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees, a fascinated expression on his face. “You speak Elvish?” 
 
    “Yes, apparently,” Trent replied. “I didn’t know I did, until she named me. Is that normal?” 
 
    “I think we’ll find there isn’t much about you that is normal,” Michael answered. “A human Summons? What can be normal about something that has never happened before? As for your name...” Michael paused to consider his words. “It’s a fine enough name in the common tongue and, in a way, it is a type of revenge. My sister loves Elven poetry but can never find anyone who can recite it properly. If she knew you spoke Elvish, she’d probably never let you out of her sight.” 
 
    He pursed his lips and continued, “From the fact that you aren’t jumping up to go tell her, I’m guessing your Loyalty Rating has fallen below fifty. If you can, try not to hold her actions against her. She’s not a cruel person, just shortsighted sometimes.” 
 
    “You know about the Loyalty rating?” Trent asked, sitting up in his bed. “Do you know a lot about Summons?”  
 
    “Not a lot, but more than my sister does. She’s never been one for studying,” Michael said with a laugh. “You probably have a lot of questions about many things. I’ll answer what questions I can, and maybe together we can learn more about Summons.” 
 
    “Tomorrow!” Michael added, seeing the flood of queries that were about to bubble from the boy. “Tonight, you should eat, bathe, and sleep while I arrange a few things. I would like to see your Status, before I make too many plans.” 
 
    Trent nodded, quickly displaying his Status: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Trent  
  
      	  Age: 12 
  
      	  Race: Human  
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 0 
  
      	  Class: None 
  
      	  Profession: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 50 
  
      	  Stamina: 50 
  
      	  Mana: 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 4 
  
      	  Agility: 5 
  
      	  Dexterity: 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 5 
  
      	  Intelligence: 5 
  
      	  Wisdom: 3 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Skills: None 
  
      	  Abilities: none 
  
      	  Spells: none 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    After his torturous training, Trent was eager to see if he’d become better. He bit his lip with a disgruntled frown when he saw only his Strength Attribute had changed and only by one. 
 
    “Running should have increased my Strength, Agility, and Constitution. Why did only my strength go up?” he asked. 
 
    Michael smiled sympathetically. “Running is a good way to train all those stats at lower levels, but what you were doing... it wasn’t the most efficient way to train, is all.”  What he didn’t say was that Trent was lucky not to see a decrease in his Attributes due to his trauma, which was a real risk from poor training at lower levels. 
 
    “That’s enough for tonight,” Michael said before Trent could ask any more, “I hear the servants coming with food. You should eat and rest tonight, everything else can wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Why does my status say 12 years next to age? Shouldn’t it say one day?” Trent asked the second Michael walked through the door the next day. 
 
    The boy was standing next to his bed with the appearance of having been up for hours, waiting patiently. He was dressed in a long, loose, sleep shirt. The servants, who had brought dinner the night before, had also brought the shirt and bathing supplies and removed the stained, torn clothing Trent was summoned in.  
 
    Michael was glad to see the Summons, clean and healthy-looking, and he laughed. “That was one of the questions I had for you, actually. There’s never been a talking Summons before, much less a human one. There are two theories on the matter, however. The first is that Summons are born on another plane and live there until they are brought to this one. The second is that the number represents physical condition rather than age. You have the appearance of a twelve-year-old, so your status says twelve.” 
 
    The two fell silent as Trent digested this information. He had no memory of living in another place. His first ever recollection was staring up into the eyes of his master. His first and only impulse was to serve and obey.  
 
    With his question answered, Trent addressed a more urgent problem the morning had brought. The messages had informed him his loyalty had fallen to 38 in the night. He still couldn’t disobey an order, but it occurred to him that he might want to. An impulse that would have been entirely alien less than fourteen hours ago. 
 
    “What should I do today?” Trent looked Michael in the eye and spoke earnestly. Disobedience might be on the horizon, but a large part of him still desired to be useful, to get stronger for his master’s sake. 
 
    “That is the question,” Michael replied. He moved forward and took a seat on the edge of an empty bed. Trent turned to remain facing the Captain. “We should have you tested. We won’t know what class or profession you can take until you reach your first Level, but we can make some plans once we know where your talents lie, and how many profession and class slots you have.” 
 
    “Seven,” Trent said abruptly. 
 
    Michael blinked. “Seven? Seven slots? How are they divided?”  
 
    Seven slots were remarkable no matter how it was broken down. Michael’s three Class slots and two profession slots made him a genius. If he had seven slots altogether, he’d be the Heir instead of his brother, Aaron. 
 
    “Both,” Trent said slowly. “Seven profession slots, and seven class slots. Is that bad? Is that why my master finds me so weak?” 
 
    “Seven Combat Classes and Seven Professions... bad.... no, not bad.” Michael said, just as slowly.  
 
    Bad? Weak? These were not words that should be in Trent’s vocabulary. Seven slots split between class and profession would have given Trent an enviable status in any kingdom. Fourteen total slots were outrageous, and complicated.  
 
    Michael’s plans for the day were still vague. First, to see Trent fed and dressed, then off to the scribes for an evaluation. At the moment when he thought Trent had seven slots, he had upgraded any scribe to the Head of Scribes. But fourteen!? Kingdoms would go to war for such an asset. Properly trained, Trent had no conceivable limits. Any path would see him at a high leve,l and all high-leveled individuals had value. Could a mere servant, even a department head, be trusted with Trent’s evaluation? No, there was only one person with a high enough Level in the Scribe Profession who could be depended on. Trent would have to meet with the Duke. 
 
    Michael looked at the boy. Trent stood waiting for more information with a concerned look on his face, and a curious tilt to his head. The young Captain of the Guard rubbed a hand across his lips. Was there anything harder to explain than what most picked up in bits and pieces throughout their life? But Michael tried. 
 
    He tried to explain that most commoners only had one slot when they Awakened their status and reached Level 1. Most spent their first five levels as Commoners, whether it was a Combat Class or Profession. Their first five levels were spent trying to pick up appropriate Skills so that they could specialize at Level 5. The lucky ones were able to choose a profession like blacksmith or farmer, or a class like Rogue or warrior at Level 1. Some who spent five levels at commoner and learned Skills that they had no affinity for would never see Level 15. 
 
    Nobles had it better. They were usually born with a mix of two and one. The Class, Noble, was always one of their options, and it was a standard start. Michael and his sister were exceptions here. They had never seen the benefit of leveling the Noble Class, when only heirs would be able to truly bring out its potential.  
 
    Michael had chosen Warrior and Mage, and once those two were leveled enough, he picked up Spellsword for his Combat Classes. He complimented them with Team Leader and Scholar as Professions. His high affinity with all of these had led to his rapid rise. Kirstin had so far only chosen one Class, Warrior. She had Specialized as a Duelist and dreamed of Bladedancer. With the support of a noble family, this might even be possible. 
 
    Royalty had the most advantages, which was why they were royalty. They normally had four Combat Classes and three Professions, though it was sometimes the other way around. The only reason you ever saw Royalty under the Level of thirty was because of the law that only the Heir could train the Royalty Class. Because of this, many younger sons and daughters left a slot open, just in case an unfortunate accident occurred to the Heir. This often held them back, but dreamers would always dream, and occasionally plot and scheme. 
 
    “So no, seven slots isn’t bad,” Michael finished his explanation awkwardly. “But it should be kept secret. We’ll need to tell my father, no one else.” 
 
    Trent nodded, not really understanding but not really caring either. “If my Master asks, I will have to tell her.” 
 
    Michael snorted gently. Kirstin was the last person he wanted to know. Not only was secret keeping a skill with which she was unfamiliar, but she would promptly snatch back her Summons if she had any inkling of his value. Fortunately, the odds of her seeking out Trent for any purpose whatsoever was incredibly low. 
 
    Michael also caught the unspoken statement within Trent’s words. If she asked, he would tell her, but he wouldn’t offer the information. His Loyalty Rating was already that low. 
 
    “Of course, she is your...” Michael was interrupted by a knock at the infirmary door. He flinched and was ashamed of himself for it. He had asked the medics to leave him alone with the Summons, so only one person could be knocking. Secrets could make a man jumpy. “Come in, Lieutenant.” 
 
    The door burst open, and his Lieutenant swept in, followed by a servant holding a meal tray and a small neat-looking older man carrying a rather large satchel. 
 
    “At your command, so have I appeared, dearest Captain,” Lieutenant Ranchell Ross announced loudly and saluted, fist to heart, while clicking her heels together. Stepping to the side, she gestured the servant and older man into the room. 
 
    Trent’s eyes took in the Lieutenant, the servant with her tray and the older man with his burden, then settled his full attention on the meal tray that was filling the room with a promise of deliciousness. Noticing Trent’s fascination, Michael directed the servant to set the tray on the bed and dismissed her. He encouraged Trent to dig into a substantial meal of potatoes, eggs, and bacon, before turning his attention to the others. 
 
    Michael’s first action upon being named Captain of the Guard was to make Ranchell Ross his Lieutenant, and he almost never regretted it. A tall, slim, and well-muscled woman with a severe warrior’s face and short black hair, Ranchell was very good at her job. A distant cousin of the Al’dross family, Ranchell was “fallen” or “country” nobility. Her family had no real lands or titles, but their children still had at least one slot in both class and profession, which, along with lineage, made them very suitable for service. Ranchell was a valued member of the Guard, but her tendency towards bubbliness with her Captain, did make him grind his teeth sometimes. She was handsome enough, but with her severe looks and weather tanned skin, you expected a more solemn woman.  
 
    “And about time, Lieutenant.” Michael said, and then ignored her, and the pout she threw him, completely, giving the small older man his undivided attention. “Master Taylor, I’m pleasantly surprised to see you. I was expecting one of your apprentices. I’m afraid the job, while important to me, is beneath you.” 
 
    Master Taylor was, in fact, a master tailor and the personal tailor and cobbler for the Duke’s family. A small man, balding and slightly stooped, he, nonetheless, radiated confidence. His clothing, simple but incredibly well-made, advertised his craft. His hair, grey but neatly combed, cut short and never touching his collar or ear, displayed his pride, as much as the carefully groomed lines in his shirt and trousers did. His was not the livery of the Keep’s servants, but a simple white shirt tucked into black pants, and he wore it well enough to make the Head of Butlers envious. 
 
    Master Taylor gave a short, polished bow and cleared his throat. “I admit to curiosity, young Captain. I heard your charge’s shoes fell apart while he ran, most disgraceful, and yet he kept running. A reward is in order, I think, if I may be so bold as to describe my humble craft as such.” 
 
    From anyone else, Michael might have frowned at these words. He disapproved of the way his sister had treated her Summons, but as Captain of the Guard, he wouldn’t allow gossip about the Duke’s family in his presence. Master Taylor, however, had probably gotten word straight from the Duke. Tailor, cobbler, and confidant, Master Taylor had served for many years and his loyalty was unquestioned. 
 
    “Thank you for your consideration, sir.” Michael said simply. “I would appreciate your thoughts on how to dress the lad. He’s not technically in service.” 
 
    “Not technically in service, but you’d like to give the impression that he is,” Taylor said, setting his satchel on the ground near the bed. Trent regretfully stopped eating and started to stand, but Taylor waved him back. “I will start at the bottom lad. Keep your feet still, and you can focus on your meal.” 
 
    Smiling at Trent’s willingness to obey his command, Taylor knelt to look at the boy’s feet. 
 
    “Hmmm, I’m used to new shoes, but rarely do I see new feet,” he mused, a soft elderly hand lifting one foot and then the next in examination, “Barely broken in, but I think that will change quickly enough. These are feet meant to be used.” 
 
    Trent frowned around a mouthful of bacon. The phrase sounded like it had meaning, but it clearly didn’t. Was he being teased? He was nearly certain he was. He decided he liked Master Taylor. Though if pressed, he wouldn’t be able to say why. 
 
    “I think I could be helpful at setting these feet to running.... once you have them under you, at least, lad.” Taylor continued to muse. “If you have the time, you should visit my workshop.” 
 
    Trent was pleased by these words. Someone found him potentially useful.  
 
    Michael, on the other hand, was pleased but on guard. Master Taylor often saw the man beneath the clothes, and his opinion and training could be useful, but how much had he seen that Michael would rather keep hidden? The Captain reminded himself that Taylor was a trusted member of the Keep, nearly family, and responsible for much of Michael’s own training. The Captain forced himself to relax. Trent’s secrets would be safe with Taylor. 
 
    “Boots, I think, soft leather ones with room to grow.” Taylor smiled at Trent’s questioning frown and pretended not to notice Michael tense. “Much room to grow, I think, but no enchantments or enhancements. These feet have not found a road to walk yet. A simple job, easily done. 
 
    “As for the clothes,” his experienced eye scanned the boy who chewed slower and slower as he listened and watched, “also simple, I think. Black and silver for the Duke and blue for his daughter? Red for his Captain? Green for the boy, green is often the color of growth, you know. Though I do not care to match it with black and silver. Ah, for now, simple is best.” 
 
    Now Trent was happily listening to the old man’s prattle, while Michael was sure he was the one being teased. Most of Taylor’s words were to remind Michael that the older man knew as much and more than the young Captain. Ranchell was also enjoying Taylor’s treatment of her Captain and was slowly edging into Michael’s view so he could see her grin.  
 
    “Black and silver,” Taylor continued, “but not linen or silk. You have some growing before you can carry anything heavy enough to be called armor, but perhaps a shirt with a dueling sleeve! That would set tongues to wagging.” He winked at Trent, who grinned in response. “Though you’d have to carry one of my needles as a sword with those arms.” 
 
    This earned him a guffaw from Ranchell and a stuck-out tongue from Trent. That childish action was oddly pleasing to Michael and seemed to be what Taylor was trying to provoke, “Ah, well, a needle duels in its own way, but perhaps not for you just yet. I think pants and a shirt of cotton and minotaur hide should do, for your first set of clothing, at least. I may find more clever combinations once I’ve thought on it some.” 
 
    Now, Michael was frowning openly, so much so, that his Lieutenant schooled her own expression to seriousness. Just what was the tailor thinking? The man obviously had information and plans that Michael was unaware of. Most would see it as wasteful to put a newly Awakened in such clothing. 
 
    But it was appropriate for a Summons, gifted to an Adventurer for defeating a minotaur, to wear minotaur hide. While such a hide would normally be used to make armor, at a Level 57, Master Taylor was certainly capable of making a simpler cloth from the material. Taylor was a generous man, but this he would only do if the Duke approved. It seemed that while Michael was making plans for Trent, the Duke was slowly stirring the pot as well. 
 
    Taylor turned his attention from the boy and opened his satchel. Trent watched in wide-eyed amazement as bolts of cloth bigger than the bag appeared. He’d never seen a Storage device before. He hadn’t even known they existed. His breakfast was forgotten as the leather for boots, knives, and needles were laid out, and Taylor began to cut and sew without taking a single measurement. It didn’t appear as if a measuring device could even be found in the bag. Those were tools needed by lesser craftsmen. 
 
    Michael sighed at the sight. Taylor had obviously come prepared, which meant he had known what to expect. Some things were beyond the control of even a Captain. 
 
    Michael eyed Ranchell dubiously. Her eyes were twinkling, though she kept her mouth still without a hint of a grin. This was an expression he knew well. She was laughing at him and wanted him to know she was laughing, but in such a way that he couldn’t reprimand her for it. 
 
    Why did I ever want an intelligent Lieutenant?  Michael sighed to himself before saying out loud, “You might as well make your morning report while we wait, Nell.” 
 
    Now Ranchell did grin. She hated having her name shortened, but the fact that he did so proved that she was winning whatever the mind-game was that they played. “Grandest of all Captains! It is shocking, but it appears the walls are still standing, and none of us were murdered in our beds. I’ve questioned the men, but they claim no beast horde or bandit army attacked in the night. I think they’re liars all, but brave liars. It saddens me that I have neither honor nor cowardice to relay to you!”  
 
    Her eyes fell to her feet as if in shame. “Also, I have received the oddest orders from the Duke. I am to take over your duties for the day, Captain, and possibly for the foreseeable future. I will, of course, demonstrate my loyalty by fighting this promotion and I swear, even if I must throw you in prison and hold you there for the rest of your life. I will personally ensure that your bread is never more than three days old, and your water never hotter than room temperature.” A fist to heart to show her sincerity. 
 
    God save me from intelligent Lieutenants who think they’re funny. Michael wondered if he could demote her to Guardsman and send her to city patrol without his father noticing. Unfortunately, she was the soul of dedication with the Duke, and he approved of her. If Michael replaced her, it would be noticed and commented on. So, no demotions, or clapping her in iron. And arranging a quiet beating would be difficult. He could manage it. He didn’t mind taking a lick or two himself, but there were few others under Michael’s command that could manage the feat. Maybe he could borrow someone from his brother Aaron. 
 
    “Your loyalty and consideration are noted, Nell,” Michael said, rolling his eyes. “I promise I won’t kill you too much when you come to arrest me.” 
 
    Ranchell snorted, but Michael knew it wasn’t in appreciation of his jest. She’d scored the round and decided she’d won. As the more gracious senior officer, Michael did not point out her error, and the two discussed the things Ranchell would need to pay attention to while he dealt with the Trent issue. 
 
    Trent didn’t hear a word between the two Guardsmen; his attention was fully focused on Master Taylor. In his defense, he was less than a full day old, and even Michael would find the old tailor’s work fascinating if he didn’t have other things on his mind. 
 
    Skills and magic were a part of all Classes and Professions. Many would say that a Combat Class was preferable to a Profession. Combat Classes were more glamorous. When songs were sung, most often they would be sung of the warrior or Mage. But if a Bard had been present, they might have found a few words to string together for the Master Tailor. 
 
    Taylor’s hands flew as material was cut and folded. Knives flashed as hide, far too thick and unwieldy for a mere shirt or set of pants, was thinned and trimmed. Awls pierced, needles danced, and somehow leather and cloth came together in a rushed marriage, no less perfect for its unconventionality. 
 
    Trent was hypnotized by the process. Master Taylor didn’t look strong, but Trent was beginning to wonder how the world measured Strength. If it was simply a number in a Status, then Taylor might be weak. Not nearly as weak as Trent assumed, but next to a trained warrior? It was hard to say. If Strength was measured by skill, then no one he’d met so far was as strong as this elderly craftsman. 
 
    Taylor was aware of his captive audience and kept up a steady flow of explanation as he worked. Trent didn’t really understand the significance of it but listened intently. 
 
    “Not too thick, of course, or it will just weigh you down. 
 
    “The thread is more important than people realize. Many will ruin the product with cheap bindings. Night weaver silk may be costly, but so little goes so far. 
 
    “The enchantment is in the stitch, ha, quite literally. This is where some get hung up. It isn’t humble of me to say, but without mastering the art of enchanted stitch, there is no way to perfect the craft. Not that I have perfected it mind you, there’s always more to learn lad, perfection is a dream for the uninspired.” 
 
    Such lovely nonsense filled Trent’s ears. Only a tiny bit stuck on its way in and back out. So much was beyond him, but some made its way in and stayed. He could have listened and watched forever. He was completely surprised, so much so that he flinched when a notification jolted him out of his stupor. 
 
    Special action performed. Wisdom +1. 
 
    Trent hurriedly pulled up his Status. 
 
    Sure, enough his wisdom had gone up. It didn’t have any noticeable effect as far as Trent could tell. But it had to be good. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Trent  
  
      	  Age: 12 
  
      	  Race: Human  
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 0 
  
      	  Class: None (7 slots available)  
  
      	  Profession: None (7 slots available)  
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 50 
  
      	  Stamina: 50 
  
      	  Mana: 50 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 4 
  
      	  Agility: 5 
  
      	  Dexterity: 5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 5 
  
      	  Intelligence: 5 
  
      	  Wisdom: 4 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	  Loyalty: 38 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Taylor noticed his audience’s attention had wandered and paused. “Attribute gain, lad?”  
 
    Trent nodded and opened his mouth to explain, but Taylor talked over him.  
 
    No, none of my business. Some things are best kept to yourself, even if you think someone else already knows about them.” 
 
    With that, he went back to cutting, sewing, and prattling. Trent shook his head, almost like a dog drying itself, and focused on the tailor again. 
 
    Nearby, Michael and his Lieutenant heard the exchange and paused in their hushed conversation. After a moment, Ranchell clicked her tongue, “An Attribute gain just from the old man’s rambling? Is that possible? Are the boy’s stats that low?” 
 
    A stern look speared her, and she had the grace to grimace. 
 
    “Talent, Lieutenant, both the Master’s, and the boy’s. A fool might not see the worth in a masterwork after years of study. You, for instance, would probably never benefit from Master Taylor’s instruction. But the Master can see talent, and his own talent will foster the boy’s,” Michael whispered seriously. “And you will watch how you speak of a Master Craftsman in the Duke’s employ. I may not be able to raise your Attributes, but I think I can find a way to teach you this lesson if you find it difficult to learn.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir, sorry, Sir,” Ranchell apologized sincerely. The Captain allowed her a great deal of slack when she addressed him, but that license only extended so far, and never included other senior members of the Keep. Master Taylor was certainly senior. 
 
    The two officers wrapped up their discussion, and Michael dismissed the chastened Lieutenant. He settled in to watch the tailor at his work. It was a long shot, but maybe he’d learn something as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Kirsten’s morning was unsettling. She couldn’t put her finger on anything specific, she just felt preoccupied. She tried to blame it on her brother’s unfair treatment of her the day before. It was none of his business how she treated her damned Summons! It’s not like it was a real child.  
 
    However, the more rational side of her knew that she was at fault in this situation. Yes, the Summons was her property and hers to deal with as she chose, but when that property looked like a young human boy, you couldn’t run it into the ground in full view of the whole Keep.  
 
    She knew that! She ignored the voice that told her a Summons should be able to run for an hour or two without stopping. What kind of a weakling couldn’t? That wasn’t the issue. Her father would say that a weakling needed protection and should be supported until they grew stronger. He wouldn’t say, “weakling,” of course. He’d say... She didn’t know what he’d say, but it would sound more polite than that! 
 
    So, it wasn’t the public rebuke that she deserved, and could accept, that was bothering her. It also wasn’t the fact that her father had denied her permission to enter the sixth floor, even though she and her party had cleared the fifth without slowing down and with only scratches to show for it. The fact was she could enter the sixth floor anytime she chose. 
 
     All she had to do was move out of her chambers and provide entirely for herself. That meant no more free equipment repairs or supplies, and no free meals or monthly allowance. She was going to become self-sufficient eventually, but Level 25 was the goal. Once she, and at least two other members of her party, reached Level 25, they’d be able to earn enough to keep them in a comfortable lifestyle much the same as what they had now. But if things kept going the way they did today, Level 25 was a long way away. 
 
    They were the first group to enter the Trial that morning. They’d cleared the first floor easily, if you used the word cleared loosely. They headed straight for the floor guardian, dispatching the occasional Level 10 goblin warrior here and there, and hastily defeated the two goblin warriors and the goblin archer that acted as the first floor’s guardians. Not much money to be made here, and no equipment or supply drops to be had. The party’s Level was too high. The Trials were called Trials for a reason; they rewarded risk. The less danger, the less you could expect to earn. 
 
    The second floor wasn’t going quite as well. Mostly, because Kirstin was still distracted. As party leader, she should be sharp, clear-headed, and aware of her surroundings, but something was digging into her, like a thorn under her armor, and she couldn’t focus. This floor was still goblins, but here they worked in pairs and sometimes groups of up to five. Still, not truly dangerous, but you had to pay attention if you didn’t want a knife in the back.  
 
    It was always strange to her that the Dungeons, as Adventurers preferred to call the Trials, even had goblins. They were an intelligent race, after all. Sure, there were wild goblin tribes that raided more civilized areas, but there was also at least one goblin kingdom that their own kingdom traded with. She’d read about it somewhere, and hadn’t she seen a goblin Adventurer in the Guild before? She wondered how they felt clearing the first two floors. She’d also heard tales of Dungeons with human monsters, and it wasn’t killing humans that made her want to avoid those Trials, it was... 
 
    This really isn’t the time for these thoughts, she reminded herself, too late. They were facing six goblins now. Four warriors and two archers. Everyone else was doing their job quite well. 
 
    Dirk, the party’s Defender, had drawn the warriors in and was easily holding them off. The goblins’ low levels and weak weapons weren’t even able to scratch his enchanted armor. They were moving too fast for him to catch with his war hammer, but his Enraging Aura Skill kept them from moving past him.  A lot of Defenders didn’t care for Enraging Aura, as it could draw a lot of attention quickly, and the unprepared could be overwhelmed. 
 
    Dirk thought it was perfect for these early levels. Bring ‘em in quick, finish ‘em quick! Though, this would be a better motto if he could swing his war hammer fast enough to hit more than air. Fortunately, his shield was nimble enough, keeping them back and in position for the faster moving damage dealers. 
 
    Joel, the archer, was dueling with his goblin counterparts and had already taken out one goblin archer with a well-placed shot to the throat. He currently had another arrow nocked and was just waiting for the other goblin archer to pop up.  
 
    Lyra was watching closely, in case a goblin got in a lucky hit, and Mathias was ready to fry any that got past Dirk, or possibly that last archer if he had a clearer shot. 
 
    That left Kirstin and Allen. They both preferred swords. Kirsten, a Duelist’s rapier, and Allen, a plain longsword. In this formation, which was, in all honesty, their only well-practiced formation, Allen would move on Dirk’s right, Kirstin on his left, and with a couple of quick thrusts, the warriors would be down. Then the archer would soon be cornered. 
 
    Allen was moving to do his part just fine, matching his movements to Kirstin’s so they would strike at the same time. Kirstin seemed to be doing her part perfectly, as well. Her sword was steady, her steps smooth, and then an irritation and a stray thought about goblin kingdoms popped into her head. Distracted, her left shoulder caught on something sticky, and she was yanked to a stop, tripping, but not falling. 
 
    Allen kept moving forward, oblivious, and a second later, the first goblin warrior fell to a flashing blade. The others hopped backward, defensively, dodging Dirk’s war hammer and concentrating all their attention on Allen. Normally, at this time, Kirstin’s rapier would settle two of them right away, maybe even all three. She may not be the swordsman Michael was, but she was fast. 
 
    This time she was staring up at the ceiling as a disgusting mass of legs and eyes bore down on her, spitting web and hissing. Oh! There are spiders on this level, aren’t there? Kirstin thought absently. Only instinct managed to get her blade between her face, the spit web, and the fangs of the two-footed arachnid whose trap she’d gotten caught in.  
 
    Dangling from a thread connected to the ceiling, the spider descended on the bemused young woman, sliding around her sword, the tip of which was now stuck to the tunnel wall, and hissed its war cry. That war cry cut off abruptly as an arrow slammed into the spider’s face. The momentum carried it into the wall with a crack, and then the spider was hanging from its own thread, killed by a quick-acting Joel. 
 
    Unfortunately, the goblin archer took this opportunity to fire at the still stuck Kirstin. Low-leveled dungeon monsters didn’t shoot the well-crafted flying death that higher leveled monsters and Adventurers used, but as Duelists wore little to no armor, the Goblin’s sharpened stick was more than enough to remind Kirstin why it was stupid to get distracted while delving. The arrow penetrated her shoulder easily and rocked her back on her heels. She screamed and would have fallen if she hadn’t been stuck to the thrice-damned wall! Joel immediately fired a shot at the goblin archer, but it was already ducking away, and his arrow bounced off stone uselessly. 
 
    The whole party found the situation bewildering. Did Kirstin just get injured on the second floor? Had that ever happened before? Dirk used Shield Bash to force two of the goblin warriors back and positioned himself to make it harder for the archer to get a shot at his leader. Allen darted forward to wound, but not finish, another warrior, and while they did so, the third goblin warrior, slipped free from Enraging Aura, around Dirk, and headed straight towards the stuck and screaming noblewoman. 
 
    A grin, too wide with too many teeth, under a nose that was too long and too green (from a human perspective), lit the goblins face as its rusty sword blade reached for the woman’s throat. Its beady black eyes scrunched up in shock and then horror as an ornate wooden staff slammed into its own throat. The Goblin screeched as flame erupted from the staff to melt its face. The small green warrior had been so close, but Matthias, the Flame Elementalist, had been just as close.  
 
    Lyra was a step behind him, her staff dispelling the web which held Kirstin in place. Her hand that should dispense mercy, roughly ripped the arrow from Kirstin’s shoulder and cast a healing Spell. It was probably Kirstin’s imagination, but the chant of Minor Heal sounded a lot like, “You idiot, how could you be so stupid?” It had to be her imagination; that wasn’t even the right number of syllables. 
 
    As the cool healing magic washed over her shoulder, Allen finished off the last two warriors, while Joel’s arrow finally finished his own archer’s duel. This was just the second floor! These were, at most, Level 13 goblins. There was no threat to be found here. If it wasn’t for the Duke’s ridiculous rule declaring they had to clear from the top each time, they would never set foot on the second floor. The loot and Experience weren’t worth it. 
 
    “Milady, are you alright?” Lyra asked in a neutral tone.  
 
    Kirstin was amazed again. How did the Healer do it? The words “idiot” and “stupid” weren’t even in that sentence, and yet they rang clearly in the now quiet Dungeon. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Kirstin said, sheathing her sword and touching the torn cloth where just moments before she hadn’t been fine. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Lyra questioned relentlessly. “You aren’t poisoned? Maybe you were poisoned earlier and didn’t tell me? Is that why your reactions and wits seem slow?” Lyra’s face was white. They had all been injured in the Dungeon at one time or another but not in a fight like this. This was closer to a death than they’d ever been before. A hand’s width and they’d be explaining to the Duke that her mistress and best friend...she didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    “I was distracted,” Kirstin mumbled. “Won’t happen again.” 
 
    The tunnel lapsed into silence. Allen scanned front and back in case more greenies showed up, but all eyes were on Kirstin. The party leader wasn’t allowed to be distracted. Even if they didn’t need her direction now, she still needed to be ready to give it. She should be the last one to need this much cover. 
 
    “It’s as much my fault as any,” Joel offered. “Where the hell did that web and spider even come from? I should have seen it.”  
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have,” Allen said, still vigilant. “I’m the Scout here, it wasn’t there until it was. We’ve all seen it before. The Trial likes to toss shit like that at challengers who are in areas where they top the beasts by more than a bit. It keeps us on our toes.” 
 
    He spit and looked over his shoulder at Kirstin briefly. “And if you’re on your toes, you step around the web, give a warning so the party can adjust, kill the spider, and get on with life. You know, just like we have a hundred times before!” 
 
    “Well, maybe we’re a bit complacent today. We should have taken a few days off after the guardian.” Joel tried another tack after Allen shot down the last. 
 
    “Not we, Joel,” Kirstin said tiredly. She recognized and appreciated what he was trying to do but it wouldn’t help. “Me. I messed up. But it’s not complacency. I’m just distracted. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “If you’re this preoccupied on the second floor, then we need to pack it in,” Allen replied. “The Trial will be here another day.” 
 
    Kirstin sighed and nodded, and then flinched when Lyra added, “We’ll need to report the injury.”  
 
    Maybe it was time to move out of the Keep. If she moved out of the Keep, she wouldn’t need to report anything. Her father was going to make her wear armor after this. Armor! On a Duelist! It wasn’t unheard of, but it was rare enough that it would be gossiped about. Often, and loudly, all around the Guild, especially when Kirstin could hear. It was practically Guild law. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent stared down at his new clothing. It had taken less than an hour, boots and all. Taylor had even made a belt. It was just a long strip of leather that he had attached a previously prepared buckle to and then punched a couple of holes in.  It had only taken seconds, but Trent found it most impressive of all. 
 
    He found himself wearing a long-sleeved black shirt with silver accents that was tucked into loose-fitting (but not too loose, too loose is just another way of saying sloppy, so said the Tailor) trousers. The trousers themselves were snuggly held in place by that clever belt. Black leather boots hugged his feet securely. Taylor promised there would be room for his feet to grow, but that was due to the Well Fitted enchantment he’d worked into them. It wouldn’t last forever, but Trent wouldn’t need a new pair until he had grown more than a couple of inches. 
 
    Trent hadn’t worn the clothing he’d been summoned in long enough to know if they had been comfortable. He had no impression of them at all, but his new clothes felt good. Taylor had also explained how the minotaur hide would offer a certain amount of protection.  Piercing and slashing…something…something. Honestly, Trent didn’t understand it. Hopefully, he would someday, but not today.  
 
    “Well, that’s all from me, lads,” Taylor said, packing up his material and equipment. The word “lads” managed to encompass both Trent and Michael, but it was entirely to Trent he said, “You remember to come and see me when you have the chance. I’ll have the rest of your clothing delivered, but you come and see me anyway. I might have a thing or two I can teach you.” 
 
    Trent nodded, bowing slightly in thanks to the old man. Michael thanked the Master as well and saw him to the door before he asked Trent, “What do you think?” 
 
    Michael’s question had mostly been about what Trent thought about Taylor and his offer. He, therefore, was at a loss for words when Trent replied, “I like socks.” 
 
    Trent for his part was also surprised. He meant to say belt. He accepted his statement faster than Michael did, though. He realized that he did like the socks. They were made from a smooth, warm fabric that cradled his feet in a very acceptable fashion. 
 
    Michael thought about asking a follow-up question but ultimately let it go. He studied Trent with an experienced eye and liked what he saw. Not quite the uniform of a servant or the uniform of a soldier, but somewhere in-between. The outfit was also rather more striking than the boy himself. Trent was extremely-ordinary looking, and anyone looking at him was bound to see the clothing and forget the boy, which would be for the best. 
 
    “If you’re ready, we’ll go get you evaluated.” With Trent’s nod, Michael led the way out of the barrack’s infirmary.  
 
    Michael thought Trent’s new clothing made him slightly less noticeable, and it occurred to him that that might have been a feature Master Taylor intentionality added. This was easily within the old man’s capabilities.  
 
    Michael still thought it best not to take chances. Boy and man, noble and soldier, he’d spent a good part of his life exploring the Keep. He knew the best way to get where he was going while avoiding attention. He could use the passageways that were supposed to be known only to his father, his brother Aaron, and himself. He could save time and run into no one. That would be a little overly cautious. Risking one secret to protect another wasn’t wise. 
 
    So, it took a bit longer, a bit more up and down travel, but in just under an hour, Michael brought them to their destination. Trent already looked somewhat tired. Not falling down exhausted, but after going up one staircase and down another, he could use a seat. They really needed to work on his Stamina. There would be a chair in his future soon enough. 
 
    Duke Lewis Al’dross always kept to a schedule. That schedule was only known to a handful of people who would be made aware of it the night before. But, if you knew his schedule, barring an emergency, you could always know exactly where the Duke was at any given moment with a high degree of certainty. Conveniently, the Duke’s schedule for the day had him spending most of the morning in his study. It was almost as if he knew his son would want to meet with him privately at that time, and he planned for it.  
 
    The antechamber to the Duke’s study was sparsely decorated. Two senior guardsmen armed with spears and short swords stood at attention beside the door, and to the side of the door was a desk for the Duke’s Adjutant. Two Pages to act as runners should have been present as well, but they must have been sent on errands. 
 
    There were no tapestries or paintings or comfortable chairs in the room. The decor said you showed up when you were supposed to, or you could stand quietly and think about your life’s choices. 
 
    Michael led Trent to the simple but expensive-looking desk, set to the right of the study’s door, and looked down on the sour-faced man that was seated behind it. Helmand was the Duke’s private secretary and adjutant. He was normally the soul of courtesy and, if his position had given him a slightly pompous air, it happened to the best of men when they were given the trust of those greater than themselves. 
 
    Helmand was a normal-enough looking man with dirty-blonde hair. Most found him intelligent looking. Michael found him greasy and never understood why his father kept him around. That was only his opinion, and he never spoke it out loud, but, nonetheless, he found the man hard to deal with. 
 
    Today, as Michael approached, Helmand pretended to be busy, shuffling papers about on top of the desk. That he had to pretend to be busy explained part of his sour mood. There was plenty that needed to be done. There always was, but for some reason, the Duke had canceled all his appointments and holed up in his study.  
 
    Michael waited patiently for Helmand to acknowledge him. He waited patiently for almost three whole seconds. After three seconds, he cleared his throat noisily while placing his hands on top of the desk and leaning forward to get the secretary’s attention. 
 
    “The Duke is indisposed. You may stand, over there,” Helmand said gruffly, pointing to a far corner. “I will call you when he is ready to see you.” 
 
    Michael blinked. He did not normally throw his weight around, not as Captain or Noble. He was beginning to think that that was a mistake. In this Keep, his authority was only below that of the Duke, his brother Aaron, who was the Duke’s heir, and a certain member of the Guard. There were a few others that held authority as high as his, where certain matters were concerned. He was not going to issue orders to the Head of Maids without good cause, for instance, but only three men in the Keep would think to order him about. Perhaps it was time to remind people of that. 
 
    The two Senior Guardsmen on duty brought themselves even further to attention if that were possible. You didn’t become a senior Guardsman without the Ability to judge an officer’s mood. They had a feeling Helmand was about to start wishing he had a similar Ability. 
 
    “My father will see me now,” Michael said calmly. 
 
    “The Duke will see you, Captain, when he calls for you.” Helmand sneered. “If you wish to see him as family, then he sets aside an hour a....” 
 
    Helmand found it rather hard to speak as Michael’s left hand gripped him by the throat and lifted him from his seat. Michael considered the two slaps he delivered with his right-hand light taps. To the best of Michael’s knowledge, Helmand’s highest profession was a specialized version of Scribe or Secretary, and he held no Combat Class. It was best not to go too far. 
 
    To Helmand, those light taps felt like they had loosened a couple of teeth. His hands automatically grabbed at Michael ’s wrist, for all the good it did him. Iron would give way sooner. The secretary waited for the guardsmen to come to his aid, but somehow, they simultaneously came to the decision that their duty was guarding the Duke’s door and not his Adjutant. 
 
    Michael was a bit stunned by his own behavior. He was a young man with a young man’s temper, but he kept it in check well-enough. Violence was a crude tool that had no place in the Dukes Keep and yet… 
 
    “Now, my good Scribe,” Michael said ever so calmly, “I’m going to throw you to the side in a moment. You’re going to hit the ground and most likely slide into the wall. When you arrive at that point, I implore you to carefully consider a few things. Your first impulse may be to accuse me of overstepping my authority. This might be true, and you are free to do so. But think carefully.” Michael tightened his grip on the scribe’s throat and pulled him across the desk. “The Duke may reprimand me for assaulting you, but immediately afterward, he will most probably order me to seize and flog you for delaying me from seeing him. So, think closely before you complain. Hopefully, you will remember that I... Am... Captain... Of the... Guard. You insipid worm!”  
 
    Michael, holding a squirming Helmand easily off the ground, punctuated this last sentence with a squeeze that practically had the man’s eyes bulging from his skull. Then, with a casual display of strength, he carried out his earlier threat, and Helmand did indeed slide into the wall with a thump. He lay there, gasping and coughing, and did not attempt to stand. Scribes are intelligent people; they only need instruction once to master a lesson.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Michael said to the two Guardsmen, who by some miracle had failed to notice anything out of the ordinary happening in the last few minutes, “kindly inform my father I have arrived.” 
 
    The Guardsman closest to the doorknob wasted no time knocking on the study door. Without waiting, he opened the door an inch, but before he could announce the Captain, a stern voice came from within.  
 
    “You’re late, get in here!”   
 
    Michael gestured for Trent to follow him and pushed the door open. As it closed behind him, the two guardsmen exchanged glances. A quiet word would be spread amongst the Guard later that day, that now would be a bad time to test the Captain’s patience. 
 
    ********** 
 
    The Duke’s study was lavishly decorated compared to the antechamber. Three paintings, one of the city, one of the Trial entrance, and one of the Keep hung on the walls. Two comfortable looking chairs sat before an imposing desk made of dark bloodwood. A tall, sturdy bookcase filled with books on history and law stood against the wall to the right of the desk. And behind the desk, glowering unhappily, sat the Duke. 
 
    Lewis Al’dross was a stern-looking man. Dressed in black and silver with a warrior’s build and the refined features that marked his nobility, no one seeing him would doubt his authority. All people sought to reach Level 50 as it was known that doing so greatly extended one’s lifespan. Lewis’s youthful face, below his graying blond hair, was a testament to his achieving and passing this goal. He was a man of power. 
 
    Michael noted the traces of anger on his father’s face. Only a fool could miss them. “Father, I...” he started. 
 
    “You will stand and remain silent!” The Duke ordered. He didn’t yell, but each word hit Michael like a fist. Behind the Captain, Trent stared at the floor and tried to make himself as small as possible. 
 
    The Duke’s eyes drilled holes into his son. “Is it possible that you think I am unaware of what takes place outside this room? That,” he spat, pointing towards the antechamber, “was poorly and disgustingly handled!” 
 
    Michael’s face flushed with shame and embarrassment as he drew himself to attention. His eyes stared straight ahead as Lewis continued. “There were many ways you could have handled that situation. The easiest was to simply open the door and walk into this room. Do you think anyone would have stopped you? Instead, you chose violence and intimidation! You chose to make an enemy, and you chose to disappoint the trust I’ve placed in you!” 
 
    The Duke kept his son pinned in place with a glare, while his right hand reached out and touched the whispering rod he kept on his desk. Whispering rods were an elven device used for short-range communication. They had limited uses but were popular among the wealthy for issuing orders to trusted servants. 
 
    The Duke channeled a bit of Mana into the device and spoke. “Helmand, get in here.” 
 
    Seconds later, the door opened and closed as Helmand scurried in. He had smoothed his clothing, but his face was still red, and his throat showed signs of bruising. 
 
    He moved to stand next to Michael and bowed. “Milord.” 
 
    “You seem to think it is your place to decide whom I will consent to see. It is not!” The Duke barked. “I trust my son has shown you your error and you need no further reminder. I’m sure you are now aware that I always have time to meet with my children and officers.” 
 
    Helmand nodded and bowed again, “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
    “This situation is ridiculous.” The Duke sighed. “I will have it put in the past.” 
 
    Michael immediately turned to face the Scribe and bowed low, far lower than he was obligated. “Master Helmand, my actions were without cause, and I have no excuse. I beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    Helmand returned the bow. “I am not without fault, Captain,” he said stiffly. It was hard to admit wrongdoing to a man who had thrown you into a wall. “Milord Duke puts up with my eccentricities, and that may have gone to my head.” 
 
    The matter was hardly solved with these few words, but the Duke was satisfied for the moment. He gestured for the two men to take seats.  
 
    Michael gave his father a surprised look when he realized the Duke intended to have Helmand remain, “Father, my news is...” 
 
    “Michael,” Lewis cut in, “do you think I would have a simple Scribe as my personal aide? Helmand is a Scribe, and a Scholar, as well as a Diviner and Mage. His counsel has value to me.” 
 
    “I see,” Michael said, giving Helmand, who was doing his best not to look smug, a disdainful look. “Then, you should both meet Trent.” 
 
    Michael looked around to bring the boy forward but could not find him at first. Trent had panicked when Michael sat down, and he was exposed to the Duke. He had suddenly plastered himself to the back of Michael’s chair and was currently thinking small thoughts. This grey-haired nobleman with his air of command was terrifying. 
 
    The Duke hadn’t missed the small boy who was attempting to hide in plain sight. “Come now, boy. You have no reason to fear me. Step out and be seen.” 
 
    Trent thought there was plenty of reason to fear him. However, the Duke was his master’s father. As his master’s Master, he was to be obeyed, so Trent stepped forward and stood in front of the desk. Only the slightest signs of reluctance showed in his movement. 
 
    “Are you well, boy? Hungry? Thirsty?” Lewis inquired as gently as he could. Trent shook his head. This was not the proper way to respond to a Duke. Helmand started to instruct the young Summons, but Lewis held up a hand. 
 
    “That’s good then,” he said. To Michael, “Have you brought him to be evaluated yet?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Michael responded. “His situation is special. I thought it best for you to perform the evaluation.” 
 
    The Duke raised an eyebrow. He did have the Scribe Profession, and his Profession Level was higher than the Keep’s Head of Scribes. It was certainly possible for him to perform the evaluation, but it was without precedence. A fact Helmand was most willing to point out. 
 
    “Ridiculous!” the Adjutant spluttered. “What possible reason could there be to inconvenience his lordship over a mere boy? A Summons?” 
 
    “Seven slots,” Michael said calmly. If his father wanted to trust this man, then Michael would have to as well. Hopefully, they wouldn’t regret it. “in both Class and Profession.” 
 
    Helmand’s jaw dropped, his body stiffening in shock. The Duke was subtler, his eyes darted to Trent and narrowed, but to those that knew the man, this was even more telling than Helmand’s reaction. 
 
    “I see,” the Duke said after a moment. His hand reached out, this time not for the whispering rod but into his desk drawer. He took out a thin golden disk about as wide as his palm and placed it on the desktop. 
 
    The disk was carved with numerous intricate runes that glowed faintly as the Duke channeled into it. He always kept this anti-scrying device in the desk, but he had only activated it a handful of times since he became Duke. 
 
    With the device activated, the Duke spoke to Trent. “Come around here, Trent.” 
 
    Trent didn’t want to move closer to the Duke but could not disobey the command. He moved to the Duke’s side of the desk and stood warily. 
 
    The Duke set out a piece of paper and picked up a writing quill. “This won’t hurt, it won’t even take long. Some particularly sensitive people have claimed they felt a slight tingle from the Skills, but that is most likely their imagination. It shouldn’t be unpleasant.” 
 
    The Duke seemed to expect an answer, so Trent nodded. He really had no idea what was going on. The Duke was just looking at him, holding the quill above the paper, completely still. 
 
    The Duke activated the Evaluation Skill. It was a Scribe specific Identifying Skill that allowed the user to perform an in-depth study of a subject’s affinities with Skills, Classes, and Magic. It was mostly used to determine which path a person should follow for the most efficient leveling. It wasn’t one hundred percent accurate, but it was commonly used on those who were about to choose their first Class or Profession. Rather, it was commonly used by newly Awakened who hoped to join the military or become Adventurers.  
 
    For commoners, who would only be able to choose the Commoner Class, it was useless. For those that had the choice of a true Combat Class or specialized profession, it was invaluable. It was best to know at the beginning if your talents were for the sword or spear. It was very difficult to change your course once you started down a path. 
 
    The process was quick; information was obtained almost instantly. Writing the information down was the only time-consuming part. Michael and Helmand expected the Duke’s poised quill to begin scribbling immediately. 
 
    But the Duke never moved, and after a moment he set the pen down. “You are quite the surprise, Trent,” he said eventually. 
 
    “What is it, Father?” Michael questioned anxiously. 
 
    Lewis considered his words carefully. “Evaluation is more of an art than a science and I’m not practiced at it. That doesn’t matter with Trent here though. As far as I can tell, the boy is equally suited for all Skills, abilities, and elements. He’s like a rough sketch, waiting for the details to be drawn in.” The Duke continued, his eyes never leaving Trent’s face, “Add a sword to the drawing, and it will become a Warrior. Place a staff in his hand, and a Mage appears calling fire and flood equally. This boy can learn whatever we chose to teach him.” 
 
    All three men leaned back in their chairs simultaneously. Trent stood, perplexed. He understood the words but not their reactions. He was subjected to contemplative stares of wonder and had no idea why. 
 
    “This must be held secret.” Helmand was the first to speak. Say what you will, the man may be pompous at times, but he was loyal, and this Summons had the potential to rock the Kingdom. “He must be trained immediately.” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Michael said. “But how? In what?” 
 
    “Why Seven?” The Duke asked suddenly, to the bemusement of all present. He stood and began pacing the room, thinking out loud. “With his talent and affinity, Trent could easily surmount Level barriers with a single Class, and yet he can choose seven.” 
 
    He paced restlessly for a minute before stopping and looking down at a confused Trent. “You are unique, lad. The Trials are known for throwing out earth-shaking wonders from time to time. Those wonders are meant for a purpose, usually to combat a greater Trial that is coming.” The Duke knelt to study Trent closer. 
 
    “The world is a Trial.” He whispered. No one else spoke. Helmand and Michael, out of respect for the Duke, Trent because he had nothing to say. “What do you want, Trent? Which path would you choose?” 
 
    Trent’s brow furrowed. There was only one answer to that question. “I wish to be of use to my Master.” 
 
    The Duke grinned. “Really? With a loyalty of 38, you still wish to be of use to that spoiled daughter of mine?” The Evaluation had clearly shown Trent’s plummeting loyalty. Lewis had been amazed that his daughter had managed to almost break her Summons contract in less than a day. Only Kirstin could inspire that strong of a reaction. 
 
    Trent shrugged. “I don’t know anything else.” 
 
    The Duke nodded and returned to his seat. “Then we will make you useful until the time comes when you desire something else.” 
 
    He took a pouch from his belt and spilled the contents onto his desk. “I prepared these just in case you might need them.” 
 
    Shiny polished stones? Trent leaned forward to get a closer look. How would these make him useful? 
 
    The Duke separated the stones into two piles. There were twenty of them, of various colors and sizes, none larger than a plumb pit.  
 
    “These are Skill Stones,” he explained, pointing to one pile. “And the others are Ability Stones. The Skill Stones are generic basic stones, inexpensive and easy to both produce and find. Ability Stones are rare, expensive and come mostly from the Trials. Do you know the difference between Skills and Abilities? 
 
    Trent shook his head. He’d read the words on his Status but beyond that... 
 
    “Skills can be learned with hard work and are generally Class based.  They include attack and movement techniques that define a particular type of fighter or Profession. A few like Dash,” The Duke said, picking up a small blue stone, “can be learned by almost any physical Class. 
 
    “Abilities, on the other hand,” he drew Trent’s attention to a larger purple stone, “are inherently more powerful and versatile. Like Skills, each Class has certain associated Abilities, but a few rare ones can only be found or earned in the Trials, although you still need affinity with them to obtain them. Some can mimic spells, but they require less training and Mana or Stamina to utilize. Others are unique. This one is particularly rare, it’s called Map. It adds a mapping function that automatically records where you’ve been and stores it. A scout with this Ability and the Scribe Skill is an invaluable asset to any military. As simple as this Ability seems, Adventurers have been known to kill for it. With it, you will never lose your way.” 
 
    He placed the Map stone in front of Trent and picked up another. “This is Storage. At Level 1, it can contain ten items which are only accessible to the user. It takes Mana to store and remove items, but it’s far more valuable than storage devices because it completely eliminates the weight of anything stored in it.” 
 
    He placed that stone in front of Trent as well, before considering the rest of the pile, “Not much else here is of use to you until you’ve leveled up. Except for Dash, of course.” Another stone joined Storage and Map. “An excellent way to train Constitution and Agility for beginners. Ah, and Truth Sensing.” 
 
    The Duke could see that Trent had no interpersonal skills and was entirely naive. Truth Sensing was the perfect way to protect him from the less reputable members of society. 
 
    Helmand was of a different mind. “Are you sure that is wise, your Grace?”  
 
    The Duke paused with the stone in his hand waiting for the aide to continue.  
 
    “Truth Sensing is an excellent Ability, but it comes with its own drawbacks. While I’m sure Trent is an honest lad capable of learning it, once he does, he will always be an honest lad. Excellent quality in a soldier or guard, but detrimental to other professions. Once he masters it, it will close certain options for him.” 
 
    Lewis considered the man’s advice and reluctantly set the stone aside. “True enough. Map, Storage, and Dash will do for now.” He picked up the Map stone and placed it in Trent’s hand. “You need only the desire to learn it, and you will.” 
 
    Trent considered the Ability Stone with uncertainty. Would this make him stronger? Well, it couldn’t make him weaker, and it might make him more useful to his master. The decision made, the stone flashed brightly and then crumbled into dust. 
 
    You have gained the Ability, Map. Provides an internal map which always shows your location as well as any place you have visited. Cost: none. 
 
    The message notified Trent of the stone’s effect, and the knowledge of how to use the Ability planted itself in his mind. He closed his eyes and a dot, representing himself, appeared on a field of black. Apparently, only places he had been after he gained the Ability were shown. That was a little disappointing.  
 
    He opened his eyes and looked at the Storage stone, then at the Duke for permission. Receiving a nod, he accepted the Ability. 
 
    You have gained the Ability, Storage, Level 1. You may store up to ten objects. Basic cost is 25 Mana per item stored or retrieved. Larger objects may require more Mana to store. Similar objects may stack. 
 
    Twenty-five Mana to store one item! That was half his total. He looked at the Duke, a touch disgruntled. After he explained his discontent, the three men laughed. Obviously, he needed training, but he wouldn’t have such limited Mana forever. Also, the cost would go down as he Leveled the Skill. 
 
    “What does it mean that similar items will stack?” he asked afterward. 
 
    “That means you can store ten rocks, and it will only take up one space in storage,” Michael told him. 
 
    Trent eyed all the Skill Stones left on the table. “So all those would fit in one slot?” 
 
    “No,” Helmand answered, “items with power usually require their own slot. You might store five ordinary knives in one slot, but you will need five slots for five knives that are enchanted.” 
 
    Trent nodded in understanding, though inside, he felt that the Ability was a little unfair. He couldn’t even use it freely with his Mana, not that he had anything to store in it anyway. 
 
    That only left Dash. 
 
    You have learned the Skill, Dash, Level 1. Increases movement speed by ten percent at a cost of 1 Point of Stamina per second. 
 
    Another expensive Skill. He could use it for less than a minute and afterward, if he understood Stamina correctly, he’d collapse. This time he managed to keep his features still, but the Duke seemed to have a mind-reading Ability. 
 
    “Use it carefully during training, and I think you will be pleasantly surprised at the results,” Lewis chuckled. 
 
    “As to training, how should we get him to Level 1?” Michael queried. “We can have him run errands in the Keep and unlock a Class in a week, but...” 
 
    “But the world rewards risk,” Lewis continued. “If we treat him as a Page, we might potentially cripple his growth.” 
 
    “He can hardly be sent into the Trial at present or allowed to wander the wilds fighting beasts,” Helmand said.  
 
    “No, but the Guild has plenty of ‘fetch and extermination quests’ available and never enough newbies to complete them,” the Duke said slowly. “That would teach him quite a bit and earn him Experience for leveling.” 
 
    None of them really liked that idea. Trent was too exceptional to let loose in the world.  After discussing other options, like sending him on patrols with the guards, they realized that the Guild Quest had to be it. Anything else was an artificial inflation of his Level, which would be harmful in the long run. 
 
    A suitable chaperone would have to be found, of course. 
 
    The three men spent quite a while discussing Trent’s future, while the boy stood silently, not complaining, curious about how his master would view him after the men’s plans had played out a bit. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Later that night, the Duke sat alone in his study, absently swirling a glass of wine. Michael and Trent had long since retired after a suitable training schedule had been determined. Helmand was back at his desk, quietly going over the day’s reports, while he waited for his lord’s last appointment of the day to show his face. 
 
    He felt he was paying proper attention to the antechamber entry, but he must have been too absorbed in his paperwork. He didn’t notice the man standing at his desk before one of the guards at the door coughed. Looking up, he was startled when he finally caught sight of the slender, black-haired man with his thin, mocking face, that had been standing there for God knows how long. 
 
    “When did you get here?” Helmand flinched. 
 
    The man yawned. “I’ve been waiting for over an hour. I imagine the Duke will have words for you over it,” he snickered. 
 
    Helmand was tired, irritated, and on the verge of giving the man a good lecture, but then his hand went to his throat. Perhaps his Wisdom Attribute had gone up. He suddenly decided that shouting at an armed and violent man was not a good way to remain healthy. 
 
    “The Duke is expecting you,” he said mildly, activating his whispering rod. “Please enter.” 
 
    The man blinked, and Helmand felt like he had won a point in a game he hadn’t realized he’d been playing. When the stranger passed the guards and entered the Duke’s study, Helmand grinned to himself. He couldn’t say exactly why. 
 
    Without waiting for an invitation, the stranger crossed the Duke’s study and took a seat. The Duke passed him a glass of wine and he sipped it gratefully. “Long day.” 
 
    The Duke eyed him critically. “Why are you still wearing that face?” 
 
    The man grinned. “Worried people will wonder why a member of your daughter’s party is visiting you so late? Don’t worry, Your Grace, the only people who saw me were your guards and your aide. Did you get a new one by the way? He seems different. No? Well, whatever. Helmand knows what’s going on, and the men Michael puts on your door are professionals. 
 
    Nonetheless, “Allen,” Kirstin’s companion, swiped a hand across his face. The changes weren’t extreme as he lowered his hand, but he was clearly a different man. His face was still thin and sly, but it was older now, harder, especially around the eyes. 
 
    When Kirstin became an Adventurer almost a year ago, she hadn’t intended to recruit a Rogue. She wanted to form a party entirely from amongst her friends and peers, and not many nobles took a Rogue Class. It was only at her father’s insistence that she looked for someone that most adventuring parties found essential. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long for her to “stumble” across Allen. If he didn’t quite fit in, that was to be expected of a commoner among nobles. He was an able Scout, and he fit her father’s requirements. That was enough for Kirstin. 
 
    If she realized that Allen was really Alistern, she might feel otherwise. He was a Scout and a Rogue, just a bit higher leveled than she realized, and he had ranked his Classes up. He was really a Forward Scout and Assassin, not to mention closer to thirty than to nineteen in age, but it was Alistern’s firm opinion that the Duke’s daughter would never figure any of that out. 
 
    “How was it today, Lieutenant?” The Duke asked, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    “Rough,” Lieutenant Alistern Craw of the Duke’s Guard, Scouting Regiment, answered. “Honestly, Sir, the group is a mess. They work well enough together, I suppose, and Joel’s got a fair head on his shoulders. We might think about pushing that one towards the service. But the rest? 
 
    “Dirk can take a hit and use his shield, but that’s it. Matt is slow to cast, and his spells lack punch, not bad instincts, but I suspect the boy is more water than fire oriented. But, of course, the fool has already ranked up to Elementalist.” 
 
    “Lyra is a maid, and really, only a maid. She can patch things up after a fight to a certain extent but she’s next to useless in the middle of it. And your Daughter?” 
 
    Another man might tread carefully here, but Alistern took a gulp of wine and plowed ahead. “Kris is a girl playing at Adventurer. She has a fine hand with a sword when her head is on straight, but she needs another 10 years to grow up. Today was bad. She made mistake after mistake, never realizing the reason for her “distraction” was attached to the Loyalty Level of her contracted Summons. A Summons that she resents, if you can believe it! A unique, Human Summons, and she feels cheated! Gah! If it’s not impressive-looking or shiny, the girl’s not interested.” 
 
    The Duke listened to Alistern’s report without a word or hint of anger. Lewis Al’dross was aware of his daughter’s strengths and weaknesses. He was hoping adventuring would help hammer out some of her flaws. Of course, he sent Alistern along to make sure she survived the tempering. “How does the rest of the group feel about Trent?” 
 
    “Trent?” Alistern asked, puzzled. 
 
     “The Summons.” 
 
     “Oh.” Alistern hadn’t been aware Kirstin had gotten around to naming the boy. “Joel might have a clue about the boy. Like I said, fair head there, but the rest? No chance, Matt could probably figure it out, but he doesn’t care. Lyra, for all her harping, holds the same ground as her mistress. And Dirk... it’s not fair to call him an idiot, he’s a dreamer, but sometimes it can be hard to tell the difference.” 
 
    Alistern’s sly face turned thoughtful behind his wine glass. “Beggin’ your pardon, Sir, but what is being done with the Summons? Trent? He needs...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” the Duke assured him. “Michael ran across the boy and recognized his worth. We’re sorting out a plan for him. I’d put you on it, if I had someone to take your place with Kirstin. As it is, he'll be in Cullen’s hands soon, and your father has taken an interest as well.” 
 
    Alistern nodded relief. Michael was solid in his book, a couple of rough edges but good with the men. There was no need to worry if Sergeant Cullen or Alistern’s father, Taylor Craw, were involved. It was surprising to him that the Summons should receive such expert training. The Sergeant and the Tailor were true powers in the Al'dross territory and usually marched to their own orders, but there were no men more suited to this task to be found in the kingdom. 
 
    “What I need from you, Lieutenant,” the Duke continued, “is to get Kirstin and her party to accept the boy. At the rate his loyalty is falling, the contract will break in two to three weeks. I don’t know if he’ll stay or go once the contract is broken. If it breaks, and I could enlist him into service, that would be best. But there are no guarantees. This boy is more unique than I think even you realize.” 
 
    Alistern’s forehead wrinkled in thought, “That’s a tall order, Your Grace. Your daughter is set against him, and she runs the party a lot like you run the Keep. She’ll listen at first, but not once her back is up.” 
 
    “You’re toeing the line, Lieutenant,” Lewis said, not so mildly. 
 
    Alistern coughed. “Ah, no disrespect intended, Milord. You know I'm fond of the girl,” he fell quiet as he thought. “Might be a way to get Kris and the rest on board. Depending on young Trent’s talents.” 
 
    “Would you be surprised if I said that Trent’s talents were basically unlimited?” The Duke said tiredly, as he brought yet another person into what he would prefer only he knew. He had complete faith in Alistern, Michael, and Helmand, but a Duke walked a fine line. 
 
    Nobles were allowed to maintain private armies as long as they weren’t large enough or powerful enough that the Royals felt their authority threatened. To maintain order in the Infinite World, that much was necessary. The kingdom was really made up of many city-states separated by vast, untamed lands. Travel and trade between cities was possible but dangerous. Beasts, monsters, bandits, Random Trials, Instant Trials, and Field Trials were a constant worry.  
 
    The nobles, at home in their domains, might feel independent, but if they ever truly acted that way, the Royals had the means to drag them back down. Word of a Human Summons, with endless potential, would bring an army of high-leveled soldiers screaming down on Al’drossford and its surroundings in an instant. 
 
    “I would be shocked if you said the boy was anything less, Milord,” Alistern said quietly, “and that works in our favor. These kids are nobles playing at Adventurers, and they’re doing it on what they consider a shoestring budget. You could Class Trent up to Sword God and Kirstin would still sneer at him. But if the boy can make her some shiny, she’ll warm up fast enough. I’ll need a few days to arrange things, and the boy will need a pickax and the Mining Skill. God, I hate to think of that lot on the sixth floor, but with Mining, Herbalism, and access to the sixth, she’ll bring the boy with her wherever she goes and be happy to do so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Trent woke the next morning in his own room. It was the servant’s quarters attached to Michael’s chambers. It wasn’t much, but it was his, and that was good enough for him. 
 
    He was greeted by the familiar message that his Loyalty had decreased to 37. He found it worrisome. While it meant his blind attachment to Kirstin was lessening, he didn’t know what else it might mean. Everyone assumed that, if it reached 0, his contract would break, and he’d be free to do as he pleased. They also assured him he would still have a place in Al’drossford if he wanted it. 
 
    Despite all these assurances and reassurances, Trent worried. The Summons contract was just about all he knew about the world, and it was slowly going away. Michael hoped it would go away quickly, and he assumed that that was what Trent wanted as well. It never crossed the Captain’s mind that absolute subservience, never having to make a choice on your own, was a kind of peace in its own way. Freedom brought a lot of potential problems with it. 
 
    Today should be interesting though, he thought, as he dressed. Today, I’ll become a little more useful, maybe. And there should be food soon, hopefully. Food was a good part of life. 
 
    He eased the door to his room open and looked out into the sitting chamber. Nobody was there. He wondered if he was supposed to stay in his own bedroom until someone came and got him.  
 
    He looked back. It wasn’t a bad room, but it wasn’t a place to linger. The only furniture was a bed and an empty trunk that he could store some things in if he ever got more than the single set of clothes he was wearing. There was even a small window.  
 
    Since he hadn’t been ordered to stay in his room, he left, entering the sitting area. There was more to look at here. Two chairs and a couch, upholstered in red and facing one another, filled the center of the room. A bookshelf mostly filled with books, and a weapons rack completely filled with various types of swords, was set against one wall. A tapestry, showing a scene of hunters and dogs chasing a shadowy beast, decorated the opposite wall. 
 
    Trent only had a second to wonder if he was allowed to read the books, touch the swords, or examine the tapestry more closely when the door to Michael ’s room opened. The young man strode out dressed in his uniform, face still damp from shaving. 
 
    “Already up? Good!” Michael announced, adjusting his sword belt. “Get the door, would you?” 
 
    Trent was confused. No one had knocked at the door, but he did as he was asked. Low and behold, as the door swung open, Lieutenant Ranchell Ross was revealed, standing lazily, holding a basket. She grinned down at Trent, her white teeth flashing brightly compared to her tanned skin. 
 
    Trent was startled and frowned. How had Michael known she was there. He hastily recovered and bowed, saying, “Good morning, Lieutenant Nell.” 
 
    The woman frowned and gave her Captain a hard stare. “Did you tell him to call me that?” 
 
    Trent opened his mouth to apologize. Yesterday, he had heard other people greet each other by name, and rank, if they had it, but this was his first time trying it. He’d gotten it wrong apparently. 
 
    Before he could get out a sorry, Ranchell stopped frowning at Michael and smiled down at him. “Good morning, Trent, it’s very good to see you. Next time, however…” 
 
    “None of that now; you’ll confuse the lad,” Michael interrupted. “What do you have there? I doubt we have time for a picnic, Nell.” 
 
    “Nell” grit her teeth and forced herself to grin vacuously at her Captain. It seemed after today there would be one more well-meaning person addressing her by the hated nickname. “Dearest Captain of my heart, there’s always time for a picnic, but sadly for us, this basket is entirely for Trent. Your father’s secretary sent it along.” 
 
    “It’s for me!” Trent said, surprised. “What’s in it?” 
 
    “All kinds of strange odds and ends,” Nell said, setting the basket on the floor and squatting to examine the contents with Trent. “Stamina potions, though I’m not sure I approve of those for a growing boy, a belt knife, and belt pouch both of which I do heartily approve of, a few books, and even a Skill Stone! Not sure what Skill it is, though. Oh, and someone may have pilfered some baked goods on her way here and tossed them in as well. 
 
    “Alas, for you, my poor Captain, I have only this short note.” She didn’t stand but merely grinned up at Michael and handed him a folded piece of paper. 
 
    “Didn’t your mother ever tell you it’s unladylike to squat that way?” Michael snatched the note from her. 
 
    “Unladylike? Dearest Captain, does this mean you’ve finally realized that beneath this uniform lies the body and beating heart of a young woman?” Nell cooed and fluttered her eyelashes. 
 
    “Beating heart?” Michael muttered, unfolding the note. “I thought you were some particularly vile form of Undead sent to plague me.” 
 
    Nell tsked, unimpressed with this last jab, and went back to studying the contents of the basket with Trent. Quietly counting that as a point for himself, even while he knew she would never admit it, Michael read the note. 
 
    Helmand’s note briefly explained the contents of the basket. The Skill Stone was Mining. This was a very common Skill. While it was most effective when paired with the Miner Profession, lots of Adventurers picked it up to take advantage of ore deposits that often showed up in the Trials. There was no explanation, however, as to why Trent would need such a Skill. It was something to bring up with his father later.  
 
    The belt pouch and knife were self-explanatory, though Helmand did explain that they were practical and people would find it odd if Trent didn’t have them. Michael agreed, and it wasn’t as if Trent could freely use Storage yet. 
 
    The books were on herbs and herb harvesting. The Duke was curious to know if Trent would pick up the Herbalism Skill from study, though if he didn’t, a Skill Stone had been prepared. Again, there was no explanation as to why Trent would need this Skill. It was also very common and often picked up by soldiers, Adventurers, or anyone who ventured into wild areas. The best reason Michael could come up with was that herb gathering was a standard newbie Quest at the Guild and would be a relatively safe way for Trent to gain Experience. 
 
    The Stamina potions had been discussed and agreed upon the night before. Trent wouldn’t be able to get much done without them. Michael could have done without the reminder that Trent shouldn’t take more than three a day. He chose to believe the reminder was there out of consideration and not because Helmand was a condescending asshole. 
 
    The last bit of the letter explained that a proper companion had been found for him and would meet Trent at Michael’s chambers at half past noon. The actual identity of this companion was not mentioned. 
 
    As Michael wondered who they had decided on, he heard Trent ask the Lieutenant a question about proper modes of address. He thought Nell gave a rather lengthy and whispered reply, but he hadn’t concentrated on it until too late. 
 
    “Ah! Grandest of most Honorable and Dedicated Captains!” Trent started. “Am I going to be a Miner?” 
 
    Michael crumpled the letter in his hands. He should have been keeping a closer eye on his Lieutenant; he knew she’d want to get at him for teaching Trent the nickname she despised. He would need to keep her away from the boy until he’d been taught properly. Surely there was a latrine pit a week’s ride away that need inspecting. 
 
    “Wait,” Michael said looking down at Trent. “Why are you asking about Mining?” 
 
    Trent held up the Skill Stone by way of answer. “This is a Mining Skill Stone, isn’t it?” 
 
    Michael ’s eyes darted to Nell. “Did you tell him that?” 
 
    Nell shook her head. “I didn’t know that myself.” 
 
    Eyes back to Trent. “How did you know what Skill the Stone held?” 
 
    “I didn’t at first,” Trent said slowly. “I was just looking at it, just wondering what it was. Then I got a message that I had learned Appraisal Level 1. Now when I look at the Stone, I see a screen like my Status that tells me a little bit about the Stone. But it doesn’t seem fair. It costs 5 Mana per use. Doesn’t that seem a lot?” 
 
    “You were curious and just learned Appraisal,” Michael said numbly. 
 
    Appraisal was the lowest of Identifying Skills, only useful for basic items and some lesser enchantments. That didn’t mean it was common. All Identifying Skills were rare and required a specialized or advanced class. For Trent to learn it now, Michael was suddenly certain that the boy wouldn’t have any trouble picking up Herbalism from the books. 
 
    As her Captain stood in dumbfounded silence, Nell hurriedly reassured the boy that, as he got stronger, Appraisal’s cost wouldn’t seem so high. She helped the boy attach the pouch and knife to his belt and showed him how to store the vials of Stamina potions securely. 
 
    “Here, snack on this.” She handed Trent a jam-filled pastry and stood up. “We need to head to the drill grounds and meet with Sergeant Cullen. Real breakfast might have to wait. The Sergeant is particular about when and how his trainees eat. Don’t you dare tell him I gave you that!” 
 
    This last warning might have been given a little more sternly than Nell intended. It wasn’t that she was afraid of Sergeant Cullen, exactly, but it was always best not to let the man who called himself the Guard’s Training Sergeant think you were skirting the rules. Especially if the rules were the ones he had put in place. 
 
    Trent nodded and munched happily at the first pastry he’d ever eaten. Nell got Michael’s attention and suggested they head to the drill grounds. She was just as surprised at Trent’s capabilities, but it was her job to keep the Captain on schedule as much as possible. 
 
    It was still early when the trio arrived at the Guard's training area. The sun was lazily making its way into the sky but most nobles, and city folk, would still find it an indecent hour to be up and about.  
 
    Standing at the edge of the hard-packed dirt where the Guard did their drills, stood a stout middle-aged man. He was easily the biggest man Trent had ever seen, and he wore the uniform of the Guard as if he’d been born in it. His armor was brightly polished, and his short sword hung at just the right angle. His helm was tucked under one arm, and an impatient frown decorated his rugged face. Recruits, Guardsmen, and Officers waited on Sergeant Cullen; he did not wait on them. 
 
    Not that he said anything about that to the Captain or the Lieutenant, he didn’t have to. His displeasure was palpable. 
 
    “Good morning, Sir, Ma’am,” Sergeant Cullen saluted crisply as he greeted the officers. “You must have slept well.” 
 
    Michael returned the salute and did not let the Sergeant’s manner bother him. The Sergeant was in no way under Michael’s command. If anything, the reverse was true. The Sergeant’s salute was a courtesy and an example to the men training nearby. In his own way, Cullen WAS the Guard.  
 
    “Good morning, Sergeant,” Michael said. He drew Trent forward with one hand. “This is Trent, my sister’s new runner.” He didn’t tell the Sergeant that the boy was a Summons. He half-suspected the man already knew. In the event he didn’t, Michael delighted in knowing something the Sergeant didn’t.  
 
    Kirstin didn’t keep many personal servants, but she had the right to, and it gave Trent a convenient identity. 
 
    “He’s a good lad, but woefully undertrained, and out of shape. Promising, but in need of polish, you understand.”  
 
    “I understand, Sir. Leave it to me.” This was a clear dismissal.  
 
    Michael risked the Sergeant’s ire by adding, “Kid gloves, of course, Sergeant, breaking my sister’s...” 
 
    Cullen’s dark eyes flashed. He always followed proper procedures anywhere the men might see, but perhaps it was time to remind the Captain who the Sergeant really was, “I’ve never broken a Recruit, Sir, though there was one young lad who broke his arm on the obstacle course a few years back. Purely due to his own clumsiness. Gods, how he cried! Shameful, though. I managed to beat that out of him.”    
 
    “Of course, Sergeant, you know your job,” Michael said hurriedly as Nell smirked next to him. He gestured for the Lieutenant to hand the Sergeant the books she was carrying. “If you can work it in, the lad should study these books. If there’s time.” 
 
    Cullen hung his helm on the hilt of his sword and took the books. Looking over their titles, he nodded approvingly. “Herb craft is an excellent Skill. You can leave it to me. Sir.” 
 
    Again, the dismissal. The Sergeant turned his attention to Trent, who was watching the various training activities going on about the field with interest. 
 
    “Boy!” The Sergeant’s voice was rough and striking but not cruel. 
 
    Trent’s head snapped to face the older man. “Ah, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Cullen supplied, only to be met with a blank look. “You will address me as Sergeant. You will do so swiftly and clearly, unless you enjoy...  
 
    “…Are you still here, Sir?” The Sergeant addressed Michael. 
 
    “No, Sergeant, I’ve already left.” Michael sighed. “Trent, I will see you in my chambers at noon. With me, Lieutenant.” 
 
    There were some things you had to live with. The day before, he’d thrown a scribe against the wall for failing to recognize his authority as Captain. Even if he had been capable of repeating that act with Cullen, he wouldn’t. 
 
    Sergeant Cullen was one of the Duke’s companions from his adventuring days. More an Uncle to the Duke’s children, some, like Kirstin, actually addressed him as such. While Michael might have become Captain of the Guard, to Cullen, the Captain would always be the clumsy Recruit who fell off a log on the agility course. To the Captain, Cullen would always be the man who mocked his pain, then saw him healed, and forced him to practice falling so he would do it properly in the future. Michael left Trent in the Sergeant ’s capable hands and walked away with as much dignity as he could muster. 
 
    “Boy, display your Status,” Cullen commanded, once the Captain had left. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” Trent responded crisply as he complied. 
 
    The Sergeant looked at the boy’s Status with a discerning eye. He could honestly say he’d never seen a less promising trainee. Out of shape didn’t really cover it. And yet, Sergeant Cullen found something in the boy that he approved of. The runt stood sharply at attention, eyes focused and clear, displaying an eagerness to learn. Clay ready to be molded was the impression the boy presented. Cullen would reserve judgment for now. 
 
    “Your Attributes are pathetic, and your Skills, what you have, are so low they may as well not exist.” He paused. “You don’t have a lazy look so you’ve either been coddled or... or I don’t know what.” The Sergeant grumped. 
 
    Trent kept his gaze forward and showed no sign of discontent at the man’s words. He stood still as the Sergeant felt the cloth on Trent’s shirt. He was about to criticize the fancy cut, but he held the words. The clothing was obviously the work of a master tailor and, while they looked unsuitable for hard training, the opposite was true. 
 
    Holding his tongue, he led Trent to the center of the training field. He had Trent stand in place and drew a line in the dirt. 
 
    “Activate Dash and run for five seconds,” the Sergeant barked. “And you’d best run as fast as you can, but no more than five seconds.” 
 
    Trent was good at obeying orders, even ones he didn’t understand. He activated Dash for the first time and felt his body lighten up slightly as his movement speed increased. He counted internally as he sprinted forward until he’d accomplished the task.  
 
    He turned around and found the Sergeant directly behind him. Cullen scratched another line in the dirt with the heel of his boot, “You move like a pregnant turtle even with Dash. Do Better! You will run back to the first line, pause, turn, and repeat until I tell you to stop. Move!” 
 
    Trent moved. To the first line, turn, and back. Repeat. Once, twice, and again. Now his breath was coming fast and hard. Four times, five. His face was red, and his heart pounded. Six, seven, eight, by the ninth, his pace had slowed even with his Skill activated. 
 
    “Stop and catch your breath!” Cullen commanded. “Hopefully, you can do that, as slow as you move, you’re sure as shit not going to catch anything else!”  
 
    Trent desperately drew in air. Dash cost 1 Stamina per second of use. Nine sets of sprints had nearly used everything he had. His body felt heavy and tired. 
 
    “That’s enough rest,” Cullen spit. “Push-up time!” 
 
    Trent didn’t know what that meant, and he earned a blistering, scornful explanation when he asked. Soon his hands had found the dirt and he was pushing for all he was worth, which was not much really. 
 
    When he couldn’t push anymore, he was ordered to his feet for squats then, when his legs felt like they were going to give out, it was back to the dirt for push-ups. 
 
    He learned about jumping jacks and flutter kicks, crunches and crab crawls. He sprinted again and again until his lungs felt like they would burst. Once he reached for a Stamina potion, sure he needed it, and the Sergeant almost took his head off for doing unnecessary things. 
 
    The Sergeant seemed to understand Trent’s limits better than the boy did himself. Cullen allowed him just enough rest and always pushed him for more. Unlike the brutal run he Experienced during his first day, this training seemed to be accomplishing something, something good. Trent could practically feel himself getting stronger. Not a great deal; he still felt like he could die at any moment, but he obeyed the Sergeant’s barked commands instantly without hesitation. 
 
    This continued for over an hour. When the command to rest came and lasted for more than a few seconds, Trent dared to cast a curious eye at his trainer. 
 
    The Sergeant had not an approving look exactly, but a friendly sneer was plastered on his lips. The boy’s performance had been pathetic, but he’d given everything he had, and that was all the Sergeant asked of anyone. 
 
    “That’s enough standing.” Cullen snorted. “Now, walk the edge of the field until I call you.” 
 
    Walking sounded easy compared to what he’d been doing, and Trent was glad to obey. He began leisurely strolling to the outside of the field. He knew he was making a mistake before the Sergeant’s voice even reached him. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to pick some daisies after you’re done prancing around my training yard, young miss.” The Sergeant’s face was nearly touching Trent’s ear as he whispered in a sickeningly sweet tone. His mouth remained at the same distance as he started to shout. 
 
    “I said WALK, not saunter! Head up! Shoulders back, step it out! Walk with a purpose! You will always walk with a purpose in my training... No! You will always walk with a purpose, period! Do you understand!?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” Trent shouted in reply. His back straightened, his legs stretched out. His pace increased dramatically, not a run, not quite a jog. 
 
    He didn’t look back, just focused on taking one step after another. Did he think walking would be easy? This “walking with a purpose” was its own kind of hell. It took a full lap of the field before he found the trick of it. He watched the Guardsmen moving about their business and picked up on the tempo of how they moved. It was a matter of stretching out your legs, not slamming your feet. Striding. His legs still felt it, but by the third lap, he could ignore their complaining for the most part. 
 
    By the fifth lap, the complaining was getting louder again but, fortunately, this was when Cullen appeared again with a servant in tow. The servant was carrying a large bowl with a spoon sticking out of it. 
 
    “Breakfast boy, sit!” Cullen ordered. Trent’s legs crossed under him, and he immediately collapsed in a sitting position. Cullen took the bowl from the servant and handed it to Trent. Porridge with honey, and a lot of it. Trent didn’t need an invitation to dig in. 
 
    “You can also take this opportunity to study,” Cullen said, passing Trent a book entitled Common Herbs and Where to Find Them. 
 
    “This is the best of the lot the Captain left,” Cullen said with a sniff. “Good information in that one. The others just cover the same ground in fancy language. You have 30, no, 45 minutes to eat, rest, and study. Use them well! And show me your Status.” 
 
    Trent displayed his Status; he was curious to see also and was shocked at the results. 
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    He gained a Point in Strength and Agility! He looked at Sergeant Cullen with something approaching hero worship. Two Points! He didn’t feel like he was going to die, he wasn’t bleeding, and they weren’t carrying him to the medics! 
 
    “Don’t be too proud of yourself, boy. It’s not hard to raise a feather off the floor. I honestly don’t know how you’ve managed to keep your Attributes so ridiculously low,” Cullen chose to misinterpret Trent’s look as pride. ”45 minutes!” 
 
    He turned away, then snapped his fingers and whirled back. One hand dug into a small pouch at his side, and he pulled out a water skin. A water skin larger than the pouch itself. The pouch was a storage device. Trent liked his new belt pouch, but he was envious of the Sergeant’s. He hoped the day that he could use his Storage Skill freely came soon. 
 
    Cullen tossed the water skin onto the ground next to Trent. “That’s yours. Keep it with you at all times and use it frequently. It has a low-level enchantment on it. It’s powered by ambient Mana and will fill slowly with water automatically. Do not lose it!” 
 
    And then Cullen was off again. He had been instructed that his main morning task for the foreseeable future was to whip this runt into shape, but he still had other matters to attend to. 
 
    Trent placed the bowl of porridge in his lap and laid the book on the ground in front of him. With one hand he dug into his breakfast while the other flipped pages. He inhaled both food and knowledge, both of which he was starved for.  
 
    The porridge soon disappeared, and the bowl was set aside. He sipped water from his new skin, and the book was consumed in much the same fashion at only a slightly slower rate. His eyes scanned pictures of common herbs and the descriptions of their uses, as his fingers turned page after page. The book was straightforward and plain, but Trent didn’t mind. He took no real pleasure in the act of reading, but memorization came to him easily enough and gaining information felt like another way of strengthening himself.  
 
    The notification that he’d learned Herbalism Level 1 and gained one Point to both Intelligence and Wisdom came after thirty minutes. Trent felt an excited tremble run through him. Reading may not be much fun, but it was an easy way to raise his Attributes. He would have to wake up earlier tomorrow and investigate the bookshelf in Michael ’s chambers. 
 
    “On your feet, boy!” Cullen’s voice came from behind him and Trent rocketed upwards, less from obedience and more from shock. How did the Sergeant move so quietly? 
 
    “Collect your junk and follow me!” Without another word, Cullen started stalking to one corner of the field. Trent scrambled to grab bowl, spoon, water skin, and book, then ran after the Sergeant. 
 
    Cullen led the boy quickly to an area with several man-shaped wooden training dummies. He directed Trent to set his things aside and then had him stand in front of a dummy that was covered in leather padding. 
 
    “Do you know how to throw a punch, Runt?” Cullen didn’t wait for a reply. “No, of course not. You could barely walk properly this morning. When would you have learned to fight? Make a fist! No! Thumb on the outside of your fingers; do you want to break it? Hit the dummy!”  
 
    Thwap, Trent’s small fist connected with leather padding. Not so much a punch as a flailing, clenched hand. 
 
    “Do you enjoy hearing the word pathetic, Runt? Are you trying to fail?” Cullen scolded. “Keep your hands up! Protect your face! Wrist straight, and strike with the first two knuckles! Again!” 
 
    Cullen watched the boy strike again and again, and occasionally shouted withering corrections. He knew he was being unfair; he meant to be. Boys who learned under pressure were tempered and hardened, less likely to break when that learning was put to the test. 
 
    When Trent adjusted his stance, widening it ever so slightly, the Sergeant’s voice stopped. Cullen watched as Trent lowered his center slightly and relaxed his shoulders, which had nearly been touching his ears. A jab, another, and then a strike.  
 
    Trent was completely focused on his target. His fists stung when he struck, but he ignored the pain. He ignored a sudden notification, that attempted to distract him, as he let loose another string of punches. He stepped back and lashed out with his leg, the ball of his foot hitting where the knees of a man would be on a living opponent. He stepped forward, striking with his elbow and was about to strike with his knee, when Cullen shouted at him to stop and turn around. 
 
    Doing so, Trent was confronted by Cullen’s narrow-eyed inspection. Had he done something wrong? He remembered the kick and elbow strike. He hadn’t been told to do that. Was this an “unnecessary thing”? The Sergeant hated “unnecessary things.”  
 
    “Status, boy!” Cullen said shortly.  
 
    Trent displayed his Status while studying Cullen’s expression. Was the Sergeant disappointed? Trent discovered he was almost afraid of disappointing this gruff soldier. 
 
    “Un-fucking-believable,” Cullen muttered. He sounded amazed and pleased, causing Trent to look at his own Status.  
 
    He’d learned Unarmed Combat Level 1 and gained a Point in Agility. Hadn’t this been the point of the training? 
 
    Cullen cleared his throat. “You might not be the most hopeless waste of the gods’ air that I’ve ever seen after all. Keep at it, rest when you need to, and don’t forget to drink water. I’ll be back presently. And when I get back, if I think you’ve been slacking, then you’ll be learning to run with a purpose today, instead of tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” Trent shouted and whirled back to resume his training, fists striking out at a frantic pace.  
 
    Cullen watched for a moment. The boy would never be able to maintain that speed, but he kept that to himself. Each punch was crisp and accurate, impossibly so, considering Trent’s lack of experience. 
 
    “Un-fucking-believable,” Cullen said under his breath again. He’d trained recruits for nearly twenty years and in all that time he’d never seen one, no matter how promising they were, pick up a Skill just from striking a training post. 
 
    He turned on his heel and rapidly crossed the field to where a group of recruits was working at spear drills with a Corporal. He scanned the group until he found the person he was looking for. 
 
    “Recruit Tersa!” he called. “To me, now!” 
 
    A female Recruit, training at the back, fell out of formation and ran towards the Sergeant with her spear held in front of her. Coming to a stop in front of Cullen, Tersa grounded the butt of her spear and sounded off. “Reporting, Sergeant!” 
 
    Cullen stared down at the freckled face of the fourteen-year-old Recruit. Her helmet had slipped forward while she was running until it nearly covered her eyes. Recruits never tightened their armor properly, Cullen privately believed they preferred to be blind. 
 
    “Recruit Tersa, you have orders for a special detail for Captain this afternoon. That detail has been canceled,” Cullen said. “Instead...” 
 
    “Sergeant, my orders came from the Duke’s personal...” Tersa could be thoughtless sometimes.  
 
    She spoke up without thinking. She had been looking forward to this special assignment. She didn’t know what the assignment was exactly, but she was sure it would mean good things for her career. The Sergeant couldn’t just cancel it! 
 
    “Recruit Tersa,” Cullen cut her off, his voice soft. “I know, I truly believe in my heart that you did not just interrupt me. Furthermore, I am absolutely certain that you didn’t try to contradict me. Because if you had done that, I would have taken that spear from you. Having taken that spear, I would have broken it over your head before putting you on special wall cleaning duty, during which you would clean the entire outer wall with your tongue. As you are not currently licking stone, you must not have interrupted me.” 
 
    Tersa paled. The Sergeant wasn’t known for making empty threats. “No, Sergeant, I would never interrupt you!” 
 
    Cullen reached forward and pushed Tersa’s helmet back with one finger. He leaned close, staring into her eyes. “Then I also believe you will find it in your best interests to go and find the Captain and tell him I would like a word. I believe you will do so promptly, and you will be out of my sight within one minute and back here with the Captain in less than fifteen!” Cullen was red-faced and shouting by the end of this, and Tersa was doing her best not to flinch. She took off running as Cullen bit off the last word, still carrying her training spear. 
 
    Cullen sighed as he reached into his pouch and pulled out a pipe and tobacco. Recruits could be thoughtless, but Tersa was a promising seed. A little too eager at times, but eventually, Cullen would train or beat that out of her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    It was closer to thirty minutes later when Tersa returned, following on Michael’s heels. She was praying that the Sergeant would blame the Captain for her failure to return on time, though the truth was, Michael had headed for the field at a brisk pace the moment she managed to find him. 
 
    Cullen was still standing where she had left him, quietly puffing on his pipe as he watched Trent at the training post. The boy hadn’t maintained his frantic speed, but he hadn’t slacked off either. He was obviously having trouble keeping his arms up, and there weren’t many kicks, elbows, or knees being thrown now, but he kept striking. 
 
    Michael came up to the Sergeant and watched, along with him, for a moment. He frowned a bit as he saw Trent, red-faced and sweating, gasping for air, as his labored punches struck the post’s padding. He made no comment, though, trusting the Sergeant’s methods. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Sergeant Cullen?” Michael asked. 
 
    Cullen took another drag on his pipe. “No, Sir, not exactly.”  
 
    Before Michael could ask what the Sergeant called him for, Cullen shouted in a loud voice, “Recruit Trent, here, on the double!” 
 
    Trent immediately stopped what he was doing and ran to the Sergeant. 
 
    “Take out a Stamina potion, Runt,” Cullen told him as Trent came to a halt. Pulling a potion out, Trent held it loosely, a curious expression on his face.  
 
    Cullen took the vial of green liquid from his hand and held it up with three fingers, “This is the most commonly misused tool that soldiers and Adventurers carry. Do you know why?” 
 
    “No, Sergeant,” Trent answered, shaking his head. 
 
    “It’s because people don’t understand how their Stamina pool works,” Cullen explained. “Stamina potions are an emergency measure that should only be used when you have to keep fighting, but you don’t have the energy or the time to rest. If you can rest, you should do so. I’m sure you’ve noticed that your Stamina recovers fast enough by itself, just by standing still and breathing. What else have you noticed?” 
 
    Trent considered the question seriously, “Each time I rest, it takes longer for my Stamina to recover, and it drains quicker each time as well.” 
 
    Cullen nodded approvingly. “Exactly, and that’s because you are more than what your Status says you are. The exhaustion from training or fighting builds up. Eventually, your Stamina won’t recover, or it recovers so slowly that it’s imperceptible. That’s when these come in handy. These potions not only restore your Stamina pool they also cleanse the underlying exhaustion.” 
 
    Cullen opened the vial and handed it back to Trent. “Drink up.” 
 
    Trent did so. The liquid was both tart and sweet, tingling as it hit his mouth. He swallowed and felt a wave of energy flow through him, restoring tired limbs and burning lungs. Mere seconds later, he felt even better than he had when he woke that morning. 
 
    “Recruit Tersa!” Cullen barked. The nervous young woman stepped forward. “Trent, this is Tersa.” 
 
    Trent offered the girl a shy wave, which she started to return. Her hand lifted slightly. Then she remembered she was a Guard Recruit and it fell back to her side. A curt, acknowledging nod that she imagined was more professional, replaced it. 
 
    “Tersa is going to join your training from now on, Trent. Take a few minutes to get acquainted while I talk to the Captain,” Cullen instructed. 
 
    Both Trent and Tersa were taken aback by this development. Trent because he had no idea how to “get acquainted,” and Tersa because she was afraid this new development would put her behind the rest of her Recruit group. Trent was clearly years younger and levels lower than she was. 
 
    Tersa was the first to recover. Remembering the Sergeant’s earlier threats, she stepped forward and took Trent by the arm. “Let’s walk.” She led Trent away hurriedly. 
 
    Michael waited patiently for the two to leave, “What’s this all about, Sergeant?” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake, Sir,” Cullen said as respectfully as such a statement could be said. He plowed ahead before the Captain could respond. “This afternoon, Tersa is to accompany that lad to the Guild where they will perform low-level quests. Recruit Tersa is a fine girl, but this plan is both wasteful and dangerous.” 
 
    Michael shot a sharp look at the Sergeant. “You are better informed than I am, Cullen. I knew someone would be going with Trent, but apparently, Helmand thinks he can commandeer my recruits without my approval.” The Captain was fuming. It seemed his and Helmand's working relationship still had a few kinks that needed ironing out. 
 
    “I thought you knew, Sir.” Cullen’s expression also hardened. He might speak to the Captain anyway he liked, but no one else would be allowed to undercut the officer’s authority as long as he was around, “I will...” 
 
    “I’ll deal with it personally, Sergeant!”  Michael snapped, and then softened his tone. “The order probably comes from my father. Helmand just failed to notify me first.” 
 
    “The Duke is involved with this mess?” Cullen grimaced. “Harder to tell his Grace that he’s being stupid. 
 
    “Harder but not impossible, and very necessary,” Cullen continued, as Michael was indignant at the Sergeant’s implication. “That boy shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near the Guild, and he can gain the needed Core for leveling by running errands in the Keep.” 
 
    “He needs more than levels, Sergeant.” Michael shook his head. “He needs to know more about everything. You can tell how sheltered he is.” 
 
    “Any other Guildhall in any other city, and I’d agree with you, Sir.” Cullen relit his pipe, “Problem is, the Duke’s territory is too tightly run. The boy will be doing fetch and carry quests for 10 XP and take months to level. There are no low-level kill quests. You have to travel a week to enter a wild area, and I doubt you want the boy that far away with just Tersa for protection. 
 
    “The biggest problem with a successful and tightly run territory,” Cullen offered his pipe to Michael, who waved it away, “is jealousy. You know, as well as I, that the Guild is full of spies looking for any news to pass on. Royals, and nobles, have eyes everywhere. One look at that boy and they’ll see, as plainly as I do, that he isn’t ordinary. One look and he’ll be snatched up, willing or not.” 
 
    Michael didn’t disagree with any of this, but their options were limited, “We can’t train him properly in the Keep. His potential...” 
 
    “I see the problem, Sir. The military and service-oriented Classes lack diversity. Plenty of warriors, mages, scouts, and healers, but very few of the Unique and Champion types that don’t fit in overly-structured environments.” Cullen resisted the urge to tap Michael on the forehead. “What you’re not seeing is that it doesn’t matter. The runt is special, and no matter how you train him, he’s going to walk his own path. That’s why you’re going to give him to me for a month, at the minimum. That’s why I’m going to take him and a few recruits, with a squad of trusted men, out on field-training. Because you need to get him trained, fast! And you need to do it away from prying eyes!” 
 
    Michael didn’t disagree. What the Sergeant didn’t know was that Trent was a Summons with a rapidly falling Loyalty Rating. All their plans had been made with that in mind. Michael originally wanted Trent’s contact to break, but the Duke was against that. The Duke wanted Trent tied to the Al’dross family as closely as possible.   
 
    But the Sergeant was right. The local Guild wasn’t set up to train newbies. Low-Level Adventurers traveled to low-leveled Trials to gain Core. Or they spent their time outside the city, hunting at the edge of the Duke’s territory in the wild. 
 
    To level up in the keep, Trent would have to be employed by the keep. Guardsmen and servants earned Core by performing their duties. Service-oriented quests required a binding oath that Trent literally couldn’t perform while still a contracted Summons, even if his master was an Al’dross. 
 
    “It won’t work, Sergeant.” Michael shook his head. “I can’t go into the reasons, but Trent can’t swear to the keep. We can’t issue him quests.” 
 
    Cullen looked at the sky and sighed as if asking why he must be surrounded by fools. “Michael, do you know why I’m in charge of training for the Guard?” 
 
    “Well, you’re pretty old, so you know quite a lot about a variety of subjects, you’re too stubborn to retire, you’re too...” He couldn’t fail to notice that Cullen wasn’t keeping up appearances anymore, and he had been demoted to from Sir to Michael. 
 
    “I’m all of those things, Brat,” Cullen said, “but I also have a Profession as Trainer and the Mentoring Skill. That means not only am I better at my job than any officer I can name, I can also issue quests personally. No need for Bound Authority, Apprentice Oath, or Questing Pillar. I can freely issue quests to anyone I take under my wing. I don’t, usually, because it takes my own XP to do it, but in this case...” 
 
    Michael stared blankly at Cullen. This changed things. Their current plan was to train and level Trent as much as possible, while the Duke convinced Kirstin to take an interest in her Summons. Lewis was confident it would be less than a week. Once Kirstin was interested in her Summons, she could use her authority to issue quests to Trent. 
 
    The risk was that even if Kirstin was interested, she might still treat Trent as an item, and break his contract all the faster. That wasn’t an issue with Cullen. He may or may not be able to affect Trent’s Loyalty Rating, but he would treat Trent the same as he treated any trainee. 
 
    “Let’s go see my father,” Michael said at last. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Meanwhile, Tersa and Trent were walking in awkward silence. With no destination in mind, they ambled slowly toward a shady area beneath the wall. Trent thought walking quietly probably wasn’t how one got acquainted with anything, but he didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    Tersa was lost in her own thoughts. This boy was younger than her, shorter than her, weaker than her. But, for some reason, the Sergeant felt he was more important than her. That was the impression she got at least.   
 
    It hadn’t been said outright, but it was clear that the “special detail for the Captain” that the Sergeant had so unjustly canceled, had something to do with this kid. But there was nothing that stood out about him as far as Tersa could see.  
 
    They reached the wall, and Tersa tossed her spear down (she’d forgotten to put it away again), and plopped down to sit, leaning against the cool stone. She took her helmet off and shook out her bright red hair. The damn helmet was uncomfortable and was always sliding around. She began tossing it up and catching it. 
 
    After a few seconds, Trent sat down next to her, his eyes following the helmet as it rose and fell. 
 
    “So, what’s your story?” Tersa finally said. 
 
    She’d asked a question that Trent didn’t really have an answer to. He was told not to say anything about being a Summons and barring that, there wasn’t much to his story. 
 
    “I’m Lady Kirstin’s servant.” He settled on. It was pretty much the truth. 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that like?” 
 
    “I haven’t been at it long. It’s not what I thought it would be,” Trent admitted. He hadn’t given much thought to the matter at all, but he was pretty sure his life wasn’t going the way it was meant to. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” Two and two made four in Tersa’s head. “Are you the kid that almost died yesterday?” 
 
    “Uh. Yes, I think.” Trent bit his lip. “I don’t think I would have died, though.” 
 
    “Whatever, close enough right? What did you do to make Lady Kirstin so mad?” Tersa missed catching her helmet and it hit the ground to roll away, ignored. Tersa stared wide-eyed at Trent. 
 
    Trent shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t really know. She just doesn’t like me. She doesn’t want me around.” 
 
    “Huh, weird, ‘cause, you know you’re still here.” Tersa bit her lip. “Why don’t you just go home? If someone treated me like that, I’d get the hell gone, you know? I mean, all the Sergeants yell and threaten, and Sergeant Cullen scares me something fierce sometimes, but they don’t really treat us bad. Look out for us mostly.” 
 
    Trent shrugged. “I can’t leave, I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “Oh, orphan huh? That’s rough, but, yeah, if you don’t have anywhere to go, you stay where you’re at, right?” Tersa said sagely. “So, you gonna join the Guard? It’s a pretty good deal. You get training, regular meals and we sleep inside mostly. It’s safer than adventuring, and we still get to enter the Dungeon, er, Trial. Get to keep what we find in it, too. Keep what you kill, Sergeant calls it.” 
 
    Trent listened to Tersa’s recruiting pitch and wondered. Michael, Nell, and Sergeant Cullen were all in the Guard. They’d all taken care of him so far. It seemed like a good thing to be attached to. But, “I don’t think I can. I’m still Lady Kirstin’s, ahh, servant.” 
 
    Tersa laughed. “Well, maybe you’ll get lucky, and she’ll fire you if you won’t quit. You could probably join then. Sergeant Cullen and the Captain have taken a shine to you.” 
 
    “The Lieutenant has too,” a sugary sweet voice said suddenly. “And what she says goes around here. It’s why recruits never leave training equipment like spears and helmets laying in the dirt where they might get tarnished or rusty.” 
 
    Tersa squeaked at the sudden interruption, and her head jerked to look forward. Her face went pale for the second time that day. Trent merely smiled at Lieutenant Nell; he’d seen her walking up. 
 
    “Trent, you’re with me.” Nell smiled back at the boy. 
 
    “Uh, Lieutenant, I was just,” Tersa stammered. 
 
    “Say no more, Recruit Guardsman Tersa.” Still smiling, Nell caught the attention of a passing Corporal and waved him over. “You were just about to make sure all the training weapons were properly stored and maintained. With that kind of initiative, you’ll probably have my job someday. The Corporal here will oversee things to make sure you get proper credit.” 
 
    Tersa held back a sigh. Nothing was going the way it was supposed to today. 
 
    ********** 
 
    “I agree with your reasoning Cullen,” The Duke said leaning forward at his desk, “but you lack a few pieces of the puzzle.” 
 
    “That may be, Your Grace.” The Sergeant was completely respectful with the Duke, and Michael was trying not to let that bother him. “But the biggest piece is the boy himself.” 
 
    “He obviously doesn’t have parents, or he’d be at home choosing a Class right now.” Cullen continued to make his case, “He’s in service to Lady Kirstin, but not sworn to the keep, which I’m not asking about, despite a burning curiosity. Whatever the reason, you can’t depend on her, and word is she doesn’t care for the lad.” 
 
    “I’m dealing with the Kirstin problem as we speak,” Lewis said blandly. 
 
    “That’s well and good Your Grace, but, beggin’ your pardon, your daughter may be a fine lass, but responsible she is not.” Michael found it interesting how Cullen could use words like “beggin’” while sounding like he was making a demand. “Even if she agrees, you should see the boy with a few levels under his belt. With his Ability, she’ll drag him into the Trial well before he’s ready, otherwise. She won’t be able to keep him safe.” 
 
    “I’ve made arrangements,” Lewis started. 
 
    “I’m aware you have Alistern babysitting,” Cullen cut off, wincing as he realized he’d interrupted the Duke. He started to kneel, to Michael’s wide-eyed amazement, but the Duke stopped him. 
 
    “Oh, stop it, Cullen. You’re too pigheaded and arrogant to apologize properly anyway.” Lewis put a hand to his forehead, “How do you know about Alistern?” 
 
    “The Craw boy is good at what he does and plenty sneaky.” Cullen shrugged. “I’m better and sneakier.” 
 
    “What I’d like to know,” Helmand broke in, “is why you’re so set on training the boy personally. Even to the point of using Mentoring.” 
 
    “Oh, you’d like to know that, would you Master Helmand?” Cullen snarled. “What I’d like to know is where you get the nerve to issue an order to my, the Captain’s, recruits without even a by your leave. You’re a Diviner, right? Why don’t you divine how many teeth you’ll have left if you ever pull that shit again!” 
 
    “Enough, Sergeant!” Lewis ordered. He looked at Helmand. “Michael was wrong yesterday, but you will not feud with the Guard.”  
 
    Helmand bowed his head in acknowledgment. 
 
    Cullen turned to Michael. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I threw him against the wall,” Michael said squaring his shoulders. “It was wrong, and I am sorry, Helmand, but I will not have you issue orders to the Guard behind my back.” 
 
    “You’re damn right it was wrong, Brat!” Cullen snapped. “I taught you better than that. With Helmand’s type, you wait till they aren’t looking and hit them from behind. Preferably at night when…” 
 
    “Cullen!” Lewis said irritably, “Perhaps instead of threatening my aide, you could explain why we should abandon our own plans for yours!” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Cullen straightened and cleared his throat. “This morning with only a few hours training, the runt, Trent, raised multiple Attributes and learned both Herbalism and Unarmed Combat. Unarmed Combat he picked up from striking a training post. In all my years I’ve never seen the like. The boy is gifted, but, unfortunately, he’s so gifted that anyone who is looking will see it. You send him to the Guild, and reports of him will be on the desks of every major house’s recruiting department within the week.” Cullen closed his mouth and waited.  
 
    The Duke leaned back in his chair. He knew of Trent’s potential. He had expected the boy to learn quickly, perhaps picking up Herbalism within three or four days, but this. This was too fast.  
 
    Granted, learning Skills and mastering them were entirely different things, but Trent hadn’t even gained his first Level or Classification. Bleeding suffering, he hadn’t earned a single Point of Experience! 
 
    “I’m not sure sending him into the wilds is wise,” Helmand said slowly, “but this news does change things.” 
 
    “Only Kirstin and the Sergeant can personally issue Trent’s quests,” the Duke said just as slowly. “Without the Guild’s Questing Pillar, it’s either send him to the wilds with Cullen or have Kirstin give him servant’s chores. Servant’s chores and training are safest.” 
 
    “But I will make him a warrior.” Cullen’s eyes glowed. He already knew what the Duke’s decision was. “Strong enough to stand on his own.” 
 
    The Duke nodded. “Michael, make the appropriate preparations for the Sergeant and a small group, say six recruits and four trainers, to leave on a training expedition. They will leave in the morning.” 
 
    Michael was headed to the door before the Duke had finished speaking. Lewis then told Helmand, “I’d like a private word with the Sergeant.” 
 
    Helmand blinked at the dismissal. He started to protest but held it in. He stood and bowed, before returning to his desk in the antechamber. 
 
    As soon as the door shut, Cullen, who had been standing, took one of the empty chairs. Sitting, he took out his pipe and lit it as he waited for the Duke to address him. 
 
    Lewis watched for a moment before taking out a pipe of his own. He filled it with tobacco and lit it. The two men regarded one another in comfortable silence for a few moments. 
 
    “What are you really planning for the boy Cullen?” Lewis said eventually. 
 
    “My plans are the same as your plans, I imagine,” Cullen said casually. “It’s been twenty years, twenty-two years since the last time the Trial was cleared. Bad things are coming, if no one challenges it and succeeds, soon. Five years if we’re lucky. With the way this kingdom is run, we can’t afford to draw a personal Tribulation by having an uncleared Trial.” 
 
    Cullen leaned forward, pipe held between his teeth, “I’m not saying the boy will be ready to clear a major Trial in that short of a time. I work miracles, but that’s a tough one, even for me.” 
 
    “But as things stand, we don’t have a team ready,” Cullen continued, taking his pipe in hand and gesturing with it. “Aaron and Michael are fine commanders, but they’ve resisted our urging them to go out and get real Core. Neither has a good team of his own. If need be, they can lead a raid, and we’ll gain another twenty-five or thirty years at the cost of a hundred good men. Leaving the only option being you or me.” 
 
    The Duke snorted, “Is that an option? Trials tend to be harder on repeat entrants. Even with our levels.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re tougher but more rewarding as well.” Cullen’s eyes practically shone at the thought of the challenge that awaited them. “You may spend a lot of time behind that desk, Lewis, but I doubt your Leveling has fallen behind. Taylor and the Lady Vanessa have gotten damn scary since you and I last partied together. Those paladins you’ve got masquerading as generals haven’t been slacking any, and myself…” Cullen shrugged, not humbly. There was just no need to say that he was the best at what he chose to do. 
 
    Lewis snorted again in agreement and amusement. When they were alone, Cullen always addressed him as Lewis, but the Sergeant always referred to his Duchess as Lady Vanessa. 
 
    “The Trial can only be cleared so often. I’d like for one of my children to have the chance.” Defeating a Trial’s final Guardian and tests came with remarkable rewards, Skills, Abilities, and equipment that you couldn’t find anywhere else. Lewis didn’t deny that he and his old companions had the strength to accomplish what they had managed to do before, but that strength was a direct result of their former accomplishment. If Aaron or Michael, preferably both, could follow his example, the territory would be the better for it. 
 
    “You have three fine children, Lewis,” Cullen began. 
 
    “I have five excellent children, Cullen, just because two didn’t become warriors.” Lewis’s eyes narrowed at Cullen’s implied criticism. 
 
    “Yes, yes, they’re all wonderful sprouts,” Cullen interrupted, he didn’t begin to kneel or apologize at this offense. “Aaron and Michael could easily be brought up to clear the Trial if you stopped coddling them. Kirstin won’t be ready, not for years. But a Tribulation is coming, and if we aren’t prepared either to act or allow them to act…” 
 
    The two men considered the issue quietly. Trials needed to be challenged. Cities depended on them, treating them as farms for materials and resources, but that wasn’t their true purpose. 
 
    As the descendant of the first person to clear Al’drossford’s Trial, Lewis’s permission was required for any to attempt a full clear of the Dungeon, but, currently, no one wished to do so. This meant the Trials’ power grew. Within a few years, that power would summon a hoard of beasts or legendary tier monsters. The city that benefited from the Trials’ gifts would be destroyed by it. 
 
    Cullen sighed. “But we’ve gotten off the subject. You’re keeping something back about the boy, Trent.” 
 
    Lewis chuckled mirthlessly. “A wise but stupidly stubborn man once told me that a secret is only a secret when it’s kept by one. Once two know…” 
 
    “Don’t go throwing my own words in my face.” Cullen chided. “The whole keep is aware of the boy, and I’m sure there are rumors and suspicions aplenty.” 
 
    “He’s a Summons,” Lewis sighed. “Kirstin’s Summons, to be exact. A talking, human Summons with seven Class slots, and seven Profession slots.” 
 
    “Well,” Cullen huffed, “shit.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lewis agreed. 
 
    Suddenly Cullen laughed. “He might be ready to clear the Trial in a few years at that!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Trent found that following Lieutenant Nell around was exhausting. He trotted along at her heels as she made her rounds and inspections, dealt with supply issues, and disciplinary matters. He was in awe of how she made “walking with a purpose” look so easy and natural. 
 
    He longed for the moments when she had to stop for paperwork or discussion with various personnel around the Keep. At least he did at first. 
 
    The first few times, he was directed to sit and read quietly, perhaps with a snack, while she worked. He thought this would be the routine and was quite pleased with it. 
 
    Then the gentle suggestions started coming. 
 
    “Oh, Trent, be a dear, and do a few push-ups for me, twenty-five should do. Oh, that was only twenty, five more, please.” She hadn’t even been looking when he paused, face against the cool stone after twenty. 
 
    After that, the “suggestions” came again and again. 
 
    “Trent, sweetness, go ahead and read for a while, right after nine sets of sprints. I believe the Sergeant walked you through those.” 
 
    “Oh, Trent, fifty squats, please, but don’t worry about going too fast, slow as you like, as long as you keep moving.” 
 
    It was amazing how her sweetly voiced suggestions made him long for Sergeant Cullen’s shouted orders. At least Sergeant Cullen was honest. Nell’s words felt sneaky, tricky, devious. Trent felt she could kill with a smile. No, rather, she could kill while smiling, and the victim would apologize for not dying swiftly or tidily enough. 
 
    “Oh dear, Trent,” she said after the boy completed yet another set of pushups and scrambled to his feet, “you look just awful! 
 
    “Your face that is,” she murmured. She brushed at his shirt. “It’s red and sweaty, but there’s not a speck of dirt to be found on your clothes. Master Taylor must have added an enchantment somewhere. The man does do good work. 
 
    “You have a Stamina potion left, Yes?” she said, ruffling his hair. “Two? Good. Nasty things. Probably stunt your growth, but best drink one. Still a lot of daylight left, and no naptime today, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Before the Lieutenant could change her mind, Trent hurriedly opened a vial of life-saving green liquid and gulped down the deliciousness within. Lieutenant Nell was prone to changing her mind. He had heard a withered old man, one of the servants assigned to the guard’s barracks, muttering about the capriciousness of cats, women, and officers, after he had been dressed down by Nell for one thing or another. The servant had seemed to be implying that the Lieutenant was all three of these things. The servant had been old and slow, but after the Lieutenant looked back to ask him to repeat the phrase, he had disappeared. Like magic really, and it was a magic Trent wouldn’t mind learning.   
 
    Trent closed his eyes as the Stamina potion’s refreshing power did its own magic. He sighed in relief at the renewed energy that filled him and reopened his eyes in time to see one of the keep’s runners pass a note to Nell. 
 
    It was common for low-leveled children of servants to act as pages and runners until they had enough Core to change Class or Professions from Commoner to whatever they were destined to become. Trent wondered if this runner, a tidy- looking girl in the keep’s uniform and a ponytail, would remain a servant or perhaps become a Seamstress or Cook. Was her Commoner Status a Profession or Class?  Maybe she would join the Guard or become an Adventurer. 
 
    He found himself envying her, though he knew his own prospects were more varied than hers. He didn’t know what the future held for her, but she had a past and presumably, dreams for the future. He only had an absentee Master and not enough knowledge to form aspirations beyond getting stronger. 
 
    He chewed his lip, as the girl disappeared on her errands, and Nell read the delivered note. 
 
    “Well, speaking of Master Taylor,” Nell said, folding the note and tucking it away, “it seems we have new marching orders, Trent! How positively exciting!” 
 
    She beamed at him and Trent frowned. People seemed to fear the Lieutenant’s anger. Trent thought she was most dangerous when she grinned like that. “New orders, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re off to Taylor’s chambers,” she announced brightly. “Lots of stairs between here and there. You like stairs, don’t you, Trent?” 
 
    She whirled and set off immediately. In her defense, she did try to provide Trent with a great deal of positive reinforcement. She would have been a little hurt to see the anguished look on the boy’s face as he fell in behind her. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Nell opened the door when a familiar calm voice from within called, “Enter.” Trent followed her into the tailor’s quarters. He managed to put aside the ache in his thighs and calves to glance around the room curiously. 
 
    Master Taylor’s room was packed full of things. Lace and beads, fabrics and leathers, odds and ends, not all of which looked to be useful for a craftsman. Admittedly, Trent’s exposure to crafts was limited, but what use did a Tailor have for a halberd? Was that a cauldron? 
 
    The room was as neat as its occupant, a place for everything and everything in its place. If that place wasn’t exactly where you expected it to be, that didn’t mean it was wrong. Why shouldn’t trays of ribbons be stacked on the floor next to the entrance? Soft pelts could fill a bookshelf as easily as books, and the books certainly didn’t look out of place on the desk, even if they were piled high. They weren’t falling over, were they? 
 
    Master Taylor himself sat on a stool, in the middle of his organizational puzzle, sharpening a knife. A perfectly reasonable thing to do. Trent had seen him use several knives when they’d met the first time. It was Nell’s eyes that narrowed at the finely crafted stiletto in the man’s hands. It was clearly a weapon and not a tool. Taylor noticed her noticing him and smiled. As quickly as the smile appeared, the weapon vanished. 
 
    Wrist sheath? Surely, he couldn’t have put it in his boot so speedily, she thought. 
 
    “My, that was quick,” Taylor said standing. “I received word that you would be coming not three minutes ago.” 
 
    “I hope we’re not interrupting, Master Taylor?” Nell said slowly, nodding a greeting. Where had the knife gone? Her experienced eyes could find no sign of a bulge, wrinkle or hilt to give it away. 
 
    “Not at all, lass, umm, Lieutenant.” Taylor beckoned them further into the room. “Close the door, please. I’m not unprepared for you, just surprised that you arrived so soon.” 
 
    “Come stand on the stool, lad!” Taylor told Trent. As the boy obeyed, the older man walked to a table and picked up an item he’d left there. “I’ve already had the rest of your things delivered. This last item I didn’t think you’d need right away; wasn’t sure you needed it at all. I made it mostly on a whim. Honestly, I was quite surprised when the Duke requested it, or something similar, for you. Surprised twice in one day. Would you believe me if I told you that normally that was a rare occurrence?” 
 
    He examined whatever it was the Duke had requested and then turned around to carry it over to the stool, where Trent stood waiting. The item, in question, seemed to be a long, black leather coat, and, from appearances, it was much too big for Trent. 
 
    It was much too big. When Taylor had the boy put it on, Trent found that his hands did not protrude from the sleeves, and if he hadn’t been standing on the stool, the leather would have pooled on the floor. 
 
    Taylor fussed with the high collar and then began buttoning up the front. Trent was amazed when the jacket that was big enough to get lost in a moment before shrunk! By the time Taylor finished buttoning the jacket and began tightening a few straps, the clothing fit perfectly. It was even a snug fit, though not in a way that constrained his movement. 
 
    Taylor noticed his astonished look and chuckled. “The enchantment is in the stitching, lad.” 
 
    A high, stiff collar protected Trent’s throat while allowing free movement at his head and neck. The shoulders and elbows seemed reinforced, and the sleeve’s ends that he hadn’t been able to find before were securely fastened around his wrists.  
 
    A long strap which appeared to have four knife sheaths built into it ran from left shoulder to right hip. The torso of the jacket fit tightly but moved with his chest as he stretched and took several deep breaths. From his waist down, the leather loosened and flared out, split front and back, providing cover without impeding his legs. 
 
    “Not bad,” Taylor murmured. “Walk around some, my boy, get a feel for it. It’s not armor, not in a traditional sense, but it’s about all you can carry at present.” 
 
    Trent hopped off the stool. As his feet touched the ground, he lost some appreciation for Taylor’s creations. This wasn’t armor?  It was heavy! Trent frowned as he wondered just how long, and how often, he would be expected to wear this monstrosity disguised as a jacket. 
 
    “That’s hardly gratitude I see,” Taylor tutted. “I can only work with what you give me, lad. Anymore enchanting and you’d need ten levels before you’d be able to equip it. But do not despair, I have a solution to your dilemma!” 
 
    The crafty old man leaned close as if sharing an important secret, “All you have to do is get stronger!” Taylor laughed at his own joke and added, “And I’m afraid the worst is yet to come.” 
 
    Ignoring Trent’s panicked expression, Taylor dragged a chest from under his desk and pulled it to the stool. Opening the chest, he began pulling things out and putting them on Trent. 
 
    First, four identical knives with thick blades and bone hilts were placed in the built-in strap sheaths. Before Trent could thank him and decline any further gifts, Taylor was buckling a sword belt, complete with a short sword, around his waist. Following this, a stiff leather bracer was strapped to his right arm, while a disc of wood and iron went on his left. A reckless use of appraisal and Mana told Trent that this “low-quality” disc was called a Duelist’s Buckler.  
 
    “What you will be most grateful for, though, is this.” Master Taylor pulled a leather cap over his head and tugged it sharply into place. It covered his skull, ears, and the back of his neck, and was not what Trent would call comfortable.  
 
    “Seeing your scowl just now, I know you doubt my words! The cap you should thank me for, lad, because, otherwise, Cullen will have you in the steel helmet of the guard. It’s not my own work, so you’ll have to break it in yourself.” Taylor tapped Trent on the chest. “Remember, gratitude and strength. And if that old bastard tries to make you trade helms, you tell him to piss off. He does love to put his recruits in armor two sizes too big and then yells at them for wearing it wrong!” 
 
    “They do wear it wrong. If they wore it right, they’d know it was too big.” 
 
    Caught up in his own personal nightmare of “walking with a purpose,” while wearing all the things he’d been loaded up with, Trent had missed Cullen opening the door and entering. Presumably, Taylor, had not. 
 
    “I see you’ve got the runt kitted out almost decently. Where are his greaves?” Cullen said after appraising Trent’s outfit. 
 
    “Anymore, and the lad won’t be able to move,” Taylor said, turning to roll his eyes at the Sergeant. “And who are you calling ‘runt’? Why I remember a young slip of a boy.” 
 
    “Enough of that! No one has ever described me as a ‘slip' of anything!” Cullen glared daggers. “That’s the second time today someone tried to use my own words against me. Must be losing my touch.” 
 
    Cullen leaned to glare past Taylor at Trent. “Runt! There’s plenty of training time before dinner, I will meet you at the drill field. I’ll give you a five-minute head start, and if you aren’t there ten minutes ahead of me, you can forget about eating.” 
 
    With a yelp, Trent activated Dash and shot away. Apparently, he could run in his new gear. 
 
    Cullen grinned as the boy vanished. “Well, I haven’t completely lost it!” 
 
    “Bullying young boys, shameful.” Taylor shook his head and then snapped his fingers as if he’d just remembered something, though Cullen knew the man had never had a memory lapse in his life. 
 
    “Since the boy is gone, you’ll have to carry it for him.” Taylor reached back into the chest and pulled out a bow, a short bow made of subdued blackwood. He handed the weapon to Cullen. 
 
    Cullen took the bow with a grunt. It was already strung, which was not the proper way to store an ordinary short bow. Cullen pulled at the string, not really testing the draw, just playing really. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at Taylor. “I knew you made the jacket for him, but I didn’t think you would provide weapons, definitely not this bow.” His finger tugged the string again. “He won’t be able to draw this, and even if he could, he doesn’t have the Mana pool to support it.” 
 
    “Mana pool? What kind of bow is that?” Lieutenant Nell, standing forgotten to one side, asked curiously. 
 
    “Just a toy, really, Lieutenant, one my own children outgrew long ago. As for the boy being able to use it,” Taylor reached forward and wrapped a knuckle against Cullen’s breastplate, “there’s a solution to that. Make him stronger, Cullen.” 
 
    Cullen snorted and left without another word. Nell hesitated for a second, then bobbed her head at Taylor, and left. Closing the door behind them, Taylor retook his seat on his favorite stool. The long, thin knife appeared back in his hand. It, like the stool, was one of his favorite things. He kept it at his back, not in his sleeve or boot, as the Lieutenant had guessed. He examined the blade for a moment and then began mimicking the movements of sharpening it. 
 
    This blade never needed an edge put back on it. That was why it was one of his favorites. Taylor sharpened while he mused, and long after all his other blades and tools had been sharpened to perfection, he could keep playing with this one. He could run it over a stone for a thousand years and never damage it. 
 
    Most common weapons, like young Awakens, required careful maintenance and proper use. Was Cullen the person who had said that to him or had he said it to Cullen? Must have been Cullen. Taylor would say words like cause and care if it had been his phrase. “Use” was a hard word to apply to the hopeful young men and women they had trained together over the years. Hard but it was accurate. 
 
    This boy, Summons, Trent, would see hard use if Taylor had his guess. Kirstin had picked up the bad habit of seeing Summons as items and weapons from somewhere. Taylor would like to have a quiet word with the person who put that idea in her head. Trent would have it hard, but Cullen, and he, would see that the boy was properly maintained as well. 
 
    They worked well together, the Sergeant and the Tailor. One pounded the young into shape while the other provided the edge. They’d been wild youths themselves once, seeking adventure and finding service.  
 
    Now Taylor trusted Cullen to look after and make something of the young Summons. After the Sergeant was done, Taylor would polish the finished product.  
 
    Thinking of the boy training with his new toys, Taylor chuckled as he absently honed a knife that didn’t need it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Trent stared at the stupidly heavy, black jacket that wasn’t armor, laying on top of the chest in his room. He woke up early and was already dressed, but he hated the thought of putting on the “not-armor.” 
 
    The night before, Cullen had made him run through his morning exercises while wearing the hateful thing. The benefit had been another Point added to Strength, but that hadn’t made the experience a pleasant one. 
 
    Just when he thought they were finished Cullen had made him pull out his new sword and stand with it held “at the ready.”  Five minutes of that, and his arm was shaking. Of course, five minutes wasn’t the end of it. No, he sheathed it, performed some sprints, and repeated. He lost track of the number of times he did this. Sometime right before he was allowed to stop, Dash had Leveled up, but Trent wasn’t able to feel all that excited about the achievement. 
 
    Now, this morning, he had to put the jacket back on. Cullen would be here soon, and he’d expect to find Trent ready. With a sigh, Trent pulled the not-armor on, fastening buckles and buttons as best he could. Sword belt and cap were next, adding to the weight. How high would his Attributes have to rise before this was comfortable? 
 
    A set of saddlebags and a small black bow were picked up next, the bags were slung over his shoulder, the bow held in his left hand. Personally, he thought it would be easier to slip his arm through the bowstring and carry it on his shoulder as well, but Cullen insisted it be “ready.” 
 
    Trent found himself getting frustrated with Cullen’s rules and orders, but he never thought of disobeying. Well, he did briefly consider it once, but before he could find the nerve, Cullen had seen a Recruit holding a spear incorrectly. The Recruit, when notified of his error, had tried to tell the Sergeant that his way of holding the weapon was more comfortable and practical. It wasn’t long after that that Trent realized Cullen knew far more painful ways of correcting a trainee than making him do a few pushups. That Recruit would probably hold his spear properly from now on, and Trent would carry his bow. 
 
    He exited the room with his burdens. Michael and Lieutenant Nell were having breakfast already and going over the day’s schedule. They greeted him and noticed Trent’s disappointed look when he saw there was no plate set for him. 
 
    Michael grinned, “Don’t worry Trent, Cullen will see that you’re fed, something practical and filling that you can eat on the move, I imagine.” 
 
    Nell didn’t find it quite as amusing as her Captain. “He’s still growing; he needs more than that.” 
 
    A knock, a pounding really, interrupted her before she could finish. Michael stood and answered the door, revealing Cullen, uniformed and armored. Trent had never seen Michael or Nell in the mail or breastplate of the guard, but he suspected Cullen slept in full kit, with his helmet as a pillow. 
 
    “It’s for you, Trent,” Michael chuckled, after greeting the Sergeant. He looked down at the boy, who should have looked ridiculous, dressed for war, but somehow the boy, with his ordinary but serious face, managed to pull it off. 
 
    Michael thought this was a little sad. He hadn’t been around Trent long, but the boy felt like a little brother, someone Michael should be teaching games, taking fishing, wrestling, and arguing with. He tried to find words to encourage the boy but couldn’t. 
 
    “Do as the Sergeant says, he’ll keep you safe.” he finally managed, lamely. 
 
    Trent nodded and walked to the Sergeant. Cullen pulled two slices of bread, cold bacon, and cheese from somewhere and handed it to him. 
 
    Trent looked at the sandwich curiously. Where had this come from? The Sergeant ’s pouch? 
 
    “It’s breakfast, Runt! Eat it while we walk.” Then, recognizing the true source of Trent’s curiosity, he added gruffly, “Did you think you were the only one with Storage?” 
 
    Then they were off, Cullen led the way with Trent trotting at his heels, munching on the breakfast carefully. The Sergeant set a pace that soon had them at the Northern Gate where a group of Guards, recruits, horses, and a wagon were waiting for them. 
 
    Cullen took Trent’s bags from him. He quickly tied the saddle bags in place, on the back of a small brown mare, then directed Trent to shoulder his bow. 
 
    “You’ll learn to ride with that in your hand, eventually,” Cullen didn’t say so much as order. This was something Trent would learn. “But for now, I suspect you’ll have enough trouble managing your horse with both hands.” 
 
    It was then that Trent realized he would be riding the small mare that was only small when compared to the other mounts present. Trent was a few inches shy of five feet tall, so compared to him, the mare was quite large. Cullen showed him how to mount and even allowed him to use a mounting block “just this once, we’re in a hurry.”  Before long, Trent found himself in the saddle, feeling like the ground was far, too far, away, and thinking that the wagon looked like a comfortable and secure way to travel. 
 
    They were moving through the gate much too soon for Trent’s tastes. The four Guards and six recruits formed up around the wagon that another Guard had been assigned to drive. They soon fell into a practiced formation, and they were off, through the gate and into the quiet city streets where the citizens were just beginning to start the day.  
 
    Trent rode behind the wagon, and his second voyage through the city was much like his first. There was no time for admiring the scenery. He was much too busy trying to stay in the saddle. Cullen rode beside him barking instructions. 
 
    “Back straight! Tuck in your knees and elbows and move with the horse! Don’t fight her!” 
 
    They set a slow pace through the streets, less for Trent and more to allow people to move out of their way. By the time they reached the city wall and crossed the bridge leading into the countryside, Trent found himself longing for the lazy exercise of the previous day. 
 
    Riding hurt! Muscles he didn’t know he had ached, and his rear was sure to have bruises on it. The mare occasionally cast reproachful looks at him as if to ask, what he thought he was doing. 
 
    But Trent kept at it without complaining, not that he had any choice in the matter. After a long hour of clenching his teeth in concentration, as he tried to follow the Sergeant’s instructions, he received the welcomed notice that he had learned Riding Level 1. 
 
    Learning Riding didn’t make the act comfortable or soothe sore, strained muscles, but Trent was more confident in the saddle. The mare’s reproachful looks became tolerant ones, and Trent was able to gaze around him a bit. He did keep both hands on the reins, and he occasionally touched the saddle horn as well. 
 
    The land around Al’drossford had been tamed for a long time. Pastures and fields stretched out in all directions. Rambling farmhouses and outbuildings dotted the green and brown. Livestock grazed behind sturdily built fences, and in the distance, farmers could be seen going about their chores. 
 
    What Trent found most curious were the occasional riders that rode the fence lines. While some seemed to be checking for damages, all carried some sort of weapon, and they looked to the distance as much as the ground and fence. 
 
    “Militia,” Cullen told him when he finally asked. The Sergeant had been silent ever since he noticed Trent’s improved Ability. He never commented on it; he’d expected it after the boy’s performance the day before. He merely stopped berating the boy and turned his attention to the other recruits.  
 
    “Militia? Like Guards?” Trent questioned. 
 
    “No, not like Guards!” Cullen sneered and leaned over to spit. “Bah, not to say anything against them, but they’re amateurs.” 
 
    “Oh!” Trent watched one of the Militia riding nearby, less than a hundred feet away. When the man waved, he forgot himself enough to wave back. “What do they do?” 
 
    Two senior Guards brought along to monitor the recruits’ training were riding not far ahead of Trent and the Sergeant. Their ears perked up at Trent’s question. 
 
    Cullen was not known for his patience, but he always answered an honestly asked question, as long as it was about duty or training. The Guards were curious about how the Sergeant would respond. 
 
    “They keep the fields and farms safe from low-level beasts and vermin that are always popping up. It frees up the Duke’s men and Adventurers so they can deal with more serious threats.” The Guards, as they listened, weren’t surprised at Cullen’s answers. It was his mild tone that set them back. 
 
    “Where do they come from?”  
 
    “Younger sons of Farmers for the most part.” A touch of irritation now. “Where the hell else would they come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Trent said, honestly. 
 
    Cullen considered the boy and his origins. “No, guess you wouldn’t.” 
 
    Trent had picked up on the Sergeant’s mood and asked no more questions. He was surprised when Cullen cleared his throat and continued anyway. 
 
    “They say that before Professions and Classes, Farmers used to have big families out of necessity. Needed the extra hands. They keep up the tradition, and extra hands are still useful, but a single Level 30 Farmer can tend his lands and produce enough crops to feed a large village by himself. Those of his kids that can be Farmers will be, others take up other professions or become Adventurers, maybe joining the Guard or military.” 
 
    “The Militia,” Cullen nodded towards a distant horseman, “come from those born with a Class instead of Profession but don’t want to leave home. They learn a few laborer’s Skills as Commoners and train in a weapon. When it’s time for them to specialize, they pick Militia. Which is a damn shame mostly.” 
 
    “Why’s that, Sergeant?” Trent wasn’t about to waste this opportunity. 
 
    “Because they almost never get to Level 15, and an advanced class is beyond them. Militias are useful, some might say necessary, but it’s a life without ambition.” 
 
    Trent didn’t really understand, but he let it go. “You said Farmers had to have big families before Professions and Classes. What does that mean?” 
 
    “There isn’t a thing about that sentence that needs explanation.” The edge was back in Cullen’s voice. 
 
    “There was a time before Classes? What was that like?” Trent plowed ahead, risking the Sergeant’s wrath. 
 
    “You ask that like you think I was there, Runt, how the fuck old do you think I am! I…” Cullen took a breath to lay into the upstart, then paused. “You don’t know, about the past, the world, anything, do you?” 
 
    Trent shook his head. “No, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too damn bad! I’m a Guardsman, not a Scholar. Go ask some robe-wearing prick if you want a history lesson!” The Sergeant spat again and then took out his pipe and lit it. Trent sighed, figuring that was the end of it when…. 
 
    You have received a Quest. You will pay attention to Sergeant Cullen’s lecture. You will not interrupt. You will not miss a word. The Reward is 20 Experience Points. Failure of this Quest will result in the opportunity to partake in extreme physical training tasks. 
 
    Trent blinked. He looked at the Sergeant. Cullen stared straight ahead and puffed on his pipe. 
 
    “The Infinite World. Infinite. In this case, it’s just a fancy way of saying messy. Chaotic. Always changing. 
 
    “There are a thousand creation stories, and which one you hear depends on whose temple your standing in. There are many who believe that the World came first, and the World created the gods with the help of her husband. Don’t ask me about her husband; it’s just something I heard, something that gets said. 
 
    “First, there was the World and the gods. The gods created the Races. Every Race will tell you their Race is one of the Elders, and their god created them first, but you’d be a fool to believe them because no one knows for sure. No one even knows if the gods of today were around at the beginning. But that’s not something you say while standing in a temple, you hear me?! 
 
    “What we do know is the gods created, and their creations competed. Who could build the greatest city? Who had the best artists or craftsmen? Which culture had the most to offer, and, of course, which army was biggest or strongest? 
 
    “Eventually, the gods started choosing Champions. Champions competed on an individual level the way the nations did. That’s Champions, not Heroes! A lot of people call them that, but Heroes are determined by their actions, not the fickle decision of some deity! Hero is a title you earn but never seek! And if I catch any one of you even thinking about trying to become a Hero…” 
 
    The squad was riding in fairly close formation in these settled lands, and all ears were turned to the Sergeant ’s story. Several backs straightened hurriedly when they realized Cullen knew they were listening. 
 
    “Where was I? The gods chose Champions, and gave them each a talent or power, what we call Skills and abilities today. One gift per Champion. Invisibility, Strength, Casting of Fire, Moving Earth. Power great enough to make the Champions seem like gods themselves to the ungifted. 
 
    “And the Champions used these powers to fight. They fought monsters and beasts, they fought each other, they led armies. And for several centuries, the World thought this was enough. 
 
    “It was the World, not the gods that changed things. That’s how it always is. Eventually, Champions were chosen and granted a Level along with a Power. A Level that could grow as they completed tasks, quests, set them by the World and the gods. The World’s intentions are unknown, but the gods used this to measure their contest. Whoever had the highest leveled Champion was considered in the lead. 
 
    “This was enough for the gods but not the World. The next great change was the addition of four Classes, Warrior, Archer, Healer, and Rogue. Now the Champions could develop more powers depending on their Class and Level.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Sergeant,” a female voice came from ahead. A young Recruit in the uniform of the Guard, lacking the armor, but carrying a staff in place of a spear, had half-turned in her saddle, “don’t you mean five Classes?” 
 
    “No, Recruit!” Cullen said through gritted teeth, “I don’t mean five. Magic, and those who shaped it, existed long before the Champions. Wizards became a Class, and that Class became Mages, but they were not among the first.” 
 
    “Wizards?” The recruit, a sixteen-year-old Mage named Arisa, considered herself knowledgeable and intelligent. This was currently not an opinion shared by her fellow recruits, “I’ve never heard of the Wizard Class.” 
 
    “It’s one of the few lost Classes that we know the name of. By all accounts, it would be considered an Advanced Class today.” Very rarely, had Cullen run into this situation. Many found him unreasonable, but Cullen was fair. He never asked for more than a person could give, and he never punished on a whim. Right now, he wanted to take Arisa’s head off for interrupting his train of thought, but he was answering questions today. Any question put to him, apparently. 
 
    Arisa never knew how close she had come to spending the rest of her life digging and refilling holes. She nodded, thoughtfully, and turned her gaze forward again. 
 
    “Ahem. Champions were given Classes and Quests, envied and honored,” Cullen started again, “and they thought they were at the pinnacle until one in particular fell. 
 
    “His name has been forgotten, his Class and origins erased, but his sin is remembered. His task was simply to escort a Princess from one Kingdom to another, where she was to be married. This marriage would have ended a thousand-year war and was important to the god of the Champion. 
 
    “It was a distraction that caused it. One should never get distracted on a mission, Recruits. Terrible things happen to Champions, Adventurers, and Guardsmen who get distracted. A distraction… a beast, a lesser dragon, it is said, caused the fall of a Champion. He must have thought there was more glory in slaying dragons than guarding a girl. The Champion left the princess with her guards, who were just common men, and hunted the dragon. He succeeded in his hunt, but when he returned, the princess and all her men had been slaughtered by bandits. 
 
    “It was the first failed Quest in history. It led to the destruction of a kingdom and almost to the death of a god. The gods begged the World to punish the Champion because they couldn’t. No god may harm their own Champion or interfere with another’s. The World agreed and created a test for the Champion, a Trial. 
 
    “It was the first Trial, and it still exists today, though far from here. The Champion failed to clear the Trial, and as punishment became a floor guardian, to die again and again at the hands of other Champions. 
 
    “And the World changed. More trials came, and soon more people were born with Classes. At first, they thought they were Champions, until the first Professions appeared. That was the beginning. As time passed, all came to have a Class or Profession. The monsters multiplied, the safe places grew smaller, and the new Classes fought less with each other and more to hold ground against the hordes. 
 
    “New Classes and Skills were discovered; old ones were lost and sometimes rediscovered. The time when a large family was needed to work the land disappeared. Farmers share traits with the Nobility now, an heir to inherit, one more, just in case, and any other children find their own way.” 
 
    Cullen trailed off. He had barely scratched the surface, but as he’d said before, he was no “robe-wearing prick.” He recognized that Trent needed a lot of basic information and history, but he hardly knew where to start. 
 
    Trent received notice that he’d completed his first Quest and earned his first twenty Experience Points. He was closer to his own Class now, and he vaguely understood how important that was. Cullen had given him a lot to think over and left him with a lot more questions, but they could wait. The group rode in silence until the midday break. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent crawled down from his horse gratefully when Cullen called a halt to their travels around midday. He stretched and groaned. Around him, recruits and Guardsman did the same, before they started tending to their horses. 
 
    Trent looked, resentfully, at the mare he’d been forced to ride. He supposed there was something he should be doing for the miserable beast, but he didn’t know what. 
 
    As the horse met his gaze placidly, Trent’s resentment turned to shame. He was blaming the horse for something completely beyond the animal’s control. She had carried him peacefully and well, despite his weight and inexperience, and she deserved more than his poor attitude. He stepped forward and bowed to the mare. She probably couldn’t understand his actions. He still felt better for it. 
 
    “Hey, Trent, Sergeant says… What are you doing?” A familiar voice came from behind him. Trent turned to find Tersa. He hadn’t realized she’d been in the group. All the recruits had a similar look in their uniforms, and he hadn’t really paid them much mind. 
 
    “Apologizing,” Trent muttered, his face flushing. 
 
    Tersa pushed her helmet back with one hand, revealing more of her freckled forehead. “To the horse. Why?” 
 
    Trent shrugged. It wasn’t something he could explain. He only knew he’d found himself sympathizing with the mare for some reason. 
 
    “Uh, okay. I think horses prefer a scratch or a bit of apple to a bow though,” Tersa said, smiling. “This one would like a drink, I imagine. Sergeant says we should fetch water from the creek for the animals. Don’t know why, there’s a barrel of the stuff in the wagon, and they’ve got legs, so we could just lead them to…” 
 
    Tersa broke off with a start and looked around to see if anyone had heard her questioning her orders. “Builds character I’ll bet. Sergeant s real big on character building. Come on, buckets are in the wagon.” 
 
    Trent started to follow and then stopped. “What about the horse? I shouldn’t just leave her, should I?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine. Just make sure the reins aren’t hanging; she’s trained not to wander,” Tersa said over her shoulder. 
 
    Dubiously, Trent did as she directed and trotted to catch up. It took half an hour of carrying water before Cullen said they’d brought enough. Then he proceeded to make a mockery of their efforts by taking out an enchanted bucket and channeling into it provide water for himself. 
 
    Released from their chores, the two collected a lunch very similar to Trent’s breakfast, with the addition of two small apples. Meal in hand, they sat on the ground near the wagon to consume it.  
 
    Tersa talked as she ate, and Trent listened attentively. The young Recruit was very excited about this training mission. A whole month of fighting beasts at the border. Oh, there was a week of travel each way, but that still left two weeks for the adventure. Tersa thought she’d gain two, maybe three, Levels.  If she gained four, she’d hit Ten, the minimum requirement to be promoted from Recruit to Junior Guardsman! That would be great!  
 
    Tersa prattled on, not minding that Trent didn’t have much to say until the order came to remount. 
 
    Trent walked back to his mare that had stayed exactly where he’d left her. He thought that was sad. She had been tended to, her saddle adjusted, water provided, but he bet she’d been lonely. He took out an apple he’d kept back, and, after cutting it in half with his belt knife, fed it to her. She gobbled it appreciatively, with surprising delicacy.  
 
    Trent patted her shoulder, awkwardly, before pulling himself clumsily into the saddle, that hateful leather contraption. The mare was alright, he decided, but he’d never forgive the saddle. 
 
    Trent’s Riding Skill reached Level 2 before they stopped for the night. He wondered if that was fast. It still didn’t make his body any less sore. He had two healing and three Stamina potions with him. Would the Sergeant notice, if he used one? 
 
    Of course, he would! Cullen appeared as soon as the thought occurred to the tired Summons. Fortunately, he hadn’t taken a potion out. 
 
    Trent hadn’t been present when the mare was saddled, but Cullen walked him through unsaddling and grooming the horse. He needed a step ladder to accomplish it, but Cullen was surprised at how happy he seemed to be while doing the chore. Most recruits just wanted to collapse after a day’s ride. While Trent was stiff and tired, he took genuine pleasure in caring for the animal who had served him.  
 
    After making sure she had food and water and tying her to a picket line, Trent and Cullen joined the rest around the wagon. 
 
    A meal, suspiciously like breakfast and lunch, was being passed around. A lot of disgruntled looks started to appear, and Cullen answered them with a smile. 
 
    “This is the best you’ll see while we’re on the road, my fine lads and lasses, and I advise you to expect worse,” Cullen grinned. “If you’d like something better, you are free to catch and cook it yourselves, as long as you don’t neglect your duties while doing so.” 
 
    Trent frowned. Personally, he wasn’t unhappy with the food provided. He would, however, like to learn how to catch and cook things. Maybe Cullen or Tersa would teach him. 
 
    “Corporal Francis has prepared a watch rotation. Tersa and Trent, you’ll be up first. You’ll be waking Arisa and Lerner. Make sure you know where they’re sleeping,” Cullen directed. The other recruits got their orders from the Corporal and started setting up camp. This is a grand way of saying they put their saddles and bags near the wagon and pulled out blankets. 
 
    It was a warm summer evening, and the sky was clear. Cullen saw no need for tents, though he allowed two small fires to be built, one for the recruits and one for the Guardsmen. The fires were more to use as a gathering point than for warmth. Cullen expected them to be out and buried not long after sundown.  
 
    Wood was a scarce resource in the area. A small supply had been brought in the wagon, and the recruits speedily claimed their share and dug a small hole to contain the flames. The wood was set alight with the help of a Spark Spell from Arisa.  
 
    Trent and the six recruits gathered around it. Tersa introduced Trent to the others, and the questions about who he was and why he was there were quickly answered by her. Trent didn’t need to say a word. 
 
    He didn’t mind, just sat and watched the flames dance while Tersa explained that he was a servant of Lady Kirstin, and Cullen was training him up some. The others didn’t find this odd; Cullen was the Guard’s Master Trainer after all. Curiosity satisfied, they fell to gossiping about what the trip might bring, until Cullen called for the fire to be put out and recruits to be asleep. 
 
    All the recruits except for Tersa and Trent; they had the first two hours of watch. One stood on the wagon bed, and one roamed the perimeter, switching after an hour. It wasn’t hard work, but Trent was so tired after it was done, that he had no trouble falling asleep immediately after they woke their relief.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Many people found the well-lit tunnels of the Al’drossford Trial unsettling. It wasn’t that Adventurers didn’t appreciate the light. They just wanted to know where it came from, no obvious source could be seen, which made it hard to depend on.  
 
    All Trials were different. Some would be lit by torches, some had glowing moss or stones, some were dark. Adventurers learned to adapt. They carried their own light sources and learned a night vision Skill or Spell as soon as possible. But no matter how often Alistern entered the Al’drossford Trial, he found it hard to accept light without a flame or Spell. 
 
    Alistern, in his role as “Allen,” tried to put the thought aside as he stepped into the cavern that served as home to the fifth-floor guardian. The light was even creepier here, as it bounced off and played with fog, that also had no discernible origin.  
 
    In fairness, Alistern was always more on edge than the rest of Kirstin’s group. There was good cause; his presence made things more dangerous. The Duke’s daughter and her friends weren’t aware of his Level, but the Trial was, and it liked to throw extra challenges at high-leveled persons.  
 
    Traps were more dangerous and harder to spot; monsters were a little bit smarter or stronger than they should be in the early parts of the tunnels. Alistern had to watch for them all. As the party’s Rogue and the Duke’s sworn man, it was his job. 
 
    Kirstin and the others crept closer to where Alistern stood. Didn’t they understand that they were supposed to wait for him to scout the situation? They were always so impatient. That was more frustrating to Alistern than anything. He was used to working with professionals, and this group was a long way from that. 
 
    He waved them back. “There’s a fog; it’s hiding,” he whispered shortly. 
 
    “How can it be hiding?” Dirk said in a hoarse voice that he imagined was a whisper. “It’s a seven-foot-tall bull; we should be able to see it a mile away.” 
 
    “We’ll have to flush it out.” Kirstin discarded the stealthy approach and walked up next to Alistern. “Matt, can you burn this off?” 
 
    Matthias looked at the fog doubtfully. “I can try, but succeed or not, we’ll draw attention.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, easier to see it if it comes to us,” Kirstin said, rolling her shoulders and setting her stance. “Dirk on point. Matt, cast for the center of the room.” 
 
    Dirk drew his war-hammer and hefted his shield, moving forward. Mathias and Joel took positions to either side of the tunnel opening, and Lyra stood between them. 
 
    “Can I remind you all,” Alistern stated, “that the tunnel will close behind us as soon?” 
 
    Matt cast a fireball into the large open cavern. Alistern had wanted to point out that once they attacked, the room would seal shut, and their current position would then be between a charging minotaur and a literal hard place. But the party didn’t take direction from “Allen.” Kirstin led here. 
 
    The Fireball hit the floor fifty feet away, where Matt assumed the center of the cavern was. The Spell splashed against the floor, impressively, and red flames rippled outwards. It did absolutely nothing to the fog and caused no damage to the floor guardian, as the beast wasn’t near. It did look pretty enough, flashing and flickering as it roared. 
 
    A second roar sounded to the party’s left, as the minotaur announced its presence. Dirk turned toward the sound, and the others shifted their positions around him. The fog limited their sight, but it couldn’t hide the bull for long as it charged forward at the interlopers. 
 
    It was commendable how Dirk remained calm in the face of the massive beast’s headlong rush. The Defender planted his feet and activated his Enraging Aura and Immovable Skills. In Alistern’s opinion, this was less commendable. The beast was already enraged. It was probably always that way, and Immovable did not mean invincible. 
 
    Dirk met the minotaur’s charge head-on. He grunted when the bull’s lowered head and horns slammed into his shield, rocking him back. In obvious pain, Dirk managed to hold the beast in place, at least for the moment. He slammed the bull with his hammer and activated Shield Bash. 
 
    A smaller opponent would be knocked back by Shield Bash, but the seven-foot monstrosity merely straightened up and swung its massive fists at Dirk’s head, in a wild haymaker. Dirk kept his shield up and absorbed the blow while the rest of his companions moved to attack. 
 
    Alistern swept past Dirk on the right, his longsword thrusting at the beast’s side and scoring a solid hit. The hardest part of this battle would be to hold back just enough so that the others didn’t realize he wasn’t what he seemed. 
 
    The beast bellowed and slammed another fist against Dirk. This time its attack broke his Immovable Skill, and the Defender stumbled back from the force of the blow. His shield slipped out of position, and he was dazed. The minotaur could have inflicted a lot of damage then, but fortunately, it had turned its attention to Alistern.  
 
    The Scout easily dodged the beast’s angry fists, though he was hit with spittle and foam as the minotaur bellowed at him. His sword flashed out again, chest, arm, side, three new wounds opened on the floor guardian’s body. 
 
    The group was out of formation now. Joel and Matt were forced to stand idle. The battle was too close for their ranged attacks, and the wall of the cavern gave them no room to move, without drawing the beast’s attention. Kirstin paused to make sure Dirk was alright before she remembered that was Lyra’s job, and then she was at the beast’s back. 
 
    Alistern doubted Kirstin’s ability as a leader, but he found no fault with her blade. The thin rapier was not the ideal weapon for a creature this size, but Kirstin still put it to good use, cutting at its neck. The damage to the minotaur’s thick hide could only be called a scratch, but it drew the beast’s attention, and as it started to turn, her blade darted in again to pierce its right eye. 
 
    With another bellow, the beast unleashed a wild backhand at the young noblewoman, which she easily dodged. Before she could attack again, the minotaur’s hoofed foot came up and smashed down, activating its Tremor Skill. 
 
    The cavern floor rippled from the force. Stones broke loose and flew up, hitting Kirstin and Alistern in the shoulder and face, respectively, as they stumbled back. It might have gone badly here if Dirk hadn’t managed to shake off the stun he’d suffered. 
 
    Stepping forward, the heavily armored Defender let out a bellow, swinging his hammer to crash, devastatingly, against the minotaur’s horn, breaking the long appendage completely off. Dirk trained his Strength and put all his free Points into Constitution. Alistern thought this limited him, but say what you will, the kid could take a hit and return it, as long as his target didn’t move too fast. 
 
    It was the minotaur’s turn to feel stunned now. The broken horn was hardly life-threatening, but the heavy blow forced the beast to a knee. Before it could counterattack, Joel managed to find a clear shot, and a broad-headed arrow found the beast’s left eye. Now completely blind, the creature had no real chance and was brought down for good a few minutes later. 
 
    “Dirk,” Alistern said, as they stood to catch their breaths, “you have to work on your Agility.” 
 
    Dirk had removed his helm and was wiping sweat off his face. He gave the scout a confused look. “You always say that, but…” 
 
    “I say it, and I’ll keep saying it! This fight could have been ten times easier if you’d dodged that first charge and hit that bull with Shield Bash from the side. Between the hit and its momentum, it probably would have gone down and…” 
 
    “Probably?” Dirk rolled his eyes, “probably? How about you let me be the Defender, and you be the Scout, Allen! My way works just fine.”  
 
    “True enough; I guess I’m not thinking today.” Alistern wasn’t going to argue with this idiot, and these noble brats had no reason to listen to “Allen.” They probably wouldn’t listen, even if they knew him as Lieutenant Alistern. 
 
    Besides, the Duke had other orders for him. The fog had cleared with the minotaur’s death, revealing a massive cavern, stretching out around them. While the rest of the party congratulated themselves and moved to examine the beast’s drops, Alistern walked away, along the wall. 
 
    The room would be safe for now. A Floor Guardian never spawned twice for the same group in one day, and other monsters never entered the boss’s office. Adventurers often took this opportunity to rest, heal up, and eat.   
 
    Alistern didn’t have time for any of that today. If he was lucky, he’d find what he needed here. The cavern was almost a perfect circle. He continued walking the wall until he was halfway between the room’s entrance and the exit, which led to the next floor, before he found an area on the rough stone wall that was colored slightly different from the rest.  
 
    “Hey, Allen, we’ve got the drops, you ready?” Kirstin walked up beside him. She cast a longing glance at the entrance to the sixth floor but didn’t approach it. Best not to tempt oneself.  
 
    Alistern tapped the cavern wall. “Ore deposit.” 
 
    “What?” Kirstin stared at him, puzzled. 
 
    “It occurs to me because I’m so smart,” Alistern spoke slowly, “that we are missing out on a lot of money. We’ve passed four ore deposits today alone. That’s cash and Core if we hand the ore in as Guild quests, that we’re just giving up!” 
 
    “Okay, but none of us have the Mining Skill,” Kirstin said doubtfully. Mining did not fit her Adventurer’s world view. 
 
    “Not even Metal Head over there? If he’s not going to invest in agility, so he can hit our enemies, he might as well use all that strength to pound the walls!” Allen looked to make sure Dirk had heard his observation.  
 
    “Hey! I hit stuff, I hit stuff all the time! And as for pounding, I gave a good pounding to your…” 
 
    He choked off the rest as he caught sight of Lyra glaring at him. “I’m a Defender, not a Miner.” 
 
    “Then, what about your Summons, Kirstin?” Alistern hurried ahead as he saw her face darken. “Hear me out. We need to make more money if we want to train and upgrade our equipment… and drink, we don’t drink nearly enough… and your Summons is going to waste. If he can learn Mining, he’d at least earn us some coin.” 
 
    He was talking too fast; would she still take the bait? 
 
    Kirstin’s expression turned thoughtful, if no less disgusted. After a long minute, “I’ll think about it later.” 
 
    Alistern smiled. “Well, that’s all I ask. It’s your toy.” 
 
    ********** 
 
    The next day, during the midday break, Trent found himself studying his Status while he ate one of his apples. He’d thought that physical training would be put on hold while they traveled but discovered he couldn’t be more wrong. 
 
    It turned out Sergeant Cullen was an early riser, a very early riser. And if the Sergeant was awake, so should everyone else be. Once everyone was awake, they might as well exercise until the sun was up. And since they weren’t in any real hurry, how about an hour of weapons practice once it was light enough to see clearly. That was just good healthy fun, wasn’t it? 
 
    As a consequence of this bit of fun, Trent’s Strength Attribute went up another Point. This pleased him, but he didn’t feel any stronger, nor had his Health or Stamina gone up. What exactly did Strength do? 
 
    Standing nearby, Tersa noticed Trent gazing into space. She’d stayed close to him all day, figuring someone needed to look out for him. She enjoyed his company, too, for some inexplicable reason. He was quiet and he almost never laughed at her jokes, but he listened, and that was enough for her. 
 
    “Whacha doing? Status gazing?” she asked, with a smirk.  
 
    “Yeah,” Trent blinked and replied, “My Strength went up, and I was hoping my Stamina would go up too, but it didn’t.” 
 
    “Course not, you gotta raise Constitution to bring up Stamina.” Tersa squinted and nodded her head knowingly. “Con is hard to raise though, you gotta take damage, feel the pain, you know? Best to put a couple of free Points in it when you Level. That’s what I do. 2 Points to Con every Level.” 
 
    “Ah, Corporal Tersa, there you are,” Cullen’s voice floated to Tersa’s ears, her eyes popped open wide, and she straightened out of her habitual slouch. 
 
    “Ahem, Corporal? Sergeant?” Tersa hoped she had just been promoted, but she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like where this was heading. Where had the man come from anyway? No one knew his actual Class, guessing what it might be was a popular pastime amongst the Guard and the recruits. Smart money said Berserker or Legionnaire, but Tersa placed her bet firmly on Assassin. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, is it not Corporal, have you been promoted to Sergeant already?” Cullen spoke sarcastically, as he stepped around to stand in front of the sweating Recruit, he smiled down at her. “Forgive me for not congratulating you!” 
 
    “Umm, no, Sergeant. I’m still a Recruit. I….” she stuttered. No, this was not looking good. Had Trent just taken a step back? And after all she’d done to look out for him! 
 
    “No, that can’t be right,” Cullen said, shaking his head. “I just heard you offering advice on Attribute Point distribution, and I know, deep in my soul, that no one in my Guard, who isn’t a trainer, would do something so very stupid.” 
 
    Tersa’s mouth was dry, and her tongue didn’t seem to be working, which was fortunate, as the Sergeant was still talking. “It’s strange, though, because I’m pretty sure I heard you say you invested Points in Con. And no one stupid enough to put two Points in Con every fucking Level would ever be promoted past stable hand in my fucking Guard!!” 
 
    Still staring straight at Tersa, Cullen suddenly called out to a Corporal, lounging on the bench of the wagon. “Corporal Francis! Is a lecture on Attribute distribution no longer a part of Recruit training?” 
 
    Francis pushed his helmet back with one finger and answered lazily, “Of course, Sergeant, it’s part of basic orientation, practically the first thing you’re taught.” The Corporal didn’t even bother straightening up, he knew he wasn’t in trouble. 
 
    “Then it seems Recruit Tersa does not have an excuse for her ignorance after all.” Sergeant Cullen held Tersa in place with a glare for a few moments longer, before shouting, “Everyone gather round and form up, its lesson time!” 
 
    The six recruits rushed to form a line in front of the Sergeant, as they bit back groans. Lesson time usually meant mass punishment. Trent hesitated, unfamiliar with any of the terms that were just employed, then joined the line and mirrored the recruits straight-backed posture. 
 
    “Normally, at this time, you would all be pushing until you collapsed!” the Sergeant  yelled. “So, you can thank the gods that Recruit Trent here has an honest excuse for ignorance, and I’m choosing to extend it to you!” 
 
    Cullen paused and took a breath before continuing in a milder but still stern tone. “Classes and Attributes and how they apply to one another! You should all be making careful study of this before you ever Level up. 
 
    “Trent, you wonder about the connection between Strength and Stamina. That’s smart; most don’t realize they’re related. Strength is generally thought of as how much you can  lift and how hard you can hit. This is accurate, but it also determines how slowly your Stamina drains, and how fast it recovers. If it wasn’t for Stamina-draining Skills, a high Strength Attribute would mean you could get by with a Stamina pool no bigger than ten. 
 
    “All Attributes are related in one way or another, and none should be neglected. A lot of heavy weapon and armor users think they don’t need Agility. They think Agility is about speed and flexibility and that’s it. But the truth is Agility also determines how well you can use your Strength. Lifting a heavy rock is impressive. Throwing a heavy rock accurately enough to crush your enemies at fifty yards? Much more impressive. 
 
    “Dexterity is commonly believed to be hand-eye coordination. True, but a better way to describe it is fine-motor control. Agility for big muscles, Dexterity for small. Trust me, recruits!  There is very little as scary as a heavy weapon being wielded by someone with high Dexterity. An axe moving so swiftly and accurately that you can barely see it… I leave it to you to see the value in that. 
 
    “Intelligence and Wisdom, beyond determining Mana pool and recovery, also affect how fast you master Skills and how effective you are in utilizing them. 
 
    “This leaves Constitution, or Con, as those that like to bastardize the common tongue, call it. Constitution determines your Health and Stamina, it’s true, but it is the least versatile of the Attributes and favored mostly by those who fear death and pain.” 
 
    Cullen’s voice actually turned gentle, leaving the recruits to wonder if they’d passed out and were dreaming. “These are reasonable fears, but it is unwise to make decisions based on these fears. What could be wrong with more Health and more resistance to damage? 
 
    “Nothing. So, by all means, invest heavily in Constitution; neglect the other Attributes. But, before you do, think ahead. 
 
    “The most efficient way to increase your Health and Stamina is to Level up because Leveling up means specialized or advanced Classes. An advanced Defensive type Class offers bonuses to Health and Stamina. A holder of these Classes can have a thousand HP at Level 6 with just five Points in Constitution. 
 
    “It’s fine to drop a Point in Constitution every couple of Levels; more Health, less pain, always good.” Cullen paused and looked around to see if his words were sticking. Then his voice rose sharply. “But if I ever hear any of you bragging about putting two Points in Constitution every Level, I will personally drag you to the drill field and demonstrate that no matter how big a number may look, you are not invincible!” 
 
    Cullen whirled and stomped off, ordering everyone to mount their horses on the double. Trent promptly fed his mare her share of the afternoon apples and climbed into the saddle.  
 
    As the squad formed up around the wagon, he rode close to Tersa on her left.  She smiled at him gratefully. He may have stepped back, at first, but considering how everyone would be avoiding her like she had the plague for at least twenty-four hours, it was good to have him there now. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Kirstin prowled the halls of the Keep. Her mood was foul. It always seemed to be lately. Distracted one moment, angry the next, she had to watch her tongue constantly to keep from shouting at people for no reason. At least she had Allen’s suggestion to blame for her current lack of composure. 
 
    She had tried not to think about her Summons these last few days. Every time she did, she found herself dwelling on how useless it was and how much she regretted binding it. She should be happy with what Allen had pointed out – that it might be put to work – but she wasn’t. 
 
    She knew she had to, though. Her party needed more money. They needed to complete Guild quests and level up. The Summons might offer them a way to accomplish all those goals. 
 
    Despite that, Kirstin would almost rather give in, accept more restrictions, and use her family’s money and connections, than train her Summons. Being an Adventurer was supposed to be a way for her, Joel, Matt, and Dirk to create their own way, but it was proving harder than they’d thought. The temptation to depend on their nobility, rather than their ability got stronger daily. She had to at least try Allen’s plan first. 
 
    That was why she was angrily searching the Keep at present. Michael had her Summons, and Michael was nowhere to be found. She finally broke down and asked where he was, only to find out he was in his office, a room she was certain he never used! It was as if he was hiding from her. 
 
    Ranchell was just exiting the door to the Guard Captain’s office when Kirstin reached it. The Lieutenant smiled and winked at her before sweeping pass, leaving the door ajar. Kirstin forced herself to smile back, Ranchell was good people, after all. Then she entered without knocking. 
 
    Michael was studiously examining a document when Kirstin plopped down in a chair in front of his desk. He didn’t look up, not even when she sighed loudly. He was going to be purposely difficult, it seemed. 
 
    “Oh, Michael,” she said in a singsong voice. 
 
    “What is it, Kris?” he asked, still not looking at her. Older brothers could be such asses. 
 
    She prepared her snottiest voice and then dropped it, and said defeatedly, “Are we still fighting?” 
 
    Michael set down the paper and frowned at her. “That depends. If you’re in trouble and need help, no.” 
 
    “I am sorry I…” Kirstin didn’t know what she was sorry for. She knew why Michael had been upset, but it hardly seemed that big of a deal.   
 
    It had been at first, she would admit. The sight of the Summons crawling in the dirt had shocked her. The shock had worn off in no time and been replaced by aggravation, but she could remember it.  
 
    “I’ve been in such a rotten mood lately, but I don’t know why,” she finally managed. “I want to make peace, though.” 
 
    She gave him a hopeful look. He raised an eyebrow and said, “Es’ Trent.” 
 
    His pronunciation was horrible, but she recognized the word and gave a start. “Where did you hear that word?” 
 
    “From the boy. He speaks Elvish. Didn’t you know?” Michael said in mock astonishment. 
 
    Kirstin’s jaw dropped. “That’s impossible!” 
 
    “Not really. Summons are affected by their masters as much as the masters are affected by them.” Michael lectured, “You really should have studied them before you bound one. 
 
    “You decided your Summons was useless and named him so. I warned you not to say anything foolish. Now you have a bond with a person, a bond connected directly to your soul, and you think he’s not worth your time. You want to know why you’re distracted and irritable? You have a Summons with a dropping Loyalty Rating who’s begging to be used, that’s why!” 
 
    Michael exhaled slowly. “And he is a person, Kris. A Person! Not a tool or an item or a weapon! A person with nearly limitless possibilities, and if you can’t wrap your head around that…” 
 
    He shrugged and watched her try to accept what he was saying. Kirstin wasn’t a stupid person. Stubborn and impatient, but not stupid. Just maybe they’d be able to salvage this situation. He preferred that Trent stay at Al’drossford by choice, but this bond he had with Kirstin was the more reliable option. 
 
    Kirstin rubbed the heel of her hand against her forehead. Michael was smart; he knew things that she didn’t. She knew he probably talked this over with their father, who was smarter than the both of them. 
 
    Was she really being influenced by her… the boy, Trent? It seemed possible. She’d never had such trouble letting go of disappointment in the past. This distraction, this ache, had to come from somewhere, and the timing was right. 
 
    “What do I do?” she asked, looking at her brother. 
 
    “You go for a ride, clear your head,” Michael told her. “I suggest you head North. The fire lake is nice this time of year. Sergeant Cullen is there conducting training. I think you’ll find your distraction fading as you get closer. 
 
    “The rest will take some soul searching,” he sat back in his chair, “but if you take an honest look at the boy, forget your assumptions long enough to give him a fair assessment…” 
 
    Kirstin sat with Michael in his office for a long time that night. Talking about Summons and responsibilities and a way out of this mess. 
 
    The next morning, she rode North with her party to settle matters one way or another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Trent had decided at some point during the last week that he liked horses and riding. Time spent on his mare’s back became the most relaxing part of his day. 
 
    Not that any part of travel with Sergeant Cullen could be called relaxing. There was always something to learn, some duty to be performed, and odd quests popped up almost constantly. 
 
    Perform morning exercises! Complete sword drills! Listen and remember everything the Sergeant tells you! One after another they came, offering between five and twenty Core points, and threatening vague and disturbing punishments if he failed them. He never did. 
 
    After seven days, he earned three hundred Experience Points. He picked up a few Skills like animal care and the basic weapon Skills for short swords and daggers. He’d also gained a Point each in Agility, Dexterity, and Strength. 
 
    And now, after a week of travel, they arrived at their destination. Not that Trent knew where they were. Oh, he could see their location, relative to other places he’d been on his Map, but considering his limited world travel, that didn’t mean much. All he knew was that this destination wasn’t quite where he thought they’d end up. 
 
    They had seen several small towns and villages during the trip. Seen and avoided, to prevent distraction, the Sergeant said. Somewhere along the way, Trent had figured they would reach a town or outpost, where they would stay while training.  
 
    Now here they were. Nowhere! A vast, nearly empty grassland spread out in all directions. They’d left the road behind hours ago. All that could be seen was rolling hills and grass, broken by two small groves of short trees. Trent thought there was something blue to the North, but he couldn’t make out what it was. 
 
    “Form up, Recruits!” Cullen barked, dropping off his horse.  
 
    This order was a familiar one now, and Trent scrambled to dismount and obey with the others. Soon they all formed a line facing the Sergeant, Trent and Tersa next to each other on the end. 
 
    “Welcome to your home for the next two weeks, or three weeks if you’re lucky,” Cullen stated after they’d found their places. “Water will be provided for bathing, which you will make use of! There will still be bread and cheese available twice a day, but if you want something else,” he spread his arms wide to encompass the area, “there’s plenty to be found.” 
 
    “Morning drills will continue, as usual, followed by group combat training till noon. The rest of the day will be yours, as long as I don’t think you’re wasting it!” 
 
    He walked down the line of recruits and handed them each an object. As Trent took his, he discovered it was a red-colored rod about six inches in length. 
 
    “At this time,” the Sergeant continued, “you will bind the item I’ve just handed to you. This is a locator rod; it is connected to a master rod, which I will keep. This will allow me to know where you are at any time. You will keep it with you at all times. If, for whatever reason, you think you are in danger, break the rod. If I believe the danger is real, you will receive help.” 
 
    Trent was lost. “Sergeant, how do we bind it?”  
 
    The other recruits snickered noisily. They all got to know each other during the week and, while Trent had been accepted, appreciated even, his lack of basic knowledge still provided endless amusement. 
 
    “You are aware of your Mana pool?” Cullen said mildly, ignoring the Recruit’s lack of discipline, for the moment. 
 
    Trent nodded. Mana pool was the small blue ball at his center, right next to the green ball that represented his Stamina. They were a part of him, he couldn’t see them and yet, he could. He was as aware of them as he was his own hands. 
 
    “Concentrate on your Mana,” Cullen continued. “Focus and draw it up, slowly! Push it down your arm and into the rod. Be careful. The smallest amount will do the job, but if you rush it, you’ll drain your Mana. This won’t kill you, but you won’t enjoy it.” 
 
    Trent did as he was instructed. Once he was told what to do, the process was almost instinctive. The cool rush of power flowed from his chest, down his arm, and into the rod. He sensed more than heard a “click” and immediately stopped. Checking his Status, he saw he used five Mana. 
 
    You have learned Mana Control. Wisdom +1 
 
    “Done. Good, then.” Cullen stared at Trent for a moment. “You look too pleased, Recruit. It wasn’t that impressive.” 
 
    “No, Sergeant, it was easy,” Trent said, schooling his features to seriousness. “I just thought learning Mana Control was…” 
 
    He stopped. Cullen’s mouth had opened the tiniest bit, and all the recruits forgot themselves. They turned to look at him. Arisa, the Mage Recruit, broke the silence.  
 
    “You…ah, hmm. You learned Mana Control. From binding a magic tool?” 
 
    “Was I not supposed to?” Trent asked. 
 
    No one really knew what to say to that. This time Trent’s lack of knowledge wasn’t amusing; it was unbelievable! 
 
    Cullen shook his head. He had to stop letting this kid surprise him. It was embarrassing. 
 
    “Enough!” he scolded. “You all have work to do if you want to have camp set up before dark. And you do want that, Recruits!  Figure out who is doing what amongst yourselves. Tents and tools are on the wagon. Wood is in the groves. 
 
    “This area is not safe. I suggest you keep that in mind. Fall out!” he barked. “Except Trent and Arisa, you both standby.” 
 
    Tersa gave Trent a comradely slap on the shoulder before she ran off with the other recruits to argue about who should do what. Arisa and Trent stayed where they were. Arisa was staring at Trent, and he wished she would stop. It was unnerving. 
 
    “Recruit Arisa,” Cullen said, drawing her attention, “Trent needs to learn Spark. Teach it to him.” 
 
    Arisa’s delicate nose wrinkled. “Sergeant, I don’t have a Spell Scroll or Stone.” She spoke hesitantly. 
 
    “Did I instruct you to give him a Spell Stone?” Cullen asked dangerously. “Just walk him through the process!” 
 
    Arisa blinked owlishly. “Oh, well, that might work, it’s not a tiered Spell. He did learn Mana Control.” 
 
    “You did really learn Mana Control?” She turned to Trent, peering at him uncertainly. Trent nodded. 
 
    “Well, okay!” She cleared her throat. She wasn’t an absentminded or uncertain person, though she gave that impression most of the time. Her vague demeanor disappeared as she began discussing her craft. 
 
    “Spark isn’t really a Spell, it’s a Charm,” she explained. “More of a building block for Mana Control and Manipulation. It’s one of the first things all Mages learn.” 
 
    She lifted her hand, palm up, and pressed her thumb, index, and middle fingers together. “Like binding a tool, you simply push your Mana where you want it, like your fingertips. You gather a small amount, less than you used for the rod.” 
 
    She paused, thinking. “Actually, you may need more or less? I don’t know, it depends on talent and affinity. Anyone can learn Spark from a Spell Stone or Scroll, but only Mages learn it this way.” 
 
    Another pause. “I guess you can try feeling your way. Normally, you gather the Mana, imagine the flame, and then trigger it. Most say ‘Spark’ as the trigger. I think maybe, you should imagine the flame first, then channel the Mana till it feels right and, Spark.” 
 
    With the last word, a flame three inches tall appeared at her fingertips, waving slightly in the breeze. It lasted a few seconds before vanishing. 
 
    She looked at Trent, indicating he should give it a try. He still held the locating rod in his hand, so he tucked that into his belt. Then, he lifted his hand to mimic her gesture. 
 
    Imagine the flame. He closed his eyes and tried to picture a flame floating above his fingertips. 
 
    When he was sure he had the image right, he started channeling Mana to where the imagined flame was. Almost instantly, he felt the same “click” that he had when binding the rod. 
 
    “Spark!” he said, opening his eyes. Instantly, a small flame, much smaller than Arisa’s appeared, where he had imagined it. 
 
    You have learned Mana Manipulation. Intelligence +1, Wisdom +1 
 
    At his success, Arisa laughed and clapped her hands. “Well done! If you keep practicing, you’ll pick up Mana Manipulation too. Or not. It might be a Class Skill, I’m not sure.” 
 
    Trent grinned and nodded. He didn’t let on that he’d already picked up that Skill. He found picking up Skills was easy. It was leveling them that was hard. Cullen said that was because his Intelligence was still low.  
 
    “Alright! Enough of that!” Cullen said. “If you have questions, you can ask Arisa later after you’ve helped the others set up. Move out.” 
 
    Cullen watched the two run off, and once they were out of hearing range, muttered, “Shit! Best to keep this from Michael until the boy is on a proper Class, or else he’ll have the runt studying to be a Spellsword when he should be running laps.” 
 
    ********** 
 
    The first official day of field training started like all the others. Horses were cared for, exercises and drills completed, and a simple breakfast handed out. Afterward, the six recruits and two of the four trainers left the camp for group combat training. They were in high spirits, hoping to find beasts and animals to test their skills against, maybe even a bandit group, though this was unlikely.  
 
    The area was wilder than the farmlands surrounding Al’drossford, but it was still patrolled regularly, and while a battle with bandits would be exciting, the recruits would rather hunt common animals and beasts. The Core wouldn’t be as good, but the result would be meat. A hot meal would be a welcome change. 
 
    As the group trotted off, Trent was left behind with Corporal Francis and Sergeant Cullen. His training for the day would be slightly different, as he didn’t have the levels to keep up with the recruits. 
 
    “You found a warren, Corporal?” Cullen asked Francis. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Francis replied, standing in his habitual slouch. “Only half-a-mile away or so. Nothing over Level 3. Should be easy enough to lure one or two in at a time.” 
 
    “Good,” Cullen said. He looked at Trent, who was waiting patiently. “You can leave the bow in your tent, Runt. It will just be in the way for now.” 
 
    Trent looked at the black bow in his hand. Although he had carried it nearly everywhere this last week, he had no arrows for it, and he’d never trained with it. It would be weird to leave it behind, but, nonetheless, he hurried to do as instructed and returned. 
 
    “Guardsman Keller, you are responsible for the camp,” Cullen directed a Guardsman who was leaning against the wagon. “I suggest you take that duty seriously. If I come back and find you napping, we’ll have words.” 
 
    Keller straightened up and cleared his throat nervously. “Yes, Sergeant.” Cullen was known for allowing some leeway to full Guardsmen, but he could treat them harsher than he did the recruits if he found reason to be displeased. 
 
    Seeing that Keller understood, Cullen gestured to Francis to lead the way, and the two set off with Trent trotting at their heels. The boy was excited. No one had explained to him why he was here or what he was supposed to accomplish. He started to ask many times, but always held back. Cullen was often willing to answer questions but was easily annoyed by recruits asking things that would be apparent if they waited a bit. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to reach their destination. Up and down a few rolling hills, the spot they came to seem much like any other with lots of grass and weeds and a few herbs that Trent recognized. The camp was out of sight now, but nothing especially interesting had appeared. Trent looked at the Sergeant curiously but was ignored. 
 
    “Bring over one, for now, Frank. We’ll see how the kid does.” Cullen approved of the spot even if Trent couldn’t see why. 
 
    Corporal Francis took off jogging over yet another hill. He was soon back, dragging something behind him. An animal? Trent had never seen anything like it. Two to three feet long, covered in dark brown fur, the animal had powerful-looking hind legs and a fierce horn almost a foot-long sprouted from its head. 
 
    The animal, or rather, beast, had to weigh over fifty pounds, but the Corporal dragged it in front of Cullen and Trent, by the scruff of its neck easily enough. It looked dazed and listless as he dropped it at their feet. Trent wondered how the Corporal had subdued it. 
 
    “This, Runt,” Cullen said, “is a Horned Hare. Not especially dangerous, but very aggressive and a nuisance to Farmers. You’ll have to watch out for that horn; it’s sharp! Its claws can be nasty, as well, and I don’t recommend letting those teeth get hold of you either. Get ready!” With that, the Sergeant strode away.  
 
    Francis grinned at Trent, who stood there uncertainly. “Get ready means sword out and shield up, kiddo. It’s going to wake up fast and angry!” Then the Corporal was gone, leaving Trent alone with the unconscious Hare. 
 
    Or not so unconscious, Trent was startled to discover. The Horned Hare was struggling to its feet, huffing and panting loudly. Long ears perked up, and its head raised sharply, its nose testing the air. Its mouth opened, revealing two large blunt front teeth, and a lot of smaller sharp-looking ones. An angry hissing noise issued from that mouth. 
 
    At him! Trent realized. Those angry dark eyes were focused firmly on him, and that hiss was obviously meant for him! For an instant, Trent stood dumbly. He wanted to explain to the beast that he was in no way responsible for its current condition, but he had the feeling the Hare wasn’t going to be very understanding. 
 
    Its back legs tensed beneath it, and, suddenly, the Hare was lunging at him. Its spring covered the five feet to the boy instantly.  
 
    Fortunately, it still appeared to be dizzy from whatever the Corporal had done to it. Poor aim more than Trent’s panicked sidestep kept him from finding out just how sharp the Hare’s horn was, but he did get a good close look at the glistening black of the Hare’s natural weapon. He managed to avoid being skewered but was still clipped by the beast’s shoulder as it sailed past. 
 
    As he stumbled back, he remembered that he was armed, and his right hand fumbled for the hilt of his short sword. He planted his feet and drew his weapon, finding his stance and raising the buckler strapped to his left arm. In training, this posture had felt steady, and he thought he was mastering it. Now, as adrenaline and fear surged through him, a week of drills didn’t seem like nearly enough. 
 
    The Hare landed on its feet; its leap had carried it a full five yards. It whirled around, eyes searching until they found their target. It was charging again! The Corporal had said it would wake up abruptly, but he hadn’t warned Trent how fast it moved! 
 
    Trent barely managed to dodge again as the beast sped towards him. Stepping to the right, his training kicked in, and he swung at the Hare with a sweep of his arm. His buckler slapped at it, and he pushed, only it was his own feet that moved backward. That was fine. With a bit of distance now, Trent struck with his sword, chopping at the Hare’s neck and hitting its back. 
 
    His sword bounced off the creatures hide, doing no damage beyond mussing its fur some. Hadn’t the Sergeant implied the beast was weak? Fast, strong, and, apparently, invulnerable! What exactly was weak about this ferocious creature? 
 
    Trent’s sword and shield were now completely out of position, as the Hare faced him. His torso exposed, it was the simplest thing in the world for the beast to rear back on its hind legs and lash out with its front paws.  
 
    Claws ripped and tore at the front of Trent’s leather jacket. Taylor’s work held up, and, while Trent felt the impact, his clothing wasn’t pierced. 
 
    Trent stumbled back yet again. How could those thin-looking limbs hold such strength? His palms felt sweaty, and he would have turned to run if he hadn’t seen how fast the creature could move. 
 
    The Hare hopped forward and then turned to present its rear to the boy. Thinking this was his chance, Trent almost leaped to the attack, when he realized what was going on. If thin front legs could push him, then those hind legs… he threw himself to the side. 
 
    He would swear the Hare’s kick whistled, as its feet cut through the air where he’d been. He hit the ground hard. If he survived, the Sergeant would probably want to talk to him about this. He’d been taught how to fall, but more than that, he’d been instructed on proper dodging. He hadn’t done either correctly. 
 
    Hitting the ground stunned him, though not as much as the realization that he had dropped his sword.  
 
    No time to find it! The Hare pounced towards him, teeth and claws seeking flesh. Roll! 
 
    Trent avoided the beast again, rolling twice, and then frantically pushed himself to his feet. He jumped back, head swimming. Where was his sword? 
 
    There, just a few feet away! The Hare was coming again! No time! No time and yet Trent found himself stepping, bending, and reaching for his dropped weapon. His hand found the hilt. His neck twisted to look at the charging Horned Hare. 
 
    Trent’s breath was labored, and sweat that had nothing to do with heat or exertion covered his face. No time to dodge or to get his shield up, his body wouldn’t move. The claws hadn’t pierced the leather, would the horn?  
 
    Slam! Dirt, blood, and bits of bone fountained up into the air! The Hare’s body had come to a complete and sudden stop a foot away from where Trent bent unmoving. His hand clutched the hilt of his sword so tightly it hurt. The Hare’s head had disappeared, replaced by a booted foot. Its horn lay in the dirt, oddly undamaged as if it had been severed by a sharp instrument. 
 
    Trent almost found himself wishing he’d been pierced by that horn. It couldn’t hurt more than the Sergeant’s impassive stare. 
 
    Trent slowly straightened up, sword in hand but forgotten, shoulders and head slumped. He failed. Utterly and completely failed. He would be dead if the Sergeant hadn’t been nearby. And Cullen hadn’t even been very close. Trent hadn’t managed to injure the beast, and yet, the Sergeant had appeared from nowhere and killed the Hare instantly, without even using a weapon. 
 
    “Es’trent,” Trent muttered listlessly. Was it any wonder his master named him useless?  
 
    “Trent,” Cullen said, his voice low and patient, “you made mistakes. You will learn from them. Your biggest mistake was not when you dropped your sword. That happens. The mistake was trying to recover your sword.” Cullen explained as Trent’s chin lifted slightly. “You have four daggers on your chest and a belt knife at your waist, practically an armory. Gods know what Taylor thinks you need them for. Even if you didn’t remember those, your hands and feet and the buckler on your arm are also weapons. Never turn away from a threat, just because you’ve dropped your sword. 
 
    “However, the largest mistake made today wasn’t yours.” Trent’s chin lifted more at these words. “It was mine. You weren’t ready for this.” Cullen sighed. “You learn and adapt rapidly, but it was my mistake to push you too hard because of that.”  
 
    “For now, you will concentrate on Herbalism. There are plenty of herbs in this area. Learning about them will raise your Intelligence, which will increase the effectiveness of your training.” 
 
    Trent felt a spark of hope. The Sergeant didn’t seem entirely disappointed in him. 
 
    “Sergeant, I’d like to, can I try again? I can do it,” Trent pleaded. 
 
    “No.” Cullen’s voice was still patient but firm. “You will spend the rest of the day collecting herbs. Tomorrow, you will drill and exercise, first thing in the morning and again before sundown. In between, you’ll study and gather herbs. You are not to wander too far from…” 
 
    “But, Sergeant,” Possibly Trent had been spending too much time with Tersa. He interrupted without thinking. His master was an Adventurer, she would want him to fight! He found the study of Herbalism interesting, but combat was necessary! 
 
    “Trent!” Cullen didn’t shout, but the patience was gone. “I have given you your instructions; you will carry them out! Do not wander far, keep your locating rod handy, and keep your eyes open. Move out!” 
 
    Trent’s mouth shut with a click, and he sheathed his sword before walking dejectedly away. There were herbs right where they were standing, but he wanted to be out of sight. 
 
    “Hold up, kiddo,” Corporal Francis clapped him on the shoulder. Trent looked at him, and the Corporal pressed two items at him. “One for carrying and one for remembering.” 
 
    Trent took the items. One was a large bag, presumably for holding any herbs he might find. He still couldn’t use Storage freely. The other item was the Hare’s horn. Trent muttered his thanks.  
 
    He clutched the horn tightly before stuffing it in the bag. He would remember, and he would get stronger. He would! 
 
    He kept telling himself that, as he slowly walked away to begin his new assignment.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Not quite fair, Sergeant,” Francis spit, as they watched Trent’s slow, defeated retreat. “You’re a mean cuss, but usually fair. The kid did well enough for a fresh Awakened with no Class. I’ve seen new recruits drop their weapons and run after they caught sight of a Horned Hare coming at them. At least he tried.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re stopping, Frank.” Cullen took out his pipe and fiddled with it but didn’t light it. “I didn’t expect him to win; just wanted to test him. That runt learns fast, and he’s eager. He needs a bit of failure, or that eagerness will get him into trouble.” 
 
    “Well,” Francis considered, “I don’t suppose this will break him, but you might have set him against a little easier target.” 
 
    “You think?” Cullen snorted. “He hit the damn Hare with his first strike! If the beast had been a lower Level, he might have worn it down and won.” 
 
    “True.” Frank nodded. “That wasn’t badly done, clean hit too, though I think he underestimated the beast’s speed. We should start him on spear or longsword training. With a bit more distance…”  
 
    “He’s got enough on his plate.” Cullen shook his head. “We need to Level him and see what his first Class is before we add more. It’s damned frustrating, actually. I’ve fed the kid XP for a week, and he hasn’t leveled yet!” 
 
    “First Level sets the stage, only the Commoner Class ranks up early.” Frank disagreed. “You’d be disappointed as all hell if the kid got his Class with a hundred XP.” 
 
    “He’s at three hundred now, Frank!” Cullen said, exasperated. “Two-fifty is the highest I’ve ever heard of before.” 
 
    “Two-fifty? Who do you know got that high? Two hundred is the highest I’ve ever seen!” Frank looked at Cullen, genuinely curious. The Corporal had been over the moon when it took him one hundred and twenty-five to hit his first Level. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Cullen hedged. He wasn’t about to talk to the Corporal about Lewis Al’dross’s secrets. 
 
    As for being upset, if Trent leveled at one hundred Core, Cullen wouldn’t have cared. The Sergeant was walking proof that your starting point wasn’t as important as your effort. 
 
    “You head back and wake that lazy son of a bitch, Keller, up, I’m in too good a mood to want to put the boot to him today.” Cullen stowed his pipe. “I’m going to go make sure none of the recruits are dead.” 
 
    “I thought putting the boot to Keller was what put you in a good mood.” Frank muttered, then, louder, as Cullen walked away, “What about the boy? You don’t want me to follow him, sneaky-like?” 
 
    “Trent will be fine.” Cullen didn’t turn back. “He needs time on his own, and you aren’t as sneaky as you think. If he runs into trouble, he can keep away from it long enough for us to get to him.” 
 
    Frank frowned. It was true that Cullen was fast when he wanted to be, and the locator rods were a lot more passive than they told the recruits. They didn’t need to break them. In fact, no Recruit would be capable of snapping an enchanted item. That was just a bit of nonsense to see if they’d remember the little things in an emergency. But still…  
 
    “Certainly not as sneaky as you,” Frank half suspected the Sergeant would shadow the kid himself. If not today, certainly the rest of the field exercise. The Corporal turned his attention to the dead Hare. “No sense in letting you go to waste,” he said, drawing a skinning knife. The Sergeant hadn’t let any of the Guards bring anything besides the basics, no more than he had the recruits. Lots of good meat on a Horned Hare. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Two hours later, Trent found himself near a lake. He hadn’t seen another sign of water all day. Blue and clear, stretching out for miles in all directions, its appearance startled him. It was an odd thing to stumble across among the grass-covered hills. 
 
    He had wandered aimlessly around the hills, gathering herbs and thinking. Occasionally his thoughts were on the plants he found. There were a number that his Herbalism Skill told him were useful, but he couldn’t Identify them. There were also plenty he did recognize and more than a few wild vegetables that he thought would be welcome back at camp. 
 
    But every time he put a plant into his bag, he saw the horn. When he stuffed them in without looking, his hand would brush against the memento. Inevitably, his thoughts would turn towards the Hare, towards his failure. 
 
    The Sergeant hadn’t yelled at him. He hadn’t even seemed all that displeased with him. Kirstin would be, though. She would have sneered at him disgustedly and told him to get stronger. He’d spent very little time with his master, and yet it was a physical blow to him that he didn’t meet her standards. He didn’t even know what those standards were.  
 
    Daily he checked his Loyalty Rating, and daily, he watched it fall. It had fallen to 31 now. Some mornings he found himself resenting the young blond-haired noblewoman whose actions caused his loyalty to drop. He resented her and yet he couldn’t hold onto the resentment. Wasn’t her opinion of him accurate? He almost died today on the horn of a beast the Sergeant had killed with a single blow. Didn’t that prove his master was right? 
 
    These were the thoughts running through his head as he slowly climbed another hill. The lake’s appearance was a distraction that he was happy to entertain. Was this the blue thing in the distance that he’d seen from camp? How far had he come? 
 
    He looked behind him but saw no sign of wagons, tents, or people. Were they too small and far away? The lake, its waters lapping gently at a sandy shore, was extensive, easily seen from afar, if you were high enough. Right? 
 
    There was something about the lake. It was the first one he’d ever seen. They crossed a river leaving the city, and the journey to this area had led them past any number of streams and ponds, but this was the first lake.  
 
    Why weren’t they camped here? Sure, water could be acquired with magic. The waterskin at his belt was proof of that, but the Sergeant usually preferred to draw fresh water for the horses. 
 
    Wild animals also needed water. Was that why they stayed away? Did this lake draw all the beasts in the area? Looking around, Trent saw no sign of wildlife, not even a bird. The peaceful water showed no signs of fish jumping in it. 
 
    Walking slowly forward, Trent’s boots eventually found themselves standing on the sandy beach. He was no tracker, but the Sergeant had given plenty of talks on the subject, and Trent suspected it was another Skill he would probably be taught. Even with his limited knowledge, he was pretty sure there should be signs of life leading to the water, but there were no tracks or droppings. The sands practically looked like they’d been groomed. It was beautiful, serene, and peaceful. Trent took a few more steps forward. 
 
    He didn’t know how to swim. It was a warm day, made warmer by his heavy protective clothing. When they’d passed ponds, the recruits had lamented not stopping to swim. Even if Trent couldn’t swim, he could wade, right? His feet suddenly felt unbearably smothered in his boots. 
 
    But there was something about the lake. Something he’d heard. From Cullen? The Corporal? Tersa or Arisa? Probably not Keller. No, it was Keller! 
 
    Keller was responsible for driving the wagon. Trent hadn’t interacted with him much, but he remembered Keller talking with the Corporal. About the lake. About how it was bad luck! 
 
    Keller didn’t trust the lake, said it was unnatural. They came here because there were plenty of low-leveled beasts to train on. Keller said that was because higher-level creatures were intelligent enough to stay away!  
 
    He’d said a name. What was it? Trent snapped his fingers as he tried to remember. The action reminded him of Arisa casting Spark. That was it. Not Spark but Fire Lake? Flame Lake? Burning something? 
 
    Trent was sure it had something to do with fire. But maybe that was a different lake. There were no flames or smoke here. Just gently lapping waves and a calm cooling breeze. And absolutely no signs of life! 
 
    He should leave, head back. He could gather more herbs and vegetables on the way and ask the others about the lake when he got back to camp. His feet crept forward instead. 
 
    He was in the middle of the beach now. Still no threats had appeared. Still no sign of fire. One more step and that was the step that did it. 
 
    You have entered a Trial. A Trial of Perseverance, the Burning Lake. 
 
    Trent’s breath caught in his throat. A Trial! That wasn’t possible. Keller had said the lake was unlucky. Trials weren’t unlucky! They were sought after, valued. His master’s family’s center of power was built around a Trial. He’d come from a Trial! 
 
    Trent’s jaw dropped. Why would anyone avoid a Trial unless they didn’t know? His Status was slightly different than the others. He received messages that no one else did. Was this an example of that? 
 
    Despite beginning his life in the Al’drossford Trial, Trent didn’t know much about them. He had heard that Trials were meant to be challenged. They could make you stronger! The Sergeant had said that. 
 
    If people knew this lake was a Trial, at the very least, there would be a village nearby. If they didn’t, and there was nothing to draw them here, could Trent be the only one who knew? 
 
    He should go back. Sergeant Cullen had to know about this. It was important! 
 
    But he didn’t go back; he stepped forward. The bag holding his plants fell from his hand. Empty, that same hand reached up and tugged at the collar of his jacket. He wasn’t supposed to remove his jacket, except to sleep, but wasn’t it getting hotter? 
 
    He should go back. He stepped forward. Trials made you stronger. Why was it suddenly so warm? Trials were valuable; they held worth, treasure, and Strength. 
 
    He stepped forward. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Cullen stood at the edge of the camp, chewing on a long blade of grass. Everyone had returned to camp for lunch. Everyone except Trent. 
 
    The recruits had a successful hunt. No Levels gained, but plenty of Experience and they picked up useful materials that they would be allowed to sell to pad their pockets. Tersa had even learned the Harvesting Skill while dressing out a kill. A very useful Skill for a Guard or Adventurer and the girl was happy about it. So pleased, in fact, Cullen couldn’t ruin her mood when he patiently described all her failings at length. She was still excited when they got back to camp, and she couldn’t wait to tell Trent. 
 
    She was a Guard now, and lots of people stayed in the Guard until they were too old to work anymore. But some served five or six years and then took their training to other lines of work, like adventuring. 
 
    She was happy in the Guard. Sergeant Cullen’s yelling wasn’t like her old man’s hollering. The Sergeant always had a reason for it, and he helped you “fix yourself.” Tersa didn’t mind his hug-yelling; it showed the Sergeant cared.  
 
    Harvesting opened a whole new world for Tersa. She wasn’t quite ready to jump ship and explore the world, but she wanted to talk about the option. She couldn’t really do that in the present company since she was the odd one in this group. The other recruits were all outstanding in their own ways.  
 
    Mages were rare in the Guard, especially talented ones like Arisa. Geoffen had two Class slots and a Profession slot on top of the Leadership Skill; he’d be a Sergeant or Corporal one day, maybe even an officer. 
 
    Bailey had Archery at twelve even though he was only Level 6, a sure sign of an advanced class someday. 
 
    Devan had the Truth Sensing Ability, naturally gifted too, not bought. Lerner was a gifted Defense type, already specialized at Level 5 as a Squire. Not being Nobility, he’d probably only get a basic Knight Class like Hedge Knight, but that was still pretty good. 
 
    That left Tersa. She hadn’t been able to specialize at Level 5, and now at Level 6, it was apparent she was behind the curve with her misspending Points on Con. She only had two no-tiered Charm spells and no aptitude for better. She had no Abilities or high-leveled Skills. She honestly didn’t know why she was along on this special training. 
 
    What she didn’t realize was that Cullen and Lieutenant Ranchell thought highly of her attitude, and both had approved of her as a training partner for Trent. In her eyes, she was a screwup that normally wasn’t trusted to even boil water on her own. That’s why Harvesting was such a big deal for her. Trent would get it; he always listened. 
 
    Tersa wandered away from the fire to stand behind Cullen. He was just staring into the distance. She peered around him and looked, but couldn’t see anything, except for that blue whatsit way out there. 
 
    She cleared her throat, straightening her helmet nervously. “Ah, Sarge…Sergeant?” Never call the Sergeant, Sarge, idiot! 
 
    “What is it, Recruit? Are you done burning the meat yet? No, we won’t waste a healing potion on your indigestion,” Cullen responded irritably. 
 
    Tersa bit her lip and frowned at the Sergeant ’s back. That was probably safe. She didn’t stick out her tongue; he’d somehow know if she did that. She had burned her share of the meat they’d brought back. It was still perfectly edible! 
 
    “Done eating, Sergeant. I was just wondering about Trent. Shouldn’t he be here?” 
 
    “Trent’s busy with his own duties, and you and the others should be deciding what your afternoon training will be,” He looked over his shoulder at her. “Unless you need my help figuring it out?” 
 
    Tersa frowned harder. Not at the Sergeant. His threat barely scored a hit this time. Everyone else was in camp. That meant Trent was alone with no one to watch his back. Tersa was certain that was her job. 
 
    “It’s just that Guard policy is to always operate in pairs on duty and especially in the wilds. Maybe I should go looking for him, Sergeant?” 
 
    “Who do you think made that policy, Recruit?”  
 
    Tersa winced. She always said the wrong thing! But the Sergeant didn’t sound angry as he continued. 
 
    “Trent isn’t a member of the Guard and falls outside of policy. He’s fine.” Cullen turned. “I’m watching out for him, Recruit Tersa, just like I am for everyone here. Dismissed.” 
 
    Tersa grunted. “Yes, Sergeant, I…ahh… Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
    Tersa wasn’t entirely satisfied with this answer but accepted it. Cullen’s words sounded like a promise, and the Sergeant, for better or worse, always kept his word.  
 
    She turned around and went back to the fire. The others were already discussing the plan for the afternoon. It sounded like she’d get to practice her Harvesting Skill some more. Somehow that wasn’t as exciting as it had been earlier. 
 
    Cullen went back to his watch. He resisted the urge to find Trent’s exact location with the master locating rod. The rods were an expensive magical tool, nearly impossible to break, which was why the Guards liked to tell the recruits that was how you activated them, and they were enchanted not only with Find but Danger Sense as well.  
 
    He knew that Trent had activated the Danger Sense enchantment twice since morning. The enchantment was sensitive. It would respond to anything threatening the holder that was within four hundred yards. Trent’s activations were always mild, probably indicating a low-level beast at the edge of the enchantment’s range. Those twinges didn’t bother Cullen. 
 
    What did bother him was that the Find enchantment on the locating rod indicated Trent was in the vicinity of the Burning Lake. The lake wasn’t dangerous. It put off heat that increased the farther you went into the water. Heat that was uncomfortable and eventually painful, but it didn’t cause any damage to one’s body. 
 
    The Infinite World was full of the strange and mysterious. Most people assumed that the Burning Lake had a powerful Fire Source at its center, and it was unapproachable. Many Class Holders, Fire Elementalists especially, had tried to get to the center. But the lake was unnerving. If you went in too far, there was no damage, just intense pain even if you had fire resistance or compatibility.  
 
    People and beasts found it unnerving and avoided it. Some thought it was cursed or unlucky, but they were fools. Cullen thought of Keller. Curses could be detected; nothing has ever been found in the lake. No monsters, no beasts, no treasure, absolutely nothing. 
 
    Even if Trent is at the lake, the second he touches it, he’ll be running back here, Cullen thought. No reason to worry. And yet, he was worried.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I can’t swim, Trent thought, standing at the lake’s edge. The waves crashed against the beach, the water almost reaching the toes of his boots. 
 
    The lake was a Trial. It would make him stronger. A Trial was meant to be challenged. He instinctively knew that meant there was always a way to conquer it, no matter what your skillset. 
 
    He inched forward, his boots touching the water. The water didn’t soak through the leather. His toes felt warmer. That’s backwards, water should be cool. 
 
    The fact remained that where his feet touched the lake, they felt not wet but warm, almost hot. Like he was holding his hands too close to a campfire for just a little too long. It didn’t hurt exactly, but he got the feeling it would. The more he moved forward, the more it would hurt. 
 
    The Burning Lake. That was what Keller had called it. It was cursed, only it wasn’t because it was a Trial. He should go back. Report this. If he was meant to go into the Trial, the Sergeant would tell him to. He had only been told to gather herbs. It was time to go back. 
 
    The hot sensation spread up to his ankles. Oh! He’d stepped forward. A big step. The water itself was up to his ankles, still unpleasant but not quite painful. Hadn’t he decided to go back? 
 
    Another step forward. Another step just as big as the last. Water, heat, to his calves. Step, still to his calves, but now pain. His skin on the edge of being burned. If he held his feet to a fire, being this close to the heat for this long would burn him.  
 
    Pain, but Trent didn’t feel damaged. He had taken damage in training. It was always possible. Someone swung a little too hard; he hit the ground a little too roughly. Most trainees went through this but didn’t take any real hurt. His Constitution was just too low. That was why his Health went down from the bumps and bruises. He was delicate, fragile, like a little toy doll.  
 
    The Sergeant had assured him he’d toughen up eventually. Taking damage was how you raised Constitution. If he didn’t toughen up, then he could add Points to the ever-valuable Health Attribute. 
 
    Trent was sure his Health hadn’t decreased, He pulled up his Status to check. Pain, sure enough, but his Health was still full at 50. Full at a pathetic 50. 
 
    Another step forward, pain, but no damage. What didn’t kill you made you stronger, if it didn’t cripple you. Get stronger or become crippled; those were the options. And death, you can’t forget death. 
 
    Pain without damage, a step forward, water covering his calves. How many steps was it? If he looked back, would he be ten feet from the shore or one hundred? He was afraid to look. The pain was more intense now. Touching the flame, ever so slightly.  
 
    Fear and pain were warning signs, and they should be heeded. They meant something was wrong. Fear of pain had to be discarded, though. Sometimes the only way through fear meant pain; running didn’t mean surviving. Don’t turn your back on the threat. Fearing pain was its own kind of crippling disaster for an Adventurer or soldier, whether Warrior or Rogue, Healer or Mage.  
 
    Pain without damage. Pain and fear are warnings; they do not control you. Strength is earned by conquering adversity. Trials are meant to be challenged. Another step forward. 
 
    The words became a mantra repeating, endlessly, in his head. Or was he speaking out loud? No, he was too busy whimpering and gasping, crying! The water, the fire, the burning had risen to his waist now. He wasn’t holding his hand above the flame anymore; he had plunged into it! 
 
    The way out was behind him, right? Right? He wasn’t sure. Blue water spread out around him on all sides, and a fog had appeared, masking the distance forward and back. 
 
    Time and distance were meaningless. There was only pain, rising to his chest, his shoulders, enveloping his body. Only his head was above the burning, and even that hurt. His throat was raw, and his head was pounding from the screaming! After hours and hours of screaming, he could only manage the hoarsest of whispered moaning now. 
 
    And then it subsided. He stopped moving. The pain was gone. He stood numb, on another beach, soaking wet, whimpering unintelligibly. Before him was a wall. 
 
    The wall of white-hot flame reached into the sky. It roared like some ancient beast as it burned. It crackled and popped, spitting sparks at him threateningly. Trent’s face set, his mouth hardened. He managed one last croaking defiant scream. 
 
    “I do not fear pain!” 
 
    He stepped into the fire. 
 
    Burning… and then it was gone. 
 
    He wasn’t dead. Unless he was? He couldn’t confidently say either way. His legs shook weakly and he collapsed forward. He lay on the sand, his body shaking. He would have sobbed if he had the energy or the tears left.  
 
    A message in his Status: 
 
    You have passed through the Purifying Flame. Strength +2, Agility +2, Dexterity +2, Constitution +2 
 
    You have cleared Trial of Perseverance. You are the first to do so. Awarded 1000 Experience. Secondary Attribute Endurance unlocked. Endurance +3. You may claim your reward. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Cullen waited till nightfall before going out to find Trent. By this time, worry had become anger that turned back to worry. A young Awakened might pout through one meal, but missing two? Trent didn’t have the skills to survive on his own, or the stubbornness to suffer just to make others suffer.  
 
    With Tersa’s eyes burning into his back, he set off into the dark, walking at the leisurely pace he tore into Recruits for employing. He wouldn’t want Tersa to think she’d influenced him somehow. 
 
    That Recruit did have her fair share of stubbornness. He ordered her to her tent after dinner to get her to stop bugging him. For a long minute, he thought she was going to refuse. She finally settled for sitting in her open tent flap, glowering at him from a distance. The girl would go far if she could ever pull her head out of her ass long enough to find her path. 
 
    Once out of sight of the camp, Cullen started to move with more urgency. Trent would have been shocked to see the speed at which the Sergeant moved. Tersa would have taken it as proof that he had an Assassin Class; only an Agility type could move like that.  
 
    Activating the Ability, Night Sight, and the Skill, Steady Footing, there were no obstacles among the rolling grasslands that could impede him. The night, lit only by a single quarter moon, shone as brightly as noon to Cullen’s enhanced vision. The view was strangely washed out and colorless, but the terrain held no secrets from him. No holes or roots grabbed at his feet as he flowed through the dark. He might as well have been running the well-tended pathways of a garden rather than the wild. 
 
    It had taken Trent hours to reach the Burning Lake that morning. Cullen arrived from camp in less than fifteen minutes. His breathing was relaxed and easy as he stood at the water’s edge. If there was an edge to his posture, it was not from effort, but from the sight of a discarded bag laying in the sand. 
 
    Trent’s bag, still laying where he let it fall, was filled with the fruits of the day’s labor. Cullen’s eyes searched the empty beach, but there was no sign of a struggle, only a few wind-swept footprints leading to the water’s edge where they disappeared.  
 
    Cullen consulted his locating rod, and it told him Trent was ahead and safe. Cullen didn’t want to believe it. No one would enter the lake voluntarily. How could the boy be safe if he couldn’t be seen? It’s not like he could breathe underwater. Ultimately, he had to accept the rod’s conclusion. There was magic that could interfere with the rod’s enchantment, but it was rare and powerful, not likely to be wasted on a small, unassuming boy. 
 
    Maybe Trent was on the far side of the lake, napping, as boys were prone to do. The information the rod provided was accurate but not incredibly detailed. It was possible. 
 
    Cullen circled the lake’s perimeter, constantly monitoring the rod. He only grew more concerned when he had made a complete lap. No matter where he stood, the rod said Trent was in the lake. Safe. 
 
    He stood next to the water. Cullen was not an indecisive man, but this situation had him perplexed. He did not want to enter the lake, and, by all indications, there was no reason for him to do so. Trent was safe. 
 
    Trent was a Summons. Was there something in the lake that drew him in? No one could enter the seemingly peaceful waters without experiencing intense pain, but Trent was different. Maybe whatever gave the lake its name was beneficial to him. 
 
    Cullen stood in place for hours. The sun was coming up the next morning when Corporal Francis found him. 
 
    “Sergeant, is everything all right?” Frank gave an uneasy glance at the Burning Lake. Sure, they teased Keller for his superstitions, but that was only because he said them out loud. They all shared them in one way or another. The other Guardsmen had enough sense to know that talking about unlucky things was unlucky. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cullen replied softly. His brow was furrowed, but no other sign of anxiety was apparent in his body language. You’d have to know the Sergeant well to realize he was close to exploding with tension. 
 
    “I sent the recruits for their morning training,” the Corporal said, “but that Tersa nearly talked my head off asking about Trent. I gave her a talking to, but can’t say I’m not curious and worried, myself.” 
 
    It hadn’t felt right sending the boy off alone, but Frank hadn’t really considered it to be dangerous. There wasn’t anything in the area that was truly threatening if you were careful. 
 
    “The rod says he’s safe,” Cullen answered the Corporal’s unspoken question. “I’ll wait a little while longer.” 
 
    Frank nodded and dug into his belt pouch. If the Sergeant could wait, he would as well. 
 
    “Hey, Sergeant? You got a smoke handy?” 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent noticed the messages from his Status, but he didn’t consider them for a long time. He knelt, shaking, in the sand, bent forward with his forehead to the earth. The pain was gone, but the memory remained. 
 
    “Interesting.” A voice that crackled and popped drew his attention before his own gains did. 
 
    He still wasn’t certain if he was alive or dead. What did it feel like to be dead? Was that why the pain had stopped? 
 
    “Four hundred years and not a single challenger has ever come close!” The voice didn’t sound right. A roar and then a hiss and a snap, none of which sounded real, as if the words were put directly in his mind instead of entering properly through his ears. 
 
    “And now, you. Such a small human, such an insignificant challenger. Should your reward be less or greater for your inability?” the voice continued. Was he imagining it? 
 
    “No. Regardless, you are the first! The reward must match the deed.” 
 
    With trembling arms, Trent pushed himself upright. Sitting back on his heels, he looked around. He was on an island at the center of the lake. White sand spread out in a perfect circle, glistening in the sun, unbroken by any plant or tree. In the center of the island, Trent could see a large ornate chest, gilded in gold.  
 
    Next to the chest was a pillar of white flame, standing eight feet tall. No, pillar wasn’t the right word. As the flame swirled and pulsed, a figure could be seen. A leg shifted, an arm twitched, a face, no, not a face. A head with darker colored flames where the eyes should be. Without a mouth or nose or any other features, you couldn’t really call it a face. 
 
    The chest called to Trent. Presumably, it held his promised rewards. He had no intention of approaching the fiery figure, though. He’d had enough of flames. 
 
    “The heart, Yes, and the cowl.” the voice was coming from the figure. He was certain of it somehow. “The cowl and the axes. Won’t that bewilder you?”  
 
    Trent had heard Tersa describe a campfire as merry once. The laugh that came from the figure held little mirth. It was sinister and mocking. If a campfire sounded like that, people would shelter from it in the dark. 
 
    It was reasonable to assume that the figure was talking about him and clearly not to him. It seemed to be deciding on something. Trent’s head tilted curiously, though he had no intention of approaching the flame. 
 
    At his movement, the figure moved to the left, away from the chest. Trent followed it with his eyes, and suddenly, the figure shot towards him. Trent could only stiffen and gasp, and then it was in front of him. Dark flame eyes studied him. 
 
    Oddly there was no heat. As if the figure were an image of a flame, an illusion. This fact didn’t lessen Trent’s apprehension. Walking through water that burns like fire gives you a healthy respect for things that aren’t what they appear to be. 
 
    “Human,” now the voice was directed at him, “can you see me? Hear me? Answer!” 
 
    Trent nodded and stammered, “Y-y-yes,” at the figure’s demand. He would have run, but the lake, the Burning Lake, just as fearsome as the figure, surrounded the island. His legs wouldn’t move.  
 
    “Not possible, but clearly possible.” The figure’s hissing, snapping voice rose and fell in volume, “Four hundred years and now you. But you aren’t completely human, are you?” 
 
    Trent shook as the figure leaned closer. 
 
    “A Summons! A human, but not quite human. Summons! Whose toy, are you?” 
 
    Toy? Was the figure asking about his master? It didn’t seem so, but the figure continued without waiting for him to respond.  
 
    “Interesting,” the word had a drawn-out quality this time. “A puzzle. I see no mark on you. A puzzle and a boon.” The figure’s face was incapable of expression. Still, Trent thought its eyes looked contemplative. “How did you come here, Summons?” 
 
    Trent felt a sliver of indignation slip past his fear. He had a name. “Trent. My name is Trent!” 
 
    “It is. That much is clearly marked, though twisted,” the figure mused. “Very well, Summons Trent, how did you come here?” 
 
    “I walked.” Trent immediately sensed that this was not the answer the figure wanted. “This is a Trial. Trials are meant to be challenged. I entered the Trial and walked.” 
 
    “Yesss, four hundred years I’ve acted as Keeper of this Trial, and you are the first. Why?” The figure glowed softer for a moment. It appreciated his answer. 
 
    “Keeper? You’re the Keeper? What’s that?” Embolden by the creature’s seeming approval, the question popped out of the boy. 
 
    “Not THE Keeper!  A Keeper!” the figure roared. Its flames brightened until they shined brighter than the wall of fire, the Purifying Flames, from before. “Bring no Tribulation down upon me with careless words, Summons!” 
 
    Trent closed his eyes. There was no heat from the figure, but Trent could remember the heat. “I’m sorry!” 
 
    The figure softened slightly again in the face of the boy’s terror, “Open your eyes, Summons Trent! Open them and answer me. How is it that such a small Summons, with no outstanding deeds marked upon him, is the first to clear this Trial?” 
 
    Trent’s eyes peaked open. He dared not anger this being. “I don’t think people know that the lake is a Trial.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” The figure mused, “but you did, and you can see me. Perhaps you are not a toy; perhaps you are a tool? But whose?” 
 
    The figure paused. “Perhaps mine, I would bargain with you, Summons Trent. I can offer you great rewards, if…” 
 
    Another pause. Trent wasn’t certain if he cared to be called a toy or a tool, but he was sure he’d agree to anything if this figure would move away. 
 
    “No, that is against the rules. All the rewards I can offer, you have already earned.” The figure shook its head. “A boon. I ask a boon, a favor. I ask that you listen well and consider it. That is all. It will not affect your reward.” 
 
    The figure dimmed and shrunk. Soon it was no larger than Trent and had assumed a sitting position. It was slightly less intimidating this way. 
 
    “I am a Spirit of the flame. A Spirit, you understand, not the Spirit.” Trent didn’t but nodded anyway. “For four hundred years, I’ve been Keeper of this Trial of Perseverance. You are the first successful challenger. Others have come before you, but they always turn back. I had wondered about this. There must be some in the World with ambition and fortitude enough to succeed, yet they never come. Now you say that the people are unaware of this Trial. 
 
    “Your words, ‘trials must be challenged,’ are truer than you know. I ask that you speak of your success and tell others of the rewards waiting. I can offer you no Quest, my authority does not extend beyond this place, but I ask the boon nonetheless.” 
 
    Trent coughed. He had prepared himself for a much more arduous task. Was that it? Of course, he would tell others! His master would want to know, and the Sergeant. Trent was uncertain how much time had passed in the Trial, but he knew Cullen was going to want an explanation. A good one. He just hoped clearing a Trial would do. 
 
    “I will, I will tell people about you and…” Trent agreed eagerly. 
 
    “No! Speak of the Trial. You must not mention me. It is already stretching the rules for us to speak.” After seeing Trent’s hesitant nod, the figure continued, “Now come, Summons Trent, and collect your reward.” 
 
    The figure flowed to its feet, keeping its much-diminished form. It crossed the short distance to the ornate chest, and Trent scrambled to follow. His legs still felt unsteady beneath him, but he managed. The Fire Spirit gestured for him to open the chest. He had to use both hands to lift the heavy lid. 
 
    It was a large chest; the top of its lid reached past Trent’s waist, yet the inside contained only a few items. Trent lifted them out. 
 
    First was a piece of folded black cloth. No, a hood. A cowl? The item of clothing was a headdress that would drape over his head and shoulders. It was made of lightweight material, and Trent was sure he’d never be allowed to wear it. His leather cap would offer more protection. He put it around his shoulders for now. 
 
    The next item was actually three items, a belt with two hand axes hanging from built-in loops. Trent studied them curiously. He’d never seen weapons like these before. Solid wood shafts wrapped in leather were attached to heavy, curved blades. The edge of the blades measured approximately six inches and curved slightly, like a cleaver. Both axes were identical, and, weighing them in his hands, Trent found their heft comfortable and reassuring. They had more weight than his short sword, though they were smaller. They would probably be exhausting to train with. Then again, he’d gotten stronger recently, hadn’t he? 
 
    He wrapped the belt around the axes and tucked them under his arm. He would put it on later when he had time to move things over from his current belt. 
 
    The last item was a glowing red crystal. About the size of a fist, it twinkled and shone happily. If you could freeze fire, this is what it would look like. Trent reached for it, apprehensively. 
 
    When his fingers were still inches away, the crystal leaped towards him. Before he could scream out his panic, it was past his arm and at his chest. It passed through his clothing and into his torso. 
 
    Trent felt a warm relaxing feeling spread throughout his body. His panic faded as the warmth eased clenched muscles, and he felt good for the first time since he encountered the lake. 
 
    You have gained Ability: Heart of the Inferno. You are now resistant to fire. All Fire Spells and Skills will contain a Purifying effect. All Fire-related Spells and Skills will be enhanced, and their costs will be reduced. 
 
    Trent wanted to jump with excitement. This was major! This was why Adventurers challenged Trials. He was sure if it. This was what had pushed him into the Trial to begin with! 
 
    Trent turned to the figure, his mouth opening and closing wordlessly. 
 
    “You are pleased,” the figure said. “Good. Then…” 
 
    Trent bowed, obviously the Spirit was waiting for his thanks. “Thank you! This is exactly what I needed!” 
 
    The Spirit did not have eyelids, but Its eye holes narrowed until they almost disappeared. Its head tilted back as if it were praying to the heavens. 
 
    “Summons Trent,” it said slowly, “those are powerful gifts, and meant for you alone. You must bind them to leave this place. I assure you they are not cursed.” 
 
    Was it talking about the axes? The cowl? How powerful could they be? Trent tried to use Appraisal on them but only received the words “cowl and hand axe” in response. Either they were simple items, or his Appraisal Level was too low. 
 
    “When you bind them, you will see their value,” the figure instructed, “or else you will return the way you arrived.” 
 
    Less than a second later, the items were bound, Trent forcing out almost all his Mana in his haste. 
 
    Masked Cowl of Sight 
 
    Rare item 
 
    Soul-bound/will grow with user 
 
    Provides Ability Dark Vision when mask is equipped 
 
    Reduces cost of stealth related Skills and abilities 
 
    Armor rating 5 
 
      
 
    Hand axes: Sorrow and Strife 
 
    Paired Rare Items 
 
    Soul-bound/will grow with user 
 
    Damage +15 
 
    Trent’s leather cap only had an Armor Rating of 1, and his sword only did +5 Damage. These were better, though how light cloth could be stronger than leather was beyond him. And Masked Cowl? 
 
    “Where’s the mask?” Trent asked the fire Spirit. 
 
    “Equip the Cowl.” 
 
    Trent did as he was instructed. After removing his cap, he pulled the cowl over his head. He arranged the fabric around his shoulders and pulled the hood up. 
 
    “Now, reach up and grasp the edge with your fingers and pull down.” 
 
    Feeling a little foolish, Trent pulled with two fingers ever so slightly. A smoky grey mask slid out from the hood and wrapped around his face. He could feel its presence, but it did not obscure his vision in the slightest!  
 
    He turned his head from side to side, testing the fit of cowl and mask. “This is pretty great! But what’s the ‘will grow with user’ bit?” 
 
    Flashing blue sparks appeared around him, and the figure’s voice spoke one last time. 
 
    “I wish you good fortune, Summons Trent. Remember, tell others of this Trial.” 
 
    You have left the Trial of Perseverance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The sun was setting again. Cullen’s feet were touching the water. He ignored the burning. It was nothing. If Trent thought a little fake fire was enough to keep Cullen from getting hold of him, he was wrong. 
 
    His frustration and anger built a shield against the pain that was developing. He would drag the runt out of this lake and get an explanation for this, even if it killed Trent. 
 
    Growling at the back of his throat, Cullen cracked his neck and was about to charge forward. He felt a presence at his back. He turned, drawing his sword. 
 
    Behind him stood a figure wearing a hood and mask. The mask was smoky grey, and, while there were indentations where the eyes should be, there were no obvious holes for seeing or breathing. The figure was wearing familiar clothing and had a pair of what looked like hatchets tucked under one arm. 
 
    The jacket, trousers, and boots looked like Trent’s, but Trent was a small lad, slight and fragile-looking, standing under four feet. His Status said he was twelve, but he could pass for younger. Most would think he was ten. 
 
    This figure was closer to five and a half feet tall. While still slight in frame, his shoulders were broader than Trent’s. He filled out the jacket, an obvious product of Taylor’s hands, better.  
 
    This is the problem with the Well Fitted enchantment. It’s easy to steal from someone weaker than you, and if their clothing is enchanted to fit the wearer, it can be a good way to expand one’s wardrobe. Cullen couldn’t judge; he’d taken a suit of clothes off a likely target once or twice in the past, though he preferred to pick on men bigger than him. But that was in the past. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you? Where the fuck did you get those clothes?” Cullen growled. He might not judge, but that didn’t mean he approved of mask-wearing freaks stealing from his trainees. And if this prick talked fast enough, maybe Cullen would only kill him a little bit. 
 
    The mask-wearing figure took a step back, startled. He was lucky it was only one step. If it had looked like he was going to run, the hooded bastard would find out that the Sergeant knew how to hamstring a running man. 
 
    “Sergeant, it’s me!” The figure’s hands came up, waving defensively. His voice was clear, not muffled by the mask that Trent forgot he was wearing. 
 
    Cullen’s sword tip lowered just slightly. “Trent?” 
 
    A frantic nod. 
 
    “Take off the mask!” Cullen demanded. Trent’s eyebrows shot up as he recalled his new attire. His right hand went to the mask, a little too quickly for Cullen’s taste, but he didn’t cut it off. Trent pushed the mask back into the hood. The hood was then pulled back, revealing Trent’s drab brown hair and unassuming face. 
 
    Only it wasn’t quite Trent’s face. It was leaner, more defined. His brown hair was finer than before and had the slightest of red hues to it. Cullen frowned, if it was a disguise, it was a poor one. Could this really be the runt? 
 
    Cullen activated his advanced Identify Skill, Mentoring Eyes. Trent’s name and Level, or lack of the same, were displayed above his head. But Cullen didn’t quite trust it. Skills could be fooled sometimes. 
 
    “Show me your Status,” the Sergeant barked, and Trent hurriedly complied. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Trent  
  
      	  Age: 12 
  
      	  Race: Human  
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 0 
  
      	  Class: None  
  
      	  Profession: None  
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 210 
  
      	  Stamina: 210 
  
      	  Mana: 60 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 10 
  
      	  Agility: 9 
  
      	  Dexterity: 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 7 
  
      	  Endurance: 3 
  
      	  Intelligence: 6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 6 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	    
  
      	  Skills 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Dash Level 1 
  
      	  Mining Level 1 
  
      	  Appraisal Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Unarmed Combat Level 1 
  
      	  Basic Short Sword Level 1 
  
      	  Herbalism Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Riding Level 2 
  
      	  Animal Care Level 1 
  
      	  Mana Control Level 1 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Abilities  
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Map 
  
      	  Storage Level 1 
  
      	  Heart of the Inferno  
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Spells 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Spark/Charm Level 1 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Again, Trent’s Status, but not Trent’s Status. His Attributes had risen significantly, and there was a new Ability, Heart of the Inferno, that Cullen has never heard of before. There was also a ridiculous amount of Experience, and the symbol next to his Status meant he was finally able to level up. 
 
    Cullen kept his sword up for another minute, mostly to make Trent sweat. 
 
    After he returned it to his sheath, Trent let out a sigh of relief and then winced at the Sergeant’s next words. 
 
    “Tell me a story, Runt. Tell me about the time a trice-damned, milk-sucking, empty-headed boy decided to run off for a day and a half without permission from his Sainted Sergeant. Tell me a story and make it good, or I swear by blood and fire and Rindel’s left nut, that I will cut off all your limbs, and let you squirm back to camp!” 
 
    Trent started talking fast. When the Sergeant started swearing by deities’ genitalia, he was serious. He talked about finding the Trial. He spoke at length about the pain and how Trials needed to be challenged. He described the island and held out his rewards while stammering about the Heart of the Inferno.  
 
    However, even in his panic, he did not mention the Fire Spirit. Like his Loyalty Rating, this was something he could not voice, even if he wanted to. He spilled everything he thought was relevant, including his disgust at his own weakness, and, finally, Cullen ordered him to shut up. 
 
    The Sergeant turned back to regard the lake. “A Trial, a thrice-damned Trial, and no one knows about it! A Trial of Perseverance? Never even heard the type mentioned.” 
 
    A large part of Cullen, the Adventurer part, not the Sergeant, wanted to enter the lake right away. The boy was right; Trials needed challengers. Of course, the boy was right. Cullen was the one who had drilled that into his head over and over. 
 
    Cullen clenched his fists. He wasn’t an Adventurer anymore; he had traded adventure for Duty. This was something the Duke needed to know right away. 
 
    Besides the Major Trial in Al’drossford, there were five other Trials in the Duke’s territory. They were all Permanent Trials, low-leveled and suitable for training. Cullen had planned on taking Trent to one on their next training exercise. Despite already having five Trials, the Duke needed to know about the lake. A large part of a Territory’s Strength was in its Trials. 
 
    Trent waited patiently as Cullen suppressed his Adventurer’s instincts. The Summons had questions. He hoped Cullen would think his story was good enough to… not forgive, Cullen wasn’t good at that… to overlook his transgression.  
 
    “We’re heading back! We’ll discuss this in the morning, on the road,” Cullen said abruptly. He sighed when he caught sight of Trent’s face, “You look like you’re about to burst, Runt. Ask your questions, but they’d better be good.” 
 
    “Secondary Attributes, what are they?” Trent nearly shouted in his haste. 
 
    “You can’t figure that out?” Cullen replied witheringly, not really upset, mostly out of habit. “They’re complimenting Attributes. They enhance primary Attributes. You noticed the increase to your Health and Stamina? That’s the result of your Endurance Attribute. 
 
    “And you’re damned lucky too!” Cullen snorted. “Most never get a secondary Attribute. To have one and not have a Class, that’s just ridiculous.” 
 
    “Do you have a Secondary Attribute?” Trent asked. 
 
    “Well, that’s one stupid question out of the way. Why don’t you ask another and see what happens? And start walking! I swear by blood, trainees make me forget my own sense sometimes.” 
 
    Following on the Sergeant’s heels as they headed back to camp, Trent kept talking. “How does an item grow, Sergeant?”  
 
    “With its user, obviously. I swear, Soul-Bound equipment and Secondary Attributes in the hands of an idiot. The world is baffling!” Despite his scorn, he offered a bit more explanation. “You level up, your equipment gets stronger. Not every Level and sometimes not by a lot, but it’s equipment you’ll always be able to use.” 
 
    Trent mulled this over. All his current equipment was basic. He would outgrow it, eventually, and need to replace it with stronger items. The Sergeant was saying the cowl and the axes would always be useful. He might find better someday, but when he outgrew that new equipment, these would still be good. He liked the idea.  
 
    “What about my Level, Sergeant? I have enough Experience to choose a Class now.” Trent considered his Status. Those symbols next to his Class and Level were very exciting to see. He’d never enter that lake again, but he couldn’t say he regretted entering it the one time. 
 
    Cullen stopped walking but didn’t turn back. “What do you have available?” 
 
    Eagerly, Trent willed his Experience into his Level. When a thousand Points had been applied, he received a message. 
 
    You have Leveled Up, current Level 1. You may now choose a Class. Classes available: 
 
    Warrior – basic 
 
    Rogue – basic 
 
    Scout – specialized 
 
    Survivalist – advanced 
 
    Mage – basic 
 
    Fire Elementalist – specialized 
 
    Healer – basic 
 
    Trent read the message out. Cullen grunted and started walking again.  
 
    “It’s your decision, Runt. What appeals to you is the best choice. I will tell you this. Basic and Specialized Classes receive 4 free Attribute Points per Level, and Advanced Classes get five. I’ve never heard of Survivalist before, so I don’t know if it suits you or not. Advanced Classes have definite perks, but they can be a bitch to level. Take your time deciding what is best for you.” 
 
    Cullen was glad Trent was behind him. A choice between all of the most commonly seen Class types? Access to Specialized and Advanced Class at Level 1. Even Cullen couldn’t keep a straight face hearing that. 
 
    Trent considered his options. He knew Kirstin wanted him to be a fighter. If a change from Human to Dire Wolf had been a choice, she’d probably insist on it. He’d be a proper Summons then. 
 
    Trent did like the idea of Warrior, but as he walked and considered it, he found himself leaning towards Healer or Rogue. His reasoning was simple. If he wanted to be useful, those were probably areas his master’s party was lacking. From what he had heard, they weren’t popular Classes amongst nobles who became Adventurers. 
 
    He didn’t dismiss the idea of Mage or Fire Elementalist. Not exactly. He did have certain advantages in those Classes, thanks to Heart of the Inferno. It was just that the way he earned the Heart that made him shy away from them. 
 
    Survivalist, an advanced Class. There were real advantages to an advanced class, and he was fuzzy on the disadvantages. 
 
    He concentrated on the Survivalist Class, and his Status provided him with a minimal explanation. 
 
    Survivalist – Advanced. Adept in Traps, Stealth, and Survival Skills. The Survivalist Class provides bonuses to Stealth Skills as well as Health and Stamina. 
 
    After he read this, Trent still didn’t understand what made Survivalist advanced, but his eyes kept noticing the bonuses to Health and Stamina. Both of those aspects had gotten a serious bump with the Endurance Attribute, but it wasn’t it possible to be too healthy, was it? Was there such a thing as too much Stamina? 
 
    He’d chosen Survivalist before making a conscious decision. 
 
    You are now a Level 1 Survivalist. You have learned the Skill, Stealth. You have learned the Skill, Climb. You have learned the Camouflage Ability. 5 free Attribute Points available. 
 
    Requirement to next Level: 1000 Experience. Create Traps Level 3. 
 
    A lot of new information entered Trent’s brain. He received a faint understanding of his Class. If what he felt was right, the heart of the Survivalist was adaptability. Whatever the situation, alone or in a group, the Survivalist would endure and thrive, or at least survive. 
 
    There was more to it. An underlying hunger that Trent couldn’t quite wrap his head around. Survivalists were aggressive? That couldn’t be right. The first Skill the Class had given him was Stealth. Didn’t that make him a Rogue, striking from the shadows and retreating? That wasn’t the impression Survivalist gave him. 
 
    Trent set the thought aside for now. His new Class came with information that was much clearer than the subtle changes to his personality. Skills! It did irk him a bit that the Skill he needed to level wasn’t one he gained with his Class, but he wasn’t displeased with anything he had gained. 
 
    Stealth would make his movement smoother and decrease the amount of noise he created while moving. Camouflage limited his presence, making it harder for him to be seen. It worked best when motionless but could be used in conjunction with Stealth.  
 
    As for Climb, he wasn’t sure how useful that would be. From what he could tell, it would make traversing hills and mountains a little easier but was primarily useful for scaling cliffs and trees. He hadn’t had much opportunity to do things like that yet. 
 
    What was most exciting about his new Class was that his Health and Stamina shot up to three hundred and fifteen. This was excellent since his new Skills and Ability used twenty-five Stamina per minute at Level 1. He also felt sturdier. He didn’t think he’d be taking damage the next time Tersa threw him to the ground in training. 
 
    And Attribute Points! He finally got free Attribute Points. Five, thanks to his Advanced Class! But where to put them? 
 
    Endurance was his lowest Attribute. One Point there could only help, only it wouldn’t go. Was this going to be his second stupid question? Endurance was related to Constitution, and the Sergeant didn’t think well of people that blindingly invested in Health. 
 
    “You can only raise Secondary Attributes through special actions or Trial rewards. And they can never be higher than the primary.” When he finally asked, he got a straight answer, but the Sergeant broke off when he realized what the question implied. “What did you chose?” 
 
    “Survivalist.” 
 
    “Brave choice; time will tell if it’s a wise one.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Trent decided to bring Agility and Dexterity to ten and dumped the last two Points into Intelligence. His strength was fine thanks to the two Points from Heart of the Inferno, and Intelligence would only increase his training speed. He’d need that boost since he needed to learn Create Trap before he could hit Level 2. 
 
    All in all, Trent was starting to put the Lake and Trial of Perseverance behind him. He really felt quite pleased with himself. 
 
    Until, “It occurs to me, Runt, that you left yesterday morning carrying a bag that belongs to me. And yet, it does not appear that the bag is currently in your possession. I wonder what will happen if you don’t retrieve it and catch up to me before I reach the camp. I don’t imagine it will mean good things for you,” Cullen spoke with disdain. 
 
    He never thought Stamina and Agility would come in so handy so soon.  
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent started chuckling quietly, as he and the Sergeant parted ways at the camp. Once the Sergeant was safely a few feet away, that is. He did it! He ran to the lake and back before Cullen reached the camp. He was aware that the Sergeant hadn’t been walking as fast as he could have, not even as fast as normal, but that didn’t affect his mood. A week ago, two days ago even, just trying to accomplish that feat would have left him panting in the dirt. 
 
    The camp had changed while he been in the Trial. The horses were no longer tied to a picket line. Now they were enclosed in a corral made from wooden posts. He was sure the labor had been performed by recruits under supervision. He had no idea where they’d gotten the material. He wandered over for a closer look. 
 
    He set the bag of herbs down on the ground and leaned against the fence. The fence felt solid and steady. He found it rather relaxing to rest his weight against it. He observed the horses for a few moments, and soon enough, a familiar small brown mare came trotting over. 
 
    The mare bumped against his shoulder, and he reached to scratch her neck in greeting. He had wanted to name her. He thought he should name her, but it wasn’t something he could do. Their relationship hadn't suffered because of it. As long as he had apples, the mare was happy. 
 
    Maybe Apple would be a fitting name for her? From the look the mare was giving him, while she appreciated the attention, she didn’t think much of his empty hands. He knelt and dug into his herb bag to look for a suitable offering. 
 
    There wasn't much that his equine friend would be interested in, but he took out a handful of Feathered Mint Grass. Pale yellow with a slightly sweet taste, the feathered mint was a hit. The mare munched one stalk after another as he held them out. It wasn’t a rare herb, but most Herbalists and Alchemists would find this use of it wasteful. The horse was a common animal, after all. However, the grateful whickering of the mare convinced Trent that this was a perfect use for the grass. 
 
    As he contentedly fed the horse, Trent was unaware that a less pleased friend had come to stand behind him. His first indication that she was there, was an angry, “humph!” followed by a fist to the back of his shoulder that knocked him into the fence’s rail. 
 
    Tersa’s cheeks flushed. She had meant to tap Trent on the shoulder, just to get his attention. She certainly hadn’t meant to hit him that hard, even if he deserved it! First, he had gone missing for nearly two days, and when he finally got back, instead of checking in with her, he goes and plays with a horse. Maybe she should hit him again. 
 
    She held herself back when Trent turned to face her. If she had been hit like that when she wasn’t expecting it, she’d be furious! Trent just had a bewildered look, like a puppy that was kicked unexpectedly, for no reason. A tall puppy! Hadn't he been shorter than her yesterday? They were nearly the same height now! He was almost taller. What had he been up to? Hitting him again might be the right thing to do, after all. 
 
    “Hey, Tersa,” Trent said, recovering from her slug. She seemed angry. Maybe she thought he was wasting the feathered mint on his horse. The grass was kind of sweet. Should he offer her some? 
 
    “Hey me no heys, jerk,” she blustered. She put on her best Sergeant's scowl. It wasn't very good. She was off to a bad start. Hey me no heys? That was not a Sergeant's line. Maybe she should call him runt? “Where ya been?” 
 
    Trent wanted to explain his experience in the Burning Lake, but there wasn't a lot he could say. He found a Trial, it hurt a lot, and he got a Class; that's about it. He showed her his new equipment and was a little hurt when she didn’t get excited for him. He must be telling her wrong. Guardsmen expected you to embellish your stories, but he didn’t have the words to describe, much less add to, what he had experienced.  
 
    “That’s crap!” she huffed as he finished. “Small folk like us don’t just find Trials. Sergeant probably just had you digging holes! Whatever, the wash bucket’s over by the latrine area, you should use it. You stink!” 
 
    Trent scratched his head as she stomped off. He turned back to the mare and shrugged. The mare was sniffing him for more treats. Animals were easy to please.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The next morning after the usual exercise and drills, Trent found himself seated at the campfire. All the recruits had gathered there for breakfast. They were seated on wood rounds and oddly quiet. The glowering look that Tersa had on her face probably had something to do with it. Mostly, she kept it on Trent, but anyone who started to talk soon found it directed at them. 
 
    Trent sighed. He really didn’t know what she was so worked up about. She'd been his partner during drills, and Trent discovered that, while he no longer took damage from bumps, being bounced off the ground repeatedly still wasn’t fun. He might have an Advanced Class now, but Tersa's Skills and personal Level were still higher than his. He never stood a chance. 
 
    He stared at the fire and flinched when it popped unexpectedly. Tersa grinned evilly at that, thinking her stare was finally getting to him. Trent frowned at the flames. He’d lost his fear of the Fire Spirit quickly enough, but he still had some scars from the Trial. 
 
    That bothered him. He conquered his fear! He was beyond it! He held his right hand out like he was warming it. Then, without thinking, he plunged it into the fire. Gasps and shrieks emitted from the recruits. Tersa's eyes widened and her jaw dropped. Had Trent lost his mind? 
 
    Trent hadn't been thinking rationally when he thrust his hand out; he hadn’t been thinking at all. He couldn’t say why he did it. Leftover madness from the Trial perhaps. He would not be afraid, and it didn’t look like he had any reason to be. 
 
    The stammered shouts and screams from the recruits brought Cullen running over. The pointing and yelling brought his attention to Trent, who was sitting with a wide grin, holding his hand in the fire. There was a noticeable lack of screaming from the boy and no smell of burning flesh! 
 
    “Fire resistance?” Cullen questioned.  
 
    Trent nodded his head, still grinning idiotically. He feared the fire, but it had no power over him. It was warm, comfortable, and soothing. 
 
    Cullen slapped the back of his head, and Trent snapped out of his stupor. He pulled his hand back and looked up at the Sergeant. Trent didn’t think he’d deserved that. From the expression on the Sergeant’s red, angry face, he obviously disagreed. 
 
    “Resistances are not absolute, you stupid boy!” Cullen shouted. “Get it out of your head that you can just walk into fire whenever you want. But what really, really pisses me off is that I don’t think you even realized you were resistant to fire. I'm not sure what you were thinking, but you will never do that again!” 
 
    It was a while before Cullen calmed down. Trent spent the time until he did practicing Dash and Crawl. Trent wasn’t sure that Crawl was a real Skill, but Cullen made sure he did his best trying to learn it. 
 
    Cullen disappeared after “fixing" Trent, leaving the Summons with Corporal Francis. 
 
    “Don't think I’ve ever seen the Sergeant that angry before,” Francis told him. “That was real anger, too. He must like you." 
 
    Trent was too busy gulping water to reply right away. Once he finished, he said, “Isn’t the Sergeant always angry?” 
 
    “Nah, he’s one of the calmest men I’ve ever known. All that shouting is an act he puts on to keep from getting bored. A game he plays with you all.” 
 
    That didn’t make much sense to Trent, and he said so. “If he's calm all the time, then wouldn’t making him yell for real mean he doesn't like me?” 
 
    “You scared him, kiddo, something you’ve got a talent for.” Francis shook his head. “He got mad cause he likes you. With people he doesn't like he gets really quiet. Then he kills them, mostly.” 
 
    At first, Trent thought the Corporal was joking. When he didn’t grin, Trent realized he was serious. Francis was always grinning unless there was work to be done. Trent looked in the direction of the Burning Lake, the direction Cullen had headed in. He couldn’t say he liked the way the Sergeant showed his affection, and he hoped he wouldn’t demonstrate his feelings too often, but… 
 
    “Enough of all this, we have work to do.” The Corporal spit and his customary grin split his face. “You still haven’t learned Basic Shield Skill. Today you will or get squashed. Up to you.” 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent stood a mile from the camp, waiting. His buckler had been taken away, and the Corporal replaced it with a large round shield. This one couldn't be strapped on. He had to slide his hand through a loop and grip a bar to carry it. The Corporal said it was a small shield. It seemed big to Trent. And heavy! Made of wood and leather bound in iron, the shield made Trent wonder if he'd really gotten any stronger. 
 
    Trent was left waiting for about fifteen minutes. When the Corporal came back, he was dragging something that was obviously not a Horned Hare, by the foot. The creature looked like a man dressed in ragged uncured hides. Its arms were a little too long for a human, and its dirty fingernails much sharper looking. Its grey hued skin was thick and rough, and long greasy hair covered its scalp. The nose was too broad, its mouth too wide; there were obvious differences between the creature and a human. Still, the similarities made Trent uneasy. 
 
    “This is a Grak.” The Corporal let go of the creature’s foot as he drew near. He tossed a heavy tree branch he was carrying in his free hand down, next to the Grak. “One of my favorite training partners for new recruits. It doesn't quite look like a beast, but it is, and as you don't have an appropriate Skill to examine it, you'll have to take my word for it. 
 
    “Lots of newbies hesitate with Graks, because they look human-ish, use weapons, and wear hides. Do you know why they're one of my favorites?” The Corporal grinned when Trent shook his head. “Because they look humanlike. Worlds a dangerous place and sometimes, most times, the danger is from the thinking races. It’s something all Guards and Adventurers have to learn. 
 
    “For this morning’s exercise, you may only use that shield. You will not draw a weapon until you’ve learned the Basic Shield Skill. Once you do, you are free to kill the beast. If you can.” 
 
    Trent had plenty of questions at this point. For example, what if he couldn’t learn Basic Shield, and was the Corporal aware that he never killed anything before? Before he could open his mouth to ask, Corporal Francis did whatever it was he did that made monsters wake up and then walked away. Trent set his feet. He hurriedly pulled up his cowl and tugged his mask into position before he lifted his shield. 
 
    The Grak woke up. It took a series of short, sharp breaths, and jerked its head around. Its eyes first fell on the tree branch, its club, and then on Trent. Its nostrils widened as it jumped to its feet and snatched up its weapon.  
 
    Shrieking in rage and swinging its club menacingly through the air, it hissed at Trent and gnashed its yellowed teeth. It skipped forward a few steps, shaking its club in warning. Trent thought, maybe if he stood still, it would just go away. 
 
    The creature attacked. Its long arms and weapon gave it tremendous reach. One more step, and it was within striking range. It wasn’t particularly fast, so Trent was easily able to catch the blow on his shield. At that moment, he remembered Cullen saying that while a blow could be intercepted directly, a wise man dodged. A smart man shed the blow. He kept his feet moving and did not accept a strike that he could redirect.  
 
    Trent was not a smart man, but he was learning. He learned that a shield blocked a weapon but didn’t necessarily block the energy behind that weapon. That energy, that force, stung his arm, and he felt the force travel into his body. Skin unbroken, yet damage was still taken. 
 
    With another shriek, the Grak struck again, a heavy overhand blow. Trent shuffled to the side. As the club fell by him, he pushed it away, hoping to drive the Grak off balance. No such luck. The beast drew back to hit again. 
 
    This time Trent stepped toward it, hitting its arms with the rim of his shield. The club went up farther than his opponent intended, and it was knocked off balance. He stepped forward again, bashing at its chest. A shield could be as much of a weapon as a sword was after all. 
 
    The Grak scratched at him, trying to reach around his shield for his face and neck. Trent batted its hands away with wood and leather but was forced back a step. The Grak hissed and snapped at him furiously, stepping back to get distance for its overly long club. Trent followed it, trying to keep it pressured. 
 
    This continued for half an hour. Trent wondered what kept the Grak going. His own Stamina, despite its recent increase, was falling. He didn’t have time to check his Status. He could roughly estimate, based on his Stamina pool, that he could keep going for maybe another fifteen or twenty minutes. Surely the Grak had to have worked through its rage by now. Why didn’t it just leave? He hadn’t hurt the thing; there was no need for it to be so fixated on him. 
 
    When the notification came that he had learned Shield Skill, he was elated. Corporal Francis was nowhere in sight, but Trent yelled out his achievement anyway. A congratulations floated back to him from a distance. Although Corporal Francis did not appear, he had said Trent was free to kill the beast when he learned Basic Shield. 
 
    A new Skill did not mean the fight was not over. Trent jumped backward, creating distance between him and the beast to provide himself with some breathing room. Up till now, he had attempted to stay close, to deny the Grak freedom to swing its long club. Immediately, he realized that moving back now was the wrong move. Fortunately, the beast was surprised by the change in pace and paused. 
 
    Trent’s hand scrambled for the axe on his right side. The axe, named Strife, hung from a loop made of thick leather and was held in place by a strap with a button of bone. He had never practiced drawing the weapon, but Strife seemed eager for use and came to his hand without a struggle. 
 
    He had no training with the hand axes. He didn’t know what made him draw it instead of his sword. The axe did more damage, it was true, but that was offset by his lack of familiarity with it. Yet the axe was steady in his hand. It felt right. 
 
    The Grak shrieked in rage again at the sight of his weapon. Spittle flew from its mouth. Trent had plenty of experience with the beast’s foul-smelling liquid. It had sprayed him often enough as it snapped and snarled, soaking his shield and face in its slobber.  
 
    There was enough distance between them that Trent was in no danger of being hit this time. If asked, he would say his arm moving up and down, his hand releasing Strife, and his sending the weapon flying, had nothing to do with a desire to ward off the spit!  He would never admit that, even to himself. Even if it was true. 
 
    He watched numbly as the axe tumbled end over end. It didn’t have a long distance to travel, but time slowed down for Trent. Slowed down and gave him plenty of opportunities to imagine the lecture that would follow his dropping his weapon again. Two fights, two drops. Not the kind of record the Sergeant and the Corporal liked. 
 
    His hand started moving, eventually, reaching for his hilt sword. As he found it, the axe reached its destination, the Grak’s face. Was it a fluke that the axe hit blade first? Was this a natural talent? Whatever it was, the blade hit and stuck, lodging itself deep into the beast’s forehead. The momentum of the blow carried the Grak backward to the ground where it lay unmoving. Dead. 
 
    Small blades now Level 2 
 
    You have learned the Skill, Throwing, Level 1 
 
    The Corporal appeared next to Trent as if he’d always been there. He whistled low and said, “That was a lot faster than I thought it would be, kiddo. Like I said, most hesitate. Good throw.” 
 
    “Corporal, are axes small blades?” Trent asked blandly. 
 
    Frank reached down and pulled the weapon free, examining it while he answered. “Hand axe? Sure, Small Blade Skill covers a lot, basically anything small with a blade. This is a good weapon.” 
 
    He handed Strife to Trent, who took it without comment. He looked at the blade of his weapon. It was clean, he didn’t even need to wipe it off. He bent down and scrubbed it against the grass anyway before he put it back on his belt. 
 
    Weapon away, Trent couldn’t help but look at his first kill. It was uglier in death. Eyes open, long tongue hanging out, the Grak was not a creature one would sympathize with, but a part of Trent did. He didn’t let himself say it was an accident; this was his fault. It was the outcome that had to occur. Right? 
 
    “How did one strike do that?” he asked eventually. Constitution and Health pools made a single strike kill very unlikely. The axe should have cut the Grak, a little. Stunned it just a bit. Killing it instantly? No way! The beast’s natural defenses should have prevented the blade from sinking in so far. 
 
    Frank shrugged. “Any number of reasons. Low Stamina from a drawn-out fight lessens resistance to damage. It was only a Level 2; it might not have had high Con to begin with. And never underestimate the right weapon, in the right place, at the right time.” 
 
    Frank didn't let him dwell on this for long. He handed Trent a long, sharp knife, “Work to be done kiddo.” 
 
    Trent looked at the knife, looked at the Grak, looked at the Corporal. “What work? It’s already dead.” 
 
    Frank grinned. “Lots of valuable stuff on a Grak. You'll never get the Harvesting Skill if I do it.” 
 
    Trent’s face screwed up in confusion, then cleared with realization. He pictured the knife cutting, and he ran a few feet away to reacquaint himself with his breakfast in relative privacy.  As Trent gagged and retched, Frank chuckled, relieved. The kid had really let him down with the quick kill, but he more than made up for it now. Newbies always hesitated.  
 
    ********** 
 
    They had lunch after Trent finished dressing his first kill. He didn’t have much of an appetite, but he managed to choke down an apple. Then it was back to work.  
 
    He traded in the round shield for his Duelists buckler. He fought again and again with a hand axe, short sword, and knife. Twice he fought unarmed, though he needed to use a knife to finish those Graks. He still lacked the strength for empty-handed kills. 
 
    He fought Graks and Horned Hares, and once a Striped Carrion Fox. That last had leaped on him when he was skinning a Hare. Frank had found that hilarious, which is why he let the fox sneak up on Trent in the first place. 
 
    He dressed all his kills. He did pick up the Harvesting Skill, and he never hesitated once. By dinner that night, his mood and appetite were back to normal. 
 
    He sat with the recruits at their fire, cheerfully burning a portion of meat from a hare he killed himself. He listened to their stories about the day with only one ear because most of his thoughts were turned inward.  
 
    It had been a strange day. The Corporal had expected him to fail in some way. Francis had been relieved when he’d thrown up, but Trent realized that it wasn’t the killing that had bothered him, it was the thought of cutting into a creature that looked so human, with human-looking hands. It felt wrong. 
 
    But he adapted. Was it because of his Class? Survivalists were supposed to be adaptable. Maybe it was that aggressive feeling he could feel deep inside that shielded him. Or was it because he was a Summons? His status said human, but was that what he really was? 
 
    He had no family, remembered no childhood. His progress today pleased him because he knew his master would want him to know how to defend himself in a fight. She would want him to be able to kill. In a way, wasn’t he more beast than human?  
 
    He could kill; it was easy. True, the Graks had been slow and stupid, the Hares fast and equally stupid, but he hadn’t hesitated once. Not until it came time to Harvest. 
 
    Harvesting was unpleasant, and he really hadn’t wanted to do it. Then Francis had explained the purpose of the Skill. Anyone, even an Unawakened child, could cut into a dead animal for its meat and hide. The Harvesting Skill made these things easier, sure, but its true use lay in the Trials and Beast Cores. 
 
    Monsters in the Trials disappeared after death, reabsorbed by whatever power gave them life. Sometimes when they disappeared, they left behind coins, supplies, or equipment, but it wasn’t a sure thing unless you had the Harvesting Skill. With this Skill, you could Harvest materials from Trial beasts. Harvesters were particularly appreciated because Trial beasts were more likely to have Beast Cores than monsters found in the wilds and the territories. 
 
    Beast Cores had many uses. Francis hadn’t gone into the specifics, but they were valuable and could only be collected by a person with the Harvesting Skill. The higher your Skill Level, the more likely you were to find quality Cores.  
 
    This information had made Trent approach Harvesting with more enthusiasm, although he still didn’t care to cut into the Graks. At least the organs (Core, heart, and liver) were used in alchemy and magic, and not eaten. Thankfully, their skin wasn’t valuable, he didn’t think he could have skinned a Grak.  
 
    Graks were just too humanlike. Harvesting wasn’t meant to be used on humans or the other Awakened races of the world. Just beasts. He was pretty sure of that. Were humans supposed to be Harvested? 
 
    He didn’t realize he’d wondered this last thought out loud until the conversation died around him. His eyes lifted from the fire to see six horrified faces fixed on him. Tersa was in the middle of swallowing a bite of dinner and gagged at his words. 
 
    “Did Corporal Francis make you Harvest a human?” Lerner was a brawny Recruit, normally loud and boisterous. He was convinced he'd have a Knight Class someday. But Lerner’s face was pale as he whispered this question at Trent. All eyes went from Trent to the distant fire where the full Guardsmen were spending their evening. Was their own training about to take a disturbing turn? 
 
    Trent held up his hands, waving them frantically as he responded excitedly. “No, nothing like that! Just Graks! We hunted Graks today, and they reminded me… they have hands.” 
 
    “Graks are not human,” Bailey, the average looking Archer Recruit said firmly. “Having the Scouts Eyes Ability, I’ve seen their Status myself, and it clearly says basic beast.” 
 
    Bailey usually tried to present himself as a reserved and cool-headed person. He wasn’t quite able to keep up that demeanor now. A smug look crossed his face as he announced his rare, for a Recruit, Ability. He’d been trying to casually work it into a conversation for a week. He might have thanked Trent for the opportunity, if he wasn’t still feeling a little queasy from the thought of someone Harvesting humans. 
 
    “Um, no, Graks aren’t human,” Arisa said, her lips tightening, “but do you think they Harvest us? Ahh, hmmm, they are always trying to kill us!” 
 
    Tersa spit the bite of meat that she just couldn’t swallow, into the fire. “Monsters eat us! They don’t, you know, use us and stuff." 
 
    “We eat monsters!” Devon held up a roasted hare leg as evidence. He was a very truthful and literal person. He did not like to hear others make assumptions. “We eat them! That’s one of the things we Harvest them for. You don’t know for sure that they don’t have other ways of using our bodies.” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing at all,” Tersa held her ground. “Harvesting, the Skill, is for finding Cores; humans don’t have Cores.” Having recently gained the Skill under discussion, Tersa considered herself an expert on the subject  
 
    “We don’t have Cores. Right?” Lerner squawked. He wasn’t feeling much like a future Knight at the moment. “Not Beast Cores, of course, but what if we have human Cores that monsters need?” 
 
    As the conversation degenerated, Trent found himself casting hopeful glances towards the trainer’s fire. Shouldn’t the Sergeant or the Corporal be coming to break this up soon? Please let them come soon!  
 
    He just hoped that when they did come, Tersa knew not to ask them if humans had Human Cores. If she did, he just knew his name would be brought up. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent would be waiting a while for an authority figure to step in. Cullen and Francis weren’t in the camp. The other senior guardsmen had started to send the trainees to bed, but the thought of stumbling, bumbling recruits getting knocked around during training, because they were too tired to think straight, stopped them. A lesson and a laugh in one, where was the harm? 
 
    Corporal Francis was currently sitting on the sand next to the Burning Lake, leaning against a stone monument that hadn’t been there the day before. He wanted to sit on the grass, preferably a mile or two away, but made himself stay where he was. He chewed on a blade of grass, aimlessly whittled on a stick with his belt knife, and waited. The Sergeant should be out soon enough.  
 
    He'd been waiting for almost two hours and was about to give up and take it in, but before he could make his mind up, Cullen appeared on the beach. One minute an empty beach, and the next, a pale-faced Sergeant Cullen was facing Francis, his back to the lake, taking deep slow breaths. 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Frank raised his eyebrow at the obviously disturbed Sergeant.  
 
    Cullen’s eyes focused on the Corporal then on the stone block the Corporal was leaning against. Ignoring Frank’s question, Cullen stomped over to examine the stone. The monument was square, standing waist high and two feet wide. A message was engraved on the top. Cullen’s hands tightened into fists as he read the words. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! Pox ridden whore of a Trial!” Cullen shouted at the lake. 
 
    Frank stood up and brushed sand off his trousers. “Did you not read it before going in?” 
 
    “It wasn’t here before I went in!” Cullen’s eyes were blazing. Engraved in the stone in elaborate script were the words, 
 
    The Trial of Perseverance. Cry for mercy and be removed. Endure and be rewarded. 
 
    “It’s learning!” Cullen spit angrily. “It finally put out some instructions! After I’d already gone in!” 
 
    “What’s the problem? You cleared it, right?” Francis stretched. The trick with the Sergeant was not to take him too seriously. This didn’t always work, and sometimes it backfired horribly. But for the most part, it was the best way to manage the man. 
 
    “You’re damn right I cleared it!” Cullen took a deep breath. “But if I’d seen this, I might not have. “I’d say this Trial isn’t going to be popular,” he continued, “except for the rewards. The runt got a Secondary Attribute, named weapons, and Titled equipment. Some people would do anything for that kind of loot.” 
 
    Cullen didn’t say what his reward was, and Francis didn’t ask. Some things were personal. Besides, Cullen hadn’t gone in for the reward. He entered the lake because of the look on Trent’s face. 
 
    The boy had looked terrified when he put his hand in the fire. He expected to be burned. He looked crazed when the flames didn’t melt his flesh. A wild unthinking smile, wide-eyed, and deliriously happy. Cullen had never seen the like. Or rather he had, but not from men you wanted to be around. 
 
    Cullen had been afraid, terrified that the Trial had broken the boy. That wasn’t a problem in and of itself; all recruits were broken in one way or another. Some lied, some stole, some didn’t have a thought in their heads. Some came from bad homes and either couldn’t trust, or trusted too easily. They came broken, and Cullen fixed them. 
 
    The look on Trent’s face that morning was a broken he didn’t know how to fix. He entered the lake to understand. And he’d gotten that, that was his real reward. He knew now that Trent would be alright. The fire refined, and Trent had come through it. 
 
    What really pissed Cullen off was that he’d figured that out halfway through! If he saw the monument, he would have left immediately. Not from fear, he just had no reason to press on. Trent had things to prove, to himself, to the world. Cullen didn’t; he expected the world to prove itself to him. 
 
    Cullen growled. Stupid lake, it was lucky it had shelled out a decent payment, or it was no use, really. Hard to get back at a Trial. 
 
    Another growl, this time at himself, then, “How did the runt do today?” 
 
    “Kid did fine.” Frank spread his hands in a self-congratulatory manner. “I did amazing, taught him two Skills today. Feel free to put my name forward for promotion.” 
 
    Cullen ignored the Corporal’s banter. “Did he manage a kill? He’s soft, we need…” 
 
    “Kid took to killing like a Sergeant takes to drink.” Frank still couldn’t quite believe it. “Nothing over Level 2, but still. Seven Graks, five Hares, and a Carrion Fox, and not a scratch on him, either.” 
 
    “Carrion Fox? What did you expect him to learn from that?” 
 
    Frank grinned and chuckled. It had been the best part of the day, really. “Expected him to learn situational awareness.” 
 
    He described the look on Trent’s face when the creature had bit at his ankle. He mimicked the yelp the boy had sounded when it scrambled up his back. When he told how the boy had gagged as the fox’s scent had reached his nose, Cullen was chuckling too. Hard to forget the smell of a Striped Carrion Fox. 
 
    “Good lesson for the runt to learn,” Cullen approved. “Let’s head back. Archery tomorrow, I think. Boy’s got a bow he still can’t use.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Trent was still at the camp the next morning following breakfast. Today he was being allowed to train with the black short bow that Master Taylor had provided him with. He was excited at first when the Sergeant told him to grab his bow. That excitement wore off as the morning crawled by. 
 
    Training with the bow meant drawing it, releasing the bowstrings tension slowly, and then drawing it again. He performed this over and over while Cullen kicked his feet and adjusted his shoulders. They hadn’t even given him any arrows! This felt like mere exercise, not training. 
 
    “Alright, Runt, you’ve got the form! Go ahead and shoot!” Cullen finally told him. 
 
    “Sergeant?” Trent looked around. Nope, still no arrows. 
 
    “Fire, Runt, shoot!” Seeing the dumbfounded expression on Trent’s face, Cullen pressed the heel of his hand against his eye socket. “Trent, have you been carrying that thing around all week without knowing how to use it?” 
 
    Trent nodded slowly. Cullen sighed.  He couldn’t even yell at the boy. It was Cullen’s job to instruct him, but somehow, he’d never gotten around to explaining. This was why you shouldn’t teach recruits too much at once. In a way, it was Cullen's fault; most recruits couldn’t learn as much or as speedily as Trent had.  
 
    The Sergeant was getting frustrated. Normally when he introduced trainees to weapons, the right weapon for that Recruit would be apparent right away. They wouldn’t learn the spear Skill yet but picked up the axe or sword with a little practice. With more practice and some practical drills in the wilds, or a Trial, the Skill the trainee was most suited for would level in no time. 
 
    Trent, on the other hand, learned anything you put to him but remained at a low level. Yes, he’d gotten Small Blades, Dash, and Riding to Level 2, but he’d also spent the most time with those Skills. Honestly, Cullen didn’t know what to push him towards. He was starting to suspect the runt might be suited for longer heavier weapons, but Trent didn’t have the strength to wield them. 
 
    Cullen took the bow from Trent. “This isn’t much of a weapon. More of a training tool, but it does have one feature that makes it practical.” 
 
    The Sergeant drew back on the string while inserting Mana. The bowstring drew back, and a wooden arrow was formed. The draw of the bow was much too small for the large man, but when he released the tension, the arrow kept forward and slammed into the center of the round of wood he had set out earlier. The arrow quivered for a moment and then disappeared, leaving behind a small hole. 
 
      
 
     “The more Mana inserted, the stronger the arrow.” Cullen handed back the bow. “From five to fifty Mana is all it takes. If you manage fifty Mana, one arrow with a steel broad-head is formed, but when released, three arrows are fired. Do that enough, and it’s possible to pick up the Create Arrow and Triple Shot Skills.” 
 
    Trent looked at the bow and then at the Sergeant doubtfully. He only had a Mana pool of eighty. Sixteen weak shots or one powerful shot didn’t seem very useful, and his Mana recovered so slowly. 
 
    Under the Sergeant ‘s expectant glare, Trent sighed, and drew back the string, carefully channeling just the right amount of Mana. Trent was dismayed to discover the bow was harder to draw when Mana was channeled into it. He managed, though, and as his fingers reached his ear, an arrow was nocked and ready.  
 
    The arrow was little more than a pointed wooden stick. Trent wondered if you could even use it for hunting common animals. He certainly didn’t want to shoot it at a Horned Hare. The stick would probably be just an annoyance to a hare, but the Sergeant looked pleased when Trent managed to draw the bow, and he nodded in satisfaction as Trent’s first shot plowed into the ground a foot from the target. 
 
    “Just as I expected.” Cullen said sarcastically, “Pathetic! Are you even trying? Do it again!” 
 
    Trent fired again, and again. By his fourth shot, he managed to hit the target’s edge. His twelfth arrow struck a hands-width from the center. This shot also earned him the Archery Skill Level 1. He told the Sergeant excitedly but was informed that he should talk less and shoot more. 
 
    His thirteenth and fourteenth shots were his best yet, but under the effects of Mana drain, his fifteenth shot missed altogether. As he drew to fire again, head swimming, eyes not focusing, Cullen snatched the bow away. 
 
    “Know your limits, Runt.” Cullen said mildly. “Mana loss makes it hard to think, tougher to act. You thought you had sixteen shots? Maybe fourteen if you’re desperate. You can fight to zero Mana if you have to, but not many can do anything beyond that. Now sit, rest, drink this.” 
 
    Cullen handed Trent a glass vial filled with a blue liquid. The label read Mana Restorative Potion. Trent greedily gulped it down. His Mana pool instantly refilled. It was a relief to feel his focus sharpen, and his eyes cleared. 
 
    “Alright, now for the real day’s training,” Cullen said, gesturing for Trent to stand. “Hunting. You may choose your prey; you can even decide what weapon you want to use. However, you will only eat what you manage to kill with the bow.” 
 
    Initially, Trent’s spirits had lifted, but as he took the short bow back from the Sergeant, he frowned. Somehow, he didn’t think he’d be eating all that well tonight. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Guardsman Keller reclined in the grass. His hands behind his head, he watched the clouds float by. The camp was empty since everyone was off training or instructing. It was Keller's job to mind the campsite. This was a necessary job but not an important one. That was exactly the type of work that Keller preferred. 
 
    In all the Guard, encompassing both the keep and city watch, he was the only one with the actual Guard Class. There were a few that had picked up the Profession over the years but none with the Class. Keller was often picked for assignments like this one because of that. 
 
    He picked up the specialized Class, Sentry, a while back. It was a godsend! Now he could complete Class Quests and earn Experience just by standing watch. Of course, to do that, he had to take the job seriously, wear his armor, walk his rounds. It was too nice of a day for all of that. 
 
    He lay in the grass, feeling the breeze and watching the clouds drift by. His Class Skills would alert him if anything entered his area of responsibility. He could even fall asleep if he wanted to, and no one could approach the camp without him knowing it. He was the perfect Guard. 
 
    He could easily become a senior Guardsman, responsible for the quieter and more important aspects of the Keep. The pay was better, but it would seriously cut into Keller’s nap schedule, so he never even considered it. Besides, he had bigger dreams.  
 
    Guard had been his Basic Class, Sentry when he specialized, and someday, he would be a Sentinel. Sentinel was an advanced class highly prized by the military for their abilities to watch and defend. Not that Keller would waste his talents staying in the Duke’s service. The Duke was a fine man and fair employer, but military service wasn’t where the money was. 
 
    He wouldn’t be an Adventurer either. Sentinels weren’t popular members of adventuring parties. Adventurers were all about pushing forward, quick movements, and hidden ambushes. Sentinels were all about being in the open and standing their ground. 
 
    No, for Keller, the life of a Merchant Guard was best. Traveling in a wagon or standing watch over a warehouse, that is the best life could offer him. All for high pay, of course, but merchants valued Sentinels. Nothing got by those sharp-eyed men when they had chosen their ground. As soon as he got that Advanced Class, the money would practically fall into Keller’s pockets. 
 
    Dreams of money and how he would spend it filled Keller’s morning. He could have happily spent the rest of the day fantasizing. It annoyed him to no end when his Skills informed him that six horses and riders were approaching. Still over a half-mile out, and though they were not exactly galloping their mounts, they were coming this way swiftly. 
 
    Keller stood and stretched, frowning in the direction of the approaching horsemen. His helmet and armor lay in the grass. He wore his sword belt, and his spear leaned against the nearby wagon. He didn’t need them. These unwelcome visitors didn't look threatening, probably just a band of Adventurers out adventuring. He would need to advise the Sergeant and the Corporal, though. 
 
    “Shit,” Keller hissed. If he reported the Adventurers, the Sergeant would return, probably immediately. The man was unbelievably fast sometimes. Keller got away with quite a bit of slack, but if the Sergeant caught him on duty without his armor, life would become unbearable damn fast. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past the Sergeant to have me out there drilling like a raw Recruit,” Keller grumbled to himself as he hastily pulled his equipment on. Cullen tended to see all Guardsmen as recruits when they messed up. Probably because they’d all been trained by him. 
 
    Keller was strapping his helmet on and grabbing his spear when the party rode into the camp. That seemed unnecessary in Keller’s opinion. He’d expected them to ride by with a friendly wave, not stop by for a visit. Damn inconsiderate of them. 
 
    “Good morning, Guardsman!” The leader of this band of travelers was a pretty blonde young woman with soft lips and high cheekbones. She did justice to those traveling clothes as well. She seemed somehow familiar with those bright blue eyes and a rapier on her left hip. 
 
    Shit, Keller straightened up and saluted crisply. “Good day, Lady Kirstin!”  
 
    Kirstin swung down off her horse and resisted the urge to stretch. “Could you inform Sergeant Cullen that I'm here and would like to speak with him please, Guardsman?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, Lady Kirstin, I was just about to do that.” Keller patted his belt for the whisper rod. Where the hell had he put it? Had it fallen off? He hunted around in the grass. The thought of the Duke’s daughter staying until evening and even sharing a wineskin with him later was distracting him. They weren’t serious thoughts. More daydreams really, and ones he put a stop to quickly. If the Sergeant found out what he was thinking, there were easier ways to die than the ones Cullen would come up with for a Guardsmen with impertinent thoughts towards the Duke’s daughter.  
 
    “Probably could have done it already, if you’d had on your armor. Brave man, I think. I’ve heard this Sergeant Cullen does unpleasant things to guards he finds out of uniform.” Allen smirked, still in his saddle.  
 
    Keller snapped out of his reverie and resisted the urge to bark back.  He never liked the look of this sly man with his perpetual self-satisfied grin. Why a grand lady like the Duke’s daughter traveled with a rat-faced Rogue, Keller would never know. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not any of our business, Allen.” Kirstin gave Keller a reassuring smile that the Guard missed seeing. There was the damned whisper rod! How had it gotten under the wagon?  
 
    Kirstin looked around the camp as Keller made a hasty report. There were two fire pits lined with stones and surrounded by logs for seating, tents assembled in careful rows, a set of heavy leather curtains hanging from a wooden frame to form a bathing area, even a corral for the horses. The camp had a semi-permanent feel to it. Kirstin half suspected that, if she’d come a few days later, she would have come upon wooden fortifications Cullen would have had the Guard erect. She knew he carried the materials for such in his Storage. 
 
    Kirstin frowned as she took it all in. The tidy campsite meant Cullen had plans to stay in this spot for some time. Those plans most likely revolved around Trent. Getting her Summons back might be harder than she thought. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Kirstin, ma’am,” Keller said nervously, “Sergeant says he’s two miles or so that direction.” he pointed roughly northwest. “If you’re in a hurry to report, ah that is, to see him, he advises you to come to him. Otherwise, you’re more than welcome to wait here, and he'll be back in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Two miles, that direction,” Kirstin sighed. There weren’t a lot of landmarks in the grasslands, finding one man or even a group with those vague directions wouldn’t be easy. “Well, looking is better than waiting. If we don’t find him in an hour, we'll come back.” 
 
    “If we don’t find him?” The expression on Dirk’s face wasn’t exactly a pout, but it clearly expressed that he was less than eager to spend more time in the saddle. 
 
    Kirstin rolled her eyes. “By we, I mean myself and Allen. The rest of you are free to make yourselves comfortable here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, yourself and Allen? Why do I have to go?” Allen sulked as the rest of the party moved to dismount. Even the ever-loyal Lyra was prepared to abandon her mistress after nearly a week of hard riding. 
 
    “You’re a Scout, that’s why.” Kirstin pulled herself back into the saddle. “Either you'll find him, or you’ll keep me from getting lost. Also, you’ll just cause trouble if I leave you here.” 
 
    “Never caused trouble in my life,” Allen muttered as the two set off, but that was his only complaint. Kirstin found it a little odd; she’d thought he’d put up more of a fight. 
 
    Allen swiftly found the trail. How he knew it was the Sergeant’s, Kirstin didn’t know, but presumably, a Skill was employed. She didn’t ask. She was more than a little surprised and impressed as Allen lead the way skillfully through the wild grasslands. He never hesitated, never dismounted to check for signs, just rode confidently in one direction.  
 
    Their party had always been Dungeon Crawlers. Kirstin knew Allen was a Scout, but she had always assumed that he had trained Skills that would be of most use in the Trials. Seeing him pick his way through the wilds with ease, she started to wonder if they should plan an expedition. It would be a nice change of pace from the gloomy cavern walls of the Al'drossford Trial. The others had complained about all the riding she made them do coming here, but in her experience, Adventurers found something to complain about no matter what was going on. 
 
    After fifteen minutes of brisk riding, they broke over the top of a hill and came upon the sight of two men and the body of a Howler. Clearly dead, the Howler was an unwelcome sight that had Kirstin's back straightening up in her saddle. All hair and teeth, children learned early to spot and report any Howler they saw. One Howler always meant more. They traveled in vast packs, and while they weren’t dangerous individually, their numbers made them a threat to isolated communities, or a small camp of Adventurers and soldiers. 
 
    “Uncle Cullen,” Kirstin eyed the dead beast warily, as she dismounted beside the Sergeant, “is the pack nearby?” 
 
    “Yep,” Cullen said simply. “We're in luck, medium-sized pack, not more than three miles from camp. I’ve already got Frank tracking them. They’re moving in the wrong direction at present, but he'll get them shifted.” 
 
    “Shifted?” Kirstin had a feeling she wasn’t going to like where this was headed. 
 
    “They’re moving towards the border, but Frank will turn them towards the camp.” Cullen gestured at the short man wearing a cowl and mask that Kirstin had seen when she rode up. “It’s up to you, Runt. Not much worth eating on these beasts, but it’s all you’ve killed with the bow.” 
 
    The man Cullen referred to as “Runt” shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other but made no move towards the dead Howler. Kirstin didn’t blame him. She’d rather starve to death than eat one of these wretched, foul-smelling beasts. Just thinking about it made her stomach turn. 
 
    “You have someone driving the pack to the camp?” Kirstin brought the conversation back to what she thought was important. “Why? That seems…” 
 
    “Why?” Cullen snorted. “Because my men and I are Guardsmen, that’s why. The pack is a threat to the Duke’s territory, and Guardsmen deal with threats when they find them. Don’t worry, brat, it’s only one hundred and fifty or so Howlers. You don’t even need to help if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “Only one hundred and…” Kirstin stared at the Sergeant open-mouthed. The worst part is she knew Cullen was serious. The Sergeant had already turned his attention back to his Recruit. 
 
    “We have preparations to make, Runt, looks like you’re going to get to eat today after all. Can’t have you fainting from hunger in the middle of the fight,” Cullen looked at Allen, who sat slouched in the saddle. “What’s your name? Alistern?” 
 
    “Allen,” Allen corrected the Sergeant dryly. His eyes tried and failed to drill a hole through Cullen. 
 
    “That’s it. Allen,” Cullen said just as dryly, “take the boy back to camp with you, I'll walk with the brat.” 
 
    Allen directed his horse next to the small masked man holding the bow and leaned down to offer him a hand. “Come on, Trent, let’s leave the Sergeant and the brat to their secrets.” 
 
    Trent took the offered hand and was pulled up behind Allen. The two were galloping off before the Scout’s words registered with Kirstin. 
 
    “He better not think he’s going to get away with calling me brat from now on,” she muttered. Then, “Wait! Trent? That was Trent?” 
 
    Kirstin hadn’t paid much attention to the hooded, masked figure. She thought it odd that Cullen would allow a trainee to wear something other than the uniform of the guard, but it wasn’t her concern. The man hadn’t been tall, but he’d looked sturdy enough. Knives, axes, sword, and bow, Kirstin had thought it was a bit much. She reconsidered after noticing the weapons seemed to suit the stranger well enough. It couldn’t possibly have been Trent. 
 
    The last time Kirstin had seen Trent, he hadn’t just been short. Freshly Summoned, Trent could only have been described as small! Slight of build with no hint of the warrior about him, no one would have called him sturdy. It had been less than two weeks since Kirstin last saw her Summons. Even Cullen couldn’t turn a boy into a warrior in that amount of time. 
 
    “Uncle Cullen, was that really Trent?” Kirstin felt a fool for even asking. Why would Allen have known who Trent was when she hadn’t.  
 
    “Didn’t even recognize your own Summons, Brat,” Cullen shook his head and then seemed to reconsider. “Well no reason you should. Runt has doubled his Attributes, cleared a Trial, gotten soul-bound equipment. No. I suppose he’s changed a bit since you last saw him. And no, you can’t have him back until I'm done with him. I might consider loaning him to you for part of the day when we get back to the Keep, but that’s the best you can expect." 
 
    Kirstin bristled. “Uncle Cullen, you’re being unreasonable. He’s my Summons.” 
 
    “You mind your tone and get down off your horse when you’re addressing me, brat,” Cullen’s tone was soft. Kirstin paled as she scrambled out of her saddle. “Uncle" Cullen held a special place amongst the Duke’s family. He was the only person allowed to take a strap to any of the Duke’s children. And he did so anytime he thought they needed it. No matter their age. 
 
    “Uncle,” Kirstin tried in a more pleasant tone.  
 
    Cullen could be a hard man, but there was a reason why she and all her siblings called him uncle even if he wasn’t a blood relation or even a noble. He trained and watched over all of them, and he always listened. You may not like to hear what he had to say when you were done, but he’d hear you out. 
 
    “I need Trent, and I need to get back to the Trial. I admit I’ve mishandled him, but I'll do better from now on.” She said this in a clear voice and tried not to focus on the fact that she was asking for and needed the Sergeant’s permission. 
 
    “No,” Cullen said just as clearly. “End of discussion. I'll explain it to you as we walk back. I hope you brought comfortable shoes, rough terrain under this grass.” 
 
    Kirstin sighed as she gathered her horse’s reins and fell into step beside the Sergeant. This was not going how she wanted it to at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Back at the camp, Braum, the next most senior Guardsman after Sergeant Cullen and Corporal Francis, had everyone hard at work digging. Everyone somehow included four sullen Adventurers who were regretting staying behind. 
 
    The recruits and Adventurers weren’t making much progress with their shovel, but Braum and the other senior Guardsmen more than made up for it. A trench six feet deep and four feet wide was rapidly encircling the camp as if by magic. 
 
    Trent peered around Allen to observe the camp as they rode up. The corral and bathing area had been dismantled, and all the tents packed away. The ditch was being dug with the wagon at its center, and all the horses had been hitched to the wagon’s side. It was an entirely different campsite than the one he’d left this morning. 
 
    “You two got back just in time to help dig,” Braum shouted, stamping over to confront Allen. The Guardsman knew Trent wouldn’t be a problem, the boy knew how to follow orders, but these Adventurers needed a bit of arm twisting. “Tie up the horse and grab some shovels. I don’t want to hear…” 
 
    “That won’t be possible, General!” Allen headed Braum off, taking his arm and drawing him aside. Braum was more than a little surprised when he was unable to resist. Trent took the horse to tie it with the others, slipped his mare an apple, and grabbed a shovel. 
 
    “I’m a Scout, General,” Allen cut off Braum's complaints. His left hand reached up to scratch his throat, managing to pull his leather jerkin open at the same time. “A rogue, you understand? The boy is clearly a rogue type as well. We will be more useful in preparing the field. Get it?” 
 
    Braum opened his mouth to tell this oddly strong Scout that he most certainly did not get it when his eye caught a flash of silver at Allen’s collar. A metal Insignia was pinned to Allen’s shirt, a crouched wolf in silver and black, with a border of gold. That insignia was the symbol of an officer in the Duke’s Scouting Regiment.  
 
    Braum's eyes widened, and he almost saluted. “Ah, that’s a good idea sir…sss… Scout.” Obviously, the officer didn’t want to be known as such. 
 
    “Good! I believe you have a man leading the pack of Howlers here. Make sure you tell him to come in wide so as not to step in anything he shouldn’t.” Lieutenant Alistern tapped the side of his nose. “But don’t tell anyone else what’s going on, secrets are meant to be kept after all.” 
 
    Braum nodded, the warning was clear. “Of course! I'll inform the Corporal and leave you to it.” He strode away, calling for Keller and the whispering rod. 
 
    Alistern watched the man scurry away and smirked to himself. “Trent, you’re with me. Bring the shovel.” 
 
    Trent had just found the tool in the back of the wagon. His head popped up at the new command. Allen gestured impatiently for the boy to hurry up. Trent shrugged and jumped down. 
 
    The two hastily jogged out of the camp. They had to circumvent the trench, which was already halfway completed. Thirty feet on all sides, it was an impressive effort. The infantry in the Duke’s Regulars would probably have it finished by now, but the Guardsmen were very efficient. Strong men, possibly with the Mining Skill to aid them, could move a lot of dirt when they needed to. Alistern was impressed. He would have thought the Guardsmen, who were used to defending prebuilt fortifications, would falter at this task. Sergeant Cullen’s training had always covered all the basics.  
 
    Alistern didn’t set a difficult pace, but he was still taken aback at how easily Trent kept up. The boy was practically wearing an armory's full inventory, but he showed no sign of falling back. Was this the same boy that couldn’t keep up walking not that long ago? 
 
    A hundred feet out, Alistern came to a stop. Trent wasn’t even breathing hard. Alistern nodded approvingly, and handed the boy a Skill Stone, “You’re a Rogue, right? Learn this.” 
 
    “Survivalist,” Trent corrected, taking the Stone and studying it. 
 
    Alistern blinked. He had made a study of Rogue Classes when deciding on his own path. He'd chosen Forward Scout as a second Specialization, and he’d done so after reading about Survivalists.  
 
    Survivalist was a lost Class. There were stories about them, but no one had seen one in hundreds of years. There were rumors that they were a type of Ranger, maybe a second Specialization of that Advanced Class, but no one knew for sure. Personally, Alistern thought they were related to Scouts. 
 
    Information about Survivalists was all hearsay. Stories about them appearing during a long-forgotten war and rumors about them being the counter to Elven Rangers comprised most of what people knew. 
 
    From what Alistern had read, it was known or assumed that you needed one class related weapons Skill, which would be easy, except no one could agree about what weapons Survivalists used. You also needed both the Map and Storage abilities, as a Survivalist often depended on preparation and information. Those abilities required either luck or money to acquire, but that wasn’t the difficult part of getting the Survivalist Class. 
 
    There was only one thing that all books agreed on, you needed to become a Survivalist. Then there was the Secondary Attribute, Endurance. There was no guaranteed way to earn any Secondary Attribute, but it was commonly accepted that securing Endurance meant pain. Pain and affinity; pain without affinity got you nothing. 
 
    “Survivalist is an Advanced Class,” Alistern stated. How could the boy already have an Advanced Class?  
 
    Trent nodded. He held up the stone. His face was unreadable behind the mask. The suspicion was plain in his voice. “This is the Create Trap Skill. Why give it to me?”  
 
    Alistern’s eyebrow rose. “I already have the Skill. The Stone is worth nothing to me.” 
 
    Trent’s body language indicated that this explanation wasn’t going to cut it. Trent didn’t know a lot about financial matters, but he knew Adventurers liked money, and Skill Stones were expensive. Tersa told him how she once saved for months and ran Guild Quests in her spare time, just to buy a tier one Spell Stone. She’d been ecstatic when she finally had enough. She’d been devastated when she couldn’t learn it. Tersa wanted magic badly. 
 
    For an Adventurer to give away an expensive item to a stranger made no sense. Trent’s face lit up under his mask when he appraised the Stone, and he saw that the Skill he needed to level up was contained in it. His face fell when he thought of how unlikely it was for the Skill he needed to fall into his lap. Why did Allen have this stone? 
 
    Alistern didn’t know what to say. The truth was he had dozens of Create Trap Skill Stones in his own Storage. His job was normally a great deal like Cullen’s, only he trained Scouts. He was kicking himself for not having a greater variety of stones on hand. The Duke wanted Trent trained up, and this was an ideal situation to do so. Why was this kid suspicious?  
 
    “Adventurers like money,” Trent answered when Alistern asked. “You shouldn’t have a Skill Stone that you can’t use. You should have sold or traded it.” 
 
    The kid had a point; Adventurers were a greedy bunch of bastards. You’d think they were all nobles the way they grasped after every coin. Wasn’t Alistern using that very fact to manipulate Kirstin into accepting Trent? 
 
    “Listen, Trent,” Alistern recognized the problem, “you’re a Summons. You’re supposed to look out for your master, and that’s what the real issue is here. As a member of your master’s party, it is suspicious of me to have this stone and then to give it away. I need you to get past that. I'm looking out for Kirstin, too, more than she knows.” 
 
    Trent stood still for a few moments, and Alistern wondered if he needed to explain more. As he sought for words to convince the Summons he wasn’t out to harm anyone, the need for him to do so disappeared. The Stone crumbled away as Trent learned the Skill. 
 
    You have learned Create Traps Level 1. You now have a better understanding of traps. Your traps will be 5% more effective. +100 Experience for learning Class related Skill. 
 
    This was a very exciting message for Trent. He was a step closer to usefulness. His suspicion towards Alistern remained, but now it was directed at the man’s identity, not his intentions. 
 
    “Good, then we can get started. Cullen’s bringing a shit storm down on us, and he'll expect us to be prepared.” Looking at the opportunities the terrain held, Alistern rubbed his hands together and mentally reviewed the items in his Storage. It wasn’t the best place to set traps, not killing traps at least, but Howlers weren’t a sophisticated enemy. They could slow them down some.  
 
    For the next few hours, Alistern kept Trent running. They threw out caltrops and set tripwires. They dug and covered small holes for spike traps, and a few explosive ones. Even an acid trap or two. 
 
    Alistern was walking a fine line. His traps couldn’t be too effective, or Kirstin and the others might wonder why he was so well-prepared. This whole trapping-the-field routine was mostly for Trent’s benefit.  
 
    Whisper rods had a limited range, but the Duke had other ways to communicate with his agents. Cullen had passed the news that Trent needed Create Traps, and the Duke had told Alistern to teach the Summons. The drawback to the method used to pass this message was that it couldn’t convey detailed reports, and could only be used once or twice a day. The message hadn’t mentioned that Trent was a thrice-damned Survivalist, for instance. Alistern doubted the Duke himself knew. 
 
    If Cullen were anyone else, Alistern would have found a quiet moment to instruct him on simple ways to send important information. However, Cullen wasn’t one to accept constructive criticism from a former trainee, even if that trainee technically, publicly, outranked him now. Alistern didn’t know how Michael managed to work with the man. 
 
    Alistern was teaching Trent the finer points of concealing a Trap when a sharp whistle informed them it was time to return to the camp. Alistern was pleased with the boy; he learned quickly and listened well. Their efforts wouldn’t do much to stop a howler pack, but that wasn’t much of a worry. This whole mess was probably engineered by Cullen to smooth the rough edges off Trent and the recruits. If all else failed, Cullen, Alistern, and the senior Guardsmen could handle a few Howlers. 
 
    Cullen, back in the camp, wasn’t as pleased with the fortifications his Recruits had built. Oh, the trench was a decent size, and the extra dirt had been packed and hardened to form a wall and a fighting platform. That was all good. He would have preferred to see stakes driven in at an angle to keep the enemy back, but time was limited.  
 
    What Cullen found unacceptable was that his Guardsmen had done most of the work. The recruits and Adventurers were useless. The Adventurers weren’t his problem, but he would have to see that the recruits got more practice digging, maybe a trench or two a night until they were proficient at it. Right before bed, a little light exercise would help them sleep.  
 
    Surprisingly, Tersa had performed the best! The girl was good at simple tasks like digging holes and bashing things. She had a good attitude too. She complained as much as the rest, but she did it while digging, never stopping to lean on her shovel. 
 
    Arisa’s hands had blistered so badly Cullen had had to give her a healing salve. Lerner had spent a lot of time muttering about how knights were above such trivial tasks. He shut up when Cullen reminded him that squires had to be alive to become knights.  
 
    Geoffen and Bailey threw as much dirt on each other as they did out of the hole. Those two were still rinsing dirt out of their mouths. As for Devon, he did well enough when he wasn’t distracted, but he was distracted by everything. 
 
    Cullen had worked with worse. He probably would again after these few were full Guardsmen. He’d also worked with better, a fact he was very fond of saying out loud. 
 
    The Recruits were put into position. They would face the brunt of the attack, not that they were told that. Spears and bows were handed out. Even to Arisa, though she complained loudly. She shut up after the Sergeant asked her how many Mana potions she had prepared, and what she was going to do when she ran out and the Howlers cleared the trench. Mages always forgot that Mana could be depleted. 
 
    Trent stood at the center of the Recruit’s line, with Tersa on his left and Devon on his right. He was the only one without a spear since he had not been trained in the weapon’s use yet. He was a little disgruntled over this; he knew that he had the strength to use a longer weapon now. 
 
    Cullen said his short bow would be fine even up close. He didn’t provide him with extra arrows, either. Trent borrowed Tersa’s longbow just long enough to discover he couldn’t draw it and then settled back, glad his mask covered his sullen face. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the first howls could be heard. Deep and piercing like a thousand wolves on the night of a full moon, the sound had the recruits starting to doubt the Sergeant’s estimate of “about" a hundred beasts. 
 
    “Stop your quivering,” Cullen shouted, “it’s just Howlers! Farmers beat them off with brooms!” A soft titter at the Sergeant’s exaggeration, but their hands still shook. Nervously they nocked arrows. 
 
    The Howlers crested a hill in the distance. Leaping and loping, long legs propelling them forward, the creatures screamed in mindless hate and hunger. They were too distant for details to be seen, but the Recruits could imagine mouths full of teeth and beady eyes barely visible amongst matted hair. 
 
    Bows were drawn as the Howlers came over the next hill. “Hold, damn you, they aren’t within range! The first one to fire without the command fills in the trench by himself!” That put the Recruits’ focus firmly on the task at hand. They hadn’t been aware the trench was going to be filled back in. 
 
    Hands ceased their trembling, nerves steeled. The first Howler entered the killing zone and tripped over a concealed wire. Trent grinned, that had been one of his, all the simplest ones had been. 
 
    “Hold! Let more of them enter the zone! If you miss one, you might hit the one next to it. In battle, a hit is more important than perfect accuracy. Hold… hold…fire!” 
 
    At the Sergeant’s command, arrows leaped from bows and plunged toward the enemy. Six of the pack fell and tumbled, tripping the beasts behind them. Howlers bit at one another in frustration but kept coming. Another volley of six, and six more fell. None of the recruits had hit their actual targets at that range, but the Sergeant’s was right; a hit was a hit. 
 
    The next six arrows missed; they were loosed into the ground only a few feet past the edge of the trench. The recruits had fumbled their shots in the face of a sudden explosion. Fire and furious sound erupted when one of the Howlers set off one of Alistern’s advanced traps. 
 
    “Damn you, Alistern, who told you to set a fire trap!” Cullen shot a glare at the smirking Scout whose blast had eliminated ten of the Howlers. Alistern’s smirk fell, and he matched the Sergeant glare for glare. Cullen just loved those little ‘slips' with Alistern’s real name. 
 
    Disaster struck the Howlers’ advance. The beasts caught in the fire blast weren’t all dead yet, and they ran amongst their kin, spreading the flames. Howlers, with their greasy, matted fur, were highly flammable. Arisa’s eyes widened at the discovery. 
 
    The young Guard mage cast her bow aside and grabbed up her staff. The tier-one Spell, Fireball, formed on the end of her staff as Arisa chanted. Soon her own fiery death flew forth to wreak havoc on the disorganized pack. Free to use her weapon of choice, Arista was much more satisfied with the results of this attack.   
 
    Cullen’s furious eyes found Alistern again. The Scout’s smirk was firmly back in place. Alistern was spared the Sergeant’s wrath as Mathias, the Fire Elementalist Adventurer, stepped up to join the fun. Flammable and low leveled, the Howlers were exactly the kind of opponent he preferred. 
 
    “Who invited you to my party, Mage? You mess up my training exercise, and I'll see you buried with the vermin!” 
 
    Bowstrings paused at this. Was the Sergeant implying that not only would they have to fill in the trench, they would also have to bury the Howlers? The evening did not promise to be a pleasant one. 
 
    “Frank, get a Fire Quenching scroll ready; the Duke will have our heads if we burn the entirety of the grasslands!” 
 
    Cullen was not happy with this turn of events. He had pictured a nice hot close encounter, with recruits pissing on themselves but eventually pulling it off. The tide had clearly turned against the Howlers before they halfway cleared the killing field. 
 
    “Acid! You set acid traps too, you asshole!” Cullen screamed as another vicious trap took out ten Howlers in an instant. At least the runt would get in on some of the action. The death and fire amidst their ranks didn’t stop the Howlers; they were driven by irrational hunger. Trent hadn’t gotten into the fight yet as his short bow’s range was limited, but now six bows and a fireball flew out almost continuously.  
 
    The enemy’s fearsome cries had turned to shrieks, which fueled the Recruits’ bloodlust. Arrows flew, Howlers burned, the grass burned. That last might have been a problem if not for Corporal Francis stepping forward to tear a scroll as the last Howler fell. A wide column of air swept forth from the scroll, and Trent’s eyes widened in horror. He’d helped build enough fires now to know that wind fueled fire. Had the Corporal used the wrong Spell!? 
 
    No, as the wind pushed through the flames, the fire stopped. It didn’t die down, but stopped, as if it had never been, leaving scorched earth and bodies as the only sign of its existence. And the wind reached everywhere, within moments the world was still; empty of wind blowing, fire dancing, and the obscene singing of the howlers. Only the charred smell of burned flesh was left. 
 
    “There are two lessons in this,” Cullen said as the recruits studied their handy work. “The first is, you might trust a Scout’s word but never trust his actions.” 
 
    No one questioned this unfair bit of wisdom, there was only one Scout present after all, and he answered the Sergeant’s words with a smirk. The Sergeant turned to Arisa, “Can you identify the next lesson, Recruit?” 
 
    Arisa shook her head. “Ah, no, Sergeant, I… No.” 
 
    “Tell me, Recruit, do you know a Spell for putting out a wildfire?” Arisa shook her head again, clutching her staff. “What about you, Scout? Did you know we had Fire Quenching scrolls with us?” 
 
    Alistern almost said that he trusted in the Sergeant’s infinite wisdom and power to see them through any emergency but held his tongue. The Sergeant had an important point to make here, and as an instructor himself, Alistern wouldn’t sabotage him. He settled for a simple, “No Sergeant, I did not,” instead. 
 
    This put Cullen off his stride for a moment. he was sure the Scout would have something snarky to say. “No, you didn't. 
 
    “The lesson, recruits,” he continued, “is that fire, set by flint or by magic, will spread! It would consume all the grass and even the air around us. Unprepared, you would have destroyed your enemy, to die yourself, trapped in your fortifications, gasping for air, choking on smoke. Be aware of the consequences of a tool or Spell before you employ it.” 
 
    He let his words sink in. “Still, today you defeated an enemy that had you out-numbered twenty to one. That’s a job well done.” Faces brightened at the unexpected praise. “An unthinking, pathetic, weak enemy, but you did win, so well done.” That was more like it. “Now, clean up!” And the finishing blow. 
 
    ********** 
 
    “What I don’t understand is how did the wind Spell kill the fire?” Trent threw another spade full of dirt onto the mass grave that the trench had become. In death, with most of their fur burned off, the Howlers had looked like grotesque dogs with heads far too big for their bodies. It had been a disgusting few hours getting them all into the dirt. 
 
    “That’s what you’re wondering?” Devon said, throwing down his shovel, the job finally complete. “You realize there is a zero percent chance of us resting now, right? No way is the Sergeant letting us make camp here.” 
 
    “I predict,” Geoffen said, closing his eyes and placing a hand to his forehead, and announcing in a dramatic voice. ”A two-hour ride, at the end of which we will set up another complete camp. Possibly a camp with a trench.” 
 
    “Either tonight or tomorrow,” Lerner said, flopping down. “Sergeant’s eyes get all giddy every time he looks at the damn hole.” 
 
    Trent used to jump when the recruits spoke of Cullen like they weren’t afraid of him. Didn’t they realize that the man heard everything? With time, he realized there were some things the Sergeant chose not to hear. Recruits had to vent occasionally.  
 
    Surprisingly, it was Tersa who answered his question. “Not wind in the Fire Quenching, mostly, not wind.” Tersa had the highest Constitution of everyone present, but even she was starting to wilt after the day’s events.  
 
    “It’s earth and water carried by wind,” Tersa sighed and leaned on her shovel for the first time that day. “Water to quench, earth to smother, wind to carry. It’s a pretty high-tiered Spell, but Sergeant makes sure it’s around, mostly.” 
 
    “Oh, she's right,” Arisa said, staring at Tersa like she was a particularly fascinating form of ugly insect. “Not sure how she knew that, but she is right. About the, uh, Spell. I didn’t know Sergeant Cullen kept it on hand.” 
 
    Tersa flushed in embarrassment and annoyance. “I can read! Just because I can’t cast magic, doesn’t mean I can’t read about it!” 
 
    Arisa hurriedly apologized, she’d spoken unthinkingly, something she sometimes did. Everyone knew Tersa wanted magic; no one without some magic ever got an Advanced Class. Tersa was sure the reason she hadn’t been able to specialize at Level 5 was her lack of magic. She was also a little sensitive about it. 
 
    Trent wanted to reassure his friend, but before he could, Cullen broke in with the words they were dreading. 
 
    “Listen up, Recruits,” he said, walking over, hand on the hilt of his sword. “You’ve managed to accomplish your task with your usual lack of grace and precision! Congratulations! Now, as the caring Sergeant I know you know me to be, I cannot ask you to bed down on a grave.” 
 
    The Sergeant broke off as the recruits cringed. A look of horror spread across his face, and the Recruits wondered what fresh hell he was about to spring on them. But the Sergeant wasn’t looking at them. His eyes were fixed on the area near where the first Howler had fallen. 
 
    To Cullen’s absolute disbelief, a small black ball had formed at that location, and Cullen fervently hoped it wasn’t what he thought it was. A sound like a crack of lightning split the air making the recruits jump. Cullen stood still; he’d been expecting the sound. He'd heard it many times before. 
 
    A Trial. An Instant Trial formed on a scene of fire and death. This was bad! This was very bad! They weren’t ready for this! The Trial’s gateway expanded rapidly, rushing at extreme speed in all directions. Expanding and looking. Looking for challengers. 
 
    Cullen spun on his heels, bellowing at the top of his lungs, “Trial! Everyone grab weapons, supplies, anything nearby, anything that can be useful, anything!” 
 
    Whatever else he might have said was lost as the Trial gateway enveloped the recruits, and then him. The black ball spread until it covered the Adventurers and Senior Guardsmen, then with a second crack, it collapsed in on itself. Challengers had been found. 
 
    You have entered a Trial. Trial of Survival, Lands of the Undying Lord. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The pleasant summer sky was gone. In its place, billowing black clouds stretched into the horizon. The air was humid and heavy. Lightning flashed, occasionally reaching down to strike against the earth.  
 
    All that separated the group from this environment was a translucent dome of white light. The boundary of this dome could be seen roughly a mile away, marking the edge of the Safe Zone. All challengers of an Instant Trail started out in a place like this. It wouldn’t last long, a few hours at best, just long enough for the group to get their bearings. It would have to do. 
 
    Sergeant Cullen looked out at the vast wasteland. Nothing living could be seen. Dead trees and crumbling ruins dotted the landscape. Ravines and canyons, stone and dirt; all browns, blacks, and greys with no bright colors to light the atmosphere. Oppressive was the only word that came to the Sergeant’s mind.  
 
    He took a deep breath. Inside he screamed in rage; they were not prepared for this. Outwardly he kept his face impassive. The recruits were looking around bewildered, any hint of unease from him would send them into a panic. Only Trent seemed… not calm exactly. The boy had a distant look on his face as if he were studying his Status. 
 
    Another breath, and then the Sergeant spoke in a loud booming voice. “Everyone, here, now.”  
 
    The recruits formed a line in front of him; the senior Guardsmen and Adventurers hurried over. Everyone had been caught by the Trial’s opening. Whether that was a good thing remained to be seen. For now, the group took solace in the Sergeant’s confident voice and authority. 
 
    Cullen maintained his impassive demeanor as everyone gathered around. He looked at what he had to work with. The Guardsmen would stand, the recruits would obey, the Adventurers… hard to say, but at least they were new to their trade. More experienced Adventurers could be hard to lead. 
 
    No one here had the backbone to challenge him, at least. Yes, there was one. Best to sort out the chain of command first. Cullen would follow if it kept men alive. He looked to where the adventuring party had formed up around Kirstin. 
 
    “Do you want command?” His voice was soft, suggesting he would accept any outcome. 
 
    Kristin’s eyes widened. “Uncle… Sergeant, I think you…” 
 
    “Ah,” a voice from behind cut her off. “I think he might be talking to me, Squirt.” 
 
    Kirstin frowned and looked at Allen, who had stepped forward. Squirt? That was crossing a line. She started to tell him so when his hand brushed over his face, and a similar, yet older man was standing before her. Same sly face, same mocking eyes, but a strength that the Rogue had been lacking. Confidence and experience radiated from him. Somehow, he was familiar, more familiar to her than he had been as Allen. 
 
    “Alistern, Alistern Craw!” Kirstin’s mouth fell open. Master Taylor’s son, Alistern Craw had always been like an older cousin to Kirstin. They’d played together as children. How had she not seen it? 
 
    “Did you? Have you? Did my father?” Kirstin blustered, her fists clenched. Behind her, the rest of her party wore stunned looks of disbelief. They were as rattled as she was. All except the party's Archer, Joel. 
 
    “Always knew there was something off about you,” the Archer grinned. “Too fast, and too sharp for your Level. You’re the reason we ran into so many weird situations in the Trial. Dungeons always make adjustments when a high Level challenges a low floor.” 
 
    Joel was practically laughing. He liked Allen, and he suspected he’d like Alistern. Joel had taken to the Adventurer’s life in a way the others hadn’t. Practical and adaptable, that was Joel. While the others spat and groaned at being tricked, he was relieved their Rogue was more than he appeared. 
 
    “Probably yes, to all your questions Kris,” Alistern said firmly, but with a little shame showing about his eyes. “Now’s not the time. You can yell at me all you like later. Afterward.” 
 
    Another person was relieved to see Alistern’s change. It still nagged at Trent that the man had been so willing to give him a valuable Skill. Was this a threat to his master, hiding in plain sight? Quite clearly, that wasn’t the case. Alistern was a protector, probably sent by the Duke. He could be trusted. 
 
    “Sergeant.” Trent stepped forward, he had information. “I…” 
 
    “Not now, Runt.” The Sergeant held up a hand. He kept his gaze on Alistern. “We have things to decide. So, how about it, Lieutenant? You want command?” 
 
    The Guardsmen exchanged looks. Lieutenant? An officer they didn’t know. This could be bad. Feet shuffled and eyes hardened as they waited for Alistern’s response.  
 
    “Come off it, Sergeant.” Alistern pretended not to notice the hard stares being directed at him as he faced Cullen. “You’ve got lead. I haven’t forgotten that you taught me ninety… seventy-five… sixty percent of everything I know. And I know better than anyone else here how much experience you have in Trials.” 
 
    Inwardly, Cullen relaxed. If Alistern had wanted command, he would have given it to him, but he wouldn’t have liked it. Hard to follow the son of one of your closest friends, even if the man was competent. 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Cullen said gruffly. “Alright, I need to know what we're working with. This area is a Safe Zone; but it will only last for four hours, max. Count on two. After that we can expect trouble. No telling what kind of Trial this is, so if you have anything that can help, you better let Corporal Francis know. No one holds out. Instant Trials can last for months or more. We need to work together.” 
 
    The Guardsmen immediately fell to the task of organizing what little equipment and supplies they had. The Trial had caught them off guard, most of the supplies had been on the horses or wagon, and those were nowhere to be seen. In a way, the presence of the recruits was a blessing. Seniors kept their cool in front of their juniors, and the recruits drew strength from that. 
 
    The Adventurers were a little better equipped than the Guard, but a lot more distracted. They gathered closer to Kirstin, angry faces saying they wanted the truth out of Alistern. The Lieutenant was saved from their questions when Cullen walked to the side and gestured for Alistern to follow. 
 
    Trent also walked with Cullen, uninvited. “Sergeant?” he tried once again to get the older man’s attention. 
 
    “Runt! Trent, I need you to do as the Corporal tells you. Questions need to wait.” Cullen didn’t look at Trent, merely gave him the order and expected to be obeyed. 
 
    “Lands of the Undying Lord, two months or defeat the Guardian,” Trent said quietly as the Sergeant walked away. 
 
    Fortunately, Alistern, who was coming over to join Cullen, heard him. “What was that, Trent?” 
 
    Trent repeated himself. “The Trial, it’s called Lands of the Undying Lord. The clear conditions are to survive for two months or defeat the Guardian.” 
 
    He received a message not long after the notification that he’d entered a Trial. A message that had detailed the conditions for clearing the Trial. He also received a new Class Quest. He didn’t think the Sergeant would care about his Quest. 
 
    The Quest was to Map at least eighty percent of the Trials territory or discover two hidden locations. The reward was one thousand Experience and the Ability Far Sight. Fortunately, the Quest also came with a note attached that read, Optional. Looking around, Trent didn’t think it was possible to complete this Quest. The space they were in was extensive. If there was an end to it, Trent couldn’t see it. They were in a whole different world. How could he explore nearly the whole thing in only two months? 
 
    “You hear that, Sergeant?” Alistern called. 
 
    Cullen had stopped. “Come here, Trent.”  
 
    Trent came, nervous at being called by name. 
 
    Cullen put his hand on the Summons shoulder. “I was wrong. You had something important to share, and I should have listened. I was stupid, and I apologize. Stay close.” 
 
    Trent could only nod his head. This was completely outside his expectations. Cullen apologizing? It probably didn’t happen. 
 
    “Lands of the Undying Lord… survival type,” Cullen muttered. “Undead enemies, most likely. That’s bad, very bad.” He rubbed at an eyebrow. “What’s your Level at, Stern?” 
 
    “Forty-nine, damn close to fifty. Good chance I'll hit it in this Trial.” Alistern looked concerned. “You?” 
 
    “Sixty-seven,” Cullen said softly. 
 
    “Bad doesn’t cover it then.” Alistern cursed. “We can’t stay with the group, not if it’s a survival type Trial. We'll draw beasts that will wipe out the rest with a casual blow.” 
 
    Cullen nodded. Fifty was a defining Level. Some Adventurers never reached it. One wrong choice could see you in the forty range for life. Fifty meant real power, longer life, and greater challenges. There were Adventurers that avoided hitting Level 50 just so they didn’t have to face what that Level meant. 
 
    A Survival Trial tested the individual as much as the group. It would seek to separate the strong and the weak, and if it couldn’t, it would throw challenges suitable for the highest Level, at everyone. 
 
    “Can they make it without us? The Guard isn’t equipped for Undead, and Kirstin's party,” Alistern hesitated. “Matt is a Fire Elementalist but a weak one. He'll still be useful, but he's limited. The rest… against Undead they lack experience and equipment.” 
 
    “If they can survive long enough, the Trial will provide both.” Cullen was about to go on but was interrupted by the arrival of Corporal Francis. “How does it look, Frank?” 
 
    The Corporal shook his head. He took off his helmet and tucked it under one arm. “Not good. No supplies, no spears, no shields, no bows. Standard supply of three Health and three Stamina potions each. Recruit Arisa has three Mana potions as well. The Guardsmen are armored, but the Recruits aren’t carrying anything beyond belt knives.” 
 
    “I have mine,” Trent offered. He’d worn all his weapons during the burial detail. No one had told him to drop them. He took his short bow out of storage and handed it to the Corporal. 
 
    “I can give up my sword, and these knives are better than a belt knife. Buckler could probably be put to better use by someone else too,” he offered and immediately started to remove the mentioned equipment. 
 
    Frank took the items and nodded gratefully. “That will help. Sword and buckler to Lerner, bow for Bailey, knives for the rest. Not much, but all the extra weapons carried by the Guard and Lady Kirstin's group are of no use. The Recruits don’t have the Level, Ability, or Strength to use them.” 
 
    “Personnel wise,” Frank continued, “Nineteen total, one Healer, two Mages, two Archers, and fourteen various types of Warrior. Never did get your exact Class, Sir.” 
 
    This last was directed at Alistern. No one asked Cullen’s Class, even though no one knew. Alistern pursed his lips. 
 
    “Forward Scout and Assassin, Corporal,” he said. “But you only have seventeen, the Sergeant and I will be leaving things to you.” 
 
    Francis looked confused, and Cullen explained, “Survival Type, with Undead opponents, the Lieutenant and I would be a liability. You'll oversee the group, while Stern and I go looking for the Guardian. Thoughts?” 
 
    Frank didn’t pale, but his eyes widened for a moment. He took a deep breath to settle himself and gathered his thoughts. “Survival Type. Without you and the Lieutenant. Staying mobile is best. If we sit in one place too long, they’ll come in waves and overwhelm us. We also need to find supplies. We have water but no food. The problem with mobility is no Scouts. We’ll be slow without spotters to catch traps and ambushes.” 
 
    Alistern had the answer for this. “You’ll have a Scout, Corporal. Trent’s your man. It will take a bit to get him up to speed, but I think you’ll find he'll do.” 
 
    The Corporal’s brow furrowed, but Cullen spoke up. “Boy’s a Rogue, Frank. The Lieutenant will see to it he has the Skills. For now, get everyone together and figure out your formation. I'm carrying enough supplies to see one man through thirty days. It should be enough until you can find what the Trial has to offer.” 
 
    Trent wanted to correct the two men. Hearing himself described as a Rogue put his back up. The longer he held his Class, and the more he developed his Skills, the more he knew that he was no Rogue.  
 
    The sight of Corporal Francis looking relieved at the thought of having a scout kept Trent from speaking up. Frank put his helmet back on and saluted before moving off.  
 
    Once he was out of hearing range, Cullen said, “Not wise to lie to the men, Stern. Runt’s got promise, but he’s no Scout.” 
 
    “He will be. Trent is a Summons, Sergeant,” Alistern stated as if that explained everything. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Summons become what their master needs.” Alistern rolled his eyes. “You think it’s a coincidence that Trent has an Advanced Rogue Class? His master is an agility type, so are Rogues, they complement each other. Trent’s Advanced Class offers Stamina and Health, something Kirstin’s Class lacks. Summons can be strengthened in any number of ways, but they do best training with their masters. I think you’ll find Trent’s potential exploding with Kirstin present, and in need.” 
 
    Cullen squinted doubtfully. “I hope your right. I assume you’ve got a few things to teach the runt?” 
 
    “I might manage a trick or two. With me, Trent!” Without further ado, Alistern jogged off with Trent trotting at his heels. Cullen watched them go and then moved to settle any issues the rest of the group might have uncovered. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Alistern led Trent up to the edge of the safe zone. He looked at the terrain and decided it would suffice. There was no guarantee it would work, but Trent was the only Rogue other than Alistern. Alistern had been gently urging Joel to change from Archer to the Scout Class when he specialized, but he was a few Levels away from that yet. 
 
    Alistern turned to give Trent his instructions when the boy spoke up. “Lieutenant? What happened to the horses?” 
 
    Alistern frowned. There wasn’t time for this! The set of Trent’s shoulders seemed worried, though. It was impossible to read the boy’s face with that damned mask, but his body language was tense.  
 
    “They’re common animals, Trent. They can’t enter a Trial,” Alistern explained. “No one knows what happens to them. It’s assumed that they’re brought to a separate place, a safe one. They will be right where we left them when we clear the Trial, well-fed and cared for. They will probably be in better shape than we are at the end of this." 
 
    The tension flowed from Trent’s body. Alistern wondered what that was all about, but time really was short. Instead of asking, he said, “Enough of that. Stand here, close your eyes, cover your ears, hum to yourself! Whatever it is you have to do to ignore me." 
 
    Trent did as he was told, confused but obedient. Standing, eyes shut, hands over his ears, he waited. It was harder than he'd thought it would be. Minutes passed as he hummed tunelessly. Left alone with his own thoughts, Trent discovered he didn’t have much to think about. 
 
    He made a list of the herbs he knew, reviewed sword and knife strokes in his mind, counted to a hundred, and then two hundred. He had been less than a month in the world. The entirety of that time was taken up with training. He knew no songs or poems; the only books he’d read were about herbs. The only stories he knew were jokes Guardsmen told, that he didn’t understand. 
 
    It was lonely standing there, sightless and deaf. He wondered what the others were doing. Were they scared? Excited? Planning great deeds and joking about the future? Whispering their fears to one another? Trent would have given much to share that with them. 
 
    After an unknown amount of time, a hand clapped him on the shoulder. The sudden contact startled him, and he jumped with a yell. Eyes popping open, he found Alistern’s mocking grin. 
 
    “I’ve run this training drill with hundreds of soldiers over the years, and you are the first one that didn’t even try to peek!” Alistern exclaimed. “Following orders is good, but the defining trait of a good Scout is curiosity. What’s over that hill? What’s behind that tree? Sharp eyes always looking, and a curious mind always analyzing.” 
 
    Trent memorized the words. Alistern had a different style than Cullen, gentler, encouraging, teasing even. Trent thought he saw a bit of the Sergeant’s glare behind the Scout’s grin. Best to pay attention. 
 
    “Turn around and tell me what you see.” Alistern waited for Trent to comply and offered an immediate correction. “Not in the distance. Be aware of the horizon, but pay attention to what’s close. You can’t be too focused on either. Miss what’s in front of you, and you’ll step into a trap. Stare too hard at the dirt, and the enemy will see you before you see him. Learn to take it all in. What do you see?” 
 
    Trent focused on the ground in front of him. Alistern’s words didn’t make much sense to him, but he tried to answer. “I see dirt and rocks." 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    There was nothing else. The ground was exceedingly boring. Dirt, rocks, a hole, a smudge. Not a smudge. “A boot print?” 
 
    “Good. Decide which way the print is headed and walk forward slowly.” 
 
    A bit of dead grass, more dirt, a rock that was turned over! He pointed it out. 
 
    “Good, what else?” 
 
    Trent was frustrated. There was nothing else. One patch of dirt was much like another, except that one. That patch tickled something, a memory from earlier in the day. A memory of Alistern teaching him to conceal tripwire and other traps. That patch of grass was unnatural. 
 
    “That’s a tripwire. How did you conceal it with so…” 
 
    “No questions! You’ll learn more about setting traps in the future, I’m sure, but for now, just learn to spot them. Move forward.” 
 
    Trent did, shuffling slowly forward. He knew what they were doing now. He called out his observations more confidently. A scuff, stepped on grass, a spike trap, another tripwire, a kicked stone. It wasn’t long before he reported to Alistern that he had picked up Tracking and Detect Traps, both at Level 1. 
 
    Alistern was surprised. He expected Trent to pick Tracking up easily, but they weren’t halfway through the course he’d set up. “Summons really do respond to their master’s needs,” he muttered. Louder he said, “Good! These are the basic Skills of a good scout. Just like anything else, you can track and spot traps without the Skills. With the Skills, you'll find details are sharper, easier to detect. It gets easier as the Skill levels.” 
 
    “You'll be the party's eyes, Trent.” The boy turned and Alistern knelt. He put a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “The Guards know what they’re looking for. Even without the Skills, they’ll probably spot things you don’t at first. I need you to keep looking anyway. As you level these Skills, there will be things they miss that you don't, and it will save lives.” 
 
    It was a heavy burden to place on a young Awakened. Normally you’d have to be crazy to trust a Level 1 with that kind of responsibility. If there was any other choice, if he had time to teach Joel… but there wasn’t, and he didn’t. 
 
    “We’re done here, let’s go back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Another hour and everything had been prepared. Rations were handed out, enough for everyone to eat for a few days. Roles had been assigned, a basic formation discussed. Cullen wished they had a day to rest and practice, but that wasn’t possible. 
 
    Everyone was as ready as they could be, except for the Sergeant. He had one last thing to do, and he was loathed to do it. He preferred to keep his secrets close, but the group needed a boost. 
 
    “Equip,” he said under his breath. 
 
    He moved to stand a short way in front of the group. All eyes were on him, and all eyes except Alistern's bulged at the sudden change in his appearance. 
 
    Gone was his guard’s uniform and short sword. The mail and breastplate, leather bracers and greaves had all been replaced by a full suit of heavy plate armor. The simple steel helmet, with its nose guard switched out for a full helm that covered his face. A huge double-bladed battle-axe, attached to a dark wooden haft at least five feet long, appeared in his hand.  
 
    Cullen rolled his shoulders. It was good to be back in the stunning black armor. He looked at the short spikes on the knuckles of his gauntlets. He smiled at the curved blades that swept back from his wrists. He hefted his axe, made of a red-tinted metal, and watched the lightning reflect off its blade. It had been too long since he had held this old friend. 
 
    Dirk, the Defender, almost dropped his war hammer. His own armor felt drab and fragile when he compared it to the Sergeant’s. He felt small, even though he was actually only a few inches shorter than Cullen. Just looking at the man sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    “Is he a Knight? No, he has to be an advanced Class. A Dragon Knight?” Dirk spoke loudly, but the question wasn’t really meant to be answered. He dreamed of being an Advanced Knight, it didn’t matter what kind. 
 
    He hadn’t expected an answer, but Alistern gave him one anyway. “Knight! Pah! Knights are a balance between defense and offense. Sergeant Cullen is a Dread Naught! A man without fear, an unstoppable force of violence. He's all offense. Or as the Sergeant likes to say, ‘The best way to be defensive is to be offensive.’” 
 
    Trent, standing beside the Lieutenant, looked up. Alistern couldn’t see the boy's frown, but he could feel it. “I don’t think that’s what the Sergeant says.” 
 
    “Close enough.” Alistern shrugged. To Dirk he said seriously, “You should take note, metalhead. The Sergeant is a prime example of what can be achieved if you invest in yourself properly. Would you believe he started out with one Class slot, and his first Class was Commoner? What if I told you...” 
 
    “Stern!” Cullen barked to cut the Scout off. His voice was clear, not the slightest bit muffled. Inside his helm, his eyes glowed red. Whether that was an effect of his Class or armor was anyone’s guess. 
 
    “If you’re done telling my fucking life story,” he growled, “we have a Trial to clear.” 
 
    Alistern clasped Trent’s shoulder. Unruffled by Cullen’s displeasure, he walked over to join the Sergeant. 
 
    “Corporal, you know what needs to be done. Move out! Stay safe!” Cullen ordered.  
 
    Frank nodded and immediately got his mixed squad formed up and moving. Cullen and Alistern watched them go. Any direction would do as long as it wasn’t the direction Cullen had chosen for himself.  
 
    Cullen suddenly felt frustration at the thought of being separated from his men for this Trial; they were his responsibility. Heading out, he also felt guilty because he was excited at the thought of what was coming. He could only accept that guilt, there was no changing the way things had to be. 
 
    “Any particular reason we’re going that way, old man?” Alistern asked. 
 
    Cullen lifted his axe with one hand and used it to point at something in the distance. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something out there.” 
 
    Alistern frowned. He was a Forward Scout with several sight enhancing Skills and Abilities. It wasn’t fair that Cullen could see when he couldn’t make anything out. “How far?” 
 
    “Days, weeks maybe,” Cullen said mildly. “Depends on how much you slow me down, and what the Trial throws at us. No guarantee it’s what we’re looking for either.” 
 
    Alistern resisted the urge to brag about his nimble feet and far-striding legs. Cullen would probably think it was funny to run him into the dirt and then leave him behind. “Shall we?” 
 
    Cullen’s eyes flashed red again. He set off at a jog without bothering to reply. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Two or three hours later, Corporal Francis was starting to get worried. Not long ago, the group had stumbled upon a mostly intact road, paved with huge stones. They walked it, believing that a road had to lead somewhere, but so far, nothing. 
 
    That was what worried him. There should have been something by now: a threat, a puzzle, a challenge. The Trial was too quiet. That was never a good sign.  
 
    They moved slowly, much too slowly for Frank, but that couldn’t be helped. Although he had the Leadership Skill, he’d only gotten it leveled to seven. This allowed him to form Parties of up to twenty-five people. It also provided bonuses to their travel speed and defensive ratings, but a party was still only as fast as its slowest member. 
 
    Leadership was a valuable Skill. For a soldier or an Adventurer, it was always beneficial to form a party. Experience was shared, so non-combatants could level, communication was easier, lots of other little things as well. Frank tried hard to think about these benefits. 
 
    The group walked the road in three lines. Five Guardsmen on the right side of the road, the six Adventurers on the left, and a line of Recruits in the middle. Out in front, keeping fifty feet from the rest, Trent acted as Scout. That was another thing Frank didn’t like. 
 
    The boy had the lowest Level of all of them; he should be in a protected place, not out in front. Advanced Class or not, he was still an untrained lad. Frank had tried to argue that point with Cullen and Alistern, but he had been overruled. Even with his two superiors gone, Frank couldn’t bring himself to disobey. 
 
    “The runt will surprise you, Frank.” Cullen had said. The Corporal hoped it was true.  
 
    He couldn’t help worrying about their slow pace. Despite Frank’s movement bonuses from Leadership, they couldn't move any faster. Trent’s Detect Traps and Tracking Skills weren’t developed enough for him to utilize them on the run, and the recruits were tired. It had been a long day for the youngest members of the squad. Training, fighting, digging, and burying all drained Stamina. There had been no time for rest. There might not be for a long time. 
 
    Ahead of the group, Trent pulled up. When the rest drew near, Frank gestured for them to halt and instructed them to keep their eyes open. He looked around the area but saw only bare earth and dead trees, no sign of an ambush or trap. Was it that canyon up ahead on the left? Had the boy seen movement? 
 
    Frank called for a report, and Trent hesitated before lifting his arm and pointing at the ground twenty feet in front of him. “There’s something there, Corporal. I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Frank squinted and peered at the indicated spot but could see nothing. “What does it appear to be?” 
 
    Trent licked his lips. “At first, just a hazy spot in the road. But the harder I look, its symbols, glowing runes, and lines stretching out and…” The boy turned around, tracking something with his eyes that the others couldn’t see. Soon, he was facing them. His shoulders slumped. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Corporal, I don’t know what it is, but it’s all around us. Too wide to jump or cross.” Trent felt as if he failed. He was supposed to see things like this before he led the others into it. 
 
    Arisa cleared her throat. “Could it be, ah, a magic trap? It sounds like one.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Matt declared. The Fire Elementalist twirled his staff with one hand. “Detect Trap only works on magic if you have Mana Control and Manipulation. He's probably just…” 
 
    “I have both those Skills,” Trent said, reaching up to tug at his mask absently. 
 
    “…seeing things. Trials getting to him, it happens to…” Matt broke off and almost dropped his staff. “What! You have both? You’re a Rogue!” 
 
    Trent nodded. “I only know Spark, but I have Mana Manipulation and Control.” 
 
    “But, ah, if you have them, um, why didn’t you spot the trap before we were in it?” Arisa chewed at her bottom lip, then said excitedly, “Unless it’s not a trap? Maybe it’s a Safe Zone!” 
 
    Hopeful looks were cast at Frank from all directions. He wished he could tell them it was a safe zone, that it was okay to rest here, but that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    “Safe Zones are hidden, you can’t spot them even with Mana Manipulation and Control,” The Corporal announced. “And you did nothing wrong, Trent. You did well to spot what you did. Survival Trials throw things at you spontaneously. This formed around us, you didn’t miss it.” 
 
    Frank immediately formed the group into a circle with the recruits inside. Trent positioned himself next to Kirstin, but the Corporal let it go. The kid wasn’t a real Recruit, after all, he was a servant of the Lady.  
 
    There weren’t a lot of options for defense. Dirk was the only one with a shield and full armor, but they were encircled, so they couldn’t count on the enemy coming from only one direction. 
 
    Once everyone was in position, weapons out and ready, the Corporal himself walked to the place where Trent said the lines of runes were. He would trigger the trap. They tried to toss a stone to set it off, but nothing had happened. This was the only other option. 
 
    Frank triggering the trap was a breach of Guard policy. Frank was in command; he should have Keller or Braum or, preferably, Dirk in his heavy armor take the risk. Frank couldn’t bring himself to give the order. He tried to look confident as his foot stepped onto the trap he couldn’t see. 
 
    There was no explosion or wave of fire, just a sudden shimmering light and a whirring noise. Frank stepped backward, standing with the others. The lights danced momentarily and then flashed brightly. A Summoning. 
 
    Thirty figures appeared surrounding the group. Tall and thin, pale and gruesome, the figures had a human-like appearance. Naked but genderless, the figures stood silently, swaying ever so slightly.  
 
    They were hard to look at, familiar-looking, yet alien. With saggy skin that had never seen the sun, bald heads, and misshapen faces, the figures were more of a bad reflection of humanity than anything else.  
 
    “Fleshlings!” Frank identified the creatures. “It could be worse.”  
 
    The Fleshlings still hadn’t moved. It could be worse, true, but it was far from good. They didn’t have the weapons to immediately deal with this threat. 
 
    “Will they burn?” Matt asked, raising his staff. 
 
    “Yes,” Frank replied, “but it’s not wise unless you can take them out instantly.” 
 
    “One way to find out.” Matt started chanting. 
 
    Frank slapped the Mages arms down, interrupting his Spell, “That means you can't! It’s unwise because they’re durable. They burn hot, and if you don’t take them out fast, they keep coming, bringing the fire to you.” 
 
    As Matt rubbed his arm and gave the Corporal a disgruntled look, Frank called out, “Listen up! Fleshlings are slow, no intelligence to speak of, but they’re strong and can soak up a lot of damage. Do not let them grab hold of you! Do not let them get behind you! Attempt to disable their limbs. Mages, hit them with fire once they’re down! Healer, Fleshlings are Undead but do not use healing spells on them! Cleansing and Purification only.” 
 
    Frank spoke hastily as the Fleshlings started to move. Slowly, arms raised, they came silently. “Spread out a bit! Don’t get in each other’s way! Try to push them back!” 
 
    Responding to the Corporal’s commands, the group found themselves in a disturbingly quiet battle. Swords flashed and struck, cutting ineffectively. The Adventurers and Guardsmen kicked and shoved as they slashed and thrust, trying to keep the thirty monsters back. They desperately wanted to avoid grasping hands. 
 
    Kirstin found the Fleshlings attacks relatively easy to avoid. Her rapier struck out, again and again, dealing light blows. It was easy to dodge, but two of the creatures were crowding her. Normally she would dance back, circle around, and weave through her enemies, but she was constrained in this circular formation. Her blade did little damage to the Undead. 
 
    Trent saw his master’s difficulty and moved to respond. With Kirstin holding position in the formation, he stepped out, Sorrow and Strife in hand. At first, he just wanted to distract the creatures to give Kirstin some space, but as the first blow from Strife dug deeply into a Fleshing’s wrist, he realized he had the proper tool for this fight. 
 
    As the creature turned its attention to him, he struck low at the Fleshling’s knee. It wasn’t enough to sever, but the cut was deep. He activated Dash, and his speed increased. He dodged and ducked, striking at the other limb, then back to hew at the beast’s leg like a woodsman falling a tree. The creature wobbled at the damage but kept swiping and grasping at the Summons. 
 
    Trent wasn’t as fast as some, but he was faster than these creatures. Inside his hood, behind his mask, he grinned as he weaved in and around the Undead. He was out of position, but as he struck, he drew the attention of one creature after another, leading them back and drawing them away from the group. His actions gave the others a little room to breathe. 
 
    Trent felt stronger than he ever had before. He couldn’t explain it. It felt like this was what he was meant for. Even if he didn’t know what this was. Not battling Undead, not wielding his axes, it was an undefinable thing. But it felt right. 
 
    Kirsten slashed and stabbed at a Fleshling, occasionally striking out with her buckler to push her opponent back. It was easier now that Trent had drawn some of the beasts away. She saw him strike the same place, again and again, eventually severing a leg. As that Fleshing toppled over, she adopted his strategy. 
 
    Now each of her blows reached for a joint. Her weapon wasn’t as effective as Trent’s, but her Strength and Agility were much higher. Soon one wrist and then another went flying. The Fleshling still came on, silent except for the gnashing of teeth. 
 
    Trent darted forward and struck at the leg of Kirstin’s opponent. No one was more surprised than he was when his blow cut clean through, sending the beast toppling backwards toward him. He stepped back, almost into the waiting hands of another Fleshing. 
 
    Don’t let them get behind you, Idiot! He thought to himself angrily as he dodged another. Keep moving! 
 
    His surprise at the effectiveness of his blow was understandable. He tried to tell himself it was like the time with the Grak. The right weapon, at the right time, in just the right spot. However, that didn’t feel quite right. 
 
    Kirstin, if she hadn’t been busy, could have explained it to him. Michael had given her several books on Summoned Creatures, and she’d managed to read two of them during her trip to reacquire her own Summons. Summons grew and responded according to their master’s needs. They were stronger and faster in their contract Holder’s presence.  
 
    Kirstin kept one eye on the boy as he fought. She’d been a fool! Had she thought he was useless? He complimented her perfectly in this fight. He kept the Fleshlings off her, drawing their attention away, giving her room to strike. He wasn’t slaughtering them with a single hit, but his efficiency was apparent.  
 
    Around them, the others went about their business professionally. Even the Recruits. They were inspired by Trent’s actions and mimicked his tactics. They darted out with their knives. Their cutting distracted the Undead monsters, allowing their seniors to deal more devastating blows. 
 
    At first, Corporal Francis found this unacceptable. His impulse was to protect the Recruits, but upon further reflection, he realized this would be a mistake. The Recruits were still Guardsmen, and they were eager. The Fleshlings were relentless but slow, and the nimble young warriors hadn’t taken a hit, yet. 
 
    One Fleshling after another fell, disabled. With legs and arms cut off, the creatures still bit and thrashed, noiselessly, on the ground. Once they were down, Arisa, Lyra, and Matt moved forward to cleanse the beasts with fire and spells. Lyra’s Purification Spell was particularly effective.  
 
    When they were on fire, the Fleshlings squirmed for minutes; they burned hot enough that you couldn’t get near them. Matt realized why the Corporal had stopped him before. He imagined those human-shaped torches grabbing at him as they burned, and he shuddered. 
 
    Purification, on the other hand, dealt with the beasts in only two casts like the creatures were a disease or a curse. Its healing magic broke whatever ungodly hold kept them in this world. Not that Lyra was pleased by this fact. Purification was neither a distance nor an area Spell. The maid grimaced as she lay hands on one disgusting monster after another to cast her Spell. 
 
    Dodging teeth, stubs, and handless limbs, Lyra had to force herself to touch the fallen Fleshlings. She was a Healer, not a Warrior. She was supposed to be at the back, providing support to her Lady. But in the Trial, you did what you had to do, and hoped there was plenty of water to wash with after it was all over. 
 
    It was half an hour before the last charred body stopped thrashing, and the group could finally lower their weapons. It hadn’t been a pleasant experience, but the Guardsmen and Adventurers barely felt strained from it. If they had weapons with the proper enchantments, this would have been a walk in the park.  
 
    The recruits felt differently. They were elated to win but exhausted from their running about. With the battle over, they slumped to the ground, Stamina depleted. All of them, except Tersa. 
 
    The freckle-faced Recruit was grinning broadly as she wiped sweat off her forehead with a sleeve. The Sergeant may not like her investment in Constitution, but it certainly had its benefits. She would have been exhausted performing these acts while wielding a sword and wearing armor, but in just trousers and shirt, with just a knife, she was barely winded. Seeing Trent also standing, she ran over to celebrate with her friend. 
 
    Trent had examined Sorrow and Strife after the battle. They were good weapons, much better than his sword or knives. Sorrow felt a little odd in his left hand, but it still did its job. The axes hadn’t been damaged. They didn’t even need to be cleaned or sharpened after the fight with the bloodless Fleshlings.  
 
    He was checking his status when Tersa ran up to him. He'd leveled Dash twice during the fight, an incredible amount of growth. It now increased his speed by fourteen percent and only cost one Stamina every five seconds. He also gained a Point in Agility from leveling the Skill. 
 
    Tersa slapped him on the back. “That was great, wasn’t it!? I think this is going to be an easy Trial! The Corporal is worried over nothing, I probably could have fought all of those monsters by myself!” 
 
    Trent winced at her words, as he pushed his mask up and his cowl down. He was pretty sure saying something like that was what Keller called spitting in the face of the gods. It was very unlucky. Had she been overheard? Judging from the scowl on Corporal Francis’s face, she had. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Trent rubbed the back of his head. “They didn’t go down easy.” 
 
    “Yeah, but once we put them down, they stayed down!” Tersa continued, oblivious to the looks she was gathering. “And I got lots of Experience! Probably level and specialize in here! Sergeant Cullen will have to make me a…” 
 
    “Trent,” Kirstin’s voice was soft and melodic, a much different tone than she usually used around her adventuring party, “you did well today." 
 
    Tersa stepped to the side. She frowned at the blond noblewoman. Not long ago, Tersa had admired the Lady Kirstin as much as she did Lieutenant Ranchell. That had changed after she got to know Trent. It was hard to admire someone you thought had mistreated your friend. 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Trent said bowing.  
 
    Tersa’s frown deepened. She makes him call her master?  
 
    Kirstin blushed. “You can call me Lady Kirstin, Trent. Master is a little much. When we’re in Trials, Kristin will do.” Her close friends and family usually called her Kris, should she have Trent do that? 
 
    “Yes, Lady Kirstin.” Trent was at a loss at this turn of events. He didn’t even know why Kirstin was here. Hadn’t she wanted him gone? 
 
    Kirstin was also finding this conversation difficult. She knew next to nothing about this boy who she was so closely connected to. “You did well,” Kirstin repeated. “I suppose you might level soon?” Talking about leveling was always a safe subject amongst Adventurers. 
 
    Trent shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Create Traps is still at Level 1, and I only have six hundred Experience.” 
 
    Tersa’s eyebrows knitted. “Six hundred? That should be enough for four levels, or almost three? Something like that.” 
 
    “Trent has an Advanced Class,” Kirstin had been shocked when she learned that. She was still shocked as she explained, “They take a lot more to level up.” 
 
    Tersa’s jaw dropped. She was about to lay into Trent for keeping this from her, she who was clearly his best and probably only friend in the world. He probably told the damn horse! Before she could find her words, Trent, realizing a storm was headed his way, tried to distract her. 
 
    “Lady Kirstin,” he said hurriedly, “I leveled Dash during the fight and got a Point in Agility. Is that normal?” 
 
    “You already have Dash?” Kirstin really needed to get around to looking at her Summons’ Status soon, “That’s a good Skill. And it’s not normal to gain an Attribute Point when leveling a Skill, but it happens. That’s the reason why people learn as many Skills as they can, and one of the reasons Skill Stones are so expensive. It won’t happen every Level, but, occasionally, you'll get a bonus to your Attributes.” 
 
    “Recruit Tersa, there you are.” Corporal Francis’ tone suggested he’d been searching for her for hours, though she’d been in plain sight the whole time. “So glad to see you rested. What am I saying! I hear on the wind that a little fight like this is nothing to a warrior such as yourself! But I think you’re forgetting something, aren’t you?” 
 
    Frank leaned in close to the girl as he spoke. Tersa’s eyes narrowed as she tried to figure out what the Corporal was talking about. 
 
    Frank sighed, his voice slowly rising in speed and volume. “After a fight, especially in a Trial, anyone with the Harvesting Skill should immediately get to work and not spend time tempting the Trial to stick its foot up our collective asses! Get moving!”   
 
    Tersa jumped and squeaked at the Corporal’s order. Drawing her belt knife, she ran to the nearest charred corpse and started cutting. 
 
    Kirstin watched with distaste. “Do Fleshlings even have anything worth Harvesting Corporal?” 
 
    Francis shook his head. “Beast Cores, if we’re lucky, but the bodies take longer to disappear if there’s a person with the Harvesting Skill in the party. There’ll be no drops until they’re gone. If we don’t get weapons, armor, and supplies from beast drops, we’ll be in real trouble soon.” 
 
    “Trent,” the Corporal continued, “if you would, you and Tersa are our only Harvesters.” 
 
    Trent nodded and drew his own belt knife. Cutting into burned Fleshling seemed a lot nastier than cutting up Graks had been, but the Corporal was right. He managed to do the job with only a limited amount of gagging. 
 
    ********** 
 
    When the task was complete and the bodies vanished, leaving their drops, the loot was rather disappointing. Trent used Appraisal on everything and wondered if the Trial was always going to be this stingy. 
 
    A handful of copper coins, two weak Health potions, and a mace were the only drops. He and Tersa had managed to Harvest four Level 1 Beast Cores, but all in all, it wasn’t the haul Adventurers dreamed about. 
 
    “Can’t expect much from Fleshlings,” Frank muttered. Louder, he said, “Cores and coins will be collected and distributed equally when we get out of here. Equipment and potions will be given out according to need, if no one can use it, it will also be distributed equally. Anyone have an Appraisal Skill?” 
 
    A series of head shakes followed before Trent coughed and nodded. He already Appraised the mace. A simple metal ball a little bigger than two fists on a leather-wrapped metal shaft, the mace was a common weapon that only did +4 damage. He told the Corporal.  
 
    “You’re just a bundle of Skills and surprises, aren’t you, Trent,” the Corporal said. Kirstin nodded in agreement to this. “Well, anyone need it?” 
 
    Tersa’s hand raised slowly. “I have four levels in blunt weapons, Corporal.” 
 
    The weapon went to Tersa, much to her delight. As Tersa examined her new toy, the others checked their own gear and prepared to move out. Trent looked around one last time. 
 
    His eyes caught sight of a piece of paper. It had obviously gone unnoticed or been dismissed as garbage, but Trent found it curious. There was an almost constant, unpleasantly warm breeze flowing through the Lands of the Undying Lord. The slight wind blew up swirls of dust and tugged at hair and clothing. However, it did not move that small scrap of paper. 
 
    He walked over and picked it up. It was a drawing. A drawing of a road? Canyons? A map! This was a map, not garbage, a drop from the Fleshlings that had been overlooked.  
 
    Trent turned it over and around, trying to make sense of it. It could be of anywhere, but he was sure it was of the Trial. He opened his Map Ability to compare the two. Maybe there was a landmark they’d passed that could be compared to the scrap. 
 
    Two things surprised Trent when he opened his Map. The first was it was small. No matter how he concentrated, it would not zoom out to show Al’drossford or the Burning Lake. Would the Map only show the Trial if they were in it? 
 
    The second thing that set him back was that about twenty-five percent of the Map was filled in. The rest was still dark as it should be. The Map only showed places he’d been before, but that twenty-five percent was bewildering. 
 
    He could clearly see his location on the Map. He could see the area they had started walking from. He could also see miles and miles worth of area that he'd never set foot on! 
 
    He compared his Map to the scrap in his hand. There were definite similarities, the road, the cliff face ahead, the canyon on the right. Had his Map copied the scrap? 
 
    Caught up in his questions, Trent failed to notice Kirstin and the Corporal approach until Frank spoke up, “We need to move out, Scout. What have you got there?” 
 
    Trent handed the scrap of paper over, and it didn’t take long for Frank to figure out what it was. “For the love of… stupid, lazy, good for nothing…the Trial drops a map, and we almost miss it!” 
 
    The Corporal was pissed. He had specifically told the men to watch out for things like this! Did they want to die here? Kirstin peered over his shoulder to study the map. 
 
    “Good eyes, Trent,” she complimented. “Details are hard to make out, though, it’s so small. You see anything we should head for, Corporal?” 
 
    “If we keep following the road, it looks like there’s a village or something ahead. Not sure how far,” Trent offered. Direction was easy, but distance was still something he struggled with. 
 
    “You sure?” Frank turned the paper around much the same way Trent had. “I can’t even pick out our location on this.” 
 
    Trent nodded. “The detail is much clearer on my Map.” Two sets of eyes focused on him. 
 
    “You have the Map Ability as well?” Kirstin asked slowly. Another nod from Trent. “You think the Sergeant would have mentioned that.” 
 
    “It would have been nice to know,” Frank agreed. 
 
    “But can we trust it?” Kirstin looked at Trent. “Nothing against you, Trent, but we don’t know how accurate this thing is." 
 
    Frank folded the scrap and stuck it in his belt pouch. “I might be wary of trusting the paper, but we can trust the Map Ability. It can only copy accurate information. A false map won’t register with it.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point, Trent, we need to get moving.” 
 
    Frank called for the rest to form it up. “This village might have supplies or a defendable position where we can rest. It’s as good a destination as anywhere else."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The Leadership Skill did have some significant drawbacks. Alistern was currently in the process of relearning what those drawbacks were. The first was that once you had the Skill, you could never be in a party if the leader of that party had a Skill Level less than your own. This hadn’t been a problem before. 
 
    Kirsten didn’t have the Leadership Skill. She had the Commanding Aura Skill. Less useful than Leadership, Kristin’s presence in the group provided a certain amount of direction, but until her Commanding Aura reached Level 10, she was unable to form a true party. Now with Cullen, it still wasn’t a problem; the Sergeant’s Skill Level was far above Alistern’s. 
 
    Rather, it hadn’t been a problem at first. Alistern didn’t know what the Sergeant’s actual Skill Level was, but he knew it was high enough that Cullen had the Right of Command bonus. Orders that Cullen gave to his party were obeyed, reasonable orders at least. He couldn’t force someone to act against their nature or do things that might be harmful to themselves, but a group member would find it hard to resist a justified request. 
 
    It was what the Sergeant found justified that was the problem. He’d trained Guardsmen long enough to know how far to push his Skill, and he delighted in pushing Alistern. 
 
    When he shouted, “Quit prancing about like a sissy and run like a man!”  Alistern had immediately stopped his elegant loping stride and adopted the Sergeant’s pounding, stomping gait. It had taken him a mile of running before he even realized what he’d done. 
 
    The next time it happened was when they came across a group of a hundred Fleshlings. Alistern had stopped and retrieved his bow. He had lots of Archery Skills like Flame Arrow and Dispelling Shot that would be useful against the creatures, but he didn’t have a chance to use them before Cullen’s next reasonable request was issued. 
 
    “Put that away! You'll probably shoot me in the back by accident!” Cullen huffed. “Or do you carry that sword because you think it makes you look pretty while you’re flouncing through the flowers?” 
 
    The Sergeant plowed into the Fleshlings, his axe striking left and right, cutting the beasts in half or splitting them down the middle. Alistern was right behind him, sword lashing out to sever heads or send limbs flying.  
 
    The fight took no more than ten minutes. Fleshlings, even high leveled ones, were no true obstruction to the seasoned warriors. The monsters’ grasping hands and biting teeth found only steel and death, as the pair of soldiers mowed them down. 
 
    Alistern sheathed his sword after the last Fleshling fell. His tongue wet his lips and scrubbed at his teeth, as he tried to find the proper way to tell Cullen where he could stick his orders. It was Cullen who spoke first, though. 
 
    “Get to it, Lieutenant!” the Sergeant ordered, grounding the butt of his axe and removing his helm. “I want to be moving soon.” 
 
    “What?” Alistern stared at the Sergeant blankly. 
 
    “You have the Harvesting Skill, right?” Cullen replied, ever so patiently. “Bodies won’t drop their loot till you do your thing.” 
 
    Alistern looked at the hundred or so corpses. Yes, he had the Harvesting Skill. He understood that valuable supplies, tools, and information wouldn’t appear until the Cores were removed, but… 
 
    “It sounds like you expect me to do all the work by myself!” 
 
    “Love to help Lieutenant,” Cullen took out his pipe and filled it with tobacco. “Never did learn Harvesting. It’s all up to you. Be quick about it, please.”  
 
    Alistern’s eyes bulged. That had to be a lie. Cullen had been a soldier and an Adventurer much longer than Alistern had been alive. He had to have picked up such an essential Skill at some point. 
 
    He said nothing. He drew his knife and got to work. There were few men powerful enough, or unwise enough, to call Cullen a liar. Alistern wasn’t one of them. 
 
    He was quick about it, but it still took time to clear the field of corpses. Cullen puffed away at his pipe and pretended to enjoy the hot, moist breeze while Alistern worked. The Lieutenant ignored him and settled for muttering uncomplimentary things under his breath, while he cut out Beast Cores. By the time he'd gathered all the Cores and all the drops, Cullen had finished his smoke. 
 
    “Anything useful?” The Sergeant asked. 
 
    Alistern shrugged. “No information on what the Trial expects, and some equipment that neither of us needs. Dried meat, a few Health potions, some small coins. About what you'd expect from Fleshlings.” 
 
    Alistern divided the spoils, and the two men put their shares into Storage. Alistern was tempted to throw out the dried meat. There was no description on what kind of meat it was when he appraised it. Alistern was loath to trust meat dropped by an Undead. He ended up keeping it, though. It wasn’t poisoned and rations were scarce. Beggars and choosing and all that. 
 
    The two fell into a pattern. They ran and fought and ran again. The Trial was still throwing simple enemies at them. By the third fight, Alistern didn’t even draw his sword; he let Cullen do the fighting. While the Sergeant cleared the way, Alistern cleaned the kills. It was only minutes after the last creature fell that they were off again. 
 
    Cullen tried but couldn’t find fault with this. Somewhere, his men were probably facing the same kinds of threats, but it was doubtful that they were doing so with ease. Speed was important. He needed to clear this Trial as soon as possible, or men would die. It was likely some would die no matter what. Trials were not kind. 
 
    They had to be fast. Unfortunately, Fleshlings were just a warmup. The Trial soon decided that the two soldiers needed a challenge and sent them one. 
 
    “Wolves, cursed ones by the look of them, big bastards,” Alistern swore. The two men had stopped at the top of a hill and watched the enemy approach. “And some things that are not Fleshlings running with them!” 
 
    “I see them,” Cullen said nervously, watching the approaching threat swarm across the barren lands. “Some type of Infernal Wolves, never seen them so big before! Never seen them run with Wretched Corpses either!" 
 
    Alistern grimaced. Wretched Corpses weren’t like Fleshlings. They were fast, vicious, and used poison. Poisoned weapons and claws, mostly, but the stronger ones could emit a miasma that could easily infect a weaker opponent.  
 
    Infernal Wolves weren’t any better. They weren’t even a type of Undead. Infernal Wolves were a lesser demonic lifeform. Strong and smart, they had few weaknesses to exploit. Divine magic was best for dealing with any kind of demonic beast. With the Sergeant’s propensity for blaspheming, Alistern didn’t see any gods coming to their rescue. 
 
    “You'll need your bow this time, Stern,” Cullen advised. “Fire from cover and Stealth. Try not to take their attention off me.” 
 
    Alistern nodded. He had Stealth and Camouflage, both well trained. He wouldn’t be seen, not by the Wolves at least. Undead didn’t use their eyes to see or any other senses to find their prey. Stealth was useless, only distance and distraction would work.  
 
    Cullen strolled down the hill as Alistern took out his bow and faded into the landscape. The boy had decent skills. Cullen himself would be hard-pressed to spot him without using counter Skills. 
 
    Cullen rolled his shoulders and neck, more from habit than a need to stretch. He swung his axe, Peacemaker, with one hand, reveling in the weapons familiar feel. He grinned. Peacemaker did well against the Undead. There were few creatures that found the massive axe easy to deal with. Against the demonic? The axe was practically made to battle the demonic.  
 
    Peacemaker was made of a mixture of steel, mithril, and fire ore. Blessed by a high priest of Denamon, the dwarven God of Courage, the demonic would feel uneasy just being in the axe’s presence. Still, with forty Infernal Wolves and at least fifteen Wretched Corpses, the Trial wasn’t playing around anymore. 
 
    Judging the distance to the pack of beasts, Cullen broke into a jog. He needed to meet them at just the right distance from the hill. Too close and the Wretched Corpses would be able to feel Alistern’s location. Too far and the Scout would have to move to get into the fight. 
 
    He held Peacemaker out to his side in one hand. Normally, he’d approach a group like this with a two-handed grip making sweeping strikes. This time, however, one of the larger wolves was leading the pack by quite a distance, intending to take the Sergeant out itself. Cullen had plans for that one. 
 
    The heavily armored soldier and the demonic wolf rushed at one another. A howling broke the air and, in return, was met by a challenging war cry. The distance between the two lessened, and soon the wolf was near enough to leap, soaring through the air with a snarl. Its teeth would puncture the man’s armor, its weight carry him to the ground, where its pack would finish him. 
 
    The wolf was fast, too fast for a man to dodge, and yet, Cullen did just that. The Infernal Wolf’s menacing growls cut off with a yelp, as Cullen caught it by the throat. His fingers closed, bones cracked, and the wolf found itself unable to breathe.  
 
    It was not a small beast, weighing nearly two hundred pounds, standing chest high on a man. Yet the Sergeant wrestled it easily. Reversing the wolf’s momentum, the man threw the wolf back into the oncoming pack. On the hilltop, Alistern almost forgot his own role in the fight, watching the wolf bowl over four of its pack mates.  
 
    Even a few of the beasts that hadn’t been hit stumbled as they watched their leader go down. The man was still coming. Shouldn’t prey run from their assault? What was happening? Why did the axe in the armored man's hand feel like it was at their throats already? He was still so far away. 
 
    And then he wasn’t. The Dread Naught rushed into the pack of creatures, his war cry becoming a laugh as he tore through them. Thick hide was no match for axe blade. They should be faster than this armored terror, but they weren’t. It was beyond the pack’s experience and expectations. 
 
    Normally their prey would meet them with shields and spears, only to be overrun. This prey struck with axe and fist, never standing still, never taking steps back. Fear and intimidation were normally the pack’s greatest weapon, but this Dread Naught was without fear, and thus unstoppable.  
 
    The Infernal Corpses scratched at Cullen’s armor with poisoned claws and rusty blades. The Sergeant laughed at them as he struck out with a studded fist, crushing skulls and bones. He swept his axe and cleared his way forward. He struck again with the shaft, and demonic Wolves felt their teeth break. 
 
    Cullen was death to these creatures, and he loved it. He was both annoyed and impressed when Alistern's arrows struck three of the Infernal corpses, crushing their chests and blowing them back. Triple Arrow and Forceful Shot at once, the boy had gotten better since the last time they fought together.  
 
    Those shots were a little close to the Sergeant, though. Normally an archer would pick off enemies at the edge of a fight to avoid hitting comrades. That was probably Alistern telling him just how amusing he found the Sergeant’s little “training exercises" during their journey. 
 
    Maybe he’d lay off the boy from now on. Then again, maybe he wouldn’t. 
 
    Cullen howled back at a wolf as he split its skull with Peacemaker. Who would want to be an Archer? This is where a man could feel alive. Face to face with his foe, feeling its breath and tasting its defeat. Alistern should know that. The boy was talented at close combat! As skilled as he was with a bow, Cullen thought the lad was wasting his potential. The Sergeant could see that, and he planned to help the boy see it too. 
 
    Still, there was no denying the Lieutenant’s effectiveness in this fight. As the beasts tried to contain Cullen, only to be cut down and blown back, Alistern picked them off with Skilled shots. He didn’t try to conserve Stamina or Mana; he had plenty for his purpose. 
 
    Flaming Arrow, Rippling Shot, Piercing Force, he used them all freely. Soon the pack was dead.  
 
    Alistern jogged up to where Cullen stood cleaning blood and gore from Peacemaker with a cloth that he then tossed aside. The Sergeant would have to admit he’d done his part this time. He would finally cave and help with the Harvesting. 
 
    “Get to it, Lieutenant, still work to be done.” Cullen’s pipe reappeared and was soon lit. No, the Sergeant didn’t have to admit a damn thing. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Trent darted forward and slammed Strife into a Fleshling’s elbow. The blade of the hand axe bit, but not deeply before it was repelled. Sorrow followed its partner but was similarly forced back without causing much damage. The Fleshling’s soulless gaze turned towards Trent. Its grasping hands and deformed body followed. 
 
    This was the fourth encounter the group had had with the Undead. Each fight was progressively more difficult. More enemies of higher levels appeared each time. The Guardsmen and Adventurers were still holding their own, but they were no longer able to conserve energy by using standard attacks. Only Skilled strikes could harm the creatures now. 
 
    This was bad news for the recruits. None of them had Skilled attacks to use. They were still able to serve as distractions and annoyances, but they had to move fast to keep away from the grasping hands of the Undead. Several times Corporal Francis had almost ordered them to fall back, but he had waited. Trent and the recruits couldn’t be protected in this place. As long as they were willing to fight, he would let them. 
 
    The fights were longer now, an hour or more each time the Fleshlings appeared, slowing the group’s progress dramatically. Sometimes they had had to fall back a safe distance to keep from being overrun. Frank was understandably frustrated by this. 
 
    Each step back meant it took more time to find a defensible area in which to rest. And the band needed to rest. Even the experienced warriors were starting to feel the strain. The recruits were nearly at their limit. Frank had already authorized the use of a Stamina potion. That only bought them time when what they really needed was sleep and food. 
 
    Trent’s advanced Class Survivalist gave him considerable reserves of Stamina, but he was still only at Level 1. He gasped for breath as he ducked and swiped with Strife. He wasn’t severing limbs anymore.  All he could do was draw the creatures’ attention and wait for more able warriors to finish them off. 
 
    Kirstin wasn’t doing much better. Duelists were a fast attacking Class. She knew Skilled strikes and could inflict significant damage on the Fleshlings, but not nearly as often as she liked; her Stamina pool was limited. Her rapier was also a poor match for fighting this type of enemy. Her normal thrusts and cuts did less damage than Trent’s, despite her superior strength. 
 
    These two kept at it, though; there wasn’t any other choice. They found a rhythm during the numerous battles and worked well together. They weren’t putting the Fleshlings down, but between the two of them, they were able to keep five or six of the creatures distracted. 
 
    Arisa was also starting to feel like a burden rather than a help. For her Level, she was a skilled Mage, but now it took her five casts of Fireball to eliminate a single disabled opponent. With her current Mana, she was only able to do this three times at most, and that was only if she had enough time to recover between encounters.  
 
    Why had she left her staff with her horse? She was weaponless in this unexpected Trial. She had set her enchanted staff aside while they were dragging Howlers to be buried. It had proven to be a mistake. As she cast another Fireball and felt the effects of Mana drain set in, she vowed never to be separated from the tools of her trade again. 
 
    Fortunately, Matt was able to pick up the slack for Arisa. He had his staff and was a much more powerful Mage, even if he didn’t feel like much of one in this situation. He should be casting widespread devastation amongst his foes, not carefully torching the disabled Undead. The Fleshlings never gave him that chance, always appearing suddenly, too close for his usual tactics. 
 
    Purification was still the most effective way to deal with the Fleshlings. It did require substantial Mana now; Mana that Lyra could ill afford to spend. People were hurt in these brawls. She wouldn’t call them battles; they lacked the organization and precision that that word drew to her mind.  
 
    So far, no one had suffered worse than a deep cut. Most injuries were twisted ankles and strained muscles. The road was broken in places, and the footing was often treacherous. In normal circumstances, these minor wounds would be left to heal by themselves, but they couldn’t afford that now. Every little hurt slowed them down. 
 
    Corporal Francis and Keller worked together to hack apart the last Fleshling, then stepped back to allow Matt to do his job. Trent and Tersa had already started Harvesting without having to be told. The other Recruits followed behind them, picking up the drops while the Guardsmen stood watch and recovered. 
 
    Corporal Francis sighed as he looked over the meager loot provided. Trent and Tersa had both leveled up Harvesting. They collected more Cores of higher quality now, but that didn’t mean much to the group. Beast Cores wouldn’t help them. 
 
    A bag of dried fruit, another of dried meat, a handful of coins, a weak Health potion, and a small common knife. Except for the knife and the coins, these were all things they needed, just not the things they needed the most. Enchanted armor and weapons, Skill and Ability Stones, Spell Scrolls, anything to increase their combat power were what Frank wanted to see when Trent Appraised the loot. This Trial was far from generous. 
 
    He rubbed at his chin, then swept the items into his storage pouch. He didn’t immediately call for the group to move out. They couldn’t rest long, but everyone needed to catch their breath. 
 
    “Trent, how far to that village?” He hoped it was a village. It was what kept everyone moving, hope that there was a town ahead with a wall to hide behind. It was a slim hope, but so far, no better alternative had presented itself. 
 
    Trent consulted his map. He pushed up his mask and scratched his cheek as he tried to make a rough guess at the distance. It had to be a rough guess; their progress had been too slow and sporadic to allow him to compare the distance traveled to distance remaining with any certainty. 
 
    “An hour? Maybe less, probably less. I’m not sure,” Trent offered weakly. 
 
    Frank started to tell him it was alright, he was doing fine, when Keller cut in, “We need to make it less, Corporal.” 
 
    Frank turned to the Guardsmen with the Sentry class. Keller had a unique role in the Guard. He was a habitual slacker, a lazy good for nothing, always talking about how he’d be rich someday. He was also trusted and respected. In the Trials and in combat, Keller was the consummate professional.  
 
    “What is it?” The Corporal questioned. 
 
    “Riders, heavy cavalry most likely, coming at a trot. Not sure of armaments or numbers, they’re at the edge of my Skill range.” Keller pointed to the distance. 
 
    Frank looked and cursed. Keller’s Skill range was a bit more than five miles. At that distance, in the direction Keller was pointing, a large dust cloud was rising into the air. 
 
    Frank looked at Trent. “Trent, I need a location, as close as possible, with broken terrain, limited access, and an approach from a single location only. That should slow those riders down considerably.” 
 
    Trent scratched his cheek again and said, “The village seems like the best option, but that canyon over there has a narrow point, and it’s not far from here.” 
 
    Frank looked at the canyon. A sharp slope led downwards into the crack in the earth. It wasn’t so steep that horses couldn’t be ridden down it. Not far in, sloping walls became cliffs and continued for as far as the eye could see. The cliffs were narrow, but no cover, no obstructions, and no easy way out. The group would be trapped in there, and once trapped, they’d be overrun easily enough. 
 
    The Corporal made up his mind. “Stamina potions, drink them now!  We're moving out at a run, a full run, and we don’t stop until we reach shelter.” If the village or whatever it was could even provide that. He kept that last thought to himself. “If we run into Fleshlings, we plow through them and keep moving. Trent.”  
 
    Trent looked at the Corporal expectantly, and Frank didn’t like his next order. “I still need you at point. If you spot a trap or beast spawn point, call it out and keep moving.” Trent was the only one who could see the locations where Fleshlings spawned. That Ability was all that kept them for being surprised and was most likely why they hadn’t suffered any serious injuries.  
 
    But Trent wasn’t exactly suited for plowing through the enemy. Lightweight and lightly armored, he wasn’t going to be pushing Fleshlings back. Point position in this situation was the last place he should be. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Corporal,” Tersa spoke up. She had her mace in one hand and a confident gleam in her eye. “I’ll run with him. Anything gets in the way, I'll move it! If that’s alright.” 
 
    Frank almost told Tersa to shut up and keep to her place. It would take more than a fourteen-year-old girl with a cheap mace to push through things, but everyone else would be needed for a proper formation to clear a path. Tersa was willing and expendable. At least Trent would have someone at his back. 
 
    “Do it. But fuck up and get yourself or anyone else killed, I'll drag your body behind me and feed your corpse to the other recruits as a warning!” Tersa smiled at his threat, pleased to get her way. There was something wrong with the girl. “Enough! Form it up, standard positions! Trent and Tersa have the lead. Trent, you set the pace but make it fast. I'm counting on you, ki… Recruit. Move out! Run!” 
 
    Trent ran with Tersa on his heels. When he got some distance, the other fifteen followed in three columns, just like always, but now with a sense of urgency. They all heard Keller; they all saw the approaching dust cloud. They didn’t know what was coming, but they didn’t want to meet it in the open. 
 
    Trent took off running. His Agility wasn’t outstanding, but if he pushed it and activated Dash, he could set a decent pace. He kept a Stamina potion handy, just in case, but hoped he wouldn’t need it. Since gaining the Secondary Attribute, Endurance, his Stamina had soared. It drained slowly and refilled swiftly. Even with Dash activated, he could maintain his pace for nearly thirty minutes. It had to be enough.  
 
    His speed was fast enough that Tersa had trouble keeping up. Her basic Agility was a little higher than his, but she didn’t have Dash. She didn’t regret volunteering for this, but she wished Trent was a little more considerate. Fortunately, her Stamina was high. If she really dug deep, she could just stay with him. She tried to focus on his back, but occasionally, she glanced back over her shoulder at the dust cloud in the distance. It was getting closer, but maybe that was her imagination. She hoped it was. It was hard to tell with sweat rolling down her face. Maybe they were outrunning whatever was behind them. She felt like they should be the way she had to pump her legs.  
 
    Trent ran and never looked back; his focus was only on the ground ahead of him. No traps or shining runes appeared, but rather than easing his stress level, he only wondered what he might be missing. His Skills weren’t developed enough to be trusted. 
 
    The group ran, and the Recruits were starting to feel the pressure. Arisa and Bailey both had to use Stamina potions. It had been a long day, and their Constitution was low to begin with. The others only just kept pace. Worried glances were cast backward more and more frequently. Whatever was back there was catching up. Would they even have the strength to fight when they reached wherever they were going? 
 
    After thirty minutes of steady running, all the recruits ran with heads lowered and chests heaving. When Trent’s voice called out that they were almost there, they missed hearing it; they were too caught up in their own misery. 
 
    Frank and the older members of the group heard and looked ahead with hopeful eyes, but whatever they were heading towards was hidden behind a rise in the road. The dust cloud behind them was close, a mile or so away now, according to Keller. Trent disappeared as he crested the hill, Tersa close behind. Frank picked up the pace. 
 
    Trent was dashing downhill. It wasn’t a village ahead but a small military outpost. A wooden palisade surrounded it, more of a fence than a wall, the barricade was in poor repair. Still, it was something. As long as it wasn’t hiding a bigger threat behind it, they might stand a fighting chance, with a wall to defend them. Trent pushed his legs to move faster and headed for the palisade’s open gate. 
 
    He was almost there when his eyes caught sight of something ominous. It was a hole, a dark swirling hole that appeared from nowhere. A pit trap? A nest for burrowing creatures? Nothing good, surely. 
 
    Trent skidded to a halt, inches from the swirling black spot. He held up a hand and started to call out. “There’s some…” He was hit hard from behind. His words were cut off as his body flew forward. His arms went flailing wildly as he tried to catch his balance. He was falling, falling into the hole! A hole that seemed to have no bottom. 
 
    Tersa’s attention had been completely on Trent’s back, but she hadn’t noticed him stop. She hadn’t heard him speak. She never saw him raise his hand. She had a moment of elation when she thought it was finally becoming easier to keep up. When she hit him, it was with enough force to send him forward, while she tumbled back and sat down with a grunt. 
 
    Her first thought was to wonder when he had become so solid. Not long ago it had seemed like a light breeze could pick him up and carry him for miles. She should have run over the top of him; she shouldn’t have bounced off. Then, she felt a little indignant about the whole matter. What game was he playing stopping like that? 
 
    Her indignation faded into horror when she realized Trent had fallen forward into a hole in the ground. No, not in the ground. Ground holes didn’t shimmer and swirl like that. She clambered to her feet. Her mace had dropped, and she grabbed it up. She failed to notice her water skin still lying on the ground. She ignored the twinge in her ankle. Was the shiny hole getting smaller? 
 
    Trent couldn’t be seen. It was to her credit that her next action reflected a cool head and not panic. Whatever this hole was, Trent shouldn’t face it alone. Calling out her friend’s name, Tersa leaped forward and was immediately swallowed by the darkness. 
 
    Only twenty yards behind, Corporal Francis saw it all happen. The words that sprang to his lips were not praise for her bravery, but curses for her recklessness. A few for his own stupidity in letting the fool girl run point, were also mixed in as he came to a stop. The hole was gone. The Trial had taken two of his charges. Dead or alive, they were beyond his help now. 
 
    He looked at Tersa’s dropped water skin. That would mean laps when she came back, more running than the girl could imagine when the Corporal got hold of her. And that was just for starters. Once the Sergeant and Lieutenant Ranchell heard his report, Tersa would probably wish she were dead. Unless, of course, she was already dead, in which case maybe the Recruit had finally got lucky. 
 
    Dark thoughts swirled through Frank’s head as he bent down and picked up the water skin. He didn’t really want Tersa dead; he wanted her back, wiser and more careful, but back. Maybe the Trial would take an arm or a foot. That would teach her to keep her eyes open, and she could earn the money to have it grown back in three or four years if she was frugal, six at most. 
 
    He squeezed the water skin tightly as the rest of the squad raced up. Kirstin was the first to arrive, followed closely by Braum. Neither had clearly seen what happened, and they cast curious looks at the Corporal. 
 
    “Is Trent scouting the inside?” Kirstin asked, looking around. The gate was open, and a few run-down buildings could be seen past the wall, but no sign of anything moving, no masked Summons, no redheaded Recruit, no Fleshlings. Shouldn’t there be something? 
 
    “Braum, we've lost our scout and our idiot,” Frank said both ignoring and answering her question. “Have the men spread out and search the area. Carefully, but thoroughly. In pairs." 
 
    “Corporal,” Joel stepped forward. “I leveled up a couple times today, enough to Specialize my Archer Class. I chose Scout." 
 
    Frank nodded, still looking at the water skin in his hands. “Detect Traps?” 
 
    “Detect Traps, Far Sight, and Steady Aim,” Joel replied, listing his new Skills. 
 
    Another nod. “Good! Lady Kirstin, take your party and scout the interior. If you run into trouble, fall back to the gate. My men and I will see if this wall and gate will hold." 
 
    As the five Adventurers moved off, Frank turned to Keller. “How long have we got?” 
 
    “Twenty, twenty-five minutes, tops. There’s a least thirty coming,” Keller said tightly. 
 
    “Let’s get this gate closed then!” Frank ordered. “Closed and barricaded if we can, and check the wall to see if it’s defensible. If not, we'll figure something out.” 
 
    Braum looked doubtfully at the wall. The wooden fortifications weren’t large, but they were longer than seventeen, make that fifteen men without spears or bows could hold easily. One wall, possibly, but not four. He quickly set the men to work. Guardsmen to inspect and repair where they could, while recruits looked for anything heavy to pile against the gate. 
 
    As the others moved away, Frank turned to look at the approaching dust cloud. He resisted the urge to throw the water skin away and tucked into his storage pouch instead. He'd give it to Tersa, along with a piece of his mind, when she returned. He purposely thought the word “when” and pretended the word “if," the very possibility of “if," didn’t exist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    As their group formed up and started searching the interior of the fort, Kirstin looked curiously at Joel. “I thought you wanted to specialize as a Hunter?” 
 
    Joel snorted and grinned, but his eyes kept to the distance as he utilized his new Skills. The “fort" didn’t really live up to that name. What wasn’t falling apart had been burned down. The remains of a forge and a building that might have been barracks at one time were the only things that could roughly be called intact. 
 
    “Not much difference between a Hunter and a Scout really," Joel said softly. There was no real reason for whispers, the Undead didn’t hear with ears, but loud noises felt unnatural in the stillness. 
 
    “Allen, Lieutenant Alistern, was always pushing me towards Scout,” Joel continued. “Said he could see the talent for the Class in me. I never took him seriously. Not as Allen, what would he know? But a Lieutenant in the Duke’s Scouts? I should probably listen to him. 
 
    “You know what the biggest difference between a low-level Scout and a low-level Hunter is?” Joel answered his own question without waiting. “Detect Traps and Create Traps. Scouts get the former usually and Hunters the latter. Had time to think during the run here, and I thought Trent could use some help.” 
 
    He laughed. “Turns out it was a good decision. Think those two are all right?” 
 
    Kirstin shot a look at the back of her left hand. The Summons mark was still there. “Alive yes. Alright?” She didn’t know. The group searched silently for a while. 
 
    The fort held no threats and very few surprises. The surprises that did pop up were positive ones, which was a nice change. In the building that had been a barracks, they found enough dried rations to last the group a week. In the remains of the smithy were two Healing scrolls, a two-handed longsword, and a Skill Stone. Positive, but not the greatest haul. 
 
    Fifteen minutes of searching and then they made their way back towards the gate carrying their loot. Loot and Consideration. Joel and Dirk carried the rations, Lyra the scrolls. Kirstin held the longsword in her hands and tucked the Skill Stone in her pouch. 
 
    As Kirstin turned the sword over and over in her hands, Dirk cast a look at Joel. “You really think Allen is worth listening to? He talks a lot.” 
 
    “Allen?” Joel shrugged. “Lieutenant Alistern? Yeah, I do, Duke Al'dross isn’t in the habit of letting fools run his army. I received three Skills choosing Scout. Maybe I would have with Hunter as well, maybe not.” Three Skills were a major bonus, a sign someone was immensely suited for the Class they picked.  
 
    Dirk nodded, and the group found themselves at the gate. Kirstin quickly reported their findings. Somehow she forgot to mention the Skill Stone she had tucked away. 
 
    “Rations and scrolls are good. Without an Appraisal of the sword, shit! Trent picked a hell of a time to get lost.” Frank rubbed his eyes with one hand. “Hold onto it for now. We've got Skeletal Knights approaching. It would be bad if they caught us in the open, but here we might…” 
 
    “Corporal,” Dirk broke in, “would Heavy Infantry be useful against Skeletal Knights?” 
 
    “What?” the Corporal was both befuddled and annoyed at the question. 
 
    “Joel isn’t the only one who can level up,” Dirk said uncomfortably. “I have a choice, Defender at 7 or specialize Squire to Heavy Infantry at 16…”  
 
    Dirk’s friends all looked at him strangely. It was Matt who said what they were all thinking. “Heavy Infantry isn't a knight class.” 
 
    “No,” Dirk said shortly, “but maybe I'm not supposed to be a Knight. Allen always said we're nobles.” 
 
    Dirk spread his arms as he tried to explain what was on his mind. “Joel wanted to be a Hunter, I wanted to be a Knight, because we’re nobles, not because it’s the best choice. If Heavy Infantry will help keep us alive…” 
 
    “Infantry is a Military Class,” Frank cut him off. “Not a lot of Adventurers go that route because they’re romantic fools. It’s a useful Class, but it’s not a decision I can make for you. Right now, Defender or Heavy Infantry, I need you above the gate. Keep the enemy focused there. If we can, keep them coming towards one wall. The rest of you spread out.” 
 
    Frank dismissed them and moved to check on the recruits. Knives and short bows wouldn’t be much use in the coming battle. Arisa had been moved to the wall, but everyone else was piling what they could find in front of the gate. Frank was counting his lucky stars that there was only one gate to defend in the mostly intact wooden walls. 
 
    The Adventurers made their way up rickety wooden stairs onto a thankfully sturdy catwalk. Nods and good lucks were exchanged as they found their places. Kirstin was still turning the longsword over in her hands. She found herself standing next to Dirk above the gate. 
 
    The enemy had arrived. Formed up a few hundred yards from the newly occupied fort, four rows of six horsemen stood waiting, still as death. From a distance, you might have thought they were human; only the bright white bone of their horses’ legs revealed them as Undead. 
 
    Kirsten looked at the armored knights. Her rapier had been ineffective against Fleshlings. Against Skeletal Knights or Undead Steeds? With a human opponent, maybe she could have found a way. Her blade would have slipped into gaps in armor and helmets. She would dance around her opponent, whittling away at flesh and vitality.  That wasn’t going to work here. 
 
    She glanced at Dirk out of the corner of her eye. He had a pained expression on his face that disappeared when he pulled on his helm and drew his war hammer. 
 
    “What did you decide?” 
 
    “Wanted to be a Knight since I could crawl.” Dirk cleared his throat. “Sky Knight, like my great-grandfather. I got Crushing Blow, Break Armor, and Shield Wall for choosing Heavy Infantry.” 
 
    He hefted his huge square shield. It was a plain thing, solid but without frills or device. He chuckled. “I’ve never gotten more than a single Skill by choosing a Class or leveling up, usually not even one. I put all my free Attribute Points into Agility.”  
 
    Kirstin didn’t know what to say. Alistern was always telling Dirk to invest in Agility. He never did, because a knight never ran. Alistern would counter that a knight was also fast enough to hit his enemy. They would argue about it after every fight. 
 
    Kirstin had also earned enough Experience to Level. More than enough to Level if she chose the path she was contemplating. She’d chosen Duelist for the same reason Dirk had wanted to become a Knight. She was a noble. Michael mocked her every chance he could for that choice. Mocked her and beat her in every practice match to prove his point. 
 
    A fancy Class title did not make a successful Adventurer. She would sneer and say she was doing just fine. She would beat him once she had her Advanced Class. That Class was too far away. The Trial was here now. 
 
    She looked at her Summons mark again. She might have died today if Trent hadn’t been there to act as a distraction. She would have been pulled down and at least injured badly during the third encounter. That was when her rapier had stopped doing more than merely scratching the mindless Undead beasts. 
 
    Duelists used Rapiers, and if she kept true to the Class, in another five Levels, she’d be stronger. She’d get the Skills, Skill, singular if she was being honest, that made the Duelist class stand out. 
 
    Ten Levels from there she could get the Advanced Class Blade Dancer, just like her hero, Justine Abarantry. She’d become a Blade Dancer, and Michael would still mock her because her true hero was Justine's brother Karden, the Blade Master. But she couldn’t be a Blade Master, could she? 
 
    Kirstin focused on her Second Class slot. She had three but had only used one. Experience was channeled into before she could stop herself. Only the Basic Classes Warrior and Noble were available, and she chose Warrior with only a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Basic Classes didn’t come with free Skills, but that was okay. She started as a Warrior. 
 
    As her second slot was filled, Skills she lost when choosing Duelist became available again. Most importantly, Longsword, Level 15. She still held the sword they had found, in her hands. She drew in from its sheath. 
 
    The weapon that had felt clumsy and unusable in her hands just a moment before now felt light and nimble. It moved naturally as she flexed her wrist and snapped it downwards. She assumed a two-handed grip and whirled the blade above her head. Dirk gave a startled, “Watch it!” as the blade narrowly missed his head. 
 
    He wasn’t in any danger. She’d been good with a longsword before. With her increased Agility and Dexterity, the blade became even more fluid in her hands now. She had enough Experience to Level Warrior to three. She was awarded Twelve free Attribute Points. She added them all to Strength. 
 
    On a hunch, her hand dug into her belt pouch and drew the Skill Stone that had been set aside and ignored. She focused and chose to learn the Skill it contained. A Skill that turned out to be Holy Strike. She grinned fiercely. The Trial had been stingy before, but now it was making up for that. Holy Strike was expensive in Mana and Stamina, but that was fine.  
 
    With new Strength and rediscovered Skills, Kirstin felt ready. She felt more like an Adventurer than ever before. No longer was she the little girl playing at swords and clinging to her noble heritage. She spat and wished Lyra was nearby to chide her for doing so. She wished her maid was close by to sniff disapprovingly, so she could tell the Healer to... Calm down! It never paid to be too rude to the party’s Healer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    You have found a hidden location. You have entered the Prison of the Undying Lord. 
 
    Trent’s eyes were closed. He read the notification from his Status in wonder. He had a Quest to find two hidden locations. If Tersa hadn’t stumbled into him, he probably wouldn’t have found this one. He didn’t know if he felt grateful or not for the opportunity. His level of gratitude would be determined after he found out if this was a prison belonging to the Undying Lord or one containing the Undying Lord. He would also need to survive. Survival was key. 
 
    Trent opened his eyes and saw stars. This was odd because the sky had been overcast the whole time they’d been in this Trial. He wasn’t certain it was ever night here. There had been no sun or source of light, just a perpetual lightning-filled gloom. 
 
    The lightning was gone now. Without the constant crash and boom of thunder, it was remarkably quiet. No breeze pushed the hot air anymore, though it was still humid and stifling. Beyond the stars, he could see stone blocks, neatly carved and put in place. Was he inside? 
 
    He was lying down. His bare hands felt rough stone beneath him. Stone above and beneath, that probably meant he was inside. He sat up, and his head swam.  
 
    He pushed his mask back so he could rub at his eyes, but his hands froze before he could. It was dark. Why was it so dark? Black and a few flashes of light were all he could see. Slowly his swimming head calmed, and the flashes stopped, leaving him in perfect darkness. 
 
    His hand reached up and pulled his mask back down. As if someone had lit a torch, the darkness in the room disappeared. Mask up, darkness. Mask down and he could count the stone blocks that made up the wall a few feet away. 
 
    He huffed out an exasperated sigh, as the answer to his unvoiced question popped into his head. Dark Vision; the Masked Cowl came with the Ability, Dark Vision. How had he forgotten that? 
 
    Trent jumped to his feet as a sudden groan from behind startled him. His head swam again, but he ignored it. He whirled around, more swimming, more intense this time. Fast movements should be avoided for now. He looked around the room as his hands found his axes. If this was a prison, was this a prison cell? 
 
    No, probably not. Broken barrels and crates littered the room. They had been stacked at some point but had toppled over and smashed themselves with time. No, not smashed themselves, some of the wood looked gnawed on. Trent wasn’t the first person, first creature, to enter this room. 
 
    Cobwebs and dust covered everything. His Tracking Skill told him the dust hadn’t been disturbed for a long time. He didn’t draw too much comfort from this. His Tracking Skill also informed him that whatever had chewed on the broken wood possessed long, sharp teeth. Also, there was the groaning. Why was there groaning if nothing had disturbed the dust? 
 
    A leg, there, behind that crate. Trent activated Stealth and crept forward, his axes held low. Suddenly the owner of the leg sat up. Trent drew back Strife and was ready to throw, the motion more than half-completed before he recognized the redheaded and freckled face.  
 
    Covered in dust, Tersa sneezed and rubbed at her face. It was so dark! Where was she? Had night fallen? Had she fallen asleep on duty? The voice that called her name practically made her jump out of her skin. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Memories of running and leaping into the swirling hole came back to her. “Trent? That you? Where are you? Where are we?” 
 
    Trent made his way to her and reached down to help her up. He stood there with his hand out for a good twenty seconds before he remembered it was dark, and he had Stealth activated. He cleared his throat as he deactivated his Skill. 
 
    “Right in front of you,” he said. Tersa jumped again at the sudden noise so close to her. “We're in a room, a storage room maybe. I don’t know how we got here. Reach out and grab my hand, I’ll help you up.” 
 
    Tersa was confused. Could he see her? How? Her eyes widened as a possible explanation occurred to her. 
 
    “Trent,” she whispered hoarsely, “I can’t see anything! I think… I think I'm blind!” 
 
    “No,” Trent quickly reassured her. “It’s dark, but my mask, the cowl, has Dark Vision.” 
 
    Tersa felt relieved and reached out to grope for his hand. As he helped her to her feet, her relief turned to irritation. Dark Vision? That was an advanced form of Night Sight. Every time she turned around, Trent had another trick to show off.  
 
    Map, Storage, Appraisal, Detect Trap, she was pretty sure someone had joked about him having an Advanced Class too. Wasn’t she a higher Level than him? All she had was basic weapons Skills and a couple of Charms. She didn’t even have Dash! It wasn’t fair! 
 
    Trent saw the frown on Tersa’s face and misinterpreted it. “Are you hurt? I have an extra Health potion if you need it." 
 
    Tersa brushed aside his concerns and tried to put her jealousy behind her. “I'm fine. We need to get back to the others. Corporal Francis is going to be pissed that we’re missing. How do we get out of here? Where’s my mace?” 
 
    Trent didn’t think she looked fine, but let it go and found her dropped weapon. Once she had it in her hand, Tersa looked a little more cheerful. Trent looked around the room again. It wasn’t big and didn’t seem to contain anything useful. Behind Tersa, a heavy wooden door appeared to be the only exit. 
 
    “There’s a door behind you.” He eased her to the side and moved to check it out. “Should I open it?” 
 
    Tersa shrugged and nodded. “Can’t stay here forever. Unless we can. Do you think it’s safe here?” After thinking about it, she was more than half-serious. The Corporal really was going to be pissed. He'd probably blame her for them falling in the hole. 
 
    Trent doubted the Trial would leave them alone if they stayed put. There was also an instinct in the back of his head that told him he needed to get back to his master. He put Strife away but kept Sorrow handy as he reached out and grabbed the rusty doorknob. He gave it a twist.  
 
    The knob turned easily in his hand, and the door swung open with a low creaking noise. At least it wasn’t locked, but considering what was on the other side, maybe it would have been better if it was. 
 
    Trent barely had time to register the beast’s presence before it was lunging for him. Trent got his arm up as the beast plowed into him, carrying him to the floor. That arm pressed into the beast’s neck was all that kept snapping teeth from his flesh as the beast’s weight crushed him. Claws tore at the leather of his jacket and found the skin beneath.  
 
    Trent swung Sorrow awkwardly and scored a glancing blow to the beast’s side. In his haste, the blade barely bit the creature’s skin, bouncing off and falling out of his hand. Weaponless, Trent reached up and grabbed the beast’s flopping ear with his now empty hand. 
 
    With both hands struggling to hold the creature back, Trent thought of his weapons; they weren’t far away. If he let go, Strife was right there, but, no! The Sergeant had said he was never unarmed. He twisted the ear in his hand, moved his other arm, and clawed at its throat. He kicked its legs, trying to hit sensitive or vulnerable areas on his opponent. 
 
    Trent heard Tersa screaming but was not able to see what was happening. She couldn’t come to his assistance. He didn’t have the breath or space to answer her. His attacks were ineffective, as the beast didn’t even seem to feel his kicks and continued to snap at his face. 
 
    Trent didn’t recognize the creature. A long muzzle, sharp teeth, floppy ears. Tersa could have told him it was some type of dog, a large hound if she had been able to see it. Trent only knew it wanted to kill him, and from the sight of its rotting flesh, not to mention the smell, it was Undead. 
 
    The last day had taught him that Undead were vulnerable to fire and certain types of healing magic, but he didn’t have those. Even if he could get his hand on Strife, he didn’t know if it would do him any good. This might be the end. And after the beast tore off his face, it would turn on Tersa, and she would die, not even knowing what had killed her. 
 
    That thought spurred Trent to struggle harder. If he could get the beast off him, get to his feet, and create a light, there might be a chance for them. But how was he going to create light? Why was he so sure he could? The crates and barrels would burn, the wood was old and dry, but how? 
 
    Spark! He did have a fire Spell, just a Charm, but the Undead were weak to fire. The hand gripping the Undead Hound’s ear slid to push in the beast's eye. He imagined a flame at the center of his palm and channeled Mana to it. As he felt the familiar feeling of the Spell’s completion, he spoke the trigger.  
 
    “Spark!” A small red flame burst from his palm and seared the Hound’s unseeing eye. He had expected a reaction, a flinch or a wince. He didn’t expect the Hound’s head to erupt in flames as the beast staggered back. 
 
    It was just a Charm, right? Weakness to fire or not, Spark was mostly intended for lighting candles and starting campfires, it wasn’t an offensive Spell. Trent froze in astonishment. 
 
    Tersa’s eyes squeezed shut at the sudden light. She blinked and strained to see through squinting eyelids. To her credit, she didn’t freeze as she recognized a threat. Her booted foot lashed out, catching the Hound in the ribs. She didn't cause much damage, but the force of her kick lifted the Hound off Trent’s legs and carried it a few feet away. 
 
    Trent scrambled to his feet and drew Strife. He then stood still as Tersa leaped forward, her mace crashing into the burning skull of the Hound, again and again, as she screamed at it. She seemed out of her mind with rage. Trent thought it best not to interfere. 
 
    Soon the Hound’s body stopped moving, its skull crushed, the magic that kept it bound to the world exhausted. Tersa stood, mace held loosely, shoulders slumped. Was she crying? 
 
    “Are you.” Trent cleared his throat. “Are you alright?” His clothing was in tatters, and he was bleeding from several light wounds to his chest, but Tersa looked like she’d been stabbed through the heart. 
 
    “I'm fine!” She snapped, wiping at her tears with the filthy sleeve of her shirt.  
 
    Again, Trent didn’t think she looked fine. Maybe it was just the light from the smoldering Undead that made her look that way. 
 
    He was ready to press the issue when Tersa said with a sniffle. “It’s a dog, or it was. Shouldn’t have to hurt dogs. Not even Undead ones.” 
 
    Trent was stumped. He had no experience with animals other than his nameless mare. “Are dogs good?” 
 
    “Dogs are the best!” Tersa exclaimed, shooting him a look of disbelief. How could anyone be so ignorant? “I always wanted one, but Da said no. We can’t have them in the Guard barracks. I go and see the Duke’s hounds sometimes, the Hunt Master doesn’t mind.” She trailed off. “You okay? Should probably take a potion, no telling what the pup had under its nails.” 
 
    Trent thought “pup” was an odd term of address for a snarling deliverer of death, but he let that go. He was also loath to waste a Health potion on such light wounds, but given the smell of the beast, it was better to be safe. He swallowed a potion and watched as his wounds slowly healed. 
 
    By the time the potion had done its work, the room was dark again. Tersa shifted from foot to foot nervously. Trent considered the body of the Hound. There was one last thing to do. He drew his belt knife and moved forward.  
 
    Hearing his movements, Tersa asked, “So what now? Can we make a torch or something? This darkness is creepy.” 
 
    “Maybe we'll get something out of the drops. If not, we'll figure something out,” Trent said, going to work. 
 
    “What drops? We both have Harvest, no drops unless…” Tersa’s eyes widened as she groped blindly, desperately trying to stop Trent from committing, what to her mind was, a sacrilegious act. “You can't Harvest a dog, Trent! You can’t!”  she pleaded. 
 
    I most certainly can, Trent thought, ignoring her and continuing with his knife. If he could Harvest a Grak or a Fleshling, he could Harvest a dog. 
 
    Of course, he never had Harvested an Undead Hound before. The going was slow, as he Appraised each bit he could find, trying to tell what was valuable or useful. Not much, besides the Core and the Hide, it seemed. 
 
    He distracted Tersa by shushing her and mentioning that yelling might not be wise. She clamped her jaw shut and settled for glaring in what she thought was his direction. Occasionally she muttered, “It’s not right, just not right.” 
 
    When Trent was done separating the ragged hide and Level 2 Beast Core, he settled back on his heels and waited for the Trial to claim its own. It didn’t take long for the awaited loot to appear. He whistled as he appraised it. 
 
    “What is it?” Tersa asked grumpily. Unable to see, and unable to stop him, she was growing increasingly dissatisfied. 
 
    “One Spell Stone and one Ability Stone,” Trent said, picking up the precious loot. “The Ability is Fire Manipulation; the Spell is Prepare Hides. Just a Charm, but it might be useful somehow.” 
 
    Tersa didn’t see how. Charms were everyday magic, rarely useful in life or death situations. Fire Manipulation, though. That sounded like proper magic. Tersa had always wanted something like that. “So, how should we split it?” 
 
    Trent was glad his mask covered his grin. He heard the hopeful tone and saw her eager look. He shook his head, and he realized without Dark Vision, Tersa couldn’t see his grin mask or not. She still wasn’t looking in his direction even as her eyes pleaded for him to be generous and hand her the Ability Stone. 
 
    Trent did, pressing the Fire Manipulation stone into her hands. “You made the actual kill; you take the Ability,” he told her. 
 
    Tersa frowned when he reminded her of her sin, but she took the Stone. Her eyes closed, and she focused on learning the Ability it contained. Trent did the same with the Charm. Almost instantly, knowledge of Prepare Hides entered his mind, and with the Charm, an idea for its use became apparent. 
 
    As Tersa stood, lips pursed, concentrating on the Ability stone, Trent picked up the hide of the Undead Hound. He concentrated on sending Mana to his hands and whispered the trigger, Prepare. He smoothed his hands over the ragged skin and watched in amazement as it was seasoned and repaired. 
 
    Once the Charm was done, he held not a ragged skin but a heavy piece of hide, ready to be used. He looked at Tersa standing there with her eyes closed and an ever-increasing amount of annoyance on her face. Her nose had wrinkled in the way it did when she was about to be stubborn about something. Trent looked back at the hide. 
 
    Preparing it had used almost half of his Mana. When he appraised it now, it said the item was a low-quality hide useful for crafting. He didn’t have any crafting Skills, but he didn’t think that was all that important. Skills made work easier, and the results better, but they weren’t essential to all aspects of life. 
 
    He folded the hide in half with the fur on the inside. Looking at the dark leather of the hide, he took his belt knife and carefully cut a hole at the fold. It was slow going, and the final results weren’t very clean, but eventually he was left with a hole big enough for Tersa to slip her head through. He appraised the item again. 
 
    Low-Quality Hide Armor 
 
    Common Item 
 
    Armor rating 1 
 
      
 
    Not great but certainly better than the dirty, sweat-stained shirt that was currently Tersa’s only protection. What was shocking was the message he received from his Status. 
 
    You have learned Armor Crafting Level 1. You will now find it easier to craft simple armor. +1 dexterity +1 Wisdom. 200 Experience awarded for learning Class-related Skill. 
 
    As welcome as the Attribute boosts were, Trent was puzzled how Armor Crafting was a Class-related Skill. Were Survivalists craftsman? Should he try to learn more Crafting Skills? 
 
    As Trent studied his work, Tersa gave an angry groan. She almost threw the stone in her hand against the wall. She might have if she had been able to see the wall. Damned darkness! She couldn’t learn this Ability! One more thing to add to the list of things she had no affinity for! 
 
    At her groan, Trent looked up from his newly crafted armor. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “I can’t learn this stupid… stupidness!” she growled. She sighed and held it out, but not in his direction. “You might as well take it and try. Were you able to learn the Charm?” 
 
    She asked, not hoping he had failed, not exactly, but another Charm for her meager collection wouldn’t be a bad thing. She wasn’t surprised by his answer, though. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I learned it.” He took the Ability Stone and pressed the hide armor into her hands. “But here I… found… this.” If Tersa had been upset at killing the Undead Hound, she probably would balk at wearing its skin. 
 
    “What is it?” Tersa asked. Her face screwed up at his explanation. At first, he though his use of the Hound’s skin had been discovered, then, “How am I supposed to put it on? I can’t see it.” 
 
    Instead of pointing out that it was just a matter of slipping her head through a hole, he said, “Hold on.” 
 
    He didn’t move to help her but concentrated on the Ability Stone. It was no problem for him to learn Fire Manipulation. He wouldn’t mention how easy it was for him.  
 
    He summoned Spark to his palm again. As the flame appeared, he focused and held it in place. Normally the Charm would fade after a few seconds, but with Fire Manipulation, he was able to convince it to stay. It wasn’t an order, really; more of an invitation. 
 
    He stared at the flickering light in his hand. Once not so long ago, the flame probably would have made him uneasy. Fire Manipulation gave him understanding. This was his tool, his power, it would do as he wanted, within reason, and it could not harm him. 
 
    The flame barely illuminated more than a few feet ahead. Tersa’s eyes, which had grown used to the dark, only needed a few blinks to adjust. She gave a short, “yay,” and studied her new armor while Trent looked at the Spark. 
 
    At the edges of the dull red flame, it burned white. Not hotter, but purer. Heart of the Inferno, the Ability he had gained from the Burning Lake Trial, added a purification effect to any fire-related Skills he controlled. He had the ability to harm the Undead this whole time without realizing it.  
 
    That was why Spark had done such damage to the Undead Hound. Not enough to kill it, but it was more than a diversion to have your head set aflame by a power that struck at the very substance that kept you in the world. If he had known sooner, it wouldn’t have changed much, but it would have been useful to experiment with. 
 
    He looked at Tersa, who was frowning at her hide armor, and then walked past her to the still-open door. He had the feeling he’d get plenty of chances to experiment from here on out. They were wasting time now. 
 
    “Just put it on,” he told Tersa. “It’s better than nothing.” 
 
    She frowned at him, then the armor, then sighed and slid it over her head. She took off her weapons belt and fastened it over the hanging hide. It hung past her waist and was bulky, not to mention ugly, with bristling fur sticking out everywhere, but he was right. It was better than nothing. She’d prefer something a little nicer and heavier, but it didn’t inhibit her movement, and she couldn’t come up with any complaints yet.  
 
    She had set her mace down to put her armor on. She bent down and picked it up. When she stood up, Trent was reaching towards her with the flame in his hand. Of course, he had learned the stupidness that was Flame Manipulation! She flinched back, slapping at his wrist. “What are you doing?!” 
 
    “Hold still!” He wanted to add, “and keep quiet!” but he didn’t. He was a little smarter than that. He'd have to find some way to gently remind his friend that yelling was bad when you didn’t know what was around. Just because the Undead didn’t rely on noise to find them, didn’t mean the Trial didn’t have other creatures that did. 
 
    He set the flame on her shoulder, coaxing it to stay put, to stick but not burn. To light without heat… brighter, brighter… in the end, Tersa had a flickering light on her shoulder that lit nearly every corner of the small room. It gave away their position, cost over half of Trent’s Mana pool, and would last just less than an hour, but it would have to do. After all, Tersa couldn’t wander in the dark. 
 
    “Huh!” was all that Tersa could say after the process was complete. Maybe Fire Manipulation wasn’t the stupidness. Maybe Trent was the stupidness for being able to learn the Ability when she couldn’t.  
 
    Trent left Tersa nodding to herself. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t like the thought that made her smirk at the flame on her shoulder. He moved to the open doorway. “Wait here, I'm going to look around.” 
 
    He stepped out and entered a long hallway that stretched out in both directions. He didn’t activate Stealth or Camouflage. They weren’t useful with the Undead, not at his levels, and he needed to conserve Stamina.  
 
    The hallway was constructed of the same carved blocks of grey stone that the room was. The air was damp and dreary, heavy in an unpleasant, unmoving kind of way. He looked in both directions. A doorway stood a short distance to the right, a stretch of hallway and a corner to the left. There were no torches or even sconces, no signs of life or un-life, and no traps that he could see either. 
 
    He padded softly to the right, moving as quietly as he could. Stopping before he had gone half the distance, he whispered to Tersa, without looking back, “That light gives us away. Why don’t you rest for a bit while I scout some?” 
 
    Tersa stood almost directly behind him. She looked over her shoulder as she replied without bothering to lower her voice, “The Undead don’t see with their eyes, or hear with their ears. Stealth is stupid.” 
 
    “There might be more… other…fine,” he gave up. “But stay back a little, no need to bunch up.” If it wasn’t for his cowl, he would have been able to feel her breath on his neck, she was so close. 
 
    Tersa stuck out her tongue behind him but took a few steps back. She gripped her mace tightly, as Trent moved to the closed door. He paused in front of it. She wondered what he was doing. Why not open it? Was he checking for traps? Probably some sneaky Rogue thing with his many hidden Skills. He probably knew exactly what was on the other side already and was killing the Undead with his mind. 
 
    In truth, Trent was checking for traps. He was nearly certain there were none. Still, he stared a bit longer. Despite what people kept saying he was no Rogue, and he was new to this. Was there something else he could do to check the room besides just opening the door. Peer through the keyhole? Press his ear to the wood? 
 
    He bit his lip and reached for the doorknob. This hadn’t gone well last time. He stopped. He drew Strife with his right hand and then reached out with his left. Deep breath. 
 
    He turned the knob and pulled hard! The door didn’t move. He realized his mistake and gave it a shove. He jumped back and drew Sorrow. He almost dropped his second axe as his back bumped into Tersa, who had stepped closer, curious to see what he was doing. 
 
    He steadied his hands on the handles of his axes, resisting the urge to tell Tersa to back up. She peeked over his shoulder as the new door opened with a low groan just like the last. No Undead Hound leaped out at the pair. No Fleshlings appeared to claw and snap at them. Nothing.  
 
    Trent shuffled forward to get a better look into the room. A table sat in the center. On the table was an unlit lantern. Sitting around the table were two skeletal corpses. Trent wondered how they died, and if were they part of a puzzle the Trial was offering them. The corpses stood and picked up crude wooden clubs from the ground. 
 
    Ah, not skeletal corpses. Skeletal Corpses. Monsters. That should have been obvious. Trent shook his head in exasperation.  
 
    Trent seemed to have frozen in the face of the Corpses. Tersa pushed passed him and charged. She was good at charging; it was one of the few things she was praised for. She wished she had a shield. She was good with shields.  
 
    The Skeletal Corpses were faster than you’d expect from a body without muscle. They scurried around the table and met the Recruit’s charge. Tersa dodged a wooden club and swung her mace. A heavy steel mace should easily shatter unprotected bone, and Tersa heard a satisfying crunch as her blow hit a Skeleton’s shoulder. No flying shrapnel of bone, though the Skeleton did stumble back and to the side. 
 
    The second Skeletal Corpse was swinging at her. She stepped in, parrying the club with her mace and lashing out with her fist, just like she’d been taught. Of course, the Guardsmen wore gauntlets when performing this strike and Tersa’s gauntlets were with her horse, somewhere else.  
 
    Fist met jawbone, and the Skeleton’s head rocked back. Tersa learned that despite her relatively high Constitution, hitting bone with bare hands still hurt. She ignored the stinging sensation and shoulder-charged her opponent, forcing it back. 
 
    The first Skeleton had recovered and was swinging at her again. She dodged, lashing out and scoring another hit. Where was Trent? Two Corpses, just two of them, this should be easy. He’d faced worse than this not twenty minutes ago; he shouldn’t be frozen still. She risked a glance in his direction. 
 
    Oh. Trent was dealing with a third Skeletal Corpse which had, presumably, been hiding behind the open door. If the Sergeant or Corporal were here, he would probably blame this situation on her. Good at charging, bad at teamwork and foresight. The Sergeant would probably phrase it more colorfully, but that was what he would mean. 
 
    Trent’s opponent had a short sword. Rusty, with a jagged edge, it nonetheless looked like it would hurt if it hit him. If anything, its poor state of repair made it look more threatening. He ducked as it swept towards his head. 
 
    Sorrow lashed out as the blade passed over. He meant to push the arm away, keep the Corpse off balance, wear it down with a series of blows, and then finish it with Purifying Fire. Sorrow cut clean through the Skeletal Corpse’s arm. Bone and blade fell to the floor. 
 
    Trent had run into this before. Sorrow and Strife were good axes, great weapons against creatures of a Level similar to his.  
 
    They were much better than Tersa’s mace. It was just that he hadn’t been fighting in his own weight class since entering this Trial. Even the first group of Fleshlings that had spawned hadn’t gone down this easily. 
 
    Trent stared at the severed arm, bewildered, and Skeletal Corpse rewarded him with a boney fist to his face. His mask blocked most of the damage, but he still felt it, and he stumbled back. The Skeleton was stronger than it looked. He brought his weapons up as the one-armed Corpse rushed him. 
 
    Strong and fast, how was that even possible without muscle? He let go of extraneous thoughts as the Skeleton punched and kicked at him. Unconsciously, he fell into the style of combat he’d used fighting alongside Kirstin. He didn’t meet the attack, he avoided it. He dodged and circled his opponent, lashing out with his weapons. 
 
    Sorrow and Strife made quick work of the Corpse. His next blow to the Skeleton’s arm wasn’t enough to sever it, but the third strike did the trick. Legs quickly followed, and the disarmed Undead lay squirming on the ground, teeth clicking as it bit at him. He started to cast Spark but hesitated.  
 
    His Mana was limited. Did you need magic to finish the Undead? Sorrow and Strife rained down a series of blows on the Skeletal Corpse’s skull, rendering it into powder and revealing a Beast Core. No, no magic needed, the Corpses were reclaimed by the Trial, leaving a few coins and a bag behind. 
 
    Trent quickly moved to assist Tersa. As she drew their attention, he moved in behind. It was over in seconds; soul-bound weapons were more than a match for this variety of the soulless Undead. 
 
    Trent quickly collected the drops. Two Beast Cores, coins, a bag of dried meat, and a Mana potion. Tersa wasn’t impressed by the loot, though she took her share of the meat and wolfed it down quickly enough. Meanwhile, Trent chewed his own mystery ration and considered the Mana potion. 
 
    This encounter had gone smoothly enough despite a few hiccups that could mostly be blamed on inexperience and over-eagerness. His inexperience and Tersa’s over-eagerness. The next encounter, though…  
 
    Trent didn’t know much about this Prison of the Undying Lord they had found themselves in, but when he and Tersa had been with the rest of their group, each fight had been harder than the last. It was reasonable to assume that pattern would continue now that it was just the two of them. 
 
    They needed to be careful. They needed to use what Abilities and Skills that they had available between them. They needed a plan. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Lightning struck a nearby hillside as the enemy formed up in front of the fort where the group had chosen to make a stand. Inside Corporal Francis screamed, though outwardly he remained calm. Everyone else leaped or flinched at the lightning strikes. It was only natural. 
 
    This Trial never let up. Once you thought you were used to the heavy, hot, humid air, a cold wind swept through to chill you to the bone. When you thought you were accustomed to the lightning, it faded into the background only to return fiercer when you’d forgotten it. 
 
    The worst was the silence of the Undead. A living creature would scream and howl as it sought to kill you. The Fleshlings just reached and grabbed and bit in endless waves of quiet horror. Now these horsemen had arrived. 
 
    To the living, the perfect formation of five rows and six columns would be called discipline. The unwavering, unspeaking armored figures would be admired for their dedication to detail and training. Frank didn’t know what to call this behavior in the Undead. 
 
    It was bad. With a solid wall and the proper weapons, he had no doubt he could defeat an enemy that outnumbered him two to one. Here, and now? The wall and gate would hold for a while, but their equipment was lacking.  
 
    With enough Archers and Mages, he’d swear the enemy would never even reach the wall. With spears and shields, he could keep them from setting foot inside, but he had none of those. Two Mages, if you really wanted to count Arisa, one Archer, because Bailey, with Trent’s short bow, did not count, and one Defender with a shield. 
 
    Dirk was Heavy Infantry, now, wasn’t he? If he had two or three squads of properly equipped and trained Heavy Infantry, the Corporal could lead them onto the field to face the horsemen in the open, and he would guarantee victory with few injuries and no losses. But one? One wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    And the enemy was Undead, Skeletal Knights, from what Frank could see. Knights were bad news. A balance between offense and defensive Knights could wreak havoc with an opponent that wasn’t specially prepared for them. Add in the Undead’s absolute resistance to pain and fear, and you were looking at a fight that you didn’t want to get involved with. 
 
    Not that they had a choice. They couldn’t run. There was no hiding. Frank flinched visibly at another lightning strike. There was no choice at all. 
 
    The Skeletal Knights rode slowly forward. Soon they were within range of Spell and arrow, but none met them. With a complete lack of haste and in perfect unison, all but two of the armored Undead dismounted. They formed three groups. 
 
    Six formed a line to the side of the horses. Bows appeared in their hands as they evenly spaced themselves on the flat terrain. They waited. 
 
    The rest of the dismounted Knights formed up. Seven ladders appeared. If the Knights had been living men, Frank would have said the ladders were taken from a storage device or Ability. Could the Undead use spatial devices and magic, or was this a trick of the Trial? Either way, seven ladders carried by fourteen Knights, left eight Knights to form a shield wall for protection. They marched forward in perfect step. 
 
    The strategy was obvious. The Archers would keep the defender’s heads down while ladders were put into place. Seven ladders meant seven breach points. The defenders had no poles or spears to push the ladders back, and the Knights would climb uncontested to be met on the wall. No choice. 
 
    “Matthias!” Frank called. Matt kept low but lifted his staff. “Light up the archers first!” 
 
    Matt started chanting and shaping his most powerful Spell, Flame Wave. The Spell formed at the top of his staff, a visible display of power. He stood and chanted the trigger, directing the Spell at the six archers. 
 
    Matt dropped back down as his Spell was cast, just in time as three arrows passed where his head had been. It didn’t matter, Flame Wave didn’t need constant direction. Once it was cast, only a counter-Spell could stop it. 
 
    The Spell sped from the wall, picking up intensity and spreading out as it went. Soon it was a howling storm of fire. It headed unerringly towards its targets, its fury echoing that of the defender’s. It swept over the Skeletal Archers like a blazing typhoon, leaving scorched earth in its wake. 
 
    Scorched earth and six unharmed Skeletal Knights that continued to send arrows at the wooden fort. The Spell had been ineffective. Frank thought that they were just lucky that the arrows didn’t catch fire and bring the destruction back to the wall. The Corporal ordered Matt to repeat the Spell but direct it at the advancing attackers. 
 
    The same results. Fire-resistant Undead. That was… 
 
    “Utter Fucking Bullshit!” Frank shouted. “Matthias keep it up, vary your targets, and move around so those archers can’t pick out your location. Conserve Mana, smaller spells. Arisa, same goes for you!” 
 
    Fire-resistant didn’t mean fireproof. They were doing damage, just not enough. Were the advancing troops moving slower? Undead didn’t mock the enemy, did they? Unintelligent, unfeeling bastards! They didn’t care about morale, theirs, or the opponents!  
 
    Except those two, the mounted two, did. They weren’t unintelligent. Frank could feel their amusement, their mirth, from three hundred yards away. Not Dread Knights, Frank was sure of that. If they were Dread Knights, they’d have swept all resistance aside already. Less than Dread Knights, but more than Skeletal Knights, the Trial wasn’t pulling any punches anymore. 
 
    Whatever they were, they were just sitting there watching the dismounted troops, some distance away from the archers. Frank thought quickly. 
 
    “Joel, you got any arrows that will really reach out and touch those sons of whores?” Frank yelled. 
 
    Joel shook his head. At his position near the corner, he didn’t even have his bow out but held his sword instead. “Common and poison only, I’m a long way from crafting anything that could touch a Knight, much less these assholes.” Joel made his own arrows, and his Skill wasn’t nearly high enough for the fight. 
 
    “Alright, new plan!” Frank looked down where Lyra and the recruits were waiting. Their job was to provide support and healing where and when they could. “Lyra, I need you here. If fire is out, then Purification is our best bet. You stay close to me; I’ll run interference and get you close to them.” 
 
    Lyra paled and gripped her staff tightly but nodded. She was afraid, but she would stand. That was all Frank could ask. 
 
    “I need two volunteers who can do some damage and run, really run!” Frank called for volunteers, but his eyes were on Keller and a stout looking Guardsman named Merrill. The two looked at each other wryly, neither one was trained for that kind of duty, but they knew they’d do as Frank said. 
 
    “You’re looking for us then, Corporal!”  Kirstin had spoken up when Frank called for volunteers and slapped Dirk's shoulder as she did. Dirk lifted the visor on his helmet and gave Kirstin a pained look, but he nodded his head. 
 
    Frank shook his. “Lady Kirstin, I appreciate the offer, but…” 
 
    “It’s Kris, Corporal,” Kirstin interrupted. “We're all soldiers here. We'll get the job done. We’re both over Level 20, and both have two Classes. And I've learned Holy Strike from a Skill Stone I found.” 
 
    Frank looked at the longsword in her hands. “You found a Skill Stone with Holy Strike, and you’ve gotten a new Class?” His face twisted with a dissatisfied expression that Kirstin didn’t understand as he asked that. 
 
    Kirstin nodded firmly. “Warrior Level 3, but I’ve been there before, I’ve got the Skills of a Level 15.” 
 
    Frank’s lips twitched, but he made up his mind quickly. “Holy Strike and Heavy Infantry, you’ll do!” He led the two into the courtyard and took a token and a long cord out of his pouch. 
 
    “Here’s the plan. You go over the back wall. You sprint to the hill line to the west. You stay low. When you’re across from archers, you break this token. Only I will see the signal. Once you do that, I'll have Matt create a distraction. There’s no sneaking up on the Undead, but hopefully, they'll concentrate on the Mage long enough for you to get close and take them out.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” Dirk muttered. He didn’t object or complain. There were no choices, and Kirstin had volunteered. Dirk wasn’t the volunteering type, but Kirsten was the group’s leader, and he was the party’s Shield. Where she went, he led the way. 
 
    “Stay away from those two mounted fucks!” the Corporal cautioned. “I don’t know what they are, but I know the two of you don’t want to tangle with them alone.” No argument there. “Move fast and hit hard.” He put a hand on their shoulders. He didn’t say stay safe. It would have seemed like a joke. “Go!” 
 
    The two Adventurers sprinted for the rear of the fort, and Frank watched them go. Two gone to face six. Thirteen left to face twenty-two. Only it wasn’t thirteen, Matt and the five recruits would be little use in this fight. The Fire Elementalist might be able to cause some damage, but he wasn’t suited for close combat. 
 
    That left seven. No, six; Lyra would be working with the Corporal. She might be their heaviest hitter against the Undead, but she couldn’t hold on her own. Six defenders, over twenty attackers, and seven breach points. Had he really thought making a stand in the fort was a good idea? If Kirstin and Dirk didn’t take out those archers quickly, this was going to be a short fight. 
 
    Kirstin and Dirk ran as fast as they could over the uneven ground. They moved as quietly and as stealthily as possible over the wall, and rushed to the hills, keeping low. They weren’t spotted and were soon behind cover. Normally stealth wasn’t a tactic you needed against the Undead; if you were outside the range of their life-detection aura, they’d never notice you. However, those two Knights, wearing their ornate armor proudly as they sat and supervised the Skeletal Knights from the backs of their fleshless steeds, were uncanny.  
 
    They made your skin crawl just looking at them. There was more to them than there was to the other Undead. Confidence and intelligence radiated from them. Kirstin winced as Dirk’s armored feet pounded the ground, kicking stones and ringing like a bell. With that racket, they were going to be heard.   
 
    But they arrived at their destination undetected or at least ignored. Kirstin crawled to the top of the hill and peeked over to verify. They were directly across from the archers, only a hundred feet away. That was as close as they could get unnoticed. 
 
    Kirstin clutched her scabbard in her left hand. She could only carry it since she hadn’t taken the time to remove her rapier and replace it with the longsword. A stray thought about rigging up a way to carry it on her back crossed her mind as she looked at Dirk. 
 
    “Can't you be a little quieter?” There was an edge to her voice that she didn’t really mean. It was just nerves. “I thought you were investing in Agility.” 
 
    Dirk chuckled under his breath, not taking her words to heart. “It’s heavy armor, Kris, it’s loud. Agility has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “I've seen men sneaking in heavy armor,” Kirstin retorted. 
 
    “Sure, experts can,” Dirk replied. “I don’t have the Skills or the expertise in Heavy Armor, yet! Are we going to do this?” 
 
    She was stalling. They both knew it. Not fear exactly, just nerves. That was what she told herself. 
 
    “You’ll need to cover for me.” Kirstin gestured at her own lack of protective equipment. Why had she insisted that a Duelist was best with little to no armor? “Holy Strike is powerful. I might be able to take one out with each hit. But it costs, and it’s slow to charge. Thirty seconds between hits, eight hits tops, or I won’t be able to run back.” 
 
    “I'll carry you if I have to.” Dirk pushed up his visor so she could see him wink exaggeratedly. He did the math in his head. Thirty seconds between hits, six targets, three minutes, if everything went perfectly. Three minutes seemed like an awfully long time. 
 
    Kirstin drew her sword. She fished the token that the Corporal had given them out of her pouch. She took a deep breath and crushed it in her hand. Nothing happened. Frank had said only he would see the signal. Either that or something had gone horribly wrong. 
 
    On the wall, seven ladders slammed into place. The Guardsmen tried to push them back but, weighted and anchored, the ladders refused to budge. Skeletal Knights started to climb. 
 
    In the distance, Frank felt, more than saw, the green light of the signal go off. He'd bound the token and connected himself to it, so he wouldn’t miss its destruction. “Matt, Flame Wave on the archers now!” 
 
    Matt complied, and the Spell was away, splashing against the enemy archers but seeming to do little good. Six arrows flew back along the Spell’s path towards its caster. Matt was already behind cover as the missiles screamed overhead. 
 
    Frank peered out and watched Kirstin and Dirk break from cover and rush the archers. They moved quickly, but the archers were fast as well. Turning as one, arrows nocked, they faced the charging Adventurers. 
 
    “Arisa, Now!” Frank shouted. 
 
    In the courtyard, Arisa sat, legs crossed, concentrating, and murmuring. At the Corporal’s command, her eyes popped open. She spoke the trigger of the Spell she’d been holding, with great relief. “Minor Cyclone.”  
 
    Arisa's face paled as the Spell drained nearly all her Mana. It was a second-tier Spell, and one she could barely manage under normal circumstances. To prepare it and then hold the trigger word, while visualizing her target, and without being able to see it was almost beyond her. Almost, but she’d done it. And that was all she’d be doing for some time. She didn’t even have the clarity or energy to stand after that bit of magical aerobics. 
 
    Frank didn’t have time to see if his plan to deal with the archers would work. Seven Skeletal Knights had reached the top of the wall. Frank and his men were hard-pressed to push them back. The wall was too long, the defenders too few. Soon the Knights were standing on the wall, wielding axes and swords with tireless arms.  
 
    There were no arrows flying at them now. Whether Kirstin and Dirk succeeded or not, they bought the men on the wall a bit of breathing room to sort out the invaders. Frank took full advantage of it. 
 
    He was a Level 39 Warrior. He doubted he would ever get an Advanced Class.  Normally, that would be a sore point with him. He'd never been able to specialize, which would have given him unique skillsets. Today, he didn’t mind. A basic Class was versatile. He preferred a spear personally, and, if the option to specialize as a Spearman had ever presented itself, he would have taken it wholeheartedly. Today, he was glad it hadn’t. He would have lost the twenty levels he had in the Short Sword Skill; much the way Kirstin had lost her Longsword Skill when choosing Duelist.  
 
    The Guardsmen only had their short swords and were at a clear disadvantage. They were barely able to hold ground. All the defenders struggled to stand. There was little room to dodge, no option to retreat, and injuries were inevitable. Death was approaching. 
 
    All except for the Corporal. He screamed a wordless challenge and spit at a Skeletal  Knight as his sword flashed. He made up for its lack of length with speed, slashing and hacking, staying close, and pressing the Knight. 
 
    An opening! Without enchanted weapons, the Guardsmen had no easy way of taking down the Undead Knights. They could wear them down, eventually. All creatures had a limit to the damage they could withstand, but magic was the only way to take out the Undead quickly. So, the opening that appeared for the Corporal wasn’t an opportunity to attack a vital point. No, it was a poorly held sword. 
 
    Disarming was one of Frank’s favorite Skills. He loved the way the light reflected off a blade as it soared away from its owner. He adored the horrified look on an opponent’s face when they watched a beloved weapon fly away. The Skeletal Knight didn’t give him the satisfaction of the second, but he was willing to settle for the first. 
 
    He grabbed the creature’s wrist with his free hand and stepped in close. He jerked the Knight off balance and hammered away at its helmet, as much with his hilt as with his blade. 
 
    “Lyra!” Frank grunted, calling for the Healer at his back. 
 
    Lyra had stayed as close to the Corporal as possible, and now she stepped forward, jabbing with her staff. 
 
    “Purification!” The trigger word spoken, the Spell erupted at the staff’s end. The many times she had cast it on Fleshlings had leveled Purification enough that she didn’t need physical contact anymore. Her staff made things so much cleaner. The power had increased as the cost decreased. Efficient and clean, her maid’s heart approved.  
 
    Behind the Skeletal Knight’s visor, a pale green light burned where eyes should have been. Those sickly false eyes flared as the light of Purification swept over their owner. Lyra cast the Spell again, and with shocking suddenness the Knight disappeared. Frank was the most surprised, his hand abruptly grabbing nothing while his sword cut through air, and eventually lodged in the wood on the wall. 
 
    Coins, a potion, and a sword were all that was left of the Skeletal Knight. There were some benefits when no one in your party had Harvesting. There was no doubt about when an enemy was defeated. 
 
    The next opponent was already on the wall and waiting. How convenient. No, there were two waiting now. They were starting to pile up. No, not waiting, attacking. Rude sons of whores.  
 
    Frank engaged the next Knight, thankful that the wall was narrow enough to keep them from attacking together. Of course, he also didn’t have much room to maneuver. He couldn’t move too far from the ladder or let them get past him to the stairs. It made for an inelegant brawl rather than a daring fight between two warriors. Frank was further hampered by the longsword that threatened his footing now and again. 
 
    Wait, longsword. One of the drops was a one-handed longsword. Almost definitely a better weapon than the Guards’ shorter blades. In tight quarters the short swords were proving their worth, but if that longsword was enchanted… 
 
    Who needed it? Frank had the Longsword Skill, but he was also the highest leveled guard and the most experienced. Merrill. Merrill was a Swordsman. Frank thought he preferred a two-handed sword, but he was sure the Guardsman would be glad of any upgrade. 
 
    Frank shoulder-charged the Skeletal Knight in front of him, gaining some space. He kicked the large blade off the wall and called out, “Recruits, blade to Guardsman Merrill!” There was no time to see if his order was obeyed. He ducked a slash and re-engaged.  
 
    ********** 
 
    Matt’s Flame Wave directed at the archers had gotten their attention but still seemed to have little effect. It really only accomplished alerting Kirstin and Dirk that the time had come to attack. They were over the hill and charging before the archers had fully drawn for their volley. 
 
    Dirk led the way, an unvoiced war cry on his lips. No need to announce his presence just yet. That last hundred feet seemed so far away, but they hadn’t crossed halfway when the archers turned to fire at them. There was one easy way to tell the bow-wielding Knights’ Levels. If the arrows pierced armor and did significant damage, they were a higher Level than Dirk’s. If his armor and shield held back or lessened the strike, they were lower. 
 
    As the arrows left their bows, Dirk was more than a little nervous. The Knights were fast, that was also a sign of a high Level. Dirk was certain he wasn’t going to enjoy meeting those arrows head-on.  
 
    Arisa’s Spell, Minor Cyclone, appeared on target. A second-tier Spell’s difficulty lay in its versatility. A skilled Mage could manage a multitude of effects with a single Spell. Arisa was gifted, but the Spell’s tier was only just within her reach. In her hands, Minor Cyclone could either push or pull. 
 
    For this casting, Arisa had chosen to pull. Her targets? Not the archers, but their arrows. Her teachers in the Duke’s keep would have applauded her choice and her effort. Items were easier to affect than creatures. Creatures sometimes had nasty immunities to spells, but items rarely did. Those same teachers would have frowned if they had known Arisa had cast her Spell without keeping her target in her line of sight. That was dangerous and likely to fail. 
 
    Only it didn’t fail! A vortex of wind generated in the air several feet above Dirk’s head and sucked six arrows off course and into its embrace. For Arisa, an unspecialized Level 5 Basic Mage, not even an apprentice, it was a laudable feat. Dirk’s curiosity was satisfied about the Skeletal Knight’s Levels. 
 
    The archers had no time for a second volley. As their first was drawn away, Dirk reached the expressionless Knights. He told himself they were stunned by his new Agility, but honestly, helmets hid a lot, and Skeletons aren’t known for their expressive features. 
 
    Dirk’s new Class had come with three new Skills, but his first actions were the old standards, Enraging Aura and Shield Bash. All attention was focused on him as he sent an archer flying, with a strike from his shield. He hit his next target with Crushing Blow, and drove the creature to its knees before following his strike with Break Armor.  
 
    The armor didn’t break, but it dented inwards in a very satisfying fashion. Dirk continued to lay about him with his war hammer, as the archers discarded bows and drew their swords. 
 
    Kirstin was surprised but thankful that these Knights had only fired off one shot when they charged. Joel could have fired three shots for each of the single shots delivered by the Knights, if he had been the one attacking from such a distance. She didn’t know how many shots Arisa’s Spell could have handled, but she doubted Joel would have been stymied by it. 
 
    She started charging Holy Strike as she ran. Its build-up was slow, but the glow that surrounded her sword was encouraging. Dirk sent an Undead Knight flying back and to the side with a Shield Bash, and Kirstin took her chance. 
 
    Stepping with the delicacy of a Duelist, Kirsten gripped her new sword with both hands. With a step, a pivot, and a powerful two-handed slash, Kirstin’s Holy Strike landed while the Undead was still in flight. The glowing sword cut through armor and bone as easily as sliding through air. The Knight disappeared. Only its drops reached the ground. Kirstin smiled broadly. 
 
    Finally, she was in this fight! She learned something from that first use of Holy Strike. It wasn’t limited to a single opponent. It would last a few seconds, and if she could line it up properly… She almost wished a hoard of Fleshlings would appear so she could cut them down. Okay, maybe not a hoard, but three or four would be nice. 
 
    She wished she had realized the proper use of Holy Strike before. If she and Dirk had timed things right, this skirmish could have been ended in a minute. As it was, she didn’t think the Skeletal Knights would line up to let her test it now that the Adventurers had broken their formation. 
 
    Dirk was doing his best to keep the Knights from encircling him, and he wasn’t doing too badly. For a man who hadn’t known the meaning of the word dodge a few days ago, he was picking up the essence of it quickly enough. His shield deflected, his feet shuffled, he even swayed now and then. He still got hit, hard, but his new Class offered significant bonuses to armor rating, and he wasn’t being seriously injured. 
 
    With their attention on Dirk, Kirstin was free to assault a Knight from behind. Most of her strongest Skilled attacks could only be used with her rapier, but one of her favorites, Whirlwind Slash, was compatible with any sword. And it was cheap, which was the primary reason she liked it. 
 
    Just a touch of Stamina channeled through her sword and to her feet. Her speed increased dramatically. Seven lightning-fast slashes slammed into a Knight from behind. Leg, arm, shoulder; each slash rent armor and tore bone. It wasn’t enough to put the creature down, but it felt her. 
 
    The injured Undead and its closest ally broke away from Dirk to face Kirsten, and she called to him to let them come. Holy Strike was ready. The two Knights moved towards her in unison, swords raised. Holy Strike wasn’t even slowed down as it cut through the swords and armor of her two opponents. The Knights disappeared, dropping a halberd, two pieces of armor, and the usual assortment of miscellaneous loot. 
 
    Kirstin was too happy to even notice the drops; she laughed and moved to engage another knight. Only three left! This was going to be easy. Maybe this was a named sword! A powerful Skill and a named sword! That would be amazing, unlikely, but amazing. 
 
    The two Adventurers only needed one more use of Holy Strike to deal with the remaining Knights. Dirk, using a combination of Shield Bash, Crushing Blow, and Break Armor ended one. Kirstin dealt with another using her new Skill, and they finished the last together with ordinary attacks. 
 
    They looked at the treasure littering the ground, and then at each other before bursting into laughter. This was why they had become Adventurers, the thrill, the glory, and the loot! 
 
    Lighting crashed, but they took it as applause for their great deeds. Dirk shouted back at the sky and started tossing the drops into his storage pouch. 
 
    Kirstin stretched and looked around for her sheath. Had she left it at the hill? Dropped it while they were running? Or had… 
 
    She didn’t find her sheath. She caught sight of something that reminded her of the other side of being an Adventurer. The fear and the possibility of pain and death. Those things went hand in hand with glory and wealth. 
 
    The two Skeletal Commanders! How had they forgotten about the two mounted Knights in their glistening steel and gold armor? Those Knights had turned their horses and were looking in their direction now. Had they always held lances? She couldn’t remember. 
 
    Dirk was walking towards her. He held a halberd in front of him and was studying it intently. “I know we need to share the drops, but do you think the Corporal will let me keep this? I don’t have the Polearm Skill, but I think my new… What are you looking at?” 
 
    His eyes lifted from his new weapon and followed her gaze. “Oh shit!” 
 
    They were just sitting there. Staring.  
 
    “Do you think they’re waiting for us to run?” Kirstin whispered. Her mouth was dry. 
 
    “I don’t think running is an option.” Dirk swallowed. The mounted Knights were between them and the fort. The original plan was to take out the archers and retreat to the hills, staying under cover and, hopefully, going unnoticed. Now that they’d been seen, that plan didn’t seem viable. 
 
    “If Allen were here, he’d probably have something snarky to say about letting ourselves get distracted.” Dirk’s hands twisted on the haft of the halberd. He missed the Rogue. He could be a pain, but he kept things light and, at the same time, kept them on their toes. 
 
    “Alistern, Lieutenant Alistern,” Kirstin corrected absently. “But yeah, he’d definitely have something to say right now.”  
 
    If the Scout Lieutenant showed up right now, she would forgive him for tricking her all these months. If he brought Sergeant Cullen with him, she'd even forgive him for the time he tossed her in the river when she was ten. That was huge; she lost her favorite wooden sword that day. 
 
    “Should we try to run?” Dirk wished he’d invested more in Agility. How fast did you have to be to outrun an Undead horse? 
 
    “I…” Kirstin cut off.  
 
    The Skeletal Commanders were moving, but not forward. They each raised their free arm to chest height and, as they did, figures rose up from the dirt in front of them. 
 
    The Adventurers found themselves looking at twenty-four Skeletal warriors in light armor, each armed with spears and carrying shields. The Two Commanders turned their horses and went back to watching the siege of the fort. Apparently, the two humans weren’t worth the effort of riding down. 
 
    Kirstin and Dirk started to back away. Six was doable. Six had been easy. Six times four, even if they were Warriors and not Knights, that was very, very hard. They ran and didn’t look back! 
 
    They reached the hill and crossed it. Kirstin spotted her sheath, abandoned where she had dropped it, and she stopped to pick it up. Dirk looked back when he noticed her falling behind and saw the Undead troop catching up. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind? Move, run! We need to run!” He shouted, his pace slowing. 
 
    Kirstin saw the Skeleton squad coming and cursed at herself as she started to run again. What had she been thinking? A sheath could be replaced or gathered later, it was the least important thing in the world. Was she getting distracted again? 
 
    After she had found Trent and seen what he had become in such a short amount of time, her mood and focus had improved dramatically. According to the books she’d read, that meant the Summons Loyalty Rating was climbing. They were separated now; was it affecting her? 
 
    Maybe. She found value in the boy and was worried about him, but this was probably just an example of pure foolishness on her part. Stress, exhaustion, and fear were all adding up to a lapse in judgment. She forced herself to run faster. 
 
    Then she slowed down as she overtook and passed Dirk. They had to stay together. How far was it to the fort? A couple hundred yards down, fifty across? Would the rope still be there? What was the plan for the rope? It seemed unlikely that the Corporal would leave the backdoor open during an attack. 
 
    The Skeletal Warriors were fast on their feet, but the Adventurers stayed ahead of them. They ran back along the way they had come. They spotted the fort, so near now, but no rope; someone had pulled it up. 
 
    They reached the wall and turned around. The Undead creatures were closing fast. The Adventurers set their feet and brought their weapons into position.  
 
    “At least they can’t get behind us,” Dirk huffed. His war hammer was at his side. Something about the halberd spoke to him. It whispered that it was the right weapon for a Heavy Infantryman facing an overwhelming number of opponents.  
 
    “This will work out, we'll…” A rope hit Kirstin on the head. From the wall, arrows started flying at the approaching Warriors, Fireballs splashed against enemy shields, and then a Flame Wave enveloped the entire troop, destroying all of them at once. These Skeletal Warriors were not as resistant to fire as the Skeletal Knights.  
 
    Kirstin looked up, trying to figure out what was happening. Matt and Arisa were on top of the wall, urging them to climb up the rope. Bailey was also there, armed with Trent’s short bow, scanning the distance for more targets. Kirstin shrieked as she found herself hoisted up and propelled towards the rope. What was Dirk thinking, manhandling her like that? They would have words later, but for now, she stored her sword and climbed the rope. 
 
    Dirk stored his weapon too, but he jogged out to the fire-scorched land rather than climbing after her. Those warriors had left drops, and they were in no position to turn down even the most meager of gains. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Lyra was terrified. She stayed behind the Corporal, and between the two of them, they had taken out two of the attackers, but there were still so many more on the wall and even more waiting at the tops of ladders. Joel and the Guardsmen all had wounds, but they kept fighting. Guardsman Braum had lost his helmet and had a pretty severe cut above his eye. 
 
    Yet they all kept fighting. Cursing occasionally, when they had the breath, but never stopping to rest. It was as if they didn’t even feel the cuts or notice the ringing blows against their armor. Lyra tried to follow their example.  
 
    She ignored her fear. She ignored the instinct to go and heal her comrades. She even ignored the stronger impulse to run. Her job was Purification. She was the only one on the wall with the power to dispel the Undead curse. She held her staff in two hands and waited for the Corporal to create an opening. 
 
    Frank kicked out and forced his opponent back. Lyra found him amazing! Adventuring with her friends, she had seen many types of warriors, but she’d never seen anyone as relentless as the Corporal. There was no flash to his attacks, no wasted movement. She didn’t even think he used anything but the most basic Skilled attacks.  
 
    Chop, Thrust, Disarm, these were the Corporal’s bread and butter. At the start of the fight, she thought he was conserving energy, but she began to suspect that he didn’t have any Advanced Skills. He couldn’t be just a Basic Class, could he? 
 
    The Corporal’s kick had pushed the Skeletal Knight back, but it had also brought him in front of the siege ladder. The Knight on the ladder swung a sword at his head. Lyra screamed. Frank merely stepped back, and as the sword passed an inch away from his face, he calmly reached out and caught hold of its owner’s wrist. 
 
    A sharp tug and the armored Knight fell forward over the wall. Frank smashed at it with his sword. That poor sword, its blade was chipped and jagged now from the hard use to which it had been subjected. 
 
    Lyra was stepping forward, casting Purification on the downed Skeleton without having to be told. Once, then twice, in rapid succession and another Undead perished. The Corporal had gone to one knee, pulling the creature off the ladder. It was the first mistake Lyra remembered seeing him make. 
 
    The Knight he had kicked away was coming back. His sword held low and straight out in both hands, the Corporal couldn’t dodge the thrust. Lyra was behind him, but too close. If he dodged, she’d be hit. He couldn’t parry in time; his positioning was all wrong. He couldn’t… 
 
    It was hard to say who was more surprised, Lyra or Frank. Maybe it was the Knight, who suddenly found his perfect thrust being pushed aside by a wooden staff. Lyra certainly didn’t know what had come over her as she batted the sword aside. Was she still moving? Yes, even though the Corporal was safe, Lyra had stepped around him, and lifting her staff above her head, she chanted the words of her Spell. Her staff slammed down on the Knights helmet as she shouted the trigger, “Purification!” 
 
    The Undead creature froze as the Spell washed over it. It didn’t feel pain but the sensation of being undone wasn’t something you could fight through. Lyra’s staff went up and came back down again, “Purification!” 
 
    Her eyes widened in disbelief as the creature disappeared. Disbelief at her actions, and astonishment that they had worked. She had never struck another in anger in her life.  A tilt of the chin at just the right angle was the weapon of a lady’s maid. A disapproving sniff was all she needed to make her point. 
 
    She found herself being shoved back, roughly, and almost brought that chin tilt down on an undeserving target. Frank had regained his feet and was pushing her behind him because the battle was far from over. She stepped back. 
 
    You have learned the Skill, Staff Weapons. New specialization, Battle Healer, available. 
 
    If her actions had been a surprise, this message from her Status was a mind-blowing event. She was a Healer, a Basic Class. Part of her admiration for the Corporal came from realizing that he, like herself, also lacked a Specialized or Advanced Class. It amazed her that he was able to fight against Skeletal Knights.  
 
    As an Adventurer, Lyra had always felt like a failure. She had reached Level 20 during this infuriatingly frustrating Trial, but she still hadn’t received a specialization. The rest of her party, her Lady’s Party, had gained strength over time. Only she was left behind, struggling to keep up with only the most basic healing spells, the simplest of Skills.  
 
    Now, here was her chance. She had finally fulfilled the elusive requirements that would allow her to progress! She opened her Status and examined the new Class immediately, completely heedless of her surroundings. She frowned when she saw what her new possible path was.  
 
    A Battle Healer, Lyra had never heard of the Class before. She had researched Healer specialization extensively in the past, trying to find one that suited her. 
 
    Technically, the Basic Class Healer was just a Mage who couldn’t use offensive spells. They used a mixture of elements to tend and care for the injured. Purification, for example, was a mixture of Light Element and Fire Element Mana. Her Balm and Minor Aid were both Earth spells. All the spells Lyra had learned were Charms or tier one. Without specialization, she hadn’t had the talent to learn the more powerful spells.  
 
    Nothing fit the lady’s maid. She didn’t have the faith to become a Cleric. She lacked the affinity to become a Life Mage. She had learned the simple Earth, Water, and Light spells, but never once had they led to specialization. All the well-trod paths of Healers seemed to be closed to her. 
 
    Combat Medic was one Class she was familiar with and had thought she might be suited for. It was an Agility Class that focused on quick treatments and emergency aid, fast spells that could keep her party fighting, or keep them alive until more serious healing could be found. She had actively trained for this Class, thinking it was her last chance. But as Level after Level passed her by… nothing. 
 
    Now, Battle Healer, such a similar title and yet they were nothing alike. A Battle Healer was practically a Warrior Class! From what she sensed in her Status, if she chose this Class, she’d have to be in the center of the fight to be of the most use. Battle Healers used a wide range of spells, most of which had an area of effect that was centered around the caster. 
 
    Lyra was shocked out of her daze when Frank roughly grabbed her shoulder and forced her to step back so he could step onto the stairs they were guarding. The palisade’s walkway was narrow. That had been a boon to the defenders at first. The Undead were having trouble swarming the group, but that advantage was beginning to turn. 
 
    Lyra was the only one able to put the Skeletal Knights down for good, but she couldn’t do it fast enough. She looked around, startled to realize that the Knights now held the center of the wall, and the defenders were separated and being pushed back. Frank held the stairs, and Joel and the Guardsmen still held the corners of the walkway, but… 
 
    Frank grunted when a mistimed parry resulted in a cut to his left arm. He was facing two opponents now, and, while he didn’t look too hard-pressed, he had to be tiring. Lyra made her choice. Specializing was different then Leveling up, it could be done any time after Level 5 if you met the requirements. There was no rush of power involved, no surge of new Strength or Agility. Specialization came with knowledge instead. 
 
    Area Purification, Minor Area Heal, Area Refresh, and the Light Armor Skill; three Spells and a Skill that Lyra was suddenly familiar with. Area Purification was Level 1, but with Class bonuses and a greater cost, its effect would be… she didn’t know for sure. There was only one sure way to find out. 
 
    The chant spilled from her lips, and her staff slammed against the stairs beneath her as she shouted the trigger, “Purification!” 
 
    Slamming the butt of her staff against the ground was part of activating the Spell. But as the rickety and aged wood shivered under her, she decided to perform that part of the Spell less violently from now on. Still, the light of the Spell spread out around her, forming a circle forty feet in diameter. One cast and the Undead caught in its wake fell. Just one cast! 
 
    The Corporal found himself without an opponent as a light swept past him. The Skeletal Knight that had been raining blows down on him evaporated, leaving coins and equipment behind. He hadn’t come to terms with what had happened before Lyra pushed by him. 
 
    Another Knight was climbing over the wall. Before it could even find its footing or draw its sword, Lyra’s staff bludgeoned against its helm, and her Spell sent it to find its brethren in whatever place the Trial sent the fallen. Lyra didn’t stop there. She ran towards the enemy, leaving her supposed protection behind. When she lifted her staff and chanted her Spell, the Undead fell. 
 
    Kirstin and Dirk were running to join the fight. They stopped as they reached the foot of the stairs, unable to believe what they were seeing. They had thought to find a situation where they would be desperately needed and instead… was that Lyra? 
 
    It couldn’t be! Lyra was not a timid woman, but she had become an Adventurer out of a sense of duty. She had never struck anyone, person or beast, in anger or fear in her life. It had to be someone else swinging a staff and banishing the Undead. Lyra didn’t know any area of effect spells. Could it be the lady’s maid they saw rushing from one end of the wall to another, standing amid death, and handling monsters by casting one sweeping Spell after another?   
 
    Kirstin and Dirk slowly climbed the stairs to join the Corporal on the walkway. Potions, equipment, and silver littered an area that was suddenly lacking foes. The remains of twenty-two Undead Knights lay all around, all vanquished by an unassuming Healer in a dirty robe, wielding a stick. Disbelief, and in the Corporal’s case, indignation, were the only feelings the Warriors could muster. 
 
    “Has she always been able to do that?” Frank held his nearly useless short sword limply in his left hand, while his right hand probed the lightly bleeding wound on his arm. This was the problem with Adventurers! How was he supposed to lead a group that kept their talents hidden? 
 
    “She couldn’t a half-hour ago,” Kirstin muttered. She sheathed her sword and walked forward to look over the wall. The field was empty except for the two Knight Commanders. The Undead horses had vanished, along with their masters. 
 
    Dirk joined her, carrying his new halberd over one shoulder. He looked out at the two remaining Knights. The Commanders had lost their amused air. With lances held upright, they glowered at the defenders.  
 
    All the Guardsmen and Adventurers gathered at the center of the wall. Joel half-carried Lyra, who had used up all her Mana and a great deal of Stamina in her enthusiasm. The Healer smiled weakly at the Corporal. “I specialized,” she said weakly, with a smile. “I'm a Battle Healer now. I’m a little tired.” 
 
    Her eyes weren’t focusing right for some reason. Or maybe they were, maybe they had gotten reinforcements. Had there always been twenty people on the wall? A little extra help would be nice. 
 
    The Corporal’s face lost some of its gruffness as he handed the Healer a Stamina potion and called for Arisa to bring a Mana potion. He absently congratulated Lyra as she drank the restoratives, then his attention turned to the enemy commanders. “Think you can handle them as well?” 
 
    Lyra shook her head doubtfully as the potions took effect. “I need to be within thirty feet, I very much d…” 
 
    The maid broke off, and the group paled as they watched the Undead Knights raise their free hands in unison. Twenty-four Skeletal Warriors rose up from the dirt. Weaker than Skeletal Knights, and lacking fire resistance, the Warriors still presented a problem. 
 
    “How many Mana potions do we have left?” Frank asked numbly. 
 
    The answer was ten, ten weak Mana Restoratives, not nearly enough. One could replenish Arisa’s meager Mana pool, but it would take three to completely refresh Lyra or Matt. If the Commanders could send an unending wave of Warriors at them, even if they were weaker than Knights, the defenders would be overrun soon enough. 
 
    Frank took a vial of Weak Health Restoration and drank it. His wound slowly began to heal. Lyra’s spells would be more effective, but she would need her magic for other things soon enough. 
 
    “Gather up all the equipment drops. Mages can keep them off us and buy us some time to get ready.” Frank didn’t like it, but they couldn’t sit still in place. If the Commanders didn’t come to them, they would have to leave the wall and face the Undead in the field. 
 
    The Skeletal Warriors never reached the wall; Matt annihilated them before they could come close to the ladders. He couldn’t keep it up forever, though, and the Knight Commanders seemed to know that. Their mocking, self-satisfied, sense of amusement was back. Their Warriors hadn’t been able to take the fort. The wall had countered the mounted Knights’ strength, but that didn’t matter in the end. The living would have to abandon their fortification if they wanted to finish this. Unlike the Undead, they didn’t have the option of waiting out their enemy. 
 
    The Commanders didn’t even pressure the defenders by sending more warriors. They could wait; they excelled at waiting. The hated living would come to them; they had no choice. They would come. They would die, and their corpses would bolster the Undead ranks. 
 
    Looking at the rewards offered by the Trial for the recent battle, Corporal Francis couldn’t help but curse Tersa once more. If she hadn’t been following behind Trent so closely, the boy would still be with the group. If Trent hadn’t been knocked into that hole, that gateway, the Corporal would still have a squad member with Appraisal, and, with Appraisal, he'd know just what the hell he was looking at. 
 
    Frank threw away his nearly destroyed short sword and replaced it with a spear. A spear which felt very good in his hands, even if he didn’t know its exact qualities. All the guards had replaced their weapons; the last fight had not been kind to their standard issued gear. What was left of it was a mix of arms and armor that may or may not be better than what they had. 
 
    Maybe some of it would serve the recruits who were still basically unarmed, but without Appraisal, it would require testing to see if the young trainees could even wield or wear the items. That would have to wait. What was coming wasn’t a fight the recruits would join in anyway. Only Lyra was able to make use of a leather jerkin and cap from amongst the gear. 
 
    Frank looked at his men. Keller, Braum, Merrill, and Horace were all senior Guardsmen. They were experienced and tested, and he would be hard-pressed to find four men he would pick over them for a fight like this. Their jaws were set, and they looked ready but tired. They had borne the brunt of every attack the group had faced that day, and they had done so without complaining. It was their job, and they did it well. Their wounds had been treated, and they would fight again, but they needed rest. Frank couldn’t give it to them. 
 
    The Adventurers looked excited. Sickeningly so, if Frank was being honest. This Trial had pushed them in a way no Trial had before. It had tested them, and they had been found wanting. Instead of crumbling and falling, like many did, they had faced the challenge and changed. Frank was proud of them for that. But did they have to look so eager? 
 
    Even Lyra, young, sensible Lyra, now wearing a simple leather jerkin over her robe with her hair pulled back and a basic cap on her head, was clutching her staff and grinning broadly. It wasn’t an encouraging sign. Young warriors made mistakes when they were overconfident. If Frank had a choice, he would prefer to leave these Adventurers to man the wall, but because they had the Skills best suited for dealing with the Undead, that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    The Corporal led his team of eleven to the top of the wall. After only twenty minutes of equipping and planning, much had changed on the field. Frank had put the Recruits on watch duty while their seniors prepared. He resisted the urge to give them a lecture on proper reporting. It wouldn’t change anything and would only hurt morale. 
 
    The Commanders hadn’t waited patiently, after all. Seven squads of Skeletal Warriors were now arranged on the field. Two of those groups had mounted Skeletal Knights leading them. Eighty-eight against eleven.  
 
    The squads of Undead had spread apart and were waiting out of Spell’s range. There would be no wiping these out with a single Spell! They would have to be met head-on, but Frank didn’t worry about the warriors, much. There was a limit to how much damage any Undead could withstand, and those basic Warriors were no match for his men. The two Knights were a concern, though! 
 
    On foot, climbing the wall, the Knights had almost overrun them. Mounted, in the open… And there was also a clear message in the forces arrayed against them. The longer they waited, the more they would face. In the first assault, they had only attacked one wall. With enough troops, they could swarm the fort, and it would be over. Even with twice the number of defenders, they could never hold all four walls. 
 
    Frank ordered the group down the ladders. On the ground, weapons were drawn, and spells prepared. Still, the Undead didn’t move. They dared the group to come to them, and they weren’t denied. 
 
    Dirk held his shield and hammer as he trotted forward. He wanted to use the halberd, something in him itched to pull it from his storage device, but he couldn’t use it with his shield. He offered to pass the shield to someone else and had gotten a sneer in return. Hadn’t he gotten a Shield Wall Skill? Wasn’t his main class Defender? Who was going to use a shield more effectively then he could? 
 
    So he stored his new weapon and lead the way with his familiar gear. Frank ran with his spear to the left, Kirstin with her undrawn sword on his right. She still carried it by the sheath in her left hand. Dirk wondered about that. She had had the time to rig it to her belt or back, why carry it? He didn’t have much time to wonder.  
 
    They crossed the distance to the enemy quickly, moving much faster without the recruits to guard. They ran for the squads lead by the Knights. The Undead were still spread out, the Knights in front and center, while the Commanders were behind their squads on the far sides.  
 
    They reached Spell range, and Matt cast Flame Wave on the run, directly at the center squads. He couldn’t harm the Knights much, but those warriors were just kindling to him. As his Spell flew, all the Undead, except for the Commanders, surged forward and collapsed down upon the Corporal’s forces.  
 
    Matt’s Flame Wave took out two full squads, leaving only the Knights. If he could cast another Spell or two before the two groups engaged… The hands of the Skeletal Commanders rose, and summoned more Warriors, replenishing their ranks! What were the limits of that Ability? There had to be restrictions, didn’t there? 
 
    Matt got off another Spell, and another twenty Warriors fell. Then the Knights were upon them! Dirk took a knee and slammed the edge of his shield into the dirt while activating Shield Wall. It was his first time using the Skill, and he forgave the Corporal for making him store his new halberd. 
 
    Shield Wall was an excellent use against cavalry. Shimmering and sparkling, the transparent barrier was forty feet long and ten high when pushed to its limit. It was Heavy Infantry's answer to mounted opponents and Archers. The impenetrable wall of force spread out from Dirk’s location, ending the Knights’ charge abruptly. It would be even more effective if a dozen infantrymen used it at the same time, but Dirk was more than enough to stop two Skeletal Knights in their tracks. 
 
    The Knights reached them, jerking their mounts to a halt in the face of the sudden obstacle. Their horses reared at the sudden change. In a moment of inspiration, Dirk surged to his feet, and, as the horse’s hooves came back down, he forced the Shield Wall to intercept them. He laughed out loud at the picture of Skeletal Knights and their mounts tumbling to the ground.  
 
    The reality was a little less satisfying. Yes, the horses fell, and the Knights were unseated, but Dirk was also flung backward. There was a reason Shield Wall was meant to be used while in contact with the earth. It was an advanced Skill that used Mana and Stamina, and it drew power from the earth to support it. Unmovable while planted, but unstable when lifted. 
 
    Dirk landed in the dirt ten feet away, dazed from the impact as well as the collapse of his Skill. The Knights recovered faster than the downed Adventurer, and Frank cursed as he moved to intercept them. This was not the plan; the plan was to hold the Knights in place while Lyra Purified them from a distance. Damned Adventurers, always improvising when there was no need! 
 
    The hoard of Warriors was closing fast, and Frank called for the group to circle up with Lyra, Dirk, and Matt at the center. Matt was casting Fireballs and Burning Whip now, taking out Warriors in twos and threes, not dozens. Lyra waited; she needed the enemy close. 
 
    Kirstin pulled Dirk to his feet before drawing her sword and taking position. Back to formations again! She hated formations. She wanted to move freely, meeting the foe and crushing them in passing as she swept by. That wasn’t to be. She stood hacking, slicing, and thrusting as the Undead surrounded them. Dirk moved in beside her, still rattled and embarrassed but needing to get in on the fight before Lyra… 
 
    “Purification!” One word and all the Undead within forty feet fell. Easy, too easy! Had they been running from these boney assholes, hiding and wondering how they’d survive? It was all over except for… 
 
    It wasn’t! More Warriors were coming from both sides. Twenty feet behind the first wave, a second wave was coming. Matt lashed out with fire, trying to halt them, but they were coming too fast. Frank shouted to him to conserve his Mana; let them get close enough for Lyra to deal with all at once. Frustrated, Matt did as he was told. His Mana pool was more than half drained from the constant casting, and he only had two potions with which to supply it. 
 
    Lyra had the other eight vials of Weak Mana Restoration, but she was beginning to think it wouldn’t be enough. Area Purification took a lot out of her. Completely rested, she could cast it maybe ten times, but that didn’t seem like it was going to cut it. Wave after wave of the Warriors kept coming, stabbing endlessly with long spears. The Commanders still sat back from the battle, summoning rather than charging. 
 
    Lyra grew cold as she realized their plan wasn’t going to work. Take out the lesser Undead and then close with and Purify the greater. The Commanders obviously saw that plan coming and intended to drain the Healer before she ever got close to them.   
 
    It was working, too; she and Matt would soon be out of this fight if things kept up. When he’d decided how to face them, Corporal Francis probably had no idea that the Commanders could summon at this rate.  
 
    The Undead made no noise, but their amusement could be felt. Stupid humans, why not just lay down and die? Why keep up this futile struggle? 
 
    And it was futile, Kirstin could clearly see that. The Warriors went down quickly enough even without magic, but there was no end to them. Crush one with a hammer and another skinless face was soon leering at you. Sweep away two with sword or spear, and four popped up immediately. 
 
    “Corporal! We need to move on the Commanders!” Kirstin shouted. There was no elegance to her hacking and slashing swordplay. Brutal workmanship was all this battle called for. It was exhilarating, in a way.  
 
    “Sounds great, Kris!” Frank panted back sarcastically. His spear twirled. Butt and blade, he eliminated warriors with both. “You go ahead and do that. We’ll rest here.” 
 
    He was about to add that they needed to hold their position, forcing the Commanders to come to them. They couldn’t afford to sit and summon forever, but he never got the chance to say any of that. 
 
    “Great!" Kirstin cheered. “Matt, Lyra, clear a path. Dirk, you lead the way!” 
 
    Kirstin was the leader of the Adventurers. The others knew that the Corporal hadn’t been serious, but they didn’t hesitate. Lyra’s Purification cleared the Warriors that were near while Matt’s Flame Wave demolished those further away. Dirk rushed towards the Commander directly in front of him, with Kirstin following behind. They pretended not to hear Frank’s curses and shouts as they charged. Matt and Lyra stepped forward to take their places. 
 
    Frank started attacking Skeletons much harder. He was furious, but those two idiots were already away, leaving a Healer and Mage to fill their positions. The group was surrounded again, almost instantly, by the Summons coming from the other Commander. Stupid, stupid, improvising Adventurers! 
 
    They already knew that the Commanders were not the typical, unthinking Undead who attacked blindly. If Frank’s guesses about the Commanders’ Levels were correct, they were close to and probably a little higher than the Adventurers. Frank, with his much higher Level, could run them down even if the enemy was mounted, but there was no point to that if he lacked a way of dispensing serious damage. 
 
    But Kirstin and Dirk lacked Frank’s Agility. If the Commander chose, he could easily stay away from the two, while continuing to litter their path with Warriors. What were they planning to do in that case?  
 
    Similar thoughts were passing through Dirk's mind as he switched out his shield and hammer for the halberd. He wasn’t cursing as much as the Corporal was, though. He just figured Kirstin had a plan, and he was willing to follow along. One last group of twelve Warriors lay between him and the Commander, twelve Warriors and one hundred feet. He tightened his grip on his weapon and emptied all other thoughts from his mind. 
 
    He’d leveled up three times in this Trial and had put all his Points into Agility. It was starting to pay off. He nimbly dodged a strike and returned the blow with the heavy blade of his pole arm. Three crushed Skeletons! Another swing, three more, and the Pole Arm Skill for Dirk! He’d known this was the weapon for him! 
 
    He groaned as he brought the heavy weapon back in line to batter the remainder of the creatures. Maybe he needed a few Points in Dexterity. A couple of the Guards had picked up heavy weapons, and the Corporal was using that spear. They made it look easy to twirl and dart with the longer, heavier weapons. The halberd felt good, but it wasn’t exactly dancing in his hands. 
 
    Still, it didn’t take long to finish off the squad of Undead. Now to get the Commander. That’s odd! It had occurred to Dirk that the mounted Knight might run. He'd also thought it might contemptuously wait for them. He never expected that the Commander would lower its lance and charge. 
 
    It was awfully close already. Dirk suddenly regretted that he’d put away his shield. All his Skills revolved around a shield and hammer. With the halberd in his hand, he was limited to swing and thrust. Was that why the Corporal had insisted he leave it put away for now? 
 
    He was a bit slower carrying the new weapon as well. His training with Shield and Hammer Skills provided him with bonuses that he lost when he wasn’t carrying them. He was slower now, and that lance was quickly getting closer. 
 
    He dodged and swung his halberd at the horse’s legs. Too slow, and that dodge wasn’t nearly far enough. His halberd swing was mistimed and struck the horse’s armor. On the plus side, the Knight’s lance missed him. The horse, however, did not! For the second time, Dirk was sent flying after encountering an armored animal much bigger than himself, and this time the contact was much more direct, without his shield and Skill to shelter him. 
 
    Kirstin didn’t have time to wince at the crunching noise Dirk made when the horse struck him, and he hit the ground. She didn’t notice him roll away and lay still. She had been just a few steps behind, and she had her own problems. 
 
    She had considered the possibility of this happening, hoped for it really, and she’d prepared for it. Holy Strike was charged and ready, Dash and Dodge were both activated, thus increasing her agility, speed, and reaction time. She floated by the tip of the lance, twirling and releasing the strike gracefully, as the Knight pounded by. 
 
    It never occurred to her that she might miss. In her imagination, her blade had always sunk home, either into the Knight or his mount. It had never brushed by harmlessly. But that was exactly what it did, harmless as a butterfly, and she stumbled and almost fell when her sword failed to connect. 
 
    She found her balance and squared up her stance. The Knight had missed as well. She’d do better next round, but the Knight wasn’t pulling up or swinging wide to come back. It looked like the Skeletal Commander was leaning more into his lance and riding straight ahead. Straight at Lyra, who was now outside of the circular defense, bashing away with her staff. The mounted creature obviously saw the Healer as the bigger threat. 
 
    Kirstin was not nearly as fast as the Undead Steed. It left her in the dust with her mouth hanging open. She almost dropped her sword. This was not how this encounter was supposed to go. She had abandoned the Corporal’s plan, with its wait and react attitude, to follow her own more aggressive idea. It should have worked! With one Skeletal Commander taken out, the other should fall quickly! 
 
    The Knight was rapidly bearing down on Lyra, mowing down its own allies in its haste to reach the Healer. Kirstin started to run toward her. She could still help. She could stop the monster somehow. 
 
    Matt fell back as the Knight approached. Was he panicked? No, stupidly, he was casting! If the common Knights had fire resistance, the Commanders would as well! What did the Elementalist think he was doing? He raised his staff, chanted, and triggered a Spell. “Earthen Chains!” 
 
    Thick black vines rose up from the earth and grabbed hold of the Skeletal Horse’s legs. The mount was huge and armored, its momentum nearly unstoppable. Nearly, but the vines managed to stop the horse in its tracks, and wrap around its limbs and body, before pulling it to the ground. The Knight lost its seat and was thrown forward over the horse’s head, rolling as it hit the ground, armor clunking and clamoring as it was battered from its fall. 
 
    Lyra was ready when it came to a stop near her feet. First, an Area Purification to clear the weaker foes and damage the Knight. As the cleansing magic did its work, the Knight shrieked in agony. After fighting so many voiceless Undead for so long, the scream sent chills down the spines of the living.  
 
    The unholy scream caused Lyra to pause. She had assumed the beasts of this Trial incapable of producing sound. Now she really wished that were so; she had no desire to hear that sound ever again. Not from any creature, living or Undead. 
 
    The sight of the Knight struggling to get up, while tugging at its sword hilt, pushed Lyra back into action. She didn’t want to hear that noise again, but she really didn’t want to find out how capable the creature would be at close combat once it regained its feet. Lashing out with the butt of her staff, she cast the singular version of Purification this time. It was far less costly, and she only had so much Mana remaining. 
 
    Again and again, she cast! The Knight was frozen and screaming, but it refused to be unbound. She couldn’t keep this up forever! How much Health, or whatever passed for Health in a moving Skeleton, did this thing have? 
 
    As soon as Kirstin had shaken off her own shock, she came to her maid’s assistance. The others were still caught up in something that might be called a battle, hacking and slashing at the Skeletal Warriors that just kept coming. The guards had formed more of a line than a circle now, leaving the two women to their task. 
 
    Kirstin hit the Knight with Holy Strike. It was impossible to miss with a target immobilized by its own suffering, but for the first time since she learned the Skill, it failed to vanquish her foe. Despite being Purified multiple times, the creature still resisted her blows. Had she thought she could end it with a single strike? 
 
    Kirstin’s own screams joined the Knights piecing shrieks as she wailed away at the beast. Purification and Holy Strike were mixed in with common slashes and blows, but still the Knight refused to fall. What was happening? 
 
    “The horse, Kris, its drawing Health from its horse!” Frank shouted back at her. He’d looked over his shoulder to see the two girls struggling, and he remembered the bond the previous Knights had had with their mounts. He didn’t have the space to help them. The second Commander hadn’t slowed its Summoning, and the Guards had their hands full. 
 
    Kirstin didn't question him. She whirled to where the Undead horse lay bound and struggling. Would it be able to break free from the Earthen Chains Spell Matt had cast? If it did, they’d be in trouble. 
 
    Holy Strike followed by a slash and then a thrust. Stop thrusting; it just skips between bones. Kirstin was still in the habit of fighting like a Duelist. She angrily shook her head and adjusted her strikes. Slash, Chop, Slash; she bludgeoned and cut fiercely, utilizing Holy Strike as often as she was able. Her Stamina and Mana were draining rapidly. Soon she wouldn’t be able to use Skilled strikes. This had to end. 
 
    Behind her, Lyra’s thoughts followed similar lines. The Healer could cast Purification more often than Kirstin could use Holy Strike, but this meant her Mana drained faster. As for Stamina, she hadn’t had much to begin with. Her arms were starting to feel heavy from the exertion. Her breath was labored, and her staff was starting to slow in its assault. 
 
    Another Purification! Another Strike! Either could have been the blow that finished the bound pair of Undead. It was impossible to tell, but both women staggered as their weapons suddenly swept through the space that had once been occupied by their enemies. The Knight and horse were gone, leaving behind the loot that Adventurers valued so much. 
 
    Kirstin and Lyra stood numb, panting, and gasping. One Commander was down, but it had taken almost everything they had, and there was still another left standing. 
 
    “Potions!” Frank called as he noticed the two had finished with their task. “Potions and get back to it! How’s Matt?” 
 
    Matt had dropped to his knees after casting his last Spell. He was still kneeling in the same place, head hanging, eyes unfocused. He was a Fire Elementalist. He could still cast spells involving other elements, but the cost was considerable. Casting Earthen Chains had drained his Mana completely and then some. He’d lost Stamina and Health when he pulled the Knight’s horse down. He wouldn’t recover on his own anytime soon. 
 
    Lyra and Kirstin drank vials of Stamina and Mana restorative and went to help the kneeling Mage. They forced potions on him; Lyra cast a recovery Spell. More potions, and by the third Mana potion, some semblance of awareness returned to the pale-faced Mage. He was able to drink two Mana potions, their last two, on his own. 
 
    Once Matt was on his feet, Kirstin looked to where Dirk still lay unmoving. She grabbed Lyra’s arm and pulled the Healer in the defender’s direction. “Corporal! Dirk!” 
 
    “Will have to wait!” Frank’s angry shout pulled her up short. “We have things to deal with first!” 
 
    Frank’s spear never stopped moving as he spoke. “Matt, can you cast that holding Spell again?” 
 
    Matt shook his head, wearily. “No, It needs more than two-thirds of my Mana. I have less than half.” 
 
    Frank snarled as he swept the legs out from underneath a Skeletal Warrior, bashing its skull in with the butt of his spear. “Then, we wait! Matt, Lyra, rest and recover. Everyone else, keep at it!” 
 
    “But Dirk,” Kirstin started to protest shrilly. A high Constitution did not make you invincible. Harder to kill, yes, more resistant to damage, certainly, but if you were hit hard enough, if you took enough damage, only Healing would help. Some wounds kept dealing damage over time without treatment. If that treatment was delayed too long… 
 
    “Attack, now!” Frank ordered, and Kirstin angrily obeyed. Matt had already assumed a meditative pose to recover his Mana, and Lyra was standing over him, ready to defend him, while her own Mana recovered more passively. 
 
    Kirstin struck out at the unending stream of Warriors. She was frustrated, and that lent some power to her blows, but thinking about Dirk kept her from being as effective as she could be. Why couldn’t they spare the time to deal with his injuries? These Undead Warriors were no challenge! The Corporal was unreasonable! It was probably for the best, though, that she didn’t voice her thoughts.  
 
    The Corporal was not happy with her right now. It was a fact that no plan ever went off exactly the way you wanted it to. And it was true that he hadn’t taken the time to fully explain things to everyone beforehand. He hadn’t taken the time because he hadn’t had the time. But everyone damned well knew what their part was! Everyone knew precisely what was expected of them! Kirstin and Dirk, and especially Lyra and Matt, had purposely disregarded their orders and put everyone else at risk. This was unacceptable! 
 
    With only one Commander doing the Summoning, the team hardly felt any pressure from the Skeletal Warriors. The Warriors were quick and strong, but remarkably fragile. Brute force was all that was needed to end them, no magic required. A hoard of Fleshlings would have overwhelmed them, but these Skeletons were no match for the Guards and Adventurers. If not for the remaining Commander Summoning reinforcements every twenty or so seconds, the fight would have been long over. 
 
    An angry green light flared from the eye sockets of that Commander, as it sat on its horse. It was caught in a loop, Summoning but unable to attack directly. Its chance to crush the living had seemed at hand, only to disappear with the loss of its partner. 
 
    The futile attack launched by the two Adventurers had left a gap that the first Commander had been eager to take advantage of. It should have been easy to eliminate the miserable human Healer. The small female might have managed a single Spell before a lance pierced her, but it wouldn’t have been enough to stop the momentum of the charge. Once she fell, the second Skeletal Knight Commander would have charged to trample the only other serious threat amongst the group, that frighteningly effective spearman. If not for the Mage… 
 
    The Commander was no longer amused by the struggles of these humans. Surprise was not an emotion it was used to dealing with. Trial beasts could see the Levels and Classes of those that challenged their domains, and those beasts with intelligence knew how to cope with the various Classes of Adventurers. 
 
    Of all the challengers it faced today, the Mage, the Fire Elementalist, was the least threatening to the Knight Commander. Fire was not one of its weaknesses. It was laughable that a Mage specializing in fire attacks had been responsible for its partner’s downfall. 
 
    It might have been able to accept that if the attack had come from the spear-wielding leader. That one was more than he appeared to be. Despite his basic Warrior Class, the spearman had several Levels on the Commanders. He probably had many tricks up his sleeves that the Undead had never seen before. But an Earth Spell from a Fire Elementalist! This was infuriating!  
 
    And now the Commander was stuck. His instincts told him to retreat, but even intelligent Trial beasts could not run. It was not allowed. Neither could he advance, not as long as that Healer remained with her cursed Purification that burned and stunned far better than any mere fire Spell. If only she had fallen! 
 
    Now the Adventurers were moving, moving forward, towards his position, hacking through his minions as if they were made of air and twigs. The Commander’s lance fell into position. One last charge, and the Knight would take at least one foe with him. 
 
    It was not to be. Before he could urge his mount forward, thick black roots erupted from the ground, wrapping horse and rider in their embrace and pulling the creatures down. From that range? An Earth Spell from a Fire Elementalist at such a distance, impossible! Yet the Commander was trapped, with its arms bound, not even able to Summon more Warriors. It could see the Adventurers sprinting forward, except for the Mage responsible for this predicament. That one stood, bent at the waist, pale and sweating, exhausted from the single Spell. Then the Healer was standing over its trapped form. The Knight screamed in rage and anguish as Purification was cast. 
 
    The Second Commander dropped more rapidly than the first one, faster than Kirstin expected. The first had been so stubbornly resistant to damage, even under the combined attack of the whole group. Why did this one seem so weak? 
 
    “Lyra, see to Dirk. Everyone else, gather up the drops and get back to the wall.” Frank looked down at the shield left behind by the Commander. They needed that. It was just a matter of deciding who would carry it. 
 
    “I'll help Lyra,” Kirstin informed the Corporal tersely, as everyone moved to obey his orders. She was stopped in her tracks before she could take more than two steps. 
 
    “You will stand right where you are, Lady Kirstin.” Frank didn’t look at her. He still stared without expression at the shield at his feet. He didn’t move, but Kirstin felt like he’d reached out and grabbed her by the throat. 
 
    The Corporal had spoken loudly, but his voice was curiously neutral. He’d called her Lady Kirstin. Corporal Francis had taken to calling all the Adventurers by familiar names. He called her Kris not long ago. This change back to her rank and full name was not good. 
 
    “Did you know, Lady Kirstin,” her back stiffened as he continued, “that the Undead don’t have Health? Not as we do or as we understand the term, at least. Their life force is tied to their Mana. That’s one of the reasons that enchanted weapons, spells, and skilled attacks are the best way to handle them. Purification is so effective on them because it disrupts the Cursed ties between Mana and… Undeath? Un-life?” The Corporal was muttering this last bit to himself more than to her.  
 
    Kirstin cleared her throat. “No, Corporal, I…” 
 
    “No, of course, you didn’t.” Frank spun around, and she turned to face him. “Then you probably also didn’t know that this tie between Mana and Life is the biggest weakness of Undead Spell casters. It’s not apparent in higher-level beings like Dread Knights or Liches, but whatever these things were,” he gestured angrily at the ground where the body of the Knight Commander would have rested if Trial beasts left behind corpses, “they were not nearly that advanced. You can be sure of that because we are still alive!” 
 
    Kirstin tried to think of something to say but couldn’t. Frank’s voice was still low, but a current of anger ran through his words. 
 
    “For lesser Undead Spell casters, each Spell whittles away at their Health, weakening them. These Knights sacrificed their own life force every time they Summoned Warriors to throw at us! I'm guessing you noticed that we took almost no wounds fighting those Warriors. The only serious injury we suffered was when you threw our only heavily armored squad member right into the path of a charging horse!” 
 
    “I thought…” she tried. She wanted to sound indignant, or angry, but only managed a defeated whine. She was almost grateful that the Corporal cut her off. 
 
    “I don’t give a spit for what you thought!” He stepped closer, his hands balling into fists, “You had orders! Everyone had orders! The Warriors knew to hold, and the spellcasters knew to conserve Mana. Matt knew that a time would come when both Knights would be within range of his Spell at the same time. He knew I was depending on him. You destroyed my planning, and may have gotten your friend killed because you told them to act!”  
 
    Kirstin turned her head in a panic to where Dirk had been lying in the dirt. Lyra knelt next to him, casting spells. Kirstin sighed in relief; the Healer couldn’t heal a corpse. 
 
    “Yes, he’s alive for now,” Frank scoffed. Her eyes snapped back to him. “I say for now because Lyra is a very basic Healer. Can she even take care of broken bones? A Trial is a very dangerous place to have injuries that your party can’t heal.” 
 
    The Corporal was not done yet. “Do you know the difference between Adventurers and soldiers, or Adventurers and Guardsmen? Soldiers follow orders! Even if they don’t understand them! Even if they don’t know the whole plan! Maybe an experienced Guardsman might improvise to some degree within a plan, changing to fit a situation. However, it just happens, Lady Kirsten, that you are not experienced!” 
 
    Kirstin flushed. She was an experienced Adventurer. She was Level 22! This was not her first fight or her first Trial. She was a Party Leader! She was used to making plans, and she always discussed them with her team before they executed them. The Corporal had given some basic instructions and expected her to fall in line without any complaints? How was that fair?  
 
    She opened her mouth to say something, but he turned away from her. 
 
    “Sergeant Cullen left the lives of the recruits and Guardsmen in my hands. I intend to see that as many of them survive as possible. He won’t be happy, but he'll understand why we formed separate groups and went our own ways. You with your men, and me with mine. And that is what we will be doing.” 
 
    He walked away. Her face grew red with anger and then paled as his words sunk in. Separate? They couldn’t separate! The Corporal needed them! The Adventurers had the only Healer, the only trained Mage. If they left, what would the Guardsmen do? 
 
    “He isn’t joking.” 
 
    The voice from behind caused her to jump. Whirling, she found Guardsman Merrill had approached her, soundlessly. He was a senior Guardsman and a little familiar to Kirstin. She had seen his lined face with its bushy grey mustache standing guard outside her father’s quarters many times, though she didn’t know the man well. 
 
    Tall and lanky, with a longsword at his hip and an easy-going smile on his lips, Merrill contemplated the young Adventurer before him. He’d seen that mulish look many times on the faces of recruits when they were refusing to learn a lesson. The problem was Merrill knew the Corporal’s words hadn’t been instructing a Recruit. He was entirely serious about cutting the Adventurers loose. 
 
    Merrill tightened his lips and tugged at his mustache, as he turned his attention to the pile of loot the Corporal had left behind. It was entirely possible that Francis had noticed Merrill’s eavesdropping and had left the equipment behind to give the older Guardsman an excuse to come forward and explain a few things. The problem was Merrill was at a bit of a loss as to how he could get through to the girl. 
 
    He knelt, gathering up the shield and various items on the ground, considering what he should say.  
 
    “He wasn’t joking,” Merrill repeated, not looking at Kirstin. “You think he needs you folks, your Skills, and that he'll come around. That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “But he does need us!” Kirstin’s hands went to her hips as she scowled down at the Guardsman. “We have a Healer and a trained Mage! I have Holy Strike! He needs all those things!” 
 
    Merrill nodded and continued slowly gathering small coins. The Skeletal Commander had dropped Skill Stones as well. Those three glittering blue stones were more valuable than anything else in an Instant Trial. 
 
    “The problem with young Adventurers and recruits is they don’t really understand Trials.” Merrill placed the small items in a pouch and handed the larger ones to Kirstin. She took them without thinking and started to deny his words. He didn’t give her the chance. 
 
    “I know, you’ve probably cleared one or two small ones, and you’ve trained in the Al’drossford Trial for some time, but that doesn’t mean much, really.” Merrill stood and stretched his lower back. “Permanent Trials are easier than Instant ones. You can prepare for them, study them, and there’s almost always an option to run. Instant Trials, like this one, aren’t like that.”   
 
    “Young Adventurers avoid Instant Trials. They fear them, they think they’re death traps, and they are. All Trials mean death to challengers that fail. A Trial that you aren’t prepared for will kill you quick. And it’s impossible to prepare for an Instant Trial. 
 
    He paused and winked at her. “But here we are, still alive. Still alive, despite the pretty serious mistakes you’ve made.” 
 
    “One! One mistake,” she disputed angrily. “Fine! I shouldn’t have charged out but..” 
 
    Merrill shook his head. “That wasn’t your first mistake or your biggest one. Learning Holy Strike and claiming that new sword of yours were far bigger mistakes.” 
 
    Kirstin’s jaw clicked shut. She was completely taken aback by this accusation. “What?” 
 
    “Trials will kill you, but that isn’t what their goal is. Death is just a result of bad choices in the Trial.” Merrill studied her face to see if he was getting through. “Trials, Instant Trials especially, want to be cleared, and they always provide the means to do so.”   
 
    “When you found that sword and Skill Stone, you should have turned them over to the Corporal. Isn’t that the way Adventurers work? Party Leaders distribute the loot, right? Corporal Frank is damn near Level 40. I can’t be sure, but I'd put good money on all the enemies we’ve faced so far being under Level 25. If the Corporal had Holy Strike, he could have put down every one of those Knights by himself.” 
 
    “This Trial has been going easy on us, slowly increasing the challenge. That’s why the Sergeant and the Lieutenant left. If they’d stayed, with their Levels and Skills, we would have faced much worse, much sooner. 
 
    “The Trial is arming us, but somehow our most potent weapon ended up in the hands of someone, you, who can’t use it to its best effect. The challenges are going to get worse from here on out, but our strongest fighter is still handicapped. Men might die because of that. The Corporal isn’t willing to risk the lives under his command for a girl who can’t even see her mistake. Not even for the Duke’s daughter.” 
 
    Merrill took the loot out of Kirstin’s hands. Her face was perplexed, lips slightly apart, thinking over his words to her. He couldn’t decide if he had gotten through to her or not. 
 
    “Well, it’s really none of my business, but if I were you, I’d apologize to the Corporal. I’d take this opportunity to learn about Trials from the old soldiers, like Braum and Horace, not to mention Francis and myself. We've seen a few things, girl.” He gestured to where Joel and Lyra were helping Dirk to his feet. “Why don’t you go help that Defender of yours for now. Maybe think it over a bit, but think fast, girl. This Trial is far from over.” 
 
    He made his way back to the wall with his burden of equipment. Behind him, Kirstin stood still for a moment, then made her way to her friends. The burden she carried was no less heavy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    They needed a plan. Trent and Tersa sitting with their backs on the stone wall, facing the open doorway, had every intention of coming up with one. However, Tersa’s eyes had closed the second she leaned back. She was asleep, breathing deeply and evenly before Trent had even made himself comfortable. 
 
    It had been a long day; he couldn’t really blame her. He was impressed at how easily she had fallen asleep in a place where she’d been fighting to survive only minutes before. He didn’t feel that tired himself, yet. That was probably the effect of Endurance. He would let her nap for a bit. 
 
    He passed the time quietly, playing with Spark and Fire Manipulation while he had the chance. He could make the flame brighter or dimmer, cooler or hotter, with ease. He could even make it bigger or smaller or change its shape. He had the sense that he’d only brushed the edges of what he could do. He knew he could stick the flame to things and keep it from burning. He even thought he might be able to make the flame float, though trying this had immediately and completely drained his Mana and almost cost him his life.  
 
    The Skeletons chose that moment to respawn in the room. He yelled for Tersa and moved in to fight them, blurry-eyed, dizzy, and a little nauseous. He took several hits from their clubs and a good backhand across the face before he managed to take out all three of them. Tersa never woke up from her sound sleep. 
 
    When his Mana fully recovered over an hour later, he went back to his experiments, being much more cautious this time. Doing battle, while suffering under the effects of Mana depletion, was not something he wanted to do again!  
 
    He created flames that would burn for about thirty minutes, setting them various places on Tersa’s body. Every time one burned out, he created two more to replenish this makeshift clock. After a few hours, Tersa was decorated with small flickering lights from head to toe. She didn’t even stir when he created a small crown of them for her hair. 
 
    He discovered that the Skeletons reappeared about every hour. If he kept watch on his sleeping timepiece, they wouldn’t surprise him, but it took him three encounters with them before he was sure of this deduction. This discovery also caused him to lower his guard a bit more than he should have. 
 
    He was sitting in the doorway contemplating his latest creation, a fire string, when the Undead Hound made a comeback. The string was about three feet long, and he'd made it as hot, but as dim, as possible. He held the ends and slowly pulled them back and forth while he attempted to figure out a way to use this creation that took nearly half his Mana pool. 
 
    The string had been an accident, discovered because he was bored. His current Skill Level, coupled with his fire source, Spark, wasn’t high enough to create much beyond a string. He was about to dispel the useless thing when the padding of feet drew his attention to the hall. He raised his hands defensively when the Undead Hound barreled into him. 
 
    Its feet struck his chest, its jaws reached for his face, and the two were tumbling across the room. He wondered if they would slam into Tersa. Would a kick wake the slumbering girl? Maybe a kick to the face? It would be satisfying if nothing else. Hopefully, the sound of him dying a brutal and senseless death at the jaws of an animal she found cute, would tear her away from her slumber.  
 
    Only Trent didn’t die. As they rolled across the floor, Trent’s hands jerked and pushed frantically. The fire string that he still held became wrapped around the beast’s neck. Trent was probably the most surprised to discover that the Hound’s flesh was burned and cut by the elongated flame. If the Hound was the one more startled by this development, its bemusement didn’t last long. It’s hard to remain surprised when your skull is suddenly separated from your body. 
 
    The beast’s head, jaws open, fell forward as its body collapsed. Its wide mouth covered Trent’s head. Its teeth scratched his cheek, and its long, rough, dry tongue lay flopped to cover his face from chin to forehead.  
 
    The boy lay there with his arms up, stunned by what had just happened. It might have been difficult to breathe under the Hound’s dead weight, but Trent found he wasn’t capable of breathing at all as he froze in shock. Then the disgust set in. He banished the fire string and grabbed the Hound’s skull with both hands, flinging it away with a shriek. He pushed the dog’s corpse from his own body and scrambled away. 
 
    The head thudded against the wall right next to Tersa and fell to the floor. The young Guard Recruit started in her sleep. A flinch, and yet she still didn’t wake up. Her arms flopped up and down, one hand coming to rest on the Hound’s severed head. As her fingers touched the creature’s coarse fur, her sleeping features lit up. She began scratching the Undead Hound’s ears gently and murmuring quietly. 
 
    Trent rubbed at his face with a dirty sleeve. The tongue had been dry, but the sensation had been no less disgusting. He shivered and gagged as he snatched his water skin from his belt and poured water into his hands to wash his face. After wiping away the moisture with his other sleeve, Trent finally noticed the macabre scene of Tersa lovingly petting a corpse. He gagged again and turned away with a shudder. 
 
    The body of the Hound lay waiting, and Trent swiftly Harvested the hide and Core. The beast’s body faded away, leaving small coins, a bag of dried fruit, and a Skill Stone. He started to pick up the Stone when a thump behind him drew his attention. 
 
    The dog’s head disappeared, and Tersa, who had been leaning against it, slumped over on the ground. Now she lay sleeping, curled up on the floor, her head resting on her arm. Truly, sleeping was the act in which Tersa displayed the most skill! 
 
    Shaking his head, Trent picked up the Skill Stone and studied it. He intended to give this next one to Tersa but felt no real guilt in taking it for himself. She got to nap, and he got the spoils for protecting her. He was pretty sure Tersa would consider it a fair trade. 
 
    The stone contained Dodge. Trent had mixed feelings about this one. It was a good Skill, one that increased reaction times and Agility. He knew from watching Kirstin in combat that Dodge, combined with Dash, could be a lifesaver. It was another Stamina burner, though, and it didn’t allow him to deal more damage to the Undead. 
 
    He really needed an attack Skill. Then again, hadn’t he just discovered one? He summoned Spark and quickly reformed it into a string. Discovering that the fire string could evolve into such a devastating weapon, brought with it a new question. How should this newly acquired use of Spark be used against future attacks? What was the best way to use it? Accidentally beheading Skeletons, or other Undead, that tackled him was not an action he wanted to repeat. 
 
    Trent stretched the flame until it was a few feet long. Could he use it as a whip? Maybe he could wrap it around his axes or Tersa’s mace? That felt like a good idea. If he could give their weapons a Purifying effect, they’d be more useful. 
 
    He dimmed the flame’s light. It would be impossible to hide. The prison of the Undying Lord was so dark even a little light stood out. He couldn’t notice the difference because of his mask’s Dark Vision but to anyone relying on regular sight… but the Undead didn’t see, did they? 
 
    He moved to the doorway and attached the string to the frame at about knee height. The string would last about fifteen minutes on its own. If he could keep channeling Mana to it, it would remain indefinitely. 
 
    Maintaining the string didn’t cost much Mana. While he waited, Trent turned the Hound’s hide into a suit of armor for himself. He took off his torn jacket and put on the new suit. He tugged his mask back into place. He didn’t need its abilities with all the flames lighting the room. But he had no desire to experience the feel of Undead dog tongue on his face ever again!  
 
    He ate and rested and resisted the urge to create more strings. More just meant higher maintenance costs, and he wasn’t sure his plan was going to work. 
 
    Finally, the three original occupants of the room reappeared, three club-wielding Skeletons, two at the table, and one near the door. He’d seen it before, but he still found it unnerving, the way the creatures were just suddenly there. There were no shimmering lights, no flash of magic, or no poof of smoke. There was nothing to announce their presence. Just sudden, unnatural existence! 
 
    He tossed three copper coins and quickly stepped back out of the room, carefully avoiding his own makeshift trap. The coins, guided by his Throw Skill, hit their targets, and three eyeless heads turned in his direction. Weapons raised, they rushed at him. 
 
    The first Skeleton through the door shuffled towards him, its jaw clicking. The Skeleton moved quickly, but its feet never came far off the ground. It was through the doorway in an instant, club swinging, never pausing in its assault, and then it encountered the flame string. 
 
    Trent had drawn Sorrow and Strife. He started his own attack, and then leaped backwards as the Skeleton collapsed. Its legs had been severed at the knees; its skull bounced off the floor as it fell helplessly to the ground. 
 
    Trent blinked at the success of his trap. He blinked again as the creature started pulling itself along the ground towards him, its bones making a dull grinding sound against the stone floor. He blinked a third time when its efforts were impeded by the falling body of one of its compatriots.  
 
    His string faded from existence as the third Skeleton made contact with it, but the flame still did its job. Three crippled Undead lay tangled together before him. Their arms and clubs reached for him mindlessly, harmlessly. His experiment had been a success! 
 
    He easily finished off two of the Skeletons with his axes. He banished the third by wrapping his fist with another string and hammering at the final creature’s head. Two hits with his flame wrapped fist were all it took. He didn’t know if that was better or worse than his axes. He had the feeling that these Skeletons were the weakest creatures that the Trial had to offer; it was hard to judge just how much damage he was doing. 
 
    Still, the fight had its perks. His Create Trap Skill leveled once. Once more and a few hundred more Experience Points and he could level his Class! Which might not be the best thing. Hadn’t it been implied that the higher their Level, the more challenging the Trial would get? Since being separated from the others, he and Tersa had only encountered low Level, easily dealt with foes. Would that change if he leveled? 
 
    He shook his head. Leveling was necessary! Trent could feel it. The Trial was providing them with the things they needed to survive, but if they didn’t get stronger, it wouldn’t hesitate to wipe them out. He instinctively felt that failing a survival-type Instant Trial only had one result. It was only an instinct, but he never doubted it. 
 
    He created another string to reset the trap at the door and moved back into the room. It was time to wake Tersa and get some rest himself, just a little sleep, and then they had to push on. Explore this prison, get stronger, find the Corporal and Lady Kirsten, survive. It wasn’t much of a plan, not even a solid list of goals, really. It would have to do. 
 
    ********** 
 
    The creature stood on two legs and had once been a human. Probably. It wore torn bloodstained clothing and rusted armor, but these coverings didn't do much to hide its rotting flesh. Maybe in life, if Trial beasts ever had anything that could be called a life, the creature had been a prison guard. Oddly fast, it was a drooling, mindless, snarling beast, strangely skilled with the longsword it held in one hand. 
 
    Tersa had taken to calling these horrid smelling beasts, Zombie Guards, though Trent had no idea how accurate that name was. He didn’t know what a zombie was, and Tersa hadn’t been able to explain it. In her opinion, zombies were just something you knew about, not something you learned. Just like ghosts, ghouls, and other varieties of Undead. You heard stories about them, but you didn’t study them. Common knowledge, she’d called it. 
 
    Trent didn’t have any “common knowledge” to rely upon, and there was no time to sit and have Tersa tell him all the stories that children were told growing up. Scary stories she’d called them. They were a common way for recruits to pass the time during the evening before bed. Trent was starting to hate the word “common." As far as he could tell, it was Tersa’s way of saying, “nobody really knows.” 
 
    Trent didn’t want to hear the stories anyway. Having met what they assumed was a zombie, he couldn’t understand why you would tell stories about them, especially to young people about to go to sleep. From what he understood from Tersa, those stories were bloody and ended badly for everyone involved.  
 
    What Trent did know was that after you threw a coin at a Zombie Guard, you needed to run. You needed to run fast, with Dash activated, and all your attention on getting away! Zombie Guards were swift, they traveled in pairs, and they were smarter than a rotting bag of meat should be! 
 
    The coin left his hand before he could rethink his action. It bounced off the Zombie Guard’s shoulder and fell to the ground. The Zombie’s head snapped in his direction. It was uncanny how fast it located him.  
 
    He had tested the range of their life detection skills thoroughly over the last few hours. If he was far enough away, they would never notice him no matter what he did. The second that coin hit them, though, they knew exactly where he was. The moment one noticed him, it would snarl or groan, and any Zombie in the area would be limping after him with dragging but nimble steps. 
 
    Hoarse cries sounded behind him as he pounded down the hallway back the way he had come. The last few hours had seen gains for the young Summons. His Intelligence Attribute had risen to 10, bringing a much-needed increase to his Mana pool with it. He also increased the Levels of Dodge and Dash and added another Point to Agility. Best of all, Create Traps was at Level 3, and he was only a hundred Experience Points away from leveling Survivalist. 
 
    He was really starting to appreciate the Create Traps Skill. It had provided some security while they rested, eliminated many low-leveled creatures before the beasts could get close to the pair, and consistently rewarded him with Intelligence Points. Now his only problem with the Skill was that traps for the Undead often require bait, a role that always seemed to fall on his shoulders. 
 
    Up ahead, two bright lines of flame string could be seen creating at X at an intersection. He’d made them dim at first, but that had ended when he almost ran into his own trap during a panicked sprint away from a Zombie wielding a longsword. That had been right after Tersa shared with him that Zombies ate brains! His feet had never felt as fleet as they had running away that time. He did not want to be eaten! 
 
    He started making the flame strings bright after that. Zombies, like all Undead, didn’t see with their eyes, but he did. The strings were only hidden from his and Tersa’s sight when he made them dimmer. 
 
    He was getting closer to the ambush they’d set up. So close, but he was sure the Zombies were gaining on him. He could hear their feet pounding and their armor rattling as they closed in on him. Soon, rotting fingers with their unnatural strength would grab his shoulder. A rusty longsword would pierce his back, blackened teeth would tear his throat, and the Zombies would crack his skull to get access to their favorite meal. 
 
    He gave a terrified cry as he pushed Dash for all it was worth and flung himself forward.  Sliding along the ground, his momentum carried him under the fiery trap. He rolled and came to his feet. Spinning toward the charging Zombie Guards, his hands reached for his axes. Sorrow was missing, lost during his slide, but reliable Strife was still there. 
 
    The first Zombie reached the trap and barreled through it. No neat slicing of monster took place this time. The strings cut and burned and then came loose, their ends wrapping around the Undead Prison Guard. Oddly, Zombies did feel pain. Perhaps not in the same way that the living did, but the flame digging into its rotting body caused the Zombie to pause and screech. With mouth open, and tainted breath exuding from it, the Zombie expressed its fury by expelling an eerie sound. Trent kept his own mouth shut, but he still swore he could taste the foulness of the creature’s breath. 
 
    A mace wrapped in a flame string knocked into the outstretched arm of the Zombie. More sizzling and burning, and the longsword fell from Undead fingers as white unseeing eyes flashed towards the attacker. Tersa had been hiding out of sight around the corner. She grinned fiercely as she struck again, hitting the pained creature solidly in its face. 
 
    She found it oddly satisfying to hit the Zombies, particularly to hit them in the face. Trent found that oddly disquieting since he'd had to fight several Undead Hounds by himself while she shrank back. She could joyously crush human skulls but called him a monster for being able to fight “puppies.” It was beyond his comprehension.  
 
    Trent stepped forward, chopping with Strife. The axe bit deeply into the creature’s neck. They had to finish this; a second Zombie was approaching rapidly. Trent’s empty hand came up, and he cast Spark without thinking. A thought propelled the small flame into the white eyes of the badly wounded beast. A second blow from Tersa’s mace sent the Zombie spinning to the stone floor where it lay unmoving. 
 
    Trent’s hand axe was almost torn from his hand as the Zombie fell. It was still stuck in the creature’s neck. Fortunately, Strife's edge was still sharp enough to cut. If it had become bound in muscle and bone, Trent would have been in trouble as another Zombie was within striking distance. He skipped backward, Dodge and Dash, lending him the speed and Agility to avoid a thrusting longsword.  
 
    He stepped around the creature as Tersa drew its attention with her mace and Taunt. She recently learned this Skill thanks to a dropped Skill Stone. It wasn’t the magic she yearned for, but she’d discovered the Skill had a distinct Charm of its own. 
 
    Technically, all Tersa had to do was shout wordlessly to activate the Skill. Any sound could attract the attention of beasts if it had some semblance of intelligence. Tersa, however, delighted in shouting insults and curses to attract her targets. Trent thought her insults left something to be desired. For instance, this Zombie was treated to the gem, “Hey, smelly ass jerkface!” But the results were what mattered. 
 
    Upon being called jerkface, the Zombie turned to focus on Tersa. Her flame-enhanced mace hammered at it while Strife struck the creature from behind. Again, Trent cast Spark and slapped it down on the Zombie’s head. He wished he’d propelled the Charm with Fire Manipulation. The Zombie’s hair caught fire immediately, but he still felt greasy, dirty, hair beneath his hand, and he shuddered a little. 
 
    Next time he would remember. That was the trick, to always do better the next time. After learning to set flame traps, he forgot that Spark could be effective on its own. Other than the first Undead Hound they had encountered, he’d only used fire in string form. Normally, Sorrow was held in his other hand. He was improvising, now that his second axe lay on the floor at his feet, where it dropped during his slide. 
 
    The freezing effect that any Purification Spell had on the Undead stopped the Zombie’s resistance, and a few enthusiastic mace blows crushed its skull and sent it to join its partner. Trent stepped aside as the body fell. Tersa grinned at him. 
 
    “Setting its head on fire was new,” the Recruit chuckled. “You should do that more often. I think it made its skull crunchier.” 
 
    Trent tried not to think about what that meant as he Harvested the Zombies. The first time he had done this had been quite distasteful. He’d cut apart the very human body thoroughly, looking for useful crafting materials and the Beast Core, but he’d discovered nothing. It was only after the body refused to fade away that he noticed the pouch on the Zombie’s belt. It contained a Core and a lock of hair. The moment he tore the pouch away, the body disappeared, leaving the usual loot. It had not been a proud moment for him. He would remember to check humanlike beasts for bags before he cut them open from now on. 
 
    “We should find a place to rest,” Trent said.  
 
    The Zombie Guards had dropped a sharpening stone! It was unimpressive loot, but his belt knife was getting dull. His axes could probably use some work as well, though they were still getting the job done. 
 
    “Why rest?” Tersa wiped brain matter from her mace with a piece of cloth she kept for just such a purpose. The cloth was filthy from use, but she “cleaned” her mace with it after every fight anyway. 
 
    “I've still got lots of energy! I could bring the smack to at least ten more of these monsters before I need a break!” Tersa carefully inspected her mace and gave it another rub. 
 
    She said that sometimes, “bring the smack.” Trent almost thought that “the smack” was a name she had given to her mace, but he wasn’t sure. It was a cheap, common quality weapon, after all. It didn’t deserve a name, not even one as curious as The Smack. 
 
    “My Mana Pool is low,” Trent said, not looking while she smeared goo around on her mace. “If we don’t rest soon, I won’t be able to set any traps or wrap your weapon in fire, and I certainly won’t be able to create a light for you either.” He added the last bit when it looked like she was about to argue that she could “bring the smack" without the fancy fire or traps. 
 
    “We should definitely rest then.” Tersa shivered some as she thought about being in these endless tunnels in the dark. “Think we should go back to the last place or forward?” 
 
    Trent hesitated. Zombies didn’t respawn as fast as Skeletons and Hounds. It would probably be safer going forward. These last two had been standing in front of a door. If there was nothing too horrible behind that door, they should be fine. He said so, and the two started down the long hallway. 
 
    “Hey, Trent?” Tersa asked as they walked. “Why do you call it Mana Pool?” 
 
    That one had Trent stumped. “Because that’s what it’s called.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it’s called, but no one calls it that,” Tersa said. She hurried to explain as Trent turned to face her. She couldn’t see his expression behind his mask, but she could feel his confusion. 
 
    “People just say MP for Mana Pool and HP and SP for Health and Stamina. Shorter, you know?” She paused. “Oh! And XP for Experience. You sound weird when you say it all proper.” 
 
    She did a quick impersonation of him saying Mana Pool and Health Pool. He was pretty sure he never sounded that pompous. He reached over and gave her a light shove into the wall. Well, maybe not as light a shove as he intended. She’d continued to imitate him saying, Stamina Pool and Experience, and was starting to repeat the whole thing.  
 
    She recovered and started to shove him back, but he dodged her hand and pointed ahead. “That’s the door they were guarding. You want to check it out this time?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said shortly, readying her mace. “You check, and I’ll smash. Aren’t you going to set a trap?” 
 
    “My MP hasn’t recovered enough yet.” he walked to the door and checked it for traps. He didn’t find any, but the Skill was still at Level 1, so he wasn’t sure how far to trust it. “If there’s too many to handle in there, try to keep them in the doorway so they can’t surround us.” 
 
    Running wasn’t really an option. They discovered that when they had run into three Guards and a Hound earlier. Those Undead had chased them back the way they had come. Right into another group of five Skeletons. The subsequent fight had been dicey, and they could only credit luck that they survived. Recovering from that battle had used up the last of their Health potions. 
 
    Tersa’s hands tightened on her mace, and she nodded for him to go ahead. He took a deep breath and slowly pushed the door open just a crack. He peered inside. He frowned. Tersa swallowed nervously. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    The room was empty. All Trent could see through the crack was a long thin table and a rickety chair to one side of the door. He pushed the door open a little farther and stuck his head in. He jerked it back out then hurriedly closed the door. 
 
    “Trouble? Is it bad?” Tersa’s knuckles turned white as she gripped her weapon. That damned mask and cowl. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking under there. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Trent said slowly. Instead of explaining, he pushed the door open and walked into the room. Tersa rolled her eyes and bit back a curse before following him.  
 
    The table and chair may have been the only furniture, but it wasn’t all that the room contained. The chair was set so that anyone sitting in it could observe the far wall. The far wall had three more rooms with doors made of iron bars. Jail cells. The cells on either side were empty, their doors hung open. The center cell…  
 
    A man sat cross-legged in the center cell. His eyes were shut; he didn’t seem to notice the two enter at first. He just sat, hands on his knees, breathing deeply. As the light of the flame perched on Tersa’s shoulder reached his face, his forehead wrinkled. 
 
    “The Undead have no need of light.” The man spoke in a deep, almost musical voice. Trent found himself drawn to it, but he didn’t answer back. He didn’t think he was supposed to since the statement had been directed inwards like the man was used to speaking to himself. 
 
    Trent studied the seated figure. Standing, Trent was sure the man would be taller than he was, quite a bit taller, with broad shoulders and well-muscled arms. He wore simple clothes, well-made but of common cloth and cut. However, the deep-blue colored cloak draped around his shoulders looked expensive and well-made, to Trent’s inexperienced eye. It looked like something Master Taylor might create.  
 
    The man’s face was still and composed. It was also slightly alien. The cheekbones were too high, the jaw just a little too sharp, Trent couldn’t place what exactly was off about the man’s features, but they were different from every other face he’d ever seen. 
 
    Tersa spotted it immediately and whispered, “Al’rashian,” in an excited tone. 
 
    Trent didn’t recognize the word. It wasn’t in Elven or the Common Tongue. It reminded him of Al'dross, of course, but Tersa didn’t say it like it was a name. Al’rashian seemed more like a description when she said it. 
 
    Before he could ask her what she meant, the man’s eyes shot open. Then he was standing at the bars of his cell, staring at them intently. Trent knew he hadn’t blinked, but yet he did not see the man stand or move. It was as if he’d always been standing there, and his sitting had been an illusion. 
 
    “You are alive? It’s been… how long has it been since…” The man spoke in a bemused tone, half to himself. He studied the pair carefully as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. 
 
    Of all the man’s slightly unfamiliar features, his eyes stood out the most. Silver orbs on a white background, lacking any pupil, his eyes were captivating and shocking. 
 
    The man’s hair was long, black, and unkempt, and the man reached up to brush it away from his silver eyes. He stared at the two, as surprised by their presence as Trent was at his appearance. The man seemed bewildered, while Tersa was suspicious. She’d never heard of a Trial holding anyone captive before.  
 
    As for Trent, he had found something else to distract him from the unusual situation.  
 
    Quest Received: Rescue the prisoner. Reward unknown 
 
    A new Quest. A new Quest with unknown rewards. Trent had mixed feelings about this. It wasn’t a Class Quest like the one he had received at the start of the Trial. It also lacked the details of the small training-oriented Quests he had been sent on in the past, the ones that he suspected had been issued by Sergeant Cullen.  
 
    This Quest had it come from the Trial? Why would the Trial want him to rescue a prisoner that was locked in the Trial’s own prison? There was no request asking him to accept or deny the Quest, and no punishment for failing it, that probably meant it was optional. Right? 
 
    Trent’s internal musings were interrupted by the sound of the prisoner clearing his throat. The man gave a short bow. “My name is Orion Embra, Kin Slayer,” the prisoner introduced himself. “Who are you?” 
 
    Tersa frowned at Orion’s introduction. She didn’t know a lot about the Al’rashians, just that they were a nomadic people that often acted as mercenaries and wandering Adventurers. The Guard wasn’t concerned with them as they rarely came to the Al'dross territory, and when they did, they weren’t the type to cause trouble. They were known to be honorable, if insular, but something about the Al’rashian’s introduction tickled a memory. 
 
    “Kin Slayer… that isn’t a clan name!” she burst out, as it came to her. Al’rashians always spoke their clan names when meeting someone for the first time! Kin Slayer was…” You’re an exile! A criminal!” 
 
    She shook her mace in the man’s direction as she accused him with the passion that only a peacekeeper in training could muster. Never trust an Al’rashian without a clan! That was rule number one. The only rule really, and more gossip than a rule, but she clearly remembered overhearing someone say it! 
 
    “A criminal?” Trent questioned. That made sense since he was locked in a prison, but… “What crime can you commit in a Trial?” 
 
    “No, no, not in the Trial,” Tersa exclaimed. “He's an exile. A clan traitor! They kicked him because he’s a Kin Slayer.” 
 
    She trailed off as she realized what being a Kin Slayer meant. He’d killed his own family, and he told people about it? That was horrible. They should leave, now! This scum could rot here with the Zombies! She was about to tell Trent as much when Orion broke in. 
 
    “You know some of our ways,” he said impassively, “but not as much as you think. I am an exile, but I am not a criminal or a traitor.” He kept his voice even, but there was an edge of both anger and depression in it. 
 
    “If you aren’t a criminal, then why…” Trent couldn’t quite wrap his head around what was going on. Tersa wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Of course, he’s a criminal!” She glared at Orion. “A murderer! That’s what Kin Slayer means! He killed his family!” 
 
    “You speak of things you do not understand.” Orion didn’t exactly glare back at Tersa, but small lines formed at the edges of his eyes. “I performed an unsanctioned, but justified, kill. My brother… I will not speak of it with unnamed strangers. I was exiled and stripped of clan rights as punishment. However, my mother did not strip me of my family name. I was granted the Title, Kin Slayer, so all may know why I wander. In the clans, I am not considered a criminal.” 
 
    “Well, in Al’drossford, people who kill their brothers are considered criminals!” Tersa shot back. 
 
    “We’re not in Al’drossford,” Trent said unhelpfully. “I really don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    “Look, this may help. Display Partial Status.” Orion spoke the words, and his Status appeared for them to examine. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Orion Embra 
  Title: Kin Slayer 
  
      	  Age: 32 
  
      	  Race: Al’rashian  
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 27 
  
      	  Class: Warrior Level 15 
  Class: Mage Level 5 
  Class: Spirit Summoner Level 7 (Sealed) 
  
      	  Profession: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 383 
  
      	  Stamina: 810 
  
      	  Mana: 600 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 55 
  
      	  Agility: 46 
  
      	  Dexterity: 35 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 17 
  
      	  Intelligence: 60 
  
      	  Wisdom: 49 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Trent looked eagerly at Orion’s Status. He’d never seen anyone else display their information before. He also hadn’t known that it was possible to only display part of your Status. He couldn’t wait to try it himself. 
 
    “I don’t see what that proves,” Tersa scoffed. She had no patience for criminals, especially not for someone who had killed his own brother.  
 
    “It proves that Kin Slayer is my Title and that I still have a Family name. Among my people, true criminals are stripped of family rights as well as clan rights.” Orion’s voice was still calm, but more lines started appearing around his eyes, and a few showed up on his forehead.  
 
    Had it just been a few minutes ago that he would have given anything for company? Just a few minutes of conversation with the frustrating female warrior, and he was ready to pay the same price for her to shut up. 
 
     “Display Partial Status,” Trent spoke up, trying out the new trick he’d just seen. 
 
    
    
      
      	  Name: Trent 
  
      	  Age: 12 
  
      	  Race: Human 
  
     
 
      
      	  Level: 1 
  
      	  Class: Survivalist Level 1 
  
      	  Profession: None 
  
     
 
      
      	  Health: 315 
  
      	  Stamina: 315 
  
      	  Mana: 80 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength: 12 
  
      	  Agility: 11 
  
      	  Dexterity:11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Constitution: 7 
  
      	  Endurance: 3 
  
      	  Intelligence: 8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom: 7 
  
      	  Free Skill Points: 0 
  
      	    
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Tersa and Orion stopped glaring at each other. Tersa turned her attention to her masked friend. “What are you doing?” Tersa asked incredulously. 
 
    “Did you know you could choose to show a partial Status?” Trent asked Tersa. The Recruit’s jaw worked, but no sound came out. Of course, she knew, everyone knew that! No one displayed a full Status if they didn’t have too. It was common sense. 
 
    Orion had also quickly read over Trent’s Status. “You’re a Survivalist!  
 
    When no answer was forthcoming from Tersa, Trent looked at Orion. “You know about Survivalists?”  
 
    This was even more important to the Summons. He only had a basic understanding of his own Class. If Orion could offer even a little information… 
 
    But the Al'rashian wasn’t paying any attention to the boy’s question. He was still busy studying Trent’s Status.  
 
    “This is all wrong,” Orion said slowly. “You have an Advanced Class, a Class you shouldn’t have, but you have the Attributes of a newly Awakened. It’s as if you received the Survivalist Class without ever training in a Basic or Specialized Class first.” 
 
    Trent wanted to defend himself. He was only Level 1, he was less than a month old, Survivalist was his first Class, but he kept all that to himself. Orion was a stranger, and he wasn’t supposed to reveal that he was a Summons. He dismissed his Status. He wasn’t the one who needed to explain himself. Orion was the prisoner here, a prisoner who probably needed Trent’s help. 
 
    “Your name is Trent, but you have no family name, why is that?” Orion’s query pierced him. Trent didn’t have a surname because his careless master hadn’t given him one. It was a sore point that Trent tried not to think about. 
 
    “He's an orphan, and it’s none of your business!” Tersa said angrily. She couldn’t see Trent’s face, but his slumped shoulders were a clear indication of discomfort. “Come on, Trent, let’s leave this murderer and get going!” 
 
    She turned to go, tugging on Trent’s hand, but Orion quickly spoke up. “Wait! I apologize. This place has robbed me of my manners.”  
 
    He gave another bow, this one deeper, and Trent saw genuine distress on his face. Distress, not because they were leaving, but because he might have caused offense with an absentminded remark. 
 
    Tersa paused but would not acknowledge the man. She started walking again and tried to tug Trent along with her, but Trent pulled his hand free. 
 
    “We can’t leave yet,” Trent said softly. “I have a Quest to free the prisoner.” 
 
    Tersa spun around and regarded him with wide eyes. He could have spit on a statue of Noemi, Goddess of Mercy, and she would have been less disgusted. Guards did not free prisoners! Okay, maybe they did, but only after those prisoners had been properly punished! This prisoner, this murderer, had not met Tersa’s definition of properly punished. 
 
    “A Quest?” Orion shook his head. “From the Trial? Your friend is right, Trent, you should leave. This Quest is too much for you.” 
 
    Tersa’s eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to trick us!” 
 
    “No.” Orion resumed his original sitting position. “Trial Quests can be harder than the clear conditions. If he is Level 1, you, nameless girl, cannot be much higher, or you would have drawn trouble that would have killed him.” 
 
    “This Quest involves me,” he continued. “You will face obstacles more suited for my Level. It is impossible. You must leave. I am safe behind these bars, but Undead are still occasionally drawn to my life force. If you don’t leave now, you will be trapped here with beasts far stronger than yourselves.” 
 
    Tersa still suspected a trap in the Al’rashian’s words, but Trent felt he was sincere. “We can at least try.” 
 
    Orion shook his head. “No, the lock cannot be picked, and neither of you can break the Spell. I am grateful for the thought, but it is impossible.” 
 
    Trent pushed his mask up and lowered his cowl. “How long have you been trapped in there?” 
 
    Orion considered the question. “It is not easy to gauge the passing of time in this place. I have been here for weeks, perhaps months.” 
 
    Tersa was about to try pulling Trent along again but faltered at this statement from the Al’rashian. “Alone? In the dark? How do you stand it?” 
 
    “Trials are meant to test you,” Orion said matter-of-factly. “I endure because I must. I summon light when I feel the need. I meditate and practice my Skills to pass the time. Food appears when I hunger and water when I thirst. Many live worse lives.” 
 
    Trent frowned. Orion sounded composed, but Trent recognized his words for what they were. They were empty platitudes that Orion told himself to keep fear, loneliness, and madness, at bay. Trent had used such a method in the Burning Lake. 
 
    Orion had told them to leave, but he continued to answer their questions. He said it was too dangerous for them to stay, but the way his hands tightly gripped at his knees, said he didn’t want them to go. They were company and hope, the Al’rashian needed those things. 
 
    If not for his experience in the Burning Lake, Trent might have left. He owed this stranger nothing, and the situation was clearly dangerous. His duty was to his master, he had no business risking his life for others. He should be hurrying back to Kirstin. There was no telling what she might be facing. 
 
    But he wasn’t going to leave. The thought of Orion alone in this place kept his feet rooted when his instincts told him to walk away. He faced the Burning Lake alone. It had been horrible, and it wasn’t an experience he would wish on another person. Orion now faced a similar test, mental torture rather than a physical one. One he did not need to face alone. 
 
    Tersa found herself conflicted. Part of her wanted to leave this place and leave this criminal to his fate. No matter what Orion said about names and family rights, a man who had killed his own brother deserved to be punished. You didn’t do things like that! Tersa had led a rough life before joining the Duke’s Guard, but she had never ever considered killing anyone over her circumstances, not seriously at least.  
 
    Oddly enough, it was the part of her that had been trained by the likes of Sergeant Cullen and Corporal Francis that held her in place. You could kill an enemy or punish a criminal, but you should never act cruelly while doing so. People like Lieutenant Ranchell and Senior Guardsmen Merrill always said to act quickly, and cleanly, but justly. Mercy had its place in a Guardsman’s decisions. 
 
    There was no mercy in Orion’s imprisonment. It was unreasonable to trap a man alone in the dark with only the Undead for company. If the Trial had killed the man, she would have accepted it with a sniff and a nod. Criminals got what they earned in the end. However, the thought of being in these stone hallways without Trent and his handy little portable flames sent a shiver through her. It would be cruel to do that to another person. Tersa could be thoughtless from time to time, but there wasn’t a cruel bone in her body. 
 
    “You said the Undead are drawn here by your presence,” Trent said, looking around the room. “How many? How often? What do they do when they come?” 
 
    Orion raised an eyebrow at the questions fired at him. The boy’s Status had said he was 12. He looked a few years older to the Al’rashian’s eyes, but Statuses didn’t lie. There were Skills that could alter some aspects of a Status. Orion had thought Trent might have used one to change his Class, but he had dismissed that suspicion quickly. The Classes that could use those Skills were no less rare or powerful than the Survivalist Class. If the boy wanted to hide his power, he’d surely chose a less outstanding disguise. 
 
    If the boy was truly a 12-year-old with only a single Level, why did this mace-wielding harpy look like she was ready to follow his lead? The redheaded warrior had the look of a soldier about her. She was still rough around the edges, a trainee most likely, but her training was apparent. Shouldn’t she be in charge? 
 
    “Never more than three,” Orion said after a moment. “Three walking corpses, Zombie Guards, come every few hours. They rattle their weapons on the bars and pull at the cell door, then leave. But there’s one…” 
 
    Orion hesitated. He should be urging these young ones to leave, to run. The Undead drawn to his aura were much stronger than this inexperienced pair. He should insist that they flee and not look back.  
 
    He tried to, but the words caught in his throat. He was used to solitude. Al’rashian children were born to battle and discipline. From a young age, he’d been trained to endure. However, this place touched a primal fear deep within him. 
 
    The Al’rashian people hadn’t always been nomadic. Once, they had been a proud kingdom. Their history stretched back to before the Awakening, but that kingdom and so much of their heritage had been lost, taken by an enemy who had unleashed a plague of the Undead upon them. Now centuries later, the descendants of the once-proud nation still held a fear of the unholy creatures. 
 
    He sighed.” There is one, a Tainted Terror, he comes at random. He sits at the table and watches me, sometimes for hours. He whispers and laughs.” His voice faded. 
 
    Orion’s rumbling, melodic voice broke as he thought of the red eyes which shone in the dark. “He is only Level 15, but he is strong and named. Warden Krip, the Torturer.” 
 
    “Named?” Tersa whispered hoarsely. A named and titled Trial Beast. A named beast at Level 15 was not something she and Trent could face. 
 
    “You’re a mage,” Trent said to Orion, as his mind raced. “Are you able to cast spells from your cell? Can you teach me any spells?” 
 
    “Survivalist isn’t a Mage class,” Orion replied, his head tilting slightly. “What use would you have for spells?” 
 
    “Magic is magic, right?” Tersa interjected, “Why wouldn’t he want to learn spells?” 
 
    Orion shook his head. These young ones were eager but ignorant. “It is true, most high leveled Adventurers learn a Spell or two, but the cost in terms of Mana usage for anyone without a Mage Class is staggering. Even if you could learn…” 
 
    “Trent can learn anything!” Tersa was indignant. “You should see what he can do with Spark!” 
 
    “Spark is a Charm, not a true Spell,” Orion replied. “I'm afraid you don’t have the Mana, and we don’t have the time for you to learn, Trent. It can take months to master even a tier one Spell through study. That is why Spell Stones are so popular.” 
 
    Trent nodded, accepting Orion’s explanation, and was prepared to move on. Tersa, however, wasn’t. 
 
    “What do you know? Arisa said Trent learned Spark in like ten seconds. You just don’t want to teach him.” Tersa was angry, but she knew what bothered her about the Al’rashian. She agreed that they should help him if they could, but she couldn’t accept the man himself. There was also the fact that she herself desperately wanted to learn magic beyond simple Charms. If Orion felt Trent couldn’t learn them, Trent, who picked up Skills as easy as breathing, what did that mean for her?  
 
    “You learned Spark that easily?” Orion was curious now. 
 
    Trent nodded, a little shyly. “I have Mana Manipulation and Channeling Skills as well.”   
 
    Orion’s eyebrows rose sharply, and Trent felt the stirrings of hope. Right now, his Fire Manipulation Skill was limited by its source, Spark, but if he could learn a more powerful Spell… 
 
    His hopeful stirrings were quashed as Orion again shook his head. “It is impressive to have such Skills, but you are underestimating the complexity of higher tiered spells. If you learned Spark that quickly, then, maybe, I could walk you through the visualization that building a tier 1 Spell requires in a week. Unfortunately, we only have hours at most.” 
 
    Tersa grumbled, but Trent ignored her. “Then, what can you cast from within your cell?” 
 
    Orion found himself smiling. This boy was interesting. He should be planning an escape, and yet, Trent obviously intended to try and help him. It had been years since Orion had met someone willing to help him unquestioningly, not since Clan Embra had sentenced him to his wanderings. 
 
    “I am only a Level 5 mage,” Orion said after some thought. “And many of my strongest spells are sealed. A consequence of my exile, else I would have dealt with the Undead that came to visit personally. But I can cast some light, water, and illusion spells that might be of some use. The best spells I can still cast require me to be within reach of my target. If you can lure the beasts next to my cell…” 
 
    Orion stood again and moved to stand next to the bars of the cell door. His face remained impassive, but there was excitement in his tone, as he and Trent discussed several ideas for making use of their various Skills. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Tersa stood in the dark, attempting to turn her anxiety to anger. This was so stupid. Probably the stupidest thing she’d ever done, and that was saying something. She was once talked into trying to steal Lieutenant Ranchell’s underwear from the officer’s quarters. Then there was the time she’d gotten drunk and decided that singing and dancing on the wall above the keep’s gate was a marvelous idea. She had a fine voice, after all. That was her opinion, at least, but it wasn’t one Corporal Francis had shared. 
 
    All the other stupid escapades she’d been involved in had only resulted in punishment details. Digging holes, scrubbing pots, and running laps really weren’t that bad as punishments went. Compared to the beatings her father had given her for the lightest infractions as a child, the Guard disciplinarians practically had a soft touch. 
 
    While none of those prior incidents had come close to tempting death, this current one very possibly could. Why had she listened to Trent? Trent was stupid; he didn’t even know, well, lots of things. Easy things too, though a specific example escaped her. The idiot learned too damn fast. 
 
    She stood in the dark, grasping her mace in trembling hands, trying to breathe as soundlessly as possible. That was the stupidest part of this plan! They were supposed to be hiding from the Undead! Something everyone knew you couldn’t do. There! That was something Trent was stupid about. The idiot didn’t know you couldn’t hide from the Undead! And she had told him again and again.  
 
    “Fast learner, my ass,” she mumbled angrily. “More like fast…jerkface. Stupid jerkface Trent, trusting a murderer over his best friend!” 
 
    Orion had assured them that the Undead’s senses weren’t that sharp. This named monster would sense him, expected to sense him. It wouldn’t pick up on the relatively lesser presence of the two waiting in ambush. 
 
    It frustrated Tersa to no end that the prisoner seemed to be right. They had practiced this plan twice already. Two groups of three wandering Zombie Guards had come in to harass their boxed toy. Both times the ambush had gone off without a hitch. One other time the zombies who guarded the door had respawned, but they hardly counted. For some reason, the Levels of those two were still determined by her and Trent’s Levels. Easy pickings now! 
 
    The Experience from those fights had pushed Tersa dangerously close to Level 10. This was another reason to be frustrated. Recruits were generally promoted to Junior Guardsmen at Level 10, but only if their Skills had also reached the appropriate Level as well. Tersa’s had not. 
 
    Right now, she was what Sergeant Cullen called a paper-doll warrior, not that impressive to look at, but you might slice your fingers on the edges if you weren’t careful. She was stronger and faster, but she couldn’t rightly use that strength. Sergeant Cullen said you should keep the Level of your weapons’ Skills as close as possible to your personal Level, if not higher. If he knew she was at Level 9 while her Blunt Weapons Skill was still at 5… 
 
    It would be bad. Power leveling, artificially increasing your strength by relying on luck or the efforts of others, wasn’t just frowned upon in the Guard, it was a sin, a sin that brought the punishment of near-death by training. 
 
    Stop thinking about Sergeant Cullen, she thought angrily. Sergeant Cullen was stupid, and he wasn’t here. Why wasn’t he here? If that stupid jerkface of a Sergeant were here, he’d pry open the bars of the cell with one hand, slaughter zombies with the other, and all the while he’d be calling out a cadence for her to perform endless exercises to. The Sergeant was stupid, but he was dependable, much more dependable than Trent and Orion. 
 
    Just then, a rasping screech came from the hallway outside the room, the sound of metal on stone. Tersa’s breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “That’s him. Be ready,” Orion whispered hoarsely in the dark. The Tainted Terror’s entry was always preceded by that harsh, rasping sound. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Warden Krip slowly stalked down the hall. It was his favorite time of day. If he could, he would sit in the room with the holding cells all the time, playing with his trapped Al’rashian, but that wouldn’t do. The prisoner tried to pretend the Warden’s presence wasn’t unnerving. He sat with his eyes shut, pretending the Tainted Terror didn’t exist, but that didn’t fool Krip. The Terror caught sight of the occasional tremble Orion tried to suppress. He saw and delighted in the man’s whitened knuckles and pale face. It was his greatest pleasure. 
 
    His only pleasure. Krip was not a typical Trial beast. He could remember a time before, a time of slaughter and torture, a time when he had earned his name and title. He remembered the fall of a nation, the final stand of the Al’rashian King and his violet-eyed elite troop, the Dusk Wraiths. 
 
    Krip shuddered as he dragged the tip of the knife in his right hand against the hallway’s stone wall. He shuddered with remembered pleasure, but there was the slightest fear as well. Krip was a Terror, but the King and his Wraiths had driven fear into him. 
 
    He recalled the campaign against the Al’rashian kingdom clearly. He had risen up in that war, evolved. He began his un-life as a ghoul, a creature of hunger and death. He had quickly become a Terror, and eventually a Tainted Terror, after months of butchering Al’rashians. He had even gained a name and a title during a night of victory and torture, the memory of which still sent thrills through his thin frame. 
 
    He had followed at the heels of the Dread Knight, Habmal the Devourer, part of a mixed army of Cursed Awakened, Infernal Beasts, and Undead Warriors. He had witnessed the wall falling at Windshire Stronghold. The King’s death was assured. 
 
    He did not know how it ended. His yellow teeth ground together and Krip snarled. He had killed Al’rashians and feasted on their flesh for the entirety of his existence. He should have continued to exist, an immortal, thriving in the ruins of a once-proud civilization! Then the wall fell. 
 
    The wall fell, and the King led his violet-eyed destroyers against them. Instead of patiently waiting for death, the lord and his wraiths had charged and returned the slaughter their people had suffered. It was a futile effort; they had already lost, but Krip never saw the end! 
 
    He had cringed in terror as a wave of the elite guard, the Dusk Wraiths, protectors and pride of a nation, swept down on him. Wraiths! That title should have been a joke! There were true Wraiths among the Undead horde, powerful beings of smoke and shadow that even Krip, with his name and title, had to kneel to. But the Undead Wraiths were no match for their living adversaries.  
 
    In the end, the living numbered no more than five thousand. They could not win against the endless hoard they faced. They must have been pulled down and annihilated eventually, but Krip never saw it. 
 
    Krip touched his throat. There was no sign, no scar, or blemish on his neck, but Krip could still feel the blade that severed his head with a single blow. He slashed the wall angrily with his knife, drawing sparks. He had fallen in the first charge. 
 
    He had awakened in this Trial, this Land of the Undying Lord, trapped in an unending cycle of killing and being killed, with no glory and no way to satisfy his endless hunger. He wasn’t even granted a taste of the Adventurers he brought down. The bodies of Challengers were absorbed by the Trial as soon as the last one fell. 
 
    Sometimes he wondered about the end as he roamed the prison for which he was Warden. Had Habmal seen it? That mighty Dread Knight was here in the Trial as well, serving as the final Guardian. He was probably more infuriated by his circumstances than Krip was. Habmal was the final Guardian, but he was not the Undying Lord. Despite his power, he was but a pawn here. 
 
    Krip sneered as he approached the closed door to the holding cells. The Zombie Guards were gone, but Krip didn’t notice their absence. Drool escaped over thin bloodless lips, and he wiped it away with the back of a filthy, boney hand. At least, after centuries of waiting, he had one last Al’rashian to play with. 
 
    Honestly, Orion’s imprisonment was not something Krip could understand, but then, there was so little about being a Trial Beast that made sense. He was a minor Guardian of a hidden location; nothing was truly under his control. Even his Level wildly fluctuated when Adventurers entered his domain. Currently, he was a mere Level 15. 15! Not even a quarter, not an eighth, of his Level when he roamed the Infinite World! 
 
    When he had first sensed Orion’s presence some weeks ago, he had been ecstatic. Finally, prey, and Al’rashian prey at that! He had rushed to Orion’s location, abandoning his post at the prison’s exit, afraid one of his minions might beat him to the kill. He had suffered for that; his Level dropped from 35 to 15, the Trial’s way of penalizing his rebellion. But he didn’t care! 
 
    He didn’t know how Orion had entered the prison. Probably through one of the portals the Trial used to separate low leveled Adventurers from more powerful teammates. It didn’t matter to Krip. He had entered the room without pausing and found the man, the Al’rashian, unconscious in the middle cell. Unconscious! If he were quick, Krip had thought he might be able to disable the prisoner and eat the man alive! 
 
    He had rushed the cell, clawing at the door, prying at the bars. It was useless! The Trial denied him that pleasure. He was Warden, but the cell would not yield to his command to open. He had screamed in rage! 
 
    Now, weeks later, he still lingered near the second floor holding cells of the underground prison. Terrors were sensitive to the emotional state of their prey. Krip stayed close, enjoying the sensation of Orion’s fear and anxiety. The man attempted to suppress these emotions, but his struggles to do so made the taste of fear sweeter. One day he would break, and Krip would feast on the flood of hopelessness as the Al’rashian screamed and wept. The Terror could hardly wait. 
 
    Krip paused before the door. The emotions that came from within were particularly strong today. His tongue flicked out, testing the air. Nervousness, fear, anxiety… hope? That couldn’t be right, there was no hope in fear that strong. Krip's thin lips stretched and lifted as he stroked the wall with the flat of his blade. Perhaps today would be the day his plaything finally broke.  
 
    He slowly opened the door. It creaked as it swung in on rusty hinges. The darkness of the room was no hindrance to Krip’s sight. The chair and his favorite trinket were just how he had left them. Orion’s eyes were open today, and Krip grinned wider as he met the man’s stare. Would the Al’rashian yell in defiance before he broke? Krip would like that. 
 
    “Tell me,” Krip hissed in a strained whisper. He stepped into the room. The soles of his ragged boots slapped against the stone floor as he slowly moved to the chair and sat. “Do your people still talk of how your King died?” Krip set his knife on the table with a clunk. “Do they know the name of the one who pulled him to the ground and ripped the flesh from his face? Were his limbs and organs spread out, so many could enjoy the sweetness of his death?” 
 
    Krip stretched his hands wide and then clenched them. His knuckles popped. “Will your flesh be as sweet? Honeyed eyes and blood like wine, that is how I remember the last Al’rashian who fell beneath my blade. She was long in the dying.” 
 
    Krip wheezed out a sigh and ran his tongue across his stained teeth. “The blood must have thinned since then. Your fear smells stronger than hers. The stink of your sweat carries no courage.” 
 
    Orion was muttering in his cell. Krip strained to hear his words but couldn’t pick them up. Was he praying? Calling on some god or another to save him? Krip hoped so. The gods had no sway in the Trials. The Al’rashian would break soon if he had fallen to crying out for help already. 
 
    Orion’s muttering paused, and silver eyes closed briefly, not in prayer, just a momentary wish for luck. His eyes opened again, and his lips moved. He whispered the trigger to his Spell as he lifted a hand to point. 
 
    “Dawn Breaking.” 
 
    A flicker of light bolted from the point of his extended finger and rushed at the Terror. Krip only had time to chuckle in disbelief before the Spell reached him. Worthless! Connected as he was to the Trial, Krip didn’t have to use a Skill to see that the man’s weakest Class was Mage. This was a pointless struggle. Al’rashians seemed to enjoy those. 
 
    When Dawn Breaking reached the Undead and burst, light flooded the room, exposing every corner. Krip was stunned to realize his own sight was suddenly inhibited. He, who could see as well in the dark as in the light, was almost entirely blind. He leaned back in his chair, his head shaking from side to side. What was this supposed to accomplish? 
 
    Dawn Breaking was a tier one Spell. Its purpose was only to distract opponents while providing light for attackers. Against living foes, it caused brief disorientation while their eyes adjusted to the light. Its effect on the Undead was slightly stronger. 
 
    Sunlight weakened the Undead. While they could survive during the day, their true strength could only be brought forth at night. The Light Element Spell, Dawn Breaking, wasn’t strong enough to bind or hurt the Terror, but it did seal his sensory abilities almost completely. Krip would be nearly helpless for several minutes if his three ambushers were lucky. 
 
    Trent was the next to act. The plan he and Orion had conceived had one disadvantage. Tersa had no night-sight abilities and the sudden change in light left her as blind as Krip until her eyes adjusted. As Trent burst out of the cell on the right side of the room, she stood in the cell on the left, cursing and rubbing at stinging eyes. 
 
    When he heard Orion trigger Dawn Breaking, Trent had activated Dash and Dodge. With his speed and reflexes enhanced, he crossed the space between himself and the Tainted Terror in seconds. In his hands dangled two ropes of dim flame, each about four feet long. The tripwire he could make out of Spark might slow the Warden down, but it would also alert the intelligent Undead. Instead, he had fashioned two ropes, thicker than his usual strings, and waited.  
 
    Trent and Tersa knew that Dawn Breaking was effective from their past encounters with the Zombie Guards, but there was no certainty it would have a strong effect now. Those Zombie Guards were considerably weaker and less intelligent than Krip.  
 
    Krip couldn’t hear Tersa’s cursing or Trent’s footsteps under the Spell’s effect, but he started to stand anyway. He felt something was off. His hand reached for his knife on the table, but he wasn’t quite fast enough, disoriented as he was. 
 
    Trent reached the Undead Warden before he was halfway out of his chair. He whipped his prepared ropes at the Terror. The flames lashed against Krip, and he sat back down, astonished by the sudden pain. It wasn’t truly damaging him, but it hurt.  
 
    The Terror hissed as Trent convinced the flames to wrap around the Warden’s legs and torso, binding him to the wooden chair. It worked! At least for the moment, the Undead creature was mostly immobilized. Trent’s Mana flowed into the ropes, and they tightened and burned hotter.  
 
    The wooden chair burst into flames where the fire touched it, the aged wood quickly surrendering to the fire. In seconds, the entire chair was alight, and Krip was scorched by the natural fire. That did cause damage, and Krip screamed in rage and pain as he fell to the floor. 
 
    Ignoring the fire, which wasn’t strong enough to overcome his resistance, Trent bent to grab Krip’s feet and began to pull him towards the cell, where Orion knelt with his chest pushed against the bars of the door. The Al’rashian had his arms stretched through the gaps in the bars, and he was beckoning with his hands urgently. Unfortunately, with Krip thrashing and kicking, Trent was having trouble dragging him. 
 
    The Terror was thin, mostly skin and bones, animated and held together by hate, but he wasn’t weak. If the Undead’s body had been still, even Trent with his limited strength could have easily carried him. But he wasn’t still, and Trent had trouble keeping his grip on his legs. 
 
    Before Trent had crossed half the distance to the cell, the natural fire had died out, and the effects of Dawn Breaking faded. The room was still lit, but Krip was no longer blind. Trent’s ropes held, but the slight burning sensation they caused wasn’t enough to keep the Terror from taking stock of his situation. 
 
    His sight restored, all Krip’s attention went to the masked Adventurer tugging at his feet. A Level 1 Adventurer! On his worst day, Krip could casually slap this insect to death. He hissed and kicked out with his bound legs, forcing Trent to jump back. This was no mindless struggle but a calculated attack.  
 
    With the huge Level difference between Trent and the Undead, the young Summons couldn’t afford to take more than a couple of hits. Even one hit, a glancing blow could mean broken bones. If it wasn’t for his Secondary Attribute, Endurance, he suspected the Terror could snuff him out just by breathing hard in his direction. 
 
    Where was Tersa? With her Strength and Constitution, while she might not be a match for the creature, it still wouldn’t be able to toss her around the way it did Trent. Together, they could push the Warden a few more feet, and Orion would end this fight! 
 
    Tersa was trying to do her part. It was just that nothing was going right for her. First, that ridiculously bright light had hit her with a startling blindness. When her vision began to clear, she started running towards Trent, but with her vision still blurry and her being in a hurry, she missed the door. Running into the iron bars had hurt! Her vision, which had been clearing nicely, was suddenly filled with stars. 
 
    She cursed and rubbed her head with both hands. The realization that she was using both hands freely shocked her out of her daze. Where was her mace? She had dropped it when Dawn Breaking had assaulted her face, and it was still lying on the ground where she had dropped it. 
 
    She hopped over and grabbed her weapon, scolding it internally. Out loud, she called to Trent that she was coming and rushed to help him. Well, she tried to! She ran into the cell’s bars again, and her vision darkened with tears. Damn it that hurt! Did the door move? Was the thrice-damned, stupid, jerk face Trial messing with her? Why were things like this happening to her, and no one else? At the very least, Trent should run into a door once or twice. He was the one that came up with this crappy plan! 
 
    Trent jumped back again, this time with a kick that landed solidly on Krip’s side, but it failed to move the Terror in the slightest. From his cell, Orion watched helplessly. The boy and the monster were so close, but still several feet away from his outstretched hands. He had already formed a Spell and was lacking only the trigger and a target close to hand. Where was that annoying redheaded wench? If Krip broke his bonds and regained his feet, this situation could turn ugly fast. 
 
    The fight between Krip and Trent paused momentarily as a thunk, followed by a sullen “oww" rang out. Krip paused in the chaos, not knowing the cause of the sudden noise, and Trent stopped because he knew exactly what had happened. He grimaced but resumed kicking, refusing to look in the direction of the sound. 
 
    Krip jerked back from Trent’s foot, and Trent grunted in excitement. The Undead was inches away from Orion’s fingers. Just a little bit more… he lashed out again, but Krip didn’t move this time. 
 
    He didn’t move because his jerk back had been a reflex. The fact was, this little twerp couldn’t hurt him, and there was no need for all his thrashing around. He ignored Trent, who kicked out futilely at him again. Krip turned his attention to the Spell that was binding his arms and legs. 
 
    Looking at it, he didn’t even think it was a tier 1 Spell!  If it was a Charm, then how could it hold him? The answer was, it couldn’t. The burning rope only caused the slightest bit of damage, but with his weakness to fire, he had given it more credit than it deserved. Left to their own devices, the ropes would last another half hour at most. If he exerted a little more pressure, they would hurt more, but they would also ultimately break. 
 
    Trent watched horror-stricken as Krip flexed his chest and arms. The first rope broke and faded. The Terror pulled forcefully with its legs. The second rope snapped and fizzled out. Krip was free. Trent swallowed hard and drew Sorrow and Strife as he watched the Terror flow to his feet in a disturbingly boneless manner. 
 
    They’d been so close! Axes in hand, Trent thought his chances of pushing the creature back a few inches to Orion were slim. With its lanky frame, the Terror didn’t look like much. It looked like if the creature took a step outside, a slightly strong breeze could lift and carry it away. But Trent knew, from his ineffective kicks, that that fragility was a deception. 
 
    Krip’s too-wide mouth and too-thin lips pulled back into a snarl. His sunken eyes flashed with anger as he drew in a lung full of air to spit. “I will eat your heart while the Al’rashian watches, Insect,” he hissed. 
 
    Trent didn’t know what to say to that. He wondered what Tersa would say if she was in his place. Probably something like, “All you’re going to eat is my mace with a side of smashing, Jerkface!” Trent didn’t think he could manage to say something like that, even if his embarrassment would be hidden behind his mask. Now would be a good time for Tersa to jump out and say it herself. Where was she? 
 
    He shifted his feet and raised his axes. A putrid smell and a green haze were starting to be emitted from Krip’s body. There it was! Poison! Tainted Terrors could use poison in their attacks. Even separated from his knife, Krip had the means to kill.  
 
    Of course, the Undead didn’t need poison to deal with a low leveled Adventurer. By themselves, his hands and teeth were quite deadly, but after being burned, pulled around, and kicked, he had some venting to do. His poison meant a slower death, and that was just what Krip had in mind. 
 
    The Terror’s arms lengthened as he drew forth all his power. His nails thickened, grew, and blackened, and his eyes sunk into hollow pits. Krip's basic form was human, but there was no humanity in his features. He hissed and stretched out a single finger lazily.  
 
    Strife slashed to block what Trent thought was a probing attack. The blade of his axe never came close to the black fingernail, the claw, that reached for him. Even as Trent shifted his feet to follow up his first attack with a slash from Sorrow, the black nail, which dripped a sickly green fluid, pushed through his hide armor. The nail touched his chest, and Trent was flung backward. 
 
    That seemingly slow, powerless strike sent Trent flying. With jarring force, the back of his legs caught on the table, and he tumbled end over end until he struck the wall. Trent felt a sharp pain in his arm, side, and skull where they had made contact with the stone. This pain only grew sharper as he slid to the ground, headfirst. 
 
    His axes fell from his hands, and he almost lost consciousness. It was over. Their plan had failed utterly and completely. The Terror was not an opponent for Orion if the higher leveled man had been free of his cell, but Trent was also no match for Krip. Oddly, Trent felt worse for Orion than he did for himself. They had given the man hope, and now he would still be stuck behind those iron bars. All he would have is the memory of two people dying in front of him. 
 
    “Hey, Fuck All. You leave my friend alone, only I get to hit that jerkface!” Trent thought he imagined the shrill and belligerent cry at first. Two people dying… that’s right, there were two people that weren’t locked up here. Only, hadn’t Tersa brained herself before ever getting into the fight? Even if she was still up, what could she possibly do? 
 
    More than Trent apparently. With a bellow, Tersa heaved her mace at the Terror. The heavy iron club struck Krip squarely between the eyes, and the Tainted Warden rocked back on his feet. 
 
    If Trent had been in any condition to comment on this action, he probably would have asked Tersa what she thought she’d accomplish by throwing her weapon away, but Trent wasn’t in any position to question her actions, and Tersa wasn’t exactly thinking clearly. 
 
    The Guard Recruit surged forward, barehanded and furious! Krip thought it was laughable. The female’s mace had stung a bit, but the woman herself was shorter and slighter than himself. This wouldn’t be a long fight, and it wasn’t either, though not exactly in the way Krip expected. Tersa devoted most of her free Attribute Points to Strength and Constitution. She wasn’t big, and she wasn’t fast, but she was solid. She hit the Undead Guardian like a battering ram and drove him back until they slammed against the bars of Orion’s cell. 
 
    This was the right move, and later, Tersa would claim it was intentional, but really, she just wanted to bash and smash this smelly jerk that had hurt her friend. Her tiny fists struck out, hitting areas where a living opponent would be very sensitive. On an Undead Terror, they did little besides holding him in place and enrage him. Her strikes also had the effect of poisoning Tersa herself, but the redheaded warrior was beyond caring about that. 
 
    Krip snarled and lifted a hand. He was about to pierce his poisoned claw directly through Tersa’s eye when an arm snaked through the bars behind him and wrapped around his throat. Chokeholds were another tactic that was not very effective against the Undead, but Krip’s eyes still bulged with panic.  
 
    The arm that wrapped around his throat like a vice belonged to Orion. Before he had been bound to the Trial, Krip would have found Orion’s Level 27 strength laughable, no more threatening than Trent’s Level 1. Now, however, with his own Level currently limited to 15, he found falling into the warrior mage’s hands terrifying. 
 
    Scratching at Orion’s arm desperately, Krip forgot about killing Tersa. It was useless. Orion was not a high leveled Mage, but he was a talented one, and with his Warrior’s Strength and a Spirit Summoner’s concentration, his arm was staying where he’d put it. 
 
    “Cleanse and Bind,” Orion hissed the triggers to his spells in much the same tone that Krip had used to whisper threats at him for the last few weeks.  
 
    The Terror’s body tightened in pain, and he ceased all movement. He was only capable of whimpering brokenly. Tersa redoubled her efforts, oblivious to the fact that it was Orion’s spells and not her punches that were causing the Terror’s distress. 
 
    Orion’s Dual Cast Skill and Fast Casting Ability had never been so handy before. His path had wandered away from that of a pure Mage, so he had a narrow selection of spells, but they were all suited to confronting an Undead in close proximity. He also cast Minor Heal, Cleanse, Water Shackles, and other Light Element and Water Element spells in rapid succession. Two at once, the drain on Orion’s Mana pool was significant, but not nearly as significant as the hit Krip’s life-force was taking. It wasn’t long before Tersa was hitting a lifeless corpse held up only by Orion’s arm. 
 
    Orion released the Warden who hadn’t disappeared, only because Terrors could be Harvested. The body slumped to the ground, and to Orion’s disbelief, Tersa followed it as she continued to pummel the unresisting corpse.  
 
    “He’s dead. Nameless female, you can stop!” Orion had to shout before Tersa realized he was talking to her. 
 
    “I knew that.” Tersa popped to her feet and glowered at Orion as she caught her breath. She pushed her hair away from her red and sweaty face. “Who are you calling nameless female? I have a name! It’s…” 
 
    “Proper introductions can wait.” Orion knew Tersa’s name, but since she’d never given it to him and had insisted on calling him names like murderer and criminal, he refused to use it. “You should see to Trent. Wait, first.” He cast Cleanse on her to dispel the poison she’d picked up touching Krip. Tersa didn’t even offer him a thanks before scurrying off to check on Trent. 
 
    Trent had pushed himself into a sitting position. He leaned back against the wall and took shallow breaths. He tried not to think about the pain in his ribs and the pounding in his skull. The Secondary Attribute, Endurance, was supposed to make him more resilient, but being thrown into a wall by a monster fifteen times his own Level was beyond his limit. He was in a world of hurt right now! 
 
    He hurt more when Tersa roughly grabbed hold of him and pulled him to his feet. He would have lost consciousness, but she started forcing him across the room towards Orion, and the intense pain kept him awake, to his dismay. No enemy had caused him quite as much pain as what his friend was putting him through. 
 
    It was a different pain than the Burning Lake had caused. Trent absently wondered how many types of pain there were in the world. Being shoved roughly to the floor in front of Orion’s cell was a new kind of hell. The nausea that he experienced could have been from the poison, his head wound, the constant pain, or a combination of the three. But at this point, Trent’s curiosity abandoned him, and he couldn’t care less about causes. 
 
    Tersa stared impatiently and expectantly at Orion. Orion returned her look with one of disbelief. How could she treat an obviously wounded friend so roughly? But he knelt and fulfilled her expectations anyway. 
 
    He cleansed Trent of poison and began the slow healing process. Orion was no true Healer; he had merely learned a few basic spells while studying various types of magic, but he knew enough to get Trent moving again. Not moving fast or freely, that would take more time and Mana than Orion currently had, but Trent could think and stand again. 
 
    He also had enough range of motion back to Harvest the Terror. He tried to hint that maybe Tersa could handle it, but she wasn’t volunteering. The relevant bits of a Terror were its fingernails, eyes, and Core. Tersa turned and spun away when she heard what was required to get those parts.  
 
    Once Trent had finished, the Trial reclaimed the body of its minor Guardian and left them with the loot. A shield, a sword, a staff, two Skill Stones, and a key, not a bad haul though Trent was mostly interested in the key. It fit neatly in the lock of Orion’s cell, and a single twist had the door swinging open freely. 
 
    Orion stepped out carefully as if he couldn’t quite believe he was free. A slight smile lit his face as he turned to the cell door and closed it firmly behind him. The smile grew larger as he regarded his two saviors, and with a small bow, he reintroduced himself. 
 
    “Orion Embra, Kin Slayer.” 
 
    It was an opportunity for the three of them to start fresh. They still had a long way to go to leave the prison and would have to work together. He and Trent had formed a bond over the last few hours, but Tersa stood frowning with one hand on her hip and the other hand swinging her mace casually. Either she didn’t recognize the peace offering for what it was, or she had no intention of getting cozy with a professed murderer. 
 
    “Trent, just Trent. Servant of Lady Kirstin Al’dross,” Trent supplied awkwardly in Tersa’s place.  
 
    Orion nodded gratefully at the boy, but, inwardly, he had a mixed reaction to Trent’s introduction. It was sad that the young Survivalist had no surname and claimed no home. Orion was an exile, but at least he had a family name.  
 
    Orion’s ears also perked up when Trent mentioned his master. Humans tended to add the “Al” prefix to their names when they were the product of a union with an Al’rashian. If this Kirstin Al’dross was present in the Trial, she might prove friendly, at least she might if she knew anything at all about her heritage.  
 
    Tersa’s frown grew deeper as Trent reaffirmed his relationship with the criminal Orion, but after enduring the stares of the two men for a while longer, she finally huffed and said, “Oh fine! I’m Tersa Cromwen, of Al’drossford, a Recruit in the Duke’s Guard. But I am not pleased to meet you!” 
 
    Trent and Orion both nodded and gave internal sighs. With the basic courtesies out of the way, they could deal with more important matters. For Trent, that meant the completion of his Quest. 
 
    You have rescued the prisoner. Quest Complete. Reward: 2000 Experience Points, 2 free Skill Points, 1 Free Attribute Point. 
 
    Trent now had enough Experience, XP, to level up and was only lacking a single Level in Create Traps. The free Attribute Point and free Skill Points were also a welcome reward, or they would be if he knew what Skill Points were used for. 
 
    Tersa’s jaw dropped open, and Orion’s eyebrows rose when Trent revealed his Quest rewards to them. Tersa grumbled quietly, something about a “lucky bastard,” and left it to Orion to brief Trent about Skill Points. 
 
    “Skill Points can be used to level a known Skill or learn a new one. They are very rare, normally one only earns them for clearing a difficult Trial. I’ve never heard of them being offered as a Quest reward.” Orion kept his voice on an even keel, but it was hard. Skill Points were a highly sought-after reward. For two to just fall into Trent’s lap… 
 
    “They can be used to level Skills? Great!” Trent spoke excitedly, feeling closer to his second Level than he thought possible. 
 
    Before he could put his reward to work, however, Orion stopped him. “That is one way if you have hit a plateau in your training, but among my people, it is said a wise man uses them to gain new Skills. Skill Points can be used to acquire rare and powerful Skills not found anywhere else.” 
 
    Trent’s brow furrowed doubtfully, behind his mask. “How do I use them to do that?” 
 
    “Simply concentrate on them, and it will become clear.” Orion was hesitant to offer too much advice; it wasn’t his place, but teaching the young was a responsibility all held, and he did not want to see this young man waste an opportunity. 
 
    Trent followed the Al’rashian’s instructions and was nearly overwhelmed by what followed. A huge list of Skills and Spells appeared before him. Active and passive, offensive and defensive, all possible Skills available to him seemed to be listed. The list alone was more than he could read or study in weeks. How was he supposed to choose? Also, why were some of the Skills black while the majority were listed in grey? 
 
    When he posed these questions to Orion, he was told that the grey Skills would only be available once he had the proper Level or Class to support them. That left Trent very confused. Now he really didn’t know how to use these Skill Points. If he waited, more powerful Skills would become available, but what if there was one the group needed now? 
 
    “There is no hurry, young Trent. The Points won’t disappear. I believe we have other considerations.” Orion gestured to the equipment and Stones left by the fallen Terror. “If no one objects, I will claim the staff. I believe the shield is for the unreasonable fe… Tersa.” 
 
    Tersa’s jaw tightened, and she glared at Orion, but he merely passed the medium-sized round shield to her and took up the staff for himself. Lastly, he gathered up the sword and offered it to Trent. “I believe the Trial means for you to have this, Trent.” 
 
    Trent shook his head. It was a longsword, and it looked to require two hands. The blade alone was almost three feet long. His only sword training had been with short blades. He checked the weapon Skills he could learn with his new Points. “I don’t have that Skill and its greyed out in the Skill list.” 
 
    Orion’s eyes widened. “Never use a Skill Point on a basic weapon! This can be learned through training or a common Skill Stone. To use a Skill Point…” 
 
    Trent flinched. Orion was practically yelling. It wasn’t like Trent had done anything! 
 
    Orion took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Trent, we are strangers, and it is improper for me to guide you, but our lives are intermixed, our fates connected.” He pushed the sword into Trent’s hands and asked, “You have another Class slot, yes?” 
 
    Tersa, who had been chewing on her lower lip and waiting for a chance to offer remarkable insight, chose this moment to burst out. “Piss and bloody piss, no way! A second Class slot, really?” 
 
    Orion gave the girl an odd look. He’d heard several strange curses from Tersa in their short acquaintance. The Guard Recruit had a strange desire to swear but didn’t seem to know-how.  
 
    Trent, more used to Tersa’s outbursts, merely nodded. “Yeah, I have…” 
 
    Orion raised a hand to cut him off. Tersa shot the Al’rashian a dirty look. She was aware of what the man was doing and why, but she didn’t appreciate it. As Trent’s best friend, the boy’s secrets were her secrets, after all. 
 
    “Some things shouldn’t be discussed, even with those you trust the most.” Orion kept the exasperation from his voice, but it was close. Trent was entirely too open and honest. It was like he had no life experience at all. Orion admired these qualities; it was far too easy to become jaded in the Infinite World, but this habit of declaring sensitive information needed to be nipped in the bud. 
 
    “I only ask because your free Points give you access to so many Skills. This implies you have amazing potential. I believe the sword is the Trial’s way of telling you to explore that potential.” 
 
    “But I already have an Advanced Class, shouldn’t I concentrate on that?” Trent held the sword tightly in his hands. He knew Survivalists didn’t use swords. Small weapons were a Survivalist’s tools. 
 
    “I don’t know how you were able to choose an Advanced Class as your first, but it’s not necessarily a good thing.” Orion scratched his cheek as he carefully considered his words. “Your current Attributes will hold you back when leveling your Survivalist Class. Without a basic or specialized Class to set the foundation…” Orion had trained young Al’rashian warriors in the past, but this situation was beyond his experience.  
 
    Fortunately, Trent seemed to understand what he was saying. He knew that if he had chosen a simpler Class, he would have leveled up several times by now. It was only the stringent requirements of an Advanced Class that held him back. He also knew that while he was quick to pick up new Skills, his Skill growth speed was also absurdly low due to his Attributes. 
 
    “So which Class should I choose? Is it alright to choose a specialized one?” Trent asked, pulling up his Status and looking at the Classes available to him. 
 
    “You can pick a specialization?” Tersa asked. There was both awe and jealousy in her voice. 
 
    Trent shrugged. “Sure, there’s Thief, Scout, Blade, Fire Elementalist…” 
 
    “Enough! Secrets, Trent!” Orion didn’t keep the exasperation out of his voice this time. 
 
    “We're all depending on each other here. Shouldn’t you both have a say in what I pick?” Trent was starting to feel like Orion was the unreasonable one here. 
 
    “Yes!” Tersa shouted at the same time as Orion firmly said, “No!” 
 
    Orion gave the redhead a withering look. “Trent has to live with his decision even after we clear the Trial.” 
 
    Tersa had the grace to look abashed as Orion continued, “The choice is yours, Trent. I will only say that I believe, I guess, that the Trial wants you to have that sword. Ultimately, the three of us have the Basic Skills of a standard Adventurer’s party already. Trent, you are a Survivalist…” 
 
    Orion’s lips clamped shut. Survivalist was an Al’rashian Class. He was grateful to Trent, but he wasn’t quite ready to spill the secrets of his people. 
 
    “… a Survivalist has some of the Skills of a Rogue and Scout. That is your role. Tersa is a shield and blunt instrument, and I can Heal and provide magical support. We lack ranged damage, but we also lack a ranged weapon so that need not be considered.” 
 
    Trent frowned. The only Specialized Warrior Class he could pick was Blade. Of all the Classes he had examined, he knew that Blade used short weapons like knives or axes, but not swords. 
 
    Holding up the sword, he asked Orion, “Can you teach me to use this?” Maybe a new Class would become available if he first learned the Basic Skill for this weapon. 
 
    “Yes, that sword is of Al’rashian make. I am familiar with its purpose,” Orion said confidently. Then he hesitated. “But, I doubt we have the time for a detailed lesson.” 
 
    “Cast that light Spell thing outside the room.” Tersa said, adding disgustedly, “I'll stand guard while you show him the basics and spar with him. I’ll bet he learns quick; I'll stake my share of any loot we get from here on out on it.” 
 
    Orion still hesitated. They had defeated the prison’s Guardian. They may only have minutes before waves of Undead showed up.  
 
    “Wait!” Trent hurriedly Appraised all of the new gear and the two Skill Stones, “The Stones are Identify and Crushing Blow. Tersa, Crushing Blow is for you, and you might as well take Identify as well.” 
 
    Tersa took the attack Skill. Her face was pleased as she studied it and the Stone crumbled away, when the new knowledge filled her brain. “You keep Identify, Trent. You’re the Scout.” It was hard for Tersa to turn it down. Identify was a universal Skill, and she could, undoubtedly, pick it up, but that wasn’t the best decision for the party. Orion also turned down the Stone when Trent offered it to him, but in his case, it was because he already had the Skill.  
 
    Finally, it came back around to Trent. He hid his pleasure; a smile might put Tersa in a bashing mood. He’d had Appraisal for most of his life, but it was only good with objects; Identify was used on living targets. It wasn’t much use at Level 1, but he would increase its Level as quickly as he could. 
 
    Tersa’s round shield was a basic piece of equipment; Trent didn’t bother telling her its statistics. Orion’s staff, on the other hand, was enchanted and would increase the strength of Water Element spells and improve the concentration of the person wielding it. Orion nodded at the news. He liked the enchanted oaken staff with its iron capped ends. It would serve as a casting tool and a fine melee weapon. He was almost eager to try it out. 
 
    “This sword,” Trent drew the blade out and examined it, “is not as good as my axes. I’m not sure switching to it is such a good idea. It only has a damage rating of 10, though when used on Infernal creatures, it had a rating of 25.” 
 
    He noticed Orion shiver when he mentioned Infernal Creatures, but he didn’t let on that he had seen him tremble, as he described his axes to the Al’rashian Mage. 
 
    “Those axes are impressive,” Orion said. Trent smiled in agreement until Orion continued. “Soul-bound equipment at Level 1 is very impressive, and utterly wasted on you. They are paired weapons. Without the Dual Wield Skill you won’t be able to bring forth half their potential. To learn Dual Wield you need to master Clever Hands and Ambidextrous. You also need a minimum of 45 in Agility and 50 in Dexterity. I'm more convinced than ever that we need that sword.”  
 
    Trent’s face fell at Orion’s words, but he paid attention as closely as he could. “The Trial wouldn’t give us a weapon meant to slay the Infernal unless we were going to have to face the Infernal.” 
 
    “Undead aren’t Infernal?” Tersa said nervously, from the doorway. 
 
    “No, the Undead are Cursed. The Infernal are a variety of demonic creatures.” Orion’s eyes were serious. “Twenty minutes, we train for twenty minutes, no more. Regardless of whether you can pick up the Skill that quickly or not, you will have to use the sword, Trent.” 
 
    Trent swallowed and nodded. He would try. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Trent held his Al’rashian longsword in one hand. It was a complicated weapon, elegant and fast in a single hand, or brutal and powerful when held with both. He had picked up the related Skill after training for only ten minutes with Orion. That Skill was Basic Longsword, Level 1.  
 
    Orion had included an explanation of the sword’s history and its connection to the Survivalist Class in their lesson. The first Survivalists had used machetes, knives, and hand axes. It wasn’t until they had become a standard part of the Al’rashian military that Survivalists started to implement swords into their repertoire. If Trent wanted to specialize his Advanced Class someday, this single-edged sword, with its gentle curve and sharpened tip, would be an important weapon. 
 
    Trent hadn’t missed that Orion knew more about Survivalists than he was saying. The Al’rashian was reluctant to answer the boy’s questions, though. All his responses were terse, curt even. Trent had to let go of his curiosity or risk offending the man. 
 
    Trent held his sword loosely in one hand. He was still more comfortable fighting one-handed, though Orion assured him he was missing out on the strongest attacks the sword could deliver by fighting this way. Unfortunately, Orion didn’t have the time to teach him the intricate forms and styles of Al’rashian swordplay, so Trent depended on the basics; the basics and his new Class. 
 
    He picked up the Specialized Class, Swordsman, after their training session. Tersa had been equally delighted and depressed. On the one hand, she’d been right about how easily he would get comfortable with the new sword. On the other hand, Trent got new Skills, Thrust, Triple Slash, and Chop, while she was still stuck with a basic Class and only one attack Skill, Crushing Blow.  
 
    Tersa could be consoled that her Level was still higher than Trent’s, even though Trent had seen rapid growth in the week since they had fought their way clear of the prison. He now had 6 levels in Swordsman and another Level in Survivalist for a total Level of 8. 
 
    Orion, for his part, was pleased with both his young friends’ progress. Tersa was a friend now; she bickered with him constantly, but she did the same with Trent. It was her way of showing affection, Orion supposed. She stopped referring to him as, “a pissing, rotten murderer,” after the fifth time he’d pulled her out of trouble. 
 
    Tersa had the disturbing habit of activating Enraging Aura and charging ahead each time they encountered an enemy. No matter if there were two opponents or twelve, she always charged, shouting things like, “Suck ass, jerkface!” or “By Terah’s wrinkled genitals.” It didn’t matter how many times Orion and Trent told her to hold back a bit, or that the goddess of forest and field probably didn’t have wrinkled genitals, Tersa was incorrigible. You accepted it as part of her Charm, or you went mad. 
 
    Fortunately, both of them had weapons Skills and Levels that were improving. Orion conceded it was probably because they were getting plenty of practice since Tersa’s unfriendly greetings kept them from avoiding enemies. 
 
    The three companions probably would have been dead long ago if not for Trent’s uncanny scouting abilities. The boy never failed to spot an ambush or trap. He found defensive positions and led the others to it long before the enemy arrived. At some point, both Tersa and Orion started looking at Trent as the leader of their small group. It was ridiculous if you thought about it. Trent had far less experience than Orion, or even Tersa, but that was how it was.  
 
    This was how Trent acquired the Leadership Skill. While it was only Level 1, it allowed the group to form a party and share experiences. This was greatly responsible for the growth of the two younger companions. Most of the enemies they faced were Level 12 and up, impossible foes for Tersa and Trent, but easy meat for Orion. Once they formed a party, sharing in the Experience from Orion’s kills caused Trent’s Level to explode. Now he and Tersa were able to contribute to the fight, although it also meant the Trial’s difficulty increased. Now, they rarely saw an enemy below Level 16. 
 
    Trent’s taking charge almost naturally occurred sometime after he led them to the first safe zone, He didn’t stumble upon it. He led them directly to it like he could see it. Which was impossible. 
 
    By the time Trent found the third safe zone, Orion had to accept that the boy was more special than he’d realized. Safe zones were places you could only find by luck. Unless you were Trent! Orion wondered if it was a feature of the mask Trent always wore, but the equipment was soul-bound; it couldn’t be stronger than its wearer. 
 
    No, something about the boy himself was made to challenge the Trials. The proof of that was right in front of Orion. With sword in hand, Trent lunged and activated the Thrust Skill. The narrowed tip of his sword pierced the roof of an Infernal Hunting Cat’s mouth.  
 
    The large cat, five feet in length and three feet tall at the shoulder, jerked back in pain. It snarled and swiped at Trent, but Trent’s feet never stopped moving. He avoided the blow and shifted his grip on his sword as he moved forward. He activated another Skill that Orion had seen before but didn’t realize the boy knew. He must have leveled up again, Orion assumed. 
 
    Long Slash was meant for disemboweling larger opponents, and it could be tricky to get a handle on, but Trent never paused as he swept his blade down the side of the Hunting Cat, scoring a deep, penetrating hit. From one Skill to the next, Trent’s movements were flawless. 
 
    This was the first Infernal Beast they had encountered. It had leaped out and ambushed them while they were running from a mixed group of Undead. One second the land ahead had been clear, and then, suddenly, teeth, fur, and muscle were flying at the party’s leader and Scout. 
 
    When Trent acted without panic, swiftly changing from fleeing to attacking, Orion could only credit Trent’s survival on the boy’s instinctive feel for the Trial. That was another reason he had command over the small group. A week of running and fighting, and he still carried himself with confidence and ease. 
 
    Orion was bewildered, in a way. Trent’s casual conversation was stilted. He lacked even the most common knowledge a child picked up as he grew, but when it came to the challenges on the Trial, he was like a fish in fast-moving water. He naturally navigated the swift ever-changing currents. 
 
    The present situation was a perfect example. Instead of faltering, he adapted, and critically wounded an unknown beast with two strikes. His swordsmanship was clumsy, but his grasp over his Skills was nearly perfect. 
 
    Tersa, following close behind Trent, dealt the finishing blow to the heavily wounded Cat. She’d replaced her simple mace with a longer, heavier, spiked one two days earlier. The heavy weapon, combined with Crushing Blow, caved in the skull of the Infernal Beast. 
 
    It was obviously dead, but Tersa gave the Cat another whack anyway and followed that up with a kick. 
 
    “Stupid, ugly cat!” Tersa spat. “Never trust a cat! They look all cute and cuddly but try to pet one, and they’ll bite or scratch. And the second you turn your back on them, they pee in your shoe! Not like a dog.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this!” Trent interrupted. His words were abrupt, but his tone was gentle. If they weren’t being chased, he would really like to hear the reason why Tersa hated cats. 
 
    He looked back at the troop of Undead that were pursuing them, twenty-five to thirty Skeletal Warriors and Zombie Biters. It wasn’t an insurmountable number if they could find the right place to make a stand, but there were enough that even Tersa hadn’t charged into them. 
 
    They needed to keep the Undead form surrounding them. If they could do that, Orion’s staff and magic could settle the pack with a little help from Tersa’s mace and his sword. 
 
    But where should they go? The land was flat in all directions. He could see hills, and cliffs, and what looked like ruins of a town in the distance, but they’d never reach it in time. To the left… 
 
    What was that? Not a hill, or canyon, just a small rise in the terrain. No more than an average man's height. It wouldn’t provide shelter, except there was a white sheen to the bump that Trent had seen before. A Safe Zone! Was there a cave or hole there? It didn’t matter, a Safe Zone was a Safe Zone. 
 
    “That way! Towards that small rise!” Trent pointed and directed. 
 
    Tersa set off immediately. She was good at following orders if those orders weren’t “stand still” or “carefully follow this plan.” Trent wished she was as good at remembering that he was the Scout, and she should stay behind him, as she was at leaping into action. 
 
    Trent tossed Orion a grin, which the Al’rashian missed since it was concealed by Trent’s mask. He set off after Tersa. Orion shrugged and followed behind, jogging in his easy, loping stride. Trent was about to overtake Tersa and resume his rightful place when he spotted it. 
 
    His eyes widened, and his hand shot out to grab Tersa’s shoulder. He yanked her backward, hard. Caught between one step and the next, Tersa found herself plopping onto her rear. She shot Trent a disgruntled look. When had he gotten strong enough to toss her around? 
 
    Tent spun wildly in a circle. All around them were the clear shimmering runes that indicated they’d stepped into a Fleshling Circle. A few more steps forward, and they’d find themselves surrounded. This was the first time they’d stumbled onto this twist of the Trial since Orion joined them. 
 
    Orion came to a halt and gave Trent a concerned look. Trent quickly explained the situation to him, and Orion frowned. This wasn’t good! His magic could deal with Fleshlings, but not fast enough, not with their pursuers catching up. 
 
    “Hmph.” Tersa stood and glared at the two men. “I have an idea if anyone wants to listen.” 
 
    Trent sheathed his sword. His mind was whirling. He halfheartedly asked Tersa what she had in mind, not really expecting much beyond a recommendation to charge. 
 
    “We charge.” There it was. Tersa hurried to explain before she could be stopped. “One of us recently gained a Level and managed to specialize. One of us now has superior bashing abilities and can get us through a few Fleshlings easily.” 
 
    Two serious gazes were cast in her direction, and Tersa pretended to brush dust off her shoulder as she preened under her friends' attention. At least she meant to pretend to brush herself off. The cloud of dirt her hand threw up surprised her. Next time they rested, she needed to remember to use a Self-Clean Charm. 
 
    “What did you Specialize as?” Orion didn’t think he’d like the answer.  
 
    “Brute!” Tersa said excitedly. “And I earned two Skills! Iron Skin and Charge!” 
 
    Orion suppressed a groan. Brute was a similar Class to Berserker, though it had severe limitations. It suited Tersa’s personality perfectly, but not her five feet four inches of height or slender frame. Tersa was well-muscled and surprisingly heavy thanks to her Strength and Constitution, but she lacked the mass of a traditional Brute. 
 
    Trent tilted his head curiously. “Congratulations, but how does this help?” He was happy for his friend; he knew she wanted a specialization almost as much as she wanted magic, but her new Skills didn’t sound like they could take out Fleshlings. 
 
    “I think… I know,” she corrected emphatically, “that if I lead with my shield and activate Iron Skin and Charge, I can push through a bunch of mindless jerks like Fleshlings!” 
 
    “You clear a path, and we keep running,” Orion said doubtfully. “It doesn’t solve anything, but it might work to buy us some space.” 
 
    Trent didn’t like it. More pursuers didn’t sound like a good thing at all. He also didn’t have a better idea. His hands fell to his hips to caress the axe heads of Sorrow and Strife. It was a habit he had picked up when he was thinking. 
 
    This time he was shocked to discover, as he performed the familiar action, that instead of feeling axe heads, his hands found the hilts of daggers. His eyes shot down to his waist. Where his axes once hung, there were now two heavy bladed long daggers in tooled leather sheaths. His hands closed on the hilts, and he drew his soul-bound weapons to inspect them. 
 
    Hilts of bone, heavy curving blades, sturdy guards to offer protection for his hands, Sorrow and Strife no longer came close to resembling axes. They must have changed during his last level up. He Appraised to see if anything else had changed. 
 
    Heavy Blades: Sorrow and Strife 
 
    Paired Rare Items 
 
    Soul-bound/will grow with user. 
 
    Damage +25 
 
    Wielder may channel spells into the blades to increase damage and effect. 
 
    The daggers now did as much damage as his sword! He’d be happier about that if Orion hadn’t told him that paired weapons weren’t effective unless they were used together by a warrior with the Dual Wield Skill. He wasn’t eligible for that Skill yet. 
 
    Trent Appraised his cowl to see if that had grown as well. It had, but only the armor rating had changed. From 5 to 15, it was a significant boost, but not helpful in this situation. Had anything else about him changed? 
 
    As Trent conducted his self-analysis, Tersa hummed happily. She’d shocked Trent into speechlessness. It was the best possible reaction to her news she could ask for. 
 
    Orion, on the other hand, was growing impatient. Trent didn’t normally take this long to make decisions. Tersa’s idea wasn’t a good one, but it was the only chance they had. 
 
    “Trent, we don’t have a lot of time.” The boy was just standing there, holding his… daggers? When had Trent gotten those? They looked suspiciously like Al’rashian fighting blades; surely, Orion would have noticed Trent owning a pair of those. 
 
    Trent ignored Orion’s prodding. He’d discovered something. His equipment wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Heart of the Inferno had grown as well. It provided increased Fire Resistance, increased affinity with the Fire Element, and a further use beyond Purification. Now Trent could activate the Heart and for thirty seconds, at the cost of all his Stamina, his Strength would increase by 10, and he would radiate an Aura of Fire, damaging anyone that came near him. 
 
    The active part of the Ability didn’t tempt Trent. He still had a lot of running to do and couldn’t afford to be in a weakened state, but the increased fire resistance, along with the new capabilities of Sorrow and Strife, gave him an idea. 
 
    “Tersa,” he said at last, “we go with your plan. Charge and run, no looking back. Orion, you stay close to her. I'll bring up the rear.” 
 
    Tersa nodded once, a broad smile spreading across her face. First, a Specialized Class, and now people were taking her advice. Soon, she’d be running things around here, and when she got back to the keep, maybe she’d take over for Lieutenant Ranchell. Or maybe the Lieutenant would take her on as an assistant. Tersa wasn’t quite ready to challenge the cheerfully scary Lieutenant for her position. Not yet. 
 
    Orion’s eyes narrowed. Trent didn’t look like he was ready to run. Why was he still holding those knives? Orion opened his mouth, but he was too late to ask Trent what he was really planning. Tersa activated Iron Skin and Charge. 
 
    Tersa couldn’t see the runes that summoned the Fleshlings, but when the thin, gruesome figures with their saggy skin and grabbing hands appeared, she knew she touched them. She didn’t pause, couldn’t pause. Her control over Charge wasn’t very precise, and she was now a slave to her momentum. That didn’t bother her though, that was the point. Even she couldn’t stop herself now! 
 
    She leaned into her shield and barreled into the first Fleshling. It spun away, revealing a second Fleshling right behind. The second was no more a match for her Charge than the first. Nor the third! How many had been Summoned this time? 
 
    She gave the third a smack with her mace as it tottered away from her, then she was passed the Fleshlings. She could hear Orion muttering curses behind her. That meant they all made it! Her plan had worked. 
 
    Charge carried Tersa for another twenty feet before she felt the Skill let go of her. Her speed decreased, but she kept her feet moving. Trent had said to run without looking back. That was fine; her friends were right behind her anyway. 
 
    Orion was right on her heels, easily keeping pace, but the Al’rashian had been correct in his assumption. The plan Trent was following was not the one Tersa had suggested. Trent still stood where he’d been when Tersa charged. 
 
    He held both of his knives, and when Tersa activated her Skill, Trent channeled Spark into his blades. Under the effect of Level 3 Fire Manipulation, the simple Charm was greatly enhanced. Trent felt like he was controlling a bonfire as he pushed the Charm along the edges of Sorrow and Strife. 
 
    The blades glowed with an internal white-hot flame. If Trent’s eyes had been visible, anyone observing him would have seen a similar flame in them. He’d been leveling his Swordsman class to strengthen himself, but what he wanted was to level his Advanced Class. The current requirement for that was to reach Level 5 in Small Blades, a hard thing to do when you depended on a longsword as your main weapon. Maybe today… 
 
    The last time Trent had fought Fleshlings, he’d been the same height as Tersa. That wasn’t the case anymore. Trent grew physically with each level up. Now, at five feet and eleven inches, he was taller than most of the grotesque Undead that surrounded him. His shoulders were broad, his frame packed with compact muscle; anyone who saw his Status would think that his age of twelve was a mistake. 
 
    With Dodge and Dash activated, Trent was ready. His knives flashed and burned as he sliced and struck the Fleshling bodies, cutting and slashing, moving to the next target, and never hitting a single Fleshling more than once. Sorrow and Strife dealt blows that seemed to carry no weight; speed was what Trent strived for. 
 
    Trent ducked beneath outstretched arms and batted away grasping fingers. He slashed at biting faces and spun away, and where he struck, Fleshlings caught on fire! Fire was the Fleshlings greatest weakness. They burned for a long time, and they continued to attack as their bodies charred. 
 
    Like mobile torches, the burning Undead chased after Trent as he continued to swing his daggers and dodge from this enemy. He didn’t even need to cut every Fleshing. The unthinking monsters bumped into each other as they tried to catch the fast-moving warrior among them. They spread the flames themselves, and soon they were all alight.  
 
    Trent didn’t know how long they could last in this state, but he didn’t care. He’d done his job. These Undead were no longer a threat. He ducked between them and never even felt the heat of the flames with his Fire Resistance. He grinned and then choked! 
 
    Choking brought back a memory of fighting Howlers, with Sergeant Cullen watching. He remembered the Sergeant saying that fire consumed the air. Air people needed to breathe. Fire created smoke. Smoke, which was as hazardous to the creator as it was to his enemies. It was bad to be trapped in a ring of fire, very bad. 
 
    Trent stopped attacking and started trying to make his way out of danger. His eyes stung from the smoke coming from burning bodies. His mask protected him from the worst of it, but not all of it. He gagged at the smell of burning flesh and promised himself he’d think over his plans more carefully from now on. 
 
    Trent was breathless and staggering when he finally broke free from the circle of Undead. He might not have made it, if the flames hadn’t finally done their job, destroying a few of the Fleshlings. As their bodies fell, Trent took advantage of the gap and burst out from the encirclement.  
 
    He stumbled and coughed as he tried to put some distance between himself and the burning monsters. He hadn’t received a single wound, and yet this had almost killed him. He bumped into a figure and lashed out with his knives. Had the pursuing Skeletons and Zombies caught up!? 
 
    Orion caught Trent’s wrist and took the knife out of the boy’s hand. His expression was not a pleasant one. He wasn’t upset about Trent’s blind attack, he’d expected that; the lad wasn’t in any condition to think clearly. No, he was upset that Trent had placed himself in this situation in the first place. 
 
    “That was poorly done!” He watched as Trent pushed back his mask and gulped water from his water skin. 
 
    “It worked, though,” Tersa said defensively. She waited until Trent finished drinking and then grabbed the water skin from his hands. They still hadn’t replaced hers, and running and fighting was thirsty work. She offered it to Orion after she had her fill.  
 
    Still frowning, Orion took the offered bag. He had to refill it by channeling Mana into the bags runes before he could drink. That caused him to direct his frown in Tersa’s direction. It was bad manners not to refill a water source after you had emptied it. 
 
    “It worked, and it was badly done,” Trent agreed with them both. “If I'd told you both what I had in mind, it would have at least been safer.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Orion said shortly. He looked at the fallen bodies of the Fleshlings. Trent had just eliminated thirty Undead who were 5 to 6 Levels stronger than he was. Orion had to find the time to teach the boy proper blade techniques and footwork. What would he be capable of with the right polishing? 
 
    “We should go,” Trent said nervously. He’d never seen that serious a look on Orion’s face before. It reminded him of training learned under Sergeant Cullen. He wasn’t sure what the look meant, but it implied a painful lesson was on the way. 
 
    Orion nodded. He reached out a hand and put it on Trent’s shoulder. “Good job, young one. Do not do it again.” 
 
    Trent flinched at the sudden physical contact but grinned at Orion’s words. He was nearly as tall as the older man now, but his smile, bare to the world without his mask, made him look the age his Status said he was. He pulled his cowl back on and set off, Tersa following close behind. 
 
    Orion stood and watched them go for a moment. A warmth settled in his chest as he regarded them. It was a feeling he hadn’t experienced since he’d been banished four years ago. A feeling of companionship and family that he rarely experienced even among Clan Embra. 
 
    He’d only known these two for a short time, but he was already closer to them than he was his own kin. Well, Trent, at least. Tersa was more like a familiar horse, a poorly trained, family pet. But Trent… he was closer to Trent than he had been to his own younger brother. The younger brother he'd been forced to kill. 
 
    The warmth left Orion, and he barked a self-deprecating chuckle. He set off to catch up to the others, an easy task with his long legs and higher Level. He hadn’t managed to keep Albion, his brother, safely on the correct path. He would do better with these two younglings. He must. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    They reached the Safe Zone not much later without any other complications. The bump in the terrain was a narrow cave that led down into the earth. The mouth of the cave had the now-familiar glow, which marked the welcome boundary of a Safe Zone.  
 
    As Trent passed through the white translucent field, he received a pleasant surprise. 
 
    Discovered Hidden Location: Spirit Field. Safe Zone will last 12 hours. 
 
    Class Quest Complete – you have discovered two hidden locations. Reward: 1000 Experience, Ability Far Sight. 
 
    New Class Quest: Survive alone in the wild for two weeks. Reward: 1000 Experience. 1 Free Attribute Point. 1 Free Skill Point. 
 
    It wasn’t just a Safe Zone. It was a hidden location! Trent much preferred this hidden location to the last. Unlike the prison, this location was going to be a pleasure to explore.  
 
    It was a vast underground cavern, but if it wasn’t for the stone roof overhead, you’d never know it. An endless green field spread out in front of him, and from where he was standing, Trent could spot a dozen different types of rare herbs and flowers. The air here was clean and fresh, a nice break from the oppressive humidity outside.  
 
    The cavern was filled with light from a source that Trent was unable to spot. He didn’t even realize that the cavern was lit until Tersa mentioned how pretty it all was. He had assumed Dark Vision was the reason he could make out so many details. 
 
    Stepping further in, he removed his cowl and bent down to touch the grass and smell a flower. It seemed like a lifetime since he’d seen natural foliage. A glowing blue light floated out of the flower as he bumped it with his nose. Looking around, Trent spotted dozens of brightly glowing dots of all colors, flickering in the air, rushing about from plant to plant. He didn’t recognize them and would have dismissed them as insects until a red one floated near Tersa’s nose, and Orion identified it. 
 
    “Elemental Spirits, minor ones. I’ve never seen so many types in one place before. Don’t touch it!” Orion’s caution came too late.  
 
    Tersa’s curious finger had reached out and poked the red Spirit hovering near her face. She jerked her finger away from the floating dot with a curse. She blew angrily at the Spirit to drive it away, then stuck her finger in her mouth. 
 
    Orion didn’t laugh. His mouth never twitched, but his silver eyes danced. “Fire Spirit, harmless. But they can burn you if you’re not careful.” 
 
    The Fire Spirit floated away from Tersa, flashing brightly as it zigzagged through the air. With her finger in her mouth, Tersa angrily watched it go. It approached Trent, and he held out a hand. The Spirit settled on his palm. Whether it was due to his Fire Resistance or his peaceful motion, he wasn’t burned. A fact which caused Tersa’s eyes to narrow dangerously.  
 
    “Stupid Elementals, worse than cats. As bad as cats, probably,” she muttered. She had many bad experiences trying to make friends with felines. This was her first encounter with an Elemental Spirit, so maybe she’d have better luck with them than she did cats, but she wasn’t going to hold her breath. 
 
    Trent leisurely studied the Fire Spirit. Something stirred in him as the Spirit bounced around on his palm. The Heart of the Inferno and Fire Manipulation were reacting to the tiny Spirit’s presence.  
 
    Trent reached out with Fire Manipulation. Not exactly like he would towards his Spark Charm or another fire source. His awareness merely brushed up against it, lightly making contact. There was something there, not a consciousness, not a voice. In some ways, it reminded him of Spark. The Elemental was like a Charm that had a will of its own.  
 
    Tersa and Orion left him to it and started to set up camp, but this didn’t take long. They had no fuel for a fire, no cooking utensils, and no food except for dried rations. Setting up camp for the two meant dropping their weapons and sitting down in the soft grass. There was still a threat waiting for them outside, but for the time being, they could relax. 
 
    They were both soon asleep, but Trent remained awake communing with the Fire Spirit resting on his right palm. Soon his left hand opened up. The Spirit was telling him something, not in words, just an image, a picture. 
 
    He imagined the picture the Spirit was showing him to be resting on his left palm. He fed Mana into it, and a word, “Ember," tumbled from his lips. The image he held in his mind came to life! A glowing spot of heat now lay in his left hand. At first, Trent didn’t realize what he’d done. His Status soon cleared matters up for him. 
 
    You have learned the Charm Ember – Level 1. +1 Intelligence. 
 
    A new Spell! Well, a Charm. It was weaker than Spark, not as hot, but it would last longer. The Intelligence boost was welcome, but Trent honestly didn’t know what he could accomplish with this Ember. 
 
    The Spirit zipped over and touched the Ember in his hand. It circled excitedly three or four times, and then returned to its perch on his right hand. A new image came from the Spirit; a stronger flame, a combination of Spark and Ember. 
 
    Trent controlled his excitement. Would this be his first real Spell? Right now, the trio lacked a ranged magical attack. Orion knew Fireball, but his affinity with Fire was weak, he claimed, and the Spell was a waste of Mana in his hands. There hadn’t been the time to teach it to Trent. Was this Spirit about to do so in Orion’s stead? 
 
    It wasn’t easy to combine the images of Spark and Ember. They required very different visualizations, but Trent kept at it. The Spirit patiently communicated the image to him, and when he found the trick of it, he felt a little stupid. He was glad Tersa wasn’t watching, though she wouldn’t have understood what was happening. 
 
    He wasn’t supposed to combine the Charms. He was supposed to enhance Ember with Spark. To feed one Spell into the other. It was so simple he was almost disappointed. Whatever the Spirit was teaching him, it wasn’t going result in a powerful, destructive Spell. He was pretty sure the result would still be a Charm. 
 
    He pushed his disappointment aside and fed Spark into the Ember still on his palm while muttering the word that came to him. 
 
    “Flame.” 
 
    He almost fell over as a flame came to life on his hand. Even at Level 4, his Spark was still only 2 inches tall. This flame was almost 2 feet tall and burned hotter than anything he’d ever cast before. It was hotter and would last longer, and it only cost a single MP! 
 
    You have learned the Charm Spirit Flame – Level 1. +1 intelligence. 
 
    The Fire Spirit burst off his palm into the air, almost to the cavern roof. Then it rushed back down to circle the flame in his hand twice. It glowed brighter for a moment. Trent felt a wave of approval from the creature before it darted into the flame! 
 
    It then settled comfortably on his left palm. It was absorbing his Spell, his Mana. Trent almost dismissed the Spirit Flame, afraid that he was under some sort of attack. But this was a Safe Zone, and the Fire Spirit was harmless, friendly even. Trent could feel the Spirit giving off waves of contentment as it basked in the flame. It was feeding, but it wasn’t harming him. The trickle of Mana it absorbed was hardly noticeable, and Trent decided it had earned its reward. The Spirit had provided him with two Charms and two Attribute Points! 
 
    After a few minutes, the Spirit flew out, weaving drunkenly, a little bigger and a little brighter than it had been originally. It buzzed around Trent’s head twice and then settled onto the top of his cowl. Trent couldn’t see it, but he felt its presence. He was nearly certain it was asleep, or in whatever state passed for sleep among Fire Spirits. 
 
    He carefully sat down, afraid to disturb his tiny benefactor. The Spirit Flame Charm still burned merrily on his palm. The cost of maintaining it was less than feeding the Spirit had been. He studied it with Flame Manipulation. 
 
    This Charm was much more versatile than Spark. He could form it into many different shapes and configurations, the most exciting of which was a sword. He summoned a second flame and formed replicas of Sorrow and Strife. He combined the two and had a perfect duplicate of his sword. These weapons wouldn’t do as much damage as his physical blades but against the Undead? That remained to be seen! It was no conjured wave of destroying fire, but it was better than he had before. And if he channeled this Charm into his actual blades… This might be the edge they needed. 
 
    He still needed Dual Wield, but Sorrow and Strife had just become much stronger. If only his sword had the same ability, because he still needed his sword. His knives wouldn’t have been very effective against that Infernal Hunting Cat. 
 
    He released the flames, and looking over his shoulder, he saw that Tersa and Orion were sleeping peacefully. Trent should be doing the same. Only, he didn’t feel the need. Something about this cave energized him. It was like a cocktail of Mana, Stamina, and Health potions was being poured into his body. It was a heady feeling. Despite several days of running and fighting, he felt the urge to get up and move. 
 
    He started to jump to his feet and then remembered his slumbering passenger. He got up carefully and then felt foolish. The Spirit was hardly a person, a little jostling wouldn’t bother it! Still, he stepped softly as he set out to explore his surroundings. 
 
    He activated Far Vision, doubling the distance he could see normally, but he still couldn’t see the end of the cavern. He didn’t know exactly how far he could see, but it had to mean the cavern stretched for miles. 
 
    Trent picked herbs as he walked. He might level his Herbalism Skill, and the herbs might come in handy. He placed them all in Storage as he’d leveled Storage twice recently. Usually, any loot they earned had to be collected on the run. Trent had tolerated the Mana drain and simply swept it all into Storage for examination later. Between his larger Mana pool (thanks to Intelligence gains) and the lesser cost to use it (due to leveling the Ability up), Storage was almost at the point where he could use it casually.  
 
    The farther he went into the cavern, the more attention Trent drew to himself from a veritable swarm of Spirits that hovered and buzzed around him. Without Orion to Identify them, Trent could only guess what types were represented in the chaotic pack. He imagined there were dozens of representatives of every kind of Element. 
 
    They didn’t impede him or hurt him in any way. They seemed to enjoy just being near him, and he was glad of the company. He couldn’t communicate with them the way he could with the Fire Spirit, but he sensed an intelligence there. He was curious about what they might teach him if he could talk to them, but he felt that was a pointless line of thought. 
 
    The Safe Zone would only last for twelve hours. Trent gave himself three hours to explore the cavern. An hour had already passed, and Tersa and Orion would be asleep for at least six more. Well, Tersa would. She would probably sleep the full twelve and more if they let her. Trent only hoped Orion would sleep half as long. He wanted to train with the serious-minded Al’rashian for a few hours, and if Orion woke up and found him missing, Trent was bound to get an earful when he got back. 
 
    That didn’t stop him from wandering, though. Trent enjoyed the company of his two friends, but somewhere along the way, he discovered he also enjoyed solitude. Because he found conversation difficult, he was usually limited to listening to Tersa’s rants and had little to contribute. Feeling guilty about leaving them behind, he reasoned that since privacy was also hard to come by in the Land of the Undying Lord, he must take advantage of any chance he got. Besides, this was a hidden location, not just a Safe Zone. There had to be more to discover than Elemental Spirits. He couldn’t explain that to Tersa and Orion yet. They would ask all kinds of questions that he couldn’t answer. 
 
    By the second hour into his aimless roaming of the cavern, his guilt was completely gone. He’d known there was more to this place! He had stumbled upon an innocent-looking pond, a perfectly calm circle of water surrounded by wildflowers. The water was undisturbed and looked both fresh and refreshing. It would probably taste cool and sweet, completely unlike the warm stale fluid provided by his water skin. 
 
    In the center of the pond was an island. Small and neat, and again, perfectly normal looking. On the island, three stone blocks sat. Only on closer examination did he realize they weren’t blocks. They weren’t chests! Trent circled the pond on foot suspiciously, observing the boxes with a wary eye. He didn’t see clasps or hinges, only a groove, indicating that the top of the stone box was removable. It was unlike any reward chest Trent had ever seen, which was only one, but still. 
 
    As calm as it looked, Trent didn’t trust the pond, not one bit. The last body of water he’d seen like this was the Burning Lake. It had been bigger, much bigger, but this pond had a very similar look and feel about it. The Burning Lake had held pain, unbearable, unending pain. Only it had ended, and when it did, Trent had found weapons and strength. This pond, this pool, was smaller, and although he had told himself that he didn’t trust it, he now convinced himself that he could face whatever lay ahead. He stepped into the water without thinking. Thinking was the enemy of action! This was not a good way to approach life, but Trent didn’t have the time to evaluate his state of mind. 
 
    His foot entered the water, and he shrieked, but not in pain! The water was deeper than it looked, and he had sunk up to his waist immediately. He blushed and looked around. Thousands of Spirits were buzzing around him. He was sure half of them were laughing at him, but no one else was close by to see or hear what had happened. 
 
    With his jaws clamped shut and fists held tightly at his sides, he took a step forward. No pain, just cool water swirling around his lower body, He took another step. He was being set up; he was sure of it! The pond was waiting for him to lower his guard, but he was no fool, no matter what Tersa said! 
 
    He reached the small island without incident. He almost leaped out of the water onto the promised safety of dry land, but something stopped him. He’d gotten the Detect Trap Skill from leveling Survivalist, but this was the first time it tingled. His Skill tugged at his mind, begging him to look closer. It hinted at channeling Mana… to his eyes? 
 
    Not understanding why, Trent pulled Mana from the center of his being and fed it into his eyes. The appearance of the island in front of him altered. Now it was covered in sinuous black runes. Every inch of the island bore markings that screamed of ending, of death. If he had stepped onto those runes… 
 
    This was a magic trap. Only a combination of Detect Trap, Mana Manipulation, and Mana Control allowed him to see it. This was the first time Trent had ever used his Mana this way, which begged the question, what Skill had allowed him to see the Fleshlings Circles and Safe Zones that no one else could see? 
 
    That question would have to wait. Three boxes, three companions. Trent was sure they needed what was in those stone containers. They’d done well so far, but Trials only got more difficult, never easier. Three trapped boxes in a hidden location must hold something valuable. 
 
    This was standard Adventurer thinking. Trent couldn’t know that, but Kirstin would be proud of him for developing this sense of practical greed. A standard Adventurer would see those boxes and imagined riches within. In Trent’s case, valuable meant weapons or potions instead of gold and jewels, but the intent was the same. It wasn’t his fault that he lusted after lifesaving tools instead of treasures. Trent only picked up the coins dropped by Trial beasts because he was following directions. He had no idea that money could be exchanged for goods. 
 
    In any case, he desperately wanted to know what the stone boxes held. If he went back and found Orion, maybe the Mage would know how to disarm the trap. He started to wade back to land but stopped when he noticed a cloud of Black Elemental Spirits hovering almost on top of the runes.  
 
    His mind knew the runes screamed death, but the black Spirits felt different from the Undead. Instead of the cold, hateful, unnatural energy of the Fleshlings, Zombies, and Walking Skeletons, these Spirits seemed friendly. Still cold, but a natural cold. Less the antithesis of life, more like the other side of the same coin. 
 
    Death Elementals? Similar to the Undead, but natural? Would purifying the runes have any effect? There couldn’t be any harm in trying, right? 
 
    He started to cast Spirit Flame, when a flash of blue light buzzed in front of his face. He’d become so used to the ever-present Spirits that he’d forgotten about them. They crowded thickly around him like a mist, not completely obstructing his vision. His flame wouldn’t hurt a Fire Spirit, but what about the others? He wanted to dispel the magic trap, but not if it would hurt Water Spirits or Earth Spirits. He didn’t even want to harm the Death Spirits! 
 
    Trent cleared his throat and spoke, somewhat self-consciously, “If you understand me, could you all move back?” 
 
    Apparently, they could understand, and a space opened around him. Even the Death Spirits floated up into the air, away from the island. He sighed in relief. “Is that everyone?” It felt like a stupid question, but he had to ask it, and since the Spirits lacked voices, he received no reply. He wondered if they would attack him if he accidentally harmed some unseen presence on the island? It was a chance he would have to take. He didn’t even know if the Spirit Flame would work on the runes. 
 
    He cast the Flame and sent it to the nearest rune. The runes twisted and writhed when the Purifying Flame touched them. Suddenly, he realized that this action might not disarm the trap. There was another possibility. It could set the trap off! 
 
    Had this idea come to him because he had the Disarm Trap Skill? If it had, it was still a Level 1 Skill in the hands of a person with less than a months’ worth of life to his name, the name which meant useless. His Skills were hardly infallible. 
 
    He shut his eyes and held his breath. Inside his wet boots, his toes clenched. He would have prayed if he knew how or who to pray to. It would probably be pointless anyway. The gods couldn’t touch the Trials; that was why Tersa felt it was okay to blaspheme here.  
 
    He stayed like that, perfectly still, until the smell of scorched grass and smoke reached his nose. He opened his eyes. 
 
    The rune was gone! He released his Charm. It had worked! He’d burned the rune away, and a small section of grass as well. An unintentional but acceptable side effect. The corners of his mouth inched up happily. 
 
    The Death Spirits started to descend when he released his Charm. He quickly spoke up, “I'm not done yet.” They returned to hovering. They weren’t as playful as their other Elemental brothers and sisters. There was a disapproving feel to the way the Death Spirits floated. Trent supposed it couldn’t be helped. You couldn’t make friends with everyone. 
 
    One rune down and hundreds to go. He recast Spirit Flame and set it to the next rune. This time he used Fire Manipulation to spread the flame out in a sheet, covering multiple runes at once. That also worked! Ten minutes later he’d cleared the island of trap runes, and plant life. All that was left was charred earth and three stone boxes. 
 
    Trent stood in the middle of the devastation and shifted his feet guiltily. He felt it was wrong to destroy things in the middle of a Safe Zone. He probably should have checked with Orion to see if the Mage had another method before wantonly burning everything in his path. 
 
    There was nothing he could do about it now. That was a fact. There was nothing he could do, but he wasn’t the only one present. The cloud of Death Spirits was descending and settling on the burned island. Wherever they landed, ash and scorched plants were absorbed. Soon, nothing but bare clean earth remained. 
 
    Their job finished, the black dots floated up, slightly fatter for their meal. In their place, a swarm of white, yellow, and green lights floated down. Swirling about the island, life returned, thicker, greener, and more varied than ever before. Grass grew and flowers blossomed. Herbs bursting with vitality filled the air with a pleasant, calming scent. 
 
    After they were done, Spirits comprising a rainbow of colors, including black, fluttered in the air in front of Trent’s face. He felt appreciation and gratitude flowing from them.  He understood now that the Death Spirits had been guarding the runes, not feeding off them. They had detested the harmful energy radiating from the runes as much as he had. 
 
    Trent lowered his head, still feeling guilty. He was glad for the positive outcome. He was only sorry that his motivation had been that of necessity and greed, not from any sense of righteousness. He could hardly accept their thanks.  
 
    Ducking away from the Spirits, Trent was finally able to get to the three stone boxes. They weren’t overly large, no more than two feet deep by two feet wide, and maybe three feet long. There was no tingling sense alerting him that they were trapped, so he ignored the voice in his head telling him not to rely on his undeveloped Skills. He reached out to touch the smooth black stone on the lid of the box closest to him.  
 
    The fire that had cleared the area of harmful traps had left the stone untouched. He exhaled slowly when his touch wasn’t met with an explosion of harmful magic. He then ran his hands across the smooth top. It was cool to the touch, but his relief turned to puzzlement when he tried to pry the box open. He touched the seam of the container’s lid; it was too tight for him to get a good hold. Lifting from the edges was no better. The stone lids were heavy, much too heavy for their size. Trent considered trying to melt the lid, but magic that was able to destroy the stone would most likely destroy the contents as well, and his magic was weak. 
 
    Tersa might be able to break the stone with her mace, or, if the other two were here, the three of them together could lift the lid. He ran a finger along the front seam. The tip of his sword would... no, the blade was enchanted to deal with Infernal creatures, but that didn’t make it invulnerable to damage. His knives? He was even more reluctant to try that. 
 
    Frustrated, Trent set his feet and leaned forward, pushing with all his might, against the edge of the lid. He didn’t really expect it to work. He was so sure that it was a pointless effort that when the lid slid off smoothly and easily, he forgot himself and fell forward, but caught himself before falling to the ground. Only the smooth metal of his mask kept him from cracking his teeth on the rim of the open box. 
 
    Composing himself, he coughed and looked around to see if he’d been observed. This was exactly the kind of situation that would turn Tersa, who was normally oblivious, into a sharp observer with eagle-like sight. No guffaw sounded, and he didn’t see anyone who might have snuck close while he was concentrating on his task. If the swirling cloud of Spirit Lights danced a little faster and twinkled a little brighter, they were probably impressed by his ingenuity. After all, Elemental Spirits didn’t laugh at people. 
 
    With another cough, he rubbed the back of his neck. Trent dismissed his concerns and peered into the stone container where a crystal ball the size of an apple and a twig rested. All that effort for a crystal ball and a twig! Trent reached in and picked up the clear ball of glassy crystal. A Spirit Orb, that was what Appraisal told him the object was. What it was used for, or how you used it, was anyone’s guess. He put it in his Storage and picked up the twig. 
 
    As the stick left the box, Trent’s eyes widened. It grew! Outside of the stone container, the twig became a staff, six feet long and made of two pieces of white polished wood, twined together. At the center of the staff, was an open space about the same size as the Spirit Orb. Paired Items? Appraisal was similarly useless on the staff; its Level wasn’t high enough to reveal the item’s secrets. 
 
    Trent ran his hands along the staff. It was very similar in size and weight to the one Orion was currently carrying. It lacked the metal caps on either end but still felt like a weapon as much as it did a caster’s tool. It was perfectly suited to Orion’s blend of physical and magical attacks. 
 
    Trent ran his tongue along the back of his teeth. There boxes and three Adventurers. If the Orb and staff were for Orion, would the other two boxes hold equipment meant for Tersa and himself? 
 
    Trent stored the staff and quickly moved to open the next box. Now that he knew the trick, the box yielded its contents with no complaint. Trent’s eyes opened wide, as he viewed its treasures.  
 
    A suit of chainmail made of glittering silver metal was the first item he picked up. It was heavy and felt solid in his hands. Tersa and Trent were still wearing the roughly constructed hide armor that Trent had fashioned himself. This chainmail, with an armor rating of 40, was far superior. As he moved it to Storage, Trent imagined the look that would appear on Tersa’s face if it was meant for her. 
 
    Next, was a mace that appeared too small, until he pulled it out. Then, it grew much like the staff had. Three feet long and absurdly heavy, Trent groaned as he examined it. It was like the one Tersa was currently using but four times heavier. Trent couldn’t imagine wielding the silver-grey monstrosity, personally, but Tersa would faint with delight. 
 
    The final item caused Trent’s eyes to narrow in thought. It was a Spell Stone that glowed with an internal light of white and yellow. Tersa would forget everything else when she saw it. This Stone, containing the tier 1 Spell, Shocking Touch, could either fulfill a long-held dream or crush her. It could potentially rob her of the excitement her new chainmail and mace would bring. 
 
    Trent clicked his tongue as he considered whether he should even show it to her. Whatever force controlled the rewards of a Trial could see what a challenger needed and what he was ready for, but that didn’t mean that entity tailored rewards to every individual. And Tersa had just specialized as a Brute. The title of her new Class didn’t scream magic user. Maybe this Spell wasn’t hers. 
 
    Trent tossed the Stone up and down a few times before it went into Storage. Ultimately, it wasn’t his decision. He couldn’t protect Tersa by keeping her from trying.   
 
    The last box must be his box! With eager hands and a grunt, Trent pushed the lid open to inspect the contents enthusiastically. Three items: two pieces of armor and a Skill Stone. He activated Appraisal without even thinking. That Skill hadn’t been useful for the first two boxes but, perhaps, because these items were meant for Trent, it would have value now. 
 
    Appraisal didn’t reveal too much about the first item. Scale Armor, a common item of high quality. The metal shirt looked ridged and heavy before Trent lifted it out. Made of fine, dark-colored, metal disks, attached to leather, and enchanted with the Perfect Fit Spell, the scaled armor was more flexible than the chainmail, though Trent didn’t see how that was possible. When he put it on, it would hang to his mid-thigh, and the sleeves would cover his elbows. It was heavy, but he was stronger now.   
 
    But Trent didn’t put it on. It joined the rest in Storage. Trent was certain this armor with its rating of 35 was meant for him, but he would still wait to consult the others before claiming it. He lifted out the second piece of armor. 
 
    Spiritual Vambraces 
 
    Rare item 
 
    Soul-bound/will grow with user. 
 
    Armor rating 20 
 
    Soul-bound equipment! The Spiritual Vambraces were forearm guards made of leather, reinforced with metal strips and covered in metal disks, much like the scale armor.  Like the armor, the vambraces were much more flexible then they looked. Trent turned them over and examined them from every angle.  
 
    He was, simultaneously, drawn to the forearm guards and a little disappointed. In comparison, his knives and cowl were much more impressive than these vambraces. He was tempted to bind them immediately to see if they would reveal their secrets, but he resisted and put them away with a sigh. 
 
    The Skill Stone was all that remained in the box. It was different from any other Skill Stone he was familiar with. The size of a fist, the stone pulsed with a deep blue light. Skill Stones were made from Beast Cores; Trent absently wondered what kind of Beast produced a Core like this one, as he picked it up. 
 
      
 
    Sword Technique, Ocean Meets the Shore. 
 
    Trent’s jaw dropped. Not only was the Core a higher quality than he’d ever seen, but the Skill it contained was entirely different. Should it be called a Technique Stone? What were Techniques? There was one way he could find out right now. 
 
    Trent again reminded himself that it wasn’t his right to decide if this was meant for him, without consulting the others. All three of them were potentially capable of using any of the items he had found. The others had as much right to the beautiful stone as he did. Though he was the one who found it. 
 
    The temptation in stone form took longer to join the rest in Storage, but it did find its way there. Trent shuddered and shook himself. He stood from where he knelt and stretched. He checked his Status as he splashed his way back from the island to the shore. Still, nine hours until the Safe Zone would disappear and at least three hours until his friends would wake up. 
 
    He stood on dry ground in sopping wet clothes. He could explore more. It was unreasonable to think there might be more treasure, but there was probably lots to see and plenty of herbs to collect. Right here along the bank of the pond, there was soapweed and mint; he could hardly pass that up. 
 
    He had never seen soapweed before, but he had read about it in one of the books on Herbalism he’d studied. Combined with mint, certain Professions like Alchemists could use the herb to make a cleaning solution a lot like the soap from which the plant drew its name. Even unprocessed, the herb could be used to clean oneself. 
 
    Gathering a handful of cleansing herbs next to sparklingly clean water, it occurred to Trent he hadn’t washed in over a week. Not since the day before they entered the Trial. Since then, he’d sweated and bled. He rolled in dirt and filth. He was filthy! He couldn’t smell himself, but he was sure the others could. 
 
    Those two knew the Self-Clean Charm. That Spell cleaned the body and coverings of the caster. Orion used it religiously every day. Tersa was less fastidious, but she cast it on herself when she remembered. 
 
    Orion claimed it was almost as complicated as a tier 1 Spell. They didn’t have the time for him to teach Trent the proper visualization it required, and Trent accepted that. Tersa consoled him by saying the Charm wasn’t as satisfying as washing with hot water and soap. That statement was harder to accept, coming as it did from a person who was clean. 
 
    With time on his hands and water nearby, Trent didn’t waste any time stripping down and jumping back into the pond. White sand squished beneath his toes as he shivered in the cool water. He scooped up handful after handful of the clean abrasive and scrubbed himself thoroughly. Handfuls of mint and soapweed were crushed, bruised, and applied next. For the first time since he’d been drawn into this Trial with its Undead occupants, Trent felt all his muscles relax. 
 
    He spent quite some time scrubbing and splashing. He couldn’t swim, but he immersed himself to his chin and hopped around. It was the closest he’d come to playing in his short existence. Not that he realized that was what he was doing, it just felt nice to be unguarded. 
 
    Another hour passed as Trent explored the joy of simply being relaxed. He climbed out of the pond, more focused and more confident. His mood soured when he caught sight of the tangled pile of weapons and clothing he’d left on the bank. 
 
    If you could even call the sweat and blood-stained rags clothing anymore. Trent’s nostrils flared as he caught a whiff of the pungent smell coming from the pile. Now that he was clean, he could no longer ignore the vile scent of his possessions. Fighting and traveling naked wasn’t a very attractive thought, but neither was climbing back into those rags. 
 
    The Spirits that made the cavern their home flitted and zipped around the Summons as he stood with hands on hips, dripping water and scowling. Sensitive to the mood of the Awakened races, these elemental beings picked up on the source of Trent’s discontent and quickly went into action. 
 
    Water Spirits pulled his belongings into the pool. Trent yelped. He might not want to wear them, but he didn’t want his clothing stolen or destroyed either. The Spirits had even taken his Cowl and weapons belt! Before Trent could take action to stop them, the Spirits created a small whirlpool in the pond. Trent paused, with head tilted and eyes narrowed. 
 
    Except for a few changes of clothing still in his saddlebags, which were currently far away with the apple-loving mare, almost everything he owned was circling furiously in the pond. Spirits darted about gathering herbs and kicking up sand, all of which ended up joining Trent’s clothing in the swirling water. Faster and faster the water twirled until Trent could no longer make out what was happening and had to step back to avoid being splashed. 
 
    Things continued like this for several minutes, then one by one, his things floated out of the pond. They hung, soaking wet in midair, but before Trent could reach for them, more Spirits joined the Water Elementals. Spirits of Wind and Fire worked together to create a hot breeze that tussled and blew the sopping wet fabrics.  
 
    Part of the breeze washed over Trent, and he closed his eyes, murmuring in appreciation. Unlike the hot, muggy air outside the cavern, this warm breeze was soothing. It dried Trent’s hair and whispered meaninglessly in his ears, carrying a message beyond his comprehension. 
 
    All too soon, the breeze ended, and Trent’s clothing was dropped unceremoniously to the ground. Trent drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, regretfully, as his eyelids lifted. He dressed in the ragged remains of Master Taylor’s efforts. 
 
    He picked up his hide armor and examined it. There was the hole where Krip’s claw had pierced it. That slash was from a Skeletal Warrior’s blade that he hadn’t been able to block. The tear in the shoulder was caused by Zombie teeth that had thankfully missed his throat. He put the ruined hide in Storage, unwilling to drop it to the ground. He wouldn’t leave the thing to spoil the serenity of the cavern.  
 
    He arranged his cowl around his shoulders and buckled on his sword belt. Dressed and armed, he offered a bow to the Spirits and murmured his thanks. It was time to get back.  
 
    The red Fire Elemental that confronted him, flashing angrily, thought otherwise. It buzzed and sparked as it spun circles in front of his nose so close that Trent almost went cross-eyed trying to observe it. Had he done something wrong? 
 
    The Fire Elemental looked just like any other, and it was alone in its assault. How could he have offended it? It wasn’t until he realized the Spirit was just a bit bigger than the others that he remembered the one who had taught him Ember and then perched itself on his head. He still didn’t know why the Spirit was upset, but he was certain he’d done something. Had it still been in his cowl when he threw it on the ground? 
 
    Trent held up his left palm and summoned a Spiritual Flame. The red dot ceased its spinning and hovered. Trent almost lost control of the flame when the Spirit flashed forward to bop his nose, and then shot towards his palm. 
 
    The Fire Spirit nestled in the flame contentedly, and Trent decided he was forgiven. He was almost back to the entrance of the cavern before the tiny creature had enough and returned to its perch on his head, allowing him to release the Charm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    The birds were singing, and the sun was shining. Or rather, they weren’t. No birds, or sun in this Trial. But Sergeant Cullen’s enemies were dying, and lightning strikes reflected off his massive battle-axe, Peacemaker. That was pretty much the same thing as birdsong and sunlight to him. 
 
    A week had passed in this place, a week of running and battling, the likes of which Cullen hadn’t experienced for years. He and Alistern had faced wave after wave of beasts and Undead, and the XP was finally starting to add up. Cullen needed a frightening amount of Experience to level up his Dread Naught Class and, while this Trial was lacking in high leveled opponents, it made up for that with numbers.  
 
    Al’drossford was the Sergeant’s home, not the place he had been born, but the place he had chosen. It was where his closest friends lived and where everything he took pride in existed. He did not regret settling down there, but as Cullen separated the head of a Screaming Terror from its body with a singlehanded swing of his axe, while at the same time pulling a Skeletal Knight from its mount by grasping its lance with his free hand, the Sergeant had to admit, he missed this. His life in Al’drossford was quiet; he hadn’t met a true opponent or test of his skills in years. 
 
    He ground the head of the Knight under the heel of his heavily armored boot, absently robbing it of life without even accessing a Skill. He still hadn’t met a true opponent, but the Trial was starting to pick up speed. Soon, he thought, as Peacemaker mowed down three Infernal Imps, soon this place will send a real challenge. 
 
    Alistern wasn’t having such an easy time of it. Two Lesser Devils were taking turns clubbing at him with ugly looking maces that were all rusted hooks and spikes, and it was all Alistern could do to parry their attacks. He was good with a sword, but he preferred the subtleties of the knife or the range of a bow. This close-up hack and slash nonsense was for people like Cullen, people without stealth, who lacked any sense of poetry.  
 
    Traveling with Cullen meant these melees were unavoidable. The pace the Sergeant set didn’t leave time for proper scouting or ambushes. At some point, Cullen decided that Alistern was wasted at providing support. As their enemies grew stronger, he insisted the Lieutenant’s ranged abilities were no longer effective.  
 
    Gone were the days of cleaning up behind Cullen. The few times Alistern had tried to hang back to use his bow, Cullen had grabbed him by the collar and pulled him along, shouting, “There’s only 50 of them Lieutenant, no need for your hiding and skulking.” Actually, the word he used was “sulking,” but Alistern was certain that was just a slip of the tongue. 
 
    Over the course of the last seven days, Cullen had molded Alistern into a completely different kind of fighter. Gone were his Scout’s leathers, replaced by heavier armor. They were not quite the full plate that Cullen preferred, but close enough as far as Alistern was concerned. His current armor was better than what he had been wearing, but the Trial had provided light armor of which the same could be said.  
 
    Alistern never got close to the loot from their drops, though. As soon as equipment the Scout Lieutenant preferred appeared, Cullen swooped in and grabbed it like magic. He left all the Skill Stones to Alistern as “compensation” and treated Alistern’s complaints as just hot air. 
 
    How Alistern longed for his leathers and bow right now. The two Lesser Devils, with their fangs, horns, and hoofed feet, bleated and screeched as they hammered at him. Alistern twirled and parried, slashing to wound and disable them, as he kept his distance from the fast-moving, goat-faced horrors. 
 
    His sword and all the Skills he’d learned lately were more effective against the Undead than they were the Infernal. He was forced to rely on more general skills to battle these two, and they were pressing him. His sword was barely capable of cutting the Lesser Devils despite their nearly naked bodies, and it was a tossup who would fall first, the Devils from damage or Alistern from exhaustion. 
 
    Alistern heard Cullen bellowing gleefully as he battered the forces arrayed against them.  The man was inhuman and inhumane. He had the Skills to draw all these creatures to himself and the Ability to hold them at bay, while Alistern stayed back in the shadows, cutting throats and tendons. But somehow, a few beasts always slipped by the Sergeant’s crowd control Skills to directly attack Alistern. 
 
    The Lieutenant maneuvered his opponents carefully. The beasts were fast but not quite as quick as he was. He could outmaneuver them to some degree, and he did so now. As the two crashed into each other in their haste to reach him, Alistern craftily let a small pouch fall out of his sleeve into his waiting left hand. 
 
    After the two Lesser Devils sorted themselves out, they came for him again. A flick of his wrist opened the pouch and sent its contents directly into the open mouth and eyes of the creature on the right. Poison wasn’t fatal to Infernal Beasts, but the Devil still reeled backward with eyes burning. 
 
    Alistern leaped forward. The Devil that had not been struck by his powder stepped back warily, and Alistern’s shoulder convinced it to fall back further. Literally fall, in this case, as its hooves tripped over the lifeless body of one of its kin that had been cut down by an unforgiving axe earlier and forgotten. One Lesser Devil was falling with a scream, as Alistern’s blade was aimed toward the eye socket of its panicky, slightly poisoned partner. 
 
    The tip of Alistern’s sword found its mark. It sunk into the eye of the Infernal creature about a quarter of an inch. How high was the Constitution of these Devils? They were the same Level as Alistern; he should be able to injure them. And he had! Being stabbed in the eye will always hurt, but it was far from a life-threatening wound.  
 
    Instead of pressing his attack, Alistern took several steps back. If he moved too far forward, the second Devil would be at his back when it regained its feet. Speaking of which, shouldn’t that second beast be up by now? The now single-eyed Devil lifted its hooked mace and snarled. It was preparing to charge again when a sickening, crunching noise drew its attention. 
 
    Alistern also dared a look. The second Devil had never managed to get back to its feet. Cullen had buried the creature’s own mace in its skull, and it was now very clearly dead.  
 
    Cullen lit his pipe. “Playtime’s over Lieutenant, finish that one up. We have work to do and miles to traverse.”  
 
    Alistern and his Devil foe regarded the puffing Sergeant, slack-jawed. Hadn’t the man been dealing with the rest of this Lesser Devil’s battle group? He had, and now he was done. Only the lifeless bodies of what had been a good portion of an army now remained. 
 
    If the Lesser Devil, the last surviving member of the not-so-small troop, had been a natural creature, it would have run. It would have run and never looked back. It might even have sworn off battle, sworn off violence and meat, to live a life of peaceful contemplation.  
 
    But that wasn’t a choice for a monster that was bound and created by a Trial. With a terrified bleating scream, it leaped for Alistern, the lesser evil. Alistern may have half-blinded it, but his blade was only doing what you might call glancing damage. 
 
    Alistern met its attack with a snarl. Facing one opponent, the Lieutenant was now unconcerned about conserving his Stamina, Alistern was able to frequently deliver the Skilled Strikes that cut deeply into the Lesser Devil. 
 
    A single Thrust, after many, many, cuts, slashes, and stabs, saw the Infernal Beast fall. Alistern stood over its corpse, chest heaving. He wiped his blade clean on the Devil’s body before slowly, deliberately, sheathing it. He turned to Cullen just as slowly, his eyes burning embers. 
 
    “Sergeant,” he said, with a deep breath in and out, “you are not Level 67!” 
 
    Cullen paused, puffing on his pipe briefly. Then he continued, not saying a word, while his actions clearly said, “So what if I'm not?” 
 
    “What Level are you exactly?” He heaved another deep breath in and out. Alistern was aware that there were secrets regarding Levels and Classes, that those in power in the kingdom, of which Al’drossford was a small part, wanted suppressed.  
 
    It was obvious when you stopped to think about it. Alistern’s own father and mother, and the Duke and Duchess Al’dross, would never say what their Levels were, but the power that hung about them was clear. Cullen was one of the Duke’s companions as well; they had all journeyed together in their youth. There had to be more to the man. 
 
    Alistern didn’t know how he had missed it, but his eyes were open now. No Level 67, no matter what his Class, could do battle with 60 or more opponents alone. Opponents that Alistern, with his 25 Levels in Forward Scout and 24 in Assassin, had trouble handling.  
 
    “Didn’t that hag mother of yours ever tell you that it’s impolite to ask about other people’s Levels?” Cullen held his pipe in his teeth as he spoke. 
 
    “My mother, my sainted, gracious mother, told me never to let conniving, blowhards pull the wool over my eyes!” Alistern took a step forward but kept his fingers loose. He was not threatening anyone! 
 
    “Sainted and gracious,” Cullen snorted, “not beautiful though, even her own kids won’t go so far as to tell that lie about the prune faced old…” 
 
    “Quit ducking the question, you cantankerous, dog-faced son of a bitch! Just tell me!” Alistern took another half-step forward. He was still out of Cullen’s striking range. Make the man angry, and he'll spill everything he knows, Alistern’s mother had taught him that. But she also said to do it while leaving yourself plenty of room to run and to expect to be caught when you did run. 
 
    “Calm down, Lieutenant,” Cullen said seriously. “If you want answers to questions like that, well, you should ask the in Al’drossford, behind the door to the Duke’s study. You’ll be the first of your siblings to ask that question, only one step behind Aaron too.”   
 
    Cullen was impressed though he didn’t show it. Aaron was the Duke’s oldest son and heir, privy to a lot of information Alistern didn’t have. Even Aaron had only caught on last year to what Alistern was starting to see. The Scout Lieutenant was sharp, Cullen had always said so. 
 
    Alistern’s head jerked back at the Sergeant’s words. His shoulders slumped, and he reached up to scratch at his jaw. His fingers found stubble; had he forgotten to cast the Shave Charm lately? How hard had Cullen been pushing him that he would forget something so basic? 
 
    Alistern made a choking noise deep in his throat. He let the Sergeant put him off, but there was a promise in Cullen’s words as well. The Sergeant kept his promises; that was another thing Alistern’s mother had taught him. She sneered when she said it, though, like it wasn’t a good thing.  
 
    “Fine, but I want those answers, Uncle Cullen,” Alistern said finally, his words a peace offering. “Can you at least tell me, approximately, how high I can expect the Trial beasts’ Levels to get?” 
 
    The corners of Cullen’s mouth slowly curled up as he took his pipe in hand. Levels of beasts in Instant Trials were generally the average of the party they faced. It wasn’t a firm rule. One exception was Survival Trials like this one. These types of Trials always started with lower leveled beasts to give challengers a chance, but by the end, they could be higher than the average. 
 
    “You can expect to see beasts over Level 67. How much higher? Who knows?” Cullen went back to puffing as he turned away from the Lieutenant. “Get to Harvesting, Stern. Time’s a-wasting.” 
 
    “Do you really not have the Harvesting Skill!?” Alistern yelled at his back. His eyes went from Cullen to the sixty-odd bodies scattered about. 
 
    “We can’t all be good at everything, Lieutenant,” Cullen called back. He didn’t mind lying, if it would help build a young man’s character. Besides a lie of omission or a lie that sounded like a promise were hardly lies at all. 
 
    ********** 
 
    Orion was awake and sitting cross-legged next to a snoring Tersa as Trent walked up. The man appeared at ease, but Trent noticed a hard glint in his silver eyes that tracked his every movement. Orion rolled his shoulders and clenched his fingers as Trent sat down in front of him. Trent was content with silent disapproval, so it fell to the older man to speak first. 
 
    “So, you woke up early and went exploring?” he asked bluntly through pressed lips. His jaw was tight, and his chin lifted slightly as he regarded Trent. 
 
    Trent swallowed tensely. “I found some interesting things. We should wait for Tersa to…” 
 
    Orion stretched out a hand and clamped it on Tersa’s face, covering her nose and mouth. Tersa, robbed of oxygen, came awake spluttering and jerking. Orion drew back his hand as she sat up with a start, her arms flailing and hands swatting. Tersa shouted unintelligibly, and her eyelids worked frantically. 
 
    It didn’t take her long to figure out what had happened. Her eyes flashed, and she shouted furiously, “Damn it! If you want me to wake up, you could just tap my shoulder or nudge my foot! Attempted murder is not how humans like to start the day!”  
 
    “I’ve nudged your foot in the past. It doesn’t work.” Orion’s eyes wrinkled just a bit at the corners. “And I never attempt murder, you should know that. If you’d like, you can go back to sleep. Trent and I will split the loot between the two of us.”  He didn’t let Tersa’s angry outburst get him riled. 
 
    Tersa’s face darkened as she puzzled over Orion’s “murder” comment but brightened immediately at the word loot. Watching Trent pull out item after item and set them in three piles, she quickly forgave the man. 
 
    “I found three boxes. All of this was inside. I think.” He cleared his throat. Orion and Tersa didn’t look like they were listening to him. Both were fixated on the items. “I think there was a box for each of us.” 
 
    Tersa grabbed the mace that was plainly for her. She lifted it with ease, not seeming to notice the weight of the thing. Her head jerked from side to side as she looked for something to hit. When her gaze rested on Trent just a bit too long, he distracted her by pointing out the Shocking Touch Spell Stone and armor. Fortunately, the mace fell to the side, forgotten, as she reached trembling fingers towards the Spell Stone. 
 
    “Ah, we should discuss who gets what first. There are other things…”  
 
    Tersa snatched up the Stone and clutched it to her chest before Trent could finish speaking. He’d only wanted to assure her that if she couldn’t learn the Spell, there were other things she could take, but from the white look on her face, she clearly thought he was going to hit her with the mace and take the stone for himself. 
 
    Trent’s jaw dropped open as the stone in Tersa hands crumbled away into dust. She had learned the Shocking Touch Spell. “Congratulations,” he sputtered. 
 
    If anything, Tersa’s face went even whiter. The only color left was on the freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. Then she jumped to her feet with arms raised in victory. Blood rushed back to her face as she screamed in exultation. A tier 1 Spell! A Lightning Element tier 1 Spell! And she’d learned it! 
 
    Trent rocked backward, wincing in reaction to Tersa’s warbling war cry. His open mouth slowly shifted into a lopsided smile. “I think she’s happy,” he said to Orion. 
 
    Orion didn’t hear him. He didn’t seem to be aware of his surroundings at all. His eyes were glued to the staff and Orb. His back was rigid, and his hands clutched his knees tightly. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Trent vaguely heard Tersa muttering, but, appalled by Orion’s appearance, he failed to recognize until it was too late that she was practicing her new Spell. 
 
    Her hand came slapping down on his shoulder. Trent registered the word, “Shock!” as it left Tersa’s lips. A trigger word! Energy coursed through Trent’s body as his muscles locked up. He teetered back in an uncontrollable spasm, legs kicking weakly. Why hadn’t he seen this coming? 
 
    The Spell’s effect only lasted seconds. Trent sat back up with a groan. Tersa was rubbing her hands together manically and standing too close to Orion, who still only had eyes for the Spirit Orb, for Trent’s comfort. 
 
    “Tersa!” he barked sharply. He found himself doing his best to impersonate Sergeant Cullen. “If you want to play stupid games, there’s a whole mess of bleeding Undead just outside who will be happy to accommodate you!” 
 
    His best wasn’t very good, but it broke Tersa out of her evil trance. Unfortunately, it did so in the worst possible way. Her expression went from manic to gleeful, and she swept up her new mace, stepping towards the cavern’s entrance. Trent threw himself forward, hitting the back of her knees and bringing her to the ground with a thump. 
 
    “Later! They aren’t going anywhere, and you can’t go out there alone!” He tussled with her on the ground, trying to hold her down. Why was she so strong? Tersa wiggled around, easily breaking his hold. They bumped into Orion, and he looked at the two with blurry eyes. Trent felt dread welling up from a knot in his stomach. Tersa was muttering her Spell again! 
 
    “Bind!” Orion’s knuckles rapped Tersa’s forehead as he cast his own Spell. Tersa froze, and Trent took the opportunity to scramble backward, dragging Tersa’s mace with him. Where was her other weapon? There! Both blunt instruments were quickly put into Storage.  
 
    Orion’s Bind Spell was more practiced than Tersa’s Shocking Touch, and it held the insane redhead in place much longer. When it finally wore off, Tersa was wearing a pleasant smile as she tried to stand up. Trent wasn’t fooled. That was her bashing smile. Orion recognized it as well. 
 
    “Bind!” His knuckles knocked her forehead again, and Tersa collapsed. “I can do this for quite a while, Tersa Cromwen of Al’drossford. And I will until you calm down.” 
 
    “Trent,” Orion kept one eye on Tersa and held his hand hovering over her head as he addressed the gasping Trent, “you should keep this Staff and Orb.” 
 
    “You don’t want them? You can take the Skill Stone and Armor then.” Trent rubbed his shoulder where Tersa had shocked him. He had been sure the Staff and Orb were for Orion. He was a little sorry to see the Sword Technique go to someone else, but he still had plenty of other options. 
 
    “I'll take whatever you don’t want!” Tersa batted Orion’s hand away and sat straight up. There was greed for more loot registering on her face. She had already forgotten about rushing to challenge the world with her new Spell. 
 
    Orion ignored her. His eyes squinted as his gaze drilled into Trent. The boy was a clouded sky to him. He couldn’t say what it held or what it would bring. 
 
    Tersa reached for the Orb. Orion gently caught her wrist, pushing her hand into her lap. For once, Tersa didn’t resist. Her head tilted, and she pursed her lips as she wondered what was going on. 
 
    “You really would, wouldn’t you? You would trade your own … for something you can’t use…” Orion was flabbergasted at this overwhelming show of generosity from Trent.  
 
    Orion rubbed his face. “You should keep it all, Trent. I have no use for it.  All of it, except for what should go to the un… irrepressible Tersa,” he added, seeing that Tersa was about to interrupt. She settled back, her fear of losing out on her own share alleviated. 
 
    However, Trent was anything but pleased. His lips tightened unhappily, and he sounded almost pleading. “That’s not right, Orion! The Trial meant these items for all of us. You need to take something!” 
 
    “By rights, all of this is yours, including the Spell and mace.” Tersa’s ears perked up at this, and she bit her cheek. Orion wasn’t wrong, though, so she kept quiet. Orion continued, “You found and secured these things; I doubt they were just lying around waiting to be picked up. Only you have any claim to them. The Orb is priceless. If you sell it to one of the clans, they will honor you, even if you demand all they own.” 
 
    Trent’s brow furrowed. “If your people will benefit from it, then you should take it to them.” He pushed the Orb closer to Orion.  
 
    Orion flinched back at the same time as his hand reached out. He held his hand in the air above the Orb but did not touch the item itself. “I cannot afford to buy it from you and…” 
 
    “And nothing, the Orb is yours! You can consider it a gift if that makes you happy. It isn’t meant for me!” Trent crossed his arms in a gesture of finality. Orion was being as unreasonable as he often accused Tersa of being. 
 
    Orion’s face was blank. “You really would give this to me? Never, not even amongst my own family…” 
 
    “I don’t understand, what’s so important about a shiny little ball?” Tersa stamped the ground irritably. She wanted her mace back and the chance to test it out. All this nonsense was a stupid waste of time. 
 
    “You would have to know the history of my people to truly understand,” Orion said softly. “About the fall of our kingdom, and what we lost when our home was taken from us. It is a long story. This Orb is a piece of our heritage, a key to our power. How this Trial can produce it…”   
 
    Trent picked up the Orb and held it out to Orion. “Nothing you’ve said has convinced me you shouldn’t have this.” 
 
    Orion reached out and took the Orb in both hands, cradling it uncertainly. A week ago, he would have said that if this unlikely situation were to occur, there was no one in the Infinite World who could convince him to touch a Spirit Orb. Had he found it himself instead of Trent, he doubted he could have brought himself to lay a finger on it or even breathe the air next to the relic. 
 
    What happened next took them all by surprise, Orion most of all. The Orb flashed blindingly bright, and a beam of energy pulsed out from it. Orion’s fingers tightened around it, and a pained look crossed his face. Trent reached for the staff, planning to knock the Orb away from his friend when Orion’s expression changed. 
 
    If Tersa had shown joy at learning Shocking Touch, what appeared on Orion’s face was unashamed ecstasy. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he bowed his head. The light in the Orb faded to a dull glow. Tersa and Trent stood still, hardly daring to breathe and waiting for what he would do next. 
 
    Orion took the staff that Trent was still holding. He placed the Orb in the space that seemed made for it. There was an audible click as the ball was set in place. The two rods that combined to make the staff swelled and grew around the crystal until the Orb was almost concealed. Tucked securely between its polished white branches, the Orb gleamed, its light the only feature that distinguished it from the wood of the staff. 
 
    “My brother Albion and I never got along. Rather I should say Albion never liked me, never looked up to me as his older brother.” Orion’s words were as bewildering as anything that had just happened, but Trent and Tersa listened closely. Orion laid the staff in his lap; he gripped it tightly as he continued his story. 
 
    “It may have been something I did that caused the rift between us. I do not recall doing anything to inspire his disdain for me, but we are often blind to our own faults. He and I were both adopted. I remember being excited the day mother brought him into our family. I was proud to have a little brother to play with and guide. This is the way of the Al’rashia, the bond between brothers is sacred. 
 
    “Albion never looked at me with pride or love. He was an envious boy, a suspicious youth, and a grasping man, though I only saw this after my exile, after his death. Looking back, I can recall three incidents where my life was in danger, and he took no action. His reasons always seemed appropriate at the time. When I was nearly swept away crossing a river, well, he wasn’t a strong swimmer. I was knocked to the ground in battle; he was too far from me to help. 
 
    “Perhaps I gave him cause to be jealous.” He swatted playfully at Tersa’s shoulder. “You remind me of him, Tersa, though you are nothing alike. He also made rash decisions. But where you do so out of eagerness, he was sly and anxious for power. You choose to specialize your Class out of a desire to be stronger, to help others, without counting the cost. He chose a reckless path, deliberately, for personal gain, knowing it would hurt the clan. 
 
    “I Awakened my second Advanced Class not long after my eighteenth birthday. I became a Spirit Summoner, the first any Al’rashian clan had seen since the fall of Windshire Stronghold. This changed things. Before this, I was son and heir to our mother, who was…is…the Elder of the Embra Clan. I was set to become the leader after her. 
 
    “I was never comfortable with this as I could never gain the Leadership Skill. When I Awakened my Class, it was a relief to pass the title of heir to Albion. Maybe if I had abdicated before becoming a Spirit Summoner, Albion would have been content. As it was, my Class overshadowed his rise.” 
 
    Orion fell quiet. Tersa twitched impatiently as the man gathered his thoughts. Trent pulled her chainmail shirt closer to himself, silently telling her what would happen if she interrupted. 
 
    “I’m not explaining well.” Orion drummed his fingers against his staff. “A year after Albion became heir, I discovered several Clan Treasures missing, pieces of our heritage almost as important as this Orb. I confronted him about it, and he assured me they were being put to use, not missing. I accepted his explanation, though he had no authority to even touch them. 
 
    “Three days later, I was ambushed while hunting. My brother and a dozen Orcs… Orcs!” Orion’s face twisted in fury and his knuckles cracked, as his hands clenched into fists, “It was an Orc Necromancer who… they are an enemy to all, a Cursed Race, but to an Al’rashian… an Al’rashian warrior will crawl across broken glass and burning coals to bite the throat of an orc. My brother was working with them! He bragged to me about how he had sold clan resources and treasures to an Orc band. I never found out what he got in return. 
 
    “I killed the orcs with a blade, much like the one you carry now, Trent. I was the whirlwind, the reaper, the wave that crushed the mountain, and they were nothing. At the end, I stood untouched with Albion kneeling before me. He was defiant even in defeat, swearing blood debt like he was the wronged party. He cursed me even as I took his head.” 
 
    Orion paused, and Tersa couldn’t take it anymore. “How? We’ve seen your Level. Twelve Orc warriors and… and… your brother must have had some skill.” 
 
    Trent held his breath, but Orion actually laughed. “Orc Warriors? Albion would never bring simple Warriors against me! They were all Advanced Classes, some twice specialized. Shadow Blessed, Scythe Bearers, Death Crusaders, the least of them was a Bone Crusher! 
 
    “You’ve seen my current Level. I was stripped of much by my exile. Skills, Levels, weapons mastery. They could not remove my Spirit Summoner Class completely, that would have been a crime in itself. But they regressed my Level and sealed the Class and its Skills. I am but a shell of what I once was.” 
 
    Tersa’s lips moved, but it took her a second before she could whisper, “There’s a way to remove Skills and Levels? You can Specialize Advanced Classes? But, but… Level 50 and…" 
 
    Orion’s forehead furrowed as he puzzled out her confusion. “I would like to see this Al’drossford you come from. It must be a simple place. I mean no offense, but I have heard you speak as if Level 50 is an unobtainable goal, and Advanced Classes are the pinnacle of strength. Basic and Specialized Classes build the foundation, but even Advanced Classes are but the beginning. Level 50? I was nearly at Level 100 before my exile, and I was only 23 years of age.” 
 
    Tersa gasped as her understanding of the world crashed into ruins. There was no doubting Orion’s words. The man had nothing to gain by lying; he already had the Orb he said was priceless. But if he wasn’t lying… 
 
    “There’s a reason,” Trent said gently. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s a good one.”   
 
    “Sure, ‘course there is,” Tersa answered, tossing her head and pulling away. “But how can you be sure?” 
 
    “Sergeant Cullen,” Trent replied. “You saw him before he left with Lieutenant Alistern…Allen?...Alistern… The Sergeant has real strength, I could feel it. From a dozen feet away, you could tell he was more. He has real strength, and he hides it. He only revealed it then to give us a little hope.” 
 
    Sergeant Cullen? Tersa could easily see the Sergeant lying. Of course, he lied. So what? He was still the Sergeant, and he’d never do anything to hurt the Guard. Tersa still didn’t understand, but her world settled back into place around the pillar that was her faith in the Guard and the Sergeant. 
 
    She waved a hand in Orion’s direction. “Continue,” she said graciously. 
 
    “Thank you,” Orion replied equally as gracious as he inclined his head slightly in acknowledgment. “I took my brother’s head and reported his crimes to the Clan. My mother kissed my cheek, comforted me, thanked me. The next day she stripped me of all that I mentioned and exiled me for my own crime, leaving me only my family name to let others know that I still carried honor. 
 
    “She had no choice.” Orion didn’t let Tersa’s indignation interrupt him this time. “The clans, they are like your Guard, I imagine. We are homeless wanderers, mercenaries, and soldiers. Like all soldiers, we depend on rules and regulations to hold us together. If my mother made an exception for me, it would crush the Clan. My brother was helpless against me. I could have taken him prisoner, and I knew what would happen when I decided not to. I did it to spare my mother the task of standing judgment over her youngest son. Better I kill him than she sentences him to death. I do not regret it.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us all this?” Trent held his arms wide and then let them drop. “I thought you didn’t like to speak of your past.” 
 
    “I don’t like to discuss my past with strangers,” Orion corrected. “We are no longer strangers, I think. In this last week, I’ve grown to think of you two as family.” 
 
    Orion scratched his ear uncomfortably. “I hope you, well, no matter. This Orb creates a debt between us, Trent, a debt I can never repay. Not only is it a valuable treasure to the Clan, but holding it has unsealed my Spirit Summoner class. The condition for my return to the Clan was for that to happen. You’ve returned my place to me. 
 
    “I have nothing to offer in return, but,” Orion wet his lips, “you have no family of your own, Trent. I would make you my sworn brother and gift you with my family name, Embra, if you will allow it. The Clan will honor my pledge, and you will always be welcome among us, as one of us.” 
 
    Trent was speechless. He knew the importance of names, even if he was fuzzy on the relevance of family. What Orion was offering him… As a Summons he was defined by his name. Kirstin had named him Trent casually, spitefully. For Orion to sincerely give him a name… 
 
    “In truth, Trent,” Orion said, misunderstanding the boy’s internal struggle. “If you were to display your Status before any Al’rashian clan, they would welcome you based on your Survivalist Class alone. You are a walking piece of our history. I …” 
 
    “What about me?” Tersa broke in rudely. “You think of me as family, too, right?”  
 
    “I will always consider you an obnoxious little sister, Tersa,” Orion’s eyes twinkled. “But what I am proposing to Trent, would actually change his Status. For him, it is a gain, but you would lose your own family name.” 
 
    Tersa was quick with a response. “My family is trash. Wouldn’t mind a new one.” This last bit of information was offered shyly, and in a quiet voice that Orion would have sworn she was incapable of using. 
 
    “Then, Clan Embra would be glad to have you.” It was an effort to say this solemnly, rather than in disbelief. Was this the girl that only a few days ago had referred to him as a rotten, pissing, murderer, condemned by the gods to eat shit in the afterlife for all eternity? Had that one been replaced by a Mimic while he wasn’t looking? 
 
    “Trent?” Orion didn’t want to push the boy, but he couldn’t look at Tersa as she plucked at the grass like a maiden at a picnic; it wasn’t natural. 
 
    Trent was lost in his own thoughts. He blinked when Orion called his name. His chin lifted as he said, “I accept.” 
 
    “Good!” Orion’s face was solemn. He felt genuine affection for these two youths, but his offer wasn’t entirely unselfish. Trent sat before him, holding the weapons of an Al’rashian Warrior. He held a Class deeply tied with a legacy long lost to Orion’s people. He’d found a Spirit Orb which he freely gave up. Trent was unmistakably special. 
 
    Orion had been raised to lead Clan Embra. His life had taken another course, but his training and sense of responsibility remained. He would be betraying his duty if he failed to establish a link with Trent. 
 
    Orion sorted through his own feelings, a mixture of guilt, satisfaction, and gratitude. Trent would be an asset to the Clan, and Orion’s offer would benefit the lad. Tersa… Orion saw no reason to deny her. Like Trent, she was honest and trustworthy. Internally Orion swore to look out for them, to guide them the best he could.  
 
    He kept his gaze focused and resisted the urge to avert his eyes as he lifted his staff horizontally in front of him. “You both need only lay a hand on the staff.” 
 
    The two did so without question. Orion wondered at the trust they placed in him. He would not betray it. He closed his eyes and sought the Orb with his mind. The Orb was a warm light calling to him, he pushed on it and activated the power within. 
 
    In truth, Orion wasn’t sure what would happen. A Spirit Summoner was like a Priest in Al’rashian culture, and Orion was well versed in the ceremonies and duties required of him, but this was the first time he’d performed this act, the Rite of Blood. No Spirit Orb had survived the fall of the Al’rashia nation, nor the knowledge of how to create them, and without one, Orion’s Class was nearly crippled. 
 
    As important as this occasion was, the process was simple. At the center of the Staff, the Orb pulsed and flashed, reacting to Orion’s will. Energy built and then slowly ran out of the Orb, flowing through the wood until it found the applicants that were waiting to be acknowledged as Embras. 
 
    Tersa closed her eyes as a refreshing sensation crept up her arm and over her body. It tingled in a not-unpleasant way. It tickled, and she wrinkled her nose as a giggle escaped her. Orion almost lost concentration at the sound. Where was the braying laughter that Tersa normally emitted, usually in reaction to her own jokes? He hadn’t known she was capable of quiet amusement. 
 
    While Tersa reveled in a world of relaxation, Trent was desperately trying to pull his fingertips away from the smooth wood of the staff. His body refused to heed his commands. The energy from the Orb was paralyzing him more thoroughly than Tersa’s Shocking Touch. 
 
    What had started as a gentle warmth was now a ferocious burning. Trent’s fire resistance was no help, nor was his Endurance Attribute. It was no exaggeration to say he felt like he was burning alive. Trent was intimately familiar with what it felt like to have fire rage around and through you. He had never wanted to experience the feeling ever again, and if anything, this was worse. 
 
    The fire was internal, flowing through his veins, impossible to escape. The pain robbed him of his voice as it crept up his arm and slowly made its way throughout his body. Unable to resist or even to scream, Trent was a prisoner in his own flesh as the wave of energy burned its way up past his throat and into his brain. 
 
    Orion didn’t realize anything was wrong until the light burst from Trent’s eyes. White, fierce, and unexpected, the glow blinded Orion momentarily. He gave a shocked yell and dropped his Staff as he covered his face with his hands, 
 
    Tersa blinked sleepily at the sudden commotion. Why was Orion yelling? What was that whimpering noise? She let out a contented sigh and looked around. 
 
    Orion was rubbing at his face, and when he lowered his arms, his expression was stricken, Trent was curled up in the fetal position making soft keening noises. These two were always acting weird. 
 
    “Oh, come on. It was nice, but it didn’t feel that good.” Tersa slapped Trent’s leg to bring him out of what she thought was a pleasure induced stupor. It was just a tap, but Trent screamed as enflamed nerves amplified the blow until it felt like he’d been stabbed, repeatedly. 
 
    Startled, Tersa leaned back. Now concerned, she climbed to her feet and took care of him the best way she knew how. She grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet. “Don’t be a baby!”  
 
    What was he thinking? Yelling like that! Was he just trying to scare her? Maybe he needed a little Shock to remind him that practical jokes weren’t funny! 
 
    Unable to resist Tersa’s superior strength, Trent found himself standing. His body tried to collapse again, but Tersa held him up. Orion stood and supported Trent as well. Held up between them, his legs steadied under him, but he was still slumped over, breathing unevenly.  
 
    Still not completely understanding what was going on with him, Tersa pounded on Trent’s back, ignoring Orion’s attempts to stop her. Oddly, the rhythmic thumping seemed to help. Trent forced himself upright, and she stopped then, but only because she was astonished at his appearance. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Thinking she was referring to his fit, Trent was confused when she asked, “Why do you look like that?” 
 
    It was an effort, but Trent forced his chin off his chest so he could look around. Orion still had a hand supporting him, but Tersa moved to stand in front. She studied him critically with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “What?” Trent coughed, his mouth dry. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Because you’re wrong,” Tersa said simply. “Changed. You are Trent, right?” 
 
    Seeing Trent wasn’t about to fall, Orion joined Tersa. His lips parted slightly as he took in Trent’s appearance. He’d heard the Rite of Blood could have this effect, but he had never heard of such a dramatic change before. 
 
    “What do you mean? How have I changed?” Tersa’s declaration that he was “wrong" wasn’t enough to banish the aftereffects Trent was still feeling, but his mind cleared up enough to worry about disfigurement. 
 
    “Well, you’re shorter, a lot shorter, almost back to what you were before.” Tersa held her hands a foot apart to demonstrate Trent’s height change. 
 
    Orion reached over and pushed her hands closer together until her palms were only separated by a mere three or four inches. Trent was shorter, but he was still taller than Tersa; her exaggerations wouldn’t help Trent adapt. 
 
    Tersa looked between her hands and Trent and decided Orion was right. “About this much shorter. And your hair is all black-blue, or blue-black, kind of shiny.” 
 
    There was no correction from the silent Orion this time. “Then there’s your face. You look like Orion, only your eyes are purple but still like his. You know, purple inside, white outside but no black in the middle like regular people have.” 
 
    Orion’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t tell Tersa that his eyes were perfectly regular for an Al’rashian. And that was what Trent looked like now. Slimmer, shorter, with angular facial features, Trent looked like a typical Al’rashian who had just Awakened his Status. There was only one correction Orion had to make. 
 
    “Violet.” His voice was strained. “Your eyes are violet, Trent." 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Tersa grumbled. “His eyes are purple. Violet is purple.” 
 
    “A thousand years ago, there were Al’rashians who would kill you for saying their eyes were purple,” Orion grumbled back at her. “Today, there are no clansmen with violet eyes, but still, if they heard you say Trent’s eyes were purple, they’d probably cut out your tongue.” 
 
    Tersa stared at him, uncertainly, and looked around for her mace. Orion put a hand on her shoulder. “That was poorly said. No Embra would do such a thing to one of his own, which is what you and Trent are now. But as one of us, you should know our traditions. Trent’s eyes are violet.” 
 
    Trent’s apparently violet eyes bulged in bafflement. Wasn’t someone going to explain what had happened to him? Orion shifted uneasily under Trent’s stare. 
 
    “I apologize, Trent,” he said hurriedly. “You need to know why this transformation has occurred. I should have realized that this was a real possibility. The Rite of Blood was originally meant to accept children of mixed races into a clan. It not only changes your name; it can also bring out your bloodline. You are more Al’rashian now.” 
 
    Trent’s expression didn’t change. How could he be “more" of something that he never was in the first place? He was a Summons! His Status said he was human.  
 
    Tersa elbowed Orion’s arm. “Hey, he's an orphan, remember? He probably didn’t know he was part of you guys… us guys? Am I Al’rashian now?” 
 
    “Only your Status can answer that, but it is doubtful. You have joined the Embra Clan. It appears that Trent has joined the Clan and the people.” Orion kept his voice tranquil with difficulty. If he had been alone, he would have howled and danced. When he had awakened the Spirit Summoner Class, the Clan had celebrated for a week. Now, for a Survivalist, with violet eyes, the whole Al’rashian nation would come together to feast. All Al’rashian people prayed for children with violet eyes. 
 
    But now was not the time to speak of that. “You should eat and rest, Trent. There’s no telling when this Safe Zone will collapse.” 
 
    “Six hours,” Trent said automatically. He was reading his Status, specifically the section that now said he was Al’rashian, over and over. He didn’t even need to think to see the Safe Zone’s countdown, and without thinking, he spoke. 
 
    “I hope you are correct.” Orion, seeing Trent wince and then redden as the boy realized what he’d said, paused. “Why do you think there are only six hours left?” 
 
    It was Tersa and Orion’s turn to be baffled as Trent sputtered and stammered an explanation. He hadn’t meant to speak out loud, but once he had, he never considered hiding the truth, that his Status gave him details about the Trial. 
 
    “Is this an Al’rashian thing?” Tersa asked, crossing her arms.  
 
    “We tell many stories about the Survivalists and the violet-eyed, but none mention…” Trent continued to throw new things at him, and Orion no longer knew what to think. “This must remain between us. If it were to get out…” 
 
    Tersa nodded emphatically. “Yes! Trent, from now on, you should only tell secrets like that to me!” 
 
    Trent squinted at her and licked his lips. “We only have six hours. I want to rest now. But, Orion, do you know about Sword Technique Skills?” 
 
    Orion approved of the change of subject, but the topic of this one caught him off guard. He did know. Weapon techniques were what came after the Basic Skills. They were a style of fighting, an advanced way of putting everything together. They were what separated the masters from the rabble. When Trent explained about the Sword Technique, Ocean Meets the Shore that he’d found in his box, Orion was silent for a long time. 
 
    “This is an Al’rashian technique meant to be used with our swords. It is difficult to master, but once you do…but now is not the time for you to worry about the Advanced Skills. Learn from the Stone. Eat, and rest, consider what the Stone teaches you, but do not become too focused on it. The forms of Ocean Meets the Shore must be carefully trained in.” 
 
    That was all Orion would say on the matter, and after absorbing the Stone, Trent understood why. It wasn’t a single Skill, but more like a set of Skills. And more. Each Level of the Technique was more complicated than the last. It would take hours of practice just to grasp the footwork and attacks of the first Level. 
 
    He ate and put on his new armor. He bound the Spiritual Vambraces, but they still didn’t reveal any new purpose or Ability. He tried not to be disappointed by that, and he laid down to rest. With a few more Levels maybe… Even with all that had happened, Trent didn’t expect to sleep. When a hand shook him awake, his eyes popped open to find Orion standing over him.  
 
    “Something is happening.”  
 
    At Orion’s words, Trent climbed to his feet and buckled his weapon belt on over his armor. Orion had sounded concerned, and after a moment, Trent saw why. 
 
    Six hours had passed, and the Safe Zone was collapsing. In the distance, a tide of black and grey was rushing towards them as the dead land of the Trial reclaimed the cavern. Grass and herbs were withering and dying, flowers wilting and crumbling, all was returning to the same state as the land outside the cavern. Bleak and ugly, this Trial was not a place for the softness of the living. 
 
    Elemental Spirits rushed ahead of the collapsing bubble of safety. The trio watched hundreds of Spirits, thousands, perhaps more, rush towards them, more of a solid wall now than the gentle mist of before. They reached the three friends well ahead of the wave of dying land, and to Trent’s amazement, they swarmed towards the Orb in Orion’s staff. Thousands and thousands of all different types of Spirits entered the haven of the Orb, and if a few separated and seeped into Trent’s vambraces, no one noticed. 
 
    Only Tersa wasn’t completely captivated by the sight of the Spirits. She was interested but had bigger concerns than a bunch of rude, biting bugs. Tersa held her round shield and approached Trent. 
 
    “Hey, jerkface, I need…” she started. Her nostrils flared in irritation as Trent shushed her. 
 
    “No, I need my…” Again an upheld hand and a shushing noise. 
 
    Trent heard her start to speak again and would have repeated this cycle, but this time he recognized the chant for Shocking Touch as what it was. “What? What? I'm listening!” he shouted, as Tersa’s hand closed on his arm but before she could trigger the Spell. 
 
    “I need my mace back!” Tersa glowered angrily. She’d been so close. Hopefully the cast time for her new Spell would get shorter as she leveled it. Fortunately, she had the perfect partner to practice with. The Spell was proving perfect for getting Trent’s attention when he was being stubborn. Trent hurriedly pulled both of Tersa’s weapons from Storage and offered them to her. She took the longer mace but waved away her old one. She admired the new weapon as she gave it a few swings to test its worth. 
 
    “Think its mithril? It looks like mithril, dwarven make probably,” Tersa’s eyes gleamed. Trent shrugged in reply. His Appraisal Skill wasn’t very high leveled, and it didn’t reveal what items were made of. There were two ways to solve this, train the Skill, or train related Skills. His Herbalism Skill, for example, paired with Appraisal to give more detailed results for plants, but he knew next to nothing about metals. 
 
    “Close,” Orion said, the dead earth of the cavern crunched under his feet as he drew near. The rainbow-like surge of Spirits had ended. There was a spring to the man’s step as he approached. His staff and Orb were fully empowered now. Despite being surrounded by the heavy air and lifeless dirt of the Trial, he felt full of energy. 
 
    “Silver-steel, not mithril,” Orion continued. “Mithril is lighter and brighter. Silver-steel is heavier and not as easy to enchant, but it’s still a superior metal and very durable. That mace will probably outlast you, Tersa, especially, since you seem to have forgotten we have guests waiting outside, who are sure to enter soon,” Orion mentioned dryly. 
 
    Trent and Tersa jumped, their eyes shooting towards the entrance to the cavern. They had forgotten. A pack of Zombies and Skeletons had chased them into the Safe Zone. It was unlikely they had just gone away. 
 
    “Tersa, try and keep them in the entryway so they can’t surround us!” Trent shouted, drawing his sword. He didn’t say anything to Orion.  
 
    Trent was the leader due to his Leadership Skill and the trust his two companions had in him, but Orion had been a Warrior, challenging Trials longer than his two young friends had been alive. He followed Trent’s lead but used his own instincts as well, once the battle was joined. 
 
    Tersa reached the entrance before the creatures outside began their assault. The three Adventurers might have been able to strike the first blows before the creatures were even aware of them, if Tersa hadn’t activated Enraging Aura and shouted, “Piss and more piss, scum-sucking runts!”  
 
    But that was exactly what she did, what she always did, and the creatures were ready for them! Leading with her shield, she continued to shout curses and insults as she charged ahead. She channeled Crushing Blow through the shield and smashed it into the face of a rushing Zombie. 
 
    Tersa may have had trouble remembering the proper curses Sergeant Cullen shouted at recruits, but she never forgot that a shield was as much a blunt weapon as her mace. And Tersa’s Blunt Weapons Skill was much higher than her Shield Skill. She rarely employed the round shield defensively, bashing and smashing with it as she attacked. 
 
    Her first target flew backward from the force of the blow, impeding the progress of the Skeletal Warriors close behind it. Tersa followed up with heavy swings of her mace, viciously pounding the Undead. The entryway was big enough to allow three enemies to enter at once, but Tersa’s violent attack and use of Enraging Aura kept them focused on her instead of spreading out. 
 
    Trent was hardly any more subtle as he joined her. He held his sword in both hands and chopped at a Zombie circling towards Tersa’s left. He had meant to activate the Skill Chop, but something stopped him. 
 
    The sword, which had always felt a little clumsy in his hands, shifted as he adjusted his grip. It was the proper way to hold the weapon, hands angled just slightly, not grasping too tightly. Instead of activating his Skill, he swung the sword downwards and channeled a touch of Stamina and a little Mana at the same time. The blade cut through one of the Zombies arms effortlessly. 
 
    The attack was different from anything Trent had used before. All his other sword-related Skills depended on Stamina alone, not Mana at all. And the Mana he’d used had a different… flavor… than the Mana he used in the three fire-element Charms that he knew. 
 
    It was subtle but strong. An image of small waves, gently but constantly eroding a stream bank, filled his mind as he stepped in to deliver another attack. That image was an epiphany and a disaster for the fledgling Swordsman. His motion had been too big, sweeping and uncontrolled. He wasn’t set properly for a follow-up strike. 
 
    His legs locked up, and he stumbled. He stumbled right into the fist of the Zombie, who wasn’t even discomfited by the loss of its arm. Trent hadn’t taken the time to pull up his cowl or equip his mask. The exposed bone of the Zombie’s fist struck him directly in the face, and tender flesh was torn and bruised as Trent was forced back. 
 
    Bleeding, eyes blinking at the sudden pain, Trent tried to get his sword between himself and the Zombie. The creature had been freed from the effects of Enraging Aura, and its attention was fully locked on Trent as it charged, swinging one arm and gnashing blackened teeth. 
 
    Trent managed to get his sword tip up, but the Undead beast came on anyway. Its momentum barely slowed as Trent’s blade skewered its body. It pushed forward, forcing Trent back. A second blow rattled Trent’s head as the Zombie came within reach. 
 
    Tersa was entirely unaware of the worsening situation in which Trent had found himself.  The young Guard Recruit was too caught up in the incredible impact her new mace was having on her opponents. Silver-steel might not be as enchantable as mithril, but this weapon had clearly been meant to fight the Undead. They didn’t go down with a single hit, but they were stunned by her blows, which allowed her to deliver more and more strikes as she grinned and shouted. 
 
    Fortunately for the floundering Trent, Orion noticed his predicament. Survivalists were durable, so Orion let Trent absorb another blow with his face before he stepped forward to help. His new staff plunged forward and struck the Zombie in the chest. White light burst from the end of Orion’s weapon banishing the beast. 
 
    The light didn’t stop there. Three more wounded beasts were caught in the wake of the Al’rashian’s attack and ended up much the same way, disappearing in a puff of smoke and ash. If Trent had been able to observe this, he would have been almost as dazed as he was after taking three hits to the face. 
 
    Orion had been very capable in the fights they’d seen before now, but he was only a Level 5 Mage. He had no high leveled spells, none capable of attacking at a distance. Orion’s normal method of battle was as a Warrior, dealing devastating strikes with his staff, and only utilizing magic at close rang when an enemy was wounded enough for his basic water and light spells to really hurt them. 
 
    Things had changed now that the Spirit Orb was in his hands, and his primary Class Spirit Summoner was unsealed. All that prevented Orion from obliterating the twenty or so Undead facing them was a desire to see his young companions grow. Right now, the enemies they faced were around Level 16, but that wouldn’t last for long. If Trent and Tersa didn’t level their Skills and their Classes, even the might of the Spirit Summoner wouldn’t be able to shield them. 
 
    Orion’s staff spun and twirled as he casually knocked back opponents. He enhanced his blows with only the most basic Spells, softening them up but not ending them. That he left for Tersa. Wielding his long weapon in one hand, Orion poked and prodded at the Zombies as his free hand reached back and cast a Healing Spell on Trent. 
 
    “You are not ready to use the attacks of Ocean Meets the Shore, Trent!” Orion called, as the gashes that had opened on Trent’s cheek and forehead closed under his administration. “You may have the Stamina, but you lack the Mana and the training. At the first Level, the first attack and every fifth attack is a powered one requiring the use of Stamina and Mana. Concentrate on fighting without using those techniques, fight normally, and equip your cowl before you get hit again. And form the party; we will be more effective under the influence of Leadership.”   
 
    Trent heard Orion’s words, but it was Tersa who grunted. The man was far too relaxed for her taste. They were still outnumbered at least eight to one, and Tersa had discovered that the weight of her new mace was draining her Stamina. The Undead were falling but not as fast as her reserves. 
 
    “Can’t you do more to help here?” she huffed breathlessly at Orion. “I noticed you’ve powered up since you got that shiny staff of yours. Why don’t…” 
 
    “I am doing enough!” Orion pushed back a Zombie that was about to blindside Tersa. “You should save your breath! Trent, get it together!” 
 
    “Yeah, Trent. Get your ass  moving and help me, jerk!” Tersa stubbornly ignored Orion’s advice. She would have had more to say if she hadn’t been distracted by the Skeletal Warrior attempting to separate her from her shield.  
 
    Trent shook his head and scrubbed blood off his face. He pulled up his cowl, equipped his mask, and grabbed his sword from where it had fallen. Mentally, he formed the bond that made the three into a party, and then with sword held in one hand, he stepped past Orion to join the fight again. 
 
    He hadn’t realized how he slipped into the movements of Ocean Meets the Shore the last time, but now he focused on keeping his attacks basic. It wasn’t easy, his head still rang, and his neck ached from the punches the higher leveled Zombie had delivered to his face. Orion’s Spell had healed him, but not completely. Trent couldn’t help wondering if the man had purposely left some damage as a lesson. 
 
    Trent learned that lesson. Limiting himself to Thrust, and Chop, both Basic Skills, he even stayed away from the more complicated Triple Slash and Long Slash. His free hand kept drifting towards his sword hilt as his recently learned Sword Technique begged to be used, and Trent wished he had something, preferably a shield, to occupy it.  
 
    He missed his old buckler. Swordsmen had plenty of defensive Skills, but so far, Trent didn’t know even the basic Parry and Block. Not to say he couldn’t perform those actions; he just couldn’t use the Skills. And the Skills were important. 
 
    A Skeletal Warrior hacked at him with a Chop of its own, but when Trent deflected the Skilled Strike with an unpowered block, he was nearly driven to his knees. Without defensive Skills, Trent was forced to rely on Dash and Dodge to avoid attacks that he couldn’t counter. He still took hits even with the Stamina-draining Skills active. His armor and cowl kept his flesh intact, but his bones were rattled, and skin was bruised beneath the force of the blows. 
 
    Trent would have been surprised by the approving look in Orion’s eyes as he watched the young Summon’s struggle. Orion had led many Al’rashian youths on training expeditions in the past, his own brother Albion among them. If any of Orion’s former charges had been in Trent’s position, they would have been crying for help by now. 
 
    Orion felt pride in this new sworn brother he had adopted. Trent didn’t waiver or cry out, he never fell back or tried to run. His movements and attacks could barely be called swordsmanship, worse than before, now that he was struggling against his new technique. But his use of Skills was close to masterful. He’d come far in the last week, adapting to his Swordsman Class with each battle, practically with each swing of his blade. 
 
    Orion saw Trent’s hand inch towards the knife at his left hip, and he noticed Trent forcefully repress the urge to draw it. Orion rewarded the boy’s instincts by clearing away two Skeletal Warriors crowding the young Swordsman. 
 
    A secondary weapon would be more hindrance to Trent than help at this point. It might even draw out the Ocean Meets the Shore technique. Those advanced movements often utilized two blades. Best to stick to basics. They needed to find the boy a shield. 
 
    Trent and Tersa found their way closer together. Together with Tersa bashing and Trent hacking, they brought down one opponent after another. Their confidence soared even as their teamwork improved. Low on Stamina, Tersa was forced to use her shield the way it was meant to be used, and with defense covered, Trent effectively darted around her, slashing at limbs and thrusting at torsos and skulls.  
 
    They used the narrow terrain to their advantage and slowly began to gain control over the battle. In the back of their minds, they knew this was mostly due to Orion’s spells and superior strength, but they took credit for it anyway. The Al’rashian was far too relaxed for them to be willing to admit he was helping. 
 
    When Tersa finally sent the last Zombie to its eternal rest, or more likely, put it down until the Trial sent it against new Adventurers, she and Trent were close to collapsing from exhaustion. They had twelve hours of rest in the Safe Zone, but this single fight had wiped out all the good a break had done them. 
 
    Orion was kind; he allowed the two a full minute to mope and catch their breath before asking, “Which way should we head from here, Trent?” 
 
    Trent sighed as he reached for his water skin. He lifted his mask and took a long drink before handing the skin to Tersa, who drank as well. Then she took a longer slower drink and did not offer the water to Orion, who was standing, not even winded, leaning on his staff. 
 
    Trent looked around and consulted his Map. The fight had carried them out of the cavern, and they were once again surrounded by the barren landscape of the Trial. At some point, the entrance to the Safe Zone had sealed itself and sunk into the terrain as if it had never existed. 
 
    “The fort where we were separated from the rest of our group is that direction,” Trent pointed and pulled his mask back into position. “It’s a long way, but we should try to make it.”  
 
    “Then, whenever you two are ready, we should set off.” Orion’s words implied they should move immediately, but it was only a suggestion. Trent was the leader, after all. Trent was the leader, and yet the three started heading towards their destination without a chance to rest. And they left at a jog. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It had taken a great deal of effort for Kirstin to put aside her pride and apologize to Corporal Francis for her actions. She was certain the Guardsman realized that her words weren’t entirely sincere, but he accepted them. She was the Duke’s daughter, after all. 
 
    Three days later, however, she offered the Corporal a more heartfelt apology. It was after Frank had gained his own Holy Strike Skill Stone. She was made aware of how big a blunder she made by learning the Skill on her own without consulting the more experienced soldier.  
 
    In Frank’s hands, Holy Strike revealed its true value. The Undead fell in batches beneath the Corporal’s spear. If they faced enemies that were 20 levels beneath him, Frank dealt with them by himself, no matter their number or rank, and he did so quickly and easily, while the rest of the group quietly shared the XP. 
 
    If Kirstin had thought she and Dirk had dealt with the group of Knights turned Archers with little difficulty, Frank turned her confidence into a joke. The second day, after learning Holy Strike, the Level 40 Warrior leveled the Skill to 10 and could use it from a distance. Kirstin had stood red-faced and shamed watching him. It would be four days before Dirk was completely healed from the injuries he suffered at the hands of the Skeletal Knight Commander. If she had followed the procedures any good Adventurer’s group held to and presented the Skill Stone to the Corporal when it was found, Dirk never would have been hurt in the first place. 
 
    The Corporal bought them four days of rest and easy XP. It couldn’t last; the Trial wouldn’t allow it. With levels fluctuating, especially among the recruits, it was hard to keep track of an average, but Kirstin had done the math a few days before and come up with just over thirty-one. When she approached Frank to discuss this, he was aware of what was happening and only told her to keep training. He said she needed to be prepared, that this wooden fort was a stopping point, not a destination. They couldn’t hold it for long. 
 
    Frank helped everyone to prepare for the next assault, passing out loot fairly and equally. Skill Stones and Spells were distributed to those that could use them. Under his leadership, even the Recruits gained Skills that would protect them in a skirmish. Kirstin had been confused by this at first. Weren’t they all working to protect the young Guardsmen? But Frank understood what she didn’t. In a survival Trial, there was no protecting anyone for very long. Eventually, everyone had to stand on his own. 
 
    On the fourth day, this policy of Frank’s bore fruit. Without any warning, the group found themselves surrounded. While all the Adventurers and Guardsmen were fighting on the wall, twenty Fleshlings appeared within the fort itself. The recruits were able to hold and then retreat even if they couldn’t defeat the monsters outright. They made it to the wall where they regrouped with their seniors, battered and bruised but alive. The weaker recruits would have been slaughtered, if not for the Corporal’s foresight. 
 
    That was the day Frank gave the order they all knew was coming, even as they prayed it would never arrive. As Fleshlings pressed them from within and a mixture of Wretched Corpses and Zombie Warriors assaulted them from without, Frank said the words: Scorch the earth. 
 
    Arisa and Matt blanched at the command but didn’t hesitate. It was almost funny to see Matt, who was ever eager to throw fire and destruction, recoil as he summoned and cast his beloved flames. In any other situation, Kirstin would have laughed at the sight, but there was nothing funny about this. 
 
    As fire rained down on the Undead, the walls of the fort themselves started burning. Seasoned wood was no match for magical fire. The Fleshlings were walking torches that spread their flames, and the group was forced to retreat over the rear wall as the fort went up. No one looked back as the walls of the fort lit up their surroundings with a greasy, flickering light. They just ran. 
 
    And they kept running, fighting moving battles when they could. Sometimes they were surrounded and forced to hold fast against stronger and more diverse enemies. The group’s days of quietly building their strength were gone. Now they grabbed what they could and retreated as fast as possible, often watching dust clouds kicked up by Infernal and Undead forces approaching as they did. 
 
    The worst was the ambushes. Joel was emerging as a Scout. He had chosen the Class so that he could add to Trent’s efforts to offer the younger, lower-leveled boy a chance to fall back and rest. Joel never imagined that when he took over the scouting duties full-time, he’d be lacking in comparison to the Level 1 Survivalist. 
 
    No matter how hard he strained his eyes, Joel never spotted an ambush ahead of time. If it wasn’t for Keller’s Sentry Abilities, they would have walked into every ambush without fail. Joel made up for his failures by learning to read the terrain ahead, quickly spotting the best defensive positions, and leading the group towards them. It helped, a little. 
 
    Oddly enough, it was the Fleshlings that gave the group the most trouble. With the band’s increasing strength and Skill, these mindless beasts should have been the easiest thing they faced. They would have been, but no one, not even Keller with his detection abilities, could spot the glowing runes that signaled the creatures were about to sprout from the ground. 
 
    Without Trent’s uncanny vision to spot the runes, the group ran into them blindly. Under sudden attack from Fleshlings, whose strength grew along with their numbers, Lyra was no longer able to use her area of effect spells. She might get off a few Minor Area Heals, which aided her allies while damaging the Undead, but they often suffered wounds requiring more than the simple Spell could handle. 
 
    With Lyra, their most effective weapon against the Undead, held back, battles against Fleshlings often lasted long enough for another pursuing force to catch up. Their injuries continued to pile up in the face of the unrelenting attacks. The group’s strength declined even as their Levels and Skills increased. 
 
    It was hard to tell how much time had passed like this. There was no sun to mark the passing of days, no cycle of sleep to call night. After a time, they almost came to dread having to sleep. Three or four hours of nervous rest, only to fight again immediately on waking, was no friend to the beleaguered squad, and the Undead always caught up while they slept, since finding places where they could avoid being surrounded and keep an open line of retreat was difficult. 
 
    Kirstin guessed it had been weeks like this before they stumbled onto the cave. It was not a Safe Zone, gods how she wished they could find a Safe Zone, but it was large enough that they could all fit inside. The entrance to the cave was also narrow enough that Dirk could cover it with his Shield Wall Skill. He gained significant mastery in this Skill over the past two weeks, enough that he could now allow allies to attack through it. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect solution, and Kirstin thought the constant drain on Dirk was slowly killing him, but it allowed them a chance to catch their breaths. It wouldn’t last. Kirstin knew it wouldn’t. It couldn’t. The Trial hated to see them… she didn’t know what to call this stalemate. It wasn’t safe, they weren’t comfortable. How could they be? Currently, they were relying on Dirk and Keller, and that just couldn’t be sustained. 
 
    Those two still hadn’t gotten proper rest. Oh, they said they were fine, they insisted they could hold as long as it took, but that was clearly a lie. Constant vigilance was impossible to maintain, and while everyone was improving in ways that benefited the group, no one had the Skills to replace the Sentry and the Heavy Infantryman. 
 
    When Kirstin’s head was clear enough to think straight, she was amazed at the sacrifices the group had made willingly to keep one another alive. She had thought that she, Joel, and Dirk had made significant deviations from their planned Classes, but the Adventurers couldn’t compare to the Guardsmen, or rather the recruits. 
 
    The first and most shocking was Arisa. She had learned the Appraisal Skill a few days before they had left the fort. It was a desperately needed Skill. Without it, they had been passing around Skill Stones and equipment blind to what they were getting. Learning Appraisal had instantly increased the Corporal’s ability to spread the proper Skills to the right people. 
 
    What had shocked Kirstin was that Arisa had also taken up the Scholar Profession. It paired with Appraisal and made the Skill more effective, but Arisa was a Mage of the Al’drossford Guard. In Al’drossford all young mages had one goal that they aspired to: The Storm Sorceress, Vanessa Al'varren De Al'dross, Kirstin mother. 
 
    All Mages who joined the Guard did so hoping to become like the Lady Vanessa. None came close in the end, but that didn’t stop them from trying. For Arisa, choosing Scholar as a Profession cut off her path to the Sorceress Class. Unless the young Mage had two more Profession slots, which was highly doubtful, she could only become… 
 
    Kirstin didn’t even know what she could become. She didn’t know enough about Mage Classes to guess how Arisa would proceed if they made it out if this Trial. 
 
    A muttered, “Shit,” drew Kirstin out of her musings. Corporal Francis was on his feet, spear in hand, staring at the back of the cave. Kirstin turned her tired, bleary eyes to where he was looking but didn’t see anything to get upset about. She climbed to her feet anyway. 
 
    “Everyone up,” Frank shouted. “Up and ready, now!”  
 
    The senior Guardsmen didn’t need to be told; whatever the Corporal had seen, they had spotted as well. Recruits and Adventurers pulled themselves upright and looked around anxiously. There was nothing to be seen, had the Corporal started to crack? 
 
    “Is it still moving, Corporal, or has it always been moving, just too slow for us to notice?” Merrill whispered. His voice was raspy with sleep, but his eyes were clear. 
 
    “I think it’s a recent change, but who knows,” Frank replied tersely. “Keller, is it clear outside? Can we run if we have to?” 
 
    “Near as I can tell, but this cave messes with my Ability to sense clearly in all directions,” Keller snarled, but his mood seemed directed at the wall, not the Corporal. “Could be running into an ambush for all I can say.” 
 
    The fog clouding Kirstin’s mind settled more thickly about her. She still didn’t see what was wrong. Had all the Guardsmen cracked?  
 
    She didn’t see it, and then she did. The cave was almost twice as big as it had been! Kirstin’s sword shot out of its sheath, and she stifled a yelp. That wasn’t fair, caves don’t grow! Or it was fair; it was a warning that something wasn’t right. Wasn’t it better to have an obvious sign rather than having monsters suddenly show up, standing over the group as they slept? 
 
    “Should we run now, take our chances in the open?” Kirstin asked as she shook her head from side to side vigorously. Had she just been making excuses for this thrice-damned Trial? Had she thought the Guardsmen were starting to crack? Clearly, she was the one breaking under pressure.  
 
    “Too late for that,” Frank growled. “Imps.” 
 
    The cave wasn’t well lit, a few balls of Spell light cast deep shadows everywhere. Stepping out of those shadows, ten muscular figures appeared. With skin a mixture of black and yellow, as if they were covered in bruises, the Imps were slightly shorter than the average human. A pair of short horns protruded from their foreheads, and their red eyes glittered in the dark. 
 
    They were armed with short wicked-looking spears that appeared carved out of black stone. Armor of a similar material covered their torsos and upper legs, but their arms and lower legs were left bare. Long sinuous tongues flicked in and out of narrow mouths as the creatures chittered and hissed menacingly. 
 
    “We’ve got company at the entrance,” Dirk called.  
 
    Ten more Imps were rushing his position. Dirk planted his shield against the floor and activated Shield Wall to hold them off, a strategy that had served them well in the past. 
 
    “No Skills, these aren’t…” Frank called, but it was too late.  
 
    Maybe it was his fault for identifying them as Imps. There were several varieties of these creatures in the world, and most of them were looked down on by Adventurers. Those common Imps were pranksters with less strength than a low leveled Goblin. That was why Dirk activated Shield Wall. 
 
    But these were Infernal Imps, foot soldiers of the lesser demonic races. Frank had never faced one before, but he’d heard of them. These Imps were Skilled Warriors, capable of breaking defensive barriers like Shield Wall. 
 
    Three stone spears connected with Dirk’s barrier all at the same time, and the Imps used a Skill of their own. Shield Wall shattered like glass, and Dirk found himself huddled behind his shield, unprepared for the assault. Joel and Merrill came to his aid, swords hacking and thrusting as they pulled the Defender to his feet. 
 
    Frank cursed as the ten Imps at the back of the cave moved to attack. Surrounded and outnumbered, like always, he activated Holy Strike and met the Imp’s charge. Holy Strike wasn’t quite as effective against the Imps as it was the Undead, but Frank’s Skill halted three of the creatures in their tracks. 
 
    Chaos erupted in the small space. Frank called for the casters to hold their spells, even as he pierced the neck of one Imp with the blade of his spear and pushed another back with the butt. Lyra cut off a Purification Spell. It was almost second nature for her to cast this, but with Frank’s call, she realized it probably wouldn’t be as effective on the Imps as it was on the Undead.  
 
    Frank couldn’t help but wonder at their luck. It obviously wasn’t good. This was the first time the Trial had thrown Infernal enemies at them, and they weren’t ready for them. Their weapons were empowered to deal with the Undead and were too long for the cramped conditions in the cave. 
 
    Infernal Imps were fast, smart, skilled, and their shorter weapons were an advantage. Frank snarled as one Imp lunged at him. He dropped his own spear and grabbed onto the shaft of the one reaching for his chest. A step, a twist, and an activation of Disarm saw his snarl turn into a feral grin. He would have had the head of any Recruit who attempted this, but Frank was no Recruit. 
 
    The spear twirled in his hands, and he sent it plunging back at its former owner. The stone spear pierced the Imp’s armor easily, and Frank drove the tip into the beast’s heart. It had been a gamble, and not a wise one, but Infernal Creatures fought amongst themselves as often as they did the Awakened. The Imp’s weapon held its own bane. 
 
    With a more appropriate weapon in hand, Frank bought his group some room. Beside him, Keller attempted a similar move and quickly demonstrated why the Corporal’s gamble was so risky. Keller wasn’t as proficient as Frank, but he was still a well-trained warrior, skilled in the use of spears. Keller’s opponent fell for the same trick and was disarmed, but Keller found himself in the same state. The Imp’s short spear vanished as it left its owner’s grip. In the end, the spear was a creation of the Trial and not something that could just be claimed. Keller found himself empty-handed, his own trustworthy weapon at his feet.  
 
    He didn’t have time to swear about his own luck before an enraged lesser demon was lunging at him. The creature closed on him, and its charge brought the two to the floor. Struggling and punching wildly, the Guardsman and the Imp rolled around, and Keller quickly learned why it was best not to grapple with an Infernal Imp. The Imp was strong! Keller quickly found himself being dominated by the smaller but well-muscled Imp. 
 
    Keller might have lost his life there if not for Lyra and Matt. The Healer and Mage intervened, delivering heavy blows to the Imp with their staffs. These two were showing how they were benefitting from the forced practice in the physical aspects of combat, more than they had ever desired, that this Trial had given them. They were starting to excel at it, and between the two of them, they pushed the Imp back. Keller rearmed himself and rejoined the fight while silently promising never to imitate a Corporal ever again.  
 
    The rest of the fight was short and bloody. With his new spear, the Imps weren’t a match for Frank, but the close quarters still allowed the Imps to deal out damage to nearly everyone in the group before they were finally overcome. Frank didn’t even allow Lyra to patch up the wounded, insisting she do it on the move. 
 
    When the Healer complained, Frank spoke abruptly as he hustled everyone out of the cave. “Did you not see the cave wall move?” Frank said through clenched teeth. “That wasn’t something that the Trial did. Infernal Imps can manipulate stone and earth. If there are more around, this cave is a death trap. We need to get into the open.” 
 
    Frank cut himself off quickly. He almost revealed what could be coming next. If the Trial was starting to throw the Infernal at them, then the group would be facing casters soon. So far, all their opponents had used physical attacks, but if magic users were coming… sometimes more information wasn’t a good thing. 
 
    Frank had two Mages and a Healer on his side, and the Mages had been of little use so far. He was willing to bet that any Mages the Trial sent against his group would be better trained. He didn’t know how he was going to deal with enemy casters given the resources, or lack of, at his disposal. 
 
    Joel was the first out of the cave. His searching eyes found no sign of an enemy, but they did pick up on a piece of loot that must have been kicked outside during the struggle. A bow! Made of bone and metal, it looked better than his. He hadn’t been acting as an Archer since becoming the group’s Scout, but he heard Frank warning Lyra and had picked up on what the Corporal hadn’t said. 
 
    Archers were the traditional response to Mages. Joel tested the draw on the found bow and decided he liked it. The problem was that, because he wasn’t a pure Archer anymore, the odds of him being able to learn Skills that could counter a Mage’s defensive Skills were slim. He needed to get Arisa to Appraise this bow. Even if he couldn’t use it, they had someone in the group that could. 
 
    The Appraisal said the bone bow was of common quality but would still deal a great deal of damage against the Infernal. It wasn’t what Joel had hoped for, but it was better than nothing. Before they set off, Joel pulled the Recruit, Bailey, aside. 
 
    “Hey, kid, can you use this?” Joel offered the bow to the Recruit, and initially, Bailey looked eager, but his mouth quickly turned sour. 
 
    “Ah, no, thank you.” Bailey clutched the short bow he’d gotten from Trent to his chest. “I'll stick with this one.” 
 
    Joel was puzzled. “Are you sure? I know that one has the Create Arrow Enchantment, but I can give you some arrows and…” 
 
    “I'm sure!” Bailey said hurriedly. “This one is fine for me.” 
 
    Joel raised his eyebrows, but he stored the bone bow in his own Storage Bag and shrugged. It wasn’t any of his business, and he had scouting to do. 
 
    Bailey sighed in relief as Joel walked away. The bone bow was good, but Bailey wasn’t about to give up this bow without a fight. His first impression of what he had considered a basic training tool had changed, now that he knew the bow’s true worth. This short bow could impart the Create Arrow and the Triple Shot Skills! It was beyond priceless in Bailey’s opinion.  
 
    Archer’s Skills were hard to come by in the Guard. At least they were before you had been assigned a permanent post, and Bailey was a pure Archer with no intention of giving up his Class. Sergeant Cullen had solidified Bailey’s desire to stay an Archer when he had spoken of the Awakening some weeks ago. Archer was one of the first four Classes! One of the first and that made it important.  
 
    So many Specializations were a combination of Classes. Scouts, for example, were a blend of Rogue, Warrior, and Archer. Bailey had been a little disappointed when Joel gave up the Archer Class for Scout. Clutching the short bow tightly, Bailey knew he’d never do such a thing, even though that choice was limiting what he was able to contribute to the squad right now. 
 
    He’d leveled up as much as any of the recruits just by being a member of the party, and on each Level he had invested in Intelligence, which improved the ability to learn Skills faster and increased Mana. His MP was high enough to use this short bow now, and that meant he would Specialize soon. Specialization would be a step down the Archer’s path, and this bow was his guide.  
 
    Joel, who had left Bailey and his dreams behind, was back in his position at the head of the group. The pace had slowed, however, because Scout Joel had not had the opportunity to scout ahead, and no clear destination had been determined. Corporal Francis left it up to Joel to pick their path, only suggesting deviations occasionally. 
 
    Using Far Sight, Joel thought he found another defensive location, only Joel had noticed that the terrain in the Lands of the Undying Lord wasn’t natural. The appearance of the canyons and ravines looked less and less like natural formations and more like open wounds in the earth. The whole Trial was twisted and broken as if someone had lifted the land into the sky and dropped it. 
 
    What Joel thought he had found looked like a fortress, a stone fortress that had possibly once guarded a mountain pass. Only now, the fortress was sunken, and the mountains had crowded around its walls. The only approach that Joel could see led through a canyon, and he couldn’t be sure of an exit from the fortress other than the way in. It some ways, the fortress might be more confining than the cave had been. 
 
    Unwilling to make the decision on his own, Joel called the Corporal forward and told him what he could see. Frank squinted, but without Far Sight, he was unable to make out the details that Joel could. 
 
    “We'll try it,” Frank said. He spit and continued, “If it looks bad once we’re up close, keep your eyes open for better. But in the meantime, that looks like the best we’re going to get.” 
 
    Joel nodded and picked up the pace. Once more, the group was running and wondering when they’d be chased again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    There was one thing Orion found more confusing than he found Trent. That was the Trial itself. The Land of the Undying Lord, as Trent said the Trial was called, constantly made Orion rethink everything he knew about Trials. 
 
    Ignoring his own imprisonment, he was concerned about the variety of beasts that inhabited the Trial. Normally, challengers only had one kind of creature to face in Survival Type Trials; Undead, or Infernal, Abyssal or Animal. That was the rule. But so far, they faced both Undead and Infernal, and Orion was afraid they might face more. 
 
    This worry was based on the next strange thing that Orion had noticed. There was too much of Al’rashia here that had been lost. Trent said he received his Class outside the Trial, but his sword, the Spirit Orb, and the Technique Ocean Meets the Shore had all been found here. Also, Al’rashia had fallen to a horde of Undead and Infernal beasts. 
 
    That was enough to make Orion’s head spin, but what they found when they reached the fort where Trent and Tersa had supposedly been separated from the rest of the group was truly puzzling. The wooden fort, which Orion couldn’t help but notice had been built in the fashion of Al’rashian marching camps, had been burned to the ground. It had to have happened weeks ago, and the charred remains held no signs of life. Tersa had panicked at this, blaming herself, though Orion didn’t know how she could have prevented it, if she had been here.  
 
    Orion and Trent didn’t know how to comfort the girl as she searched the ruins. Orion wanted to stop her, since the bodies of the dead would be claimed by the Trial, but he didn’t. Tersa knew as well as he did that unless the slain were carried out by their companions, the bodies would never be found. This was something she had to work through on her own. 
 
    Orion also kept his mouth shut because the fort was in ruins. Trials cleaned up after themselves. Corpses and destroyed structures weren’t left to rot, they either disappeared or were restored. A common tactic in Survival Trials was to retreat to another safe position if your defensive position was overrun, and then return to a former location when that place was taken. Always, always, walls or natural fortifications that had been destroyed would be rebuilt when a group returned. 
 
    When Trent started looking for signs that their friends had managed to run, Orion was tempted to tell him it was useless. Disturbances in the earth would also be restored by the Trial. This time Orion held back because he no longer knew what to think. If the fort hadn’t been restored, maybe it would be possible to Track in this Trial. 
 
    Orion was numb, and Tersa was ecstatic when Trent found the foot sign that shouldn’t exist. The three set off at a run, moving as fast as Trent could find signs of passage. Orion thought they had to be walking into a trap but said nothing. A deception of the Trial could be dealt with. If it wasn’t, there was a chance of uniting with allies. Orion couldn’t take hope away from his two young friends. 
 
    Instead, he offered Trent advice on Tracking. While he lacked the Skill himself, Orion knew enough to advise the Survivalist. No matter how good a tracker is, it is nearly impossible to catch up to a fleeing group by simply following their footprints. The technique is to determine where they are headed and what they need, and then use that knowledge to close the gap. 
 
    This information wasn’t much help to Trent at first. He had no idea what Corporal Francis’s group needed. They had water, and food could be obtained through battle. All they lacked was safety, and that was hard to come by in this Trial. Trent could see the Safe Zones, but Orion told him that wasn’t something most people could do. It wasn’t something anyone could do, is what Orion wanted to say, but he could hardly tell that to a boy who clearly could. 
 
    Trent followed the sign and tried to put himself in the position of Corporal Francis. The trail always led away from a Safe Zone, so where else could they be heading. It wasn’t until he found a battle site that Trent knew what his master’s group needed the most; defensive positions that would offset their enemy’s greater numbers. Defensive positions like the fort Trent himself had led the group too. After that realization and a round of self-recrimination for not seeing the obvious sooner, Trent’s Scouting abilities were put to the test. It was easy for him to put himself in the place of Corporal Francis and his squad. What they needed, Trent and his two companions needed as well.  
 
    In the end, though, that wasn’t much help. The tracks always led away from Safe Zones that Trent would have chosen to head toward. His master’s group seemed to be forced to travel at the whim of the Trial. As much as they tried to pick their own path, they were always forced to run, pushed by the approach of newer, stronger enemies.  
 
    Trent was sure they would never catch up. His sword hacked at a Skeletal Warrior, and he stepped back as Tersa rammed the Undead with her shield. The Warrior crumbled, and Tersa leaped to smash at another even as Trent engaged an Infernal Hunting Cat. He had to put the Cat down quickly. Tersa was oddly incapable of working as a team. He had to follow her lead since she was too busy throwing herself into the fray to pay attention to his actions. 
 
    Orion wasn’t much help, either. The man kept the two younger warriors from being overwhelmed, but Trent hadn’t seen Orion finish a beast in a week. The Al’rashian cast small spells on enemies to confuse and disorient them and offered the occasional healing Spell, but never cast the powerful attacks at which Trent knew he was proficient. 
 
    Worst of all, Orion refused to explain this passive way of battling. He would merely say things like, “You'll never grow if you depend on me,” and deflect any question by critiquing Trent and Tersa’s methods, but mostly Trent’s methods. Orion had given up on Tersa ever since she had chosen the Brute Specialization. There was no guiding the Brute types, you just pointed them in the right direction and hoped they didn’t get lost on the way. 
 
    If Trent found Orion’s actions frustrating, it was worse for the man himself. Trent had a kind of blind trust in his companions and accepted that Orion was doing what was best, even if the boy didn’t understand. But for Orion, holding back so soon after having a portion of his former power restored was torture. 
 
    The Spirit Summoner smacked away an axe aimed at Trent’s back and forced a Skeletal Warrior to shuffle away, with a swing of his staff. He was careful not to do much damage. He could end this fight with a single cast; one Spell and the Mage could destroy all eight Undead that were left. The Infernal Cat and Imp would take slightly more. But Orion couldn’t do that. 
 
    He had recognized what Trent hadn’t. Every time he got too engaged in the combat, the Trial upped the difficulty. More creatures swarmed out of canyons, beasts they were fighting became stronger, sometimes even the ground under their feet shifted, and footing became unstable.  
 
    If Orion backed off, the challenges remained at Levels Trent and Tersa could hold up under. It was almost as if the Trial was warning him to take a support position only as if the Trial specifically wanted to test the younger two and wanted nothing to do with the more experienced Warrior. So, while Trent and Tersa did most of the work and thought they were doing well against opponents several levels higher than themselves, Orion grit his teeth and played the game the Trial insisted on. He guarded their backs, Healed their wounds, and tried to correct their mistakes. 
 
    It wasn’t that they weren’t doing well either. Trent, especially, grew with each battle. The boy had finished off an Infernal Hunting Cat and moved on to its Imp handler. Orion admired the way the boy chained his Skills and utilized his basic swordsmanship to its limits. He needed to be faster and stronger, but his grasp over his weapon was only getting better. 
 
    Trent finished the Imp with a flurry of slashes. The Infernals down, he went to help Tersa with the Undead. Tersa was currently facing off against two, bashing one with her shield as she clubbed another with her mace. The remaining six were carefully corralled by Orion’s staff.  
 
    Trent shook his head as a Skeleton broke free from Orion’s control and lumbered towards him. No, it hadn’t broken free, Orion had pushed it towards Trent. The Skeleton was still firmly under the man’s sway. Trent’s head shake wasn’t for Orion’s manipulation. The man had his reasons. If not for him, Tersa would have been surrounded.  
 
    The shake was for Tersa. She just didn’t learn. They discussed their formations a dozen times, but she always forgot, or just ignored them, and waded into the midst of the Undead, roaring and swearing without a care. 
 
    The fight lasted another half hour due to their lack of coordination. Trent hated the waste of time. They should be moving, catching up. His Tracking Skill had increased dramatically, and he could use it on the run now. The trail wasn’t a hard one to follow, and with every passing hour, Trent swore he saw more details than before. 
 
    He stared down at the tracks the three of them had just created. There, that was where the carefully discussed attack formation had fallen apart. That was where he and Tersa had been separated, and where instead of pulling back to cover him, Tersa had plunged ahead. 
 
    That muddled print over there was where he had almost slipped into using Ocean Meets the Shore and had to consciously hold himself back. The Technique begged to be used, but Trent almost always got clobbered when he used it. Holding back the Technique had interrupted his flow, and he realized he couldn’t follow Tersa; he moved to engage the Imp. They had to take out those Imps fast; they were powerful, and they could be nasty. 
 
    Those blurry prints there belonged to Orion. Those were beyond Trent’s Skills, both as a tracker to analyze and as a warrior to understand. Orion’s staff would twirl and spark, and his feet beat a rhythm that the Undead were forced to follow. He never caused more than superficial damage, but the enemy was also never out of his control. 
 
    We can do better than this, Trent thought to himself. We can, we must learn to do better. 
 
    “Tersa, I think…” he said out loud. He broke off as Orion’s hand fell on his shoulder. Tersa, who was happily Harvesting and collecting loot, didn’t even look up. She hadn’t heard him. 
 
    “She can’t help it, Trent,” Orion said in a low voice. “The Brute Class… we gain more than Skills with our Classes. You haven’t noticed yet but our Classes define us. As a Survivalist, you will feel uncomfortable outside of the wilds. As a Swordsman, you will seek battle, in which to perfect of your Skills. It’s hard to tell with some Classes. But the Brute Class…” 
 
    Orion sighed and rubbed at his eyes. “Brutes, well, it’s in the name. It is not an elegant or far-thinking Class. If we can, we should encourage her to get away from it.”  
 
    Trent nodded like he understood, but Orion knew he didn’t. How could he? Orion was sure this was the first time the boy had seen a friend choose such a Class. Tersa was already impulsive and reckless, the Brute Specialization would only make her more extreme. And it could lead her to great power. It was unlikely but possible. Tersa was probably already caught up in the Strength the Class brought. It would take a powerful shock to get her to even consider another way. 
 
    “Where to next, Trent?” Orion asked to take the boy’s mind off the problem presented by Tersa. 
 
    Trent’s lips twisted as he pointed at an oddly shaped mountain in the distance. “I think the tracks are leading that way, but I hope I'm wrong.” 
 
    With Far Sight, Trent could make out the fortress in the distance. They passed a cave a day ago, and he had found evidence that their friends had been there. At first glance, the fortress looked like the ideal place for a group of tired soldiers to hole up, but it wasn’t a place that Trent would ever lead anyone. 
 
    He saw the Trial differently. He spotted the Safe Zones, noticed the traps, and so many of the Trial’s wonders and secrets were laid bare before his eyes. He could clearly see that this fortress was no marvel, no hidden location promising safety and treasures. No, that fortress was a trap. 
 
    A haze of black surrounded the whole area much the way a wall of white surrounded the Safe Zones. He didn’t know exactly what it meant, but just looking at it sent shivers down his spine. His fingers rubbed nervously at his palms at the thought of Kirstin and Corporal Francis being stuck in that place. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that mountain?” Lacking Scouting Skills, Orion couldn’t even make out the fortress, much less see anything about the distant landform that was any more ominous than the rest of the land. 
 
    Trent’s shoulders rose slowly and then fell all at once, as he let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. “I don’t know, but we’re sure to find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    They knew the second they started up the path to the fortress gates that they’d made a mistake. Steep canyon walls rose on both sides of the group as they scurried towards the shelter. The baying of hounds sounded behind them. Their pursuers were getting closer.  
 
    The floor of the canyon rose sharply, but no matter how far they climbed, the smooth walls around them rose higher. Those walls concerned the group more than the sound of their approaching enemies. If this canyon came to a dead end, there would be no easy retreat. Corporal Francis doubted they could scale the rock face even if they had the equipment and the Climbing Skill. 
 
    Tripping over stones in their haste, the group found their legs growing heavier as they struggled to overcome the sloping terrain. When the ground finally leveled out, it should have brought welcome relief, but what awaited them robbed them of what little hope they had left. 
 
    Joel was particularly flummoxed. The fortress stood beyond a ravine. Its wall looked mostly intact and its gate was open. From what he could see, the fortress itself was a ruined mess. The once impressive structure had been destroyed, either by siege weapons or magic, it was hard to tell.  
 
    What confused Joel was that there was no way this was the building he had seen from so far away. The fortress Joel had seen was sunken but still protruded above the nearby mountain tops. This one was surrounded by a ravine, like a bottomless, dry moat, and the walls of the canyon towered over it. There was no way he’d have been able to see it from a distance. 
 
    A stone bridge crossed the ravine and ended at the gate of the fortress. It was broad and sturdy, 100 feet long and 50 feet wide. In the eyes of Corporal Francis, the bridge was in unbelievably good shape. There were no signs of decay or weakness, no holes or gaps. The bridge could have been built yesterday and looked strong enough to support the weight of an army, an army the Trial would surely provide, one that could already be approaching. 
 
    With no other options, Frank and Joel led the way toward the fortress. Frank smirked as his feet left the bridge. The damn thing hadn’t even trembled under their boots; there would be no collapsing it to prevent anyone that was chasing them from crossing. 
 
    The gate, however, clearly was not of the same caliber as the bridge, but Frank figured that the gate and its rusty portcullis might stand up to a battering ram. Not for long, but it wouldn’t collapse instantly. They could shelter here for a while, probably for the rest of their lives. There would be no running from this position. They were well and truly trapped. Their life expectancy wasn’t long. 
 
    The fortress’s interior was a mess of fallen buildings. No infrastructure remained intact, only fallen stone and rotting wood. They would have to make their stand from the wall. There would be no retreat into a keep or tower if the enemy gained a foothold. 
 
    The Guardsmen secured the gate, and Adventurers made a search of the ruins, hoping to find something of use. Frank made his way to the top of the wall and looked back the way they had come. A cloud of dust announced the presence of their pursuers, and judging from the size of the dust cloud, the Trial had increased the difficulty again. 
 
    Frank spat over the wall and swore under his breath. What he wouldn’t give for a simple Permanent Trial, one where the challenges were well known and the pathways well mapped. This Instant Trial was the perfect example of why Adventurers called Trials, Dungeons. No one who entered a Dungeon could expect to leave it quickly or in one piece. 
 
    Frank stamped his feet against the stone, less to test it and more out of frustration. The wall wasn’t as high as Al’drossford’s, but at sixty feet, it could be a formidable obstacle if it were well manned. Which it wouldn’t be. Under normal circumstances, fifteen people could never hold a wall two hundred feet long and thirty feet wide, no matter how high it was. 
 
    Here they had a slight advantage. The ravine started where the wall stopped. Looking down, it felt like the wall could fall into the abyss at any moment. The only approach was the bridge. Fifty feet of access, that was doable, not ideal but doable, as long as they blocked the gate and the enemy didn’t have siege weapons or Mages. 
 
    Frank didn’t feel too optimistic. Blocking the gate with rubble was a dream. The enemy was too close, and their numbers were too few. Even if the forces outside lacked a ram, a catapult, or a siege tower, even if they only had a few ladders and archers, Frank couldn’t help but remember the last fort at which they had taken shelter. Made of wood, it hadn’t been as sturdy. Its wall wasn’t half as tall, and for a time they had held. For a time, and then the enemy came from behind. Not with ladders or towers, they simply appeared. How long until that happened here? 
 
    Frank rubbed his face with both hands. He wondered how much longer Cullen needed to find the Guardian and clear the Trial. He had no doubt the Sergeant could do it; the man was a force of nature. Whether Frank and his small band could hold out until Cullen crushed whatever stood in his way, that was the only thing Frank found doubtful. 
 
    Hearing footsteps behind him, Frank took a deep breath and cleared the anxiety from his face. He could at least look confident even if he couldn’t feel it. His charges needed that from him. 
 
    Merrill and Braum surveyed the wall and seeing what they were working with, started informing the recruits of what would be expected of them during the coming battle. Arisa with her magic and Bailey with his bow would be allowed to help the Guardsmen, but the rest would be responsible for watching the courtyard unless directed otherwise. As they were explaining what else might be required, Keller and Horace joined Frank. 
 
    “Kirstin and her bunch are still looking around.” Keller leaned against the battlements as he spoke. “We should send a runner for them; we'll have company soon.”  
 
    He had hoped to have advanced from Sentry to Sentinel by now. As a Sentry, he could sense that a large group was approaching and that they were stronger than any they had faced before this, but that was all. With the Skills of a Sentinel, he could sense the exact levels of the Undead that were coming to call. 
 
    Hell, if he were a Sentinel, he could probably hold the bridge by himself, laughing and napping as he chose. He could clear this thrice-damned dungeon and go home. Back at the keep, he’d be awarded medals and promoted. Keller wasn’t much interested in those honors for himself, but with them he’d be able to up his asking price when he left the service and secured his cushy dream job. Merchants paid more for Heroes, much more. 
 
    “Two Archers and Two Mages, not enough.” Horace was normally not much for talking, which was good since he rarely had anything positive to say. “Not for what’s coming.” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s coming yet,” Frank rolled his eyes, “but we’ll make do with what we have.” 
 
    “We know its trouble, whatever it is.” Horace cleared his throat. “Shouldn’t have come here, it’s a death trap.” 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut, Horace!” Surprisingly, it was Keller who spoke out against his fellow Guardsmen. “We don’t need you scaring the recruits and driving down morale. Things are bad enough without your gloom and doom shit.” 
 
    Horace blinked slowly at Keller’s outburst. He wasn’t prone to speaking, but when he spoke, he was a truthful man. He hadn’t been complaining or trying to place blame, just stating a fact. 
 
    “Didn’t mean anything by it,” Horace said slowly, “and I know not to mention…” 
 
    “We know, Horace,” Corporal Francis said, “but I'm not ready to call this a death trap. It could always be worse.” 
 
    Now Keller was quick to scowl at Francis, and Horace’s eyes widened. Could be worse?  Might as well dare the Trial to throw the distant lightning right at them. They’d rather that Frank order them to open the gates and charge the enemy naked and unarmed than say those words. Frank winced at the recriminations that came flooding his way. 
 
    “Of all the stupid.” 
 
    “Not right, not right to.” 
 
    “Trials have ears, you know.” 
 
    “Might as well blaspheme in a temple.” 
 
    Frank stood silent under the wave of criticism. Some things couldn’t be taken back, and even rank couldn’t always protect you. He took it and never said a word, but he was glad when the two Guardsmen broke off at the approach of Kirstin and her friends. He was glad until Joel reached them and used his Far Sight Ability. 
 
    “Didn’t find anything worth reporting,” Joel said, “but…” The Scout broke off as his Sight broke through the concealing dust cloud. He frowned and cleared his throat, whatever he’d been about to say was forgotten. 
 
    “Those aren’t Undead. Not just Undead.” Joel paused again, uncertain. 
 
    “Infernal? They’re troublesome, but we can…” Frank stopped speaking as Joel shook his head. 
 
    “Not Infernal. Or, there are Undead and Infernal creatures there but,” Joel didn’t want to believe what his eyes were telling him, “there are others. A lot of others and they look like Orcs!” 
 
    Guardsmen, Recruits, and Adventurers all gathered around now. No one wanted to miss a word, though only the Guardsmen understood the significance of what Joel was saying. 
 
    “Orcs? That’s not so bad. We’ve faced Goblins in the Trials before.” Kirstin’s mouth closed abruptly as the withering gazes of five Guardsmen pierced her. “What? Why are you looking at me like that? Orcs are just one of the Cursed Races, aren’t they? No worse than Goblins. Probably better than Infernal Creatures or Undead, you don’t need enchanted weapons to kill Orcs, do you?” 
 
    “No worse than Goblins…” Frank hardly knew where to start. “Yes, Orcs and Goblins are Cursed Races, but that’s all they have in common. Orcs are disciplined, vicious, and tough. No, you don’t need enchantments or magic to put them down, but that doesn’t mean they go down easy. An Orc war band, bolstered by Undead and Infernal, that’s the definition of bad.” 
 
    Keller and Horace glared at Frank, obviously blaming the current situation on his careless words. Fortunately, Merrill, who was unaware of how badly the Corporal had messed up, came to the man’s rescue. 
 
    “A Trial shouldn’t have three types of beasts.” Merrill squinted, trying to verify Joel’s information for himself. “But, hopefully, if they are Orcs, it’s not a war band. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and it will just be a pack of…” 
 
    Now the glares were turned on Merrill, and they came from all sides. Even Recruits and Adventurers knew you didn’t ask for luck. Ever!  
 
    Merrill tugged his mustache uncomfortably. He was tired. He hadn’t been thinking. He’d been tricked. A dozen excuses crossed his mind, but he didn’t voice them. 
 
    “Joel, I'll need you to operate as an Archer. You take the left and Recruit Bailey will take the right.” Frank drew the group’s attention away from the flushed Merrill. “Bailey, you… why are you holding that short bow? Didn’t I tell you to get a longbow and arrows from Joel three days ago? You don’t have the Mana to use that thing effectively. Get your head out of your ass and get in position! You will be responsible for close targets, Infernal and Orcs only, don’t waste arrows on the Undead.” 
 
    The Corporal barked commands and sent everyone to their places. Weapons were drawn and sharpened while the group ate, rested, and waited. They didn’t have to wait long. Far too soon, the dust cloud disappeared, and an army was revealed lined up in neat, organized ranks on the far side of the bridge. 
 
    Almost every form of enemy they faced up till now, and more, were represented. Screeching Infernal Beasts, silent Undead Warriors, shuffling Zombies, all were present. They were joined by an array of Orcs, all armed and armored, none less than six feet tall, and all heavily muscled with long sharp tusks protruding from misshapen jaws. 
 
    Frank looked for evidence of Spell casters and was relieved not to find any until an Imp brandishing a spear caught his eye. Memories of the attack in the cave, where similar beasts had appeared behind them, came to him, and he was reminded that Infernal Imps could move through stone and earth. 
 
    “Shit! Merrill, did you see if the runes were intact?” Frank couldn’t believe he forgot to check himself. A wall without runes to repel magic was not a barrier to be trusted. If the wall’s runes were destroyed, the Imps could enter and open the gate with ease. This army wouldn’t even need siege equipment if the runes were even slightly damaged. 
 
    Frank heaved a sigh of relief as Merrill responded, “Walls, gate, and portcullis, all properly enchanted. Powerful runes, too. Even some that strengthen the stone and reduce physical damage. Wish we had those back in…” 
 
    Frank’s relief was short-lived. The ranks of the opposing army opened to allow a mounted figure to pass through. The Orc’s armor was dirty and mismatched. Red stains that could have been rust or dried blood covered it. There was no doubt in Frank’s mind that this was the Commander of the force they were facing. 
 
    The Orc had to be at least eight feet tall, and the shoddy quality of his armor did not detract from his intimidating appearance. Unlike the common Orcs, the tusks of the Commander swept up not from the inside of his mouth but from his chin. That, and the fact that what could be seen of his skin was grey and black, not green, announced that this was what passed for a Noble amongst the Cursed Race. 
 
    But it wasn’t his size or rank that had Frank swallowing nervously. Neither was it the huge war hammer held lazily at the Orc’s side. A hammer so big it almost trailed in the dirt despite the Orc's mounted position. Frank had fought bigger opponents, and he wasn’t afraid of any single Orc. 
 
    It was the mount that had Frank clutching his spear with white knuckles. A massive boar, twenty feet at the shoulder, and weighing several tons was what made Frank’s lip curl. With massive, razor-sharp tusks, the beast would be a terror in the open. In a siege… 
 
    In a siege, they were worse. The Giant Forest Boar was a rare creature. Frank did not think there was an army in the world that could field a full cavalry unit riding the beasts.  Not only were they rare, but they were also hard to train and lacked maneuverability, further limiting their use as war mounts.  
 
    But Orcs valued them and went to great lengths to procure the Boars. Fierce and nearly unstoppable once they got up to speed, the Boars were a symbol of power to Orc tribes. For the Orcs who existed as raiders and nomads, the Boar didn’t need to be well- trained, merely unleashed. Pointed in the right direction, the boars will trample anything in their path, including city gates. A walking battering ram, that was what made the Orcs value the Giant Forest Boars. 
 
    “Mages,” Frank whispered. Why was he whispering? He cleared his throat and spoke up. “Mages, concentrate on the Boar! Archers, I want the rider dead!” 
 
    Arisa swallowed, hearing the Corporal’s command. Her hands tightened around her staff. Made of polished bone, the staff had an affinity towards death magic, but Arisa didn’t know any spells from that element. It could still amplify the spells she did know better than her old staff, but she didn’t think she could do much to hurt the massive creature preparing to charge the gate. 
 
    The Boar was coming, slowly at first. Arisa didn’t think a hundred feet would be enough room for the animal to pick up much speed. She was wrong. The whole wall shook as the Boar went from a walk to full speed in seconds. It crossed the bridge and slammed into the gate before she even had time to decide what Spell to cast! 
 
    Hands trembling, her staff shook as she watched the Boar slowly back up. Beside her, Joel launched arrow after arrow at the Orc rider. The only saving grace in this situation was the Boar’s lack of Agility. Its speed was derived from its strength, but turning around completely took too much time. Confined to the bridge, it could only walk backward before charging, and it backed up at a snail’s pace. 
 
    “Matt will handle damage!” Joel shouted, nocking another arrow. “You’ll be more helpful if you can affect the Boar’s movement or the rider’s control of the beast!” 
 
    Arisa expected Matt to use his strongest Spell, Flame Wave, so she was astounded when he cast Flame Wall instead. Flames covered nearly the whole length of the bridge, but Flame Wall was more of a deterrent than a killing Spell. It looked impressive with its leaping and roaring flames, but it was meant to keep enemies back while causing only minor damage. With Matt’s talents and Level, she didn’t see the point! 
 
    But as the Boar backed up, and Matt continued to cast Spell after Spell down on it, a spark came to life in Arisa’s head, and she finally saw the genius behind the move. He had cast the Spell the length of the bridge. While it dealt little damage, merely singeing the Boar’s hair and barely harming its skin, the animal was too large to avoid the flames. So, although the damage was minor, it was constant, and it affected the rider’s control. 
 
    As Arisa watched the Orc struggle to keep its mount moving forward, roaring as his own skin was being burned, Arisa felt her face reddening as if she was the one standing in the fire. Somewhere along the line, she had started to look down on Matt. She had considered him a talented Fire Elementalist but had thought his spells lacked punch and diversity. She thought she was better than the Mage Adventurer, or she would be with a little time and practice. 
 
    But now, with one Spell, Matt controlled the field. And he did it all while Arisa was still shaking, unable to decide how she could help. Seeing Matt’s actions, Arisa’s fingers loosened on her staff, and her resolve strengthened. 
 
    Her specialty was with Wind and Water Elements. Closing her eyes, she prepared the Spell, Rushing Breeze. Flame Wall and Rushing Breeze were popular tier 1 Spells because they gained in strength as they leveled. Unlike many Spells which capped at Level 10, these two evolved to become higher tiered Spells as the caster mastered them.  
 
    These spells were especially popular with Mages, who had affinities with both Wind and Fire because they complimented each other. You could push a foe back with Rushing Breeze and then hold them there with Flame Wall. This was only useful against low leveled opponents, but fortunately, there was a second way to use these spells together. Rushing Breeze enhanced flame spells, by providing fuel for the fire, so to speak. 
 
    Arisa’s eyes opened, and she extended her arm, pointing her staff to direct the Spell as she muttered the trigger. Matt's Flame Wall doubled in intensity as air was forced along its length. This wasn’t much, but where the fire had once only licked at the feet and legs of the mount and its rider, now the flames had grown and were lashing at their bodies and faces. 
 
    Joel murmured, “Good job,” as he continued to send arrow after arrow. He couldn’t see the evil grin that twisted the lips of the girl who had suddenly discovered a whole new approach to her chosen craft, but the corner of his eye caught the straightening of her posture. 
 
    Joel wished the two Mages could also find a way to hold the Boar in place. The flames were causing it to thrash and sway erratically, and its rider kicked and bashed at the animal attempting to control it. This was fine, but it made Joel’s job a lot harder. 
 
    Most of his arrows were hitting home, but it was difficult to pick your shots on a target that moved so erratically. Even under the influence of Steady Aim, Joel’s shots bounced off armor more than they found flesh. The armor that was so flimsy looking was obviously bolstered by the Orc’s ridiculously high Constitution. That characteristic, which increased the strength of a warrior and his equipment, meant those arrows hardly penetrated bare skin. Joel was hurting the Orc, but he was a long way from killing him. 
 
    If Joel was frustrated, Bailey was miserable. The Level 12 Archer was using Joel’s old bow, and his arms ached from drawing the heavy bow. Bailey, who never had specialized and had only the most basic of Archery Skills, couldn’t hit the Orc at all and could only watch as his arrows bounced off the thick hide of the Giant Boar. He didn’t think the animal even knew it was being hit. 
 
    Bailey saw that Joel’s arrows were injuring the Orc and couldn’t help but grimace. He knew that his Archer Level was higher than Joel’s, but with Joel’s mixed Classes and greater amount of practical experience, the Scout was clearly the better marksman. This pricked at the proud Recruit’s sensibilities as Marksman was the first Specialization Bailey hoped to earn someday, but he wouldn’t reach that goal until his Archery Skill was Level 15.  
 
    Bailey gritted his teeth. It was the Marksman Specialization that he aimed for as he ignored the ache in his arms and shoulders and continued to draw his bow. He kept shooting at the Orc rider, but every third shot went flying into the ranks of the beasts waiting for the gate to be penetrated. 
 
    The shouting and jeering of the attacking army increased, but now the occasional outraged scream could be heard, as arrows found their way to Imps and other Infernal Beasts. Bailey’s arrows caused damage that was little better than pinpricks; the army was filled with creatures stronger than the Archer, but it was something. When Bailey fired in their direction, even if his intended target dodged, he would hit some creature in the mass. Each successful hit fed his Archery Skill and was another step towards the day when he could actually do real damage.  
 
    The Boar had reached it’s starting position again, and Matt hurriedly recast Flame Wall so that it would be forced to charge through the fire to attack the gate. The Boar was totally burned at this point, and in a normal fight outside of a Trial, the animal would be violently resisting its rider. Outside of a Trial, the beast probably would have fled by now, even if it hadn’t suffered life-threatening damage.  
 
    But this was a Trial, and the Boar did charge. Flame Wall’s intensity increased as Arisa’s Spell enhanced it. Seeing the effect, Matt wished he could cast Rushing Breeze as casually as the younger Mage could, but he'd known there would be drawbacks when he chose to become a Fire Elementalist. He accepted that. 
 
    The wall trembled under his feet as the Boar thundered across the bridge, slamming against the wall’s portcullis. The force of the Boar’s charge was unbelievable, but Matt didn’t let that break his concentration. He threw Flame Wave down on the beast and pretended he didn’t notice that the portcullis looked bent. 
 
    The Boar squealed as its back was scorched by the fire from above. The Orc rider’s indignant screams were also heard, and Matt made a rude gesture with one hand as the Orc bared its teeth in his direction. He followed up his gesture with a charged Fire Ball and felt a warm glow of satisfaction as the Orc’s white vacant eyes, eyes which signified the Cursed Awakened was in service to a Trial, widened. Dropping the reins, the Orc leaped backward from his seat to perch on his mount’s haunches. The Fire Ball splashed over the vacated saddle, doing little apparent harm.  
 
    The Orc, standing ten feet back from where the Fire Ball had struck, was still on his mount. The Orc Captain raised its war hammer to wave it threateningly in Matt’s direction, and Matt whistled appreciatively at the rider’s stupidity. Matt cast another Fire Ball, this one at the Boar’s head, and then paused to enjoy the show. 
 
    The Boar’s tusks had done real damage to the portcullis and the gate this time. Those protruding bones had punctured the thick but aged wood, deep enough to hold the Boar in place. Riderless now, the Boar stood, bellowing and squealing in rage, continuing to push forward ineffectually. 
 
    Joel and Matt were brothers, and they didn’t need to be standing next to each other to communicate a plan they had jokingly discussed with each other in the past. They never thought they’d ever actually be able to put it into action. Two Arrows, fired in rapid succession, pierced the plate-sized eyes of the stationary Boar, catching fire as Matt’s Fire Ball also found its mark. 
 
    The Giant Forest Boar was a Trial Beast, but it was still an animal. Its instincts to run were suppressed, its aggression increased, but it still needed a rider to guide it in battle. That rider, standing far away from his saddle, could only watch as his mount was blinded and then scorched. The Orc Captain’s lips pulled back to reveal sharpened teeth as his Boar jerked back, freeing its tusks, and began to trample the ground around it in a panic. 
 
    The Orc rider lunged forward to get to the reins but lost his footing as the beast rampaged beneath him. He fell and managed to grab the back of his saddle, but he was soon shaken loose by the Boar’s twisting and stomping efforts. Losing his grip, he began to slide off his mount. The rider tried to control his dismount by pushing himself away, kicking frantically to create more distance, but perhaps he kicked too hard. 
 
    Blind and distraught, the Boar likened the blows to an attack and rolled in the direction of its rider. The Orc hit the ground and managed to leap backwards to avoid being crushed, but he was still struck on the side by the Boar’s flailing legs and sent flying towards the edge of the bridge, where he collided with the protective stone barrier with a sickening crunch. 
 
    Dirk winced at the sound. It wasn’t that he felt sorry for the Orc. After all, the rider was trying to kill him and his friends. But Dirk had been on the receiving end of a similar blow before, and he could guess what the Orc was feeling. It was probably even worse for the rider. The horses that had hit Dirk had been armored and heavy, but they hadn’t carried half the weight of the Boar. 
 
    When the Orc rider picked himself up without showing any sign of discomfort, Dirk’s eyebrows weren’t the only ones furrowing. When Joel had blinded the Boar, Corporal Francis had been stunned, but the Orc’s unusual Constitution cleared up a lot of his confusion. Joel had attacked the Boar using a Piercing Shot Skill, and the defenders thought the Boar’s injury was reasonable. Frank knew better. 
 
    No matter how talented an Archer Joel was, he simply didn’t have the strength to wound the massive Boar. Even with a Skilled shot to an area that was generally considered to be weak, the Boar’s higher Level and Constitution should have allowed the beast to shrug off the attack. Watching the animal squeal and thrash as the Orc lazily retrieved his war hammer, a thought formed in Frank’s head. 
 
    He looked to the far side of the bridge where two hundred enemy combatants waited for the gate to fall. The Orcs and Imps were cheering, roaring with enthusiasm, and waving their weapons. They didn’t seem the least bit concerned that their mobile battering ram was seriously injured. 
 
    Frank’s suspicion was confirmed as the Orc rider hefted his own weapon. The hammer, already oversized and unwieldy, grew until it dwarfed the eight-foot frame of its wielder. Dismounting, the Orc charged and swung the enormous weapon at the gate. Arrows and spells fell on the Orc, but he paid no mind as he attacked. The weapons that had blinded his mount were unable to affect this rider. The hammer came down again, and the wall trembled from the blows. 
 
    “Siege Breaker!” Frank exhaled heavily. That explained it, and a sliver of hope bloomed in the Corporal’s chest. 
 
    The Boar’s charge and retreat had been clumsy as if its rider couldn’t control the beast. A true Orc Boar Rider shared Attributes with his mount. Like all mounted Classes, the two were connected, strengthening one another, and they were nearly impossible to separate.  
 
    But Siege Breakers were another animal completely. They drew strength from their subordinates, bolstering themselves while weakening those they commanded. Able to fight alone against incredible odds, Siege Breakers could be troublesome opponents. 
 
    “Shift fire to attack the main force!” The wall shook again under the Orc’s hammer. Frank didn’t even feel it or notice the strange looks he was getting from his men after he delivered the odd command. They didn’t understand; the main force wasn’t a threat at this point, not until the gate was destroyed. 
 
    The Corporal had no time for explanations. Instead, he reached into his storage pouch. Most of the loot they had acquired but couldn’t use immediately had been stored in this pouch. The magic device was nearly full at this point, and it contained a variety of weapons and armor, as well as coins and Beast Cores. 
 
    He pulled a long heavy spear from among its contents. The weapon was six feet overall with a two-foot blade, made entirely of metal. From that and the unique way it seemed to shine, Frank knew the spear was made of silver-steel. Unfortunately, that was all he knew about the spear since Arisa’s Appraisal Skill wasn’t developed enough to read the weapon. 
 
    Frank had been waiting for an opportunity to use this spear. It was most likely enchanted and the best weapon they’d stumbled across; it was a shame not to use it. As he grunted under the weight of the spear, Frank was reminded of why it had been relegated to the storage pouch. It weighed a ton, and even with his Level, Frank couldn’t use it easily. For what he had in mind, however, Frank was sure the beautiful weapon would serve perfectly. 
 
    He jumped to the top of the battlements and looked down. The Orc was preparing to strike again, and the Boar was still screaming and thrashing about. It was time to put the beast out of its misery. 
 
    Holding the spear like a javelin, the Corporal wasted no time. Drawing his arm back, he threw the weapon downwards. Propelled by its weight and the Skill Mortal Blow, the spear descended. The Orc paused as it sensed something was wrong. The Siege Breaker looked up in time to see Frank throw but not in time to do anything about it. 
 
    The Corporal’s target wasn’t the Orc, but the Boar. It didn’t make much sense to the others, as the animal was essentially out of the fight, but Frank laughed out loud as two feet of finely crafted metal buried itself in the Boar’s head. The beast collapsed without so much as a whimper. 
 
    The Orc almost dropped his hammer as his mount died. It wasn’t shock or grief that caused the Siege Breaker to falter. The Orc was only able to wield its weapon by drawing on the Boar’s natural strength. He visibly shrank as the primary source of his unnatural power was stolen. 
 
    Seeing the Orc’s sudden weakness, Joel and Matt, who had been launching ineffective attacks against the distant troops, redirected their fire towards the Siege Breaker. An arrow slammed into the Orc’s shoulder, knocking it back, and a second later, a Fire Ball crashed into the warrior’s chest, drawing a scream from the enraged Orc. Their attacks finally drew blood. 
 
    Thinking the Commander would soon be finished, the two brothers prepared another volley. But spells and arrows were soon forgotten. Unbelievably the Orc’s size increased again; the Siege Breaker grew until he was taller than his previous eight feet. 
 
    The defenders’ brief hope was dashed, and faces all along the wall fell. The enemy was stronger than before. The Orc ripped the arrow from his shoulder, and they could only watch as his wounds and burns healed at a rapid pace. 
 
    Only Frank, still standing on the battlements with his hands on his hips and a sneer on his face remained calm. “Target the troops! That freak is done for!” He laughed derisively as he said this. Joel thought the Corporal had snapped. 
 
    But after weeks of following orders, even the Adventurers were used to doing things they didn’t understand. Archers and the Mages followed the command. Fire struck the ranks of Undead, and the creatures withered and fell. Arrows that had bounced off armor previously burst through raised shields to slay indiscriminately.  
 
    Only four members of the group could attack at range, so the group had prepared themselves for a drawn-out battle. Jaws dropped faster than the enemy at the unexpected results of those raged attacks. It hadn’t been more than a minute ago when the now devastating fire had hardly been able to scratch the hundred or so enemy troops. 
 
    Now Infernal Beasts and Undead were slaughtered in batches by spells, and Orcs fell transfixed by arrows. The Orc Siege Breaker watched with a clenched jaw as his army fell. When he lost his Boar, he had drawn power from the rest of his minions. He’d taken the Strength and Constitution he needed to crush the wall from them, and that action had left the army vulnerable. 
 
    Milky white eyes looked up at the Corporal and were met with a mocking gaze. It was too late to return what the Orc had taken, and it was useless to do so anyway. Without a source of power, the Siege Breaker could never breach the gate. If the gate stood, the enemy was trapped outside. 
 
    The army’s defeat affected its Commander in a most extraordinary way. As each warrior fell, the Siege Breaker deflated. Inches fell from his height and girth, and when the last of his troops were slain, the once noble Orc was even smaller than an Infernal Imp. His mismatched armor offered him no protection in his weakened state. It even hindered him. Unable to bear its weight, the Orc could only kneel on the ground as arrow and Spell claimed his life. 
 
    Frank watched the Siege Breaker fall and disappear from his place on the battlements. In a real war, Leaching Classes like the Siege Breaker would never bring the source of their strength within range of an enemy’s attacks. The accepted way of dealing with these types was to wear them down slowly. A high-level Leach Class was a nightmare to deal with in war. 
 
    Frank shuddered, despite his elation at their victory. If the Siege Breaker had been a thinking being instead of a Trial Beast and brought down the gate before they realized his weakness, he and all his men would likely be dead by now. Even in a Trial, they’d been lucky. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to think about, and so the Corporal didn’t. He jumped down and started calling out orders. 
 
    “Merrill, Keller, find me a way out of this pit! If the gate won’t open, we'll need ropes. We need to be gone before the next wave arrives.” 
 
    As his men hurried to obey, Frank turned to look back across the bridge and down the canyon. He half expected to see another troop of Orcs approaching. This Trial wasn’t kind, and that last challenge had been a little too easy. After a moment, Frank wished he could see an enemy marching in the distance. What he did see was far worse. 
 
    A bronze plaque hung at eye level on the wall. Its lettering was ornate, and the words written on it were flowery, but their meaning was clear. These were the rules for this section of the Trial. Rules that had to be followed. 
 
    Frank choked out a bitter laugh at reading the message. For weeks he’d gone through loot and drops looking for the slightest clue as to what the Trial expected of them. Trent had said two months surviving or defeat the guardian. Frank wondered how he’d known that. There must have been a plaque like this one back at the entry Safe Zone.  
 
    The last clue they had found was a map, also discovered by Trent. Frank wished the boy was here now. Trent was lucky, navigating the Trial like a fish in a stream. Without him Frank and his group had been floundering. They could really use a bit of luck right about now. 
 
    Keller came up behind Frank and paused. The Corporal was chuckling, but he had a sour expression twisting his lips. Keller thought he’d come to deliver good news, but seeing Frank’s face, he wasn’t sure he wanted to say a word. 
 
    “Gate and Portcullis are in perfect repair, Corporal,” Keller said at last. “Looks like they reset after the fight. We can head out anytime you…” 
 
    Frank shook his head, causing Keller to fall silent. “We’re not going anywhere. Tell everyone to gather the drops and have Arisa Identify them. Then secure the gate, and we'll need to find some way to reinforce it, if possible. Everyone should see to their weapons and get some rest. We only have eight hours.” 
 
    Keller started to argue. They didn’t have the men or resources to hold this fortress. Even with the narrow approach, it was foolish to try and make a stand here. They should run while they had the chance. 
 
    Frank reached out and tapped the plaque before Keller could really get up to speed. It took Keller a few minutes to read and decipher what was printed there. When he finally did, he unleashed a series of curses that would have had Tersa’s ears twitching as she tried to memorize them. 
 
    This fortress is The Last Stand. 
 
    Once occupied, it must be held. 
 
    No defender can go more than 100 steps beyond the far end of the bridge. Doing so will immediately summon the next wave of Trial Beasts. 
 
    Staying within the 100 steps, the next wave will arrive eight hours after the last beast from the previous wave fell. 
 
    Fortifications will be restored in the event the defenders defeat the latest challenge. 
 
      
 
    The plaque didn’t say that the next wave would be harder. It didn’t have to. The enemy would get stronger as their own strength waned.  
 
    From Keller’s point of view, that wasn’t much hope at all. The Sentry’s shoulders slumped once he read the terms the Trial had set. The words were offered in such a way as to make defenders think they had a chance, but as an experienced Guardsman, Keller knew the truth. They didn’t even have enough bows or men to fire them, much less catapults, ballista, or other tools of siege warfare. 
 
    “Gather the drops and get everyone back on the wall,” Frank ordered wearily. “Eight hours is going to pass quickly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    “Bloody Flaming Piss,” Tersa whispered.  
 
    Orion had summoned a Spirit of Air to form a platform that lifted the trio high into the air. The platform was solid but invisible, and Tersa had initially been unnerved by the feeling that she could fall at any moment. Having nothing but air beneath her feet was unsettling, but her discomfort was forgotten when she spied the army besieging the distant fortress. 
 
    Orion winced at her words. “Tersa, traditionally the curse is Blood and Ashes. Some might say Blood and Piss. No one says, Bloody Flaming Piss.” 
 
    Tersa’s eyes jerked around. She sucked in her cheeks and regarded Orion with a tilted head. “I said it, so someone must. What’s your point?” 
 
    “Leave it,” Trent said. His eyes were still on the army, but his feet stamped at the platform of air. It was only good for going up, it couldn’t be used as transportation, not at Orion’s Level, but Trent still found this Spell, unique to Spirit Summoner’s, fascinating. 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t float in on this Air Spirit?” the boy asked. 
 
    “No, my contract with the Spirit is still developing, it will be weeks before I can communicate with it enough to ask it to transport us,” Orion said. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t ask it to fly us over a hostile force. We'd just be targets.” 
 
    “Then we have to find another way in,” Trent said. He removed his cowl and ran a hand through his hair. Days of tracking and they were within sight of their goal, only to run into this obstruction. 
 
    “We shouldn’t even attempt an entry.” Orion’s voice was neutral, calm, but he held himself stiff. “If your friends can survive that…”  
 
    Trent was certain the group he had been Tracking was holed up in the fortress, but Orion didn’t think that mattered anymore. Trent and Tersa’s friends would have to stand alone, they could not reinforce them. 
 
    “Maybe you’re afraid, but me and Trent…” Tersa’s eager declaration ended as Orion’s hand reached out.  
 
    The force his fingers exerted on Tersa’s shoulder caused the girl to gasp. She would have jerked away, but since she didn’t know where the edge of the platform was, she settled for attempting to pry Orion’s fingers away instead. It was a futile attempt, but fortunately, Orion eased the pressure on his own. 
 
    “Tersa, there are things about Al’rashian culture that you should know. Things you need to know. It is very likely you will interact with some of my people in the future, and we can be volatile. Not always, but some things set us off. 
 
    “There are Orcs in that army. Al’rashians hate the Undead, we loathe the Infernal, but we absolutely despise Orcs. An Al’rashian Warrior will crawl naked across burning coals and broken glass for the chance to kill an Orc. Even a Trial born Orc. I do not suggest we run for my sake but for yours.” 
 
    His grip tightened again, and silver eyes turned downwards to pierce Tersa. “I consider you a sister and friend. I tell you this, so you know, the easiest way to provoke an Al’rashian is to suggest they fear an Orc.”  
 
    Trent cleared his throat. “There has to be a way.” 
 
    “I see two hundred troops, at least two hundred. The path to the fortress is narrow and open. There is nowhere to hide.” Orion took a deep breath as he spelled out what they were facing. “Do you see those two large mounds on either side of the Orcs?” 
 
    With Far Sight, it was easy for Trent to make out what Orion was talking about. The mounds weren’t hard to see. They weren’t exactly the color of dirt, more ashen, with tufts of green here and there. The distance was too great for Trent to make out all the details, but he would swear the mounds moved from time to time. 
 
    When Trent nodded, Orion continued, “Those are Hill Trolls. They are creatures of the plains, and their name comes from the fact that they are often confused with hills at a distance. A fully-grown Hill Troll stands nearly fifty feet tall. Orcs like to capture them and train them as war beasts. A single Level 5 Hill Troll is enough to cause problems for that fortress by itself. Two Hill Trolls, backed by an army of Orcs? That wall will be nothing to them.” 
 
    “Bah.” Tersa spit over the edge of the platform. Or at least she tried too. Her spittle landed a few feet away and hung suspended in the air. Tersa frowned as she edged her foot closer to the small puddle, testing to see if the platform really extended that far. 
 
    “Corporal Francis will deal with those Trolls by himself. He’s way above Level 5. We should get closer and wait for a chance to help.” 
 
    Orion stared helplessly at Tersa as she tapped her foot and shuffled around. This wasn’t the time to explain the difference in Levels between humans and giant beasts. At Level 5, a Hill Troll would have a minimum of around 100 Strength, with even more Constitution. It was generally accepted that if you wanted to solo-kill a Hill Troll, you needed ten Levels in an Advanced Class for every single Level of the Troll, and you’d better have highly trained Skills. Orion also didn’t say that he had used Level 5 only as an example. At this distance, there was no telling what Level those Trolls were. 
 
    “Why don’t we get closer,” Trent suggested. He’d gotten good at reading Orion’s moods and was quick to distract the Spirit Summoner. “If we can help we will, if not, well, we’ve gotten pretty good at running.” 
 
    “There will be no running if they notice us,” Orion replied impassively. 
 
    “Then we fight.” Tersa sounded cheerful at the prospect, which was further proof in Orion’s eyes that she didn’t know what was going on and was probably insane. “Al’rashian like to fight Orcs, right?” 
 
    Her words struck at Orion’s core. He should insist that they run now. Saying that Trent was the leader and had the right to order them forward was an excuse. Trent led because Orion allowed it. If they approached the Orc army, it wouldn’t be because of the boy’s naivety but because of Orion’s racial hatred. 
 
    Knowing that he still said, “If you insist.”  
 
    He began lowering the platform. As they sunk through the air, Trent pulled his cowl up and lowered his mask. Before his features were obscured, Orion caught one last glance of violet eyes. 
 
    Those eyes were important to the Al’rashian people, and Orion knew he should be doing everything in his power to preserve the boy’s life. But when their feet touched the ground, Orion found his feet carrying him forward. Oddly there was a spring to his step that hadn’t been there since his exile. 
 
    There would be a battle at the end of this canyon. For the first time in centuries, a Spirit Summoner would truly unleash his powers. He held back because that was what the Trial demanded, but that demand could no longer be heeded. He would fight, and possibly die, beside Trent and Tersa.  
 
    Even more strangely, he wasn’t thinking about what his people would lose at his and the boy’s death. Instead, he found himself wondering if Trent would live up to his heritage. He hoped the boy would. Even if he died, Orion could die proudly if he witnessed another violet-eyed destroyer weaving a new legend. 
 
    ********** 
 
    “Fall back, into the courtyard!” Frank shouted. Arrows bounced off the thick hide of the Hill Troll. The Corporal doubted the beast even noticed. “All the way to the far wall, we can’t fight that thing here!” 
 
    Joel kept firing. He could see that even his Skilled shots did nothing, but he couldn’t accept it. “Its only Level 10! What the hell is it made of?” 
 
    Hill Trolls were yet another creature Frank had only heard about; this Trial seemed to delight in advancing his horizons. He wished Joel hadn’t announced the beast’s Level. If he hadn’t known that, maybe he could have pretended he could face it. The Troll slowly settled onto the bridge, dragging a tree-sized club behind it, and Frank knew that was an empty dream. 
 
    “Fall back, damn you!” Frank shouted, grabbing the Scout’s shoulder and pulling him along. “Keep your distance. Mages and Archers to the far wall. We’ll distract it on the ground, pick your shots.” 
 
    They were meaningless orders. Once the Trolls were inside, the Orcs would follow. There would be no leading the enemy by its nose. All that they could do was watch the wall crash down and hope they could take a few Orcs with them. 
 
    Joel finally followed the Corporal’s command. He tossed a reassuring wink at his brother, Matt, and jerked his head to tell the younger Mage to follow him as he ran for the stairs. Matt smiled back and clutched something in his right hand.  
 
    Matt held back as Guardsmen and Adventurers rushed away from their positions above the gate. Once everyone else was descending, Matt made his way down more sedately. Behind him, the Hill Troll raised its club and slammed it, not against the gate but on the wall itself. The world rocked, and chunks of stone exploded as the club came down. 
 
    Matt stumbled down the last of the steps. Corporal Francis was waiting there and reached out a hand to steady the Mage. Matt smiled gratefully and nodded at the Corporal’s orders to hurry. As Frank rushed to follow his own order, he didn’t notice that Matt was falling behind. By the time the Corporal reached the other Guardsmen and turned to face what was coming, it was too late to drag Matt with him. 
 
    While the rest of the group gathered at the other end of the ruined fortress, Matt stood quietly and watched the Troll’s club descend on the wall over and over. Any other time it would have been an impressive sight. Each blow did noticeable damage to the sturdy wall. Matt wouldn’t have thought it possible. 
 
    He’d studied the runes that provided magical support to the wall several times since they’d been trapped here. Between attacks, there wasn’t much to do besides sleep and eat. Restless, Matt had examined the runes and found them wonderful. He would have liked to learn more about runecraft. It wasn’t a field he was familiar with but looking at the intricate carvings on the wall, Matt knew he was far more suitable for that path then he was the road of a Fire Elementalist. Further study didn’t seem likely anymore, though. 
 
    This was only one of many waves the group of soldiers and Adventurers had seen over the last few days. It was amazing they had lasted this long. Matt knew it was only thanks to the Guardsmen. There was no quit in those veterans.  
 
    They met each challenge and pulled the rest of the group along with them, never complaining that the others couldn’t keep up. But that was the truth of the matter. The Adventurers and Recruits tried their best, but even as their levels skyrocketed from the shared XP, they were only able to support the Guardsmen in the most basic fashion. 
 
    Except for Joel. Joel was blossoming under the guidance of the Corporal and Guardsman Merrill. He thrived under their direction and had become an asset to the group. 
 
    Joel always should have been a soldier. His father had been. Squire and Knight, now Minor Nobility, his father had blazed a path that Joel had wanted to follow, but he hadn’t because his little brother wanted to be an Adventurer. 
 
    Matt and Joel had always been close. Joel had always looked out for and supported Matt. Even when Matt became a Fire Elementalist, a Class he had no real affinity for, Joel laughed it off and encouraged his foolish little brother. Matt had only come this far because of that support. It wasn’t a debt that needed to be repaid. It couldn’t be repaid, but today Matt would try. 
 
    A stone whizzed by his face, but Matt didn’t notice. He could see the Hill Troll through the gap the beast had created. Long ears, huge eyes, and a curiously sad mouth, the beast was almost comical. Hill Trolls weren’t normally dangerous if avoided, and this one didn’t look like it enjoyed its task. Matt wondered how the Orcs trained the beast, but it was a foolish, absent thought. The Troll was a Trial Beast, not a true creature of the world. 
 
    More stones crumbled and exploded from the Trolls’ assault. Matt ignored them, standing resolutely in place. In his left hand, he held his staff and clutched in his right fist was a Spell Stone. The staff he was proud of, he earned it in this Trial, even if his performance had been lacking. The Spell Stone… 
 
    Under normal circumstances, he would never consider learning this Spell. It was this Spell that made him realize he should start looking for ways to push his Class away from Fire Elementalist. It had never been the right choice for him anyway. Like so many of his decisions, he had made it on a whim, to spite other’s expectations. 
 
    Matt pushed his thoughts away from the Spell Stone and brought up his Status. He had to be quick, the wall wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    His Level had reached 25, a fact which should have overwhelmed Matt with happiness. If they had been back in Al’drossford, the Adventurers would have celebrated his growth with cheap drinks and worse food. Furthermore, he had the chance to choose an Advanced Class now. None of the others could, but there it was in his Status. 
 
    Matt licked his lips and cleared his throat uncomfortably as he channeled the necessary XP and officially gained an Advanced Class. Even back in Al’drossford, Matt wouldn’t celebrate this decision. Pyromancer was a powerful Class, like all Advanced Classes, but it was also an ending of sorts. 
 
    Pyromancers gained access to powerful fire spells but lost all affinity with other elements. They could deal directly with the Element of fire itself at the cost of further growth. Matt shut his eyes as new strength flowed through him. 
 
    This was not what he’d aspired to. It wasn’t a smart choice. But it was a necessary one if Matt wanted the other members of his party to… would even this help them escape the Trial, or was Matt simply buying them another day, gruesome death at a slightly later date? 
 
    He put his 5 free Attribute Points in Intelligence. It increased his MP drastically, but it was another poor choice. Adding pure Intelligence was a rookie mistake, one Matt had made in the beginning but learned to correct. Any other day and he would have added to Wisdom, with maybe a Point for Agility, but not today. 
 
    Pyromancer brought Matt one new Skill and one Ability, a lackluster gain for an Advanced Class and further proof that he wasn’t meant to control fire. Still, while Matt didn’t have any use for the Ability Fire Manipulation, the Spell Fire Cloak might buy him a second or two. It didn’t matter, Matt’s plan revolved around another Spell anyway. 
 
    His hand tightened around the Stone in his grasp. In his eyes, it was the ugliest Spell Stone he’d ever seen. Most Spell Stones were a pleasant color, sparkling and curiously lit from within by the magic they contained. This one was dark, an unhealthy mix of red and black, which reminded him of a house fire or an Alchemist’s lab exploding. Despite the misgivings the Stone gave him, he chose to learn the Spell, squeezing the mystic item as its knowledge filled his brain and crumbled away. 
 
    He brushed his hand on his robe. He probably only imagined the greasy feeling that covered his palm and fingers. Spell Stones, even ones as dark as this one, were pure information. They didn’t carry any disease or infection. Nonetheless, Matt felt tainted. 
 
    The Hill Troll did him a favor by finishing its work. The twisted metal of the portcullis and shattered wood of the gate slammed to the ground beneath the Troll’s crude club, drawing Matt out of his stupor. Two steps and the Troll was through the hole it created. It loomed over the newly christened Pyromancer, its pot-belly almost obscuring Matt’s sight as he craned his neck in a futile attempt to bravely stare the beast down.  Dragging its club behind, it blinked slowly as it regarded the Mage. A second identical Troll stepped forward and filled the gap that had once been a gate. Between their legs, Matt could see the army of Orcs rushing toward them. Joel had said they numbered over two hundred and fifty. If Matt could wait a little longer, maybe he could capture a few of them along with the Trolls. 
 
    The Orcs bellowed and grunted as they came. Matt hated that about Trial Beasts. Orcs were a Cursed race, but they were still Awakened. They should have hollered war cries in the common tongue or shouted insults as they waved their weapons. But creatures of the Trial were always limited to bestial barks and shrieks unless the Trial thought intelligent speech would serve some greater purpose. 
 
    Whatever the Orcs’ babbling meant, it stirred the Trolls to action. The Orc Commander was running at the head of his army, and when he barked the lead Hill Troll looked over its shoulder and then back down at Matt. Slowly, it raised one foot. Apparently, that was all the Troll needed to deal with the Mage. 
 
    Matt had been calm, determined, up until this point. Fear set in, as he saw the Troll’s foot come up. Not fear of death, but fear of failure. The second Troll was too far away, the Orc troops not nearly close enough, and Matt had no way to buy any time. He would need all his Mana for what he had planned, and Pyromancers didn’t have a lot of spells that could be used to stall or bind. 
 
    With a yelp, Matt started running, beneath the Troll’s foot and between its legs. The raised foot came down with a crash, sending stones and one skinny Mage flying. He hadn’t been hit, but the force of the impact was enough to lift him off his feet. Shattered rocks hammered against his back, causing him to cry out, a cry that was cut off as he plowed into the ground. 
 
    Concentration was an essential Skill for a Mage Adventurer. It not only let a caster focus on his targets, but at higher levels, it helped a Mage to ignore pain and danger. Matt’s robe and back had been shredded by stone shrapnel, and without the Concentration Skill he would have been finished. 
 
    With it, he was able to pick himself up, with his shaking arms and blurry vision. Matt hoped the blood he was spitting out was from where he had bitten his tongue and not from a worse injury. Not that it matters, he told himself as he got to his feet. There was one perfect cure for all injuries, and the Spell he was about to cast had the cure as a side effect. 
 
    Matt attempted a laugh when he realized the force of the Troll’s stomp had propelled him almost the perfect distance from where he needed to be to catch both Trolls in his Spell. Just about, but not quite. And getting up, he knew he had gone as far as he was going. He took one step, wobbled and whimpered, then stood still. Concentration could only block so much pain, and despite his hopes, the blood he had spit out was not from accidentally biting his tongue. The Troll was turning around, probably to stomp at him again. Matt needed to act now. 
 
    The Spell he had learned would be incredibly complicated for a different Mage Class, but for a Pyromancer, Sacrificial Pyre was as simple as breathing, easier than breathing, considering the current state of Matt’s body. No elaborate chant or complex visualization, the Pyromancer just had to push out all his Mana, all at once, and ignite it. 
 
    Before the Hill Troll could finish turning, a fireball that scorched the sky and melted stone erupted from Matt’s position. The Troll was bathed in fire, and super-heated air filled its lungs, cutting off its agonized screams. Its flesh blackened and hardened, its eyes evaporated, its death was a welcome relief. 
 
    The flame spread out, almost reaching the second Troll, and even at a distance, the heat was so intense it burned the skin off the still living beast. Even the charging Orcs felt the scalding temperature and the front ranks recoiled, attempting to halt, only to be pushed forward by the Orcs in the rear. 
 
    Matt’s eyes glowed red as his own skin was being charred and consumed. He wouldn’t survive this Spell; Even his own formidable Fire Resistance was no match for Sacrificial Pyre. The only benefit the Spell offered its caster was that his mind was clear enough to see the effectiveness of his efforts, and no pain robbed him of his bittersweet victory. 
 
    In fact, he was graced with a moment of clarity. Matt didn’t waste this second of respite reflecting on his past. It was in this timeless instant that he realized Fire Manipulation wasn’t a useless Skill. No, Fire Manipulation was a gift! 
 
    As Matt became one with the flames, he used Fire Manipulation to intensify the inferno. He pushed and controlled the Spell and the fire spread. It consumed the front ranks of the Orcs, including their leader. It wasn’t enough to destroy the final Troll, but Matt hoped the beast was injured enough to be easy prey for the others. 
 
    He'd done what he could. If it wasn’t enough, that was how it would have to be. There was no gradual fading of consciousness for Pyromancer. One moment he was controlling the fire, and the next, he was a part of it. He was gone. 
 
    Matt’s final Spell had eliminated one troll and severely injured another. He had also managed to kill the Orc commander whose Level and Class none would ever know. Another fifty Orcs were just icing on the cake.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Joel was the first to notice Matt’s absence. Standing on the wall, bow in hand, he kept waiting for his brother to stumble up the stairs. Matt would be wheezing and trying to laugh off his lack of physical conditioning as he joined his brother. He’d comment about how a Mage never needed to run. Why should he run, others should run from him, he would joke. 
 
    As everyone took their places, and Matt still didn’t arrive, Joel’s gaze went to the fallen gate. The distance wasn’t great, especially under the effect of Far Sight, but it still took Joel precious seconds to identify the scrawny figure of his brother. The hulking Hill Troll drew the eye, and unless you were actively trying, you would never notice the defiant Mage.  
 
    Joel could see an unnatural rigidity to his brothers back. He didn’t know what the fool was planning, but Joel wasn’t going to let him face it alone. The Troll was lifting its foot, and Matt, instead of sensibly running away, ran forward. Joel’s own foot hovered in the air, his breath caught in his breast, as his brother tumbled through the air and hit the ground as the Troll’s heavy foot slammed down. 
 
    Tears welled up and rolled down Joel’s face. Far Sight was still activated, and the Scout could clearly see the shredded condition of his brother’s back. Joel wanted to run to his stupid younger sibling; Matt needed him. He wouldn’t be able to walk back with those wounds, but no matter how he urged his body to obey, his legs wouldn’t move. 
 
    Standing frozen, the intensity of Sacrificial Pyre blinded Joel. The Scout’s lifted foot sank to the ground, and a moment later, Joel fell to his knees. He buried his face in his hands. His vision was still white, but he knew without looking that Matt wouldn’t be walking away from a Spell like that. 
 
    Corporal Francis saw the flash of light from his place on the stairs. Ruins obstructed his view, and all he could see was a burst of flames and a Hill Troll burning like a bonfire. “What the fuck was that?” He looked to the top of the wall behind him, hoping those on higher ground had an answer. The sight of Joel collapsing, and a quick head count told him roughly what had happened. 
 
    “Recruit Bailey!” Joel was in no condition to answer questions, so Frank called to their other Archer. “What did you see?” 
 
    Bailey was squinting and rubbing his eyes, but at the Corporal’s question, he did his best to answer. “Not a lot, Corporal, but it looks like one Troll is done for, and the other is hurt bad. I think whatever that was got some of the Orcs too!” 
 
    “Not whatever!” Joel swiped his eyes with the sleeve of his jerkin and stood up. “Matt!  A Troll and a half and at least fifty Orcs. Matt did that!” 
 
    Frank didn’t need to ask the next question. The look on the Scout’s face was answer enough, but he did, both to confirm his suspicions and to draw the words out of Joel. “And Matt?”   
 
    “Gone.” Joel’s voice was ragged. Grief and anger traded places on his face. “Gone, but he took the worst with him. He even got the big one that was leading the way. I'll send the rest to join him!” 
 
    Grim determination and rage now took their turns in Joel’s eyes as the Scout rolled his shoulders and lifted his bow. Someday there might be a hint of pride for the decision his brother had made, but for now, at least half of the anger was for the idiot sibling who had left him behind. 
 
    Frank didn’t like what he saw, but there was nothing he could do for the Scout. Not here and now, in a Trial. The enemy was still coming. A normal army might pause if they suffered an attack that caused such losses, but Trial Beasts wouldn’t. The Corporal would have to keep his eye on Joel later, but they all had their hands full. 
 
    Matt had struck a significant blow but also left them without magic support. Arisa’s Level had risen, but there was a reason the Guard didn’t power level their recruits. She still only had a handful of Spells, and all those were low-leveled. It would take a lot of training to see her truly come into her own. 
 
    Matt had probably meant well, and what he had accomplished couldn’t be denied, but Frank didn’t think the Mage had thought through the action. There was a hidden danger in Survival Type Trials. The constant stress and the uncertainty that came along with ceaseless combat wore away at the best of soldiers and Adventurers. 
 
    The Corporal could see the warning signs in all his charges. He could feel them creeping up in himself. The Guardsmen knew how to cope with the stress, as much as they possibly could, but younger recruits and Adventurers were starting to get twitchy. They would start taking risks that they shouldn’t. They would freeze up in situations they would have faced head-on before. Desperate decisions would seem like crucial acts of genius, and lives would be lost. 
 
    Frank owed Joel a debt. Matt’s loss could have been prevented if the Corporal had paid better attention. It was easy to miss the signs, the vacant stares, the mood swings, but it was Frank’s job to see them. Matt’s death was an unnecessary loss. If Matt could gather the power to do what he had done, Frank could have found a way to use that power safely, but the stress had eaten away at the Corporal’s awareness, and a life had been cut short. 
 
    The screaming sound of enraged Orcs, the pounding of boots on earth, the slamming of weapons on shields, all this brought Frank’s attention back where it belonged. There was no Skill or Ability that could help you deal with a loss. Only experience taught you how to focus and move forward. Sometimes soldiers died, you mourned them after the battle. 
 
    There were four staircases leading to the top of the wall. Frank had positioned his men on two of them, wagering that the Orcs would ignore the other routes. There just wasn’t enough manpower to cover all angles. 
 
    Frank had traded his spear for a sword and stood halfway up the staircase on the left. The stairs were broad enough to allow three Orcs to charge at once. He and Keller could hold them off if they came in threes, but Merrill stood behind the two, wielding a long spear, ready to help if needed. 
 
    In a similar formation, Kirstin, Dirk, and Horace stood on the right. The two trios were too far apart to offer any aid to one another but were making the best of a bad situation. If anyone looked to be in trouble, Braum and Joel were leading the Recruits and would lend a hand where they could.  
 
    In the last few days, the Trial had been kind enough to provide bows and arrows for the defenders. Now everyone could be involved in the battle, including the Recruits. It had made a difference. It wasn’t much, but the fact that they were still alive had to be a testament to something. 
 
    As the charging horde came into range, Braum called for the recruits to fire. Joel, with his superior Skills, had started shooting long before anyone else. Frank was glad to see the Scout channeling his anger into his bow. Each arrow he nocked took a life, and Joel aimed where a death would do the most damage. Narrow pathways became choked with bodies, slowing the Orcs and providing the Archers with more opportunities. 
 
    Plenty of Orcs reached the stairs, though, and the defenders there found their own Skills put to the test. 
 
    With Dirk’s Shield Wall and Keller’s Unmovable Skill, the Orcs couldn’t push past the Defenders, and Frank thought they might survive this wave. He thought that right up until he took a deep wound to his stomach. He killed the Orc that had stabbed him but was forced to let Merrill take his place. They lost three steps in trading positions. 
 
    Lyra rushed to Frank’s side as quickly as she was able. The Healer had improved her Skills, and she patched the Corporal up without a word and only the slightest of disapproving looks. The wound was closed, but Frank was still weakened. Lost blood was still lost blood, and some things couldn’t be Healed. Even if she’d had an Advanced Class, Lyra didn’t have the time, energy, or Mana to completely restore the wounded. 
 
    And there were more wounded all the time. Dirk’s Shield Wall had broken, and Horace pulled him back. The backfire of a broken Skill left the Heavy Infantryman dizzy and earned him a few nasty hits from a mace wielding Orc. Kirstin was favoring a leg as well, but there was no one to take her place. 
 
    The Archers tried to keep up their fire, but a company of bowman had arrived, and the defenders lost their ranged advantage. Now two groups of archers played a deadly game of tag in which the Orcs had the obvious advantage of numbers. Not to mention, every one of the Orcs had true Archer’s Skills while only Bailey, Joel, and Braum could say the same. Only their higher position on the wall was in their favor. 
 
    Still, if it were only Orcs, Frank thought they might have a chance. The numerical advantage of the Trial Creatures was diminished by the narrow approach, and, like the Corporal had hoped, the enraged attackers never tried to take advantage of the undefended stairways. But when the second Hill Troll made its appearance, roaring as it cleared fallen buildings from its path with a swing of its club, Frank’s optimism plummeted. He called for Arisa to concentrate her spells on it, but the young Mage was near Mana depletion. She wouldn’t be able to do much. 
 
    Frank himself was the best option for dealing with the Troll, if he and Braum could break through the Orcs ranks. The Troll looked to be half-blinded as a result of Matt’s Spell, if Joel could finish the job… a thousand ideas ran through Frank’s mind. None of them were truly feasible. 
 
    Knowing they were done for unless the Troll was taken out, Frank started up the stairs. He would take Braum and Joel, and the three would head for an open stairway, making their way to the Troll. If the Orcs didn’t intercept them or take their actions as an invitation to use the unguarded stairs themselves, there was a chance. 
 
    Frank traded his sword for a spear and started to order Joel and Braum to follow him. He dodged an arrow, and instinctively looked to see where it had come from. What he saw caused him to believe he hadn’t dodged the arrow at all. Surely, what he was seeing was the result of three feet of wood and steel plunging into his brain. 
 
    Jaw open, staring wide-eyed, Frank only managed to move again when another arrow slammed against the battlements near his head. He dropped low. The words that reached his ears, words that should have been impossible for him to hear from such a distance caused him to doubt his survival once more. 
 
    “Bloody Flaming Piss! Ash and shit, and fuck you, Orc Jerkfaces!” 
 
    “Don’t charge ahead, you insufferable female! The Troll, we need…” 
 
    Frank recognized the first voice, but the second was one he’d never heard before. He heard the tone that voice employed many times, though. He had often used that tone himself, and the way the voice had trailed off, that was a man accepting that some things wouldn’t change no matter how much you shouted. 
 
    Frank risked a peek over the wall and then sat down heavily. He was dead, he had to be. If he was still alive, then he’d broken under the stress. There was no way he saw what he thought he saw. There were no Mages in the Trial capable of freezing a Troll from the waist down and locking it in place with chains of ice! It just couldn’t happen! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Trent heard Tersa and Orion shouting, but he didn’t take the time to look around. Tersa was following her own plan, as usual. That couldn’t be helped. Trent would stick to the original plan. If it worked, he’d make it back to Tersa’s side afterward.  
 
    He stood at the Hill Troll’s feet. So far, so good. The beast was firmly locked in place by Orion’s Spell. Tersa was supposed to be here as well, but she was probably bashing away at those Orc Archers they had seen. Trent had seen the way her eyes lit up when she spotted those lightly armored warriors. They were perfect for bashing, much more exciting than a Hill Troll. 
 
    The ice that bound the Troll to the earth was thick, and Trent shivered from the cold as he made his approach. The sudden change in temperature was unexpected, since, up to this point, he had never experienced cold. Grabbing ahold of the ice, Trent began pulling himself up. If this had been ordinary ice, there would have been the danger of slipping, but this was friendly ice, created by Orion’s contracted Spirit. Trent couldn’t communicate with the Spirit himself, but if its master desired, it would keep Trent’s appendages from slipping, even if his fingers got so cold he couldn’t feel them. 
 
    Orion watched Trent pull himself up, hand over hand, and his tension grew with each step the boy took. This plan was risky, even if Tersa had kept to her part. Orion himself was already doing all he could. His Spell was powerful, but it required him to continuously feed Mana to the Spirit holding the Troll in place. With Tersa otherwise engaged, Trent was on his own. 
 
    Tersa was helping, in a way. She had activated Enraging Aura. It was her highest leveled Skill, and it drew the attention of all the Orc Archers, a few Orc Warriors, and the bound Troll. Orion doubted that was her intent; Tersa just liked to make people angry. But the Troll was already confused by its previous injuries and, with Tersa pissing it off further, it never noticed when Trent reached its back. 
 
    Trent gagged as his hands left the ice and grabbed hold of a strand of greasy Troll hair. The creature reeked, and his mask did nothing to block the smell. Trent took shallow breaths through his mouth, but it didn’t help. He started to wonder if his mask had gained a new Ability that amplified smell. 
 
    He wanted to continue climbing; the sooner he reached the top and finished this stupid plan, the better. He wanted to, but there was a small problem. He couldn’t feel his fingers. He was able to grab hold of the Troll’s thick cord-like hairs, but only his feet still planted in the ice kept him in place. The Troll was eyeing Tersa and struggling desperately to get loose. Trent didn’t think it even recognized it was bound, it just wanted to crush the redheaded girl with the infuriating aura. 
 
    Flexing his hands to stimulate them, Trent wished he could stop briefly before continuing his ascent, but beneath him, the ice was making disturbing crackling noises. The Troll’s struggles were starting to pay off. Even with Orion constantly providing Mana to the ice, it was still made from lesser Spirits. It was remarkable that those Spirits had lasted this long. Knowing time was short, Trent pulled himself up the Trolls back. 
 
    Despite the smell, the Troll’s thick hair made the climb easier. For Trent, the worst part was ignoring the accumulated filth that was coating his hands and scale armor. He reached the Troll’s shoulders quickly. The beast never noticed his presence, though whether that was due to its injuries, Tersa’s distraction, or some other factor, Trent couldn’t tell. 
 
    Hanging from the Troll’s hair, Trent reached into his pouch and pulled out a red ball. He’d learned a little about Spirit Summoners while traveling with Orion, but he was still fuzzy on what they were capable of. From what Orion had taught him, he knew Spirit Summoners were more often guides and priests than true Mages. They could adapt their spells to combat, but that wasn’t their true purpose. 
 
    And that was why Trent found himself dangling from a Troll’s neck hair, holding a condensed ball of Spirit Flame. Orion said it was possible to propel the ball through the air with a wind Spirit, but that wasn’t something he was qualified to do at his Level. The ball would have to be placed and activated by hand. 
 
    The stench was worse near the Troll’s ear. That and the tossing of the Troll’s head was starting to make Trent nauseous. He needed to finish this. Pushing with his feet, he positioned his body near the side of the Troll’s head and hooked his hand holding the ball, into the beast’s ear. 
 
    He heard a squelching noise as his hand entered the beast’s ear canal. He tried not to think about what his fist was pushing through. He didn’t want to know what the slimy substance could be that filled the creature’s inner ear and now coated his arm up to his elbow. Right now, he really wished he knew the Self-Clean Charm! 
 
    Releasing the ball of Spirit Flame, Trent pulled his arm free, or he tried to. A sense of panic grew, along with his nausea, as the Troll’s ear refused to let go of his arm. Slime or ear wax held him firmly in place; the slurping noises it made, as he tried to free himself, sounded like laughter to his own ears. 
 
    Bracing his feet on the leathery neck of the Hill Troll, Trent pushed with all his might. Suddenly his arm broke loose, and Trent was flung backwards. He almost lost his hold on the Troll’s hair but managed to hang on, even when his momentum sent him swinging around to crash into the Troll’s skull. 
 
    Ignoring the goop that covered his hand and forearm, Trent grabbed another handful of hair. His flailing and kicking had caught the Troll’s attention, and it began swinging its head wildly from side to side, attempting to discover what was crawling on it. It was all Trent could do to hang on as he was whipped from side to side. 
 
    At this point, Tersa should have been standing by with a spear to act as a distraction. In the original plan, Tersa would have been standing just beyond the Troll's reach, screaming insults and waving her weapon, to buy Trent a few seconds to act. He just needed a few seconds. 
 
    But Tersa had dropped the spear and reclaimed her mace when she charged the Orc Archers. The redheaded Brute was now too busy dealing with her own problems to worry about Trent’s.  
 
    The Orcs she had challenged to a smashing contest were considerably stronger than any other opponents the trio had faced in the Trial. It was all Tersa could do to avoid being surrounded, and she had yet to land a solid hit to a single opponent. The Orcs didn’t need Enraging Auras of their own. Their refusal to stand still and take their bashings like men was more than enough to infuriate Tersa. Never mind the plan for dealing with the Troll. At this point, Tersa had forgotten that Trent even existed! 
 
    Fifty feet in the air, his teeth clenched with determination and to avoid biting his own tongue, he crashed from one side of the Troll’s head to the other. Trent had to do something! If this went on much longer, he’d lose consciousness and plunge to the earth. He might end up falling to the ground anyway, but he’d rather do it with his sensibilities intact. 
 
    Before he could rethink that bit of nonsense, Trent focused his Fire Manipulation Ability on a small red jewel attached to his vambraces. It was three days after he acquired and bound the forearm protectors before he noticed the gem. It wasn’t large, not even a half-inch in diameter, but he was certain it hadn’t been there when he first examined the vambraces. 
 
    It was after he showed the jewel to Orion that he learned what it was. When all the Spirit Elementals had left the cavern to take up residence in Orion’s staff, one had chosen to enter Trent’s armor. It was the Fire Spirit that had taught Trent Ember. Trent could communicate with the Spirit in a rough fashion through Fire Manipulation, but so far, it hadn’t revealed any abilities and hadn’t taught Trent any more spells. That gemstone now had absolutely no use as far as the two could tell. 
 
    Orion was also certain that other Spirits had chosen Trent’s vambraces for a home when the cavern collapsed. He couldn’t say how many or of what type they were, but he knew they were there, sleeping. Only the Fire Spirit was awake enough to form a gemstone.  
 
    Unable to discover the Spirit’s secrets, Trent might have forgotten about it altogether, if it wasn’t for the Troll. Elemental Spirits were connected, and through Fire Manipulation, Trent could briefly share in their community. This hadn’t proved to be very useful so far, but with any luck today, it would. 
 
    Waking the Spirit in his vambraces, Trent encouraged it to speak to its kin, the Spirits that had been molded into a ball and buried in the Trolls ear. He couldn’t command, even Orion couldn’t so that, but he could ask. Spirits enjoyed doing things for people they liked, and the vambrace Spirit was eager to help Trent. 
 
    What was surprising was that the other Spirits seemed to like him as well. It wasn’t a conversation of words, more of a trading of feelings and intent, that Trent wasn’t truly able to follow. But the impression of energy building was unmistakable, and Trent knew he’d succeeded. 
 
    He was about to break the connection – he still had a Troll to climb down, after all – when something occurred that almost caused him to lose his tenuous hold. The Spirits agreed to his request, but instead of releasing him, the connection between Trent and the Spirits tightened. At first, Trent thought they were using Fire Manipulation to strengthen themselves, but then he realized they were reaching deeper than that. Fire Manipulation was just the surface. What the Spirits wanted was Heart of the Inferno.  
 
    He could have stopped them. It all happened so quickly! Conversation and consent, all achieved in the blink of an eye, but just as he couldn’t force the Spirits to act, they couldn’t control him. He consented without knowing why. Perhaps, it was foolish, trusting fire not to burn him, but he allowed Heart of the Inferno to activate and was only curious, not afraid. 
 
    Seconds later, he knew it had been foolish. Elemental Spirits were basic things. They knew only need. Fire burns. Fire purifies. Fire explodes. Fire does not consider the consequences. 
 
    Trent’s connection with the Spirits shielded him from the actual blast. It did not prevent the force of the explosion from hurling him outwardly. The Troll’s head was gone! Simply gone! All that was left of the beast from the neck up were two thick strands of hair that were tightly clutched in Trent’s fists! 
 
    He kept a hold on those two hairs like they could still stop him from plunging the fifty feet to the ground. It was a day for foolishness, apparently. He gripped the hair he had found so disgusting earlier like they were holy talismans that could raise the dead. Raise him, that is. The Endurance Attribute had made him stronger, but slamming into the earth from fifty feet in the air was asking for a lot. 
 
    He closed his eyes. There was a proper way to fall. You were supposed to roll, spreading out the force of your impact. He didn’t think that technique applied in this situation. This hadn’t been a trip or a simple tumble. He wondered if he would make a hole when he landed. Tersa would probably be disappointed if he just splattered without leaving a decent imprint.  
 
    He heard a crash but oddly, felt nothing. He must be badly hurt if he didn’t feel anything at all. He shouldn’t try to move. He remembered that from one of Sergeant Cullen’s lectures. Stay still, if possible, you will only hurt yourself more by attempting to force shattered bones to move. Stay still and wait for the Healer. 
 
    Orion thought they were doomed. He didn’t mind dying while fighting Orcs. It was the dream of young Al’rashian warriors to die valiantly in battle with their racial enemies, and Orion wasn’t old enough to have grown out of that absurdity. He just wished his death and Trent’s could have meant something more. 
 
    On the other hand, Orion was okay with Tersa suffering a pointless death. She had known what she was supposed to do, but she had cast aside her spear to attack Orcs with her mace, without hesitating. She didn’t even give the Troll a second glance, running right past it shouting her ridiculous war cry. Teasing an immobile enemy wasn’t enough for the girl, she had to be hitting things. 
 
    Really, it was his own fault. This hadn’t been a smart plan, to begin with. Seeing the injured state of the Troll, Orion had allowed himself to be talked into attacking. The beast was nearly on its last legs. If they had acted before it had a chance to recover, there was a chance. 
 
    Hill Trolls have a high Constitution. This makes them difficult to hurt and causes most people to avoid them. High Constitution and bad smell, two very good reasons not to get involved with Hill Trolls. But it’s a fact that no matter how high your Constitution, once you’ve been cut, the second cut is easier. 
 
    Someone had done most of the work already. The Troll was weakened, burned and bleeding and ripe for slaughter. Even so, Orion hadn’t expected his Fire Spirits to be quite so effective. He’d been edging closer and closer, watching Trent climb the beast. He thought his Spirits would do a great deal of damage but that he would still need to deliver the final blow, once Trent was safely on the ground. 
 
    He wasn’t quite within striking distance when the explosion occurred. The whole battlefield came to a halt at the sound of the blast. Even Trial beasts like the Orcs couldn’t ignore an explosion that could vaporize a Hill Troll’s head. There was nothing left. No spray of blood, no pieces of skull, no chunks of fat or skin. One moment the Troll was straining against its icy bonds, and the next, it was slumped over at the waist, headless and clearly dead. The huge club in its hands dropped with a crash, and then its massive body disappeared, reclaimed by the Trial. 
 
    Both allies and enemies could only wonder what, by the gods, had happened. If the force of the explosion hadn’t pushed Trent up in the air and back, buying Orion a few precious seconds to act, there would have been no hope for the boy. Even though Orion was able to release the Ice Spirits and send Spirits of Air to cradle the falling boy, the Al'rashian didn’t think there was any chance Trent had survived. Force great enough to vaporize a portion of a Hill Troll would be enough to liquefy Trent’s organs. 
 
    Trent’s body floated gently down to the ground. It landed at the Spirit Summoner’s feet, and Orion thought that the brave lad looked composed in death. He probably hadn’t seen it coming, and that was for the best. 
 
    When Trent suddenly sat up, Orion’s shrill scream echoed across the silent field of battle. He almost crushed Trent’s skull with his staff before he grasped that the boy was breathing, cautiously moving his limbs to check for damage. Not a ghost, not the Undead. Trent had survived! 
 
    Orion’s scream did have one unintended side effect. A certain redheaded Brute had stopped her assault when the explosion had caused her to nearly soil herself. Hearing the Al’rashian’s shout reminded her that there were Orcs standing all around her, Orcs that had been frustratingly resistant to her attempts at bashing them. 
 
    Those Orcs now stood still, looking bewildered. They were practically begging her to hit them. With a scream of her own, Tersa brought her mace down upon the head of a nearby Orc Archer and, for the first time that day, drew blood. She had time to shout, “You guys goin’ to come help or what?” and then the courtyard and battlements of the ruined fortress descended into chaos once again. If Tersa had anything else to say about her teammates’ lack of action, it was obscured by the enraged bellows of Orcs. 
 
    Orion didn’t think Trent should stand up, but the boy was on his feet before he could be stopped. He seemed uninjured, but Orion cast a few Healing spells on him, just in case. The Al’rashian thought it would be best to withdraw at this point. He knew Trent would want to help his friends, but they could do that by pulling a few Orcs away as they ran. 
 
    That would be an ideal plan. Draw a manageable number of warriors away, deal with them, and come back for more. It wasn’t to be, though. Without a word, Trent unsheathed his knives and took off at a run to help Tersa. 
 
    Orion sighed. He stored away his staff, a fine weapon, but Trent’s Al’rashian sword was belted at his waist now; he had borrowed it for the Troll. Orion drew the sword and quickly caught up to him. Once again, he found himself directing curses at Tersa. Trent had a decent head on his shoulders. With a little training, he’d be a fine Warrior and capable leader. First, though, they needed to nip in the bud his tendency to follow that impulsive redhead into impossible situations. 
 
    Sorrow and Strife felt good in Trent’s hands, but he found himself missing his sword. Since he had picked up the Swordsman Class, he found an affinity with the weapon that he never felt before. He knew he was still clumsy, still learning the trade, but that had been true of any weapon he wielded, at first. He still only had the most basic control over these knives, the weapons he’d used the most. 
 
    Channeling Spark into his blades for a little extra damage, Trent quickly approached an Orc that was attempting to brain Tersa. Trent lashed out with Strife, scoring a hit on the Orc’s lower back in an area uncovered by armor. He intended to injure the beast just enough to cause it to falter, using that opportunity to slip past the Orc and fight at Tersa’s side. 
 
    But Trent’s mouth went dry when Strife didn’t leave so much as a scratch on the Orc’s back. He gritted his teeth as its tusked face turned to snarl at him, and a sword swing was directed at his head. He activated Dodge and Dash, but even with increased speed and reflexes, he could see no way to avoid the death that was coming for him. 
 
    Trent didn’t know how he had survived his fall. He accepted the fact that he was alive and unhurt and moved to help keep Tersa that way without a second thought. He’d been confident that this fight would go the way all fights in the Trial had gone. He and Tersa would struggle but ultimately defeat the Orcs. Afterward, they would finally be reunited with their group of friends. 
 
    What he hadn’t considered was that these Orcs were not a challenge meant for the young Survivalist and his brutish companion. These green-skinned monstrosities were the Trial’s test for men like Corporal Francis. They were opponents for Skilled Guardsmen, men old in their trade and familiar with their weapons. The Undead that Trent had faced had nothing in common with this threat. 
 
    For the second time in minutes, Trent stared at death, and for the second time, Orion stepped in to save him. In Orion’s hands, Trent’s sword found a life that Trent had never been able to provide for it. The blade hammered the Orc’s sword aside, and with a step and a slash, Orion sent the beast back to the Trial. 
 
    The palms of Trent’s hands were slick with sweat, and it was fortunate that there was no need for him to fight. He would have dropped his knives if he tried to wield them. It wasn’t just the slickness of his grip that made him unsteady. For the first time since learning the Technique, Trent saw Ocean Meets the Shore being employed by a master, and it was as beautiful as it was brutal. 
 
    Orion never paused, and with each step, an Orc dropped. His blade rose and fell unceasingly, each attack a block and each block capable of slaying. There were no gaps in his defense, no hesitation to his strikes. Each movement bled into the next, and he was always moving. 
 
    Trent could recognize the forms the man used. The Technique had been burned into his mind by the Skill Stone, there was no way he could forget even the most minute part of Ocean Meets the Shore. He knew the Technique, but what Trent’s mind knew, Orion’s body understood. 
 
    Orion had been a Warrior long before he became a Spirit Summoner. His exile had stripped him of Levels and Skills, even two Advanced Classes, but there were some things that could never be taken from him. A lifetime of training in Al’rashian sword techniques was just one example. 
 
    Orion hoped Trent was watching closely. He hadn’t had the time to formally instruct the boy in swordsmanship. When the Trial ended, the two would be separated, and it might be a long while before Orion could properly demonstrate Ocean Meets the Shore for the young Survivalist. Today, Orion would present a masterwork that the lad could carry with him until the time when they were reunited. 
 
    And they would be reunited. One day Orion and his adopted brother would fight side by side again. Trent would practice on his own, inspired by what he witnessed today, and when they met again, Orion would help him grow. They would grow together, as brothers should. 
 
    His feet moved as if he were striding along a beach and not stepping over broken stones and bodies. The rhythm of his blade was like waves crashing against the sand and how the water erodes the shore, Orcs were swept away by his relentless current. 
 
    “Hey, quit stealing my kills, Jerk!” Tersa’s face was red from effort, and she was drenched in sweat. She still managed to be indignant as the last of the Orc Archers fell. She hadn’t killed any of them yet, but she was wearing them down. A few more hits and they’d fall before her. That was probably why Orion was able to take them down so fast. She’d already done all the heavy lifting!  
 
    Orion lips spread into a satisfied grin. Tersa probably wouldn’t learn, but that was alright. Orion would teach Trent, and when the boy was strong enough, it wouldn’t matter if this obstinate sister of theirs kept stepping into shit. They’d pull her out! 
 
    At that image, Orion’s smile hardened and then twisted into a glare that sent the Orc Warrior he was attacking stepping back in panic. Maybe Orion would try harder, and Tersa would learn. She’d better damn well learn! If she got herself or Trent killed, well Orion would have words for her then. He’d beat her so hard she’d learn why no one swore by Bloody Flaming Piss! 
 
    Trent let out a long breath. Orion’s tempo had increased. He floated across the battlefield, his movements more urgent now. He looked angry. Trent knew the man hated Orcs, but, even from a distance, Trent could hear a growl coming from Orion that rivaled the Orcs’ screeching in intensity.  
 
    Tersa chased after the Al’rashian, shouting at him to leave her a few Orcs. Orion paid her no mind. Trent didn’t think she was serious anyway. There were still plenty of Orcs left to play with. She just had to walk in any direction where Orion wasn’t.  
 
    Trent kept his eyes on Orion, trying to soak up the intricacies of Ocean Meets the Shore but, occasionally, his gaze flickered towards the wall, where Corporal Francis and Kirstin still held the stairwells. With Far Sight activated, Trent could see that they were all still alive, though most of the senior Guardsmen looked tired and injured. They had managed to push the Orcs back somewhat. The Trolls’ death had revitalized their defense. 
 
    A part of Trent urged him to fight his way to the wall and join that defense, but he knew it was pointless. Nothing he could do would be any help. He was starting to doubt the instincts that pushed him to Kirstin’s side. Those thoughts were caused by his contract,  and even though he was stronger in his master’s presence, he believed he could learn more apart from her. 
 
    In the end, it didn’t matter. Trent couldn’t push his way through the Orc forces, and the way things were going, he didn’t need to try. There were still a lot of Trial beasts standing, but the battle was clearly looking like a victory for the defenders. 
 
    Trent kept his attention on Orion, trying to soak up what he could from the man’s demonstration. He was so wrapped up in what he saw, he forgot his surroundings. He forgot that there were plenty of Orcs who were looking for easier opponents than the Guardsmen and the Al’rashian. 
 
    One such Orc rushed at Trent. If its movement hadn’t caught his eye, he would have been done for immediately. Trent jerked to the side, narrowly avoiding a sword stroke. His feet shifted, Sorrow and Strife, which he’d been holding at his sides, came up defensively. 
 
    The Orc was surprised that it missed with its first strike. The small masked figure was faster than the warrior would have believed, but not too fast to kill. The Orc sneered as it adjusted the grip on its broadsword and regarded Trent contemptuously. 
 
    Trent swallowed nervously. It was only one Orc, but this Trial beast stood head and shoulders taller than he did. It was larger than the Orc Trent had failed to cut earlier. The broadsword in the Orc’s hands gleamed with a red light as the warrior swung it tauntingly. 
 
    The red light of the sword gave Trent an idea. Heart of the Inferno had an active Ability that he had never used. That Ability would increase his Strength by 10 Points and enshroud him in flames. He had never used it because it only lasted thirty seconds and completely drained his Stamina. If he couldn’t kill the Orc in that timeframe, he wouldn’t be in any condition to resist. 
 
    But he was barely able to resist as it was, so Trent activated the Ability. Red and white flames covered his body, and, even from a distance, the Orc could feel an uncomfortable heat. Trent laughed as increased strength flowed through him. He could do this.  
 
    His laughter died as the Orc gave a casual swing of its broadsword, the blade of which was nearly four feet long. That swing, delivered lazily with hardly any force, sheered through Sorrow and Strife, leaving Trent holding the bladeless hilts of his soul-bound weapons. He couldn’t do this. 
 
    He prepared to run. He would head towards Orion. Orion would help him. The broadsword was coming up! Trent blinked; he never saw the blade descend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    “At least three hundred, a mixture of just about everything we’ve seen so far, and a couple of new beasts thrown in for fun,” Alistern said. “Looks like Wraiths and a pack of Devilkin, led by a Dread Knight, are the biggest threats. That might be too much, even for you, Cullen.” 
 
    The odds were bad. It had taken them a month to reach the ruins of the castle that stood in the distance. If that Dread Knight was the final Guardian, then it didn’t look like they’d be clearing this Trial by defeating its boss, after all. Three hundred minions were too much to ask of two men. They’d never get close to the Guardian. 
 
    Cullen stood with the butt of his axe grounded in the dirt. He was looking at the same sight as Alistern and chewing on a hunk of dried meat. The look on his face said he wasn’t happy with the current situation. He spat out the last mouthful of meat and swore. 
 
    “Blood and piss! All this way, and this is all the Trial has to offer! The Knight is only Level 90!” 
 
    Apparently, looks could be deceiving. Cullen did not share Alistern’s view of the forces arranged against them at all. Apparently, the look on his face was disappointment. He was disappointed that the Dread Knight was only Level 90?  How high was Cullen’s Level? The man had to be putting on an act. 
 
    “Three hundred, Cullen!” Alistern snapped. Cullen was crazy, but even he couldn’t be that crazy. 
 
    “Yeah, and I suppose you want half too,” Cullen said disgustedly. “How far are you from Level 50? We should probably get you there before we tackle this lot, or you might get banged up.” 
 
    Alistern sighed, relieved. There was the way out! They’d spend another month leveling up in this Trial and clear it according to the time limit. 
 
    “I think I’ve got enough XP now; I just haven’t decided which way to go.” 
 
    Cullen frowned. “Why not? You’ve had plenty of time to think about it.” 
 
    “Sure, and if we were safe in Al’drossford, I'd level up my Assassin Class no problem.” Alistern rolled his eyes. “Here, there’s the possibility of getting an Advanced Class at Level 25 Assassin. That would set me back to Level 26. I'd get the Advanced Class bonuses but lose out on the Level 50 ones. I can’t decide which is the better choice.” 
 
    “Advanced Class,” Cullen snorted. “Always Advanced Class, boy! Hitting 50 without one is the stupidest thing you can do. People think too much about Level 50. Longer life, tougher skin, but without the power of an Advanced Class, you’re still not much to talk about.” 
 
    Alistern snorted back at the Sergeant, but he knew the older man was right. Besides, his dropping in Level would give Cullen the excuse he needed not to confront the overwhelming force in the distance. With only a little trepidation, Alistern funneled the necessary Experience into his Assassin Class. Soon he’d either break the Level 50 barrier or… 
 
    Cullen was drinking from his water skin and considering taking out his pipe when he saw Alistern’s face twist, the Sergeant frowned. Whatever the younger man had chosen, the anguished look that appeared on his face was not the reaction Cullen expected to see. Alistern stared in disbelief at his Status. It had to be wrong. There was always a choice. Where was his choice? 
 
    In most circumstances, when leveling a Class, the Awakened would either simply proceed to a higher Level or be offered a chance to Specialize or Advance. Sometimes the only option was to Specialize or Advance or refuse to level up. Alistern had heard rumors of a rare situation where an Adventurer had received a Class change that they hadn’t expected or wanted, but he had always dismissed those tales. He figured they were excuses people offered after they made a stupid choice. 
 
    He wouldn’t be able to do that now, not after it had happened to him. His Assassin Class was gone, and what replaced it was Unyielding Slayer, a Class he'd never even heard of, but a Class that was completely suited to his usual role in combat. 
 
    Crazed eyes found Cullen. “You crusty old bastard! You did this! This is why you’ve been forcing me to the front of the fight, why you’ve been giving me all the Skill Stones, why you’ve, you’ve, you’ve…” Alistern was too furious to even form a complete thought. 
 
    Cullen faced Alistern’s accusations impassively. He wasn’t wrong. The Sergeant had forced the other man into close combat. He also hadn’t taken a single Skill Stone for himself. But that was all to make Alistern stronger. The Scout Lieutenant viewed himself as a seasoned veteran, but to Cullen’s eyes, he still needed a lot of tempering. 
 
    “What exactly is your problem, Lieutenant?” Cullen’s tone should have been warning enough that Alistern needed to calm down, but the recently christened Unyielding Slayer didn’t catch the hint. 
 
    “My problem is that your manipulation has cost me years of effort,” Alistern yelled. “I’ve lost my Assassin Class, along with its bonuses to Stealth and ranged attacks! I'm a gods’ damned Unyielding Slayer now, a Class I’ve never ever heard of! All because you like to play stupid games. You always think you know what’s best, but your head is so far up your ass that…” 
 
    Alistern was leaning forward and red in the face as he took out his frustration on the unmoving Sergeant. Cullen recognized that the Scout was unhinged, partly from the shock of his new Class, but mostly from a month of constant combat and stress. And if he was truthful, Cullen would also have to admit that part of the younger man’s stress had been caused by his playful manner of training.  
 
    Having admitted that he was partly at fault, it was up to Cullen to fix the problem. He knew immediately what the best solution would be. Alistern did not see the fist that hit him squarely in the face. A flash of pain and he found himself sitting dazed in the dirt with a complaining nose and split lips. He opened his mouth, but blood ran into it, before he could get out a word, and he clamped a hand to his face to stem the flow. 
 
    “You hit me? You scum-sucking…” Alistern’s hand went to the hilt of one of his knives, and he started to stand. He froze as Cullen’s next words reached him. 
 
    “You come to your feet with that knife, and I'll make you eat it, Lieutenant!” Cullen’s face could have been carved from stone; his tone was almost lazy. Alistern knew the Sergeant had an Intimidating Aura Skill, but he never understood why. The current set of the Sergeant’s feet and shoulders radiated a clear threat without him even activating a Skill. 
 
    Cullen waited a moment. This form of fixing sometimes took a minute to set in. The Sergeant never ever hit a Recruit with a closed fist. Light cuffs and open-handed taps were all he used to chastise those under his care. Sure, he bumped and bruised them during combat training, but he never dealt out any punishment that would cause bleeding. However, Alistern was an Officer, he hadn’t been a Recruit for years; Cullen had no qualms about striking a Lieutenant. 
 
    “You need to calm down, so you’re going to sit there and listen. No,” Cullen said as Alistern started to protest, “you stand or speak before I'm done talking, and you'll get another dose of what you need. You kids frustrate the hell out of me, you know.” Cullen’s pipe appeared in his hand, and he gestured at Alistern with it. “You, Michael, Kirstin, their siblings, and your brothers; all of you are idiots! Well-meaning, talented idiots, but idiots nonetheless. 
 
    “Take you! Assassin, Scout, caught up in reaching Level 50. You’re all so caught up in your plans and dreams, that you can’t see reality. Kirstin is the worst of the lot, but you’re damn near as bad, Assassin.” Cullen spat the word and lit his pipe. “Why? Because your father is probably the greatest Assassin in the kingdom? In ten kingdoms? Bah, you admire that old backstabber so much that you’re blindly following in his footsteps without giving your own affinities a single thought. 
 
    “Just look at you, with your rat face and viper’s tongue, you’re the spitting image of your rotten, foulmouthed, shrew of a mother. You ever think that maybe your talents lay in the same direction as hers too?” 
 
    “Mother is an Alchemist and watch how you talk about…” Alistern’s voice was muffled by his hand. Blood was still running from his nostrils. Had the damned old man broken his nose? 
 
    “Alchemist!” Cullen barked. He laughed and snorted. “That conniving woman only became an Alchemist to impress your father. She makes all his little poisons for him. But when she’s not playing the helpful housewife, she’s one of the deadliest swordswomen I’ve ever met. There’s not a stitch of subtlety in her personality or style, but she can take men twice her Level with a paring knife. 
 
    “Not that there are many men twice her Level,” Cullen muttered, “but that’s beside the point. If the Duke and Duchess weren’t available, and those two idiots running around calling themselves generals were busy, there’s no one else besides your mother that I’d rather have here facing this Trial with me. Except maybe Frank, or of course Taylor.” 
 
    Cullen trailed off as he considered his list of ideal party members. Alistern, having gotten his nose bleed under control, took the opportunity to break in. “You'd want mother here? You hate her; is she really that good?” Alistern’s curiosity took some of the edge off his anger. He knew that his parents had met when they were both Adventurers, but this was the first he’d heard that his mother was more than an Alchemist. 
 
    “Hate her? She’s a horrible, black-souled, harpy, who needs a slap more than anyone I’ve met in my life, but that doesn’t mean she’s not one of my best friends.” Cullen stared at Alistern incredulously. Where had the boy gotten the idea that Cullen hated his mother? One more example of how mixed up the next generation was. 
 
    “Awful breath, terrible personality, and disgusting face aside, there are few people I trust more or would rather have at my back than that twisted, awful, woman,” Cullen stated. “And you, Brat, are exactly like her.” 
 
    Alistern really didn’t know how to take that declaration. 
 
    “I push you to the front because that’s where you belong. You just can’t see it.” Cullen continued puffing angrily on the stem of his pipe. “You blame me that you got the Unyielding Slayer Class? From the sound of things, you didn’t choose the Class, the Class chose you. That’s the World telling you the best way for you to advance. You need to accept it. You should be happy about it. The World does not hand out substandard Classes.” 
 
    Alistern used a cast of the Self-Clean Charm to clear the blood from his face and armor as Cullen’s words sunk in. It was true Unyielding Slayer was impressive if you looked at it impartially. It gave significant bonuses to Health, Stamina, Defense, and Melee damage. If he considered the two Skills he’d received, Lightning Strike and Shadow Dodge, the Class would only get more powerful with time.  
 
    “You really think I'm more suited for…” Alistern didn’t really know what the path of this new Class entailed. He was upset because he didn’t know how to progress from here. Would his Forward Scout Class interfere or enhance Unyielding Slayer? Fortunately, Cullen was around. Pig-head as he was, Cullen was a pillar to the Al’dross and Craw children, and they all went to him for advice.  
 
    They usually hated the advice they received, but that didn’t stop them from following it, eventually, after they calmed down. That was because Cullen rarely gave advice without insults and condescension. How he had become a favorite uncle to the two families was beyond comprehension. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what I think,” Cullen said dismissively. “The deed’s done. All that matters now is moving forward. What are your leveling requirements?” 
 
    Alistern looked at his Status and winced. “I need 10,000 XP and to kill, slay, one hundred foes with a sword or axe! An axe? I’ve never trained with an axe in my life!” 
 
    “Excellent!” Cullen grinned. He put away his pipe and gestured towards the ruined castle in the distance. “We happen to have exactly what you need right at hand!” 
 
    Alistern climbed to his feet, his face pale. “You’ve got to be kidding! Half those beasts are over Level 60, we can’t…” 
 
    “Don’t get greedy on me, Lieutenant!” Cullen said sharply. “You aren’t the only one who needs to level. I'm damned close, I just need to perform an act worthy of my Class. I’ll take everything from Level 55 up.” 
 
    “That still leaves a lot of enemies for me to handle, Sergeant. If you recall, I just dropped to Level 26!” This maniac had to be joking. 
 
    “Don’t puss out on me now, Stern.” Cullen frowned as he realized Alistern actually wanted to back away from the challenge in front of them. “This is why you kids are so damn frustrating. Your Status changes a little, and you think you’re suddenly weaker.  Level 50 is hard to reach, but that doesn’t mean it’s important! You still have the Skills and Attributes of a higher Level, and with an Advanced Class, you’re probably twice as dangerous as you were before. Choose a weapon, and let’s get moving. Or have you forgotten that there are others, others a lot weaker than you or me, stuck in this Trial with us?” 
 
    Alistern made a face at the Sergeant. Easy for him to say Level 50 wasn’t important; he’d reached it years ago. The Scout’s… the Slayer’s face grew somber as he considered the rest of what Cullen had said. Were the others safe? It had been over a month since they’d entered the Trial. Had Corporal Francis managed to keep his group alive? 
 
    Alistern’s resolve hardened. He would at least try. If Cullen couldn’t take out the Dread Knight, they could always run. The force positioned against them was impressive, but Alistern didn’t think it was enough to pin the Sergeant down if Cullen decided he wanted to leave. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “We'll attempt it. But I'm leaving the second you get your head taken. And when I get back to Al’drossford, I'm going to tell everyone I can that you died crying, snot-faced, and weeping like a child. An ugly child.” 
 
    Alistern put his hand on the hilt of his sword. He frowned at the feel of it. Drawing the blade, he eyed it closely. It was a fine sword, slim, long, and fast. They’d picked up plenty of others during the journey, but he had never felt the need to switch it out. Now it felt uncomfortable in his grip. 
 
    He silently checked the blades he had in Storage, but none of them looked any better.  It was a problem. His sword was perfectly serviceable but, because they were about to face odds of one hundred and fifty to one, he wanted more than serviceable. 
 
    “You have any good swords on you?” he asked Cullen. 
 
    “You said you could Level as long as you used a sword or an axe!” Cullen replied, his face lighting up. “I’ve got a spare axe that’s almost as good as Peacemaker. It’s a little underpowered for me, but it will suit you fine!” 
 
    Alistern gave a disgusted shake of his head. He would admit that Peacemaker was a great weapon, and he could feel his new Class influencing him, urging him to take the Sergeant up on his offer. But he didn’t have any axe Skills, and while he was on the verge of accepting the radical change in his life, he would stick to what he knew for now. 
 
    “No axe, huh. Unyielding Slayer sounds like a specialized Advanced Class. You got lucky there,” Cullen checked his own Storage. “How are your shield Skills?” 
 
    “Nonexistent,” Alistern said firmly. “Scout and Assassin, remember? I haven’t used a shield since you used to bat me around the training yard.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, Slayer doesn’t sound like a defensive Class anyway.”  Cullen thought a minute and produced a heavy-looking longsword and matching short sword from his Storage. “Give these a try.” 
 
    Putting his old weapon away, Alistern took the offered swords, doubtfully. They were heavy and brutal looking. Drawing the longsword, which was a good six inches shorter than he preferred, Alistern saw that one side was serrated, while the other bore a straight edge. A quick check revealed that the short sword was of similar design. Paired weapons. 
 
    He Appraised them. Yep, paired. And with a damage rating that made him whistle appreciatively. These were killing tools. He would have to add all five of his recently acquired Attribute Points to meet the requirements of these swords. 
 
    He didn’t have the Dual Wield Skill or even its prerequisite Skill, Ambidextrous, but that didn’t bother him. His short blade and long blade Skills were high enough to make up for the lack, and he knew a Technique that was effective with this setup. 
 
    It was the ascetic of the weapons that caused Alistern to hesitate. Heavy, ugly, and terrifying, they were a match for the Sergeant and clashed with Alistern’s self-image. He half wanted to turn them down but wasn’t so conceited that he wouldn’t give them a chance. 
 
    He equipped the blades and then drew them with a flourish. The swords were eager to come free of their scabbards. Setting his feet and beginning a practice routine, Alistern was amazed at how the swords cut through the air. They felt perfect in his hands. Ugly, and heavy, but capable. Again, he couldn’t help but compare them to Cullen. 
 
    He activated Lightning Strike, and the air crackled as the swords, his swords, sliced through a dozen imaginary opponents at the speed of thought. Shadow Dodge, to familiarize himself with its effects, followed by the ever-faithful Chop, Slash, Thrust combination. Alistern blinked from place to place, cutting and stabbing, lost in the thrill of his newly discovered Advanced Class.  
 
    He could have practiced for hours, but all too soon was brought back to reality by Cullen’s amused comment. 
 
    “If you’re about finished playing, Lieutenant,’ Cullen coughed, “there’s work to be about.” 
 
    Alistern returned his swords to their sheaths without a hint of self-consciousness. “After you, Sergeant. I'll follow your lead. Wouldn’t want to accidentally steal any of your pretties.” 
 
    Cullen put on his helm and hefted his axe. He turned and started trotting towards the castle and its Dread Knight Guardian. He did this all without even letting on how pleased he was that the Lieutenant’s cockiness had returned. The boy was a great deal like his mother but without that woman’s sourness. His attitude he got from his father, and Cullen liked the mix. 
 
    The duo made no secret of their approach. Alistern knew Cullen could muffle the sound his heavy armor made, but the man delighted in letting his enemies know what was coming for them. Normally, Alistern, with his Scout’s sensibilities, would complain about this habit, but today he found himself wishing he had a set of noisy plate armor himself. 
 
    He must have lost his mind. All too soon, they were attacking. Alistern followed behind Cullen but was soon separated as the Sergeant plowed his way through the mass of Undead without slowing. Alistern kept to the edges himself; the Trial’s beasts only got higher leveled as you approached the center of the horde. 
 
    Crazy, he must have gone crazy. A voice in his head kept repeating that, as Alistern put his new blades to work. But crazy or not, Alistern was thrilled to discover that Cullen had been right. He would never tell the man that, but Advanced Classes were everything the Sergeant said they were. 
 
    Had he been disappointed that he hadn’t reached Level 50? What was Level 50? This feeling right here, this was power. Alistern had trained as an Assassin most of his life. He knew roughly what he could expect by leveling that Class and Unyielding Slayer was far better than his old petty dreams, and his Assassin’s Skills hadn’t disappeared. They had been adapted to his new Class. Backstab, which was previously only effective from Stealth, was now a highly efficient sword Skill that pierced kidneys and lungs, or what passed for those organs among the Undead. 
 
    Shadow Dodge was a perfect complement to Backstab as well. If he had still been an Assassin, Alistern thought that the Skill would probably allow him to slip through shadows. As an Unyielding Slayer, he became the shadow, fast and untouchable, slipping behind and between, as he struck and slaughtered. 
 
    It was a heady feeling, but Alistern kept his focus and remained on the outskirts of the horde, never allowing the Undead and Infernal beasts to surround him, and always leading a few away to be killed before he went back for more. This wasn’t exactly the way of an Unyielding Slayer. Alistern thought the day might come when he charged into the middle of the fight, the way Cullen had. That day was still to be seen. He was new to slaying and had many very reasonable and cautious habits to overcome. 
 
    Those were habits that Cullen had discarded long ago. The Sergeant was already halfway to the Dread Knight, and no one could stop him. Peacemaker was a hurricane in his hands, the bane of the enemy and the love of Cullen’s life. 
 
    A Wraith, nine feet tall, bearing a weapon that was a cross between a sickle and sword approached Cullen, pushing through its lesser Undead cousins. Wearing a ragged grey cloak, smelling of smoke and death, the Wraith floated more than stepped. Its features were obscured, but it wailed as it came to deliver the beheading Alistern had prophesied. 
 
    Peacemaker cut it in half, plunging from the creature’s head all the way to the earth as easily as if the beast were made of paper. Cullen let go of his axe, trusting it to stand on its own, supported by the soil. With his hands free, the Sergeant reached out and grabbed the skull of a Ghoul that was lunging for him. His metal-covered fingers sunk into flesh, and bone crunched. Cullen angrily threw the beast aside and reclaimed his axe. 
 
    The area around him was clear. The Trial beasts all hung back, unwilling to come forward and face him. What the fuck was this? Trial beasts always attacked. They might falter before a Skill or stumble on an obstacle, but they never retreated! 
 
    Soon Cullen saw the reason for the horde’s behavior. A path to the castle had opened up before him. A few hundred yards away, the Dread Knight sat on his horse. Cullen’s eyes widened in delight. So, Undead daddy wanted to come and play? That was just fine with the Sergeant. The Knight’s mount reared, and then the pair charged. 
 
    Cullen’s amusement faded as he stood his ground, waiting for the Dread Knight to come to him. A wave of fear emanated from the black-armored Knight, and a roar emitted from its helmet. Cullen had lied earlier when he said the Knight was Level 90. The truth was the Undead monster was over Level 100. Cullen thought that fact would unsettle the Lieutenant, and he had kept it to himself. Alistern couldn’t Identify an opponent whose Level was so high anyway. 
 
    Now Cullen wondered if the Trial was playing a game. Level 100 Dread Knight against a Dread Naught? What a joke! How was he supposed to perform a deed worthy of his Class and Level up with this shitbird as an opponent? Cullen could only think of one way. 
 
    The wave of fear that normally paralyzed its prey spread out from the Dread Knight and, seeing the Sergeant motionless, the beast sneered in its helmet. Habmal the Devourer had been responsible for the destruction of Windshire Stronghold, the ruined castle that lay behind him. True, the Al’rashian King had killed him before the battle ended, but he had still commanded the force that fought in that final battle. 
 
    Even battle-hardened Al’rashian warriors had faltered at the effects of this wave of fear. This human axman was nothing compared to those that had called themselves Dusk Wraiths had been. See how the puny human cowers, unable to lift his weapon! 
 
    Habmal would strike him down, the shod hooves of his mount would crack the axman’s bones and… Habmal was airborne! His trusted mount no longer carried him! The head of the man’s axe rested in the dirt as if the man lacked the strength to lift it. Had that not been the case? How was he able to hew through the armor of Habmal's mount with so little effort? 
 
    Habmal felt the bond between himself and his mount dissolving, and seconds later, he felt the impact of his body plowing into the hard-packed dirt of the battlefield. He lay there, stunned. He had suffered no damage, but the emotional trauma was devastating. The ever-striking lightning of the Trial intensified, mocking the Dread Knight’s fall. 
 
    It only got worse. Sergeant Cullen stored Peacemaker and approached the fallen Knight. Two hands clamped themselves onto Habmal's boots. He grabbed the shamed creature by the ankles and with a grunt and a twist, lifted the Knight off the ground. 
 
    It required constant spinning to keep the dismounted beast off the ground. Not a style of combat that Cullen was used to, but he grunted, and kept stepping, adjusting to his new nine-foot-long, man-shaped club. To the Sergeant’s delight, the horde which had made room for their commander’s charge rushed forward. 
 
    Twirling and stepping, Cullen became a blur. His howling blunt weapon became the stone that the Trial beasts crushed themselves upon. It was glorious, a brand-new way to prove the superiority of his Class. All too soon, Cullen received the notification that he had performed a deed worthy of his Class and could now level up. 
 
    With a final spin, Cullen slammed the Dread Knight against the earth. The Knight bounced twice before laying still. Cullen’s boots stomped dizzily on the beast’s form, crushing bone and armor, and then skull. It was so hard to level up these days, Cullen had almost forgotten how good it felt. He retrieved Peacemaker; there were still plenty of Undead to… 
 
    Cullen realized his mistake. The Final Guardian had been defeated. The Trial was cleared. Shit! He hoped Alistern had gotten enough kills to Level. It was too late to regret all the free XP that would go to waste because of his premature stomping. The world went white. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    The Orc’s red sword went up. Trent blinked. Even if he had been strong enough to fight the Orc, he was completely disarmed. He had weapons in Storage but no time to bring them out. With his eyes open, he could at least face what was coming. 
 
    What he found himself facing was a pair of massive wooden doors. He reached out and thumped them with the hilt of broken Strife. The doors were real. The Orc was gone, and the dirt beneath his feet had been replaced by dressed stone. What was going on? 
 
    The Trial, Lands of the Undying Lord, has been cleared. You may collect your reward. 
 
    Ah! The Trial had been cleared. It hadn’t been two months yet, and Trent didn’t think the final Guardian had been with the Orc forces. Sergeant Cullen must have done something. 
 
    Sorrow and Strife had been broken, and without blades, they couldn’t be sheathed. Regretfully, Trent put them in Storage. He hoped they were repairable. He hadn’t known it was possible to break soul-bound weapons. 
 
    His body felt heavy, a result of using the active Ability of Heart of the Inferno. Trent had refrained from using that Ability up to this point because the slight increase in Strength it provided came at the cost of all his Stamina. By all rights, he shouldn’t be able to stand right now. 
 
    A quick check informed him that he had less than half his Stamina left. The Ability must have been cut short. He didn’t remember doing that. Was it because the Trial had been cleared? Was it even possible for him to use Heart of the Inferno for a few seconds at a time? He would have to experiment with that later. 
 
    Pulling his thoughts back to the present, Trent tried to pull the giant doors in front of him open, but the carved wood resisted his efforts. They stood twice as high as he did. Trent couldn’t decide if the doors were beyond his ability to open, or if they weren’t meant to open. He turned around. He needed to collect his reward if he wanted to leave the Trial, but where was the reward? 
 
    Had he thought the doors were massive? The hall where he found himself standing redefined the meaning of that word. Soaring ceilings, rows of stone pillars, high windows, the hall could have held several thousand people without feeling cramped.  
 
    Tattered banners and ragged flags hung from the walls. Trent studied them as he walked forward. His footsteps echoed around the room at first, which Trent found odd. It must be a trick. He learned to step lightly over the past month, even without Stealth being activated, his steps shouldn’t be loud.  
 
    Keeping his eyes peeled, he walked forward, looking for his reward. At the end of the hall, Trent noticed a figure sitting in a tall straight-backed chair. He quickened his pace. The chair, the throne, sat atop a dais, and the man seated on the throne wore a crown of beaten metal. Trent stopped at the bottom of the broad steps leading to the dais.  
 
    There were many things Trent didn’t understand yet. Many things he hadn’t experienced. But he could speak and communicate, and he knew what he was seeing. Only one person wore a crown and sat on a throne. 
 
    “Are you a king? Or a Keeper?” Trent asked hesitantly.  
 
    The man on the throne leaned forward. His golden eyes narrowed. Golden eyes, very much like Orion’s silver eyes, but these eyes were solid orbs. Trent wasn’t sure the man was even really looking at him. The eyes weren’t all that reminded Trent of Orion. The coloring was wrong, eyes that were golden instead of silver, hair that was silver instead of black, but the man’s angular face was clearly Al’rashian. 
 
     An Al’rashian King? Orion had said the Al’rashians hadn’t had a king in a thousand years. They didn’t have Royals or even Nobles any longer. The highest rank of the scattered clans was Elder. Did Elders wear crowns? 
 
    “King? I was a king once. If any still consider me such.”  
 
    No, not Orion, Trent realized. Once the man spoke, he pictured Duke Lewis. The two shared the same voice, the same presence. Commanding, stern, and formidable, this man and the Duke were cut from the same cloth. So similar they could have been brothers, though they looked nothing alike. 
 
    “King? I don’t know. But Keeper? Yes,” the man continued, “perhaps I am a Lord now. The Undying Lord of the Lands in which you now stand.” 
 
    In Trent’s unearned knowledge, Kings wore stately robes, but this Undying Lord wore armor. Matching his crown, the metal of the armor was plain and beaten, rent in places, and covered in blood. As a Keeper, he was terrifying. Trent was glad he wasn’t an enemy. 
 
    “The Trial said you could see me, child of Al’rashia.” The Keeper stood and slowly descended from the dais. “I confess, I didn’t think it possible. It breaks so many rules. And yet, here you are.” 
 
    The Keeper stood before Trent and Trent struggled not to step back. Standing over six feet tall with broad shoulders, dressed in blood-soaked armor, the Undying Lord was more intimidating than any Undead or Orc. 
 
    “Darak Fairdor, once King of Al’rashia, now Keeper of this Trial.” the former King offered Trent a sweeping bow. “How may I address you, Child of Al’rashia?” 
 
    Trent started to return the bow, but something within him told him a bow wasn’t enough. Trent knelt. He lowered his head and pressed his right fist to the cold stone floor, his left went to his hip where his sword should have hung. “Trent…Trent Embra, Your Majesty. But I am not truly Al’rashian. I'm a Summons.” 
 
    The words fell from his mouth in a clumsy rush. This was a formality. Keepers knew what the Trial knew, and Trials knew everything about their challengers. This Undying Lord already knew Trent’s name, just as the Keepers could see that he was a Summons. He was proud to be considered Orion’s brother, but with his secrets laid bare before a Keeper of a Trial, he felt too embarrassed to claim a heritage. 
 
    Trent’s face flushed as Darak threw back his head and laughed. His mirth echoed around the vast hall, and each chuckle struck Trent like hammer blows. The King knew he was false. 
 
    “You kneel before me as only a member of the Dusk Wraiths would, with violet eyes hidden behind a mask, and you deny what you are?” Darak reached down and drew Trent to his feet. “You are new to the blood, Trent Embra, but you are a true Child of the People!” 
 
    Trent didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know why he’d knelt like that. It just felt right. And he didn’t know who the Dusk Wraiths were, though he heard Orion mention them. 
 
    Couldn’t the King tell what he was? He was spared having to reply when Darak gestured, and two chairs and a small square table appeared. The Keeper guided Trent to a chair before taking one himself.  
 
    “Sit, drink, Trent Embra.” An ornate golden goblet filled with a clear liquid was pushed into Trent’s hands. “It has been too long since I have had the honor to drink with a violet-eyed Survivalist.” 
 
    Trent removed his cowl and sat in the indicated chair. The liquid was sweet on his tongue and more refreshing than a Stamina potion. Trent felt aches he had learned to ignore disappearing. The weariness that he’d carried for weeks was banished with a single sip. 
 
    “There are many things I would speak to you about, Trent Embra, if only we had the time. We already push at the edges of what is allowed.” Darak summoned a goblet of his own. He did not drink at first, merely held it in both hands, and peered over it at Trent. “I saw when you woke those eyes of yours, Trent. A thousand years waiting for my people to use this Trial to strengthen themselves, and the first time it is cleared, a Spirt Summoner and a violet-eyed Al’rashian appear. Perhaps… 
 
    “Why do you call yourself a Summons?” The question was abrupt, and Trent almost choked on his drink at its suddenness. 
 
    “Because I am, I came from a Summoning Stone. I think… I only remember being in the Trial, I…” Trent spluttered and stammered and ran out of words. 
 
    “Who told you that you were a Summons?” Darak seemed both angry and saddened. His fingers tightened around his cup. 
 
    “My master, and another Keeper, a Spirit of Flames. A Keeper can see…” Trent trailed off. No need to tell this Keeper what Keepers could see. 
 
    Darak was shaking his head. “Your master is this Kirstin Al'dross, yes, Al'dross. The Dross clan must have fallen not to recognize what you are. Perhaps there is none of the Dross Clan left. Bide a moment, Trent Embra. I would look into this.” 
 
    It was hard to tell, but Trent thought the King’s golden eyes clouded over. The boy fidgeted in his chair, unsure of what Darak was doing. 
 
    The Land of the Undying Lord was an Instant Trial, capable of appearing anywhere in the Infinite World. As Keeper, Darak had the Ability to examine not only the challengers of his Trial but also the places from whence they came. 
 
    “Al'drossford, Lewis Al'dross, a Baron of the kingdom, but a Duke of the World. What… 
 
    “Al'verran Kingdom, the Verran Clan, no wonder. They could never be trusted. Some of them perhaps, but most… 
 
    “They practically invite Tribulation with these policies. But this Lewis Al'dross, this Sergeant Cullen. Sergeant? Ha! If we had a thousand men like him, Hambal would have been defeated rather than killed.” 
 
    Minutes passed. Trent listened intently as the Keeper muttered to himself. Trent knew almost all the words that were spoken and yet still couldn’t make sense out of any of it. 
 
    “I see!” Trent almost spilled his drink. Those words had been directed at him. Darak’s eyes were clear and bright again. “I see why another Keeper might think you a Summons. And your own confusion is understandable.” 
 
    Darak took a long drink and then set his goblet aside. “There are many types of Summons, Trent. You’ve seen Orion Embra's Spirits, these are a good example. They are contracted Summons in their most basic form. 
 
    “Nearly all Summons are Spirits which are given form when contracted. This form is determined by the needs and Class of their Summoner. Without a Summoner-type Class, an Awakened may only form one contract, and that contract must be formed in a Trial. The type of beast that a non-summoner can contract with is actually a Trial Beast.” 
 
    Trent tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. He was a Trial Beast? What did that mean? 
 
    “Worry not, Trent Embra, you are not a Summons and not a Trial Beast given a permanent form.” Darak chuckled, seeing the expression on Trent’s face. “You are a Bond, and if I am right, you were never meant to be Bonded with Kirstin Al'dross. 
 
    “Bonds are unique to Al’rashians, and you are unique even among Bonds,” Darak continued. “My people have lost this part of their heritage due to the kingdom’s fall. Your sworn brother, Orion, may someday restore the practice, but I think you were meant to be first. A guide, if you will. 
 
    “You are Al’rashian!” Darak said forcefully. “And you would have been from the beginning if that girl Kirstin Al’dross had not forced the Bond as she did. You were not meant for her, and so her human bloodline confused the matter.” 
 
    “But the other Keeper called me a Summons, and if not Lady Kirstin…” Trent didn’t know what to believe. 
 
    “Your Bond is weak and fading; it gives a similar feel to the contract of a Summons. When the Bond fully breaks, we’ll know the truth of the matter.” Darak reached out and placed his hands around Trent’s. “It will be hard for you, Trent Embra. I wish I could face it with you, but you will have to stand alone. 
 
    “When a Summoned beast’s contract is sundered, the beast isn’t freed. It either dies or waits for another to take up its reins. A Summons’ will is drawn from the will of its Summoner. They need direction. They must be given purpose. 
 
    “But a Bond, a Bond has true life, independence. They draw strength from their partner, but they do not require it. They serve their Bond holder, but out of affection, not enslavement.” 
 
    ‘I don’t think I am what you describe. I,” Trent took a deep breath, “I had to serve. I had to obey. If I didn’t, the pain…” 
 
    “Your Bond was forced.” Darak gripped the boy’s hand and squeezed it. “If my guess is correct, you were never meant for the girl. I think the Trial intended you to serve her father. If he had held the Stone that contained your Bond, the binding would have been natural. Not only would you have been Al’rashian, but you would also have awoken the bloodline in this Duke Al’dross and… 
 
    “This is all conjecture, Trent Embra.” Darak leaned back and put a hand to his forehead. “Your Bond is weak and fading, obviously forced. Your Attributes are weaker than they should be given your potential. Your master is unsure of you while her family is drawn to you. I will not swear to you that you were meant for the Duke, but I will swear that the daughter…” 
 
    Trent’s face was twisted up in distress. He wanted to deny the Keeper's words but couldn’t. It was painful to hear that his life might have been very different if not for one thoughtless act. He wondered how things might have played out if his Summoner, his Bond Holder, was a man like Lewis Al’dross. 
 
    He hadn’t interacted with the Duke much at all, and if he were asked, he would say he found the man intimidating. Intimidating and frankly a little scary. The Duke was a great deal like Sergeant Cullen. They both radiated strength and confidence, but where the Sergeant’s power was honest and wild, the Duke’s was controlled and…. 
 
    And he didn’t know what. He’d only met the man once. If Tersa were here, she’d tell him to stop being stupid. She’d say, “Just because you’re a stupid jerkface doesn’t mean you have to act like one!” Or something like that. She’d probably hit him or shock him, all for his own good. 
 
    “Time grows short, Trent Embra,” Darak said softly. “There are many things that I would speak to you about, but your companions have been suspended so that we might have this chat. The Trial doesn’t like to do things like that, and it urges me to hurry.” 
 
    Suspended? What did that mean? A tremble ran through Trent’s body. He opened his mouth to voice the questions in his head, but before he could get the words out, two small chests appeared on the table. His reward? Why were there two? 
 
    “Normally, I have only a small say in the rewards that the Trial gives to challengers,” Darak continued. “This time, the Trial has allowed me to include a short letter for your sworn brother, Orion. I will probably have to pay a price for that; it more than bends the rules. 
 
    “For you,” Darak’s hands rested on the lids of the boxes, “I must offer you a choice. In the box on the right, you will find a sword and an Ability, as well as 5 Free Skill and Attributes Points.” 
 
    The Keeper grimaced and tapped the second box. “In here is the reward I would have you choose.” He paused, his head tilting as if listening to a voice only he could hear. He coughed.  
 
    “I must tell you, in the first box, the Ability is Swordborn. It is a very useful Ability for a Swordsman. That Ability paired with the sword the Trial intended for you, your Class will grow faster than you can imagine.” 
 
    “The reward I have prepared is less impressive. I’m afraid a price must be paid for my meddling. Only 3 Free Attribute Points and 2 Free Skill Points instead of five. You will also receive the Unarmed Technique of Al’rashia, and a Charm, Self-Clean.” 
 
    Darak’s golden eyes twinkled as Trent sat up straight when the Charm was mentioned. Darak had been watching closely as the young boy progress through the Trial for some time. The Charm was a trap to lure in the young Survivalist. The Keeper knew Trent yearned for this Spell more than anything else.  
 
    The Trial would not allow Darak to tell the boy that the Unarmed Technique was essential to mastering Al’rashian combat. As simple as it was, the Unarmed Technique, Three Steps, set the stage for greater Techniques like Ocean Meets the Shore. Even if they never became Warriors, all Al’rashians learned Three Steps as children. It pained the former King to see one of his people who had never learned this Skill. 
 
    The Charm was bait, and it was effective. The weapon and Ability, Swordborn, interested Trent. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have to think twice before choosing the first box. But the smell wafting up from a body that hadn’t been cleaned after weeks of fighting made the simple Charm in the second box call out to him. 
 
    Trent’s eyes locked onto his choice. His hands reached out to touch the silver and gold that wrapped around the chest. Trent drew the box toward himself, eyes glittering with greed. 
 
    “Ahem, I will go with your suggestion if you will answer…” Trent coughed and looked up.  
 
    The table and the King, even the room itself, was starting to fade. The Trial had taken his touching the chest as a sign of his choice. Trent shot to his feet, holding the box to his stomach as if he were afraid his reward would disappear too. 
 
    “Wait! I have questions! There’s so much I need to know!” Trent called out. Whether he was talking to the Keeper or the Trial, even he couldn’t say. 
 
    It was Darak who responded. “We have no more time, Trent Embra. I wish you luck. Remember, you are and always have been Al’rashian. The people need you.” 
 
      
 
    You have left the Trial, Lands of the Undying Lord. 
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