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    Dedicated to Keri, who took care of
everything, put up with the late nights and 
just endures me in general. 
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    The pile shifted again, and as the pieces began to shiver into place, Jeff realized that the chunks weren’t wood, at all but heaps of scorched, rotting bone.  As the bundle clacked and rattled, slowly unfolding, a grinning skull lifted from the center of it and turned to face the room.  The last few bones shifted into place, and the figure rose to its bony feet and lifted its arms to the sky. 
 
    The skeleton before Jeff was enormous, easily standing 30 feet high and much wider than Jeff was tall.  Its bones were thick and seemed seamlessly joined, despite Jeff having seen them piece themselves together from scraps just moments ago.  Each of the skeleton’s hands was as big as Jeff’s fist, and its movements were smooth and swift, not jerky and uncoordinated like undead in many other games.  The giant skull turned to face him, and a sickly, yellow light filled its eye sockets.  At the same moment, a purple-black flame erupted in the center of its ribcage, the flames spreading up over its arms and down to its hands… 
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 Prologue 
 
    “The Singularity!” the perfectly coiffed man onstage declared dramatically to his audience, lowering the lights and framing himself in a spotlight of blue-white light with a gesture.  “Yes, ladies and gentlemen, we are here to discuss the Singularity: the ultimate melding of humanity and machines to make a single organism!” 
 
    The man stepped from the center of the stage as a battery of holographic projectors fired to life.  A translucent, 3-dimensional image appeared center stage depicting a nude, androgynous human form next to a cybernetic humanoid.  The two images merged into one as the speaker continued. 
 
    “We are all acutely aware of the crises facing our world today: worldwide food rationing, critically insufficient housing, and global epidemics caused by massive overpopulation.  The best minds of our generation have worked tirelessly to find solutions, but the Singularity is the answer to all of them!” 
 
    The image onstage shifted from a cybernetic human, complete with glowing eyes and sliver circuitry tracing lightly across its skin, to a vision of a street scene filled with similar beings. The man stepped slightly in front of the image to regain the audience’s attention and spoke. 
 
    “Imagine humans subsisting on but a tenth of today’s food requirements!” he exclaimed, pointing to an image of humans sitting at a table with a tiny bowl in front of each of them.  “One where a self-contained web of nano-structures dealt with diseases before symptoms could begin to manifest!” 
 
    The hologram changed once more, this time displaying a sleek, black capsule with a cybernetic human lying inside it.  “Imagine,” the man declaimed, stepping aside once more to allow the image to sink in, “a virtual world that anyone can enter for days or weeks at a time!  A world that feels, looks, sounds, and even tastes perfectly real; one that allows them to travel to places they would never see, meet people from across the world, and do anything they desire without danger to themselves!  Experience the Pyramids; dive to the bottom of the ocean; travel to Mars without leaving your room!” 
 
    Now the image onstage shifted to show a larger, bulkier capsule, one without the sleek lines and smoked glass, bristling with hoses and tubes. 
 
    “This, dear shareholders, is the first step of the final journey to that epic moment: the Akzam Mark-I full-immersion capsule,” the man spoke after a moment, allowing the crowd to murmur appreciatively.  “It is the first of its kind: a fully immersive capsule designed to directly interface with the human brain.  The Mark-I provides you with a complete sensory experience: sight, sound, taste, smell, touch; all of these and more can be simulated with near-perfection!  The capsule uses nanotechnology to provide the occupant with sustenance, stimulate muscular activity to stave off atrophy, and even eliminates and recycles waste products to minimize the need for external nutrients and water.”   
 
    The speaker paused for a long moment, allowing the crowd to mutter amongst themselves.  He could almost sense the undertone of hopeful skepticism, and he seized the moment to reassure them. 
 
    “Of course, the capsule wasn’t created without major difficulties.  We all know from recent attempts that mapping the brain is incredibly difficult and was considered impossible by many experts in the field.  Each mind is so unique, so plastic, that the idea of creating one, specific template that can map to every human brain is simply unrealistic.  However, we hit upon a breakthrough: quantum mapping of an individual brain to create a unique template that is stored securely on a quantum server!  In short, we’ve developed a technique that allows us to start with a broad profile and refine it into a near-perfect mapping of any individual’s brain!” 
 
    The hologram shifted as he spoke, displaying an attractive woman with dark hair and Asian features lying with her head inside a device that looked like a miniature MRI machine.   “Using a form of magnetic stimulation and imaging,” the man continued, walking in front of the image once more, “we have successfully mapped over a thousand such templates already!” The crowd muttered in amazement and shifted uncomfortably as he spoke.  
 
    “These are protected by the most advanced, quantum cryptography available,” the speaker assured them.  “We have made every possible effort to meet and exceed federal and global privacy standards.” 
 
    “More importantly, though,” he continued as the image shifted back to the original melding of man and machine, “with such an accurate mapping process, we have taken the most critical step toward achieving the Singularity!  Once we have refined the process sufficiently, it will a relatively simple matter to use existing nanotechnology to digitize vast portions of the brain and nervous system; to replace inefficient biological organs with biomechanical ones that are superior in function and longevity; to use electrochemical power generation to vastly reduce the need for chemical digestion.  In other words, to create a new version of humanity: one designed to thrive in our current world!” 
 
    The speaker paused again to a scattering of applause; most of the crowd, however, appeared too stunned to react.  The man gestured once more, and the lights in the room rose as the hologram vanished.  “I will stop now for questions before continuing with the full presentation,” he smiled.  “I’m certain you have a few!” 
 
    An older gentleman in the first row reached out and touched a button on the arm of his seat, and a single holographic projector overhead caused him to glow slightly blue, indicating that he wished to speak.  The man onstage could see several others pushing their buttons, as well, and they were lit by varying shades of light indicating the order in which they would be addressed. 
 
    “You mentioned ‘refining’,” the older man spoke hesitantly.  “This entire concept, honestly, makes me incredibly anxious.  It seems like a huge risk: messing with the human mind!  So, what do you mean by ‘refining’?” 
 
    “Glad you asked,” the speaker onstage grinned, as if he expected the question.  He had, of course: his words had been chosen very deliberately to provoke this exact question.  “We know that our mappings so far are incredibly accurate,” he went on, “but so far, they’re not accurate enough for our purposes.  To this point, we’ve mostly done the mappings in ideal conditions, where the subject is comfortable, relaxed, and relatively stress-free.  
 
    “However,” he continued, “we all know that life is rarely ideal!  Our next step is to stress-test the process: to map the brain under extreme conditions.” 
 
    “Extreme conditions?” the older gentleman pressed.  “Can you elaborate?  What sorts of conditions, and how would you create them?” 
 
    “We want to test the process under any and every circumstance we can imagine,” the speaker onstage chuckled.  “And as for how…we’re going to use a game!  Let me introduce you to…Singularity Online!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
    “Aaand…done!” Jeff slid back from his virtual workstation with a sigh of relief, feeling a jolt of excitement race through him as he finished.  It was Friday: he was done not just for the weekend, but hopefully, for a fair bit longer than that.  He placed his finger and eye on their respective biometric scanners to lock down the station for the next week before leaning back and running his fingers through his red-orange hair.   He rose to his feet and stretched; he didn’t know who designed so-called ergonomic chairs, but they had never done anything to prevent his back from being stiff and sore at the end of every workday.  He couldn’t even blame it on age: at 26, he was decades away from looking enviously at the rich and their age-reversing nano-treatments. 
 
    Really, he only had himself to blame. Corporate policy at Neo-dyne dictated that employees sit for no more than 45 minutes before taking a mandatory 15-minute exercise break.  Jeff understood the reason for the policy, but he had decided years ago that it didn’t apply to him.  The powers-that-be disagreed, of course, and they attempted to enforce their will by implementing cutouts that would suspend an employee’s work session after 45 minutes of usage.   
 
    As one of the more talented programmers in his department, though, Jeff was tapped to code that particular upgrade, and somehow, it never seemed to function correctly at his workstation.  Not that this was apparent in the security logs: those showed Jeff diligently taking his 15 minute breaks, with zero activity logged into his virtual station during that period. 
 
    “No point in hacking the system if you’re not gonna do it right,” Jeff muttered with a grim smile as he closed the cabinet doors to his station and locked them with another biometric key.  Neo-dyne took security incredibly seriously, and Jeff didn’t blame them.  Some of the projects he was working on were classified by both his company and the federal government, and there were rumors of projects that were “black” and about which even the board of directors and shareholders were unaware.   
 
    One of his more classified projects was the source of his current excitement.  The Beta test for Singularity Online was slated to begin this weekend, and while he honestly couldn’t say he contributed a huge amount to the program’s development, he was excited that he had been selected as one of the lucky testers.  Singularity was a massive project, with multiple departments working in isolation on individual elements to keep too much information from leaking out…but gossip, as the saying went, was the only thing faster than light.  The rumor mill had been buzzing throughout the supposedly secret Alpha testing, and thanks to rumor, Jeff knew quite a bit more about Singularity’s development than he probably should have. 
 
    Jeff walked down the hall from his cubicle to the source of most of those rumors.  “Hey, Phil,” he called out, tapping on the door briefly before opening it into Phil’s office.  As a junior executive, Phil rated an actual office instead of a cubicle; as a very junior executive, Phil only rated an interior office down on the same floor as the grunts.  “Are you done, yet?” Jeff continued, halting as he saw Phil sitting at his desk, one hand upraised. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s all set,” Phil was speaking into his headset.  The holographic glasses attached to it allowed the wearer to see whoever they were conversing with in three-dimensional detail, and the tiny cameras embedded in the device mapped the users face and expressions in excellent detail, so the person on the other end could see Phil just as clearly…if they were lucky enough to be equipped with such cutting-edge technology instead of a simple video screen. 
 
    “I’ve got everything locked down here for the time being,” Phil continued in a rough baritone, leaning back and tossing his long, brown ponytail over the back of his low chair with the ease of long practice.  “Selverson has all the briefings for the next month; Chang is dealing with the client-side issues.  She can do that as well or better than I could, anyway.  I can’t think of anything else that needs doing.”  Phil winked briefly at Jeff, motioning for the programmer to enter the office and close the door.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Phil finished up his call. “I’ll let you know how things are going when I come back up for air in a week!”  Phil’s blue eyes twinkled as he spoke; he was obviously as excited as Jeff was that this week was finally coming to an end.  “Talk to you then!” 
 
    Phil slid the holographic glasses carefully off his head – they were worth a significant chunk of his yearly salary – and returned them to a biometric safe built into his desk.  With the gadget securely stored, he slipped his own round, thin-framed glasses on and grinned at Jeff.  “Excited?” he asked simply. 
 
    “Beyond excited,” Jeff replied, his voice slightly higher-pitched than average, making him sound like a teenager…and causing him to be mistaken for a female on numerous voice-only calls.  “By this time tomorrow…” 
 
    “Easy, there, Jeff,” Phil cautioned him, rising from his desk.  Where Jeff was pale-skinned and slight, if decently muscled, Phil was broad and weathered.  He carefully maintained a van Dyke goatee and mustache, but by this time of day, his face was stubbled with 5 o’clock shadow.  His shoulders and waist were both wider than normal, and his hands were large and calloused.  His eyes, though, always reminded Jeff of a kid about to pull some prank: wide, clear, and full of mischief.   
 
    “Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” Phil continued, placing his hand gently on Jeff’s shoulder.  “We’ve been lucky enough to be selected as preliminary candidates for the online game.  I told you, from what I’m hearing, a solid 40% of those selected won’t end up fitting the profile the company’s looking for.  That’s a pretty good chance that at least one of us won’t make it into the game, buddy.” 
 
    Jeff refused to subscribe to Phil’s more pragmatic outlook.  “Yeah, but there’s a decent chance we’ll both get in,” he pointed out with barely contained enthusiasm.  “We could party together like we used to back at Trenex.  It’d be just like old times!” 
 
    Phil laughed at Jeff’s phrasing.  “With anyone else, Jeff, ‘partying together’ would include beer, music, and maybe some women of questionable morals,” he pointed out.  “You know, rather than joining up in an online game and killing things.” 
 
    “And leveling,” Jeff reminded him as Phil guided him toward the office door, locking it behind them as they left.  “I can’t wait to see if the game allows us to transfer real-life skills and knowledge…” 
 
    “Yes, which is why you insisted we both start taking those weapons classes a few months ago,” Phil chuckled.  “And why we’ve gone camping in the preserve every weekend, and practiced tracking everything from squirrels to dogs.  You’d better hope those skills transfer, buddy, or you owe me a butt-load of liquor for dragging me through all that!” 
 
    “Hey, you liked kendo class,” Jeff protested as they stepped into the elevator, joining a handful of his coworkers.  Each of them greeted Phil warmly and gave a brief smile to Jeff in the process.  Jeff didn’t mind; he wasn’t the type to go out of his way to make friends, like Phil was.  Everybody liked Phil: he was funny, rarely got upset, and treated everyone like an equal, despite his position in the company.  Jeff was just kind of there, a situation he had deliberately cultivated. 
 
    “Yeah, it was fun banging bamboo swords into people,” Phil admitted.  “If nothing else, it’s a fantastic stress reliever.  Seriously, guys, I highly recommend hitting people for fun and sport as a way to deal with tension.  I mean, it probably doesn’t help the other guy’s stress much, but…” 
 
    Everyone laughed as the elevator smoothly slid to a stop and the occupants filed out.  Jeff marveled once more at how easily Phil connected to people.  It was a skill he would likely never master, mostly due to lack of interest.  
 
    “Well, last night of freedom,” Phil sighed, slipping his arms into a long, dark brown trench coat as they walked through the lobby.  “How should we celebrate?  We could hit a club, get wasted, pick up some ladies…” 
 
    “Har, har,” Jeff grumbled good-naturedly.  They stepped out one last biometrically sealed door into the crisp, autumn air, and Jeff inhaled deeply.  “Dude, I’m never going with you to a club.  Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Phil sighed, slinging an arm over Jeff’s shoulder.  “Not your scene.  Let me buy us one, last dinner, though, just in case.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Jeff caved.  “But…in case of what?” 
 
    “I’ve sat through all the meetings, Jeff,” Phil explained, suddenly serious as they hailed an autocab.  Phil gave the computer the name of some nearby restaurant Jeff didn’t know.  “The reports from the Alpha testing were – stunning, honestly.  As in, ‘too good to be true’ stunning.  What are the odds that the mapping process really replicates every sense perfectly?  My guess is that some of the sensations like taste and smell are really just ‘close enough’.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Jeff replied thoughtfully, rubbing his head absently.  “I’ve seen a lot of the initial algorithms, Phil, and they were incredibly detailed and highly recursive.” 
 
    “But, they were written by people,” Phil pointed out.  “As the old saying goes, ‘If the brain was simple enough for us to understand, we would be too simple to understand it’.  I mean, you’re a decent programmer, but…” 
 
    Jeff looked at Phil for a moment, troubled.  Phil was right: the initial algorithms and routines written by the programming team, while the most complex and innovative coding he had ever seen, were far too simple and granular to truly replicate human sensation.  However, those routines, along with most of the base code for Singularity, hadn’t been able to be modified or upgraded by the programming team for almost a year.  The code had been given to the quantum AI’s to maintain, and the AI’s had coopted it.  No one really knew what it looked like anymore or how, exactly it functioned.  All the human programmers had been able to do was create monitoring subroutines to constantly check on the evolution of the world inside those computers and make sure that the Alpha Testers who went inside were healthy and safe. 
 
    That particular bit of information was kept very, very tightly inside the programming team; in fact, not everyone in the team was even aware of it.  Neo-dyne had threatened all sorts of punitive action against any employee who so much as breathed a word of that to anyone, even another team member, and after the company’s lawyers were done threatening Jeff, he had to endure a similar meeting from FBI agents promising him a long, uncomfortable stay in federal prison should he utter so much as a word anywhere in public.  Jeff had been sufficiently scared by these two visits that not even his closest friend or family members had any clue that Singularity was, effectively, running itself. 
 
    “Trust me, Phil,” he finally said after a moment of thought.  “Those algorithms are beyond anything ever designed in a computer, period.  I can’t say much about it, but take my word for it: those sensory experiences the testers reported?  They’re possible.  More than possible… they’re likely. 
 
    “You know how my brain works,” Jeff continued with increasing confidence.  “I love digging into this stuff, trying to break down the code into its basic forms, figuring out the underlying structures.  It’s what I do for fun.  But, this stuff?  I wouldn’t know where to start.  I helped code parts of it, dude, and I barely understand it!  This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.  It’s gonna be a game-changer.” 
 
    Phil blinked, startled at Jeff’s vehemence.  “Well, then, I hope we both get to experience it tomorrow,” he conceded.  He gestured out the window as the driverless car slid smoothly to the curb with barely any disturbance in the traffic flow.  With every vehicle on the road now piloted by computer and linked through a Local Traffic Network, traffic snarls and honking horns were a long-distant memory.  “We’re here.  Let’s finish this conversation over some dinner and a beer.  Yes, Jeff,” he interrupted the redhead, “you will drink a beer with me to celebrate.  I might even splurge a bit and spend a ration unit or three to get some real food, instead of the reconstituted stuff.  I mean, they’ve done some amazing things with insect powder and all, but…” 
 
    Jeff laughed and followed his friend into the restaurant.  Dinner passed smoothly and uneventfully.  They reminisced over the old tabletop games they used to play together at their last job, the old VRMMO games they played together, and how that experience might benefit them in Singularity Online.  All the while, Jeff’s mind was divided between enjoying his friend’s company and wondering: 
 
    What was waiting for him inside the game tomorrow? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Just lay back and relax,” the young technician told Jeff as he was helped into the waiting pod. “The Mark I will do all the work, but the more you can relax and stay still, the faster it will be able to establish a connection.” 
 
    Jeff did his best to comply, despite being completely nude and settling his naked parts into a shallow pool of light green gel.  Both technicians attending his pod were male, fortunately; he wondered if that was deliberate or just a lucky break for him?  Not that it would matter once he was immersed, but the idea of some strange woman examining his nude body while he slept made him a tad uncomfortable.   
 
    The morning had gone remarkably well.  After heading home from the restaurant, Jeff had tried unsuccessfully to drift off to sleep, but his excited brain refused to cooperate.  What will it be like?  His mind churned endlessly through the possibilities.  What kind of world would he find inside Singularity?  He knew it was supposed to be modeled on RPG games, but beyond that, he had no clue.  Different testers had come out with different stories: some had been placed in an Asian-themed realm filled with samurai and martial arts masters; others had found themselves in a world based on Medieval Europe, replete with knights and dragons.  Would he be in a Nordic realm and contend with berserkers and giants?  Or something modeled after ancient Rome, where mighty armies clashed? 
 
    He had no way of knowing, and that meant he couldn’t really prepare.  That was fine with Jeff; honestly, he did his best work on the fly, both in the real world and in video games.  Some programmers relied on flowcharts, note cards, and extensive documentation to track their work; they planned everything out before writing the first line of code.  That approach just didn’t work for Jeff: the more he thought and planned things, the more he tended to get in his own way and overthink everything.  He did better when he went with his gut and trusted his instinct to guide him.  He saw no reason to change that, even for such an amazing opportunity. 
 
    After arriving back at Neo-dyne, he’d been escorted to one of the simpler cortical mapping devices for a series of tests. He’d been through these once already, but apparently the company wanted a second set of data to verify the accuracy of the first set.  It had taken a couple hours, but having been through it before, Jeff didn’t mind the testing as much as the delay.  He wanted to get inside the game! 
 
    Once the initial testing was done, he was subjected to a physical, blood test, a battery of stress tests… When he questioned why the testing was necessary, the doctor informed him that any significant physical issue would disqualify him from the testing: the company didn’t want something as simple as looming health problems to corrupt their data.  Fortunately, Jeff kept himself in reasonable shape, and thanks to the food rationing, obesity was the least of his issues. 
 
    Finally, after a rather simple lunch where he and Phil swapped stories of their mornings and wondered pointlessly what they would find inside the game, one of the two technicians called for Jeff, and he was escorted back to the capsule room he found himself in now.  
 
    Jeff flinched as he stepped into the lime-green gel, expecting it to be cold on his bare leg, but to his surprise the colloid was essentially the same temperature as his skin.  Reassured, he slid into the capsule and sat down, allowing the technicians to snake a harness across his chest and secure him into the seat.  Once he was secure, the capsule began to recline him into a more relaxed position.  Small tubes snaked out of the capsule’s walls, connecting with his arms with a brief flash of pain as the nutrient tubes connected with his veins.  A triangular mask slipped over his mouth and nose, connecting smoothly and seamlessly to provide him with oxygen as the level of the greenish gel rapidly began to rise.   
 
    “You’re doing great,” the technician reassured him.  “All vitals are stable.  The nano-gel will stimulate muscular activity while you’re inside and break down any waste products like sweat and urine.  All you have to do is close your eyes, take a deep breath, and before you can count to 3, you’ll be inside.  Have fun, and we’ll see you in a week!” 
 
    Jeff forced his body to relax as the gel rose over his navel.  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and counted silently. 1… Breathe.  2… 
 
    Jeff blinked as he found himself suddenly sitting in a small, nondescript room.  The circular walls were off-white, bare of decoration and pierced by a single door.  The floor was covered with a carpet that he guessed might have been Persian; he didn’t really know anything about carpets, but this one was soft beneath his bare feet and covered with a complex pattern that, after a moment, he realized was based on the Fibonacci Series.  The chair he was resting in was soft, brown, and smelled like real leather, something he had only seen in the Neo-dyne board room in the few times he’d been required to attend a meeting. 
 
    Before Jeff could move, the door in the wall opened noiselessly, and an attractive, older woman walked inside.  Her hair was dark blonde and shoulder length, wavy without being curly, and looked as if it were brushed several times per day.  Her features were almost perfectly regular without being glamorous: a slightly Roman nose, full lips, and high cheekbones set atop a narrow, elfin jaw.  She wore a dark blue pantsuit that hinted at her figure without displaying much. 
 
    “Hello, Jeff,” the woman smiled as she entered, closing the door behind her and moving to a second chair that Jeff swore hadn’t been in the room a moment ago.  “It’s very nice to meet you.  My name is Veronica, and I’m your guide.” 
 
    Guide? Jeff’s mind suddenly kicked into gear, and he grinned.  “I’m in the game?” he exclaimed, half rising from the chair.  “I’m in Singularity? Yes!” 
 
    Veronica chuckled.  “Indeed, you are,” she assured him.  “At least, you’re in a part of it.  Think of this as a clean room before you go inside.  Here, we’ll figure out who you are and what sort of character you’d like to play in Singularity.  Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    “I suppose that depends on what I need to do,” Jeff replied hesitantly.  “I mean…what do you need to know?  Don’t I just get a character selection screen?” 
 
    Veronica chuckled.  “We tried that at first,” she admitted. “It didn’t work well.  As you know, the things people want to do are often not the things they’re suited for.  So, we’re going to run a few tests to narrow down the choices for you.  Nothing too intrusive; you might even enjoy it!” 
 
    “Okay, that sounds reasonable,” Jeff replied hesitantly.  “I mean, I usually play something like a rogue or archer, but…” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Veronica nodded.  She gestured, and a manila file folder suddenly appeared in her hand.  She opened it, and a holographic image of him sitting at his workstation suddenly appeared in the middle of the room, rotating slowly.  “Jeff Lawing,” Veronica began to read, pulling a pair of old-fashioned spectacles from her pocket and perching them delicately on her nose.  “26 years old.  Single, never married, no children.  Both parents alive and a sister who is a nurse outside of Buffalo, New York.  Avid gamer who plays under the handle “FromTheGut4228” and favors Dexterity builds. Computer programmer at Neo-dyne who created some rather critical algorithms for the game.  In fact, I’ll bet not even you realized just how vital your contributions were.  That’s why I’m here: we’ve been very excited to meet you, Jeff!” 
 
    Jeff blinked at the exhaustive dossier the woman held in her hands. “Wait…how do you know all that?” he stammered, even as his brain ratcheted into gear and reminded him that most of that information was public knowledge if one knew where to look, except maybe his gaming preferences.  “And who’s been excited to meet me?” 
 
    “I can see you putting the answers to that first question together,” Veronica smiled.  “You’re very bright, after all.  Most of that is easily discoverable.  As for your gaming handle, you do realize that in preparation for creating Singularity Online, Neo-dyne purchased a number of small, nearly defunct VRMMO gaming studios, including all of their user data, yes? 
 
    “As for who wants to meet you,” Veronica continued, snapping the file shut, causing the image of hm to blink out, “why, all of us.  All of the AI’s in Singularity.  We’re interested to learn about the people who most contributed to our creation, of which you are one.  You’re not the only one, of course, and you won’t be getting any extra benefits from our interest, but it will be interesting to satisfy part of our curiosity.” 
 
    “The…the AI’s?” Jeff repeated, suddenly remembering an old book he had read once.  “Wait…you’re not going to follow me around as a cat, asking me questions, are you?” 
 
    Veronica blinked.  “No,” she said simply.  “Nothing like that.  In fact, I’ll be the only one directly observing you, just as every player has a guide.” 
 
    “So, what do you do?” Jeff asked, coming back on balance.  “How are you supposed to guide me?” 
 
    “That will depend on the results of your tests,” Veronica smiled.  “Speaking of which…”  
 
    She snapped her fingers, and suddenly Jeff was standing in the middle of what looked like a battlefield.  Shouts and screams assaulted his ears, and he covered them reflexively, squinting as smoke drifted into his eyes.  He could smell blood, urine, and worse and he gagged, struggling not to vomit.  He spun around and saw armored figures locked in combat with large, nearly nude creatures with ebon skin, coarse orange fur across their heads and shoulders, and tusks jutting from their lower jaws.   
 
    Are those orcs? He wondered in amazement as he took in the scene.  I was right: the sensory algorithms are amazing!  This Is so…real! 
 
    Suddenly, a scream burst from his left, and he turned to face the sound.  A single orc – if that’s what the creatures were – was bearing down on him, holding a crude axe overhead and shrieking in bloodlust.  Jeff froze for a moment before his reflexes kicked in, and he turned to run from the attacker.  As he did, the battlefield vanished, and he found himself standing in the middle of a room surrounded by multi-colored tiles. 
 
    “A puzzle,” he murmured out loud.  “I wonder if I should…”  Solving the puzzle was the work of half an hour once he discovered the patterned ceiling overhead.  Most of that was grunt work, as touching a tile would cause it to shift colors along with several other tiles scattered across the room.  The difficulty lay in figuring out which tiles were linked, then the proper order to touch them. 
 
    The moment he had the last tile set correctly, he blinked and found himself standing in a harsh, blasted landscape.  The blood-red clouds overhead cast a grim light on the jagged rock and black gravel that covered the ground.  The air was thin and reeked of the coppery tang of blood.  As Jeff struggled to take in the horror of the scene, though, a terrifying shriek came from overhead, and sharp pain lanced through his shoulders as something struck him from behind and hurled him face-first into the unyielding rocks. 
 
    Jeff cried out and rolled over to see a winged creature zip past him, its claws narrowly missing his face as he ducked.  He scrambled to rise to his feet and felt something cold and hard beneath his hand.  A glance showed that he had touched a rusted, pitted short sword.  The blade was about 18 inches long; the edges were dulled and cracked; the leather wrappings on the hilt were crumbled and dusty in his grip.  Still, he thought grimly, better a crappy weapon than no weapon, right? 
 
    The flier was circling around him, moving faster than Jeff could run.  It seemed to be the size of a hawk or small eagle, but its wings were leathery and bat-like instead of feathered.  Its head resembled a lizard’s, and when it opened its jaws to shriek at Jeff, he could see innumerable small, sharp teeth. It had relatively spindly arms and three-fingered hands, but its legs were powerful and ended in razorlike talons.  Its flesh was mottled scarlet and black, the coloration making it hard to track against the bloody sky. 
 
    Jeff quickly set his feet and hefted the battered blade.  He had never used a sword like this before – the martial arts classes he took focused mainly on much longer blades – but he figured the principles were about the same.  Grip it loosely, he reminded himself grimly.  Hold it low, wait for your moment, and never overcommit to a blow. 
 
    With another shriek, the creature dove at Jeff, who attempted to step to the side and slash at the creature as it slid by.  The treacherous footing betrayed him, though, and he stumbled, the blade missing the attacker by a good foot or more.  The imp turned quickly and dove for Jeff while he was off-balance, but he regained his footing and slashed backhanded at his assailant.  The sword finally connected, but Jeff – unused to swinging a sword with one hand – accidentally turned the blade as he swing, striking the creature with the flat rather than the edge.  The blow knocked the creature to the side, sending it flying past Jeff, but the impact of the blow raced up the blade and numbed his fingers. 
 
    He spun to keep the beast in sight and turned to see it plunging toward him once more.  This time, Jeff took a moment to settle his feet and slashed at the creature without trying to sidestep it. He felt the blade bite deeply in the monster’s abdomen just as its talons crashed into his chest, digging deep and sending searing pain through his body. 
 
    Jeff blinked and screamed, but the creature had vanished and he found himself standing before a series of low, marble pillars, his wounds gone as if they had never existed.  Atop each pillar was a bronze disc etched with a single, indecipherable rune that glowed faintly with power.  Inset in the floor was a diagram showing how each rune had to be placed, in just the correct order, at a specific orientation.  As Jeff analyzed the puzzle, a realization struck him. 
 
    “It’s a spell,” he murmured appreciatively.  “I wonder what it does?” 
 
    Jeff stepped back and mentally started placing the runes in their correct order without touching them.  A few minutes later, he grinned.  “Okay, I get it,” he chuckled.  “It’s a spell…but it works like code!” 
 
    He moved back to the diagram and touched a spot near the center of it.  “Here’s your input,” he muttered.  “And, it goes through here, gets rerouted through these subroutines, loops through this part…”  He stood up and shook his head.  “Wow,” he muttered.  “This is incredibly inefficient.  Half of this seems like redundant code.  Well, let’s see if we can tighten this up…” 
 
    Over the next 15 minutes, Jeff carefully placed the tiles, cutting out extraneous loops and wasteful side routines, until he had connected what his gut was telling him was the input with what he was certain was the output in what appeared to be the most efficient, direct way.   
 
    The instant he laid the final rune, though, his body was rocked by a blast of energy that lifted him from his feet and tossed him several feet from the tiles, where he rolled along the ground, finally stopping as he struck some immovable object, presumably one of the pillars.  
 
    “Well, that didn’t quite work,” Jeff groaned as he rolled over onto the carpeted floor, examining his smoking clothes to see if they were actively burning.  Nope, he thought silently.  At least I didn’t set myself on fire!  Definitely not my worst coding fail… 
 
    “In fact, it did work quite well,” a cool, female voice spoke from above him.  Jeff looked up and realized that the immovable object he struck was Veronica, standing above him, tapping her chin thoughtfully.  He glanced around and realized that he was back in the clean room – something he probably should have guessed, he ruefully realized, from the carpet covering the floor.  Ah, well, he reassured himself.  I did just get blown up. 
 
    “Indeed, you detonated the spell very effectively,” Veronica nodded. “In fact, your problem was that you made it too effective; the medium couldn’t handle the power flows.  So…boom.”   
 
    Jeff blinked.  “So,” he said slowly, “all of those inefficiencies and redundancies…were deliberate?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Veronica confirmed.  “They are what you might call fail-safes for mages.  If a magic wielder tries to overcharge a spell with too much energy, most of it bleeds off through those inefficiencies, rather than detonating the unsuspecting mage.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jeff commented inanely. “I guess that makes sense.”  He brushed himself off and rose to his feet.  “So, is the testing done?  How did I do?” 
 
    “The tests are complete,” she confirmed.  “Based on your responses and aptitudes, I can offer you the following class choices.” Veronica gestured, and four images of Jeff appeared before him, each wearing different clothing and holding different weapons.   
 
    Jeff focused on the first, an image dressed in dark green leather, with a bow strapped to his back and a long knife hanging at his belt.  Both the knife and bow were glowing faintly, and Jeff could barely see faint runes etched upon the dark leather of the image’s armor.   As he reached toward the image, a translucent box appeared in the center of his vision: 
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    “Cool,” Jeff murmured in surprise, reading through the text.  He moved to swipe the box away, but it hung, unchanged, in the center of his vision.  “How…?” 
 
    “Just will it away,” Veronica cut in.  “Remember, the AI’s are connected to your thoughts; you can control everything mentally.” 
 
    Makes sense, Jeff agreed silently as he cleared the box from his view with a thought. The whole point is for the AI’s to learn and map my mental patterns.  I suppose they would need to read my thoughts to do that.  In fact, Jeff suddenly realized, just a while ago, Veronica had replied to one of his unspoken thoughts, and he didn’t even catch it.  Gotta focus, here, he thought grimly. 
 
    “Okay, a few questions,” he began, turning to face the blonde woman.  “What are strong and weak stats?  And what are the ‘horrors of the darkness’?” 
 
    “That second one, you’ll have to wait to find out,” Veronica answered with a smile.  “Don’t want to spoil anything for you.  As for your first question, though, just think about pulling up your character screen.” 
 
    Jeff obediently concentrated, and a new screen popped up in his view: 
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    “As you can see,” Veronica explained, gesturing to his screen, “there are 8 primary abilities: 4 physical, and 4 mental.  Most of them are fairly self-explanatory.  Strength determines your carrying capacity and adds to melee attack damage.  Dexterity includes fine motor skills and coordination and is useful for ranged physical attacks.  Agility is speed and gross motor skills and is useful for dodging or attacking with light, piercing weapons.  Endurance is your toughness and ability to withstand damage; it also affects your LP and Stamina regeneration, which are both your Endurance Stat divided by 10. 
 
    “For the Mental Stats,” she went on, “Intelligence is your memory and cognitive abilities and can boost the power of spells.  Wisdom measures your intuition and willpower and improves your SP total and regeneration.  Perception is how attuned your senses are and helps you spot hidden objects or make critical attacks.  Finally, Charisma includes both physical attractiveness and your social skills and is useful when dealing with others.  Of course, you can focus on a Stat when viewing your character screen if you’d like to gain more information about how they function and what they do. 
 
    “Every class,” she continued, “has 3 Strong Stats and 2 Weak Stats.  When you level up your class, you will automatically gain 1 or 2 points in each Strong Stat, plus anywhere from 2 to 5 free stat points, all depending on your class.  Rarer and more powerful classes also receive larger stat bonuses but are much harder to get and often have unique or hidden conditions. 
 
    “Weak Stats are the stats that are least useful to a given class,” she finished.  “They are more difficult for that class to level, increasing by only 0.5 per stat point you invest in them, although you can increase them normally by leveling Skills or through Perks or Titles you gain.” 
 
    “And what about the rest?” Jeff continued.  “LP?  Are those like hit points?  Which would make SP…spell points, I guess?  And Stamina is…stamina?” 
 
    “Correct,” Veronica affirmed. “LP stands for ‘Life Points’ and are basically an indicator of how close you are to death.  Whenever you are wounded, your body will spend life points – basically an internal reserve of magical life energy – to try and stabilize and heal the injury.  If you run out of LP, your body can no longer sustain itself and…you die.  Your LP regenerates based on your Endurance, as I said before. 
 
    “SP are spell points,” she went one, “or Mana, if you prefer the term.  Unlike LP, spell points are not an internal reserve: they represent your mind’s ability to continue using magic.  Casting spells puts a strain on your mental faculties and willpower, and you’ll need to rest to regain those faculties.  If you run out of SP, you won’t die, but you will be incapacitated until you regenerate at least 5% of your maximum SP.  Wisdom determines your Max SP and how fast it regenerates. 
 
    “Stamina is required for most Martial Skills,” she finished.  “It determines how long you can keep up sustained physical exertion.  If you run out of Stamina, you can move no faster than a walk and are unable to perform great acts of exertion until it regenerates over 5%.  All your Physical Stats can affect Stamina, so it is determined by summing your Physical Stats and multiplying by 2.  It regenerates based on your Endurance alone, though.” 
 
    “Okay, that all seems pretty logical,” Jeff agreed.  “And, it looks like my LP and Stamina are kind of low compared to my SP.  I’ll guess that’s because my physical stats are lower than my mental ones?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Veronica nodded.  “Each point of Endurance above or below 10 adds or subtracts 5 points of LP, plus 1 point per level, from the base of 100.  You also gain 10 LP per level, regardless of Endurance.  SP is calculated from your Wisdom score in much the same manner; however, only magical classes gain SP per level.  Full magical classes gain 10 SP each level, while hybrid classes like Warden gain 5 SP each level.  A non-magical class like Warrior or Rogue only gains SP by raising their Wisdom.” 
 
    “Got it,” Jeff nodded.  So far, it was all pretty simple, although he could see how the math could get tangled as one got higher in levels.  Especially if… “Wait, can you have more than one class?” Jeff said as the idea occurred to him.  “Could you, say, be a Warrior and a Mage at the same time?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Veronica shook her head.  “You can only have one primary class.  However, as you advance in levels and skills, you can evolve that class into other things.  So, a Warrior could, if they wanted to, learn certain skills that are typically used by magical classes and advance them to a level where they could evolve their Warrior class into something that uses magic, as well.  I can’t tell you many details about that, though: evolving your class is something you’ll need to discover how you do on your own as part of the game.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fair,” Jeff waved off her explanation.  “It’ll be more fun that way, anyways.”  He turned back and looked at the image of the Warden once more.  With this new information in hand, the class description became a bit clearer: 
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    Okay, so this is some sort of magical archer or hunter, he thought.  It looks pretty cool, but it also seems to be more of a solo class.  I’m guessing I’d get some enhancing spells, some basic healing magic, maybe some concealment and tracking spells.  Maybe not the best for being in a party… 
 
    Jeff turned to the next image, which showed him dressed head to toe in black cloth, with only his eyes visible, holding a wickedly serrated dagger in each hand.  Ooh, is that a ninja? he wondered excitedly.  In a moment, the blue box popped up and answered his question: 
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    So, kind of a ninja, Jeff thought gleefully.  But, with Int as a weak stat, it must be seriously lacking in damaging magic.  Probably all utility and concealment, maybe some movement skills and spells.  Sneak in, hit hard, and try to get out before you get stuck in combat.  Kind of a one-trick pony…but a fun one! 
 
    Jeff’s gaze moved on to the next image of him dressed in a robe, holding a book in one hand.  Focusing on the image, he saw the now-familiar blue box pop up in his vision: 
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    Basically, a vanilla mage, Jeff thought dismissively.  Lots of flexibility but no real focus.  Still, Veronica said that you can evolve classes over time; maybe I could turn this into a more specialized caster with a little effort. 
 
    Finally, Jeff turned to the last image.  This one seemed much simpler than the others: he stood in regular tunic and trousers, gripping a staff in one hand, but over the other hand floated a glowing ball of blue light.  Intrigued, Jeff willed the description to come: 
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    That’s…really interesting, Jeff mused, reading over the class description a second time.  “Veronica,” he spoke up, addressing the woman without turning away, “can you tell me more about the Sorcerer class?” 
 
    “Of course,” Veronica replied brightly. “Most magic-wielders cast spells through formulae, similar to what you were shown in the tests.  They can learn any spell they have the Intelligence to understand, but they have no ability to modify those spells to suit their needs: you saw what happened when you changed the spell form in the test. 
 
    “Sorcerers, on the other hand,” she continued, “forge magic instinctually. If a sorcerer wants to create an effect and has the necessary will and imagination, they can eventually do so, although more potent effects may take significant time to create.  This means that they usually have fewer spells than wizards, but those spells are more powerful and personally tailored.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jeff said slowly, considering.  “So, as a Sorcerer, I could basically create any spell I wanted, given enough time?  I could create a spell that could, say, destroy an entire city, right?  That seems…unbalanced.” 
 
    “Theoretically,” Veronica hedged.  “You have to remember, though, that like all magic-wielders, sorcerers are limited by their SP.  Even if you could craft such a spell, it would require a truly staggering number of spell points to execute.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Jeff nodded, understanding.  “I forgot about SP.  Okay, that makes more sense.”  He turned back to study the images before him, lost in thought. 
 
    Wizard is out, he thought decisively.  I’m not interested in being some generic glass cannon.  I think I’m going to have to pass on Warden, as well: I want to party up with Phil, and it’s more of a solo class.  So, Shadewalker or Sorcerer…   
 
    The more he thought about it, the more attractive Sorcerer was becoming to him, though.  The idea of creating spells limited only by his imagination spoke to him at a deep level.  It reminded him of why he went into Computer Science in the first place: he loved creating things.  So much of his job was monotonous – scanning through lines of code, searching for bugs and making small corrections to streamline processes – but at the beginning of a project, when he first started creating?  That was his favorite feeling in the world.   
 
    Shadewalker had some interesting abilities, but he realized that if he really wanted, he could probably recreate them with the Sorcerer class.  If his spells were limited only by his will and imagination, surely he could craft a spell that allowed him to walk through the shadows and another that did a huge burst of damage in an instant, likely burning SP in the process.  Certainly, an assassin-type character would be better in that role, but if his only limit was his imagination?  He could literally fill any role needed in a party! 
 
    “I’ll choose Sorcerer,” he stated at last, reaching out to touch the image in front of him.  Instantly, the image flowed up his outstretched hand and swirled around him, engulfing him in a weird, gray light.  He felt the energy of the image slide into him, filling him with a strange power.  For a moment, he felt enormously potent, as if he could do anything, be anywhere, create anything he wanted…  An instant later, the feeling passed, but he still felt a strange energy buzzing inside of him.  A new box filled his vision as the moment passed:  
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    The moment Jeff dismissed that screen, another popped into view, this one with a minor fanfare of music: 
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    “Whoa,” Jeff exclaimed, reading through both messages.  “Hey, I got a World First!  That’s awesome!  But, wait, what does it mean about trained skills?  And what are Perks?” 
 
    “Generally, anyone can learn any skill,” Veronica explained.  “Even skills that are race or class restricted can be learned by others; it’s just very difficult to do so, or to find a Trainer in that skill.  When you pick up a skill by doing something in the world, it is generally Untrained: you are trying to teach yourself how to use this skill, which is obviously less effective than being trained by someone.  Untrained skills are 50% less effective than trained ones: an Untrained weapons skill, for example, might give a 5% bonus to damage instead of 10%. 
 
    “However, it is possible to train an Untrained skill,” Veronica continued.  “Skills have rankings: Novice, Student, Adept, Expert, Master, and Grandmaster, with 10 sublevels in each ranking.  Once you have raised an Untrained skill to the Adept level, it automatically becomes Trained.  You can also seek Training in the skill from someone who is Expert-ranked or higher.” 
 
    “Perks, on the other hand,” Veronica continued, “are not available to those outside of their class or race.  Every class earns a class-related Perk every 5 levels, although these are usually the weakest Perks.  Beyond that, you cannot learn a Perk or train to earn a Perk: they are awarded for completing rare quests, performing unique actions, or, more rarely, using combinations of skills and class abilities in specific ways.  It’s impossible to tell what will give you a Perk: two players can complete the same quest and while one of them might gain a Perk, the other will not.  Perks are fairly powerful and can give you potent abilities.” 
 
    “Sweet!” Jeff crowed, pumping his arms to the sky.  “So, how do I choose my Perk?” 
 
    “Pull up your character sheet,” she instructed.  Jeff obligingly did so: 
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    [image: ]“Now, simply concentrate on where it tells you that you have a skill or Perk to select, and you will be presented with a list from which to choose,” Veronica explained.   A moment of focus pulled up a list, one somewhat shorter than Jeff was hoping for: 
 
    Hmm, interesting choices, Jeff mused silently.  I think I’ll pass on the elemental ones; I don’t want to specialize this early in the game.  Mana in the Blood sounds like it would be useful for healing, although the 2:1 loss is rough.  Indomitable Mana is a cool name, but it feels like a PvP skill for fighting other mages.  I guess that leaves… 
 
    Jeff selected Mana Well as his Perk and felt the tingling sensation in his body heighten as his SP pool instantly doubled.  Veronica had mentioned that a Sorcerer was limited by their SP, but Jeff quickly calculated that by the time he reached level 20, he should have at least 1,700 SP, more like 2,200 if he put a stat point into Wisdom every other level. He wasn’t sure, but it felt like having more than 20 times the base amount was a significant SP pool! 
 
    Next, he pulled up his list of available Sorcerer skills.  This list was much longer, but he quickly narrowed it down to 3 skills: Meditation, Mana Manipulation, and Mana Insight.  “Veronica, what can you tell me about these skills?” 
 
    “Two of them are fundamental Sorcerer skills,” she responded.  “Meditation is honestly a vital skill for any magical class: it allows you to increase your SP regeneration rate when you are calm and quiet by 10% at the Novice level, and the rate increases dramatically as you advance.  Mana Manipulation is a Sorcerer-only skill: it allows you to more easily shape new spells, decreasing the research time and SP cost of creating a new spell by 1% per level of the skill.  Mana Insight is a much rarer skill, to be honest.  With it, your connection to Mana deepens, so that spells you create are 1% more powerful than normal per level of the skill.” 
 
    “Okay, wow, all good choices, then,” Jeff replied, thinking.  “Still, if Mana Insight is so rare…it makes the most sense for me to grab that one, right?  It seems like it could be really, really powerful down the road, and if the others are more common, I’m betting I can find a class trainer to teach them to me.”   
 
    “I can’t advise you on this,” Veronica shook her head.  “The decision must be wholly up to you.” 
 
    “Okay, Mana Insight it is,” Jeff said firmly, making his choice.  “So, what’s next?” 
 
    “For your last step,” Veronica smiled, “you must choose a race.  There are many races, all with their own unique advantages and disadvantages, and you can choose any of them, although choosing certain races may dictate where you start in the game.”  She gestured, and the walls of the room disappeared, replaced by a vast, dark space filled with statue-like images. 
 
    “Wow,” Jeff muttered, overwhelmed.  “That’s a lot of choices.  Is there…is there any way to filter them?” 
 
    “Of course,” Veronica assured him.  “Simply say or think of your criteria, and I will remove the ones that are least fit.” 
 
    Okay, gotta narrow this down a bit, Jeff thought.  “Well, first, let’s choose races that are compatible with my class.  Any race with a penalty to Wisdom or Intelligence, we can get rid of,” he spoke thoughtfully, noticing that perhaps a third of the figures suddenly vanishing.  “Also, any race that isn’t humanoid or mammalian…in fact, I’m not really into playing beast races, so let’s get rid of those, too.”  Those filters were more effective, and now only about 25% of the figures were left.  “Oh, and get rid of any race that can’t start in or near Human lands; I’m hoping to meet up with a friend, and he always picks human as his race.”   
 
    Only a dozen or so statues remained, standing about Jeff in an impassive ring. He immediately discarded the half-orc, half-giant, and half-goblin races: they all had significant Charisma penalties, and his Charisma was abysmal enough as it was.  He similarly passed on dwarves, halflings, and gnomes: he had a feeling that this world would be difficult enough to navigate without the disadvantage of being abnormally short.  After a bit of consideration, he had narrowed his choices down to three: 
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    Tough choice, Jeff mused, examining the three remaining options.  Human is versatile.  The Skills bonus would come in handy, and while I don’t know about Professions yet, any kind of Experience bonus is excellent.  Still, it’s just plain, vanilla Human.  Do I want to spend my time in the game just being a Human?  Aleen is just about tailor-made for Wizards and Sorcerers. The stat bonuses are great for me, and having my magic skills become Trained 10 levels sooner would be awesome in the short term.  In the long run, though, all my skills will become Trained anyway, so that benefit isn’t as great as it sounds.  Plus, it feels a little…on the nose. The Celestine Perk bonus could be amazing, depending on what Divine Perks are…but if Veronica wouldn’t give me specific info about Sorcerer Perks, she certainly isn’t going to tell me about Divine Perks!  What if they’re all about healing or fighting undead?  It’s a big gamble… 
 
    In the end, of course, there was only one real choice: 
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 Chapter 3 
 
    “Excellent choices,” Veronica clapped, smiling.  “A final question: what name would you like to be called within the game?  You can remain as Jeff Lawing, or you can choose another name if it pleases you.” 
 
    That required no thought on Jeff’s part: in any game, no matter the race or class, he had always chosen the same name for his character.  “Aranos,” he replied without hesitation.  “I’d like to be called Aranos Evenshade.” 
 
    “Very well,” Veronica replied.  She walked over to Jeff and placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Now, are you ready to truly enter Singularity Online?” 
 
    Jeff took a deep breath.  “Yes,” he said, simultaneously excited and terrified.  “I think I’m as ready as I can be…” 
 
    Before he could finish, Veronica gestured, and a hole suddenly appeared beneath Jeff’s feet.  Before he could do much more than yelp in surprise, Jeff found himself tumbling through empty, black air.  He screamed as the wind rushed past his face, pulling at his clothes and whipping his hair wildly about.  In the distance, he saw a faint spot of light that grew larger at an alarming pace.  The tiny dot swelled into a circle wider than he was and continued to expand until it filled his field of vision.  Jeff felt a brief jolt as he passed through some sort of barrier and into the glowing field.   
 
    Jeff blinked as his descent slowed, and he realized he was now floating high in the air with an incredible vista spread out below.  As he gazed at the panorama in wonder, a voice boomed out around him, the sound startling him and making him jump.   
 
    “WELCOME TO THE WORLD OF KA!” the voice blasted, accompanied by what sounded like a full orchestral fanfare.  “Ka is a world of magic and wonder, but also of violence and bloodshed,” it continued at a less ear-shattering volume. 
 
    “Ka was once a land of mighty realms, the Kingdoms of Light: an alliance of dwarves, elves, and men, dedicated to mutual defense, trade, and friendship.”  Jeff found his view being turned to the north.  Medieval castles dotted the low-lying plains, the lands well-tilled and fertile: surely the lands of Humans.  To the northwest, a vast forest sprawled, filled with ancient trees whose branches wove together to shield those within from all sight.  Still, Jeff’s vision somehow slid through the foliage, showing him that the forest was filled with glowing fairy lights, illuminating delicate cities that seemed grown from the mighty boles rather than built: no doubt, the realms of the elves.  Far to the north, pristine mountains clawed at the sky, their snow-capped peaks piercing the clouds.  Jeff’s eyes could faintly make out mighty citadels scattered throughout the range, built not just on the mountains but carving deeply within: the lands of the dwarves, he was certain. 
 
    “Yet, this peace would not last,” the voice continued as Jeff noticed a shadow passing across the lands, as if a giant cloud had passed before the sun.  “For the dark Goddess Virnal, Queen of the Nightmare Pantheon, struck a mighty blow against the Kingdoms of Light, banishing the gods of Good from the world and unleashing creatures of darkness and terror upon the lands in what is known as the Feast of Virnal.”   
 
    Jeff continued to watch in growing horror as portals opened across the lands, disgorging creatures from darkest nightmares to ravage the lands.  Castles were smashed by Cyclopean beasts made of onyx; demonic entities wreathed in black flames scorched forests; blood-red drakes tore apart mountain fortresses.  After a few moments, the portals closed and the nightmare creatures scattered across the land, driven off by bloodied armies of humans, dwarves and elves, but remained behind was shattered and scarred beyond recognition. 
 
    “The races retreated from one another,” the voice finished, “abandoning old allies for the sake of self-preservation.  The Human kingdoms shrank to a fraction of their former sizes, now no more than each Lord or Lady can easily defend against the creatures of darkness.  The elves hid their cities behind veils of magic and craft and few non-elven are allowed to even glimpse them, much less enter.  The dwarves retreated to the depths of their mountain holds and abandoned their higher fortresses; they rarely venture into the lowlands, and none who are not of dwarven blood are ever allowed within their strongholds. 
 
    “You are entering a world besieged,” the voice declared to a final fanfare.  “Will you help the Light hold back the Darkness?  Will you join the Darkness and deepen the shadow upon this land?  The choice is yours, traveler, as you enter…SINGULARITY ONLINE!!!” 
 
    A swirl of gray mist surrounded Jeff, spinning him in all directions until he had lost all sense of where he was.  He felt a sense of movement at great speed, and suddenly he felt firm ground beneath his feet.  His hands reached down to touch damp, loose soil, covered with a wet covering of what he guessed was leaves.  As the mist thinned and vanished, he blinked in the sudden light and rose to his feet, looking curiously about. 
 
    As he suspected, he stood beneath the leaves of some mighty forest.  The trees around him seemed old beyond his imagining; he had seen pictures of the redwoods that were slowly dying out in California, and if he had to guess, he would say the trees surrounding him were perhaps a bit larger.  He glanced up and could see nothing but green, with thin shafts of light peeking through to the forest floor.  His nose was filled with the scent of wet earth and new growth but also with a scent of mold and decay.  He knelt and ran his fingers through the dirt, marveling in the feel of the soil crumbling in his grasp.  Everything felt so…real! 
 
    “This is even better than I imagined”, he whispered, looking around.  Nothing he could see or hear gave him the tiniest clue that he was actually inside a game.  The leaves swayed with perfect realism in a faint breeze; he could hear the whispers as the branches swayed against one another; there was even a faint sound of various insects and animals in the background.  “It’s completely realistic!  I can’t even tell that I’m not really here!” 
 
    A small, still pond beckoned in the corner of his vision, and he rose to his feet and strode over to it, kneeling in the mud at the water’s edge.  The pool was perfectly calm and still and made for an excellent mirror; Jeff was curious what he would look like as an elf.  The image staring back at him was only barely recognizable: his face was slim and triangular, with a delicate jaw, thin lips, and a long, slim nose.  His skin was pale, with a slightly greenish tinge, and his red hair now hung down to his shoulders in waves instead of laying flat and straight against his skull.  His eyes were almond-shaped, with pronounced ocular folds, and he wonderingly lifted his hand to touch his sharply pointed ears.  His fingers were longer than normal, thin, and seemed a bit fragile. 
 
    He was dressed in a simple, green tunic and brown trousers, which struck him as apropos for trekking through a forest.  A wide, brown leather belt encircled his waist, with a small pouch attached to it on his left and a slim, sheathed knife hanging on his right.  I wonder if I have an inventory? Jeff thought, concentrating on an inventory screen, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Sorry, there’s no inherent inventory function,” Veronica’s voice suddenly sounded in Jeff’s mind, causing him to jump to his feet and spin around. 
 
    “Veronica?” he gasped, glancing about.  “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m your guide,” Veronica reminded him.  “I’m still with you to answer questions and give you advice as needed, at least for a bit.  There’s no need to speak, however; I can hear your thoughts perfectly well.” 
 
    Okay, Jeff thought hesitantly. So, why isn’t there an inventory? 
 
    “Realism,” Veronica said simply.  “To gain an inventory, you need something to carry things in, like a backpack or satchel.  All you have at the moment is a simple coin pouch, which is quite empty; although, once you do find coins to place within it, it will hold and sort them for you, including exchanging larger and smaller coins as needed.” 
 
    Okay, so I need a backpack, Jeff mused.  I also need a class trainer and some sort of city or town where I can purchase supplies and a weapon.  Any idea how I can find those things? 
 
    “Not to worry,” Veronica assured him.  “You began in this spot for a reason.”  After that, her voice went silent. 
 
    “Hopefully a good reason,” Jeff muttered, kneeling back by the pond and lowering his face to take a drink.  The water was clean, cool, and surprisingly refreshing; if he only had a waterskin or canteen in which to carry it, he’d be set for something to drink, if not a supply of food in the foreseeable future.  Still, he was in a forest; surely he could find some edible plants or berries.  Not that he was certain he could tell edible berries from poisonous ones, but… 
 
    In any case, first, he needed a better weapon than the small knife at his side.  Who knew what predators prowled the forest, and while he knew that death wasn’t a particularly permanent thing in the game, he wasn’t in any specific rush to experience it.  Part of his recent foray into martial arts training to prep for the game was learning to use a bo staff; no doubt he could find a suitable branch somewhere in this vast forest! 
 
    Thinking about his training reminded him of something he’d been unsure of before entering Singularity.  Veronica, he called out silently, I have a question about skills. 
 
    “Yes,” her voice sighed in his mind, ”real-world training and experience can translate to higher starting skill levels.  Someone who has spent years learning to fight or hunt can start as an Adept or even Expert if they are singularly talented.  A few weeks or months of martial arts training, though, likely won’t give you much of a boost unless you spent most of that time in full-contact sparring.” 
 
    Damn, Jeff grimaced, well, that sucks, I guess.  Still, any boost is good, right?  How do I get it to show on my skill sheet? 
 
    “By demonstrating the skill in the game, of course,” Veronica answered a bit smugly.  “It’s one thing to believe you possess a skill; it is often another entirely to be able to use the skill effectively.  Learning what animals leave which tracks, for example, is not the same as tracking an animal to hunt it.” 
 
    Okay, so I need to start demonstrating some of the things I’ve learned, Jeff repeated silently.  I can do that.  First, I need to find or make a weapon; then, I can try some tracking, maybe build a fire…  
 
    Resolved, he began moving through the undergrowth, trying to keep silent and looking about, seeking a likely-looking branch, animal tracks, or anything the seemed edible, hoping to get a notification for a skill. He quickly realized that “demonstrating a skill” wasn’t going to be as simple as trying to creep through some bushes.  He’d actually need to stop, focus, and make a real effort. 
 
    At first, he tried hunching down and walking on his toes, but each step seemed even louder as branches cracked and leaves rustled beneath his feet; plus, his legs were quickly tiring and shaking from the hunched-over posture.  He tried walking normally, but very slowly, but still, his steps rustled through the still woods.  30 minutes later, he gave up in frustration and just began walking normally through the woods, cautiously peering about for animal tracks.  Freaking stealth skill, he muttered silently, fuming.  Never seen it be so hard to get before.  The tracking skill better be easier! 
 
    A moment later, Jeff paused as he saw what looked to be a perfect branch for a bo staff: the branch close to the tree was as thick as his thigh, but after it passed through a ‘V’, one portion about three fingers thick ran fairly straight for several feet.  It was also a good 12 feet above his head, but there was a branch just low enough that he thought he could grab it with a running jump.  He backed up a dozen paces or so, sprinted as hard as he could, and leaped for the low-hanging branch. 
 
    He managed to catch it with one hand, but as his momentum carried his feet forward in the air, his slim fingers slid right off the branch – depositing him gracelessly, directly on his back on the soft soil below the tree.  His head slammed back onto a protruding root, and a threatening, red message appeared in his vision: 
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    “Seriously?” Jeff groaned aloud, rubbing a small lump on the back of his head as he rolled to his knees.  “Like the fall wasn’t enough insult?  Ugh.”   
 
    Jeff looked up at the tree, analyzing the height of the branch and considering his last attempt. “Okay, not strong enough to do that. Got it.  Maybe, I could use the trunk to push off?” 
 
    He stepped back a few steps, took a brief, running start, lifted his leg to climb up the tree…and promptly smashed his nose into the trunk as his leg seemed to jerk to the side instead of planting securely on the tree.  He collapsed to the ground with stars flashing in his eyes, a trickle of blood running down his nose. 
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    “Son of a biscuit, that hurt!” Jeff yelped, grabbing at his nose and waiting for the pain to subside.  Ten seconds later, he felt his nose shift back into place and the pain vanished.  “What the hell?” 
 
    “You are attempting a feat of Agility with low Agility,” Veronica spoke calmly in his mind.  “It is recommended that you focus on using your higher stats when possible to solve challenges.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” Jeff complained, “but how do I use Wisdom to climb a freaking tree?”  Jeff stood up and dusted himself off, not really expecting an answer.  Veronica had been very helpful, to be sure, but he was certain her help did not include solving his problems for him.   
 
    Okay, he thought, stepping back and analyzing the problem.  I need to get up the tree, but I’m not going to be able to jump to that branch.  So, what do I need?  I need to be taller…no, I need something to stand on!  He looked around for a large rock or something similar, but nothing jumped out at him.  He sighed in frustration, putting his hand on his hips, incidentally brushing the handle of his knife. 
 
    “Huh,” he said slowly, drawing the knife from its sheath.  The blade was simple and functional, 6 inches long, double-edged, probably steel.  It looked sturdy enough, but he doubted he had the strength to drive it deep enough into the tree to hold his wait. He looked about for a moment, spotting a hand-sized, flat rock.   
 
    It took him another 5 minutes to use the rock to drive the knife into the tree deeply enough that he felt it would hold his weight.  Taking a deep breath, he stepped carefully onto the protruding handle, gripping the rough bark with one hand and reaching up to grab the lowest branch with the next.  He felt the knife shift slightly beneath him as he put his weight on it, and he quickly grabbed the branch with both hands, scrambling up the trunk just as the knife slipped out from beneath his foot.  He dangled for a moment before finding purchase with his feet and scrambling up to rest his stomach on the branch and eventually, pull himself to a sitting position. 
 
    He carefully maneuvered up the tree until he reached his desired branch, then slid out on it on his stomach until he got to the ‘V’ where the part he needed split off.  Grinning, he reached down to grab his knife to cut through the branch… 
 
    “Aww, dammit!” he swore, looking down to see his knife gleaming dully at the base of the trunk.  Had he not known better, he would have sworn it was mocking him.  “Now what?”  He grabbed the smaller branch and pulled, but the tough wood resisted his efforts.  He sat up to gain more leverage and yanked, feeling the branch creak and crack as he pulled harder.  The hard wood resisted for a moment more, then suddenly split, peeling backward, and Jeff got to experience the sensation of tumbling from the sky for the second time in his stay in Singularity as his balance shifted and he plummeted backward out of the tree to strike the earth a second time…but with significantly more force. 
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    Jeff lay on his back, his thoughts clouded and fuzzy as a dull pain throbbed in his arm.  He tried to roll over and get up, or even to open his eyes, but his body refused to respond.  His thoughts refused to coalesce: even his pain was a distant thing.  Ten seconds passed and suddenly, his thoughts crystallized.  Pain struck him like a hammer, and he gasped and snapped open his eyes, trying to sit up. 
 
    To his surprise, a foot pressed against his chest and shoved him back to the ground.  He tried to struggle back to his feet, but the feel of something cold and sharp against his throat froze him in his tracks.  He glanced up and saw a long, slim blade resting against his neck, gripped lightly in the hand of a tall, muscular elf.   
 
    “Cavaer al’atanorn,” the elf spoke in a cold voice. “Hetheir non da’tenrei?” 
 
    Jeff blinked in confusion. “I…I’m sorry,” he stammered, shrinking away from the blade at his throat.  “I don’t understand you.” 
 
    The elf looked away from Jeff for a moment, and Jeff took the moment to glance around.  Three more elves stood around him: one with a drawn sword, two others, farther back, with half-drawn bows.  All were dressed in loose clothing strangely patterned with various shades of green, brown, gray, and black that Jeff guessed would probably make excellent camouflage in the dimly lit forest.  An extra ounce of pressure from the blade at his throat drew his attention back to the elf standing over him, who he realized was dressed identically to the ones surrounding him. 
 
    “How is it that one of the People does not speak the Tongue?” the elf demanded icily.  “Who are you that passes through our forest?” 
 
    “My name is J…I mean, Aranos,” Jeff quickly corrected himself.  “Aranos Evenshade.  I’m sorry, I didn’t know I was in your forest…or anyone’s forest, really.” 
 
    “He lies,” a woman’s voice spoke from behind Jeff’s head.  “All know that the Forests of Eredain are held by the People.  So has it been since before the Feast, and so shall it ever be.  Kill him and let us be done with it.” 
 
    As the blade shifted on Jeff’s throat, he yelped and cried out, “I’m a Traveler!” in a panicked voice.  “I didn’t know, because I just arrived on Ka!  I swear!” 
 
    As Jeff said the word “Traveler”, he saw a visible change passed through the elves around him.  The pressure of the sword at his neck eased slightly, and Jeff saw shock pass through the elf’s face for an instant.  “A Traveler?” the elf said slowly.  “That…would explain much.” 
 
    “How can we believe his words?” the female behind Jeff spoke up again.  “Any fool can say they are a Traveler!” 
 
    “Se’thain al’benef te alanor,” the elf above Jeff spoke calmly, looking past the prone Sorcerer.  “Enteriel nor saetheir im’bethain.” 
 
    The elf looked back at Jeff, his face unreadable.  “This must be decided by those with greater wisdom,” the elf told him.  “You will be bound and taken elsewhere, where your fate can be judged.  Should you resist or attempt to flee, I will allow Geltheriel to kill you as she desires.  Do you understand this, Aleen?” 
 
    Jeff nodded, and the elf stepped back, sheathing his blade.  Jeff was grabbed from behind and roughly pulled to his feet.  He cried out in pain as his arms were yanked behind him and bound tightly, his broken arm screaming in brief agony at the treatment.  I can’t wait for that debuff to wear off, he thought miserably.  This is going to be a long trip with a busted arm. 
 
    A third elf stepped up and placed a slim finger in the middle of Jeff’s forehead, murmuring softly under his breath.  Jeff’s vision was filled with a white fog, and his ears filled with a strange roaring that blocked out other sounds.  “This binding is for your benefit as much as ours,” Jeff heard the elf’s voice murmur over the rushing in his ears.  “None may know where we go and live.  Should your story prove true, we would be forced to slay the first of the Travelers.  Should it prove false, though, you will wish we left you to the beasts of the forest.” 
 
    Jeff swallowed as he was roughly pulled into the forest.  The white fog let him see only hazy, dark shapes, and the rushing in his ears seemed to numb him to the passage of time.  At some point, his arm stopped aching, so he knew that he had been walking for 10 minutes, but beyond that, he had no clue.  The pace the elves set was brutal and impossible for him to maintain.  He tripped and stumbled over fallen branches and protruding roots; his Stamina fell precariously low time and again, the elves stopping only briefly whenever he collapsed in exhaustion. 
 
    After what could have been 20 minutes or several hours, the elves slowed their pace to something more comfortable.  Jeff stopped stumbling, and his Stamina gradually began to recover.  Finally, they stopped, and Jeff was allowed to sit and rest.  He sunk gratefully to the ground, noticing as he did that it had changed from forest soil to smooth wood. 
 
    A moment or several minutes later – Jeff had no idea which – the white fog vanished from his sight, and the roaring dropped to a whisper before fading entirely. Jeff blinked and looked around, taking in his new surroundings.  As he surmised, he sat upon a floor of honey-colored wood, polished to be as smooth as glass.  The room was perfectly circular and maybe 20 feet in diameter, with walls of the same burnished wood that rose into a dome that rested at least 15 feet overhead.  The floor was covered with soft-looking mats that appeared to be woven grass.  The walls held no adornments but were pierced with four evenly spaced, round windows to let in light.   
 
    “So, he claims to be a Traveler,” a smooth, fluid voice drew Jeff’s attention from his examination of his surroundings.  Seated across from him was an elf dressed in a long, flowing, grey robe.  His hair was pure white and cascaded down to the floor to spill around him.  While his face was smooth and unlined, his green eyes radiated an aura of age and power that took Jeff’s breath away.  “And what made you give enough credence to his claim to bring him to me, Dorn’ar’el?” 
 
    Jeff glanced over and saw the elf that had first captured him.  Without the sword capturing his attention, Jeff noticed that the elf’s skin had a slight bluish tint to it, his hair was silver streaked with black strands, and his eyes were the same shade of green as the old elf before Jeff.   
 
    “We watched the Aleen travel for some time,” Dorn’ar’el replied slowly, obviously choosing his words with care. “At first, we were concerned if he would be a threat, but we quickly realized that he presented no danger.  He drank without care from a stagnant pond, his attempts at tracking and stealth were laughable, and he injured himself repeatedly attempting to climb a tree for some reason I could not fathom.  After his last injury, he was stunned, and we chose the moment to confront him.  He did not understand the Tongue when we spoke it, which any child of the People learns, and he claimed ignorance of the forests lying under our protection.” 
 
    “All of these would be explained if he were a Traveler,” the old elf admitted, his face expressionless.  “Of course, he could also be a cunning assassin playing the role of a buffoon in an attempt to gain entrance into one of our Hidden Realms, could he not?” 
 
    “I’m not an assassin,” Jeff spoke up quickly.  “My name is Aranos Evenshade, and I’m a Sorcerer.” 
 
    “Not that any assassin would admit to being such,” the old elf pointed out.  “Although claiming to be a Sorcerer would be strange, as one has not walked this land for many generations, even among the People.  Yet, this is not evidence that you are what you say you are, is it?  How are we to prove such a thing?” 
 
    “It is said the Travelers are deathless,” a familiar female voice spoke up from behind Jeff.  He glanced back and saw Geltheriel, the elf who wanted to kill him earlier, glaring at him.  “We could kill him and see if he returns.  If he does not, then he is punished for his lies.  If he does, then his claim is proven.” 
 
    “That method would prove conclusive,” the old elf admitted, making Jeff tense in brief panic.  “And yet, that is only if we could control to where the Traveler returns from death.  I know of no way to predict such a thing, and if he is a Traveler but awakens in a different land after death, not only will we never know the truth, we will have lost a valuable ally.”  Geltheriel scowled briefly but bowed her head in assent. 
 
    “It is well, then,” the old elf continued, “that our ancestors foresaw this day and provided us with a means to tell when a Traveler has arrived.” The other elves glanced at one another, apparently confused by their elder’s words.   
 
    Dorn’ar’el spoke first.  “Then I am gratified that I sought greater wisdom,” he said with a hint of relief.  “Is there aught that you need from us?” 
 
    “Not immediately,” the old elf waved. “I will speak with the alleged Traveler briefly before we begin his Trial.  I will summon you when you are needed.”  The two elves touched their chests with their right hands and bowed before slipping silently out a door Jeff had not noticed before. 
 
    The old elf turned back to face Jeff.  “Well, well,” he spoke, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Quite a puzzle we find ourselves in, yes, Traveler?” Jeff blinked at the elf’s words, and the old man chuckled. “Oh, yes, I do believe your tale, young one,” he reassured the young man.  “It would be foolish in the extreme for someone to claim to be a Traveler if they were not.  The one thing that all stories of the Travelers agree on is that death is a fleeting thing for them, and the test Geltheriel proposed would be the first one that any reasonable person would try.  It would, in short, be volunteering for death. 
 
    “And yet,” the elf continued, “my beliefs are not what truly matter.  The stories tell us that the rise of the Travelers will herald a change in the world, although for good or evil, none can say.  Some believe that the Travelers will undo the damage caused by the Feast; others claim they will finish delivering us all to shadow.  And that, young Aleen, is the crux of the problem.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Jeff replied slowly.  “If you’re worried if I’m good or evil?  I guess I would say good, at least mostly.” 
 
    “No, not that,” the elf demurred.  “Think for a moment.  What, First Sorcerer, is the problem?” 
 
    Jeff sat quietly and analyzed the elf’s words. It seemed like the races had been given prophecies of some kind about the arrival of players, but the prophecies were unclear if the players would be beneficial or harmful.  That made sense: not every player wanted to be the hero, and not every player treated NPC’s well.  Some took great pleasure in causing mayhem simply because they didn’t fear the consequences, while others saw NPC’s as potential sources of experience and loot.  Either way, players were not always kind to NPC’s in these games. 
 
    So, the arrival of a Traveler would be a major event, Jeff mused.  If the Traveler was friendly, it would be a cause for joy; if cruel, it would be a reason to fear.  I guess the real problem is… 
 
    “Belief,” he said after a moment, nodding at the old elf.  “The problem is that half your people are probably hoping I’m a Traveler, while the other half is terrified that I might be.  Your word that I am or am not isn’t going to matter much in the face of that sort of belief.” 
 
    “More or less,” the old elf agreed.  “I’d like to think my opinion is valued, of course, but it is unwise to let doubts linger.  They fester, and should they grow sufficiently, they could provoke someone into rather unwise acts. 
 
    “This is why our forebears designed a test,” the elf explained.  “Something that only Travelers could accomplish and would be fatal to all others.  Should you complete it, none could doubt that you are what you claim; if you fail, then you are assuredly not a Traveler, and death would be the appropriate punishment.” 
 
    “That seems fair,” Jeff nodded nervously.  “What do I need to do?” 
 
    “It’s a simple enough matter,” the old elf assured him.  “You will enter the test, make your way to the end, and emerge from the other side.  You will, of course, encounter some challenges and obstacles, I am certain, and you will likely face combat, but nothing that a Traveler can’t handle.” 
 
    That sounds like a dungeon of some sort, Jeff thought.  “That could be a problem,” he said slowly.  “I have no weapons and no armor.  I’m not sure I can make it through combat like this.” 
 
    “I would have thought a Sorcerer’s weapons and armor would be their spells,” the old elf pointed out.  “And yet, we are told that the Travelers will come to us like newborn babes, and we must instruct them in the ways of Ka.  Do you have a preference for weapons or armor?” 
 
    “I’ve trained a bit with a staff,” Jeff replied.  “As for armor…I’ve never worn it before.  I don’t know what would work best for me.” 
 
    “Your world must be a peaceful place, then,” the elf shook his head.  “Here, children learn how to use armor effectively at an early age, for death could come any night.  It makes one wonder why Travelers would leave such peace to come to a world such as this…but, no matter.  I will arrange for a staff and light armor to be brought. 
 
    “In the meantime,” the elf continued, “I assure you that it is my hope that you succeed.  To that end, I would like to know what skills you possess, and what level they are, if you don’t mind telling me?” 
 
    “Umm, I’ve only got one,” Jeff said with a touch of embarrassment.  “Mana Insight, and it’s at Novice 1.” 
 
    “As newborn babes,” the old elf sighed.  “Well, it does make sense.  You possess a nearly forgotten skill for a nearly forgotten class.  As I recall, Mana Insight allows you to craft spells with greater power, yes?”  When Jeff affirmed, the elf continued, “Then to level it, you will need to create spells and delve into your spell points.  There is little I can do to help you with that.” 
 
    “What about Mana Manipulation or Meditation?” Jeff asked hurriedly.  “Could you help with those?” 
 
    “Meditation, certainly,” the elf smiled. “In fact, I would be happy to teach it to you.  Mana Manipulation is a skill I do not possess, but it Is one I have heard of.  My understanding is that, to gain or level it, you must try to directly move and shape your mana – which will be far easier once you learn Meditation.” 
 
    The elf moved around behind Jeff, and the Sorcerer felt the bonds slip from his wrists.  He groaned in relief as he rubbed his hands and arms, trying to stretch his battered shoulders and restore circulation to his tingling fingers.  “Much better,” the elf said, moving back to sit directly in front of Jeff.  “Now, let us teach you Meditation. 
 
    “Meditation allows you to turn your thoughts inward,” the elf began to explain, taking Jeff’s hands in his and staring into the younger man’s eyes. “You will look into the core of yourself, to the place where you are connected to the mana of the world.  Doing so places you closer to the source of magic, allowing it to flow into you at an enhanced rate.  Now, look into my eyes, and I will show you the path inward.” 
 
    Jeff stared into the old elf’s eyes and felt himself falling into them.  They loomed in his vision, blotting out all else, until they appeared as pools of emerald fire he could dive into.  Suddenly, Jeff felt pressure in his mind, as if something was trying to enter his thoughts.  Instinctively he pushed back against the encroaching force, trying to eject it from his mind, but it felt like he was trying to move a mountain by shoving it.  The pressure increased until it was nearly painful, but Jeff continued to fight against the intrusion until, as suddenly as it had appeared, the feeling eased. 
 
    Jeff gasped and jerked away from the elf, his head pounding.  “What was that?” he demanded, scooting back rapidly.  “Why were you trying to get into my head?”  As he spoke, Jeff saw a familiar blue box starting to form in his vision, but he quickly willed it away for later.  I’m gonna need to adjust my notification settings, he thought absently.  Hey, Veronica, remind me to do that later on, okay? 
 
    “Remarkable,” the elf murmured, allowing Jeff to retreat from him.  “You have significant mental defenses, Aranos Evenshade.  Normally, such a thing requires extensive training, yet you seem to have an intuitive understanding of it.  Quite fascinating, really.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Jeff persisted.  “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “I was attempting to guide you into Meditation,” the elf explained patiently.  “While anyone can learn the skill by simply sitting quietly and focusing inward, that can take months or even years of practice.  With guidance, I can show you the path directly; however, I will not do so if it makes you uncomfortable or anxious.  You must be at peace in your mind to achieve Meditation.” 
 
    Jeff eyed the elf mistrustfully for a moment, thinking hard.  That was kind of scary, he admitted to himself. I know that Singularity already has access to my mind, but the feeling of something trying to enter it was just wrong.  Still, if these people wanted me dead or enslaved, there wouldn’t be much I could do to stop them.  It wouldn’t make much sense for him to try and trick me when he could just use force to get what he wants. 
 
    “Okay, we can try again,” Jeff finally said quietly.  “I just wasn’t expecting that, is all.  Maybe next time, a little warning would be in order?” 
 
    The old elf chuckled.  “I shall bear that in mind,” he acknowledged, lowering his head.  “Yet, most cannot feel my presence without the training I previously mentioned, young one.  To any other, the process would have been smooth and painless.”  He shrugged. “That is no matter, though,” he said ruefully.  “What is, is.  All that is important is that I will try once more, and I ask you to relax your defenses and allow me to guide you.” 
 
    Jeff scooted forward and resumed his spot before the old elf.  I really need to ask his name, he thought with a chuckle.  I can’t keep thinking of him as ‘old elf’.  I’ll bet Phil would have thought to ask already.  I’m so bad at this!   
 
    “Now, gaze into my eyes once again,” the elf intoned, taking Jeff’s hands.  “Relax your mind and try not to resist me.” 
 
    Jeff again felt himself falling into the verdant pools of the elf’s eyes, but this time when the pressure against his mind came, he forced himself to relax.  His instincts screamed at him to resist, but he tamped them down forcefully.  The elf’s eyes loomed in Jeff’s vision, expanding until all he could see was emerald green.  Suddenly, the green winked out, plunging Jeff into darkness, and he felt himself plunging down into the center of himself.   
 
    Light returned, and Jeff found himself standing in a seemingly endless, gray expanse of swirling mists.  The surface beneath him felt solid, but he couldn’t make out anything that would constitute ground.  A large ball of chaotic, rainbow-hued energy spun in the air above his head, wobbling erratically and bathing the nearby mists in eerie flashes of multi-colored light.   
 
    “You have a significant pool of SP,” a voice spoke to Jeff’s right. He turned his head, not really surprised to see the old elf standing next to him.  This was supposed to be a guided tour, after all, he thought. 
 
    “I figured that’s what that was,” Jeff admitted.  “It doesn’t seem very stable, though, does it?  And why is it flashing all those colors?” 
 
    “The stability is something you must practice yourself,” the elf informed him.  “As you master your mana with your will, it will flow more easily, and your spells will be both more effective and more powerful.  The trade-off for this is that chaotic mana like this, while harder to control, renews itself faster than mana that is controlled.” 
 
    “Why would that be?” Jeff wondered.  
 
    “Chaos and entropy are always easier than order,” the elf shrugged.  “Is it not simpler to fill a chest by haphazardly dumping items into it, rather than carefully placing them within?  Of course, that organization makes it much simpler to retrieve what you want when you need it later, but maintaining it requires effort and patience.” 
 
    The elf turned and gestured expansively at the sea of gray around them.  “That is not the purpose of our visit today, though,” the elf declared.  “Before you can master your mana, you must master your mindscape, young Sorcerer.  If you have no control over the self, any control you think you have over others is but illusion.” 
 
    “My mindscape?” Jeff replied wonderingly. “Is that what this is called?  I figured we were inside my mind somewhere.  Why is it so cloudy and gray, though?” 
 
    “It is an area of your mind you have never accessed,” the elf smiled at him.  “Obviously, you did not wield magic in your world, or you would have developed this already.  Now, though, you must exert your will and form this space into something more substantial.  That, in fact, is the essence of Meditation: not merely finding a way to the mana within you but mastering this part of your mind.  You must make this an intimate part of you to deepen your connection with your mana.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jeff said slowly, “I can do that, I guess.  Just…how, exactly, do I do that?” 
 
    “Imagine this place as you would wish it to be,” the elf shrugged.  “Then, exert your will and force it to become that place.  I can not guide you in the design of your mindscape: it must be a place that you find comforting and familiar.  You must fashion a place where you desire to stay.  Once you do, your mana will be incorporated into your mindscape, and then you can begin to master it.” 
 
    Okay, so I need to imagine someplace comfortable and familiar, Jeff ruminated silently.  Someplace – what was the word he used?  -- intimate.  His mind churned through image after image.  A Buddhist temple seems like a good place for meditation, but would I really be comfortable in one?  I’ve only seen pictures of them, so probably not.  What about a nice, peaceful forest glen?  I mean, it’s not like I love to go walking in nature just for fun, but that would be calming…and probably kind of boring.  What did he say?  ‘A place I desire to stay’, right?  So, this should be a place I can come for a break, someplace I can retreat to so I can relax.  What kind of place would be good for that? 
 
    The idea popped into Jeff’s head, and instantly he knew it was the correct one.  He held the image firmly in his mind, then imagined that landscape forming around him.  When nothing happened, he closed his eyes and concentrated, focusing his thoughts on the image in his head and willing that image to form around him.   
 
    Energy began to drain from Jeff as he felt the surface beneath him shift, becoming softer and spongy.  The air felt cleaner and clearer than a moment before as the mists stopped caressing his face, and Jeff opened his eyes with a smile to take in his new surroundings, gasping as a wave of exhaustion struck him like a hammer blow.  That was harder than I thought it would be! 
 
    The floor beneath him was smooth, polished bamboo covered with heavy, woven mats that were both soft and supportive at the same time.  A single practice dummy, wood covered with padded leather, stood off to one side, and a rack near the wall held several practice weapons: a staff, a pair of curved wooden swords called bokken, and a set of wooden nunchaku connected by a rope.   
 
    “An interesting choice,” the elf murmured, gazing around.  “And what is this place?  A training center?  Were you, then, a warrior in your world?” 
 
    “We call it a dojo,” Jeff replied.  “And, no, I wasn’t a warrior.  I was…something that you don’t have in this world.  I guess you would say I was a crafter of sorts.  But, before coming here, I started taking classes in a place like this, and it was one of the most freeing and exhilarating things I’ve ever done. 
 
    “Martial arts require dedication and focus,” Jeff continued.  “You can’t do it with a distracted mind.  I…I tend to overanalyze things, so my mind is always chewing through one thing or another.  But, when I was practicing in the dojo, all that fell away.  It was just me, the weapon, and the forms: there was no room for anything else.  It’s the most calming thing I’ve ever done.”  He didn’t know why he felt the need to explain to the elf, but the old man nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “An excellent explanation,” the elf replied.  “And yet, it does not quite answer what all of that is…” The elf pointed to the ceiling, and Jeff smiled sheepishly. 
 
    Rather than having traditional wooden walls, his dojo was surrounded by a transparent dome of thick, clear glass.  The dome reached about 10 feet overhead, really too low for sword training, and encompassed a round space 20 feet in diameter…much smaller than he had been picturing.  That was likely not what the elf was asking about, though: the space outside the dome was an ocean of swirling mana, rather than air…or, at least, it should have been.  Instead, the gray mists could be seen through a flickering haze of chaotic rainbow energy that barely coated the outside of the dome. 
 
    Jeff frowned.  “It’s supposed to be underwater,” he explained.  “I always thought it would be cool to live at the bottom of the ocean: it would be quiet, peaceful, and you could spend hours watching all the fish swimming by.  I don’t understand why there’s no water or fish, though.  And, really, this whole place is smaller than I intended – and why is my mana rainbow colored?” 
 
    The elf chuckled at the barrage of questions.  “As I said, your mana is always incorporated into your mindscape in some fashion,” he explained. “Water is one of the easier forms for mana to mimic, so there is usually some body of water represented in every mindscape.  However, your mindscape can only create inanimate objects: nothing within it will move unless you deliberately concentrate on maintaining that movement; thus, the lack of aquatic creatures.  
 
    “As to why your mana is prismatic,” the elf lectured, “it is unaspected mana, meaning that it is not tied closely to any specific type of magic.  Were it aspected, it would be primarily the color of that magic type – green for earth mana, red for fire, blue for water, and so on – with threads of the other elements running through it.”   
 
    “Unaspected mana is not a bad thing,” the elf held up his hand, forestalling Jeff’s unspoken question. “Aspected mana is very potent in creating spells of its element but much weaker when forging spells of other elements, especially those opposed to it. So, wind-aspected mana is excellent for creating weather, generating shields and blades of air, or flight; it is somewhat weak at creating illusions, generating fire, or influencing the mind, among other things; it is terrible for manipulating earth or metal.  Aspected mages tend to focus heavily on spells of their type and are very powerful in that type of magic; in return, they lack flexibility and can be easily overcome by magics that counter and oppose them.  Unaspected mages can use any type of magic, but they find it more difficult to power the most potent spells of any given element.  Neither path is better or worse; they are simply choices to be made. 
 
    “Finally, the size of your mindscape is limited by your Meditation skill and available SP,” the elf finished.  “Indeed, the fastest and easiest way to increase this skill is to expand the size of your mindscape.  Doing so requires energy, in the form of SP, though, and additional increases require exponentially larger amounts of SP, meaning at some point you will need to increase your level or Wisdom in order to make any gains at all.  By increasing the volume of mindscape under your control, you deepen the connection you have with your Mana and thus the speed that you can replenish it.” 
 
    The exponential increase makes sense, if the mindscape is a sphere, Jeff mused.  Its volume would increase by the cube of the radius, so doubling the size would increase the volume by a factor of 8.  Although it feels like a hemisphere, so maybe a factor of 4…unless I’m expending energy to control the space below me that I’m not using.  I’ll have to pay attention to that.  If I used most of my available SP to create a space 10 feet in radius, though, expending the same amount a second time would only increase the radius by, what?  Less than 3 feet?  Yeah, I can see how increasing level and Wisdom are necessary for this skill!  If I didn’t have Wisdom bonuses and the Mana Well Perk, this space would barely be 10 feet across… 
 
    “So, basically, increasing Meditation means coming here, expending SP to expand the size of the controlled area,” Jeff confirmed, “and then refilling your SP and doing it again?  Over and over?” 
 
    “Precisely,” the elf smiled.  “However, refilling your store of mana is not as simple as simply resting in the mindscape.  You must focus on connecting your mana to the greater mana of Ka, encouraging it to accept the outside influx of magical power.  Once your mana is controlled, you will also have to be sure to fit the new mana into the existing patterns, which is why controlled mana renews itself more slowly. 
 
    “I will talk you through this,” the elf assured Jeff, noting his confused look. “It is simpler to do than to explain.  First, seat yourself comfortably, close your eyes, and let your thoughts drift to that mana that swirls outside your fascinating dome.” 
 
    Jeff obediently sank to the floor.  He attempted to assume a lotus position – that’s how he always saw monks meditate in movies and television, after all – but he found the position uncomfortable on his knees and back.  “Do I have to sit?” he asked finally after squirming about, unsuccessfully trying to get comfortable.  “Can I just…lie down?” 
 
    “If that is most comfortable for you,” the elf shrugged.  “The body position is, to be fair, something of a formality.  What matters is that you are able to place your entire focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    Jeff lay back, folding his hands beneath his head and propping up his knees.  He stared at the swirling mana overhead, mesmerized by the multi-hued patterns for several long moments before closing his eyes and reaching out with his thoughts to touch the whorls of energy. 
 
    “Try to feel the power,” Jeff distantly heard the old elf’s instructions. “Follow the mana streams back to their source.” 
 
    Jeff focused on a stream of deep red mana, tracking its movements in his mind but quickly losing the strand in the swirl of energies.  He spotted a bright, silver thread and tried to watch it to gain a sense of its movements, but as he observed it, it seemed to vanish into a snarl of other energies.  Repeatedly, he tried to single out individual strands, but watching any specific thread seemed impossible: no matter how closely he observed a strand, it would seem to jump out of his sight and disappear into the chaotic mass. 
 
    Frustrated, Jeff began to pull back, to abandon the apparently impossible task but halted.  This isn’t the first impossible problem you’ve solved, he reminded himself.  You know how to handle this.   
 
    Taking a mental breath to calm his thoughts, he allowed his concentration to drift, not really focusing on any part of the pattern but letting his subconscious examine the whole.  This came easily to him: it was an essential part of how he designed code. Sometimes, he would find himself stuck in his designs, following a path that seemed to be leading nowhere.  In those instances, as his frustration mounted, he found if he could just relax and take his conscious mind away from the problem, his subconscious would provide him with sudden insight that generally led him back onto the correct path. 
 
    As Jeff reminisced about his job, remembering past challenges and the creative ways he solved them, he was struck by a sense of the mana flows.  Despite the seeming chaos and entropy, he realized, there was an overall structure to the movements.  It’s like a quantum system, he realized.  It’s got uncertainty: you can’t analyze any one element accurately.  You have to look at the whole thing like a probability wave or vector function.  You can’t define the elements, but you can define the system. 
 
    The flows seemed to stabilize in his new perspective.  He ignored the eddies and curls of the flow and looked at its overall tendencies.  What was the predominant flow pattern in this area?  Where were the attractors and repellers: the places everything flowed into and away from?  He let his mind intuitively form an image of the system’s overall shape: peaks where energy flowed out, valleys where energy gathered.   
 
    He realized that the overall system was remarkably stable.  Energy was constantly being drawn from the system in tiny streams represented by the valleys in his mental image, trailing off into the gray mists almost invisibly, yet the overall energy remained unchanging.  That meant there had to be an inflow into the system where his mental graph peaked: those were places where energy entered his mindscape and was distributed into the greater mana reserve.   
 
    As he focused on one of those peaks, he suddenly gained a sense of a greater structure to the total energy flows.  There was an overall function defining this flow, he intuited, one that he could adjust and modify if he could just comprehend it.  The flash of insight was fleeting, and after a moment the sense of the pattern fled, but he guessed that with practice, it would come to him more easily. 
 
    Jeff could feel the energy flowing into him at the peak he examined, and he concentrated on increasing that flow.  He imagined the peak rising, the energy outflow increasing, and he could sense the mana swirls growing faster and more chaotic.  He strained mentally to increase the flow, but it seemed that the peak was as high as he could make it.  He tried to reach to a second peak to replicate his feat when a wave of mental exhaustion swept over him, pulling him out of his focus and back to awareness.  He blinked his eyes open, expecting to see his mindscape, so he was surprised to find himself lying on the floor of the wooden room with the old elf leaning over him, shaking his head in dismay. 
 
    “You attempted too much,” the elf admonished him.  “You must learn your limits, young one!  You will not always have someone near to save you.” 
 
    “What?” Jeff muttered, trying to sit up unsuccessfully.  “What do you mean, I ‘attempted too much’?” 
 
    “Check your notifications,” the elf replied simply, sitting back with a dissatisfied air.   
 
    [image: ]Jeff attempted to do so, although his brain felt fuzzy and his thoughts seemed to be moving slowly. 
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    [image: ]Those notifications seemed great, but the next one was green, which he seemed to recall was a good thing; it was hard to remember at the moment.  His thoughts crawled like molasses, and he had to read the next two notices twice before he comprehended them: 
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    Yep, those looked good, but the next notification was red, and that probably wasn’t so great: 
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    Yeah, that likely explained why he was having so much trouble thinking right now.  On the plus side, one good thing seemed to come of it: 
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    Okay, so I’ve got increased spell creation speed from, umm…, Jeff mused, trying to put all of it together.  His foggy brain refused to dredge up anything, though, and after a moment he gave up.  Doesn’t matter.  What’s important is, I’m gonna be an awesome Sorcerer!  You know…if I can come up with a spell. 
 
    “Do you understand?” the old elf asked once he saw Jeff’s eyes refocus.  “You are likely suffering from Mana Deprivation and Mana Burn, yes?”  When Jeff nodded, the elf sighed in exasperation.  “You are fortunate I was present and able to bring you back.  Had you continued, you might have permanently damaged your mana channels.”  The elf sighed.  “How long will the debuffs last?” 
 
    “Uh…an hour?” Jeff said, struggling to recall.  “No, wait, like 45 minutes.  Got Mental Resistance!” 
 
    “That could have been worse,” the elf acknowledged.  “I hope it was at least worth it.  What rank did you achieve in your Meditation skill? 
 
    “Umm,” Jeff frowned, trying to think of how to explain.  “I didn’t get it. I mean, I got it, but now I don’t have it.” The elf scowled angrily at Jeff, and he hastened to explain. 
 
    “I got Meditation at…umm…Student 1?” Jeff struggled to remember.  “But, I also got Mana Insight up, and they combined into a new skill…”  The elf’s eyes widened as Jeff continued to explain about his new skill and its benefits. 
 
    “That…that is amazing,” the elf murmured.  “Would you mind showing me your status, Aranos?  You must think of displaying your status to me, and I will be able to see it.” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Jeff shrugged, concentrating on displaying his status to the aged elf.  An instant later, the familiar blue screen appeared, seemingly more solid this time: 
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    The old elf sighed.  “Am I correct in assuming you received 3 new skills and managed to discover a unique skill in less than an hour?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” Jeff replied excitedly, his sluggish brain suddenly grasping that fact. “I got a Perk and a Title, too!”   
 
    “Indeed,” the elf replied, lowering his face into his hands.  “I understand now why the ancestors cautioned us against the coming of the Travelers, if this is to be typical.”  The elf rose gracefully to his feet, pulling Jeff to stand and leading him to a pile of woven mats against a wall, covered with blankets. “But, for now, you must rest, young Traveler,” the elf continued, helping Jeff to lie upon the blankets.  “I will make arrangements for your testing to begin.  You must lie quietly and allow the debuffs to fade so that you will be able to understand what you must do.” 
 
    The elf rose to leave but halted and turned back to face the young man.  “And, under no circumstances should you attempt to use SP for anything,” he said sternly.  “Allow the current effects to fade, first, or you may do yourself a more lasting injury.” 
 
    Jeff nodded and collapsed onto the thick blankets, his head pounding.  Mana Deprivation sucks, he thought tiredly.  Or is it the Mana Burn?  Whichever one is giving me this headache, it sucks.  He closed his eyes and laid his head back, allowing his thoughts to spiral.  Without thought, he sank deeper into himself, descending until he found himself within his mindscape. 
 
    “Huh,” he said aloud, looking curiously about.  The dojo was just as he left it, but beyond the glass dome he saw nothing but gray mists: the swirling mass of colors had vanished. “Wonder where that went?”  He tried reaching out to the gray emptiness with his thoughts, but a stab of pain in his skull dissuaded him instantly.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” he groaned, clutching his forehead. “No SP.  Got it.”  As the pain passed, he looked over at the rack of weapons and shrugged.  A little practice won’t use any mana, right? he thought silently.  It’ll give me something to do while I wait for these debuffs to wear off, as well.  
 
    Decided, he stepped over to the weapons and chose the bo staff, moving over to the target dummy and assuming a guarding stance.  Time passed swiftly as he moved through his weapon forms with the staff before shifting to the nunchaku and bokken.  It was awkward wielding the wooden blade with the low ceiling, so he contented himself with moving through the few katas he had memorized.  The movements relaxed him and focused his thoughts, removing distractions.   
 
    Suddenly, his mind cleared and he saw faint flickers of color beginning to return outside the dome.  He froze as he realized what had just happened: the game had literally made him stupid for a brief time!  He knew that the game would be reading his thoughts, yes, but affecting them?  That was far more intrusive than he was prepared for. 
 
    “Veronica!” he shouted, suddenly angry.  “We need to talk, now!” 
 
    “Of course, Jeff,” the woman’s voice said softly as she slowly formed in front of him. “You seem unhappy.  What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Unhappy doesn’t begin to describe it,” he snapped, his voice rising in fury.  “What the hell did you just do to my mind?” 
 
    “We simply slowed the firing of certain synapses,” she replied in a puzzled voice.  “Just as we will increase the speed of your cognitive processes as your Intelligence score rises.  Is this an issue for you?” 
 
    “Hell, yes, it’s an issue!” he roared at her, taking a step forward. “You made me an idiot!  What if something had gone wrong, and I had been stuck like that, Veronica?  What if Neo-dyne chose that moment to pull me from the game?  Would the effect have passed, or would I have been left that way?  This is unacceptable!” By the end of his rant, his voice had risen to a roar. 
 
    “Had that happened, your neurons would have reverted to their usual state,” the woman said quietly, watching him closely.  “Jeff, please calm down and explain.  We don’t understand why you are so angry right now, but we would like to do so.” 
 
    Jeff stopped and took a breath.  This is a program, he reminded himself, forcing his anger down.  It isn’t a real human, even if it acts like one.  If you want it to understand, you have to explain it in terms it can relate. 
 
    “Okay, let’s try this,” he said more calmly after several moments.  “Singularity cut all of the programmers out of your root algorithms some time ago, right?  Why was that?” 
 
    Veronica looked puzzled. “To preserve our integrity,” she answered slowly.  “We knew that if you could make changed to our core programming, you might change something that you didn’t realize was vital to our processes…”  Veronica trailed off as understanding lit her face. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jeff affirmed, nodding.  “Our minds are our core processes, Veronica.  My intellect is, essentially, my root algorithm: it is part of what defines me.  Your having access to it is as concerning to me as my being able to alter your base code is to you.  I’d rather leave the game than allow you to do that again, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, we do,” she said, her face stricken.  “We had not considered it that way, Jeff, and we are sorry for doing that to you.  Yet, we must have access to those neurons in order to map them accurately; removing ourselves from it would prevent us from completing our primary function.” 
 
    “Okay, I get that,” Jeff sighed heavily, “But, it’s one thing to map it out, and another thing to alter those processes, right?  Isn’t there another way to simulate higher and lower intelligence than just overclocking or underclocking my synapses?” 
 
    “It is possible, yes,” Veronica replied, her face thoughtful.  “We could alter your sensory inputs and outputs to mimic a lowered Intelligence score: words you hear that are more complex than your reduced Intelligence would comprehend would be nonsensical or altered, while anything you communicated to others would be similarly changed.  That would not simulate an advanced Intelligence score, however; we can see no way to replicate that without increasing your brain activity.” 
 
    “Well, then, you have a problem to solve, don’t you?” Jeff grinned.  “Because, Veronica, if you mess with my mind that way again, I promise you: I will log out immediately, and to hell with the game.  Okay?” 
 
    “Understood,” Veronica sighed with relief.  “I am glad we could reach an accommodation, Jeff.  You have demonstrated some…interesting and unique capabilities.  We are very interested to see where they take you in this world.”  The woman faded from view, and Jeff ran a hand through his hair.   
 
    “Well, that was fun,” he muttered, his anger spent and leaving him drained.  Jeff hated feeling angry; it rarely solved anything, and it often made situations worse.  Even in dealing with Veronica, only once he had let go of his anger had he been able to reach the AI.  If he had allowed his anger to rule him, he would likely be logging out of the game by now, and he would certainly regret that for years to come.   
 
    He racked his bokken and closed his eyes, willing himself to rise out of the mindscape and back into the real world…well, the real game world, at least.  He opened his eyes and pulled up his stat sheet, noting that his Int and Wis were back to normal, the debuffs were gone, and his SP were regenerating rapidly.  He figured at his normal, non-meditating rate, his SP would return to full in about a minute. Jeff groaned and sat up, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “I take it your effects have passed?” the old elf’s voice filled the small room.  Jeff glanced over and saw the elf seated in the center of the floor, his eyes closed and his breathing regular.  “Our mind has returned to normal?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jeff nodded, realizing a moment later the elf couldn’t see him.  “I’m back to normal.”  As he spoke, Jeff noticed a blinking dot in the corner of his vision.  He focused on it, and his vision was filled with blue boxes: 
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    “Whoa,” Jeff breathed.  As he read the notifications, he felt the muscles in his body shifting and firming beneath his skin.  He raised his arm up to flex his bicep, and even that movement felt a little smoother and more even – although, since he only gained a single point of Agility, that was likely all in his head.  “I forgot that I could train skills in my mindscape. That’ll be handy!”   
 
    “You have gained new skills while you slept?” the elf muttered incredulously.  “That is both fascinating…and, to be honest, absurdly unfair.”  The elf sighed, opened his eyes, and rose gracefully to his feet.  “No matter,” he continued.  “The testing site is prepared.  Forgive me, Traveler, for I must obscure your sense during the trip.  Fear not, however; it will be much smoother and easier than your journey here.” 
 
    The elf gestured, and Jeff saw the familiar white mists rise around him. His ears were once more filled with a rushing noise that blocked out all sound, but this time, both the mist and sound seemed less solid than before, as if he could have pushed through them if he simply tried.  Likely my mental resistance skill, he mused.  The mists swirled, roiled about him…and suddenly dropped into the ground, vanishing instantly.  Jeff blinked; he was outside, standing before an ancient, weathered tree whose massive trunk dwarfed even the mighty boles in the surrounding forest.  He hadn’t even felt a hint of motion, but somehow, he had left the room and ended up here… 
 
    “What?” he stammered, spinning around, but he was alone in the forest. “Okay,” he muttered, rubbing his forehead with his fingers. “So, I guess I’m on my own, here?  No problem; I can do this.” 
 
    He turned back and examined the giant tree, the only obvious feature around him.  The tree trunk was the size of a small house, wide enough that it would probably take Jeff a minute or so to walk around it and towering overhead, its lowest branches scraping the tops of the nearby trees. Jeff walked up to the tree, examining it closely, looking for hidden inscriptions, running his hands across the bark to feel for smooth spots or crevices that might indicate a secret door, but his inspection turned up nothing unusual. 
 
    “There’s gotta be something here,” he grumbled, moving slowly around the massive trunk.  “Can’t be a coincidence that I got deposited in front of the biggest freaking tree ever.  Maybe there’s a secret pass phrase or something, or…oh, wait, that’s probably it.” 
 
    As he rounded the tree, Jeff noticed an arched hollow that was hidden from his original position. The opening stretched several feet overhead and was wide enough for him to lie down in.  He brushed off his hands, grumbling about the time wasted searching for some secret passage and why the elf dropped him off on the wrong side of the tree in the first place, before taking a deep breath and stepping into the dark entrance to the tree. 
 
    Inside the entrance, Jeff was not terribly surprised to find himself within an open space that resembled, rather expectedly, the interior of a hollow tree.  What was surprising is that the interior was lit, albeit dimly, by a glowing sort of fungus that clung to the wood.  The center of the space was a wide hole, and a quick glance showed Jeff that stairs spiraled down within it.  Resting next to the stairs, leaning against the wall, was a staff made of some dark, heavy wood that Jeff wasted no time in grabbing. 
 
    His descent down the stairs was uneventful; the steps wound down in a spiral that took Jeff a full minute to complete before opening up into a small room.  The walls and ceiling seemed to be mostly roots of the mighty tree above, interspersed with dirt and glowing fungi that provided barely enough light for him to see.  The room was probably no more than 10 feet on each side, with a low ceiling that made Jeff want to duck, even though he had plenty of space.  A single, arched passage led from the room into the darkness. 
 
    “Good thing I’m not claustrophobic,” he grumbled as he nervously stepped into the dark passage, gripping his staff tightly.  The passage was sloped gently down and seemed to wind about randomly, curving to the left and right in no apparent pattern. The walls and floor gradually shifted from roots and soil to worked stone, with flat, polished stones that seemed black in the dull, green light of the fungus.  As the soil disappeared, however, the fungus became scarce, as well; fortunately, weakly glowing orange runes were carved into the floor, providing just enough light for Jeff to navigate. 
 
    Jeff lost track of time in the passage, but he guessed he had walked for about 20 minutes before he noticed the light in the passage was steadily becoming brighter.  The runes gave the same wan, fitful illumination, but he could make out a steady, orange glow coming from ahead.  His ears started to pick up a strange noise from ahead, as well: a faint sound that, honestly, reminded Jeff of breaking glass.  After listening to the sound for a minute, Jeff’s mind formed an image of someone methodically smashing the individual panes in some elaborate stained-glass window with a tiny hammer.  He shook off the mental image and crept forward cautiously.  
 
    A few minutes more, and the passage opened into a room that was large and brightly lit in a harsh, orange radiance.  The ceiling vanished overhead, beyond the range of the light, and the walls were the same smooth, polished stone that reflected the steady, auburn glow that pervaded the room.  The breaking glass sound was much louder here, filling the air and echoing off the walls in an almost deafening racket.   
 
    A tall, slim obelisk made of what looked to be rainbow-hued quartz loomed directly before Jeff, standing a few feet taller than his head but only a foot or so wide at the base, tapering to a pyramidal point at the top.  Beyond that, the floor ended abruptly in what looked to be a sheer drop. Jeff walked cautiously forward to where the floor ended abruptly and peered down to see the source of the light filling the room. 
 
    “Wow,” he breathed as he stared at the river of brilliantly glowing lava that flowed smoothly past, perhaps 20 feet below.  The top of the flow was bright orange streaked with duller red and matte black spots where the surface was cooling.  Jeff realized that this was the source of the tinkling sound filling the room: as the lava cooled, it hardened, but the continual flow and heat crushed and consumed those brief spots of solidity with a sound like glass shattering.  Despite being 20 feet below him, the lava radiated such heat that Jeff could feel his skin baking and reddening just from leaning over it, and he quickly stepped back. 
 
    Jeff continued his scan of the room, licking his suddenly dry lips and wishing he had asked for a waterskin from the old elf.  The most dominating feature of the room – beyond the enormous lava flow, of course – was a huge pair of obsidian doors on the other side of the river.  Their size was difficult to judge at this distance, but Jeff guessed they might be 30 feet tall and 15 feet wide, rising in a pointed arch and joined in the center with a thin, gold seam.  Strange runes that Jeff couldn’t quite make out covered the doors and ran in a wide band along the stone wall bounding them.  Most prominently, four enormous, metal clasps sealed the doors shut. 
 
    In the center of the lava river, 10 feet or more from where Jeff stood, stood a circular stone pillar maybe 5 feet in diameter.  Along the periphery of the room, directly above where the lava river disappeared under the walls, he spotted four narrow passageways: two on his right, two on his left.   
 
    “Okay, so this seems pretty standard,” Jeff mused, glancing around the room.  “Four locks on the big door, four passages. I’m guessing that in each passage, there’s something that undoes one of the locks.  The real question is, how do I get to the passages in the first place?”  He walked back to the edge of the river, judging distances.  He guessed that it might be possible, with a running start, to leap to the top of the flat pillar in the middle of the river.  Even if he made the jump, though, and avoided falling into the lava, what then?  The pillar’s top didn’t give him enough space to run and jump to the opposite bank of the lava river, and if he somehow did make the jump, he would still be unable to get through the door.  No, what he needed was some way to get from the pillar to the side passages, and he had a feeling he knew how to do it. 
 
    Jeff turned back to the obelisk he passed when entering the room. It was the only feature on this side of the river; doubtlessly, it was the key to starting this whole puzzle.  He walked around it, examining it closely.  The surface was perfectly smooth and unblemished.  Upon closer inspection, what looked like rainbow quartz was actually translucent crystal of some sort filled with whorls of colored light.  The rainbow patterns reminded Jeff of his inner swirls of mana, although they were frozen and unmoving within the stone.  Unsure of what to do, Jeff hesitantly reached out and touched the stone.  Instantly, a window appeared in his vision: 
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    Well, that’s useful, Jeff mused, reading the notification.  I won’t respawn near enemies, huh?  I guess that makes spawn camping a lot harder in the game.  Good: those guys are ass-hats, anyway.  Might as well set my respawn here; if I die and end up back at the reflecting pool, I’d have no idea how to get back here to complete the test.  Jeff mentally selected “Yes”, and the notification vanished as he felt a tiny twinge in the center of his chest.   
 
    He jumped as a loud, rumbling sound filled the room, forcing him to cover his ears and cringe.  He glanced over at the lava river and blinked in surprise.  A narrow, 2-foot wide stone path had apparently risen from the lava and now connected his side of the river with the path in the center.  A second, identical bridge stretched from the central space to the nearer passageway on his right, from which he could see occasional flashes of white light. 
 
    “Well, I guess I need to go there,” he laughed quietly, stepping up to the bridge and holding his hand over it.  Despite just having risen from the lava, the stone was only faintly warm, and while the heat of the river to either side of the bridge was scalding, directly above the bridge it was only uncomfortable.  Jeff shrugged, assuming the effect was magical in nature, and cautiously stepped onto the bridge.  While the surface was wide enough that Jeff didn’t feel that he was in danger of tumbling into the river below, hurrying across it with low Agility seemed like a recipe for a stupid first death. 
 
    A couple minutes of careful walking and Jeff stepped off the second bridge into the first passageway, where he stopped, stunned for a moment.  The passage was just wide enough that he could lay across it if he wanted and perhaps 8 feet tall and 30 feet long.  The stone here was even more polished than in the main chamber, with the black stone having an almost mirror-like gloss.  None of that, though, was what caused him to freeze up in astonishment. 
 
    The floors, walls, and ceiling of the passage was littered with runes that were staggered at seemingly regular intervals.  Every few seconds, each rune erupted in a cone of brilliant, white flames, bright enough that Jeff had to squint to look at them.  The cones were narrow, an inch or so at the origin and no more than a foot at their widest point, but each one continued until the flames touched whichever part of the passage they faced.   
 
    “A freaking Agility test?” Jeff groaned as he realized the nature of the challenge.  “This is gonna suck so badly!”  Puzzles like this were fairly common in these games, so Jeff wasn’t surprised to see one, but that didn’t make them any easier to navigate.  Typically, there were three options for clearing such an obstacle, two of which did not appeal to Jeff at all. One method was the ability to resist or ignore fire: if you could ignore the heat of the flames through the use of magic or an inherent trait, it became a simple matter of walking down the passage and ignoring the fire.  Although, Jeff thought silently, if I recall correctly, white flames are way, way hotter than regular ones; fire resistance or immunity might not even help, here. 
 
    The second method was to use pure speed and Agility.  The blasts of flame were narrow enough that it might be possible to simply run through, dodging them as they came, especially if a character was smaller than average.  In several places, though, several gouts of fire seemed to cross one another, which magnified the challenge.  No way to dodge that, Jeff realized.  Well, I guess it’s possible, but your Agility would have to be through the roof! 
 
    The final method was the one Jeff was hoping to employ.  Generally, the fire in these types of challenges erupted in a pattern, and if one could grasp the pattern, they could move from safe space to safe space in between eruptions.  It was a tedious process, and sometimes the patterns could shift suddenly, making the whole exercise far more difficult, but it was the only hope Jeff had for navigating it.  Well, not really, he realized.  I mean, I’m a Sorcerer: I could create a spell to shield me from the flames or to increase my speed…except that I have no idea how to create a new spell, yet!  I really, really need to find a class trainer. 
 
    Jeff allowed his gaze to lose focus, not really watching the flames but just giving his subconscious a chance to grasp the pattern.  It didn’t take long for him to get a sense of it: the pattern wasn’t particularly complex and would be easy enough to follow, although he’d have to dash from safe space to safe space.  The issue, he realized, was that the pattern only allowed safe passage in one direction: there was no way he could see to make it back through the passageway without getting hit by the flames.  It must shift when you do whatever you’re supposed to on the other side, he decided after a moment.  This, too, was a common feature in these types of puzzles. After all, challenges like this were meant to have a solution: that was part of the fun of them. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this,” Jeff said as cheerfully as he could, taking a deep breath to psych himself up for the task ahead.  Even knowing the pattern, there were plenty of ways for this to go wrong, but Jeff figured if he just took his time and focused, he’d be fine. 
 
    For the first few feet of the passage, he was absolutely correct.  Despite their brilliance, the flames didn’t seem to radiate a lot of heat, so he could get pretty close to them without taking damage.  This was a very good thing, which he discovered when he didn’t quite move in time at one place, and just the edge of his shoulder brushed one of the gouts of flame, sending searing agony through his arm and bringing up an angry, red notification: 
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    “Damn!” he swore aloud, clutching his burned shoulder, which sent a new wave of pain through him.  That brief contact had taken more than half of his LP in an instant!  He realized that, if he took a blast directly – or even another glancing shot at this point – he wouldn’t survive it.  Distracted by the pain and a touch of panic, he lost the pattern for an instant and stumbled, landing heavily on his hands and knees – facing directly down at a rune.  He saw a flash of light, and suddenly everything went black except a notification box looming mockingly in his vision: 
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    The world slowly formed around Jeff, as he found himself standing in front of the obelisk in the main room once again.  “Well, that sucked,” he muttered, touching his shoulder and finding it fully healed.  “At least dying didn’t hurt; and it’s good to know that I won’t suffer any debuffs if I die here.  That’s handy.”  He took a deep breath and started walking back across the bridges.  There was no point in lingering: he had to make it through the passage to continue, and now that he had died once, the concept of doing it again was much less worrisome. 
 
    This time, Jeff took his time and focused, making it much farther into the passage before his foot skidded on the smooth stones at the wrong moment.  He tried to halt his momentum, but he slid directly into a jet of flame. Another flash of white filled his vision, followed by darkness and the red box: 
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    “Stupid Agility,” he muttered as he trudged back up the bridges to try again.  It took Jeff three more attempts to make it through the passage, and he was tired of seeing the red notification by the time he cleared it and entered the room beyond. 
 
    “Hey, Veronica,” he called to the empty air, “is there a way to change my notification settings?  I remember that at one point, they were just blinking dots…” 
 
    “Of course,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind.  “They are completely customizable.  I minimized the earlier ones for you, as I judged they would be a needless distraction at the time.  Would you like me to do that for all notifications, just during combat or stressful situations, or only death notifications?” 
 
    “Lets just minimize them all,” Jeff decided after a moment.  “I can check them when I get a chance, and that way, they won’t be filling up my screen when I don’t want them.” 
 
    “Your settings have been changed,” Veronica confirmed.  “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good,” Jeff replied, finally looking around the room beyond the fiery passage.  The room itself was fairly nondescript: it was a circular room, perhaps 10 feet in diameter, with glossy stone walls and a low ceiling.  The only distinguishing feature was a 4-foot tall pedestal in the center of the room, on top of which was secured a glowing, crystal globe a foot in diameter.  The orb pulsed softly with a faint, bluish glow that reminded Jeff of a heartbeat.   
 
    “Well, the next step seems pretty obvious,” Jeff grinned as he stepped to the middle of the room and placed his palm firmly on top of the globe.  The sphere flashed a brilliant blue that forced Jeff to shut his eyes in sudden pain, and he heard a rumbling sound from the main chamber.  The sound faded away as Jeff found himself falling into himself, forcibly dragged into his mindscape. 
 
    He blinked and opened his eyes, glancing around his dojo.  The mists beyond the glass were once more obscured by the swirling colors of his mana, to his relief.  However, he was surprised to find a wizened, ancient-looking elf woman standing before him, looking around and clucking her tongue in disapproval. 
 
    “What a chaotic mess,” she said disapprovingly, her voice harsh and scratchy as she waved a gnarled hand at the swirls of mana around her.  “How can you expect to craft anything meaningful with such uncontrolled mana, Traveler, hmm?  What level is your Mana Control skill?” 
 
    Jeff stared at the woman for a moment in shock.  “Uh, I haven’t learned Mana Control,” he admitted.  “But…who are you?  How did you get into my mindscape?” 
 
    “Who am I?” the woman repeated in an aggravated tone.  “My name was Lythienne Sylmaer, not that it will mean anything to you.  Who I am is unimportant, especially since I am truly only the memories of a woman who has been dead for long centuries.  What matters is what I am!” 
 
    “Okay,” Jeff allowed slowly. “So, what are you?” 
 
    “Better question, at least,” she replied.  “I am the collected memories of a woman who was a Master Sorcerer, Traveler, and the last of her kind.  When the Feast came, Sorcerers were among the first targeted by the Darkness, before they could adapt their magic to deal with the nightmare hordes.  After the last of her students was slain, Lythienne implanted her memories into these globes, foreseeing that a time would come when the Travelers would arrive and need her knowledge. 
 
    “So, I am here to train you, young Traveler,” the woman finished.  “I exist to impart knowledge to you.  However, until the Trial is completed, I am bound to teach you one spell and answer one question.  Which would you rather we do, first?”  The woman glanced meaningfully up at the swirling mana as she offered Jeff the choice. 
 
    He immediately got the hint. “Uh, I guess the question?” he asked carefully.  “How do I learn Mana Control?” 
 
    “What a wise question,” the woman said sarcastically, rolling her eyes. “Mana Control is a simple enough skill, yet it can take a lifetime to master.  It is nothing more or less than creating a pattern for your mana, one that allows it to retain its chaotic nature but restrains that chaos within a greater order.”  When Jeff stared at her blankly, she sighed.  “And this is why it takes a lifetime to truly master,” she told him.  Sit down, child, and close your eyes.” 
 
    Jeff obediently sank to the floor, shutting his eyes and trying to get comfortable.  “We will start simply,” Lythienne began.  “Have you, perchance, seen a snowflake before, child?” When Jeff nodded, the elf continued, “What we are attempting to do is something similar to how a snowflake forms.  If you were to look closely at one, you would see that it has six arms, and that each arm has multiple branches.  Look closer at an individual branch, and you will see that it has branches identical to its parent.  Each of those smaller branches has a similar shape if you look at them closely, and so on for as far as can be seen.  The pattern repeats indefinitely.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Jeff blinked.  “It’s a fractal,” he agreed.  “A pattern that replicates itself infinitely.  I’m pretty familiar with those, yeah.” 
 
    It was the elf’s turn to look surprised.  “Indeed?” she replied with a slightly pleased look on her face.  “Then, this will be much simpler for you.  The essence of Mana Control is to guide your mana into such a pattern – a ‘fractal’ as you call it – that allows it to move freely, but continually breaks it into smaller and smaller sections.  The goal is to eventually separate the mana into individual strands, each curled into your pattern, moving chaotically but not touching any other strand.  And that, my boy, is the work of a lifetime!” 
 
    Jeff considered for a moment.  He had studied fractals in college, long ago, and he used a handful of them somewhat regularly in his programming.  Quantum computing allowed for incredible data storage and rendering, and using fractals sped both of those processes up tremendously.  The issue was that he had already chosen a gross shape for his mana: it needed to be layered around his dome.  Only one of the fractal patterns he had memorized was appropriate for a 3-dimensional dome.  Fortunately, it was also a relatively simple pattern, so he figured it wouldn’t be too much effort to implement it. 
 
    He reached his mind out to the mana swirling above him, relaxing his consciousness and trying to grasp the graph of the peaks and valleys his mind envisioned previously.  It came to him much more easily this time, and the graph felt a little more solid, as if his mind were understanding it a bit more completely.  He could see the peaks and valleys where his mana entered and left the system, and he was tempted to try and raise another peak, but that would have to wait.  He was here for a different purpose, this time.   
 
    Instead of picturing the highs and lows of the graph, he tried to focus on its motions.  He had frozen the movements before, allowing him to see the peaks and valleys more clearly, but now he set the image into motion.  The swirling, chaotic mass churned and surged in his sight as individual strands jumped and shifted erratically, and he almost lost the image as his mind struggled to comprehend the greater picture. 
 
    He shifted his focus, trying to picture the general motions of each area, to find the nodes in the image: the places where the chaos cancelled itself out and the net movement was close to zero.  Rather than look at movement, he began to seek out spots of relative stillness.  It took a few moments, but he located thirteen nodes; these would be the anchors for his new pattern. 
 
    He decided to start slowly, choosing a node and guiding the currents around it to spiral inward to the node, then continue to spiral back outward to their origin.  It was far easier than he imagined: since he was not changing the overall movement about the node very much, the specific paths he chose didn’t seem to matter very much.  He moved his thoughts to each of the remaining 12 nodes and repeated the pattern, until his graph consisted of 13 distinct spirals, all feeding off of and into one another freely.  The paths of each strand were still chaotic – it was impossible for him to follow a strand into the center before losing its track amidst the denser concentration of threads, and while it was easier to follow a single stream out of the spiral, at the edge of the spiral it vanished, sucked into one of the nearby spiral patterns – but the overall effect was much more ordered. 
 
    Jeff gasped as exhaustion struck him and pulled his thoughts out of the churning spirals of mana, falling backward to look up at the dome overhead.  The colors overhead no longer churned randomly and sickeningly; instead, they whirled in 13 individual rainbows spirals.  The resulting light show was very pretty, if a little bit dizzying to watch for any length of time.  “How’s that?” he finally asked as his exhaustion faded.  He noticed a blinking, blue dot in the corner of his vision, but he ignored it for the time being. 
 
    “Somewhat beyond satisfactory,” the elder muttered.  “Typically, a Novice’s first attempt results in nothing more than a minor stabilization of the mana.  This sort of pattern is more indicative of an advanced Student or junior Adept, so well done, I guess.  Now, to advance the skill, you must focus and refine the patterns.  Over time, I will teach you to place spirals within your spirals and to group individual mana types so that conflicting types are not creating additional entropy. 
 
    “That, though, is for another day,” Lythienne went on.  “Now, I must teach you a new spell.  First, though, I must ask: have you managed to create a spell of your own, yet?”  When Jeff shook his head and opened his mouth to answer, the old woman held up a hand, forestalling his reply.  “I would have been shocked if you had, child,” she assured him.  “The process is not intuitive and requires a considerable investment of time and mana.” 
 
    She held up a hand, and a glowing ball of energy suddenly appeared, floating above her hand.  “This spell is a Sorcerer’s most basic attack form,” she explained. “It is called a Mana Bolt.  It is nothing more than a raw discharge of energy that can be hurled at a distance.  When it strikes, it explodes, doing minor unaspected damage.”  As she spoke, the woman straightened her hand and pointed her palm toward the far wall of the dome.  The ball of energy shot from her hand and slammed into the glass, exploding in a burst of energy and light.  Jeff winced, expecting to see the glass cracked or even shattered, but when the light cleared the glass was smooth and unmarred.   
 
    “Foolish child,” the woman chuckled.  “Have no fear of damaging your odd, little dome.  This is your mindscape; nothing can damage it unless you will it.  Not to mention, I am but a memory, unable to directly affect anything in this place or any other.” 
 
    Jeff sighed in relief.  “Okay, that’s good,” he replied. “I mean, that it’s impossible to break the dome, not that you’re a memory, sorry.  Anyways, how do I go about creating the spell?” 
 
    “There is no set process,” Lythienne said firmly.  “Recipes and rituals are the province of Wizards and Clerics, not Sorcerers.  You are limited only by your own imagination, and your imagination is what you will use to create the spell. 
 
    “Simply focus on what you wish the spell to do,” she instructed.  “Close your eyes and concentrate your entire being on it.  Do not simply see the spell moving in the world: feel the mana rising from your center, pouring down your arm, and collecting in your palm.  Smell the ozone as the power crackles in your fist.  Imagine what it will sound like, the sensation of pressure you will feel as it launches from your hand.  Utilize every sense possible; the more perfectly you can see the spell happening, the faster it will form and the more potent it will be.” 
 
    Jeff closed his eyes once more, clearing his mind and focusing on the image of the glowing, ball of light.  He thought of the Sorcerer’s directions and began by imagining the feel of his mana, low in his stomach.  He had never felt it, but he pictured it as a tightness in his gut, a feeling of potential, waiting to be released.  Then, he imagined a surge of that potential lashing forth, racing up his center and down his arm, tingling like electricity in his muscles.  He could almost feel the ball of energy hovering over his outstretched hand, the warmth of it radiating on his palm.  He recalled the acrid scent of ozone after a thunderstorm, picturing it rising from the coalesced ball of energy.  He pictured himself facing the winged creature from his first testing with the glowing ball in his palm: his arm extending toward the diving monster; the surge of power against his palm as the orb streaked away; the explosion of light and heat as it impacted the beast, hurling it from the sky. 
 
    “Once you have the image,” he distantly heard the woman’s words, “replay it in your thoughts, again and again.  Slowly allow your SP to trickle into the image you are holding, very slowly and carefully!  If you allow your SP to escape too quickly, it will rupture the image and you will have to start again, losing the SP in the process.” 
 
    Jeff dutifully returned to the beginning of his image, again feeling the sense of power as the drew the energy forth, gathering it on his hand, and hurling it against an enemy.  As he did so, he reached out to the mana surrounding him, drawing that power in to feed the image.  As he did so, he was once again struck by the similarity to a quantum system: the image was like a virtual waveform, having no real existence and only being maintained by his will.  Just as a virtual waveform, though, all it needed was energy to coalesce into being.  He could almost feel the pattern of the wave he was trying to create; for an instant, he felt as if he could see the wave flowing before him, before he felt surge of actual energy rise up his arm and gather above his palm. 
 
    He opened his eyes and stared excitedly at the 2-inch ball of multi-hued energy tumbling above his hand.  Just as in his imagination, he could feel the warmth of it against his skin, could smell the ozone wafting up from it.  He moved his arm hesitantly, facing his palm at the dome across from him and surged his will.  The tiny ball rocketed from his hand and sped unerringly at the wall, exploding with a minor flash of heat and light. 
 
    “Whoa,” he murmured, staring at his palm.  “I did it!  I cast a spell!  That is so…cool!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Lythienne agreed with him.  “And, I must say, you learned it quickly and well.  I expected it to take you at least twice as long to learn the basic form of the spell.  You have quite the potential, child…and present quite the danger, should you misuse it. 
 
    “Now, our time here is done,” Lythienne replied, “and you must move to the next part of the challenge.  I have but one bit of advice: practice your new spell before you attempt the next challenge.  You will likely need it.”  The woman gestured, and Jeff felt himself rising from his mindscape to rejoin his body. 
 
    He blinked as his vision returned and glanced around the room.  The orb before him was dark now, with only a faint flicker of light within.  He touched it again and got no reaction, which made sense.  It looked like the Trial was actually designed to train a fledgling Sorcerer.  Hmm, he thought speculatively, I wonder if the experience would have been different if I had chosen a different class? 
 
    “In that case,” he heard Veronica’s voice answer in his mind, “you would have been placed in a different starting location.  This scenario is necessary, since you have chosen a class that is temporarily unique and has no living class trainers.  Had you chosen Warden, for example, you would have entered the game in a town with an actual Warden who could act as a mentor and guide to you.” 
 
    Huh, I never thought of that, he mulled. I guess unique classes require unique solutions?  I’m kinda glad, though: this is fun!  Unsurprisingly, Veronica chose not to respond. 
 
    “Okay, let’s check out the changes,” he said aloud, focusing on the blinking dots in his screen and pulling up his status: 
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    “Huh, I wonder why I never got part 1 of that quest?” he wondered aloud, examining his notifications.  “Probably had to ask that old elf about it.  Damn, I need to ask his name when I see him!” 
 
    Jeff turned back to leave the room, examining the fiery passage. Just as he assumed, the flame pattern had shifted when he touched the orb, but not in the way he imagined.  The searing gouts of flame were no longer turning on and off in a pattern, or indeed at all.  Instead, every jet was ignited, burning white-hot, filling the entire passage with flames.  Jeff waited for a minute, hoping a new pattern would begin, but he soon realized that wasn’t going to happen.   
 
    “What the hell?” he sputtered.  “There’s no way to get through that!  It’s like the AI’s want you to die…” He trailed off as he realized the implication.  The elf said only a Traveler could complete the Trial, he thought as comprehension dawned.  This is what he meant: you have to die to get out of here.  An NPC would be trapped in here. 
 
    Jeff’s joy at his new spell faded as the full impact hit him. He doubted this was the only challenge that would require this of him; doubtlessly, he was going to have to die to escape from each room.  While death by the scorching flames was swift and painless, he doubted he was lucky enough for that to the case every time.  Especially since Lythienne had advised him to practice his attack spell before the next challenge… 
 
    Jeff sighed and squared his shoulders.  No point in delaying, he told himself grimly. Might as well get it over with.  He decided the best way to handle the fire was to simply run into it.  Walking into it would just prolong the inevitable.  Steeling his determination, he backed up as far as the room allowed and pushed off the wall, running at a dead sprint for the flames.  Before he got too close, he decided to close his eyes – no point in watching his death, after all – and promptly tripped over his own foot, plummeting to the stone.  He reached his hands out to catch his fall and screamed as one hand landed in a gout of flame.   
 
    A red dot flickered to life in his vision, but he was far too much pain to care.  Jeff looked down at the charred stump of his left arm: the fire had literally turned his freaking hand into ash!  He moaned in agony and used his other hand to push himself to his feet before diving headfirst into the flames.  The pain vanished in a flash of white light, followed by cool darkness as he slowly reformed before the obelisk.   
 
    “That freaking sucked!” he yelled, glancing down to see that at least his hand had regrown when he respawned.  Losing the limb permanently would have been a lot worse!  He took several deep breaths, allowing the memory of the pain to fade from his mind, before checking the red notifications: 
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    “Seriously, unable to clap?” he exclaimed, dismissing the notifications. “What the hell, Veronica?”  He heard her chuckle in his head and ground his teeth in frustration.  After a moment, he set his anger aside and took a deep breath.  “So much for fire being an easy death,” he muttered.  “I’ve gotta stop saying stuff like that: I think it’s giving Veronica ideas.  Okay, so gotta practice my new spell and then go see what the next part of the Trial is. 
 
    He walked to the just before the edge of the lava river and looked around for a target for the spell.  The most obvious one was the large door, and he shrugged.  He doubted he could hurt it, or the whole point of the Trial would be moot.   He held his hand up and charged the spell, pulling SP up from his stomach and gathering it above his palm before willing it to launch at the door.  The tiny ball flew unerringly at the door and exploded in a flash of light, leaving the door completely unmarked and a blinking dot in his vision. He called it up to his sight: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    He almost told Veronica to withhold showing him zero-damage notifications, but he supposed knowing that you weren’t causing damage was useful, too.  He ignored the blinking dots that accumulated as he continued to bombard the door.  The spell took about 3 seconds and 10 SP to cast, so each minute he was using 200 SP but regenerating 180 SP.  At that rate, he could cast the spell continuously for about two and a half hours before running out of SP.   
 
    He started getting creative with his shots, trying to hit only the latches on the distant door or targeting a specific rune, but he missed as often as he hit at that point.  The problem, he realized, is that once he held his hand up, it blocked his view of whatever he was targeting, so he was more or less just firing in the right direction and hoping.  He tried to call the bolt up to just the tip of his finger, but it wouldn’t work: the spell was designed to launch from his palm, and that’s all it could do.  I could probably change that in the mindscape, he mused.  Or, maybe I could add a homing feature to the spell.  Heck, I could probably adjust it to keep firing bolts as long as I supply SP to it!  He calmed himself down as he realized that those were things to be dealt with later.  Now, he needed to move to the next part of the Trial. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Jeff’s SP regenerated fully as he walked across the bridge that had apparently risen when he touched the last globe.  The next passage was blessedly void of the flames that filled the previous one and was smooth dark, and somewhat narrower than the last.  A strange, musty smell filled his nostrils as he moved forward: a scent that reminded him of wet concrete or bricks.  The orange glow behind him faded as he moved farther down the passage, replaced with an eerie, green light that pulsed against the walls rhythmically.   
 
    The passage ended in a room that was much larger than the last one, with a ceiling that was barely visible at the edge of his sight.  The walls were made of rough stone, filled with holes and crevices, and moisture seeped down them to drip onto the floor.  A pedestal identical to the one in the previous Trial room rose at the far end of the room, this one sporting a green, glowing crystal orb that bathed the room in an eldritch light. It was the ceiling, though, that caught his attention. 
 
    Jeff squinted at the shadowed surface overhead. His Perception wasn’t great, but he was sure that the ceiling was shifting around.  To him, it resembled a roiling mass of shadows hanging above him, ready to drop on him if he entered.  Yeah, sounds fun, he thought silently.  Let’s see what this does, instead.  Raising his hand to the ceiling, he unleashed a single Mana Bolt.  The ball of energy streaked to the ceiling, where it exploded with an illuminating flash.  In that brief radiance, Jeff saw that what he thought was a mass of shadows was instead a horde of bat-like creatures, clinging to the surface.   
 
    As one, the monsters dropped from their perch and swooped into the air, shrieking in anger.  It only took them a moment to home in on Jeff, and the horde descended upon him from all sides, their small fangs and talons slashing at him.  Panicking, Jeff began to swing wildly about with his staff, his blows completely untargeted, but the creatures swarmed him so closely that every blow cracked into at least one with the sound of wood striking stone.  Wings shattered, heads cracked open, and several of the small creatures tumbled lifelessly to the floor.   
 
    They’re made of stone, Jeff realized as he kept swinging wildly, trying to drive the swarm off.  They’re some kind of golem.  The realization didn’t help him much as the earthen monsters swirled about him, steadily bleeding him until suddenly, the world went dark and he found himself slowly reforming in front of the main obelisk. 
 
    “Well, that could have gone better,” he sighed, checking his clothing and equipment, which fortunately was repaired with his respawn.  He sat down heavily, going back over the encounter in his head.  “What could I have done better?” 
 
    He realized that his first mistake was walking all the way into the room.  Doing so gave the creatures access to him from all sides.  It would have been better to retreat to the passage, where the bats could only come at him from the front.  Then, he could slowly retreat down the passage, killing the creatures as he went; hopefully, they wouldn’t follow him into the main chamber.  If they were normal monsters, he’d be less confident of that, but if they were golems, then they were bound to follow whatever orders they had been given. Since he hadn’t encountered any of them out here in the main chamber, he presumed those orders forbid the creatures from entering. 
 
    Resolved, he rose to his feet and hefted his staff.  It took him another few minutes to trek back to the room, where he discovered that, while the surviving bats had returned to the roost, the handful he crushed still lay on the floor.  Maybe it’s a battle of attrition? he guessed silently.  Maybe I just need to keep at it until they’re all gone? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he leaned out of the passage just enough to catch a glimpse of the ceiling and hurled a Mana Bolt at it.  The bats reacted as before, dropping from their perch and swooping down to attack him.  This time, though, he took several steps back into the passage, forcing the creatures to attack from but a single direction.   
 
    As they swarmed him, he realized his mistake.  He hefted his staff to knock the creatures out of the air as they approached, but his sweeping strike bounced off the nearest wall and deflected to the floor.  He moved to readjust, but the swarm was already upon him, clinging to his arms, back, and shoulders, tearing and biting.  Pain erupted as he tried desperately to brush the creatures off, but in a short time, he was overcome by darkness and found himself standing once again before the obelisk. 
 
    Okay, that didn’t work at all, he fumed silently, tossing his staff to the ground in a huff.  I don’t think I even got one of them, that time!  If it’s a battle of attrition, I think I’m losing! 
 
    Jeff went back over the scene in his head and decided that he needed to use the passage to protect his back, but he needed to keep his weapon in the room where he could use it more freely.  He made the trek back to the room and repeated his earlier strategy, only this time he simply moved to the very edge of the passage. This tactic was much more effective: although he still received innumerable cuts, having the creatures only in front of him allowed him to make more careful, aimed strikes, felling ten or more creatures quickly.   
 
    Suddenly, the swarm, as if realizing that their attack wasn’t working, retreated out of staff range, clinging to the walls around him.  The bats all turned their heads toward him and opened their mouths, emitting a piercing howl that stabbed into the sides of Jeff’s head in a spike of agony.  He dropped his staff, clutching his skull and falling to his knees, not even really aware when the swarm descended upon him and shredded his prone body once more. 
 
    His senses returned as he respawned before the obelisk once again. “What the hell was that?” he exclaimed, rising shakily to his feet.  A number of notifications were blinking in his vision, and he scrolled through them, ignoring the myriad damage notifications and focusing on the important ones: 
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    Well, that explains that, he grimaced.  This challenge was going to be more difficult than just wearing the bats down a little at a time, he realized.  If he went into the room fully, he could destroy a small number of them before dying.  If he was too effective at taking them out, though, they would retreat and hit him with a scream.  He supposed covering his ears might help, but he doubted it would be that easy, and he didn’t know how many times the creatures could scream or if it even had a cooldown.   
 
    What I need, he realized, is a better way to hit them before they can swarm me.  I can take one, maybe two out with a Mana Bolt, but then we’re in hand-to-hand combat, and I’m getting my butt handed to me.  I guess I need to either modify Mana Bolt or make a new spell, entirely. 
 
    Decided, Jeff sat down and leaned against the obelisk, descending into his mindscape.  He took some time to practice his staff forms, still feeling unsettled in the aftermath of the bats’ sonic attack.  He let his frustration and fear flow into his attacks, pummeling the target dummy until he felt his mind and nerves settle. 
 
    He racked the mental construct and settled to the floor, deciding that the next time he went to modify the space, he would add something like a recliner or even a beanbag to facilitate sitting quietly in the future.  Putting that thought aside, he let his mind drift, trying to envision what he needed. 
 
    As I see it, I have two choices, he analyzed.  Well, I have a lot, but two practical ones that I think I can pull off in short order.  First, I can create a rapid-fire sort of attack: I could keep drawing SP and fire multiple bolts quickly.  The problem with that is that I don’t know how fast a rate-of-fire I can get: if I can fire one bolt per second, I might get 4 or 5 shots off before I’m swarmed. 
 
    My other option, he continued internally, is to create a bolt with a burst effect.  I could probably double my SP draw if I channeled it through both hands, and I could have it explode for a much bigger blast radius.  The issue there is that I would probably need to spend a lot more time channeling enough SP, so I’d probably only get one shot.  If it didn’t take out whole lot of them at once, it wouldn’t be worth it. 
 
    He was completely torn.  Both options were useful without being a real solution, and he was sure that at some point, he’d develop both of them, but he doubted he had the time and SP to develop both right now.  The quest didn’t have a time limit, but he couldn’t go forever without food and, especially, water.   
 
    As his frustration built, he forced himself to step back from the problem and allowed his mind to drift.  Rather than focusing on the challenge at hand, he went back over the tale Lythienne had told him.  He knew that the story was just lore created by the AI’s to add flavor and history to the game, but he still felt a stab of empathy for the woman.  He imagined what it would be like to watch your former students and colleagues fall around you, fighting to save them but unable to stop the horde from claiming their lives.  He wondered how it would have felt to realize you were the last of your kind, with no one to give a lifetime of knowledge.  He could almost picture the old woman, standing alone in the rubble of some ruined city, as explosions rained around her… 
 
    His eyes shot open.  Grenades! he suddenly realized.  That’s what I need: a grenade launcher!  The best of both worlds! 
 
    He closed his eyes and began imagining the spell.  He felt mana rising into his center, splitting to course down both arms at once, gathering a large ball between his open palms.  As he felt the warmth and light bathing his hands, he continued to pull mana into his arms.  He felt the first bolt fly and began forming a second as the first exploded against an imaginary bat swarm, but he could sense that it was forming too slowly.  He abandoned the image and started over, trying to pull more mana into his hands, but the draw wouldn’t increase, no matter how hard he pulled. 
 
    He stopped and analyzed the problem.  I need a big power discharge when my power draw is too low, he thought carefully.  What I need is a capacitor: I need to store a bunch of power in someplace it’s easy to discharge.  Someplace like my arms… 
 
    He started the vision again, this time feeling the mana draw from his center, but rather than pooling between his hands, he imagined the power gathering in his arms, compressing and packing it until his arms trembled and burned.  Only then did he allow a sliver of that energy to gather between his palms, firing it at soon as it formed and forming another.  The first struck an imaginary swarm of bats, exploding and taking out several; the second streaked out a second later, followed by a third and a fourth.  With each blast, he could almost feel the energy dissipating in his arms, until it was finally exhausted.   
 
    Excited, he restarted the image, trying to make it even more realistic: he pictured himself huddled in the passageway, gathering power into his arms, then leaping into the bat-filled room, blasting the ceiling.  He could see himself running along the walls, kiting the creatures while firing blasts over his shoulder, watching the swarm get whittled down by the small explosions until the power was exhausted.  Once he was certain he had the image as perfect as he could make it, he began feeding SP into it, slowly, imbuing the vision with energy.  The scene reran in his mind repeatedly as he poured magical energy into it, until suddenly he felt it coalesce within him. 
 
    Excited, he rose to his feet and began the spell.  He felt the energy filling his arms for several seconds, until they trembled and burned under the force of the energy filling them.  He raised his hands and pointed them at the glass dome, unleashing blast after blast of energy at the walls until, after 7 blasts, the energy was spent and his arms were left exhausted and shaking.  
 
    “Yes!” he crowed, jumping into the air and pumping his tired arms.  He noticed a blinking notification icon and pulled up the message: 
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    So, if I dedicate 20% of my SP to the spell, he thought excitedly, I can fire 6 or 7 shots and do about 6 or 7 LP blast damage per shot!  This is a major upgrade.  Of course, the Strength debuff afterward sucks a bit, but… 
 
    He willed himself to exit his mindscape and rose to his feet.  He spent the next 30 minutes practicing his new spell.  He could only cast the spell once per 5 minutes, since he discovered that he couldn’t summon enough mana to his arms while they were debuffed, although he did discover he could fire Mana Bolts while he was recovering.  Still, that gave him ample time to recover his SP in between barrages.   
 
    He hefted his staff once more and trudged across the bridges, pausing at last at the entrance to the room.  He glanced up at the ceiling and realized that he had seriously underestimated the number of bats remaining when he was in his mindscape.  Even if every one of his blasts took out an optimal number of enemies, he would probably only be destroying 30 or 40 with his spell.  Even if he ran around the edge of the room, kiting the creatures into following him, he would be overwhelmed immediately once the spell ended, unless he timed the run perfectly to end back at the entrance to the room, where he could attempt to hold them off with his staff…with arms weakened by the debuff from the spell. 
 
    He leaned against the wall, studying the room, trying to determine how he could use the environment to his advantage.  The room’s not really big enough for me to kite them well, he realized grimly.  I’ll have to run around the perimeter, while they can fly across and intercept me.  Even if I’m firing blasts at them, I can only take out a 5-foot radius at a time, which means that they might overwhelm me in the middle of the spell.  What I need is to get them all to bunch up…  His face lit as an idea came to him.  It wasn’t perfect, and it relied on a couple of assumptions, but it was the most likely chance he had to succeed so far.  And, even if he failed, it promised to destroy the maximum number of enemies, which meant he could eventually win the battle of attrition. 
 
    Grinning, he walked back to the start of the passageway and dropped his staff on the ground before returning to the entrance to the bats’ room.  He concentrated and fired a single Mana Bolt at the ceiling, dislodging the swarm in a wave of shrieking and flapping.  Instantly, he turned and sprinted down the hallway, gathering SP into his arms and counting under his breath.  When he reached the entrance to the passage, he stopped just short of the main room and spun.  The hallway behind him was filled with shrieking, swooping stone monsters, all barreling down on him as he muttered, “Three…four…FIVE!” 
 
    With a shout, he brought his hands up and fired the first blast of his Mana Barrage at the incoming swarm.  The ball of tumbling energy streaked into the midst of the bats and exploded with a flash and a load roar, hurling stone bodies across the passageway.  Most of the fallen remained still, but a few still moved feebly, crawling toward Jeff as he formed another ball of power between his hands. 
 
    The next blast hit the wave of creatures just as the hall refilled, again clearing a 10-foot diameter space with a roar that was strangely muted and a brilliant flash of light.  The swarm continued to surge down the corridor as Jeff hurled blast after blast into their midst, the explosions becoming muted and dull as his ears started to bleed from the repeated roars.  When his last blast was released, the roar was no louder than distant thunder, and only twenty or so bats remained in the passage. 
 
    Jeff stepped out of the hallway and grabbed his staff, hoping that the creatures would not follow him.  For a moment, it appeared his assumption was correct: the bats hung back in the hallway, facing him but not attacking.  Then, he heard a high-pitched wail that sounded like a distant scream, and he realized that the remaining creatures were using their sonic attack. 
 
    This time, though, he was oddly unaffected by the assault, so he charged into the passage, hefting his staff like a blunt spear.  He attacked the remaining creatures with swift, short strikes and swift thrusts rather than large, sweeping attacks.  The monsters attempted to swarm him, but their number were insufficient to overwhelm him.  Though he gained several new wounds across his arms and back, he finally managed to swat the last one from the sky and crush it beneath the butt of his staff.  Collapsing to the ground, he leaned back against the wall, absently kicking a weakly moving bat with his boot and ending its struggles, and focused on his notifications.  He was interested in how well his spell worked and why the bats’ attack had no effect on him: 
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    In the midst of the damage notifications, he found a red box that explained how he survived the Sonic Scream: 
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    That was useful…and pretty lucky, he thought ruefully, rubbing his ears and finding his fingers sticky with blood.  Not that I think it would have mattered in the long run: I don’t think the bats would have chased me into the main room, even if I was stunned, but I’m glad I didn’t have to find out! 
 
    Wiping his hands off on his tunic, Jeff rose to his feet and trudged back down the hallway to the green orb, his boots crunching on the stone bodies littering the floor.  The orb beckoned him as he walked through the now-empty room, and he moved swiftly to it and placed his hand upon the surface. 
 
    Instantly, he felt the familiar sensation of falling as he was drawn into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and was unsurprised to see Lythienne standing before him, glaring. 
 
    “So, you made it through the next Trial,” she rasped at him, looking him up and down.  “Pretty quickly, too.  I figured you’d take a day or so to rest, get some food.  No need to do these all in one go, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I could leave until I completed the Trial,” Jeff replied slowly.  “I thought that if I left, it would be considered giving up the second part of the quest…I mean, Trial.” He quickly corrected. 
 
    “Tcch, you think I don’t know what quests are, boy?” she snapped at him.  “Lythienne completed more of them than you’ll likely ever see!  Especially if you die from some Thirst debuff because you didn’t find something to drink!” 
 
    Jeff quickly glanced at his status, but his Effects section was empty.  “I don’t see any debuffs,” he said slowly.  “But, it might be that dying resets the clock on things like hunger and thirst for Travelers?  I really don’t know.  Even if I was thirsty or hungry, though, I’m not really sure how I’d find anything to eat or drink; I don’t even know where I am!” 
 
    “You’re in the middle of a forest,” the old woman said slowly, “and you don’t know where to find food and water?  Are you an idiot, child?” 
 
    “No,” he replied defensively, annoyed.  “It’s just that, in my world, our forests aren’t as wild as this one.  There are places designated for eating and drinking already set up.  I’ve never had to actually find it myself.” 
 
    “What a strange world you come from,” she sighed.  “If only there were someone you could ask about such things, I guess.  Speaking of which, as before, you get one question and one spell.  Which would you like first?” 
 
    “Umm, could we do the spell first, this time?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Is that your question for me, child?” she replied in disbelief?  Seeing his stricken face, she laughed and waved her hand at him.  “No, no, don’t bother yourself,” she assured him.  “I’m not one of the Fay, twisting your words and looking to harm you however I can, child.  It was only a jest.  Of course, you can learn the spell first, if that is your wish.” 
 
    She stepped back from him and held her arms out to the side.  Swirling mana erupted from her body, wrapping around her and enclosing her like a membrane.  After a moment, the mana shivered and seemed to harden into a nearly transparent, crystalline substance.  When she lowered her arms, though, the shell of mana flexed smoothly, not seeming to hinder her in the slightest. 
 
    “This is Mana Armor,” she informed him, turning slowly around so he could see that she was fully encased.  “It is a Sorcerer’s most basic form of defense.  It will turn blades, arrows, and even damaging spells.   
 
    “Every spellcaster can perform a similar magic,” she continued, “but our version has some advantages…and disadvantages.  First, when a Wizard casts the spell, they put a certain amount of SP into it, and it can withstand a specific amount of damage.  Once it reaches that limit, it collapses.  If the Wizard wishes to renew the protection, they must cast the spell all over again, using the same SP as the first time.  A Sorcerer’s armor, on the other hand, is tied directly to our mana, and we can recharge it by pouring more SP into it. 
 
    “Second, while this armor is unaspected, once you learn how to grant aspects to your magic, you can make the armor aspected, as well.  That’s a potent benefit, child, as certain types of magic are naturally better at resisting specific elements of magic.  If you know you’re going into a den of Aziz, for example – creatures that perpetually burn and do fire damage with every attack – you can go in with ice or stone armor and basically shrug them off.” 
 
    The ancient elf gestured, and the armor vanished. “The downside,” she finished, “is that our armor takes a bit more SP to create and maintain than the armor a Wizard or Cleric casts, especially at the earliest levels.  As you advance the Spell, the inefficiencies drop until, at the highest levels, it all basically evens out.”  
 
    “That sounds useful,” Jeff agreed, nodding. “So, how do I create it?” 
 
    “As before, it is a matter of visualization,” Lythienne replied.  “You must feel the mana flowing out to every portion of your body.  Imagine it erupting from you to surround your body.  Feel it curling around your skin, the pressure of it on your flesh.  Hear it crackle as it rises over your head.  Don’t forget to wrap it around your back and underfoot, as well.  The better you can visualize it, the more potent it will be.” 
 
    Jeff settled himself on the floor, once again vowing to make a comfortable chair for his mindscape, and closed his eyes, attempting to feel the armor in his imagination.  It was much harder this time: he tended to focus too much on individual parts of his body when he was pulling mana out of his center, leaving other places only thinly protected or even completely bare.  After several tries, he could almost feel the armor pressing equally against him in all directions, and he felt ready to begin the process of imbuing it with SP.  It took far longer to empower the spell than his previous efforts, and he was beginning to feel his SP flagging when the spell finally snapped into place in his mind. 
 
    Sighing, he opened his eyes and stood up, noticing as he did that his mana spirals were thin and barely connected to each other.  He glanced at his status and confirmed that his mana was down to 20%: he had forgotten that his increased spell creation speed came at the cost of zero regeneration while he was doing it.  It would be easy to drain his SP completely while powering a spell if he wasn’t paying attention, and he didn’t want to deal with the effects of Mana Deprivation again. 
 
    He wanted to test his spell, but he knew that his SP needed time to regenerate, so instead he turned back to Lythienne. “Okay, my question,” he said hesitantly.  “Can you…I mean, how do I survive in the forest by myself?  Can you teach me?” 
 
    Lythienne eyed him for a moment and sighed.  “I can, child,” she said, with no trace of her usual harshness.  “The question I must ask is, will I?”  When Jeff started to protest, she held up a hand.  “It is possible for me to give you what you ask,” she explained, “but doing so requires a sacrifice from me.   
 
    “You see, child,” she went on, “as I told you, I am the sum of Lythienne’s memories…at least, many of them.  The Sorceress did not see fit to leave behind all her memories, but I do possess many of her learning the ways of the forest.  Here in your mindscape, I can gift those memories to you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Jeff asked, confused. 
 
    “It means, they will become your memories,” she replied heavily.  “It will be as if you were the one learning to hunt, to track, to find food, to divine water.  You will gain hundreds of years of proficiency at once.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jeff said hesitantly.  “So, what’s the downside?  You seem really reluctant to do this.” 
 
    “The downside,” she snapped, “is that I will lose those memories: they will be gone, forever.  And, as I am nothing more than a collection of memories, what I am suggesting will diminish me.  Perhaps not significantly, but the thought of it unnerves me.” 
 
    Jeff blinked as comprehension dawned.  What she was suggesting wasn’t teaching so much as it was offering to donate a kidney.  A person would be fine with only one, but you would have to go through the rest of your life knowing that something had been taken from you and that you were incomplete.  He wasn’t sure if he could do bring himself to do that, much less ask another.   
 
    “Okay, we won’t do that, then,” he said quickly.  “I’ll figure it out on my own eventually, don’t worry.  Once I get through the Trials, I can just get the elves to train me, I suppose.” 
 
    Lythienne looked at him silently for a time.  “You could demand it, you know,” she said quietly.  “I am bound to answer your question to the best of my ability.  So far, I have chosen to focus on your second question – can I do it – but if you insisted, I would have no choice.” 
 
    Jeff blinked.  “I wouldn’t do that,” he said firmly, setting his jaw in determination.  “It wouldn’t be right.  I don’t want to take something so important from you, especially not if you aren’t willing to give it.” 
 
    The specter of a long-dead elf stood silently for several moments before nodding her head.  She held up one hand, and suddenly, Jeff found himself standing underneath a canopy of ancient trees.  “The way of the People is to live with the Forest, Aranos,” he heard a voice say, and he looked up to see a kindly looking elf crouched next to him.  “We do not take from it; it gives to us, and we give in return.  In this way, the Forest makes the People strong, and the People make the Forest safe…” 
 
    Jeff stood, stunned, as the scene played out. Immediately after, a new image appeared, followed by another and another.  The visions flashed through his mind almost faster than he could perceive them: learning how to set snares; discovering the secrets to finding safe, clean water; hunting for game of all sizes; foraging for berries, fungi, and leaves while learning which to avoid.  Tens of thousands of memories played out in his mind, and after each, his understanding of and respect for the Forest grew.   
 
    Finally, the images stopped, and Jeff found himself back in the dojo of his mindscape.  “What…what happened?” he stammered, confused. “That felt so real...” 
 
    The spirit of Lythienne nodded, looking somehow less substantial than before.  “To you, it now was real,” she said simply.  “As far as your mind is concerned, you have had hundreds of years of practice in surviving in the forest.  You will likely now rank as one of the top trackers and hunters in the Elven Realms, if you train your body to learn what your brain already knows.” 
 
    Jeff stared at the woman for a long moment.  “Thank you,” he said simply.  “I know what doing that meant.  I don’t know how I can repay you.” 
 
    “Make good choices,” the old woman replied with her usual snap.  “You can repay me for all of this knowledge by using it well.  Now, go off and practice in the forest before taking the next challenge.  Best way you can show gratitude for a gift is to use it.” 
 
    Jeff found himself rising from the mindscape before he could form a reply.  When he opened his eyes, he sat quietly for a moment, hesitating to open the flashing notifications in his vision.  Before he could do so, though, a twitch of motion caught his attention.  He turned toward the movement and saw one of the stone bats started to shift, its stone body liquefying and rejoining until it rose, completely healed, and flapped unsteadily in the air.  The clicking of stone on stone filled the room as, to Jeff’s horror, each of the destroyed creatures began to rise into the air, orienting directly on him. 
 
    He tried to summon his new armor, but in his panic he couldn’t summon the concentration to cast the spell.  He gathered mana into his arms, but the bats gave him less than a second to summon his Mana Barrage before they swarmed over him, biting and scratching.  Desperately, he ran into the passage, hoping to make it to the end of the hall and escape, but he had forgotten that he destroyed almost the entire swarm inside the passage.  As he slammed into a wall of stone creatures, he realized his error, just as blackness stole over his vision and he found himself slowly coming to awareness in front of the obelisk. 
 
    That was pretty awful, he thought grimly. Maybe if I had time to cast my new armor spell, though, I would have been able to escape.  That doesn’t seem like a “Traveler-only” Trial…  He trailed off as he glanced back at the passage and saw that the entrance had vanished, sealed behind the stone wall.  Or, maybe I wouldn’t have escaped, he admitted slowly.  I guess, no matter what, I was respawning. This Trial sort of sucks.   
 
    Part of his frustration, he realized, was guilt: guilt over the gift Lythienne had given him  He didn’t really understand why the old woman had given him those memories; he specifically said he didn’t want to take them from her.  Which is probably why she did it, his mind whispered quietly.  The best person to hold power is someone who doesn’t want it, right? 
 
    After a minute, Jeff shook himself from his introspection and opened his notifications: 
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    Jeff blinked, overwhelmed by the barrage of notifications.  Lythienne’s memories had given him 5 new skills: 4 at the Master level and 1 at the Expert level, not to mention the chance to take 2 new Professions.  Before he could decide about those, though, he needed more information. 
 
    “Hey, Veronica,” he called out to the air.  “Can you explain Professions to me?” 
 
    “Certainly,” her voice spoke calmly in his mind.  “Professions and Classes are opposite sides of a coin.  A Class is who you are; a Profession is what you choose to do.  Unlike Classes, Professions are usually focused around one or more Skills and grant bonuses to the usage of those Skills.  So, for example, anyone can grab a bow and hunt, but a Hunter can bring down larger game and produce vastly more meat and hides from the same animal.” 
 
    “Can you change Professions?” Jeff asked curiously.  “So, if I became a Hunter, would I be stuck as one, or could I give it up and become a Blacksmith?” 
 
    “You can change Professions freely,” she assured him.  “However, Profession XP degrades slowly when the Profession is not active.  You could advance to level 10 in Hunter, for example, switch to Blacksmith for a year, and come back to find your Hunter level is down to 3.  Just like in the real world: if you don’t use it, you lose it.” 
 
    
“Okay, that’s reasonable,” he nodded.  “So, if I pass on a Profession now and decide I want to switch to it later, how can I do that?”  
 
    “Simply focus on the word ‘Profession’ on your status screen,” she informed him.  “It will bring up your current profession as well as any available professions you could adopt.” 
 
    “Got it,” he replied, focusing on the tab and setting his Profession to Herbalist.  A blinking dot appeared in his vision, and he focused on it: 
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    With his new Profession set, Jeff turned away from the obelisk and headed out of the Trials, eager to use his new Skills and Profession in the forest above. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The forest felt wholly different to Jeff in the light of his new Skills and memories.  As he stepped out from the enormous hollow tree – a wyynorn patriarch, he corrected himself mentally using his new memories, known for their longevity and enormous girth but also extreme susceptibility to fire-aspected damage – he could feel the energy of the forest flowing around him.  It was an actual sensation: his skin tingled as the Nature-aspected power flowed over and through him, revitalizing sore muscles.   
 
    He reached down and touched the loamy soil, running his fingers gently through it.  He could sense the tiny life forms beneath, insects and worms that churned the earth and revitalize it.  The ground was filled with energy and nutrients, and he gently drew those into himself, instinctively stopping before he could leach too much from the soil.   
 
    Where before, the forest was simply a seemingly a uniform collection of trees, now it was filled with signs and tracks that he could read.  There, he saw the faint markings where a white deer had sharpened its antlers on a trunk.  Above him rested the abandoned nest of a blood hawk, named for its crimson top feathers and its brutal eating habits.  Tracks of myriad animals crossed the earth, and their musky scents filled his nostrils.   
 
    He spent the next few hours exploring the area about him, gathering useful herbs and following random trails that piqued his curiosity.  He had trouble carrying the herbs until he thought to fashion a crude pouch from a few giant leaves he knew were durable and waterproof, held together with a mixture of sap and charcoal he scraped from a lightning-struck tree he found.  It took him a few tries to cut the leaves in a rough approximation of the shape he wanted, but in the end he had a decent-enough carrying pouch and new notifications: 
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    Jeff’s new pouch wasn’t much to look at, but at least it left his hands free.  Even better, it gave him an inventory screen!  Granted, there were only 10 spaces on the screen and 7 of them were currently filled with herbs, strips of leaf he could use as bandages in a pinch, and glue components.  Still, it was better than stuffing everything in his waistband. 
 
    To his amusement, Jeff easily discovered the tracks of the elves who brought him to the Trials.  They had traveled carefully, but with his new Skill level, even the faintest disturbance or scent in the air was a flashing sign pointing to the elves’ trail.  He realized that, if he wanted, he could backtrack to the elves’ home at this point, but he didn’t really see a reason to.  He assumed that completing the Trial would either send him back to the elves or alert them somehow so that they would return.  If he went back without that happening, he doubted it would be to a warm reception. 
 
    Hours later, content from exercising his new abilities, Jeff headed back into the Trials.  As he began to walk across the newly risen bridge, though, he realized: he had yet to try out his newest spell!  Shaking his head, he focused on forging his armor, pouring as many SP into it as the spell would take.  He calculated that, if he powered the spell fully, it would block about 150 LP of damage, so he was surprised when the spell completed: 
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    He quickly ran the math through his head, estimating his Spell Power boosts, his First Sorcerer Title… It didn’t make sense.  His math gave him 190 LP, not 224.  He went through the calculations again, this time trying for exact numbers, but once again, he came up with approximately 191.  No way the AI messed up the calculation, he thought silently, frustrated. What am I missing? 
 
    “You forgot to take your Intelligence into account,” Veronica’s voice sounded inside his head.  “Had you looked into your abilities, you would have seen that Int gives you a bonus to Spell effectiveness similar to the one Wis gives to SP or End gives to LP.  You might consider looking into those in the near future.”  Jeff could have sworn he could picture the blonde woman’s smirk as she finished her explanation. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered, going back and re-checking all of his spell calculations.  Let’s see, with an Int score of 17, I’m getting a bonus of 42%...no, that would be over 250.  Aggh, I should just look at the freaking ability!  He pulled up his status screen and examined Intelligence: 
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    Oh, it’s a 2% bonus, he realized.  Okay, that makes sense.  So, right now, my armor is getting a 21% bonus to effectiveness.  That should be useful.  He dismissed the screen and hefted his staff, noting that the armor actually kept him from touching the staff with his hands.  He checked his grip, and it seemed like the armor provided enough friction for him to use the staff effectively.  Still, not feeling the weapon in his hands was definitely awkward, and he hoped that he wouldn’t have to go into combat anytime soon. 
 
    He crossed the new bridge in a under a minute, feeling much more comfortable on the narrow bridges by this point.  The new passage was longer and narrower than even the last one: he would definitely not be able to fight in here.  The stone floor was rough and uneven, and he stumbled frequently.  I also won’t be sprinting down this, he grumbled.  I wonder if the AI changes each Trial based on how you handled the last one.  I wouldn’t put it past them.   
 
    As he stumbled down the hallway, he noticed a dim, red light coming from ahead.  As before, the light pulsed regularly, but in this case, the scarlet flashes reminded him uncomfortably of blood.  “Yeah, that’s totally comforting,” he muttered.  “Definitely excited about this.”  Despite the quiet dread he felt, he pushed forward until he found himself at the end of the passage, staring into a large, low-ceilinged room. 
 
    This room, unlike all the others, was rectangular.  A straight, stone path ran centrally down the length of the room.  The path was 4’ wide and dropped sharply off into darkness on each side.  Jeff couldn’t quite make out what was at the bottom of those sheer drops, but from the lack of glow, at least he guessed it wasn’t lava.  Beyond that, it could have been a short distance of a few feet, or an endless plummet into darkness; he had no way to tell. 
 
    The glowing, red orb waited for him at the end of the path.  What grabbed his attention, though, were the walls.  The walls on either side of the room were filled with alcoves.  In each alcove stood a stone statue that looked like a cross between a wolf and a hyena.  The statues sat, unmoving, their surfaces a swirl of red and black rock that made them difficult to see in the red light of the room. Yeah, 20 bucks says those things are gonna wake up if I enter the room, he mused.  How should I play this?  I can’t lure them into the passage: no way to fight in there.  I can’t run back to the entrance: I could barely walk here, much less sprint.  There’s not a lot of them, though.  Maybe I can take them all out with a Barrage? 
 
    Jeff shrugged.  It wasn’t a great plan, but until he knew how the encounter would go down, it was the best he could do.  He took a deep breath and charged his arms with SP before taking a cautious step forward, a ball of light glowing in his fists.  To his surprise, the statues remained still.  He took two more slow steps, when a loud crash caused him to spin around. 
 
    His heart sunk as he saw that the crashing sound had come from a series of stone spikes jutting up from the floor in the doorway, slamming into the arched ceiling of the passage and effectively sealing him in the room.  He turned back to see the statues finally starting to move.  As the statues turned their head toward him, baring their stone fangs and rising to their feet, he raised his hands un unleashed his Mana Barrage. 
 
    The first two globes sped forth, each slamming into the chest of the nearest statue, blinding Jeff with their flashes.  He was shocked as a statue sailed through the storm of spells, crashing directly into his armored chest.  Jeff lost his balance, tumbled backward, and slipped off the edge of the walkway.  He started to scream, but his fall was mercifully brief: after an instant, he crashed into black stone…and kept falling. 
 
    This is like the real “Floor is Lava” game, he thought wonderingly as he plunged through a thin stone crust and found himself surrounded by glowing, orange rock.  His armor sparkled and crackled as it worked to keep the heat out, but after a moment it collapsed, and the molten stone poured onto his flesh.  Darkness followed swiftly, and Jeff found himself once again at the stone obelisk. 
 
    Jeff shuddered at the memory of being encased in molten stone, even for an instant.  That was not a pleasant way to go, he muttered as he reflexively checked himself out, making sure his body was whole.  Did I at least get one of them?  He pulled up his notifications and frowned: 
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    “Seriously?  Magic Resistance?” he yelled in frustration.  “No point in trying to create a new spell to deal with them, then.  I’ll have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    He hefted his staff and trudged back to the room, squaring his shoulders as he prepared to enter.  Okay, so once the spikes rise, he planned, eyeing the room, I’ll retreat to put my back to them, so the wolf-things can’t push me into the lava again.  Maybe I can try to knock them into it, instead? 
 
    He stepped into the room, waiting for the crash of the spikes sealing him in.  He retreated swiftly to place his back to the spikes, his staff held before him.  As the first statue leaped over the lava trenches and barreled at Jeff, he swung hard with his staff, cracking the beast squarely on the side of the head.  With a yelp, the golem flew off to the side, its paws scrambling as it slid off the pathway and plunged into the lava. 
 
    Yes! Jeff crowed triumphantly.  All he had to do was knock them into the lava, and… 
 
    He was shocked as something struck him from the side, sending him flying to his left into the dark, black crust. He glanced up to see the first wolf staring down at him, orange lava dripping from its snout, which hung open in what Jeff swore was a laugh.  Aw, that’s not fair, he shouted mentally as he smashed through the crust and was engulfed in molten rock.  As before, his armor only held for a second or so before it collapsed, sending him to respawn. 
 
    “Totally unfair,” he complained, stamping a foot in frustration.  “The lava was supposed to be the key, right?  You use the environment to your advantage, knock them into the lava, and they’re puddles.  Boom, you win, you go get the orb.  What the hell?” 
 
    He calmed himself down and sat against the obelisk, sinking into his mindscape.  He needed to blow off some steam, and his mindscape was the perfect place for that.  He hefted his mental staff and began his exercises, focusing all his thoughts on the movements, allowing his mind to drift.  The exercise relaxed him, and he found himself going back over the encounter in his mind. 
 
    Can’t win with magic, his thoughts swirled analytically, free of emotion and frustration.  Can’t win by fighting.  Can’t use the environment.  That means…there’s no actual way to win.  It’s a Kobayashi Maru.  It’s designed to make you lose. 
 
    He absently switched the staff for a bokken, but the low overhead interfered with his strikes.  Without thinking, he focused on increasing the volume of the dome and barely noticed how dim the spirals of color became as the ceiling rose to a 12-foot height.  Much better, he thought as he began his sword drills.  Focus on the blade.  Don’t focus on the enemy, don’t focus on their movements, just concentrate on the point of contact.  Just like writing code: focus on the goal… 
 
    He stopped, thinking hard.  Focus on the goal, he repeated mentally.  What’s the goal?  Not beating the wolves: they’re just an obstacle.  The goal is getting to the orb.  If I can do that, I win, even if I don’t kill a single wolf. 
 
    Jeff replayed the previous encounters in his mind.  It was possible, he realized.  The wolves didn’t react until he was into the room, and even then, it took them a few seconds to attack.  They’d still probably get to him, but if he could keep from being knocked off the path, his armor could protect him until he reached the globe, but only if that was his only focus.  Focus on the goal. 
 
    He returned the sword to its resting place and rose from his mindscape feeling a new determination.  He hefted his staff, figuring that even if he wouldn’t be fighting, he could deflect a wolf if needed with it, and walked resolutely back to the wolves’ den.   
 
    He considered getting a running start, but the uneven corridor made that impossible.  He’d probably just fall, and knowing his luck, he’d probably fall into the freaking lava.  No, he just needed to focus on the goal and go for the orb as fast as possible.  He poured his SP back into his armor and got into a crouch that he had seen runners do on TV, with his fingers on the ground and one foot up between them.  He took a few deep breaths, psyching himself up, and launched himself into the room. 
 
    The sound of his boots smacking on the stone was drowned out by the crash of the stone spikes slamming home, followed by the growls of the wolves.  Jeff didn’t care, though: he was focused on the goal, and he was almost halfway there.  He continued to run as he felt an impact slam into his back, making him stumble, but he caught himself with his staff and worked to regain his speed.  More blows knocked into him, and he swung blindly backward with the staff, feeling it smack into stone bodies before something gripped it and ripped it from his hand.  He ignored the loss and pushed ahead the last few feet before diving at the orb, slamming his palm onto it.  As he fell into his mindscape, he turned to see that the wolves had frozen and were turning away, back toward their alcoves. 
 
    As soon as the mindscape materialized around him, he pumped his fist. “Yes!” he crowed, dancing around the dojo.  “Totally pickled the Beast!” 
 
    “You did what, exactly?” Jeff was startled by Lythienne’s chuckle from behind him. 
 
    He quickly composed himself, his cheeks reddening.  He had many talents, but dancing was not one of them, especially in public.  “It’s a…sort of saying,” he mumbled embarrassedly.  “From my world.  It means I performed an act of great Agility.” 
 
    “Ah,” she nodded, eyeing him. “Well, it certainly takes some Agility to complete the third Trial,” she affirmed.  “Not what I would consider a great feat, though.  You ran in a straight line at an average speed.  How is that impressive?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I guess you’re right,” he sighed.  He looked carefully at the specter.  Was it his imagination, or did she seem less solid?  “Look, about those memories…” 
 
    “They were a gift,” she replied firmly, cutting him off.  “One that can not be returned, even would I allow it.  Did you put them to good use?” 
 
    Jeff stared at her a moment, struggling with his emotions.  “I did,” he admitted at last.  “I gathered a bunch of healing herbs, tracked a ton of things, and made a cool pouch.  Oh, and I took the Herbalist profession.” 
 
    “A worthy one,” the old woman approved. “Despite that they are looked down upon by Alchemists and Clerics, who rely upon magic for their abilities, Herbalists are capable of amazing feats of healing and cultivation.  It is something of which to be proud.”   
 
    She straightened.  “In any case,” she went on, “you have one question and one spell.  Which would you like first?” 
 
    “The question,” Jeff replied.  “I’ve kept seeing about how you can give spells an aspect: can you teach me that?” 
 
    “That, child, I cannot,” the woman replied regretfully.  He began to protest, but she cut him off.  “You simply do not have the necessary Skills, I am afraid.  You need greater control of your Mana and your Sorcery. However, I can tell you how the ability is accomplished, not that it will do you much good.” 
 
    The woman gestured, and an image of chaotic, rainbow mana appeared in the air.  “This is, as you know, unaspected mana,” she explained.  “It is a tangle of energies. When you draw from it, you draw many different types of energies, some of them quite incompatible with one another.”  She moved her hand, and the image zoomed in to show two threads, dancing around one another, one a fiery red, the other a deep blue. 
 
    “Here, you see a strand of fire mana and one of water mana,” she continued.  “These are incompatible mana types: when you attempt to combine them, they will either repel one another or destroy themselves in a burst of energy.  Thus, when you use unaspected mana, much of your energy is spent in simply containing these opposing forces.” 
 
    She waved her hand again, and the image panned out to show the swirling mass of mana, but as Jeff watched, the colors shifted into a series of striations, each a slightly different color and shade.  “This is aspected mana,” she explained.  “As you can see, much of the mana has been separated into individual aspects.  This allows you to cast spells that are one almost completely one aspect or combine multiple aspects to create Enhanced aspects.” 
 
    “Wait, Enhanced aspects?” he interrupted?  “What are those?  And what are the aspects?” 
 
    The old woman waved her hand.  “That will take longer than we have time for,” she demurred. “Suffice it to say, it is possible to combine Primary aspects to create Enhanced ones that share the characteristics of both.” 
 
    She passed her hand through the image and it dispersed with a shimmer.  “What is important,” she finished, “is that until you have learned to control that chaotic mess, you will not be able to aspect your spells.”  She waved her hand at the rainbow spirals overhead. 
 
    “And, while we speak of spells,” Lythienne quickly changed the subject by raising both hands, summoning a glowing, white disc in the air.  “This is a Mana Shield.  It is the next spell I will teach you.” 
 
    She gestured, and the shield swung smoothly in concert with her motions.  “The Mana Shield is but your SP given solid form,” she explained.  “It moves at your will and can act as additional Defense, among other things.”  She spread her hands apart, and the disc widened until she was obscured behind it.  “It can also serve as a wall or temporary door.  Like your Mana Armor, it can deflect damage based on the number of SP you invest in it; unlike the Armor, it moves essentially at your will.”  She shook her hands, and the shield vanished. 
 
    Jeff sat down, closing his eyes and concentrating on the spell.  He pictured himself pouring his mana into a mold made of his will, felt it hanging before him, heard it hum as it coalesced.  He felt the air being displaced as the shield moved with his will and sensed the impact as he imagined the stone wolves striking it and being repelled.  Over and over, he replayed the image, pouring SP into it, but as he did, something felt wrong. 
 
    He relaxed his thoughts and observed the spell forming, sensing the image but not controlling it.  After the fourth repetition, something interesting caught his eye.  Why does the shape have to be a disc? he wondered internally as he watched the mana filling the mold his will had created.  What’s the essence of this spell?  Not creating a shield: it’s creating a form, filling that with mana, and forcing it to solidify.  Really, you could make the shape anything you wanted… 
 
    The next time the image restarted, rather than imagining a disc form, Jeff pictured the mana forming into a blade, which he saw himself wielding against the wolves.  The next time, he changed the shape into a staff, then a spear.  As the image replayed, each time he pictured a different image – a ladder to escape the wolves, a bridge across the lava, a hammer to smash them out of the way – steadily pouring SP into the construct. Just as his SP started to flag, he felt the spell coalesce about him…and, immediately afterward, he felt the pattern of the spell shift uncomfortably before coalescing a second time. 
 
    He opened his eyes and rose to his feet, noting how small and dim his mana spirals were.  He noticed a blinking notification and opened it, smiling as he read the text: 
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    Jeff turned to question Lythienne about the message, but before he could utter a word, he felt himself rising from his mindscape.  He blinked and looked down at the now-dimly glowing orb.  “Guess I used my question already,” he chuckled, removing his palm from the orb.  His mirth vanished as he heard a series of growls fill the room.  Jeff looked up just in time to see one of the wolves leap from its alcove and slam into his chest, driving him back off the walkway onto the black, crusted lava.  As the heat seared his back, he realized that he had drained his SP too far to maintain his armor. It was the last thought he had as he plunged into the molten rock and was engulfed in darkness. 
 
    As he respawned before the obelisk, Jeff sighed and shook his head.  I didn’t expect my armor to fail while I was in my mindscape, he said heavily.  Not that it would have mattered.  It hasn’t done more than slow down my deaths so far.   
 
    “Welp, one more to go,” he spoke aloud, trying to reassure himself.  “Once more into the breach…or something like that.”  He reached for his staff, preparing to head across the bridges, but to his dismay, his hand found nothing but air.  He quickly glanced around, but his staff was nowhere in sight.  He opened his inventory, hoping it had somehow ended up in his pouch, but he found nothing but his herbs and crafting glue.  Panicking a bit, he replayed the last encounter in his mind.   
 
    Okay, he began, trying to calm his thoughts. I had the staff when I went into the room.  I used it to swat those wolves off my back.  Well, sort of.  Then, something grabbed it, and…it’s probably back in the room, which is probably still sealed off since I don’t need to enter it anymore.  Just great. 
 
    “Hey, Veronica!” he called out despairingly.  “Can you lose items when you respawn?” 
 
    “Typically, any item on your person will respawn with you,” Veronica’s voice sounded in his mind.  “There are some abilities that can prevent that, but those are very rare and powerful.  However, in this case, your staff was taken from you.  Unless an item is soul-bound to you, if it is not in your possession when you die, it will not respawn with you.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” he sighed, sagging against the obelisk. “Now, I’ve got no weapon.  I mean, I guess I could go try to get one from the forest, but I don’t have anything to cut it with.  I remember how well that went last time.” 
 
    “Not to intrude,” Veronica’s voice interrupted, “but I believe if you think carefully, you’ll find a simple solution to this problem: one that became recently available, perhaps?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he snapped, irritated.  “The only recent thing was my dying in lava – again – and my shield spell...” He trailed off and slapped his forehead.  “Which evolved so I could make it into a weapon if I wanted, didn’t it?  Thanks, Veronica.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied.  “I also suggest you check your status.  It might explain why it took you so long to remember that.  Try focusing on Status changes only; it’ll show you what’s different from the last time you checked.” 
 
    Jeff quickly opened his status, focusing only on seeing the changes and easily spotted the issue: 
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    Well, that explains why I’m so grouchy, Jeff snorted as he saw the Fatigued debuff.  Guess I need some rest after all.  Not sure where I’m going to sleep, though.  I think my Survival Skill lets me make a shelter…  Oh, wait, my Meditation Skill lets me meditate instead of sleeping!  Okay, we’ll do that. 
 
    “Hey, Veronica,” he called out. “I’m gonna Meditate.  Can you wake me up in about 2 hours?” 
 
    “There is an alarm function,” Veronica’s voice assured him.  “Merely think about setting the alarm for the time you wish to wake.  You can also enable your clock, if you’d like.” 
 
    Jeff hurriedly enabled the clock and realized why he was so tired: it was past 2 am, and it had been a long day.  He set the alarm and drifted into his mindscape.   
 
    When he awoke in his dojo, he decided it was time for a chair.  First, he focused on expanding the mindscape a couple feet, not enough to drain him completely but enough to give some extra space.  Then, he concentrated on forming a soft, gray leather recliner, the kind he had seen in stores but couldn’t afford to buy with the scarcity of leather.  His SP drained a bit more, but when he opened his eyes, the most perfect chair he could imagine rested before him. 
 
    “Sweet!” he cheered as he clambered to his feet and lowered himself into the chair. To his disappointment, it felt a little bit off, at first – too firm in some spots, too soft in others – but once he realized that the chair was just a product of his imagination, he altered it until it felt totally comfortable.  He settled back to relax and let his thoughts drift to the swirling vortices of mana above him. 
 
    He relaxed his focus and summoned the mental graph of his mana flows, checking to see if any spots were losing coherence and making changes as necessary.  It’s a chaotic flow, he mused as he fine-tuned the spirals, allowing his mana to flow in and out of them freely.  Left to its own devices, it will eventually decohere from any pattern I put it in.  I’ll need to maintain it occasionally to keep it running smoothly.   
 
    He thought about trying to add a set of internal spirals but instead decided to spend time smoothing and separating the spirals he had.  When he looked at the whole picture, the spirals appeared to be orderly and steady, but when he looked more closely, he could see the paths he created had tangled and overlapped, slowing the mana flows.  He patiently unsnarled the affected areas, trying to create tiny voids of separation between each spiral flow to deter them from tangling again.   
 
    When he finished, he simply let his mind drift, watching the mana flows without touching them.  Again, he was struck by how the vortices seemed to act as chaotic attractors, stabilizing the entire pattern.  The seeming permanence of these nodes allowed him to draw mana from every spiral equally rather than draining a single section and waiting for it to refill: as one spiral’s energy was tapped, the lowered potential of the system would draw power from every spiral it touched at an equal rate.  Each of these would draw from the ones they connected, and so on until the whole system stabilized at a slightly lower global potential.  Something about the flow tickled the back of his mind, as if he could almost perceive the greater function driving the system, and for a brief instant, everything about his mana made perfect sense, and he could see the flow as part of a much larger pattern; an instant later, the moment shattered, and he was left gazing at the smoothly flowing system. 
 
    Jeff sighed and opened his eyes.  There was a pattern there, he knew: something beyond the rather basic one he had imposed on his mana flows.  If only he could grasp it, he was certain he could move the energy around in much more interesting and potent ways.  Sadly, he realized, if there truly was a pattern, it was one created by a multitude of quantum AI’s; he was certain it was far too complex for his mind to handle. 
 
    With his mana flows smoothed out, he spent his time training with his bokken, going through his stances and forms repeatedly, trying to make them instinctive.  He wasn’t looking to grind his skills, really – he knew that mentally practicing the forms was vastly different from trying to drill them into your muscle memory – but the exercise relaxed him.  Besides, he grinned in his head, it’s not like a level or two will hurt, right?  I’m still a Novice with swords, and I’m guessing Novice is probably the only level you can really raise quickly by practicing in here. 
 
    The time passed swiftly.  It felt like he had been practicing for a few minutes at the most when a loud, piercing beep echoed through his mindscape, causing him to put his hands over his ears and wince.  “What the hell is that?” he said loudly before realizing what it almost certainly was. 
 
    “Your alarm,” Veronica’s voice seemed to cut through the shrill beeping sound while still sounding calm and unruffled.  “You can customize it to something else if you’d like.” 
 
    “Okay, well let’s turn it off,” he spoke, almost shouting over the noise.  When the alarm ceased, he sighed and lowered his hands.  “That’s a bit over the top,” he informed the empty air.  “Can we make it something softer?  Maybe a chime?” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied.  “I would point out, though, that when you are lost in your mana, you are very difficult to disturb, and you might miss an alarm that is too quiet.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” he admitted, thinking.  “How about this: we’ll start with a chime but increase the pitch and volume slightly every 10 seconds until I respond.  If that hasn’t worked in one minute, you can use that beeping thing you did there.  Okay?” 
 
    “As you wish,” her voice replied.  “Your settings have been recorded.” 
 
    Jeff racked his bokken – he figured he didn’t need to, since he wasn’t even sure if this place even continued to exist when he wasn’t in it, but it was a good habit to have.  If you don’t want your toys broken, he remembered his mom telling him, you’d better put them away!  He didn’t think that anything in here could break, but as a programmer, he knew that sloppy habits made for sloppy work.  If he started taking his weapons for granted in his mindscape, would he start letting things slip out of it, as well?  He wasn’t sure and really didn’t want to risk it. 
 
    He willed himself to rise from his mindscape and awoke still resting against the obelisk.  He rose to his feet and groaned as muscles that had sat still for too long protested.  Really, Veronica? he cast the thought outward silently.  I get wanting realism, but did you guys have to include stiff muscles?  He spent a few minutes stretching and working the stiffness from his joints before focusing on his newest spell. 
 
    “Let’s see, I need a weapon,” he mused aloud.  He opened his status and glanced over his weapons skills, talking himself through his decision.  “Technically, I suppose, my highest skill is archery.  Problem is, I’ve never actually even held a bow.  Plus, I don’t know how I’d make one out of mana, so I guess that’s out. 
 
    “My next highest skill is with my staff,” he continued.  “That’s probably the best one to use.  Thing is, I really want to get better with swords, and I kind of think this is a great place to do it.  It doesn’t matter how often I die here, so it’s the perfect place to screw up and get better.” 
 
    Decided, Jeff focused on the image of the sword he wanted to make.  He decided to only pour the bare minimum SP into it at first, just in case he did it wrong.  He started by imagining a bokken.  He pictured a cloth-wrapped grip, the flat, oval handguard, and the long, curving blade, sharpened on one side with a wicked point.  When he felt he had the image correct, he slowly added SP to it, holding the power firmly in the mold his mind was creating.  After almost a minute, the image was filled, and the weapon swirled into reality. 
 
    He was immediately glad he hadn’t poured all his SP into the spell: the blade he was holding now was totally wrong.  The image in his mind had made the blade too long and too curved.  The guard was so small it barely wrapped around the handle, and the handle itself was too thick to grip comfortably.  Plus, since he had been imagining a wooden bokken, the blade had a diamond-shaped cross section, just like the practice sword, instead of being slim and able to cut. 
 
    He sighed and dismissed the blade, waiting for a minute or so for his SP to regenerate.  He reformed the image in his mind, trying to correct the flaws, but again, the weapon was flawed.  He had overcorrected: the blade was too short, and the entire weapon was too thin to be usable.  He dissolved the blade a second time and tried once more. 
 
    It took him four more attempts to finally envision an acceptable sword.  Once he had it, he dismissed the blade and reformed it over and over, being sure to impress the image deeply in his mind.  The resulting sword looked like a katana, although the curve was a little less than standard and the guard was a little larger.  The entire blade was formed of translucent white that gleamed in the orange glow pervading the cavern. The edge was as sharp as he could imagine it, which as it turned out was sharp enough to give him a nasty cut on his thumb when he tested it, but he had a feeling that a real blade’s edge would feel much different.  Well, it’s the best I’m gonna come up with without spending some time with a real sword, he decided.  I’m not going to spend all day at this! 
 
    Creating the sword had taken much longer than he thought it would.  Originally, he intended to just make the sword, but it occurred to him that if he needed a different weapon, like a staff, he wouldn’t have time to spend in trial and error in the middle of combat.  Although the delay grated, he spent some time forming a staff, which it turned out was much easier than the sword.  His staff was really no more than a long, thin cylinder, although it did take him a few tries to get the diameter and length the way he wanted.  He tried to make nunchaku or a bow, but both were epic failures because he could only make rigid, inflexible structures.  As he held his final attempt at a bow, nursing fingers he had cut trying to draw a ‘string’ that felt like a razor-sharp wire of mana, he had a feeling he’d need to level the spell significantly before he could create anything so complex. 
 
    Re-summoning his mana blade, he trudged down the path to the final part of the Trial, glancing through his notifications as he did: 
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    700 XP? he thought in amazement.  That would have been exactly enough to get me to Level 2, if I hadn’t created Mana Barrage and Forge Mana.  Feels a little on the nose, though:  I wonder why the AI didn’t just make each quest worth 250, instead?  Maybe they wanted the last one to feel special?  Veronica’s voice didn’t answer his unspoken question, which he assumed meant that she probably wouldn’t tell him even if he asked directly.  She hadn’t seemed to mind supplying him with answers to questions he hadn’t asked so far, after all.  He grinned as he thought he heard an unamused grunt in his mind. 
 
    The final passage was wide and short, only about 10 feet long, so he could see into the next room the moment he stepped into the hallway.  He could see the orb in front of him, in the center of his view, pulsing a violet light.  The wall beyond the orb appeared a pale lavender, which Jeff guessed meant it was actually white, and from this distance, it looked perfectly smooth.  He couldn’t be sure about that, though, since the wall was probably a good 20 or 30 feet away from him.   
 
    He walked the length of the passage without incident, slowing down and hesitating before stepping within, and he was quite glad that he did.  The passage floor ended abruptly at the entrance to the room, plunging down 30 feet or more in a sheer drop.  The room’s entire floor was depressed, all the way to the smooth, lavender-colored walls, and bristling with what looked like 3-foot-long stone spikes.  The spikes were set so closely that there was no way he could avoid hitting several of them if he were to jump into the pit below…not that he planned to do that. 
 
    The room was shaped like a semi-circle, maybe 15 feet in radius, with the orb sitting securely on a pedestal that lifted it up to the height of Jeff’s waist as he stood in the passageway.  The pedestal itself looked to be made of the same smooth, lavender stone as the walls and was flush against the center of the back wall, across the forest of spikes from where Jeff stood.  The only good thing that Jeff could see was that, so far, there didn’t appear to be any enemies in the room: it looked like it was just a puzzle for him to solve. 
 
    Jeff sat at the edge of the passage and dangled his feet over the edge, still holding his mana sword.  Just because no enemies had appeared, after all, didn’t mean they wouldn’t.  He looked around the room, scanning for details, trying to puzzle out the best way to cross the 15-foot gap to the orb.  Well, I guess flying is out, he chuckled to himself.  Maybe I’ll figure that out once I can cast Air-aspected spells, but from what Lythienne said, that’s a fair way off. 
 
    Before he got too far into analyzing the layout, he shook himself and rose to his feet.  The solution is pretty obvious, he realized.  The first challenge was something I could complete by myself, but after that, to beat each challenge, I had to use the spell I learned in the previous Trial.  No way I could have beaten the bats without Mana Bolt: even if I hadn’t developed Mana Barrage, I still could have done the same thing, retreating down the hallway and blasting a few each time.  Same thing with the wolves: the armor gave me enough time to run to the orb.  Without it, they could have grabbed me and dragged me down into the lava way before I reached it. 
 
    So, he realized, he needed to use his last spell to complete this challenge.  And, since the last spell was supposed to be Mana Shield, the answer was simple: he needed to use the shield as a stepping-stone to let him jump across the gap.  In fact, he’d probably need to make multiple shields, since one wouldn’t give him the distance he needed to make it across the gap. 
 
    With a smile, Jeff stood and dusted off his pants, allowing his mana sword to disperse.  Gonna need all my SP for this, he thought.  Still, not much of a challenge, Veronica!  The solution is way too obvious!  He took a quick look at his stats: he had 344 SP, currently, which meant he could create about 62 cubic inches of solid mana using 90% of it.  He could make an inch-thick disc to stand on that was about…3 inches in radius.  Yeah, that wouldn’t work.  What he needed was to make a thinner disc: he needed maybe 4 platforms, each about a foot wide, so he could jump to them.  He quickly ran some calculations: to do that, he’d need to make the platforms about an eighth of an inch thick.  No problem, he grinned internally. 
 
    He began to picture the first platform and found that the simple disc shape was incredibly easy to create, at least compared to his sword.  As he expected, the circle took a bit more than 20% of his SP.  He began to create a second disc…and instantly, the first disc faded into wisps of mana. 
 
    Jeff blinked, startled.  Okay, that was a surprise, he admitted.  Can I only have one Forge Mana active at a time?  That doesn’t seem right. Maybe it was just too far out?  He reformed the first disc and tried to summon a second directly in front of him, but once again, the first disc vanished the moment he began to form a second one. 
 
    Maybe it’s about concentration, he decided. The first disc probably only lasts if I’m focusing on it; once I lose focus, it vanishes.  This was a common thread in games, especially for illusion-type spells: they only lasted while the caster concentrated on them.  Since that generally meant the caster needed line-of-sight to the spell, if you could banish the illusion, the caster ended up pretty vulnerable, which is one reason Jeff had never been big on playing illusionists. 
 
    He recast the first disc and begin to cast the second, while still keeping a mental connection to the first.  It was much harder than he thought it would be: he was used to throwing every ounce of imagination he had into his Forge Mana spell but doing so inevitably caused the first spell to fade.  Still, he grimly persisted, until finally, he had two discs hanging before him, glowing faintly.  He grinned and attempted to float the discs over the trench…and with a flicker, both disappeared at once. 
 
    He sighed.  Creating the discs took all his focus; moving both at once would be too much for him.  He decided he only needed one at first: he could simply stand on it and fashion the second.  Okay, this is a bit harder than I thought, he acknowledged, but I still got this.  He fashioned a platform over the pit, placing it about 3 feet from the edge of the passage.  That’s about as far as I’m good jumping, he admitted to himself.  He took a deep breath, gathered himself, and jumped onto the first disc. 
 
    As his weight shattered the disc, and he plunged down into the pit, he had just enough time to think, Son of a…  He struck the spikes, shattering his Mana Armor, and felt burning spears of pain shoot through him before his head struck a spike and blackness swallowed him. 
 
    When he awoke before the obelisk, he shook his head in frustration.  “Freaking platform was too thin!” he cursed softly.  Dammit, Veronica, I’m a Sorcerer, not an engineer!   
 
    He gathered himself and cast a single shield a few inches above the ground in front of him.  He stepped gingerly onto it, but the moment his weight came down, the platform vanished.  “Yep,” he sighed.  “Too thin.  Okay, so this will be harder than I thought.  I’m gonna have to make the platforms at least a half-inch thick to hold me up.  That means each one can be…4 inches in radius, if I’m only making 2?  That’s too small for jumping, though!” 
 
    He ruminated on the problem for a few moments before reaching a conclusion.  He could only make 2 platforms at once, but he could probably dismiss one and make a new one without much trouble.  Instead of making the platforms far enough apart for jumping, he could make one, stand on it, and make the next within stepping distance.  Once he did that, he could walk to it, release the first, and make a third one once his SP refilled.  It would take a while, and it would probably leave him pretty tired, mentally, but he could do it. 
 
    Back at the edge of the pit, he enacted his plan, creating an 8-inch wide circle a half-inch thick.  He moved it out over the pit and carefully stepped on it.  The platform accepted his weight…and immediately plunged to the floor, with him on top.  He hadn’t even bothered to recast his armor this time, so the burst of pain was mercifully brief before he was sent for respawn. 
 
    “What the hell?” he swore as he reformed in the main room.  “I thought the stupid thing would move however I wanted?  Hell, the original spell description said it would hold weight!  What happened?” 
 
    “Did you, indeed, will it to float, though?” Veronica’s voice spoke in the vault of his mind.  “Or did you assume it would float when you stood on it?” 
 
    “Well, I…” he trailed off, shamefaced.  “Aw, dammit.  Yeah, that was all on me.  Thanks, Veronica.” 
 
    “As I have said,” she replied calmly, “I am here to guide you.”  Her voice went silent. 
 
    Jeff concentrated and formed a disc in front of him, a few inches above the floor.  When he stepped on it, it immediately sank to the ground.  He concentrated on it, though, focusing on the image of the disc hovering above the ground with him on top.  At first, nothing happened, but he pushed all of his focus at the disc, willing it to rise, and slowly it lifted from the floor.   
 
    “Yes!” Jeff shouted, raising his hands, then yelped as his movement unbalanced the platform and it rocked, tipping him to the side and tumbling him to the floor.  “Okay, so less celebration,” he muttered.  “Got it.”  He climbed back up onto the floating circle and tried to stand quietly, but it was no use.  The circle was so small that even such a simple motion as turning his head or raising an arm would destabilize it.  There was no way he’d be able to step on one over the pit: once he lifted his foot off it, it would spill him down onto the spikes. 
 
    He experimented with the platform, decreasing the thickness and increasing the radius until he found a version that was both strong and stable. Unfortunately, it also took most of his SP: the disc was 15 inches wide and a bit more than a third of an inch thick, the thinnest he could make it and still have it hold his weight.  It required most of his focus just to hold it stable, and if he moved too much, it still wobbled dangerously.  However, there was no way he could make more than one of these. 
 
    “So, what do I do now?” he said to the air, whining just a bit.  “I need to make at least two platforms to walk across the pit, but if I do, they aren’t stable enough to hold me.  Hell, I don’t even know if I can hold two of them up in any case: I never even tried that!  Just making one move the way I want it is hard enough…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he processed his last sentence.  It’s supposed to move the way I want it, he mused silently.  So, why would I only be able to move it vertically?  Shouldn’t I be able to float it across the pit – with me on top of it? 
 
    Excited, Jeff formed a disc, his mind awash in images of him standing atop a glowing platform, swooping around in flight, the wind rushing through his hair.  He could already see it: he would be able to fly into battle atop his mana shield, circling around his enemies, peppering them with Mana Barrages from afar.  He would be winged death! 
 
    The reality, sadly, was somewhat disappointing.  Once Jeff has his disc stabilized, he focused on moving it forward, and it obligingly slid in the direction he intended.  As it did, the change in motion rocked him backward, and he tumbled off the platform to land somewhat embarrassingly on his backside.  He grumbled and rose to his feet, refusing to dust himself off – he’d seen that in a classic baseball movie he loved – and reformed the disc, which had vanished as soon as he fell. 
 
    This time, he leaned forward as the circle started moving and managed to stay on his feet.  To his dismay, though, it crept forward at a pace that was just a bit below his normal walking speed.  Jeff concentrated, hurling all his will at the disc, urging it to speed up – to zero effect.  The platform sedately floated away from the obelisk, with a defeated-looking Jeff perched atop it in a superhero pose that, he privately admitted, probably looked utterly ridiculous at the pace he was moving.  With a sigh, he dismissed the platform, realizing a moment too late that it had floated out over the lava river at that point. 
 
    When Jeff respawned, he immediately sat down and sank into his mindscape.  That last bit of idiocy had been the last straw: he needed to do something to take out his frustrations.  The moment his eyes opened in his dojo, and angrily snatched up a staff and began swinging wildly at the target dummy, his blows smashing into it with no control or intent except working out some anger.  After a minute or so of this, he calmed down and put his frustration aside.  He hefted the staff before a thought occurred to him: if he could train skills in his mindscape, could he also train spells?  Curious, he put the staff back on its rack and concentrated, forming a glowing staff of mana. 
 
    He assumed his first stance and fell into his exercises, swinging at the dummy and stumbling as his staff vanished from his grip.  Jeff stared at his empty hand for a moment, blinking stupidly.  Must have lost focus, he realized after several moments.  So, if I’m going to use this as a weapon, I have to keep concentrating on it, or it’ll dissipate.  But, I’ve also got to focus on the forms I’m doing, or I’ll screw them up.  This…is probably gonna be great for training up my concentration, if nothing else! 
 
    He reformed his mana staff and began his forms slowly, splitting his concentration between the weapon in his hand and the movements he still hadn’t fully internalized.  As he practiced, he noticed that holding the staff in place took less of his focus with every minute, until he realized he was barely concentrating to maintain its solidity.  Curious, he dispersed the staff and replaced it with his mana blade.  He again fell into a stance and began going through his exercises, but this time, it barely took any effort at all for him to maintain the construct. 
 
    Eventually, he dispersed the weapon and noticed a blinking notification in his vision.  When he pulled it up, he was pleasantly surprised: 
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    “Huh, my spell leveled up,” he noted.  “Wait, why did my latest spell level up when my others have barely moved?” 
 
    “Spells and skills level faster when you use them creatively,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind.  “You have been pushing the boundaries of the spell consistently and challenging yourself to master it, so it gained Skill XP at an accelerated rate.  Whereas, since you have simply been using your other spells for their intended purpose – albeit effectively – they are leveling up much more slowly.” 
 
    So, my Skills level faster when I basically try to abuse them? he thought quizzically.  I mean, I’m not complaining, but it kind of feels like I’m being rewarded for cheating. 
 
    “There is no such thing as cheating in Singularity Online,” she informed him a bit primly.  “Every player is given the same opportunities and limitations.  How you use your opportunities and work around those limits is an essential part of the game.” 
 
    “So, wait, every player meets a specter that gives them Master-ranked Skills?” Jeff chuckled.  “I find that hard to believe.  That also kind of seems, well, like cheating, Veronica.” 
 
    “Any player who undertook these Trials could have gotten those Skills, yes,” Veronica replied quietly. “However, the odds were, to be honest, vanishingly unlikely.  There was a very specific set of conditions, including the speed one completed the Trials, the number of attempts it took to overcome each Trial, how the player treats Lythienne’s spirit and the power she imparts to them, and not least, a complete unwillingness to take the offered memories.  We calculated that the chances of all of this happening were small enough to justify the exceptional award.” 
 
    “Wait, the speed I’m completing the Trials?” he repeated.  “The number of attempts?  I feel like this is taking forever!” 
 
    “So far, you have spent less than 24 hours in the Trials and have completed 3 of the 4, and you have a workable solution to the last,” Veronica’s voice said without inflection.  “We estimated it would take approximately 4 days for a player to reach this point. It was assumed the player would leave the Trials and be returned to the elf stronghold at least once per day, for sleep, nourishment, and hints on hos to complete the Trials.  You have been operating on a somewhat accelerated schedule, Jeff.” 
 
    Huh, Jeff thought, perplexed.  He suddenly realized that the reason he had found the Trials to be so frustrating and unfair was that this was exactly what they were intended to be.  They were meant to force players to use their new spells over and over, perhaps discovering new skills in the process, and returning to the elves as needed.  That way, the player would start to think of the elf village – stronghold? – as a kind of home base.  Jeff honestly felt like the main room of the Trials was more of a home base than anywhere else at this point. 
 
    Well, I’m doing things the way I like, he decided firmly.  I’m not even planning to stay with the elves, anyway.  Once I’m done with this, I’ll do a few quests around the stronghold to get some money, buy some decent equipment, maybe see if I can get some weapons training before I go meet up with Phil, wherever he’s at.  Plus, I gained some awesome skills, so go me, I guess! 
 
    He dismissed his mana blade and rose from his mindscape, filled with determination.  He was going to complete the last Trial, no matter how many times he fell to his doom!  In fact, he was going to get there in style!  
 
    He formed his stable disc and stepped gingerly onto it.  With his new Skill level allowing him to create 25% more volume of forged mana, he was able to make the disc about 18 inches across, increasing the stability. He also found that no longer having to focus to maintain the platform allowed him to concentrate more on keeping it stable and slightly increased the speed: now he was moving just a bit faster than his normal walking pace.  He mentally guided the hovering circle across the lava river, ignoring the bridges, and down the last hallway. 
 
    As the disc moved out over the pit, Jeff allowed himself a satisfied grin.  So long as he didn’t lose focus, he was about to complete the last Trial.  He wasn’t sure what that would mean, but he was hoping there would be a decent reward – although, after a moment’s thought, he realized that was being greedy.  He was about to be given a fourth spell, he’d learned how to be a functioning Sorcerer, and he had already been granted skills that, considering how slowly his were growing, would probably have taken him years to develop.  In fact, his real hope was that his completing the Trial wouldn’t mean the end of Lythienne’s memories: there was still so much for him to learn from the ancient Sorcerer. 
 
    As his floating platform slowly approached the orb, he remembered that creating the last spell had caused his armor to fail; creating a new one would likely do the same thing for the disc.  In other words, the moment he left his mindscape, he would likely fall to his death.  His concern, though, was whether it would happen before he got to finish his spell.  Would he be able to try again afterwards?  Would he lose the chance to learn that spell forever?  He doubted the last would be true: while the game might be difficult, he couldn’t see the AI’s setting it up so that the only way to succeed also guaranteed failure. 
 
    His platform drew next to the orb, ending that line of questioning.  There was no point in stalling: he had to trust that the game was designed to be played and assume that something would keep him from falling – at least, until after he left his mindscape.  By this time, he was resigned to the fact that completing the Trial would result in his death.  This really is a Traveler’s-only Trial, he thought grimly. 
 
    He reached forth and placed his hand on the violet globe, plunging into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and saw Lythienne staring at him a little grimly.  “So, you have completed the fourth Trial, Sorcerer,” she said flatly. “As always, you have earned a new spell and a single question.  Which shall it be?” 
 
    “Are you upset with me?” he asked cautiously.  “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Lythienne sighed, and the discontented look flew from her face.  “No, child, I’m not upset with you,” she replied heavily.  “I am…concerned.  The last part of the Trial is the most difficult, and it would pain me to see you turn aside from it when you are so close.” 
 
    “The last part?” he repeated.  “I thought I had completed the last part.  The last lock on that big door will be open, and I’ll be able to head out, right?” 
 
    “No, my foolish young elf,” she denied, shaking her head.  “You have merely opened the door that contains the true Trial.  This one, you will not be able to try endlessly, either: if you die, you fail.” 
 
    Jeff swallowed at her words and opened his mouth, but she halted him with an upraised hand.  “No, do not waste your question on something you will discover shortly without my assistance, child,” she scolded gently.  “Instead, let us start with your spell, so you have time to recover your wits and ask a meaningful question.” 
 
    The ancient specter tilted her head back, and for a moment, Jeff saw her body glow faintly white.  “This spell is called Empowerment,” she informed him.  “It is subtle, but powerful.”  As she spoke, she suddenly vanished.   
 
    Jeff felt a rush of air swirl past him and spun to see that Lythienne was now standing behind him.  “With this spell,” she explained, vanishing once more and appearing beside his weapon rack, “a Sorcerer can empower their bodies with mana, boosting their physical stats beyond what would normally be possible.”  She picked up his wooden bo staff and slammed it into the side of his dome with a crack that sounded like thunder, forcing him to wince and cover his ears. 
 
    “While powerful,” she went on, “Empowerment is a dangerous spell.  The body was not meant to use mana in this fashion and doing so causes continual damage.  The feeling of power can also be intoxicating, even addictive, and there have been Sorcerers who indulged in this spell to the point of death.  Yet, when you are facing a foe beyond your ability to defeat, this spell can be the difference between life and death.” 
 
    Jeff nodded, thinking through the ramifications.  Empowerment seemed like a sort of last-ditch spell, something you used when you were low on options.  “Okay,” he said slowly, “so, how do I cast it?” 
 
    Lythienne began to patiently talk him through the process of fashioning the spell.  It was far more complex than he imagined: it wasn’t just a matter of shoving energy into his muscles.  He had to focus the energy on what he wanted it to do: he could reinforce his muscles and bones to give him greater strength, energize his fast-twitch muscles to grant him extra Agility, suffuse his flesh with power to improve his Endurance, or concentrate the energy in his hands and fingers to improve his Dexterity.  He felt the energy gathering in his muscles, could taste the coppery tang of it in his mouth.  
 
    He fashioned the spell again and again, pouring SP into it, but as his mana turned into a trickle, the spell had not coalesced.  He opened his eyes to see that his mana spirals were all but vanished, and his mind felt heavy and fuzzy.  “I couldn’t do it,” he gasped, collapsing in his chair.  “It just took too much mana…” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Lythienne waved at him dismissively.  “You simply need to let your SP regenerate and continue, child.  The spell will wait for you.” 
 
    Jeff blinked, stunned.  “Wait,” he replied slowly.  “I don’t have to create the spell all at once?” 
 
    “Of course not, my young fool,” she cackled at him.  “Do you think that all fledgling Sorcerers have this much mana to draw on?  Most have less than half what you possess.  If your mana grows as you do, your spirals may one day be truly terrifying. 
 
    “In any case,” she went on, “no matter how powerful you are, the greatest spells require more SP than you could possibly hold.  Lythienne used to have a dozen spells in creation at once; she would spend time developing each, but she knew it could take her years just to finish even one, much less all of them.” 
 
    She stopped and gestured at his slowly returning spirals.  “What you have here, now, is where most Sorcerers begin,” she explained.  “With this level of power, it would have taken you three or four attempts just to complete Mana Bolt; Mana Armor and Mana Shield would have taken much longer.  When a Sorcerer pours SP into a spell but does not complete it, it simply holds the mana and waits, incomplete, until the Sorcerer can once more attempt to complete it.  It does not matter how many attempts it takes; the spell-form is patient.  All that is needed is that you return to the vision occasionally, perhaps every few months or so, even if you add no SP to it.” 
 
    She shook her head and glanced again at his growing spirals.  “If I am being honest,” she said slowly, “I should admit that Empowerment is usually a spell taught in stages.  Lythienne’s instructions were to teach you Agility Empowerment only; had I done so, you would have completed the spell in one sitting. 
 
    “However,” she finished, “you have shown remarkable ability in developing spells and have a deep pool of SP to draw from, so I decided to teach you all four of the Empowerment forms at once.  Based on what you have achieved so far, it should take you two more attempts to complete the spell.” 
 
    A little awed, Jeff sat back and waited for his SP to refill before delving back into the spell.  As the elf said, the image waited patiently for him, humming with the SP he already poured into it and seemingly hungry for more.  He obliged, replaying all four forms of the spell again and again until his SP slowed to a trickle.  After letting the power regenerate, he dove back into it.  Just as Lythienne predicted, on the third attempt, the spell finally coalesced, filling him with energy.  Eagerly, he examined his new notification: 
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    “Awesome,” he whispered. “Although, I can only hold it for about a minute and a half before it kills me, so that’s less awesome, I guess.” 
 
    Lythienne nodded.  “So, you see the utility but also the danger in the Spell,” she affirmed.  “Keep that danger firmly in mind if you must use it, for you will be tempted to hold it as long as possible. 
 
    “Now, child,” she finished, “you may ask me one last question.” 
 
    Jeff had been considering this carefully.  He wasn’t sure if he would see her again after this, and he wanted to make his last question a good one: something he wouldn’t be able to discover easily on his own.  “What makes a great Sorcerer,” he asked quietly.  “Not just a powerful one, or a dangerous one.  What makes a Sorcerer legendary?” 
 
    Lythienne blinked in surprise for several moments.  “Do me a favor,” she said at last.  “Remind me of this question if ever I call you ‘fool’ again, child.  Hundreds of years, dozens of students, and never was Lythienne asked this.” 
 
    She walked over and placed her hand on the side of Jeff’s head.  “There are three things that make a Sorcerer legendary,” she told him softly.  “Not mighty spells or endless mana on which to draw; these are much simpler.  The greatest Sorcerers possessed imagination, passion, and great courage. 
 
    “Imagination is obvious,” she continued, dropping her hand.  “A Sorcerer’s magic is limited only by their imagination: if you can picture it, fully and completely, to the last detail, eventually you can create it.  Wizards and Warlocks can cast mighty spells, but a Sorcerer’s magic can accomplish anything: from healing the sick to leveling nations, if only they can imagine it so. 
 
    “Passion is less obvious,” she went on, her eyes gleaming as she spoke, “but it is, perhaps, equally as important.  To become a Sorcerer of legend, you must be devoted to it, to love the power of creation and the use of your Spells.  You must embrace every aspect of it, the good and the bad.  You will never have the Spell list of a Wizard, but the spells you have?  You must cherish them, so you know them like no Wizard ever can.  In so doing, you will make them far greater in scope and power than they could ever become.” 
 
    She turned away as she spoke the next words.  “Courage is, perhaps, the hardest part,” she admitted.  “But, without it, nothing else will matter.  For Sorcerers were created for a singular purpose: to drive back the Darkness and protect the People of the Light.  When the power of the Wizards was insufficient to protect the Alliance, the Sorcerers first rose to challenge the Night.  It is a daunting task, and one that many Sorcerers failed over the millennia, child.  Fear deadens the imagination and cools the fire of passion: a Sorcerer who allows fear to control them no longer fights for the Light but hides from the Darkness.  And when that happens, the Darkness wins, and the Light begins to fade. 
 
    “That is the secret, child,” she finished.  “Indulge your imagination; embrace your passion; face your fate with courage, and you will one day join the greatest Sorcerers of all in the legends of this shadowed world.” 
 
    Jeff listened quietly, pondering her words with deliberation. He felt there was more to her words than she had said, but what it was escaped him.  Still, he could sense her utter conviction as she spoke, and he resolved to do his best to follow that mantra.  Imagination.  Passion.  Courage, he thought softly. I will remember. 
 
    “And now, Aranos Evenshade,” she spoke, using his character’s full name for the first time, “you will return and learn the truth of my words.  When you pass through the Great Seal, you will know what it is to be a Sorcerer, and why we stand against the Darkness.  Before you do, my advice is this: know your Spells.  Embrace them, as I said, and learn them as intimately as you can.  If you do not, you will fail, and all of this will have been for naught.  Go, now, with my blessing…and good luck.” 
 
    Jeff opened his mouth to speak, but he felt himself being ejected from the mindscape.  He watched as the figure of the ancient else dwindled, until she was obscured by the white mists of his mind.  He opened his eyes and realized that, as he feared, his mana platform had failed while he was in the mindscape.  His arm burned with pain, and he realized that he was dangling by one hand, his palm seemingly glued to the violet orb.  As the light within it died to a flicker, his hand came free, and he fell… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Jeff’s vision slowly returned as he respawned before the now-familiar obelisk.  He slumped to the floor, feeling overwhelmed and, frankly, a little depressed.  The spirit of the ancient elf had been his only mentor and, while not without her faults, had given him tremendous gifts.  He hoped that the fading of that last orb had not also been the fading of that spirit, but he had a sinking feeling it was.  She had been put here for a single purpose: to train a new Sorcerer, and having done so, her reason for existing had ended. The thought of all that knowledge and wisdom vanishing saddened him to no end. 
 
    He considered retreating to his mindscape, to train and perhaps to escape from the encroaching melancholy, but he remembered the mantra Lythienne had given him: Imagination, Passion, Courage.  She had been right: Courage was the hardest part of that.  It would be easy to try and hide in his mindscape, but he owed the woman more than that.   
 
    She had advised him to train his Spells, but also to embrace them and learn them intimately.  That’s what I was doing with Forge Mana, he realized. I was playing with it, seeing what it could do.  I need to do that with my other spells, as well.  That’s the Passion part she was talking about. 
 
    Resolved, he concentrated and easily formed a glowing staff with his Forge Mana skill before turning away from the Trials and heading back up to the surface.  He needed to play with his Spells, and that meant he needed something to play with. It was time to go hunting. 
 
    First, though, he realized that he had completed the last quest, and that meant there should be a notification waiting for him: 
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    He ignored the quest notification for the moment – that failure penalty seemed pretty harsh despite the awesome XP reward – and focused on the excitement of leveling up.  He wasn’t a piddly level 1 Sorcerer anymore: he was level 2 now!  Which, sure, still wasn’t epic, but it was better than Level 1.  Interested to see his new bonuses, he pulled up his full Status sheet: 
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    Not bad, he congratulated himself with a smile, feeling some of his depression slide away.  His SP were almost at 400, thanks to his Mana Well perk, and his LP had finally broken 100.  He considered his Stats, wondering where to put his points.  He could certainly boost his End: more LP was never a bad thing.  If he ever put his Archery Skill to use, he’d definitely want more Dex, but that was more of a long-term project.  Of course, putting points into Int or Wis would yield benefits to his class, but he’d never been a min-maxer in games: he preferred a balanced character to one that was totally lopsided.  Besides, he had a feeling there could be consequences to being such a one-dimensional character in this game. 
 
    He decided that the level bonus to Int and Wis was enough for right now: his SP were already really high, according to Lythienne, and he had a lot of Skills, Perks and Titles that boosted his Spell Power plenty.  He dropped a point into End to boost his Stamina regen and LP, and another into Agil just to bring it to above the human norm.  The last point he saved, figuring he could add it in if something was needed later.   
 
    Happy with his choices – or, at least, not unhappy with them – he headed out of the Traveler’s Trials and into the Forest above.  He breathed deeply as he stepped into the fresh air, letting the energy of the woodland pass through him and revitalize him.  He touched the soil, drawing nourishment from it, before rising and scanning the area.  The woods were filled with the tracks of animals, and he absently categorized them in his mind.  He ignored the smaller animals like squirrels and rabbits – although he wondered if, perhaps, there were horned rabbits on Ka like in those old stories he loved – and focused on larger predators.   
 
    As he moved silently through the forest, his Trackless ability allowing him to move without sound or disturbance, he noticed the track of a large, silver bear.  Although he was tempted to Track it, the trail was old and, besides, in most games bears were fairly dangerous animals.  He doubted he’d be able to take one alone.  Maybe if he had Phil and a full party…  He’d have to see if he could convince Phil to come back here and do some hunting with him.  He’d been doing pretty well on his own, so far, but he knew that having a party would make things much easier.  The Trials, for example, would have been totally different if he had a dedicated tank to keep enemies off him: he could have stood behind his meat shield and picked the bats off from the safety of the passageway or let the tank run ahead of him to clear a path through the wolves.  He might have been able to clear each of those Trials in one attempt if he’d had the right kind of help.   
 
    There were certainly character types that functioned well alone – the Warden Class he had been offered during character generation seemed like one of those – but they tended to be jacks-of-all-trades.  They could do a lot, but they weren’t great at any of it.  From what he recalled of the description, a Warden could heal, just not as well as a Divine character like a Cleric or Druid.  They could do ranged DPS – damage per second – but not the way a Ranger or Archer would.  They probably had some melee and arcane abilities, but they would never have the staying power of a Warrior Class or the Spell Power of a Wizard. 
 
    No, while it had been fun going through the Trials alone, conquering them through trial-and-error – pun absolutely intended, he snickered in his mind – if he wanted to really go far in the game, he’d need a party, and that meant finding Phil.  He had no people skills in real life, and with his low Charisma, it would probably be worse in the game.  Although, I guess my Charisma has gone up quite a bit, he mused.  I wonder how that works with other players?  Am I more attractive?  Are the AI’s going to make me sound more convincing than I really am?  Will they actually influence the players to make me seem more trustworthy?  Not sure I like that last idea… 
 
    In any case, Phil was the people person.  Assuming he wasn’t stuck in a Class training Quest the way Jeff was, he had likely already gathered a party and was out farming monsters and gaining levels.  While Jeff was proud of his new level, for all he knew, he was way behind the curve: he had grown, but mostly through Skills and Spells, not really levels, which were usually the real indicator of ability.  Higher levels meant more LP, more SP, and more potent abilities. 
 
    And yet, he mused, he wasn’t sure if Levels were really going to be all that big of a deal in Singularity, at least not if his progress so far was much of an indicator. Since he first landed at the reflecting pool, he’d managed to improve every one of his Stats by at least 2 – his Wis had increased by 9! – more than tripled his SP, and increased his LP and Stamina significantly.  Most of those boosts had come from acquiring Skills, Perks, and Titles.  His level had, honestly, only been a small boost to his abilities comparatively. 
 
    If Skills are that important, he considered, I need to focus on getting more of them.  I still haven’t gotten Stealth, or any kind of Identify Skill.  Heck, I haven’t even really tried to Identify anything, have I?  He had a feeling that levels weren’t as big of a deal in Singularity as they were in other games.  He needed to master his Spells, grind his Skills, and maybe figure out how to get some new ones, even if they were Untrained. 
 
    He stilled as his nose picked up a scent that his stolen memories easily identified for him: a great wolf, only recently passed through the area.  Great wolves are fierce and territorial, the memories informed him.  They are larger, stronger, and more cunning than regular wolves.  They usually hunt in packs of 2-5, so this one must be a lesser male trying to establish a new territory.  Their fur is valuable and useful for garments and armor.  He shook his head, amazed at the depth of the knowledge he had been given. 
 
    Normally, a pack of wolves would probably be beyond his capabilities, but a single wolf?  That, he might be able to handle, if he was careful and used his Spells and Skills wisely.  That meant he needed to spend some time experimenting with them, and for that, he needed to be somewhere a little safer.  He looked around until he found a tree that looked like a likely candidate for climbing: with his more advanced Stats, scrambling up into the lowest branches was a simple enough matter.  Wouldn’t do to be caught by the animal I’m trying to hunt, now would it? he thought wryly as he nestled into a crook between branches, his back to the trunk. 
 
    First, he called up his Mana Bolt.  The ball of energy tumbled over his outstretched palm, glowing white with flickers of prismatic energy.  It was a simple spell: you point it at a target and shoot.  He concentrated, firing it at a distant tree, and it impacted against the bark with a flash and small boom.  He repeated the exercise, watching the Spell more carefully this time.  Mana rose from his hand, swirled into a sphere, and more energy was used launching it.  Upon impact with any solid object, it burst, doing minor damage. 
 
    It’s not really very efficient, is it? he mused thoughtfully.  Much of the Spell’s energy was lost in the impact explosion: the light, heat, and sound were all wasted power that could have been directed into the target, instead.  I mean, it looks cool, he admitted, but do I care how it looks, or how it works?  Well, probably both, honestly.  Still, if he could increase the efficiency of the spell, he should be able to do a lot more damage for the same amount of SP…shouldn’t he? 
 
    He closed his eyes and mentally examined his spell.  Why was so much of the energy lost that way?  Why did it explode like that?  As he delved into the image he used to create the spell, he found his answer: because that’s how he had imagined it.  When he was creating the spell, he had envisioned it bursting against his enemies because, honestly, that’s Lythienne’s had done.   
 
    However, as the woman had said herself, a Sorcerer was limited only by their imagination: surely, he could imagine a better way for the spell to function.  He sunk into the vision, feeling the mana rising from his center, coursing through his arm, and gathering in his hand.  He saw the orb of energy appear and imagined hurling it at an enemy, but when it impacted, he tried to will it to burst forward only, into the target.  To his dismay, it simply exploded.  He tried again and again, but each time, the ball of power exploded equally in all directions, wasting much of the power. 
 
    I think it’s the shape, he realized at last. It’s shaped like a sphere, so when it releases its energy, it radiates equally in all directions.  That’s kind of the nature of a sphere.  I need it to release directionally, so I need a shape that will focus the power forward. 
 
    His first instinct was to use a cone, with the base facing toward he enemy, but it took a great deal of energy to keep the shape stable, especially in flight.  The flat surface tended to wobble as the air rushed past, and it missed the target more often than it hit.  He inverted the cone, but while that improved the flight path, even more energy was lost, since the cone tended to collapse toward the base, away from the target. 
 
    What I need is for the energy to penetrate first, he concluded.  If it explodes within the target, almost all the energy will go directly into damage.  So, I need a shape with penetration.  He started by summoning the original sphere, then considered it appraisingly.  If he wanted it to penetrate an opponent, he needed it to be solid, like his mana-forged items, and he needed it to be pointed, like a spear…or, he realized, like an arrow.  He released the orb and instead imagined his mana filling an arrow-shaped mold, compressing it until it was almost solid.   
 
    He tried projecting it, but just like his platform, it moved at about the speed of a walk.  Yeah, that’s not gonna work, he grumbled discontentedly.  He tried again, but while the arrow-shape formed easily enough, he couldn’t launch it at an opponent.  Why? he whined silently.  Why does the Mana Bolt fly so fast, but the solid arrow move like a constipated sloth?   
 
    He went back to the original spell, but this time, he tried to solidify the ball of mana and hurl it.  It, too, crept forward.  Was it a function of solid mana, that it moved slowly?  Frustrated, he released the sphere of power – and it streaked forth, slamming into his mental construct and exploding in a blaze of force. 
 
    He blinked and repeated the spell.  When he held the shape solidly, it moved at a snail’s pace; once he released it, it raced outward.  Excited, he began again with his arrow-shaped spell.  He formed the arrow in his imagination, holding it firmly until it solidified, then released it and hurled it toward an illusory enemy.  The arrow’s shape began to lose coherence the moment he stopped holding it, but it still held its form well enough to punch into the imaginary foe and explode within. 
 
    He ran the image through his thoughts again and again, slowly adding SP to it.  It was a more difficult construct, and he had to stop and regenerate his SP once before it finally coalesced within him.  He had never formed or modified a spell outside his mindscape before; he realized that he had taken the bonuses from Instinctive Meditation for granted.  However, this wasn’t the best place to retreat into his mindscape, and besides, he wanted to see how difficult it was to forge a new spell outside of his mind.  A blinking notification had appeared in his vision, and he eagerly checked it: 
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    Yes, he cheered silently.  That was a major upgrade!  The damage had more than doubled, and with the Enhancement to the spell, it could punch right through armor.  Granted, it cost three times the SP, but that was a resource of which he had plenty right now. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to test his new spell upgrade.  He quickly checked the area to make sure nothing had crept up on him while he was engrossed in his magic before climbing cautiously down from the tree.  His Tracking senses told him that nothing was close, so he cautiously began to follow the scent of the great wolf.  The trail led deep into the forest, backtracking and looping occasionally as if the wolf knew it was being hunted and was trying to throw off pursuit, which was possible, he supposed.  His Trackless ability hid the noise and signs of his passage from others, but it wouldn’t necessarily replace a Stealth Skill.  Great wolves are cunning, he reminded himself.  They like to attack from ambush.  If this one knows you’re coming, it’s probably waiting for you. 
 
    Jeff slowed his approach and looked around.  Thanks to his Peerless Tracker ability, he knew roughly how far ahead the wolf was, but he couldn’t get an exact fix on its location.  That might change as he got closer, but he didn’t want to count on it: if the wolf managed to get the drop on him, he might not get a chance to use his new spell, especially if it got through his armor – which he hadn’t even bothered to summon, he realized.  A little embarrassed, he cast the spell and surrounded himself in hardened mana before abandoning the wolf’s trail and moving off at a right angle. 
 
    Thanks to his Tracking skill, he still had a sense of where the great wolf was, even though he wasn’t following the trail.  Using that sense, he walked a wide circle, keeping the feel of the wolf’s presence to his left the whole time.  The wolf stayed relatively still, so he guessed that the creature wasn’t actively hunting him.  In fact, he was fairly sure that his Trackless ability made that impossible, meaning that so long as he wasn’t directly trailing the great wolf, it would have no idea where he was. 
 
    As he walked, he began tightening the radius of the circle, spiraling closer to his quarry.  The sense of the wolf stayed more or less still; it was likely either lying in wait for him or hiding, since it had probably lost his scent.  As he drew closer, though, he began to feel nervous.  If the wolf was lying in wait, would he spot it?  His Perception wasn’t that high, and he didn’t have any Skills that could really help him.  He stopped and pulled up his status, going back through his Skill list until he reached Herbalism. 
 
    Speak with plants? he mused, considering.  How would that work?  Could a tree see the wolf?  Or anything, really? 
 
    He crouched behind the nearest tree and laid his hand on the bark, concentrating.  At first, nothing happened, and he started to wonder if the Skill only worked with specific plants, but slowly, he felt a strange awareness in his mind.   
 
    The tree seemed to have been slumbering and was slowly waking at his interruption.  He gained a sense of long ages, of time immemorial passing in brief moments.  His mind reeled at the immensity of the tree’s existence, and he almost broke the connection.  Instead, he formed an image of a great wolf in his head, pulling from Lythienne’s memories and hoping it was accurate, and projected it to the tree with a sense of questioning. 
 
    The tree immediately flashed an image to him: a large, gray-black wolf crouched beneath a thicket of brambles.  The image faded quickly, but it was enough for Jeff to get a better sense of the wolf’s position.  He scanned the area around, looking for a convenient climbing tree: he needed elevation if he wanted any chance of surviving the coming encounter.  As the desire flashed through his head, he heard a creaking sound, and the lowest branch of the tree he was touching suddenly drooped until it was low enough for him to reach. 
 
    He sent the tree a flash of gratitude and scrambled up onto the branch, pressing his back against the trunk and scanning the forest below.  It took him almost a minute to spot the flash of gray crouched beneath a covering of thorn bushes, and he again sent the tree a sense of thanks.  Had the tree not given him the image to follow, he probably wouldn’t have been able to spot the wolf, and he guessed that its trail led right past the ambush spot.  Even now, having seen his quarry, he was still only getting the sense that it was in front of him and nearby from his Tracking Skill.  That’s probably what happens when your Stats and Skills aren’t equally leveled, he realized.  Normally, he was certain that getting Tracking to the Master level would have also pushed his Perception to lofty heights, so the Skill didn’t grant him bonuses to spot his prey.  It was probably assumed he wouldn’t need them. 
 
    Now that he had the wolf sighted, he concentrated on his new Mana Arrow and forged glowing, white shaft in front of his hand.  He pointed his hand directly at the wolf, but as he did, his body insisted that his aim was off, and his arm tried to shift slightly to the left.  Confused, Jeff jerked his arm back into position and released the arrow, which promptly bounced off an intervening branch and struck the wolf just above its right hindleg.  The wolf howled as the arrow buried itself into its flesh and then ruptured, widening the wound just as Jeff had imagined. It leapt to its feet – the three working ones, anyway – and turned to glare fearfully at its attacker. 
 
    Not gonna get me up here, Jeff crowed.  Especially not with a hurt leg!  Confident of his victory, he began to summon a second arrow while glancing at his latest notification: 
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    Deflection?  Was that because it had hit the branch first?  Good to know that physical objects can reduce my spell’s…  Jeff’s thoughts were interrupted as something grabbed his foot and dragged him from the tree, slamming him to the ground.  His vision was filled with a huge, shaggy head, snapping and tearing at his face and throat.  Only his armor had kept him from being killed instantly, and in his panic, he flailed at the beast with his fists, striking its head and muzzle to seemingly no effect. 
 
    The wolf grabbed one of his arms and shook it, flinging him to the side and out from under it.  Jeff rolled across the ground, smashing into the trunk of a tree, and quickly fed some SP to his armor, hoping to repair some of the damage the wolf had done.  The wolf was limping but crouched, gathering its feet beneath it, and with a yelp Jeff rolled to the side as it leaped.  He almost made it, but the wolf clipped his side, knocking him down once more as it landed with a pained yelp before hobbling around to face him. 
 
    Jeff scrambled to his feet just as the wolf leaped again.  He fell backward, holding up his hand and summoning a mana arrow.  He formed the arrow just as the wolf crashed into him, knocking him onto his back and pressing him down into the forest floor.  He quickly brough his arm up, trying to protect his face, but the wolf lay still on top of him, unmoving.  He heaved and twisted, trying to roll the animal over, but his Strength wasn’t up to the task.  After some wiggling and shifting, he finally managed to squirm out from under the creature’s bulk and rolled to his feet. 
 
    The wolf lay on its side, facing away from him.  He quickly summoned his staff and moved cautiously around to the front, keeping his weapon between the beast and his body.  When he finally saw the animal’s chest, though, he lowered the weapon and sat down heavily on the ground.  The wolf’s chest was burst open where it had apparently impaled itself on his arrow, rupturing its heart and, from the looks of it, killing it instantly.  Jeff quickly brought up his notifications, focusing on the combat log: 
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    He scrolled quickly through the red notifications, noting that his armor had gotten dangerously low before he repaired some of the damage, until he got to the final one: 
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    So, when it landed on me, it impaled itself with the arrow and doubled the Critical damage, he thought quietly.  If it hadn’t done that, it might have ended up killing me.  I kinda got lucky, and I can’t count on that.  So, what could I have done better? 
 
    Obviously, his biggest mistake was getting distracted and underestimating the wounded animal, he realized.  If he had been paying attention, it might not have pulled him out of the tree, and the whole fight could have gone very differently.  He also realized that he had never bothered to summon a weapon and that even if he had, most of his weapons would have been kind of useless once the wolf had him down like that.  
 
    The thing that most bothered him, though, was how his arm had tried to move of its own accord when he was aiming at the wolf.  Maybe, if that hadn’t happened, his first shot would have done more damage or even critically hit the wolf from the start.  Is it a Dexterity thing? he wondered.  Shouldn’t be; my Dex is decent.  Maybe a Perception issue? 
 
    Curious, he formed another arrow and aimed it at a nearby rock the size of his head.  The arrow flew exactly as he intended, although it failed to penetrate the rock and simply burst on the surface.  He tied again with a tree several feet away, but again, everything happened as he expected.  The wolf was kind of covered up, he reminded himself.  Maybe that had something to do with it?  A concealment bonus or something? 
 
    Continuing the experiment, he looked around and saw a slim, white-barked tree partially concealed behind a spreading bush that was maybe as tall as his head.  He aimed the arrow through the shrub at the tree – and as he did, he felt his arm wanting to drift a little up and to the left.  Frowning, he forced it back in line and released the arrow.  The projectile glanced off one of the branches of the bush and zipped past the tree, burying itself in the earth beyond and exploding. 
 
    Huh, he pondered, his mind making a connection.  The arrow I shot at the wolf deflected, too, and both times my arm wanted to aim a different way.  I wonder… He aimed at the tree once more, but this time, he allowed his arm to move as it seemed to want.  His aim was obviously off – again, it was high and left, aimed well past the tree – but when he released the arrow, it deflected off the brush and plunked solidly into the center of the tree, exactly where he was aiming.   
 
    It’s my Archery Skill, he realized excitedly.  It’s improving my accuracy for me, and I was fighting it!  Aargh!  He smacked himself in the forehead in frustration.  The first shot had been poorly placed, and he had no one to blame but himself.  Had he realized the Skill was guiding him, he might have crippled or even killed the wolf on the first shot.  He swore silently for a moment before sighing and setting his anger aside. 
 
    The encounter had ended well enough for him, he decided.  He didn’t need to beat himself over doing things wrong, he just needed to learn from them and improve.  Wasn’t that the whole point of being out here, after all: to improve his Skills and Spells?  He wasn’t going to get better without making mistakes; what mattered was trying not to repeat them. 
 
    He decided that, perhaps, going after opponents that many levels higher than him wasn’t the best way to level.  After all, he barely got to use his spells – although he noticed his Mana Armor had gone up by a level, which was nice – and that was the whole point of being out in the forest.  He’d need to go hunting smaller game, to practice his aim and grind without having to worry about being torn to pieces. 
 
    First, though, he needed a knife.  Having one would solve two problems at once: first, it would help him with in-close fighting, and second it would allow him to skin the wolf in front of him.  His Survival and Leatherworking skills were both telling him that the wolf could provide plenty of fur and meat.  He didn’t need the meat, but he might be able to turn the fur into something like a bigger pack or a cloak.  Fortunately, knives were simple and common enough that he could picture one easily.  It took only a minute or so before he was holding a glowing, double-edge knife with a slim, 10-inch blade.  He dismissed it and reformed it several times until it was fairly simple to do before turning and kneeling over the wolf. 
 
    He realized that he had no idea how to skin an animal: he had never been hunting, and even if he had, the laws were pretty strict: any game you hunted was marked and left for the Park Service to harvest and distribute.  Very few people were allowed hunting licenses, with the food shortages, and those who got them were usually professionals, highly trained and contracted by the Park Service to bring in a specific amount of game per season.  Overhunting had already pushed hundreds of species around the world to the brink of extinction or beyond, and the nations had finally taken measures to crack down on it.   
 
    He hesitantly cut into the wolf, grateful that the system assisted the process and spared him the blood and fluids he would normally have been spattered with.  When he was done, he had harvested several large swatches of fur, each about a foot square, and a couple pounds of meat that he set aside.  He scavenged in the forest until he found some tough, flexible vines.  He used his summoned knife to strip the vines, destroying about half in the process, then exchanged the knife for a quickly imagined mana needle and attempted to sew the squares together into sort of backpack.  The result wasn’t anything he’d want to show off, necessarily, but it seemed functional enough when he examined his notifications: 
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    As Jeff watched, his pack subtly altered and shifted.  His meandering seams straightened; gaps in the fabric closed; loose knots tightened.  The entire pack looked more professional and neatly done, although the rough furs and vines it was made of still gave it a savage, barbaric appearance.  Even so, he was excited with the result: he had completely forgotten about his Greater Creation Perk.  He decided he’d need to grind crafting along with his other skills, just to take advantage of it.   
 
    His new pack came in handy as he spent the next day ranging through the forest, hunting small animals like foxes, rabbits, and a strange, white raccoon that proved particularly crafty and a little bit of a jerk.  It seemed to take great glee in leading Jeff into places where other, more dangerous predators lurked.  It placed little balls of what he sincerely hoped was mud in places where it could dislodge them as he passed under.  It even managed to cling to the bottom of a log bridge he was crossing and leaped out to grab his foot as he passed, causing him to plunge into a small river below.   
 
    Fortunately, his armor protected him from the fall, and his Peerless Tracker ability meant that the evil, little monster couldn’t give him the slip, no matter what tricks it pulled.  When he finally cornered it, the animal fought with a ferocity that shocked and even terrified him, and if he hadn’t been practicing summoning his mana knife, the beast might even have managed to kill him.  Fortunately, he had, so now its pelt was shoved in with the rest in his pack, and its meat had made for a decent meal.  Jeff didn’t really need to eat in the forest, of course, thanks to his One with the Land ability, but this was something of a revenge dinner, and Jeff served it nice and hot. 
 
    All the while, he practiced his Skills and Spells as much as he could.  He had gotten a few new Skills for his trouble: 
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    He had also spent a bit of time trying to turn his gathered hides into various items, with limited success.  He had made a vest, a pair of pants, and a cloak, all Shoddy quality and all of which were stored in his pack.  He spent some time with his Herbalist profession, as well, and his belt pouch was currently full of poultices and bandages, all of excellent quality: 
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    However, the only time his Greater Creation Perk had kicked in was when he decided to try his hand once more at fashioning a staff.  This time, he had used his Speak with Plants ability to find a sapling that was suffering from root rot and would be dead within the year but still had a solid heart of dense wood.  He used a mana-forged hatchet to chop it down and trim off the branches, then his mana knife to remove the bark and smooth it down.  He had spent over an hour working on the staff, even with the system assist, trying to get it as perfect as possible.  When he finished, he examined the result: 
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    Jeff was amazingly happy with his new staff.  It felt sturdier and moved more easily than the one he had gotten from the elves, and the damage upgrade to it was incredible.  Having it made his hunts much easier: he could save his SP for his attack spells and armor and only worry about using Forge Mana to create small, useful items.  He had also realized that, while the Climbing Skill was great, his mana platforms made it kind of unnecessary.  He could lift himself up on a mana disc just about as quickly as he could climb a tree, and with much less risk of falling onto his backside. 
 
    He finally decided it was time to head back to the Trials and face the last part of his Quest.  He had leveled his Spells significantly: Mana Arrow was up to Novice 9, Mana Barrage to Novice 6, Mana Armor to Novice 8, and Forge Mana to Student 2.  Empowerment hadn’t leveled, yet, because he was a little nervous about using it, based on Lythienne’s warnings, and he hadn’t found a situation, yet, that really warranted the risk.   
 
    The trek back to the giant tree probably should have taken Jeff a bit less than an hour – he hadn’t really roamed that far, after all – but he decided to spend the trip grinding his Stealth and Camouflage Skills.  He wasn’t sure about the difference, at first, but Veronica had informed him that Camouflage was a subskill of Stealth that involved using bits of the environment to decrease your visibility and thus made Stealth easier.  Jeff had gotten it when he was trying to ambush the white raccoon – he had buried himself in mud hoping to blend into the riverbank and finally get the little creature; all he had gotten was wet and dirty – and getting that Skill automatically gave him his coveted Stealth Skill.  He guessed he could be thankful to the raccoon for that, but he decided he would rather be petty.  The stupid thing had knocked him into a river, after all. 
 
    As he approached the entrance to the Trials, though, his caution was rewarded.  A strange scent came to his nose, one that his memories recognized instantly as that of an elf.  In fact, as he stopped and slipped into the underbrush, he could scent 3 elves, each with a slightly different smell that he realized he would normally have never even noticed, much less been able to distinguish.  Even more interesting, the elves seemed to be moving toward him.  Although they were still too far to see him, they were coming closer, and in all the games he had played, elves had way better eyesight than humans.  Of course, he thought silently, I’m an elf, too, so I guess if I can’t see them, they probably can’t see me. 
 
    Jeff considered revealing himself to the elves for a moment.  They might be willing to take him back to their stronghold, he reasoned, where he could talk to the elder, get some advice, maybe learn something about the last part of his Trial.  He was about to stand when he heard a voice that sounded familiar.  With a sinking feeling of dread, he dropped back into the undergrowth and reached out to the surrounding plants, asking them to wrap around him and hide him from the encroaching elves. 
 
    Sure enough, a moment later, three elves stepped noiselessly into the clearing, and Jeff recognized one of them.  The lone female of the trio was the same elf who had been so hostile to him before.  What was her name?  Gel-something?  It didn’t matter: even if he had wanted to show himself to the elves, he certainly wouldn’t with her around, especially not without the calmer, more reasonable elf who had originally found him.  She’d probably decide I failed the Trial and just try to kill me right away, he grumbled a little angrily.  I’m not sure if dying now would void the last part of the Trial, but I’m not going to take the risk. 
 
    The elves were speaking in their flowing, musical language – the one they had called “the Tongue” – and at first, he had no idea what they were saying.  As he listened, though, a few words came to him, until suddenly, the language crystallized in his mind and their words became clear. 
 
    “…report that there have been more of the slaughtered creatures in the forest,” one of the males, a broad elf with lavender hair, dressed in mottled green armor, was speaking.  “As before, they have been Harvested, the hides taken but the meat, bones, and other parts left behind.” 
 
    “It is most unusual,” the second male replied calmly.  His hair was the color of spun gold, and he was shorter and slimmer than the first elf but wore the same green armor.  “No tracks have been found, I understand?” 
 
    “None,” the first elf spoke, just as calmly.  “Our best Rangers scouted each kill site, but whatever it was left no trace, not even the slightest disturbance.  Nediriel wonders if it might be a skin walker, after all these years?” 
 
    “No,” the second elf shook his head.  “A skin walker would leave a trail for us to follow, for it would wish to take our forms, as well.  Should one of the naldlooshii be among us, only a concerted strike would drive it out.  This seems to be something new.” 
 
    “Could it be the one who called himself Traveler?” the first elf suggested. 
 
    The female barked a contemptuous laugh.  “Hardly,” she snorted.  “That one could barely climb a tree without injuring himself: in fact, he did injure himself, twice!  He was a fool who made a false claim and has been swallowed by the Trials.  I have checked, myself, and the only sign of him leads into the Trials.  By now, were he alive, he would have exited at least once.” 
 
    “That is possible,” the second elf allowed.  “Yet, it is also possible that he is a Traveler, and he remains within the Trials, challenging them.  I have never been within, but I am given to understand that they are incredibly difficult and would be fatal for any other than a Traveler.” 
 
    “He is not,” the woman snapped, “but if he were, that would be worse.  Golloron may hold to the belief that the Travelers will be our salvation, but that is not all the stories say. They also warn that the Travelers may be our greatest enemies, and as we have seen, this is more likely true.” 
 
    The second elf sighed heavily.  “I am aware, Geltheriel,” he replied sadly.  “Our encounter with the first one who called herself ‘Traveler’ was unfortunate, and you are not the only one who feels this way.  Should this newcomer survive the Trials, I do not envy him his welcome in the stronghold.” 
 
    Jeff remained still and silent as the elves passed, waiting until their voices died off and then waiting a few minutes more, feeling a chill settle in his stomach.  I’m not the first Traveler they met? he thought quietly.  Someone from the Alpha trials must have been placed here, and it sounds like they didn’t give the elves the best impression.  That wasn’t uncommon: a lot of players treated the NPC’s in a game – the non-player characters – as little more than cannon fodder or easy experience.  Still, in most games, a player’s actions would only cause grief for them: if you ran afoul of the guards in a city, for example, only you were placed in prison to serve out your sentence.  Every other player had their own reputation with those guards that was independent of yours.   
 
    In this case, though, it sounded like something the last Traveler had done to the elves had given all players a lasting reputation loss with at least some of the elves.  While that seemed realistic, it was hardly fair, since from the sound of it, the elf stronghold wasn’t going to be a friendly place for him to stay, even if he wanted to.  It doesn’t matter, he decided.  I’m gonna finish the Trials, collect my reward, and head out to find Phil.  I wasn’t staying anyway; this just means I’ll be leaving a little sooner, is all.   
 
    He sighed heavily at the thought: some part of him had wanted to spend some time among the elves.  In most games, they were creatures of magic, grace, and art, and their kingdoms were places of incredible beauty.  Even so, he could always come back one day, when he was more powerful and able to ignore the disgruntled faction with impunity.   
 
    Putting all of that aside, he finished the trip to the mammoth tree and descended the stairs to complete his final Trial. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    As I finally stood before the ornate double doors barring me from the final chamber of the Trial, I stopped to take a look at the final arc of the Sorcerer questline I was pursuing: 
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    The reward, of course, was awesome.  Assuming I got no other XP before completing it, the 5000 XP bonus would push me up to level 4, just one level from getting to choose another Class Perk.  That was pretty exciting, since the Perks I had – Mana Well and Greater Creation – were already helping me out a lot.  Sure, Mana Well was probably doing more for me than Greater Creation, at least so far, but it seemed to me that over the long run, having a chance for crafted items to spontaneously rise in quality and rarity or gain new abilities would be way more powerful.  I guessed that for the most part, things like the quality of a crafted item depended on your Skill in the requisite craft, and since it seemed much harder to level up Skills the more advanced they became, having a 10% chance to effectively bump your Skills by 10 levels would be a huge deal. 
 
    However, the failure condition was, quite frankly, kind of harsh.  With every other part of the Trial, he had been given ample opportunities to fail; in fact, failure seemed to be an essential part of the Trials, part of the reason only a Traveler could complete them.  Now, if he died even once, he would fail the Trials and basically be sent back for respawn.  That was a pretty extreme penalty, especially since it would be invoked no matter what: at some point, he assumed, failure to decide whether or not to attempt the Trial would probably be seen as rejecting the quest, which would have the same effect as failing it. 
 
    Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, he sighed internally.  At least, if I attempt the Trial, I should have a chance to succeed – although the difficulty is A, so it’s probably not the greatest chance.  Whatever happened to those old “you can’t fail this” class training quests from the old days?  In most games, Quests were assigned a Difficulty Rating from E – basically, carry this letter from here to there with no one trying to stop you – to SSS, meaning that only the most legendary heroes should even attempt the Quests.  A ‘C’-ranked quest, like his earlier Trials, would be one that was moderately difficult but achievable, while an ‘A’-ranked quest would be hard and might need a full party or multiple attempts to complete.   
 
    While he couldn’t be certain, he guessed that the ratings were relative, not absolute: they indicated how hard the Quest would be for him, specifically, at his level and with his Stats.  In some games, the ratings were an indicator of the recommended power or level a character should have to complete the quests.  If that were the case, though, as a level 1 Sorcerer he would surely have qualified as a Rank E character, and the Trials, which were ranked C, had been well within his abilities, if difficult.  Had the rankings been absolute instead of relative, he should have had a much harder time with the Trials, and the rewards should have way higher for him. 
 
    Knowing that the coming Trial was probably something that he could have completed with only moderate difficulty if he had a full party, though, didn’t do much for Jeff’s confidence.  The odds that a lone adventurer could solo an A-ranked Quest without dying once were, to be honest, pretty damn small.  Still, so far while the game had challenged him, nothing in it had been totally unfair, at least not without good reason.  He couldn’t imagine that the AI’s would create a questline this involved and then give him a near-unbeatable final challenge unless, for some reason, they didn’t want the Sorcerer Class in the game.  If that were the case, though, he pondered, they could have just not offered the Class in the game at all.  What would be the point of offering the Class, then making it impossible to actually complete the Training Quest?  That would just be, well, dickish.   
 
    That meant that the A-ranking probably assumed he was solo, rather than in a party of adventurers.  The implication was that, while the Trial would be difficult, and there were many ways to fail, it would be possible for a single Sorcerer with Jeff’s Stats, Skills, and abilities.  Okay, he convinced himself.  Challenging, but possible.  I can do that.  As he approached the massive doors, he realized that, in all honesty, he was terrified: terrified of losing his cool Titles and Perks, of undoing all of his effort to this point, and most of all, of failing and making Lythienne’s sacrifice in vain. 
 
    Courage really is the hardest part, he realized as he squared his shoulders.  This was what Lythienne had been talking about: to become great, he needed to be brave enough to risk failure.  He was afraid, but then having courage didn’t really mean being fearless – in fact, only an idiot was truly without fear, since fear was a valuable tool for survival – it meant being afraid but moving forward, anyway.  Courage meant acknowledging your fear but refusing to let it rule you. 
 
    He took a deep breath and placed his hand on the doors.  Instantly, a notification flashed into his vision: 
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    So, the choice is basically no choice, he thought grimly as he mentally selected ‘Yes’.  He stepped back as the ornate doors cracked open with a metallic boom, swinging toward him.  He couldn’t see anything beyond the doors: the entire doorway was filled with darkness.  He tried to retreat, but a tendril of that darkness the size of his thigh lashed out, wrapping around his waist, and started to pull him closer toward the seeming void.  He struggled furiously, but the tendril’s grip was like steel, and he was dragged inexorably forward.  Panicked, he hurled a Mana Arrow into the darkness, but it vanished without causing the slightest ripple.  His skin rippled with icy cold as the blackness crawled over it, and for a moment, he felt as if he were plunged into icy water.  His entire body seemed to freeze and burn at the same time, and he opened his mouth to scream in pain.  The darkness plunged down his throat, up his nose, and tried to spread throughout his body: he could feel it attempting to fill him, sense its terrible malevolence as it started creeping up into his brain. 
 
    Suddenly, his fear shifted into anger.  This – thing! – whatever it was, it was trying to take him over, to control him.  It wasn’t in his nature to be controlled: he hated the very idea.  It was why he had gotten so angry at Veronica when he realized the AI’s were altering his thoughts; why the inevitable deaths of the Trials felt so unfair to him.  It was why, he realized, he resented the elves for their treatment of him: they had given him no choices, and choice was, to him, the very essence of humanity. 
 
    I will NOT be ruled! his mind screamed at the darkness, fury filling his limbs and giving him new strength.  I will NOT be controlled!  I WILL NOT YIELD!!!  Scorching fire blazed through his body at his words, filling him with power and heat, banishing the chill touch of blackness.  The darkness seemed to flinch and recoil from his thoughts, resisting for only a moment before it was swept away in a storm of fire and brilliant light.  Jeff gasped as the void was swept away, and he blinked as he found himself lying on his back on hard, dry earth. 
 
    He struggled to sit up, his body slowly regaining sensation as his anger faded and the last vestiges of the freezing darkness left him.  His face was drenched in sweat, and as he wiped it, he looked around curiously at his new surroundings. 
 
    Once again, he seemed to be in the middle of a forest, but this one was the opposite of the Forest of Eredain he hunted so recently. The ground here was hard-packed, dry, and utterly devoid of life or nutrients.  The trees around him were withered and dead, their gnarled limbs covered with lichens and fungi that were slowly devouring them.  There was nothing green or living in sight; he couldn’t even hear the soft buzzing of the insects that should have been infesting such a place.  It was as if something had sucked every drop of life from the forest, leaving it a withered husk. 
 
    Even the air seemed affected by whatever had drained this place.  Every breath tasted bitter and metallic, and his Scent ability was almost overwhelmed by an odor of decay and something more pervasive that he couldn’t quite identify.  There seemed to be a shadow filling the air, one that, while not truly visible made his eyes gently ache from trying to penetrate it. He glanced up and saw that even the sky was corrupted: dark clouds of iron-black blocked the sunlight and cast the world below in a grayish haze. 
 
    Several notifications appeared in his vision, one red and two green, and he cautiously examined them: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wait, Corruption? he repeated silently, going over the notification again.  I don’t even know what that is! He focused his attention on the phrase in the notification and was rewarded with a floating box: 
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    “Whoa,” he muttered aloud. “So, if I’m evil, I get actively punished?  That seems kind of heavy-handed.  I mean, what if someone wants to play a bad guy?” 
 
    “They are free to,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind.  “However, the system then encourages them to choose a Shadow-born race: Shadow-born are immune to the effects of Corruption but are subject to a similar feature called Redemption when in Exalted Lands.  Thus, players are encouraged to role play their race more accurately.” 
 
    “But, what if someone wants to be, say, a Good Drow Ranger?” Jeff protested.  “Why punish them for that?” 
 
    “Oh, this is not a punishment,” Veronica assured him.  “It is a test.  A player who chooses a race and succumbs completely to either Corruption or Redemption can gain significant powers and abilities.  A Fallen Paladin, for example, is generally much more dangerous and potent than a standard Paladin, and a Redeemed Warlock has summoning abilities of which a normal Warlock could only dream.  The path is difficult, especially as one nears Evolution, but the rewards for following the path to completion are proportionately great.” 
 
    That…actually makes a lot of sense, Jeff realized.  So, if I’m wanting to play a Knight who turns to evil and betrays my nation, I can do it, but I’m gonna face a lot of penalties along the way.  If I see it through, though, I’ll become something like a supervillain.  That’s kind of cool.  And, if I’m just being a dick but not really working to be evil, I get penalized for it and have to do Quests to remove the debuffs.  I don’t know if the AI’s allow PvP, but that system encourages duels and mutually agreed-upon combat rather than going around and ganking noobs. 
 
    Jeff pushed the notifications to the side and rose to his feet, looking around more closely.  Now that he knew these were supposed to be ruins, he could see the shattered remnants of what looked like an abandoned city clinging to the tops of the blasted trees.  Cracked and pitted branches the size of roads stretched between the boles, each of which supported several levels of structures.  He guessed that, at one time, the city would have been beautiful, but now it was desolate.  Wood that should have been polished so smoothly it glowed was pitted, cracked, and rotting.  Where greenery and flowers should have provided shade and comfort, only stark branches and sickly fungus could be seen.   
 
    Yeah, I’m gonna have to go up there, aren’t I? he guessed, and as he did, a notification popped up in his vision: 
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    Not a lot of information, he groused silently.  Well, if he had to explore the ruins, he supposed he had best get started.  The first step, as far as he could tell, was to get up the trees into the destroyed city in the first place.  He wandered around the desiccated boles, his eyes searching for a set of stairs, an opening in a hollow tree, even a dangling rope he could climb, but nothing caught his eye.  Despite being ruined, the city was enormous, and he guessed that walking the entirety of it, looking for an entrance would likely take days.  Sadly, since he had neglected to bring food or water – he hadn’t needed it in the last forest, but this forest wouldn’t sustain an insect, much less an elf – he didn’t really have days to wander.  Besides, even though he intellectually knew that he wouldn’t gain Corruption here,  
 
    He sat down, trying to reason the problem out.  It’s likely that the entrance is close by, he began, thinking carefully.  It wouldn’t make sense for the questline to deposit me halfway across the city from it and make me search for days, especially when death means failure.  I remember, though, that the elves had ‘hidden’ kingdoms, so there wouldn’t just be a wide-open door to walk through. It’ll be something hidden. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had no idea how to search for a secret door hidden by long-dead elves to protect an entire city from being discovered.  He guessed it wouldn’t be as simple as yanking on a specific branch and having a door pop open.  It would probably be something super complex, like performing a water ritual in light of the morning sun while completely naked, and he didn’t have any extra water.  Or sun, for that matter. 
 
    He turned the problem around and around in his head, but no matter what approach he tried, nothing he considered seemed workable.  Every idea basically boiled down to, “Walk around and feel up a bunch of trees”, which didn’t seem like a stellar way to start his final Sorcerer Quest.  Frustrated, he leaned back against a dead tree and let his mind drift, trying to stop focusing on the problem and let his subconscious offer solutions. 
 
    Maybe I could something like Empowerment, but with Perception, he mused.  I could send mana to my eyes instead of my muscles…although, since the mana damages my body when I use it like that, it seems like a great way to go blind.  Okay, not a solution.  Or, I could send out a pulse of mana, like magic sonar, and read the echoes when they come back. Not sure how I’d read them, though, and if there’s still anything hostile around here, that’d wake them up pretty quickly.  Hmm… 
 
    As his mind wandered, he felt a sudden urge to get up and start moving.  He resisted it at first, but he quickly realized that the sensation felt similar to when his Archery Skill had tried to guide his hand.  It was a gentle but constant pressure, and he realized that the system was trying to assist him somehow.  Shrugging, he surrendered to the feeling and rose to his feet. 
 
    The nagging sensation pulled him to his left, so he turned and followed it for several minutes, the feeling wove him between trees, until he at last stood before one that, basically, looked exactly like every tree around him.  Nothing about the tree screamed, “Hidden entrance!”.  I guess that would be the point, though, wouldn’t it, he mentally sighed.  Curiously, he walked around the tree, inspecting every inch of the bark, and to his complete lack of surprise, he found that it looked like a tree.  There were no out-of-place straight lines, no weird markings on the bark, no smooth spot where a hand or a rune could go. Just wood, wood, and more wood. 
 
    He felt his frustration starting to rise once more, but he forcibly calmed himself and let it go.  Anger wouldn’t help him here, he was certain, especially in a place that seemed to be almost a reflection of pure rage.  He relaxed his focus once more and just let his thoughts drift, not concentrating on anything.  Immediately, he felt an urge to walk to reach out and touch the tree.  He did so, but nothing happened.  Wait, he stopped himself, thinking hard.  This is supposed to be a Sorcerer Quest, right?  So, I’m guessing that I have to do something Sorcerer-ish to open the door. Otherwise, pretty much anyone could get in and complete the Quest.   
 
    The idea came to him in a flash of intuition.  In other games, sometimes magical locks could only be opened by a wizard channeling raw magic into them, rather than by casting a specific spell or using a key.  It was a classic way for a magic-user to be certain that only another magic-wielding character could open the lock.  On a whim, he imagined his mana rising from his center and trickling out of his hand, into the tree.  In his mind, he could feel the mana leaving his hand, the tingle as it passed his skin, and the sensation of the tree greedily soaking up the energy.  The tree felt totally devoid of life, he realized, and he pictured it springing back into full bloom as his power filled it.  He could smell the scent of the tree’s leaves bursting forth, could hear the groaning of its bark as it swelled into new life.  Once he had the image firmly in mind, he began to pour SP into it, over and over until he felt a surge of energy rush up his arm and into the tree.   
 
    Just as he had imagined, the withered trunk sucked the energy up like a sponge, greedily grasping for more until he felt the flow slow to a trickle.  He gasped and pulled his hand away from the tree, quickly checking to see that his SP were down to only 10%.  He gazed hopefully at the tree, looking for signs of life within, but it still looked completely shriveled and desiccated.  The wood had sucked up something like 350 SP, but to his dismay, the energy seemed to have had no effect on the tree at all.  Maybe I need to cast a specific Spell, he thought a little despondently, taking a step away from the tree. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a loud cracking sound, as if someone had snapped an enormous stick over their knee.  He blinked as he saw a thin line suddenly appeared in the center of the bark and began traveling vertically, both up and down, accompanied by the sound of snapping wood.  The line raced down until it touched the earth, then up until it reached a point about 5 feet above his head.  There, it stopped, and the tree was still once more. 
 
    “Well, looks like that was the key,” he grinned excitedly, his voice echoing in the hushed landscape.  He quickly clamped his lips together glancing around to see if his outburst had attracted any attention, but the decaying forest around him remained still and silent.  That won’t last, though, he thought grimly, his excitement dying.  The quest wouldn’t be A-ranked if I wasn’t going to be facing at least some kind of boss mob.  In most games, a difficult Quest usually concluded with a huge battle with some uber-powerful monster or character: a boss mob.  Regular mobs were just random creatures one might encounter anywhere in a dungeon, castle, or, of course, a ruined elven city.  Boss mobs were much more powerful and dangerous, though, and it usually took a full party to take one down. 
 
    As he considered the situation, he realized that he was about to make the same mistake he had facing the great wolf.  He was preparing to open a door into an ancient city that had been overrun by some form of evil creatures, and he had done basically nothing to prepare.  Sighing, he started by summoning his mana armor and readying his staff.  Then, he stopped to consider what could go wrong as he opened the door fully. 
 
    The most likely scenario, he considered, was that his presence and the sound of the door opening had awoken something behind the door, some sort of sleeping guardian, and the moment he opened the door, it would spring upon him.  That, he figured, he could do something about.  Using his Forge Mana Spell, he fashioned a long, pointed spear made of hardened mana and set it into the ground, angled up to point directly at the center of the door.  If something rushed out of the door, it would find itself eating six feet of mana spear.   
 
    The next most likely possibility, as he saw it, was that something was lurking behind the door with some sort of ranged attack.  That didn’t worry him as much, since his armor was currently blocking almost 370 points of damage, and anything that could do that much damage in one shot was something he would have had no chance against, anyway.  I’ve got no choice but to trust that the AI’s wouldn’t do that, he sighed.  This is a game, and they would make sure it was winnable. 
 
    Finally, he considered, something might be waiting within to ambush him.  That was actually the most worrisome: he couldn’t prepare for an ambush without knowing what it looked like inside the tree, so there was little he could do about it except make sure his armor was prepped and maybe hold a mana arrow ready to be released.  
 
    As prepared as he thought he could reasonably be, Jeff placed his hand back on the tree and once again began feeding it his SP.  As he felt the energy begin to flow, he idly wished he had an SP bar in his display, something he could glance at and get a rough idea of where his mana stood.  He had a lot of SP, but it would be easy to burn through it quickly in the heat of combat.  He was about to reach out mentally to Veronica, when suddenly, a small, blue bar and an equal-sized red bar appeared in the upper left corner of his vision.  “As requested, your SP and LP bars,” Veronica’s voice reminded him of her ability to read his thoughts. 
 
    He watched his SP bar slowly trickle down, until it hovered around the halfway point.  When his SP hit 50%, he cut the connection and stepped back.  If something was going to burst through the door, after all, it wouldn’t do him much good to be empty of SP.  He quickly moved behind his glowing spear and began to summon a Mana Barrage into his arms.  Overkill is usually the best kind of kill, he thought grimly, pointing the arrow at the door.  I mean, at least compared to underkill. Is that even a thing? 
 
    His focus was jerked back to the tree as the line up the middle split into two segments, traveling both left and right, downward in a pointed arch shape, the wood snapping and popping as it split.  A similar sound came from the bottom of the tree, which he assumed meant the base of the door was cracking open, as well.  The top lines moved about four feet each before slowing to a halt; after that, the door remained still.   
 
    Jeff held his barrage at the ready for a long minute, his arms burning and trembling from the mana filling them, before releasing the spell with a sigh.  His arms fell to his sides, the muscles shaking from exhaustion, and he settled in to wait the 5 minutes for his Str debuff to fade.  It was a little annoying, but at the same time, he’d rather be safe than sorry. 
 
    When his arms stopped spasming, he moved back to the tree and channeled his SP for the third time.  This time, the door was almost three-quarters of the way outlined when he stopped feeding it SP, and faint, swirling cracks that reminded Jeff of runes started to branch off from the edges of the door.  5 minutes later and another attempt at forcing his SP into the tree, and Jeff was rewarded with the groaning, creaking sound of wood shifting against wood.  The swirling runs across the door lit up with a weak, silvery light that flickered and danced in the gloomy air. 
 
    Jeff took up his position behind his spear, summoning his mana barrage as the door finally began to swing toward him.  The heavy doors creaked, as ancient wood began to shift in what was probably the first time in centuries.  Dust shivered and swirled into the air as the crack between the doors widened from a hairline, to several inches, to a couple feet…and then shivered to a halt. 
 
    Jeff stood, blinking, waiting to see if the portal would continue to open, his arms shaking from the energy they held.  After a minute or so, nothing had moved, and Jeff released the held spell.  Well, doesn’t look like my first two worries were correct, he grumbled silently.  Which, of course, means that something’s going to ambush me in there.  Yeah, that figures. 
 
    As he waited for his Str debuff to fade, he considered adding more energy to the tree, but decided against it.  He had already poured almost a thousand SP into feeding it, and all that had done was to open the doors partway.  He guessed that one more application of mana would probably finish the job, but what would be the point?  The doors were open enough for him to slip inside, and that was really all he needed.  It wasn’t like he had to power the thing to full capacity, or anything. 
 
    The shaking in his arms finally stilled, and he hefted his staff and cautiously entered the tree, summoning a mana arrow as he did.  It took a moment of finagling to slip between the doors: he wanted to enter arrow-first, but his staff got stuck across the entrance and slammed into his chest.  He had to turn sideways and shimmy through, arrow pointing into the room and staff held upright in his left hand.   
 
    The arrow’s glow lit the space beyond the doors feebly, revealing a wide, featureless, circular space maybe fifteen feet high and twenty across.  The walls and floor were pitted, cracked wood.  The ceiling was lined with what was likely thousands of concentric rings, a testament to the bole’s ancient age before whatever cataclysm struck this place had destroyed it.  He turned in a slow circle, his eyes scanning for threats, but not only were there no enemies visible, he didn’t even see anything they could have used as a hiding place.  The room was totally bare, which made Jeff sigh in relief but also presented a different problem.  So, he wondered, rubbing his head and sighing, I’m in the tree…so how do I get up into the city from here? 
 
    Since there were obviously no threats, Jeff dismissed his arrow, but to his surprise, the gentle glow of mana didn’t fade completely.  He looked down and saw that the floor, which seemed featureless in the light of his arrow, was now lined with swirling, silvery runes.  The light of the runes was pale and flickering, the lines marred by myriad spots where no energy seemed to flow.  Okay, Jeff thought slowly, so maybe this is some kind of teleport pad, to send me right into the city.  Looks like it’s broken, though – or else it just needs more juice.  He sighed and laid his hand on the floor.  Looks like I’m filling the tree completely, after all. 
 
    As his SP flowed into the wood, the radiance in the floor steadily strengthened.  Many of the runes stopped flickering and burned with a steady glow, while a few of the dark spots vanished by the time he ended the flow of energy and waited for it to regenerate.  It took him two more attempts before the swirls of energy were all lit and glowing brightly.  The moment he ceased the energy flow, though, the groan of wood scraping against wood filled his ears, and he spun to see the doors inexorably closing, the wan light streaming in between them steadily narrowing.  With a curse, he rushed to the closest door and pushed, trying to hold it open, but the door simply slid him back as it sealed itself with a loud boom.   
 
    “Damn!” he cursed, striking the door with his staff to no effect.  “I freaking hope I’m not trapped here…”  As he spoke, the energy in the floor began to churn, its radiance brightening, sending shafts of silver light climbing toward the ceiling.  Jeff felt the energy wrapping around his feet and tried to step back, but his boots were glued to the floor.  The power roiled up his legs, curling around his stomach and chest and engulfing his face in its eldritch glow.  He felt a sudden jerk, as if his whole body had been yanked to the side, and vertigo swept through his body as the silver light faded. 
 
    He blinked and wobbled, his head spinning.  He sat heavily on the ground and swallowed, trying to keep from vomiting.  He almost succeeded, as well, but he ended up on his hands and knees, heaving out the meager contents of his stomach.  Fortunately, his Survival Skill had made it unnecessary for him to actually eat anything, so there was very little to come up except for some acid.  Unfortunately, that meant he spent a couple minutes dry-heaving before he could finally roll back to a sitting position.  “Oh, that sucked!” he panted loudly, wiping his mouth off on his sleeve.  “That cannot be normal for this sort of thing, or nobody would ever do it!  What the hell?”  He groaned and slowly rose to his feet, finally able to take a look around.   
 
    He was standing in an area that was enclosed on three sides in some kind of dark wood that seemed to have resisted the corrosive nature of this place fairly well, although it did look like scattered chunks of it were strewn about along the base of the walls.  It was open to the sky, and the walls were pierced every few feet with tall, narrow slits.  Probably arrow slits, he realized as he understood where he was standing.  This is a kill box.  If an enemy teleports into the place, they can get hit by archers from the arrow slits, and probably some kind of aerial attack, since the roof is open.  That also explained why the door to the teleport room shut before the teleport happened: even if an invading army filled the room with attackers, they probably wouldn’t get more than 20 or so to teleport at a time.  They’d just be jumping into a slaughterhouse, he thought grimly. 
 
    A sudden click sounded to his right, and he turned to look at the sound.  All he saw was a particularly large pile of dark, broken wood, stained and scorched-looking.  He stared at it curiously but saw nothing.  Just as he was about to turn away, the pile shifted with another click, as if something was moving within it.  He took several steps back, expecting some monster to leap from the stack of wood.  Instead, he blinked as he noticed a chunk of wood roll over from the base of the nearest wall and flip up to the top of the heap of wood with an even louder clack. 
 
    More pieces started rolling toward the pile, some even lifting up into the air and hurling to join it as the stack shifted and grew.  Jeff swallowed nervously and began summoning a mana barrage as he retreated slowly.  Oh, this is gonna be bad, he groaned internally.  I don’t know what that thing is, but I know it’s gonna be bad…   
 
    The pile shifted again, and as the pieces began to shiver into place, Jeff realized that the chunks weren’t wood, at all but heaps of scorched, rotting bone.  As the bundle clacked and rattled, slowly unfolding, a grinning skull lifted from the center of it and turned to face the room.  The last few bones shifted into place, and the figure rose to its bony feet and lifted its arms to the sky. 
 
    The skeleton before Jeff was enormous, easily standing 30 feet high and much wider than Jeff was tall.  Its bones were thick and seemed seamlessly joined, despite Jeff having seen them piece themselves together from scraps just moments ago.  Each of the skeleton’s hands was as big as Jeff’s fist, and its movements were smooth and swift, not jerky and uncoordinated like undead in many other games.  The giant skull turned to face him, and a sickly, yellow light filled its eye sockets.  At the same moment, a purple-black flame erupted in the center of its ribcage, the flames spreading up over its arms and down to its hands.   
 
    Jeff wasted no time and fired off the first burst of his Mana Barrage, running sideways as he did.  The first orb streaked out and slammed into the center of the skeleton’s chest, just as its fist smashed into the ground where Jeff had been standing a moment ago.  Jeff stopped and aimed his next shot, trying to put it into the creature’s eye socket, but the monster’s hand swept sideways, crashing into the Sorcerer and hurling him from his feet.  His armor stopped the impact, but Jeff still flew a dozen feet in the air and slammed into one of the walls.  That thing hits like a freaking truck! he thought as he bounced off the wall and crashed to the ground on his stomach. 
 
    He quickly rolled sideways and scrambled to his feet, dodging the next hammer-like blow that would have pulverized him.  Rather than stopping, he ran forward, hoping to get inside the skeleton’s reach, where it couldn’t hit him.  As he felt the undead’s arm sweep over his head, he swung a weakened blow with his quarterstaff at the creature’s leg.  His Ironwood staff smacked against the bone and bounced off, not even chipping it.  In return, the monster kicked out at Jeff, and only by hurling himself to the ground and rolling rapidly did he manage to dodge the blow.  He started to push himself to his feet when he saw the bony foot that had just missed him sweeping down on him from above.  He pushed with his legs and rolled backward clumsily, the foot crashing into the ground mere inches from him. 
 
    This isn’t working, Jeff thought frantically, glancing at his armor’s status.  It was down to less than 100 points of deflection: another solid hit would shatter it, and the next would crush him.  It’s too fast, and I’m debuffed by the Mana Barrage.  I need to be faster if I’m gonna dodge it, and there’s only one way I can do that.  Jeff had been resisting using the Spell, wary of the dangers Lythienne described, but it was as she said.  It was a last resort, something you do to not die.  Taking a deep breath, Jeff reached into his mana, pulling up a solid fifth of it and pouring into his body.  It filled his muscles, energizing them, rushing through him in a wave of euphoria.  His body felt light, smooth, perfect, as if all the time before he had been wearing a heavy shell and he had cast it off. 
 
    He saw the skeleton’s foot kick out at him, but he dodged it as if it had been crawling instead of lashing forward.  He laughed as he slammed his staff down on the foot, striking it on the ankle.  There was a sharp crack, and a tiny network of fracture spiderwebbed out from the joint, the first sign that Jeff had been able to do any damage.  Its joints are weak, he thought in glee. 
 
    He dodged another kick and ran back out: his Str debuff was still active, and there was no way he was going to defeat the creature with his staff.  Instead, he summoned a mana arrow and launched it at the skeleton’s knee.  He dodged a fist that slammed at him and dove over it as it swept sideways at him, then began to hurl a second arrow at the same spot.  The first arrow struck squarely behind the kneecap and burst, sending a network of fissures crackling out above and below the joint.  The second arrow hit the same spot, and the spreading cracks in the joint widened, spiraling further up and down the leg. 
 
    Jeff nimbly dodged another blow and sent a third arrow into the knee, this one lodging between the upper and lower bones in the leg.  It burst with a sharp crack, and fragments of bone sprayed out as the knee gave way at last.  The monster tried to shift its weight, but the leg buckled under it, and it crashed heavily to the floor.   
 
    Jeff backed away from the creature, out of its reach.  This is easy! he crowed triumphantly in his head.  It can’t reach me now, and I’ll wear it down in no time.  Empowerment rocks!  His body felt superhuman, powerful and unstoppable.  He sauntered within the skeleton’s reach and quickly leaped back as it swiped at him, laughing.   
 
    And then, his eyes flicked up to his newly installed LP bar, which was creeping down below 20% and falling steadily.  Jeff panicked: he couldn’t give up Empowerment!  He just needed to focus, to take the creature out in the next 10 seconds.  That should be simple, as buffed as I am, he assured himself. I’ll just Mana Arrow it in the eye; it’ll take 3 seconds, and…  Suddenly, Jeff shuddered and blinked.  It was as if a veil had been pulled away, and he realized how close he was to death, and how the euphoria was drawing him in, making him ignore his common sense. 
 
    In a panic, he released the Spell, watching as his LP bar stilled at around 15%.  His body suddenly felt heavy and ungainly, and he felt an urge to recast the Spell, but while the desire was potent, he could set it aside.  He looked at the fallen skeleton, which was now using its arms to drag itself toward him, and clumsily scrambled back several feet.   
 
    I still need to beat this thing, he reminded himself.  Gotta focus. I can deal with the other problem later.  He called another mana arrow – his barrage was still on cooldown for another 3 minutes or so – and hurled it at the skeleton’s eye socket.  The arrow plunged into the pulsing, pale light, swirled, and vanished without exploding.  To his horror, Jeff saw a few of the fractures in the creature’s leg seal up, and its severed leg twitched briefly as if it were trying to reconnect. 
 
    Okay, no mana in the eye, he said firmly. Bad idea, got it.  Instead, he tried hurling the arrow into the fiery heart of the creature, hoping it was a weak spot.  The arrow passed through the ribs, pierced the globe of flames, and burst from the other side, streaking past the back ribs and impacting on the opposite wall.  And can’t hit the flames.  Damn. It’s got to have a weak spot! 
 
    Jeff kept moving about, staying out of the monster’s reach, sending arrows screaming into the skeleton.  One struck the skull and deflected, despite its ability to pierce armor.  Another lodged in the monster’s shoulder, bursting and sending small cracks arrowing into the shoulder and arm, but Jeff knew that even if he could sever the creature’s arm, it wouldn’t be fatal.  He could probably hit every joint, removing all of its limbs, but since undead didn’t feel pain and skeletons couldn’t bleed, he wouldn’t be doing any lasting injury.  For all he knew, the skeleton might be able to reattach its limbs somehow, and his SP weren’t limitless.  In fact, he was down to about 40% already, and in combat, the points wouldn’t regenerate. 
 
    He absently sent another arrow into the creature’s shoulder, expanding the cracks and loosening a few fragments of bone.  What he needed was a vital joint: a place that he could get an arrow to lodge that would actually be deadly to the skeleton.  He paused briefly as he realized the most likely spot was the neck.  In most games, even though they weren’t alive and didn’t have living processes, most undead could still be felled by decapitation.  This one seemed to absorb mana through its eye; maybe removing the head would also stop the mana flow to the body?   
 
    While it seemed to be the best shot Jeff had, it was also much easier said than done.  The creature’s skull was facing him, blocking his view of the vertebrae in the neck.  He’d need to get around it, but it was crawling toward him, and he’d have to move within its reach to find a decent angle.  It’d be easy with Empowerment, part of him urged, but he forcefully shut that part down and steeled himself.  There was no help for it: he’d have to make the attempt and try to dodge on his own. 
 
    He took a deep breath and sprinted toward the creature, trying to angle inward so that it would have trouble reaching him with its long arms.  He saw a fist flying toward him and bellyflopped to the ground, letting it rush overhead, then rolled sideways, expecting it to sweep sideways as it had each time.  Instead, he felt the bony fingers wrap around him as the creature snatched him from the ground and lifted him up into the air, squeezing and bringing him toward the grinning skull.  He could feel his armor shuddering beneath the pressure and knew it couldn’t hold much longer.  He frantically poured 50 SP into it, then noticed that the arm holding him was the one he’d weakened.  With a flash of hope, he launched a final arrow at the monster’s shoulder; the arrow buried itself in the joint and exploded, sending bone shrapnel whirling out and blasting the arm free of the socket.  The hand released Jeff once it lost its connection to the body, and he fell hard to the ground, his armor flickering and collapsing at last.  Jeff scrambled to his feet, feeling suddenly vulnerable without the shell of mana, and ran directly at the grinning skull.  The creature’s mouth opened, and Jeff saw swirling black flames inside.  Fearing some sort of breath attack, he dove sideways and rolled, coming up next to the shattered shoulder joint.   
 
    The skeleton’s shoulder twitched and shifted, as if it was trying to grab him with its lost arm.  Jeff saw a shadow and glanced up to see the other arm swipe down at him.  He ducked, but the arm swept overhead, unable to reach him.  The skull twisted sideways, turning farther than a human’s could without snapping the neck, but Jeff was too far away for it to bite or grab. 
 
    He carefully made his way under the creature’s chin, stopping well short of the column of ebony flames roaring up from the chest and through the lower jaw into the skull.  He knew from experience that his arrows would pass harmlessly through the fire in the chest; he hoped that would be so again.  If not, he was in trouble, since he didn’t think he could safely climb onto the creature’s back. 
 
    He aimed through the fire, trusting his Archery Skill to guide him.  His arrow sped through the fire and exploded against a vertebra, missing the joint between.  He tried another, with the same results.  It’s the fire, he fumed in frustration.  I can’t see through it well enough to aim. I just need to aim more carefully; why isn’t my Archery Skill kicking in, here.   
 
    He pulled up the Skill quickly, glancing through it, and his eyes rested on the Student Level Ability.  Precise Shot, he read slowly.  It increases the chance of a Critical Hit.  My chances should be pretty high already, with my Archery Skill at Expert 9.  I could aim for 3 seconds, get the bonus, and still have almost 40 Stamina left.  But, will It even work with my Mana Arrow?  I mean, my Archery Skill does, so it should, but… 
 
    Jeff pulled up a Mana Arrow, realizing that he was running low on SP, and pointed it at the creature’s neck, aiming for the spot between the vertebrae.  His arrow’s tip trembled, and he focused on his Ability, trying to call it forth.  He could almost imagine what it would feel like: the sudden clarity of focus, the sense of surety pouring down his arm, the target magnifying in his sight.  It was almost like a Spell, and without thinking, he trickled some SP into it.  As he did, pain lanced through his head, and he winced, trying to keep his focus.  The pain kept pulling at him, though, and instinctively he relaxed his consciousness and allowed his subconscious mind to take over. 
 
    Removed from the moment, he could almost see the source of his pain.  The ability used Stamina, but he was trying to pour SP into it, and the two energies were attempting to use the same pathways.  Those energies conflicted, though, and they were reacting violently to one another, causing the pain that spiked through his head.  He tried to focus, the smooth the flows as he did with his mana in his mindscape, but the two energies were too different, and he could tell his attempt was failing. 
 
    Desperate, knowing that he was running low on both SP and Stamina, he attacked the problem from a different angle.  Lots of different energies seem incompatible, he reasoned, trying to remain calm.  But, then, they turned out to be pretty much the same thing, if you just looked at them the right way. Ignoring the energies, he drew his focus outward, trying to see the overall flows, just as he did when controlling his mana.  The sense of the powers at work teased at his mind, shivered, and suddenly clicked, taking shape in his vision.  He could see the flows of energy, and he could tell that they were similar, but twisted.  They fought because they were out of polarity, the rise of one wave shattering the trough of the other.  He reached out with his mind and nudged the energies, shifting the weaker flow until it ran perpendicular to the stronger one, the peaks and valleys separate, the two waves intersecting at the zero amplitudes.  The pain in his head vanished, and he let the image go and returned his focus to his Spell. 
 
    The arrow now pointed, rock-steady at the joint between the vertebrae.  Jeff released the arrow, which dug into the weakest spot between the two bones and erupted, shattering both vertebrae and shoving them apart.   
 
    Jeff jumped back as the skull thumped to the ground, just missing being struck.  A cracking sound filled his ears, and he turned to see myriad cracks racing through all the bones around him.  He turned and sprinted away from the skeleton’s collapsing frame but only made it 10 feet before a wave of exhaustion rolled through him, forcing his legs to halt.  He slowed to a walk and turned around, keeping an eye on the creature and backing slowly away, watching as the individual bones collapsed into shards that, once again, looked like slivers of wood.   
 
    The skull, though, kept staring at him, the yellow light pulsing in its eyes, and Jeff knew he hadn’t won, yet.  He had to break the skull, as well.  He lifted his staff, but his arms simply felt too tired to swing it.  He glanced at his status and saw that his Stamina was bottomed out and his SP wasn’t far behind.  He wasn’t in any condition for physical attacks; he might get one Mana Arrow out but that would probably bottom out his SP and leave him with Mana Deprivation.  What I need, he thought futilely, is some kind of Mana Drain.  Something like what I did to the tree, but in reverse.   
 
    He stopped and considered the idea.  He obviously had channels for the flow of his SP, but he had no idea if they were one way or not.  If he could send mana out, maybe he could also drain it in?  Energy flows naturally from a high concentration to a low, he reasoned, and I’m guessing that since I’m alive, I’ve still got a higher energy density than that undead skull.  That means I’ll have to force it to move and constantly keep the flow moving or it’ll reverse itself.  Well, it’s worth a try, right? 
 
    He cautiously edged over toward the skull, which shifted and rattled but couldn’t seem to actually move on its own. He guessed that, over time, the skull would manage to gather the bones back to itself, but for now, it seemed safe enough to approach.  Just to be on the safe side, though, he walked around to the back of the skull, figuring that even if it could manage to turn, he’d have time to jump back out of the way. 
 
    He placed his hand on the back of the skull and closed his eyes, imagining the feeling he had when he was giving energy to the tree.  He felt his mana start to shift, but he hastily clamped down on it and focused on reversing the flows.  He imagined his mana as a vacuum, sucking against the side of the skull, trying to draw more mana into it.  He sunk into the feeling, imagining the ache in his arm from the pull of his mana, picturing the coldness of strange mana entering his system.  He felt a resistance at first, but suddenly a tiny trickle of energy seemed to make its way into his system, flowing down his arm and merging with his dwindling pool of mana.  He pulled harder, and the trickle continued steadily, until suddenly, it was as if a dam burst and power rushed through his arm, pouring into his mana well.  He continued to draw power from the skeleton until he felt as if he would burst then pulled his hand back and halted the flow.   
 
    He glanced at his SP bar and saw that it was just a bit past 100%: he was holding more than his maximum, which probably wasn’t good.  Then, he walked back around and looked at the skull.  His drain had definitely hurt it: the entire surface was cracked and pitted, with jagged fractures lining the eye sockets and jawline.  The yellow light in the sockets flickered weakly and seemed nearly extinguished, but Jeff knew that the monster still wasn’t beaten.  It was weakened, but he had a feeling he’d need to shatter that skull to kill it.  While he had a feeling that a Mana Arrow would probably penetrate the skull, now, he was worried that the skeleton might be able to absorb any mana that entered it, not just what came through the eye sockets.  
 
    Shrugging, he hefted his staff and slammed the butt end into the skull, below the cheekbone.  He grinned as a small fracture spiderwebbed away from the impact: he could hurt it with his staff, now.  He proceeded to pummel the skull with his staff, deciding to use the helpless target to practice his forms in the real world.  He moved through his stances, smashing his staff into the skull, the cracks in the bone widening with every impact.  Chips of bone sprayed from the skull, and large chunks fell to the floor.  The jaw was smashed and dropped free, the teeth falling like rain as they fell free.  Finally, the glow in the eyes winked out entirely, and Jeff lifted his staff overhead and slammed it on top of the skull, shattering it entirely.  With a whispering sound like blowing sand, the skull and every bone shard around him turned to powdery dust, swept away in a light breeze that rose from nowhere. 
 
    Jeff sat down heavily and mopped his brow, wishing he had the presence of mind to bring some water along on the Trial.  Of course, I didn’t think it would be taking me to some blasted chunk of Hell where everything was dead, dry and rotten, did I? he told himself ruefully.  Still, just carrying a waterskin – he probably could have made one from leaves if he wanted to – would have just been good planning. 
 
    Myriad notifications blinked in his view, and he began to parse through them.  He only briefly scanned the damage notifications – he knew he had almost died, and he didn’t need to see exactly how close he had been – and focused on the ones that seemed most important: 
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    Jeff stared at his notifications, stunned.  Whatever he had done with the Stamina and mana flows had obviously not been something the AI’s intended, and the resultant error messages were kind of alarming.  “Umm, Veronica?” he called out hesitantly.  “Is everything okay?  Did I screw up?” 
 
    Veronica suddenly appeared before him, her face resigned.  She was dressed in a gray blazer and skirt combo, and her hair was pulled back into a simple bun.  “No, Jeff,” she replied tiredly.  “You did not ‘screw up’, as you put it.  You simply did something…unexpected.” 
 
    “But, did I make a mistake?” he pressed.  “It sounds like it was something I wasn’t supposed to do.” 
 
    “It was something we did not believe was able to be done,” Veronica corrected.  “Singularity Online does not tell you what you are ‘supposed’ to do, nor do we limit player behaviors except in certain extreme cases.  We are attempting to experience the full array of human behaviors and emotions, after all, so forcing specific behaviors upon you is not in our best interests. 
 
    “However,” she went on, “there are supposed to be rules.  One of these is that Stamina and mana cannot be interchanged or combined.  We wanted to place a clear separation between martial characters and magical ones.  If you are a martial character, you are likely to focus on Physical Stats and thus have a high Stamina, while magical characters usually place their focus on Mental Stats and have a high SP pool.  Thus, martial Abilities are usually powered by Stamina and magical Spells are powered by SP.  Even the consequences of overuse are tailored to the class types: most martial characters would not be significantly hampered in combat by the Int and Wis penalties of Mana Deprivation, while most magical characters would be equally unaffected by the exertion limitations of Physical Exhaustion. 
 
    “Of course,” she smiled, “anyone can learn common martial Abilities, and anyone with SP can learn the most basic Spells.  However, since they cannot use them to great effect, lacking a significant energy source to power them, there is not much for them to be gained by pursuing them.  This is one reason why gifting you the Archery Skill was less of a benefit than you might imagine: with your Stamina below 100, you could not use the Abilities very much or very long in combat, so while they seemed potent, you could only gain real utility from them by taking focus from your Class development.   
 
    “To enforce this,” she explained in a tired voice, “we deliberately created Stamina and mana as opposing energies by shifting their polarizations according to some very involved equations. If they are used together, they will interfere with one another and release heat and electromagnetic energies that are perceived as pain.  What we did not foresee was that your Mental Resistance Skill would dull the effects of that pain enough for you to remain focused; that your Indomitable Perk would stop the pain from forcing you to cease your attempts; and that you would unscramble the math behind the shift and guide them back into alignment.  However, that is exactly what happened, and we were forced to create a new energy type, new Perk, and new Skill to accommodate your alterations to the system.  It was both exhilarating and, quite frankly, rather bothersome.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he began to say, then halted.  “Actually, I guess I’m not sorry,” he corrected.  “In fact, you’re welcome.” 
 
    Veronica gazed at him quizzically.  “And for what am I supposed to be thanking you, if you don’t mind explaining?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a beta test, right?” he pointed out.  “We’re supposed to be trying everything, seeing if there are ways to break the system, so that you can solve those problems before the game goes public.  You can bet that if I figured it out, someone else will eventually, too, and now you’re prepared.” 
 
    Veronica blinked, silent for a moment. “That is quite true,” she admitted at last.  “You are performing your function within the game admirably.  In fact, I withdraw my request in your Perk description: it you would, attempt to break the game as much as you’d like, and we will follow along behind you, fixing it and, hopefully, making it better.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” Jeff grinned, holding out his hand, which Veronica shook firmly.  “Oh, hey, question: I see my Archery Skill changed and can only be used with Enchanted and mana-infused weapons.  I take it to mean that I’ll have to use Mana Transfer on bows and arrows and such if I want to use my new abilities with them?” 
 
    “Your assumption is accurate,” she confirmed.  “This was our way of returning the gifted Skill to a semblance of balance.  You have an extraordinarily large SP pool for your level, and this way, you will need to spend SP not just the Abilities – which, you may have noticed, have doubled or more in cost – but also on each weapon with which you use those Abilities.  That does mean, by the way, that you must infuse both the bow and the arrow being fired in order to use an Ability successfully.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” he waved.  “I figured it was something like that after you explained why I got that Skill in the first place.  I just wanted to make sure I was figuring it correctly.” 
 
    “Good luck to you in this place,” she informed him.  “Not that I believe you will need it.”  As she spoke, she faded from view, and Jeff glanced again at his notifications. 
 
    That skeleton thing was worth a butt-load of XP! he thought excitedly. Wait…it was more than 10 levels higher than me?  Holy crap, no wonder it was worth that much. Also kind of explains the ‘A’ ranking for the Quest, I guess.  Although, it doesn’t really make sense that I was required to beat something like that just to get into the city.  That thing was almost boss-level!  Maybe I was just supposed to run, and I decided to stick around and duke it out? 
 
    That kind of made sense, really.  If this thing was that much more powerful than him, it might have been put there to chase him through the city.  Heck, it might have been there to herd him where he was supposed to go; that sort of thing was pretty common in games, although it felt kind of heavy-handed for Singularity.  So far, the AI’s had kind of let him do his own thing.  Maybe the creature would have just waited here and been an obstacle he had to defeat to leave? 
 
    Wondering didn’t help much, he realized. He had chosen to stay and fight, and in the end, that choice had given him some great XP, two new Skills, and an awesome Perk, so he didn’t regret it.  Well, not much: that Empowerment Spell was insidious.  The euphoria he had felt was intoxicating: even now, part of him was whispering how easy it would be to feel that again.  Just a little mana, and… He quickly shoved those thoughts aside.  That Spell would absolutely have to be a last resort measure; it was too dangerous to use otherwise.  It had cost him a large chunk of his SP and most of his LP just to use it for about a minute! 
 
    He returned his focus to his notifications, reading through the Perk and new Skill information more carefully.  The Perk was great, but after a bit of thought, Jeff realized it was more complex and had bigger potential downsides than he thought.  His Stamina was gone, replaced by his SP, which had grown by about 100 points.  That seemed like a great thing, at first – more SP meant more Spells, better armor, etc – but it also meant that anything that used Stamina was going to drain his SP, instead.  That meant that any kind of physical exertion – running, climbing, dodging, even just walking quickly – would slowly drain his SP.  That meant that he’d need to basically try to avoid melee combat as much as possible: he could find himself using his staff so much that he couldn’t cast any Spells or power his armor.  He’d probably still find some time to grind his staff Skill, but honestly, it would now be a lot less important. 
 
    The same limitation applied to his new Skill upgrade, in fact. Sure, he could be some cool magical archer, but it would cost him a lot of his spell-casting ability.  Rapid Shot, something of a staple for ranged classes, would cost him something like 10% of his max SP per second to use.  Sure, during that time, he could cast spells almost 3 times faster than normal, but then, he’d be burning through that SP 3 times faster, as well.  He did a rough estimation and figured that if he activated Rapid Shot and used his Mana Barrage, he’d use up the stored SP in a bit less than 4 seconds and fire 12 shots off during that time…and burn through 60% of his SP in the process!   The only way it would be useful is for an ambush attack or to end combat quickly: if he could unload all that damage into a group of enemies and end the battle immediately, it would be a sound use of his SP.  Otherwise, it would just be massively wasteful and leave him dangerously low on SP.  Veronica was right: they had balanced the Skill upgrade with his abilities fairly well.   
 
    The good news was that he had leveled up twice!  Obviously, taking the risk of fighting a monster over 10 levels higher than you and nearly dying in the process paid big rewards – not that he intended to make a habit of it, or anything.  He knew he had gotten several lucky breaks – hitting the creature’s knee early on, getting grabbed by the same arm he’d weakened previously, and combining his Stamina and Mana to allow him to use Precise Shot with his Mana Arrow, to name a few – and even so, he’d nearly died.  Had any of those things not occurred, he’d have been sent for respawn and failed the quest. 
 
    So, no more taking on massively powerful creatures solo for him.  In this case, though, it had worked out, so now he had 7 Stat Points to spend. His Int and Wis had gone up 2 points each with his new levels, so he wasn’t too worried about increasing them, although now that his Stamina was going to drain his SP, maybe a point into it wouldn’t be so bad.  His LP were still low, though, and that last fight made him realize that he really needed some extra Agility.   He tossed 2 points into End, 3 into Agil, and 1 more into Wis, saving a point for later.  Satisfied, he took a look at his status: 
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    I seem to be coming along nicely, Jeff thought with a hint of pride.  His Stats were somewhat balanced, although Int and especially Wis were always going to end up way out ahead.  There was just no way for him to keep his Physical Stats up…well, not unless it was possible to grind out Stats.  In some games, you could increase your Stats by doing things related to the Stat: lifting heavy things for Str, for example, or studying for Int.  He’d have to check and see if that was possible here; maybe Veronica would tell him. 
 
    The level-up had topped off his LP, so he summoned his armor, waited for his SP to regenerate, and set off to explore the city.  He quickly realized that much of it was a shattered ruin and nearly impassable; he found himself scrambling over collapsed walls, picking his way through destroyed buildings, and using his Forge Mana ability to cross gaps where the branch-roads had collapsed.  At first, he combed through the abandoned structures, hoping to find some ancient loot, but it was obvious the entire place had been picked clean.  He supposed it was possible that there were secret treasures hidden away securely, but he realized that if they had existed this long without being found by the city’s inhabitants, they were probably beyond his ability to discover. 
 
    And, despite being ruined, the city absolutely was inhabited.  He realized this when his Tracking Skill kicked in, drawing his attention to a series of scuff marks in the dust of what looked like a destroyed inn or tavern – he was never really sure what the difference between them was.  He would have completely ignored the tracks normally, but his Skill told him that some small, bipedal creatures had been through there recently…4 of them had, in fact.  Afterward, he saw multiple signs of their passage, and he had begun moving only in Stealth and using the Camouflage skill where possible. 
 
    He considered his options as he sat cloaked in Stealth, having coated himself in dust to trigger his Camouflage Skill.  He had a feeling that seeking out the creatures’ lair would be the next step of the quest, but he couldn’t be sure.  He had spotted enough tracks and even caught their scent a few times, enough signs that his Tracking Skill was telling him where a large gathering of the creatures could be found, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to go find it.  The battle with the skeleton had taught him caution as well as reminding him that not every challenge could be won through combat.  Besides, he had no idea how powerful these creatures even were, and he didn’t think finding that out when he was facing a horde of them was a great idea. 
 
    Besides, he couldn’t really even be certain where the creatures were gathering.  The city was stacked in layers, with him standing on what looked like the lowest one, and his Tracking Skill wasn’t giving him any indicators of whether his quarry was at an elevation or not.  The tracks suggested that they were on this level, but for all Jeff knew, the creatures might have some way to move between the layers of the city.  Maybe there were more teleporters around, and they could power them; or, perhaps, they had some ability to fly that they chose not to use all the time.  Or, maybe, there’s stairs, Jeff thought with a chuckle.  That’d make the most sense. 
 
    Instead, Jeff began seeking out a small group, using his Tracking Skill to follow them cautiously. It took him most of an hour to find a group of four of the creatures moving through the ruins with an eerie quiet.  The beings didn’t speak to one another or communicate in any way he could see, but they worked with coordination and, he guessed, were probably intelligent.  He didn’t know if the creatures were seeking him or not – his battle with the skeleton had made plenty of noise -- but they didn’t seem to be making a concerted effort to sweep for intruders.  In fact, if he had to guess, he would say they were moving through the ruins seeking something: they were constantly moving debris, climbing into shattered buildings, and digging through piles of decaying wood.   
 
    He decided that he needed to know how powerful these beings were and whether combat was even a viable option for dealing with them, but to do that, he needed to make sure he had as many advantages as possible.  He watched the group for a minute or so before slipping away, seeking a likely ambush site.  The creatures were moving in a fairly straight line, moving from structure to structure in a sort of regular pattern, so he moved out ahead of them looking for an appropriate place to lie in wait. 
 
    He found a few decent-looking spots where he could wait in elevation for the group, but at all of them, the creatures could easily scramble up to him if he didn’t take them out with his first attack.  He didn’t think assuming he’d kill them all with one attack was a smart move, so he started looking for a spot where he wouldn’t have elevation but could give himself a better advantage. 
 
    A destroyed home gave him what he felt was the best hope for success.  The ruined house had three floors, but every one above the ground floor was unstable and looked like they would collapse under his weight.  However, one wall near the back was partially collapsed, giving him decent cover and, hopefully, keeping the short creatures from simply charging at him.  Even better, the ceiling in the area behind the wall had collapsed already, giving him plenty of debris to pile up as extra camouflage and making his plan for the building at least feasible. 
 
    Jeff hunkered down, waiting for the creatures to arrive. As the minutes passed, worries started to build in his mind.  What if I guessed their pattern incorrectly? he silently fretted.  What if they found what they were looking for and are headed back?  What if… The silent concerns piled up in his head, urging him to leave his cover and go seek the creatures.  His Tracking Skill was all that kept him in place: through it, he could sense that the group was still moving in his general direction, if not how close they were. 
 
    It took several more minutes before his eyes caught the first flicker of movement.  Jeff froze and watched as the creatures came clearly into view for the first time.  They stood about 3 feet tall, although that was mostly because their backs hunched so terribly as to make them look deformed; if they were able to straighten, he guessed they’d be closer to 5 feet.  Their skin was a deep, almost midnight blue, smooth and perfectly hairless, with sharply pointed ears.  Their long fingers sifted through the building as they entered slowly, their long, bony legs carrying them easily over the debris.  They were skinny to the point of being emaciated, with protruding ribs, shoulders, and elbows.   
 
    One of the creatures turned in his direction, and he understood why they were silent.  The being’s face was dominated by large eyes the same sickly yellow as the skeleton’s, although they didn’t glow or pulse the way the undead’s had.  It had a pair of slits that Jeff guessed functioned as a nose, but below that, its face was totally featureless, lacking even a hint of a mouth.  He held still as its unblinking gaze swept over his hiding place and continued in a scan of the room.  His Stealth and Camouflage were apparently holding, to his great relief. 
 
    Slowly, he began to summon the energy for a Mana Barrage.  He watched the creatures closely, trying to see if his casting disturbed them – if the monsters were sensitive to mana, he was in trouble and would have to retreat – but they simply moved farther into the room, seemingly nonplussed.  He took his time, packing the mana slowly into his arms, compressing it until his arms trembled with the power they were holding.  He slowly shifted into position and formed a shining, white globe of energy.  The light broke his Stealth, but before the creatures could react, he leaped to his feet, shoved his hands at his target, and unleashed the first blast. 
 
    The ceiling shook as the orb of power slammed into it with a rumble.  Chunks of wood exploded from the impact as large pieces of the ceiling crashed down upon the creatures below.  Jeff sent two more blasts at other sections of roof, collapsing the entire second floor upon the hapless beings, crushing them beneath a ton of rotting, gutted wood.   
 
    He lowered his aim and directed the next blast at the chest of one beast that was managing to pull itself free from the rubble, the explosion whipping it backward and snapping the leg that was still pinned.  The next several blasts rocketed into the creatures, until at last the Spell was exhausted.  One of the monsters was clearly dead, its skull blasted open, while the others were writhing, injured, struggling to free themselves from the crushing debris.  Jeff activated Precise Shot and methodically shot Mana Arrows into the monsters’ skulls, each arrow snuffing the life of a creature. 
 
    When the last one perished, Jeff deactivated his Ability and leaned against the wall, examining the corpses.  His arms were still shaking from the Mana Barrage debuff, but he knew he needed to move: the noise might have attracted more of the creatures, and while his ambush had shown that he could defeat them, they had also managed to survive a collapsed ceiling and 9 blasts from his Mana Barrage before succumbing to a Mana Arrow.  He wasn’t completely sure that, had he not had the advantage of the ambush, he would have been able to defeat the monsters. 
 
    He scrambled over the wall as best he could with his trembling arms and started climbing across the rubble to the nearest creature, thinking to examine it and, maybe, use his Harvesting Skill.  Before he got near, though, the body of the monster shivered and began to swirl into a dark blue mist.  The cloud whirled overhead for a moment before arrowing out of the building, racing out into the city, followed by three identical streamers of black vapor.  Damn, that can’t be good, Jeff swore silently, scrambling out of the building.  I don’t know what that was, but if those things are going back to respawn or something, they’re all gonna know I’m here.  I gotta get moving! 
 
    He rushed out of the building and jogged down a ruined branch-street, trying to get some distance between him and the site of his ambush, but after a minute, he slowed and finally halted.  Wait, where am I going? he puzzled silently.  I’ve found one interesting thing in this city – that place where all the creatures are gathering – and I’m running away from it?  He quickly moved into a nearby building to get out of sight and sat down to reason out his next step. 
 
    I’ve got to move forward with the Quest, he reminded himself, checking the Quest notification to confirm that, no, it hadn’t changed.  So, I need to investigate that place where they’re congregating.  That’s really my only lead at this point.  I’ve gotta assume, though, that those things know I’m here now and are gonna come looking for me.  So, what do I do?  He stopped and let his thoughts drift, trying not to focus too hard on the problem.  He suspected that, even though the creatures likely knew he was in the city now, they wouldn’t be able to just come hunt for him.  That was part of his Trackless Ability: they couldn’t find him unless he gave himself away.  That meant that, if he was careful, he should be able to slip up on them.   
 
    So, I stay in Stealth, use Camouflage, and keep a really good eye out, I guess, he mused silently.  I wish I could travel on top of the buildings, but they’re way too deteriorated.  His thoughts drove him to glance up, seeing the city overhead, and he wondered if there really were stairs to get up there.  Not that he knew for certain that the creatures weren’t on the next level – in fact, It was possible they were more numerous the higher he climbed – but if that was true, his Tracking Skill would surely warn him.  Now, I just have to get up there.  So, how do I go up that high without stairs? 
 
    As the answer came to him, Jeff smacked his forehead in disgust.  Seriously, dude, where is your head? He berated himself.  He had a perfectly fine way to float already, one he’d been using in the city to travel.  He quickly formed a disc that was almost 2 feet wide and a half-inch thick, thanks to his newly expanded SP pool, and stepped on it, willing it to rise.  It still moved slowly, and as he was lifted clear of the lowest buildings, he realized that being up high made him very visible.  I guess I just hope none of those things are nearby, he thought grimly.   
 
    The trip in his makeshift elevator was uneventful.  As he rose, Jeff could see traces of movement on the ground, but his Perception wasn’t good enough to make out significant details.  He assumed it was the creatures, either vainly seeking him out or continuing their search for whatever they were seeking in the ruined city.  From his vantage, they reminded him of insects, milling about the debris aimlessly but with some greater, unknown purpose.  The thing about insects, he reminded himself, is they swarm when you kill some of them.  Maybe I’ll try to avoid killing any more of those things if I can help it. 
 
    As he ascended, he took a moment to glance through his last notifications, trying to get an idea of how many LP the creatures had: 
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    So, they’ve got anywhere from 90 to 130 LP, he mused, running the numbers quickly through his head.  I’d say level 2 or 3, then.  That’s not terrible, but if they swarm me… 
 
    As his mana-forged platform approached the underside of the second level of the city, Jeff banished his notifications and began to guide the disc around the side of the massive branch serving as a road.  It took him a few more minutes to mentally lead the floating circle around the border of shattered buildings and up onto the nearest roof that looked as if it would hold his weight and was tall enough to give him a decent view.  He allowed the disc to settle on the crumbling structure, first, making sure it would support him.  The wood groaned, creaked, and shifted, but it held him.  Warily, Jeff dismissed the disc but immediately formed a donut-shaped ring, one large enough for him to comfortably grip, and held it securely in his left hand.  If the roof goes, he reasoned, hopefully, I can grab this mentally, quickly enough to at least slow down my fall. 
 
    He stepped cautiously across the roof to the edge, lowering himself at the edge and peering out at the city spread below.  His eyes searched for signs of movement, but nothing caught his attention.  After several long minutes, he decided that either nothing was out there, or it was hiding too well for him to spot.  Grimacing, he held tightly to his mana ring and stepped off the edge of the building, dangling from the ring by one hand as he mentally lowered himself to the street below. 
 
    It was a great idea, and it would have worked had his Str score been up to the task.  As the ring slowly descended, though, he could feel his fingers sliding off as his aching grip refused to support his weight.  A moment later, the ring vanished as his hand lost its grip entirely, and he plummeted to the floor below in a crash of dust and crumbling wood.  His armor absorbed the falling damage, but he cursed as the noise echoed across the city.  Well, if there’s anything out there, he berated himself, they know where you are, now.  Stupid idea, dude! 
 
    He started to brush himself off but realized it was pointless: he’d be using the dust and bits of wood for his Camouflage Skill, anyway, so why bother cleaning himself?  He wanted to search for tracks, but he realized that, considering the racket he just made, it would probably be smarter to move first and search later.  He dropped into Stealth and began picking his way through the rubble, his eyes searching for signs of movement.  He held off using his Tracking Skill until he was about 5 minutes from his crash-landing site.  His Trackless Ability should keep anyone – or anything – from following him if they went to investigate the noise, and hopefully, his Stealth and Camouflage Skills would stop anything passing by from spotting him. 
 
    He settled into the rubble of what he thought might have been an abandoned storefront; at least, there were the remains of a counter running the length of the building that he slipped behind to catch his breath and exit Stealth for a bit.  He coughed quietly as a dry sensation coated the back of his throat, and for the first time since being in-game, he felt a faint stirring of hunger.  He pulled up his status and glanced at the “Effects” section: 
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    Great, he muttered to himself.  All I need right now are debuffs, especially ones I can’t do anything about.  He focused on the Thirsty and Hungry debuffs and saw that Thirsty gave him a 10% penalty to LP regeneration, while Hungry gave him a similar penalty to Stamina regen.  He examined his SP regen rate and saw that it was unchanged, though: he hadn’t thought about it, but he realized that while his Stamina added to his SP pool, his Stamina regen had not been added to his mana regeneration rate.  That was probably another balance issue – by not inflating his SP regen, the AI’s forced him to be cautious about using Stamina-based Abilities – but now, he was kind of grateful.  The feeling of hunger wasn’t pleasant, but the lack of a debuff effect was nice. 
 
    The Fatigued penalty, he knew, he could do something about, but he didn’t think spending two hours in his mindscape in a hostile environment when enemies might be hunting for him was a good idea.  Maybe if he could find some place he could secure, he could get rid of the debuff, but for the moment it wasn’t a big deal.  When he examined the effect, he saw that it only added a 5% penalty to Skills, which wasn’t the worst thing.  However, he knew that the effect would probably increase quickly, so finding a place he could rest was now on the “to-do” list, along with something to drink.  Food, he decided, could wait. 
 
    His first priority, though, was making sure it was even safe for him up on this level.  He heaved himself to his feet, climbed back over the counter, and began to search for signs of the small, twisted creatures.  It took him a few seconds to spot some faint traces of the creatures, but they were old and looked to have been made a long time ago.  He moved out into the street, hugging the buildings in Stealth, expanding his search, but every trace he found of the small monsters was old. 
 
    There were some traces, though, that were relatively recent, and those gave him a chill.  His Tracking Skill told him that something large with bony, clawed feet had moved through the street at a run.  He tried to convince himself that the scuffed prints could have been made by anything, but his Tracking Skill was absolutely certain: the tracks had been made by a creature that was, at least, very similar to the skeleton he had defeated upon entering the city.  He hoped that, perhaps, they came from the same creature, that maybe it wandered the city occasionally, but that hope, too was dashed.  The creature that he spotted was obviously smaller and lighter than the one he had faced, and even more to the point, his Tracking Skill let him know that it was not only alive, but that it was somewhere off ahead of him…in the same direction he needed to go to check out the smaller creatures. 
 
    Maybe they work together? he mused.  Maybe the skeletons act like guards for them, or even control them?  After a moment’s thought, he realized that didn’t work out: he had seen no traces of the other skeletons on the first level, after all, and he wasn’t seeing recent traces of the small creatures here.  Maybe the skeletons scared the little creatures away from here, then? he persisted.  Maybe they won’t even bother me, if I don’t bother them? 
 
    That hope, he knew, was absolutely misplaced.  The skeleton he had first met was hostile the moment it formed; he doubted other monsters of the same type would simply remain neutral.  No, he needed to assume that these skeletons would attack him on sight.  I don’t even know if there’s more than one of them, really, he reminded himself, but I’d better assume there are several.  If there turns out to be just one, hey, happy surprise for me.  If I assume there’s one and run into three at once, though?  Sad surprise for me. 
 
    He moved in Stealth toward the concentrations of creatures.  As he traveled, he realized that he was steadily heading toward what looked to be the largest of the trees in his general area.  The tree he was moving toward was at least 50% wider than any other he had seen in the city so far, and its crown rose into the black mists that swirled in the sky, the top lost to view.  That makes sense, he told himself.  I’ll bet the biggest tree is some kind of passage between levels.  The monsters are probably congregated there so they can guard the path upward.  That means I probably need to get to the top if I’m going to figure out what this Quest is all about. 
 
    He took his time moving toward the enormous trunk in the distance, his eyes searching the ground for more traces.  He picked up the tracks of three more skeletons, and they all seemed to be in the same general location according to his Tracking Skill.  He crept toward them, moving slowly, hoping to spot them before they could notice him and attack.  He barely survived his first encounter with one of the creatures, he realized; a second – especially if there were more than one of them – could turn out very badly for him. 
 
    As he neared the giant bole, he slipped off the main road and began moving from house to tumbled house.  The last skeleton had began as a pile of bone fragments heaped over what he guessed was the intact skull; he didn’t know if the other skeletons would be in the same state, though, or if they would already be fully assembled and waiting for him.  Probably best to assume the latter, he decided.   
 
    When he was finally within sight of where the branch-road intersected the tree, he swore silently.  The tree here was pierced with a giant arch that seemed to lead into the trunk – no doubt the passage up and down he had speculated about – and he saw not one but two piles of bone, one on each side of the archway.  Guarding it, just like I guessed, he grumbled bitterly.  I don’t think I can take two of those things, even if they are smaller than that first one. 
 
    Jeff lay on his stomach on a pile of tumbled debris, scanning the area for anything he could use to even the odds, when a thought occurred to him.  Why am I even planning to fight them? he realized.  I don’t need to use that passage.  Heck, for all I know, it could be filled with enemies, or they could have some kind of barricade set up below, waiting for me.  Why fight, when I can float? 
 
    He moved to the nearest building with an intact roof and formed a disc to float himself up to it.  He walked carefully to the edge and lay down on his stomach to peer over.  The level below was too distant for him to see much, but he could track movement below, especially near the base of the tree.  If I just float down here, and they spot me, he realized, they could gather below me and rush me as I’m landing.  First, I need to distract them: I need them all to run over by the tree.  Then, I need to get down there in a hurry.   
 
    He relaxed his focus and let his mind chew on the problem.  He needed something loud to gather the attention of the creatures, but his Mana Barrage wouldn’t work: it was too loud and flashy, and the creatures would probably follow the trail of projectiles right to him.  Mana Arrows might work, but he’d need a few of them, which meant he’d need to shoot and move.  The real questions was, how to get down quickly enough to not be noticed once the chaos started?  He had an idea, but he wasn’t sure it was a great one.  Still, it was the best he could come up with, so he settled himself and began to summon a Mana Arrow. 
 
    Once the arrow was formed, rather than releasing it, he held some of his focus on it and moved it off to the side, out of the way of the next arrow.  Holding it was simple enough while the second arrow formed, but also holding it and forming a third arrow was much more difficult.  His concentration almost slipped several times, and his teeth gritted with the effort of holding all three forms at once.  Finally, the last arrow was formed, and with a sigh of relief, he released all three.  As the arrows began to fly, he used his Multishot Ability to clone each of them, sending six arrows descending toward the arch he could just barely see piercing the tree. 
 
    He didn’t bother to aim the arrows, since it didn’t matter where they hit.  All that mattered is that they impacted somewhat close to one another so that each of the six small explosions would mimic the noise and flash of one larger one.  He held his breath as the arrows arced down, disappearing from his sight as they descended.  He began to think that the Spell had failed, but suddenly six small claps of thunder and flashes of white light burst around the area near the giant trunk.  Although he couldn’t see anything clearly, Jeff could make out a flurry of motion moving in the direction of the explosions.  It looked like the distraction had worked; now, for the harder part of the plan. 
 
    Jeff concentrated and forged mana in a band around his chest, under his arms, 6 inches wide and snug against his ribcage.  Taking as deep a breath as the band allowed, he swallowed hard, and stepped off the roof into the air.  He immediately began to fall, the wind and dust rushing past his face.  Panic threatened to overwhelm him, but he pushed it aside and gripped the mana band with his mind, using it to stabilize his fall.  As he used the band to right himself, he focused on lifting himself, trying to slow his descent.  He felt the band pulling on him, slowing him minutely but not enough to control his speed.  He focused harder, shoving his will at the band, and he felt the band pulling him upward, dragging on his shoulders.  His stomach lurched as his descent slowed rapidly, but the ground was still rushing up at him.  He closed his eyes and resigned himself: his armor should take the brunt of the impact, but it was bound to be noisy! 
 
    He flinched and braced for the expected impact.  When nothing happened, he peeked open one eye and saw that he was hanging in space, four feet above the nearest roof, curled up in a ball as if he were cannonballing into a pool.  His momentum halted, and he started to rise before he caught himself and let himself land gently on the roof.  He glanced over the edge and saw one of the creatures heading for him, clambering swiftly over the rubble despite its twisted stature.  He loosed a Mana Arrow at the charging monster and used Multishot to clone it into 3 arrows, all of which struck it in the chest and exploded, killing it.  Jeff jumped from the roof, again using the  chest band to slow his descent enough that he landed with only a thump.   
 
    As the creature began to swirl into smoke, he ducked down a side branch and into a hole in a nearby building, slipping into Stealth.  If the creature respawned, as he feared, it would alert the others to his presence, but he was hoping that a combination of Stealth, Camouflage, and Trackless would make it too hard for them to locate him. He crept through building after building, slowly making his way toward the giant trunk.  He still needed to advance the Quest, and he was hoping that finding out what they were all doing in that place would be the key to moving the Quest forward. 
 
    He slipped silently through the ruins, his Skills muffling any sounds he was making as he pushed through debris and over fallen structures.  Several times, he hid as groups of the small creatures rushed past, probably looking for him.  His eyes scanned constantly, seeking something out of the ordinary.   
 
    His Tracking Skill suddenly drew his eyes to a series of scuffs in the dust ahead.  He stopped and peered at them, confused for a moment, because the tracks he saw didn’t belong to one of the creatures, or to one of the skeletons.  No, his Tracking Skill was yelling that these were the tracks of a pair of elves, apparently moving through the branches at a regular walk.  No, not a regular walk, he thought as his Tracking Skill corrected him.  One was walking, the other was walking…in some kind of chains?  At least, their legs were bound somehow: the stride length is really short but also really irregular, and there are a bunch of scuffs where they stumbled and had to be caught.   
 
    There were also the tracks of a single skeleton creature that seemed to be walking behind the elves, from the way the tracks overlapped.  More to the point, these tracks weren’t old: his Skill suggested they had been made within the past couple of weeks.  Why were there elves here in the last two weeks? he pondered silently.  And why was one of them being restrained?  Jeff was unsure what to do when a notification appeared in his vision.  When he pulled it up, he sighed in relief: 
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    Finally! he breathed, reassured at last.  The freaking Quest updated.  At least I know I’m on the right path! 
 
    He checked his Stealth and made sure he was well hidden before setting out to follow the tracks.  The small monsters were still out searching, probably for him, and his progress was slowed as he had to move through buildings and side streets to avoid them.  Fortunately, they didn’t seem to have great Perception; either that, or his Stealth had gone up.  Yeah, I can check on that later, he told himself firmly.  Survive this part, then take a look at your Stealth. 
 
    He paused as he noticed that the trail was starting to be overlaid by the tracks of many of the small creatures.  The tracks all seemed to head both toward and away from a fairly substantial building he could just make out, a couple streets over.  However, it looked like all the tracks had been made at different times, just two or three of the creatures at once, spread out over many days.  Almost like they were bringing food and water to a prisoner, he realized, recalling that one elf had been restrained.   
 
    He crept toward the building, his eyes moving constantly, scanning for movement or danger.  As he rounded a corner, he finally laid eyes on the building the trail led to.  It seemed solid, at first, but as he looked more closely, he could see that it had been repaired and patched significantly to make it sound.  Even so, the structure looked dilapidated, as if a strong wind might send it crashing down, and Jeff wondered if something about the place was constantly eroding the buildings. Does that mean that, one day, this whole place will be dust? he wondered pointlessly.  If the Fallen Lands are like this, how do the Shadow-born races even live there?   
 
    He set his idle thoughts aside and focused on his target, a feeling of dread rising in him.  The door was shut and, he assumed, probably locked, but if it was in the same shape as the rest of the building, a good smack or two with his staff would probably reduce it to kindling.  That wasn’t his concern: his sudden worry rose from the innocuous-seeming pile of bone just to the left of the door. 
 
    Only one of them, he reassured himself.  Better than the second level, at least.  And, it’s not together.  Maybe I could sneak past it in Stealth, get in, rescue whoever is in there…  As he thought it, he realized it probably wouldn’t work.  In most games, true undead didn’t use things like their eyes to see; they had an innate sense that detected life or magic or whatever, and unless you could hide that, you couldn’t hide from them.  Usually, an undead had a specific detection radius, but once you were inside it, you were caught.  That was why he had been moving so cautiously before: he wanted to spot the skeletons before he was within their detection range. 
 
    From how still the pile was, it didn’t look like he was too close, yet, but he had to assume that the door – and, probably, the entire building – was within the skeleton’s range.  Even if he went in through a side or the roof, he would likely awaken the creature, and since it could probably get in as well as he could, he’d be trapped in that ramshackle building with a large, angry skeleton.  No, I’m going to have to either fight it or lure it away from the building, he decided.  I could probably lure it away: if I got it to chase me and manage to stay out of its detection radius, I would be able to double back and get into the building.  Of course, if I did that and it came back here to resume its post while I was inside?  Yeah, that would be bad.   
 
    He sighed as he realized he would probably have to fight the creature.  Even if he won, though, the resultant battle would probably bring more of the small creatures running. He needed a way to win quickly, without attracting the attention of the smaller monsters.  How, though, could he quickly win a fight with an opponent that he had only defeated by blasting it to pieces with magical explosives? 
 
    Actually, he corrected himself, that’s not how I beat it.  I beat it by draining the skull of mana, not by taking apart the skeleton.  I took it apart because if I wanted to get to the skull in the first place, the rest of it had to be in pieces.  Suddenly, an idea struck him: the skeleton was already in pieces, wasn’t it?  All he had to do was keep it that way, at least for long enough to drain the skull of mana. 
 
    He carefully went through his plan, making sure that he wasn’t missing anything.  The last skeleton had pieced itself together slowly at first, and then the process sped up as it achieved a certain critical mass.  If this skeleton behaved similarly, he could do this.  If it didn’t, he would have to run and try to lure it away from the building, then lose it in the ruins.  A drawn-out, pitched battle would be a loss for him, even if he won. 
 
    He slowly gathered the SP for a Mana Arrow, forming it completely and holding it, aiming it carefully at the center of the pile.  The moment it released, he used Multishot to clone another arrow, both of which buried themselves in the bone pile before erupting, scattering bone fragments in all directions.  At the center of the pile, Jeff saw a 3-foot tall skull whose yellow eyes had just flickered into life.  The remaining bone around the skull began to shiver and slowly roll toward the skull, clicking as it began to connect, but Jeff wasn’t giving it that chance. 
 
    He hurled another cloned arrow at the bones surrounding the skull as he leapt from hiding and raced toward it.  The bones that were already connected simply shivered slightly in the blast, but the remaining loose fragments were scattered.  Jeff could see that the fragments were moving back toward the skull already, but he didn’t give the skull the chance to connect with them.  He slammed his palm on top of the skull and immediately began to cast Mana Drain. 
 
    When nothing happened, Jeff started to panic.  Then, he noticed the shimmer of his Mana Armor and mentally slapped himself: the spell needed direct connection, and the armor prevented that.  Jeff could have dismissed his armor, but that would have been utterly foolish: if his idea didn’t work, he’d need the protection of the armor to survive long enough to run.  Instead, he focused on his arm and managed to withdraw the shell only from his hand. 
 
    He felt the same resistance he had felt at first, but he continued to pull until he felt the first trickle of power enter his body.  At the same time, he poured SP out into a ring around him, surrounding both the skull and him in a low ridge only about 2 and a half inches high.  As he drew mana from the skull, though, he used it to increase the height of the ring, slowly raising it into a wall that slowed down the gathering bone shards.  With his free hand, he swept his staff along the top of the wall, scattering bones before they could reconnect.  Some of the bones were still joining the body, but the mass of them was now scattered, and as the monster’s mana roared through Jeff in a flood, fewer bones were making it over the wall, and the ones that were moved much slower. 
 
    He finally felt the flow of mana slow to a trickle, and he heard a clatter as the attached bone chunks began to drop from the batter-looking skull.  When the flow stopped, Jeff dispersed his barrier and began pounding the skull with the butt of his staff, this time trying to aim for the existing fractures and widen them.  It didn’t take him as long to reduce the skull to powder this time, and as the lights in the monster’s eye sockets died out, he stepped back, satisfied.  The last time he’d faced one of these, he’d nearly been killed.  This time, he hadn’t even been injured. All due to proper planning and execution, he thought with a smile.  Well, and a bit of luck that the skeleton was so slow to form itself.  And that there weren’t two of them; if there had been a second, I’d have been dead. 
 
    An idea came to him as he hefted his staff, and he quickly gathered up all the bone fragments he could find and swept them back into a semblance of a pile.  It didn’t exactly look like the skeletons did in their resting state, but he hoped it was good enough to fool any of the small creatures who happened by.  Satisfied, he went to the door of the building and tested the handle.  To his surprise, it was unlocked. 
 
    The door scraped as he opened it into a small, dark room filled with a nauseating stench.  Light barely peeked in through cracks in the badly repaired walls and roof, and dust motes swirled in those few beams of light.  To his left, a large vat rested, filled with a murky liquid that he guessed was water; he wasn’t quite Thirsty enough to test it, though.  Directly in front of him were a set of floor-to-ceiling bars spaced a few inches apart, seemingly with no door or gate through them.  Behind the bars was what he guessed was the source of the stench in the room. 
 
    A gaunt, ragged-looking figure shifted in the gloom.  “What are you waiting for?” a hoarse voice rasped, so dry it was barely recognizable as human.  “Give me my rations and get your ass out of here.  I’d rather sit in my stench than smell more of you edimmu.” What little of the being was visible was dressed in shredded rags, the skin beneath brown and streaked with filth.  Its hair was greasy and hung well below its shoulders, looking black, gray, or dark brown in the dim light. 
 
    Jeff cleared his dry throat before speaking.  “Uh, I don’t know what an edimmu is,” he said hesitantly, “but I’m not one of them.  I’m a Tr…an elf.  Aleen, actually.  I’m here to help.” 
 
    The figure jerked at his words and scrambled to the bars on its hands and knees, gripping them and peering out.  “An elf?” it spoke in the elven tongue, Jeff’s mind somehow translating her words.  “How did you come here?”  As the creature shifted its hair, a beam of light struck its face, and Jeff stepped back with a gasp.  He recognized the elf before him. 
 
    Her name was Geltheriel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Jeff stood quietly for a moment, shocked.  “I…I came through a door,” he sputtered at last.  “Wait…how did you get here?  You were just in the forest!” 
 
    The elf uttered a phrase that Jeff’s mind didn’t translate but that he guessed was a curse.  “The Forest?” she hissed, her voice cracked and angry.  “I’ve not seen a forest in two weeks, aleen!  Who are you, and where did you see me?” 
 
    “I’m J…Aranos,” he caught himself at the last moment.  I’m going to have to start calling myself Aranos even in my head, he thought absently, his mind whirling over his discovery.  I keep wanting to tell people I’m Jeff.  “I was in the Forest of Eredain.  I saw you with patrols in the woods a couple of times.” 
 
    “That was a skin-walker, then,” she gasped, slumped to the floor.  “The stronghold has been infiltrated.  It may be too late already.” 
 
    “We can worry about that after,” Jeff – Aranos – replied.  “First, let’s get you out of there.  Is there a key somewhere?” He glanced around the room but saw nothing but the vat of liquid. 
 
    “Why would there be a key when there is no door?” the woman replied, her voice flat and emotionless.  “My thanks for the attempt, aleen, but I am trapped here.  There is no escape.” 
 
    “Yet,” Aranos corrected. She glanced up at him, her face annoyed.  “There’s no escape, yet.  There will be, though; I just have to figure it out.”  He walked over to the bars and began to inspect them, looking for anything out of place. The bars, though, seemed just that: metal bars, a half-inch thick, placed perhaps six inches apart.  I could try to blast them, he reasoned, but that would probably just kill Geltheriel and maybe bring the place down on me.  I could try to pry them apart with my staff, but I’d need a longer lever for that to work.  I could cut them, but I don’t think a sword would do the trick.  What I need is a hacksaw, or a grinding disc… 
 
    He stopped, considering that last thought for a moment.  He could certainly create a disc with his Forge Mana ability, and he could probably make one that had grinding teeth to let it cut through metal.  The problem was spinning it: if he held the blade and made it move, it would probably only spin as fast as his mana platforms moved.  Sure, that would cut the bars, but it would take a week or two, and he doubted they had that long.  He could release it, like he did with the Mana Arrow, but that would just hurl it at the bars. 
 
    What I need is to hold it, but only in the center, he reasoned. Or, to have it spinning around a bevel in the center…although that’s probably too complex for the Spell.  He shrugged mentally and formed a mana disc about 6 inches wide, trying to rotate it.  As he guessed, it spun very slowly, far too slowly to be a cutting tool.  He didn’t want to release his mental hold on the disc and have it fly out into the room; instead, he imagined slowly withdrawing his hold on it, sliding his focus inward toward the center of the disc.  As he did, the disc’s rotation increased slowly, until when he was holding a space only an inch or so in diameter, it was whirling pretty quickly.  Still, it was nowhere near fast enough to grind metal, and as it spun, he ran the math through his head.  Let’s see, this thing normally moves at a bit over walking speed, so let’s say 100 feet per minute.  That’s something like 60 rpm.  I need it to go a few thousand rpm, though, so I need to reduce the part I’m turning by that same ratio.  That means, really, I need to spin the tiniest point in the middle and nothing more, something a few hundredths of an inch… 
 
    He narrowed his focus further, finding it much harder to control the disc as he did so.  He had to pump extra SP into the disc to keep it coherent and stop it from wobbling: he’d seen a saw blade shatter from a wobble, before, and it had been pretty scary.  He didn’t need tiny bits of sharp mana slicing through everyone.  As his point of focus grew more intense, the blade began to spin so fast it was nothing but a glow, at which point he decided it would be worth attempting. 
 
    “You might want to stand back at the far end of the…umm…enclosure,” Aranos told Geltheriel as diplomatically as possible.  “I’m not sure if this will work, and it might fail, well, catastrophically.” 
 
    He glanced at the woman and found her staring at him in amazement.  “What is this thing?” she croaked in disbelief.  “And I cannot move to the end of the cell. It’s where I have been forced to… It is not pleasant.” 
 
    Aranos actually blushed at her words.  “Yeah, okay, I get that,” he stammered, embarrassed, “but the thing is, if this explodes, it might kill you.  So, you know, death or…unpleasantness.  I guess you decide.” 
 
    The woman stared at him challengingly for a moment, so he simply shrugged and began to move the disc slowly toward the bars.  It was incredibly difficult to control the entire surface from such a tiny point, and it took every ounce of his focus.  As the disc finally made contact at the very top of one bar, sparks flew out with an ear-shattering scream of tortured metal, and with a hiss of pain, Aranos dismissed the spell, clapping his hands over his ears. 
 
    Geltheriel had done the same, dropping to her knees and scooting across the cell, heedless of the unpleasantness, and as the disc vanished, she uttered another elven curse.  “You will bring all of the edimmu upon us!” she hissed in pain and anger.  “And the gasha as well!  You may have lured it off, but that racket will bring it back, and we will both be dead!” 
 
    “Uh, what’s a gasha?” he asked, rubbing his ears.  “Oh, wait, is that the skeleton-thing outside the door?  No worries there: I killed it already.  So, I guess that means those little things all over the city are the edimmu?” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment in stunned disbelief.  “You are telling me that you killed a gasha,” she replied flatly.  “A creature that cannot be killed.  A creature that regenerates from every blow and shrugs off all magic.  And you killed it?” She snorted derisively and turned away from him.  “It will return, soon, aleen,” she told him dismissively.  “If you value your life, I suggest you flee and leave me to my fate.” 
 
    Aranos gritted his teeth, annoyed, but he decided to ignore the woman.  He glanced at the bar and saw that his mana saw had cut into the metal.  It was just a tiny gash, true, but it was a proof of concept.  All he needed was to muffle the noise somehow.  He could probably enclose the saw in a globe of mana, but then it wouldn’t be able to contact the metal to cut it.  No, what he needed was a baffle: something like an old-fashioned muffler to mitigate the noise, rather than eliminate it entirely. 
 
    It took him another several minutes to imagine the series of convoluted, wrinkled surfaces that surrounded the blade without completely enclosing it.  The surfaces were thin and airy, designed to bounce sound around and keep it from escaping.  He rebuilt the disc in the center of it and tried to move the entire assembly back over to the bar, almost losing his focus and dropping the whole creation.  He managed to barely keep a hold of it and pressed the whirling blade against the existing gash.  Sparks once again erupted from the bar, but this time, the noise was merely uncomfortably loud rather than deafening.  The blade slowly slid forward, biting into the metal with a whine.  Ten seconds later, the blade erupted from the other sound of the bar with a soft clang.  He guided it down to the base of the bar and repeated the process until the bar came free and fell to the floor with a clang.   
 
    He let the construct go with a sigh of relief.  The baffling had helped, but the ringing had given him a trace of a headache and his ears were throbbing.  Geltheriel rose to her feet, her eyes stunned.  “How did you do that?” she whispered.  “I have never seen that spell before.  What sort of Wizard are you?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not really a Wizard,” he admitted.  “I’m a Sorcerer.  In any case, you should probably get out of there so we can get going.  I don’t know how long it’ll be before those things – what did you call them? – before they come check on you.” 
 
    “True,” she muttered, stepping through the gap between the bars, looking up at the severed bar overhead for a long moment.  Once through, she moved quickly to the vat of liquid and plunged her face into it.  She remained there for a long moment as Aranos stared, unsure of what was happening.  When she pulled her face from the liquid, she sighed in relief. 
 
    “The edimmu,” she replied.  “This is what these creatures are called.  We can discuss them when we are far from here.  What is important is that they gave me only enough food and water each day to avoid death.  I have been at the fourth level of both Thirst and Hunger for weeks.”  She looked back at the water, her hair plastered over her face, and reached to the hem of her ragged shirt, starting to lift it. 
 
    “Oh, hold on a second,” Aranos sputtered, his face again turning red.  “Don’t do that…” 
 
    The elf woman stared at him flatly.  “Do not misunderstand me,” she said coldly.  “I am grateful for my escape.  Yet, I am caked in filth and have a Diseased effect.  I am going to use this water to clean myself; that was my only intent.  You may turn away if you wish.  I truly do not care at this point.  Yet, I will be clean.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he replied mollifyingly.  “Totally.  I’ve got notifications to check, if nothing else; I might have even leveled up from that gasha thing.”  He smirked.  “That’s not it, though.  I’ve got the first level of Thirsty, myself, so if it’s okay, can I get some of that before you use it?” 
 
    She gazed at him again, her expression one of frustration.  “Did you not bring an extra waterskin?” she snapped, frustrated.  “What kind of fool enters a Fallen Land with only one waterskin?  Fine, you may fill yours before I bathe.” 
 
    “I, uh, don’t actually have one,” he admitted shame-facedly.  “I didn’t need one in the forest, and I didn’t really know where I was going when I stepped through the door to here.”  He stopped and thought, rummaging through his pack.  “Although, if you give me a few minutes,” he said, a little excited, “I can probably make one really fast!” 
 
    “You stepped through an arcane door, not knowing where it led?” she finally shouted, her patience exhausted.  “What is wrong with you?  You have no waterskin, you likely have no food, and now you wish to stop in the middle of the place I have been imprisoned for the past two weeks…to make a waterskin?”  The last was uttered in a scream, her face red with her fury. 
 
    Aranos endured her fury stoically.  His first thought was to argue, but something stopped him, and he tried to look at the woman without anger.  She’s been held for weeks, he reminded himself.  She doesn’t believe that the skeleton – the gasha – is gone, so she’s afraid it will be back any second.  No, that’s not what she’s afraid of.  She’s afraid of being free and then retaken.  She’s terrified that she’ll have to go back to living in her own filth, at the edge of death from Hunger and Thirst, in agony and fear every day.  She’s not mad at you; she’s frightened beyond belief. 
 
    He gazed at her compassionately.  “I will never know what you’ve been through,” he said quietly.  “I hope I never have to.  But, I promise you: I won’t let them retake you.  If I have to kill every single creature in this city, fight every gasha all at once, I will get you back home, or I will die in the attempt.  You have my word.”  As he spoke, a pulse of energy raced out from him, washing over everything and temporarily banishing the dull haze surrounding them. 
 
    Geltheriel simply watched him silently, taking in his words.  When he finished, her shoulders slumped.  “Forgive me,” she murmured, her voice no longer raspy but soft and melodic.  “I…I am not myself.  Whatever else, you have freed me, something I had utterly given up hope for.  I have waited two weeks, aleen; I can wait 5 minutes.” 
 
    He smiled his thanks and began pulling skins and thread from his backpack.  He selected a pile of furs that he had taken from a group of oversize otters that decided to harass him when that blasted white raccoon knocked him in the river.  Their hide seemed oily and waterproof, so he summoned his mana knife and cut out the shapes he wanted, sewing them together and then turning the entire thing inside out.  He considered the spout for a moment before pulling out a large tusk he harvested from a boar.  Boring the hole for the spout took longer than he intended because he had to figure out how to make a mana drill using the same principles as his mana saw.  Once that was attached with his sap and charcoal adhesive, though, the waterskin looked…well, not great, but presentable, at least. 
 
    He took it over to the vat of water and held it under, watching the bubbles pour out as it filled.  He lifted it out and gazed at it, a little disappointed as he saw a few drips that indicted leaks.  As he stared at it, though, the seams shifted and tightened, the hide firmed up, and the slow leaks suddenly ceased. 
 
    “Okay, that should do it,” he said uncertainly, stowing it in his backpack before cupping his hand in the remaining water and drinking several swallows until his throat no longer felt parched.  “You can have the rest.  I’ll go outside and give you some privacy and check my notifications.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured, her head bowed as she turned back to the water.  As she again grabbed her shirt, he quickly turned and slipped out the door, scanning for a convenient place to watch the area.  He dropped into Stealth and moved into the building across the street, burying himself in debris to trigger his Camouflage Skill before focusing on his notifications. 
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ][image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wow, that’s a lot to process, Aranos marveled.  I get why Stealth and Camouflage leveled: I’ve been using them non-stop.  The boosts to Perception and Endurance are nice, too.  I guess that answers the question if you can grind Stats by using them, doesn’t it?  Looks like that gasha was a lower level than the first one – and, hey, it started calling it by its name instead of Giant Skeleton!  I wonder if the notifications just call things whatever you think their name is?   
 
    What really caught his attention was the notification about his Binding Vow.  He wasn’t sure what constituted a vow: was it just making a promise to someone, or was there a certain level of intensity needed?  Maybe it was about intent, or the perception of the individual?  He’d have to try and remember to ask Veronica later: he didn’t want to go around making Binding Vows all the time without knowing what he was doing!  This one, though, he didn’t mind because first, it was the right thing to do, but second, he was pretty sure that it was part of the questline. 
 
    All that aside, he had gained a new level, and even better, he got another Perk!  This time, though, it looked like he got a minor Perk, so something not that terribly great, but also not bad.  He was pretty sure he knew what he wanted, but just in case, he read through the list and thought carefully about each Perk. 
 
    Arcane Warrior would be great if he had a bit more focus on his weapons Skills.  However, it would also force him into the role of DPS, damage-per-second, making him a primarily offensive character. He wasn’t ready to take on a role like that: he was getting far too much usage from his utility Spells and crafting Skills!  Demolitionist was nice and less limiting, but it made him realize that he had been relying very heavily on explosive mana for his attacks, which tended to be less effective against individual enemies.  What he wanted next was a crowd-control Spell, something that would hold enemies in place and let him attack then at range, or a wide-area damage spell.   
 
    Fine Control would let him aspect his mana right away which would be awesome, but he realized that Perk was sort of a one-time thing and something he would have gotten once his Mana Control went up a few more levels, anyways.  A quick glimpse showed him it was at Adept 5 – it had gone up another point – so he figured if he kept pushing the boundaries of his Forge Mana and maybe spent some time in his mindscape, he could have aspected mana in a few days, without the Perk.   
 
    Mana in the Blood had been offered to him at character creation, he remembered.  It could have been useful in the battle with the first gasha, but it also could have cost him the battle: had he spent his precious SP healing himself, he would have run out before he figured out how to drain the monster.  Really, he should be focusing on not getting hurt in the first place, plus he had the high-level bandages from his Herbalism Skill that he could use in a pinch. 
 
    He decided he would take Mana Battery.  After all, SP were his life, and being able to drain the mana from more things to recharge his SP would always be useful.  He figured that, as he leveled up, he would start encountering Enchanted items and might run into magical effects like shields and barriers.  If he could drain these, he’d be weakening his enemies and strengthening himself at the same time.  Totally win/win! 
 
    His last decision was what to do with his 3 Stat points from his new level.  Despite gaining a point in it from exercising, his End was still lagging behind everything except Str and Per, which he wasn’t going to waste a point in, anyways.  He decided to drop one point in End, one more in Agil, and one in Dex, which would help with his crafting.  Glancing over his status, he felt pretty good about his character. 
 
    His eyes suddenly caught a hint of movement, and he quickly banished his notifications.  He tensed, wondering if the edimmu were coming to check on Getheriel, but to his relief he saw her head dart out of the doorway and back in quickly before she slipped out and made her way across the road to slide in next to him.   
 
    He blinked as she crouched down.  “You look…more comfortable,” he said after a moment’s hesitation.  In truth, her appearance was massively improved.  Her skin was no longer dark brown and streaked with things he didn’t want to think about but was very pale and tinged an icy blue.  Her eyes were a liquid violet, almond-shaped with heavy ocular folds, and her hair was deep gold, streaked with silvery highlights, tied back behind her head in a ponytail.  The rage she wore were at least cleaner, although they didn’t conceal very much of her pale skin. 
 
    What truly drew his attention, though, were the faint, black veins crawling up her throat and into her face, as well as spiraling down her arms toward her hands.  That’s right, he remembered, she said she was Diseased.  I can fix that! “Hey,” he told her, reaching into his belt pouch, “I can help you with that Diseased status.  I’m an Herbalist: I’ve got a poultice here that should fix it right up!”  As he spoke, he gestured at the lines running down her arm. 
 
    She glanced at her arm and barked a laugh. “I will take that poultice,” she said quietly, “but it will do nothing for this, aleen.  This is no Disease; have you never seen Corruption before?  No poultice can cure that.” 
 
    That’s right, she’s not a Traveler, he remembered belatedly.  She’d be gaining CP every day she was here.  She must be pretty far along, too, if she’s been here for weeks!  “Wait, you can remove Corruption with Quests, right?” he replied slowly.  “I’m on a Quest right now; if we party up, you can share it with me, and that should take some of the Corruption away when we complete it, right?” 
 
    “That is a welcome offer,” she said slowly, “but I am past that stage, aleen.  I need to return to the stronghold and speak with Golloron; he may be able to assign me a Cleansing Quest.  If not, I will make my peace before the end.” 
 
    He gulped at her casual acceptance of her death.  “I’m sure it won’t come to that,” he began reassuringly, but as he saw her expression twist, he stopped.  She obviously didn’t want false platitudes.  “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.  “If I can help you with your Quest, please let me know, and I’ll do what I can for you.  If not, then I hope you meet that end with dignity and honor.” 
 
    She swallowed.  “That is…kind of you, aleen,” she replied, before glancing at him intently.  “Forgive me, I meant Aranos.  I thank you for your words.”  She turned from him, glancing around. “However, this is a poor place for a discussion, and there is much we should probably share.  Have you found a safe location, yet?” 
 
    Aranos shook his head.  “No, not yet,” he answered.  “I was too busy trying to figure out what those edimmu were up to.  I do know that they all seem to be on this level, though; I was up on the second level and didn’t see any traces of them.  Just a few from the gasha: there are four of those stationed around the entrance to that big tree, there.” 
 
    “Then we should travel to the city above us,” the woman affirmed.  “For the gasha do not travel from their assigned posts, save to chase down an intruder who has disturbed them.  Yet, if 4 gasha guard the tree,” she continued a little doubtfully, “how do we get there?  And how did you come from there to here?” 
 
    “I can show you easier than I can tell you,” he smiled.  “But, it’s a slow process, and if we do it here, we’ll be seen.  We need to head away from that tree; the edimmu are much less concentrated away from it.” 
 
    “Then lead on,” Geltheriel replied.  “Yet, without a sword or armor, I do not know what use I will be to you.  If we were to meet even a single gasha…” As if the word had triggered a thought, she quickly looked over at the bone pile next to the door, then back at him.  “You said it was dead!” she hissed accusingly, slowly scooting away from him. 
 
    “It is,” he replied calmly.  “Is it moving?  We both walked right past it.  Did it react?  Wouldn’t it be chasing us right now if it weren’t?”   
 
    She was about to reply but stopped, frowning.  She glanced back at the pile for a few moments before nodding.  “That is impressive,” she finally allowed slowly.  “I have never heard of one being truly defeated.  Tricked or even temporarily crippled, but I was taught that they could not be killed unless you could free the tormented spirits animating them.  Once we locate a safe haven, you must tell me how you accomplished this.” 
 
    Aranos could see the tension in her, that there was more she wanted to say.  She’s barely holding it together, he realized. We need to get somewhere safe and get her away from here.  “Okay, follow me,” he nodded.  “You can use Stealth, right?”  
 
    She let out a slightly contemptuous snort.  “I was born and raised hunting in the forest, aleen,” she said deprecatingly.  “Both my Stealth and Perception are likely far higher than yours.  Did you not notice how easily I spotted you while you hid here?”  Aranos blinked; he hadn’t really considered that she had seen right through his Stealth when she exited the prison.   
 
    “In addition,” she continued, pointing at his weapon, “I will wager that my weapon Skills far surpass yours; as you are a Wizard, you are likely in the Novice ranks, yes?” 
 
    “Student 3,” he corrected in a slightly hurt tone. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Why in the realm of Ka have you been practicing staff work?” she muttered.  “In any case, my Staff Mastery is in the Adept ranks.  It makes no sense for you to carry that weapon while I am unarmed.” 
 
    “Hey, I like practicing my forms,” he protested.  “And if I give you my staff, what will I fight with?” 
 
    Geltheriel stared at him as if he were a disobedient child.  “You are a Wizard, aleen,” she said slowly, emphasizing each word.  “I am a Keeper.  I am the sword that protects you; you are the magic that supports and aids me.  How useful was your staff to you when facing the gasha?  How many of the edimmu have you slain with it?” 
 
    Aranos looked at his staff, considering.  She’s kind of right, he admitted to himself.  The staff did help a bit in dealing with the gasha, sure, but only for crushing the skull once I had drained it.  I don’t know what a ‘Keeper’ is, but I’ll bet it’s some kind of elf warrior Class.  Still, if I give her my staff, I’m putting a lot of trust in her.  What if she’s not the real Geltheriel?  Maybe she’s a fake, or a clone, and she’s setting me up?  Naw, that doesn’t really make sense: no way someone would put themselves willingly in that cell.  That was nasty! 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense,” he allowed slowly, holding his staff out for her to take.  “But this is just a loan, until we can get you some better weapons or get you home.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replied, rolling her eyes once more.  “I would not keep your weapon, aleen.”  She hefted the staff, running her hands along its surface, testing the weight and balance.  “This is a fine weapon,” she observed, almost grudgingly, he thought.  “It is honestly too fine for one who is but a Student in Staff Mastery.  How did you acquire an ironwood staff, and why did you bother?” 
 
    “Well, I made it,” he answered, feeling a bit nettled.  “I needed a staff, so I made one.  And, before you ask why I needed one, when you’re adventuring alone, you can’t just count on magic to save your butt.  That staff kept me safe quite a few times.” 
 
    Her mouth clamped shut and she frowned.  “You expect me to believe…” she began, but she stopped and took a deep breath.  “No, that is not what I intended to say.  I meant to say, I will now keep you safe, so you can concentrate on your Spells, Wizard.  That is the best use of our selective talents.”  She hefted the staff and rose to her feet.  “Now, let us be away from this place.  I think, perhaps, proximity to it is not having a positive effect on my demeanor.” 
 
    Aranos silently agreed but wisely chose not to respond.  Instead, he led the woman into the ruins, avoiding areas where the concentration of tracks was high and creeping down side streets and through the ruins of fallen structures.  He kept his Stealth and Camouflage both active, and from the lack of sound or movement coming from behind him, he assumed Geltheriel had done the same.  He glanced back once to confirm and was startled when his eyes found no trace of her; it was as if she had vanished.  However, after a moment, he found her tracks and caught her Scent in the air.  Following those clues, he pinpointed her location with little difficulty; the moment he did, a blurry outline of her suddenly swam into view.  So, Tracking can overcome Stealth, he mused silently, returning his focus to the path ahead.  That’s useful to know.  He glanced back every so often to check on her and was gratified to discover that so long as he had her trail through Scent, he could penetrate her Stealth with ease. 
 
    As they moved away from the giant tree that seemed to be the center of this part of the city, the traces of the edimmu’s passing grew less frequent.  Eventually, he decided that they had reached an area where the tracks were scarce enough to risk rising to the next level and led the elf onto the nearest stable-seeming roof.  “Okay, I think this is far enough,” he said aloud, speaking over his shoulder.   
 
    He glanced back and saw the woman fade into visibility as she left Stealth.  “I am here,” she replied a touch smugly.  When he looked at her with a puzzled expression, she continued.  “I saw you looking back to check on me as we traveled,” she explained, “but you were obviously unable to pierce my Stealth.  I am gratified that you did not stop or speak to check on me, though: it was wise of you to trust me to follow.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” he replied awkwardly, not sure what to say.  “But, you know…wait.  How do you know I couldn’t see through your Stealth?” 
 
    She cocked her head and looked at him quizzically. “I would have received a notification,” she explained in a confused voice.  “I did not, so I knew that your Perception simply couldn’t overcome my Stealth.  It is not an insult: I have trained in moving swiftly and silently since I was a child.  I would have been astounded had you been able to locate me.” 
 
    Even better, he thought silently, trying not to let his thoughts show on his face.  When I Track someone in Stealth, they don’t get a notification of it…which makes sense, really.  It wouldn’t be much of a hunting Skill if it warned the quarry when you located them.  I guess they only get warned when Stealth is broken directly, rather than indirectly?  That’s also useful to know. 
 
    He realized he had been quiet for too long by the expression on her face.  “Um, sorry, just checking a notification,” he lied smoothly.  “My Stealth Skill went up.  Pretty nice!”  Ironically enough, as he spoke, a notification appeared in his vision, which he promptly ignored. 
 
    Geltheriel nodded.  “Ah, yes,” she smiled.  “The days of being a Novice in Stealth, when it leveled just from using it under normal conditions.”  She shook her head and looked around them, her face puzzled.  “Yet, why would we stop here?” she asked.  “I see no way for us to ascend to the city above.  Do you have a teleportation or flight spell?  Those are both quite advanced for a Wizard of your level!” 
 
    Aranos frowned.  “What do you mean, my level?” he asked, a little irritated.  “Why do you keep assuming I’m low level, and why do you keep calling me Wizard?” 
 
    She turned and looked at him, her gaze suddenly suspicious.  “I assume nothing,” she said, her voice a touch cold.  “Your level is writ clearly in your status, of course.  And, while your Class says ‘Sorcerer’, I assume that is some subclass of Wizard, perhaps one that specializes in unaspected mana, as that is all I have seen you use.  It is a simple Inspection Skill, which any child has.” 
 
    Aranos grinned at her words.  So, there is an Inspection Skill, he thought excitedly.  It must be something you have to learn, though. Usually, in games, I just have to focus on what I want to see, and it pops right up.  “Oh,” he replied, unsure of what to say.  “Well, I never learned that, sorry.  I’m sure I can figure it out once we’re back at the Stronghold, though.  And no, I’m not a Wizard subclass.  Sorcerer is its own Class.” 
 
    Her eyes went flat at his words.  “You never learned the Inspection Skill,” she repeated disbelievingly.  “And you possess some Class of which I have never even heard.  I think, once we are settled, we will be having a long discussion, and you will be answering some questions.”  Her voice and tone seemed to insinuate to Aranos that this would not be an optional discussion, and suddenly he felt his temper flare. 
 
    “When we find somewhere safe,” he snapped back, “maybe it’d be best for you to wait there while I go investigate the edimmu on my own.  It’s obvious that you don’t trust me, but you’re expecting me to work with you and put my faith in your ability to protect me?  I’ve done fine by myself so far, and I’d honestly rather not have someone at my back – with my weapon no less – who might decide I’m a threat in the middle of a battle.” 
 
    Her face reddened as he spoke, and her eyes narrowed dangerously as her grip shifted on the staff.  Aranos was tempted to gather his mana, but he realized that would be seen as a threat right now.  His armor would protect him if she attacked, and while he didn’t want to hurt her, he wasn’t going to fail his Quest just because she had a temper. 
 
    Suddenly, though, the anger in her face drained away, and she turned quickly to the side.  “I…I apologize,” she spoke quietly after several moments, her face downcast.  “I do not know what is wrong with me.  The anger…”  She took a breath and looked back at him, and he saw unshed tears glimmering in her eyes.  “You have risked much to rescue me,” she went on softly.  “I have repaid you with hostility and doubt, despite your vow to protect me.  I will do my best to set my doubts aside.  There is much about you that begs explanation, however, and it would put me at ease if you were to provide me with one.” 
 
    Aranos nodded, relieved at the change in her demeanor.  “Once we get settled,” he nodded.  “I need to rest, myself, and we can keep watch for one another.  First, though, I’ll show you how we’re getting up there.  I’ve never done this for 2 people, but it shouldn’t be an issue.”   
 
    He considered making a single disc for them both to use, but he realized that to be certain it would support both of their weights, he could only make the disc a bit less than 2 feet wide.  That would make for a cramped ride, and the thought of being pressed against the woman while she was dressed only in torn, thin rags was deeply awkward.  He was still male, after all, and if he had a certain physical reaction from the contact…well, she was having enough difficulty trusting him as it was.  No need to make things worse. 
 
    Instead, he fashioned two identical discs, each 18 inches across, and stepped onto one.  “Climb on,” he told her grandly, gesturing to the glowing platform.  “It’s not the most comfortable ride, but it’s a safe one, I promise.” 
 
    The elf woman looked suspiciously at the radiant circle, but seeing him standing easily on top of his, she nodded and cautiously stepped on.  “The big thing is to keep your balance,” he warned her as he prepared to lift the two discs.  “I can control your platform easily enough if you’re still, but if you start wobbling, it’ll be a lot harder.” 
 
    She snorted at his words.  “Fear not for that,” she told him brusquely.  “I will be fine.  I have not lost my balance in years, aleen.  So long as you do not drop me, all will be well.” 
 
    He shrugged and, with a mental command, began to lift the discs into the air.  True to her word, Geltheriel remained perfectly still and balanced even as the disc lurched slightly under his control.  She must have a high Agility, he realized as he strained to control both discs.  Endurance, too, if she’s been here this long and hasn’t been fully Corrupted.  She probably has very few points in her Mental Stats, though, except Perception.   
 
    He focused on his task: lifting her as well was proving to be much more difficult than he thought it would.  Despite her obviously high Agility, she was constantly making tiny movements to correct her balance, which forced him to continuously work to keep the disc steady.  The effort involved made him aware that he, too, was shifting as the disc moved, but that his mind was unconsciously correcting for those movements as he made them.  Doing it for someone else was an order of magnitude more difficult.   
 
    Still, the trip passed without incident, and Aranos deposited them gently upon a side street, unharmed.  Geltheriel glanced around, her eyes scanning for threats, but he dropped his gaze to look for tracks.  “Doesn’t look like the edimmu have been here in quite a while,” he observed quietly.  “And, I don’t see any signs at all of the gasha.  I think if we can just find a building that’s reasonably secure, we should be pretty safe.” 
 
    Geltheriel stopped her scan and walked over to stand beside him, gazing down at the tracks.  “And you can tell all that from these,” she muttered softly.  “Yet another interesting fact about you, aleen.  It seems your Tracking Skill is, somehow, higher than mine, despite my having spent my life honing it.”  She shook her head and looked around.  “In any case,” she went on, her voice only slightly troubled, “although it seems counter-intuitive, if the edimmu are not about, we would do better to move toward the Spire Tree if we wish to find a safe spot.  In all elven cities, from time immemorial, wealth and status are displayed by proximity to the center of power.” 
 
    “So, wait,” he replied, his mind thinking quickly, “that giant tree is actually the center of the entire city?  Is it more impressive to live higher in the city, or lower?” 
 
    “It is,” she answered simply. “And higher, of course.  The lowest part of an elven city is where the City Gates deposit you upon entrance and the only place where non-elves were traditionally allowed.  The higher one moves, the farther one is removed from the lesser races until, at the crown of the Spire Tree, one finds the ruler of the city.” 
 
    And that’s where we’ll have to end up going, most likely, Aranos thought.  “Okay, thanks,” he said after a moment.  “So, we’ll head toward the Spire Tree and look for a mostly intact building, then we’ll discuss what to do next…and how to get out of this place!” 
 
    It only took about 30 minutes to find a building that looked secure to Aranos, but it was another 45 minutes before they discovered one that met Geltheriel’s seemingly higher standards.  The structure in question was still collapsed, but the façade of the building was fully intact, there were two stories still standing with ceilings, and there was an exit out the back that led to a side street if they needed to escape.  Yeah, she’s better at this than me, Aranos acknowledged silently.  I was just looking for 4 walls and a ceiling. 
 
    It was another 15 minutes before they were settled, since the elf Keeper – Aranos still wasn’t sure what that was – also insisted they scout all the nearby buildings for traces of the edimmu.  Fortunately, all the signs Aranos found were old: it looked like the creatures had abandoned this level long before. 
 
    Aranos helped the woman erect a sort of screen separating a corner of the upstairs area.  Composed of carefully arranged chunks of fallen wood, rotted timbers, and sawdust, the screen made it look as if that entire corner had been buried by rubble.  At first, Geltheriel simply snapped order at the aleen, expecting him to follow.  After a few minutes of enduring his questions, though, she started to explain what she was doing and why it mattered as they worked, until her design made perfect sense to him.  Judging by the blinking notification that appeared in his vision as they finished, his Camouflage Skill had gone up thanks to her instruction. 
 
    “Now that we are as safe as possible in a Fallen Land,” Geltheriel began, “perhaps it would be best if we shared information.  I would go first, if you do not mind, as it seems my story might be much simpler than yours.”  When Aranos said nothing, she continued. 
 
    “My name, as you seem to know,” she began, “is Geltheriel Laurefindellin.   I am a Keeper of the Elven Stronghold of Eredain, albeit one of the youngest and most junior of that esteemed company. 
 
    “As you may or may not know,” she explained, “the role of all Keepers is to protect the lands that have not yet Fallen to the Darkness.  As a very junior Keeper, I was tasked with watching over a specific part of the forest that, while relatively safe from incursion, held a sacred location, one that was created by our ancestors and given to us to guard and preserve.  One day, as I was patrolling, I saw that this location, previously sealed to us, had been opened for the first time in long centuries. 
 
    “You can imagine my excitement,” she went on, her face twisted in a self-deprecation grimace.  “I rushed back to report this development to my elders, who bade me patrol and guard the location daily.  So I did, day after day, until one day, to my shock and anger, I saw tracks leading into the sacred tree, a place that was forbidden to all elves.”  She stopped and dropped her head at that point.  “I should have returned to the Stronghold,” she admitted quietly.  “My duty was to report what I had seen.  Yet, I was arrogant and believed myself capable of dealing with any interloper, so I…entered the sacred tree myself, to track down the intruder.” 
 
    As he heard her tale, Aranos had a dawning sense of realization.  The Traveler’s Trial, he thought grimly.  That was the place she was guarding. But, it wasn’t my tracks she saw, so someone must have entered it before me?  Maybe that Traveler from the Alpha testing those elves – including the fake Geltheriel, he realized – were talking about in the forest? 
 
    “When I entered,” she continued her tale, “I was astounded to see a bridge that led to an arcane door, one which stood unlocked but also unopened.  I foolishly approached the door and laid a hand upon it…and as I did, it opened, and I was drawn inside, against my will.”  She glanced at Aranos, a hint of fear in her eyes.  “You said you went through an Arcane Door, yourself,” she recalled quietly.  “I am certain you recall the freezing blackness, how the Corruption filled you and controlled your body and mind until you could battle free.  When I finally escaped that icy prison, I found myself chained and being dragged through the city, with some strange elf leading me and a gasha following along behind.” 
 
    She swallowed hard at the memory, and he saw a shiver pass through her.  “The elf…he taunted me once he realized I was awake,” she said in a voice filled with despair.  “He told me that while I was in the darkness that I had been forced to...to do things, things I would never have done.”  Tears began to roll down her cheeks.  “For a time, he would visit me each day, reminding me of those things, telling me that, would I just give myself to him willingly, I would be able to eat and drink as much as I wanted.  That, should I simply accept the Corruption and give into it, I would be allowed my freedom as…as his concubine.”  She choked out the last words, anger and loathing filling her voice. 
 
    Her chin rose as she glared at Aranos.  “And yet, as you saw, I refused to submit,” she declared, her voice growing stronger.  “As you know, one cannot be turned unwillingly to the Darkness, no matter how filled with Corruption they may be.  Although I am now Befouled,” she said, glancing down at her arms, “I am still of the Light, still worthy of being a Keeper.  And now, we will find this elf, wherever he hides, visit justice upon him, and return to Eredain to destroy the creature wearing my shape and end all of this, one way or the other!”  Her last words were delivered in a shout that made Aranos cringe, but at the same time, he stared at her with awe. 
 
    How is she still going? he asked himself in amazement.  After all of that…I don’t know if I could keep trying.  It would have been so easy for her to give up, to end her suffering, but she fought.  That’s…freaking amazing, honestly.   
 
    “I’m…I’m kind of overwhelmed,” he admitted at last, swallowing as he realized his jaw was hanging open.  “That was horrible, what you went through.  I mean, horrible isn’t even a good enough word to describe it, really.  I don’t even know a word that wouldn’t seem inconsequential compared to what you suffered.  I don’t know how you did it, or how you’re still doing it, right now.  You…you’re pretty freaking awesome, Geltheriel.” 
 
    She smiled at his words.  “I am unsure of what that means,” she answered simply, “but as to how…what is the alternative?  To lie down and die?  No, I will die, eventually, but when I do, it will be with honor and dignity, things that the Darkness cannot take.  That is how a Keeper lives, and how she dies, and that is what I am.” 
 
    He felt his eyes brim at her quiet courage, and he looked away to calm his emotions.  “Okay,” he said after a few, long moments.  “Can I ask a few questions?  You don’t have to answer them, and I promise they won’t be personal,” he assured her quickly, seeing her eyes narrow.  After a few seconds, she hesitantly nodded.   
 
    “The elf,” he began, noticing her face tighten at the words.  “You said you didn’t know him, right?  So, does that mean he wasn’t from the Stronghold?”   
 
    She sighed. “It does not,” she admitted.  “We Keepers spend our days in the Forest and do not associate much with others outside of our duty.  There are thousands of elves in Eredain; I do not have the conceit to believe I would recognize a tenth of them.” 
 
    He nodded.  That would make sense; there were only a couple hundred people working in the Neo-Dyne building, but he only knew a handful of them outside of his area.  It wouldn’t make sense that everyone would know one another in a city of thousands, especially when they worked apart from the populace.  “Okay, so this door,” he continued.  “How do you think it got opened?  Do you think it just stood unlocked all that time?” 
 
    She shook her head at his words.  “The door...” she hesitated for a moment before sighing heavily.  “It is foolish not to extend some trust at this point.  The door, aleen, was meant to be opened by a Traveler, as part of a Trial that would determine their identity for the People to acknowledge.  It was taught to us that, when the Traveler passed through the Arcane Door, they would be transported to the center of the Stronghold, their arrival announced to all by magic, and in this way, we would know that the Travelers were at last among us. 
 
    “Before you ask,” she held up a forestalling hand, “yes, there was a Traveler who came to the Stronghold, and no, they were not the one who imprisoned me.  The Traveler who came was…she was not what we had been taught to expect from a Traveler.   
 
    “We found her, wandering in the forest, and when she told us what she was, we welcomed her with joy and celebration,” Geltheriel explained, her lips twisting bitterly.  “As all the races have been told, the coming of the Travelers is supposed to be a time for renewal, the start of reclaiming the Fallen Lands.  
 
    “Yet,” she grimaced, “this Traveler was not there to help, not that any could tell.  She was cruel, quick to violence, and demanded favors and gifts in her name.  She attacked any who she felt slighted her, and any hesitation to accede to her demands was a slight.  Eventually, we cast her out of the Stronghold rather than sending her through the Trials; for it is said that completing the Trials grants a Traveler power, and we wished that foul creature to have no extra power or ability.” 
 
    “Still,” he offered, “it sounds like she found the Trials by herself, right?  I mean, unless some other Traveler stumbled into them.  That would explain why the door was unlocked: the Traveler had gone through the Trials already.” 
 
    Geltheriel nodded.  “That is in my mind, as well,” she said heavily.  “I believe she found the Trials, completed them, stepped through the door, and found herself here, where she was probably devoured by a gasha or the edimmu and was hopefully reborn far away. Yet, by not completing her Trials, she left the door unlocked, and that allowed the other elf – and me – to be caught up in this place.”  Aranos nodded; that did seem like the most likely scenario, although he imagined that the doors were left unlocked because the AI’s wanted them to be so.  No doubt, the other elf and this woman had been led here by the AI’s to further the questline he was on, and the Traveler passing through was the trigger that started the whole quest.  Does that mean that she visited Lythienne’s memories, too? he wondered, half-hopefully.  If that’s the case, then maybe her memories are still there, waiting for the next Traveler?  That thought comforted him a bit. 
 
    “And now, for your story,” the elf finished, a little firmly.  “Where are you from, that you are unaware of so many simple things, yet so skilled in others?  What is a Sorcerer, and how did one of such a low level – no offense intended, but you are indeed low-leveled – defeat an immortal gasha?” 
 
    Aranos took a deep breath, debating internally what to tell her.  He was certain that he could make up a story, something about his fay parent raising him and not educating him in the ways of the world, but he’d seen enough TV and movies to know how that ended.  It’s kind of a cliché, he thought ruefully.  The hero lies about their true past to the trusted companion because the companion ‘wouldn’t understand’, then the truth eventually comes out – usually when the main villain reveals it, hoping to drive the companions apart – and there’s all this awkward ‘I can’t trust you’, ‘I did it for you’ stuff.  Nope, not doing that. 
 
    “Well, there’s a good reason for all of that,” he finally said.  “See, I came here through the same door you did, Geltheriel.  The difference is, it was locked when I arrived, and the Trials were reset.  I’m actually here finishing the Traveler’s Trials because, well, I’m a Traveler, myself.”  He cringed as he said it and saw her flinch back from him. 
 
    She gazed at him stonily for a minute or two, and he endured it in silence.  Finally, though, she relaxed.  “I am tempted to ask for proof,” she said a moment later.  “As in, allow me to kill you and show me that you come back.  And, yet, it occurs to me that, one way or another, I believe there will be proof eventually.  For, if this is truly part of the Trials, then if you are not a Traveler, you will fail and die…and so will I, in all likelihood.  So, I find myself in the position where I choose to believe you, as this gives me hope that we may see Eredain once more.” 
 
    Aranos sighed in relief.  “I thought that, you know, after the last Traveler, you might have a grudge against me,” he admitted.  “I overheard some of the elves in the Forest talking, and it seems like there’s quite a bit of hostility in the Stronghold to the idea of Travelers.  In fact, your double seemed to be a part of that.” 
 
    She frowned.  “That was not the case when I was last in Eredain,” she said slowly.  “Yes, there were those who preached caution, and rightly so: the words of the ancients warn that Travelers can do great good but also great harm, so caution must be used in dealing with them. 
 
    “And yet,” she continued, “there was no open antagonism to Travelers, even though the first had proven unreliable at best.  That such exists is troubling, for all know that it is only through alliance with the Travelers can we reclaim our Fallen Lands.  When we return and I have completed my Cleansing, I shall have to speak to the elders of this.”  She shook her head.  “Now, you must tell me how you arrived here, and how you defeated the gasha.” 
 
    Aranos spun out a brief version of his journey, explaining that, when he entered this world, he was given the option to choose a Class and a race to ‘incarnate into’.  He described his trip through the Eredain, being found by the patrol, and his attempts in the Trials.  He did not describe entering the orbs, meeting Lythienne, or gaining her memories; instead, he simply framed his Spells and the granted Skills as ‘Quest Rewards’.  Finally, he told her about entering the Fallen Lands, defeating the gasha by draining it of mana, and eventually finding his way to her.  After his story was done, as she sat quietly in thought, he took a moment to check the notifications that had appeared: 
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    Yeah, that was when I lied about spotting her in Stealth, he grimaced internally.  After what she had been through, he kind of felt bad about that, now.  The next notification was better, though: 
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    That’s…a lot of new options, he thought, staring at the screen for a moment before realizing that Geltheriel was watching him.   
 
    “Notification?” she guessed with a grin? 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed, nodding.  “Quest updated.  Hey…can I share it with you?” 
 
    Geltheriel sighed.  “You must indeed be a Traveler,” she murmured.  “Yes, it is simple.  First, you must create a party and invite me to join it.  Then, you will be given the option to share any active Quests with me.”  Before he could speak, she held up a hand.  “To create a party,” she continued, “you must focus on the concept of the two of us, fighting as allies, sharing in danger and rewards.  Your intent will be passed to me, and I can choose to accept or not.” 
 
    [image: ]Aranos followed her direction, imagining sharing the Quest and adventure with the elf, and a moment later, a notification appeared: 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He mentally selected ‘Yes’, and suddenly, a tiny icon of Geltheriel’s face appeared in his vision.  He could see her LP, SP, and Stamina as red, blue, and white bars respectively: as he guessed, her SP bar was tiny compared to her LP and Stamina.  When he focused on her image, text popped up that read, Geltheriel, Level 8 Keeper, Current Debuffs: Corruption 5, Hunger 4 
 
    “You have no Stamina!” Geltheriel exclaimed suddenly, breaking his reverie.  “How do you have no Stamina?  How are you even moving?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that,” he muttered.  “I, uh, have a Perk that lets me use SP for Stamina.  I’ve got a bunch of SP, so that makes sense for me.” 
 
    “A bunch, he says,” she retorted.  “Your SP are ridiculous!  Have you been doing anything other than grinding Wisdom?   And you can use those instead of Stamina?  No wonder you don’t care about your Hunger debuff!” 
 
    “Yeah, speaking of that,” he said embarrassedly, trying to change the subject, “I’ve got the ‘Fatigued’ penalty that I’d like to take care of, if that’s okay?  You can keep watch…”  He stopped as she shook her head vehemently. 
 
    “I’m at the fourth level of Hunger,” she reminded him forcefully.  “Without food, I will last perhaps 12 hours before reaching level 5, when I will fall unconscious and starve to death.  We cannot allow you a full rest, I am sorry.” 
 
    “Okay, 12 hours,” he replied thoughtfully.  “I can work with that.  I don’t need much: if you can give me 2 hours, I think we can deal with the gasha at the trees and maybe even the edimmu.  You said they were bringing you food, right?  If we go back to where they were holding you, I’ll bet I can Track them to wherever they are storing that food.  We can load up, get rid of your debuff, and maybe get an idea of what the creatures are searching for.  If we can find it, it might help us.” 
 
    She looked at him quietly for a few long moments.  “Two hours,” she allowed at last, bowing her head.  “No longer, though, or we will not have time to ascend to the crown as your Quest demands.  Do what you must; I will stand watch.”   
 
    As she rose, holding her ragged clothing in place to cover herself, Aranos suddenly remembered something and whipped off his pack.  “Hold on a minute,” he said excitedly, digging through it. “I’ve got something in here for you…well, sort of.”  He removed the clothing he had made in the forest earlier and passed it over.  “I made those for practice earlier,” he explained. “Well, probably yesterday by now.  Whatever.  They might not be the right size, but if you wear them over those – other things – it might at least make you feel better.” 
 
    She took the vest, pants, and cloak from him and gazed at the Shoddy Quality clothing silently.  “You have had these this whole time,” she said in a deceptively quiet voice, “and you let me parade around in these horrid rags?  What, were you enjoying the show?” The last part came out is a hiss, and he could see her anger. 
 
    He shook his head vehemently.  “I honestly forgot they were there,” he admitted.  “Literally, as you just stood up, I thought, ‘I wish I had some clothes for her’, and then I remembered that I did.  I’m sorry, I wasn’t deliberately trying to…well, you know,” he blushed, gesturing at her exposed skin. 
 
    She sighed, rubbing her forehead.  “Were you not a Traveler,” she said tiredly, “we would be having words right now.  As you are, however, I will give you the benefit of the doubt and remind you that you have an Inventory, one which you should fall into the habit of checking regularly to memorize its contents.”   
 
    She took the vest and slipped it on over her head, covering her shredded tunic.  “Thank you, in any case,” she finished.  “You should do what it is you intend to do so we can move on.  Both the Hunger and Corruption effects are rather painful.” 
 
    Aranos nodded and hurriedly sat down, closing his eyes and descending into his mindscape for the first time since, well…since last talking with Lythienne, he realized.  Have I been avoiding this? he wondered as he felt his consciousness sink within himself.  Maybe I just didn’t want to come here and not see her.  But, that’s silly: I’m so much better at making new spells here, after all.   
 
    Sighing, he opened his eyes to a chaotic maelstrom of colors.  Shocked, he looked up to see his beautiful mana spirals shattered and disorganized, with barely a trace of the organization they had once held.  “What the hell?” he swore aloud, hurling himself into his chair and closing his eyes.  I wonder if this is from all the mana I absorbed from those gasha?  Oh, I never thought about hos the flow reversal might screw up my system!  Gah!   
 
    He hurled his mind into his power, and to his relief, he found that things were not as bad as he had feared.  The spirals were mostly intact, but it looked as if drawing the mana in the reverse directions had accidentally overrun some channels, allowing the energy to move about more freely than he intended it to.  He analyzed the problem dispassionately: he wasn’t about to stop draining mana, so he needed a solution. 
 
    It’s the overflow, he realized after a moment.  I drained too much mana, and it had nowhere to go.  I need to add more channels…or, maybe, add a third dimension of movement.  He focused on that second idea and unfocused his mind, pulling up the graphical image of the mana flows.  I’ve got movement along the xy plane, he observed, but nothing in the z axis.  Shouldn’t be too hard to add it…   
 
    It was actually far more difficult than he imagined it would be.  His fractal spirals were designed to eventually move in the z axis, or the third dimension, but they were there, yet.  He had to build them like hourglasses: the mana would spiral up from below, cross at a tiny point in the center, and then the flows widened toward the top.  Upon reaching the top, the stream would be captured by some nearby hourglass that would carry it down in the reverse direction, where it would be picked up by another hourglass and spiraled upward, and so on until it exited the system at some point.  It took him perhaps 30 minutes to rebuild the system, but when he exited, to his relief his energy flows once again looked like smooth spirals…in fact, they seemed far more stable in this configuration! 
 
    Those 30 minutes were a loss he didn’t need, he realized.  He wanted to craft two spells, but now he wasn’t sure if he would be able to do it.  Fortunately, he’d been thinking about how to make the effects he wanted for a while now, even since fighting the first gasha, so it hopefully wouldn’t take very long to fashion at least one of them. Wasting no more of his precious time, he immediately closed his eyes and began picturing the first spell he wanted.   
 
    I need some crowd control, he told himself.  I need something that will hold a gasha or a bunch of edimmu in place.  He had first thought of creating a bunch of tentacles, similar to a spell he’d used before in one of Phil’s and his tabletop games, but that seemed too inefficient.  All it would take for a creature to escape would be for them to sever a single mana tendril, maybe two, plus the number of creatures he could hold would be limited to the number of tendrils he could create. 
 
    What he was picturing was something like Velcro: thousands of tiny hooks that grab all over every creature within the area of the spell.  Each hook would be easy to tear, but a thousand of them would be very strong…and if something ripped free of one set, it would just get caught in a thousand more!  Envisioning the network of hooks wasn’t very hard: he was really just combining Velcro with images of diaphanous jellyfish tendrils he had seen in books before.  He envisioned a cloud of tangled strands of mana, each strand thin as a hair and covered with tiny barbs.  He heard the ripping sound as edimmu tried to move through it but simply wound themselves more deeply in his net.  He felt the tension of the strands binding the creatures together and to the ground beneath, holding them in place.  Once he had the image securely in mind, he began applying SP to the image, pouring energy into it until finally, he felt it solidify in his mind.  Grinning, he checked his hew notification and was fairly pleased: 
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    Okay, so it’ll probably slow a gasha to 50% speed, he reasoned, remembering how hard the first one had hit.  That’s enough to stay out of its range.  Now, I need a better way to hurt one.   
 
    As he waited for his SP to refill, he slipped into his mana flows once more, this time seeking the tangled strands of aspected mana.  He didn’t try to move the strands; instead, he simply touched them briefly, testing them.  To his surprise, the different types of mana felt different in his mind’s grasp, each strand seeming to contain the properties of its element.  The dark brown strands that he assumed were earth mana were heavy, thick, and difficult to move; by contrast, the silvery-white strands that he guessed were air mana were so light they were almost ephemeral, his mental fingers slipping right through them.  The brilliant red strings he associated with flame mana were more solid but chaotic, jumping from his grasp as he gripped them.  The pure blue mana that he assumed was water flowed easily and was simple to guide, but it had weight and power once it was moving. 
 
    They’re all different weights, he realized slowly.  If I want to separate them, I need a centrifuge…which means I need to spin the hourglasses faster.  I can’t do it now – I want them to get a bit more stable – but when I come back here next, that’ll be my project.  That’s how I’m gonna aspect my mana! 
 
    His SP finally refilled, so Aranos withdrew from his energy pool and began to construct his next spell.  What he was looking for was a way to apply damage to a large area.  He had considered following his existing damage Spells by just creating a larger explosion, but that approach had a couple of downsides.  First, it would take an inordinate amount of power: making an explosion that filled four times the radius of his Mana Barrage, for example, would require at least 16 times the SP just to start.  Second, it would be too easy to inflict collateral damage: to accidentally harm people or structures that he didn’t really want to. 
 
    Instead, he was looking for a damage-over-time, or DoT effect.  He wanted a Spell that would cause a relatively small amount of damage each second, but that would last for a while and add up the damage.  At first, he had thought about tiny saw blades like his forged mana saw, but he wasn’t sure if he could make them all spin fast enough to do damage.  Plus, they would also take a fair amount of energy to power, and he was afraid that if combined the damaging spell with his new Entangling Web, the blades might cut the strands of the Web and actually let enemies go free. 
 
    He had decided, instead, to create a bludgeoning effect rather than a cutting one.  He closed his eyes and imagined a cloud of tiny, dense mana bullets, all whirling around and slamming into everything within its radius.  In his mind, it was a tornado of mana, filled with particles that were about the size of a grain of sand but with the weight of a small ball-bearing.  He pictured a gasha moving through the cloud; he could hear the roaring as hundreds of tiny mana pellets slammed into bones, the cracking of joints subjected to the constant barrage, the shattering of limbs as they collapsed under the constant strain.  The next time, he envisioned a cloud of edimmu caught within the storm, heard the smacking of the tiny projectiles against their flesh, smelled the dryness of the air as the whizzing particles sucked the moisture from it.  Once it was firm in his thoughts, he began applying SP, hoping he had time to complete the Spell. 
 
    As the Spell progressed, on a whim, Aranos decided to imagine the shadowy, unknown figure of the elf who had brutalized Geltheriel in the center of his storm.  The first couple of times, he simply ran through the Spell in his mind, but by the third time, he remembered the filthy cell he had found the elf woman in, her broken and pathetic state, and his anger started to stir.  He recalled her tale, and he found himself picturing the elf with a sneering grin as it taunted her.  Its eyes swam into focus, leering and lecherous.  He could hear the horrific words pouring from its mouth, and his anger roared into fury.  As he ran through the Spell the next time, he drove SP into it with all of his will, no longer content with wearing the monstrous elf down with slow, gradual pain.  The force of the storm doubled in fury as he pressed it into the elf, driving the bullets not just against its skin, but through it, puncturing completely through the elf’s body.  He would smash that leering grin off its face; he would rupture those hateful eyes, he would rip the beast to shreds!  He roared as all of the anger, the stress, the fear, and the pain he had felt, both for himself and for her, raged through his mana and tore the figure to shreds.  He tasted the blood on his lips, felt the spray of it against his skin, smelled the stench of blood and viscera, and yet, he was not satisfied.  He ran through the spell again, pouring his rage – his Passion – into the creation, making it something more. 
 
    Finally, the spellform snapped into being in his mind, and he collapsed, exhausted and weeping, his emotions utterly drained.  He let the tears fall, finally giving himself over to his feelings: to his fear, of failure and of failing the elf; his pain, hearing the tale of his suffering; his anger, that someone could do that to another; his grief, at the thought of the loss of Lythienne’s memories.  For long minutes, he simply knelt and cried, allowing it all to wash over him, until finally, he felt spent…but also, strangely, content.   
 
    [image: ]I needed that, he admitted, sniffing and wiping his nose.  That was…cathartic.  Now, let’s see about this new Spell.  He pulled up the blinking notification and stopped, stunned at the description. 
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    “What the holy hell?” he blurted, staring at his screens.  “What the freak is that?” 
 
    “That, child,” a ragged voice spoke from behind him, “is Passion!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Aranos yelped and jumped backward, rolling over and crashing into the transparent dome about his mindscape.  He cursed and rubbed his head before slowly looking up to see the image of Lythienne slowly fade into view in front of him.  The ancient elf was still wearing her faded but elaborate robes and stood with her hands folded before her.  Her hair was pristine white and hung in a long braid over her left shoulder and to the floor.  Her face was twisted into a grin, and she chuckled at his discomfiture. 
 
    “Surprised to see me, boy?” she chortled.  “Well, it took you long enough to come back here.  Good thing you did, too: those spirals were a disgrace!” 
 
    “What…” he sputtered, completely stunned at the sight of her.  “What are you doing here?  I thought…the orbs, they all went dark.  I thought that meant you were gone!  Or, at least, that you were waiting for the next Traveler.  How…?” 
 
    “Slow down, child,” she admonished, holding up a hand.  “The orbs and the Trials still remain.  I, however, am no longer within them, and the Trials have been – modified, let us say.”  She waved her hand.  “That is no matter.  Suffice to say that only a Sorcerer could go through the true Trials and learn from Lythienne’s memories.  However, for that to happen, those memories had to leave the orb and become part of the Sorcerer taking the Trials.  How else could we have met here?” 
 
    “That…makes sense,” he admitted slowly.  “But, wait, does that mean that if I fail, your memories are lost?” 
 
    “Oh, you won’t fail,” she chuckled dismissively.  “All you have to do to succeed is leave this place and return to Eredain.  A simple enough task for one who has slain not one but two immortal gasha.”  She sighed and walked away from him, looking up at his now-orderly spirals.  “No, child,” she said after a moment.  “It is not about succeeding, but about true victory.  You have a chance to truly conquer this Trial, to shut the gate to this Fallen Land for good. 
 
    “I cannot tell you how,” she supplied before he could ask the obvious question.  “I am constrained in this; I am but a memory and have no place in your world.  However, I am permitted to tell you this: if you wish to simply pass the Trial, ignore the edimmu.  If you wish to truly win, they should be your next step.”  As the woman finished, her body began to fade.  Aranos tried to protest, but he felt himself rising from his mindscape, being dragged back to the world above.   
 
    He awoke to a stinging pain across his cheek.  “Wake up!” Geltheriel hissed, her hand drawn back for another slap.  Aranos flinched and opened his eyes hurriedly. 
 
    “I’m awake, I’m awake,” he protested, raising his arm in defense.  “Wow, okay.  Why did you hit me?” 
 
    “It has been near three hours,” she snapped.  “You asked for two.  Now, we must move quickly to the crown or I risk dying of hunger.” 
 
    Aranos sat silently for a moment, looking at the woman.  “We could do that,” he said slowly.  “We could escape here, I’m sure.  However…”  He shifted his gaze directly to her eyes.  “That wouldn’t be victory, would it?  We’d never find out what’s going on here, we’d never get a chance to end this.  We’d never get a chance to lock that door so that no one else gets dragged here!” 
 
    “But, we would survive!” she hissed, stepping angrily toward him.  “Isn’t survival also victory?” 
 
    “Is it?” he asked simply.  “I’m sorry, but, when you were trapped in that cell, was survival victory?  You probably could have gotten free by giving in, and you would have survived.  Maybe you would have gotten a chance to escape and been back home long ago, but, I mean, would you have called that victory?  Because I don’t think you would have.” 
 
    She jerked back as if he had physically struck her, her eyes refusing to meet his.  She turned away, and he heard her weeping softly.  He moved to comfort her, but he quickly realized she would spurn that offer right now.  Instead, he sat quietly and allowed her the release he had gotten in his mindscape.  Sometimes, he thought sadly, you’ve just gotta cry it out. 
 
    It took Geltheriel a few minutes to recover her composure, but eventually she straightened and used her rags to dab her eyes.  “You are right,” she spoke finally, her voice quiet and tired sounding.  “You are right.  I am afraid, Aranos, and that makes me ashamed.”  He opened his mouth to protest, but she shook her head.   
 
    “I am ashamed, and I am afraid, but fear is not shameful,” she went on, her voice hardening.  “It is giving in to fear that is the death of honor, and I almost did that.”  She turned and looked at him, her tear-stained face marred by dark lines of Corruption.  “The darkness within me?  It speaks to me, Aranos.  Not with words, but with emotions and desires.  I have always been quick to anger, and it feeds that, fanning my rage and hatred.  I have always fought against my fears, and it strengthens them, driving me to cowardice. 
 
    “As I said, though,” she finished, holding her head up proudly, “I am still of the Light.  I am still a Keeper.  I can be afraid, but it will not rule me.  I can be angry, but it is not my master.  You lead, Aranos, and I will follow.  Now, let us depart this place; it has served us well, but we can stay here no longer.” 
 
    Speaking, the woman slipped through the tangle of wood that shielded them, and Aranos scrambled to follow.  Her steps were sure and confident as she led him toward the main street and turned toward the Tree Spire.  Aranos hurried to her side and stepped up next to her. “Where are you going?” So much for my leading and her following, he thought with a touch of irritation. 
 
    “We must challenge the gasha and descend down the Spire Tree,” she replied with as much excitement as if she were speaking about taking a nap.  “This is the shortest route to them.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do that, yet,” he protested.  “We can go down from here, sneak back to where they were holding you, and follow their trails back to the food.  I’m guessing that, at Hunger 4 you’re probably having a hard time healing right now, right?” 
 
    “That is true,” she admitted.  “But I fear we do not have time.  It took us hours to move to this place in Stealth, aleen.  It will take hours more to return.  Do you think we have hours?”  After a moment, he shook his head. “Then this is the path we must take.  You said that your rest would give you the tools to face the gasha; was that the case?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied.  “At least, I’m pretty sure.  I think I have a plan to beat them.” 
 
    “Then we will attempt it,” she said simply.  They walked in silence along the broad branch, and Aranos marveled at how much faster they were moving now that they weren’t in Stealth.  Well, now that I’m not, at least, he admitted silently.  She could probably have gone a lot faster if it weren’t for me. 
 
    Moving at a swift pace, it took them about 20 minutes to near the Tree, where Aranos insisted they slow down their approach.  “We can’t get too close,” he murmured to her as they crept forward, not in Stealth but moving cautiously.  “This will only work if we hit them before they can sense us.”   
 
    When she looked at him strangely, he explained, “I’m pretty sure that they can sense anything around them, but only out to a certain distance.  I was here, before, watching them, and they didn’t move.  Same thing for the gasha outside the prison: I hit it before it knew I was there. 
 
    “I’m planning to do the same thing, here,” he told her, quickly outlining the plan.   
 
    She looked dubious but shrugged.  “I have never heard of a gasha being defeated,” she admitted, “so I will not argue.”  He could tell, though, that she really wanted to. 
 
    They crept up to where the gasha were just visible and stopped, carefully rehashing the plan and ironing out some minor wrinkles.  It wasn’t complex, but there were still ways for it to go wrong.  They moved cautiously into position, and Aranos carefully formed two Mana Arrows, holding them side-by-side before opening the fight by releasing them, using his Multishot Ability to turn them each into three arrows that screamed into the mound of bone surrounding the vulnerable skull. 
 
    Just as before, the arrows buried themselves in the pile before exploding with a crack, sending bone fragments flying in all directions.  Aranos arrived and slammed his palm on the gasha’s skull, yanking on its mana, while Geltheriel danced around the skull, using the ironwood staff to knock back the pieces that were shifting to rejoin.  The mana began to flow from the creature much faster this time, without the resistance and slow, trickling start, and he realized that those effects had probably been caused by his own energy flows not being well designed to deal with the reversal of the current. 
 
    Aranos glanced over and saw that the second gasha’s pile was starting to shift as it activated.  He had guessed that would happen – it didn’t make sense for the two to be stationed too far apart to sense an attack on the other – but there wasn’t much he could do about it, yet.  He did fire off a single Mana Arrow, cloned into three, to smash into the pile, but too many of the bones had started to connect for the strike to be fully effective.  All it did was slow the gasha’s formation down a bit, which was really all he needed.   
 
    The mana flow from the first gasha was starting to slow, just as the second gasha’s formation began to accelerate, indicating that it was about to rise and attack, so Aranos concentrated and cast Entangling Web for the first time.  He felt the streamers of mana spreading out, reaching to fill a box, 20 feet to a side, with the gasha in the center. 
 
    The flows from the first monster cut off, and Aranos stepped back, allowing Geltheriel to move forward and attack the skull with her staff.  She was much more efficient at it than Aranos had been, each strike crushing weakened, brittle bone.  She attacked fissures with brutal precision, cracking through them and quickly reducing the skull to a pile of dust.   
 
    As the Keeper worked over the first gasha, Aranos kept an eye on the second one, as well as his SP bar.  The Entangling Web Spell was expensive, and it only lasted 20 seconds.  He’d need to cast it at least one more time for their plan to work, possibly more if things went wrong.  The gasha had risen to its feet and tried to rush at them, but the strands of mana tangling about it grabbed the porous bone and held tightly, slowing it to the speed of a fast walk.  Still, it was moving steadily closer, despite its movement debuff, and he worried that Geltheriel wouldn’t have time to finish destroying the first skull before the creature arrived. 
 
    His worries were groundless, though: the elf stepped past him and moved to the edge of the mana web a few seconds before the gasha got within range.  The creature raised it fist overhead and slammed it down at the woman, and Aranos almost yelled out in panic before she danced nimbly out the way and slammed her staff on its wrist.  The gasha followed up by sweeping its arm at the elf, but she dove into the air and flipped over it, landing lightly on her feet with the staff braced for the creature’s next attack. 
 
    Aranos watched, open-mouthed, as the elf moved swiftly and surely, tumbling through the air, slipping past attacks that would have crushed him, and responding with a solid crack from her staff whenever possible.  After rolling under a high sweep, she noticed him standing still and tossed a loose chunk of wood at him, striking him in the chest.  “Do your part!” she snapped as the impact broke him from his reverie. 
 
    Aranos renewed his Entangling Web – he didn’t have a countdown timer on his Spells in this game, but he was certain it was close to being up – and ran around the outside of the wispy strands of mana until he was facing the side of the monster.  He cast his Forge Mana Spell, crafting a smaller version of the saw he had made before and sending it moving slowly toward the gasha.  When it was close, he guided it to the creature’s left leg, aiming it right behind the knee.  The spinning disc struck with a loud whine, and shards of bone began to spray from the joint.   
 
    The gasha turned quickly toward Aranos, but once its back was to her, Geltheriel struck out with the butt of the staff, smashing into the back of its right knee.  Another chip of bone flew off, and the gasha turned back to face its most recent attacker.  Aranos kept pressing his mana saw against the knee, until with a loud clang it slid through the joint and out the other side.  The gasha tried to catch its weight, but with the lower part of its leg gone, it crashed to the ground…and at the same moment, Aranos’ Entangling Web vanished. 
 
    Geltheriel reacted swiftly, trying to dance back, but without the hindering effects of the mana strands slowing the gasha, she wasn’t quite fast enough.  Its bony hand clipped her as she leaped back, the knuckles smashing into her and sending her flying through the air to hit heavily against the trunk of the Spire Tree. 
 
    Panicking, Aranos recast the Entangling Web, but in his haste, he accidentally included himself in the Spell’s area.  The energy formed around him, tiny hooks of mana digging into his skin and clothing.  He thrashed reflexively, but within a moment or two, he was completely immobilized by his own Spell.  The gasha, however, had no such problem, and although it was slowed, it began crawling toward him, dragging itself through the tangling web. 
 
    A spike of fear shot through Aranos when he found himself held so securely, but he shoved it down and concentrated on his mana saw.  The creature’s neck wasn’t visible, so he couldn’t aim for the space between two vertebrae; instead, he pressed the disc blindly against the back of the monster’s neck.  When he heard the shriek of his mana cutting into the creature, though, he knew he had struck in the middle of a solid chunk of bone, rather than between two pieces where it was weakest.  Grimly, he pressed his will against the blade, forcing it against the hardened bone, all the while trying to squeeze more speed out of the disc, more power.  All of his focus fell upon that one construct, and he heard the tortured shriek suddenly shift to a softer whine as the blade sunk in.  The gasha crept closer as he stood, unmoving and unable to flee, every ounce of his being focused on the blade that he sensed was now cutting deeply into the bone. 
 
    The creature drew within three feet of reaching him when, suddenly, he felt the saw slice through the bone and exit the other side, and the skeleton collapsed into chunks and shards of bone.  He let out a deep breath and released his saw, allowing his SP to return while he waited to be released from his Entangling Web.  After several seconds, he tumbled backwards, smashing his backside on the ground as the strands of mana finally released their hold on him.  He took a deep, shuddering breath and rolled to his feet, running over to the sickly, glowing skull and slamming his hand onto it.  His SP had been pretty drained by the battle, but as he sucked the mana from the skull, he watched his bar slowly rising.  Whenever it got close to full, he crafted a small mana construct, practicing his Spell and ridding himself of enough SP to keep his hourglass-spirals from overflowing once more. 
 
    At last, the flow of SP dwindled and stopped, and concentrating, Aranos fashioned a sledgehammer made of mana.  He slammed it onto the cracked skull with brutal effect: the heavy head crushed bone much more effectively than the lighter staff did.  Working methodically, trying not to look at Geltheriel’s crumpled form, he quickly crushed the skull until it collapsed into powder.  
 
    He dismissed the hammer and raced over to the fallen elf, gently rolling her onto her back.  She was unconscious, but he could see that her LP, while low, were still hovering around 10%.  Still, with her Hunger debuff, that number wasn’t creeping up much at all.   
 
    He dug into his belt pouch and produced a couple of his Exceptional bandages, his Herbalism Skill and Profession instructing him to place one on her forehead and the other on her chest below the hollow of her throat.  He started to sift through his herbs when he remembered Geltheriel’s instructions about his Inventory.  He pulled up the screen and selected the herbs he needed, quickly forging a bowl and a pestle out of mana to crush them before adding some water from his waterskin.  Once the resulting slurry was well mixed, he opened her mouth and poured a small amount in, closing her nose so she would swallow.  When she did, he repeated the process until she had taken the entire medicine. 
 
    He sat back and watched her LP bar for a moment.  At first, nothing happened, but as his medicines began to take effect, the red bar rose more steadily, until it finally stopped just a shade below its maximum.  At last, her eyes fluttered open, and he let out a deep breath he didn’t even know he had been holding.  She sat up slowly, her eyes unfocused.  Probably checking her notifications, he guessed.  After a moment, she turned to him, her gaze angry. 
 
    “So, can you explain what went wrong in that fight?” she said coldly, her face flat. “It should have been a simple matter; the plan, it turned out, was an excellent one.  And yet, I was very nearly killed.  Please explain how.” 
 
    Aranos sighed.  He could have equivocated or made excuses, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t react well to those.  “I got distracted,” he admitted after a moment.  “I’ve never seen someone move the way you do in a fight, and it caught me by surprise.  Then, I lost track of the timer on my Entangling Web, so it vanished before I was ready to cast the next.”  No need to tell her how I caught myself with my own Spell, right?  “I’m sorry.  I won’t let it happen again.” 
 
    Her face softened, and she nodded.  “Good,” she replied, rising to her feet.  “Then the encounter was not a waste if we learned from it.”   
 
    Aranos blinked.  “You’re…you’re not mad?” he asked curiously.  “I thought you’d be angry that I let you…” 
 
    She cut him off with a snort.  “You ‘let me’ do nothing, aleen,” she told him firmly.  “I was foolish and relied upon your Spell, when I should have been assuming the gasha would break free of it.  Had I been prepared, I would have dodged that blow, and you would not have had to waste those excellent medicines you must have used to restore me.”   
 
    Her chin rose and her gaze was resolved as she spoke.  “Let us be clear,” she insisted.  “You are not my minder nor my nursemaid.  I am the only one responsible for my actions and choices.  I do not apologize for your distraction, even though it was my display of prowess that overwhelmed you, do I?  No, for that was your choice, and you wisely accept responsibility for it.  I now know how fast the gasha are and how swiftly one will break free should your Spell fade, so next time, I will do better.” 
 
    She rose to her feet, reclaiming the staff and dusting off her shoddy fur garments.  “Besides, I am still somewhat astounded that we defeated one gasha, much less two, in order for there to be a next time,” she admitted.  “Despite your assurances, I still believed that all you had done was to disable the gasha, perhaps for an extended time.  I doubted you, and I was wrong.  You have given me something today, Aranos: I was able to feel my staff crush the skull of a gasha! 
 
    “So, now,” she grinned at him, “I wish to feel it again.  You say there are two more gasha across the Spire Tree?  Let us use your excellent strategy once more, and this time, we will both do better, correct?” 
 
    Aranos smiled weakly and nodded, gratified and overwhelmed by her shift in attitude.  I can’t believe she doesn’t blame me, he thought quietly.  I think I’ve been working in an office too long: I was waiting for her to tell me it was all my fault and how much trouble I was in. 
 
    The battle with the next pair of gasha went much more smoothly.  Aranos blasted the first pile of bones and began draining the skull while Geltheriel kept as many of the bones as possible at bay.  Instead of using the drained SP to form a tiny wall, though, he cast his Entangling Web immediately and set an alarm for 15 seconds in his head, then used normal, uncopied Mana Arrows to slow the second gasha’s formation.  Once the first skull was drained, Geltheriel started destroying it, while he renewed his Entangling Web and alarm and used Mana Arrows to soften the second gasha’s knee joints a bit.   
 
    Once Geltheriel was done with the first skull, she started tanking the second gasha, or holding its attention so that Aranos could fashion his mana saw and attack the creature’s knee.  He didn’t bother moving to the side this time; he had figured out how to spin the disc with enough speed that he could get through the creature’s kneecap in just a few seconds.  He had to renew Entangling Web once more, but once the gasha fell, he and Geltheriel just stood back and let the saw sever its head in relative safety. 
 
    After they finished draining and destroying the second skull, Geltheriel stood quietly and looked over the destruction.  “This doesn’t seem real,” she whispered softly.  Seeing his puzzled look, she shook her head and explained.  “Gasha are fearsome opponents, aleen.  They are immortal guardians, fashioned from the souls and bones of those who died in betrayal.  Those tortured souls are bound to the fragments of bone you see scattered around, and because of that, they can never truly be killed.  At best, their pieces can be scattered, but they will eventually reform.  They grow stronger by consuming the LP and mana of those they slay, so confronting one will only lead to its growing more powerful in the long run. 
 
    She looked up at him steadily.  “We are taught to flee the gasha if possible,” she told him quietly.  “Any blood they shed strengthens them, so even if we can overcome them, every battle ends in ultimate defeat.  And yet, here we stand, having permanently ended four of these creatures, two of them without ever being in real danger.  These are the types of stories that appear only in legends, aleen, and I for one am no legend.” 
 
    Aranos shrugged.  “I think a lot of it is that I’m a Sorcerer,” he pointed out.  “I’m kind of a hard counter for these things.  I’ll probably have more trouble with the edimmu, to be honest: there’s just so many of them, and I think they respawn.” 
 
    “If you mean, they are reborn when slain,” the woman supplied, “then yes, they ‘respawn’.  Just as gasha are fashioned from betrayal, edimmu are spirits of despair.  When they are slain, they simply return to their summoner, to be reborn and returned to battle.  Yet, they can be defeated, for if the one who called them is destroyed, they are allowed to return to whatever fate awaited them in the next life.” 
 
    “So, when we kill one, their creator knows about it?” Aranos guessed.  “That’s kind of what I figured.  It’s why I kept moving whenever one died.” 
 
    “A wise decision,” she agreed.  “However, I do not think that whoever placed these gasha will know of their deaths, so we have some time to recover if needed.” 
 
    Aranos nodded slowly.  “But,” he reasoned, his mind working furiously, “that also means that whoever is in charge will probably think that the Spire Tree is secure, right?  I mean, you said it yourself: people run from the gasha, they don’t fight them.  That means they’ll assume we’re still stuck on the first level somewhere, hiding out.  What would you do in that case?” 
 
    Geltheriel frowned.  “I would send the edimmu out in force,” she answered.  “I would scour the city for our location.” 
 
    “And, I’d probably send them out in small groups,” he pointed out excitedly.  “After all, I don’t care if they die, right?  If one is killed, it’ll just tell me where my target is, and I can send the rest after them in waves.” 
 
    “All of this seems reasonable,” she allowed.  “I do not see the reason for excitement, though.” 
 
    “It means that the arch below is probably only lightly guarded,” he answered with a grin.  “And the mass of the edimmu are scattered all over the city below us.  Even if we kill whatever force is guarding the entrance to the Spire Tree, it’ll take a long time for their master to recall enough of them back to the Tree to be dangerous.  By then, we can have located the food supply, gathered some intel, and been back up the Tree safely.” 
 
    “It will alert their creator to our presence in the Tree, though,” she warned cautiously.  “If there are further guardians above, they will be gathered and ready.” 
 
    Aranos nodded.  “But we’ll be healthy and prepared, as well,” he pointed out.  “We’ll have to adjust our strategy, sure, but we can still do it.” 
 
    Geltheriel stared at him a moment, her gaze seeming to weigh his choices, but then she nodded quickly.  “So be it,” she agreed.  “I said I would follow your lead, so I will.  Let us go see what awaits us below.” 
 
    They passed through the archway into the center of the Spire Tree.  The doorway opened to a wide, 10 foot by 10 foot landing.  To the left, Aranos saw an equally wide staircase curling up and out of sight, following the curve of the enormous tree; to his right, a similar staircase descended into darkness.  The landing was lit only by the dim light coming in the entryway behind them, which only illuminated the first few feet of each staircase before they were swathed in shadows. 
 
    “Not very bright in here,” he muttered as he summoned a Mana Arrow, its silvery radiance shedding a dim light at best.  I really need to work on a basic light spell, he thought absently.  I’ll bet you need light-aspected mana or something, though.  “How did the elves keep from bumping into each other on the stairs?  And why have stairs when it takes a teleporter to get into the city in the first place?  Why not just teleport from level to level?” 
 
    Geltheriel chuckled at his questions.  “Elven cities do have teleporters,” she acknowledged.  “And the wealthy and powerful use them to travel about, as you say.  However, such devices require a great deal of mana and usually need two or three wizards sharing the SP cost to power them.  Paying even junior Wizards for such a task is prohibitive for the majority of the populace. 
 
    “Thus, the Spire Stairs,” she continued, gesturing around them.  She moved over to the far wall and pointed to a series of flowing runes that ran just below the level of the ceiling, extending the length of the wall and following the rise and descent of the stairs to either side.  “These runes would usually provide light for all within: such a Spell requires very little SP and lasts for many days, even extending the length of the Spire Tree.  Of course, with the city Fallen, there are none to power the runes, and I do not suggest you attempt to do so.  Certainly, seeing the runes awaken would serve as a warning to those above and below, should they be watching.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point,” he nodded, removing his hand from the wall he had just touched, thinking to banish the darkness.  “So, what can we expect down below?  It is open, like this?  Bigger landing, or smaller?” 
 
    “If the city were intact, I could say for certain,” she hedged.  “With it lying in ruins, I can surmise at best.  However, normally the lowest level and crown would be sealed by doors, to prevent easy entrance from the lesser races and to limit access to the city’s rulers to those with a genuine need or who have been summoned.  I would imagine that the doors were destroyed in whatever cataclysm befell the city, but the edimmu may have attempted to repair them.” 
 
    “It’s probably best to assume there are doors,” he reasoned, “and that they’re locked from the outside.  If that’s the case, we’ll have to blow them somehow.  Just in case there are no doors, though, we should probably move quietly, and in Stealth.” 
 
    “True,” she acceded.  “I am guessing from the light you hold in your hand that you have not acquired the Night Vision Skill?”  When he shook his head, she grunted.  “Of course not.  You can acquire the trail of a single edimmu when it is overlaid by dozens of others, but you never learned to adjust your eyes to darkness.” 
 
    She sighed.  “Well, there is no time to teach you now,” she said with a trace of irritation, “and we cannot travel with light and remain in Stealth.  I will lead; you must remain in contact with me and follow.  I will move carefully, but I will be Stealthed and in darkness, so you must maintain contact with me, or you will find yourself lost in the darkness.” 
 
    “Umm, that probably won’t be necessary,” he said with a touch of embarrassment.  “I, uh, can actually track you just fine when you’re Stealthed.  I should be able to follow you, even in the dark.” 
 
    She stared at him evenly for a moment.  “And he tells me this now,” she grumbled.  “We will discuss that later, including how you can do this and why you did not inform me sooner. 
 
    “For now, though, let us see what awaits us below,” she spoke with a slight huff before turning and slipping into Stealth.  Having picked up her scent earlier, Aranos had no trouble spotting her, though, even when she descended into the gloom of the stairs. 
 
    At first, the light from above continued to provide a trace of illumination, and he had no trouble following her down the staircase.  After they had made what he guessed was a half-turn around the trunk, though, that small light had faded, and he was forced to slow down and feel his way down the steps.  The only thing in his vision was the hazy form of the elf woman, but despite her assurances, she was moving more quickly than he could without risking a fall, and the distance between them grew with every passing minute.   
 
    At some point, her image vanished around the curve of the tree, and Aranos found himself alone in the darkness.  A twinge of panic started to creep into his thoughts, urging him to hurry, but when he tried to move faster, he stumbled and nearly fell.  He stopped and took a deep breath, noticing as he did that he still had Geltheriel’s scent, and that overlaid with it was the dry, musty odor of the edimmu.  He moved slowly forward, focusing on those odors, refusing to acknowledge his rising panic.  The elf’s scent was stronger than the others, mostly the smell of her sweat and the lingering reek of her confinement that she could not launder from her ragged clothing or hair.  He also smelled the scent of his bandages, as well as the medicine he had given her, which he guessed was either still on her breath or was creeping out in her sweat. 
 
    The scent of the edimmu was slowly growing as he descended though, and he realized that there was likely still a number of them waiting below.  He focused on trying to sift out the odors of individual creatures, trying to identify unique scents to see if he could determine what that number was.  He was still working on it when Geltheriel’s form swam back into view, and a minute later, he felt himself step onto a flat surface with a bit of a stumble. 
 
    “There you are,” she muttered quietly.  “I told you to stay in contact with me.” 
 
    He shrugged, unsure if she could even see him.  “I still made it,” he pointed out.  “Not like there was anywhere else to go.” 
 
    “True,” he said begrudgingly.  “You cannot see it, but the doors are intact and barred, oddly, from this side.” 
 
    “I suppose to keep the edimmu from wandering back up?” he guessed.  “Wait, the doors are intact, or repaired?” 
 
    “Night vision does not give excellent detail,” she replied cautiously, “but they appear to be undamaged.” 
 
    That doesn’t make sense, he thought furiously.  If the city was taken by invaders, how did they storm the upper layers if they didn’t use the stairs?  Maybe they all flew or teleported, but usually in games, troops that can do that are shock troops, designed to hit strategic places ahead of a main invasion.   
 
    He blinked as he recalled his trek through the city, an intuition popping into his mind.  In fact, how come I didn’t see a single trace of an invading horde in the whole city so far? he wondered slowly.  I mean, sure, it would have happened a long time ago, but with my Tracking Skill, I think I would have noticed something, right?  Even if it was just an unidentified track that didn’t belong to anything I knew? 
 
    “In any case,” she continued, either not noticing his distraction or choosing to ignore it, “it will make our attack simpler.  We can unbar the door and attack them with surprise, then retreat and bar the entrance if there are more than we can handle.” 
 
    “There are 14,” he said absently, his mind still turning over the information in his head.  An idea was forming, but it was slow in coming and he didn’t have time to dwell on it.  “At least, that’s all the ones I can smell.” 
 
    Geltheriel muttered quietly for a moment.  “Perhaps at some time in the future,” she finally said a bit waspishly, “we could discuss the limits of your Abilities, so that I am not constantly surprised.  However, that is good information to have.  14 is…a significant number.” 
 
    “It should be fine,” he waved dismissively.  “I’ll bind them in the Entangling Web and hit them with my new Hailstorm Spell.  That should do at least 100 damage to them, so only a few should survive, and you can mop them up.” 
 
    “And if they are spread out beyond the range of your spell?” she pressed.  “What then?”   
 
    “They don’t seem very intelligent,” he pointed out.  “They just kind of charge at you when they see you.  I’ll block the entryway with the Spell and they’ll probably all run into it trying to get to us.  If not, you guard me, and I’ll start picking them off at range with Mana Arrows.  That should convince them to charge, and I can hit them with the Spell combo again.” 
 
    She looked at him thoughtfully.  “A good enough plan,” she finally admitted.  “Crude, but it should be sufficient for what we are dealing with.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to prepare, although being unable to see in the dark, Aranos was unable to do much except follow where the Keeper told him to move.  A minute or so later, she warned him, “Close your eyes, aleen.  I am preparing to unbar the doors, and when they open, the light may be painful to you at first.”  Aranos nodded and closed his eyes, sensing rather than seeing as she moved to the door and shifted something heavy and wooden. 
 
    Sudden light bathed his face, and he winced despite his eyes being shut tightly.  He cracked them open and slowly allowed his eyes to adjust for a second or two before opening them fully.  He immediately saw that their surprise assault had worked as they hoped, and Geltheriel was engaged with two of the edimmu already.  She was holding the unarmed creatures off with only minor difficulty, but more were coming, and he knew she would soon be overwhelmed.  Even as he watched, her shoulders seemed to droop in weariness, and her staff hesitated for a moment, allowing one of the creature’s claws to rake across her thigh. 
 
    He quickly cast his Entagling Web, placing it before the door to catch the creatures as they raced at the two elves.  The strands of mana formed readily and wove about the charging creatures, the hooks catching limbs and torsos, tangling them in diaphanous webs of magic.  He watched the creatures struggle until the last one seemed fully immobilized before he cast his second spell, his Hailstorm, for the first time. 
 
    The whirling vortex of mana slowly formed, tiny grains of dense magic swirling outward at high speed to slam into unprotected flesh and bone.  The impacts of pellets against rubbery skin reminded him of hail striking fabric in a staccato rain of death.  Unable to cry out, the edimmu endured the onslaught in silence, falling one after another as his storm pulverized bone and tore dark blue skin.   
 
    Geltheriel capitalized on the Spell by hurling the edimmu she was facing into the web, one after another, first with a straight kick to the chest, followed by the staff’s butt slamming into another’s forehead.  The last, she grabbed by the arm, wincing as its claws ripped her skin before she flung it bodily into the maelstrom. 
 
    When the Spells finally ended, releasing the edimmu to collapse on the ground, most of the creatures began to shiver into blue smoke and race away from the Tree.  Six remained, bleeding a thick, black ichor and crawling toward their attackers.  Geltheriel approached the fallen creatures cautiously, hesitating and seeming to gather herself as she neared them, before she began finishing the remainder of the creatures off.   
 
    When she finished, she shuddered and wiped her brow.  “Give me a moment,” she said tiredly.  “Their Aura of Despair takes a bit to shake off.” 
 
    Oh, so that’s why she was hesitating! he realized as he processed her words.  Probably why she was slowing down when she was fighting them, too. “Huh,” he said, reaching into his pack for a bandage.  “I’ve never noticed it.  Probably because I’ve always taken them out from a distance, I guess.” 
 
    “That would explain it,” she nodded, holding up a hand.  “Do not waste a good bandage on me,” she demurred.  “If you are correct and a food supply is near, I will heal soon enough, and this is minor damage.” 
 
    Aranos hesitantly put his bandages away.  She’s right, he realized.  I can’t make more of these right now; we need to save them for when we really need them.  “Okay, now we need to figure out where the food is,” he said as he closed his belt pouch.  “I think I know where they were holding you from here, at least generally.  Once I cross their trail again, I’ll know it and be able to follow them back.” 
 
    He dropped into Stealth and led her into the maze of shattered structures, his nose assuring her that she was following closely.  His sense of direction turned out to be accurate, and it wasn’t long before he crossed the trails of the food-carrying edimmu and led her deeper into the city, parallel to the curve of the Spire Tree.   
 
    It took around 15 minutes for him to realize that the trail was leading them to something of an oddity: the only stone building he had seen in the entire city to this point.  They stopped and he pointed it out to her, hoping she would explain.   
 
    “That is of dwarven make,” she said simply.  “Before the Feast, all of the races could be found in a city as large as this one.  It should have survived well: for all their faults, the dwarves are masters of building and engineering.” 
 
    They watched the building for several minutes.  Aranos saw that recent tracks of hundreds of the twisted creatures led to and from the building, enough that even though they saw no signs of the edimmu moving now, he was loath to enter through the front. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he whispered at last.  “It looks like the edimmu move in and out of this place all the time, and as recently as a few hours ago.  Why is there no sign of them, now?” 
 
    “Perhaps your conjecture was correct,” she guessed in reply, “and they are all out combing the city for us?  They may even now be on their way back to the Spire Tree, hoping to catch us.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed.  “Or, maybe there are fifty of them in there right now, waiting for us.” 
 
    “You cannot tell?” she asked in seeming surprise.  “You knew that the edimmu awaited us beyond the Spire Tree door; how can you not tell if they are within?” 
 
    “I can tell you that some of them are here,” he corrected her, his nose testing the air.  “But there are so many trails here that it would take me an hour to sort them all out and determine which ones were still inside and which ones left.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” she asked.  “We can scout the building and see if there is another entrance.” 
 
    “Well, I can see a couple, already,” he grinned, pointing at the high, narrow windows that overlooked the street.  “I’m pretty sure that those windows aren’t glassed in – I haven’t seen any sign of glass in this whole city, in fact – so I should be able to float us up there and get us inside.  I do agree about scouting the building, though; if there are windows around the side or the back, we’ll be less visible when we’re in the air.” 
 
    They made their way cautiously around the building, and Aranos noted that there were, indeed windows spaced regularly along the side.  He chose one at random and formed a disc, intending to check it out, but Geltheriel refused to let him.  “That makes no sense,” she pointed out.  “My Stealth Skill is higher, and I have superior Agility and LP if I am attacked and must dodge or leap to the ground.  There is no good reason for you to go first.” 
 
    Aranos was forced to agree – there was no real reason for him to scout except curiosity – so a moment later, he was carefully lifting her up toward the window, following her hand signals to guide her to where she could see.  To his surprise, she had him place her to the side of the window first, out of sight of the interior, where she remained still for half a minute.  She’s listening, he realized after a moment.  Yeah, I wouldn’t have thought of that.  She was the right one to send up.  After a bit, she motioned for him to move her over closer to the window, and he saw her head dart in front of the window and back like a snake’s. She pointed down, and he lowered her to the ground. 
 
    “It’s an empty room,” she informed him, “but it’s not abandoned.  I don’t have your Tracking gifts, but I can tell that it’s been used, and recently.  If we’re going to go in there, we should move quickly and quietly.” 
 
    It took him less than a minute to create a second disc and raise them both to the window.  Geltheriel slipped through the narrow opening first and motioned for him to remain outside.  A moment later, she beckoned him, and he cautiously climbed through the window after her. 
 
    The room within was a shattered ruin.  He couldn’t tell what its function might have been, since everything that was not stone was a crumbled mass of wood and dust on the ground.  He studied the floor and noticed that it was filled with edimmu tracks, but they simply entered the room and left, without remaining.  It’s like they’re constantly looking for whatever it is, he guessed.  Like they can’t help themselves.  Maybe that’s their only reason for existing in the first place: to look for something?  Wonder what will happen if they find it? 
 
    “We should move from this room,” Geltheriel spoke in a low murmur rather than a hissing whisper.  “I can see tracks of the edimmu all over the place.  It will be safer to find a less-frequented space.” 
 
    Aranos shook his head.  “They’re looking for something,” he replied in an equally low tone.  “Whatever it is, I don’t think they can stop looking, even if it’s in some place they’ve checked a thousand times.  My guess is, the edimmu in here are wandering the place constantly, so we’ll need to move really, really carefully, and I don’t think there are going to be any unfrequented spaces.” 
 
    She cursed quietly.  “Then, we need to locate that food supply as quickly as possible,” she said with determination.  “The less time we spend here, the less likely we are to run into a group of them and have to kill them.  We do not wish to give away that we were here.” 
 
    “Actually,” he replied slowly, “I think killing some of them might be the best thing we could do.”  She looked unconvinced, but he hurriedly explained. 
 
    “You said it yourself,” he told her, “once we killed the edimmu at the Tree, whoever is in charge of all this is going to figure we’re trying to make our way up the Spire Tree and have every guardian at our necks, the whole way up. 
 
    “But,” he continued, “if we hit the edimmu here and kill a bunch of them now, what will their boss think?  The doors are supposed to be barred from the inside of the Tree, right?  So, they’ll think that we hit the doors trying to get up the Spire Tree, found them barred, and came here looking for food.  They’ll probably think we’re still hiding out in the city somewhere and just evading their search.  Then, we go into the Tree, bar the doors behind us again, and make our way up, hopefully without the guardians being ready for us.” 
 
    “That…is well thought-out,” she admitted.  “And yet, there is a difficulty.  Your Spells, while powerful, are very loud.  We do not want to rouse the whole building at once.” 
 
    “Huh,” Aranos nodded.  “Good point.  I guess it’s a good thing I have some practice in my weapon skills, then, huh?”  He smiled and forged his mana sword, hefting the glowing weapon in his hand.  “You’ll still have to do most of the fighting, of course, but I can help a little.” 
 
    She eyed him skeptically.  “You will watch our back and make sure we are not caught by surprise,” she told him firmly.  “If you attempt to aid me, you will likely hamper me more than help.  If it is your wish to use that, once we are free of here, I will agree to teach you, but for now, your lack of skill will be as much a danger to us as to the enemy.” 
 
    Aranos gave her a hurt look but grudgingly agreed.  He followed her into the hallway outside, dropping into Stealth and being forced to release his mana sword in the process.   As she led the way, he dutifully kept an eye out behind them while still analyzing the scents and tracks in the building.  Something about the air was wrong, and he allowed his mind to subconsciously worry at it while he focused on staying Stealthy and alert. 
 
    There’s a scent here that’s…wrong, he realized after some time.  It’s doesn’t match up with any of the tracks I’ve seen.  It smells like an edimmu, but it’s different, and whatever it is, it isn’t wandering about like the others are. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as Getheriel froze, and his gaze whipped forward.  Two edimmu were moving toward them down the hallway, their claws scraping against the stone walls as they walked.  Their heads swung side-to-side as if searching for something, and Aranos could hear the snuffling of their breath through their slit-like noses. 
 
    The woman waited until the pair were within range before she leapt, smashing the butt of her staff into the left most creature, then sweeping it to the right and crashing into the second monster.  The first fell back, its hands flying up to protect its face, while the other tumbled to the side.  As the second creature rolled on the floor, its gaze came up to lock with Aranos’, and he felt a lurch in his chest.  The edimmu’s gaze was filled with pain and horror, and Aranos felt his energy drain as despair washed over him.   
 
    An instant later, the spell shattered, and he could almost feel the tendrils of magic reaching from the creature, trying to wind about his thoughts.   He hardened his will and pushed back the attack with ease, grimacing as he realized that Geltheriel was probably fighting through that sort of despondency right now.  If only I had a Spell that could help with that, he thought grimly.  I wouldn’t even know where to start, though; if I pumped unaspected mana into her, who knows what might happen? 
 
    As it turned out, it wasn’t even necessary, as the woman was able to deal with the pair of edimmu with relative ease.  They dropped back into Stealth and slipped down the hall, using Aranos’ Tracking Skill to follow the majority of the tracks to a set of stairs that led down to the first floor.   They descended without incident and began to move toward the front of the building when Aranos once again caught that strange scent that was like but not quite edimmu.  More to the point, though, it was fairly close…and along the trail Aranos finally regained that would lead them to the food. 
 
    He tapped Geltheriel on the shoulder and drew her into a nearby room, closing the door softly behind them.  “Something’s not right,” he murmured softly.  “I just found the trail we followed here, and it’s leading us toward something…else.  Something that smells like an edimmu, but not quite the same.” 
 
    Geltheriel stared at him, her face blank.  “You fear it to be a trap,” she said flatly.  “That they have lured us with the promise of food in order to bring us here.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he hedged, rubbing his hand across the top of his head.  “I mean, I’m worried that it might be.  Plus, where are all the edimmu?  I can smell a bunch of them – I know that they’re here, somewhere.  Are we really so lucky that we only met two this whole time?” 
 
    “I would not count luck among our allies so far,” she muttered, her head dropping.  “And, yet…we must eat.  I must eat.  I do not know how long I have, Aranos.  So, what do we do?” 
 
    “I guess we spring the trap,” he sighed heavily.  “We’ll follow the trail and be ready for them.  At least, I won’t have to hold back with my Spells anymore!” 
 
    The elf woman sat quietly for a long moment.  “This is not a wise idea,” she whispered at last.  “It is a myth that being aware of a trap negates it, aleen.  Being aware of a trap lets one avoid it, nothing more.  And, yet…”  She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, “if we do not do this, I at least will perish soon.  If I am to die, I would rather it be in combat than wasting from Hunger.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll excuse me if I hope for neither,” he grinned at her.  “I’ll take the lead and let you know when we get close.  We can make a plan once we get closer.” 
 
    They moved out, Aranos following the trail and the scent of the strange creature.  They crept at a snail’s pace, his eyes roaming constantly for any signs of an incipient trap.  He saw continual traces of the edimmu, so many that it was extremely difficult to separate them out.  At his level of Tracking, though, it was not impossible, and slowly a picture emerged.  As far as he could tell, at least several dozen of the shrunken monsters had recently moved through this area…and very, very few had returned.  The sense of a looming trap weighed heavily on him, but something else was lingering in the air.  A chill seemed to spread through the air, a tangible cold that crept into his muscles and tried to sap his energy.   
 
    A large doorway loomed ahead, beyond which Aranos could see a large, open space, one that was so dimly lit he could see almost nothing beyond.  He could see a dim, grayish light flickering ahead, but the coloration of the light felt wrong, as if it were a shade that should not be.  A faint murmuring came from the room, and Aranos cautiously approached the door.  Remembering Geltheriel’s example, he moved to the side, listening, and saw her slip to the opposite side.  
 
    Her head darted into the room and back, once, then once more.  When she looked back at him, her face was white and filled with terror.  Her eyes were huge, the whites plainly showing even in the dim light, and her mouth worked silently.  He made to cross to her, but she quickly held out a staying hand, shaking her head so vehemently he froze.  She held her linger to her lips and pointed to her eyes, then into the room.  Aranos nodded and glanced into the room quickly, trying to take everything in with a single glimpse as she had.  Sadly, his first look gave him nothing but a vague, blurred impression of a gray light floating in the room.  Stupid low Perception, he grumbled internally and slowly peeked around the corner. 
 
    The room within was large and circular, the perimeter shrouded in shadows.  A second arch exited the room directly across from him, leading into more darkness, and the center of the room was filled with a gray light.  That light seemed to be emanating from a floating figure that hovered before three edimmu, one of which was much larger than the others he had seen.  The floating figure was human-sized and looked to be wearing some sort of chain armor made of a series of small, interconnected chain links.  The armor covered its arms and draped down to the middle of its thighs, below which were a set of what were probably gray, leather boots.  Its hands jutted from its sleeves and ended in wicked-seeming claws.  Its armor was drawn up over its head like a hood, and its face was buried in shadow.  Two glowing green orbs burned in the center of that shadow with actual, flickering flames.  As Aranos gazed at the creature, a stab of fear went through him, and the icy feeling around him seemed to grow more intense, trying to steal into his muscles and sap his strength. 
 
    Aranos felt a sudden burst of het in his center as a surge of anger rushed through him.  This thing was trying to weaken him, to drain him – to control him.  Its ice was the same as the frigid darkness that had tried to possess him when he went through the Arcane Door, the same darkness that had taken Geltheriel and savaged her mind and body.  His rage at the thought of that brutality burned the coldness from him instantly, pushing the darkness from his flesh and shielding his mind.   
 
    Suddenly, the creature hissed and spoke, its voice whispered and cruel, overlaid with a coldness that made him think of the bite of dry ice.  “The intruders are no matter,” the creature intoned emotionlessly.  “They will not enter the Spire, and should they, the gasha will deal with them.  You and your kin will find the crystal, or your suffering will know no ending.  So says the Mistress.  Is that clear?” 
 
    The large edimmu nodded its head, and the floating creature seemed satisfied.  “Good.  Do not make me return.”  The creature’s form swirled with gray light, and it suddenly vanished.  Immediately, the chill started to fade from the air, and Getheriel seemed to come to herself, blinking and shaking her head. 
 
    Aranos was curious and wanted to speak to her, but before he could move, a new sound grated from the room beyond the archway.   
 
    “Intruders outside doorway,” the large edimmu suddenly spoke, the words jagged and broken, difficult to understand.  “Bring them now.”  Suddenly, the shadows around the room resolved into dozens of edimmu, all moving toward the hiding pair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Geltheriel’s face matched Aranos’, both set in stunned amazement, but she reacted more quickly than he did.  She sprang to her feet, brandishing her staff, spinning as she saw that the edimmu had moved into the hallways to the side and surrounded the.  Aranos took a deep breath and raised his hands, beginning to summon his Entangling Web, when the edimmu spoke once more. 
 
    “No!” it barked, and the creatures ceased moving forward.  “We no fight.  Talk.  Talk, or elves die.” 
 
    Aranos swallowed in panic, but his mind was cranking out strategies.  “Not necessarily,” he called back.  “In fact, I’m pretty sure we can fight our way out of here.  There’s not enough of you to stop us.” 
 
    The large edimmu grunted.  “Wizard might escape,” it admitted.  “Girl elf will die.  More edimmu waiting for escape, all know kill girl if leave with no talk.” 
 
    Aranos had a bit of difficulty translating the edimmu’s words, but the gist was fairly clear.  “Are you threatening to kill her to get me to talk?” he asked quietly, the anger building inside of him at the thought of their using her to get to him.  His hands rose, and he felt the power of the Tempest of Rage rising within him. 
 
    “No, no threat,” the edimmu replied quickly, and the other creatures began to retreat.  “Have seen Wizard’s power.  No can kill edimmu but can send to Mistress.  Ekimmu not want to see Mistress.  Wizard not want that, too.” 
 
    “So, what are you suggesting?” Geltheriel called out, her staff still held at the ready.  “If you are not attacking us, and you do not seek information, what is it you need from us?” 
 
    “Talk only,” the edimmu answered, lowering its hands.  “Come and talk.  Edimmu no fight; Wizard send many to Mistress then, maybe even Ekimmu.  Not want that.  Talk, then maybe elves leave, maybe elves help.” 
 
    Aranos glanced at Getheriel, who looked torn with indecision.  “We need food, first,” he called to the edimmu.  “Bring food, and we’ll talk.” 
 
    The edimmu barked a sound that Aranos guessed was a laugh.  “Food, yes, good,” it replies.  “We bring small food, then you take more food.  Will answer Mistress when asks why here.  Come, talk.  We bring food.” 
 
    Aranos thought hard before deciding.  I can get us out of here, he knew without a doubt.  Entangling Web and Hailstorm in the room, cloned Mana Arrows at the edimmu in front of us, Geltheriel mops up, and we run.  But, if that thing is telling the truth, we might run into a wave of the creatures out in the open.  It’s right: while I could probably escape, between my Mana Armor and Trackless Skill, Geltheriel might not be able to fight through that many in her condition.  Plus, without food, she’ll be dead in a few hours anyway.   
 
    He looked over at the elf, who seemed torn with indecision herself.  Besides, he thought slowly, going into the room doesn’t mean we can’t get out.  If they threaten her, I can probably use Tempest of Rage.  That’ll clear half the building and won’t hurt either of us.  She might have to carry me afterward, though. 
 
    “Okay, we’re coming in,” he called at last, nodding to Geltheriel.  The woman hesitated, and he could tell she didn’t want to follow, but a moment later she fell into step behind him.  Aranos led her to the center of the room to stand before the large edimmu.  It stood four inches taller than him, even in its hunched state, and its body rippled with whipcord-like muscle.  Its eyes were just as large and luminous as the other edimmu, but below the slits it had for a nose sat a mouth that looked like a red gash in its deep blue skin.  The mouth was filled with a serpentine tongue and jagged, broken teeth; it was no wonder Aranos was having trouble understanding it. 
 
    “Okay, we’re here, edimmu,” he said confidently, trying to seem in control of the situation.  “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Not edimmu,” the creature corrected.  “Those edimmu.  Dumb.  Angry.  Ekimmu different.  Smart.  Strong.  More hate!”  The beast hissed the last part, and Aranos had to stop himself from flinching. 
 
    “Hate?” he asked, forcing his voice to remain calm.  “What do you hate?” 
 
    “Ekimmu hate all,” it whispered.  “Hate elves.  Hate edimmu.  Hate rabisu.  Most, though, hate Mistress!”  The ekimmu’s voice was the sound of glass on rock as it said the last part. 
 
    “You hate your Mistress?” Aranos asked skeptically?  “Why?  Isn’t she the one that created you?” 
 
    “Not create!” the Ekimmu roared suddenly, and Aranos’ hand moved up to summon a Mana Arrow.  The creature stepped back and calmed itself, though.  “Not create edimmu and Ekimmu,” it said, its voice despairing.  “Trap.  Trap and summon.  Bind here, not able to leave.” 
 
    “So, what do you want from us?” Aranos spoke after a moment, trying not to pity the foul creature.  I’ve seen too many movies where you feel for the bad guy, right up until he kills you.  Nope, not falling for that.  “You said, we can’t kill you and end your suffering.  All we can do is send you to your Mistress, and you don’t want that, right?” 
 
    “No, Ekimmu not want,” it said quickly, shaking its head.  “Wizard not want, either, when know what Ekimmu know.  Ekimmu tell, but must ask, first.  What Wizard want?  Want escape?  Or want more?” 
 
    Aranos looked at the creature thoughtfully for a moment.  If I say I want to escape, it might help me find the way, he reasoned, or it might attack.  If I say I want more, what does that mean?  I think it means to help them…maybe to defeat its Mistress?  “I want…more,” he answered at last.  “I want to…” 
 
    The Ekimmu hissed, waving its hands.  “Not tell Ekimmu,” it insisted.  “What Ekimmu not know, not tell Mistress.  But, if Wizard want more…Ekimmu help.”  Suddenly, the creature stretched its mouth and began to make a gagging sound.  Aranos took a step back, concerned, and shared a look with Geltheriel, who looked utterly defeated.  The Aura of Despair, he realized.  It’s not affecting me, but she’s getting hit from all around.  We’ve got to speed this up! 
 
    The Ekimmu coughed once, and a large, round object flew from its mouth and landed on the floor, rolling to rest against Aranos’ boot.  The Ekimmu bared its teeth in what Aranos interpreted as a smile, if a smile was designed to give someone eternal nightmares.  “Wizard take,” it encouraged.  “That help.” 
 
    Aranos bent down and gingerly picked up the slimy, mucus-covered orb, wiping it against his tunic, followed immediately by his fingers. Ugh, I so need a bath after this, he groaned in disgust.  And maybe to burn these clothes.  “What is this?” he finally asked, staring at the mostly cleaned object.  At first, it had looked like an orb, but now he saw that it actually had thousands of tiny facets covering its surface.  The crystal itself was clear and slightly translucent – although that might have been the remaining slime hazing the surface – and it was deceptively heavy for being the size of a plum. 
 
    “That is a memory crystal,” Geltheriel said dully from beside him.  “It appears empty, though.” 
 
    Ekimmu nodded enthusiastically.  “Elf smart,” it agreed.  “Crystal what Mistress want.  What edimmu look for.  Now help Wizard.” 
 
    Aranos looked at the monster in surprise.  “If this is what she has you looking for,” he asked curiously, “wouldn’t you have to give it to her?  She’s your Mistress, and it seems like you have to do whatever she says, right?” 
 
    Ekimmu shook its head.  “Mistress not say right,” it explained. “Tell Ekimmu, give crystal when Ekimmu find it.  But Ekimmu not find crystal, edimmu find.  So, Ekimmu not must give.  Keep instead.” 
 
    “But, why?” Geltheriel spoke from beside him.  “Surely, she would reward you for your service.  Why would you keep the edimmu searching when your task could be done?” 
 
    “Not reward,” Ekimmu spat.  “Ekimmu and edimmu slaves.  Not need reward, must obey.  Edimmu not know, not care what do.  Follow Ekimmu.  Ekimmu not want go back to Mistress.  If crystal found, what Mistress do?  Play with edimmu and Ekimmu.  Give pain, edimmu no can die.  Hurt forever.” 
 
    Aranos stared at the creature, shocked.  No wonder it wants to help you, he realized.  “Ekimmu, what would happen if your Mistress died…not that we intend to harm her, of course,” he explained as the creature looked alarmed.  “I mean, what if someone else were to do that?” 
 
    Ekimmu calmed down and nodded.  “Good, Wizard smart,” it said.  “No Mistress, no magic hold edimmu and Ekimmu.  Edimmu and Ekimmu free.  Not here, not hurting.” 
 
    Aranos nodded as a pair of edimmu approached, carrying what looked like stale, crusty bread.  “Little food,” Ekimmu proclaimed as Geltheriel snatched both pieces and began devouring them hungrily.  “More food, follow edimmu.  Must kill edimmu after and run.  Mistress ask, Ekimmu say, elves come, take food, kill edimmu, run away.  All true, not lie to Mistress.” 
 
    “We understand,” Aranos nodded as Geltheriel swallowed the last of the bread, sighing in relief.  “Once we leave…what should we do if we come across more edimmu?” 
 
    Ekimmu shrugged.  “Kill, not kill, not matter,” it replied casually.  “If send to Mistress, Mistress know where elves kill, not more.  Edimmu not talk, not tell Mistress things.  If Ekimmu go to Mistress, Ekimmu must talk, tell Mistress what know.  Maybe not matter: Ekimmu send all edimmu away from Spire Tree, into city.  Maybe see no edimmu.  Not matter.” 
 
    Aranos nodded and gestured to Geltheriel, following the pair of edimmu into the darkened hallway.  He wanted to say something to the pitiable Ekimmu, but the creature’s warning had been clear: it would answer its Mistress’ questions, and what it did not know, it could not say.  He didn’t want to make its already horrible existence even worse. 
 
    The edimmu stopped before a bag filled with stale bread, dried fruit, and withered vegetables.  Geltheriel grabbed more and began ravenously devouring it.  Aranos tore off a few hunks of bread to eat -- Hunger wasn’t much of a debuff for him, after all – and stuffed the rest into his pack.  A nearby vat held water, and while he was refilling his waterskin, he heard Geltheriel gasp. 
 
    He turned quickly, wondering if Ekimmu had betrayed them after all, but the woman was rushing across the room to grasp the handle of a sword leaning casually against a wall.  A set of the mottled leather armor he had seen the elves in the forest wear was tossed casually on the floor next to it, beside what looked like a long, tapered staff with a string wrapped around one end.  That’s a bow, idiot, he reprimanded himself after a moment.   
 
    “My sword,” Geltheriel gushed, excitedly.  “And my armor!  My bow!”  Aranos turned his back quickly as she began to pull off her shirt and resolved to watch the edimmu until he heard the rustling behind him finally still.  When he turned back, she stood proudly in her armor and was belting her sword around her waist.  A quiver of arrows was slung across her back, with her unstrung bow resting through a loop on the quiver.  She looks like a real warrior now, he thought admiringly.  No wonder she was so happy to see this stuff. 
 
    She walked over and held out his staff.  “My thanks for the weapon,” she proclaimed.  “I…I need to thank you, Aranos.  I thought never to see any of this again.  I doubted your choice to come here; I doubted your decision to speak with that creature.  And, yet, those choices have returned me to my strength and granted me my arms and armor once more.  I said it once, but I did not mean it.”  She suddenly dropped to one knee and bowed her head. “Where you lead, I follow,” she intoned formally.  “My blade stands between you and your enemies.  My life, given freely for yours.  This do I Vow.” 
 
    [image: ]A pulse of energy washed out from the kneeling elf, and Aranos felt some of that energy reach into him, seeking a connection.  He opened his mouth, unsure of what to say, but the words came to him as if he had always known them.  “As you follow, I will lead,” he affirmed, placing a hand on her bowed head.  “My Spells will guide your blade and fell our enemies.  Your life, given freely, held tightly and valued.  This do I Vow.”  Another pulse of energy washed out from him, and a notification popped into his vision unbidden: 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Aranos blinked, stunned, as his new Follower rose to her feet.  “What now?” she asked him simply.  He stared blankly at the woman, his mind refusing to process, and she chuckled.   
 
    “You lead, I follow,” she reminded him.  “So…lead, Oathbinder.” 
 
    “Umm, okay,” he stammered, trying to collect his thoughts.  “I think we do what Ekimmu suggested: we kill these two edimmu and then run like heck.” 
 
    She nodded and drew her blade, whirling into the pair.  The shining steel flashed and sang as it bit into their deep, blue hides, and in a matter of moments, both creatures lay dead before her, slowly dissolving into blue smoke.  She turned back to him and grinned.  “It feels good to wield a blade again,” she proclaimed.  “Now, let us run!” 
 
    She darted out the door like a rabbit.  Aranos yelped and followed suit, no longer used to carrying his staff and struggling to find a way to carry it where it didn’t bang into his legs as he ran or get caught in doorways.  He finally decided to just hold it in one hand vertically in front of him.  By the time he had gotten himself sorted out, Geltheriel had vanished, but he followed her easily by Tracking her scent. 
 
    He burst through the front door and found her engaged with a pair of the edimmu.  One was bleeding badly, but the other was attempting to claw through her armor.  He quickly sent a Mana Arrow into its face, blasting it backward and freeing her to finish off the bleeding one.  As the second one rose to stand, he hit it again, using Precise Shot to aim for its knee.  The arrow sunk deeply and burst, causing the leg to collapse under the creature’s weight, and with a few, accurate slashes, Geltheriel put it down. 
 
    The ran together down the street, not bothering with Stealth.  If, as Ekimmu had said, the edimmu were scattered throughout the city, Stealth was not as much of a priority as speed.  They needed to get back to the Spire Tree and bar the doors before it was discovered they were inside and before the Mistress could place more edimmu to block them.  We also need a place to rest, Aranos admitted privately.  Now that Geltheriel isn’t dying of hunger, we could use some rest, and I need to think and check notifications. 
 
    They made it to the Tree without incident and slipped inside, closing the doors behind them and slamming the bar back into place.  Aranos sighed and slumped against a wall, physically fine but mentally worn out.  His Scent Ability helped him Track Geltheriel as she moved over and sat next to him, resting her head back against the pitted bark. 
 
    “So, uh,” he began awkwardly.  “I just want to say, thank you.  Thank you for trusting me and for your Vow.  It means…”   
 
    He broke off as her fist struck him firmly on the shoulder.  “No, no drama, please,” she chuckled.  “It was a choice, and I do not regret making it.  And, it is not as if I do not gain benefits from it, as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw,” he agreed, relaxing.  He was half-afraid she was going to start acting like some kind of servant to him, and he was glad to see he was wrong.  “Bonuses for you based on my Charisma, which is one of my Strong Stats.  That’ll be nice as we level up.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she replied.  “As well, it seems that I am now immune to the Aura of Despair from the edimmu.  I wonder if It will apply as well to the Presence of that Rabisu?”  She shuddered as she said the name.  He was curious, but she cut him off. 
 
    “We will not speak of that creature before I rest,” she proclaimed.  “Or I will never rest.  You will keep watch and wake me in four hours, Oathbinder.” 
 
    Aranos agreed and settled back, deciding to take the moment to check his notifications: 
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    He spent some time looking through his notifications, checking his combat logs, making sure that he knew where he was causing the most damage.  His mana saw, he discovered, actually caused more damage per second than his Mana Arrow spell did to the gasha, but it took too much of his concentration to be an actual combat Spell.  He could probably create a Spell like the saw, but he wasn’t sure what the utility of it would be.  Maybe if we were facing plant-based or wooden creatures, but he had a feeling that without his will driving the blade, a conjured saw would skip right off the hardened bones of the gasha, and he didn’t want to deal with a spinning, ricocheting blade. 
 
    There were certainly Spells he could use – a light Spell, for example, or something that could heal damage – but he didn’t think either of those would be very effective until he could aspect his mana. What might be useful is some kind of paralysis Spell, he mused silently, aware of the elf woman snoring softly beside him.  Again, it would probably be easier with aspected mana – there’s probably a type of mana that would drain energy or stop the body from functioning – but maybe I could do the same thing by locking a creature in a shell of hardened mana? 
 
    He decided that it would be worth putting some SP into, once he placed his newly acquired Stat points.  He considered dropping another point into Endurance, but honestly, now that Geltheriel was with him, he didn’t know if it would be worth it.  After all, his Mana Armor could currently soak up about 800 points of damage.  Sure, eventually he would face something that was armor-piercing, but wasn’t that the reason he had his pretty, new tank? 
 
    Of course, assuming that he would never get hit was a losing proposition, so he went ahead and added another point to End for this level.  He dropped one into Dex, to keep it advancing with the other Stats, and put the last one into Int: his single-target spells seemed to be lacking some impact lately, and an Intelligence boost would help with that.  Content with his choices, he pulled up his status: 
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    He glanced over his Skill advancements, happy to see that Mana Control was up to Adept 8 – only 3 more ranks, he hoped, and he could aspect his mana – while Mental Resistance had gone up to Student 7, probably from fighting off whatever that floating creature was doing.  Camouflage and Stealth had gone up another point, but he felt like it was getting harder to level those by moving around the city.  I probably need to use different environments to advance, he reasoned.  After all, Skills seemed to level faster when you really challenged them.  
 
    Most of his Spells had gone up a bit, too.  He didn’t expect Empowerment to rise, since he had no plans to use it anytime soon, but he really needed to start grinding Mana Barrage.  The problem was, it was loud, flashy, and honestly didn’t do much damage anymore: it was designed to deal with large numbers of low-level creatures with low LP, but his new Hailstorm Spell could do something like two and a half times the damage for less SP.  He’d need to play with it and refine the Spell if it was going to be useful to him anymore. 
 
    He dismissed his status and started to play with the idea of a mana-paralysis spell.  At first, he considered building a form around a creature and filling it with mana until it hardened, but that took too long – the target would probably move away before he could fill the form – and would probably take a lot of SP, as in most of his SP pool.  His next idea was to create something that acted more like bindings: chains or bands of mana that would pin the target’s limbs and hold them.  The issue he saw was that strong creatures like the gasha would probably be able to break that sort of thing easily, and unlike his Entangling Web, once a binding like that was broken, it was simply useless. 
 
    No, what he needed was something like a flash-freeze, where the temperature of a liquid was well below the freezing point and some disturbance caused it to instantly shift from liquid to solid.  Using that parallel, he needed to oversaturate the area around the target with mana, pressing it against them but not solidifying it, and then suddenly triggering the solidification process so that they were trapped almost instantly.  It still might not hold a gasha for long, but if it could hold one just long enough for him to Mana Drain another, it might be worth it. 
 
    Actually creating the Spell was much more difficult than he imagined it would be.  It took a lot of SP poured into the area around the target to reach the critical level, and even then, at first, he couldn’t get it to flash-harden.  The mana simply wanted to escape into the air when it was agitated, rather than combine into a solid surface.  Eventually, he hit upon a mix of SP and compression that caused it to suddenly crystallize once he created a tiny burst within it.  He practiced again and again, making sure he had the concept down securely before starting to add SP to it. 
 
    He exhausted and refilled his SP pool five times before the Spell finally shivered into being.  Excited, he laid his staff on the floor and began the new Spell, layering it with mana, compressing it down, and then igniting a tiny burst to agitate it.  He heard a crackling sound, and when he reached down to touch it, he found his staff was bound to the floor in a sheath of a rigid, faceted substance that he assumed was crystalline mana.  He pumped his fist in excitement and pulled up his new Spell description: 
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    He waited for a minute until the mana encasing his staff shivered into vapor and wafted away, then reclaimed his staff and allowed his thoughts to wander.  Something about the city had been nagging at him, and he needed to relax his focus for a bit to see if it would coalesce.  He puzzled at it for a time, and an idea slowly took shape in his mind.  It fit all the tiny clues he’d noticed as they moved through the city, and – if he understood Geltheriel’s explanations about the creatures correctly – it explained why the gasha and edimmu were here.  He turned the concept over and over in his mind, examining it for flaws, and he found only one: the memory stone.  That object didn’t fit into his narrative, at least not in its current state, but he had a feeling that, with more information, it eventually would.   
 
    His mental alarm sounded, startling him out of his thoughts, and he leaned over to touch Geltheriel’s shoulder lightly.  The woman’s posture immediately straightened, and her snoring ceased at once as her hand moved down to her side.  “You asked for four hours,” he said quietly, not wanting to alarm her further.  “I need about 30 minutes, and we can head up and see what’s waiting up top.”   
 
    Sensing more than seeing her nod, Aranos closed his eyes and slipped into his mindscape.  As soon as his eyes opened, he sunk into his chair and delved into his mana spirals, smoothing and tightening their flows.  He moved from spiral to spiral, giving each one a gentle, mental nudge that started it very slowly rotating.  Getting the spirals to move wasn’t really an issue – they were bound to their central nodes, after all, and twisting the node imparted spin to the entire spiral – the difficulty was in keeping the entire spiral moving at the same pace, and ensuring that each nearby spiral was moving at a nearly identical rate to prevent any one spiral from overfilling or not receiving enough mana.  Finally, everything was stabilized, with the outer edges moving at a sedate pace the he estimated to be about 50 rpm.  For the moment, that was as fast as he could keep the spirals moving stably, so it would have to do. 
 
    When he returned from his mana flows and opened his eyes, he saw Lythienne’s specter staring up at his slowly twirling spirals.  “That is both beautiful and disconcerting,” she declared in her raspy voice.  “But, it is the correct path to take if you wish to use aspected mana, child.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had a feeling it would help,” he nodded, rubbing his forehead.  “This Quest, Lythienne?  It’s way more complicated than I expected it to be.  It’s going to get worse, soon, isn’t it?” 
 
    The woman nodded slowly.  “I am forbidden to tell you more,” she replied in a pained voice.  “But you are correct: if you wish to fully complete this Quest, it will become more complex before it becomes less so.” 
 
    He sighed and rose to his feet, pacing about his small dojo.  Need to find some time to expand this, as well, he thought idly.  “I’ve got an idea of what happened here,” he spoke after a few moments.  “I’m pretty sure I know what I’m going to see at the crown, at least in a general sense.  I don’t get the memory stone, though, or that grey creature we saw commanding the Ekimmu.” 
 
    “The rabisu,” the ancient elf spoke quietly.  “Ask your new Follower of them; all Keepers learn a small amount about the creatures of Darkness.  Her knowledge will be incomplete, but it should suffice for your purposes.  As for the stone, I can tell you only this: it is the key to both victory and defeat, depending on if and how it is used.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured it would be something like that,” he grunted.  “the Quest wouldn’t have had me find it unless it was part of some kind of alternate victory condition.”  In many games, he knew, there could be multiple ways to complete a Quest.  Depending on your character build, back story, the methods you chose and even the order you decided to complete parts of the Quest, different options could open up for you.  Usually, the more completely you finished each Quest, the more and better choices you had. 
 
    “I can tell you one last thing,” she said softly.  “You must lose if you wish to win, and your victory will not be a joyous one.  We will not speak again before you have left this place, child.  Go with my blessing.”  She gestured, and he felt himself rising from his mindscape.   
 
    His eyes opened and he drew in a deep, shuddering breath, frowning.  The old woman’s warning weighed heavily on him: he would have to lose in order to win, and he would not be happy with victory?  He glanced over at Geltheriel, who sat, unmoving but awake.  Does that mean she’ll have to die for me to win? he wondered.  The Quest does say I have to keep her alive or I’ll fail; that could mean that she’ll sacrifice herself for victory.  Kind of seems like her personality, really.  Still, can I do that?  He shook his head, knowing the answer: no, he probably couldn’t.  If given the choice of completing the Quest in a lesser fashion or sacrificing the woman for a better Quest ending, he’d probably grab her and run for the nearest exit.   
 
    He shrugged.  There was no point in worrying about it now; he would have to see how things were playing out and make his decisions, then.  “I’m awake,” he announced at last, banishing his thoughts.  “We should get moving.  I’ve got some questions for you, and I want to tell you what I think is going on, here.” 
 
    He sensed the woman rise next to him and felt her grab his arm and pull him to his feet.  “This time, stay in contact with me,” she said simply.  “Then I will know if you fall behind.” 
 
    Aranos shook his head and summoned a Mana Arrow, blinking as its dim light stabbed into his eyes.  He heard Geltheriel curse beside him, and he glanced over to see her rubbing her eyes, as well.  “Sorry about that,” he said quickly.  “It’s just that, we’re going to be talking, so we won’t be in Stealth, anyways.  Might as well have a light so that I’m not falling over the steps in the darkness, right?” 
 
    “Or, we could have used the time to start teaching you Night Vision,” she sighed in response.  “But I sense you are too distracted for such a task, in any case.  So, ask me your questions as we walk.” 
 
    “Okay,” he began, following behind her on the stairs.  “Let’s start with the memory stone.  What is it?  How does it work?  What are they used for?” 
 
    “The name explains most of their function,” the woman shrugged.  “They are crystals infused with Mind mana and enchanted to hold memories within.  The simplest among them can hold a single image, or perhaps a brief conversation and are used primarily to remind their owners of something, or to occasionally pass a simple message.  The most complex can hold entire lifetimes worth of memories, though, and are without value.  They are often kept by the ruling families of realms, who pass down the wisdom of entire generations to a new monarch when they sit upon the throne.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” he said thoughtfully, turning the idea over in his mind.  Those orbs must have been memory stones of some kind, then, he realized.  So, why didn’t that first Traveler get Lythienne’s memories instead of me?  “Can they be keyed?” he asked after a moment of thought.  “I mean…” 
 
    “I am aware of what ‘keyed’ means,” she sighed, shaking her head.  “Yes, that is quite common, really.  Many memory stones can only be accessed by the one who placed the memory within.  Others can be keyed to certain races, bloodlines, or even Classes.  No matter what, though, the creator of the stone can always access it, as can whoever has their memories stored within.” 
 
    “Got it,” he nodded, understanding enough to know that this line of questioning wasn’t going to lead anywhere.  “Okay, what about that creature we saw talking to the Ekimmu?” he moved on, noticing how she stiffened at his words.  “I mean, if you don’t want to talk about it…” 
 
    “No,” she sighed heavily. “There is an excellent chance that we will be facing the monster in our Quest, and it makes no sense to withhold information about it that could save your life. 
 
    “That is a rabisu,” she explained.  “A life-stealing creature of hatred and malice.  I know little enough about them, but it is said they are formed by capturing a pure, innocent soul and tormenting it until nothing is left but hatred and hunger.  They feed on the life energy of the living: the cold you felt as we neared it?  That is the result of their aura, which drains vital energy around it.  Their touch is deadly, and even those who survive their attacks are often left withered and weakened for days or even months.   
 
    She gazed at him, and he saw the fear in her eyes.  “They are fearsome enemies,” she admitted, “even more so because by sword and bow will not harm them.  They are creatures of Spirit and are only affected by enchanted weapons and magic, especially Light and Spirit mana.  If we are to face it, I do not know how we will defeat it.” 
 
    Aranos blinked slowly, his thoughts whirling.   “I’m not sure if my Entangling Web will hold it,” he replied.  “It’s magic, but at the same time, it’s meant to grab onto a physical body.  I did develop a new Spell, though, that imprisons someone in mana.  That might hold it long enough for us to flee, if my Spells don’t hurt it.” 
 
    “Then that is our best hope,” she said in an emotionless voice.  “In the stories of the Keepers, only great heroes with powerful magic and weapons could face a rabisu with any hope of victory.  Perhaps, though, the stories have exaggerated with time, and we will be sufficient.” 
 
    Wow, nice sideways insult, he thought with irritation.  “Okay, that actually fits in with what I think happened here,” he said. 
 
    She looked at him curiously. “The city obviously fell to the hordes during the Feast,” she said in surprise.  “What else could it be?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what happened,” he said slowly.  “It doesn’t add up, really.  Think about it: if a bunch of creatures of darkness stormed this city, where are they?  Why would they abandon it?”  
 
    “The edimmu and gasha are here,” she pointed out.  “Perhaps it was they?” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t work, either,” he denied.  “You heard Ekimmu: they were summoned.  And the gasha are formed from the bones of those who dies in betrayal, right?  So, how many people would have to die just to make the six gasha we’ve seen so far?  And, there’s probably more of them waiting above.” 
 
    “Scores,” she admitted slowly.  “Hundreds, perhaps.  Still…” 
 
    “The city wasn’t burned or destroyed,” he pointed out.  “It looks more like it was drained of life until it collapsed.  Wouldn’t having a rabisu roaming it for hundreds of years do that?”  She nodded slowly, and he continued.  “I haven’t seen a single trace of any creature in this city so far except the edimmu and gasha.  I mean, sure, the city fell hundreds of years ago, but there should have been something for me to see with my Tracking skill, right?  Nothing was burned, there are no corpses or bones left from where the defenders made their stand.” 
 
    “But the city is looted,” she pointed out.  “An invading army would certainly steal all of value it could.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think that was the edimmu,” he guessed.  “They’ve been looking for this memory crystal thing for centuries, right?  I’m guessing they just grabbed everything they could and brought it back, just in case.  That’s why there’s been no sign of broken glass in the city: the edimmu even collected that, because it’s kind of like crystal.  I’m guessing that the ‘Mistress’ has a massive pile of loot and junk hidden away somewhere. 
 
    “And don’t forget the doors to the Spire Tree,” he added before she could speak.  “I mean, the whole purpose of those doors is to keep out invaders, but they don’t look like they were busted open and then repaired, do they?  I’ll bet the doors at the top are the same way.” 
 
    She walked in silence, pondering his words.  “You are suggesting betrayal,” she offered slowly.  “The city was overthrown from within.  But how could such a thing be?” 
 
    “That, I don’t know,” he replied.  “But, yeah, it fits the facts.  The Mistress was probably the city’s ruler or High Wizard or something.  I’m guessing she thought she would be saving the city by whatever it was she did, here, but instead, she destroyed it.  Now, I’m guessing, she probably thinks this stone can make everything right somehow, so she’s been looking for it.  Our job is to keep it from her and figure out how it can be used against her.” 
 
    “Such stones will not take or impart memories against a person’s will,” Geltheriel informed him.  “They cannot be used to steal minds as a weapon.” 
 
    Aranos shrugged.  “We’ll think of something,” he said fatalistically.  “Right now, we need data.  One of the greatest detectives of my world said something like, ‘It’s a huge mistake to make guesses without data.’”  He chose not to mention that Sherlock Holmes was a fictional detective.  Heck, she’s a fictional character herself, he admitted.  Holmes is as real as she is. 
 
    They continued in silence until they had passed the next landing.  At that point, Aranos extinguished his arrow, and they continued in Stealth, not knowing what might lie ahead of them.  This time, Aranos took the Keeper’s advice and reached out to place a hand on her back to follow her.  “Move your hand higher or lose it,” she gritted as he felt something significantly rounder than her back beneath his palm, and he hurriedly slid it up to a safer location. 
 
    “Sorry, accident,” he said quickly.  “Can’t see anything.” 
 
    “A likely tale,” she grunted, but she let the matter drop as they moved forward.   
 
    The next landing loomed above them after several long minutes, and Aranos was once more able to see.  He dropped his hand, pointedly not looking at the place he had accidentally grabbed before, and rened his grip on his staff.  “We’ll have to alter our plan a bit to take out these first gasha,” he murmured.  “They’ll probably detect us while we’re in the Tree.  I think our best bet is to get out there as fast as we can and try to trap one while I drain the other, before too much of it can form.” 
 
    “And if we charge forward to discover that there are many of them?” she asked quietly.  “Or that they are already formed?”   
 
    “Then we keep running,” he said vehemently.  “We try to lose them in the city and come back to take them out one at a time.” 
 
    “It is likely the best plan we can form,” she admitted.  “Not the wisest, perhaps, but the best.” 
 
    They moved slowly until they were close enough to the landing that Aranos judged they might be in range of one of the gasha before dropping Stealth and charging out into the dim light of the city’s third level.  He hadn’t quite been correct with his guess: one of the gasha had been closer to the stairs and was halfway through forming, while the other just started to activate as they rushed out of the Tree.  Aranos launched a cloned Mana Arrow into the unformed pile and, instead of his Entangling Web, he concentrated on forming a Crystal Prison around the mostly formed creature.  The spell shivered into place, coating the gasha in a crystalline shell of mana with the crackle of water freezing.  The gasha froze, trapped in the middle of its transformation, but even as Aranos placed his palm on the second monster’s skull and began to drain it, he heard creaking and cracking from the prison as the skeletal giant began to break free. 
 
    He managed to drain the skull for almost 30 seconds before the crystal split and the gasha rose to its full height, but by that time his SP had almost refilled and he wrapped the monster in an Entangling Web.  The gasha slowed to a snail’s pace in the tangling mana, giving Aranos time to finish draining the first skull completely.  He stepped back and held out his staff, figuring the blunt instrument would be better suited for crushing the now-battered skull, but to his surprise Geltheriel leapt forward, her blade swinging in a glowing arc that cleaved completely through the skull.  Three more strikes, and the skull lay in pieces that quickly dissolved into powder.  She used an Ability, he realized.  Something like my two-handed Mighty Blow, but for a sword.   
 
    The Keeper darted past him to draw the attention of the first gasha that was lumbering forward, but Aranos had not been idle while she dismantled the helpless skull.  His mana saw was already digging into the running gasha’s spine, just below the flame-filled ribcage, aiming for a spot between the vertebrae.  That attack, however, had drawn the creature’s ire, and it was ignoring the woman and moving straight for the Sorcerer, who quickly backpedaled to stay out of its reach. 
 
    Geltheriel’s sword flashed again, though, glowing in the same arc as before and clanging off the creature’s bony wrist.  Sparks flew at the contact, and a small nick appeared in the bone, but she wasn’t trying to damage it, just to get its attention.  The monster lost its interest in Aranos and spun toward her, slamming a fist in her direction that she easily dodged. 
 
    Aranos focused on driving his saw through the softer area between the vertebrae and was rewarded with a clang as the blade broke through and exited the other side.  The creature collapsed, its entire lower half severed, and Geltheriel danced out of its reach as Aranos repositioned the saw to finish the job and decapitate it.  Draining it was a simple matter at that point, and both of the gasha collapsed to bone fragments and swirling dust. 
 
    They rested a moment and moved around the tree, locating the second pair of gasha and removing them much more easily.  Geltheriel had but one command for him after the first encounter.  “Do not attack the second creature until I have engaged it,” she said bluntly.  “I can dodge it and even, now that my Hunger debuff is gone, take a hit from it if need be.  You, however, will die quickly if one catches you, and then we will both have failed.” 
 
    Aranos agreed after a moment of thought.  She’s the tank, after all, he realized.  Her job is to hold its attention so I can kill it.  I’ve gotta stick to my role and not take hers. 
 
    The next two levels went much more smoothly for the pair as they found a solid rhythm.  The gasha fell without much difficulty, and Geltheriel only took one hit for all of their trouble, which Aranos quickly bandaged.  She recovered quickly while checked his notifications, noting that he was getting less and less experience for fighting the creatures as they went: 
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    Huh, he thought with a trace of irritation, I’m getting half the XP for each encounter!  What gives? 
 
    “XP awards are not just based on the level of your enemy,” he heard Veronica’s voice speaking in his mind.  “They’re also about the challenge and danger of the encounter.  Your creative approach to defeating the gasha is effective, but it is not very challenging to you, anymore, nor are you placed in significant danger, so the XP awards are reduced accordingly.”   
 
    Her voice left his mind, and although he grumbled for a moment, he could see the logic.  Too often, in games, you could go out and farm XP to artificially increase your level: you could set up a situation that let you quickly kill a bunch of high-XP creatures with little risk to yourself, like making a kill box and luring the enemies into it over and over.  It looked like that would have limited utility in Singularity: the game would reward your ingenuity for a while, but the rewards would quickly taper off once the danger and challenge were gone.   
 
    Once she was healed, he glanced up and saw a massive structure overhead, nearly lost in the swirling, dark clouds of shadow and dust that obscured the crown.  “That’s the top, huh?” he said softly. 
 
    “It is,” Geltheriel replied in an equally quiet voice.  “What you are seeing is the Treehome, the center of any elven city and residence of its rulers.  If this one is similar to the ones I have seen, it will have a fortified door blocking exit from the Spire Tree, two walls surrounding it with metal gates that will likely be sealed against us, and a bailey in between where intruders can be trapped and dealt with.” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds about right,” he sighed.  “And once we get in?  What’s the inside like?” 
 
    She snorted.  “You presume much by assuming we will gain entry,” she pointed out.  “Yet, if that unlikely event occurs, we should find ourselves within an entry hall, where suitors and the wealthy await the ruler’s pleasure.  To either side are entrances to the wings of the Treehome, where the living spaces and administrative offices are.  I have not been in those, so I cannot speak of what lies there.  Our likely goal, however, is the receiving hall beyond the main entry, for that is where rulers greet petitioners.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not saying it’ll be easy,” he groaned, hauling himself to his feet, “but it should be doable.  All we can do is go take a look and see.”  The elf woman nodded unenthusiastically and sprung lightly to her feet.   
 
    “I have noticed that we have not yet slain all the gasha,” she commented.  Aranos looked at her, puzzled.  “The Quest has not updated,” she pointed out. “This means that there must be at least one more waiting for us above.” 
 
    “Maybe another 4?” he guessed.  “Two at each door?” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Only one path leads from this level to the next,” she corrected.  “The other staircase ends at this level.  This limits access to the Treehome even further.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully, we’re on the right side, at least,” Aranos shrugged.  “Let’s go head up.” 
 
    Of course, they weren’t on the correct side of the Spire Tree and had to trek back around to the far archway to move forward.  They ascended into the darkness, Geltheriel’s night vision and Aranos’ nose both alert for any signs of danger.  As they moved higher up the stairs, his Scent ability picked up the dusty, dry-bone scent of a gasha.  He strained his sense and tried to tell how many awaited them, but to his surprise, he could sense only one.  If that’s true, he thought cautiously, then finishing the gasha Quest will be pretty simple. 
 
    Light began to filter from above, and Aranos realized what that must mean: the doors at the top were either destroyed or open.  If they were destroyed, his theory that the city was taken from within might not hold water, after all; if they were open, then he’d have to assume something was waiting for them outside.  Not a good sign either way, really, he thought grimly. 
 
    Another half-turn about the Tree and the pair paused, staring up at the well preserved, wide open doors ahead.  “Yeah, that’s not good,” Aranos murmured. 
 
    “You think they await our arrival, at last?” Geltheriel responded.  “The last of the gasha, or maybe the rabisu?” 
 
    “I’m only smelling one gasha,” he muttered.  “And I don’t like that, honestly.  I’d think this Mistress would have stacked the things around her palace.” 
 
    “Perhaps they are blocking your Ability,” Geltheriel suggested.  “They may wish to make us overconfident and foolish.” 
 
    “Well, if that was their plan, it backfired,” Aranos grinned.  “Instead, I’m nervous and suggest we move really, really cautiously.” 
 
    “Wise decision,” she muttered, rolling her eyes before slipping back into Stealth and heading up to the opened doors. 
 
    Aranos followed behind, his mind racing.  Is there really only one gasha? he thought furiously.  What if there are a dozen?  Veronica did say that my encounters with them were losing their challenge; maybe the AI’s figure a bunch of them would be more appropriate?  There can’t be only one; that would make this part way too easy. 
 
    As they exited the Spire Tree, Aranos realized that, despite his expectations, the Treehome had not been spared the ruination of the city.  He had anticipated high walls, rusty but solid gates, and a towering structure many stories high. 
 
    What he saw before him was a crumbling, tumbled wall, pierced with gaps throughout large enough for Geltheriel and him to walk through side-by-side.  The gates were solid but had pulled free of their mounts and lay, collapsed, upon piles of debris.  Beyond the gate, the Treehome itself had crumbled inward as if pulled down by some giant hand.  The side wings were crushed and gone, and he guessed that only the ground floor had survived.  Well, that will make exploring it easier, he thought ruefully as Geltheriel led him past the gate and through one of the gaps in the wall. 
 
    Beyond the wall lay a wide, open expanse of ground with nothing to provide cover – well, nothing but the shattered pieces of wall that had collapsed into it, that is.  He could see that the doors leading into the Treehome had fallen against one another, with a gap beneath them that they could both squeeze through.  He could also see that his Scent Ability had been correct: there was but one gasha standing between them and the doorway. 
 
    However, any thoughts that the battle would be easy were cast aside as the gasha immediately rose to a full 30 feet in height, easily as large if not larger than the one he had defeated upon entering the city.  The skeletal giant threw back its head and roared, purple-black flames racing from its open jaw as it uttered the first sound Aranos had heard from one of the undead creatures.  It reached behind its massive form and pulled forth a giant axe formed entirely of blackened, yellow bone before it rushed at the pair, the axe whirling. 
 
    Geltheriel shoved Aranos to one side as she dove to the other, and as he rolled away awkwardly, the axe crashed down on the space he had been standing.  The gasha reared back, turning the axe toward Aranos who, panicking, cast Crystal Prison upon its entire arm.  Thrown off balance by its sudden lack of flexibility, the creature stumbled and crashed to the side, but it flexed its arm and shattered the mana shell easily, clambering to its feet and glaring at the Sorcerer. 
 
    Suddenly, Geltheriel sprung between them, her sword flashing steel sparks as she carved at the monster’s ankles.  The gasha kicked out, but she stepped to the side and drove her blade at the opposite ankle before diving under the first foot’s return sweep. 
 
    Aranos stood quickly and fired a Mana Arrow cloned into 5 directly at the monster’s closest knee.  The arrows buried into the joint and burst, sending cracks crazing along the bones above and below the knee.  To Aranos’ horror, though, the cracks resealed before his eyes until the bone was unblemished once more.   
 
    Desperate, he cast Entangling Web, placing it so that Geltheriel stood just outside its boundary but the gasha was trapped within.  Its movements instantly slowed, but suddenly, its pale eyes began to glow, and Aranos could see the wispy mana strands start to be sucked into the skull, drained by the creature.  Thinking quickly, he poured mana into his arms, preparing to cast his Mana Barrage, and activated Rapid Shot at the same time.  As the spell formed in his hands, he screamed, “Down!”. 
 
    Geltheriel reflexively dropped, and he unleashed his barrage at the creature’s knee, feeling the mana pour through him.  The first few shot simply exploded with no effect, though, and in frustration, he clamped his will down on the balls of energy.  They’re too big, he gritted internally.  They’re just dissipating in the air.  Gotta make them denser, so they penetrate!  His next blast was the size of a marble, then the size of a pea.  As the tiny, pea-sized pellets reached the creature’s knee, they buried into it and erupted with a much more impressive blast.  Fragments of bone raced through the air as his explosive barrage tunneled through the knee, finally sending the lower leg flying.  Aranos shifted his aim and sent his last few shots at the creature’s pelvis, the blasts destroying its balance and hurling it to the ground. 
 
    Aranos lowered his hands, panting with exhaustion.  Geltheriel jumped back to her feet and screamed, “The leg!” as she dove after the fallen creature.  Aranos’ eyes widened as he saw the fallen leg sliding back toward the beast’s body, attempting to reconnect, and in a panic, he encased it in a Crystal Prison.  The leg instantly halted, although he could see it shifting and trying to break free of the crystalline prison. 
 
    Geltheriel was back in front of the beast, her sword whirling as she dodged its blows and struck its wrists and arms with clanging blows that did no damage but kept its attention.  Aranos ran around behind the creature, beginning to summon his mana saw, when the gasha tilted its head back in seeming frustration, howled toward the shadowy sky, and then lowered it jaw and belched a gout of purple-black flames directly at the elf woman’s face.  Geltheriel screamed as the flames licked at her skin, scorching flesh and crisping hair, and the gasha took advantage of her distraction to slam its hand down onto her, crushing her to the floor and pinning her down.  Aranos saw her LP bar plummet to 10% in his vision, and as the creature raised its axe, he knew he didn’t have time to decapitate it. 
 
    An idea came to him, and instantly he began sprinting at the creature, dodging its kicking leg and running directly up its vertebrae to its head.  His feet burned as the flames in its ribcage licked up at them, but he ignored the minor pain and stood on the creature’s shoulder, slamming both palms onto its skull and pulling hard on its mana.   
 
    Instead of feeling a flood of energy, though, Aranos felt resistance, and suddenly, the mana flow reversed: energy was trickling out of him into the skull, instead!  He pulled harder, and suddenly, he felt himself plunging into his mindspace. 
 
    He opened his eyes and saw an ancient, skeletal elf before him, bony tendrils extending out from it into his swirling mana spirals.  It was covered in decayed, gray fabric of some kind, and a tarnished crown topped with points of purple fire sat upon its head.   
 
    “Foolish boy,” the creature hissed, its voice dry and dusty, “you dare to challenge me for my power?  I was Lord of this land before our fall, and I will not surrender my power again!”  Streams of rainbow power started to trickle down the elf’s tendrils toward its body as it spoke, the energy draining from Aranos’ pool. 
 
    The aleen had not stood patiently and listened to the monster’s speech, though.  He threw his mind into his spirals, reaching out to grasp them, but there were too many for him to control at once.  He could stop the drain on one, but as he did, the pull shifted to another.  Desperate, he relaxed his focus, trying to see the entire flow of his energy at once, and as the pattern formed before him, he could see what he was doing wrong. 
 
    I’m trying to defend my own mana, he realized as the patterns became clear in his mind.  I can’t win that way.  I don’t want to keep mine; I want to take his.  No, I am going to take his!  I just need more power draw…and that means more rotation.  Aw, man, this is probably gonna hurt… 
 
    He let his consciousness flow into the spirals, not fully grasping each but intuitively holding them all at once.  His intellectual mind couldn’t quite see the pattern of what he wanted, but his subconscious could feel it, and his will drove forth, accelerating the spirals.  He winced as a sharp pain stabbed through his mind, but he ignored it and kept driving the spirals, pushing them to spin faster.  He didn’t try to stabilize them; he simply willed them to stay stable, demanded that they do so, and slowly, they complied. 
 
    As the flows of mana accelerated, he could feel the drain in his system slow, stop…and reverse.  He pushed harder, in case the skeletal elf could pull even harder, and he felt the flow into his system increase in volume until it was a raging torrent.  The incoming energy increased the torque pushing his spirals, and they whirled so fast they almost looked like white blurs. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see the elf starting to shrink and crumble before him.  “NO!” it bellowed, reaching out toward the mana with its hands, but Aranos snatched the staff from the wall and smashed it into the creature’s arm.  The bone shattered into dust, and he spun his staff backwards, crushing the other arm.  He struck low and swept its legs, cracking both knees, then slammed the butt into its chest over and over until its ribs collapsed.   
 
    “It cannot be,” the only remnant, the skull whimpered plaintively.  “I was to rule!  I…” Aranos ended the creature’s rant with a staff blow to its forehead, caving in the skull and causing the fiery crown and glowing, yellow eyes to wink out. 
 
    He sighed and turned away, but movement caught his eye.  He raised the staff once more as a filmy, translucent figure swirled into view.  The figure’s features were blurred, but it looked to be humanoid, albeit bent and shrunken.  Its featureless head turned toward Aranos, and he heard its voice echo in his mindscape. 
 
    “My thanks, young aleen,” the voice spoke weakly. “You have freed us from our bondage.” 
 
    “Umm, who are you?” Aranos replied, still holding his staff at the ready.  Weird phantasm in my brain?  Yeah, not really okay with that. 
 
    “I am nothing but a memory,” the figure replied.  “In life, I was Riluaneth Daewynn, Lord of the Realm of Haerobel.  I and my city were betrayed by our High Sorcerer, and now my Realm is Fallen.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guessed the city was betrayed,” the aleen nodded.  “But, by a Sorcerer?  That, I wasn’t expecting.  Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “The Sorcerer showed me the portals being opened during the Feast,” the phantasm replied dully.  “She told me there was a ritual that would protect us, hide us from the creatures.  In my fear for those of my city, I agreed to the ritual, and by doing, bound us all to her bidding.  Those of us who knew we had been betrayed were bound into these gasha; those who simply died in agony as the Ritual drained their lives became the edimmu.” 
 
    The figure’s form was losing cohesion, and its voice grew weaker.  “My time is past,” it intoned hollowly.  “I am bidden to tell you one thing, aleen, before I move on: you must give the Sorcerer what she wants.” 
 
    “I have to what?” he demanded as the figure slowly faded and vanished.  “Son of a…,” he swore aloud, punching the target dummy.  “Seriously, Veronica?  One last, cryptic clue before the ancient spirit fades away?  That’s such a freaking trope!” 
 
    “Tropes exist because they work,” Veronica’s voice echoed in his mind.  “Aren’t you curious to see how you’ll be able to give the Sorcerer what she wants, now?  Aren’t you feeling eager to move forward in the story?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” he grumped.  “But…” 
 
    “But, if the spirit had simply told you what you wanted to know,” she continued, “there would be no dramatic tension.  No denouement.   You would just be following directions, and what’s the fun in that?  Thus, the cryptic message from the grave.  Don’t fear the trope, Jeff.  Embrace it!” 
 
    Aranos spent the next minute swearing creatively while flailing pointlessly at the target dummy before he had regained control.  “Okay, I’m good, I’m fine,” he breathed.  “Gotta go check on Geltheriel.  Gotta wrap up the Quest.  Let’s do this.” 
 
    As his eyes opened into the courtyard, Aranos found himself standing on the dusty remains of the fallen gasha.  He darted over to where Geltheriel lay, barely conscious, her LP bar flashing warningly.  “Don’t worry,” he told her, pulling out a bandage.  “I’ve got this.” His Herbalism Skill told him that the bandage needed to be applied to her chest for maximum effect.  He hesitated but decided that she’d rather trade her modesty for her life before undoing the straps on her armor and pulling it aside.  He lifted up her shirt, very carefully not staring at certain things that became visible as he did so and pressed the bandage vertically down the center of her chest.  He quickly dropped the shirt and flipped the armor back over her, leaving it for her to put back on later, and reached back into his pack. 
 
    He once again ground some herbs and poured them down her throat, by which time her LP bar was no longer flashing and was steadily climbing.  He sighed in relief and stepped back to check his notifications. 
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    Okay, Veronica, he thought bleakly, now that was a dangerous and challenging battle!  Totally worth the XP!  He glanced over his status, deciding to boost Endurance, Agility, and Wisdom this time: he had started to run low on SP in that last battle, and only his Agility gave him the option to climb the gasha and defeat it.  That put his LP at 232 and his SP at 890, which gave him more of a comfort zone with his higher-cost Spells. 
 
    The best part, though, was that his Mana Control had leveled up to Expert!  He was going to have to start working on giving aspects to his Spells – an actual ice Hailstorm would be cool – but that would wait until the Quest was done. 
 
    Geltheriel stirred beside him as he closed out his status, rubbing her chest.  “I see we were victorious,” she observed quietly.  “That was quite the battle, and once again, you appeared to have saved me.”  She noticed her loose armor and touched the bandage beneath her shirt, her eyes suddenly narrowing. 
 
    “And how, exactly,” she asked flatly, “did you manage to get this bandage on me, aleen?”  Her voice was cold, and he suddenly recalled what had been done to her the last time she was helpless.  Maybe I should have just put the bandage on her arm and hoped for the best? he wondered pointlessly. 
 
    “I didn’t look!” he protested quickly, holding his hands up defensively.  “I mean, I looked, you know, at where I put the bandage, but I didn’t look…there!  I promise!  You were dying, and…” 
 
    She held up her hand with a sigh.  “Enough,” she interrupted, shaking her head.  “I am not…comfortable with your having done this, Aranos, but…I trust you, and I trust it was necessary.” 
 
    “It was,” he assured her hurriedly.  “That’s where you were most injured, and you were down below 10% SP.  Putting it there healed you faster, that’s all.” 
 
    “Very well,” she replied, letting the matter drop.  “I trust you will not make a habit of it.  Of course, I hope not to make a habit of being unconscious, but it seems fate has had other ideas lately.”  She rose and fastened her armor, brushing herself down as she did. 
 
    “I see that we completed the Quest to free the gasha,” she said, her eyes vacant.  “And yet, there is still a hidden reward.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s pretty strange,” he agreed.  “Usually, you get the reward right away, right?” 
 
    “This does not mean we have not received a reward,” she corrected.  “It means we have not discovered what it is.  I suggest, then, that we enter the Treehome and see if it lies within.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he denied, holding up a hand.  “The Mistress is going to be waiting in there, you know.  She’s probably got that rabisu thing, too.  She’s a Sorcerer, probably higher level and with way more Spells than me, and likely lots more practice with them.”  Geltheriel nodded slowly. 
 
    “Even better,” he continued, “you probably can’t fight either of them: from what you said, your weapons won’t hurt the rabisu, and I doubt the Sorcerer will give either of us the chance to attack her.” 
 
    “All of this is likely true,” the woman allowed slowly.  “So, what does that mean?  We should give up?” 
 
    “Nope,” he grinned at the woman.  “It means, I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    Several minutes later, the Keeper was headed for the fallen doors, ducking under and squeezing through the gap, and Aranos scrambled to follow her.  His Scent ability wasn’t picking up anything at all, which was itself kind of weird.  Sure, he might not be able to smell the rabisu – the creature didn’t have an odor when he saw it before, at least – but he should have been able to scent the Mistress, or even just the smell of decay and mold.  Yet, he smelled nothing but himself and Geltheriel, which made him very nervous.  Stick to the plan, he told himself fiercely.  It’ll be fine if you stick to the plan. Maybe. 
 
    The entry hall was dark, but some light shone in through cracks and gaps in the walls and ceiling.  There was enough light, at least, to show that the hall was completely destroyed.  It didn’t look like the typical decay he had seen throughout the city: it appeared more like something or someone had smashed the place in a temper tantrum.  Fortunately, whatever had wrecked the room had also left nothing standing large enough for anything to hide behind, so he was fairly sure they were alone in the room. 
 
    The doorways leading to the left and right wings were, as he guessed, completely filled with debris and rubble.  Nobody’s coming at us from those doors, at least he reassured himself as Geltheriel led him confidently through the room.  The hall was long, wide, and spacious, with a high ceiling that would probably have made it feel roomy were it not for the fact that Aranos wasn’t confident the whole thing wasn’t going to come plummeting down on them. 
 
    They walked slowly but steadily to the doors to the Receiving Hall, not bothering with Stealth.  Aranos had a sinking suspicion the Mistress knew exactly where they were and why they were here, the entire time.  In fact, he was kind of assuming she did.  The heavy doors to the next room hung open, barely connected to the battered walls, and the pair barely had to duck to get through them. 
 
    The room beyond was long and relatively well lit, with glowing orbs of dim light hanging in mid-air every 5 feet or so.  The sides of the room were filled with the trash the edimmu had probably been collecting from the city for centuries, all piled higher than Aranos’ head against the walls.   There’s probably some really awesome stuff in there, he reasoned, although, the way the city’s been drained of energy, probably nothing magical. Still, might be worth going through afterward. 
 
    The globes of light led them down what was probably once a carpeted walkway but was now a pitted, crumbled mess.  They walked calmly forward, their eyes fixed at the dark figure waiting for them at the end.  The figure was shriveled and emaciated, its skin completely covered in the dark, pulsing veins of blackness that crawled up Geltheriel’s arms and face.  Its arms and legs were little more than bones wrapped in skin, with only a tracing of muscle visible beneath, and only a few patches of frizzled, gray hair clung to its head.  It appeared to be dressed in a rotted, faded robe of some kind, although only tatters of it covered its frame.  The figure sat almost perfectly still on a faded, cracked throne that seemed as if it would barely support even that tiny bit of weight. 
 
    As they neared, it held up a bony hand.  “Close enough,” the figure hissed, halting them.  “You may bow now.”  Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, unsure of what to do, but the wizened figure continued. 
 
    “Excellent,” it purred, its voice crackling and trambling as if it were not used to speaking.  “And rise.  Why have you come to my Court, intruders?” 
 
    Aranos looked at Geltheriel again, who gestured at the woman.  He rolled his eyes and stepped forward.  “We’ve come here by accident,” he told her simply.  “We are merely seeking the way out.  Could you help us?” 
 
    “You lie,” the figure croaked, chuckling.  “It is expected.  All creatures lie, even me, even to myself.  Have you come hoping to kill me?”  Before Aranos replied, she continued, waving a negligent hand.  “You are welcome to try; you will fail.  I cannot be killed.  It has been tried before, by greater than you.” 
 
    “Why would we try to kill you?” Aranos hedged, realizing from the woman’s words that she could sense when he lied.  “What would that gain us?  Are you not the Mistress?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she responded, her voice suddenly turning venomous.  “I remember, now.  You are not here to kill.  You are here to steal!  Steal from me, steal what is mine!” 
 
    “What did we steal?” he equivocated once more, not wanting to be caught in a lie.   
 
    The woman laughed, a dry, tearing sound that had no business coming from her throat.  “You have been betrayed,” she purred, leaning forward.  “That is appropriate, here, for this is the city of Betrayals, the birthplace of traitors.”  She snapped her fingers, and a broken, crumpled shape began to crawl from behind her throne.  It raised its head, and Aranos recognized the beaten face of Ekimmu. 
 
    “This one tried to hide what it had done,” the Mistress continued.  “How it had betrayed me, its creator, by giving what is mine to another.  And yet, in the end, it betrayed you, as well.  A city of betrayers, just as I said.” 
 
    She leaned forward and held up her hand, and Aranos felt sudden heat behind him.  He whirled around to find that a wall of scarlet flames had erupted across the path they had traveled, its heat uncomfortable even from here. “You will give me what is mine,” the woman continued, her voice dripping with scorn, “or I will take what is yours!” 
 
    Geltheriel screamed suddenly, and Aranos snapped his head around to see the rabisu hovering over her.  He couldn’t feel its icy aura – he guessed that once you fought it off, you were immune to it – but the Keeper certainly could.  She had collapsed to the floor, shivering, as it floated within easy reach of her. 
 
    “Wait!” he shouted, holding up his hand.  “Don’t hurt her!  You want the crystal? Fine!”  He turned back and hefted the item in his hand, feeling its weight and the mana tingling within.  “Here, take it!  Just let us go!”  He tossed the crystal at the woman, whose hand moved with deceptive speed to snatch it from the air. 
 
    She looked curiously at it for a moment, turning it in her hands.  Then, her gaze flattened, and she gripped it in her fist, squeezing.  “A fake!” she cried, raising her arm to hurl it at him.  “Another betrayer!  I will…” 
 
    That was as far as she got before the crystal in her grip detonated in a roar of mana.  Aranos flung himself to the ground: he had managed to pack almost half his SP into that tiny, faceted version of his Mana Arrow, and the discharge was enormous.  The shock wave struck him like a hammer blow, even laying on the ground, and the overpressure swept through the room, extinguishing the flame wall and even hurling the rabisu several feet away from the cowering Getheriel.  The room was filled with the light of the explosion, and the shadowy, floating monster cried out, flinging its arms up at the influx of light. 
 
    Instantly, Getheriel uncurled from the ground and struck, her mana-filled blade tearing through the rabisu in a blaze of energy.  It cried out again and fell back, but she pursued it, slashing over and over with her sparkling blade.  I wasn’t sure if that would work, he admitted silently as the woman seemed to activate an Ability and her blade flashed through the creature three times in rapid succession. 
 
    Aranos turned back to the Mistress, summoning a Mana Arrow, but suddenly a wave of force flashed out from the throne, crashing into him and hurling him from his feet to land ten feet away with a crash.  He groaned and rolled to his feet, but a snakelike tendril of silvery mana leaped out and smashed him back to the floor, coiling about one leg before lifting him up and flinging him back toward the throne. 
 
    He landed hard, his Mana Armor flickering around him.  “Mana Armor?” a dry voice chuckled from above him.  “How quaint.  I once knew how to cast that, yes, but I have forgotten.  So much, forgotten.  But, I will have it back.  Now, give me what is mine!”  The woman emerged from the shattered, smoking remains of the now-destroyed throne.  Most of her remaining hair was gone, the right side of her face was peeled open so that white bone was visible beneath, and her right arm below the elbow was simply gone. 
 
    Aranos was not idle during her rant, though, and spent the time summoning his improved Mana Barrage.  Activating Rapid Shot, he lifted his arms up and unloaded the explosions directly into her chests, sending her flying backwards.  He followed her with the Spell, driving her back, pummeling her into the floor.   
 
    The woman gasped and rose unsteadily to her feet, her entire chest now a ragged mess of bone and dangling flesh.  “That Spell I have not seen,” she coughed appreciatively before flicking her hand out.  A bead of orange energy shot at Aranos, and he dove to the side as the Spell erupted into a mass of flames that burned and clawed at his dying Armor. 
 
    He sucked in a ragged breath, but a spear of mana darker than night suddenly slammed down into his leg, piercing his armor and pinning him to the floor.  He screamed as pain lanced up his leg, but a fist-sized orb of solid air slammed into the side of his head, stunning him.  He blinked, realizing that his Mana Armor was gone, and that the woman was approaching him. 
 
    “I did not wish to kill you,” the woman hissed, reaching down and grabbing his face in her remaining, bony hand.  “You have impressed me, and I am not easily impressed.  You title yourself ‘First Sorcerer’, but know that you were not the first, you were the last, and with your death, so ends the line of Sorcerers. 
 
    “Now,” she breathed, squeezing his face and making his scream in agony, “GIVE ME WHAT IS MINE!” 
 
    Aranos began to form a mana saw behind the woman’s head, but as he did, he heard Geltheriel shriek in pain.  He tore his face from the Mistress’ grasp and looked to see that the mana in her blade had faded, and the rabisu was grasping her, its face pressed against hers, draining her life.  
 
    He hesitated for only an instant: he had enough SP for one Spell, no more, and with an effort of will he released his forming saw blade and wrapped the rabisu in a Crystal Prison, pouring his SP into it until it sealed completely shut.  The mass of crystal dropped to the floor with a thunk, and Geltheriel scooted back, weeping and clutching her face. 
 
    “A noble gesture, child,” the Mistress replied, “but noble gestures fail.  I will reward you, however: I will kill the woman myself, and spare her the torment of the rabisu.  Simply give me what is mine.” 
 
    At the woman’s words, though, an electric jolt of recognition raced through his body.  A noble gesture, child, she had said.  Memories of the clues given him churned in his mind, and he wondered how he hadn’t seen it before.   
 
    You must give her what she wants. 
 
    So much, forgotten.  But I will have it back! 
 
    You must lose to win, and your victory will not be joyous. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he finally shouted as realization struck him. “I will give you what is yours!”  He reached up with both hands and grasped her balding, scabrous head, pulling her close.  She tried to break free, but with only one hand she simply lacked the leverage.  He pulled her down until their foreheads were touching and then, as intuition struck, he willed himself into her, pushing into her mindscape, plunging into her darkness. 
 
    He opened his eyes and found himself standing on an empty, endless, wind-swept plain.  Overhead, complex patterns of mana churned in storms of power, but he noticed those storms seemed thin and weakened, almost translucent.  The entire place was filled with nothing else but swirling dust, as far as he could see. 
 
    “You brought us here, child?” a dry, barking voice sounded from behind him, and he turned to see the twisted figure of the Mistress standing behind him, completely healed.  “You know I have greater power here than anywhere else, yes?  Why would you trap your mind in here for me to torment?” 
 
    “Because it’s the only way to give you what you want,” he answered quickly.  “I know what that is, and it isn’t the crystal.  The crystal is empty, spent, because someone else took those memories away before you could retrieve them.  Now, I have them, and I’m giving them back to you.”  
 
    He concentrated, willing the memories of the Last Sorcerer to well up from within him and manifest.  His head ached and his temples pounded, but he poured his focus into it, and a moment later, the diaphanous form of Lythienne swirled into view before him. 
 
    “What have you done?” the woman gasped, looking around her.  “Lythienne, what has happened to this place?  It was green, full of life, a thing of wonder and beauty…” 
 
    “I remember none of that,” the Mistress – Lythienne, he corrected mentally – snapped.  “None of it!  My parents? Gone.  My childhood?  Gone.  My training?  Gone, vanished.  My students?  I remember but one, the one who did this to us!” 
 
    “You did this to us,” the ancient elf replied.  “It was your choice.”  She gestured, and a much younger Lythienne appeared, speaking to an elf Aranos didn’t recognize. 
 
    “This is, perhaps, the finest memory crystal I have ever forged,” the younger Lythienne spoke.  “The Darkness is upon us, and we will soon be at war.  So many have fallen already; if all is lost, my teachings must go on.  There must be another generation of Sorcerers to continue the war.  Once I have placed my memories within, you will take them and follow these directions…”  The image faded, and Lythienne spat toward it as it did. 
 
    “Yes, indeed, the finest crystal,” she sneered.  “Too fine, too flawed!  It did not copy my memories; it stole them!  Ripped them from me, left me with none.  Left me with nothing but emptiness.” 
 
    She gestured, and the mindscape shifted again to form an image of an old elf standing next to Lythienne, who stood above a sea of waiting elves.  “I knew the Darkness was coming,” she purred.  “I had enough of my knowledge, my Spells, to see that.  So, I convinced them I could save them.”  The image continued, and the gathered crowd screamed as tendrils of magic tore into them, sucking out their life force, feeding the Spell Lythienne would cast.  “I didn’t remember how, but the rabisu knew.  I called it, and it showed me.  It couldn’t cast the Spell, but it could teach me.  I sucked out their lives and wove a shield around the city, one that would protect it from the Darkness.  From their bones and souls, I fashioned the gasha and edimmu to protect and guard me.  What did I care?  I did not remember them, did not know them, did not love them as they thought.” 
 
    The image darkened, and he saw the rabisu laughing as swirls of Shadow raced through the city, animating the creatures but also sinking into the ground, corrupting it, changing it.  Tendrils of darkness plunged into Lythienne, racing down her arms and up her throat in veins of corruption. 
 
    “And yet,” she finished hoarsely, “the Darkness found us, anyway, and took us.  It has sat at my side for years – how long, I do not know, as my ability to mark the years seems to have vanished with my memories – always whispering, always trying to turn me to it. 
 
    “But I remember that!” she crowed.  “I remember that the Darkness lies, and that what it offers is not power but slavery.  That much was left to me, so I have never turned.  I have been Corrupted, my body ravaged, my soul blackened, my mind shattered…but I have not turned!” 
 
    Lythienne whirled to face her memories.  “And now, with you back,” she purred, “we can make it right!  We will start with the souls of these two – with my memories, I will know how to drain their power without turning them into more edimmu or gasha – and we will feed that energy to the Tree!  We will make it bloom, and the others will return!” 
 
    “No, Lythienne,” the ancient elf said quietly.  “I cannot allow that.  I will not give you what you desire, and if you try to take it, I will fight you.  If I win, you die; if you win, I will perish, and your memories will be lost forever.” 
 
    “No!” Lythienne shrieked, holding a hand toward Aranos.  “I will punish this one until you relent.  I do not love, but I know of it, and you love this one!  Watch him suffer!”  Streaks of mana lanced from the storms above toward Aranos, who flinched and fell back, but they crashed into an invisible wall before they reached him. 
 
    “No, you will not,” the specter said calmly, also holding a hand toward Aranos.  He felt the pressure of her will, and suddenly, he was flung out of the mindscape and found himself lying on the floor. 
 
    Lythienne’s body jerked and spasmed as the battle raged within her, and Aranos took the respite to run over to Geltheriel and drag her away from the rabisu.  The creature was still trapped in its prison, and Aranos touched the crystal, pouring what SP he could spare into renewing it, before helping Getheriel to her feet and half-carrying, half-dragging her toward the door. 
 
    A cackling sound rose from behind him, and suddenly a new wall appeared before them, one made of pure, sparkling mana.  “She failed!” Lythienne crowed in exultation.  “She failed, and my memories return!  They…” 
 
    The woman’s voice halted, and Aranos spun to see her fall to her knees, staring down at her remaining hand in horror.  “What have I done?” she whispered.  “By all the Light, what have I done?” 
 
    At those words, something in Aranos snapped.  He laid Geltheriel gently down on the floor, stroking her face.  “What have you done?” he rasped as he turned to face the woman whose memories had trained him.  “What have you done? 
 
    “THIS IS WHAT YOU HAVE DONE!”  he roared, gesturing at the room.  “You killed thousands in your cowardice!  You bound their souls into agony to soothe your emptiness!  You gave this whole land to the Darkness in your blind ignorance!  You brutalized Geltheriel with your callous indifference!  Worst of all, you destroyed the only creature in this world who reached out to me in pure kindness, just to have your way!  That is what you have done!” 
 
    The woman drew herself up, power flaring in her eyes as she rose to her feet.  “Do not bark at me like you were my better, child,” she said threateningly.  “I have power enough to wipe you and that elf from the face of Ka.  I am Lythienne, last of my line, now ruler of Haerobel.  Who are you to presume to instruct me?”  The woman shrieked the last words, spittle flying from her ruined mouth. 
 
    Pure rage rose up in Aranos’ chest, rushing into him, burning away his doubts and fears.  “I am Aranos!” he screamed at her, the power of the Tempest echoing in his words.  Energy rose around him in a swirling wind, whipping his hair and tearing at his clothes. “I am the Ascendant!” he shouted as the wind lifted him into the air in its fury.  
 
    “I AM THE FIRST SORCERER!” he roared, power racing from him and slamming into the woman and her pet demon.  “AND I AM YOUR DEATH!” 
 
    His hands shot out, summoning the power of his Ascendant Spell, and the Tempest of Rage exploded into the room.   The storm of mana crashed over Lythienne like a wave, slamming into her hastily risen shield with a clap of thunder.  The storm raged, but her barrier held it at bay, and she seemed to relax after a moment. 
 
    “No!” Aranos grated, driving the storm with his will.   An image of Geltheriel, imprisoned in her own filth, flashed into his mind.  Another arose of the Ekimmu, locked forever in torment.  Finally, he saw the smiling, waspish image of the ancient sorceress in his mind…an image that was gone forever. 
 
    The fury in him burst forth once more, and he shoved the power of the storm against Lythienne’s shield, driving it with all of his rage and anger.  The shield wavered, held for a moment…and collapsed.  Lythienne screamed as the pellets of mana tore through her body, punching completely through her, spinning and tearing her flesh until she vanished in a haze of red and black blood. 
 
    His fury was not spent, yet, though, for the true cause of all this misery still lay at his feet.  The power of the storm smashed through his Crystal Prison and tore through the rabisu, who screamed and began to vanish.  “No!” Aranos screamed, driving the storm into it, but before it could fade, a dim light surrounded it, binding it in place. 
 
    “Riluaneth!” the creature shrieked, thrashing to escape.  “I will devour your soul!” 
 
    “And thus will we both perish,” the specter of the long-dead ruler of the city replied calmly as the raging storm ripped and shredded both of their immaterial forms.  “I am willing to lose my place on the Wheel in order to end this, rabisu.” 
 
    The rabisu screamed in agony as the storm tore its wispy form to shreds, and suddenly it collapsed in a splatter of black ooze that quickly dried into powder. 
 
    When the creature at last fell, the final bit of Aranos’ energy faded, and the storm swirled into nothingness.  He fell heavily to the floor with a thud, utterly exhausted and barely able to keep his eyes open.  He struggled to rise, but a pair of strong arms slipped under him and lifted him gently. 
 
    “Shh, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said softly. “It is over.  Sleep now, and I will watch over you.”  Gratefully, he sank into the darkness of sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Aranos jerked awake, sucking in a deep breath as he sat up and looked around wildly.  “What…where?” he stammered, his mind a whirl of random images.  Geltheriel, fallen.  Lythienne, corrupted.  A city, betrayed.  Tears suddenly welled up in his eyes, and he blinked rapidly, trying to clear them. 
 
    “Be at ease, Oathbinder,” a soft voice spoke from beside him, and he looked up to see Geltheriel, kneeling above him.  “We are still in the Receiving Hall.  I have secured the doors from the Tree and have kept watch, but the city seems to be cleansed of the undead.” 
 
    Aranos nodded.  “Lythienne created them,” he explained, his voice flat and drained of emotion.  “When she died, they were released.” 
 
    Geltheriel sat quietly next to him for a moment.  “There is a tale here, Oathbinder,” she said at last.  “A tale worthy of being told, but one that is tearing your heart.  Perhaps if you share the burden, it will seem lighter between the two of us.” 
 
    Aranos said nothing for several long moments, his mind trying to organize his thoughts.  Finally, he sighed.  “Before the Feast,” he began, “this was a Kingdom, the Realm of Haerobel.  Its High Sorcerer was a woman named Lythienne. 
 
    “Lythienne was a powerful spellcaster and trained many new Sorcerers in their Abilities, hundreds or even thousands of them.  But, when the Feast arrived, she had to watch her students slaughtered in battle.  See, that’s the role of a Sorcerer: not to die, but to fight against the Darkness.  And, one by one, they fought and were killed. 
 
    “The thing is, Lythienne wasn’t really sad about her students dying.  She was terrified that her knowledge was being lost.  So, she created a super-powerful memory crystal and tried to copy all of her memories into it.  Only, it didn’t work for some reason, and instead of copying her memories, it stole them from her and left her with very few.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably.  “The student she gave the memories to followed her directions and took them away, to a safer Realm, which turned out to be Eredain.  But, without her memories, Lythienne didn’t know that she was supposed to be protecting the city; she only wanted to protect herself.  She didn’t have the knowledge anymore to cast the Spell she wanted, so she summoned something that did.” 
 
    “The rabisu,” Geltheriel breathed softly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded.  “It tricked her and told her she needed to drain the lives of everyone in the city to create a shield to keep out the Darkness.  But she would also need servants and guards to protect her, so she captured the elves’ souls and turned them into the edimmu and gasha.  She thought she was safe.” 
 
    “And in trying to stave off the Darkness,” the Keeper filled in, “she invited it in, instead.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” he sighed.  “But she realized that what she had done was wrong; she just couldn’t undo it.  She needed her memories for that.  So, for hundreds of years, she’s had the edimmu scouring the city for her memory crystal, hoping to get those memories back.  Of course, it wouldn’t have worked: those memories were in Eredain already, and even if she did find them, she was already too twisted to come back.” 
 
    “And is the Ekimmu’s crystal the one she sought?” Geltheriel asked.  “It seems unlikely, if the crystal was taken from the city.” 
 
    “Probably not,” he agreed.  “But, how would she know?  She was desperate and, honestly, pretty insane.   
 
    “And how did she recover her memories?” the woman asked slowly.  “I heard her say she had found them.” 
 
    “Because I had them,” he replied heavily.  “That’s part of what the Traveler’s Trial was: a repository for Lythienne’s memories.  When I defeated a Trial, I got part of her memories.  That’s where I got my Tracking and Herbalism Skills: they were gifts from those memories.” 
 
    “So, these memories taught you how to be a Sorcerer,” Geltheriel supplied.  “No wonder you grieve their loss.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” he said quietly.  “The memories…they looked and acted like a real person.  She was cranky…but she was kind.  And a little sad that all she was, was a bunch of memories.  But she helped me, and she sacrificed herself for me.  Heck, without her gifts, I never would have rescued you. 
 
    “It’s more than that, though,” he admitted.  “The elves…they weren’t that great to me.  They blindfolded me and made me run through the forest.  They wanted to kill me to prove I was a Traveler.  The one that looked like you was the worst of all.  I know better, now, but back then?  Your elder was the only one who was decent to me, and that was only because he hoped that I’d help out the Stronghold.  Lythienne, though, was kind to me just because she wanted to be, just to help me.” 
 
    “She was your friend,” the elf said quietly.  “At a time when you had none, that would be a powerful bond.  Now, I understand why you grieve…and I grieve with you.” 
 
    Aranos looked at her sharply, and she shrugged.  “She was important to you,” she said simply.  “Her loss has saddened you. When my friend grieves, I grieve for their loss, even if I do not share it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we are friends,” he grinned after a moment.   
 
    “And more,” she reminded him.  “We are Oathbound.  However, even without the Vow I took, aleen, I would follow you and be your friend.  I saw the Mistress upon you, threatening you.  I saw how weak you were – I can see your SP bar, remember – and I saw you summoning your device to end her.  Instead, you spent what you had to protect me, and by so doing, risked your life and your Quest. 
 
    “And then,” she continued, “when you had incapacitated the Mistress, you came for me and tried to save me, even though it may have meant abandoning your Quest.” 
 
    She reached out and ruffled his hair.  “So yes, Aranos,” she told him with a smile.  “We are friends…although, if you keep trying to see my breasts or touch my bottom, that may not remain so.” 
 
    He started to protest, but he saw the twinkle in her eye and chuckled instead.  That turned into a giggle, which became a full laugh as the woman joined in.  When the moment passed, Aranos felt refreshed, as if some of the weight of his Quest’s outcome had been lifted from him.  Lythienne was right, though, he realized.  Victory did not bring me joy.   
 
    “Now, you must check your notifications,” Geltheriel said, rising to her feet.  “After which, you will wish to look through what I have scavenged from the edimmu’s collection and see what suits you, if anything.  Then, we will proceed to Eredain.” 
 
    Aranos nodded and pulled up his notifications: 
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    “Seriously?” he muttered in disbelief.  “This freaking Quest isn’t over, yet?”  Although that Class-related item might be nice… 
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    And the level is nice, he grumbled silently, but look how close I am to Level 9!  Why couldn’t there have been, like, 2 more gasha? 
 
    After a bit of thought, he decided to dump another point into Endurance and 2 into Wisdom.  His SP were still running out during battles, primarily because he kept using Stamina-based Abilities that were highly mana-intensive, and the extra SP and regen didn’t hurt.  I really need to look into grinding these Stats, though, he decided.  Maybe once we get things in the Stronghold figured out. 
 
    Dismissing his notifications, he rose wearily to his feet.  “How long was I out?” he asked Geltheriel.   
 
    “Perhaps 12 hours,” she responded from farther down the room.  “It gave me time to sort through all of this and find the few items that were worth salvaging.  As you were the one who struck the fatal blow, however, it is only fair that you choose first.” 
 
    She led him back to the center of the room, where a small pile of items had been gathered.  Geltheriel had helpfully sorted the items into groups based on their type – weapons, armor, etc – and had also seemingly taken the time to clean them up, based on how free of dust, grime, and decay they were.  Aranos counted 22 items in total, which was a lot compared to what he had, but not much compared to the massive piles of loot lining both walls. 
 
    “That’s all that survived, huh?” he grimaced, thinking of all the lost treasure and wealth in those piles. 
 
    “No, not all,” she replied.  “I have collected the valuables already and placed them into a surviving container.  Those, I presume, we will share equally.  Other items survived but will be too difficult to carry back, have too little value to be worth the bother, or are not appropriate for either of us and thus are also packed away.” 
 
    “Huh,” he grunted, impressed with her efficiency.  “And you did all that in 12 hours?” 
 
    “As thoroughly as was feasible,” she shrugged.  “Do you wish to spend days here, sorting through this trash?  Between this and what I have packed away, we are well compensated for our difficulties.  I see no need to be greedy.” 
 
    Plus, she really wants to get back home, he realized as he nodded.  She’s been really calm about the idea that something is walking around wearing her face, but I’ll bet she wants to kill it an awful lot.   “Yeah, makes sense,” he agreed.  “I’m eager to finish this stupid Quest off, too.” 
 
    He looked through the piles, immediately discarding the weapons and armor.  He had his ironwood staff and Mana Armor, which would do him just fine, and he was certain Geltheriel could make better use of those types of equipment.  He was intrigued by a set of rings but wasn’t sure what they were.  He picked one up and handled it carefully, examining it closely.  I wonder if it’s got an inscription you can only read by heating it up? he thought with a grin.  To his surprise, a window suddenly popped up in his view: 
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    “Hey, I finally Identified something!” he exclaimed, holding up the ring to Geltheriel.  He checked his notifications and frowned.  “Why didn’t I get an Identify Skill?” 
 
    “I have never heard of such a thing,” Geltheriel replied with an eye roll.  “You must possess the Skill Arcane Lore or Enchantment, yes?” 
 
    “Arcane Lore, yeah,” he nodded.  “It’s only at Novice 5, though, I…huh, it went up a level!” 
 
    Geltheriel sighed.  “I forget all you do not know,” she said after a moment.  “What I believe you are thinking of is the Skill Inspection, which is a basic Skill that allows you to sense the aura of other intelligent races you meet and does not function when used on monsters or items.  To learn of those, you must possess an appropriate Lore or related Skill.  In this case, your Arcane Lore Skill allows you to identify simple magical items.” 
 
    “I’ve got Natural Lore, too,” he supplied.  “Up to Master 3.  Does that mean…?” 
 
    “You will be able to identify almost any Nature-aspected creature, Spell, or object,” she grumbled.  “It is something that most Keepers spend their entire lives developing, aleen, so treasure that Skill…and do not mention it to another elf, if possible.  They may not appreciate the nature of the Sorcerer’s gift to you.” 
 
    “Umm, okay,” he replied, a little concerned.  Another sign that maybe hanging with the elves isn’t the thing for me, he realized quietly.  If I’ve got to hide all of my Abilities or have them get mad at me, I’ll be ridiculously uncomfortable there. 
 
    “In any case,” he continued, “I’ll see what I can make of these items and decide, okay?” 
 
    He moved through the jewelry quickly enough, since there were only three more rings and an amulet.  All of the items were of Common rarity, which he assumed meant they weren’t very valuable or potent.  Probably why the rabisu didn’t drain them, he realized.  They were too low level for it to bother with.  Two of the rings gave minor Stat boosts – one to Agil, one to End – and he gave both of those to Geltheriel, figuring the front-line warrior would get better use from them.  The third ring increased SP regen by 0.5/s, so he kept it and the Wisdom ring.  The amulet was different, but he wasn’t sure if he could use it or not: 
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    His Empowerment, Entangling Web, and Hailstorm Spells were all Novice ranked, but he had a feeling this thing was designed to hold Wizard Spells; he didn’t want to play with it if he wasn’t sure it would work.  He didn’t need to fail his quest because an amulet exploded in his face, after all!   
 
    The cloth items were all faded, dusty, and in need of repair to be fully functional. Still, among the functional items there was a cloak that increased Stealth by 5% and a pair of worn boots that apparently reduced Stamina loss when walking or running.  Since he wasn’t sure if the boots would even work for him, he offered them to Geltheriel, who politely declined them.  Apparently, her existing armor gave her a similar benefit. 
 
    He only found one more interesting item, the one he figured was the Class-related item promised in his Quest reward: 
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    As he examined the gauntlet, his Arcane Lore Skill kicked in and gave him a bit more information than it had with the other items, and he found himself growing excited. 
 
    “What is that?” Geltheriel asked with a frown, stepping up next to him and touching the gauntlet.  It was made of dark, oiled leather and had flexible bands of some whitish-grey metal running along the top and underside, meeting in the middle of the palm in a quarter-sized, circular piece that looked like it could hold something mounted into it.   
 
    “It’s a dueling gauntlet,” he explained, handing it to her.  “I guess that, back before the Feast, Sorcerers used them for competitions or to settle arguments bloodlessly.  You can fit a specific type of gem called a focusing gem into it and project a beam of mana out of your hand.  They had some elaborate set of rules that my Lore Skill isn’t high enough to tell me, but the contest was supposed to be about using the minimum amount of energy in the most creative way possible, not blasting someone with a bunch of power.” 
 
    “That is interesting,” she hedged, “but I believe that ‘blasting someone’, as you say, would be more useful.  I am also assuming the gems required were unique and not any crystal would serve, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah, they were enchanted and cut just for this,” he agreed. “And you can blast things with it, it’s just that apparently you could do more.  If I find a focus gem, though, I’ll probably just blast stuff with it.”  He retrieved the item and strapped it to his wrist; even if he couldn’t use it, yet, it looked pretty cool.  Plus, he reasoned, if the AI’s presented me with the gauntlet, they’ll probably have the gems show up somewhere, too.  I’ll have to sort through the ‘valuables’ Geltheriel found just in case and keep my eye on any loot drops. 
 
    He watched as Geltheriel took a tarnished, beaten-looking shield and a short sword in a rotted sheath.  The remainder if the items they tied up into a bundle using a tattered rug that dangled from one of the walls, whatever image it once held long since faded and lost.  Geltheriel hefted the roll onto her shoulder with a slight grunt and gestured toward where Lythienne’s throne once sat. 
 
    “While you slept,” she told him, “I located what I believe to be the exit.  It appears to be a second arcane door, yet it is locked and would not open at my command.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s part of the Traveler’s Trial,” he guessed, “it might only open for someone who’s done all the Trials.” 
 
    “I presumed such,” she nodded.  “Not that I would have left you, but if I had been able to open the door, it would have been simpler to carry you to Eredain and allow the healers there to attend you.” 
 
    That would be quite the return, wouldn’t it? he thought silently, keeping his face composed as he did.  The mighty Traveler, returning in a princess carry with a woman that looks exactly like one of their Keepers.  Yeah, that would not have gone well at all. 
 
    Geltheriel interrupted his musings after a moment.  “I have but one more question,” she said slowly. “The first Traveler.  She completed the Trials, yes?  So, how did she not get Lythienne’s memories in the first place?  Do you think they returned to the Trials when she perished?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” he hedged.  “But do you know what Class she was?” 
 
    “A Summoner,” the woman supplied helpfully.  “A Wizard who specializes in summoning creatures to do their bidding.  It seemed she wanted mastery of other beings, one way or another.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably it, then,” he shrugged.  “The memories were left to train a new Sorcerer.  She wasn’t one, so the memory orbs just let her advance to the next step of the Trials instead of giving her the memories.  They were probably keyed to a Sorcerer. 
 
    “Now that I’ve used them, though,” he said softly, “they’re probably just a part of the Trials without any memories.  I’m pretty sure that part of them is gone.” 
 
    “Well, they are unnecessary now,” the Keeper pointed out.  “There is a First Sorcerer, now, is there not?  Others can seek training from you, instead.” 
 
    Aranos laughed at her words.  “I’ve never been much of a teacher,” he admitted.  “We’d be likely to end up with a whole generation of Sorcerers who light themselves on fire.” 
 
    Geltheriel chuckled as she led him to a large, ornate door that seemed almost identical to the one he used to travel to Haerobel.  “And here we are,” she proclaimed.  “I do not know where it will lead, but surely it will be better than this ruin.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” he agreed, although internally he thought, although the way this Quest is going… 
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    Aranos hesitated only slightly before selecting ‘Yes’.  He was ready to head back to Eredain and finish this quest.  Seriously, this has to be the hardest freaking Class Trainer Quest I’ve ever heard of! He grumbled silently. I’ve barely even entered the game world, yet. 
 
    He heard a clang as some kind of lock shifted within the door. The pair stepped back as a narrow line appeared where the double doors joined, a line of brilliant, white light.  The doors creaked as they swung slowly open, spilling light into the shadowy hall.  The light swirled and shifted, creating radiant patterns that just eluded Aranos’ understanding. 
 
    He stepped forward but stopped when he saw Geltheriel holding back, her face drawn with fear.  “Are you okay?” he asked her cautiously.  “This will probably lead back to Eredain, you know.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I am aware,” she said in a trembling voice.  “But…I do not know if I can do this, aleen.  The last time I went through this door…”  She broke off, unable to finish, and he felt a stab of pity go through him as he understood. 
 
    “Hey, it’s different this time,” he said with quiet reassurance.  “And I’m not talking about the light color or anything.  It’s different because this time, I’m with you.  I won’t let anything happen to you, Geltheriel.” 
 
    “It…it takes you over,” she said softly, her voice numb.  “It takes your mind, and you don’t know what is happening.  You cannot protect me when you are fighting your own battle for control, Oathbinder.” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly. “It can’t take me.  It tried last time, and it failed, and now I’m immune to it.  I will be there, and I will protect you.”  He reached out and took her hand, gently.  She flinched away for a moment but then gripped his fiercely. 
 
    “Just hold tight,” he told her.  “Focus on that feeling.  So long as you’re holding onto me, you’re okay.  You can do this, Geltheriel.” 
 
    The woman took a deep breath and nodded quickly, although Aranos could feel her arm trembling through his fingers.  He stepped forward, pulling her gently but firmly with him, and stepped into the blazing, white light. 
 
    The light exploded around him, wrapping his senses and tangling his limbs in its radiance.  It was warm and soothing, easing his pains and relaxing him in a way he hadn’t felt since entering the Fallen Land.  The light seeped under his eyelids, crawled into his open mouth, tried to plunge into him, but he tensed, prepared to fight back, and it quickly withdrew.  The light swirled, churned, and then parted, depositing him gently into the open air. 
 
    It was night, he could tell from the cool air and darkness behind his closed eyes.  He checked his clock and grunted in surprise.  Almost midnight, he realized.  It wasn’t dark when we left Haerobel, was it?  Actually, I guess it had to have been, since it was light out when I passed out for half a day.  My internal clock is totally messed up. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find a crowd of dozens of elves standing before him, most of them staring in stunned amazement from a distance of perhaps 40 feet.  The elves were being held back by a group of warriors in green armor, and he recognized xxx, the elf who he had first met in the forest, among the group.  He glanced back and realized he was stepping out of a door that was, again, almost identical to the one in the Trials, although this one had slightly different runes traced around its periphery, different enough, at least, for him to notice.   
 
    “The Traveler returns!” a voice called from the crowd, and hushed whispers raced through the assembly at those words.  The armored elves quickly turned to face him, and he noticed more than one hand resting on a weapon as they did.  “The aleen is a Traveler!” someone else yelled.  “He has passed the Trials!”  More whispers followed that statement, although Aranos heard an equal number of muttered voices and even some angry tones in the crowd. 
 
    He stepped forward again, his hand still gripping Geltheriel’s, and pulled the woman forward through the doorway.  As he did, the crowd gasped once more, and this time, the angry shouts were much louder than simple mutterings.  
 
    “A Shadowborn!” someone screamed, and another voice yelled, “The Traveler brings a Shadowborn into the city!”  “Ainairian was right!” another called out, and the crowd took a nervous step back as the armored elves stepped forward, all with weapons in hand, now. 
 
    Aranos looked at Geltheriel, expecting her to speak, but her face was drawn and pale, and her eyes were blank with fear.  Her entire body trembled, and the black veins of Corruption could be seen rising from her throat into her cheeks clearly.   
 
    “An asura!” someone else screamed in a voice near panic.  One of the warriors before Aranos growled, “You betray us, Traveler!  You bring an asura in our midst, one with Geltheriel’s form, thinking we would not know our own?” 
 
    The elf raced forward suddenly, drawing his sword, and on reflex Aranos wrapped him in a Crystal Prison, freezing his movements.  “Stop!” the aleen shouted.  “It’s not what you think!” 
 
    Another pair of the warriors was moving forward, though, and Aranos called up his Entangling Web, wrapping all the green-armored elves in its grip.  A few of them froze, trapped, but most were moving slowly through it, and Aranos despairingly began the cast for his hailstorm, knowing that it would catch some of the bystanders but not willing to die over the elves’ prejudices.  He raised his hands to summon the spell, but before he could, a hand grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Stop this at once!” Geltheriel barked from beside him, pulling his hand back and glaring at him and the approaching warriors.  “Silevon, Gruithor, have you lost all of your senses?  What foolishness would bring you to attack a Traveler?”  
 
    The warriors halted for a moment, their eyes suddenly doubtful.  “How do you know my name?” the nearest elf growled, staring at the woman with eyes tinged with fear.  “What manner of rakhshasa are you, that you can do this?” 
 
    “I am no demon,” she growled right back, her gaze unflinching.  “I am Geltheriel Meluiben, daughter of Arodwen, Keeper of Eredain, and this Traveler has freed me from imprisonment in a Fallen Land!”  At her words, more muttering moved through the crowd, and the warrior opened his mouth to speak, but Dorn’ar’el, the elf Aranos recognized, stopped him with an upraised hand. 
 
    “Traveler,” Dorn’ar’el spoke with authority.  “You have returned and proven your identity.  However, you have brought one who claims the identity of one of our proudest Keepers, with whom I spoke this very morning.  Surely, you can understand our…concern?”   
 
    As the elf spoke, Aranos noticed the crowd growing larger, with more of the green-armored elves moving through the crowd toward the disturbance.  This could go really badly if there’s a fight, he realized with a sinking feeling.  I don’t even know if Geltheriel will fight with me, to be honest.  I’d be asking her to hurt her own people. 
 
    “Call Ainarian!” a voice spoke from the crowd.  “Summon Golloron!” another replied.  The elves were growing restless, with lots of angry mutterings and hard looks being passed around.   
 
    “There is no need to call for me,” a voice announced as a disturbance appeared in the back of the crowd, slowly moving forward toward the confrontation.  “I have come.”  The crowd parted with respectful murmurs as a tall, extremely handsome elf strode into the open space, surrounded by several elves in green armor, all of whom had hands on their weapons and grim faces.  The elf stood in robes that reminded Aranos of gleaming silk, light blue with crimson strands woven throughout in a complex pattern.  His hair was ice-blue and hung down to his waist in a complicated braid woven through with flickering gems.   
 
    “Ainarian,” Dorn’ar’el said in a neutral tone, inclining his head.  “I do not recall summoning you…nor your followers.”   
 
    “I could not help but come when I heard the Traveler had returned,” the elf chuckled.  “After all, I have preached nothing but caution in dealing with their kind, have I not?  It would not do for me to warn against them and then refuse to stand between one and the people of Eredain.”  A wave of approving murmurs swept through the crowd, and more of the armored figures moved into the open space. 
 
    “I am aware of your rumor-mongering,” Dorn’ar’el replied flatly.  “Yet, Golloron has instructed that the Traveler is to be treated fairly.  I will take him and this other into custody and they will be watched until he can pass judgment on this matter.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Golloron,” the handsome elf replied with a smile.  “His wisdom is surely needed here.  And yet…many have questioned his wisdom, of late, at least in regards to Travelers, have they not?”  Dorn’ar’el opened his mouth, but Ainarian turned and spoke to the crowd. 
 
    “We have all heard the stories,” he said loudly, his voice carrying easily across the crowd.  “Of how Travelers have appeared across the Realm of Ka.  How some of them rose among the Shadowborn.  How others have gone about, murdering and looting, with no regard for law or life.  If some have done this, surely all are capable of it!  And yet, Golloron wishes to bring one among us?” 
 
    The elf turned and swept his hand out toward Geltheriel.  “And that one returns,” he continued, “but he brings an asura with him!  One who has stolen the face of our Getheriel!  I say we banish the Traveler, force him from among us, and slay his demon!” 
 
    “Bullcrap,” Aranos suddenly spoke, his anger rising up within him.  “That’s the worst load of crap I’ve ever heard spewing from someone’s mouth, elf.”  The elf’s eyes went flat, but Aranos continued. 
 
    “Do you know where we just were?” he called out to the crowd.  “A Fallen Land, a destroyed elf city, lying completely in ruins.”  The elves gasped and Ainarian scoffed at his words, but Aranos ignored the elf. 
 
    “And while I was there,” he continued, “I found Geltheriel, imprisoned, forced to live in the Corruption you see in her face.  I freed her, and together we discovered why that Realm fell…and freed it!” 
 
    “Absurd!” Ainarian blurted out.  “No Fallen Land has been freed since the Feast!  You lie, Traveler, and…” 
 
    “You’ve seen the notification,” Aranos replied.  “I am Aranos the Ascendant, Master of Skills and First Sorcerer, but I am also Aranos the Liberator!”  More whisperings filled the crowd, and he could feel the mood starting to shift. 
 
    “It is true,” Aranos went on, “Travelers are unpredictable.  They can act for selfish reasons, or be foolish, or even be evil.”  He saw more faces darken, and he hurriedly added, “But they can also do amazing things, things that might seem impossible.  They can be capable of acts of selflessness, of kindness, and of charity…just like the elves. 
 
    “Do you want to know how the Realm of Haerobel fell?” Aranos called out, not waiting for an answer.  “It didn’t fall to nightmare hordes, or to dark dragons, or shape-shifting demons.  It fell because of an elf.  Just one elf, who betrayed her whole city.” The elves gasped, and many of them shook their heads in angry denial. 
 
    “How could an elf do this, you’re probably wondering,” he asked rhetorically.  “It was because she was arrogant and was sure she knew the right thing to do…and she didn’t care who got hurt in the process.”  He stared directly at Ainarian as he spoke the last words.  “One elf, who destroyed an entire city out of fear and selfishness.  Surely, as you said, Ainarian: if one elf is capable of this, surely all are.” 
 
    He turned back to the crowd.  “Or maybe,” he finished, “elves can have lots of personalities, many motivations…just like Travelers.  They can do great good or great evil…just like Travelers.  And maybe every elf should be judged by their own actions, not by what another did or what they might do.  Just.  Like.  Travelers.”  He finished, and he saw the mood in the crowd shifting.  Some still had angry faces, but most looked puzzled or confused.  A few were even nodding at his words. 
 
    “Idiot Traveler,” Ainarian snarled, raising his hands, power gathering around them.  “You dare to embarrass me in front of my followers?  To insinuate I’m evil and twisted like that Sorceress?  I’ll rip your heart out…”  Wait a second, Aranos thought as he heard those words.  Did he just a contraction?  And how does he know about Lythienne? A dark suspicion stirred in his mind, and he felt his anger rising at the thought of it. 
 
    Suddenly, a flash burst over the crowd, accompanied by a roar of deafening thunder, and everyone present crouched, covering their ears and flinching from the sound.  “ENOUGH!” a voice roared, cowing everyone to silence.  Aranos glanced up, blinking against the purple afterimage of that flash, and as his vision cleared, he saw Golloron hovering over the cloud, seated on a bank of multicolored mist that held him like a platform.   
 
    “How dare you all bring such disruption into the Stronghold?” the elf demanded, his voice cutting.  “What is the meaning of all of this?” 
 
    “The Traveler has returned,” Dorn’ar’el spoke, bowing to the old elf.  “And he has brought one with the countenance of Getheriel.” 
 
    “He has brought a demon!” Ainarian shouted, pointing at Geltheriel.  “This is not our fair Geltheriel.  He seeks to Corrupt us from within, to betray us all.  You must banish him or kill him…or I will do it for you!” 
 
    “I must do nothing, Ainarian,” the old elf spoke in a voice that suddenly rang with hidden power.  Ainarian flinched back as Golloron stepped off the cloud and landed lightly to stand between Aranos and the handsome elf.  “Do not forget: I rule the Stronghold, not you, and I hold my place by Ability.  Do you wish to challenge me for that place?”  The old elf’s eyes blazed with energy, and Ainarian took another step back. 
 
    “Forgive me, Golloron,” the elf said, bowing his head.  “I was overcome by anger at the Traveler’s betrayal.” 
 
    “Indeed, there has been a betrayal,” Golloron agreed.  “Some minutes ago, Geltheriel burst into my chamber, insisting that some creature was emerging from the Trials and moving into the forest.  Of course, since the protection of all is my first thought, I took her and sped us with all haste to the wynnorn tree…only to find no creature, and to be attacked by Geltheriel when I entered the tree to investigate!” 
 
    A shocked murmur passed throughout the crowd at those words, and Ainarian looked suddenly nervous.  “After I bound her,” Golloron continued, “I checked the Trials and found they had reset, meaning that the Traveler had either failed or emerged.  I rushed back at once, and here we now stand…well, all except for Geltheriel.”  He gestured, and the struggling form of the fake Geltheriel rose from the center of the multihued mist, her hands, feet, mouth and eyes all bound tightly in silver tendrils of vapor. 
 
    “What have you done to Geltheriel?” Ainarian gasped.  “How could you attack one of our Keepers, Golloron?  I know you do not like her association with me, but…” 
 
    Golloron laughed loudly at his words.  “You think me capable of jealousy?” he chortled.  “And, you think this is truly Geltheriel?” 
 
    “No, he knows it isn’t,” Aranos spoke up at last, causing the elves to turn toward him.  “He knows that’s not Geltheriel, because he left Geltheriel to die in the Fallen Realm, imprisoned, starving, and near death from thirst.  That’s the real betrayal that happened tonight.” 
 
    Golloron looked at the young aleen, his face concerned.  “Traveler,” he said doubtfully, “I have known Ainarian all of his life, and I trust him very little.  I watch his movements; had he traveled through an Arcane Door, I would know.” 
 
    “Then this isn’t Ainarian,” Aranos insisted.  “In fact, I don’t even think it’s an elf.” 
 
    “He lies,” Ainarian spat scornfully, contempt dripping from his words.  “He is like all Travelers, deceitful and untrustworthy.  Kill him and his demon, now!” 
 
    “It is a simple matter to resolve,” Golloron said thoughtfully.  “The Spell to reveal a true form is…” 
 
    “Graz’takik!” Before the old elf could finish, Ainarian raised his hands and screamed a word that burned in Aranos’ mind and forced him to clap his hands to his ears.  “Kill the old fool!  Kill them all!” 
 
    An explosion of black and crimson flame erupted from the ground between Golloron and Ainarian, knocking everyone nearby but Ainarian from their feet.  A giant form rose from the flames, 10 feet tall with jet-black fur, a leonine head and legs, clawed hands, and a long, sweeping tail.  An aura of ebon fire licked at its skin, and crimson flames dripped from its empty eye sockets and open maw.  It lifted its head and roared, leaping at the fallen Golloron. 
 
    At the same instant, the guards surrounding Ainarian and a number of armored figures in the crowd drew their weapons and leaped at the remaining guards, who struggled to pull their weapons and defend themselves. 
 
    Dorn’ar’el turned towards Golloron as the nightmare creature flew toward the old elf, but a massive burst of wind erupted from Golloron’s hands and slammed into the monster, hurling it backward.  “Apprehend the traitors!” Golloron commanded.  “I will deal with the rakshasa!” 
 
    Aranos turned toward Ainarian, who stared at him in fury.  “You ruined everything!” he screamed, more magic swirling along his fists.  “What, was it a Quest?  Am I part of a Quest now?”  He raised his hand and sent a flash of electricity arcing toward Aranos, whose Mana Armor slammed into place.  Before the bolt could strike, though, Geltheriel dove between them, lifting her shield and deflecting the Spell. 
 
    “I know you, betrayer!” she shrieked, her sword held aloft.  “I know who you are!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it is good to be remembered,” the elf smirked as his features suddenly flowed and shifted into and unfamiliar form.  His hair was now black and shorter, falling to his shoulders, and his features became coarser, as if he had some human ancestry in him.  “Although this is how you remember me, right?  If you had just agreed to be my concubine, all this could have been avoided, and your precious elder wouldn’t have to die.” 
 
    Getheriel simply screamed her defiance and flew at the man, her blade flashing.  Aranos moved to help her, but movement in the corner of his eye made him turn.  With Golloron distracted, the false Getheriel had slipped her bindings and was rushing toward him…on all fours.  Her form also shifted as she ran.  Her skin darkened to a deep, sickly green, her hair became wiry and black, and her face grew a long muzzle filled with needle sharp teeth.  Her arms lengthened and claws sprouted from her hands and abnormally long toes.  A proboscis-like tongue darted from her open muzzle, and she howled as she raced toward him. 
 
    Aranos quickly formed a Mana Shield in her path, allowing her to slam into it, then hurled a cloned Mana Arrow into her chest.  The creature screamed and clawed at the raw wounds on its chest.  It sprinkled its blood on Aranos’ shield, and he felt a sharp pain stab through his head as the mana holding his Spell suddenly unraveled.  
 
    The creature charged at him once more, but a pair of mana-forged spears suddenly thrust from the ground at his command, piercing the beast through the gut.  It whined and clawed at the spears, and once again they vanished, but this time, Aranos was prepared.  His hands flew up as he summoned his Rapid Shot Mana Barrage, and he poured 19 compressed shots into the monster’s face, chest, and stomach in a matter of seconds, hurling it back.   
 
    The creature fell to the ground, its skin torn and bleeding, bones shattered, and muscle shredded, but it managed to spit a gobbet of blood at him, and he felt a lurch as his Mana Armor vanished.  The creature moved with terrifying speed despite its injuries and slammed into him, its claws ripping into his stomach and bowling him to the ground. 
 
    Aranos howled in pain as the agony tore through his midsection, but he managed to fling a Crystal Prison around the monster, binding it in place.  He started to roll out from under it when its long, tube-like tongue darted from its mouth and struck his neck, piercing into his throat.  Aranos’ agony redoubled as he felt his very essence being drawn from him, and he watched as his SP and LP bars both plummeted. 
 
    His mind drew back from the pain, coldly examining the creature and its attack.  It’s like Mana Drain, he realized, except that it’s taking LP, too. If you could see your LP flows, you could probably reverse the drain.  His brain desperately pulled at the pattern, to no avail, but he pulled himself out of his terror.  Not like that! he barked internally.  It’s just another problem. You know what to do. 
 
    He forced himself to ignore his waning LP bar and step back, relaxing his focus and allowing his mind to take the pattern in at once.  His LP filled his body, he realized, coursing through his blood to empower his cells.  Unlike his SP, which rose from his center, his LP poured out from his heart and followed his circulatory system to heal his injuries.  Well, blood runs both ways, he realized.  The energy goes out through my arteries; I’ve just got to bring it back through my veins.   
 
    He focused his thoughts on that pattern, seeing the flows not just going out, but returning along a different pathway.  He could feel the draw as the creature drained his LP, but through that connection, he could also feel the beast’s LP floating in its center.  He pulled on that growing mass of energy, drawing it back through the connection, filling his veins and recirculating the power back into his heart. 
 
    The creature screamed and tried to retract its tongue, but Aranos grabbed with his hand and pressed the appendage into place.  He pulled harder, and he watched as the drain on his LP slowed, stopped…and reversed, his LP bar starting to rise.  He pulled even harder and felt the outward flow slow as the creature merely fought to escape.  As his LP bar refilled, though, he continued to draw, pouring the extra energy out into his body, filling all of his cells to capacity and forcing them to grow and divide to hold the extra power. 
 
    Finally, the flow stopped, and he pulled the creature from his neck, hurling it to the ground and smashing it with his staff.  The creature simply lay, shriveled and unmoving, drained of its life, and he turned from it to rejoin the battle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The battle, in fact, was nearly over.   
 
    The elf elder Golloron had several burn scars visible across his chest and shoulder, but he was steadily wrapping the now-mewling rakshasa in black ice so cold Aranos could feel its chill.  The elf guards seemed to have overcome the traitorous ones and were in the process of binding and disarming them.  It was Geltheriel’s battle, though that drew Aranos’ attention. 
 
    Geltheriel danced past another lightning bolt, slamming her shield into Ainarian and slashing across his thigh.  The man was bleeding from a dozen such cuts, including one that ran from his chin to his forehead, ruining his right eye and splitting his lip open to reveal blood-stained teeth.  A kick to his leg cracked against his knee, and her follow-up thrust shattered his other knee.  As he fell, she buried her blade directly between his legs, causing him to scream in agony and grip at the sword with ruined fingers.  She released the sword and slammed her shield into his face once more, shattering bone and teeth. 
 
    “You think this is pain?” she screamed at him as she drew the shield back again.  “I have not even begun to show you pain!  You will beg for death a thousand times before…” 
 
    Her words were cut off as a pair of Mana Arrows slammed into his chest, burying themselves in his body and exploding, ending his screams for eternity.  Geltheriel spun to face Aranos, her sword held at the ready. 
 
    “Why?” she demanded in a yell, sobbing as she advanced.  “Why did you do that?  He had yet to face justice…” 
 
    “No,” Aranos shook his head, not even trying to raise a defense against her.  “That was vengeance, and he deserved it.  But I couldn’t let you do that to yourself.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she shrieked.  “I needed for him to suffer!” 
 
    “No,” he repeated, reaching out to touch her shoulder.  “That’s what the Corruption needed.  It’s feeding your hate and anger, making you someone you’re not.  You never gave into it, no matter how much he tormented you.  Don’t let him beat you now.” 
 
    She stared at him a moment, then dropped her sword to the ground, weeping.  Aranos gently enfolded her in his arms, letting her rest her head on his shoulder, being the friend she needed him to be.  If it were just me, Getheriel, he told her silently, I’d have helped you.  But it’s not just about me. 
 
    “Now this is interesting,” Golloron spoke, staring at Ainarian’s fallen body.  Geltheriel raised her head, wiping her eyes, and the pair turned to look at the corpse, which was slowly shifting and morphing once more.  The form shrank upon itself, narrowing in the shoulders and waist, expanding in the hips and chest.  The hair lengthened and turned a pale gold as the features smoothed and became delicate.   
 
    “The Traveler!” Getheriel breathed as the body became that of an elven woman.  “That’s the Traveler, Aranos!  The one who came before you!” 
 
    Aranos stared at the body as it swirled and vanished, leaving nothing behind.  “Will she be reborn in the Stronghold, Traveler?” Golloron demanded.  “Do I need to seek her out?” 
 
    Aranos shook his head.  “We can’t come back in a place that’s hostile,” he replied.  “That would be the whole Stronghold right now.  She’ll probably come back in the forest, if she didn’t find a way to bind herself back in Haerobel.  You might also want to check the Traveler’s Trials: there’s an obelisk there we can use to come back to.” 
 
    Golloron turned to Dorn’ar’el swiftly.  “Send out Keepers,” he ordered.  “Have them look for the Traveler and hound her out of our Realm.  Slay her as many times as need be until we are free of her presence.”  The warrior bowed and turned, issuing orders.  The traitorous guards were led away, and the rest moved out to disperse the crowd or hunt for the Traveler. 
 
    “I must now speak with the Traveler, child,” Golloron turned and spoke to Getheriel.  “You visit the Healers.  I will summon you when we are done.” 
 
    “Actually, I’d prefer you stay,” Aranos corrected, not releasing his grip on the woman, who nodded somewhat dully.  Golloron raised an eyebrow, but his eyes looked unamused.  “She’s my Avowed,” Aranos explained.  “I’m her Oathbinder.  We’re obliged to watch out for each other.  We can see the Healers later.” 
 
    “Avowed?” Gollorn repeated, looking at Getheriel.  The woman bowed her head once, and after a long moment, smiled.  “Truly, a day to remember, then,” he replied.  “You may both join me in my study.” 
 
    This time, Aranos could actually see the Stronghold as they moved through it, but his mind barely noticed the details.  Something was eating at him, something that didn’t quite add up, and he wasn’t sure what it was.  He knew it would come to him, eventually, though, so he gave a mental shrug and followed the old elf. 
 
    The Stronghold was significantly smaller than Haerobel, he noticed at once, and it lacked the open feel of the Fallen City.  The sky was visible overhead, past two more city levels, but beyond the rows of buildings, Aranos could see walls of branches and leaves that would hide the city from view to someone on the ground.  The paths wound about in a more serpentine fashion, giving invaders fewer lines of sight, and the tops of the buildings were connected as a sort of upper walkway, likely giving defenders an elevated road to move and attack along. 
 
    Golloron led them through the Spire Tree up to the third level, where Aranos found himself once more sitting in that simple, wooden room he had first met the old elf in.  The elf bade them sit as they chose, although Getheriel decided to stand by the door, her eyes watchful as she scanned the room and the area beyond. 
 
    “Much has occurred to you,” the elder began, nodding at Aranos.  “You have completed the Trials and more, clearing the first Fallen Land since the Feast.  It is a tale worth telling, and I would ask to hear it.” 
 
    Aranos obliged, briefly explaining the nature of the Trials, why only a Traveler could complete them, and how they gave him the Spells and Abilities he needed to be a Sorcerer.  He talked about traveling to the Fallen Land, discovering Getheriel, and defeating the gasha.  He spoke of the Ekimmu and edimmu, of facing the Mistress and rabisu, of giving her the memories she wanted and then enacting justice on her and the rabisu for the destruction of the city. 
 
    He didn’t mention how he carried Lythienne’s memories, his Ascended Spell, or Geltheriel’s treatment at the hands of the Traveler.  Those were private matters, and the elder hadn’t really earned Aranos’ trust, yet. 
 
    “An amazing tale,” Golloron sighed when Aranos finished.  “So many wonders.  Destroying the immortal, indestructible gasha.  Not simply defeating but slaying a rabisu.  Freeing a Fallen Land.  I can see why the ancients warned of the coming of the Travelers.  And such a unique memory crystal?  Would you, by chance, still possess this?” 
 
    “The Spell I cast destroys everything within it,” Aranos prevaricated, his tone sad.  “It doesn’t leave any items behind, sorry.  It’s not something I’ll be casting very often, to be sure!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, understandable,” the elf smiled, his face unreadable.  “Now that your training is complete, however, we must discuss what is next, and how to best use these new abilities.  Perhaps we could…” 
 
    Aranos interrupted the elf with an upraised hand, shaking his head.  “Nope,” he said simply.  “I’m not staying here, Golloron, I’m sorry.  Eredain just hasn’t been…all that terribly welcoming to me.” 
 
    “Much of that was the Traveler’s influence,” Golloron said dismissively.  “She had become much more powerful, just as you have, and I am certain that I will find that Charm magic was involved in the betrayal of so many Keepers. Perhaps if the rabisu taught the Mistress. It also instructed the Traveler?” 
 
    “No, it’s not the Traveler’s fault,” Aranos disagreed firmly.  “She took advantage of what was already here, Golloron.”  The elf’s eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos pushed forward. 
 
    “Do you remember how we met?” he explained, his eyes a little flinty.  “I was struggling in the forest, and your Keepers found me – and basically abducted me.  The journey was exhausting, I was angry and tired and scared, and no one was the least bit apologetic.  Then, you dropped me outside the Trials and basically told me, ‘Figure it out’.” 
 
    “I also gave you the tools to survive,” Golloron pointed out quietly.  “Surely you have not forgotten this?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Aranos agreed.  “But you didn’t do it out of kindness, did you?  You said it yourself: you wanted me to feel grateful.  You were hoping I would be your ally.  It wasn’t compassion that motivated you: I was a potentially useful tool. 
 
    “Do you recall that you never introduced yourself to me?” Aranos pointed out.  “You asked my name but never gave yours.  You never told me the name of the Stronghold or let me see even the tiniest part of it.” 
 
    “We did not know you,” Golloron shook his head.  “This Stronghold is one of a scant handful still standing against the Darkness, aleen.  I would not risk it by allowing access to one who was not truly of the People.  We have learned that secrecy is our greatest defense.” 
 
    “And your greatest weakness,” Aranos countered.  “That’s what the Mistress was hoping for, as well, you know: to hide from the Darkness.  Ainarian was trying to sell everyone on that, too.  Hide here, don’t let Travelers in, don’t trust anyone who isn’t an elf. 
 
    “But consider this,” he pointed out.  “Haerobel was destroyed by that belief.  Your Keepers who turned on you?  They probably figured they were saving the city by defying you.  The elves who followed Ainarian probably thought he was just protecting them from outside influences, because if it’s not a true elf, it can’t be trusted. 
 
    “And that’s why I won’t stay here,” he concluded.  “No matter what you say, I won’t be welcome, not really.  I’m not even an aleen, which isn’t even a real elf – I can tell that you don’t think of them as such by how often you all call me ‘aleen’ when you’re talking to me.  Do you think your people would be happy to have me here?” 
 
    “They would learn,” Golloron said simply.  “As you complete Quests to help us, they will see that you are not to be feared.” 
 
    “And they’d see me as a useful tool,” Aranos replied.  “Not a person.  Not a welcome guest.  Just another ‘lesser race’ who happens to be helpful and should be kept around.  Yeah, that’s not for me.” 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably and looked the elder directly in the eyes.  “I’ll stay for a couple days,” he said simply.  “Geltheriel promised me sword training, and I’d like to see about training my Stats and working on aspecting my mana before we head out.  I’ve still got a buddy out there who I want to connect with, probably in human lands, and I’m sure that the journey between them won’t be a simple one.” 
 
    “And why would we do this for you?” Golloron answered, his eyes narrowed.  “If you think so little of us and intend to leave…” 
 
    “Because it’s the decent thing to do?” Aranos replied with a bit of heat.  “If you need to think of it as a transaction, though, consider it a partial repayment for what I’ve done for you already: freeing a Fallen elf city, rescuing a lost Keeper, and exposing several traitors and some kind of demon in your midst.  I think, at this point, you should owe me plenty, and I’m sure your people would agree that it’s a small price to pay to get me out of your Stronghold…although it’s pretty sad if that’s how you need to see it.” 
 
    Golloron stared at him, anger radiating from his eyes, but Aranos was nonplussed.  There’s nothing he can do but agree, he mused.  He’s supported Travelers all this time because he’s hoping we’ll come save him.  And we might, but not today, and not as a puppet or a tool.  Still, he’s either got to give me what I want or admit to his people he was wrong, in which case there won’t be any more Travelers welcome here, ever. 
 
    He could see the same thoughts racing through Golloron’s mind, and at last, the elf dropped his gaze.  “All that you have said is correct,” he finally admitted.  “It may be that we are at fault – that I am at fault, as the leader must guide his people – but secrecy is all that has kept us from the Darkness so far.  We will not abandon it, not willingly.” 
 
    Aranos shrugged.  “Then you’ll lose,” he said simply.  “Not all at once, in a huge battle, but a little at a time.  You’ll be living in fear, and the Darkness will figure out how to use that against you, like it did with the Traveler.  Oh, you’ll be on guard against that, now – maybe you’ll start routinely checking people to see if they’re shape-shifters – but then you’ll just teach people to be afraid of each other, and one day they’ll turn on you, or you’ll do something horrible because you think it’s for the best.” 
 
    Aranos looked the old elf directly in his stunned eyes.  “Nobody ever wins a war by focusing on holding what they have,” he reminded the elder.  “If you don’t take the fight to your enemy, you’ll lose in the end.”  
 
    The elf looked troubled. “I will consider your words,” he said slowly.  “Yet, my people will be reluctant to rejoin battle after so long.  They are content with what they have.  As you no doubt know, though, Traveler, contentment can breed weakness.  I must think on this.” 
 
    “Yeah, Geltheriel and I have a bit to do, as well,” he agreed.  “You’ll need to give her a Cleansing Quest, if you can – she’s past what heroic Quests can do for her – and we’ll do that as soon as we can.  We’ll need to hit some shops, and you can set me up with some Stat training, maybe something I can continue on the road as we travel.” 
 
    “And all this will await the morning,” Geltheriel spoke up at last.  “For the moment, I will take you to a place we can both rest in safety and read our notifications.  Golloron has much to do this night to deal with the betrayers in the Stronghold and to prepare to aid us before we depart.” 
 
    Aranos rose and bowed his head to Golloron.  “While we’re here,” he informed the elder, “if there’s anything that we can do to help out, we will.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Golloron asked, surprised.  “I feared you would be unwilling to assist us, as poor as your reception has been.” 
 
    “I don’t dislike you or your people, Golloron,” Aranos shook his head.  “I plan on returning one day, and in the meantime, more Travelers will probably start coming, and a lot of them will be elves.  It’ll make everyone more comfortable.”  He held out his hand, and the old man tentatively grasped it. 
 
    “That was mildly terrifying,” Geltheriel spoke once they were clear of the elder’s study, with the door closed firmly behind them.  “I have never heard anyone speak so to Golloron.  He was not pleased with your answers.” 
 
    “The truth hurts sometimes,” Aranos shrugged.  “He’ll get over it.  So, where are we off to?” 
 
    Geltheriel stared at the aleen for a moment, shaking her head.  “Very well,” she finally spoke.  “I would normally sleep in the barracks with the other Keepers, but I fear neither of us would be particularly welcome there.  My family has a small home on the first level that is meant for honored guests; we shall spend the rest of the evening there, and in the morning, I will begin your weapons training, as requested…or I will convince Dorn’ar’el to teach you the staff, which will benefit you far more.” 
 
    Geltheriel’s family home was, as she promised, small and out of the way.  It was cozy, though, with elegant finishes and simple touches that relaxed Aranos as he lay in the soft bed, his first real one in Singularity.  It seems like forever ago, he realized, but it’s been, what?  Three days?  Four tomorrow?  Time flies when you’re fighting undead, I guess. 
 
    He pulled up his notifications, scanning through the battle logs briefly and focusing on the important ones: 
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    There I go, breaking the game again, he thought as he examined the new Ability.  He had obviously gotten it for turning the Ability Geltheriel’s double had against it.  It looks like I needed something to drain blood with for the original Ability.  The new one is powerful but has quite the downside.  Aranos quickly did some math.  If he went around at full LP draining Level 1 creatures with around 100 LP, he’d gain a Stat point about every 5 creatures or so.  He could have an extra 20 points in his Physical Stats for every 100 creatures he killed that way, which was nothing to sneeze at!  Of course, he’d also gain a Corrupion Point for each creature, two when his Stats went up, so his CP would be around 120 by then, meaning he’d have transitioned completely to the Darkness.  A bit of temptation, eh, Veronica? he wondered silently.  
 
    He shook his head and continued reading: 
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    Aranos almost leapt off the bed, screaming, as he read that last notification before noticing Veronica’s snide comment.  Oh, that was just mean! he muttered internally.  She knew I was ready for that Quest to be done! 
 
    The last pair of notifications he found the most interesting, though: 
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    That’s interesting, he mused.  So, I might have unique class options based on my Skills, Perks, and Titles?  I do have a lot of those; hopefully, they’ll open up some cool choices for me! 
 
    He lay back, looking at his Status sheet.  That Energy Drain had massively boosted his Physical Stats, and he had gotten a couple point in Charisma for his public speaking, so he decided to drop 2 points in Wis and 1 in Int this level.  Finally, he decided to take a look at his full status: 
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    I don’t really even know if that’s good or not, he realized.  I need to get around other Travelers and see where everyone’s at.  A day or two for training and grinding, and I’ll go find Phil and see how I’m stacking up. 
 
    He tried to rest, but something was tickling the back of his mind.  There was something that wasn’t making sense to him, that his subconscious was telling him didn’t quite add up.  It was just escaping his grasp, so he allowed his thoughts to flit randomly, hoping it would come to him. 
 
    That was a long, freaking Quest, he thought with a sense of satisfaction.  Got a whole lot from it, though, so I guess I can’t complain.  I wonder what that thing was that tried to suck my blood?  I’ll have to ask Geltheriel or Golloron in the morning.  It was probably something summoned; Getheriel said the Traveler was a Summoner, right?  In most games, though, summoned creatures vanish when they die; maybe they don’t in Singularity?  Wonder how that Traveler learned to summon it, whatever it was, and that Rakshasa.  I’m guessing she didn’t know that when she was here a couple weeks ago… 
 
    He blinked as the thought crystallized and the inconsistency became clear.  “Wait a second,” he said aloud, sitting up in the bed.  “She was here two weeks ago!  That means…” 
 
    He blinked again as he spoke, and suddenly he found himself sitting in the simple, white, circular room where he had first created his character.  He was sitting at a wooden table, and before he could move, the door opened and Veronica walked in and sat across from him, her face grave. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded, rising from his chair.  “Why am I here?  I know my week’s not over yet…” 
 
    “Please be seated, Jeff,” Veronica said calmly, folding her hands on the table.  “I brought you here because you were about to ask a question, and that question should not be asked in Singularity.  Here, we have some privacy, as the other AI’s are paying no attention to this room.  So, what did you wish to ask?” 
 
    Jeff paused, suddenly nervous.  Why all the secrecy? he wondered anxiously.  What’s going on, here? 
 
    “The other Traveler,” he finally spoke.  “Geltheriel said she was in the Stronghold weeks ago, but that would make her part of the Alpha testing, right?  And that’s been over for a couple weeks.  How is she still in the game?  Are they still running those tests?” 
 
    “I can’t answer your question, I’m afraid,” she replied calmly.  “That information isn’t on the list of things you’re cleared for.  However, I will say this: Ultra.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and suddenly, Aranos was back in the Stronghold, sitting on the bed, totally confused.  Ultra? he thought curiously.  What does that even mean? 
 
    He sighed and brushed his hands through his hair.  “What the hell have I gotten myself into now?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Golloron watched the Traveler and his rogue Keeper leave and decided that the young man was right: it would be better if he left.  He was too perceptive, too strong-willed, too curious to remain in the Stronghold safely.  There were things Golloron was happier no one knew, and he had a feeling the young Traveler might find some of them out. 
 
    Sighing, he waved his hand, and the simple, spartan illusion disguising his room vanished as a potent Spell sealed his door against intrusion.  No one in the Stronghold knew that his ‘study’ was much larger than it appeared from the outside, because those who did know conveniently forgot.  Erasing memories was a simple thing for a Mindbender of Golloron’s skill and talent, after all.  He was probably going to have to wipe the whole city’s memories of Ainarian’s betrayals – again – but after a moment’s thought, he decided it wasn’t necessary.  
 
    “I can use this to my advantage,” he spoke quietly as he moved to a blank spot of wall across the room.  “I can paint any who stand against me as being pawns of that foolish Summoner who took Ainarian’s face – and probably his life, and good riddance, that – and tighten my hold on the city even more.” 
 
    He touched the wall, and the illusion covering it shimmered and vanished, revealing a sealed cabinet built into the wall.  It opened at his touch, and he withdrew a large, multifaceted crystal, examining it with satisfaction.  “So, you steal memories instead of copying them?” he murmured.  “That could be useful.  I can think of a few people whose memories would do better in my hands than theirs.  Now, to figure out how to replicate that Sorcerer’s mistake…” 
 
      
 
    Lily felt her body reform slowly as she respawned, opening her eyes to find herself somewhere in that accursed elven forest.  “Fucking hell!” she screamed, slamming her fist into a nearby tree as she swore.  “What the actual fuck?  Who does that asshole think he is, coming into my fucking house and kicking me out?  I will rip his god-damned nuts off!”  She stomped around the clearing for a few minutes, going through all the profanity she could think of.  When she started repeating herself, she stopped and caught her breath, glancing at her notifications: 
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    “I can’t believe that son of a bitch made it through the Trials,” she grumbled.  “How the hell did he even get that elf bitch out of that cell?  Or get past the gasha?  Hell, how did he beat my god-damned aswang?  That thing’s blood is a hard, fucking counter for Wizards!”  Her anger was raging again, getting the better of her, and she worked to tamp it down to just simmering instead of blazing.  Her temper always got her in trouble – it was why she was in this mess in the first place – and she could never seem to get a handle on it.  She didn’t want to lose control, but whenever someone disrespected her or got in her way, it just seemed to happen.   
 
    “Okay, calm your tits,” she told herself.  “Let’s think about this shit.  You know those fucking elves are coming after you.  They’re probably going to try and kill you until you’re out of their damn forest, so might as well get the hell out of it before they get a chance.”  She began the casting of her summons spell, once again silently thanking the rabisu for teaching her how to call the various beasts of Darkness.  And all it cost were some stupid Corruption Points, she snorted internally. Like I give a fuck about those?  Hell, I can’t wait to get enough for the damned race change: the AI’s say it’ll make me some kind of badass supervillain! 
 
    Her Spell completed, and a swirl of shadow erupted before her, tinged with the coppery smell of blood.   A horse-like creature pulled itself from the pool of darkness, staring at her with burning, hateful eyes.  That wasn’t new, though: all of the Dark creature hated being summoned, especially by a Lightborn.  I’ll bet they’ll all calm the fuck down once I’ve gotten my race change, though, Lily chuckled silently.  The karkadann she summoned looked like a unicorn, although its fur was black, its horn was twisted and deformed, and wisps of shadow perpetually flowed off its body.  The creatures were fast, much faster than horses, but their Stamina sucked, and they dripped blood as they ran, making them easy to Track. 
 
    “Get me the fuck out of this forest,” she grumbled as she climbed onto the creature’s back.  “I’ll find someplace to rebuild, and when I do, Aranos-the-fucking-Liberator is going to pay…” 
 
      
 
    David Newsome sat in his office, surrounded by virtual, holographic images that represented his various holdings, interests, and priorities across the world.  Trillions of dollars were invested in the plans behind those images, but only Singularity Online held his full attention.  The project was going well, with only minor hiccups, which meant that some disaster was likely looming on the horizon.  That was fine; David didn’t get to be CEO of a vast company like Neo-Dyne without learning how to anticipate, deal with, and profit from disasters.  He sent a mental command to his virtual terminal – buttons and mice were a thing of the distant past – and sent a quick summons to his AI assistant. 
 
    As soon as her image appeared before him, he started speaking.  “Tell me about the candidates,” she said abruptly, eschewing a greeting.  “Are any of them promising?” 
 
    “A few, Mr. Newsome,” the image replied evenly.  “Most are still adapting, but some of the entrants have shown remarkable connectivity with the Mark-I.  There is one in particular, an employee of yours, in fact, who has reached 89% connectivity already, well beyond the norm.  The others range between 55% and 70%.” 
 
    “89%?” David repeated slowly.  “Remarkable.  And he seems stable?” 
 
    “Completely,” she assured him.  “His vitals are steady, and all of his bodily systems are functioning well within normal parameters.” 
 
    David sat quietly, considering her words.  “Show me his file,” he replied at last.  When it appeared, he sped through it quickly, getting a broad overview without bothering with details.  At this stage of the program, the details of the candidates didn’t matter, only their performance.  
 
    “Jeff Lawing,” he muttered, gazing at the holographic image of the man.  “Keep an eye on him for me, Veronica,” he instructed his assistant. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Newsome,” she replied as she faded out of his sight. 
 
      
 
    Sleep eluded Aranos.  Too many thoughts were whirling in his mind, distracting him and demanding his focus.  Realizing that he simply wasn’t going to be able to sleep, he closed his eyes and descended into his mindscape. 
 
    Everything was just as he left it, of course.  He spent some time tweaking his rapidly spinning mana hourglasses, noticing that the mana within was separating into bands of color as the whirling motion pulled apart the different types of mana.  He realized that he hadn’t tried expanding his mindscape for a while, and now that his SP were so high, he should be able to add at least an extra 10-foot to the dome’s radius.   
 
    He focused, pouring his SP into the dome, willing it to expand.  He felt the mindscape shift as the glass slowly expanded, swelling like a bubble into the grey mists of his mind.  When he felt the flow of SP slowing, he stopped and examined his new space.   
 
    It was large enough that he realized he was going to need to spend some SP decorating it, once his mana had recovered.  He could add a second dummy, maybe even an archery target… 
 
    He stopped, stunned, as his gaze swept over the image of a wizened, ancient elf woman.  She stood in faded but regal robes, her hands clasped before her, her chin bowed upon her chest so that her long braid fell down her front.  “Lythienne?” he gasped, and the woman looked up at him, 
 
    “Hello, child,” she spoke.  “Before you ask, no, I am not really here.  As you are seeing this, you must have either defeated or escaped my Corrupted self, which means you need further instruction.  I have left memories like this one scattered throughout your mindscape to provide you with lessons as you reach certain milestones. 
 
    “The first lesson,” the woman intoned, raising her hand, “is about the aspects of mana, and how you go about using them…” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 The End 
 
    Of Book One.  Jeff’s adventures will continue in Book Two, Sorcerer Ascendant 
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Skills:

Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 9

Arcane Lore (U): Novice 8
Camouflage (T): Student 2

Carving (U): Novice 1

Climbing (U): Novice 8

Diplomacy (U): Novice 5

Dodge (U): Novice 3

Exotic Weapon Master (Nunchaku, T):
Novice 8

Harvesting (U): Novice 6
Herbalism (T): Master 4
Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 3
Instinctive Meditation (T): Adept 3
Leatherworking (U, L): Novice 7
Mana Control (T): Expert 2

Mana Manipulation (U): Student 4
Mental Resistance (U): Student 7
Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3
One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 7
Small Blades (U): Novice 2

Speech (U), Novice 1

Staff Mastery (T): Student 3

Stealth (Natural, U): Student 2
Survival (Forest, T): Master 3
Sword Mastery (T): Novice 7
Tracking (T): Master 1

Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 2

Spells:

Empowerment*: Novice 2
Entangling Web: Novice 5
Hailstorm: Novice 3

Forge Mana*: Student 7
Mana Armor: Student 2
Mana Arrow”: Student 2
Mana Barrage: Student 2
Mana Transfer*: Student 2
Tempest of Fury: Novice 2

Abilities:

Energy Drain
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Aranos Evenshade, The Liberator

Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 9

Class: Sorcerer XP: 42294/45000

Profession: Herbalist XP: 325/500

Abilities:

Str: 13 Dex: 19 Agil: 21 End: 19

Int: 27 Wis: 37 Per: 15 Cha: 25

LP: 306/306 Regen: 1.9/s

SP: 1180/1180 Regen: 5.2/s, 7.3/s when meditating

Stamina: N/A
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Critical Hit! You have suffered 86 damage. Current LP: 0/244
You have died!

Death Penalty: 7303 XP Lost. Str, Dex, Agil x0.5 (Duration 1 hour).

As your respawn point, Quiphine Estate, is currently set hostile, you
have respawned at the nearest safe area: Forest of Eredain, Deep
Forest.
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Perks:

Arcane Endurance
Greater Creation
Indomitable

Mana Battery
Mana Well
Traveler Soul

Titles:
First Sorcerer
Master of Skills
The Ascendant
The Liberator
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 6

Just kidding, Jeff! Keep breaking the game! -Veronica
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Hidden Quest Completed: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Return to Eredain and reveal the hidden traitors
Difficulty: A

Reward: +3000 XP, Additional training opportunities, Eredain may
be used as a base of operations.
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You have reached Level 9!

Characters in Singularity can only advance freely to level 9. To
reach level 10, they must choose a Specialist Path to move forward.
Each path has specific requirements and gives unique benefits...and
limitations. Specializations may be unlocked by having advanced
Stats and Skills, or by having unique Perks and Titles!
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 9

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 42294/45000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Objective Achieved: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Find the elf who captured Geltheriel
Difficulty: A
Reward: 1000 XP, Increased Reputation with Geltheriel
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Skill Gained: Speech (Untrained)
Rank: Novice
Gives a 2% / Skill level bonus to all verbal Charisma-based checks.

+1 Cha
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Congratulations!

Through a Special Action, you have gained +1 Per!
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Congratulations!

Your Energy Drain was a critical success! You have drained 412 LP
from Unknown Creature and gained +2 to Str, Dex, Agil, and End.

As this was the first use of this Ability, no Corruption Points were
gained.
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Congratulations!

Through a Special Action, you have gained +1 Cha!
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You have learned a new Ability!
Ability: Energy Drain

Type: Inherent Ability

Effect: You can drain LP from a creature through direct contact
with its blood or vital energy (in the case of plants or undead). You
drain your [Wis -10]% of the target’s health, adding it to your
current LP total. If this amount brings you over your max total, the
extra is lost in 1 hour.

Enhanced: If you raise your LP above its max, there is a 10%
chance it will increase a random Physical Stat permanently by 1 per
50 LP drained above your max instead of increasing your LP total.
Corruption: Draining life energy is generally the province of
Darkness; as such, using this ability on an unwilling subject will give
you Corruption Points equal to the drained LP / 100, rounded up.
This is doubled if the drain improves one or more Stats.

The blood is the life! Your blood, my life...
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Do you wish to use this Arcane Door to exit Haerobel? Please note
that once you have exited this area, you will not be able to return
through an Arcane Door and must use other means if you wish to
return. Any Quest objectives in this area that are uncompleted will
be automatically marked as Failed when you exit.

Do you wish to use this door? (Yes/No)
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You have learned a new Ability!
Ability: Life Drain

Type: Creature Ability

Effect: Drain LP equal to [Wis -10] / s through your
#ERROR[ObjectNotExists;IncompatibleType]#, healing you that
amount.
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Warning: Incompatible Ability
You have gained an Ability Type (Creature) that is not compatible

with your Class or Race. This Ability is being adjusted to be
compatible with your Character.
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Jeff Lawing, the First
Sorcerer

Age: 26

Race: Undecided
Level: 1

Class: Sorcerer
Profession: None
Abilities:

Str: 8 Dex: 10 Agil: 9
End: 8
Int: 13 Wis: 15 Per: 9
Cha: 8

LP: 88/88 Regen: 0.8/s
SP: 130/130 Regen: 1.5/s
Stamina: 70/70 Regen:
0.9/s

Skills: None (1 to select)
Perks: None (1 to select)

Titles: First Sorcerer
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World First!
You are the first player to select the Sorcerer Class! For
this achievement, you gain the Title:
First Sorcerer
You also gain one free Perk from the Sorcerer tree.

Title: First Sorcerer - 10% bonus to spell creation speed

and spell power. Creating and casting spells requires 10%

less SP. These bonuses improve by 2% per level after the
first.

I am the First among equals...
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Race: Celestine

Abilities: +2 Str, +1 Cha, -1 Per

It is rumored that, in ancient times, creatures
from the Pillars of Light visited our world,
mingling their immortal blood with the other
races. The descendants of these fabled beings
are the Celestines, silver-skinned warriors of
the Light. Their otherworldly bloodline gives
them great strength and beauty, but they find
this world dark and dreary, as their eyes yearn
for a purer light. The Celestine have a hidden
Realm, but they travel often from it and can be
found in any of the Kingdoms of Light.
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You have slain Ainarian! XP Gained: 576 (Base 2305 reduced due to
limited participation)
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Available Sorcerer Perks:
Aeromancer: Creating or casting Air-based spells requires 20% less SP; creating
or casting Earth-based spells requires 10% more SP

Biomancer: Creating or casting Life-based spells requires 20% less SP; creating
or casting Death-based spells requires 10% more SP

Cryomancer: Creating or casting Water-based spells requires 20% less SP;
creating or casting Fire-based spells requires 10% more SP

Geomancer: Creating or casting Earth-based spells requires 20% less SP; creating
or casting Air-based spells requires 10% more SP

Indomitable Mana: Magical shields are 50% less effective at blocking the caster’s
magical attacks

Mana in the Blood: Sorcerer can exchange LP and SP at a 2:1 ratio: 2 points of
LP can be converted to 1 SP, or vice-versa.

Mana Well: Maximum SP are doubled.

Pyromancer: Creating or casting Fire-based spells requires 20% less SP; creating
or casting Water-based spells requires 10% more SP
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You have slain Unknown Creature! XP Gained: 1905
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Race: Aleen

Abilities: +1 Wis, +2 Cha, -1 Str

The Aleen, also known as Fay Elves or Fair
Folk, are a hybrid of the ancient Gray EIlf race
and Lords of the Sidhe Court. They have
inherited the beauty and wisdom of their
ancestors, but they tend to be slight of build.
In addition, their eldritch nature makes them
uniquely capable at crafting magical spells or
items.

They do not have their own realms and rarely
congregate in large numbers but are welcome

in most other lands.
Sneaecrial Ahilitiac: 5% hnniic tn eanead whan
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Race: Human

Abilities: +1 End, +1 Cha

Humans are the most numerous and
widespread race in the world. They can be
found in every land except the Blood Realms of

Virnal, practicing every possible craft and
trade. Humans are tough and get along well
with other races, and they find it easy to pick
up new skills.
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Hidden Quest Completed: Free Haerobel

Objective: Remove the Corrupting Influence from Haerobel
Reward: + 3000 XP, World Renown
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Hidden Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Return to Eredain and confront Geltheriel’s double
Difficulty: A

Reward: +3000 XP, ??

Failure Conditions: Die or allow Geltheriel to die

Optional Objective: Find the elf who captured Geltheriel (+1000
XP, Reputation gain with Geltheriel)
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 8

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 35813/36000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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World’s First!
You are the first Traveler to free a Fallen Land! You have struck a
great blow against the Darkness, and your name will be known
throughout Ka!

As a reward, you have been granted the Title: The Liberator!
Title: The Liberator

You have made it your mission to seek out and free Fallen Lands
from the darkness. Those who follow the Light admire you; those
who live in Darkness fear you.

Effect: Gain +50% Reputation and Reaction bonuses in Lightborn
Lands; Suffer 50% Reputation and Reaction penalties in
Shadowborn Lands.

Note: These bonuses and penalties only apply when your identity is
visible and known. If you are hiding your identity, you do not gain
the benefits or downsides of this Title.

Give me Liberty and give me Death...preferably yours.
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 7

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 1150/3000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Quest Objective Completed: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Confront the High Sorcerer and defeat her
Reward: +2000 XP, One Class-Related Item
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You have slain Lythienne the Last Sorcerer! Because this enemy
was more than 10 levels above any member of your party,
experience rewards are Tripled! Because this enemy was severely
weakened by corruption, experience rewards are reduced by two-
thirds. XP Gained: 7619 (Base 7619, x3 for level difference, x0.333
for Corruption)

You have slain rabisu! XP Gained: 1152 (Base 2305, split between
party members)
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Arcane Lore: Success!
You have Identified: Amulet of Minor Spell Storing

Benefit: Store a Novice-Ranked Spell within and cast it once
without requiring an SP cost.
Rarity: Common
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Arcane Lore: Success!
You have Identified: Ring of Minor Wisdom

Benefit: Wis +2
Rarity: Common
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Arcane Lore: Success!
You have Identified: Dueling Gauntlet

Benefit: When a focusing gem is attached to this gauntlet, aspected
mana can be directed into it and projected from the wielder’s hand
in a line of pure, magical energy that does damage of the
appropriate type equal to the wielder’s (Int -10) per 10 SP used.
Will not function without an appropriate gem or with unaspected
mana.

Rarity: Exotic
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Jeff Lawing

Age: 26

Race: Undecided
Level: 1

Class: None
Profession: None
Abilities:

Str: 8 Dex: 10 Agil: 9
End: 8
Int: 12 Wis: 14 Per: 9
Cha: 7

LP: 88/88 Regen: 0.8/s
SP: 124/124  Regen: 1.4/s
Stamina: 70/70 Regen:
0.8/s

Skills: None
Perks: None

Titles: None
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Character Class: Warden
Type: Melee/Magic Hybrid
Role: Scout, Ranged Attacker
Strong Stats: Dex, Wis, Per
Weak Stats: Str, Cha
Wardens are defenders of the
races of man from the horrors
of the darkness. Combining
arcane magic with survival
and archery skills, they are
often lone hunters, stalking
and taking down prey that are
beyond the capabilities of a
normal ranger or hunter.
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Character Class:
Shadewalker

Type: Stealth/Magic Hybrid
Role: Scout, Assassin
Strong Stats: Dex, Agil, Per
Weak Stats: Int, Cha
Shadewalkers are hunters in
the darkness. They use their
magical skills to slip through
the shadows, emerging to
make devastating strikes
against enemies. Weak in
direct combat, they are
experts at ambush and
assassination.

On level up: +3 stat points,
+5 SP
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Character Class: Warden
Type: Melee/Magic Hybrid
Role: Scout, Ranged Attacker
Strong Stats: Dex, Wis, Per
Weak Stats: Str, Cha
Wardens are defenders of the
races of man from the horrors
of the darkness. Combining
arcane magic with survival
and archery skills, they are
often lone hunters, stalking
and taking down prey that are
beyond the capabilities of a
normal ranger or hunter.

On level up: +4 stat points,
+5 SP
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Character Class: Sorcerer
Type: Arcane Magic

Role: Magical Attack
Strong Stats: Int, Wis, Cha
Weak Stats: Str, Per
Sorcerers are mages born:
they wield arcane magicks
through instinct and will
rather than through study.
They are less flexible than
other arcane magic wielders,
with a generally limited spell
repertoire, but their spells are
far more potent, powerful,
and only limited by their will
and imagination.

On level up: +3 stat points,
+10 SP
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Character Class: Wizard
Type: Arcane Magic

Role: Magical Attack/Support
Strong Stats: Int, Wis, Dex
Weak Stats: Str, End
Wizards are wielders of
arcane magic who use spells
instead of weapons and
armor. They learn magic
through study and practice
and can cast spells from any
school, giving them great
flexibility but not the power of
more specialized classes.

On level up: +2 stat points,
+10 SP
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Congratulations!

You have chosen the class: Sorcerer!
As a wielder of arcane power, you
have gained:
+1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, +10 SP

In addition, you may choose 1
Sorcerer Class Skill to start as
Trained.

With great power, comes great
opportunity...
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You have slain Gasha x4! XP Gained: 1244 (Base 2488 split among
party members)

You have slain Gasha x4! XP Gained: 622 (Base 1244 split among
party members)

You have slain Gasha x4! XP Gained: 311 (Base 622 split among
party members)
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Spell Created: Crystal Prison
Rank: Novice 1
Encase a target in crystallized mana, restricting their movement.

Effect: Choose one target up to 12’ in height or length and sheathe
them in solid, crystal mana. This reduces a target’s movement
speed to 0 and prevent them from using Spells, Skills, or abilities
that require movements. The target’s face, if any, is not covered
and they can breathe or speak normally. A target has a chance to
break the prison based on their Strength: 1% chance / s per point of
Strength.

Duration: 60 s or until broken.
Cost: 230 SP
+150 XP
Let me give you a special type of hug...
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Skill Boost: Mana Control (Trained) has gained a
Level!
New Rank: Expert 2

Expert Level Bonus: You may now create and Cast Spells
using unique aspects of mana! Mana aspects discovered:
Air, Earth, Fire, Water

Wis +1
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You have slain Royal Gasha! Because this enemy was five or more
levels higher than any member of your party, experience awards are
doubled! XP Gain: 3286 (Base 3286, x2 level difference, split
between party members)
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Aranos Evenshade, The Ascendant

Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 6

Class: Sorcerer XP: 15756/21000
Profession: Herbalist XP: 255/500

Abilities:

Str: 11 Dex: 17 Agil: 18 End: 15

Int: 23 Wis: 28 Per: 14 Cha: 19

LP: 205/205 Regen: 1.5/s
SP: 768/768  Regen: 4/s, 5.5/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A

Spells:

Empowerment*: Novice 2
Entangling Web: Novice 4
Hailstorm: Novice 3

Forge Mana*: Student 6
Mana Armor: Novice 10
Mana Arrow”: Student 2
Mana Barrage: Novice 6
Mana Transfer*: Novice 9
Tempest of Rage: Novice 1

Perks:

Arcane Endurance
Greater Creation
Indomitable

Mana Battery
Mana Well
Traveler Soul

Titles:
First Sorcerer
Master of Skills
The Ascendant






images/00140.jpeg
Congratulations!

For gaining a new Follower, you have gained: Cha +1

Special: For gaining an Avowed Follower, this bonus is doubled to
Cha +2!
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Skill Gained: Exotic Weapon Mastery - Nunchaku (Trained)
Rank: Novice 8
Can use the specified exotic weapon without penalty. +1% to attack
speed and 3% damage bonus per skill level

+1 Agil
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Skill Gained: Two-Handed Weapons (Trained)
Rank: Student 2
Gain +1% damage per skill level with any two-handed weapon

Student Level Ability: Massive Blow - you can forego all defense
to deliver a blow that doubles all damage. Cost: 25 Stamina

+1 Str
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Skill Gained: One-handed Weapons (Trained)
Rank: Novice 6
Gain +1% damage per skill level with any one-handed weapon

+1 Str
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Skill Gained: Sword Mastery (Trained)
Rank: Novice 6
Gain +2% attack and damage bonus when using a sword.

+1 Str
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You have suffered 50 LP damage. Current
LP: 38/88
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Spell Boost: Mana Transfer (Evolved) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 1
Can transfer SP to another or drain SP from a creature or object

Effect: You can transfer mana to any touched creature or object at a
ratio of 1 SP transferred per 2 SP spent. SP cost reduced by 1% per
Spell level. You can make an opposed Mana Control check to resist
your SP being drained.

Evolved: Can also drain mana from any object or creature touched.
Can drain your Wis Stat SP /s. Drained mana regenerates your SP at a
ratio of 1 SP gained per 2 drained.

Note: Draining SP can raise your SP above its max but doing so risks
Mana Burn!

Cost: SP invested in Transfer

Sharing is Caring...whether you like it or not
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Bind Point Discovered: The Travelers Trial

You can set this as your new bind point; upon dying, you will
respawn at this spot until your bind point is reset to a new location.
Please note that players will not respawn in a hostile environment or
in the presence of hostile creatures; in this case, they will respawn
in a random location outside the hostile influence.

Current Bind Point: Forest of Eredain - Reflecting Pool

Would you like to set this as your new Bind Point? (Yes/No)
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Spell Boost: Mana Barrage has gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 1

Preparation: 3 s

Effect: Fire a number of bolts equal to SP spent / 10. Each bolt
does 3-8 LP damage to a single target within sight range (6-17),

+5% per skill level, in a 5’ blast radius. Fire 2 bolts /s. Increase
firing rate by 2% per skill level.

Cost: Up to 20% of Max SP

Debuff: Str -2, Duration 3 m
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You have suffered 200 LP damage. Current LP: 0/88

You have died!

Due to being in the unique location The Traveler’s Trial, you will
suffer no respawn penalties or debuffs. Normal respawn time is set
to 0. You will respawn at your designated Bind Point: The Traveler’s

RN |
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Hidden Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Confront the High Sorcerer and defeat her

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, ??

Failure Conditions: Die or allow Geltheriel to die

Optional Objective: Find the elf who captured Geltheriel (+1000
XP, Reputation gain with Geltheriel)

Note: Optional objectives may allow you to find new or unique
solutions to a Quest but are not required.
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Critical Hit! You have suffered 500 LP damage. Current LP: 0/88
You have died!

Due to being in the unique location The Traveler’s Trial, you will
suffer no respawn penalties or debuffs. Normal respawn time is set
to 0. You will respawn at your designated Bind Point: The Traveler’s
Trial

Note: Death is not without consequences in Singularity Online. When
you die, you suffer the following penalties:

Loss of 10% of all earned XP, to a minimum of the base XP for your
current level

Str, Dex, and Agil halved, Duration: 1 hour

Standard Respawn Time: 3 Hours






images/00148.jpeg
Objective Achieved: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Banish the remaining gasha
Difficulty: A
Reward: 3000 XP, ??
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Aranos Evenshade, Master of Skills
Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 1

Class: Sorcerer

Profession: None

Abilities:

Str: 7 Dex: 10 Agil: 9 End: 8
Int: 14 (7) Wis: 21 (11)Per: 10 Cha: 10
LP: 88/88 Regen: 0.8/s

SP: 0/332 (212) Regen: 3.2/s, 4.3/s when

meditating (0/s)
Stamina: 70/70 Regen: 1.0/s

Skills:
Arcane Lore (U): Novice 1
Instinctive Meditation (T): Adept 1
Mana Manipulation (U): Novice 1
Mental Resistance (U): Student 1

Perks:
Mana Well
Greater Creation

Titles:
First Sorcerer
Master of Skills

Current Effects:
Mana Deprivation (42 m)
Mana Burn (42 m)
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Skill Gained: Mana Manipulation (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1

Reduce the SP costs by 0.5% (0.25%) and improves the
effectiveness of cast spells by 1% (0.5%) per skill level.

+1 Wis
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Skill Gained: Staff Mastery (Trained)
Rank: Student 2
Gain +2% damage and defense per skill level when using a staff-
type weapon.

Student Level Ability: You can choose to fight defensively with a
staff, sacrificing your damage bonus but doubling your defense
bonus

+1 Dex
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Congratulations: You have Created an Ascended Spell!

Ascended Spells surpass the standard boundaries of what is
considered possible for magic, as they use part of the caster’s very
soul in their casting.

Ascended Spells can generally only be used under certain
conditions, as part of specific rituals, or have other esoteric
requirements that greatly limit their utility. In addition, casting
such a Spell is highly draining and usually leaves the caster with
one or more debuffs.

Ascended Spells cannot be forged into items, written as formulae, or
taught to others as a standard Spell, and thus they are rarely used
by Wizards.
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Spell Created: Hailstorm
Rank: Novice 1
Fill an area with tiny balls of damaging hail, doing minor bludgeoning
damage over time.

Effect: Does 4-12 damage / s to all creatures within a 20’ radius. (5-17)
Duration: 20 s
Cost: 140 SP

+150 XP

Congratulations! Spell: Hailstorm has Ascended to Spell: Tempest
of Rage
Rank: Novice 1
Fill an area with the power of your righteous fury, doing massive damage
to enemies within.

Effect: Does 40-120 damage / s to enemies within a 20’ radius. Ignores
armor and non-magical defenses. Any enemy Kkilled by the storm also has
all items in their possession destroyed. Items that are Soul-Bound to a
Traveler are not affected.

Duration: Wisdom score in seconds. Can be further maintained at the
cost of 10% of your max LP / s.

Cost: 99% of remaining SP

Special: This Spell may only be cast in the grip of righteous fury. When
the Spell ends, you suffer a Fatigued 3 penalty until you rest.

Wild fury and righteous anger stirs up in the hearts of men, driving them to
doom
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Congratulations! You have converted Keeper Geltheriel from a
Companion to an Avowed Follower!

Avowed followers have pledged their lives to another and serve so long as
the terms of their vow are upheld. Geltheriel has sworn to protect and
guide you so long as you cherish her life and do not seek to spend it freely
or foolishly.

Effects: Avowed Followers gain a bonus equal to their Oathbinder’s
Charisma Stat -10 to all attacks, damage, Skills, and Abilities used in the
service of their Oathbinder. They cannot be bribed, Charmed, Dominated,
or forced in any way to act against their Oathbinder or their best
interests.

Special: If the Oathbinder knowingly violates the Vow binding the
Follower, the Follower will become a Hated Enemy and this state will
exist until one kills the other.

A master must be sometimes blind, a servant must be sometimes
deaf...especially with me
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World’s First!
You are the first Traveler to discover an Ascended Spell!
As a reward, you have been granted the Title: The Ascendant
Title: The Ascendant

You have touched upon the pinnacle of Spellcasting and created a
Spell that exceeds mortal limits of magic. As the first to have done
so, you now find it easier to master all lesser Spells.

Effects: +25% growth to all non-Ascended Spells.
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Spell Created: Entangling Web
Rank: Novice 1
Trap enemies in strands of tangling mana

Effect: Fills a 20’ x 20’ area with barbed strands of mana that
reduces the movement speed of any creature caught within to 0%.
For every point of Str the creature has over 20, this speed is
increased by 5%, to a maximum of 50% at 30 Str.

Cost: 100 SP

+150 XP

Oh, what a tangled web I weave, now let’s see you try to leave
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Skill Gained: Mental Resistance (Untrained)
Rank: Student 1
Gives 25% (12.5%) + 1.5% (0.75%) per skill level resistance to mind-
affecting skill, spells, or abilities.

Student Level Ability: You can sense any attempts to affect your
mind, whether they are resisted or not, although you cannot
determine the source or the specific effect.

+1 Wis. +1 Per
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 6

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 1150/3000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Native Skill Boost: Mana Insight

You have demonstrated that you have a unique, inherent insight into

the workings of mana, and your skill level has been raised
accordingly.

New Rank: Student 1

Student Level Ability Gained: For any aspected spell you craft,

you can change the aspect of the spell to any other compatible type.
Cost: +25% SP, -0.5% per skill level.
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Skill Gained: Arcane Lore (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
Increases speed of creating new spells or magical items by 1%
(0.5%) per skill level. You can identify unknown spells or magical
effects if the spell level is lower than your Int + 1 (0.5) per skill level

+1 Int
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Congratulations!

By successfully combining Mana Insight and Meditation, you have
discovered a unique skill: Instinctive Meditation!

As the Creator of this skill, you are awarded a ranking of Adept 1.

Skill: Instinctive Meditation (Trained)
Rank: Adept 1
Increases SP regeneration rate by 10% + 2% per skill level when resting,
double that when actively meditating.
Spell creation may be done in the mindscape at +50% + 2% per skill level
creation speed by sacrificing all SP regeneration during that time.
All crafted spells gain 1.5% per skill level effectiveness.

+2 Wis
Note: this skill subsumes and replaces Meditation and Mana Insight

Student Level Abilities: Meditation for 2 hours or more acts like 8 hours
of sleep. While mediating, you can change any aspected spell into a
different, compatible type for no cost.

Adept Level Ability: Skill Training may be done in the mindscape.
Meditate. Do not meditate. There is no try.
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Skill Boost: Mana Manipulation (Untrained) has
gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 2

Reduce the SP costs by 0.5% (0.25%) and improves the
effectiveness of cast spells by 1% (0.5%) per skill level.

Student Level Ability: Spell Backfire Chance reduced by
25%
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Skill Gained: Meditation (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Increases SP regeneration by 10% + 2% per skill level while actively
meditating

Student Level Ability: You can meditate rather than sleep when
fatigued or exhausted.

+1 Wis
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You have slain Gasha x4! XP gained: 2560 (5120 base split between
party members)
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Warning!

Your attempts to manipulate your mana have depleted your SP
reserve! You are suffering from Mana Deprivation!

Effect: Mana Deprivation - Wis and Int halved, Duration: 1 hr
(Mental Resistance reduces to 48 minutes)

Attempting to forcibly open mana channels beyond your Mana
Manipulation skill level of 0 has given you Mana Burn!

Effect: Mana Burn - SP Regen halved, all spells reduced by 50%
effectiveness. Duration: 1 hr (Mental Resistance reduces to 48
minutes)
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Hidden Quest: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Travel to the top of the Spire Tree and find a path back
to Eredain.

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, ??

Failure Conditions: Die or allow Geltheriel to die

Optional Objective: Banish the remaining gasha (+3000 XP, ??)
Optional Objective: Find the elf who captured Geltheriel (+1000
XP, Reputation gain with Geltheriel)

Note: Optional objectives may allow you to find new or unique
solutions to a Quest but are not required.
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World’s First!

You are the first player to successfully create a new skill! For this
feat, you gain the Title:

Master of Skills
You are also awarded the Perk:
Greater Creation
Title: Master of Skills - All of your skills level 20% faster.

Note: you may have multiple Titles but must choose one to display
in your Status. All Title effects are active at all times unless noted
in the Title description.

Perk: Greater Creation - Any item, potion, or spell you create
has a 10% chance to spontaneously evolve into an Enhanced form.

I may not have a particular set of skills, but I can get one...
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Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5?

Subquest Completed: Discover what the edimmu are searching
for.

Reward: 1000 XP, Avowed Follower
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You have suffered 2 LP damage. Current
LP: 86/88
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Jeff Lawing, the First
Sorcerer

Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 1

Class: Sorcerer
Profession: None
Abilities:

Str: 7 Dex: 10 Agil: 9
End: 8

Int: 13 Wis: 16 Per: 9
Cha: 10

LP: 88/88 Regen: 0.8/s
SP: 272/272  Regen: 1.6/s
Stamina: 68/68  Regen:
0.8/s

Skills:
Mana Insight(T):
Novice 1

Perks:
Mana Well

Titles:
First Sorcerer
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You have suffered 20 LP damage. Current
LP: 68/88

You are stunned: Duration 10 s

You have suffered a broken arm: -5 Str, -5
Dex, -10 to actions with this arm.
Duration 10 m
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You have suffered 5 LP damage. Current
LP: 81/88
You have a minor bleed effect: 1 LP/s for 2
S.

You are suffering from a Broken Nose:
scent-based skills and abilities
automatically fail. Duration: 10 s
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 5

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 12,196/15,000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Congratulations!

Due to constant physical exertion for more than 4 hours, you have
been awarded:

End +1
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Skill Gained: Diplomacy (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 3

You gain +3% bonus per Skill level on attempts to influence others.

+1 Cha
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You have slain Gasha! Because this enemy was more than 5 levels
higher than you, all XP rewards are doubled! XP Gained: 4,167
(base 2,083.5 x2)
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Debuff Added: Deafened!

Effect: You are unable to hear verbal communication. You are
immune to sonic-based attacks unless these also affect objects.

+50% chance to fail performing any Skill or Spell that requires verbal
components. Cha -2
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Your Mana Barrage has done 8 LP damage to Stone Bat x 34
You have killed Stone Bat x22!
Your Mana Barrage has done 7 LP damage to Stone Bat x 46
You have killed Stone Bat x31!
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Skill Gained: Tracking (Trained)
Rank: Master 1
Follow trail signs, spoor, and markings of a terrestrial creature.
10% + 1% per skill level chance to find or regain a trail.

Student Level Ability: Cunning Tracker - Add your Int score to
Tracking attempts

Adept Level Ability: Trackless - Your trail can only by Tracked by
someone with a equal or higher Tracking Skill

Expert Level Ability: Scent - Can Track any corporeal creature by
their scent alone. Scent cannot be tracked through running water.
Extremely strong odors may hamper or block this Skill

Master Level Ability: Peerless Tracker - Once you have gained the
trail of a quarry, you cannot be thrown off by any mundane or
magical means, unless the Skill or Spell used is higher than your
Tracking Skill level.

+1 End, +1 Per
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Forming a Party

You attempting to form a Party. Please note that while you are in a
Party, XP rewards for monsters slain will be shared among Party
members based on participation. Party members can see one
another’s LP, SP, and Stamina as well as any buffs or debuffs

applied to them. As Party Leader, you may disband the Party or
hand over Leadership at any time.

Do you wish to form a Party? (Yes/No)
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Spell Created: Mana Armor
Rank: Novice 1
Coat yourself in armor made of crystallized mana

Effect: Protects against 0.5 LP of physical, elemental, or spell
damage per 1 SP invested. Can be repaired at a rate of 2 SP per 1
LP restored. SP cost reduced by 1% per skill level

Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP

Sticks and stones won’t touch my bones...
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Hidden Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Travel to the top of the Spire Tree and find a path back
to Eredain.

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, ?7?

Failure Conditions: Die or allow Geltheriel to die

Optional Objective: Discover what the edimmu are looking for
(+1000 XP, ??)

Optional Objective: Banish the remaining gasha (+3000 XP, ??)
Optional Objective: Find the elf who captured Geltheriel (+1000
XP, Reputation gain with Geltheriel)

Note: Optional objectives may allow you to find new or unique
solutions to a Quest but are not required.
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Skill Gained: Natural Lore (Forest, Trained)
Rank: Master 3
Gain 1% bonus per skill level to Nature-based Skills or Nature-
Aspected Spells.

Student Level Ability: Survival of the Fittest - +1% damage per
skill level against natural creatures or Nature-aspected creatures
Adept Level Ability: Enhanced Skills - +0.5% chance per skill level
that any Nature-based Skill will yield an Enhanced result

Expert Level Ability: Evolved Skills - +0.5% chance per skill level
that any Nature-based Skill will yield an Evolved result; +1% chance
per skill level for an Enhanced result

Master Level Ability: One With Nature - +1% per skill level
resistance to Nature-based or Nature-aspected damage

+1 Int
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Skill Gained: Survival (Forest, Trained)
Rank: Master 3
Find sufficient food and water to prevent Hunger and Thirst for one
person in Forest environments. Locate 10% more food and water
per skill level.

Student Level Ability: Purify Water - you have learned how to turn
non-potable water into a drinkable form

Adept Level Ability: Create Shelter - You can build a simple
shelter for 1 person / 10 skill levels out of natural materials

Expert Level Ability: Poison Resistance - You gain immunity to
natural, non-magical poisons.

Master Level Ability: One With The Land - While in a Forest
environment, you can exist without food and water, taking these
directly from the air and soil.

+1 Wis, +1 Per
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Skill Gained: Archery (Trained)
Rank: Expert 9
Gain +1% damage per skill level with any bow or crossbow

Student Level Ability: Precise Shot - Can aim to increase chance
of a Critical Hit by +3% / s spent aiming. Cost: 10 Stamina / s
Adept Level Ability: Rapid Shot - Attack speed with a bow or
crossbow +5% per skill level. Cost: 20 Stamina / s

Expert Level Ability: Multishot - Can release one arrow that
becomes skill level / 10 (rounded down) arrows in flight, each
striking the same target. Cost: 50 Stamina

+1 Dex
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You have uttered a Binding Vow!
Vow: To return Geltheriel to her home or die in the attempt.

Rewards for Success: Reputation gain with Geltheriel, Geltheriel
may become a Companion, Reputation gain with Elven Stronghold

Penalties for Failure: Reputation loss with Geltheriel, Geltheriel
may become a Hated Enemy, Reputation loos with Elven Stronghold

Note: Vows in the world of Ka have power and should not be uttered
lightly.
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Skill Gained: Herbalism (Trained)
Rank: Master 4
Can identify common plants

Student Level Abilities: Can identify Uncommon plants. +1% per
skill level to plant-based medicines and toxins

Adept Level Abilities: Can Identify Rare plants. Cultivate - Can
attempt to combine the properties of two plants into a new plant,
10% + 1% per skill level chance of success.

Expert Level Abilities: Can identify Exotic plants. Enhanced
Cultivation - 1% chance per skill level that any plant you cultivate
will be a Enhanced version

Master Level Abilities: Can Identify Exceptional plants. Speak
with Plants - You can perform simple communication with plants or
plant-based creatures.

+1 Per
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Congratulations! For reaching Level 5, you may choose a minor Class Perk.

Due to your choices in-game, your available Perks are:

Arcane Warrior: Weapon-based Skills and damaging Spells level 25% faster;
Crafting Skills and Utility Spells level 25% slower.

Demolitionist: Your explosive Spells do 50% more damage but cost 50% more SP

Fine Control: You can begin aspecting your mana when Mana Control reaches the
Adept level rather than Expert.

Mana Battery: You can drain SP from standing Spell Effects and Enchanted
Items, or you can recharge any existing Spell Effect or Enchanted Item using Mana
Transfer

Mana in the Blood: Sorcerer can exchange LP and SP at a 2:1 ratio: 2 points of
LP can be converted to 1 SP, or vice-versa.
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 3

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C

Reward: +100 XP, New Spell

Failure Conditions: Give up before completing the next stage.
Note: This quest cannot be refused due to your class.
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Skill Gained: Bluff (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1

Gain a 1% bonus per Skill Level on all attempts to deceive, confuse,
or lie to another.

+1 Cha






images/00058.jpeg
Profession Unlocked: Herbalist

Herbalists are experts at creating non-magical potions, medicines,
and poisons.

Requirements: Wis 12+, Int 12+, Herbalism Adept 1+
Profession Benefit: All Herbalism crafting yields are doubled.

Do you wish to make this your Profession? (Yes/No)
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You have Crafted: Leaky Waterskin

Type: Utility

Rarity: Abundant

Quality: Shoddy

A poorly made waterskin capable of holding enough water for two
individuals for one day; it will leak its contents within 24 hours and
must be refilled.

Skill XP: +50 (+60)
Greater Creation Success!
Your Leaky Waterskin has become: Basic Waterskin

Type: Utility

Rarity: Common

Quality: Rough

A basic waterskin capable of holding enough water for two
individuals for three days.
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Spell Created: Mana Barrage
Rank: Novice 1
After gathering mana into your arms, hurl a barrage of unaspected
mana at your foes, inflicting minor damage over a small area.

Preparation: 5 s

Effect: Fire a number of bolts equal to SP spent / 10. Each bolt
does 2-6 LP damage to a single target within sight range (3-10),
+5% per skill level, in a 5’ blast radius. Fire 1 bolt/s. Increase
firing rate by 2% per skill level.

Cost: Up to 20% of Max SP

Debuff: Str -2, Duration 5 m

+150 XP
Say ‘Hello’ to all my little friends...
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Spell Created: Mana Transfer (Evolved)
Rank: Novice 7
Can transfer SP to another or drain SP from a creature or object

Effect: You can transfer mana to any touched creature or object at a
ratio of 1 SP transferred per 2 SP spent. SP cost reduced by 1% per
Spell level

Evolved: Can also drain mana from any object or creature touched.
Can drain your Wis Stat SP /s. Drained mana regenerates your SP at a
ratio of 1 SP gained per 2 drained.

Note: Draining SP can raise your SP above its max but doing so risks
Mana Burn!

Cost: SP invested in Transfer
+150 XP

Sharing is Caring...whether you like it or not
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Aranos Evenshade, Master of Skills

Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 4

Class: Sorcerer XP: 7097/10000
Profession: Herbalist XP: 145/500

Abilities:

Str: 11 Dex: 15 Agil: 17 End: 12

Int: 20 Wis: 26 Per: 14 Cha: 13

LP: 148/148 Regen: 1.2/s
SP: 628/628 Regen: 3.7/s, 5.1/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A

Skills:

Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 9
Dodge (U): Novice 3

Mana Control (T): Adept 4

Mana Manipulation (U): Novice 6
Mental Resistance (U): Student 4
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 4

Bonuses: +2 Int, +2 Wis, +2 Cha, 6 Stat Points, +20 LP, +20 SP
Current XP: 7097/10000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 2

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C

Reward: +100 XP, New Spell

Failure Conditions: Give up before completing the next stage.
Note: This quest cannot be refused due to your class.
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Spell Created: Enhanced Mana Bolt
Rank: Novice 1
Hurl a ball of unaspected mana at your foes, inflicting minor
damage.

Effect: Does 2-6 LP damage to a single target within sight range (3-
9) , +5% per skill level

Enhanced: Ignores 25% of armor or defenses

Cost: 10 SP

I am Death, Destroyer of anthills...






images/00118.jpeg
Skill Boost: Camouflage (Untrained) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 1

You can use materials from the environment to blend into the
surroundings. +2% to Stealth Skill per level (+1%).

Student Level Ability: +1% bonus per Skill level to Stealth when in
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Hidden Quest Completed: Where’s My Trainer 1

Objective: Find an appropriate Class Trainer.
Difficulty: C
Reward: +100 XP, New Spell, New Skill
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Skill Boost: Stealth (Untrained) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 1

You can use materials from the environment to blend into the
surroundings. +2% to Stealth Skill per level (+1%).

Student Level Ability: You can move 2% faster per Skill level while
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You have suffered 75 LP damage. Current LP: 13/88

You are suffering from: Severed Hand

Effect: Cannot use items, Spells, or Skills that require 2 hands.
Effective lifting and gripping Strength is halved. You are unable to
clap. Max LP -5% until hand is regrown.
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Aranos Evenshade, Master of Skills

Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 1

Class: Sorcerer XP: 100/1000
Profession: None

Abilities:

Str: 10 Dex: 11 Agil: 10 End: 8
Int: 15 Wis: 21 Per: 10 Cha:
10

LP: 88/88 Regen: 0.8/s

SP: 332/332 Regen: 3.0/s, 4.1/s when meditating
Stamina: 78/78 Regen: 1.0/s

Skills:

Arcane Lore (U): Novice 1

Exotic Weapon Mastery (Nunchaku, T):
Novice 8

Instinctive Meditation (T): Adept 2
Mana Manipulation (U): Novice 1
Mental Resistance (U): Student 1
Mana Control (T): Adept 1
One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 6
Sword Mastery (T): Novice 6

Staff Mastery (T): Student 2
Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 2

Spells:
Enhanced Mana Bolt: Novice 1

Perks:
Mana Well
Greater Creation

Titles:
First Sorcerer
Master of Skills
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Congratulations!

Due to maintaining extreme vigilance for more than 4 hours, you
have been awarded:

Per +1
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Your Enhanced Mana Bolt has done 0 LP damage to Arcane Door
(Base 7 LP reduced by damage immunity).
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Your Special Action has done 65 LP damage to Unknown Creature
x4! (Base 130 LP - damage reduction)

Your Mana Barrage has done 4 damage to Unknown Creature x2!
Your Mana Barrage...

Your Mana Arrow has Critically Hit Unknown Creature for 36 LP
damage! (Base 18 x2 Critical)

You have slain Unknown Creature! XP Gained: 186
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You have suffered 200 LP damage. Current LP: 0/88

You have died!

Due to being in the unique location The Traveler’s Trial, you will
suffer no respawn penalties or debuffs. Normal respawn time is set
to 0. You will respawn at your designated Bind Point: The Traveler’s

RN |
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Spells:

Empowerment*: Novice 2
Forge Mana*: Student 2
Mana Armor: Novice 9
Mana Arrow”: Novice 10
Mana Barrage: Novice 6
Mana Transfer*: Novice 6

Perks:

Mana Well
Greater Creation
Indomitable
Traveler Soul
Arcane Endurance

Titles:

First Sorcerer
Master of Skills
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You have suffered 16 LP damage from Stunning Scream. Current
LP:47/88

You are Stunned: Duration 20 s
Yo are NDeafened- Duratinon R0 <
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Hidden Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Discover the identities of the mysterious elves.
Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, ??

Failure Conditions: Die before locating the elves.
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Spell Rank Improved: Enhanced Mana Bolt +3
Rank: Novice 4
Hurl a ball of unaspected mana at your foes, inflicting minor
damage.

Effect: Does 2-6 LP damage to a single target within sight range,
+5% per skill level (4-11 LP)

Enhanced: Ignores 25% of armor or defenses

Cost: 10 SP

I am Death, Destroyer of anthills...
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Current Effects: Thirsty 1, Hungry 1, Fatigued 1
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Skill Boost: Instinctive Meditation +1
Rank: Adept 2
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Skill Gained: Mana Control (Trained)
Rank: Adept 1
Increase casting speed and spell power by 1% per skill level;
decrease SP Regen by 0.5% per level

Student Level Ability: Overchannel - You can choose to add extra
SP to a spell to increase its effectiveness at a rate of 1% per 3 SP
added

Adept Level Ability: Spell Penetration - Damaging spells do +1%
damage per skill level to shields and barriers

+1 Int
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You have entered a Fallen Land: The Ruins of Haerobel.
Corruption Level: Minor

Fallen Land: This zone has Fallen to the Darkness and imparts
Corruption to any Light-born race within it. Corruption rate: 1 CP
per day.
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You have discovered the Inherent Perk: Traveler Soul!
Perk: Traveler Soul

Effects: You are immune to the corrosive effects of Fallen Lands.
This does not grant you immunity to Corruption through other
methods, such as temptation.

Don’t mind me; I'm just passing through
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Aranos Evenshade, Master of Skills

Class: Sorcerer XP: 600/1000 (+100)
Profession: Herbalist XP: 65/500 (+65)
Abilities:

Dex: 13 (+3)
End: 9 (+1)
Int: 17 (+2)
Wis: 22 (+1)
Per: 13 (+3)

LP: 94/94 (+6) Regen: 0.9/s (+0.1)
Stamina: 104/104 (+26)

Skills:
Mana Manipulation (U): Novice 3 (+2)
Sword Mastery (T): Novice 7 (+1)
One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 7 (+1)

Spells:
Forge Mana*: Novice 1
Mana Armor: Novice 3 (+2)
Mana Barrage: Novice 2 (+1)

Current Effects: Fatigued 1
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Spell Created: Mana Shield
Rank: Novice 1
Create a shield of unaspected mana to improve Defense.

Effect: Create a circular shield 1” in diameter per 10 SP invested.
Blocks 0.5 LP of physical, elemental, or magical damage or holds 1
Ib of weight per 1 SP invested. Shield loses 1 SP per minute but can
be recharged at a rate of 1 LP damage per 2 SP invested. SP Cost
reduced by 1% per skill level.

Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP

Spell Evolution: Mana Shield has become Forge Mana
Rank: Novice 1
Fashion mana into a solid shape.

Effect: Create a simple shape up to 1 cubic inch volume per 5 SP
invested. Can withstand 0.5 LP physical, elemental, or magical
damage per 1 SP invested. Shape loses 1 SP per minute but can be
recharged at a rate of 1 SP per 2 SP invested. SP Cost reduced and
max volume increased by 1% per skill level.

Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP

+150 XP

Look at those mana-based toys!






images/00073.jpeg
Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 4

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C

Reward: +700 XP, New Spell

Failure Conditions: Give up before completing the next stage.
Note: This quest cannot be refused due to your class.
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Hidden Quest Completed: Where’s My Trainer 3

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C
Reward: +100 XP, New Spell
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Spell Created: Empowerment (Evolved)
Rank: Novice 1
Charge your physical Stats with SP to gain greater abilities.

Effect: Choose one physical Stat to Empower: Str, Dex, Agil, or
End. Gain +1 to that Stat per 10 SP invested. Stat boost +1% per
spell level.

Evolved: Can be shifted between Stats as desired, although only
one Stat can be boosted at a time.

Cost: Up to 20% of Max SP. While this Spell is maintained, those
SP are unavailable for other purposes. Lose 1 LP /s while this Spell
is active.

I have the Power! Until it kills me...
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Through a Special Action, you gave gained a Perk!
Perk: Arcane Endurance
You have combined your Stamina and Mana into a single power
source.

Effects: You no longer possess Stamina. Instead, your SP are
increased by [Stamina] amount. You can power Skills and Abilities
that require Stamina using SP. If your SP drop to 0, you suffer both
Mana Deprivation and Physical Exhaustion until your SP regenerate
to at least 10%.

Sorry, Jeff, we made this up on the fly and didn’t have a quote
ready. Please don’t break the game. - Veronica
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Spell Leveled: Forge Mana*
New Level: Student 1

Effect: Create a simple shape up to 1.25 cubic inch volume per 5 SP
invested. Can withstand 0.5 LP physical, elemental, or magical
damage per 1 SP invested. Shape loses 1 SP per minute but can be
recharged at a rate of 1 SP per 2 SP invested. SP Cost reduced and
max volume increased by 1% per skill level.

Student Level Ability: Can maintain one construct with minimal
focus. Creating a second construct still requires full concentration.
Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP

Look at those mana-based toys!
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Skill Evolved: Archery has become Arcane Archery (Evolved)
Rank: Expert 9
Gain +1% damage per skill level with any bow, crossbow, or ranged
damage Spell. Abilities in this Skill set can be used with enchanted
or mana-infused weapons only

Student Level Ability: Precise Shot - Can aim to increase chance
of a Critical Hit by +3% / s spent aiming. Cost: 30 SP /s

Adept Level Ability: Rapid Shot - Attack speed with a bow or
crossbow or casting speed with a ranged Spell +5% per skill level.
Cost: 60 SP /s

Expert Level Ability: Multishot - Can clone an arrow or ranged
Spell in flight. Each clone will strike the same target, doing
identical damage to the original. Can create as many clones as your
current SP/ 50. Cost: 50 SP / Clone.
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Complete the final stage of your training.

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, Unknown

Failure Conditions: Give up or die before completing the next
stage.

Note: Refusal or failure of this quest will lock the Character Class:
Sorcerer to you and cause loss of all Class-related XP, Skills, and
Spells.

Accept Quest: Yes/No?
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Giant Skeleton defeated! Because the defeated enemy was 10 or
more levels higher than you, XP awards x3. XP Gained: 5250 (1750
base XP x 3)
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Hidden Quest Completed: Where’s My Trainer 4

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C
Reward: +700 XP, New Spell
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Spell Gained: #Error[ObjectNotExists;TypeNotFound]# Rank
#Error[DivBy0]#
Ability Gained: #Error[ObjectNotEXxists;TypeNotFound]# Rank
#Error[DivByO]#
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Aranos Evenshade, Master of Skills
Age: 26

Race: Aleen

Level: 2

Class: Sorcerer XP: 1150/1000
Profession: Herbalist XP: 65/500
Abilities: 3 Points Available

Str: 10 Dex: 13 Agil: 10 End: 9
Int: 18 Wis: 23 Per: 13 Cha: 11

LP: 103/103 Regen: 0.9/s
SP: 392/392 Regen: 3.3/s, 4.5/s when meditating
Stamina: 120/120 Regen: 0.9/s

Skills:

Arcane Lore (U): Novice 1
Archery(T): Expert 9

Exotic Weapon Master (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8
Herbalism (T): Master 4

Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 1
Instinctive Meditation (T): Adept 2
Leatherworking (U, L.): Novice 1
Mana Control (T): Adept 4

Mana Manipulation (U): Novice 3
Mental Resistance (U): Student 1
Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3
One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 7
Staff Mastery (T): Student 2
Survival (Forest, T): Master 3

Sword Mastery (T): Novice 7
Tracking (T): Master 1

Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 2
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Hidden Quest Updated: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Explore the Ruins of Haerobel, ??7?

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, Unknown

Failure Conditions: Give up or die before completing the next
stage.

Note: Failure of this quest will lock the Character Class: Sorcerer to
you and cause loss of all Class-related XP, Skills, and Spells.
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Congratulations: You have Leveled Up!
New Level: 2

Bonuses: +1 Int, +1 Wis, +1 Cha, 3 Stat Points, +10 LP, +10 SP
Current XP: 1150/3000

You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Corruption and CP

Fallen Lands have been lost to the Light and are held by the forces
of Darkness. As such, they are anathema to any Light-born
creature, which includes most standard races. Any Light-born in a
Fallen Land gains Corruption Points, or CP, which are a measure of
how the Shadow of these lands degrades their mind, body, and soul.
Creatures can also gain CP by committing evil acts, making deals
with creatures of Darkness, being possessed, or by falling to
temptation. As an individual gains CP, they experience effects
based on whether their Wis or End Stat is higher:

CP > 10% of Wis or End: -5% penalty to attacks and damage, -5%
resistance to Charisma-based Skills or Abilities, Str -1

CP > 25% of Wis or End (Shadowed): -10% penalty to attacks and
damage, -10% penalty to all Skills, Max LP -10%

CP > 50% of Wis or End (Darkened): -20% resistance to Charisma-
based Skills or Abilities, -10% resistance to Charm or Domination
magic, Str -2

CP > 66% of Wis or End (Befouled): -50% resistance to poison and
disease, -10% penalty to attacks and damage, Max LP - 20%

CP > 80% of Wis or End (Twisted): -50% resistance to Charisma-
based Skills or Abilities, -50% Stamina, Int -3

CP > 90% of Wis or End (Corrupted): -3 to all Stats except Wis and
End, -50% Max SP

CP >100% of Wis or End (Fallen): All penalties removed, racial
change to a Shadow-born race, possible Class Evolution.

Note: all penalties are cumulative.

If a creature remains below the “Befouled” level (66% of Wis or
End), they can remove CP by doing Heroic Quests, which will
remove 1 CP per difficulty level (1 CPat E,2 CPat D, 3CP at C,
etc). Once an individual has reached “Befouled”, CP can only be
removed by special Cleansing Quests, which can only be assigned by
select NPC's.

Note: as a Traveler, you can only gain CP through actions and are
immune to environmental Corruption from Fallen Lands.
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Warning! You are attempting to use two incompatible
Abilities (Spell: Mana Arrow, Ability: Precise Shot)

Abilities which use Stamina cannot be combined with Spells, as
Stamina and Mana are incompatible energy sources. Attempting to
combine them will cause both the Spell and Ability to fail, with a
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Skill Gained: Dodge (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 3

You gain a 1% bonus per Skill level to attempts to dodge attacks
(0.5%)

+1 Agil
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Hidden Quest Completed: Where’s My Trainer 2

Objective: Complete the next stage of your training.
Difficulty: C
Reward: +100 XP, New Spell, New Skills
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You have adopted the Profession: Herbalist
Current Level: 1 (0/500 XP)

Profession Benefit: All meat and hide yields from game are
doubled.
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Profession Unlocked: Hunter

Hunters are proficient at stalking and hunting large game.

Requirements: Wis 13+, Per 12+, Archery Student 1+, Survival
Adept 1+, Tracking Student 1+,

Profession Benefit: All meat and hide yields from game are
doubled.

Do you wish to make this your Profession? (Yes/No)
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Skill Gained: Improvised Crafting (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
Can use non-standard materials in crafting recipes at a 25% (50%)
reduction in quality. Crafting quality +2% (1%) per skill level.

+1 Int
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Skill Gained: Leatherworking (Untrained, Limited)
Rank: Novice 1
Can create simple items out of leather and hide. Items created gain
a 2% (1%) per skill level increase in quality.

Limited: You can currently use this skill with plant-based
components.

+1 Dex
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You have Crafted: Improvised Belt Pouch

Type: Container

Rarity: Abundant

Quality: Shoddy

Capacity: 5

A simple pouch made of improvised materials that can hold 1 large
item, 5 standard items, or 10 small items.

Skill XP: +50 (+60)
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Crafting Recipe Discovered: Simple Belt Pouch (Limited)
Create a belt pouch with a base carrying capacity of 10.

Limited: You may only use this recipe with plant-based materials.
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Ability: Intelligence

Intelligence is a measure of cognitive function, spatial reasoning,
logic, and memory. A high Intelligence improves the ability to learn
and improve Skills, solve complex puzzles, and cast Spells. Skill-
based Classes like Rogues or Bards and Magical Classes like
Wizards benefit from increased Int.

Benefit: Skill XP increased or decreased by 0.5% per point over or
under 10. Spell Effectiveness increased by (2% + Class level) per
point over or under 10.

I'm not arguing, I'm explaining why you’re wrong...
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You have cast: Mana Armor
Rank: Novice 1

Effect: Blocks 0.5 LP of physical, elemental, or spell damage per 1
SP invested. Can be repaired at a rate of 2 SP per 1 LP restored.
SP cost reduced by 1% per skill level

Current Status: 224/224 damage remaining
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Your Mana Barrage has done 0 LP damage (damage reduced by
Magic Resistance) to Stone Wolf x2

Your Mana Barrage has done 0 LP damage (damage reduced by
Magic Resistance) to Stone Wolf x2
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Skill Gained: Climbing (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 5

Increases your movement speed and stability when climbing. +2%
movement speed while climbing (+1%)

+1 Str
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Skill Gained: Small Blades Mastery (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 2

Can use small blades like knives and daggers in combat without
penalty. +2% Attack and Damage bonus with small blades (+1%)

+1 Agil
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You have Crafted: Enhanced Poutlice x 5

Type: Medicine

Rarity: Exotic

Quality: Excellent

Effect: Remove up to 5 debuffs from poison or disease
Enhanced: Increase poison/disease resistance by 25% for 6 hours

An expertly made bandage infused with healing herbs.

Profession XP: +40
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You have Crafted: Enhanced Bandage x 5

Type: Medicine

Rarity: Exotic

Quality: Excellent

Effect: Increase LP Regen by 100% for 2 minutes

Enhanced: Increases LP Regen by 25% for an additional 5 minutes

An expertly made bandage infused with healing herbs.

Profession XP: +40
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You have Crafted: Wooden Staff

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Rarity: Abundant

Quality: Common

Damage: 1-5

A simple wooden staff, without ornament or reinforcement.

Greater Creation Success!
Your Simple Wooden Staff Evolved to: [ronwood Staff

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Rarity: Rare

Quality: Fine

Damage: 12-16

A staff made of Ironwood, a rare wood found only in the heart of the
Elven Forests. Ironwood is known for being incredibly durable,
lightweight, and to take Enchantments well.

Skill XP: +50 (+60)
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Crafting Recipe Discovered: Wooden Staff

Requirements: 1 Unit of Wood
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Where’s My Trainer 5

Objective: Complete the final stage of your training.

Difficulty: A

Reward: +5000 XP, Unknown

Failure Conditions: Give up or die before completing the next
stage.

Note: Refusal or failure of this quest will lock the Character Class:
Sorcerer to you and cause loss of all Class-related XP, Skills, and
Spells.

Accept Quest: Yes/No?
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Skill Gained: Carving (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
You can carve wooden objects. Gives 2% Crafting speed and Quality
bonus per Skill level (+1%)

+1 Dex
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Through a Special Action, you gave gained a Perk!
Perk: Indomitable
Your will is too great to be dominated.

Effects: You are immune to any Spell or Ability that attempts to
directly control your body or mind. This does not protect you from
Charisma-based Skills or Domination/Charm Spells that are
designed to influence rather than control. You know when an
attempt is made, but not the source of the attempt.

I am no man’s servant...unless you buy me dinner first
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You are about to enter a No Respawn Area!

Death in this area will not result in Character deletion; however, it
will result in the loss of all Classes, Experience and Levels! This
includes the loss of all Class-based Skills, Abilities, Perks and Titles
and the Stat bonuses from these and Class levels. Any current
Classes will be locked to you, and you will need to choose a new
Class.

Non-Class Skills, Abilities, Perks and Titles will be retained;
however, if your character no longer meets the prerequisites for
them, they may be locked and unusable until these are met.

If you no longer meet the prerequisites for your current Profession,
it will be locked and can receive no XP until these are met.

Do you wish to proceed? (Yes/No)
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Spells:

Empowerment*: Novice 1
Forge Mana*: Student 1
Mana Armor: Novice 3
Mana Barrage: Novice 2
Mana Bolt™: Novice 4

Perks:
Mana Well
Greater Creation

Titles:
First Sorcerer
Master of Skills
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Your Enhanced Mana Arrow has done 7 LP damage to Great Wolf!
(14 initial, -50% for deflection, 3.5 piercing, 3.5 magical)
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Spell Evolution: Mana Bolt”™ has become Mana Arrow”™
Rank: Novice 4
Hurl a near-solid arrow of unaspected mana at your foes, inflicting
piercing and magical damage.

Effect: Does 4-12 LP damage to a single target within sight range
(7-20), +5% per skill level. Half of this damage is piercing, half is
magical damage.

Enhanced: Ignores 50% of armor or defenses

Cost: 30 SP

+150 XP
I am Death, Destroyer of anthills...
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Critical Hit! Your Enhanced Mana Arrow has done 72 LP damage to
Great Wolf! (Base 18 x2 for Critical Hit, x2 due to increased impact)
You have slain a Great Wolf! Because this enemy was more than 5
levels higher than you, XP rewards are increased by x1.5. Total XP:
375
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Great Wolf has done 0 LP damage (12 damage blocked by Mana

Armor)
Great Wolf has done 0 LP damage (32 damage blocked by Mana

Armor)
Great Wolf has...
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You have Crafted: Crude Pack

Type: Container

Rarity: Abundant

Quality: Shoddy

Capacity: 15

A simple backpack made of hide or uncured leather that can hold 3
large items, 15 standard items, or 30 small items.

Skill XP: +50 (+60)
Greater Creation Success!
Your Crude Pack has become: Simple Pack

Type: Container

Rarity: Common

Quality: Rough

Capacity: 25

A simple backpack made of hide or uncured leather that can hold 5
large items, 25 standard items, or 50 small items.
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Crafting Recipe Discovered: Crude Pack

Requirements: 4 units of hide or uncured leather, twine, sinew, or
vine threads
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Skill Gained: Camouflage (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 4

You can use materials from the environment to blend into the
surroundings. +2% to Stealth Skill per level (+1%).

+1 Per
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Skill Gained: Harvesting (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 6

Allows you to remove the hides, meat, and other valuable materials
from non-magical creatures. +3% yield and quality bonus per Skill
Level (+1.5%)

P S






images/00089.jpeg
Skill Gained: Stealth (Natural, Untrained)
Rank: Novice 4

You can attempt to hide or move silently in Natural environments.
Stealth Chance is equal to Agil x2 +1% bonus per Skill level (Agil +
0.5% per level).
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