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     Chapter One - Crematoria Online 


       


     Logging into Crematoria Online was a wholly unpleasant experience. Not only had the damned Crematoria Chamber forced a feeding tube down Neil’s throat, but he had to play knowing that he was going to soil himself and have a pair of vacuum underwear suck all the waste away. 


     If this was how new video games were going to be, then Neil didn’t know whether he wanted any part of them. 


     However, he changed his mind as soon as his consciousness coalesced into a new digital form within Crematoria Online’s character creation section. 


     That morning, while brushing his teeth and shaving the fuzz that grew on his face, Neil had looked like an old man. His children were grown and living their own lives now, and ever since the breakdown of his marriage a year ago, Neil had felt adrift. 


     He was living a meaningless, pleasureless existence. Just going through the motions because he didn’t know any other way to be. When he was growing up, his father never let him be sad, so now he didn’t know how to recognize that feeling. Even though he and sadness were closer now than Neil had been with his best friends back in high school. 


     That changed the first time he got a look at himself in the mirrors that encircled him within Crematoria Online. 


     The hair of his avatar had no hint of gray in it. It was the same thick black mane he’d had when he was younger. The lines around his face were gone too. The smooth tightness of youthful skin made him grin at his own reflection. His teeth were perfect, too. They showed none of the yellowing caused by years of caffeine abuse. 


     A figure appeared next to Neil, which scared the everliving shit out of him. 


     “Hello there,” the figure said. “I’m the Concierge, here to make your transition into Crematoria Online a pleasant one.” 


     “Jesus, you scared the life out of me,” Neil said, then took a moment to collect himself. 


     “Oh, I’m terribly sorry about that.” 


     Neil lifted a hand to his face and ran it over the smooth young skin on his cheek. “Why do I look like I’m in my twenties?” 


     “You can change your age appearance setting if you wish,” the Concierge said. He appeared to be an old-timey gentleman wearing a top hat, a monocle, and a fancy tailored suit. 


     “Oh, no, I quite like looking young again. I just wondered why.” 


     “I’m not quite sure, but you can change it if you wish.” 


     “No, I’m quite happy. So how does this all work then?” Neil gestured to the world around him. 


     “Sir, I must advise you that you have less than five minutes remaining before Crematoria Online goes live.” 


     “What? Seriously?” 


     Neil had timed it so that he’d log in an hour before the servers went live, but there were always those pesky little things called time zones that played havoc with specific launch times. 


     “I’m afraid so,” the Concierge said. 


     “Damn it. Not much time to choose a class, then? Well, you might be able to help me out. I want to be something different,” Neil said. “Something far different than what I am.” 


     “What are you?” 


     Neil smiled ruefully. “A fool. A man who’s spent the last thirty years of his life living in the hustle and bustle of the city, always feeling trapped in this wonderful cage that he’s built for himself. Now that the door’s open, I don’t quite know what to do.” 


     There wasn’t a single one of his friends that wasn’t jealous of the cars in his garage, or the range of investment properties he owned, or the fact that he made more in a month than most of his friends did in a year. 


     But all of that changed. 


     His wife, well, soon-to-be-ex-wife, was a brunette bombshell that he’d neglected for the sake of his career, and she was trying to take half of what he’d earned with his years of toil in the divorce. She even took one of the kids. His daughter, Tomina, would always be his little girl, but his son? That was a different story entirely. He was his mother’s child, despite Neil’s best efforts. 


     The way Neil’s father raised him only served to push Shane away. 


     Now Neil was living in an apartment overlooking the Hudson River. He was lucky he still had that. It was one of the only assets his soon-to-be-ex-wife would allow him to keep without contest. 


     This was not where he expected to be at the tail end of his career. This break he’d taken from work was a necessary one. He’d blocked out a month of his calendar for Crematoria Online’s launch. It was a staycation, just of a different kind. 


     “So, you want to become something different?” the Concierge said. 


     “Desperately,” Neil said. 


     “Try this on for size.” 


     The vision before Neil changed. Flowing robes appeared on his avatar body. They were mostly green but stained darker at the bottom. There were no sleeves, which allowed his muscular shoulders and arms to show through. There was a sword at his hip, and a backpack strapped to his back. 


     “There are many races and classes to choose from in Crematoria Online, but I think this option is the one most closely aligned to your aim. This is an Erwysh Skinwalker,” the Concierge explained. 


     “Erwysh?” Neil asked. He already had a bit of an idea what a Skinwalker was, and wondered how closely this game would align their concept to the First Nations legends. 


     “The Erwysh are the nomadic tribes who live in the Erwyn Wildlands at the top of the world. Their lands are wild and untamed, much like their people. Some Erwysh live solitary lives, whereas others live in small communities which are in balance with the world around them.” 


     Neil smiled. “I haven’t felt in balance with the world in years.” 


     “Then it’s time you regained some of that balance. Would you like me to explain what a Skinwalker is?” 


     “I can bond with animals, right? And call on their spirits to change my form?” 


     “In a manner of speaking, yes. You can learn the Wild Aspect of any creature and assume its form. If you wish to soar through the skies on the wings of a hawk, you can. You may bound through the forest like an elk, or hunt your foes through the eyes of a bear!” 


     “Is that all I have to choose from? Hawk, elk, or bear?” 


     “Not at all. You may assume the Wild Aspect of any beast you bond with.” 


     When Neil was younger, his father would take him to Lonely Mountain Lodge in the Appalachians. While they were in the mountains, Neil often daydreamed about becoming one of the animals that called the mountains home. 


     The freedom of the bird to take wing and fly off to wherever he wanted to go made Neil envious. He’d stand atop one of the boulders with his hands outstretched, his eyes closed, and imagine that the wind he felt under his arms would lift him into the sky and let him fly away. 


     Now he had a chance to do exactly that. Besides, the game was almost live! Neil didn’t want to miss a second. 


     “Yeah, I’m going to be an Erwysh Skinwalker.” 


     “Would you like to know any more about the class or your other options?” 


     “No. This sounds perfect.” 


     “Very well,” the Concierge said with a bow. “If we had more time, you could test out your class in a tutorial environment, but the servers have just gone live.” 


     “I’ll figure it out when I get in there,” Neil said. “Log me in!” 


     “Very well. Good luck, and may the Celestials watch over you.” 


     Everything went black, and Neil floated through the void. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Two - The Everwood 


       


     Soft grass formed under Neil’s feet as his eyes opened. It was damp and cold like it was early morning. Birds sang in the boughs of nearby trees. The sharp smell of pine was familiar and pleasant. Neil spun around and found himself in the middle of a forest.  


     As he turned, he spied something big moving nearby. Its form was masked by the trunks of thick trees, but it was close. Neil swallowed nervously. 


     Even though he couldn’t see the creature’s entire form, he saw enough to know that it was massive. There were black hooves on the end of long spindly legs, a body draped in shaggy, matted fur, and savage horns that rose above a blackened face. And was that a saddle? But there was no rider. What in the world could ride something so big? 


     A baleful sound came from the direction of the creature, and Neil’s fight or flight response kicked in. 


     He turned and ran, which he knew was the wrong choice the moment the beast’s hooves beat the frantic rhythm of pursuit. 


     Neil looked over his shoulder and caught sight of something monstrous behind him. It cracked branches and bent ancient trunks to the side as it closed in on him. No matter how fast he ran, the thing gained on him. Hot breath blew over his back as the creature’s inhalations and exhalations grew louder. 


     Something hit him from behind, which sent him sprawling into the pine needles on the forest floor. He tried to get up, but the creature had other ideas. It stomped on his back and held him down. 


     “Stop running,” the creature said. Its voice was a deep guttural rumble. “If I let you up, will you promise not to run?” 


     “Only if you promise not to eat me!” Neil said. 


     “Eat you?” the monster said. It sounded amused. “I’m not going to eat you, boy. I’m here to teach you.” 


     Neil stopped struggling then. The weight lifted from his back, and he was allowed to rise back to his feet. The monster behind him was a gargantuan moose-like creature. Shaggy black and brown fur covered it from nose to tail. Massive antlers rose from either side of its head, and it looked down at him with curiosity. 


     “You are of the old blood,” it said. 


     “I’m of the what-now?” Neil asked. 


     “The old blood. From a time when men and women were beasts, and we could commune with them,” the moose-thing said. “I am Malphis, and I believe I was sent here to teach you the ways of the Skinwalker.” 


     Neil shook his head. “This isn’t how tutorials are supposed to go. They don’t start with your teacher chasing you through the woods!” 


     “I couldn’t be sure of who you were,” Malphis said. “Many people from the world of men come into our forests and upset the natural order of things. It was only when I smelled you that I knew you and I were of the same blood.” 


     “Wait, you’re a Skinwalker too?” Neil asked. 


     A shudder crept over Malphis’s moose form, beginning at his shoulders. Then it washed over his body like a tide as his skin started to shift. Great patches of fur came loose as his skin sloughed off in ugly bloody chunks. The meat beneath morphed as the bones within changed shape. Teeth fell out of the great moose’s mouth, replaced with tiny human teeth that looked out of place in the moose’s maw. The antlers fell to the ground heavily as the moose seemed to melt in on itself. 


     Then, something moved under the fur. A man emerged from a crack in the shaggy lump. He came out covered in blood, which steamed in the cold morning air. 


     Before Neil stood an old man, with hair of black and brown that matched the colors of the fur on the moose from only moments before. 


     “It has been some time since I last assumed human form,” Malphis said. He spoke slowly, as though he was trying to work out how his mouth and tongue worked together to make words. 


     Neil swallowed. Maybe choosing to play as a Skinwalker wasn’t a smart choice. He thought it would be just like playing a Druid in Dungeons & Dragons, where a player could just shift between their human and animals forms without any problems. 


     Malphis’s transformation looked painful and messy. 


     Not to mention that Malphis was completely naked in the cold morning air. 


     “Do you need any clothes?” Neil asked. 


     He didn’t have much to give, but Neil supposed he might be able to tear off a section of his robe to use as a loincloth if Malphis needed it. 


     “No need,” Malphis said as he turned around and bent over, giving Neil a view right up main street. Neil averted his eyes from the full moon. “I’ve got a pack of old clothes around here somewhere.” 


     The saddle Neil saw earlier wasn’t a saddle at all. Malphis found the ratty old backpack and opened it up. He retrieved a tattered old robe and slipped it on.  


     “Clothes,” Malphis said with disdain. “Such a human invention. Just because some people couldn’t keep their desires in check, they forced us all to cover ourselves. How is that for fair? We need to restrict ourselves because others cannot control their urges? This is why I live alone in the woods.” 


     When Malphis turned back around, Neil was surprised that most of the blood and gore that had covered Malphis only minutes before was almost gone. The mound of moose-sheddings was also noticeably smaller. 


     “What happened to all the blood and muck?” Neil asked. 


     “Our discarded forms rot very quickly,” Malphis said. “Exactly how much do you know about your Skinwalker heritage?” 


     Neil shook his head. “Almost nothing.” 


     “Then it’s good that I found you. Will you accompany me to my home? From there, we will begin your training.” 


     A notification appeared in the bottom of Neil’s view. 


       


     New Quest Available: Learning to Skinwalk 


     Return to Malphis’s house and skinwalk for the first time. 


     Rewards: 150 experience points and Wild Aspect ability. 


       


     Neil focused on the Wild Aspect, and an information panel appeared. 


       


     Wild Aspect 


     Level: Novice 


     Cooldown: 1 Day 


     Commune with an aspect of nature to take on its form. The ability may only be used on Small to Medium creatures at Novice Rank. 


       


     Wild Aspect sounded like it was an integral component of the Skinwalker class, so Neil had no choice but to accept the quest. 


     “Excellent!” Malphis said. “Follow me, and we shall begin.” 


     Neil followed Malphis through the forest.  


     “This is the Everwood,” Malphis explained. “When the Erwysh first discovered these woods, it was thought that they went on forever. We know now that is not the case, but they are so vast that they might as well be endless. Only the Erwysh set foot here in the deep places. The Everwood remembers what it feels like to be chopped with the axe and to be burned by men with torches. One day your harmony with nature might grow deep enough to listen to the old sad songs of the trees. They remember a time long since passed that we shall never know again.” 


     While they moved through the forest, Malphis would sometimes lull into periods of humming to himself, and Neil used these opportunities to check out his statistics. 


     He was only Level 1, which was to be expected. He had 5 primary attribute points to distribute, and he figured he would do that once he understood his class a little better. He navigated to his abilities screen to look at what abilities he had access to at Level 1. 


       


     Bestial Swiftness 


     Rank: Novice 


     Cooldown: 3 minutes 


     Bestial Swiftness draws on the currently chosen Wild Aspect to allow the user to increase their run speed based on their Wild Aspect for 5 seconds. Usable in human form only. 


       


     Okay, well that was cool, but he didn’t have a Wild Aspect yet, so he wouldn’t be able to use it until he did. That would come soon. 


       


     Skinwalk 


     Rank: Novice 


     Use: Unlimited 


     Change form to your currently chosen Wild Aspect, or return to human form. 


       


     That was another ability that he couldn’t use until Neil had access to his Wild Aspect ability. 


       


     There was one other ability called Wild Traversal. Neil focused on it. 


       


     Wild Traversal 


     Passive ability 


     Rank: Novice 


     The old blood courses through your veins. You move 5% faster in any non-urban environment. 


       


     That wasn’t a game-changer, but it certainly was a nice little bonus that would help Neil navigate this treacherous forest. 


     “Do you have a favorite place in nature, Neil?” Malphis asked. 


     Neil quickly dismissed his abilities screen. He hadn’t been paying attention while he was checking out his abilities. 


     “I love the mountains,” Neil said. 


     “What is it that you love about them?” 


     “Oh, I don’t know, they’re pretty, I guess?” 


     Malphis turned on Neil and glared at him. “You’re going to have to try harder than that if you want to commune with the wild. Come now, tell me what you really like about the mountains.” Malphis turned back and followed whatever unseen path he followed. 


     Last time Neil traveled to the mountains was well over three years ago. He was one of the lucky ones who still had a job after the AI revolution where over half of the job market was replaced by automation. His father saw the writing on the wall while Neil was in high school, and convinced Neil to become a lawyer. 


     Neil remembered back to what his father had said to him while he was deciding what he wanted to study in college. 


     “People have been horrible to each other throughout all of human history, and that’s not going to stop just because robots are going to take over the workforce. Mark my words, those robofetishists who think automation is going to usher in a new utopia of human freedom, peace and happiness have got it wrong. All it’s going to do is give more people more time to think about better ways to do horrible things to each other,” his father said. “Become a lawyer, and you can make money from the inevitable outcomes of human nature. You will never be out of work.” 


     Neil’s father was right, as usual. Neil had never been out of work, although the amount of money the lower class had to defend themselves with these days was becoming less and less. So, Neil’s days were spent defending rich people from other rich people and taking a minuscule slice of their fortunes to add to his own. 


     When he’d taken that rare holiday three years ago, Neil went back to the Lonely Mountain Lodge his father took him to when he was young. He spent a week walking the trails, sitting on the balcony of his cabin drinking coffee and smoky whiskey to stave off the cold. He’d even done some reading for fun for a change. 


     Neil spent most days poring over paperwork relating to his cases, so opening up a god-damned book with a bent-up spine and dog-eared pages was almost like going back in time. 


     Back to when things were better. 


     “I love the mountains because everything moves at its own pace,” Neil said. “I like the way that mountains make me feel small, and all of my big problems seem to melt away. I love the song of the loon, the crackle of hoarfrost underfoot, and the smell of fallen pine needles.” 


     He missed all of those things with a sudden intensity, then realized that all of those things were around him right now. Well, near enough anyway. They were all digital, but they didn’t feel that way. The Everwood felt as real as the mountain lodge he thought about so fondly. 


     Malphis grinned at this. “You do have the old blood running through your veins. What’s your name, young Skinwalker?” 


     “Neil Cash,” he replied. 


     Malphis stopped in front of a thick bramble and waved his hand across it. The thorny bramble parted, revealing a hidden entrance to a clearing. “Welcome to my home, Neil Cash.” 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Three - The Crooked Stump 


       


     New area discovered: The Crooked Stump 


       


     Malphis’s home reminded Neil of a stupid cartoon his kids watched when they were younger called Shrek. There was a massive tree stump in the clearing with a door right in the center. A couple of windows let the light into the house. 


     The stump was as crooked as the name of the location implied. 


     There was a vegetable garden to one side of the clearing, and a wide rock pool on the other. There was nothing swamp-like about this cozy little slice of the forest though. Malphis lived comfortably. 


     “I do hope the squirrels haven’t moved back in,” Malphis said. “Last time I wandered the forest for more than a month, I came back to absolute anarchy. Nuts hidden everywhere!” 


     “How long do you normally stay in your moose form?” Neil asked. 


     “Oh, until I need to switch back to human. Which has been less and less as the years stretch on,” Malphis said. 


     “Being a moose would be pretty awesome,” Neil said. 


     “Ah, you won’t be ready to shift into a large creature like that for some time. We’ll start with something a little smaller.” 


     “Like what?” 


     “Well, that leads us to my next question. What type of animal do you have an affinity with?” 


     Neil shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve always loved dogs.” 


     It had been years since he’d had a dog. Even since his kids moved out of home and started their own lives, he’d had nobody to take care of any pets while he was at work. The long hours robbed him of any time he might have been able to spare taking them for walks. 


     Malphis lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled. “A fine choice.” 


     An enormous wolf came bounding out of the forest behind Malphis and stopped by his side. It growled at Neil. 


     “That’s a big wolf.” Neil gulped. 


     “This is Grayfang. Grayfang, this is Neil Cash. He’s a friend of the Everwood.” Malphis put his hand on the wolf’s head and ran it down his back. Grayfang stopped growling. 


     “So how do I do the thing? How do I skinwalk?” Neil asked. 


     “It is not as simple as reaching out and touching the creature you want to take for your Wild Aspect. You must reach out to them with your soul. You must bond with them to take on their aspect. But physical touch is a good way to start.” 


     Neil walked towards Grayfang with his hand outstretched. His legs shook with every step he took towards the wolf. 


     “Your old blood will know how to make the connection, even if you don’t,” Malphis said. 


     Neil reached a hand out and touched the wolf’s gray fur. “Hey Grayfang,” Neil said. “Thank you for coming here and-” 


     Neil felt Grayfang’s soul reach out to him, and his own soul reached back to Grayfang. His mind became filled with thoughts of running free through the forest, the feeling of hot blood spilling over his muzzle as his teeth sunk into the jugular of a fleeing hare, and the camaraderie of the pack as they howled at the moon. 


     Neil opened his eyes and felt the change begin. 


     It started as a tingling in his gums, his fingernails, and his toenails. It spread from the edges of his extremities towards his core. The hair on every inch of his body rose like someone just walked over his grave. Then the pain came. 


     A tooth fell to the ground. 


     A human tooth. 


     Neil raised a hand to his mouth and felt the sharp canine pushing through the gums where the other tooth was only a moment ago. Teeth fell like hail as more savage fangs pushed into his mouth. His skull ached as it stretched into a muzzle. His ears shifted further back on his head as the transformation forced him forwards onto all fours. 


     He spat out the rest of his teeth and watched in horror as claws pushed his fingernails out of their nailbeds. Patches of gray fur burst through his pale skin as his skeleton popped and crunched itself into wolf form. 


     “Nooo-aarrooooooo!” Neil tried to protest as his vocal cords completed their transition to wolf. His howl echoed throughout the clearing. 


       


     New Wild Aspect learned: Wolf 


       


     Grayfang stepped forward and sniffed Neil. He whuffed in acknowledgment. A message appeared at the bottom of Neil’s view. 


       


     Your equipment will automatically be unequipped when you shift into a Wild Aspect. You will not gain the benefits of your human equipment when not in human form. You will automatically re-equip your last equipped set of gear when you shift out of Wild Aspect. 


     Your equipment will be stored in a visible backpack when you are in your Wild Aspect. This means that other players will be able to identify you as a player when you are in animal form. 


       


     Just as the notification said, there was a harness around Neil’s shoulders which held a small pack in place. 


     “Very good,” Malphis said. “The first change is always the hardest and most painful. Each subsequent change will come easier. Would you like to return to your human form or explore your new abilities as a wolf?” 


     Neil tried to speak, but a stream of unintelligible wolf-noises came out instead. 


     “You cannot speak to humans while you skinwalk. As your powers grow, you may find that you can communicate with aspects of nature while you skinwalk. Only the most powerful Skinwalkers can talk in their animal forms. If you wish to return to your human form, do it now. If not, we shall continue your wolf training.” 


     Neil opened his abilities screen to see what abilities he had access to as a wolf. His tongue lolled out of his mouth, and his tail automatically wagged with happiness as he looked them over. 


       


     Bite 


     Rank: Novice 


     15 damage 


     Single Target 


     Bite your enemy for moderate damage. 


       


     Go For The Throat 


     Rank: Novice 


     30 damage 


     Single Target 


     Sink your teeth into the target’s throat for a killing blow. Only usable on grievously wounded targets. 


       


     Challenging Bark 


     Rank: Novice 


     Radius – 10 yards 


     Causes all enemies within a 10-yard radius to focus their attacks on you for 3 seconds. 


       


     Rake 


     Rank: Novice 


     30 Bleeding damage over 5 seconds 


     Area of Effect: Frontal Cone 


     Swipe all enemies in front of you and cause them to bleed for 5 seconds. 


       


     Neil’s tail wagged at his new damage-dealing tool kit. Then he noticed another pane on his inventory that wasn’t there when he’d checked it earlier. It was marked as Wild Aspects. 


     He opened that pane to find there was only one entry listed: Wolf. 


     So this was where any new Wild Aspects he learned would appear. He focused on the wolf icon, and further information appeared. 


       


     Wild Aspect: Wolf 


     This damage-dealing beast form is good at solo adventuring, as well as working as part of a team. As this Wild Aspect grows stronger, the Skinwalker will be able to track prey and command wild wolves. 


     Level 1 


       


     ‘Okay, that’s pretty damned cool,’ Neil thought. Even though he couldn’t form human words with his canine mouth, he could still hear his inner monologue just fine. 


     “Do you wish to hunt with Grayfang?” Malphis asked. 


     Neil nodded. 


     “Very well.” 


       


     Quest Complete: Learning to Skinwalk 


     You have gained 150 experience points! 


     You have reached Level 2! 


     You have received one primary attribute point to distribute! 


     You now have six primary attribute points to distribute. 


     You have gained the ability Wild Aspect! 


       


     Having six primary attribute points was great and all, but Neil hadn’t actually been able to try his class out yet. He decided to wait to see how his class handled combat before investing his points. 


     “Oh, here, let me recharge your Wild Aspect ability,” Malphis said. He extended his hands towards Neil and a mist of scented petals wrapped around him. “If you find another animal more suited to you, you may change your Wild Aspect. However, you may only do this once per day. If you change your Wild Aspect before you’ve mastered it, you’ll need to re-learn it before you can change back to it.” 


     Neil cocked his head to the side in confusion. 


     “It simply means that until your body has gotten used to the form of a wolf, you cannot go and turn yourself into a bird and expect your body to remember what it is like to be a wolf.” 


     Neil figured that the level associated with his Wild Aspects had something to do with it. Maybe once he hit a certain level, he would be able to change to that form at will. That was something he’d need to figure out. 


     “Oh, and one more thing. Until your bond with nature grows deeper, your animal form will contain the same mass as your human form. Ergo, if you take on the Wild Aspect of a squirrel, you’d turn into a man-sized squirrel. This means that almost all birds are out of the question for you at the moment, as you’d simply be too heavy to fly.” 


     Neil whined in disappointment. He was looking forward to being able to fly. 


     “Anyway, go and learn how to hunt with Grayfang. I can tell he’s itching to show you,” Malphis said. 


     Neil whuffed in acknowledgment. A quest notification appeared and auto-accepted itself into his quest log. 


       


     New Quest: Learning to Hunt 


     Accompany Grayfang deeper into the Everwood and learn how to hunt. 


     Rewards: 250 experience points + 50 Wolf Wild Aspect experience points 


       


     Then Grayfang took off. He bounded away into the Everwood. Neil turned after him and ran. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Four - The Hunt 


       


     The forest streaked past Neil as he ran faster than he’d ever run before. Four paws were better than two feet any day of the week. From his new perspective, the ancient trees of the Everwood loomed above like skyscrapers. 


     Grayfang slowed and sniffed the air. Neil fell into step behind him and sniffed at the air too. He was almost overwhelmed by the amount of information contained within the scents of the world around him. 


     Images of prey passing along this game trail flashed in his mind. The ghosts of the prey were formless, and he couldn’t be sure of exactly what it was he followed. The smell of fresh water came from somewhere to the south. The sharp smell of fallen pine needles was stronger in that direction too. There was another foul scent on the air that made Neil’s hackles raise. It smelled like danger. 


     A message appeared at the bottom of Neil’s view. 


       


     You have discovered the scent of fresh prey. Do you wish to set this trail as your target? 


       


     Yes, Neil decided. A trail hung in the air in the direction that the prey had fled. 


     Neil sniffed in that direction and followed the trail until it disappeared, then sniffed the air to pick up the trail again. 


       


     Your Hunting skill has increased! 


     Your Tracking skill has increased! 


       


     Those were secondary skills, and it looked like those leveled up by performing the associated actions. That was pretty cool, Neil thought. He followed the trail and refreshed the scent whenever it dissipated. Grayfang followed after him and snorted pleasantly at Neil’s progress. 


     Something in the brush ahead of them moved. Whatever it was, it was small, gray, and hopped away like a bolt of lightning. Grayfang pursued without hesitation, and Neil followed. He followed the scent as much as he followed the prey’s lightning-quick movements. 


     At one point, the scent trail broke off into two different directions. So there was more than one target! Grayfang peeled away to the left, and Neil wheeled to the right. The scent trail was stronger this way, which meant the prey was closer! 


     Then Neil caught sight of it. A fat rabbit-like creature bounded through the forest in a zigzag pattern. It looked strange, though. There were a pair of horns growing out of the rabbit’s head! 


     It was a jackalope! 


     They didn’t exist in the real world. It was just an urban legend started by an inventive taxidermist. But the jackalope here in the game was real enough, and it didn’t want to be eaten. Neil’s Hunting and Tracking skills ticked upwards as he ran. 


     The distance between predator and prey became less and less until Neil was salivating at the thought of sinking his teeth into the soft fur of the jackalope’s neck. It looked back at him, eyes wide with terror, a moment before Neil surged forward and seized the jackalope’s back leg in his mouth. 


     The jackalope’s other leg kicked back towards Neil’s eyes, which he closed on instinct. His prey was at his mercy now. He pinned the jackalope to the ground with his mouth, then held it with his front paws as he delivered the killing blow. 


     The coppery tang of blood washed over his teeth and tongue, and his inner wolf took over. He ate the jackalope while it was still alive. 


       


     You have defeated a jackalope!  


     You have gained 50 experience points 


     You have gained 50 wolf Wild Aspect experience points 


     Quest completed: Learning to Hunt 


     You have gained 250 experience points 


     You have gained 50 Wolf Wild Aspect experience points 


     You have reached Wild Aspect: Wolf Level 2! 


     You have gained the ability Wild Speech. 


       


     Wild Speech 


     Rank: Novice 


     Passive 


     With a Wild Aspect selected, you can speak to animals of that species. 


     Unlocked by reaching Level 2 with any Wild Aspect. 


       


     Grayfang found him shortly after he’d stripped the flesh from the bones. 


     ‘Well done, oldblood,’ Grayfang said. 


     ‘Thank you,’ Neil replied. He thought the words, and somehow Grayfang heard him. 


     ‘Only the fastest wolves can chase down a jackalope. You have a keen nose for prey.’ 


     ‘Oh, I just followed the trail. Nothing special,’ Neil said. 


     ‘Many pups could learn from you. It does not look like you need my tutelage. Do you have any questions before I return to my pack?’ Grayfang asked. 


     ‘Can I join your pack?’ 


     Grayfang snorted disdainfully. ‘No. You are oldblood, not wolf, even though you wear our shape. You must find your own pack.’ 


     ‘Oh. Well, is there anything I should know about being a wolf?’ 


     ‘The people of the forest respect us, but those who travel the roads to the south will only see you as a threat. If you wear our skin beyond the southern reaches of the Everwood, your life is at risk from farmers and hunters that think you want to eat their animals. But these lands are not safe for you either. There is a man from the south who has built himself a den nearby. He seeks to tame the forest and is no stranger to spilling our blood. You would be doing the forest a favor if you were to kill him.’ 


     ‘Why would I kill him?’ Neil asked. ‘What has he done to me?’ 


     ‘Nothing yet,’ Grayfang replied. ‘But a predator’s place is at the top of their food chain. I’ve seen you hunt. You are a predator, and he is above you on the food chain. I’m sure that if you met him, you would agree that something needs to be done.’ 


       


     New quest available: Top of the Food Chain 


     Find the house in the forest nearby and speak to the man who owns it. 


     Reward: 100 experience points. 


       


     Well, there was no harm in taking this quest. 


     ‘Which direction is this house in?’ Neil asked. 


     ‘That way,’ Grayfang said and pointed to the east with his nose. ‘He has angered the forest. Be careful if you choose to seek him out.’ 


     This house was in the same direction as the stench of death that floated on the wind. There was no harm in investigating it, after all. All Neil needed to do was talk to the man. 


     Neil set off to the east, towards the smell of death.




  




  

     Chapter Five - The Cabin in the Woods 


       


     There were signs of strange happenings around the little cabin that Neil found. There were trails trampled through the grass, where it looked like a horde of something traveled regularly. The death stench came from an innocent-looking cabin. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in the Appalachians or on the banks of a lake. 


     The simple log cabin was rectangular in shape, with a stone chimney at one end that billowed gray smoke into the morning air. A wooden bench sat on the porch in front of the cabin, and the door leading inside was open. Neil smelled the air, but nothing he saw matched the smell of rot and decay that filled his senses. 


     The person who lived in this cabin probably wouldn’t take kindly to a wolf appearing on his doorstep, so Neil activated his Skinwalk ability again. 


     His skin, covered in black fur, suddenly became one size too big for him. It split and fell off his muscles in angry red and black chunks. He stood back on two legs while spitting out lupine fangs that were pushed out of his head as his human teeth repopulated his shortening jaw. 


     After the change was complete, he was happy to see that his equipment had been re-equipped automatically, just as Malphis told him it would. The change this time was nowhere near as painful as the first and went much quicker. 


     Soon the change would feel as natural as walking. 


     Neil’s hand went to the hilt of his sword as he walked out of the tree line and towards the cabin. 


     He was just going to talk to this man. That’s all his quest demanded of him. 


     “Hello there,” Neil called out. 


     The sound of movement.  


     Heavy booted footsteps on stone.  


     A massive man bounded around the side of the cabin with a shortsword in one hand. He wore an apron, which was covered in fresh blood. 


     “What are you doing on my land?” the stranger demanded. 


     Neil decided to play it dumb. He lifted his hands away from his weapon to show this man he meant him no harm. “I’m just a simple traveler. When I saw the smoke rising from your chimney, I thought that I’d come and introduce myself. It’s been days since I’ve had a decent meal, you see.” 


     The man’s eyes narrowed. “The Everwood’s teeming with food. You can’t catch it yourself like the rest of us?” 


     “Unfortunately I find myself without a bow and arrow,” Neil said. That, and the lack of skill to use one, but he would keep that fact to himself. 


     The man huffed. “I s’pose I might be able to spare a little. But I’m in the middle of something, so you’re going to have to eat and then be on your way, you understand?” 


     “Of course, thank you,” Neil said. 


     It as strange that this place felt so foul in his wolf form, but that smell of rot was completely gone now. It was as though someone had cut off his nose, and in doing so, taken a rich and complex layer of the world away from him. 


     “I’m Neil, by the way,” Neil said as he followed the man in the bloody apron, who grunted in response. 


     “I’m Mack,” the man replied. “Mack Nabb.” 


     “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mack.” 


     Another grunt. 


     “Come ‘round the back. I’ve got a feral hog roasting. Been there all night, so it should almost be done.” 


     Neil’s mouth watered at the smell of roast pork as they rounded the cabin’s side. The fire pit out the back of the cabin was massive and deep. A steel container with a hinged lid sat in the center of the pit, with coals burning beneath it. The container was on a chain and pulley system for ease of retrieval from the fire. The sound of sizzling flesh reached his ears, and his watering mouth made his stomach rumble. 


     “Oh, that smells amazing,” Neil admitted. 


     So far, this guy didn’t appear all that bad. Grayfang said that he was an apex predator. Top of the food chain. But maybe he just meant that he was a good hunter. There was absolutely nothing wrong with that. 


     Mack grabbed a long-handled poker with a hook on the end and used it to pry open the lid off the roasting container. The wonderful aroma of roast pork washed out over the pit as Mack raised the lid. The sight inside wasn’t all that appetizing. The pig inside was gutted, but intact, complete with hooves, shriveled eyes and yellow teeth. 


     “This is one of the only things these bloody feral hogs are good for,” Mack said and spat into the fire. 


     “Are feral hogs a problem around these parts?” 


     Mack narrowed his eyes as though Neil had just asked the dumbest question imaginable. 


     “They’re a problem all right,” Mack said. “Thirty to fifty of the bastards can show up in three to five seconds while my children are out in the yard! How am I supposed to deal with that many before they attack my children?” 


     Neil’s eyes widened. “That’s a lot of pigs.” 


     Mack shook his head. “They’re not pigs, mate. Pigs are what you buy in markets in the Four Kingdoms and keep in your back yard to feed your scraps to. These are feral hogs! They’re savage, move in packs, and leave nothing but devastation in their wake. The big one, their leader, has tusks as big as swords!” 


     “Yikes. And there are how many of them?” 


     “Thirty to fifty!” 


     “And they’ve attacked your children?” 


     “They’ve tried,” Mack said and motioned to the feral hog roasting on the coals. “They don’t know who they’re messing with.” 


     “Is this a regular thing? Do these feral hogs have it in for you or something?” Neil asked. 


     Mack shrugged his shoulders. “I might have hunted them when I first built this place. Back before I realized that they could hold a grudge. Now they come back every couple of days. Sometimes they just root around in the forest at the edge of the clearing here, but the big one? That hog just stares me down whenever it comes. There’s something unnatural about it.” 


     Mack took the end of the chains in his hand and pulled the roasting pan out of the fire. He let it come to rest on the cold ground, which sizzled under the heat. He took a knife out of his belt and passed it to Neil. 


     “Cut however much you want,” Mack said. 


     Neil took the knife and cut a slice of slow-cooked pork. “So what’s the plan, then? Are you going to stay here, despite the feral hogs?” 


     “Of course, I am! This is my home! I’ll defend it by any means necessary.” 


     Neil took a bite of the pork, and the flavor of it made his eyes roll back into his head. 


     Mack grinned. “They’re a pain in the ass, but they’re damn fine eating.” 


     Neil chewed. “Where did you come from before this?” 


     Mack’s mood darkened. “Why?” 


     “Oh, no reason,” Neil said and waved the comment away. “Sorry if I offended you.” 


     “I take no offense, but a man’s private affairs are his alone.” 


     “Right you are. My apologies.” 


     “Pay no mind. Just eat your fill and be on your way. I have duties to attend to.” 


     “With your kids?” Neil asked.  


     The question was innocent enough, but Mack’s reaction was anything but. 


     “I’ll ask you to stop digging into my business,” Mack said. “I’ve extended you the hand of hospitality, but that doesn’t mean we’re friends. Eat your fill, then be on your way.” 


     “It’s just that I haven’t seen your kids, and-” 


     “They’re sleeping!” Mack roared. 


     Wow, even talking about his kids was a touchy subject. 


     The sound of a piglet screaming came from somewhere nearby. 


     “Whoa, what was that? Are the feral hogs back?” Neil asked. 


     Mack stormed over to a nearby tree stump which he’d turned into a chopping block and grabbed the axe that was embedded in the top of it. 


     “They might be,” Mack said. “You’ve got a sword on your hip, so I assume you know how to use it?” 


     “I have a vague idea,” Neil said. 


     If there truly were thirty to fifty feral hogs coming, then Neil figured he’d be better off shifting into his wolf form and getting the hell out of there. What could two people do against thirty to fifty feral hogs? There would be no victory. 


     When they reached the front of the cabin, Neil stopped in awe of the biggest damned pig he’d seen in his life. Its snout rose almost to the height of his shoulder, and the tusks that rose from its jaws were actually the size of swords. Mack wasn’t exaggerating. It had a scar that ran down across one whitened eye. 


     The piglet’s squeal came again, but this time, it came from behind Neil. From the other side of the cabin! 


     They were being surrounded! 


     The massive feral hog stamped a foot in challenge, and that’s when Neil saw the other shapes moving in the dappled light of the forest. One of the feral hogs surged forward and joined the massive scarred hog, and then the rest came. 


     In three to five minutes, the front yard was filled with feral hogs. It was just lucky that Mack’s children hadn’t been playing in the front yard at the time! 


     Mack raised his axe over his head and let out an almighty roar. “You remember what happened last time you tried something? I’m sure you do! The last hog that tried himself against me is roasting out in my back yard!” 


     The big scarred hog took a step forward and blew a breath out of its nose. It lowered its head, stamped its foot, then charged at Mack. 


     Mack lowered his center of gravity and waited until the hog closed the distance between them. Neil held his breath and let it out at the very last moment before impact. 


     Both the hog and Mack moved so quickly that Neil’s eyes barely caught what happened. 


     The hog squealed and stumbled as the blade of the axe sunk into its flank. Mack ripped it out of the hog’s flesh and went back for another strike, but the huge hog pulled itself to its feet and rejoined the horde waiting at the edge of the forest. 


     The hog was breathing hard as it turned back to face Mack. There was something strange about that hog; like it was smarter than the average pig. Like it was out for Mack’s blood for some reason. 


     It snorted, then turned and trotted back into the forest. 


     Neil released the hilt of his sword. 


     “They’ll try again before the day is through,” Mack said and spun his axe with a flourish. “I really need to thin their numbers. If only I had some kind of automatic assault axe to adequately protect my children. It won’t be long until the rest of those hogs get as brave as the big one. Say, you might be able to help me with that. Are you interested?” 


     A quest update notification appeared in the bottom of Neil’s view. 


       


     Quest completed: Top of the Food Chain 


     You have received 100 experience points! 


       


     Quest available: Whole Hog 


     Assist Mack Nabb in thinning the numbers of the feral hog horde that is threatening his family. 


     Kill 30 – 50 Feral Hogs 


     Reward: 300 experience points 


       


     Do you wish to accept this quest? 


       


     Well, he’d only just started playing the game, and a good old-fashioned grind-fest was a rite of passage with most other massively multiplayer online role-playing games, so why the hell not? The big one was already injured, so there would be no better time than right now to strike. 


     Neil accepted the quest, and Mack grinned. 


     “Thank you, my friend! Now go and thin their numbers before they find their courage again.” 


     Neil waited until he was back in the forest and hidden from Mack’s sight before he used Skinwalk to change back into wolf form. Malphis was right – the change was getting easier with each shift. 


     Neil raised his canine nose to the air and inhaled deeply. The trail of the feral hogs was easy enough to pick up, and he immediately gained another level towards his Tracking skill.  


     The overwhelming stench of rot and decay that he’d smelled earlier was still there, but it wasn’t coming from the direction that the hogs retreated to.  


     It was coming from Mack’s log cabin. 


    

      


    


  




  

     Chapter Six - Whole Hog 


       


     Neil didn’t even need his nose to follow the pack of feral hogs. They made enough noise that even in his human form, he would have been able to track them without a problem. His wolf form allowed him to travel through the forest much more easily, though. 


     The changing of perspective from bipedal to quadrupedal wasn’t as jarring this time around. The massive pine trees that rose into the heavens still looked like skyscrapers, and the forest floor seemed to stretch out into infinity with so many sights, sounds, and scents. This forest was teeming with life, and Neil’s human form was so dulled that he’d barely even registered it. 


     Something wasn’t sitting right with him about this whole situation, though. That enormous scarred hog was smarter than the average pig, and Mack was hiding something. 


     His log cabin smelled of death, but there was nothing Neil had seen on the outside that gave any indication that a slaughter had taken place. That said, he hadn’t seen inside the log cabin, where Mack’s children were allegedly sleeping. 


     Surely Mack wouldn’t keep the rotting carcasses of slain feral hogs inside his house. Not with kids around, anyway. But this Crematoria Online game was touted as being dark fantasy, and a lone man living in the woods with his children was a recipe for the beginning of a corrupted fairy tale. 


     A juvenile feral hog lagged behind the rest of the pack, and Neil slowed his approach. He tried to remain as silent as he could. Killing one little piggly-wiggly now would mean twenty-nine to forty-nine less that he’d have to kill later. His Stealth skill ticked upward as he remained hidden and in pursuit of the juvenile hog. 


     The little pig was covered in hair, which was mostly a light caramel color, with stripes of darker brown running across its back. No tusks grew from its snout yet, but they would come when it got older. 


     Well, if it got older, which Neil had no intention of letting it do. 


     He crept forward as silent as a shadow until he was ready to strike. He lowered himself to the ground and took aim. 


     Then suddenly, the brush next to him exploded with movement. A sharp tusk slammed into his side, hooking under his front leg. Neil yelped as white-hot pain exploded under his foreleg. Then he was in the air, spinning around. He lost all sense of direction as he plummeted back to the ground. 


     When he righted himself, he came face to face with the scarred feral hog! It stared down at him with its good eye and stamped its front hoof. It was getting ready to charge again! 


     The rest of the hoggish horde appeared behind the big one and prepared to watch the inevitable bloodshed. 


     Now that Neil stood face to face with the monstrous feral hog, he realized that it was far too big for Neil’s wolf form to do any damage to, injured or not. 


     There was only one thing Neil could do that might be able to stop the feral hog’s attack. He used Skinwalk to turn back into his human form, and the scarred hog became very still. Neil approached it with his hand outstretched as he activated Wild Aspect. 


     If he could connect to the boar, he might be able to talk to it like he talked to Grayfang. 


     His soul reached out, but he felt nothing back from the hog. 


       


     Wild Aspect failed! 


       


     Neil swallowed. If the hog’s soul was cut off from him, then there would be no bond. 


     The hog moved, but not to attack. It lifted its head as its jaw re-shaped itself. The savage tusks fell away, clattering to the ground. The hog’s hooves split themselves apart, revealing umber-skinned fingers forming from the gore. It rose onto two legs as the change continued. The milky-white scarred eye remained as the hog turned into a striking Erwysh woman with a thick brown mohawk. She stood as naked as the day she was born, and she didn’t seem one bit uncomfortable about that. 


     “Why are you following us, oldblood?” she asked. 


     Neil swallowed. “I thought you were a feral hog.” 


     The woman scoffed. “Feral hogs? Is that what that murderer is calling us?” 


     “Yeah,” Neil said. He suddenly got the feeling that he’d gotten in the middle of something he didn’t want to be caught up in. 


     “He is the one who murders our children for favors from the Celestials!” 


     “Okay, look, I’m clearly sticking my nose in where it doesn’t belong. Mack asked me to come and kill a bunch of you, but I thought you were just hogs. Are you all Erwysh?” 


     The woman shook her head. “I have given up life as a human. I live with my passel, as their ward and protector.” 


     “Okay, I feel like we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. My name’s Neil. What’s your name?” 


     “Averil,” she replied. 


     “What did you mean when you called him a murderer? When I walked as a wolf, I smelled something terrible coming from Mack’s cabin.” 


     “He is a haruspex.” 


     Neil shook his head. “I have no idea what that means.” 


     “He takes our children and spills their innards to tell the future. He watches the rot, and the maggots whisper to him of things to come. He uses those glimpses into the future to further his own ends. He was run out of the Four Kingdoms for his unholy practice.” 


     “Oh, gross,” Neil said. 


     “We fear for what has become of our children that he keeps alive in his basement. That’s why I confronted him earlier today.” 


     “Why did you stand against him alone? With your numbers you could have easily destroyed him,” Neil said. 


     “You do not know of his monstrous servants,” Averil said. “If I had continued my assault after my injury, he would he summoned them forth and laid waste to my passel.” 


     “What servants?” 


     Averil looked uncertain. “He stitches together the corpses of the slain and reanimates them using unholy magic. He calls them his children.” 


     Then it hit Neil. That’s what Mack was talking about, and probably why he was so upset when Neil mentioned them. His children weren’t his children at all! 


     “It sounds to me like this dude needs to go down,” Neil said. Grayfang was right all along. 


     “Yes,” Averil agreed. “But I will not risk the lives of my boars. They are under my protection.” 


     “You don’t need to rely on just them. I can help,” Neil said. “I’m a Skinwalker, just like you.” 


     Averil considered this for a moment. “You may not be enough. Not unless…” 


     “Unless what? If there’s anything I can do to help, I’ll do it!” 


     “There exists a boon which I can pass on to you that will allow you to combine the best parts of your human form and your chosen Wild Aspect.” 


     “Then give it to me. I can handle it!” Neil said. 


     A new ability that combined the best parts of both forms? That sounded powerful! 


     “Are you absolutely sure?” Averil said. 


     “What’s the downside?” 


     “Some Skinwalkers may look down on you for straddling the line between man and beast, instead of choosing to stay either side of it.” 


     “If I’m doing it for the good of the Everwood, there should be no problem.” 


     “Mm, perhaps,” Averil said. “Very well, I will share this boon with you.” 


     She extended a hand towards Neil and walked towards him. Eyes closed, she placed her hand on his chest. At first, nothing happened, then a surge of energy flowed through Neil’s body. It felt like an electric shock, but one that came with a wave of pleasure and comfort. 


     A notification appeared at the bottom of his view. 


       


     You have received the ability Were-Form! 


       


     Neil focused on the new ability. 


       


     Were-Form 


     Target: Self 


     Duration: 15 minutes 


     Cooldown: 4 hours 


     Assume a powerful form that combines your current Wild Aspect with a humanoid form. This allows you to use all equipment normally used by your human form, while also accessing all abilities of your current Wild Aspect. 


       


     “Whoa, that is amazing!” Neil said. 


     “Do you wish to bond with one of my boars?” Averil asked. “Your wolf form is powerful, but a boar is hardier and just as deadly.” 


     Neil had to think about that for a moment. If he chose another Wild Aspect now, then he would need to give up his wolf form until he re-learned it. But if the boar’s aspect was going to give him greater defensive ability while retaining his offensive capabilities, there was really no downside. 


     Neil nodded. “I’ll take the aspect of the boar!” 


     Averil whistled. “Brokentusk, to me!” 


     A hog trotted out of the pack. It almost rivaled Averil’s boar form in size. He only had a tusk on one side of his snout. The other tusk was a jagged stump, which just added to his formidable presence.  


     Neil reached his hand out towards Brokentusk and activated Wild Aspect. 


     The boar’s mind bled over into his. Images of digging for roots, of competing with other males for mating rights, and of standing watch over the piglets flooded Neil’s head. 


       


     New Wild Aspect learned: Wild Boar 


       


     Neil focused on the Wild Boar section to see what his Wild Aspect screen had to say about it. 


       


     Wild Aspect: Wild Boar 


     This Wild Aspect can be used for both tanking and damage-dealing. This form works well for solo adventuring, as well as working as part of a team. As the Wild Aspect grows stronger, the Skinwalker will be able to sniff out rare and valuable buried resources, as well as intimidate their foes. 


     Level 1 


       


     Then, Neil had a look at his new Wild Boar-related abilities to see what he had to work with. 


       


     Headbutt 


     Rank: Novice 


     15 damage 


     Single Target 


     Headbutt your enemy for moderate damage. Small chance to knock your enemy to the ground. 


       


     Trample 


     Rank: Novice 


     30 damage 


     Single Target 


     Trample a prone enemy for heavy damage. 


       


     Pig Squeal 


     Rank: Novice 


     Radius – 10 yards 


     Terrify all enemies within a 10-yard radius to interrupt their attacks and stun them for 1 second. 


       


     Gore 


     Rank: Novice 


     30 Bleeding damage over 5 seconds 


     Single Target 


     Pierce your enemy’s skin with your tusks, causing them to bleed damage over time. 


       


     Thick Hide 


     Rank: Novice 


     Passive 


     Reduce all incoming damage by 5%. Higher ranks increase damage reduction. 


       


     Most of them were quite similar to his low-level wolf attacks, but with slight pig-themed variations. The damage reduction bonus given to him by Thick Hide was awesome, though. Plus, it increased his damage reduction at higher skill ranks? That would be something to invest some time in! 


     “Are you ready to depart?” Averil asked. 


     “I’m ready to go hog-wild,” Neil said with a grin. 


     Averil chuckled once, then shifted back into her boar form. Neil activated Skinwalk and shifted into boar form too. It was quick and mostly painless this time, except for the dull ache that accompanied the enormous tusks bursting forth from his lower jaw. 


     ‘Well done,’ Averil said. 


     ‘Thanks,’ Neil said and was happy to see that his Wild Speech ability now worked immediately. He didn’t need to reach Level 2 with Wild Aspect: Wild Boar to be able to communicate. 


     The rest of the passel were speaking to each other about how they were going to finish this fight once and for all. No longer would their children be preyed upon by this butcher. 


     Averil led the column of hogs back towards the cabin in the woods. She still limped, but with Neil’s strength added to theirs, they would be able to triumph. 


     A quest notification popped up as Neil trotted behind Averil. 


       


     Quest updated: Whole Hog 


     After finding out the truth, you have agreed to help the Skinwalker Averil to kill Mack Nabb and saved the trapped piglets. 


     Kill Mack Nabb 


     Reward: 300 experience points




  




  

     Chapter Seven - The Butcher 


       


     Neil and Averil were too late to save all the piglets. Mack already had two piglets strung up on thick ropes in his front yard when they reached the edge of the forest. One of the piglets was opened from neck to tail. Its innards were spread all over the ground where they’d landed, and Mack kneeled next to them. He gazed down at the entrails with a look of concentration on his face. 


     ‘What’s he doing?’ Neil asked. 


     ‘Exactly what I said before,’ Averil said testily. ‘He’s a haruspex. He sees the future in the way a sacrificial animal’s entrails land when he guts them. Then, the maggots whisper futures to him as they rot.’ 


     ‘Those are our children!’ one of the boars behind them said. 


     ‘I know,’ Averil said. ‘This ends today.’ 


     Mack pulled a huge knife from his belt and stood. He walked towards the next piglet. 


     There was no time to lose! 


     Neil rushed out of the forest towards Mack and activated his Were-Form ability as he ran. The shift was more subtle than changing between forms. Neil’s hooves on his front legs split apart and became fingers. The hooves on his back legs remained as he rose to two legs. The tusks growing from his snout remained as he thundered towards Mack. 


     His flowing robes reappeared, as did the sword on his belt. Just like the Were-Form ability said, Neil now had access to his gear and the abilities of his wild boar aspect! 


     Mack’s eyes went wide as he watched the change. Averil shifted into her were-form next to Neil. Mack’s eyes flicked from Averil to Neil and back. 


     “Back for round two, are you?” Mack yelled. “Just because you’ve got some fancy new tricks doesn’t mean you’re going to win! You know what happens now!” 


     Mack lifted his arms in a summoning gesture, and the sound of hooves on stone sounded from inside the log cabin behind him. Hogs squealed behind him as Averil’s boars formed a defensive perimeter at the edge of the forest. 


     A herd of swine came running out of the log cabin, but these were not the pure swine of Averil’s passel. These were unholy patchwork abominations, stitched together from pieces of boar and humans, rotting as they loped towards us. A cloud of flies followed them. Maggots writhed between the loose stitches of rotting flesh. 


     Averil let forth a pig squeal, which stopped the marauding patchwork horrors in their tracks for a second. Averil lowered her head and plowed through the undead creations. Neil focused on Mack as the rest of Averil’s passel joined the fray.  


     Two large male boars protected a group of piglets hiding at the edge of the forest. 


     Neil lowered his head as he thundered towards Mack and activated his Gore ability. 


     One of Neil’s tusks sunk deep into the meat of Mack’s guts, but it wasn’t enough to put him down for good. Mack didn’t have his axe with him, but that wicked knife was still in his hand. It sunk into Neil’s shoulder up to the hilt.  


     Neil screamed in piggish agony. 


     The knife scraped along a bone as it tore his flesh. 


     He balled his hands into fists and pummeled Mack with all of his wild strength. Under that flurry of blows, Mack had to retreat. He tried to pull the knife out of Neil’s shoulder, but it was caught on the bone. Mack abandoned the knife to turn away from Neil, which was just the opening he needed. 


     Neil tried to ignore the pain in his shoulder as he lowered his head and charged Mack. His Headbutt connected, and Mack fell flat on his face. Neil immediately activated Trample. 


     His hooves slammed down onto Mack’s back. Bones broke under the furious assault, and Mack called out desperately for help. 


     “My children, destroy this abomination!” 


     “Abomination?” Neil tried to say, but it came out halfway between speech and a pig squeal. 


     Calling Neil an abomination while actual rotten human-slash-pig patchwork horrors attacked was a bit rich. But the effect was impossible to ignore. The horrors ignored Averil and swarmed towards Neil in a last-ditch kamikaze rush. 


     The first one slammed into Neil and pushed him off Mack. The second one made Neil stumble, and the third forced Neil to his knees. 


     He tore at the patchwork horrors, whose cadaver flesh was soft and wet from the advanced decay. The ends of their fingers had rotted away, exposing the sharp bones of their fingers beneath. Those fingers tore at Neil’s hairy were-boar flesh, and despite the defensive bonus he got, they still managed to do quite a lot of damage. 


     That was until thirty to fifty not-feral hogs all joined the fight and turned the tide against Mack and his undead abominations. 


     Tusks sunk into rotting flesh. Hogs squealed in pain and the glorious filth of combat. Limbs flew as haphazard stitches were torn from grave-white flesh. The corpses of both undead abomination and wild boars stacked up, but there was one corpse left to make. 


     Once Mack Nabb was dead, this would all be over. 


     Once the pressure of the undead pig-pile lifted, Neil hurled himself back to his feet and took aim at the retreating form of Mack Nabb. Neil stamped one hoofed foot before charging Mack. He activated Headbutt, and one of his tusks sunk into the butcher’s back. Blood flowed, and Mack was once again forced to the ground. 


     Neil let forth an almighty pig squeal as he activated Trample. More bones crunched and broke under the barrage of hooves on his back. Mack tried to flip over onto his back, and Neil let him. He stood over the butcher and activated Gore. 


     Neil’s tusks disappeared into Mack’s stomach. With one savage jerk of his head, Neil tore a gash from Mack’s crotch to his nipple. Blood flowed over Neil’s face as he wheeled backward. Mack got back to his feet, and as he did, the force of gravity forced his intestines to spill out onto the ground. 


     Mack died as he tried to shovel the wayward organs back into himself. 


       


     You have defeated Mack Nabb! 


     You have gained 100 experience points! 


       


     Averil joined Neil’s side and spat a wad of bloody spit down at Mack. She shifted back into her nude human form as her were-boar ability wore off. “What future do you see in your own entrails, butcher? All I see is death.” 


     The reanimated human-boar corpses lay dead across the battlefield. Killing Mack severed whatever tenuous connection they still had to this realm. 


     Neil’s were-boar form wore off and returned him back to human form as well. 


     A notification appeared in the bottom of his view. 


       


     Quest completed: Whole Hog 


     You have gained 300 experience points! 


     You have reached Level 3! 


     You have gained one primary attribute point to distribute! 


     You now have seven primary attribute points to distribute. 


       


     A group of boars ran into the cabin. It sounded like a stampede in there, but they left the cabin a few minutes later with a whole group of little piglets in tow. 


     Averil put a hand on Neil’s shoulder and smiled at him softly. “You’ve saved my new family. Is there any way I can ever repay you?” 


     Neil smiled as he motioned back towards the log cabin. “Once I fix this place up, you can come back and visit.” 


     “It’s a deal,” Averil said. “I’ll even take on my human form again.” 


     “I’ll get find a spare robe for you, then.” 


     “What, you disapprove of my natural figure?” 


     Neil swallowed. “No, I like your natural figure. Quite a lot, actually.” His eyes flicked down and let them linger on her well-muscled curves for a little longer than was decent. 


     Averil offered him a wry smile. “I wouldn’t mind seeing your natural figure either. There’s more than one way to go hog-wild. I’ll be back in a few days, and we can revisit this conversation then.” Then, she shifted back into her boar form. 


     Neil watched her rejoin her passel and disappear back into the forest. Then he turned towards the log cabin – his log cabin. It smelled like death, but it was nothing a little air and a few fresh flowers couldn’t fix. 


     He had his very own home in the woods now, and it was time to really make it his own. 


    

      


    


  




  

     A Word from The Author 


       


     Thank you so much for reading Thirty to Fifty Feral Hogs! This is a standalone short story set in the Crematoria Online universe. 


       


     If you read a lot of LitRPG and GameLit, you probably already know that reviews can make or break series. If this is your first, then welcome to the club! We're glad to have you. LitRPG is a fantastic, vibrant genre full of passionate authors who create worlds full of adventure just for you. 


       


     I would love to write more Crematoria, but to do that I need your help. Spreading the word about Crematoria by sharing a review on Amazon or Goodreads and letting all your other LitRPG-loving friends know about it can help me fund the next book. I would also love to convert Crematoria into audiobooks, ideally so I have audiobooks that can launch at the same time as the eBooks. But that takes both time and money. 


       


     I'd love to hear from you. I'm not on all the social media platforms, but you can find me on a few. 


       


     Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/mrbarbeler/ 


     Twitter: https://twitter.com/MrBarbeler 


     Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/mrbarbeler/  


       


     I've also created a special Facebook Group just for those of you who have enjoyed Crematoria Online. Become a Crematorian and get all the up-to-date information about new entries in the series as soon as it's available. 


       


     Join the Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/489366434879557/  


       


     There are also a bunch of excellent LitRPG and GameLit groups on Facebook, and you’ll find me there too if you want to get in touch. 


       


     GameLit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety  


     LitRPG Forum: https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/  


     LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/  


       


     Want more fiction by yours truly? Visit my what now page (https://matthewjbarbeler.com/whatnow/)to see what other adventures await. 


       


     Thanks for reading, 


       


     Matthew J. Barbeler 


     11/08/2019 


    

      


    


  




  

    

 


     Other books in the Crematoria Online universe: 


     Rise of the Crimson Order 
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