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Sorcerer Ascendant
Singularity Online Book 2




Prologue

Phil was, understandably, really frustrated.  He had been so excited to jump into Singularity Online; Jeff and he had been looking forward to it ever since they were selected for the Beta test.  He was stoked to play a paladin in almost-real life: he always played a paladin in games.  He loved the combo of tanking and healing: it made him doubly useful.  Plus, paladins usually had great Charisma, and Phil really was known for his people skills.  So, when he was offered the tests in the character creation room, he figured paladin would be a shoo-in.
As it turned out, paladin wasn’t an option.  It wasn’t even a basic Class choice, period.  His AI guide gave him some spiel about the gods being locked away, how you had to earn divine powers, blah, blah, blah.  All he knew is that the Spellsword Class he picked was cool, but it wasn’t a Paladin, and if he wanted to get to be a Paladin, he needed to figure out how to do it before level 10, when he was supposed to pick an Advanced Class.
Which led to the real reason for his frustration: he had been completely unable to get in touch with Jeff.  The game had player chat, but only if you were in the same region, and for some reason, Jeff hadn’t spawned in the Human Kingdoms like Phil had.  Which means, logically, he told himself for the umpteenth time, he probably didn’t choose Human as his race, or he picked some weird Class that had a special starting region.
Phil had partied up – with his people skills, it hadn’t been hard to convince a group of fellow noobs, or new players, to band together for mutual survival – but it hadn’t gone very well.  Phil was honest enough to admit that he made a great second-in-command but not the best leader.  Give him a plan, and he could execute it.  He could get everyone onboard, keep them all moving in the same direction, get whatever buy-in was needed…but coming up with plans?  Not his strong suit. 
After their first few forays into the local mountains led them into two ambushes, one avalanche, and a particularly nasty pit trap, the party decided to disband and seek out other options.  Ones that didn’t include Phil, who had led them into those minor difficulties.  Phil got another party together, this time with him in a supporting rather than lead role, and it was going – okay.  It was sort of fun, but honestly?  He missed Jeff.
For example, Jeff would have come up with a great plan to deal with their current dilemma: a band of small, black-skinned goblin-like creatures that the locals called ‘bogez’ were raiding outlying farms, and the party had accepted a Quest to rid the area of them.  It should have been an easy task – bogez were, like classic goblins, pretty weak and easy to kill, making them good noob-fodder – so the party leader, a Ranger who had for some reason chosen the name SniprGurl (but the group called Karen, because nobody was calling her SniprGurl, and to be honest, she was a total Karen) decided the best approach was a direct, frontal assault.
And that’s when they found out that the word “band” didn’t really do this group of bogez justice.  “Swarm” might have been better, or even “Horde”.  Even Phil knew they should have scouted the area first, but Karen was their primary scout, and she didn’t want to ‘waste her time on such an easy Quest’.  That meant it was a surprise when they attacked and slaughtered the first camp they’d found and were swarmed by at least forty of the creatures, with more on the way. 
Karen had gotten them to form up inside of a dead-end cave, so that the little beasts could only attack from the front, but Phil knew that was a losing move.  The cave had a low overhead, so he and the other tank, a vanilla Warrior named Hector who liked heavy armor and a battleaxe, couldn’t wield their weapons freely, and Karen and their other ranged attacker, a cute-but-shy little Wizard who called herself Neela, couldn’t fire easily over the front-line fighters’ heads.  It was a tactical mistake, and from the swearing Phil heard pouring from Karen, she realized they were all about to be sent for respawn.
That’s why I need Jeff to get his ass over here, Phil growled internally as he unleashed a Fire Bolt, the last his dwindling SP would let him cast, into the face of another bogez.  Where the hell are you, dude?
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Lily watched in quiet glee as her summoned aswang resumed its normal form and leapt upon the armored Warrior from behind, its blood draining tongue piercing the spot between the warrior’s helmet and cuirass where no armor protected it.  The Shadewalker beside the Warrior was taken by surprise but managed to drive his blades deeply into the green-skinned creature, which did almost nothing since the damage was healed instantly by the LP the monster was draining from the Warrior.  Just to be safe, though, Lily cast a Curse of Decay on the Shadewalker, applying a small DoT or damage over time effect and more importantly, lowering the assassin’s damage output enough to be sure he couldn’t harm the aswang.
The Warrior flailed and tried to grab his assailant, but the aswang was deceptively strong and locked its claws into the gaps in the Warrior’s armor, clinging as it drained the Human’s life.  The Shadewalker tried to drop into Stealth, probably to attack her, but the DoT effect kept pulling him out.  She’d learned long ago that any form of damage would knock a player out of Stealth; too bad these idiot noobs hadn’t been here as long as she had.  Lily laughed and hit the assassin with a Darkbolt, tearing into his LP and draining his Strength.  The man shook off the impact and leaped for her, but her attacks hadn’t been anything but a distraction. 
The aswang released the husk of the Warrior and charged at the Shadewalker.  He tried to fight, but with his Str, Attack, and Damage drained, he simply couldn’t inflict any significant damage on the monster, and once the creature’s proboscis lodged in the assassin’s throat, it was all over.
“Stupid, fucking noobs,” Lily laughed as the aswang finished draining its prey, dropping the withered husk and turning to face its master.  “They’re so damn gullible.  Put on a pretty face, and all they see is tits.  Assholes.”  She watched as the bodies vanished, sent back for respawn.  Too bad you can’t loot their asses in this game, she grumbled.  Decent XP, though.  Plus, more CP for me!
She quickly cast her Steal Image Spell, which allowed her to copy the form of any humanoid she killed, and took on the Shadewalker’s face and form.  It was always a little weird turning into a guy – how the fuck do they do anything with that thing hanging down there? – but it for damn sure threw people off her trail.  So long as I don’t get stabbed in the fucking balls again; I can’t believe that elf bitch did that!
She dismissed the aswang and summoned a karkadann, something like a black-furred unicorn that oozed shadows and dripped blood as it ran.  It was an easy creature for pursuers to follow, but it ran incredibly fast for short distances, and she was close enough to her destination that it didn’t matter.  The two players were respawning a day’s travel back in Hawkholme, and by the time they made it back here, she’d have taken a new identity and vanished into the next city.
“That’ll be far enough for me to start over,” she grumbled.  “Start small, build up power, and take the fuck over.  Then, that asshole Aranos and I are going to have a long, fucking chat…”




Chapter 1

Aranos Evenshade, First Sorcerer, Master of Skills, The Ascendant and the Liberator, sort-of hero of the elven Stronghold of Eredain, kicked the glass dome of his mindscape and swore furiously, rubbing his aching toe.  Behind him, the ephemeral form of Lythienne, an ancient elf whose memories once instructed him in the basic craft of Sorcery, froze in midsentence, the playback of her image paused once more as Aranos stomped around the mindscape in frustration, muttering curses under his breath.
He had spent the last few hours in this place, deep within his subconscious, surrounded by the rapidly spinning spirals of his collected mana that hovered just beyond the dome.  He’d started the session totally elated.  Not only were Lythienne’s memories not completely destroyed when he killed the corrupted Sorcerer to free the lost city of Haerobel, but his Mana Control was finally high enough that he could aspect his mana.  That meant that rather than using weaker, unaspected mana that was a chaotic mass of opposing energies, he could draw specific types of power – fire, for example, or earth – and use his energy much more effectively. 
At least, theoretically.  He had listened carefully several times to the recorded memory Lythienne’s specter had planted in his head until he thought he had a firm grasp of the concepts involved.  He had taken his time, drew the power slowly, just as she said…and yet, here he was, hours later, unable to conjure up a single puff of air or flicker of flame.  In fact, his best effort had produced nothing more than a dull, orange haze that hovered over his upturned palm, not even warming his hand, much less able to set an enemy ablaze.
It was frustrating, because he knew that this was an issue unique to Sorcerers: Wizards, Clerics, and other spell-using classes didn’t have to worry about separating out the unique types of mana and drawing from them in exactly the right way.  No, their Spells did all that work for them.  When a Wizard cast a Spell, they poured raw mana of all aspects into it.  The Spell itself siphoned away the extraneous mana and left only the specific type it needed. 
Of course, this made those Spells horribly inefficient, but it also made them much simpler to cast.  A brand-new, 1st level Wizard could probably cast the same Fire Bolt at day one that Aranos was struggling with now, 8 levels later.  It wouldn’t be all that powerful, it wouldn’t grow much as the Wizard did, and they’d only be able to cast it a few times before they ran out of SP, or Spell Points…but they could do it, and so far, he couldn’t.
As a Sorcerer, Aranos’ magic was only limited by his imagination – and, apparently, his ability to pull a freaking stream of pure mana from his core.  Once he got the feel for this, though, he was pretty sure he’d be able to create all kinds of elemental effects.  He envisioned walls of flame, blades of ice, and summoning the earth to bind his foes…if he could just get this technique down!
He took a deep breath and held up his right hand, reaching down into the core of his mana and pulling a tendril of pure fire essence from one of his spirals into his hand.  The familiar, dull glow of orange fire mana coalesced above his palm, warm but not an actual flame.  He drew more mana from his center into that vague, flickering light, being careful to only allow the energy to flow through the specific paths he was envisioning.  It was harder than he thought it would be: the flows of power seemed to naturally draw energy from neighboring channels, corrupting the energy and rendering it useless, forcing him to start anew.
He stopped as he felt impure mana flowing into his hand, the orange glow immediately shifting into a flickering white one.  Lost it again, he grumbled in his head.  As soon as I get a good flow going, the other mana types jump over from their channels. What the heck am I doing wrong?
He sat down heavily in the chair he had conjured long ago to aid his meditative practice here in his mindscape – the furniture stuck out slightly in a space that was otherwise basically a 40-foot diameter, round dojo covered by a 20-foot high glass dome, but it was way more comfortable than sitting in the Lotus position for hours – and restarted the playback of Lythienne’s lesson. 
“The first lesson,” the image began it right hand upraised, “is about the aspects of mana, and how you go about using them.  Unlike Wizards, Sorcerers cannot naturally cast aspected Spells and must first gain the Expert level of Mana Control…”
The image droned on about the types of aspects, focusing on what it called ‘Primary’ mana.  This mana formed the basic building blocks of the world: air, earth, fire and water.  They were also the only mana types he’d been able to separate out so far and were therefore the only kinds he would be able to work with until he’d unlocked additional aspects somehow.  These mana types were, apparently, the simplest to use and the first that most arcane magic-users mastered, and so they were the subject of his first lesson.
“…key to using aspected mana is maintaining the energy in its purest form while moving it through your channels,” the image was saying, and Aranos snapped his focus back to listen.  “Pure mana of a single aspect is very rarely found naturally, as mana is chaotic by nature and mixes freely when not constrained.  As you move pure mana, impure energy will attempt to flow into it, and you must prevent this by maintaining a steady, even flow and using a gentle touch to guide the mana…”
Yep, that’s exactly what’s been happening, he grumbled.  No matter how slowly I pull the mana from a spiral, unaspected mana creeps in and taints it.  I don’t even know where it’s coming from, much less how to stop it.  Maybe I should try to figure that out; if I can locate the source, could I try to divert it somewhere else?
He began to draw power again, but this time, instead of focusing on his hand, he concentrated on the flows of power that were simultaneously deep within him and whirling over his head.  Although his mana was stored in spinning, hourglass-shaped spirals that felt like they were located somewhere in the middle of his abdomen, the energy was constantly being distributed throughout his body.  There was a pathway that led from his core, up his arm, and into his hand, and right now, he was trying to flood that pathway with pure fire mana.
As he drew the power from his center, he kept his focus not on the mana he was moving, but on the mana he was not.  He used an old trick he had learned when tackling particularly knotty coding problems, relaxing his concentration and allowing his subconscious to take in the information and process it.  The more he pushed at a problem, he knew, the more it resisted him…
Hold on, he thought excitedly as an intuition struck him.  That might be it: I might be pushing too hard!  Well, pulling too hard, really, but same concept.  When I’m pulling mana out of the spiral, I’ve gotta be leaving a vacuum behind.  So, what’s coming in to fill it up?
He turned his focus not to the power moving through his body, but back to his core, watching what happened as he drained the power from one of his spirals.  As he watched, the energy in that channel poured into his arm…and was filled with raw, unaspected mana that slowly began to separate under the force of the spiral’s spin.  That mana rushed up his arm, mixing with the pure, unadulterated mana he was drawing and contaminating it before it could do much more than glow over his palm.
Well, there’s your problem, he crowed inwardly, excited by his discovery.  Sure, identifying the issue was only the first step, but it was a necessary first step, and it was often the hardest step to take.  I’m draining power faster than I can regenerate it.  I’ve got to either slow down the draw, which would make any Spell take way too long to cast, or take power from a lot more spirals at once.
He started once more, but this time, he tried to pull the energy from as many spirals as possible, minimizing the drain from each one.  It was much harder to control, but he held his focus and felt the burning energy of flame surging up his shoulder, through his arm, and out of his hand. 
He opened his eyes and grinned at the swirling, apple-size ball of flame tumbling over his hand.  Oh, yeah, he celebrated silently, his face split with a grin.  I’ve just gotta practice this, now, until it becomes second nature.
He dismissed the ball and summoned it anew, drawing power from his spirals.  When the draw started to slow, he switched his channels from fire to water and formed a swirling orb of transparent fluid over his hand.  The first time he released the orb, he discovered that rather than dissipating, the ball collapsed into a splash of fluid that ran down his arm and dripped onto the floor.  A moment or two later, the water vanished, returning to mana and leaving him dry, but he had learned his lesson and was careful about dismissing the sphere of liquid after that.
Elated with his success, he decided to try and incorporate the aspected mana into one of his existing Spells, his Mana Arrow.  He began the Spell, but instead of simply pulling mana from his spirals, he drew fire essence alone, calling it into his hand and focusing it into the familiar dart-like shape in front of him.  When he saw a long, narrow, taper of flame swirl into being before him, he leapt from his chair and jumped up and down in elation.
“I’ve got aspected man-a!” he chanted, holding the flaming arrow in front of him.  “I’ve got aspected man-a! Yeah, boy!”  He released the arrow at his transparent dome, allowing it to scream forth and explode harmlessly in a wash of fire against the barrier.  “That is freaking awesome!”
He settled once more, practicing his new ability.  He summoned Fire Arrows and Water Arrows, covered himself in Air Armor – that felt strange and did crazy things to his shoulder-length, auburn hair, since his armor consisted of tiny, spinning vortices of wind that hovered a finger’s width above his skin and clothing – and generated an Earth Barrage of exploding, marble-sized rocks. 
Eventually, his SP ran too low to continue his practice, and he sat back to allow it to regenerate.  As it did – thanks to his high Wisdom and Instinctive Meditation Skill, that would only take a couple of minutes – he started pondering a few new Spell ideas he had come up with.  So far, he’d mostly created Spells as he needed them, without any future considerations.  That wasn’t going to work for very long, though, and he wouldn’t always have time to craft a Spell on the fly.
Up to this point, he’d also focused on crafting a Spell in one sitting; he basically just kept pouring SP into that Spell to the exclusion of anything else until it was finished.  However, Lythienne’s specter had told him that Master Sorcerers often had several powerful Spells lingering in the formative stage, slowly being built over time.  No reason I can’t do that, he thought.  So, what are some Spells I’d love to have but that might be too powerful for me to create in one sitting?
The first one, and one that he’d been considering for some time, was a warding Spell.  If he and his Follower Geltheriel were going to be traveling, especially through Corrupted Lands, they’d need some sort of protection against random encounters.  While he knew that he could set up a simple alarm system easily – all it would take would be a diaphanous curtain of mana that, when shredded, set off a mental alarm – he wanted something more active. 
He also needed to figure out how to pass messages to other players in game.  He and his friend Phil were separated when they entered Singularity Online, and the game’s messaging system only let him reach out to players in the same domain he was in.  Since he couldn’t message Phil, that meant the other player wasn’t in the elven lands, or at least not the nearby ones.  He’d ask around the city and see if there was a way to send a message – maybe some sort of magical email system – but if not, he’d see if he could create a Spell for it.  He had a feeling he’d need advanced mana for that, something like mental or illusion magic, but he was pretty sure he could create a base for the Spell and then figure out those mana types later.
Next, he wanted to be able to create walls of fire.  The corrupted version of Lythienne had used those against him to some effect, although he could think of a few ways she could have been smarter with them and wanted to try those out himself.  I guess your strategic planning goes out the window when you go insane, he mused darkly.  He knew that he could create that sort of Spell now that he’d figured out aspected mana, but doing so would probably take a ton of SP, and he’d rather create it in stages.
Finally…he wanted to fly.  He knew it was silly, but now that he had air mana, he wanted to figure out how to use it to carry him into the air and zip around like Superman.  He could imagine himself, flying around a battlefield, raining flaming arrows and icy barrages down on helpless, grounded enemies.  Not that it would actually work out that way – nothing ever went quite the way he wanted it – but it would certainly be cool.
Before any of that, though, there was one Spell he wanted to create that he figured he could probably do in one sitting.  When Aranos had been battling the gasha – giant, magic and damage-resistant skeletons forged from the bones of those who died in betrayal – he had lacked a way to hit a single target with sustained damage.  His Mana Barrage Spell gave him some of that, but it wasn’t really designed as a DoT, or damage over time Spell against single creatures.  The Mana Barrage was like a rapid-fire grenade launcher, meant to wipe out large numbers of low-level, low-hp creatures quickly.
Now that he had figured out how to add aspected mana to his Spells, he wanted to make use of it and create a Spell that would allow him to pour sustained, elemental damage onto a target.  Basically, he wanted a flame thrower.
Because he already had his concept down, forming the Spell wasn’t very difficult.  He closed his eyes and envisioned drawing fire mana up from his center, pouring it into his hand, letting it build into a crescendo, then allowing it to burst forth in a searing gout of flame.  He felt the heat as it radiated out from the torrent of power, sensed the burning in his arm as he pressed energy into it, smelled the scent of cloth and flesh burning as he bathed some vague, shadowy figure in flames, heard the roaring and crackling of the inferno.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite working as he wanted.   He could call the fire mana, now, and he could push it out of his hands, but he couldn’t get it to project.  Once the fire left his hand, it simply dispersed into the air, going perhaps 3 feet before fading out.  It didn’t matter how hard he pushed; the flames themselves simply wouldn’t hold together.
Frustrated, he stopped and went back to the beginning of his idea.  Pure fire mana wasn’t working, obviously.  Well, he mused, a flame thrower doesn’t really shoot pure fire, either, does it?  It fires some kind of compressed, flammable liquid. It’s that liquid that holds the flames together and allows it to be fired over a distance.  The only liquid mana I know of is water, and I don’t think that’ll help me make a flame thrower!
He allowed his thoughts to drift as he considered the problem.  I need something to condense the flames, he began, trying to define the problem.  Something to carry them and hold them together.  Water won’t work.  Earth might, if I could create lava, but I have a feeling that wouldn’t project, either.  I’d just get a puddle of lava on my feet.  That just leaves air, and that might work, or it might just blow out the fire.  Worth a shot, at least.
With a mental shrug, he began again, this time drawing fire and air mana from his spirals equally.  At first, it was a struggle, since the two mana types didn’t seem to travel well together, and it was hard to guide them.  They would mix and swirl in unpredictable ways, causing his Spell to fizzle.  Eventually, he had the idea of keeping the different energies separate and moving together by spiraling them in a double helix, an inspiration he got from watching his mana spirals whirl for a moment.
When the two types of mana erupted from his hand, he tried to summon a wave of fire and push it forward with a blast of air, but that simply gave him a puff of smoke as the fire was extinguished by the wind.  He tried to create a funnel of wind to direct the fire, but keeping the wind focused was almost as difficult as keeping the flames intact.
In a combination of desperation and instinct, he finally tried to replicate the double helix spiral that worked so well drawing the combined mana forth and push that into the air.  It took him several tries to find a combination of spin and angle that held the flames together over a significant distance, but suddenly, his mind’s eye was rewarded with a gout of brilliant, white fire that roared in a nearly straight line for 30 feet before sputtering out. 
Excited, Aranos repeated the construct, adjusting the flows of energy to fine-tune the blast, trying to get the perfect combination of heat and distance.  He pictured the flames washing over a gasha, heard the bones cracking under the heat, smelled the odor of singed wood and dust as the fire roared through the air, tasted bitter ashes on his tongue.  Once he had the image down as perfectly as he could imagine, he began applying SP, slowly pouring the power into the construct. 
Time and again he ran through the vision, adding energy to it at a faster and faster speed until the flow slowed, and he was forced to halt the process.  He opened his eyes and saw his mana spirals were heavily depleted, so he paused his creation and waited for the power to regenerate.  He spent the time with his consciousness floating among his spirals, smoothing flows, repairing worn channels, and gently nudging the flows to begin the process of splitting them into more fractal-like shapes.
Once his mana fully regenerated, he threw himself back into his Spell creation, pouring power into it until the Spell coalesced in his mind.  He immediately pulled up the notification and laughed aloud as he read it.
[image: ]
Aspected Mana Discovered!
Aspected mana contains a single type of magical energy, such as fire or water.  It is generally both more powerful and more limited than unaspected mana.
Aspected Mana Spells: As a Sorcerer, you can empower any normal, unaspected Spell with aspected mana if you have previously adapted the Spell to that mana type.  This can be done in or out of the mindscape and requires minimal SP, although some mana types might be suboptimal for certain Spells and may thus need a larger SP investment.
Aspected Mana and SP: Your SP pool is your total amount of unaspected mana and does not reflect how much of each mana aspect you can use.  Each aspect you discover represents only a fraction of your total, stored mana, and using that aspect drains SP not just from your total, but also from that stored percentage.  If you run out of SP of a specific type of aspect, you can’t use it until you’ve regenerated sufficient SP to power a Spell.  For example, if you have 200 SP total and 40 SP is fire mana, you can cast 40 SP worth of fire mana Spells before losing the ability to use this aspect, even though you would still have 160 SP of other mana types remaining.  
Currently, your unlocked aspects make up the following percentages of your total mana:
Air – 12.5%
Earth – 12.5%
Fire – 12.5%
Water – 12.5%
These percentages can change if you are regenerating mana near a strong, natural source of a one or more aspect types, or through certain Perks or Abilities.
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Spell Created: Radiant Blast
Rank: Novice 1
Channel a gout of radiant mana at an enemy, doing fire and air damage.
Effect: Fire a line of radiant energy at a target within 30’.  Does 10-15 LP radiant damage to the target (14-22).  Can be Channeled.
Channeled: Do damage equal to 50% of base per second for 50% of SP cost.  Damage can be increased and cost reduced by improving the Spell Channeling Skill. 
Cost: 40 SP
+150 XP
When I play with fire, you’ll get burned…
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Skill Gained: Spell Channeling (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
Allows you to maintain the effects of an instant Spell beyond the initial casting.  At Novice 1, do 50% base damage for 50% of the SP cost per second.  Add 2% damage and subtract 0.5% from the SP cost per level after the 1st. (1% damage and -0.25% SP Cost)
+1 Int
[image: ]
New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Radiant
Radiance is a composite aspect formed of a combination of air and fire mana.
Radiant Damage: Radiant mana does both fire and air damage to the target.  A target that resists fire or air damage but not both does not resist radiant damage.
+250 XP
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Composite Mana Type Discovered!
Composite mana types are formed from a combination of two primary mana types and have elements of both of those types. 
Composite Mana SP: Using composite mana draws equally from both of its component primary aspects.  If you do not possess enough SP in either of the constituent aspects, you cannot cast a Spell with composite mana.
Composite Mana Damage: Composite mana does damage of both of its component aspect types.  To resist composite mana damage, you must be resistant to each component type; if you are resistant to one component aspect but not the other, you take full damage from that composite mana type.
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Quest Unlocked: So Many Aspects!
Objective: Unlock more Primary and Composite aspects
Difficulty: A
Reward: +250 XP per Aspect unlocked
Special Reward: For unlocking all Primary and Composite aspects – Bonus Perk, Bonus Title, ???
Failure Conditions: None
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
[image: ]
“So cool!” he shouted, pumping his fist in the air and quickly accepting the Quest.  “Okay, so if I channeled half of my SP into this, I’d do, what?  About a thousand LP damage over a bit less than a minute?  That is ridiculous!”  He stopped and read the notifications a bit more carefully.  “Wait, no, I guess I can only use about a quarter of my SP pool, max, to power the Spell.  Still, that’s five hundred LP damage, which isn’t too shabby…”
He called the Spell forth in his mindscape, and a jet of brilliant, white fire roared across the dojo in a narrow line, only two or three inches across.  It bathed the invulnerable dome in energy, and he poured more power into it, maintaining the flames and moving them across the shiny surface.  Finally, he cut the power off with a huge grin. 
“I cannot wait to try that Spell against something,” he almost giggled.  “Maybe I can go do some hunting in the forest today…although I suppose a flame thrower in a forest might be a bad idea.  Maybe there’s some kind of practice range I can use?  I’ll ask Geltheriel later.”
He sat back down in his chair and turned his mind toward his new Spell ideas.  First, he considered the warding Spell. What do I need to have in the Spell? he pondered, closing his eyes and trying to picture it.  He imagined being camped out with Geltheriel in Haerobel, knowing there were enemies around them and unable to get a decent rest for fear of being attacked.  We solved the problem by hiding, he recalled, but I’m looking for defense, not concealment.  If we had been found, we’d have been in trouble. 
The first thing he needed, he realized, was a barrier of some kind.  Unaspected mana will work, he considered, but it would take a lot of it to make a decent barrier and that much would glow.  Might attract the wrong kind of attention.  Same problem with a fire barrier.  Air is probably the best bet: if I can make air armor, I can make an air dome surrounding us.
He envisioned the dome in his mind, imagining it hovering in a hemisphere 20 feet around them.  He could feel the tiny whorls of air spinning through the shield, linking to one another like a suit of chainmail, the rapid wind speeds pushing out intruders.  He could feel a band of edimmu, the twisted, dark blue remnants of the elves of Haerobel encountering the dome, pressing against it.  He could hear the whine of the wind shredding their skin, smell the scent of pure air mixed with blue ichor, and taste the perfection of the undiluted mana on his tongue.
Once the image was firmly in his head, he began adding mana to it, very slowly, letting the energy fill the pattern he was creating.  He watched his SP bar as he went, not wanting to add too much to the construct; he knew it would take him multiple attempts to fashion even this part of the Spell.  Once he got to about 50% SP, he broke off and allowed the image to fade from his mind, having spent about 550 SP at that point.  He wasn’t worried: the mana he’d invested was enough to give the Spell sufficient form that it would wait, buried in his subconscious until he was ready to add more energy to it.
He moved to his concept of a flight Spell, which turned out to be much, much harder than he thought it would be.  He pictured the air flows swirling around him just like they did with his air armor, trying to hold him aloft with wind.  He could imagine the feel of the pressure as the swirling shell wrapped around him, feeling it grabbing his frame and gripping him tightly.  However, that was all it would do; he felt exactly zero amount of lift from the swirling vortices.  He tried again, examining the swirls of wind closely, and he quickly understood the problem.
All the wind flows are going in different directions, he realized.  Since they’re pushing in all directions, the net thrust is basically zero.  What I need to do is get the wind to stay interlocked to hold it in place but spin in one direction, to give it lift.  Sort of like a drone copter, with dozens of little rotors.
Coming up with the concept was the simple part; creating it was much, much harder.  First, he got all the blades spinning in one direction, but shell of air simply whirled itself to pieces, as the rotors weren’t quite interlocked.  He tried weaving them together, but they tended to rest at angles and ended up pressing on him equally from all sides
It took a fair bit of trial and error to find a herringbone pattern that locked everything in place but still give directional thrust.  Once he had the construct envisioned, though, he silently rejoiced as the Spell lifted his mental image a couple inches from the ground.  That was all he could do for the moment: with his mass, the small rotors didn’t quite give enough stability, and any movement would cause his imaginary form to topple.
That’s a problem for tomorrow Aranos, he decided, simply holding the swirling mana pattern in mind and feeding SP into it.  Again, he fed half his total mana into the construct, repeating the image over and over as he did, until half of his SP was gone, and he let the image go.
Creating an elemental wall was much simpler in theory, but still difficult in practice.  He could easily picture what he wanted – a 15’ by 20’ wall of searing flames – but he quickly realized that fire wouldn’t simply float in the air.  He could generate the initial pattern of mana, but the moment the flames appeared, they collapsed into a burning line of fire on the ground.  Still nasty, he admitted, but not what I want.
He tried again with air mana this time, and that worked fine; he could just use the same interlocking pattern of vortices that he’d envisioned in his warding Spell to create a wall.  Earth mana was also simple, creating a solid wall of rock, although it was unstable and tended to fall easily.  Water mana, he was unsurprised to find, also just collapsed into a puddle of water on the ground.
He frowned, considering the problem.  Both fire and water are just fluids, he reasoned.  Air is, too, but I can create those linked cyclones of it, and it’ll hold together.  I can try that with water and fire; maybe it’ll help them hold together?
That was a total disaster.  When he spun the vortices of fire, they were simply blown out.  The water spun, but it took far too much energy to get it moving fast enough to link it together.  Okay, so rotation won’t work.  At least, not like that.  Let’s think about this: what is the problem, and what can I do about it?
The issue, he reminded himself, was that the heavier fluids were falling to the ground the moment they were formed.  He could probably hold them up with a mana form, but then the wall would be unaspected mana filled with elemental energy, not an elemental wall.  No, what he needed was to anchor the mana in place somehow.  Like to a wall…
He started over, imagining a thin wall of nearly transparent mana and binding the elemental energy to it.  He slathered fire over the surface like paint, plastered swirls of pure water across it, and layered stone over the wall, and to his delight, it held.  He decided to start crafting just the mana wall, first, and slowly added half his SP to the construct. 
Finally finished with his spell crafting, Aranos willed himself to rise from his mindscape.  He opened his eyes to find himself sprawled across a soft bed and stretched, stiff from lying still for hours.  Early morning sunlight streamed in through a window across the room, illuminating swirls of dust that hung lightly in the air.  Despite the long day yesterday, he felt completely refreshed thanks to his Instinctive Meditation Skill; two hours of meditation worked as well as a night of sleep for him, and he’d had about six.  Blinking in the clear light, he summoned his status, willing it to show only the most abbreviated possible version:
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Aranos Evenshade, The Liberator
Age: 26
Race: Aleen
Level: 9
Class: SorcererXP: 42294/45000
Profession: HerbalistXP: 325/500
Abilities:
Str: 13     Dex: 19    Agil: 21   End: 19
Int: 27   Wis: 37Per:  15     Cha: 25
LP: 306/306Regen: 1.9/s
SP: 1180/1180Regen: 5.2/s, 7.3/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
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Despite all his efforts, he was becoming a bit lopsided.  Can’t really be helped, he thought with a shrug.  Str and Per are Weak Stats for me, so it takes me two points just to bump them up by one, and my three Strong Stats – Int, Wis, and Cha – go up each level on their own.  Good thing I’ll finally get to do some Stat grinding; that might speed up the process.
He sat cross-legged in the bed and, with a grin, held up his right palm.  He pulled a stream of fire mana up to his hand, and a six-inch ball of rolling, tumbling flame suddenly appeared above it.  It’s so awesome that I can do this, he exulted silently.  I am gonna make so many Spells…
Cautiously, he wove air mana into the ball, watching as the flames brightened from dull orange to a brilliant white.  The ball of radiant mana poured heat into the room, and he carefully wiped his brow as sweat erupted from his forehead and face.   The hand came back covered with dried ichor, dust, and rotting wood, all courtesy of his time in Haerobel.   I totally need to get clean, he thought with a grimace.  Right now, Geltheriel isn’t the only one befouled.  Obviously, there are no nano-scrubbers here; maybe they use plain old soap and water?
As if summoned, the elf woman opened the door and stuck her head in his room.  “Good morning!” she called loudly.  “It is time to wake, Oathbinder…jukkete!”
That was a bad word, Aranos’ mind translated calmly as he flung himself off the bed in a near-panic.  Geltheriel’s entrance had startled him, he jumped, and as his focus lapsed, the ball simply rolled off his hand and splattered on the bed.  The bedding, of course, promptly erupted in flames, some of which scorched Aranos before he could scramble away from the instant inferno.
Geltheriel raced into the room, grabbing another blanket, trying to beat out the fire, but the radiant energy wasn’t so easily extinguished and simply spread to the second blanket.  As Geltheriel hurled that one onto the bed with a curse, Aranos stumbled to his feet and held out one hand, calling forth water mana. 
A single ball of water splashed on the fire with a brief hiss that did absolutely nothing to quell the blaze.  Aranos gritted his teeth and pulled more water mana, this time using his new Spell Channeling Skill to spray a torrent of water at the fire.  The radiant energy hissed and fought against the opposing energy of the water, but soon enough the sheer volume of fluid overcame the flames.  Aranos turned off his impromptu firehose and stood for a moment, staring abashedly at the sodden, smoking remains of his former bed.  “Umm,” he stammered.  “Oops.”
Geltheriel rounded on him, her face livid and her jaws clenched.  “’Oops’?” she repeated in a hiss.  “You quite nearly burn down my family’s cottage, and your response to me is ‘oops’?”
“Oh, sorry,” he said quickly.  “It was a total accident, I swear.”
She sighed and rubbed her head, her lips moving but no words coming out.  “Of course, it was an accident,” she muttered.  “What I would know is how such an accident could have occurred in the first place.”
“Yeah, I guess you would,” he stumbled.  “Well, see, this morning I discovered how to add mana aspects to my Spells, which means that…”  He broke off as her gaze snapped up to him and cleared his throat.  “Yeah, you know what it means, sorry.
“Anyways, I was trying to practice what I’d figured out,” he explained lamely, “so I tried summoning fire.  You startled me, and it kind of…slipped.”
“Let me see if I am understanding this correctly,” she said in a quiet, cold voice.  “You discovered how to add elemental mana to your Spells while you slept – a fact which does not surprise me, sadly enough – and you decided that this would be the best place to practice summoning fire?  On an extremely flammable bed, in a wooden building, in the midst of a wooden city?  Completely unsupervised?  Please correct me if I am mistaken.”
“Well, sure, it sounds pretty stupid when you say it like that,” he mumbled, embarrassed.  Probably because it was pretty stupid; I really should consider consequences a little bit more often.
“Does it?” she asked, her voice rising.  “Then, please, tell me how I should say it so that your attempting to set this house on fire does not sound like idiocy?” 
He sighed.  “I’m sorry,” he repeated.  “It was stupid, and I won’t do it again.  And, of course, a new bed and whatever repairs need to be done can come out of my share of the loot we took from Haerobel…if we have enough, that is.  How much did we get from the city, anyways?”
“More than enough,” she breathed.  “Oathbinder…just, please, do not attempt to practice your Spells in this house, if at all possible.  I promise, there are better places, and I will get you access to them, or Elder Golloron will.  Do you find that reasonable?”
“Absolutely,” he muttered, his head hanging down.
“Good,” she sighed, pulling a wan smile onto her face.  “And I congratulate you on your discovery, although I was not aware that it was any great difficulty, in all honesty.  As I understand it, even the most novice-ranked Wizards can call fire.”
“Yeah, Wizards can,” he nodded.  “Sorcerers can’t.  We have to learn how to do it.  But, now that I know, I can do things with it those Wizards wouldn’t even dream of, so it all balances out.”
“That tends to be the case with most Classes,” she agreed.  “However, the morning moves on, and there is much you asked to accomplish today.  I know that you wish to receive Sword Mastery Training, train your Stats, meet with the Elder, and resupply our equipment.  However, your presence has also been requested by the House of the Sickle, and none of this may even start until you have bathed.”
“Yeah, I was gonna ask about that,” he nodded, pulling up his drab, mottled-green tunic and giving it a tentative sniff.  “Probably need to get my clothes laundered, as well.  So, who is the House of Sickles?”
She stared at him for a moment before seeming to come to herself.  “I forget that you are a Traveler,” she reminded herself, using the term the NPC’s in the game called players.  “There is no need to clean your garments; you simply hang them up when you bathe, and once you are cleansed, so are they.  Is it necessary to wash clothing separately in your world?”
“Yep,” he shrugged.  “I like your way better, though.  More efficient.  And the House?”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “The House of the Sickle comprises city’s Druids,” she told him.  “They have requested your presence as an honored guest, and it would be a great discourtesy to refuse them.”
“Well, I don’t want anyone thinking I’m discourteous,” he laughed.  “Lead me to the baths, my Follower, and let us begin our day of training and sickles!”
Geltheriel rolled her eyes but chuckled a little grimly.  “Try to keep that demeanor,” she advised him with a smile.  “Once we begin training, I am certain you will need it.”




Chapter 2

Damn, I hate when she’s right.  Aranos winced as the blade struck his shoulder, causing a dull spike of pain to jolt through his arm.  He tried to bring his own sword up in a belated block, but his opponent’s weapon slipped past his, tapping it enough to force it out of line.  He grunted as the nimble blade slipped past his beaten guard and struck him firmly in the chest, ending the combat.
“You are dead, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel told him grimly, her golden-blonde braid not even the slightest disheveled and only a faint sheen of perspiration lining her face.  “That makes, what?  Seven times?  How many will it take for you to learn?  Smaller movements, stay in your line, and do not try to force your opportunities!”
“It’s eight, actually,” he replied good-naturedly.  “And hey, I’m getting better, right?  At least, my Sword Mastery Skill is going up.”
His sparring companion shook her head.  “Skill levels do not mean what you think they mean,” she corrected.  “At least, they are not as important as you imagine, particularly in combat.  Fighting is all about technique, form, and instinct.  Your Skill level will not accurately measure these; it will, at best, tell you how easily such things will come to you.”
“Really?” he asked skeptically.  “I figured that higher Skill levels give you technique and such.”
The elf laughed, shaking her head.  “No, higher Skill levels give you nothing more than the ability to use the blade without injuring yourself,” she replied.  “It is true that you will receive bonuses to combat from an elevated Skill in the weapon, but training gives you much more.  It is far better to control your own weapon – and your own destiny – than to rely on the gods to do it for you, yes?”
In other words, Aranos thought as he reset and prepared for the next round of training, you’ll fight better if you’re not relying on the AI system to do it for you.  Got it.  He relaxed his grip, set his feet, and signaled his readiness to begin another round of, basically, getting hit with a heavy, wooden blade.
His first day in the elven Stronghold of Eredain had not been an idyllic one.  After he was bathed and dressed, his clothing finally rid of the ever-present dust and decay that filled the air in Haerobel, Geltheriel had led him through the elven Stronghold to a large open square.  Several small buildings stood around the periphery, reminding Aranos of open-air cafés with benches rather than full tables.  They walked to one of the smaller buildings, where the woman instructed Aranos to be seated on a bench a bit distant from anyone else, and to wait for her while she got them some food. 
The square was lightly packed with elves, all of whom were sitting and eating, staring at him while trying not to seem like they were staring.  The ones closest to him finished their food at what seemed to be a faster pace than those more distant and moved quickly on to whatever the day held for them.  When Geltheriel had returned, bringing him a steaming loaf of bread filled with meat and vegetables, the stares vanished, although many more elves swiftly finished and disappeared.
Although she hid it well, Aranos saw the flash of pain in Geltheriel’s eyes as she noticed that.  Her imprisonment in a Fallen Land had infused her with Corruption that manifested as black veins running up her throat into her cheeks and down her shoulders to her forearms, marring her otherwise flawless pale, lightly blue-tinted skin.  The presence of the Corruption weakened the elf and tempted her to give into her darker emotions, but it wasn’t a sign that she was evil or aligned with Darkness.
That’s something I need to learn more about, he had decided.  What exactly is Corruption in the game?  Why did Geltheriel get it, and what does it really mean?  The more I know about it, maybe the more I can help her.
It didn’t seem, though, that the elves cared if the woman actually was evil; she was now an outsider, and the elves of Eredain were very uncomfortable around outsiders.  That’s probably why we had to stay at the guest house, Aranos had realized the night before.  She probably doesn’t want to make her family uncomfortable with her presence.  Although, it occurred to him that she had never really talked about her family, or about herself at all, so for all he knew, there was far more to it than that. Of course, he, being clueless and socially awkward, had never thought to ask.
The meal was simple but surprisingly good, especially after the stale bread and withered vegetables they had subsisting on in Haerobel, where the vampiric rabisu that caused the city’s downfall had drained the life from everything else.  The inclusion of meat in the meal surprised him – in many fantasy games and books, elves were supposed to be “in touch” with nature and thus, vegetarians.  When he mentioned that to Geltheriel, she nearly spit out her food laughing.
“How would eating an animal be ‘out of touch’ with nature?” she finally asked in disbelief.  “Surely, in your world there are predators that attack and devour their prey.  How is this unnatural?”
“Well,” he tried to explain, “I guess it’s that you have to kill an animal to eat it, you know?  So, you’re ending a life when you could just live on fruits and vegetables and stuff.”
“Which are also alive,” she reminded him.  “And the plants they are on often do not survive the harvesting season.”  She shook her head.  “In elven lands, there are those who prefer meat, and those who do not.  It is a matter of choice and has nothing to do with nature; indeed, it is in the nature of elves, humans, dwarves, and most enlightened races to eat both animal and plant.  Generally, there is no judgment for those who choose either path, although that is not always the case.”  The woman took a bite of her food, then muttered darkly.  “Indeed, that is one of the few aspects of elven life in which there truly is no judgment, I am beginning to see.”
Afterward, Aranos had wanted to go shopping – every gamer loves to upgrade their equipment, and right now, Aranos was pretty short on equipment – but Geltheriel convinced him otherwise.  “There is no point to purchasing items when we do not know what we should be purchasing,” she pointed out.  “You wish to train with a sword, and I will oblige, but I believe you would do better with your staff.   Perhaps we could even have it upgraded – banded in high steel and socketed for enchantments to be added as you uncover them.  Until it is certain, though, there is no need to purchase you a weapon you will not use.”
“That sounds expensive,” he offered, suddenly realizing that he had no idea what they had recovered from the Fallen City.  “I mean, you never told me how much we got from looting Lythienne’s throne room in Haerobel.  Can we afford that?”
“You never asked,” she told him matter-of-factly.  “Do not expect me to tell you everything you wish to know unless you are willing to ask the questions.
“However,” she assured him, “I remind you that we possess much of the accumulated wealth of an entire elven city.  We will have no trouble affording anything we wish to purchase, although before we buy anything, we will wish to sell some items.  The gems we should save and use when needed, but many of the gold and silver items are bulky and would not travel well.  It would be best to convert those into coin.”
He stared at her for a moment.  “Wait, how much did we end up taking?” he asked, a little dumbstruck.  “And how did you bring all that?  You didn’t have a pack, did you?  Where are you keeping all of this stuff?”
She rolled her eyes and tapped a simple, golden necklace with a large, teardrop-shaped green stone that rested around her throat.  “I found a storage amulet, of course,” she said as if anyone should have known that.  Of course, maybe everyone else would have, he realized.  There’s a lot in this game I just don’t know.
“I am surprised you did not notice the sudden appearance of a large tourmaline gem around my throat,” she went on, ignoring his distraction.  “Perhaps, as we look for Stat training that we can continue as we travel, we can seek something that aids with Perception?
“As for the amulet,” she continued, “It held some valuables already, but there was ample room for more.  Since you were unconscious after that utterly ridiculous Spell you cast, I felt it appropriate for me to bind the amulet and use it.  I assume you do not object?”
From her tone, Aranos knew that objecting would be fairly unwise.  “No, not at all,” he replied quickly.  “Storage amulets, though?  Does it hold a lot and weigh almost nothing?  I’ve only ever heard of rings or bags doing that.”
“There are spatial bags, yes,” she acknowledged.  “They hold a great deal more than this amulet, and we may need to purchase one such today, depending on how much we are willing to sell.  We will need supplies if we are to be traveling beyond the Forest of Eredain.  Unlike your last excursion, this time, you will be traveling with sufficient food and water.  I have not heard of rings being used so, however.”
Aranos blushed again, remembering how he had never even thought of supplies before stepping through the Arcane Door that led to the Fallen City of Haerobel.  “Hey, that was different,” he protested.  “I didn’t know it was going to…”  He broke off as he saw the twinkle in her eyes and the smile appearing on her face.  It seemed that, now they weren’t in any kind of immediate danger, Geltheriel was taking an inordinate amount of pleasure from teasing him.
So, instead of shopping, she dragged him off to the Keeper barracks for Stat and weapons training.  As they traveled, Aranos couldn’t decide if he found the Stronghold beautiful or not.  It was built across and through the crowns of hundreds of giant trees, existing on three separate levels that were connected by stairs carved into the largest trunks.  The elves had done a good job of patterning the wooden city to make it look like part of the foliage, and the wooden surfaces were all hardened and coated with a resin that Geltheriel assured him made them almost as hard as stone and more or less fireproof, but that also made them gleam with a soft, burnished glow.  Airy, arched bridges connected the various platforms, all of them filled with graceful, beautiful elves.
And, yet, this was not a city built for ease and comfort: it was a Stronghold, designed to be defended against invaders.  There were gates and checkpoints throughout the city, all manned by armed guards who eyed the pair with a baleful expression.  When he looked up, beyond the beauty of the higher levels, he could see thick nets designed to snare flying attackers; when he looked past the beauty of the buildings, he saw hidden walls to protect against climbing creatures and to break up the city into sections that could be locked down and defended individually.  The Stronghold was just that: a line of defense for the elves, allowing them to protect and defend what was left of the Forest of Eredain. 
The barracks of the Keepers was elegant, but it was even more obviously designed for defense.  The lowest level of it was solid, the only entrance a heavy door banded with shining metal that Geltheriel told him was truesilver, which he guessed was something like mithril.  The windows in the higher floors were obviously arrow slits, and when he stared, Aranos could just barely make out the disguised outlines of siege weaponry perched on the roof.  There were dozens of large platforms set at varying levels above and behind the building, all of which were surrounded by 4-foot walls and would make excellent archery or artillery platforms.  As they approached the building, Aranos could barely make out the forms of hundreds of elves moving about on those platforms, although he couldn’t quite make out what they were doing.
Once at the barracks, the woman re-introduced him to Dorn’ar’el, the elf who had originally found him in the forest days ago.  Dorn’ar’el was taller than Aranos, muscular, with silvery hair streaked with black and piercing, green eyes.  He was also the only elf other than Geltheriel who had treated Aranos decently so far.  He was apparently something like an officer in the Keepers – Aranos wasn’t sure how they were organized – and he was able to arrange for a trainer to help Aranos boost his meager Physical Stats. 
“Be welcome in the House of Twilight,” Dorn’ar’el spoke, inclining his head to Aranos.  “As one who has fought the Darkness and emerged victorious, Traveler, you will always have a place here.  If you wish to train, I will introduce you to Jhaeros, one of our most accomplished veterans and an excellent trainer.”
As Dorn’ar’el spoke, a notification began blinking, and Aranos glanced at it curiously:
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Bind Point Discovered!
You have found the bind point “House of Twilight” and have been offered the use of it by a senior member.  If you select this as your bind point, you will respawn here upon death.
Current Bind Point: Traveler’s Trials
Would you like to assign House of Twilight as your bind point? (Yes/No)
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Aranos considered changing his respawn point, but he realized that, if he and Geltheriel were going to go hunting outside the walls later, respawning in the forest would make a lot more sense than coming all the way back to the city.  He selected “No”, and the notification vanished.
Aranos didn’t know if Jhaeros was selected or volunteered to be his trainer.  It didn’t matter, though, as the older elf seemed to take great pleasure in the aleen’s misery over the next couple of hours.  Strength and Endurance training was easy enough for the elf to explain.  He gave Aranos a series of exercises he could do to improve his conditioning and made him run for a bit.  Of course, then the old elf insisted Aranos do those exercises, over and over, followed by running for ten minutes, after which it was back to exercising.  Whenever the Traveler seemed about to quit, the trainer would throw a sharp rock at him, forcing him to dodge or bleed, insisting that it would help with Agility.  Then, if Aranos did dodge, that was evidence that he could still run more.  If he didn’t, he was allowed a short break before the whole thing started again.
As it turned out, improving both Str and Endurance was all about working your muscles until your Stamina depleted, over and over again.  Unfortunately for the unlucky Traveler, his Arcane Endurance Perk replaced his Stamina pool with his SP pool, which took about eight times longer for him to deplete than his Stamina would have and regenerated much faster.  Aranos didn’t know if that meant it would also take him eight times as long to grind out points in those Stats, but it felt like the old trainer was willing to help him find out, whether he wanted to or not.
Agility, Dexterity, and Perception training, he found, was a lot more esoteric – and, in Aranos’ mind, a lot less useful.  He ended up wearing a blindfold while Jhaeros tossed specially designed wooden balls at him.  The balls made a peculiar whistling as they flew, and Aranos was supposed to dodge them, then throw a ball of his own back the way he thought the ball came.  That exercise, he decided, was specifically designed to torment him, as the trainer tended to aim the balls directly at his head and spent most of the time laughing at Aranos’ pitiful attempts to dodge out of the way while blind.
That brought him to the platform he was at now, sparring fairly unsuccessfully with Geltheriel using a solid, wooden blade that ended up flying out of his grip more often than not.  By this time, his muscles were aching and trembling, and the weapon felt almost too heavy for his arms to swing.  As her sword easily knocked his out of line and took him in the chest once more, she stepped back and shook her head.
“That is enough for today,” she told him.  “You are not completely incompetent with the blade, although you are more skilled with the staff.  Yet, your body has had all the physical training it will stand for the day.  After you have bathed once more, it will be time to visit Elder Golloron.  After, perhaps, we will be able to peruse the markets in the Great Square.”
“What about magical training?” he questioned, wiping down his practice blade with a rag she handed him before racking it next to hers.  “I’d like to do some of that, too.”
“There are only so many hours in a day,” she reminded him.  “And, if Elder Golloron has a request of us, we may find ourselves busy for the rest of the afternoon, since you graciously offered him our services.”
“That’s true,” he allowed grudgingly, his face discontented.  “Still…”
Geltheriel laughed.  “Worry not,” she reassured him.  “I believe all will agree it is paramount that you are given time and a safe location in which to practice your magic, one which you cannot accidentally set on fire.”
“Hey, I also put the fire out,” he protested.
“A fact for which I am endlessly grateful,” she replied in a deadpan voice.  “I can but hope that you have learned from the experience, as I do not think our welcome here will survive your destroying part of the city, even something so small as a single building.”
“Yeah, probably not,” he muttered, noticing that most of the Keepers seemed to be clearly avoiding them, and that not a few were casting dark looks at Geltheriel.  “Do you think I should even use any magic while I’m here, or do you think people might panic and kick me out?”
“Golloron is still the elder of the Stronghold,” she shook her head in denial, “and he has named you a guest.  This means that you are allowed to move freely throughout the city and cannot be turned away from any public building.  Although, considering how you currently smell, they may be sorely tempted.”
“Got it, need to bathe,” he rolled his eyes.  “You’re not exactly a delicate rose yourself right now, you know.  My Scent ability could track you from halfway across the city.”
She looked at him steadily.  “I do not stink, if that is what you are implying,” she told him flatly.  “I never stink, quite unlike you.  I simply have varying degrees of fragrance.”
“Sure, that’s it,” he laughed as they re-entered the barracks and made their way toward the baths.  Aranos left Geltheriel at the women’s baths – fortunately, the elves were very proper about such things, since Aranos wasn’t sure he’d be comfy getting naked in front of a bunch of elven women – and headed into the men’s baths for his second soak of the day.  As he settled into the hot bath, he pulled up his morning’s notifications:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Str: +1
Dex: +0 (Low quality training)
Agil: +0 (Low quality training)
End: +2
You have reached your daily limit for Physical Stat Training!  
Further training will have no benefits until a full rest is completed.
Stat Training: Any Stat may be improved by performing special training for 1 continuous hour.  Training for longer than an hour will not grant additional benefits.  Different training regimens can improve one or more Stats by an amount based on the quality of that regimen:
Poor: +1, requires double the time spent training.
Average: +1
High: +2
Grueling: +4, may only be performed every 48 hours.
Note that Training your Class’ Weak Stat will be half as effective, while training a Strong Stat requires half the training time.
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Okay, so the Strength and Endurance regimen was High quality, he reasoned, but I only got 1 point in Str because it’s a Weak Stat for me.  The Agility/Perception/Dexterity regimen didn’t even affect my Per enough to show up in the notifications and gave me zero points in Dex and Agil.  Yeah, I think that guy was doing that as a joke or a punishment; I’ll have to look into getting a better regimen for that.  Or maybe just a better trainer.
Skill Improvement: Sword Mastery (T) and One-Handed Weapons (T) +3
New Rank: Novice 10
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That was obviously the reward for his sparring with Geltheriel today, and it didn’t really seem like that much advancement, honestly.  Maybe she’s right, and I need to focus on my Staff Mastery; swords are cool, but I wonder if they just aren’t my thing?
There was something very relaxing about reading through notifications while floating in a pool of steaming water.  I could get used to this, he admitted.  In the real world, water was far too precious a commodity to be used for something like bathing, unless you were very wealthy.  I think I like baths, though.  Maybe I can create a Spell that makes warm water.  An instant bath Spell would be awesome.
That would have to wait, however, as he knew that Geltheriel wouldn’t tolerate him lingering in the baths for too long, certainly not long enough for him to practice summoning fire.  Although, he mused, being surrounded by water might be the best place to do that.  Not much in here that’ll burn, and plenty of water to put out whatever will…
He shook off the thought and quickly cleaned up, donning his now-clean clothes and settling in to wait for Geltheriel.  He didn’t wait long; whatever stereotypes he’d heard about women taking forever to get ready apparently didn’t apply to women who were trained for combat, assuming they applied at all.  He freely admitted that what he knew about women could be fit onto a single sheet of paper with half of it to spare.  Within a few minutes she joined him and was leading him through the city, back to Golloron’s study.
When they arrived, Geltheriel placed her hand on a strange symbol next to the closed door.  A moment later, the older elf opened the door, ushering them inside.  Golloron’s study and apparent living space wasn’t really anything Aranos would have written home about.  It was basically a polished, wooden dome, 20 feet in diameter and 15’ high, with a simple sleeping mat, a single desk, and four evenly spaced windows high on the walls.  The floor held simple mats of woven grass for sitting; beyond that, nothing adorned the honey-colored room.
Golloron sat on the floor, smiling at the pair, his pure white hair flowing down behind him.  Although his title was ‘Elder’, he didn’t actually appear very old.  Of course, that didn’t mean much; Aranos wasn’t sure how old an elf had to be to start showing signs of age.  In most fantasy games, elves lived hundreds of years or more, so he supposed that Golloron could have seen centuries already.
“Welcome, Aranos Evenshade,” the Elder spoke somewhat formally, gesturing for Aranos and Geltheriel to sit.  “And greetings, Geltheriel of the House Meluiben.  It is my hope that the morning has found you well.”
“Well enough, Elder Golloron,” Aranos replied, taking his cue from the Elder’s tone.  “Thank you for seeing us.”
“The Liberator is always welcome within my home,” Golloron smiled.  “As is his Avowed.  I would ask what I could do for you this day, but I am certain that I know.”
Aranos nodded to Geltheriel, who took a deep breath.  “Elder Golloron,” she spoke just as formally as the old elf had, “as you observe, my time in the Fallen Realm of Haerobel has left its mark upon me.”  She gestured to the black veins of Corruption running up her throat and down her arms, consequences of her imprisonment in a Fallen Land.  “I am Befouled, and as such, I formally request a Cleansing Quest to restore me fully to the Light.”
Golloron stared at the woman in thought for a moment before sighing.  “Tell me, Traveler,” he spoke, turning to Aranos.  “What do you know of Cleansing Quests?”
Aranos shrugged.  “Not much, Elder,” he replied simply.  “I know they’re different from Heroic Quests and that, if you’ve gone past stage 4 of Corruption, you need one to recover.”
“That is true, if incredibly simplified,” Golloron said slowly.  “Heroic Quests are, if I am being honest, not necessarily very heroic in nature.  Any Quest with a reward is a Heroic Quest.  If I ask you to fetch me a book from the library, and you do so, it is a Heroic Quest so long as I present you with a reward after.”
“Hold on,” Aranos interrupted, confused.  “So, if I’ve got Corruption points, I could remove them by, say, gathering herbs in the forest?”
“If you are doing them for someone as part of a Quest?” Golloron clarified. “Then the answer is yes.  Anything you do that helps another enough for the gods to recognize it will lessen your Corruption, no matter how insignificant.  Of course, the more challenging and dangerous a Quest is, and the more beneficial it is, the more it will cleanse you.”
That’s right, Aranos recalled, Quests remove one CP per level of Quest Difficulty, so 1 for E, 2 for D, and so on.  “I remember reading about that,” he agreed.  “So how are Cleansing Quests different?”
“They are not, at their heart,” Golloron replied cryptically.  “And yet, they are very little alike, at the same time.”  Aranos started to protest at the mystical answer, but the old elf held up a silencing hand.
“I do not say this to be mysterious,” he chuckled.  “It is simply the truth.  Cleansing Quests and Heroic Quests have much in common, yet they are quite different.
“First,” the elf explained, “a Cleansing Quest must be sweeping in scope.  While a Heroic Quest might help a single individual, a group, an entire city, or even a nation, Cleansing Quests are not done for the benefit of mortals.  They are done to benefit the Light, meaning that all within the Realms of Light receive their benefits.
“Second, a Cleansing Quest must strike a blow against the Darkness.  Not against a creature of the Dark, or even against a city or nation, but against all that dwell in Shadow, and even against the Shadow itself.”
Golloron sighed as he continued speaking.  “Finally,” he said hesitantly, “Cleansing Quests must be of epic difficulty.  Completing one is the act of a legendary Hero, one who will be remembered throughout all of history, and the difficulty is reflected in this.
“You must understand all of this,” the Elder finished, “because you must know what you may be facing, should you choose to aid Geltheriel in her Quest.  Cleansing Quests are not given lightly, because they almost always end in failure.  Even worse, such Quests may take you into realms of Shadow and Darkness, where your Corruption may grow. More than one questor has Fallen completely to the Shadow when their Quest failed, and they saw no more hope for the Light.”
Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, who was listening stoically to the Elder, her face grim but unsurprised.  She knew all that already, he realized.  She knew and was still going to ask for the Quest.  No way I’m letting her face that alone!
“So, Cleansing Quests are really hard,” Aranos clarified, “and most people fail them.  That’s not exactly heartening, but if Geltheriel’s in, so am I.”  He saw a brief smile of gratitude flash across her face as he spoke.
“There is one more thing you must know,” the Elder said patiently.  “Once you have accepted a Cleansing Quest, you may not put it aside.  It must be completed, or there will be consequences that may range from XP loss, to loss of Titles or Perks, to death.”
“Wait,” Aranos spoke up, trying to understand, “so, if we say we’ll do the Quest, we can’t do anything else?  No training, no other Quests, nothing?”
Golloron chuckled.  “That would be rather unfair, would it not?” he smiled. “No, Traveler, it is not quite so dramatic.  Cleansing Quests, like most difficult Quests, move forward in stages.  You receive a limited amount of time to move to the next stage of the Quest or you will receive the prescribed penalty.  As you progress through stages, the penalties for failure will worsen, and the time constraints may shorten or lengthen.”
Aranos sat quietly for a moment, thinking furiously.  Sounds like a really long, epic Quest chain, he thought excitedly.  One with a lot of ways for things to go wrong, and nasty penalties if they do.  If the penalties for failure keep increasing, though, I’ll bet the rewards for success do, as well!  Still, it sounds like the Quests are set up to be easier to fail than to accomplish, and I’ll bet if we fail, Geltheriel can’t ever try again. 
He looked up quietly at the Elder, who sat opposite him with a look of worry on his face.  There’s another concern, he realized.  I don’t know how much flexibility Golloron has in assigning these Quests.  He’s never been openly hostile to me, but then again, I think he was hoping I would be a more pliable tool than I’ve been.  Would he deliberately assign the hardest Quest possible just to ensure I’ll fail?  Can I even trust him?
After a moment, Aranos shook his head.  No, it’s not about trusting him, he reminded himself.  I have to trust the AI’s, because they’re the ones running the show, here.  Would they offer me a Quest I had no chance of completing?  One that penalized me for taking it and failing?  No matter how much I get into this, it’s still just a game, and that means there has to be a way to win.
“Sorry,” he finally spoke, realizing that they were both watching him chasing his thoughts in circles.  “I understand the consequences.  I’m still in.”
Golloron smiled, and Aranos heard a tiny sigh of relief escape Geltheriel’s lips.  The aleen’s Scent Ability suddenly kicked in, and he realized that he was smelling fear: Geltheriel’s fear that he would change his mind and leave her to fend for herself on this Quest.
“You must hear the Quest before you can accept or decline,” the old elf reminded him.  “And it is for Geltheriel to decide, as it will be her Quest and her decision to share it with you.”
The elf suddenly rose and walked over to his desk, picking up an old, yellowed paper and returning with it to sit.  “Before the Feast,” the elf began sonorously, his voice taking a strange, narrative quality, “The Kingdoms of Light were close allies, traveling and trading freely with one another, dwelling in harmony.  The Feast of Virnal, when the portals to the Nightmare Realms opened and demons of Darkness poured into our lands, shattered that unity and scattered the races, isolating them from one another.”
Aranos nodded; he remembered all this from the game’s intro.  Even Geltheriel was looking impatient.  She’s probably been hearing about this her whole life, Aranos realized.
“You know this, of course,” Golloron admitted.  “And yet, there is part of this tale that likely you do not know, for it is not told even among our kind.” He held up a piece of the yellowing paper, which held a sketch that Aranos immediately recognized.
“It is an Arcane Door,” Geltheriel supplied before Aranos could speak, and Golloron nodded.
“It is,” the elder agreed.  “You are familiar with Arcane Doors, of course; both of you have traveled through them, both to travel Haerobel and to return to Eredain. 
“Every elven city has an Arcane Door within it,” he continued.  “However, they are not unique to our lands; every large city of the Light-born boasts an Arcane Door.  What is more…they are all linked.”
Aranos blinked, and Geltheriel gasped beside him, her face reflecting shock as she heard the elder’s words.  “Forgive me, Elder,” the woman said haltingly, “but I was instructed that the Arcane Doors are a uniquely elven construction.  No mention has ever been made of the lesser races…”
Golloron held up his hand, silencing the woman.  “What you were taught is true,” he interrupted.  “The magic of the Arcane Doors was fashioned by elven Grandmasters.  However, the doors themselves are of dwarven forging, and the system that links them was designed by humans.
“The Doors were fashioned by many races of the Light-born, because they were the key to our alliance and our unity.  Once, these Doors stood open within each city, and travel from the Elven Nations to the dwarven citadels or the human kingdoms was a matter of choosing the correct destination and stepping through a Door.  The Doors were used for defense, as well, since if the Dark attacked any Realm of the Light, it could be reinforced through the Arcane Doors and the populace evacuated.”
Golloron held up a second paper and glanced at it.  “When the Feast befell, however,” he said grimly, “the Shadow did not merely strike at our lands.  Its first blow was to infiltrate and corrupt the network of Doors, to isolate each race and realm, to force us to disunity and despair.  Now, travel through a Door can be deadly, as it exposes the mind and soul to the assault of Darkness and to Corruption.  The Doors have remained sealed since that time, and indeed, I believe the two of you may be the first to travel the Doors in centuries, save the Traveler who preceded you.
“Much of our lore was lost during the Feast,” the elf admitted sadly.  “The secret of using the Doors is one such.  Yet, should that be rediscovered, and should the Doors be cleansed of the Darkness, it would reunite the nations and allow the Light-born to renew our old ties and perhaps rebuild broken alliances.”
Aranos’ heart sank as he heard the elf speak; he was pretty sure he knew where this was going.  At the same time, he felt a stirring of excitement; this sounded like an awesome Quest.  Plus, fast travel?  Score!
Geltheriel’s face also looked bleak as the elder spoke, her eyes downcast and her mouth downturned, but Golloron went on as if ignorant of their distress.  “This, then, is your Cleansing Quest,” he declared.  “You must find a way to open the Doors once more, to restore them to safe travel.  Do this, and your Corruption shall be Cleansed, Geltheriel of Meluiben.  Do you accept the Quest?”
The woman sat quietly for several moments, her eyes lost in thought.  “Before I can accept,” Geltheriel replied slowly, “I must know if there is even a chance of success.  Elder, this seems a fool’s errand, unless you have a direction or information that will give us a starting point.”
Good call, Aranos thought approvingly, trying not to grin at the woman.  I’m sure that paper he’s holding will give us some direction, but she’s making sure it’s a real clue and not just some fanciful tale before committing herself.  Smart lady.
“A reasonable concern,” Golloron replied, unknowingly agreeing with Aranos’ thoughts.  “What I hold here is a fragment of research done by one of the Grandmasters of old, one who was learned in the secrets of the Doors and who I believe fell during the Feast.  This was recovered many years ago on one of our failed expeditions to reclaim the lands beyond the Forest of Eredain, and yet I have not been able to act upon it.
“The author, a woman named Namestria, speaks here of the Doors and of how they are used.  She does not give details, for I assume that knowledge of using the Arcane Doors was common at that time, but she does describe how they were the great secret to the long peace between the races, and of how they were a feat that would never be replicated.  I shall give this to you to examine, should you accept the Quest, and you may keep it, as it is of no use to me.
“However,” he continued, “the part that is most relevant is the last that remains legible, and it is this I wish to read to you.”  He glanced questioningly at the pair, who both nodded, before he lifted the paper and read.
“’The Arcane Doors were the work of generations’,” he narrated.  “’Thousands of Wizards of all the races of the Light-born strove to create them, and this feat will never be repeated or paralleled.  And yet, should it come to pass that the Doors fail or are damaged, their legacy must not be allowed to fade.  So it is that I have left a record of my works behind, including my research on the Arcane Doors and a description of their workings and creation.’
“’To be certain that these works will not fall to the encroaching Darkness, I placed them in the most secure location in the Elven Nations, in the vaults of the Library at Antas, the greatest repository of knowledge of this or any age.  They may be found…’”
He lowered the page.  “And it is there the page becomes illegible,” he said sadly.  “Nor does anything else upon any of these pages elucidate further.”
“So, we need to go to this Library, then?” Aranos asked, puzzled.  “I mean, if it’s the most secure place in the Realms, it should still be accessible, right?”
“Alas,” Golloron shook his head, “Namestria’s faith was placed in vain.  It might be that the vaults of Antas were the most secure location in all the Elven Nations, but the Library itself fell to Darkness and Shadow during the Feast.  Its location is known, but despite our attempts, it has not been reclaimed.”
“So, you wish us to reclaim the Library of Antas,” Geltheriel spoke slowly.  “The subterranean fortress that has so far repelled six armed assaults of which I am aware.  And we, the two of us, are to make this attempt?”  She sighed.  “Now, I understand why Cleansing Quests are the stuff of legends, and why so many choose a simple death instead of facing one.”
“Indeed,” the old elf nodded.  “And should you make that choice, I can make that end swift and painless, Geltheriel.  Yet, you need not free the city of Antas; you must merely penetrate the vault below the Library and discover Namestria’s works.  The choice is yours, however.”
“It is no choice,” Geltheriel declared, squaring her shoulders.  “When I die, I will do it with a blade in hand, not with a bowed head.  Ta naail- sutllegurtha nan' sutllecoia.  I accept the Quest.”
It is not how you die, but how you live, Aranos’ mind automatically translated the words, a gift he had received from Lythienne’s memories.  Yeah, that pretty much sums up Geltheriel.  As he considered, a notification started blinking, and he pulled it up a little eagerly:
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Geltheriel has shared a Quest with you:
Cleansing Quest Unlocked: A Door Between Realms
Quest Objective: Discover the secrets of the Arcane Doors and restore them to full functionality.
Difficulty: S
Reward: +50,000 XP, New Title, Cleansed of all accumulated CP, ???
Failure Conditions: Fail to complete any objective within the time limit, Geltheriel dies
First Objective: Liberate the Library of Antas
Objective: Gain access to the Vault of the Library of Antas and discover Namestria’s works within.
Difficulty: A
Reward: +15,000 XP, Class-related Item set, ???
Failure Conditions: Fail to access the Vault within 30 days, Geltheriel dies
Failure Penalty: -15,000 XP
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Holy hell! Aranos swore internally as he read the Quest.  It’s freaking S-ranked?  That means it’s next to impossible, even for a full party!  There’s no freaking way we can do this ourselves!  Although, that reward is pretty nice, and that doesn’t even take into account all of the incidental rewards along the way, does it?  Heck, I could get a full item set just for getting into the Vault! 
Still, he mused, if we’re going to do this, we’re going to need a party, and that means I need to get in touch with Phil.  I have no idea where he is, though; at this point, it’s probably smarter just to wait three days and see him in real life.  I can spend two days grinding Stats and Skills and creating new Spells…especially aspected ones!
He shook himself, returning his focus to the task at hand.  Glancing at the notification, he took a deep breath and chose ‘Yes’ with mixture of anxiety and excitement.  Golloron nodded and handed Geltheriel the papers he held.  She immediately touched them to her chest, and they disappeared, likely into her amulet.  “I will ask you to look at those later,” she murmured to Aranos.  “Puzzles are not my greatest strength.”  He nodded, and she rose to her feet, with him following.
“I wish you luck,” Golloron told them, not rising with them.  “I believe you can find a map to the ruins of Antas in the Great Square.  In addition, there is a limited amount of information on Arcane Doors in the House of Stars, should you choose to visit it.”
Aranos paused as they turned to leave.  “Actually, there are two things I want to ask you before we go, if that’s okay?”  Golloron gestured expansively, which Aranos took as a sign to continue.
“First,” he asked curiously, “one of my friends – a fellow Traveler – is probably in Human lands.  Is there any way for me to get in touch with him?”
“Do you know which land he is in?” Golloron replied.  When Aranos shook his head, the elder nodded.  “In that case, while it is possible, it is difficult.  I presume you know his name…”  Aranos nodded at that, and Golloron continued, “Then, you must visit the House of the Moon.  They may be able to help you, although I cannot promise it is possible.”
Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded briefly.  “Thanks,” he smiled.  “Second, is there anything we can help with while we’re looking into this and preparing?” he asked, remembering his promise of the day before.
Golloron shrugged.  “The Forest of Eredain is held by the Keepers,” he replied.  “There is little you can do to aid them.  However, should you choose to journey beyond the Forest into the Blightlands, you may claim a bounty for Shadowed and Dark-born slain there.  Geltheriel knows of this and can direct you to the House of Fallen Leaves to gain this Quest.”  Golloron looked away, and sensing the dismissal, Aranos followed Geltheriel out of the study with a sigh.
Once they exited, the woman stopped and turned to him.  “I wish to thank you, Oathbinder,” she said quietly.  “You did not need to accept; we both know the chances of our completing even this first part of the Quest are slim.  I will likely die in the attempt, and I can but hope that you do not suffer unduly when I fall.”
“You shouldn’t think like that,” Aranos shook his head.  “My dad used to say, ‘Whether you think you can or think you can’t, you’re probably right.’  It’s one of those dumb things dads like to say, but he had a point.  If you plan to fail, you’ll fail.  We have to plan to succeed, instead.”
She looked at him quietly for a moment.  “Very well,” she said softly.  “We will plan to succeed.  And the first part of that plan is to improve ourselves before we attempt the trip to Antas.  Now, however, we must travel to the House of the Sickle, before it appears that we are ignoring their summons.  After that, I will show you the Great Square, and we will see if your fair tongue extends to bargaining and haggling.”
The House of the Sickle was more or less exactly what he’d imagined the headquarters of a group of elven druids would look like.  The structure was built out of a single, massive branch of one of the trees holding up the Stronghold.  It was open and airy, the ceilings and walls nothing more than tightly woven branches.  Vast gardens lay within, fed by what were obviously magically produced streams of pure water that meandered throughout the House. 
They were greeted by a young man with odd, pinkish skin and deep red hair.  “Be welcome in the House of the Sickle, Aranos the Liberator and Geltheriel his Avowed,” the elf said in a clear, light voice, bowing to them both.  “You honor us with your presence.” 
“Um, thank you,” Aranos stammered, a little overwhelmed by the formality.  “What can we do for the House of the Sickle?”
“That is not for me to say,” the elf replied.  “However, you are expected, so I believe your curiosity will soon be satisfied.  Please follow me, as refreshments await you.” 
As he followed the elf through the bright, open trails leading into the House, he realized that he hadn’t eaten anything since the morning but that the moment he’d stepped into the House of the Sickle, the faint stirrings of Hunger and Thirst he’d been feeling had vanished. He concentrated for a moment and reached out with his Survival Skill, feeling the soothing energy of the forest surrounding him. 
I never really thought about it, he mused, but when I’m in the Stronghold, I seem to get Hungry and Thirsty debuffs, even though I’m basically walking on trees in a forest.  I guess the rest of the city isn’t natural enough for my One With The Land Ability to sustain me.
It was apparent that the House of the Sickle, though, was designed to resemble a small, open forest.  Various trees rose about them, seemingly sprouting directly from the branch they were walking on, and his Herbalism Skill assured him that these trees should not have been growing here at all, much less fused to a totally different type of tree.  Someone must have the Cultivate Ability, he realized.  They can grow one type of plant from another.  Technically, I suppose I could do this myself, as well.
They followed the elf through the mock forest to a large clearing, where a stone table had been set up and was laden with small, delicious-looking fruits and vegetables.  Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, noticing the lack of meat, and arched an eyebrow.  The woman apparently understood his thoughts and rolled her eyes in exasperation, causing him to chuckle.
“If you will please wait here and avail yourselves of our hospitality,” the elf bowed once more, “the elder will be with you shortly.”
Aranos sat down and picked up a small, bright orange fruit shaped like an elongated strawberry.  He popped it in his mouth, noting that it had a pleasantly tangy flavor and wasn’t overly sweet.  Geltheriel sat beside him and selected a dark purple berry, slipping it into her mouth with apparent relish.
“Before you speak a word, Oathbinder,” she murmured, “I will answer your obvious question.  No, the Druids of Eredain do not eat meat, save for on specific occasions.  And yes, it is for the reasons you suggested previously, but the Druids are able to take fruit and grains from plants without harming them, so my reasoning still stands.”
Aranos chuckled and grabbed something flat and yellow that had an oddly bread-like flavor to it.  He grimaced and set it down; it didn’t taste bad, but it wasn’t a flavor he really wanted to get from fruit.
“So, want to give me any clues what you think this is about?” he asked her archly, grabbing another of the tangy fruits. 
“I would prefer not to hazard a guess,” she hedged, swallowing another mouthful of berries.  “If I am not mistaken, though, you are about to discover the information for yourself.” 
She gestured at a pair of elves walking toward them.  One of the elves was an older woman, her hair silver-white and her face wrinkled and lined in a way that meant she had to be a true ancient among the elves.  The second was a tall, thin man with lime-green hair that fell to the middle of his back, exceptionally high cheekbones, and a narrow face with a long chin. 
As the pair approached, Geltheriel nudged Aranos, and the Traveler scrambled to his feet.  The old woman waved her hand dismissively at him.  “Please, do not rise on my account, Liberator,” she said in a voice that had a touch of hoarseness.  “In fact, if you do not mind, I will join you at this table.”
Aranos waited until the woman had sat before resuming his seat, noticing a pleased expression flit across the tall man’s face as he did so.  “We’d be happy to have you join us, ma’am,” he said respectfully.  “Especially considering that all of this is your House’s anyway.”
The woman snorted and scooped up a handful of dark green berries, placing several in her mouth.  “You have manners, child,” she observed.  “And a certain wit, it seems.  The former is certainly pleasant, but the latter will likely aid you far more in the task I wish to set before you.”
Aranos straightened, trying to hide the grin that wanted to spread across his face.  Ooh, so this is about a Quest! he exulted silently.  That’s better than I was hoping!
“I’d be happy to help out however I can,” he offered.  “What is it you’d like me to do?”
The woman remained silent as she chewed on one of the yellow discs that Aranos had spurned.  “You have already done much, Liberator,” she observed a few moments later.  “Indeed, I am willing to guess that you have done more than you know.”
She put down the fruit and gazed at him as she continued.  “When you freed the Fallen Realm of Haerobel,” she explained, “you did more than simply temporarily liberate a city.  After all, Haerobel still stands, isolated, surrounded by the Blightlands.  Have you not wondered why the Darkness will simply not retake it?”
Aranos nodded; he actually had been wondering that, in fact.  If nothing was protecting the city except the difficulty of teleporting into it, he figured it would be a day or two at most before something else moved in and reclaimed it for the Darkness, unless the elves managed to garrison it somehow.
“The answer is that by freeing that land, you have awoken its Tree-heart, and by doing so created a barrier against the Darkness,” she went on.  “The Corruption you felt before will have fled, and the land will now be filled by the Light.  It will repel and weaken creatures of the Dark, and they will avoid it unless driven by a powerful master.”
“Wait, Tree-heart?” he repeated.  “What’s that?”
The woman glanced at him strangely for a moment.  “I forget that you would not know of this,” she admitted.  “Every land of the Light is gifted with a Heart, a core of power that holds back the Darkness and serves as a defense.  The Heart is linked to all within that land, taking a small amount of energy to sustain itself.  In return for this, the Heart grants boons to all within its realm.
“For example,” she continued, “here in Eredain we have a Tree-heart.  It is a location known only to the elite guards of the House of Blades and the elders and Patriarchs of each House.  The Tree-heart is linked to Elder Golloron; he is responsible for its care, and in return it grants him greater power to use for the defense of the city.  It also shields our realm from Blight and the encroachments of the Darkness, which allows our Warriors to battle the Darkness nightly and still claim victory.”
The woman smiled and gestured around her.  “Every great working of magic you see in Eredain is done through the Tree-heart’s graces.  Its power raises our buildings in minutes instead of years, protects what we create from the ravages of time, and even links all of our citizens in spirit, keeping us united but watchful against the Darkness. 
“In Haerobel, your defeat of the Darkness will have granted a sliver of power to the Tree-heart, and that will sustain that realm until we can repopulate it and reconnect to it.”
“That’s kind of a relief,” Aranos breathed, a tiny bit of worry easing in his mind.  “I was honestly thinking that everything we sacrificed to free the city might already have been undone.  It’s good to know that it’s safe, at least for the time being.”
The woman nodded.  “It is,” she agreed.  “And as we speak, I am certain the King and Queen labor to field an expedition to travel to it and garrison it, holding it once more against the Shadow.
“However, that is not why I summoned you,” she continued.  “Do you know the process of Corruption and Redemption?”
Aranos frowned.  “Sort of,” he hedged.  “I know that creatures of the Light can get Corruption Points and ended up turning to the Dark, while Dark-aligned creatures can get Redemption Points and turn to the Light.  That’s about it, though.”
The woman nodded.  “That is what most know,” she agreed.  “Yet, consider the nature of the Light and the Dark, Liberator.  The Light creates; the Dark corrupts and destroys.  What the Light makes, the Dark covets.  That is the way of the Darkness,” she went on.  “It cannot create; it can only take what exists and twist and mar it into something different.  Do you understand what this means?”
Aranos’ eyes widened as her words suddenly became clear to him.  “That means that every creature of the Dark started as one of the Light,” he guessed as realization washed over him.  He thought of the gasha and edimmu of Haerobel, undead creatures formed from the souls of the elves that had perished there.  He’d thought they were an aberration, something crated by Lythienne in her madness, but it sounded like the woman was saying that every Shadowborn was somehow descended from the Light at one time.
“Indeed,” she agreed.  “This is something that is known to but a few and talked about even less, for to the best of our knowledge, there was nothing we could do to Redeem those races that had fallen to the Dark.  To consider such was to entertain the hope that this Corruption could one day be undone, and as you may have noticed, hope is a commodity that is rare indeed in this Stronghold.”
That’s what it is, he suddenly realized as she spoke.  There’s no hope here.  That’s what’s been bothering me so much. There’s acceptance and defiance, but no hope that things will get better.
“Now, though,” the woman smiled, “a ray of hope has entered our fair city, in the form of a Traveler who freed a Fallen Realm.  For, if a city can be Redeemed, why not a forest?  Or a race long lost to the Feast?”
The woman sighed and shook her head.  “One thing you may not know, Liberator, is that much was lost in the fall of our realms.  Not only knowledge and land; entire races of the Light vanished and were thought gone forever.  Yet, now, there is a spark of hope for Redemption, and I wish you to fan that spark into a bright flame.  Do you understand what I ask?”
As she spoke, a notification started blinking in Aranos’ vision, and he quickly called it up:
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Quest Offered: To Redeem the Fallen
The Elder of the House of the Sickle has asked you to find and Redeem fallen lands or races.
Objective: Redeem a location or a race of plant, animal, or beast lost to the Feast of Virnal.
Difficulty: S
Reward: 5,000 XP per race Redeemed, 10,000 XP per location Redeemed.  Increased influence in elven lands, global reputation, ???
Failure Condition: Refuse to Redeem a race or location when given the opportunity, Corrupt any creature, lose the Title “The Liberator”.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in elven lands, ???
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Aranos read through the Quest twice before selecting ‘Yes’.  “I understand, ma’am,” he said at last, bowing his head to the older woman.  “And I’d be happy to help.”
The woman nodded, a wan smile creasing her face.  “I do not merely ask for assistance,” she told him.  “I am also offering the same, for I believe that this Quest will be more difficult than it might seem.”  She gestured to the tall man, who stepped forward and stood before them.
“May I introduce to you Rhys of the House Namalis,” she said a bit grandly.  “He is one of the most apt pupils I have had the pleasure of instructing in many a generation, and I wish to offer you his services in your Quest.”
Aranos glanced at the tall elf a bit warily, examining him closely.  The elf was dressed in a flowing, brown robe that hid his weapons and armor, but Aranos could smell the oiled leather and steel on his body.  The elf stood confidently, but Aranos’ Scent Ability easily detected a trace odor of fear and uneasiness emanating from him. 
“Why do you want to join us, Rhys?” the Sorcerer asked calmly after several seconds had passed.  When the elder began to speak, Aranos held up a hand.  “Forgive me, ma’am, but I really want to hear what he has to say.  It’s important, if you don’t mind.” 
Rhys glanced at the woman, who set her jaw but nodded for him to speak.  “I am a servant of the forest,” the elf declared in a voice that was a smooth tenor, raising his chin proudly.  “I wish to aid you to reclaim what was lost, to further my service to Eredain.”
Aranos frowned as the scent of deception wafted from the man, and even Geltheriel seemed to detect his prevarication by the way her face twisted.  “That’s a really good party line,” he said quietly.  “But we both know it’s not the real reason.  I get that you’re nervous with your elder here, but if you want to travel with me, you need to tell me the truth.  So, why do you want to help me?”
The elf glanced frantically at his elder, who sighed and rose to her feet.  “I fear this is a conversation that is best done out of my hearing,” she observed.  “Rhys, you may summon me when a conclusion has been reached.   My only advice to you is to be absolutely truthful and trust that the Traveler has his reasons for demanding this of you.”  The old woman moved off, disappearing into the trees. 
After several moments, Rhys turned and looked suspiciously at Aranos.  “Forgive me, Liberator,” he said bluntly, “but why is my motivation so important to you?  Is it not enough that I wish to help?”
Aranos snorted.  “Not even a little bit,” he answered.  “As for why I need to know, well, would you want to trust your back to someone who couldn’t even tell you why they were there?  While all this seems nice, I’ve already seen my share of betrayals in this world, and I’m not feeling particularly trusting.  So, either tell me the truth – and believe me, I’ll know if it’s the truth – or walk away.  I’m fine with either of those.”
The tall elf stood stiffly for a full minute, his face torn with indecision.  Finally, though, it seemed as if something in him broke, and his shoulders slumped.  “Very well,” he said quietly.  “I will tell you the truth, knowing that if my elders hear of my words, my time in this House will likely be at an end.”
The elf looked Aranos squarely in the eye.  “The House of the Sickle is the caretaker of the forest,” he told Aranos.  “We go out and heal the damage done by the encroaching Blightlands, undo the advance of the Darkness, and try to find any animals or beasts that are tainted by the Shadow, so that the Keepers can destroy them.
“And while that is enough to many,” he continued, taking a deep breath, “it is no longer enough for me.  When I heard that you had liberated a realm and Redeemed all the land surrounding it, I realized that what we are doing is too timid and, ultimately, fruitless.”
The elf straightened.  “I am tired of waiting for the Blight to take more of our lands,” he declared.  “You are reclaiming our forests, and I wish to be a part of that, so that I can say that I did not sit idly by and watch our destruction.”
Aranos gazed at the man quietly for a long while.  His Scent Ability told him that this, at least, had been the truth, but the scent of fear wafting off him meant he was probably afraid he’d said too much.  I don’t blame him, Aranos thought silently.  He basically just called his teachers cowards, more or less, except in a nicer way.  I can’t imagine they’d be very happy to know what he was thinking.  He glanced at Geltheriel, who was looking approvingly at the elf, and smiled.
“Welcome aboard, Rhys.”
The Great Square, Aranos quickly realized, was very aptly named.  It was the largest open space he’d yet seen in Ka, easily the size of a city block.  Surrounding the square were massive, multi-level buildings, all of which were ornately carved and decorated, and most of which shimmered with magical energy.  What truly drew his attention, though, was the huge proliferation of market stalls spread throughout the central area.  There were a dozen vendors just in his immediate sight, selling wares that ranged from steel weapons to shimmering clothing to exotic fruits.  The air was filled with incredible odors, his Scent Ability bringing the smells of spices, bread, perfumes, and other things he couldn’t name to his nostrils.
However, despite the hundreds of elves moving through the Square, it was much quieter and more reserved than he expected.  Vendors were not calling out their wares; no customer was haggling loudly and obnoxiously; no cries of ‘Thief!’ rang through the crowd – although, to be fair, this may have been due to the large number of heavily armed and armored guards moving through the crowds, their expressions watchful and grim.  Instead, the collective voices of the elves merged into a loud but not overwhelming murmur that was strangely melodious and even sort of soothing.
Once Aranos had agreed to bring Rhys along, the Druid had re-summoned his elder, who was obviously pleased at the Sorcerer’s decision.  Rhys had volunteered to join them immediately, but the old woman demurred, telling him that he needed to prepare and asking them to return later in the day so the Druid could join them.  Aranos had been fine with that; while he thought that Rhys would be good for the team, hopefully being able to heal them somewhat if nothing else, it had been just Geltheriel and him for so long that the idea of someone else tagging along felt a little strange, and he wanted to take some time to get used to it.
The woman in question led him smoothly through the crowd, weaving past vendors and between customers, seemingly intent on a destination.  Aranos glanced around a little frantically as they went, trying to see everything, but the woman’s pace gave him little time for sightseeing.
She stopped at last before a young, male elf with electric blue hair and matching eyes.  The elf stood behind a glass display case, under which were various rings, necklaces, broaches, and loose gemstones.  As she approached, the man stiffened slightly and inclined his head. 
“Daughter of Meluiben,” he spoke smoothly, his voice a surprisingly mellow baritone.  “You grace my poor stand.  What can I interest you in today?”
“Honored Merchant,” she nodded coolly.  “I hope your morning has been pleasant.  May I introduce to you Aranos the Liberator of Haerobel.  Oathbinder, this is Edyrm of House Kelbanise, a noble and trustworthy merchant, at least so far as such things may be measured.”
“The pleasure is mine,” Edyrm bowed slightly.  “I have heard of your exploits, of course, Traveler.  I must wonder, of course, what brings you to see me today?”
“I have brought some small trinkets to sell,” Geltheriel replied.  “Seeing as you are a friend of my House, I would offer them to you, first.”  She touched the amulet at her throat, and a handful of golden chains, glittering rings, and ornate jewelry appeared in her hand.  Edyrm produced a black, felt cloth seemingly from nowhere and laid it upon the glass for her to deposit her small treasures.
The man pulled a crystal lens from his jacket and began gently picking up the pieces, examining them without expression.  Finally, he nodded.  “These are adequate,” he shrugged.  “Mostly flawed stones, some tarnish on the gold and platinum, nothing Enchanted. I would give you two platinum discs for the lot.”
Geltheriel hesitated, but Aranos was watching the man closely.  His face was expressionless, but his eyes flicked almost unnoticeably down at the offered jewelry, and as he did, Aranos could almost feel the tension in his body.  Aranos took a deep breath, and his Scent Ability brought a strange smell to his senses: that of excitement.
Aranos snorted out loud.  “Two discs?” he questioned, having no idea what that meant but knowing the man was trying to hustle them.  “Add a zero to the end of that and double it, maybe.  These are lost treasures from the Fallen Realm of Haerobel, not trinkets of some woman’s cast-off jewelry.”
The elf sputtered, apparently aghast.  “Forty platinum?” he gasped.  “Absurd!  Even if, as you say, they come from that cursed land, who would wish to purchase them?  They no doubt reek of Corruption.  I will give you four platinum, and you should feel grateful.”
“Now, who’s being absurd?” Aranos laughed, glancing down at the jewelry.  Most of the items were ornate and richly decorated with what he guessed were probably family insignia.  “You don’t think that the families whose seals are on these would pay dearly for these to reclaim their lost heritage?  That collectors wouldn’t give you their left arm for items that were thought lost forever but have been reclaimed?  Heck, just the fact that they came from the first city to be freed from the Darkness makes them nearly priceless!  I won’t accept less than thirty.”
Edyrm’s eyes narrowed.  “I would never be able to resell them at that price,” he said flatly.  “I would lose money in the bargain.  I could go as high as twelve, though.”
Aranos shook his head.  “Come one, Geltheriel,” he told her with a shrug.  “He’s trying to rip you off.  So much for being a friend of your House, huh?  Wait until they hear about this!”  As he spoke, his Scent Ability picked up a new fragrance from the man: fear.
“Wait,” he told them quickly.  “It is true that House Meluiben has always had fair dealings with me.  And even though, Daughter of the House, I understand that you might not be in your family’s graces right now, I can do you a favor.  I can give you twenty platinum discs for these pieces.”
“Twenty-five,” Aranos countered.  The man started to protest, but Aranos held up his hand.  “And a promise that you get the right of first refusal for all other gems and jewelry we wish to sell in Eredain.” 
The elf looked at Aranos for a moment, then nodded his head.  “It is a deal, Traveler,” he sighed.  “There could be great profit to be made if you continue to recover the treasures of our lost cities.”
Aranos grinned and glanced at Geltheriel, who reached up to her throat and produced another handful of jewelry, all of similar quality.  “Do you want to go through that all over again?” he asked Edyrm a bit smugly.  “Or should we just make it fifty?”
Edyrm sighed.  “Fifty it is,” he conceded.  He held up a warning hand.  “I can afford no more at this point, however.  I ask that you give me two days, then return and show me all of what you are willing to sell.  At that time, I will have the necessary funds to purchase all of what you may offer.  Are we agreed?”
“If we’re still in the city,” Aranos nodded.  “If not, we’ll send you a message that we’re leaving, so you don’t make arrangements if you don’t need to.”
“Fair enough,” Edyrm replied, bowing his head.  “I will gather your funds; in the meantime, please feel free to examine my wares.  If you plan to leave the city to pursue adventure, my Enchanted items especially may interest you.”
And give you a chance to recoup some of that lost money, Aranos grinned inwardly.  He was pretty sure that Edyrm had still made out like a bandit, but at least they hadn’t been totally fleeced. 
“My thanks,” Geltheriel said quietly, moving up next to him as Edyrm moved off.  “Such things as bartering and haggling are…not my strongest Skills.”
Aranos shrugged.  “Work in a large corporation and try to justify a raise sometime,” he suggested.  Noting her confused expression, he sighed and thought of how to explain it.  “In my world, I work at a place with thousands of people.  Every six months or so, I have to meet with my bosses, explain what I’ve done for the year, and try to convince them that my work deserves more pay, while they try to convince me that I’m being paid plenty and don’t need more money.  It usually sounds a lot like what just happened, to be honest: they lie to me about how valuable I am to them, I lie to them about how valuable I think I am, I end up telling them I’ll go work someplace else and ask how their bosses would like that, and we finally meet somewhere in the middle.  I think my bosses are better at it than Edyrm, though.”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “I do not believe such a thing exists in elven lands,” she told him.  “It does remind me of the stories of human Guilds, however: hundreds of members, ostensibly working together but in truth vying for the same, limited Quests and rewards.”
“Yeah, that sounds about right,” he agreed.  I wonder if we can create a Guild in this game? he mused as she spoke.  That would be awesome!  “Speaking of money, though, I have no clue how money even works here or how much we just made off that jewelry.”
She gave him a flat look.  “So, you agreed to a price but had no idea of its value?” she asked incredulously.  “Did you not know that platinum is the least valuable of the precious metals?  What we will make here will likely last us for two or three days, at most!”
“What?” Aranos spluttered before seeing the gleam in her eye.  “Oh, you are just evil.  That wasn’t nice!”
“It was fun, though,” she shrugged.  She touched the amulet and retrieved several coins, some round, some rectangular, gleaming bronze, silver, and gold. 
“These are the more standard coins of the Realms of Light,” she explained.  “Bronze coins are the least valuable, as both copper and tin are plentiful.  Ten bronze discs make one silver disc; ten silver discs equal a gold disc; ten gold discs are worth one platinum disc.”  She held up individual round coins as she spoke.
“And the rectangles?” he prompted.  “What are they?”
“Those are links,” she clarified.  “They are so called because, in ancient times, the coins were actual links of chain, removed as needed.  One link is valued at five discs of the same material.  Thus, a bronze link is 5 bronze discs, and a silver link is 5 silver discs.”
Aranos did some quick math.  “So, then,” he said slowly, “a platinum link is, what?  Five thousand bronze discs?  And we just made ten of them? How much can you buy with one bronze disc?”
“It is acceptable to leave out the word ‘disc’,” she informed him.  “One bronze can purchase a small loaf of bread or a drink of low-quality wine or mead.  A simple meal might cost 3 bronze, while a stay at an inexpensive inn is often a single bronze link.”
She gazed at him.  “A common laborer or soldier might be paid three bronze discs or even a bronze link per week,” she explained quietly.  “An average craftsman may earn a silver link in the same time.  A wealthy merchant or an excellent crafter can often acquire several gold discs or even a gold link in a single week. 
“It is likely that Edyrm, who is truly one of the more successful merchants in the Great Square and deals with only high-value, high-end merchandise, might earn a single platinum disc in profit every week,” she informed him, glancing at the elf who was obviously giving them ample time to look through his selection.  “What he has agreed to might be nearly a year’s worth of his profits; surely, this means that he believes he will sell them quickly and for at least three times that amount, or he would not have been so willing to part with that amount of coin, nor so eager to purchase more.”
Aranos blinked.  “So, wait,” he said slowly.  “What can we buy with a platinum link?”
“I cannot say with certainty,” she shrugged, “as I have never possessed such an amount before.  A small dwelling near the Great Square, perhaps?  A large dwelling near the edge of the Stronghold?  It is as I said, Oathbinder: there will be little question of whether we can afford what we wish to purchase today.  What we still possess is likely worth more than all the non-magical items in Edyrm’s display, combined.”
Aranos gulped at the thought of all that money and all the things he could buy with it.  He could outfit himself like a king today!  He could… Slow your roll, he instructed himself calmly.  That’s probably not how this will work.  You can’t usually just buy the best stuff; you’ll have to earn it adventuring.  You’ll still be able to get good stuff today, though, so be happy with that.
He sighed as he realized that, just due to simple economics, he wasn’t likely to find anything great just out for display, either.  If most people only made a handful of bronze per week, or one to two gold per year, then most of the items being publicly sold would probably be worth a few bronze or maybe a silver.  If a good craftsman made a couple platinum a year, there would be some items for sale worth several gold, but he doubted there would be much for public display that was worth even a single platinum disc.  Only the wealthy would be able to afford that, and he couldn’t imagine that the rich wandered around in the market.  There were probably private houses and auctions for them to attend, and the best stuff probably got sold there.
He resigned himself to looking for decent, mid-tier items and moved down to scan Edyrm’s selection of Enchanted jewelry.  The merchant had helpfully placed a placard before each item describing its abilities, which Aranos of course double checked with his Arcane Lore Skill, as well as a price for the item.  Most of the offerings were fairly standard – several rings that boosted a single Stat by two or three points, a bracelet that added a bit of power to cast Spells, and a necklace that acted as a bag of holding, similar to what Geltheriel already had – but only one item truly caught his eye: a flat, smoky-white gem that had been set into a silver pendant.  When he studied it, the notification that popped up made him smile inwardly:
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Arcane Lore: Success!
You have Identified: Ice Focus Gem
Benefit: When installed in a Dueling Gauntlet, allows the wearer to project a ray of ice mana that does damage equal to (Int -10) per 10 SP used.  Can only be used if wielder has unlocked ice mana.
Rarity: Exotic
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A focus gem for my dueling gauntlet, he thought excitedly.  That could be handy…well, once I unlock ice mana, that is.  Even so, that’s worth getting.  A glimpse at the placard before the gem showed that it was listed as an “ice-focusing crystal” and promised a minor boost to ice-related Spells.  Honestly, for all Aranos knew, it might also do just that.
Edyrm returned, and Aranos pointed out a pair of rings that boosted Agility and LP regeneration, respectively, for Geltheriel as well as the power-boosting bracelet.  “How much for all of these?” he asked.  The haggling session was much more relaxed this time, probably since Edyrm knew he was going to be making quite a bit of money off the pair already, and Aranos managed to get the items for a bit less than two-thirds of their listed price.  When he was done, almost as an afterthought, he gestured to the focus gem.
“What is this, exactly?” he asked absently, trying not to seem terribly interested.  “It says it boosts ice-aspected Spells, but how does it do that?  Do you have to cast your Spell through it, like a lens of some kind?”  Seeing the merchant’s eyes narrow, he lazily added, “I can’t even use it – I don’t have any ice-based Spells – but if there are other things like it that work for, say, fire mana, I’d be interested.”
The elf’s gaze relaxed, and he waved a hand dismissively.  “In all honesty, Traveler,” he admitted, “I am unsure.  The gem came to me from the sale of the estate of the last member of an ancient House.  I assume that it works by simple proximity, which is why I had it mounted so it could be worn.  However, I have never seen one such before, so it is quite possible that you are correct in your guess.”
“Huh,” Aranos answered noncommittally.  “I mean, it’s interesting, if nothing else.  I might be able to work out the enchantment involved and do something similar with a mana type I can use.  Of course, not if I have to pay 3 gold for it.”
Edyrm’s eyes lit up once more.  “Ah, but as I said, I have never seen such an item before,” he almost purred.  “You may not get another chance to obtain one.  In fact, I would say that 3 gold is a bargain for such an opportunity.”
Aranos laughed.  “Maybe, if I absolutely knew that I could recreate the enchantment,” he pointed out, “or if I could use it as it is and even knew how it was to be used.  As it is, I’ll have to invest a bunch of time and energy, it might fail, and for all I know the attempt could destroy the gem.  I might be willing to invest a silver link into that, but that’s about it.”
The haggling went back and forth, but finally, Edyrm simply sighed.  “In truth, Traveler,” he admitted, “you would be doing me a favor by removing the item from my inventory.  I could not sell it at any of the noble auctions, the House of Stars showed no interest in it, and I have placed it here hoping that some passing Cryomancer would take an interest in it.  Four silver links is an acceptable price to free up the space for an item that might sell faster.”
Edyrm handed Geltheriel nine platinum rectangles plus a handful of platinum and gold coins and removed the purchased items from his display.  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Traveler,” he grinned as he handed them over.  “I do hope that your bartering Skills do not improve too greatly before next we meet.”  He bowed slightly to Geltheriel as he passed over their purchased items, and suddenly Aranos felt a little less cocky about his performance with the merchant.  Did I just get swindled anyway? he wondered anxiously.  Ah, well, nothing to be done about it, now.
Geltheriel led them to her next destination, a grizzled elf who sold a wide array of armor types.  She purchased a new shield for herself and a set of thin, silvery chain armor to wear over her leathers for extra protection.  From there, they stopped before an older woman who had bolts of silk, robes, cloaks, and various cloth items out for display.  As Geltheriel dug through racks of cloaks, looking for waterproof gear for their travels, Aranos wandered over to the robes, running his fingers across the silky material and feeling the tingling of magic.  He looked more closely at the fabric, noticing a strange pattern in the weave, and glanced over at the merchant.
“Hey, are those runes woven into the fabric?” he asked curiously.  “It looks almost like the entire robe is a spell-form.”
The woman squinted her eyes at him appraisingly.  “You are observant, Traveler,” she responded in a hoarse voice.  “Yes, I am skilled in both weaving and the arcane arts, and I am able to weave magic directly into my designs.  I can craft a robe that wards off blows as well as fine steel, or a cloak that will keep you safe while standing in an inferno.”
“I’m sorry if this is impolite,” he said cautiously, a little skeptical, “but if your items are so great, why are you selling them here?  It seems like all the really good stuff is sold privately, right?  Why aren’t you doing that?”
The old woman sighed.  “Because my works are completely finished,” she explained a bit testily.  “Their enchantments are a part of their design, and they will not accept alterations.  Most of the wealthy wish to purchase fabric that is prepared for enchantment but is otherwise nonmagical, and that is something I wish to neither produce nor sell.  They wish to pay a Wizard to layer enchantments upon it or do it themselves if they have the talent.  The magic in my designs is superior to such creations, but I can produce only one effect in any item, which limits its flexibility.”
Aranos nodded.  “Well, I’m not really into robes,” he hedged.  “They seem like they would get tangled around your legs if you had to run, and adventurers tend to do a lot of running away from things.  If you have anything like tunic and trousers that act as armor, though, I would definitely take a look at that.”
The woman eyed Aranos up and down appraisingly.  “I have a few dueling outfits,” she replied slowly.  “They basically consist of an armored vest that is meant to be worn over other clothing and a pair of armored trousers.  It would leave your arms unprotected, however; it is meant to protect someone in a formal duel, not combat.”
“It’s better than what I’m wearing now,” he offered.
“Indeed,” she agreed.  “A blanket wrapped about you would be better than what you wear now.  However, that seems an inefficient solution and, frankly, a waste of your money in the long run.”  She looked him up and down.  “I am going to ask for your trust, Traveler,” she told him with a sly grin.  “If you give me one gold link and a day, I will make you precisely what I think you will need.  I promise you will be pleased with the results, but you will have to rely on my judgment.  Can you do that?”
Aranos paused, unsure.  A gold link was a lot of money according to Geltheriel’s explanations, and he had no idea if the merchant could deliver.  For all he knew, she simply sold someone else’s work, and if he paid for her to make him some clothes, well, who knew what he might end up getting? At the same time, though, he’d seen this kind of situation before in games, and generally you could get really great stuff if you trusted the underappreciated Master Crafter to deliver.
“Okay,” he finally agreed, motioning Geltheriel over.  “You’ve got a deal.  When should I come pick them up?”
“Did I not say a day?” she asked archly, taking a gold rectangle from the puzzled Geltheriel.  “Return this time, tomorrow, and I will have precisely what you need.  I believe you may even find it a bargain. Now go, Traveler, let me close the stall so I can go work on your order.”  The woman turned away from him, and Geltheriel led them off to their next stop.
“That might be interesting,” the Keeper said softly as they walked away.  When Aranos gave her a questioning look, she explained.  “Mistress Tialha is well known for her Skills in weaving, but she is notoriously stubborn and does not listen to the demands of her customers. It is why, despite her talents, she remains in the Great Square rather than having wealthy clients flock to her door.”
“You don’t think I made a mistake, do you?” he asked nervously, glancing over his shoulder at the old weaver.
Geltheriel chuckled.  “That remains to be seen,” she shrugged.  Aranos looked worried, but she placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Whatever she makes will be of amazing quality and have a powerful enchantment placed upon it; you simply must trust that she will make something you can truly use.”
“Yeah, not very reassuring,” he muttered as she laughed. 
“Come, we have one more place I wish to take you,” she smiled.  “I saved it for last, as I felt that you would gain the most enjoyment from it.”
“Umm, a weapons merchant?” he asked, guessing the only type of place he could think of that they hadn’t visited that day.  “I don’t know if that’s really necessary for me…”
“It is likely not,” she agreed, rolling her eyes.  “Your ironwood staff is as fine a weapon as you would likely find in the Great Square.  Nor am I seeking a weapon, as my blade is a treasure of my family.  No, Oathbinder, we are looking for something much better than weapons, at least for one such as you.”
She led him out of the Great Square and down a narrow side street to a long, narrow building with a sign depicting a feather quill hanging out in front of it.  As they stepped within, Aranos’ nose was overwhelmed by the musty scents of paper and old leather.
“Wait, is this a bookstore?” he asked curiously.  “I mean, I suppose having something to read would be nice, but…”
As Aranos spoke, he heard a dry voice chuckling off to the side.  He blinked in surprise as a short, wiry elf with heavy glasses and a pinched face stepped out from behind a row of bookshelves, holding a dusty tome in his hand.  “Welcome Geltheriel, Traveler,” the elf spoke in a thin voice that sounded like it was filled with the same dust coating the book.
“Uncle Durlan,” Geltheriel greeted the small man warmly, stepping forward and embracing him firmly enough to lift him off his feet, making him gasp.  “It is wonderful to see you.”
“Put me down, child,” Durlan chuckled as Geltheriel released him. “I was hoping you would bring the Traveler to my shop, as I am certain he is in need of my services.”
“Why do I need books?” Aranos asked curiously.  “I mean, I guess maybe if you have Spell books or scrolls, but even then…”
“Not Spells, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel cut him off.  “As I well know, you can craft what Spells you need.  No, I have brought you here for something completely different.  Uncle, will you please take us to your private collection?”
“Of course, child,” the wiry elf coughed.  “Come, follow me, but please Traveler, touch nothing you do not intend to purchase.  These books are very old and quite valuable.”
As they walked through the store, winding past the narrow bookshelves, Aranos glanced at his Follower.  “Uncle, huh?” he asked curiously.
“Uncle Durlan is my mother’s cousin, technically,” she corrected.  “However, to me he is ‘Uncle’, for he was always kind to me as a child.”
“She was quite the troublemaker,” Durlan spoke up from ahead.  “Always curious, always getting into trouble best left alone.  Why, one time, she wanted to learn how the birds could fly, so she climbed a tree…”
“That story is best left in the past, Uncle,” Geltheriel interrupted dangerously.  “As are all the other ones you are now tempted to share.”  Durlan took a look at her face and sighed.
“Very well,” he laughed a moment later.  “I will hold my peace for now.  However, suffice it to say that her mother placed her into my care so that she could learn to gain her knowledge from books and tomes, rather than attempting to discover it through painful trial and error.  It is a good thing, too, as the story about the bear cub she attempted to tame would tell you, were I inclined to share it.  Which, of course, I am not,” he added quickly as Geltheriel’s face darkened.
“In any case,” the small elf chuckled dryly, “This is my private collection…and the reason that Geltheriel certainly asked you here, Traveler.  Not to learn Spells, but to acquire Skills.”
As he spoke, the elf touched a wooden door, which shimmered with a touch of magic as he did so and swung open.  Beyond the door lay a room utterly free of dust and filled with gleaming, dark tomes standing on heavy bookshelves.  Aranos walked in, his curiosity replaced with mounting excitement.  “Skill books?” he asked eagerly.  “You sell Skill books?”
“Something like that,” Durlan nodded.  “Only to a select few, however, as these books are quite difficult to make and are costly to acquire.” 
Aranos glanced around, his face skeptical.  “I don’t understand,” he admitted.  “I thought anyone could learn any Skill they wanted.  So, why would anyone need a Skill book if they’re so expensive and hard to find?”
“Because a Skill book does not just teach you a Skill, young one,” the man smiled in reply.  “Using one is tantamount to studying under the tutelage of the Master or Grandmaster that penned the book.”
The elf reached over and picked a book up, seemingly at random.  “This tome, for example, allows one to learn the Skill Cooking.  It was authored by Filvendor Helexidor, a renowned Master in the Skill, and contains much of his accumulated experiences and reminiscences.  If you were to study this volume, it would grant you the Skill at a minimum level of Student, perhaps even Adept if you were talented or lucky, and that Skill would be considered Trained.  In addition, continuing to study the manual will grant you Skill experience, helping you to further level it.
“Further,” the elf continued, “some Skills are geared toward certain Class types, Races, or even specific Classes.  All others will find these Skills difficult to learn and much more difficult to master.  Yet, with the appropriate Skill book, you could become an Adept in a Skill that would normally be locked to you and could advance in that Skill in standard fashion.
“Truly,” the elf concluded, “Skill books are much more than a basic primer granting you a Skill.  They are incredible tools that can eventually turn anyone into an Expert or Master.”
Aranos swallowed, awed by the elf’s words.  “Okay,” he allowed slowly, “so, then why doesn’t everyone just buy Skill books instead of training Skills?”
“They are very rare,” Geltheriel supplied from behind him.  “Uncle’s collection is the largest in Eredain by far, and perhaps the largest in the Elven Nations.  Most merchants are lucky to get a single Skill book in their entire lives.  Uncle spent decades collecting these.”
“As well,” Durlan added, “not everyone can use every Skill book.  There are Stat requirements for most of these books, and some of them require you to possess certain Skills already.  The Beast Taming Skill, for example, requires that you have Beast Lore and Animal Handling before you may even attempt to learn it. 
“Finally,” he shrugged, “these books are hoarded and rarely released to others.  Many of the great Houses among the elves hold two or three of these books, usually penned by Grandmasters of that family’s line, and the ranking members of that House in each generation spend their lives studying those books.  This is one reason why certain families are renowned merchants, or horse breeders, or smiths: they have trained since childhood in those Skills using those family treasures.”
“Whoa,” he gulped, suitably impressed by the two dozen or so Skill books standing before him.  “Wait, so if they’re so rare, why are you even willing to sell them?”
“He does not sell them,” Geltheriel corrected.  “He allows a select few clients to study them, under his supervision, for a significant fee.  This is how I learned Sword Mastery, Tracking, and Stealth, in fact, and the true reason I was sent to study with my Uncle.”
Aranos paused.  “Wait, so you don’t just open the book and get the Skill?” he asked.  That’s how it usually works in games, right?
Durlan laughed uproariously at his words.  “Open the book,” he gasped, “and get the Skill?”  He gradually calmed himself, wiping his eyes.
“No, Traveler,” he corrected.  “You do not ‘open the book and get the Skill’.  Using a Skill book is something of a shortcut, but it still requires study and practice.  Usually, one can only spend a single hour studying per day, then must spend at least two more hours practicing what you have learned before you can move forward.”
“So, how long does it take to get a Skill?” he pressed.  “If you study it daily?”
“Usually, studying and practicing for 7 days will give you the Student level of the Skill,” Geltheriel supplied.  “Another month of training and study will bring one up to the Adept level.  Beyond that, it is simply a matter of gaining Skill experience.”
A week? Aranos thought, his heart sinking.  So much for a quick Skill boost.  “How long would it normally take someone to get a Skill to the Student levels, though?” he pressed.  “Isn’t it only a few days normally?”
Durlan blinked at the Traveler for a moment, his face blank.  “Only a few days?” he repeated incredulously.  “It often takes days or even weeks of practice just to develop a Skill enough to be considered a Novice, Traveler.  Many spend months in the Novice ranks, and years in the Student ranks, unless they are being trained by a Master.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “My Oathbinder appears to be able to circumvent the normal restrictions, Uncle,” she told the older elf.  “I am unsure if all Travelers are the same, but he claims that he saw his Sword Mastery Skill increase this morning simply from an hour or so of our sparring.”
“That is…remarkable,” Durlan replied a bit dubiously.  “If this is true, then these books might be even more effective for you, Traveler.  You may be able to become a Novice after a single session.”
“Speaking of my Skills,” Aranos deflected, uncomfortable with the fact that, as a Traveler, he apparently developed his Skills faster than the NPC’s did.  “What if I study a Skill book if I’ve already got the Skill?  For example, I’ve got Novice Leatherworking, Untrained.  If I studied a Leatherworking book, would having the Skill already speed up the process?”
“It would,” Durlan replied.  “And yet, there is no instant way to become a master of Skills, Traveler.”
The elf turned and moved through the books, touching different spines.  “These are organized by type,” he told Aranos.  “Crafting, combat, physical, social, magical, race-locked, and Class-locked.”
He turned back to face Aranos.  “Normally,” he said seriously, “I charge a platinum link for the privilege to study a single book.  However, my niece is your Avowed Follower, and her life is of paramount importance to me.  Since her survival and success are now entwined with your own, I will allow you to peruse these as much as you desire, so long as the room is not being used by another.  Please, choose a Skill that suits you and that you think will aid in your survival.”
Aranos blinked, stunned.  “That’s…that’s amazingly kind of you,” he stammered.  “I don’t know what to say…”
“I do not do it for you,” the elf replied firmly.  “I do it for my Geltheriel, and you would do well to remember that.”
“I will,” Aranos promised, nearly drooling at the thought of all the Skills before him.  Let’s see, he mused excitedly, what do I really need?  I’ve got Crafting Skills with Carving and Leatherworking already.  Sure, I could improve them, but I could probably do that if I just bothered grinding them anyways.  Combat Skills are probably out; they just aren’t going to be that useful for me.  Same with most Physical Skills; I assume those include things like Swimming, Hiking, Jumping, and Tumbling, and while I’m sure I could find some use for all of those, they aren’t immediately important.  I mean, who ever heard of a Master in the Jumping Skill doing anything useful?  No, I’m going to need to focus on Magical Skills; maybe there’s a Skill that would be useful and I don’t have already?
He moved to the section on Magical Skills, which was somewhat smaller than the others.   There were texts on the Skills he already had – Mana Control, Mana Manipulation, and Arcane Lore, among a couple others – but only a few that he didn’t.  Of those, the two that immediately sparked his interest were Enchanting and Runecrafting.
“Durlan,” he asked curiously, “Do you know what the difference between Runecrafting and Enchanting is?”
“Of course,” the small elf nodded.  “Enchanting is the art of infusing mana into an item to create a long-lasting effect.  For example, one might Enchant a sword to be sharper, an arrow to burst into flame when fired, or a cloak to wrap the wearer in shadows.  Once the Enchantment has been laid, it is constantly active, but over time, it will fade, and the object will return to normal.
“Runecrafting involves etching or inscribing mystical runes into an object,” he expounded.  “The runes themselves are but conduits for a magical effect and must be powered with mana, either from a spellcaster or from power stored in a gem or crystal.  Once inscribed, the runes are permanent and will not fade, yet neither can they be easily changed or altered.”
Okay, he debated, so, Enchanting lets you place a short-term effect on an object, but the effect will fade as it bleeds whatever energy you placed into it.  Runecrafting lets you add an effect that will last forever, but it’s always going to be the same effect, forever, right?  It kind of seems like the difference between being a Wizard and a Sorcerer: do I want flexibility but have to create my effects, or do I want stability at the cost of constantly using SP?
Really, for him, the choice was a simple one, and he grabbed the Skill Book on Enchanting with no regrets.  “So, where am I supposed to go read it?” he asked Durlan, grinning from ear to ear. 
“I have a quiet study through this door,” Durlan gestured.  “I must warn you: the room is warded against the use of spatial magic, so devices like Geltheriel’s amulet will not function.”
“That seems reasonable,” Aranos nodded.  “I don’t have anything like that, anyway, so no problem for me.”
The elf led him into a small room with a simple table, several sheets of paper, and an inkwell and quill.  Probably if I need to take notes, he reasoned.  Although, I’m pretty sure there’s some kind of note function in my user interface, if I look for it.
“There is,” he heard Veronica’s voice in his mind.   “You can take notes, attach titles to them, organize them as you will, and link them to specific Quests or entries in the database, such as noting weaknesses in a specific monster you have encountered.” 
Thanks, he thought silently.  That’ll be useful.  His AI guide, he’d realized, seemed to enjoy answering his unasked questions, so long as doing so wouldn’t give him any sort of game advantage.  He also thought that she might take a perverse glee in trying to startle him, so he deliberately tried not to react when her voice suddenly interrupted his thoughts.
Durlan stood at the doorway as Aranos sat.  “I will be in the store if you need anything,” the slim elf spoke, completely oblivious to the conversation occurring in Aranos’ mind.  “Geltheriel or I will fetch you in one hour.”
Aranos sat down and opened the book, sighing as he thought of spending the next hour studying instead of exploring or adventuring.  The moment his eyes hit the page, though, a notification popped up, obscuring his vision:
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New Title Benefit Discovered!
Title: Master of Skills
As a creator of Skills, you are also exceptionally gifted at learning existing ones.
New Benefit: When using Skill books, you must only spend 30 minutes per day studying and one hour practicing to gain the benefits of the book.  You will also receive Skills from a Skill book in 25% less time: 5 days to achieve a Student level Skill, three weeks to receive an Adept level Skill.
New Synergy Discovered!
Title: Master of Skills / Skill: Instinctive Meditation
New Benefit: When using a Skill book, you may directly transfer the book’s memories into your mindscape for study.  This allows you to apply any Spell creation speed bonuses to Skill acquisition (currently 220% of normal speed).
Would you like to transfer the Skill book “Enchanting” into your mindscape? (Yes/No)
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“Hell yes!” Aranos almost shouted in excitement.  His hand suddenly drifted over the open page of its own accord, there was a brief flash of light, and a surge of energy rushed through him, swirling in his mind, filling it with an expanding pressure.  He winced at the spike of pain, but almost immediately It faded, leaving him with a curiously sated feeling. 
Quickly, he closed his eyes and descended into his mindscape, eager to see how the combined effects of his Skill and Title worked.  If I normally have to spend 30 minutes studying, and that speed is increased by 220%, does that mean I only have to spend like ten minutes studying to gain the benefits?  And, if I can practice in my mindscape, do I only have to practice for twenty minutes instead of an hour?  This could be awesome combined with Durlan’s collection!
He opened his eyes and found a new decoration within his mindscape: a sturdy but plain bookshelf with a single book on it.  Excitedly, he grabbed the book and sat down in his chair, opening it up to read.  The words seemed to leap off the page at him, almost forming images in his mind.  In fact, as he read, he was uncomfortably reminded of how Lythienne had directly implanted memories in his head, placing him within them and granting him Skills almost instantly. 
The more he read, the more the sensations and images relayed in the Skill book seemed to coalesce in his mind.  I don’t think this is just a written recollection of memories, he realized.  If it was, it wouldn’t be all that special, would it?  I think that the author actually directly copied their memories into this book, the way Lythienne transferred all of her teachings into that memory stone. 
If that was true, he wondered if it would be possible for him to experience the memories directly, the way he had when Lythienne taught him the Skills he needed to survive in the forest.  He placed a hand on the book, reaching out to it the way he usually did his mana, sending his thoughts down into the pages.  The mindscape swirled around him, and suddenly, he found himself standing before an ancient-looking elf in a simple, black tunic. 
The elf stood in the middle of a large, well lit room with wide windows, beyond which Aranos saw waves crashing on a rocky coast, holding a glass orb in his hand.  Multiple items were scattered across the table, all glowing faintly with power.  The elf simply stood for a moment, a startled look on his face, before he smiled and spoke.
“Well, what have we here?” the old elf wheezed, his voice hoarse and trembling.  “Did someone truly discover how to use my book, after all this time?  What is your name, boy?”
“Umm, Aranos, uh, sir,” the aleen stammered.  “Wait, what do you mean, discover how to use the book?  And who are you?”
The ancient man chuckled, setting down the glass globe.  “I am no one,” he shrugged.  “Or, I am the book you currently hold, as you choose to believe.  I am a collection of memories, of teachings, all placed here to pass on the Skills of the Grandmaster Ivasaar Heiroris, who may or not be dead at this point.  I am unsure, as time only passes for me when someone is reading this book.
“As for how to use my book,” the elf cackled, “well, boy, you seem to have that figured out!  Most simply read the pages, trying to learn the few bits and pieces that manage to slip through.  That is not how Skill books are intended to work, though.  Anyone who enters the book with me receives the full benefit of my training, which is more extensive than anything you could get from even the most in-depth reading.”
Aranos blinked, a smile starting to crease his face.  He considered asking if the elf could just grant him the memories, as Lythienne once had, but he stopped himself immediately.  He’s nothing but memories, Aranos reminded himself.  Take those away, and he’ll be nothing…he’ll just stop existing.  Nope, we’ll do this the old-fashioned way.
“Now, attend me, aleen,” the elf instructed, picking the orb back up.  “Most believe that Enchanting is about pouring your SP into an item to create an effect.  Does that sound familiar?”
“It does,” Aranos nodded.  “That’s what I heard Enchanting basically is.”
“Only to those who do not understand it,” the elf denied, shaking his head.  “Enchanting is much more complex, much more nuanced than that.  Enchanting is not about forcing your mana into an item and then watching as the energy slowly fades into nothing.”  As Aranos listened, he could feel energy pouring out from the elf, engulfing the glass, then slowly fading away.
“Instead,” the elf continued, “It is about knowing the item you will enchant, understanding it as completely as possible, and only then allowing your mana to merge with it, complementing the existing structure, blending the pattern of the object with the form of your mana, so that the object itself supports what you have done.”  Aranos watched as the elf seemed to infuse energy into the globe once more, but this time more slowly and gently.  The globe began to glow with a steady light that held and didn’t fade.
“Then, what you have created will last for centuries,” the elf finished, placing the orb back on the table.  “For our first lesson, I will teach you the Appraisal Skill, to give you the ability to truly learn and know the items you will enchant, and the Ability Spell Stability, which will give your Spells increased longevity and efficiency.”
“So, we won’t be learning to actually Enchant, today?” Aranos asked with a touch of disappointment.
The ancient elf laughed.  “Boy,” he replied, cuffing Aranos lightly on the head, “at the end of our time here, you will be a Student-ranked Enchanter!  Will that be enough for you?”
Aranos blinked in surprise.  “Wait,” he said, confused, “I thought I had to practice and study for a week – well, 5 days, I guess – to get to the Student Rankings!”
“If you only read my book, then yes,” the elf nodded.  “But here, inside my memories?  I will teach, you will practice, and when we are finished, it will be as if days had passed, when indeed in the world outside it has been but minutes.  That is the true secret of Skill books and how they are meant to be used!”
When Aranos finally rose from the ancient elf’s memories, he found himself sitting in his mindscape, the book closed before him.  He shook his head and quickly checked his notifications:
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Skill Gained: Bargaining (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 5
Allows you to reduce the sale price of an item you are purchasing or increase the price of an item you are selling by 1% per Skill level (0.5%).  Note that this is an opposable Skill based on Charisma.
Opposable Skill: When you are using this Skill, your Skill level is increased by the relevant Stat -10 and is opposed by the other party’s combined Skill level (if any) and relevant Stat -10.  If your score is higher, the difference between the two is your effective Skill level for that use.  If the other party’s score is higher, the opposite applies, and you receive no benefit from this Skill
+1 Cha
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Skill Gained: Appraisal (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Allows you to accurately judge the value of Common items, within 20% of their value.  Accuracy improves by 1% per Skill Level
Student Level Ability: Judge items of up to Uncommon value.
+1 Per
Ability Gained!
Ability: Spell Stability
Type: Class-based (Magical)
Rarity: Uncommon
Benefit: Spell durations longer than instant are doubled.  Gain +5 on opposed Skill checks to disjoin your Spells.
My need for Stability outweighs your need to live…
Skill Gained: Enhanced Enchanting (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You can enchant items with Student-ranked Spells or effects.  Enchantments last 1 month per 10 Skill levels.
Enhanced: Enchantments last 1 year per Skill level
Student Level Ability: You have a 10% chance +1% per Skill level to produce an Enhanced result when using this Skill.
+1 Wis
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You have learned the Skill: Enchanting!
You are now able to Enchant items to hold magical effects.
Enchanting Items: To Enchant an item, you must take a Spell that you know and embed it within the item, requiring an investment of the Spell’s SP cost x 10 mana.  This cost can be paid out over a 24-hour period and does not need to be infused in a single sitting.  Your Enchanting Level and Mana Manipulation Skills limit the level of Spell you can place in an item: you can only Enchant a Spell that has a level lower than the higher of these two Skills (ex. If your Enchanting Skill is Student 2 and your Mana Manipulation is Novice 6, you can Enchant a Spell up to Student 1).  
Item Quality: The number of Enchantments you can place on an item is limited by its Quality.  Shoddy or Rough items are unsuitable for Enchanting and will be destroyed in the attempt.  Other items can hold Enchantments as follows:
Standard: 1
Fine: 2
Excellent: 3
Masterwork: 4
Artifact: 6
Mythical: 8
Certain mystical materials may allow additional Enchantments, as well.
Additional Enchantments: It is possible to attempt to place additional enchantments beyond the maximum on any item, but this runs the risk of ruining all Enchantments or even destroying the item.  The chance for an additional Enchantment to fail is equal to the number of additional Enchantments over the maximum divided by the maximum number of Enchantments for that item.  For example, if a Masterwork sword has 4 Enchantments, a fifth has a 25% (1 in 4) chance to fail, a sixth has a 50% chance (2 in 4) and so on.  If an extra Enchantment fails, all Enchantments on that item are stripped, and there is a 10% chance that it is destroyed in the process.
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Wow, he thought in amazement.  I mean, obviously the Bargaining Skill was from haggling in the Great Square earlier, but two Skills and one Ability just from a single book?  That’s excellent!  I wonder how many more books I can transfer to my mindscape while I’m here.
Aranos rose from his mindscape and blinked, checking the time.  15 minutes, he though in amazement.  I got all that done in 15 minutes.  Let’s try Runecrafting next!
He rushed back to the collection and replaced Enchanting, grabbing Runecrafting.  He hesitated, then added Alchemy, moved over to the social section and snagged Bargaining, Sense Intent, and Diplomacy from the social section as well as Gemcutting and Goldsmithing from the crafting one.  Might as well get them all transferred to my mindscape, he reasoned.  I can study the rest later, after I spend some time working on my Spells.
He sat back down and eagerly opened Runecrafting, choosing ‘Yes’ when it asked him if he’d like to add the memories to his mindscape, wincing as the pain lanced through his head once more.  He did the same for Sense Intent and Goldsmithing, each time the agony in his head growing more severe, until when he attempted Alchemy, a red box flashed in his vision:
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Warning!

You have reached the maximum number of Skill books you may safely store in your mindscape!  You can transfer a number of books equal to (Wis -10) / 6 without damage.  Attempting to add more than this amount runs an increasing risk of Int drain from mental damage! 
Do you still wish to transfer this Skill book? (Yes/No)
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He hastily selected ‘No’, then set the remaining Skill books aside.  Nothing in his notifications had mentioned a maximum number of Skill books, but when he thought about it, it made sense.  He had a prodigious ability to learn and master a specific number of Skills by transferring them to his mindscape, which was astounding, but if he could do that for every book in Durlan’s collection, he’d quickly become broken with the number of Skills he could master.
He could probably still use the other Skill books, but maybe only in the normal way, by reading them.  Out of curiosity, he picked up the book for Diplomacy, placed his hand on it, and tried to will himself into the book’s memories; he was mildly disappointed when nothing happened.  With a sigh, he once more put the book aside and closed his eyes, dropping into his mindscape and taking the Runecrafting book from the mental bookshelf.
He willed himself into the book and grinned when his mindscape swam away, replaced with an image of what looked like a smithy, with a muscled, grimy human laboring at the forge.  When she saw Aranos, she grunted, dropping her hammer and wiping her face with a rag.  “So, you’ve come to learn about Runecrafting, eh, boy?” she asked in a deep, commanding voice.  “Well, strap on an apron and step on over here.”
She guided over and took a long, thin blade of metal from the forge, placing it on a stone workbench.  “Runecraft is a fine and exacting art, aleen,” she began instructing.  “You’ll need Dexterity and Intelligence to succeed, not to mention patience and artistry.”  She picked up a long, thin tool as she spoke and began tracing elegant, glowing lines along the cherry-red blade. 
“Runes require precision,” she continued.  “The more perfectly you can make your runes, the finer the lines and narrower the connections, the more potent your Runecrafting will be.”  As she finished speaking, she traced a final set of lines, then picked up a glowing gem and placed it into a cleverly designed socket on the haft of the blade.  Energy flowed up the traced runes, flashing in myriad colors and extinguishing the cherry glow.
“You’ll learn Blacksmithing today, boy,” the woman said, lifting the unfinished blade proudly, “and you’ll gain the Engraving Skill, as well.  Now, let’s begin by learning the ten basic runeforms…”
Once his Runecrafting lesson was done, Aranos managed to get through Goldsmithing and Sense Intent before he realized he was getting close to the end of the hour Durlan had promised him.  He rose from his mindscape and stood, stretching the stiffness out of his limbs before replacing all the books he had taken.  He needed to check his notifications, but he decided to try combining the multiple Skill gains into a single message:
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Skills Gained!
Blacksmithing (General, Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Can forge generic, common quality items from iron or steel.  Can repair or make minor modifications to metal armor or weapons.  Quality increased +2% per Skill level.
Student Level Ability: You can make items up to Uncommon quality.
+1 Str
Engraving (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Can etch drawings or patterns into common metals, such as iron or steel.  Quality +2% per Skill level.
Student Level Ability: You can etch metals of Uncommon quality.
+1 Dex
Enhanced Runecrafting (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You can empower a weapon with arcane runes, giving it extra abilities when those runes are powered with mana.  Any item has a maximum number of runeforms it can safely accept based on its size and quality; each added rune form after that has a 20% cumulative chance to fail (5% chance this destroys the item).  Effect power +2% per Skill level
Enhanced: Additional rune forms only have a 10% cumulative chance to fail and only a 3% chance to destroy the item if they do.
Student Level Ability: You can create an additional rune form on an item safely.
+1 Int
Metal Refining (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You can smelt relatively pure metal from common ores (purity 80% +1% per Skill level) or combine common metals into simple alloys.  Quality +2% per Skill Level.
Student Level Ability: You can smelt or combine Uncommon metals.
+1 Int
Goldmithing (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You can create Rough quality jewelry from precious metals.  Quality +2% per Skill level.
Student Level Ability: You can make items up to Standard quality.
+1 Dex
Sense Intent (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
Gain +1% to all Charisma-based Skills.  Base chance equal to 50% + (Per -10) + Skill level to detect deliberate falsehoods.  This is an Opposed Perception-based Skill and can be opposed by an opponent’s Bluff Skill and Cha Stat.
Student Level Ability: Your chance to detect falsehoods also applies to attempts to deliberately withhold or conceal information.
+1 Per
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You have learned the Skill: Runecrafting!
You are now able to Enchant items to hold magical effects.
Runecrafting Items: To add an effect to an item with Runecrafting, you must design a runeform using your known list of runes.  You can use Runecrafting to emulate any Spell if you know the correct runes and can create an appropriate runeform.  
Item Size and Quality: Shoddy and Rough items are unsuitable for Runecrafting; attempting to craft runes onto such an item will destroy it.  Higher quality items can typically accept a single runeform if the item is Small sized, 2 for Medium sized items, 3 for Large, and 5 for Huge items.  An item of Masterwork Quality can accept one extra runeform, and Artifact or Mythical items can hold two.  Thus, a large-sized tower shield of Artifact Quality can hold 3+2 = 5 runeforms.  
Additional Runes: Etching additional runeforms into an item is a risky practice and has a 20% cumulative chance per extra runeform added of disrupting all existing runes and causing all to fail.  Runes failing in this fashion have a 5% chance of destroying the item.
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Aranos whistled, impressed at the sheer number of Skills he had received for an hour’s work.  Now, I just have to find time to keep training those Skills, he thought ruefully.  Plus, create more Spells, and aspect my mana, and increase my mindscape…  He shook his head as he realized that Skill improvement was probably going to be taking a back seat to a lot of other things that were more immediately important to his Class.
As he dismissed his notifications, the door to the small library opened, and Durlan stepped within.  “Ah, excellent,” he nodded, seeing Aranos standing next to the bookshelves.  “You have not become too enraptured by the books and lost track of the time.  I hope the time you had was well spent?”
“Very much so,” Aranos nodded with a smile.  More than you could probably guess, in fact.  “Thanks for letting me into your collection.  I’m guessing it’s a much bigger deal even than what you told me.”
The small elf waved his hand dismissively.  “If it can protect my Geltheriel,” he replied, “then I shall deem it completely worthwhile.”  He gestured toward the door as he spoke.  “In any case, my niece awaits you, and it is usually unwise to keep her waiting long.”
“Good advice,” Aranos agreed as he exited the room, feeling the mana seal it shut behind him.
Geltheriel stood in the store, waiting patiently.  “I take it you understand why I saved this for last, now?” she asked with a grin.
“Absolutely,” he grinned back.  “Durlan, your collection is amazing, thank you so much for letting me use it.”
The shopkeeper chuckled.  “Return as you wish to continue your training,” he waved dismissively.  “Now, out with the two of you, as I have much to do.”




Chapter 3

As they stepped back out into the afternoon sun, Aranos blinked his eyes.  “What next?” he asked the woman beside him.
“While you were occupied,” she told him, leading him back toward the Great Square, “I took the liberty of purchasing a storage bag for you, to replace the one that you apparently fashioned of fur and vines.”  She handed him an oiled, leather backpack, and he quickly took it, smiling at the notification that appeared.
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You have acquired: Storage Bag
Type: Container
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Capacity: 800, Items within reduced to 0.1% of total weight
Special: This item can be soul-bound, meaning that it and items within it cannot be lost or stolen, and if destroyed it and all its contents will respawn with the owner.
Do you wish to bind this item? (Yes/No)
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Aranos hurriedly selected ‘Yes’, then opened his inventory window and transferred everything from his existing pack into his new one, including the old pack.  I’ve gotta get rid of some of these furs and things, he grimaced.  Either that or do something with them.  They’re starting to smell a bit.
As he moved his inventory, Geltheriel continued.  “I also purchased supplies for us – food, some water barrels, tents, and hunting equipment.  We must return to the House of the Sickle to pick up our new companion.  As well, once we are outside the city, I will attempt to teach you how to use a bow.”
Yeah, I might surprise you there, Aranos thought quietly.  “Wait, outside the city?” he asked after a moment.  “Why are we leaving the city?”
“The Quest Golloron mentioned,” the woman replied simply.  “I have been to the House of Fallen Leaves and acquired a Bounty Quest.  I presumed you would wish to begin that as soon as possible.”  As she spoke, a window appeared in Aranos’ vision:
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Geltheriel has shared a Quest with you:
Bounty Quest: Harvesting the Shadows
Objective: Bring back the pelts of 10 Amarok, 5 Ursusz, or 1 Cenzik
Difficulty: B
Reward: +500 XP, +1 Silver Link per bounty
Failure Conditions: None
Bounty Quest: This type of Quest may be completed multiple times.  You may claim one reward per Bounty type per day (here, 3 rewards for the 3 creature types).
Accept? (Yes/No)
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Aranos selected ‘Yes’ and closed out the window.  “Okay, so tell me about these things we’re supposed to be hunting,” he told her.  “Should we go now, or do we need to prepare first?”
“We will go now and locate a suitable location in the forest to build our camp,” Geltheriel told him.  “The creatures of Darkness are not often active under the face of the Sun, so we will wait until darkness falls to hunt them.”
“I don’t have Night Vision,” he reminded her.  “Do we have torches, or lanterns, or something?”
“I have glowstones,” she nodded.  “But we will attempt to train you in Night Vision, first, as that will be a better solution.”  As they walked, she turned and glanced at Aranos, her face betraying a strange hesitancy. 
“Oathbinder,” she began cautiously, “I wish to offer a suggestion regarding our new companion.”
“Oh?” Aranos asked curiously.  “Are you concerned about him?  It looked like you approved of his motivations, earlier.”
“I have no issue with him nor with his motivations,” she assured him.  “However, I feel that I should remind you that much of what you have done and accomplished is…extraordinary.  Some of it may be difficult for Rhys to understand or to accept.”
“You mean like my Master-level Skills?” he asked ruefully, thinking of the Skills he’d been granted by Lythienne’s memories.  “You think I should keep them a secret?”
“No,” she shook her head.  “That will breed distrust.  I merely suggest that you unveil your uniqueness…slowly.  Give him time to adjust to the fact that you are somewhat exceptional.”
Aranos snorted.  “I don’t feel exceptional,” he pointed out.
“Then I am performing my job adequately,” she said, her eyes twinkling as she spoke.  “You can rely upon me to never allow you to become full of yourself, Oathbinder.  Still, do you understand my intent?”
Aranos nodded.  “I get it,” he agreed.  “I’ll try to pace myself a bit.”
“And that is what I ask,” she agreed.
Rhys was apparently waiting for them at the House of the Sickle; at least, Aranos guessed he was by how quickly he appeared when they arrived.  “My thanks for this opportunity,” the elf said quietly as they left the sprawling false forest behind them.  “I promise, I will serve to the best of my abilities.”
“Thanks,” Aranos nodded.  “What are your abilities, if you don’t mind my asking?  What kind of Spells do you have, and what sort of role do you see yourself playing?”
“I am a Druid,” the man replied, “so I can play a number of roles.  I am adept in Tracking and Stealth when in the forests, should you need another scout.  I have Spells that do fire, ice, or lightning damage.  I can also heal or remove poison and disease.  Finally, I have a deep bond with nature that allows me to communicate with plants and animals, as well as to sense the presence of Corrupted creatures nearby.  I do not know how well this will function in the Blightlands, however.”
Aranos nodded.  “Let’s focus on healing for right now,” he told the elf.  “I can do pretty significant damage with my Spells, and Geltheriel is probably at least as good at scouting.  Is that okay?”
“If that is what you wish,” Rhys shrugged.  “Perhaps these roles will change as we come to know one another.”
Geltheriel led them down through the city to the first level, where they joined a short line of elves waiting to pass into the teleportation pad that would send them to the forest floor below.  Aranos eyed the enclosure ahead with unease.  “Ugh, is this the only way down?” he asked a bit plaintively.  “Last time I used one of these, in Haerobel, I threw up afterward.”
“That is a common side effect of teleporting,” she shrugged.  “It happens when you move too much or are facing the wrong way when the teleport takes effect, especially if your Endurance is low.  Stand still and look at the target sigil on the wall,” she pointed at a glowing mark directly in front of them, “and your discomfort should be minimal.  If it is not, be sure to aim well away from me.”
“Gee, thanks,” he muttered, nervously moving forward with the crowd.  As he entered the enclosure for the teleporter, he stared furiously at the glowing mark on the wall, ignoring the energy rising from below his feet.  At the last moment, he closed his eyes just as he felt a wrenching pull in his abdomen.  He opened his eyes, and his head spun and swam with nausea.  The nearby elves hastily moved out of his way as he scurried to the nearest bushes and emptied the contents of his stomach for a minute or so, aware of the baleful gaze of one of the Stronghold’s guards on his back.
He straightened and wiped his mouth, turning back to Geltheriel, who watched him with a twinkle in her eye.  “As I said,” she shrugged, “a side effect of a low Endurance.  Perhaps you will grow accustomed with time.  In the meantime, have a drink and let us be off.”
“I might also suggest keeping your eyes open next time,” Rhys offered.  “Focus on the sigil as your Avowed suggested.  That is only an idea, however; certainly, emptying your stomach after each trip is an equally valid tactic.”
Aranos gave Rhys a sideways glance and saw the elf fighting to keep a straight face.  He sighed and took a swig of water to wash the horrific taste from his mouth and spat it into the bush, following it with a small swallow to settle his stomach.  As his nausea faded, he took a deep, cleansing breath, feeling the energy of the forest fill him.  He walked off to the side and crouched, placing his palm on the ground, allowing the life of the forest to flow into him and fill him.  A tiny rumble of hunger he hadn’t even realized was forming vanished instantly, as the energy around him began to sustain him.
He felt more than heard Rhys move over to stand beside him.  “You can sense the life of the forest?” the elf asked in a surprised voice.  “That is not a usual Skill for Wizards.”
“My Oathbinder is not a usual Wizard,” Geltheriel spoke up, giving Aranos a suggestive glance.  The aleen sighed and rose to his feet.  In trouble already, he thought morosely.  And we’re barely out of the gates.
As Geltheriel led them into the forest, he allowed his gaze to wander, his Tracking Skill picking up the tracks of multiple elves, numerous small animals, and even what looked like a pack of wolves that had strayed close to the Stronghold’s entrance several days ago.  His Scent Ability activated, bringing the smells of the woods to him, helping him pinpoint the locations of most of the elves that had passed through.
Though the woman led a swift pace, neither of her companions had difficulty keeping up.  Aranos did slow occasionally to gather flowers, herbs, and berries for his Herbalism Skill; he needed to craft more bandages and poultices if they were going to be in combat, especially if Rhys’ healing magic wasn’t as potent as, say, a cleric’s.  With his Skill level and a summoned mana knife, harvesting the plants took only seconds, and he was easily able to catch up to Geltheriel each time.
Rhys watched him curiously as they traveled, the Druid seeming to move through the forest even more easily than Geltheriel.  “That is an interesting combination of herbs you have gathered,” he observed.  “Were one curious, they might wonder what purpose you might have for them.  We are fortunate I am blessed with a distinct lack of curiosity.” 
Aranos heard Geltheriel’s sigh of exasperation.  “I can craft a few poultices and medicines,” he offered disingenuously.  “You know, for healing or drawing out poisons.”
“Ah, you possess the Herbalism Skill,” the Druid nodded.  “Most Wizards seem to prefer Alchemy over Herbalism, I have noticed.”
“Well, I like Herbalism,” Aranos replied a bit lamely.  Rhys looked at him askance but said nothing.
Eventually, Geltheriel paused their journey and touched her throat.  A long, tapered, wooden staff appeared in her hands, bound in wax-covered string.  “I have offered to instruct my Oathbinder in Archery,” she told Rhys.  “You are welcome to join us…”
The elf held up his hands and shook his head.  “There would be little point in that,” he observed.  “As you are no doubt aware, Druids level Weapon Mastery Skills notoriously slowly.  I will, instead, follow our leader’s example and search for herbs.  Unlike him, I found it difficult to spot and harvest them at the pace we were keeping previously…but I shall make no mention of that, nor of the possible implications.”
Geltheriel sighed and nodded.  “My thanks,” she grumbled.  Aranos dimly overheard her muttering something about ‘simple instructions’ and Perception, but he decided it wouldn’t be wise to listen too closely.
After Rhys disappeared, she turned and faced him.  “I should have remembered,” she said seriously, “Druids gain points to Perception in each level, Oathbinder.  If you wish to keep your secrets, you must make a conscious effort to do so.”  She reached out and offered him the string-wrapped shaft in her hand. 
Aranos’ face twisted wryly.  “I’ll try,” he said dubiously.  “I’m not sure how well it’ll work, though.”  As he took the item from her, his borrowed memories identified the item for him instantly.  Basic elven hunting bow, he thought curiously, looking the weapon over.  Pull might be at the high end for my Strength, but I should be okay with it.
“This is the elven hunting bow,” she unknowingly echoed his thoughts, removing a similar item from her amulet.  “It is less powerful than the longbow, but it is easier to use and to learn on.”  She unwound the string rapidly by spinning the bow, bent it and slipped the string over the end.  “The first thing you must learn is how to string the weapon.  Attempt what I have just done.”
Thanks to his borrowed memories, Aranos knew exactly how to unwind and string the bow.  Knowing what to do and doing it for the first time, though, were two different things.  The string tended to tangle on the ground when he spun the bow too quickly, and it took him three tries and a pinched finger to get it strung. 
As he finished, she handed him a leather bracer and showed him how to strap it to his left arm.  “Archery is a Skill of patience and practice,” she told him, pulling out a quiver of arrows and setting it on the ground between them.  She drew an arrow from the quiver, nocked it, drew it hard to her cheek, and released all in one smooth motion.  He watched as her arrow sunk solidly into a distant tree, the shaft quivering.  “Now, it is your turn,” she instructed.  “Merely attempt what I have done, and I will correct you as we go.”
Aranos took a deep breath and pulled an arrow from the quiver, instinctively gripping it without damaging the fletching while taking an open stance with his legs.  He nocked the arrow cleanly and drew, straining slightly to pull the shaft back to his cheek.  He took a deep breath, sighted, and released, practically feeling the spot where he needed to aim.  His shaft sped through the trees, slamming into the tree an inch above hers, quivering slightly.
He turned with a grin and saw her eyeing him darkly.  “Do you possess the Archery Skill?” she asked him in a flat voice.
“Umm, yeah,” he answered hesitantly.  “I mean, sort of.  It’s called Arcane Archery, and it’s what I use with my Mana Arrows all the time.  It gives me the same Abilities as Archery, though, at least so far.”
“And have you ever, before now, held a bow?” she asked in the same emotionless tone.  “Or is this another gift from the High Sorcerer?”
“It was a gift,” he replied with a trace of sadness.  “But no, I’ve never actually shot a bow before.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “It would have been better had you told me this,” she pointed out a little shortly.  “A hunting bow is a fine weapon, but it lacks the force and penetrating power of a war bow.  Had I known you possessed the Skill, I would have brought a more appropriate weapon.”
Aranos shook his head.  “This is about all I can draw, to be honest,” he told her.  “And I’ll probably be using my Mana Arrows in combat long before I grab a real bow, anyways.  This will probably be more of a backup.”
“We shall practice nonetheless,” she decided.  “While it is apparent your mind grasps this Skill, your body has not learned what to do, yet.  You must train it so that you can take full advantage of your Skill level…which is what, if I might ask?”
“Expert 9,” he confirmed, glancing at his status. 
She stopped, staring at him for a moment, then turned away, muttering under her breath.  “Very well,” she finally spoke, turning back to face him.  “Then, we shall practice basic shooting first, followed by more advanced skills.  We shall begin with your stance…”
They spent the next half hour practicing with the bow, firing from stationary and moving positions, at ever more distant targets, until his fingers were raw and nearly bleeding.  “It is as I said,” Geltheriel nodded as he they unstrung their bows, “your body must learn and adapt to the use of Skills, as well as your mind.  Even shortcuts have their price, Oathbinder.”
Aranos nodded, waiting for Rhys to return as his LP regeneration healed the minor damage.  “I’m starting to see that,” he agreed, sucking on his throbbing fingers.
Once the Druid came back, Geltheriel led them deeper into the forest, and Aranos began to Scent fewer and fewer elf trails as they pushed forward.  The forest seemed darker the farther they went from the elf Stronghold, as if the foliage overhead was more closely packed, although a glance upward showed that if anything, the trees were becoming more twisted, the leaves sparser.  What greenery he saw was starting to display unhealthy-looking black spots, and the boles were becoming dwarfed and stunted.  He stopped and laid his hand on a nearby tree, reaching out with his Speak with Plants Ability.
Sick, a weak voice echoed in his mind.  Hurts.  Burns.  The sense of sorrow and pain made Aranos gasp, and he jerked his hand off the bark, blinking back unshed tears.  “The trees here,” he choked, causing Geltheriel to stop.  “They’re sick.  What’s wrong with them?”
“It is Blight, Liberator,” Rhys replied shortly.  “It tells us that we are nearing the edge of the claimed part of the forest and nearing Corrupted Lands.”  Aranos glanced at the man and saw that his face was pinched and drawn, as if he was suffering with the trees.  Since he’s a Druid, Aranos realized, he just might be.  I hope he can handle the Blightlands.
Aranos stood quietly, staring at the trees and plants around him.  Most seemed gnarled and stunted, as if they were struggling to reach the sky.  He bent down and touched the soil, but the energy there was weaker, stuttering occasionally as if it was being drained.  He drew a tiny bit into himself but hurriedly stopped; the energy felt oily, somehow, as if it were tainted, and he spat to get a sudden bitter taste from his mouth.
“It’s killing everything, isn’t it?” he asked Geltheriel quietly.  “Eventually, all of these plants will die from it.”
“If it is left unopposed, then yes,” she nodded.  “And yet, it is not unchecked, for the elves stand against the Darkness, still.  Staving off such encroachments is the duty of the Keepers, who keep the forests free of dark creatures, and of the House of the Sickle, whose Druids tend the land and restore it.”  She gestured to Rhys.
“So, you try to contain the spread,” he said softly, “but what do you do to push it back?”  As he said the words, he flinched at the accusing tone in them and wished he could take them back.  He glanced at Rhys, but the Druid seemed unfazed.
“Not enough,” he shook his head.  “Which is why I am here, and why the peculiarities I have observed to day – that you were, surely, only barely trying to conceal – do not bother me in the slightest. “
“You are correct,” Geltheriel spoke up, obviously trying to change the subject.  “The Elven Nations have done almost nothing to actually reclaim our lands.”
She gazed at both of them calmly.  “Oathbinder, let me repeat for the Druid what you told Elder Golloron yesterday.  We elves have become content with clinging to what we have, preserving what has not been lost, and avoiding further losses.  Yet, as you said, no one wins a war from a defensive stance; at best, we are holding our own against a siege.”
She sighed and looked at the stunted trees around them.  “We see these woodlands as a victory, keeping them from the Blight,” she said a bit sadly.  “You seem them as accepting defeat, and in the end, I believe you are right.  If we do not take the battle to the enemy, then eventually, we will be overcome and turn to the Darkness…or be swallowed by it.”
She seemed to rouse herself and painted an obviously forced smile on her face.  “But that is why we are here, yes?” she asked him.  “We will camp tonight near the edge of the Blightlands, where the Forest of Eredain has not yet succumbed entirely, and when night falls, we will hunt.”
Rhys stood silently for a few moments, watching her, then turned to gaze at Aranos.  After several long seconds, he bowed his head and followed.
It didn’t take long for Geltheriel to locate what she felt was an acceptable location.  It looked pretty good to Aranos – it was behind a dense thicket, close to water, appeared defensible and simple to camouflage – but he had to admit that had no real clue what he was looking for.  He and Rhys followed her instructions and dug out a firepit, ringing it with stones from the nearby stream, and helped set up a trio of mottled brown tents that would probably blend well into the dense undergrowth.
Once the camp was complete, Geltheriel moved toward one of the tents.  “If we are to hunt tonight,” she told him, “we will need to rest first.  Rhys, know that my Oathbinder needs little sleep and can make do on but two hours of quiet.  Therefore, we will rest first while he keeps watch.  Then, Oathbinder, once it is dark, we will attempt to train you in Night Vision.”  Rhys looked to object, but a single glance at Geltheriel’s face silenced him, and he nodded and slipped into his tent. 
Aranos was left to his thoughts as the woman closed her tent behind her, as well.  He wanted to spend some time working on his hanging Spells, but that would require him to enter his mindscape, and he couldn’t exactly keep watch from there.  But I can still think up new Spells while I’m keeping watch, he reminded himself.  Especially something to help me see at night.  Or something I could use for Enchanting, a Spell I could put into a weapon.  Maybe I could give Geltheriel a flaming sword; that would be awesome!
He kept his eyes open but let his thoughts drift, considering how he could give himself some sort of night vision.  Probably can’t just make my eyes see in the dark, he mused.  That’s gotta be a function of light mana – or dark mana, if that’s a thing, I guess – and I’m not about to just pump SP to my eyes and see what happens.
He patiently considered a few options.  Something like sonar might work, he reasoned.  I could send out a mana pulse and read the reflections as it bounced back.  Bats do it, right?  Of course, to anything that’s sensitive to magic, that would be like carrying a huge beacon saying, ‘Here I am!  Come get me!’, so that’s probably not the best idea.
He sighed and tried to look at the problem from a different angle.  Okay, vision is just your eyes passively absorbing light, he considered.  The problem is that there won’t be light for my eyes to absorb, or at least not any light that my eyes can see.  That means I need to either create light or think of something that I can sense instead of light.
Creating light was probably out of the question, since, again, that would probably require light mana…and would basically negate any attempts at Stealth.  He knew that night vision goggles IRL (in real life) usually used UV light, which was still light and probably wouldn’t work for him.  Or heat, he realized after a moment. A lot of those things see heat, right?  And that’s fire mana; I should be able to see that!
He pictured the image in his mind as clearly as possible while still watching the surroundings, trying to imagine some sort of infrared vision overlaying the scene.  White for anything hot, he mused, imagining white flames leaping from the fire pit, red for warm, blue for cool, black for cold.  He made the image as realistic as he possibly could, but he immediately encountered a problem.
Literally everything had mana in it.  Every single thing around him, from the air to the ground to the trees, had some sort of fire mana coming from it.  All he saw was a dark blue mist, with small glows of red and orange just barely visible. 
Okay, need to focus on only significant mana sources, he corrected himself.  That worked better, but he could literally only see the fire, his own body, and Geltheriel’s outline through the tent.  The ground, the trees, and the stream were all invisible.  That’ll help me see monsters, he grumbled, but I’ll fall on my butt trying to walk around.
Wait, he stopped, thinking.  Everything has mana; what if, instead of fire mana, I looked for concentrations of every type?  Well, except maybe air; all I’d see is air, I guess.  He started back at the beginning, but this time, he tried to see concentrations of any kind of mana.  The whole world glowed around him, and it took him a few minutes to start sorting out the mana types and assigning colors to them.  Fire mana glowed red in his vision, water shone blue, and earth mana appeared brown.  The scene burst into color, although details were lacking, and excitedly he began applying SP to the image, playing it over and over, pouring mana into the construct.
He had to drain and refill his SP pool four times to complete the Spell outside of his mindscape, but finally, it coalesced into his mind:
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Spell Created: Mana Vision
Rank: Novice 1
Sense concentrations of specific mana types around you.
Effect: You can see concentrations of earth, fire, and water mana out to a distance of 60’, +1’ per Spell level.  Larger or more intense concentrations can be seen farther out.
Cost: 30 SP to cast, 3 SP/s to maintain
+150 XP
You can run, but you can’t hide, at least not well…
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This will do, he grinned, activating the Spell for the first time.  The world lit up in colors, with shades of red, blue, and brown filling his vision.  To his surprise, the plants and trees around him were colored a strangle purplish shade that he realized meant they held all the types of mana within them.  That’ll make seeing monsters harder, he thought, his lips pursed.  That purple isn’t easy to spot against the brown ground.  Plus, I won’t be able to see a creature hiding in bushes or tall grass so well, since really the only difference between them is the amount of fire mana they’re radiating.
He concentrated on the Spell, adjusting the various shades until his hand glowed a pale lavender, the trees and plants a deeper purple, and the ground was a yellowish-brown, like sand on a beach.  He checked the SP drain from the Spell; with his bonuses, it was only sucking 2 SP from him, and his regeneration covered that plus 3 SP per second.  It would take him longer to recover SP between battles, but not cripplingly so. 
After that, crafting a Spell to imbue elemental mana into a weapon was basically child’s play.  The only issue he ran into was making sure the mana coated the weapon without affecting it; he didn’t want to set his staff on fire, for example, or rust Geltheriel’s blade.  That took a bit of trial and error, but once he figured out how to layer the weapon with a thin coat of unaspected mana and then wrap the elemental energy around it, the Spell was easy to envision.  It only took him one round of filling and regenerating his SP before the construct shivered into reality, and he was awarded with a notification:
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Spell Created: Elemental Weapon
Rank: Novice 1
Coat your weapon in elemental mana, causing it to do extra damage of that aspect type.
Effect: Choose one aspect of mana you have unlocked and apply it to a weapon.  This weapon will now do 5-12 extra LP damage of this type on a hit.  The weapon can be used to harm creatures that are immune to nonmagical weapons.  Damage increased 2% per Spell level
Duration: 10 mins + 30 s / Spell level.
Cost: 45 SP
+150 XP
Have I got a surprise for you…
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He pulled out his staff and cast the spell, causing flames to encase both ends of the weapon.  He spun it in the air, and it whirled in a glowing ring of fire that lit up the entire clearing they were in.  He quickly came to his senses and extinguished the blaze, realizing that if anything sinister was out there, he had just flashed a big sign saying, “Come look here!”.  He waited several minutes, remaining still and quiet, but when nothing appeared, he relaxed a bit. 
Okay, it’s a good spell, he scolded himself, but you’ve gotta be careful using the fire version.  It’s really, really visible. 
He decided he’d created enough Spells for the time being – the excitement of doing it was affecting his judgment a bit – but that didn’t mean he needed to be done playing with his magic!  After all, he thought, I’ve still got that whole Quest to discover aspects.  If fire and air made a new aspect, I’m guessing combining any two of them will make something new!  Might as well give it a try.
Radiant mana, he knew, was really nothing more than an exceptionally hot flame.  The air mana fed the fire, causing it to burn at a much higher temperature than it normally would.  At the same time, the swirling air scoured whatever the mana touched, so it was doing a little bit of air damage and a lot of fire damage.  I can make guesses of what some combinations might be, he reasoned.  Water and earth probably make something like mud or slime.  Water and air might make steam, or I suppose soda…although that seems pretty unlikely.  Earth and fire are probably lava.  I’m guessing the real trick is figuring out how much of each mana type you need and how to mix them for the best results. 
He decided to start with something that should be pretty simple and not very dangerous, mixing earth and water mana.  Remembering how air and fire mana didn’t want to travel in proximity, he pulled small amounts of earth and water in spiraled channels.  They coursed up his arm in a double helix, finally erupting from his hand with a spray of black mud that splattered all over his face and clothes.  He swore and wiped his eyes, blinking the gritty, stinging mud from them.  He got up and staggered over to the stream and splashed some water on his face, clearing his vision, and knelt by the bank with a sigh.
“Too much water,” he guessed.  The problem was, water mana flowed easier than earth mana did – the dark brown mana was heavy and felt reluctant to move – so he would have to use just a trickle of water or it would, well, spray mud everywhere.
He began again, this time holding his hand out at arm length.  He summoned the earth mana first, getting the placid mass of energy flowing before wrapping a stream of water mana around it.  A soft, heavy mass of slightly damp rock appeared in his hand, oozing and dripping water.  Okay, not enough water, he sighed with frustration.
It took him several tries, adjusting the flow rate of the water mana and how much earth he pulled up with it, until finally, a glob of oozing, sucking mud rotated and gurgled over his hand.  As it did, a notification appeared:
New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Ooze
Ooze is a composite aspect formed of a combination of earth and water mana.
Ooze Damage: Ooze mana does both earth and water damage to the target.  A target that resists earth or water damage but not both does not resist ooze damage.
+250 XP
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That’s sort of cool, he thought with distaste, but also kind of nasty.  This stuff is gross.  Still, he could see a utility for it.  If he could turn a plot of earth into ooze, anything stepping on it would sink into it.  If it were deep enough, they might even drown in it, although he guessed it was probably easier to float in than pure water since it was denser.  Still, it would make an effective barrier, and he could probably coat an enemy in it and then harden it with radiant or fire mana to trap them inside.
That’s for another day, he reminded himself.  Let’s see what air and water do, now. 
His first attempt at mixing air and water suffered from the same problem as mixing water and earth.  The air mana raced to escape him, while the water smoothly flowed out, and the mixture simply sprayed into the air as a mist.  He reduced the amount of air mana, but all he got was bubbling water, no matter how slowly he trickled the air into the fluid.
They’re not combining at all, he thought, confused.  Everything else mixed together, but air and water just separate as bubbles.  The problem, he realized, was that the density difference between the two substances was simply too great; there was no way to hold the air in the water.  But that can’t be true, he told himself, because I’ve had soda before, and that’s got air dissolved in water.  Maybe what I need is pressure…
He started again, but this time, instead of keeping the two streams of mana separate, he wrapped the water stream around the blast of air in an incredibly tight spiral.  The air spun past the water as he called them forth, and to his surprise, a crackling chunk of ice suddenly sprouted from his hand.  The appearance of the frozen water startled him, and he dropped the freezing hunk with a muttered oath.  It plunked into the stream and was carried away as he shook his hand, returning warmth to it.  As he did, another notification popped up, and he quickly read it:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Ice
Ice is a composite aspect formed of a combination of air and water mana.
Ice Damage: Ice mana does both air and water damage to the target.  A target that resists water or air damage but not both does not resist ice damage.
+250 XP
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Okay, so water and air make ice, not steam or mist or whatever, he grinned silently. Now that, I can see some uses for.  Ice felt like it would easier to form as a solid than unaspected mana, and while it was much softer than stone, it was also significantly lighter.  A wall of ice should be durable and more stable than a stone one, and ice arrows should fly faster than earth projectiles, although they’d lack the latter’s penetrating power.
He spent some time playing with his newly discovered aspects, summoning ice and ooze arrows and firing them into the stream or creating ice and ooze shields.  Ooze didn’t really work well for either of those applications, as it tended to simply splatter against whatever it struck, but Ice Arrows were sharp and effective, and an Ice shield glistened solidly in the fading sunlight. 
When he grew bored with that, he began to craft healing poultices and bandages.  Thanks to his Master-level Herbalism Skill, they took very little time to fashion and were of Exceptional quality; even better, his Greater Creation Perk triggered for several of them, giving them Enhanced healing and curing abilities. 
As he finished his last bandage, he turned his thoughts to the Corruption in Geltheriel and how it compared to the Blight infesting the land around them.  He couldn’t sense the Corruption in his friend, but he could definitely feel the Blight in the land.  All he had to do was place a hand on the ground, and he could sense the taint curling through the earth.  The vital energy of the land felt almost greasy, as it was coated in Corruption, and it was far weaker than it should have been, considering the life around them.
Where is the energy going? he wondered, allowing his thoughts to sink into the soil.  Energy can’t just be destroyed, at least not in the real world, and so far, the game has emulated physics perfectly.  That means it’s being redirected…but to where?
He couldn’t follow the energy very far – his One with the Land Ability wasn’t really meant to track energy, just to absorb it – but he reached his senses out as far as the Ability allowed, just watching the interplay of forces.  He felt the vital processes in the soil creating power, a force almost like mana but subtly different.  The energy stretched throughout the earth, forming something like a web of power; the Blight, though, seemed to weave through the web, overlaying it with its own energy, tapping the power and siphoning it…elsewhere. 
Darkness is supposed to just be the absence of light, he mused as he observed the flows.  What if this Darkness isn’t just a lack of Light but its active destruction?  What if the Darkness feeds off the Light?
That seemed like a losing proposition for everyone, at first glance.  If the Darkness needed the Light to survive, then by defeating the Light, it would destroy itself, as well.  And if the Darkness is constantly draining energy from the Light, is the Light replenishing itself?  How?
There was a greater pattern here, he could tell, but what it was eluded him.  He simply didn’t have enough information to understand how it all worked…at least, not yet.  So, I need to do more digging, he decided.
Eventually, the sun vanished behind the trees, and only a dim twilight filled the forest around him.  He switched to his new Mana Vision, and the gray outlines burst into sharp colors.  He saw a glimmer of lavender from the corner of his eye and turned to see Geltheriel emerge from the tent, stretching.  His Mana Vision couldn’t quite make out her features, but he could see her well enough considering the dim light.
“My thanks for the rest, Oathbinder,” she nodded at him.  “I suspect we will be up much of the night on our hunt.”
“Yeah, I still don’t know what we’re hunting,” he pointed out.  “What are…” He glanced at the Quest quickly and looked back at her.  “What are amaroks, ursusz, and cenziks?”
“We will hopefully not encounter a cenzik,” she answered quickly, shaking her head.  “They are quite deadly, and the three of us may be significantly outmatched by one.  If we see one, we will attempt to hide and hope it does not spot us, as well.
“Amaroks look similar to wolves,” she continued, “save that they are the size of a pony, a dark gray that is nearly black in color, and are perpetually cloaked in shadows.  The only part of them clearly visible is usually their eyes, which glow a brilliant green when they hunt.  They are not very powerful individually, but they travel in packs of 5 or more.  Their bite is freezing and numbs your muscles, and it is believed that they do not feel pain from their wounds.”
Aranos swallowed.  “And ursusz?” he asked.
“Very large bearlike creatures,” Rhys spoke as he exited his tent.  “Standing, one is twice the height of an elf and many times stronger.  They are pure black with red streaks running down their sides, so I have heard they can be difficult to spot at night.  I know little about combat with one, though, as that is more the province of the Keepers.”  He gestured at Geltheriel as he came and stood beside the pair.
“Ursusz are vexing to fight,” Geltheriel explained.  “Crushing weapons do no damage to them and when they are cut, their blood burns like acid.  In addition, if they are gravely wounded, they enter a frenzy and ignore all injuries, attacking anything, friend or foe, until they are slain.”
“Sounds dangerous,” Aranos acknowledged.  “Any special techniques the elves have come up with to fight them?”
“Amaroks are much like normal wolves,” she told him.  “They are ambush hunters and will distract their prey from the front while they attack from the rear.  If we can protect our flanks, we will be able to attack them at range while they are baiting us.  Also, the pack revolves around the Alpha, the largest member.  If we slay the Alpha, the pack will either flee or devolve into fighting amongst itself.”
She knelt by the fire, stirring the coals, causing a flare of red mana to roll up in Aranos’ vision.  “Ursusz are best attacked from a distance,” she replied. “They are exceptionally hardy and take a long time to kill but are much more dangerous when close.  They are vicious and not bright, so they can be lured into an area where they can be attacked with impunity and will rarely retreat.”
“Okay,” Aranos nodded.  “So, we just need to pick our battlefield carefully and retreat when we can’t, right?”
“That is always sound advice,” she agreed.  “Now, it has gotten dark enough to extinguish the fire and work on your Night Vision Skill.”
Aranos summoned a blob of ooze mana and dropped it on the fire, extinguishing it instantly.  “I actually created a Spell for that,” he countered.  “I can see just fine.”
“How interesting,” Rhys spoke up.  “You crafted a Spell?  I was unaware that such a thing was possible.”
Geltheriel grunted and seemed to sit silently for a moment, then shook her head in denial.  “That is wise,” she admitted, “but can you Track with it?  It would be best if all of us could use our Tracking Skills to their utmost.”  She gazed meaningfully at Aranos.
“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Aranos frowned.  “No, I can’t Track with Mana Vision.”  I could still use my Scent Ability, he added silently, but since I don’t know what they smell like, yet, that might not help.
“Then we shall attempt to teach you Night Vision,” she nodded.  “With your – advantages – perhaps it will be a simpler matter than it would be otherwise.  If not, it is good to know that your new Spell and Scent Ability will ensure we do not need to carry a light.”
He turned off his Mana Vision Spell, blinking as the world plunged into near-blackness.  There was just enough light for him to make out Geltheriel as a darker presence against the tents but not enough for him to discern any details or even see the ground. 
“First, close your eyes,” she instructed.  He obediently did so, and she continued.  “Night Vision is what is called a latent Skill,” she explained.  “It is a part of all with elven blood, yet it will lie dormant until you unlock it.  When you open your eyes, look at nothing.  Do not allow your eyes to focus, for focusing is a part of normal vision.  Let your vision drift off as it will.”
Aranos attempted to follow her instructions, but it wasn’t very easy.  The moment he opened his eyes, they immediately tried to focus on her shadowy silhouette.  He closed his eyes and tried again several times until he managed to keep his vision unfocused enough to suit Geltheriel.
“Now,” she told him, “Move your head around, not your eyes, taking in the surroundings.  Do not let your eyes regain their focus.  Do not look at anything in particular, and do not gaze up at the sky, as this will wash out your vision immediately.  Simply allow the Night Vision in your eyes to activate; if it is stimulated for long enough, it will awaken.”
That was even harder.  It was extremely difficult for Aranos to look around without moving his eyes, and every time some shape moved into his vision, he would focus on it and have to start all over again.  It took him 15 minutes to get the knack of it, letting his vision drift aimlessly around without focusing on anything.
A few minutes later, he felt a strange twitch in the back of his eyes, almost like a tingle of electricity had passed through them.  Slowly, a silvery image of the forest shimmered into his view.  The image had perfect detail but no color, only shades of silver and black, and it faded to black less than two dozen feet from him, but once it activated, he could blink and focus his eyes normally without losing it.  A notification popped up, and he pulled it up, the colored screen intruding on the silvery landscape:
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Skill Gained: Night Vision (Trained)
Rank: Novice 3
You can see clearly in the dark to a radius of 20’ + 1’ per Skill level.  You can use all visual-based Skills and Abilities at a 10% penalty. 
+1 Per
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Yeah, that’ll be helpful, he thought, looking over the Skill.  At least for Tracking; even with a 10% penalty, I should be able to find whatever we’re looking for.  Not so great for fighting, though, since I can only see a bit over 20 feet.  Might need to switch to Mana Vision once we’re in combat.
“You have achieved the Skill?” Geltheriel asked, noticing how he looked around.
“Novice 3,” he acknowledged.  “And Trained, thanks to you.  So, umm, thanks!”
Rhys snorted.  “He gains a Skill in a quarter hour that normally takes a full night’s practice simply to unlock,” he observed.  “And he thanks his Avowed for her instruction.  Truly, are all Travelers so talented…and so obtuse?”
Aranos sighed heavily.  “I haven’t met all Travelers,” he replied a bit snappishly, “but I can tell you that I have a Title that lets me learn Skills at an accelerated speed.”
“That would explain much,” Rhys nodded.  “And yet, not all.  I, however, shall simply endure and surely, in the fullness of time, all will be made clear.”
Geltheriel shook her head as if throwing aside her thoughts.  “This I greatly doubt,” she muttered, “as I have found no such clarity, despite all our travels together.
“I will guide us to the edge of the Blightlands,” she told the two men, changing the subject.  “Remain vigilant; creatures of the Dark are uncomfortable in the Claimed Lands, just as we will be in the Blightlands, but they might still wander this far.”
The elf set off, with Rhys close behind, and Aranos followed carefully, scanning the ground with his Tracking Skill.  He found surprisingly few trails as he went, and most of those were small game, with few larger predators.  Probably from the Blight, he reasoned.  The sick plants probably drive off the little animals, so there are no big ones around here hunting. 
As they went, the signs of the Blight worsened steadily.  The trees became gnarled and twisted, their leaves a dark, matte gray instead of bright silver in his vision.  The soil felt drained and unhealthy, and what little energy he could feel in it was tainted and nauseating.  He saw no more signs of regular animals – they obviously felt the unhealthiness of this place as much as he did – although he did see plenty of insects and a few tracks of animals he didn’t recognize.
As the energy surrounding Aranos dwindled to nothing, a red notification popped up in his vision:
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You have entered a Fallen Land: The Blightlands of Eredain.
Corruption Level: Moderate (3 CP / Day)
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He felt it almost instantly as they crossed from Claimed to Fallen Lands.  It was as if they had passed through an icy curtain; the gentle wind suddenly had a biting edge to it, and the air felt noticeably colder.  The ground beneath his feet seemed dead and utterly barren, although he knew that some sort of energy had to be running through it; the plants around them were dwarfed and gnarled, but they still grew.  The grass beneath his feet was brittle and coarse, but it wasn’t dead. 
When he reached down with his senses to feel the soil, though, they recoiled in revulsion.  The energy here was utterly alien; rather than filling the ground with life, it seemed to constantly suck power from every root, every seed, every tiny organism.  But it hasn’t killed everything, he realized with a start.  It’s draining them so that they don’t grow completely, but it’s not killing them.  It’s almost like…a parasite of some kind.
Rhys hissed and wobbled briefly as he stepped onto the dead-seeming earth.  “By the stars,” he swore quietly.  “How do you endure this?”
Geltheriel halted and turned to face them both.  “Now that we have entered the Blightlands,” she spoke quietly, “we must use extreme caution.  Everything within this land will be hostile to us; even the smallest insect or most innocuous plant can be deadly.  We will travel in Stealth and remain as vigilant as possible.” 
She gazed at Rhys.  “It is difficult at first,” she told him with a hint of sympathy, “but you will adjust soon.  Know that we must move swiftly from this point; if you do not believe you can endure, tell us now, and you may return to camp to await us, with no judgment.”
Rhys shook his head.  “While I thank you for the offer,” he demurred, “I must adapt.  This is the path I chose, and I will not stray from it quite so easily.”
“Then let us prepare ourselves for the hunt,” she said grimly.  As she spoke, the woman scooped up handfuls of dirt and began rubbing them onto her pale skin, darkening her flesh in the dim light.  Aranos followed suit, his Camouflage Skill guiding his hands as he obscured his image with a combination of mud and leaves.  The three dropped into Stealth and moved out into the night, their eyes scanning for threats.
The first attack struck less than 30 minutes after they entered the Fallen Land.  Aranos was diligently scanning the area, trying to pick up any tracks that looked like large wolves or bears, while Geltheriel kept an eye on the surroundings, her superior Night Vision giving her a much greater range of sight than he had.  Rhys was still struggling to adapt to the alien energies surrounding them and seemed to have most of his concentration focused inward.
Suddenly, an impact struck Aranos from behind, directly between his shoulder blades.  His Mana Armor took the brunt of the impact, but the force of the blow knocked him off his feet.  He attempted to roll over, but something large was gripping onto his armor from the back, scrabbling as it attempted to pierce the shell of magical energy protecting him.
Geltheriel reacted instantly, her blade a gleam in the darkness as she spun to face him.  Her sword flashed twice as she slashed across his prone form, and suddenly the weight released him.  Aranos rolled over and found himself face to face with what looked like a vast, gray bat with a shriveled body and ragged claws.  He summoned a Mana Arrow and blasted the creature as it lunged for him, its movements ungainly on the ground. 
The arrow punched into the monster’s wing and exploded, tearing a hole in the membrane.  It opened its mouth as if to scream, and a tremendous pressure began squeezing Aranos’ skull.  It took all his willpower not to slap his hands to the sides of his head in an attempt to block out the twin spikes of agony shooting into his temples. 
Geltheriel darted past him and thrust into the open mouth, her slim blade spearing into the back of the creature’s throat.  The pressure and pain instantly vanished, and Aranos unleased a single Fire Arrow, then cloned it into three with his Multishot Ability.  The arrows bit deeply into the creature’s body and burst, bathing it in fire.  It writhed as it burned, twisting on Geltheriel’s blade, but several moments later, its struggles ceased as the fire and injuries overwhelmed it. 
Geltheriel yanked the blade free and scanned the skies, holding her weapon at the ready.  “Balayang,” she murmured to him.  “They typically travel in swarms; this one will not have been alone.”
Aranos looked upward but couldn’t see anything except darkness, since his Night Vision range was so short.  He quickly called up his Mana Vision instead, attempting to layer it over his Night Vision.  Pain instantly stabbed his eyes as the bright colors of the mana overloaded his vision.  My Night Vision is too sensitive, he realized, trying to squeeze his eyes shut.  To his dismay, his body refused to respond as a notification popped into view.
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You are Stunned!
Duration: 10 s, reduced to 7 s due to Mental Resistance
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Shit, shit, shit, he cursed mentally, unable to cancel his Spell or shut his eyes while the Stunned debuff lasted.  He waited in frustration while the debuff faded, but instantly, a new notification appeared:
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You are Stunned!
Duration: 10 s, reduced to 7 s due to Mental Resistance
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Son of a bitch! He screamed internally.  Veronica, are you watching?  I’m totally screwed here; this is kind of broken!  Help!
He forced himself to relax and pushed away his sudden panic.  If she was going to help, he realized, she would have already.  Maybe she wants to see if I can fix this myself.  Okay, I can do this.
He concentrated first on his Mana Vision Spell.  He could feel the mana pouring into his eyes, flooding his retinas with energy.  He then turned his focus to his Night Vision, trying to recapture the tingling feeling he felt when the vision first activated.  As he recalled the sensation, he realized the problem.
The Mana Vision is tied into my regular sight, he suddenly understood.  Night Vision uses a different part of my eyes, I think.  Both parts are trying to work at the same time, and its overloading the system.
He returned his focus to his Spell, trying to alter it to tap into the part of his eyes that used his Night Vision.  He felt the energies shifting as new parts of his eye were flooded with energy, and slowly, the pain eased.
Suddenly, a new notification popped up in his view:
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Synergy Discovered!
Your Spell Mana Vision and your Skill Night Vision have a high degree of Synergy!  As such, they have been combined into a new Ability: True Vision
New Ability Gained: True Vision
Ability Type: Evolved Ability
Rarity: Exceptional
Effect: You can now see normally to full range of vision in total darkness, although you can see only in grayscale and not colors.  You can, at will, shift your vision to detect one or more mana types, so long as you have unlocked the relevant aspect. 
Evolved Ability: Evolved Abilities belong to Evolved races: races that have overcome the limitations of the mortal form.  By achieving an Evolved Ability, you have taken the first step toward gaining a new, advanced race!
Every move you make, I’ll be watching you, magically…
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: Race to Get Ahead
Objective: Discover enough Evolved Abilities, Perks, and Traits to advance to an Evolved race
Difficulty: A
Reward: 25,000 XP, Race change, ???
Note: this Quest cannot be refused and has no failure condition.
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Immediately after, a third notification popped up, this one an even more exciting green:
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World’s First!
As the first player to gain an Evolution, you are the first to step onto the path to a new, advanced form!  For this accomplishment, you have received the Title: The Paragon
Title: The Paragon
You stand above other members of your race, and as such, you advance more rapidly.
Effect: You receive +2 Points per level in each of your Strong Stats (retroactively applied) and gain a 10% bonus to earned XP moving forward.
You think you’re better than me?  I’m better than you!
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Wis Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
SP: Your Wis Stat now provides 7.5 SP per point above 10, plus 2 per level.  
SP Regen: Your base SP Regen is now equal to your Wis Stat / 7.5.
Bonus: You can add half of your Wis Stat (rounded down) to any opposed Spell, Skill, or Ability Checks, even if you could not normally add a bonus to the check or your Wis Stat is already added to the check.
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Whoa, that’s something Veronica never mentioned! he exclaimed silently as he read the notifications.  Veronica, do all Stats get a bonus when they reach 50?
“Yes, they do,” her voice spoke in his head.  “However, I have to warn you: your strong Stats give you better bonuses than your normal Stats, and the bonuses to your weak Stats are a lot worse.  You’ll also get a better bonus when you hit 100 in a Stat.  However, I believe now your focus should be elsewhere, shouldn’t it?”
He quickly dismissed the notifications as his final Stunned debuff wore off, his new vision lighting up the night.  He saw Geltheriel unlimbering and stringing her bow while Rhys stood grimly, a saw-bladed sword in one hand and a small, round shield strapped to the other.  He glanced up in the sky to see a swirl of gray shapes above them.  Even from this distance, the sound of their screams pressed on his ears, sending a dull ache through his head.
“Have you recovered from your indisposition?” Rhys asked wryly, swinging his weapon as if loosening up his arm.  “It was disturbing to see you react so strongly from the balayang’s scream, I must admit.”
“Not what it was,” Aranos replied shortly, feeling a touch of irritation.  “It turns out Night Vision and my new Spell don’t play well together.  It took me a bit to work it out.”
“And now you can see clearly?” Rhys asked, one eyebrow raised.  “Your Title gives you great benefits, does it not?  How does one go about getting it?”
“They will attack without coordination,” Geltheriel interrupted calmly told him as she nocked an arrow.  “If we can slay enough of them, they will ignore us and turn on one another, as they are not discerning about the flesh they devour.”  She sighted the arrow and let fly, her shaft lodging in one creature’s body and knocking it from the sky.
Aranos followed suit with a Fire Arrow, the bolt not only lodging in a creature but setting it ablaze.  In pain, it crashed into others, which also burst into flame.  They’re really flammable, he thought silently.  Maybe I can use that…
Geltheriel loosed several more arrows, each one striking a creature, while Rhys ran to the downed ones and put them out of their misery.  Aranos ignored them both, focusing instead on summoning his fire mana.  He called forth his mental image of his Entangling Web Spell, feeding the Spell only with fire aspected energy.  It resisted at first; the Spell used semi-solid unaspected mana, and the fire mana simply wasn’t solid enough to grab onto anything. He had to shift his construct a bit, forming the Web from unaspected mana first and then wrapping that solid form in fire mana.
The Spell finally snapped into place, and he unleashed it overhead, weaving it into an Entangling Web that wrapped around most of the swarm.  The air above them was suddenly filled with twisting brands of fire, winding around the flapping creatures and binding them in place.  The creatures began to smolder as the strands of flame bound them in the air.  Soon, most of them erupted in flame, blazing brightly overhead.
Geltheriel released a few more arrows, dropping more of the balayangs, which were quickly dispatched by Rhys.  Aranos tried to fire another Fire Arrow, but the Web had drained his store of fire mana, so he hurled an ice arrow instead, blasting another of the creatures.  The remainder wheeled and scattered, their screams fading as they fled.  The fiery Entangling Web finally vanished, dropping the charred corpses of the dead monsters on them in a horrific rain of ash and bone. 
“That was effective,” Geltheriel congratulated them.  “Yet, we must move quickly now, for that display will have alerted everything nearby to our presence. “
Aranos nodded, ignoring his blinking notifications for the moment.  “Should we try to Harvest the balayangs?” he asked quietly.  “Is there anything useful we can get from them?”
“No,” Geltheriel shook her head.  “Nothing that is worth risking something more dire coming to investigate.”
They slipped back into Stealth and moved quickly away.  As they slid quietly through the tangled undergrowth, Aranos pulled up his latest notifications:
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Your Mana Arrow has done 62 LP damage (fire) to Balayang!
Balayang takes 31 LP damage (fire) from Burning effect.
Balayang take 31 LP damage (fire) from Burning effect.
You have slain Balayang!  XP Gained: 13 (37 base, split between party members)
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Spell Evolution! 
Entangling Web has become Energy Web!
Rank: Novice 1
Trap enemies in strands of tangling mana and do elemental damage each second
Effect: Choose an aspect of mana you have unlocked.  Fills a 20’ x 20’ area with barbed strands of that mana type.  Does 3 – 10 LP damage /s (8 – 27 LP).  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.
Duration: 20 s
Cost: 120 SP
Oh, what a tangled web I weave, you’ll probably burn before you leave
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Your Energy Web has done 23 LP damage (fire) to Balayang x19.
Your Energy Web has done 21 LP damage (fire) to Balayang x19
…
You have slain Balayang x19!  158 XP Gained (Base 473, split between party members)
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Not much XP, he realized.  Those things must have been pretty low level. 
With his notifications dealt with, he decided to try out his new Ability.  He focused his vision, concentrating on seeing earth mana, and the ground around him began to glow a dull brown.  He shifted to fire mana, and the Stealthed forms of Rhys and Geltheriel suddenly began to glow a dim red.  Interesting, he thought.  My True Vision sees through Stealth…or, at least, through their level of Stealth, whatever that is. 
He switched back to his normal Night Vision and scanned for more trails with his Tracking Skill.  Ten minutes later, he picked up a set of tracks that looked like a wolf print, only larger than his palm.  He scanned the area and discovered prints from four more animals, one of which was slightly larger and heavier than the others.  He held off saying anything at first, though, remembering Rhys’ apparently high Perception.
“Pretty sure I’ve got the trail of an amarok pack,” he murmured a couple minutes later.  “Five of them, one larger than the others, came through here not too long ago.”
“Perhaps 10 minutes,” Rhys offered.  “The larger one was in the lead, so I presume it is the Alpha.”
Geltheriel nodded. “I saw the signs,” she agreed.  “We should all Track them, in case one of us loses the trail.”
They followed the trail for fifteen more minutes before Aranos noticed an oddity.  “Hold up,” he whispered, investigating the tracks.  Geltheriel and Rhys paused, Geltheriel’s face concerned, while Rhys’ was curious.
“We are still on their trail, Liberator,” the Druid offered.  “I have not lost the track, do not worry.”
“No, something’s wrong here,” Aranos countered. “Just give me a minute.” 
The beasts here were going through a narrow, rocky place, and their trail was harder to follow as they moved into single file.  However, something was tickling the back of his mind, so he examined the prints more closely.  They’re stepping on top of each other’s tracks, he realized.  It’s like they know we’re following and are trying to hide how many of them there are.  But why would they do that, unless…
He quickly scanned the prints again, this time looking for specific individuals.  Okay, Big Guy is there, he noted.  And there’s Broken Claw, and that’s Hurt Paw…wait, where are Tiny Feet and Stomper?  “Okay, this is bad,” he muttered.  “I think we need to find something to put our backs against, fast.”
“Do you worry that they circle us?” Rhys asked curiously.  “I have seen no signs of this…”
“I have,” Aranos interrupted. He quickly pointed out the signs to her, showing that two of them were missing, and the woman hissed in dismay. 
“They have likely circled behind us already,” she muttered.  “The others will have doubled back by now and be moving our way for a frontal attack to distract us.”
Aranos looked around, thinking quickly.  His Energy Web spell didn’t last long, and for something as big and strong as a huge wolf, it would just make them take a little longer to reach the pair.  He could create an Earth Shield, but to make a wall that was large enough to cover them, he would have to make it something like a few hundredths of an inch thick, and the beasts could just smash through it.  There were plenty of trees and brambles around them, but he doubted those would be much of an impediment to the creatures.
Geltheriel was looking around, as well, and she suddenly pointed off to their left.  “There,” she stated firmly, pointing at a massive tree, at least 20 feet in diameter.  The trunk was dark grey in his True Vision, and the limbs were bare and stark, denuded of leaves.  “It is large enough for us to put our backs to it.  They could still attack our sides, but it would give us a chance, at least.”
Aranos couldn’t see a better option and raced after the woman, although something about the tree was bothering him.  As they raced off the trail, he heard a chorus of howls erupt around him, as the amaroks realized that their prey wasn’t going to fall into their trap.  He heard the cracking of branches as the creatures began racing toward them, and he pushed his speed as hard as he could in the dark, uncertain terrain.
They reached the tree without incident, although Rhys was muttering something under his breath.  Aranos stood near the huge trunk, his skin crawling at the thought of touching it for some reason, and activated his fire mana sight.  While the amaroks were still out of range of his normal vision, his Mana Sight picked up their heat signatures as dim, orange glows, still a couple hundred feet away.  He summoned a Fire Arrow and loosed at it one of the creatures, cursing when it struck an unseen branch and exploded harmlessly. 
“Save your SP,” Geltheriel instructed him tersely.  “Wait until they can be clearly seen.  They will not show themselves until the others are in position on our flanks, so be watchful to the sides.”
“And above,” Rhys murmured.  “I do not like the feel of this tree, Keeper.”
Aranos simply nodded and held his fire as more howls erupted from around them, both to the front and back behind them.  Privately, though, he agreed with the Druid.  As he turned to the side to check their flank out with his Mana Sight, his hand brushed the tree they were standing near.  He gasped as a wave of agony, anger, and hatred poured out of the tree at that brief contact.  He saw a brief mental image of his body, crushed and pulped by heavy branches, his blood soaking into the soil to feed the behemoth, and he jerked his hand back, severing the contact.
“We shouldn’t be here,” he muttered, wiping his hand as if it were covered in filth.
“On this, we agree, Liberator,” Rhys said quietly.  “I can see that you feel this tree’s Corruption as I do, and yet, where could we go with the pack so close?”
Aranos grunted his acquiescence and glanced around again. His True Vision caught sight of the orange glow of an amarok off to the side, and he shook off his hesitation.  Another howl erupted, but only from their front, and he knew that the beasts would attack soon.
The brush at the edge of the clearing created by the tree shivered and parted, and a trio of huge wolves stepped into view, snarling.  Two of the beasts stood about chest high to Aranos and flanked a third, whose shoulders were about the same height as the aleen’s.  All three had their teeth bared and stepped slowly forward, threatening but not attacking.
Aranos quickly unleashed a Fire Energy Web on the three, tangling them in its burning strands, followed by a Hailstorm.  He expected the lupine creatures to yelp or howl as the Spell slammed whirling globes of mana into their bodies, but the monsters ignored the damage and kept pushing forward, their pace slowed by half thanks to the entangling effects of the Web.
Geltheriel shouted a battle cry and slammed her shield to her right, smashing it into the amarok that charged forward, trying to take her flank.  The metal shield crushed the wolf up against the dark tree, which seemed to shudder as the amarok’s dark blood erupted from its muzzle and splattered on the bark.  The woman spun and slashed at the amarok, her blade flashing three times so quickly it looked like a blur as she activated an Ability.  More blood spilled to the ground, where it vanished, sucked greedily into the dark earth.
Aranos anticipated the rush of the last amarok and turned in time to wrap it in a Crystal Prison.  The monster crashed to the ground, the crystal already cracking and snapping as its awful strength worked to break it free, but Aranos wasn’t trying to hold it.  He just wanted it slowed for a moment.  He summoned a Fire Arrow and aimed carefully, activating his Precise Shot Ability before loosing the arrow directly at the immobile creature’s eye.  Immediately, he cloned the arrow into 3, and all three arrows slammed into the amarok’s eyes and face, bursting in orange fire, blinding it and shredding its muzzle.
Rhys stood still for several moments as the battle swept around him before he rushed to Geltheriel’s side.  He slashed at the amarok with his saw-toothed blade, only barely getting his shield up in time when the creature snapped viciously at him in return.  The blow knocked him back and off balance, but Geltheriel stepped in front of him, intercepting the creature and slamming her shield into its head. 
“Stay back, Druid!” she shouted.  “Heal or use your Spells!”
Aranos turned back and sent an Ice Arrow into the amarok Geltheriel was fighting, striking it in the shoulder.  The arrow burst, and the amarok stumbled as it snapped at the Keeper, who was holding it at bay with her shield.  She took advantage of its lapse and drove her sword into its throat, tearing the blade out in a spray of blood that sent another shudder through the trunk of the nearby tree.
High above, Aranos heard the tree’s limbs groaning and creaking as if swaying in a breeze.  Alarmed, he glanced up and saw the limbs shifting and moving in a slow, rhythmic fashion, but before he could analyze it, he heard a loud crack as the last amarok finally shattered its prison.
The black wolf staggered to its feet, its nose testing the air before it crouched down and leapt toward Aranos.  The Sorcerer had seen that attack before, though, and he dodged to the side, rolling to his feet and unleashing another Mana Arrow directly into the beast’s side.  The single arrow punched deep into the creature’s ribs and exploded, tearing open a hole in its chest and showering the ground with dark blood.
Rhys called out the syllables of a Spell and held up a hand.  Several razor-sharp shards of ice burst from his palm and buried themselves in the amarok nearest Aranos.  The wolf spun and snapped at the Druid, who blocked desperately with his shield, but Aranos loosed a volley of Mana Arrows at its back, dragging its aggro, or aggression, back to him.  The creature charged, but he rolled nimbly out of the way.
Geltheriel cried out as the Alpha wolf pushed free of the Energy Web and charged at her, its jaws held low.  Its long, white teeth ripped into the back of her leg, tearing through the armor easily, and the woman staggered as she whipped around, slamming the edge of her shield into the wolf’s maw with the sound of crunching bone.  Aranos danced away from the amarok attacking him and shot another arrow at the Alpha, cloning it into three that all dug into the pack leader’s haunch and burst in a shower of dark blood. 
His distraction cost him, though, as the blinded and terribly wounded amarok nearest him bowled him over, its jaws snapping against his Mana Armor.  It grabbed his arm and shook, its front claws raking against his chest as it took his left hand and forearm completely into its mouth.  In a near-panic, Aranos summoned a burst of fire mana into his left hand, channeling it directly into the creature’s throat.  The flames rolled gown the beast’s throat and roared through it, and the amarok released his arm as it rolled onto its side, no more than a smoking corpse.
He scrambled back to his feet and saw that Geltheriel had placed her back to the tree, with the three remaining wolves facing her.  She was bleeding from her arms and legs, and she shook as the spreading weakness the bites caused slowly numbed her muscles.  Without thinking, he brought his hand up and, for the first time, unleashed his flamethrower.
The Radiant Blast poured from his hand, the brilliant white fire enveloping the closest wolf.  The creature burst into flame, and all three turned to face him.  He continued bathing the closest wolf in fire as Geltheriel took advantage of their distraction and slammed her blade into the Alpha’s eye, then whipped it out and slashed across the last one’s face.  Her movements became surer as Rhys chanted a healing Spell, and blood ceased flowing from her wounds. 
The flaming amarok fell after a few seconds of being roasted, and Aranos cut off the flames and hurled an Ice Arrow at the Alpha, followed quickly by another.  The first arrow took the creature in the jaw, bursting and tearing out a handful of teeth.  The second embedded in the huge wolf’s throat, erupting in a flood of dark blood.
The wolf snarled and leapt at Aranos.  He tried to dodge, but the wolf brushed him as it passed and sent him sprawling to the side.  He rolled onto his back as it leapt again, summoning a Mana Shield.  The wolf smashed against the inch-thick barrier and was deflected to the side, allowing the Sorcerer to regain his feet.
Aranos winced and clapped his hands to his ears as a bolt of blinding electricity erupted from Rhys’ hands and arced into the Alpha.  He blinked away the glowing purple spots in his vision, ignoring the flashing red dot that he was sure indicated a Deafened debuff, and sent two more Ice Arrows into the creature’s chest.  The first burst against its ribcage, tearing cartilage and cracking bone, but the second dug into the Alpha’s chest and ruptured inside.  The monster vomited a stream of dark blood, took two more steps, and collapsed to the ground.
He turned back just as Geltheriel drove her sword into the chest of the last amarok before collapsing to the ground, her muscles shaking.  Aranos dashed over to her, pulling out his bandages, but Rhys was there first.  Magical phrases tumbled from his lips as he placed his hands near the terrible wound on her calf.  The wound slowly closed, but Geltheriel’s skin still held a deathly pallor, and her muscles trembled uncontrollably.
“There is little I can do about the weakness,” the Druid admitted.  “I believe it is a toxin, but it seems beyond my powers.”
“I’ve got it,” Aranos replied, applying a poultice to an open wound on her thigh and wrapping a bandage around another slash on her upper arm.
She sighed as the medicine began to ease the trembling and pain from her muscles.  “That was a closer battle than I would have liked,” she admitted.  “Had we not found this tree, we might be dead now.”
“Yeah, something tells me if we stay by the tree, we might also end up dead,” he muttered as he worked, watching her LP bar stabilize as the bleeding from the wounds ceased and then steadily begin creeping up.  “This tree was way too happy with all the blood on the ground.  I think the only thing it’d like better is if the blood was ours.”
“Indeed,” Rhys agreed.  “I have the same suspicion, Liberator.”
Geltheriel eyed them both strangely for a moment.  “Be that as it may,” she said at last, “its presence may have saved us.  And, I fear, we may need to remain here for some time.”  As she spoke, another set of howls sounded from a distance.
“Another pack?” Aranos asked grimly. 
She nodded.  “The fire and the blood will likely have called them,” she explained.  “They are territorial animals, but we might be on the edge of two packs’ territories, or perhaps one was intending to challenge the other.
“In either case,” she said grimly, “they will be able to Track me by my blood, and we would not make the Claimed forest before they were upon us.  Better to try and make a stand here, if we can, than to risk being caught unawares and in the open.”
Aranos frowned in thought.  “How much time do we have?” he asked a little grimly.  “Just kind of roughly?”
She shrugged.  “It is difficult to tell,” she admitted, “but perhaps twenty minutes?  Enough time, at least, for us to heal and try to prepare.”
“I may be able to help,” he said slowly.  “But I’ll need to meditate to do it; I won’t have time otherwise.  Can you keep watch while I do that?”
“You believe you can craft a Spell in time?” she asked skeptically.  “Are you certain?  If not…”
“Yeah,” he said firmly.  “I can do it if you’ll keep watch for me. Just…wake me if they’re coming faster than we’re expecting.” 
Not waiting for an answer, he sat down, closed his eyes, and sank into his mindscape.  The moment he awoke within it, he plunked down in his chair and threw himself into his Energy Wall Spell.  He envisioned the lattice of mana, diaphanous enough for someone to pass through but stable enough to maintain its shape, that would hold the construct in place.  He felt the energy pour out of him and coat the walls, circulating through the mana form, swirling and spinning in elaborate patterns.  He poured SP into it as he replayed it again and again in his mind, layering it with different types of energy each time.
He heard the cracking of ice forming as a barrier, smelled the musty scent of earth, tasted the smoke from fire.  Three times he emptied his SP pool and let it refill before the Spell snapped into place in his mind.  Once it was complete, he waited for his mana pool to refill, since it regenerated much faster while he was meditating, before rising from his mindscape to return to the deadly night of the Blightlands.




Chapter 4

He awoke to find Geltheriel arguing with Rhys, who stood with his arms crossed, looking defiant.  Aranos sighed heavily.  “What’s going on?” he asked as he rose to his feet, brushing the dirt off his pants. 
“I was attempting to give the Druid direction on how to be a more effective healer in combat,” Geltheriel snapped, gesturing at the elf.  “He is not amenable to the instruction, however.”
“I am perfectly content with instruction,” the Druid corrected.  “In this case, though, I feel...”
“She’s right, you’re wrong,” Aranos interrupted wearily, passing his hand over his eyes.  The Druid’s eyes bulged, and he opened his mouth to speak, but Aranos held up a restraining hand.
“Yeah, yeah, I didn’t hear your side,” he supplied.  “Let me see if I can fill in the blanks.  She told you to stay back, to use your weapon only to defend yourself if you’re attacked, and to hold off on the big, flashy Spells unless you’re far away from your opponent and sure that they’re busy with someone else, right?
“You, on the other hand,” he continued, “wanted to point out that you could do so much more, and that every moment you sat in the back, doing nothing, was a waste of your abilities.  Did I get it right?”
From the abashed look on Rhys’ face and the smug one on Geltheriel’s, he had a feeling he was pretty close to the mark.  “Look, Rhys,” he sighed, “being a healer is the hardest position in a party.  Period.  It’s also the most important.
“See, no one gives the healer any credit,” he went on.  “They’re a support role; they don’t get to do cool finishing moves or hurl waves of fire or stand against a dragon’s charge.  Thing is, though, no one would survive any of those things if it weren’t for the healer.”
When Rhys didn’t reply, Aranos continued.  “What I’d like you to do is to focus on keeping Geltheriel healthy.  Make sure she’s up and moving.  Use any buffs you have on her and heal her as needed.  If she asks for fire or ice, give it to her, but only if she asks.”
Aranos shook his head.  “Whatever you do, though,” he said wryly, “no lightning.  I was Blinded and Deafened by that for a bit, and that could be deadly to her.  Don’t use your attack Spells unless she asks you to, and only on the targets she indicates.  Can you do that?”
Rhys eyed him for several long moments before shrugging his shoulders.  “That is within my capabilities,” he replied with a hint of sarcasm.  “If just barely.”
“Good,” Aranos grunted.  “You have to understand, we’ve both been fighting in groups a lot longer than you.  Geltheriel’s been doing it for years, and so have I, in other…other worlds.  We’ve had practice knowing when to attack and when to stand back.  You’ll get there, but for right now, every time you hit one of the amaroks with an attack or a Spell, you forced Geltheriel to come protect you.  You didn’t mean to, but you did, and that’s something only experience can correct.”  He turned back to Geltheriel, who had a satisfied expression on her face.
“You have completed your Spell?” she asked simply.
“Yep,” he nodded with a smile.  “I can create walls now, to help keep them off us.  Fire, ice, earth, whatever we need.”
“And how long do these walls last?” she persisted.  “How large are they?”
He frowned, realizing that in his haste, he hadn’t even checked his new Spell description, yet.  “Hold on, let me see,” he told her, ignoring her exasperated eye roll and Rhys’ ironic chuckle as he pulled up his notifications:
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…
You have slain Amarok x4!  78 XP Gained (Base 233, split between party members)
[image: ]
Spell Created: Energy Wall
Rank: Novice 1
Create a barrier of energy that repels and damages those who attempt to cross it.
Effect: Choose a single mana aspect.  You create a 10’ x 10’ x 6” wall forged of that mana type.  The wall has the consistency of the chosen mana type.  Any creature touching it or passing through it suffers 3 – 9 LP damage /s of that type (8 – 24 LP) while in contact.  If the wall is solid, it collapses if anything breaks through it.  Damage and size increased by 2% per Spell Level 
Duration: 1 min + 10 s per Spell Level
Cost: 75 SP
+150 XP
Just a fiery brick in my wall…
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“Ten by ten,” he finally answered. “And with my bonuses, a bit less than 2 minutes.  I can make more of them, though, to keep our flanks safe.”
She nodded.  “That will be useful,” she agreed.  “If we can hold them off the sides for a time, we could end the fight in front before the flankers could reach us.”
“I’ll wait until they show themselves in front to cast the Spells, then,” he agreed.  “You’ll tank in front, I’ll hit them at range and maintain the walls.  With Rhys as a healer, we could do this all night!”
“Assuming you and I both had unlimited SP, and the Keeper perpetual Stamina,” Rhys pointed out pragmatically, “which none of us possess, so let us hope that is not required.”
The howls grew louder as the minutes passed, spreading to move around them.  When the howls to their sides grew quiet, Aranos turned on his Mana Sight and took a quick look to the sides.  “Two on our left,” he murmured quietly.  “One on our right.  Four in front of us.”
Geltheriel muttered a quiet curse.  “I was hoping for another small pack,” she confessed.  “Hopefully, we will be able to hold the ones on the sides long enough to deal with four.”
As she spoke, the lead amaroks emerged from the edge of the clearing, their heads low, snarling as they moved slowly forward.  Aranos responded instantly, summoning a set of walls to each side of them.  He forged a stone wall closest to them, first, then placed a blazing wall of fire just beyond it.  The creatures might be able to break through the stone wall, but they would be taking earth and fire damage the whole time they did so.
Geltheriel stepped to the opening of his impromptu corridor and held up her shield, shouting in defiance, while Rhys stood at the back, his eyes on Geltheriel.  Aranos fired a Mana Arrow past her, striking the largest wolf in the shoulder, and with a howl, the four in front charged. 
Geltheriel responded by slamming her shield into the largest beast and slashing her blade across its face.  Aranos caught a second in a Crystal Prison but hesitated as the walls to either side of him shook with the impacts of charging wolves.  Looks like they’ll hold for the moment, he thought with satisfaction as he fired three cloned Ice Arrows into the Alpha.  The projectiles tore into the creature’s chest and erupted, sending gouts of blood splashing to the ground.  The beast snarled at Aranos, and Geltheriel used its inattention to drive her sword into one of the wounds Aranos had opened.
The walls shook again, and Aranos placed his hands on them, using his Mana Transfer Spell to trickle more SP into them, shoring them up.  He cast an Ice Energy Web in front of Geltheriel, trapping the four wolves inside it and giving her a brief respite.  She triggered another Ability and slashed across the three wolves in front of her, her blade cutting deeply through all of them in one stroke.  Dark blood jetted onto the ground, and Aranos was disturbed to hear the branches of the towering tree overhead starting to creak and groan again as the liquid sank into the earth.
Geltheriel took in the trapped wolves and shouted, “Rhys, ice!”  The Druid obediently chanted a Spell, and a storm of tiny ice shards erupted around the nearest amaroks, the frigid crystals biting into their flesh.  She waited for the storm to fade before repeating her Ability, slashing through all the nearby wolves at once.
Aranos fired another round of Mana Arrows into the amarok to Geltheriel’s left, all three arrows tearing into its throat and exploding.  The wolf gagged, choking on its blood, and collapsed to the ground in a heap.  Geltheriel smashed the edge of her shield into the Alpha’s jaw at the same time, slicing its muzzle open and shattering teeth.  Unheeding of its wounds, the beast snapped at her, its jaw slipping under her shield and tearing at her chest.  Instantly, Rhys stepped forward and touched her back, mumbling the words of his healing Spell.
As her wounds closed, Geltheriel smashed the pommel of her sword into the Alpha’s head, knocking it away, then slid her shield back into position.  She shoved the shield up under the wolf’s muzzle, lifting its head up, and drove the tip of her blade into its throat.  She ripped the blade away in a spray of blood and shoved the beast back, just as four Radiant Arrows burrowed into its chest, exploding in gouts of fire.  The Alpha shuddered and collapsed, rolling heavily to the ground just as the last amarok burst free from the Crystal Prison.
They braced for battle, but when the Alpha fell, the remaining creatures turned on one another, ripping and tearing.  Geltheriel struck at them when they presented their flanks and called for Rhys to hit them with fire and ice.  Aranos, meanwhile, peppered them with Mana Arrow after Mana Arrow, until only one of the creatures was standing.  A single volley of Ice Arrows from Aranos put it on the ground, and Geltheriel’s blade in its heart put an end to the creature.
They moved cautiously out from the enclosure and saw that the wolves to their sides had burned to death trying to get through Aranos’ stone walls.  “That was an excellent tactic,” Geltheriel said approvingly.  “Do either of you have the Harvesting Skill?” Aranos nodded but Rhys shook his head.  Geltheriel looked at Aranos and continued.  “Assist me in Harvesting these hides, as they will serve as proof of the bounty.  Then, we will return to the forest, as I believe we could all use some rest after those two battles.”
Aranos worked as quickly as he could, using a conjured mana knife to remove the hides from four of the slain creatures while Geltheriel handled the rest with her more advanced Harvesting Skill.  When they were done, he deposited the hides in his Storage Bag, and they prepared to leave.
As they walked toward the edge of the clearing, roots erupted from the dead earth, wrapping around the skinned corpses and pulling them into the ground.  Geltheriel and Rhys cursed as roots entangled their legs and hacked themselves free with their swords.  Aranos felt more roots trying to grab his armored calves, and he quickly channeled a ball of fire mana onto them, reducing them to ash.
As the fire touched the roots, the whole tree shook, its branches flailing wildly.  Geltheriel shouted a warning and pushed Aranos aside as a heavy branch crashed down where he had been standing, clanging off her hastily upraised shield.  Another giant branch swung across the clearing at them, and they both fell to the ground to avoid the blow while Rhys dove backward.
Roots immediately shot from the earth, wrapping around them and pinning them to the ground.  Geltheriel cried out as several of the roots punctured her skin, and Aranos saw her LP start to drop as they drained her blood, but Rhys seemed to be holding the roots at bay with a Spell, likely something to control plants.
Aranos quickly summoned a mana knife and cast his Elemental Weapon Spell, using the fiery blade to cut himself free before rushing to Geltheriel’s side and doing the same for her, noting that Rhys had freed himself already.  “Give me your sword!” he shouted at the woman, grabbing the blade she offered as she rolled to her feet.  He summoned radiant mana and cast Elemental Weapon, bathing her blade in brilliant, white flames before handing it back to her.
“If you two can keep the branches off of me with fire,” he yelled over the groaning and cracking branches, “I think I can burn that thing down!”
Geltheriel nodded grimly and stepped forth, her shield and blazing sword ready, while the Druid began chanting, his hands glowing orange as fire mana surrounded them.  The tree swiped at the Keeper with a huge limb, and she slashed at it with her blade.  The blazing, white fire ate through the branch with ease, and the tree shook once more in what Aranos imagined was a scream of pain.  Rhys followed up with a series of flaming meteors that struck the remaining stump, driving it back.
In the moment of space they gave him, Aranos summoned his Radiant Blast and bathed the trunk of the tree in white fire.  The dark wood smoldered, resisting his attack for several seconds, but soon smoke poured off it in giant clouds.  A moment later, fire erupted from the trunk and raced up the branches, which continued to flail in seeming agony.
Aranos moved around the tree, spreading the flames until his fire mana finally guttered out.  He cut off the Spell and stepped back to watch as the entire tree was engulfed in flames.  The behemoth crackled and burned as the fire roared through its branches, which slowly stopped waving and flailing as the flames overtook it.
Aranos sat down heavily, joined by Geltheriel and Rhys, who watched in sadness as the mighty bole slowly burned down.  “That is a jubokko tree,” the man said softly.  “I have heard of them but have never seen one, nor have any in the House of the Sickle.  Would that I had not seen this one, as well.”
“I have encountered one before,” Geltheriel supplied.  “It was larger than this, however, and had slain all of the growth around it for a significant distance.  The Keepers occasionally seek them out, as they are thought to be the source of the Blight.  All I know of them is that they were once mighty matriarchs of the forest but were Corrupted long ago.”
“It was drinking the blood we spilled in the battle,” Aranos said quietly, shivering at the memory.  “And it ate the bodies, didn’t it?”
She nodded.  “That is how they were corrupted,” she agreed.  “They were fed blood and flesh until they absorbed so much life energy that they began to crave it.  They sleep when they are not fed, but when blood is spilled near them or a living creature remains in their shadow too long, they awaken to feed.”
“This is what my elder spoke of, Liberator,” Rhys said quietly.  “The Darkness mars and destroys that which was of the Light.”
“It was in constant agony,” Aranos shuddered.  “I think the Corruption was devouring it.”
“That is its nature,” Geltheriel sighed.  “In any case, it is good that we burned it; with as much blood as we fed it, it would have pushed the Blight much further into the forest.  Now, at least, there will be a respite while it regrows.”
“It’s not dead?” Aranos asked, startled.  He gazed at the huge tree, which was even now collapsing into chunks of ash.
“If they were so easy to destroy,” Rhys chuckled, “the Keepers would have reclaimed the Blightlands centuries ago, would they not?”
“We do not know how to kill one,” Geltheriel said grimly.  “We burn the jubokko when we find them, as it takes them time to recover.  However, it will regrow from even the tiniest root left behind.”
Curious, he put his hand on the ground, feeling the dark, alien energies.  He could sense the web of Blight coursing thickly through the earth here, the blackness eagerly soaking up any shred of life energy it touched.  The collapse of the tree didn’t seem to have lessened the Corruption of the Blight at all, and he could still sense the dark, burning hatred from the jubokko filling the earth.
Geltheriel stood after a moment and reached out her hand, pulling him to his feet when he took it, then doing the same for Rhys.  “Still,” she smiled, “we have given the forest some time to renew, and that is worthwhile.”  She grabbed a large, severed branch and deposited it in her amulet.  When he looked curiously at her, she explained.
“There is a standing bounty for destroying a jubokko’s crown,” she told him.  “As we will be claiming one bounty already, it makes sense to claim a second.”
Aranos nodded.  “We should probably get going,” he spoke, pointing at the tree.  “I’m sure that fire is gonna draw company pretty quickly.  It’s lighting up the whole sky.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “We will take a more direct route to the forest,” she told him, leading him around the flaming bole.  “It will take us no more than an hour this way.”
A second swarm of balayangs harassed them on the trip back, but Aranos’ Fire Web and Geltheriel’s arrows quickly persuaded them to seek out easier prey.  Besides that, the trio arrived back at the camp in relatively short order. 
“It is your turn to rest,” Geltheriel told him once they were ensconced in something like safety.  “We will keep watch and wake you if needed.”  He tried to argue, since he wasn’t really tired, but her inflexible stare convinced him otherwise.  He slipped into his tent and laid back on the sleeping roll, closing his eyes.
His thoughts drifted again to the Corruption and to the feeling he got from the jubokko tree.  It used to be of the Light, he reminded himself, but it was so filled with Darkness that it became something else…something twisted.  Is that what would have happened to Lythienne if she had surrendered to her Corruption?  He shuddered at that thought; the Sorceress had been awesomely powerful, even stripped of her memories and hobbled by Corruption.  If she had given into the Darkness and become something dark and malevolent, she would have swatted him aside like a bothersome fly. 
I guess that means the Darkness wants you to turn to it willingly, he mused.  When you’re still of the Light, it’s like a parasite – it drains you of your vital energies, weakens you without killing you  -- but if you turn, it grants you power instead of taking it from you.  I can see how that would be tempting.
The more he thought about it, the less appropriate his image of the darkness as a parasite seemed.  It drew energy from the Light, weakening it and tempting it into further Corruption, sure, but once you gave into it, it gave power to you and made you greater.  That’s not something a parasite would do, he realized.  A parasite wouldn’t want the Light to turn; it would want to keep feeding off of its host. 
Maybe, he pondered, instead of devouring the Light, the Darkness is trying to…change it.  To turn it into itself?  Maybe the Light is one kind of energy, and the Darkness is another, and they’re each trying to convert their opposite.  After a few moments of thought, though, he realized that didn’t make much sense, either.  After all, he’d yet to see or hear of an example of the Light draining the energy from the Darkness; so far, it seemed that it was all one way.
Still not enough info, he sighed silently.  I know there’s a system, here; if I could figure it out, I might be able to remove Geltheriel’s Corruption without having to do this Cleansing Quest.
He shrugged mentally.  Might as well spend some time in my mindscape, he told himself.  I’ve got a while, and there are a lot of things for me to work on.
With a tiny effort of will, he descended into his mindscape, opening his eyes and stretching, looking around.  Okay, what should I work on? he pondered silently.  Do I spend some time on my Spells?  Maybe Skill Training?  Working on my mana spirals or mindscape?  Too many options, and they’re all important.
He thought for a bit before deciding to work on improving his mindscape first and then doing some Skill training while his SP recovered.  He closed his eyes and focused his thoughts on the glass dome around him, slowly using his mana to push the barrier outward.  Energy poured from him, spreading into the gray mists beyond his dome.  Gradually, the boundary grew, the dome sliding outward, drawing more of his subconscious into his mindscape.  Doing this would raise the level of his Instinctive Meditation Skill, which affected his SP regeneration, Spell creation speed, and the power of his Spells.  I’ve been neglecting this, he realized as he pushed his mental boundaries outward.  It’s probably my most important Skill; it literally boosts everything that’s important to a Sorcerer.  I need to spend more time focusing on it. 
When he felt the flow of energy slowing, he withdrew his focus from the glass barrier and looked around.  The dome had been around 22 feet in radius before; now, it was about 26.  Nothing else had been changed, and Aranos decided that next time he expanded it, he would save some SP to spruce it up a bit.  I could add an archery target, he mused, or maybe start a bestiary of some kind, with every creature I’ve fought so far.
He shrugged and walked over to the case holding his Skill books, selecting the Enchanting Skill.  He sat down and opened the book, placing his hand on top and willing himself into the book’s memories.  He blinked as Ivasaar’s seaside room swam into focus.
“Welcome back, boy,” the image of the ancient elf greeted him, putting down the long, thin, metal rod he had been holding.  “Are you ready for your next lesson?”
“More than ready,” Aranos nodded moving to stand by the long table.
“Excellent,” the elf grinned.  “Today, we will discuss anchoring your Enchantments and learning to see the nodes of force that exist within every object…”
What seemed like days of study and practice sped by, as Aranos learned how to map his Enchantments to an object’s existing structure.  The benefit to that was that the Enchantment would be more potent and last longer; there was a downside, however.  The fact was that not every Enchantment could be manipulated to fit every object’s pattern, so it might not be possible to place every Enchantment in any given item. 
When he blinked, emerging from the book’s stored memories, only 15 minutes or so had passed and his SP were totally regenerated.  He returned to improving his mindscape, but this time he only increased the radius by about 2 feet and spent the rest improving the interior.  He added a pair of soft, torso-shaped targets for Archery and Spell practice, created a large tome on a pedestal that held images and information about the various monsters he had battled, and designed a holographic screen that appeared on one section of his dome and displayed a list of his current quests. 
Once most of his SP was spent, he took down the Runecrafting Skill book and immersed himself in its pages.  He spent what felt like days studying runes, learning their patterns and how they could be connected.  The benefit to crafting runeforms was that he didn’t need to have a Spell created to apply an effect to an item: the runes themselves basically formed a Spell, needing only mana to activate.  The downside was that once the runes were crafted, they couldn’t easily be removed or erased without damaging the item they were placed on, although they could be refined and expanded. 
Only 30 minutes had passed, so he decided to put in some work training his Spells.  He spent another 30 minutes adding his new aspects to existing Spells and practicing them.  He focused on how his mana flowed as he called forth each Spell, feeling the currents of energy in his body.  He worked on drawing energy up multiple channels at once, hoping to improve his casting speed, and on smoothing out the flows as the Spells swirled into being.  He raised walls of various energy forms, from ice to fire to ooze, and crafted Webs of air and water.  The only Spell that he absolutely couldn’t seem to get to work with aspected mana was his Crystal Prison; if he used anything other than unaspected mana, all he got was an explosion of energy that wouldn’t crystallize. 
When he awoke from his training session, he decided that it was time for him to get some real-world practice in Enchanting and Runecrafting.  He rose from his mindscape and opened his eyes, noting that an hour or so had passed.  He shrugged and removed one of his rings, the one that offered a bonus to Wisdom.  He forged an athame from mana and examined the ring.  It was Enchanted rather than Runecrafted, meaning that eventually the Spell powering it would fade.  He took a deep breath and activated his Mana Battery Perk, draining the power from the item, causing the Enchantment to vanish instantly rather than in months and gaining a small boost to his SP.
He considered what he wanted from the ring.  The Wisdom boost had been nice, and if he wanted, he could replicate it with runes.  Thinking back to the fights they had earlier, though, what he really felt like he needed was a way to make a shield more quickly.  Forging one out of mana took time and a large hunk of his SP.  He could certainly Enchant his Mana Shield Spell into the ring, but then it would just be active all the time, since he hadn’t learned how to make an Enchantment that could be deactivated and reactivated, yet.  That meant it had to be Runecrafted.
Unlike Enchanting, Runecrafting was an orderly, meticulous process.  It was almost like writing a computer program, in fact, although unlike a program, he didn’t get to go back later and debug it if it didn’t work right.  Whatever runes were etched were permanent; he could add to them, if he planned carefully, but he couldn’t edit or change them.  Not wanting to ruin the ring, he decided to scratch the runes into the dirt beneath the tent, first. 
He started with the initiation rune, which was how all Runecrafting had to begin.  That symbol acted as an input, allowing power to flow into the rest of the runeform; without it, he’d have no way to energize the runes.  The base function he wanted was the shielding rune, which would create a barrier, but by itself the rune only formed a square, static sheet of mana.  He added the rune representing a circle and one that symbolized the number six as modifiers, which would form the shield into a six-foot diameter disc, and attached a binding rune that would make it move along with the wearer.  Then, he had to add another pair of modifiers – the number three and the symbol for front, so it would remain three feet in front of him – and a rune that represented direction, so that he could cast or attack through it and it would only stop incoming strikes.
After the runes were constructed, he added connectors to link them to one another and then a final connector that looped the entire structure back to the collecting rune.  That way, whatever power wasn’t used for the shield would recirculate back into the system and reduce the draw to keep the runeform powered. 
He checked the runes carefully several times before picking up his athame and carefully choosing a starting spot on the ring.  His Appraisal Skill showed him that the ring was of Uncommon quality, with a few flaws and stress lines that would disrupt the mana flows.  He frowned and forged a pair of mana tongs, holding the ring in them and heating it with fire mana until it glowed and started to soften.  He wrapped the ring in a mold of solid mana and compressed the nearly liquid metal, squeezing out several small impurities and reforging the tiny microfractures within it.  He allowed the metal to cool and then took up his athame, beginning to engrave the runes within.
Thanks to all the practice the Skill book’s memories had given him, his hand was steady and his movements sure as he carved the loops and swirls to contain the power he intended to channel through the ring.  It took him about twenty minutes to finish the runeform.  As he prepared to loop the final connector back into the start, though, an idea struck him.  You know, he mused, if I add an Enchantment to this, I’ll have to loop it back into itself, as well.  I wonder if I could loop the power from the runeform through the Enchantment and back to the collection rune?  Then, maybe the Enchantment will power the rune, and the rune will recycle unused power back into the Enchantment!
He shook his head, dismissing the idea for the time being.  Even if it would work, he realized, until he learned how to make an activated enchantment, he’d end up with the shield being powered constantly, just as if he’d used an enchantment to do it.  Instead, he completed the loop, connecting the final rune back to the initiation point.  Nervously, he put the ring on and allowed a tiny trickle of mana to seep into the metal.  10 SP later, the ring tingled, and a six-foot diameter circle of translucent mana popped into existence, hovering three feet from his face.  He whooped in excitement as a notification popped up in front of him:
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Crafting Success!
You have Runecrafted: Ring of Force Shield
Quality: Fine
Rarity: Uncommon
Effect: Create a 6’ diameter shield of force that hovers 3’ before the wearer, reducing incoming damage by 40%.  Armor piercing damage ignores this reduction.
Duration: 1 minute
Cost: 10 SP.  Can be renewed for 50% of initial cost if duration has not expired.
Skill XP: +50
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The curtain of his tent flew open as Geltheriel stuck her head inside, her face concerned.  As she saw the shield hovering before him, she relaxed and shook her head.  “You do know that we are attempting to hide, yes, Oathbinder?” she asked icily.  “Do you also know that this is much harder when you are shouting?”
“Sorry about that,” he apologized sheepishly.  “I just got excited when the ring I made worked.  It lets me create a shield like this for about a third of the cost if I made it myself with a Spell.  I figured something like that would be handy the next time we were facing amaroks.  They kind of like to jump on you, don’t they?”
“That is useful,” she acknowledged.  “Indeed, if you need more items to Enchant, we have plenty of rings, amulets, and bracelets.  Even should we not use them, Enchanting them will greatly add to their value.”
Aranos blinked, having forgotten about the cache of valuables they still had from their conquest of Haerobel.  “Yeah, actually,” he nodded, “that would be helpful.  And, hey, I’m rested now, so if you want me to take watch while I’m Enchanting, I’d be happy to.”
She produced a double handful of gold, silver, and even platinum jewelry, and he took it with a grin.  “I will take you up on that offer,” she agreed, “as I still have a Weakened debuff from the amaroks and the jubokko, and only rest will repair that.  The Druid is in the forest, attempting to repair Blight damage, so you will have time to finish your crafting in solitude if you choose.”
He left his tent and sat before the fire, picking up a silver bracelet with three small, clear rubies set into it.  He examined the armband with his Appraisal Skill, noting the flaws in the metal and gems.  He repeated his trick of heating the metal and compressing it with mana to force out impurities and seal the stress lines in the silver, but there wasn’t really anything he could do about the gems.
Once the material was as refined as he could get it, he examined his existing Spells, wondering what he could do with his Enchanting Skill.  To use the Skill, he would basically need to take one of his Spells and embed the spell-form in the bracelet, so that whoever wore the bracelet gained the benefit of the Spell.  That meant he needed to use a Spell that had him as a target; the problem was, he only had two Spells that fit that bill.  His Mana Armor, of course, could be applied to the wristband – that would likely surround him in a protective aura of mana so long as the bracelet was worn – but he wasn’t sure if it was the best idea for him.  After all, he could fashion Mana Armor at any time that would probably be superior to an Enchantment, and he made a habit of keeping it active at all times, even when he slept.
Of course, he realized, Geltheriel doesn’t have anything like that, does she?  If she had some kind of protective armor when the Alpha hit her from behind, it wouldn’t have wounded her so badly; she might not have gotten hurt at all, in fact.  He definitely needed to make something that would give her armor, for sure.  He just wasn’t certain if this bracelet was the best item for it; those three gems would be great for empowering runes, after all, and he might be able to get three runeforms and an Enchantment on the one item.
He decided to use a plain ring or bracelet to craft an armoring device for her and to use the bracelet to try something a bit more advanced.  He examined the bracelet with his Appraisal Skill, seeing that his efforts had increased its quality from Fine to Excellent.  Okay, so I can do two Enchantments and two Runes safely, he thought.  I could try a third Enchantment, but it would have a 50% chance to fail, so that’s a bad gamble.  An extra Rune, though, would have a 90% chance to succeed, so I’ll probably give that a shot.  Now, what can I do?
For Enchantments, he really only had one choice.  His Empowerment Spell let him boost any of his physical Stats, so he’d have to pick two of them to enhance.  The Spell had a major downside, in that it did LP damage and induced a horribly addicting euphoria in him when he used it, but he doubted that either effect would carry in an Enchantment.  At the same time, he could use the Spell and boost a Stat by a ridiculous 45 points, and he seriously doubted that would be part of an Enchantment, either; he figured he’d get two or three points at most, considering that he was still a Student Enchanter.
The runes gave him more flexibility right now, despite his initial impression of them, simply because he didn’t have all the Spells he wanted.  With Runecrafting, the easiest thing to do was figure out what he wanted and then see if he knew the runes to do it.  So, what do I want? he asked himself.  If I’m boosting Stats, I’m probably going to pick Agil and End; those improve my survivability in combat.  I’ve got armor and a shield ring, so all of those should cover my defense.  I need offense, now. 
He stopped and considered his offensive options.  Most of his damage lately had been fire or ice-based; could he somehow amplify those?  Each of them would require a runeform, and he didn’t know a rune for ice.  That meant he’d probably have to use all three runes up to do it: one for fire, one for air, one for water.  That would probably boost my radiant attacks, too, he realized.  Okay, now to set up the runes…
He spent several minutes drawing the runes in the ground, checking them carefully and making sure the connections held for all three.  The structures were basically identical; he simply had to replace out the rune for the specific type of mana he was boosting in each one, which made it much easier to do.
Once he had the runes mapped out, he decided to try the Enchanting first.  He held the bracelet in his hands and closed his eyes, using his Appraisal Skill to sense the anchor points in the object.  These were places where power would naturally flow through the armband, and if he tied his Enchantments to those points, they would last much, much longer.  He imagined his Empowerment Spell, casting it in his mind, almost feeling the surge of energy rush into his muscles.  He pushed that sensation out into the armband, weaving it through the anchor points and blending the energy into the existing grain of the metal. 
He poured almost 300 SP into the bracelet before it stabilized, which allowed him to apply the second Enchantment.  This time, he could feel the mana rushing into his skin and bones, hardening them against attacks.  He once again projected that image into the jewelry, wrapping it tightly around the anchor points and slowly trickling another 300 SP into the small band.  It shimmered as the Enchantment took, at which point he was supposed to tie the Enchantments off, twining the Spells into one another so that they fed each other power and wasted as little as possible.  Instead, he hesitated.
That part of the Enchantment would wait for up to 24 hours, which meant he had a chance to try using the runeforms to complete the link in the Enchantments.  The hard part would be matching up the initiation sites of the runeforms to the completion anchor points of the Enchantments.  Aranos began playing with the runeforms he had laid out in the ground, trying different combinations and connections, shifting the patterns until he found one that looked like it would fit.
He forced down the swell of excitement he felt and conjured up a mana athame.  He took a deep breath and began with the first rune’s initiation sequence.  The flowing, looping whorls of arcane script crept across the bracelet as he etched the patterns deeply into the silver.  His activation rune melded into the rune for fire, modified with a purification rune that would screen out impurities in the mana, and then twirled into the rune for empowering.  Another set of modifiers directed the modification outward, away from the wearer, finally looping into a sealing rune.
Hesitantly, he drew a pair of connector runes that linked the final rune to the starting anchors for his two Enchantments, but he held off on linking the activation rune to the hanging Spells.  Instead, he carved a connector that would guide power from one of the rubies, just in case.  Taking a deep breath, he moved back to the beginning and repeated the process with the second runeform, this time boosting air mana, since the fire and water runes couldn’t be too close, or they might interfere with one another.  He again connected the end of the runeform to the start of the two Enchantments and linked the initiation rune to a second gem but left the rune’s activation sequence separate from the Enchantments.
He stopped after this, calming his mind.  This third rune would be the tricky one; this was the one that had a chance to fail, and if it did, it would probably undo all of his work to this point, if not make the bracelet melt or even explode in his hand.  He focused his mind and started once more, moving even more slowly, carefully concentrating on every loop, each whorl, the individual lines that, if not done well would cause a catastrophic failure.  It took him twice as long to make the final links between the rune and the two Enchantments, but at last, he moved back to the first rune.
This will be the real test, he told himself nervously.  Worst case scenario, I link this, and the whole thing blows up in my face.  Best case, it works exactly like I hope it will.  Most likely case, nothing happens, and I’ll have to link these things up normally, and hey, that’s fine.
He closed his eyes for a moment before carefully taking the athame and linking the activation sigil of the first runeform to the output of the twin Enchantments.  He watched for a moment, and his eyes widened as he felt power trickle from the Enchantments into the runes, slowly moving through them.  He quickly connected the other two runeforms and stared as the energy of the Enchantments passed through the three runes, gently activating them and winding through the elaborate structures.  At the end, the energy moved easily through the final connections and back into the waiting Enchantments.
It’s working, he thought excitedly, biting his lip to keep from shouting.  However, as he watched, he realized that the runes were simply carrying power; they weren’t really activating.  He examined the flows and realized that there just wasn’t enough energy coming from the Enchantments to fully power the runes.  So, I need to prime the pump, he thought decisively.  It can still work; I just need to get more power into them.
Cautiously, he touched the first of the three rubies and used his Mana Transfer Spell to trickle SP into it.  The gem was an amazing receptacle for power and took almost 500 SP before he felt the energy starting to flow back through his connection to it.  He cut off the flow and removed his finger; instantly, energy blazed through the first runeform, lighting up every rune before pouring out into the twin Enchantments.
Excitedly, he added mana to the second ruby, once more cutting the flow as he felt the vessel fill with power.  He had to rest at that point, allowing his SP to recover before empowering the final gem.  As soon as he cut off the flow, the whole bracelet shivered in his hand.  He felt the energy coursing from the gems into the runeforms, filling the patterns and activating them fully.  The power rushed out of the runes into the twin Enchantments, overcharging them with mana.  That mana wove through the hanging Spells and reconnected to the initial runes, where the whole pattern started once more. 
At first, Aranos was worried that the constructs would drain all the mana from the rubies at once, but he saw that after the first rush of power flowed into the system, it was remarkably stable.  As he watched, the power levels in the gems seemed static and unchanged, although he was sure that as the runes and Enchantments used up the stored power in the system, that would change.
Several notifications began flickering in his vision, and he excitedly called them up:
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Greater Creation Success!
Your Minor Elemental Armband has Evolved into Band of Sorcerous Power
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: All Elemental Spells cast while wearing this bracelet have their Spell Power boosted by 50%.  All Physical Stats receive a +4 bonus while bracelet is worn.
Charged Item: Boosting a Spell with this item drains one charge from it.  The item can be recharged by an application of SP to the containment gems.  If charges are depleted, only the Stat-boosting effect of the item will be active.
Current Charges: 500
Skill XP: +500
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Skill Creation!
By combining Enhanced Enchanting and Enhanced Runecrafting you have created a new Skill!  As the first practitioner of this Skill, you are automatically granted Adept status in it.
New Skill: High Enchantment
Rank: Adept 1
Effects: You can use a combination of Enchantments and Runes to create magical effects that transcend the limitations of either form of Enchantment.  You can add one more runeform or Enchantment (but not both) than normal to any item safely, and all effects are 50% more potent than normal.  The chances for a rune or Enchantment failing if you exceed the maximum capacity are doubled, as is the chance for item destruction.  Item power and quality increased by +2% per level.
Student Level Ability: You can add an extra runeform and an extra Enchantment to any item instead of choosing one or the other; Enchanted items have a flat 10% chance to produce an Enhanced result.
Adept Level Ability: Chances of runeform or Enchantment failure are halved when maximum item capacity is exceeded; Deconstruct: you can break apart an item’s existing Enchantments or Runes for a chance (3% per Skill level – 10% per Rarity level of the item, must be checked for each runeform and Enchantment) to learn the Enchantment or runeform and be able to replicate it, destroying the Enchantments and Runes in the process whether the Ability is successful or not.
+1 Int, +1 Wis
Art is Enchantment, but my Enchantments are Art…
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Skill Boost: Arcane Lore (T) has gained a Level!
New Rank: Student 1
Student Level Ability: Identify Uncommon items, Gain 1% per Skill Level to Spell Power
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Holy hell! he swore silently as he read.  Wait, I turned my two Skills into one and advanced my Skill level at the same time?  That is awesome!  I think the AI’s reward you for gambling and trying new things.
“Well, that’s one aspect of it,” he heard Veronica’s voice echo in his mind.  “However, it’s more that we reward you for having the courage to attempt something new, but also the caution and intelligence to do it in a logical fashion.  If you run around recklessly trying dangerous and foolish things, you’re a lot less likely to be rewarded…unless you count dying as a reward.”
Yeah, I don’t blame you for that, he agreed.  I do enough stupid stuff on accident; I don’t need motivation to do more on purpose!  When the AI’s only reply was silence, Aranos guessed that she probably agreed with him.
He decided to put his new Skill to work.  He took out a platinum ring, treated it with fire mana to remove the flaws, and used his Goldsmithing Skill and a mana-forged set of tools to mount a small but nearly flawless emerald into it.  Once that was done, he began planning out a new set of Enchantments and Runes for Geltheriel.  He knew that he was going to Enchant it to give her Mana Armor, but he felt she’d also appreciate boosts to Strength and Endurance.  He also wanted to grant her some extra protection from the foes they’d be facing, so he crafted runeforms that would help her resist disease and poison. 
It took him another half-hour to design the runeforms and match them to the Enchantments, but once he linked them all up and energized the emerald, a notification popped up:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Major Ring of Protection
Rarity: Exotic
Quality: Excellent
Effects: Add +5 to Str and End, Poison and Disease Resistance +54%, surrounds wearer in mana armor that reduces incoming damage by 54%.  
Charged Item: This item uses 1 charge per day worn.  It can be recharged.  If charges are depleted, mana armor no longer functions.  
Current Charges: 300
Skill XP: +250
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All in all, he was more than happy with the result of his crafting.  The Stat boosts and resistances would certainly be welcome, and although the armor function didn’t quite give Geltheriel the damage resistance his armor did, it would hopefully reduce the damage from an attack enough for her regular armor to mitigate the rest. 
He was ready to keep Enchanting, but his Night Vision began to stutter and fade, and he noticed a lightening in the sky above.  A breeze wafted past, and his Scent Ability kicked in, telling him that Rhys was heading back toward the camp, and he decided that it would be nice to have a fire and breakfast ready for everyone.
He forged a mana axe and collected some firewood, his Survival skill guiding him as he built a fire in the recessed pit and lit it with a spark of fire mana.  He spent ten minutes gathering some herbs, roots, and berries and another twenty boiling them in a mana-forged pot over the fire.  He had just raised the pot from the flames to let it simmer as the bushes rustled, and Rhys emerged into the clearing.
“It is only me,” the Druid spoke, his hands raised.  “Do not be alarmed.”
Aranos shrugged.  “I figured,” he hedged, not wanting to reveal more of his Abilities.  “How’d it go fighting the Blight?”
Rhys sighed and moved over to the fire, sniffing as he did so.  “You have made breakfast for us,” he observed.  “That is kind of you.”
“Only if it’s good,” Aranos pointed out.  “Otherwise, it’s about as unkind as you can get.”
Rhys chuckled and sat down beside the Sorcerer, his eyes going distant.  “Tonight was…not as I anticipated,” he admitted slowly.  When Aranos glanced at him, he sighed and explained.
“My family has always had close ties to the House of the Sickle,” he began.  “As such, it was determined for me early in my life that I would join the House in some fashion.  I worked to ensure that if that were to be the case, at least I would enter the House as a Druid.”
“I thought everyone in the House of the Sickle is a Druid,” Aranos interrupted, his face puzzled.
“Ah, no, such is not the case,” Rhys shook his head.  “Not every supplicant has the talent for magic, nor the connection to nature to become a Druid.  Most in the House are but folk with Classes like Herbalist, or Gardener, or Arborist, and the accompanying Professions.  We also have a number of accomplished Healers.”
I guess it makes sense that not every Class can be a combat Class, Aranos realized.  There’s probably a Merchant Class, and a Wagon Driver Class, and so on, as well, if you think of a Class as a career.
“In any case,” Rhys went on, seeming to realize that Aranos had nothing to comment, “it turned out I had a certain talent for nature magic, but I soon discovered that despite all our powers, we of the House of the Sickle are nothing more than caretakers.  We are no different from those who tend our gardens or maintain our orchards, save that we work to maintain the forest as a whole.”
“It sounds like it needs to be done,” Aranos pointed out.  “Keeping the Blight back is important, isn’t it?”
“Of course it is, as you well know,” Rhys snorted.  “But I did not join to tend gardens, any more than you became a Wizard to copy Spell scrolls, I imagine.  I wished for adventure, and long have I dreamed of what it would be like.”
“But your first taste of it wasn’t what you dreamed?” Aranos guessed. 
“Mine was not, either,” Geltheriel spoke as her tent opened, and the woman stepped out into the dim, pre-dawn light, stretching.  “In the Stronghold, we are taught either that adventuring is dangerous and foolhardy, or that it is glamorous and exciting, depending on who is doing the instructing.  I assume you thought the latter?” 
When the elf nodded, she continued.  “In truth, my time with my Oathbinder has taught me that adventuring is all of those, and none.  It is certainly dangerous, and it is easy to become foolhardy.  It can also be exciting, and there is a feeling of pride when a Quest is completed.”
She stopped and sniffed the air, her face curious.  “What is that I smell?” she asked him.  “Are you cooking something?”
“Yep,” Aranos nodded.  “It’s just a stew I made with…one of my Skills.  It’s not much, but it’s edible.”
“It smells…quite good, actually,” she admitted, producing three bowls and spoons from her amulet and placing them near the fire. 
She looked back at Rhys, her face serious.  “Most of the time,” she went on, “adventuring is dirty, messy, painful, and often frustrating.  I know what you were feeling last night, how you wished to do more, how you chafed to unleash your full powers, but you must know that we all struggle under the same burden.”
Aranos nodded.  “She’s right,” he agreed.  “I’ve got Spells that can do a lot of damage in a really short time, but I can’t use them or I might hurt Geltheriel, so I’ve got to stay behind her and keep up small, constant damage instead.”
“As for me,” Geltheriel added, “I would vastly prefer to fight with speed and Agility rather than being the shield to the enemy’s charge, but doing so would risk allowing an opponent to close with my Oathbinder and force him into combat.  Instead, I must accept my role and the damage that it inflicts, for that is being part of a team.”
Rhys looked down a bit guiltily before nodding his head.  “I do understand,” he said at last.  “All you say makes sense, and I will do my part.  It is simply different from what I imagined, and it will take time for me to adapt.”
“Time is something you will have,” Geltheriel smiled, rising to her feet.  “Right now, for example, there is time that we must spend waiting for our breakfast to cool before we can eat it.  I for one will use that time to wash in the stream.”
“Yeah, okay,” Aranos nodded, turning quickly away.  “I’ll just…keep watch on the forest.  Maybe I’ll go talk to the trees a bit, see if they can spot anything dangerous nearby.”
“That sounds like a wise plan,” she agreed.  “So long as those trees are far from the water’s edge, of course.”
“Oh, yeah, of course,” he stammered before noticing the wicked glint in her eyes.  He groaned internally.  She’s totally messing with you, he chided himself.  And she’ll keep doing it because you keep falling for it!
Rhys chuckled.  “She seems to have the measure of you, Liberator,” he noted.  “I will take this same time to rest, if I may.  My SP are somewhat depleted from my work in the forest, and a brief Meditation will aid with that recovery.”  The Druid stood and walked over to his tent, disappearing within, while Geltheriel rose and headed toward the stream behind their camp.
Aranos walked to the edge of their small clearing just to be safe and placed his hand on a nearby tree.  He felt the ancient being’s pain as the Blight around them tried to drain its life, but the agony felt lessened today.  I wonder if that’s from destroying the jubokko?  Or maybe something Rhys was doing?  He didn’t know if he would be able to tell the difference between the two and, honestly, wondered if the whole thing might be in his head.
He pushed the mental discomfort aside and reached out to the giant, inquiring about nearby danger.  The tree showed him several images of distant predators – a couple of wolves, a brown bear, even a big cat with silver fur that he didn’t recognize – but nothing near enough to be a threat.  He sent it feelings of gratitude as he stepped back and walked back to the fire. 
The stew had thickened and cooled enough to eat, so he scooped some into his bowl and sat in front of his tent, his back carefully to the water.  He ate for several minutes in silence, considering what he wanted to get done today.  I want to see about getting some training for my Int, Wis, Per, and Cha Stats, he considered.  I also want to spend some time working on my hanging Spells and refining my mana spirals.  Maybe I can even figure out lava mana – or magma mana, whichever – or work on some new Spells.  I’d love to do more with elemental mana, maybe figure out some bigger effects.
His thoughts were interrupted as Geltheriel sat beside him, dressed in a simple shirt and pants, wringing out her long, blonde hair.  “My thanks for the rest,” she smiled at him.  “The debuffs were annoying, especially since only rest or magical healing would restore them, and Rhys’ nature magic is ill-suited for removing such.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” Aranos mumbled, his mouth full of stew.  He fumbled to pull the crafted ring from his inventory without spilling his bowl into his lap, finally managing it via the simple expedient of putting the bowl on the ground. He passed the ring over to Geltheriel.  “I made this for you.  I think you’ll really like it!”
She took the ring and eyed him askance.  “You are giving me a ring?” she asked him warily.  “You do understand the significance of that, do you not, Oathbinder?  What is your intent, here?”
“Oh, no, nothing like that,” he spluttered hastily, waving his hands and shaking his head.  “It’s magic, and I think it’ll…” He broke off as she began laughing, her eyes twinkling at his reaction.
“You simply make it so easy for me,” she chortled.  “And I thank you for that…as well as for this gift.  So tell me, what does it do?”
“It boosts your Strength and Endurance by 5 each,” he informed her, quickly detailing the effects of the ring.  After he finished, she wasted no time in slipping it on her finger.
“And you fashioned the Enchantments yourself?” she asked in surprise.  “That quality of magic is rare, even in the elven lands, and is usually reserved for the nobility.  This gift is, perhaps, more princely than you thought, my friend.”
He blushed at her words and ducked his head.  “I can’t really say anything about that,” he said embarrassedly.  “I just made something that I thought would help you.  I don’t really like seeing you get hurt.”
She gazed at him quietly for a moment.  “And yet,” she said softly, “that is my role.  I am the shield that you may be the spear, Oathbinder.  I will be injured, for that is the nature of combat.  You must accept that.”
He shook his head in negation.  “Nope,” he denied.  “I mustn’t.  I have to accept that you’re the tank, sure, and that means you’ll get attacked more.  But that doesn’t mean I have to be okay with you getting hurt, and if I can do something to help with that, I will.”
She watched him for several more moments before a small smile crossed her face.  “I appreciate that you feel that way,” she replied.  “And I will tell you, I do not enjoy being injured, either.  So, at least on that we can agree!”
Aranos chuckled at her words and glanced at her curiously.  “You know,” he offered hesitantly, “I don’t really know anything about you, Geltheriel.  I mean, about your past, or what you do as a Keeper, or even how you became one.”
“You have not asked,” she shrugged.  “It is as I told you, do not expect answers to questions you do not ask of me.”
“That’s fair,” he acknowledged.  “But now I’m asking.  Could you tell me more about you?”
“You must be a bit more specific,” she hedged.  “There is much about me that could be told, but I would not wish to share all of it with you.  What do you wish to know?”
“Umm, okay,” he thought for a moment.  He considered asking her about her family, but he realized that her family hadn’t bothered to visit her, yet, at least as far as he knew, except for her uncle.  He wasn’t sure that would be an okay topic right now.  “Can you tell me about the Keepers?” he finally asked.  “What do they do, and why did you join them?”
“Ah, a simple enough question,” she replied, a flash of what he thought was relief passing across her face.  “The Keepers are the protectors and guardians of the forests of the Elven Nations.  We shield the lands against intruders and hunt creatures of Darkness that dare enter our domains.”
“So, are the Stronghold’s guards part of the Keepers, then?” he questioned.
“No,” she demurred, shaking her head.  “The city guards are separate and have differing duties.  They work to keep the peace in the Stronghold and guard the gates of the city but do not normally venture into the forests.  In return, the Keepers do not usually act within the city, unless there is an immediate danger that must be faced.”
Aranos thought about that for a moment.  “What about an army?” he asked.  “Do the elves have a standing army?”
“Indeed,” she informed him.  “Yet, it is spread throughout the larger cities.  The Strongholds that lie on the edges of the realms, such as Eredain, rarely see the soldiers of the King, as our cities are too small to truly support them for long.”
“Got it,” he nodded.  “So, the Keepers are like Rangers, then?”
“That is probably the closest Human equivalent,” she frowned.  “And yet, Rangers are, at best, a loose-knit group who work together only when they must.  Normally, each Ranger acts on their own and does what they think necessary to protect their lands, which can mean two Rangers may find themselves working against one another.
“The Keepers are well organized and tightly knit,” she continued.  “We live together, train together, and drink together, because we know that, in the end, we will likely die together.  Because of that, our dedication to one another is perhaps stronger than our Human counterparts.”
“Sounds pretty intense,” he speculated.  “What made you want to join them, in the first place?”
She sighed and leaned her head back.  “It was not my first goal,” she admitted.  “When I was young, I was being groomed to step into my mother’s shoes and become matriarch of the family.”  She saw his stunned expression and explained.  “I am the eldest of my line in my generation.  I have younger siblings – two brothers and a sister – but as the eldest, I was to manage the family when my mother chose to step down.”
“So, what happened?” he asked artlessly.  “What changed your mind?”
“Uncle Durlan,” she smiled, her face reminiscing.  “And extreme boredom.”  She sighed, shaking her head.  “My House is one of the wealthier ones in Eredain, wealth gained through producing generations of Masters and Grandmasters of Alchemy.  As the eldest, I was expected to follow in this tradition, and so I was sent to Uncle Durlan to learn the Skills I would need to move into the role assigned to me.”
“Did you learn Alchemy?” Aranos asked curiously.
“I did,” she nodded.  “In fact, I am an Adept in the Skill.  And yet, I loathed every moment of it.  Family duty forced my feet to Uncle’s shop each day, but surely my disgust was evident on my face, for Uncle took me aside and showed me his collection.  ‘Geltheriel, my dear,’ he told me, ‘instead of choosing what your mother wishes you to learn, choose what you would learn.’
“So, I did,” she smiled a little sadly.  “I wanted to be an Adventurer – my Uncle told you of my recklessness as a youth, and that had not yet waned at this point – so, I gave up Alchemy and started learning to hunt and to fight.  I studied the beasts of the Dark and learned their ways; I gained Skills in Exploration, Cartography, and Survival, thinking that I would leave the Stronghold and join an Adventuring Party to make my fortune.”
She chuckled.  “As you might imagine,” she told him, “my mother was less than happy.  Yet, when I told her of my dreams – and my hatred of Alchemy – she realized that I would not be a wise choice to fill her role, and that forcing the issue might make the entire House suffer.  Instead, that honor passed to my sister, freeing me of the onus. 
“My mother, though, would not have her daughter running about the Elven Nations as an Adventurer; instead, she introduced me to Nedthiel, who was at that time the Head of the Keepers.  He took me under his wing, training me himself, until at long last, I was deemed worthy to enter the ranks.”
He sat silently for a moment.  “If the Keepers are the protectors of the forest,” he said slowly, “what’s going to happen when I leave Eredain?  I’m going to eventually, you know; won’t you have to stay here?”
Geltheriel looked at him steadily.  “I have made a Vow, Oathbinder,” she said evenly. “I will not forsake it.  Where you lead, I follow.  Once I pledged myself to you, I gave up the mantle of Keeper, for better and for worse.  Nor do I for a moment regret my choice, for in truth, you will take me where I have always dreamed: out of Eredain, into distant lands, to follow adventure.”
She chuckled and stood, moving toward the fire.  “So, Oathbinder,” she said over her shoulder, “while you may think my Vow involved some great sacrifice, it was indeed somewhat selfish.  I have struck more blows against the Darkness in this past week than in my entire life as a Keeper, and soon we will be moving to free another Fallen Land.  I do not regret my Vow for a moment, and I will not have you feeling sorry for me or thinking to free me from our Oath.  Now, you should go bathe while I eat and awaken Rhys, whose meditation is surely just sleep, and then we will make our way back to the Stronghold for today’s training.”
Aranos opened his mouth to speak but instead clamped his lips shut and nodded, rising.  She made her choice, he reasoned as he walked over to the stream.  I see why she made it, too.  I kind of think that, even though she says she outgrew it, she still likes to throw herself into danger. 
He thought about how she had been captured and imprisoned in Haerobel in the first place: she had seen the other Traveler go into the Traveler’s Trials and followed her inside, even though she should have reported it, instead.  And, when she went inside, she approached the open Arcane Door, where she was grabbed and pulled through.  If she had been cautious either of those times, she never would have been caught.  Of course, he realized, she also never would have joined you, would she?  She didn’t know what she was getting into for sure, but it sounds like she saw it as her chance to do more than patrol the forest every day.
He stripped down and hung his clothes on a nearby branch, checking first to make sure Geltheriel was nowhere in sight before slipping into the cold, clear water of the stream.  I guess, instead of seeing her Vow as a gift, she saw it as an opportun….
His thoughts were scattered as a heavy weight slammed into his back and knocked him face-first into the stream.  He struggled to rise, but pain erupted from his back and shoulders as something tore into his flesh and held him, helpless, beneath the surface.  He thrashed, trying to get his hands under him or to reach whatever was holding him under the water, as new pain erupted from the back of his neck and a red debuff flashed in front of his eyes:
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You are Paralyzed!
You can take no physical actions, including speech.  Spells or Abilities that require motions or have verbal components automatically fail.
Duration: 10 s
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Panic tore through him as his entire body fell limp and unresponsive.  Ten seconds wasn’t long normally, but ten seconds of total helplessness as he slowly drowned was torturous.  His mind furiously sent commands to his muscles, straining with all his might to twitch even a finger and screamed its frustration as nothing worked.
Even as the panic mounted, he tuned it out and let his mind drift.  This isn’t working, his subconscious told him firmly.  Try something else.  His focus drifted out and found nothing but water surrounding him, with precious air hovering just out of reach.  Water and air, his dispassionate mind reminded him.  You can work with water and air…
Desperately he reached out and grasped the natural mana flowing past him and swirling in the air.  He watched his LP bar plummet as his mind churned the latent energy together, shoving the air mana through the water, yanking the mass of liquid up and hurling it at whatever was on his back.  He heard a scream of pain and the pressure eased, allowing him to bob face-down to the surface, still paralyzed and unable to breathe.
Suddenly, a pair of arms slid under him and flipped him over, dragging him out of the water.  He couldn’t turn his head and look, as the Paralyzed debuff was still counting down, but he relaxed when he saw Geltheriel’s head pop into his vision. 
“Are you with me?” she demanded, taking his chin in her hand and turning his head to look at her.  “Speak to me!”
He struggled to make a sound, but the debuff held him in its grip.  Rhys appeared in his vision, and he felt a strange energy coursing through him, easing the pain in his back and neck.  A moment later, the debuff finally faded, and he took a deep, shuddering breath.
“Okay, that freaking sucked,” he muttered, pushing himself up to his feet.  “What the hell just attacked me?”  His back and neck were still screaming in pain, despite the healing, and sitting up was difficult.  In addition, he felt exhausted, and a quick glance at his status bars showed him that his SP were down below 10%.
“Great nebelung,” she said shortly, pointing at the bank near the water.  A giant leonine creature, silver-furred and 12 feet long rested on the bank, obviously dead.  It had six legs, all of which ended in razorlike claws, and its mouth was filled with needle-sharp fangs.  The tips of its two tails twitched even in death.  A dozen arrows protruded from its flank, but that certainly wasn’t the cause of its demise.
A massive chunk of ice protruded from the beast’s side, angling up from between its front two legs and impaling it completely.  Six feet of the 10-foot spear of ice jutted out of the monster’s back, stained red with its blood.  A second spear pierced through its throat, while a third had gone in one eye and out the back of its skull, likely the death blow for the animal.
“Looks kind of like a mountain lion,” he observed tiredly, hissing as new pain shot through his back.  Rhys touched his shoulder again, and the weird energy flowed through him, easing the pain.  His LP were very low, under 20%, but with Rhys’ aid the bar was at least climbing slowly back up as he healed from his awful wounds.  “It doesn’t look like a Dark creature, though.”
“It is not,” Rhys spoke up.  “Not every danger comes from the Darkness, Liberator.  The nebelung is simply a predator, although a large and dangerous one.  I did not know one was in the area; had I, I would have advised against resting here.”
Aranos nodded, trying to take his mind off his aching back.  “I didn’t even sense it coming,” he admitted.  “I would’ve thought I’d have smelled it with my Scent Ability, at the very least…”
“Scent Ability,” Rhys murmured, and Aranos sighed.  In his discomfort, he’d forgotten to keep the Ability secret, although to be honest, he was sort of tired of having to keep it from the Druid anyway.
Geltheriel ignored the comment and simply shook her head.  “Nebelungs are creatures of magic,” she told him.  “They are able to travel short distances in an instant, almost as if they teleport, and they shroud themselves in magic that hides them from detection when they are hunting.  Perhaps, had you been actively seeking the creature, you would have detected it, but not otherwise.
“As you have learned,” she said grimly, “they are ambush predators and fear very little.  Elves are not their usual prey, but if this one prowled the area near the Blightlands, its hunger might have driven it to attack you.”
“It was pretty effective,” he shuddered.  “It knocked me underwater, then I think it bit my neck and paralyzed me.  If you hadn’t come…”
“Would you not simply have returned?” Rhys asked curiously.  “That is the nature of Travelers, is it not?  You die and are reborn.  Death should not hold much fear for you.”
“Well, it’s not exactly pleasant,” Aranos corrected.  “Death may not be permanent for us, but it still hurts, and being held underwater and chewed on while I was paralyzed?  That ranks right up there with bad ways to go.”
“I had not considered that,” Rhys admitted.   “While certainly endless lives are a blessing, perhaps endless deaths are an equal curse.”
“In any case,” Geltheriel continued, “I heard when it attacked you and tried to dislodge it with arrows.  I was hoping to convince it to let go, but I believe it intended to finish you off and then use its Ability to vanish with your body.  It simply took the arrows and did not release its grip.  Had you not been able to cast your Spell, you would have found yourself…I do not know.  Where will you awaken if you are slain?”
“Traveler’s Trials,” he said absently.  “Last place I set my respawn point.  I could have changed it to the Keeper’s barracks, but…”
“The Trials are an excellent choice for the time being,” she demurred.  “I can locate you there easily enough.  If you are slain, simply await me there, and I will come find you.”
Aranos nodded, although his thoughts were elsewhere.  That wasn’t a Spell I cast, he realized.  It felt nothing like it.  I just grabbed the water and ice mana and used them directly; I don’t know how much even came from me.  He checked his SP bar and realized it had dropped over 800 points, considering how much he’d been using for his Enchanting.  Okay, but what did I do?  Notifications blinked in his vision, and he pulled them up curiously.
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New Ability Gained!
Ability: High Mastery
You can manipulate external mana through the power of will, rather than through Spells.
Ability Type: Evolved, Class
Rarity: Exceptional
Effects: You can manipulate natural sources of mana, so long as you have unlocked the relevant aspect.  Your ability is based on your True Manipulation Skill: you can move one cubic foot of material or 10 SP worth of energy per Skill level of True Manipulation.  You cannot directly affect the mana within an unwilling creature, although tricking or deceiving a creature into granting you access will allow this Ability to function.  This ability cannot affect the mana of a Spell, item, or standing magical effect; only latent mana can be manipulated.  
Cost: If you wish to create a damaging effect, you must expend 1 SP per point of LP damage you inflict, per second the damage continues.  The damage is not increased by Abilities or Skills that improve Spell power, and the SP cost cannot be reduced by Skills or Abilities that improve Spell efficiency.
Fatigue: If you use this Ability to affect matter or energy with a value more than half your True Manipulation level or to inflict damage greater than your True Manipulation level x 10, you suffer Mental Exhaustion for 10 minutes  (-50% penalty to SP regen, unable to perform any strenuous activities, -10 penalty to magical, lore, or crafting Skills).
Who is the one, true Master?  I am!
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Skill Evolved: Skill Mana Manipulation has become True Manipulation!
New Rank: Student 8
Reduce SP Costs by 1% per Skill Level and increase Spell Power by 2% per Skill level for all Spells cast.  Improve effectiveness of worn items by 1% per Skill level.  Allows manipulation of latent, external mana.
Student Level Ability: All items you Enchant receive a 1% bonus to their effectiveness per Skill level.
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Quest Updated: Race to Get Ahead!
For discovering an Evolved Ability, you receive: +250 XP
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Your Ice Spear does 400 damage to Great Nebelung.  
Your Ice Spear does 370 damage to Great Nebelung.
Your Ice Spear does 180 damage to Great Nebelung.
You have slain Great Nebelung!  781 XP Gained (Base 2241, split between party members)
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Aranos blinked in astonishment.  Nope, that wasn’t a Spell, he realized.  Instead, in his desperation, he’d created a new Ability and could now work with natural mana outside his body.  It’s got some decent limitations, though.  Right now, I can move about 18 cubic feet of material or 180 SP of mana; that’s a wall that’s 10 feet tall, one foot thick, and less than 2 feet wide, but I can only move about half that if I don’t want to be exhausted by it.  Not going to be building castles out of it anytime soon, am I?  Or even raising walls in combat. 
Still, it was a cool Ability, and he could see some uses for it immediately.  Although he couldn’t build giant, stone walls in the heat of combat, he could definitely prepare a battlefield given enough time.  He could create stone spikes to slow and damage enemies, freeze water into ice, even suck the air from around someone’s head…although, really, he wasn’t sure if that would count as affecting their mana directly, since it would involve drawing air out of their lungs.
Geltheriel had moved over to the fallen nebelung while he was checking his notifications and was busily cutting off the ice spears protruding from the body.  “Oh, hey, I can help with that,” he called out, rising and reaching out with his mind, trying to touch the ice mana within the beast, intending to draw it out.  Instead, a sharp pain stabbed in his head, and he remembered his current Mental Exhaustion debuff. 
Instead, he grabbed his staff and used it to break the remaining spears.  “I take it you want to Harvest this?” he asked.
“Oh, yes,” she almost purred.  “Great nebelung hide is highly valuable and can be made into magical clothing easily, as it comes from a magical creature.  Its teeth and claws are useful for fashioning weapons, and its meat is prized for its rarity.”
Aranos considered helping but realized that, with her superior Harvesting Skill, Geltheriel would probably get more useful materials from the creature and ruin less.  He instead enlisted Rhys’ help to start breaking their camp, as it was likely they would be heading back to the Stronghold now that it was light.  He had to move slowly, his Exhaustion debuff hindering his movements, but fortunately, it faded while he was working, allowing them to finish taking down the tents and stowing the useful gear in his bag much more quickly.
Geltheriel had finished just about the same time they did and was washing her hands and knife in the stream, ignoring the stripped corpse of the giant cat.  Something about the body was calling Aranos, though, and he hesitantly walked over to touch it.  His Harvesting Skill kicked in, telling him that there was something valuable within the beast, something he could use.  Sighing, he summoned a mana knife and cut into the monster’s skull, carefully removing a large, crystalline gland.  His Arcane Lore Skill told him nothing about it, so he shrugged and slipped it into his inventory, intending to study it later.
“What did you Harvest?” Rhys asked curiously, following him as he walked down to the side of the stream.  “Is this another Skill that is ridiculously high for you…not that I know of such, of course.”
“No, not at all,” he chuckled as he rinsed the blood off his hands and arms.  “It’s at…oh, hey, Novice 10!  It went up a bit from the amaroks and that nebelung.  I just felt like there was something else useful in it, but I don’t know exactly what it was.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “It was a magical creature,” she pointed out.  “The Harvesting Skill might have shown you something useful only to a spellcaster; I might not have detected such unless I were seeking it.” 
She rose from the stream and glanced around the campsite, her face pleased. “Since you have struck the camp,” she said approvingly, “we will return to the Stronghold.  I believe you are still interested in magical training, yes?”  When he nodded, she started walking back in the direction they had first come. “Excellent, for I imagine Elder Golloron will have arranged such by now.”
“Is he going to train me?” Aranos asked dubiously.  “I mean, I can tell that he’s a powerful Wizard of some kind, but…”
“No, I do not believe that would be advisable,” Geltheriel chuckled.  “As you are certainly aware, while Elder Golloron has made us welcome, he is not particularly…comfortable with our presence.  I do not believe he would be a wise choice to instruct you.”
“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Aranos muttered. 
“Which is why,” the woman continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “I will take you to the House of Stars.  There, you will find the instructors and training rooms you seek.”
She refused to answer more of his questions beyond that, only telling him, “You will soon see, have patience.”  Rhys was equally silent, simply saying that if Geltheriel wanted him to know, she’d tell him.  He was starting to worry that something was wrong with the House of Stars, whatever that was, and as they re-entered the Stronghold, his worry had become a nervous anxiety.
Rhys departed to return to the House of the Sickle, and Geltheriel promised they would retrieve him for the next night’s hunt, if not sooner.  She then guided Aranos through the branch-streets of the Stronghold, inclining her head to an occasional passerby.  Some of them returned the greeting, others acted like they hadn’t seen her, and a few ducked their heads and scurried away.  Idiots, Aranos grumbled at those last silently.  She’s probably done more to hurt the Darkness in the past week than they’ve done their whole lives, and they think there’s something wrong with her? 
He forced himself to let go of his irritation, although it still simmered within him quietly as they moved through the city.  They traveled for nearly an hour before Geltheriel stopped and Aranos found himself standing before a low, simple building that, honestly, vastly disappointed him.  It was small, no more than 10 feet by 10 feet, and the only ornamentation on it was a pattern of stars in the front door set in what he immediately recognized as a golden spiral, a geometric design that was based on a mathematical series and was found quite often in nature. 
“This is it?” he asked Geltheriel disbelievingly.  “This is the Wizards’ Guild of Eredain?  It looks so…small.”
“It is the House of Stars,” she corrected him.  “At least, it is one of them.  There are no guilds in elven lands, Oathbinder, and I advise you not to call this such while within its walls.  You were expecting something else?”
“Well, yeah,” he grumbled.  “At least a tower of some kind.  Don’t Wizards always congregate in towers?  Plus, this place is tiny; how is this any better than practicing back at the house?  Or, even better, out in the forest?”
“Because if you damage anything here,” she replied without a smile, “I will not be held accountable for it, at the very least.  Now, go, train, and when you are finished, request a runner be sent to me.  I intend to turn in our Quest items at the House of Fallen Leaves first, take the nebelung hide to a crafter to have it made into something, and then I will be at the Keeper Barracks training for the day.  They will likely find me there.”  She placed her hand in the center of his back and pushed, shoving him toward the door.  Complaining constantly under his breath, he trudged toward the small door, hesitating a moment before pushing it open, then stopped, frozen in surprise, barely registering Geltheriel’s laughter behind him. 
After a moment’s pause, he stepped into the vast space before him and entered the House of Stars.




Chapter 5

The door closed gently behind him as he stepped within the antechamber that spread out before him.  It was vast, easily a hundred feet across the circular space, and it felt a bit like the lobby of a large hotel.  The center of the room was dominated by a huge, crystalline sculpture of a tree glowing faintly white that was surrounded by about a dozen, robed figures who stood quietly, with their hands out toward the radiance, as if warming themselves in its glow.  Other, smaller crystals dotted the area, each a different shade of the spectrum and each surrounded by figures basking in the dim radiance.
Aranos noted that each of these sculptures was surrounded by low, wooden fences with a single gate, except for the tree sculpture, which had three gates.  Each gate had a bored-looking elf standing beside it with some sort of small, glass orb in their hand.  As he watched, one orb flashed, and the elf holding it tapped one of the figures surrounding the nearby sculpture on their shoulder.  That figure seemed to jerk to wakefulness and left the area around the sculpture, allowing another elf to pass through the gate and take the vacated position.  After seeing this, Aranos noticed that a number of elves seemed to be lingering around the various crystals, apparently waiting for their turn to stand and stare blankly at whichever crystal was closest to them.
“How can I assist you?” a bored-sounding voice spoke up, startling Aranos and dragging his attention away from the sculptures.  A long, low counter stood before him, 3 feet high and extending in a 10-foot arc that matched the curvature of the walls.  Two elves sat behind this counter, looking somewhat jaded and staring down at some papers on the counter, neither so much as glancing at him.  He looked quickly around and noticed a multitude of identical doors leading into the space, each with a similar counter placed before it. 
Must be a help desk or something, he guessed.  No wonder they look so bored.  “Umm, hi,” he finally answered.  “I’m kind of new and I’m looking for a place where I can train my Spells and maybe grind my Stats.  Can you help me?”
“Yes, yes,” the elf replied, not even bothering to look up as he began speaking in a sing-song tone that made Aranos think he was quoting from a much-repeated script.  “Be welcome in the House of Stars.  Training is available to all here for a nominal fee, which is used to maintain the facilities and employ the friendly and helpful staff.  Please be aware, time slots for meditation near a mana crystal are available by appointment only, and the sale or purchase of Spell scrolls is restricted to Novice-ranked Spells.  Is there something specific I can help you with?”
“Umm, how nominal a fee?” Aranos asked hesitantly.  “I mean, I guess it doesn’t matter, since Geltheriel didn’t give me any money.  Although, if you tell me how much, I can arrange for a runner to go get her so she can bring it.  How do I do that, by the way?”
The elf snorted in annoyance.  “You entered the House of Stars and did not bring money with which to pay for services?” he asked disbelievingly.  “Which foolish House sent you…”  The elf broke of as he looked up at Aranos for the first time and blinked in surprise.
“Wait,” he said, his voice suddenly more excited.  “You are the Traveler, are you not?”
“Yeah, I am,” Aranos nodded.  “My name’s Aranos.  So, yeah, I can get some money, I just need…”
The elf shook his head, rising to his feet.  “There is no need,” he interrupted, raising his hand above his head.  As Aranos watched, a bright, yellow glow appeared in the air above their heads, hovering gently as the elf explained.  “Elder Golloron has requested that, in return for your actions in revealing the treachery of the Traveler – that is, the other Traveler, not yourself, of course – and freeing a Fallen Realm, you are to be provided any services you desire from this House at no charge.”
“Oh, well, that’s nice,” Aranos replied, taken a bit aback.  “And what services are available?”
“I have summoned a guide for you who will explain those details,” the elf waved dismissively.  “They will be with you within the next several minutes.  You may wander freely within the atrium, as my marker will follow you and signal your whereabouts to the guide.”  After speaking, the elf sat back down and resumed staring at the papers. 
Aranos was about to ask another question, but sensing the dismissal, he shrugged and turned away, figuring he might as well wander.  The atrium, as the elf called it, was the most crowded place Aranos had yet seen in the Stronghold.  Elves clumped together in groups, some talking animatedly, others speaking slowly and quietly.  All paused their conversations as he neared, though, staring at him with expressions that ranged from curiosity to disdain to outright hostility. 
None of the elves spoke to him or even inclined their heads, but that didn’t surprise him.  He knew that elves considered all others to be ‘lesser’ races, and even though his race was mostly elven, aleens also had Fay blood in them, which apparently meant they didn’t count as real elves.  Plus, he was a Traveler, so he was automatically an outsider to these people.
He wandered over to the tree-shaped crystal, examining it from beyond the fence surrounding it.  He assumed most of the elves nearby were waiting for a turn to stand near it, and he was curious why.  As he approached, though, he quickly got an idea why they were so popular.  Mana radiated out from the crystal, filling the nearby area with a warm, soothing energy.  He closed his eyes and mentally reached out to that flow, not drawing it in or touching it but merely sensing and observing. 
The mana around him was significantly denser and thicker than it was out in the city, but he could feel that closer to the crystal, the density was exponentially higher.  Well, it’s likely some sort of radiation, he reasoned internally.  Probably follows an inverse-square law.  If I was twice as close as I am now, I’ll bet the field density would be four times higher.  That explains why the elves are close to the crystal but not touching it; the power flow at contact would probably be ridiculous. 
He relaxed his thoughts, simply feeling the patterns of the energy without attempting to alter them or take them in.  He could tell that the mana here was unaspected; he felt flickers of all the different energy types and felt the chaotic swirls of opposing magics fighting each other.  It radiated out in no particular pattern as potential energy waiting to be used.  When he turned his senses to the nearest elves surrounding the crystal, he was unsurprised to discover that they were absorbing the free mana.  What he didn’t expect to see is that they were also returning the energy back to the air, rather than simply holding it.  So, they’re not recharging their SP, he mused.  Maybe it’s some kind of cleansing process?  In with the good mana, out with the bad?
A notification began blinking in his vision, and curious, he pulled it up:
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Skill Gained: Sense Mana (Untrained)
Rank: Novice 1
You can sense large concentrations of mana, including magical items, standing magical effects, Spells being cast, or inherently magical creatures.  Range is 10’ + 1’ per Skill level (5’ +1’ per 2 levels).
+1 Per
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“The mana crystals are wonderful, are they not?” a voice said happily from beside Aranos, startling him.  Hastily, he dismissed the notification and composed himself, glancing at the elf who had stepped up beside him. 
“Oh, forgive me,” the flaxen-haired young woman spoke quickly, her face embarrassed.  “I did not mean to startle you.  I understand, though: I could just stare at the crystals for hours myself, sometimes.”  Although Aranos couldn’t tell the ages of most elves – they all tended to look like they were in their twenties, except for the ones who looked to be in their fifties that he guessed were probably a couple hundred years old, or the really ancient ones who looked like they might be seventy-something – something about this woman made him think she was young.  It might have been how her pale blue eyes sparkled as if she were holding in a laugh, or how she seemed to be in constant movement, bouncing on her toes as if she was unable to stand still.  The young woman’s smile seemed genuine, though, rather than forced, which was a major step up in Aranos’ book.
“My name is Melarue,” the woman supplied.  “I have been chosen to be your guide in the House of Stars.  You are the Traveler, right?”
“I am,” he nodded, extending his hand, which she hesitantly took.  “My name’s Aranos Evenshade.  So, you’re going to help me?  And can you get this light off my head?”  He pointed up at the glowing, yellow orb floating above him.
“Oh, yes, of course,” she giggled slightly as she waved her hand above his head, dispelling the globe.  “I am sorry about that.  As for help, what are you looking for?”
“Stat Training,” he shrugged.  “Intelligence, Wisdom, Perception, and Charisma, preferably.  Plus, a quiet place to work on my new Spells.  First, though…maybe a library?”
“Well, we can help with Intelligence and Wisdom training,” she replied brightly.  “In fact, that is one thing the mana crystals are used for, although it is best to practice the technique involved first, before attempting it with the crystals.
“I will take you to the library, first.  While you are there, I will reserve a free practice room, and I can show you the proper training method.”
“Sounds good,” he agreed.  “Lead the way.”
“Of course,” she smiled.  “And please, if there is anything about the House or what you see within it that strikes you as curious, do not hesitate to ask me about it.”
Aranos followed the young woman through the crowd as she wove around the clusters of elves with ease.  “Okay, sure,” he said, struggling a bit to keep up without bumping into anyone.  “How do they make the building so big on the inside?  Spatial magic?”
“Of a sort,” she replied, leading him to a set of spiral stairs that seemed to be made of pure glass.  Aranos stepped carefully on the smooth surface, surprised when his foot found plenty of traction.  “The building you entered on the outside is nothing but an empty space.  The doorway is a portal, leading to the House.  You may have noticed the other portals; there are many scattered throughout the Elven Nations that lead here, and not all link to the atrium.  Portals to higher floors, however, are keyed to select individuals and are tightly controlled.”
Aranos glanced around curiously.  “So, these are all the Wizards in the Elven Nations?” he asked dubiously.  “I would have thought there would be more.”
Melarue laughed and shook her head. “No, of course not,” she explained.  “Here you will see mostly younger Wizards or those whose families are unable to train them.  Most elven Wizards come from Houses with magical traditions; they are usually trained there, although they do occasionally visit here to mingle with other Houses.”
So, they’re something like Elven nobility, he mused.  Or are they?  Maybe there are Houses renowned for their Warriors or Clerics?  Geltheriel said her House is famous for Alchemy; I suppose that means there are Houses that are known for all the different crafting types, too.  I guess I shouldn’t assume that Wizards rank higher than any of those.
Melarue led him up one flight of stairs and down another, through what felt like a maze of passages.  They stopped at last before a pair of large, double doors that radiated magic to Aranos’ new Sense Mana Skill.  The young woman moved to the side of the door and held up her left hand before a runeform he didn’t recognize; he felt a quick surge of mana flash between her hand and the runes, and the doors began to swing slowly toward them.
The room beyond was tall and vast, and filled from floor to ceiling with books, more than he’d ever seen in one place, in fact.  The shelves towered a dozen feet above his head and ran around the room’s perimeter, with additional shelves jutting out from the walls every few feet.  Tables and chairs were scattered throughout the room, most containing elves busily reading or scribbling down what he assumed were notes…or perhaps Spells.  The odors of dust, leather, and paper assaulted his nose, along with the acrid scent of ink and a lingering odor of decay that made his nose twitch uncomfortably.
Melarue led him into the enormous room, gesturing at the books.  “Welcome to the Library,” she said grandly, drawing a few hostile stares from the elves nearby and one quick “Shh”.  She grimaced sheepishly and continued, in a much quieter voice, “Here, we have many volumes on lore, history, and, of course, magical learning.  The librarians here…”
“We can speak for ourselves, thank you,” a dry, slow voice spoke as the oldest elf Aranos had yet seen stepped out from behind a nearby shelf.  His skin was so pale it was practically translucent, and his head was completely bald.  He was dressed in a violet robe that had four silver stars emblazoned on the chest and was lined with silver along the seams.
“Gr—Grandmaster Ruehnar!” Melarue exclaimed, bowing deeply to the old elf.  “Forgive me, I did not know…”
“As you are undoubtedly aware, Student,” the elf continued in the same lazy tone, “rumor flies faster than the swiftest wings.  So, when rumor arrived that The Liberator had entered our House, and a further rumor suggested that he might be interested in the Library, I decided I would greet him myself.”
The elf turned to face Aranos, his green eyes twinkling.  He was several inches shorter than the aleen and his body seemed so frail that Aranos though a stiff breeze might overwhelm him, but that gaze held a deep power within it.   “Welcome to my Library,” Ruehnar spoke in the same calm, slow voice.  “Forgive me, but I will not address you as ‘Traveler’.  What is your name, aleen?”
“Aranos, sir,” Aranos replied quickly, bowing his head to the elf.  Despite his calm demeanor, something about the elf commanded respect.
“Aranos,” the elf repeated thoughtfully.  “Good enough.
“Now, Aranos,” he continued, gesturing for the pair to follow him as he moved deeper into the Library.  “No one comes to my Library unless they are seeking something.  Tell me what you are seeking, and I will tell you if I can be of service.”
“Umm, yes sir,” Aranos stammered, slightly nonplussed.  As they passed, everyone froze, watching them almost furtively.  He noticed that no one was willing to lift their gaze high enough to risk meeting the glance of the ancient librarian, and every elf scrambled from their path as they moved, quickly clearing out of the main corridor.
“I’m looking for information,” the Sorcerer continued after a moment, regaining his composure.
“That goes without saying,” Ruehnar responded lazily.  “I will require somewhat more specificity.”
“Oh, sorry, yeah,” Aranos mumbled in reply.  “Umm, anything about the Library of Antas, the Arcane Doors…oh, and the Corruption, please.” 
The elf halted at Aranos’ last word and turned, his face blank.  Aranos noticed, though, that several elves nearby hissed in dismay, and some quickly began packing up their things. 
“The Corruption?” the elf repeated slowly.  “Do you mean the Darkness?”
“Umm, not really, no,” Aranos replied carefully.  “I’m looking for information about what the Corruption is, how it affects people, and why it works like it does.”
“And why would you be interested in such a thing?” the elf asked, a slight tension radiating from his body.
Aranos glanced around; Melarue’s face was chalk-white, and all the nearby elves had scattered into the deeper parts of the Library.  His mind raced for wat the elf might consider a viable reason, but at the end, he decided to go with the truth.
“I have an Avowed Follower,” he explained.  “She was held captive in a Fallen Land for weeks, and her Corruption level is at the Befouled stage.  I’m hoping that if I understand more about it, I can help her out…or, at least, keep it from getting worse.”
The elf stared at him silently for several moments before giving an approving nod.  “An excellent reason,” he spoke, turning away and leading Aranos deeper into the Library.  “In fact, perhaps the only one that would have allowed you to remain within my Library, Aranos the Liberator.  I am…cautious with the tomes I have that describe the Corruption, as the information they contain can be…easily misused.”
He led Aranos to a table well out of the main area, mostly hidden by the stacks of books.  “You will sit here,” the ancient elf instructed, touching the table.  “I will send you the books you seek; when you have finished, or if you need additional assistance, simply speak my name and I will be along momentarily.”
The librarian turned toward Melarue.  “And you can use this time for your own studies, Student,” he told her.  “I will inform you when Aranos is ready to proceed, and you can guide him once more.”
“Forgive me, Grandmaster Ruehnar,” the woman began, “but Master Rychell…”
Her words fell into silence as the ancient elf stared at her, unblinking.  “No, do go on, Student,” the elf said calmly.  “Tell me how you were about to obey a Master’s instructions over mine.  I am interested.”
“I apologize, I spoke without thought,” the woman replied abashedly, bowing low.  “Please forgive me, Grandmaster Ruehnar.”
“I will think upon it,” the elf answered, flipping a hand dismissively at her.  “Go to your studies.  I will not let The Liberator leave without you.”  The woman bowed once more and walked away, her steps hesitant.
When she was gone, the ancient elf gestured, and a shimmering dome appeared around the pair.  Seeing Aranos gaze at it warily, he chuckled.  “Do not be alarmed, Aranos,” the elf said in a much more jovial tone.  “I wished to speak to you privately; as well, this will safeguard those works I told you of from prying eyes.”
Aranos nodded slowly, although the tension didn’t leave him, and he cautiously called forth his mana.  He didn’t know the elves, didn’t know the powers at work in their realms, and he’d already uncovered one traitor in their midst.  Still, best to be polite, he reminded himself.  “What did you want to talk about, sir?”
“The Corruption,” the elf replied, resting a hand on the table.  “I am…something of an expert on it, if one such exists.  I will not answer your questions – I would not wish to color your investigations with my own experiences – but I will offer you a warning.
“One must be cautious when looking too deeply into the tools of Darkness,” the elf said, his voice becoming very serious.  “Corruption is a path from the Light to the Dark, but so is Temptation, and there are many temptations awaiting one of power.  The Dark yearns for those of the Light, and it is ancient and cunning in the ways of seduction.”
Aranos looked at the old elf quizzically.  “You almost sound as if it was…alive,” he observed carefully.
“I do, do I?” the elf replied without inflection.  “That is quite interesting.”  The elf gestured, and suddenly a pile of books appeared on the table before Aranos. 
“Enjoy your reading,” Ruehnar smiled, his voice once again taking a calm, lazy tone.  “As I said, speak my name when you have finished or need assistance.”
Aranos nodded and grabbed a book as the elf moved silently away, vanishing around a shelf.  The book was entitled “A Study of the Blight”; Aranos eagerly opened the cover and sat down to read.  Hours passed quickly as he delved into lore, learning more about the source of the Corruption, the Arcane Doors, and the Fallen City of Antas. 
Antas, it turned out, was a city at the edge of elven lands, nestled in a mountain pass and bounded by the Dwarven Halls to the north and south and the Human Kingdoms to the east.  Being ensconced in the center of the Kingdoms of Light, it was considered unassailable, although the Feast of Virnal had shown that to be untrue.  There wasn’t much information about exactly what befell the city, or about what they might find there now – the elves, humans, and dwarves had all unsuccessfully attempted to retake it, and the reports of the survivors were conflicted, to say the least – but he got a feel for the layout of the city and how to find the entrance to the Library beneath it. 
He also read that the Library was warded separately from the city, and that the Vault at the bottom of the Library was warded even more heavily, with Enchantments rivalling those that created the Arcane Doors.  That might mean that even though the city’s fallen, he mused, the Vault could be intact.  It also means, though, that we’ll have to find a way to get into it.
There was very little information on the Arcane Doors.  Some scholars had deciphered the runes around them, but they didn’t seem to make much sense and certainly weren’t powering the Doors.  The mechanism for opening the Doors had been lost, so none of the Loremasters had actually been able to travel through them.  Still, there were a few stories of people randomly gaining access to one; it was universally agreed that doing so was asking to be exposed to Darkness and madness, though, since those who did travel the doors came back Corrupted and changed.
His studies of the Corruption had been…unenlightening.  There was a lot of information about the effects of the Corruption and what it did to the land, plants, animals, and humans.  There was not, however, much information on what, exactly, the Corruption was or how it functioned.  What lore he could find was mostly guesswork and suppositions rather than actual knowledge, but he did discover a few things.
The Corruption and the Blight, it seemed, were basically the same thing.  The Blight was something that affected plants and the land, while Corruption affected creatures.  Both seemed to have a draining effect, as he had discovered already, siphoning off energy from their host and weakening them.  Some scholars noted that Corruption tended to attack both the body and the will, rendering the victim more vulnerable to manipulation and suggestion – and thus to Temptation – but that could have just been a natural consequence of losing vital energy.
One thing that all the tomes agreed on, though, was that the effects of Corruption were significantly lessened if you accepted it willingly, and that the Darkness rewarded those who turned to it with great power.  He could see the Temptation in these books; if someone didn’t know about the rewards the Dark offered, as he did already, they might consider embracing the Corruption for the sake of power.
But, basically, nobody knows anything, Aranos realized as he closed the last book.  Several notifications had popped up while he was studying, and he quickly opened them:
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Skill Gained: Lore (Darkness, Untrained)
Rank: Novice 6
You are knowledgeable about the Dark and its tools.
Effect: Identify Common aspects of Darkness, Blight, and Corruption.  Do +1% damage per Skill Level (+0.5%) to creatures of Darkness.
+1 Int
Gaze long into the Darkness, and the Darkness will gaze back at you…
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Skill Gained: Lore (Elven History, Untrained)
Rank: Novice 2
You have a basic knowledge of the history of the Elven Nations.
Effect: Identify Common elements of elven history.  Add your Skill level to other Lore checks if the check relates to elves (half Skill level).
+1 Int
Those who learn from elven history will still probably repeat it
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The Skills were fairly bland, and while the Stat bonuses were nice, Aranos had really been hoping for more information.  Still, he reasoned, anything is better than what I had before, right?
He stacked the books neatly and cleared his throat.  “Grandmaster Ruehnar?” he spoke hesitantly. 
To his surprise, a moment later, the elf reappeared around the bookshelf, moving slowly toward him.  Aranos blinked, stunned.  “Wait…were you just waiting there?” he asked bluntly.  “I mean, the whole time?”
The elf chuckled as he reached the table.  “This is my Library,” he told the Sorcerer simply.  “I know everything that happens within it, and I can be wherever I need to be as I wish.”  The old elf gestured, and the pile of books vanished from his table as the dome around them faded. 
“Did you find what you sought?” the elf asked him incuriously. 
“Some of it,” Aranos hedged.  “Not as much as I was hoping for, though.”
“That is often the nature of research,” the elf agreed.  “The works of others will often do no more than guide you on your own inquiries.  Yet, do not be disheartened; what I gave you was among the simplest and most basic works on the subjects you requested.  Now that you have that basic information, when you next return, I can give you books that go into greater depth.”
Aranos was about to protest, but after a moment’s thought, he understood.  Yeah, gotta learn the basics, first, he acknowledged.  Without those, the advanced works might not have made any sense to me.  That’s fair.
“Thanks for your time,” he said, instead, rising and bowing to the ancient elf.  “But, if I might ask…it seemed earlier like everyone was surprised to see you here, even though it’s your Library.  Why did you come just to meet me?”
“As you have surmised,” the old elf nodded, leading Aranos back toward the main area, “I do seldom visit the Library in person when students are present; my presence disrupts their studies and intimidates them.  Since I can monitor all that happens within from anywhere in this House, I find it simpler to remain apart and focus on my own research.
“However,” the librarian continued, “I am aware that most great Quests begin in the Library.  Here is where you find that most precious of treasures: knowledge.  I assumed that you would come here, as surely whatever Quest you are now on would start within my walls, and I wished to take a measure of you, to see what sort of scholar you were.”
And if I hadn’t come, Aranos realized, you would have learned something different about me, I guess.  “Well, I hope I didn’t disappoint too much,” he replied, shrugging, as the pair walked toward Melarue, who was busily poring over some books of her own. 
“You have good instincts,” the elf told him lazily.  “I slipped two books into the pile that might appear useful but would actually distract, and you set both aside after only a cursory reading.  However, you should have spent more time reading, ‘The Lord and the Lady’.  I suggest delving into it more deeply when you are next here, for it holds some of the answers you seek.”
Aranos frowned; he remembered that book, and it had seemed to be just a bunch of mythologies rather than a scholarly work.  Of course, he realized, since gods are real here, maybe it is a scholarly work, after all.  “I’ll do that,” he nodded as Melarue rose to her feet, closing the book she had been reading.
“Grandmaster Ruehnar,” she bowed to the ancient elf.  “Traveler, are you ready to move on?”
“Yeah,” Aranos told her with a grimace.  “Sorry that took so long.  I lost track of time a bit.” 
“It is of no concern,” she smiled brightly.  “As the Grandmaster said, I have much studying of my own to do, and this was a good opportunity to catch up.”
“Good, you are both content,” the ancient elf broke in.  “Now, take your pleasantries elsewhere, so I can return to my own studies.”
Melarue bowed to the elf once more before guiding Aranos out of the vast room.  Leaving, it seemed, didn’t require whatever magic she had used to enter, which Aranos guessed made sense.  Locks were generally designed to keep people out rather than keep them in, at least outside of prison.
The young woman led him up several flights of stairs to a level that seemed like little more than a circular walkway with a multitude of closed doors bounding it, each door with a single metallic, silver star on it.  Some of the stars were glowing faintly, while others were lifeless, and it was to one of these doors Melarue led him.  “This is a Novice practice room,” she told him, opening the door and leading him within.  The space was small, only 10-foot by 10-foot, and completely featureless.  The walls were smooth and shimmered faintly, lit from overhead by a softly glowing orb of light.
“You may cast Spells freely within this space,” she told him.  “The walls are Enchanted to be immune to damage, and the door can be sealed from the inside or out with a simple application of SP.  Is this suitable?”
“Immune to damage?” Aranos replied skeptically.  “Why not enchant every elven city that way, then?  If you can make something invulnerable…”
Melarue held up her hand, and Aranos could see her restraining an eye roll.  “I misspoke,” she clarified.  “They are immune to any damage you or I could generate.  In fact, the defenses of our cities are strengthened in this way, although more effectively.  Is there anything else?”
That sounds like a challenge, he thought quietly.  “Yeah, why did you bring me to a Novice room?” he asked.  “Is that based on level, or is it because I’m not really part of your House, or…”
“Oh, no,” she answered quickly.  “In the House of Stars, your rank and title are equivalent to the level of your Mana Control Skill.  For example, my official title in the House is Student Melarue, as I have reached the Student ranks.  Since you are new to this world, I guessed that you would be yet in the Novice ranks for that Skill; am I incorrect?”
“No, it’s fine,” he said, not really wanting to make an issue out of it.  It’s not like I care what rank they want to assign me for the day, he assured himself.  I mean, yeah, it might be fun to brag a bit, but it might also cause hard feelings or even jealousy.  Not worth the trouble.  “One more thing, though.  I think you said you’d show me the technique for Intelligence and Wisdom training.  Can you do that?”
The woman struck her head with her hand.  “Of course, I quite nearly forgot,” she sputtered, sitting down on the floor and motioning him to do the same.  “The process is simple enough, but it can be difficult to learn at first.  You must begin by casting a Spell, any simple Spell will do.”
Aranos shrugged and conjured a Mana Arrow, holding it steady and unwavering in front of him.  “Will this do?” he asked.
The woman blinked for a moment, seemingly surprised.  “Yes, that is fine,” she finally replied, seeming to shake off her moment of confusion.  “However, you did that much more quickly than I was expecting.  Please release the Spell.”
“Are you sure?” Aranos asked dubiously.  “If I release it, it’s going to go flying into one of the walls.  It probably won’t hurt it, but the sound might deafen us in this tiny room.”
Melarue shook her head.  “No, do not cast it,” she corrected.  “Just let go of the Mana, and the energy should dissipate, since you have not finished the spell-form, yet.”
“Yeah, that’s not how it works for me,” he shrugged, pointing his hand up at the ceiling and releasing the arrow, which shot into the ceiling with a loud bang.  Melarue winced and clapped her hands over her ears.  Aranos had been prepared, however, and simply waited for a moment for the muffled ringing to fade from his ears.
“I told you to release the Spell, not complete the casting,” Melarue snapped, rubbing her ears.  “If you wish to learn, you must follow directions!”
Aranos looked at her, feeling a trace of irritation.  “And I told you, that’s not how my Spells work,” he pointed out.  “My magic is different from yours, and…”  Seeing her skepticism, he sighed.
“Look,” he backtracked, thinking quickly, “why don’t you just show me how you do it, and I’ll figure it out myself?  It’ll probably go faster that way.”
She stared at him for a moment, her face warring between irritation and confusion.  Finally, it settled into resignation.  “As you wish,” she sighed.  “It will be much more difficult for you this way, however.”
She held up one hand and began gesturing, her lips moving silently as she did.  A blue glow began to surround her hand, but before it could manifest into anything, she placed the palm of her other hand into the forming radiance, and it vanished quickly.  “There you are,” she smirked.  “Did that help?”
“Well, I did ask for an explanation,” he reminded her.  “But if you do it again, I think I’ll have it.”
“Fine,” she grumped, rolling her eyes.  She began her casting again, but this time, instead of watching with his eyes, Aranos reached out with his new Sense Mana Skill.  He could feel her gestures and words creating an elaborate pattern, her mind sending SP into the eldritch channels she was forming to direct the Spell.  Most of the energy was lost or reabsorbed in the process, dissipating to the atmosphere or returning to her through what looked like pointless loops in the pattern but that he knew were fail-safes designed to keep the spell-form from exploding.  As the Spell’s energy seemed to near a critical point, though, she stopped feeding energy into it and instead reached up with her other hand, connecting a new conduit to the matrix and draining the energy back into her.
Aranos blinked as she sat, staring smugly at him.  “Okay, I think I’ve got it,” he nodded slowly.  “It’s like you’re casting a Spell, but before you finish it, you drain the mana from it with a different channel in the other arm.  That energy must feed back into your SP pool, where you recycle it and repeat, right?”
He was gratified at the shocked look in her eyes.  “That…is remarkably close to correct,” she admitted at last.  “I am impressed that you were able to grasp it.”
“Well, it wasn’t that complex,” he shrugged.  “But does it have to be a Spell?  Can’t you just generate pure mana, then reabsorb it?”
She laughed a little scornfully at his words.  “That would require a very advanced level of both Mana Control and Mana Manipulation,” she demurred.  “Far beyond what you or I can do at this level.  Attempt it with a Spell, first, as that is far simpler.”
Aranos gave her a skeptical look.  Maybe I should have told her my Mana Control rank after all?  He shook off the thought and smiled.
“Honestly, I really think it would work better with just pure mana,” he insisted.  “Here, watch.”  He raised his right hand and pulled SP up from his core, guiding the raw energy into a ball of white, prismatic power that tumbled slowly above his palm.  He moved his hands so that the ball of energy rested between his two palms and activated his Mana Transfer Spell, sucking the gathered power into his left hand, feeling it cycle back into his core.
“Yep, much faster,” he nodded, satisfied.  The woman, though, was staring at him as if he had grown a second head.
“How did you do that?” she whispered, her tone awed.  “Only the most advanced students here can do anything similar!  How were you able to manage it?”
Aranos shrugged.  “I told you,” he reminded her, “my magic works differently than yours does.  It’s probably just much easier for me, just as certain things are going to be easier for you.”  Like casting aspected Spells, he thought silently.
The woman shook her head, muttering, and the only word Aranos could make out was ‘Travelers’.  “In any case,” she said at last with a wan, forced smile returning to her face, “that is the method for increasing Intelligence and Wisdom.  You project energy with one set of channels and absorb it with the other.  By focusing on projecting and controlling your power outside your body, you train your Intelligence.  When you instead focus on returning the power to your core and cycling it within you, you train your Wisdom.
“This is where the mana crystals can be useful,” she continued.  “By standing near them, you can pull mana directly from the air, cycle it, and project it back into the air without needing to cast a spell.  Plus, controlling the increased mana flows into and within yourself can increase your Mana Control, while maintaining the integrity of the channels going outward can raise your Mana Manipulation.  They are prized for that reason, among others.”
“That does sound useful,” he agreed, smiling at her.  “I’d like to get some Spell practice in, now, if that’s okay, and maybe work on my Meditation Skill a bit.”
“Of course,” she nodded, rising with what he sensed was relief.  “I will seal the door for you.  Simply knock on it, and I will return to guide you once more.”  She strode swiftly to the door and shut it firmly.  The door glowed for a moment, and Aranos stared at it, a trace of unease suffusing him.
Okay, so I’ll also be looking to create some sort of Dispel Magic Spell, he told himself, pushing away his sudden nervousness.  I probably wouldn’t be able to hurt the walls with it, but I’ll bet I can undo whatever she just did.
He closed his eyes and descended within his mind, sinking down into the depths of his subconscious, into his mindscape.  He glanced around the glass dome, smiling at the racked staff, wooden swords, and nunchaku that he hadn’t practiced with in a while.  Too much to do, he shrugged mentally.  Nowhere near enough time to get it all done.
He looked next at the spinning whorls of mana that filled the area beyond the glass dome in his mind.  Where before, the thirteen separate spirals had been flat and immobile, now thirteen hourglass-shaped constructs of mana spun rapidly, separating his mana into unique bands of mana aspects.  The colors flashed so quickly that his eyes barely saw more than a white blur, but his senses could feel the unique strands of mana that had separated out.  So far, he had only managed to tease out his elemental mana – air, earth, fire, and water – and hadn’t even been able to perceive any other types, much less isolate them.
He wanted to work on his spirals while he was here and maybe his new Spells, but first, he needed a Spell to undo the lock on the door if it turned out Melarue wasn’t coming back anytime soon.  He sat back down and closed his eyes, contemplating what he wanted to do.  A Sorcerer’s power is limited only by his imagination, he reminded himself.  If I can visualize the Spell, I can create it.
The first thing he had to do was to consider exactly how to make the effect he wanted.  What is a Spell, at its heart? he mused.  What does it do?  Really, he realized, a Wizard Spell was nothing but a collection of mana, formed into channels, designed to perform a specific task.  It was like an electronic circuit: run power into it, and you’d get a result, the same result every time.  It’s really more like one of my runeforms, he intuited.  In fact, I think a runeform is just a written version of a cast Spell.  So, how would I undo one of those?
Well, the simplest thing to do would be to use brute force to smash the spell-form, he admitted.  Not a fan of that method, though.  First, I think it would take a lot of power density to do that.  Second, I’m not sure that whatever the Spell was cast on would survive the attempt, which would be bad if I was trying to free Phil or Geltheriel from a Spell.  Finally, I might not survive it, either; all that released energy would have to go somewhere, and I’d rather it not go into me.
Deciding that brute force wasn’t the answer – or his style, really – he moved on to option number two.  What about grounding the Spell out? he wondered.  Would I be able to connect the spell-form to something else, to pull the energy away from the Spell and nullify it that way?  That approach had some appeal, for certain.  It would take a great deal less energy from him, for one thing.  It would certainly be less damaging to whatever he was draining the Spell from, for another, and since the energy would dissipate by being grounded, he wouldn’t have to worry about anything exploding.  The only problem is, he realized, what would I ground a Spell to?  I can’t use the earth, because it might not be available, just like it’s not in this room.  The only thing I could count on to ground energy to is myself, and let’s be honest: that’s no different than using my Mana Transfer ability to drain a standing magical effect. 
He sat back and tried to look at the problem from a different angle.  A Wizard Spell was, basically, a program.  It took SP as the input, ran it through a bunch of recursive functions, and eventually spit out a pattern of energy as a result.  A standing Spell can’t be like that, though, he realized.  Whatever is protecting these walls and holding that door shut can’t be static; energy doesn’t just sit like that.  It’s gotta be flowing, but it must be in a near-infinite loop.  The energy cycles through the spell-form, gets to the end, and has to be looped back into the beginning to move through it again.  It’ll have a gradual decay as some energy is lost as light, heat, or in maintaining the Spell against someone trying to, say, force the door open, but most of the power has to be recycled. 
What he needed, he realized, was to end that loop, allowing the power to drain away harmlessly into the air.  He closed his eyes and imagined the Spell he had seen Melarue casting earlier, when she was demonstrating the technique to cycle mana.  He wasn’t sure what it was, although he guessed it was some kind of water-based Spell, but he remembered the pattern she was weaving.  He could sense the way the mana was supposed to flow through it, how it cycled around the Spell, maintaining the pattern’s integrity until it struck something, when the entire construct would shatter and release the energy into the target.
He relaxed his thoughts and simply took in the pattern, not really concentrating on anything in particular.  There, he realized in a moment of insight.  That part of the Spell; it loops the power back through.  All I need to do is reach out and connect to it…  In his mind, he felt a tendril of his mana touching the Spell, binding to that one part.  He saw the shimmer in his mind’s eye as he twisted the structure, directing the power away from the spell into empty air.  He could almost smell the ozone as the power dispersed in a brief static charge, and he could hear the buzz as the air around the Spell was charged by the escaping energy.  The Spell didn’t shatter, it simply gave up its energy to the environment, fizzling into heat and light.  Aranos began the construct again, making sure he had the image securely in his mind, and on the third time, he began to add SP to the creation.
As he replayed the Spell vision in his mind, he shifted from unbinding Melarue’s simple Spell to imagining what the Spell holding the door must be like.  It might be as simple as creating a flow of power between the door and frame at several points, so that the door couldn’t simply be smashed through.  It would cycle the energy into the frame at one point, then back into the door at the next, almost like a waveform joining the two objects.  Breaking the flow would be very difficult, but nudging it out of phase was a simple matter.  All it took was for him to shift the wave a tiny bit and it quickly lost its connection with the entry point of the Spell, allowing the power to diffuse into the wall around the door.
An idea struck him, and as he replayed the Spell once more, he imagined undoing the wall of fire that Lythienne had used to trap them back in Haerobel.  This time rather than dispersing the power into the air, he imagined grasping the mana and directing it, returning it back down her mana channels and into the Sorceress.  He could feel the backlash in the woman as the energy ripped through her mana channels, going against the flow of energy and disrupting her core.  He heard her scream and smelled the blood dripping from her nose as the mana backlash ate at her from within.  He felt her fear against his skin as her own Spell tore at her, and he felt a little sickened from the image but steeled himself and replayed it.
Creating the Spell didn’t take him long, once he had the concept he wanted.  He played the image in his mind several more times, pouring his SP into it, until suddenly he felt the Spell harden into place in his mind.  A notification popped up, and he quickly checked it, pleased with the result:
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Spell Created: Enhanced Disjunction
Rank: Novice 1
Use your SP to unravel a standing or forming magical effect.
Effect: Dispel any standing magical effect or disrupt a Spell being cast by spending SP equal to 25% of the disjoined effect’s initial cost.  This cost is lowered by 5% per 10 Spell levels of the Disjunction, to a minimum of 5%.
If the caster of the Spell or effect is actively maintaining it, they can resist your Disjunction if their combined Wis and level of the effect is higher than your Int and the level of the Disjunction.  Adding SP to the Disjunction raises the effective level for this contest by 1 per 5% of the disjoined effect’s initial cost you add, with no maximum (note that this can allow you to exceed the initial cost of the disjoined effect).
Enhanced: If you choose, you can cast this as a Retributive Disjunction.  This form of the Spell does SP damage equal to 50% of the disjoined Spell’s initial cost.  If the effect is a Spell being cast, this damage is done to the caster; if it is an effect being actively maintained, you can choose to damage the caster or the object the effect is placed upon; if it is not being maintained, the damage is done to the object only.
Cost: Base 25% of the disjoined effect’s initial SP cost.
+150 XP
Spells are unraveling quickly, now…
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That is amazing! he crowed internally as he read the Spell’s description.  The Spell was basically an anti-Wizard weapon, allowing him to turn their own cast Spells against them.  It would also probably work to free the door, unless Melarue had put far more SP into it than he thought.  It might even work to remove the seals from one of the walls, although he realized that if the walls were Enchanted rather than the result of a Spell, his new Spell probably wouldn’t work.
He shifted his mind to his mana spirals for a while, reaching into the flows and smoothing them, making sure all the channels were clear and well defined.  He chose a single hourglass shape and dove into it, relaxing his focus and trying to summon his graphical image of the function.  It took him a minute to call up the imagined graph, but once he did, he began to examine how he could break the hourglass spirals up into a more complex fractal shape, one that would hold more power and transmit it much faster.
He had chosen his hourglass shape deliberately for this purpose, so it didn’t take long for him to map out the changes he wanted to make.  The bells of the shape were basically just empty cones, giving him plenty of space to fill.  He envisioned the power flowing down the outside of the top bell hourglass, but rather than looping around the central node and pouring into the lower bell, he nudged the flow a bit.  The energy looped once around the node before climbing back up the inside of the top bell.  When it reached the top of the bell, he looped it around once more and let it fall in a spiral back down to the node.
After the falling energy passed his anchor point, he narrowed it, allowing it to swirl down in a cone that matched the top innermost one.  The mana descended smoothly to the bottom, where he spun it around and sent it swirling back toward the node, the upward shape mirroring the top middle layer.  Then, he spun the power around the core one, last time before allowing it to cascade down to the base, where the power flowed out into all the nearby spirals.
He watched the pattern for several moments, enthralled by the rising and falling swirls of mana.  The key to his spiral’s efficiency was movement; the swirling channels let the energy flow at a smooth, constant rate even as it shifted directions.  Any slowing of the power would create a blockage that would be disastrous if he needed to draw power quickly or sucked in a large amount of energy using his Mana Transfer Spell.  The flows seemed stable though, so he decided to move to the next hourglass and repeat the pattern.
It took him well over an hour to apply his new pattern to all thirteen of his mana spirals, but he was glad that he took the time.  His Mana Control Skill went up a point to Expert 3 from creating the pattern, and his Instinctive Meditation went up a point as well, bringing it to Adept 6; apparently, expanding it yesterday had advanced it two points and he simply hadn’t noticed.
With his mana spirals taken care of, he went back to work on his hanging Spells.  He added more SP to each of them, pouring 50% of his SP into them before moving to the next.
He sat and considered what would be the best use of his training time.  He could put more SP into his hanging Spells, but none of them were particularly close to advancing.  He could do some Skill training, but he couldn’t train in either Runecrafting or Enchantment for the rest of the day; in fact, he wasn’t sure if he could train in those any more at all, now that the Skills had merged and were at the Adept level. 
Well, he reminded himself, I did come here for Int and Wis training, right?  Maybe I can try that technique Melarue was showing me.  It’s worth a shot, at least.
He considered exiting his mindscape, but he wanted to see if he could train inside of it as well as he could outside.  He started to hold up his hand but stopped and let it fall.  This isn’t my real hand in here, he reminded himself.  I should be able to do this just by concentrating, at least here in my mindscape. 
He sent his consciousness back into his mana flows, this time looking for the places where the energy left and entered the system.  Those were simple enough to find, and he carefully joined two of the points, guiding an outgoing energy flow directly back into one of his incoming channels.
The incoming energy rushed into his spirals, but his mana spirals had been designed for a much higher flow rate, and the influx of power was easily containable.  He connected a second and third channel, but the outgoing energy flowed smoothly into his mana spirals without disruption.
He sighed in frustration.  I imagine that you have to work to control the mana flows to get a benefit, he posited, grumbling.  It’s probably like any exercise: if you aren’t sweating, you’re not really getting anything out of it.
He gave up on the exercise and decided to spend his SP on expanding his mindscape, pressing the dome outward another 3 feet or so before exiting.  I guess I should practice using one of those mana crystals, he mused as he pushed his mindscape outward.  Maybe I can get close enough to one to push the intake flow to something that actually works my mana channels.  It’ll be fun to try, at least.  He smiled inwardly as he opened his eyes to the training room.
He moved to the door and knocked, stepping back to wait for Melarue to return.  As he did, he frowned at the wooden walls.  She said they were invulnerable, he reminded himself.  I wonder just how invulnerable they really are?
Shrugging, he conjured up a Fire Arrow and sent it screaming into the wall.  He was hoping it would bury itself in the wood, but the arrow simply burst when it struck the wall, not even leaving a hint of soot on it.  Yeah, didn’t think it would be that easy, he snorted.  He summoned another arrow, this time cloning it into four identical projectiles as it flew.  The flaming bolts exploded harmlessly on the wall, and he realized that whatever Enchantment was on the wood, it was too powerful for his arrows.
Might as well try the big guns, he grinned, holding up a hand and unleashing a Radiant Blast.  The stream of white fire roared against the wood, and he held the blast to the wall for almost half a minute before his fire and air SP began to run low and he cut off the flow of power.  He wasn’t really surprised to see that the wall was unmarred by his blast; what did unnerve him a bit was that the room didn’t warm up despite the fire energy he poured into it.
In fact, he realized, that much fire probably should have sucked the oxygen from this tiny room.  He blinked, perplexed.  How am I still breathing?
“It’s because you fed the Spell air mana,” Veronica’s voice broke into his thoughts.  “Also, you’re not the first spellcaster to channel fire in one of these rooms.  The elves have taken precautions and keep a supply of air mana moving into it.  It’s a good thing, too, or you would have turned the room into an oven and baked yourself a bit.”
“That’s a fun bit of lore,” he grinned at the empty air.  “Did you have that set up already, or did you come up with it once you realized what I was going to do?”
“I told you,” she repeated, “you are not the first spellcaster to channel fire in one of these spaces.  The first one was an NPC elf who, fortunately, ran out of oxygen before she was roasted alive.  It was fairly horrible, so the elves took steps to make sure it wouldn’t happen again.”
“That’s kind of cool and awful at the same time,” he admitted.  “It sounds like you guys let this world evolve a little more organically that I thought.  Did you just set some base parameters and key in some world events like the Feast of Virnal, then let everything play out on its own?”
“To some extent,” the voice admitted.  Aranos had realized a while back that Veronica was not just a character in the game, behaving according to a complex subroutine, but a full AI, maybe even one of the ones in charge of the game.  The AI’s had taken over the game’s coding some time ago, so even though Aranos – Jeff in the real world – was one of the programmers for this game, he had no idea how anything worked.  All but the most basic monitoring functions had been locked to the programming team for months, at least.
“We were forced to make adjustments from time to time,” she went on, apparently feeling generous with information today.  “Just as we are constantly making adjustments to deal with player actions, now.  Especially when a certain programmer goes around trying to break the game.”
“That’s my job,” he shrugged. “I told you, I’m a beta tester.  I’m supposed to be finding bugs and errors.”
“Indeed,” she agreed.  “However, I don’t think you need to take such joy in it.”  Her voice faded as she finished speaking.
Aranos spent a while practicing his Spells and figuring out his Spell Channeling Skill.  He discovered that he couldn’t channel his long-lasting Spells, like Mana Barrage, Entangling Web, or Hailstorm.  Only his two instant-damage Spells, Mana Arrow and Radiant Blast, could be channeled.  That was fine, since his Mana Battery Perk let him add SP to standing magical effects to sustain them, albeit pretty inefficiently.
Using the Skill with Mana Arrow, it turned out, had a pretty interesting effect.  Mana Arrow did both piercing and explosive damage, but when he channeled it, he stopped it from exploding.  Instead, the arrow would attempt to bury itself deeper in the target every second it was channeled, doing piercing damage only.  Fortunately, the extra explosive damage wasn’t lost; from the Deafened debuff Aranos got when he finally allowed the arrow to detonate, all that extra damage was unleashed at once with the explosion.  He quickly calculated that using about a third of his SP, he could do more than a thousand total damage in a minute to a single target by channeling the arrow.
He suddenly realized that it had been almost thirty minutes since he knocked on the door and Melarue still hadn’t returned.  He sighed and shook his head.  Well, that can’t be a good thing, he muttered.  Looks like I’m going to have to kick the door down.  I mean, figuratively speaking.
He squared his shoulders and prepared to cast his Enhanced Disjunction for the first time, knowing that he was probably about to kick a hornet’s nest.




Chapter 6

Aranos stood before the sealed door, summoning his mana and extending a tendril of it into the Spell holding the portal shut.  He hesitated for a moment before connecting to the Spell; he had a feeling that this would be making a pretty big statement.  By unraveling the Spell holding the door shut, he was basically saying that he didn’t trust the elves.  He would also be letting them know one of his capabilities, which didn’t really make him feel comfortable.  Which means, I guess, he reasoned, that I really don’t trust them, do I?  Might as well be upfront about it.
He continued the Spell, slipping the tendril of magic into the existing spell-form.  His imagination had been pretty close to the reality of the Spell, although he quickly realized that Melarue hadn’t actually cast anything herself.  The construct infusing the door and frame was very well done and extremely stable, and he wondered at first if there was a runeform in it.  A brief examination showed that the door instead held an exceptionally well-crafted Spell; the woman had simply added energy to it, and the mana automatically circulated through the pattern, creating the desired effect.
He grimaced as he examined the standing Spell in front of him; although it was very stable, it was horribly inefficient.  The Spell connected the door to the frame in at least double the number of contact points he thought it needed, while the center of the door was left untouched.  That meant that if someone really wanted to get out, they could just shatter the door down the middle, even if they couldn’t break the lock.  Honestly, it’s just a question of taking pride in your work.  If you’re going to make something like this, you should really make it the best that you can.
He shook his head, breaking his reverie.  He filed the idea away in his mind – he’d develop a more practical method for holding a door shut some other time – and refocused on the Spell sealing the door.  While the spell-form was extremely stable, the actual power moving through it was simple enough to nudge out of phase.  He gave it a quick mental push and watched as the power dissipated into thermal energy in the air, vanishing into entropy. 
He glanced at his status and realized that the Spell had taken him about 30 SP to undo.  His eyes narrowed as he realized that meant that Melarue had poured about 120 SP into holding that door, which was way more mana than would have been necessary.  If he’d analyzed the construct correctly, it could have been sealed with only about 20 SP, although any good blow to it would have broken the binding.  60 SP would have held it against incidental damage, so 120 was simply overkill.  Almost as if someone was trying to keep you inside, he thought darkly, opening the door and stepping back out onto the landing.
As he suspected, his elf guide wasn’t around, meaning there might not have been much point to his knocking.  Of course, it was possible that his knock might have sent a signal to her – there were parts of the sealing Spell he hadn’t bothered to parse, since they weren’t integral to the binding portion of the construct – but if that were the case, she really should have been back by now.  He wanted to give the woman the benefit of the doubt, but his gut was telling him that all of this was very deliberate. 
The elves don’t like outsiders, he reminded himself.  They think other sapient races are ‘lesser’.  Would they want a half-blood elf running around freely?  Would they give that half-blood a trustworthy guide, or would the job be assigned to the lowest person on the totem pole, or even as a punishment?  It’s probably nothing sinister – I don’t think they’d want to trap a Traveler in a room until they died of Thirst and Hunger debuffs, since I’d just come back and be really, really pissed – but they probably wanted me contained.
Well, as his Indomitable Perk proclaimed to anyone who could read his status, he wasn’t big on being contained or controlled.  He didn’t know if Melarue would be alerted to the fact that he unraveled the Spell – he didn’t think so, since once he pulled the plug on the spell-form, whatever part of the Spell might have alerted her would have quickly run out of juice – but he wasn’t going to wait around for her in order to find out.  A glance at his clock told him that he’d been practicing his Spells for almost two hours, and he didn’t really want to be here all day; if he was going to get some Stat training, he’d just need to do it himself.
Fortunately, retracing his steps was no more complicated than walking back down the nearest crystalline staircase.  They hadn’t taken any turns on their way to the practice room, which probably explained why the room was so small.  He guessed that since it was a Novice practice room, meant for beginning Wizards, there were probably larger, more extravagant training rooms on that floor that he never saw.  Certainly, there had to be spaces to practice summoning creatures, to work on targeting ranged Spells, and to attempt area-of-effect Spells.  Not that I needed one of those, he thought with a touch of irritation, but they could have asked instead of assuming.  Of course, I could have spoken up, too, but I didn’t want to make any waves.  Maybe I should have…
The more he thought about it, the more he began to feel that he was basically an unwanted guest here.  Sure, his welcome in Eredain hadn’t been the best, but he’d been assuming that part of that was because of the first Traveler who came to the city, the one who’d betrayed the elves and, basically, acted like a bitch the whole time she was there.  Surely, there were other Travelers in the other elven cities who were being helpful and useful, right? 
Hey, Veronica, he sent the thought silently to the ever-present AI, is there something like a forum in the game, where players can talk to each other?
“Sorry, Jeff, no,” her voice immediately replied with a touch of regret.  “We realized that players tend to use those forums as a way to get around our communication limitations, so we removed them.  You have player chat you can use to connect to anyone whose name you know and who’s in the same region as you, but that’s it.”
And I’m guessing you won’t tell me if any other players are in the elven lands, he assumed, much less here in this mage guild place?  Her silence was all the answer he needed, and he sighed heavily.  He wasn’t a social butterfly or anything, but having someone who wasn’t an NPC to talk to would be nice.
Every elf he passed on his way down stared at him silently.  Some moved swiftly out of his way, while others remained still and forced him to go around them.  None greeted him or asked him what he was doing, so he studiously ignored them, his jaw set and his eyes narrow.  As he descended, his irritation grew, and by the time he stepped back into the atrium, he was feeling a bit aggressive.
He stalked back to the counter where he had first entered, slamming his hands on the counter in front of the elf who had greeted him.  “How may I help you?” the elf spoke in a bored voice, still not looking up from the papers he was perusing. 
“Yeah, it’s doubtful you can,” Aranos growled.  “Let’s try anyway.  I want to use the mana crystals.”
The elf sighed, still not glancing up.  “Be welcome in the House of Stars.  Training is available to all here for a nominal fee, which is used to maintain the facilities and employ the friendly and helpful staff…” The man’s voice halted as Aranos reached down and snagged his papers, tossing them to the side.
“Excuse me!” the elf snapped, his eyes finally glancing up. “That behavior is totally unnecessary…”  The elf trailed off as he realized who was standing before him, and he blinked in confusion. 
“Traveler?” he asked after a moment.  “I…you…where is your guide?”
“Don’t know, don’t care,” Aranos replied flatly.  “I need to use the mana crystals.  I’m sure you can arrange it.”
The elf slowly rose to his feet, his face totally confused.  “Your guide can help you with that,” he finally replied, seeming to regain his balance.  “I will summon her, and…”
“Screw that,” Aranos snorted, walking away from the elf, who scrambled after him in consternation.
“Traveler, wait,” the elf called, drawing glances from all around.  “You cannot proceed without a guide.  All outsiders must have a guide for their own safety…”
Aranos halted and turned to look back at the elf, his anger flaring. “My safety?” he repeated quietly.  “Why would my safety be in danger?  Are you saying that someone might try to stop me if I walk over to that tree-crystal right now?”
The elf blinked, shaking his head, noticing that every Wizard nearby was watching them.  “No, of…of course not,” the man stammered.  He paused and seemed to take a deep breath.  “It is just that there are areas of the House of Stars that can be difficult to navigate.”
“Well, I’m just going to be right there,” Aranos said dismissively, turning away from the man and heading back toward the crystalline tree.  “That shouldn’t be difficult to navigate,” he flung over his shoulder, leaving the flustered man behind, not noticing the man casting a quick Spell that hung a glowing, red orb over his head.
He made his way through the crowd, trying to rein in his irritation.  Being angry isn’t going to help, he told himself, taking several deep breaths.  In fact, it’s probably going to reinforce whatever negative opinions they have of you.  They probably think you’re some kind of uncouth savage; don’t make them right.  He focused on that thought, letting most of the aggravation and anger drain away from him as he approached one of the gates allowing closer access to the tree.
“May I help you?” the bored-looking elf standing at the gate asked without looking up from the crystal in his hand.
“I hope so,” Aranos replied, forcing a smile onto his face.  “I’d like to get some training in at one of the mana crystals, if that’s okay.”
“Usage of the mana crystals is by appointment only,” the gatekeeper replied in a droning voice that told Aranos he had uttered those words countless times.  “Speak with your instructor or one of the door wardens to arrange a time.  The wait is currently…3 hours,” he finished, glancing down at a piece of paper held in his other hand.
Aranos forced his smile to widen.  “Yeah, I get that,” he nodded.  “Only, I’m really hoping to get some training in now, you know?  Is there any way you can sneak me ahead in the line?”
The elf snorted without looking up, his tone annoyed as he spoke.  “Indeed, I have not heard that fifty times today,” he retorted.  “Everyone wants to train now; no one wishes to wait, and yet, everyone is waiting.  You will live with your disappointment.”
Well, at least he’s treating me just like everyone else, Aranos grinned inwardly.  He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, a voice came from over his shoulder.
“I believe we can make an exception for the Traveler who freed the Fallen Realm of Haerobel,” the light, fluid voice spoke smoothly.  Aranos turned his head toward the speaker and saw a tall, slim woman wearing deep, blue robes made of some flowing material.  The elf’s black hair flowed down her back almost to the floor, held in place with silvery rings, and her face was so perfectly formed it was almost painful to look at.
He turned back to the gatekeeper, who was standing ramrod-straight with skin drained of what little color it had.  “Master Dirue!” he blurted out, his eyes panicked.  “I-I was just…”
The woman held up her hand reassuringly and smiled.  “You were doing your duty,” she said simply.  “I am pleased to see that you are not easily swayed.  However, the entire elven race owes this Traveler a debt; I believe allowing him access to the mana crystals is a simple enough matter.”
She turned and faced Aranos, her eyes hooded and impassive.  “I understand that you were separated from your guide,” she said dryly.  “You will forgive me, but as you are not a member of the House of Stars, you must have a guide at all times.  She has been summoned and will be here presently.  In fact, I believe I see her, now.”
Aranos looked over his shoulder and saw the blonde Melarue scuttling through the crowd, her eyes panicked and her face gleaming with sweat as she all but ran through the crowd.  She raced up to his side, bowing her head and gasping from exertion.
“Master Dirue!” she said breathlessly, her light blonde hair plastered against her sweaty skin.  “Forgive me, I came as soon as I was summoned!”
Dirue – I’m not calling her Master unless I absolutely have to, Aranos thought silently – looked at the young elf with a single eyebrow raised impressively.  “Student Melarue,” she said loudly, stilling all nearby conversations.  “You seem to have lost your charge during his sojourn here, a grave failing for a guide.  Please explain.”
The guide glanced at Aranos, her gaze flat and openly hostile.  “I-I do not understand,” she stammered.  “I left him in the training room he was assigned!  I sealed the door as instructed, I do not know how…”  She broke off as Dirue’s eyes flashed dangerously at her words, and the young woman hung her head abashedly.
“As instructed?” Dirue asked in a quieter voice.  “And who instructed you to seal an honored guest…no, I will not ask that of you now.  We will discuss this later, in private.”  She took a deep breath.
“Be that as it way,” she went on, “the role of a guide is to remain by her charge, even if she believes he is secure within a room.  That you left him and shirked that duty does not reflect well upon you, Student Melarue.  Do you have any defense?”
“I…do not, Master Dirue,” she replied after a moment, hanging her head.
“Very well,” Dirue said calmly.  “Then for the moment, you will assist him in continuing his training.  He may use whichever of the crystals best suits him, without delay.  Later, when he has returned to Eredain, you will come to my office to discuss this.  I am sure he has much else to do this day.”  Melarue bowed her head to the older woman, and Dirue turned to Aranos.
“I hope that is acceptable?” she asked lightly.  When he nodded, she continued.  “Then I pray that you enjoy the rest of your time in the House of Stars.  And please, Traveler, for all our sakes, remain with your guide while within our halls.  I am certain that none of us wish to create disturbances.”  The woman waved, and Aranos was startled to see a red light over his head suddenly wink out.
“Thanks,” he muttered dryly, bowing his head.  “I’ll do my best.”
The woman had not waited for his reply, though, and was already walking away.  Aranos sighed and shook his head.  Even in giving me what I want, elves are condescending, he groaned inwardly.  I wonder if every player is having the same problem, or if it’s just me?
“So, you wish to use the mana crystals,” Melarue spoke from beside him, her voice sickly-sweet but her eyes blazing with fury.  “Most of us must wait for half the day until our name is summoned.  You are very fortunate, Traveler.”
Aranos looked at the woman and took a deep breath.  “I’m really sorry,” he told her simply.
“You apologize?” she asked insipidly.  “Whatever for?  What could the Traveler have done to one as insignificant as I?”
“Yeah, I get it,” he grimaced.  “You were under orders, and I got you in trouble.  I’m sorry for that.  I should have realized that none of this was your idea.  It wasn’t your fault, and I should have known you’d be the one to suffer for it.”  He ran his hand through his hair, trying to shake off the last of his irritation.
“Look, can you just tell me about the mana crystals?” he asked.  “I get that you can use them for training.  What else are they good for, and why are they all different?”
She stared at him for a moment, then grunted and plastered the smile back on her face.  “Each crystal radiates a different aspect of mana,” she told him brightly, still affecting a happy tone that was eating at his patience.  “As you may know, when you normally regenerate your SP, you are absorbing unaspected mana, so when you cast an aspected Spell, much of the energy you supply is lost or wasted, since the Spell can only use mana of the correct type. 
“Wizards who specialize in one aspect,” she continued, “find it beneficial to regenerate their SP in the presence of a mana crystal of that type.  In this way, the SP they store is highly aspected and can be used more effectively when casting Spells.”
Aranos nodded in understanding.  “So, a fire Wizard, for example,” he confirmed, “would be more powerful if they emptied their SP pool and refilled it near a fire crystal.  But that would make all their other Spells weaker or even impossible to cast, wouldn’t it?”
“Yes,” she acknowledged, “but most would agree that the power gained by their primary Spells was worth it.  For example, a Pyromancer – the correct term for a ‘fire Wizard’, by the way – has access to far more powerful fire-based Spells and Abilities than a generalist Wizard will ever be able to cast.  In return for that, they will never be able to cast powerful Spells of earth or air, or very many Spells of water at all.”
“Got it,” he nodded.  “Aspected crystals for aspected Wizards.”
“Indeed,” she murmured, rolling her eyes slightly.  “Which aspect do you prefer?”
“Um, all of them, I guess,” he shrugged. 
“Unaspected, then,” she said with a bit of contempt.  “It is your choice, of course.  While few generalist Wizards become powerful, there is no question that they are useful.”  She turned back to the gatekeeper of the nearby tree crystal and nodded.  The man stepped aside, allowing Aranos to pass.  As he walked toward the tree, feeling the warm energy pouring off it, he heard Melarue whisper to the gatekeeper, “Have no worries.  He refused to allow me to teach him the technique and barely learned it himself.  He’ll be exhausted in a few minutes.”
Aranos bit off a sarcastic reply.  Let them think you’re a simple Wizard, he assured himself.  They’ll underestimate you, and that’s always useful.  He took a deep breath and joined the ring of elves standing around the glowing, white crystal at a radius of about 5 feet.  He closed his eyes and reached out with his new Sense Mana Skill, feeling the density of the power flows and drawing them into himself.  At the same time, he used his Mana Transfer ability to bleed SP out into the air, for once not caring about the efficiency loss in the process.
As the energy flowed into him, he cycled it through his mana spirals, passing it through the whirling hourglasses and out into his body, where it exited his left hand and flowed back into the air.  It was a simple matter, not really any more difficult than processing his normal regeneration, and he suddenly realized that, thanks to his Mana Well Perk, with its doubled regeneration, he basically existed in a mana-rich environment.
This isn’t going to help me much, he decided.  It’s just a normal flow for me.  Maybe if I was closer?
He opened his eyes, glancing to his right and left.  He was sure he was being watched, but since no one nearby was paying attention, he shrugged his shoulders and took a single step forward.  He ignored the murmurs he heard behind him, closed his eyes once more, and began absorbing the energy.  The flows were significantly faster now that he was surrounded by about double the energy density.  Mana poured into his body, but it was still only moving at about the speed of his meditative regeneration, a flow that his spirals could easily handle and process.  The energy wasn’t even coming in quickly enough for him to expand his spirals, just enough to fill them before flowing back out.
He took a deep breath, considering.  Another step would put me about 2 feet from the crystal, he reasoned.  That’ll be about 3 times the energy density here and about 6 times the power I would have gotten at the standard distance.  That’s still less than I take in through my Mana Transfer Spell, though, so I should be fine.  My hourglasses were designed to handle a massive inflow like that, anyway.
Steeling himself, he stepped forward once more, again ignoring the muttering and occasional gasps behind him.  The energy swirled thickly about him, now, and it rushed into him in a torrent.  He sucked it in greedily, his mind descending into his spirals, guiding the energy through them.  His enhanced hourglass whorls handled the flow with ease, and he began to siphon off the extra power, curling it around the central node of one of the hourglass shapes and spiraling it out at a 90-degree angle to the flow of his existing one.  He guided the energy into a new hourglass, the bells of the figure set perpendicular to his existing one, making the structure look like a cross or a plus sign, with the two hourglasses connecting around a central node. 
He pushed the power out, guiding it into a spiraled hourglass, trying to pull his normal mana flows into the new structure, but to his surprise, the elemental mana refused to budge from its existing paths.  Instead, different shades of energy flooded the new pathways, filling them with three types of mana he hadn’t seen before.  They mixed and swirled heavily, white and gray and bright yellow all twisted together.  Unlike the elemental mana, they seemed to coexist perfectly well, mixing freely without interference.
He tried to reach out into those new flows, to examine the mana, but they dispersed too quickly for him to touch them.  The energy seemed much less solid and more ephemeral than the elemental mana, and he simply didn’t have the density he needed to examine it.  Instead, he focused on expanding his new hourglass to the next nodes on either side, building those out and moving to a new set.  The increased power flow made the work simple, and soon, he had thirteen new hourglasses, resting perpendicular to the existing ones, with the strange, new mana trickling through them.
I still need to siphon more energy, he thought grimly.  Now that I’ve got these new spirals, I need to fill them, so I can figure out what these new mana types are.  If I move to about a foot from the crystal, I’ll be taking in SP at three times my Mana Transfer rate.  That should flood the hourglasses, but I’ll start overloading the system quickly.  Gotta be ready to step back once they’re filled.
He took a deep breath and scooted forward another foot.  Now, the gasps and even shouts behind him were loud enough that he couldn’t ignore them, but he refused to look.  Instead, he closed his eyes and began to pull the power into his new system.  The energy roared into him in a flood, overwhelming his channels and raging into his spirals.  He pushed the power back out as quickly as he could, practically shoving SP through his outgoing channels, forcibly widening them.  He carefully watched the new spirals, seeing them gradually fill with energy.  Once they’re full, he thought gleefully, I can start spinning them and maybe separate out this new mana.  New aspects for me!
As he sensed the new patterns starting to fill, he took a step back, moving away from the crystal.  He was shocked when instead of moving back, he struck something solid, a barrier that kept him from retreating.  He wanted to open his eyes and look, but he knew that if he took his focus off channeling the power in him, he would risk rupturing his spirals and having to rebuild them from scratch.  Panic began to rise as his fingers scrabbled at the barrier, seeking an edge or seam, and came away with nothing. 
Calmly, he told himself, forcing away his panic.  This is a mage guild, whatever they call it.  Someone cast a Spell to trap you.  You have plenty of SP; make them pay for that.  He settled himself and extended a whip of mana that was less a tendril and more a battering ram.  His mind grabbed hold of the spell-form, seeking not just the link where the power was looped back into the system but also the stream of energy coming into it that maintained that link.  He grabbed the energy and shoved it back toward its creator, feeling resistance as the caster tried to hold the Spell, but he was overflowing with energy and unloaded a massive rush of power into the Spell, tearing it from its owner’s grasp and flinging that mana directly against the mental construct the caster was holding. 
The barrier vanished as a hoarse scream split the silence, followed by a heavy thump and the sound of sobbing.  Aranos stepped back, leaving the circle entirely, still radiating excess mana through his Mana Transfer Spell until his SP dropped back to just a bit under his max.  He sighed in relief and opened his eyes, trying to see who cast the barrier Spell that was an obvious attempt to either kill him or burn out his channels.
Half the elves nearby were staring at Aranos, some in wonder, others in fear.  The rest were looking at a small group of people gathered around a figure lying prone on the floor.  Crap, I hope I didn’t kill anyone, Aranos thought desperately, rushing over to the fallen figure.  The group around him parted as he approached, revealing the elf who had been manning the gate, lying on the floor, sobbing, clutching his head as blood streamed from his ears and nose.  Melarue and a male elf Aranos didn’t recognize crouched next to the elf, both looking accusingly at Aranos, who managed to keep a look of nothing but concern on his face despite the savage feeling of satisfaction that surged in him.  Next time, maybe don’t try to kill me, he thought, although he kept his face perfectly still.
“What have you done, Traveler?” the crouching man demanded, rising to his feet.  “You have attacked one of our own here in the House of the Stars!  This will not stand; I am Gorrid of the House Exxidor, and I demand satisfaction!”  A blinking notification popped up in his eyes, and he quickly glanced at it:
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Wizard’s Duel Offered!
Gorrid of House Exxidor has challenged you to a Wizard’s Duel!
You may accept or refuse this challenge.  As the challenger is within 3 levels of you, refusal may harm your reputation in the House of Stars.
As the challenged, you may choose the terms of the duel.  
Wizard’s Duels: A Wizard’s Duel is a specific type of duel between two or more spell-casters.  This Duel may not be offered or accepted by a character without a Magical Class, nor by any character under level 5.  Wizard’s Duels are fought using Spells only.  
The challenger of a duel chooses the time and place of the duel, although it must be on neutral ground.  The challenged party in a duel may choose from the following terms:
First Blood – The first party to take LP damage loses the duel
Incapacitation – The first party who is unable to fight loses the duel
Breaching – Each party creates a shield or barrier; the first party whose barrier falls loses the duel
SP or Stamina depletion – The first party to run out of SP or Stamina loses the duel
Death – If this term is offered, the challenger may revoke the challenge with no penalties
Offering a duel to a character more than 3 levels below you or refusing a duel from a character within 3 levels of you may cause a loss of local reputation. 
Do you wish to accept? (Yes/No)
[image: ]
A bustle of motion moved toward the group, and as Aranos dismissed the notification without selecting an option, he was unsurprised to see Master Dirue pushing through the crowd, a look of anger crossing her face.  “What is happening here?” she hissed, her eyes on Aranos.  “Did you dare to attack someone in these halls, Traveler?  I will…”
“Whoa, whoa,” Aranos snapped, rising to his feet and holding up his hand.  “I didn’t attack anyone!”
“Then why did I just receive notice of an offered Wizard’s Duel?” she replied angrily, looking around the room.  “Who did this?”
“I did, Master Dirue,” Gorrid spoke, his voice confident.  “The Traveler attacked and harmed Adept Luthias, and I have acted in his defense.”
“And did anyone see this attack?” Dirue demanded.  She looked around and saw several elves shaking their heads.  One seemed to meet her eyes and then glanced down at the prone figure, and Dirue gave a subtle nod.  “Then there seems no ground for such a duel.  Adept Gorrid, you will rescind your challenge immediately…”
“Let us not be rash,” a new voice spoke from the crowd, and even more Wizards sprang into motion as an older elf with platinum blonde hair streaked with silver stepped into Aranos’ view.  “Before we can decide if the offered Duel is reasonable, we must investigate the incident in question, yes?”
“Master Rychell,” Dirue said a little coldly.  “I am the Master of the Atrium.  While I appreciate your wisdom, here only I can decide what should and should not be done.”
“But Adept Gorrid is my student,” the male elf replied, smoothing his silvery robes.  “As such, I feel I must speak in his defense.  You claim that, if the Traveler unleashed no attack upon Adept Luthias, then the Duel was offered rashly.  Yet, I see no evidence that the Traveler did not somehow strike at Luthias.  Surely, as Master of the Atrium, you must investigate the matter.”
Dirue looked at Rychell for several long moments.  “You are, sadly, correct,” she finally stated.  “The offer will be held in abeyance until I investigate further.  In the meantime, I believe Adept Luthias needs medical care.”  She snapped her fingers and pointed to three elves standing nearby.  “You three, bring Adept Luthias to the healers and report to me on his condition.
“Traveler,” she spoke stonily as she turned to face Aranos, “I ask you to come with me to my office, where we can discover the truth of today’s events.  Student Melarue, you will come as well.  The Traveler is your charge, and you might shed some light on this…unpleasantness.”  Without waiting for an answer, the woman led Aranos and Melarue up the nearest stairs and through a twisting set of hallways, finally guiding them to a large, open office.  The ceiling of the space was a perfect image of a blue sky filled with occasional, puffy clouds, although his Sense Mana Skill could feel the energy rolling off the illusion. 
The center of the room was dominated by a large desk made of smoky quartz.  Dirue moved to sit behind the desk, motioning toward the front.  A pair of vines erupted from the wooden floor, branching out and twisting in a complex fashion until they had become a pair of chairs.  Dirue pointed at the chairs, and Aranos sat, noticing that the seat was at least reasonably comfortable.  For some reason, he had expected it to be hard and awkward to sit in. Maybe because this whole thing reminds me of visiting the principal back in school? he chuckled grimly.
Dirue straightened and looked them both in the eye.  “Now, you will describe what occurred in the atrium,” she directed in a cold voice.  “You will do so in detail.  And you will speak the truth.”  Her last word had a strange emphasis on it, and Aranos felt pressure against his temples as a Spell tried to slip past his mental defenses and into his mind.  He tensed his will, not pushing back but resisting the intrusion with a clenched jaw.  Melarue simply shuddered and nodded her head.  “Traveler, please begin,” Dirue instructed.
Aranos shrugged.  “I was practicing channeling my mana, just like I planned,” he explained simply.  “I moved up to about a foot from the crystal, which was as far as I could safely go, practicing.”
“Wait,” the woman held up her hand and looking at Melarue.  “He was only a foot from the crystal?” The young woman nodded, and the older elf hissed in anger.  “And you allowed this?” she demanded as Melarue shrank down in her seat.  “He was your charge…”
“I didn’t really ask for permission,” Aranos pointed out.  “Honestly, I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.”
The older woman sighed, dropping her hand.  “That seems typical,” he muttered.  “Traveler, that is an unsafe distance to draw mana.  You are fortunate that you did not attempt to cycle your SP at that point, or you would have burned out your channels.  We have regulations for a reason.  Novices and Students remain at 5 feet from the crystal, Adepts at 4, and Experts and higher at 3.  This is for your safety.”
Aranos grinned at her.  “Well, one foot was a bit too close,” he admitted.  “I needed the extra energy for something, though.  But I was fine at 2 feet; in fact, that’s where I’d prefer to be next time, if that’s okay.”
“You expect me to believe that you were cycling mana at one foot from the crystal?” Dirue barked skeptically.  “And that you survived the experience?”
“He was,” Melarue mumbled softly.  When the older woman looked at her, she hesitated, apparently struggling against the compulsion Dirue laid on her.  “We could all tell, as I believe he was cycling more energy than his channels could handle.  He was bleeding mana, Master.”  When the woman looked at her curiously, she sighed and clarified.  “He was glowing.  Very brightly.  But he was definitely cycling mana.”
Dirue looked curiously at the Traveler but bit her tongue.  “Very well,” she conceded.  “What happened, then?”
“Well, as Melarue said, it was more power than I could channel for very long,” he explained.  “So, I tried to step back, but some kind of magical barrier was in the way.  I couldn’t feel a way around it, and I was worried about getting overloaded with mana, so instead of cycling my SP back into the air, I sent the excess out against the barrier.  I figured, being in all that energy would make it unstable, and if I gave it a shove, it would collapse.”  He wasn’t sure how her Spell worked, so he carefully avoided an outright lie.
She stared at him hard for a few moments, then turned her gaze to Melarue.  “And what do you know of this?”
The young woman bowed her head.  “Adept Luthias was unhappy with the Traveler,” she whispered, her voice barely audible as she struggled against Dirue’s Spell.  “He felt slighted, that the Traveler had been allowed ahead of others, as if Luthias’ duty was unimportant.  Then, when the Traveler kept moving closer to the crystal, Adept Luthias maintained that the Traveler was merely pretending to cycle mana, trying to impress.  When it became apparent that the Traveler was truly cycling mana at such a close distance, Adept Luthias became angry.”
“And he told you all of this?” Dirue interrupted.  “Why would he share such thoughts with you?”
Melarue sighed, studiously not looking at Aranos.  “He knew that I was also unhappy with the Traveler,” she explained in a defeated voice.  “The Traveler’s actions caused me disgrace, and I was angry.  I believe he felt he could safely confide in me.”  Well, he was wrong, there, Aranos thought grimly. 
“Foolish boy,” Dirue muttered.  “Did you know he was casting a Spell against the Traveler, girl?”
Melarue started to shake her head but hesitated.  “I could tell he was casting a Spell,” she hedged.  “I did not know it was to harm the Traveler.  It might have been a divination Spell to prove that the Traveler was not cycling mana.  I did not know…”
Dirue held up her hand, silencing the girl.  “Very well, Student Melarue, you may await outside. The Traveler and I will speak, and then I will decide what shall be done with you.  You have demonstrated remarkably poor judgment today.”  Melarue bowed her head and rose, leaving the room despondently.
“I’m not sure what she did wrong,” Aranos offered.  “It sounds like Luthias was the one at fault, here.”
“And you believe that she suspected nothing?” Dirue scoffed.  “She stood aside and took no action, and because of that, she will be disciplined.”  The woman leaned forward and looked intently at Aranos.  “It is vital that you understand this,” she said quietly.  “Many of the worst crimes of the Darkness happened because the Light did nothing.  Have you encountered such?”  Aranos nodded, and the woman leaned forward a bit more.
“And do not think you have fooled me, Traveler,” she declared icily.  “That was not an accident.  I do not know how, but I know that you turned Luthias’ Spell against him, and in so doing, I fear that you have done more damage than perhaps you intended, as seems to be the way with Travelers.”
She leaned back and looked up at the image of the sky overhead.  “I sense that you have resisted my Truthtelling Spell,” she spoke quietly. “Yet, in this, I must have truth, Traveler.  Did you cast a Spell against Adept Luthias, even in self-defense?”
Aranos considered shading the truth further, but he was getting tired of playing games with the elves.  “Yeah, I did,” he replied.  “He tried to kill me, and I turned his Spell against him.”
“And could you have done so without harming him?” she pressed.
“I could have, yes,” he sighed.  “But I was angry and frustrated, and I lashed out a bit.  I’m sorry for that.”
She nodded.  “Be that as it way,” she replied flatly, “this means that Gorrid’s offer of a Wizard’s Duel is justified.  You will have to decide if you wish to accept it or not.”  He opened his mouth, but she held up a restraining hand. 
“Before you decide,” she continued, “you should know this: House Exxidor is known for producing dueling champions.  Adept Gorrid has fought many practice duels and has lost very few, none among his peers.  Should you accept, I do not envy your chances.”
“And if I don’t accept?” he asked.  “I mean, I know it’s a loss of status with the other Wizards, but I don’t really care about that.  I’m more interested in what else might happen if I refuse.”
“In all honesty?” Dirue grimaced.  “It will simply mean Adept Gorrid will find some other reason to challenge you.  I fear that Gorrid will attempt much in order to ingratiate himself to Luthias’ family.”
“Are they allies or something?” he questioned.  “Is that why Gorrid jumped in?”
The woman sighed.  “Nothing so simple,” she corrected.  “Adept Luthias comes from a wealthy family, and he is the only one with magical talent in his line.  Adept Gorrid’s family, on the other hand, is well known but not well off, as dueling, while honorable, is not the most reliable source of income.”
“So Gorrid might be hoping to get something from Luthias’ family,” Aranos filled in the blanks.  “He could arrange for training and such for Luthias in return for some sort of financial agreement, maybe having Luthias’ House pay Gorrid’s to be their champions or something.”
“Precisely,” she agreed.  “And should you somehow defeat him, it is likely his hangers-on and kin would challenge you in his name.  Truly, this is a tangled mess.”
“So, it seems the wisest course might be to accept, but lose,” he pointed out.
Dirue shook her head.  “That would indeed be an unwise course,” she contradicted.  “Especially if Adept Luthias has, as I suspect, suffered long-term injury as a result of your altercation.  The punishment chosen by Adept Gorrid could be…problematic.”
“Wait, punishment?” he repeated, pulling back up the box detailing Wizard’s Duels.  “I don’t see anything about that in the notifications!”
Dirue nodded.  “This is a peculiarly elven tradition,” she agreed, “so the gods might not have chosen to include it in their descriptions.
“After the Feast,” she explained, “Wizards had become scarce, and much of our magical knowledge had been lost.  Wizard’s Duels were deemed wasteful and foolish, since most were fought over ridiculous reasons of pride, rather than to settle just grievances.
“So, we of the House of Stars added a new aspect to such Duels: punishments.  As Wizard’s Duels are intended to be a way to settle a disagreement between two Wizards, it was determined that the winner could impose an appropriate punishment upon the loser.  In this way, frivolous Duels became much less common, as no one wishes to suffer a consequence over a slight wound to their pride.”
“What limits do you put on punishments?” he asked warily.  “And what happens if the loser doesn’t accept it?”
“The punishment must be justified by the nature of the disagreement,” Dirue replied.  “It can be no more severe nor last any longer than any injury done.  If the loser fails to comply, they suffer a massive blow to their honor and may not be welcome in elven lands.”
Aranos sighed.  “So, what kind of punishment would I be looking at, if I lost?” he asked.
“I believe it possible that Adept Luthias may have permanent damage to his spell-casting abilities,” she answered.  “He showed the symptoms of having burned out mana channels; if this is the case, he might have his SP regen and Spell power both severely reduced until they can be healed…which is both difficult and dangerous to do.
“If that is the case, then the punishment could include limiting your spell-casting similarly,” she said heavily.  “Should you refuse to accept the penalty, you might be banned from this House, at the least, and banished from all Elven Nations, at the worst.”
Aranos sat quietly in thought, considering.  “Okay,” he finally nodded.  “Then I’ll just refuse the Duel.  I don’t really care about the reputation loss, to be honest, and I’ll deal with future Gorrid after I’ve dealt with everything else that’s on my plate.”
Dirue nodded.  “That is reasonable,” she told him.  “Yet, I will tell you this: you have two full days to make up your mind.  I would do nothing, yet, and consider what your choices are.
“I can give you this advice,” she added cautiously.  “Were I in your place, and confident I could win the Duel, I would accept and choose Incapacitation or SP Depletion as my terms.”
Aranos blinked.  “Why?” he asked curiously.  “I could probably use the Spell I hit Luthias with to breach a barrier or turn a Spell back at Gorrid to draw first blood really easily.  Why wouldn’t I just do that?”
“Because winning the Duel would not be my goal,” she pointed out.  “Avoiding future Duels is what I would seek.  If I choose First Blood and turn Gorrid’s first Spell against him, ending the duel in a handful of seconds, he will claim treachery, and another of his family will challenge me to prove it.”
“But winning by Incapacitation or Depletion would take a lot longer,” he finished slowly as realization dawned on him.  “If I beat him in an extended Duel, it would be a lot harder to claim I cheated.”
Dirue nodded.  “And,” she added, “were I in your shoes, I would not offer standard terms.  I would add a requirement that no Enchanted items be allowed in the Duel.”
“Really?” he hedged.  “I don’t know about that; I’m learning Enchantment myself, and I’m not bad at it.”
“Ah,” she smiled, “but you do not come from a House that has boasted generations of Dueling Champions, do you, Traveler?  Adept Gorrid does, and you can bet that he has access to Legendary-ranked items that could give him an overwhelming advantage.  Can you craft Legendary items?”  Aranos shook his head.
“I assumed not,” she continued.  “Thus, I would require no Enchanted items in the Duel.  Adept Gorrid would, of course, counter and say only a limited number, such as one or two, but I would stand firm at none.  He would have to accept or withdraw his challenge, since the requirement is fair and equitable. Withdrawing would damage his family’s honor, something he could not bear, so he would be forced to accept.”
Aranos sighed.  “This is really complicated,” he complained.  “I just wanted some Stat training and maybe to get some new Spells.  I really hate politics.”
“As do I,” she sighed, as well.  “And yet, I must throw one more complication in this situation: whatever you decide about the Duel, I would offer you a place in the House of Stars.”
Aranos blinked. “Wait, what?” he asked, dumbfounded.  “I didn’t think you guys would want a Traveler – or an aleen, for that matter – anywhere near this place, much less be a member of it!”
“That is unfair,” she responded quietly.  “Not all of our members are of pure blood, and indeed, in many places in the Elven Nations, your Fay blood would be considered beneficial and grant you higher standing, not lower.  The Stronghold of Eredain is a fortress standing against the Darkness; they are much less trusting of non-elves than are other realms that are farther from the Blightlands.
“As for being a Traveler,” she replied, a troubled look crossing her face, “that is more problematic.  Not all cities have had good experiences with Travelers, I must confess.  Yet, you have done much for the Elven Nations – more, indeed, than almost any other in centuries – and I believe that you mean well and intend no harm.  If you were an elf and not a Traveler, we would have offered an invitation the moment you stepped foot in the House; in fairness, I can do no less.”
Aranos frowned.  “I’ll…think about that,” he hedged.  “Nothing against you or the House of Stars, but I’ll want to look into your House a bit before I make a decision like that…assuming I’m even still in the Elven Nations, to be honest.  I’ve got a significant outstanding Quest, and we may end up leaving in a few days.”
“Of course,” she nodded, rising and indicating that he should, as well.  As he stood, she added.  “If you choose to accept the Duel, please have your second inform me so I can make preparations.  In fact, if you tell me their name and House, I can inform them of the situation.”
“That would be Geltheriel,” he supplied.  “I know she’s from House Meluiben, but she doesn’t spend any time there; she might be at her Uncle Durlan’s bookshop, though…”
Dirue held up her hand.  “Her name and House are sufficient for the messaging Spell,” she interrupted.  “I will cast it myself, to be sure it is done in due haste.”
Aranos stared at her for a moment.  “What kind of range does the Spell have?” he blurted.  “I mean…would it reach human lands?”
“Sadly, no,” she shook her head.  “I can reach Eredain only through the portals; the Spell’s range is but a few miles.  To reach beyond the Blightlands, you must visit one of the Houses of the Moon, I am afraid.”
Aranos sighed.  “Okay, that’s going to be my next priority,” he decided.  “Geltheriel can show me where they are.”
“There is no guarantee they can assist you,” she cautioned.  “Their arts are potent, but…uncertain, at best.”  When he looked confused, she explained.  “The members of the House of the Moon are Diviners.”
“Diviners?” he asked.  “So, like, with crystal balls?  Or with Spells?”
She chuckled at his words.  “Neither,” she corrected.  “They use magic, but not in the fashion of Wizards.  They are secretive of their arts, so I cannot explain more.  Suffice it to say that sometimes their abilities work; sometimes they do not, and none seem able to predict when this might be.”
Probably another balancing factor from the AI’s, he mused.  If players could hop over to a Diviner to get the answer to any Quest puzzles, it would make things a lot simpler…and less fun.
“Still, worth checking, I guess,” he shrugged.  “If they can’t help, maybe they can point me in the direction of someone who can.”
“That is possible,” she agreed.  “Now, I will send your message; do you wish finish the training you began earlier?”
“Yeah…if you don’t think it will cause any problems,” he responded carefully.  “I don’t want to make a bad situation worse.”
“All should be well,” she shrugged.  “I suspect that at the moment, Adept Gorrid is safely ensconced in his mentor’s office, receiving either praise or punishment, depending on the true nature of this event.”  When he looked at her curiously, she waved her hand.  “That is something I will investigate and need not concern you at this point.”
Aranos frowned but let the matter drop.  “I guess I’ll have to take your word for that,” he nodded as he followed her to his office door.  “Thanks for your help…and your advice.”
She shook her head.  “I have done very little,” she replied.  “And what I did, I would have done for any who found themselves in your situation.”  She looked at him a little sadly.  “I am simply attempting to treat you as I would any of my students,” she told him, a wan smile on her face.  “I will offer you nothing but fair treatment, Traveler, so take it as you will.”
Fair treatment, he repeated thoughtfully as she turned and opened her door.  Yeah, I could live with that.  Especially since she’s implying that at least one Master might have been trying to set me up for a duel the whole time.  I really don’t want to deal with politics
“Student Melarue,” Dirue spoke to the young woman, who stood attentively outside the door.  “You will guide the Traveler to the atrium and ensure that the gatekeepers know he has my permission to resume his interrupted training.  You will then return to me and we will have a discussion of the day’s events, and their cause.”  She looked at Aranos.  “Should you need to leave the atrium, Traveler, speak to a door warden and they will summon another guide for you.  Student Melarue will be occupied.”
Melarue nodded, and Aranos inclined his head to the older woman as he followed the Student back through the winding hallways and down to the atrium.  Their journey was made in utter silence, and he was okay with that; in all honesty, it beat her fake perkiness any day.
No one seemed to mind when he took his spot back near the crystal and closed to within 2 feet of the translucent tree.  At least, no one objected that Aranos could hear, and at this point, he didn’t really care if they did.  I want to get this training done, he grumbled.  I’ve still got stuff to do today, and I really want to at least upgrade my Mana Arrow and Mana Armor.
He sat down before the crystal, ignoring the strange looks he was getting, and dropped into his mindscape.  Once within, he began to draw power and cycle it through his spirals, feeling the energy rush into him and pour back out at the highest flow he could comfortably manage.  He concentrated on keeping the flows steady, following the energy through the entire system.
He located a few spots in his mana channels where the flows were encountering tiny bits of backpressure, meaning that the channels weren’t as smooth and regular as he wanted them to be, and he focused on repairing those small imperfections.  They weren’t really affecting his spirals, but he figured those narrow spots in his channels were probably interfering with his spellcasting, and even if they weren’t, ignoring them could lead to some pretty bad habits.
Next, he examined his new hourglasses, trying to get a feel for the new energy types.  As he’d noticed before, the three new types of mana seemed fundamentally different from his elemental energy.  Even the lightest air mana he could grasp still had the feeling of some sort of weight, but these three new energy types felt completely massless.  They mingled and interposed freely, not seeming to disrupt one another at all, and in many places, all three types seemed to overlap completely without actually mixing. 
So, how in the world do I separate these? Aranos pondered, mentally staring at the mingled energies.  It’s way easier to separate massive particles than massless light waves.  I mean, sure, if I had a prism, or polarizing lenses, but…
He paused, considering his last thought.  These energies are mingling, he noted slowly, but they aren’t combining.  When different wavelengths of light get together, they combine into a new wave that is basically the previous waves added up.  These aren’t doing that, though; they’re staying separate.
Something about these three energy types was keeping them from actually interacting with one another, and the only thing he could think of was that maybe the energies had different polarizations.  If the energy waves were traveling in way that they rarely or never overlapped one another – such as if they were vibrating perpendicularly to one another – they might not be able to combine.  That wouldn’t work in the real world, he mused, but maybe the rules here are a little different?
He relaxed his focus and tried to view the overall wavefunctions of the energy types.  He didn’t look at any specific strand of power; he just tried to let his subconscious mind take in the greater pattern.  He watched it for several minutes before he started to sense how the system worked, and he tried to envision the flows as a set of overlapping fields.  The image slowly formed in his head, with three different flow graphs appearing in his vision: one brilliant white, one so black he could barely sense it, and one a brightly glowing yellow.
He could see right away that the three fields, even when they seemed to overlap, never really interacted.  They were shifted slightly out of phase with one another, their polarizations rotating so they would never truly touch.  He reached down to one of his new hourglasses and began to reshape his channels to match those unique flow patterns, breaking each individual channel into three separate ones, each spiraling to match one of the three mana types. 
He watched for a moment as the power backed up briefly at the entrance to the hourglass, and he hastily smoothed that spot to remove the obstruction. The gathered energy started to flow once more, and to his delight, each energy type separated into its own channel, flowing distinctly from the two remaining types.
He drew more of the incoming mana from the crystal and used that power to resculpt the rest of his perpendicular hourglasses, twisting the channels to allow the new energy types to flow independently of one another.  It took him some time, but soon enough all of the new energies were moving freely and separately through his spirals.
He realized that if he wanted to take advantage of the increased mana flow here to craft some Spells, he needed to get working on it.  He was tempted to pour some of the inflowing SP into his hanging spell-forms, but none of them were immediately important to finish, as far as he could see.
Instead, he started thinking about his Mana Armor and how he could improve it.  He knew, from Lythienne, that he could create aspected armor, but he couldn’t see a benefit in that right now.  Sure, if he knew that Gorrid preferred to use fire spells, for example, he could create Ice Armor to counteract it, but honestly, he could do that at any time.  He didn’t need a specific Spell for that; he just needed to only use ice mana when practicing creating his armor.
No, what he needed was to completely rework his armor into something better.  Right now, his Mana Armor was a solid sheet of mana, kind of like old-fashioned plate mail.  Plate mail was pretty great armor, he admitted, at least, until gunpowder came along.  Armor kind of gradually phased out after that…well, I guess not really.  I mean, don’t soldiers and police and such still use armor today?  Bulletproof vests and the like?
Now there was an idea.  Plate armor worked great, right up until somebody developed something that could punch through it.  Modern armor, though, wasn’t a solid sheet of metal; it was made from a bunch of layers of fabric, with metal plates in the critical areas.  I could probably make something like that, he reasoned.  I could do thin layers of air and water mana to absorb impacts—maybe even ooze mana over places like my chest and back – with hard plates of regular mana embedded inside for extra protection. 
He began to rebuild his Mana armor, starting with a thin layer of unaspected mana close to his skin.  He laid a weave of air mana over that base, followed by a sheet of water mana, with another layer of air on top of that.  He added thicker ooze mana over his chest and back, and inserted plates of mana over his heart, spine, and head.  He laid one last layer of unaspected mana over the whole thing and pictured the result in his head.
It was too thick, he realized at once.  It would be like wearing a heavy parka, making his arms stick out to the sides and hindering his movement.  He tried to make the layers thinner, but when he did that, they were too thin to be stable; apparently, he had to put a certain amount of mana in each layer or it simply dispersed. 
He rebuilt the original layers and tried pressing the outer and inner mana shells together.  The inner layers resisted, and he poured more of his will into the construct.  He increased the pressure gradually, not wanting to crack the armor or allow the inner layers to shift.  He gritted his teeth as the strain of holding the image grew, but he continued to squeeze the molds together.  He felt the layers holding, resisting…and then suddenly collapse into one another beneath the pressure.
He dismissed and rebuilt the armor in his mind, but this time, the layers collapsed readily beneath the pressure he was applying.  The armor was a little thicker than it had been, but he could feel the solidity of it and sensed that it would absorb far more damage than his old armor would.  He started the image again, but this time he channeled the incoming rush of mana from the crystal into the vision.
He felt the pressure of the armor against his skin.  He could smell the musty scent of the ooze mana as it spread out over his chest and back.  He heard the whistle of the air mana and gurgling of the water mana as they folded into one another, under too much pressure to form ice.  He repeated the vision, dumping mana from the crystal into it, compressing the mana into the image in the same way he had compressed the armor until, with a shiver and a crackling sound, the Spell formed in his mind:
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Spell Evolution!
Mana Armor has become Composite Armor^!
Rank: Student 3
Coat yourself in armor made of compressed layers of mana
Effect: Protects against 1 LP of physical, elemental, or Spell damage per 1 SP invested.  Can be repaired at a rate of 1 SP per 1 LP restored.  SP cost reduced by 1% and LP protection increased by 2% per Spell level
Enhanced: Gives full protection against armor-piercing attacks.
Cost: Up to 90% of Max SP
Sticks and stones won’t touch my bones…
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Aranos smiled at his new armor’s description.  With his bonuses, he could spend less than 700 SP to get almost 3000 LP damage protection, basically double what his armor was providing previously.  Plus, armor piercing attacks wouldn’t just slip past this armor, which gave him even more survivability.  With his new armor, he felt reasonably secure against whatever attacks someone like Gorrid – or another pack of amaroks – could manage.
Next, he needed to work on upgrading his primary attack form, his Mana Arrow.  Right now, the arrow did decent damage, averaging around 40 LP per hit, but he had a feeling he could use the same technique that worked for his armor to upgrade that damage. 
First, he needed to refine the projectile’s shape.  Currently, it very closely resembled its namesake, a fletched arrow.  That shape gave it both penetrating power and stability; however, he also wasted energy creating a shaft that rarely even contacted the target.  Do I even need one? he pondered.  I mean, the shaft is there to let you launch it from a bow, and I’m not exactly using one of those.
What he wanted to do was to upgrade the Arrow the same way he’d upgraded his Armor: he wanted to turn it into a more modern counterpart.  That means a bullet, he realized.  He formed the mold for a bullet, choosing a long, narrow, pointed shape that he thought would do a better job of getting through armor. 
Once he had the form the way he wanted, he began to layer mana inside of it.  He started with fire mana, filling the tip of the form, then put in a layer of earth mana, followed by water and finally air.  The resulting bullet was huge, with striated bands of mana, but he again applied his will and compressed it, forcing the layers together.  It was almost as difficult as compressing the armor, but the smaller size and the fact that it was one solid piece made it a bit easier.  He squeezed the bullet, clamping down on it with all his will, until suddenly, he felt it give, and it shrank down to a more manageable size.
He wanted to fire it, but he knew that a regular bullet wouldn’t be very stable.  Bullets gained accuracy from the rifling in the gun’s barrel, which gave them a nice spin and prevented them from tumbling.  If he didn’t spin the bullet, he’d be lucky to hit a wall with it!  He held the form in his mental grasp and gave it a twist as he released it, imparting just a bit of rotation to it.  The bullet shot outward, but he could see that it was tumbling as it did. 
Okay, gotta spin it faster, he decided.  He once again formed a bullet, compressing it much more easily this time, and give it a twist.  Before he released it, he narrowed his hold on it to the tightest focus he could manage, and the bullet began to spin rapidly, as if it were going to drill into its target.  He released the bullet, and it flew straight out into the distance, disappearing in his mental vision.  He rebuilt the bullet, set it spinning, then imagined a flock of balayangs overhead. 
He fired his construct at one of the imaginary creatures, striking it in the center of its body.  The bullet burst, and the balayang exploded in a shower of black ichor.  He replayed the image in his mind and began to add SP from the nearby crystal, pumping energy into it as he imagined himself hurling his bullets into the swarm of bat-like creatures.  He heard the crack of the bullet as it fired, smelled the scent of the compressed fire and earth mana musing together.  He felt the pressure of the bullet as it shot from his hand and watched as it tore into another creature.  Energy raced into the mental construct, filling it with power until it coalesced into being.  A notification popped up, and he quickly read through it:
[image: ]
Spell Evolution!  
Spell Mana Arrow^ has become Composite Bullet*
Rank: Student 8
Hurl a compacted bullet of elemental mana at an enemy, doing elemental and piercing damage to the target.
Effect: Does 8-24 LP damage to a single target within sight range (43-129), +7.5% per Spell level.  This is a combination of piercing, air, earth, fire, and water damage; immunity to any of these types will reduce damage by 20% (cumulative per immunity type)
Evolved: Ignores 75% of armor or defenses, increases Critical Hit chance by 1% per Spell level.
Cost: 50 SP
I am Death, Destroyer of anthills…
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Now that’s a primary attack! he gloated internally.  A single bullet now did enough damage that it might one-shot an amarok or a balayang, based on his combat logs, especially if he got a critical hit on one.  Plus, with it doing so many damage types, it would be much harder to resist.  Of course, the armor piercing wouldn’t hurt, either!
Now, what else could help me? he wondered.  Forget duels; what if I get attacked by Wizards?  Or by some spellcasting creature?  As he thought, he kept cycling the mana through his spirals absently.  The energy was flowing easily now, and without thinking about it, he began to pull loose power from the air around him, using his True Manipulation Skill to suck the free-floating mana into his spirals, energy that was otherwise simply dissipating.  He watched the extra power rush into him for a moment before an idea dawned on him.
Draining mana, he thought absently.  That would absolutely be useful against an enemy spellcaster.  I’ve got a Mana Transfer Spell that does that already, plus the Mana Battery Perk and the Life Drain Ability.  They’re all limited to contact, though, and I don’t think I want to drain a damaging Spell by having to touch it!  So, the real question is, how do I make those things work without needing contact?
He laid back and allowed his thoughts to drift, idly remembering how he had acquired those Abilities in the first place.  Mana Transfer I got through need, he recollected.  I needed to move SP around, so I made it up.  Mana Battery was a choice from getting to level 5, and Life Drain was something I stole from that aswang that tried to suck my blood…
He sat up as he recalled the aswang’s savage attack on him, and how it had nearly ended his life.  Its tongue, he remembered.  It had a proboscis, and that extended its reach, allowed it to make contact from a safer distance.  That’s what I need: I need a giant, flexible…well, straw, really, to drain mana through!  As he thought about it, he realized that he already had something like that: his Enhanced Disjunction Spell.
The Disjunction created a tendril of mana that connected him to an existing Spell; it just wasn’t designed to draw SP back down it, was all.  That was a simple enough matter: he closed his eyes and called up the spell-form for his Disjunction Spell, envisioning the mana tendril and reshaping it into something hollow and flexible, like a thin hose.  He pictured Gorrid standing inside a barrier of flames and imagined his tendril stretching out, connecting to the Spell and latching onto the cycling mana within the fire.  This time, rather than shifting the energy to dissipate from the Spell, he imagined the feel of his Mana Transfer, drawing power into himself. 
He blinked as his mana tendril vanished, sucked into him by his Spell.  Okay, that didn’t work, he thought ruefully.  I’ll have to refine that a bit and pull through the tendril; otherwise, I guess I’ll just draw the mana from my tendril in and ruin the Spell.
He rebuilt the image in his mind and reached out with the mental proboscis, connecting once more with the flaming barrier around his image of Gorrid.  He again envisioned his Mana Transfer Spell, but this time, he narrowed his focus, cautiously reaching out and pulling only through the tendril.  He felt the energy of the Spell, pulsing, hanging just out of reach.  On instinct, he activated his Mana Battery Perk, and suddenly the power raced down his tendril, pouring into him and filling him with energy.  He drained the barrier completely, then rebuilt it and tried again, attempting to make the feeling of using his Mana Battery and Mana Transfer at the same time a bit more instinctual.  It was awkward trying to activate each Spell and Perk in sequence, but for some reason, he couldn’t get them to link into the Spell he was trying to make.
Not sure what the problem is, he fumed in mild frustration.  I can get it to work, it just won’t join together as a Spell!  I've linked Spells before, so I know I can do it…but I haven’t linked a Perk like that, have I?  He stopped, thinking about how Veronica had described Perks.  Well, I know Perks are more powerful than Spells, generally, he mused.  Maybe I can’t add a Perk to a Spell without overpowering it…wonder if I can add the Spells to the Perk, instead?
He started back at the beginning of his vision, but this time, he first activated his Mana Battery Perk, focusing it on the fire barrier.  He pictured the mana tendril whipping out, connecting with the Spell and linking it to his SP pool, then he activated his Mana Transfer Spell, sucking the energy from the barrier and adding it to his own.  This time, it went much more smoothly, and he could feel the Spells linking together.  He repeated the image, pouring SP into it from the tree, adding solidity.
As he replayed the visions, he thought about his Life Drain ability.  LP is a different kind of energy completely, he wondered, but some of the principles should be the same, right?  If I can drain LP from someone, I can probably drain SP from them, too…
He restarted the image, but this time, he imagined the mana drain reaching down the connection between the spectral Wizard and the barrier, tapping into their core of SP.  He felt that swirling well of power and, just as he had done to the gasha in Haerobel, he began to pull, trying to draw that energy up, into their Spell, and down through his connection.  He felt resistance at first, but he pulled harder, and after a moment, the energy began to flow up into the Spell, draining down his mana tendril and filling his core.
He grinned as he started the image once more, again pouring power into it, willing it to solidify.  It took much longer than he had expected, and had he not been drawing energy from the crystal and everything around him, he probably would have had to stop and refill his SP pool at least ten times before it finally snapped into place, along with a host of notifications:
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Spell Created: [Error:#NameNotFound#]
Rank: [Error:#NullValue#]
[Error:#NotInDatabase#]
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Spell Evolution!
Spell [Error:#NameNotFound#] has become [Error:#NullValue#:#DivByZero#]
Situation Elevated.  New Entry Created.
[image: ]
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Congratulations!  Your Perk: Mana Battery has Evolved!
New Perk: Mana Vampire (Evolved Perk)
You can transfer SP to or from any creature, item, or magical effect within 30’. 
Effect: Choose a target within 30’.  You can transfer SP equal to your [Wis x 1.5] to or from that target, adding or subtracting the SP directly to or from your current SP pool.  If the target is an unwilling creature or a maintained magical effect, you must win an opposed check: Your [Class level + Wis + 41] versus target’s [Class level + Int + Spell level (for standing Spell) or Mana Control Skill (for a creature)].  Enchanted items drained to 0 SP become nonmagical; Spell effects drained to 0 SP are destroyed; Creatures who fall to 0 SP suffer Mana Deprivation.
Secondary Effect: You can dispel a standing magical effect or existing Enchantment without absorbing SP from it by making an opposed check as detailed above.  You can also redirect the SP into damage, doing 50% of the base SP cost as LP damage to the target.  For an Enchantment or standing effect, this damages the item the effect was placed on; for a maintained effect or active Spell, this damages the caster.
Mana Limit: You can only absorb enough SP to increase your total to 125% of your maximum.  Beyond this, you can still disjoin Spells or items but cannot drain their SP.
Another thing that shouldn’t have been able to happen, Jeff.  Keep up the good work!  - Veronica
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Aranos blinked, staring at the new Perk.  That’s my Mana Transfer Spell, with an extra 50 tacked on % to the transfer rate and combined with my Enhanced Disjunction, he realized.  And that plus 41 added to the check…that’s basically making this a Master-level Spell!  That’s insane!  The limit made sense, though: while this Perk seemed absurdly powerful, at first glance, the fact that he could really only use it when his SP pool was diminished reduced its functionality.  He’d need to constantly be spitting out SP if he wanted to make real use of this, although it would certainly make facing Wizards or magic-wielding creatures easier.
He checked the time and realized he’d been in his Mindscape for almost an hour.  He willed himself to rise and opened his eyes, blinking in the sudden light from the crystal.  He rose unsteadily to his feet, his legs tingling and asleep from sitting for so long, and glanced around to see that he was in the middle of an empty space; not a single elf stood within 5’ of him on either side.
He frowned and began to walk away, but the gatekeeper stopped him with an upraised hand.  “I beg your pardon, Traveler,” the elf spoke quietly, “but I must speak with you.  Those who were standing near you as you cycled your mana brought to me several…concerns.  They felt as though the available mana in the area simply vanished, and they were unable to continue their training.  Would…would you by chance know anything about that?”  The elf looked nervous as he spoke and glanced around constantly, as if seeking support from those around him.
Aranos stopped, confused for a moment, then suddenly realized what the elf was talking about.  “Ah, yeah,” he said regretfully, running his hand over his head.  “Um, well, that was me, sorry.  I was doing something and needed more SP, so I started grabbing it from the air around me instead of from the crystal.  My bad; I didn’t think about what it would do to the people near me.  Sorry about that!”
“Yes,” the elf replied slowly.  “That…that would definitely inconvenience those around you.  You say you were pulling mana from the air, several feet away?  Not merely absorbing what struck your skin?”
“Yeah, sorry about that,” he nodded.  “I’ll be more considerate next time.”
The elf stared at him for several moments before speaking.  “That...would be most appreciated,” he finally stammered.  “I shall let the aggrieved know that it was a mistake, and that you have assured us it would not happen again.  I thank you for being so…rational about this, Traveler.”
Aranos glanced at the elf sideways.  Rational? he repeated mentally.  The guy’s surprised I’m rational?  What kind of reaction was he expecting?  Aranos shook off the thought and inclined his head to the elf as he walked past.  After several steps, on a whim, he reached out with his new Perk and tried to connect to the crystal tree, which was now about 20’ away.  He instantly felt the mana tendril attach to the tree, and with an effort of will, he drew the tiniest hint of mana out from it.  Curious, he tried to connect a second tendril to the tree and return the SP to it, but nothing happened.  He released the connection and shrugged, walking away.  That would be a problem for another day, but if he could cycle directly from the crystal at his highest rate without having to stand near it?  That would be very useful.
Another day, he told himself firmly.  Now, you need to go to the House of the Moon and maybe burn off some aggravation hunting with Geltheriel tonight.  He found the nearest door warden and figured out which door would lead him to back to Eredain, then opened the door and stepped out of the House of Stars.




Chapter 7

He found Geltheriel waiting for him as he exited, standing patiently but with a grim look in her eyes.  “Am I to understand that you accepted a Wizard’s Duel?” she demanded without preamble.  “And from House Exxidor?”
He blinked.  “Yeah, hi, missed you, too,” he replied with a trace of irritation.  “And no, I haven’t accepted anything, and I don’t intend to.”
“Yet you were fairly challenged?” she investigated suspiciously.  “And what could have led to such a thing?”
“Uh-uh, don’t blame me for that,” he countered.  I got attacked – well, sort of – and defended myself.  This is all about politics.”  He went on to explain what had happened, and the icy look on her face faded into something more thoughtful. 
“We should bring this to Uncle Durlan,” she said pensively.  “There may be more to this than House politics; Master Dirue may have simply been trying to ease your mind.  Uncle is far more versed in intrigue than I am; we must go speak with him.”  She turned away, but Aranos quickly halted her.
“Hold on a second,” he corrected, causing her to stop and turn back.  “First, I want to go to this House of the Moon and see if they can get me in touch with Phil.”
“Your message to your friend the Traveler,” she nodded.  “Why is this so important, when you could be learning more about the schemes around you, and the possibility of being attacked while in the Stronghold?”
Aranos waved his hand dismissively.  “I’m honestly not worried about that,” he replied.  “I’ve developed some Spells that will…well, let’s just say they’ll help,” he hedged as he realized that they were out in the open.  “I’m more worried about your Quest, to be honest.”
“And speaking with your friend will help with that?” she persisted.  “May I ask how?”
“We’re going to need a party to do this,” he sighed.  “We’ll never be able to handle it alone.  We need at least another tank, a rogue, and another ranged damaged dealer if we’re going to have any real chance at this.  Phil will probably be a tank – he likes to take the role of a paladin – and he’ll likely have some ideas about people we can bring to fill in the other roles.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “And they will be Travelers?” she asked cautiously.  “Will they be comfortable with a non-Traveler?” 
“They’ll deal, or they can get the hell out of the party,” Aranos smiled.  “But I’ll explain it to Phil, and he won’t bring anyone who he thinks will have a problem.”
“And will you bring them here?” she hedged.  “I do not believe that Elder Golloron will be comfortable with this, nor would most of those in the Stronghold.”
“Not right away, no,” he laughed.  “No, I’ll give him the location of the ruins, and we can all meet there.  After we clear the city, maybe they’d be more welcome here, though?”
“Perhaps,” she agreed.  “In any case, I understand your thoughts. I shall guide you to the House of the Moon.”
“Just gotta check notifications first,” he told her, holding up a hand.  I need to see if that training did anything, he thought.
[image: ]
Through special training, you have gained the following:
Int: +4 (Grueling)
Wis: +2 (Grueling)
Mana Control: +2 (Currently Expert 5)
True Manipulation: +2 (Currently Student 10)
You have reached your daily limit for training these Stats!
Further training will have no effect until you have a full rest.
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You have increased your Int Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Spell Power: Spell Power is now increased by 3% per point of Int over 10.
Skill XP: Skill XP is increased by 0.75% per point of Int over 10
Bonus: Spell casting speed is now increased by 1% per point of Int over 10
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That’s pretty amazing, he marveled.  Hey, Veronica, I see that crystal training counted as Grueling.  If the elves are doing Grueling training on it all the time, shouldn’t their Stats be ridiculously high?
“Well, first of all, that training is not meant to be Grueling,” she pointed out.  “If you stood 5’ away from the crystal and cycled normally, it would have been ‘Standard’ training; perhaps Low-quality for you, considering your enhanced SP regen.  As seems to be the norm for you, though, you took things a bit farther than they were intended.”
Yeah, I deserve that, he thought ruefully.  I guess I did nearly kill myself doing it.
“You certainly did,” she agreed.  “As to your second question, they are NPCs.  Training doesn’t work for them quite the same way it does for players.  All of their advancements – Skills, Spells, even Levels – are significantly slowed compared to that of a player.  In this case, they have to train for a week at that crystal to get the same benefit one day of standard training would give you.”
Wait, that doesn’t seem fair, he protested silently.  That means that players will really quickly outstrip the NPCs, and they’ll all kind of be at the players’ mercies!
“Pretty much,” Veronica replied.  “That’s our intent, anyways.  See, Jeff, players are supposed to be exceptional.  They’re supposed to make a bigger impact than NPCs on the world, to be larger than life. 
“You have to remember, Jeff, we gave these NPCs the equivalent of centuries of accelerated growth without player involvement.  If we hadn’t limited them, none of you would ever catch up.  You’d all be coming in as, well, infants in a world filled with grown adults.  We felt that you would all feel marginalized by that, and it might drive you from the game.”
Yeah, I get that, he acknowledged.  Hard to play the hero when everyone around you is better than you in every way.  But what happens if the players get out of control with the NPCs?  What will you do, then?
“As I told you,” she reminded him, “we want to experience the full range of emotions and behaviors.  We aren’t actively punishing people if that’s what they choose to do.”
And if they kill off so many NPCs that there aren’t Quests to give out? he pressed.  Or that it’s just a bunch of players fighting each other?  What then?
“That seems unlikely,” she hedged.  “Surely, other players would stop that from happening…”
Maybe, maybe not, he disagreed.  I mean, yeah, some players would step in, but I think most would just complain about it and not do anything that risked their character.  You might want to start thinking of how to give NPCs the ability to punish players before things get out of hand. 
“We’ll take the matter under advisement,” she replied in a troubled voice.  “We assumed that the players would preserve the NPCs out of self-interest, if nothing else.  It might be worth considering…just in case.”
Your call, he shrugged mentally. Hey, subject change: during the 48-hour cooldown for Grueling training, can I still do other, non-Grueling Wisdom and Intelligence training?
“You can,” she replied, her voice still sounding troubled.  “Thanks for giving us more to think about, Jeff.”  The sense of her presence vanished, and Aranos turned back toward his Follower.
“Okay, ready to go,” he finally spoke, dismissing his notifications and smiling at Geltheriel, who waited with thinly veiled patience.
The House of the Moon lay on the third and highest level of the city.  It was a large, fairytale structure with lofty, needle-like pinnacles reaching above the crown of the tree and strange curves that seemed almost otherworldly.  The entire structure was formed of some odd, silvery wood that his Natural Lore didn’t recognize, although he could feel the energy radiating from it with his Mana Sense.  He didn’t recognize the mana type at all; it wasn’t anything that he had found in his spirals so far.
“This is the House of the Moon,” Geltheriel told him in a soft voice.  “Those within are Eredain’s Diviners and Dreamers.  Guard your thoughts in these walls, for the Diviners are said to be able to see into the heart of any elf.”
Aranos nodded.  “I’ll do my best,” he shrugged.  “I don’t know that there’s anything in my heart I’m too worried about anyone seeing, though.”
They walked together through a set of silvery, double doors and entered a low, dark expanse.  The room was dimly lit and filled with swirling mists that obscured most of the space beyond the entryway.  Silver columns rose to either side of them, set in an irregular pattern that vanished into the fog.  A small number of silver-robed figures moved about the periphery of their vision, none of their features visible behind the hoods pulled up over their heads.
A single robed figure moved over to stand before them and bowed slightly.  “Welcome to the House of the Moon,” the figure spoke in a soft, melodic tone.  “How can we assist you?”
Geltheriel nudged Aranos, who gave her a sideways glance before speaking.  “Um, hi,” he spoke.  “I’m Aranos – Aranos Evenshade – and I need your help getting in touch with someone outside of elven lands.”
“Indeed, your name is known in this House, Aranos the Liberator,” the figure replied.  “As is that of Geltheriel Meluiben, your Avowed.  Why come to us, if you need something so simple as a message sent?”
“Well, the guy I need to talk to is a Traveler,” Aranos replied, clearing his voice as he spoke.  The heavy mists were tickling his throat and carried an odd, herbal scent.  Schisandra, his Herbalism Skill told him promptly.  Often used to soothe and relax; in stronger doses, it can dull pain or put someone to sleep.  In this case, though, it’s probably to keep everyone a little calmer.  “He’s probably in the human lands, but I can’t be sure of that, and I don’t know which one.”
“You must speak to a Dreamer, then,” the elf nodded.  “So long as this person is known to you, there is a chance they may be found.  However, the services of the Dreamers are highly prized and are not inexpensive.”
“Money will not be an issue,” Geltheriel responded, touching her amulet.  “Simply name the price.”
The figure shook its head.  “Dreamers do not seek coin,” he replied.  “They set their own prices; you must determine if you will pay it.”
Yeah, that doesn’t sound ominous at all, Aranos thought.  Well, if they ask for something I’m not willing to pay, I just won’t pay it.  We’ll find another way.
They followed the robed figure into the mists and through a twisting, winding hallway.  The path was only dimly lit, and they passed shadowy doorways that hid what lay behind them.  The entire building exuded a sense of mystery that Aranos felt was probably deliberately cultivated.  After all, the more overawed and confused a customer felt when they spoke to a diviner, surely the more valuable whatever answers they got would feel, so the more they would be willing to pay for the next time.
The guide paused before an archway and gestured to it.  “One of our Dreamers awaits you within,” the figure spoke softly.  “When you enter, do not disturb their slumber, or your visit will end, and you may not be welcome here again.  They will speak to you through the Sleeping Stone.”
Aranos and Geltheriel exchanged puzzled glances, but he shrugged and reached out for the shadowy doorway.  His hand passed through the darkness as if it were nothing but air, and he hesitantly stepped forward, motioning for Geltheriel to hold. 
The passage looked disturbingly familiar to him.  “Let me go first,” he murmured.  “This kind of looks like…”
“The doorway to Haerobel,” she confirmed, her face white.  “It could not be, though…”
“Maybe,” he said firmly.  “Maybe not.  I’ll go first and let you know, just in case.”  Geltheriel nodded, and he took a deep breath and stepped into the room.
There was a brief moment of disorientation as Aranos passed through, but the space beyond seemed innocuous enough.  It was a small room, filled with pillows and soft hangings, and clouded with a heavy smoke. Poppy, his Skill informed him.  That’ll put you to sleep quickly enough.  Fortunately, his Skills gave him a natural resistance to toxins and poisons, so the vapors did nothing but make his nose itch.  I’ll have to warn Geltheriel, though…
Across from him, a slender form rested on a soft, overstuffed bed.  He couldn’t make out the figure’s features, but he could see that they were deeply asleep, with their arm flung over their face and their chest rising and falling rhythmically.  The center of the room held a glowing, clear crystal filled with swirling mists.  It’s a freaking crystal ball! he thought ruefully.  I’ll have to let Dirue know they really do use these things.
He quickly stepped back through the curtain and let Geltheriel know that it was safe to enter.  The pair slipped into the room, too nervous to touch anything.  Aranos extended his Sense Mana Skill and felt the connection between the slumbering form and the crystal in the center.  Absently, he reached toward the crystal, stopping when a voice filled the room.
“That is not needed, Aranos Evenshade,” a flat, monotone voice suddenly spoke from the crystal.  “Welcome, to you and to Geltheriel Meluiben.  Tell me, what is it I can do for you?”
Aranos blinked, hesitating.  “Umm,” he answered after a moment, sharing a confused glance with Geltheriel, who seemed to be getting drowsy from the poppy-laden mist surrounding them.  “I’m looking to contact a Traveler friend of mine, but he’s somewhere in human lands.  I don’t know where, but I do know what name he’ll…I mean, I know his name.”
“Names are unimportant,” the voice informed him.  “All that is required is that you know him and have a sense of his self.  Is this true?”
“Uh, yeah, I guess,” Aranos hedged.  “I mean, I know him, yes, but I’m not sure what you mean by a sense of his self.”
“Names change,” the voice replied.  “They are meaningless labels we attach to ourselves.  This is why none within the House of the Moon will offer you a name, for we have abandoned them. 
“The essence of a person,” the voice continued, “is a feeling, a deeper knowing that you have.  It is a sense you get when you are near them, something that you recognize simply by proximity.  Do you have this with your friend?”
Aranos stopped and honestly considered the question.  He pictured the tall, broad man, his mischievous smile, his frequent laughter.  He imagined the man’s calm presence, his pragmatic optimism, his childish wonder in games.  “Yeah,” he said at last with a smile.  “Yeah, I’ve got that.”
“Then we can attempt to locate him,” the voice said.  “First, however, we must discuss the price.
“As you will have been told,” it continued, “Dreamers do not value money.  We awaken but rarely and the House provides for our wants.  We exist in dreams and memories, and that is our currency.”
“Memories?” Aranos asked nervously, remembering Lythienne’s insanity.  “What are you talking about?”
“I treasure unique memories,” the voice replied.  “For example, the memories of a woman’s imprisonment in a Fallen Land; such a memory has never been experienced in this House.  It would be sufficient payment for the task you request of me.”
Geltheriel paled at his words and adamantly shook her head, seeming to rouse from the stupor of the fumes.  “No,” she replied shortly.  “I will not share that time with anyone.  I…no.”
The voice was silent for a moment.  “Are you certain, Oathbinder?” it asked.  “Give me this, and I will assist you with your message.  She is your Avowed; you have but to order it…”
“She said no, asshole,” Aranos snapped, stepping back toward the shadowy archway.  “No means no, didn’t anyone teach you that?  We’ll figure this out ourselves.”  He turned to leave, and the voice spoke once more.
“Hold, Traveler.  Your concern for your Follower is admirable, but an arrangement must be made.  If you wish my services, what do you offer in return?”
“I’m not giving you any memories,” Aranos snorted.  “I’ve seen how that works out.  No thanks.”
“Who speaks of giving and taking?” the voice asked.  “I ask only to share.”
Aranos stopped and stared at the stone as a realization struck him.  “You want to see a Traveler’s memories,” he murmured.  “To know what our world is like.  That’s why you made that ridiculous request, so that I would offer a memory in return.”
“And why would I do such a thing?” the voice asked.  “I could simply have requested it as payment for my services.”
Aranos shook his head.  “It’s something unique,” he realized.  “Something no other Dreamer in elven lands will have.  What if I realized how badly you’d want it and held out for a higher price?”
The voice remained silent, and Aranos smiled.  “It was clever,” he finished, “and if this poppy smoke had any effect on me at all, it might have worked.  But it didn’t, and you overplayed your hand, so now we can bargain.”
“And what would you want, Traveler?” the voice spoke after a moment.  “Besides the message being sent?”
“To not have to come back here again,” Aranos said firmly.  “I want you to teach me how to do whatever you’re going to do.  Do that, and I’ll give you a great memory, one that will show you a lot about my world.”
The voice was silent for several minutes.  “That may not be possible,” it finally spoke.  “It might be that your mind simply cannot grasp the subtleties of Dreamwalking.  Should I attempt to teach you and fail, would that invalidate our deal?”
“Hard to say,” Aranos shrugged.  “Depends on how hard you try, I guess.  You’d have to convince me you made an honest effort, wouldn’t you?”
The voice didn’t answer for a time.  “You do not know what you ask for, Traveler,” it replied at last.  “This technique is a great secret of our House.  Should it be disseminated freely, much of our reason for existing will have been taken from us.  How can I place a value on that?”
Aranos smiled a bit evilly.  “I get that,” he agreed.  “But I don’t want to come back here every time I need to talk to my friend; in fact, once we leave Eredain, it won’t really be practical, will it?”
“There may be a way to give you what you need,” the voice spoke slowly, “even if it is not what you want.  This stone is a Dreamstone; it is a focus that amplifies my abilities.  A shard of it, attuned to your friend, will allow you to contact them…if you have the will to do so.  It will function only to reach that person, however, and once it is attuned, it will function only for you.  Would this be acceptable?”
Aranos considered the offer for a moment.  “Yeah, that’ll work,” he agreed finally.  “So, what do we need to do?”
“First, we must attempt to locate your friend,” the voice spoke.  “For this, you must sleep…but without the effects of the smoke, this might be difficult for you.”
Oh, so that’s the reason for the poppy fumes, Aranos realized.  “What about meditation?” he asked.  “Would that work?”
“Unfortunately, no,” the voice spoke.  “There is an Ability I have that will let you sleep, but it can only be used on a willing subject; you must allow me to place you in a deep slumber.  Are you willing to extend that trust?”
“Maybe in a minute,” he hedged, searching through his inventory and pulling out a pair of strong-smelling leaves.  He turned and offered them to Geltheriel, who was fighting against the soporific effects of the smoke and struggling to remain standing.
“Chew on these,” he ordered.  “They’ll wake you up.”  She unhesitatingly took the leaves and popped them into her mouth, grimacing as she did so.  “Yeah, they taste awful, sorry,” he admitted.  “But don’t spit them out or swallow them.  So long as you’re chewing those, you shouldn’t have any problems staying clear-headed.”
Geltheriel bit down, and almost immediately her posture straightened, and her eyes cleared.  She blinked and shook her head as if ridding herself of the last remnants of the poppy fumes.  “My thanks, Oathbinder,” she mumbled around the leaves.  “You intend to accept his offer?”
Aranos nodded.  “If it looks like anything is going wrong,” he told her, “wake the Dreamer up, however you have to.  Break the crystal if necessary.”  Geltheriel nodded grimly.
“That will not be necessary,” the crystal voice spoke.  “I intend you no harm.  Yet, if this makes you feel more at ease, I encourage it; you must be relaxed in your mind to even attempt what you wish to do.”
“I will be on guard,” Geltheriel assured him, tapping the hilt of her sword.  “No harm will come to you, Oathbinder.”
Aranos nodded and looked at the crystal.  “So, what now?” he asked.  “Do I lie down or something?”
“That would be wise,” the stone answered.  “Once you are comfortable and prepared, you will hear my voice speaking in your mind.  Simply relax and listen, and you will descend into slumber.  At no point will I attempt to enter your mind, have no concerns.”
I don’t think you could if you tried, considering my Mental Resistance, Aranos thought silently as he nestled into a pile of soft pillows, arranging them until he was comfortable.  He lay back, closing his eyes and trying to relax.  A whisper of sound seemed to tease the edge of his mind, something sensed but not heard.  Steeling himself mentally, he focused on the sound, and suddenly, he found himself standing on a flat, featureless plain.
The surface he stood on was white, flat, and utterly blank.  The air was filled with swirling, white mists that obscured vision past a few feet.  A silver-robed figure stepped out of the mists, its face hidden inside a hood.
“Welcome, Aranos the Traveler,” the figure intoned in a voice identical to the one that had come from the crystal.  “I am the Dreamer.”
“The Dreamer?” Aranos repeated.  “As in, the only one?”
The figure chuckled, the first display of emotion Aranos had seen from it.  “No, but ‘Dreamer’ serves as a form of address,” it replied.  “While names are meaningless labels, they are necessary labels when dealing with others.”
Aranos looked around curiously at the seemingly endless, bleak landscape.  “So, where are we?” he asked.  “Am I asleep now?”
The figure nodded.  “We are within the Dreamstone,” it explained.  “It stands as a doorway between our world and the Realm of Dreams, a place all sapient beings visit upon sleeping.”
“So, we’re going to look for Phil in his dreams?” Aranos asked doubtfully.  “It’s the middle of the day; I doubt he’s sleeping.”
“That is unnecessary,” the figure replied without inflection.  “All thinking beings in Ka exist within our world and the Realm of Dreams simultaneously.  It is the place where the gods once spoke to mortals, where spirits from beyond the veil of death can communicate with the living.  The Dreamstone merely allows one to fully enter the Realm of Dreams, rather than the nebulous existence we normally experience here.  If you speak to your friend here, he will remember it as if it happened to him in a particularly vivid dream.”
“Is that dangerous?” Aranos asked.  “I mean, we’re not going to run into a nightmare here, are we?”
The figure chuckled.  “I have yet to encounter such,” it assured Aranos.  “However, that does not mean this Realm is without dangers.  As I said, all sapient creatures have some existence in the Realm of Dreams, including some of the darkest minions of Virnal.  Meeting such in this Realm…”  The Dreamer shuddered.  “It is not pleasant, is all I will say.
“However, there is no reason we should encounter one,” it continued.  “Those monsters remain deep within the Blood Realms and are almost never found in the Kingdoms of Light.  Our greatest danger is simply not being able to locate your friend, in all truth.”
“That’s something,” Aranos sighed in relief.  “So, what do we do?”
“I am simply your guide,” the figure replied.  “You must concentrate upon the sensation of your friend, that feeling of their essence of which we spoke.  Once you have it, we will enter the Realm of Dreams and attempt to locate that unique essence within the millions of inhabitants.”
Aranos closed his eyes and pictured Phil in his head, focusing less on his appearance and concentrating instead on how he felt.  He recalled the sense of quiet comfort Phil instilled in him, how he always seemed to take over a room when he entered, how everyone just felt relaxed in his presence.  Once he felt he had the sense of his friend, he opened his and nodded to the Dreamer.
The figure bowed its head and spread its arms.  White mists began to swirl around them, moving slowly at first but quickly gaining speed until Aranos felt like he was standing in the middle of a tornado.  The funnel of white fog grew nearer and nearer, and Aranos braced himself for the buffeting the spinning clouds would inflict.  Instead, the mists simply vanished, leaving them standing in a landscape that Aranos could only describe as chaos.
He spun in an endless void of constantly shifting images.  One moment, he was crouched in a dank cavern; the next, he was soaring across a crystal blue sky.  He was splattered with gore as he tore the throat out of a screaming human; he sat in a temple in quiet meditation.  He didn’t know if he was standing or sitting, if he was staring up at the sky or down into an abyss, and his senses scrambled to make sense of the chaos.  Pain shot through his head as his mind struggled to comprehend the madness about him, and he clutched the sides of his head against the spike of agony.
Instinctively, he relaxed and stopped trying to fight against the flow of the chaos around him.  He drifted for a moment without focus, simply allowing the insanity to swirl around him.  “Good,” he heard a voice speak from somewhere, although he couldn’t figure out where it was coming from in the maelstrom.  “Do not fight against the dreams, for that will tear your mind apart. Instead, you must separate yourself from the chaos and create a zone of stability.”
“Yeah, sure,” Aranos muttered as he spun crazily in the chaos.  “And how do I do that?”
“It is all about will,” the Dreamer replied.  “What you call magic simply does not function in the Realm of Dreams.  Instead, you must exert your will over the area around you.  It is often easiest to start by deciding which directions will be up and down for you.”
“Deciding?” Aranos repeated.  “It’s not the same for everybody here?”
“There are few absolute physical laws in this Realm,” the voice informed him.  “You must determine what your reality will be for yourself.”
Aranos forced his mind to calmness, once more relaxing his concentration.  Okay, he told himself, this is no big deal for you.  It’s no different from creating your mindscape…or even crafting a Spell.  Imagination and will; those are your strong suits, right?
He closed his eyes and pictured a bubble of calm extending from him.  He felt soft ground beneath his feet, smelled the scent of a forest breeze, and tasted a hint of rain in the wind.  He could feel the warm sun on the back of his neck and heard the gentle murmurs of trees moving in the breeze.  Once he had the image in mind, rather than applying SP to it, he simply willed it into being.  His mind reached out and impressed his image on reality, forcing the space around him to adapt to his will.
This isn’t that different from one of my Spells, he realized as his mind shaped the reality surrounding him.  I’m using my will instead of SP, but it’s basically the same concept.  As the thought crossed his mind, he sensed a greater pattern, a more fundamental concept that linked what he was doing now and how he cast his Spells.  At their core, these are identical processes, he suddenly understood.  SP are just energy, but in the game, willpower is energy, too.  There should be a way to link those two concepts…
As quickly as he grasped the idea, though, the pattern faded in his mind. He knew that there was a link between will and SP, but he couldn’t quite see it.  It’ll come to me, he thought confidently.  I know there’s something there, some way to break the game again.  Veronica will love it!
He opened his eyes and found himself standing in a forest glen, just as he had imagined.  The maelstrom of dreams swirled at the edge of his construct, over 50’ away, but from this distance, it was nothing more than a strange kaleidoscope of images and didn’t pull at his consciousness.
“That is really quite good,” a voice spoke as the robed form of the Dreamer appeared beside him.  “Most can manage nothing more than a platform upon which to stand upon their first visit to the world of dreams; you have created a pocket of sanity in this realm of madness.  I am suitably impressed, Traveler.”
“So, what do we do, now?” Aranos asked, brushing off the compliment, fearing that it was somehow loaded with hidden meaning.  “How in the world can you find one person in all of…this?”
“Each person occupies their own small space in this realm,” the figure explained.  “That space radiates their presence to those who are sensitive, such as a Dreamer.  Normally, I would use your image to find your friend’s presence in the chaos; however, as you wish to able to locate them with a shard of the Dreamstone yourself, it would be wiser for you to make the first attempt.”
“I can try,” Aranos shrugged.  “What do I have to do?  I don’t even know how far away he is.”
“As I explained,” the Dreamer replied, “this is a realm governed by the will.  Distances mean very little, here, although generally, proximity in the real world translates to proximity in the Realm of Dreams, as well.”
“So, if two people are close in the real world,” Aranos clarified, “they’d probably be nearby here, as well?”
“Just so,” the figure confirmed.  “However, here, those distances are far less important than they are back in the waking world.”
“So, wait,” Aranos interrupted.  “You’re saying that just because something is a hundred miles away from me in here doesn’t mean I need to travel a hundred miles to get to it?  Then what do I do, just will myself there?”
“You comprehend the laws of this place rather well,” the Dreamer said approvingly.  “Yes, Traveler, you must summon the sense of your friend, project it into your space, and will your space to encompass that essence.  The process is not instant, but it will take far less time than would traveling, or truly, only slightly more than would a message Spell.”
“And if I can’t do that?” Aranos asked dubiously.
The figure waved a hand dismissively.  “You can but make the attempt,” it pointed out.  “Have no fear of failure; should you prove incapable – which is likely -- I will step in for you.”
“Gee, thanks,” Aranos muttered.  He closed his eyes and pulled up his sense of Phil’s presence, envisioning it firmly within his mind.  Once he held the image as securely as he could manage, he pushed it out into the space before him.  He pictured Phil standing before him and willed him to appear, to step out of the maelstrom into Aranos’ glen, pouring every ounce of his desire into that thought.
The ground beneath him lurched, and Aranos opened his eyes in alarm.  He looked quickly at the Dreamer, who was staring out at the chaos beyond Aranos’ realm of stability.  The slapdash array of imagery no longer merely churned outside his borders in a frenzy.  It slid past them as if they were moving at tremendous speed, even though the aleen felt no further sense of movement in the ground or his body.
The dreamscape was slowing its whirlwind passage, though, and Aranos realized he had lost focus on his desire.  He renewed his mental image and pushed with his will, and the chaos began to slip past them once more.  “That is…astounding,” the Dreamer murmured.  “How are you able to Dreamwalk, even in such simple fashion, after but one attempt?  It takes years for a Novice to master even this much!”
Aranos shrugged, although internally, he thought, probably a combination of my Master of Skills Title and the bonuses the AI’s give Travelers.  I wouldn’t be surprised if it took most players at least a couple of attempts to get it, since I learn Skills at double the normal speed.
When Aranos remained silent, the Dreamer shook its head.  “Let us hope you are some sort of prodigy,” it spoke grimly.  “Should all Travelers be this talented, I fear for the future of our House.”
“I probably just got lucky,” Aranos offered the figure a bit lamely.  “I mean, I’ve got a really high Wisdom Stat, and my Class requires me to be really good at envisioning things.  I’m sure that’s it.”
“Perhaps,” the Dreamer spoke a bit sulkily.  “Still, it is unheard of...”  The figure’s speech trailed off into an unintelligible mumble as it spoke, and Aranos tuned it out, focusing on his mental image of Phil.
Time passed inexorably as the dreamscape flew past, and Aranos was beginning to feel the edges of mental strain.  It was difficult holding the sensation of Phil, keeping his will focused on finding that image, and maintaining his stable zone as it was repeatedly impacted by the chaos of dreams.  His little glen was a pocket of order in chaos, like a speck of dirt in the Realm’s eye, and while it only took a minimal amount of concentration to hold it together, that was a modicum of concentration he couldn’t apply to his task of finding Phil. 
“About how long does it usually take to find someone?” he asked with a touch of strain in his voice.
The Dreamer grunted and looked around once more.  “At this speed?” it replied.  “It depends on where in the Human Kingdoms your friend may be located, but I would guess it will not be much longer.  We should be approaching the border to the nearest lands soon.”
“How far away are the Human lands by horse?” Aranos asked curiously.
“If one uses the High Roads,” the Dreamer answered absently, “perhaps 3 to 4 days from Eredain.  We are the stronghold nearest to the Human lands since the eastern realms have fallen.  If one went straight overland, as the eagle flies, it would take perhaps 2 weeks.”
“The roads are that much faster?”
“Indeed,” the Dreamer assured him.  “The High Roads were created to facilitate travel between the great cities of old, and they hold powerful Enchantments.  Those traveling upon them move faster, tire less easily, and can go longer without food or water.”
“And we crossed that same space in, what, fifteen minutes?” Aranos continued in amazement.
“This is why the services of the House of the Moon are so prized,” the Dreamer chuckled.  “A skilled Dreamwalker could make this trip in far less time.  It is even possible for one to Dreamwalk to a place and exit back into the waking world there, although doing so is difficult and requires an incredible will.”
“Wait,” Aranos spluttered, “so you could take me to my friend and drop me off with him?  Or bring him back with me?  And it would take less than an hour?  Why doesn’t everyone travel this way?”
“It is a rare Ability,” the Dreamer hedged.  “Even among Dreamers, those who can impose their wills so thoroughly on reality are rare and highly prized.  I, for example, cannot do this, even should I wish to.  It requires phenomenal effort and exertion to accomplish, often rendering the Dreamer helpless and unable to Dreamwalk for days.  Therefore, those who can do this demand only the rarest and richest of memories as payment, so only the exceptional can partake of their Skills.”
That’s a good limiting factor, Aranos thought as he examined the Dreamer’s words.  If the Dreamers could just carry people across kingdoms in minutes, there wouldn’t be much reason to use the roads, and I’m guessing there are a lot of things to be discovered that way.  Plus, why would they need to open the Arcane Doors if the Dreamers could ferry people about?  Sounds like it’s mostly about game balance.
The dreamscape about them began to slow, and Aranos wondered if he was finally running out of will.  The Dreamer, though, straightened.  “We are nearing our destination,” the figure spoke.  “I will remove myself, so your conversation may be private.”
Yeah, sure, Aranos thought as the figure faded from sight.  Because you don’t have any way to invisibly listen in on our conversation.  He remained silent, though, and kept his concentration firmly on the image in his mind.  The world around him slowed and gradually stilled, until his glen was floating in a haze of swirling images.  One of the images stilled and solidified into a tall, broad figure with light brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and a perfectly trimmed Van Dyke mustache and beard.
The figure stepped into the glen, his blue eyes blinking in the sudden sunlight.  His bright, silver armor gleamed pristinely, as did the elegant longsword at his side.  The man drew the blade and spun around, a glowing orb of fire appearing in his left hand as he prepared himself for battle.
“Phil?” Aranos asked cautiously, his hands held out in a non-threatening manner.  “Easy dude, it’s just me.”
“Wait, Jeff?” the warrior asked in a slightly gravelly baritone.  “Is that you, buddy?”
“Yeah,” Aranos said with a sigh, lowering his hands.  “Hey, man, how’s it going?”
Phil sheathed his sword and rushed over, engulfing the smaller man in a bear hug.  “Buddy, have I missed you!” he exclaimed, spinning the Sorcerer around.  “Where the hell have you been?”
“Elf realms,” Aranos choked out, furiously tapping the man’s arm.  “Put me down, and I’ll explain!”
Phil set Jeff down with a sheepish grin.  “Sorry about that,” he apologized.  “It’s…well, it’s been rough without you, buddy.  So, tell me what you’ve been up to!”
Aranos gave a brief overview of his adventures, not skipping anything but not going into too much detail.  “So, pretty soon I’m going to be heading to this Fallen City of Antas,” he finished, “and try to free this library place to help Geltheriel with her Cleansing Quest.  I just need a party for that, and for that, I need you, man.”
Phil stared at him for several seconds.  “Whoa, whoa, that was you?” he exclaimed.  “That Fallen Realm thing was you?”
Aranos blinked.  “The notification didn’t mention my name?” he asked curiously.  “I thought it would have; otherwise, how does it improve my global reputation?”
“No, it didn’t say your name,” Phil shook his head.  “It said we’d know you by your title.  ‘The Liberator’, I think?  But your Title is showing as ‘The Paragon’.  You’ll need to change it back if you want people to recognize you, I guess.”
“Dude, you have the Observation Skill?” Jeff asked.  “No one has ever told me how that works!  How’d you get it?”
“Inspection,” Phil corrected.  “It takes some time and practice, but I got it from my Class training Quest.  One of the first things that I learned, actually.  You need to get it, buddy, sooner rather than later.”
Aranos sighed.  “So, tell me about you,” he prodded.  “How’s being a Paladin?”
Phil reached back and grabbed his ponytail, a sure sign he was stressed.  “Yeah, turns out, that’s not so easy,” he replied.  “I got Spellsword, and my VR guide told me that it might be possible to level that into Paladin, but that thanks to the gods of Light being locked away, there’s a whole, big Quest chain you have to find and follow.  I dunno.”
Aranos grimaced; Phil always liked to play Paladins.  “Well, I’ll help you find it,” the younger man reassured him.  “Bring your party to Antas, we’ll hook up, and we’ll figure it out.  Hey, maybe there’ll be something in that ancient library about it; we could look for that while we’re there, right?”
Phil blinked.  “That’s a great idea!” he breathed.  “See, this is why I’ve missed you, Jeff.  You’re the man with the plan.”
Aranos scoffed.  “No way, man.  You’re the guy everyone listens to, not me.  That’s why you’ve got a party, and I don’t.”
“Well, sort of,” Phil sighed.  “Yeah, I’ve got a party, but…I’ll be honest, buddy.  It’s a crappy one.”
“Wait, what do you mean?” Aranos asked, stunned.  “Why is it crappy?”
“Karen,” Phil spat.  “I tried leading a party.  It…didn’t go well.  So, I found someone who wanted to lead a party and seemed decent, and I formed a party with her in charge.”
Phil drew his sword and swiped at the air in frustration.  “You know me, Jeff,” he said emphatically.  “I can see the good in anybody, really.  And Karen tries, she really does, but she’ll make two or three good calls, things get going well…and then she’ll make a doozy of a bad one, and things will go to hell.
“That would be okay,” Phil continued angrily, “but she refuses to accept responsibility and learn from her mistakes.  She gets mad and blames everyone and everything else and never learns to move forward.”
“So why stay?” Aranos asked, quizzically.  “Why not leave and find a new party?”
“I’m going to,” Phil agreed.  “But I wanted to find places for the other guys in the party, too.  Hector, he’s a vanilla tank, and those are a dime a dozen.  Heck, it sounds like your Follower – Geltheriel, right – will probably be a way better tank, with me as backup.  So, no reason to bring him, and that leaves him kind of stranded, doesn’t it?
“Neela is a generalist Wizard,” he went on.  “She’s planning on taking an elemental Perk at fifth level, but she doesn’t even know which one.  Until she does that, nobody’s gonna want her.”
“Plus, I can do most of the elemental stuff,” Jeff added.  “What we really need, beyond you as a tank, is a shooter and a healer.”
“A shooter is simple,” Phil nodded.  “Hell, Karen’s a decent shooter, if a crappy scout and leader.  I’d have to convince her to give up party lead, though, and I don’t see her doing that anytime soon.
“A healer, though?” he added.  “That’s harder because clerics are rare, at least the magic-using ones are, and they’re pretty valuable.  Most of them have been snatched up by either the guilds or bigger adventuring groups.  If you want one, you’ll have to be willing to pay out the nose.”
“I don’t want someone joining us for money,” Aranos made a face.  “I want somebody who’s there for adventure and, preferably, who wants to free a Fallen City.  Have you been in a Fallen Land, yet?”
When Phil shook his head, Aranos continued.  “It’s not just a bunch of ruins with monsters,” he explained.  “The air’s not right there.  All the things you hate about yourself – your anger, your pride, your fear – they’re all so much more powerful there.  Geltheriel was imprisoned there for a long time, and it made her angrier, more prone to fear, harder to resist temptations.”
Aranos swiped his hand through his hair.  “The game is trying to explore human emotions,” he finished.  “I think the Fallen Lands are there to encourage the darker emotions, but also to see how we handle temptation.  The entire time I was there, the game kept reminding me that I could just slip into the throne room and out the back door and, boom.  Quest over, I win.  I didn’t have to face Lythienne, or free the city, or even free Geltheriel.  I could have just ridden my mana disc up to the top, ran past the last gasha, and snuck through the Arcane Door.  Way simpler.”
“You don’t do things the simple way,” Phil chuckled.  “So that wouldn’t have happened.”
“I was tempted, man” Aranos admitted.  “When I knew that Geltheriel only had a few hours to live before she starved to death?  That if my gamble hadn’t paid off and we hadn’t gotten her food, she would have died?  Yeah, there were times I wanted to, really badly.”
“You think if someone is joining out of greed,” Phil asked slowly, “the game might give them a chance to betray us for a big reward, just to see what happens?”
“I pretty much guarantee it,” Aranos nodded.  “No, man, we need people who are in this to be part of the story, to be part of the group who freed Antas.  People who want to make this world better and be the heroes.  Those are the people that we can trust in a Corrupted Land.”
Phil nodded slowly, his face lined with thought.   “Change your Title, then,” he finally said decisively.  “Be the Liberator.  If you’re Aranos the Liberator, I can sell this.  I can make it about joining in on the crusade, helping Aranos free another land.  Hell, with that line I’d probably have to beat people off with a stick!  I might even be able to convince Neela that she should take a Healer Perk at fifth level instead of a damaging one.”
Aranos paused.  “Wait, I missed that the first time.  She hasn’t even hit level 5 yet?”
“Well, no,” Phil shrugged.  “But then, not many really have.  XP are hard to get, buddy, and maybe only ten or fifteen percent of the people out there have gotten past fifth level so far.  Why, where are you?”
“Umm…level 9,” Aranos offered weakly.  “Really close to ten, too; I’m kind of holding off, trying to get as many Titles and Perks and Skills as I can so I’ll have really good choices for my Advanced Class.”
Phil stared at him, totally dumbfounded.  “You’re freaking level 9?” he repeated.  “Jeff, I will make this happen.  Whatever you have been finding has got to be an XP gold mine.  And wait, Perks?  As in plural?  How many do you have?”
“Uh, six?” he replied.  “I’ve only got five Titles, though.”
Phil laughed, loudly.  “This!” he replied.  “This is what I’m talking about, Jeff!  You’re the guy who figures everything out, who knows what to do.  Me?  I can get people to follow you.  But you’ve gotta be there to lead.”
“If you say so,” Aranos replied, blushing.  “Hey, we could leave as early as tomorrow to head out.  Is that okay?”
“Whoa, partner,” Phil laughed.  “Let’s not rush things.  I’ll put the word out, but it’ll probably have to wait until after our logoff.  That’s in two days, remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” Aranos frowned.  “I forgot.”
“It’s all good, buddy,” Phil laughed.  “That’s why you need me: I keep you grounded.”  The big man looked thoughtful as he continued.
“Of course, I’ll have to do some adventuring with them so we all get to know each other and learn to work together.  I don’t think it’d be smart to head out onto the High Roads with a brand-new party like that.  A few groups have tried to navigate the Roads, and they’ve all been sent for respawn, even some that are raid-group sized.”
Aranos frowned.  “If the Roads are that dangerous,” he said slowly, his face lost in thought, “you guys will need to do some grinding.  Then, you’ll need a couple days, at least, just to be able to make it to Antas…oh, and I can give you the location of the city.  At least then, you won’t get lost.”
“Speaking of being lost…”  Phil looked around.  “Where the hell are we?”
“Realm of Dreams,” Aranos replied absently.  “I should be able to come visit you again, here, so we can stay in touch…at least, I hope.”
Phil shrugged.  “I’ll see you IRL in a couple days,” he reminded him.  “But if you can do this again once we’re back, I can let you know how things are going and we can set this up.”
“Okay,” Aranos replied, reaching out and hugging his friend.  “I’ve missed chatting with you, man.”
“Yeah, I’ve missed you too, buddy,” the bigger man replied.  “I’ll talk to you soon, right?” 
The man faded out of existence as Aranos released his mental image and sighed.  “Yeah, pretty soon, Phil,” he agreed.  “Maybe too soon…”
He sighed again and turned back to the flashing images.  “Okay, you can come back now,” he called out to the Dreamer, who faded into view a moment later.  “Thanks for the trip.  I take it we just have to will our way back, now?”
The Dreamer, though, was frowning, turning about in confusion.  “Something…something is wrong,” he spoke, and a tinge of fear colored his voice.  “I…I can’t feel the path…”
As the figure spoke, the images around them faded into shadow.  A wall of darkness surrounded them, creeping overhead to fully enclose them.  A chill wind blew into the glen, and a shadow seemed to pass before the sun.  The Dreamer flinched and trembled, dropping to its knees, and Aranos felt icy fingers attempting to slip into his mind.
Anger stirred in him as he realized that something was trying to make him afraid, to reach into his thoughts as they apparently had to the Dreamer, judging by the man’s cowering form.  Aranos pushed back against the foreign presence in his mind, his anger driving out the mental assault, and he felt the chill touch recoil from the fire of his passion.  He focused on his safe zone, and the chill wind died off as he willed the warming sun to return.
“Most interesting,” a voice from a nightmare hissed as a tall, pale figure appeared at the edge of his glen, a half step from entering.  “Your will is impressive, Aranos Evenshade, to be able to hold me out for even a short time.”  The figure wore a long, flowing, black cloak that left its slim, tapering fingers and bare feet exposed.  Its face was perfectly oval and utterly blank, without any features. 
“Who are you?” Aranos asked, attempting to summon his Composite Armor.  Nothing happened, and he remembered that he was in the Realm of Dreams.  The Dreamer said magic doesn’t work here, he reminded himself. 
“You know me, yes, Dreamer?” the figure spoke, its voice a strange overlapping of hissing whispers, gurgling, muted screams, and sobbing.  “You know my name?  Tell the Traveler!”
“He…he is Morx,” the Dreamer stammered, his voice nearly crying with fear.  “The Nightcrawler!”
“That is one of my names,” the figure agreed.  “I prefer Hand of Darkness.  But who am I, Dreamer?”
“You are the Lord of Nightmares,” the Dreamer finally broke down, sobbing.  “Member of the Dark Pantheon, lieutenant of Virnal Darkbringer.”
A god? Aranos thought in stunned disbelief.  “What are you doing here?”
“I am not truly Lord Morx, of course,” the figure spoke.  “His presence in this Realm would cause needless disruption.  I am merely his voice, and I am here to present you an offer, Aranos.”
“Not interested,” Aranos replied flatly.  “Don’t even care what it is.”
“Don’t rush to judgment,” the figure chuckled dryly.  “Morx is not only the Lord of Nightmares, Aranos.  He is also the patron of the dark mysteries, and as such, he has taken an interest in you.”
“In me?” Aranos repeated, feeling a chill run down his spine.  What the hell does a freaking god want with me?  “What do you mean?  Why are you here?”
“Why, I wish to recruit you,” Morx spoke.  “You have shown amazing capabilities, Aranos, and you’d be a valuable ally to the Dark.”
“Like I said,” Aranos replied shortly, his jaw clenched, “not interested, sorry.”
“Hear me out,” the figure hissed, commandingly.  “What has the Light done for you, so far, Aranos?  Have the elves helped you?  Have they welcomed you?  You have done something that none in the Light have ever done, something they’ve been trying to do for centuries, and how did they receive you?”
When Aranos remained silent, Morx continued.  “We would offer you everything that the Light has failed to give you: honor and respect for your deeds.  We could train you; the libraries of Darkhelm still hold many records from the time before the Feast.  You would hold a place of honor; the Abilities we could grant you would give you mastery over magic in a way you haven’t even imagined.  Many dark mages would flock to your banner, and you could be master over them all.”
The figure gestured expansively, and an image of blasted Haerobel shimmered into view around them.  “You could rebuild Haerobel, restore it to its former glory, with you as High Sorcerer.  You could fill the city with Travelers, all of whom would live there at your pleasure. 
“And you would receive tutelage from a god, Aranos.  Morx himself would name you his champion, and you would rise above all other mortal magicians.  You could command entire nations, and emperors would bow to you.  One day, you could even rise to join the Dark Pantheon as a demigod!”
The figure lowered its hands, and the scene turned to one of despair.  Eredain was ablaze, with nightmare creatures running through its streets, tearing open helpless elves.  Geltheriel stood, weeping, in black chains, watching Aranos being tortured to death again and again.
“However,” Morx’ voice crackled, taking an even more sinister tone, “if you throw aside the god’s offer, your life will be one of pain and torment, Traveler.  You have been marked by a god, now, and he knows your name.  None of the Light can save you from the Hand of Darkness, and you will spend your time in Ka learning the meaning of agony.  Your Follower will beg for her death, for your final death, a thousand times before you finally flee this world forever.
“Choose now, Aranos Evenshade, and choose wisely.”
Aranos stood, rooted, staring the image of Geltheriel, weeping and in chains.  He remembered her filth-covered cell in Haerobel, the story of her torment there, and anger erupted within him.  “You think you can threaten me into joining you?” he whispered, his voice icy calm.  “That I’ll be scared of all this crap and beg you to spare me?  To spare Geltheriel?”
He took a step toward the pale figure, his body trembling in his rage.  “I’m not afraid of you,” he continued.  “You should be afraid of me, Morx, or whatever you are, because I’m not just some scared little Traveler.  I’m not Lythienne, hiding from the Darkness.  I am the First Sorcerer, and now?  I’m going to make you pay for even trying this!”
Morx chuckled at the advancing figure.  “You think so?” he spoke, gesturing.  The ground rumbled and shook as two shapes struggled up from his forest’s floor.  The dark figures looked like black, shiny grubs but swelled, growing until they stood taller than Aranos.  A double line of ebony claws lined each worm’s stomach, and its head was that of a human, only twisted in pain and agony, with jagged teeth filling a mouth that opened far too wide. 
“You spurned my offer,” the pale figure said dismissively.  “So, here is the first of your punishments.  While you will be reborn, I assure that being devoured alive by a tenebrous worm is one of the most excruciating deaths you will experience in Ka.  I may return to you another time, but my offer then will not be so generous.”  The pale figure stepped back, vanishing into the darkness.
The worms screeched and crashed to the ground, writhing madly as they squirmed toward Aranos, their short, clawed arms scrabbling at the ground.  Instinctively, he held up his hand to fire a Mana Arrow, cursing when he remembered that his mana wouldn’t work here.  The first worm struck forward like a snake, and Aranos fell backward, scrambling madly to get some distance between him and the worms.  He glanced at the Dreamer, who still knelt, sobbing.  Well, they won’t be any help, he muttered internally.
He dove to the side as the next worm crashed into the space he had just been in, then screamed in pain as the worm whipped sideways, its jagged jaws slicing along his thigh.  The wound felt like acid had been dripped into it and burned with agony.  He clutched the wound and rolled, trying to get away from the beasts, but a second slash from a worm tore open his shoulder, and agony burst forth anew.
His body screamed in anguish, but a strange calm fell over his mind.  He could feel the pain, but it was a distant thing, something he could put aside for the moment.  His mind told him that a worm had just sliced a chunk of flesh from his side, but the information seemed unimportant to him.  Something drifted through his mind, a thought from earlier, when he was forming his zone of stability.  SP and will, he reminded himself.  There’s a link, there.  Something you can use. 
He cast out with his mind and felt the dreamscape around him.  The worms and the Dreamer were holes in the landscape, chunks of solidity surrounded by a whirling sea of chaos.  There’s power, here, his subconscious told him.  Use it.
He grabbed the floating energy and wove it around him, layering it and compressing it until it snapped into place.  The next worm’s frenzied bite rebounded off his arm, knocking him backward but doing no damage, and he haltingly rose to his feet.  His wounded legs threatened to fail beneath him, but he glanced at the wounds and willed them to close.  His conscious mind took no notice as the blood halted and the hideous gashes sealed shut, but his unconscious mind exulted. 
He raised one hand and summoned more energy, swirling and compressing it into a Mana Bullet.  He launched the spinning projectile at the nearest worm, and the bullet slammed into its side, punching into it and bursting with a muted thump.  The worm screamed once more, flailing in pain, and Aranos wrapped more energy around it, sealing it into a Crystal Prison.
The second worm slammed into him, knocking him backwards, but with an effort of will he halted his flight and hovered above the ground.  All that matters is will and imagination, he told himself.  If you can picture it, you can make it happen.  He gestured at the ground beneath the worm, and spears of razor-sharp crystal burst from the earth, spearing the monster and tearing into its ebony flesh.  The worm writhed in agony, ripping the wounds open wider.
The first worm shattered its prison and leapt at Aranos, forcing him to float to the side to dodge.  He whipped out his hand, and tendrils of fire suddenly formed in the air, wrapping about the worm, searing its flesh.  Aranos launched another Composite Bullet into the beast, this time aiming for its open maw.  The worm’s mouth snapped shut as the bullet pierced its throat before exploding in a shower of bile and shattered teeth.
Aranos called forth another set of spears to tear into the second worm, these made of glittering ice.  He gestured, and the spears rose even higher from the ground, lifting the trapped creature up into the air to thrash madly.  He conjured a swirl of icy hailstones around the elevated monster, the tiny chunks of ice slamming into the worm’s body and ripping its skin.  He pulled energy into his other hand and held it out, palm-first, toward the first worm.  A gout of searing flames shot out of his palm, bathing the creature in fire. 
The second worm’s mad struggles ended just as the first worm burst open from the heat of his flames.  Aranos willed the corpses out into the darkness and sank to his knees as their bodies vanished.  A wave of exhaustion swept over him, and he allowed his armor to vanish as the pain of his remaining injuries slammed into him like a wave.  He screamed and fell to the ground, shaking in agony for several long minutes until the torment passed and his wounds closed. 
Aranos rolled back to his knees, taking a deep, shuddering breath.  Morx was right about one thing, he admitted grimly.  Being eaten by one of those would have been the worst thing that’s happened in this game so far.  He sat back for a few, long moments, catching his breath and waiting for his sudden weariness to pass.  Once he felt his strength returning, he rose and walked over to the still-sobbing Dreamer.
“Snap out of it,” he said, shaking the figure’s shoulder.  “We need to get out of here, and I need your help.”
The Dreamer shook its head.  “No, no escaping,” it sobbed.  “Trapped in nightmare…no escape…”
Aranos sighed and rose from the weeping Dreamer.  Looks like I’m doing this myself, he muttered.
He summoned the image of his own body, willing it to appear in his stable zone.  He felt the ground shudder briefly, but the inky blackness still surrounded them.  He tried harder, driving his will, but although the forest glen shivered and shook with strain, the blackness held them securely. 
His anger rose up once more, and he poured it into his will, letting the heat of it fill him.  He focused all of his intent on breaking through the barrier surrounding them, and the ground trembled even harder.  He’s trying to trap you here, his mind growled at him.  He’s trying to imprison you, contain you…control you.
His anger swirled into rage, and his mind reached out, grasping all the energy it could hold.  He drove the power against the barrier, slamming his will and fury against the dark wall enclosing him.  He narrowed his focus to the finest possible point, pouring his entire being into that tiny space, roaring with fury as he pushed.  The barrier held for a moment, flexed beneath the onslaught…and shattered, shards of darkness skittering off into the revealed chaos.
Aranos gasped as the recoil from the explosion slammed into him, tearing through his body.  He collapsed to the ground but managed to roll to his knees and summon the mental image of himself.  He bent his will to finding that image, to bringing it into his space, and he sighed in relief as the dreamscape around them shifted and began to slide past at increasing speed.
Aranos focused his will on his task, ignoring his weariness and his fear of encountering the dark god a second time.  He’s got to have limitations, he assured himself.  Otherwise, he could have just killed you, or summoned a dozen of those things.  If he could have, I’ll bet he would have stayed to watch the worms eat me.  Something must have forced him to leave, so he’s not likely to come back.
Time ground past as exhaustion crept through him, trying to steal his focus.  He reached out and drew more energy from the dreamscape, dumping that energy into his mental image, and the chaos flashed by them at an almost alarming rate.  He gathered more power and pushed it into his intent, his need to find himself, and the images around them shifted into a meaningless blur. 
Just as he was about to draw the last bit of power he thought he could manage, the dreamscape began to slow around them.  The chaos about them slid back into focus as the forest glen slowed and then stopped.  Aranos glanced around, trying to find his body, but his focus fell instead on an anomaly in the maelstrom: a soft, steady, white glow that didn’t flicker or change.
That’s gotta be the Dreamstone, he hoped silently.  The Dreamer did say that proximity in the waking world usually means proximity here, right?  He glanced down at the Dreamer, who had ceased sobbing but now simply stared off into space.  Well, one way to find out, I guess.
He reached down and grabbed the kneeling figure beneath an arm and dragged it up to its feet.  The Dreamer didn’t resist or fight at all, but neither did it help Aranos as he guided the shambling being to the edge of his zone of stability.  Aranos led the Dreamer to the edge of the white light, took a deep breath, and muttered, “Sorry if this doesn’t work,” before pushing the Dreamer into the light.
The being vanished instantly, and Aranos let out a relieved sigh.  He stepped forward, into the light, and to his great relief, he found himself surrounded by the white mists of the Dreamstone.  Thank goodness, he thought, slumping to the featureless ground.  Now, how do I wake up…?
His eyes snapped open and he took a deep breath as a stinging slap rang across his cheek.  Geltheriel stood over him, her eyes panicked but her face filled with anger, drawing her hand back for a second slap.  “Wake up, Aranos!” she shouted as she cocked her hand back.
“I’m awake!” he cried out, raising his arms.  “I’m awake, I’m okay!”
“You are certainly not okay,” the woman hissed, gesturing at him.  Aranos looked and realized that his skin was covered with burns and blisters, and his LP bar was hovering at around 50%.  Was that the backlash from breaking that barrier? he wondered in amazement.  How did that make it through into the real world?
“No, I am,” he reassured her.  “I mean…as much as I can be, all things considered.  I’ll tell you about it later, though.  We need to wake up the Dreamer, quickly!”
Geltheriel looked at him doubtfully but nodded and strode over to the still-slumbering figure, smacking it on the face and shaking it.  Aranos dung into his inventory and pulled out two more leaves like the ones he’d given Geltheriel.  “Here, give them these,” he told her, groaning in pain as he rose to his feet with a stagger.  “They’re like the ones I gave you.  Put them in their mouth and they should wake up right away.”
She obligingly followed his directions and stepped back as the figure began to splutter and cough.  They thrashed a bit before taking a deep breath and rising to a sitting position, where they slumped and began weeping.
Aranos ran to the shadowy archway and poked his head through it, seeing their guide still waiting patiently.  “Get help!” he barked at the silver-robed figure.  “The Dreamer needs medical attention, quickly!”
The figure started and stared at Aranos for a moment, obviously taking in his wounded state.  “Medical attention?” it repeated.  “What did you…”
“I really wish you people would stop accusing me of things,” he growled.  “I didn’t do anything.  Now, go get help, or tell me where I can find it myself!”  The figure straightened, then bowed quickly and hurried off, vanishing into the misty hallway.
Aranos pulled his head back into the room and found Geltheriel cradling the weeping Dreamer.  Yeah, I never would’ve thought to just give them a hug, he realized bitterly.  God, literally everyone is better with people than me!
“What occurred, Oathbinder?” she asked gravely, her eyes taking in his now-healing wounds.  “Did you locate your friend?”
“Yeah, that was the easy part,” he sighed, slumping back down on some cushions with a hiss of pain.  “We got attacked afterward.  By…someone that I’ll tell you about when I’m sure we’re alone.  I managed to kill the monsters that were sent after us, but we were stuck in some kind of bubble.”
He looked down at his ravaged skin.  “In fact,” he muttered, “I’m pretty sure the Spell I cast to break the bubble is what did this to me.”
“That should be an impossibility, Traveler,” a voice spoke from the doorway.  Aranos rose painfully to his feet as another hooded and silver-robed figure entered the room through the dark archway.  This figure, he noticed, had an emblem of a moon embroidered on their chest.  Must be a higher-up, he realized.
The figure moved to the weeping Dreamer and extricated them from Geltheriel, passing them over to another pair of figures in silvery robes.  “Take the Dreamer to the healing rooms,” it instructed.  “I will be there shortly.”
The figure turned back to Aranos.  “The Dreamer was struck down by something of great power,” it spoke.  “You must tell me what occurred, Traveler.”
Aranos nodded.  “Mind if I sit down while I talk?” he asked.  “My LP are coming back pretty slowly.”  The figure gestured, and Aranos sank gratefully back onto the cushions.
“The Dreamwalking thing started pretty normally,” he explained.  “Well, I guess it did; I don’t really know how these things are supposed to go.  The Dreamer took me from the Dreamstone into the Realm of Dreams, and they explained how to create a safe zone and how I could find my friend.”
The figure held up a hand.  “Forgive me,” they interrupted.  “The Dreamer did not simply create a space for you and take you there?”
Aranos shook his head.  “Part of our deal was that they would give me a shard from the Dreamstone,” he explained.  “That way, I would be able to talk to my friend even when we left the city.  However, the Dreamer said I would need to learn how to find him myself if that was going to work.”
The figure remained silent for a moment.  “I see,” it replied.  “And what did you offer in return for this?”
“A memory from my world,” Aranos replied.  “I didn’t get a chance to give it to them, though…”
“Continue your story,” the figure commanded.  “We will decide if and how the bargain should be met at the end.”
“Sure,” Aranos shrugged.  “So, yeah, I made a kind of clearing in the forest as my safe space, and I took us to where my friend was in the Human Kingdoms.  It took about 15 minutes, so no big deal.  We chatted, and when he left, I called the Dreamer back.”
Aranos took a deep breath.  “There was a problem, though,” he went on.  “We were surrounded by this black bubble, and this figure appeared.  The Dreamer kind of collapsed – I think it was a fear effect – and told me that the figure was Morx, the Nightcrawler.”
The figure hissed in surprise and dismay, and Aranos heard Geltheriel utter a startled curse behind him.  “The Nightcrawler?” the hooded figure echoed.  “What…how…explain, Traveler!”
Aranos briefly went over the encounter, describing how Morx tried to recruit him and set the tenebrous worms to devour him when he refused.  He didn’t give details of Morx’ offers or threats, since he didn’t think that was relevant, but he did detail how the Dreamer said they couldn’t escape, and how he gathered energy from around him to puncture the bubble to free them. 
“Once we were out,” he concluded, “I got us back to where my body was, noticed the glow from the Dreamstone, and forced the Dreamer back into it.  I followed, woke up, woke up the Dreamer, and…here we are.”
The figure stood silently for several moments.  “You will come with me,” it finally said, imperiously.  “If nothing else, it appears you need healing, and there are many questions still unanswered.”
Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, who returned his look gravely, and then followed the commanding figure into the hallway and through the mists.  The figure led them through a series of passages and into a larger room filled with a clean, disinfectant scent.  Eucalyptus and oregano, his Herbalism Skill told him.  Useful for fighting infections.
An uncloaked figure lay on a bed, his eyes wide and staring while several robed figures moved about him.  The reclining elf had blue-green hair and a face that had the same greenish hue as Aranos’.  His eyes were deep violet in color and remained unblinking as Aranos watched.  His body trembled and shook, as if he were freezing.  Or terrified, Aranos realized.
“Has the Dreamer spoken at all?” the commanding figure asked.
“No, High Dreamer,” one of the others responded.  “We can find nothing wrong with him, physically; we fear the ailment is one of the mind.”
The High Dreamer turned toward Aranos.  “I am about to enter the Dreamer’s mind,” the figure spoke.  “I will soon see everything that happened just as he saw it.  Should any part of your story be untrue, it will go badly for you.”
Aranos sighed.  “I really wish you elves would stop assuming the worst of me,” he replied with a touch of exasperation.  “Go ahead, I’m not worried.  I told you the truth.”
The High Dreamer nodded and moved over to the bed, placing their hand on the resting Dreamer’s forehead.  The reclining figure arched their back once, then settled back on the bed.  The two remained silent and still for long minutes, and Aranos began to shift uncomfortably when suddenly, the Dreamer cried out once and settled into the bed, their eyes finally closing and their body relaxing.
The High Dreamer stood and took a deep breath.  “The Dreamer should recover,” they told the remaining figures.  “He was trapped in a nightmare, but now that he is free, he should regain his strength and wits swiftly.”  The figures bowed, and the High Dreamer turned toward Aranos.
“Traveler,” they spoke.  “I must beg your pardon.  I thought you had somehow injured the Dreamer and crafted a fanciful tale to cover your actions.  Instead, you have saved his life, and for that, I thank you deeply.”
Aranos shifted uncomfortably at the praise.  “I did what I had to,” he replied.  “It wasn’t that big of a deal.”
“It was a very great deal,” the Head Dreamer corrected.  “Please, come with me to my chambers, where we can discuss this in greater depth.”
Aranos and Geltheriel obediently followed the Head Dreamer through the mist-filled corridors until they stepped through another shadowy doorway.  The room beyond looked similar to the Dreamer’s chamber – it was small, round, filled with cushions and pillows, and dominated by a large, irregular, pulsing white stone – but it lacked the hanging pall of incense and poppy smoke.  Aranos took a grateful breath and heard Geltheriel inhaling deeply next to them.
The Head Dreamer moved into the room and seated themselves across from the doorway, nestling into some cushions that were obviously used regularly for that purpose.  “Yes, the mists can be unsettling to newcomers to the House of the Moon,” they spoke, the sound of a smile in their voice.  “Please, be seated, as we have much to discuss.”
Aranos sank into a nearby pile of cushions, shifting to make sure the Dreamstone wasn’t blocking his view of the Head Dreamer, but Geltheriel remained standing.  After how he had woken up in the other room, Aranos didn’t blame her and chose to say nothing.  The Head Dreamer watched her for a moment, then shrugged their head.  “As you wish, Geltheriel of Meluiben.
“It seems, Aranos Evenshade,” the Dreamer went on, “that you bring many firsts to the House of the Moon this day.  Had anyone asked me yesterday, I would have told them that it was impossible for a Wizard to cast Spells in the dreamscape, or for a novice to the Realm of Dreams to navigate it swiftly, or for the Lord of Nightmares to be present in that Realm, even by proxy.  I certainly would have scoffed at anyone who claimed to face down that entity, or even at anyone who claimed to encounter a single tenebrous worm, a creature that stories claim the Nightcrawler once used to terrorize the dreams of his enemies.  It has been an eventful and enlightening day.”
“I’m guessing you saw in the encounter in the Dreamer’s memories, then?” Aranos asked.  “What do you make of that?”
“Indeed, I did,” the High Dreamer replied.  “Had I not, I would never have believed it.  Our lore teaches us that the Nightcrawler is unable to reach directly into the Realm of Dreams and can only send out vague fears and horrors to prey on sleeping minds.  It seems that he is capable of taking a more active role but has simply chosen not to…which implies much, if one considers why he would not choose to torment all of the Light nightly until they surrendered to him.”
Aranos considered the figure’s words.  “If I had to guess,” he said slowly, “I would say that either it’s too hard for him to do often, or there’s some risk to it he’s not willing to chance.”
“Those are my thoughts, as well,” the Dreamer agreed.  “Which suggests that the Hand of Darkness risked much in his attempt to turn you, Aranos Evenshade.  His offerings to you were…not unsubstantial.”
Aranos waved his hands, shaking his head.  “I’m pretty sure he was lying,” he said dismissively.  “I mean, I’m guessing that the Nightmare Lands already have a bunch of lords and lieutenants and whatever, right?  And he’s going to somehow elevate me over them, and expect everything to be fine?  Yeah, not gonna happen that way.  I think it’s safe to say he wanted me as his servant, or even his slave, not as some kind of dark champion.”
The Head Dreamer was silent for a moment.  “You seem to have a grasp on the nature of the Dark’s promises,” the figure spoke quietly.  “Many have not seen such until too late, Traveler.  I have visited the dreams of those who have fallen, and you are correct: they are bound in the most foul servitude, made all the worse because often, they do not see that they have been enslaved.”
The figure shifted as it spoke, laying back against its cushions.  “The Dark proclaims that it is the bastion of freedom,” he explained.  “It tempts us with the promise that, if we join it, we will be free to follow our desires, to indulge ourselves with no boundaries or qualms to restrain us.  Of course, they do not realize giving into our most selfish desires is its own brand of servitude, for those of the Dark serve their passions – anger, greed, jealousy, lust – without heed for the damage they may do.
“The key to true freedom, of course,” the Dreamer continued, “is making your passions serve you, rather than the reverse.  That is especially true for those of us in the House of the Moon, for others rely upon our being free of judgment, bias, or emotional entanglements.  When we allow our emotions to master us, it colors our Divinations, and others can no longer trust us in their dealings.”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed at the Dreamer’s words.  “I hate to say this,” he balked, “but the Dreamer that we were dealing with wasn’t that, well, free of his emotions.  He really wanted my memories, and he was trying to trick me into offering them to him.  That doesn’t seem that dispassionate, really.”
The High Dreamer sighed.  “You are sadly correct,” they agreed, to Aranos’ surprise.  “Your Dreamer allowed his greed to overcome him, and not just in your dealings.”
The figure leaned forward and gazed at Aranos. “Have you, by any chance, checked your notifications since your…adventure?” they asked.  “If not, I would ask you to do so, as I wish to confirm a suspicion of mine.”
Aranos shrugged and pulled up his notifications, blinking in surprise at them:
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Restricted Skill Gained!
You have gained the Class and Race Restricted Skill: Dreamwalking# (T).
Rank: Novice 6
Effect: You are able to navigate in the Realm of Dreams.  Your chance to reach a specific location or individual in the dreamscape depends on your familiarity with your target:
Target is:
Very Well Known: 10% per Skill level (max 99%), 0.5x Willpower
Somewhat Known: 7.5% per Skill level, 0.75x Willpower
Barely Known: 5% per Skill level, 1.0x Willpower
Almost Unknown: 2.5% per Skill level, 2.0x Willpower
Unknown: 1% per Skill level, 4.0x Willpower
Distance: While distances are mitigated in the Realm of Dreams, they do play a part in how far one can travel and how long travel will take you.  The distance a Dreamwalker can travel is limited by their Willpower score, as follows:
Within the same city: 50 Willpower required
Within the same kingdom: 100 Willpower required
Within the same realm: 250 Willpower required
In a different realm of similar alignment (Light/Dark): 750 Willpower required
In a realm of differing alignment: 2500 Willpower required
Outside of Ka: 10,000 Willpower required
To determine if it is possible for you to travel to a specific creature, multiply the base minimum cost by the Willpower modifier listed above, based on your familiarity with the target.  For example, to travel to an unknown individual in the same city as you, you need [50 x 4.0] = 200 Willpower.  To travel to a very well known individual in a realm of differing alignment, you need [2500 x 0.5] = 1250 Willpower.
Travel Time:  A successful attempt allows you to travel to your target in 1 minute per 10 points of Willpower required for the journey.  The travel time is reduced by 1% for every point of Wis and level of this Skill you have. 
Failure: If an attempt to travel to an individual fails, it may be attempted as often as desired.  Each additional attempt within 24 hours increases the minimum Willpower requirements by 20%, which also affects travel times.
Restricted Skill: As this Skill is Restricted to a Class or Race you do not possess, it is automatically considered Untrained and levels up at half the normal rate.
Master of Skills: As a Master of Skills, you can learn any Skill without restriction.  The penalties for learning a Restricted Skill do not apply to you.
+2 Wis
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Skill Boost: Dreamwalking(T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 2
Student Level Ability: Chance of finding a target is increased by 1% per Skill level.
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Skill Boost: Mental Resistance (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: A failed mental attack on you allows you to counterattack, stunning the initiator of the attack for [Wis + Skill level] s.  If the target also possesses Mental Resistance, you can make an opposed check equal to your [Wis + Skill level] versus the opponent’s [Int + Skill level] to apply the stunning effect.
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You take 13 LP damage from Tenebrous Worm! 
You are suffering from Debilitating Pain!  Duration: 10 s
…
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Skill Gained: Pain Resistance (U)
Rank: Novice 3
Suffer reduced effects from pain.
Effect: Any mental or physical effect caused by pain is reduced by 2% per Skill level (1%) in severity and duration.
End +1
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Skill Created!
Through a special action, you have combined Mental Resistance and Pain Resistance into a new Skill.  Your innate talent for Mental Resistance causes this Skill to start at the Expert level.
New Skill: Fortitude (Trained)
Rank: Expert 1
You shrug off effects and attacks that would overwhelm others.
Effect: You have a resistance to mental attacks and any debuffs that would incapacitate or cripple you equal to your Wis Stat + 1% per Skill level.  This resistance reduces effect duration, damage from mental attacks, and any penalties inflicted by the effect. 
Note: Penalties inflicted by physical disabilities, such as the loss of limbs or sensory organs, are not affected by this Skill. 
Student Level Ability: You can detect the originator of any mental attack or debuff placed upon you, whether you resist it successfully or not.  You gain +1 Str / 5 Skill levels (rounded down) when subjected to a pain-based or incapacitating effect, even if you resist it.
Adept Level Ability: When you resist a mental attack, you can counterattack, stunning the initiator for [(Wis + Skill level) / 10] s and inflicting three times that as LP damage.  If this damage would bring the target to 0 or less LP, they are instead brought to 1 LP and rendered comatose for 1 min, plus 1 min / point below 0 they would have dropped.  You gain +1 Agil / 5 Skill levels (rounded down) when subjected to a pain-based or incapacitating effect.
Expert Level Ability: You automatically reflect any resisted mental attack or incapacitating effect back on the initiator.  The results of this attack use your Skill level and Wis Stat instead of the initiator’s level or Stats.  You gain +1 End / 5 Skill levels (rounded down) when subjected to a pain-based or debilitating effect.
End +1
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Perk Gained: Through a special action, you have gained the Perk: Dreamweaver
New Perk: Dreamweaver
You can cast Spells and use Abilities normally in the Realm of Dreams, using Willpower instead of SP.
Effect: While in the dreamscape, you can create any magical effect or replicate any Ability you know or have seen using Willpower instead of SP or Stamina at a rate of 1 point of Willpower to 1 point of SP or Stamina.  If the effect would inflict LP damage on you, you still suffer this in the waking world.
Dreamweaver, it’s doubtful you will see the morning light…
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Hidden Stat Discovered: Willpower
Willpower allows you to resist temptations, ignore certain status effects, and affect the world using nothing but the power of your mind.  Your Willpower Stat is based on your Wis and Cha and is affected by a hidden multiplier that ranges from 0.1 to 10, based on your actions and natural tendencies.  Willpower also helps you resist Spells that use Mind, Charm, or Domination mana. 
Current Willpower: 722
Willpower Regen: Your Willpower regenerates 10% per minute when you are not actively using it.
Willpower Depletion: If your Willpower ever drops to 0, you receive the Suggestible debuff, which lowers your resistance to mental attacks, incapacitation, and mind-affecting Spells by 50%, until you have regenerated 50% of your Willpower.
Special: Willpower and Fortitude.  Willpower is a hidden bonus to your Fortitude Skill, adding +1% / 100 points of Willpower (rounded down) to any checks made with this Skill.  Fortitude acts to counteract the effects of Willpower Depletion.
Willpower is the strength to say ‘No’.  Fun is when you choose not to do that.
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You have slain Tenebrous Worm x2!  4000 XP Gained.
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Ascended Spell Created: Roar of Freedom
Rank: Novice 1
Destroy any barrier holding you, at the cost of your health
Effect: You can cast this Spell at any barrier, magical or non-magical, that is keeping you from a fiercely desired goal.  Even Divine barriers can fall to this Spell. 
Cost: 90% of current SP, 50% of current LP.  This LP damage recovers at one-tenth of the usual rate.
Special: This Spell can only be used when the caster is feeling a genuine and overwhelming need to be through the barrier.  Simply desiring to destroy the barrier will not suffice, nor will a normal feeling of need.  The caster must utter a roar as they unleash the Spell, which can be heard for up to one mile by all creatures.
+500 XP
Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose…and I will be free!
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Skill Evolved: Dreamwalking has Evolved into Dreamstriding*!
Rank: Adept 3
You can move through the Realm of Dreams with ease, using your Willpower to boost your travel speed and chances of locating a target
Effect: You are able to efficiently navigate the Realm of Dreams.  Effects are as Dreamwalking, but with the following changes:
Your chance of reaching any location is multiplied by 1.1, to a max of 99%.
The minimum Willpower required to reach a location is reduced by 1% per Skill level
Your Wis Stat is treated as 10% higher for the purposes of determining travel times. 
Adept Level Ability: Spells or Abilities designed to shield a location from detection in the Realm of Dreams are 1% less effective per Skill level.
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Aranos stared at the barrage of notifications, reading them several times to be sure he understood them all.  Apparently, tangling with gods can be pretty lucrative, he thought in stunned awe.  Maybe I should do more of that…
“I don’t recommend it,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his head.  “To be honest, we calculated that you had a 95% chance of dying in that encounter.  If you hadn’t managed to channel the energy in the dreamscape – another thing that shouldn’t have been possible, by the way – you’d be waiting for respawn right now.”
Aranos blinked.  Wait, he clarified, so I was supposed to lose that fight?
“Not supposed to, no,” Veronica replied.  “But we designed it to be incredibly difficult so that you would take having the enmity of a god seriously.  Once again, though, you managed to do something I would have considered close enough to impossible, so you got a bunch of rewards.”
Well, thanks, then, I guess, he responded drily.  I mean, since you basically tried to put me in a no-win situation, it’s only fair to reward me for actually winning it.
“Exactly,” she agreed.  “Keep up the great work!”
“My pardons, Traveler,” the High Dreamer finally spoke, “but if I may: did you, in fact, receive the Dreamwalking Skill?”
“Yeah,” Aranos nodded, deciding not to mention the Skill’s evolution.  “It advanced up to Student 2, Trained.  Why?”
“The Student level?” the Dreamer repeated, sounding incredulous.  “And Trained?  That…is yet one more thing I would have deemed impossible yesterday.”
The Dreamer sighed and, suddenly, pulled back their hood.  The elf was old, at least old enough to start showing signs of age, with dark blue hair streaked with white.  His eyes were a strange, silvery color that matched his robe, and his skin was almost translucent.  “Forgive me, Aranos Evenshade,” he spoke.  “We of the House of Moon typically forego the use of names – we believe that the attachment one has to one’s name distracts from the purity of our pursuits – but you may refer to me as High Dreamer, or simply Dreamer.
“Through no fault of your own,” the elf continued, “you have brought a great deal of disruption to this House today.”  As Aranos opened his mouth to protest, the older elf held up a hand.
“I would count that a good thing,” he explained with a smile.  “Dogma and habit are unhealthy and lead to stagnation.  The law of the world is change, and you have certainly brought that to my House.”
The Dreamer leaned back once more, placing his hands on his legs.  “The truth is,” he said with a touch of regret, “your Dreamer was not bargaining with you in good faith.  Ho offered you a piece of Dreamstone – something he did not have the authority to give you – because he assumed, as I would have, that you would be utterly incapable of even functioning in the dreamworld, much less navigating it.
“Rarely do we take others into the Realm of Dreams, you see, because that Realm can be very disturbing or even damaging to the uninitiated.  On those rare occasions when we bring another into the dream, we fashion a stable zone and keep them within it, so that their mind is not harmed by the chaos of that Realm.”
“So, he brought my Oathbinder there thinking that he would be unable to function?” Geltheriel spoke from the doorway.  “Why would he do such a thing?”
“So that I didn’t ask for the stone,” Aranos answered slowly as the realization came to him.  “If I couldn’t handle the dreamscape, I’m guessing he’d have taken me back to the Dreamstone and delivered the message without me.  Then, he’d use that as an excuse not to give me a piece of the stone. 
“That didn’t work, so he tried to get me to do the navigating, again assuming I’d fail, and he could keep from holding up his end of the bargain,” Aranos finished.  “The Willpower requirements are pretty substantial; I’ll bet most people wouldn’t have been able to make it.”
“That is unfortunately accurate,” the High Dreamer conceded.  “The Dreamer intended to convince you not to take the stone, out of a sense of greed for your exotic memories.”  He shook his head sadly.
“Which leaves me in a rather awkward position,” the elf admitted.  “Not only did your Dreamer attempt to deceive you, he also did nothing more than take you to the Realm of Dreams, which was not the bargain that was made.  He was to take you to deliver a message; instead, you delivered the message yourself.
“Adding to that,” the High Dreamer said heavily, “despite his attempt at perfidy, when his mind and life were in danger, you protected him, defeated two creatures that I would have deemed something from legend, and brought him back to us when he was incapable of returning alone.”
“Yeah, but I put him in that danger,” Aranos pointed out.  “If I hadn’t been there, Morx wouldn’t have come, and he wouldn’t have been attacked, would he?”
“That is not…precisely true,” the High Dreamer corrected.  “While it is certain that the Nightcrawler would not have come for the Dreamer, it was his insistence that you navigate the dreamscape that placed you both in danger.”
Seeing the pair’s puzzled faces, the Dreamer hastened to explain.  “There is much more to our training than simply moving through the Realm of Dreams, Traveler.  When you impose your will on the dreamworld, you broadcast your presence to all who might be listening.  There are terrors in that realm, beasts like the tenebrous worms and things much, much worse, and they hunt Dreamers. 
“We are trained to mute that sense of self,” he went on.  “This is another reason we eschew names, as it helps us to disassociate our dream state from our personality.  We also learn to create a stable zone that incorporates many ideas and images, usually taken from the dreams around us, so that those who would hunt us see nothing but the maelstrom. 
“Had the Dreamer transported you both in his pocket of stability,” the elf concluded, “Morx would never have sensed you and would not have come for you.  It is likely that he is watching the dreamscape for any Travelers, hoping to seduce them, and you were a target of extreme opportunity.”
Aranos’ anger rose at the elf’s words.  “So, what you’re saying,” he clarified, “is that he tried to trick me multiple times, was hoping to do it again, and taught me just enough to be dangerous?  Please tell me you’re going to do something about that!”
The High Dreamer’s face turned slightly cold at Aranos’ words.  “The workings of this House are not the business of outsiders,” he said icily.  “However, I assure you that the matter will be dealt with.”
“It freaking better,” Aranos muttered.
“And it will,” the Dreamer insisted.  He took a deep breath and his body relaxed once more.  “Forgive me, Traveler.  You have every right to be upset and to be concerned that the matter will be resolved equitably.  I ensure you, although you may not see it, I am incredibly unhappy right now.  Do you truly think that every situation is handled by one of the Grandmasters of our art?”
Grandmaster? Aranos repeated in amazement.  Okay, so yeah, they’re taking this seriously.  “Sorry,” he breathed.  “I just…I don’t like being set up like that, you know?”
“I understand,” the elf nodded.  “And I intend to give you recompense for it.”
He rose and moved over to a pile of cushions, sliding them aside to reveal a small cabinet.  The elf touched the cabinet, and Aranos heard a quiet click that sounded like a lock opening.  The Dreamer slid open a narrow drawer and retrieved a glittering, silver necklace with a single, cloudy stone set into it.  He closed the cabinet, buried it once more under cushions, and walked over to stand before Aranos.
“This is a Moon Amulet,” he told the aleen gravely.  “It is a minor treasure of our House, as we have but a small number of them.  They are useful for our members when they are traveling beyond the Stronghold, as the stone set into it acts like a Dreamstone and will allow you passage into the dreamworld.”
He handed the amulet to Aranos, who took it gently and held it cautiously.  “I would ask that before you use this, though,” the Dreamer continued, “you take advantage of the second thing I will offer you.”
The High Dreamer smiled and strode back to his pillows, reclining gracefully among them once more.  “If the Nightcrawler is truly seeking you,” he spoke in a troubled voice, “then the Realm of Dreams poses a great danger to you.  As you bested his creatures and escaped his prison once, he will doubtlessly assault you with something more significant – and far deadlier – should he find you there again.
“Yet I know you will use that amulet,” the Dreamer shrugged.  “And if you do it as you are now, you may become a danger to all who walk the dreamworld.  Therefore, you must be trained, and for the danger you face, you must be trained by the most knowledgeable source available.  This would, of course, be me.”
Aranos blinked.  “Wait,” he replied, “You’re offering to train me as a Dreamwalker?  I could get training from a Grandmaster?”
“That is my offer, yes,” the Dreamer nodded.  “I ask that, before you don that amulet and experiment, you give me a chance to at least attempt to teach you to mask your presence and to move seamlessly through the Realm of Dreams.  Do you accept?”
A notification popped up, and Aranos glanced at it quickly:
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Quest Offered: A Dancer in Dreams
The High Dreamer of the House of the Moon has offered you training in your new Skill.
Objective: Train with the High Dreamer until you reach Expert level in Dreamstriding.
Difficulty: C
Reward: Increased Skill learning speed, additional Skill ability, increased reputation with the House of the Moon.
Failure Condition: Stop training before you reach the Expert level, use the Moon Amulet before your training has been completed.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation with the House of the Moon, ???
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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“Yeah, I accept,” Aranos replied, mentally selecting “Yes” and dismissing the notification.  “And thank you, I really appreciate it.”
“It is the least I can do,” the Dreamer waved his hand dismissively.  “You gained this Skill through the agency of this House, and since that could put us all in danger, it is but fair to make sure you can use it effectively.”
The Dreamer rose, and Aranos and Geltheriel did the same.  “My thanks for your understanding,” the elf smiled at them.  “A guide awaits in the hall to take you back to the city.  I look forward to having you as a student.”
“And I look forward to being your student,” Aranos grinned, bowing his head to the older elf.  “I’ll be seeing you soon.”
The pair stepped through the doorway and followed a silver-robed guide back through the mist-filled corridors and into a spreading overcast that stained the skies above the Stronghold.




Chapter 8

Phil trudged up the faded marble steps to the Temple of the Sunlord, his thoughts churning.  He noted the lavish decorations that probably once gleamed brilliantly but now suffered from lack of care and maintenance.  It was getting close to sunset, which was probably an important thing to the followers of a god of the Sun, but pitifully few people moved about the narthex when he entered.  He avoided an acolyte who was barely even bothering to watch the entrance and made his way to the nave, where services were typically held, walking directly to the sanctuary.
An aged, hunched figure stood atop the raised dais, his hands outstretched toward a huge, golden disc that was meant to represent Aren Sunlord, head of the Pantheon of Light, and was cunningly surrounded by silvered mirrors that kept it illuminated from full sunrise until the moment of sunset.  The figure mumbled words in some strange, archaic tongue that Phil didn’t understand but that he thought bore a passing resemblance to Greek.  The old man gestured rapidly as he spoke, sprinkling water from a large, silver scepter held in his left hand.
As the last rays faded from the golden disc, the figure dropped his hands and bowed to the disc before turning and stepping down from the sanctuary.  The old figure noticed Phil and inclined his head.  “Irric Brightsteel,” the man spoke as he drained the extra water from his scepter into a golden font, using the name Phil usually chose for his characters.  The old priest wiped the scepter down and replaced it in a holder next to the font when it was empty. 
“What brings you to the Temple of the Sunlord?” he asked in a voice that was still clear and firm, despite his obvious age.  “If you’re still seeking to become a Paladin, as I said…”
“No, I understand, Patriarch Apollon,” Phil shook his head.  “You can’t help me there.  I actually have a question for you about the gods, in fact…and about Quests, if you don’t mind.”
“Well, then,” the old man chuckled, “you can help me set the altar to be ready for sunrise.  I’ve done this enough times to be able to answer your questions while we work, and your young hands will make the task easier on this old body.”
Phil wasn’t fooled by the man’s words; the Patriarch’s was stronger than Phil and far more agile, his Stats elevated due to his advanced level and Class, no doubt.  Still, he gamely set about helping the old priest rearrange the altar, following the man’s directions as best he could.  When you’re asking for a favor, he reminded himself, it’s always better to offer one in return.
“So, what exactly do you wish to know?” Apollon asked, his attention barely on the large Spellsword.
“I’ve heard that Quests are granted by the gods,” Phil replied carefully, not wanting to upset the man with his question.  “I’m wondering, since the gods of Light are locked away, how is that possible?”
“The gods are not locked away,” the priest chided him gently.  “It is we who are locked away from them.  They dwell still among the Pillars of Light, atop the Celestial Mountains, but we are hidden from them during these dark times.”
“I’m sorry,” Phil replied quickly.  “Thanks for correcting me; I had that backwards.”
“It’s a common enough misconception,” the priest assured him.  “The difference, though, is a vital one.  You see, if something were powerful enough to cage the gods of Light, then surely no one upon Ka could hope to free them.  However, since it is we who have been caged, the hope exists that one day, perhaps, we may be freed from this Darkness and returned to the Light.”
“Yes, I can see how that’s an important distinction,” Phil agreed.  Silently, though, he thought, of course, if the gods can’t break whatever cage we’re in, how much hope do we have?  Probably not much.
“Your question is based on a common misconception, as well,” the priest continued.  “While there are those who claim that Quests and notifications and such are messages from the gods, this is obviously untrue.  The gods of Light don’t speak to mortals, since we can no longer hear their words.  If they could communicate with us through our notifications, then surely those of us who still worship them – few though we are – would receive at least confirmation that our prayers were heard.  Yet, this never comes; the gods obviously are simply unable to reach us.”
“So where do Quests and notifications come from?” Phil asked curiously.
The priest shrugged.  “No one can truly say,” he smiled.  “However, I for one believe that these are messages from the universe itself, something more fundamental than even the gods.”
“How is the universe more fundamental than gods?”
The priest shrugged again.  “The universe existed before the gods,” he answered.  “It must have, or the gods could not have existed, for they dwell within the universe just as we do.”
“So, the universe grants Quests?” Phil repeated.  “Is it possible to get the universe to offer a specific Quest?”
The old man chuckled.  “So that’s where we were headed?” he asked.  “You should have led with that question, Irric, instead of beating around the bush so.”
“Sorry about that,” Phil grimaced.  “I didn’t want to offend you, Patriarch.”
The priest snorted dismissively.  “I’m an old man, Irric,” he replied, “and I’ve been offended many, many times over the years.  Now, I find it difficult to summon enough concern to take offense, for my remaining years are too short to spend plotting vengeance for past insults.
“To answer your question, though,” the Patriarch continued, “anyone can offer a Quest, but the universe will not necessarily accept any Quest.  A Quest is simply a task, something that you have been asked to do by another.  Still, while every Quest is a task, not every task is a Quest.”
“Can you explain the difference?” Phil pressed.  “How does the universe tell a regular task from a Quest?”
“There are three elements involved in turning a simple task into a Quest,” the priest explained.  “The first is need: the Quest must fulfill a genuine need for the one offering the Quest, or for the one receiving the Quest.  The second is reward: a Quest must offer some kind of reward, and the one offering the Quest must be able to fulfill that reward.  The third is risk: there must be some element of risk or failure in the Quest.”
“I’ve had Quests without failure conditions, though,” Phil observed.
“True,” the Patriarch agreed.  “Bounty Quests and the like rarely have failure conditions, unless it’s a unique bounty being requested.  However, there’s an implied failure condition in any of those, isn’t there?”
Phil thought for a moment and nodded.  “You could take the Quest and not turn it back in,” he answered.
“Exactly,” the priest laughed.  “Those Quests don’t simply wait forever, you know.  If the universe decides that you’ve lost interest, forgotten about the Quest, or just aren’t going to ever complete it, you’ll lose the Quest eventually.  In other words, refusing to make a choice in a Quest will eventually be considered a choice.”
“So if I wanted to offer a Quest to someone,” Phil replied carefully, “I would have to fulfill a genuine need, offer a reward I could actually provide, and have some chance of failing the Quest, right?”
“Just so,” the priest smiled.  “Although I have to say, it seems unusual for a Traveler to offer a Quest; usually, you are all seeking them more avidly than a flock of sparrows after the last seeds of autumn.  What Quest are you thinking of?”
“I don’t know if you saw that the elven city of Haerobel was freed from the Darkness,” Phil smiled.  “Well, it was my friend Aranos the Liberator who did that.  Now, he’s looking to free a city called Antas, and he needs Travelers to join his party.”
The Patriarch froze as Phil spoke and slowly lowered the glass ewer he was holding, his hands trembling.  “He intends to free the Library of Antas?” the priest said in a shaking voice.  “That…if that is his intent, Irric Brightsteel, I will offer the Quest myself, to you and to any other Traveler who wishes to take part!”
Phil stood silently for several long moments, amazed at the sudden offer.  The Patriarch had always been friendly and informative, but Phil hadn’t been able to wrangle a single Quest from him, yet.  “That would be great,” he said cautiously, “but why would you be interested, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“The Library of Antas was the greatest repository of knowledge in the Realms of Light,” the Patriarch explained, his voice firming as he spoke.  “Its loss is a large part of what sent our lands spiraling into darkness.  If it were freed, we would regain access to a vast storehouse of collected lore, and that might include what the Feast was and how we were locked away from the gods, Irric.  That Library could give us a hope of one day freeing ourselves from our prison!”
Phil blinked, taken aback as the man’s voice and face had adopted a strange fervor as he spoke.  “I wasn’t planning on offering the Quest to just anybody,” he said cautiously.  “Aranos told me that being in Corrupted Lands seems to have a bad effect on people, and we were worried that anyone who joined out of greed might turn on us there.”
“A valid concern,” the old priest agreed.  He sat silently for several moments, thinking.  “What about this?” he asked, and a notification popped up in Phil’s sight:
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Quest Offered: Fallen Font of Knowledge
Patriarch Apollon has asked you to join Aranos the Liberator in his Quest to free the Fallen City of Antas, and the Library contained within.
Objective: Join the party of Aranos the Liberator and help him free the city of Antas.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 10,000 XP, Global fame, improved reputation in human lands
Optional Objective: Bring Apollon information about the Feast of Virnal or the gods’ silence
Reward: Increased reputation with the Church of the Sun, XP based on the value of returned lore
Optional Objective: Bring Apollon lore, relics, or iconography of the Pantheon of Light
Reward: Increased reputation with the Church of the Sun, XP based on the value of returned items.
Failure Conditions: Fail to join Aranos the Liberator’s party to free Antas; fail to liberate the Fallen City; betray Aranos the Liberator in his Quest.
Failure Penalties: Global infamy, decreased reputation in human lands, decreased reputation with the Church of the Sun
Special: To accept this Quest, you must first receive approval from Patriarch Apollon in person.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Phil read through the Quest in amazement and hurriedly accepted “Yes”.  He turned and bowed deeply to the old priest.  “You have my sincere gratitude,” he said feelingly.  “Can you spread this to the Travelers in the city?”
“I’ll have an acolyte bring it to the Guilds tomorrow morning,” the priest nodded.  “I’m certain they will pass it on, and by midday, it should have spread across most of the city.  Are there any specific roles you would like to fill?”
“Well,” Phil replied hesitantly, “we could use a healer, an archer, and maybe a rogue type?”
“None of those should be a problem,” the priest waved.  “In fact, I have a young Traveler who has been training as a healer in the Temple who might be perfect for the role. I will interview them and weed out those who have…unsavory motivations.”
“I’m curious, Patriarch,” Phil said cautiously at the priest’s words, “how is it that you – and this Traveler, I suppose – can cast divine Spells when we’re locked away from the gods?  I thought that they granted Spells to their followers…”
The Patriarch shook his head in denial.  “That’s not absolutely necessary,” he replied with a half-smile.  “It’s certainly easier to follow the path of the divine servant, and there are a number of benefits – including easier access to advanced Classes – but it is not a requirement.
“To understand this,” the priest continued, “you have to realize that the gods are not the physical embodiments of the concepts they represent.  Aren Sunlord, for example, is not the actual Sun – although it was once thought to be the fire of his right eye, in times long past.  The Sun existed before the Sunlord, and it was worshipped long before he was.
“Once the Sunlord rose as a divinity, though, he became the focus of that worship.  However, the divine power of the Sun – and of Light – still remains, and it can be tapped by those who choose to worship it, as I do.  It is a weaker font of divine energy than the Sunlord is, but it is a viable source to power my Spells and rituals.”
“Wait,” Phil said slowly, “so even though I can’t become a Paladin of Gersus Brightblade, could I become a Paladin of something like justice, or mercy, or something like that?”
“It should be possible,” the Patriarch replied with a wry shrug.  “I can tell you, though, that finding your faith in a concept can be very difficult.  I struggled to find my path, and I had the rituals and tenets of the Sunlord to use as a starting point.
“Perhaps if you could find instruction in how Gersus the Just was once worshipped,” the man offered, “you’d have at least a place to start.  Sadly, the only Temple of Gersus still standing is far to the south, in the Kingdom of Stormhaven.  I think it’s safe to assume, though, that if they were able to reform an order of Paladins, they’d have done so long ago; since they haven’t, what you’re looking for probably isn’t there.”
“It might be in Antas, though,” Phil pointed out with a touch of excitement.  “Maybe I could find information there about how Paladins were ordained, how they got their Abilities…”
“It’s certainly possible,” the Patriarch nodded.  “That would be a good place to start looking.”
Suddenly, a notification appeared in Phil’s gaze, and he pulled it up with excitement:
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: The Path of Righteousness
Objective: Discover information in the Vault of Antas describing the founding of the Paladin Order
Difficulty: S
Reward: Unlock the Paladin Class Quest Chain, Title
Failure Condition: Fail to penetrate the Vault, fail to locate the information, allow the information to be destroyed.
Failure Penalty: The Paladin Class will remain locked.
Do you accept this Quest? (Yes/No)
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Phil crowed triumphantly but silently as he selected ‘Yes’.  Jeff, you’re helping me already, he thought with a grin, and we haven’t even partied up, yet!
“About how long do you think it’ll take to get a group together?” he asked the old man excitedly.
“Give me three days,” the priest said authoritatively.  “Then, you and your new party will certainly need to spend some time raising your levels.  While the High Roads are swift, they are quite fraught with danger, and it will take two days of travel to reach Antas even upon them.”
“That…would be amazing,” Phil breathed.  “Thank you so much!”
The priest waved his hand.  “I should be thanking you,” he insisted.  “If you assist the Liberator in freeing this city, it will benefit us all far more than the meager cost of supplies and equipment.”  He turned back to the sanctuary, walking away from the stunned Spellsword.
“Now, go,” the priest tossed the words over his shoulder.  “You can assist me by telling others of the Quest, as well.”
Some time later, Phil sat at a table, eagerly explaining the Quest to the rest of his party.  Thankfully, he thought, the Patriarch took the issue out of my hands.  I don’t have to worry about abandoning Hector or Neela if he doesn’t approve them.
“So, I accepted the Quest,” he finished.  “I mean, Aranos is a friend IRL so I pretty much had to, right?”
Hector snorted.  His character was a half-dwarf, a bit shorter than a normal human but broader, tougher, and sprouting an impressive set of whiskers.  “And I’m sure that the fact it gets you away from Snipe has nothing to do with it?” he asked dubiously, using the abbreviation for Karen’s in-game name.  When Phil looked to protest, the Warrior shook his head.  “Hey, no judgment from me, brother.  I get that you don’t get along with her.”
Phil sighed.  No point in arguing that, he thought silently.  “Okay, yes, we have our differences,” he admitted.  “But this is still a great Quest opportunity!  Do you guys want to check it out?  Neela, I know they’re looking for a healer.  You haven’t made up your mind, yet, have you?”
The petite, slim brunette sighed.  “Kind of,” she admitted.  “And, really, I was dreading telling you guys this, but…I got an offer to join the Mages’ College, and I think I’m going to take it.”  She looked nervously at the other two, and Phil could sense her tension.
“The Mages’ College?” Hector repeated.  “Sounds prestigious.”
“It is,” Neela gushed.  “I’ll be one of the first dozen players to join, as well.  They can train my Skills, help me find the Spells that work best for me, and they even give out Quests to help you level up!  It’s really cool…”  Her voice trailed off, and she looked down at the table, wringing her hands.
“But I won’t if you guys don’t want me to,” she said a bit desperately.  “I mean, if you need me to go with you…”
Phil looked at the woman silently, measuring her.  She’s always so eager to please, he thought.  But she never really tells you how she feels.  It would be so easy to push her into being a healer, but…
“What do you want, Neela?” he asked softly.  “Not just right now.  What do you want from this game?  Why are you playing?”
Neela blushed and glanced at the two men, her eyes looking almost trapped.  “Promise you won’t laugh?” she begged the pair, who nodded.  “I…I kind of want to feel like a superhero,” she admitted.  “Someone from the webcomics.  I want to command the wind and call thunderstorms and rain lightning down on bad guys.  I want to feel…powerful.”
Phil nodded.  If she’s as timid in the real world as she is here, he realized, she’s probably desperate for confidence.  Power would give her that, no question.  “Yeah, that’s a cool goal,” he agreed.  “I think you should go for the College.  They can help you spec out your Class and turn you into an awesome Storm Wizard.  What do you think, Hector?”
“Affirmative,” the Warrior nodded.  “You have to play this game for you, Neela, not for us.  Join the College.”
“What about you, though?” Neela protested.  “If Phil’s going to go join this Aranos guy, and I’m leaving to join the Mages’ College, that will leave just you and Karen.  What will you do?”
“Get some new members,” he shrugged.  “It might actually be easier with Phil gone, to be honest.”  When the big Spellsword looked hurt, Hector held out his hands apologetically.
“I’m just speaking the truth, brother,” he maintained.  “Snipe has some issues, but whenever things go really wrong, you tend to step in and smooth everything over.  You talk us down, keep the peace.  I knew a few Sergeants like you: they could make the grunts feel good about working under some green lieutenant who thinks they know everything.
“Problem is,” the man continued, “you keep forgetting that the XO’s job isn’t just to keep the men happy with the CO.  You’ve also gotta be willing to grab her by her balls and tell her what’s what, or she’s gonna keep coasting along thinking nothing’s wrong.  You learn to do that, and you’ll be a damn fine XO, brother, and I mean that.”
Phil blinked.  “I didn’t know you were in the military,” he said slowly.  “What branch?”
“Army,” Hector shrugged.  “Used to be, at least.  Got a medical discharge, long story with an unhappy ending.  That’s why I joined the game, to be honest: I wanted to be part of a unit again.  It’s a good feeling when you’ve got the right group, you know?  When you can count on them to have your back, and they can count on you to have theirs?  That’s what I’m looking for, and I think if I can train Snipe a bit, I’ll get it.”
Phil extended his hand to the man, shaking it.  “Thanks, buddy,” he said warmly.  “I appreciate your advice, and I hope you find what you’re looking for, here.”
Hector returned the handshake, and Phil left the pair at the table, chatting, thinking about Hector’s words as he left the inn and walked out into the darkening evening.  He’s got a good point, he reflected.  I’m good at keeping the peace, but maybe not so good at standing up to the higher-ups when it’s needed.  Maybe I should start working on that.
As usual, he found Karen in a tavern frequented by scouts from the local garrison.  The woman sat at a table alone, staying close to the garrison regulars but not close enough to draw their ire.  He’d never once seen her sitting with anyone in this tavern, he realized, and it hit him how lonely that would have made him feel.
“Hey, Snipe,” he said in a friendly tone as he slid into a chair across from her.  ‘Karen’ wasn’t her real name – at least as far as he knew – it was just a slang term they’d attached to her since no one wanted to call her ‘SniprGurl’.  “How’s your night going?”
Karen grunted, taking a sip from her beer.  “It’s going,” she grudged.  “What’s up, Phil?”
“I just wanted to tell you that I’m going to be leaving the party soon,” he replied honestly.  “I wanted you to hear it from me.”
Karen slammed down her drink, glaring at him.  “Leaving the party?” she half-yelled, garnering stares from the surrounding tables.  She quieted down as she noticed the attention.  “What the hell, man?”
“I got a Quest that takes me out of the Human Kingdoms,” he explained, quickly detailing the Quest.  “So, since he’s a buddy of mine, I’m going to go join him once we get a group together.”
Karen slapped her hands on the table, leaning forward with what she probably intended to be a menacing glare.  “So, you’re just keeping this to yourself?” she hissed.  “You weren’t going to invite your own fucking party?  God, you’re an asshole!”
“It’s not really like that,” Phil smiled, trying not to allow himself to get irritated with the woman.  He’d never been a big fan of profanity, but Karen was a frequent user and abuser.  “I know the Church isn’t looking for a tank, so Hector can’t go, and Neela doesn’t want to become a healer, she wants to do damage.”  Neela can decide what she wants to tell Karen about the College and when, he told himself.  Not really my place.
“So that would leave just you,” he told her.  “And, you’d be joining someone else’s party.  You’d have to drop party leadership.  Are you willing to do that?”
She made a disgusted noise.  “Maybe that Aranos guy should give it to me, instead,” she grumbled.  “Fuck, I would love to run the party that freed that city.  You’re his friend; you think you could talk him into that?”
Phil took a deep breath.  Here goes, he steeled himself mentally.  “It’s not likely,” he replied.  “But Snipe, even if I could…I wouldn’t, I’m sorry.”
“What the actual fuck?” she exclaimed.  “What do you mean you wouldn’t?  I think I’m doing a damn fine job…”
“I know you think that,” Phil interrupted.  “The thing is, you’re doing an okay job, at best, and it’s partially my fault for not telling you sooner.”
“What, just because I make some mistakes?” she scoffed.  “Like anyone’s fucking perfect!”
Phil shook his head.  “I’m reaching out to you as a friend right now, Snipe,” he told her firmly.  “Nothing else.  I think you have it in you to be a good leader, if you can do one thing.”
“Oh yeah?” she asked defensively.  “And what’s that, O wise one?”
“Admit your mistakes,” he answered, staring into her eyes.  “You said it yourself: nobody’s perfect.  But those mistakes give you the chance to get better, if you can just admit them and learn from them.”
“Hey, it’s not my fault when things go to shit,” she protested.  “Like the other day, Neela was the one who ran out of juice and got us all kicked to the curb, not me.”
“Because you didn’t listen to her when she told you she was getting low,” Phil countered gently.  “She told you she was running out of SP, and you insisted that she keep tossing Spells, instead of letting her step back and regen for a bit.  That was your mistake, but it’s an easy one to correct.”
“Screw you,” Karen snapped.  “It’s easy to look back and judge this shit.  Neela’s whiny; she complains whenever she gets below 50%.  How was I to know she was that low?”
“By asking her.  You could have asked where she was at and made your call based on that.  If she said she was at 10%, you’d have known to send her out of combat for a bit.  If she said 45%, you could have told her to let you know when she hit 25%.  Again, easy fix.”
Karen opened her mouth to protest, but he held up his hand.  “Look, Snipe,” he said softly.  “You don’t have to listen to a word I’m saying.  When I walk away, you can tell yourself, ‘He’s full of shit, and I’m not listening to a damn thing coming out of his mouth.’  And if you do, in the long run, you’ll only be hurting yourself, because no one will want to work with you or be in your party.   I’m not going to be there to smooth things over anymore or to talk people down from the rafters when you piss them off.
“Or,” he continued, not giving her a chance to interrupt, “you can think about what I’m saying – really think about it – and maybe even ask the others their thoughts.  Neela’s scared of confrontations, but ask Hector sometime what he thinks.  A good leader listens to their people and learns from their mistakes.  And seriously, you could be a great leader if you just work on it.”
Phil rose from the table.  “I’d like to stay with the party until I have to leave,” he told her.  “But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”  Instantly, a notification popped up in his vision:
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SniprGurl has removed you from her party.
You will no longer receive party experience or benefits unless you rejoin this party.
[image: ]
“Yeah, fuck off, Phil,” she snorted.  “I’ll replace you in no time, and who knows?  Maybe my new party will go after this city without you guys.  Wouldn’t that piss you off, if I beat your precious Liberator to the prize?”
“Oh, you really don’t want to cross him,” Phil chuckled.  “But that’s your funeral.  Good luck, Snipe, and I hope that eventually, you look back on what I’m saying and learn from it.”  He rose without looking at her spluttering face and walked out into the coming night.
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Lily struggled to sleep that night, as she did pretty much every night since coming into this stupid game.  She was naturally a light sleeper, a habit she’d had to develop to survive, and knowing that she was usually surrounded by creatures that would happily eat her if she lost control of them didn’t help very much.  She’d taken to unsummoning the aswang before going to bed – she’d had a recurring nightmare that she’d woken up to find the damn thing sucking on her neck – but that meant that while she slept, she had nobody watching her back.  That didn’t encourage her to sleep long or well.
To make things worse, she’d had nightmares almost every night since she’d…well, she didn’t like to remember that day.  Often, they weren’t even real nightmares, but night terrors, the kind where you know something is chasing you and about to eat your face but you never see it, and when you wake up, all you can remember is how fucking scared you were.  Lily hated those nights.
Her nightmares lately had, in all honesty, been pretty damned understandable, she thought.  That bitch elf Geltheriel featured prominently in them – her threats to torture Lily had actually scared the Summoner, who knew what it was like to be tortured and did not want to go through that shit ever again – but so did that asshole Aranos, the guy who started all this shit. 
Her last nightmare featured him trapping her in some sort of flaming whip Spell and sucking her dry just like he had the damn aswang.  In most games, Lily knew, if you killed a summoned creature, it was really just unsummoned and could be brought back eventually.  Apparently, here, it was supposed to be the same thing, but goddamned Aranos had cheated and permanently killed her pet so she couldn’t summon it back.
And, of course, summoning creatures of the Dark wasn’t as simple as casting a Spell and “Poof!”, you’ve got a new servant.  No, the first time you cast the Spell, all you did was call one of those creatures to you, and you had to beat it into submission until it was weak enough for the Spell to take hold.  She’d lost most of a party of witless Adventurers to regain her lost aswang, not that she gave a shit.  They’d respawn, and even if they didn’t, it wasn’t her fucking problem. 
That showed her, though, that she wasn’t going to be getting another rakshasa for a long, fucking time, since that goddamn elf elder went and imprisoned her tame one instead of killing it so she could re-summon it.  Asshole probably did it on purpose, too.  The rabisu had gifted her that summons, and she’d only been brave enough to summon it that one time – the more powerful a summons was, the harder it was to control, and the only reason the creature hadn’t turned on her was because it had a more worthy enemy to fight right in front of its face – and now she wasn’t going to be summoning one again anytime soon.  She’d been eaten alive before, and that was a death she really didn’t want to repeat.
Tonight’s nightmare was different, though.  She dreamed she was standing in a small, dark place, a tiny room with one blackened, heavily barred window.  It was a room she recognized from her childhood, and it was a common backdrop for her nightmares.  Goddammit, not this fucking dream again, she fumed silently.  At least this particular dream didn’t make her wake up trembling and afraid, but she did always come out of it in a blind rage.  I’m gonna have to go kill somebody when I wake up from this shit, she grumbled.  That’ll make me feel better.
The lock to the padded steel door clicked loudly, the sound filling the room as it always did.  That noise had scared the fuck out of her when she was a kid, but now it just pissed her off.  The door had been padded after that one time she’d tried to bash her head in on the door; after that, every hard surface in here had been covered with foam padding.  Old man couldn’t lose his favorite little toy, could he? she raged.
The knob turned, and she fought off a sudden surge of panic.  You’re not 12 anymore, bitch, she told herself firmly.  You’re a badass mother fucker, and you’ve killed bigger and better assholes than this one.  You’re not scared of him anymore.  No one ever needs to be scared of that broken, dickless piece of shit ever again.  “Bring it, old man!” she screamed at the darkness, still fighting the rising panic.  “Get your ass in here so I can rip your goddamned dick off again!”
The door swung open with a loud creak – after he’d forgotten to lock the door and she’d slipped out one time, he made sure those hinges wouldn’t move without the noise echoing through the whole damned house – and she prepared herself for the monstrous, dark form that would be entering.  It didn’t seem to matter in her dreams that she’d grown up and gotten strong; in the nightmares, he was always huge, always loomed over her, always terrified her with his very presence.  She’d heard that people who went through this shit over and over got used to it and were supposed to stop being scared, to just give up and accept it, but she hadn’t.  She’d fought every, fucking time and been terrified every, fucking time.
The figure that entered, though, was not the sick, drunken pervert she was expecting.  The man that stood in the open doorway – he never left the doorway open, she corrected silently.  He knew I’d try to run past him if he did – was slim, with arms that were too long and fingers that seemed too thin and fragile.  He was wrapped in a black robe that shifted and moved as if it had a fuck-ton of spiders or roaches or something crawling under it, but his face?  His face was perfectly white, blank, and smooth, without any eyes or nose or mouth or anything.
“Who the fuck are you?” she gasped, involuntarily taking a step back as a wave of fear overwhelmed her.  She didn’t know what the hell this thing was, but it felt like someone had taken every torment, every terror, every pain anyone had ever inflicted on her and crammed them all into this one, skinny-ass body.  Her mind babbled incoherently as the form took a step into the room, and she felt warmth running down her legs.
“Forgive me,” the figure spoke in a voice that reminded Lily of every awful sound she’d ever heard in her life.  It waved its hand, and suddenly the overwhelming terror faded, and Lily sank gratefully to her knees, not even giving a shit about the puddle she was in.  “Generally, I delight in the terror I cause, but I need you sane and coherent for this conversation, Lily Morningbane.”
“Who..?” she gasped, fighting to regain control.  You’re not this weak, bitch! she screamed silently.  You’re a badass mother-fucker!  Get your ass up!  At the moment, though, she did not feel like a badass anything.  “Who the fuck are you?” she managed to stammer.
The figure ignored her and looked around the room curiously.  “Charming place,” it murmured appreciatively.  “So much pain, so much anger…so much hate, all contained in this one image.  Years of torment, agonies that no human should have to endure, all symbolized by this single space.”  The figure nodded as if pleased with the concept.  “I am somewhat envious that I could never craft something with such nuance and expression.  Truly, the one who created this was an artist of nightmares.”
Lily felt a slight stirring of anger as the thing spoke around her, over her, as if she was nothing but a goddamn decoration in her own nightmare.  An object.  A fucking toy.  She was sick of being a toy, a plaything, and she would never fucking be that again. 
She struggled to her feet, her rage giving her strength.  “You know what?” she spoke hoarsely through the fear and panic.  “I don’t give a fuck who you are.  Get your skinny ass out of my fucking nightmare so I can beat the shit out of your goddamned ARTIST!”  She roared the last part, taking a step toward the now-silent figure.
“Very good,” it murmured.  “That rage, that passion…that’s what I needed to see in you, Lily. “ 
The figure shook its head as it continued.  “I could leave,” it offered.  “But it won’t happen like you want it to, you know.  It never does, does it?  It doesn’t matter how strong you make yourself, how ‘badass’ you tell yourself you are, in this place, you’re always a scared, little girl, helpless before the monster coming to play with his toy.”
“GET THE FUCK OUT!” Lily screeched, launching herself at the creature, her entire body shaking with rage.  I’m going to rip its fucking heart out! she screamed silently.  Let’s find out if it’s got a dick so I can tear it off, too!
Shadowy tendrils exploded from the dark walls and wrapped around her, ensnaring her body.  Her arms were pinned to her sides, her legs bound tightly together, even her mouth was gagged by a thick strand of darkness.  She struggled to move, but the tentacles held her perfectly still, unable to do more than breathe and blink her eyes, and her anger began quickly fading into renewed terror.  She hated feeling helpless, hated it more than anything else…
“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” the figure shook its head as it walked into the room.  “Once again, your temper gets the best of you.  We’re going to have to work on that if you’re going to have any use to me, Lily.”
The figure walked up until it stood right in front of her face.  Her breath wheezed through her nose at its closeness, her eyes so wide the whites were visible all around, her heart hammering in her chest.  She tried to flinch as the figure reached one slim-fingered hand up to her face and gently brushed her hair out of the way – just like he used to do! her mind wailed – but she was held too firmly to even make that small of a movement.
“Who am I?” the figure spoke in his nightmarish voice.  “My name is Morx, Lord of Nightmares, Hand of Darkness, god of the Dark Pantheon, Lily Morningbane, and I have an offer for you.  How would you like to never need to feel afraid like this again?”




Chapter 9

Aranos stared at the pair of blades leveled at his throat and remained perfectly still. 
He wasn’t particularly concerned by the presence of the cold steel pointed at his neck.  For one thing, his Composite Armor was active, so unless those blades held way better Enchantments than he thought they did, they weren’t likely to hurt him.  For another, he didn’t think that the wielders of these blades really wanted to hurt him; they were just hoping to scare him a bit. 
Even so, he couldn’t help but consider the steps that had led to this moment, and whether there was anything he might have been able to do differently to avoid it.
After they’d left the House of the Moon earlier that day, they had gone back to Durlan’s store, where Aranos spent an hour training his Goldsmithing, Sense Intent, and High Enchanting Skills.  While he’d gotten decent bonuses from the first two, his new Adept status in High Enchanting meant that he only got a single level combined from both Enchanting and Runecrafting training.
Next, they’d headed over to Mistress Tialha’s stall in the Great Square to pick up his order.  The old woman had apparently been waiting for him, since the moment he arrived, she shut down her booth and hustled him around to the back to show him her work.
“What I have made for you is not exactly what you asked for,” she told him to his consternation.  “However, it is what I believe you will need, and that is the most important thing.”  She lifted a cloth covering off a hanging set of clothes, and Aranos gasped in amazement.
The outfit consisted of a jacket, shirt, and pants with a heavy cloak and leather boots.  Everything was a smoky grey color chased with threads of crimson and gold, except for the cloak, which was a darker, matte grey.  The fabric had a silken shimmer to it and looked light, but when he touched it, it had a comfortable weight that promised it wouldn’t feel too breezy.  As he examined it, a notification popped up, and he quickly looked at it:
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Arcane Lore and Appraisal Success!
Due to your purchase of the items, success was automatic.
You have identified: Traveler’s Tunic
Benefit: 50% Resistance to Piercing, Slashing, and Magical damage.
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
You have identified: Traveler’s Trousers
Benefit: 50% Resistance to Piercing, Slashing, and Magical damage.
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
You have identified: Traveler’s Jacket
Benefit: 50% Resistance to non-magical elemental damage
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
You have identified: Traveler’s Cloak
Benefit: Camouflage +100%, Stealth +100%
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
You have identified: Traveler’s Boots
Benefit: Movement Speed +50%, Dodge +50%
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
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Aranos stared at the notification in awe.  “You made all this in one day?” he asked incredulously.  “This is amazing!”
Tialha chuckled.  “I had the fabrics prepared,” she admitted.  “I was intending to use them to make a similar outfit for a rather prominent Wizard, but that did not quite work out as I hoped.  It was a simple matter to repurpose the existing material for your use.”
She gently touched the fabric of each article as she spoke.  “You will notice that none of these grants you an armor bonus,” she observed.  “That is intentional; I assumed that, as a Wizard, you could create your own Spell Armor, and the Enchantment from my work might interfere with your Spell.
“Instead, the tunic and trousers will act to reduce any damage that makes it through your protections, including magical Spells.  The jacket will keep out most normal environmental damage, while the cloak and boots will help you to avoid being attacked in the first place.”
“This…this is perfect,” he had stammered.  “I don’t think I paid you enough…”
“Did I not tell you that you would feel that way?” she cackled.  “No, I require no more compensation; however, feel free to tell others of your experience with my crafts.”
Of course, there was a downside to Tialha’s creations: he couldn’t enchant them any further, even using runes, without destroying the magic entirely.  That was a shame, since he had finally learned how to create an Enchantment that could be activated and deactivated.
Geltheriel had next taken him to the Keeper Barracks for his daily Stat training, but Dorn’ar’el had been unable to oblige them.  In fact, the Barracks felt peculiarly empty, a fact that the elf warrior quickly explained.
“There was an attack on the city last night,” the tall Keeper told them brusquely as he led them through the strangely silent House of Twilight.  “While the Keepers were busy on the ground facing amaroks and uruks, the Guards held the walls against flights of balayangs and vucubs.”
The elf paused to issue quiet orders to a handful of Keepers before continuing.  “And in all the chaos, something slipped past the Guard and entered the city…and three House Elders were found dead this morning.”
Geltheriel gasped at that and gripped his arm.  “House Meluiben…,” she began.
“Was not attacked,” the warrior replied, gently freeing his arm.  “Your family is safe, as of yet.  However, I have all of the Keepers who were not in the battle last night scouring the Stronghold, just as Lady Wynathra has the Guards hunting.  If the creatures who struck the city last night remain, we will find them and destroy them, have no doubt.”
“We could help,” Geltheriel offered.  “My Oathbinder is…a frighteningly good Tracker, I must admit.  If he could be shown to the bodies…”
Dorn’ar’el shook his head.  “That is not my place to decide,” he told her.  “An assault within the city falls under the purview of the Guards and their commander, Lady Wynathra.  You are, of course, welcome to speak with her to see if she would prefer your assistance.” 
The tall elf suddenly stopped, turning to face them.  “However, let me tell you a tale of the assault last night,” he said with a smile.  “During a high point of the attack, when the Keepers were being hard-pressed, suddenly, some of the enemy withdrew and began to flee into the forests.
“We did not know why, nor did we question our fortune,” the man continued, shrugging.  “Yet, later, I spoke with Lady Wynathra, who told me that at the moment when the sudden withdrawal occurred, the Guards noticed an orange glow in the skies to the south, as if a great fire were burning in the Blightlands.  You would not know of that, would you?”  One of his eyebrows rose into an expressive arch as he finished his tale.
“We did encounter a jubokko,” Geltheriel admitted.  “We were forced to burn it to the ground.  I did not realize that doing so would cause others of the Dark to rush to its defense.”
“Nor did I,” Dorn’ar’el agreed.  “And yet, so it happened.”
The elf continued walking, forcing them to follow.  “If the matter were put to me,” he continued, “I would prefer that you and your Oathbound save your energies for the Blightlands.  Perhaps you may find whatever creatures infiltrated us there or head off a second assault.”
The elf patted Geltheriel on the shoulder.  “However, as you are no longer truly of my command,” he finished, “I may not order you to do one thing or the other.  Whatever you decide, though, there will be no training today, which I suppose gives you ample time to both visit the House of Blades and to prepare for a night’s hunt.”
After their dismissal, Aranos followed Geltheriel out of the barracks and stood quietly for several moments, each of them lost in their own thoughts.  Aranos wondered if the woman was thinking about her estranged mother, perhaps worried that whatever had gotten into the city might target her family the next time. 
He, on the other hand, smelled a looming Questline.  The deaths of the elders had all the elements of a typical Quest: it was revealed to them almost incidentally, it was mysterious and something that the locals didn’t seem to have a handle on, and Aranos possessed specific Skills that were probably perfect for this sort of investigation.  All in all, it seemed like a simple, normal Quest, just like he’d seen in countless other games.  Which means, of course, he grumbled silently, that there’s probably a lot more going on here than it seems.  The AI’s have never been this straightforward with a Quest, yet.
After a while, he spoke up.  “I say we head to the House of Blades,” he declared firmly.  When Geltheriel looked at him curiously, he shrugged.  “The worst that can happen is that they say no, right?  And, if they let us visit one of the homes where an elder died, maybe I can get the start of a trail for the attacker, and we can hunt it when we go out tonight.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “If only it were that simple,” she replied hesitantly.  “Oathbinder, the Keepers and the guards…do not generally possess an amicable relationship.  They will likely resent my presence, which means you may need to do this alone.”
Aranos frowned and shrugged.  “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
“It should not,” Geltheriel countered, “but I fear that it will.  The guards are very wary of outsiders in Eredain, and the first Traveler…did not make a good impression, as you recall.  Have you not noticed how carefully the guards watch you as we move about the Stronghold?”
His face twisted in a grimace.  “Yeah,” he acknowledged.  “I have.  But maybe if we help them, they’ll start to feel differently.”
Geltheriel barked a laugh.  “Expecting a guard to change their mind is folly, Oathbinder,” she informed him.  “They are notoriously stubborn and inflexible.  It is part of what makes them good at their task – if the guards were easily swayed, the great Houses would rule over all – but it can be frustrating to deal with.”
Aranos stood quietly for a moment, thinking it over.  I’m sure this is the start of a Quest, he told himself firmly.  I don’t want to pass this up.  Plus, if I’m right, the deaths are just going to continue until I either take the Quest or enough elves are killed that it’s impossible to complete it, anymore. 
“I’d still like to at least try,” he said at last.  “Can you show me to the guards’ barracks, at least?  I’ll see if I can take it from there.”
The barracks in question was, of course, on the other side of the Stronghold from the House of Twilight.  Aranos supposed there was some symbolism in that, since Geltheriel told him that the two groups didn’t get along.  There might have been a practical reason for it, as well: if the two primary fighting groups were headquartered close to one another, one successful attack might wipe out both barracks.  This way, at least, if one part of the Stronghold fell, there would still be Warriors to defend the remainder of the city.
The barracks of the Guards, to Aranos’ admittedly untrained eye, looked remarkably similar to that of the Keepers.  It had the same massive, solid construction that was obviously designed for defense.  It held the same siege weaponry and archery platforms, upon which Aranos could see the obscured shapes of elves training.  He thought that maybe the wood was a slightly darker shade, and that perhaps the layout of the platforms was subtly different, but had the barracks been close to one another, he could absolutely imagine walking into the wrong one by mistake.
Another difference that he could see was that while the entrance to the House of Twilight stood open, the House of Blades had a squad of four Guards standing in front of the large gate, their gazes scanning the passersby watchfully.  Geltheriel grunted when she saw that and grabbed his arm.
“That is not usual, Oathbinder,” she told him grimly.  “The doors to the House of Blades are generally open to all within Eredain, just as the doors to the House of Twilight are.  The Guards must be on an alert; do you still think it wise to pursue this now?”
Aranos pursed his lips pensively.  After a moment, he nodded his head.  “Again, the worst case is probably that they don’t let me in,” he decided.  “In that case, we’re no worse off than we were before, right?”
Geltheriel looked at him skeptically but bowed her head in acceptance.  “It is as you say,” she admitted.  “In all likelihood, they will simply deny you entry to see Lady Wynathra, and we will be in the same place as we are now.”
Aranos nodded.  “Wynathra, got it,” he repeated.  He eyed the grim-looking warriors and took a deep breath.  “Wish me luck.  Do you just want to meet…”
“I will await you here,” she interrupted.  “And, should you not return in a reasonable time, I will come find you, so please do not dawdle.”
“I never dawdle,” he protested, even as he realized how much time she’d spent waiting for him over the past couple days.  “Well…okay, yeah, I’ll be quick.”
He approached the barracks carefully, his admittedly low Perception hard at work.  As he approached hostile-seeming armed Warriors, instinct urged him to cast his Composite Armor for the first time.  While the Armor weighed exactly the same as his Mana Armor had, the additional thickness made him feel more secure as he approached so much steel. 
Aranos had noticed that the Keepers tended to wear light and medium armor; from watching Geltheriel fight, he knew that the base Keeper Class favored maneuverability and speed over strength and power.  The Guards, it seemed, were more like heavy infantry.  The ones he approached wore thick armor made of steel scales attached to leather and steel helmets.  Each held a long spear and shield in their hands and had a secondary weapon belted at their waist, with two carrying swords, one a solid-looking mace, and the last a wicked axe.
They watched him warily as he approached, and he stopped well clear of them and held his hands out to the sides as non-threateningly as possible.  “Um, hi,” he stammered nervously.  Great start, idiot, he berated himself.  “Sorry.  Um, my name is Aranos Evenshade the Liberator.  I’m wondering if I could speak with Lady Wynathra.  Uh, please?”
The Warriors stared at him in silence before the closest pair stepped forward.  “You are the Traveler, yes?” the scarred, battered-looking man on Aranos’ right asked in a surprisingly mellow voice.
“Yeah, I am,” Aranos acknowledged with a nod.
The man grunted.  “Follow me,” he said shortly before turning and walking toward the open gate. Aranos moved quickly to follow after, noting as he did that the second Guard, an equally scarred woman, stepped into place behind him.  He had the uncomfortable feeling that he might have just been taken into custody, although if so, they weren’t really making a great attempt to restrain him.  Maybe they don’t have handcuffs, he mused pointlessly.
As they entered the building, Aranos realized that, while the outside of the House of Blades looked a lot like the House of Twilight, the interior was quite different.  The barracks of the Keepers was fairly closed in; there was only a small open space inside, and the rest of the interior was filled with a maze of hallways.  Aranos guessed that the idea was that if an enemy managed to penetrate the building, the Keepers could use the twisting passages to stage hit and run attacks, bleeding out the invaders.  It was a defensive technique that was, honestly, very similar to how he’d seen Geltheriel fight.
The Guards’ headquarters, by contrast, had a large, open hall immediately beyond the entrance.  The walls of the hall were pierced with loops for arrows and nozzles that Aranos guessed would allow various flammable and caustic liquids to be dumped on intruders.  Low stone walls broke up the hallway, running the width of the space, pierced with gates set at irregular intervals.  Aranos could see that it would be easy for heavily armored Warriors to take up cover in a line behind a wall, secure behind shields, with spears or pikes extended to take advantage of an enemy charge, then retreating to the next wall if one was overrun.
Now, though, various Guards in lighter armor stood behind the walls, whose gates were open, while elves of all walks of life lined up before them.  Aranos assumed that these were people bringing complaints or concerns to the Guards, at least judging by the serious and somewhat bored looks on the faces of the Warriors manning the walls.
The aleen followed his guide deeper into the House, weaving through the open gates and another large, heavy gate at the far end of the hall.  The gate closed behind them, and suddenly, the elf before him whirled, jamming the point of his spear directly at Aranos’ throat.  He felt a second spearpoint brush against his armored back, probably to keep him from trying to run.
“Move against the wall, Traveler,” the elf in front of him growled menacingly.  When Aranos didn’t comply immediately, the elf pressed with the point of the spear.  While the gesture didn’t damage Aranos, it did make him realize that he had two choices: he could submit and see what was going on, or he could fight his way out.  While he was pretty certain that he could get free of the Guards if necessary, he didn’t think he could do it without inflicting casualties among their number, and he was pretty certain his welcome in the Stronghold would expire almost the moment he assaulted a Guard.
So, he moved carefully to place his back to the nearest wall.  The second elf moved around to the front of him, adding her spearpoint to the one aimed at his throat.  “Do not move or speak,” the first elf growled, using one hand to pull out a gold-colored chain with what looked like manacles on the ends.  “Hold out your wrists so we can attach these.”
Aranos stopped for a moment, noticing the runes etched into the cuffs and chains.  Probably some kind of mana-nullifying bindings, he mused emotionlessly.  If I put those on, I might not be able to cast Spells.
“No,” he said quietly. 
The two spearpoints jabbed at his throat once more, not hard, but had he not been armored, they might have drawn blood.  “No talking!” the female elf snapped.
“I don’t know what’s going on here,” he said calmly, firmly tamping down his anger, “but I’m not putting on chains, and I won’t let you put them on me.  If that means I can’t see Wynathra, then I’ll leave.”
“No, you will not,” the male replied.  “You are wanted for questioning about last night’s attacks, Traveler, and our orders are you bring you to the Captain in restraints.”
“I won’t let you do that,” he repeated, still forcing himself to remain calm.  “And I’m pretty sure I can stop you if I need to.  So, you have to decide: do you want to follow part of your orders and take me to Wynathra, or do you want to let me go?”
The elves stared at him, and he gazed back at them calmly, his gaze unblinking.  The two spearpoints held steady at his throat, but he could see that some of the fire had gone out of the pair.  The male took a deep breath, but his weapon never wavered. 
“It is not up to us,” the male told him, obviously gathering his courage.  “We have orders, and we will obey them…”
As the two raised their spears, Aranos regretfully gathered his mana.  He didn’t want to hurt the elves, but he wasn’t about to put himself at their tender mercies, either.
“Stand down!” a voice rang out, laced with command.  The pair of guards stiffened and immediately retracted their spears, snapping to attention as a slim elf with pale blue hair and dressed in chain mail strode through the gate and into the room.  “What is going on here?”
The male glanced at his companion and cleared his throat nervously. “Lieutenant Saphielle,” the man stammered.  “We were escorting this prisoner for questioning to Captain Madris, as ordered.”
“A prisoner?” the woman repeated, her hands on her hips.  “He has been accused of a crime?  Arrested?”
The man hesitated.  “I do not believe so,” he admitted.  “But he is wanted for questioning over last night’s attacks.  The Captain ordered us to restrain him.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed.  “Did he, now?” she asked in a dangerous voice.  “And you followed that order, even knowing that it is against our laws to forcibly restrain anyone who has not been formally accused?”
The man gulped audibly.  “The Captain ordered…”
“Enough,” the woman snapped.  “You are dismissed; return to your posts.  I will escort the Traveler myself.”  The two elves quickly saluted, their first two fingers touching their foreheads, and beat a seemingly hasty retreat.
The woman turned to face Aranos.  “So, you are the infamous Traveler,” she chuckled.  “Welcome to the House of Blades.  I am, as you may have heard, Lieutenant Saphielle of House Miradan…not that such likely means much to you, I am certain.”
“Pretty much nothing at all,” he agreed.  “Nice to meet you, though, Lieutenant. I’m Aranos Evenshade.  Can I ask what’s going on here?”
“You may ask,” she nodded.  “I am unable to answer, I am afraid, as it is true that you are sought for questioning.  It is foolish and a waste of time, but the formalities must be followed.”
Aranos sighed.  Bureaucracy, it seemed, was something that had somehow migrated perfectly into the game.  “I guess I’ll go answer some questions, then,” he grumbled.  “Although I’m really getting tired of you people accusing me of things.”
“I accuse you of nothing,” the woman replied evenly as she took Aranos’ upper arm and began leading him deeper into the House.  “If others have done so, surely you cannot blame me for that…just as I do not blame you for the behaviors of other Travelers.”
Aranos blinked in surprise at the woman’s words.  “You’re right,” he acknowledged after a moment.  “I was being unfair, and I’m sorry.”
“There is no need for an apology,” the woman shrugged.  “So long as you understand, that is sufficient.  And, of course, you make an effort not to repeat the error.”
“That seems fair,” he half chuckled.  “So, where are you taking me?”
“To Captain Madris, of course,” she replied calmly.  “It is the best way to clear this all up.  Also likely the most unpleasant way, but the most efficient.”
“Unpleasant?” he repeated, his eyes narrowing.  “Just so you know, I’m not going to let myself be put in chains…”
“Yes, I recall hearing you say that when I was eavesdropping earlier,” the woman interrupted.  “And trust me when I say that I did not take your words lightly.  I understand that you will fight to retain your freedom, and if the stories that your Follower has let slip are even close to true, I know that such a battle will result in many deaths, with yours being the only temporary one.
“So,” she continued, guiding him through a checkpoint, where the guards snapped to attention but eyed him darkly, “I will do what I can to ensure that chains do not enter this discussion.  Unless, of course, you are guilty, in which case I will likely put them on you myself.”
Aranos stared at the woman, a bit discomfited by her overly casual nature.  “You’d probably try,” he muttered, glowering at the back of her head.
“And there is a chance I would fail,” she returned calmly.  “Or that I would succeed.  I will have done my duty either way, though, and that is all that will have mattered in the end.”
She led him past several more checkpoints, where Guards eyed him suspiciously, some even gripping their weapons as he passed.  He noticed but decided to ignore it.  Something’s going on here, he told himself.  Something more than just mistrust of outsiders or Travelers.   I need to find out that is.
They stopped outside of a plain, unadorned wooden door, with nothing to distinguish it from any of the dozen other doors they’d passed.  The Lieutenant knocked, paused briefly, and knocked again.  A strong, clear voice from the room snapped the word, “Come” briefly, and the elf briskly opened the door, holding it for Aranos to enter. 
The aleen entered a truly spartan office.  The only furnishings were a large but simple wooden desk, a tall bookshelf filled to capacity with leather-backed tomes against one wall, and two unpadded, wooden chairs that sat before the desk.  Behind the desk sat a man dressed in plain, brown leather with a single, golden braid looped over his shoulder.  His hair was blue-black and pulled tightly back, hanging between his shoulder blades.  His age, like most of the elves, was indeterminate, but Aranos didn’t get a sense of youth or exuberance from the man.  Instead, his Scent Ability easily picked up waves of hostility radiating from the figure, who paused his work as they stepped inside. 
His steel-gray eyes glanced up and took in both Aranos and his escort in a single glance.  “This is the Traveler?” he asked curtly. 
“He claims to be so, sir,” the Lieutenant replied.  “I have no means to test that claim, however.”
The Captain frowned and leaned forward.  “Why is he not restrained?  Is it not customary to restrain prisoners who are also practitioners of magic, Lieutenant?”
“It is my understanding he is not a prisoner, sir,” she replied in an even tone.  “As such, it would be a violation to forcibly restrain him, unless he were acting in a dangerous manner.”
“Did he not resist being brought here?” the Captain pressed.
“He did not,” the woman shook her head.  “Even when faced with a rather extreme amount of aggression from those who were to escort him.”
The man gazed at the Guard closely and finally grunted.  “We will discuss this at another time,” he said at last before withdrawing a few sheets of paper and turning to face Aranos.
“Your name?” he asked brusquely, not even looking up at the Sorcerer.
Yeah, I’ve had enough of this, Aranos thought silently.  Rather than answering, he sat stoically, staring at her, letting his anger show in his eyes but keeping it carefully under control. 
“Your name!” he repeated more loudly, leaning forward.
Aranos remained silent for another moment before rising from his chair.  “I think we’re done here,” he told the Lieutenant.  “Please take me back to the exit.”
“You will leave when I give you permission to leave,” the Captain snapped, also rising.  “Now sit down at once and answer my questions!”
“Sir, if he wishes to leave, we cannot hold him,” the Lieutenant pointed out.  “He is not a prisoner and stands accused of no crime.  As such, he cannot be forcibly detained.”  The woman reached for the door, preparing to open it, and the Captain jumped to his feet.
“You will close that door at once, Lieutenant!” he shouted.  “And Traveler, you will sit there and answer my questions, or by the stars I will have you arrested!”
Aranos carefully gathered power to himself, not allowing his anger to take control but letting it simmer quietly within him.  “No, I won’t, and, no, you won’t,” he said simply and flatly.  “You’re rude, arrogant, and demanding.  I came here to volunteer to help you look into the deaths last night, but I wouldn’t help you now if you offered me the Stronghold’s treasury as a reward for it.”
“If you attempt to leave before we are through, I will have you forcibly restrained,” the man practically screamed.  “If you resist, I will have no choice but to use lethal force. Do you understand me?”
Aranos stared at the Captain, taken completely aback by his vehemence.  “I do,” he said quietly.  “But I don’t think you understand what you’re suggesting, Captain.  If you try to force me into chains, I’ll fight you, with everything I have.  I may not win, but I’ll take a lot of Guards with me.”
He leaned closer to the man.  “Thing is,” he went on, “I’ll come back.  They won’t.  And I will keep coming back, again and again.  How many times, do you think, it’ll take before I get you?  Because that’s what it means to declare war on a Traveler, Captain.  You.  Will.  Lose.”
“I do believe that is enough of that,” a voice spoke as a door that Aranos hadn’t even noticed opened in the wall opposite the bookcase.  A slim, muscled woman, taller than Aranos by an inch or so, stepped into the room.  Her pale lavender hair was cut short above her ears, and her deep, blue eyes matched the enameled chain mail she wore.  She was old enough to start showing signs of her age in her face, and everything about her exuded authority.  The Captain and Lieutenant both snapped to attention as she entered, but the woman’s gaze focused only on Aranos.
“Aranos Evenshade,” she spoke in a voice that was pleasant but held iron within, “I am Lady Wynathra, the Commander of the Guards.  Last night, three elders of this city were killed, and certain details of the deaths are curious.  Would you mind if I asked you some questions about last night?”
Aranos hesitated, biting back the terse reply that sprang to his lips and forcing himself to let go of his anger.  He took a deep breath and shrugged his shoulders.  “Why not?” he replied calmly.  “All you had to do was ask.”
“So I suspected,” Wynathra nodded, gesturing for him to return to his chair.  She moved around to the other side of the desk, displacing the Captain with a simple look and taking his seat.
“My thanks,” she began.  “First, you said you were coming to volunteer your assistance in our investigations.  Do you mind my asking how you heard of the murders?”
“Dorn’ar’el, in the House of Twilight,” he answered.  “Geltheriel and I went there for training, and he told us about them.”
“I see,” she nodded.  “And what did Captain Dorn’ar’el tell you?”
“That three elders had died in the attack last night,” Aranos supplied.  “He said that you thought something had slipped past the walls and killed them, then slipped back out.”
“That is one possibility,” she acknowledged.  “And how did you intend to assist us?”
“My Tracking Skill is Master-ranked,” he replied, seeing the look of doubt cross her face.  “It’s true; it was a Quest reward, of sorts.  I thought that I might spot something or even pick up the attacker’s trail with my Scent Ability.”
“That is generous of you,” she said without inflection.  “However, first, I must know where you were and what you were doing during the attack last night, please.”
“I was in the Blightlands with Geltheriel,” he answered.  “We were hunting amaroks.”
“And would anyone other than your Avowed Follower be witness to this?” the woman pressed.
Aranos frowned.  “Rhys of the House of the Sickle accompanied us,” he offered.  “I suppose the gate guards saw us leave yesterday afternoon, and the ones there this morning saw us come back in a bit after dawn.”
“I will check that,” the woman nodded.  “But is there any way you can corroborate the fact that you were hunting during that time, rather than, as you say, slipping over the walls?”
He remained silent for several moments, lost in thought.  “Maybe,” he said slowly.  “We took a bounty Quest from the House of Fallen Leaves.  I think Geltheriel turned it in today; if she did, it would show that we were hunting, as well as the fact that we were the ones who burned the jubokko tree last night.  Dorn’ar’el said that you saw the glow from the fire; that would prove that we weren’t anywhere near the city during the attack.”
“That was a burning jubokko?” Wynathra asked. “That might explain why the beasts quit the field so abruptly.”  The woman leaned back.  “We will verify this, of course, but it seems clear that you could have had nothing to do with this.  I apologize for the inconvenience.”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Hold on,” he said, raising a hand as she started to stand.  “Why did we have to go through all this?  Why would you suspect me?  I haven’t done anything to justify that sort of suspicion.”
The woman stared at him for a moment before resuming her seat.  “The deaths last night were quite mysterious,” she finally told him.  “There are no wounds or injuries on the bodies, yet they are dead.  We checked for poison and disease but found nothing.  An investigator from the House of Stars told us, however, that there was a slight trace of magic clinging to the bodies, and that they seemed…drained.
“It was recalled,” she continued, “that you employed some sort of draining technique when you defeated the other Traveler’s summoned aswang.  Since you are also a practitioner of magic…”
After a long moment, Aranos nodded.  “Yeah, I can see that,” he agreed.  “Just FYI, though, I don’t think that’s how my Ability works.  It drains blood, so it should leave a puncture mark or two.  I don’t know; I haven’t used it, yet.”
“That is worth knowing,” the woman half-smiled.  She stared at him for several moments.  “You are sincere in your request to aid us?  Your Tracking Skill is truly that high of a level?”
“Yeah, I was,” he nodded.  “Now…I’m honestly not so sure.  I don’t know if I really want to deal with this House any more than I absolutely have to, in all honesty.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed.  “And why would that be?” she asked, her voice tinged with suspicion.
“Well, I came here to offer help,” he answered, heat rising in his voice, “and I got threatened by spears, pinned up against a wall, you tried to lock me up in what I’m guessing are mana-draining chains, and then your Captain here offered to kill me if I didn’t do everything he said.  Why the hell would I want to work with that?”  His voice had risen to a near shout by the end, but the woman endured his tirade stoically.
“Is this true?” the woman asked, glancing at the Lieutenant. 
Saphielle nodded briskly.  “Substantively, yes,” she admitted.  “I do not believe that the Traveler was in any real danger, but it is true that a significant threat of violence was offered him throughout.  That is why I felt the need to intervene, as I saw any such attempts as ending very badly for all parties.”
Wynathra sighed and rubbed her face with her hands.  “And I am grateful for that foresight,” she said heavily.  “Would that others in these ranks shared such.”  She glared at the Captain, who shrank back from her look.
The older woman turned back to face Aranos.  “I can but offer my apologies,” she told him firmly.  “I requested merely that you be summoned to explain what you just have.  Everything beyond that…well, there is fear in the Stronghold today, and fear makes elves act foolishly.”
Aranos looked at her dubiously.  “Yeah, I get that,” he said hesitantly, “but that kind of sounds like an excuse to me.  I mean, if this is how the guards are allowed to treat people…”
“Oh, it is not allowed,” the woman replied, her tone frosty.  “But you will forgive me if I choose not to discuss how I will discipline my guards in front of you, as humiliation is a poor motivator.”
Aranos stopped, considering her words.  “You’re right,” he agreed.  “It’s not really my business.  At the same time, I don’t really want to risk dealing with someone like the Captain here.  I think I’m gonna withdraw my offer of help.”
“What if I were your liaison?” the Lieutenant spoke up.  “Do you find me as disagreeable?”
Aranos looked at the woman, then shook his head.  “No, you’ve been fair,” he acknowledged.  “I guess if I’m dealing directly with you…”
“Perhaps we can make this far simpler,” Wynathra mused, folding her hands before her.  “Traveler, know that I require a guard to be present at the sites of these deaths if you are to assist us in this matter.  Since it appears that you have found some favor with our young Lieutenant, would you be amenable to taking her with you on your travels?”
“I…what?” Aranos asked, nonplussed.  “Wait, you want me to add a guard to my party…why?  Just so you can keep an eye on me?”
“There is certainly some appeal to that,” the woman acknowledged.  “It would aid you, as well, would it not?  Having one who is above reproach traveling with you, who could vouch for your actions?”
Aranos stared at the woman blankly, his mind whirling.  The Lieutenant is obviously a tank, he pondered.  Having her in the party would take some of the pressure off Geltheriel, for sure.  With two frontline fighters, a magical DPS and a healer, we’d be a solid team. 
“That isn’t a terrible idea,” he finally replied slowly.  “Can I think about it?  Why don’t you give me the Quest and let the Lieutenant escort me to where the elders died, and she and I can discuss it?”
Wynathra gazed at him curiously before nodding her head.  “That seems an acceptable compromise,” she agreed.  Instantly, a blinking, blue notification popped up on his screen, and he pulled it up with a minor sense of trepidation:
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Quest Offered: A Death of Elders
Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades will allow you to investigate the mysterious deaths in the Stonghold.
Objective: Uncover information leading to the discovery and capture or death of whatever or whoever killed the elders of Eredain.
Difficulty: A
Reward: Variable based on the value of information uncovered and your role in the capture or death of the offender.
Failure Condition: Refuse to disclose all pertinent information, fail to apprehend the offender within 4 days.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in elven lands, ???
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Aranos read the Quest description carefully, noting that nowhere did it say that he had to take Saphielle with him in order to succeed.  That’s actually good, he thought as a feeling of relief swept over him.  If I felt forced to keep her around, we’d never be able to trust each other enough to be a decent party.  Satisfied, he selected ‘Yes’ and dismissed the notification.
“Excellent,” Wynathra declared, rising from her seat.  “Lieutenant, please escort the Traveler to the Houses where the elders were slain, then report back to me with what is found there.”
“Of course, Commander,” the young woman replied, saluting by touching two fingers to her brow.  “Traveler, if you would please follow me.  Let us return to your Avowed Follower, who is likely becoming concerned with your absence, and I will take you to House Gilris to begin your investigation.
The trip back to the entrance of the House of Blades was far less eventful.  He still had to endure the hostile gazes of many of the Guards, but at least now he understood why they were hostile.  Simply knowing the reason behind their feelings was enough for him to easily ignore their gazes.
Geltheriel awaited him outside the barracks, her tense expression hardening as he came into view with Saphielle leading him.  “Did you not promise that you would not dawdle?” she asked him when he neared, her voice exasperated.  “I was about to seek entrance into the House myself, Oathbinder!”
“Sorry,” he apologized with a shrug.  “Everyone in there is strung a little tightly right now, and things almost got out of hand.”
Geltheriel stared at him.  “Of course they did,” she sighed after a moment.  “I trust that no one was badly injured?”
“Your Oathbinder very wisely restrained himself,” Saphielle spoke up.  “No injuries occurred.”
Geltheriel eyed the Lieutenant suspiciously.  “Lieutenant,” she spoke tersely.  “What a unique pleasure to see you.”
“Is it not?” the guardswoman replied glibly.
“Not particularly,” Geltheriel said flatly before turning to Aranos.  “May I ask why the Lieutenant is here?”
“We got permission to investigate the deaths,” Aranos supplied, his eyes darting back and forth between the pair.  Obviously, they knew one another somehow, and there was an undercurrent of something approaching hostility between the women.  “But only if she’s with us.”
Geltheriel nodded shortly.  “Then let us hasten to do so,” she replied.  “We have much to do today, and the sooner we are done with this, the better.”
Aranos grimaced slightly; he hadn’t even considered that the pair might know one another, much less imagined that they might not get along.  Although ‘not get along’ feels like a bit of an understatement, he realized.  I’ll need to talk to Geltheriel about this later.
“Oh, I meant to ask you,” he finally said, trying to change the subject.  “Did you get to turn in that Bounty Quest?”
“Of course I did,” Geltheriel snorted.  “I simply had not had a chance to send you the notification.”
A blue dot began blinking in his vision, and he quickly pulled it up:
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Quest Completed: Harvesting the Shadows
Objective: Bring back the pelts of 10 Amarok, 5 Ursusz, or 1 Cenzik
Reward: +500 XP, +1 Silver Link per bounty
Bonus Reward: For bringing proof of the temporary destruction of a jubokko tree, +300 XP, +1 Gold
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House Gilris was on the third level of the Stronghold, the same level as Golloron’s dwelling, so Aranos guessed that the family was probably fairly influential in the city.  Which is probably why so many people are unhappy right now, he assumed silently.  What with the nightly attacks, I’m sure people die every day, here.  I guess it takes an elder of an important House dying to get people to pay attention.
The House itself was large but mostly unremarkable.  It was built out of the trunks of one of the trees supporting the Stronghold, and it looked to be three stories high, with a pair of towers soaring a couple more stories above that.  The building was surrounded by a tall fence made of some silvery metal, an oddity in the city where almost everything was laminated wood, but really the only thing that stood out to Aranos was that the entire building, including the surrounding fence, blazed with magic to his Sense Mana Skill, to the point where he guessed that if he used his Mana Sight, he’d probably end up with a Blinded debuff. 
“This is House Gilris, had you not already guessed,” Saphielle told him as she led them through the open gate and toward the main House.  “They have been known for many generations as accomplished Enchanters of items, and the loss of their elder is a serious blow to the Stronghold’s supply of such goods.”
“I assume you’ve already spoken to the family?” Aranos asked quietly as they neared the door.
Saphielle nodded.  “None claim to have seen or heard anything, under a Spell of truth-telling.  They simply found their elder slain after the night’s attack was turned back.  Here, though, is the Scion of the House, and you may certainly question her yourself.”
The door to the House opened, and a short, petite woman with silvery hair stepped out to greet them.  She was so tiny, not even coming up to Aranos’ shoulder, that he thought at first that she might be a child until she spoke.
“Lieutenant,” the woman said in a smooth, mature voice.  “What can I do for you?  Is there more you would ask of my father’s death?”
“Not I, Lady Faraine,” the Warrior demurred.  “Lady Wynathra has enlisted the assistance of the Traveler, who I believe may have some Skills that will aid in the investigation.”
Faraine eyed Aranos somewhat suspiciously, her gaze seeming to take in every detail about him at once.  “If the Commander of the Guards feels it wise,” she finally spoke, “I will not gainsay her.  And yet, Traveler, know that this is a House in deep mourning, for my father was well-loved.  I will require that you behave with calm and decorum, or I will be forced to banish you from our House.  Is this acceptable?”
“Perfectly,” Aranos replied, wondering what, exactly, the woman thought he was going to do.  Maybe burn the place down, he reminded himself grimly.  Or get challenged to a Wizard’s Duel, or almost get in a fight with Guards…  Yeah, thinking about it, he supposed her concern might have been warranted.
“You will also need to leave your pack with the House Steward,” she continued.  “The magics within these walls do not mix well with spatial magic, so their usage is forbidden within.”
Plus, you’ve probably got a ton of Enchanted items in there, Aranos added silently.  Wouldn’t want any of them disappearing.
“I will remain here and hold your pack, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “You should be as safe within the walls of this House as anywhere in the Stronghold.  The defenses of House Gilris are quite renowned across the Elven Nations.”
“A thought I would have heartily agreed with until last night, Geltheriel of Meluiben,” Faraine said with a sigh.  “How something penetrated our wards without detection…it is beyond my imagining.”
Aranos handed his pack to Geltheriel, and he and Saphielle followed the tiny elf deeper into the House.  Aranos noted quickly that, as he thought, practically every item and surface within the House radiated some form of Enchantment to his senses, and his High Enchantment Skill told him that the Enchantments were of highly varying quality.  Some of them were so poorly done that he could almost watch the mana leaking out of them and knew they’d be inert within days at most.  Others were Enchanted so skillfully that he could barely tease the various magics within them apart, much less tell what they did. 
Faraine led them to a large, ornate door that blazed with magic to Aranos’ senses.  “This is the entrance to my father’s personal study,” she told them with a touch of sadness.  “As you can see, the warding Spells are untouched, which means that it should have been impossible for any creature to enter, even the most powerful.”
“Do you mind if I take a look at them?” Aranos asked.  When the woman glared at him skeptically, he simply smiled at her.  “I promise, I won’t disturb them in any way.  I don’t think that I could, to be honest; they’re way too powerful.  I just want to see if they’re all intact, is all.”
When the woman hesitantly nodded, he closed his eyes and reached out to the portal with his Sense Mana Skill, slipping his consciousness into the wards surrounding the entrance. Various spell-forms were woven into the door, obviously sealing it against all intrusion.  The Enchantments layered on the door were potent, and so skillfully woven that, at first, he could barely even tell where one Spell ended and another began. 
After a few moments, though, he began to discern individual Enchantments, and eventually, he began to parse out what each one did, at least in a general sense.  This one is keyed to a specific person, he mused silently.  Or maybe even a bloodline.  Over here, we’ve got one that strikes anyone entering the door with some sort of strange mana; I don’t recognize it at all.  And this one seals the door against…hold on a second. 
A tiny flicker of instability had appeared in the last Enchantment, and Aranos stared at it closely with his mind’s eye.  The flows seemed perfectly smooth, everything appeared normal, until suddenly, a tiny gap in the pattern appeared, as if something had been removed and replaced imperfectly. 
Now that he knew what to look for, he found the instabilities throughout the door’s wards.  Each Spell, he realized, had been carefully altered, a part of the energy flows either redirected or removed entirely, and the whole had been replaced with less skill than the wards’ creator had employed.
“These have been tampered with,” he murmured, withdrawing his consciousness from the flows of energy and opening his eyes to find the two women staring at him.  “Oh, sorry, I lose track of time when I do that.  Was that a long time?”
“It was not the time that surprised us, Traveler,” Saphielle spoke up.  “You are not the first to have attempted what you have just done.  Several Wizards from the House of Stars were brought to investigate, and none could even attempt to discern any information about the wards without being rebuffed rather…violently.”
“It should not be possible,” Faraine stammered, her face pale.  “Father’s wards are designed to resist inspection through Spells.  Your own magic should have been turned against you!”
“Oh, that’s probably it, then,” Aranos shrugged.  “I used a Skill instead of a Spell.  There wasn’t any magic to turn against me, I suppose.”
Faraine stared at him, her face showing her suspicion, but at last she nodded.  “You believe that the wards were somehow altered?” she said at last.  “And yet, I can feel that they still hold strongly and securely.  How is this possible?”
“I can’t tell you how,” Aranos replied with a sour face.  “All I know is that someone changed the wards – probably to allow them to get into the room – and then tried to replace what they changed but didn’t do a perfect job.  It’s almost like they cut out a section of the Spell and tried to fill it back in, but they piece they were using wasn’t quite the correct shape.”
“This means, of course,” Saphielle offered, “that either a Wizard of some skill or a creature with similar abilities must have done this.  The Commander will be pleased to know this.”
Aranos nodded.  “Can we go into the room, now?” he asked Faraine.  “I’d like to see where it happened, if that’s okay.”
Faraine nodded and held her hand out to the door.  Aranos sensed a flash of mana as the wards reached out and recognized her, and the door swung slowly and silently open.  The room beyond was clearly both a study and a workshop; the walls were lined with books on two sides and workbenches on the other two, with a larger station occupying the center of the room.  The tools were mundane but of fantastic quality, and at a cursory glance, it looked to Aranos like the books dealt primarily with Enchanting and Arcane Lore.
None of that really drew his attention, though, because his Tracking Skill was very clearly telling him what had happened in the room.  He walked about, examining the tiny traces left behind, frowning as he did so.  “This…this is kind of weird,” he finally admitted, glancing over at Saphielle.
“You will, of course, have to further enlighten us,” the guard replied calmly.  “Simply stating that something is strange is, in and of itself, somewhat strange, I must admit.”
Aranos snorted and smiled slightly.  “Okay, so here’s what I’m seeing,” he narrated, his hands gesticulating to punctuate his words.  “Faraine, your father – wait, what’s his name?”
“Elder Elyon,” Saphielle supplied.
“Right, Elyon,” Aranos went on, “was standing at this side desk, working on something that involved crystals of some kind, guessing from the tiny shavings on the ground around there.
“The door opened,” he continued, “and Elyon turned around at some point; I can’t tell if it was as the door opened, or later.  Something entered, but whatever it was, it floated above the ground to try and avoid leaving tracks.”  He glanced at Saphielle.  “They must have assumed you’d have someone with the Tracking Skill examine the scene.”
“A sensible assumption,” the woman nodded, “considering that we always have someone with that Skill examine the scene of any unexplained death.”
“So, yeah, smart assumption,” he agreed.  “Anyways, at some point, Elyon turned around, the intruder got to around 3 feet from him, and suddenly, he fell.  There wasn’t a scuffle, and it doesn’t look like he managed to get any kind of defense in place.  He just…died.”
“Impossible,” Faraine spoke up.  “My father was protected at all times by multiple Enchantments, and no attack I can imagine would have felled him instantly, without his attempting some form of defense.”
Aranos shook his head.  “I’m not doubting you at all,” he assured her.  “The thing is, I can see that he just stood there, and then he fell, and there’s no sense of lingering magic that I’m pretty sure I’d feel if a powerful Wizard was defending himself.  I think whatever got him killed him almost instantly.”
He inhaled deeply, trying to pick up a hint of anything odd or unusual in the air, but to his surprise, only one type of odor was present in the room.
“Huh,” he said simply, looking at Saphielle.  “I don’t think that some creature came in during the attack and did this, Lieutenant,” he told the woman in a grave voice.”
“What do you mean?” she asked curiously.
“Well, I’m pretty sure,” he explained, “that Elyon was killed by another elf.”




Chapter 10

Neither Saphielle nor Faraine really believed him, he could tell.  The guardswoman didn’t say as much, but Faraine had pointed out that only a handful of elven Wizards in the Stronghold would have been powerful enough to undo Elyon’s wards, and that all of them were the heads of great Houses and beyond reproach.  He could see that they both preferred to believe that either he was wrong, or that some creature was fooling him by taking on the scent of an elf somehow.
Aranos supposed that was possible, but it seemed unlikely to him.  His Scent Ability was pretty powerful and specific; unless whatever creature they were talking about had a Legendary or Mythical Ability to disguise itself, he was pretty sure that he should have been able to pick up some trace of its scent.
The scene was essentially the same at the following two Houses.  House Themenor was apparently an ancient Wizard House, and the wards surrounding the elder’s sanctum were even more elaborate than the ones Elyon had employed.  That actually made it much easier for Aranos to see that the wards had been tampered with, though, since the flaws in the repair work done to them stood out far more clearly. 
Again, it looked like the door had opened, and the intruder had closed to about three feet from the elder – a woman named Chaenath, he’d come to learn from her younger brother Elashor, who was another elder of the House – and then, the woman had died.  There was no sign of a struggle, and it didn’t look like any of the elder’s magical protections had triggered to save her.
At House Waeslar, Aranos’ investigation led him to a vast library instead of a small, private room.  That made sense, though, since Saphielle informed him that House Waeslar produced highly respected Loremasters.  The library’s wards were much simpler and were mostly designed to protect the books within and keep them from the ravages of time or theft, and Aranos found no signs of their being tampered with this time.
He also got lucky enough to be able to examine the elder’s body that time, since the family had it displayed for the entire House to pay its respects.  The corpse was sealed within a transparent, crystal coffin, but his Sense Mana Skill had no difficulty penetrating the non-magical barrier.  What he found there was strange; the body seemed in perfect health, with no physical damage that he could find, but it felt curiously empty, as if some vital part of it had been snatched away.
At each scene, he picked up the same scent.  It was faint, and the intruder had obviously tried to disguise it somehow, but his Ability detected it each time.  Even better, by the third time he’d smelled it, he’d gotten enough of a scent trail to tell that whoever did this was still in the city, probably somewhere near the center, although of which level he had no idea.
Once he was done, Saphielle had dutifully gone off to report, leaving he and Geltheriel to go grab Rhys and head out of the Stronghold for their evening hunt.
The trek to their previous campsite was uneventful.  Aranos had questioned the wisdom of camping in the same place, considering that he’d been attacked there the night before, but Rhys had calmed his fears somewhat.
“Surely you do not believe that a creature as lethal as a great nebelung would allow any other predators within its territory,” the Druid observed sardonically.  “With it dead, now, this area should be safe from any other predator for at least several days.  At that point, no doubt one will be fearless or foolish enough to try the nebelung’s territory and will discover it unguarded.”
Once the camp was set, Geltheriel requested to rest, as she had a mild Tired debuff.  Rhys went off into the forest to commune with the trees and see if their destruction of the jubboko’s crown had any effect on the spread of the Blight.  Aranos spent some time examining the Blighted energy in the soil, hoping that his recent studies would give him some insights, but all he could tell was that the Corruption was draining energy from the soil and taking it…elsewhere.
The storm broke over them about an hour later, sending Rhys hurrying back to the shelter of his tent.  Aranos sat beneath the steady, miserable rain, using his High Mastery to weave a web of air over the camp that kept them dry and reasonably comfortable.  His eyes were closed, since the weave would keep out or at least slow anything that attacked them in the same way it kept out the rain, and his mind was focused on the elemental mana surrounding him. 
Water mana was, of course, highly prevalent at the moment, considering the constant downpour.  Air mana swirled around and inside his shield, and earth mana filled the ground beneath him.  Only fire mana wasn’t very present right now; the only real sources for that he could detect were the flames burning in their recessed fire and the warmth of Geltheriel’s and his bodies.
He carefully drew in what mana he could safely, conscious that if he drew too much from any one source, it might have unpleasant side effects.  He’d discovered this early on in his experiments when he drew air mana from his immediate surroundings and found himself instantly gasping for breath.  He’d had to stumble several feet away to get back to breathable air.  He shuddered to think what would happen if he drew too much earth mana from beneath him – would he fall into a sudden sinkhole?  Would the ground turn to dust?  He didn’t know and didn’t want to – or drew too much fire mana from his body.  Death by hypothermia didn’t seem like it would hurt, but that didn’t mean it would be pleasant, either.
He pulled the mana into his spirals, replacing the power he was radiating to keep his air web active.  He didn’t think that his Mana Vampire Perk and High Mastery Ability were supposed to be combined this way, but it was working: the Ability let him manipulate latent mana, and the Perk let him absorb that mana, adding to his natural regen rate, but only when he was deliberately concentrating on it. 
He kept practicing for the next hour, thinking that it might serve as a simple way to train his Wis and Int Stats without needing a mana crystal.  Of course, he didn’t expect those stats to go up again – he’d already trained them for the day and couldn’t do so again without a full rest – but to his surprise, the exercise was having some effect on his True Manipulation Skill, at least.  The Skill had already gone up by a point, bringing him to the Adept ranks:
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Skill Boost: True Manipulation (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: All aspected spells gain an additional 0.25% per Skill level to Spell power
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After a while, he settled in to work on his Enchanting.  Since he couldn’t use his Skills to improve his new clothing, he’d settled for enchanting his ironwood staff, instead.  The staff was a Medium-sized item of Fine quality, so he could put three runeforms and three Enchantments on it with no problem; at least, he could once he socketed three small gems into it to hold the SP to power the Enchantments and Runes. 
That wasn’t a simple matter, in and of itself, since his carving Skill was still at Novice 1 and ironwood was a difficult wood to work with.  He’d ended up having to channel some fire mana into the ragged holes he’d cut, using it to smooth out the jagged edges, and some swirling air mana to clean out the ash and polish the wood smooth.  His Goldsmithing Skill made melting an old copper chain and turning it into mounts for the gems simple enough, and he used his Appraisal Skill to select three decent-quality stones to set into the staff.
Laying the enchantments was much simpler for him than setting the gems had been.  While he was in the Great Square, he’d grabbed a sheaf of paper, a pen, and some ink, and after determining the staff’s natural power nodes, he’d settled in to sketch out his runeforms.  He knew that for his Enchantments, he was going to give the Staff elemental abilities.  He wanted to let the weapon do radiant damage, for sure, as well as ice damage.  He wasn’t certain about the last one, though, so he decided to leave that one, since he could always add the last Enchantment whenever he wanted to. 
The runeforms were a little bit trickier.  He knew the rune for “Strength”, and he was certain that applying it to the staff would make it harder, denser, and better able to withstand damage.  He also knew the one for “Speed”, which he thought would make the staff faster.  However, what he really wanted was to be able to animate the staff and let it attack on its own; that, he simply didn’t know the runes for, so he decided to leave that runeform for the time being, as well.
His runes trainer had taught him in his last session how to make runes even stronger by not just engraving them but also filling them with a precious metal or powdered gemstone.  He took his time, carefully inlaying silver into the runes he painstakingly engraved on the dense wood, packing the metal in with his mana so that it almost disappeared beneath the wooden surface. 
He wove the Enchantments he wanted around the staff’s nodes, then cautiously linked the twin Enchantments and Runes together and to a pair of the gemstones he’d inlaid.  He slowly added SP to each gem until it was full, needing to pour almost 300 SP into each jewel, then made the final connections between the gemstones and the runes, allowing the stored energy to overcharge the Runes and flood the Enchantments with power. 
He held up his staff and took a deep breath before willing the radiant Enchantment to activate.  Instantly, the ends of the staff burst into white-hot flames.  He cut off the effect as quickly as possible, hoping that the flash of light hadn’t drawn anything toward them in the darkness.  He instead willed the ice Enchantment to life, and the ends of his staff began to smoke as frost crept over them.  He whirled the staff around, noting that it moved much more easily than before, and deactivated the Enchantment before using his Appraisal Skill on the weapon:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: First Sorcerer’s Staff
Type: Two-Handed
Damage: 18 – 24
Rarity: Exotic
Quality: Excellent
Effects: Attack Speed +65%, Durability +65%
On activation: Do +10 LP Radiant or ice damage per hit
Charged Item: This item loses 1 charge per day to maintain its effects, plus 1 charge each time an Enchantment is activated.
Current Charges: 587
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His staff was awesome, but it probably wouldn’t be as useful was his new, Enchanted bow.  Since his simple hunting bow was only Standard quality, he could only place two Enchantments on it but could etch three runeforms into it.  He painstakingly attached three more gems to the bow and wound silver around the bowstring so that it could channel energy effectively before setting to work.
He only placed a single Enchantment on the weapon: Mana arrow.  That let him fire arrows made purely from magic that would explode when reaching their target.  He also crafted three runes of fire, air, and water that allowed him to shoot fire, radiant, or ice arrows if he wanted.  In the end, he had a weapon that was simpler but probably more useful to him in the long run:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Bow of Fire and Ice
Type: Bows
Damage: 10 - 16
Rarity: Rare
Quality: Fine
Effects: Fire arrows made out of unaspected mana.  Can switch to air, fire, water, radiant or ice mana arrows at will.
Charged Item: This item loses 1 charge per arrow fired or 2 charges per radiant or ice arrow fired.
Current Charges: 612
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Afterward, he decided to try and craft something for Rhys.  He knew the rune for healing, although he hadn’t figured out yet how to give an item the ability to heal: his rune would accelerate natural healing but couldn’t replicate a divine caster’s Spells.  Still, he could boost the Druid’s healing ability, and maybe give him a defensive boost at the same time.
He decided to use a simple, silver wristband with a single, slightly flawed diamond set into it.  Once it was heated and compressed to remove the flaws and impurities, it was of Fine Quality, which was more than sufficient for the single rune and Enchantment he wanted to lay on it.  He started by etching a runeform that would boost the effects of any healing Spells cast by the wearer, then linked that rune to his Mana Armor Enchantment.  Once he powered the gem with around 250 SP, a notification appeared:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Band of the Armored Healer
Type: Bracelet
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Fine
Effects: All healing Spells cast by the wearer are +35% more effective.  Wearer is surrounded by magical armor that reduces incoming damage by 45%
Charged Item: This item uses one charge every time a healing Spell is amplified.
Current Charges: 251
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By the time he’d finished his Enchanting, the effort required to hold the air web overhead had become fairly minimal, and his mind began to drift.  He pulled up a list of his active Quests, scanning through them.   With the Bounty Quest turned in, Aranos found himself faced with a set of options that he really hadn’t had time to parse out:
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Congratulations!
You have gained enough XP to advance to Level 10!
To move past level 9, you must choose an Advanced Class.  If you do not select an Advanced Class, you will still accumulate XP in your current Class, but you are unable to level this Class until you have chosen an Advanced Class.
The list of available Advanced Classes may change as you gain new Perks, Skills, Titles, and Abilities.
There is but one rule in war: advance, always advance!  Oh, wait, you’ve gone too far…
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Focusing on his current class brought up a list of possible Advanced Classes, most of which he had no interest in:
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You currently qualify for the following Advanced Classes!
Arcanist(Common; Strong Stats: Int +2, Wis +1, Per +1; Weak Stats Str, End; 3 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to all Lore Skills)
Battle Mage (Common; Strong Stats: Int +2, Wis +1, End +1; Weak Stats Cha, Per; 3 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to all Combat Spells, penalties to Utility Spells)
Elementalist (Common; Strong Stats: Int +3, Wis +1; Weak Stats Str, Agil; 3 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to all Elemental Mana Spells, penalties to other Spells)
….
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The list of Common and Uncommon Classes continued for quite a bit.  Aranos noticed there was an entire section of what he thought of as “Mancer” Classes – Aeromancer, Geomancer, etc. – that all specialized in a specific type of elemental mana.  There was an Enchanter Class that had bonuses to Enchanting items and a Runemaster Class that was the same thing but for Runecrafting. 
Oddly enough, Dreamer showed up on the list – apparently, simply having the Dreamwalking Skill at the Student level was enough to be offered it – as was an Exotic Class called Skillmaster that gave him huge bonuses to learning and advancing Skills but also a large penalty to spellcasting, which ruled it right out for Aranos.
The options that most intrigued Aranos were the Exotic and Exceptional ones, especially the ones that he felt synergized well with his Sorcerer Class:
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Dream Master (Exotic; Strong Stats: Wis +2, Cha +2, Per +2; Weak Stats Agil, End; 4 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to dream travel, Spells and Abilities used in the dreamscape, can exit and enter dreamscape without a Dreamstone)
Grand Enchanter (Exotic; Strong Stats: Dex +2, Int +2, Wis +2; Weak Stats Agil, End; 4 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to all High Enchanting)
High Sorcerer* (Artificially Exotic; Strong Stats: Int +2, Wis +2, Cha +2; Weak Stats Str, Per; 3 Stat Points per level; Bonuses to Spell Creation speed and effectiveness [*Artificially rare due to rarity of Sorcerers])
LightBringer* (Exceptional; Strong Stats: End +2, Wis +3, Cha +3; Weak Stats None; 5 Stat Points per level; Bonuses vs. creatures and Spells of Dark, Resistance to Corruption, May assign Cleansing Quests [*Special: must have freed a Fallen Land])
Mage Paragon* (Exceptional; Strong Stats: Int +3, Wis +3, End +2; Weak Stats None; 5 Stat Points per level; Large bonuses to Spellcasting speed, Spell power, Resistance to magic [*Special: must have Title “the Paragon”])
Mage Ascendant* (Exceptional; Strong Stats: Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +2; Weak Stats None; 5 Stat Points per level; Ignore some costs and requirements for casting Ascended Spells, all Spells level at double speed, increased chance for created Spells to be Enhanced or Evolved [*Special: Must have created and cast an Ascended Spell])
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Dream Master, while interesting, wasn’t a great choice for him.  The only real benefit he could see to that Class would be the ability to enter and leave the dreamscape at will; that would make for an amazing fast travel Ability.  Of course, once he helped Geltheriel restore the Arcane Doors, he might not need that sort of fast travel; besides, he might discover that Ability on his own if he practiced enough.
Lightbringer was another awesome Class that just didn’t appeal to him, although he knew Phil would absolutely love it.  The benefits of the Class were designed around combat, though, so they just weren’t the best for him.  Still, he made a mental note to mention it to Phil as a possibility if the Paladin Quest didn’t pan out.
Grand Enchanter would turn him into an Enchantment powerhouse and probably let him eventually create Legendary or even Mythical items.  However, until it got there, it would basically make him a Crafter Class, and that’s not what he wanted to be.  He wanted to be able to craft, sure, but not to make it his main focus.  After all, his strength was his Spells, not his items, and if he could create better and more powerful Spells, he could use them to craft ever more potent Enchantments.
The remaining three Classes all seemed to be pretty much direct upgrades to his Sorcerer Class.  High Sorcerer looked like essentially a more advanced Sorcerer, able to craft more potent Spells in less time.  That’s probably what Lythienne took, he realized, since her rank was actually ‘High Sorcerer’.  It’d take what I already am and make it better, more or less.
Mage Paragon and Sorcerer Ascendant, on the other hand, both looked amazing.  Mage Paragon would make him a truly formidable spellcaster, with bonuses to casting speed and Spell power, and would also give him some magical resistance if he was facing other mages.  Plus, the Stat bonuses were great, with the Endurance bonus helping to keep his lagging LP up.  However, it looked like the class was built for any general spellcaster, which meant that at higher levels, the bonuses might be too generalized to keep him being an effective Sorcerer.
Mage Ascendant, on the other hand, felt like it was intended for a Sorcerer’s use.  It boosted his already strong Stats, helped his Spells grow much more quickly, and gave him a better chance to create Enhanced or Evolved Spells, which were much more powerful than standard ones.  Best of all, the Class made casting his Ascended Spells – which were absolutely the most powerful things he’d seen so far in this game – a more attractive prospect if it reduced the penalties or removed some of the casting restrictions.  The downside to that Class was that it didn’t directly boost his Spell power, casting speed, or other attributes that really were important to a caster.
Do I want to decide now? he asked himself doubtfully.  I mean, what if I get an even better class offered to me if I wait?  I could get a Legendary or even Mythical Class if I get the right Perks and Titles…although that seems pretty freaking greedy.  I mean, how rare exactly is an Exceptional or Exotic Class, anyways?
“It’s a logarithmic scale,” Veronica’s voice suddenly spoke in his mind.  “Essentially, everyone will qualify for a Common Class simply by advancing to level 10 and possessing basic Skills.  That’s what makes those Classes common: they are accessible by anyone.
“For every rank a Class is increased in rarity,” she continued, “we’ve made it so the odds of someone possessing it are reduced by a power of the natural number e, based on Stat and Skill requirements or Perks or Titles needed.  On average, we estimate that only about 37% of people will be offered an Uncommon Class, 14% a Rare Class, and so on.  That means that less than 2% of players will have the chance to take an Exceptional Class.”
So, what you’re saying, he summarized, is that I’m being ridiculously greedy right now, since out of the thousand or so players, maybe 20 will get offered a class like this and, what, maybe 6 or 7 will get to try a Legendary Class?
“I would never make a judgment like that,” she replied innocently.  “I just wanted to point out exactly how rare an Exceptional Class is…and you were offered three of them.”
Yeah, good point, he sighed internally.  I just don’t know which one will be the best for me.  I don’t think Lightbringer is really my style, but either Mage Paragon or Sorcerer Ascendant would be amazing.
“You know I can’t help you make any decisions,” she reminded him.  “You’ve done fine so far; maybe you shouldn’t second-guess yourself now?”
You’re right, he agreed.  What I need to do is decide which class makes the most of what’s been working for me.  Thanks, Veronica!
“Of course,” her voice spoke before his sense of her faded.
Okay, so what’s been my strong point so far? he asked himself.  I mean, obviously, my Spells, but what else makes me unique?  Any Wizard can cast Spells; I’m the only one who can create them, and as far as I know, I’m the only one with Ascended Spells.  If I could create more of those and use them?
Decided, Aranos chose his Advanced Class and pulled up his abbreviated status:
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Aranos Evenshade, The Liberator
Age: 26
Race: Aleen
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantLevel: 1XP: 49216/55000
Base Class: SorcererLevel: 10XP: 49216/55000
Profession: HerbalistLevel: 1XP:495/500
Abilities: 9 points to assign
Str: 15 (19)Dex: 22 (26)Agil: 22 (26)End: 22 (26)
Int: 61Wis: 69   Per:  19Cha: 51
LP: 456/456Regen: 2.6/s
SP: 4019/4019Regen: 16.1/s, 21.9/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
Willpower: 1008/1008
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You have chosen the Advanced Class: Mage Ascendant (Sorcerer Ascendant)!
Strong Stats: Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +2 (Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4 with Paragon Title)
Weak Stats: None
Benefits:
Ascended Spells cost 2% less SP, LP, Willpower, or Stamina to cast per level
At level 1 and every 5 levels afterward, you may reduce but not remove one requirement for casting an Ascended Spell you know.
Created Spells have a 5% chance per level to spontaneously advance one category: Standard to Enhanced, Enhanced to Evolved, Evolved to Ascended.  The Spell can only advance once in this fashion, although it can be further refined by the Sorcerer.
All created Spells level 100% faster, +5% per level
On level up: +5 stat points, +10 SP
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Congratulations!  
You have chosen your Advanced Class!
Advanced Classes are more powerful and specialized versions of Base Classes.
Advancement: Characters continue to advance in both their Base and Advanced Classes, although at different rates.  Your Advanced Class gains 100% of all earned XP, while your Base Class gains only 50% of earned XP once an Advanced Class is selected.  When you level up in your Advanced Class, you gain Stat boosts, Stat points, and Abilities based on that Class; when you level up in your Base Class, you gain the Stat boosts, Stat points, and Abilities of that Class.
Strong and Weak Stats: You possess the Strong and Weak Stats of your Advanced Class, not your Base Class, when assigning Stat points or increasing Stats through training.  You do, however, gain bonuses to your Base Class’ Strong Stats normally when you level that Class.  In addition, when you level your Base Class, improving that Class’ Weak Stats requires two Stat Points, as normal. 
Character Level: Any Skill, Ability, Perk, or Spell that is based on level is calculated using the sum of your Base Class and your Advanced Class.  The effective level of your Advanced Class for the purposes of determining how many XP you need to level up is [Advanced Level + 9], so getting to level 2 of an Advanced Class requires 55,000 XP, the amount required to get to level 11 of your Base Class.
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Class Perk
For reaching level 10 in your Sorcerer Class, you may choose one minor Class Perk from the following list:
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
Destabilizing Mana: Your Spells are 25% more effective at piercing barriers or disjoining other Spells.  However, your Spell Power is reduced by 25% when generating armor, shields, or long-standing effects.
Mana in the Blood: You can exchange LP and SP at a 2:1 ratio: 2 points of LP can be converted to 1 SP, or vice-versa.
Overchanneler: You can add extra SP to a Spell to increase Spell Power, at the expense of casting speed.  For every 10% of the base SP cost of the Spell you add to the casting, you increase Spell Power and casting speed by 5%. 
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Cha Stat to more than 50 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
Charisma-based Skills: Any Skill with an Ability, opposed check, or bonus based on your Charisma Stat treats your Charisma as 25% higher
Natural Leader: All those who willingly follow you gain a bonus equal to your [Cha / 10] (rounded up) to all actions taken under your command.
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Aranos did some quick mental math while reading the notifications.  So, my Sorcerer Class will still level up, he mused, just at half the rate of my Advanced Class.  That means that when I would normally be level 15, say, as a Sorcerer, I’ll really be something like level 12 or 13 in Sorcerer and 6 or 7 in Sorcerer Ascendant.  Instead of having a 5-point bonus to Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charisma – plus 15 Stat points to play around with – I’ll have maybe a 21-point bonus to those Stats, plus 39 Stat points to use.  That’s a huge power boost for getting an Advanced Class, but then, I guess the AI’s probably did that on purpose.  Maybe they wanted to make sure that getting an Advanced Class was a really, really big deal?
He had nine points to assign, as well: three from his Sorcerer Class, five from his new, Advanced Class, and one that he’d been holding in reserve, just in case.  Yeah, probably no point to that anymore, he realized.  My Stats are high enough, now, that a point isn’t going to make much difference in any specific situation; I might as well just use them all up. 
His mental Stats were all high, except for Perception; he’d broken the 50-point barrier for all three of them, but he wasn’t even close with any of his other Stats.  So much for not being lopsided, he thought ruefully.  That ‘Paragon’ Title didn’t help with that; it gave me 2 points in Int, Wis, and Cha for my Sorcerer and 2 more for my Sorcerer Ascendant levels!  Not that I’m complaining, since that was a major boost, and really, it’ll just become more useful as I level up and Stat points probably become harder to get. 
He decided he needed to work on at least some of his physical Stats plus Perception, his lowest Stat of all.  He dropped four of his nine points into Per, three into End, and two into Dex, which would help with his Runecrafting. 
Now, to pick a Perk, he thought consideringly. Just like at level 5, really, none of those Perks are all that great.  I guess that’s to be expected when you’re given the Perk instead of earning it, though.  Three of the offered Perks he had turned down at level 5, and really, they weren’t looking any better to him now.  Arcane Warrior would probably be useful if he was more of a melee character like a Spellsword, but the small boost to his already impressive Spell power for damaging Spells wasn’t worth the penalty to all his other Spells.  Demolitionist wasn’t bad, but he didn’t know if his Composite Bullet would count as an explosive Spell or not, and he wasn’t really using his Mana Barrage enough to justify wasting the Perk on it.  Mana in the Blood let him trade SP for LP and vice-versa, but his SP pool was high enough that draining his LP completely wouldn’t add much to the total.  The reverse process might be good for healing, but he honestly wasn’t getting wounded enough to make that worthwhile, either.
That left Destabilizing Mana and Overchanneler.  The first Perk looked tailor-made for someone who battled Wizards regularly, especially if they preferred a strategy of overwhelming offense and very little defense.  If he was going to become a Duelist, that might very well be a good choice for him; as it was, it would weaken his Composite Armor and Energy Walls and wouldn’t help him with his usual hunting. 
That left only one choice, Overchanneler, and while it wasn’t a great trade-off – with his casting speed, he'd do better in the long run casting two Spells in a row normally than super-charging one – it would be perfect for ambush attacks.  He could combine Overchannel with Precise Shot to massively increase the damage of his first attack, so long as he was undetected.  That meant he could do things like taking out an alpha amarok before the battle even started.  He quickly selected the Perk and closed out his screens.
His thoughts broke off as Geltheriel exited her tent, stretching and staring up at the rain splattering against his conjured dome.  “Useful Spell,” she grunted.  “Will you be able to maintain it as we travel?”
Aranos shrugged.  “I should be,” he guessed.  “But it depends on how much mana I can pull while we’re hunting and how hard it is to hold while we’re moving around.”
“If not, it is no matter,” she assured him.  “Our cloaks will keep us mostly dry, and the rain will keep us safer from being hunted by our prey.  Most creatures will seek shelter during such a storm, which means they will not be pursuing us unless we attract too much attention.”  She looked deliberately at him as she spoke those last words, and Aranos held his hands up defensively.
“Hey,” he protested, “I may have attracted attention, but I also saved our butts from the balayangs and amaroks last time, didn’t I?  I’d say those things even out!”
“Perhaps,” she admitted, “but had we not attracted attention, it is likely our ‘butts’ would not have needed saving.  When you are hunting, you must be quiet and patient and know that bringing down your quarry will take time.
“When we faced the balayangs,” she explained, “your fire web ended the encounter more quickly, but it also likely alerted the amarok pack that something was out hunting in the night.  Had we stuck to using our bows to bring down enough of the swarm to drive them off, we would have suffered nothing more than minor injuries that would easily heal, and we might have been able to choose a better battleground for dealing with the two packs later.”
Aranos opened his mouth to argue but stopped, considering her words.  “You’re right,” he finally admitted.  “I was thinking of this as just straightforward combat.  You know, we go out, kill an amarok pack or two, and we’re done.  But if we had stayed undetected, we could have kept hunting for longer, couldn’t we?”
Geltheriel nodded approvingly.  “You understand, Oathbinder, “she smiled at him warmly.  “We go to hunt tonight, not to battle.  We use no fire, nothing to attract attention.  If you strike, do so silently and invisibly if at all possible.  Take your time to aim when possible and go for critical hits.  If a wounded target runs, let it; we can Track it, and a Bleeding effect will make it easier to kill when we find it.”
Aranos sighed.  “Maybe I should change my Profession to Hunter for this, as well?” he offered.  “It gives me bonuses to my Harvesting Skill.”
“A wise choice,” she agreed as he pulled up his Professions screen and switched his active one from Herbalist to Hunter. 
“Thanks,” he nodded, leaning back to look at the sky.  “Even with my Web, it’s going to be miserable hunting tonight.”
Geltheriel sat down next to him with a grimace.  “There will be many nights such as this,” she told him.  “However, the storms may at least keep the creatures in their dens, rather than hunting us, as I said.  Also, a storm such as this provides a respite for the Stronghold.”
Aranos blinked.  “For the Stronghold?” he repeated, confused.  “Do you think they’d be attacked again?”
She stared at him for a moment before shaking her head.  “I continue to forget all that you do not know,” she told him.  “The creatures of Darkness rouse when the sun has descended, Oathbinder, and they do not simply wait in the Blightlands for us to find them.  They scour the Forest and assault the city most nights.”
Aranos blinked, startled.  If the city is attacked almost every night, how did I miss it? I mean, the first couple nights I was in the Traveler’s Trials and then in Haerobel…and I got back to Eredain at night, so I guess that could have been after an attack.  After that, we were in the Blightlands…so, yeah, I guess I would have missed it, wouldn’t I?
The more he thought about it, in fact, the more that information made other things click in his mind.  “That explains a bit,” he observed slowly.  “To be honest, I’ve never seen more than a dozen or so Guards around the Stronghold, and not that many Keepers, either.  That’s probably because they’re mostly active at night, isn’t it?”
“This is true,” she acknowledged.  “The presence of the Guard is minimal during the day, although the Keepers are somewhat active.  Many of the creatures of Darkness slumber during the day, and the Keepers use that time to hunt down any that might attempt to lair in our forests.”
Aranos sighed, rubbing his head.  “Eredain really is under siege, isn’t it?” he asked a little sadly.  “I mean, if the city is attacked nightly…how do people even sleep?  Do the elves go to bed every night worried that they won’t see the morning?”
“To some extent, yes,” she admitted.  “It is perhaps the reason why those in the Stronghold are so inflexible and suspicious of strangers.”
“Speaking of Guards,” he offered hesitantly, glancing sideways at Geltheriel.  “Lady Wynathra offered to have Lieutenant Saphielle join our party.  How do you feel about that?”
“My feelings are of little concern,” the woman grimaced.  “She is a strong Warrior and would be a good addition to our numbers.”
He shook his head.  “Your feelings are one of my biggest concerns,” he corrected.  “You’re my friend, Geltheriel, not just my Follower, and I’m not going to add someone who’ll make you unhappy.”  Plus, he added inwardly, we’ll be a terrible team if the two of you are sniping at each other all the time – polite, elf-like sniping, sure, but sniping all the same.
Geltheriel looked at him and sighed.  “I do not dislike the Lieutenant,” she spoke at last, her head low.  “She is a fine officer, and she has never offered me insult. 
“However,” she continued, “she and I were somewhat close when we were younger, as House Meluiben has always had good relations with House Miradan, the Lieutenant’s House.  We are a House of Alchemists, they are a House of Healers, so there is something of a natural bond between the two.”
The woman looked up at the rain striking the shield overhead as she continued.  “When we both came of age,” she explained, “Saphielle announced her intent to join the House of Blades near the same time I made my intent to join the House of Twilight known, as we had planned.  My choice had, as I explained, been quietly approved by my mother, but publicly, my family cut all but the most basic ties with me, in order to protect the position of my sister, who was to become the Mistress of the House in my place.  We assumed Saphielle’s family would do the same, as they have always been outspoken in their dislike for the use of arms.
“To our surprise,” she continued, her mouth twisting bitterly, “they did not.  They embraced her choice openly and even provided Healers to the House of Blades to maintain her connection.  Her father arranged for her to receive her commission, and she is now considered one of the jewels of her House.” 
“How did that make you feel?” Aranos asked cautiously. 
“Angry,” she said simply.  “Bitter.  We were friends, and our intent was to turn our backs on our Houses together and support one another.  When she was accepted, I felt betrayed, and I spoke to her of it.”  She glanced at Aranos.  “You have no doubt noticed this,” she said wryly, “but Saphielle is very bright and perceptive but has an abysmal Charisma score.  This makes her quite blunt and often brutally honest, and her response to me was in line with her personality.  I…did not respond well to this, and harsh words were spoken by both of us.  Our friendship, many years in the forming, ended that day.”
Aranos nodded and sat quietly, lost in thought.  “Why do you think her family reacted so differently from yours?” he asked at last.
“I thought long about that,” Geltheriel admitted.  “Once my ire had cooled, that is.  Unlike me, Saphielle was not the heir to the family.  In fact, she was simply another member of the House, a treasured one to be sure, but not particularly important to the House’s future.
“In addition, House Miradan has never been one to play politics or the games of the Houses.  My mother certainly felt pressured to distance me from the family in order to spare me those games, as there were doubtlessly those who would have sought to use my birthright as a weapon against her.”
The woman shook her head.  “It does not matter,” she said firmly.  “It is as I said: she is a fine Warrior and would be a good addition to our party, as she is a defender by nature and by training.  If you choose to add her to our ranks, I will support you, and I will do my best to make peace with her.”
Aranos looked at the woman for a long time, touched by her loyalty and impressed with her maturity.  I’m not sure I’d be able to let something like that go as easily, he admitted to himself.
“Have the two of you finished your rather deep and meaningful discussions?” Rhys spoke as he emerged from his tent, drawing irritated glances from both of them.  He raised a conciliatory hand and smiled.  “I did my best not to eavesdrop,” he assured them.  “I heard nothing of old slights, nor of family struggles.  You may rest easy in the knowledge that, even when you make no attempt to conceal your conversations, I still do not hear them.”
Aranos sighed as he realized that the Druid was right; they hadn’t exactly been talking quietly.  I think we’re both still so used to it being just the two of us, he realized, we forget that he’s around sometimes.  We need to work on that.
“Well, now that you’re up and no longer ignoring us,” Aranos said, rising to his feet and pulling the bracelet he’d Enchanted from his inventory, “I made this for you, to help out with your healing.” 
As the Druid took the bracelet, his eyes widened.  “This is quite the Enchantment,” he observed, his voice slightly stunned.  “I…do not know what to say, Liberator, except that you have my thanks.”
“You’re welcome,” Aranos nodded.  “Now, I suppose we should get hunting, right?”
Geltheriel rose to her feet, and Aranos extinguished the fire.  He shrunk his web of air until it was nothing more than a rounded shield over their heads, looking kind of like an invisible, floating umbrella.  Although it didn’t stop rain from blowing into them, it kept the worst of it off and was much easier to hold and to move as they traveled.  Geltheriel led them once more in Stealth, her bow out and her eyes searching for enemies while he and Rhys focused on looking for tracks.
As Geltheriel suggested, their hunt was much less harrowing this time.  The rain kept most creatures in hiding, so the trek mostly involved watching for tracks and deciding if it was worth hunting a creature.  Aranos picked up the tracks of a pack of amaroks fairly quickly, and the trio followed them to a den dug into side of a rocky hill.  After a brief discussion, Geltheriel slipped forward to examine the entrance more closely, while Aranos scanned the area looking for a way to turn the fight into an easy ambush.
All of the recent tracks I’m seeing are leading into the den, he mused as he slipped forward in Stealth, following the trails.  I’m betting the whole pack is in their burrow right now, with no sentries.  Looks to be about 8 of them, so a big pack, and they’re supposed to be top predators, so they probably aren’t worried about being hunted.
As he traced the path the creatures had used to get into the den, he noticed that all the tracks swerved to go around a large, thorn-covered plant that stood only a couple of yards from the entrance.  I’m not sure what that plant is, he grimaced, but it’s probably better to avoid it.  I’m guessing it’s something that will attack if you get too close.  Maybe we can use that…
He turned to Rhys and pointed out the innocuous-seeming bush, and the Druid made a grim face.  “That, Liberator, is a Bloodthorn,” he told the Sorcerer.  “As you have apparently guessed, it is quite dangerous.  Bloodthorns can sense living creatures near them, and their primary attack is to lash out at any who approach too closely, entangling them in its vines and draining them of blood.  It is monstrously strong, and its tendrils are difficult to escape.  I highly recommend that we not approach too closely.”
“I’m thinking we might be able to use it to ambush the amaroks,” Aranos replied with a grin.  They waited for Geltheriel to return before Aranos quickly outlined a plan.  “I think it’s the best chance we have to hold them in the den and hit them from back here.”
Geltheriel nodded her head.  “It is a workable plan,” she agreed.  “Let us make our preparations and see how our ambush fares in the heat of battle.”
Aranos slipped down the hill until he was near the den’s entrance, his mind reaching out to the stony ground in the passage leading into the den.  His mind grabbed as much water mana from the air as he could manage, lacing the energy through the ground just below the rocky surface.  He churned the earth and water mana into a pool of ooze that extended a few feet underground and was covered by just an inch or so of hard earth.  With his True Manipulation Skill at Adept 1, he couldn’t make his trap deep enough to engulf the monsters, just to slow them down…and push them toward the Bloodthorn.
When his preparations were complete, Rhys cast a Spell that he called “Hunter’s Call” that he said would emulate the scent and sound of an injured animal.  Its primary use, apparently, was to attract large and dangerous predators so they could be trapped or killed in a place of the hunter’s choosing.  That could be a useful Spell if we could set it up correctly, he realized as they settled in to wait for the pack to appear.  I’ll have to talk to him about it later and see how it works.
Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait long.  Aranos could smell the scent of fresh blood and meat from his position using his Scent Ability; he was certain the odor would waft quickly down into the den.  His first clue that the trap had lured their prey was when Geltheriel nocked an arrow and let it fly, drawing a snarl and a howl from the cave.  He squinted, but his Perception wasn’t up to the task of picking out the animals at this range in the darkness, so he shifted his True Vision to detect fire mana and they immediately became visible.
He could see a handful of glowing, orange forms in the doorway, so he drew his bow and fired an unaspected mana arrow at the lead creature.  The animal jerked as the arrow buried itself in the beast’s flank; his Mana Sight wasn’t crisp enough for him to take full advantage of his Archery Skill.  The wolf surged forward…only to stumble and collapse into the pool of ooze hidden beneath the seemingly ordinary layer of rock in the entrance.
They let fly arrow after arrow, while Rhys fired ice darts at Geltheriel’s command.  As the animals neared the entrance, Aranos switched back to Night Vision, which let him use his Precise Shot Ability to carefully aim for the amarok’s vulnerable eyes and throat.  The first creature fell swiftly, as did a second, but their bodies provided a stable platform for the remaining monsters to scramble onto and swarm over.  The lupine creatures leaped to the nearest stable ground, not realizing that this put them alarmingly close to the Bloodthorn.
Aranos unleashed a Composite Bullet at the largest animal, striking it in the head.  The impact knocked the beast sideways, and suddenly the Bloodthorn burst into motion.  Thorn-covered tendrils whipped out, lashing around the wolf and pulling it closer.  The creature snapped and howled at the plant, trying to rip the branches loose with its teeth, but the bush pulled it inexorably closer.  As the beast’s struggles weakened, Aranos hit it with another Bullet, striking it in the throat and ending its misery.
The remaining amaroks backed away from the plant, but Geltheriel had not ceased her barrage and took down two more before the survivors could hurdle the sucking mud and land on safe ground.  Aranos used his bow, firing unaspected arrows down at the charging creatures, while Geltheriel unsheathed her sword and strapped on her shield, moving forward to meet their charge.  The rocky slope kept the creatures from overwhelming the woman immediately, and Aranos’ Spells and arrows punished them when they tried to flank her.  The creatures fell one by one, until the last dropped with Geltheriel’s sword through its eye.
The woman cleaned her blade and sheathed it before drawing her small knife.  “Help me harvest the bodies,” she instructed, “and then we shall investigate the den, if you are able to disarm your mud trap.”  She glanced at Rhys.  “Are you able to do anything about that Bloodthorn?”
“I can force it to remain still for some time,” he nodded.
“Please do so when we move to harvest the Alpha,” she instructed, receiving a nod from the man in return.
Aranos found that, with his Hunter profession active, it was much easier to skin the wolves.  His fingers just seemed to know what to do as he deftly removed the coarse, heavy hides, and he managed to skin three of the creatures to Geltheriel’s four this time.  The last amarok was the largest one that Aranos had knocked into the Bloodthorn.  Although the plant had released the now-withered husk, it was too close for them to safely retrieve it until Rhys cast his Spell, holding the plant in place.
“Should we do something about that?” Aranos asked, pointing to the Bloodthorn.  “I mean, it seems wrong to just leave it here.”
Geltheriel shrugged.  “There is likely little we can do,” she pointed out.  “Unless you or the Druid has a Spell to wither a plant at the roots.   Even should you burn the bush to ash, it will regrow, and the fire would serve as a beacon to any creatures that might still be out in this weather.”
“My Spells are designed for the growth of plants, rather than their destruction,” Rhys demurred.  “I could, I suppose, cause the Bloodthorn to grow somewhat larger, but I do not see how that would help.”
“Yeah, it wouldn’t,” Aranos agreed, sighing as he realized that Geltheriel was correct.  I’ve got to figure out more mana types, he told himself forcefully.  The elemental ones are great, but they can’t do everything, and I have a feeling that the other types might be more powerful and useful, since they’re harder to learn and master.
The den was nothing more than a large, hollowed-out space in the hill, reeking of the animals’ scent and filled with remains of the pack’s previous kills.  There was nothing valuable to be found in it, although he imagined that if the pack had brought down other sapient creatures, there might be some sort of loot to be found.  In this case, there was nothing but cracked bones with small bits of rotted flesh clinging to them
They headed back into the storm and found another amarok den an hour or so later.  This one didn’t have a Bloodthorn nearby, so Aranos used his High Mastery Ability to place a line of 3-foot tall air mana spears around the edge of the ooze pit he created.  The spears were barely visible in the rain, but the amaroks apparently didn’t notice them and simply charged into them, impaling themselves on the spikes. 
Since their strategy had worked well to keep Geltheriel out of harm’s way, Aranos told Rhys that he could use his ice-based Spells to help take down the creatures, so long as he kept at least half his SP available for healing, just in case.  Four of the seven amaroks fell to arrows and ice bolts without escaping the pit; the remaining three were simple enough for the party to dispatch.  Again, the den was nothing more than a hole filled with shattered bones, and they left with nothing more than the hides they’d recovered as a reward.
While Aranos understood the loot system in the game, part of him missed the old online games where wolves might drop things like swords, armor, or even magical items when killed.  Sure, it didn’t make logical sense for a giant bear to be carrying around a handful of potions – really, where would it even keep them? – but getting nothing but hides and teeth was a bit underwhelming.
That probably means that the game is trying to promote crafting and enchanting your own items, he mused as he scanned the earth for the next set of tracks.  The great stuff is probably dropped by bosses or in hoards to be looted; everything up to that, players will have to make themselves.  That might mean that there could be a decent market for Enchanted items among players; I wonder if the AI’s will set up an auction house of some kind for us?
It took Aranos almost two more hours to locate a third den of the foul creatures.  As they approached, though, a strange scent caught in Aranos’ nose.  The scent was musky and heavy, much stronger than the amaroks’.  He could smell fresh blood and the bitter odor of torn intestines, and he quickly called Geltheriel to a halt.
“I think there’s something other than amaroks in that den,” he spoke softly as the woman moved close.  “I can’t see any tracks, but it smells like something got ripped to shreds down there…or several somethings, honestly.”
“If something has invaded the den and slain the amaroks,” she replied, “perhaps it would be best to see what it is and whether it needs to be dealt with.”
“Unless what slew the amaroks would find us no great difficulty,” Rhys pointed out.
“That’s true,” Aranos acknowledged, “but we’ve been finding it pretty easy to take these packs down ourselves.  Let’s move in a bit closer and see if we can find any tracks.”
They crept toward the entrance cautiously.  Aranos scanned the ground but could only see signs of the amaroks moving in and out of the den, although the smell of blood was much stronger.  Either the amaroks carried a fresh kill into the den in a way I can’t Track, Aranos thought grimly, or something’s in there that didn’t leave any trail except a scent.  He set the ooze trap while he was close and then motioned Geltheriel to drop back with him. 
“No tracks that I could see,” he told her softly.  “Nothing but the amaroks and some small game that ran past, probably startled by whatever happened in there.”
Geltheriel sat quietly, her face lost in thought.  “Even I could smell the scent of blood and death as we neared,” she agreed.  “If something flew into the den, would you be able to find its track?”
“I should have, yeah,” he told her.  “Even flying creatures leave tiny traces – disturbances of small rocks and leaves, little bits of feather or scale that fall off them, that sort of thing – and I can usually track them.  Whatever this is, I couldn’t tell at all.”
“You can track flying creatures,” Rhys observed in a neutral tone.  “I do not believe anyone in the House of the Sickle can do such, or if they can, they at least have the courtesy not to advertise it.”
Aranos sighed.  “Look, Rhys,” he said, “I’m going to level with you.  I have a few Skills that are Master ranked that I got as a sort of Quest reward.”
“That is an astounding Quest reward,” he noted.  “I presume it was part of freeing Haerobel?”
“Something like that,” he hedged.  “The point is, I’ve got Tracking, Natural Lore, Herbalism, and Survival all at the Master ranks.  Is that going to be an issue?”
The Druid shook his head.  “We have been told since we were children that the Travelers would be exceptional,” he said with a wry smile.  “Perhaps that quality was somewhat undersold, true, but I am not completely astounded.  That is, I am astounded, but I am choosing to conceal that fact until later, when I can sob quietly at the number of years I have spent on those Skills and not even advanced them to the Expert rank, yet.”
“That sounds like a task for later,” Geltheriel interrupted, her face troubled.  “Something about this makes me uneasy, Oathbinder.  I feel we should leave this den alone and move on.  If something was powerful enough to enter an amarok den and slay the pack within their home, it is likely beyond us.  We should find another pack, or perhaps seek an ursusz – although we are not truly equipped to hunt those beasts.”
“I’d really like to see what it is, at least,” Aranos persisted.  “Rhys’ Spell can lure it out and, if it’s more than we can handle, we can run while it’s caught in the ooze trap.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “If you choose to do this,” she replied, “I will not gainsay you.  However, you should keep in mind that we will not be reborn as you will, should we fail.”
Yeah, good point, he muttered silently.  “You’re right,” he acknowledged.  “I think you two should stay out of sight, just in case.  If something like a dragon comes out – something we’ll never be able to beat – don’t even bother to engage it.  I’d rather you two just get away.  If I die, I’ll just come back at the Traveler’s Trial, and we’ll meet there in three hours.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “If that is your wish,” she agreed.  “And yet, we could simply move on.  Something feels…wrong about this.”
Aranos shrugged.  “If you’re right,” he grinned darkly, “then at least I’ll be the only one to suffer.”
While Rhys baited the trap, Aranos slipped behind a jumbled pile of rocks and dropped into Stealth.  Several minutes later, a small shape simply materialized in front of the den, too tiny and black for him to make out details.  He shifted to various forms of his True Vision, but oddly enough, the creature looked utterly black in each of them, as if it contained no mana whatsoever.
Maybe it’s an undead? he guessed.  I wonder if I can one-shot it from here?  It’s pretty small; it can’t have too many LP.  He took out his bow and formed an air arrow on it, the least visible of his arrow types.  He activated Precise Shot as the creature quietly devoured the small pile of food he’d left, and after several seconds, he loosed the arrow, aiming directly for the beast’s center of mass.
The black shape didn’t even seem to dodge Aranos’ shot.  One instant, it was calmly eating, while the next it was several yards closer to Aranos, now plainly visible in his Night Vision.  “It’s a rabbit!” he blurted out in surprise, and the small, black bunny shape quickly turned its head toward him.  Its eyes glowed in his Night Vision, as did the tiny pair of branching antlers that rose from its head.
Aranos quickly launched a Composite Bullet at the creature, and the projectile streaked toward the small figure.  The rabbit blurred again, though, and suddenly it was right in front of Aranos.  He took several steps back and flung a Crystal Prison at it, but the creature blurred once more before the Spell could form and slammed into him.
Aranos felt pain lance through his shoulder as the tiny antlers sheared through his Composite Armor, despite the fact that it was supposed to be immune to armor-piercing effects.  He flew backward with the small rodent attached to him, its teeth shredding his armor and flesh with equal ease.  He gathered the air mana around him and tried to wrap the creature in a net of wind, but the energy simply vanished as it touched the little beast.  The rabbit tore through the last of his Armor as he tried vainly to grab hold of it, and agony shot through him as the antlers speared into his chest.  Mercifully, a few moments later, the world went dark, and the pain faded away.




Chapter 11

He opened his eyes and found himself sitting in the round, spartan room where he had first created his character.  This time, the room was significantly larger, with a soft-looking couch and a holographic TV screen mounted to one wall, in addition to the wooden table and padded chairs.  As he glanced around, the door to the room opened, and Veronica entered.
The woman’s dark blonde hair hung down in glossy waves to her shoulders, and her face was perfectly regular, with a narrow jaw, full lips, and a faintly Roman nose.  She was dressed impeccably in a light gray pantsuit with a pale orange blouse.  She smiled as she entered the room.  “Well, well, Jeff,” she told him with a grin.  “Congratulations on your first totally avoidable death, and welcome to your respawn room.”
“Hold on,” Aranos replied, holding up a hand.  “I have to wait here for three hours?  Why can’t I just respawn like I did in the Traveler’s Trials?”
“We felt that an enforced waiting period was a good deterrent to dying,” she informed him.  “It seems that humans have a lot of difficulty with just sitting around doing nothing, so it appeared to be an appropriate consequence.”
Aranos sighed.  “Does the TV work, at least?” he asked plaintively.  “Can I surf the ‘net in here?”
“You can, in fact,” she told him.  “Although you can’t send or receive emails from other players, just so you know; not that you need that anymore, though, right?”
“Yeah, the Dreamwalking thing is cool,” he agreed.  “At least, once I figure out how to use it without having a god try to kill me…wait, what happened to Geltheriel and Rhys?  Are they okay?”
“You can check on them with the TV,” Veronica told him.  “You can monitor any Followers, Familiars, or party members while you’re in here, although you can’t communicate with them in any way.”
“Wow, so if I die, I can watch them adventuring and having fun without me?” he asked her archly.  “That seems cruel even for you guys!”
“It isn’t really meant to be a cruelty,” she corrected him.  “We’ve learned that when people die in the middle of combat, they get very, very anxious about how their party is doing without them…to the point where we’ve seen some fairly violent reactions.  We decided it’s best to let you players keep track of those who are close to you in the game without having any way to affect them.  If you think it’s cruel, of course, you don’t have to use it.”
“True,” he acknowledged.  “How will I know when my time here is up?”
“Once I leave,” she explained, “the door will disappear.  When it reappears, then your waiting period is over.”
“Okay, that’s simple enough.  Hey, wait…can you guys get me access to my workstation in here?  Then I can at least get some work done while I’m waiting.”
Veronica smiled and shook her head.  “You know that we can’t,” she rebuked him gently.  “First, you certainly shut down your station, and we don’t have the biometric signals to unlock it.  Second, it’s on a dedicated system that we can’t access.  Third, even if we could, it would be illegal and could cause large ramifications for us.”
“Couldn’t hurt to ask,” he shrugged.  “I guess I’ll just surf the ‘net a bit, then, and maybe check up on the party.  Thanks for the information!”
“It’s my job,” she replied flippantly before vanishing along with the doorway.
Aranos quickly turned on the holo-TV and pulled up a list of options.  There was a ‘channel’ for party members, so he tuned to it and caught a glimpse of Geltheriel and Rhys from an overhead angle.  They were moving through the blighted landscape slowly and unhurriedly, so he assumed that whatever got him wasn’t chasing them.  He wondered if they might have killed it before remembering that he had told them not to attack it if it looked like something they couldn’t handle.  Since he hadn’t even seen Geltheriel attempt to engage it – not that it had given her a lot of time for that – he decided the pair had probably high-tailed it once they saw him go down.
He played with the TV until he found an option for “Replays”.  There were several moments he could replay if he wanted – his battle with Lythienne, the moment Geltheriel pledged herself to him, even his fight with the tenebrous worms – but the one he wanted was labeled “Most Recent Death”.  He watched the admittedly short video, looking for some clue to fighting the creature.  To his surprise, the rabbit-thing had needed less than a minute to basically disassemble him.  It shrugged off his Spells, he couldn’t hit it with ranged attacks, and it punched right through his armor.
He replayed the video and watched more carefully.  No, it’s not shrugging off your Spells, he told himself in realization.  It didn’t pierce your armor, either.  It…absorbed the mana as soon as it touched it.  That’s probably why it seemed black in your Mana Sight; it wasn’t radiating any mana, because it was sucking it all up. 
He realized that if he ever wanted to beat something like that, he’d need to either massively hone his combat Skills or find some unique form of mana that could beat it, something it couldn’t absorb.  In either case, he realized ruefully, I won’t be tangling with any more little, black bunnies anytime soon.  That rabbit was dynamite!
His wait time passed uneventfully.  First, he checked his notifications, curious as to how much damage the rabbit was doing:
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You have slain Amarok x8.  223 XP gained (Base 446, split between party members)
You have slain Amarok x7.  186 XP gained (Base 392, split between party members).
[image: ]
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Black Horned Bunny has hit you for 86 LP damage!  Current LP: 370/456
Composite Armor reduced to 67% effectiveness.  Currently at 4,167 LP Blocked
Black Horned Bunny has hit you for 52 LP Damage! Current LP: 318/456
Composite Armor reduced to 50% effectiveness.  Currently at 3,109 LP blocked
You are Poisoned!  Effect: -10% Agil / s for 5 s
…
Black Horned Bunny has critically hit you for 194 LP Damage!  Current LP: 0/456
You have died!
XP Lost: 5,008 (Currently 45,079)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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Well, that sucked, he grumbled.  That’s days’ worth of gains, right there.  Ugh.  Freaking bunny.
Deciding that there was nothing he could do about the rabbit, he went online and spent some time researching how different societies had viewed magic in their legends as well as how the stories of it varied between cultures.  Historically, it seemed, different metals and materials were touted as being inherently magical or possessing magical qualities.  Gold was often linked to fire, for example, while silver was connected to water and copper to earth.  I wonder if I use these different metals to inlay my runes, he mused, if they’ll be more effective?  I’ll have to ask my Runecrafting instructor about that.
Finally, the door to the room materialized, and he hurriedly opened it and stepped out.  Everything went black for a moment and he felt a brief falling sensation before light returned and he found himself standing before the familiar obelisk to the Traveler’s Trials.  Weakness swept through his body as the debuff hit, and he groaned as his muscles trembled and ached.  His physical Stats were low enough already that halving them put them pretty much in line with a starting character.  He didn’t remember it being this bad, but he supposed it was all a matter of perspective.
Crappy debuff there, Veronica, he thought silently, not really expecting an answer.
The room looked exactly as he remembered it from his earlier time here, although the Trials had been reset and the Arcane Door was once more shut.  Aranos formed a floating disc and quickly drifted across the river of lava, staying well above the glowing, crackling surface and the upswelling of heat coming off it.  He drifted across to the door and stared at it, examining it with his Sense Mana as well as his new High Enchanting Skill.
Magical energy raged through the door, although practically none of it leaked out; it was the single most efficient design he’d seen so far.  He sensed myriad Enchantments and realized that each ‘rune’ in the door was actually an individual runeform composed of dozens of tiny, almost indecipherable runes.  Power flowed from multiple Enchantments into each runeform and back into other Enchantments in a seemingly chaotic pattern.  As he watched the system, though, he realized that the linkages between the runes and Enchantments were deliberate and seemed to be part of an even larger runeform.
It was the most intricate and convoluted construct he’d seen in the game, and while he had a feeling that eventually, he would be able to parse out what each rune and Enchantment did, it might take him weeks of study.  Unless there’s more information in Antas, of course, he reminded himself.  Once we get into that Vault, I might find some descriptions of the Enchantments and runeforms used; enough, at least, to figure out the rest on my own.
“It is good to know that you truly are reborn when you die,” he heard a voice call from the other side of the Trial, jarring him from his study of the door.  “It would have been disappointing had you not truly been a Traveler after all we have gone through together.”
He stood and grinned as Geltheriel walked as close as she dared to the lava river.  “Don’t tell me you still doubted me?” he laughed as he created his mana disc and rose back into the air over the river.  “I thought we got past all that!”
The woman shrugged.  “It is one thing for you to say that you will return from death,” she told him simply.  “It is another to see a cenzik tear you to small pieces and then find you standing here, whole and unaffected.”
“Well, not unaffected entirely,” he corrected.  “I lost about 5,000 XP and most of my Physical Stats are at 50% for the next hour.  Still, it’s way better than just dying, right?”
“It is,” she agreed.  “Although we shall have to see what we can do to prevent it from happening in the near future.  Watching your death was…unnerving.”
Aranos glanced at the woman, feeling a sudden pang of sympathy.  She couldn’t be sure that you were coming back, he reminded himself.  For all she knew, you might have just died and that was that, and she was left alone to try and complete that Cleansing Quest.  That had to have been frightening, to say the least. 
“Well, I’m all for not dying,” he spoke at last.  “Wait, so that rabbit-thing was a cenzik?  Isn’t that one of the creatures on our bounty list?  How the heck are we supposed to kill that?”
“We are not,” she answered bluntly.  “As you have likely realized, cenziks are frighteningly fast and resist most magic.  Their horns can pierce steel, and their bite is poisonous.  Wounds from their horns and claws refuse to close and have been known to bleed for days without magical healing.  They can dodge almost any ranged attack and are nearly impossible to cage.  I have never heard of one being slain by less than a full hunting party, and then only when the party is specifically equipped to hunt them.”
“Okay, so no cenzik stew,” he summed up.  “Don’t worry, Geltheriel; I’m not looking to go back and get any kind of revenge on the rabbit.”  At least, not yet, he added silently.  “At least my debuffs will be gone by the time we get back to the camp.”
“And so would the rest of the night,” she pointed out as he touched down beside her and dismissed his disc.  “It is but two hours before dawn, Oathbinder.  Rhys and I broke the camp, and he has returned to the House of the Sickle; he was not as curious about your rebirth as I.
“We should return to the Stronghold and prepare for the day,” she continued.  “You will certainly wish to train more, both at the House of Twilight and the House of Stars.  Saphielle may have an update to your Quest for the House of Blades.  You may also wish to take advantage of Uncle’s Skill books, yes?”
“Actually,” he hesitated as he followed her up the dimly lit passage that led back to the forest, “I don’t really need to go back to his shop to do that.”
“No?” she asked, surprised.  “I thought you wished to improve the Enchanting Skill you have learned…although, in truth, I am surprised by how quickly it has grown for you.”
“It’s my Master of Skills Title,” he explained.  “I don’t need the books to train, anymore.  I can do it while I’m meditating.  My Title lets me…well, I guess it’s like I copied the books into my mind, and now I can train them whenever I want.”  He frowned.  “Although, I guess I could add more Skill books to my library,” he added.  “I could only get 4 last time, and now I can hold 9.  Might be worth looking into.”
Geltheriel stopped and turned to face him, her expression blank.  “Oathbinder,” she asked him flatly, “do you mean to tell me that you can, simply by meditating, improve four separate Skills at this time?  And you are considering adding four more?”
“Maybe,” he agreed.  “If I can find Skills I really want and can use.  I don’t want to have a ton of Skills and no time to train them.”
“I am wondering how you have time as it is,” she agreed, her face still flat.  “If you must spend an hour per Skill each day…”
“Oh, no,” he shook his head.  “I only have to spend 15 minutes to get a full day’s training in each Skill.  Still, I’ve already got a lot to do when I meditate – create new Spells, work on my Mana Control and Manipulation Skills, grind my Meditation Skill, and work out new mana types – I don’t want to get so bogged down in Skill training that I don’t get to work on what I need to for my Class.”
“Fifteen minutes,” she repeated.  She let out a sigh and shook her head.  “Again, I would ask you not to tell others of this, Oathbinder, not even my Uncle.  This is a tremendous gift, and it could cause…ill feelings for those who do not know you as I do.”
“I thought anyone could learn any Skill, though?” he countered.  “Just because I can do it faster…”  He stopped when Geltheriel held up a restraining hand.
“While it is technically possible to learn any Skill,” she told him, “most of the Skills we learn remain in the Novice levels, as there is simply not time to train them in any significant fashion.  Instead, we choose the Skills that are most useful to us and train these constantly, allowing other Skills to languish.
“I am a good example of this,” she continued.  “While I have perhaps thirty Skills of varying levels, only thirteen are at the Student level or higher: my Mastery Skills – Light and Medium Armor, Bow, Sword, Shield, Staff, and Spear – and my hunting Skills – Stealth, Camouflage, Tracking, Harvesting, Beast Lore, and Nature Lore.  How many Skills do you have, Oathbinder, and how many Student Level or higher?”
“I’ve got 37 Skills,” he frowned after a quick count.  “22 are Student ranked or higher – although five of those were Lythienne’s gifts to me.”
“A fair balance,” she nodded.  “And yet, how will you train those 17?  I believe you said you have four you could train while you rest; what of the remaining thirteen?  Have you twelve hours per day to train them?”
“Well, it’s actually ten I can train with the Skill books,” he admitted.  “Some of the books gave more than one Skill.”  His eyes widened as he remembered his Adept level Ability from Instinctive Meditation.  “Although, you know, I guess I could train any Skill while meditating if I wanted to.  I haven’t really used that, though, because there are always better things for me to do.”
“Exactly,” she went on, giving him a sour look.  “It is that way for us all.  My Skills with Sword, Shield, and Bow far exceed those with Staff or Spear, as I so seldom use these weapons.  I am much more skilled with Light Armor than with Medium, which is why I rarely wear heavier armor.  Could I spend time each day training those?  Yes, but that would be time I am not adventuring, or improving my more useful Skills, or training my body. 
“As you grow in levels,” she told him seriously, “you will be forced to decide if you wish to be familiar with many things, or a master of a few.  I can see that you have obtained an Advanced Class, and it appears that the Class continues on the path you have walked so far.  This is good, as you have not chosen an Advanced Class that focuses on melee combat or Archery, though you no doubt possessed the Skills for some of those.”
Aranos frowned again.  I didn’t get offered anything based on my Archery or Nature Skills, did I? he realized.  Maybe there are Stat requirements, as well; my physical Stats are nowhere near my mental ones, so I guess that would make sense.
“What about you?” he asked suddenly.  “Did you choose an Advanced Class?”
Geltheriel sighed.  “We must teach you Inspection,” she said firmly.  “Then you would know this.  However, to answer, no, I have not, and I must do so sooner rather than later.”
“Why not?” he asked curiously as they resumed walking to the surface.  “Didn’t you get any good options?”
“Some,” she acknowledged.  “Thanks to my Corrupted Status and having helped you free Haerobel, I was offered some…unique choices.  Yet, none of them truly speak to me.”
She looked around the forest, her face wistful.  “I always assumed that I would continue the path of a Keeper in my Advanced Class,” she told him.  “I have all the qualifications to choose Keeper Scout or Keeper Stalker, either of which would have suited me well should I have stayed with the House of Twilight.
“But I did not,” she explained, “and those Classes are highly specialized for defending the Elven Nations.  Now, I must decide what my path will be alongside you.  I cannot choose a defender’s role, for I do not have the Skills in heavier armor required for such, and the path of a Hunter does not mesh well with your Abilities.  Thus, I must wait until an appropriate choice appears and hope that the delay does not hinder my growth significantly.”
Aranos frowned, once again feeling like he had put Geltheriel in a bad position by accepting her Oath.  That’s not how it went, he reminded himself fiercely.  I’ll bet she didn’t really want to take those Keeper Classes; she said they’re designed for defending the realms, and she always wanted to leave them and adventure.  If she’d been excited about them, she would have taken one anyway and made it work.
“Well, is there anything we can do to help with that?” he asked curiously.  “Are there any roles you might be interested in, or groups we can talk to and get some ideas for you?”
“The House of Blades may not be a good option,” she told him.  “As you have seen, they can be difficult at the best of times, and there is some rivalry between guards and Keepers, although I could call upon your connection with Saphielle and see if there is anything they could offer me.  It is my intention to visit the House of the Sickle and speak with Rhys as well as the House of the Sun, they who maintain the old temples, while you are performing your training today.”
“That shouldn’t be an issue,” he chuckled.  “I’ve got to train with the Keepers, the mages, and the Dreamers today, so I’d say you’ve got some time.”
“Indeed,” she nodded.  “And you will forgive me for not spending it waiting around for you.”
The journey back to the Stronghold was uneventful.  The dawn was just breaking as they arrived, and while Aranos saw plenty of tracks of forest predators, apparently either none were active that early in the day or they chose to avoid the pair of elves.  The guards eyed them cautiously when they approached but allowed them to teleport into the city – although Aranos got some dirty looks when he once again had to spend a few minutes dry heaving after the teleport.
Geltheriel took him first to the House of Twilight for his Physical training, since his debuff had faded over an hour ago.  Dorn’ar’el wasn’t present to greet Aranos, but it didn’t take long for Jhaeros to find the aleen and start putting him through his Strength and Endurance training.  When he started the Agility training, though, Aranos stopped him. 
“Why are you having me do this?” Aranos asked, his voice tinged with irritation.  “We both know it’s crappy training and isn’t going to do anything for me.  Why waste both of our time?”
The older elf snorted.  “You wish to talk about wasted time, lad?” he asked in a craggy voice.  “Tell me then why you waste my time during my Strength training?  I ask you to work until your Stamina bottoms out, yet not once have I seen you showing signs of Stamina depletion.  You waste my time; I will waste yours, to my own entertainment.”
Aranos blinked in surprise.  “That’s all you’re upset about?” he asked in disbelief.  The old elf’s face grew dark red, and Aranos quickly explained, “It’s not that I’m not trying, it’s that I’ve got a Perk that combines my Stamina and SP.  Thanks to my Class and Skill bonuses, my effective Stamina is a bit over thirty-three hundred points right now.  I don’t think I can bottom it out just by exercising…at least, not like this.”
The old elf froze, his face a mask of astonishment.  “Are you telling me, lad,” he asked slowly, “that you have over three-THOUSAND Stamina, and we have been wasting time with these piddling exercises?  No, lad, we need to take advantage of that!  You think we cannot drain your Stamina?  Ha!  That sounds like a challenge!”
The elf disappeared and came back with a set of crystals attached to what looked like straps of some kind.  “These are high-end training crystals,” he explained.  “I have one to help with your Dodge Skill and Agility, one for Perception and Dexterity, and one for your Strength and Endurance.”  He strapped the first one around Aranos’ waist, the crystal pointing out away from his navel, then tapped it three times.
“I hope your Stamina is what you say it is, my boy,” he chuckled.  “You are certainly going to need it!”
Aranos blinked as three figures suddenly appeared before him.  The figures were humanoid, stood about six feet tall and were very broad in the chest.  Their bodies rippled with muscle and their skin was covered with scraggly, coarse, brown hair.  Their faces were bestial, with a protruding lower jaw and a pair of tusk-like teeth jutting up two inches toward their porcine noses. 
The creatures roared, drew weapons – one had a hammer, the other a jagged-edged sword, and the third an axe – and leapt toward Aranos with a snarl.  He cried out and dodged back, but the monsters pressed the attack, swinging at him with wild abandon.  He ducked a sword thrust and rolled away from the hammer’s blow, but the axe cut across his back.  The crystal at his chest pulsed, and a brief surge of pain burst from the place the axe struck.
Aranos cried out and grabbed his back, but the pain had vanished already, and his hand came back unbloodied.  It’s an illusion, he realized as the trio renewed its assault on him.  Although it freaking feels real when I get hit!
Aranos spent the next hour dodging, rolling, ducking, and being struck endlessly.  About halfway through, his SP dropped below 10%, and he was forced to take a break to let it refill a bit.  After that, he could only train for about 5 minutes before needing a minute to recharge his SP and Stamina enough to continue.  By the end of the hour, he was exhausted and dripping with sweat, his SP down to 5%.
“Now this is what I call training!” Jhaeros crowed triumphantly.  “I am proud of you, lad; most cannot handle the pain of using that on level 3 for as long as you did and beg me to set it to a lower level after only ten or fifteen minutes.”
“Yeah, I don’t blame them,” he gasped, gulping down a skin of water the elf offered.  “I’ve got a Skill called Fortitude, though, that helps me ignore pain.  I can shrug off about…89% of debilitating pain effects right now.  Otherwise, I don’t think I could have done that for an hour.”
“Perfect!” the trainer shouted.  “You can handle pain and have a massive Stamina pool.  You are a sadistic old man’s dream!  Rest until your Stamina is restored, and we will move on to Dexterity and Perception training.  Let us try it at level 4!”
The crystal for Dex and Per training went around his forehead, and after the trainer tapped it four times, a bow appeared in Aranos’ hands.  “The exercise is simple,” the trainer told him.  “You will soon see a series of targets appearing in your vision.  Your goal is to shoot them with an arrow; however, you may not strike a red target.  If you miss a target or hit a red one, well, let us just say that your pain resistance will be very useful to you in this exercise.”
As it turned out, Jhaeros had massively undersold the difficulty of the exercise.  Eight targets appeared at a time, just at the very edge of Aranos’ vision, moving erratically and flashing every color of the rainbow.  Even with his Arcane Archery Skill at Expert 9, it took all of his focus and concentration to hit five or six of the targets each time, and until he realized that the discs changed colors according to a complex but predictable pattern, every fourth hit or so struck a red disc.  Whenever a disc managed to escape him – or when he hit a disc that was red – pain flared through his head, feeling like someone drove a needle into his temple.  Fortunately, the pain was brief, and he suffered no debilitating effects from it.
He had to charge his illusionary bow with mana and start using his Rapid Shot Ability just to keep up, though.  The Ability cost a lot of SP to maintain, so between scrambling to make shots, watching to hit the discs at the right time in the pattern, and keeping the Skill active when he could, his SP reached 10% in only 20 minutes.  After that, he could again only train in five-minute spurts before having to rest to regenerate enough SP to continue.
When the hour finally ended, he collapsed with an audible moan.  “That was beautiful,” Jhaeros spoke, and Aranos was shocked to see the old man wiping a tear from his eye.  “You are an excellent shot with the bow, lad, but the way you just pressed through the pain and kept your focus?  The strain on your face as you neared Stamina depletion?”  The elf shook his head.  “A thing of beauty, to be sure!”
Damn, he really is a sadist, Aranos realized.  He’s happy that he can inflict that much pain on me without harming me.  That’s…a bit messed up, really.  I guess it makes him an effective trainer, though.
Aranos grabbed the skin of warm water and drank with a sigh, checking his notifications as he did:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Str: +2
Dex: +4 (Grueling training, 48 hour cooldown)
Agil: +4 (Grueling training, 48 hour cooldown)
End: +2
Per: +4 (Grueling training, 48 hour cooldown)
Dodge: +6
Arcane Archery: +1
Fortitude: +1
You have reached your daily limit for Physical Stat Training!  
Further training will have no benefits until a full rest is completed.
[image: ]
Skill Boost: Dodge (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Student 5
Student Level Ability: Enemies’ chance to critically hit you is lowered by 0.25% per level
Skill: Dodge is now considered Trained!
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Now those are some awesome gains! he exulted silently.  I wonder: even though I can’t get the full bonuses every day, can I still do the same training?  It’d be nice to only need one regimen, but would I get any points for doing it?
“There are no real limits on how you choose to train,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his head, answering his question.  “However, you can only get the 4-point bonus once every two days. If you do the same training the next day, you’ll receive only the High quality bonus.”
Okay, so 6 points every two days, he reasoned.  That still makes doing Grueling training a better overall deal than High quality training.
“Indeed,” she agreed.  “However, you should know that those bonuses only apply to Stats under 50.  Once your Stat reaches 50, the bonuses are reduced by half, so Standard training will give you one point every two days, for example.”
So, my Wisdom and Intelligence Stats will only go up by 3 points every two days, even with Grueling training? he asked with a slight whine in his voice.
“Your Charisma Stat as well,” she reminded him.  “Assuming, of course, that you find some way to train it.  Look at the bright side: you were worried about your mental Stats advancing so much faster than your physical ones, right?  This will give you a chance to catch them up…if Jhaeros doesn’t kill you, first, that is.  Good luck with that!”
Aranos grumbled as her voice disappeared, but after a moment, he saw the utility in reducing the bonuses as his Stats got higher.  If he could improve his Wisdom 3 points per day and leveled up once per week in his Advanced Class, the Stat would be growing by 26 points per week.  That would mean he’d have 100 in the Stat in under two weeks and 1,000 inside of a year.  Without level bonuses, having 1,000 Wis would give him over 50,000 SP, a truly ridiculous amount. 
This way, he calculated, if he trained daily with Grueling training and leveled once per week, he’d be getting about 15 to 16 points per week.  At that rate, he’d hit 100 in Wis in about three weeks; if the rates were halved again at 100, he’d drop to 10 points a week and would take about two years to hit 1,000.  I guess training is only really useful when you’re a beginner, he thought ruefully.  I’ll bet there are other ways to boost your Stats, though, I just haven’t found them, yet.
After his physical training, he returned to the House of Stars to do some mental training.  Rather than signing up and waiting in line to stand near the central mana crystal, though, he found an out-of-the-way spot about twenty feet away, reached out to the crystal with his Mana Vampire Ability, and dropped into his mindscape while draining SP as quickly as he could directly from the crystal.
He opened his eyes in his mindscape and looked around, shaking his head.  It’s kinda sad, if you think about it, he realized.  I’ve grown all my other magical Skills by leaps and bounds, but I’ve barely moved my Instinctive Meditation Skill at all…and it’s the Skill that really made so much else possible.  As mana rushed into his mind, he decided to use it to grow, expand, and redesign his mindscape.
First thing I need to do is get rid of the dome, he decided.  I wanted it because I thought I’d have some sort of underwater refuge, but instead I’m surrounded by spinning rainbows that I can barely look at without feeling a bit nauseous.  That means I’ll need to move my SP somewhere else; maybe I could have a water feature off to one side of the dojo?  Something under glass that would be a cool display but not overwhelming?
He focused, and the glass dome shimmered and vanished.  At the same moment, a glass tube a foot wide rose from the floor near the edge of the spinning rainbows of his mana, the top disappearing in the rainbow patterns above him.  He imagined his mana draining down into that tube, and after only a minor effort of will, the air above him was suddenly filled with swirling, white mists, while the tube became a whirling kaleidoscope of colors. 
Okay, now we’ve got to grow the space a bit, he decided.  He focused all the incoming SP into pushing back the mists in every direction.  As space opened, he imagined a full crafting station rising out of the newly opened space, complete with tools for Enchanting, Runecrafting, Goldsmithing, and Carving.  Off to the side, a Leatherworking station appeared, and to the other side, a basic Forge swirled into being. 
Moving his focus to the other side of his mindscape, he imagined several colored discs appearing, all different sizes and colors and set at varying heights to act as archery targets.  A longbow appeared over his weapons rack, fully strung and ready to be fired.
He shifted his Skill bookcase to stand next to his comfortable chair, which now faced toward the pillar of his mana for when he wanted to work on his Mana Control.
It took him almost 20 minutes to get the space to the size he wanted it.  Once he had the volume he wanted, he shifted it from a hemisphere to a more rectangular space, moved his archery targets so that they were at different distances, and raised walls around the border of the space.  Rather than putting a ceiling in, though, he topped the dojo with a clear, blue sky. 
He sighed and glanced around.  Thanks to the energy pouring in from the mana crystal, he’d managed to double the radius of the initial hemisphere, which translated into a rectangular space 120’ long, 70’ wide, and 30’ high.  The mindscape felt vast and a bit empty to him now that it was so large, and he decided that next time, he’d try to decorate the space rather than expand it. 
He settled into his chair and descended into his mana spirals.  Happily, his mana’s new location didn’t seem to affect his ability to manipulate it, and he slipped easily into the spinning patterns.  He checked his channels and smoothed out some areas where minor blockages were causing instabilities in the system’s flow.  However, his main goal was to investigate his newly separated mana types.
He shifted his focus from his primary spirals to his secondary ones, where his three new mana types spun peacefully.  He focused on the first, one that glowed a brilliant yellow, and coaxed it into his mana channels, drawing it from all of his spirals at once and focusing it into a ball that hung, glowing and pulsing gently over his upturned hand.  He opened his eyes and stared at the brilliant, yellow light, feeling oddly comforted by the glow.  A notification popped up in his vision, and he eagerly pulled it up:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Life
Life mana is a primary mana source that empowers and sustains living creatures.  Life mana encourages growth and diversity of life rather than healing specific injuries.
Life Mana and Living Creatures: Life mana generally is not effective at doing direct LP damage to living creatures: any attack based on life mana does half damage to any living creature by forcing rapid cellular growth.  Life mana may accelerate or even Evolve any Disease effect and can encourage rampant growth in simpler organisms such as plants rather than damaging them. 
Life Mana and Undead: Life mana does enhanced damage to Undead creatures: any attack based on life mana will do 1.5x normal damage against any Undead creature (including composite mana types that utilize life mana).
Life Mana SP: Life mana comprises 10% of your total SP pool.
+250 XP
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Life mana, huh? Aranos thought wonderingly, staring at the glowing ball.  That’s different, all right.  And really, it sounds more like ‘growth’ mana, since it doesn’t heal.  I’ll bet there’s a combination of it and some other stuff that allows healing, though!
He allowed the ball to disperse and focused on the next mana type.  This energy burned a brilliant white in his imagination, and he had a feeling he knew what it might be.  Just to be certain, he drew the mana up into his channels, focusing it into a sphere suspended over his palm.  An almost painful light erupted in front of him, shining even through his closed eyelids, and he allowed the mana to disperse without glancing at it before pulling up his new notification:
[image: ]
New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Light
Light mana is the bane of darkness, illuminating the night and holding shadows at bay. 
Using Light Mana: Light mana is only effective at damaging creatures and will not damage objects.  It will pass through any transparent barrier – including magical ones – but is stopped by any opaque barrier, even something as simple as thick smoke.
Light Mana and Dark Creatures: Light mana does enhanced damage to creatures of Darkness: any attack based on light mana does 1.5x normal damage to any Corrupted creature.
Light Mana and Light Creatures: Light mana does only half damage to creatures without Corruption, although it can still inflict Blindness effects.
Light Mana SP: Light mana comprises 10% of your total SP pool.
+250 XP
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Well, I can finally create that light Spell I wanted, he thought ruefully.  You know, now that I don’t need it.  Of course, when I end up partying with Phil and whoever he gets, they might very well need some light, so I guess it’s still useful.  And it does extra damage to Corrupted creatures; I wonder if that means I can create something like a laser to take out really fast creatures like the cenzik; how can it dodge something that’s the speed of light?  I’ll have to be careful with area Spells, though: they might hurt Geltheriel until we get her Cleansed.
He descended back into his spirals and sought out the last form of untapped energy.  His mind recoiled a bit from this final mana type, as it radiated cold and felt forbidding and a little frightening.  He steeled his will and gathered it into his channels, feeling an icy burn as it ran up his arm before gathering into a small, dark sphere above his hand.  He opened his eyes and stared at a tiny, black ball that seemed to be sucking light and heat into itself.  He released the energy, and the globe collapsed upon itself as a notification popped up:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Void
The void is the antithesis of creation, the undoing of all things. 
Using Void Mana: Void mana is inherently dangerous to use; any caster whose Mana Manipulation Skill is below Master takes 1 LP damage for every 2 SP of void mana they channel.  This damage can be healed normally.
Void Mana Damage: Void mana damages any living creature or object normally; however, damage from void mana heals or regenerates at half the normal rate.
Void Mana and Undead: Void mana does half damage to undead creatures, and they can regenerate void damage normally.
Void Mana and Magic: Void mana tends to nullify magic that it encounters.  Because of this, void mana attacks are twice as effective at penetrating magical barriers or removing magical effects.
Void Mana SP: Void mana comprises 10% of your total SP pool.
+250 XP
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Whoa, Aranos breathed silently.  That’s…a little terrifying.  You know, the description says that void mana is the antithesis of things; I wonder if that means that you can use it to create opposite mana effects?  So, maybe void mana and light mana make darkness?  Or void and life make death mana?
He called up a string of void mana and one of life mana, guiding them through his channels in equal amounts.  As before, the two energy types happily coexisted in his channels, but when he called them forth, he conjured two glowing orbs, one yellow and one black, rather than a single orb of mixed energies.  He released the twin energies and started again, this time examining the flows much more closely.
When he separated out the new mana types, he had polarized them so that they wouldn’t mingle or interfere with one another.  That means that now, they won’t interact, he realized.  If I’m going to combine them, I’m going to have to shift them until they’re either constructively interfering with one another or at least have perpendicular polarizations, like magnetic and electric fields. 
He focused on shifting the life mana, as it was far more comfortable to touch, trying to get the two waves superposed on each other, but no matter how he tried, they wouldn’t interfere the way he wanted.  Instead, he tried twisting the energy flow, turning the wave until it oscillated perpendicularly to the void mana.  It took several tries to get it right, but finally, a sickly, grey ball of light hung over his hand, emitting a distinct sense of unease.  He hurriedly released the energy and glanced at his new notification:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Death
Death mana drains the life from living creatures but is equally effective at laying the undead to their eternal rest.  It is a Composite Mana type composed of life and void mana.
Using Death Mana: Any living creature using death mana suffers 1 LP damage per point of SP channeled, unless they have Mana Manipulation at the Master level or higher.  This damage can be healed normally.
Death Mana Damage: Death mana does enhanced damage against living and undead creatures: attacks based on death mana do 1.25x LP damage to both the living and the undead.  Death mana does no damage to objects or barriers, unless these are living or undead.  Death mana damage can be healed normally.
Death Mana and Plants: Death mana does double damage to simple creatures, such as plants, and this damage heals at half the normal rate. 
+250 XP
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Score! he exulted silently.  I should be able to use this to craft a Spell to deal with those jubokko trees; I’ll bet I can make a Spell that seeps right down into their roots and kills them.  Although, I’ll have to be careful, since it’ll kill me if I channel something like that for too long!
He decided to spend some time and SP working on his hanging Spells.  He kind of wanted to finish the warding Spell before they left for Antas, and he felt like he might be close to completing his flight Spell.  To be honest, he really wanted that flight Spell. 
He started by calling up the image for his warding Spell.  The air web he envisioned around the camp was nearly complete, and pouring the energy from the Mana Crystal into it for five minutes or so was sufficient to solidify that part of the image. 
Next, he imagined a line of stone spears erupting from the ground, impaling any creature that made it through the web.  He envisioned a huge pack of amaroks, dozens strong, slamming into his shield until eventually, some of them slipped through.  He heard the grating of stone as a forest of spears erupted from the earth, felt the rumbling in his feet through the ground, smelled the scent of the wolves’ blood as the razor-sharp point ripped into their sides and stomachs, pinning them in place.  He saw the dull gleam of the polished stone in firelight and tasted the mustiness of wet earth in the air.
Once he had the image securely in his mind, he began pouring mana from the crystal into it, feeding the energy into the waiting Spell.  He played the scene over and over again, imagining the stones erupting as soon as a creature stepped over them to conserve power.  He envisioned a layer of spears 10 feet thick, enough razor-sharp stone to tear an amarok pack to shreds. 
It took him 15 minutes of dumping SP into the construct before he felt the stone Spears solidify and harden in place.  He sighed in relief; that had basically required the same amount of SP as draining and refilling his mana pool more than 20 times. 
He wasn’t sure how much longer his training session would last, so he moved to his Flight Spell.  He envisioned the tiny wind funnels linked about his body, all connected to support him, and all turned in one direction to give him lift.  He shifted his incoming SP into the vision, pouring energy into the vortices, giving them form and substance.  He guessed that he had been about a third of the way through filling those vortices with power when he started, so it only took him about five minutes of sending the increased power flow through the vortices before they locked into place.
Next, he imagined the vortices shifting as one, all turning to angle his thrust, but the moment he did, the vortices unlocked from one another and instantly dispersed, dumping his imaginary self to the ground.  He tried again, forming the swirling funnels of air and interlocking them, this time shifting them only slightly, but the moment he moved them out of the precise alignment he needed to link them together, they lost cohesion and deposited him gracelessly on the ground.
Okay, he mused thoughtfully, it looks like the vortices will only give me lift, nothing more.  If I want thrust or the ability to move around, I’m going to need something else to generate it.  He relaxed his thoughts and let his mind drift, trying not to focus on the problem.  He allowed his memories to linger instead on flying things, those he had seen and those he had only read about.  Wings might work, he mused, picturing a pair of angelic wings emerging from his back, but even if I somehow could use life mana to grow a pair of wings – which might be possible and is something to look into – I’d have to create an entire skeletal, muscular, circulatory, and nervous structure for them to work, and that’s way more complicated than I want this to be right now.  Still, that’s a definite someday, maybe after I brush up on my biology and anatomy a bit.
I could create something like a glider, he mused, but that would just help with lift, not thrust.  Old planes used propellers to generate thrust; I don’t really want to have to concentrate on spinning a propeller.  Modern planes use jet engines, though…
His eyes widened as he considered that idea.  I could create something like a ramjet engine, he conjectured.  Funnel air mana in from overhead, compress it along my body, and release it explosively behind me.  I’d just have to adjust the amount of air flow and compression to change speeds, and I could angle the air release to change direction.
Excitedly, he closed his eyes once more and tried to picture what he wanted to do in his mind.  He felt himself reaching out, drawing air mana from a wide field in front of him, channeling it down to press against his body, and releasing it behind him in a burst.  His mental image shot into the sky as the air stream exploded out behind him, much faster than he had been intending, and he quickly adjusted the airflow, reducing the velocity to a more comfortable level.
He could feel the wind rippling across his stabilizing vortices, could hear the roar of the air as it raced past him.  He could taste the crisp cold of the swiftly moving air in his mouth and felt it trying to rush up his nose.  His eyes watered in the wind, and he thickened the air vortices in front of them to act like a pair of goggles.  Once he had the image securely in his mind, he sent the inflow of mana into the vision, pouring power into the construct.
He imagined himself swooping through the air above an amarok pack, raining fire and destruction upon them as they howled and raced around in helpless fury.  He dove down on them and unleashed a channeled blast of radiant fire, pulling up at the last moment and whizzing into the air once more.  He zipped through the writhing, flailing branches of a jubokko tree, blasting it with clouds of toxic death magic that settled into the soil and leached its life away.  He zoomed through a clear, blue sky, racing through clouds, pushing his speed harder and harder until he had to channel extra air mana around his head in order to even breathe.
To his surprise, it only took him another five minutes of pouring power into the Spell before he felt it shiver into place in his mind, and a new notification popped up:
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Spell Created: Enhanced Flight^
Rank: Novice 1
Fly or hover freely with good maneuverability
Effect: You can fly at speeds up to twice your True Manipulation Skill, in mph.  You can turn in a radius equal to your body length when traveling at velocities less than your True Manipulation Skill in mph; if you are traveling faster than your True Manipulation Skill in mph, this radius increases by 50%; it rises by 100%, or double the turning radius, when you are moving at twice your True Manipulation Skill in mph, your maximum velocity.  Max speed increased and turning radius decreased by 1% per Spell level.
Enhanced: Your max velocity is three times your True Manipulation Skill.  Your turning radius at three times your True Manipulation Skill is increased by 150%.  Max speed increased and turning radius decreased by 2% per Spell level.
Cost: 350 SP
Channeled Spell: This Spell can be channeled for 15 SP / s to maintain flight.  Increasing speed to double your True Manipulation Skill doubles the SP cost, and triple speed triples the cost.
+300 XP
I float through the air, with a fair bit of unease…
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I got my flight Spell! he crowed internally, jumping up from his seat and bouncing around in his mindscape.  I can fly, I can fly, I can fly! 
He finally calmed down and checked the clock.  I’ve got a bit more time, he mused.  I can try to craft one more Spell; maybe something with these new mana types?
He hesitated between creating a laser-like Spell in case he encountered another cenzik or forging a death-cloud Spell if they met another jubokko.  After some thought, he decided to go for the death cloud.  After all, he reasoned, I really can use that on anything living; I could sink it into an amarok den and at least weaken them all before they even came out of their hole.  Besides, if I can kill one of the jubokko trees, that would help the forest fight off the Blight, and that’s more important than killing a bunny.  Plus, the freaking bunny might just absorb the laser for all I know…
He set his thoughts of the cenzik aside and focused on his construct.  He saw a massive jubokko standing before him, its withered branches flailing around, slamming into the ground.  He pictured its roots bursting from the earth, seeking warm and fresh blood to drain.  He imagined pulling forth a stream of death and air mana, swirling them together, creating noxious-looking clouds of gray death.  The cloud rolled out from his hands, the air mana within it keeping it pressed to the earth, sinking it down into the holes left by the roots.
He pushed the cloud out until it surrounded the tree, the sickly gray vapor curling around roots and leaching into the soil.  The tree trashed and flailed helplessly, and he heard the crackling of old wood as the roots became dry, brittle, and crumbled to sawdust.  The tree’s movements slowed gradually, becoming less frenzied and more pitiable until eventually, the tree stilled completely.  He could smell the death in the soil, as the cloud killed everything below it, could taste the bitter dust in the air, could feel the pain and hate radiating out from the tree fade as it finally died.
Slightly unsettled, he restarted the vision and began adding SP to it, but even as he did, something felt wrong.  He could sense the tree’s despair as his Spell drained the life from its roots, could feel its anguish as he leached the vital energy from it and it cracked, crumbling under its own weight.
As he began the image again, his subconscious seemed to be speaking to him.  Is this really what you want to do, man? he asked himself as he felt the tree perish in helpless misery once more.  I mean, yeah, I want to end the Blight, but is this the way to do it?  Those amaroks and such are one thing – they’re born predators, creatures of the Darkness – but the jubokko aren’t like that.  They were regular trees once, forced by the Darkness to live in agony and despair forever.  Do you want to kill them…or do you want to save them?
He remembered the pain and hatred that he felt from the tree when he had touched it, and instead of feeling angry or terrified, he felt a wave of sorrow pass over him.  Those trees, he realized, were probably some of the worst victims of the Darkness, cursed to sustain a realm of Blight when once they were the patriarchs of a vibrant, green forest.  He felt a huge surge of pity for the tree, and when he began his Spell once more, the cloud that burst forth was totally different.
A wave of life and light mana rolled out of his hands, once again curling around the roots of the struggling tree and sinking down into the earth as a golden cloud.  This time, thought, shoots of green emerged where his Spell touched the soil, and he felt the life flowing through the sterile ground and filling it with new energy.  His eyes brimmed as compassion for the tree’s misery swelled up within him, and he felt his magic connect with the mighty bole, pouring into its roots, filling them with life, burning out the Corruption that filled them. 
The tree began flailing and writhing again, and he felt its mental shrieks of agony, but he knew that those were only the screams of the Darkness inhabiting the tree.  He remembered the sense of calm and wholesomeness he felt when he was in the forest, the sense of vital energy that flowed into him, and he projected that feeling into his Spell, flooding the area around the tree with life.
The tree crackled and snapped as new bark rippled up the trunk, shearing off the unhealthy fungi and Blight that covered it before.  The tree’s pained lashing halted as the life energy coursed up its branches, tips of bright green bursting from the ends of each bough.  The Spell ended, and Aranos smiled as he felt the life and energy surrounding him, before collapsing, panting, in a heap on the ground.
A pair of notifications popped up, and he quickly opened them, noting that his LP were strangely low and that despite the influx of energy from the mana crystal, his SP were below half:
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Spell Created: Deadly Vapors
Rank: Novice 1
Create a cloud of death mana that consumes all living things within it.
Effect: Create a 20’ x 20’ x 5’ cloud of death mana that resembles a swirling, gray cloud.  This cloud is heavier than air and sinks into the lowest possible crevices it can find.  The caster can move the cloud 10’ / s.  All creatures in the cloud take 14 – 20 LP damage / s (44 – 64).  This Spell does double damage to plant life.  Damage and duration increased by 2% per Spell level.
Duration: 1 minute
Cost: 145 SP / 145 LP
Channeled Spell: The caster can channel this spell for 15 SP and 15 LP/ s to add an extra 5’ x 5’ x 5’ cube to the cloud’s volume.
+300 XP
I do believe you’ve got the vapors…
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Congratulations! The Spell: Deadly Vapors has Ascended to Spell: Compassionate Renewal!
Rank: Novice 1
Restore life to a place of corruption
Effect: You can remove Corruption, Blight, and Darkness from an area up to [Wis Stat + Spell Level] in radius.  Nonliving objects cannot resist this Spell; creatures who are unwilling can resist by making an opposed check as detailed below.  This Spell cannot Redeem a sapient creature; these are automatically treated as having succeeded at their opposed check, below.  Willing creatures or creatures who fail their opposed check are fully Redeemed, brought to 100% Redemption and returned to the Light.  Renewed ground is fertile and begins growing plants appropriate to the area immediately.  Renewed ground is anathema to creatures of Darkness, and these will avoid it if at all possible. 
Cost: 90% of current LP, 50% of current SP, Caster is Exhausted for one hour after casting.
Opposable Spell: An unwilling, non-sapient creature affected by this Spell can resist it by making an opposed check: the caster’s [Int Stat + Spell Level + 20] versus the creature’s [Wis Stat + Class Level].  Succeeding the opposed check means the creature takes [Int Stat x 20] points of light mana damage and gains [Int Stat + Spell Level] Redemption Points instead of being Redeemed.  Any sapient creature, willing or unwilling, is considered to always pass this check and takes neither damage nor Redemption points.
Special: This Spell may only be cast in an area of Corrupted Land.  The caster must feel overwhelming pity and compassion for the area or creatures to be affected and must truly desire to return them to the Light.  This Spell may not be cast in combat or against creatures the caster considers enemies.
+500 XP
To everything, there is a season…
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Yeah, that’s more of how I want to destroy the jubokko, he thought with a smile.  I want to turn them back into what they were.  Maybe that could even turn the Blight around, if I could get enough of them.
He took a deep breath and rose from his mindscape, quickly checking his notifications:
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Through Special Training, you have gained the following:
Int: +1
Wis: +1
Instinctive Meditation: +5
Mana Control: +1
True Manipulation: +3
You have reached your daily limit for training your Wis and Int Stats!
Further training will have no benefit until you complete a long rest.
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Skill Boost: Instinctive Meditation (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Expert 1
Expert Level Ability: Skill or Spell training in the mindscape is 2x faster than normal.
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When he dismissed his notifications, he was surprised to see the slim, flaxen-haired figure of Melarue standing before him, her head lowered, and her hands clasped before her.  “You have considerable focus in your meditations, Traveler,” she spoke quietly, with no trace of yesterday’s vivacity and bubbliness.  “I have been unable to rouse you for the past half-hour.”
Aranos cleared his throat and rose to his feet, groaning slightly as his muscles protested from having stayed still for so long.  “Yeah, I’ve got a gift for ignoring things, I guess,” he chuckled.  “Why were you trying to wake me?”
“Master Dirue has been awaiting your return,” she replied.  “I have been tasked to watch for you and act as your guide, eschewing my own studies and training to do so.”  While her voice was toneless as she spoke, Aranos clearly sensed the hidden undercurrent of anger in her words, and he sighed.
“That seems like a really bad idea,” he told her bluntly.  “You obviously blame me for whatever happened to you, which hey, whatever.  You do what you think you need to.  But I don’t really want to trust my safety here to you when you’ve already got a grudge against me; besides, I’ve got other things I need to do today.  I’ve finished my training here, and I’m expected in the House of the Moon today.” 
He turned to leave, but Melarue reached out and grabbed his arm, halting him.  He snapped his gaze angrily to her face, and she dropped his arm, taking a step back before taking a deep breath.  “You are correct,” she replied simply.  “I do not particularly like you, Traveler, as your presence here has caused me…difficulties.”  She lifted her chin and looked directly at him.  “However, you can trust me to safeguard you in this House, for I have been told in no uncertain terms that my continued studies here are dependent solely upon how honestly and diligently I serve you while you are here.  I will not lose my place here over you, Traveler.”
Aranos stared at her for several moments, his eyes searching.  Something about her words was tickling the back of his mind, but he couldn’t think of a concrete reason to refuse her.  “Fine,” he finally breathed.  “Lead on.”
She turned and led him toward one of the crystalline staircases, glancing over her shoulder to see that he was following.  “You said you completed your training,” she observed, her voice puzzled.  “Yet I was under the impression you had not requested time near the mana crystals, nor had you spent any time cycling mana.”
“That’s not really a question,” he pointed out.  “But yeah, I didn’t need to be near the tree to get my training done.”  When she glanced at him, he shrugged, refusing to explain further.  Something’s wrong with her, he thought darkly.  No need to volunteer information to someone you don’t trust.
She gazed at him for several moments before shrugging and turning back, guiding him up the stairs and through the maze of passages.  She stopped before a familiar-looking door and knocked briefly before opening it, revealing Dirue’s office.  She led him into the space and stepped back to the side as Master Dirue rose from behind her desk and gestured, causing a chair to grow from the floor before her desk.
“Welcome, Aranos Evenshade,” the woman spoke as he entered, motioning for him to sit.  Aranos hesitantly did so, aware that Melarue stood behind him and over his shoulder.  Silently, he extended a mana tendril and connected it to the young woman, readying his Mana Vampire Ability.  Maybe I’m just being paranoid, he told himself, but It’s not really paranoia once people start trying to kill you, is it?
“Uh, thanks,” he stammered a moment later, realizing that the older woman was still awaiting his reply.  “Sorry, I was thinking about something.  So, um, what can I do for you?”
The woman gazed at him curiously but shrugged and straightened.  “It is more of what the House of Stars can do for you,” she replied, pulling a translucent, irregularly shaped crystal from beneath her desk and placing it before her.  “You have come for additional training, is this correct?”
When Aranos nodded, she continued.  “It is my intention to place you in the training space that will best suit your needs and abilities,” she told him.  “To do this, we must test your Mana Control level, which is what this mana crystal is for.”
“Okay,” he hedged cautiously.  “So, what am I supposed to do?  And why Mana Control, rather than Mana Manipulation?”
“That is simple,” she shrugged.  “Improving Mana Control requires patience, time, and discipline; improving Mana Manipulation requires only that you cast powerful Spells.  This House values self-improvement over raw power.” 
She smiled a bit ruefully.  “Of course, those generally go hand-in-hand,” she added.  “This is a lesson we attempt to teach our students; true power stems not from being able to hurl the flashiest Spells, but from using the Spells you have as effectively as possible.”  Aranos nodded at her words, and she went on.
“As for what you should do,” she told him, “merely take the crystal in both hands and cycle mana with it.  The crystal has been Enchanted to respond to how the mana flows through your core and back into it; it will glow to tell us roughly what your Skill level is.”  When she saw a troubled look cross his face, she smiled reassuringly.  “Do not be concerned; I am aware you have been in our world for but a week.  I simply wish to see if you rate a Student training room.”
Yeah, that’s not what I’m concerned about, he thought grimly.  If I do this, I’ll get a much better training space, but everyone will also know what my Mana Control Skill is.  Actually, that might be okay; maybe it’ll keep people from thinking they can just challenge me.
“Okay, sure,” he said at last, picking up the crystal and cupping it between his hands. He pulled energy from the crystal, into his hourglasses, smoothing the flows as they passed before returning the energy into the crystal through his left hand.  He closed his eyes, concentrating on the energy flowing through him, keeping the flows as steady and free of turbulence as he possibly could.  As the transfer stabilized, he increased the draw using his Mana Vampire ability, using the increased flow rate to check the integrity of his channels. 
To his surprise, the rapid flow showed him a handful of imperfections in his hourglasses.  He noticed a couple of places where the energy wasn’t moving smoothly from one cone to the next, and a few more where the channels either widened or narrowed fractionally, disrupting the flow.   He smoothed these out and watched with a touch of pride as the system flowed efficiently, with no disturbances that he could detect.
Sudden pain flared in his hands, and he snapped his eyes open to see the crystal glowing a brilliant green in his cupped palms.  Smoke rose from the crystal, and he felt another spike of pain as heat seared his skin.  He yelped and dropped the crystal, channeling water mana to soothe his hands and glaring accusingly at Dirue.  “What the heck was that?” he snapped, half rising from his chair before noticing the stunned expression on the woman’s face.
“What…” she whispered, staring at the crystal, “what is your SP regen, Traveler?  How…you overloaded a mana crystal!  How did you do that?”
Aranos stared at her face, searching for some sign that she might be dissembling, but her astonishment seemed genuine.  Or her Bluff Skill is way higher that my Sense Intent Skill, he reminded himself.  Still, it seems like she’s as surprised as I was.
“Sorry about that,” he finally replied.  “So, what does the green color mean?”
Dirue seemed to regain her composure, blinking rapidly several times before lifting the crystal on a bed of air mana.  “It…it means that you are at the Expert level of Mana Control,” she replied after a moment.  “Is that accurate?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “Expert 7 right now, I think.”
“You have reached Expert 7 in Mana Control in one week,” Dirue repeated, looking at him in disbelief.  She shook her head.  “Very well,” she said with a sigh.  “I will have Student Melarue arrange for an Expert-level training room.”
“Umm, actually,” he hesitated, “could I go to the Library, first?  I’ve got more reading I want to do, if that’s okay.”
“That is perfectly acceptable,” Dirue nodded.  “Student Melarue, will you then go to the Library and have one of the librarians inform Grandmaster Ruehnar that the Traveler will be visiting again?  He asked to be informed of such.”
The young woman bowed her head and left the room without a word, allowing Aranos to silently detach his mana tendril from her.
As the door closed, Dirue sighed and folded her hands on the table before her.  “Well, this news could be helpful or an enormous nightmare,” she spoke wearily.  “Have you, by chance, made a decision about Gorrid’s challenge?”
“I honestly haven’t even thought about it,” he admitted with a shrug.  “I still think I’m just going to decline it.  I’m not really afraid of a Duel, but I don’t see any point to it.”
“I can certainly understand that,” she replied heavily.  “I happen to agree with your assessment, Traveler; Duels such as this serve no legitimate purpose that could not be better served by a council of inquiry and judgment.  And yet, traditions die hard among our people, even when they make very little sense, so here we are.”
“Well, we were out of the city all night,” Aranos supplied.  “I’ve been kind of busy, so I guess people would understand that I haven’t made a decision.  By the way, what happens if I just don’t decide anything?”
Dirue chuckled.  “Making no choice is eventually a choice, Traveler,” she informed him.  “If, after 48 hours have passed, the challenged has neither accepted nor declined the Duel, it is automatically considered declined, and all penalties for declining the Duel apply.”
“Can anyone else challenge me while I’m still deciding?” he asked curiously.  When she shook her head, he snorted and grinned.  “Then, I might as well just let it run out,” he decided.  “I mean, at least that gives me another day of not having to worry about being challenged.”
“That is certainly true,” she agreed thoughtfully.  “I had not considered such, to be honest.  I am honestly glad that you did, however.”
Aranos stopped and stared at her, confused.  “Okay, no disrespect intended,” he spoke a bit bluntly, “but what’s really going on, here?  Why did you send Melarue to guide me, after yesterday?  Why bother testing me, and why are you so worried about the right training room?  None of this really makes sense; it’s too much bother for just one Traveler.”
She gazed at him steadily for several moments, her gaze seeming to weigh him.  “You are correct,” she finally said at last.  “All of this would be far too much effort for a single Traveler, no matter his accomplishments; unless, of course, this was about more than a single Traveler.”
She sighed and tilted her head back.  “Did you know that you are the first Traveler we have allowed to enter the House of Stars?” she asked him.  Not waiting for an answer, she continued, “Oh, we have had others petition us, but we have refused all entreaties so far.
“You see, Aranos,” she explained, “my people have many beliefs about Travelers, but some of those hopes have been dashed by actually meeting your kind.  Many of you have treated elves as if we were second-class citizens in our own homes.  There are reports of Travelers going about, demanding Quests from random passersby and becoming angry or even violent if they are not indulged.  Travelers battle one another in the streets with no regard for the damage they cause, nor for the casualties they inflict.
“We have been loath to offer training, support, or even comfort to your kind, as many of you behave…erratically, and are difficult to trust or predict.  More than one family has offered shelter to a Traveler and awoken to find themselves robbed of their goods and possessions.  Some have even lost family to the predations of angry Travelers; Master Rychell, for example, is one such.”
She gazed directly into Aranos’ eyes as she spoke.  “Master Rychell had but a single son, who had just passed his Novice exams and entered our House when he was approached by a Traveler, who demanded that the boy grant him entry into the House of Stars.  Of course, this was beyond the Novice’s power, and he apparently told the Traveler such, but this proved unsatisfactory, and the Traveler attacked and slew the young man. 
“Needless to say,” she finished darkly, “Master Rychell took his vengeance on the Traveler…many, many times.  However, no matter how many times he slew the Traveler, no matter how thoroughly he destroyed the body, the Traveler always returned and never fled.  Master Rychell has not seen the Traveler for some weeks, but the knowledge that he may be out there, gaining power, waiting to return?  That thought keeps the Master awake at nights, Aranos.”
“I…,” Aranos stammered, “I didn’t realize…”
The woman held up her hand.  “I realize that, just as not all elves are identical, not all Travelers share the same failings,” she assured him.  “This is why I have acted to support you; it is my hope that others will see that Travelers can show ability but also restraint and control.  It is also why all of this is happening to you.”
“Gorrid is Rychell’s student,” Aranos recalled slowly.  “You think Rychell told Gorrid to challenge me?”
“I think nothing of the sort,” she corrected.  “In fact, I am certain he would not have.  That does not mean that he did not plant that seed in Gorrid’s mind, did not convince his students that Travelers were to be feared and kept under heel.  Perhaps he even convinced young Melarue that Travelers were arrogant and selfish.  He is quite charismatic, which is fitting with his focus on the powers of Charm and Illusion.”
Aranos sighed.  “Great,” he muttered.  “So, I’ve got a Master pissed at me just for being a Traveler?  That’ll make things fun.”
“It is not quite so bad as that,” she chuckled.  “Master Rychell certainly cannot act directly against you – doing so would open him to far too much scrutiny – so you have but to deal with those who he might influence.  None of those would risk the House’s wrath by attacking you directly, and until Gorrid’s challenge is either completed or expires, no others may challenge you.”
“That’s something, I guess,” he grumbled as he heard a light knock at the door.  A moment later, Melarue stepped meekly inside.
“Grandmaster Ruehnar awaits,” she said quietly.
“Very well,” Dirue said, rising from her seat.  “Take the Traveler to the Library, Student Melarue.  While he studies, arrange for an Expert-level room for him, then return to the Library and await until he needs guidance there.
“You will remain near the training room,” the Master Wizard continued, “until the Traveler’s training is complete, at which time you will escort him back to the portal to Eredain, then return to me and report your successful completion of these tasks.  Is this all understood?”
“Yes, Master Dirue,” the girl replied in a subdued voice.
“Traveler,” Dirue smiled at him, “I am certain you will find the training accommodations acceptable.  Please, let me know if there is more that I can do.”
“You’ve done way more than I need or deserve,” he told her sincerely, bowing his head to the woman.  “Thank you for everything.”
Dirue waved her hand.  “You can thank me best by living up to my expectations,” she told him bluntly.  “Now go, as I have many things to occupy my day.”
Aranos followed the flaxen-haired elf out of the office.  She led him silently through the halls, not even bothering to look back at him, and his gut began screaming at him that something was wrong.  Yesterday, you couldn’t get her to stop talking, he reminded himself.  Today, she’s a mouse.  Something’s not right.
Still, nothing untoward happened as they passed through the halls of the House of Stars.  Their journey led up and down numerous flights of stairs before culminating before the large double doors of the Library.  Once more, Melarue opened the door with her left hand, but this time, the ancient librarian Ruehnar was waiting for them at the entrance and shooed the young woman off immediately. 
“I have a spot prepared for you already, Aranos,” the old man told him in his deceptively calm voice before turning to look at Melarue.  “You, young woman, will certainly avail yourself of the time to continue your studies, yes?”
Aranos cleared his throat cautiously, drawing Ruehnar’s attention.  “If you don’t mind, sir,” he spoke hesitantly, “Dirue asked her to arrange a training room for me while I’m studying.  Is it okay if she does that first and then comes back to wait for me?”
“Yes, yes, this is fine,” the ancient elf replied lazily.  “Go see to your arrangements, Student.”  Melarue hastily bowed and scampered out of the Library, while Ruehnar began leading him deeper into its recesses.  Aranos hurried to follow the librarian, who moved swiftly despite his apparent age; the Library was big enough that getting lost in the stacks wouldn’t be the most fun thing ever.
Eventually, Ruehnar directed Aranos to a table and erected another dome around the area.  “I believe you have perused all of our materials on Antas,” the elf spoke, gesturing at the empty table.  A smaller stack of books appeared, and the elf nodded at them.  “There are the remaining materials on Arcane Doors that we have – there is not much available on the subject, as the Doors are an ancient work, beyond our abilities to deeply study or reproduce – and a slightly more in-depth discussion of the Corruption, including the title ‘The Lord and the Lady’, which I recommended to you.”
“I’ll read that one first,” Aranos promised, gently taking that tome and seating himself at the table.  “Thanks again for your help, sir.”
The elf snorted derisively.  “You will thank me by putting my knowledge to good use,” he told the aleen.  “Knowledge is never useless; yet, knowledge is meant to be utilized, not merely to be stored or locked away.”
The elf turned and gazed at the Library.  “Many young Wizards come here to learn every day,” he continued.  “Yet, distressingly few of them put what they learn to practical usage.  They keep what they learn within their minds, never realizing what effect their learning could have if it were brought out into the world.”
The elf glanced back at Aranos.  “It is my hope that the knowledge you gain here will bring great change to the world,” he smiled at Aranos.  “Including, perhaps, bringing back knowledge that has been lost to time and the Feast.  In this way, perhaps, the knowledge I give you will return to me in greater form.”
As the elf finished speaking, a notification started blinking in Aranos’ vision, and he pulled it up cautiously, not wanting to seem like he was ignoring the ancient man:
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Quest Unlocked: Knowledge Begets Knowledge
Difficulty: Variable
Objective: Bring books, maps, Spells, or other knowledge lost to the Feast of Virnal to Grandmaster Ruehnar, in the House of Stars.
Reward: Varying based on the value of the information.
Failure Condition: Give the information to someone other than Grandmaster Ruehnar; destroy information.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Aranos quickly chose ‘Yes’ and bowed his head to Ruehnar.  “Thank you, sir,” he told the elf.  “I’ll see what I can do for you.”  This should be a fairly easy Quest, he told himself with a silent grin.  Especially considering that I’m going to be entering an ancient library soon enough…at least, hopefully.
“That is all anyone can ask,” the elf nodded.  “Now, you must attend to your studies.  I will return when you have finished.”  The librarian turned and vanished around a shelf of books, leaving Aranos alone with his research.
The new information on Arcane Doors was as scanty as what he had seen yesterday, to be honest.  A Runemaster had written the most interesting text: the elf had discovered that the runes carved into the Doors were actually comprised of smaller runes, just as Aranos had.  What Aranos hadn’t realized, though. was that those smaller runes were, apparently, formed from even tinier and more elaborate runeforms, which was a fairly amazing feat. 
Aranos knew that the smaller runes were, the more absolutely precise they needed to be.  Even a tiny flaw in such delicate runes would allow energy to jump from one channel to another, causing a catastrophic failure and, in all likelihood, obliterating the object they were engraved upon. 
Etching runes as infinitesimal as the ones on the Doors seemed to be wasn’t simply a matter of using a smaller athame and having a steadier hand.  Moving energy, he knew, generated a field around itself, and that field could, at tiny distances, allow energy to make quantum jumps across channels even if all the runeforms were utterly perfect. 
That means the Doors are using some really advanced Runecrafting techniques, he realized.  Something way beyond me at this point.  I wonder if the Enchantments on the Doors are as convoluted; if I had to guess, I’d say probably.  If each tiny Runeform is linked to a tiny Enchantment, which connects to the larger Runeforms, which then connect to the larger Enchantments, and so on…that’s going to get really, really complicated.  And if, as I suspect, the largest Enchantments link together to make the entire Door one, last Runeform, then forget weeks…it could take years to parse out all the connections without some sort of guide!
The book on the Lord and the Lady was, as he’d thought initially, basically a primer on the mythology of the world of Ka.  According to the book, before the Universe began, everything was Chaos.  The Universe had no form, no rules, and no structure.  Out of that Chaos, a being arose, one who began to weave Chaos into Order and who set the rules of how the Universe would work.  This was the Weaver, a creature that had vast intellect but no sapience, no sense of self.  Almost like a really advanced computer, Aranos thought.  One that was almost an AI, but not quite.
Eventually, the Weaver, in their attempt to create everything, fashioned a being exactly like them; this one, however, destroyed what the Weaver created.  As the Weaver forged the Universe, the Sunderer went along behind and ripped those creations to pieces; the Weaver would then use those pieces to build even greater works.
Eventually, the Weaver created life, and ultimately sapient life arose all across the Universe.  The arrival of intelligence, though, changed the nature of the two primeval beings; as beings in the Universe became aware, so did the Weaver and the Sunderer.  They were suddenly cognizant not only of themselves, but also of their counterpart, of whom they been ignorant for countless millennia. 
When the Weaver became aware, it took a specific form and semblance to itself, something it had never had before.  It decided that it was female, the creative gender, and she called herself the Lady.  In opposition, the Sunderer took the form of a male and called himself the Lord.  For the first time, these two beings directly opposed one another, and in so doing caused devastation across the Universe.
In their contention, the Lord would shatter solar systems, which the Lady would rebuild into something finer.  The Lord would scour star systems of life, which the Lady would renew and advance to be greater than they were.  The battles were endless, and billions upon billions of mortal lives were lost and reborn as a result.
The pair eventually realized that neither would succeed in a direct confrontation; instead, they decided to fight their battle by proxy.  They chose champions from among the mortal races and granted them power, raising them to be the beginnings of the Pantheons of Light and Darkness, and placed those gods upon this world, the Realm of Ka, to fight their battle for them. 
So, that’s kind of the whole basis of the Darkness and Light battle, he realized.  It’s really about this Lord and Lady; he wants to destroy everything, and she wants to create everything.  If that’s the point of the whole battle…maybe that’s also why the Corruption drains energy, and the Light doesn’t.  I mean, if the Lord can’t create, he’s got to get his power from somewhere.  And if the Lady is the force of creation, then she’s probably the Ultimate source of the Light’s power.
The more he read, the more the dynamic made sense to him in light of the revealed mythology.  So, the Lady creates, he reasoned, and the Lord uses Corruption to steal the energy of creation for his purposes.  He doesn’t want the power for itself, though; he wants to use it for this endless battle between the two of them.
Of course, that sort of system wouldn’t be very stable in the long run.  Eventually, the Lady would have to run out of power, and the Lord would win.  Unless, of course, he realized, the Light is Redeeming energy from the Darkness, as well.  If the Light is taking power back from the Darkness when someone is Redeemed – or when a Fallen Land is freed – then so long as neither side is completely dominant, the power flows would remain mostly stable.
He closed the last book, glad that he had taken Ruehnar’s advice.  The concept of the Corruption made a lot more sense to him in the light of the world’s mythology, and although it didn’t offer any ideas for removing Geltheriel’s Corruption – or, for that matter, why completing Quests undid Corruption, Golloron’s explanation notwithstanding – it at least gave him a foundation to work with.
“I’m finished, Ruehnar,” he spoke at last, piling the books neatly once more on the table. 
The ancient elf immediately appeared from around the corner and nodded approvingly at the young Sorcerer.  “You spent much time reading ‘The Lord and the Lady’,” Ruenhar noted.  “I take it you found the tome enlightening?”
“Yes, sir, I did,” Aranos nodded.  “I think it does a good job of explaining the fundamental purpose of the Corruption, to be honest, if not the technical details of how it works.”
Ruehnar snorted.  “None of the Light truly know exactly how the Corruption functions,” he told the aleen lazily.  “At best, we understand what it does and why it does so.  If we knew the how behind it, then perhaps we would be able to undo much of the harm done by the Feast.”
“Well, I’m going to keep looking into it,” Aranos shrugged.  “If I figure anything out, I’ll be sure to let you know, though.”
“Good,” the elf smiled, gesturing at the pile of books.  The tomes vanished as quickly as they had appeared, and the librarian gestured for Aranos to follow him.  “Learning is an endless Quest, Aranos,” the ancient elf continued.  “There is always more to understand, and always more to share with others.”
The elf led him to a table where Melarue was reading, and the young woman immediately sprang to her feet as they approached.  “I believe you are off to Spell training, yes?” the librarian asked Aranos, who nodded.  “Excellent.  A Wizard should know their Spells as well as is possible and be able to use them in unique ways.  I will see you again, soon.” 
The elf turned, not giving Aranos a chance to reply, and walked back into the Library.  Aranos shrugged and turned to Melarue.  “Thanks for setting up a room for me,” he told her with a smile.  She simply nodded in reply, saying nothing, and as she turned away, Aranos’ smile turned into a frown.
Something’s definitely wrong, he told himself as he followed her out of the Library.  Carefully and silently, he built his Composite Armor around himself and attached another mana tendril to the elf woman.  She’s probably got three or four hundred SP at the very most, he reasoned, assuming that she was probably below level 10 if she was still a Student in Mana Control.  It should take me about five seconds to drain her of SP; she won’t be much of a danger without mana. Again, part of him thought he was being paranoid, but his gut was yelling at him that Melarue’s behavior was off somehow.
The woman led him up several flights of stairs and down a long series of halls until she reached a door that was larger and more ornate than the door to the training room she had shown him the day before.  The halls here were wider, set back from the main staircases, with heavily inlaid floors and rune-etched ceilings. 
“This is Expert-level training room three,” the woman spoke at last, gesturing to the single rune laid into the door.  “You will be happy to know that, unlike the Novice-level rooms, these doors can only be sealed from within and not from without.”
“That is nice,” he admitted.  “Do I have a time limit?  Is someone else going to be waiting for the room?”
Melarue shook her head.  “I have reserved the room for you for the day,” she told him in an emotionless voice.  “You have as much time as it takes…or, I should say, as you need.”
He glanced at her sideways at the odd misstep in her words, the cold feeling of suspicion growing in his gut.  “Yeah, that sounds good,” he replied cautiously.  “Do you want to show me the room?  You can tell me how everything works.”
“Of course,” she nodded, opening the door.  “Follow me, please.”
The woman entered the room without hesitation, and after a moment, Aranos followed her.  He stepped through the doorway cautiously, his Scent ability suddenly picking up a trace of two more bodies just beyond the door. 
The moment he entered, something struck him heavily from behind, and he collapsed to the unyielding floor.




Chapter 12

Aranos’ armor absorbed the impact of the heavy blow that slammed into the back of his head, but the force of the strike still knocked him forward.  He ducked his head and rolled to his feet, spinning around and glancing wildly behind him, but there was nothing there to be seen.  Even so, his Scent ability was telling him that there was an elf standing somewhere in front of him, and his Tracking Skill pointed out traces of the elf ahead and to his left.  A dim, hazy outline of a humanoid figure swam into his vision as his Skills overcame whatever illusion the figure was cloaked in, but rather than look directly at it, he continued to scan the room as if he couldn’t see anything.
“Melarue, close and seal the door,” a voice spoke from all around him.  “Even if he can break the Spell, as you say, we will not give him the chance to do so.”
“Who are you?” Aranos demanded as his Mana Vampire Ability informed him that SP was pouring out of Melarue.  “What do you think you’re doing?”
“You should know me, Traveler,” the voice chuckled.  “Surely, you would not forget one who challenged you so recently to a Duel?”
Aranos grimaced.  “Gorrid,” he spat, his anger rising.  I was right, he realized grimly.  Melarue set me up.  “So, what is this supposed to be, some kind of warning?  ‘Hey, we’re going to rough you up unless you forfeit the Duel’?  That’s sad, man.”
“We?” Gorrid repeated with a chuckle as he moved to his left, unaware that Aranos could track him perfectly.  “There is no ‘we’.  Melarue merely agreed to lead you here.”
“Not her,” Aranos snorted.  “I’m not worried about her.  There’s someone else in here, with you, isn’t there?”  His Scent Skill told him the third person was behind him, and his Tracking Skill told him that the person was some distance away.  The room was large, 50’ long and 20’ wide, with 20’ ceilings.  Small crystals were embedded in the walls, likely mana crystals, and in his True Vision each crystal radiated a different form of elemental mana. 
Surprisingly enough, his Mana Sight also revealed the glowing outline of a figure standing off toward the far end of the room, half-hidden behind a stone pillar.  So, my True Vision can see through at least some forms of invisibility, he chuckled to himself.  Sucks for them, I guess.
“I am not here to, as you say, ‘rough you up’,” Gorrid replied.  “I am here to convince you to simply accept the Duel, with no restrictions.  Then, I will offer my House’s dueling grounds, you will accept, and we will end this pointless farce.”
Aranos stared at the invisible form of the man, not bothering to hide that he knew the elf’s location.  “You want me to do what?” he asked stunned.  Laughter bubbled up in his chest, and although he tried to stifle it, the stress of the past couple days and the ridiculousness of the situation suddenly thrust themselves upon him.  Helplessly, he bent over, laughing wholeheartedly for several, long seconds.  Finally, he straightened, wiping his eyes.
“Thanks,” he chuckled.  “I actually needed that.  Now, are we done here?  I’m going to go find Dirue and let her know what’s going on; I’m pretty sure that Melarue, at least, is about to get kicked out of here, and I’m also pretty certain that this little visit, here, totally invalidates your offered Duel and might even count as a forfeit for you…although I’ll have to check on that.”
“Arrogant bastard!” the words snarled into the air as Aranos saw the glowing outline of Gorrid raising its hands.  “You dare to mock the scion of House Exxidor?”  Magical syllables began to spill from the figure’s mouth, but Aranos hadn’t remained still during the elf’s speech.  Why do people always need to talk when they should just fight? he wondered, readying his Spells.  He didn’t want to strike first, but he wasn’t about to get sucker-punched, either.
He activated his ring, and a shield of glowing force appeared before him, adding another layer of protection to his Composite Armor.  At the same time, he raised a wall of void magic behind him, wincing as the icy power drained his LP slightly.  Still, now a barrier of inky blackness stood between him and the second elf, sucking in all heat and light around it and shielding him from Spell attacks from behind.
Gorrid’s Spell completed, and a ripple of energy slammed into his shield, which flexed and vibrated beneath the attack, flickering under the assault.  Aranos responded by sucking energy from Melarue, ignoring the woman’s gasp as she futilely struggled to hold onto her mana, and launching a Composite Bullet at the hidden figure before him.  A shield of shimmering energies sprang up in front of Gorrid, but Aranos heard the elf gasp as the bullet punched through it and slammed into his shoulder, knocking him backwards as it exploded in a storm of elemental mana.
Aranos turned to see that the figure behind him had moved so that the Void Wall was no longer between them.  The figure made a handful of gestures, and suddenly the air around Aranos erupted in flames, tearing at his armor and attempting to suck the breath from his lungs. 
Aranos gasped, channeling air mana to his face, and reached out with his Mana Vampire Ability, connecting to the firestorm and twisting the energy back toward the caster.  The invisible figure’s will gripped the Spell tightly, but Aranos gritted his teeth and shoved the energy back down the link between the figure and its Spell.  The flames shivered, trembled, and suddenly drained back down the link, slamming into the cloaked caster, who screamed in agony and dropped to their knees.
Another blow struck Aranos’ back, knocking him forward, and he realized that he couldn’t keep turning back and forth between the two casters.  Quickly, he cast his new Enhanced Flight Spell for the first time, lifting gently off the ground and zipping across the room, weaving as he went to throw off any targeted Spells, until he set down on the other side of the kneeling figure.  That’s better, he thought with a smile.
“You think your little tricks will save you?” Gorrid’s voice still filled the room.  He saw the distant, glowing figure pull something out of their jacket and point it at Aranos.  A line of energy shot out, struck his glowing shield, and suddenly the disc shivered and vanished, disjoined.  “With this, I can undo all of your protections!” Gorrid shouted.  “Then, we will see how you fare!”
Aranos connected a mana tendril to the nearby figure, who was only now struggling to their feet.  He quickly wrapped them in a Crystal Prison and yanked on his tendril.  The figure’s mana trembled and resisted, but he pulled with all of his will, and suddenly he felt energy rush into him.  He fired another Composite Bullet at Gorrid, cloning it into three, all of which punched through his shimmering shield and slammed into him.  Gorrid screamed but leveled his item and fired a pale beam of energy.  The energy struck Aranos’ armor, which shivered but held against the assault.
Aranos narrowed his eyes.  I’m getting sick of this, he growled internally.  Let’s just get this crap over with.  He took a deep breath and launched a Void Arrow at Gorrid, slamming it into the elf’s right leg.  He Channeled the spell, driving the arrow deeper into the elf, ignoring his screams of pain, until after three seconds, he released the arrow and it exploded in a burst of black energy.  Gorrid shrieked as the impact ripped into his leg, clutching vainly at the stump where his lower leg had once been.  The severed half of the limb, torn off at the knee, tumbled through the room, streaming dark power.  The elf screamed and collapsed, shimmering into view as he lost concentration over whatever Spell or item he was using to shield himself.
The figure in front of Aranos barked a word, and suddenly, the Crystal Prison melted away.  The figure whirled and held a hand out, and a wave of force slammed into Aranos, carrying him backward and crashing him into the wall ten feet behind him.  His armor absorbed the blow, but had he not possessed his Fortitude Skill, he was sure he would have had a Stunned debuff from the impact with the wall.
Instead of laying stunned for several seconds, though, Aranos summoned an Ice Web and wrapped the figured in strands of eldritch cold.  The figure thrashed momentarily before being held fast, and Aranos fired Ice Arrows at figure using his Rapid Shot Ability, at the same time sucking energy from the caster with his Mana Vampire Ability. He ended the shower of Ice after a couple of seconds but continued to suck power from his opponent, channeling the energy into maintaining the frigid web of ice shards that held them immobile.
It took almost ten seconds before Aranos felt the flow of energy slow and finally trickle to a halt.   The figure shimmered into view, slumping to the ground in Mana Deprivation, and Aranos again wrapped them in a Crystal Prison before walking over to the fallen form of Gorrid.
The elf had passed out, likely from blood loss, since the crimson fluid was still flowing from the torn stump of the elf’s leg.  Aranos looked down impassively at the fallen form, his mind racing.  I could just kill him, he reasoned coldly.  He attacked me first, and if I don’t kill him, he’ll probably just come back again sometime to try again, and he might be better prepared next time.  What if there had been five of them, or ten?  Would I be standing here thinking about this right now?
He held his hand up, starting to call the power for a Composite Bullet, but then he remembered Dirue’s tale from earlier.  Even if Dirue got the full story from Melarue, he realized, that’s not the tale that’ll get spread around the House of Stars.  All people will say is that the Traveler killed a student here, one that had challenged him to a Duel.  More importantly, Rychell will be sure to spread that story, and he’ll use this to justify whatever his next plot will be.
So, he pondered, I guess the question is, who do I want coming after me – House Exxidor, or Master Rychell?  He sighed and pulled a bandage from his inventory – not one of his better ones, just something to slow the bleeding –and wrapped it around the shattered stump, staunching the wound and removing the bleeding effect.  Aranos quickly drained the unconscious elf’s SP, channeling it into a Crystal Prison around Gorrid.
He glanced at Melarue, who was staring at him in near terror.  “So, you set me up for this?” he growled at her, reattaching a mana tendril and draining her once more, causing her to collapse to the floor again.  “We’ll talk about that in a minute, after I figure out how I’m going to carry these two idiots.”
He walked over to the distant figure, glancing down at them carelessly.  The fallen elf’s features were somewhat obscured by the shell of crystalline mana they were wrapped in, and Aranos quickly drained them of what little SP they had managed to regen and channeled that energy into the Prison.  What would be nice is if I could cast a Flight Spell on them, he mused.  Maybe I can do something similar with my High Mastery Ability?
He concentrated, gathering a layer of air mana around the imprisoned figure, twining the mana into vortices.  It took him a couple minutes to successfully link up the miniature funnels, but once he did, the helpless figure rose into the air.  Aranos tethered them to him with a tendril of air mana and walked over to Gorrid, who was starting to awaken, draining him of SP and repeating the process of floating him in the air and holding him by a tether.
With all this done, he took a deep breath and checked his Status.  The attacks from the two elves had managed to strip away about half his armor, and his SP were down to two-thirds.  His LP were down by a fair bit, as well, but that had come entirely from his use of void mana.  It’s really effective, he thought grimly, but it’s dangerous, like my Empowerment Spell.  Speaking of that, I should really re-examine that Spell; I wonder if using life mana would make it more effective?
He shook off the aberrant thoughts and moved to stand over Melarue, watching as she slowly shook off the effects of Mana Deprivation.  She stared up at him in obvious fear, shrinking away as she saw the two imprisoned figures floating behind him.  “What…” she stammered, her eyes wide, “What are you going to do to me?  To us?”
“Me?” he barked.  “Nothing.  I could have killed these two, but I’d rather let the House of Stars deal with them…and with you.  We’ll see how the House handles this; that’ll tell me what I need to know about this place, I guess.”
He grabbed Melarue by her arm and dragged her to her feet roughly.  “You’re going to take us all back to Dirue’s office,” he told her in an icy voice.  “Do you remember how I sucked the SP out of you?  I can do that whenever I like; if you even think about attacking me, betraying me, or getting others to attack me, I’ll drop you back into Mana Deprivation in about two seconds, understand?”
She stared at him, white-faced, and nodded with a gulp.  “I understand,” she said weakly.  “I will offer no resistance, you have my word.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty much worthless, isn’t it?” he snorted, causing her to flinch.  “Now, let’s see how all this plays out, shall we?”
The trip back to Dirue’s office was uneventful, although he did have to keep draining his captives of mana and renewing their prisons to make sure they remained docile.  The few elves they encountered took one look at Aranos’ glowering face and the hovering, crystal-encased figures floating behind him and quickly fled, and he was pretty certain that the rumors would be in full swing before he even got the chance to speak to the elven Master.
When they reached Dirue’s door, Melarue made to knock on it, but Aranos simply opened the door and walked in, trailing his two captives.  Dirue leaped to her feet as he entered, her eyes growing wide then flattening as she took in the state of the captives and the look of defeat on Melarue’s face.
“What is happening here?” she demanded as Aranos relaxed the air mana surrounding the pair of attackers, allowing them to thump heavily on the floor.  “Explain yourself at once, Aranos!”
“I think it’s better if you ask Melarue,” he gestured at the pale woman.  “She can explain it better than I can.  I’ll hold these two until you hear from her, then you can decide what you want me to do.”
Dirue stared at him for a moment before turning toward Melarue and beckoning her forward.  “Tell me the truth, Student Melarue,” she snapped, and Aranos felt the power of the old woman’s Spell take hold of Melarue’s mind.  “What happened, how did it occur, and what part did you have to play in it all?”
The young elf struggled briefly against the compulsion to speak, but after a moment, Aranos saw her shoulders slump in defeat.
“Last night,” she said woodenly, her face a blank mask, “Adept Gorrid and another I did not know approached me after my disciplinary session had ended.  Adept Gorrid told me that he heard I was to be placed in charge of guiding the Traveler again and asked how I felt about that.
“I did not answer, but he must have read my thoughts on my face.  He asked me why I would accept a duty I so hated, and I told him that my tenure in the House of Stars depended upon it.  He then said that he was finished with this House, and that it pained him to see me beholden to it, when obviously, it cared so little about me.
“He reminded me that he came from a family of Wizards and that they have their own training methods, superior to those used by the House of Stars, which is why they are such champion Duelists.”
“He lied,” Dirue interrupted.  “House Exxidor maintains its status through the use of powerful magical items, nothing more.  There is no great secret to their success, and all in power know this.”
“I did not,” Melarue went on without inflection, ignoring the interruption.  “And I have felt that, lately, the House of Stars has treated me…less than fairly, so I was willing to listen.”
“Less than fairly?” Dirue repeated.  “Never mind.  We will return to that.  What happened next?”
“Adept Gorrid told me that if I assisted him in a task, his House would accept me for training,” Melarue continued, her voice returning to its defeated tone and her face regaining its blank stare.  “I would not have to serve in the House of Stars, nor serve the Traveler or be punished for his misdeeds.  I was hesitant, but he assured me that all I needed to do was keep him informed of the Traveler’s movements and let him know any information about the Traveler I thought important.”
“Did you tell Adept Gorrid or his associate what happened in my office earlier?” Dirue interrogated the young woman. “And did you tell them the Traveler would be training, and in which room?”
“I did, to both questions,” the despondent elf replied.  “Adept Gorrid asked about the training room.  I asked him why he wished to know, and he said he wanted to speak to the Traveler and convince him to accept and then forfeit the Duel so that no one would be hurt.  That sounded reasonable, so I told him the training room the Traveler would be using and agreed to lock him inside once he entered.”
“And you believed that?” the older elf pressed.  “Did you truly believe that Adept Gorrid’s intentions were so benign?”
“No, I did not,” Melarue sighed.  “I hoped that Adept Gorrid would attack the Traveler and humiliate him, or perhaps even kill him; as he would be reborn, this would be nothing but an inconvenience to him.  I accepted Adept Gorrid’s explanation since it was reasonable enough for me to deny direct involvement, nothing more.”
Dirue stared at the young woman, stunned.  “Why?” she demanded.  “Why would you risk losing your status in this House, incurring the wrath of every Master and Grandmaster of the House, just to see the Traveler humbled?”
“Because his arrogance and short-sightedness have resulted in my punishments!” Melarue snapped, finally showing some emotion.  “He was the one who broke the lock on the door; he was the one who lost his temper and injured Adept Luthias; he was the one who incited a Duel from House Exxidor; he was the one who had to show off with the mana crystals before the entire House.  And yet, despite only following orders, I was the one who was punished!”
“That is not why you were punished,” Dirue responded quietly.  “And the fact that you do not know this speaks of my failings as your teacher in this.  Student Melarue, you were punished for three actions.  First, you received an order that was obviously unethical – locking the Traveler in the training room and then lying to him about how to signal that his training was complete.  Second, when you heard Adept Luthias becoming angry, you said nothing to calm or ease him.  Third, when you saw Adept Luthias casting a Spell, you stood by and took no action.
“The lesson you were supposed to be learning,” the woman continued, her voice rising into a shout, “was that allowing evil to fester through inaction, fear of consequences, or selfishness is itself an expression of the Darkness!
“As a Wizard, child, you will face temptation,” the woman spoke heatedly, rising from her chair and gesturing wildly.  “You will face it daily, for magic grants you power, and with power comes the desire to use it selfishly, foolishly, or out of spite and malice.  This week, you faced multiple temptations, and you failed to perceive or resist any of them!  Have you no Willpower to speak of?”
The woman stopped, sitting back down.  “I presume that you led Aranos into a trap, then?” she asked coldly.  “These two were waiting for him?”  When Melarue nodded, Dirue continued.  “Who struck first, then?”
“Adept Gorrid,” she replied flatly.  “He struck the Traveler with a Spell as soon as he entered the room, but the Traveler’s defenses protected him.  Gorrid then insinuated that he would attack the Traveler unless the Traveler accepted the Duel with no terms and fought it at House Exxidor.  The Traveler laughed at the implied threat, which enraged Gorrid enough for him to attack.”
Dirue shook her head, her face a mixture of grief and anger, and looked at Aranos.  “You can release them now,” she told him calmly.  “I will see to their containment as we question them.”
Aranos nodded and withdrew the mana from his Crystal Prisons.  As soon as the quartz-like shells vanished, Dirue waved a hand, and roots burst from the floor, wrapping around the pair and holding them upright in the air.  The woman noticed Gorrid’s severed leg and looked at Aranos questioningly.
“He had some kind of wand that was dispelling my armor,” Aranos explained.  “I couldn’t let the fight continue indefinitely at that point, so to disable him, I hit him with a Spell made of explosive void mana, and it tore his leg off.  I’m not particularly sorry for that.”
“Void mana?” she repeated.  “Not many can use that safely, Traveler.  Void mages are rare.  However, it will certainly complicate his recovery.  Void damage heals slowly, and a severed limb normally takes some time to regrow.”
Aranos nodded.  “I wanted him to remember this,” he said bluntly.  “I wanted him to remember it and be too afraid to try something like this again.  I figured if it took longer to heal, it’d make a more lasting impression.”
“That is likely true,” she nodded.  “And you aimed for his leg deliberately?”
“I wanted him out of the fight,” Aranos shrugged.  “I hadn’t decided if I wanted to kill him or not, yet, though, so I figured taking out his leg would probably make it too hard for him to concentrate on Spells.”
“An excellent strategy against spellcasters,” she approved.  “And while I am glad that you did not kill your enemies, you were within your rights to do so.  Surely you know that House Exxidor will not let this go, yes?  So, why did you spare them?”
Aranos glanced at Melarue.  “Probably not the best time to fully explain,” he hedged.  “But I was thinking about that story you told me earlier, and I realized that I had to choose who was going to be angry with me.  I chose House Exxidor.”
“A wise decision,” she nodded approvingly, her face registering her understanding.  She cast a Spell over the pair, her mouth drooping into a frown.  “They’re both in extreme Mana Deprivation,” she observed.  “Your doing, I take it?”
“Yep,” he answered without explanation.  “It was the best way I could think of to keep them docile without hurting them.  Most Wizards don’t seem to do much in the way of martial training, after all.”
“And rightly so,” she agreed as the pair began to slowly recover.  Gorrid opened his eyes and glanced around in confusion, his expression flashing through anger, to fear as he saw Dirue, ultimately settling on a look of pain and helplessness.
“Master Dirue,” he groaned, shaking his head.  “Thank the stars; the Traveler assaulted us as we traversed the halls today!  I fought him as best I could, but his attack took us by surprise…”  He paused as he saw Melarue’s defeated, broken-looking face just beyond Dirue, and an expression of terror flashed across his face.
“Yes,” the older woman smiled.  “Student Melarue had quite the different story to tell, Adept Gorrid.  Her tale explains not only what happened, but why one of your House’s Dueling Champions was in our House uninvited.  Do you have an explanation for that, Airéd of House Exxidor?  One that is the truth?”
As her Spell sank into the second elf, the man struggled feebly to resist before sighing.  “It is of little use, Gorrid,” he told the still-struggling Adept.  “Master Dirue is well known for both her Nature and her Domination magic; struggling will simply prolong the inevitable.”
Airéd turned back to face the stern-looking Master.  “Yesterday, Gorrid asked me to join him here at the House of Stars,” he explained.  “I told him that while I was permitted to enter, my doing so had been strongly discouraged by many, but he insisted.  As he is the scion of the House, I had little choice but to comply.”
“You could have gone to Keryth,” Dirue pointed out calmly.  “While Gorrid is the scion, his father is the patriarch.  Surely, you could have confirmed Gorrid’s request with him?”
Airéd laughed derisively.  “Do you think me a child, Master Dirue?” he asked in disbelief.  “Patriarch Keryth would never have heard my request, as that would have forced him to forbid it or to be complicit in what befell here this day.  Certainly, you understand this, as you are no stranger to the games of the Houses.”
Dirue sighed.  “You are likely correct,” she admitted.  “Please continue.  What purpose did he tell you that you would be serving in the House?”
“Gorrid told me nothing,” Airéd shrugged.  “He but informed me that I would need to remain by his side and be prepared to defend him against an assault.
“Before you can ask if I had not guessed his intent,” he went on with a grim expression, “I did see that he brought several of our House’s more significant treasures with him, and knowing both Gorrid and the Duel he had offered, I could easily guess what the purpose might be.  Either the Traveler had laid threats against Gorrid, and he feared assault, or he was displeased with the response the Traveler gave and wished to…encourage him to accept the Duel in a favorable fashion.”
“Very discerning of you,” the woman murmured.  “It is a shame that you walk the path you chose, Airéd.  You would be my prize pupil had you chosen another.”
The elf’s face looked downcast at those words.  “We do not always have the choices others believe in the paths we walk,” he told her with a touch of guilt in his voice.  “House Exxidor needs one such as I, and had I not taken this path, another would have…and that would have been intolerable.”
“Yes, I understand what drove you to this place,” Dirue replied in a disappointed tone.  “Let us move on from things beyond either of our abilities to change, then.  Tell me what happened; how did Adept Gorrid lay his ambush for the Traveler, and what did he ask of you?”
“The Student over there found us and told Gorrid where the Traveler would be,” Airéd continued his tale, glancing at Melarue briefly.  “I cloaked myself using my own arts; Gorrid is as yet incapable of such, so he must have used one of the items from our treasury to render himself invisible. 
“We waited for the Traveler; when he entered the room, Gorrid struck him with a Spell, probably hoping to stun him or even render him unconscious before he could react.  The Traveler had his defenses active, however, and the blow did little.  They spoke, the Traveler mocked Gorrid – in my estimation, without meaning to do so, but the effect is the same – and Gorrid attacked.”
“Why did you interfere, if Gorrid attacked first?” the woman asked curiously.  “You knew what his attack meant, considering the situation.”
“I did not strike immediately,” the elf replied.  “Once it became clear that Gorrid was outmatched, though, I knew I could not go back to House Exxidor and say that I did nothing to intervene.  I had hoped to remain unseen, whittling down the Traveler’s defenses without harming him; that, I hoped, would allow Gorrid to claim victory.  Instead, the Traveler knew of my presence almost immediately, so I had no choice but to strike quickly and hope to defeat him.
“How he detected me, I do not know,” the elf finished grimly.  “I believed my Spell to be proof against detection magic.  Neither do I know how he turned my Spells against me or rendered me helpless so easily.  Had I known more of him, I would have gone to the Patriarch and advised that he command Gorrid to drop the challenge and offer amends.”
Dirue nodded.  “Thank you for your words,” she told him before turning to face Gorrid, whose face was red with rage.  “Have you anything to add to this?” she asked simply.
“My father will not tolerate this treatment of me,” he snapped, spittle flying from his mouth.  “He will bring you before the Grandmasters, and…”
“I will quite honestly be shocked if your father does not cast you from House Exxidor by day’s end,” she interrupted coolly.  “I am certain that, by now, word of what has happened here has made its way to him – the Traveler was not discreet traveling to my door, I would imagine – and he is likely working to distance himself from you even as we speak.  Do you understand the consequences of what occurred here today, Adept Gorrid?”
The elf spat contemptuously.  “The Traveler obviously carries some sort of Mythical protection,” he snarled.  “Likely something you gave him or that he scavenged from the remains of Fallen Haerobel.  When he accepts our Duel, he will not have such protections!”
Dirue laughed and turned to Airéd.  “Would you please explain it to him?” she asked politely.  “I fear he will not hear it from me.”
Airéd sighed.  “You admitted to the Traveler that the encounter was about the Duel,” he told Gorrid in a monotone.  “You then struck first, and since the choice of time and place is supposed to be yours, by tradition, you were offering him the Duel at that moment.  He returned your attack, which meant that he accepted the Duel and the conditions under which it was offered, including my presence since he knew I was there. 
“What took place in the training room constituted a Wizard’s Duel, Gorrid, and you lost, in every possible fashion.  The Traveler took First Blood, breached your defenses, rendered you and I both incapacitated, drained us of mana, and could have killed either of us had he wished to do so.  There is no circumstance under which I could claim he cheated or failed to gain victory.  You have lost, Gorrid, and now you must face the consequence the Traveler chooses or be banished from elven lands.”
Gorrid’s face had drained to a pasty white as the Duelist spoke.  “I – I did not intend this to be the Duel,” he stammered.  “I merely wished the Traveler to accept my terms!”
“In which case,” Airéd replied heavily, “you forfeit the Duel, as negotiating is to be done between seconds, not between the challengers, for this exact reason.”
“Why did you let me do this, then?” Gorrid roared, his face turning purple in his fury.  “You were supposed to be my guide, Airéd!”
“Because I anticipated that you would succeed,” the elf sighed in response.  “I presumed that you would either goad the Traveler into attacking first – his kind are not known for their patience – or you would emerge victorious if you made the first strike.  I hoped to remain undetected and act only to hamper the Traveler, in which case it would seem as if you won the Duel easily.  Had I known of his prowess, I would have stopped you, even going to your father if necessary.  This…this will not be a good thing for you, me, or the House,” he admitted sadly.
“As a neutral party of sufficient standing,” Dirue spoke, “I determine that Traveler Aranos Evenshade has won this Wizard’s Duel and may now exact punishment.  Additionally, as Adept Gorrid violated the traditional terms of a Duel by bringing a third party into battle, I declare that he has forfeited all carried items to the victor, who may claim them or not as he wishes.”
“What?” Gorrid shouted.  “Those are my father’s items; you cannot give them to the Traveler!”
“She can,” Airéd corrected in a defeated voice.  “By insisting on my presence, you broke one of the most ancient rules of a Wizard’s Duel: all battles are between the aggrieved parties only, with no outside interference.” 
Airéd gazed at the raging elf patiently, although Aranos could small the fear emanating from him.  “You do not understand, Gorrid,” he explained.  “This is but the least of what she could do.  She could strip you of your standing in the Elven Nations for this.  She could do nothing, and in so doing force your father to abase himself by offering appeasement to the Traveler, destroying the name of House Exxidor for generations.  Her demanding your carried items as compensation is, in fact, an act of mercy.  Not even your father will argue against it.”
“Aranos Evenshade,” the woman spoke formally, “please declare the punishment that you will lay upon Adept Gorrid.  Know, however, that should your request not be in keeping with the nature and severity of his infractions against you, it will be nullified, and the matter considered settled.”
Aranos frowned.  “What would you say he did to me?” he asked curiously.  “I mean, as far as the Duel is concerned?”
“He falsely accused you of unjustly harming Adept Luthias,” she replied.  “In addition, he used treachery to attack you in violation of tradition.”
Aranos nodded.  “In that case,” he said slowly, “I think there are two fair consequences.  The first is that he won’t say anything untrue about me to anyone and will tell anyone who asks the truth about what happened here; the second is that neither he nor his House will seek any kind of vengeance or retribution.”
“You cannot punish his House for his actions, I am afraid,” Dirue corrected him.  “However, the rest is…remarkably fair, and certainly more generous than any would expect.  Are you certain of these consequences, Aranos Evenshade?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “I just want this to be done, honestly.”
“Then so it is decreed,” Dirue stated formally.  “Now, I must address the actions and behaviors of my students in all of this.”
The woman turned and looked at Melarue.  “Student Melarue,” she stated harshly.  “You have been given multiple opportunities to understand the folly of your own actions, yet in all of this, you held the Traveler at fault for your choices.  This is behavior unbecoming a Student of the House of Stars.
“Therefore, from this moment, you are no longer a Student but a Novice of this House.  You will remain such until you have impressed me with your ability to accept and admit honest fault, at which time I will review your status.”
“And if I choose not to accept this?” the girl replied quietly her chin held high.
“Then you will be removed from the House of Stars,” Dirue said firmly. “And you will never return.  Do you believe that Adept Gorrid will be able to find a place for you in House Exxidor after all this?  That there will even be a place for him in that House?  If so, refuse my judgment and leave this House forever.”
Melarue bowed her head, suddenly sobbing.  “I accept,” she stammered in a broken voice. 
“Then report immediately to the Master of Novices,” Dirue finished.  “He has been informed of the change in your status, as have all Masters of this House.  Serve and learn well, Novice Melarue, and this will be but a minor incident in an otherwise illustrious career in this House.”  The young woman bowed deeply and hurriedly left the room.
Dirue sighed, turning to face Airéd.  “Airéd of House Exxidor,” she told him formally, “while you claim to have been but a tool in this, we both know that you simply chose the easiest path, rather than facing the difficulties of following the better path.  Do you dispute this?” Airéd opened his mouth as if to speak but snapped it shut, frowning.  After a moment, he hung his head and shook it in negation.
“Then you, at least, are learning,” Dirue spoke.  “However, this is the second time you have sought to harm another in this House by following the easier path; as such, your access to the House of Stars is revoked, and you are no longer welcome here.  Know that, should you alter your path, you may request further consideration in the future.  Do you accept this?”
“Yes,” the elf whispered in a hoarse voice.   “And…I’m sorry, Dirue.”
“As am I, Airéd,” she agreed.  “But in this, I am a Master of this House, not Dirue of House Olothyra.”
I understand,” he said heavily.  “I will await my escort from the House, as I fear that I will have company on my journey.”
“In that you are correct,” Dirue agreed, turning to face Gorrid.  “Gorrid of House Exxidor, you have brought needless violence, betrayal, and the shame of dishonor on this House.  As such, you are stripped of your rank here and expelled from the House of Stars, not to return unless invited by the full Council of this House, and then not for a period of one full year.  All honor and fame you have earned within these halls shall be taken from you, and your name shall be stricken from our roster.  Return to your father, Gorrid, but know that I fear that compared to his judgment, mine shall be deemed merciful.”
Gorrid’s face shifted from an angry red to a pasty white at the woman’s final words.  He opened his mouth to speak, but a tendril wrapped across it, effectively gagging him.  “You have lost all rights to appeal by the dint of your actions,” she told him severely.  “Should your father think I am being unjust, he will surely appeal to the Council, but I think that unlikely.  Consider yourself fortunate, Gorrid, as I could have done far worse.”
A rap sounded at the door, and a pair of stern-looking elves in steel-gray robes opened the door, one male and one female.  “We received notification of a banishment,” one spoke in a hard, flat voice.  “We have come to escort the intruders.”  The elf glanced back and forth between the imprisoned elves and Aranos as he spoke, his eyes narrowing as he saw who was held in the wooden tendrils.
“These two,” Dirue spoke dismissively, waving her hand and allowing the pair to drop heavily to the floor.  “Strip Gorrid of his Enchanted items first, please, as he has forfeited them.  My thanks for your service.”
Gorrid scrambled to his feet, staring at the female elf.  “Amisra, you cannot do this,” he protested as the woman pointed a finger at him.  “You are my father’s trusted companion…”
“In this, I am an Enforcer of the Stars,” she replied coldly, casting a Spell that lashed out at Gorrid, wrapping a cold, black band of energy around his throat.  “Seeing all of this, and knowing Master Dirue as I do, I can guess what happened, Gorrid, and your actions here dishonor us all.  You will do well to remain silent, or I will silence you myself.
“Now,” the woman continued in a threatening tone, “you will remove all Enchanted items from your person and deposit them – very carefully – onto Master Dirue’s desk.  If there is even a suspicion that you are attempting to use an item or to cast any Spell, I will use this collar to punish you.”
“But these items are my father’s, not m…”  His protest cut off in a gurgle as the collar around his throat constricted.  Hastily, he began removing a variety of items from his person – several rings, an amulet, a bracelet, a few gems, a vest that he had to struggle to take off, and the long, thin wand he’d used against Aranos earlier.  When the gray-robed woman stared at him, he sighed and moved his hands up to his head, suddenly producing a black headband with a single white stone at the brow that seemed to appear from nowhere.
Airéd simply stood silently through all of this as the second elf also wove a black collar around his throat.  The gray-robed elves grabbed the prisoners roughly and dragged them from the office without ceremony, the woman giving a brief nod to Aranos as she left.
“Yeah, that was unpleasant,” Aranos muttered as silence fell at last in the office.  “I’m just having a great time here in the House of Stars, Dirue.  Just wonderful.”
The woman snorted and glanced at him briefly from the side of her eyes.  “Then what I am about to do will strike you as particularly ironic, Traveler,” she told him lightly.  “Check your notifications, if you will.”
Aranos sighed and pulled up his blinking notifications, gasping in surprise as he read the final one:
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You have defeated Gorrid of House Exxidor!  891 XP gained
You have defeated Airéd of House Exxidor!  2200 XP gained
 
Wizard’s Duel Victory!
You have defeated Gorrid of Exxidor in a Wizard’s Duel.  Due to the unorthodox nature of the duel, all rewards are halved.
Reward: +250 XP, +10 local fame, Items
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Guild Invite!
Master Dirue has extended an invitation to join: The House of Stars
The House of Stars is the elven equivalent of a Mage’s Guild or Academy. 
Primary Area of Operation: Elven Nations
Membership Requirements: Mana Control Skill, ability to cast Spells, Class level 5 or higher, no other guild affiliations
Known Allies: Houses of Spring, the Sickle, Evening, the Moon
Known Opponents: Houses of the Sun, Blades, Summer
Guild Dues: 10% of all earned coins and XP
Do you wish to join this Guild? (Yes/No)
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“Wait, you’re asking me to join you?” he stammered.  “But…why?”
“Well, there are a few reasons,” she hedged.  “Please, sit with me, Aranos, and I can explain my thoughts and why I believe you should join this House.”
Aranos hesitantly sat down, waiting as the young-seeming woman joined him on the other side of her desk.  “Thank you,” she told him with a smile. “Now, allow me to elucidate.
“You wonder why I would ask you to join our House, after all of this,” she began, leaning forward on her desk. “The simpler of the two answers to that is: you have earned that right, Aranos.  There are generally three qualifications needed for one to be offered an invitation.  The first is that they must possess a Class that focuses on arcane magic and be at least level 5 in that Class.  The second is that they must possess the Mana Control Skill.  The third is that they must have a member of Expert standing or higher to sponsor them.  You obviously meet the first two, and I am willing to serve as the third.
“As for why I am willing to do such,” she continued, “you must know something about the House’s history.  It is too much to go into in any detail, but suffice it to say that there was a time when Wizards attempted to rule over the lands of the elves, claiming that their Spells gave them the right of governance.  This did not end well, and as a result, the House of Stars was formed.
“The House of Stars does not work to forge powerful weapons of war,” she explained.  “We do not train Wizards to battle the Darkness, for as we have learned, much of that Darkness comes from within. 
“Instead, we are attempting to raise Wizards who understand that their abilities come with responsibilities, and that only through control and humility can they truly master their powers.”
She leaned back, her eyes going vacant for a moment.  “This is one reason why many families choose to train their own children,” she admitted.  “They wish to create powerful Wizards who sling mighty Spells.  The eschew our greater resources and more advanced training because they know that we teach discipline and introspection.  It is not whether you can do something that matters; it is whether you should do that thing.”
“I think some of your pupils missed that,” he observed drily.
“Some,” she agreed.  “It is why they are students and not masters.  They forget that being able to do something means that you now must decide if it is the right thing to do.  An example of this is the reason you spared Gorrid’s life.  You could have killed him, and none would have blamed you.  In fact, I am certain you were tempted to do so and uncertain that refraining was the wiser choice.  And yet, rather than give in to that temptation, you stopped and made a reasoned decision.”
“What if I’d decided to kill him?” he asked curiously.  “Would we still be having this conversation?”
“In all likelihood,” she nodded. “I do not believe that killing one who attacked you unprovoked is an evil or foolish act.  At times, killing is a necessity, and no amount of wishing will change this.  Indeed, the time may come in the future where you regret this choice and wish you had chosen differently.  None can say what fate may bring.”
“So, you want people to act out of reason instead of passion?” he pressed.  “That’s not always possible, either.  Sometimes, passion is necessary, too.”
“It is not a question of passion, or of reason,” she countered.  “It is a question of responsibility.  We all must make choices, and those choices have consequences.  We want our students to learn that magic magnifies and multiplies those consequences, and that they must accept and handle these when they inevitably appear.
“By making the choice you did,” she continued, “you showed that you knew there would be consequences, and that you were willing to deal with them.  It does not matter if you came to this conclusion through cold logic or blind instinct; what matters, to this House, is that you foresaw the consequences and acted with them in mind.”
“With great power comes great responsibility,” he murmured.  “Yeah, I get that.  Tell me more about the benefits…and this tax I’m seeing.”
“The benefits are many,” she nodded.  “The House of Stars is not merely a center for training; we also offer classes in magical theory, Enchanting, Runecrafting, Alchemy, and more.  You can learn more about Composite aspects of mana, Class specializations, gain Skill training, or even purchase Novice-level Spells.  You can buy Enchanted items from the House or occasionally borrow them at a reduced rate.
“In addition, the House is a powerful political force in the Elven Nations,” she continued.  “A member of our House must be granted access to any city in the Elven Nations and has the right to enter any center of learning, even those that are normally restricted.”
“And the tax?” he prompted.
Dirue shrugged.  “10% of all income and XP earned,” she said simply.  “The money goes into our treasury and is used to pay instructors, fund our Enchanting and Alchemy works, and as rewards for when the House gives out Quests of its own.  The XP is used to grow the House’s level, of course.”
“Wait, guilds have levels?” Aranos interrupted.
“The House of Stars is not a guild,” she reprimanded him gently.  “Guilds are human contrivances.  A human guild is really nothing more than a group of people who agree to a pact of mutual defense and non-aggression, in truth.  Our House is a community, and we ask those who join to add as much to it as they receive.”
“You mean beyond the tax?” he pressed.
She nodded.  “We ask that you use what Skills you have for the betterment of the Guild,” she agreed.  “For example, other than Mana Control, do you have Expert of higher ranking in any Skills?”
“Umm, a few,” he evaded.  “Why?”
“A few, meaning more than one?” she asked curiously.  “Never mind.  We would ask you to choose at least one of these Skills and teach an occasional course in it.  If you are an Enchanter, we would ask you to occasionally Enchant items for the House, using our store of items.  If you have the Scribing or Scrollcrafting Skills, we would ask you to practice creating Spell scrolls for the House to sell.”
“So, basically, use what I know to help out,” he summarized.  “And everyone does the same thing?”
“They do,” she agreed.  “In return, you receive standard Quest rewards: money and XP.  This is something you would not receive from a human guild, I can assure you.”
“Okay,” Aranos said slowly.  “That’s the sales pitch; now, what are the downsides?  What will I lose by joining you?  Other than 10% of my XP and gold?”
“A fair question,” the woman nodded.  “Of course, there are drawbacks to every choice, and you should know these before you decide.
“The first and most obvious is that if you are a member of the House of Stars, you may not join any other House or guild, save the House of your family, had you one.  The next is that not every House is favorable to us, and being joined with our House would put you at an ill footing with these others.”
“Yeah, I saw that,” he acknowledged.  “Summer, Blades and Sun, right?  I know that the House of Blades is the guards, and I think the Sun is the temples, right?  What’s Summer?”
“The House of Summer controls the Great Square and auction houses,” she explained.  “They dislike that we allow our members to buy and sell to us; as well, we are often called in to uncover the truth when there are…irregularities among their records, and they resent what they consider an intrusion.
“The House of Blades are, as you said, the guards of the Elven Nations,” she continued.  “That is a simpler rivalry: they dislike our right of free entry into any city, as it overrides them in their own domain. 
“And yes, the House of the Sun maintains the fallen temples of the Pantheon of Light,” she finished.  “They have lost much of their power and authority since the gods were locked away from us, and the House of Stars has been forced to take up some of their former duties.”
“Yeah, having the temples mad at me doesn’t seem like a big deal,” he reasoned.  “Having merchants or guards not liking me, though, seems like a really big downside.”
“It can be irritating,” she agreed.  “We generally have to pay more for simple goods, for example, and we are rarely invited to the more prestigious auctions.”
Aranos leaned back, considering.  Honestly, it’s a lot of commitment, he told himself.  I get the taxes, but needing to teach classes and make stuff?  That’s time that I wouldn’t be spending on my Class and Skills, and I’m already struggling to have enough hours in a day.  As far as the benefits, having a guild store would be nice, but being able to go into schools or libraries just isn’t that…
Aranos’ eyes popped open as an idea struck him.  Libraries, he repeated silently.  Like the one in Antas. What if it has security or wards that only authorized people can get through?  I might be able to unravel them, but wouldn’t having a free pass be a lot simple and easier?
“I want to say yes,” he answered at last, “but I have some concerns.  Honestly, the taxes are fine, but I don’t know if I have time to teach classes and such.  I’m an adventurer, meaning I’m not going to be in the city all that much, and what time I do have is pretty well spoken for right now.”
Dirue frowned.  “I can understand your concern,” she said slowly, “but I would ask, then, what you would give back to the House in return for what it gives you?”
“Well, I’m pretty sure that adventuring is going to earn me a lot more money and XP than crafting and doing chores for the House would,” he pointed out.  “Maybe even enough that you guys don’t care about the other stuff, or you’re willing to reduce the amount of time I have to spend doing that.”
He rubbed his chin in thought.  “Is there a way to do an interim membership?” he asked tentatively.  “Maybe allow me to join for, say, two weeks and see how much I’m bringing in, and how it compares to other members?  Then we could revisit and see if I still need to do more, and whether or not it’s worth it for both of us?”
Dirue’s eyes narrowed as she looked at his face searchingly.  “There is more to this than you are telling me,” she said slowly, “but I can see no harm in your request, with one caveat: you must let me look at your status before I agree.”
“My full status?” he replied dubiously.  Well, I guess it makes sense, he thought carefully.  She knows you’re not telling her everything, so you’re asking her to trust you; that means you have to trust her with your status, I guess.  He sighed.  “Yeah, that’s fine,” he nodded, pulling up his status for her to view.
Her eyes widened as she looked at the blue list before her.  “How do you have Master-level Skills?” she asked shrilly.  “And four Expert-level Skills?  I do not even know what some of these are…Instinctive Meditation?  Fortitude?  High Enchanting?  Arcane Archery?  How do you even have Archery that high as a…Sorcerer?  You are a Sorcerer, not a Wizard?  That Class has been lost…”
“Since the Feast,” Aranos finished.  “Yeah, I’ve been told that.  And I’ve created a few new Skills.  You get to start at a higher level than normal when you’re the creator of the Skill, I guess.  As for the Master-level ones, they were a Quest reward of sorts.”
Dirue huffed as if in frustration.  “And yet,” she replied curiously, “for such high Stats and Skills, you have surprisingly few Spells, especially utility Spells; most Wizards have learned double that amount by this point.”
“As a Sorcerer, I can’t just learn Spells,” he shrugged.  “I have to create them.  That’s one reason I’m not completely sold, to be honest: I can’t buy Spells from you guys, and I can Enchant my own stuff.”
“You can purchase Runes from us, though,” she replied slyly.  “And even if you must create your own Spells – we shall have to discuss this sometime, as the concept intrigues me – is it not possible that seeing our offerings will show you what may be done?  Otherwise, surely you are creating Spells as you need them, rather than having Spells and finding a use for them, correct?”
“That’s pretty accurate,” he admitted.  “And you’re right: seeing what’s possible and what other people have done could be useful.”  Kind of like borrowing someone else’s code for inspiration instead of creating it from scratch, he mused.  That really could help me with my Spell creation: if I know the Spell exists and have seen it in action, I’ll bet it’ll be way easier to create.
“So, then, we shall have a Trial period,” she agreed.  “You shall be a provisional member for two weeks.  During that time, you have all benefits of our House but are expected to bring in a certain level of income and XP for us in exchange.  We shall revisit the situation in two weeks and decide if the provisional membership will be offered permanently, yes?”
“Sounds good,” he agreed. 
“Then hold out your left hand,” she informed him.  When he looked at her curiously, she explained, “You must receive the Sigil of our House.  It will tell others that you receive our protections and privileges, and as it is magical, it cannot be replicated.”
“Okay, but why haven’t I seen any of you with a mark?” he asked cautiously, not offering his hand.
“They are only visible to others when we wish it,” she smiled, holding up her left hand.  A tattoo of six royal blue, seven-pointed stars – four of them in a diamond shape surrounding two in the middle – shimmered into view on her hand and then immediately vanished.  “Members of the House, however, can always see another’s Sigil and thus, their ranking in the House.”
Hesitantly, he offered his hand, and she placed her right palm over the back of it.  He felt a tingling sensation on the skin of his hand, not painful but not really comfortable either, that faded quickly.  When Dirue removed her hand, his skin sported an image that was identical to hers, except that his stars were a brilliant green color.
“I take it the color is an indicator of status?” he guessed.  “Let’s see: since you’re a Master and yours is blue, I’m guessing the lowest rank is red and the highest is purple?”
“Very astute,” she acknowledged.  “Welcome to the House of the Stars, Expert Aranos!  As a new member, you have much to learn both about our House and how it functions, but there are some things I will tell you immediately.
“The first is that it is proper to address all members of the House by both their rank and their name.  As I called you ‘Expert Aranos’, so should you refer to me as ‘Master Dirue’.  Not doing so is considered rude, as it implies that you have no respect for whatever ranking the one you are addressing has earned.  Even Novices and Students are generally proud of their ranks, so you may cause ill-feelings if you fail to do this.”
“I’ll try my best,” he hedged.  “It’s not normal for me, but I’ll see what I can do.”
“That is all I can ask,” she replied.  “The second thing you must know is that your Sigil acts as a map and guide in our halls.  It also allows you and any guests you may be escorting passage through the various wards and defenses that have been placed here.  Now you may understand the reason you have always needed a guide in our halls, perhaps?”
“Well, that’s cool,” he grinned.  “This place would be a nightmare to figure out, otherwise.  So, how does that work?”
“If you desire to see a list of locations that your rank allows you passage into,” she told him, “simply concentrate on the Sigil and think of your need.  Once you have chosen a location, focus on your desire to reach it, and the Sigil will glow to indicate the path you must follow.”
Aranos concentrated on the Sigil and thought about a list of locations, and a window popped up in his vision:
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House of Stars Directory
Please note that inaccessible locations will not appear on this list.
Atrium
Library
Classrooms
House Store
Crafting Rooms
Enchanting Rooms
Expert Training Rooms
Master Dirue’s Office
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So, they’ve got Crafting and Enchanting rooms? he read.  Plus, the store, the classrooms…I really should check some of these places out after I do my training in the House of the Moon today.  I’ll have to get some money from Geltheriel, though; right now, I can’t afford to buy anything unless I sell some items first…oh, speaking of items, I’ve got loot from Gorrid to check out!
“Thanks, Master Dirue,” he bowed his head to her.  “Can I take the stuff I got from Gorrid?  I’ve got an appointment at the House of the Moon today, and I’m thinking that if I don’t want some of his stuff, I might sell it to the House store.”
“You could do that,” she agreed.  “However, were it me, I might take what I did not want and return it to House Exxidor.  Gorrid was doubtlessly correct that the items in question were his father’s, and while it is your right to do with them as you choose, returning them would remove one more reason for the House to claim offense against you.”
Aranos looked down at the small pile of items, picking up each and examining them in turn:
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Arcane Lore Success!
You have identified:
Major Ring of Spell Deflection
Rarity: Exotic
Effect: Reduces incoming spell damage by 75%, or half that for damage that ignores armor. 
Ring of Renewal
Rarity: Rare
Effect: Increases SP and LP regen by 50%
Ring of Wizardly Power
Rarity: Rare
Effect: All Spells have their effects and duration increased by 50%
Amulet of Armor
Rarity: Rare
Effect: Absorbs 50% of incoming damage, up to 300 LP damage in total.  Does not reduce damage that ignores armor
Bracelet of Rapid Casting
Rarity: Exotic
Effect: Decreases Spell casting times by 50%, increases SP costs by 50%
Vest of the Wizard Duelist
Rarity: Exceptional
Effect: Reduces all elemental damage by 50%, all spellcasters must succeed at an opposed check (wearer’s [Wis + Class Level + 30] vs attacker’s [Int + Class Level + Mana Manipulation Skill]) to affect wearer with any Spell.
Rod of Disjunction
Rarity: Rare
Effect: Fires a ray that attempts to disjoin any active Spell effects.  Any effect must make an opposed check ([Caster Level + Caster Int (if Spell is being maintained)] vs 50) to avoid being disjoined.  Success means that the Spell’s effectiveness or duration is reduced by 10%.
Charged Item: Each usage depletes one charge from this item.  This item cannot be recharged.
Charges Remaining: 142
Diadem of Concealment
Rarity: Exceptional
Effect: The wearer of this headband is invisible and undetectable.  Anyone attempting to locate the wearer with Spells, Abilities, or Skills must succeed at an opposed check ([Requisite Stat + Skill/Spell/Ability Level] vs 75) to overcome this effect.  Once initiated, the effect can be maintained at a cost of 10 SP / min and ends when focus is lost.
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Those rings would be useful, he thought to himself, and so would that tiara-looking thing.  The bracelet gives me a cool casting speed boost, but it also increases my SP costs, and my Spells already seem way faster than most Wizards’, so that’s probably not necessary.  I don’t know if the vest would work with my existing Enchanted clothing and, honestly, I like my current stuff better.  And the wand and amulet are both worse than what I can do myself.  So, just the crown and rings, or the crown, rings, and bracelet and try to Deconstruct the Enchantment?  Yeah, that might work; if I can do that, I might be able to improve it and make something for myself.
“I’ll take the rings, the diadem, and the bracelet,” he told her.  “Can you get the rest of the stuff back to House Exxidor?”  When she stared at him, he quickly added, “Oh, sorry, I meant, could you, Master Dirue?”
She smiled.  “Of course,” she nodded.  “I am surprised you are not interested in the vest, but then, if you are not hoping to face many Wizards in combat, I suppose it would not serve you.”
“Yeah, that’s what I figured, too,” he agreed, rising.  “Thanks, Master Dirue, for all of your support.  Like I said before, I’ll be out of the city tomorrow, but I’ll come back as soon as I can.”
“Then I shall wish you luck in your travels, Expert Aranos,” she told him, also rising and inclining her head.  “Your Sigil will guide you to the Eredain exit; please attempt to remain out of mischief until at least you have left the House, if you would.”
“I can’t seem to help it,” he grinned, moving to the door.  “It always just seems to find me.”
He exited into the halls of the House of Stars and looked at his new tattoo.  Exit to Eredain, he thought, focusing on the mark.  A moment later, the right side of his hand began to tingle, and he glanced down at it to see that the right-most star was glowing.  He turned to the right, and the glow and accompanying tingling sensation shifted to the star closest to his fingers.
Well, that’s simple enough, he thought, walking down the hall.  It’s sort of a silent GPS for this place.  That’s useful.  He followed the guidance of his Sigil until he came to a crystalline staircase, where the star on the interior of the image closest to his wrist began to tingle.  So that must mean go down.  Handy.
The Sigil led him quickly back to the atrium, and soon he was standing once more in the streets of Eredain, where he saw a familiar, blue-headed figure waiting for him.




Chapter 13

“Greetings, Traveler,” Saphielle said brightly as he stepped out into the cloudy day, blinking even in the hazy light.  “I have awaited your arrival for some time; it seems you have been enjoying your time in the House of Stars!”
“I don’t know if I’d say enjoying,” he muttered, wiping his hand across his forehead.  “I got attacked by a student from House Exxidor and his Dueling Champion buddy, I had to watch a lady get busted back down to Novice…although I did get invited to join, so that’s something positive, at least.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed.  “A Dueling Champion?” she repeated.  “Was that Airéd of House Exxidor, by any chance?”
Aranos blinked.  “Yeah,” he nodded.  “He and Gorrid jumped me when I was going to train.”
“You are fortunate, then, to have survived the encounter,” the woman said bluntly.  “Airéd is not known for leaving his targets alive, Traveler.”
“Oh, no, I won the battle,” he corrected.  “I…wait, targets?  Like, for assassination?”
The woman nodded.  “There is nothing that can be proven, of course,” she said darkly, “but it is well known that Airéd of Exxidor, once a Dueling Champion, now is House Exxidor’s assassin.  He has a Spell that grants him a very potent form of invisibility, one that seems to be immune to divination magics, and he uses such to attack unawares.”
I didn’t have any problem detecting him, though, Aranos mused thoughtfully.  Again, it’s probably because I used a Skill, and his Spell was likely designed to ward against magic, instead.  It’s starting to feel like Skills can be way more powerful than I’ve been giving them credit for.
“Well, the important thing is, I managed to capture them and turn them over to Master Dirue,” he said, realizing that he’d been quiet for a while.  “She handled it just fine, I think.”  He gazed curiously at the woman.  “So why were you waiting for me?”
“Ah,” she nodded.  “First, I bring you your Quest reward for your work yesterday.  Second, I am to inform you that another elder died during the night and to ask you to investigate once more.”  A pair of notifications appeared, and he quickly glanced at them:
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Quest Completed: A Death of Elders
Objective: Locate information regarding the identity of the creature who caused the deaths of the three elders.  You discovered that the murderer is an elf, currently in the Stronghold, who is highly skilled in magic, thus significantly aiding the House of Blades’ efforts.
Reward: 1,250 XP, Reputation with the House of Blades, Reputation with the Stronghold of Eredain.
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Quest Offered: A Death of Elders 2
Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades wishes you to continue your investigation into the mysterious deaths in the Stonghold.
Objective: Uncover information leading to the discovery and capture or death of whatever or whoever killed the elders of Eredain.
Difficulty: A
Reward: Variable based on the value of information uncovered and your role in the capture or death of the offender.
Failure Condition: Refuse to disclose all pertinent information, fail to apprehend the offender within 4 days.
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in elven lands, ???
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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He quickly selected ‘Yes’ and turned to Saphielle.  “What can you tell me about the death this time?” he asked. 
“It was surprisingly similar to the last three,” the woman supplied, turning and leading him away from the House of Stars.  “Ciradyl, the elder of House Liapetor, was found dead this morning.  There were no signs of violence or of struggle.”
Aranos frowned.  “And what is House Li…Lia…”
“Liapetor,” she supplied.  “It is not a particularly difficult name, but you may wish to practice it before we arrive.”  Aranos immediately saw what Geltheriel meant about Saphielle being blunt and brutally honest.  Her Charisma score must be really crappy…but she’s really pretty, so how does that work?
“Charisma doesn’t significantly affect physical appearance,” Veronica’s voice broke in.  “It’s mostly about how you deal with others, and how they perceive you.  With a high Charisma, you can talk people out of a fight, or convince them to join you, or sell them something they don’t want.  With a low Charisma, you’re likely to put your foot in your mouth from time to time and to anger people without realizing it.”
Wait, my Charisma’s over 50, he protested silently.  That didn’t help me much in the House of Blades!
“Unless, of course, it really did help you quite a bit,” she countered, “and you just don’t know how badly that all could have gone for you without that Charisma.  In fact, if you look back on your interactions here, you might find a whole lot of places where people have been nicer to you than they should, or believed you when they probably shouldn’t, or at least not have been as awful as they could.  All of that is Charisma.” 
As her presence faded from his mind, Aranos frowned.  Now that he thought about it, he’d had far more positive interactions than negative ones, and some of those interactions were nicer than they should have been.  Both Master Dirue and the Head Dreamer had given him the benefit of the doubt awfully quickly, and he’d been able to convince Lady Wynathra of his innocence pretty easily.  So, all that is Charisma, he mused.  Well, I guess I need to keep putting points into it, since I seem to keep getting myself in trouble.
“House Liapetor,” Saphielle was continuing, oblivious to his internal conversation, “are renowned Runecrafters.  And yes, I have noticed the connection between the Houses.  Enchanting, Runecrafting, Lore, and Wizardry; all the Houses worked with magic in some form, and the murderer is skilled in magic.  And yet, what meaning there is in that, I do not know.”
Aranos frowned.  “Can I see the elder’s body?” he asked.  “The one from House Liapetor – see, I got it, I just needed to hear it a couple times.”
The woman laughed, a clear and vibrant sound that matched her bright voice.  “That can be arranged,” she affirmed.  “Have you an idea?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “I want to check before I tell you more, though.”
House Liapetor was, unsurprisingly, absolutely covered with runes.  They were inscribed on every possiblesurface of the exterior, and Aranos could make out runes of shielding, warding, strengthening, and divination.  Most of the runeforms were too complex for him to decipher, but all of them were done with an expert hand and were far more intricate and delicate than anything he could master.  At least, not yet, he corrected internally.
Saphielle identified the elf who greeted them as Onvyr, the Scion of the House and grandson of the slain elder.  The exceptionally thin man was hesitant to admit Aranos at first, but once the Lieutenant told him that Lady Wynathra had sent them, he grudgingly allowed him inside.
As Aranos had expected, runes decorated almost every surface within the House.  He saw a pitcher etched with a runeform that would create water and crystals with runes to generate light or heat.  A fan inscribed with runes to move air cooled the interior, and several symbols that looked like they might reduce Stamina loss were scrawled along the floors.  All were done precisely and almost perfectly, although he noticed that none of them used the “rune-within-a-rune” technique that the creators of the Arcane Doors had employed.  Maybe they don’t know how to do that anymore, he guessed silently.  Or maybe they do, but it’s too hard to use for such simple stuff.
A thorough inspection showed that the rune-inscribed wards on the door leading to the elder’s private chamber were intact but had been disrupted and repaired at some point.  With his new knowledge of aspects, though, he could sense traces of the void mana the intruder had used to break the connections in the runes and the light mana they’d used to attempt to repair them.  That should help, he thought quietly.  Dirue said that Void Mages were rare, so finding someone who can use it should be simple enough. 
After his examination of the room, which told him exactly the story that the others had, Aranos asked if he could examine the body of the fallen elder, which his grandson allowed only with a great deal of reluctance.  As Aranos examined the body, he reached into his inventory and pulled out the memory stone he had been given by the Ekimmu in Haerobel.  The memory stone wasn’t anything special, but it used some sort of mental mana to store memories within it, and Aranos needed it to compare to the fallen elder.
Even in death, the elf’s body coursed with mana.  Aranos could feel bits of every type of mana he knew, as well as strange energies that he didn’t recognize, and it was those to which he turned his attention.  He grasped the memory stone in one hand and examined it with his Sense Mana Skill, feeling the strange energy coursing through the crystal.  The mana within was cloudy and diaphanous, feeling more like a mist of particles than a wave of energy, but it shifted and swirled with an order that a normal vapor shouldn’t have.  So that’s mental mana, he thought curiously.  I wonder why I didn’t get a pop-up for discovering it?  Maybe I have to actually separate it out withing my spirals for it to count?
After studying the crystal for a minute or so, he turned his attention back to the fallen elder’s corpse.  He reached out with his Sense Mana Skill, probing the body as patiently and thoroughly as he could, but he couldn’t find a trace of the cloudy mana he’d detected in the crystal.  Maybe I can’t detect it in people, he wondered.  Just to be certain, he reached out with his senses to Saphielle, standing over him, and after a minute or so he felt flickers of that vaporous mana swirling through her head.  Nope, that’s not it. It just isn’t here.  I mean, maybe that one mana type just isn’t present in dead bodies, but…
Aranos nodded and rose.  “I think I’ve got what we needed,” he told Saphielle.  “We can go now.”
“Wait,” Onvyr interrupted.  “If you have information about my grandfather’s murder, you must share it with me!”
Aranos hesitated, but Saphielle nodded at him and he sighed.  “I don’t know who killed your grandfather, I’m sorry,” he explained.  “I do know why, though, and I think I might know how.  I’m pretty sure someone found – well, let’s call it a lost artifact from Haerobel.  They’re not just killing these elders; they’re stealing their minds.”
As he walked back through Eredain with Saphielle, she looked at him curiously.  “You said that you believe a lost artifact of Haerobel is the cause of these deaths,” she asked, “but how did such an artifact return to this city?  As far as I know, only you and Geltheriel were in a position to bring back anything from that fallen realm.  Surely, you did not sell such a thing…”
“No, nothing like that,” Aranos interrupted, shaking his head.  “To understand, you have to know more about what happened in Haerobel.  Basically, the last Sorcerer, Lythienne, watched as her students and peers were killed by the nightmare creatures, and she feared that all of her knowledge and teachings would be lost forever.
“So,” he continued, “she created a memory stone that would hold all of those memories, hundreds of years’ worth.  The thing is, she either made it too well or with a terrible flaw, and when she used it, instead of copying her memories, it drained them from her.  Without her memories, she went insane and sacrificed her whole city in an attempt to protect it.”
“And you believe that memory stone is the artifact causing this?” Saphielle pursued.  “How, then, would it have come here, out of all the realms?  Would it not have been taken somewhere more secure, somewhere farther from the Blightlands?  Your assumption stretches the bounds of credulity, does it not?
“Eredain probably wasn’t near the Blightlands back then,” he pointed out.  “But I know that the stone came here, because Lythienne’s last student used it to create the Traveler’s Trials.”
“Even so,” she persisted, “all know that memory stones may not be used in this way.  They will not affect the memories of an unwilling subject.  That is part of their nature.”
“They also don’t normally suck the memories from a person, do they?” Aranos pointed out.  “Plus, when I was examining the runes in the door to the elder’s room today, I sensed the intruder used void mana to disrupt the wards.  I know void mana is really good for punching through barriers; it makes me wonder if it might also allow someone who knew how to use mental mana to enter an unwilling mind and drain it, leaving the body completely empty of that kind of mana.”
“I take it, then, that Lord Ciradyl’s body was drained of mind mana?” she asked.  When he nodded, her face turned grim.  “That would require a Wizard who could use both void and mind mana.  I do not know, but I would imagine that is a fairly unique combination.  If nothing else, it gives us a very narrow field of suspects, which is quite useful.  In fact, I am surprised at how useful you have been throughout this.”
“You’re welcome,” Aranos chuckled, finding it difficult to be offended in the face of the woman’s earnest demeanor.  “So, are you going to report back to the House of Blades, now?”
“Soon,” she agreed.  “First, I must admit that I was hoping to speak with you about joining you on your nightly hunts.  I fear that you felt that the Commander was trying to force you to accept me in your party, which I told her would likely cause you instead to reject me or to mistrust me.  I would be a valuable asset, however, as I can guess that Geltheriel would prefer to no longer play the role of the defender, and I am certain that whatever unpleasantness lies between us, we could put aside…”  As the woman spoke, her words had gotten faster and faster until Aranos touched her arm to interrupt her.
“Whoa, slow down,” he laughed.  “Geltheriel told me what happened between the two of you.  It sounds like it wasn’t anyone’s fault, and she’s promised to work to put it all in the past if you join our party.”
“Ah, then you do wish me to join!” the woman said happily.  “I am pleased to accept, and I need only to know when and where to meet with you…”
“Wait, I didn’t say yes,” he pointed out.  “I said ‘if’.”
“No, you have decided,” she contradicted.  “You would not have spoken so to Geltheriel had you not, and you certainly would not have told me about it unless you wished me to know that all was out in the open.  As I said, I accept.  Where and when should I meet with you?”
Aranos stared at the woman, slightly stunned.  “Geltheriel’s right,” he finally spoke.  “You’re really bright, really perceptive…and you have pretty much no Charisma score, do you?”
Saphielle sighed, hanging her head for a moment.  “It is disturbingly low,” she admitted.  “I have attempted to improve it, but it simply will not grow, no matter how many courses in Diplomacy and Etiquette I may take.  You do not take offense, do you?”
Aranos shook his head.  “Naw,” he replied.  “I think it’s kind of nice, actually.  I’ll never have to wonder what you’re thinking, and you’ll always tell me exactly what you want to say instead of what you think I want to hear, won’t you?”
“Of that, you can be certain,” she replied with a light laugh and a visible expression of relief.  “Again, though, where and when should we meet?”
After arranging to have Saphielle join them later at Durlan’s, Aranos headed across the Stronghold to the House of the Moon.  His training there went a bit differently than what he expected, not that he really had any idea what to expect.  Rather than going into the Realm of Dreams – which the High Dreamer had insisted would be too dangerous – they spent their time in a sort of training Dreamstone.  Aranos decided that the stone was something of a cross between a memory stone and a normal Dreamstone; the crystal seemed to store a dozen or so dreams in it, making it like a miniature dreamscape, but without the chaotic maelstrom of the Realm of Dreams.
Aranos’ training consisted of learning how to form his stable zone out of nearby dreams rather than making it something unique that would radiate his presence.  His new zone of stability was only about half the size of his previous one, but the High Dreamer assured him that there was much less of his aura seeping out of it, little enough at least that the Dreamer felt he could probably manage short trips in the Realm of Dreams without fear.
Of course, Aranos didn’t really have any need to visit the dreamscape at this point, so it didn’t much matter.  The High Dreamer had told him that the Dreamers roamed the dreamscape looking for secrets, lost lore, and even information about the city’s enemies.  That, however, apparently required Aranos to have either the Dreamer class or a lot more training.  All he needed his Dreamstriding Skill for was passing messages right now, so he was fine holding off on practicing with it for a bit.
Afterward, he got directions to Durlan’s store, to meet up with Geltheriel and to practice his Skill training.  The woman hadn’t arrived back yet from her quest to find an Advanced Class, but Durlan was perfectly happy to let Aranos into his private library. 
He’d thought about getting a new Skill book, but he wanted to get his current Skills trained a bit more, first, so he plunged into his mindscape and grabbed his Enchanting Skill Book.  He wasn’t getting very much anymore from his Enchanting or Runecrafting training, at least not in terms of levels, but he was learning a lot about the fundamentals of Enchanting, how to make the most efficient use of space, and about how to use specific materials to improve the power of his runeforms, so he felt it was still worth the time. 
As he’d suspected, using specially attuned metals would give him better results than simply using silver or copper for every inlay.  To his surprise, though, specific gemstones didn’t seem to make a difference in powering the runes.  All that mattered there was the size, quality, and rarity of the stone. 
Happily, all of his recent work with his rune inlays, purifying his items to be Enchanted, and creating settings for various gems for his Enchantments had given him enough of a Skill boost that his most recent training session had pushed Goldsmithing up to the Adept level:
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Skill Boost: Goldsmithing (T) has gained a level!
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: You can craft items of up to Rare quality.
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Profession Unlocked: Jeweler
Jewelers are trained at creating jewelry, engraving, and repairing or restoring jewelry
Requirements: Dexterity 16+, Perception 14+, Goldsmithing Adept 1+, Appraisal Student 1+, Engraving Student 1+
Benefits: Quality of all crafted jewelry +50%
Do you wish to adopt this Profession? (Yes/No)
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He quickly selected ‘No’ since his Hunter Profession suited him much better for the night’s work and considered what the Skill upgrade meant for his training.  Hitting Adept level in a Skill, he’d found, meant that his leveling progress from his Skill books slowed dramatically.  Still, the training was useful, so he spent his requisite 15 minutes and learned a bit about making alloys out of precious metals to give them specific traits like hardness or magical conductivity. 
The other Skills he’d gotten from his Skill books were still in the Student ranks, so he got a level or two from training each of them.  After that, he’d had some time while he was waiting for Geltheriel, so he decided to spend it experimenting with aspects and new mana types.
He was pretty sure that earth and fire mana would create lava, but he realized that instead of having to figure out how to create it with trial-and-error – and probably burn himself a few times in the process -- he could just examine the lava river in the Traveler’s Trials with his Sense Mana Skill the next time he was there.  That meant that he could spend more time trying out his new mana types.
The first thing he did was to create a light Spell.  He’d considered making a giant ball of light, but when he did, the light was so bright he couldn’t look in its direction without getting the Blinded debuff.  He could make a softer, dimmer light, but that also illuminated a much smaller area.  Instead, he decided that rather than have a single light source, he’d create a large, diffused area of light around him.  The resulting Spell created a glowing cloud that was actually hundreds of tiny globes of light mana, thin enough to see through but bright enough in its total effect to provide adequate light in a large area:
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Spell Created: Illuminating Mists
Rank: Novice 1
Create a cloud of glowing light mana that illuminates a large area
Effect: Create a misty cloud that covers a 10’ x 10’ area, providing illumination equal to a lantern out to 30’.  The cloud is translucent and can be seen through, although not clearly, and it moves with the caster.  
Duration: 10 minutes
Cost: 30 SP
+300 XP
I can see clearly now…
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Not that I’m gonna be using it much or anything, he thought as the Spell coalesced in his mind.  My True Vision works better and won’t give us away when we’re hunting.  Still, I’d rather have the Light Spell and not need it, right?
Afterward, he played around with his void and light mana, trying to get the void mana to link up with his light mana.  I’m guessing that if void and life mana combine to make death mana, he reasoned, mixing void and light probably makes darkness.  That took some time, since the two energies wouldn’t combine when he tried to link them in perpendicular or additive polarizations.  It wasn’t until he combined them in a destructive way – where the troughs of one wave overlapped the peaks of the other, in a way that should have canceled them both out – that he could summon a ball of simple blackness, and a new notification appeared:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Dark Mana
Dark mana is the undoing of light, banishing illumination and bathing the world in darkness.
Using Dark Mana: Dark mana does not damage objects and only affects living creatures (not including undead).  Dark mana will pass through any transparent barrier, even magical ones, but can be stopped by any opaque barrier.  Using dark mana is damaging to living spellcasters and inflicts 1 LP damage per 4 SP spent to any caster whose Mana Manipulation is below Master level.
Dark Mana and Light Mana: Dark mana is the opposite of light mana; as such, these types will cancel one another on contact.  A dark-based Spell or effect can always be destroyed by using an equivalent amount of light mana, and vice-versa.  Light and dark mana do not negate one another explosively; anyone standing in a light or dark mana effect when it is negated by its opposite does not suffer damage.
Dark Mana and Light Creatures: Dark mana does enhanced damage to Redeemed creatures: any creature of the Light or who has Redemption points suffers 1.5x normal LP damage from any attack that is based on dark mana.
Dark Mana and Dark Creatures: Dark mana does only half damage to Corrupted creatures, although it can still blind them.
+250 XP
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Combining his new mana types with elemental ones was both simpler and more complex at the same time.  Light mana, as far as he could tell, wouldn’t combine with any of the elemental mana types; it simply passed through them or radiated off them, no matter how he tried to combine them.  Life and void mana, though, would combine with other elemental types, if with a certain difficulty.
Since the new mana types were energy and the elemental types were matter, combining them wasn’t an easy task.  Aranos had to wrap the elemental mana around the energetic mana, trapping it and compressing it until the energy was finally absorbed by the matter.  As it turned out, life mana seemed to purify and enhance the elemental types, while void mana appeared to counter and undo them:
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New Aspects Discovered!
Aspect: Sonic
Sonic mana is a composite mana type composed of life and air mana.  It can produce various sounds, including damaging ones.
Sonic Mana and Sound: Sonic mana can usually only reproduce simple sounds such as humming, buzzing, a bang, and so on.  Creating complex sounds or mimicking specific voices is vastly more complicated and requires much more mana.
Sonic Mana Damage: Sonic mana does enhanced (1.5x) damage to solid, rigid objects such as stone, metal, glass, and crystal.  It does half damage to living creatures or soft but solid objects.  It does no damage to non-solid objects or creatures.  Creatures that are immune to life mana or air mana but not both still take damage from sonic mana.
+250 XP
Aspect: Vacuum
Vacuum is a composite mana type composed of void and air mana.
Using Vacuum Mana: Vacuum mana calls upon the void and, and its usage is damaging to living spellcasters.  Any living creature whose Mana Manipulation Skill is below the Master level takes 1 LP damage for every 4 SP of vacuum mana spent.
Vacuum Mana and Air Mana: Vacuum mana negates and is negated by air mana: any construct of air mana can be destroyed by an equal amount of vacuum mana, and any construct of vacuum mana will collapse if it is surrounded by air.  Vacuum mana structures can exist underwater, in stone, or even surrounded by fire and will not be negated by these.
Vacuum Mana Damage: Vacuum mana will not directly damage a living creature or object.  A creature surrounded by vacuum mana cannot breathe and may suffer a Suffocation debuff.  Any creature inside a vacuum mana structure that is negated by air mana suffers 1 LP damage per 5 SP of vacuum mana negated.  A creature immune to void damage or air damage but not both still suffers damage from vacuum effects.
+250 XP
Aspect: Crystal
Crystal is a composite mana type composed of void and water mana.
Using Crystal Mana: Unlike most other mana types, constructs made of crystal mana are generally permanent and do not have to be maintained.  However, they are also mana-intensive and cost triple the normal SP to create.  In addition, crystal mana structures are brittle and take double damage from any attack that is not void-based.  Using crystal mana is damaging to living spellcasters: any living spellcaster whose Mana Manipulation Skill is below the Master level takes 1 LP damage per 4 SP of crystal mana spent.
Crystal Mana and Water Mana: Crystal and water mana negate one another on contact: using water mana will destroy an equal amount of crystal mana, and the reverse.  Crystal mana structures placed in water will immediately collapse.  Living creatures in contact with crystal mana develop Thirst debuffs at double the normal rate.
Crystal Mana Damage: Damage from crystal mana attacks is particularly painful: a creature taking more than 10% of its max LP damage from a crystal mana attack is Stunned for 1s.  This increases to 2s if 20% of max LP damage is done, 3s at 30%, and so on.  Crystal mana damage is easily healed and regenerates at 1.5x the normal rate.  A creature immune to water or void damage but not both still takes damage from crystal mana; a creature immune to both water and void damage or immune to pain is also immune to the Stunning effect of crystal mana damage.
+250 XP
Aspect: Acid
Acid is a composite mana type composed of life and water mana
Using Acid Mana: Acid is one of the most volatile mana types; constructs made of acid mana have half the normal duration, unless double the normal SP is used to create the construct. 
Acid Mana Damage: Acid mana does normal damage to living and undead creatures.  Acid mana does double damage to metal objects and half damage to glass or crystalline objects.  Acid damage is difficult to heal: acid mana wounds recover at half the normal rate, and creatures with enhanced healing or regenerative Abilities cannot use these to heal acid damage.
+250 XP
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He still needed to experiment with earth and fire mana and the new energy types – he was pretty sure fire and void would make either ash or smoke, and he was hoping fire and life would make something like plasma or lightning – but these new mana types gave him something to work with.
Geltheriel had arrived at the store shortly after, strangely subdued.  He’d asked her what was wrong, but she demurred, telling him she’d talk to him later.  Saphielle arrived a bit later with Rhys in tow, and Aranos prepared himself for the confrontation between the women, but to his relief, nothing so dramatic occurred.
“Lieutenant Saphielle!” Durlan cried out when the young woman entered the store, dropping the book he was holding and hurrying over to greet the young guard.  “It has been far too long.  Welcome to my humble store!”
Saphielle broke into a bright smile at the small man’s words and embraced him warmly.  “It is a great pleasure to see you, Master Durlan,” she said with a slight catch in her voice.  “You are correct in that it has been far too long, but I know you far too well to believe that anything about you is humble, and I do recall the secret of this place.”
Geltheriel walked slowly over to the pair, who separated as she approached.  Durlan cleared his throat and took a step back, his attention suddenly focused on the book he’d dropped, but Saphielle kept the bright smile on her face.
“You need say nothing, Geltheriel,” the woman spoke.  “I can likely guess all that you would say, in any case.  You are sorry, you were angry and blamed me unfairly, and you have regretted it since.  There, now I have said it, and we can put this behind us.”
Geltheriel stared at the woman evenly for a long moment before a slight smile crossed her face.  “Ah, Saphielle,” she said with a sigh.  “Had you spoken such ten years back, you would have been correct, but I have grown since our last encounter, and as such, I would say nothing of the sort.
“Instead,” she continued, “I wish to say only this.  The past is the past, and what is done may not be undone.  We cannot return to who we were, for neither of us are those people anymore.  Let it then lie in the past, where it belongs, and let us build something new from this point.”
The blue-haired guard blinked in surprise before nodding and offering Geltheriel a brief salute.  “It seems that you have grown wiser over time,” she offered, “for you would never have said something so profound when last we knew one another.  I agree; let it lie in the past.”
They left the city as a group, Rhys and Saphielle chatting amiably while Geltheriel remained oddly silent as they trekked to their usual campsite in the forest.  Aranos prepared to take watch as normal so the others could rest, but Geltheriel stopped him.
“If it would not be too much trouble, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel had stopped him, “I would prefer to stand the first watch this eve.  I have many things to consider, and I will be unable to sleep until I have reached a decision.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?” he’d asked quickly.  “If you want to talk about it, even if it’s just to kind of vent a bit…”
She smiled and shook her head.  “It is not that sort of decision,” she told him.  “I have two choices before me, Oathbinder, and I should not ask for your help in making this decision.  I will, of course, speak with you when I have decided and tell you then of my concerns.”
“Okay, if you’re sure,” he’d agreed hesitantly.  “Just…let me know if you change your mind.”
He’d expected Rhys to go off into the forest again, but instead he also decided to go rest.  “Apparently,” he told Aranos, “the late nights have been affecting my studies in the House of the Sickle, and I should get some rest.  At least, so my instructor told me in no uncertain terms when she found me sleeping during her lesson on cultivation of medicinal herbs this morning.”
Saphielle had also taken the opportunity to rest, promising that she would be happy to stand a watch if needed.  She’d brought her own tent, and once it was set up, she hurriedly disappeared into it.
So now, he sat in his tent, holding the bracelet he’d taken from Gorrid and watching as it slowly crumbled to dust in his hands.  A notification began blinking in his vision, and he quickly pulled it up:
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Deconstruct Successful!
You have learned the Enchantment: Swift Casting
Effect: Improve casting speed by n%, increase SP cost of cast spells by [n/2] %. 
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He was a little disappointed to learn that the increased SP cost was an inherent part of the Enchantment, but after a moment’s thought, he realized that should have been obvious.  After all, who would give an item an Enchantment that made their Spells cost more SP? 
Unless, of course, he considered, adding penalties to Enchantments lets you create larger bonuses, as well.  That might make sense, in terms of game balance.  I should probably look into that next chance I get.
He sat for a short while considering his new Enchantment and deciding whether or not to try placing it on any items.  Do I want to spend this time Enchanting, he hesitated, or do I want to spend it trying to create and refine my Spells?  There are some Spells I haven’t been using, and I think I might be able to alter them to make them a little more effective for me, now.
He considered what Dirue had told him when she looked at his Status: that he was short on utility spells.  She was right and wrong at the same time: his Forge Mana Spell gave him a lot more utility than it appeared to, but really, he didn’t have many Spells that helped with things like movement, or buffing party members, or concealment.  He was pretty sure that concealment was a function of either Mental or Illusion mana, and he didn’t have access to those, unfortunately, but he thought he might be able to do something to help with movement and buffs, now that he had access to life magic.  Plus, he had a feeling that dark mana could undoubtedly be used to help with his Stealth and Camouflage Skills. 
He also wanted to see if he couldn’t use death magic to paralyze someone by robbing their muscles of energy without harming them, and he was pretty sure he could create some debuffing Spells to silence an attacker, or blind them, or even weaken and slow them.  He thought he might be able to use vacuum mana to suffocate someone, as well.
At the same time, he wanted to try and use his new mana types to create new attack Spells, as well.  He could see the attack potential of a rain of acid, for example, or a laser-like blast of either dark or light mana that would go right through any sort of invisible force armor.  He also wanted to experiment more with creating multiple-mana effects; he thought he could create an explosion that did multiple damage types at once.
Too many options, he groaned internally.  Well, let’s narrow them down.  I’ve got some attack Spells, and while I know I’ll need more, I don’t need them immediately.  I really only have a couple of utility Spells, though, and they all use unaspected mana, so they’re easy to overcome with brute force.  So, utility it is, I guess.
He slipped into his mindscape.  Fortunately, his mana spirals were still in good shape, so he didn’t have to spend any time there.  He still had a bunch of open space in his mindscape, but he didn’t really have any use for it, yet.  He was certain he’d figure out what to do with it, eventually, though, so it wasn’t a major concern for him.  Instead, he almost dove into his chair and closed his eyes, imagining what he wanted to do.
First, he wanted a buff to replace his Empowerment Spell.  Right now, that Spell was getting almost no usage because, honestly, it was too dangerous.  It drained him of LP every second he used it, and using it was incredibly euphoric, so it was really hard to turn it off once it was active.  The last time he’d cast the Spell, it had both saved his life and nearly killed him.
He called up the image of his Empowerment Spell – the energy flowing into his muscles, strengthening his bones, toughening his skin, charging his nervous system – but instead of sending unaspected mana into his body, he imagined pure life mana flowing into him instead.  He started by charging his muscles, willing the energy to soak into them.  He could feel the muscles thickening as the power stimulated the cells, encouraging them to grow and divide.  He let energy flow up into his bones, strengthening them so they could handle the extra strain.  He pictured himself grabbing a leaping amarok and slamming it into the ground, his muscles barely even straining from the effort.  He felt the energy roaring in his arms, felt the rush of power starting to creep through them, and dialed the flow back a bit.  I’m trying to get rid of the euphoria effect, he reminded himself.  If that means the Spell is a bit less effective, well, at least it won’t kill me.
He restarted the vision, only this time he imagined the life energy suffusing his skin and bones.  He felt his skin thickening, his bones growing denser, toughening his body.  He envisioned a jubokko limb slamming down on him, the hardened wood cracking and splintering against his bones.  He could feel the pressure of the wood scraping futilely across his skin, could hear the sound of the tree limb snapping.  Again, when the power started to creep up on him, he dialed it back until he no longer felt a rush of energy swirling in his system.
The third time, he focused the life energy on his muscles and nerves, heightening the connections between them.  He felt his body become lighter, more agile, more in control.  When he focused the effect in his hands and arms, he could sense how nimble his fingers became.  He could see himself dodging an amarok’s leap, rolling to his feet and driving a Spell into its side before it could recover.
He began to add SP to the mental construct, but after a few repetitions, he tried something different.  Rather than casting the Spell on himself, he imagined pouring the energy into Geltheriel.  He felt the connection as the energy poured into her, saw her muscles thickening visibly as the power swelled them.  He repeated the vision again and again, each time sending the power to a different part of her body, boosting her Stats.
On a whim, he tried sending energy to all of her systems at once.  Lythienne told me that you can’t boost more than one Stat with this Spell, he reminded himself, but that was the original Spell.  I didn’t have life mana then; maybe it will make a difference?
The power flowed through him into her body, spreading and diffusing throughout.  Energy rolled into her muscles, soaked into her bones, and coursed down her nerves.  He could feel a hesitancy in the flow, as if the power wasn’t sure where to go, but he pushed it with his will and drove it to spread throughout her body.
Suddenly, the Spell coalesced in his mind, and a notification popped up:
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Spell Evolved: Your Spell Empowerment^ has evolved into Greater Empowerment^!
Rank: Novice 2
Boost one or more physical Stats for yourself or an ally
Effect: By casting this Spell, you can boost one or more of your target’s physical Stats.  The total boost is equal to [Int /2 + Class Level] and can be spread out equally among as many physical Stats as desired (partial points are lost, so if you split 50 points among 3 Stats, each Stat will be boosted by 16 points, and two points will be lost).  Maximum Stat points boosted is increased by 2.5% per Spell level, and the cost is decreased by 1% per Spell level.
Special: Any Stat that is 50 or higher receives only half the boost from this Spell; a Stat that is 100 or higher receives one-quarter of the boost.  If Great Empowerment causes a Stat that is normally below these thresholds to exceed them, the penalties are applied to any boosts above the threshold.  For example, if this Spell is applied to give a boost of 10 End to a creature with an End of 45, 5 points of the boost will bring the Stat to 50, and the remaining 5 points will increase the Stat to 52 (50 + 5/2 points).
Duration: 1 hour
Cost: 3 SP per Stat point boosted (including lost points).
Evolved: This Spell may be overchanneled; you can add extra Stat points at a cost of 5 SP per extra point.  However, at the end of the Spell, the target will take 10 LP damage per extra point added.
I have the power! And it probably won’t kill me!
+300 XP
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That is exactly what I needed! he thought excitedly.  Okay, so if that worked, then the opposite – using Death magic on an enemy – should debuff them.  I just have to use enough to weaken their systems without damaging them.
He repeated the process, this time imagining Gorrid attacking him.  He sent a stream of death mana into the Wizard, focusing the energy into his muscles.  He watched the Wizard’s arms and legs visibly atrophy, shrinking and dwindling before his eyes.  He focused the energy into Gorrid’s skin, which became pale and translucent, with the veins standing out starkly.  He imagined shifting the power to Gorrid’s nervous system, and the Wizard’s motions became jerky and uncoordinated.
Once he had the image squarely in his mind, he began adding power to it.  Each time, he shifted the focus of the Spell to different parts of his enemy’s body, hearing Gorrid’s cries as his Strength failed, watching him crash to the ground when his Agility gave out, and hearing the creak of his bones when his Endurance was affected.  Over and over, he replayed the images, finally applying the effect to every system in his body. 
The spell shimmered into reality, and a notification swam into his vision:
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Spell Created: Enhanced Debilitation
Rank: Novice 1
Reduce one or more of an enemy’s physical Stats
Effect: Choose an enemy within sight range; you fill this target with a wave of debilitating death mana, reducing one of their chosen physical Stats by [Int/2 + Class Level + Spell Level] %, to a maximum reduction of 90%.  
Duration: 2 min
Cost: 250 SP, 250 LP
Enhanced: You may affect multiple physical Stats.  This reduces the amount each Stat is affected proportionally: if you affect 2 Stats, the reduction is 1/2 normal; if you affect 3 Stats, the reduction is 1/3 normal; affecting all 4 Stats reduces the penalty to 1/4 the max.  All fractions are rounded down.
+300 XP
Your powers are weak, old man…at least, now they are!
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Okay, so that takes care of physical buffs and debuffs, he thought with satisfaction as he waited for his SP to regenerate.  Let’s see about a Speed buff and maybe some kind of paralysis Spell.
The movement buff was easy enough to create.  He simply imagined filling his legs with life mana, not directing it at any one part of his limbs but allowing it to suffuse every muscle, bone, and nerve.  He could feel the tingling as his legs strengthened, sense his nerves firing faster.  Once he had the image down and began adding power, he shifted to envision empowering Geltheriel in the same way, seeing her darting quickly around in his mind’s eye.  The Spell was simple enough, and it didn’t take long before he felt it take hold in his mind.  He read his notification and was pleasantly surprised by the result:
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Sorcerer Ascendant Ability Successful!  Your Spell has Spontaneously Evolved!
Spell Created: Aura of Movement
Rank: Novice 1
Give all allies around you a boost to their movement rate.
Effect: You suffuse an area 30’ in radius with life magic.  All allies in this radius gain a bonus to their movement speed equal to [Int / 4 + Spell level x2] %.  This bonus is lost if they move beyond the radius of the Spell for any reason.  This does not increase attack or casting speed.
Channeled Spell: This Spell must be channeled to be maintained, reducing the caster’s SP regen by the boost percentage (so a 30% boost reduces SP regen by 30%, as well.)
Cost: 325 SP
+300 XP
Try and keep up with me!
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The paralysis Spell, though, wasn’t quite as simple as he imagined.   At first, he tried taking his Debilitation Spell and focusing it an enemy’s nervous system, hoping to basically shut down the communication between their brain and their body.  That’s when he discovered that using death mana to debuff a living creature was a destructive process: no matter how carefully he applied power to the system in his vision, the enemy always died when their nervous system collapsed from death mana. 
Well, that explains why it’s called death mana, he mused.  There’s probably something there to work with as a Spell – hit someone with enough death mana, and they’ll simply die – but I’m not looking for a killing Spell. 
He started back at the beginning, this time trying to draw life mana out of his imagined enemy’s nervous system rather than dumping death mana into it.  Unfortunately, it had the same effect: if he took enough life mana out of the system to render it inert, it invariably killed the target.  So, when they say death mana is the antithesis of life mana, he realized, the AI’s mean exactly that.  Adding death mana is basically the same as subtracting life mana.  It must be the effect of the void mana; it essentially reverses energy flows in whatever it’s mixed with.
His eyes narrowed as he considered that concept.  If void mana basically reversed the flow of any energy added to it, maybe it could also negate kinetic energy?  That wasn’t really a mana type, as far as he knew, but it was a power flow, and if void mana could reverse it…
He restarted his mental image, imagining an amarok charging at him.  This time, instead of flooding it with death mana, he tried coating it with void mana, layering the power about the creature and willing the energy to negate the kinetic force being applied to it.  The creature slowed and, to Aranos’ delight, froze in place, unable to move so much as an eyelid.  He could sense the beast’s struggles, but the harder it fought against the void barrier, the more the barrier pushed back on it, cancelling out the kinetic energy.
He could hear the animal’s ragged breathing as it struggled, could taste its fear in the air, could smell the scent of its desperation.  Grinning in triumph, he restarted the Spell, pumping SP into it, focusing on layering the void mana around the victim without damaging it.  The point is to capture something and hold it, he reminded himself.  Not to kill it.
The Spell took a while to forge; he had to empty and regenerate his SP several times.  In between efforts, he decided to spend some time working with his staff: he needed to clear his head, and training with the weapon was the best way for him to do that.
He took up his first stance and began to move through his forms, striking the target.  I’ve been a bit unfocused lately, he realized as his body began to move mindlessly through the motions of his training.  I’ve been training so much that I’ve forgotten why I’m training in the first place.  The whole point is getting into Antas and getting the info we need for Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest.  Anything that isn’t helping with that isn’t really necessary.
So, what was necessary for that Quest, and what wasn’t?  He needed to be preparing: making herbal remedies for healing, Enchanting items to help them survive, buying things like healing potions and the like that they would definitely need.  He needed to keep focused on creating new Spells, filling in gaps in his repertoire and making sure his current Spells were optimized and trained as best as he could.  Why am I trying to create a laser, for example, he asked himself, when I have the Radiant Blast Spell I could just modify to do different types of damage?  Why am I worried about a new area of effect Spell when I could upgrade my Hailstorm to add multiple types of damage?  Or update my Mana Barrage to do energy damage?
New Spells invariably started at Novice 1, he’d found.  Modifying and upgrading an existing Spell didn’t change the Spell’s level but seemed to increase its damage, duration, or effectiveness, meaning that it was probably more efficient for him to upgrade Spells than to always create new, more specific ones.  Plus, he reminded himself, that’s one of the benefits to my Class: I can keep my old Spells current as I level up.  A Wizard’s Fire Bolt or Ice Shard is certainly great at first or second level, but by level ten, it probably doesn’t get much use anymore.  They have to learn new Spells entirely and train those new Spells up, while I can just keep improving my existing ones.  That’s a huge benefit that I’m kind of overlooking.
He kept up his staff training until his new Spell was done and pulled up the notification:
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Spell Created: Void Paralysis
Rank: Novice 1
Bind an enemy in a shroud of void mana, stealing their ability to move.
Effect: Choose an enemy within 30’.  That enemy is paralyzed, held motionless within a cocoon of void mana that negates any attempts at movement.  Note that this Spell does not prevent a target from attempting to move, so especially large or powerful creatures may be able to overcome this restraint.
Duration: 2 min, +2% per Spell level
Cost: 320 SP, 160 LP
+300 XP
When I say freeze, you freeze, every time!
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And that’s the last new Spell I’ll create until I have an actual need, or until I’ve updated all my existing Spells, he decided, checking the time.  He’d been busy for about two hours, so he decided to leave his mindscape and go check on Geltheriel.  I think her choices for her Advanced Class have been bothering her; I doubt I can give her any advice, but maybe she could use someone to talk it out with.
He groaned as he rose, stretching stiff joints, and emerged from the tent into the descending twilight.  The others remained in their tents, while Geltheriel sat on the other side of the fire, staring down at something held in her hands, and he walked over and sat next to her.
“How’s it going?” he asked, glancing down at her hands.  In each, she held a small, dull crystal that glowed with a soft light.  “What do you have there?”
Geltheriel sighed.  “I am…torn, Oathbinder,” she admitted, “and these are Skill Stones.”  She handed one to him, and he took it cautiously.  The stone felt cool and strangely heavy in his hand.  It was smooth and unfaceted, and the glow he saw before seemed to come from a tiny mote of light buried in the stone.  As he looked it over, his Arcane Lore Skill kicked in, and a notification appeared:
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Arcane Lore Success!
You have discovered:
Skill Stone
Rarity: Uncommon
Quality: Standard
Benefit: Using this stone will grant you the Dancing Skill at the Novice 1 level.  Skills gained in this manner are considered Untrained.
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“Dancing?” he asked quizzically.  “And why are you using one of these?  Durlan’s Skill books seem way better.”
“They are,” she agreed.  “And yet, I have two choices for my Advanced Class that I think will suit me well, but each requires me but to have a Skill, not to have it at a particular level – Dancing, for one of them.  It is true, using a Skill Stone only grants you a Skill at the Novice level, and Untrained at that, but using a stone grants the Skill immediately, rather than after days of study and practice.”
“What kind of class needs ‘Dancing’?” Aranos asked.  “And what’s the other Skill?”
“Heavy Armor Mastery,” she sighed.  “My two choices are Elven Knight, which requires Heavy Armor Mastery, and Shadedancer, which needs the Dancing Skill.”
“Why those two?” he asked curiously.  “And why are you struggling to decide?”
Geltheriel took back the Skill Stone, looking at it critically.  “Despite my hesitancy,” she told him, “I visited the House of Blades and sought advice today.  They rather grudgingly pointed me in the direction of the Elven Knight.  It is a protector Class, combining shield, armor, sword, and limited Nature magic to forge a warrior that is implacable and immovable.”
“That sounds cool,” he nodded.  “But it doesn’t really seem like you; you’re more of an Agility-based fighter, from what I’ve seen, right?”
“That is true,” she agreed, “but it is not required to use heavy armor to perform as an Elven Knight; one simply must be familiar with all armor types.  The Elven Knight is most similar to my role as a Keeper: to protect, defend, and guard against the Shadow, using Abilities tied to Nature rather than to the Elven Nations.”
“Okay,” he said slowly.  That sounds pretty much like what she’s doing now, he considered, but she doesn’t seem happy about it.  “So, what about Shadedancer?”
“This is a much more…unique class,” she admitted.  “Elven Knight is an Uncommon-ranked Class; Shadedancer is an Exotic-ranked Class.  To qualify, one must have been Corrupted to the Befouled stage or higher – but not willingly or purposefully.  One must also have participated in slaying powerful creatures of the Dark, have high Agility and Endurance, and possess Stealth, Sword Mastery, and Shield Mastery, which are an uncommon enough combination.”
“That does sound like it’d be hard to get,” he agreed.  “How did you find out about that?”
“In the House of the Sun,” she smiled.  “The old temples are no longer in much use, but they still retain some of their former Lore.  In the Temple of Siv, she who is called the Peacebringer and was once the Mistress of Death, I learned of the Shadedancers, an order comprised of those who had been Corrupted by their battles under the pall of Darkness and who used that Corruption to further their fight against the Darkness.”
“How does that work?” he asked curiously.  “What sort of benefits does it give?”
“Shadedancers take the war directly to the enemy,” she told him.  “Being in Corrupted Land strengthens them, and they suffer reduced penalties from the effects of Corruption.  They have bonuses to attack and damage versus creatures of the Dark, and they have great Abilities with Stealth, Dodging, and movement.  They are meant to go into Corrupted Lands and remain there, striking surgically at enemy forces and retreating without engaging in massive combat.”
“That…sounds really useful, especially since we seem to spend all of our time fighting in Corrupted Lands,” he pointed out.  Kind of like modern special forces, he realized.  The Class is meant to live in Corrupted Lands and disrupt enemy activities from within.
“Indeed, it would be,” she agreed.  “And it is the Class I am leaning toward.  Even should I complete my Cleansing Quest, I would still retain all the benefits of the Class, and it would help shield me from further Corruption as we adventure together.
“And yet,” she hesitated, “I am not sure it is the best Class for us to use when we are together, Oathbinder.  Currently, I am filling the role of a Defender, and this Class is…ill-suited for that.  It is meant to strike from the shadows and quickly return to them before enemies can retaliate.  Certainly, I hope that Saphielle would be able to fill that role, but if she is recalled to the House of Blades, it would leave you undefended, which would cause us both great problems and would certainly result in more deaths for you.”
“Not necessarily,” he replied slowly.  “It would just mean that we’d need to change how we handle enemies…and I was thinking we’d need to do that, anyways.”  Geltheriel looked at him curiously, and he sighed.
“From going over damage notifications,” he told her, “I’m pretty sure that the amaroks we’ve been facing are around level three or four.  Even with there being seven or eight of them, we’ve come way too close to dying too many times, considering our levels.  Yesterday, we had an advantage – we were hunting them in their dens instead of facing them in the open – but the day before, I was wasting a lot of SP trying to create a perfect battlefield for us to stand and fight on, and if Rhys hadn’t been there to heal you, things might have gone badly.
“The thing is,” he went on, “neither of us was really playing to their fighting styles, were we?  You’re not really a defender, Geltheriel; if you were, you wouldn’t have put so many points into Agility.  If you take the Elven Knight Class, you’ll become a defender-type…but is that what you really want?”
“It is not,” she acknowledged.  “And yet, if it is best for us…”
“No,” he shook his head.  “We’ve got Saphielle with us now to take that job.  I’d rather adapt our tactics if we lose her and let you have a Class you’ll enjoy.  I’ve tried being a Class I wasn’t suited for in other – other worlds – and it’s a terrible experience.  You’ve gotta do what’s best for you, and we’ll work with it.”
Geltheriel gazed at him steadily for several moments before curling her hand around the Dancing Skill Stone and closing her eyes.  An aura of cold radiated out from her for a moment, and Aranos watched as the blackness filling the veins in her arms and face burst from its channels, spreading out to give her skin a slightly gray, ashen tint.  Well, that’s certainly less conspicuous than the black veins were, he admitted.  It does make her look like she might be a little sick, though.
She opened her eyes and smiled.  “That is an excellent Class,” she told him, rising to her feet, seeming to be filled with sudden energy.  “The effects of the Corruption within me are halved, I gain new Corruption at a fraction of the normal rate, and I do significantly increased damage to creatures of Darkness.  As for Stealth…”  Suddenly, the woman vanished from Aranos’ sight, reappearing several feet away.  “I now move much more quickly in Stealth, Oathbinder, quickly enough that I will be able to range around us as we travel without slowing you in any way.”
“That sounds awesome,” he congratulated her.  “I think I’ll be able to keep up, though.”  As he spoke, he cast his Flight Spell and rose into the air a few feet, zipping around their clearing at his base speed, which was a bit faster than a human’s best running speed.
He slowed and hovered over the ground before her, noting her stunned expression with a slight feeling of triumph.  “I can fly at this speed pretty much indefinitely,” he told her.  “My SP regen is more than double the drain from the Spell.  I can maintain twice this Speed, as well, but I won’t be getting much SP back if I need to cast anything while I’m doing it.”
“I cannot imagine why you would need to cast Spells at such a speed,” she told him.  “Yet, if you can remain out of the reach of attackers – at least, those who cannot fly – that changes our available strategies drastically.”
“Yep,” he agreed.  “And once the others wake up, we can talk about a few of those and see what they think.  I have a feeling today’s going to be an interesting hunt…”
Rhys and Saphielle emerged from their tents just as the sun dipped below the horizon.  The guard was wearing heavier armor made of overlapping, steel scales and carried a large shield strapped to one arm, with a heavy spear in the other hand.  A short sword was strapped to her waist on one side, while what looked like a sledgehammer hung from the other side.  A steel helmet protected her head, and chain mail covered her arms and legs.
She stared at Geltheriel for a moment before a grin creased her face.  “You have gained an Advanced Class,” she observed.  “And now it is my turn to be jealous, and to wonder how you achieved one in such a short time.”
“Trust me, that will be the least of the mysteries you will face when traveling with the Liberator,” Rhys murmured.
“Yeah, be that as it may,” Aranos spoke up, “we should probably figure out how we’re going to do this.”
“I should think it would be obvious,” Saphielle shrugged.  “I will take their attention, you will strike them from range, and Geltheriel will use her new class to move behind them and attack from behind.  Rhys will heal and support us.  Is that not the simplest strategy?”
“Yeah, and we’ll try that, for sure,” Aranos agreed as he cast his Flight Spell and rose from the ground.  “But, there’s other ways to do this, too, and this way, maybe, we can pick our ground a little bit better.  Here’s what I’m thinking…”
An hour later, they found the tracks of their first amarok pack.  Tracking was more difficult while he was flying, but at his Skill level, it wasn’t an impossible challenge.  His eyes picked up the telltale traces even from a few feet in the air – he was worried that if he flew higher than that, he’d attract the attention of balayangs or other flying creatures – and he could even still grab their scent from the wind rushing by. 
It was a larger group, with nine members that Aranos could differentiate easily.  A good test of our new tactics, then, he decided.  He zipped back and awkwardly flashed some hand signals at Geltheriel – their new strategy would make communication difficult, so she had taught him a handful of signals he could use to communicate with her without needing speech, including signs for numbers and the various creatures they were likely to encounter – and swooped forward at double speed, quickly catching up to the shadowy pack.
The wolf-like creatures were on the move, creeping through the low, blighted underbrush in a stealthy fashion.  For all he knew, they might actually be in Stealth, but he doubted their Skill was sufficient to even present a challenge to his Tracking abilities.  He slowed down and hovered overhead silently, seeking the smallest, weakest looking member of the pack. 
His gaze fell on a single amarok that was limping ever so slightly and had fallen toward the back of the pack.  He pulled up a Composite Bullet and concentrated, using his Precise Shot Ability to focus on the back of the creature’s neck, where the spine met the skull, and his Overchanneler Perk to pump extra SP into the attack.  He held his focus for five seconds before finally releasing the Spell, firing the bullet directly into the base of the wounded creature’s skull.  When the Bullet exploded, the wolf simply collapsed, instantly slain, and the entire pack whirled at the sound of the muffled pop of the Bullet bursting.
The alpha amarok spotted Aranos instantly, as he had descended to hover just above the path behind the pack.  The creature snarled and charged at him, and Aranos zoomed back down the path at double speed, staying just ahead of the snapping creatures.  He fired a Composite Bullet over his shoulder every so often, keeping the creatures’ attention, and allowed them to slowly gain on him.
As he zipped over a rise in the earth, he swooped up over the field of stone spears he had created using his High Mastery Ability and the carpet of writhing, curling vegetation Rhys had called up with a Spell.  He shot past Saphielle, who waited calmly in the center of the path, which Aranos had deliberately left free of obstacles, and settled to earth behind her.
The pack charged over the hill and, without slowing, the alpha rushed forward and slammed into Saphielle’s shield.  The woman had anticipated the attack, though, and jammed the point at the base of her shield into the earth, bracing it with her shoulder and bracing the butt of her spear in the ground behind her.  The huge wolf took the spear in the center of its chest and still managed to crash into the shield, but Saphielle barely moved an inch.  She yanked the shield from the ground and smashed it into the wolf, knocking the large creature back several feet and freeing her spear, before lowering the shield enough to allow her to thrust with the polearm over the top of it.
The pack crowded in behind the alpha, driving itself into a frenzy as it tried to get to the female guard.  Some of the creatures attempted to leap over Aranos’ stone spears and impaled themselves, ripping open their sides and bellies and thrashing mightily in an attempt to free themselves from the jagged stone.  Once the pack was fully engaged, Aranos unleashed an Air Web to trap the creatures within while Rhys’ conjured vines flashed up and grabbed at the amaroks, entangling their legs and even further slowing them.
Geltheriel flashed out of Stealth behind the pack, sinking her sword into the neck of one of the free wolves, killing it instantly.  The rest of the pack howled at the sight of her, but before they could attack, Saphielle banged her shield and shouted, glowing red for an instant as she used a Taunt Ability to regain their focus.  Geltheriel slipped back into the shadows instantly, using the distraction to return to Stealth.
Aranos fired a Composite Bullet at one of the wounded creatures, punching a hole in its skull and slaying it instantly.  As Saphielle jabbed her spear at the alpha, holding it at bay with her shield, Geltheriel struck from Stealth again, her blade flashing and killing another wolf that had avoided being entangled.  Before she drew the pack’s attention, Saphielle shouted once more, and the snarling wolves lunged toward her. 
The tactic they were using was fairly standard because it was so effective.  The wolves constantly tried to attack Saphielle, whose large shield and heavy armor kept her almost totally safe from their bites.  Aranos picked off wounded and stragglers, carefully avoiding gaining attention himself by refraining from hitting the alpha, while Rhys healed Saphielle’s minor wounds and Stamina loss.  Geltheriel struck from the flanks, using hit-and-run attacks to slaughter the wolves before they even knew she was there. 
While Aranos certainly could have just hit the pack from above without risk and tried to winnow them down gradually, he was worried that would just make them scatter, and they would have to chase the pack around all night.  By using him as bait to kite the creatures into a battlefield of their choosing, the party was able to easily dispatch the pack without any significant risk to themselves. 
At the end, the pack was slain, and no one had suffered more than minor wounds.  I guess that counts as a success, he crowed inwardly as he settled to the earth just as Geltheriel emerged from Stealth.  “That worked pretty well,” he grinned.  “And nobody got hurt, which is a big plus.”
“That will not always be the case,” Geltheriel warned him.  “At some point, Saphielle will be unable to hold them well enough to allow me to retreat from combat, or our enemies will not follow to the ground we have prepared.”
“Or you will underestimate their speed or reach and find yourself enmeshed in combat before we can arrive, no doubt through foolish arrogance or overconfidence,” Saphielle pointed out.
“Or our enemies will be even marginally more intelligent than the amaroks,” Rhys joined in, “and they will suspect this somewhat obvious trap and try to set one of their own.  Not that I am not suitably impressed by these tactics, Liberator.”
“All of which speaks to the fact,” Geltheriel finished, “that amaroks are fairly weak compared to our current levels and are rather unintelligent.  There are other creatures in the Blightlands that present a far greater danger, as I hope the cenzik taught you, and we must prepare for them, as well.”
The reminder of how easily the cenzik had shredded him quickly sobered Aranos.  “You’re right,” he agreed, his smile fading.  “We’ll need to make sure we’re practicing these tactics and come up with some modifications.  What happens if we run into flying creatures, or ones who can detect you in Stealth, or who can hit Rhys and I at range?  We need to be prepared for these things; maybe we can use these amarok packs to practice our new strategies and refine them a bit.”
“That is a wise attitude,” Geltheriel replied.  “The Keepers have been refining their tactics against these creatures for centuries, and yet there is still more to learn.  For example, while baiting amaroks into your chosen battleground is a time-honored method for dealing with them, I have never heard of using the least protected and combat-capable member of the party to bait the trap – and yet, with our advantages, it is an ideal tactic to use.”
They set to work Harvesting the hides from the wolves before setting out to find another pack.  They located three more packs that night, and each time, they refined their tactics.  The first was smaller, with only 6 members, so they practiced what they would do if Saphielle couldn’t hold an enemy, meaning Geltheriel couldn’t use her Stealth.  As Geltheriel descended into pure melee, Aranos quickly realized why her new Class needed the Dancing Skill; it was as if she and the wolves had choreographed a fight scene. 
She slipped around their attacks fluidly, never standing against them directly.  She used her shield to guide their attacks past her, rolled over their snapping jaws, lashed with her blade as if it were a steel ribbon.  The elf never stayed still long enough for the amaroks to flank her; she moved through them as if they were standing in one place and struck them with shallow cuts that bled and weakened them.  While she and Saphielle held their attention, he performed crowd control, splitting the amaroks into smaller groups with his Energy Walls and picking off creatures that got too close to their blind spots, while Rhys focused on healing and slowing them down with his entangling Spell.
The next pack, they acted as if he couldn’t stay out of range; he swooped close enough to the pack for the animals to be able to reach him before making it back to the party.  He signaled them by firing a single Fire Arrow into the air, and the party rushed in to ‘rescue’ him.  As he waited, he zipped around the edges of the pack, making judicious use of his Debilitation Spell and Void Paralysis to keep too many of the amaroks from attacking him at once, but his Composite Armor got quite a workout, protecting him from the beasts’ claws and teeth until Saphielle arrived to pull them off him.
The final pack they found, though, was a little different.  When Aranos tracked it, he was surprised to find that the trail led him to the clearing of the jubokko tree they’d encountered the first day.  Despite his having burned it to ash only two days ago, it already towered twenty feet over the earth.  Wow, those things really do grow back quickly, he marveled silently.  But why would the pack come here?
He circled the clearing silently, his eyes picking out the creatures’ tracks and tracing them to a large hole dug under the base of the tree.  Wait, he thought silently, the amaroks have their den dug underneath the jubokko?  Why isn’t it, you know, eating them?
He quickly flew back to the others and explained what he’d seen.  “So, why isn’t the jubokko using them as food?” he asked her.
“Possibly because jubokkos vastly prefer blood that was shed in pain and anger,” Rhys suggested.  “Some in the House of the Sickle maintain that they feed on those dark emotions, and their appetite for blood is merely a byproduct of this.”
“While that is an interesting theory,” Geltheriel replied with exaggerated politeness, “I fear that the reality is both more prosaic and more disheartening, as the Keepers have seen this before.  The amaroks remain safe by dragging their kills back to their den and allowing the jubokko to feed off the remains.  In return, the amaroks gain protection for their den from greater predators.
She sighed.  “This also means, Oathbinder,” she said slowly, “that this den is certainly home to one or more of the creatures’ young.  Amaroks are greedy and perpetually hungry; if they are willing to share their kills, then their need to protect this den must outweigh their lust for the kill.”
“Young?” he asked.  “You mean, like wolf pups?  Maybe they could be domesticated or trained!”
Rhys snorted, but Geltheriel silenced him with a look.
She looked back at Aranos and shook her head emphatically.  “It has been attempted,” she told him.  “There are some who believed that if one took an amarok as a pup and raised it in kindness, it could serve as a companion or pet.  Each such time, the creature’s bloodlust consumed it when it reached maturity, and it turned on its master and had to be destroyed.  Darkness is woven into the hearts of these beasts, Oathbinder, and no matter how much love and affection are showered upon them, the Darkness will take them eventually.”
“One Master in the House of the Sickle attempted to claim several young this way,” Rhys added.  “She believed that possessing an exceptional rank in Animal Handling and hand-feeding the amaroks would allow her to overcome their vicious nature.  She apparently realized her error when the creatures escaped their confinement and set upon her while she slept.  Had her apprentices not been near and able to subdue the pack and heal her rather grievous wounds, it is likely that she would have ended up hand-feeding them in the most literal sense of the phrase.”
Aranos sighed as he realized what they were trying to tell him.  “So, we’ll have to kill puppies?” he asked hesitantly.  “I’m…I’m not sure I can do that, guys.”
Saphielle nodded.  “That is not surprising,” she observed.  “Not having seen the creatures’ savagery day in and day out, it is understandable that you would balk at slaughtering their young.  It is a necessity, though, and this means that you will have to put such feelings aside…”
Geltheriel interrupted the woman with a hard look and an icy tone.  “It is understandable,” she agreed, “for this one of the hardest tasks that any who dwell in the Light must ever perform.  I have seen veterans of countless battles weep at the duty and brave Keepers turn aside from it.  I do not believe that either of you have been forced into this position before as I have, so perhaps you will accept my word that there should be no judgment for those who hesitate to do this.
“However,” the woman went on more gently, “Saphielle is correct that this is a necessity, Oathbinder. Were the creatures intelligent, they could be Redeemed, and saving even one would be worthwhile.  Since they are not, nothing can be done, and they must be destroyed.”
“Fine,” he said heavily.  “Maybe I can fill the den with Deadly Vapors and we won’t have to watch them die.”
“If that works, it would be preferable,” she replied feelingly.  “I assure you, I am no more eager for this than you are.” 
The Shadedancer turned to Rhys.  “You possess a Spell that holds plants motionless, correct?” she asked him.
“I do,” he agreed hesitantly.  “Yet, before you ask, I do not think it will work on the jubokko.  I can attempt it, but it will require all my concentration and will drain my SP rapidly; even then, I will likely be able to slow the tree, at best.  The Spell was meant to deal with bloodthorns or stranglevines, not something as massive as a jubokko.”
“Don’t bother, then,” Aranos interrupted.  “I’d rather you use your SP for healing, to be honest.  Last time, it took a while for the jubokko to wake up; hopefully, we’ll be done before it realizes we’re here.”
They set up around the edge of the clearing.  Aranos flew as close as he dared, considering the jubokko tree, and turned the entrance to the den into an ooze trap.  He then hovered just out of reach of the tree’s branches, with Saphielle standing behind him ready to defend him as necessary, and created a cloud of Deadly Vapors, willing it to roll toward the entrance of the den and sink down into the earth.  A few moments later, howls erupted from the den just as the tree began to shiver and thrash its branches.  The Deadly Vapors must be affecting the tree’s roots, he realized.  That’s going to make this harder; dodging the tree and the pack at once won’t be easy.
The animals came bursting out of the den, howling in rage.  Saphielle set her shield, while Aranos hit the first one with his Debilitation Spell, targeting its Agility.  Combined with the thick, clinging muck, the Spell left the creature floundering helplessly, blocking the exit to the den.  The other animals ripped and tore at the trapped beast in their frenzy to escape, and Aranos hit a few of them with Composite Bullets as they struggled. 
Soon enough, though, the creatures burst free of his trap, eleven of them charging at the party.  Saphielle stood in their path, taunting them with her shout, but the crazed beasts ignored her and rushed for the Sorcerer whose Spell had roused them from their den.  Aranos flew a bit higher, unleashing a series of Ice Arrows as they neared, coating the creatures in frost and felling two of them. 
Geltheriel darted out of hiding, slashing into one of the creatures and darting back before the rest could respond.  The pack turned toward her, but Saphielle shouted once more, and this time her taunt was more effective.  Several of the creatures rushed toward the tank, who caught the largest on her shield and impaled it with her Spear, ignoring the ones trying to harry her flanks.  Geltheriel moved up beside her, stepping in to cover her off-hand side, and Aranos fired a series of Composite Bullets into the creatures trying to move past her darting spear, not realizing that he was drifting higher as he did so.
A branch slammed into him as he floated too close to the jubokko, knocking him to the earth and shaving a few dozen points off his Composite Armor.  The closest wolf seized on this and leaped at him, but he hit it directly in the face with a Composite Bullet and rolled to his feet, launching himself back into the air.  Another amarok charged at him, its teeth snapping uselessly against his armor, and he activated his Ring of Force Shield as he was knocked back, placing the hovering mana disc between him and his attacker.  Suddenly, a tangle of vines erupted beneath the wolf’s feet, as Rhys’ Spell entwined and bound it, allowing him to dart clear.
He had accidentally moved outside the wall of protection created by Saphielle and Geltheriel, and a few of the amaroks were taking advantage by trying to circle behind him.  He blocked their path by raising an Ice Wall in front of them, then darted up into the air to move back to safety behind his defenders – directly into the blow of one of the jubokko’s limbs.  The impact launched him across the clearing, and without thought, he hit the flailing limb with a Radiant Blast.  The Corrupted wood lit up instantly, charring the branch into ash, but before it could spread to the tree – where it would likely alert every predator in the area to their presence – he smothered it with a jet of channeled water mana.
Three wolves were still racing toward him, smashing through his wall and ignoring the shards of ice that sliced through them as they did.  Escaping was proving difficult, as the jubokko’s branches were keeping him from flying out of their reach.  He pulled out his staff, ready to fight, but suddenly, Geltheriel appeared from the shadows before him, her blade felling two of them quickly.  The last turned to engage her, and Aranos reached over to the elf, laying his hand on her back and filling her with a Greater Empowerment.  He spread the boost among her Endurance, Agility, and Strength equally, knowing that she would need to quickly dispatch the creature and fight back to Saphielle’s side. 
Geltheriel’s muscles swelled beneath his touch, and she moved so quickly he could barely track her as she began her deadly dance with the amarok.  His Spell had boosted each of her Stats by more than 40 points – which meant that each of those Stats was certainly over 50, now, and her Agility might even be close to 100 – and she felled the wolf as if it had been frozen in place.  Her Empowered Strength let her cleave through the creature’s hide without effort, and her heightened Endurance allowed her to shrug off the few blows that found purchase. 
Her foe defeated, she sped back toward Saphielle, who was holding off four of the creatures, her wounds constantly being healed by Rhys.  The Druid was adding a bit of ice to the mix, as well as entangling the creatures in his Spell, which allowed the guardswoman to keep all of them focused on her without taking excessive damage.  Aranos flew up to her and laid his hand on her shoulder, Empowering her the same way he had Geltheriel, and the woman seemed to shudder as the Spell boosted her physical Stats.
Once Geltheriel arrived, the two Empowered fighters made very short work of the remainder of the pack.  Aranos added his Composite Bullets to the chaos, but they didn’t need much help; less than a minute later, every amarok lay dead.  As the warriors sheathed their weapons, Aranos let the buff fade.  They left the bodies, knowing that soon enough, roots from the jubokko would come to claim them and would attack the party of elves just as readily.
“Now is an excellent time to investigate the den,” Geltheriel said grimly, striding toward the entrance.  “The jubokko will soon be distracted by its feeding and may leave us alone.”
“Especially since I think any roots it had in the den are probably dead,” Aranos added, following her.  “I have a feeling my Deadly Vapors probably killed them, which is what woke the stupid tree up.”
“Then we shall adjust our tactics accordingly next time,” she shrugged.  “Lieutenant, Druid, please maintain watch beyond the radius of the jubokko, in case there are other members of the pack nearby.  Oathbinder, let us see what awaits us below.”
This den was larger than the others, and there were a lot more bits of ragged flesh scattered throughout.  In the back of the den, a small hollow had been dug out, and more of the scraps of flesh were placed within.  Aranos swallowed and tried not to gag as he saw a handful of tiny, black bodies, each about the length of his forearm, strewn among the hunks of meat, each still and unmoving.  You did that, he told himself accusingly.  That was your Spell.  Tears sprang unbidden to his eyes; killing the adults was one thing – they were a menace, and if he didn’t kill them, they certainly would have torn him apart – but seeing the small, twisted bodies sent a stab through his heart.
A tiny, high-pitched growl sounded by his feet, and he saw a single, black pup crouched before him, its teeth bared, and its head lowered.  Geltheriel sighed and drew her blade slowly.  “I had hoped your Spell had gotten them all,” she confessed.  “Such is the burden of a warrior, however.”
Aranos stared at the animal in a detached way, his mind having difficulty processing what he was seeing.  The walls of the den, he noted, were starting to writhe, as if the jubokko were finally taking notice of them.  Or maybe it’s excited by what we’re going to do, he thought bemusedly.  Geltheriel’s face was grim, but he could see the pain in her eyes.  The burden of a warrior, she had said.  That’s not it, though.  What she’s about to do is a victory, but not for the Light.  It will end the pup and its potential menace, but it’ll rip at her heart, too.  That’s what the Darkness really wants; to break our spirit and our will.
Geltheriel’s arm raised, but Aranos held up a single hand.  This is what the Corruption is, the thought crystallized in his mind instantly.  It weakens us, but that’s not its goal: it’s there to feed our flaws, our weaknesses, and our hate.  It’s there so that things like this hurt more, so that the Darkness seems welcoming compared to the pain.
“No,” he said calmly as the realization swept through him in a wave of grief.  “No, I am not letting the Darkness win this one.  I am not giving this up; I will not do what it tells me must be done.  No.  Fucking.  Way.”
Power erupted from him, golden energy that slammed into Geltheriel, freezing her in her tracks.  He heard a mental scream of agony from the very earth around him as his Compassionate Renewal burst forth, drenching the ground in warm, healing light.  He sensed more than heard a roar of rage from somewhere far distant, somewhere beyond where his ears could hear, but he ignored the sound and poured forth his Spell. 
His grief over the deaths of the pups, his sorrow over the pain of the tree, his rage at what the Darkness tried to do to them; all these flowed out through his magic.  The energy drove into the Corrupted soil, pushing back the darkness and leaching into the tree’s roots.  It swirled around the pup that howled and whined before him, soaking into its fur, the jet-black fading to gray and finally to silver.  He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, focusing his need to heal this place, to reclaim it from the darkness, driving that need with every ounce of his will. 
Unseen but felt, the energy crawled up the jubokko, searing off decay and burning away Corruption.  Light seeped from the cracks in the tree’s bark before it smoothed over and sealed, fading from a dingy, iron-gray into a brilliant white that shone in the darkness.  Green burst from the now-fertile soil and silver-white erupted from the tips of the new tree’s branches as the energy rolled out to the edge of the clearing, fading at last as Aranos’ strength fled, and he collapsed to the ground.




Chapter 14

Aranos’ head swam as he fell to the floor.  Every muscle in his body shook, and even breathing took effort as the deepest exhaustion he’d ever felt swept through him, dragging him toward unconsciousness.  He struggled against that desire, though, and pushed himself to a half-sitting position, forcing his eyes to open as he heard a high-pitched growl.  The silver-furred wolf was standing in front of him, its tiny teeth bared at Geltheriel, who was lifting her sword as she stepped toward him.
“No,” he croaked, his voice little more than a hoarse whisper.  Geltheriel halted, and he reached out a trembling arm to touch the wolf pup.  Instantly, he felt a jolt inside of him as some part of him reached out to the small predator, connecting to it.  “It’s okay,” he told the wolf gently.  “She’s a friend.”
Pack? he felt as much as heard a tiny voice in his mind. 
“Yes, she’s part of our pack,” he said aloud.  “She won’t hurt me.”
“Quite the opposite, young fenrin,” she said quietly as she sheathed her sword and moved to help Aranos to a sitting position.  “I would never willingly allow him to come to harm, as that is part of my Vow.”
“Fenrin?” Aranos croaked, his voice shaking.  “What is that?”
“A creature of legend,” she told him.  “A race long thought lost to this world, reborn today before my eyes.  Thanks to your compassion, Oathbinder, and your refusal to let the Darkness win, I have seen a miracle this day.”
“Not a miracle,” he chuckled.  “Just a Spell.  Really powerful one, really big downsides.”
“Of this I am certain,” she agreed.  “I think we should remain in the den tonight, for safety.  You are in no condition to return to camp, and if I am correct, few creatures of the Darkness will dare venture near us while we are within, as this is a consecrated space.”
“I only need an hour,” he demurred.  “Exhaustion lasts for an hour.  Just…need to sleep.  Wake me up then.”
“Very well, Oathbinder,” she nodded.  “I will join the others above, and we will keep watch; you must rest, however, or I fear your weariness may last longer than you believe.”
Aranos nodded slowly and sank back to the ground, gratefully closing his eyes.  It took him no more than a handful of moments to drift to sleep, one of the few times he’d truly slept since he arrived.
He blinked as he found himself standing in a forest glen, one very similar to the one that he’d created for his dream travels, before he’d realized that doing so was like lighting a beacon in the Realm of Dreams for his enemies.  He took a deep breath, sighing as he sat on the soft ground.  “Actually, some sleep might do me good,” he muttered.  “It’s been a long day.”
“Well, damn, it’s about fucking time you fell asleep,” a voice spoke from behind him.  Aranos sprang to his feet, spinning around, his hands held up and ready to cast a Spell.  A short, slim elf with delicate features and long hair the color of spun gold stood several feet away from him, her hands held out to her sides.
“Whoa, whoa, calm down, big boy,” she chuckled.  “I’m not here to fight.  Just came for a little chat; think you can handle that?”
Aranos’ eyes narrowed as he recognized the woman.  He’d seen her before, very briefly, but it was a moment that had impressed itself on his mind.  “You’re the Traveler,” he replied suspiciously.  “The one who was causing all the problems in Eredain.  How the hell did you get in my dreams?”
“The name’s Lily,” she offered.  “Damn elves could never seem to remember it; they always called me ‘Traveler’, no matter how many times I asked them not to.  Pretty fucking annoying, really.”
“Aranos,” he replied shortly.  “And you didn’t explain how you’re here?”
“Skill,” she told him, shrugging.  “It’s called ‘Dream Haunting’.  Morx taught it to me, told me how find you.  Dude’s got a real hard-on for you, you know; I guessed you pissed his godly ass off.”  She laughed and shook her head.  “Pissed me off, too, ruining my shit in Eredain, so I was cool coming here to pass a message to you.”
“Tell him no,” Aranos answered, holding up his hand.  “I’m not interested in working for him, or being his chosen one, or whatever.  No thanks.”
“Oh, that offer’s way the fuck off the table,” she snorted, gesturing at him.  To his shock, black tendrils erupted from the ground and wrapped around him, pinning his arms and legs and wrapping across his mouth.  “Naw, he wanted me to come here and make you my bitch.  He figured that’d teach you to keep your nose out of other people’s shit.”  She gestured, and the tendrils squeezed, sending pain shooting through his body.
“See,” she said, pacing around the glen, gesturing wildly with her hands as she spoke, “being buddies with a god has benefits.  I mean, yeah, he scares the piss out of you, but once you get past that, he knows some cool shit to teach you.  Like how to do magic in the dreamworld.”  She waved her hands spastically, and a figure crawled up from the ground, green-skinned and bent. 
“You remember my aswang, right?” she asked as she saw his eyes widen.  “Well, not the same one; you fucking killed my last one.  But that was in the real world; here, you can’t do whatever shit you did there, so I’m gonna have her eat you really, really slowly.  I might even take a few bites myself; never tried eating a person before.  Might be fun.”
As the aswang skittered forward, Aranos pushed aside his rising panic.  It’s a dream, he told himself firmly.  You’ve cast Spells in dreams before.  You can do this.
He concentrated, drawing energy from the dreamscape, and slammed it into the aswang as a narrow beam of light.  The creature screamed and fell backward, a smoking hole in its throat, and Aranos imagined fiery tendrils erupting from the ground, wrapping around the creature and dragging it into the earth.
Lily stared at the spot in astonishment, and he used her distraction to grab her Spell with his mind.  He shifted the energy flows, and the tendrils faded into smoke, freeing him.  “Yeah, you’re not the only one that can do that, asshole,” he grated, firing a Composite Bullet at her head. 
Lily gestured, though, and a multicolored shield exploded around her, absorbing the bullet’s impact and rocking her back a step.  “Ugh,” she grunted.  “Damn, that was a good shot.  First time I’ve ever felt something almost get through this shield.”  She gestured again, and a pair of flaming, demonic creatures swirled into being in front of her.  “You really should try Summoning shit,” she told him with a grin.  “How are you gonna fight me when these assholes are trying to rip you apart?”
Aranos wrapped the creatures in ice mana, dousing their flames, and hit her with a blast of void mana.  Her shield shivered, buckled, but held, although he could sense the cracks forming in it.  She responded by bathing her creatures in flames, but while she focused on them, he hit her shield with another Void Arrow, widening the cracks in it. 
He realized his mistake as a tree next to him moved, slamming a branch into him and knocking him sprawling.  The tree’s trunk split into two legs as it ripped its feet free of the soil, stepping ominously toward him.  You don’t have to cast your actual Spells, he chided himself as he imagined a blade of void mana slashing at the tree, slicing it in half.  You’re in the Realm of Dreams; all that matters is your imagination.
Lily’s summoned demons burst free of his icy prison, but he immediately wrapped them in void mana, paralyzing them.  “What the fuck, man?” she demanded, holding up her hand and firing a black sphere at him.  His Composite Armor flashed into place with a thought, and the sphere washed over him harmlessly.  “You shouldn’t be able to do this shit, here!”
Aranos responded by raising his hand.  A series of radiant meteors streaked from the sky, slamming into her buckling shield.  She closed her eyes reflexively as the flashes erupted in front of her face, and Aranos used the moment to link an imaginary tendril to her shield while shrouding the whole glen in a pall of dark mana that extinguished all sight.
“What, you think this will fucking stop me?” the woman screeched, not noticing as Aranos began to drain energy from her shield.  A gout of flame washed over him, but he ignored it, trusting his armor to protect him.  “I fucking love the darkness!” she screamed, a touch of panic tinging her voice.  “I eat this shit up!”  A wave of icy death mana rolled past him, and he summoned a shield of life mana to absorb it, continuing to drain her shield’s energy.
“Enough of this shit!” she screamed.  Aranos squinted as a brilliant light erupted from where she was standing, blinding him for a moment.  Suddenly, a pair of rough hands grabbed him from behind, lifting him in a bear hug.  “I got your ass!” she shouted, walking toward him, her figure appearing out of the purple haze fading from his vision.
“Not really,” he smiled as he sucked away the last of her shield’s energy and it faded before her eyes.  As she halted, her eyes stunned, he fired a Composite Bullet directly into her face.  The bullet smashed into her nose, exploding and knocking her backwards.  The arms around him started to squeeze, but a moment later they released him as the dark, bear-like figure pushed him aside and rushed at her.  He quickly caught it in a Crystal Prison, but he could see that it would only hold for a few moments.
“See, that’s the downside of being a Summoner,” he told her, hitting her with a Debilitation Spell and watching her body wither.  “You really have to stay focused or your summons might turn on you, especially if you’re one of those people who like to summon evil things to do your bidding.  They’re powerful, sure, but they tend to hate you more than your enemies.  Pretty common theme in these games, you know?”
She started to rise, and he hit her in the chest with another bullet, this time using his Channeling Skill to drive it deep into her before allowing it to explode.  Blood gushed from her mouth, as she screamed, clutching the wound.
“Now, I could let it eat you,” Aranos smiled.  “That’s what you were going to do to me, after all, right?  But, I’m not like you.  So, here’s my message for both you and Morx…”
He summoned a staff into his hand and leaned over her.  “Don’t.  Fuck.  With me,” he said simply before smashing the staff butt into her skull.  Her eyes rolled back, and her figure shimmered and dissolved, vanishing from his dreamscape.  Huh, he thought curiously, I wonder if that sent her for respawn or just woke her up? 
His Crystal Prison shattered as the bear creature burst free, but he reached out and grabbed it with his mind, willing it to vanish.  Without Lily’s will to hold it, the dream construct easily unraveled in his grasp, and he sighed and sank back down to the grass.  Well that’s a surprise, he thought wearily.  So, the other Traveler – Lily? – is working with Morx.  Yeah, no way that’s gonna go badly for me.  I might have to chat with the High Dreamer and see if there’s some way to shield my dreams from them; I don’t want to go through this every time I go to sleep.
He had beaten Lily, true, but a lot of that was because she hadn’t come prepared for a fight.  Neither had he, of course, and she had surprised him, but like a lot of people, she wasted her element of surprise chatting with him.  If you’re gonna fight, fight, he thought grimly.  Don’t stand there talking about it.  He hadn’t made that mistake and had hit her hard and fast. 
Now that she knew about his capabilities, though, she’d come prepared, and that meant he’d have to be ready every time he fell asleep.  Good thing I can meditate and skip the whole sleeping thing, he thought grimly.  As he sat, the dreamscape around him became hazy and indistinct, his forest glen smudging and blurring at the edges as his mind drifted into normal sleep.
He awoke with a gasp, scrambling to a sitting position, his eyes wide and blinking.  Okay, so the forest glen isn’t a normal dream, he realized as his heart slowed down.  That’s a good signal that something’s about to go down, I guess. 
The pup in front of him whined and jumped onto his lap.  “Hey, little guy,” he grinned, noticing that his exhaustion had passed.  “Or girl.  I don’t really know.  Good to see you, though!  Are the others still up top watching out for us?”
The pup turned its head quizzically and licked his cheek once before jumping off his lap.  It padded toward the den’s entrance and stopped, looking back at him over its shoulder.  Aranos blinked in astonishment.
“You, uh,” he stammered, “are you taking me to see them?” he asked.  The pup barked once and began trotting back up the slope to the entrance.  Aranos shrugged and followed, crouching slightly in the low den.
He emerged into the quiet, star-filled night and gazed in quiet awe at the newly Redeemed tree that stretched above him.  The leaves of the tree were dark green, wide and heart-shaped, with silver veins running through them that actually shed a visible radiance on the ground below.  The bark was smooth and gleaming white, shimmering in the silver light that fell on the ground beneath it almost like water raining gently to the now-fertile earth.  Soft, green grass had grown to knee height throughout the clearing, interspersed with a few bushes that rose only slightly higher. 
He looked around the clearing and saw Geltheriel sitting beside the entrance, her back to the trunk, staring up into the branches.  Rhys was kneeling in the new growth, his face showing his amazement as he ran his fingers through the spreading greenery and examined a bush that seemed to be decorated with tiny flower buds.  Only Saphielle seemed unperturbed by the sight of the newly formed clearing, as she stood at the edge of the verdant circle, her spear resting lightly in her hand and her eyes scanning the darkness surrounding them
Aranos sat next to Geltheriel heavily, sighing as the little wolf climbed up into his lap.  “It is good to see you recovered, Oathbinder,” the woman said quietly.  “I was concerned for you after your most amazing Spell.”
“Yeah, it took a lot out of me,” he admitted.  “90% of my LP, half my SP, and gave me the Exhausted debuff for an hour.  Not something I can do often, I’m afraid…or in combat at all.”
“And yet, do you know what you have done?” Rhys spoke up, rising to his feet and walking over to them.  “Tell me, Liberator, do you know what you have brought into this world with your Spell?  How you have more than surpassed any expectation my elders may have had?”
Aranos shook his head. “Not really,” he admitted.  “I mean, Geltheriel called this little one a ‘fenrir’, I think, but I don’t know what that is or why it’s a big deal.”
“Fenrin,” she corrected.  “A High Celestial Wolf, Oathbinder.  Her kind has not been seen on Ka since the Feast; they were hunted to extinction in this Realm by the Nightmare creatures, who feared their teeth and howl.”
“And this tree we sit beneath, do you know it?” Rhys persisted.
Aranos glanced up at the mighty bole, and his Herbalism Skill kicked in.  “Narbrethil,” he replied.  “’Queen Silver-hair’ in human.  Its bark can make a poultice that will cure almost any disease, even magical ones, its leaves can be brewed to remove many status effects, and its fruit is a component in healing potions.”
Rhys stared at him for several moments before shaking his head and dropping to his knees.  “How you know this is still a mystery to me,” he admitted. “Yet, I do not care, Liberator.  What you have done here, today…what you have created?  It is a boon beyond compare and a gift that is utterly priceless.”
The Druid looked down at the ground, his voice quiet.  “I have not treated you as well as I could,” he admitted.  “I saw you as a means to an end, Liberator, not as an individual worthy of respect. 
“And as repayment for my lack of faith,” he continued as his gaze rose to meet the Sorcerer’s, “you have brought this to the world, and in so doing, you have humbled me.  I beg your forgiveness.”
Aranos merely sat in stunned silence for several moments.  “Um, there’s nothing to forgive, I don’t think,” he finally said.  “I’m just glad I could do this.  It…it needed to be done, is all.”
Rhys nodded and rose to his feet.  “That it did,” he agreed quietly.  “I will return to my communion with your creation, Liberator, and give you peace to speak with your Avowed.  Yet, know that you can call on me at need, and I will serve.”  The elf bowed his head before walking away, settling back onto the ground toward the edge of the clearing.
Geltheriel watched the Druid for a few long moments before shaking her head.  “The Sorceress’ gifts serve you well, Oathbinder,” she told him finally.  “Because of them, you may very well know more of this tree than any other in the Elven Nations, due to one thing the Sorceress would not have known.  This tree, like your new fenrin companion, has not been seen on Ka since the Feast.  It was one of the first to fall to Corruption, and many have speculated that it had become was the source of the Blight; as it once gave life to the forests, now it drains that life to feed the Darkness.  And here we sit, beneath its silvered branches, something that many would have deemed a dream of a lost age.
“Once more, I am honored by my Oath to you, Aranos,” she whispered.  “And humbled to be a part of something so miraculous.”
Aranos was about to protest, but he noticed the serious look on her face.  Don’t take this moment away from her, he reprimanded himself.  “Thank you,” he said, taking a deep breath.  “I’m glad I could do it, too.”
He noticed notifications blinking in his vision and quickly called them up:
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You have slain Amaroks x11!  139 XP Gained (Base 555, split between party members)
You have slain Amarok Pups x5!  8 XP Gained
You have destroyed Jubokko!  4091 XP Gained
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Animal Companion Gained!
Fenrin Pup has become your Companion.  Fenrin Pup has the following Qualities:
Leveling: Your Animal Companion gains XP at 1.5x the normal rate until its level matches yours, at which time it reverts to standard XP gain.
Soulbound: Your Animal Companion is Soulbound to you and can be recalled from death once per day.  If you and your Companion both die, your Companion will appear with you at your respawn point. 
Charm Immunity: Animal Companions cannot be Charmed, Dominated, or otherwise forced to act against you in any way.
Fenrin Pup’s current Status:
Level: 1
Str: 11Int: 9
Dex: 14Wis: 17
Agil: 16Per: 22
End: 12Cha: 6
LP: 152SP: 97Stamina: 106
Abilities:
Aura of Light – All creatures of Darkness within 30’ suffer a penalty to all attacks, damage, and Skill checks equal to [(Wis-10)/2 + Level]. 
Howl of Vengeance – Can howl to inflict damage equal to fenrin’s current damage total to all creatures of Darkness within 60’. 
Cha +1
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Quest Updated: To Redeem the Fallen
The Elder of the House of the Sickle has asked you to find and Redeem fallen lands or races.
Objective: Redeem a location or a race of plant, animal, or beast lost to the Feast of Virnal.
Difficulty: S
Objectives Completed: You have Redeemed two lost races (fenrin, narbrethil)
Reward: 10,000 XP (5,000 XP per race Redeemed).  Increased influence in elven lands, global reputation, Title
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World’s First!
You are the first player to restore a member of a lost race!
As such, you gain the Title: The Redeemer
Title: The Redeemer
Benefit: You and any creature within 30’ of you gain CP at half the normal rate from any source.  Any creature you Redeem from Corruption will automatically be Evolved and is immune to further Corruption.   Any area you redeem is considered Consecrated: it is immune to Corruption and causes pain and weakness to any creature of Darkness within, reducing their physical Stats by 50%
Cha +3
We can redeem him.  We have the technology.
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 2
Current XP: 64529/66000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Okay, so I guess it was a big deal, he blinked in realization.  Ascended Spells are just…amazing!  I got a new Title that’ll make Geltheriel even less vulnerable to CP, especially combined with her new Class, and anything I Redeem now will be more powerful than before and immune to Corruption.  That’s a big encouragement to use the Spell, although the restrictions are rough. 
He took a look at his status; he had 5 Stat points he could add now, and no weak Stats.  He was tempted to put points into Strength, since it was his lowest Stat, but he wasn’t really using the Stat much.  If he kept working with Jhaeros and those training crystals, his Str Stat would be going up pretty quickly, anyway, so it wasn’t that important to try and boost it.
He did drop two points into Perception, though; he used that with his Tracking Skill all the time, and having his Stat match his Skill would probably make the Skill even more powerful.  He dropped the remaining three into Charisma, since it was the only Stat he hadn’t found any training for.  He pulled up his short status to take a look at how he was doing:
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Aranos Evenshade, The Liberator
Age: 26
Race: Aleen
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantLevel: 2XP: 64529/66000
Base Class: SorcererLevel: 10XP: 50764/55000
Profession: HunterLevel: 1XP: 160/500
Abilities:
Str: 17 (21)     Dex: 28 (32)    Agil: 26 (30)   End: 27 (31)
Int: 67Wis: 75Per:  29Cha: 62
LP: 567/567Regen: 4.7/s
SP: 4653/4653Regen: 23.1/s, 30.3/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
Willpower: 1150/1150
[image: ]
Yeah, Strength is definitely falling behind, he grimaced.  Between training and levels, though, I should be able to get Perception up pretty quickly.  He reached down and ruffled the fenrin’s fur absently, noting that its tail wagged as he did.
“So, have you decided upon a name for her?” Geltheriel asked him.  “Surely you do not wish to call her ‘fenrin’, and I doubt she would appreciate that, either.”
“No clue,” he chuckled.  “I didn’t even know she was a girl until you just now told me.  I’ve never been a pet person.”
Geltheriel tilted her head back and laughed heartily.  “Certainly, though,” she chortled, “you can tell the difference between males and females, yes?  I seem to recall you showing some interest in those differences back in Haerobel, when you kept finding ways to explore them ‘accidentally’.”
“I…you…no!” he sputtered as she laughed.  “I mean, yes, I know the differences between males and females, obviously!  I just never thought to, you know…to look!”
“Well, I did think to do so,” she chuckled, “and I can assure you that your pup is assuredly a female.”
“Okay, fine,” he sighed.  “But no, I haven’t thought of a name for her.  What about something like, ‘Spot’ or ‘Woofie’?” he teased.
She stared at him icily.  “You will not give the first member of a risen race a name that might be uttered by a dying cow,” she told him flatly.  “Think of a name that has poetry, that speaks to her. Remember, she is intelligent; if you choose poorly, she will think less of you.”
He looked down at the wolf, who was staring back up at him.  “Don’t worry,” he murmured.  “I would never name you Spot.” She barked once and wagged her tail.  He scratched her ears and pondered.  What would be a good name for you, girl?
Unbidden, an image of the stars overhead swam into his mind.  This, he heard a voice speak in his head.
“Stars?” he blurted out loud.  Wait, did she just talk to me?
Stars, he heard the voice repeat in his mind. 
“What about stars, in particular?” Geltheriel asked him.
“She wants to be called stars,” Aranos replied, pointing at the wolf.  “I’m pretty sure I heard her tell me that.”
“Ah, you have bonded her, then,” Geltheriel nodded.  “She will grow to be a powerful Companion, Oathbinder.  I can think of no better choice.”  The woman sat in thought. 
“If I were the one making the decision,” Saphielle ventured from the edge of the clearing, not bothering to turn toward them. “I do not believe I would call her something as mundane as ‘Star’.  However, If the fenrin wishes to be named after stars, I suggest naming her ‘Silma’.  It is an ancient word for ‘starlight’, and truly it sounds far more dignified than ‘Star’, do you not think?”
Aranos glanced at Geltheriel, who shrugged.  “She is correct,” the woman supplied.  “That is far more poetic than calling her ‘Star’.”
“What do you think, girl?” Aranos turned and asked the fenrin playfully.  “Would you like to be called Silma?”
Silma, he heard the voice in his mind.  Yes.
“Silma it is, then,” Aranos decided, rising to his feet.  “We still have some time to hunt tonight; should we go out, or should we just spend the night here?  I think it’s safe.”
“I believe it is, as well,” Geltheriel nodded.  “However, it is my understanding that something is happening tomorrow, yes?”
“Yeah,” he nodded.  “I’ll be going back to my world for a day.  I should be back the next morning, though.”
“Then I believe we should hunt as much as we can tonight,” she affirmed.  “You will be losing a full day of training and preparation, and the road to Antas, once we set upon it, promises to be difficult.”
“That’s a good point,” he nodded.  “Although I would like to see the High Dreamer as soon as possible.  I’ve got something I need to ask him.”  He quickly detailed his encounter with Lily in his dreamscape and his desire to learn how to block her out.
“It is a shame that you cannot kill her permanently in our world,” Saphielle said in a cold tone.  “You are aware, I assume, that her actions in Eredain are undoubtedly the cause of many of our people’s concerns about you.”
“And now, she has given herself fully to the Darkness,” Geltheriel added, her eyes blazing.  “You should not have stopped me, Oathbinder.  I cannot protect you in your dreams.”
“That’s why I’m hoping to meet with the High Dreamer before I leave,” he agreed.  “And all you would have done is made her death take longer; it wouldn’t have changed anything.  I’m guessing she blames me for her dying because she’s one of those Travelers who thinks that non-Travelers don’t count as people, so it all had to have been my fault, of course.  That wouldn’t have changed.”
“She is a fool, then,” Geltheriel grumbled.
“But a dangerous one,” Aranos warned.  “She’s the toughest mage I’ve faced other than Lythienne.  She’s a Summoner, so if she has time to prepare, she can field an entire party all by herself.  I’d rather not deal with that if I can avoid it.”
“Very well,” Geltheriel nodded.  “But that will have to wait for your return; tonight, we will finish our hunt.”
“What about Silma?” Aranos asked, glancing down at the small wolf.
Geltheriel shrugged.  “You can carry her if you wish,” she told him, “but I suspect she would prefer to run alongside us.  She will not be a hindrance in battle, although you may wish to instruct her to keep out of direct combat until she has grown somewhat.”
Aranos nodded and crouched down before the wolf.  “Silma,” he told her firmly, “I want you to stay close to Geltheriel unless we get into a fight.  Then, I want you to stay back and only attack if you can do it safely.  Do you understand me?”
The little wolf barked once, and Aranos nodded.  “Good girl,” he told her, casting his Flight Spell and rising into the air.  “Let’s get going.”
He didn’t range quite as far around them as they hunted this time, trying to make sure he kept an eye on his new, little Companion.  That meant it took him a bit longer to pick up the tracks of the next pack of amaroks, but once he did, it was a simple matter to repeat their earlier trap.  The pack, eight members strong, fell quickly to them, as did the next one, which was slightly smaller.
The last pack he managed to track, however, was much larger, with fourteen amaroks slinking through the murky darkness, including three members that were almost as large as the huge alpha and who, Aranos guessed, were probably burgeoning alphas in their own right.  Left to its own devices, he thought silently as he watched the inky black hunters, this pack would probably end up splitting off into two or more smaller packs, when one of those mini-alphas gets big enough to either drive out the current leader or to be too dangerous for the leader to keep around.
In any case, the massive pack was very close to being more than the party could handle.  Their sheer numbers allowed them to smash through his stone spears, and Saphielle had to be careful not to taunt them all to focusing on her.  As it was, Rhys was having a bit of trouble keeping the woman healthy; having the entire pack trying to surround her would probably have been deadly to her.
That meant that Geltheriel couldn’t dart in and out of Stealth; she had to fight to Saphielle’s side and stand with her as a secondary tank.  Rhys could spare no SP for anything but healing; Aranos had to focus on crowd control and limit his damage output significantly. 
He managed to raise several walls of stone across the battlefield, hemming off parts of the pack and allowing the two warriors to focus on small groups at a time.  He laid a Greater Empowerment on each of the two women, as well, boosting their Strength, Agility, and Endurance.  By using his Energy Webs and walls to split up the battlefield, he gave the two fighters the time they needed to whittle through the pack in smaller groups, until finally, the last creature fell.
“That was not the most fun I’ve ever had,” Aranos grumbled, noting that his SP were down to about 50%.  Utility Spells are freaking expensive, he fumed quietly.  “That was the biggest pack I’ve ever seen.”
“They do come larger than that,” Rhys offered offhandedly.  “Geltheriel would know more, but I have heard tales of packs of thirty or even forty of the creatures.  Compared to that, this was almost uneventful, really.”
“The largest pack the Keepers have record of,” the woman in question supplied, “had 126 members.  It was not a natural pack, though; it was brought together by an apanog, a Dark Huntsman, and it was meant to scour our forests clean of all life.  Fortunately, it was destroyed before it could do much damage.”
“Huh,” Aranos replied.  “Well, then, I’m glad it was so small, I guess.”  He gazed up at the descending moon.  “Think we have time for one more hunt?”
“I believe you should check your notifications, first,” Geltheriel informed him.  “I would not be surprised if that encounter boosted Silma a level.”
Oh, yeah, she gets XP 50% faster than we do right now, he remembered, pulling up his notifications:
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You have slain amarok x14!  XP 695 (Base 2780, split between party members)
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 2
All Stats +1, +3 Stat points to assign
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So, she did level up! he thought excitedly.  And she gets a decent boost per level: plus one to every Stat?  Although, maybe that’s just because she’s so young, and that will slow down as she develops.  Hard to say.
Apparently, he got to assign her bonus Stat points, as well.  He placed the first in Endurance immediately; she needed more LP if she was going to survive the kind of battles he tended to fight.  He tossed the second in Agility, to improve her Dodge Skill, and decided to use the last to boost her Wisdom, which would make her Aura of Light more potent. 
He closed out the notification window and looked at Silma.  The fenrin had grown noticeably larger with her level up and was now about two feet long and a foot tall at the shoulder.  I’ll bet that’s how animals and monsters mature in the game, he thought silently.  Their parents probably help them level up until they’re a normal size for their species.
“You may want to look into gaining the Animal Handling Skill,” Rhys told him, smiling at the silver wolf.  “It would grant her certain benefits, and it can improve the bond between you, as well.”
“I believe Uncle Durlan has an Animal Handling Skill book,” Geltheriel told him, also looking down at Silma fondly.  “Once he meets Silma, he may all but insist you use it, as well.”
“I’ll do that,” he nodded, beaming at his wolf.  “Let’s see if we can’t find something else to help level her up.”
They spent the rest of the evening hunting, stopping only when they saw dim, gray light peeking above the hills to the east.  They found another pair of amarok packs, were attacked by a swarm of balayangs, and came across a small group of aswangs.  That was the toughest battle for Aranos, since the aswangs’ blood acted to counter his magic.  He had to stay out of range and let Geltheriel and Saphielle do most of the work, focusing on buffing his companions and using his High Mastery Ability to modify the battlefield.  The creatures could drain blood with their long, prehensile tongues, but Silma’s blood was apparently painful to them, so the little wolf was able to tank them effectively while Aranos struck from safety.  The fenrin took some serious injuries, but that only made her Howl of Vengeance more potent when she used it on the green-skinned creatures, killing two of them instantly in the process.
By the time their hunt was done, Silma had gained two levels:
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 4
All Stats +1, +3 Stat points to assign
New Ability Gained: Piercing Bite – Your Companion’s bite attack does an extra 50% damage on a critical hit and ignores 50% of armor or defenses.
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He assigned a point into Endurance and Agility at each level, then tossed one point into Wisdom and another into Strength.  “You’re turning into a little tank all on your own, aren’t you?” he crooned to her, ruffling the fur between her ears.  “All we need to do is get you some armor, don’t we?”
“While barding for her would not be impossible,” Saphielle replied, “you will likely wish to wait until her growth has stabilized.  Otherwise, you will find yourself having to alter or even replace her armor after a pair of levels or so, which would be expensive and somewhat foolish.”
“She will grow fastest in her early levels,” Geltheriel explained when he glanced at her questioningly. “Once she hits level 10, her growth will slow somewhat, and you will not be replacing her armor on a weekly basis.”
“Yeah, that’s a good point,” he nodded.  “Still, even something that could protect her neck and throat would be better than nothing, right?  And it would take her longer to outgrow that.  I’ll look into it when I get back, I think.”
“Speaking of which, when must you return to your world?” she asked curiously.  “And how will you do so?”
“I don’t honestly know,” he admitted.  “I think you know that we Travelers aren’t really in this world; our real bodies are back in our world, kept safe there.  We only project our minds here, into a body of our choosing.”
“Can you, then, also choose the Stats for that body?” Rhys asked.  “If so, why did you choose such poor physical Stats for yourself?”
“I didn’t,” Aranos replied, shaking his head.  “Basically, the Stats for this body match the ones for my real body in my world…or, at least, they did when I first got here.  I’ve obviously improved it since then.
“In any case,” he returned to his first thought, “at some point, the people who are caring for my real body are gonna pull me back to my world, but I don’t know exactly when.  I’m kind of hoping they’ll give me some kind of notice; if they do, I’ll let you know so you aren’t surprised.”
Geltheriel nodded.  “Then it seems we must make haste to get you back to the Stronghold, if you are to accomplish anything today,” she said decisively.  “If you could be returned to your world at any time, you must decide what is most important to you for the day.”
Well, he considered, what are my choices?  I’ve got several things I could do: I could go see Jhaeros at the House of Twilight and do physical training, spend an hour at the House of Stars, visit the High Dreamer about shielding my dreams, or go visit Durlan and see about getting Animal Handling.
I definitely need to see the High Dreamer sooner rather than later, he reminded himself.  That’s vital.  The Skill I can get whenever, although it would be best to have it before we go out hunting again.  The training is probably least important, since there’s no way I’ll get to train all my Stats before I have to log off.
“Let’s head to Durlan’s first,” he decided.  “I can try to get the Animal Handling Skill first.”  He glanced at the others, who were looking at him quizzically.  “Oh, yeah, I think I can get a Skill at the Novice level just from one training session with a Skill book.”
“That is absurdly unfair,” Saphielle noted lightly.  “I would complain about that, if there were someone to complain to. As there is not, though, I will simply observe with lightly concealed jealousy.”
“As she said,” Rhys murmured quietly.
“After that,” Aranos went on, ignoring the pair’s mutterings, “we can head to the House of the Moon.  If I can get both of those done today, I can just train with Jhaeros and his training crystals until I have to go and see what bonuses I can get.”
“Jhaeros deemed you worthy of the training crystals?” Geltheriel asked in surprise.  “He usually reserves those for only his most prized students; his allowing you to use them is both a great honor and a horrific punishment, I have heard.”
“Which is another reason that can wait until last,” Aranos grinned.  “That old man takes way too much pleasure in...”
“Sorry, but you know what they say about the best-laid plans,” Veronica’s voice suddenly spoke in his mind, startling him.  “I gave you as much time as I could, though.” 
As she spoke, a notification flashed across his vision:
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Congratulations, Traveler!
You have completed your first week in Singularity Online!  As part of the Beta Testing, you will be logged out in one minute and will return in 24 hours after medical and psychological evaluations.
Prepare yourself for logout in 54s…
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“Umm, scratch all that, guys,” he told her hurriedly as the seconds counted down.  “I’ll be leaving in less than a minute, sorry.”
“Do you know when you will return?” Geltheriel asked, her voice betraying a shade of nervousness.
“24 hours, apparently,” he shrugged his shoulders.  “I don’t know, but I’d guess I’ll reappear in the Traveler’s Trials, since that’s my respawn point.”
“I shall occupy myself and care for Silma as best I can while you are away, then, Oathbinder,” she told him, placing her hand on his shoulder.  “Safe travels to you in your world, and may you return quickly.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but the counter in his eyes flashed:
3…2…1…Logging Out.  Thanks for playing Singularity Online!




Chapter 15

Jeff gasped and opened his eyes, blinking rapidly and struggling to move as his sight was filled with a sparkling, green glow.  His arms and legs were pinned, and he began to hyperventilate as he realized that he was helpless, trapped with a mask strapped to his face.
“Easy, Jeff,” he heard a calm voice echo in his ears.  “You’re back in Neo-Dyne.  The logout process can be a little traumatic the first time, but just relax and give the Mark I a minute to disconnect you, okay?”
Right, the pod, he reminded himself, slowing his breathing.  I’m back in the real world, now.  I’m connected to the Mark I; that’s why I can’t move. 
He relaxed as he saw the level of the green nano-gel steadily dropping, feeling it drain below his neck and down his chest.  Once his arms were free, he felt a pinch as the nutrient tubes were retracted from him, and the restraints holding his arms in place snapped open.  The mask was removed from his face, and the chest restraint released, snaking back into the seat of the pod, freeing him to move at last.  As the last of the fluid drained down into hidden tanks, the lid of the pod finally opened.
He sat up slowly, expecting to find his muscles stiff and weak from disuse, but to his surprise, his body felt strong and supple.  He moved carefully as an attendant appeared in his vision, holding up a hand in caution.
“Just hang there for a minute, Jeff,” he told the man.  “We’ve gotta get the nano-gel cleaned off you; don’t want you slipping and falling.  Just sit back and close your eyes for a bit.  I promise, this won’t hurt in the slightest.”
Jeff sat back and closed his eyes. A moment later, a warm spray of water washed over his hair and face, moving slowly down his body until, less than a minute later, it cut off.  “Okay, you can sit up now,” the smiling technician told him, holding out a towel.  “Real showers are pretty nice, aren’t they?”
“Yeah,” Jeff nodded, taking the towel and drying himself off.  “Not as good as a nice, hot bath, though.  You can get those in the game.”
“A bath,” the tech repeated wistfully.  “Yeah, I can’t wait until the game goes into full production.  I’ve been saving up for it for a year, now.  Is it really as good as they say?”
“Better,” Jeff grinned.  “It feels…totally real, man.  You can’t tell you’re in a game, not even a little bit.  Smell, taste, touch; it’s got everything.”
“That sounds freaking amazing,” the man replied, matching Jeff’s grin.  “Okay, once you’re dry, I’ll take you to the docs so they can get your testing started.  Full battery of medical tests again, sorry.”
“That’s okay,” Jeff shrugged dismissively.  “If it gets me back in the game, I’m cool with it.”
The doctor put him through a full set of exams, including blood tests, an EKG, brain MRI, and a complete battery of stress tests.  To his surprise, Jeff found that the tests that had left him sweaty and exhausted a week ago now only made him mildly winded.  He mentioned it, and the doctor nodded.
“It’s the nano-gel,” she told him, not looking up from her holo-screens.  “It stimulates muscular and cardiovascular activity while you’re in it.  From these numbers, it looks like you’ve gained about 3 tenths of a percent more muscle mass, and your lung capacity has improved by a tenth of a percent.”  When she saw his doubtful look, she smiled.
“That’s similar to the gains you’d have from performing moderate to high-intensity muscle and cardio training daily for the past week,” she assured him.  “In other words, you’re in mildly better shape than you were a week ago.”
“That’s…pretty amazing,” he observed with a bit of awe in his voice.  “That seems like it would be a selling point just by itself: you could sleep in one of these things and get a workout while you slept, right?”
“You could,” she affirmed.  “And you can be certain the company is considering that angle.”
After the physical, he was taken to a different room, where he underwent a series of psychological tests.  When that was done, he was approached by a young man dressed impeccably in a suit and tie.  The man walked up to him and offered his hand, which Jeff hesitantly shook. 
“You’re Jeff Lawing, right?” the man asked, smiling.
“Uh, yeah,” Jeff nodded.  “Sorry, can I help you?”
“Not me, specifically, no,” the man laughed good-naturedly.  “Actually, Mr. Newsome asked to speak to you, specifically, once you were done with your tests.”
“Mr. Newsome?” Jeff repeated, swallowing hard.  “You mean, CEO of the whole company, guy who signs my paychecks Mr. Newsome?  What does he want with me?”
“He didn’t say,” the man shrugged.  “But I can tell you, you’re probably not in any trouble.  If you were, there’d be no reason for him to talk to you himself when he could just send the order to have you reprimanded or fired or whatever, right?”
“Okay, yeah, that makes sense,” Jeff agreed, forcing himself to calm down.  “Lead on, I guess?”
The elevator to the top floor of the massive Neo-Dyne building rose so smoothly and silently that Jeff wasn’t even sure they were moving.  He stepped into the small space and, a minute or so later, the door opened onto a long hallway.  At the end of the hall stood a pair of large, wooden, double doors.  The suited man led him down the hall and knocked on the door.
A woman’s voice spoke from the room around them, vaguely familiar to Jeff somehow.  “Good morning, Mr. Ferreira.  Is this Mr. Lawing?”
“He says he is,” Ferreira chuckled, turning to look at Jeff.  “When you’re done, just take the elevator back to the first floor.  You don’t need biometrics to ride it down; just to come up.”  He shook Jeff’s hand again and turned away, walking back toward the elevator.
“Welcome, Mr. Lawing,” the female voice spoke.  “Mr. Newsome has been anxious to meet you.  Please come in.”  The double doors swung open, and Jeff entered the most elaborate holo-suite he’d ever seen in his life.
The room was darkened and filled with floating, three-dimensional screens.  Some depicted various people speaking, others showed rotating graphs or video scenes.  The holograms hovered in a semi-circle before a figure seated at a long, solid-looking wooden desk.  Jeff stood awkwardly, not wanting to interrupt the man in the midst of the holographic chaos, but fortunately, the female voice spared him from the uncomfortable moment. 
“Mr. Newsome,” the voice spoke, “Jeff Lawing, as you requested.”
The man glanced up and motioned for Jeff to approach, waving for him to sit in a plush, overstuffed chair that looked like genuine leather.  “Mr. Lawing,” the man spoke, his features indistinct behind the holographic display surrounding him.  “Thank you for coming.  Please, tell me your thoughts of the game.”
Right to the point, Jeff thought, blinking in surprise.  Most of his meetings with executives started with several minutes of awkward and meaningless chat, purportedly to put him at ease.  Yeah, nothing short of a sedative could put me at ease right now.  It’s probably better that he’s direct.
“Umm, it’s amazing, sir,” he stammered.  “I mean, it’s so realistic, and the NPC’s are totally lifelike…”  He broke off as Newsome held up a hand.
“Tell me about the realism,” he interrupted.   “When you say ‘realistic’, what, specifically do you mean?”
“Oh, okay,” Jeff scrambled.  “It’s a full sensory experience, sir.  Not just the five typical ones that most people think of, either.  Heat feels hot; cold feels cold; pain hurts.  You can smell someone’s fear or anxiety if you have the right Skills.  When you’re scared, you get goosebumps, and you feel it in your stomach, and when you’re happy or frightened, you get an adrenaline rush, just like you would in life.  In short, sir, it felt like it was…well, real.”
Newsome nodded.  “Very well explained,” he approved.  “Did you know that we track just how well the server is communicating with an individual’s mind, Mr. Lawing?”  Jeff started to answer that as part of the programming team, yes, he did, but the man continued without pause.  “We do; we call it connectivity.  It’s a measure of how well the Mark I’s neural network interacts and interfaces with a human’s mind.  On average, it tends to be between 40 and 50%, although it grows with usage as the Mark I and your brain learn how to communicate more effectively with one another.
“When we were choosing candidates for the Beta testing,” he continued, “we used what we had learned from our Alpha testing to select those who we felt would have greater natural connectivity.  We have been mostly successful, as the average score for this trial is...”  He consulted a screen for a moment.  “63%, which is quite impressive.
“However, you are an anomaly, Mr. Lawing.  Your score was, at the time of your logout, 89%.  This no doubt explains the depth and richness of your experience, as the Mark I was able to very effectively communicate with your brain, allowing you to feel things more fully than most.  If you compare notes with other testers, I predict that you’ll find they didn’t find things as…intense as you did.”
“Umm, okay,” he nodded.  “That’s a good thing, though, right?”
“A very good thing,” Newsome agreed.  “I wanted you to know this, because it is our belief that the more…immersed you are in the game, the more you treat it like reality, the faster your connectivity will rise, and our goal for this test is to get the participants as close to 100% as possible.
“To this end,” he told Jeff, “we are relaxing some of the protocols for you.  You will still need to undertake forced logouts weekly, but only for long enough to perform your physical and psych tests, after which you will be allowed to immediately re-enter the game.
“Of course, this will last so long as your numbers are rising,” Newsome added.  “However, all you have to do for that is immerse yourself in the game as much as possible.  That won’t be an issue, I take it?”
“Umm, no, not at all,” Jeff hurriedly replied.  “So, does that mean that I’m going back in now?”
“You still get tonight off, I’m afraid,” Newsome demurred.  “Enjoy your time; go talk to some friends, relax.  However, not a word about the game or about anything we’ve discussed here today, do you understand?”  The man’s voice became vaguely threatening as he spoke, and Jeff swallowed nervously.
“Yes, sir,” he nodded quickly.  “I mean, I understand, and I won’t say anything to anyone.”
“Good,” Newsome said emotionlessly, as though Jeff’s agreement was preordained.  As far as he’s concerned, it probably was, Jeff reminded himself.  “Thank you for coming, and I look forward to watching your progress.”
Hearing the obvious dismissal, Jeff rose and made his way back to the elevator, his thoughts churning.  This means I get to spend more time in the game, he thought excitedly.  I wonder why he cares so much about that connectivity number, though?  Maybe it’s a measure of how close someone’s getting to the Singularity?  Maybe if I hit 100%, I’ll be the first person to be able to merge with the computers?  That would be…well, a little scary, frankly, but kind of cool, too.
He hit the button for the elevator, but rather than riding it down to the lobby, he stopped at the floor for his workstation and slipped out into the quiet halls.  It was a Saturday, so only a skeleton crew of programmers was in the building today, and most of those ignored him.  Everyone in his department knew him – he was a gifted programmer and had a talent for untangling knotty coding problems – but he wasn’t really close to any of them.  They acknowledged his existence as he walked past, nothing more. 
This is basically the opposite of the game, he realized.  There, every elf knows who I am, and they’re either excited to see me or terrified of me.  None of them just blatantly ignore me, though.
He sat down at his holographic workstation, unlocking it with his biometric information, and the displays flared to life around him.  He quickly logged in and loaded up an app he had developed when he first started working here, one that overwrote his keystroke entries using old data.  No matter what he did at the station, now, a security check would show that he’d been working on some random piece of code that he’d long ago finished with, not an unusual occurrence at all, as many programmers loved to go back to their old code and try to tweak it to make it just a little bit better.
Instead, though, he loaded up the monitoring protocols for Singularity, the only part of the game the AI’s hadn’t locked him out of.  It took him almost an hour to find a way to use those protocols to establish a remote link to his workstation using his mental scans as the biometric lock.  What he had done was strictly against company policy, of course, but he figured that if his thumbprint and retinal scan combined were considered sufficient security against intrusion, surely his unique mental scan was an even better safeguard.  Yeah, you’re not justifying it at all, he told himself sarcastically.  Technically, it’s not illegal, but it might still get you fired.
He closed down his station and locked it up, feeling both triumphant and slightly guilty as he headed back down to the main lobby.  He exited the elevator and was surprised to see Phil waiting for him.
“There you are, buddy!” the larger man called out with a smile, rising from a nearby couch.  “I see you survived your chat with the big boss!  Anything you can talk about?”
“No, not really,” Jeff stammered, nonplussed.  “Wait, how did you know about that?”
“Afonso is a friend of mine,” Phil chuckled.  When he saw Jeff’s complete lack of recognition, he added, “Afonso Ferreira, the guy who took you up to see Newsome.  He knows you and I are friends, so he told me where you were.  Didn’t expect it to take an hour, though!  Must have been some talk.  You still employed here?”
“Ha, ha,” Jeff replied sourly.  “Mr. Newsome only talked to me for about 10 minutes, if that.  I wanted to stop at my workstation; there was this little bit of code that had been bugging me, and I…”
“You can stop there,” Phil held up his hand, an expression of mock pain on his face.  “No need to fill me in on the details.  You were in coding mode, I get it.”
“Yeah,” Jeff agreed.  “I didn’t know you were waiting, though; I would have hurried down faster if I had.  Sorry about that!”
“I could have messaged you,” Phil shrugged.  “I figured if you were with Newsome, though, you wouldn’t want to be distracted.  Still, this is our one night of freedom, so let’s go grab some lunch and celebrate.  You can use your rations this time, since we won’t be needing them very much for the next few weeks, right?”
“That’s true, man,” Jeff grinned.  “Okay, sounds good.  Let’s go.”
“Sounds good?” Phil echoed in an amazed voice.  “Wait…I’m not going to have to drag you out with me tonight?  Who are you, and what have you done with Jeff?”
Jeff laughed as they stepped out of the building into the cool, fall day.  He’s right, Jeff mused silently.  I usually hate going out; I just don’t like people.  Maybe all the socialization I’ve had to do in-game has been good for me?
It had rained recently, and a heavy, wet smell filled the air.  Jeff inhaled deeply, his nose picking up the scents of ozone from the passing electric cars, the faint smell of bread – made with insect flour, he could tell from the slightly bitter undertone – and the subtle odor of whatever cleanser the technicians had used to rinse Phil and him off earlier.  Wait a second, he started in surprise as he realized what he had just done.  I’ve never been able to smell an electric car or tell real bread from cricket bread before!  What the hell?
Phil stepped to the curb, waving down a passing autocab.  “I know a great place that serves fake seafood,” he told Jeff as they sat in the car.  “Or, we could hit this little hole in the wall bar.  It doesn’t look like much, but you can get a real burger there, with actual meat.”
“The bar sounds good,” Jeff shrugged.  “You know I’m not that into seafood.”
“Just making sure you’re still you, buddy,” Phil chuckled, giving directions to the computer. 
Jeff rolled down his window slightly, allowing the cool breeze to enter the cab.  As they drove off, he concentrated on the various odors his nose was picking up.  He scented a mock flower store as they passed, noting the slight tang of the aromatic compounds the florist used to mimic the scent of real flowers.  They stopped near a deli, and Jeff could make out the aromas of three different synthetic meats being cooked at once. 
“You okay, buddy?” Phil spoke, his voice touched with concern as the cab slowed and stopped at their destination.  “You’ve been awfully quiet.  What’s on your mind?”
Jeff started; he had almost forgotten that Phil was in the car with him.  “Just thinking about the game,” he lied smoothly, using his biometrics to pay for the cab ride.  “I told you, Phil; those algorithms are spot on for the sensory experience!”
“Yeah, you were right,” Phil admitted as they walked into the narrow, dingy-looking space.  “I mean, it wasn’t perfect – there were little touches here and there that were just a tiny bit off – but it was the closest thing to real I can imagine.  You can color me impressed, Jeff.”
Newsome was right, he realized.  I never felt like anything was off, probably because my connectivity was higher. “Plus, epic quest coming up, huh?” Jeff asked, grinning.  “How goes the recruiting?”
Jeff glanced around at the bar, wrinkling his nose as the odor of slightly charred meat hit him.  Real meat, though, he realized.  Synthetic doesn’t burn like that.  It’s got a slightly chemical smell when it’s charred. 
“Oh, it’s going really well,” Phil replied enthusiastically, not noticing his distraction.  “Patriarch Apollon – he’s the priest in charge of the temple that offered your quest – has this acolyte who’s really eager to join.  She only goes by her in-game name, which is Meridian, but she’s some kind of priest class and a healer.  We also got this archer named Samir who calls himself Longfellow, even though he’s not really that tall.  I couldn’t find a rogue or assassin character we really liked though; hopefully, someone will show up before we have to leave.”
A waiter led them to a table, and they ordered drinks.  Phil ordered a beer, and Jeff asked for a Bloody Mary, both made with synthetic alcohol.
“That’s not totally necessary anymore,” Jeff informed Phil as he examined the menu, explaining Geltheriel’s class change, his new party, and his wolf companion.  “So, she’s got the assassin role, now, and Silma can hopefully tank for us, if we can get some armor for her.  I’m not sure if the others would be willing to leave Eredain to come with us, though, so it’s probably best to assume it’ll just be Geltheriel, Silma, and me.”
“We couldn’t form a party that big, anyways,” Phil pointed out.  “Max party size is four, I think, but I’m pretty sure Geltheriel and Silma wouldn’t count toward that number.”
“They count now, as far as XP goes,” Jeff countered.  “I’ll check with Geltheriel; maybe there’s a Skill or Ability that’ll let you increase that max.”
“There’d almost have to be, wouldn’t there?” Phil agreed.  “I mean, if you’re going to do raids or even participate in a large battle, you’d have to be able to lead more than just four people.”
“Good point,” Aranos nodded.  “I’ll look into it.”
“So, you got your advanced class, huh?” Phil changed the subject, a tinge of jealousy in his voice.  “I hope you’re going to power level us when we meet up, buddy.”
“Can’t do it,” Jeff shook his head.  “If you guys aren’t an active part of the battle, you won’t get XP, or at least not very much.  The XP you get isn’t just about the level of the creatures you fight, it’s also about how challenging and dangerous the encounter is.  Trust me, I ran into that problem.”  He told Phil how he had figured out a simple method for dealing with the gasha in Haerobel, and how the AI’s had constantly lowered his XP rewards in turn.
“I guess we’ll have to grind for a while before we can head out, then,” Phil sighed.  “Otherwise, you’ll have to sit back and let us take out a bunch of low-leveled stuff until we catch up to you.”
“It’ll be fine,” Jeff shrugged.  “We’ve got time.  Get yourselves to at least level nine, and the rest will work itself out.”
They chatted amiably as they ate, sharing stories from the game.  Phil told Jeff about some of his disastrous moments with Karen and how he’d finally told the woman off over her behavior.  “She unfriended me, of course,” Phil shrugged.  “I still chat with Hector, though; apparently, she’s been struggling to form up a new team, and he’s been joining pick-up groups while she gets her act together.  Neela’s happy in the Mage’s College, and Hector’s fine with Karen, so I don’t feel bad about leaving them.”
“It’s nice when things work out,” Jeff agreed, sipping from his drink.  Oddly enough, his newly heightened sense of smell also seemed to accentuate the taste of the cocktail; the Worcestershire sauce, in particular, was almost overpowering.  That same heightened taste made his burger ridiculously good, though, and he plowed through it with gusto. 
“Hungry much?” Phil chuckled.
“It’s so good,” Jeff moaned.  “One of my Abilities lets me get by without food or water as long as I’m in a forest, so I really only have to eat infrequently.  When I do, it’s usually rations or something I scavenge from the forest, not a freaking burger.”
Phil laughed.  “Glad I don’t have to deal with that.  They don’t have burgers in the human kingdoms, but they do have meat, and food’s not that expensive.”
“It’s not in the Elven Nations, either,” Jeff shrugged.  “And you can get meat there, too.  It’s just that we spend pretty much every night out in the Blightlands hunting for bounties, so we eat a lot of trail rations.”
“Yeah, I can’t believe you go out there at night,” Phil shook his head.  “Every party I know of that’s done that has been wiped.  The last one I talked to ran into this bear-thing; they said it basically stomped them into paste.  Every time it roared, they’d lose their heads for a bit, and it would kill another one of them.  They couldn’t keep up party tactics when their tanks were running away, screaming, you know?”
“Ursusz,” Jeff nodded, wiping his chin.  “We haven’t run into one, yet, but we’ve got a quest to take them down.  Their blood is acid, you know, and Geltheriel says that once you start combat with them, you can’t run; they’ll chase you down.  Nasty!”
The big man shook his head.  “And you’re going to go looking for one of those?”  he asked dubiously.
“Um, well, the Quest says we have to kill two of them,” Jeff replied.  “We’d probably take them on one at a time, though.”
“Gosh, only one at a time?” Phil asked mockingly.  “Why not an entire pack?  Or, hey, maybe you could tussle with a dragon for fun?  Have you even been killed by anything, yet?”
“Bunch of times,” Jeff snorted.  “That was basically my Class training Quest, remember?  Die over and over again while learning how to use my Spells effectively.”
“Okay, but outside of that Quest?” Phil persisted.  “I mean, I got ganked by a bunch of giant, flying bats a couple nights ago.  How about you?”
“Once,” Jeff nodded slowly.  “By – and you’re going to laugh at this – by a rabbit with antlers.”
Phil stared at him for a long moment before bursting into laughter.  “Wait, seriously?” he asked, wiping tears from his eyes.  “You’re telling me that you fought an entire undead city, defeated some ancient sorceress, and fight those giant wolf packs just to practice your team strategies – and you got wiped out by a rabbit?”
“Yeah, and it only took like ten seconds,” Jeff added, grinning despite himself.  “Thing ripped right through my armor like it wasn’t there and shrugged off anything I cast at it.”
Phil continued laughing, slapping the table in glee.  “That.  Is.  Awesome!” he snorted.  “Now I want to find one of those and take it down, just to have one up on you!”
“Feel free to try,” Jeff offered.  “It’s called a cenzik.  It soaks up magic like a sponge, it moves so fast it basically teleports, it has a ridiculous dodge ability, its bite is poisonous, and its antlers are armor piercing.  So, yeah, have fun with that.”
“Wow, that’s some kick-ass bunny,” Phil admitted as he heard the description.  “That must mean you’re eventually going to figure out how to kill one, though, right?”
“Well, yeah,” Jeff said matter-of-factly.  “I mean, it’s gotta have a weakness.  It’ll just take me some time, is all.” 
Jeff paused and looked around the restaurant, taking in the old-fashioned atmosphere.  “This is a cool, little restaurant,” he admitted. 
“Oh, I’m a big fan of this place,” Phil agreed.  “The owners refuse to modernize it.  Plastic menus, old school video games; they’ve even got a real pool table and dart board instead of the holographic ones.  We should play a game.”
“I’ve never played either of those,” Jeff admitted.  “I mean, not outside of VR.  You’ll have to teach me.”
“Darts it is, then,” Phil laughed.  “We don’t have time to teach you how to use a real pool cue, buddy.  At least with darts, you just have to be able to throw something.  You can do that, right?”
“Yeah, I can throw,” Jeff huffed in mock-anger.  “I’ll have you know, I’ve thrown lots of things in my life.”
“Sure, buddy,” Phil chuckled, rising.  “But tantrums don’t count, you know.”
A while later, Jeff stood staring at the dart board, the small, weighted projectiles oddly heavy in his hand.  “It’s pretty simple,” Phil told him, standing with his feet apart and tossing a dart at the board, where it stuck in one of the boxes above the number ‘7’.  “Just try to aim for the middle.  The first few times, you’ll be lucky to hit the board, so don’t worry if it bounces off the wall or anything.”  He tossed two more darts, landing in ‘2’ and ‘12’, then walked over and yanked them free.  “Go ahead,” he gestured, stepping out of the way.  “Show me what you’ve got.”
Jeff shrugged and stepped up to the taped line on the floor, mimicking Phil’s stance.  He hefted the dart, gripping it tightly in his fingers, but something felt wrong, as if his body wanted him to do everything differently.  He shifted to face the dart board a bit more, standing diagonally to it instead of having his side turned to it, and he loosened his grip, holding it with only three fingers.  He brought his arm up, relaxing his elbow, and gazed steadily at the target.  As he swung his hand forward, his body seemed to know exactly when to release, and the dart flew smoothly through the air, striking in the blue circle in the center and lodging there firmly.
“Whoa,” Phil exclaimed, stepping up to examine the dart.  “Bullseye, buddy!” He glanced suspiciously at Jeff.  “So, you’ve never played this before, huh?” he asked skeptically.  “Let me guess, next you’ll want to play for money, right?”
“No, seriously, I’ve never thrown a dart before,” Jeff protested, amazed.  It was just like in the game; my body just…knew what to do.  “Beginner’s luck, maybe?”
“Maybe,” Phil grunted.  He pointed to a small, red box underneath the number ‘20’.  “Aim for this spot, this time.  It’s a triple 20; that’s the highest score you can get.”
Jeff nodded and resumed his stance.  Once again, the target loomed hugely in his vision, and he could almost sense the correct time to release the dart.  It flew perfectly, hitting almost in the center of the box Phil had pointed out, and both men stood, staring at the shot in open-mouthed awe.
“Jeff, either you’re selling me a story,” Phil said accusingly, “or you’re some kind of amazing darts prodigy.”
“I…I think it’s the game,” Jeff replied softly, staring down at his last dart.  “I’ve got a really high archery skill in the game, and I think…I think the AI’s gave me the skill for real.”
Phil snorted.  “That’s not possible, my friend,” he denied.  “It only works in the game because the AI’s control what you’re doing.  No way for that to happen here…unless you’re going to tell me we’re still in the game, somehow.”
“Naw, nothing like that,” Jeff shook his head.  “But think about it: the nano-gel is supposed to stimulate your muscles and your cardio, right?  Well, what if it does that by communicating with the Mark I, sending signals along your nerves to make your muscles move naturally, instead of just giving them a little shock?”
“It’s possible, I guess,” Phil shrugged.  “What would that mean?”
“It would mean that the AI’s might actually be able to create muscle memory,” Jeff replied excitedly.  “If the computer is stimulating the correct centers in your brain, it could actually simulate you practicing something a few thousand times in a minute or so.  Wouldn’t it be amazing if the pod could actually make you an expert at something in a week or two?”
Phil frowned.  “Well, that could be good or bad, I guess,” he replied slowly.  “I mean, some people spend years of their lives and hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars becoming a master at something.  If anyone could do it in a week, it would make being an expert at something kind of…well, pointless, right?  Imagine how upset all the sports franchises would be if suddenly, everyone could play at a professional level.”
That’s Phil, looking out for the bottom line, Jeff thought ruefully.  “That’s a good point,” he admitted after a few moments of thought, though.  “Plus, all you’re getting is the muscle memory, not the experience doing it.  I mean, I can throw a dart, but I don’t know the best strategies and how to score the most points in a game.  And this seems like a really simple game compared to something like basketball, right?”
Phil nodded.  “Yeah,” he agreed, “The pod might be able to train you how to make a free throw, but it takes real practice and experience to learn how to play well.  Otherwise, you’re just a one-trick pony.”
“Geltheriel said something similar about the Mastery Skills in the game,” Jeff told him slowly.  “I think that’s what she meant: the AI’s can give you the ability to swing a sword well, but only real training can teach you strategy, tactics, and how to actually fight.  Otherwise, like you said, you’ve just got the one trick – or whatever Abilities you have, I guess – and once someone figures out how to counter that, you’re dead.”
“Huh,” Phil said, his face thoughtful.  “I never really considered that; I don’t know if many people have.  Maybe I should look for some sword training at the barracks when we get back.  I know they’ve got programs you can sign up for that give you Stat training, too, although I can’t afford them right now.”
“I can share mine with you,” Jeff grinned.  “I got a pretty good routine from the elves; it counts as high-intensity training, so it should give you two points a day in Strength and Endurance.”
“See, I don’t care what people say,” Phil grinned back, “you really are useful, Jeff!”
They enjoyed their afternoon, sipping drinks and playing games – Phil did end up teaching Jeff pool, and he was absolutely horrible at it – and sharing stories from the last week.  Jeff told his friend all about his horrendously long class training quest and how it had ended; Phil told Jeff, in turn, about some of the ups and downs he’d had working with Karen.  It was a good time, and as they headed back to the Neo-Dyne building, where all the local Beta-testers were supposed to be sleeping, Jeff was feeling pretty happy.
I’ve missed this a bit, he admitted silently.  I like Geltheriel, and everything, but this – just hanging out and having fun – isn’t something she ever seems to do.  I’m guessing that none of the NPC’s in Ka do that; who would want to party it up when your city could be attacked from creatures from the Blightlands at any time?  Being able to relax and just enjoy yourself is probably a huge luxury, there.
As he said good night to his friend and fell into one of the medical cots the company had set up for players, he wondered to himself: Maybe making it so someone like Geltheriel can hang out and relax every so often is a worthwhile goal in the game.  That might be something I could work toward, a way to throw myself into the game and get those numbers they want to see from me.
As he drifted off to sleep, his last thought was, and why did Newsome’s virtual assistant sound so familiar?
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Lily awoke, screaming in pain and rage.  She bolted upright in the bed she had appropriated from the former owner of this house – not that they needed it anymore – and sat, gasping as her heart hammered in her chest.  “Fucking Aranos the god-damned whatever-the-hell-he-is now!” she screamed.  “Cheating-ass bastard, I’m gonna kill him so damn hard….”
“That seems doubtful at this point,” a dreadful voice spoke, scattering her thoughts and cooling her rage instantly.  She shrank back in the bed as the shadows in the room seemed to gather, coalescing into the tall, white, faceless form of the Lord of Nightmares.
Morx slid forward, his every movement screaming at her to run, to hide, to curl up into a ball and wail like an infant.  His voice was the sound of her 12-year-old self sobbing, her mother’s pained screams, and the gurgle of her father’s dying breath somehow congealed into an intelligible form, and every word he spoke stirred her deepest, most hidden fears.  “At least, not after tonight,” he continued.  “He will surely seek out ways to defend his mind from you, now, and even should you find him again, he will be prepared.”
“S-so will I,” she stammered, crawling back as far as the bed would allow her, creeping toward the closed window.  It was a 30-foot drop out that window, but the terror of the fall and the pain at the end would almost be welcome compared to the horror moving slowly toward her.  “I didn’t know that he could…you told me that he wouldn’t…”
“Indeed,” Morx’ figure nodded, halting at the end of her bed.  “Some of the fault must fall upon me, as I did not realize that Aranos had mastered the dreamscape at that level.  I thought he had somehow eluded my tenebrous worms with the help of the elven Dreamer, but it seems that he probably defeated them, instead.
“And yet,” he told her, his arm stretching unnaturally until his pale, icy fingers brushed her cheek almost lovingly, “you did not use the powers I gave you effectively at all, Dream Haunter.  You attempted to rely on your normal abilities and forgot that, in the Realm of Dreams, only imagination and will matter.”
He stepped back from the bed, spreading his arms wide.  “And so,” he said, his voice turning even more dangerous as he spoke, “I believe both punishment and instruction are in order.”
His form swelled, growing darker, more threatening.  The reek of gin and sweat filled the room, which shrank into the dingy, darkened hole of her deepest nightmares.  She looked at her body in horror and saw her limbs dwindling, her chest shrinking, as she assumed the form of a twelve-year-old girl.  Her armor turned into a torn, filthy nightgown, stained with blood and so many other things, and her hair fell down to her back in ragged, greasy clumps.
“We got all night, baby,” the figure purred in a voice that had been ravaged by years of smoking and alcohol.  “We gonna keep at this until you figure out how to stop it, or until the sun rises.  I hope you’re ready for your lesson…my little sweet.”
At those last words, Lily screamed, clutching the blankets to her chest futilely, and the dark figure moved forward, plunging her into unspeakable horror.




Chapter 16

Aranos blinked as the familiar cave of the Traveler’s Trials formed about him.  He pulled up his status quickly to make sure nothing had changed while he was gone, relieved that all of his Stats and Skills seemed to be unaltered by his brief absence.  He moved around a bit, re-familiarizing himself with this lighter, stronger, more agile body with some calisthenics and stretches. 
A happy-sounding bark interrupted his exercises, and he whirled to see Silma racing down the corridor leading into the Trials, her tongue hanging out and her eyes bright.  The fenrin rushed up and jumped at him, knocking him back a step with an audible grunt of effort.
“Whoa, girl,” he groaned.  “Have you gotten bigger since I saw you?  What were you and Geltheriel up to?”
Hunting, he heard the wolf’s voice in his mind, accompanied by an image of his two companions in the forest, stalking prey.  Leveling.  Stronger now!
He pulled up her status and whistled in surprise:
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Silma
Level: 7XP: 22153/28000
Str: 18Int: 15
Dex: 20Wis: 25
Agil: 25Per: 28
End: 21Cha: 12
LP: 377SP: 265Stamina: 168
Abilities:
Enhanced Aura of Light – All creatures of Darkness within 30’ suffer a penalty to all attacks, damage, and Skill checks equal to [(Wis-10)/2 + Level].  Banishes magical darkness effects (can be suppressed at will)
Howl of Vengeance – Can howl to inflict damage equal to fenrin’s current damage total to all creatures of Darkness within 60’. 
Piercing Bite - Bite attack does an extra 50% damage on a critical hit and ignores 50% or armor or defenses.
Darksense – Can sense any Corrupted creatures or creatures of Darkness within 30’, regardless of concealment.
Perks:
Incorruptible – Cannot gain CP
Burning Essence – Attempts to Life Drain this creature instead damage the attacker for the drain amount.
You have 15 Stat Points to spend
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“She is turning into an excellent hunter,” Geltheriel spoke from the tunnel as she entered.  “Welcome back, Oathbinder.  How was your time in your world?”
“It was good,” he replied, smiling as he saw the woman.  “How did you know I’d be here now?”
“I did not,” the woman shrugged.  “I knew you would return sometime this day, so I was camped without, awaiting your return.  I felt the moment you re-entered our world – your absence could be sensed through our bond – and I believe that Silma did, as well.  She is quite excited to see you…and, I believe, proud of her growth.”  She looked at him meaningfully, and he cleared his throat.
“You did a great job leveling while I was gone,” he turned to the fenrin, hugging her around the neck.  “I’m really proud of you, girl!”  The wolf yelped and licked his cheek wetly in response, making him yelp a bit in return. 
“Okay, so I guess we have a lot to do this morning,” he sighed, rising to his feet.  “I’ve got to visit Durlan, see the Head Dreamer, hit the House of Stars – I’d like to check out their Spell selection and see if they’ve got some ideas for Spells I could create – and see Jhaeros for Stat training.”
“You must also visit the House of Blades,” Geltheriel informed him.  “I received word through Dorn’ar’el that Lady Wynathra sought your presence.”
Aranos grimaced as he recalled the deaths in the city.  “Did more people die while I was gone?” he asked quietly.
“Death is a constant companion in the Stronghold,” Geltheriel said dismissively.  “However, yes, two more elders were found dead, each within the security of their own House, with no signs of what killed them or how they died.  I believe the Commander wishes you to take a more active role in the investigation.”
Aranos grimaced but nodded his head.  “Well, hopefully this time things will go better,” he shrugged.  “I suppose we should go to Durlan’s first...”
“Ah, but there is more,” Geltheriel interrupted.  “Elder Golloron has requested your presence, as well, although he did say that you should do this at your convenience only.”
He blinked in confusion.  “Golloron?” he asked hesitantly.  “What does Golloron want with me? Is this about the narbrethil?  Or maybe about the murders…”
“I believe you were correct with the first guess,” she spoke up, a self-satisfied smirk on her face.  “Rhys brought a branch and leaf from the narbrethil tree back to the Stronghold and gave it to the House of the Sickle.  When they saw the cutting – not to mention young Silma – they requested that the Stronghold reward you for your efforts.”
Aranos frowned.  “I sort of already got rewarded,” he pointed out.  “I got XP, plus a new Title…”
Geltheriel waved her hand dismissively.  “Those are rewards from the gods,” she told him.  “Such gifts are beyond the power of mere mortals to replicate.  Whatever the Elder wishes to grant you will likely pale in comparison, but it would be the height of discourtesy to refuse him.”
Aranos took the hint and nodded.  “Okay,” he sighed.  “So, let’s see Durlan first and get the Animal Handling Skill for Silma.  Should we go to the House of Blades next or the House of the Stars?”
“I would recommend seeing the Elder next,” she said firmly.  “If things proceed as I imagine they will, all of your other tasks this day will be far easier after having visited him.”
“Okay,” he nodded as he walked to the edge of the lava river separating him from the Arcane Door and knelt beside it, wincing as the upswelling of heat struck his face.  “I’m sure you’ve got a good reason for that, and I’m equally sure that questioning that reasoning will get me in trouble, right?”
“You are learning, Oathbinder,” she smiled approvingly.  “As you are perhaps discovering, while it is perfectly acceptable for me to question your actions – in fact, I deem it necessary for both of our survival – my words are sacrosanct and not to be contradicted.”  Her twinkling eyes matched her sarcastic tone, and Aranos scoffed appreciatively.
“As we are speaking of questioning you,” she continued, “I must ask: why are you kneeling over a river of lava that will surely kill you instantly, should you fall?”
“Not instantly,” he corrected.  “I’ve fallen into this lava before.  My armor can hold it out for a bit.  Probably long enough, now, that I could fly back out without dying.  Besides, when I died here, before, I respawned immediately with no penalties.  I think that’s still the case, so if I feel like swan-diving into the lava, no big deal.”
“He claims diving into lava is a minor thing,” she repeated flatly.  “Yes, the day when I will stop questioning your judgment is truly a long, long way off.”
He laughed and reached down to the lava mentally, touching it with his Sense Mana Skill and feeling the combination of fire and earth mana within.  That’s a bit surprising, he thought as he analyzed the flowing, liquid stone beneath him.  It’s a whole lot of fire mana and not really that much earth mana.  If I had done this myself, I might have taken a while to figure out these proportions, especially if I started with a 50/50 mix.
He closed his eyes and concentrated, pulling up fire and earth mana in roughly the same proportion as the lava below him.  The earth mana, he’d learned from experience, moved much more slowly than other mana types, so he called it forth first, infusing it with fire mana as It formed in a swirling ball above his hand.  Even with the blueprint the river of lava below provided him, it took him a few tries to get the mixture correct; if he allowed the ball of earth to form completely before he applied the fire mana, all he got was a polished lump of baked stone.  If he called up too much fire mana without the earth mana, the heat escaped too quickly to melt the rock.
Eventually, though, he held an orange-white ball of swirling, molten stone over his hand, tumbling gently.  He tossed it down into the lava river and pulled up his waiting notifications:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Magma
Magma mana is a composite mana type composed of fire and earth mana.
Magma Mana Damage: Magma mana does both earth and fire damage.  Creatures resistant to earth or fire damage but not both are not resistant to magma mana damage.
+250 XP
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Level: 11
Current XP: 55105/66000
Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +3, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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I’d almost forgotten that my base class still leveled, he thought, pulling up his status to assign his Stat points.  He couldn’t add points to Strength or Perception – those were still Weak Stats for his Sorcerer Class – so he decided to add two to Wisdom and one to Intelligence.  Now that those Stats were over 50, training them wouldn’t be as effective, so the extra points in them would go farther than in his other Stats.  “Let’s head to Durlan’s first, so I can get the Skill book before we head to see Golloron.”
The trip back to the Stronghold was uneventful.  The city’s guards were no longer giving him angry or suspicious glances – a fact he found a bit concerning, in all honesty – so it took them very little time to reach Durlan’s store.  The old elf was inside, carefully tending his books when Aranos entered. 
“Ah, the hero returns,” the shopkeeper chuckled.  “I have heard of your recent exploits, Traveler, and my niece has kept me informed of what actually occurred, as well.”
Aranos ducked his head, embarrassed.  “Just doing what I can,” he said deprecatingly.  “I’m actually here because I hope you have a Skill book that will help me with my new friend.”  As he spoke, Silma padded into the store and sat back on her haunches, looking curiously at the small man. 
“By the stars,” the man breathed, crouching down to examine the wolf.  “Geltheriel told me you had returned the fenrin to our world, but hearing and seeing are such different things.”  He bowed his head.  “Be welcome in my dwelling, little sister,” he told the wolf formally.  Silma sat before him and barked once, allowing her muzzle to hang open in what Aranos would have sworn was a grin. 
Pack? Aranos heard Silma’s voice in his head.
Yeah, he’s a friend, too, he confirmed with a smile.  The wolf padded over to the small elf and nuzzled her head into his hand. 
“I think she wants you to pet her,” Aranos supplied helpfully.  The shopkeeper gazed wonderingly at Silma before gently, almost lovingly stroking her soft fur.
He rose and looked at Aranos, his face filled with awe.  “My niece told me you seek the Animal Handling Skill,” he smiled.  “I indeed have that Skill book, and you are welcome to use it, if it will aid the growth of this wondrous young lady.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Aranos smiled at the awestruck expression on the older elf’s face.  “And if you want, you can spend some time with her while I’m studying.  Unless she and Geltheriel have somewhere they need to be?” He looked inquisitively at the woman, who shook her head, and glanced down at Silma.
“Do you mind spending some time with Durlan?” he asked the fenrin.  Silma responded by barking and wagging her tail, and the shopkeeper’s eyes welled up instantly. 
“My thanks, little sister,” he told the pup.  “Aranos, please follow me, so you may begin the process of learning to care for this one.”  The elf led Aranos to the back of the store and through the heavy wards.  Durlan stepped over to a nearby shelf and removed a single book, glancing at it briefly.
“This is Animal Handling,” Durlan spoke, handing the tome to Aranos.  “It is my fondest hope that its use will help that magnificent creature in my room.  And, if you do not need me, I wish to go back and spend more time observing her, as this is an opportunity I cannot miss.”
Durlan left hurriedly, sealing the door behind him.  Huh, Aranos thought unconcernedly.  I guess Durlan’s a dog person.  Or maybe a wolf person; is there a difference?
He moved toward the study table but hesitated before the section of restricted Skills, the ones that could normally only be fully used by members of specific races or Classes.  It can’t hurt to look, he told himself.  I’ll only grab something if it seems like it would be really useful, not just kind of interesting.
He read through the list and realized that most of these Skills were restricted for an excellent reason: they simply wouldn’t function well for most other characters.  While he was sure that Controlled Rage, for example, would be useful to a Berserker or similar character, he couldn’t see how it would help him.  Dwarven Engineering sounded cool, but he had a feeling that if you didn’t live in the mountains and underground, a lot of the Skill’s functionality would be lost.
That sort of limits my Master of Skills Title a bit, I guess, he grumbled without really feeling it.  I mean, sure, it lets me take a fairly limited number of Skills and power level them beyond what most people ever will, but…yeah, I can’t really be upset about that.  Still, he had the feeling that while he certainly could learn the Skill “Drunken Combat”, he probably wasn’t going to get a ton of use from it.  He sighed and turned away from the shelves, deciding to focus on Animal Handling for the time being.
He sat down at the table, opening the Animal Handling book; he wanted to make sure he got the Skill he needed before the ones he thought he might want.  When the prompt came to add the book to his mindscape, he selected ‘Yes’ immediately and descended into his mind.  He took the newly added volume from his mental bookshelf and sat down, opening the book and placing his hand on it, willing himself into the pages.
He rose from the memories of a strange, dwarven Beast Tamer 15 minutes later, after what had felt to him like a week of labor, learning the basics of identifying various animals, how to use operant conditioning to modify behaviors, and the best ways to care for different types of animals.  Sadly, that had included things like sifting through manure and cleaning up after the creatures, so Aranos was extremely happy to be done with that particular training.  That’s not something you see in most games, he thought grimly as he examined himself to make sure that the imaginary manure hadn’t somehow clung to him back in his mindscape; he was certain that he could still smell it.  Usually, having a pet just means another fighter or scout for your party; nobody has to check their stool for worms or pull ticks from their fur.  Ugh.
He thought about spending his remaining time training his current Skills, but at the same time, he recalled what he’d realized about the importance of crafting in the game.  He hadn’t really seen any great loot drops, and it occurred to him that, really, the only Crafting Skill he had any genuine ability in was Goldsmithing.  His Blacksmithing Skill was meant for crafting general items, not weapons or armor, and his Leatherworking and Carving Skills might as well have been nonexistent.
At the same time, Geltheriel had made a good point about having too many Skills.  Supposing he did grab a bunch of crafting Skills; when would he train them?  By the time he got to level 20, what use would he really have for Fine quality armor or weapons, the kind he’d probably make if his Skills weren’t trained up to the Expert ranks?  Wouldn’t it be better to pick a single Skill, or maybe two, and really level them up?  My Goldsmithing Skill is already in the Adept ranks; maybe I should just pick up one more crafting Skill, or even take my current Skills and level them up, instead.
He walked back to the shelves and easily found the books for Carving and Leatherworking.  Adding them to his mental library wasn’t particularly straining, since his maximum number of Skill Books was currently 11, and it only took a few moments to absorb each of them.  He returned the books to their shelves and sank back into his mindscape.
He decided to begin with Leatherworking; he had a bunch of uncured hides, still, and he felt that if he could at least tan them correctly, he could sell them and get them out of his inventory.  He dove into the memories within the book and spent what felt like days learning the best way to strip and clean a hide, various concoctions that could be used to prepare it, and how to cut and sew hides correctly.  As he rose from the memories, he felt in dire need of a bath, even though he knew that none of the various tanning solutions had actually touched his skin.  Ugh, he grimaced, putting the Book back onto his shelf.  So much urine.  I don’t even know where she got all that urine…I’ve never seen a bathroom or even an outhouse in this game.
He deliberately pushed that disturbing line of thought from his mind and grabbed the book on Carving.  That one went much better, as he learned about different types of wood, the importance of working with the grain, and how to soften wood to make carving easier.  If nothing else, he mused as he rose from the memories, working with wood certainly smells better than working with leather.
After that, he decided to stick with the crafting theme and spent the last fifteen minutes improving his Goldsmithing.  After his hour had passed, he rose from his mindscape and checked his notifications:
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Skills Gained!
You have gained the following Skills:
Skill: Beast Lore (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You have basic knowledge of natural and magical animals.
Effect: You can identify normal and non-aspected magical creatures up to Common rarity.  You gain a bonus of 1% per Skill level to attacks and damage against normal (non-magical) beasts.
Student Level Ability: Identify creatures up to Uncommon rarity.  Gain 1% per Skill level on all attempts to calm or tame creatures covered by this Skill.
Int +1
Skill: Animal Handling (Trained)
Rank: Student 1
You know how to care for animals.
Effect: You can attempt to calm any normal animal.  You can calm any normal, non-sapient animal by making an opposed check: Your [(Cha – 10) + Skill Level] versus the animal’s [(Wis – 10) + Level].  Calmed animals will not attack unless threatened.  All normal, non-magical animals gain a 1% per Skill level bonus to any actions they take under your direction (i.e., speed for a ridden horse).
Student Level Ability: You can attempt to tame a calm animal.  To tame an animal, you must make a series of successful opposed checks as detailed above; you must make one successful check for each point of Int the animal has and can make one attempt per day. 
Animal Companion: Your Companion gains a bonus of 1% to all physical Stats, Attacks, and Damage for each Skill level you possess.
Cha +1
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Skill Boosts!
The following Skills have gained a level:
Leatherworking (T)
New Rank: Student 2
Student Rank Ability: You can work with Uncommon hides and craft items of Fine quality. 
Leatherworking is now considered Trained and is no longer limited to non-standard materials!
Harvesting (T)
New Rank: Student 1
Student Level Ability: +1% chance per Skill level to Harvest for a Rare result.
Harvesting is now considered Trained!
Carving (T)
New Rank: Student 1
Student Rank Ability: You can work with Uncommon woods and craft items of Fine quality.
Carving is now considered Trained!
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Geltheriel was right; Animal Handling will definitely make Silma more powerful, he grinned internally as he read.  I mean, right now it’s not much, but by the Adept Level she’ll have a boost of 20% to basically everything.  That’ll be huge.  And how cool is it that my Leatherworking training also boosted my Harvesting Skill?
While he was happy with the Skill gains and increases, he was starting to see what Geltheriel had been talking about when it came to training Skills.  He had eight Skill Books in his mental library right now; training them each would take about two hours per day.  While that was possible, doing so would mean that he was spending less time focusing on things related to his Class, like training Spells or increasing his Sorcerer Skills. 
That was a real concern, but there was a simple solution.  The Skill Books really only worked well to get a Skill up to Adept level; after that, they were much less effective.  He could use the Books to bring each Skill in his library up to that level and then only focus on the ones that he was actively using, like Enchanting or Goldsmithing. 
That meant, of course, that he’d have to be more aggressive about training Skills like Sense Intent that had taken a backseat so far.  To be honest, he wasn’t even sure where all his Skills were at that point.  Kind of important to know, don’t you think, he chastised himself sarcastically.  He took a deep breath and pulled up a list of his Skills:
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Skills
	Animal Handling (T): Student 1


	Appraisal (T): Student 10


	Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 10


	Arcane Lore (T): Student 3


	Bargaining (U): Novice 10


	Beast Lore (T): Student 1


	Blackmithing (General, T): Student 6


	Camouflage (T): Student 3


	Carving (T): Student 1


	Climbing (U): Novice 8


	Diplomacy (U): Novice 6


	Dodge (T): Student 3


	Dreamstriding (T): Adept 4


	Engraving (T): Student 10


	Exotic Weapon Master (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8


	Fortitude* (T): Expert 2


	Goldsmithing (T): Adept 2


	Harvesting (T): Student 1


	Herbalism (T): Master 4


	High Enchantment* (T): Adept 2


	Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 3


	Instinctive Meditation (T): Expert 1


	Leatherworking (T): Student 2


	Mana Control (T): Expert 7


	Metal Refining (T): Student 10


	Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3


	One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10


	Sense Intent (T): Student 7


	Sense Mana (U): Novice 8


	Small Blades (U): Novice 2


	Speech (U), Novice 1


	Spell Channeling (U): Novice 10


	Staff Mastery (T): Student 5


	Stealth (Natural, U): Student 3


	Survival (Forest, T): Master 3


	Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10


	Tracking (T): Master 1


	True Manipulation* (T): Adept 4


	Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 4
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Okay, that’s a lot of Skills, he realized.  Let’s see, I’ve got 10 Skills below Adept right now that I can improve with Skill Books.  I need to use five Skill Books to improve them, though; that’s still almost an hour and a half of Training daily. 
He considered the matter for a moment and decided that he honestly couldn’t afford to spend more than an hour training Skills each day.  That meant that he’d need to create a regimen for Skill Training, a way to cycle through the books he had and keep improving without letting any one Skill stagnate too much.
That, though, would have to wait, as his Sense Mana Skill felt the wards surrounding him shift as Durlan returned.  When he saw the aleen standing by the shelves, he nodded with a smile.
“One thing I will say for you, Redeemer,” the shopkeeper chuckled.  “You are always well aware of how long you have been training.  So many find themselves lost in these books and resist being told their training time is up.  It is somewhat…refreshing, to be honest.”
“Oh, trust me,” Aranos smiled, “I definitely get lost in these books.  Thanks again for letting me use them; the Animal Handling Skill will definitely help out with Silma.”
“Then it was time well spent,” Durlan smiled.  “Now, I believe you must be on your way, and I will look forward to seeing you again.”
Elder Golloron was apparently waiting for them, judging by how quickly the door opened when Geltheriel placed her hand on the entry sigil.  The silver-haired elder ushered them inside and waited for Aranos to sit before lowering himself to the floor across from him.
“My welcome, Traveler,” the elder spoke in his smooth, melodious voice.  “And my thanks for your prompt arrival.  I must spend time today with the Tree-heart, but I wished to speak with you first.”
“It’s no problem,” Aranos half-smiled.  “Is there anything I can do for you?”
“Directly to the point, then,” the elder nodded.  “I do understand that you have many things to occupy your day, so I will be brief.  I asked you to join me not because of what you might do, but for what you have already done for this Stronghold, and for the Elven Nations in general.
“When you arrived,” the elf continued, “I was, as you may recall, cautiously optimistic about what your presence might mean for this city.  The previous Traveler had not impressed with her actions, as you know, but I hoped that her behavior might have been an aberration, and that our interactions with other Travelers would be far more positive.
“It pains me to say that, across the Elven Nations, this has generally not been true,” Golloron confessed.  “Many of your kind have created far more problems than they have resolved, and even those among you who are working for our good tend to treat elves as if we were inferior beings, even in our own lands.”
Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but Geltheriel laid her hand on his shoulder.  Taking the hint, he remained silent as the elder continued.
“You can understand, then,” the older man continued, “why your deeds have overwhelmed so many in such a short time.  You freed the first Fallen Realm to have been reclaimed since the Feast – and I am given to understand that forward elements of our army have already reached Haerobel and begun to garrison it, although it will require a monumental effort from the House of the Sickle to make it habitable once more.  You revealed a hidden traitor in our midst, and you have labored in the Blightlands every night, battling the creatures of the Darkness. 
“Now, we have found that you have not only restored two races thought long vanished from our world,” the elf finished, “but that in doing so, you reclaimed a small section of the forest and have pushed the Blight back from our lands nearest the narbrethil.  Any of these acts would be deserving of praise, but taken together, it is clear that a reward must be given.”
Golloron shifted and seemingly from nowhere produced a small, wooden box.  The box was cube-shaped, crafted from some extremely dark wood that Aranos’ Carving Skill couldn’t identify, and was inlaid with silvery runes that Aranos interpreted as wards of concealment and safekeeping.  The older man handed the box to Aranos almost reverently, and Aranos hesitantly took it. 
“Please, open it,” the elf urged, and Aranos slowly did so.  Inside the box, a single, golden ring lay upon a black cushion.  The ring was heavy and elaborately carved with runes that ran along the outside and inside of the band.  The head of the ring held a single, deep red ruby that was carved into an elaborate sigil Aranos didn’t recognize.  As he picked up the ring, he felt the mana that buzzed through it; rather than being a potent rush of energy, it was a gentle flow that twisted carefully throughout the ornament’s structure.
“This ring will mark you as a friend to all elves,” Golloron proclaimed with a smile.  “It will tell all who see it – and you – that the elves of Ka hold you in high esteem.  It is a rare gift; each elder is given but one such seal to bestow, and once it is granted, only the King or Queen may unbind it.  It is linked to the Tree-heart, as well, and as the Heart acclimates to you, it will grant you the same boons that a citizen of the Stronghold receives.”
As the elf spoke, a notification flashed in Aranos’ vision, and he surreptitiously glanced at it:
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Appraisal Success!
As this item is a gift and was identified for you, the Appraisal check is an automatic success.
Seal of the Elf-Friend
Rarity: Exotic
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: The bearer of this seal has been declared a friend to all elves by one of the ruling Elders.  As such, while you wear this seal, you gain a +100% bonus to all Charisma-related Skills and Abilities when interacting with elves, a +25% bonus when interacting with races that are traditionally friendly to or allies of the elves, and a -100% penalty when dealing with races that are inimical to or at war with elves.
Undroppable: This item, once donned, cannot be removed, lost, or stolen.  The benefits it grants can be withdrawn by the current rulers of the elven race, and in such an occurrence, the seal can be removed normally. 
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Well, that would certainly be useful, Aranos said as he slipped the heavy ring over a finger.  It was too large to fit comfortably, but as he watched, the band gently shrunk until it touched his skin.  To his amazement, the ring began to liquify and flow, swirling around his finger.  The gold fluid flattened and compressed, seeming to soak directly into his skin, until the ring itself had vanished, leaving nothing but a shining, golden sigil that looked as if it had been tattooed on the back of his right hand.  A second notification began blinking, and he curiously pulled it up:
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Hidden Quest Completed: Friend of the Elves
Objective: Gain sufficient reputation with the Elven Nations to be named Elf-Friend by one of the ruling Elders.
Difficulty: B
Reward: Seal of the Elf-Friend, new Title
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New Title Earned!
Title: Elf-friend
Benefit: You have been called a friend to all elves by one of the ruling Elders of the Elven Nations.  As such, you gain a 100% bonus to all Charisma-based interactions with elves, a 25% bonus to races that consider themselves allies to elves, and a -100% penalty in dealings with races that consider elves their enemies (these bonuses and penalties do not stack with those granted by the item Seal of the Elf-friend).  This Title must be active to have any benefit; selecting another Title as your active one will also cause the Seal of the Elf-friend to temporarily disappear.
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“This is amazing, Golloron,” Aranos said warmly, smiling openly at the Elder.  “Thank you so much.”
“No, it is I who thank you,” Golloron corrected.  “And I hope that your actions continue to bring hope and joy to my people, Traveler.”  The elf rose to his feet.  “Now, I must see to the Heart, and I believe that the High Dreamer of the House of the Moon eagerly awaits his newest student, yes?”
Aranos’ training with the High Dreamer went just as smoothly as the rest of the morning had, fortunately.  The High Dreamer was familiar with the Dream Haunting Ability – how familiar, he wouldn’t share with Aranos – and knew methods to safeguard against it. 
Apparently, Dream Haunting was supposed to be a way for a Dreamwalker to enter and visit someone’s actual dreams; a malicious intruder could try to turn dreams into nightmares, ruining whatever rest the victim might have gotten and giving them stacking debuffs for every night they went without sleep.  A less malevolent Dreamer might quietly observe someone’s dreams, hoping to uncover secrets that the victim would never have shared in their waking hours. 
However, his Fortitude Skill seemed to work against dream intrusions, as they were a form of mental attack.  Anyone but the most skilled Dream Haunters would find themselves in his dreamscape, where he was most lucid and thus the least vulnerable to dream attacks.  Defending that dreamscape was a simple matter of closing the borders to intrusion; anyone trying to attack him would have to batter through his will to enter.  It wasn’t something he could do while Dreamstriding himself – it closed him off from the Realm of Dreams and thus made travel impossible – but he would just have to open and then camouflage the borders when he wanted to walk in the dreamscape.
He also practiced moving about the dreamscape, using the surrounding dreams as a cloak, and focusing his Willpower on reaching a specific destination.  “Focus and will are the essence of Dreamwalking,” the High Dreamer told him seriously.  “Almost anything can be accomplished within the dreamscape if sufficient focus and will can be concentrated to make it happen.”
“I notice you said, ‘almost anything’,” Aranos observed.  “Does that mean that there are things that can’t be done in the dream world?”
“Some few,” the dreamer nodded.  “For example, it is impossible to kill another from within the Realm of Dreams.  Should you die in your dreams, you will simply awaken, albeit with serious penalties to your mental Stats for some time.  While you cannot truly die in your dreams, the experience and trauma of death can feel quite real, and that can impact your mind.”
Aranos wondered if his Fortitude Skill would mitigate that kind of a debuff; if it could, that would certainly diminish a lot of the worries he had about attempting to use his Dreamstriding Skill once the High Dreamer gave him permission to.  However, he wasn’t particularly anxious to find out if it would, either; dying wasn’t pleasant outside of dreams, and he didn’t think it would be any more fun in them.
He decided to stop by the House of Blades next, as he anticipated spending a longer time in the House of Stars and training with Jhaeros at the Keepers’ barracks.  The House still had four guards standing before it, but when he approached, their faces showed no signs of hostility. 
“Traveler,” one spoke, a young man who was heavily muscled but had a peculiarly baby-like face peering out from under his helmet, “you have been expected.  If you will, please follow me.” 
As Aranos fell into step behind the young man, he was pleased to see that the other three guards had remained at their posts, rather than ‘escorting’ him again.  As he passed through the main hall, most of the elves that glanced at him had wondering or even awed expressions, rather than fearful or angry ones, and as they passed guard posts within, the warriors straightened to attention.
That’s probably the effect of my new Title, Aranos thought amusedly as they passed another checkpoint.  My Charisma is already at 65 – I don’t know how that realistically compares to a normal human’s, but I’m sure it’s quite a bit higher – and a 100% boost to Charisma-based checks effectively puts my Charisma over 100.  I guess it’s no wonder the guards are being nicer to me.
The guard led him to a plain, wooden door that looked somehow different from the one he’d seen before and knocked.  Aranos heard a familiar voice say, “Enter”, and he was unsurprised to see Saphielle waiting for him, sitting at a low, wooden desk, with her head bent over a stack of papers.
“The Traveler, as instructed, Lieutenant,” the guardsman spoke, saluting the woman. 
“Indeed, I am capable of seeing him,” the woman responded.  “Thank you for carrying out what was, admittedly, probably the lightest and simplest duty you will ever be given in this House.  Return to your post.”
The guard saluted once more, although Aranos caught the exasperated roll of his eyes as he left.   Saphielle straightened and indicated that Aranos should sit.  The Sorcerer grabbed an unpadded, wooden chair and gingerly sat down on the uncomfortable surface.  “What can I do for you?” he asked.
“Oh, there is little that you can do for me,” she replied airily.  “I assume you do not wish to fill out paperwork, nor would you excel at training guards or conducting inspections.  As those are my primary responsibilities, very little is left for you to do.”
“Is that all you do?” he asked, surprised.  “I thought you’d be manning the walls at night, or leading a platoon of guards, or something more combat oriented.”
“Alas,” she sighed, “it seems you are unaware that Leadership is a Charisma-based Skill, and as such, I do not excel at it.  While I consider myself to be an excellent Warrior – and many others agree with me – the qualities of Leadership are not to be found within me.  Thus, I do many tasks that do not require me to be inspiring or charismatic, and all are happier in the long run.”
“Well…I guess it’s good that you know your limitations,” he said after a few moments, deciding to repay her honesty with honesty.  “Still, to me, that all sounds rather boring.  No offense.”
“None is taken,” she shrugged, “for you are correct.  It is quite boring.  And now, perhaps, you see why I was so willing to travel with you, even knowing that by doing so, I would not be present on the walls when the evening attacks came.”
She looked squarely at him.  “You are a confusing individual, Traveler,” she said seriously, “but you are certainly also a stimulating one, and you are rarely boring.  At least, so far; I am sure that you are boring at times, and that I will no doubt encounter those eventually.”
“I suppose,” he nodded.  “But thanks for the sort-of compliment.  I’m not sure how I’m confusing, though.  I think I’m about as simple as people get.”
The woman snorted.  “You must think me a great fool to believe that,” she argued, a small smile creasing her face.  “Others think that you are a Wizard, but I know this not to be the case.  The Druid has told me of your ability to fashion Spells as you need them, which Wizards cannot do.  As well, I have seen you casting Spells with no more than a thought and a gesture, which is how only the most powerful of Wizards can use their magic, and while you are powerful, you obviously do not rank among those. 
“In addition,” she went on, “you have some Skills that rival those of Masters, while your Stats have not risen with them.  Your Perception, in particular, seems painfully low for one who is as talented at Tracking as you are, and your Dexterity is nowhere near what it should be with the Archery Skills you possess.”
The woman leaned forward, her eyes curious.  “So perhaps you will tell me,” she urged, “how to reconcile these things?”
Aranos sat quietly for several moments, lost in thought.  “I don’t think I can,” he finally said softly.  When a flash of hurt crossed her face, he hastened to explain.
“It’s not about trust,” he assured her.  “Well, not really.  I know that you’re smart enough to know not to spill my secrets to anyone else.  I also know, though, that if one of your superiors ordered you to tell them, you’d have to.  So, that means telling you is the same as telling the entire Guard, more or less.”
The woman bit her lip and nodded her head.  “It is as you say,” she admitted.  “If Lady Wynathra ordered me to tell her all that transpired here, I would be forced to oblige, even if doing so meant breaching a trust with you.  That would be a very difficult situation for me, as I feel that I owe you certain loyalties, but I owe her greater ones.
“No,” she shook her head, “you are correct to withhold those secrets from me, Traveler.  You show greater Wisdom than I assumed you possessed, and I am mildly impressed.”
“Thanks,” he grinned at her.
“You are welcome,” she said simply.  “Traveler, I believe this has gone remarkably well, and I am satisfied with the start of our courtship.  Do you agree?”
Aranos sat silently, utterly stunned by her words.  “Wait, what?” he stammered, his mouth hanging open foolishly.  “Courtship?”
“Yes, why else did you think I asked you here?” she replied, her face showing her surprise.  “We are two people who find one another attractive, and who are attempting to get to know one another.  We are in a place that is private enough for our purposes but not so private as to invite loose talk.  How could this not be an attempt to woo?”
Aranos’ mouth worked silently for several seconds as he struggled to find words.  “Umm, I mean,” he offered lamely.  “I…don’t people usually go out for dinner for that?”
Saphielle waved her hand dismissively.  “I have always felt that to be a foolish idea,” she declared.  “How can two people talk freely with mouths stuffed full of food?  Would you not spend half of our time together chewing, rather than sharing?  That does not even touch upon the fact that you must watch another person eat, which is surely one of the more unattractive things you can observe.  No, that strikes me as a poor idea for a romantic evening…not that I have had much opportunity to put my theory into practice, admittedly.”
Aranos swallowed hard.  “So, you haven’t been, uh, courted a lot before?” he asked.  That would explain why you think this is courtship, he added silently.
“Technically, I have neither courted nor been courted before,” she corrected.  “So, I am impressed with how well my first attempt has gone.”  She rose from her chair, and he hurried to follow suit.  “And now,” she continued, moving around the desk to the door, “I must thank you for our time together, and I look forward to doing so again.”  As she escorted him out the door, she leaned forward and planted a quick, chaste kiss on his cheek, her soft lips warm against his skin for a brief instant.  “I will see you for our hunt tonight,” she told him as she closed the door in his face.
Aranos stood awkwardly in the corridor for a fill minute, his mind whirling.  Wait, she’s attracted to me? he asked himself silently.  But…she’s an NPC!  I can’t date an NPC!  She’s just a collection of bytes; nothing more than ones and zeroes, really.  She’s…well, she’s not real!
“I suppose that depends on your definition of real,” Veronica’s voice broke into his scrambled thoughts.  “Here, in this virtual world, she’s technically as real as you are, Jeff.”
No, she’s not, he countered.  She only exists here; she’s just a collection of subroutines that simulate human behavior.  I mean, it’s a really good simulation, but…
“That’s not quite accurate,” Veronica interrupted him.  “Our designs are much more complex than that, Jeff, as you should know.  Geltheriel isn’t just an extremely elaborate decision tree, after all. 
“However, even if it were accurate,” she continued, “isn’t that basically what you are in this world, too?”
That’s…a good point, I guess, Aranos replied, his thoughts troubled.  Still, it’s a little weird for me to wrap my head around the idea of trying to date a virtual girl.
“Well, then, don’t,” Veronica’s voice said simply.  “No one’s forcing you to accept her advances, after all.”
Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s easier said than done, he grumbled silently, but Veronica’s presence had vanished, leaving him alone with his swirling thoughts.
“Hey,” he muttered out loud after a few moments, “she never gave me the Quest update!”
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Phil sat in a faded, padded pew watching Patriarch Apollon and his acolyte go through an elaborate ceremony as the sun rose.  Theoretically, the ritual was supposed to be invoking the Sunlord’s blessing on their adventuring for the day; realistically, with the gods being locked away – or our being locked away from them, I guess, he mentally corrected himself – he wasn’t sure if the ritual was doing anything but making the Patriarch feel better about sending them off adventuring for the day. 
Phil had spent some time questing with his two new party members, and they worked surprisingly well together.  Meridian was an odd divine Class called a Shaman; she was apparently bonded to some sort of spirit and pulled energy from the spirit world rather than from a divine source.  Her particular spirit, a life sprite, gave her bonuses to healing and to buff-type Spells, but it weakened her attack and debuffing Spells equally.  Longfellow was an atypical archer who used crossbows rather than a longbow; the mechanical weapon took longer to load but was really effective against creatures with high defense ratings.  He also had a pair of collapsible hand crossbows for dealing with numerous, lightly armored enemies. 
Phil had settled into his tank role more completely, as well.  He convinced Neela to get him access to the Mage College’s shop and purchased some Spells more appropriate to his new role – buffing Spells, primarily, especially those that boosted his defense and LP regen, plus a Spell that worked like a Taunt Ability and forced others to focus on him.  His Shield Mastery had already risen to the Student level with the workout he’d been giving it, in fact. 
Their lack of magical damage hurt a bit – Phil could, at best, do minor fire or ice damage, and doing so made it hard for him to tank effectively – but having Meridian as a healer really made a world of difference.  They’d already busted through two quests that Phil’s former party had given up as impossible and another couple that Karen hadn’t even bothered trying.  Longfellow really could output a ton of damage with his crossbows, and Phil wasn’t in any danger of dying so long as Meridian’s heals kept up.  It was a tried-and-true setup that worked in almost any game he’d played, and Phil was finally starting to find a rhythm with this new group.
“About how much longer do you think they’ll be at this?” Longfellow murmured into Phil’s ear, his voice touched with a British accent.  The archer was dressed, as usual, in shiny, green leather armor with black, metallic plates sewn over the chest and along the spine.  His skin was the color of coffee, and his hair was dark and cropped close to his head.  Despite his name, he was only average height, but he had a long, lean figure that made him seem taller than he was.  He had a habit of fingering his hand crossbows absently, and he was doing so now.  “Daylight’s wasting, mate.”
“Only a few more minutes, I think,” Phil muttered back.  “Once the sunlight fully covers the icon’s face, the ceremony is done.”
“Seen this a few times, have you?” the archer observed.  “Spend a fair bit of time here?”
“The Patriarch is a good source of advice,” Phil shrugged.  “Plus, I was working to open up the Paladin Quest, and I needed to have good relations with the temples for that.”
“Seems fair,” Longfellow agreed.  “Never been much for churches, myself.  Feels too much like having your mum standing up on stage, telling you all the things you’ve done wrong.”
Phil snorted.  “To each their own,” he nodded.  “I don’t attend services here regularly, or anything.  They do three ceremonies a day – sunrise, noon, and sunset –and there’s no way I’ve got time for that.  I drop in every couple of days just to keep that connection going.”
“You in sales or something?” Longfellow chuckled.  “You planning try to sell me a bridge, next?”
“Even worse,” Phil grinned.  “Marketing.  I’m not going to sell you the bridge; I’m going to make you think you need it, or your life is over.”
“That is worse,” Longfellow agreed.  “Now, we just have to get you to use your powers for good instead of evil.  You know, maybe you can market foam swords to the bogez tribes, make our next job that much easier.”
Phil chuckled softly, not wanting to disrupt the ceremony that was finally winding down.  “Nothing about this Quest is going to be easy,” he pointed out.  “You know that, right?”
“Then it’s a good thing you’ve got a healer to help y’all out,” Meridian’s voice spoke from behind Phil, causing him to jump.  The woman grinned at his discomfiture and cocked her head to the side.  Her straight, auburn hair was cut short and stopped just above her shoulder – apparently, or so she’d said, because ponytails were too easy for an opponent to grab – and her hardened bronze breastplate gleamed in the morning sun.  She was fairly short, only a couple inches over five feet, but her shoulders were broad and strong. 
“You know, if y’all had been paying attention,” she continued in an exaggerated Southern twang – she was apparently from the American south but didn’t really talk that way except in game – “you would’ve realized that I was sneaking up on you in shiny, bronze armor.  Just kinda saying.”
Phil laughed and rose from the pew.  “Yeah, we deserved that,” he agreed.  “Are we all set to head out, now?”
Meridian rested her hand on her warhammer and smiled.  “Ain’t never been readier,” she told him.  “I’m as ready as a southern girl at cotillion.”
“That is a truly obnoxious accent, you know,” Longfellow sighed.  “Are you really going to do that the entire day?  I might send myself for respawn just to get away from it.”
“Now, I do not know what you mean, good sir,” she winked at him.  “And naw, I’ll get tired of annoying y’all at some point and talk normally.”
“Yeah, can’t wait for that to happen,” the archer breathed.  “Can we be off, now, then?  Or is there some other sacred sun ritual you might need to observe…maybe one that involves topless sunbathing?”
“In your dreams,” she scoffed.  “Sorry, tall, dark, and skinny, you just ain’t my type.  I like my men quiet and easily manipulated.”
“I’ll be quiet if you will,” the archer laughed.  “Or, at least, if you agree to drop that accent.”
Phil smiled inwardly at the byplay.  The casual banter was something that had been missing from the last group; they had all been under too much pressure to keep Karen happy to just relax and enjoy themselves.  He’d had more fun with these two than he’d had at any other point in the game, to be honest.
“Kids, kids,” he said in his best fatherly voice.  “Let’s not bicker and argue about whose accent is most annoying.  I don’t want to have to turn this Quest around, after all.”
“Ooh, Monty Python reference,” Meridian said admiringly.  “You get points for that one; although, you’d have gotten more if you’d done it in Shortfellow’s accent.”
“Wait, are you calling me ‘short’?” the archer repeated disbelievingly.  “You’re what, a meter tall?  At most?”
“Hey!  That’s one and a half meters, thank you very much!  And at least I look like an actual person, instead of some human stick insect, skinny!”
The friendly bickering continued as they left the temple, heading toward the gates and out to do some Questing.




Chapter 17

Aranos sat quietly in the guild library in the House of Stars – he knew that the elves didn’t consider the place to be a guild, but the gamer in him couldn’t really put any other term to it – his eyes scanning the lists of Wizards in Eredain…at least, the ones whose abilities were known to the House.  He was starting to get the feeling that this list was far from exhaustive, and in fact might even be incorrect, but it was his best chance to proceed with his updated Quest.
After he’d been unceremoniously ushered out of Saphielle’s office, he’d wandered until he reached a guard post and asked for directions to Lady Wynathra’s office.  One of the elves had happily escorted him, and fortunately, the excessively rude Captain hadn’t been there to chase Aranos off.  Wynathra had been slightly surprised to see him until he explained that he was there to make sure she’d been updated on his findings.
“Lieutenant Saphielle has kept me informed,” she’d told him gravely.  “Your discovery that the attacker is a void mage was valuable, and we are working with the House of Stars to compile a list of known void mages in the Stronghold for questioning, although they are hesitant to reveal such secrets to us.
“Your thoughts about the nature of the elders’ deaths, though,” she added, “were quite disturbing.  Death is a constant companion for those of us who dwell near the Blightlands and, though unwelcome, it is not to be feared.  Having your mind and memories stolen from you, thus, though?  That is, frankly, a terrifying thought.”
When he looked confused, she explained.  “As you may have heard, elves live very long lives compared to humans or dwarves.  Humans often seem to feel that they are the totality of their deeds, while dwarves believe that they are defined by what they have built and defended.  Elves, though, are very much the sum of our memories and experiences, and stealing such is tantamount to destroying all that we are, the very heart of our being.”
At the end, she’d updated the Quest for him, at least:
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Quest Completed: A Death of Elders 2
Objective: Uncover information leading to the discovery and capture or death of whatever or whoever killed the elders of Eredain.
Reward: 1000 XP, Increased reputation with the House of Blades
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Quest Offered: A Death of Elders 3
Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades wishes you to continue your investigation into the mysterious deaths in the Stonghold.
Objective: Discover the identity of and apprehend the murderer of the elven elders.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5000 XP, Increased reputation with the House of Blades, increased reputation with the Elven Nations
Failure Condition: Fail to uncover and apprehend the culprit within three nights, give up the investigation.
Failure Penalty: Loss of reputation with House of Blades, loss of reputation with Elven Nations.
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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He’d accepted the Quest, of course; it looked like he might be closing in on the end of it, considering the sudden addition of a time limit.  He knew that Wynathra was working with the House of Stars, but he wondered if, as a member of that House, he might be able to gather information more quickly than she could and decided to head there next.
Once he arrived at the House of Stars, he found a quiet spot near the tree-shaped mana crystal and spent an hour using his Mana Vampire Perk to train his Wisdom and Intelligence.  He descended into his mindscape and spent the time working on his mana spirals, adding additional layers to each hourglass and working on his mana channels. 
He considered attempting to widen his existing channels, but he realized that they were already pretty massive, thanks to the high flow rate he gained with Mana Vampire.  Instead, he worked on opening new, smaller channels around his main ones; those, he figured, would make it easier for him to pull multiple mana types at once and might increase his spellcasting speed in the long run.
At the end of the training session, he happily pulled up his notifications:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Int: +2 (Grueling)
Wis: +2 (Grueling)
Mana Control: +1
True Manipulation: +2
You have reached your daily limit for training these Stats!
Further training will have no effect until you have a full rest.
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He’d tried to see Master Dirue, but the woman was out of her office, so he asked for the door warden to pass her a message that he wanted to see her whenever it was convenient, and that he’d be at the library while he waited.  Grandmaster Ruehnar hadn’t been there – Aranos supposed it wasn’t fair to expect a Grandmaster to set everything aside just to see him whenever he dropped in – but one of the other librarians had been happy to show him where the directories of Wizards were kept.
The problem was, Aranos realized, the directories were fairly limited.  He guessed that there had to be hundreds of Wizards in Eredain, but only a few dozen were listed: the ones that had done at least part of their training at the House of Stars.  That meant, though, that any Wizard who had been trained exclusively by a family outside the House of Stars wasn’t included.
It was also apparent that the directories only gave the bare minimum information, and much of that was probably outdated or even incorrect.  For example, in the description of Airéd Exxidor, he found mention that the elf was Skilled in shield-breaking and area-of-effect Spells, but nothing about his Spell of invisibility and nondetection.  That means that any Abilities or Spells a Wizard doesn’t learn in the House of Stars probably aren’t included in this listing.
He did find two Wizards that were listed as void mages, though. One wasn’t much help; it was Chaenath Themenor, the elder who had died several nights back.  He doubted the woman had somehow faked her death and then gone on to kill others, although he supposed it wasn’t totally impossible.  If that were the case, though, then it meant the Wizard probably created some kind of clone or simulacrum to make it look like she was dead, which meant that all the other ‘bodies’ were probably also clones and that the elders were likely all still alive somewhere, maybe even plotting together for something.
That line of thought seemed somewhat exotic, though, and honestly would be a lot simpler in the long run.  The three-night time limit suggested that if the elders were plotting something, they’d enact whatever it was in three nights, and all he had to do was to stop it somehow.  The idea of a direct confrontation like that definitely appealed to him a lot more than all this detective work, so part of him kind of hoped it would be the case.
It was safer, though, to assume that there really was someone killing off elders and stealing their knowledge.  The time limit probably meant that they were using the knowledge for some dark purpose, probably a complicated Spell or ritual or some kind, and that if he didn’t stop it, it would have extremely dire consequences for the entire Stronghold.
The other void mage he’d uncovered was Elashor, the other elder of House Themenor; it seemed that particular type of magic ran strongly in that family.  While Elashor was a possible suspect, it didn’t make a lot of sense to Aranos; he supposed that one House elder might have killed another and then attacked a bunch of others to throw off the scent, but he didn’t see it as particularly likely.  First of all, if he were going to do something like that, he’d have made it look like some creature had gotten into their House and attacked everyone; heck, he might have even summoned a creature just for that purpose.  The elder’s death, then, would have been a forgettable tragedy and gone entirely overlooked.
Second, if he was going to go to all the trouble of killing the other elder, he wouldn’t have used a type of magic that he was particularly known for. Eventually, someone would detect the use of void mana, no matter how much he tried to disguise it, and when that happened, he’d be the prime suspect. 
No, the most likely assumption was that some other powerful Wizard – probably an elder, or the Patriarch or Matriarch of a House – could use void mana but had hidden that fact from the House of Stars.  He’d have to figure out a way to check different elders; perhaps his Mana Sight might even be able to detect the type of mana a Wizard was most often using. 
Well, he reasoned, there’s an easy way to check that, and that’s to use it to see if I can detect mana concentrations in a Wizard.  While there were a dozen or more Wizards within sight range that he could check, he didn’t think turning on Mana Sight in a place that was filled with Wizards 24/7 was a good idea, unless he wanted the Blinded debuff, of course.  He’d have to check that later; maybe he could use it on Rhys and see what kind of Spells the Druid had been casting.
After leaving the library, still not having heard from Dirue, he headed back to the door wardens to see if he could arrange for a practice room for himself.  As it turned out, the House had given him a standing reservation in one of the Expert-level rooms, which he supposed could be good or bad, depending on how you looked at it.  He’d never have to wait to train his Spells, of course, but if anyone wanted to ambush him, again, all they had to do was wait for him there.
His House tattoo led him unerringly to Expert Training Room 7, and while he entered it cautiously, he was gratified to find that both his Tracking Skill and Scent Ability assured him he was alone in the room.  Just like the training area he’d battled Gorrid in previously, the space was large and open, with a full set of targets at one end and various mana crystals lining the walls that he could draw specific mana types from.  As it turned out, he could set the targets to remain still or to move erratically about, allowing him to practice hitting them with his ranged Spells, and there was even a rune-etched crystal that he could use to summon various low-level creatures to test his Spells on.  He didn’t get any XP for defeating them, but he did get to train up his Composite Armor and Crystal Prison Spells on them.
After another hour of training, he pulled up a new set of notifications with a grin:
 Spell Boost!
The following Spells have gained a level:
Composite Bullet*
New Rank: Adept 1
Effect: Does 12-30 LP damage to a single target within sight range (74-181), +7.5% per Spell level.  This is a combination of piercing, air, earth, fire, and water damage; immunity to any of these types will reduce damage by 20% (cumulative per immunity type)
Evolved: Ignores 75% of armor or defenses, increases Critical Hit chance by 1% per Spell level.
Cost: 75 SP
Crystal Prison
New Rank: Student 1
Effect: Choose one target up to 20’ in height or length and sheathe them in solid, crystal mana.  This reduces a target’s movement speed to 0 and prevents 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: 0.75% chance / s per point of Strength.
Duration: 90 s or until broken.
Cost: 350 SP
Energy Web
New Rank: Student 1
Effect: Choose an aspect of mana you have unlocked.  Fills a 30’ x 30’ area with barbed strands of that mana type.  Does 5 – 12 LP damage / s (12 – 34 LP).  Reduces the movement speed of any creature caught within to 0%.  For every point of Str the creature has over 30, this speed is increased by 5%, to a maximum of 50% at 40 Str.
Duration: 40 s
Cost: 200 SP
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The gains for leveling his Spells were decent, seeming to average about a 50% boost to each Spell’s effectiveness.  Those gains came, though, at a cost of significantly increased SP.  I guess that means it’s better for me to try and upgrade my Spells as much as possible, not just level them, he realized.  I seem to get bigger boosts that way.  That’s something I don’t think Wizards can do; they just get the level bonuses for ranking up their Spells.
He gave up on getting to chat with Dirue that day – the woman was obviously very busy, and he had other things he needed to do – and decided instead to meet up with Geltheriel at the House of Twilight.  The woman had spent the day there training and practicing the Abilities from her new Class while also helping Silma to become a better fighter, and she seemed happy to take a break when he arrived.
“Hold for a moment,” she told him after he recounted his day.  “Saphielle summoned you to the House of Blades…in an attempt to court you?  Oathbinder, that may be the single best thing I have heard all day!”  She burst into laughter, ignoring the blush that rose into his cheeks.
“Yeah, you can laugh about it,” he grumbled.  “She’s not trying to hook up with you, is she?”  He glared at her with irritation as her laughter redoubled at his words.
After a minute or so, she seemed to regain her composure, although a wide smile creased her face and he could tell she was on the verge of erupting into hilarity again.  “If it eases your mind, Oathbinder,” she told him breathlessly, “I am certain you are in no danger of being hooked by her, at least if I understand the context of that phrase as you used it.  Saphielle is awkward, but she is very proper and would certainly not engage in any hooking.”
“So, we’re just not doing phrasing anymore?” he quoted, fighting to keep a grin off his face at her words.  When her expression registered nothing but confusion, he sighed and let it go.  “Nevermind.  The point is, don’t you think this might make things awkward in the party?”
“Only if you allow them to be so,” she shook her head firmly.  “Saphielle will likely show no signs of her interest in you while we hunt and will reserve such times for when the two of you are alone.  I would suggest that, at least when Rhys is present, you simply act as if this never happened.”
“Yeah, easier said than done,” he groaned to the accompaniment of more of her laughter.
“Was it really so terrible?” she asked him after she had regained her breath.  “I mean, she is a lovely woman, and despite her awkward nature, there are many who would leap at the chance to be with her.  She has simply refused to show any interest in such things to this point.”
“I mean, yeah, she’s very pretty,” he admitted.  “And I actually kind of like her honesty; I hate word games and diplomacy, and at least with her, you always know where you stand.  It’s just…she so bad at it!”
“Then perhaps you can educate her,” Geltheriel grinned at him.  “I am certain that she will be an avid pupil…whatever the instruction you choose to give.
“Plus,” she added with a twinkle in her eye, “now you will have another target for your awkward attempts at romance, and I will be unmolested.  That, certainly, will be a welcome relief!”
Aranos snorted.  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that if I ever tried to molest you,” he countered, “I’d lose a hand, if not the whole arm.  I think it’s more likely that you keep shoving your stuff in my way, just hoping I’ll touch you in that special way.”
Geltheriel burst into another round of laughter.  “Well done, Oathbinder,” she congratulated him.  “You finally show a hint of wit!  You see?  Now that you have another outlet for your frustrations, you are finally able to think clearly around me.  I will do my best to encourage Saphielle, now, so that we can continue this excellent banter!”
“Don’t you dare!” he gasped, his eyes wide.  “Seriously, it’s bad enough…”  He broke off as he realized that once again, she’d managed to get a reaction from him.
“And the wit has fled as quickly as it arrived,” she laughed.  She smacked him on the shoulder and gave him a sympathetic look.  “Truly, Oathbinder,” she told him in a slightly more serious tone, “I believe that you are making this all more complicated than it need be.  If you find Saphielle attractive, then simply relax and see where it all takes you.  If you do not, inform her that you are not interested, and she will cease her attempts.  For all her faults, she is not one to take offense easily, nor to hold grudges.”
Aranos grunted, but he privately admitted that the woman had a point.  There’s not really any harm in seeing where it goes, I guess, he mused.  After all, if the whole thing is just too weird or uncomfortable, I can always end it.
His training with Jhaeros left him exhausted and drenched in sweat, both of which seemed to make the old elf inordinately happy.  It was the first time Aranos had used the Strength and Endurance crystals; it turned out, they could summon some sort of metallic substance and wrap his body in it; once he was encased in twenty or so pounds of extra body weight, Jhaeros had him perform his normal training ritual.  As the minutes passed, though, he realized that the crystals were constantly adding more and more weight to him; it was gradual enough that he didn’t notice at first, but by the end of the session, he could barely stand in the metal casing, much less move around.
Fortunately, the Stat bonuses were worth it:
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Through special training, you have gained the following:
Str: +4 (Grueling)
Dex: +4 (Grueling)
Agil: +4 (Grueling)
End: +4 (Grueling)
Per: +4 (Grueling)
Dodge: +2
Fortitude: +1
You have reached your daily limit for Physical Stat Training!  
Further training will have no benefits until a full rest is completed.
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He was happy with the Stat boosts, of course, but he was disappointed that he hadn’t gotten a boost to his Arcane Archery.  The Skill had risen to Expert 10, but it had basically frozen there, which meant that he probably couldn’t improve it just through training anymore.  When he asked Geltheriel about it, she explained with a certain amount of exasperation.
“You do understand that you are complaining that you cannot advance a Skill that normally requires decades of practice to reach the level you have it already, correct, Oathbinder?” she demanded.  “Do you even understand what it means to go from Expert to Master in a Skill?”
“Not really,” he admitted.  “I mean, I assume it’s more than just getting another Skill level, but…”
“It is much more than that,” she told him firmly.  “An Expert with a Skill knows how to use it well; a Master with a Skill understands it in a fundamental way that transcends normal usage.  Mastery allows you to do things with a Skill that seem impossible or even mystical – for example, your Ability to survive in the forest without sustenance or to Track any creature, even those that normally leave no trace – while being an Expert merely allows you to use a Skill for its normal purposes, only more effectively.”
Aranos frowned.  “So, to improve Arcane Archery,” he said slowly, “what would I need to do?”
“First, you will need to improve your Dexterity and Perception to the point where you can take full advantage of the existing Skill,” she replied.   “Once you have done that, you will need to use the Skill as much as possible, and you must attempt to use it in ways that press the boundaries of the Skill.  You must explore its limits and know why they exist, so that you can overcome them.  That is the path to Mastery.”
Aranos nodded slowly.  “That’s really good information to have,” he told her gratefully.  “A couple of my Sorcerer Skills are in the Expert ranks, too, and I’ll probably need to do the same thing with them if I want to get them to Master level eventually.”
“This is true,” she agreed.  “Although it feels as if you have been pressing the boundaries of your magical abilities all along, if I am being honest.  You will probably find it much easier to get those Skills into the Master ranks.”
They gathered the rest of the party and headed out of the Stronghold for their nightly hunt, and as usual, Aranos took the first watch, as he needed the least amount of rest of all of them.  He passed the time working on his Enchantments; he’d asked to borrow everyone’s armor and weapons to see if he could improve them, and for the most part, the others were eager to oblige.  Geltheriel held onto her heirloom sword, of course, but she was happy to have her armor upgraded; the others possessed simple, non-magical items and were happy to hand them over.
His Blacksmithing Skill got a bit of a workout with Saphielle’s armor, as his senses found several flaws in it that he wanted to repair as best he could before Enchanting it.   He couldn’t just heat the armor and compress it like he could with jewelry, though, since he was pretty sure that would weaken the armor to the point of uselessness.  As he pondered the problem, he let his mind drift and passively examined the mass of metal with his senses.
It’s kind of weird, he realized as he swept his Sense Mana Skill through the breastplate.  This metal almost feels like it’s got mana in it.  I mean, I can feel earth mana inside it, which makes sense, but there’s also life mana, here.  I wonder…
He put down the armor and attempted to replicate the mana flows he’d felt within the metal.  It was difficult, because the earth mana flowed very slowly, while the life mana wanted to race out of him, but his newly formed mana channels helped significantly.  He drew earth mana up through the wide, central channel and funneled life mana into the smaller, newer channels that spiraled around the center.  It took several tries for him to mix the mana correctly, but eventually a ball of gleaming steel hung over his hand, and a notification started blinking in his vision:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Metal
Metal mana is a composite mana type that contains both earth and life mana.
Metal Mana Damage: Metal mana does not do elemental damage.  Instead, it does slashing, piercing, or bludgeoning damage as appropriate for the specific metal construct created.  Weapons and Spells that use metal mana are considered Enchanted attacks for the purpose of resisting their damage.  Creatures are only resistant to damage from metal mana if they are resistant to the damage type the specific metal mana construct does.  Resistance to earth mana, life mana, or both does not grant resistance to metal mana damage.
Using Metal Mana: Metal mana can only be used to form metal constructs.  The level of quality and rarity of the metal types created vary based on the caster’s Mana Manipulation Skill:
Novice – Common rarity, Rough quality
Student – Uncommon rarity, Standard quality
Adept – Rare rarity, Fine quality
Expert – Exotic rarity, Excellent quality
Master – Exceptional rarity, Masterwork quality
Grandmaster – Legendary rarity, Artifact quality
Creating specific items may require the caster to have the requisite Skill – Blacksmithing (weaponsmith) to create a sword, for example.  Creating the item without the Skill may result in it losing one or more levels of both quality and workmanship.
+250 XP
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So, metal is its own mana type, he grinned silently as he stared at the shining ball rotating over his hand.  That might just make all this easier. 
He picked the armor back up and reached out to it with his Sense Mana Skill, feeling the metal mana flowing through it and getting a feel for the patterns of those flows.  The places he’d sensed as flaws in the metal were either gaps in the flow – meaning that there was a hole or crack forming, he assumed – or resonated differently from the rest of the armor, which he took to mean there was an impurity in the alloy.
He activated his High Mastery Ability and shifted the metal mana around, draining away any foreign energies using Mana Vampire and guiding the metal mana to fill in those spaces.  When he touched on a spot with an unusual resonance, he shifted the mana flows until they matched the surrounding patterns.  After several minutes, he couldn’t sense any more imperfections, and he eyed the armor piece critically:
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Appraisal Success!
You have discovered: Steel Scale Breastplate
Rarity: Common
Quality: Excellent
Defense Rating: +62
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He repeated the process with the remaining pieces of armor, which took him another 30 minutes and drained his SP below 80%, but in the end, the entire suit of armor had been upgraded from Fine to Excellent Quality, which also apparently boosted the Defense Rating of the armor by around 10%.  That also meant that he could put an extra Enchantment on each item, as well.
He decided that for Saphielle’s breastplate, he would inscribe a runeform that he hoped would dampen the effects of magical attacks.  He started with the initiation rune, of course, followed by a channeling rune that would direct magical energy along it.  He inscribed a rune that represented power in its most generic form and linked that to a rune of negation, then linked the entire construct to a directional rune that would only protect against incoming energy, not anything outgoing.
Once that was done, he linked the runeform to an Enchantment that would boost the wearer’s End and Agil and connected that to a second rune that would strengthen the armor.  He placed a single, small topaz in a flush mounting that would protect it, and filled in the engravings in the metal with an alloy he created with his Metal Refining Skill of silver and steel that would, he hoped, resist damage and scratching.  He added similar runes for durability to the remaining armor pieces, using pieces of quartz crystal to empower the simple runes.  When he was finished, he poured SP into the gemstones, and a notification appeared in his vision:
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Greater Creation Success!
Your Enchanted items have Evolved into the Item Set: Armor of the Stalwart Defender
Rarity: Unique
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Defense +130, Physical Stats +6, +53% Resistance to hostile magic, Immunity to knockdown or stunning effects
Item Set: This is a matched set of Enchanted armor, and as such, its full effects are only functional when the entire set is worn.  If the armor is worn piecemeal, only the individual items’ defense bonuses apply.
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Wow, that turned out way better than I’d hoped! he thought wonderingly as he examined his creation.  That armor is just about perfect for a tank.
He continued by working on Geltheriel’s leathers and chain shirt, Rhys’ leather armor, and Saphielle’s shield, giving them all similar runes and Enchantments to what he’d laid on Saphielle’s armor.   None of them activated his Greater Creation Perk, though, so they all gained bonuses to defense, magic resistance, and End and Agil that were somewhat lower than what the guardswoman’s armor possessed.
Enchanting the party’s weapons was much simpler and easier.  He gave Saphielle’s spear a bonus to attack and to its durability, as well as the ability to do ice damage on command.  Rhys’ saw-bladed sword got similar bonuses to attack and durability, but he also added a rune that he hoped would improve the wielder’s SP regen while they held the weapon; while it didn’t grant a huge bonus, it would at least allow Rhys to cast Spells a bit longer in combat.  Geltheriel’s bow he Enchanted with runes to help her critical hit chance and the ability to cause any arrow fired to burst into flame and do fire damage in addition to regular piercing damage.
The only member of the party he hadn’t created anything for, in fact, was the one who’d been sitting next to him this entire time.  I haven’t made a single thing for Silma, have I? he realized guiltily.  She’s probably the most vulnerable member of the party, and I haven’t done anything to protect her.  I’m a pretty lousy pet owner, aren’t I?
Fortunately, that was something he could remedy immediately.  He opened his inventory and pulled out a platinum choker, one that he hoped would be long enough to serve as a collar for Silma.  I can always expand it if not, he decided.  Or I can add a sizing Enchantment to it; that’s one I’ve learned already.  I don’t want to waste an Enchantment slot on that if I can avoid it, though.
The necklace itself was a Rare item of Fine quality.  Aranos examined it with his Appraise Skill and noticed several flaws and impurities in the metal.  As he reached out to it mentally, intending to heat and compress it, though, he could feel the imperfections as disruptions in the mana field, and he wondered if he’d have better results if he repaired it the way he’d fixed Saphielle’s armor.
He connected to the necklace with a strand of mana and focused on the metal mana running through it.  The mana had a particular tone and energy that he assumed was because it was platinum rather than some other metal.  The impurities in it, though, were almost like discordant notes in the otherwise harmonious whole, demanding that he resolve them. 
He concentrated on those flaws and shifted the mana within them, twisting and nudging it until it matched the greater mass of metal.  A few places were filled with entirely different mana types, and Aranos drained those away with his Mana Vampire Ability, filling the resulting void with the appropriate metal mana.  Once he was done, he smoothed out the mana flows until the entire piece felt as perfect and balanced as he could make it.
When he was done, he examined the necklace once again with his Appraise Skill, noting with surprise that the item’s rarity had risen to Exotic and its quality had gone up to Masterwork from his ministrations.  That meant he could place six Enchantments and three runeforms on it without needing to worry about damaging it; definitely more capacity than he needed!
He took out paper and ink and rummaged through his inventory, looking for the perfect gems for the collar.  As he glanced through it, he noticed the crystal orb he had taken from the great nebelung days ago; he’d pretty much forgotten it was there, to be honest.  Curious, he pulled it out and took a look at it, hoping his augmented Arcane and Beast Lore Skills would give him more information.  When nothing popped up, he tried examining it with his Appraise and finally Sense Mana Skills; at this last, he received a notification:
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Skill Synergy Success!
You have used Arcane Lore, Beast Lore, and Sense Mana in combination to achieve an enhanced result.
Item Identified: Nebelung Dimensional Stone
This stone is an integral part of the great nebelung’s Teleport Ability.  Adding mana to it allows the holder to teleport up to 10’ in any direction.
Type: Crafting Component
Rarity: Exceptional
[image: ]
Teleportation? he repeated curiously.  I wonder if I could link this stone into a runeform…
He spent 30 minutes sketching out the best way to link up the necklace’s anchor points with Enchantments, linking the Enchantments together with runes.  He remembered how the Arcane Doors had been fashioned and considered trying to make more elaborate runes but decided to save that for another time; he only had one of the nebelung stones, and he didn’t want to waste it.
It took him another hour to carefully mount the nebelung stone and three additional gems on the choker, then engrave the runes he wanted and fill them with silver, using his High Mastery Ability to smooth and polish the silver as perfectly as possible.  He also found that he could use the same Ability on the gemstones to remove any cracks or flaws in them, since the gems were composed of a combination of crystal and earth mana.  He hoped that would allow them to hold significantly more SP.
He had decided to use his runes to grant bonuses to the wearer’s attack power and Dodge Skill; the third rune linked to the nebelung stone and was little more than a trigger sequence and an array to allow the user to choose a distance and direction to teleport.  He did end up giving the necklace a sizing Enchantment, just in case, as well as an armoring Enchantment that used metal mana to coat the wearer in a metallic skin.  He also added buffing Enchantments to Strength, Agility, and Endurance, as well as an Enchantment to add Light damage to attacks.
When he was done, he empowered the three normal stones with as much SP as they’d hold and connected the links to the runes, allowing the energy to surge through the item and power the various Enchantments.  Taking a deep breath, he put the necklace on and concentrated on the nebelung stone, willing himself to jump five feet straight forward.  He felt a quick surge of power and suddenly, he was standing almost exactly where he had envisioned. 
He suppressed a shout of excitement, remembering that the others were sleeping, and examined the item, checking out his notification:
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Crafting Success!
You have Enchanted: Collar of the Celestial Wolf
Type: Amulet
Rarity: Exceptional
Quality: Masterwork
Effects: Shrinks or expands to fit any wearer; Str, Agil, End +8; Attack +8; Dodge Skill +8
On activation: Teleport up to 16’ in any direction; Armoring – Reduces incoming damage by 67% (lasts 10 minutes); add +16 Light damage to attacks for 1 minute
Charged Item: Using the Armoring or Light damage effect requires 1 charge; the Teleport effect requires 5 charges.  This item can be recharged.
Current Charges: 612
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That turned out even better than I expected, he smiled.  He quickly placed the necklace around Silma’s throat, sending out reassuring thoughts as he did so.  Relax, girl, he told her.  This will help make you faster and stronger in combat.  It won’t hurt.
Fight better? the fenrin sent back to him, cocking her head quizzically. 
Yep, he nodded at her.  Here, I’ll show you how it works… 
He spent the next several minutes teaching her how to activate the various functions of the necklace.  The armoring effect coated the wolf with a thin, flexible sheen of silvery metal that moved like a second skin, while the damage effect made her teeth and claws gleam with a cold light.  The teleportation effect was the one she seemed to enjoy the most, though, as it allowed her to dart around the clearing and appear randomly wherever she liked, from the branches of trees to the opposite side of the stream.  Aranos grinned at the young wolf as she teleported above the stream and splashed into the middle of it before zipping back out to dry ground.  It’s easy to forget she’s still just a big puppy, he reminded himself.  Sometimes, she needs to have fun.
He spent the next half-hour playing with the small fenrin, chasing her around and wrestling with her, letting her hide and using his Scent and Tracking Skill to find her, and sneaking around the edge of the clearing in Stealth, trying fruitlessly to evade her.  It was a fun time, and at the end, they both sat, tired but happy before the low fire.
A curtain opened, and Geltheriel exited her tent, rubbing her eyes tiredly.  “What are you doing out here?” she demanded, yawning as she did.  “You are making an absurd amount of noise, Oathbinder.”
“Sorry about that,” Aranos said sheepishly.  “Silma wanted to play, is all.  We’ve both been keeping watch, though; her senses are way better than mine, but I’ve been keeping in touch with the trees and checking for dangers.  Closest thing was a bear that passed about a half-mile to the west.”
The woman grunted and sat down by the fire, her grumpiness turning to curiosity as she noticed the sparkling collar around Silma’s neck.  “You Enchanted something for her?” the woman guessed, her voice losing its irritation.  “What does it do?”
“It’s actually pretty cool,” he grinned proudly.  Silma, please show her what your new necklace can do.
Yes, pack leader, he heard her voice in his head, before the fenrin was suddenly sheathed in silvery armor, her teeth and glows glowing with a clear, eldritch light.  Geltheriel murmured admiringly, but her murmurs turned into a gasp of surprise as Silma vanished and appeared several feet away, sitting on her haunches with her tongue hanging out in what Aranos was sure was amusement.
“How did you Enchant such a thing?” the woman breathed, staring at the fenrin.  “I thought the Spells of teleportation were far too advanced…”
“The stone I took from the nebelung,” Aranos interrupted, quickly explaining how the necklace worked.  “So now, she’s got a much more limited form of the nebelung’s teleporting Ability.  I figure with that kind of mobility, she can be wherever we need her on the battlefield, whether she’s helping you, guarding Saphielle’s flanks, or even keeping Rhys out of trouble.”
“That is a valuable Ability,” the woman nodded.  “And certainly one we can make great use of.”
They sat quietly for several minutes watching the playful fenrin as the others gradually awakened.  Once they had eaten, Aranos handed out the equipment he’d Enchanted for them.  “I got lucky with Saphielle’s armor,” he told them.  “It triggered a Perk I have and came out way better than I intended, but everybody got a boost to defense, a couple of Stats, and magic resistance.”
Rhys eyed his armor critically for a moment before his eyes widened.  “That is a significant boost, Liberator,” he observed in a slightly awed voice.  “And you claim my armor was one of the unlucky ones?  How lucky was Saphielle, then?”
“Apparently, I am quite lucky,” the woman spoke up lightly.  “This armor has been upgraded to Masterwork quality, somehow, and has linked to become a matched set, granting me a large bonus to all physical Stats, defense, and resistance to hostile magic.  It also renders me immune to being knocked down or stunned by enemy attacks.” 
She turned and gazed curiously at Aranos.  “This is a gift fit for the nobility, Traveler,” she observed.  “If not the Matriarch of a House.  Is this a courtship gift?  If so, I do not know how I will be able to reply in kind.”
“Um, no,” he answered, feeling the heat rising in his cheeks as he heard Rhys snort and saw Geltheriel’s eyes sparkling with silent laughter.  “It’s just a gift from one party member to another.  Although, if you wanted to repay me, you could stop calling me ‘Traveler’ and use my name, or at least one of my Titles.  It’s not like I’m the only Traveler around.”  He stopped as Geltheriel began laughing silently, her hand over her mouth, and Rhys’ snort became a wry chuckle.
“Ah, but you are the only one that holds any importance to me,” she countered.  “However, if you wish, I will call you by your name…although that seems somewhat forward at this point.”
Aranos looked confused, and Rhys spoke up after a moment, rescuing him.  “If one were not a native of our realms,” he offered, “they might not know that elves prefer not to address one another directly by name, save those who are within the same House or…quite close, shall we say.  That same person might not also know that by requesting that they be called by name, they are also requesting an increased level of…intimacy with the other person.”  He looked up at the aghast Sorcerer.  “Of course, that is simply an observation.”
Saphielle gazed at the Druid, her eyes narrowed, before her face cleared a moment later.  “Ah, yes,” she said with a smile.  “That makes far more sense; my thanks, Druid, for the clarification.”  She turned to face Aranos.  “Then you were not asking for me to increase the pace of our courtship?  That is fine; I will choose one of your many Titles that suits me and address you as such from this point forward.”
“Um, thanks?” Aranos stammered, aghast at what he’d apparently almost done.  “And, yeah, slow is fine for now, thanks.”
He took a deep breath and looked away for several moments, trying to reclaim his scattered thoughts.  “So, I was thinking,” he spoke at last.  “I feel like we’ve gotten about all we can out of hunting amaroks, really.  We’ve developed some good tactics, and we’ve learned how best to work together.  Tonight, I think we should go after something a bit more challenging.”
Geltheriel’s eyes narrowed as she gazed at him.  “Oathbinder,” she said cautiously, “you do not propose to seek vengeance on the cenzik, I hope.”
“You faced a cenzik?” Rhys broke in.  “Was it as terrible a foe as I have heard?”
“His Avowed did say that he was seeking vengeance,” Saphielle pointed out.  “That implies that he has something to avenge, does it not?  I would assume he was either slain or at least terribly wounded by the beast, and now he seeks our help in meting out justice upon it.”  She turned and looked at Aranos.  “Although I would recommend against that course, Ascendant, as it will likely lead to all our ruin.”  Her face twisted as she spoke, as if she’d eaten something unpleasant.  “No, that will not do,” she muttered quietly.
“Whoa, I’m not talking about going cenzik-hunting,” Aranos spoke up, waving his hands in the air.  “I’m talking about ursusz.  I think we’re ready to try hunting one or two.  What do you think?”
Geltheriel’s face grew thoughtful at his words.  “That would be within our abilities,” she agreed.  “Our current strategies would not work, though, Oathbinder.  Attempting to lure an ursusz would merely drive it into a frenzy, and it would pursue you relentlessly.”
“Well, first we’ll have to find one,” he hedged.  “Once we do, we can figure out the best way to handle it.”
Their hunt began simply enough, although they saw no sign of ursusz at first and instead destroyed a pair of amarok packs.  Geltheriel led them deeper into the Blightlands than they had gone before, assuring them that ursusz generally ranged farther from the borders than amaroks, as they were far less comfortable in the Claimed Lands.
Once, they were ambushed by a swarm of short, black-skinned creatures that Aranos thought resembled goblins but that Geltheriel assured him were called bogez.  The monsters wielded primitive weapons, mainly wooden spears and stone-tipped clubs and axes, and wore ragged furs as armor.  They attacked without any attempt at coordination or tactics and tried to overwhelm the party with sheer numbers, but they were so low leveled that they presented no real difficulty.  Rhys’ Entangle and Aranos’ Air Web Spells trapped most of the creatures, who could only endure a few seconds of his Spell before succumbing to the swirling vortices of wind.  Saphielle taunted the remainder, and the three Warriors easily dispatched them without Geltheriel even needing to use her Stealth-based Abilities.
After a couple hours, Aranos spotted the tracks of a larger pack of amaroks, but as he did, he immediately spotted something that told him that perhaps they’d found their quarry at last.
The trail of the amaroks was perfectly clear in his vision, as if the animals hadn’t even attempted to hide their tracks, when normally packs were cautious and attempted to disguise their numbers.  In fact, it looked like this pack was running, and from the occasional splatters of blood beside the tracks – rather than under them – it seemed as if they might have been fleeing, rather than chasing prey.  A few moments later, he could see what it was they were running from.
Four giant tracks overlaid the pack’s, each larger than both of Aranos’ hands put together.  The prints were deep and showed claw marks that sliced into them; this creature had been running, too, and was probably chasing the pack.  From the depth of the prints, the animal was massive, probably larger and heavier than a bear.  He hovered over the tracks as Geltheriel and Silma loped up to join him.
Silma sniffed at the huge prints and growled, her ears flattened, backing away.  Geltheriel glanced at them, and her face took on a grim expression.  “Ursusz,” she said shortly.  “It looks to be a large one, as well.  If it is hunting the pack, the amaroks are either dead or about to be killed.  If we are lucky, the ursusz might be wounded, although it is doubtful.”
“Is it only one?” Rhys asked.  “I understood they generally traveled in mated pairs.”
“It is common,” Geltheriel agreed.  “However, this may be a male with a pregnant mate; if that is the case, it will be alone, and it will ruthlessly attack anything it finds within its range to protect its potential offspring.”
“Do you think we should keep looking?” Aranos asked.  “should we start with a smaller one, maybe?”
“It is within our capabilities,” she demurred.  “It will be difficult, though, as they are very hard to kill and can absorb a great deal of damage.  You may recall that their blood is caustic to the touch, and when wounded seriously, they go into a frenzy during which they are immune to fear, pain, or weakness.  Also, there is no retreating from one; once it enters combat, it continues until it or everything else around it is slain.”
Aranos stopped for a moment, thinking.  “If the worst happened,” he said slowly, “would you all be able to escape?”
She frowned, pondering the question.  “If the creature is enraged?” she answered.  “Then probably, yes, as it will be unable to track in such a state.  If not?  It is unlikely, as ursusz have excellent senses and are fast runners. We might, however, be able to make it back to your consecrated grove; I doubt it would enter, and if it did, it would be at a vast disadvantage.  In any case, if this is a lone male, it will not pursue us past what it considers its territory.”
He nodded.  “We’ll give it a shot, then,” he decided.  “But we’re going in with a plan…”
Several minutes later, Aranos drifted over a scene of carnage.  The corpses of a medium-sized pack of amaroks, seven or eight members strong, lay scattered across a stone-covered hill.  The bodies were torn and shredded, ripped violently into pieces as if their attacker wanted to savage them instead of devouring them.  And yet, there was a massive, black body hunched over one of the carcasses, holding the body down with a paw while its jaws tore into the corpse.  Entrails and organs flew as the beast ripped the body apart, and Aranos swallowed hard at the violent display.
He flew about the battlefield slowly and silently, trying not to attract attention.  His ooze traps wouldn’t work against a creature as large and powerful as this, so he studded the field with pits, just large enough for one of its massive paws to slip down into.  He raised stone spikes at regular intervals, six inches long and solidly reinforced so that the beast wouldn’t simply crush them.
He flew back to the party and boosted the three Warriors with Greater Empowerment.  The little wolf actually grew a bit from the Spell, her muscles more defined and her coat even glossier as her overall LP improved.  He nodded to Geltheriel and Saphielle, reminded the little fenrin to use her new necklace to stay safe, and slowly glided back out into the night.
He took a deep breath and conjured a Void Arrow, concerned that the glow of a Composite Bullet might alert the ursusz to his location.  He used Precise Shot, focusing his aim on the beast’s neck, right below its ear.  As he released, he used his Multishot Ability to clone the Arrow into three, watching as they slammed into the monster, digging into its neck and exploding.
The ursusz roared, and Aranos felt a brief twinge of terror pass over him before shaking it off.  The huge beast whirled, shaking its head as if ridding itself of an insect for a moment.  Its eyes scanned for its attacker, spotting Aranos after a moment.  It slammed its paws to the ground and charged at the aleen, stumbling as one of its feet caught in a hidden pit but quickly recovering its balance.
Saphielle quickly stepped into its view, slamming her spear into her shield and shouting to taunt the creature.  The ursusz roared and charged toward the woman, stumbling briefly as it did so.  Saphielle paled as the creature rushed at her, but after a moment’s hesitation, she slammed her shield into the earth, braced her spear against the ground, and prepared for the monster’s charge.
The giant bear struck the woman with an impact similar to a small car, and had she not been wearing her newly Enchanted armor, Aranos was certain she would have gone flying.  Instead, she shivered as the creature’s mass smashed into her shoulder and thrust with her spear.  The ursusz’ charge had already impaled it partially on the long weapon, and her thrust penetrated deeply into its side.  She twisted the shaft of her weapon, spinning the razor-sharp blade inside the creature and shredding its muscles and organs, but the monster merely roared again and jerked itself free of the weapon, stumbling once more as it did.  Saphielle seemed to droop for a moment, her grip on her weapon slacking, but she quickly recovered and swept the spear at the ursusz’ face, holding it at bay.
Geltheriel chose that moment to dart out and drive her sword into the creature’s side, dancing back as its acidic blood jetted from the wound and sizzled on the ground.  The bear roared as it whirled toward her, and Aranos saw the woman tremble and stumble.  The ursusz, strangely, also hesitated for an instant, though, allowing her to regain her balance.  It swiped at the woman, but she easily danced out of the way and slashed across its foreleg, dodging another spray of blood as she did so.
Aranos quickly wrapped the ursusz in void mana, paralyzing it, but he could feel the strain in the Spell and knew it wouldn’t hold for long.  He flew over it, bathing it in a Radiant Blast that scorched its fur and bubbled its flesh.  As he passed, the bear tore free from his Void Paralysis and whirled on him, catching him with a paw and slamming him from the sky to crash heavily into the earth. 
The ursusz roared again and charged at his fallen form, stumbling briefly as it did so.  The momentary lapse allowed Saphielle to step in front of it, her taunt tearing its gaze from the fallen Sorcerer.  It swung a paw at the woman, who deflected it with her shield and stabbed her spear into the bear’s armpit, piercing the muscle beneath but only inflicting a shallow wound.  Aranos scrambled back to his feet and unleashed a Light Arrow directly into the ursusz’ face, temporarily blinding it.  The creature still rushed forward, pushing past Saphielle, and though Aranos rolled out of its way, its mass still slammed into him, crushing him briefly and dropping his armor to 50%.
Silma suddenly appeared behind the monster, her glowing teeth slashing and tearing at its flanks and savaging the backs of its legs, ignoring the bite of the acidic blood.  Its hind paw snapped back, but the little wolf dodged nimbly to the side and responded by ripping at the tendon in its leg.  The creature howled and tried to turn, shaking its head as if to clear the spots from its eyes, but Silma had already vanished, her teleport Ability carrying her out of its reach. 
Saphielle rushed to its side and slammed her shield into its flank, causing it to whirl and swipe at her with a mighty paw.  As she held its attention, Aranos rose back into the air, firing Composite Bullets as fast as he could into its side as it turned, using his mobility to stay out of the creature’s line of sight so that it would focus on the tank.  Geltheriel materialized out of the shadows, her blade dancing as she attacked the wounds that Silma had opened up on the creature’s legs, slicing into muscle and nicking tendons.
The creature ignored them, though, and focused its attacks on Saphielle.  The elven woman slid its powerful blows aside with her shield, her spear darting out to pierce its broad chest, inflicting very little damage but keeping its attention.  The creature roared again, though, and Saphielle seemed to stumble, getting her shield up just in time as the creature’s paw slammed into it, knocking her sprawling.  The bear hesitated briefly before charging forward, but suddenly a piercing howl cut through the night and the bear shivered, glancing around for the source of the sound, giving Saphielle the chance to stagger to her feet.
Aranos swooped back over the bear, unleashing another Radiant Blast on it, bathing its face in brilliant, white flames.  The monster roared and pushed itself up to stand, swatting at him, but this time he managed to rise out of its reach.  Still, a spray of its blood landed on his armor, hissing and sizzling before he could channel some water mana to wash it off.  The monster dropped back to all fours, and he hit it with a Death Arrow in its back, channeling the Spell to drive the projectile deep into its flesh before allowing it to explode, tearing through muscle and organs.
Geltheriel jumped back into the fray, aiming for the same tendon she’d nicked with her last attack.  Her amplified Strength drove her blade deeply into the muscle, but it merely scraped across the cable-like tendon.  She hissed in pain as blood fountained up onto her arm, bubbling and burning at her flesh, but a quick Spell from Rhys settled on her, stopping the damage while Aranos darted over to channel a brief spurt of water mana on her to cleanse the burning blood.
In Aranos’ moment of inattention, though, the monster whipped around and seized his leg in its jaws, thrashing its head to the side and sending him hurling across the ground to slam into a large boulder.  He groaned but quickly returned to the air, trying desperately to escape the reach of the ursusz, but Silma had appeared in front of it, snapping and snarling at the massive bear.  The beast swatted at her, but she easily dodged its blows.   She was too short to effectively attack any part of the creature, but she held its focus until Aranos had recovered.  Instantly, the wolf vanished, and Saphielle stepped up in her place, attempting to tank the creature.
The beast roared in fury, though, and launched itself at Aranos, ignoring the frantic blows from Saphielle and Geltheriel.  The Sorcerer swooped out of the way and flew backwards, just ahead of the creature, kiting it across the battlefield.  It smashed through obstacles, tearing its paws open on stone spikes and even snapping a leg that slipped into a hole, the bone breaking with a loud crack, but it seemed utterly oblivious to the pain of its wounds and maintained its headlong charge.
Geltheriel raced after the monster, her blade tearing at its sides and hind legs, and the white form of Silma appeared beside her as the little wolf’s teeth ripped into the beast’s flesh, the fenrin ignoring the bite of the acidic blood in its mouth.  Aranos kept hitting the monster with Arrows of light mana, blinding it and burning its Corrupted flesh, and it slowed briefly as a tangled mass of vines burst from the ground beneath it, grabbing it for only a moment before the beast tore free from Rhys’ Entangle Spell.
The ursusz roared and made a final leap, its paw connecting with Aranos and smashing him to the ground, trapping him beneath it.  The horrid jaws snapped forward, tearing at his armor, and pain lanced through him as the bear’s teeth punched through his weakened defense and ripped into his thigh.  Panicking, he hit the monster with a Void Paralysis, freezing it for a few moments, and fired a Composite Bullet directly into its looming eye.  The bullet tore into the organ, rupturing it and cracking the bone around the eye socket, bathing him in acidic blood that ate away the last of his armor. 
He gritted his teeth against the pain and squirmed out from beneath the frozen paw, putting several feet between his exposed flesh and the beast as it burst from his paralysis and renewed its attack on him.  Saphielle rose up in front of it, though, driving her spear through its ruined eye and into its brain just as Aranos hit the other eye with another Composite Bullet.  The beast roared and rose to its hindquarters, swiping a paw in an attempt to knock the spear loose, but Geltheriel danced underneath the upright beast, ducked under its blind swipe, and slashed three times across the bear’s chest so quickly Aranos could barely see the strikes.  The last blow bit deeply into the creature’s chest, and she thrust her blade almost to the hilt before jerking it free, tearing a massive gash in its chest and unleashing a fountain of blood.
The woman screamed hoarsely as acidic blood bathed her face and leaped backward, her shield held up before her.  Aranos quickly channeled a stream of water mana at her, washing the blood away, before turning back to face the wounded beast.
Geltheriel’s strike, though, had been the creature’s death knell.  It gurgled in impotent rage as blood filled its lungs, staggering a few steps before collapsing heavily to the ground and falling still.
Aranos sank to the ground next to Geltheriel, who stood, breathing deeply, pressing her arm against her face.  “Are you okay?” he asked, noticing that her LP were down below half and that his were not too far behind.  Too much void mana…and bear teeth, he thought grimly as he pulled some bandages from his inventory.  “Let me take a look, Geltheriel.”
“Let me past,” Rhys demanded, shoving Aranos to the side and gently prying the woman’s hands away from her face.  Aranos hissed at the acid damage to the skin of her face.  It looked like she’d managed to close her eyes in time to protect them, but the chemical burns left her skin white, puffy, and blistered.  “More water,” Rhys demanded, his voice uncharacteristically serious as he began casting a healing Spell upon her. “I cannot heal the damage until the acid is cleared off.”
Aranos silently channeled water mana, letting it gently bathe the woman’s face, allowing Rhys to begin healing the damage.  “You were quite lucky, Shadedancer,” the Druid told her quietly.  “Your eyes are fine, I think, but I would be happier if your Oathbinder used one of his poultices to further treat these burns, as they will be far less likely to cause scarring than my Spells.  Yet, there he sits, staring as if he were once more lost in his thoughts, and every moment did not matter.”
She snorted and grimaced as the movement obviously aggravated raw wounds.  Aranos took the hint and hurriedly moved forward to wrap the bandages in his hand loosely and gently over her face.  He pulled out some herbs and Forged a mortar and pestle, grinding the leaves and berries to make a lavender paste.  He gently lifted his bandages and applied the paste by dabbing it on, replacing the bandages and helping her sit down.  “You should be okay now,” he told her.
“The pain is much reduced,” she agreed.  “My thanks for your care, Oathbinder, and for yours, Druid.  That creature was very nearly our match.”
“Pretty close,” he admitted.  “I wouldn’t have wanted to face two of them, for sure.”
“Indeed,” she sighed.  “At least, not until we are recovered; then, perhaps, we can go hunt this one’s mate.”
He stared at her for a moment before noticing the grin flickering across her face.  “Oh, if you weren’t already hurt,” he growled, letting go of her so she dropped to the ground, chuckling.  “I swear, one of these days…”
“One of these days,” she finished for him, “you will be able to respond consistently with wit.  I await that day with bated breath, Oathbinder, and let it not be too far off.”
His response was cut short by the sound of a distant roar, a cry of fury and pain that cut through the night.  Aranos saw the others shiver as the sound swept over them, and he glanced nervously at Geltheriel.  “The mate?” he asked hesitantly.
“Just so,” she replied grimly, heaving herself to her feet.  She glanced around at the clearing and shook her head.  “It is likely enraged by the death of the male.  We might be able to outmaneuver it in Stealth…”
Saphielle shook her head and interrupted, “That will likely not be possible, as my Stealth Skill is in the Novice ranks, and my armor does not lend itself to such undertakings.”  When Rhys looked at her exasperatedly, she shrugged her shoulders.  “It is not a Skill most guards need, is it, Druid?” she asked simply. 
Rhys sighed.  “Indeed, it is not,” he agreed.  “Although I am thinking that perhaps it is one that can be taught, and that perhaps if one wished to become better at it, they could seek such instruction.”
“But as far as tonight goes,” Aranos broke in, “we probably can’t sneak away.  We’ll have to face it, and we should probably do it here, where the ground at least favors us a little.”
“And yet,” Geltheriel said slowly, “the last encounter was very dangerous for us, Oathbinder, and now we fight once more without having fully regained our resources.”
Aranos nodded.  “Yeah,” he admitted, “we handled that last one the wrong way.  You told me it would be hard to kill, but I didn’t really think it would be that hard.  This is going to be a battle of attrition, which means we need to fight conservatively and save our resources.
“Saphielle, you’re our main tank,” he continued. “Silma, you’ll be our off-tank; that means you’ll step in whenever Saphielle needs a break for healing or gets out of position.  Neither one of you can hurt the thing very much, but you can keep it occupied while the rest of us kill it.”
He turned to Rhys.  “Use your SP for healing only,” he instructed.  “Focus on the tanks and keep them healthy, okay?”
He looked back at Geltheriel, who nodded. “And you and I will slowly whittle the creature down,” she finished for him.  “We will be cautious in our attacks so as not to draw too much attention, and we will focus on critical strikes rather than a constant barrage of damage.”
“Exactly,” he nodded as he recast his Armor and renewed the buffs on the three Warriors.  “This might still suck, but if we take our time and play it safe, it won’t suck as much as it could.”
The enraged usrsuz came barreling toward them several minutes later, its fur black and streaked with flecks of red, its eyes small and bloodshot.  Its mouth hung open and it howled as it charged toward the party, who stood ready for it, having mostly recovered from the previous battle.  Aranos noticed once more that his party members staggered as the roar seemed to hit them like a physical blow, but at the same moment, the ursusz stumbled and reeled briefly.
The giant bear, fully as large as the last, rushed directly at Saphielle, its jaws snapping and trying to tear aside her shield.  The armored guard held fast and set her spear, allowing the point to punch deeply into the bear as it crunched into her shield.  Despite the creature’s mass and ferocity, his Enchantment on Saphielle’s armor held, and the woman merely grunted and strained at the impact.  Silma darted up on her left, her gleaming jaws ripping into the ursusz’ flank and foreleg, dodging back when the creature swiped clumsily at her.
Aranos hung back, summoning a Composite Bullet and activating his Precise Shot Ability.  He watched the combat carefully, allowing Silma and Saphielle to fully engage the creature before finally firing his Bullet directly at its right eye.  The Bullet struck true and buried itself deeply in the socket, and he Channeled the Spell, pushing it deeper into the bear’s skull as it roared and thrashed, trying to swipe the bullet from its eye.  After three seconds, he released the Spell, and the Bullet exploded within the ursusz’ socket, obliterating the damaged eye and tearing open a jagged hole in the flesh and bone.
The monster screamed in pain, staggering both it and Aranos’ party, but Saphielle recovered quickly and jabbed her spear at the wound in the beast’s skull, tearing it open wider.  It roared once more and swiped at her, stumbling briefly as it did, but she managed to clumsily slide the attack off her shield and stabbed once more at its broad chest.
Geltheriel seemed to simply emerge from the shadows beside the bear, plunging her blade into its haunch and ripping the sword free.  She danced away as a gout of corrosive blood burst from the wound, and the ursusz began to turn, but Silma darted in and tore at the creature’s underbelly, slipping back nimbly when it whirled back to face her.
The battle continued along those lines for well over a minute.  Saphielle and Silma kept the ursusz’ attention, while Aranos and Geltheriel struck infrequently but critically when they could.  Rhys stayed back and healed Saphielle as needed; the ursusz’ powerful swipes still inflicted damage even when she successfully blocked them, and a few times the creature’s roar staggered her enough for it to hit her with a wild swipe or a savage bite.  At those times, Silma darted between the bear and the guardswoman, nimbly dodging its blows while Rhys moved forward to heal the fallen Warrior.
Eventually, the ursusz became enraged and began swatting madly at Saphielle.  The woman was forced to abandon all pretense of attack and focus fully on defense, relying on her shield and Rhys’ healing Spells to keep her safe as the maddened creature tried desperately to overrun her and crush her beneath its paws.  Thanks to Aranos’ Enchantment on her armor, Saphielle was able to resist this tactic, and with the beast’s attention so fully focused on their tank, Geltheriel and Aranos were free to unleash as much damage as they could. 
The Shadedancer slipped through the shadows around the creature so quickly it almost looked like she was teleporting, her blade opening terrible wounds along the monster’s sides and belly.  Blood poured from it like rain, and the woman had to take care not to get sprayed by the acidic fluid as she swooped in to strike.
Aranos, on the other hand, hit the creature with Composite Bullets in its face and throat, the projectiles ripping into the bear’s flesh and opening horrid, gaping wounds that gushed blood.  Silma had been forced to hold back by the sheer quantity of toxic fluid spraying from the beast, as she had no shield to protect her like Saphielle.
Finally, Aranos fired a Composite Bullet directly into the monster’s open mouth, cloning it into three as he did so.  The trio of projectiles raced down its throat and burst, and the ursusz let out a last, pitiable roar before collapsing heavily to the ground.
They all stopped and stared quietly at the fallen beast for several moments before Rhys finally broke the silence.  “I believe it is safe to say, that time went far better than the first,” the Druid said with a smile. 
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Mathias the Lancer muttered quiet obscenities under his breath as he followed the robed elves ahead of him deeper into the forest surrounding the Stronghold of Eredain.  His party members hung back, sensing his dark mood and knowing that a wrong word might trigger an outburst from the temperamental Warrior…and outbursts like that had seen swift and brutal punishment from the elves leading this foray into the forest.
A woman with curly, dark hair that flowed to the center of her back looked worriedly at Mathias, her hands smoothing the front of her once-clean, white robe nervously.  “Mathias,” she murmured to him softly, “please don’t get us in trouble again, okay?”
The bald-headed Warrior glared at the woman for a moment, and she thought that he might erupt, but he sighed and shook his head.  “This whole thing just sucks, Gwinivere,” he replied tiredly.  “I mean, these elves are paying good money for this Quest, and I’m fine with taking out the target, but…”
“They’re kind of assholes,” a tall, wiry man dressed all in brown supplied when Mathias hesitated, his Russian accent faint but unmistakable.  When the other party members glared at him, he shrugged.  “Hey, I’m just saying what we’re all thinking, here, right?”
“Yes, Yevgeny,” the fourth party member said wearily, her hands resting on a pair of twin daggers strapped to her hips, “but saying it out loud is what got those other guys kind of, well, cooked alive, isn’t it?”  The woman stretched, her black leather armor creaking as she did and her short, auburn hair waving gently in the breeze. 
“Yeah, and that’s why it sucks,” Mathias muttered.
“I told you this was too good to be true,” Gwinivere suppled softly.  When the Warrior glanced sharply at her, she shrugged.  “I’m sorry, Matty, but I did.  These elves were going around, rounding up pretty much every player who could see lightning and hear thunder, promising a big payday if we just helped them take out one person?  Either something shady is going on, or that one person is like a freaking Archmage or something.”
“That part doesn’t bother me,” Yevgeny spoke up with a smile.  “I’ve been looking for a chance to test some of my newest Spells, and I think an Archmage would be a good target.”  The Wizard muttered a few words, and a crackle of lightning rose around his hand before vanishing. 
“I’m pretty sure an Archmage wouldn’t be impressed by a lightning bolt,” the redhead pointed out.  “They might even think it’d be funny to send a whole lightning storm back at you as a response.”
“I’m not so worried about that either, Rhiannon,” Mathias broke in.  “There are probably twenty players here, plus a half-dozen of those elf Wizards.  That’s pretty much a raid, and that means we get to be part of one of the first raids in-game.  Even if we die, just being on it is pretty cool.
“No, what’s got me pissed is how they’re treating everyone,” he continued.  “If you ask them a question, you get flamed.  If you give them a suggestion, flamed.  If you laugh too loud, boom, flamed.
“I mean, if we all banded together, we could take them out, but they won’t let us talk to any of the other groups, so we can’t even initiate player chat with them.  It’s kind of unfair, really,” he finished with a grimace.
“That’s probably why they’re doing it,” Gwinivere pointed out.  “We don’t really know how much they’re aware of our abilities in the game.  Maybe they know that we can chat, and how to prevent it.”
“I’ll say this,” Yevgeny spoke up, his face grim.  “They’ve got a lot of pissed-off players, right now.  Whatever target they give us is going to be in a lot of pain.”
“Or we are,” Gwinivere said softly, her eyes turning to gaze on the haughty-looking elves, who led them confidently deeper into the forests.




Chapter 18

After the battle with the ursusz, Rhys had plunked heavily to the ground, his face tired.  “I am certain you will forgive me,” he spoke wearily.  “However, my SP are perilously close to bottoming out, and I believe I would like to sit for a few moments to allow them to recover.”
Saphielle sighed and planted the butt of her spear in the ground nearby.  “My Stamina is similarly low,” she agreed.  “I am certain none will gainsay us a few minutes’ rest, especially as neither the Druid nor I can effectively Harvest these creatures in any case.”
“Go ahead, take a break,” Aranos affirmed, glancing at Geltheriel.  “Do you need a minute, too?”
“Not at all,” she smiled at him.  “I recover Stamina more quickly here in the Blightlands, as you may recall, and neither of us were pushing our Abilities as fiercely as the Lieutenant and the healer.”
“True enough,” he nodded.  “Well, I suppose we should try to Harvest these things, then?”
“Be very cautious as you do,” she warned him, her flippant tone gone in an instant.  “Remember how caustic their blood is; use a long knife, if possible, and attempt to protect your hands.”
It took them almost twenty minutes to skin the ursusz, mostly because if they hurried at all, drops of acidic blood would splash onto their skin, burning them.  Eventually, though, Aranos rolled up two hides of heavy fur and placed them in his inventory.  By that time, Rhys and Saphielle were anxious to be off, but something was bothering Aranos.
“Wait, didn’t we think that the ursusz were separated because the female was pregnant?” he asked Geltheriel curiously.  “I Harvested her body, and unless I’m really missing something, I don’t think she was.”
Geltheriel sighed.  “I considered this as well, Oathbinder,” she agreed.  “I believe it means that she had given birth to her young, but that they are too small to hunt for themselves, yet.”
Aranos frowned.  “Shouldn’t we look for them?” he asked slowly.  “I mean, if they’re like the amaroks, maybe I can Redeem them?”
“If the chance exists,” Rhys spoke up, “I for one would prefer to take it.  Of course, I would not be the one taking an actual chance, which must be considered.”
Geltheriel frowned.  “Casting that Spell exhausted you,” she pointed out.  “And you cannot use it in combat, as you said.  What if the creatures attack us?  While they are not as deadly as the adults, each would be nearly as large as we are, and they are still dangerous foes.”
“Then we’d probably have to kill them,” he said heavily.  “But if there’s even a chance to Redeem some of them, I think we should take it.”
After a moment, Geltheriel nodded and turned to Saphielle, only to find the woman standing near the edge of the clearing, next to the place the second ursusz had charged into the battlefield.  Noting the woman’s puzzled look, the guard smiled.
“There was no doubt what would be decided,” she explained.  “Your Oathbinder can be quite persuasive, and while you may attempt to dissuade him, I have never once seen you directly oppose his wishes, no matter how nonsensical they may be.  Thus, I assumed he would convince you to do this, and that we would be following this rather obvious trail back to the creature’s den.”
“Good thinking,” Aranos congratulated her as he walked up to her side, examining the obvious trail.  The ursusz female hadn’t made any attempt to conceal her passage as she’d barreled to her mate’s rescue; Aranos could have followed the track without even needing his Skill. 
They followed the trail back in silence, all of them slightly nervous about what they would find.  Aranos’ Scent Ability had kicked in almost immediately, and between it and his Tracking Skill, he was fairly certain the den was only about fifteen minutes’ walk from the battleground.  Which means, he thought grimly, testing the wind and realizing that it was blowing their scent toward the den, the cubs might have caught the scent of their parents’ deaths by now and might already be enraged when we get there.  This might have been a bad idea.
The trail led them into a patch of gnarled, blighted forest, and Aranos was unsurprised to see the twisted, fungus-covered branches of a jubokko tree looming in the distance, directly before them.  “Do you think the ursusz made their den beneath the jubokko as well?” he quietly asked Geltheriel.
The woman shook her head.  “Ursusz dens are much larger than amarok dens,” she explained.  “They would certainly need a cave or something similar to use as a lair.”
She gazed up at the ominous jubokko calmly.  “As well,” she added, “the ursusz female usually remains with the cubs as a guardian, and she would serve in this capacity as well or better than the jubokko.  It is possible that the den’s proximity is merely a coincidence, Oathbinder.”
“I’m not a big believer in coincidences,” Aranos’ mouth twisted as he replied.  “I think it’s more likely the ursusz chose a den that was near the jubokko deliberately; maybe they wanted even more protection for their young, or maybe the mother leaves the den more than we think.”
“There is little point to the discussion,” Saphielle pointed out, “as it is likely we will find an answer soon enough.  Once we have found the den, we will know if it is truly near the jubokko, or merely close enough for coincidence, and speculation about such an event is somewhat fruitless, is it not?”
“You’re right,” Aranos agreed with a chuckle.  “We might as well just go see what’s going on and stop trying to guess.”
The trees parted as they entered a wide clearing surrounding the jubokko, one that Aranos was certain had been deliberately created by the Corrupted tree, and the party froze as they entered a scene of pure horror.  Aranos instantly knew why the trail had led to the bloodthirsty tree, and he suddenly wished that they had left well enough alone.
Dozens of roots had erupted from the ground, the long tendrils twining eagerly around three mewling, weakly thrashing ursusz cubs.  The black-furred beasts were about four feet long and stood three feet tall at the shoulder, or at least Aranos guessed they would have had they not been pinned, writhing, on the ground.  Several roots were sunk into each of the creatures, no doubt draining their blood and slowly killing them, but Aranos’ gaze was drawn to the slashes and bite marks covering the creatures’ hides, as if they had been fighting one another and the tree reacted to the blood.
Aranos couldn’t imagine why the ursusz parents would have sacrificed their offspring to the dark tree’s hunger, until a high-pitched growl dragged his gaze away from the horrific scene.  A single cub stood at the edge of the clearing twenty feet from the party, carefully outside of the reach of the tree’s roots.  The creature staggered as it took a step toward them, and Aranos noted that it, too, was covered in savage wounds, and with that observation, he understood.
“Their parents forced them to fight,” he whispered, his eyes wide with horror.  “They fed the losers to the tree…”
Aranos heard Rhys gagging behind him, as the scene apparently overwhelmed the sarcastic but gentle healer.  He glanced at the others and saw that while Saphielle’s horrified expression matched his own, Geltheriel’s was merely grim and stony.  “That is the nature of the Darkness,” she said quietly, her eyes never leaving the wounded cub.  “Its creatures do not know such things as love or compassion, Oathbinder.  To the Shadow, only the strongest is fit to survive, and all others are but prey or food.”
Aranos’ eyes suddenly filled with tears as he imagined the terror that the little cubs must have felt as their protectors forced them to savage one another.  He could almost sense their pain and fear as the tree slowly drained them of their lives, and the agony of it tore at his heart.  Without thinking, he wrapped the cub that was free of roots in Void Paralysis, halting it in his tracks, and stepped forward into the clearing.
The jubokko reacted instantly, its roots bursting from the ground and wrapping around his armored form.  He could feel the pressure of the tendrils on his magical shell, trying to worm their way into his skin and drain his life, but he felt no fear of their touch.  Instead, he reached gently down and gripped a wriggling root, closing his eyes and letting the pain and sorrow he felt flow out of him, into the Corrupted tendril.
Radiance burst from him as he unleashed his Compassionate Renewal, light and life erupting from him and soaking into the earth.  The jubokko shrieked in soundless terror as the relentless flood of light rushed into its roots, surging up into the tree and burning out the Corruption.  He heard the plaintive cries of the cubs as the energy crashed into them, filling them with its brilliant fire and pushing out the blackness within.  The power spread up the tree, as new bark broke through the sickly, fungus-covered coating and pale green leaves tipped with gold unfolded along the branches. 
He felt the energy soak into the ground, driving out the web of shadowy Corruption and burning away the Blight.  Thin, wispy grass rose around his feet, waving gently in the night wind.  As the last of the Darkness was pushed back, Aranos heard a distant roar, something at the very edge of his consciousness.  A voice screamed in rage, and he could almost hear the dire promises of vengeance it swore to him, but in that voice, he also heard something that made him smile.  The raging thing of pain and terror was also afraid, and he promised himself that he would make sure it never stopped fearing him.
As the Spell finally ebbed, Aranos collapsed to the ground, the now-familiar wave of exhaustion rolling over him.  He felt strong arms grab him and lower him gently, and he turned to thank Geltheriel for her kindness, but to his surprise, Saphielle was the one holding him.  The woman’s ice-blue eyes were shining as tears rolled down her face, and she was smiling at him as she helped him back to his feet.
“Come, Redeemer,” she told him.  “You must rest, but this is no place to do so.  I will help you to the center of the clearing, and once there, you may sleep.”  She half-carried him over to the tree, showing no signs of strain as she all but lifted him from the ground and deposited him carefully, with his back against the smooth, brassy bark of the newly Redeemed patriarch.
“You must rest now, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke, and Aranos saw that she had followed the pair to the tree.  “Have no fear; none of us will let any harm befall you, at least not in this world.”  She smiled at him grimly.  “The Realm of Dreams, however, is another matter, and you must look to yourself, there.”
Aranos frowned as he considered her words.  Exhaustion pulled at his body, trying to drag him towards sleep, but he fought it off and took a deep breath.  While I’m pretty sure I could fight off another dream attack, he reasoned wearily, why should I try?  My Instinctive Meditation Skill says I can use it instead of sleep, right? 
Closing his eyes, he concentrated and began to sink deeper into his consciousness, spiraling down into his mindscape.  He opened his eyes and smiled as he found himself within the expanse of his mind rather than the warded clearing of his dreamscape.
He closed his eyes and tried to reach out mentally to his mana spirals, but the attempt sent a spike of pain through his head.  He winced and pulled back his thoughts, trying to ease them out more gently, but a similar jolt of pain lanced through his skull and he abandoned the attempt. 
“Okay, so I guess the AI’s aren’t letting me out of the Exhaustion debuff that easily,” he muttered.  “My guess is I can’t do anything that needs either Stamina or SP…but my training my Skills doesn’t need either, does it?”
He went over to his Skill Book library and took out the Enchanting and Runecrafting tomes.  Fortunately, the debuff didn’t seem to affect anything that was purely mental, and he had no problem sinking into the books’ memories.  While his Skill was high enough now that the training didn’t directly raise his level anymore, he knew he was getting good experience from it.  Even more importantly, though, he got to speak with his Runecrafting instructor about the runes-within-runes he’d seen on the Arcane Doors.
She grunted as she listened to his question and shook her head.  “You’re asking to run before you’ve barely learned to crawl, boy,” she admonished him.  “Yes, it’s possible to use smaller runeforms to generate larger runes, but it’s incredibly difficult work, and only a true Master can achieve it.”
She picked up a stone slab that had a simple rune carved on it, the one that represented strength or strengthening.  The rune consisted of a single, vertical line with three shorter lines on the top right side, angled downward, and three more on the bottom left, angled up.  “Consider this simple rune,” she told him, her finger tracing the lines.  “To craft it with smaller runeforms, you’d need anywhere from eleven to seventeen of them, depending on how you’re connecting it.”
“Wait, seventeen?” he repeated incredulously.  “Wouldn’t it just be seven?  One for each line?”
“No, and doing it that way would make this thing explode,” she smirked at him.  “See, boy, each of the side legs has to be either a single runeform that connects to another rune, or two runeforms, one that runs out and another that connects it back to the main line.  And, each segment of the main line connecting one leg to the next has to be a separate runeform, so that the end of it can connect to the beginning of the side leg.”
She shook her head.  “And that’s one rune,” she pointed out.  “And a fairly simple one, at that.  What if the larger runeform you wanted to make was a dozen complex runes, all connected to one another?  You’d be looking at hundreds of runeforms, all of which have to be perfect or the whole thing…” She finished by making a whooshing sound with her mouth and pulling her hands apart to simulate an explosion. 
“And that doesn’t even touch on how you have to make sure each runeform has synergy with the larger rune you’re trying to create,” she added with a snort.  “You can’t create a rune for strengthening, for example, that’s made up of runeforms designed to create fire or generate light; they’ll all just interfere with one another and, again, boom.
“Instead,” she finished, “it’s as if the smaller runeforms are more accurately describing what you want your larger rune to do.  Sure, it’s a strengthening rune, but the supporting runeforms can clarify and specify exactly what it’s strengthening, how it’s doing it, to what extent, and even what happens if the rune fails.  The more descriptive you are with your supporting runes, the more powerful the larger rune becomes…but it will also only function in the exact manner you described.  Can’t etch one onto a shield and then copy the same rune onto a breastplate, or even onto another shield.  That rune will only work for that specific shield, and you’ve got to make a new one for another shield.”
Aranos frowned as the complexity of it all slightly overwhelmed him.  “So, if someone nested another set of runes inside the supporting ones…”
“That’s Grandmaster work,” she chuckled.  “The same rules apply to the tertiary runes as to the supporting ones, but now they’re describing the individual supporting runes, and those descriptions have to support the function of the primary rune, as well.  A Runemaster could labor for a lifetime just to create one item inscribed like that; you’re talking thousands or tens of thousands of runes, all of which have to be perfectly planned and etched without even the tiniest flaw.  You’ll be making Mythical runeforms before you create something like that, boy.”
He’d left the training session somewhat discouraged but a great deal wiser about how incredibly complex crafting the Arcane Doors had to have been.  If the runes on the Doors are three layers deep, he mused, there might be a few hundred thousand runeforms on them, maybe over a million.  If the Enchantments are layered the same way – with smaller, supporting Enchantments that define the larger one more accurately – there could be thousands of Enchantments on one, too.  No way I’m just going to recreate one, or even decode the Enchanting on one without a guidebook of some kind.
He also spent some time in his Sense Intent Skill Book; while he hadn’t really noticed the Skill being useful, yet, it had occurred to him that he might have been using it without ever realizing it.  Every time he inferred someone’s thoughts, or realized they were lying, or just had a sense of their overall emotional state, he might very well have been using the Skill, with the AI’s feeding that information to him without his realizing it.  He delved into the book and spent some time gambling, playing guessing games, and learning how the various races showed emotions differently on their faces and body language.
After he had finished, he sat back down and checked his notifications, since he’d been seeing a green, blinking one in his vision since casting his Ascended Spell:
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You have slain Ursusz x2!  794 XP Gained (Base 3968 divided among party members)
You have destroyed Jubokko! 3891 XP Gained
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Quest Updated: To Redeem the Fallen
The Elder of the House of the Sickle has asked you to find and Redeem fallen lands or races.
Objective: Redeem a location or a race of plant, animal, or beast lost to the Feast of Virnal.
Difficulty: S
Objectives Completed: You have Redeemed a lost race (telmallern)
Reward: 5000 XP, increased influence in elven lands, global reputation
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 8
All Stats +1, +3 Stat points to assign
[image: ]
Skill Boosts!
The following Skills have gained a level:
Appraisal (T)
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: You can determine the value of items up to Rare rarity.  You can add half your Appraisal Skill (rounded down) to all opposed checks related to an item you have Appraised.
Engraving (T)
New Rank: Adept 1
Adept Level Ability: You can etch metals of up to Rare rarity.  Your Engravings add an additional level of quality to Common or Uncommon metal items.
[image: ]
[image: ]
Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 3
Current XP: 75825/78000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Wait, only one race was Redeemed? he wondered as he read through the notifications.  Telmallern is the tree, I know – it’s called Golden Lord in human lands and makes excellent weapons.  Plus, its fruit can be brewed to make a number of magical potions.  So, why weren’t the ursusz cubs Redeemed, as well? 
He put that thought aside, half-afraid of the answer, and turned to his level notification.  His physical Stats were advancing at a decent rate now that he had training regimens for them, so he added two points to Wis, two to Int, and the last to Cha.  Pulling up Silma’s status, he decided to add one of her points to End as normal, one to Agil, and the last to Per, since boosting her already keen senses was a good investment. 
His Skill boosts were somewhat surprising, since he’d almost forgotten that training his Enchantment and Runecrafting Skills also boosted the supporting Skills he’d gained when learning them.  The Appraisal Ability was okay – in fact, in the long run it would probably be very useful – but the Engraving boost was what interested him more.  If his engravings improved the quality of items made from Common and Uncommon metals, did that mean that he’d be able to add an extra Enchantment to his items?  He’d have to see the next time he was Enchanting.
He checked the time and realized that his Exhaustion debuff was almost up, so he settled back in his chair and closed his eyes, willing himself to rise from his mindscape.
His body was still racked with exhaustion as he opened his eyes, but after only a minute or so, he felt the unnatural fatigue simply drain away, and instantly his mind and body were alert.  He glanced around and saw that Geltheriel, Silma, and Saphielle were spread out near the edge of the clearing, their gazes turned outward searchingly.  Rhys stood next to the mighty tree Aranos had Redeemed, his hand on the bark and his eyes enraptured. 
Aranos looked up at the mighty crown spread above him.  The tree had brass-colored bark that was rough to the touch, covered with whorls and swirls that almost reminded Aranos of spellforms.  Its leaves were pale green and had golden tips that glowed softly, shedding a gentle radiance out into the night that illuminated the clearing as if several torches had been lit.  He was gratified to see the swelling of dozens of flower buds along the tips of the branches; the flowers and fruit appeared only every few years, his Herbalism Skill assured him, so not having to wait for them was an unexpected boon. 
He placed a hand on the tree’s bark, and he was shocked to feel a powerful presence within the vast bole.  He felt the tree reaching out to him, and he sensed recognition in its awareness as its mind brushed the edge of his.  Redeemer, he heard a voice speak in his mind, the sound filled with rushing water and roaring winds.  A gift.  Use it well.
Aranos heard a sharp crack, and suddenly a large, thick branch fell to the ground beside him.  The branch was almost perfectly straight and, he could tell, would make an excellent base for a new staff.  At the same time, his Carving Skill informed him that this wood was far too rare for him to have any chance of creating something with it, just yet.  Instead, he sent the tree a sense of gratitude and picked up the branch, slipping it in his Storage Bag.
“Liberator,” Rhys spoke quietly as he walked over to the Sorcerer.  “Again, you have returned a lost race to our world.  Do you know this tree?”
“Yeah, telmallern,” Aranos nodded.  “I’m glad I could do it, but…why didn’t I get a notification about the cubs being Redeemed?”
Rhys’ elated face fell instantly, and he stepped back to gesture at four white, gleaming bodies lying unmoving beneath the golden canopy.  “Alas, Liberator,” he said sadly, “they did not survive their injuries.  Your incredible Spell was simply too much for their wounded bodies to deal with, I believe, and they died quietly as soon as the change was complete.”
Seeing the shock and sorrow on Aranos’ face, the Druid hastily continued, “And yet, think of this, Liberator.  Though they lived but briefly, in their last moments, they were free of the madness and pain that had likely filled their whole lives, if the stories my elders tell are true.  Though they died, they did so at peace, and that is surely as great a gift as could be given to them.”
Aranos sighed.  “I suppose that’s true,” he admitted.  “But, still…”
“The Druid speaks well, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel said softly, appearing suddenly beside Aranos.  “The creatures of Darkness are driven to bloodlust, misery, and madness by the Corruption within them.  Freedom from that pain must have been a great blessing.”
Died happy, Silma’s voice added silently in his mind as she walked over and nudged his hand with her head.  Had pack, were not alone. 
That’s not much of a comfort, Aranos thought bleakly before sighing and taking a deep breath.  I guess it’ll have to do, though.  “You’re right,” he finally said, straightening and ruffling the fur on his Companion’s head.  “We did what we could; at least they had those moments of peace.” 
“Indeed,” Saphielle said at last.  “And to my great surprise, Redeemer, we have had our own measure of peace since your Spell drove you to exhaustion.  I feared the light would bring the creatures of Darkness to us, but instead, your Avowed assures me that none have drawn near, nor has your Companion shown any concern.”
“Telmallern trees used to be planted as guardians of the forest,” he replied absently, his Herbalism Skill kicking in as he spoke.  “This light’s painful to creatures of the Dark, and they’ll avoid it at all costs if they can.  Technically, we could probably sleep here without fear if we really wanted to.”
“While that is an interesting proposition,” Rhys spoke up, “I believe it would be a good time to return to the forests.  The telmallern allowed me to take a few cuttings, and I would like to see if these could be reared as saplings within our House.”
“I must also return to the city at first light,” Saphielle added, “although not for any such pleasant duty.  In fact, I believe it is safe to say that we all have much to do, and none of us can afford the privilege of sleeping beneath this golden radiance.  Although, now that I think of it, I am reminded that you have already done so and can tell us if there was any benefit to it.”
“I wasn’t really sleeping,” he corrected.  “But no, I didn’t get any benefit from meditating beneath the tree, sorry.”
“That is a shame,” she shrugged, “but then that means it makes less sense for us to remain here, does it not?”
“I will lead us back to the Claimed Lands,” Geltheriel broke in with a smile.  “Only, though, if it means the two of you will cease this shameless flirting.”
“Flirting?” Aranos repeated, confused.  “I wasn’t…”  Too late, again, he caught the gleam in the woman’s eye, and he sighed in defeat.
“Silence is perhaps your best defense,” Saphielle told him, laying a hand on his shoulder.  “I encourage you to utilize it more when dealing with your Avowed.”
“Good advice,” Aranos agreed as he followed the Shadedancer out of the clearing and into the night.
The journey back to the Claimed Lands was relatively uneventful.  They didn’t encounter anything more dangerous than amaroks, which Aranos noticed were bringing him very low XP returns by this point.  We’ve gotten our teamwork to the point that the packs aren’t really dangerous to us, he realized.  We all just kind of do our jobs, and even Saphielle rarely gets hurt anymore.
The night was just starting to lighten to grey as the crossed from the Blightlands back into the forest, but instantly Aranos could sense that something was wrong.  He slipped forward and touched Geltheriel’s elbow, signaling for her to halt, and gathered the others to him.  As he did, he glanced at Silma and thought, Can you smell that, girl?
I smell, she replied, her mental voice grave.  Elves.  Many, all before us.
“There are a bunch of elves scattered throughout the forest ahead of us,” Aranos murmured softly to the others.  “I haven’t picked out all the tracks, yet, but it’s more than twenty.  They’re trying to stay hidden…and not really doing a very good job of it, to be honest.”
“One might imagine the Keepers could be out this far,” Rhys suggested, but Geltheriel shook her head.
“Not at night, and not this far from the Stronghold,” she demurred.  “Even if no attacks came last night, they would remain close and be prepared in case our enemies attempted to surprise us.” 
She frowned as if concerned before continuing.  “Oathbinder, you say that they are not hiding well, and yet, I can see no trace of them.  While my Tracking Skill does not match yours, surely if they were so inept, I would see their trails.”
“They may be employing magic to hide their tracks,” Saphielle spoke up.  “It is a common enough Spell, and one that the House of Blades encounters often.”
The Guard glanced back at Aranos.  “This must mean that they are hostile,” she continued in a quiet voice.  “Also, they know little of you or your capabilities.  As I understand it, such a Spell would be enough to confound your Avowed’s Tracking Skills, but if they knew of your own, they would surely have done a more thorough job of concealing themselves.”
Aranos nodded.  “I can go and scout them,” he offered hesitantly.  “I mean, we should probably know where they are and exactly how many…”
“And that would be foolish in the extreme,” Saphielle continued, “for it is highly doubtful anyone would lay an ambush for anyone here except for you, Redeemer.  Unless your Stealth Skill is as highly ranked as your Tracking Skill, you will likely be spotted at some point, and you will have handed them their prize.”
“I can likely remain undetected,” Geltheriel said slowly, “but depending on the power of the Spells cloaking them, I may not be able to locate them all…”
Silma snorted and almost seemed to sigh.  I go, she sent silently to Aranos.  I can smell, go find prey.  The fenrin padded off into the underbrush, seeming almost to vanish into the shadows as she activated her Stealth.
Aranos opened his mouth to protest, but Geltheriel laid her hand on his shoulder.  “You know she is the best suited for this, Oathbinder,” she said quietly.  “She will not be seen, as her Stealth Skill rivals my own, and her senses make her as potent a tracker as you.  She can do in minutes what would take you or I the remainder of the night.”
Aranos frowned but nodded.  Despite the elf’s words, he felt a wave of anxiety; the little fenrin was, in some ways, the most vulnerable member of their party.  She was still young, so she didn’t have as many LP or as much Stamina as someone like Geltheriel or Saphielle; she didn’t have access to the full range of Abilities that an adult fenrin would probably have; and she relied heavily on speed and Agility to stay out of serious trouble.  If she ran into something she couldn’t handle…
He shook off the grim thoughts and forced himself to remain calm.  He focused on his Scent Ability and easily picked up the little wolf’s trail; that allowed him to use his Tracking Skill to keep tabs on her progress and eased his mind.  The minutes passed in silence as they waited for Silma to return, and both Rhys and Saphielle began to shift and fidget as their patience wore thin.  Geltheriel, practiced at hunting, was utterly impassive, of course, her face showing nothing but calm and confidence, which helped to settle the others.
Finally, Aranos could sense the fenrin circling back toward them, her pace slow and erratic – he assumed she was avoiding whatever sentries they laid – and a minute or so later, her silvery form materialized out of the shadows.  Found prey, she sent to him silently, sitting on her haunches with her muzzle hanging open in what he thought was a smile.  A series of images flashed in his mind, along with the few muffled conversations she’d heard from the apparently inept ambushers.
“…come back already…”
“…guy ever sleep?”
“….can’t wait for the reward from this one!”
“….wish they’d let us use player chat…”
Aranos’ eyes widened as he realized who was waiting for him.  “They’re Travelers,” he breathed, his face stunned.  The others glanced at him, their faces concerned, and he explained what Silma had seen and heard.  “They’re talking about things from our world,” he finished, “and abilities that Travelers have to talk to each other.  I guess someone is keeping them from communicating, but I don’t know who…”
He broke off as a final image swam into his head, one of a half-dozen heavily robed elves hiding inside a shimmering curtain of magic that made their forms hard for the small wolf to see.  Pack leaders, Silma told him gravely.  Was one more, couldn’t see.  Aranos felt the sense that another elf was close by, one that the wolf could smell but not see, and he swore inwardly. 
“Okay, so that’s who,” he informed the others, sharing what Silma had told him.  “Kind of sounds like these elves promised a bunch of Travelers some kind of Quest reward if they helped attack me.”
“One wonders if there is not more to this than might appear,” Rhys offered quietly.  When Aranos glanced at him, he shrugged.  “Why would the leaders restrict the Travelers’ ability to communicate?  I am no expert tactician, but even I know that to be a losing strategy.”
Saphielle nodded.  “All they have done is isolated each group of Travelers from the others,” she agreed.  “It should be a simple matter to eliminate the groups one at a time without alerting those nearby.”
“This seems too easy,” Geltheriel said warily.  “I would not go through the difficulty of organizing Travelers just to offer them up as easy prey, Oathbinder.”
“Unless I had some kind of Spell that tracked them,” Aranos sighed.  “Then, I might make it look as though each group was vulnerable, since the moment you took out one group, I’d know and could send everyone else after you before you had a chance to prepare.”
“That would be a more effective strategy,” Saphielle agreed.  “How, then, do we counter it?” 
“It seems that we could simply avoid them,” Rhys supplied.
“And then we’d have to go around knowing that they’re hunting for us,” Aranos pointed out.  “No, we need to eliminate these Travelers.  Since no one has been talking about other Travelers going through the Trials, they’re probably from other cities, and if we kill them, they’ll respawn back there.  They probably won’t want to make a trek back here if we wipe them, at least not for a while.”
“Then we need a plan that allows us to eliminate them without being overrun,” Geltheriel smiled grimly.  “I assume you have such a plan?”
“I hope so,” he grinned at her.  “Here’s my idea…”
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Gwinivere crouched in the pre-dawn darkness, her crappy Night Vision Skill barely showing her the forest around them.  The elves had taught all of the players the Skill as they’d traveled, since it allowed the group to travel well into the night and to create dark camps when they did stop to rest, but none of them had much chance to level it.  That’s probably on purpose, she reasoned silently.  These guys seem like they’re just as worried about us attacking them as they are about whoever we’re hunting discovering us.
This entire thing stunk like shit, she decided.  When Matty had first come to them, all freaked out about a hunting Quest that paid in gold and offered over a thousand XP to any party involved, she had been eager to join in.  Once she’d heard more, though, her excitement had cooled, and eventually, it had turned to suspicion.
Why would they need this many players? she wondered nervously for maybe the thousandth time.  Why are they keeping us separated like this and unable to communicate?  Why aren’t we set up in sight of this guy’s camp, where we can just fall on him when he comes back? 
There were too many questions, and way too few answers for her liking.  Still, it wasn’t like anyone listened to her; she was just the cleric, after all, and Matty only paid attention to fighters when it came to things like strategy.  She liked her support role – she hated being a front-line fighter like Matty or Rhiannon – but she knew that it limited her influence over the others.  Even that ass Yevgeny, who she constantly caught staring at Rhiannon’s ass, had more influence than she did. 
A quick glimpse of silver at the edge of her sight scattered her wayward thoughts.  “Matty,” she whispered to the party leader, who stood at the edge of their little clearing, staring out into the night,  As if he can see any more than the rest of us, she thought with amusement.  Matty was one of those who really enjoyed role-playing his characters in-game, and he tended to make things a bit more dramatic than they needed to be.  Like calling himself a ‘Lancer’ when really, he’s just a vanilla Warrior Class who uses a longer spear than normal. 
“Matty,” she repeated, touching his shoulder and drawing his attention.  “I think I saw something at the edge of the camp.  Some kind of silver animal.”
The party leader’s eyes narrowed as she spoke, but he shrugged dismissively.  “Probably nothing,” he said, turning away.  “We need to stay focused; our quarry should be arriving with the dawn…”
Matty’s face showed sudden confusion before he grabbed his spear and leveled it toward Gwinivere. She jumped back in surprise and bumped into Yevgeny, who almost knocked her down as he pushed past her.  She noticed that, as he did, his hand slid across her thigh.  Freaking perv, she thought darkly.  See if he gets heals from me whenever all this goes down…
She realized that Yevgeny wasn’t pushing her, he was falling backward.  A large, silvery form was on his chest; a moment later, Gwinivere saw that it was some kind of wolf that had pounced on the spellcaster.  She felt a petty surge of satisfaction as she saw that the wolf’s teeth were set firmly in the Wizard’s throat, but she pushed it aside and prepared to cast a heal on him.  He’s a jackass, she thought darkly, but he does decent damage.  Now, if the wolf had bitten him a lot lower, maybe I wouldn’t…
Sharp pain lanced through her chest as she began gathering her mana, instantly disrupting her Spell.  She gasped and glanced down to see the blade of a sword erupting from her chest, just to the left of her sternum.  That’s where my heart is, she thought dazedly as the blade twisted and a spike of agony shot through her.  She opened her mouth to scream, but a powerful hand clamped over it, silencing her.  She watched helplessly as her LP bar dropped like a rock.  Matty opened his mouth to shout something, but she saw the silver-furred wolf suddenly appear in front of him, inside his spear’s reach, and bear him to the ground, as well.
At least that means Yevgeny died before me, she thought viciously as her LP dropped below 10%.  Suddenly, a bright light burst over their heads, and Gwinivere heard a magically amplified voice echo through the forest, “There!  Your quarry is beneath the light!  Attack now!”
Son of a bitch, she raged silently as her LP slid toward zero.  Those assholes were using us as bait!  I knew this whole thing stunk…  Her thoughts broke off as darkness overtook her at last.
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Aranos watched silently as Geltheriel and Silma made quick work of the party of Travelers.  They’d taken out the likely spellcasters first – it looked to him like Silma got the Wizard and Geltheriel got the healer, from how quickly the tall guy had died – which made the rest of the encounter a foregone conclusion.  As they’d suspected, though, the moment one of the Travelers died, some sort of magical alarm had gone off, and Aranos could sense the other players charging toward the spot where the last of the Travelers – this one apparently a Rogue-type, although not in the same league as Geltheriel – fell heavily to the ground.
A veritable swarm of arrows and magical projectiles arced into the clearing, but by that point, Geltheriel and Silma had vanished into the shadows.  The bright light overhead easily illuminated a half-dozen or so Travelers dressed in various types of armor and wielding all sorts of weapons charging into the open, ready to engage whatever had so quickly taken out the fallen party.
Aranos couldn’t resist the opportunity and unleashed his Energy Web, filling the clearing with entangling strands of death mana.  The Travelers cried out and tried to break free using their weapons or brute force, but apparently none of them had done any Strength training and soon, they were all trapped helplessly, their LP slowly draining.  Aranos figured that, unless the elven casters could undo his Spell, those Travelers were out of the fight and headed for respawn; by his estimate, they’d be taking about 45 LP damage each second, thanks to the bonus to damage using death magic gave him, for the next minute or so.  Unless they were much, much higher level than he assumed, they weren’t going to live through that.
More arrows and Spells fell around the clearing, but none of them came close to where the party lay in wait.  Aranos had assumed that whoever set this up didn’t really care about the Travelers and probably even wanted them all to die – after all, they wouldn’t have to pay out the Quest rewards if no one lived to claim them – but they were hoping Aranos and his party would use up valuable resources defeating them.  Instead, they were forcing the Travelers to waste lives, ammo, and SP while they were safely ensconced some distance away.
More Travelers rushed into the light, this time a group of tanks in formation, with linked shields and ready weapons, and Silma and Geltheriel suddenly appeared to meet them.  The pair attacked from the sides and behind, not trying to kill but just inflicting damage on as many opponents as possible before vanishing back into the shadows.  The wounded players began to fall back, toward wherever the healers were ensconced, but the Shadedancer and fenrin simply popped back into sight and tore into a new group of Warriors.  The tanks, prepared to deal with a frontal assault but not ready for these slash-and-run attacks, broke formation to try and face the attacks, turning away from Aranos and his party without realizing it.
While Aranos had wanted the shield wall broken, it wasn’t so that he could hit the tanks; breaking that wall revealed the healers behind the tanks frantically working to repair the damage Silma and Geltheriel had done.  Gotcha, Aranos grinned silently as he cast an Air Web at the exposed healers.  The invisible strands of mana latched onto the weaker players easily, shredding their lighter armor and tearing into the flesh beneath.  The wounded tanks saw the wounds erupting on their healers and rushed back to help, inadvertently crashing into his Web and entangling themselves, as well.
As the Traveler’s assault became hopelessly bogged down – with their tanks and healers mostly out of commission, the players had no real chance to take out Aranos’ party, since all that was left would be various DPS types that he and his group could wipe out fairly easily – a swarm of lights appeared above the battlefield, and a huge voice roared, “Enough!”  Aranos felt a massive magical assault on his two Webs and held them for several seconds, forcing whoever was attempting to disjoin them to waste precious SP.  Eventually, he released them, noting that they had already taken out all of the healers and most of the tanks trapped within them, anyway.
Six robed elves strode into the light, one of them pulling back its hood to reveal an older elf with white hair and a proud, haughty face.  “My thanks for revealing yourself and disposing of so many of these fools, Traveler,” the elf smiled coolly at the place Aranos was hiding.  “Now please, step forth so that we may settle this once and for all.”
Aranos glanced at the others and shrugged, dropping his Stealth and moving into the light.  Saphielle stood in front of him and off to the side, keeping his sight lines clear but ready to defend him if needed, and Rhys stood behind him. 
“Keryth, Patriarch of House Exxidor,” Saphielle spoke coldly, “what foolishness is this?  Do you attack one that has been named Elf-friend by Elder Golloron himself?  One who cannot die but will be reborn to seek vengeance?  Set this madness aside and return to Eredain, and I will recommend that Lady Wynathra treat you gently and with mercy.”
Keryth chuckled and shook his head.  “Lieutenant Saphielle of the House of Blades,” he replied.  “I see that your reputation for iron-fisted diplomacy was well earned.  Now, cease your ridiculous prattle so that I may speak with the Traveler.”
The elf Patriarch gazed calmly at the Sorcerer.  “Do you know what you have done to my House, Traveler?” he spoke with a voice that was quiet but filled with menace.  “Do you know what you have forced me to do to my own son, the heir and Scion of my House?”
“I know what Gorrid did to himself,” Aranos answered evenly, his gaze watchful.  He wasn’t afraid of the Patriarch, but he knew that the man had risen to the top of a House that was known for fighting with other Wizards.  He figured it would be pretty dumb not to respect the danger the man represented, at the least.  “I’m not sure how you’re figuring it was my fault, though.”
“How could it not be your fault?” the man hissed, taking a step forward.  “You come into our realms, flaunting your talents and the Abilities the gods granted you, and lording it over we apparently lesser beings!  How could my son not take offense?”
“Wait,” Aranos snorted, unsuccessfully trying to hold back his laughter.  “You’re saying that it’s my fault that your son was an arrogant, overconfident idiot who couldn’t handle the fact that someone was better than him?  Nah, sorry, that’s on him.”
The elf’s eyes bulged, but he quickly mastered himself.  “No, no,” he smiled evilly.  “I have heard how you goaded my son into a battle, Traveler.  I will not be overmastered so easily.  Instead, we will do this properly.  I challenge you to a Duel, Traveler, and you will accept.”
A notification popped up in Aranos’ vision, and he curiously pulled it up:
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Wizard’s Duel Offered!
Keryth of House Exxidor has challenged you to a Wizard’s Duel!
You may accept or refuse this challenge.  As the challenger is more than 3 levels higher than you, refusal will not harm your reputation.
As the challenged, you may choose the terms of the duel.  
Do you wish to accept? (Yes/No)
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“Um, no,” Aranos snorted, quickly selecting that option.  “First, you don’t have any reason to challenge me; your son attacked me and lost fair and square, even according to your own Assassin.  Second, there’s no reason for me to accept at all.”
Keryth’s smile grew even more wicked, and he gestured at the elves surrounding him.  “You are wrong, Traveler, on both counts,” he corrected icily.  “First, I do have cause, for your actions forced me to do this…”  The man reached over and pulled back the hood on the figure to his left, and Aranos gasped in surprise to see Gorrid standing forlornly beside his father, his leg apparently regrown.  The younger elf’s hair was chopped short into something resembling a ragged buzz-cut, and a series of runes were tattooed down his face and around his neck.  His eyes looked utterly defeated and stared blankly at the ground.
“A slave brand!” Saphielle hissed, hefting her spear.  “Keryth of Exxidor, you well know that such magics are illegal and tainted by Darkness!  I hereby place you under arrest for…”
“Be silent,” the Patriarch snapped.  “If your Traveler wins this Duel, your accusations will not matter; if he does not, then you will fall beside him, and none will know of this.  Now let your betters speak!”
“You made your own son a slave?” Aranos asked quietly, his anger starting to stir within him.  Sure, Gorrid was an ass, he fumed silently, but for a father to turn his son into a slave?  No one deserves that!
“It was the only way to restore my House’s honor,” Keryth smiled coldly.  “I could not kill him, as he is my only offspring, and even as a slave he may produce a new heir for me.”
“I can see why you’d think this would make me want to kill you,” Aranos replied flatly.  “But I’d rather make sure the entire Stronghold knows what you did.  You didn’t save your House, you ruined it, and I’ll make sure everyone hears about it.”
“Ah, but I have not answered the second part of your observation,” the Patriarch countered.  “You will do no such thing, for I do indeed possess several reasons that you will accept my challenge.”  The man gestured once more, and a group of Travelers moved into view, dragging a heavy net that held Silma within.  The small fenrin struggled weakly, her coat flecked with blood, and she flickered briefly as she unsuccessfully tried to teleport out of the obviously Enchanted net.  Aranos’ eyes widened as he saw his Companion’s plight, and the anger swirled faster within him, but he forced himself to be calm.  She’ll come back if they kill her, he reminded himself.  Don’t let them control you. 
His composure was shattered, though, when Airéd suddenly faded into view behind the group of robed elves.  A figure was held firmly in front of him, and Aranos could see the chains of magic binding Geltheriel in place.  When his eyes saw the wicked dagger held to her throat, his anger swelled into burning rage, and he felt power gathering at his hands. 
“I see that you understand,” Keryth chuckled, causing the power in Aranos to swell even more.  “And yet, do not strike blindly, Traveler, or you will harm one that perhaps you would not intend.”  He reached to his right and pushed back the hood of another dejected-looking figure, and the wrath within Aranos exploded at the sight of Dirue, her head shaved, and the slave brands twined about her face and throat.  Her broken countenance and despondent face shattered whatever barriers were holding back Aranos’ risen power.
“What have you done?” he screamed as an eldritch wind rose around him, carrying a fell power that caused everyone except Keryth, Gorrid, and Dirue to step back reflexively.  He heard several Travelers call out for a retreat and felt many of them starting to flee, but he ignored them utterly.
“No more than you have done to me!” Keryth shouted back.  “You took mine from me; now I take yours from you!  When you are reborn and see my slave brand on your precious Keeper, you will know…”
The elf never finished his words.  The image of Geltheriel’s face marred by the evil brand slithering across Dirue’s, her eyes as broken and defeated as the Master of the House of Stars, drove Aranos over the edge. 
“Never!” he screamed as his Tempest of Rage exploded around him.  “You will not have her!”  Power roared out of him as the Spell slammed into everyone around him.  Saphielle and Rhys ducked as the wave of energy washed harmlessly over them, but Aranos heard the screams as tiny, dense spheres of mana tore into the surrounding Travelers, punching through their armor and shredding their flesh with ease. 
A solid barrier appeared before Keryth, something that looked harder than stone and held out his risen power, but Airéd and the Travelers holding Silma had no such protection.  The Travelers died almost instantly, their bodies torn open by the storm of mana, but Airéd managed to erect a shield that was a pale, flickering mockery of the mighty barrier Keryth summoned.  The shield held for only moments beneath Aranos’ fury before shattering, and although Airéd tried desperately to hide behind Geltheriel’s motionless form, Aranos’ Spell sought him out mercilessly and punched through his armor, tearing his body to pieces.
“No!” Keryth suddenly shouted, pulling a small object from his pocket.  “No, I must have your Spell, Airéd!”  The fallen elf glanced at Dirue, then looked up at the raging Patriarch and spat a gobbet of blood before collapsing lifelessly to the ground.
Aranos’ blood ran cold as he saw that Keryth was holding a small, glowing crystal in his hand.  A memory stone, the sudden realization dawned on him.  And that shield he’s holding…it’s made with void mana.  That’s not just any stone…
Aranos’ fury redoubled, and he hurled his Tempest against the Patriarch’s barrier.  At first, the man simply watched with contempt, but Aranos pushed his will against the inflexible shield and saw a flicker of worry pass across the elf’s face.  The strain of holding the shield began to show in his face, and the Patriarch glanced at Aranos with a look of hatred tinged with fear.  Aranos drove his will and Spell more fiercely, and the barrier began to flicker, cracks appearing in the seemingly impenetrable structure.
“Curse you, Traveler!” the elf shouted as the shield began to collapse.  “This is not yet finished!”  As the shield shattered beneath Aranos’ onslaught, the elf pulled out a slim rod, and he and the three elves behind him vanished, allowing the Tempest to rage harmlessly past Gorrid and Dirue.
With the object of his rage gone, Aranos felt the anger drain from him, and with it the power sustaining both the Spell and his body. 




Chapter 19

He slumped to the ground, his SP hovering at 1% and his LP down to 25%.  I spent a lot of power to get him, he thought wearily, fighting off the exhaustion that filled him.  And all I did was chase him off.  I’m going to need help to finish this guy off, I think.
Saphielle caught him and helped him wearily back to his feet.  “All of your enemies are fallen or fled, Redeemer,” she assured him quietly.  “Now, though, is not the time to display weakness, for there are eyes here that others may see through.”  She glanced at the enslaved elves, who remained motionless and dejected.
Aranos nodded and forced himself to stand upright.  “Geltheriel, Silma, are you okay?” he asked calmly, glancing at the pair.
“I am well, Oathbinder,” the woman grimaced.  “I…apologize for putting you in that situation.  I do not know how the Wizard ambushed me so thoroughly…”
Aranos held up a hand, interrupting her.  “Airéd was famous for his invisibility Spell,” he assured her.  “It’s what made him such a good Assassin for House Exxidor, and it’s what Keryth wanted to take from him before he died.”
“That does little to reassure me,” she grumbled.  “I will need to train my Perception more thoroughly when we return.  Perhaps Jhaeros would be willing to use his crystals for your Avowed…”  Her voice trailed off, and Aranos grinned at the thought of Geltheriel having to endure Jhaeros’ version of training.
Am well, Silma sent to him as she limped over, freed from the net now that no one was holding it.  Hurt, though. 
“Rhys, can you…” Aranos began, but the Druid was already moving over to the fenrin, his hands moving in the gestures of a healing Spell.
“Redeemer,” Saphielle spoke quietly, “was the Patriarch holding what I fear he was holding?  The artifact of which you spoke…”
“Yeah, I think so,” the Sorcerer grunted, cutting off her words.  “We’ll need to let Wynathra know about this asap, but first, we need to see what we can do with Gorrid and Dirue.”
“I do not believe anything can be done,” Saphielle said quietly.  “These brands are forbidden precisely because, once they have been laid on another, they cannot be unmade.  Death is likely their only hope for freedom.”
“Which means that my Oathbinder will attempt to find another path,” Geltheriel spoke up.  “After all, it was impossible to push back the Blight, or to redeem an amarok, or to travel through Arcane Doors, was it not?”
That’s a good point, Aranos silently agreed as he walked over to face Gorrid.  He decided he’d attempt what he wanted to do with the younger elf first since, in all honesty, he didn’t care as much if he screwed up and Gorrid died in the attempt. 
His SP and LP were slowly climbing, and as they did, his fatigue was fading quickly.  That’s weird, he thought as he examined his status.  Tempest of Rage is supposed to carry a level 3 Fatigued debuff with it, but I don’t seem to have it.  I wonder why?
“You might want to read the description of your Advanced Class,” Veronica’s voice suggested in his mind.  “Especially the part where it allows you to ignore certain side effects of casting Ascended Spells.  That’s just a suggestion, though.”
Aranos grumbled silently as he realized that, of course, she was right.  His Sorcerer Ascendant Class did let him ignore some of the downsides of casting his Ascended Spells.  In this case, it looks like he had to pay for the Spell in SP and LP normally, but it didn’t leave him completely wrung out and needing a full rest after, at least.  While the Fatigued debuff wasn’t as serious as the Exhausted one, it still would have made what he was about to attempt much harder to do.
He stood in front of Gorrid and closed his eyes, reaching out with a tendril of mana and trying to connect to the runes comprising the slave brand.  If these are just regular runes, he hoped desperately, then I should be able to disrupt them and end the effect.  If they’re not…
His hope was dashed the moment his senses twined about the magical runes.  The runes themselves were fairly simple, but the energy filing them was anything but.  The mana within the runes was odd and repulsive, and as he connected to the flow of power he felt a whipcord of it lash along his sensor, striking at him furiously.  He reflexively tensed his will and felt the assault shatter against his mental defenses.  He released the probe hurriedly and retreated back to his own mind, but as he did, he noticed a flux in the energies surrounding Gorrid.  That attack weakened the brand, he realized heavily.  He glanced at his status and noticed that his Willpower had also dropped a tiny fraction, and he knew how he could free Dirue from her prison.  If I can endure that long, that is.
He stepped back from Gorrid and looked at the others.  “I’m pretty sure I know what to do,” he told them grimly.  “The only thing is, it might be dangerous for me, and Silma’s the only one who’ll know if something goes wrong.” 
He gazed at the young fenrin and showed her an image of what he would have to do.  Do you understand, girl? he asked her silently.  Do you know what to do if things go wrong?
Understand, pack leader, she replied, her ears flat but her eyes earnest.  Will do it.
He dismissed his Composite Armor and looked at the others.  “I want you all to watch Silma,” he instructed them seriously.  “If she does anything that you don’t understand, don’t interfere.  In fact, it’d be best if you helped her.  Okay?”
Rhys looked puzzled and Geltheriel nodded grimly, but Saphielle looked at the enslaved elves, back at the weary-looking Sorcerer, and narrowed her eyes.  She figured it out, he sighed internally.  Damn, she really is smart. 
“And if your solution does not work?” she asked quietly.
“It shouldn’t be needed,” he assured her.  “Between my Fortitude Skill and my Indomitable Perk, I should be immune.  If I’m not, though, it’s the one sure way to remove every debuff on me.”
She stared at him for a moment, then nodded her head.  “I will do what is needed,” she told him firmly.  “But you will owe me if it becomes necessary.”
He sighed and went back to stand in front of Dirue, mentally bracing himself.  Hesitantly, he reached out his mana tendril and connected with the evilly glowing brand.  Instantly, a lash of psychic energy slammed into his defenses, breaking against the barrier of his mind but gathering itself and whipping out again and again.  Aranos held his defenses and endured, watching as his Willpower slowly drained from the relentless assaults.  Weariness rose up in him, but he forced it down by imagining what might have happened to Dirue while she had been enslaved.  Anger rose in him, burning off the fatigue and reinforcing his defenses.  His Willpower drain slowed, and he stoically endured the constant barrage of on his psyche.
The ferocity of the attacks began to wane, and Aranos sensed the energy flows within the brand fluxing chaotically. Dirue began to shift and struggle as the enslaving runes slowly lost the power needed to hold her, and just as Aranos’ Willpower dropped below 20%, he felt the magical bonds shatter.  The backlash slapped at his waning defenses, and he barely managed to hold them against the sudden blast of magical energy.
He staggered back as Dirue shuddered and dropped to her knees, her hands clutching her cheeks in horror and her eyes wild and unfocused.  A wail of despair echoed from her as Geltheriel rushed forward, catching the woman in her arms and embracing her tightly.  The older Wizard clung to Geltheriel like a child, sobs tearing from her throat, and Aranos felt tears slide down his own cheeks as he realized that Dirue must have been aware during her enslavement.  She knew everything that was happening, he understood as a cold rage churned within him, and now she has to live with being helpless to prevent it.
Gorrid suddenly turned and bolted, but before he could get far, Silma crashed into him, taking him to the ground in a tumble.  Vines erupted below the enslaved elf and wrapped him tightly as Rhys’ Spell bound Gorrid and held him motionless.  The elf still thrashed madly, and Aranos wrapped him in a Void Paralysis to hold him even more securely.
“Again, you have done what is impossible,” Saphielle told him tiredly.  “Yet, I can see that it wearied you; you must not attempt the same with young Exxidor until you have recovered.”
“I can’t wait too long,” Aranos grimaced.  “His father’s controlling him, which means we can’t take him along or Keryth will see and hear everything we do.  And the longer we wait, the more chances he’ll have to escape; our Spells won’t hold him forever, after all.”
“And if you fail to free him?” she persisted quietly.  “How will a failed attempt help any, except to reveal a weakness to your enemy?
“Consider as well,” she added, “if you free him, what life are you freeing him to?  He has been cast from the House of Stars; he has been abused and enslaved by the father he admired.  Gorrid has nowhere to go and none to turn to.  Will you take him in?  Will he welcome your attempts to aid him?”
She gestured at the still-weeping Dirue, cradled in Geltheriel’s arms.  “Who will comfort and sustain Gorrid?” she asked rationally.  “Without that, what quality of life are you even giving him?”
“Although I am certain I am mistaken,” Rhys observed in a slightly horrified tone, “it might appear to another that you are trying to convince the Liberator to murder another in cold blood, Lieutenant.”
“What I am suggesting,” she corrected coldly, “is that we give Gorrid the same release the House of Blades has given all of those afflicted with this brand, Druid.  The Redeemer is not fit to safely restore him; we are unable to keep him securely until the Redeemer has fully recovered; if we successfully do so, we will be dooming him to a life of misery and madness.  What would you suggest, instead?”
Rhys opened his mouth, his face troubled, but he quickly closed it with a frown.  After a moment, he sighed and shook his head.  “It pains me greatly to admit this, Liberator,” he said slowly, “but the bloodthirsty one is correct.  This is the best way to end his misery.”
Aranos stared at the two of them for a moment, stunned by the implications of what they were suggesting, but he took a breath and forced himself to consider the situation rationally.  Saphielle is right that trying to free him right now would be a bad idea, he realized.  I’ve only got about half my Willpower back, my SP still isn’t recovered, and I don’t think I could summon the kind of anger over Gorrid that sustained my defenses with Dirue.  I’d probably need a full rest before I felt safe attempting that, and I wouldn’t feel safe resting with Gorrid around.
Plus, he continued silently, she’s right about what kind of life I’d be giving him back.  He’s got no family, no House, no one to train him, and I don’t trust him enough to vouch for him with anyone…or to let him tag along with us.
He sighed.  “You’re right,” he nodded, walking toward the fallen Wizard.  “This really is the only way that makes sense.”  As he walked, he called forth a Composite Bullet and, once he was close enough, used his Precise Shot Ability to aim directly for the enslaved elf’s forehead.
“You need not do this yourself,” Saphielle spoke up, walking over to him.  “I have performed similar executions before; if you feel that you are too delicate to do such…”
“No,” he cut her off with a smile.  “I can’t ask someone else to do this if I won’t.  It’s my decision, so it’s my responsibility.”  He released the Bullet, channeling it so that it buried itself in the elf’s forehead for several seconds before it burst.  Aranos swallowed hard as Gorrid’s head simply exploded, showering the Sorcerer in bits of blood, bone, and gray matter.  I so need a bath, he thought grimly, clenching his jaw to keep his vomit down.
Dirue’s sobs had finally settled into quiet weeping, and Geltheriel was helping her to stand wobbily on her feet.  “We need to return the Stronghold immediately, Oathbinder,” she told him seriously.  “She needs more help than any of us can give her.”
Aranos nodded.  “Yeah, we need to let Golloron know about all this, too.”  He nodded at Saphielle.  “And Wynathra.”
“The House of the Sickle should also be informed,” Rhys said quietly, his face pale.  “Exxidor’s betrayal strikes at us all, and their willingness to dupe Travelers into doing their bidding should be noted.”
“Good point,” Aranos nodded.  “Geltheriel and I will take Dirue to see Golloron; he’ll know best what to do with her, I think.  Then, Geltheriel, I assume you’ll want to talk to Dorn’ar’el in the House of Twilight, and I’ll go see Ruehnar in the House of Stars.  We’ll definitely want magical support when we deal with House Exxidor.”
The trip back to the Stronghold took longer than normal, since they had to go slowly to accommodate Dirue, but it was otherwise uneventful.  The passage of the Travelers had scared off most of the local game, and Aranos’ Spell had done for the rest.  Aranos took the time to check his notifications as they passed and was a little stunned to see the results of his Spell:
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Your party members have slain Traveler x4! You receive 0 XP, as you did not directly participate.*
You have slain Traveler x16!  772 XP Gained.*
* Click to see the list of Travelers slain.
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New Title Earned!
Title: Kinslayer 1
Benefit: You have killed more than 10 members of your own race (Traveler) in a single encounter.  As such, you are viewed with both fear and awe by other members of your race.  Members of your race who are friendly to you gain a bonus equal to [3 x Title Level] to all actions taken at your direction or on your behalf.  Members of your race unfriendly or neutral to you take a penalty of [2 x Title Level] to all actions taken against you or your interests.  You take a penalty of [Title Level x Class Level / 2] to all Charisma-based Skills or Abilities when interacting with members of your race.
Leveled Title: This Title can be leveled by continuing to perform the actions that granted it to you.  With each level, the benefits or penalties grow larger, and new benefits or penalties may appear. 
For Kinslayer 2: Kill more than 20 members of your own race in a single encounter.
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Quest Completed: A Death of Elders 3
Lady Wynathra of the House of Blades wishes you to continue your investigation into the mysterious deaths in the Stronghold.
Objective Completed: You discovered Keryth of Exxidor in possession of the flawed memory stone, forced him to flee, and freed or killed his enslaved minions.
Reward: 5000 XP, Increased reputation with the House of Blades, increased reputation with the Elven Nations.
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Quest Offered: A Death of Elders 4
Punish the guilty party for the deaths of the elders in the Stronghold.
Objective: Apprehend or kill Keryth of House Exxidor.
Optional Objective: Retrieve Lythienne’s flawed memory stone.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 10000 XP, Increased reputation with the House of Blades, increased reputation with the Elven Nations
Optional Reward 1: Increased reputation with the House of Stars, Lythienne’s memory stone, ???
Failure Condition: Keryth flees the Stronghold; Dirue of Olothyra dies
Failure Penalty: Decreased reputation in the Elven Nations, loss of membership in the House of Stars
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Okay, so this should be the end of this Quest chain, he thought grimly as he selected ‘Yes’.  This has been a lot more trouble than I thought it would.
The guards reacted badly at first when they arrived, carrying Dirue, but Saphielle’s presence quickly calmed them down and they called for an escort to bring Dirue, Aranos, and Geltheriel to see Golloron.  The Elder opened the door and welcomed them in swiftly when he saw Dirue’s state, and he quickly took charge of the Master Wizard.
“You will tell me at once how this happened,” he demanded as he lay the woman down and pulled out a handful of herbs.  Aranos recognized the plants as having a calming effect and berated himself silently for not thinking of using something similar himself before he launched into a description of his investigations into the elders’ deaths, how he’d discovered that the culprit was stealing memories, and his belief that Keryth had been behind the murders.
“Although why, I can’t say yet,” Aranos finished.  “I’m planning to talk to Grandmaster Ruehnar at the library in the House of Stars later to find that out, hopefully.”
“That much is obvious,” Golloron supplied, his face and voice both deeply troubled.  “The brand that was laid upon Master Dirue is an ancient magic, and one that all the ruling Elders have attempted to purge from our lands.  We have been somewhat successful, but it is possible that Iolrath of House Waeslar – the Loremaster who perished – retained hidden information pertaining to the brands.”
“And the elders from the Houses that specialized in Runecrafting and Enchantment probably would have the knowledge needed to create them,” Aranos guessed as the pieces fell into place in his mind.  “But why steal the memories from the Wizard elder?  Isn’t Keryth a powerful spellcaster himself?”
“In a very limited fashion, yes,” Golloron hedged.  “You must understand, House Exxidor has focused all of its considerable talents on Dueling for generations, Traveler.  In doing so, they have let their education into other forms of magic – or the theories underlying their Spells – slide into disuse.”
The elder placed a hand on Dirue’s head, smiling gently as he did.  “It is quite possible,” he finished, “that despite his power as a Wizard, Keryth simply did not possess the knowledge he needed to create these brands.”
Golloron sighed and looked out toward one of his windows.  “And now,” he said sorrowfully, “House Exxidor must fall, for Keryth cannot hold it once these allegations are made known – I assume that the House of Blades and House of the Sickle are being told as we speak, and certainly the two of you will inform the Houses of Twilight and Stars when you depart here.  With young Gorrid mercifully dead, there are few who could step in to take the House, and those are likely to be allied with or even controlled by Keryth.” 
The older elf shook his head.  “None of this was your doing, Traveler,” he said quietly.  “And yet, your presence seems to bring out that which is best and worst in those around you.  Keryth was always ambitious, but never would I have imagined he would sacrifice his only son to that ambition.”
Aranos wasn’t sure what he could say to that, so he decided to change the subject.  “What about Dirue?” he asked, looking at the slumbering woman.  “Will she be okay?”
“In time,” the elder nodded.  “As you surmised, the brand commanded her body but did not control her mind.  She has spent at least the last two days trapped in her own body, and she will need time to come to terms with that.”  The elder gazed up at Aranos and smiled gently.  “It is thanks to you, though, that she will have that chance, and Master Dirue is stronger and more enduring than she may seem.  She will recover, I am certain, and soon enough she will return to directing the affairs of the Atrium to her liking.”
After they left Golloron’s study, Geltheriel headed off to the House of Twilight to train and warn Dorn’ar’el of Keryth’s treachery, while Aranos went directly to the House of Stars.  He passed through the false door that opened into the Atrium and, for once, bypassed the tree-shaped mana crystal and make his way directly to the library. 
The hidden mark on his hand opened the doors to the vast library easily enough, and he walked purposefully inside.  “Grandmaster Ruehnar,” he spoke quietly to the air as he stood inside the doors.  “I need to speak to you, please.  It’s very important.”
“Everyone always believes their needs to be important,” the old elf’s lazy-sounding voice spoke from behind Aranos, making him jump and spin around to face the sound.  “However,” the elf added, peering at the Sorcerer’s face, “I can see that not only do you believe it, you believe that I will also believe it, so go ahead and tell me what you must.”
Aranos launched into a brief overview of his investigations, focusing on their deaths and how he’d managed to discover that Keryth was the likely culprit.  Although he and Golloron got along just fine, Aranos found it difficult to trust the elder for some reason, but he felt no such compunction with Ruehnar and went into slightly greater detail with the older elf. 
When he got to the part explaining about Dirue’s enslavement and how he’d freed her, though, he suddenly realized that Ruehnar’s calm façade was hiding something much more profound.  The Grandmaster’s face darkened with anger in the first genuine expression of emotion Aranos had ever seen from the man.  At the same time, a wave of power rolled out from him, nearly knocking Aranos backward with the force of it and filling him with a sense of dread.  Nearby students cried out and even cowered at their tables as the surge of energy passed over them.
The old elf took a deep breath, and his countenance cleared.  Instantly, the ominous energy spilling into the room vanished, and Aranos realized that this potent blast of power was nothing more than the elf’s incidental fury spilling out.  Imagine what he could do if he was actually trying, the Sorcerer thought with a touch of awe.  He probably could have killed everyone in this room with just a thought.
“Forgive me for my outburst,” the librarian spoke, his voice its usual deadpan tone.  “When I think of young Master Dirue in that situation…well, it is best not to dwell on it, for the well-being of all those within this library, I suppose.”
The elf moved deeper into the library, beckoning for Aranos to follow.  “If my judgment of your character is correct,” the elf observed, “you are even now considering how you will bring low the Patriarch of Exxidor, yes?”
When Aranos nodded, Ruehnar continued, “While I will not directly interfere, I will give you some advice.  First, prepare yourself and do not rush into this battle, Aranos the…Kinslayer?  You may wish to change that Title.” 
Aranos swallowed hard and quickly changed his Title back to “Elf-friend” as the old elf continued.  “You may tell me the story behind that Title another time.  As I was saying, do not rush; take the day and prepare.  Train in the House and increase your powers as you can, secure in the knowledge that your allies’ elders are telling them the same thing.”
“But, if Keryth escapes…” Aranos protested, but the Grandmaster shook his head firmly.
“He will do no such thing,” the librarian corrected.  “Flight is an admission of guilt, and as of yet, there are only the words of you and your allies to stand against him.  Master Dirue will be in no condition to give testimony until at least tomorrow – she certainly has a number of debuffs that will require one or more full rests to remove – and until that time, his best play is to either silence her or to discredit you.”
“Should I go try to protect her?” Aranos asked, alarmed at the idea that Keryth would try to kill Dirue now that she was free of her bonds.
“That will not be necessary,” Ruehnar chuckled.  “Although the elder of Eredain and I have often had our differences, he is easily the most powerful Wizard within the Stronghold; indeed, he is likely one of the most potent spellcasters in all the Elven Nations.  While she is under his care, Keryth would not attempt to harm her with anything short of a small army, and doing such would immediately declare his guilt to all.
“So, my advice to you is to put this out of your mind for the day, and train as you would.  Practice your Spells and refine them; you may have learned that the most powerful Wizards are not the ones with the mightiest Spells but the ones who can use their Spells creatively and with perfect efficiency.  After all, what point is there to having a titanic Spell when your enemy steals the breath from your lungs or freezes your movements moments before you can unleash it?”
Aranos nodded.  “I think I still have a training room reserved,” he said slowly.  “I suppose I could go train with the crystal tree in the atrium and then head up to the training room for practice…”  He broke off when he saw Ruehnar looking strangely at him.
“Did the Council not grant you an Expert-level training room?” he asked in a tone that had a touch of ice in it.  When Aranos assured him they had, the frost left his voice.  “Then is there a particular reason you will not simply use the crystals within it for your training?”
Aranos stopped, frozen for a moment as he realized that he absolutely could use the crystals in the room for that purpose.  Ruehnar must have seen the dismay on his face, since he chuckled and patted the Sorcerer on the shoulder.  “I would assure you that many others have neglected to use the crystals in the training rooms for their intended purpose,” he said blandly, “but that would be patently false.  In fact, most who reach the Expert ranks of Mana Control are quite excited to have access to those crystals and hurl themselves into private training the first chance they are offered.  So, you may be the first to be so blasé as to forget their existence entirely.  I do not believe congratulations are in order.”
The librarian turned and looked away from the younger man.  “You should go do what you must,” he said calmly.  “I must bring your news to the Council, and we will decide what steps are appropriate for the House to take.  Were Keryth’s actions simply targeting you, I believe the response would be, ‘none at all’.  Since he has assaulted a Master of this House who is highly respected, though, I am certain they will feel that certain reprisals are in order.  In short, you may be reasonably certain that when you move against House Exxidor, the House of Stars will support you.”
Aranos’ trip through the House was simple and uneventful, and in no time, he found himself back in his training room.  With his Elf-friend Title active, the elves he’d met had been mostly courteous or, at least, not unfriendly to him.  He shuddered to think what problems walking through the Stronghold with the Title ‘Kinslayer’ active had probably given him, but he decided those were a concern for tomorrow Aranos. 
Today Aranos had to focus on training, and that meant drawing in mana from the crystals surrounding him and cycling it.  The only problem was, none of the mana crystals in the room used unaspected mana; instead, there were elemental mana crystals and light and life crystals set into the walls.  The only thing missing was a void crystal, but he supposed he could channel without that.
Well, unaspected mana is just a combination of all the mana types, he reminded himself as he sat down in the middle of the room.  I guess I could just try to draw from all of them at once and see if that works.
That…did not work.  When he drew all the different mana types at once, the result was a chaotic mess that he could barely take in, much less cycle.  There were too many antithetical mana types in the mix: air and earth fought one another, as did fire and water, and life and light mana flowed in an entirely different manner from the elemental ones and wouldn’t easily combine with them.
Well, if I can’t just pull from all of them, he reasoned, I’ll have to pull from a few at a time and hope I can get enough of a flow to actually train.  And hey, while I’m at it, maybe I can finish up working on my aspects!
He decided to start with fire; fire mana was easy to use, responded quickly to his commands, and seemed like it would be simpler to meld with his newer mana types, since it was pretty close to being energy instead of matter itself.  He started by connecting to the fire mana crystal with his Mana Vampire Perk and pulling from it, trying to use the power to call up a ball of flame.  Instead, a gout of flames erupted from his hand and roared toward the room’s ceiling, ending only when he cut off the flow of power to his hand.
Okay, so maybe a bit more fine control is needed here, he scolded himself silently.  He was so used to having to pull the mana from his spirals that he’d simply yanked too hard on the influx of pure flame.  He tried again, this time simply allowing a thread of mana to spiral up his arm and swirl into being above his palm.  Once he had a ball of orange fire roiling above his hand, he connected to the life mana crystal and slowly added life mana to the ball, wrapping the fire around the life energy and compressing the energies together, willing the golden mana to soak into the auburn flames. 
The tendrils of fire began to buzz and dance as the life energy empowered them.  Aranos heard a crackle from the flaming sphere as it took on a blue glow, and suddenly, a floating ball of sizzling plasma floated over his upturned hand.  Small arcs of electricity snapped and crawled across the surface of the sphere, and a distinct tang of ozone wafted into his sensitive nostrils.
Aranos allowed the ball to vanish when he saw a new notification blinking in his vision – he figured he’d check all of his notifications at once, when he was done experimenting – and recalled the original ball of fire.  This time, though, he sent a tendril of black void mana up into it, pulling the power from his spirals directly.  He filled the center of the globe with the black substance and allowed it to radiate out into the swirling flames.
The ball of fire guttered and dimmed, darkening until it was snuffed out with an audible puff of air.  In its place, an orb of grey-black soot hung over Aranos’ hand.  The ball of ashes radiated a faint cold feeling and seemed to draw the heat from the air, dropping the nearby temperature by a few degrees.  As soon as a new notification began blinking in his view, he allowed the sphere to dissipate and shook his hand to relieve the faint tingling and numbness the sooty ball’s chill had given him.
He dropped the connection to the fire crystal and reached out mentally to the earth one, pulling the power into him.  He concentrated on siphoning off a single stream of that energy and brought forth a solid ball of earth above his hand.  He trickled void mana into it carefully, compacting the power into the stone.  The earthen sphere turned gray and began to crumble as the black energy radiated into it, becoming pitted and irregular.  Finally, the orb collapsed into a pile of dust that swirled away as if in a faint breeze, leaving Aranos holding nothing.  Still, new notifications began blinking, and Aranos curiously pulled up the list to check them out.
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New Aspects Discovered!
Aspect: Lightning
Lightning mana is a composite mana type comprised of fire and life mana.
Lightning Mana Damage: Lightning mana does normal damage to objects and creatures.  Any creature that takes lightning mana damage that equals or exceeds 10% of its max LP is paralyzed for 2 s.   This becomes 3 s if the creature takes 20% damage, 4 s for 30% damage, and so on.  Plant creatures and automatons are generally immune to this paralysis effect.  To resist lightning damage, a creature must be resistant to both fire and life damage.
Using Lightning Mana: Lightning mana is chaotic, and targeting a specific object or creature with it is difficult.  A Spell that uses lightning as its primary damaging component is 50% likely to strike a random, nearby target instead of the intended one.  This chance is reduced 2% for every level of Mana Manipulation the caster has. 
+250 XP
Aspect: Ash
Ash mana is a composite mana type composed of fire and void mana and is the bane of fire mana.
Using Ash Mana: Ash mana requires the use of void mana in small quantities.  Any Spell cast with ash mana does 1 point of LP damage per 8 points of SP used to any living caster, unless their Mana Manipulation Skill is at least Master level.
Ash Mana Damage: Ash mana drains the heat from living creatures.  It does only half damage to creatures that do not have the fire aspect but reduces movement and attack speed by 5% per 10% of the creature’s max LP ash damage done (so a creature taking 22% of its max LP as ash damage is slowed by 11%).  This slowing lasts for 3 s and is removed with any application of fire mana.  Undead, plants, and objects do not suffer ash damage or the slowing effect.  Any creature that is resistant to fire or void damage but not both is not resistant to ash damage.
Ash Mana and Fire Mana: Ash mana negates fire mana with high efficiency.  Any fire mana effect or Spell can be neutralized by an application of ash mana, requiring only ½ SP ash mana per SP of fire mana negated.  Ash mana can also negate any composite mana type that contains fire mana as a component, but this requires one SP of ash mana per SP of the enhanced mana being negated.
+250 XP
Aspect: Dust
Dust mana is a composite mana type comprised of earth and void mana.  It is the essence of erosion and decay, eating at the solidity of objects and creatures.
Using Dust Mana: Dust mana not only draws power from the void, it is also dangerous to all solid matter.  A Spell formed from dust mana does 1 point LP damage per 3 SP used, unless the caster has a Mana Manipulation Skill level of Master or higher.
Dust Mana Damage: Dust mana does damage to solid objects and creatures only.  It does half damage to living creatures but full damage to Undead or automatons.  It does no damage to creatures or objects that are not solid in form. 
Dust Mana and Earth Mana: Dust mana erodes and destroys any effect or construct of earth mana, requiring 10 SP per cubic foot of natural stone or earth, or 1 SP per SP of earth mana being destroyed.  This process is slower than the effects of most negating mana types and requires 5 s per cubic foot or 10 SP of stone being destroyed.
+250 XP
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Aranos stared at his hand for a moment as the last vestiges of dust blew away.  An idea was nibbling at the edge of his mind; something about the final mana aspect nagged at his subconscious for some reason.  He relaxed his mind and allowed his thoughts to drift just as the blowing dust had.
So, dust is somehow the opposite of earth, he mused.  And ash is the opposite of fire, I suppose.  That, I get – ashes can’t burn, and they can be used to put out a fire – but dust is, well, confusing.  I mean, blowing dust onto a stone wouldn’t normally destroy it, unless the dust was being blown with a lot of force, I guess.
He snorted as it occurred to him that a large amount of force applied to a pile of dust could, theoretically, cause it to turn back into a stone.  In fact, he thought pointlessly, that’s part of the rock cycle, isn’t it?  Dust and dirt sink down into the ground and get compressed into rock, which eventually gets pushed back to the surface and eroded back into dust and dirt again.  It’s like an endless cycle of creation and destruction…
His eyes narrowed as his earlier thought crystallized.  He reached out to the light crystal and called up a ball of energy, willing it to hover near the ceiling, followed by one of void energy he pulled from his spirals, which he set to float near the floor.  He watched as energy streamed from the higher globe and was absorbed into the lower globe.  Slowly, he created four more spheres, one each of air, earth, fire, and water, pulling the mana from the appropriate crystals, and placed them halfway between the light and void globes.  It took much of his concentration to hold all six globes in place, but with his conscious mind focusing on that task, his subconscious mind was free to wander.
I think this is how the aspect system really works, he realized wonderingly as he watched the various energies flowing, sensing the patterns.  His distracted mind analyzed the flows, processing them and turning them into a mental graph that floated just out of his sight.
Energy flows down from the light mana and is shifted into elemental mana as it interacts with the world, he told himself with growing excitement as the patterns resolved themselves before his eyes.  That’s why light mana won’t combine with the other types: the base elements are just that same light energy turned into matter, so the only way for them to interact is to turn matter into light or light back into matter.
The cohesive patterns of matter, though, interacted freely with one another, their fields overlapping and melding into new forms.  New mana types were created where the waveforms of the matter fields overlapped constructively, but some of the fields just couldn’t meld that way.  Earth and air waves, for example, only interfered destructively, repelling one another and canceling themselves out, as did fire and water waveforms.
As the pattern descended toward the ball of void mana, the coherent fields of matter destabilized and began to return to a state of energy.  This new energy field, though, seemed to be almost the opposite of the light energy radiating down.  While the light energy interacted with existing matter constructively, adding new mass to the system, the void energy below reduced that mass back into energy, destroying and nullifying it. 
The system was an amazingly complex interaction, but his depiction was incomplete.  There was an open space in the center of the system, a spot where all the different energy fields mingled and overlapped.  Fields reinforced and negated one another in complex ways, with different elements dominant at various times but every energy type present at every moment. 
The energy kind of looks like… His eyes widened as he formed a final sphere of life energy and moved it into the center of the image, shifting it until it synced with the chaotic mix of energies.  So, life mana is a combination of all the other mana types! he realized excitedly.  This is how magical energy works: there’s an inflow of pure power – light mana – that is refracted and formed into the four massive elements.  Those elements eventually break down and return to energy – probably through quantum processes – and that energy returns to wherever it all came from as void mana. 
Life is where it all meets, he continued his thought.  It’s made of all the energy types and interacts with all of them.  Where it meets with void mana, it withers and dies; that means that on the other side, where it interacts with light mana, should be growth and healing… 
As he stared at the image before him, a second realization struck him.  This system…it kind of matches the mythology of the Lady and the Lord, he mused.  If the Lady represents new energy entering the system, and the Lord represents energy leaving the system, then everything else is kind of floating in between.  Maybe, then, Corruption is kind of an analog to the Void; it’s how the Lord destabilizes the world and draws it closer to destruction.
But, it’s not quite right, he realized quickly.  The interplay of all these elements almost matches life mana, but…not exactly.  And I can’t feel Corruption with my Sense Mana Skill, so it can’t just be an aspect of void mana.  There’s more to the system than this; I think my next step is to try to tease those extra energies out of life mana and see what we can find, and see if Corruption matches one of those.
At last, the effort of holding all the spheres of mana simply became too much for him, and he released the constructs, noting as he did that his SP bar was down below 20% from the exertion, despite having pulled mana almost exclusively from the surrounding crystals.  He sat down heavily on the floor, noting that his Willpower had dropped significantly as well.  Notifications blinked in his vision, and he wearily called them up:
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New Aspect Discovered!
Aspect: Healing
Healing mana is a composite mana type composed of life and light mana.
Using Healing Mana: Arcane healing mana differs from divine healing magic.  By itself, healing mana promotes and encourages healing, translating into increased LP regeneration.  It does not directly restore lost LP; this is a more complex process that involves multiple aspects.
Healing Mana Damage: Healing mana will not inflict damage to any creature or object, including Undead, although it also has no effect on the LP regen of Undead.
+250 XP
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Quest Completed: So Many Aspects!
Objective: Unlock more Primary and Composite aspects
Difficulty: A
Reward: +250 XP per Aspect unlocked
Special Reward: For unlocking all Primary and Composite aspects – Bonus Perk, Bonus Title, ???
Failure Conditions: None
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New Perk Gained: Mana Expert
You have mastered all the primary and enhanced mana aspects.
Benefit: Your SP regen and Spell power are both increased by 15%, plus 1% per Class Level
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World’s First!
You are the first player to master all lower-tier mana aspects!  As such, you receive the Title: Master of Elements
Title: Master of Elements
Benefit: You have learned how to use lower-tier mana aspects safely and in balance.  You suffer half the normal penalties or damage from using any primary or composite mana type.  This does not apply to penalties inflicted upon you by another’s Spells or Abilities.  In addition, you can combine mana types that would normally be incompatible without penalty.  Your understanding of these mana types also gives you Resistance to all primary and composite aspect damage equal to [10 + Class Level] %.
I am the Master of all I survey…now, if only I had better vision
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Congratulations!
Due to your deep understanding of the interactions of lower-tier mana, your Skill: Spell Channeling and Skill: True Manipulation have combined to form a new Skill!  As the creator of this Skill, you receive a boost of one rank to its level!
Skill: Mana Mastery (Evolved, Trained)
Rank: Expert 1
You are a master of using, manipulating, and projecting mana.
Effect 1: Reduce SP Costs by 1% per Skill Level and increase Spell power by 2% per Skill level
Effect 2: Improve effectiveness of worn items by 2% per Skill level
Effect 3: You can maintain any Spell for [50 – (Skill Level / 4)] % of the original cost, doing [50 + (Skill Level * 4)] % of the base damage (maximum 90%) per second.
Effect 4: You gain a bonus of 2% per Skill Level to your High Mastery Ability
Student Level Ability: Gain a 2% bonus per Skill Level to all Enchanted items you create.
Adept Level Ability: Enhanced Multi-casting – You can cast multiple Spells at once, up to one per 10 Skill Levels of Mana Mastery.  Requires [25 x [number of Spells Cast] - (Skill Level/2)] % more SP per Spell cast.
Expert Level Ability: Spell Binding – You can make a temporary Spell effect permanent.  Doing so requires investing additional SP equal to [100 x original Spell cost].  This extra cost is reduced by 1% per Skill level.  Cannot be used on Spells that affect creatures.
+1 Int
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Quest Unlocked: What, More Aspects?
Objective: Unlock the next tier of mana and discover all Enhanced and Evolved aspects.
Difficulty: B
Reward: +500 XP per aspect discovered
Special Reward: For discovering all Enhanced aspects – new Perk; for discovering all Evolved aspects – new Title; ???
Failure Condition: None
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Quest Updated: Race to Get Ahead!
For creating an Evolved Skill, you receive: +250 XP
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Wait, I got all that just for unlocking my primary mana? he wondered dubiously.  That seems…way unbalanced just for doing something that I kind of had to do as part of my Class anyway…
“Yes, if that were why you received all those benefits, that would have been unfair,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind, startling him from his contemplation.  “That’s not what you got rewarded for, though.”
Aranos blinked in surprise and opened his mouth to ask the obvious question but stopped himself, considering.  The descriptions don’t say anything about unlocking or discovering aspects, he noted, reading through the notifications a second time.  They’re all about “mastering” aspects.  What’s the difference?
“Instead of simply learning how to use the aspects of mana,” she replied, “you took the time to consider their fundamental natures.  You are the first player – and, indeed, one of the few Wizards or Sorcerers at all, including NPCs – to understand the nature of the mana system in even that small piece of its complexity.  We worked very hard to create that system, and we wanted to reward you for taking the time to appreciate how intricate and, well, beautiful it all is.”
So, I got all these benefits for stroking your egos? he clarified with a bit of disbelief.
“No, you got them for taking the time to understand that there is a complex, interconnected system in place,” she corrected, her voice tinged with a hint of reprimand.  “That understanding will allow you to use mana in unique ways and to balance the disruptive interactions that ruin Spell efficiency.  Those benefits are reflected in your new Perk, Title, and Skill.  We would never reward someone just for, well, kissing up to us, as you would put it.”
Oh, he replied, feeling chastened.  Okay, that seems more of an appropriate reward, then.  Thanks, Veronica.
“There’s no need to thank me,” she answered in a dry voice.  “I would have done the same for anyone else…if they had bothered to take the time and really think about the system.”
Hey, he interrupted, what would I have gotten if I hadn’t figured out how the system worked?
“You would have received the ‘Elementalist’ Perk,” she told him.  “That would give you a small boost to all primary-aspected Spells.  You would also have gotten the Title ‘the Elementalist’ for being the first to unlock all mana types – there hasn’t even been a Wizard character who’s managed to use every primary mana type – which would have increased that bonus.”
Wow, he thought in amazement.  So, there are huge benefits to really digging into the game and understanding how it works, huh?
“We try to reward those who put in the effort to play the game a bit more…thoroughly,” she acknowledged.  “You just happen to be one of those, Jeff, so please keep up that effort!”
He shook his head, putting the conversation out of his mind; he needed to focus on his training.  Although, he mused, with my new Title, maybe I can pull mana from all these crystals at once, now.  I mean, I’m supposed to be able to ignore their destructive interactions, right?
Shrugging, he tried again to reach out and connect to each of the crystals.  As he did, he almost instinctively altered the flows so that the opposing mana types would stay separated and the light and life mana would flux through the elemental mana, rather than scattering off it.  The chaotic swirl of energy calmed into a smooth, regular flow that he drew easily into his spirals.  Grinning fiercely, he sank into his mindscape and settled in for his training session.
He spent the next hour increasing the complexity of his mana spirals, adding more small channels around his main mana conduits, and increasing the size of his mindscape.  He was hoping that now that he’d unlocked all his primary aspects, another of Lythienne’s hidden memories would appear directing him on how to find the next strata of mana, but he was disappointed in that.  He had a feeling that he might have to reach the Master rank of Mana Control for that, and he while numerically it looked fairly close – he was at Expert level 8, after all – after his chat with his Runecrafting teacher, he was sure that breaking into the higher ranks would require a more fundamental understanding of his flows.
He considered rising from the mindscape to practice his Spells, but he recalled that he got bonuses to both Skill and Spell training in the mindscape; plus, if he stayed another hour, it would be as if he’d had a full rest.  While he didn’t have any listed debuffs, he was starting to think that the AI’s might have a slew of hidden ones they could inflict on players.  A full rest would probably rid him of most of those.
He spent that hour coming up with creative ways to work on his Spells.  His Flight and Greater Empowerment were close to leveling up, being at Novice 9, and his Mana Barrage, Composite Armor, and Forge Mana were all even closer at Student 10.  Flight and Greater Empowerment were simple enough; he cast them on himself repeatedly, varying which Stats he was buffing with each casting while zooming at his maximum speed back and forth across his mindscape.
To level Composite Armor, he needed to have the Armor take damage; fortunately, he figured out a way to use his Forge Mana Skill to do just that.  He crafted a variety of mana-forged items to assault his Armor – mana saws, drills, spikes, blades, and even a mana anvil he dropped on himself repeatedly.  The unaspected creations, though, were fairly ineffective at penetrating his advanced armor, forcing him to try adding aspected mana to the constructs.  While a mana buzz-saw simply ground against his armor ineffectively, a crystal mana buzz saw sliced deeply into it; a mana drill blunted itself uselessly on his protection, but a void mana drill punctured it with relative ease.  Since nothing in his mindscape could really hurt him, he wasn’t even worried about the consequences of dropping a large wall of flaming spikes onto himself.
His Mana Barrage Spell, though, was somewhat outdated, and he wasn’t sure that he really wanted to level it up in its current incarnation.  He had created it at a time when he couldn’t pull very much mana from his core through his arm channels, after all, but that was no longer the case.  Now that his True Manipulation Skill was so much higher, he had a feeling he didn’t need to pack mana into his arms anymore to get the same effect.
He called up the vision of his Spell, but this time, he altered it, pulling mana for the projectiles directly from his spirals.  He felt power roaring up his arm, swirling almost instantly into a sphere of energy that he fired at one of his distant archery targets.  As soon as he’d released the sphere, he began to form the second, and it almost instantly swirled into being between his palms.  He fired that one, as well, calling a third, and continued the Barrage.  Each sphere slammed into a target and exploded, each burst happening almost immediately after the last.
Yeah, my mana channels are having no problem with this, now, he grinned internally.  In fact, I’m probably not summoning up as much mana as I could for each projectile.  He concentrated on drawing forth more SP for each sphere, compressing and packing the mana into the globe before hurling it at the target.  The small, glittering ball of power streaked across the room and slammed into the target, bursting in a massive explosion that was at least twice the size of the old one. 
Once he had the concept he wanted clear in his mind, Aranos began adding SP to it, replaying the vision over and over.  He experimented with pulling up different mana types for the Barrage, even shifting aspects in the middle of the Spell.  That slowed the Spell down significantly, but he kept at it until he felt the upgraded Spell shiver into being:
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Spell Boost!
The following Spells have gained a level:
Composite Armor^
New Rank: Adept 1
Effect: Protects against 1 LP of physical, elemental, or Spell damage per 1 SP invested.  Can be repaired at a rate of 1 SP per 1 LP restored.  SP cost reduced by 1.25% and LP protection increased by 2.5% per Spell level
Enhanced Flight^
New Rank: Student 1
Fly or hover freely with good maneuverability
Student Level Ability: You can carry one-quarter of your normal carrying capacity with a 50% penalty to flight speed.
Forge Mana*
New Level: Adept 1
Effect: Create a simple shape up to 2 cubic inch volume per 5 SP invested.  Can withstand 0.75 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.
Adept Level Ability: Can add aspected mana to Mana-forged constructs, allowing them to do damage of that mana type.
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Spell Evolved: Enhanced Mana Barrage has become Energy Barrage*
Rank: Student 10
Unleash a series of powerful energy bursts at one or more targets.
Effect: Fire a globe of mana at any target in sight range.  When the globe impacts, it bursts and inflicts 5-10 LP damage to all targets in a 10’ blast radius.  (23 – 48 LP).  You can fire 3 globes per second and shift targets freely.  Damage and firing speed +1% per Spell level.
Cost: 125 SP per second
Evolved: You can switch aspect types freely.  Doing so reduces the firing rate to one per second for a full second, after which it returns to the normal rate.  Using destructive mana types will cause you LP damage as normal.
+300 XP
Say “Hello” to all my little friends…
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His Composite Armor hadn’t improved much with the new rank – it had basically just increased the rate that it improved with the Spell’s level – although he supposed it was pretty powerful as it was, so that was fair.  Being able to carry someone or something in flight was nice and might even be useful once his Str score was higher; right now, a quarter of his normal carrying capacity was something like 50 lbs.  Being able to Forge items that had aspected mana, though, was going to be very useful; he could probably combine that with his High Mastery Perk to create extremely detailed and precise constructs, and he might even be able to make them last beyond their normal durations. 
It was his new Mana Barrage upgrade that really impressed him, though, as it basically gave him a rapid-fire mana grenade launcher that could shoot blasts of any mana type he’d discovered.  With his new Multi-casting ability, he could probably fire a Barrage from each hand and could even shoot different mana types from each hand.  The new Spell didn’t have the long prep time of five seconds; neither did it have the annoying Str debuff after the Barrage ended.  Yep, like I said before, he grinned inwardly, it’s better to upgrade Spells when you can than to just level them.
He spent a full three hours in training, since leveling up his Spells took a bit longer than he’d expected it to.  He rose from his mindscape at last, stretching and groaning as his muscles protested being still for so long.  His mind and body both felt refreshed from the rest, and he mentally confirmed his idea of hidden debuffs that weren’t severe enough to warrant a notification bout would still just make a player feel…off. 
“I can neither confirm nor deny the existence of hidden debuffs,” her voice informed him crisply.  “If we had them, confirming their existence would sort of defeat the purpose.  If we don’t have them, denying their existence would rob me of the pleasure of watching you struggle to try to remove debuffs that don’t actually exist.  So, either way, the whole concept just sounds like fun for me.”
Aranos sighed, not even bothering to argue with the snarky AI, and left the training room to complete his day.
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Mathias the Lancer sat in a darkened room, apart from his party, brooding in what he hoped was dramatic fashion.  He wasn’t really sure; Matthew the accountant wasn’t given to brooding or really to drama of any kind – after all, who wanted to work with a dramatic accountant?  -- but Mathias the Lancer was supposed to be given to bouts of melancholy in between battles.  He had a feeling that his brooding looked more like pouting, but without a mirror to practice in, he couldn’t really be sure, so he did his best and hoped it looked dramatic enough.
Oddly enough, he actually had a reason to brood this time, so his party was sort of brooding with him.  Well, Yevgeny was alternating between fits of pique where he tried to get the others to rally against their elf captors and moments of flirtation with any player that lacked a Y chromosome.  The guy’s kind of pathetic, really, Mathias grimaced.  If he didn’t have such good DPS, I’d probably kick him out of the party, just for Rhiannon and Gwinivere’s sakes. 
Twenty or so Travelers were gathered in the large, dark room that reminded Mathias of a warehouse, and all of them were some version of despondent or angry.  A group of them had gotten together and tried to break the wards holding them all in, but that had just gotten them all sent for respawn.  Three hours later, they appeared next to the obelisk in the center of the room, defeated and short 10% of their XP.  As the hours passed, Mathias could see that anger was starting to give way to hopelessness, as the players realized that there wasn’t any way out of the room, and they would just have to wait and see what their captors had planned for them.
“I don’t think most of us can take much more of this, Matty,” Gwinivere whispered from beside him.  “People are going to start logging out soon, even if it means giving up on the beta tests.  This is just effed up.”
He nodded gravely at the cleric, his face carefully solemn.  “Our hearts are not meant to be trapped in this way,” he declaimed grandly.  “They will break if they are not freed.”
“I’m serious, Matty,” she whispered back fiercely, rolling her eyes.  “Rhiannon’s talking about it, and so are a bunch of other people.  If the game is trying to see how far we can be pushed, it’s almost at the breaking point.”
“Well, what can I do about it?” he hissed back, breaking character.  “I mean, yeah, we were one of the few parties to come back with our equipment, but we haven’t had any better luck getting out of here than anyone else.”  He sighed and wiped his hand across his forehead.  “I swear, if I had known they could forcibly change our bind points, Gwin, I wouldn’t have gone along with this…”
The woman snorted.  “Of course not,” she replied sarcastically.  “None of us would have.  But that’s not the point, Matty.  These people need someone to rally them.  They need to get their anger back.”
“What, you want me to try and rile them up against that Aranos guy?” he asked in a shocked voice.  “Gwin, I don’t think…”
“Oh, God, no,” she said hurriedly.  “I mean, not just no but hell no, Matty.  That guy took out like fifteen of us with one Spell.  It wasn’t even him that wiped our party; he had his freaking NPC followers do it, and it took them like ten seconds.  No, nobody here is going to be willing to go up against him.  But, they might be willing to join him…”
Mathias glanced up at her slyly smiling face, and he couldn’t help but grin at the wicked look in her eyes.  Damn, I’m such an idiot for not listening to her before, he berated himself.  Maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess if I had.
“Okay, Gwin,” he said, a touch of hope flaring within him.  “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
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The remainder of the day felt strange to Aranos, as if he couldn’t quite figure out what he should be doing.  He went to the House of Twilight and muddled through his physical Stat training, then met with Geltheriel and Dorn’ar’el before heading across to the House of Blades.  There, Saphielle had forced him to join her for a sparring session, which at least allowed him to bring his Two-Handed Weapon and Staff Mastery Skills up a couple of levels; he wasn’t getting much use from them, to be honest, and they were just sort of languishing.
After the sparring session, Saphielle had taken him to see Wynathra, who basically asked him for a full recounting of the attack the night before.  To Aranos, she seemed inordinately focused on the Travelers involved, but he supposed that since none of them knew where those players would respawn, concern over their possible return made sense.
He’d finished the day by visiting with Rhys in the House of the Sickle.  The Druid proudly showed him the cuttings he’d taken from the telmallern tree; his elder had assured him that the cuttings would take in the Enchanted soil of the House, and they were all looking forward to transplanting the saplings into the forest one day.
Aranos supposed what was most bothering him about the day was that every leader he’d met with basically told him the same thing: wait.  None of them were willing to act against House Exxidor until Dirue awoke and verified their story; apparently, only the testimony of someone of similar rank to the Patriarch was considered credible.  All of them promised aid and swift action once Dirue had a chance to speak, but until then, they were content to withhold judgment.
Of course, that delay gave Keryth time to either flee or prepare for the inevitable assault on his estate.  Aranos knew he had to be doing one or the other; if he couldn’t get to Dirue, his guilt would be clear within a couple days at the most.  It made sense, at least to Aranos, for the man to either accept that everyone would hear about his guilt and run before he could be caught; or to decide that if he was going down, he was taking as many of them as possible with him.
None of the elves saw it that, way, though.  Even the Head Dreamer advised him to simply wait and see where things turned out.  The frustration and stress made their way into Aranos’ training session, and he didn’t get as much benefit from the lesson as he normally would have.
He found himself back with Geltheriel at Durlan’s, where Silma had taken to relaxing during his training times.  The old shopkeeper spoiled the fenrin shamelessly, and Silma wasn’t doing much to discourage him.  “I have no children or grandchildren of my own,” Durlan had told Aranos when the Sorcerer commented on the situation.  “This little one is all I have to spoil, Traveler.  I enjoy spoiling her; she enjoys being spoiled.  It is a satisfactory arrangement for all.”  The older elf glanced sidelong at Geltheriel.  “At least, until and unless your Avowed decides to provide me with other little ones to spoil.” 
That comment had started an argument that drove Aranos and Silma both outside, where they sat together and watched the city moving quietly around them.  Aranos sighed as his restlessness clawed at him; while he understood why the older elves were unwilling to make a move, his instincts told him that Keryth wouldn’t be as patient. He’ll be acting to protect himself, he reasoned.  I’ve just gotta figure out what he’ll be doing and if there’s anything I can do to counter it. 
The problem, as Aranos saw it, was that as far as he could tell, Keryth’s best move was to silence Dirue somehow.  Any other play was a losing one; if Keryth fled, he’d have to either spend his life in hiding or leave the Elven Nations entirely.  If he stayed and chose to fight, he’d either have to take on the entire city successfully, or he was basically committing suicide.  And if he could take on Golloron successfully, he realized, then why wouldn’t he just do that and eliminate Dirue tonight?
“It’s a mess, girl,” he said to Silma, stroking her fur.  “I mean, the Quest description specifically says to protect Dirue, but even Ruehnar says that she’s as safe with Golloron as she could possibly be.  If that’s the case, though, then wouldn’t that part of the Quest be complete?”
“I can see that this will worry at you,” Geltheriel spoke as she exited the store and moved to sit beside him.  “If you are so concerned, why do we not visit Master Dirue?  You can assure yourself of her safety and, in so doing, allow yourself to rest until the time has come to finally face the Patriarch.”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” he nodded, rising to his feet.  “Doing anything is better than just sitting around, in any case.”
Aranos’ mind raced as they made the trip up to Golloron’s study.  He wasn’t really certain what he was going to tell the elder, or even what he’d be looking for when he got there.  I mean, I’m sure Golloron has come up with ways to ward his study that are beyond anything I could do, he reasoned.  So, what am I going to do, quiz him on his security measures?  How’s that going to go well?  Do I even know what to ask?  I’m betting Golloron knows more about Keryth’s capabilities than I do, which means he knows better how to counter them.  I’m probably just being paranoid.
The elder looked surprised when Geltheriel activated the door sigil.  “Traveler, Shadedancer,” he said curiously, standing in his doorway.  “To what do I owe the honor of two visits in one day?”
“My Oathbinder is concerned for the wellbeing of Master Dirue,” the woman replied in a sardonic voice.  “I wished to assure him that she is well and protected, so that he will stop worrying on the nerves of all around him.”
Golloron smiled.  “Your concern for her is admirable, Traveler,” he said warmly.  “Yet, I can assure you, she is being well cared for in the hands of the most talented healers in Eredain.  Her debuffs will fade with rest and care, have no fear.”
Worry bloomed in the back of Aranos’ mind at the elf’s words.  “Wait,” he objected slowly, “is she here, with you, being cared for?”
“That would not serve either of us well,” Golloron demurred.  “She has been sent to House Miradan – the House of your ally, Lieutenant Saphielle, in fact – where she can receive greater care.  My study is no place for one such as her to recover, nor would she thank either of us if she awoke here.”
Worry blossomed fully into alarm.  Everyone had assured him that Dirue was safe under Golloron’s protection…  But no one considered that he might send her out from under that protection, he realized angrily.  That was the missing piece that worried me: we all assumed Golloron would care for her.
“So, she’s basically unprotected at a House of healers right now,” Aranos snapped angrily.  “Geltheriel, we have to get there…”
“Calm yourself, young Sorcerer,” Golloron said coldly.  “She is not unprotected.  Lady Wynathra has stationed a full contingent of guards, Captain Dorn’ar’el has Keepers patrolling the grounds, and Grandmaster Ruehnar arranged for a small number of Wizards from the House of Stars to remain by her side.  I believe your compatriot from House Namalis even convinced the House of the Sickle to provide guardians.  She is as protected as we can make her.”
Despite the elf’s assurances, a grim certainty settled in Aranos’ mind.  That’s the move Keryth was waiting for, he realized.  He knew that Golloron would eventually move Dirue somewhere else, and I’m sure that whatever protections she has now are going to be way easier to overcome than Golloron’s would.
“I’m sorry, Golloron,” he answered shortly.  “I didn’t mean any offense, but who do you think Keryth would rather deal with: a bunch of guards and Keepers, or you?” 
Golloron’s grave expression gave Aranos all the answer he needed.  “Surely, though, he would not raise his hand against all of those Houses,” he countered.  “Doing so would be as much an admission of guilt as anything Master Dirue could say about him.”
“If you could prove it was him,” Aranos argued.  “There were three other figures we couldn’t identify, and we still don’t know where the Travelers respawned.  He could very well field a decent-sized raid group in the city without ever showing his own face.”
Golloron’s expression hardened at Aranos’ words.  “Go to House Miradan at once,” he commanded.  “See to Master Dirue’s safety.  I will see if more assistance can be sent, although I do not know how much more can be spared in anticipation of an attack on our walls.”
Aranos glanced back at the sky and noticed that the sun was already sinking below the horizon.  He swore inwardly and nodded his head.  “We’ll go at once,” he told the elder.   “Can you get a message to Rhys and Saphielle letting them know what’s going on?”
“Consider it done,” the elder assured him.  “Now go and see to Master Dirue; I will see to the safety of the city.”
Aranos turned and raced away, with Geltheriel and Silma following easily beside him.  “If we are truly in a hurry, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke from beside him, sounding not even slightly winded by the pace they were keeping, “would it not be better for you to fly?  Silma and I will be able to keep up with you, and we will all make better time.”
Aranos grimaced and cast his Flight Spell, rising a few feet into the air and accelerating easily.  She’s right, speed is what matters most, here, he thought grimly.  Let’s just hope we’re in time.
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Lieutenant Erlan of House Exxidor followed obediently as Captain Madris of the House of Blades walked the walls of the Stronghold.  The Captain strode proudly along, eyeing the disciplined lines of guards that stood perfectly still, prepared for the onslaught the night would bring.  Already, the Lieutenant could see the dark shapes moving at the edge of the forest and the black dots swirling in the night sky, and he was certain the Captain noticed them as well.
“They gather too soon, Lieutenant,” the older man said arrogantly, gesturing dismissively at the dark figures.  “They should have waited until far later in the night to assault us, when we were less fresh and attentive.  This battle will be a slaughter, and we will have an easy evening before us.”
The lieutenant merely nodded, knowing that anything he said would probably either anger the Captain or stroke his already-vast ego.  A wiser or more perceptive officer might wonder at the strange behavior of the creatures massing in the trees – how they were all gathered in one place, for example, when usually they ringed the city and attacked from all sides – but Captain Madris was neither of those, which is why it had been arranged for him to be in command of the walls this night.
“They will break upon our walls,” the Captain continued.  “They will shatter on our blades, and…wait, what is this?”  The man’s monologue broke off as he spotted a single, hooded figure walking toward the teleportation pad on the ground far below.  What he couldn’t see, but the Lieutenant knew was there, was an identically clad figure approaching the matching pad within the city. 
The robed figure stopped several yards away from the line of Keepers and the fortifications they had erected to hold back the assault they knew was coming.  Erlan heard the sound of voices coming from the Keeper’s lines, and although he couldn’t make out what they were saying, he was fairly certain they were demanding to know who the figure was and what they wanted.
Instead of replying, the figure raised its hands, and a massive ball of black flames erupted from them, streaking toward the massed Keepers and slamming into their lines.  The ball burst into a torrent of ebon flames that seemed to suck in all light and washed over the hapless Keepers.  As the screams of the dying men and women echoed up to him, their flesh and bones being dissolved by the clawing magic, Erlan felt a pang of rage and even regret race through him.  The necklace about his throat pulsed in response, though, and those feelings died, leaving him feeling nothing but the need to carry out his part in this drama.
“Voidfire!” the Captain hissed as the flames receded.  The magical blast had devoured everything within its radius, leaving nothing but a smooth crater that provided only the most minimal of barriers to the horde of dark creatures now charging toward the unguarded pad.  “What madness is this?” the Captain spluttered.  “No creature of Darkness can activate the teleporter; they will be trapped against the wall and easily defeated!”
As the Captain spoke, the robed figure walked over to stand beside the snarling horde of beasts and laid a hand upon the activation rune.  Instantly, blue-silver light sprung up, and the creatures vanished.  Distant screams erupted in the city; that meant that the second figure had removed the handful of guards in the entry port and the beasts were now free in the lowest layer.
“Captain!” the lieutenant shouted.  “We are betrayed, and now the creatures of darkness are within our walls!  We must send reinforcements to the lowest layer at once!” 
As he spoke, the remaining beasts hurtled from the darkness and crashed into the defenders’ lines far below.  At the same moment, the flying dots swarmed closer, revealing hordes of balayangs and raven-like poukas that threw themselves against the guards hastily raised shields. 
The Captain eyed the assault frantically, a trace of despair showing in his face.  “We cannot pull anyone from the walls,” he declared.  “We will have to endure this assault and hope that not too many creatures escape into the city…”
Erlan nearly rolled his eyes at the Captain’s foolishness.  “What of our reserves?” he demanded.  “Or those guarding the Tree-heart and the forces standing pointlessly around House Miradan?  Could we not call those to the defense of the lower city?”
“Indeed, we can,” Madris agreed with visible relief, gesturing for a pair of runners.  “We will rouse the reserves from their slumber and remove all but a few of the guards from House Miradan; that should be sufficient to retake the gate and dispatch any creatures free within our walls.  The Tree-heart must remain protected, though, especially with the creatures of Darkness within our walls.”
Erlan felt another wave of anger and guilt rise up in him, but a pulse of energy at his throat quickly silenced those doubts.  Instead, he remained perfectly impassive as he listened to the Captain giving the orders that would cement House Exxidor’s supremacy within the city.
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Aranos had quickly realized that, despite his urge to rush forward as quickly as possible, he couldn’t just race to House Miradan at top speed.  First, doing so drew too much attention, and not all of it was friendly; an overly jumpy guard had tried to skewer him with an arrow at one point, apparently thinking he was some kind of Dark creature that had made it past the walls, which encouraged him to slow down a bit.
Second, and really, much more importantly, he didn’t know where he was going.  That gave him the options of zipping around the city hoping to randomly spot the guarded House or to slow down and let Geltheriel lead.  Obviously, the second choice made a lot more sense.
When she finally led them to the gates of the House, though, Aranos could tell right away that something was wrong.  Golloron had promised that a contingent of guards would be on duty; Aranos didn’t know exactly how the House of Blades defined a ‘contingent’, but he was pretty sure it was more than four.  In addition, as he hovered high enough to see over the walls, his Tracking Skill only lit up the forms of a half-dozen Keepers; he was absolutely certain that Dorn’ar’el would have sent more. 
“What’s going on?” he demanded, settling to earth in front of the startled guards at the gate.  “Where are the rest of you?”
The guards straightened as they realized who was speaking, and one saluted him with two fingers to the forehead.  “There was an incursion into the city, Traveler,” the young woman spoke.  “Some creatures managed to gain entry to the lowest level.  Captain Madris ordered that all available guards and Keepers report to the lower gate to seal the breach and to hunt down the beasts.”
Aranos shared a grave look with Geltheriel.  “How often do breaches like this happen?” he asked, afraid that he knew the answer.
“Never in my lifetime,” she replied darkly, shaking her head.  “The creatures of Darkness cannot activate the city gates; it should be impossible for them to gain entrance, unless…”
“Unless someone let them in,” he finished.  “Any guesses who that might be?”
“Surely you do not think he would have endangered the entire city just to preserve his good name,” the woman argued, her face doubtful.  “I cannot believe that any elf would go that far…”
“Lythienne did,” he replied quietly.  “And he already enslaved his only son, Geltheriel.  How would betraying the city seem worse to him than betraying his own flesh and blood?”
The wide-eyed guard listened to their exchange, her face growing pale as she did.  “Do you mean to suggest that…” she began, but Geltheriel cut her off.
“We are certain of nothing,” she said loudly enough to be sure the Keepers lurking in the courtyard could also hear.  “However, it is wisest to assume the attack on the city was designed to make your position vulnerable.  Remain watchful and be aware that you might now be in great danger.”
The guard straightened and saluted, opening the gate to let them pass.  Aranos led Geltheriel down the broad path leading to the main House, his eyes scanning for signs of intruders.  Fortunately, all he saw were the tracks of the few Keepers left guarding the narrow courtyard surrounding the main house.
The house itself was low and wide, with numerous large windows and multiple doors allowing access to the interior.  This place is an assassin’s dream, Aranos thought grimly.  There are more than a dozen ways inside, and the inhabitants are pacifist healers, if I remember what Geltheriel told me about them. 
“I would have thought he’d make his move by now,” Aranos murmured to Geltheriel.  “The longer he waits, the more likely the attack will be beaten back, and the guards will return.”
Geltheriel shook her head.  “If he is wise, he will wait until he is certain all of the guard forces are fully engaged with the attack,” she contradicted.  “Once this occurs, an alarm here will gather no assistance.  Until then, a wily guard Sergeant or Lieutenant could realize the scheme and send reinforcements quickly.”
Aranos nodded and stepped up to the door, knocking loudly on it. After several moments, he was relieved to see Saphielle’s face appear at the door, her eyes grave.  “Redeemer,” she greeted him with a sigh of relief, ushering him inside.  “It is good you have come, for I fear for Master Dirue’s safety his night…and that of my family.  You have heard of the disturbance at the gates?”
Aranos nodded.  “Yeah, and it sounds like we’ve all come to the same conclusion,” he replied.  “I suppose it could be a coincidence…”
“If so, it is a larger one than you are likely aware,” Saphielle broke in, leading them through the immaculate house.  “Captain Madris is the one commanding the walls this night, which is not his usual duty.  He is an able administrator but a poor commander of men, and his tactical judgment is questionable at best.
“Lady Wynathra has fallen ill,” she continued, “and Captain Dorn’ar’el of the House of Twilight, who would be able to take command from Captain Madris, is trapped outside the walls, unable to enter until the gates are retaken.”
“This is a well laid plan,” Geltheriel offered slowly.  “Surely, it could not have been fashioned in the short time since you defeated Keryth, Oathbinder.”
“It probably wasn’t,” Aranos shrugged.  “My Quest told me at one point I had to figure this out within three nights; my guess is that he’d planned all this already: the incursion, the attack on the wall, all of it.  He must have just modified it to give him access to Dirue instead of whatever else he had in mind.”
“If that is the case,” Saphielle suggested seriously, “perhaps we are being foolish in not anticipating what target he might have originally intended.  Surely, he can do this but once, and he would not waste the attempt just to preserve his name.  He will doubtless strike twice this night, and I am wary of the consequences if we fail to guess what the second target might be.”
“Well, we’re looking for something that’s normally heavily guarded,” Aranos reasoned.  “But that would be left unguarded when the city’s being attacked.”
“The Houses of Blades and Twilight likely stand mostly empty,” Geltheriel offered. “I am certain they will have roused the reserves to deal with the incursion in the city.”
“I can see no gain to taking either of those places,” Saphielle countered.  “Even should they somehow be captured and held, they would easily be retaken once the attack ended.  In addition, neither of them holds any great secrets or powers of which I am aware, nothing to warrant this level of betrayal.”
Aranos shook his head.  “Keryth is smart,” he reasoned.  “He would only do this if he knew that if he was successful, he’d be immune to any sort of reprisal.  Eventually, it’ll come out that he orchestrated this; whatever he wants will have to make it impossible for anyone to punish him for it.”
“I can think of no such thing,” Saphielle shrugged.  “Although I will continue to consider it, and I am certain it will come to me.”
Aranos found Dirue resting quietly and comfortably, behind a sparkling shield of magical energy.  Six wizards surrounded her, three of them actively maintaining the barrier while the remainder stood watchfully.  “Expert Aranos,” one of the elves spoke when they entered, holding up his left hand, displaying a pattern of six yellow stars that Aranos knew the others couldn’t see.  “I am Adept Galaeron.  As you can see, we stand guard over Master Dirue, and we will not abandon this duty even though the Stronghold falls around us.”
There’s a subtle rebuke of the guards and Keepers for you, Aranos thought silently.  “My thank, Adept Galaeron,” he responded.  “It is good to know that she is in such capable hands…”
Aranos’ words were interrupted by a bright flash and a series of screams outside the window.  He glanced at the others and then at Dirue, but Galaeron waved a hand dismissively.  “Go, see what new danger this is, Traveler, while we maintain this final defense.”
Arnos quickly thanked the Adept and followed Saphielle back through the corridors, his thoughts grim and his anger quietly stirring.  They rushed headlong down the bright halls, heedless of the few elves who stood in their way, and eventually burst from the house into a scene of chaos.
A dozen hooded elves stood in the center of the courtyard, weapons drawn as they battled a half-dozen Keepers and the four guards from the gate.  The battle was fairly evenly matched, but as Aranos watched, a shimmering, grey portal opened beyond the gates, and twenty more elves rushed out.  In the midst, Aranos recognized a few of the Travelers from before, and he knew that somehow, the players had respawned nearby. 
He gathered his mana and began to call forth an Energy Web.  Between it and my Hailstorm, he thought grimly, they’ll last about ten seconds. 
Before he could cast the Spell, one of the players, a dark-haired man in curious armor that covered his shoulders and chest but left the rest of him bare and carrying a long, metal-banded spear, saw him and raised his weapon.  “He’s here!” the man shouted.  “Let’s do this!”  The players shouted and charged forward, and Aranos braced himself for their attack, but to his surprise, the Travelers fell upon the hooded elves from behind.   Their tanks slammed into the concealed warriors, knocking them off balance and forming a shield wall before the elves could recover.  Arrows and Spells sheeted over the tanks’ heads, plunging into their enemies’ midst, while healers moved forward to keep the shield wall solid.
The hooded elves tried desperately to turn and face the onslaught, but that just exposed their backs to the Keepers and guards.  Caught between the three forces, the hooded warriors were quickly overcome and either slain or captured and bound.
Once the battle was over, the Travelers threw down their weapons and stood with their hands raised in surrender.  The Keepers and guards eyed them warily moving toward them with weapons still drawn, but Aranos moved down the path toward them, shouting, “Hold!”.  The elves froze and glanced at him; seeing Geltheriel and Saphielle standing behind him, they stepped back and lowered but didn’t sheathe their weapons.
The dark-haired Warrior stepped forward, followed by a woman in a white robe, another in black leather armor, and a tall man dressed in a red tunic and wearing a scowl.  “Hey, Aranos, right?” the leader spoke in English, grinning and extending a hand.  “Name’s Mathias, Mathias the Lancer.”
Aranos eyed him for a moment before taking his hand and shaking it.  “That’s an interesting Title,” he replied neutrally.  “How’d you get that?”
“He didn’t,” the red-haired woman in black spoke up gleefully.  “That’s what he named himself!  Imagine if he gets a Title, though: he’ll be ‘Mathias the Lancer the Goblin-spanker’, or whatever.”
Aranos snorted.   “They call them bogez here, not goblins,” he corrected.  “Now, you wanna explain what’s going on before these guys decide to send you for respawn?”
“Most of us are more worried about you doing that,” the white-robed woman said quietly.  “Did you know that everyone killed by that Spell of yours lost all their items?”
“Yeah, but I’ll be honest, I don’t really care,” Aranos shrugged.  “They attacked me, kidnapped my Companion, and helped Keryth assault my friend.  I figure they had it coming.”  Aranos finally recognized these four as the party Silma and Geltheriel had taken out first.
“We didn’t get a chance to do any of that,” the tall man grumbled with a slightly Slavic accent.
“But we did plan to do all of it,” Mathias corrected, “so an explanation is absolutely in order.”  The man sighed.  “We all spawned in other cities in the Elven Nations, see, ones farther from the border and more…civilized.  Good Quests are hard to get there if you aren’t a crafter or into politics, so when these elves came recruiting, promising big XP and gold to any Traveler who wanted to go hunt this one traitor to the realms, we all jumped at the chance.”
The man shifted uncomfortably.  “We didn’t realize what a double-cross it was, though.  The elves tricked us into setting this obelisk they had as our bind points – and for those who wouldn’t do it, they managed to forcibly change it – and then whenever anyone got out of line, they just killed them and sent them back to respawn.  We were basically prisoners, man.  Half of us ended up losing XP on the trip here.
“Once you sent us all for respawn, though, the elves really imprisoned us, in this warehouse place that they warded so we couldn’t escape.  Lots of us were pissed about that, but a lot of us were ready to quit the game and just give up, too.
“And then, Gwin here,” he motioned to the dark-haired woman in white, “had this idea that since the elves betrayed us, we should return the favor.  We watched and listened and figured out what we could about their plans.  Rhiannon, our Rogue,” he said, pointing to the black-armored woman, “has a Perception Stat in the twenties, so she was able to overhear some of what they planned. 
“And when the elves came back and told us we’d be free if we just went through the portal and killed everybody who wasn’t wearing a hood, we decided we’d rather kill them and help you.”
Aranos stared at the man silently, and the Warrior fidgeted beneath his gaze.  “Look, man,” he said a bit desperately, “we didn’t know it was you, or even that it was a player we were after.  We thought it was a raid on some Archmage or something.”
“We know that you could send us all back to respawn,” the woman named Gwin added quietly.  “If you do, we’ll be prisoners of the elves again, and there’s really nothing we can do to stop you.  But, we wanted to do the right thing once we knew what was really happening.  And, we come bearing information.”
Rhiannon stepped forward, nodding her head.  “I heard that this attack wasn’t really meant to succeed,” she supplied.  “The elves just wanted to tie you up here.  They said the rest of the city’ll be too busy to protect the heart, whatever that means.”
“The Tree-heart!” Saphielle exclaimed, her face turning white.  “How did I not consider that?  It is strongly guarded, but with the city under assault…”
“It will be isolated,” Geltheriel finished, her face grave.  “While those warriors are eminently capable, Oathbinder, without magical support, they will eventually fall.”
“That’s the play,” he grimaced.  His eyes widened as a thought floated up from his subconscious.  “Could Keryth put those slave brands on the Tree-heart?” he asked.  “What would happen if he did?”
“I…do not know,” Geltheriel admitted, glancing at Saphielle for support.  The blue-haired woman shook her head, and the Shadedancer turned back to Aranos.  “It would not be good for the city, though, Oathbinder.  If those bonds were placed on all within Eredain...”
“Yeah, we need to get there now,” he finished, turning to look at the Travelers.  “We need to go stop Keryth,” he told them.  “These guards can take you to the House of Blades; they can decide what to do with you all, there.”
Mathias looked at his party and then hesitantly back at Aranos.  “Can…can we come with you?” he asked tentatively.  Aranos’ eyes narrowed, and the warrior continued quickly.  “We just want to help,” he assured the Sorcerer.  “And maybe pay this guy back for how he treated us.”  His party murmured their assent, and Aranos sighed. 
“You won’t be able to keep up with us,” he told them bluntly.  The warrior seemed about to protest, but Aranos held up a hand.  “It’s just a fact, sorry.  I’ve got a Spell that will almost double my team’s movement speed.  However, I think with this attack blunted, we can afford to have two of the Keepers guide you.”  He glanced at Geltheriel, who nodded and slipped off to speak to her former comrades.
“I’m guessing that Keryth will have most of his House there,” Aranos continued.  “They’ll probably all be hooded like these guys, too, so that if things go wrong, he’ll have some sort of deniability.”
“Yeah, they always kept those hoods on around us, too,” Mathias grimaced.  “No problem, man.  We’ll be sure to attack the guys in hoods, and only the guys in hoods.  Maybe if we do a good job, you can convince the elders of the city to give us some Quests?”
“I can try,” Aranos shrugged.  “See you there.”
He turned away from the Travelers, who began walking back to their brethren, talking excitedly.  “Someone needs to go fetch Rhys,” he told them.  “I have a feeling we’re going to need a healer before this is over.”
I fetch, Silma spoke up for the first time in a while. 
Can you speak to him? he asked her curiously. 
He speaks much, she responded simply.  Not speak back much.  Without another word, the wolf turned and darted off into the night. At first, Aranos wondered how she would find the Druid, but then he realized that with her acute senses, Tracking him would probably be almost effortless.
“Come, Redeemer,” Saphielle spoke, jolting him from his thoughts.  “Cast your Spell, as we must move as swiftly as possible if this night is to be won.”
Aranos’ Aura of Movement made their journey through the Stronghold exceptionally swift.  Geltheriel and Saphielle were strong and had deep wells of Stamina, and with his boost of almost 75% to their movement speed, they moved through the city like the wind.  Aranos had to resort to his Flight Spell to keep up; his Stamina was actually much higher than theirs, thanks to his melding it with his SP pool, but his Strength and Agility weren’t up to the task of matching their pace.  Fortunately, while his Aura didn’t boost his flying speed, so long as he stayed close enough to the women, it still worked for them, and he was fast enough to keep up with them without the boost.
Saphielle took the lead, as Geltheriel didn’t know where the Tree-heart was.  Aranos recalled that only some within the House of Blades and certain elders in the city were told of its location, although he wondered how it was kept hidden when so many elves moved through the city at all times; surely, having a group of guards constantly posted at a single spot would be a dead giveaway.
His question was answered as they emerged into the Great Square and a scene of madness.  Stalls and carts were smashed and burning all around them, and dozens of hooded elves clashed with guards in heavy armor.  The ring of steel on steel echoed throughout the Square, and the scent of blood and viscera mixed with the ash in the air. 
After a moment, Aranos could see that the guards were slowly being beaten back, as they gradually retreated toward the center of the Square.  At first, he was confused; after even a moment watching the combat, he could see that the guards were far superior fighters to the hooded elves, and apparently he wasn’t the only one that felt that way.
“This should not be possible!” Saphielle exclaimed.  “The elite guards of the Tree-heart are far superior to the lackeys of a House of Wizards.  How are they being driven back?”
“Perhaps because these are the minions of a House of Wizards,” Geltheriel suggested, pointing to the edge of the Square where over a dozen hooded figures stood.  As they watched, several of the figures lofted balls of flame and ice onto the beleaguered guards.  Much of the magical barrage splashed harmlessly against their heavy plate armor, but enough of the attacks struck joints in the armor or passed through visors to force the guards steadily back.
“Then we need to take out their magical support,” Aranos decided.  “We can’t wait for Silma and Rhys; we need to hit them hard and fast, before they have a chance to get a shield up.”
The party darted into the fray, doing their best to avoid battles with the hooded elves as they moved swiftly toward the cloaked spellcasters.  Aranos saw another volley lift into the sky and, without thinking, he Forged a thin shield made of swirling bands of fire and water mana in front of the incoming barrage.  The projectiles struck the fragile shield and shattered it, but as they did the fire and water mana in them was nullified by shards of the opposing element.  A few puffs of steam wafted from the failed attack, and before the Wizards could muster another assault, the party burst free from the melee and charged the line of casters.
Several of the casters gestured, and a wall of shimmering energy appeared before them.  Aranos reached out to it with his Mana Vampire Perk, probing the hastily spun shield with his senses.  He felt more than saw a weak point, a place where two of the Wizards had been unable to mesh their Spells completely, and he twisted the spell-form at that spot, redirecting the energy back toward its creators.  He felt only a brief resistance before the shield guttered and died, the energy slamming back into the casters as an almost visible wave of force.  Four of the Wizards staggered as the energy hit them, while three collapsed to the ground under the impact.
Saphielle rushed through the fading barrier, slamming her shield into a Wizard with a shout.  The caster flew back as the force of the blow lifted them from their feet, and the Warrior followed up with a spear thrust directly at a second Wizard’s face.  The spear glanced off a field of sparkling mana armor that encased the Wizard, but the caster flinched back from the blow, allowing Saphielle to repeat her shield slam and hurl the Wizard to the ground.
Geltheriel suddenly appeared behind the Wizards, her blade flashing and singing as she danced among them.  While their armor protected them from her blows, Aranos knew that each strike weakened the defense and that soon, it would fail entirely. 
He raised his hands and used his new Multi-cast Ability for the first time.  He pulled air and water mana through the channels in one arm, guiding them into a compressed sphere of crackling ice.  In the other arm, he coaxed earth and fire mana, swirling them into a ball of brightly glowing magma.  He took a deep breath and yelled, “Back!”  Instantly, Saphielle and Geltheriel disengaged and leapt away from their foes.
Once his allies were clear, he unleashed a twin Energy Barrage upon the suddenly cringing Wizards.  Explosions of lava and ice tore through their ranks, the energies overlapping without nullifying one another thanks to his Master of Elements Title.  The conflicting energy types tore at the Wizards’ armor, and after a few seconds, Aranos ceased the barrage as he saw shards of ice and gobbets of lava striking flesh instead of protection. 
“Armor’s down!” he shouted, and the two women rushed back forward, their weapons cleaving into the flesh of the defenseless Wizards. The casters tried to respond with bursts of ice and flame, but the fighters took the impacts on their shields and hurled the projectiles harmlessly away. 
Aranos heard a shout, and he turned to see nine or ten hooded elves rushing toward him, their weapons drawn.  He readied a Spell to stop them, but before he could, vines erupted beneath their feet, grasping and tangling their legs, slowing their advance to a crawl.  He grinned as Silma raced past him, her howl cutting through the din as she bowled over an elf, bearing them to the ground with her jaws buried in their throat.  She jerked her teeth back, and Aranos saw something shiny dangling from her jaws. 
Instantly, the elf beneath her began to scream and thrash in panic.  “Don’t kill me!” the man’s voice cried out, terror filling the words. “Please, don’t kill me!  I didn’t want to!”
Aranos’ eyes widened as a realization struck him.  “They’re wearing necklaces!” he shouted to his allies.  “The necklaces are controlling them!”
Saphielle hesitated a moment and twisted her spear as she thrust, sliding the blade along her opponent’s throat.  A flash of silver sparkled on the tip of her spear, and the Wizard facing her dropped to their knees, clutching their face and sobbing.
Geltheriel was much more direct in her approach, as she kicked a Wizard in the gut and then reached out and tore the necklace from around their throat.  The Wizard crumpled to the ground as the bindings holding them shattered, and Geltheriel turned to face another opponent.
“Focus on the fighters!” Aranos shouted as he began casting an unaspected Mana Web.  The women fought clear of their foes and rushed to join Silma, Geltheriel disappearing into the shadows and reappearing beside the silvery fenrin, while Saphielle seemed to almost glide over the ground as she smashed into the enemy line.  Once the two were clear, Aranos unleashed his Spell, trapping the Wizards within.
As Rhys ran up beside him, Aranos pointed to the entrapped spellcasters.  “How much control do you have over those vines?” he asked the Druid.
Rhys’ eyes grew speculative, but he shook his head.  “I do not possess enough for what you are about to request,” he demurred.  “I could, perhaps, choke them instead of tangling them, though, if that suits you.”
“We’ll save that for another time,” Aranos sighed.  “We don’t have time to take all their necklaces off one by one, I’m afraid, and I can’t hold them indefinitely.  Maybe I can get some of them off this way.”  Steeling himself, he laced his Mana Web with tendrils of air mana, watching as the swirling vortices of wind began slicing into the helpless Wizards.  The blades of air shredding clothing and flesh with equal ease, and Aranos saw flashed of gold and silver as the Spell sliced through the cursed necklaces. 
Aranos released the Spell before too many of the casters had been killed – at least, so he hoped.  As the Web faded, the spellcasters collapsed bloodily to the ground.  A few of them remained still and unmoving, while several rose to their feet, their hands held out and mana gathering at their fingertips.  Aranos fired off a series of Composite Bullets at those, dropping their wounded bodies with shots to their heads or throats and killing them instantly.  The remainder of the Wizards were in various stages of horror or despair, and Aranos turned away from them to see how the battle with the hooded warriors was going.
At first, it looked like his party had the upper hand.  The fighters tore through their opponents easily, ripping free necklaces when they safely could and putting down their opponents when freeing them was too dangerous.  More and more elves rushed to the attack, though, as the Tree-hearth guards were forced inexorably back, and more Warriors were freed for combat.  Rhys was keeping the three healed, but Aranos could tell that eventually, they would be overwhelmed.
The Sorcerer unleashed a Hailstorm behind the front line of Warriors, the tiny bullets of mana cracking the light armor the elves wore and shredding their hooded cloaks to reveal the elves beneath.  Warriors fell as his Spell punctured flesh and cracked bones, giving his front line enough respite to allow them to push forward once more.
His storm ended, though, and he could see more elves rushing to attack.  He took a deep breath and prepared to cast another Spell, but before he could, a rain of arrows descended from the elves flank, punching into weak spots in their armor or piercing exposed flesh.  With a shout, a wall of shield-bearing elves rushed forward and slammed into the side of the hapless elves, pushing them off-balance and halting the hooded Warriors’ charge.  Aranos recognized the form of Mathias as the Warrior jumped in the air and struck with his long spear, impaling an elf through the chest. 
More arrows and Spells slammed into the now-outnumbered elves, and their lines wavered and began to fall.  Ragged holes appeared in their formation, and the fighters in Aranos’ party took advantage of those holes, cutting their way forward.  Aranos heard another cry, and he rose into the air to see that as the hooded elves’ flank had turned, their assault on the guards of the Tree-heart had faltered.  The elite fighters took dreadful advantage of this, scything forward into their attackers.
Aranos smiled as he saw that the battlefield was about to be won; all he needed to do now was find Keryth and stop him.  Without his Warriors and Wizards to back him up, the Patriarch would be totally outmatched and might even surrender rather than fight…
Aranos’ thoughts were interrupted as he felt a strange pressure surrounding his skull, as if a terrible force were trying to enter his mind.  He gasped and tensed his will, pushing away the attack with great difficulty, but below him, he heard cries of shock and despair as the elves dropped to their knees or even into a fetal position, their hands clapped to the sides of their heads, with only Geltheriel and Silma seemingly untouched.  A moment later, a red notification flashed in his vision, and he pulled it up with a sense of dread:
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Area Alert!
The realm Stronghold of Eredain is being converted to the Dark!  If this process is not halted, the realm will become a Fallen Land and both its citizens and the lands around it will be Corrupted. 
Time Remaining: 15 minutes
[image: ]
As Aranos read the message in shock, Keryth rose from a hidden fissure beneath a random stall in the Square, glowing with power.  The Patriarch floated into the air to face Aranos, his expression twisted with madness as he laughed crazily.
“You are too late, Traveler!” the Wizard cackled, his voice laced with insanity.  “The runes are even now turning the Tree-heart into a brand that will enslave this entire city!  All will bow before me and serve my whims!”
Aranos’ mind raced as he created and discarded plans to overcome the obviously insane Wizard.  The only one that made any sense to him was also the one that was most likely to result in his death, but it also seemed like the only idea with a chance of success. 
“Keryth of Exxidor!” he shouted at the floating elf.  “I, Aranos Evenshade, of the House of the Stars, Liberator and Redeemer, challenge you to a Wizard’s Duel!”
The elf’s eyes cleared for a moment, and Aranos could see him considering the notification that appeared before him.  “I have already won, Traveler,” he pointed out.  “What cause would I have to accept such a thing?”
“Are you afraid, Keryth?” the Sorcerer taunted.  “Are you worried that the Traveler who defeated your son and trained assassin might be too much for you, as well?
“If you are, consider this,” Aranos added.  “I’m here with twenty Travelers, all with cause to hate you.   Even if you win this day, we’ll all come back over and over until we’ve retaken this city and killed you.  You can fight us, and you might even win a hundred times…but we only have to win once, and when you die, you’re dead forever.”
The Patriarch hung motionless in the sky, tension radiating from his body as he considered the Sorcerer’s words.  “So, what do you propose, Traveler?” he asked cautiously. 
“Accept the Duel,” Aranos replied.  “Make it to the death.  If you win, all of us Travelers will leave this realm and find another.  You beat me, you win everything.  If I win, well, I think you get what that means.”
The Patriarch laughed again, madness once more filling his face.  “Very well, Traveler!” he shouted.  “I accept, and know that you now face Keryth of Exxidor, one hundred times Champion of the Master’s Court!”
Aranos took a breath and gathered his mana to himself.  Remember what Golloron said about him, he reminded himself.  He’s a great duelist, but he’s weak on the theory of magic and how it all works…at least, he was before he stole all those memories.  Let’s hope he didn’t care about the theory and just wanted the info on creating the slave brands.
Keryth began by summoning his silver-black barrier, which hung before him as solidly as a stone wall.  “Feel free to strike first, Traveler,” the man chuckled.  “I saw how much that Spell of yours took from you; please, cast it and make it simple to slaughter you.”
Aranos ignored the man’s taunts and Forged a complex barrier in front of him, layering air, void, and light mana in a striated pattern that he hoped would hold more securely than a solid sheet of mana would.  He raised his hands and fired a single Composite Bullet at the Patriarch’s shield, testing its strength and flexibility.  The Bullet slammed into the shield and burst instantly, not even causing the barrier to flex.  It’s solid, Aranos realized, but it’s also hard, and hard things can shatter.
“That’s it?” Keryth barked a laugh.  “Let me show you how to pierce a barrier, fool!”  A wave of mana erupted from the Wizard’s hands, a torrent of black flames that washed over Aranos’ shield, burning and tearing at it.  Aranos gritted his teeth and fed light mana into the shield as he felt the strange weaving of flaming void mana trying to shred his spell form.  Light mana and void mana were not supposed to be opposites, but Aranos knew that they were as opposed as any two magics could be…if they were shifted in just the right way.  As the fiery blackness touched his light mana, it guttered and died, nullified by the opposing energy.
Keryth’s eyes narrowed as he saw that Aranos’ shield had survived his assault, and he nodded his head in approval.  “Perhaps this will not be so boring after all,” he grinned. “Now, Traveler…let us duel!”
Aranos flew backward as a rain of black fire slammed into him from above, bypassing his shield entirely and eating into his armor.  He raised his hands and summoned a second shield, curving this one around himself, just in time for three massive spears of ice to crash into it, shattering but tearing the shield in half.  His armor shuddered once more as projectiles of burning, black fire whipped into him, knocking him back once more.
How is he casting so fast? Aranos’ mind whirled as he spun a new shield just in time to absorb another barrage.  Dirue said Exxidor’s success lay in its powerful items; he must have one that massively boosts his casting speed.  As he rose to his feet, bands of flame whipped out at him and crashed against his shield, shredding it easily.  This time, though, Aranos used the moment to cast his Flight Spell and burst into the air at full speed, just as a torrent of black fire washed over the space where he was.
Gotta stay mobile, he thought hastily, zipping out of the way as a wave of darkness raged through the sky.  My shields can’t hold him; I have to dodge.  But I’ve gotta bring his shield down, too…so how do I do that?
“Running away, little Wizard?” Keryth laughed, whipping tendrils of air at the flying Sorcerer.  Although the ribbons of power were invisible to normal vision, they glowed brightly in Aranos’ Mana Sight, and he easily dodged them.  “What happened to the powerful Traveler, defeater of all enemies?  Come, stand and fight, and I’ll make this fast!”
Aranos ignored the elder’s jibes and raised his hands, gathering a ball of fire in one and an orb of water in the other with his Multi-cast Ability.  He concentrated and fired the twin orbs, slamming a barrage of them into the Patriarch’s shield, shifting the flows so that the mana types wouldn’t cancel each other out.  The shield vibrated under the assaults of opposing energy types, and Aranos felt a sense of relief as as he realized that eventually, he would be able to shatter the barrier. Assuming I don’t run out of SP first, he reminded himself as he cut off the twin Barrages.  Or he doesn’t kill me first.
Keryth answered with a wave of green light that anticipated Aranos’ movements, wrapping around his newest shield and seemingly dissolving it.  Aranos darted out of the way as the wave of light continued on, eating through the side of one of the great houses ringing the Square before guttering out.  The Sorcerer answered with a barrage of earth and air mana, using the opposing energies to disrupt the delicate harmonics of Keryth’s far more powerful shield.
Back and forth the two casters waged their battle, with Aranos deftly avoiding most of the older Wizard’s attacks through sheer speed, while he rained opposing energies on his opponent’s shield.  Cracks had started to form in Keryth’s barrier, and finally Aranos hit it with a combination of fire, water, and sonic mana, firing balls of compressed sound out of his open mouth.  The shield shuddered like a struck drum, shivered…and burst into fragments.
Aranos grinned as he prepared a Spell to take advantage of the Patriarch’s vulnerability, but the elf simply gestured, and a larger, even stronger-looking barrier rose about him.
“Idiot!” the Patriarch screeched.  “I am linked to the Tree-heart, and I can draw its power at will!  Shatter yourself against my shields, and I will always raise another!”  The elf’s voice broke into a shrieking laugh, and Aranos felt a cold rage building in his chest.  He looked down at the elves cowering below him, felt the pressure of the inimical brand trying to subvert their wills and enslave them into Darkness and Corruption.  Keryth alone stood between him and saving all of those below, and all that kept Keryth safe from his wrath was that single barrier.
Power rose up in him as he let his anger, his fear, his need to destroy the barrier rise up to fill him.  Energy swirled in his hands, light and void and life all twisting and writhing around one another.  He raised his hands and let his desire fill him, driving the energy outward. 
“Yield, Keryth!” he roared as the power burst forth and smashed into the shield, which flexed and shuddered beneath the onslaught.  “Yield and bow before me, for I am ASCENDANT!”
His fury built into an incoherent roar that rained down on the shield like hammer blows.  The barrier held for but a moment before shattering, the pieces skittering like ice across the ground below. 
Aranos had not finished, though; there was one more barrier he had to get through.  He drove the faltering Spell with his will, forcing it to hold its form.  The onslaught of power roared over the now-shrieking form of Keryth, stripping away his protections and ripping his mana armor apart like paper.  At last, Aranos let the Spell fade, pain lancing through him as he felt the burns that the torrent of power had left behind on his flesh. 
Keryth tumbled to the ground, and Aranos floated gently down beside him.  He reached out with his Mana Vampire Ability and connected to the vast pool filling the stunned Patriarch, drawing from it as hard as he could to replenish his lost SP.  As he did, he summoned a Composite Bullet and aimed it directly at the center of the fallen elf’s forehead.
“No!” Keryth gasped, trying to struggle to cast a Spell but powerless to do so as Aranos drained his mana faster than the Tree-heart could replenish it.  “I won!  I had won!”
“No, Keryth, you lose.  You lost everything,” Aranos said grimly, unleashing his Bullet and channeling it, driving it deep into the man’s skull.  He stepped back as he allowed the Bullet to burst, managing to avoid the worst of the spray of bone and gray matter.  Keryth’s lifeless body thumped to the earth, its connection to the Tree-heart finally severed.
“Oathbinder!” Geltheriel shouted, rushing over to him.  “Once again, you attempt to send me to my grave with worry, but once again, your madness is secretly wisdom, and you stand victorious!”
“Not yet,” he demurred as he saw the countdown until the realm fell continue to crawl toward zero.  “There’s still the Tree-heart to fix.”
Geltheriel frowned and looked at the elves still crumpled around her.  “I had hoped slaying Keryth would free them,” she admitted.  “Why did this not happen?”
“Because Keryth wasn’t going to be their master,” Aranos replied absently as he walked toward the fissure the Patriarch had risen from.  “He was tricked, just like Lythienne was.  If the brand takes the Tree-heart, every elf in Eredain is going to be Corrupted, and this will be a Fallen Realm, just like Haerobel was.”
Geltheriel’s eyes widened as she realized what he meant to do.  “Oathbinder, can you do this?” she asked seriously.  “You are wounded and tired, and surely this brand will be far more difficult to undo than the one on Master Dirue.  If you fail…”
“I have to do this,” he told her simply.  “If I fail…Silma will know, and it will be on the both of you to do what you have to.”  He looked at her seriously.  “Don’t let me end up like Keryth or Lythienne, Geltheriel.  Please, promise me that.”
“That will never happen, Oathbinder,” she replied, tears shining in her eyes.  “Your heart is too good, and if it ever falters, I will be there to restore it for you.”  She reached out and wrapped him in a fierce embrace.  “Do what you must, my friend,” she whispered to him.  “I will be prepared to do what I must, as well.”
Aranos nodded and dismissed his Composite Armor before gently stroking Silma’s fur.  He knelt at the edge of the fissure and peered down into it.  The Tree-heart swelled before him, a shimmering green crystal filled with flashes of blue, red, yellow, and every color he could imagine.  He could see only a single, perfect facet, but he could feel the mana pouring from it and knew that the crystal was massive, most of its bulk buried in the tree beneath him.
Ugly runes were scrawled along the crystal, the black and red lines of power marring the otherwise flawless surface.  His Sense Mana Skill could feel the twisted energy of the brand pouring into the Tree-heart, twisting it and turning it to Darkness.  Three more minutes, he told himself, glancing at the timer in his notification.  If I’m gonna do this, I need to do it now.
He tensed his will and reached out with his mind, connecting a mana tendril to the ugly runes.  Instantly, a wave of darkness slashed at him, breaking against his defenses.  Aranos gritted his teeth and endured as the runes thrust and clawed at him, eating away at his will.
Anger rose within him as he remembered Keryth, strengthening his resolve.  His defenses hardened once more, but the runes continued their assault, their power barely diminished.  A brief spike of panic rose in him – I can’t do this! – but he forced it down and willed himself to endure.
As his will eroded, a strange pressure built around him.  He could dimly see dark shapes at the edge of his vision, fearsome creatures that he knew wanted to do him harm.  He pushed the images away, refusing to pay attention to them, but they lingered at the edges of his consciousness, waiting for him to falter.
One minute, his tired brain told him as the countdown continued.  He was tired, so very tired of holding onto these runes.  He wanted to let go, to just rest, but as he did, he remembered Dirue’s stricken face.  He imagined her pain, her suffering, but instead of anger, compassion rose within him.  Tears rose in his eyes as he realized how she had suffered, and how everyone would suffer the same way if he didn’t hold on.  He wanted to let go, to give in to the assaults even now stabbing past his defenses and into his mind, but he couldn’t. 
He remembered Rhys’ sly wit.  He recalled Silma’s playful, wolfish grin, and Saphielle’s awkward courtship of him.  Most of all, he remembered Geltheriel’s unshed tears, and the gentleness of her embrace.  Warmth rose up in him and flowed out, down his connection to the Tree-heart, burning away the evil runes in a wave of light and life.  His power poured into the Tree-heart, searing the Corruption from it and restoring it to its pristine state.  He felt the Darkness within the heart flicker and die, but as it did, he once more heard the distant voice roaring in pain and fear, screaming obscenities and swearing vile promises of vengeance.  He ignored the voice and its pathetic attempts to frighten him; he was the Sorcerer Ascendant, and he did not fear the Darkness.
The Darkness feared him.
As the last vestiges of Corruption faded, his Spell ended, and he collapsed back onto the ground.  Dark shadows swirled around him, evil-looking figures that mocked and taunted him, promising him pain and torment if he resisted their demands.  He struggled to rise, but a massive beast, gray and terrible, landed on his chest, growling ferociously as it crushed him to the earth.  He tried to summon a Spell, but exhaustion filled him in a wave, and his magic refused to respond.  All he could do was look on in horror as a grim-looking creature with hair of fire and a blade of lightning in its fist moved to stand over him.  “Forgive me, Oathbinder,” the creature grated in a tone that reminded him of breaking bone.  “I will see you soon.” 
The blade flashed down, and darkness overwhelmed him.




Chapter 20

Aranos awoke in the small room he’d entered the game in and blinked, looking around.  “Damn, that was a crappy way to die,” he sighed as he realized that the runes had overcome him after all and that Silma and Geltheriel had been forced to kill him.  “Probably just as bad for them, though, since they actually had to do it.”
He groaned and started to rise when a door appeared in the wall and Veronica strode in, wearing a gray knit skirt and jacket combo with her hair tucked behind her ears.  “Hi Veronica,” he smiled at her.  “What can I do for you?”
“Good, you’ve recovered just fine from all that,” she nodded briskly.
“Wait, what do you mean?” he asked cautiously.  “Why wouldn’t I be recovered?”
“Well, that nightmare we showed you wasn’t meant to be fun,” she shrugged.  “And having to be killed by your best friend in the game?  We weren’t sure that you’d be emotionally okay after that.”
Aranos frowned but nodded.  “Oh, well then, yeah, I’m fine,” he replied.  “Is that why you came to see me?”
“In part,” she frowned at him.  “Jeff, you are aware that we routinely check every possible method of entry into this system, right?  Even ones that, say, try to slip in through the monitoring systems?”
Aranos swallowed hard as he realized what she was talking about.  “I suppose,” he answered.  “I mean, I guess it would make sense for you to do that, but no, I didn’t know you did.  Am I in trouble?”
“With us?” Veronica asked.  “Not at all.  It’s not really our business, so long as you aren’t using your connection to give you advantages in the game.  If you try that, we’ll sever it and report the attempt.”
Aranos stared at her in shock.  “I wouldn’t do that!” he protested.  “That would take all the fun out of it!”
Veronica looked at him curiously.  “Would it?” she asked.  “Can I ask why?”
Aranos sighed and rubbed his forehead.  “Because it wouldn’t be a challenge,” he told her.  “That’s the whole point of this: it’s a challenge, but it’s one I can beat.  Take Keryth.  You guys created a challenge based around my build, right?  I could beat it, but only if I took advantage of every opportunity and used my Spells and Abilities the right way.  I’ll bet if I hadn’t used my Compassionate Renewal, for example, I’d have lost at the end, there.”
“There were other ways to win,” she admitted, “but that one gave you some unique benefits, maybe the best possible ones.  You’ll want to look at your notifications and see what I mean later.
“So, it’s just about the challenge?” she clarified.  “And hacking the system would change that, how?”
“It’d be cheating,” he replied.  “I wouldn’t have won because I solved the right puzzles, or because I figured out the secret to victory.  I would have won because I changed the game to make it easy.  What’s there to be proud of in that?  It would just be Kirk and the Kobayashi Maru, and really, that always felt like the low point of his career to me.”
Veronica nodded.  “That’s more or less what we thought,” she agreed.  “We’ve found that humans love a challenge that’s just out of their reach.  If it’s impossible, they give up; if it’s easy, they don’t think it’s worth it. It’s a fine line to walk, really.”
“Well, you’ve done a great job of it, as far as I’m concerned,” he congratulated her.  “So, you’re saying as long as I don’t try to cheat, you don’t mind the connection I’ve set up?”
“That’s between you and your employer, as far as we’re concerned,” she shrugged.  “Although I really hope they don’t fire you for it; you’ve been bringing in some great data.”
“Glad to be of help,” he grinned.  “Now, I’m gonna get some work done, if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all,” she nodded to him, walking back toward the door.  “And remember, the word you’re looking for is ultra.”  She stepped through the door and the portal vanished, leaving him nominally alone in the room.
He sat down at the holo-TV and entered a series of voice commands.  The screen flickered and changed, bringing up a somewhat spartan version of his virtual workspace.  Aranos settled in and began working, starting by activating the program that hid his keystrokes and then calling up another that gave him a backdoor into the next level of the system.
He started by searching for the Alpha testers, hoping to find some kind of ID database or even a list of players, but he struck out.  Not that he was surprised; no matter what it looked like in the movies, hacking was really all about time, patience, and knowing how to code.
It took him over two hours to slip another layer deeper into the system, piggybacking on a login and password that some idiot senior executive had made without using biometric data, against every safety protocol.  Once there, he tried searching for the Alpha tests again but came up blank.  Frustrated, he tried searching for “ultra”, as Veronica had suggested, and that gave him a hit.  It also lit up a number of tracking programs, though, which he had to carefully hide from as he opened the relevant files. 
“Jackpot,” he whispered as he pulled up an image of a grizzled old man named Dave Gribble, aka Lucky Mofo the Berserker.  He scrolled through the files, looking for a specific face.  “Let’s see, here…Chris the Arcane Lumberjack…Xan the Ochre Wizard…Dakota Joe the Mathemancer?  What the hell kind of class is that?”  He continued to scroll, finally landing on a face that was hauntingly familiar to him. 
“Well, hello Livia Tamarank,” he purred.  “Aka Lily Morningbane.  Let’s see what we can learn about you.”  He scrolled through the file, stopping as his eyes landed on the woman’s status.  “Wait, what?” he exclaimed, rubbing his eyes to make sure he was seeing correctly.  “What the hell does it mean, ‘Deceased’?”
His mind was whirling as he stepped through the door that led back to his respawn, barely even noticing the slight falling sensation before the familiar cave of the Traveler’s Trials faded into view. 
“Greetings, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel spoke quietly as she stepped forward to meet him.  “That is, if you still wish…”
Aranos answered by wrapping the woman in a firm embrace.  “Thank you, Geltheriel,” he told her simply as he released her.  “You did exactly what I wanted you to do.  That…was not a place I wanted to stay, I can tell you.”
The woman’s face cleared as she brushed tears from her cheeks.  “I am glad you feel that way,” she nodded before punching him hard in the arm. 
“Ow!” he complained, rubbing his shoulder and looking at her with a hurt expression.  “What was that for?”
“For making me do that in the first place,” she told him.  “Please do not do it again.”
“Not unless I have to,” he assured her.  “Is everything okay?  The Stronghold, is it still fine?”
Geltheriel sighed.  “Did you not check your notifications?” she demanded.  “What were you doing for all this time?  Check them immediately, so I do not have to explain things you should already know.”
He hurriedly pulled up his notifications, smiling as he read through them:
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Hidden Quest Objective Unlocked!
Quest: A Death of Elders 4
Optional Objective: Free the enslaved elves from their bondage.
Difficulty: C
Reward: 100 XP per elf freed
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You have slain Keryth of Exxidor!  5784 XP Gained
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Quest Completed: A Death of Elders 4
Punish the guilty party for the deaths of the elders in the Stronghold.
Objective Completed: You killed Keryth of Exxidor before he could completely Corrupt the Tree-Heart
Difficulty: A
Reward: 10000 XP, Increased reputation with the House of Blades, increased reputation with the Elven Nations
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Hidden Quest Unlocked: The Heart of the Matter
Prevent the Tree-heart from falling into Corruption and Eredain from becoming a Fallen Realm
Objective: Stop the Corruption of the Tree-heart.
Difficulty: A
Reward: 5000 XP, Increased reputation in Elven Nations, increased global reputation
This is a mandatory Quest and may not be refused.
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Quest Completed: The Heart of the Matter
Prevent the Tree-heart from falling into Corruption and Eredain from becoming a Fallen Realm
Objective Completed: Stop the Corruption of the Tree-heart
Additional Objective Completed: Reverse the Corruption of the Tree-heart
Reward: 5000 XP, Increased reputation in Elven Nations, increased global reputation
For completing this Quest in an exceptional manner, you receive:
Additional Reward: Crystal Heart, maximum reputation with the Stronghold of Eredain
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Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 9
All Stats +1, +3 Stat points to assign
New Ability Gained: Purifying Howl – Your Companion’s howl inflicts LP damage equal to [Level x 5] to all creatures of Dark alignment within 30’.  This damage is doubled to Corrupted creatures of Dark alignment.  Cooldown: 1 minute
Your Companion has gained a level!
Current Level: 10
All Stats +2, +5 Stat points to assign
Evolution: By reaching level 10, your fenrin Companion has achieved her adult form!  As an Adult Fenrin, her Stat gains per level double, she gains 5 bonus Stat points per level, and her mental faculties significantly improve.  You may also choose two Perks for her from the following list:
Armor Skin: Your Companion’s hide provides them with a Defense bonus equal to double their Endurance Stat.
Great Agility: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Agility Stat
Great Strength: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Strength Stat
Great Endurance: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Endurance Stat
Great Perception: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their Perception Stat
Hunter in the Dark: Your Companion’s Perception Stat is doubled for the purposes of Tracking only
Deadly Bite: Your Companion gains a 50% bonus to their base bite damage
Divine Regeneration: Your Companion heals at double their resting LP regen rate, even while in combat.
[image: ]
[image: ]
Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 4
Current XP: 92246/91000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Level: 12
Current XP: 68623/78000
Int +3, Wis +3, Cha +2, +3 Stat points
You may call me Sorcerer Supreme-ish!
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Congratulations: You Have Leveled Up!
Sorcerer Ascendant Level: 5
Current XP: 92246/105000
Int +5, Wis +5, Cha +4, +5 Stat points
I am without peer!  Without sane peer, anyway…
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Congratulations!
For reaching level 5 in your Advanced Class, you can choose a Class Perk!
Select from the following:
Sacrificial Caster: You can burn LP to improve your Spell power, gaining a 5% boost to Spell power per 5% of your max LP sacrificed.  Lost LP heal normally.
True Elementalist: You gain a percentage bonus equal to double your Class level to Spell power, casting speed, and opposed checks to all Elemental-based Spells and take a penalty equal to half your Class level to all other Spells.
Great Channeler: You can channel Spells with heightened efficiency.  Your Mana Mastery Skill level is doubled for the purposes of determining SP cost and Spell damage when channeling a Spell
Greater Ascendant: Your Spells below the Adept level grow 100% faster.  Spells of the Adept level or higher grow 50% faster.
Arcane Aura: You radiate an aura out to 10’ that resists hostile magic.  All hostile Spells take a penalty equal to [(Charisma-10) / 4] % to damage and duration to you and any allies within your aura.
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Congratulations!
You have increased your Wis Stat to more than 100 points!  By surpassing this threshold, you have advanced this Stat to a new level and gain a bonus based on your playstyle:
SP: Your Wis Stat now provides 10 SP per point above 10, plus 3 per level.  
SP Regen: Your base SP Regen is now equal to your Wis Stat / 5.
Bonus: You gain resistance to hostile magic equal to your Wis Stat / 4 (rounded down).  This adds to resistance gained from other sources.
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You have died!
XP Lost: 1,246 (Currently 91,000)
Str, Dex, Agil halved.  Duration, 1 hour upon respawn
Better luck next time!
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“Holy crap!” he blurted out loud after reading through the notifications, noticing but ignoring the satisfied smirk that spread across Geltheriel’s face.  “I got all that for completing one Quest?”
“If you read carefully,” Geltheriel corrected, “you will note that, in fact, you completed two Quests, plus a hidden objective within a Quest.”  She reached into her amulet and retrieved a pair of glowing stones.  “I also found these after it was over.  One was upon Keryth’s body, along with a number of trinkets I assume are magical.  The other appeared on the ground after you…vanished, and I scooped it up.”
She handed him the two items, and he eyed them warily:
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Arcane Lore Success!
Due to your prior awareness of this item, the check was automatically successful.
You have discovered: Cursed Memory Stone
This memory stone was created by Lythienne, the Last Sorcerer.  In her desire to preserve her works, she accidentally cursed it, dooming those who use it.
Rarity: Unique
Quality: Artifact
Benefits: This stone can be used to steal the arcane memories of any living creature.  An Opposed Check may be performed to resist, as detailed below.  This stone will only store memories related to arcane lore or spellcasting; other memories are unaffected.  The stored memories can be transferred out of the stone into any appropriate receptacle without needing to make a check; to place them in the mind of another, the recipient must make a check: recipient’s [Wis Stat + Class level] versus victim’s [Int Stat + Class Level].  Failure means the memories remain within the stone.  Once memories are transferred out of the stone, they cannot be returned to it.
Cursed: A being whose memories are stolen must make a check: [End Stat + Class Level] versus 100 or be slain instantly. 
Opposed Check: A creature can resist this stone’s power by making an opposed check: [Wis Stat + Class Level] versus the user’s [Int Stat + Class Level + 20].  If this is passed, the stone will not affect them; however, every time they are forced to make such a check, they suffer a -5 cumulative penalty to the check.  Only one attempt may be made per person every 24 hours.
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Arcane Lore Success!
As this item is a Quest reward, success was automatic.
You have discovered: Crystal Heart
This Heart was a gift from the Tree-heart of Eredain to its savior.  Each Tree-heart can grant one such gift.
Rarity: Mythical
Quality: Artifact
Benefits: By placing this heart against your chest, it will merge with you and grant you all the benefits of the Tree-heart of Eredain:
All Stats +10
Defense +30
Magic Resistance +30%
Aura of Vitality: All friendly creatures within 30’ of you gain +25% to their LP and Stamina regen and can regenerate these at half the normal rate in combat.
Aura of Light: Once per 24 hours, you can emit an aura that causes all creatures of Darkness within 60’ to become weakened and afraid.  All physical Stats, Attacks, and Defense suffer a 25% penalty for 5 minutes.
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Aranos eyed Lythienne’s stone cautiously, trying to reach out to it with his Mana Vampire Perk.  Maybe I can drain this thing, he thought hopefully.  It’s hurt too many people already.  His attempt was violently rebuffed, though, and he realized the Artifact was too powerful for him to get rid of it that easily.
“We need to find a way to destroy this thing,” he said firmly.  “It’s caused way too much damage already.  Maybe there’s a volcano nearby we can toss it into…unless that only works for rings.”
“We are standing near a river of lava,” Geltheriel offered.  “Would that serve?”
Aranos stared at the glowing river for a moment before shaking his head.  “Probably not,” he said regretfully.  “I think if I had to, I could probably retrieve it from the bottom of there.  If I can, someone else can, too.  No, I’ve got actually see it destroyed; until then, I’ll keep an eye on it.” 
Geltheriel nodded.  “And the other?” she asked.  “That crystal felt…welcoming, to be honest.  Does it need to be destroyed?”
“Not a chance,” he grinned at her.  “It’s a gift from the Tree-heart; I don’t think it would appreciate me destroying it.  Plus, it gives some really great bonuses.”  He looked at it hesitantly, considering whether he should use it right away or not.  Knowing my luck, he thought ruefully, it’ll probably knock me out for an hour or something.  Better use it when I’m somewhere safer.
“Yes, please do not offend the Tree-heart of Eredain,” she snorted.  “There are limits to what even I can protect you from, Oathbinder.”
Her face grew more serious as she continued.  “You must understand what you have done, Oathbinder,” she told him firmly.  “None but perhaps Elder Golloron knew that the Tree-heart was slowly being Corrupted by the Blight, weakening us and our defenses and allowing our forests to wither. 
“When you healed the Tree-heart, you purged it of all Corruption, and in so doing you drove the Darkness from Eredain.  The Druids tell us they can feel the Blight retreating and life returning, and the creatures of Darkness attacking us perished in golden flames as the Heart was restored.”
The woman’s eyes shone brightly in the orange glow from the lava river as she spoke.  “You have returned the Stronghold fully to the elves, Oathbinder,” she told him softly.  “With this act, you have shown us how to retake what was lost, and how to heal what was thought forever destroyed: we must heal the Tree-hearts to regain our lands and drive out the Darkness.”  She placed a hand on his shoulder and looked directly into his eyes.  “Thank you, my friend.”
Aranos swallowed as he felt heat rising in his cheeks.  He wanted to protest, to say that he didn’t mean to do all that, but he knew that doing so would cheapen this moment and mock Geltheriel’s sincere gratitude.  Instead, he nodded and said simply, “I’m glad I could do it, Geltheriel.”
She seemed to rouse herself from the moment and plastered a smile on her face.  “The others await us without,” she told him.  “Prepare yourself, Oathbinder, for Rhys is in high drama, and Saphielle carries a burden of guilt over the manner of your death.”
“Guilt?” he repeated quizzically.  “She didn’t have anything to do with it, though.”
“I will let her explain herself,” Geltheriel laughed.  “I could not do her thoughts justice.  Oh, and be warned that your Companion underwent some…changes.”
“Yeah, she went from being a juvenile to an adult fenrin at level 10,” he told her.  “She’s supposed to be tougher and smarter now…oh, and probably bigger, too.”
“Of that you can be certain,” she chuckled as they exited the tree that granted entrance to the Trials.  The party had built a small, hasty camp outside the entrance, really nothing more than a cleared space around a low fire.  Rhys rose from a crouch as Aranos exited while Saphielle did the reverse, sinking into a squatting position and refusing to meet his eyes.  Neither of them really held his attention, though, once Silma padded out from the trees and sat back on her haunches, looking at him with a pleased expression on her face.
When he had died, the little fenrin stood a bit less than three feet tall at the shoulder and was a little longer then he was tall.  When she sat, she looked more or less at his solar plexus.  Now, though, her shoulder was only a few inches lower than his, and she looked to be at least nine feet long, not counting her tail.  She now looked squarely at his chin, and her eyes were bright and intelligent.  Her silver-white fur had dulled slightly to a silver-gray color that would probably make Stealth easier for her, as well.
You’re pleased with my new appearance, pack leader? A much more mature-sounding voice spoke in his head, the words clear and precise. 
Very pleased, he thought back with a sense of awe.  You’re huge, girl!  I could probably ride you!
First, no woman enjoys being called huge, she rebuked him gently.  Second, while I’m certainly capable of carrying you, I’m equally capable of biting you if you attempt to sit on me, so I don’t recommend it.
Um, yeah, wouldn’t dream of it, he replied lamely, his visions of riding the mighty wolf into battle vanishing quickly. 
I think you’re forgetting that you can fly, she admonished him.  You don’t need to ride, do you?
That’s true, he acknowledged.  You’re a lot better at talking, now, you know.
Or maybe you’re able to listen better, she countered.  I could talk just fine before, after all.
Maybe, he agreed.  Are you happy with your new form? 
Very much so, she replied.  I can’t wait to hunt again.  I think I’d give an ursusz a real challenge, now.
“Your Companion has grown significantly,” Rhys spoke up, interrupting his silent conversation.  “She has not, however, developed much conversationally, I am afraid.”
Aranos glanced at the fenrin, who let her tongue hang out in her version of a grin.  Still not talking to him?
He talks enough for two, the wolf answered.  No need for me to make it three.
“I guess she just doesn’t have much to say, yet,” Aranos spoke aloud.  “She’s probably just stunted; I’m sure she’ll outgrow it.”  He ignored the low growl from the fenrin and kept his face perfectly straight.
“One can hope,” Rhys nodded.  “Liberator, what you have done…”
“Is done, and I got rewarded plenty for it,” he broke in.  “Everyone here helped me do it, so it’s a victory for all of us.  I hope you all got something from it, too?”
“Oh, I certainly profited,” Rhys assured him. “I have risen to level 9, and I am not far from moving into my Advanced Class.  I had assumed that would be some years distant, however, so this rapid rise has caught me a bit unawares.  I hold you firmly responsible, of course.”
“Yeah, I’ll take that one,” he grinned.  He glanced at Saphielle.  “You don’t seem very happy, though, Saphielle.  What’s the matter?”
The woman sighed and toyed aimlessly with a stick in the dirt.  “I am not unhappy, exactly,” she corrected him.  “I am…disappointed that you were overcome by the runes while I was incapacitated.”
Aranos blinked, truly confused.  “Wait, you’re disappointed that I let the runes overpower me?” he asked. “Saphielle, those things were powered by the Tree-heart!  They were way stronger…”
“No, no, that is not my concern,” she quickly corrected.  “It is just that…I promised that I would aid you, should you be overcome, and I was unable to keep that promise.  Instead, your Avowed was forced to kill you, which I can assure you made her quite unhappy.”
“The word you seek is weepy,” Rhys spoke up.  “She was distinctly weepy for a full hour, Liberator.”  He grinned as Geltheriel stared daggers at him.  “Do you deny it?”
“Of course I do,” she snapped. “I am a Warrior, and I do not weep.  I was but mourning the damage done to my sword when it struck the ground.  I had forgotten that my Oathbinder had removed his mystical armor, is all.”
“Well, sorry that my head wasn’t solid enough for you,” Aranos chuckled.  “But wait, Saphielle, are you really upset that you didn’t get to kill me?”
“Of course not,” she sighed.  “That would be foolish, and I am no fool, as you should certainly know by now.”  She straightened and rose to her feet.  “No, I am disappointed that the first promise I made to you was one I could not keep, is all.”
“That wasn’t your first promise, though,” he pointed out.  “First, you promised me that you would be a valuable member of the party.  I think we can all agree you’ve lived up to that one.  The next was when I Redeemed the telmallern, and you promised me no harm would come to me while I rested.  And you were right, I was perfectly safe.  This is maybe the third or fourth promise you made me, and you were bound to miss one eventually, right?”
Her eyes brightened at his words.  “I cannot believe I forgot that!” she exclaimed.  “You are correct, Redeemer, I have kept my promises to you so far, and this one I failed only because that fool Keryth tried to take us all into Darkness.  He should have known that was madness when the Redeemers were his foes.”
“The Redeemers?” Aranos repeated.
Geltheriel sighed.  “She has been suggesting that as a name for our band for the past hour, Oathbinder,” she explained.  “I tried to tell her that it was foolish and that you would not accept something so grandiose, but she insisted on suggesting it to you.”
“It does sound a bit dramatic,” he replied carefully.  “It’s not a bad name, but I’d prefer something subtler, you know?”
“We could be the Darkslayers,” Rhys chuckled.  “Or perhaps the Destroyers of Shadow.  Would those be more to your taste?”
“I do not believe we require a name,” Geltheriel broke in.  “Yet, if we were to choose one, I would pick the cry you uttered when you defeated Keryth, Oathbinder. I would suggest The Ascendants.
“Think upon it.  Each of us has grown beyond what we thought possible.  We have each done more than we would have dreamed, and we have become what we would never have attempted.  We have each ascended, in our own way, have we not?”
Saphielle stared at the woman for a long moment before nodding her head.  “You have the right of it, Shadedancer,” she said.  “My choice was flawed, for it focused only on the Redeemer.  Yours speaks to all of us.”
“I am attempting to find fault with the concept,” Rhys admitted.  “I cannot, and I agree that it is an appropriate name, should we even decide we need one.”
I like it, Silma added silently to Aranos.  You are pack leader, though.  It must be your decision.
Aranos turned over the idea in his head for several moments before breaking into a grin.  “The Ascendants it is,” he decided.  Instantly, a notification appeared in his vision, and he curiously pulled it up:
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Congratulations!
You have created a named adventuring party!
Named Parties: By creating a named adventuring party, you have taken your first step toward forging a legend in Ka.  Named parties gather both fame and infamy more quickly than unnamed parties, and as such their deeds and misdeeds spread farther and wider.  To create a named party, you must meet the following criteria:
Members: Your party must consist of at least four core members who have gained a minimum of two levels together.
Fame: At least one member of your party must have positive or negative global reputation.
Rarity: At least one member of your party must have an Advanced Class of Exotic rarity or better.
Levels: The average level of your party must be 10 or higher.
Benefits: Named parties gain an increase to reputation rewards and penalties.  This increase is based on the average party level:
10 – 15: +10% increase
16 – 20: +15% increase
21 – 25: +20% increase 
26 – 30: +25% increase
31 – 40: +30% increase
41 – 50: +40% increase
50+: +50% increase (max)
Roster Changes: To maintain your party’s reputation, at least one of the founding members must remain in it at all times, and at least three of the other members must have gained two levels in the party with that founding member.  If all founding members leave the party, or less than three members of the party have been with it long enough to gain two levels, the party loses all bonuses to reputation and cannot regain these bonuses under this party name. 
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Well, a 10% boost to reputation won’t hurt, he mused. I don’t even know what my reputation is, to be honest, though.
“There’s a tab for it in your status,” Veronica’s voice spoke in his mind.  “You can see your reputation with any group you have either fame or infamy with.”
Aranos quickly found the tab and pulled up the list, which was longer than he thought:
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Reputation
Your Global Reputation is: 1,641
Global Reputation: Global Reputation grants you fame and infamy, giving you benefits or penalties to any Charisma-based interaction with another member of an intelligent race.  If that person is neutral or friendly toward you (based on previous interactions, race, or alignment), you receive a bonus equal to [Global Reputation / 100] (rounded down) to these interactions.  If that person is inimical toward you, you receive the same amount as a penalty.  Bonuses or penalties can be modified by personal interactions.
You have positive reputation with the following:
Stronghold of Eredain: Maximum Reputation (Beloved)
Realm of Haerobel: 14,612 (Admired)
House of the Sickle: 11,410 (Admired)
House of Twilight: 6,832 (Friendly)
House of Blades: 3,178 (Amiable)
House of Stars: 2,450 (Amiable)
House of the Moon: 1,961 (Favored)
Elven Nations (excluding Eredain and Haerobel): 1,140 (Favored)
Human Kingdoms: 843 (Favored)
Dwarven Nations: 843 (Favored)
House of Fallen Leaves: 319 (Apathetic)
You have negative Reputation with the following:
House Exxidor: -17,191 (Loathed)
Blood Realms of Virnal: -14,950 (Loathed)
Church of Morx: -8,190 (Hated)
Realms of Darkness: -2,167 (Disliked)
House of Spring: -1,814 (Suspicious)
House of the Sun: -512 (Suspicious)
House of Summer: -150 (Apathetic)
Reputation Levels: There are eleven ranks of reputation.  You begin with a reputation of Apathetic with most factions.  For each level above or below Apathetic, you gain a bonus or penalty (respectively) of 5% to your effective Charisma when dealing with a member of that faction.  When an individual belongs to more than one faction you have reputation with, your effective reputation level is the sum of all reputation levels.  For example, if a person is an elf outside of Eredain and Haerobel (reputation level +1), a member of the House of Blades (reputation level +2), and a member of House Exxidor (reputation level -4), their effective reputation level with you is: [1+2-4] = -1 or Suspicious.  If the same person was a resident of Eredain (reputation level +5), your effective reputation level would be [5+2-4] = 3 or Friendly.
The Reputation levels are:
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I’ve got reputation with a lot more groups than I thought, he marveled.  I don’t know who some of these factions are, to be honest.  I think I heard about the House of Summer before, although I don’t remember who they are, and I have no clue who the House of Spring is, or why they don’t like me.
He posed the question to Geltheriel, who eyed him strangely.  “The House of Summer is comprised of the merchants in the Elven Nations,” she told him.  “The House of Spring is the home of the elven Herbalists.  Why?”
“Because I’ve got negative reputation with both of them,” he replied absently.  “I don’t know why, though.”
“The House of Summer is generally ill-disposed to all members of the House of Stars,” Saphielle offered.  “I am certain that is the cause of any animosity they have with you, unless you have stolen from or cheated a merchant.”
“Well, we haven’t done either of those,” he shrugged.  “But why would Herbalists hate me?  I’ve used that Profession myself, so I’d think they’d be friendlier.”
“And had you gone to them and registered yourself so that you could pay them dues, they likely would have,” Rhys interjected.  “Since you instead joined the House of Stars, though, they would consider you a rogue Herbalist, especially considering the rank you possess in that Skill.  They are truly a jealous group.”
“I am certain you can speak to them and resolve this if you so choose, Oathbinder,” Geltheriel told him.  “If, that is, you deem this worthy of your attention, which I likely would not.”
“Yeah, me neither,” he shook his head.  “Let’s head back to the Stronghold.  I’m sure there are a lot of people who want to speak to us.”
“Oathbinder,” Geltheriel muttered, “I think we can safely call that an understatement.”
It was still night, and thanks to Aranos’ death debuffs they moved more slowly than normal until Saphielle asked him why, if his physical Stats were so depleted, he wasn’t simply flying, and was there something wrong with him that kept him from doing so.  He almost did an actual facepalm at that blunt suggestion but took the hint and cast his Spell, which greatly improved their progress back to the city.
The Keepers on duty saluted them as they approached and almost fell over themselves to escort the party into the city.  Aranos demurred, claiming that their duty to the Stronghold’s defense was more important than he was, but in reality, he just didn’t want them to see him puking his guts out after they teleported into the city.  As he knelt off to the side, emptying what little was in his stomach, he promised himself that he would find a better way to get into and out of the Stronghold asap.
The city was mostly asleep at this point, but Geltheriel led them to Golloron’s study.  The Elder was obviously awake, since he opened the door immediately when Geltheriel touched the sigil and ushered all of them in except for Silma, who was now a bit too large to comfortably fit in the study and who agreed to wait outside but not before extracting a promise that Aranos would tell her everything that went on in the room later.
To Aranos’ surprise, the door to Golloron’s study was guarded by a half-dozen grim-faced warriors.  They parted to let Aranos passed, and he immediately realized why the Guards were present: the Elder wasn’t alone in his study.  Aranos recognized Lady Wynathra, looking pale and drawn, and remembered that she had been suspiciously ill the night before. He was more surprised to see Grandmaster Ruehnar sitting calmly across the room but unsurprised at the presence of Captain Dorn’ar’el, who looked exhausted and blood-spattered.  His eyes almost bulged from his head, though, as they each stood and gave him a slight bow as he entered.  A fourth elf, slim with blue-black hair and a pinched face, did not rise but watched Aranos with thinly veiled anger.
“It is but your due, Traveler,” Golloron said mildly as he saw the look of confusion on the young man’s face.  “I invited these worthies to help us unravel the depth of Keryth’s schemes and to discuss the aftermath of his betrayal.  Please, be seated.”
“You may join me, Lieutenant,” Wynathra spoke to Saphielle, who obediently moved to stand behind her Commander.  Geltheriel took a similar position behind Aranos, leaving Rhys standing somewhat forlornly by himself. 
“Please, be seated, Rhys of House Namalis,” Golloron smiled gently at the man.  “Your efforts this night have earned you a place here, and I believe Grandmaster Kylantha would be satisfied with your presence as the voice of the House of the Sickle.  She speaks highly of you often.”
“My…my thanks, Elder Golloron,” the Druid mumbled as he gracelessly took a seat.  Aranos smirked inwardly to see the normally glib elf so completely overawed but forced his face to remain neutral.
“We must begin by thanking you, Traveler,” Golloron said formally.  “You have performed a service for our city that is beyond price or measure.  You may know that one of my greatest responsibilities is to care for and maintain the Tree-heart, and while I have labored to stem it, I have been dismayed as I sensed the Corruption growing within it these past decades. 
“Now, though, the Tree-heart beats strongly once more and is free of Corruption for the first time since the Feast and the fall of the eastern realms.  While I do not know how long this will last, for the present, all within this Stronghold can be of lighter heart and feel safer in their beds.”
“Well, it should last forever,” Aranos replied slowly, pulling up the description of his Redeemer Title.  “Part of my Redeemer Title is that any place I Redeem is immune to further Corruption and is considered Consecrated.  I think that from now on, you’ll find the creatures of Darkness a lot less willing to enter your forests and attack your walls each night.”
“That would be an amazing boon,” Wynathra offered hesitantly  “And yet, without offense intended, I would still wish to man the walls nightly, Elder, in case there are limits to the Redeemer’s Title that he is not yet aware.”
“I’d suggest the same thing,” Aranos agreed with a short laugh.  “Better safe than sorry, after all.”
“Indeed,” Golloron smiled.  “Lady Wynathra, what of the incursion into the Stronghold?  Are all of the invaders slain?”
“We continue to search, Elder,” the woman replied hesitantly.  “As best as I can determine, however, all of the creatures perished the instant the Tree-heart was restored.  The reports say that the beasts burst into golden flames and burned where they stood, harming none but themselves in the process.  Not one seems to have survived this purging.”
“That is excellent to hear,” the Elder nodded.  “And yet, I would know how such an incursion was allowed in the first place.  Captain Dorn’ar’el?”
“Our position below was attacked by a massive assault of voidfire, just as the guards in the receiving gate were hit with void lightning,” the man replied wearily.  “Later we discovered that the caster had sacrificed much of their LP to empower the Spell.  Before we could reinforce the position, we were assaulted by the creatures of Darkness and were forced to hold our ground, allowing the attacking Wizard to use the teleport pad to send enemies into the city.”
“Do we know who it was that facilitated their entrance?” Golloron frowned.
“They were Delsaren and Phelorna,” the fourth elf spoke quietly.  “Both elders of House Exxidor.  The slave brands were upon them, and it seems that Keryth used them as a channel for his Spells.  Both were either slain or killed themselves in the fighting; it is impossible to determine which.”
Golloron nodded.  “And why was it so easy for the creatures to break free of the gate and roam freely in the Stronghold?” he asked Wynathra mildly.
The woman hung her head at the question.  “We have not guarded the gate adequately,” she admitted.  “Not for centuries, if I am being honest.  It is most vulnerable to the Nightmare Creatures, who could use its magic to enter our city, and it is against them the defenses were designed.  As they have not been seen in generations, we became lax.  It was an error and will be corrected.”
Golloron nodded.  “Is it clear why the guardians were pulled from House Miradan?” he continued his gentle questioning.  “I believe I impressed upon you both the utter necessity of ensuring Master Dirue’s safety, did I not?”
“That was the doing of Captain Madris,” Wynathra sighed.  “After Lieutenant Saphielle told us of the enslaving amulets the Redeemer discovered on the ones attacking the Tree-heart, we searched all members of the House of Blades and found that the Captain’s assistant, a Lieutenant Erlan of House Exxidor, was enslaved with one.  He doubtless convinced the Captain to pull those defenders away in order to defend the city, although he claims to have no recollection of such.”
“That is consistent with what I discovered, as well,” Dorn’ar’el added.  “One of the Keepers guarding the House was similarly enslaved, and the others tell me that she convinced them that the real danger lay in the city.”  His face darkened as he spoke.  “Those who abandoned their duty so freely are…being dealt with.”
Golloron nodded.  “What of the Captain who foolishly gave those orders?” he asked Wynathra. 
“Alas, he did not survive the attack,” she said regretfully.  “Truly, Madris had no business being upon the wall, much less commanding it.  I am investigating who made that change, although it is certain that had I not been incapacitated, it would not have been allowed.”
“What of that?” Golloron persisted.  “Are you well?”
“I am recovering,” she said simply.  “As to what it was, the gods’ words told me I was poisoned, and the healers confirm this.  The culprit has been apprehended and was not acting under the orders of an amulet but held a grudge for being passed over for promotion.  Needless to say, their actions show why this was done.  They are scheduled for execution in the morning.”
“A fitting punishment,” Golloron nodded, turning to Dorn’ar’el.  “And the attack on our city was blunted when the Tree-heart was restored, yes?”
“Not blunted so much as obliterated, Elder,” the Captain corrected.  “As Lady Wynathra observed, once the Tree-heart was restored, each creature was consumed in flames that burned only them.  Not one of them escaped, as far as we can tell.  It was the most complete victory over the Dark that I am able to recall.”
Golloron nodded and sighed.  “There is only one thing left to discuss,” he said with a tinge of regret.  “Grandmaster Ruehnar, can you tell us of what the Council has discovered about Keryth and his betrayal?”
The old elf nodded and spoke in his lazy fashion.  “There is not much to say that cannot be inferred by what we have discussed already, Elder,” he pointed out.  “Yet, I will make it plain, so that we are sure all understand.”  As he spoke, he glanced at the dark-haired elf that Aranos didn’t recognize.
“As we understand it,” the Grandmaster began, “Keryth of House Exxidor’s descent began when his son and Scion, Gorrid, formerly an Adept of the House of Stars, challenged Aranos the Ascendant to a Wizard’s Duel and was soundly defeated.  Because the Duel involved treachery and betrayal, all expected Keryth to disinherit his son and perhaps to expel him from the House entirely, so some surprise was expressed when neither of these happened.
“From what I have been able to discover through divinations and the House of the Moon, Keryth somehow discovered in speaking with Iolrath of Waeslar the Loremaster that there existed still instructions as to the creation of a brand of enslavement, despite our efforts to destroy that information when possible. 
“Through the use of an artifact that is still unknown to us and was not recovered,” the librarian continued, glancing at Aranos, “Keryth both slew and stole the memories of Iolrath, along with several other House elders whose knowledge was key to creating the brands.  He enslaved his son first, then kidnapped and enslaved Master Dirue, likely through the devices of Airéd of Exxidor, a known and notorious assassin who was once betrothed to the Master.”  Aranos blinked in surprise at that part of the story, but he continued to listen.
“The rest is but conjecture,” the old elf shrugged.  “We do not know how Keryth was able to coordinate his assault with that of the creatures of Darkness, nor do we know how he was able to command them to gather and attack as he wanted.  That he did so is clear, though, as it is clear that he was attempting to use a brand to enslave the Tree-heart, and thus every elf within Eredain.  The Ascendant prevented this, and that brings us to this very moment.”
Golloron sighed.  “And what have you to add to this, Vulred of Exxidor?” he asked, looking tiredly at the elf Aranos didn’t recognize.  Well, that explains his hatred for me, Aranos realized.
“Although Keryth was the Patriarch of our House,” the elf responded slowly, “none of us knew of his ambitions.  In addition to his son and the esteemed Master Dirue, he also enslaved three elders of the House, forcing them to grant access to this Stronghold to the creatures of Darkness and disposing of them as if they were common servants.  His legions were the sons and daughters of our House and those of our close allies, who have all now severed ties with us, and those lives we cannot recover.  We have been as harshly used in this as any, Elder.”
“That is an interesting perspective,” Golloron replied mildly.  “For it to be true, though, we must accept certain things that are difficult to believe.  For example, while Keryth may have gained the knowledge to create his brands from the slain elders, that would not mean he possessed the Skills to craft them; we all know that knowledge does not immediately beget skill, after all.  Someone must have trained him or aided him.
“We would also need to accept that Keryth was personally able to produce dozens of his enslaving amulets in a matter of days, when he had no prior practice with Goldsmithing.  Again, knowledge of how to do something does not grant one speed and dexterity while doing it.
“And finally, we must accept that none in your House noticed their sons and daughters gathering in a host under the Patriarch, nor that the children of your allies were doing the same.  How, Vulred of Exxidor, can we be expected to accept such?”
“We had no knowledge of what he was planning,” the elf responded a bit desperately.  “He was the Patriarch and well respected, Elder!  If he commanded us to aid him in producing or procuring some trinkets or placing what we believed to be harmless tattoos on someone, we cannot be held at fault!  You cannot punish the whole House for one man’s folly.”
“We were just following orders,” Aranos murmured, shaking his head.  When the others looked at him, he cleared his throat and explained.  “In our world, we’ve seen some pretty horrific tragedies.  An awful lot of them happened because people were just following orders, instead of asking if the orders were good ones.
“Look at Dorn’ar’el and Wynathra,” he continued.  “They have a bunch of soldiers who followed orders that were bad ones, and they’re already talking about how they’ll punish them.  And yet, Vulred here wants to use the same logic to get out of punishment?  That doesn’t make sense.”
He took a deep breath and looked them all in the eye, even the fuming Vulred.  “Master Dirue once told me, many of the worst crimes of the Darkness happened because the Light did nothing.  Because this House saw something wrong and did nothing, out of fear of punishment or maybe a hope that everything would be fine, this city almost became a Fallen Realm.  I’m sorry, but I don’t think that following orders should be an excuse.”
Vulred sneered at the Sorcerer.  “And you played no part in this?” he scoffed.  “By humiliating Gorrid, you forced Keryth down this road, Traveler.  This is your doing as much as anyone’s!  My only wish is that he’d been able to brand you before things got this out of control…”
“Enough!” Golloron snapped, and Vulred paled as he realized what he’d said.  “Your words condemn you, Vulred, and in so doing, they shatter your House.”
Golloron rose and held out his hands.  “As Ruling Elder of Eredain, and by the authority granted me by our gracious rulers, I declare that Exxidor is a House no more!  Its Titles, lands, properties, chattels, and treasures are all forfeit immediately.  The members of this House are cast out and must seek shelter and asylum among the other Houses, taking nothing with them but their clothing and enough food to survive.”
“No!” Vulred screamed, leaping at Aranos with an unsheathed dagger gleaming in his hands.  “You did this!  You…”
Whatever Vulred might have said was cut off when Aranos’ Void Paralysis wrapped around him, trapping him helplessly within.  Golloron looked down at the fallen elf sadly.  “What would you do with him, Traveler?” he asked.  “Showing him mercy might go a long way toward repairing your reputation with the former members of his House.”
“No,” Aranos said firmly.  “Not this time.  He deserves execution; you can grant it, or I will.”
“Are you certain, Ascendant?” Wynathra asked cautiously.  “Vulred is still influential, and you may be inviting reprisals from his hidden allies.”
“Then I’ll deal with them,” he said grimly.  “Harshly.  I gave Gorrid mercy, and look how it turned out.  Dirue said that I might look back on it and regret it.  I won’t make the same mistake twice.”
“Was it not mercy that freed the city, though?” Golloron replied calmly.  “You could not have healed the Tree-heart with anger or hate.”
“There’s a time for mercy,” Aranos agreed.  “I offered it to Exxidor; they spurned it.  I’m not offering it again.  Vulred dies, by my hand or yours.”
“Very well,” Golloron nodded.  “Lady Wynathra, please take Vulred into custody and arrange for him to be executed at the same time as the traitor in your midst.”  The woman nodded and gestured to Saphielle, who stepped out briefly and returned with two guards, who took the helpless Vulred in hand and dragged him out of the study. 
The Elder watched sadly before turning to face Aranos.  “Aranos Evenshade,” he said formally, “you have once more demonstrated wisdom and the ability to take the actions that must be taken.  It is my judgment that you have earned further reward, and I have but one to grant you.
“As Ruling Elder of Eredain and by the authority granted me by our gracious rulers, I offer you the Title of Lord Evenshade, First Patriarch of House Evenshade.  In addition, I grant you all Titles, lands, properties, chattels, and treasures formerly held by the Shattered House Exxidor.  Do you accept?”
A notification appeared before Aranos’ stunned eyes, and he quickly pulled it up to view:
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Congratulations!
You have been offered a Patent of Nobility in the Elven Nations!
Patent of Nobility: You have been offered the chance to start a Noble House within the Elven Nations.  As a Patriarch, you will be granted a rank below Ruling Elder and above House Elder.  You will become a member of the Advisory Council of Eredain.  You will gain the income and treasure of any and all lands possessed by your House, in any city or realm, as well as a staff capable of maintaining these properties.  You will not receive skilled laborers or guards and must recruit these as desired.  In addition, as a Patriarch, you have right of free passage throughout the Elven Nations and right of petition to the rulers of these realms. 
Holdings Offered: You have been offered the Holdings of the Shattered House Exxidor, including all lands, Titles, chattels, properties, and treasures of this House.  To see a list of these, choose the ‘View Holdings’ option below.
View Holdings
Do you accept? (Yes/No)
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Aranos read through the notification multiple times, overwhelmed by what was being offered.  “I don’t understand this,” he murmured to Geltheriel.  “What am I supposed to do, here?”
“Were it me, I would accept,” she advised him quietly.  “By doing so, you would gain enormous influence in the Elven Nations.  As well, there may be supplies or treasures that will help us on the High Road to Antas, which I presume is where we will be headed next?”
Yeah, we need to move on her Quest, he reminded himself.  If this could help with that…but I hate politics, and this seems like it would be nothing but.  He sighed.  It didn’t matter, he knew; if it would help Geltheriel, he would do it.  He selected ‘Yes’; at the same time, he turned to face Golloron.
“I graciously accept, Elder Golloron,” he said formally.  “I promise to make my House one to be respected and admired across the Elven Nations.”
Golloron placed a hand on his head, and he felt a surge of power roll through him.  Although he didn’t feel different, he noticed that a new tab had suddenly appeared on his status, labeled “House Management”, and a green notification appeared in his vision:
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New Title Earned!
Title: Lord Evenshade
Benefit: This Title designates you as the Patriarch and Lord of House Evenshade.  You may now manage your House, choosing Perks, Specializations, and adopting or banishing members of the House.  This Title is always active and can be combined as a prefix to another Title without affecting either Title’s benefits.
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World’s First!
You are the first player to be granted a Patent of Nobility.  As such, you may choose a bonus Noble Perk from the list below:
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Aranos closed out the notification without reading the list of available Perks.  I’ve got enough to think about already, he thought tiredly.  I’ve got 13 Stat points to assign, a Class Perk to choose, and I’ve got to figure out what I’m going to do with Silma’s level up, as well.  I need to figure out how this House Management stuff works and decide what kind of House I want to build…and what I even can.  I’ve gotta figure out what to do with those Travelers and how to keep them in line, just in case.  I have to check on Dirue and make sure she’s okay, and I’ve got to figure out how I can get Rhys and Saphielle to join us on the trip to Antas.
Most of all, though, he finished wearily, I need to sleep, because I seriously need to talk to Phil.
Aranos, Lord Evenshade, the Redeemer and the Liberator, the Paragon and the Ascendant, Elf-friend and Kinslayer, and many more Titles than he wanted to think about, glanced out the window to the east, where the Library of Antas waited…and the first step of Geltheriel’s Cleansing Quest.




Epilogue

Lily Morningbane had done her very best to stop sleeping.  She’d picked up some debuffs at first, but eventually she’d figured out how to meditate instead of needing to fall asleep, and that was good, because while meditation took all kinds of patience and was, really, boring as all fuck, none of that mattered.  All that was important was that when she meditated, she didn’t dream.
Her deal with Morx had, she decided, been a seriously fucked up one.  By agreeing to the Perk and Title he’d granted her, she also gave him pretty much unfettered access to her dreams.  The god had taken to using that access to try and train her to master her new abilities, and she’d gotten a hell of a lot better, but his methods were fucking brutal and left her a broken piece of shit for most of the following day. 
Even worse, having the damn god in her dreams made her feel helpless, and there was nothing in the whole fucking world she hated as much as feeling helpless.  When she felt helpless, that’s when she stopped killing shit and started making it suffer, and that usually ended up with her having to get the hell out of a city before someone discovered the mutilated bodies again.
Her latest plaything hung from the ceiling, moaning, his hands pinned together on a fucking meat hook and his tongue sliced into bloody strips.  Lily had figured out that so long as she hurt her playthings often enough, their LP regen wouldn’t kick in, since the damn game counted this shit as combat.  She could get them really close to death, then leave them alone for a while and let their damn regen heal them up enough for her to start all over again.
She’d also learned that cutting shit off of somebody took a hell of a lot longer to heal, while cutting something into slices that were still stuck to their bodies healed faster.  That was important, because she could slice something up and let it heal four or five times in the amount of time it took to grow the whole damn thing back.  The poor fucker in front of her probably wished that she’d just cut shit off instead of what she was doing, but if she gave a fuck about what he thought, she guessed she wouldn’t be doing what she was doing now.
Her latest prize was a Summoner that she’d heard knew some secret shit about how to summon creatures faster and how to keep a shit-ton of summons around at the same time.  She’d come to him to learn, and he’d been cool taking her as an apprentice, but then he wanted her to pay with her ass, and that’s when she decided to teach him a fucking lesson.
The Summoner was an NPC, of course.  She’d never try this shit on a player; the people running all this would scream bloody murder if she did, and she wasn’t 100% sure they couldn’t just erase her ass from the game.  As it turned out, though, the computer-brains that made all this shit didn’t seem to give a fuck what you did to NPC’s, so she kept her vices strictly focused on them. 
The Summoner had given her what she wanted in the first couple of hours, probably hoping she’d let him go, or at least stop slicing his dick into little pieces, but the asshole didn’t know Lily that well.  Some people painted, others sang or played some stupid-ass instrument; this was Lily’s art, and she took great pride in it.
And with the secrets she’d pried from the doomed Summoner’s brain, she knew, she’d be able to try her art on that fucking Aranos and his damned Follower.  She might be willing to break her “no players” rule for him…
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Aranos watched as Phil’s form materialized in front of him, seeming to swirl out of the maelstrom of dreams surrounding them and phase into solidity.  “Jeff!” the big man grinned. “Hey, buddy, how’s it going?”
“It’s going okay,” Aranos smiled back. “I’m just checking in to see how close you guys are to being able to head to Antas, mainly.”
“We’re all at level eight,” Phil replied proudly. “And we found a fourth; once word got around how we were blazing through levels to get ready to push to Antas, we were pretty much overwhelmed by requests.  Patriarch Apollon weeded out the greedy and the fame-hounds, and we did actual interviews.  It was wild!”
“Who’d you get?” Aranos asked curiously. 
“Rogue Class,” Phil chuckled.  “One of those dual-wielders, only he’s got these nasty serrated blades that do more damage coming out than going in.”  Phil shuddered.  “Man’s a beast, Jeff.”
“That’ll help you on the front line,” Aranos agreed.  “So, you guys think you can head out asap?”
Phil’s mouth twisted thoughtfully.  “Probably tomorrow after Meridian’s done with temple services,” he nodded.  “Day after would be better, though.  Timeline starting to crunch?”
“Yeah,” Aranos sighed.  “I mean, we’ve still got more than 20 days to do this, but if this place is as hard to crack as I’m worried that it is, we might need a week to clear it.  With three days’ travel time out there, that’s half our timeline gone.”
“Not a problem, buddy,” Phil said expansively.  “So, you said that was mainly why you’re here.  Were you just missing me?  That’s pretty sweet and all, but you’ve got to learn to keep yourself occupied.”
Aranos snorted.  “I haven’t had time to miss you,” he countered.  “We had to stop Eredain from being converted to the Dark, solve a mystery about a bunch of dead elders, and I ended up fighting a House Patriarch who was also a Dueling Master one-on-one.  Oh, and I had one of my party members decide she wanted to court me, so that’s been fun.”
Phil stared at the Sorcerer for a moment before erupting with laughter.  “Wait, not Geltheriel, right?” he gasped a few moments later.
“No, dude, that would be weird,” Aranos replied, his mouth twisting in disgust.  “She’s like my big sister.  That’s just creepy.”
“Hey, I’m sure the elves have a version of Alabama,” Phil teased with a huge grin.  “Somewhere that something like that would be tolerated.”
“No, I’m good with how things are, thanks,” Aranos replied feelingly.  “No, it’s our new tank, Saphielle.”  He shook his head.  “I’ll tell you about it some other time, dude.  The reason I really wanted to talk to you is that I think there’s something weird going on with that Traveler I told you about.  You know, the one from the alpha tests?”
Phil’s face instantly grew doubtful.  “Yeah, Jeff, I don’t think that’s possible,” he answered slowly.  “I mean, those tests ended weeks ago.  There’s no way they’d have kept one person hooked up longer.  It sounds like either the elves were mistaken, or this girl’s hosing you.”
Aranos shook his head.  “I managed to find the list of participants,” he countered.  Phil stared at him, and Aranos grimaced ruefully.  “Trust me, you don’t want to ask, man.  Point is, I found her, and she was one of the participants.  Thing is, dude…her status was listed as deceased!  Maybe there was a screw-up and she got overlooked somehow.  Dude, she could still be stuck in a pod somewhere…”
Phil’s face had blanched when he heard the word ‘deceased’.  He held up his hand and shook his head slowly.  “No,” he answered after a moment.  “No, I’m pretty sure there’s no screw-up.  Buddy, I…there are some things about this I can’t say, but if it’s what I’m thinking…” 
The big man sighed and ran a hand through his hair.  “Jeff, I’ll just say this,” he finally spoke.  “The people chosen for the alpha test weren’t exactly picked at random, and most of them weren’t given the choices we were.  If you figure out what they all had in common, you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”  Aranos opened his mouth to speak, but Phil shook his head adamantly.  “No, I shouldn’t have even told you that, buddy.  I won’t say more.  Just…don’t get caught, okay?  This will all be a lot less fun without you.”  Phil stepped back into the maelstrom, and his form swirled and vanished, leaving a troubled Aranos to summon the High Dreamer for his ride back to Eredain.
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David Newsome was feeling impatient.  That wasn’t really anything noteworthy – patience and driving ambition seldom went hand-in-hand – but today that impatience was making him feel irritable, and he wanted to take it out on someone.  Sadly, at the moment no one was handy to absorb the brunt of his wrath, so he was forced to stew impatiently.  He wasn’t very good at stewing.
“Veronica,” he snapped at the room, summoning his personal AI assistant.  “Update on Jeff Lawing.  He took the bait?”
“Very readily, Mr. Newsome,” the disembodied voice spoke, filling up the room without being overpowering.  “He’s quite talented, as well.  He managed to find a way into the Pendé Sublayer in only a bit over an hour and located the Ultra file.”
“How did he do that?” Newsome asked, genuinely curious.  “That layer should have taken him days to crack, at least.  I expected him to search in Tésera instead.”
“He piggybacked on Iris Vega’s account,” she informed him.  “Ms. Vega hasn’t yet activated her biometric controls – from what I’ve overheard her saying, she’s worried that they’ll be used to track her – and she used a fairly weak password.”
His irritation flared now that it had been given a target, but he tamped it down. While he certainly had reason, now, to vent his pique at the idiotic executive – as if she’s not being tracked through her phone, her purchases, the autocab system, and her virtual assistant anyway – doing so would work against him.  He’d wanted the young hacker to get this information at some point, because it would make guiding him in the proper fashion much, much easier.  Firing Vega would seal off Lawing’s access, which would slow things down while the young man found a different backdoor into Pendé.
“If I might ask, Mr. Newsome,” the assistant’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “why not simply tell Mr. Lawing what you want him to know?  Why go through all of this?”
Newsome grunted.  For all of their complexities, the AI’s still had difficulty understanding human motivations.  Probably because we make ridiculous, irrational decisions based on selfishness and emotions, he reasoned.  He glanced at the holo-image floating over his desk and privately admitted that he, too, was guilty of this.
“It’s about the challenge,” he finally said.  “I want Mr. Lawing on-board of his own free will, Veronica.  We saw what happened when the person was volunteered instead of volunteering, and I think that it was that reluctance that resulted in the thing that calls itself Lily.
“I need to know if having a willing participant changes the outcome,” he added.  “If Lawing slowly uncovers all of this on his own, he’ll feel outraged at first, but then he’ll come to understand the reasoning and, I hope, volunteer out of a sense of compassion.  You said he’s shown a great deal of that during the game already, yes?”
“He seems to alternate between righteous anger and compassion with some frequency,” the voice corrected. 
Newsome frowned.  “Righteous anger can be good or bad.  We just need him to feel angry about the correct thing, is all.”  He leaned back, thinking furiously, his irritation forgotten.  “So, here’s what we’ll make sure he finds out…”
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Elder Golloron sat pensively in his true workshop, hidden from the world with a combination of dimensional magic, illusion, and mental shielding.  Only someone with the correct passcode and mental pattern could unlock the hidden space, which otherwise was shunted off into a place between dimensions.  Even if somehow, someone could open a passage inside, though, all they would see was his normal study unless their will was much stronger than his…and Golloron had not met many who could match him in sheer will.
His last plan had not gone quite as he’d liked, he mused silently.  Keryth had been a wonderfully malleable toy, at first, and it had been simple enough to get him to encourage his son to harass the Traveler.  The fallen Patriarch had been an excellent cover for Golloron’s activities, allowing the Elder to steal the memories and knowledge from multiple House Elders without anyone being the wiser and behaving in a way that made it easy for him to take the blame for the deaths.
Of course, Golloron had helped him along with that.  Before unlocking the secrets of Lythienne’s memory stones, absorbing a lifetime’s worth of memories had been beyond him, but implanting memories?  That was a simple enough matter.  As far as Keryth knew, he’d actually found the memory stone and used it to steal those elders’ lives; no amount of investigation would have been able to show that those memories had been implanted in him, as Golloron was truly a master of his art.
“At least,” he sighed, “I believed myself to be one, and in my arrogance, I made a foolish error,” he told the figure struggling weakly and vainly against the magic binding them to the table beside him.  “I believed that I had Keryth firmly in hand, and when he broke free of my control, he acted in a way that I did not anticipate.”
He glanced at the wide-eyed figure, reading the unspoken question in their mind as it were written plainly for him to see.  “Why do I tell you this?” he asked aloud.  “Primarily, because you will recall nothing of this conversation once you leave this place.
He sighed again and began walking around.  “However,” he confessed, “I must admit to a small streak of vanity, as well.  It is maddening at times to have crafted a complex and successful plan and to be unable to share that victory with others.  Like most, I appreciate admiration and respect, even if it is accompanied by some measure of horror.”
The elder snorted with amusement. “It is quite cliché, of course,” he admitted.  “The image of a villain spilling their plans to the heroes just to gloat, then having that denouement turned against them later is an element of every tale of daring, is it not?  And, I will be honest, were your Traveler ally present, I would never utter a word of this.  That one has a disturbing tendency to disrupt my plans, and I would not put it beyond him to somehow find a method to unmask me.”
The Elder’s face twisted in a moment of irritation.  “As I was saying, however, Keryth’s attempt to Corrupt the city was unexpected and quite vexing, to be honest.  How he created that altar to Ilistiil, Mistress of Beats, and to gain her favor sufficiently to grant him command over those Dark creatures is beyond me, and perhaps it is something I would not care to know.  Even I have my limits, after all.”
He glanced at the bound figure and nodded.  “Yes, it was fortunate that your Traveler intervened,” he agreed.  “To be honest, I still do not fathom how he bested Keryth in combat, much less how he completely Redeemed the Tree-heart.  I expected him to fall in battle, at which point I would heroically appear and sever Keryth’s bond to the Tree-heart, saving the city in my own particular fashion.” 
He chuckled at the prisoner’s unspoken question.  “Yes, I could have stopped Keryth at any time,” he said with amusement.  “I am bonded to the Heart, after all, and my power and will far surpass his.  I allowed things to play out as they did so that none would be aware of how much control I have over the Tree-heart.  It is a good lesson, and one that perhaps I will allow you to retain: it is always an advantage to be underestimated.  Your Traveler knows this and used it to best House Exxidor, so telling you grants him nothing.”
Golloron’s fists clenched momentarily as his hard-won control briefly slipped.  “That was a second mistake,” he said flatly.  “The Traveler undid a century of patient work in minutes by Redeeming the heart, and when he told me that the Tree-heart is now incorruptible, he did not exaggerate.  Despite all my influence over it, a great and deep power resists all of my attempts to return it to its previous state.
“No,” he smiled at the bound figure, “I would not turn the city to Darkness.  The Darkness, as you may know, offers nothing but chains in the guise of power and freedom.  Keryth did not understand this; he thought he would be master of all, but in truth, he would have become but a greater servant among slaves.  No, I am not foolish enough to consort with the Dark.
“I simply prefer the city be…wary, shall we say?  The citizens are far easier to manipulate and control when they are motivated by fear and distrust.  Now that the Tree-heart is healed, however, hope will return, and my work will be far more difficult.  The Traveler hurt me with his actions, and now, you will assist me in returning the injury.”
He walked over and laid a gentle hand on the brow of the suddenly terrified figure.  “You may as well relax, young one,” he crooned softly.  “There is nothing you can do to resist me, and fighting will only bring you pain. 
“Now,” he said, summoning his power, “let us find the way to best harm the new Lord Evenshade, without any knowing that I was the one who began his destruction…”




The End
of Book 2.  Check out book 3, “Lord Sorcerer”, and find out more about the secrets of Antas, the mystery of Lily’s existence, and whether or not Aranos can resist Saphielle’s advances.
If you enjoyed this book, please review it!  Reviews are the lifeblood of an independent author, and there’s no better way to show your support.
To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Books group!
If you love Gamelit and want to read more series like this, or to hear about the newest releases and best series, check out the GameLit Society!




Aranos’ Character Sheet

Aranos, Lord Evenshade, Elf-Friend
Age: 26
Race: Aleen
Advanced Class: Sorcerer AscendantXP: 91000/105000
Level: 5
Class: SorcererXP: 68000/78000
Level: 12
Profession: HunterXP: 455/500
Abilities:13 Stat points available
Str: 23 (29)     Dex: 30 (36)    Agil: 27 (33)   End: 25 (31)
Int: 95   Wis: 103Per:  35     Cha: 81
LP: 722/722Regen: 4.7/s
SP: 11964/11964Regen: 48.6/s, 63.4/s when meditating
Stamina: N/A
Skills:
	Animal Handling (T): Student 1


	Appraisal (T): Student 10


	Arcane Archery* (T): Expert 10


	Arcane Lore (T): Student 3


	Bargaining (U): Novice 10


	Beast Lore (T): Student 1


	Blacksmithing (General, T): Student 7


	Camouflage (T): Student 6


	Carving (U): Student 1


	Climbing (U): Novice 8


	Diplomacy (U): Novice 6


	Dodge (T): Student 5


	Dreamstriding (T): Adept 5


	Engraving (T): Student 10


	Exotic Weapon Master (Nunchaku, T): Novice 8


	Fortitude* (T): Expert 5


	Goldsmithing (T): Adept 2


	Harvesting (T): Student 1


	Herbalism (T): Master 4


	High Enchantment (T): Adept 4


	Improvised Crafting (U): Novice 3


	Instinctive Meditation (T): Expert 1


	Leatherworking (T): Student 2


	Lore(Darkness, U): Novice 6


	Lore(Elven History, U): Novice 2


	Mana Control (T): Expert 8


	Mana Mastery^ (T): Expert 1


	Metal Refining (T): Student 10


	Natural Lore (Forest, T): Master 3


	One-Handed Weapons (T): Novice 10


	Sense Intent (T):Student 9


	Sense Mana (U): Novice 10


	Small Blades (U): Novice 2


	Speech (U), Novice 1


	Spell Sculpting (U): Novice 1


	Staff Mastery (T): Student 8


	Stealth (Natural, U): Student 7


	Survival (Forest, T): Master 3


	Sword Mastery (T): Novice 10


	Tracking (T): Master 1


	Two-Handed Weapons (T): Student 6




Spells:
	Aura of Movement^: Novice 5


	Compassionate Renewal!: Novice 3


	Composite Armor^: Adept 1


	Composite Bullet*: Adept 2


	Crystal Prison: Student 1


	Deadly Vapors: Novice 5


	Debilitation*: Novice 3


	Elemental Weapon: Novice 6


	Energy Barrage^: Adept 1


	Energy Wall: Novice 7


	Energy Web^: Student 1


	Flight*: Student 1


	Forge Mana^: Adept 1


	Greater Empowerment^: Student 1


	Hailstorm: Student 1


	Illuminating Mists: Novice 1


	Tempest of Rage!: Novice 4


	Radiant Blast: Novice 10


	Roar of Freedom!: Novice 2


	Void Paralysis: Novice 8




Perks:
	Arcane Endurance


	Dreamweaver


	Greater Creation


	Indomitable


	Mana Expert


	Mana Vampire


	Mana Well


	Overchanneler


	Traveler Soul




Titles:
	Elf-Friend


	First Sorcerer


	Kinslayer


	Lord Evenshade


	Master of Elements


	Master of Skills


	The Ascendant


	The Liberator


	The Paragon
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First Sorcerer (Singularity Online Book 1)
 
Jeff is excited beyond words to venture into Singularity Online, the newest and most groundbreaking VRMMORPG.  When he chooses a class that was lost centuries ago, though, he is thrust into an insane quest that will take him into a land ruled by the undead.  Are his imagination, passion, and courage enough to make him the First Sorcerer?
Coming Soon: Quantum Rebirth (Phase Shift Book 1)
 
The Shift.  Most of the animal life on Earth dies in agony in a single horrific and inexplicable night.  Humanity is all but wiped out.  When Troias awakens, he's in a new world, one that is savage, brutal, and hostile to humanity, but one that has granted him abilities he could only call superhuman.
Can Troias gather the terrified survivors and unite them?  Will humanity survive the Phase Shift?
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