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Prologue: The Rapture of the Geeks

Did you ever think that life is maybe a game? There is no difference between life and a game, you know.
- Robert Anton Wilson
When you play a game of thrones, you win or you die.
- George R.R. Martin
LEEEEROY JENKINS!
- Leroy Jenkins
Eternal Journey Demo Hits Two Million Downloads
Kimmy Roach, Gamer World News (May 11th) - Eternal Journey Online has already made a huge impression in the gaming community. A free demo of the game has been downloaded over two million times in the two days since its release. Initial reactions to the newest entry in the MMORPG market have been overwhelmingly positive, with Hugh Wakaneko of PlayStop Reviews saying “While on the surface EJO is a throwback to such traditional MMORPGs as World of Warcraft or Everquest, the quality of the demo’s graphics and its immersive – almost hypnotic – gameplay and atmosphere make it stand out. I for one cannot wait for the game release.”
Eternal Journey Online is the first release of Laughing Man Productions LLC, a new (and rather secretive) company based off Stockton, PA. LMP’s creative team has not given or accepted requests for interviews, communicating solely through press releases and social media announcements. How this small indie company has been able to produce a demo that matches or surpasses the quality of a Triple-A game remains a mystery.
As the demo’s opening cinematic reveals, EJO players assume the role of Eternals, quasi-immortal beings able to resurrect after death (which provides a nice in-game explanation for respawning), and who can learn any skill and either multiclass or specialize heavily in one class as they rise in levels. The game can be soloed, but its numerous dungeons and raids are geared towards teams or large parties. Player characters will start on the Common Realm, a large setting spanning four continents and a variety of regions. As characters advance in power, they will unlock higher realms or dimensions, each more difficult than the last, until reaching the Realm of Gates, where they will confront godlike beings for “control of the universe,” whatever that means.
Eternal Journey Online is scheduled for release in September and will launch on all major gaming consoles as well as PCs. The game will be free to play, with a cash store offering cosmetic items and vanity pets.
EJO Launch One of Biggest in History,
But Questions Remain
Kimmy Roach, Gamer World News (September 15th) - While the veil of secrecy around Laughing Man Productions continues to frustrate journalists, the game’s release has broken records across the world. An estimated seven million players signed up for the free-to-play MMORPG and, despite fears to the contrary, the launch has gone off on schedule and without a hitch. There have been no long queues to enter the game and servers have remained stable despite hosting hundreds of thousands of concurrent users. Veteran game designer Sid Sherman considered the lack of issues to be “nothing short of amazeballs.”
Initial ratings on Vapor-net and MegaCritic have a reviewer and user average of 93%; most players are enjoying themselves enormously. A growing number of questions remains to be answered, however, mostly regarding the owners and operators of Laughing Man Productions. A small company with no other previous releases, LMP has built its overnight success via word of mouth and social media promotion. None of the game’s designers have any previous credits in the industry. Insiders are befuddled at the indie designers’ achievements, even as some pundits predict the game’s expensive graphics will prove too costly for a free-to-play model.
Despite their detractors’ concerns, LMP’s game continues to be a success.
Hundreds Go Missing Over Weekend
Dan Knout, Yohoo News – (September 25th) A rash of unexplained disappearances has broken out across the US over the weekend, leaving authorities mystified. Several hundred people have been reported missing over the September 20th-22nd weekend. Most of the missing were last seen at their homes. Allegations that many if not most of them were playing console or computer games when they vanished are rising in number, but have yet to be confirmed.
“One minute he was in the rec room. The next, he was gone,” says Martino Hirsch, 27, roommate of one of the missing. “I went to meet the pizza delivery guy at the door, and when I came back to the room, he wasn’t there anymore. Only way out is through the front door and none of our windows are big enough for him to climb out. I don’t get it.”
The number of missing persons continues to grow. Hundreds of reports have been filed all around the country. The FBI is said to be investigating, although no official announcement has been made.
50,000 Disappearances Linked to Online Game
Dan Knout, Yohoo News – (December 4th) An FBI raid on the offices of Laughing Man Productions has resulted in seven arrests but garnered more questions than answers. As of the date of this article, 53,182 people worldwide remain missing in what one pundit has described as “the Rapture of the Geeks.” The mysterious vanishings have been linked to the now-defunct game Eternal Journey Online, although an explanation for the seemingly impossible occurrences remains to be found.
“As far as we can tell, those people sat down to play a computer game and vanished into thin air,” a private investigator hired by the families of several missing people told this reporter. “For all we know, they were abducted by aliens.”
A federal investigation in the US found only one common link among the missing: they were all playing Eternal Journey Online on the day of their disappearance. Interpol’s own investigation found the same correlation in other parts of the world. About half of the reported disappearances occurred during the game’s debut weekend in September, with the rest happening in the days following its release.
Laughing Man Productions officially canceled the game on October 3rd, citing financial issues as the reason. Thousands of people continued to play the game, however, relying on private servers that sprung up by the hundreds following the shutdown. Officials suspect that Laughing Man personnel aided and abetted the creation of those servers by releasing the game’s software to a number of file-sharing sites. Hundreds of additional disappearances have been linked to those “pirated” versions of the game.
Inside sources in the FBI report that the only people arrested so far were clerical and custodial employees of the gaming company. LMP’s owners and managers were using false names and stolen social security numbers belonging to deceased people. Their true identities remain unknown.
Where Are They?
First Anniversary of EJO’s “Rapture” Offers No New Answers
Kimmy Roach, Gamer World News (September 29th) – No bodies. No forensic evidence. No confirmed sightings. Over sixty thousand people remain missing one year after the fateful launch of Eternal Journey Online, an event that shook up the gaming community and continues to haunt friends and relatives to this day. Despite an extensive FBI investigation, congressional hearings and billions of dollars spent on the fruitless search, no answers have been found. And despite the best efforts of the authorities, pirate copies and servers for the game can still be found online and have led to a continuous trickle of disappearances.
“The people still playing the damn game are suicidal or otherwise mentally ill,” cybersecurity expert Zach R. Mayer said. “They believe those missing geeks are in a better place and want to go there as well.”
Whatever that “better place” may be, no government or private agency has been able to find it, any more than they have been able to locate any of the missing people or the allegedly responsible parties, the owners and game designers of Laughing Man Productions, who remain at large. The apparent impossibility of sixty thousand people vanishing without a trace, despite living for the most part in densely populated parts of the world, continues to baffle law-enforcement agencies and the science community.
Conspiracy theories have grown exponentially over time. Alien abductions, black holes, subliminal messages that convinced the victims to kill themselves without leaving a body behind, spontaneous combustion and demonic possession have all been alleged. The theories continue to be fiercely debated on social media to this day. None have been confirmed.
One rumor that sparked a great deal of interest involves government experiments in which volunteers proceeded to play the game while being closely monitored by teams of scientists. In most cases, nothing happened, just as only a small fraction of the millions of players involved – under one percent – went missing after playing the game. The rumors claim that in some cases – in some variations of the tale, only one; in others, six or even a dozen – test subjects were engulfed by something described as “black light” or “black smoke” and disappeared. Alleged videos of the event(s) in question have been circulated widely – and been debunked, over and over again, as nothing more than amateurish CGI productions.
The first anniversary of this dreadful event has come and gone without an answer to the increasingly desperate questions of those left behind. Only one fact is known: thousands of people from all walks of life, ages fifteen to sixty-three, sat down to enjoy a video game and were consigned to an unknown fate.
Where are they? Why would anyone do this? What happened to all those people?
We may never know. 




One

He began his Eternal Journey naked, screaming and covered in blood. In a way, it was a lot like being born.
Falling. Just a few seconds of plummeting through the dark, but it was long enough to make him scream in terror. He landed on something like a wet mattress full of wooden sticks. Something that stunk like day-old roadkill. The fall hurt, but the pain was nothing next to the realization he had landed on a pile of corpses. His flailing hands touched a cold, clammy face and he recoiled with another scream. He stumbled down the mound of bodies, his naked back sliding and bouncing off unmoving arms, legs, and torsos. Finally, he ended up on a cold, dusty surface. Sand, and stone or concrete underneath, flat and unyielding. He stopped screaming and was violently sick for several moments. It took all he had left to roll away from the mess and curl up on the sand-covered floor.
He didn’t know how long he lay there, paralyzed like a child having a nightmare. Finally, he stopped reacting and began thinking.
What happened? Where am I?
The last thing he remembered was eating a couple of Hot Pockets and guzzling down an energy drink while he finished creating a character for Eternal Journey Online. He clicked on the LET’S BEGIN button on the screen. Then this happened, whatever this was. Falling through darkness. Dead bodies! Nothing made sense.
He looked around. It was dark as sin, no source of illumination anywhere in sight, but he could see, kind of; everything was shades of neon blue, but he could make out every detail, including the pile of bodies he’d landed on. The sight, combined with the pervasive stench, triggered another bout of nausea. He got himself under control after a few dry heaves, thankfully, and he forced himself to take another look.
The bodies appeared to be adults, both male and female. All naked. Several of the corpses had unusual features: pointy ears, heavy brows, abnormally long fangs. Inhuman. Or maybe just non-human. Besides the pile of corpses, all he could see were four walls, about sixty feet apart, a domed ceiling overhead, and an open archway on one of the walls. The ceiling had holes in it, more than big enough to pass a body. He must have fallen through one of them.
A floating question mark began to flash yellow on the right corner of his field of vision. Just like in dozens of games he’d played, except he wasn’t staring at a screen; the symbol was there, in front of his eyes, remaining in the same relative position even when he turned his head side to side.
This was no game, though. The smell of blood and human waste, the feel of his heart pounding against his chest or the cold air that had him on the verge of shivering, they felt all too real. He had never experienced anything like that in a game. He was thirsty and in pain. This was utterly, agonizingly, terrifyingly real.
The question mark kept flashing, seemingly as real as everything else around him.
“What the hell?” he said out loud. His voice sounded funny to his ears, but most of his attention was on the floating shape in the air. The moment he focused on the question mark, it was replaced by a hovering square of black text on an off-white surface:
GREETINGS, HAWKE LIGHTSEEKER
Welcome to the Eternal Journey! Please remember to check your inventory and equip your weapons and armor before proceeding. While death is not a final state of affairs for Eternals like yourself, it has several debilitating effects. And if you perish too many times, you will cease to be, permanently.
Your first quest can be found on your quest log. You can access it simply by mentally ‘clicking’ on it. Be aware that this is not a game, except in the sense that war and the struggle to survive are games. The trials you face are quite real, as will be their consequences. Do not go into danger lightly or you will live to regret it.
Finally, you must know one thing: you cannot return to your old life, not now and perhaps not ever. Only those with true power can undo the transformation you have undergone. If you are strong and cunning enough to prevail, you will do well. Otherwise, you will eventually lose yourself. Such is life on the Eternal Journey.
Best of luck,
Arbiter Primus
He read the message a couple more times. As he did, he noticed three images had appeared next to the floating text box. A stylized helmet, a backpack, and a white question mark. Like the original question mark, they stayed in his field of vision no matter which way he turned his head or focused his eyes. Long years of gaming left him no doubt that those were icons: the helmet could lead to his character stats, the backpack to his inventory, and the question mark – could that be any more obvious? – to his quest log. Just like a damn game. And the message had used the name he’d chosen for his character.
“Ridiculous,” he said, but the word held little power against the smells, the aches and pains of his hard landing, and the feel of his bare feet on the sandy ground.
No virtual reality system could even begin to simulate any of this. The best rig he’d heard of could only affect sight and sound, and to a limited degree at that. In any case, he hadn’t been using a VR system. He’d been playing on a standard game console linked to the fifty-inch plasma screen he’d splurged on a couple of months before.
His name was Ben Velasco, age twenty-six. He worked as a plumber, had recently completed his apprenticeship, and was making good money at it. In his spare time, he played computer games or tried to pick up girls at bars; he was mildly successful at both pastimes. He’d downloaded a free copy of Eternal Journey Online at the insistence of his gaming guild, which was quitting World of Warcraft to try out the hot new game. He’d loved the EJO demo and had been more than happy to join in. At least until everything had gone dark and he’d landed here. Hawke Lightseeker was the name of his WoW Paladin (or rather, given WoW’s character name limits, it’d been Hawkelights). He most definitely didn’t want to be him for real, however.
It all feels real, though. Might as well treat it that way.
Being naked in a cold dungeon was proving to be a lot more unpleasant in real life than in a game. Using the same mental ‘mouse click,’ he opened his inventory. The backpack icon and the floating screen expanded into a thirty-two-slot grid on the left side of his field of vision, four columns with eight square slots each. He’d seen grids like that a gazillion times before, but never as a ghostly screen in front of him, one that turned translucent when he tried to peer past it. There were eight items in the inventory, each taking up a slot. He recognized all of them; he’d selected them during character creation. As he focused on each item, a text box appeared displaying information about it.
Ordinary Clothing
A set of woolen trousers, undergarments and padded shirt. Can be worn under armor.
Worn Breast Plate
Damage Resistance: Physical 8/30% Elemental (Fire) 2/0% Elemental (All Other) 0, 0%. Dexterity Penalty: -3. Stealth Penalty: -40% Speed Penalty: -10%. Durability 30/30. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Studded Leather Leggings
Damage Resistance: Physical 4/10% Elemental (All) 1/0%. Dexterity Penalty: -1. Stealth Penalty: 0. Speed Penalty: -5%. Durability: 22/22. Requires Medium Armor Skill.
Sturdy Leather Boots
Damage Resistance: Physical 3/10% Elemental (All) 2/0% Arcane 0/0%. Durability: 10/10.
Rusty Longsword
One-handed. Damage: 7-10 Physical
Durability: 25/25. Requires Sword Skill.
Plain Wooden Shield
Block Bonus: +25%.
Damage Resistance (Successful Block Only): Physical: 25/30%, Elemental (All) 10/20%, Arcane 0/0%.
Durability: 25/25. Requires Shield Skill.
Iron Rations (12): Will stave off hunger for eight hours.
Water Bottle (12): Will stave off thirst for eight hours.
It had been his first time playing the game, so he wasn’t sure what the stats meant or how good they were (he guessed not very). But the iron rations and water were easy enough to figure out. He definitely could use some drinking water. As soon as he thought about it, a bottle appeared in his hand and the inventory number after the entry ‘Water Bottle’ changed from 12 to 11. Magic, or tech so advanced it might as well be magic? He didn’t know. Having instant access to his inventory would be very useful either way.
The container wasn’t glass but some sort of glazed earthenware with a cork on one end. He popped the cork and greedily gulped down the contents. The water tasted flat – boiled, maybe? – but in his current state it might as well have been his favorite energy drink. As soon as he was done, a notification prompt appeared on the left corner of his field of vision. He opened it by ‘clicking’ on it with his mind:
You are no longer afflicted with Thirst. Your Endurance regeneration has returned to normal.
Well, that’s good to know, he thought.
He began to throw the empty bottle away but caught himself. Being wasteful was one thing back in the twenty-first century, but if he really was trapped in some fantasy world, a bottle wasn’t something you just threw away. Besides, he only had four days’ worth of food and water; he might need to refill the bottles at some point. Willing the empty bottle into the inventory was as easy as thinking about it. Now he had one Empty Bottle filling a slot in his inventory. Magic. A nonsensical word, but it fit the situation. Wherever he was, magic worked here.
It was time to do something about being naked. Problem was, he was covered in slime and blood. He wasn’t about to use his limited water supply to wash up, but he’d read somewhere that desert people used sand to scrub themselves, and there was plenty of that around. It was chafing and painful and he got nowhere near to being truly clean, but he got rid of some of the grossest stuff.
Getting dressed was magically easy as well: when he selected the Ordinary Clothing, a prompt appeared:
Equip? Y/N.
He selected ‘yes’ and next thing he knew he was wearing the garments. The same happened to the suit of armor. Everything fit him okay, although not very comfortably. The woolen shirt was coarse and itchy, but on the other hand it warmed him up. The leggings fit him snugly; they had tough, strips made of thicker leather covering vulnerable spots; they might turn a sword blade or cushion a blunt impact.
The metal breastplate was heavy, and made bending at the waist difficult, but he found he could move without overbalancing himself. He had seen a YouTube video that showed a trained knight could do somersaults in a full suit of articulated plate, so that didn’t surprise him. His character – Hawke – had the Heavy Armor Skill; he’d picked it up during character creation. From the looks of it, his body had the muscle memory necessary for the skills he had selected. That was great, because he’d never been to even a Ren Faire before; all his experience with medieval weapons had been through a game controller or a keyboard and mouse.
The sword and shield appeared in his hands when he summoned them, along with a belted scabbard for the weapon. He took a couple of practice swings with it, moving with a grace and sureness he’d never felt before. His body was nothing like his ‘real’ one, either: it was lean and wiry, without the beer belly no amount of sit-ups ever managed to eliminate. Plenty of muscle, but not the bulky kind of a weightlifter. More like someone who trained for speed as well as strength. Not bad. Kinda like what he had imagined Hawke would look like, as a matter of fact.
Just as he was about to put the sword back in its scabbard, he heard weird, chittering noises coming from beyond the archway leading out of the corpse-strewn chamber. They were nothing like the sounds human beings would make.
And whatever they were, they were coming closer.





  

    Two


  


  Oh, crap.


  He hadn’t even checked his character stats or quest log, but he didn’t want his field of vision obscured by information screens, not when he was about to have company. Instead, he tightened his grip on the sword, made sure he was holding his shield securely, and he moved as quietly as he could, putting a mound of corpses between him and the entrance. Best to see who or what was headed his way before they saw him. The noises were pretty close. A flickering light shone into the room, throwing splashes of color over the neon blue of his Dark Vision. He forced himself to stand still and take shallow breaths.


  Soon enough, a handful of figures came through the archway and his heart skipped a beat. They were hideous, ten-limbed monsters made of a bizarre combo of spiders and humanoids. Their bottom bodies were bulbous and supported by eight spiny legs. A humanlike torso covered with spiky dark fur protruded from the spider body; it had two skinny arms ending in skeletal-looking hands. The grotesque heads on top were spiderlike, with two large segmented eyes and a pair of mandibles underneath. The spider-people held three-pronged spears in their hands; rolls of rope were slung on their shoulders. They spoke to each other in a chittering language he couldn’t understand as they walked in, moving with quick, inhuman strides.


  He ‘clicked’ on the creatures, and floating words and numbers appeared over their heads.


  Murk Arachnoid


  Level 1 Worker


  Health 18 Mana 11 Endurance 20


  Below the text were three status bars next to the words Health, Mana and Endurance, colored red, blue and green, respectively. The boxes over the spider-men had a deep red outline, which suggested they were hostile. His body seemed to know that as well, because the moment he saw them he was consumed with revulsion and loathing. He didn’t want to talk to them. He only wanted to attack or run away.


  Despite that, a part of him wanted to wait, to see if there was a non-violent solution to be found. If he attacked them, there would be consequences, win or lose. For all he knew, there might be hundreds more of those things waiting within earshot. Or he might be breaking the local laws and end up hunted down for slaughtering some innocent sanitation workers or whatever.


  Hawke – that was his name, he decided; Ben Velasco had ceased to exist when magic turned him into his character – set those concerns aside. He knew in his heart that this was a case of kill or be killed, and that there would be no quarter offered and none accepted. Either that, or gaming had warped his morals, just the way anti-gamers claimed. No matter. He had to act.


  Five on one. Jesus.


  The spider-things – the Murk Arachnoids – headed straight for the nearest pile of corpses. Hawke stayed out of sight; he couldn’t see the critters anymore but heard the sound of metal hitting flesh, followed by dragging sounds. He realized that the Arachnoids were taking bodies from the pile. Hawke was pretty sure they weren’t taking the corpses off to give them a proper burial. These guys weren’t sanitation workers; they were kitchen assistants, come to the larder to fetch dinner. The thought made him angrier than he’d ever been before.


  Go.


  Hawke sprang from behind the mound, going to the left. Two Arachnoids were there; they had stuck their tridents in the torso of a body and were pulling it from the pile of bodies. A woman’s corpse. That just angered him more, and the anger helped him fight off his fear.


  The closest Arachnoid spotted him and chittered a warning. It tried to remove the stuck trident, but the points were embedded too deeply in the corpse. It let go of the useless weapon and reached for a dagger hanging from its belt. Hawke got there first. His body’s muscle memory told him what to do. Stab with the point while keeping the shield between him and the second opponent. The longsword hit the creature’s lower body and punched through its hard, leathery skin with a wet thunk. He felt the impact through his wrist and forearm, and the brief resistance was followed by the feel of stabbing something softer and yielding. A red number ‘7’ floated past his eyes, too quickly to distract him, thankfully.


  He twisted the sword as he pulled it free, widening the wound. The arachnoid gave out a piercing buzzing whine, sounding more like electronic feedback than anything alive. Dark, thick ichor spurted out of the wound as a second number – a 6 this time – flashed by. Hawke thrust at it again, aiming for its humanoid torso. The arachnoid managed to grab the sword with its all-too humanlike hands, but only managed to cut itself as the sharp two-edged blade slid through its fingers and pierced the juncture between its head and body. The buzzing sound stopped; Hawke barely had time to pull the sword out before the creature collapsed lifelessly to the ground. Even as a number 8 floated up, the creature’s status bars went down to zero.


  I just killed someone.


  The thought was drowned out by his body’s instincts and he turned just in time to receive the charge of the second arachnoid, who had freed its trident and was determined to avenge its companion. Hawke caught the weapon’s three points with his shield. One of the metal heads dimpled the inner lining of the shield; the other two didn’t penetrate the wood. Hawke twisted and pivoted, levering the trident aside and delivering an overhead slash at an exposed arm. The sword’s edge cut through chitin and flesh; unlike a human arm, there was no bone underneath, just more gelatinous ichor. More buzzing screams – and a number 8 – followed. With only one good arm, the arachnoid wasn’t able to bring the trident into play before Hawke stabbed it through the chest.


  Ichor spurted as a much bigger red number – 14 – exploded upwards. Critical strike! The arachnoid slumped to the ground, dropping its trident. Hawke had to shake the weapon’s three points loose from his shield. He didn’t feel terrified or disgusted; his only emotion was a sense of desperate urgency.


  Two down, three to go.


  One of the survivors had been close enough to see the deaths of its friends. If it had waited for its two buddies, things might have gone differently, but it came charging at Hawke on its own, trident held high, buzzing madly as it skittered on its eight legs. Hawke ran to meet him, shield up, sword ready to cut or thrust. The trident head flashed forward, aimed low towards Hawke’s exposed lower legs, but some instinct told him that was a feint, so when the spider creature shifted its grip on the weapon and swung it up towards his face, he was ready for it. His shield slapped the trident aside and he swung his sword, inflicting a shallow – only 2 points of damage – cut on its shoulder. The wound made the creature recoil in pain; it tried to retreat but Hawke followed it, stabbing again and again. By the fourth hit, it sank down to the ground as its Heath bar zeroed out.


  The last two came at him together and the fight turned into a desperate scramble; Hawke ducked and dodged away from the pair of stabbing tridents as the Arachnoids forced him back. He got hit on his right side; the breastplate held off the points but something gave way under the impact – a rib, maybe – and the pain made him gasp. He retreated as he saw a red 4 flash off the corner of his eye. So that was what taking four points of damage felt like. He didn’t like it one bit.


  The arachnoids moved forward, eager to get him. Hawke reversed course and came at the one on his right. He ducked under a thrust and cut one of its legs off, making it stumble, and kept moving, interposing the trashing body between him and the second creature. His next slash produced a spectacular splash of ichor; the wounded arachnoid went down. The part of his mind that was treating all of this as a game noted his swing had been another critical hit and inflicted 16 points of damage.


  One left.


  Hawke felt a spike of agony on his side every time he drew breath. He also noticed blood was running down his left leg from a wound he didn’t remember getting. He forced himself to ignore the pain as he turned towards his last foe. The spider-thing scrambled towards him; its weapon was held up for an overhead thrust. Hawke lunged and his sword point pierced the creature under its armpit. He ripped the weapon free; ichor spattered his face, blinding him, but his last blow followed the buzzing sounds the creature made and landed. The arachnoid went limp and silence returned to the chamber.


  Hawke wiped his eyes, breathing heavily. He looked at the were-spiders’ mutilated bodies in disbelief.


  I did this.


  For slaying your foes, you have earned 75 Experience. XP to Next Level: 75/100.


  Part of him was repulsed, but another part was exhilarated. He had been terrified and angry until the fighting began; after that he had been detached, considering only tactics. Not quite a killing machine, but someone totally focused on the fight at hand. He wasn’t sure what that said about him, but he was alive and those creatures were dead.


  He wanted to live, if only to find whoever had done this to him and make them pay.


  



Three

Hawke rubbed off the rest of the sludge-like blood from his face, fighting the impulse to retch in disgust as he cleaned his sword before putting it back in its scabbard, a trained reflex as natural to his new body as breathing. His heart was racing and the pain of his wounds seemed to grow with every passing second. Something was flashing red on the left corner of his field of vision: when he focused on it, he saw his own status box, just like in so many games he’d played before:
Hawke Lightseeker. Half-Elf (Eternal)
Level 1 Paladin
Health 7/24 Mana 24 Endurance 10/27
WARNING: You are bleeding and will continue to lose 1 Health per 10 seconds until you heal yourself.
Great. He was down to less than a fourth of his hit points – or Health, as this game that wasn’t a game called them – and he was also exhausted, not to mention bleeding to death. Since he felt like he was about to die, the numbers reflected reality much too closely for his taste.
He was in a world that worked like game. Somehow. The whys and hows had to wait. The important thing was to figure out how to heal himself. He needed information, and the flashing prompts around him could provide it. First, he ‘opened’ his character information.
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf (Eternal). Class: Paladin. Level: 1
Experience/Next Level: 75/100
Attributes:
Strength 12, Dexterity 12, Constitution 16, Intelligence 11, Spirit 16, Perception 12, Willpower 11, Charisma 15
Characteristics:
Health 24 (Regain 2.6/minute)
Mana 21 (Regain 2.6/minute)
Endurance 21 (Regain 2.6 minute)
Identity: 19
Skills
Dodge 4, Lore 1, Shield 5, Spear 3, Survival 2, Sword 5
Languages
Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells/Abilities
Aura of Light, Shield of Light, Touch of Light
His Health ticked down to six. Hawke remembered two of his spells could heal. A couple of mental mouse-clicks let him see what his spells could do:
Aura of Light
Time to Cast: 5 seconds. Mana Cost: 4. Duration: 6 minutes. Range: 30-foot radius around caster. Effect: Heals everyone in the area of effect by 1 point of damage per caster Level every second. Secondary Effect: Provides illumination equivalent to a torch for the duration of the spell. Side Effects: Stealth chances reduced by 80%.
Shield of Light
Time to Cast: 5 seconds. Mana Cost: 6. Duration: 6 minutes. Range: Self. Effect: Creates a defensive aura that can reduce the damage of any attack by (Level x 2) points of damage (All types).
Touch of Light
Time to Cast: 2 seconds. Mana Cost: 2. Duration: 6 seconds. Range: Touch or Self. Effect: Heal 4 Health per Level plus 2 Health per Level every second for six seconds.
Heals please, he told himself. Thinking about the spell name – Touch of Light – triggered something inside his head, and he found himself calling on someone called Lumina, Goddess of Light. The words of the spell came to him. As he spoke them, a warm current of power ran from his heart to both his hands, which started glowing with an intense yellow light. The light then flowed back into his body and the pain of his wounds faded away.
Nice. According to his status bar, his Health went from 6 to 10 out of 24 and the Bleeding debuff disappeared. A second later, his Health rose to 12. Instead of casting Touch of Light again, Hawke activated Aura of Light next. Once again, the words of the spell came rushing out of his mouth as if he’d practiced them for years. Lots more words, for a longer casting time; doing it in the middle of a fight might not be a good idea. The golden light came back and stayed, surrounding him in a glowing aura. He looked at the cut on his leg; the wound had been replaced with a faint scar. By the time the Touch of Light spell elapsed, his Health pool was up to 21 out of 24; the Aura of Light got him up to full three seconds later. He was still tired, but felt much better now.
He checked his status bar: it now read Health 24, Mana 18/24 Endurance 5/27. As he watched, his Endurance went up to 7/21. It seemed that as long as he wasn’t fighting or exerting himself, his Endurance also regenerated.
Hawke remembered creating his character – creating himself, sort of – before the nightmare had begun. It had been simple enough. Pick a class – he’d chosen his old mainstay, Paladin – which gave him access to Light Magic and three beginner spells. Distribute twenty-five points among eight attributes, all defaulting at level 10 (Average). Then he had twenty points to spread among skills; he had simply followed the game’s recommendations. Finally, he was given three Perks and the choice for a fourth one. He had picked Dark Vision. More than good enough to get started. Well, to get started in a game, not in a life-or-death struggle where monsters could really gut you like a trout. He’d been too much of a noob to use his spells in the first fight. And when he was creating the character, he hadn’t even bothered to read what his Perks did for him. He did so now:
Perks
Dark Vision: As part of your Half-Elf heritage, you can see in total darkness, although only in a monochrome blue.
True Sight: A gift shared by Adventurers and Eternals. You can see the Class, Level and Characteristics of any being or item up to fifteen levels above your own. The range of his perk is determined by your Perception Attribute.
Undying: Unlike mere mortals, Eternals can return to life after being killed, although the process is traumatic and multiple deaths will carry a heavy price, reflected by your Identity Characteristic. When killed, your body and any carried or Soul-Bound items will disappear, only to return three to six hours later at your selected Reincarnation point.
Each time you die, you will lose 1-3 Identity Points, as well as all your accumulated Experience. You may also start to forget things about your past. If your Identity is reduced to zero, you will cease of exist as an Eternal, and experience what all living things do when they die. Your Identity will be reinforced by one point for every level you gain. To advance in power is the key to immortality.
Unlimited Potential: As an Eternal, you can learn any skill through practice and training, ignoring class or racial requirements. Additionally, you can choose to advance in multiple Classes. You chose your first class at Level One, and will be able to select an additional class at level ten, twenty, thirty-five, and fifty, for a maximum of five classes.
Hawke remembered being a bit annoyed by the possibility of permadeath when he was creating a character. Now it was a lot more serious. Not dying had to be his first priority. His second priority was to get the hell out; he had no intention of loitering in the corpse-strewn chamber. The Arachnoids he had killed would be missed sooner or later. He needed to find a way out, but first he had to deal with a blinking prompt quietly demanding his attention: the quest log. He opened it.
QUEST: Escape the Catacombs
Your arrival to the Common Realm has been rather eventful. A malignant Necromancer sensed your Incarnation and used his fell magicks to steal your potential. Many other Eternals have fallen here; you can see their lifeless bodies all around you.
Your patron deity, Lumina Gloriana, Goddess of Light, has rescued you from their fate, but you are still in the midden where the corpses of your fellow Eternals are used as food for the vile Murk Arachnoids who serve the Necromancer. Those victims are doomed to respawn, die, and be devoured, over and over again, until their Final Death. Thanks to your goddess, you have been awakened, but if you die, you will be reborn in the same foul spot where you first appeared.
Quest Objective: You must reach the surface and locate a suitable area to designate as your Reincarnation (Respawn) Point.
Rewards: 100 XP, New Reincarnation Point.
There was no Accept/Reject prompt at the end. Hawke figured that that was the sort of quest that couldn’t be refused. Now that he knew what the stakes were, he sure as hell wanted to succeed.
He glanced at the piles of corpses. From what the Quest dialog said, all of those bodies belonged to Eternals like him. People from Earth like him. They had sat down to play a computer game and ended up there, killed on arrival, eaten by Arachnoids and then respawning, only to be killed and eaten again. Some of them could be his friends; his entire guild had started to play the game when he did.
There was nothing Hawke could do for those poor souls, at least not yet. But he would try to find a way to release them from this hellhole.
“I’ll come back for you,” he told the dead, and a new notification appeared:
QUEST ACCEPTED: To Save Your Brethren
You have sworn to come back for the Eternals trapped in the Necromancer’s lair. You must find a way to break the curse and release the Eternals’ captive souls.
Rewards: 5,000 XP, +100 Reputation from any released Eternals towards you, +100 Global Renown.
Failure Penalties: If the quest has not been fulfilled in a year or is Abandoned before then, you will have broken your oath: -100 to Global Renown, -1,000 XP.
“Guess I better watch what I say, even to myself,” Hawke muttered. Not only had the universe forced the Quest on him, he’d pay a hefty price if he failed. One thing was certain. Whether this was an insane game or some warped version of reality, life remained unfair. He had two Quests to fulfill, and one of them was a matter of life and death.




Four

Before he left the chamber, Hawke noticed a pair of glowing icons over two of the Murk spider-people he had killed. They looked like little bags or purses lying on their side, gold coins spilling out from them. The universal symbol for loot, in other words.
This may not be a game, but whoever is in charge has set it up that way, he thought as he approached the floating icons.
Opening one, he was unsurprised to see a mini-inventory: 3 copper coins and one Inferior Dagger that did a whole 1-3 points of damage. Everything went into his inventory. A cash entry appeared at the bottom of the inventory grid, showing him his current worth was those three copper coins. We all have to start somewhere, he told himself.
The other loot bag had two copper points, giving him a total of five. He searched the bodies as well and discovered the Arachnoids carried no cash; all they had were bags filled with dried meat – considering what they’d been doing, he had no intention of eating anything of theirs – three coils of rope, their five tridents (Shoddy Tridents, doing less damage than his sword) and five Inferior Daggers. He also found a Simple Lamp, which one of the arachnoids had left on the ground before joining in the fight.
He took everything in case he found somewhere to sell the items or break them down for crafting components. He had to think like a gamer if he had any chance of making it out of this fresh hell. Accumulating gear and power was the key to survival.
Casting Shield of Light on himself would have been nice, but being lit up like a torch didn’t sound like a good idea. He might not have a Stealth skill but he could at least try to be sneaky. As he set off in the direction the Arachnoids had come from, he tried to be as quiet as possible. His older brother was a Marine and had told him about how you were supposed to sneak up on a sentry:
Maintain your center of balance. Move slowly. Make sure your gear is tight, no dangling crap clinking against each other. Never rush blindly across unknown terrain. Move slowly. Scope your path before you start moving so you can avoid noisy stuff – or worse, mines or IEDs. Pay attention to your surroundings and make any ambient noises work for you. If the wind is moving branches around, for example, use that noise to cover the sounds you make. Move slowly. And carefully. Test every new step you make before you put your weight on it. And did I mention you’ve got to move slowly?
Hawke tried to follow the instructions, painfully aware of every clink and creak his breastplate and its leather fastenings made as he moved. He found that if he took his time and watched every step, the noise wasn’t as bad as when he walked normally. He was nowhere near Ninja level, though.
Congratulations! You have learned the Stealth skill at Level 1. Wearing heavy armor reduces your effective Stealth by 50%.
Taking his armor off would help, but his Worn Breast Plate had saved his life at least a couple of times during his last fight. He’d rather be armored than quiet.
The tunnel leading out of the chamber was about fifteen feet wide and lined with stone blocks, with a square roof supported by wooden pillars set in pairs every thirty or forty feet. There were tracks in the dust, which he quickly identified as belonging to the spider-things; the spiky marks couldn’t be anything else.
Congratulations! You have learned the Tracking skill at Level 1.
That Unlimited Potential perk was paying off big time. He could probably pick up any Skill he tried, although experimenting could wait for when he wasn’t trying to sneak past a lair of cannibalistic were-spiders. Hawke kept moving, trying to be as quiet as possible and grimacing every time his armor clinked. Yeah, a breast plate wasn’t the right outfit for sneaking around.
His hand rested on the hilt of his sword. If it came to it, he could fight. Memories of the frenzied battle made him a little queasy, though. Hurting other people hadn’t been something he enjoyed. He’d only been in a couple of drunken scuffles at bars. He’d gotten a broken nose in the first one and given the other guy a black eye; the other time, he and some other asshat had wrestled around for a bit before the bouncers separated and threw them out. He didn’t go out looking for trouble and hadn’t enjoyed finding it.
In games, sure, he’d happily slaughtered thousands of assorted critters, but those had been pixelated cartoons, lifeless bits of data. He’d never felt what it was like to cut something alive until now. Being hurt – really hurt, having skin and flesh torn open – had been just as bad. What choice did he have, though?
Despite his misgivings, Hawke continued walking – slowly and as stealthily as he could – towards what could turn into another fight. He was afraid, but not frozen by panic. Ben Velasco hadn’t thought of himself as being particularly brave. But he wasn’t Ben anymore, was he? When he played Hawke – he’d used the same character name and class in half a dozen different MMOs – he’d played him as the typical heroic paladin, not afraid to tank for an entire raid and get up in a final boss’ face to keep it busy while the damage-dealers did their thing. Maybe a part of him was still treating this situation as a game. And maybe that was the smartest thing to do. If he panicked or hesitated, he was going to end up piled on top of the dead bodies of his fellow Eternals.
The slow walk had another beneficial effect: his Endurance pool continued to increase. After a few minutes, it was back to full. He didn’t feel exhausted anymore, although he still felt like taking a nap. No sleep until you see the sky, he told himself, and kept going.
He passed two narrow tunnels branching off from the main one. They both led down, so he ignored them; he had no intention of going deeper underground. The main tunnel was slowly going up and curving to the left, so he stuck to it.
Soon after leaving the last side tunnel behind, he heard something: the weird buzzing-clacking sounds the Arachnoids made. Crap. He also noticed there was a light source around the next bend in the tunnel. Hawke moved even more slowly, sticking close to the inner side of the tunnel as it continued to curve to the left. He thought about drawing his sword but decided that making noise was more dangerous than being unarmed; in any case, he still had the shield at the ready.
He peeked around the corner and saw the tunnel ran straight for about sixty, seventy feet before opening up into a large chamber. The light of dozens of torches and several banked fires in the room let him see things in living color: houses made of stone, carved right into the chamber’s walls, were clearly visible, along with dozens of Arachnoids, some about the size of the workers he had killed, others tiny skittering things that must be children, and huge beasts easily twice as large. The giant Arachnoids were armed with angular single-edged swords that looked like oversized meat cleavers. They had glistening body armor and helmets, all made of some sort of chitinous material. Their starts were also impressive:
Murk Arachnoid
Level 3 Warrior
Health 48 Mana 23 Endurance 39
Hawke backed out of sight, moving as stealthily as he could. Besides the half dozen Warriors, he’d noticed several roasting spits set over fires. Empty spits. The spider people were planning a feast, and all that was missing was the corpse-meat the Workers he had killed were expected to bring home. If the fires were lit, they were expecting their food deliveries to arrive any second now. There was no way to sneak past that big chamber and he hadn’t seen any other way out.
He was screwed.
A moment later, he heard a woman’s voice in his head.
<Hello! Hello, Half-Elf!>
What the hell?
<Greetings and best wishes, mighty Paladin,> the voice said.
Who is this?
<Someone who can help you. Come to me if you want to live.>
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Hearing voices in his head was barely among the top ten weirdest things that had happened to him since his arrival to the real Eternal Journey. Whoever that was, she could apparently hear his thoughts, so Hawke thought back:
Where are you?
<I am currently thirty yards right below you, but that’s in a straight line and I do not believe you can tunnel through rock.> The voice turned hopeful. <Or can you? Things will be much easier if you can.>
Nope, sorry.
<You disappoint me, Paladin. Very well, you will have to do things the hard way. The first side tunnel you passed on the way here will lead you to me. Once you are here, you can free me and between the two of us, we might make it out of this accursed place.>
Free you. You are a prisoner, then.
<Of sorts.>
Hawke hated evasive and mysterious NPCs. Whoever this voice belonged to was behaving just like a computer-generated non-player character, meant to give him a hard time before providing some vital clue or item. If this had been a game, he might have told the voice to eff off.
Instead, he mentally replied I’m on my way and slowly and stealthily headed back the way he’d come.
Of the two tunnels he’d passed by, the one the voice wanted him to use was the smallest and grubbiest. Unlike the main branch, it was a natural opening, with uneven rocky walls. Its low ceiling required him to crouch down to avoid banging his un-helmeted head against it. After he had traveled a few dozen feet, he noticed it was narrowing down. Going on didn’t feel like a good idea.
<Why are you stopping?>
Well, I sort would like to know a little more about you before I get myself much deeper into this. I can always try my luck in the other side tunnel.
<You are wise, Paladin. Perhaps an exchange of names is in order. I will start. I am called Saturnyx. I served the Demigod Erison the Discordant until his fall at the feet of the Archdemon Aristogan, a thousand and ninety-six years ago.>
Did you say thousand?
<Yes. For long and long, I waited for a worthy soul to find and claim me. I waited for naught. The Arachnoids built an empire among these mountains a few decades after my downfall. And I waited in silence, for they were fell and terrible beings, unworthy of my service.
<When they were overthrown by the Troglodytes of Styx, I dared feel hope, but the Troggs were just as evil. I stayed silent. The Troggs’ time passed and the Arachnoids returned, although their primitive tribes were shadows of their former glories. They lived their fetid lives in relative peace until a Necromancer whose name I have not learned arrived at this mountain six and forty years ago. He built a Stronghold and made a pact with the spiderlings. I resigned myself to keep waiting. And then you arrived.>
Well, he wanted information and he got it. Hawke considered Saturnyx’s words. He had lots of questions, but he supposed they could wait until he introduced himself. Good manners were important.
My name is Hawke Lightseeker, he said. He shared all the stuff he’d selected during character creation. I am a Paladin of Lumina Gloriana, goddess of Light. Who are you, Saturnyx? How can you still be alive after hundreds of years?
<I am a Soul Sword, Hawke Lightseeker. If you take me away from this accursed place, I will pledge myself to your service.>
He’d been talking to a sword. An intelligent, talking sword good enough to be wielded by a demigod. He hadn’t heard of anything like it in the game demo or the opening cinematics, but Saturnyx sounded like a high-level, high-quality item, the sort of thing some first level scrub should never be allowed to find. Maybe this was his lucky day.
All right, Saturnyx. I’ll do my best to get you out of here.
A text box appeared in front of him, startling him enough to make him fall on his ass. The pain on his backside reminded him not to count the day as lucky until it was over.
You have accepted a new Quest!
QUEST: Claim the Demons-Bane
You have agreed to find the lost sword Saturnyx and accept her pledge to serve you.
Rewards: Access to the Powers and Abilities of Saturnyx Demons-Bane.
Failure Penalties: If the quest has not been fulfilled in six months or is Abandoned before then, you will have broken a Promise: -50 to Global Renown, -10 XP.
“Dammit,” he muttered as he sat up.
<Are you all right, Paladin? Did I hear you utter a curse?>
I’m great. Headed your way.
<That delights me almost as much as listening to the death cries of our enemies.>
Sure, whatever you say.
He pressed on. The tunnel remained just big enough for him to make it through, although a couple of times he had to move sideways to get past a narrow spot. He could see why the arachnoids didn’t use this area; there was no way even the smallest adults would fit.
<You are getting close, my future Master. Unfortunately, something unexpected has happened.>
Hawke grunted. The way had begun to widen out a little bit and he’d started to feel good about things. What is it?
<Two hundred years ago, a nest of cave beetles was built on top of my resting place. It appears they have detected your approach and are beginning to stir.>
Why the hell didn’t you tell me about themt before now?
<Well, the nest died out eighty-seven years ago. An Arachnoid Shaman, tired of the beetles’ attacks, cast a death curse upon them, wiping them out.>
So, they are dead, but they are stirring? It took him a moment to get it. Oh, crap.
<Yes. Unfortunately, their desiccated corpses have just become Undead. No doubt at the behest of the Necromancer. I fear he has detected your presence and is trying to destroy you.>
This was not going to be his lucky day.
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<You should be all right,> Saturnyx said in a reassuring voice as Hawke heard the bugs. A series of clicks came from further down the tunnel; in a matter of seconds, the sounds multiplied and became a rumbling sound like some sort of machinery coming to life.
“Fuu….” Hawke said.
He couldn’t go back. If the undead bugs caught him in a narrow section, he wouldn’t be able to defend himself. Better to meet them where he had some room to maneuver.
How big are they?
Before the talking sword could answer, the first of the critters skittered into view.
Undead Cave Scarab
Level 1 Beast (Tiny)
Health 6 Mana 3 Endurance 16
The bug was about as long as a shoe, a squat armored shape with six legs and a nasty-looking set of mandibles. It paused for a moment and then came straight at him as another half dozen showed up. Ugh. Hawke had met his share of nasty bugs; doing plumbing in dank basements put him in contact with a variety of vermin. The things rushing at him were on a whole new level, though.
He stepped on the first one and felt it crunch under his boot, but when he lifted his foot the sumbitch kept going and bit his ankle. He took one point of damage.
“Gah!”
He slashed at his own leg. Luck was with him and the sword’s edge crunched into the bug and didn’t chop his ankle off. The Undead mini-monster dropped away in two pieces, but six of its buddies arrived a moment later and he could hear more of them coming his way.
<Paladin, you have to use your auras!> Saturnyx shouted in his head.
“Kinda busy here!” Hawke replied. He speared one of the bugs with his sword point, killing it, but another jumped on his outstretched arm and began chewing on it. Two more points of damage, and it hurt like blazes. He used his shield to scrape it off of him, taking another point of damage for his troubles. By then he was surrounded by the damn things. There were dozens of them, biting at his ankles or leaping onto his legs. He was dead.
<Use your auras, you fool!>
Maybe the talking sword had a point. He started mouthing the words of the spell while he tried to shake off the bugs. The first thing he realized was that casting a spell while taking damage was a lot tougher than normal. He kept stumbling on the words as the scarabs pecked away at him. They couldn’t pierce his breast plate, and the leggings kept most of their bites from reaching his skin and flesh, but his arms were protected only by his woolen shirt and blood started to flow from half a dozen wounds. One leaped at his face; he batted it away with his shield, losing another precious second of casting. A glance at his status bar told him he’d lost over half of his Health. It felt like he was being fed into a woodchipper feet first.
<Are you done casting yet? I know how long it takes to cast Aura of Light.>
Not helping! Hawke thought as he yelled the last word of the spell. His Health pool was down to its last nine points.
The golden aura surrounded him, healing two points of damage per second. The effect the light had on the bugs was something else altogether. All the critters in contact with him began to burn. Disgusting stinking smoke erupted from the squat shapes. The scarabs leaped away from him as if he was on fire. A couple ended belly-up and burned for a few more seconds, their legs kicking feebly before falling still. The survivors ran away.
Hawke felt weak from blood loss, but the aura was helping deal with that. He should have figured it out without the sword telling him. In many games, life-giving spells had the opposite effect on Undead. From the looks of it, the scarabs were especially vulnerable to it.
<It is commonly known that Undead suffer thrice the pain healing magicks restore on the living,> Saturnyx told him in a pedantic tone.
I did not know that, he admitted.
<Then I suggest you return to the temple that trained you in the ways of the holy warrior and demand a refund of any alms you gave them, for you were cheated.>
His Health bar was slowly ticking up; he decided to toss in a couple of Touches of Light for good measure. The feeling of having wounds close and blood being replaced was amazing; the pain didn’t just go away, you felt every muscle in the affected area relax and warm up. Meanwhile, well away from the golden light surrounding him, the rest of the scarabs had gathered together. There were dozens of them. He’d been lucky they’d come at him in dribs or drabs, or they would have torn him to pieces before he could cast the spell keeping them at bay. And they were beginning to creep closer towards him. Maybe they figured that a mass rush would let them kill him before his spell could destroy them.
He started casting his other aura spell. Shield of Light made him glow even brighter; he finished the casting just in time to meet another charge. The bugs were ready for Round Two. Unfortunately for them, so was he.
The difference the two auras made was incredible. The bugs that survived long enough to bite him did no damage except for the occasional critical hit. Meanwhile, even a shallow cut from his sword or a good foot stomp did enough extra Light damage to kill the disgusting critters. He took a few more points of damage but the healing aura closed those wounds almost as quickly as they were inflicted.
The fight – more like an extermination job – went on for a while. Squishing bug after bug felt like an endless chore. He cut and stabbed them with his sword, used his shield rim to crush them, and stomped them over and over. The stench was incredible, like stink bugs, only turned all the way to eleven. His Endurance pool became a worry; as it ticked down to single digits, he found himself swaying on his feet. Saturnyx helpfully reminded him at the five-minute mark to refresh his auras and he was thankful enough he didn’t grumble at the scorn in her voice. Recasting both spells nearly exhausted his Mana, but he had regained a couple of points every minute, so he had enough magical juice left.
The last bug almost got him. Hawke slipped on a piece of carapace and fell forward, ending up on his hands and knees. The surviving undead scarab was the biggest of the gang, with 13 Health. It went right for his unprotected face, mandibles aimed at his eyes. He dropped his sword and grabbed the damn thing, the aura burning it every second. That wasn’t enough; the mandibles closed on his left wrist, drawing blood. Hawke smashed the bug against the ground. He did over and over, even after it stopped moving, screaming in uncontrollable fury all along.
He kept screaming for several seconds. Rage like nothing he had ever felt before consumed him. He raged at the undead bugs, at the damn sword that had almost gotten him killed, at whatever god or monster had thrown him into this damn game world made real. He wanted to go home.
<Are you done?> Saturnyx asked him after he screamed himself into a stupor.
You’d better be worth all of this, Hawke said. You’d better be a gold-level Artifact, Excalibur-grade killing machine.
<I was good enough to be the primary weapon of the eldest child of the Goddess of Chaos, Paladin. The only question is, are you worthy of wielding me?>
“Guess we’ll find out,” he said out loud. His throat felt raw but the healing aura was taking care of it.
He pressed on.
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Congratulations! You have reached Level Two!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
New Light Spells Available.
Your Sword Skill has been raised to 6.
Your Shield Skill has been raised to 6.
Current XP/Next Level: 135/250
Hawke opened the prompts as he made his way through the tunnel. As it turned out, killing dozens of Undead bugs had netted him more than enough XP to get him to level two, with thirty-five extra points towards his next level. Deciding that a break was called for, he gulped down another water bottle and tried out one of his iron rations; it tasted a bit like a granola bar, if granola bars were bonded together with Krazy Glue. He did some bookkeeping while he ate and drank.
Hawke decided to spread out his new Attribute points, putting one each into Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Spirit, Intelligence and Charisma. Charisma didn’t figure into his secondary characteristics, but Hawke expected it would affect how people reacted towards him. If he ever made it out of the tunnels, he would reach civilization, where he would be a stranger. Making it easier for others to like him might pay off in the future. After answering ‘yes’ for the inevitable ‘Are you sure?’ prompt, he felt a rush of power coursing through him. His body changed noticeably. His armor and clothing felt a little lighter and tighter, as if he had gained a couple pounds of muscle all of a sudden. He didn’t feel smarter, not exactly, but his memories of the past few hours became clearer and more focused. Interesting.
Time to pick up a new spell. He had three choices available. Blade of Light projected an aura on his weapon that did an extra 3 points of damage per level, doubled against Undead, Demons, and Beyonders, whatever those were. Hammer of Light let him throw a magical energy hammer that inflicted 1-10 points of damage per level (also doubled against supernatural nasties) to a target up to fifty yards away. Bulwark of Light was a temporary aura that could absorb up to 10 points of damage per level. He decided to go for Hammer of Light, just to have a ranged attack available.
Hammer of Light
Time to Cast: 3 seconds. Cooldown: 5 seconds. Cost: 5 Mana. Duration: Instant. Range: 50 yards. Effect: Creates a hammer-shaped missile of pure Light energy that inflicts 1-10 points of damage per level, doubled against Beyonders, Demons, and the Undead.
He looked over the revised character sheet while he finished eating his Iron Ration:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf (Eternal). Class: Paladin. Level: 2
Experience/Next Level: 135/250
Attributes:
Strength 13, Dexterity 13, Constitution 17, Intelligence 12, Spirit 17, Perception 12, Willpower 11, Charisma 16
Characteristics:
Health 33 (Regain 3.7/minute)
Mana 30 (Regain 3.7/minute)
Endurance 28 (Regain 3.7 minute)
Identity: 20
Skills
Dodge 4, Lore 1, Shield 6, Spear 3, Stealth 1, Survival 2, Sword 6, Tracking 1
Languages
Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells/Abilities
Aura of Light, Hammer of Light, Shield of Light, Touch of Light
Not bad at all. With his increased Health pool, he could take a lot more damage before keeling over, although he wasn’t sure how that worked in real life. Maybe magic made his body tougher somehow. Raising his Strength let him do a little more damage per attack; his Rusty Sword now inflicted 8-11 points of physical damage per swing. Next time he might put more than one point on an Attribute to see what happened.
Hawke returned the empty water bottle to his inventory and headed towards the magical sword.
* * *
There truly was no truth in advertising.
The tunnel led to a huge natural cavern, over two hundred feet wide. A water stream poured into a small pond, and stalagmites and stalactites dotted the ceiling and floor. Some of them had been broken off, their jagged edges showing where some powerful impact had broken the stone. He saw signs of a battle that had taken place centuries ago. Bits of metal littered the cavern, along with gigantic bones belonging to some sort of humanoid creature with long curved horns protruding from their skulls. Demons, he guessed. The three intact skulls he could see looked demonic enough, kind of like a mix between a horse, a ram, and a human, except for a set of canines that would do a sabretooth tiger proud. He wouldn’t have cared to meet a live version of those things.
He found the sword lying next to a solidified pool of golden metal. What was left of the sword, that was.
That’s not a sword. That’s just a handle. Where is the blade?
<‘That’ is a hilt, guard and pommel, you ignoramus,> the voice in his head replied. <Together, they form the heart of a sword. The blade was broken and melted down in Hellfire during my last battle. I am the living heart of Saturnyx. Behold my grandeur and know fear!>
Shut up.
He leaned over the inanimate object that had led him there. The leftover piece did look pretty badass, he had to admit. The cross-guard was made of black metal with golden veins running through it, shaped in a shallow ‘u’ to protect the wielder’s hand. The handle appeared to be made of ivory; it had been sculpted into the likeness of a dragon while still remaining practical to hold. It was long enough to wield one- or two-handed, what most games he’d played called a ‘bastard’ or hand-and-a-half sword. The pommel at the end was a multifaceted red jewel. In the golden light of his auras, he saw a shadowy eye in the middle of the jewel.
The eye blinked at him and he staggered back and fell on his ass for the second time that day.
<Are you impressed yet, Hawke? I’ll have you know that my guard was fashioned from Elysian Steel with Orichalcum infusions. That the hilt was carved from the bones of the ancient dragon known as Sorrow, also called the Breaker of Legions, slain by Thor Odinsson and his Chosen Eternals during Second Ragnarök. And the Sacred Ruby used in the pommel once served as one of the eyes of the Great Golem of Balor. Only an artifact such as the Ruby was deemed fit to house the spirit of Saturnyx Demons-Bane.>
That’s great. Where’s the rest of you?
<I was affixed to a two-meter blade of the finest Eternium-Adamant alloy, forged by the Children of Hephaestus, who folded its metal two thousand times to reach the perfect balance between flexibility and hardness. After that, it was enchanted the Wise Council of Malkuth, forever remembered for its sorcerous acumen.>
And...?
<Unfortunately, when struck by the fiery breath of the Archdemon Aristogan, the mighty blade melted, much like the Elysian plate armor protecting my former master. Those pools of congealed higher metals by your feet are all that remains of mighty Eris-Son, may the gods have mercy on his soul.>
While the sword went on and on about how awesome it was, Hawke used True Sight on it:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Legendary Artifact): Soul Sword. Level ?? Damage ?? Special Abilities: ?? A Soul Sword’s specific abilities depend on the level of its wielder and the quality of its blade. Must be Soul Bound to use.
Okay, I’m impressed. Only problem is, where do I find a blade for you?
Hawke heard an exasperated sigh in his head.
<I can be affixed to any sword, Paladin. Even that sharpened crowbar hanging from your belt will do, although it pains me to suggest it. I will be but a shadow of myself, I must warn you. Only a tiny speck of my true power will manifest through that poor sample of ironmongery, but the result will be infinitely better than the weapon you now own.>
Okay.
Hawke picked up Saturnyx. The bone hilt felt warm to the touch. Holding it in his left hand, he drew his Rusty Long Sword with his right. Its cross-guard was bronze, with worn spots where nicks and cuts had been sanded off over the years. The hilt was wrapped in leather, and its pommel was a simple steel ball. It was a functional weapon, and in medieval times would be worth more than what a peasant could ever afford to pay. Compared to the work of art in his other hand, however, it looked like, well, crap.
What do I do now?
<Truly, whatever you paid your teachers, it was too much. Allow me to touch that dagger with delusions of grandeur. I will do the rest.>
The talking sword was turning out to be a delight to have around.
Hawke slowly moved his hands together until Saturnyx and the Rusty Long Sword came into contact. Nothing happened for several seconds. He was about to make a snarky remark when the enchanted hilt began to glow. The light it emitted wasn’t the same golden hue as his Paladin spells; it was silver with black motes that moved in strange, almost hypnotic patterns. There was a blindingly bright flash a second later. When it dissipated, he was holding a new sword. The blade was three or four inches longer, and the guard, hilt and pommel had been replaced by Saturnyx’s.
<Best I could do, given what I had to work with,> the talking sword said. Hawke examined his new weapon:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Legendary Artifact). Soul Sword. Level 2. One- or two-handed. Damage: One-Handed: 16-21. Two-Handed: 17-33. Requires Sword Skill.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +2 to Strength, +2 to Constitution, +2 to Dexterity.
Enhanced Skills: +2 to the wielder’s Sword Skill.
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 30% Elemental (All Others): 10%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
Demons-Bane: Triple damage to demons; double damage to demonically possessed or influenced beings.
Sense Evil: Can detect the presence of Demons, Undead and Beyonders within a hundred yards. Note: Powerful entities may be able to mask their presence.
Special Powers: Choose one from three available Sword Boons.
A Soul Sword’s abilities are modified by the level of its wielder and the quality of the weapon it is affixed to. Must be Soul Bound to use.
“Holy crap.” The sword made WoW’s heirloom weapons look like hot garbage. He could do double the damage he had before and even more if he used it two-handed. And those bennies were just what he was getting at level two; no telling what else the weapon was capable of. Then there were the Sword Boons, whatever they were.
<As I said, it’s the best I could do with the available materials. If we ever find a proper Arcane Smith, ideally one with access to higher-grade metals than mere iron, I’ll be able to manifest a greater portion of my true power, even at these low levels.> The weapon sniffed. <Raising your own level wouldn’t hurt, either.>
“I get it. You’re overqualified to be a noob’s weapon. Sorry I’ve disappointed you.”
<I am sure it will not be the last time you do, Paladin. Now all we have to do is bind our souls and we will be ready to flee this damned catacomb.>
“What is Beyonder, by the way? Second time I’ve seen them show up in my messages.”
<Something worse than the most dreaded Demon Prince from the pits of Tartarus. Something from beyond our reality that even the gods fear. Pray you never meet one of them.>
“Yikes. Sorry I asked,” Hawke said before waiting for the Soul Bond to start. In most games, that sort of thing happened on pickup. He shifted his grip on the sword and waited. Soon enough, a new prompt appeared.
Do you wish to bond souls with Saturnyx Demons-Bane? Y/N
He was probably going to regret it, but he said the word. “Yes.”




Eight

A shock ran up Hawke’s hand and arm and spread through his body; it felt like he’d been Tasered.
Images flooded his mind: he saw a naked woman with long hair – hair that was moving around with a life of its own. No, not hair, he realized as the vision focused on her, but thick strands of barbed chains that protruded from the woman’s skull. Her face was contorted in inhuman rage as she used the living metal hair and the talons at the end of her fingers to attack several men in Greek-style armor. She moved with inhuman speed and showed no mercy to her foes. Hawke realized the woman was Saturnyx, a Fury. She managed to be both incredibly beautiful and scary at hell; he mentally classified her as being on the wrong end of the Hot/Crazy Matrix.
The vision shifted: now the same creature knelt before another woman, a gigantic glowing goddess that radiated a sense of absolute power and wisdom. More images of slaughter followed, all involving Chain-Hair: battles, executions, murders, involving dozens of different cultures and peoples. The final scene was different: the creature knelt once again before her deity, but this time a huge sword lay between them. The blade seemed too wide and long to be a functional weapon, and it was made of some golden alloy; the hilt and handle were bigger versions of the remains Hawke had found. A wave of golden energy washed over Saturnyx; her body disappeared and the energy flowed into the red jewel on the sword’s pommel. At that point, the vision faded.
Returning to the here and now, Hawke examined the transformed weapon. It felt like an extension of his arm; he had a perfect sense of where the blade’s point was, and a few experimental slashes revealed that wielding the weapon felt as natural as moving the fingers in his hand. It seemed to be lighter as well, because even after a full minute of swinging it he didn’t feel tired and his Endurance bar didn’t go down.
<You chose wisely, Hawke. Now we cannot be separated for long, unless you suffer the Final Death that all Eternals must fear.>
“You know what I am?”
Hawke wasn’t surprised. Binding souls would reveal all kinds of information about each other. She’d probably had her own visions of his past. Hopefully she wouldn’t think less of him. He used his True Sight on the weapon once again. Besides the stats he’d already seen, he received more information:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane is a Fury, a divine spirit driven by vengeance and justice. Lawful justice is the best result, but when justice fails, only revenge remains. While bonded to Saturnyx, all penalties for Oath Breaking are doubled. Refusing those who ask for help to avenge a wrong will incur a -10% Experience penalty.
“Guess I shoulda read the small print,” he muttered. “If you are a Fury, why don’t you sound angry all the time?”
<I will have you know that I am a delightful companion until I face a great wrong or injustice. Only then will I give reign to my wrath.>
“And nobody likes you when you’re angry. I get it.”
Linking himself to the sword was probably the equivalent of running full tilt into a live minefield; no telling what might set off the talking sword. He’d better keep his word at all costs. And maybe he should be a lot more careful about making promises going forward. Despite all the weirdness involved, Hawke felt a little better. He wasn’t completely alone anymore, even if his new companion was a pretentious and murderous spirit trapped inside a sword.
A new prompt caught his attention. He opened it.
Sword Boons Available!
Congratulations! Now that you have bonded with a Soul Sword, you can select one of three available Boon Categories to awaken in your weapon. Choose wisely, for once it is selected, that Category cannot be changed.
A diagram appeared in front of Hawke’s eyes: three spheres hovering over a stylized glowing sword; the blade looked nothing like his current sword’s, but the handle was easily recognizable as Saturnyx. Each sphere described a different Category:
Battle Boons
Increase your physical prowess to superhuman levels by channeling the Soul Sword’s power into your body. Those who choose the Battle Category can become unstoppable killing machines or impregnable defenders.
Level One Ability – Battle Prowess: Double the Attribute bonuses granted by the sword at each level.
Level Two Ability – Undaunted: Health and Endurance are increased by 10% per level.
Elemental Boons
These Boons are meant to harness the power of the Elements – and eventually Primal Forces. This Category allows the Soul Sword’s wielder to enhance spells, gain elemental abilities, and control the forces of nature and super-nature. You must choose a Common Element to focus; additional Elements can be selected at level Fifteen, Thirty, and Fifty.
Level One Ability – Focus: Increase the effectiveness of the chosen element’s spells and abilities by fifty percent.
Level Two Ability – Resist Opposite Element: All Common Elements have an Opposite. Fire is Water’s Opposite, for example. Your resistance to damage and negative effects from your Element’s Opposite is increased by 1 per level or 1% per level, whichever is greater.   
Executioner Boons
Dedicate your blade to the destruction of your foes. The Executioner Boons increase your strenght against your Chosen Enemies. You must select a Chosen Enemy (a Folk or Kind) at first level; additional Enemies can be selected at levels Ten, Thirty, and Fifty.
Level One Ability – Destroyer: your Soul Sword’s damage is doubled against your Chosen Enemy.
Level Two Ability – Avoidance: While wielding the Soul Sword, your Chosen Enemies’ attacks or spells have 1% chance to miss per level.
Hawke took a moment to think about his choices. All three Boon types sounded good. He discarded Executioner right away, though; he figured having a Chosen Enemy would have all sorts of unintended consequences. For one, people belonging to whatever group he selected wouldn’t be thrilled to have him around.
That left him with the Battle and Elemental Categories. The first one would make him a great tank or damage dealer. On the other hand, as a Paladin, he was a hybrid fighter-spellcaster, so dominion over Elements would give him a lot more effectiveness.
What would you do? Hawke asked Saturnyx.
<My former Master, Erison, chose the Executioner Path. His Chosen Enemies included Demon-kind, the Undead, and the Goblinoid Folk. In the end, he fell to an Arch-Demon, but only after a long and epic battle. He followed the Warrior Path and eschewed spellcasting, favoring strength over the arcane arts. You, however, are a Paladin, who relies on you god-granted magicks as much as on the strength of your arm.>
Yeah. I guess Elemental Boons are the way to go.
<I would agree.>
Hawke selected the Elemental Path.
Choose A Common Element
Available Elements: Light.
Having one choice made that easy. His Unlimited Potential would provide a lot of new options down the line, he hoped. Of the two powers available, he picked Focus; that fifty percent bonus would greatly improve his healing, defensive auras and spell damage. That was too good to pass up.
After taking care of that, Hawke’s gamer instincts told him he should search the cavern thoroughly before leaving. Any ancient battle with a Legendary Artifact among its spoils should have more loot. He put the sword in its scabbard, discovering that it was too long for it; a good three inches of the blade stayed exposed. The sword upgrade hadn’t included a new sheath.
<You had better purchase a fitting scabbard for a weapon of my quality, Master.>
Will do, he said as he began his search.
All he found were more pools of metal on the ground; his True Sight identified the materials: Adamant, Elementite, Elysian Steel, Infernium, Mithril, Orichalcum, and Titan Steel. He recognized some of the names and he was sure they were all high-level crafting materials. Worth more than their weight in gold. Problem was, the damn puddles had solidified right into the rock and he had no way of prying them loose.
<If you are looking for valuables to pilfer, all you will find are those puddles of metal,> Saturnyx told him. <The demons took anything of use, discarding me only because my nature was intrinsically inimical to theirs.>
“That metal is valuable, though.”
< I doubt many forges in the Common Realm can soften the higher-level alloys, let alone work them. The mithril, perhaps, being the lowest-ranked material among them. The rest? You’ll find no use for the metal until you advance much further along the Path to Power and reach the higher Realms.>
“Got it,” Hawke said, looking at the pools of solid metal. They gleamed like silver and gold, and his inner gamer couldn’t just leave them behind.
He decided to try something that would have worked in some of the games he’d played. Touching one of the solid pools, he willed it into his Inventory. There was a moment of resistance, and the pool disappeared! Opening his inventory, he found one of the slots had been filled by two ingots of Mithril. Jackpot.
It took him a couple of minutes to ‘drag’ every pool of metal he could find into his inventory. By the time he was done, he’d filled seven slots in his inventory with several ingots of high-level metals: Adamant (4), Elementite (3), Elysian Steel (6), Infernium (3), Mithril (9), Orichalcum (4), and Titan Steel (7). He also got a few ingots of precious metals that must have been used as decorations for the melted weapons and armor: Silver (2) and Gold (1). Even if he could not use the high-level alloys yet, he could sell the gold and silver as soon as he reached whatever passed for civilization in the Common Realm.
“If I’m figuring this correctly, the Common Realm is the newbie starting zone, right?” he asked the sword as he collected the metals.
<It isn’t a zone. It is a planet with four major continents and hundreds of large islands. But yes, beings beyond the twentieth level of power find that their power is heavily restricted here. That was what doomed my former master; demons lured him here, where he was at his weakest>
“Who enforces those rules? The gods?”
<No. Something mightier than the gods. The Arbiters control gods and mortals alike; they in turn serve the Makers who made the Realms and set the rules by which the universe is governed.>
Hawke remembered the first message he got when he was dropped into this messed up world. It had been signed by Arbiter Primus. It was good to know who was in charge. He had a score to settle with them.
“Listen,” he told the sword after he’d collected the last ingot of Titan Steel, clearing the cavern of all its valuables. “I don’t know if you’re going to believe this, but I’m kinda not from around here and there is a lot I don’t know.”
<I may not have eyes, but I am not blind. You lack the most basic knowledge a first level Paladin would have been taught before taking his oaths of service. It stands to reason you were somehow given abilities you do not understand. Most Humans in the Realms are descendants from folks brought here from a place known as Lower Midgard, Terra, or Earth.>
“That’s where I’m from. I’ve got a lot of questions I was hoping you might answer.”
<We are bonded. I will happily share my knowledge and wisdom with you.>
“That’s great.”
<But we might want to wait until after we get away from the Necromancer’s minions.>
“What Necromancer minions?”
The demon bones scattered all over the battlefield began to vibrate and fly together into complete skeletons, who slowly moved and came alive. Or Undead.
<Those Necromancer minions.>
Crap.
<You should run now, Master.>
Hawke ran.




Nine

Hawke glanced over his shoulder at one of the giant skeletons chasing him.
Reanimated Demon (Undead)
Level 5 Skeleton
Health 150 Mana 100 Endurance 0 (Tireless)
The demon skeletons were a good eight or nine feet tall. They had no weapons, but didn’t need any: the horns on their heads looked deadly, their fingers ended in sharp claws, and their mouths had about as many teeth as a great white shark crossed with a sabretooth tiger. There were three of them, and he didn’t think he could survive fighting a single one.
Why didn’t you warn me about this? Hawke asked Saturnyx with his mind; he needed all his breath for running.
<I underestimated the Necromancer,> the sword replied, sounding slightly apologetic. <Raising dead demons requires a great deal of power and skill, even when the end results are those weak specimens. I did not think a Common Realm spellcaster could be so capable.>
Weak? They are three levels higher than me!
<Even in the Common Realm, where low ambient Mana levels only allowed them to function as twentieth level creatures, their power was much greater than those reanimated bones.>
Hawke barely listened to the lecture as he reached one of the narrower spots and slowed down to squeeze through it. He tossed the shield through first to avoid getting entangled and hoped he’d make it in time. Behind him, he heard the clacking of bones and the sound of stomping feet, catching up to him. He resisted the temptation to look back and pushed through the spot. After grabbing his shield, he started running again.
No way they can get past that. They are all a lot bigger than me.
<They are animated bones, Master. They can pull off pieces of themselves, toss them across, and reassemble themselves on the other side.>
That’s just great.
That would slow them down some, at least. He had a few seconds’ head start on them and every extra bit would help. For a moment he considered making a stand on a narrow section; they would only be able to come at him one at a time. He ran the idea past his talking sword.
<That is not a good plan, Master. Although the skeletons are relatively weak Undead, they overmatch you. You cannot best one of them on its own, let alone three.>
The sword had the knack of making the word ‘master’ sound like ‘dumbass.’ That probably came from being angry all the time. Okay, fighting was no bueno. Running would have to do the trick. He kept going.
By the way, do you know where we are going?
<The second side tunnel leads to an ancient chapel. The Undead will not be able to set foot upon its hallowed grounds. Beyond it, there is an exit to a stone staircase carved onto the face of the mountain. Outside the mountain, the Necromancer has little power. We will be safe.>
Which means that if I’d checked that tunnel instead of coming to get you, I’d be free and clear already.
The sword said nothing. Hawke would have sighed if he had been able to. It wouldn’t be the first time looting some fancy gear had gotten him in trouble. Or listening to a woman, for that matter. By the time he could see the main tunnel, he’d widened his head start by a fair margin. It took the skeletons a good while to get through each narrow tunnel section. He should reach the chapel long before they caught up with him.
<Wait, Master! There is someone up ahead!>
He stopped and, sure enough, he heard the now-familiar buzzing-clicking sounds the Murk Arachnoids made.
Crap. How many?
<I can hear three Warriors.>
Okay. Guess we have to go through them.
Undead demons behind him, Arachnoids in front. He slowed down long enough to cast both Shield of Light and Aura of Light on himself. If he was going down, he’d go down swinging with everything he had. He drew the Legendary Artifact sword from its undersized scabbard. That was one unfair advantage that he planned to use for everything it was worth.
“Let’s roll,” he muttered and came out into the tunnel.
The spider-men had been walking past the tunnel’s mouth when he came out. The glow of his auras alerted them and they began to turn around. Their stats were identical to the one he had examined before:
Murk Arachnoid
Level 3 Warrior
Health 48 Mana 23 Endurance 39
Hawke didn’t give them a chance to react. The closest one had just begun to pivot when his swing connected with one of its rear legs. The augmented blade severed the slender limb; the impact felt like chopping through a stalk of tall grass. The arachnoid buzzed in agony and stumbled as Hawke stepped forward and bashed its arms with his shield, knocking the two-handed chopping sword it was holding off-balance. His follow-up thrust punched through the spider-man’s body armor with a metallic clink. He put his weight into it and inflicted sixteen points of damage on top of the eighteen he’d done when severing its leg.
The other two were coming from either side of the wounded Arachnoid. Hawke twisted the sword loose, and that was enough to finish off his target. He had to leap away from the dying Warrior before its buddies surrounded him.
Dammit! No more element of surprise and the odds were still bad.
The two Warriors pressed him hard, swinging their oversized swords as if they weighed nothing. He caught one blow on his shield and felt the wood crack under the impact. A moment later, the other chopping blade hit his armored shoulder. It was as pleasant as getting whacked with a baseball bat. Eight Health points went away even though the blade didn’t penetrate the breast plate.
One Arachnoid thrust at him with its weapon while the other lifted its heavy blade for another swing. Hawke went on the offensive, taking the point on his battered shield and stabbing the Warrior’s torso. Saturnyx’s point went deep, doing twenty-five points of damage.
The second Arachnoid’s swing connected solidly on Hawke’s back.
He gasped as he felt metal chopping into his flesh and his shoulder blade. His armor and aura mitigated the damage to fifteen points but the agony and the sheer force of the attack sent him crashing to the ground. He rolled on his back, ignoring another burst of pain, and saw the Warrior come at him, big chopping sword raised for a finishing blow while the one he had wounded tossed aside an empty potion bottle and rushed forward; its Health bar grew back to near full status.
Healing potion! The unfairness of a bunch of low-level mobs being equipped with healing potions angered him almost as much as the fact he was about to be killed.
Screw that. Instead of waiting to die, he rolled into the Arachnoid’s legs, spoiling its attack, and stabbed its underbelly. It was armored, but once again Saturnyx was up to the task. The first stab made the Warrior rear up, trying to get away from him, but he let his shield hang from its straps and grabbed one of its legs. Hawke held on as the spider-man dragged him along, stabbing it over and over. Its Health bar went down to zero and he barely had time to scramble away from the slumping body before it fell on top of him.
The cheater who’d healed itself hadn’t attacked. Instead, it was swinging a bell back and forth, making it ring loudly. It stopped when Hawke chopped its head off with a sideways swing, but the damage was done. A loud buzzing came from the direction of the Arachnoid village just as one of the skeleton demons poked its ugly head out of the side tunnel.
<You might want to pick up the pace, Master,> Saturnyx said as Hawke ran for his life. He noted several loot bags had appeared over the dead arachnoids’ heads but he didn’t have time to access them.
You’re not an easy sword to love, he thought.
<I am loyal and never daunted. Most of my previous masters praised me to the heavens.>
Hawke shook his head and kept going. The second side tunnel was a good fifty yards away, and the arachnoid settlement about a hundred yards past it. He glanced behind him and saw the demons were chasing after him and they were moving much faster on the wider tunnel. This was going to be close.
He’d taken twenty-three points of damage, but his Healing Aura was fixing him at the rate of six Health per second. He was fully healed by the time he reached the side tunnel, chased by the skeleton demons and what sounded like half of the Arachnoid village.
Any chance the spider guys and the Undead demons will fight each other? Hawke asked Saturnyx as he took the tunnel.
<None, Master. They all serve the Necromancer. I thought you understood that.>
Hawke thought about finding a big stone somewhere and driving the sword into it, leaving it for some other unlucky bastard to find a thousand years from now. Instead, he ran into the side tunnel. After two hundred feet or so, he reached a corridor, something built of blocks of stone rather than a natural cavern.
<Go left, Master.>
That ‘Master’ was uncalled for, he said as he ran.
The freaking spider monsters were gaining up on him. Sure, he had killed a bunch of them, but they didn’t have to make it personal. He went left. The corridor went on for another hundred feet – and ended on a door made of stone. Or a stone wall with a decorative carving shaped like a door. Either way, it was closed. Hawke looked back just in time to see a javelin flying right at him. He blocked it with his shield and saw the Arachnoids and demon skeletons had joined forces and were moving steadily towards him. A Warrior and an Undead demon led the way, while workers threw light spears over their heads. Two more missiles flew his way; both missed.
Hawke leaned back against the door. It had no give to it. Keeping his shield between him and the advancing monsters, he felt behind him with his sword hand, looking for a door jamb or a keyhole or anything.
<All you need to do is use your will on the door, Master. As an agent of Light, you have the right to enter the chapel.>
Thanks. He didn’t know exactly what to do, but damned if he was going to ask the sword. He concentrated as if he was casting one of his Paladin spells and felt his power awaken and touch the door. A rumbling sound of stone moving aside told him he had succeeded.
“The power of Light, bitches!” he yelled at the approaching monsters and backed into the chapel.
The arachnoids were throwing more spears at him, so he ducked off to one side, out of sight, and took a look around. The chapel was a circular room with six statues on pedestals along its wall. They depicted a woman in flowing robes, a warrior-princess of some sort, a man with a staff in one hand and a set of scales on the other, and some dude with the head of a bird that looked a lot like the Egyptian god Horus. Maybe if his Lore skill were higher, he might know who everybody was.
A marble altar stood in the center of the room. A glowing jewel-encrusted golden chalice rested on it. The glow didn’t have the same hue as his auras; it was a clean yellow rather than golden, more like natural sunlight. Just looking at it made him feel warm and refreshed. The effect was real; his Endurance, which had gone down below ten, started improving by several points per second. Without thinking about it, he let his shield drop and reached for the chalice, stepping back into view of the monsters and ignoring the spears still being thrown into the room.
<Wait!> Saturnyx shouted in his head just as his hand reached the golden relic.
The moment his fingers touched the chalice, time stood still. Hawke was paralyzed.
Oh, crap.
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A spear froze in mid-air a few inches past Hawke’s face.
He couldn’t move. His eyes were fixed on the spear; the motion had caught his attention the moment he touched the chalice, and now he couldn’t even look down at the altar. He was trapped like a fly in amber.
Saturnyx?
No answer. Either the sword was being snooty again or she was frozen as well. This couldn’t be good.
“Greetings, Eternal,” somebody said behind him.
Hawke instinctively turned towards the voice and found that he could move again. He also realized he was somewhere else. The circular room, the statues and the altar were gone. All he could see was a woman clad in flowing white robes; she looked exactly like one of the statues he’d just seen.
“I am Vitara, Goddess of Life. When you touched my sacred vessel, you attracted my attention, Paladin of Lumina. You serve my dear sister, after all, and the interests of Life and Light are closely aligned.”
Yikes, Hawke thought. The first thing that had crossed his mind as he heard the goddess speak had been a vulgar thought about ‘touching her sacred vessel.’ He hoped that Vitara couldn’t read his thoughts.
I’m just a second-level peon! I shouldn’t be having meetings with goddesses!
“I normally do not consort with mortals, or even demi-immortals such as yourself, but the situation is dire and one uses what tools one has at hand. An influx of Eternals has reached the Realms, one of unprecedented size. Thousands of people from your world have been brought here. Never have so many arrived so closely together. Very soon, your presence will have a profound effect in the Common Realm and, as you inevitably grow in power, other Realms as well.”
Hawke started to say something like ‘Why don’t you send us home, then?’ but had a sudden onset of sense and stayed quiet.
“One of the Makers is involved – I suspect the Laughing Man – so we mere deities or even the Arbiters cannot obstruct your arrival. Some of my brethren have instead taken subtle measures to destroy most of you, ensuring you never become a threat. The fate you narrowly escaped through the help of Lumina is but one of those measures.”
The pile of dead gamers I found. And holy crap, Laughing Man? Laughing Man Productions created the damn game!
“Gloriana, our sister Sophia, and I are of one mind in this. If there is need for more Eternals, killing them is worse than pointless. Your arrival may precede some disaster your kind is meant to prevent. It is far preferable to guide the newcomers so their powers can be used for the betterment of the Realms. That is why I chose to speak with you instead of smiting you for the sacrilege of taking what is not yours.”
Do not touch goddesses’ sacred vessels from now on, Hawke told himself.
“I ask two things of you. First, to follow the tenets of the Triune Goddesses: Gloriana, Sophia and I, Vitara:
“Protect the innocent, punish the guilty, and learn the wisdom to tell them apart.
“Be merciful to those who do no harm and enact retribution on those who do.
“Seek and value peace while preparing for war, for war is inevitable and peace only possible through victory.”
I can do that, Hawke told himself. He kept his mouth shut, though.
“And if your fellow Eternals will not follow those tenets, swear in our names that you will oppose them. Swear that you will seek to protect the Realms and those who dwell therein. Swear you will do so and I will grant you my Blessing.”
You Have Been Offered a Quest:
QUEST: To Follow the Tenets of the Triune Goddesses
Make an oath as required by the Goddess Vitara. This is an ongoing quest.
Rewards: Gain Vitara’s Blessing (you will learn three Life Magic spells and gain +20% experience when you fulfill quests while keeping your oath; more rewards will be available at higher levels).
Penalties: -30% experience penalty from quests contravening the interests of the Triune Goddesses. Each breach of the Tenets will result in a loss of 10% your accumulated experience. Three breaches will cause the quest to fail.
Failure Penalties: If the Quest is abandoned, you will have broken your Oath to a Deity: -10,000 Global Renown, -10,000 XP. If your total Experience is reduced below 0, you will die and respawn with a loss of 4 Identity.
Accept? Y/N.
Holy Mother of Mercy! Having gotten in trouble already thanks to his big mouth, Hawke decided to take a moment to consider the Quest before making a decision. Accepting the quest would be a big commitment on his part when all he wanted to do was go home. On the other hand, telling no to a goddess could have its own consequences. And the Tenets seemed fairly reasonable. The possibility of fighting other Eternals wasn’t appealing at all, however. He had never liked PVP, players-versus-player situations. On the third tentacle, nobody in this world was a non-player character, either. Everyone was a living person. He’d killed several people already. They might look like spiders, but they had lives, families.
“What say you, Hawke Lightseeker?” Vitara said just as he made his decision.
“I say yes, Goddess of Life, I do so swear,” he said. The words of the pledge came out of his mouth as if he had memorized them. “By my Life, Power and my Soul, I swear unto you, freely and of my own free will, that I, Hawke Lightseeker, will follow the Tenets of the Triune Goddesses as you have spoken them and will oppose any Eternal who seek to break them, until my Identity is erased or my oath is dissolved by mutual agreement. Three times, I swear to do as I have said. Let the Arbiters witness my oath and the Makers punish me should I forswear myself.”
And this time I had time to think about it, so I only have myself to blame.
“Three times, your word is given,” the goddess said, and Hawke felt a second presence nearby, one more powerful as Vitara herself, watching the oath. “Luck be with you, Paladin.”
“Thank you.”
She grinned at him. “And don’t ever think again about touching my sacred vessel, child. You couldn’t begin to handle it.”
Holy…




Eleven

…Crap.
He was back at the chapel. The spear flew right past his face and bounced off the circular wall as Saturnyx finished her warning:
<Don’t touch that sacred vessel!>
Never mind, Hawke told her. He noticed that the chalice had disappeared. The door out. Where is it?
<On your left. Do the same thing as before and it will open. Unless you angered the gods so much that they’ll keep you here for all eternity.>
It’s all good, he reassured the sword as he ran to the magic door. I made a deal.
The Arachnoids had hesitated when they got close enough to see the chapel, but the lead demon skeleton kept coming. As soon as it reached the entrance, however, the Undead burst into flames and was reduced to ashes in less than a second. That made the spider people even more reluctant to come in. The Workers kept throwing spears at Hawke as he reached the door, used his mojo and opened it. Nothing hit him, fortunately.
<There should be a set of stairs carved onto the mountainside,> Saturnyx repeated as the stone flowed aside. <They will likely be in disrepair but you should be able to make your way down to the foot of the mountain.>
Hawke stepped through – and stopped just before he fell off a sheer cliff.
There were no stairs, or any trace there had ever been stairs. The door led to a nearly flat wall of rock, a straight drop down. A river roared by, sixty feet below the doorway. No, not a river. Those were freaking rapids, the sort of thing you needed a kayak and delusions of immortality before you plunged into them.
WTF?
<It appears that things have changed somewhat over the last millennia,> the sword said, sounding just a bit sorry.
You think?
<You will have to jump, Master. Although I advise you to place your armor and equipment – including myself – inside your Bonded Vault.>
My what?
<Every Eternal has access to a unique dimensional container where he can store and access valuables,> Saturnyx said in the tone of someone giving a first-grade book report. To this she tacked a very sarcastic <Master.>
My inventory, you mean.
<Inventory? What kind of pedestrian name is that for one of the great wonders and mysteries of the demi-immortals? Only Eternals, God-Blooded and High Fae have access to Bonded Vaults. You should count yourself thrice-blessed for having one.>
While being berated by his sword, Hawke had been putting his stuff into the inventory. The armor went first, then his shield, shoes and finally his clothing. A spear got him on his now-bare forearm, but his Shield of Light was still on and he only took two points of damage, which translated to a shallow cut. It still hurt. He couldn’t see the sun, but from the way the mountains were casting shadows across the river, it was setting behind him.
You’re next, he told Saturnyx.
<Hurry! They are coming.>
Hawke sent the sword into his Bonded Vault and looked behind him as he hurriedly cast Aura of Light on himself. Several arachnoid warriors had finally decided to enter the chapel. When they didn’t burst into flames, they charged him, buzzing like a nest of angry hornets.
He jumped towards the raging waters below.
* * *
Congratulations! You have learned the Swimming Skill at Level 1.
Part of him wanted to scream “I already knew how to swim!” but the rest of him was too busy trying to stay alive. He hadn’t bothered picking up swimming during character creation; in most games, people just knew how to swim and all they had to worry about was running out of stamina while underwater. Not this one, worse luck. Lucky for him, he’d been a decent swimmer as a kid, although it had been a while since he’d used the skill. Unluckily for him, either his Hawke body hadn’t developed the proper muscle memory, or swimming in gosh-darned rapids was beyond his skill level. Whatever the reason, he was dying. Knowing that if did he would respawn on top of a pile of dead Eternals drove him to even more desperate efforts.
He tried to reach either shore as the powerful current carried him away, but all he managed to do was keep his head above water for brief moments before the rushing waters rolled him under again. The river ran down a sharp slope that wasn’t quite a waterfall but still pretty bad. He was underwater more often than not. Even worse, he’d smashed into several big rocks already and each hit had shaved off a sizable chunk of his hit points. Health pool, the stupid-crazy part of Hawke that obsessed about stupid details reminded the rest of him as he kept struggling to reach dry land.
Congratulations! You have raised Swimming to level 2.
He had swallowed half of the damn river and was freezing and down to a dozen hit points and less than ten Endurance, but, hey, his Swimming skill was finally reflecting reality. Progress!
A moment later, a fallen tree saved his life, but only after almost killing him.
Hawke didn’t even see the half-sunken trunk. He’d just felt his feet touch the bottom of the river while his head was above water, which he took as a good sign, when he smashed into a hunk of wood, hard enough to see stars. His Health bar began to flash red and he noticed a broken off branch had stabbed one of his arms. Only his Aura of Light kept him alive. But he’d stopped moving; the river kept trying to drag him over the tree trunk, but Hawke flailed around until his numbed hands managed to grab ahold of a branch. He glanced around and realized the tree had been near the shore – and that it reached all the way there.
Dragging himself along the trunk the rest of the way wasn’t all that hard. He crawled out of the water, muttering stuff about damming the damn river and turning it into a lake. He cast another Aura of Light on himself and summoned his blessedly dry clothes. As he dried himself off and got dressed, he glanced at the darkening skies. The moon – it looked like a normal half-moon – was up, but so was a huge spiral galaxy that ran from horizon to horizon, at least as bright as a full moon. Millions and millions of alien stars filled the sky. Wherever he was, it wasn’t Earth, wasn’t anywhere near Earth.
I’ll figure it out, he thought. He was too tired. His Endurance bar was low, but beyond that his mind and body were spent. He curled up under a tree and all but passed out.
That was how Hawke’s first day on the Common Realm ended.




Twelve

The baying of dogs woke him up.
Hawke sat up with a start, his hand reaching for a sword that wasn’t there. That made his heart try to leap out of his chest, until he remembered he’d put everything of value in his inventory – pardon my French, my Bonded Vault – before the river almost did what spider monsters, Undead demons – a totally unfair kind of creature – and a swarm of bugs, also Undead, hadn’t been able to do. A mental command brought Saturnyx to his waiting hand.
<You left me in that dark hole for hours!>
I was sleeping.
<Oh, you were sleeping? Good for you, Master. I, on the other hand, was trapped in stasis. It is not a pleasant experience, one I hope you never have to endure firsthand.>
The sword’s relentless complaints would have annoyed Hawke more if the barking hadn’t sounded like it was getting closer. He looked around. It was still dark out, but the sky had that pale color you get in the wee hours of the morning. He’d gotten a night’s sleep and dawn was close. He was cold and stiff – and ravenous – but he all his energy pools were full. He would have felt better if it didn’t sound like he had woken up in the middle of a fox hunt or maybe a chain gang escape in progress.
You hear that? Hawke told his sword. We’re about to have company.
<Those are hounds. Living ones, so they aren’t servants of the Necromancer.>
That was good to know. Just to be on the safe side, Hawke summoned his armor and shield, which was barely holding together (it had three points of Durability left) but was better than nothing. Sword in hand, he scrambled up the shallow slope where he’d spent the night before. He soon reached an old-growth forest; large trees had shaded out most of the underbrush and young saplings, so there was a great deal of open space under their thick canopies. It was a lot darker there than by the riverside, but his Dark Vision let him see what was going on.
A young woman, wearing only rags, was being chased by a pair of hunters – male and female – and a pack of dogs.
The female hunter wore a leather outfit and wielded a longbow in her hands, an arrow nocked on its string, ready to be loosed. Her long brown hair was bound in a ponytail, and her large green eyes were bright with anger and utterly focused on her prey. She was knockout gorgeous; despite the circumstances, Hawke actually gawked at her for a second. A quiver of arrows hung from a belt by her side, rather than behind her back, as Hawke would have expected. The man was shorter, clad in a fur-covered jacket over woolen pants, and held a staff with little branches and leaves still growing from its upper end. As Hawke watched, the archer loosed an arrow. The girl in rags dropped to the ground just in time to avoid getting shot in the back; the shaft flew past her and ended up stuck quivering on the side of a tree.
“Oh no you didn’t!” Hawke said. He had been casting his protective and healing buffs on himself while he watched the chase; when he saw the archer shoot, he started running towards them, sword in hand.
<Wait, Master. The girl they are hunting is…>
“What? A serf? Escaped slave? Screw that.”
Both hunters and hunted noticed his arrival, not surprisingly since he was glowing in the forest gloom. The dogs’ barking became even louder and angrier; the guy with the staff had to work hard to hold their leashes; the hand with the staff was moving in a rhythmic fashion and he was saying something. A spellcaster? Hawke didn’t care.
“Stop!” Hawke shouted. The sexy archer turned toward him, another arrow nocked and ready to go. The guy with a staff moved himself and the dogs off to one side to give her a clean shot. He noticed that the guy was young – late teens, maybe – and both of them looked shocked and a bit scared at his arrival.
The girl in rags, still on her hands and knees, crawled towards him. He moved to interpose himself between her and the hunters.
“You better aim that bow somewhere else or I’m going to feed you that arrow,” Hawke told the woman in his best ‘I’m Batman’ voice. As it turned out, his new set of vocal cords could do a damn good Batman.
<Master, the girl, she – >
“Shut up,” he growled, tired of getting insulted by his talking cutlery.
“I didn’t say anything,” the huntress said.
“I didn’t mean you. Whatever. Who the hell do you think you are, hunting down some defenseless girl?”
Before either of the hunters could answer him, the defenseless girl bit him in the leg.
A red ‘3’ flashed by his eyes as sharp teeth pierced his leather armor and sank into his calf. The girl he’d been trying to save screeched in pain a moment later, released her jaws, and skittered away. He turned around, and saw long fangs protruding out of her mouth; her face was twisted in an inhuman scowl and her mouth was smoldering and burned. Both of her hands had grown four-inch talons. She’d bitten him and gotten zapped by his Aura of Light. She moved backwards like an animal.
< – is Undead. The girl is Undead, is what I was saying. Master.>
In his hurry to play the hero, he hadn’t used his True Sight. He did so now:
Minor Vampire (Undead)
Level 3 Minion
Health 52/60 Mana 19/60 Endurance 17/60
The Undead girl snarled at him as the burns around her mouth faded and her Health increased by four points. Her mouth opened wider, revealing lots of needle-pointed teeth. She pounced on him like a cat, talons ready to rip his face off. She was fast!
An arrow appeared on her chest as if by magic and a red 9 flashed up from the wound, but no blood. Her leap turned into a clumsy stumble and Hawke slashed at her in a half-panicked move, like the way he would have slapped a scorpion crawling on his leg. Saturnyx cut her open – 21 points this time – but once again the wound was bloodless.
She wasn’t done, however. Moving on all fours like a humanoid insect, she bounced back and charged him again. A second arrow missed her and hit the ground twenty feet behind the intended target. Hawke swung his blade at her neck; he didn’t miss. The critical hit inflicted 30 points of damage and severed her head clean off her shoulders.
You have earned 60 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 195/250
The girl’s body crumpled to the ground; Hawke turned away from the sight and threw up.
As far as first impressions went, it could have gone better.
* * *
“My name’s Hawke Lightseeker,” he said after rinsing his mouth with one of his water bottles. “I am a Paladin of Lumina.”
The two hunters exchanged a look. Neither of them had gotten close to him. The guy shrugged at the woman.
“I am Tava Kintes,” she said. “This is my brother Gosto.”
Hawke noticed nobody was speaking English, himself included. The language he was using to communicate was clearly descended from Latin – something like Spanish or Italian – except it had been streamlined and simplified. That indicated that whoever was in charge here had been abducting humans for a long time.
“That’s cool. Good, I mean,” he added when they both frowned at the unfamiliar idiom. “Ah, sorry about that,” he said, gesturing at the corpse of the Undead girl, which was turning into dust. He’d been trying to protect somebody and made a fool of himself. Having the wisdom to tell the guilty from the innocent was turning out to be more difficult than he’d thought.
<For starters, you could have used your True Sight on everyone right away. Master.>
My bad. When he’d confronted hostile creatures, their status bar had appeared automatically as soon as he got close enough. He hadn’t been looking at the girl directly when she entered his True Sight range, so he had missed her stats. He looked at the pile of dust on the ground and saw her status box was still there, except her numbers were all zeroed out. There was also a floating purse above her head. Hawke accessed it and found himself richer by one silver coin. He turned towards the hunters and scanned them as well:
Tava Kintes (Human)
Level 3 Ranger
Health 35 Mana 21/33 Endurance 20/35
Gosto Kintes (Human)
Level 1 Druid
Health 16 Mana 29 Endurance 12/19
Hounds
Level 2 Beasts
Health 18 Mana 10 Endurance 20/24
A message prompt let him know just how badly he’d screwed up:
You have gained -20 Reputation (Base -50, +60% from Charisma Bonus) with Tava and Gosto. Current Reputation: -20 (Distrusted)
“I apologize again. I thought…”
“We know what you thought,” Tava interrupted him.
“I am a stranger to these parts,” he added.
“You thought we were chasing a helpless girl,” the huntress said. “Understandable, but a Paladin should have known better.”
Hawke bit back the first angry words that came to mind. Cursing out the first humans he’d run into wasn’t the smart thing to do. He needed to fit in; from the looks of it, he was going to be in this insane world for a good while.
“My apologies,” he said for the third time.
The girl’s expression softened a little, and Hawke realized she was sad as well as angry.
“She was my friend,” Tava said. “Her name was Kora. She had gone missing for several days. Late last night, she tried to kill me at my home. My brother and I chased her here.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Hawke said.
Tava nodded, one hand absently wiping at her eyes before going on:
“This is all Domort’s doing, I know it is. The Necromancer from the Sunset Range.”
She pointed to the mountains to the west. The area Hawke had barely escaped from.
“Prefect Felix may kiss that rotten bastard’s backside, but my brother and I will not have the dead roaming in our lands!”
Hawke nodded. “Small world. I had a run-in with the Necromancer, too. Unless you have more than one of those.”
“Only him, may Cerunnos smite his withered corpse,” Gosto said, spitting on the ground for emphasis.
The name Domort roughly translated to Lord of the Dead in the bastardized Latin they were all speaking.
You have gained +16 (Base +10, +60% by Charisma Bonus) Reputation with Tava. Total Reputation: -4 (Neutral)
Tava’s expression brightened up a little. “You oppose him, then, as is your gods-sworn duty as a Paladin.”
“Well, sure. Does that surprise you?”
“Our town’s Priest serves Shining Father, but instead of leading the people to make war on Domort, he calls for calm and peacefulness.”
“He says fighting Domort is suicide,” Gosto added before spitting again. “We must keep the peace, he says.”
I smell a whole quest chain coming up. But I’m not accepting anything until I know more about the lay of the land. And set up a new respawn point; otherwise, if I get killed, I’ll spawn back with all the dead players.
“Listen,” he told the siblings. “I have something I need to do first, but if you tell me where to find your town, I’ll come visit and see what I can do. Later today if I can, tomorrow otherwise.”
“You mean to help us against Domort?” Gosto said.
“Such offers should not be made – or accepted – lightly,” Tava said, but there was new respect in her eyes. And maybe something else; Hawke was pretty sure she was checking him out. Having a good Charisma and physique was paying dividends.
“You got that right,” Hawke replied. “Which is why I only offer to come to your town and learn more. I probably should speak to the Priest and the Prefect before I make any decisions.”
You have gained +24 (Base +15, improved by 60% by Charisma Bonus) Reputation with Tava. Total Reputation: +20 (Neutral)
They gave him directions – they lived half a day’s walk away, at the end of the forest – and a Map-shaped icon lit up in front of Hawke’s eyes. His Eternal package included a map app (also a clock/timer and calendar, he quickly discovered). He opened the icon and a grid-square overview of the area appeared before his eyes. Mountains to the west – the Sunset Range – and another chain – the Dragonback Mountains – far to the east, with the two sets of mountains coming together near the edge of the map, on the north side. The river where he’d almost drowned was called the Auric; it started as a set of waterfalls in the northwest and ran south all the way out of the map. The town of Orom showed up as an icon shaped like a fort, indicating a walled community. In the local language, Orom meant something like ‘golden village.’ Or Golden Shire, even, which brought a smile to his face. A handful of villages – their icons had no walls – dotted the countryside, sandwiched between massive forests on both sides that filled most of the valley.
He and the hunters exchanged goodbyes. Gosto even let him offer his hand to the dogs to sniff; the pooches were friendly enough. Maybe at some point he could get a pet. Or even a Pet. Having the local version of a pocket monster to help him fight would go a long way toward keeping him alive.
Tava smiled at him. “I hope to see you soon, Hawke Lightseeker.”
So did he, and for more than one reason. He waved at them and watched them – well, mostly her – until they walked out of sight.
He turned to his sword. “All right, Saturnyx. Let’s find a respawn point.”




Thirteen

<I noticed you didn’t introduce me to your new friends.>
“Figured talking swords aren’t all that common. Best not to lead anyone into temptation.”
<And that was the second smartest thing you have done since I have known you. The first was bonding with me. I only wish the list were longer than two.>
“Anyway. Respawning points.”
<Your Reincarnation site – spawning is for fish, if you ask me – has to be on hallowed ground or a Mana Node.>
“Mana Node?”
<A place of power, which naturally or by design has increased the ambient Mana level. Mana is the energy that allows those with the knowledge and will to affect reality. It is the primary source of all Elements and Forces, and it binds the Realms together.>
“Got it. Hallowed ground is like a church or chapel, right?”
“Any place blessed by the gods. A cemetery would do, for example. However, a good Reincarnation site should also be secluded, so it does not become known to the Eternal’s enemies.>
“Yeah, I know about spawn camping. That leaves out Orom, then.”
<Yes. Any hallowed areas there would be well-known to its inhabitants.>
“Any ideas?”
“This forest was controlled by the Fae until the Onyx Empire claimed dominion over it. They left behind a number of Faerie Rings, cleared areas marked by a circle of empowered stones. They were both holy places and Mana Nodes. When my last master and his companions came to this land, they found three such Rings not too far from here.>
Hey, that’s awesome.
<And destroyed them.>
Less awesome.
<There was no love lost between the Fae and Erison. The Fae, the Unseelie Sidhe in particular, are aligned with the Laughing Man, whom all the gods fear and despise.>
The Laughing Man again. Hawke told Saturnyx about the game company that had designed Eternal Journey Online and somehow abducted him and who knew how many others. Last he’d heard there had been seven million people lined up to play on launch day. For all he knew, everyone had been taken to this world.
<That does sound like something that the Maker of Mockery would do. The Laughing Man’s sole law is Do What Thou Wilt. His desire is to break down all laws, so that the only rules are those imposed by the strongest, and only for as long as they can enforce them. If his followers conquer the Realms, all we can expect is an endless cycle of revolution and tyranny.>
“And he brought us here. To cause trouble, I guess.”
<To destabilize the old order, at least. The Realms have never been peaceful, but I fear we are about to enter an era of unprecedented war and devastation.>
“I’m supposed to help,” Hawke said. He told Saturnyx about the Triune Goddesses’ quest.
<That is a lofty goal, one I can approve of. I am dedicated to revenge but also to lawful retribution. I believe our interests align rather well, Master; that is a relief. Serving an ignorant foreigner is bad enough; one whose purposes are opposed to my principles would soon make my life unbearable.>
“You are actually beginning to grow on me,” Hawke said. “Like eczema. Or maybe leprosy.”
<Insults are the last argument of fools.>
“You insulted me first.”
<Untrue. I described you.>
Hawke shook his head. “Anyway, you were telling me about all those Faerie Rings that I can’t use, on account your previous end user destroyed them all.”
<The Rings are gone, but Mana Nodes are known to regrow in time. Their locations are at places where power tends to gather, much like a hole in the ground fills with water. It has been centuries since Erison destroyed them. Only the gods know what they may have become in that time.>
“Can you add the locations to my map?”
<Certainly, Master.>
“Do it. And stop calling me ‘master.’ It’s annoying.”
<I could not bear to deprive you of your proper title,> Saturnyx said sweetly. <Master.>
I’ll get used to this, Hawke told himself. Eventually. Or die trying.
* * *
The closest Faerie Ring was a mere half mile away, on top of a shallow hill that was suspiciously bare of trees.
<The Fae menhirs are long gone, but I can feel the power emanating from the hill. Can you?>
“Yes,” Hawke said. As he began to hike up the slope, a tingling current ran from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head. It felt a bit like the moment he bonded to Saturnyx. This was a place of power. Probably full of bennies for whoever owned it. When he was close to the top of the hill, something began to shimmer. Something shaped a bit like a gate. He headed towards it.
<Wait,> Saturnyx said.
He stopped.
<There is something sleeping beneath the hill. Something old and powerful. We don’t want to disturb it.>
“If you say so. Although if it’s sleeping, maybe we can sneak in and stab it in the eye.”
None of the rules he’d agreed to forbid him from using trickery. On the other hand, he was casually talking about killing someone for no good reason. Just invade someone’s home and take it by force. That was murder hobo thinking, and definitely not how you protected the innocent. He shook his head.
“Never mind, that wouldn’t be right.”
<That is not the issue. The entity within this hill has used its power to create a Lair. To reach it, you would have to fight the many minions protecting it. It is no place for a beginner Paladin like yourself.>
“And the critter would be the boss of the Lair, right?”
<The proper title is Lair Master, but you are correct.>
“So this is like a dungeon?”
<Dungeons are larger than Lairs, with more locations and encounters. Proving Grounds have three base levels: Lair, Dungeon and Labyrinth. The age of the Grounds and the power of their Masters determine their actual difficulty; the classifications determine their base size.>
The answer led to a bunch more questions, but Hawke decided to save them for later. He marked the Lair on his map and headed towards the next likely spot.
An hour later, he found the next candidate. This time it was a natural cave hidden behind a small waterfall that fed into a large pond; the stream was a tributary of the river that had almost drowned him. Hawke took off his armor and clothing before wading in. Getting soaked so recently after his last experience was no fun, but he made it through. As soon as he set foot on the cave, he felt another rush of energy. The cave walls had patches of some sort of phosphorescent moss that created enough green light to see by without relying on his Dark Vision. The floor of the cave was covered by hundreds of dark purple stones arranged in a spiral.
<Stygian Troggs did this,> Saturnyx said. <The Mana Node of this place is attuned to the Element of Darkness.>
“That doesn’t sound good.”
<Elements have no inherent morality, Master. They just are. What is important is that this place is hidden. Its Darkness affinity will further protect it from casual discovery. We can examine the last site before you decide, but I would recommend binding your Reincarnation to this place.>
“Sounds like a plan.”
Hawke started to ask the sword what he needed to do and decided he could spare himself the inevitable snark. He’d figure it out himself. He knelt down by the spiral on the ground, touched one of the purple stones and sent some of his mana into it. The spiral lit up, filling the cavern with purple light.
You have accessed: Level 10 Mana Node. You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
All Other Choices: You must defeat a Guardian to claim this Node.
Challenge Guardian? Y/N
“Uh, no,” he said, stepping back. The lightshow stopped. Hawke was pretty sure a second level Paladin shouldn’t be challenging the guardian of a tenth-level Node to anything. Maybe later.
“I guess I almost screwed up again.”
The sword didn’t say anything. Just as well.
He opened his quest log and saw that the Escape the Catacombs quest was blinking. He opened it.
You have found a suitable Reincarnation site. Bind yourself to it? (Y/N)
“Yes.”
A cold current ran through his body. The spiral glowed brightly for a second.
Quest Completed.




Fourteen

Congratulations! You have reached Level Three! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
Congratulations! Your Lore Skill has been raised to 2.
New Light Magic Spells Available.
You have gained access to Life Magic. New Life Magic Spells Available.
Current XP/Next Level: 295/1,000
He’d all but forgotten that one of the rewards for accepting the goddess Vitara’s quest was getting access to Life Magic. Time to sit down and do some bookkeeping.
Attributes first. His Intelligence and Willpower determined his Mana and Endurance pools and regen rates. He figured raising them was in order. He put two points on each of them, one point in Perception and the last point on Strength. He didn’t notice a lot of direct changes, but the increase in his Characteristics was worth the expense.
Spells next. Each time his level went up, he could pick up a new spell from one of the schools of magic he knew. And he’d also gotten three new spells thanks to his deal with the Life Goddess Vitara:
Bolt of Life
Time to Cast: 1 second. Cooldown: 10 seconds. Cost: 3(2) Mana. Duration: Instant. Range: 50 yards. Effect: Heal 1 Health per Caster level every second for 10 seconds.
Consecrated Ground
Time to Cast: 3 seconds. Cooldown: 10 seconds. Cost: 3(2) Mana. Duration: 1 minute. Range: Self (5-yard radius). Effect: Bless the ground around yourself. Any friendly living being who enters the blessed radius will regain 2 Health per Caster level, plus the same amount every second they remain there.
Growth
Time to cast: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 1 minute. Cost: 10(9) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: One plant or animal. Effect: Induce rapid growth on an animal or plant, providing the equivalent of one season’s passing instantly. Adults or fully matured specimens cannot be aged further.
The Life spells were useful, especially if he ever had to assume the role of group healer. The Light spell he picked was also nothing to sneeze at:
Enlightenment
Time to Cast: 2 seconds. Cooldown: 2 minutes. Cost: 5(4) Power. Duration: One minute. Range: Caster. Effect: Increase chance of detecting traps, hidden doors and opponents using Stealth by 10% per level.
With spells like that, who needed a rogue? Well, the spell probably didn’t work as well as someone with the proper skills. The bennies you got even at low level were pretty good, though. If this had been a game instead of some sort of alien abduction, he would be enjoying himself immensely. Even as it was, he had to admit that the cool stuff made up for some of the horror and misery of the previous day. He also noticed that all the spell Mana costs had been reduced by one, as part of his magic sword’s bennies.
He checked to see what Saturnyx had gained at third level. The stats had all improved:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Legendary Artifact). Soul Sword. Level 3. One- or two-handed. Damage: One-Handed: Current 18-23; Two-Handed: 19-35. Requires Swordsmanship Skill.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +3 to Strength, +3 to Constitution, +3 to Dexterity.
Enhanced Skill: +3 to the wielder’s Sword Skill.
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 45% Elemental (All Others): 15%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
Demons-Bane: Triple damage to demons; double damage to demonically possessed or influenced beings.
Sense Evil: Can detect the presence of Demons, Undead and Beyonders within five hundred meters. Note: Powerful entities may be able to mask their presence.
The third level Elemental Boon was nothing to sneeze at, either. It gave him his first area of effect attack that worked against more than Undead:
Elemental Burst
By spending 10(9) Mana and striking the ground with your sword, you inflict your blade’s normal one-handed damage to all foes in a twenty-foot radius. This damage will be Elemental in nature.
Even better, the ability had no cooldown, although its Mana cost meant he could only use it only a few times in a fight. He couldn’t wait to try it out. Hawke gave his character information a final once over:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf (Eternal). Class: Paladin. Level: 3
Experience/Next Level: 295/1,000
Attributes:
Strength 14(17), Dexterity 13(16), Constitution 17(20), Intelligence 14, Spirit 17, Perception 13, Willpower 13, Charisma 16
Characteristics:
Health 50 (Regain 5/minute)
Mana 41 (Regain 4.7/minute)
Endurance 45 (Regain 5 minute)
Identity: 21
Skills
Dodge 4, Lore 2, Shield 6, Spear 3, Stealth 1, Survival 2, Sword 6, Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells/Abilities
Aura of Light, Bolt of Life, Consecrated Ground, Enlightenment, Growth, Hammer of Light, Shield of Light, Touch of Light             
<Not bad, for a rank amateur,> Saturnyx said, but even her ribbing – he still wasn’t sure if it was good-natured or not – didn’t affect his mood.
He was in a strange new world, but he was surviving. It was time to check out Orom and see if they had a friendly inn for weary travelers. The Iron Rations he’d had for breakfast were nothing to write home about and he wanted a real meal; he wouldn’t mind drinking something other than boiled water, either. But there was one more thing to do before he left his new respawning place.
“I was asked if I wanted to claim this place,” he asked the sword. “Do you know how that works?”
<I noticed you had the good sense not to accept the challenge. If you had, you would have had to overcome the appointed guardian of this place. That usually involves a battle to the death, solving a riddle with death as the penalty for failure, or undertaking a dangerous quest. Given that Troggs were the previous owner, combat would be the most likely challenge.>
“All right, so that’s something I’ll save for when I’ve picked up a few more levels, then. What do I get in return?”
<The rewards depend on the Affinity of the Mana Node as well as its raw strength. You would likely gain access to the school of magic associated with it, although Darkness is Light’s opposite, so not in this case. Others grant the ability to transport yourself here instantly, as well as eventually travel to other Mana Nodes you control.>
“Good deal.”
<Once you claim a Mana Node, you can only lose control if someone slays you.>
“All right, we’ll deal with that later. How far is the last Faerie Ring? I’d like to check it out but only if it’s doesn’t take me out of my way.”
<The third Node lies six miles to the northeast. I have marked it on your map.>
Hawke decided to save that for another time. Time to head to the Golden Shire and check out the inn situation there.
His mother had been fond of the expression ‘Make plans, make God laugh.’ He should have listened.
* * *
“What’s the deal with the floating purses?” he asked Saturnyx as he made his way through the dark forest. The thick canopy only let through a fraction of the morning’s sunlight, so it felt almost like he was underground. Talking helped distract him. “They are just like in my games back home.”
<The Rewards? They are granted by the Arbiters as gifts for Adventurers who risk their lives in combat. Coins, weapons, and other items are handed out more or less at random; greater challenges provide greater Rewards. By overcoming your foes, you also absorb a measure of their power, of course.>
“Do I? I haven’t absorbed anything.”
<You have raised your power by two levels. Where do you think that energy came from?>
“You mean experience?”
<Experience is what you gain by training or using your skills. To grow in power, you must defeat enemies or have it bestowed upon you by the Arbiters. You could spar with a warrior for days and improve your swordsmanship, but only if you kill or subdue him will you grow in power.>
“But my character info lists that sort of thing under Experience.”
<The messages you receive from the Arbiters are translated into terms you can understand. Perhaps that is why you were misinformed.>
Before Hawke could respond, something – something big – roared loudly not far away.
<We need to move quickly, Master. That is a Dire Bear.>
Hawke turned towards the sound and drew his sword, puzzled by the worry he heard in Saturnyx’s voice. He’d fought spider people, swarms of flesh-eating bugs and – well, not quite fought but ran away from – giant demon skeletons, or skeleton demons. A bear didn’t sound like that much of a challenge. He activated his auras while he walked. Maybe the light show would frighten Yogi away.
<What are you doing? He can spot you now!>
“Chill out, I got this,” Hawke said. Then he saw the Dire Bear.
It was huge. Even on all fours, it seemed to be as tall as he was. The monster paused for a moment when it saw him, and Hawke thought that the glowing aura around him might scare it off. Bears were scared of fire, weren’t they?
<It is too late. I would tell you to run, but it would not do any good, lest you were astride a fast horse.>
“Shoo,” he told the bear. He’d meant to shout at it but instead it came out as a whisper. His True Sight let him know what he was dealing with.
Old Urso (Dire Bear)
Level 6 Beast
Health 270 Mana 60 Endurance 210
Oh, crap.
That beast had five times as much Health as he did! Hawke set himself and raised his sword, wishing he had a 30-06 rifle or at least a spear. On the other hand, his auras were set, he had body armor, and a kickass magic sword. It was going to be tough, but he’d handled a lot of stuff already. He’d live through this.
The bear lumbered towards him. The way chunks of soil flew between its paws with every step, it must weigh hundreds of pounds. Maybe half a ton. It covered the distance between them with shocking speed. Hawke cast Hammer of Light; he managed to fire the spell off twice. Both energy missiles struck home, inflicting 31 points of damage. Neither the bright flashes of the spells or the pain of the injuries slowed down the bear. Its roars became louder and angrier as the creature – still with over two hundred Health – kept coming. The only reason Hawke didn’t piss himself at the sight was that he’d relieved himself a few minutes before.
With a roar that made his head ring and blew a rotten meat stench towards him, the Dire Bear reared up. Hawke took a chance and lunged with his sword. If he could stick the bear somewhere vital with his super-duper blade…
A swipe from a massive paw caught him in mid-lunge. Hawke felt his shield, the arm under it and his left shoulder shatter under the impact; the pain was overwhelming. Next thing he knew, he was lying face down on the dirt. Blood was pouring down one side of his face, blinding him. He couldn’t see the bear and he couldn’t move; his entire left side was paralyzed with agony. A prompt was flashing red, indicating that his Health had dropped below half.
A growl behind him was his only warning before the bear dropped on him, crushing him against the ground. He felt the beast’s hot breath on his back as it bit him and tore a chunk of flesh off his right arm even as it put its full weight on his body; his ribs gave under the pressure and he felt their jagged edges poking into his lungs. He tried to scream but choked on the blood filling his throat. The bear’s next growl was like a purr; its tongue licked Hawke’s blood as an appetizer for its meal.
The end wasn’t quick enough.
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He sat up in the cavern, screaming at the top of his lungs.
<Hawke! Hawke, it is all right. You are all right,> Saturnyx said. <You have been Reincarnated. You are all right.>
He could still feel the bear’s teeth and claws. He’d been paralyzed, but he didn’t die until well after it started to eat. His protective auras had only made the horror last longer. The vivid memories almost made him vomit, but he got himself under control after a few minutes. It had been bad – downright horrible – but he had made it through.
Hawke struggled to his feet. He was still wearing his breast plate, although it was dented and punctured in places; the sharp edges where the armor had bent inwards poked at the ragged remains of his woolen shirt. One of his pants’ legs was missing; the bear had torn it off, along with the leg inside it. What was left of his clothes was soaked with blood. His shield hadn’t made the trip with him and it would have been broken beyond repair even if it had. He had dropped the sword at some point, but the Soul Bond had returned her to him.
<I am sorry you had to endure that,> Saturnyx said. For once, she didn’t sound sarcastic or condescending.
“Thank you.”
He shook his head, trying to forget the memories. They were still there – he’d probably be reliving them in his sleep – but he set them aside. He couldn’t give up, or that sort of thing would keep happening.
Checking his character info, he found only two changes. His XP now read 0/1000. He’d had almost three hundred points before the bear killed him. Now he would need to earn back all the experience needed to reach level three before he started progressing back to the next level. That sucked big time. The other change was to his Identity Characteristic. It had gone down from 21 to 19 points. If it reached zero, he would die permanently.
And he couldn’t even be all that mad at the bear. It’d been doing what came naturally. No, he was mad at the damn thing. If he ever met it again, he would… well, climb a tree, probably. At least until he was a lot higher in power. And had acquired a spear. Maybe a ballista. He belatedly remembered he’d had the Arachnoids tridents in his inventory. It probably wouldn’t have made a difference what weapon he had. He’d been completely outmatched.
Jesus, that was horrible.
Time would help. Especially if he did his best not to think about it anymore.
“How long was I out for?”
<It has been three hours.>
“Huh.”
<We should be able to make it to Orom before dark,> Saturnyx added.
“Yeah, let’s do that. Hopefully I can buy new clothes there.”
He had learned a valuable lesson. Don’t lose a fight, because the consequences were downright nasty.
* * *
On his way to Orom, he avoided the river – the bear might be near the water – as well as his previous path through the forest. He paid a lot more attention to his surroundings, and his Survival skill helped him notice things his old city-bound self wouldn’t have. Like how birds would stop chirping when he came too close. Hopefully, if the bear was nearby, he’d spot it before it saw him.
He and the sword didn’t talk much along the way. Saturnyx seemed uncharacteristically quiet. She didn’t complain even once about Hawke’s poor choices and decision-making. Maybe she genuinely felt bad for him. The thought gave him some comfort. Being soul-bound to someone who held him in total contempt would be a living hell.
The forest gave way to scrubland as the sun began to set behind the mountains. Hawke soon spotted cleared fields and, out in the distance, a walled settlement. As he approached it, he saw people: men and women in simple woolen garments were lined up in front of the gate. Two men in chain mail and a third wearing blue robes and a cap with a little spike on its top were checking each person before letting them in.
Hawke reached a wide road, marked by two sets of wagon ruts, that separated the tilled fields from the town. As he got closer to the town, people noticed him. The soldiers at the gate called out to someone up on the battlements above them. A moment later, Hawke spotted three crossbowmen looking down from the stone walls surrounding the town. He waved at them, keeping his hands well away from his sheathed sword. Nobody shot him, which he took as a good sign, and he walked to the end of the line.
There were six people ahead of him. His True Sight showed him none of them had a level listed. They each had nine to fifteen Health, Mana and Stamina. They looked at him with worried expressions. Hawke realized he looked like hell, what with the ripped pants, dented armor, and bloodstained and tattered shirt.
“Evening,” he told the people at the rear of the line, a man and a woman.
They looked old and weathered. The man held a staff in one hand; the woman had a large straw basket covered with a checkered piece of cloth. His true sight identified them as Gayo and Justa Petres. The old man nodded at Hawke and muttered “Well met, I suppose,” before turning his back on him. His Charisma didn’t seem to make any impression on the guy.
Very friendly, he thought sarcastically.
<Most folk don’t take kindly to strangers,> Saturnyx noted. <At best, people trust their close kin, and none but themselves at worst. Are things so different from where you came from?>
No, I guess not.
Hawke noticed that the pair of guards at the gate kept an eye on him as the line moved. He used True Sight on them when he got closer:
Sergeant Marko Clades
Health 18 Mana 15 Endurance 16
Calvo Bastardes
Health 14 Mana 10 Endurance 14
The man in the blue robes was short and portly, with a shaven head and a fringe beard; his hat was also dyed blue except for the yellow spike on top, and held by straps tied under his shaved chin. He had a twisty wooden stick topped by a silver figurine of a bearded man’s head. Hawke could see no weapons or other gear on him. As each villager stepped up, he held the stick over their head and muttered something Hawke couldn’t hear. A yellow glow surrounded every person the robed man examined, after which the guards waved them in. Hawke’s True Sight confirmed his identity:
Patro Daves (Human)
Level 4 Priest (Shining Father)
Health 33 Mana 60 Endurance 33
When Hawke reached the front of the line, the taller of the two guards – Marko – stepped forward.
“Greetings, stranger. Your name and business in Orom.”
“Hawke Lightseeker, Paladin of Lumina. I’m here on a quest.”
“An Adventurer,” Marko said before gesturing at the missing pants’ leg. “Seems like you already had a spot of trouble.”
“Ran into a bear. I climbed a tree but it got me in the leg. I healed myself and waited until it got bored.”
“You’re a lucky man! Old Urso is a mean one. Knows better than to come out of his forest but he’ll kill anybody he meets in his territory. Which as far as he’s concerned is the entire Highlands Forest.”
Hawke hadn’t been lucky at all, but he wanted to keep the whole being killed by a bear and coming back from the dead bit under wraps.
You’re not gonna get much older, you bastard, he mentally promised the bear.
Quest Accepted: Slay Old Urso
You have sworn to slay the deadly bear menacing the Highland Forest.
Rewards: 150 XP. The people of Orom may have further rewards. Speak with a local guard or village leader to learn more.
Penalties for Failure: None.
Sumbitch!
“Everything all right, stranger?”
“Yes. Just thinking about how lucky I was to escape that bear. There wouldn’t be any reward for its head, would there?”
“The Prefect, Felix is his name, has promised a purse of sixty silver denars to whomever brings him the teeth or claws of the beast. Though I must tell you, many good men have tried and managed only to make a meal for Old Urso.”
“Thank you.”
“Now let us make sure you’re not a fiend pretending to be a simple stranger, shall we?”
Marko gestured at Patro and the priest walked up to Hawke. His wand began to glow golden a moment later.
“A Paladin of Lumina, just as you say,” he said. “Where do you come from? The closest Temple of Light is in Akila, far to the east.”
“I’m from, uh, Ohio,” Hawke said. “You’ve probably never heard of it.”
“I was told you might come here. I would speak with you, Paladin,” Patro said. “This town could use your services.”
Hawke nodded. “Of course. I will see you in the morning, if that works for you?”
“That would please me greatly and, more importantly, it would please Shining Father.”
“Very well, Hawke from Ohio,” Marko said. “You may pass. After you pay your entry fee, of course.”
Of course. He hadn’t seen anyone else paying the guards, but he was an outsider, an ideal target for a shakedown. “How much?”
The guard looked him up and down, noting the poor state of his clothing, but also the fancy sword hanging from his belt. “That’ll be two copper dins, if it please you. Or even if it doesn’t.”
Hawke pretended to reach for something behind him and summoned two copper coins from his inventory. It’d probably be best not to show people he could make things appear out of thin air, or they’d probably charge him more.
“Here you go.”
Marko examined the coins briefly before making them disappear into the purse belted at his waist.
“One more thing,” he said. “Your sword needs to be peace-bonded. Calvo, take care of it.”
The other guard produced a length of red twine. Hawke let him use it to tie the sword’s hilt to his belt with an intricate knot at the end. The twine didn’t look very tough; he could break it easily enough, but then everyone would know he’d broken the peace. Outlaws didn’t do well in towns and cities.
“Welcome to Orom, stranger,” Marko said. “Stay out of trouble and you’ll stay out of the stocks.”
Hawke might be a Paladin, but as far as the guard was concerned, he was only a possible source of trouble and perhaps money.
This is no Goldshire, that’s for sure.
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Downtown Orom was nothing to write home about.
Beyond the gates was a cleared area with a stable to one side and a longhouse that must be the guards’ barracks; there were a couple more guys in chain mail and helmets loitering around it, their spears and crossbows leaning against a wall. The barracks also held a kitchen or mess hall; Hawke could smell something savory cooking in there. His growling stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.
Beyond that the main street split into three. The central one led to a hill dominated by a large square building; its stone walls and narrow arrow slits made it a fort or keep. Probably where the Prefect lived. The streets on either side of the hill were fairly wide and paved with stones; narrow twisting side streets sneaked down from those main avenues. Those were little more than mud trails with houses on either side, two or three stories tall, covered with tile or thatch roofs. The fancier buildings were whitewashed or painted in bright colors, but most of them were plain wood and didn’t look very sturdy. Everything was clumped closely together, buildings standing right next to each other or separated by dark and narrow alleys.
Hawke looked around, hoping to spot an inn. Everybody who’d gotten into the village ahead of him had quickly disappeared from view. He could have asked for directions from the guards but that wasn’t how he rolled. Instead, he walked down the street to the left of the keep, checking every alley he passed for signs of a tavern or coffee house or whatever.
<Those guards robbed you, you know,> Saturnyx said.
I think they like to call it taxation. Anyway, I figured I’d go along to get along. Speaking of money, though, what’s the exchange rate between copper, silver and gold?
<If prices have remained stable since I was aboveground, a silver denar – what the guard called a ‘din’ – is worth ten copper denars. A golden denar is worth ten silver or a hundred copper. A laborer stands to make four copper dins a day in wages or a combination of money, food and lodgings. A loaf of bread costs half a din. Used to, at least.>
“Thank you.”
His single silver coin was worth about ten bucks and a gold coin was the local equivalent of a Benjamin. The exchange between gold and silver seemed low, although he bet a gold coin weighed a lot less than the silver ones. With twenty-three coppers to his name, he wasn’t destitute, and that didn’t count the gold and silver ingots he’d acquired. He should be able to sell the precious metals along with the Shoddy Tridents he’d lifted off the arachnoid workers and raise his cash reserves. Hawke wished he’d had time to loot the other Arachnoids he had fought, but at the time he’d been dealing with a demon skeleton problem.
The sun was setting; the buildings soon shaded out the last of the sunlight, and he couldn’t see streetlights anywhere. That meant the place would get dark as sin at night. One of the side streets finally revealed what he was looking for: a three-story building with a sign hanging over its door that depicted a metal kettle over a boiling fire. ‘The Copper Kettle’ was written underneath the drawing, for those who preferred words to pictures. Hawke heard muted laughter coming from inside. He’d found his inn or tavern or whatever they called it here.
The smell coming from the tavern was a lot more appetizing than the one from the barracks. It also was strangely familiar. As he approached, the déjà vu feeling became stronger. Cheese. Tomato sauce. Bread. All combined in a baked delight far greater than the sum of its parts.
Pizza.
The door was open. Hawke entered and found himself in a large common room. A bar off to one side tended to half a dozen people sitting on stools; twice as many other patrons sat at one of eight long tables with bleacher-style seats that filled the room. He noticed four female servers, all humans, carrying food and drinks back and forth from a kitchen in an adjoining room, and a tall Dwarven male tending bar. Dwarves in the game description tended to be no taller than five feet in height, although far broader at the shoulder than humans. This one was pushing five four and was nearly as wide. He also had a class and a level:
Dorrham Stern (Dwarf)
Level 6 Legionnaire
Health 188 (94) Mana 112 Endurance 106 (53)
The numbers gave Hawke pause. The bartender had ten times as much Health as most normal people, and he was only sixth level! Except…
Are the stats in parentheses the actual numbers? Hawke asked his sword. He’d noticed that on his own character numbers. He’d figured out that the Attributes in parentheses took into account the bonuses he got from Saturnyx. But in the Dwarf’s case, the numbers were lower.
<The Dwarf is old. His folk remain active and vigorous until reaching their seventies or eighties, but after that their health begins to decline. It is worse for humans, who suffer the same fate in their late forties or fifties. Given that his physical Characteristics have been halved, I’d say the tavern keeper must be over a hundred years old.>
How about Half-Elves like me?
<The Fae-blooded are very long-lived. Elves can live for centuries, and hybrids often inherit their longevity. Of course, you don’t have to worry about such things, regardless of your species. Eternals do not grow old, but remain at their prime for as long as they live.>
Unaging, and able to respawn several times before dying for real; Eternals had a sweet deal, which probably meant a lot of people hated them. Envy alone would do that, especially when those advantages made rising to the top of any society pretty easy. Hawke decided to keep his nature to himself. Assuming he could.
Can people tell if I’m an Eternal? I mean, I can see everyone’s level, class, and species. Can they?
<Adventurers and Arcane Professionals can see your level, species, and class, but your Eternal status is beyond their senses,> Saturnix said. <Mere mortals have a vague feel for a person’s overall power, but nothing more. Some magical items allow their users to see more deeply, but they are rare in the Common Realm. Only Eternals can easily identify other Eternals.>
Good to know.
Glancing around, he only saw a couple of people with any levels at all; most customers and employees were zero-level normies. And human; other than Dorrham, there were no members of other species around. Hawke didn’t know what his Half-Elven heritage meant socially. If the locals hated non-humans, he might be in trouble. A woman walking by with an honest-to-goodness onion-and-olive pizza on a wooden plate gave him a puzzled look – his torn-up clothes were to blame, probably – but didn’t say anything. Other patrons also watched him with some concern; Hawke noticed their eyes were mostly focused on his sword, although when they saw it had been peace-bonded they relaxed somewhat. Nobody said anything as he made his way over to the bar, though, so they didn’t care enough about his species or appearance to kick him out.
“Welcome to the Copper Kettle, stranger. What’ll ye having?” the Dwarf said. “It’s two dins fer a flagon of beer or mead, six fer a cup of spirits, and if ye be dining, seat yerself down by a table and I’ll be having one of the lasses tend to ye.”
The bartender spoke the local mutated Latin with a thick accent but Hawke got the gist of it. Food sounded like a wonderful idea, so after plunking down two of his dwindling supply of copper coins in exchange for a full beer mug, he sat down by one of the empty tables. Soon enough, the woman who’d given him a funny look showed up.
“Lamb stew or Peet-shah of the day?” she asked him.
“I’ll have the pizza,” he said, figuring out what ‘peet-shah’ meant.
“Two dins.”
He handed her three copper coins and her expression brightened up considerably. Tipping well had always done wonders in his experience.
“It will be a few minutes, darling,” she told him with a friendly grin. “They just put in three flat loaves in the oven.”
She rushed off to tend to the other customers, giving Hawke a chance to think things through and examine his surroundings. The locals kept an eye on him but went back to their dinners or drinking. He discreetly tried to find anyone else with a class and level. He only found another person besides the bartender, out of a crowd of about twenty.
A short but heavily-muscled man in a sleeveless shirt that revealed an impressive set of burn scars on his arms had a table to himself and was working on several pizza slices and a bowl of stew, dipping a slice into the bowl before taking a bite. His gray hair was cut short but he had an impressive mustache and goatee. Put him in a biker outfit and he could be the leader of the local chapter of the Hell’s Angels, although Hawke figured he was a smith of some sort.
His True Sight confirmed his guess:
Katro Gorges
Level 5 Arcane Blacksmith
Health 53 Mana 56 Endurance 71
How do normies become Arcane Whatevers? Hawke asked Saturnyx.
<They need to find an Arcane Crafter, Scholar or Official to apprentice under; common terms are for no fewer than five years and as many as ten. During that period, apprentices learn the mundane basics of their skill or profession. If they do well, their teacher will induct them into their Craft, Art or Profession.>
Sounds like a lot of work.
<It is, even when a patron does not violate the spirit of the contract, as many of them do. Some Arcane Professionals refuse to release their apprentices, using some pretext or another to extend their indenture: they can accuse them of being lazy or insufficiently loyal, for example. There are legal recourses in some parts of the Realms, but they rarely favor apprentices unless they have powerful families or other connections.>
I was an apprentice plumber myself, but there were rules, and people mostly followed them.
<In the Realms, rules are enforced on the weak and flaunted by the strong.>
The rest of the customers were normies. A man and a woman in colorful robes by the next table over might be merchants; they spoke to each other in low voices while eating stew and sharing a loaf of bread. A group of three men in well-worn traveling clothes – leather outfits thick enough to serve as armor and stout walking boots – sat together at one table; traveling merchants, maybe? The rest appeared to be artisans or prosperous farmers. Nobody looked poor. Hawke figured most people went to cheaper establishments or didn’t eat out at all. If the prices Saturnyx had mentioned were accurate, having a meal and a drink at the Copper Kettle would cost as much as a laborer’s daily pay.
Everyone at the bar seemed well-fed and taller than he’d expected; Hawke remembered Dr. Reich, his favorite history teacher, explaining that most people in the Middle Ages were shorter than average due to the low-protein and often sparse diet they got, especially during childhood. That wouldn’t apply to nobility and the well-to-do, of course. None of the diners would have looked out of place in his world if you put them in regular clothes. A little more tanned and weathered, maybe, but otherwise fairly normal.
His curiosity sated, Hawke nursed his beer and tried to inconspicuously eavesdrop on the locals’ gossip. After a while, snippets of conversation filtered through the background noise that filled the inn.
“… was the third one to vanish into the night,” the merchant was saying. “Kinto’s crazy children found and killed her, or so I’ve been told.”
“You know what that means,” the man’s wife said in a bitter whisper that carried surprisingly well. “He is getting stronger, he in his mountain stronghold, and us with a Prefect too scared to do anything other than bow to him.”
“Quiet, woman!” the merchant hissed at her. “You want to get us on Felix’s bad side? Or worse?”
That was the most interesting thing he heard. Most of the customers spoke of mundane things: crops and weather and small-town gossip. Here or there, people mentioned ‘him’ and their conversation faltered. They were afraid. Not afraid enough to do anything about it, but Hawke couldn’t blame them. ‘He’ had to be the Necromancer and Hawke knew exactly why his power was growing. He was taking it from other gamers like him, brought to this world and turned into energy batteries after which their corpses ended up in the arachnoids’ larder to be reborn and go through it all over again.
I made a promise to change that.
<Vows have power in the Realms, Paladin,> his sword reminded him before falling silent again.
When the girl brought him his ‘peet-sha’ he offered her another copper coin. “I was hoping you’d answer a couple of questions for me,” he told her.
She glanced around the dining room before replying. “Things are quiet for now, so I might spare a few moments for a kind stranger,” she said with a grin and sat across the table from him. “My name is Alba. Alba Bastardes.”
For second, he thought she might be related to one of the guards, Calvo Bastardes, until it clicked in his head that the name simply meant ‘the bastard.’ No legitimate parents. Sucked to have that stuck to your name.
“Pleased to meet you. I am Hawke. As you can see, I’m in need of some clothing. Do you know where I can buy some?”
“Weaver Tacito has a shop right off the main Via, south of the Prefect’s Keep. And Decimo Tailor is a couple of blocks east of the inn, right off the town wall. But they won’t open till morning, and you need something right away, don’t you?”
He nodded. “Bear ate my pants.”
“So that’s what happened! I’m glad you survived!” she said, patting his hand lightly. “Well, you can ask Dorrham. There’re always some spare clothes around, things offered for payment instead of coin, or left behind by those who left in a hurry and forgot their things – and to settle their bills, as often as not. He’ll do right by you, and at better prices than you’ll find at the shops.”
Browsing through the inn’s lost and found and buying secondhand clothes didn’t sound very appealing, but Hawke figured it wouldn’t hurt to try. Dr. Reich, his old history teacher, had mentioned how expensive clothing was in premodern times. People were lucky to have more than one set of garments. If he wanted to stretch his meager cash reserves, going through Dorrham and buying some castoffs might be his best bet.
“Thank you. My other question was, do you offer lodging here? It’s getting late and I need a place to sleep.”
“Why yes, we have rooms for travelers. Three copper denars will get you a room and breakfast in the morning; or you can stay in the common room by the stable for one din. And if you’d care to have some company,” she added, leaning forward so Hawke could get a good look at the cleavage her shirt was carefully cut to display. “It’d be five copper denars, because you are cute. Ten coppers for anyone else.”
He splurged for the single room and spent another seven copper for a set of woolen leggings and shirt that Dorrham assured him had been boiled and lye-washed to ensure no fleas or other vermin were included in the sale. Trading in the torn-up shirt and leather pants knocked a copper off the price. Hawke had a feeling those bloody rags would be patched up and offered for sale in the near future. He didn’t mind. In a world where killing monsters made money almost literally rain down from heaven, he should be able to support himself.
The room was one of five on the second floor, a tiny four-walled space with a honey bucket by way of toilet and a bed covered by a clean if ragged piece of cloth; the ‘mattress’ underneath was straw that felt both too yielding and lumpy, not to mention scratchy. There was no light; Alba took a lamp with her to show him the room.
“The offer still stands,” she said with a smile and a bit of a wiggle.
Hawke was very tempted to take her up on it, but he was down to a few coppers and had no idea how easy it would be to sell the stuff he’d acquired along the way. Alba pouted when he declined and left, taking the lamp with her. He didn’t care; his Half-Elf vision worked fine. Hawke barred the flimsy door and lay down.
He was trapped in a world where misery and poverty were the order of the day. He wanted to go home to his life, his friends, his family. For several seconds, he took long, slow breaths, ignoring the stink of the mattress and the room – sort of a combination of gym locker, the back alley of a bar, and moldy sawdust – and shrugged off the bout of self-pity.
It is what it is, he told himself. Get over it.
Something or somebody had felt entitled to abduct him and who knew how many other people and bring them to some twisted version of a game where living beings were used like playing pieces. His only options were to make his way through this world or lie down and wait to die. He knew which one to choose. Besides, he had made promises that he intended to keep.
<It is hard, to be an outsider in a strange land,> Saturnyx said. <But you will do well here, if you learn how to use the immense gifts you were given.>
Thanks. You were pretty quiet back there, after you told me about Arcane professions.
<I didn’t want the townsfolk to worry about you, which they would if they saw you react or even talk to someone they couldn’t see. Insanity or demonic possession are but two of the possibilities that would cross their minds. I would have said something if you were about to do something dangerously stupid, but you did rather well.>
Thank you.
<For a change. A welcome change, I might add.>
The sword’s voice, even with the extra snark, comforted Hawke. No matter what, he wasn’t completely alone.
He slept.
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<Wake up, Paladin.>
“Wazzit?” Hawke mumbled as he stirred. It was still dark as sin in the room and he was so tired that drifting off back into sleep was almost too tempting to resist.
<Undead walk the streets,> Saturnyx said.
That woke him up in a hurry. Hawke sat up, clutching the sword tightly; he started to draw it out of its scabbard until he felt the string around the hilt. “Where?”
<One hundred yards to the east. The limit of my senses. Three entities. I cannot tell much more than that until they come closer to us.>
A moment later, a scream broke out in the distance.
<I thought they might be coming for you, but now it seems that they are hunting for food. You are probably safe here. It is still worrisome; towns of this size normally have safeguards against Undead intrusions.>
“I should do something,” he said, not sounding at all sure of himself. The thought of going off into the night to fight the living dead was not attractive at all. Not after what the Dire Bear had done to him. It was all fun and games until you felt your flesh being eaten right off your live body.
<They are likely to be vampires. Dangerous.>
Nobody had elected him to be town sheriff. Orom had guards. They’d probably handle it. If he went out looking for trouble, they might even arrest him for disturbing the peace. His armor was messed up and he didn’t have a shield. It made no sense to risk getting killed. The XP would probably suck anyway. He had promised to protect the innocent, but was that every innocent in the world, or did he have some discretion?
Excuses. The truth was, he was terrified of going out there.
Another scream echoed through the night.
Hawke activated his auras, illuminating the room. He got up and started to put on his new clothes.
<You are going to confront the Undead,> Saturnyx said. Her tone was… neutral? It was like she was merely curious. She didn’t call him Master, which he took as a good sign.
“Yep.”
<When we get closer, I may be able to learn more about them.>
“Good.”
He went downstairs. The tavern’s door was barred from the inside. As he started to remove the obstruction, Dorrham came into the common room, wearing a robe and holding a loaded crossbow.
“What’re ye doing?” the dwarf asked in a harsh whisper.
“There are vampires out there. I’m going to take care of them.”
“Going to get killed, more likely,” the innkeeper grumbled but he lowered the weapon. “If it’s yer will to go outside, I’ll help ye unbar the door.”
“Um, can I borrow one of your stools? The bear ate my shield and I could use something to block with.”
The bear also ate me, but let’s not get into that.
Dorrham nodded and set the crossbow on the bar. “Might be I can help ye, Paladin. And with something better than a stool.”
You have earned +64 Reputation (Base 40, +60% Charisma Bonus) with Dorrham Stern
Current Reputation: +64 (Respected)
The Dwarf ran into the back room of the inn and came back with a shield; its rim and boss – the central metal part – were polished bronze, and its outer facing was painted with a pair of eyes and a scowling mouth beneath it. It was bigger than Hawke’s old shield, and it would have protected most of the Dwarf’s shorter body.
“This here was my standard-issue shield, from my last year in the Mordenhen Legion,” Dorrham said, looking wistful for a moment. “Never took it to battle, more’s the pity, for it was me best shield. Been gathering dust, hanging from a wall all these years. Take it, Paladin. May it serve you well tonight.”
Hawke accepted it, feeling strangely moved by the Dwarf’s gesture. The handle was different than the one on his old shield, but his body knew how to hold it properly. The same instinctual knowledge told him that he would need to change his fighting stance while using it. Attacking would be trickier; the larger shield offered more protection but would also get in the way of some of his moves. His Shield Skill seemed to cover that, though, so he should be okay.
You have received: Burnished Reinforced Shield (Good Quality):
Block Bonus: 28%. Damage Absorption (Successful Block Only): Physical: 30/35%, Elemental (All) 15/20%. Durability: 30/30. Requires Shield Skill
“Thank you very much. I’ll bring it back after I’m done.”
Dorrham made a dismissive gesture with his hands. “Nay, nay. It’s yers now. I’m not brave enough to go into the night with ye. Too old and slow to do anything but get meself killed. A shield like this should belong to those who would place their bodies between danger and their people. It is yers now.”
“Thank you,” Hawke repeated. “If there is anything I can do for you after this, consider it done.”
<Beware of making promises,> Saturnyx said in his head.
I know. But I also know when I owe somebody, Hawke replied.
You have earned +48 Reputation (Base 30, +60% Charisma Bonus) with Dorrham Stern
Current Reputation: +112 (Friendly)
“We will talk, later,” Dorrham said. “May the gods watch over ye.”
Hawke left.
* * *
One more scream pierced the night while he tried to navigate through the town. Hawke ran down the twisty streets, his boots splashing into puddles of mud – and who knew what else – as he headed towards the Undead.
Can you tell me anything about vampires? Hawke asked the sword.
<They are blood-drinkers, soul stealers. Ordinary weapons can wound them, but they heal quickly. Only Elemental attacks – Fire, Life and Light especially – can harm them permanently. I sense three newborn leeches, luckily for you. I would wager the woman you helped slay in the forest was their sire. Friends or relatives of hers, most likely. Perhaps she tricked one of them into inviting her in, bypassing the town’s defenses.>
That means we’ll have to figure out who turned her.
<Ultimately, all this evil comes from one place. The Necromancer’s Stronghold.>
“Good to know who the final boss of this quest will be,” Hawke muttered to himself as he slowed down and caught his breath.
The screaming had stopped, but the sword created an arrow overlay pointed in the direction of the Undead, along with the distance in feet. Eighty-one feet, to be exact. Close enough to stop running and get ready to fight.
He turned a corner and saw a handful of men in chain mail armor milling around a water fountain in the center of a small courtyard. They were Town Guards; Hawke recognized Marko, the head guard at the gate. He seemed to be in charge and was whispering furiously at the other four soldiers.
“Steady, boys. Patros will be along soon.”
Hawke’s arrival caught everyone’s attention; the glowing golden aura around him was pretty noticeable. The guards readied their weapons but they relaxed when they saw who it was. Two of them held short spears and shields, two wielded crossbows, and Marko had a big chopping and stabbing blade at the end of a two-handed shaft, something like a halberd or naginata.
“Ohio Hawke,” Marko said. “Did the Priest send you?”
“Haven’t seen him yet,” he replied. “But I can tell you there are three Undead in that house over there. I’m here to deal with them.”
The arrow was pointed at a two-story house on a corner of the courtyard. A sign with a painted thread and needle hung over the door.
“Tailor Decimo’s home and shop,” Marko said.
“I’m going in,” Hawke told the guards.
“Three Undead? They don’t pay me enough for this,” one of the men said. He dropped his weapons, took off his helmet, and flung it to the ground before taking off at a dead run.
“Hey!” Marko yelled at the fleeing figure. “Get back here, Dimo, you coward! That mail shirt is town property!”
The shouting must have alerted the vampires in the tailor shop, so Hawke decided not to waste any more time. He reached for the sword and snapped the peace-bond string around it with one sharp tug. He looked at Marko to see if the guard leader objected, but the man just hung his head in shame, clearly too afraid to follow him. Hawke shook his head and marched up to the store.
He leaned against the door. It wasn’t locked and swung open easily. All hell broke loose.
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The room beyond the front door was an open area fifteen feet across and twenty feet long, with tables covered by rolls of fabric or tailoring items along the side walls. A doorway at the other end led deeper into the house. A body lay in the middle of the room: a middle-aged man wearing a robe, his neck bent at an unnatural angle. That was all Hawke had time to see before a blur of motion erupted from the doorway and a pair of slender figures came rushing at him. Both male, clad in the remains of tunics and leggings, their mouths open impossibly wide to display two rows of shark-like teeth. Their stats were identical:
Lesser Newborn Vampire (Undead)
Level 2
Health 36 Mana 13 Endurance 36
Hawke unleased a Hammer of Light at one of them for 45 damage, blasting a hole clear through the creature and dropping it on the spot. The other one leaped at him; Hawke slammed the monster aside with a swipe of his shield, doing eight damage from the impact and his Aura of Light. As the vampire twisted like a snake to leap at him again, Hawke spitted him on the point of his sword. The unearthly shriek of agony at the deadly wound – 29 points – only lasted a moment; the Undead convulsed a couple of times and fell perfectly still, his secondary stats all down to 0. Both vampires burst into a cloud of dust a few moments later. Dead, or re-dead, however that sort of thing worked. Loot bags popped up over the dust piles, earning Hawke nine copper coins.
For Slaying Your Foes, you have earned 120 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 120/1,000
Where is the third one?
<Second floor,> Saturnyx said. <I think…>
There was a loud crash somewhere above him; a moment later, bestial growling and screams of alarm broke out in the street. The vamp had jumped out of a window and attacked the guards.
Hawke ran outside. The last vamp – an old woman wearing a shredded nightgown – had landed on top of Marko, pinning him to the ground. The guard had interposed the shaft of his halberd between him and the creature, but the Undead’s superior easily overpowered him. Two of the other soldiers had run away and the last one had missed his crossbow shot – Hawke noticed the bolt sticking on a nearby wall – and was working the cocking level of the weapon, which was going to take too long to do any good.
He and Saturnyx had been wrong. The old woman had to be the original vampire:
Lesser Vampire
Level 4
Health 80 Mana 20 Endurance 60
Before the monster could sink her fangs into Marko, Hawke shot her with another Hammer of Light for thirty-seven damage, not enough to kill. The vampire twisted in agony and turned towards him, throwing the guard aside as she leaped at Hawke. He slashed and ducked in one fluid movement. The blade struck home and he nearly lost his grip on the sword when it cut into the creature’s flesh. The vampire landed fifteen feet away. The wicked slash where Hawke had hit her ran down her middle, bloodless but deep. Her hit point counter had gone down to 29.
Just as he started to cast Hammer of Light again, she charged him, low to the ground. He abandoned the spell and tried to cut her down, but she avoided his swing and slammed into his shield, shrieking in pain as she was burned by his aura. She weighed a lot less than him but her strength was truly inhuman; she held onto the shield and lifted him clear off the ground. Before he could do anything about it, she tossed him against the nearest wall with bone-breaking force.
His breast plate took the brunt of the impact but he still took fifteen points of damage. The vampire was on him a moment later. Hawke tried to use the sword but a clawed hand gripped his wrist and squeezed. He screamed in pain as a big red ‘11’ floated in front of his closed eyes. When he reopened them, he was on the floor, but the vamp had let him go and was hissing in pain as she backed away; smoke came from every spot where her naked skin had touched his Aura of Light. She was down to eight Health but was gathering herself for another pounce, aura or no aura. Hawke tried to cast another Hammer of Light, but his sprained wrist slowed him down. He wasn’t going to make it in time.
Sergeant Marko came up from behind and struck the vampire with an overhand blow of his glaive, the heavy blade chopping into her neck with a sickening crunching sound.
The monster fell to her hands and knees, her head barely attached to her body, and fell still a moment later. A loot bag appeared over her head.
For Slaying your foe, you have earned 80 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 200/1,000
“Gods damn ye,” the guardsman said to the still form of the vampire as it turned into dust.
Hawke stood up and picked up his sword; his healing aura had undone the damage to his wrist already. Marko leaned on his glaive and breathed heavily. The guard’s Health was down by almost half, mostly from having the vampire drop on him from the second floor; Hawke healed his injuries, earning a grateful smile from the man.
“You are a true Paladin, Ohio Hawke.”
“Hawke will do, Sergeant.”
“Hawke it is, then.”
Congratulations! You have gained +128 Reputation (Base 80, +60% Charisma bonus) with Guard Sergeant Marko Clades. Current Reputation: +108 (Friendly)
“Looks like I’m going need to get more string to peace-bond my sword,” he told the guardsman.
“Never mind that. Anyone who helps us can wield their weapons as they wish. I’ll let the Guard Captain know you’re all right and better than all right. Unlike some of us.”
Marko spat on the ground before continuing.
“You did far better than the cur dogs that ran away, that is certain. I’ll be having a word about them as well. Gods be my witnesses, those cowards will rue the day their mothers crapped them out of their wombs!”
“Do you have a lot of Undead incidents?” Hawke asked him as he reached for the loot bag over the vampire and claimed one silver coin. Not bad.
“Not at all. Orom is protected against their kind. Or at least that’s how it used to be. But it’s getting worse, gods curse me if I’m lying. It’s all because…”
Marko paused and pointed an accusing finger towards the mountains to the west. In the dim light from the galaxy overhead, Hawke thought he could see a pale tower nestled against one of the dark peaks.
“Domort,” Hawke said.
The guardsman lowered his voice. “Yes, but be careful saying that name. Nobody loves the death master, but all fear him. And some in town may fear him enough to do his bidding.”
“Who’d serve some guy who’s sending monsters into your town?”
“I see little sense in it, Hawke, but for some reason, those who speak loudest against him have a way of coming to bad ends, while those who counsel caution seem to be blessed with good luck.”
While Marko and Hawke were having their conversation, the crossbow-wielding guard who hadn’t run went into the tailor shop to check on its inhabitants. He came out shaking his head.
“All dead,” the guard said. “Decimo, his wife and his children. And I think the old Undead woman is Ortensa, the shepherd’s wife.”
Hawke lowered his head. He’d seen the dead tailor on the ground floor. Knowing the man’s family had shared his fate hit him hard. These weren’t NPCs who were there only to provide quest fodder. They were people, and he hadn’t gotten there in time to help them.
“Where is the Priest?” Marko wondered. “The dead must be consecrated to ensure they themselves don’t rise from their graves, hungering for blood.”
“Patro’s probably dead drunk,” the crossbowman said. “Or too scared to leave the temple at night. We won’t see him till morning, I’d wager. Or even midmorning if he’s sleeping it off.”
Marko spat again. “We will cover the bodies and leave them for Digger Julio to tend to in the morning.” He turned to Hawke. “Perhaps you would care to say a word over them in the name of the gods?”
“Yes, of course.”
They went into the tailor’s shop and gathered all the dead, placing their bodies on the ground floor. It was a sad and disgusting chore, the kind of thing that didn’t come up in the games he played, and another reminder that in this world death was real. For those folks, it had been a brutal and undignified end. Hawke felt sickened and near tears by the time the five forms – two of them heartbreakingly small – were laid on the ground and mercifully covered under sheets of fabric taken from the shop’s goods. Marko and the other guard turned to him expectantly.
Not knowing what else to do, he said some half-remembered prayers from Sunday school. As he mouthed the words, though, he felt a warm glow flowing from him and onto the bodies, similar to the healing energies that had coursed through him when he used his Light spells. Even though he wasn’t praying to Lumina, he somehow knew that the goddess approved of his faith. He had never been religious back on Earth, but he was certain that whatever the ‘gods’ of the Realms were, they weren’t equivalent to the Creator of all things. More like powerful aliens that demanded validation from people, he figured.
<That is closer to reality than you think, Hawke,> Saturnyx said. <Except that you are not dealing with aliens, at least not the way your mind envisions them. The gods were created by your kind, not the other way around.>
Hawke wasn’t sure what the sword meant, but he figured it could wait. In any case, the covered bodies glowed for several seconds and he felt certain they wouldn’t become Undead. The two guards bowed to him and muttered prayers of thanks to the gods.
“Well done, Paladin,” Marko said.
You have gained +80 Reputation (50 Base, +60% Charisma Bonus) with Guard Sergeant Marko Primes. Current Reputation: 188 (Friendly).
Hawke wasn’t sure how Reputation worked in this world. He wasn’t dealing with preprogrammed NPCs, after all, but people who would have complex motivations and emotions. But he figured being ‘respected’ was better than nothing and might come in handy down the line. Since he now lived in a world where vampires walked the earth and he had a Necromancer to kill, he would need all the help he could get.
“Well, I’m going back to bed,” he told the guards. “Unless you need anything else.”
“No, I think you have done more than anyone could expect, Paladin,” Marko said. “I will notify the Prefect of your deeds in the morning. Until then, may the gods grant you a good night.”
Hawke made his way to the inn, where he discovered that Dorrham had been waiting up. The Dwarf welcomed him back, heard Hawke’s brief recounting of what happened, and praised him to the gods before asking to speak with him in the morning. Not surprisingly, he gained +100 Reputation with the dwarf. He was making friends and influencing people.
As he went upstairs, he discovered Alba standing there, holding her lamp. She had been listening in to the conversation. She didn’t say anything, just reached out with her free hand. He took it and drew her to him. He hadn’t known how badly he needed to be with someone until he kissed her and they went into the room together. “Thank you,” she whispered into his ear, the only words she said to him that night.
Sleep came easy and was dreamless afterwards, despite his worries for the days ahead.
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Alba wasn’t there when he woke up. Hawke found her working in the tavern when he came down. She smiled warmly at him but didn’t bring up the previous night. His choices for breakfast were porridge with mixed-in nuts and raisins or leftover pizza. He was pizza’d out so he chose the former. It wasn’t bad.
Dorrham came over and sat by him with his own breakfast bowl. Hawke asked the innkeeper about the source of the ‘peet-shah.’
“It’s a dish from the city of Alpinia, a month’s travel west from here,” Dorrham told him. “Someone there started baking flattened dough and putting cheese and a sauce made of tomatoes and spices on it. That was fifteen, no, twenty years ago. I had retired from the Mordenhen Legion, the first time I had a slice of peet-shah. I was an enterprising sort, so I made some inquiries and eventually bought the recipe from the taverner who’d served it. When I set up here, I built an oven and started offering it. Best investment I ever made.”
Twenty years ago, someone from Hawke’s world had introduced pizza to the local diet. That meant he and his fellow gamers weren’t the first people to have been recently abducted to this planet. The locals spoke a form of Latin, so they came from Earth too, but from a long time ago. Hawke wondered about the Dwarf and the other nonhumans in the Realms – including, come to think of, himself, being a Half-Elf and all. Did those species come from another world or were they just humans who had been mutated through magic or super-science? He shrugged away that question. There were plenty more important things to worry about.
“You mentioned you could use my help,” he told Dorrham. “Your shield saved my life, by the way, so I owe you even more than I did when you lent it to me.”
“Glad my legionnaire’s board was of use, Paladin. And if yer willing to help, gods bless ye for it.”
He leaned forward and lowered his voice until it was little more than a whisper.
“I can tell ye will be a man of influence. Mayhap ye can speak to Prefect Felix on my behalf.”
The Dwarf paused for a second, making sure nobody was paying attention to their conversation, before continuing. “This town used to extract gold from several mountain mines, and even from the river Auric itself. The Spider-Folk drove the miners off, however, and now they serve the one we dare not name.”
“Yeah, I know about them. And him.”
“Well, I’m too old to do much fighting, but I have relatives in Akila, a city to the east. Fellow Sterns, stout Adventurers like I used to be. With the Prefect’s blessing, I can bring a handful of Dwarven Adventurers here, ready to help clear the mountains of the fell Arachnoids and reopen the mines. Mayhap even to help deal with their lord and master himself.”
“But the Prefect isn’t giving his blessing?”
“Nay, he is not. And my cousins will not come if they are not welcome; we Sterns are a lawful lot. But seeing as ye are a blessed Paladin, one who isn’t afraid to battle vampires in the dead of night, it might be he will listen to ye.”
Having a party of Adventurers along to help him deal with his Necromancer problem sounded like a godsend to Hawke. He didn’t think the Prefect was going to be open to the idea, however.
“I will speak to the Prefect, Dorrhem. I don’t know if he’ll listen to me, though.”
“One hears many things, tending bar,” the Dwarf said, nodding. “Some of them are about Felix, and they aren’t good things, not good at all. Mayhap he is not fit to be Prefect of this town.”
“I don’t know about that,” Hawke said. “I just got here.”
Dorrhem shook his head. “I must be daft, saying these things. Forget I said anything, I beg of ye.”
“It’s all right. Tell you what, I’ll do whatever I can to help your relatives come here and clear the mines. I have to see Patros first, though, and also do something about the vampires infesting the town.”
“That is as much as I could hope for,” the Dwarf said, returning to the bar and leaving Hawke to his breakfast. His Reputation with the innkeeper went up to 260 (Trusted).
Quest Accepted: Secure the Old Mines
Some decades ago, Orom was a thriving mining town, but the Arachnoids have taken over the old tunnels and driven everyone else away. Dorrham has offered the services of a team of Dwarven Adventurers to clear the mines and, if possible, confront the Necromancer who rules the Arachnoids. He has asked you to speak to the Town Prefect and secure his permission to bring them here.
Rewards: 100 XP. +100 Reputation with Dorrham, +50 Reputation with Clan Stern.
Penalties for Failure: -50 XP. -25 Reputation loss with Dorrham.
Hawke wondered if there was a limit to how many quests he could have at a time. He had to start clearing them off. Maybe after seeing Patro, he would look into speaking with the Prefect. He might even talk the Priest into joining in.
Just before he finished breakfast, he received a new prompt:
You have gained +50 Reputation with every guard in Orom (Charisma bonuses don’t apply to non-personal interactions).
Marko must have told everyone about last night’s events. That was good. The next message wasn’t:
You have gained -500 Reputation with Prefect Felix. Current Reputation: -500 (Hostile).
What the hell? Hawke wondered before he remembered people were saying the Prefect was against any attempts to confront the Necromancer. He must really want to avoid annoying Domort. Or maybe the reason was something more sinister.
<I think it is safe to assume the Prefect is somehow beholden to the Necromancer.>
If this was a game, I’d walk over to Felix’s office and chop off his head. Easier than figuring out what his deal is.
<You would have to get through his guards, and if you won, you’d be branded an outlaw, unless you could prove he deserved such a fate.>
A couple of times, his player characters had ended up depopulating entire towns after picking a fight with some of its citizens. These were people, not animated pixels, however. He had fought besides Sergeant Marko; Hawke didn’t want to hurt him. He’d have to be careful and use his head.
Well, seeing the Prefect right now isn’t a good idea.
<No, it is not. You need to learn more about the situation. Perhaps speak with the Priest first, and also the two youngsters we encountered yesterday. Especially that Ranger you fancied.>
Thanks for reminding me.
“Do you know of a brother and sister by the names of Tava and Gosto?” he asked the innkeeper after he was done with breakfast.
“Kinto’s children? Yes, I know of them. Their father is a former Adventurer, and they take after him. They live outside the town walls, in a hunting lodge by the hills to the northeast.”
Hawke thought about seeing the siblings before meeting with the Priest, but the idea of leaving the town felt downright unappetizing. He admitted to himself that he was a little worried to go back out there; the memories of his encounter with the Dire Bear were still vivid in his mind.
You’re going to have to go into the woods sooner or later, he told himself. Being scared was okay, but letting fear affect his actions wasn’t. His father and older brother were veterans; they’d drilled that lesson into his head. But I guess it can wait until after I see the Priest.
The Temple of Shining Father was easy enough to spot, having a small hill of its own in the southern part of town. Its burnished bronze dome shone brightly in the morning sunlight. It was a brick building, unlike most others in the town, and its façade was painted to look like marble. The entrance to the temple was flanked by four wooden columns, also painted, supporting a triangular structure over the doorway. The triangle was decorated with a carved relief of a bearded robed man with a lightning bolt in one hand and a glowing star on the other. Hawke figured he was some version of Zeus or Jupiter. The bearded man looked stern, almost angry; the carving wasn’t high-quality but the maker had managed to capture the attitude very well.
He doesn’t look like a dude I want to run into.
<No,> Saturnyx said. <He is not someone you wish to encounter, even if he is on your side. And if you ever do, addressing him as ‘dude’ would be most unwise.>
Hawke wondered if he’d ever be left alone with his thoughts as he stepped past the open double doors of the temple. The inside looked nothing like the churches he’d grown up with: there were no pews, or seats of any kind, just an open space with a statue of Shining Father on a pedestal near the far side of the room from the entrance. Like the carving over the doors, the statue was painted in bright colors: purple with gold trimming for the robes, pink for the skin, gray for his hair and beard. The statue looked stiffer and less detailed than the ones Hawke remembered from pictures about Greek and Roman art he’d seen in high school, but there was something about it that made him feel on edge. It was almost as if the statues’ eyes were glaring at him.
<All symbols of the gods are linked to them, in a small way,> Saturnyx told him. <That is why only fools touch them without permission, much less desecrate them.>
Feeling like he’d been insulted again, Hawke saw Patros; the Priest had heard him enter and used a small door hidden behind the statue to come into the main room. He was wearing a simple robe rather than the blue outfit and hat from the day before. He also hadn’t bothered to shave that morning; his disheveled, bleary-eyed appearance suggested that the angry guardsman had been right and the holy man had been drinking when the vampires murdered the tailor and his family.
“Paladin Hawke of Ohio,” the priest said. “Welcome to the House of Dyut Patir, Shining Father in the common tongue.”
“Thank you, Holy Priest,” Hawke said. He’d been about to call the guy ‘father’ but his character’s Lore skill stopped him. Apparently, using that title was considered insulting around those parts. Almost like claiming the Priest was Hawke’s deadbeat dad.
“As you may have heard already, there are Undead prowling within our walls,” Patros said, getting down to business.
“Yes. I helped kill a few of them last night,” Hawke said. “I consecrated the bodies of their victims afterwards.” He recounted the events of the previous night, leaving out the guardsmen’s insulting comments.
“Oh, bless you! I was… indisposed and nobody bothered to tell me the news this morning.”
You have gained +160 (Base 100, +60% Charisma bonus) Reputation with Patros the Priest.
“What can I do to help?” Hawke asked.
“I believe I know the source of the infestation.”
“You mean…?” Hawke pointed towards the Sunset Range to avoid saying the Necromancer’s name.
Patros made a gesture with his hand, almost like he was drawing a staircase with his hand; Hawke realized the gesture was meant to mimic a lightning bolt.
“Shining Father protect us, no! Or rather, not him, not directly, at least. The lord of the dead is dark and evil, but his power does not reach this land. Not yet, at least. Although I fear he helped stir up this trouble.”
“Who is it, then?”
“An Undead Lair has risen somewhere near this town. It must be destroyed and its Master must be slain.”
“And you know where this Lair is?”
Patros hung his head. “I don’t have the location, unfortunately. I believe two young Adventurers in the town may know more, however. Their names are…”
“Tava and Gosto?” Hawke said.
“Of course, you have met them already.”
“I’m going to see them later.”
“They came to me yesterday evening and told me about the vampire they slew. They also mentioned you. And they spoke of a plan to follow the tracks of the vampire back to the Lair.”
“I definitely need to see them, then.”
Before they go off on their own and get themselves killed.
“They wanted me to join them,” Patros said. “I… I cannot. I have but one apprentice, and he has only risen to the first level of power. The town needs me.” He hesitated and looked down. “And I am afraid, may Shining Father forgive me. I have prayed for guidance but He has been silent.”
Hawke could see the priest’s shame; he couldn’t even blame him. Now that he’d come face to face with violence, he knew it wasn’t something to take lightly.
“But you are here now,” Patros went on. “Will you help them? Will you help all of Orom?”
You Have Been Offered a Quest: Stop the Vampire Threat
The vampires plaguing the town of Orom are the offspring of an Undead fiend dwelling in a nearby Lair. Patros the Priest has asked you to find the Lair and destroy it.
Rewards: 350 XP. 5 gold. One Random Item (Good Quality).
Penalties for Failure: -100 XP.
Accept? Y/N
Nice to have a choice for a change, Hawke thought as he accepted the quest.
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<You do know that the Dire Bear would never come this close to a town, don’t you?>
Hawke shrugged and kept looking around as he followed the narrow path through the woods. He’d been on edge the moment he left the safety of Orom’s walls. Relative safety, sure, since the place was infested with vampires, but his record when dealing with vampires was 4-0 so far. The bear had freaking eaten him. Dire Bear 1, Hawke 0.
According to a helpful gate guard, a path that branched off from the main road and went up a hill led to the Kinto homestead. He followed the dirt trail, barely wide enough for a wagon, that skirted the side of the hill. When he was halfway there, he caught glimpses of a wooden wall above him. The path curved, following the contours of the land as it wound its way up. It was on a pretty good incline, too; Hawke found himself working up a sweat as he walked. He soon learned that wearing metal armor meant he couldn’t scratch his back or sides, and that the mid-morning sun was slowly turning the breast plate into an oven. Fun.
Before leaving town, Hawke had spoken to the priest about Dorrham’s quest and the idea of talking to the Prefect. Patros had been reluctant to intercede, although he said that a party of Adventurers would be a huge boon to the town, “provided that they are lawful and behave themselves,” as the Priest had put it. However, he sounded doubtful that Felix would agree.
“The Prefect does not wish to stir trouble,” Patros had told him. “He has not been himself lately. A tragedy is to blame. His wife and daughter died on the same day, not too long ago, and grief has made him turn inward, ignoring Orom’s needs.”
“That does suck. I mean, it is terrible, to lose your loved ones.”
“It is. I hope that eventually he will recover from his grief.”
“Maybe after I clear the Lair, we can talk to him.”
“After you vanquish the Lair, I will speak on your behalf.”
And now I’m off to clear the Lair, Hawke thought as he walked up the path and drank in the sights.
He noticed the remains of stone walls alongside the path; only the foundations remained, large blocks of stone too large for the locals to cart away. The blocks were eroded with age, but they still showed that a thick and likely tall fortification had once ringed the entire hill, turning it into a castle or fortress.
<This outpost once housed an Imperial Cavalry Wing,> Saturnyx commented. <A strongpoint that kept watch over the southwestern border of the Onyx Empire.>
“That’s nice,” Hawke said. “How long ago was that?”
<Just over a thousand years. The Onyx Emperors ruled most of the lands to the northeast, all the way to the Sea of Pearls, until Third Ragnarök destroyed their capital and splintered their domains into a hundred lesser kingdoms and free cities.>
As the sword spoke, she showed him images from the past. Hawke saw a large army arranged in neat blocks of soldiers, with magicians on flying beasts hovering overhead. A horde of demons washed over the deployed legions. The monsters suffered horrendous casualties from arrows, war engines, and spells that exploded like heavy artillery, but they overran the square formations and brought down the mages. The fleeting images were so gripping that Hawke almost walked off the hill.
Maybe save the cutscenes for when I’m not walking, he asked Saturnyx.
<My apologies. In any case, it was partly to avenge the Empire’s fall that Erison came to this land, hunting the Archdemon, and here he was trapped and died. From what I overhead while we were in town, there is now a Ruby Empire that rules over much of the former Onyx lands. Orom is an outlying district of that empire.>
“The townies don’t seem to be getting a lot of imperial protection.”
<And that is a bad sign. If a Necromancer can rise so close to settled lands without a response, the forces of Order are in disarray.>
Hawke smiled and nodded while he kept an eye out for any wildlife. The slope to the right of the road was lightly wooded; to the left the hill was mostly bare rock and very steep. Either way, he was pretty sure the Dire Bear wasn’t around.
Somebody else was, though. As he neared the hilltop, Hawke heard shouting and the barking of dogs. He rushed towards the sounds, making sure Saturnyx was loose in her scabbard. He didn’t want to jump to conclusions – not after the last time – but he wanted to be ready for anything.
The hunting lodge was behind a wooden wall, about eight feet high, with a swinging gate that was currently wide open. Hawke saw Tava yelling at an older man. The guy had the tanned and weathered physique of someone who had spent most of his life outdoors. Despite his beard and scraggly hair, the family resemblance to Tava and her brother was unmistakable. The hunting dogs Hawke had seen earlier were barking at both of them, upset at the sight of their loved ones fighting.
“Someone has to do something!” Tava yelled.
“And why in the gods’ names does it have to be you, girl? I go away for a few weeks – to ‘do something’ about this, as a matter of fact – and what do I find? My children playing hero and crossing the Prefect!”
“I am not a child! I am of age!”
“Not until you marry or raise your own household, you aren’t!”
Tava began to say something, but she and her father noticed Hawke standing by the gate. He waved feebly at them. The dogs stopped barking and began growling at him. As the man turned towards Hawke, his stats appeared above his head.
Kinto Primes (Human)
Level 8 Hunter
Health 94 (236) Mana 79 Endurance 74 (186)
The Hunter was the highest-level person Hawke had seen, but his age had severely reduced his Health and Endurance. He must have been death on wheels in his prime, though. Getting old sucked.
“Who is this, then?” the old man – Kinto – said. “A stranger at my door, bearing sword and shield? Tell me this has nothing to do with you, Tava.”
“He is a Paladin of Light, father.”
“Oh, is he?”
“He is,” Hawke said, raising his right hand by way of greeting. “I am Hawke.”
“A fatherless paladin?” Kinto said, and Hawke belatedly remembered everybody around those parts introduced themselves with some surname that often included their father’s name.
“Son of Hector, actually, and called Lightseeker,” he added. “Patros sent me here.”
“Patros,” Kinto said. “Patros the drunkard. Patros the coward, who would send children to do his bidding.”
“Not a child,” Tava said, stamping her foot on the ground, which sort of ruined her claim. Hawke knew some people tended to revert to their childhood habits when around their parents and managed to keep a smile off his face. She was cute as hell when she was angry.
Kinto turned towards her. “A stupid child. I was met on the road home by Guard Captain Brunes, child. He told me to put a leash on you and your brother, if I cared for your lives.”
Hawke realized that, beneath the anger and bluster, the Hunter was worried. Maybe even afraid.
“I’m not scared of Brunes,” Octava replied.
“You should be, girl. He is no mere fighting man. He’s an Adventurer.”
“So are we, Father. So are you.”
Kinto shrugged. “Yes. I was young and stupid, so I did stupid things. Lost many a good friend along the way, too, before I wised up and retired. I’ll not lose my children, either to vampires or the Prefect’s thugs.”
“I don’t fear that cowardly bastard.”
“Fool child of mine. Brunes is a Warrior and Gladiator of the tenth level. Conquered Dungeons and walked away with items of power, much better than mine. You are not match for him. Neither am I, for that matter.”
“We haven’t broken any laws. We tracked a vampire yesterday.” She lowered her head for a moment. “It was Kora. My friend, until some fiend turned her into a monster!”
“Kora was a fine lass. I am sorry such horrors befell her. I will be sorrier if the same doom befalls you.”
“Gosto and I tracked her a good way into the Highland Forest, north of the Auric River. I know where she was headed. Back to her master, in the Lair he’s made.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Hawke said.
He wanted to leave – walking into a family argument made him feel uncomfortable – but he had a quest to fulfill.
“Patros asked me to deal with the Lair,” he added.
“And you’d be doing that all on your own, Paladin? At the third level of power?”
“Well, I’ve killed four vampires so far,” Hawke replied.
Having people speak of levels and classes like that weirded him out a little, but it sort of made sense. The Realms seemed to be divided into normal people on one side, and Adventurers and Arcane Professionals on the other. It was as natural to them as electric lights were to him.
Kintos laughed. “You are barely past the beginner’s stage. You won’t live to see the Lair; the wildlife will have your carcass first.”
Hawke wanted to protest, but the fact was, the wildlife had already had his carcass. Of course, unlike normal people, he’d gotten better afterwards, but he wasn’t eager to let anyone know he was an Eternal.
“We will help,” Tava said. “Gosto and I.”
“If you were but two years younger, you’d be having your backside warmed, and sent off to bed without supper, child,” Kinto growled. His shoulders slouched and he shook his head. “But you’re not. If your mother were here…”
“But she’s not,” Tava said, and now there was sadness mixed with the anger in her voice. “And she was also an Adventurer.”
“That she was, daughter of mine. That she was.”
Kinto went quiet for a second, considering things, and nodded to himself.
“It is decided, then. We will all go with this Paladin.”
Tava gasped. “What?”
“Do you think I would let my children, my foolish children, venture into a Lair on their own? Oh, no. Without you, I have nothing, so with you I shall go.” He turned to Hawke. “We will see to this Lair together, Hawke, son of Hector. May your gods and mine protect us. Age has slowed me down and robbed me of much of my strength, but I can still string a bow and wield a spear.”
Gostos came out of the house, where he’d been hiding during the argument. “You mean it? We’re going to the Lair?”
“Don’t sound so happy, foolish fruit of my loins. We won’t be having horses or wagons on this trip, so you’ll be our mule. Fetch my spear and load our packs for a week’s worth of traveling! I’ll be in the house, donning my armor.” The Hunter patted his midsection. “And hope it still fits me.”
“I’ll go get ready, too,” Tava said, sounding happier than anybody else, and all but ran into the house, leaving Hawke alone with Kinto.
“I fear no good will come of this,” the older man muttered before speaking to Hawke: “A Lair is no trifling matter, Paladin. And the Highlands Forest is full of dangers.”
“I know. I met Tava and Gosto there.”
Kinto shook his head. “They’ll be the death of me, my foolish children. But they are mine, Paladin. If you let either of them come to harm, you’ll have to deal with me.”
“I won’t,” Hawke said.
“Swear it, Paladin. On your goddess, swear it.”
The words of the oath came to him instinctively, part of his ingrained knowledge. “I, Hawke son of Hector, will protect Gosto and Tava Kintes when we venture into the Lair. I do so swear. On Gloriana Lumina, my power, life, and soul, I swear I will do everything in my power to keep them alive and uncursed by Undeath. By strength of arms or incantation, I swear I will allow no permanent harm to come to them.”
Quest Accepted: Kinto’s Children
You have sworn to protect Tava and Gosto from harm while clearing the Vampire Lair. If either of them dies, becomes Undead, or suffers a crippling injury in the course of the Lair expedition, you will fail this Quest.
Rewards: 300 XP. +200 Reputation with Kinto Primes
Penalties for Failure: Broken oath: -100 to Global Renown, -1,000 XP, Kinto’s Blood Enmity
<Oaths are not to be given lightly.>
I didn’t do it lightly, Hawke replied. And I meant what I said.
Death was permanent for everyone in that family. Hawke wasn’t going to let any of them die.
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Kinto’s gear was fairly impressive.
Hawke’s True Sight allowed him to see the stats behind the fancy armor and weapons. The Hunter had discarded his simple garments and was wearing a set of shiny green leather armor, with a burnished corselet protecting his torso, a helmet with cheek guards, and vambraces and shin guards for his limbs. The armor was burnished and shone brightly when he was out in the open, but when Kinto wanted to, it would blend in with his surroundings, making him hard to spot.
I have to get me one of those, Hawke told himself.
Garb of the Ranger Set
Damage Absorption (All): Physical 15/40% Elemental (All) 10/20%. Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Bonus: +20%. Speed Penalty: None. Durability 55/55. Requires Light Armor Skill.
Helmet Bonuses: +2 to Perception and Willpower.
Corselet Bonuses: +2 to Constitution and Spirit.
Vambraces Bonuses: +4 to Dexterity
Leggings Bonuses: +10% to Running Speed
Boot Bonuses: +5 to Stealth Skill
Garb of the Ranger Set Bonuses:
Camouflage: The armor’s coloring changes to fit its surroundings. -35% to spot, +50% bonus to Stealth tasks. Works only on forest and jungle terrain.
Earth Healing: Once per day, the armor can heal its wearer by up to 50 Health.
The man’s weapons were equally impressive: a spear whose bronze head was covered in runic inscriptions, and a bow seemingly made of ivory, intricately decorated with scenes of tall Elves hunting mammoth and other large beasts. He had given the bow to Tava, much to her surprise.
Spear of the Onyx Legion
One- or two-handed. Damage (Physical): One-Handed: 21-26; Two-Handed: 28-38. Thrown: 21-23. Durability: 45/45. Requires Spear Skill.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +2 to Strength, Constitution and Spirit.
Bow of the Elven Scout
Two-handed. Damage: 15-20. Durability: 20/20.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +4 to Dexterity and Perception
Not bad at all, Hawke thought.
<A decent enough set of arms for a retired Adventurer of low rank,> Saturnyx said in her usual snooty tone. <One would hope you will find better items after besting the Lair.>
So what is the deal with Adventurers? Hawke asked his sword as he and his new allies walked towards the Highlands Forest.
<Most mortals are content with what they gain from the sweat of their brows. They tend the land or work at their craft. Those who would have more, however, can try to become Adventurers. To do so, they can follow a Quest, enter a specialized school, or find a Mentor who will start them on the Path. Or, on their own, they can destroy creatures – or people – and hope to absorb their power.>
Sounds a lot harder than rolling up a character onscreen, Hawke mused.
<We are not speaking about your silly games, Master. If they are successful – most are not – such seekers of power will reach the First Level of their chosen Path. Additional Levels are gained by fighting and besting dangerous challenges, completing Quests, and venturing into Lairs, Dungeons or Labyrinths. Much as we are about to do.>
A world that works like a sandbox MMORPG. This setup can’t be a coincidence. And it’s been that way for thousands of years?
<Yes. Ever since the First Races, and their gods, were brought to the Realms by the beings we only know as the Makers. The earliest records I know are four thousand years old, although they speak of a dark age before then and hint at even earlier civilizations. Every few centuries, a great culling, a Ragnarök, takes place. My last master’s downfall happened at the end of one such event.>
Hawke shook his head. It was too much to think about. All he wanted was to find a way back to his reality, but it was clear that it was going to take a long time, if it was possible at all. The galaxy in the night sky weighed heavily on his mind. How far away was he from home?
As he usually did with things he couldn’t change, he set his worries aside. Don’t waste your energy on big picture stuff, his father had been fond of saying. Worry about the stuff that’s in your power to affect. If – when – he reached a point where he could do something about the big picture, things would be different.
A couple of hours later, the small party entered the forest. Kinto led the way, with Tava following slightly behind and to one side, her father’s bow in one hand as she told him where to go. Hawke and Gosto were further back. The apprentice Druid wasn’t as good as moving through the woods as his father and sister, but he was still a lot better than Hawke. His plate armor clinked noisily with every step he took, earning dirty looks from everyone else. He shrugged and kept going, hoping his Stealth Skill would improve.
Every once in a while, Tava asked her father to stop while she rushed toward a set of bushes and flowers, knelt over them, and gently removed certain leaves, petals, or seeds. As a long-time gamer, Hawke immediately understood that he was watching a Gatherer at work. Sure enough, his True Sight quickly identified the ordinary-looking flowers she was taking:
Fey Lilly (Common Reagent) (3)
These flowers have been infused with Life-attuned Mana, and can be used for a number of medicinal Alchemical formulas.
A moment later, a prompt appeared in front of him:
You can learn Arcane Gathering: Herbal
Warning: Once you choose an Arcane Gathering specialization, you will not be able to choose another until you reach Level Ten.
Learn? Y/N
Hawke choose ‘No’ and closed the message. He had his heart set on becoming a blacksmith. It was the only choice that made sense to him, considering Paladins could wear heavy metal armor, not to mention that he owned a magical sword hilt that could really use a better blade than the starter weapon it was currently attached to. That meant learning mining as a gathering skill, and blacksmithing as his crafting choice. Luckily, Orom had at least one Arcane Smith; he’d seen him at the Copper Kettle. Hopefully, the smith would be open to accepting new students.
Not long after Tava picked her third bunch of Fey Lilies, Kinto gestured at the group to stop. He was examining a large tree: a set of deep claw marks marred its bark. Hawke’s breath caught in his throat. The size was about right. He’d seen claws that big. Felt them. He shuddered at the memory.
“The Dire Bear,” he said.
“Old Urso, yes,” the old ranger said. “These marks are fresh, and this is not his usual range, either. He’s claimed this land as his territory, and we are trespassing.” He turned to his daughter. “Are you sure this is the way to the Lair, child?”
Tava scowled at being called ‘child,’ but answered the question: “The vampire was following the ridge to the north. That leads to the Old Stone Circle. It must be there.”
“The Stones have stood there for long and long,” Kinto said. “If something beneath them has awakened, it is old and powerful. Urso may serve that power, perhaps unknowingly.”
Is that the Faerie Ring we didn’t visit? Hawke asked Saturnyx. He checked his map and, sure enough, they were pretty close to that Mana Node.
<It must be. We were fortunate not to go there, or we might have fallen prey to the Undead.>
“Having second thoughts, Father?” Tava said in a not-quite mocking tone.
Kinto glowered at her. “We’ll take a looksee. If I decide we’re not ready for the Lair, we’ll turn back and I won’t hear another word from either of you. And you, Paladin, will be free to go on alone, if you are tired of living.”
Hawke nodded. “Fair enough.”
The group resumed their march. The old Ranger’s quiet competence was actually reassuring. If he didn’t think the party could handle the Lair, he was probably right. Hawke had no desire to die and respawn, not if he could help it. He would happily turn tail the moment the old guy said it wasn’t safe. Maybe grind a couple of levels hunting wolves or whatever.
<Simple beasts will not provide you with power, Master. Not unless they are formidable indeed. Most wolves flee from humans and will only fight if cornered.>
So, no danger, no XP?
<If you must put it in those terms, yes.>
How about boars?
<A powerful bull or a large sow protecting her young would garner you a handful of Experience ‘points’, by the measurements you are using. An ordinary beast of that kind might get you a single point if it presented a serious danger. None otherwise.>
Viewing the world from a gaming perspective, that meant he would have to hunt hundreds of animals to gain a level. And it didn’t look as if the wildlife respawned in a matter of seconds, the way it did in most games. There were probably less than a hundred boars in the whole forest. He could kill them all and earn next to no experience. It made sense, and he was fine with that. The thought of butchering animals for real, watching them bleed and whimper, didn’t appeal to him at all. He had hunted a couple of times, and he would kill animals for food, but just to get a few XPs? He shook his head.
He was so deep in thought that he missed Kinto’s gesture until he was a few steps behind him. The Hunter turned around and glared at him, pointing at his armor. Hawke froze. Kinto must have heard something, and with all the noise Hawke was making, whatever it was probably had heard the group as well.
Please don’t be the damn bear, he thought/prayed – and he thought he sensed annoyance from something above him.
<Your prayers will be heard, Master,> his sword said. <So perhaps you’d be best advised to only pray about important things.>
Kinto, meanwhile, was listening intently. Hawke tried to put his own ears to work. It was pretty quiet in the forest. He realized a lot of the ordinary noises he’d been hearing along the way had stopped. That usually meant something had scared off the local wildlife even more than a group of noisy humans – well, one noisy Half-Elf and three quiet woods-people – had done already. He put his free hand over his sword, ready to draw it.
Something growled in the distance and Hawke heard rustling leaves and branches as a big creature made its way through the woods without caring about the noise it made. His stomach fluttered when he recognized the sounds.
“It is Urso, gods curse him,” Kinto said. “Back to the clearing!”
They’d crossed a natural clearing a few moments before Kinto had stopped. They ran there as the Dire Bear roared behind them.
It was on.
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Maybe we should keep running, Hawke thought as they reached the clearing.
<You can’t outrun a bear, let alone a Dire creature, Master. You’d have to outrun all three of your companions to hope to escape, and I believe they have the advantage, given your heavier armor,>
Why would I have to outrun them? Hawke wondered before he figured it out. Yeah, you don’t have to be faster than the bear, just faster than your buddies. The joke was a lot less funny when he was the slowest and most likely to be dinner in the bunch.
To their credit, everyone stopped when they reached the far side of the clearing. Tava stood by a tree and drew an arrow from the quiver at her waist. Gosto started prepping a spell, using a language Hawke half-understood, but only half. He recognized the words ‘heal’ and ‘beg,’ although they weren’t anything like Latin or Spanish.
<Druid chants use the Old Fey tongue,> Saturnyx explained. <You speak a dialect, Common Fey, as part of your Elven heritage. But that’s not important now.>
Kinto stepped towards the center of the clearing. “With me, Paladin!” he called out.
Hawke joined him. He activated his auras while he heard the bear’s heavy stomping steps getting closer.
“Never wanted to tangle with old Urso,” Kinto muttered. “A job best left to someone younger and more stupid.” He looked over his shoulder. “Tava! Wait till he turns broadside to you before you loose an arrow! Go for the spot between his ribs!” He turned to Hawke. “He’ll try to take one of us down. We split up. You go left. He goes for you, stay away from his paws. Swing at ‘em with your sword. He goes after me, hit him on the side or rear. Me boy will heal us as best he can, but he can’t keep up with the damage Urso’s claws and teeth can do. So be quick!”
Hawke nodded. His auras had only delayed the inevitable when the bear took him down. But he had a new shield and, more importantly, he wasn’t alone. His legs still felt a little unsteady, at least until he managed to flip a mental switch and became all business again. His character’s Willpower was coming into play, he supposed. His old self would probably be crapping his pants just about now. Instead, he moved to the left side of the clearing and waited. The bear would only be able to face one of them.
Urso burst into view, bellowing in anger. It looked even bigger than before, and Hawke realized with a sick feeling that the monster had actually leveled up since the last time he’d seen it:
Old Urso (Dire Bear)
Level 7 Beast
Health 310 Mana 70 Endurance 240
He got that level from killing me, Hawke thought, anger replacing the last traces of fear. Kinto responded to the roars with loud shouts, his spear aimed at the beast, its butt planted on the ground.
“Halla! Halla, Urso!”
Hawke waited until the bear was looking at Kinto before firing up Hammer of Light. The energy missile struck the beast on the side for 21 damage, giving Urso pause. It turned towards Hawke; a burst of panic almost froze him, but he set it aside and prepared to meet the bear’s charge. A moment later, a glowing arrow struck the bear in the shoulder. Hawke saw the Health counter floating above the bear’s head went down from 289 to 259.
“Fool of a girl, I told you to wait!” Kinto yelled, but the damage was done.
Urso roared, in anger more than pain, dropped on all fours and charged at Tava, ignoring the two men on its flanks.
Instinct took over. Hawke lunged forward and drove Saturnyx’s point into the bear’s side. A bright red ‘32!’ floated over the point of impact as he felt the blade sink in until it got caught between the beast’s ribs. This time, the bear’s roar was mixed in with a whimper; bloody froth sprayed from the beast’s mouth as it exhaled. Before he could pull the sword free, however, Urso swung around. A paw the size of a Thanksgiving turkey smashed into Hawke and sent him flying. His Health went from 50 to 19 and things got hazy for a bit.
Hawke sat up, shaking his head and feeling his broken ribs snap back into their rightful place, thanks to his healing aura and Gosto’s spells. There was screaming all over the place. When his vision cleared, he saw the bear whirling around in a circle, chasing after Kinto, whose spearhead was covered in blood. A second arrow was sticking from the bear, and as Hawke struggled to his feet a third one went into its side with a loud, wet smack. Urso’s Health was down to 151 points. Problem was, Saturnyx was still stuck in the bear; only a few inches of blade and its hilt and handle were visible.
Crap, Hawke thought. He needed a weapon.
My inventory! He still had those Shoddy Tridents the Arachnoids he’d killed had wielded. With a thought, he summoned one of them to his hands and charged in. He hit the bear just as it happened to turn its back on him. Hit it right in the butt, as a matter of fact.
He only inflicted nine points of damage, but the bear didn’t like getting stuck in the ass, not one bit. It turned towards him, ignoring a fourth arrow hit and a jab from Kinto; the two attacks shaved off another thirty points off Urso’s Health, but it didn’t stop. Above the bear’s status icon, the word FRENZIED was flashing.
Urso reared up. Hawke followed Kinto’s lead and planted the butt of the trident on the ground, just in time for the massive beast to pounce on him like an avalanche of fur, claws and teeth. The trident impaled the Dire Bear, driven by its own strength, and a large ‘36!’ appeared, indicating a critical hit. Urso’s Health dropped significantly, but the massive creature fell on Hawke, burying him under half a ton of flesh. Its jaws clamped onto his shoulder, denting the metal armor before releasing him.  
Hawke smelled the creature’s breath as it lifted its head and tried to bite his face off. Not again! He tried to bring his shield arm up, but it was trapped under the bear’s weight. He interposed his free hand and the bear bit down on it, crushing bones and tearing flesh for an agonizing twenty-four points of damage. He ignored the pain and held the bear at bay. Through the monster’s growls, he heard the slapping sound of more arrows striking the beast, and a war-cry from Kinto. For several seconds, the monster chewed on his arm, inflicting more damage. But then the bear’s jaws loosened and it coughed, sending a thick spray of bloody slobber right into Hawke’s face.
As he choked on the disgusting mix of bodily fluids, the huge mass on top of him went limp, crushing him for another six points of damage. Hawke spat, twisted his face away from the bear, and gasped for air. From the sudden stench that filled his nostrils, the bear had also crapped itself when it died.
“A little help!” he gasped.
He was covered in blood and possibly bear shit, but he was alive.




Twenty-Three

For his troubles, Hawke got some new notifications:
For slaying your foe, you have earned 200 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 450/1,000
Quest Complete: Slay Old Urso
Rewards: 150 XP. Speak to Prefect Felix at Orom to claim a monetary reward.
Your Spear Skill has been raised to 4.
Your Survival Skill has been raised to 3
Current XP/Next Level: 600/1,000
It felt somewhat fitting that killing the bear had recouped all of his experience losses and gotten him close to his next level, Hawke reflected as he wiped bear gunk off his face.
Tava handed him a few rags to help him clean himself. Luckily, when the bear had voided itself, he hadn’t gotten any crap on him, but the blood and drool were bad enough. The pungent smells reminded Hawke of how real this was: the stink alone would have made most gamers refund their purchases and leave blistering online reviews. He got some of the gore off, but his new clothes needed to get washed, and he didn’t even know what people in this place did for laundry; he’d have to ask somebody, when he wasn’t busy fighting for his life. More importantly, he made sure Saturnyx’s blade was clean before he returned her to her sheath.
<Hopefully, next time we are in battle, Master will remember not to let go of his weapon until the fight is over.>
Love you too, Hawke thought.
“Father, I have risen in the Path,” Gosto said.
“Good for you,” Kinto said, sounding grudgingly pleased. “Make sure you increase your Spirit and Willpower before anything else.”
“I will.”
A few moments later, Gosto’s status box improved:
Gosto Kintes (Human)
Level 2 Druid
Health 20 Mana 44 Endurance 24
Hawke noticed there was a floating purse over the bear’s corpse. He walked over and touched it.
You have found 6 silver and 8 copper coins.
You have found a Minor Healing Potion.
Kinto went to work on the bear, removing its massive canines and several claws large enough to serve as primitive spearheads. After that, Kinto skinned the carcass. Hawke had seen an animal being skinned before, back when he was Ben Velasco. What the Hunter did was something completely different: he took a knife, concentrated, and ran the blade lightly across the bear’s body. The creature’s fur disappeared and then reappeared on the ground in neatly-cut squares! Kinto touched the squares and they disappeared again. More magic.
<Most Hunters become Arcane Skinners,> Saturnyx explained.
“Where did that oversized fork come from?” Kinto asked after he was done. The Hunter gestured at the broken shaft of the Arachnoid trident. The three-pointed head was buried somewhere inside the massive Dire Bear.
“Uh, I summoned it from my inventory,” Hawke blurted out. He obviously hadn’t been carrying the long weapon before the bear attack.
“I know about pouches and bags of Holding,” Kinto said, gesturing to a small leather bag tied to his waist. “Got one myself.”
That must have been were the bear skins went. A quick glance with Hawke’s True Sight identified it:
Pouch of Holding (Minor)
Number of Slots: 8. Maximum carrying capacity: 250 pounds.
Just what every Adventurer needs, he realized. Unless they had a Bonded Vault that was somehow attached to them without an actual container. Not to mention having a lot more slots and no weight limits.
“There are maybe a dozen Holding containers in all of Orom,” Kinto went on. “Cost a pretty penny, even when you can find someone willing to sell you one. Mine is soul-bound, so only I or my heirs can make use of it. You don’t have a pouch, bag, or pack on you, however. You have a Bonded Vault.”
“Yes, I do,” Hawke said. There was an accusatory tone in the Hunter’s voice that worried and annoyed him.
“Yes. Reckoned as much.” Kinto spat on the ground before continuing. “Eternal.”
Gosto and Tava had been watching the exchange with concern, noticing the tension between the two men even though they didn’t know the reason for it. When they heard the title – ‘Aetorno’ in Vulgate – their eyes went wide. Hawke figured he might as well tell the truth.
“Yes, I am an Eternal. I didn’t ask to be one. I didn’t ask to be here, as a matter of fact.”
“I’ve met your kind before. Always strangers. Always ignorant of the most basic things. And always ready to risk their lives, because they know they will come back even if they screw up and get themselves killed. And if us merely mortal Adventurers happen to die along the way, well, that is too bad.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Hawke said. “And trust me, getting killed is not pleasant at all.” He pointed at the bear’s carcass. “That thing ate me, and I remember every last moment of it. You think I want to go through that again?”
“I reckon nobody would,” Kinto said, sounding slightly less angry. “Of course, neither I nor my children would go through that more than once.”
Hawke noticed the younger Adventurers were looking at him as if they expected him to grow horns or maybe start flying like a bird. It was pretty clear that Eternals weren’t common. Or well-liked, either.
<How would you feel if someone you saw die came back from the grave, even if he wasn’t one of the Undead?> Saturnyx said. <Eternals have long been feared in the Realms. Especially the Common Realm, where they often leave nothing but chaos behind before moving on.>
Good point, Hawke thought.
“We should return to town, claim our share of the reward for Urso – don’t worry, Eternal, I’ll make sure you receive yours – and leave you to it,” the old hunter said. “You can die in the Lair as many times as you’d like, but not us. We only have one moment of stupidity or bad luck on which to lose everything.”
“Father!” Tava protested.
Kinto shook his head. “It’s not just that your kind cannot die and therefore take insane risks. It’s worse than that. Death and disorder follow Eternals like the stench of carrion. Like Old Urso over there. His normal range was miles away from here, and yet here he is. He happened to be close enough to hear us coming, did he? Or did he sense an Eternal’s presence and come running? What are the chances you’d meet the same beast twice in three days if you weren’t hunting for him?”
“Never hunted bear before, but I suppose it doesn’t happen often.”
“He was looking for you, I’d wager. All beasts and monsters on the Path to Power flock to Eternals. They know the rewards of killing your kind, and they can smell you from miles away.”
“That’s great,” Hawke said.
“The Path to Power has a price. I decided to leave it and live a normal life,” Kinto said before turning to his offspring. “But some young and stupid children of mine think they know better than me.”
“I don’t want to marry some burgher, raise children, and grow old in boredom,” Tava said defiantly. “I want to do great things. I want to live!”
“Glory and power,” her father replied. “Lies you tell yourself when you try to forget stepping on a friend’s spilled entrails while trying to kill the thing that gutted him.”
Tava shrugged. “All living things die, Father. Even Eternals, or so the stories say. I will go with Hawke if you will not.”
Kinto leaned on the spear and looked down. “You will learn better, child. Let us find the Lair and cleanse it. And pray to the gods that you don’t learn your lesson while taking your last breath.”
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“I will keep my word,” Hawke told Kinto as the group stopped to get some rest.
They’d been going at it for hours, and the sun was descending behind the mountains to the west. The forest was mired in shadows already; soon it would go completely dark. Kinto had decided to make camp for the night. This was their last break before they headed to a suitable camping spot the old Hunter knew about.
“I believe you will try to,” Kinto said. He shook his head before continuing. “We are headed toward dark times, and knowing it has put me in a foul mood.”
It almost sounded like an apology; Hawke decided to take it as one.
“I think you are right,” he told Kinto.
“I was away, seeking help, because I knew Orom was in danger,” the Hunter continued. “The Necromancer has been stirring for some months now. The Lair coming awake is either his doing or part of the evil tide that is rising. I went to look for people who might do something about it.”
“Guess you didn’t find them,” Hawke said.
“No. I went to Akila, that’s the closest big city in these parts. A week’s travel on the Imperial Highway, leastways when the weather’s good. A couple of old friends live there, still walking the Path to Power. I was hoping to bring back a party to take on Domort. I found no takers.”
“Why not?”
“There is trouble in Akila. Trouble everywhere, as a matter of fact. Dead rising in the far north. Great dragons have been spotted outside the Northern Wastes for the first time in over a century. The Sea Folk are threatening the eastern coasts. All the Adventurers I know are already busy on one Quest or another. And there is a new Guild in Akila, made up of Eternals. Perhaps after we are done here you should try your luck with them.”
“A Guild?”
“They call themselves the ‘Nerf Herders,’ whatever ‘nerf’ means.”
Holy crap!
The Star Wars reference could only come from Earth. Some of his fellow gamers must have done better for themselves than Hawke, let alone the unlucky bastards still trapped in the Necromancer’s Stronghold. That Guild must be the work of fellow Earthlings. The idea of rejoining people from his world was tempting enough to make him consider abandoning his quests, but he decided against it. He had things to do here, and even if he wasn’t facing some major penalties if he broke his word, he might be better off finishing them before making other plans.
“I’d think twice about joining them, though. A group of nasty bastards, they are,” Kinto added, dashing Hawke’s hopes. “They are becoming a major force in Akila, for all that they all are in the lower levels of power. When I asked my friends about the new Guild, they said enough to dissuade me from seeking its help. That is another reason I was not happy to see another Eternal.”
Damn it, Hawke thought.
He’d been a gamer long enough to know there were plenty of a-holes in the community. Anyone who’d been ganked while minding his own business by some high-level sadist could tell you that. And now they were loose in a living version of the games where they’d been bullies and petty tyrants. Some of them might realize they weren’t dealing with pixel drawings anymore, but others… Hawke recoiled at the idea of the worst kinds of gamers – the murder hobos and the borderline sociopaths – running rampant on the Realms. He remembered the oath he had sworn about stopping other Eternals, and felt his heart sink.
<Eternals are known to represent the best and worst among the Living,> Saturnyx noted. <They can be saints or monsters.>
Hawke abandoned the idea of traveling to Akila before finishing his Quests. Maybe after he had gone up a few more levels. Maybe the Nerf Herders wouldn’t be as bad as he feared, but he had to be ready if they were.
Kinto rose from the log he’d been sitting on while they all caught their breath. “Time to get going before night finds us.”
A half hour’s walk took the small group to a clearing near a small creek. They set up watches for the night; Hawke drew the first watch, alongside Gosto. The Paladin and the Druid stood guard quietly while the others slept in their bedrolls. After a few hours of tense boredom, he took the bedroll Kinto had lent him and went to sleep on the hard ground. If he had any nightmares, he didn’t remember them when Tava woke him up just before dawn.
The next morning, they found the Lair.
* * *
“Doesn’t look like much,” Hawke said, looking at the flat clearing below them.
Hidden between several overlapping hills, the shallow valley was dotted by rock pillars, crudely carved into pointed shapes that resembled giant spearheads. It was the first look Hawke had of an intact Faerie Ring; it looked like the work of untalented cavemen to him.
<Those menhirs were carved by the first Fae to assume human form. They are thousands of years old and infused with primal power. Looks can be deceiving, Master.>
I’ll take your word for it. And I thought your previous owner destroyed them.
<He did. The Ring must have reformed itself later. Or was recreated by someone else.>
The vampire, maybe?
<I doubt it; Undead and the Fae do not mix well. The Mana Node can also be used as a prison. I think the current Master of the Lair was once trapped here. Until someone helped set it free.>
Someone like the Necromancer.
<He is growing in power. Having a Lair Master in his service would only increase it.>
Six of the pillars formed a circle; five more were placed within the circle in a pentagonal formation. In the center lay the biggest stone of the bunch. Unlike the others, that monolith was lying on its side, revealing a tunnel descending into the darkness.
“See that?” Kinto said. “Nothing has disturbed the Fae stones since before I was born. Not grass nor tree, not wind nor earthquake. The stones have stood there for time immemorial. Until now.”
“Father,” Tava said. She’d spotted something off to one side of the game trail that had led them to the clearing. She walked over and picked up a shepherd’s crook. “It’s been there for a few days. Maybe a week.”
“Antos the shepherd has been missing for about that long,” Gosto said. “His sheep were found wandering around on their own, the few that didn’t get eaten or lost, that is.”
“The Lair lured him in,” the Hunter said. He pointed at the overturned stone. “How he managed to move that thing, only the gods know. Perhaps it was open already. And down he went, to whatever waited for him in the dark.”
“You think it was him that turned Kora?” Tava asked.
“Could be. Doesn’t matter none, though. We need to get the one who started it all.” He leveled his spear towards the hole in the ground. “And that’s where we’ll find him.”
Hawke noticed a notification prompt had appeared the moment he saw the Lair. He opened it.
You Have Found: Catacombs of the Risen
Level 7 Lair
3 Quests Available!
He checked the quests. They weren’t particularly surprising, but the rewards were impressive:
QUEST: Cleanse the Lair
A great evil sought refuge in this Place of Power, but was trapped inside and held there by magic. The Undead creature has been awakened and has raised many servants; they must be put down.
Objective: Destroy at least 10 Minions of the Risen Lord.
Rewards: 200 XP, 2 gold coins, one random item (Good or Enchanted Quality).
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N 
Quest: Lay the Risen Lord to Rest
He once was a Patrician of the Onyx Empire, until a creature from the Dread Realms turned him into an undead monster. The local Priests could not destroy him but managed to imprison him in an ancient Troglodyte catacomb beneath a Faerie Ring, using the power of a Mana Node to contain his evil. Now he is awake and threatens this land again. If given enough time, he will escape the Lair at the head of an Undead army.
Objective: Destroy the Risen Lord.
Rewards: 350 XP, 10 gold, one random item (Enchanted Quality).
Penalties for Failure: None.
Accept? Y/N
Quest: Destroy the Lair
The Risen Lord cannot be destroyed permanently as long as the source of its power remains. Another follower of Undeath brought a Death Orb to him, awakening his evil. Until the Orb is destroyed or purified, the Risen Lord will be reborn 72 hours after he is killed.
Objective: Find the Death Orb and destroy it.
Optional Objective: Purify the Orb and alter its Affinity from Death to Light.
Rewards: 300 XP, 10 gold, one random item (Enchanted Quality)
Optional Objective Rewards: 150 XP, increase item quality to Masterwork, Orb of Light.
Penalties for Failure: Any Lair creature that is destroyed will rise again 72 hours later.
Accept? Y/N
Hawke mentally checked on the Orb of Light entry:
Orb of Light
A repository of power that can be used for good or evil. This Holy object can store Mana, focus spells, and act as a symbol of faith for Priests, Paladins, and other godly servants.
Mana Storage: 200 points.
Spell Focus: Adds +3 to the effective level of the caster to determine effects or damage. Reduces casting time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
Symbol of Faith: Used by a servant of the gods, the Orb of Light can turn undead and demons. Chance of success: 10% per level of the wielder, modified by the Undead or Demon’s level and rank.
Okay, I want that, Hawke thought before he got to the small print at the bottom of the quests:
Warning: Accepting any of the Quests above will temporarily move your Reincarnation site to the entrance of the Lair. Should you fall in the Lair, you will automatically lose 3 Identity points.
It’s never easy, is it?
<You must come from a rather soft and comfortable world if you ever believed otherwise.>
Hawke shrugged and accepted all the Quests. No rewards without risks; that had been true in his world as well, and no amount of participation trophies could change that.
“Did you all get Quests?” he asked his companions after he was done.
Kinto nodded. “We received two apiece. Rather generous rewards as well. Adventurers’ Coins are more highly regarded than those minted by kings and emperors, for they are of pure metal, unadulterated and of the proper weight. And Enchanted items are rare and expensive.”
He turned to his daughter and son. “Adventuring can be a road to riches, but also to an early grave. Never forget that.”
Hawke soon figured that none of his new buddies had gotten the third quest, the one related to the Orb. He wasn’t sure what that meant, so he asked his sword.
<Gosto is the only one who might qualify for such a Quest, but his level is too low to conduct a ritual of purification. You yourself will not be able to until you reach the fifth level on the Path, but you are close enough to it that the Quest could be offered to you.>
They have everything figured out, don’t they?
<The Arbiters are harsh but fair.>
And the Arbiters are the ones who offer Quests and provide the little floating coin bags.
<Is that what you see when Rewards are offered? Each Adventurer sees something different, although containers and cornucopias are the most common visual display. But yes, the Arbiters enforce the rules and apply them evenly, unhampered by prejudice or compassion.>
Hawke frowned. The whole thing was a game system overlaid on reality. Like a mod or hack on a game, except affecting breathing, living, bleeding people. He didn’t like the idea that he and everybody in this world were nothing but pawns of a greater power, but that seemed to be exactly what they were.
For now. If the Path leads to Power, I’ll follow it until I can start getting some direct answers.
<You may not like the answers you get, Master.>
Guess I’ll find out.
Out loud, he said: “All right, let’s go kill the Risen Lord.”
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They approached the hole in the ground cautiously, expecting trouble. They weren’t disappointed.
Kinto and Hawke led the way, with the siblings fifty feet behind, ready to back them up with bow and spell. Just as the group reached the Faerie Ring, loud growling sounds coming from the hole warned them someone was headed out to meet the intruders.
“Steady, now,” Kinto said. “And Tava, for the love of all gods, do not shoot until I say the word.”
Hawke grinned; he’d been through enough ‘don’t draw aggro, dumbass’ conversations to recognize one. That was exactly what the girl had done with the Dire Bear, and it might have saved his life, but had almost gotten her killed. And unlike Hawke, she wouldn’t get better afterwards. His grin vanished as soon as a humanoid emerged from the Lair’s entrance. It was as wide as a Dwarf but taller than a human, with short legs and long gorilla-like arms; his forehead was bigger than normal, with oversized brows. And whatever race he’d once been, he was clearly Undead. The gray-purple skin, filmed-over eyes and bits of missing skin and flesh made that abundantly clear.
He – it – wore a ragged loincloth and held a club carved out of the bone of some big critter as its only weapon. Its stats were impressive:
Risen Troglodyte (Undead)
Level 3 (Elite)
Health 150 Mana 60 Endurance 120
Time to tank, Hawke told himself, and moved forward, shield in front of him and sword ready to strike.
His auras were up, barely visible in daylight but enough to attract the zombie’s attention. Kinto was moving off to one side, angling for a side or rear attack. Hawke opened up with his Hammer of Light, which burned almost one fourth of the Undead’s Health with a single hit. The Risen reacted by heading straight for him, club held high. This guy was no Walking Dead reject, either. It moved as quickly as the living.
Hawke stopped thinking and let his instincts take over. He took the swinging blow on his shield, grunting at the powerful impact, and countered with a sword thrust that the zombie nimbly avoided. He stepped forward to press the attack. The Undead caveman feigned a retreat and countercharged suddenly, slamming into Hawke’s shield before he could swing his sword. The creature was not only inhumanly strong, its body was as tough as petrified wood. Feeling like he’d run into a wall, Hawke was knocked back several steps; he took no damage but was off-balance. If he’d been alone, he would have gotten clubbed to death like a baby seal.
Luckily, he wasn’t alone.
“Tava, now!” Kinto shouted as he speared the zombie from behind. The hunter had moved as quickly as the Undead, unencumbered by his light armor. As a red ‘10’ flashed from the wounded Risen, Tava landed an arrow for another 16 damage. The zombie forgot about Hawke and whirled around, club whooshing through the air towards Kinto. The old Hunter tried to back up but his spear was still stuck in and he took a hit on his shoulder; the big ‘25’ over his head showed that the blow had been brutal. He ended up lying on his side but managed to rip the spear loose as he fell.
Hawke hadn’t been idle. The cooldown for Hammer of Light wasn’t over, so he closed into melee range. Saturnyx’s point punctured the creature’s in the side, inflicting 13 points of damage. He ducked under a swing as he twisted his blade free, and slammed the shield into the monster, edge first. That only did six damage but pushed him away from the monster, just as another arrow landed.
Kinto was still down on the ground, but his Health was improving, thanks to Gosto’s healing magic. The Trogg feinted towards Hawke, then whirled around and threw its club at Tava a moment after she loosed an arrow for a paltry five points of damage. The spinning bone struck her head with a sickening crunch and she went down, her Health reduced to just nine points. Critical hit!
Hawke noted all of that as he moved, trying to catch up with the quick monster. It turned back towards him, its hands outstretched for a grapple. Hawke was having none of that: he swung Saturnyx and chopped through one of the zombie’s forearms, sending the severed limb flying, and smashed the edge of his shield into its face. Again, it felt like he was hitting a wall rather than a person, but the two solid hits staggered the creature, just in time for Kinto to finish the job with a spear thrust to the back of its head. Health down to zero, the Risen went down for good.
Holy crap, that was one minion!
The fight had lasted less than a minute, but Hawke felt like he’d run three flights of stairs at a run. He glanced at Tava and was relieved to see that Gosto was tending to his sister. Her hair and face were covered in blood from a scalp wound, but her Health was almost back to full and she seemed to be angry as all hell but otherwise okay. Healing magic could undo concussions, apparently.
Hawke summoned one of the water bottles from his inventory and drank his fill, keeping an eye on the hole in the ground. If a bunch more undead cavemen showed up, things were going to get hairy. Elite monsters had always been hard to take down in games, and it held true in this game-turned-real.
On the other hand, the rewards were commensurate with the effort.
For slaying your foe, you have earned 400 Experience.
Ding!
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Congratulations! You have reached Level Four! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
Your Sword Skill has been raised to 7.
Your Shield Skill has been raised to 7
Your Dodge Skill has been raised to 5
New Life and Light Magic Spells Available.
Current XP/Next Level: 1,000/2,500
The jump in Experience to go from fourth to fifth level was huge. Hawke asked the sword about that and got told that certain levels marked milestones in development. Level five was one of them. He wondered what he’d get when he got there. Hawke also noticed that Tava had leveled up as well. Getting nearly killed paid dividends in the Realms, assuming you stayed on the ‘nearly killed’ category. That was great; it improved everyone’s chances of making it through the Lair.
Tava Kintes (Human)
Level 4 Ranger
Health 45 Mana 42 Endurance 44
After making sure no more monsters were about to come out, he took the time to improve himself. Physical power and the ability to soak up damage were important, so he decided to focus there for a change. Three Attribute points went to Strength, two to Constitution, and one more to Charisma because those bonuses to Reputation were becoming very useful. He’d improve his mental and magical Attributes next time he made level. With the bonuses from the sword added in, his stats were impressive. Normal human Attributes maxed out at 20; he had reached or surpassed that limit on a couple of them, and he was barely fourth level. It was clear that higher-level Adventurers, let alone Eternals, left mere mortals in the dust fairly quickly. Being a normie in the Realms must be hell. Hawke wondered why more of them didn’t seek to become Adventurers.
<Because most of them wish to die in their beds after a long and uneventful life,> Saturnyx said. <Adventurers rarely reach old age. You have met two retired Adventurers in Orom; there are not likely to be any others.>
Always a bummer with you, Hawke replied, but he was mostly joking and the sword knew it.
He picked new spells next. Or rather, his new spell. He had several available choices, but could only pick one. To learn more magic tricks before reaching his next level, he would have to find a teacher and have access to the appropriate Element or School of magic. He quickly picked Bulwark of Light, another defensive aura that would help him mitigate damage. He was the only ‘tank’ the group had, so he should have the proper tools for the job.
Bulwark of Light
Time to Cast: 4 seconds. Cooldown: 15 seconds. Cost: 5(4) Mana. Duration: 3 minutes. Range: Self. Effect: Creates an aura that has a Health equal to 10(15) points of damage per level. When its Health is exhausted, the spell will end and must be recast. If Armor of Light or similar spells are in effect, attack damage will be reduced by the indicated amount before affecting the Bulwark of Light.
That wasn’t bad at all; it was almost like having an extra sixty Health at fourth level, thanks to the 50% bonus he got from Saturnyx, although the cooldown meant that if it went down shortly after he cast the spell, it would be several seconds before he could use it again. He didn’t mind; he was used to games where you needed to keep track of those things. Which perhaps was a reason why he and his fellow gamers had been brought to the Realms.
Saturnyx came next:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Legendary Artifact). Soul Sword. Level 4. One- or two-handed. Damage: One-Handed: 22-27; Two-Handed: 23-37. Requires Sword Skill.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +4 to Strength, +4 to Constitution, +4 to Dexterity.
Enhanced Skill: +4 to the wielder’s Sword Skill.
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 50% Elemental (All Others): 20%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
The bonuses remained impressive; the talking sword was making him far more effective than someone should be at his level. One might even say he’d gotten an unfair advantage almost from the start. Well, as far as Hawke was concerned, the world was unfair and sometimes the unfairness worked for you instead of against you. It still didn’t make up for all the times when life had screwed him. Spawning in a Necromancer’s midden instead of a nice village, for example.
He had a new Sword Boon to select. At fourth level, he had a choice from two available abilities. He examined each one carefully:
Spell Focus: You can cast spells of your Chosen Element through the sword. Doing so will reduce casting time by 2 seconds or 20%, whichever is better. If casting time is reduced to 0 or below, the spell can be cast instantly.
Elemental Sunder: Your sword inflicts 50% more damage on creatures, objects or constructs created by or having an Affinity to your Chosen Element’s opposite.
Both abilities sounded great, but after some thought Hawke chose Spell Focus. Most of his spells could be cast in a few seconds, but in combat a few seconds could mean the difference between activating an aura or getting your throat cut before it went off. A couple of his Light spells would now be insta-cast, giving him a lot more options. Saturnyx didn’t criticize his choice, so he figured he had done well.
Satisfied, Hawke opened his character sheet and studied the new him:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf. Class: Paladin. Level: 4
Experience/Next Level: 1,000/2,500
Attributes:
Strength 17(21), Dexterity 13(17), Constitution 19(23), Intelligence 14, Spirit 17, Perception 13, Willpower 13, Charisma 17
Characteristics:
Health: 69 (Regain 6.3/min)
Mana: 49 (Regain 5.7/min)
Endurance 65 (Regain 6.3/min)
Identity: 20
Skills
Dodge 5, Lore 2, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 1, Survival 3, Sword 7(11), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells/Abilities
Aura of Light, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Consecrated Ground, Enlightenment, Growth, Hammer of Light, Shield of Light, Touch of Light             
He was getting tougher, more skilled, and hopefully a bit wiser. He stretched a bit, feeling his muscles ripple under his armor; he hadn’t bulked up much, luckily, or he might need a new set of clothing. The improvements might be enough to let him survive the Lair and pick up another level or two. There were things he needed to do first, however. Hawke turned towards Kinto, who was watching the Lair’s entrance while Tava and Hawke did their bookkeeping.
“We’re going to need better teamwork to make it out in one piece.”
“That is the most sensible thing I’ve heard all day,” Kinto said. “A Seventh Level Lair is not something a group of children led by an old man and a new Eternal should undertake. If we don’t do better, we will not live to face the Lair Master.”
“I think we would do better if we all knew what each of us is capable of,” Hawke replied.
Back on Earth, he had helped organize and lead 25-man raids in a number of games, and gotten pretty damn good at it. Those skills should translate in a world overlain with game rules. But first he needed to know what abilities everyone had. With that knowledge, he could figure out the best tactics to use.
Kinto nodded. “I should have thought of that myself. Too much of a loner for my own good, I’ve always been. Never bothered to become a Party Leader. Even if I had, it wouldn’t do us much good. We cannot form an Adventuring Party until we all reach the fifth level in our Paths.”
That was something else Hawke hadn’t known. Maybe next time he was about to be transported to a game world he should read the game’s FAQ.
“Without a Party Leader, we’ll have to do things like mere mortals,” the Hunter concluded. He turned to his family. “Gosto, Tava! Come over here. The Paladin wants to play general!”
A few minutes later, Hawke had the information he wanted.
Kinto was a Hunter. Most of his special abilities related to forest and other wilderness terrain, but he had a number of useful combat skills, as well as a stealth ability that might make him the best choice for a scout. Imbue Weapon let him add +5 damage per level to one melee attack, but the ability cost 10 Mana and Endurance to use and had a 10-second cooldown. He could also deliver an automatic critical strike (Killing Blow), with the same cost, and if he took about ten seconds of prep time and spent 20 Mana and Endurance, he could combine both abilities in a single attack. Second Wind let him recover half of the damage he’d taken; the ability cost 20 Mana and had a five-minute cooldown, so it was the kind of ‘spell’ you used only in an emergency. He had a couple of arrow-enhancing attacks, but it made more sense to keep him in the front lines even if they had more than one high-quality bow.
Tava’s Ranger’s Path was similar to a Hunter’s, but was mainly focused on missile weapons. She could Imbue Arrows, similar to Kinto’s ability but it affected her next five bow shots. With a cost of 12 Mana, she could only do it a couple of times per fight, however. Another power: Avenging Arrow, created a miniature lightning bolt that inflicted 1-5 points of Elemental Air damage per level, but had a cooldown of one minute and cost 15 Mana. Her level four ability, True Aim, let her shoot an arrow that couldn’t miss ordinary targets and did double damage, at a hefty cost of 12 Mana and a 30-second cooldown. She was definitely a damage dealer, a ‘DPS class’ in Hawke’s gaming parlance.
At only second level, Gosto was the weakest link but also the one with the most potential. His main healing spell, Nature’s Warmth, helped a single target regain 5 Health per level, could be cast instantly, and had a long range. But Gosto had been so worried about keeping people healed that he had neglected his brand-new spell, Nature’s Grip, which summoned wooden tendrils from the ground and could immobilize or slow targets for up to ten seconds and also inflict 1 point of damage per level.
Armed with that knowledge, Hawke devised a plan of attack. Kinto added a few suggestions of his own. So did Saturnyx, who had centuries of experience. If the rest of the party had been able to listen to the sword, Hawke would have made her the leader. Unfortunately, the honor fell to him, for good or ill.
Now all they had to do was get down into the pit and see if their plans worked.




Twenty-Seven

Risen Troglodyte (Undead)
Level 4 (Elite)
Health 200 Mana 80 Endurance 160
A level higher than before, and there are two of them this time, Hawke thought.
The hole the overturned stone had uncovered led to an earth ramp that spiraled down into the darkness. Hawke’s auras provided enough lighting for the group to descend without using torches. The ramp went down about fifty feet before reaching a landing and the entrance to a tunnel carved into rock. There had been a door sealing the tunnel mouth, a heavy metal-bound door covered in arcane symbols. Something had burned a hole through its locking mechanism and then knocked the door clear off its hinges.
Hawke figured whoever or whatever had broken the door had awakened the Risen Lord. An agent of Domort, most likely.
<Both are servants of Undeath,> Saturnyx agreed.
After entering the tunnel, Kinto had gone ahead. Two of his Hunter Abilities, Shadow Walk and Cat’s Eyes, let him move near-invisibly and see with minimal light. While the second spell wasn’t as good as Hawke’s Night Vision, the Hunter could move a lot more quietly in his leather armor than Hawke in his clunky breast plate. The Hunter had discovered a large chamber. Another torn-down door lay by its entrance, along with two Undead Troggs standing watch.
“Why weren’t those two guys guarding the entrance instead of a single lower-level one?” Hawke asked Kinto after the Hunter came back and reported what he’d seen.
“That’s the way Lairs do things,” Kinto explained. “Their Masters feed on Adventurers, so they lure them in by posting weaker minions on the edges, and stronger ones as you venture further in. Those too feeble to handle their sentries aren’t worthy of their Master’s time.”
It hadn’t occurred to Hawke that Lairs got something out of being invaded by Adventurers, but it made sense. If experience was actually transferred energy, then Lairs, Dungeons and Labyrinths could increase their power by killing Adventurers. It made sense, in a twisted sort of way. The Dire Bear had earned a level after killing him, after all. It was a dog eat dog world, and the biggest dog won.
“Okay, let’s do this,” Hawke said. “Everyone ready?”
They all nodded. The party was around the corner from the final stretch of the tunnel. The Risen were sixty feet away. The light from Hawke’s auras should be visible to the Undead guards, but they hadn’t reacted to it. The Lair monsters were behaving like mindless mobs. He wondered why as he refreshed all his auras.
<Lower forms of Undead have little initiative. Once they are attacked, they will abandon their posts and fight as best they can, however.>
“Okay, I’m up,” Hawke announced before stepping into the tunnel and walking forward.
The Undead just watched him get closer. They only reacted when he threw a Hammer of Light at one of them. The thirty points of damage from the spell got their attention; the two Risen rushed towards him. Hawke ignored them and began prepping Consecrated Ground. Unfortunately, the Life spell didn’t benefit from the fast-casting ability from his sword, but the managed to go through the three-second spell just as the two Undead were almost on top of him.
“Now!” he yelled when the Risen stepped onto the glowing area around him – and started taking twenty-four points of damage for second as the Life magic he had imbued into the ground burned them.
Kinto and his offspring stepped around the corner. The Hunter rushed forward while Tava loosed an arrow and Gosto cast Nature’s Grip on one of the Risen, immobilizing him in the middle of Hawke’s spell. Tava’s arrow was charged by three Ranger spells: Imbued Arrow, Avenging Arrow and True Aim. The fifty-six-point impact struck the undead that Gosto hadn’t immobilized, staggering it just in time for Hawke to deliver a slash on the critter for another twenty-six points. A moment later, Kinto joined the fray and stabbed the wounded monster.
The Risen was too tough to die so easily, but it was down to less than half its Health when it swung its bone club at Hawke, who caught it in his shield and countered with a blow of his own. The monster dodged his attack but not Kinto’s Killing Blow, a massive hit that ran the Risen through as a red 72 rose from the impact. The Life damage from the Consecrated Ground did the rest. One down.
The other Undead was struggling against the vines that had sprouted under its feet and rooted him to the spot. Hawke and Kinto had maneuvered to be out of range from its melee attacks. The trapped Risen had looked for a target to throw his bone club at, but Tava and Gosto had stepped out of sight after launching their attacks. It held on to the weapon and waited, losing twenty-four points every turn from Hawke’s ongoing spell.
Hawke thought about just letting the second Risen die on the vine, as it were, but the critter was tugging at the plants and it might break loose at any moment. Better to finish it quickly. He went for it, with Kinto backing him up. Unable to dodge away, the Risen was cut down without much problem. The fight was over.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 360 Experience.
Current XP/Next Level: 1,360/2,500
Hey, how come I got less experience from two Risen than I did for the first one?
<Well, Master, for one you have advanced by one level since that encounter. And for another you were in less danger, thanks to using your head for something other than a hat repository. Thirdly, your companions’ contributions played a bigger role.>
Interesting, Hawke mused as he reached for the two floating loot bags that had appeared over the bodies of the zombie cavemen. There were a lot of variables involved in awarding experience. The ‘rules’ seemed designed to discourage mindless grinding and reward taking risks. People from Earth trying to find shortcuts were going to be disappointed.
You have found 1 gold, 2 silver and 4 copper coins.
You have found Minor Healing Potion (1), Minor Mana Potion (2).
The money was nice; he no longer had to worry about paying for food and lodging for the foreseeable future. The potions might come in handy, although so far he’d been in no danger of running out of Health or Mana. That might change in a lengthy fight, however, so it was good to have a couple of those. Although his companions might need them more than him.
“Do you guys have any Healing Potions?” he asked the group. Only Kinto nodded. “Here,” he told them, producing the three potions he had collected so far and handing them over to Tava and Gosto. They didn’t have Holding bags, but stored the sturdy earthenware bottles in pouches hanging from their belts.
Kinto gave Hawke another nod, one of appreciation this time.
I keep my word, he thought but didn’t say out loud. The Hunter seemed to get the message anyway. His Reputation with the Hunter had been increasing steadily; it was currently at 78 (Respected).
“The plan worked,” Hawke told the group. “If we run into three of them, Kinto and I will keep them bottled up. Gosto, root one of them and keep healing us. Tava, wait until they are busy and then do shoot-and-scoot.”
He’d had to explain what the phrase meant, but she had agreed to fire only once before ducking for cover, to avoid getting brained by a thrown club. She smiled brightly at him and he returned the grin, letting his Charisma do its thing. Of the entire family, she was enjoying the adventure the most, and Hawke found himself feeling the same way. Being hurt still sucked, but winning was awesome. Kinto frowned slightly when he noticed them having a moment, but said nothing.
“Let’s see what’s next.”
* * *
They ran into a group of three fourth level Risen and took them down almost as easily as the previous two.
After a brief pause to refill their Mana and Endurance pools, during which Hawke cast his Enlightenment spell to check for hidden treasure – and found nothing – the group moved through the tunnels, once again led by Kinto in stealth mode. He discovered the group of three Risen, the party set up their ambush, and Hawke lured them in with a Hammer of Light. The Undead charged into the narrow tunnel, and the fight was on.
Despite their having to deal with a third Risen, the party did as well as the previous time. Hawke and Kinto got smacked around some, but between the two stacked ‘heal over time’ (HOTs) effects from Hawke’s spells and a few well-timed Nature’s Warmth castings from Gosto, nobody was badly hurt. Hawke was surprised at how quickly he’d gotten used to fighting on despite being in pain from bruises, cuts, and even broken bones. Adrenaline helped, of course, and the healing spells dulled the pain, but it was like he didn’t worry about danger as much as he used to. As the group looted the Troggs’ corpses, he admitted to himself he was looking forward to the next fight.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 300 XP.
Current XP/Next Level: 1,660/2,500
You have found 2 gold, 1 silver, and 7 copper coins.
You have found: Minor Healing Potion (3), Minor Mana Potion (2), Minor Endurance Potion (1).
You have found: Bronze Helmet (Common Quality)
Hawke passed the healing potions to Tava and Gosto but kept the mana and endurance potions as well as the helmet. Finally, some head gear! The Greek-style helm left only his eyes and lower face exposed; a central metal part protected his nose and some of his mouth. Its defense numbers were slightly lower than his breast plate’s, but they were a lot better than nothing, which was what he’d had until then. A club hit to his unprotected brain case was likely to become a critical and leave him dead or unconscious. Having a thick metal surface between him and that possibility made him feel better about the next fight. One or two more encounters and he’d hit level five!
The tunnel began to slope downward once again. They were approaching a new level in the Troglodyte catacombs. That should have been warning enough. New levels always meant tougher enemies. Hawke was expecting something new to show up, but he figured that as long as he could think of a plan, they could handle it.
Instead, they fell into an ambush.
Kinto was up ahead, as always, and reached another room. He paused by the entrance for a few seconds, his head cocked as if he’d heard something. Nothing happened, and he stepped forward.
<Undead!> Saturnyx cried out in Hawke’s head, but it was too late.
Long grappling roots, like the ones from Gosto’s Nature’s Grip spell but much larger and sporting long knife-like thorns, leaped out of the ground and grabbed the Hunter. Kinto grunted in agony as the thorns pierced his armor in multiple places. That was when Hawke saw a figure in the room come into view. Another Trogg, but this one had a helmet made out of the skull of a horned bull or bison, and a robe of animal skins.
Risen Troglodyte (Undead)
Level 4 Shaman (Elite)
Health 160 Mana 200 Endurance 160
The Undead Shaman wasn’t alone. As soon as Kinto was trapped, four Risen warriors seemed to appear out of thin air and rushed towards the Hunter, clubs ready to kill.




Twenty-Eight

No time to do anything but fight.
“Stay back!” Hawke shouted as he rushed forward. “Heal! Shoot!”
Kinto turned towards him. “Get out of here,” he gasped.
Hawke ignored him. He wasn’t going to let the Hunter die to save his children. Everybody was going to walk away from this.
He cast Hammer of Light on the move, thanks to Saturnyx’s bonuses, and nailed the closest Risen warrior before he could hit the helpless Kinto. The 40-point energy impact knocked the critter back a pace; a moment later, Tava landed a hit on another Trogg. The attacks slowed the Undead down, giving Hawke just enough time to reach the Hunter’s side, where his Aura of Light could begin to undo the damage the ensnaring spell had inflicted. Kinto needed it; his Health had been 94 to begin with, and it had been reduced to 61 in the scant few seconds since the trap had been sprung. Luckily, Gosto had listened to Hawke and was working to keep his father alive. Hawke couldn’t do any more healing. He had to keep the monsters off-balance.
The Risen recoiled from the bright -and painful – light surrounding him. That let Hawke push past the coiled roots of the spell – the undead roots, he realized when his Aura of Light began to burn them even as it healed Kinto – and stand up to the four Risen warriors. The Shaman stayed in the rear and began to cast a new spell. There was nothing Hawke could do about that, unfortunately.
He blocked a club swing, slashed another club in two – and cut into the wielder’s forearms – and got hit in return by another Undead, a big blow that knocked him back a pace but inflicted no damage, thanks to the Bulwark of Light, which absorbed the twenty-two points that would have hurt him. Gritting his teeth as the Troggs kept beating on him, Hawke cast Consecrated Ground. Then he went into the offensive, slamming Saturnyx onto the ground and activating Elemental Burst. The sword’s Boon burned all four Undead, adding its damage from his ongoing Life and Light spells. The ability didn’t destroy any targets, but it achieved its goal: the Undead didn’t pay Kinto any attention, concentrating on the Paladin that was tormenting them.
The Shaman raised the staff as it mouthed the last words of its spell – and Gosta’s arrow flew right into its open mouth. She’d stacked all her arrow enhancers into that shot: the critical hit didn’t kill the Shaman but erased one third of its Health and ruined whatever spell he’d been about to unleash. Hawke would have appreciated her feat a lot more if he hadn’t been busy fighting for his life.
The four super-Neanderthals’ pounding brought down Hawke’s Bulwark of Light; a club struck him on the side of the head a moment later. Thanks to his Shield of Light and new helmet, only eight points of damage got through, but he staggered and was dazed for a second. That might have ended up badly for him, but Kinto was back in the fight.
The Hunter had broken free and had used his armor’s healing ability to bring himself back to full Health. He speared one of the Troggs through the throat and dragged the still-thrashing Undead closer, bringing the monster into range of Hawke’s Life and Light spells. The unexpected attack also caused one of the other Risen to stumble back, leaving only two free to attack.
Hawke recovered from the head blow just in time to block another club swing. He thrust his sword into his attacker’s face. A critical hit, but not a kill; the blow was still good enough to send the Trogg reeling away, which gave him a moment to cast a Hammer of Light at the Shaman, inflicting 40 points of damage and delaying its next spell by a couple of seconds. Tava sent shaft after shaft at the Undead spellcaster while Gosto used his healing spell as a weapon against the four Risen facing Hawke and Kinto; each heal turned into damage against the Undead, inflicting thirty points per casting.
They hadn’t planned for this fight, but they improvised on the fly, with everyone knowing what the others could do, and it worked. Hawke cut down the Trogg facing him a moment before Kinto finished off the one he’d hooked by the throat like a fish. The two of them turned on the survivors. One had lost its club and been ensnared by Gosto’s Nature Grip. It went down just as Tava finished off the Shaman. The last monster had its Health whittled down by everybody in the party and soon joined the rest of its band.
Hawke leaned against the nearest wall and grabbed another water bottle from his inventory, chugging it; the flat boiled water tasted great. His Endurance was in the single digits, and he felt drained even after his wounds faded away. He considered using the Endurance potion he’d found, but decided against it. He was recovering already; best to save the potion for a fight.
That had been too close. If the Troggs had taken Kinto down before he could intervene… He doubted Tava and Gosto would have run away and left their father behind even if Hawke went down as well. Just a second or two, or even a bit of bad luck, might have made the difference between victory and a total wipeout.
Kinto was swaying on his feet; he leaned on the spear like an old man. Like the old man he was, Hawke reminded himself. His children were fifteen and twenty, respectively, but he was old enough to be their grandfather. He got tired like someone half his level. His Attributes were near-superhuman, but he still had no business going into battle.
“I told you to get out of here,” Kinto told him.
“Did you? I didn’t hear you over all the fighting and zombie killing,” Hawke replied, tapping the side of his helmet.
Was that a grin he saw on the Hunter’s face? If it was, it disappeared too quickly for Hawke to be sure.
“If it comes down to choosing between I and my children, you gave me your word you’d do the right thing.”
“I did, and I will. So far, so good, right? Everyone is alive and well. Including you.”
Kinto sighed. “Yes. So far.”
Hawke shrugged. They had won a big battle. Time to count the spoils.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 560 XP.
Quest Complete: Cleanse the Lair.
You have earned 220 Experience (+10% Triune Goddesses Bonus)
Current XP/Next Level: 2,440/2,500
You have found 3 gold, 2 silver coins.
You have found: Minor Healing Potion (2), Minor Mana Potion (1), Minor Endurance Potion (3).
You have found: Greaves of the Warrior (Enchanted Quality)
His first piece of Enchanted gear! Hawke checked his inventory and found a pair of metal shin guards and armored knee pads, looking shiny and new. He mentally ‘clicked’ on the item and got its full description:
Greaves of the Warrior (Enchanted Quality):
Bonuses: +1 to Strength and Constitution
Damage Absorption: Physical 12/30% Elemental (Fire/Cold) 8/10% Elemental (All Other) 2/10%, Stealth Penalty: -10% Speed Penalty: -0%. Durability 30/30. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Hawke summoned the greaves and they magically appeared around his lower legs. His three pieces of metal armor looked nothing alike, making him look like he was, an upstart Paladin picking bits and pieces of looted gear along the way. His sword clashed even worse with the rest of his stuff, especially in the too-short scabbard that Hawke still hadn’t replaced. But looks didn’t matter; he was now a lot harder to kill.
The greaves did more than protect his ankles and shins, though. The bonuses to Strength and Constitution weren’t high, but added to Saturnyx’s enhancements, he was now superhumanly strong and durable. He checked his basic stats:
Hawke Lightseeker
Half-Elf (Eternal)
Level 4 Paladin
Health 72 Mana 49 Endurance 43/66
Been here four days, and I’m about to make fifth level, he told himself. Is that a record or something?
<The last time I inquired into such things, Snorri Gunderson, the eventual Champion of New Asgard, rose from the first to the twelfth level in the course of but a single day, during which he fought and killed over fifty men.>
Saturnyx’s history lesson deflated Hawke’s ego a little, but he was still feeling good about himself. The Lair minions were tough, but they’d destroyed ten of them already, completing one of their quests along the way. Everyone had gained more experience and a Good or Enchanted item.
Kinto had been awarded a new ring. “It’s a fine trinket,” he said. “Raises my Perception some and will help detect traps. I’ve gained far worse rewards for a quest.”
Tava looked happier with her prize, a set of bracers that raised her Dexterity and gave her a bonus to her Archery Skill. Gosto got the short end of the stick, a pair of boots of Good quality that were better than his old ones but had no magical bonuses. On the other hand, he had leveled up yet again and earned a new spell: Nature’s Sting, which fired a bolt of Life energy that inflicted 10 points of damage plus one extra point per level. Since that sort of damage would be tripled against undead targets, that gave the Druid a good attack with a low Mana Cost and no cooldown. Hawke told him to concentrate on healing and use his new attack when nobody was below half their Health.
“I will do so, Paladin,” Gosto said.
“We’ve almost gotten killed a bunch of times together. Call me Hawke.”
The Druid grinned. “Yes, Hawke.”
They agreed on resting in the room the four Risen had been guarding, taking a break until their Endurance and Mana were back to full. Kinto laid down a cloak he produced from his pouch of holding and took a nap. Hawke killed time by casting Enlightenment and searching the room for hidden compartments. He noticed Tava had followed him.
“I know what you did,” she told him in a soft voice.
“What was that?”
“Father told you to run. He wanted you to lead us out of the Lair while the monsters killed him.”
Hawke shrugged. “I figured we had a good chance of saving him if we stuck together, that’s all.”
Tava nodded, leaned over, and kissed him on the cheek. “I will not forget this, Hawke.”
She walked away. A few moments later, she gave a squeal of delight that seemed out of character for the tough forest adventurer she was. She knelt by one of the room’s walls and picked up a large white mushroom; several other clusters were nearby.
“Bone-Caps!” she said. “Flava the Alchemist will pay a good fee for them!”
She started picking up the mushrooms, her enthusiasm making her look years longer. Hawke smiled and left her to it, going back to looking for hidden treasure. When he discovered another clump of Bone-Caps, he let Tava know, earning another grin from her.
The sight of the Ranger happily picking up magic mushrooms while her brother watched over her made Hawke miss his own family. His parents, brothers, even his sister before she went to college and went nuts. They’d all stuck together during good times, helped each other in bad ones. Being alone sucked.
<Are you truly alone now?> Saturnyx asked him.
Maybe not, Hawke replied.
He glanced at Kinto and his son and daughter. Gosto was telling a joke to her sister while she worked; she mock glared at him before chuckling. As good a family as any he’d seen. He’d be lucky if they would call him their friend. And he had a sword to keep him honest even to himself.
Shrugging aside the feelings of nostalgia, he turned back to the blank walls of the chamber. The room wasn’t just raw earth and stone like the tunnels linking them, but had been built out of rough stone ‘bricks’ held together by some sort of mortar, maybe a primitive version of cement. As he slowly walked along the walls, relying on his Enlightenment spell, he noticed one of the stones near the bottom of the wall started to glow yellow when he came near. Bingo.
<Watch out for traps, Master.>
Hawke nodded and knelt to examine the spot. Sure enough, a red light appeared around the edges of the stone, indicating danger. Whatever was under the loose stone was trapped. He summoned one of the Arachnoid daggers he’d looted on his first day in the Realms, put on all his protective auras, and started poking at the edges of the rock with it. He figured that even if he triggered a trap…
There was a blinding flash of light, and he found himself sitting on his ass, his ears ringing with the fading echoes of a thunderbolt; he felt like he’d been electrocuted. His Bulwark of Light had been destroyed and he was down to less than half his Health. He’d figured his defensive spells would keep him safe, and he’d almost been wrong. Maybe he should have tried harder to disarm the trap.
Congratulations! You have learned the Detect Traps Skill at Level 1
You have learned the Disarm Traps Skill at Level 1
“Lightning bolt trap!” he yelled at the Kintes family, all of whom had leaped to their feet at the sudden detonation. “No worries, I’m fine.”
<That is not how you disarm traps. Master.>
Everyone else just looked at him. They didn’t need to say anything to let him know what they thought. Hawke was reminded an old joke about Polish mine detectors: you sent out a volunteer ahead, hands over his ears and his eyes closed, stomping on the ground every few steps. Good way to find mines, but hard on the detectors. The important thing was, he had survived his stupidity and even learned a couple of new skills, thanks to his Unlimited Potential.
“Sorry,” he told everyone while he healed himself. Afterwards, he removed the loose stone and uncovered a small wooden box inside. “The good news is, I found something.”
<The box might be – >
Trapped, I know.
He checked the box carefully, but neither his spell nor his new skills found any signs of a trap. It was made of wood with metal reinforcements, and intricately carved with designs that looked a bit Celtic to him, as well as writing in a language that he almost understood – he picked up the word for ‘blood’ – but only almost. Trying to decipher it earned him a level in his Lore skill, though.
<The writing is in the Old Fey language,> Saturnyx said. <It says: ‘A drop of true blood will open the way.’ Although the phrase is far more poetic in the original tongue.>
True blood, as in Fairy blood?
<Fae, but yes. A full Elf would qualify. A halfling like yourself may or may not.>
One way to find out. Hawke used another Arachnoid dagger – the last one had been melted in that unfortunate lightning bolt trap incident – to prick his thumb. It didn’t occur to him that the lock might be trapped until just after he let a couple of drops of blood touch it. Luck favored the foolish that one time, however; the lock sprang open. Inside was a small pouch and a golden egg, about twice the size of a normal chicken egg. The pouch had two gold and five silver denars. His True Sight identified the egg:
Seed of the Fae (Epic Item)
If exposed to the light of the full moon for three lunar cycles, the Egg will hatch, giving birth to a random High Fae creature. Whomsoever holds the hatchling when it is born will bond with it.
Pet! Got me a pet! Hawke thought.
<A dangerous pet. The High Fae are powerful beings with strange whims and desires. Those who have truck with them are as likely to become servants as masters.>
Debbie Downer strikes again.
Hawke shared the news with the rest of the group and handed over the gold and silver, since he figured everyone had earned a piece of what he had found. Everyone seemed happy at the exchange, except Tava.
“I will be able to tame a Beast Companion when I reach the fifth level of the Path,” she said, sounding slightly miffed. “A High Fae would make a wondrous ally.”
Hawke thought about offering her the egg, but only for a moment. That sort of gesture was more likely to make her think he was a pushover, or, worse, that he was trying to buy her affection. If she wanted the egg, she was going to have to out-argue or outfight him.
“Best leave Fae things to the Fae-blooded,” Kinto said. “Hawke is more likely to find joy from whatever monster springs from such seed than the likes of you, child.”
“Thanks, I think,” Hawke replied.
“Besides, he found it, and the coin, and could have easily stowed both away without a word to us. Fair is fair, and the coin will come in handy. He also nearly died in the finding of it,” he added.
“You are correct, Father,” Tava admitted.
“Next time I find a secret compartment, you can have dibs on it,” Hawke offered her with a grin. “I’ll even heal you if you go ‘boom.’”
“You are a true noble knight,” she responded with a slightly sarcastic tone. “Patrician blood must flow through your veins.”
“Nah, I’m a filthy commoner.” But I wouldn’t mind making you my queen, he thought, and she caught the gleam in his eye and smiled back, playing absently with a lock of her hair.
Hawke felt like he was having the best of luck. So far, he’d found an intelligent sword, had earned the favor of not one but three goddesses, and now had gotten himself a golden Pokeball that in three months would let him bond to some super-critter. Images of himself riding a great dragon or maybe a winged unicorn flashed through his head. Going home was still a priority, but he should count his blessings; things could have gone a lot worse for him.
<Count no man lucky until he is dead,> Saturnyx warned.




Twenty-Nine

You have earned 400 XP.
Congratulations! You have reached Level Five! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
You have gained a new Perk. Choose wisely!
You have gained bonuses to your Characteristics: +10 Health, +10 Endurance, +15 Mana.
Your Dodge Skill has been raised to 6
New Life and Light Magic Spells Available.
Current XP/Next Level: 2,840/3,500
You have found 2 gold and 3 silver coins.
You have found: Minor Healing Potion (1), Minor Mana Potion (2), Minor Endurance Potion (2).
The group had encountered another band of Risen led by a Shaman, all level five. This time, however, Kinto had told Hawke to keep his auras off and stay well back while the Hunter scouted ahead. That allowed the Hunter to discover the four undead instead of being ambushed by them. Armed with that knowledge, they had done much better in that fight.
Kinto sneaked closer, Hawke acted as a decoy, and when the Undead went after the glowing Paladin, the Hunter ambushed the Shaman while Tava and Gosto attacked from range. It hadn’t been a cakewalk, but nobody had been seriously hurt and they had taken down the enemy in a brief but hectic battle. They had earned less experience, but it had been enough to push Hawke and Gosto up another level. Tava was close to it but hadn’t quite made it, and Kinto was still far from going up.
<His higher level reduces the rewards gained from slaying these foes,> Saturnyx explained.
Ok, that makes sense, Hawke thought as he sat down and started doing admin work while the two members of the party who hadn’t leveled up stood watch. This was probably going to take a while.
For his Attributes, he decided to go mental and raised all non-physical Attributes by one point, with the spare point going into Willpower. He still wasn’t sure what the effect of raising his Intelligence was, but he hoped it would mean fewer boneheaded decisions, although that was more a wisdom kind of thing, and the ‘rules’ didn’t have a wisdom Attribute. Which maybe meant that you had to become wise on your own, without magic raising your ability to make better choices.
Perks! That was a new reward, which only happened every five levels. There were a lot of choices available; he went down the list that appeared in front of him:
Brute: +4 to Strength and -1 to Dexterity.
Efficient Casting: Reduce spell Mana costs by 1 or 10%, whichever is greater.
Fae Regeneration: Your Half-Elven blood lets you regain 2 extra Health per level every minute.
Gifted: +1 to three Attributes of your choice, or +3 to a single Attribute.
Hardy: +5 Health and +3 Endurance per level.
Inexhaustible: All Endurance losses are halved.
Mana Adept: Increase Mana regeneration by 1 point per level every minute.
Skilled: Increase three Skills you know by 1 level.
Sorcerous Aptitude: Gain two new eligible spells or Class abilities.
Speed-Casting: Reduce casting time for one Element or School of magic by 1 second or 10%, whichever is greater.
After some consideration, Hawke decided to take Speed-Casting and apply it to Light magic. Those time reductions were cumulative, so now he could cast even more Light spells instantly, without requiring verbal or physical components. That could make a huge difference in a fight.
Hawke turned to his sword next:
Saturnyx Demons-Bane (Legendary Artifact). Soul Sword. Level 5. One- or two-handed. Damage: One-Handed: 24-29; Two-Handed: 25-39. Requires Swordsmanship Skill.
Special Abilities:
Enhanced Attributes: +5 to Strength, +5 to Constitution, +5 to Dexterity.
Enhanced Skill: +5 to the wielder’s Sword Skill.
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 55% Elemental (All Others): 25%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
For his next Elemental Boon, Hawke now had three choices. He could pick a power from previous levels, or he could select one of two new abilities. The new powers were all good:
Elemental Damage: You can spend 5 Mana to channel your Chosen Element through your blade, inflicting 1-4 points of Elemental damage per level. This ability lasts one minute per activation.
Elemental Shield: You can spend 5 Mana to increase your Resistance (5% per level) against both your Chosen Element and its Opposite. This ability lasts one minute per activation.
He took more time with this choice because, after level five, he wouldn’t be able to choose more Boons until reaching level ten, and then he would only get another pick every five levels after that. Saturnyx had explained the Boons were front-loaded because her wielders had been meant to be at least tenth level; they would start out with six powers from their chosen category, and then steadily acquire more abilities over time. Hawke went for the Elemental Damage ability. He was already a pretty decent tank, and the best defense was killing the other guy before he killed you.
I was one lucky noob, finding you when I was a first-level scrub.
<So lucky, in fact, that I suspect a Greater Power had a hand in all of this. Someone beyond Lumina, who clearly favored you enough to free you from the Necromancer.>
Maybe someone upstairs likes me.
<I am sure this mysterious ‘someone’ will eventually extract some form of payment from you.>
Hawke shrugged. He would play the hand he’d been dealt to the best of his ability, and worry about the future when it became the present. Satisfied with his choices, he picked a new spell, one from the Life Element:
Lesser Healing
Time to Cast: 2 seconds. Cooldown: 20 seconds. Cost: 15(14) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: Touch. Effect: Heal 10 Health per caster level. This spell will also remove any crippling injuries and effects, except those caused by natural aging.
The spell was expensive, but if anybody suffered a debilitating injury it would take care of it. Hawke had seen that regular healing dealt with things like concussions, but he had worried about what would happen if someone lost a finger or an eye. It looked as if Lesser Healing could deal with that sort of thing. After finalizing his choices, he gave his character stats a final look:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf. Class: Paladin. Level: 5
Experience/Next Level: 2,840/3,500
Attributes:
Strength 17(23), Dexterity 13(18), Constitution 19(25), Intelligence 15, Spirit 18, Perception 14, Willpower 15, Charisma 18
Characteristics:
Health: 97 (Regain 6.4/min)
Mana: 71 (Regain 5.7/min)
Endurance 92 (Regain 6.4/min)
Identity: 21
Skills
Detect Traps 1, Disarm Traps 2, Dodge 6, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 1, Survival 3, Sword 7(13), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, Speed-Casting (Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells/Abilities
Aura of Light, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Consecrated Ground, Enlightenment, Growth, Hammer of Light, Lesser Healing, Shield of Light, Touch of Light             
Hawke was glad to regain the Identity points he had lost when the Dire Bear killed him. He now understood how the system worked. The more levels he gained without being killed, the better his chances to survive without losing his memories and eventually his Eternal existence. That also meant you had to stay on the advancement treadmill; the Makers and Arbiters had set up things that way. You either grew more powerful or you died.
<And you have lost a great deal already,> Saturnyx said. <Eternals normally have an Identity score equal to the sum of their Intelligence and Willpower. You must have died a number of times in the Necromancer’s Stronghold before Lumina awakened you.>
That sucks. He had no memory of those deaths, which was probably a blessing. He reminded himself of the dozens of gamers still trapped in there, still dying, over and over again. He wanted to help them right away, but he needed power to deal with the Necromancer.
What level should I reach before I try to take out Domort?
<The Necromancer is likely somewhere between the twelfth and fifteenth level. And he is more than a simple Adventurer; he is the master of a Stronghold, which gives him a great deal of power while he is in his domain, not to mention the services of a number of creatures and servants; Murk Arachnoids are among the least of them. You should at least match those levels, and have a good deal of help.>
Crap. From the sound of it, he was only halfway to where he needed to be before he could even think of going after Domort. And there was no way he could do it alone. He would need a full party to do it. He glanced at Kinto’s family. They wanted to defend their homes, so he could count on them, even the old Hunter. And if he could convince the Prefect to allow it, he could hire some Dwarven Adventurers in Akila. And maybe get the Nerf Herders to help out. Kinto’s misgivings worried him, but maybe the Guild’s bad rep came from culture shock or misunderstandings. He hoped so; he really wanted to join up with people from his reality.
Hawke sighed. First things first: he had to take care of the Lair and then figure out his next move.




Thirty

“Fire lizards,” Kinto muttered darkly after he came back from his scouting run. “Why did it have to be fire lizards?”
“Never heard of them before,” Hawke said.
“That makes you a lucky man. Seven to eight feet long if you do not count the tail, which doubles that total. Sharp teeth on jaws strong enough to rend plate armor. And, once every nine or ten seconds, they can breathe fire, much like a dragon.”
“Okay, that sounds pretty bad.”
“What’s even worse is that there are three of them, all of the sixth level of power. It was by the gods’ grace that they didn’t spot me. They are nesting in the biggest room yet, a wide cavern that the Troggs enlarged with their Earth magic. My gear allowed me to approach them, but when they see you, Paladin, they will burn you down from a hundred feet away.”
“Uh, I have fifty-five percent fire resistance. Would that help?”
“Almost six-tenths, eh?” Kinto said. “Four-tenths of Hell are probably too much to handle, don’t you think? And you will not be burned once but thrice.”
“Well, I got my auras, too, and my armor. I could draw their, well, fire, and then hold them off while Gosto heals me and the rest of you help me kill them.”
“I’ve heard worse plans, but not many,” the Hunter grumbled. “Might be I can help to turn it into a middling to bad plan instead.”
He summoned a clay bottle from his pouch of Holding. “Fire salve. Worth five times its weight in gold, when you can find it at an alchemist’s shop, which isn’t often. Rub it on and it will absorb some of the flames without harming you. It’s what dragon hunters use in the higher Realms, if they wish to live. Not much good against a full-grown adult dragon, let alone a Great or Ancient one, but fire lizards are among the lowest forms of dragon-kind.”
Kinto handed the bottle to Hawke, who uncorked it and took a look at the contents. The bottle was filled with a reddish-brown liquid that smelled like raw sewage mixed with copious amounts of black pepper. The stench was almost bad enough to make him drop the container.
“Careful there!” Kinto said. “Five times its weight in gold, I said, and that’s no lie!”
“So I’m supposed to slather that stuff over my clothes? I’m going to smell like…”
“I know what you’ll smell like. And no, the salve does not go over your clothes.”
“Okay, that’s a little…”
“Goes over your bare skin, it does.”
“…better?”
* * *
He took off his shirt so Kinto could cover up his back. Tava offered to do it but the Hunter growled at her. She still gave Hawke a few appreciative glances. After that, they let him have a little privacy around a tunnel corner so he could send his clothes to his inventory and put the lotion on his skin, so to speak.
This stuff better work.
<It does, and you could have used your True Sight to tell it does, Master.>
He did so as he rubbed more of the stinking, gooey mess over his arms, having already done his front torso, legs and feet. His face was next, and that was going to be the worst:
Fire Salve
Alchemical Concoction (Enchanted Quality). If applied over the skin, will provide 15 points of direct Damage Resistance against Fire and increase Elemental Resistance (Fire) by 20%. The effect lasts for six hours or until the salve is washed off, whichever comes first.
“Okay, that sounds pretty good, actually. I’ll be seventy-five percent resistant to fire, not counting my armor and auras.”
<Yes. Against a single fire lizard’s breath, you would be nigh-invulnerable. Three of them will make you wish you’d never been born, but you will live long enough to be healed. After that, you will only have their teeth to fear, until they can breathe fire again.>
“Thanks. I needed a pep talk.”
Hawke had been burned before. Nothing major, just stuff like accidentally touching a hot stove, playing with matches as a kid, one time when he’d smacked an exposed halogen light with his elbow. Getting a full-body dose of that sort of pain was going to be as bad as… well, as putting the salve over his face. He made sure none of the stuff went into his mouth, because if it tasted half as bad as it smelled, he wanted no part of it. Not to mention the stuff was probably poisonous.
<It is only mildly toxic. Eating it will make you expel the contents of your stomach rather rapidly.>
Ugh. Which end?
<Both.>
He got the stuff in his hair, made sure he wasn’t missing a spot anywhere. Saturnyx helpfully let him know when he was completely covered in the disgusting mixture. He put his clothes and armor over it, feeling downright slimy, and went to rejoin the group. Everybody kept their distance. His sense of smell had quietly died by the time he was halfway done, but theirs hadn’t and they didn’t want any part of it.
“Are we ready?” he asked.
“Whenever you are, Paladin,” Kinto told him. Hawke wasn’t sure, but once again he thought there was the hint of a smile in the Hunter’s dour face. The man was turning into a regular laugh factory.
The plan was simple enough. Kinto would sneak into the cave first and wait for a good time to strike the critters from behind. Next, Hawke would stroll into the room, draw aggro and take the lizards’ flame attacks before luring them into hand to hand combat at the narrow entrance, where no more than two could get at him. Tava would shoot them until it she saw the lizards begin to inhale for another round of fire breathing, at which point she would run around the corner. Gosto would do the same, alternating between heals and attacks.
The Hunter went ahead, moving silently and invisibly. After giving him a good head start, it was Hawke’s turn. He rushed in, all his auras up, ready for the worst, and stood at the cave’s entrance. He saw the fire lizards; they looked like Komodo Dragons except with alligator-like mandibles. Their stats were identical:
Fire Lizard
Level 6 Beast (Elite)
Health 240 Mana 180 Endurance 240
They heard and saw him coming, but he got the first shot in, a Hammer of Light that hit one of them for forty-nine points of damage. The wounded lizard reacted just as quickly as its companions. The three monsters took a couple of skittering steps before they drew a deep breath and sent three jets of flame his way.
He sidestepped the first one. The other two hit him dead-center.
His Bulwark of Light absorbed seventy-five points of damage before popping out of existence. That reduced the power of the first jet of flame, but only partially. The second one struck with its full fury. Between the two of them, the twenty-five percent that actually translated into direct damage reduced his Health from ninety-seven to thirty-five. But numbers did not convey what being roasted alive felt like.
Hawke blacked out.
It only lasted a second, just long enough for him to wake up lying face down on the dirt. Much of the pain was gone, thanks to Gosto’s healing – his Nature’s Warmth had restored twenty points already, and Hawke’s Aura of Light another seven – but he still wanted to roll over and die. And die was what he’d be doing if he didn’t get moving. The three monsters were coming at him about as fast as a charging rhino.
He had barely time to recast his Bulwark of Light before the monsters were on him. Only the relatively narrow section of the tunnel kept all three of them from hitting him at once. Two tried to bite him; he smashed his shield into the first one’s snout and slashed the other on its head, cutting it for a measly eighteen points of damage. Their scales were tough as hell, too.
The monster opened its jaws wide for another bit – and a glowing arrow went flying into it. A big ‘43’ rose above its head just before Gosto’s Nature’s Sting landed for another twenty-seven damage. Hawke stabbed both creatures a couple of times; their return attacks ate chunks of his Bulwark’s Health but left him unharmed. Gosto used his rooting spell on the one in the rear while Tava kept shooting the worst-wounded one, trying to knock it out of the fight. Hawke finished it off with another Hammer of Light; its Health zeroed out and a loot baggie appeared over its unmoving body.
The other one breathed fire at Hawke at point-blank range. The rooted one followed suit a moment later.
As it turned out, going through it once didn’t make the second time any better. Things went dark again, and when he came to, Hawke realized one of the lizards had bitten his leg and was trying to roll on the ground, an alligator move which would twist his leg off, just the way someone would tear a drumstick off a roasted chicken. Tava and Gosto had ducked when they noticed the monsters were about to breathe fire, but they came back a moment later. Gosto cast his heal. Hawke noticed it because he was able to set the pain aside and drive his sword into the creature’s eye just as an arrow struck it in the shoulder. He landed a critical hit for over a hundred points of damage; twisting the blade while it was inside the monster’s skull did the rest. Two down. How many seconds had it been? Hawke had no idea how long he had until the next flame attack.
The rooted fire lizard had problems of its own. Kinto had attacked it from behind as soon after it had used its breath attack. The ambush had carved off over half of the monster’s Health, but it had driven it into a berserk rage. Kinto dodged its biting jaws – and walked right into a swinging tail swipe that hit him with bone-crushing force. Dazed, the Hunter rolled until he hit a wall. That fire lizard turned towards it – and drew a deep breath.
No.
Hawke leaped, throwing his shield aside. He knocked the creature’s head aside, pushing it away from the Hunter and hoping to direct the flames away. His timing was just a bit off, however. The lizard had waited before it breathed fire. Waited until it twisted its head, showing amazing flexibility, and its open jaws were aimed right at Hawke’s face.
The world briefly turned into hell.




Thirty-One

This time, he stopped screaming after less than a minute.
Hawke touched his face, his eyes. He’d felt his eyes explode just before he stopped feeling everything. For several seconds, he curled up in a ball and tried not to cry.
<You have been Reincarnated. Let the past be.>
“Go to hell.”
<I have been there. Some fires never stop burning.>
“This isn’t a freaking competition!”
Hawke sat up and set the horrible memories aside. He had left three people – who wouldn’t get better if burned to death – back in the cave with a live fire lizard. It had been pretty close to death, though. They must have finished it off before it could breathe fire again. A quick look around told him he had respawned back at the ramp leading down into the Lair, so at least he was only about a mile away from them.
“How long was I out?” he asked Saturnyx while he checked his gear. His brand-new bronze helmet was gone. Probably melted right off his skull. Everything else seemed to be in one piece.
<Only a few seconds. Lair Reincarnations happen almost instantly, at the price of a high Identity loss.>
Three Identity points were gone, reducing it to nineteen. Talk about two steps forward and one back. At that rate, he was going to be dead for good. Except… his Identity stat had been at twenty-one last time he made level. He checked his notifications:
For slaying your foes, you have earned 600 XP.
Congratulations! You have reached Level Six! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute.
New Life and Light Spells Available.
Your Dodge Skills has been raised to 7.
Current XP/Next Level: 0/4,500
He had leveled up just before dying but had lost all his accumulated Experience. No big deal; people living or dying were the big deal. Hawke went to rejoin his party. No, not his party, he corrected himself. His friends.
He wasn’t going to let them any of them die, and not because of any oaths he had sworn.
* * *
As he jogged, Hawke kept his ‘character sheet’ open and did some investing. Dodging attacks was a function of Dexterity and heavy armor reduced his chances; since avoiding being hit by a third flame breath during that fight had probably kept him alive – for a bit longer, at least – Hawke decided to put three points on that stat, put two into Spirit, which would increase his Mana and Mana regeneration, and one more in Charisma. His Characteristics improved accordingly:
Hawke Lightseeker, Half-Elf (Eternal)
Level 6 Paladin
Health 114 Mana 87 Endurance 108
He also picked a new spell:
Dazzling Light
Time to Cast: 4(1) seconds. Cooldown: 25 seconds. Cost: 15(14) Mana. Duration: Instant. Range: 30 yards. Effect: Creates a bright flash of light that will temporarily disable anyone looking towards it. Affected creatures will be blinded for three seconds, stunned for two seconds, and will have a -5% penalty to any tasks that require eyesight for 30 seconds. Effects will be doubled against nocturnal creatures.
Being able to blind and stun a roomful of critters could make a huge difference in combat, even if it only lasted a few seconds. Stacking ‘debuffs’ on enemies played a major role in gaming combat; having the option made Hawke feel a little better about his chances of not dying again for a while. Twice in four days was two times too many. Even dying couldn’t dampen his growing good mood, however. Leveling up made up for a lot of pain and suffering.
Tava and Gosto met him halfway, more or less. They must have started heading towards the entrance almost as soon as he disappeared.
“You!” Tava said when she spotted him. “Father said you would… But I saw you…”
“Your head exploded, Paladin!” Gosto shouted. “Clear off your shoulders, it did!”
Hawke had to grin at the teenager’s half-awed tone. “Pretty cool, eh?”
A moment later, Tava slammed into him. She was hugging him tightly.
“I saw you die,” she said into his shoulder. “I know about Eternals, but I still…” When Tava pulled back to look at him, her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “Don’t do that again!”
“Trust me, I don’t want to do that ever again.”
And according to the rules of this universe, if I do it another seven times in this dungeon, I won’t get to do it ever again.
<It’s a Lair, not a Dungeon.>
Whatever.
He hugged her back. He wanted to do more than that, but refrained. He had to ensure that he wasn’t breaking local taboos first. “I’m glad you guys made it in one piece.”
Their eyes met for a second as they let go of each other and stepped back. She was blushing a little.
“We slew the last monster before it could breathe flames again,” she said, absently playing with her hair. “Father said you would be back. He started skinning the beasts, for their scales make excellent leather armor. Gosto and I, we just couldn’t wait. We didn’t really believe him.”
“She couldn’t wait,” Gosto said. “I knew you’d be fine, but she couldn’t bear to be away from her Paladin!”
I’m not exactly fine, kid, but okay. He noticed Tava’s blush had gotten a bit redder. “How is Kinto doing?” he said out loud.
Gosto shrugged. “Father is fine. He should be safe enough by himself, so long as he doesn’t venture further into the Lair.”
“He is right,” Tava said, sounding glad to talk about business. “A Lair does not reconstitute its minions for days.”
“Yeah,” Hawke agreed, still grinning at her. She looked down but she was smiling as well.
If he’d met her at a bar, he would have tried some of his cheap lines on her. Problem was, messing around with a young woman – especially in a culture where blood feuds were a thing – was something you had to be careful about. And truth was, she wasn’t just someone he wanted to pick up. She was someone he wanted to be with. He would have to go about this the right way, by her standards as well as his. He was looking forward to it.
Burning to death had been bad, but being alive felt great.
* * *
By the time they returned to the fire lizard room, Kinto had skinned all the beasts. A pile of lizard hide squares was stacked to one side.
“Your share, Paladin. Should be plenty to get you a suit of armor if you find an Arcane Leatherworker, or a good deal of silver if you sell it.” He paused for a second. “I am thankful for what you did.”
“I couldn’t do this without you guys.”
As he spoke, Hawke reached the pile of lizard skins. With a thought, he sent them into his inventory, which was beginning to fill up. Luckily, each kind of item only took a single slot no matter how many there were, although that might change if he ever tried to store a hundred items of the same type. The sixteen pieces of fire lizard leather (Enchanted Quality Crafting Material, his inventory told him) filled yet another slot.
There were also three loot bags floating over the skinned corpses. Forty-six silver coins and something very special: a Minor Pouch of Holding with six slots and a maximum weight capacity of a hundred pounds. Hawke tried putting the pouch in his inventory, and it worked. Now one of his precious inventory slots had six sub-slots he could put things in, as long as they didn’t exceed its weight limit. He moved all the light stuff he could into the pouch, freeing up quite a bit of room. He would clear up more slots by selling or throwing away some stuff.
After he was done, he realized that he wasn’t the only one to level up. Tava had hit level five and Kinto had reached ninth level. The Lair was paying off big time, as long as you didn’t mind risking death multiple times.
Kinto Primes
Level 9 Hunter
Health 106 (276) Mana 108 Endurance 96 (225)
Tava Kintes
Level 5 Ranger
Health 66 Mana 71 Endurance 66
Those level five bonuses really made a difference. No wonder it took so much experience to get there.
“Never thought I’d move forward in the Path again,” the Hunter said. His expression didn’t change much, but Hawke thought there was some emotion behind it. When Kinto had been in his prime, he could have handled most of those elites by himself. Hawke wished he had known the Hunter back then.
“Is there a way to reverse old age?” he asked Kinto. “Magic, or alchemy?”
“Yes, for those who can afford such. Thousands of gold denars, or magic beyond the Fifteenth Level, both of which are ways of saying the same thing: that such things are beyond the means of a middling Adventurer like I used to be.”
The Hunter closed his eyes for a moment, maybe remembering better times. His usual frown was back when he opened them again.
“I grew old before I became rich. That is the way the Path ends for most of us.” He turned to Tava. “Which is why watching you and your brother walking it does not fill me with joy. I had hoped a taste of the Adventurer’s life might dissuade you.”
“We are doing fine,” Tava said. “Hawke has stood by us. We have done well, thanks to him. I hope we walk the Path alongside him for a long time.”
Kinto noticed the way his daughter was looking at Hawke and his expression became a little sourer. That was just the sort of mess Hawke had been hoping to avoid. The surest way to piss off a man was to have his daughter become interested in you. He met the Hunter’s steely gaze and didn’t look down. It wasn’t exactly a challenge, more of an ‘it is what it is’ non-verbal message. After a few seconds, Kinto threw up his hands in exasperation.
“You earned the lizard skins, Paladin,” Kinto said. “Earn what you take – or what is offered to you – and there will be no problems. If you do not, you will have to answer for it.”
“What are you talking about, Father?” Tava said, but Hawke simply nodded.
He might be a stranger in the Realms, but he understood Kinto just fine.




Thirty-Two

<We are nearing the bottom of the Lair. I can sense its Mana Node. It is attuned to the Darkness Element, but has been corrupted by Undeath.>
Is Undeath an Element, like Light or Darkness?
<Undeath is a School of Magic, an amalgam of three Base Elements: Darkness, Death, and Life, bound together by the Primal Force of Chaos for a most unwholesome but powerful admixture. It is also a curse upon the land.>
Hawke wasn’t sure what any of that meant, other than Undeath was bad news. And that if Saturnyx could sense the Mana Node through her Undead radar, they must be within a hundred yards from it. He whispered a warning to Kinto before he could go much further down the next corridor. The Hunter returned and Hawke informed him that they were near their goal.
“What else can you tell us, Paladin?” Kinto asked.
Well, Saturnyx?
<I can tell you there are no fewer than five Undead in range of my senses, and that one of them is the Lair’s Master, who wields the Death Orb that controls the Node.>
Not an Undeath Orb?
<Orbs can only belong to one of the eight Base Elements.>
Hawke wanted to ask what the eight Elements were, but the rest of the group was waiting for him to say something. He relayed what the sword had told him. Everyone’s expression turned grim upon hearing the news. The fight with the fire lizards had taught them just how deadly Lairs could be, and they were getting close to the final boss.
“This Lair feels a bit small, doesn’t it?” Hawke commented.
“It has been active but for a few weeks at the most,” Kinto said. “In six months, it would have attracted twice as many minions. In a year, we would have needed no fewer than five of six Adventurers, and all of a higher level than when we started, or we wouldn’t have survived the first few encounters.”
“Well, now three of us are fifth level,” Hawke said. “Which means we can form a party, right?”
Kinto nodded. “Three is the minimum size for an Adventurer’s Party. We will only receive the most basic boons from such bond, however, and Gosto will gain nothing.”
“But it will help. Better than nothing. Let’s do it.”
“And you should lead it,” Kinto told Hawke.
“You are four levels higher than me.”
“I would have to reach the tenth level on the Path before a Party I led received better boons than under you. We gain nothing if I lead.”
“You still have a lot more experience than me.”
“But you have given thought to what other Adventurer Classes do, and how they work together. All I ever did was concentrate on my Path. In battle, my thoughts revolve around what I must do, and little else. I have seen you, Hawke. You see fights as a whole, instead of your own corner of it. You will make a better leader.”
<You have boasted of all your victories, Master. All the raids and dungeons you have bested, playing with your toys of light and illusion. Time to make them come true here.>
It’s not the same, Hawke told the sword, but he didn’t have the energy to argue. He’d been fighting real monsters for a whole four days, so he guessed that made him as qualified as the angry old guy, a woman who was too stubborn to quit, and a teenager who still didn’t quite understand that he and his family could all get killed while they walked ‘the Path.’
“All right,” he said out loud. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with here. Kinto, check the next room, if you don’t mind.”
* * *
What they were dealing with was yet another chamber and another trio of fire lizards guarding it. The Undead were in the next chamber over.
“Well, that’s just great,” Hawke said. “I don’t suppose you have another bottle of fire salve, do you? Maybe one with some deodorant mixed in?”
About the only good thing about his death was that the stinking concoction hadn’t Reincarnated with him. Although now that they had more fire-breathing monsters to deal with, Hawke wished that he was still covered in it.
“That bottle of salve was all I had left of value, other than my personal weapons and armor, Paladin. I had saved it in case I needed funds in a hurry; in Akila I could have sold it for six hundred silver denars, eight hundred if I haggled. No, I do not have another one.”
“Then we’re screwed.”
Without the salve, there was no way they were going to survive fighting those monsters. His new spell, Dazzling Light, would stun them for a few seconds, but that wasn’t enough time to kill them all. He would get flamed at least once or twice, and he might not make it past the first time. Even worse, one of his mortal friends might get burned to a crisp as well. Maybe they could go back, see if they could buy some more of the fireproof unguent somewhere in town. They could sell some of the loot and try to come up with six hundred silver – sixty gold denars. That was a lot, but it was better than certain death.
Saturnyx was quick to dash even those faint hopes. <If we leave the Lair for more than six hours, it will regain all it has lost; the Arbiters will bring back all the monsters we have slain. We would have to fight through every guardian we defeated, and they would be stronger, for the Lair was able to absorb some of your power when you fell.>
“We’re really screwed!” Hawke growled. Grinding dungeons time after time had been okay when it was a game, but doing the whole thing all over again in real life sounded like being in Hell.
“If we could pull one of those critters at a time, maybe we’d stand a chance,” he went on, thinking out loud. “Problem is, monsters aren’t mindless bits of software. If one sees us, they’ll all come after us.”
“Perhaps not, Hawke,” Kinto said, and this time he was clearly smiling. The grin took years off of his face.
“I have attained a new level, as you may have noticed,” the Hunter went on. “I have gained a new Ability. It is called Lure Prey.”
“Okay, maybe we aren’t screwed. Tell me more.”
* * *
‘Pulling’ was an old gaming trick that took advantage of the fact ‘mobs’ (short for ‘mobile object’) didn’t have brains but just pre-programmed instructions, not to mention limited senses and attention spans. If you faced too many mobs to handle at once, you could use a ranged attack or spell to bring one of them closer without alerting the rest. That way you could kill them one at a time. Of course, sometimes pulls went wrong and all the mobs would come down on you. At which point you respawned and went back to try again.
Kinto’s new ability would entice away a single beast, even an Elite one, and the fire lizards, despite being distantly related to dragons, weren’t smart enough to resist the Hunter ‘spell.’ It was a spell, Hawke decided; all the Abilities from even non-casting Classes cost Mana, so they were magical in nature. All Adventurers or Arcane Professionals in the Realms were magic-users; something to keep in mind moving forward.
The Hunter stealthily crept into range to cast Lure Prey on one of the fire lizards and bring it to the room, where the rest of the team waited. This sort of situation was nerve-wracking in a game, let alone in a real life or death situation.
They had formed an Adventurers’ Party. The process had been simple enough: the three members who qualified held hands in a circle, and a prompt appeared asking everyone if they agreed to join the team. A second prompt asked Hawke if he accepted leadership of the Party. He did, and gained access to a mini-map that showed the three members’ position at all times, with him in the center. Hawke could also see Kinto and Tava’s current Health, Mana, and Endurance. Since Gosto wasn’t high enough to join, he didn’t show up in the map. Finally, all members of the Party gained a five-percent bonus to combat maneuvers, spells and their effects, damage, and morale. That seemed negligible, but Hawke supposed that would improve at higher levels.
Thanks to the Party interface, Hawke could tell how far away Kinto was, but didn’t know where the fire lizards were. He would know the plan worked if Kinto returned with only one lizard in tow. If the Hunter came running, being chased by all three monsters, they would have to run away and try after the monsters gave up; Lair monsters usually didn’t stray too far from the areas they guarded. And if everything went really badly, Hawke would know the plan had failed when he heard the woosh sound of a jet of flame and saw Kinto’s stats drop to zero. He desperately prayed that would not happen. He even put in a word with the ‘goddesses’ of Light and Life. Maybe someone was listening, because the map showed Kinto was moving back at a slow, steady pace. A short while later, his shadowy form entered the room; the heavy steps of a single lizard followed him. The Hunter kept moving past Hawke, sticking to the plan.
Hawke stepped into sight; he had cast all his buffing spells, and he was glowing like a Christmas tree.
“Come get some!”
The lizard inhaled. Hawke waited until the monster was about to breathe fire and jumped off to one side. Against one lizard, dodging worked, more or less. The edge of the jet of flames brushed against him, inflicting about a third of its normal damage and burning off a chunk of his Bulwark of Light. The fire lizard roared and charged forward. The sound would probably alert its buddies, but they wouldn’t get there for a while.
The monster rushed into the room. Hawke stabbed it in the neck as Tava and Gosto cut loose with their ranged attacks. Tava’s fifth-level spell, Killing Shaft, let her do a quadruple-damage critical hit; added to her other arrow buffs, the layered attack inflicted a nice 172 points of damage on the wannabe dragon after accounting for its armor and damage reductions. By the time Kinto doubled back and backstabbed the critter, the lizard was on its last legs. The Hunter’s Killing Blow took it down, and not a moment too soon, because Hawke heard the growls of the other two beasts getting close. He stepped into view again, waving his bloody sword.
Timing was everything when it came to comedy and fighting fire-breathing monsters.
The two lizards paused and drew their breaths. Just as they were about to exhale, Hawke released Dazzling Light. He had been hoping the monsters would choke on their flames or maybe just miss him as they were blinded and stunned. As it turned out, the plan worked both better and worse than he’d expected.
The fire lizard in the rear recoiled from the sudden flash of light just as it fired its breath attack. It not only missed Hawke, but hit its companion instead. The monsters were resistant to flames, but not immune to them. The friendly fire burned off over fifty Health from the leading lizard. Unfortunately, the other’s attack hit Hawke squarely.
The pain was hideous, and watching his Health bar drop by over a third was no fun either, but he survived. Hawke cast Consecrate Ground and Bulwark of Light in the time it took the pair of raging lizards to reach the room’s entrance. Then everyone focused on the wounded monster and killed it before either creature’s flame breath had recharged. And when the last lizard began to inhale, Hawke threw his shield away, leaped on its back, holding his sword in both hands, and drove Saturnyx into the base of its skull. The blow didn’t kill the creature, but he used the sword as a lever and forced its head to aim away from his companions when it vomited flames, which hit nothing but a wall. After that, killing it wasn’t much of a thing.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 750 XP.
Congratulations! For enduring terrible agonies and fighting on, your Willpower has increased by 1.
Your Dodge Skill has been raised to 7.
Current XP/Next Level: 750/4,500
Hawke got another twenty-nine silvers and one Minor Healing Potion for his troubles; he felt a little cheated, but didn’t complain. Everyone had survived, and he had discovered the benefits of torturing yourself half to death: you could gain an Attribute point! He gave the potion to Kinto and decided it was time for a break. They had won again.
All that was left was beating the Lair Master and his minions.




Thirty-Three

The room the fire lizards had been guarding had another hallway leading further in. According to Saturnyx, the last five undead were in the next and last room.
“I do not like this plan,” Kinto said after Hawke outlined his idea. “You will die if you go in by yourself.”
“Worst case, I go down and you guys make a run for it. I’m laying down a patch of Consecrated Ground before I go in. Any Undead who walks over it will take a hefty amount of damage, so I figure they won’t be eager to step on it. That should buy you enough time to get out.”
“I should go with you,” the Hunter said.
Hawke shook his head. “We don’t know how good the Boss is. He might be able to spot you. And if one of them gets past me, you need to keep them off Tava and Gosto. They need a secondary tank to keep them safe. That’s your job. Let them and me do most of the killing. If and when it’s down to the Boss, I’ll lay down another Consecrated Ground wherever I’m fighting him; you can join in the fun then.”
“As you wish,” Kinto relented. “We will meet you at the entrance, should you fall.”
Which will drop my Identity to sixteen. Wonder what the effects will be like.
<Given your losses, you must have forgotten some things already,> Saturnyx told him. <Nothing important, just bits and pieces from your past. The name of a childhood friend, for example. If your Identity falls below ten, the missing pieces will become larger.>
Hawke shrugged. People always forgot things. Besides, he didn’t intend to die. He started casting all his buffs. When he was done, Gosto stepped forward.
“Hey, uh, Hawke,” the Druid said, handing him a small wooden flask. “This contains water from a spring sanctified to Cerunnos. It was given to me when I entered the Path of the Druid. Drink it. It will infuse you with Life magic and make you more resistant to the Undead.”
Hawke began to ask why Gosto hadn’t used it earlier but realized the Druid must have been saving it for the big boss battle. And had probably planned to use it on himself, not to give it to the weird Paladin he’d already seen die and come back. He thought about refusing the gift, but Gosto had a stubborn expression in his face; he looked a lot like his father just then, as a matter of fact. It made Hawke realize it wouldn’t do any good.
“Thank you,” he said instead. “This means a lot, Gosto.”
“My sister would kill me if I let you die again,” the Druid said with a smile.
“Shut up, you,” Tava told her brother while Hawke popped the cork and gulped down the slightly mineral-tasting water.
Do you accept the blessing of Cerunnos, God of Nature Y/N
He did, hoping he wasn’t inadvertently angering one of the other deities he was involved with. The message didn’t include any warnings, so he thought he was safe.
Temporary Buff: You have gained 20 extra Health. This is a temporary increase that will be gone once you take enough damage to reduce you below your normal Health.
Temporary Resistance: The infusion of Life magic has given you +10% resistance to Undead effects and spells.
Temporary Bonus: Your spells and attacks are 10% more effective, 20% against Beyonders, Demons, or Undead.
All bonuses last for 1 hour.
“Thank you,” Hawke repeated before walking towards the final chamber of the Lair.
* * *
The final corridor wasn’t a rough tunnel carved through rock, but it was lined with walls much like the rooms they’d passed on the way there. These walls were different, however. They were decorated by intricate paintings, although their colors were faded to near nothingness. Hawke didn’t mind that; the images he could see depicted humans being tortured in graphic detail. The whole hallway needed to be painted over, or better yet, destroyed altogether.
At the end of the tunnel, all he could see was darkness. He was close enough that his auras should have dispelled those shadows, but he couldn’t see into the room even with his Dark Vision. The murk was not natural. As he got closer, his auras seemed to shrink and the pool of light around him got smaller. He could barely see more than a couple of feet in front of him.
<They are moving towards you,> Saturnyx warned.
Let’s light them up! Hawke thought and released the Dazzling Light spell he’d been holding in his mind.
The bright flash washed off the darkness like a strong wind hitting a fog bank. Hawke could see who and what had been hiding in it. It wasn’t a pretty sight. Barely a few feet from him were three figures in black chain mail and full helmets, each wielding a heavy two-headed axe. Their weapons had been held high, ready to strike, but the trio of Undead recoiled at the sudden brightness.
Vampire Servant (Undead)
Level 6 Warrior (Elite)
Health 350 Mana 180 Endurance 240
Behind them stood a ghostly humanoid wrapped in a gray shroud, floating a good foot over the ground. Its hair was long and wild, framing a withered face; its skeletal fingers were poised in the middle of casting a spell, but like the three Vampire Servants, the Dazzling Light had stunned it.
Wraith Servitor (Undead)
Level 7 Ghost (Elite)
Health 210 Mana 350 Endurance 280
And finally, a tall human in a full suit of articulated plate armor waited near the end of the room. The armor was of some sort of black metal, with inlays that glowed with a pale bluish light that made Hawke think of radioactive cobalt. The Lair Boss held a pair of short swords of the same black and blue material, and unlike the other Undead, it didn’t seem affected by the flash of light.
Risen Lord (Undead)
Level 8 Master Vampire (Elite)
Health 560 Mana 800 Endurance 400
Hawke processed all this in a fraction of a second; his enhanced Intelligence made him absorb information faster than a normal human. He was on the move before the effect of the spell had dissipated. The Boss could wait; he needed to lower the odds some. Kill the mobs, then turn to the leader.
He stepped forward, struck the ground in front of the vampire trio, and activated Elemental Burst. An explosion of Light hit the three Vampire Servants, burning them for twenty points of damage. The Undead were still stunned when Tava’s Killing Shaft and Gosto’s Nature’s Sting hit one of them. Hawke lunged at the same target. Saturnyx’s point hit the wounded vampire in the neck, at the juncture between helmet and armor, crunching into the Undead’s throat and spine. Critical hit! A savage twist with the sword sent the vampire sprawling on the ground, his head barely attached to his body. A loot bag appeared over him like a good dead vamp.
The stun was fading on the rest, but Hawke used the time to cast a Hammer of Light and hit the floating wraith just as it tried to begin working some magic. He had never gotten a critical with a spell before, but maybe Cerunnos’ blessing was at work: the energy missile exploded inside the ghostly apparition for two hundred and seventy points of damage, dispelling the entity before it could do anything. Two down.
The free shots, unfortunately, were over.
The two remaining vampires moved in, swinging their axes as if they weighted nothing. Blows slammed into Hawke’s shield, cracking the solid wood backing and cutting deeply into its metal reinforcements. He was driven back, but he didn’t mind; the Undead were focusing on him and ignoring the arrows and spells coming from his team. Gosto was using his healing magic on both Hawke and his attackers, with the latter suffering from it. Tava kept striking her targets with uncanny accuracy: every few seconds a new shaft would hit the closest armored warrior. Some arrows bounced harmlessly when they struck the metal armor at the wrong angle, but most pierced them with an almost musical clink sound.
After a few wild seconds where Hawke stayed on the defensive, one of the vampires fell to its knees, an arrow protruding from the side of its helmet. Hawke ducked under the other monster’s swing, pushed it off-balance with his shield, and chopped into the wounded minion’s head just as another arrow went clink into its chest. The vampire collapsed with a loud clatter. Three down.
The Risen Lord finished casting his spell.
A shriek that drove nails of agony through Hawke’s ears filled the room and the corridor beyond it. He was staggered by the Boss’ banshee wail. The vampire servant was unaffected; its axe swing landed squarely on Hawke’s breast plate, breaking through the armor and cutting his chest open. He was knocked down, barely registering the nasty wound and the loss of over forty Health; the shriek filled his mind and made him want to die.
You have been struck by Death Cry! You are Stunned for three seconds!
You have resisted Death Cry’s Paralysis!
You have resisted Death Cry’s Instant Kill!
You have resisted Death Cry’s Arrested Breathing!
The prompts flashed past his eyes as the vampire servant walked over him and raised his axe for a final blow. On his party interface, Hawke saw that Kinto and Tava had been hit by the same debuffs. They had resisted the Instant Kill effect, but not the others. They weren’t breathing! Their Health was dropping steadily as they suffocated. He couldn’t tell if Gosto was down as well, but he must be.
The stun was still on. Hawke watched helplessly as the vampire prepared to strike. The axe began to swing towards his face.
<I am sorry,> Saturnyx said.
Hawke’s arm moved, faster than ever before. His sword cut through both the vampire’s forearms, sending them and their axe spinning away. Hawke leaped to his feet, shrieking in uncontrolled rage, and went on the offensive. The maimed vampire’s body went one way as its head flew in a different direction. The thing was, Hawke wasn’t doing any of those things. He was a passenger in his own body.
Saturnyx had taken over.
Fury like nothing Hawke had felt or even imagined he could feel flowed through him. Even from his removed state, getting a taste of Saturnyx’s wrath was almost enough to drive him insane. The sword’s soul wanted nothing more than to destroy everything and everybody. It charged the Risen Lord like a runaway train. No, like a tsunami or avalanche, a force of nature that nothing mortal could withstand.
His possessed body had become something else:
Hawke/Saturnyx (Half-Elven Eternal/Celestial)
Level ?? (20) Fury
Health 980 Mana 1,200 Endurance 1,010
Being in the Common Realm meant Saturnyx’s actual level couldn’t manifest itself, but her power at level twenty was more than enough to deal with the Risen Lord. The master vampire cast several spells as it fought: death curses, a bolt of pure darkness that tore Hawke’s Legionnaire’s Shield and his Rusty Breast Plate apart and delivered over a hundred points of damage, and finally, another Death Cry, this time focused only on him. Hawke felt his heart stop and then start again, fueled by the Fury’s relentless rage.
The Risen Lord’s twin blades crackled with magical lightning and he wielded them with incredible skill, but against Saturnyx, he was completely outmatched. In the span of a handful of seconds, the Fury hit the vampire multiple times, carving holes into its armor and reducing its health by half. Hawke turned away from the brutal fight and checked his Adventuring Party interface: the Risen Lord’s Death Cry was still affecting Tava and Kinto, and surely Gosto as well. They were dying.
You have to heal them! Hawke shouted at Saturnyx.
For several seconds, the Fury ignored him, too busy with the fighting, and with the savage joy of giving full rein to her rage.
Please! I swore I wouldn’t let them die!
That finally sunk in. Saturnyx delivered a roundhouse kick that sent the master vampire flying against the nearest wall, and used Hawke’s Bolt of Life spell to reach out to his friends, ignoring the spell’s normal cooldown and casting them instantly. It took three healing bolts apiece to get them breathing again. Gosto had been near zero Health when Saturnyx turned away from killing to save their lives. And something started happening to her just as she cast the last spell.
<I do not have much time left. You have to claim the Orb.>
Hawke found himself lying on the ground. He was back in control of his body, and his stats had returned to normal. His Health, Mana and Endurance were down by one third, and his armor was gone. The Risen Lord was hurt far worse, but he was getting up.
And Hawke’s sword was broken.
As he watched, the simple iron blade melted and then evaporated away, leaving behind only Saturnyx’s guard, hilt, and pommel. The glowing red orb on its pommel was cracked, and something like smoke made of white light was seeping out of the cracks.
<I was never meant to control my Master. To do so, I had to break through the Sacred Ruby that stores my soul.>
Hawke realized that the master vampire was struggling to his feet. Hawke cast a Bolt of Life on the sword, hoping it would help. He held the broken handle and charged the Lair Master. Saturnyx had shown him where the Orb was: encrusted on the Risen Lord’s chest armor. The black sphere was radiating negative energy like crazy. Time to fix that.
“Cover me!” he shouted at his friends, and caught the master vampire in a tackle that would have made his high school football coach proud.
Hawke’s Strength was nothing compared to the Undead monster’s, but one of his hands touched the Orb even as the vampire drove one of its swords into his bare stomach. The pain wasn’t as bad as being burned alive; he held on.
You have accessed: Death Orb
Destroy Orb? Y/N
Purify Orb? Y/N
He selected Purify just as the vampire grabbed him by the throat and began to crush his trachea. One of Tava’s arrows struck the Undead lord’s chest, but that didn’t slow him down.
The purification ritual did.




Thirty-Four

Everything slowed down to a crawl, like it had when Hawke touched the Goddess Vitara’s sacred vessel.
<You will prevail,> Saturnyx said. Her voice was fading with every passing moment. <I wish I could have seen you progress on the Path to Power…>
Stop the damn death speech! The Sacred Ruby is broken, you said. How about the Orb? Could you use that to house your soul?
<It might serve, for a while.>
Good enough. Don’t die yet.
Several agonizingly slow seconds went by. The Orb had been solid black with specks of greenish gray like what you’d find growing on spoiled food. Its color shifted to gray, and then to the warm golden glow of Life.
Purification Complete
Saturnyx is attempting to claim: Life Orb
Warning! This will result in the loss of the Orb. The Life Orb will become part of Saturnyx Demons-Bane. Some of its qualities will be transmitted to the sword, but others, such as Holy Focus and Mana Storage, will be lost.
Continue: Y/N?
Hawke didn’t hesitate to choose ‘Yes.’ Pedantic and annoying as the talking sword was, he’d grown fond of her. More than fond; she was as much his friend as Kinto’s family. And she had sacrificed herself to save his life. The least he could do was return the favor.
<I have started the process, but you must touch my hilt to the Orb.>
Time began to move again, still slowly. The vampire’s crushing pressure around his throat resumed and his Health began to drop at a steady pace, like a dripping faucet. But the important thing was that Hawke could move, although at a snail pace. He dragged the hand still holding Saturnyx towards the Orb. He lost another thirty Health in the time it took him to get the two objects to touch each other. The master vampire was strong!
Things began moving at full speed again. The pressure around his neck became unbearable, but a moment later Kinto arrived and drove his spear clean through the vampire’s side. The blow, combined to the continuous burn Hawke’s auras had been dealing to the Undead, not to mention Gosto and Tava’s attacks and the brutal beating Saturnyx had delivered earlier, pushed the Risen Lord below sixty Health. The gauntleted hand relaxed its grip. Hawke almost collapsed but managed to hold on while he continued to press Saturnyx’s broken pommel against the Life Orb.
The vampire punched him, but the strength behind the blow was no longer superhuman. The Lair Master’s helmet had fallen off at some point. Hawke saw its face for the first time. Strangely enough, the vampire looked disgustingly normal. It had black hair and its features reminded him of a younger version of the guy from the Expendables and Rocky movies. Its eyes locked with Hawke’s as the vampire started mouthing the words of yet another spell.
An arrow suddenly sprouted out of the vampire’s left eye. Hawke noticed a big ’87!’ leap from the critical hit, and the normal-looking face came unraveled, rotting from the inside out as the monster’s unnatural immortality gave away under the physical attacks. The transformation of the Orb that had awakened the monster from its endless sleep ensured it would not rise again. Hawke staggered away from the crumbling body.
<The process is almost done, Hawke, but I need more Mana. And Endurance.>
Hawke checked; he had about thirty points of each left. What the hell, emptying those pools wouldn’t even kill him, just make him pass out.
Take it all.
Hawke fell to his knees, then leaned against the nearest wall and turned to Kinto, who was looking at him with a concerned look in his face.
“Dibs on the head vampire’s weapons and armor!” he called out as darkness closed in.
* * *
Hawke came to and found himself face to face with Tava. The Ranger had been wiping his face with a wet cloth. It felt pretty good. Saturnyx’s hilt was in his hand, and he could feel the Fury’s presence inside it. She was alive! There were also dozens of notification prompts floating all over his field of vision, but he decided to ignore them for the time being.
“Good morning,” he told her.
“It’s been but a few minutes,” she said gruffly, but there was a smile in her face.
“After we get back to civilization, can I take you out somewhere?”
She frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”
Tread carefully here. This isn’t 21st-century America. “I mean, have food and drinks, talk, get to know each other.”
“Do you mean to court me, Hawke Lightseeker?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Yes. I like you. I like your looks, and I like that you can kick ass and want to go on adventures. I like that you saved my life just a couple minutes ago. I like pretty much everything about you, really.”
“Oh.” She blushed. “You would need to ask my father first.”
“I will, if you would be interested in getting to know me better.”
Tava grinned. “Yes. I would.”
“Good. I will speak with him in a few. I have a bunch of messages from the Arbiters I probably should check first.”
“Of course! Gosto and I gained another level after triumphing over the Lair. Father still has not reached the tenth level on the Path, but he has grown closer than he ever hoped he would.” She squeezed one of his hands. “All thanks to you.”
“I wouldn’t have made it without all of you. I owe you big, and I won’t forget that.”
She blushed again and kissed his forehead. “I will let Father know you are better. He is exploring the final chamber. We have found many items so far.”
“Thank you.”
Hawke laid back down. He’d beaten the monster and was in the process of getting the girl. Life was good. He turned to the other woman in his life.
How are you doing, Saturnyx?
<I remain, Master.>
What’s with the Master stuff? Did I screw up again?
<No, I use the term with nothing but the respect you deserve. I have often spoken to you with contempt. For that, you have my apologies.>
Okay, just don’t get weird on me. How is the Orb working?
Hawke examined the broken sword. Where the huge ruby used to rest, there now was a yellow sphere, pulsing brightly every few seconds. The rest of the hilt and sword guard looked the same, while still missing a blade, of course. He needed to fix that. The Rusty Longsword had performed admirably, but he bet he would find a much better replacement among the Lair’s loot.
<I have been able to house my essence in the Orb’s Mana repository,> Saturnyx explained. <The Orb has only a fraction of the durability and capacity of the Sacred Ruby, however. My soul is putting a great deal of stress on it. Over time, it will erode, and eventually crumble.>
Crap. “How long are we talking about?”
<Months. Perhaps longer, if I am affixed to a powerful blade.>
“We’ll take care of that right now.”
It was time to claim some loot.




Thirty-Five

Still ignoring the notifications, Hawke walked over to where Kinto had arranged all the weapons and armor he had taken from the dead vampires. The double-headed axes were powerful, with bonuses to Strength and Constitution and hefty basic damage, but Hawke ignored them, since they were the wrong kind of weapon for Saturnyx. Besides, those weapons and armor should go to Kinto and his family. Also any additional coin they found, to make up for his calling dibs on the Boss’ weapons and armor.
The paired blades the Risen Lord had wielded were in a category of their own:
Blades of the Battle-Mage (Masterwork Quality – Set Item)
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5).
Base Damage: Strength + 3-18 (Physical), 1-10 Elemental (Air)
Attribute Bonuses: +3 to Strength and Dexterity
Skill Bonus: +2 to Sword Skill, +2 to defensive maneuvers (Only when both swords are used).
Mana Storage: 150 Mana per blade.
Spell Focus: Reduce casting time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
Durability: 211/300. Requires Sword Skill (Paired Weapons Specialty)
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set (four or more pieces): +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
“Holy crap,” Hawke muttered. He saw the Lair Master’s armor was part of the same set, and if he used all three pieces of armor with the swords, he would gain its full set bonuses.
Helmet of the Battle-Mage (Masterwork Quality – Set Item)
Head Armor Piece
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5).
Damage Absorption: Physical 18/40% Elemental (All) 12/20% Forces (All) 5/10%, Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Penalty: -5% Speed Penalty: 0%. Perception Penalty: -12%. Durability 185/250. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Attribute Bonuses: +2 to Intelligence, +2 to Willpower, +4 to Spirit
Mana Storage: 50 Mana capacity
Magic Focus: Reduces Mana cost of spells by 2 or 20%, whichever is greater.
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set (four or more pieces): +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
Breast Plate of the Battle-Mage (Masterwork Quality – Set Item)
Chest Armor Piece
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5).
Damage Absorption: Physical 18/40%; Elemental (All) 12/20%; Forces (All) 5/10%. Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Penalty: -10% Speed Penalty: -5%. Durability 98/275. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Attribute Bonuses: +2 to Constitution, +2 to Willpower
Mana Storage: 100 Mana capacity
Spell Resistance: Reduces spell damage by 10%
Artifact Slot: Can fit one Gem, Orb or Device. Maximum Level: 20.
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set (four or more pieces): +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
Vambraces of the Battle-Mage (Masterwork Quality – Set Item)
Arms Armor Pieces
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5).
Damage Absorption: Physical 18/40%; Elemental (All) 12/20%; Forces (All) 5/10%. Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Penalty: -12% Speed Penalty: 0%. Durability 111/250. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Attribute Bonuses: +3 to Dexterity
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set (four or more pieces): +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
“I suppose you’ll be wanting the set,” Kinto said. “If I understand what that word, ‘dibs’ means.”
“If you don’t mind.”
“You earned it, and there is plenty more treasure for the rest of us. The axes alone will fetch a few gold denars apiece, if we bring them to market at Akila or another large city. Their armor is of Enchanted quality as well. I have not done so well in a long time, and unlike those wilder times, I know better than to waste these winnings on gambling, drink, and loose women.”
Hawke didn’t even bother checking the vampire minions’ armor. The Battle-Mage set was too good to pass up. The only thing was…
Will the two-sword set work for you? Hawke asked Saturnyx.
<Yes. It will not be the first time I have split my spirit between a matching pair of weapons. I will even help you master the dual-wielding style, which is rather different than the sword-and-shield method you know.>
That’s my other problem. If go dual-wield, I won’t be able to use a shield. That may make tanking more difficult.
<If you were a Shield-Bearer, or even a Warrior focused on defensive tactics, I would agree. As a Paladin, however, you will rely on your magic far more than your equipment to endure attacks. You will still be able to fight on the forefront of battle and survive a great deal of damage, which I believe is what you mean by ‘tank,’ although the image I find in your mind is of some sort of mechanical monstrosity that moves on treaded metal bands.>
Hawke felt some relief at hearing the familiar know-it-all tone of the sword. Will this help extend the time we’ve got?
<Greatly so. If I can house my spirit into the swords’ Mana repository as well as the Orb, it will forestall the eventual destruction of the Orb by several years. You will lose access to their Mana Storage, however.>
That’s fine with me. And we’ll figure something out long before then.
He picked up the paired swords and had them touch Saturnyx. Once again, there was a brief lightshow; at the end, both paired swords had slightly smaller versions of her hilt, guard and pommel, along with two copies of the Orb.
Instead of putting on the articulated plate armor suit the old-fashioned way, Hawke moved the armor pieces to his inventory with a mental command, and then had them appear on his body. Doing so activated a message:
You are trying to equip: Gear of the Battle-Mage
These items will become Soul-Bound to you. Soul-Bound items will follow you through Reincarnation and cannot be taken from you until your Final Death. Once Soul-Bonded, the items cannot be sold or given away, but you can designate an heir who can take them after your Final Death.
Accept? Y/N
He did. A moment later, he was clad in the black armor with the glowing blue highlights. Despite the fact that he could only see through a thin viewing slit on the helmet, he didn’t feel claustrophobic or cramped. His head instinctively began swiveling side to side to compensate for the lack of peripheral vision, all part of his Heavy Armor Skill. Still, sneaking up on him would be a lot easier as long as he wore it. The Battle-Mage set hadn’t included a leg piece, but he still had his new Greaves of the Warrior. The bronze armor didn’t match the rest of the outfit, but Hawke figured that wasn’t an uncommon sight for Adventurers who wore whatever bits of equipment they found.
All in all, he looked and felt like a one tough mother-effer. For the first time since his arrival, he seriously considered never going back to Earth. The memories of his two deaths seemed distant already, almost as if they had happened years ago instead of days or, in the second case, a couple of hours ago. The strength he felt coursing through his body as the armor bonuses subtly altered his physique was almost intoxicating. And he glanced over at Tava, who was ‘innocently’ doing some stretching exercises in a most eye-catching manner. Yeah, things could be good in the Realms. Really good.
<One can find the good in most situations,> Saturnyx said; Hawke thought he could hear a slightly miffed tone in her words. <But every light casts a shadow, and every good can hide evils to come.>
I’d almost missed the cloud inside the silver lining. Thanks for pointing it out.
<Anytime.>
There were five loot bags floating over the spots where the Undead had met their end. Hawke earned six gold, eight silver, and three copper coins. He also got a dozen potions, and an Enchanted dagger with enhanced damage and +1 Strength, Dexterity and Constitution. He gave it to Tava as a backup weapon.
“Is it permitted to offer a pre-courtship gift,” he told her as he did.
“From a dear fellow Adventurer, it is,” she said in the same mock-formal tone.
They were both grinning like idiots while he started opening messages:
For slaying your foes, you have earned 1,200 XP.
Current XP/Next Level: 1,950/4,500
Quest Completed: Lay the Risen Lord to Rest
Experience Earned: 420 (+20% Triune Tenets Bonus)
You Have Found: 10 gold coins.
You Have Found: Ring of the Legion (Enchanted Item: Reduce Endurance Costs by 10%)
Current XP/Next Level: 2,370/4,500
Quest Complete: Destroy the Lair
Experience Earned: 900 (+150 for Optional Quest, +20% for Triune Tenets Bonus)
You Have Found: 10 gold coins
You Have Found: Amulet of Stealth (Arcane Item: When activated, reduces any noise you make, increasing Stealth tasks by 30%. Lasts 30 minutes. Can be used once per day)
You Have Found: Orb of Life (Absorbed into Saturnyx)
Current XP/Next Level: 3,270/4,500
Quest Complete: Kinto’s Children
Experience Earned: 360 (+20% for Triune Tenets Bonus)
You have gained +380 Reputation with Kinto Primes (200 Base, +90% Charisma bonus)/
Current Reputation: +580 (Friend)
Current XP/Next Level: 3,630/4,500
If he hadn’t died, who knew how many more levels he could have gained. That XP wipeout after death was the worst.
<Death is always the worst thing, Paladin. Thank the Arbiters that you are one of the few who can experience it and return, hopefully a little wiser for having gone through it.>
Hawke sighed.




Thirty-Six

The Mana Node was beneath a stone sarcophagus that had been the Risen Lord’s resting place and prison. The tomb was covered with magical signs that somebody had melted, destroying them like it had destroyed the seals on the doors leading there. That was the Necromancer’s agent at work. Hawke was sure it had been the Wraith he had destroyed. It had been the only non-corporeal Undead in the bunch.
That’s a big coffin, Hawke told the sword. I don’t think Strength 24 is enough to move it.
<You don’t have to. The Node is close enough for you to reach with your magic.>
Hawke concentrated and sent a stream of Mana towards the Node. Connecting to it was like sticking your finger in a light socket. A shock of pure power ran through his body, paralyzing him. Uh, oh, he thought before a message appeared:
You have accessed: Level 5 Mana Node (Darkness Attuned). You have the following choices:
Leave Mana Node alone: No risk or reward. Y/N
Claim Mana Node: +1,000 Experience, +100 Mana as long as you are within 1 mile/level from the Node. Y/N
Destroy Mana Node: 2,000 Experience, +5 Spirit. Y/N
Absorb Mana Node, becoming attuned to its Element: Access to Darkness magic and Special Secret Bonuses! Y/N
Warning: As a Paladin of Light, Darkness is an opposing force. Trying to Absorb it will be dangerous and have unpredictable results. Great Risks Lead to Great Rewards! Choose Wisely.
Hawke had to think about his choices. Leaving the Node alone wasn’t a choice, of course, not with the Necromancer around; a new Lair would probably spring up in a few days. Claiming the Node had its advantages, but it was in a fairly remote area. Besides, this was the second Darkness-attuned Node he had found; the other was his Reincarnation site. If he was going to claim a Node, that was the better choice.
That left destroying or absorbing it. The first choice was the safe one, and it would give him enough XP to hit level seven. That was what he should do. But then there were the words ‘Special Secret Bonuses,’ calling out to him like a carnival barker telling him a better show was waiting for him at the next tent over.
Great Risks Lead to Great Rewards.
He needed all the advantages he could get to accomplish the things that he had sworn to do. And everything he planned to do was risky as hell. Hawke thought about consulting with Saturnyx first, but decided to take the plunge on his own. Fortune favored the bold, didn’t it? Like Napoleon (well, he did lose in the end), or Leroy Jenkins (actually, that didn’t have a happy ending, either), or… Never mind.
<What insane idea did your mind just conjure? Surely, you’re not…>
You have chosen to absorb a Mana Node (Darkness). Confirm: Y/N
He mentally ‘clicked’ Yes.
<What are you doing?> Saturnyx shouted in his mind, but it was too late.
Coils of solid shadow tore through the stone floor and stabbed him. Black energy rushed through his veins like a transfusion of icy water. The Light inside of him reacted the way antibodies would in the face of an infection, swarming the invading Darkness and seeking to destroy it. He started convulsing again, helplessly flopping around like a fish while Tava and Gosto rushed towards him, trying to help. Hawke felt the warmth from the Druid’s healing spells, but it had no effect. His body was fine. Whatever was happening was affecting him on a spiritual level.
Every instinct in his body wanted to fight the Darkness invading him. But that was the wrong move; he had invited it in, after all. A fight would destroy him. He tried to welcome it instead, and push the Light back. That didn’t work, either; the Light began to fight him, threatening to burn him from the inside out. Hawke tried a new tactic, using his healing Light spells on the Darkness, in an attempt to blend the two forces. Meanwhile, he used the other element he had control over, Life, to stabilize his system and ‘heal’ both Light and Darkness.
For the first time, he became aware of the flow of Mana through his body. It was a network very much like his blood vessels. Or like the pipes in a house, bringing clean water in and expelling waste out. And like pipes, there were junctions. He saw several spots where Mana gathered: one in his forehead, right between the eyes, another close to his solar plexus, a third in the center of his chest, and several others. He counted seven of them, each a personal Mana Node of sorts. He also discovered that Mana dedicated to destructive purposes flowed more easily if expelled from his left palm, while healing forces worked better from the right one.
The Mana in his body had been attuned to the two Elements he controlled. Now a third Element was flowing through the pipes. He tried to control the flow, to make it coexist with the Light that was trying to extinguish it. His will pushed Mana around like he would while casting a spell, but this time he just split the pipes so there was enough room for all the different energy currents coursing through his body.
Congratulations: You have gained one level of the Secret Discipline: Mana Channeling. Mana Regeneration has increased by 1 point per minute.
You have unlocked a Secret Quest: Mana Channeler.
Quest Complete: Mana Channeler I.
Experience Earned: 1,000.
(Level Advancement Frozen Until Node Absorption is Completed or Fails.)
Current XP/Next Level: 4,630/4,500 
What the hell is happening?
He thought Saturnyx was telling him something, but the sound of her mental voice came through garbled and distant, as if she was shouting from the other side of a thick wall. Hawke ignored that, set aside the notification, and concentrated on maintaining harmony between the two opposing forces. He clenched his left hand, cutting off the outflow of positive energy, and directed it back to his body. Then he opened his right and expelled the negative energies caused by the conflict between Light and Dark.
“Stand back!” Kinto ordered; his voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “His magic is gone wild. Gosto, heal me. Stand back, I said!”
The shouts, the feeling of the stone floor as his body kept thrashing about like a fish out of water, and the pain as conflicting energies were forced to share the same space, they all began to fade away. It looked like he had taken a chance – and lost. Too bad.
Reincarnation Attempted. Reincarnation failed.
Really lost. He hadn’t realized just how great a risk he was taking. Hawke pictured Tava smiling at him and imagined running his fingers on her tanned skin. He had lost everything. As darkness – not the element, but the simple end of the senses – began to close in, his last thoughts were of Saturnyx. He was going to miss her the most.
* * *
Voices echoed in the darkness:
A male voice: “This is nearly unprecedented. I do not like it.”
A woman responded: “Nearly unprecedented means not unprecedented. This has happened before.”
“Eleven times, including this one, over six thousand years. And never involving a Sixth Level noob.”
“He has been selected by three deities as their future champion. Four now, including myself.”
“Are you saying you will intercede for him? There will be a price.”
“I know the rules Arbiter. We all do. This is a time of changes. The Laughing Man saw to that. Who am I to question one of the Makers? Who are you to do so, for that matter?”
“I am the Chief Arbiter. I have to do the best I can with the mess our betters have created.”
“Do not get in their way, Primus. None of us is irreplaceable.”
“Don’t I know it. Fine, the noob is yours.”
Hawke could see again. A woman faced him, wearing a black robe that somehow stood out in the middle of the dark void surrounding them. He felt the same way as when he had met Vitara: like he was insignificant, a pebble next to a mountain, an amoeba facing a blue whale. Another goddess, and why did she care about him? The guy who’d been talking to her – Arbiter Primus, he suddenly realized – had been right. Hawke was a sixth level nobody.
“Greetings, Eternal. I am Tenebra Oculta, Goddess of Darkness and Secrets.”
“Greetings, Your Exalted Divinity,” Hawke said, his Lore Skill reminding him of the proper way to address deities.
“You have achieved much in a short time. Few beings at your current level of development have managed to take control over diametrically opposed Elements.”
“Eleven times in six thousand years, wasn’t it?”
He couldn’t see her face, but something in her voice suggested that she was smiling at him.
“You were listening to our conversation? Curious. Something else may be at work here.”
I probably shouldn’t be telling people – or freaking gods! – that I eavesdropped on them! Hawke thought, and felt disappointed when Saturnyx didn’t call him a dumbass in her own special way.
“Hawke Lightseeker. You have, without a teacher, forged a connection to a School of Magic: Twilight, the point of balance between Light and Darkness, favored by both Lumina Gloriana and myself. In the process, you have also awakened the ability to sense and manage the flow of Mana through your body, something that is normally only available at much higher levels of development.”
Damn, I’m good. If I wasn’t such a dumbass, I’d probably conquer the world.
“Unfortunately, the stress on your body has been great enough to place you on the threshold of death. Final Death, wherein your Identity will be obliterated and your soul cast away from your body, to face its ultimate fate or return to the Wheel of Death and Rebirth, as determined by your beliefs and past behavior.”
Scrap good. I was a dumbass.
“I was made aware of your actions, however, and have chosen to intercede in your favor. Your other patrons, the Triune Goddesses, have agreed to let you follow the Twilight Path, as long as you continue to obey the Tenets as you swore you would. You may make your choice now: to give up your existence and move on; or to change your nature and become something new:
“To become a Twilight Templar, Paladin of Shadows, seeker and keeper of secrets.”
I didn’t go through all this crap to die. And I get to turn into a Ninja Paladin? That’s like having to choose between cancer and ice cream!
“It is not as easy a choice as that,” the Goddess responded to Hawke’s thoughts. “Your new Path will put you at odds with many forces in the Realms. And you will be called upon to do my bidding, while still required to follow the Tenets of the Goddesses of Life, Light, and Wisdom.”
Hawke smiled, nodded, and kept thinking about what life as a Ninja Paladin, or Paladin Ninja, would be like. Pretty awesome, he was sure of it.
Tenebra sighed. “I may have made a terrible mistake, but I am committed now. Choose, dumbass.”
“I choose Twilight Templar, your Exalted Divinity. I swear I will serve you faithfully and to the best of my abilities. I do swear that I will remain true to my oath to the Triune Goddesses while following your commands. I swear to do these things, upon my life, my power, and my immortal soul. May the Arbiters punish me and the Makers cast me down if I’m forsworn.”
“Thrice sworn,” Tenebra said. “Try to think before taking leaps into the unknown, Hawke. You will live a lot longer if you do.”
The lights went out again and Hawke drifted off to sleep. A bunch of messages flashed by his closing eyes before he passed out:
Experience Gained: 1,400
Congratulations! You have reached Levels 7 and 8! You have gained 12 Attribute points to distribute.
New Life and Light spells available!
Some Light spells have Twilight equivalents, with new spell effects. You have learned three new Twilight spells.
You have acquired access to Darkness Magic. You have learned three new Darkness spells.
Some Darkness spells have Twilight equivalents, with different spell effects. You have learned one new Twilight spell. Total Twilight spells learned: four.
You have raised your Lore Skill to 3.
You have learned a New Ability: Mana Channeling I.
Current XP/Next Level: 6,030/6,500




Thirty-Seven

“Thank Shining Father! Thank all the gods! You have returned, and returned victorious, if my eyes do not deceive me!” Patros the Priest said when Hawke and his friends showed up at the Temple of Shining Father, two days later.
It was around eleven in the morning, but the cleric’s unsteady body language, reddish eyes and five o’clock shadow told Hawke that the man had been hitting the bottle again, hard. As he returned the greeting, Kinto simply grunted in displeasure. Patros’ grin faded when he saw the Hunter’s expression.
“A thousand pardons,” he stammered. “It has been a trying few days. Another vampire struck! Killed a guard and fled into the night, the day after you left.”
“There won’t be any more vampires,” Hawke said.
“That is wonderful news!” Patros said, his mood swinging back.
I hope I’m not BS-ing him.
<You are not offering him a pile of cow manure, in the crude parlance of your people,> Saturnyx said. <The Necromancer does not raise that kind of Undead. We will have to worry about ghosts, skeletons, and zombies. But not vampires.>
“I wanted to let you know, and also to remind you of your promise to come with me to see the Prefect.”
“Of course! Will tomorrow morning be soon enough? I wish to make myself presentable before we meet our esteemed eminence.”
“Sure thing.”
And hopefully you won’t be half in the bag by then, Hawke thought, maybe a bit unkindly.
“Excellent! Most excellent, most holy Paladin!”
“I’ll see you then.”
Quest Complete: Stop the Vampire Threat
Experience Earned: 420 (+20% for Triune Tenets Bonus)
You Have Found: 5 gold denars
You Have Found: Boots of the Wanderer (Good Quality)
Current XP/Next Level: 6,450/6,500
And just like that, I’m about to hit Level Nine.
He still hadn’t picked up new spells or distributed his new Attribute points. Or even taken a close look at his Twilight Templar status. There were no immediate threats, so Hawke had felt he could take his time. After he had woken up, getting another hug followed by more yelling from Tava, the group had divvied up the loot they had found, with Hawke getting the armor and swords as well as his share of fire lizard skins and the money from his loot bags. Everything else went to his companions. Nobody complained about their shares, which put them ahead of most gaming groups Hawke had been in.
As far as his friends were concerned, Hawke was still a Paladin. Only Saturnyx knew better. Twilight Templar was a Secret Elite Class that only people with True Perception (two notches about his own True Sight) could detect, and only if they were trying to find hidden abilities.
Speaking of hidden abilities, he had picked up a new quest:
You Have Been Offered a Secret Quest:
QUEST: Mana Channeler II
You are now aware of the flow of Mana through your body and the seven Chakras that focus and affect that flow. In most living beings, those Chakras are dormant. A Mana Channeler can awaken and use them to greatly increase his access to and control over the energies that permeate the Realms. Pick one of the Seven Chakras and awaken it. (Note: the Base, Solar Plexus and Groin Chakras are the easiest ones to awaken. It is strongly suggested that you start with them).
Rewards: 500 Experience, +10% to Mana Capacity, +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute; other Rewards may depend on the Chakra that is awakened.
Failure Penalties: If the quest is abandoned or refused, you will not be able to advance your Mana Channeling until you find a teacher.
Accept? Y/N.
Hawke had accepted it without hesitation. Having a way to increase his power that most people didn’t know about sounded great; the secret aspect also fit a follower of Tenebra to a ‘t’. The only problem he had was that the Quest didn’t explain how to achieve its objective. How do I awaken a Chakra?
<Uncovering the answer is part of the Quest. Meditation and becoming aware of the flow of Mana would be a good first step.>
He’d give it a try when he had some spare time. The last couple of days had been too hectic to put much thought into the Quest. He’d figure it out later; same with increasing his Attributes. They could wait. With the Battle Mage Set bonuses, he was hardcore deadly already. He was going to be a badass Ninja Paladin.
<Nobody knows what a Ninja is, and you should show some respect, not to mention gratitude, toward your new station in life,> the sword scolded him as he and Kinto left the Temple.
Hawke ignored her. Life was good and he wanted to enjoy it for a bit.
“Well, I’m off to see the Arcane Smith,” he told the Hunter.
“And I’m for home. I will see you for supper. Be there afore sundown, or you will find a closed gate as your only welcome.”
Don’t be late or don’t be there at all, Hawke translated. “I will.”
“And I would offer you a place to stay the night, but not while you’re courting my daughter. You understand, I am sure.”
“Of course.”
They clasped their forearms, the way the locals did with their friends, and the Hunter left. Kinto and him had talked on the way back. Hawke’s feminist sister would have been horrified at the idea of asking a woman’s father for his blessing before asking her out, but that was the way things were done in Gallia Nova. Kinto had agreed to allow him to court his daughter, which meant supervised visits, dinners, and talks. Hawke was happy to follow the rules; he wasn’t trying to reform society, just trying to get to know Tava better.
<Get into her breeches, is more likely,> Saturnix said. <You could as easily get what you want from Alba, who has already shown her willingness, or any of the other wenches, for no more than a bit of coin or even some fancy talk. All without risking the enmity of a man you call your friend.>
I’m not just trying to get laid, Hawke said as he walked the streets, looking for the address Kinto had given him. Although he was honest enough to admit that was part of it. He wanted her. And all the fighting and adventuring had left him feeling, well, ready for some action that didn’t involve cutting people with a sword. The thing with Alba had been great, but he wanted more.
<Prepare for disappointment. Courtships can last months before a betrothal, and only then will a self-respecting woman allow a man into her bed.>
We’ll see how it goes, he told the sword.
Getting serious with someone after less than a week in a whole new world was probably a bad idea. But all he had agreed to was to have dinner with her family and get to know her a little better. There was always time to change his mind.
Despite being distracted by his thoughts, Hawke heard the blacksmith’s shop before he saw it. The steady clang of a hammer striking metal was coming from a relatively wide side street; most of the others were too narrow to fit a wagon, but the one leading to the shop had a set of deep wheel ruts in it. Sure enough, he found the brick building half a block in, surrounded by a wide empty space, probably to keep stray sparks from starting a fire in nearby structures. The smithy was a solid brick house with a tile roof, topped by a pair of chimneys from which thick columns of smoke rose up into the sky. As he got closer, Hawke could feel the heat coming from the interior of the workshop.
“That’s a fancy suit of armor you’ve got,” someone said from inside the building. A young man came out to greet Hawke:
Huloh Katres (Human)
Health 13 Mana 11 Endurance 13
The guy had wide shoulders and thick arms; he looked like a younger version of the blacksmith Hawke had spotted at the Copper Kettle. His son, probably.
“What will it be, Your Holiness?” Huloh asked. “You are the Paladin that Sergeant Marko has been talking about, aren’t you? Although he didn’t mention the Black Mithril plate armor, so my apologies if I’m wrong.”
“I acquired the armor recently. In fact, I wanted to see if it could be repaired.”
“Aye, I can see it has more than a few dents, and even a couple of holes that do not bode well for its previous owner. I suppose he won’t be needing it anymore, will he?” Huloh laughed at his own joke.
“That’s right,” Hawke admitted. “I also wanted to look into becoming an Arcane Blacksmith.”
Huloh’s smile vanished. “My father already has a ‘prentice, and you’re looking at him. To take another would be costly in time and materials.”
“I can pay my way.”
The apprentice blacksmith shrugged. “Very well. I will let him know,” he said before heading back into the shop.
The hammering stopped and Huloh and his father exchanged words. Hawke’s helmet blocked enough of his hearing that he couldn’t hear the conversation until the blacksmith shouted:
“Keep the iron hot, and miss not a stroke, fool child of mine, or you will spend the night working beside the forge!”
Nobody spoils their children around these parts, I guess.
<Only fools and the most decadent noblemen do, around these parts.>
Katros Gorges came out of his shop, wiping his hands on a dirty rag. He was stripped to the waist except for a thick leather apron, showing off a set of arms that would have put a weightlifter to shame. He looked Hawke up and down, his eyes narrowing as he took in the armor and the pair of swords sheathed at his waist. Saturnyx’s handles and the Orbs at their ends were visible and clearly magical and rare. One of the problems of having fancy gear was that it was hard to cover up. He could keep the swords in his inventory but Saturnyx had said being inside it felt worse than being in a prison cell. He wasn’t going to make his sword suffer just to keep people from gawking at him.
“Greetings, Hawke Lightseeker. Guard Sergeant Marko speaks very highly of you.”
“He is a good man.”
“May I take a closer look at your ironmongery?” At Hawke’s nod, the blacksmith approached and looked over the elaborate – and banged-up – suit of armor. “Black Mithril indeed, my boy wasn’t lying about that. Been roughly handled. Will take some effort, but I can close the tears and fix the blemishes. Mithril has a good memory, it is said, and always wants to be made whole again. It will take a good deal of Mana, and five, maybe six infusions to undo the damage.”
The smith’s brows furrowed as he did math in his head. “You’re lucky I need no materials, for all the mithril is there, only bent and broken in spots. Still and all, it will be two days and fifteen silver denars to fix it good as new. I can start the day after tomorrow.”
Hawke didn’t like the idea of not having his fancy armor for four days, and paying one and a half gold coins for repairs sounded downright criminal, but Katros was the only Arcane Blacksmith in town, and Kintos had said it was pure luck that a place as small as Orom had even one of them around. Arcane Craftsmen tended to go to cities, where there was enough demand for their services to pay their high wages. Orom was unusual, having both an Arcane Smith and an Arcane Alchemist.
“You got yourself a deal,” he told Katros, and produced two gold coins. “You can keep the change if you’d be willing to teach me about Arcane Blacksmithing,”
“An eager student, eh? It is a rare Adventurer who wishes to learn a trade after venturing so deep into the Path. You have more than enough Mana to join a Craft, that is certain. How strong is your arm?”
“I do okay,” Hawke said, unsure if a Strength in the twenties counted. It would make him superhuman on Earth, but this place was different.
“Here,” Katros said, reaching into a pocket behind his apron. He produced a metal bar and handed it to Hawke. “It’s iron, only a bit of carbon in it to harden it. Can you bend it?”
“Only one way to find out,” Hawke said. As it turned out, he made a ‘U’ out of the straight bar easily enough, and straightened it again.
“Not bad,” the smith said, using the rag in his hands to grab the iron bar. The bending and unbending had heated the metal quite a bit. “You will need to learn the basics, and you might want to speak to someone to learn Arcane Mining, lest you wish to buy all your materials, which will become rather expensive as you go.”
“I can do that. I also have a few metal ingots to start with.”
“Good. Try Dorrham at the Copper Kettle. He did a bit of work digging the earth before he became a soldier. For the lessons, it will be one silver denar a day to watch me work and ask a question or two. If you are quick-witted, you will know enough to start swinging a hammer in a week or two, and pick the knack to work metals with Mana as well as your strong good arms by the third week. You’ve paid for five days’ lessons with the extra silver you just gave me.”
“Can I start now?”
“I’m doing nothing fancy, but I will show you how it’s done. Let’s get you out of that armor – might even start work on it today – and get you started. Huloh! Keep the fires hot! We got ourselves a new ‘prentice!”




Thirty-Eight

Congratulations! You have learned Basic Blacksmithing 1!
As it turned out, having Unlimited Potential and a high Intelligence allowed Hawke to pick up the basics at an incredibly quick pace. Katros had been working on a plowshare when Hawke had arrived. The simple blade was made out of iron stock that the smith turned into simple steel by sprinkling charcoal dust on the hot metal and beating it with his hammer. He explained what he was doing every few minutes, ignoring the way Huloh fake-yawned when hearing stuff he had already learned. The blacksmith’s son was not happy to have another apprentice to compete with. That didn’t bother Hawke at all; after dealing with Dire Bears and assorted Undead, the enmity of a normie human was nothing to worry about.
<Beware of complacency; even the lowly ant can bring down a mighty warrior if it bites him in the right place.>
After spouting off that bit of wisdom, the sword went quiet while Hawke learned and, later in the afternoon, actually took a couple of turns by the anvil and helped hammer a second piece of iron stock that was meant to become a shovel head. Saturnyx broke her silence only to remind Hawke that it was two hours before sundown and he had a date to prepare for.
“It hasn’t been even half a days’ work,” Katros said when Hawke made his excuses and started to leave. “You learned quickly, however. You’ll still be charged a silver, but I daresay you got your money’s worth.”
“Sounds good to me. See you tomorrow afternoon! I have an appointment with the Prefect in the morning.”
“I will see you when you arrive, and not a moment sooner,” the blacksmith said, not sounding very impressed. Hawke figured he was going to get charged for another full day of training no matter how late he arrived.
Becoming an Arcane Crafter was expensive as hell; Hawke was being charged almost three days’ wages for an unskilled laborer for each day of training. No wonder most people never bothered to even try. Thoughts about the unfairness of it all soon vanished as Hawke made it to the Copper Kettle, spent seven coppers on a new set of clothes from Dorrham’s lost and found, and purchased a hot bath for another three coppers. The new clothes were nothing fancy, just a set of leather leggings and a blue linen shirt, plus what passed for underwear in those parts, but they were better than the stuff he’d gotten during character creation. While he waited for his bath to be prepared, he told Dorrham the good news about the Lair and his meeting with Prefect Felix the next day.
“Yer a blessing from the gods, lad,” the Dwarf said as Hawke went to wash off the grime from days of camping out in the woods and hours sweating his ass off at the blacksmith’s.
The bathtub was small and cramped and the soap had a little too much lye for comfort, but whoever had made it had added some aromatic herbs and he felt halfway human after he was done. Alba brought him a mirror and a straight razor, giggling when Hawke was startled by her unannounced entry. She offered to help scrub his back, “and any other bits you fancy.”
“I would love to,” he told her. “But I can’t. I am courting someone.”
“Until a betrothal, you are free to enjoy anyone’s company, darling,” she told him. “No promises bind you.”
He shrugged. “It wouldn’t feel right to me.”
Alba gave out a chuckle, and if there was a tinge of bitterness to it, he couldn’t blame her. “No surprise, with you being a heroic gentleman and all. Should your mind change course, you can always find Alba Bastardes at the Kettle, as always.” Her smile faded. “Same as always.” She left. Hawke felt bad about the whole thing.
As he dried himself off, he thought about the sorry state of plumbing in town. He had seen an aqueduct that brought water into the town, and had read somewhere that Romans had used lots of piping historically, although they had been made of lead, which was terrible for your health. Here, people threw their crap into ditches along the town streets, and let the rain carry their waste off. The result stunk to high heavens. Hawke decided to do something about it. If he introduced showers, sewers, and flush toilets to the town, he could probably retire in comfort. Maybe he could use his Earth skills for something useful.
The walk to the hunting lodge was much more pleasant than the last one, when he had been worried about the Dire Bear, not to mention going into a Lair full of Undead. He’d conquered those fears in the best way possible, killing the critters that made him afraid. Now all he had to worry about was saying something stupid over dinner and ruining his chances with Tava. That sort of thing might have seemed like a medium-sized deal back on his universe, but in the Realms it seemed like nothing to be concerned about.
Hawke reached the hilltop lodge a few minutes before nightfall. The dogs’ barking alerted Kinto, who came outside; the Hunter pointedly looked toward the setting sun, but said nothing more than “Good eve to you, Paladin.”
“Evening.”
“Well, come in. Food’s getting cold.”
The inside of the main house was a long rectangular space, with an interior door at one end leading to the only separate room in the place. A cast-iron stove and attached kitchen were set against one wall; a long table with six stools was next to it. There was a heap of bedding on the wall opposite the table, which Hawke figured was where Gosto slept; at the end opposite to the interior doorway he noticed a section partitioned by a hanging deerskin curtain, which must be Tava’s bedroom. The partition had been decorated with flowers and a stuffed rabbit made out of the fur of a real rabbit, but with black buttons replacing its eyes. It was very realistic otherwise.
“It’s not much, but we call it home,” Kinto said.
“It’s lovely,” Hawke replied without a trace of sarcasm.
Shelves lined the walls, packed mostly with tools and utensils but also holding a handful of books as well as a statue of a horned man holding a leafed staff that his Lore identified as Cerunnos. The place had a homey quality that made him feel nostalgic for his parents’ place. He’d grown up in that house and still felt he belonged there, despite having been on his own for several years. Hawke understood why Tava wanted to leave home, but was old enough to know she would look back to her life there with fondness and maybe a little regret.
Dinner was deer chunks smothered a creamy sauce over boiled vegetables. It could have used more spices but it was as good a meal as any Hawke had eaten since arriving at the Realms, pizza included. Kinto opened a bottle of wine to go with dinner. Hawke was a beer guy, but the mildly alcoholic grape juice did help relax him a bit. The Hunter mostly listened and let Tava and Gosto do the talking.
The young Druid asked a ton of questions about Hawke: where he had come from, about his family, and life as a Paladin. Tava was interested in the answers, so he did the best he could. He explained he was from a far-off land and had been taken to the Realms by magic, that his father had been a soldier and now a craftsman and his mother a teacher, and that he himself had been in a trade. They understood when he said he worked on pipes and water supply systems.
“You might help fix the town’s water pump,” Gosto said. “One of the main wells will not provide water without it, and the mechanism is old, dates back to the old Empire. Nobody in town knows how to fix it, and the Prefect is too cheap to pay an Arcane Engineer from Akila to repair or replace it.”
“Can’t promise anything,” Hawke replied, having learned his lesson. “But when I have a chance, I’ll take a look at it. Have to speak to the Prefect tomorrow anyhow.”
Kinto nodded and broke his silence: “I will go with you. If he is not a fool, he will listen to us.”
“But he is a fool,” Tava said. “Or craven. Perhaps both.”
“How did he become Prefect?” Hawke asked. “I mean, did he get elected by the local voters, inherited it, what?”
He had to explain what he meant about being elected, which got a big laugh from them. Nobody at the Kintes household had a high opinion of democracy.
“No, Felix Pontes got his job from his father, Pontos Pontes,” Kinto explained. “He descends from a long line of Arcane Stewards who have controlled the Town’s Core for generations. We profess loyalty to the Ruby Empire, but Orom hasn’t been part of it since long before my father’s time. You don’t see any Legions marching around these parts, now do you?”
“No, can’t say that I have. So this place is on its own?”
Tava nodded. “No one will come help our valley, not unless we offer to pay them. When I first saw you, I thought you were a mercenary trying his luck with some dumb provincials.” She smiled at him. “I am glad I was wrong.”
“Well, I might be able to get us some help.”
Hawke explained about Dorrham’s request and the possibility of a band of Dwarven adventurers coming to Orom.
“They will want concessions, of course,” Kinto said. “Dwarves aren’t much greedier than anyone else, contrary to the stories fools tell of them, but they don’t risk their lives for free, either. Dorrham has been dreaming of opening up the old mines for quite some time.”
“Well, nobody is using the mines right now. If we can clear out the guy nobody wants to mention by name, we can get them open and the town will benefit.”
“Larger is not always better,” Kinto said. “I have been to many cities, of which Akila is not the largest by far. Loud, filthy places, where everyone will happily cheat you for the chance of an extra copper, or just for a laugh at the expense of some dumb foreigner.”
The Hunter got quiet again after that. Hawke broke the somewhat awkward silence by asking questions to Tava and Gosto. He did his best not to get too personal – their mother wasn’t there, and the few hints he’d heard about her absence had shown him it was a sore subject for all of them – but asked general stuff about the town, the sort of things people liked to do, that sort of harmless stuff.
“You should ask Tava to sing,” Gosto said when the conversation turned to music. There was a mischievous glint in his eye that anybody who’d had brothers and sisters would recognize. “She loves to practice, even when it scares away the game.”
“Shut up, you,” Tava told her brother, blushing again.
“A song would be nice,” Hawke said.
It took a little more prodding – even Kinto joined in – before Tava stood up and cleared her throat. Hawke hadn’t known what to expect, but he was pleasantly surprised. Tava’s singing voice was soft and a bit melancholic; she sang about a knight going off to war, leaving his family behind. Even without instruments adding to it, the rhythm was a mixture of familiar and alien that got Hawke right in the feels. She was good. Maybe not get a record contract good, but certainly good enough to compete in one of those singing TV shows people loved so much.
All in all, it was a nice dinner. Things only got bad later, when someone tried to assassinate him.




Thirty-Nine

It’d gotten a bit late; good conversation and better company had a way of making time pass quickly.
Hawke said his goodnights. Kinto had a last-minute change of heart and offered him a place to stay – not in the main house, but there was room in the attached shed, he said – but Hawke said he could use a walk. It wasn’t officially night yet; the city gates wouldn’t close for another hour, plenty of time for him to go back to the Copper Kettle, have a couple more drinks, and go to sleep. And truth to tell, a part of him was worried that Tava might try to sneak into the shed – or that he might help her do it. He was more than a bit buzzed; the wine had more of a kick than he’d expected, and he’d done plenty of stupid stuff while under the influence. Best not to tempt fate and make a mess of things.
It was a nice evening. The sun had set for some time, but there was still a scattering of reddish light behind the mountains to the west, and the moon and galaxy of stars were beginning to shine. The moon was three-quarters full; Hawke reminded himself to take his golden egg out and let it catch some moon rays in a few days. He couldn’t wait to see what his new pet would look like. That led him to reflect on how the moon seemed identical to Earth’s, but the stars and especially that huge galaxy crossing the sky were so completely different. He guessed that someone had decided to recreate Earth in another part of the universe.
“I still want to find out who that is,” he said, but reminded himself not to make any promises or threats. He didn’t want to get saddled with some quest he wouldn’t be able to fulfill.
<You are growing in wisdom,> Saturnyx said.
“Been a while since you said anything.”
<Sometimes one learns more from simply listening.>
“I had fun. It was nice to have a whole day of peace.”
<Yes. They are good people. Tava is a good woman.>
“You really think...?”
A hissing sound was followed by something slapping him on the chest, hard.
Hawke looked down. A fletched piece of wood was sticking out of him, right above his heart. A second later, he felt another slap on his shoulder. Now he had two shafts in him.
<Crossbows! Move, you fool!>
The pain hit him just as his mind processed the information. He moved behind a nearby tree, ignoring the stabs of agony he felt with each step. A third crossbow bolt zoomed through the space he’d just vacated. He’d taken thirty-three points of damage. That would have killed him at first level; now, the wounds hurt like hell but didn’t even slow him down. A Touch of Life spell expelled the two bolts in his chest and restored him back to full health in a couple of seconds. He heard movement from below: at least some of the crossbowmen were rushing forward. Someone cursed in a harsh whisper as the attackers came closer.
He buffed himself with Shield of Light; that was all he had time to do before a pair of men wearing dark clothing reached him. One had a big-ass knife that could be classified a sword, the other a spear. Hawke stepped around the tree to meet them. The two would-be assassins stumbled to a stop, crashing into each other. He knocked the spear aside with the sword on his left hand, and cut the man’s throat with a quick slash from the right. As the spearman fell to his knees and made horrible gurgling noises, Hawke reached out and lightly tapped the other man in the chest with his sword. At least, that was what it looked like; the tap actually pushed two inches of enchanted and sharpened mithril into the man’s heart, right between his ribs.
They were normies. No class and level. Less than twenty Health apiece. Killing them was like murdering puppies.
A crossbow bolt hit his Shield of Light and glanced off, despite the fact he wasn’t wearing any armor. He spotted the last two attackers. One was still loading his crossbow; the other dropped his ranged weapon and began fumbling for a knife at his belt. Hawke recognized him. He’d been the guardsman who ran away the night of the vampire attack. His name was Dimo.
Unencumbered by armor, Hawke moved as fast as a cat. He kicked Dimo in the crotch, leaving him curled up on the ground, gasping in pain but still alive, and beheaded the other crossbowman with a single swing of his blade. He almost felt bad about killing those men, but only almost. They had set up an ambush to murder him under the cover of night.
<Mercy to the guilty is cruelty to the innocent.>
Hawke nodded as he turned to Dimo, who was coughing and clutching at his groin. His closed eyes opened wide when the light surrounding Hawke shone through his eyelids.
“Please,” the ex-guardsman gasped. “Don’t kill me!”
“Who sent you?” Hawke said, pointing a sword at him.
It would be so easy. Just a quick jab to the throat, the heart, or one of his eyes, and Dimo wouldn’t be a problem anymore. That was when the realization that he had killed three human beings hit and made him sick to his stomach. People had died at his hands, and he had enjoyed it.
<The Arachnoids are people as well,> Saturnix said. <And any who raises a hand against you belongs to but one folk: your enemies.>
Hawke shook his head and turned to the lone survivor, who had started to crawl away until he saw the sword point hover near his face again.
“I asked you a question,” he told Dimo.
“I can’t. I can’t tell you!”
“Dimo. Listen to me. Tell me who hired you to kill me. I have strong suspicions already, but it would be nice to have them confirmed.”
“If I tell you, I will die.”
“What do you think is gonna happen if you don’t?”
Hawke gestured with his left sword, pointing at the bodies of Dimo’s buddies. He didn’t need to say anything else.
“I…”
<He has sworn an oath,> Saturnyx broke in. <Swore it on his life, I wager. If he tells us anything, he will die, and in a most unpleasant way. The Arbiters are not kind to oath-breakers.>
“Crap.”
<Just kill him and be done with it. We both know who sent the assassins. Not Domort, who rules over an army of Undead ready to do his bidding. It was the Prefect or his Captain. The one Kinto called Brunes.>
Hawke remembered Brunes. The Guard Captain’s name had come up during the argument between Kinto and Tava, the day before they’d gone into the Lair. If the captain or the Prefect himself were behind this, they were working on old information. Four 0-level scrubs might have been able to kill Hawke when he was a third-level newbie, but not now. Normies couldn’t see levels, he reminded himself. Must really suck, living in a world full of super-powerful people who could slaughter you at will. That realization made him decide to spare the lone survivor.
“Get out of here,” he told Dimo.
“What?” the assassin gasped.
<What are you doing?> Saturnyx asked at the same time.
“You should get the hell out of town,” Hawke went on, ignoring the sword. “I don’t think your employer is going to let you live after you failed. Start running and don’t look back. You’ll die if you stay in Orom. Go!”
<You are a fool,> the sword told Hawke as Dimo struggled to his feet and ran away.
“Probably.”
Hawke thought about going back to the hunting lodge and letting Kinto’s family know what had happened. He decided against it. Between their hunting dogs and their new levels, he doubted they were in any danger. Besides, he was certain the Prefect had put a hit on him, not them. He was an outsider stirring trouble, not a member of the community. If he went missing, few people would bat an eye. At least, that was what the Prefect would mistakenly think. Hawke might have been a stranger, but he had made friends already.
He kept walking, leaving the bodies where they lay. He’d come back early in the morning and ask Kinto what to do about the dead killers.
A few minutes later, somebody shot him in the back. He had put on all his auras, just to be safe, and the crossbow bolt bounced and went skidding off into the night. He turned around and saw Dimo as he dropped a crossbow and picked a second one he’d loaded.
Why?
<He most likely swore he would not rest until the job was done, Master.>
Hawke loaded up a Hammer of Light while Dimo shot him again. The direct hit managed to pierce the shield and poke a hole – the third hole so far – in his new shirt. The ex-guardsman leaned over to grab a third crossbow – the sumbitch had picked up all the weapons his buddies had brought and reloaded them. Before he could take aim, Hawke hit him with his spell. The effect of forty-three points of Light damage to a human with only thirteen Health was gruesome. Dimo’s head and one of his arms went spinning away from an explosion of blood and internal organs.
“Jesus.”
Hawke left Dimo’s mutilated corpse where it lay, but he took the crossbows into his inventory, along with the eighteen bolts he found. Maybe they would come in handy at some point. He didn’t much care. The fight had been disgustingly easy, but it had left him feeling upset. Angry at himself. At the world.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 4 XP.
Current XP/Next Level: 6,454/6,500
“Is that all their lives were worth? One experience point each?”
<The Arbiters are harsh but fair.>
“The Arbiters can kiss my ass! Those were normal people! They didn’t stand a chance. I don’t deserve any damn experience.”
<They could have killed you,> Saturnyx told him. <A little better aim, a lucky hit on a vital organ, and you would be waking up in the dark, missing another piece of your past, not to mention the two levels you have yet to activate.>
“You never let up, do you?”
<Not when it comes to important things. Not when you act the fool and turn your back on an enemy.>
“Just shut the hell up,” Hawke said. He was full of adrenaline and had nobody else to vent to than this talking paper cutter.
<I heard that. Paper cutter, am I?>
His vision grew hazy all of a sudden. When he could see again, he was standing on a circular surface surrounded by a reddish fog. And before him was a woman with waving barbed chains instead of hair. Naked. He had seen her in his vision, but up close, she looked terrifying, but also… wow. Her body was strong, but curvy and soft in the right spots.
“Saturnyx?”
“Our bond has grown, Master. Through it, I can bring you to my home, where we can face each other.”
“That’s great. If I’m your master, how come you can drag me here without my consent?”
“You can leave at any time, but you don’t want to. You are angry with me. You wish to punish me. This is your chance.”
Saturnyx stepped closer. The barbed chains shrunk and turned into long and wavy red hair. She was breathing heavily, making her breasts rise and fall. Her nipples were fully erect. Other than her head, she was completely hairless. Suddenly, Hawke wasn’t angry anymore. He didn’t want to fight her.
“Punish me, Master. I am yours.”
Hawke walked up and grabbed her by the forearms. Her pale, smooth skin felt unnaturally hot, like someone with a fever. His grip loosened, became a caress. She took one of his hands and pressed it against her breast. Then pulled it further down, having him explore her body.
Their kiss was harsh and went on for a while, as if they were trying to devour each other. He sent his clothes to the inventory as he took her in his arms and she wrapped her strong long legs around his waist. They rolled onto the ground. It was wild, almost brutal. Sex wrapped in violence. It was just what he needed, and looking into her eyes, he knew it was just what she needed, too.
For a good while, all his worries, fears and anger disappeared. All that was left was pleasure and her eyes, burning into his.




Forty

Hawke woke up under a tree, feeling chilled and drained.
He summoned his clothes; they were bloodied and the shirt had three crossbow holes. He didn’t care. He and Saturnyx had… Wow. That had been…
<Good. It was very good. For me, at least. It has been a long time.>
It hadn’t been that long for Hawke, or rather Ben Velasco. Alba, of course, and before her there’d been that waitress from Friday’s – Wendy. Pretty, and nice to be around at first, but then she’d tried to domesticate him and things had gone south in a hurry. A couple weeks after their breakup-by-text, he’d bought a copy of Eternal Journey Online and ended up here. But nothing he had ever experienced compared to what he and Saturnyx had done. That had been pure, crazy, out of control, Animal Planet level stuff. His knees felt a little weak just thinking about it. He wanted to go back to sleep, but the sun was up over the mountains, which meant it was close to eight in the morning. He needed to go back to Kinto’s house and tell him what had happened.
Tava would be there. He wasn’t sure what to feel, let alone what to do. He had cheated on her.
<Not according to our customs. You are courting her, but you have made no promises. She would be mad if she found out, but would forgive you if you grovel a little.>
“I guess I should tell her, then. Keep things honest.”
<What are you going to say, Master? Tell her you had sexual congress with your sword? I think some things are best left unsaid.>
I’ll think about it. And stop calling me ‘master.’
<You did not seem to mind when I did, last night.>
“Jesus H. Christ,” Hawke muttered as he walked back up the hill. Just when he thought things couldn’t get any weirder, this happened.
Kinto met him at the gate, alerted by the dogs. He noticed the blood on Hawke’s shirt. “What happened?”
“Assassins happened.”
“Come in and tell your story while you eat. We were just finishing up breakfast. There’s plenty left.”
Hawke was famished; hearing about breakfast almost made him emotional. “Thank you.”
As he devoured some leftover bacon and eggs, Hawke recounted his night adventures, leaving out the dream or hallucination thing with Saturnyx.
<It was neither of those things, but do keep it to yourself. Master.>
The way she said ‘master’ sent a shiver down his spine.
“Are you all right?” Tava asked him. She reached out and held his hand with both of hers, earning a frown from Kinto and a weak and guilty smile from Hawke.
“First time I’ve killed humans,” he answered, which was the truth but not the whole truth. “I tried to spare one of them; he doubled back and tried to kill me again.”
“Brunes,” Kinto growled. “Has to be him.”
“Not the Prefect?” Gosto said.
“Felix is a weak man. Too weak to fight the Necromancer, but also too weak to have someone killed. Brunes is his servant, but he does what he thinks is best for his master – and himself, of course.”
“We’ll kill him now, right?” Gosto asked with a teenager’s casual bloodlust. “Them. Brunes and the Prefect both!”
“No, fool of a Druid,” Kinto told his son. “Not unless you want to kill any guardsman who stands by his captain, and the townsfolk who will rush to their aid.”
“Nobody likes Brunes,” Gosto grumbled.
“None does, true, but many respect him. And many respect the law. Nobody likes a murderer.”
“What should we do?” Hawke asked Kinto. He was out of his depth when it came to the internal politics of Orom. He most certainly didn’t want to make an enemy of the entire town.
“Let’s see to the bodies first. Few people wander near my lands, so we have time. We’ll drag them off to a deep ravine by the next hill over, and drop them there. Let the crows and ants have their fill of them.”
That wasn’t how you committed a perfect crime on CSI: Wherever, but if Kinto thought that would take care of it, Hawke wasn’t going to second-guess him. “And after that?”
The Hunter’s smile was downright feral. “Then we go see the Prefect as if nothing happened. Let him or Brunes, whoever sent the killers, wonder what happened to them.”
Hawke smiled back. “I like that plan.”
“You’re going to need a new shirt, though,” Tava said, poking a finger through one of the crossbow bolt holes and lightly tickling him.
Hawke’s smile faltered a bit. “I’ll make another stop at the Copper Kettle’s lost and found. Although they are running low on things I can buy.”
And I need to get my head on straight. Thinking about getting laid will get me killed.
* * *
Sergeant Marko Clades was on watch at the entrance of the Prefect’s Keep, the fortified building on the tallest hill in Orom. He smiled when he saw Hawke but his expression grew serious as he noticed Kinto and Patros were walking alongside him. He and the other guard – Calvo – stood up a little straighter as the three men walked up.
“We are here to see Felix the Prefect,” Patros said. “He said he would receive us this morning.”
“Calvo, go see if the boss is up to receiving visitors,” Marko told his underling. “It is good to see you again, Paladin. What happened to your armor?”
Hawke was still in civilian clothes; the new shirt he was wearing wasn’t as nice as the one the assassins had ruined. He didn’t intend to start any trouble, and he doubted the Prefect would, either. Sending assassins at night meant the perps didn’t want their actions to become public. And if he was wrong, well, there was always Plan B: start chopping off heads.
<I like Plan B.>
“My armor is in the shop, getting fixed,” he told the guardsman.
“I heard you were away for a few days. Glad to see you back, except…” Marko looked around him to make sure nobody else was within earshot before continuing in a low voice. “Not everyone is. Including some you have come here to see.”
“Thanks for the heads-up.”
“We seek only to help Orom,” Patros said.
The priest looked a lot better than he had the previous day. Freshly shaven, wearing a clean robe and hat, and without a hint of alcohol in his breath, the man had undergone a transformation. Hawke hoped it lasted. Having the local Priest also be the town drunk was no way to run things. Unfortunately, in his experience people rarely changed for the better.
“The Prefect will see you now,” Calvo said after he came back. He and Marko led the visitors through a couple of corridors until they reached the main office.
The Prefect sat behind a table set on an elevated platform that let him look down on visitors, who had to stand before him in an open area with no chairs. Hawke figured that was to encourage people to conclude their business quickly and then get the hell out. A huge tapestry hung from the wall behind the table: a map of Orom was drawn on it, marking all its buildings, streets, and defensive fortifications. A magical map, Hawke realized when one of the small houses on a corner of the map started blinking and then disappeared. A place getting torn down, maybe? The map was updating in real time!
<It is a Ruler’s Map. Its owner can know much of what transpires within its borders, as well as work his will upon it.>
The Prefect was the fattest man Hawke had seen since he’d come to the Realms, although he would have been just more overweight than average on Earth. He did have a double chin, which he tried to conceal with a neatly trimmed beard, much like his fine robes did their best to hide the extra inches on his waist. He had a pair of spectacles perched on his nose; his small mouth was twisted in a sneering smile. His expression and the dismissive tilt on his head would have made Hawke dislike him at first sight even if he had known nothing about him. His stats were impressive, however:
Felix Pontes (Human)
Level 12 Steward
Health 70(170) Mana 264(364) Endurance 87
What’s with the second set of stats? Hawke asked Saturnyx as Patros made introductions.
<A Steward is a form of Arcane Official, one who derives power from a Town or City Core, the magical heart of the community. As long as he is within its lands, he derives strength from them.>
Standing by the Prefect’s side was a tall man, easily six three or four, with the shoulders of a linebacker. His suit of plate mail armor was lacquered white with gold trim. A spiked helmet was in his hand, leaving his shaved head uncovered. He had a rough-looking face, with a nose that had been broken at least a few times and not set right. A wide grin revealed wide gaps in his teeth. Hawke didn’t need to read the name tag floating over his head to know who it was:
Brunes (Human)
Level 10 Warrior, Gladiator
Health 711 Mana 126 Endurance 703 
Yikes! Hawke tried not to gulp after seeing the big guy’s stats.
“… and this is Hawke Lightseeker, Son of Hector, Paladin of Lumina Gloriana,” Patros was saying. “And you know Kinto Primes, former Adventurer, Your Eminence.”
“I do,” the Prefect said. His voice had a whiny undertone that set Hawke’s teeth on edge. “Although you seem to have gone back to your old trade, Kinto. Attained the Ninth Level on the Path. Impressive.” He turned his bespectacled eyes on Hawke. “And I was informed that you, Your Holiness, were a beginner follower of the Path, and yet here you stand, well advanced along it.”
“Clearing a vampire Lair will do that for you,” Hawke said. “Your Eminence.”
“That is one of the reasons we wanted to speak with you,” Patros broke in before the Prefect could take note of the lack of respect in Hawke’s voice. “The vampires who were plaguing Orom are no more! Hawke and Kinto have told me the Lair that was creating them has been destroyed.”
“That is all well and good,” Felix said. “But such an undertaking should not have been carried out without notifying the proper authorities. Namely, me. I am glad that the young Paladin and old Hunter succeeded, but if they had failed, what would have become of Orom? What horrors would have been visited upon our townspeople?”
“You were lucky,” Brunes rumbled; his voice was gravelly and deep. “Luck always turns bad.”
“The deed is done,” Kinto said. “We can talk about it until the stars burn out, but nothing will change that.”
“Yes, I suppose you are right, Hunter,” Felix said. “Is that all?”
“We also killed Old Urso,” Kinto said. “I have his claws and teeth as proof.”
“No need to show them to me,” the Prefect told him. “Your word is good enough.” He poured coins into a small purse and gave it Brunes, who walked over and handed it to the Hunter. “You will find it’s all there. Now, if there is nothing else…”
Hawke spoke up: “I would like to speak on behalf of Dorrhem, the taverner at the Copper Kettle.”
“Is this about his usual plan? To bring a passel of his relatives to Orom and start trouble in the mountains?”
“To explore and perhaps reopen the mines that once brought wealth to the town,” Patros answered before Hawke could, and in a more imposing tone than anything he’d heard from the Priest. “I have prayed for guidance and am convinced doing so will be in Orom’s best interests.”
“Is that so? I’m glad to hear you are spending your spare time praying, for a change.” Patros looked abashed at that. “But your words have moved me, Your Holiness. Who am I to deny such a reasonable request, especially one that has been endorsed by such prominent personages? I hereby grant my permission to Dorrham to make arrangements to bring a group of Dwarven miners to Orom.”
“I think you should reconsider, Your Emi…” Patros began to say until he realized Felix had agreed to the request. “I mean, thank you, Your Eminence!”
“You are all quite welcome. And unless you have yet another pressing matter, I do have other business to attend.”
Brunes leaned forward, conveying his willingness to clear out the office if people didn’t move quickly enough. Hawke copied the bows Patros and Kintos gave the Prefect and followed them out. Marko left with them, a relieved expression on his face.
“I thought I was about to get in trouble again,” he whispered to Hawke as they reached the exit.
“Again?”
“Yes. Felix was most displeased that I gave you permission to bear weapons without a peace-bond. Almost demoted me on the spot.”
“Well, I’ll try to stay out of trouble.”
“I would thank you for it.”
Marko waved goodbye to them as they left the Keep and walked down the small hill.
“That went a lot better than I expected,” Hawke said.
“That it did,” Kinto agreed. “I don’t like it.”
“What would Felix stand to gain by accepting our request?” Patros asked. “Other than bringing help to the town, I mean?”
Hawke thought about it. “Dorrham will probably ask me to go to Akila to recruit his cousins, or to escort him there.”
“Which removes you from Orom for at least two weeks, more likely three,” Kinto said. “Leaving him free to do as he pleases, him and his attack dog, Brunes.”
“Maybe you should come with me,” Hawke told Kinto. “All of you. They might try to get to you while I’m out of town.”
“I don’t like running from the likes of Felix,” the Hunter grumbled. “But perhaps you are right. Although this better not be an excuse to bring my daughter along,” he added with a small grin. “Traveling courtships have a way of going awry.”
“I will stay, of course,” Patros said. “I am not fit to travel, and someone needs to look after the town.”
“All right, but don’t antagonize the Prefect,” Hawke said.
He hadn’t told the Priest about the assassination attempt; he didn’t want to spread the news around, especially since there were four unburied bodies in a ravine not far from town. He almost did so now, but stopped when Kinto gave a curt shake of his head. The Hunter was probably right. The more people knew about that, the greater the chances the killings would become common knowledge.
“I will do as my conscience dictates,” Patros said. “You battled the Undead when I was too afraid to do so. The least I can do is watch over my people while you are away.”
“Just be careful,” Hawke told him.
“I will start making preparations for the trip,” Kinto said. “When do you want to leave?”
“Tomorrow would be great. But I was having my armor repaired and the smith said it would be a couple of days. Let me see if I can speed that up. I’ll go talk to him and then will give Dorrham the good news.”




Forty-One

Katros frowned. “You want me to drop everything and have two days’ work done in one afternoon? If you weren’t the hero of the day, I would be telling you to take your business elsewhere, Paladin.”
“I could help, if I become an Arcane Smith,” Hawke said. “And I’m willing to pay extra.”
“Hmm,” the smith said, considering things. “You lack the skill to perform anything other than the simplest tasks. But you have a large Mana pool, and Arcane Blacksmithing depends more on the application of magical energies than on skill, heat, and brawn. Very well, I will induct you in the Craft. You will then assist me in repairing the armor.”
“Sounds great!”
“I wasn’t finished, Paladin. In addition to the fees we previously agreed upon, I will need another five silver to bring you into the Craft, and five more for the rush job.”
“Another gold?”
Hawke had left the vampires’ Lair convinced he was a rich man, with over thirty gold coins – three thousand coppers, enough to pay a laborer’s wages for years. Getting his armor fixed and learning an Arcane Craft were going to drain him of a good chunk of that money. Education wasn’t cheap in the Realms. Or on Earth, for that matter; he had seen his sister leave college with a useless degree and almost two hundred grand in debt. That had been one of the reasons he’d decided to go into vocational school instead, and ended up with no debt and making three times what her sister did in her last job at a pot dispensary in Seattle.
Katros didn’t say anything, but his relaxed posture had ‘take it or leave it’ written all over it. Behind the blacksmith, Huloh was grinning as he pretended to do his chores instead of listening to his father squeezing a rich outsider for all he was worth.
Hawke sighed and produced a gold coin. “Deal.”
“Excellent,” Katros said. “Let’s get started. Normally, to induct someone into the Craft is a matter of some pomp and ceremony, but you say time is of the essence, so we’ll get right down to it. Raise your right hand.”
Hawke did, and the smith went on: “Repeat after me: I, Hawke Lightseeker, Son of Hector, pledge my power to the Art and Science of Blacksmithing. I so do swear. May the gods punish me should I betray my Siblings in the Craft. I so do swear. May the Arbiters turn their backs on me should I refuse to aid a Sibling in need. I so do swear.”
The third time Hawke made his oath, he felt a cold current run through his body. Images and information flooded his mind, making him sway on his feet for a moment. When he recovered, a message from the Arbiters was waiting for him:
Congratulations! You have become an Arcane Blacksmith!
You have learned: Analyze Item
You have learned: Restore Item
You have learned: Refine Ore
You can now learn Arcane Blacksmithing Recipes. Number of known recipes: 0
Current XP/Next Level: 0/100
“It hits you like a slug of the hard stuff, doesn’t it?” Katros said. “Welcome, Brother in the Craft. I was a regular Journeyman and nearly thirty when I was inducted. Best day of my life.”
“Thank you,” Hawke said.
“No need to thank me, Brother. You paid handsomely for the honor. Now, if you will assist me in fixing your armor, we will get it done before nightfall. You provide the Mana, I’ll provide the skill.”
* * *
Congratulations! Your Blacksmith Skill has been raised to 2!
By the time Hawke made it to the Copper Kettle, he was tired but happy. As it turned out, repairing magical items was very little like actual blacksmithing. Katros had laid his hands on the holes and dents in the suit of plate armor, visualized its proper shape, and used Mana to push the metal back into that shape. It required skill as well as a lot of power, ten Mana per Durability point restored. Having become an Arcane Blacksmith, Hawke was able to contribute his Mana to the process, speeding things up.
If he tried to do it by himself, however, his low skill incurred a high risk of failure. At best, the Mana and time spent would be lost; at worst, the item would lose Durability instead of regaining it. He was going to need to practice a lot. According to Katros, a skill level below five was considered too low to do any sort of detailed work.
Still, he had a Craft. One day, he might make his own set of weapons and armor, designed to best augment his abilities. And he would make Saturnyx a blade worthy of her soul.
<And I will be most thankful, Master. I’ll be happy to show you just how thankful, when you retire for the night.>
We’ll talk about it, later, Hawke told the sword. He might not be legally cheating on Tava, but in his mind, he was.
<We will.>
When he entered the tavern, the crowd cheered him like he’d scored the winning touchdown at a championship game. People who a few nights before had regarded him with suspicion, or at best indifference, now offered to buy him a drink or three. Many asked him to tell them the story of his deeds. He politely declined and tried to order some pizza and beer over the clamoring of the crowd.
“Leave him alone, ye dolts!” Dorrham shouted. “My apologies, Paladin. Word of yer deeds has gotten out, as it were. Here, ye can have yer dinner in the back, behind the kitchen, where only my workers will bother ye, and they won’t bother ye much, not if they wish to keep their jobs!”
Hawke ended up eating at a table set for the tavern’s staff. Alba brought him his food and drink and told him it was on the house. She was as pleasant as always, but didn’t add the cheerful flirting she’d displayed before. He found himself a little disappointed.
<If you care to bed the wench tonight, I would be willing to wait until after you had your way with her, Master.>
Stop it, you.
Out in the common room, someone called a toast to ‘Ohio Hawke.’ A cheer followed. Nice to be the local hero for a change.
<The favor of the mob is fickle and easily turns into hatred,> Saturnyx noted. <Are you sure about Alba? I could even join in.>
This is getting creepy. I mean… Okay, I don’t regret what happened last night. But it’s messed up my head, and you trying to bring Alba into it is making things worse.
The sword was silent for several moments. <I am sorry. I never had a soul bond like this with any of my previous masters.>
You never nearly destroyed yourself for any of them, either, did you? Hawke told her, suddenly realizing the depth of the sword’s feelings.
<No. I care about you, Hawke. And being touched, feeling desire of any kind, other than the urge to kill… It has been a long time. I don’t want last night to be the last time I felt those things.>
Okay.
<What do you mean?>
Last night won’t be the last time, okay? But it will have to wait until I speak to Tava. And no, I’m not bringing Alba into it, either.
<Very well.>
Saturnyx fell silent after that. Dorrham joined Hawke for dinner, and he let the Dwarf know about the Prefect’s decision.
Quest Completed: Secure the Old Mines
Experience Earned: 120 (Base 100, +20% Triune Tenets Bonus)
You Have Gained +190 Reputation (Base 100, +90% Charisma Bonus) with Dorrham Stern
Current Reputation: +302 (Trusted)
Congratulations! You have reached Level Nine! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute (18 unspent points total).
New Darkness, Life, Light and Twilight Spells Available.
Current XP/Next Level: 6,574/10,000
And there I go, Hawke said. Next stop: Level Ten! Although that’s going to take a while.
“I wish I’d be going with ye to see my family in Akila, but I’d only slow ye down,” Dorrhem said. “I have written letters to my cousin Torrim, over at Dwarven Hills in the city. If ye or Kinto bring them to him, he will arrange for a party of Sterns to return with ye. Four to six strong Warriors, Mages and Clerics, perhaps a Paladin or two as well.”
Joining forces with a balanced group of Adventurers sounded like a dream come true. With the proper mix of damage, support and defense, they would tear through the Necromancer’s defenses. At least, he hoped so. Hawke had to admit he didn’t know much about the Necromancer; he had only been in the cavern complex beneath the mountain Stronghold.
Is a Stronghold as tough as a Lair?
<They are rather different. Lairs provide a means to test Adventurers. Strongholds are built by Adventurers or their monstrous equivalents. A Stronghold will not lure you in with increasingly strong defenses; it will seek to destroy invaders the moment they arrive, or outside its borders if at all possible.>
Hawke nodded and turned to Dorrham. “I might be able to bring more help as well. A Guild of my people has been formed in Akila.”
“That is good. It will take a great deal to set things to rights along the Sunset Range. We will need all the help we can get!”
He hoped the Dwarf was right. Hawke had the outlines of a plan if his worst fears came true, just in case. But if he could bring in half a dozen Eternals along with the Dwarves, the Necromancer was a good as dead. And with Eternals, Hawke wouldn’t be constantly worried about having them die on him, unlike the normal people he would be asking to risk their lives in the days to come.
“There was one more thing I wanted to ask you,” he told the Dwarf. “I’ve become an Arcane Smith, and Katros the blacksmith said I could learn Arcane Mining from you.”
“Katros inducted ye into the Craft? He is a fine smith, for a human, that is. It would be my honor to help ye. It has been many a year since I dug into the folds of the earth, looking for its secret treasures, but once ye are an Arcane Gatherer, ye never lose the knack.”
When dinner was over, Dorrham conducted a quickie induction ceremony; unlike blacksmithing, Arcane Mining was so different from the real thing Hawke didn’t even need to learn the actual trade. He swore his oath, felt magical energy rush through him, imparting the knowledge he needed, and he got a new set of prompts:
Congratulations! You have become an Arcane Miner!
You have learned: Detect Ore
You have learned: Call Ore to Surface
You have learned: Extract Ore
At your current level, you can extract the following mineral ores:
Copper, Iron, Gold, Silver.
Current XP/Next Level: 0/100
“Thank you,” Hawke said when the process was over. Unlike Katros, Dorrham didn’t charge him a dime.
“It is nothing. Perhaps when you return you will be able to advance on the Miner’s Path, out by the mountains surrounding this valley.” Dorrham paused and smacked his forehead. “And I just have the thing for you! Curse my aging memory for forgetting it!”
The Dwarf left the small dining room in a hurry. Hawke wondered what he would bring back. Dorrham had taken the loss of the shield he’d gifted Hawke rather well. Hearing the shield had saved his life and been destroyed in the process of fighting a deadly enemy had been reward enough. When he came back, he was beaming and holding a pick and a shovel. Their hafts were unusually short; they reminded him of the e-tools soldiers got, which had extensible handles.
So did the Dwarf’s tools. He showed Hawke how to extend and collapse them. And they had other properties as well.
Dwarven Shovel and Pick (Good Quality)
Using these tools of the trade will increase the chance of success of any tasks related to Arcane Mining by 10%. Ore extraction yields will be improved by 5%.
“I can’t accept them without paying you,” Hawke protested. “How much does that set sell for?”
“Well, they were given to me when I was inducted into the Trade. Ye can buy their like for eight, maybe ten silver denars if ye go to a Dwarven trader.”
“Ten silver it is, then,” Hawke insisted, and Dorrham accepted the money, somewhat reluctantly but in good grace, and Hawke sent the tools into his inventory.
“A man who pays his debts, even unasked, is a man of honor,” the innkeeper told him. Hawke’s Reputation with him grew by another 16 points.
I hope I am.
He wanted to be someone he wasn’t ashamed of.
<You are.>
You are prejudiced, he told the sword, and for a change, she had nothing to say.
* * *
That night, as he slept – alone – Hawke did some bookkeeping.
He had a lot of message prompts to open. He started by examining his new Elite Class:
Twilight Templar (Elite Hybrid Class)
You have become a shadow paladin, able to infiltrate enemy forces and strike without warning! As a champion of Light and Darkness, favored by the Goddesses Lumina and Tenebra, you have access to a number of special abilities, unique to your class.
Elemental Affinities: You have an Affinity to the Light, Darkness, and Twilight Schools of Magic. Note: Your Soul-Sword’s Chosen Element now encompasses Light, Darkness and Twilight.
Twilight Effects: You have learned Twilight versions of a number of your spells, with different effects and Mana costs. Examine each of your spells to learn more.
Backstab: any attack on an unsuspecting enemy will inflict triple damage and have a 50% increased chance of becoming a critical hit.
Hidden Status: To casual onlookers, you will continue to be a Paladin of Light of the appropriate level. Furthermore, by spending Mana, you can hide your class and level. Fifty Mana will allow you to appear to be a member of any Class you are aware of, and increase or reduce your current status by up to five levels, which will adjust your apparent Characteristics accordingly. The new class and level are illusions and have no physical impact on your real status, however. The Mana spent on this ability is not regained until you remove the illusion.
Follower of Tenebra: As a disciple of the Goddess of Darkness and Secrets, you gain the following bonuses: -98% chance to be detected or located by magical means; +25% to Stealth tasks. +10% Experience for slaying enemies by ambush or trickery. +15% Experience to Quests involving discovering secrets or keeping them from others.
“Holy crap. I’m a freaking Ninja. Just like I said.”
<Damn your Ninjas. Now claim your three levels’ worth of rewards and study your spells.>
“I wanted to talk to you about that first.”
<You have my undivided attention.>
“Can people see my actual level before I allocate my Attribute points and other leveling bennies?”
<They cannot, because you will not attain a level until you assign your new Attributes enhancements. Until then, your spells and abilities will work at your previous level. To the eyes of everyone, even those with True Sight, you still appear as a Sixth Level Paladin.>
“Good. Let’s keep it that way.”
<Why?>
“Maybe I want to surprise somebody.”
<I see you are beginning to think like a Twilight Templar.>
“It’s the Ninja way. My other question is, if I’m wounded and I raise my Constitution with Attribute points, will the extra Health I gain heal the wound?”
<Yes. And if you claim all of a new level’s Attributes, your Health, Mana and Endurance will be reset to their new values at their full capacity. All negative effects will also be removed immediately.>
“Perfect. I had hoped that was how things worked.”
<What other trickery are you planning, Templar?>
“Keeping those levels under wraps is going to be my ace in the hole. If I get into trouble, I’ll level up. I’ll be fully healed and have more Health, Mana and Endurance on top of that. With three unclaimed levels, I can pull off that trick three times.”
<I am beginning to see the wisdom hidden within your folly.>
“They call it the method in my madness where I’m from.”
<You will be handicapping yourself until you spring your trap, however. And if you die, you will lose those unclaimed levels.>
“I think it’s worth it. For example, Felix and Brunes think I’m a sixth level Paladin. Same with anybody we meet in Akila. They’ll underestimate me, and that’s when I’ll go Ninja on their asses.”
<Very devious. Such wisdom should be rewarded.>
“Soon. Have to square up things with Tava first.”
<I cannot wait.>




Forty-Two

“The Legion’s Highway!” Gosto announced proudly. “If you walk on it long enough, it will take you to every great city of the Ruby Empire, all the way to Ruby itself.”
The road was wide enough to fit three wagons side by side, paved with stones, and had deep ditches on both sides. It looked well-maintained, too. What was that saying? All roads lead to Rome. The locals followed in the traditions of their ancestors, modified by having access to magic.
“We have five days of hard walking ahead, much of it uphill, and sleeping under the stars every night,” Kinto said. He was the only person in the group who had gone anywhere on that road. “Then you can tell me how much you love the Legion’s Highway, child of mine.”
“No inns along the way?” Hawke asked the Hunter.
“Not until we reach Eagle’s Watch, a village that used to be a military fort; that will be the first time we’ll have a chance to eat a kitchen-cooked meal and sleep on a bed. Then it’s two more days to Akila, but in civilized surroundings.”
Between Kinto and his talking sword, Hawke didn’t have to worry about seeing the downside to anything; they were going to call it out whether he wanted them to or not.
<Our eyes simply see things a little more clearly, even if I don’t have eyes of my own. But we do it because we care.>
Hawke had noticed the sword (swords now that she was bonded to a pair of them) had become more affectionate, although she retained her hard edge. Which made sense; she was a Fury. She might be infatuated with him, but she couldn’t change what she was.
Tava walked by his side. Weirdly enough, he hadn’t gotten any sense Saturnyx was jealous of the Ranger girl. Either she didn’t consider Tava competition or… what? Hawke wasn’t sure he wanted to delve into that.
“Have you been in many cities, Hawke?” Tava asked him.
“A few. They are different from your towns. A lot noisier, for one.”
“Akila has forty thousand inhabitants, whereas only two thousand live within Orom’s walls.” She smiled. “I have never been to so large a city. I wanted to go with Father on his last trip, but he told me to take care of the lodge and my brother.”
“I don’t need anyone to take care of me,” Gosto said behind them. He was leading a pack horse, their only beast of burden.
“I am fifth level now!” the kid went on. “I’m one of the few Druids who have gone so far on the Path at my age.”
Thanks to the Lair, everybody in the group was high enough in level to be linked via the Party interface. They all knew where everyone was and their current Health, Mana and Endurance. It was very useful, although Hawke hoped they wouldn’t need any Party abilities during their trip.
“How far have you traveled outside Orom?” Hawke asked Tava.
“Nowhere near as far as I would like. The Highlands Forest, of course, although I was taught to keep well clear of Old Urso’s range. The Southern Woods, more often, for there are few dangers there. And I’ve been to the Shadowy Foothills to the north, but not ventured deeply into them. Good hunting, but the woods are old and hostile.”
Hawke checked the magic map only he could see and figured out that Tava had never been more than twenty miles away from the place where she’d been born. He understood why people couldn’t take a two-week vacation to go visit the nearest big city, not often, at least. But he figured the main reason was that traveling was dangerous.
“Should we expect any trouble along the highway?” he asked Tava.
“Not this close to town,” Kinto answered. The Hunter was leading the way but his sharp ears missed nothing. “Tonight, we will sleep near a creek, on a hill too steep for most beasts large enough to threaten us. As safe as can be out in the wild, but we will set watches, nonetheless. Beyond that, the Highway is in disrepair. There once were towns and villages along that stretch of road, but they were abandoned before the rise of the Ruby Empire; their names are long forgotten, and none cares to rebuild them, not with trade being sparse at best.
“Bands of Woodlings prowl the forests where those towns stood. A merchant’s caravan with a dozen guards would be too much for those miserable creatures to handle, but four travelers may seem weak enough for them to take the chance. We will have to be watchful, day and night.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
As Hawke walked, he thought about the conversation he wanted to have with Tava. Life and death stuff came before young-adult-novel drama, but he needed to straighten out the mess he was in before it got out of hand. From what Kinto had said, their first night out would be the safest. He should work things out by then, so he could focus on staying alive and, more importantly, keeping everyone else alive.
“You have grown quiet,” Tava said, and Hawke realized she’d been saying something and he’d completely missed it. “Are you all right?”
“Sorry, my mind wandered off,” he told her.
I don’t care about the legalities. Can’t be with two women at the same time. I’m not an Italian mobster.
<I think that if you explain the situation to her, she will understand.>
Are you nuts? In what universe would she be okay with this?
<In this one.>
Hawke noticed Tava was giving him a funny look. He wanted to shout ‘Help, I’ve fallen into a chick flick and I can’t get out’ but nobody would understand what he was talking about.
“Again, I’m sorry,” he told her.
“A man who apologizes often should perhaps reconsider his actions before he takes them,” Kinto said from the front of the group.
<Tell her everything,> Saturnyx told him. <Trust me.>
Hawke looked around, hoping for a monster – something serious, like a dragon or a pack of velociraptors – to come and save the day. Nothing did. He sighed.
“There is something I need to tell you, Tava. Maybe when we have a little more privacy?”
“And what do you need privacy for?” Gosto said behind them.
“That is our business, snot-nose, and none of yours,” Tava told her little brother before turning to Hawke. “We will stand third watch together. And we will talk.”
Kinto didn’t say anything to the change in watch schedules, which Hawke took for approval.
If you are wrong about this, I might be about to ruin my life, he told Saturnyx.
<I am not. But you might as well get this over and done with, one way or another.>
Hawke couldn’t disagree with that.
* * *
“Very well, my mysterious Paladin, what were you so secretive about?”
They had waited until Kinto had been asleep for a while, although Hawke was sure the Hunter slept with one eye open and both ears perked up. Their campsite was fairly secure, being on a hilltop, accessible only by a steep and narrow game trail unless someone brought a full set of mountaineering equipment or could fly. They still kept looking around as they spoke. They were in civilized country, with villages within half a day’s walk all around, but Hawke had been right outside Orom’s walls when he’d gotten hit by a bunch of crossbow bolts.
“Let me feed my golden egg first,” Hawke said, taking the Seed of the Fae out of his inventory. He had checked with Saturnyx first to ensure the unborn Faerie critter wouldn’t be hurt by being in stasis. The sword assured him it would be fine.
The full moon was up, outshining the smaller stars but not the swirling galaxy. As Hawke lifted the egg, a beam of blue-white light shot into it, making the surface glow brightly. He took a closer look; the golden shell became semi-transparent, and he saw a tiny figure move inside, like a baby kicking for the first time. Or was it babies? Before the egg returned to its normal solid color, he could have sworn he had seen two heads.
Fae Seed has been Primed.
Two full moon exposures remain.
“Did you see that?” he asked Tava, who had watched the whole thing with an awed expression; she nodded. “I think I’m about to have twins.”
She laughed. “That, or a two-headed monster.”
“If it’s not a two-headed monster but two critters, would you like one?” Hawke asked her after he put the egg away.
Her expression turned serious. “That sort of gift should not be offered lightly. Nor should it be expected to purchase my affection.”
“Oh, no, it’s nothing like that. I don’t buy affections. I like you. I like courting you. But you are also an ally. We have fought together, and I trust you to have my back. If I have a magic beast to spare, I couldn’t think of a better person to have it. Especially since you can use your pet abilities with it.”
“My apologies, Hawke. For a moment, I thought… Others have tried to buy me. Brunes, the Prefect’s attack dog, he came to my father when I became of age. Offered him a large tract of land for his permission to court me. We sent him packing.”
“Okay, I get that. That’s not how I do things. I’ll buy you dinner at the Copper Kettle, or somewhere nicer if I can find it. But I’m not trying to buy you. If you can be bought, that means you’re not with me for me but for what I can give you. Who wants that?”
“Some would, for the control their wealth and power give them over those below them.”
“Not me.”
“I see that now. But you were about to tell me something.”
“It’s about my sword. Swords, I guess.”
“The hilt and guard are the same as your old blade,” Tava said. “It is the same weapon, isn’t it? Transferred its magicks into the twin short swords the Risen Lord wielded. It must be a Legendary or even an Epic weapon to have such qualities.”
“Well, yes. And it’s a she, actually.”
“It… she is alive? Alive and capable of thought?”
“She can talk, too.”
<I can speak to her, if you allow her to touch me,> Saturnyx said. <That might make things easier for everyone concerned.>
“Ah, she wants to say ‘hi’ to you,” Hawke told Tava. He unsheathed his left-hand blade and offered it to her, hilt first.
“I knew when I first met you that my life was about to change,” she said, and gripped the sword. Her eyes went wide. “I hear her.”
And I don’t, Hawke thought as Tava closed her eyes, still holding the sword.
<I am having a private conversation with the young Ranger. Trying to eavesdrop is highly improper, Master.>
Well, excuse me, he told the sword, which ignored him. He might have made a terrible, terrible mistake.
For a while, nothing happened. Tava occasionally opened her eyes and looked at Hawke, but didn’t say anything. After a few minutes, a couple of tears ran down her closed eyes, but she remained silent. Hawke decided to concentrate on watching the camp. If he was lucky, a nocturnal wyvern or some other monster would attack and snap everyone back into reality. Tava’s eyes flew open and she looked at Hawke with an expression he’d never seen on her before. She covered her mouth with the hand that wasn’t gripping Saturnyx. “Oh, my,” she whispered.
What are you telling my girlfriend, Saturnyx?
<I am not telling her anything. I am, however, showing her a few things.>
“Oh, shit.” Yeah, a terrible mistake.
“You,” Tava finally said. “And her!”
Worst freaking mistake of my life. Out loud: “Yes.”
“Oh.”
Hawke didn’t know what to say. ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘It was a mistake’ would not only be horribly unfair to Saturnyx, it would be a lie. He wasn’t sorry. He had loved every minute of it, and he only had second thoughts afterwards. Guess we can try to be friends, he thought as he waited for Tava to say something.
“I must be your first.”
He’d expected a few choice words, but those weren’t it. “First what?”
“Wife. I must be your first wife. Saturnyx would be a terrible first wife. She agrees, by the say.”
<I do. A first wife has duties that I would not be able to fulfill properly, being a disembodied spirit housed inside a sword.>
“You are a lovely spirit,” Tava told her. “And so beautiful. Your tale moved me, and I would be honored to call you my friend. Fierce in war and in love, like the heroine of a song!”
You showed her…
<Everything. If we are to be sister-wives, I had to.>
Tava smiled at him. “We might be getting ahead of ourselves, since you haven’t proposed yet, my darling Paladin. But I do hope we are betrothed soon.” Her voice dropped into a sensual whisper as she leaned against him and kissed his lips. “I have not had a lover before, and I can see, from what Saturnyx has shown me, that I have a lot to learn.”
“I see.”
Was this Heaven or Hell? He’d find out.




Forty-Three

The Woodling attack came right on schedule.
The rest of the night had passed peacefully. Thanks to Saturnyx, Hawke and Tava could speak telepathically, which was a godsend, particularly when it came to discussing marriage customs in Gallia Nova. Polygamy was a thing, legally speaking. It wasn’t common – large households were expensive to maintain, and not that many women wanted to be in second or third place – but it wasn’t forbidden. The legalities were complicated, but they boiled down to the first wife having the most rights and biggest share of any inheritance, with her children having priority as well. Polyandry existed as well, although that was even less common, usually the sort of thing noble widows did. In their case, only the first husband had any rights; the others got very few privileges and didn’t inherit, although all their children were treated equally. There were also legal rules for concubines and mistresses. They had rights and obligations as well, but fewer than a spouse.
The locals had a joke about it: ‘Two husbands, four times as much. Two wives, eight times.’
Eight times as much what? Hawke had asked.
Eight times as much of everything, Tava had answered through Saturnyx. Eight times as much joy and pain, sorrow and peace, pleasure and strife.
“Well, at least they don’t sugarcoat things around here,” he muttered to himself the next day.
After leaving the campsite, the group had continued to follow the Legion’s Highway as it wound its way northeast. A day later, as Kinto had told the group, the road began to show signs of decay, growing worse the further away they got from Orom. From the looks of it, there wasn’t enough trade between the town and the big city to justify paying for the road’s upkeep. Five days to reach the nearest other town did seem like a lot, although Hawke wasn’t sure. That was the sort of thing he usually snoozed through during history class.
<When this area was part of the Onyx Empire, there would be a village or at the very least a way station at the end of a normal day’s travel. Around eight to fifteen miles, depending on the terrain and roads. Most merchants will not chance sleeping out in the wilds more than a couple days in a row; too dangerous, not to mention uncomfortable. Unsettled lands are havens for bandits and beasts.>
Hawke nodded and kept his eyes flickering back and forth between both sides of the road, as well as casting a few glances to the rear. Sections of the ditch were filled with dirt or even covered by undergrowth, and entire stretches of road had been washed away by seasonal floods. Their pace slowed down as they maneuvered through obstacles: a pond that filled a dip in the road, an overgrown stretch that would turn into part of the surrounding woods in the not-too-distant future, and, finally, a large log that blocked the road.
“That wasn’t there the last time I passed by,” Kinto said, looking around suspiciously. He spotted something and shouted. “Ambush!”
Hawke drew his blades and looked for a target on the left side of the road while he started casting Hammer of Light, cursing himself for not having his defensive buffs up. He’d thought about constantly maintaining them the next day, thinking they would be safe until then. He hoped his laziness wouldn’t cost him.
Off to the right, Hawke heard Tava’s bow go twang as it sent a shaft downrange. He couldn’t look in that direction, however, because a couple of bushes off the side of the road rose up, revealing they were a lot more than bushes, and shot their bows at him. The critters looked like children-sized people with pale brown bark covering their slender bodies and leaves instead of hair. His True Sight identified them:
Woodling (Minor Fae)
Level 4 Hunter
Health 60 Mana 30/40 Endurance 60
One arrow missed him clean. The other struck his arm and exploded in a flash of green light. Even though the arrowhead didn’t penetrate his plate armor, he still took five points of damage. He threw the energy hammer at the closest critter and landed a 52-point hit, enough to make it yelp in pain without killing it. Two others jumped from behind cover and sent more shafts hissing towards him. Hawke found himself missing his shield; he batted one of the arrows away with a swift swing of his left sword, but got hit a second time. Once again, the arrow itself did no damage but whatever magic caused it to explode did. Three points this time. Not a lot, but it was going to add up.
<Use your auras, Master.>
Saturnyx clearly meant ‘dumbass’ and she was right. He started walking towards the attackers while he cast Aura of Light. He got hit three more times for a total of fifteen points, but he started recovering six Health per second. He was still down another eight points by the time he got Shield of Light up, after which he stopped taking damage from the exploding arrows. There was no time to cast another spell; the Woodlings dropped their bows when he got too close, and grabbed spears from the ground. Brave little bastards; he had to give them that.
In close combat, it was almost as one-sided as when he fought those poor level-0 human assassins. He parried a spear attack and countered it with quick thrust to the Woodling’s neck that generated a big ‘73’ critical number and left a corpse with a loot bag over its head behind. He killed the wounded critter next, after which the two survivors decided it was time to leave. Hawke took out one of them with another Hammer of Light, on the grounds that he wasn’t giving enemies second chances. Not anymore. As it turned out, hitting someone from behind was an automatic critical, more than enough to drive the third Woodling from sixty to zero.
All the while, he had kept an eye on the Party Interface. Kinto’s Health had dipped by a good forty points, but it was rising up, thanks to Gosto’s healing. Tava was unharmed. When the fourth Woodling he’d been fighting ran into the nearby forest and disappeared, Hawke looked around and saw six more loot bags, marking the spots where more forest people had died. Losing nine members in less than a minute had to be demoralizing.
For Slaying Your Foes, you have earned 90 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 6,664/10,000
“You think this fight will convince them to leave us alone?” Hawke asked Kinto while he sent a Bolt of Life his way.
The Hunter nodded; his body relaxed as the pain from the last of his wounds faded away. “Their bands are never more than thirty, forty strong, and a third of them are their young. We’ve killed half of this band’s warriors.” He walked over to where his thrown spear had nailed one of the Woodlings to a tree. He yanked it loose with a jerk, and the small body dropped to the ground.
“They look like children,” Tava said, looking slightly shaken. Monsters and Undead were one thing, but the Woodlings were people, even if they belonged to a different species.
“I know,” Hawke said, putting a hand on her shoulder. She put her fingers over his. “It’s not easy, but they were going to kill us.”
“Kill us if we were lucky,” Kinto added. “Woodlings like to take some of their victims alive, to feed to their god.”
“They don’t worship Cerunnos, but Akaton Blood-Drinker, when they worship at all,” Gosto said. “They war against all those who use fire and eat meat.”
Hawke thought about making a Vegan joke, but nobody would get it. Besides, Tava was still upset at the killings. So was he, although not as much as he would have been a few days ago. The world was making him less sensitive to such things; he actually cared more about the fact the critters had yielded a meager ten Experience points apiece and a total of seven silver and eight copper coins. He waited for Saturnyx to jump in with some wise saying like ‘The Realms will make you tougher or they will kill you, Master,’ but the sword stayed silent. Maybe she was softening up.
<No need to say what you already know. Master.>




Forty-Four

“Okay, I am impressed,” Hawke admitted to himself when they finally saw the outlines of Akila, six days later.
A city of forty thousand people didn’t sound like much. Not to someone who had grown in a world where a football stadium could easily hold that number. The tall walls rising over the horizon and running for what looked like miles were something else, however. So were the towers that emerged from behind the walls. The most notable among them was bright red, with a golden dome on top; it had to be hundreds of feet tall, a fantasy skyscraper. A couple of the other spires – one white, the other a light blue that blended with the morning sky so well it should be deemed a flight hazard – were nearly the same height. Overlooking the walled city was a fortress on top of a large hill or maybe a small mountain, with two or maybe three more sets of walls around it.
Tava and Gosto were in awe, having never seen anything larger than their walled town. “Has any army ever taken Akila?” she wondered. “Can any army ever take such a place?”
“You would have to ask a historian to get the full answer, daughter of mine,” Kinto said with a grin. “But you must have forgotten ‘The Fall of Akila,’ the song I used to mangle many a night when you demanded a bedtime story, not all that many years ago.”
Tava blushed in embarrassment. “Oh! Of course. I haven’t forgotten, but until just now I didn’t match the song to the place. It has fallen, then, at least the one time.” Her eyes unfocused, maybe as she listened to the song in her mind.
“Sounds like an interesting story,” Hawke said.
“And I bet Tava would looove to sing it for you,” Gosto said.
“Shut up, you.”
Hawke smiled at the bickering siblings. After week of traveling together, you would think he would have gotten sick of hanging out with them, but he’d actually grown closer to Kinto’s family. And the feeling was mutual. Even Kinto had started to warm up to him and share stories about his misspent youth, often to the scandalized shock of his offspring.
He was going to miss them all.
“I guess this is where we part ways,” he said.
Kinto pointed to the crossroads they had reached. “If you take that road and head east, you will reach the Silver Gate tomorrow by mid-morning. We’ll go straight here and make it to Southgate before evening.”
“Are you sure you want to go off on your own?” Tava asked, not for the first time.
“We stick to the plan. Kinto will deliver the letter to the Stern Clan and get the Dwarves’ help. I’ll go the long way around, visit the Nerf Herders’ headquarters, and see if they are willing to help. If they aren’t, they won’t know where I came from.”
Hawke wished he could disregard Kinto’s warnings, but it was too risky. Too many players belonged to the ‘grab everything that isn’t nailed down’ school of thought. The last thing he wanted was to give some ambitious murder hobo the idea that Orom was ripe for the taking. Better to keep things secret to start with. Kinto had given him the name of a seaside town far to the east: Herona. Hawke would tell anyone who asked that he came from there.
Am I being too paranoid?
<Wrong question. Are you being paranoid enough?>
You are a sweetheart.
<And you are too foolish for your own good. Or anyone else’s.>
Love you too, Hawke replied.
<And I, you.>
What?
<You heard me.>
Okay. I guess we’re on the same page, then, Hawke told his sword. He wasn’t lying either; he loved the snooty Fury at least as much as he did Tava. It was funny that he’d gone all chick-flick on Saturnyx before the human girl, but he had met the living weapon first.
“If everything goes well, we will meet at Eagle’s Watch,” he said out loud. “If you get there before me, wait for me. If I’m not there in three days, go on without me.”
“Be careful,” Tava said. She hugged him goodbye and gave him a chaste kiss on the cheek, all under her father’s close supervision.
I want to become your betrothed soon, she said through their connection to the sword. She has been showing me a lot of things I want to try with you!
Oh, boy. “You take care too, Tava,” he told her. “I’m going to miss you.”
And whenever we are less than five miles apart, I’ll call you through Saturnyx. The magic sword provided the equivalent of a cheap phone plan for people linked to her.
“Are you going to miss me too?” Gosto said in a girlish falsetto.
Hawke and Tava turned to him and said, “Shut up, you!” at the same time.
“They echo each other,” the kid said before making disgusted noises. “Kill me now.”
“I’ll be happy to,” Tava told him.
“All right, I’m off,” Hawke said. He started walking down the road heading east. When he turned around, they were still looking at him. They waved at each other and he kept going. After a while, he couldn’t see them anymore.
Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case for long.
* * *
After half a day’s walk on a road that paralleled the city’s walls, Hawke found a roadside inn and paid twelve copper for a meal and a bed – prices were a lot higher even outside the city. The customers were mostly travelers to other places who didn’t want to spend the tolls you had to pay to enter Akila proper. He ate his meal quietly and listened to their gossip. Nothing stood out, other than rumors of war in the west. A Dwarven kingdom was facing a Goblinoid invasion. And pirates were apparently getting frisky in the Sea of Pearls to the east. Hawke figured none of that stuff was his business and tuned it out.
That night, he spent an hour in his room sitting down in the lotus position and meditating. When he relaxed and let his mind wander, he started to become aware of the flow of magical energies through his body. By the end of the hour, he could see the entire network of lines of light, similar to the pipes in a house. There were drains and pumps, storage areas and waste disposal channels. The seven nodes – the Chakras – glowed brightly with Mana. All the energy ‘pipes’ in his body were connected to one of them. He still didn’t know how to awaken the Chakras, however. After the hour was up, he went to bed feeling exhausted, despite having a full Endurance pool.
The next morning, he made his way to the Silver Gate and discovered it was indeed a huge silver-plated archway, or maybe mithril-plated; it was easy to confuse the two metals. The archway was open, with no doors in sight, which probably meant magic would be used to block the entrance in an emergency.
<You are correct. The Silver Gate was built in the time of the Emerald Empire, which preceded the Age of Onyx. The gate’s enchantments have been lost and cannot be replicated, but the Steward of the City can activate them, creating an energy barrier more difficult to knock down than the city walls, which are themselves enchanted and nigh-invulnerable.>
The walls around the gate were over twenty feet tall and painted white; they looked so pristine that they had to be magical. Guards wearing a red coat of arms over their armor could be seen behind the walls’ crenellations, watching over the hundreds of people lined up in front of the gate, waiting to be let in.
Another line, Hawke thought as he reached the tail end. Joy. And this one was much longer than the line to Orom, despite the fact he had woken up earlier and headed there as quickly as he could. Luckily, vendors pushing food carts walked alongside the waiting crowd, selling wine by the cup, bags of salted or candied nuts, and meat on a stick, among other delicacies. Hawke had skipped breakfast; ten coppers got him a small wooden cup full of sour wine and a bag of salted cashews. The cup was included in the price, as long as he didn’t mind a chance of getting splinters in his mouth each time he used it. Most people tossed their cups away; he did the same, and grimaced when he saw a couple of young boys who followed the vendor carts picking up the discards.
Disgusting.
<Your thoughts are full of concerns for microbes. Why? Healing spells will cleanse one’s body of any mites that might damage it.>
“Huh.” Hawke supposed it made sense that magic did the work that antibiotics and antiseptics handled on Earth. He still made a resolution to be careful what he ate or drank in the city. He might not catch the local version of Montezuma’s Revenge, but spoiled food could become poisonous, and that might kill him or wish he were dead. Dying wasn’t something he wanted to go through again. Two deaths were his limit. Hopefully.
The line started moving briskly after a while. More red-garbed guards collected the entrance fee: fifteen copper denars a head. Anyone who argued about paying was shoved aside and given the choice of going back to the end of the line or taking their business elsewhere. Hawke paid the money and soon found himself in a bustling city that made Orom look like the sleepy little burgh it was.
People of all races, colors and sizes thronged the streets. Most of them looked Italian or Spanish, much like the citizens of Orom, but he spotted people with Asian or African features, as well as a few Nordic types that could audition for the next season of Vikings. There was also a sizable minority of non-humans: tall Elves with inhumanly large pointy ears and slender physiques; Dwarves, usually traveling in groups and casting distrustful glances at everyone else; a couple of green-skinned humanoids that his True Sight identified as Orcs or Goblins, the former being far larger than the latter; lizard people in colorful robes; and, once, an Arachnoid, although a different variety from the Murk Arachnoids who had almost killed him on his first day in the Common Realm.
Human or not, most people were zero-level, but the proportion of Adventurers or Arcane Professionals was much higher than in Orom. Hawke’s off-the-cuff guess was that around one in every ten people he saw had a level. If, say, half the forty-key citizens were children, one tenth of the adults would total over two thousand people with special abilities or skills.
<That is a fairly accurate count,> Saturnyx said with a more respectful tone than usual. <The proportion is closer to one in eight, though.>
Good enough for government work, Hawke told the sword. Now, let’s do some shopping before I go looking for the Nerf Herders. He was in the big city and he had a few hundred silvers to his name, not to mention a lot of trade goods. Might as well sell them here.
Getting directions from the locals wasn’t easy. After being met with a blank stare and stony silence for the third time, Hawke started asking questions with a handful of copper denars in his hand, and that got him some answers. Saturnyx helped him out, too. She had been to Akila before, and although her map was centuries out of date, most major landmarks were still where she’d seen them last. He mentally transferred her map to his map, and was able to follow the locals’ directions easily enough, at the cost of a few silver denars. Nothing came cheap in Akila.
Most people, seeing him walk around in near-full armor (he had left the helmet in his inventory), gave him a wide berth. The exceptions figured somebody wearing Black Mithril had to be loaded and tried to sell him something or lift his purse. Since he wasn’t buying and didn’t have a purse or any money outside of his magical inventory, they went away empty-handed.
Saturnyx let him know every time somebody ‘bumped’ into him in an attempt to steal from him as he maneuvered through the crowds. He mostly ignored them, except for one guy who tried to grab one of his swords. That earned the thief a punch in the mouth that laid him out, barely conscious, on the mud-covered street; plate gauntlets worked just as well as brass knuckles, especially when you put the strength of an Olympic-level weightlifter behind them.
As soon as the would-be thief went down, a gang of children hiding in the shadows of an alley swarmed over his prone body and stole his shoes, his purse, a small dagger by his belt, the belt itself, and his shirt. They were gone while the now half-naked man cradled his jaw and moaned in pain. Nobody intervened, except for a couple passersby who gave the fallen thief a kick or two as they walked on by.
That’s life in the big city, I guess.
<We are passing through a rough part of town. There are more peaceful neighborhoods, but you must pay a toll or have a token from an important organization to go through them.>
Ah. Everything has a price around here, doesn’t it?
<Up to and including one’s life.>
After a long walk, Hawke found himself in the Crafters’ Market, a huge open plaza surrounded by three-story buildings with shops on their ground floors, and filled by dozens of stalls where all kinds of wares could be examined and bought. He walked by tables lined up with kitchen utensils, weapons, musical instruments, and other tools. Other stalls sold clothing in a variety of styles, furniture, and body armor. A few questions and another dozen copper later, he found a leatherworker’s shop. He wanted to see if someone could do something useful with the fire lizard skins he’d acquired in the Undead Lair.
The proprietor, seeing Hawke’s high-quality armor, greeted him personally. His True Sight identified him as Hasim Ibres, level seven Arcane Leather Armorer. He had a Middle Eastern look to him, with a darker complexion than most of the citizens Hawke had seen, but spoke Vulgate like a native.
“How may I help you, Your Holiness?”
“I have some fire lizard hides and was wondering what could be done with them,” Hawke replied, and summoned one of the square pieces from his inventory.
“Ah, still raw from the beast, I see,” the Armorer said after giving it a thorough examination. “Treating it will take time and will not be cheap, but the resulting product will be far sturdier than any normal leather armor, as well as highly resistant to fire attacks.” He turned back to Hawke. “How many sections do you have with you?”
“Sixteen, all the same size as that one.”
“Yes, a standard Skinner’s square. Well, noble sir, I could make a few suits of very fine armor with that many raw skins, which would be far lighter but offer much less protection than your wondrous suit of plate, and it would take a great deal of time to manufacture.”
Bummer. Well, maybe I can sell it. I could use the cash.
“However,” Hasim added before Hawke could speak. “I happen to have a couple of gambeson suits made from a fire lizard’s scaly hide. They are meant to be worn under your armor and improve its protection as well as the adding the creature’s natural fire resistance. I would be willing to trade one of them for these untreated skins.”
<You are being robbed,> Saturnyx pointed out. <Those skins are worth the price of three or four sets of padding.>
Thanks.
“That seems a bit unfair,” Hawke said. “I would be prepared to part with, say, five of those squares in return for the padding, and would be happy to sell you the rest for a fair wholesale price.”
“I see I am speaking to a man of trade as well as arms,” Hasim said; by his tone, he wasn’t terribly happy about that. “I am glad to exchange six squares for the armor, and offer you a gold denar for each of the remaining ten squares.”
<Now you are not being robbed, merely defrauded of half the amount you should get.>
Hawke sighed. He hated haggling. “Deal.”
“The padding is, of course, enchanted to fit anybody between the heights of four to eight feet and to adapt to the dimensions of Dwarves, Elves, Humans and Orcs, and those of mixed blood as well.”
<He pretends that is a big concession, when such enchantments are among the first things Arcane Crafters learn.>
She was probably right, and Hawke probably deserved more than a suit of padding and ten gold for the skins of the monsters that had killed him, but he was satisfied, especially after he got his under-armor suit and examined it:
Fire Lizard Padding
Item Level: 6.
Damage Absorption: Physical 8/10%; Elemental (Fire) 12/35%, (All Others) 5/10%. Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Penalty: 0 Speed Penalty: 0. Durability 100/100. Can be worn under armor.
That suit of padding was better than his old breast plate, and even better, while wearing it under his armor it would reduce the damage of any fire attack by a total of twenty-four points, and anything beyond that would be mitigated by a hundred percent after all bonuses were taken into account.
Bring on the dragons!
<Resistances cannot exceed ninety-five percent,> Saturnyx told him. <And a young dragon’s flame breath will inflict between two and five hundred points of damage, as you measure such things. And that is for a baby, less than twenty years from its hatching. Older ones will inflict damage in the thousands.>
Okay, hold the old dragons.
“Pleasure doing business with you,” he told Hasim after using his magic inventory to replace his normal clothing with the padded suit. It was a little itchy, and it had a leathery smell with a little extra smoky scent mixed in, but he was satisfied with it.
“It is a lucky day that brought you to my establishment, for both of us. Is there anything else I can do for you, your holiness?”
“I am looking for an Adventurers’ Guild in town. Have you heard of the Nerf Herders?”
Hasim went pale. “I may have. Are you one of them?”
“No. I just wanted to find directions to their guild house or whatever they call it.”
“I can tell you where it is, but I would avoid the place if I were you.”
Oh, crap.




Forty-Five

To go or not to go. That is the question.
As he followed the directions to the Nerf Herders’ Compound, located in “the Warrior’s Quarter, two blocks south of the Great Arena,” according to Hasim’s nervous directions, Hawke thought about avoiding them altogether and meeting up with the rest of the gang at Eagle’s Watch. If the Herders were bad news, he didn’t want anything to do with them.
<A Guild comprised only of Eternals is almost unheard of,> Saturnyx said. <And if they are a threat, you made an oath to stop them, if it is within your power. It is worth investigating, even if you don’t confront them directly.>
All right, but we’ll do some snooping around beforehand.
The Warrior’s Quarter seemed like a good place to start. Saturnyx had marked it in the map, a large section of the city that was surrounded by its own set of walls, making it a mini-city of its own. The walls and the gates in and out of the quarter were manned by city guards in red uniforms, and from the looks of it, the soldiers were there to keep watch on the inhabitants of the Quarter rather than people from outside it.
<They are. Bands of Adventurers often become unruly. At times, the City Watch and the Legions stationed at Akila have had to march into the Quarter and clear it out of undesirable elements. Once, the entire Quarter revolted and nearly took the city. By the time it was over, half of Akila had burned down.>
Sounds messy.
The gates were open, so he went right in. The Warriors’ Quarter had wide streets that ran between shops and taverns, or single houses built like miniature fortresses, often surrounded by walls that cordoned off entire blocks. Open courtyards were filled by people sparring or striking at wooden dummies. Each walled compound had a Guild coat of arms and a name. Hawke walked by the homes of such groups as the Fire Lions, the Venerable Order of Sword and Harp, the Elf Knights of Faerie, and Julius’ Company. The taverns had colorful names as well: the Bucket of Blood, Booze for Cheap, and The Legionnaire’s Rest. On the far end of the Quarter, he spotted a large coliseum: that must be the Arena.
They run gladiatorial games here? Hawke asked Saturnyx. As in slaves fighting to the death?
<Not since the fall of the Forgotten Empire during First Ragnarök. Slavery has been abolished except as a punishment for some crimes, and then only for a fixed term, although those who are sent to the mines rarely survive their sentences. Gladiators are private contractors who battle for prizes and glory, and rarely fight to the death.>
Guess that’s okay, then. Hawke had no interest in dealing with a slave society.
As he walked through the streets, he noticed two things: first, most of the people he passed by were Adventurers of all kinds. He spotted Warriors, Mages, Rogues, Hunters, Fighting Priests, a Paladin of Shining Father in a glowing suit of plate, Duelists in light armor with long rapiers and daggers, and so on. Levels were in the second to twelfth range, with most people at seventh or above. At his apparent sixth level, Hawke was slightly below average; his real status would move him to the top twenty percent. The other thing was that most of them belonged to a Guild, and that it was displayed next to their name on their status box, visible to any Adventurers. Interesting.
The Adventurers he saw without a Guild affiliation tended to be on the low end of the spectrum, both in levels and gear. Many were clustered near Guild houses, apparently trying to join them and looking like so many day laborers waiting outside a Home Depot. Not his kind of scene. Hawke had liked his old Guild, the Not-So-Good Knights, but that was because it had been friendly and easygoing. He didn’t know how Guilds worked in the Realms, but he didn’t like what he had seen so far.
Just as he was beginning to head for the Arena to take a look at the Nerf Herders’ compound, he heard somebody shouting in English:
“Dammit, Nadia! What do you want me to do?”
Hawke turned towards the speakers. They were a man and a woman, sitting at one of the dozen outdoor tables surrounding Booze for Cheap, an open-air tavern with a central stall where people could order food and drinks. He took a look at the status boxes floating over their heads and froze in shock. He knew them:
Desmond the Destroyer (Human, Eternal)
Level 3 Warrior
Health 50 Mana 40 Endurance 48
Nadia Morganna (Elf, Eternal)
Level 2 Sorceress
Health 20 Mana 49 Endurance 30
He didn’t recognize their faces, but he knew their names. Desmond and Nadia had been members of the Not-So-Good Knights. Nadia was one of the guild officers! Their name tags had no guild affiliation now, though, and they looked like they’d had a rough time. They were still wearing their first-level gear: a simple robe, quite a bit ragged, for Nadia, and a Worn Breast Plate for Desmond, identical to the one Hawke had started with. He saw a staff leaning by Nadia’s side, and a two-handed axe by the Warrior’s. All their stuff was of Shoddy or Poor Quality.
His former guildmates were having an argument in English. As he walked up to them, Nadia leaned forward and said something in a whisper that Hawke barely heard:
“I want you to stop treating me like a child, Desmond. Sean.”
“Stop with the IRL names, okay?” Desmond answered in a loud voice. “We have to start thinking like our characters.”
“Excuse me,” Hawke said, also in English. “I would like, if I may, to take you on a strange journey.”
“What the…” Desmond started to say, but Nadia leaped from her seat and pounced on Hawke, hugging him like she was drowning and he was the only flotation device in sight.
“Hawke! Ohmygod! It’s you. Ben! Ben Velasco!”
“Now that’s a name I’ve not heard in a long time,” Hawke said in his best Alec Guinness impersonation.
Nadia started to laugh, and then broke down into uncontrollable sobbing. “Oh, God, Ben. Hawke!”
Desmond remained on his seat, saying nothing, but Hawke didn’t like the way he was staring at Nadia with a betrayed expression on his face.
<That is a man who thinks he has a claim to this woman,> Saturnyx noted, confirming his suspicions.
More YA drama, coming up, Hawke thought, his initial elation at meeting friends – well, Internet friends – from Earth beginning to dissolve away.




Forty-Six

“We have been here for six days,” Nadia said after Hawke ordered bowls of stew for everyone, as well as more wine; he noticed his old guildmates had been making do with a single chunk of bread to share, and two wooden bowls filled with thin-looking soup, probably all they could afford. “It’s been horrible!”
“We appeared in a swamp a good thirty miles away from the city,” Desmond added. “Nothing but wandering mobs everywhere.”
The Warrior was clearly trying to act friendly but also clearly not quite making it. He kept giving Nadia sidelong glances as he spoke:
“First thing that happened was, we got attacked by wild dogs. Three of them. Nearly killed both of us. We had no heals, except for a long-cooldown, self-only Health restore I got at first level. I almost didn’t pick it during character creation. Good think Nadia talked me into it,” he finished, caressing the top of her hand; he frowned when she moved it away.
“We did die,” Nadia said. “Not from the dogs, but later that day.” Her eyes began tearing up again. “We were wading through this stream, and something grabbed me and pulled me under. Bit me! I felt it ripping me apart!”
“It’s not my fault!” Desmond snapped. “I jumped in after you! I chopped away at that fucker, until it turned on me and killed me.”
“It’s cool, bro,” Hawke told him. “Been there. The important thing is that we respawn afterwards, unlike most everyone else.”
“We died a second time, both of us, before we got out of that fucking swamp, bro.”
“We kept respawning on the place we arrived,” Nadia added. “Until we finally reached a village and set up a new Reincarnation site and finished our first Quest. And finally leveled up.”
“And discovered we didn’t have enough money for hardly anything,” Desmond went on. “We got a bit of loot from the swamp monsters. Barely enough to buy food. Forget about buying better gear. We did a couple of Quests on the way to the city. I hit third level when we arrived.” He focused on Hawke, his eyes narrowing. “How long have you been here?”
“Not sure,” Hawke said. “I was under some sort of spell at first. Only snapped out of it eleven, no, maybe thirteen days ago. Hard to keep track sometimes.”
“You disappeared two months before we got here,” Nadia said.
“That makes no sense. We were all playing on the day Eternal Journey Online went live.”
“The whole Guild was playing, but only you and Esmeralda went missing that day,” Desmond said. “We saw both of you drop out of group chat and we assumed something had come up, or maybe you’d lost your connection.”
“We didn’t find out about people disappearing for like a week or more,” Nadia added. “It only happened to less than one percent of the people who gamed that weekend. It took a while for everyone to put two and two together.”
“Wait,” Hawke said. “You didn’t disappear on launch day. Are you saying you kept playing for two months? Even after you heard about people going missing?”
“Well, not at first,” Desmond said. “After the news came out, I quit.” He glared at Nadia. “I thought she did, too, but she stuck with it. And she talked me into going back.”
“Why would you do that?”
Desmond shrugged. “I was stupid.”
Nadia was crying again, her head down to avoid looking them in the eye. “I had my reasons, okay?”
“Okay, never mind that.” For now. “What were you doing here, in the Warrior’s Quarter?”
“We heard about the Nerf Herders and figured they were people from Earth,” Nadia said, wiping her eyes.
Desmond scowled as he spoke: “Yep. We came to Akila, spent almost every cent we made killing random monsters to pay the gate fees, and when we got to the guild building, the guys at the entrance started asking all kinds of questions before they would let us in. And one of them started coming on to Nadia. Worse, he started putting his hands all over her.”
“Yeah, he was an asshole, but I was handling it,” Nadia told him. “And then you went all caveman and dragged me away. Our best chance to get help, and you got possessive.”
“It was more than that, Nadia. I really didn’t like their looks. Their attitude. Like we had to prove ourselves or something.”
“You might be right, Desmond,” Hawke said. “I’ve heard some bad stuff about the Nerf Herders. They might not be a Guild we want to join.”
“Where else can we go?” Nadia said. “We have no money!”
“Hawke seems to be doing okay,” Desmond said. “Look at his gear, Nadia. A matched set of Masterwork armor! But you don’t have a Guild listed in your banner, Hawke.”
“You got it. I’m doing okay and I did it without a Guild.”
“Where did you get all this stuff?”
“My starting area was worse than your swamp,” Hawke told them. “Long story. I did some Quests, made some friends. Cleared out a Lair; that’s like a five-man dungeon. That’s where I got some of my gear. I’m headed back there. Lots of Quests and loot available. You can come with me if you want. But it’s up to you.”
Truth was, he wasn’t sure if he wanted them to follow him. He didn’t like the way Desmond kept glaring at anyone who even looked at Nadia, acting like a dog with a bone, and he didn’t care for the way Nadia kept bursting into tears. They didn’t look like potential allies; more like people who would need to be looked after. A burden.
<You swore to protect the innocent, Master.>
Crap. You are right.
For a moment, he’d turned into a complete asshole, thinking only of what his friends could do for him. They had gone through horrible things, just like he had, and they needed help. He’d been lucky enough to escape from his predicament and find a place where people were willing to give him a chance. The least he could do for his friends was to do the same.
“Where? Would we be safe there?” Nadia asked.
“Truth to tell, it’s not safe anywhere, and neither is the place I’m talking about. I have a number of Quests to complete before the area is pacified. But I have a handle on the situation,” he said. I think so, at least. “I can help you level up and get better weapons and items.” There is another Lair we can clean up, among other things. “But it’s not risk-free. I don’t think playing it safe is an option for us.”
“I notice you didn’t tell us where this wonderful place is,” Desmond said.
“I’m not going to, either, unless you swear not to blab about it. Your choice.”
The Warrior scowled. “Why? You don’t trust us?”
“No, I don’t. This isn’t a game. People’s lives are at stake. Next question.”
“What about the Nerf Herders?” Nadia asked.
“I want to check them out myself. Maybe they are okay and they are still getting a handle on the situation. Problem is, we’re dealing with gamers. Most of them are nice people, sure.”
“Yeah, but some are the worst,” she said. “I wouldn’t trust some of them with children or small animals, or want to ever meet them IRL, or be in the same room with them. Creeps and psychos.”
“Yep. And this as ‘in real life’ as it gets.”
“Is it, though?” Desmond said. “What if this is some sort of giant simulation? Just an advanced version of an MMO game?”
Nadia rolled her eyes. “Not that conspiracy theory again, Sean.”
“Call me Desmond. Hey, it’s not any crazier than the idea of a planet with real magic and fantasy creatures in it.”
“Bro, this is no simulation,” Hawke told him; he was running out of patience. “A simulation wouldn’t bother giving us pimples, or rashes in our asses if we don’t wipe properly, or sweat stains on our clothes. Pull on your nose hairs if you think it’s a simulation. I’ll wait.”
“It was just a thought,” Desmond grumbled.
“If you think like that, you’re going to get killed, over and over, until you are dead for good. Your Identities are down to, what, the high teens?”
From the way they avoided meeting his gaze, they might be in the low teens.
“If they keep going down, you’ll start forgetting stuff. And if they get zeroed out, you’re dead for good. They call us Eternals, but that’s just propaganda. We can die here. If we stick together and learn how to use our abilities, we have a chance.”
“I’m in,” Nadia said. “You were always a good raid leader, Ben. And a nice guy. I’ll come with you.”
“Are you sure?” Desmond asked her.
“There are no better choices,” she replied in an icy voice. “We spent all our money to see the Nerf Herders, and you almost got into a fight with them. What do you think is going to happen to two low-level people in a big city? With no money, no connections?”
“I’d have figured something out,” the Warrior mumbled.
Nadia was having none of it. “Hawke has been here longer. He has survived and is doing well. And I trust him.”
“I’ll help you guys out,” he told them. “At least, I’ll get you a meal and a place to sleep tonight. After that, if you want to go your own way, I’ll give you a gold denar each. That’s a hundred coppers, enough for a few days’ room and board, enough time to start earning your keep. A city this size must have dozens of Quests available.”
“Fair enough. I’m in too,” Desmond said.
Can’t kick him to the curb. And he was a decent Warrior. He liked to be DPS rather than a tank, but I’m a tank.
“All right. I need you to repeat after me: I, Desmond the Destroyer, swear on my life, my power, and my soul…”
Saturnyx helped him with the wording of the oath. The long and the short of it was that both of them swore three times not to reveal any information Hawke divulged without his express permission. If they broke their word, they would lose their power, life, and soul. Hopefully, that would be enough to keep his secrets if they decided to part ways with him.
“I’ll tell you my story, but let’s go somewhere more private. Like I said, it’s fairly long.”




Forty-Seven

Hawke found a decent inn near the Crafters’ Market, well away from the Adventurers’ Quarter. He rented a private dining room at the ruinous price of two silver denars, bought his fellow Eternals a nice and also overpriced dinner, and told them of his adventurers in the Common Realm, starting with his landing on top of a pile of corpses belonging to other, less fortunate players. He shared his encounter with the goddess Vitara and the disturbing news that Laughing Man Productions had been created by the Laughing Man himself, someone with more power than the gods, not to mention a sadistic sense of humor. And he told them about the Necromancer, the vow to save all the other players being slowly squeezed out of all their power, and the Undead Lair he had helped clean up. The tale went long into the night.
He omitted a few things. He figured they didn’t need to know about his secret Elite Class, or that Saturnyx was a living, talking sword, let alone that he was in a relationship with her, one that was about to become part of a group marriage. There was no need to share those details, and Hawke was beginning to develop a healthy sense of paranoia.
<Good. On short acquaintance, I find your friends to be weak. One cannot trust their kind.>
They are only second and third level.
<I mean weak of mind and spirit. Such things will not be mended by accumulating power. The woman has potential, but there is something wrong with the boy.>
Hawke didn’t know Nadia’s or Desmond’s actual ages, but trusted Saturnyx’s judgment.
“Wow,” Nadia said when Hawke took a break from telling his story. “And I thought the swamps had been bad. Those poor people! One of them could be Esmeralda. I mean, if Desmond and I arrived together when we were brought here, you and her probably ended up in the same place.”
“If she is there, I will get her out. I made a promise.”
“And you have recruited a band of Dwarven mercenaries to help you out,” Desmond said. “Not bad.”
“Yeah. I wanted to see if the Nerf Herders would pitch in, too, but I’m having second thoughts.”
“From what we heard, there are over twenty of them. Their leader is level twelve, a Warrior and Battle-Mage. Goes by the name of Kaiser Wrecker.”
“Very German of him,” Nadia noted. “Unless he’s a fan of the Usual Suspects.”
Hawke’s father had mentioned that movie a couple of times, but he had never watched it. How old was Nadia? Older than him, he was pretty sure of that. He had watched Star Wars, of course, but the original trilogy was a timeless classic.
None of that is important, he reminded himself.
“Twenty Eternals can do a lot of good, or a lot of damage,” Hawke said. “And more are likely to come join them, once word gets around.”
“Over sixty thousand people had gone missing when we were taken,” Nadia told him. “You think they are all here?”
“Here, and on the other continents. It’s a whole planet we’re talking about, and then there are other Realms, although you have to be higher-level to access them.”
“From what the NPCs tell us, the Ruby Empire controls a good chunk of this continent,” Desmond said.
Oh, you freaking didn’t say that!
“They aren’t NPCs,” Hawke told him. “They are people. Just like you and me. And if you are going to hang out with me, I don’t want to hear you refer to anybody as an NPC. Is that understood?”
“I was only joking, bro.”
“Nobody in my party is going to treat the people of this world like they are mindless bits of code. We good on that?”
There was a moment of awkward silence before Desmond relented. “Okay. My bad. Won’t happen again.”
“Okay,” Hawke agreed, letting the matter drop. “Anyway, yes, it’s a big place, and from what the Goddess told me, a lot of the gods and other forces in it are trying to cut down on the number of Eternals coming here. The whole thing with the Necromancer was designed to get rid of at least some of us.”
“Great. So what is the plan?”
“I am going to see the Nerf Herders tomorrow morning. You guys can meet my friends at Dwarven Hills. I’ll give you the address and directions, and let them know you are coming. And I’ll leave ten silver denars with each of you in case you need anything.”
“I suppose your friends are also covered by the oath,” Desmond said.
“You got it.”
Hawke felt disappointed with his old gaming friends. For the first few days since he’d arrived, he had wished with all his heart that he would find other people like him. Now, he didn’t know if he would ever feel comfortable around them. He wanted to be back with Kinto’s family, especially Tava.
Desmond nodded. “That’s fine. I’ll keep Nadia safe.”
Nadia looked upset but didn’t say anything. After getting single rooms for everyone, he said good night and went to his room. Once he was alone, he tried to contact Tava through Saturnyx’s mental connection. After a few moments, she responded:
Hawke and Saturnyx! I am glad to hear from you both!
“Same here,” Hawke told her. “How did it go on your end?”
The Sterns were glad to hear from Dorrham. They are gathering a group of five Adventurers. They should all meet us here in the next day or two.
“Awesome. I found two possible allies,” Hawke said, and told her about his former gaming buddies. “I am going to send them your way tomorrow, before I go see the Nerf Herders.”
We will welcome them as if they were family, Tava assured him.
“Keep an eye on them, though. Especially the human Warrior. They are new to this world and are ignorant of the ways people do things around here.”
Ignorant strangers? Where have I ever met their like? Tava said with a mischievous tone.
<Saturnyx is rubbing off on you.>
I will help them learn. And I will think of you, my Paladin.
“And I of you.”
After saying goodnight, Hawke got undressed and went to bed.
<Were you planning on sleeping through the night, Master?>
No more ‘masters,’ please. Makes me feel like I’m in a 50 Shades movie.
<Tell me more about these 50 Shades.>
No 50 Shades. Is Tava going to be okay with this? With us, I mean?
<She wishes to see more of us when we are together, actually. To learn how things are done, so she is ready for you.>
She wants you to make her a porno. An educational porno.
<If what I see in your mind is accurate, I believe you are correct.>
Just when things were about to get interesting, there was a soft knock at the door.
<It’s the Elven woman,> Saturnyx said. <Perhaps she wishes to bed you as well, although Tava would need to approve of her first. The first wife should always have a say over the choice of lower wives, concubines, and mistresses.>
Hold your horses. I’m not ‘bedding’ anyone else right now, Hawke said. I’ll go see what she wants.
He opened the door and let Nadia in. She looked even more upset than she’d been earlier.
“Please don’t leave me alone with Desmond,” she said as soon as he closed the door.
“What did he do to you?”
“Nothing. Yet. I mean, I always thought he was a bit creepy, back with the Guild and all. Always trying to make friends with all the female players. Being the ‘good guy’. Always giving us gifts: components, magical items, he even bought Esmeralda a prestige mount that cost over two hundred bucks!”
“That makes him a lonely gamer. Sad and annoying, but mostly harmless.”
“I thought so too, until I convinced him to keep playing the damn game. He did it only after I gave him my phone number; he was calling me almost every night and talking my ear off. And getting personal. It was creepy. Started talking about falling in love with me.”
“But you thought you were just friends,” Hawke said, sighing. Oldest story in the world.
“Yes.”
“You aren’t blameless in this, you know.”
“Why? I never made any promises to him.”
“You asked him to risk his life for you. You both knew people had disappeared, and nobody knew what happened to them. For all you knew, everyone who disappeared was dead.”
“We were both pretty sure the game took people into its fantasy world. What else could it be? Do you remember the opening titles? Right on the first loading screen?”
“Something about going to a new world, was it?”
“It said: ‘Prepare to be transported to a new universe of wonder and adventure. A place where great danger and great opportunities await.’”
“Even so, it said there would be a lot of danger. Sean put his life on the line for you. Sure, he shouldn’t have expected you to jump into bed with him. That’s not how it works. You knew what he wanted, though.”
She lowered her head. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I was scared to go into it alone, and I dragged him into it.”
“You both screwed up. But he needs to get over it and maybe realize that being a ‘nice’ pushover is not how you get women to like you.” He paused for a second. “Why did you keep playing, anyway?”
“It really is a long story,” she told him. “I will tell you now if you insist, but…”
“That’s okay. It can wait.”
Truth was, he wasn’t that interested. He wanted her to go away so he could have wild crazy sex with his sword.
“Back to Desmond,” he went on. “I take it that after you arrived, he started to get possessive.”
Nadia nodded, looking miserable. “I was beginning to be afraid of him. And then he antagonized the Nerf Herder guys and I thought I was stuck with him, with nowhere else to go. Like he purposely wanted to keep me isolated and dependent on him.”
“That’s not going to happen. Do you want me to tell him to get lost? I’ll give him some money and kick him loose. Warriors can always find work.”
She thought about it before shaking her head. “That wouldn’t be fair. And he did protect me. I just want him to leave me alone.”
“He will. Talk to Tava. She is good people. I’m actually seeing her, or courting her, as people call it around here.”
Nadia’s expression stiffened up a little when she heard that. Hawke ignored it and kept talking:
“Let her know what’s happening. If Desmond bothers you, she will put a stop to it. Even her little brother is two levels higher than Desmond; either of them will kick his ass if he steps out of line. And if Tava’s father gets involved, well, it won’t be good for him.”
“Okay. Thank you!” Nadia said, fighting back tears “Ben, I don’t know how to repay you.”
“Level up, become the best magic damage-dealer in the group, and help me kill the Necromancer. That’s all I ask.”
Her laughter was a little shaky, but he could see the relief in her face. Had she been worried that Hawke would ask for something else in return for his protection? She probably had. Being a woman couldn’t be easy, either on Earth or the Realms.
“I will,” she said. “And you’d better be the best tank in the group. Thank you, again,” she told him before going back to her room.
“Too much drama,” he muttered, and proceeded to have wild crazy sex with his sword.




Forty-Eight

Before going to meet the Nerf Herders, Hawke took stock of all the changes he had undergone, both in terms of levels and gear:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf. Class: Paladin. Level: 6 (Levels 7, 8, 9 Unclaimed)
Experience/Next Level: 6,664/10,000
Attributes:
Strength 17(27), Dexterity 16(28), Constitution 19(28), Intelligence 15(17), Spirit 20(24), Perception 14, Willpower 16(20), Charisma 19
Characteristics:
Health: 122 (Regain 8.8/min)
Mana: 107(407) (Regain 9.4/min)
Endurance 108 (Regain 8.8/min)
Identity: 19
Skills
Dodge 7, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 1, Survival 3, Sword 7(15), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages
Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, Speed-Casting (Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Aura of Light, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Enlightenment, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Lesser Healing, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Touch of Light, Twilight Step
Special Abilities
Mana Channeling I
The biggest increase was to his Mana; the massive +300 bonus came from the Battle-Mage weapon and armor set. It would have been greater if the twin swords’ Mana storage wasn’t being used to help house Saturnyx’s soul, but Hawke was glad to have made that trade. Between the Orb of Life (which had magically duplicated itself to fit both swords) and the Masterwork Quality weapons, Saturnyx felt certain her new ‘home’ would last years, which gave Hawke plenty of time to find a permanent solution.
Saturnyx Blades of the Battle-Mage (Legendary Artifact – Set Item)
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5). Level Six Soul Blade
Base Damage: 31-51 Physical, 2-20 Elemental (Air)
Enhanced Attributes: +9 to Strength, +6 to Constitution, +9 to Dexterity.
Skill Bonuses: +8 to Sword Skill, +2 to defensive actions (Only when both swords are used).
Spell Focus: Reduce casting time by 2 seconds or 20%, whichever is better.
Durability: 400/400. Requires Sword Skill (Paired Weapons)
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 55% Elemental (All Others): 25%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
Orb of Light: Provides Spell Focus (+3 to the effective level of the caster to determine effects, damage and range.
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set: +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better (total -3 seconds/-30%).
Thanks to the armor set, his casting time for Light, Darkness and Twilight spells was reduced so much that he could throw a whole lot of them instantly, with no need to gesture or say anything. He was still restricted by spell cooldowns and Mana costs, although that wasn’t much of a problem anymore. He not only had a better Mana pool than most Mages of his level, he also enjoyed a 3 Mana or twenty-five percent discount on spells. He couldn’t wait to try out his new Darkness and Twilight spells. He wasn’t just a Paladin Ninja, he was a Paladin Ninja Mage.
<We have done rather well, Hawke. And I find the new swords to be a good fit. Furies are never truly happy, but I feel closer to that state than I ever have been since becoming one.>
You deserve more. Would you like to be free from being a sword, Saturnyx?
The living weapon was silent for several moments before answering:
<The answer is complicated, Hawke. I became a Fury, and later volunteered to inhabit a weapon, for reasons that I thought good at the time. Many of those reasons still hold. Among other things, I was losing control of my nature as a Fury. I was becoming insane, not to mince words. My new state has allowed me to keep that madness at bay.>
What you are saying is we would need to figure out a way to fix that issue first, and then find you a new body.
<Do not make an oath to do any of those things! You will most likely fail and suffer the consequences.>
“Okay,” he said out loud. “I will look into it before I swear to do anything. But I want you to be free.”
<I do not even know what freedom means. Most mortals speak of being free, and yet they remain slaves of their fears and desires.>
“At least they can choose.”
<Sometimes I wonder if choice is anything other than an illusion.>
“Wouldn’t you like to find out?”
<Yes, I would. If the means and opportunity show themselves, then I will choose to be my own person. And then I will choose to live by your side. And love you until the day I die.>
“Love you too, but don’t get mushy on me.”
<Ask the next fool to bleed on my blade how ‘mushy’ I am.>
* * *
The Nerf Herders’ compound was a fortified manor house surrounded by a ten-foot wall, with one tower overlooking its main gate and a second one perched on top of the manor’s roof. As Hawke walked up the path leading to the main gate, he saw several people waiting outside and two bored-looking guards standing watch behind a girl with bright blue hair. She wore a robe and sat at a table, alternatively taking notes or reading papers held together by a clipboard. Hawke hadn’t seen any clipboards in the Realms until then, so he figured some Earthling had just introduced that invention.
The guards by the gate were fourth level, one Warrior and one Gladiator; the main difference between the two classes was that Gladiators were more oriented towards damage-dealing than tanking. Both of them were wearing plate-and-mail armor of Good Quality and were armed with Enchanted Quality shields and spears. A fifth-level Ranger with a longbow stood on the gate tower and kept a close eye on Hawke, who stood out both because of his level and the Masterwork Quality armor he had on. Hawke had decided to make a grand entrance and had all his gear on display.
Hawke noticed as he walked toward the gate that any non-Eternal Adventurer that approached it was told to go away. The Nerf Herders seemed to be an Eternal-only Guild. Maybe they had a good reason for that, but Hawke’s already bad opinion of the group dropped by a few more notches. Without the help from people of the Realms – everyone from Kinto’s family to Marko the guardsman – Hawke would have run out of lives by now. Turning regular Adventurers down was stupid, not to mention narrowminded.
The girl behind the desk – Amelia Blueflame, third-level Mage – waved at Hawke and curtly ordered the people gathered by the gate – all level two and three Eternals who looked as needy and ragged as Nadia and Desmond had been – to get out of his way.
“Good morning, Paladin!” she called out in English. “Speakee the English, or are you from somewhere else on Earth? We have Spanish, German, Korean, and Danish translators.”
“I’m from the US,” he said. “Heard about your guild and figured out where you came from.”
Amelia grinned at him. “Yep, we are all victims of the Eternal Journey mass-abduction. Welcome to the Herd! Are you interested in joining?”
“I’m interested in learning more before I give out oaths or anything,” he said.
“Understandable, what with oaths being sorta hard to break around here. We would also like to know a little more about yourself, if you don’t mind answering a few questions. We would love to welcome everyone, but we prefer that our members are a good fit for our organization.”
“Sure. Can I ask a few questions of my own?”
“Well, because of your level and gear, if the answers to my questions are satisfactory, you’ll get to see the Bossman himself: Kaiser Wrecker, founder and President of the Guild. You can ask him your questions and get the answers straight from the top.”
“Sounds good.”
“Very good. Let’s get this out of the way, then.”
Amelia asked a few basic questions: age, real name, previous occupation. When he said ‘plumber,’ she wrote a note on her clipboard.
“Do you have any military experience?”
“No.”
“Law enforcement experience, or, in reverse, criminal history? We don’t judge here, by the way, and appreciate honest answers.”
“No, and no.”
“Okay… Knowledge of explosives, chemistry, incendiaries? Gun-making, reloading, that sort of thing?”
Ah. “I used to hunt, and my family had a reloading workbench. I knew how to use it.”
“Good. Very well, Hawke, if you could wait by the gate, someone will be by to bring you to the Boss.”
A little weirded out by the official way the Herders conducted business, Hawke waited next to the low-level types by the gate, two guys and a girl, all Warriors. He made small talk with them and found they had disappeared during the first week of the game’s release and had gone through a pretty rough time since then. Like Nadia and Desmond, their first spawn point had been in the middle of the swamp that filled much of land to the west of Akila. They all had been killed several times trying to get out, and all looked like they were suffering from PTSD as a result. One of the guys’ head kept twitching; the others had a haunted look to their eyes that bothered Hawke. Maybe he could talk to them into coming with him as well.
One of the guards took a few pages from the clipboard and headed to the manor house. He came back a few minutes later.
“Come with me,” he told the female Warrior. She nodded and followed him into the compound.
After another ten minutes, the guard came back. “Hawke Lightseeker. Follow me.”
“We were here first,” one of the male Warriors protested.
The guard sneered at them. “And you two can come back tomorrow. Better yet, hit level four before you show your face again. We don’t need noobs in this guild.”
“We’re Americans!”
“I’m from Canada. And I don’t care.” The guard turned to Hawke. “This is your lucky day, buddy. You’re going straight to the top.”
Somehow, I don’t feel lucky.




Forty-Nine

Hawke followed the guard through the compound’s courtyard. There were several sparring areas where a dozen men and a few women practiced with weapons or spells. A level five Warrior was yelling at a couple of them like a Marine drill instructor. Maybe he’d been one in real life, although he seemed so over the top that he might just have watched too many war movies. There were two more guards by the entrance of the manor house, a Monk dressed like a reject from a Kung Fu flick and a Summoner with a two-foot tall critter made of living fire by his side. The fire elemental flared up a little when Hawke walked too close to it, but calmed down when its master fed it a couple of pieces of coal.
“You guys have a good mix of classes here,” Hawke told the guard.
“As many as we can get,” the Canadian said. “And always looking for more, as long as they are willing to fight. That’s becoming a problem; a lot of people from Earth are wimps.”
“I hear you.”
They walked down a long hallway until they reached a large door with another pair of guards, a Rogue with twin sabers hanging from his belt, and a Mage in bright orange robes that made him look like a traffic cone with legs. Both were level six. Hawke chuckled when he saw that the Rogue’s name was Naruto Ninjato.
“What’s so funny?” the anime fan asked him.
Hawke ignored him. He wondered if they were the Guild’s elite. Probably not; he figured their top guys wouldn’t be pulling guard duty. The Rogue scowled but said nothing else as he opened the door, revealing an office similar to the Prefect’s, back in Orom. Same style, with the desk on a dais so its owner could look down on people even while sitting down. No chairs for visitors, either; you stood up, stated your business, and left. Probably more efficient that way.
The man behind the desk looked nothing like Fat Felix, however. He was tall enough for it to be obvious even while seated, and wore a padded suit of cloth meant to be worn under armor; you could even see the marks where straps holding the sections of an articulated plate suit would be fastened into place. His head was shaved and he sported a blonde beard. A two-handed sword leaned against the desk, ready at hand.
Kaiser Wrecker, Human (Eternal)
Level 12 Warrior, Battle-Mage
Health 664 Mana 404 Endurance 633
And I thought Brunes was tough. This guy had almost as much Health as the Prefect’s bullyboy, plus the Mana of a magician. The sword was of Masterwork quality, and he bet the armor was as well. Not somebody he wanted to pick a fight with.
“Hawke Lightseeker. Born Benjamin Velasco,” Kaiser said. “Plumber. Somewhat unusual. Most of the Earthlings we’ve seen are college-educated, mainly liberal arts majors. Why didn’t you go that way?”
Hawke shrugged. “I saw a lot of people go to school and end up owing hundreds of thousands in student loans while waiting tables for a living. Figured it wasn’t worth it.”
“I suppose that makes you smarter than them.”
“I was doing okay, until this happened.”
“Plumber is a much more useful skill set here, that’s for sure. Think you could get us running water?”
“Shouldn’t be a problem. They have aqueducts, pumps, and pipes here. The rest is details. Put a water tank on the roof, install some non-lead pipes, and you’re all set. Showers, faucets, easy. Flush toilets, a little more work, but also doable.”
“That sounds promising. One of the goals of the Nerf Herders is to bring some twenty-first century know-how to the Realms. Technological, social, economic. Change the paradigm, if you will. It won’t be easy, though. Do you know what’s the first thing I did when I got out of the damn swamp they dropped me into?”
“Look for a shower?”
“Heh. No. I tried to invent black powder. I know the formula.”
That got Hawke’s interest. “I don’t see any cannon around, so I guess it didn’t work.”
“Turns out the locals have known about black powder for quite some time. Unfortunately, the stuff burns but doesn’t explode. Someone or Something – the gods, the Arbiters, or the Makers themselves – have messed with the laws of physics. One of my people was an engineer on Earth. He tried to get a steam engine going. Didn’t work either. You can boil water into steam, but it won’t push pistons or even explode a sealed container. It just sits there.”
“Guess the Powers that Be don’t want machinery or guns,” Hawke said.
“I don’t care what they want,” Kaiser snapped back angrily. “We are going to change the rules in this primitive hellhole!”
“No arguments here. I want to have a word with the Makers at some point.”
“Whoever they are, they wanted to create a reality that works just like a fantasy game,” Kaiser said; his eyes were bright with rage. “I enjoyed playing games, but I don’t want to live in one. I’m going to make them regret bringing us here.”
He turned his attention back to Hawke. “You seem to be doing better than most. Sixth level without the help of a Guild, and with damn good gear, too. We could use someone like you.”
“I’m listening.”
“There are lots of Lairs and Dungeons around Akila. Even a famous Labyrinth,” Kaiser went on. “Some of them are like carnival rides; they make you buy tickets to go in, grind experience and loot, and then head out. Expensive, but you usually come out ahead. If you join, we’ll put you in charge of a leveling team. We’ve already raised half of our members to level five or better.”
“And the other half?”
“Turns out a lot of people who were happy slaughtering Orcs by tapping on a keyboard don’t have the intestinal fortitude to do it in real life. They can learn a trade, however. Become a crafter-slash-gatherer, and earn their keep producing things the rest of us need. We protect them, and they make whatever we need, with the surplus used to bring money to the Guild. I have a guy organizing an assembly-line system. We are getting things done faster than the locals.” 
Hawke noticed that the crafters didn’t seem to be getting anything out of their work besides protection. In a city, they could sell their products to the highest bidder. It didn’t sound like Kaiser gave them a choice in the matter. Saturnyx had said slavery was illegal here, but the Nerf Herders didn’t care.
“If I sign up, what are the terms of the guild charter?”
“Good question. You would swear a magically enforced oath to obey the orders from any and all guild officers. You would be on the fast track to become one of them, so that shouldn’t be much of a hardship. You’d still have to follow my orders, of course. You would owe guild dues, payable monthly, and a share of any loot you acquire, although that will count towards your dues. Our roving parties usually come out ahead.”
Having seen how magic oaths worked, Hawke had no desire to pledge to obey any orders from this wild-eyed guy or his officers. No, he and the Nerf Herders weren’t going to work out. He still wanted to learn more before he got the hell out.
“You mentioned you wanted to change the rules. How?”
“The Realms revolve around the accumulation of power. Levels, magic, wealth, political influence. I aim to make the Nerf Herders into a power in its own right. With enough power, we will change things to suit me. Us.”
I didn’t miss that ‘me,’ bro.
“We will start with this city. I’ve been studying its power structure over the past month. We will play off competing factions against each other, pick off the weaker players, and grow in influence. In a year or so, we will take over. After that… There is a whole Empire to conquer. With those resources under our control, we can move onto the Higher Realms. Rinse and repeat until we get to the top.”
“Something like that is going to get messy,” Hawke said.
Messy as in cities burning, thousands of people dying, armies slaughtering each other.
Kaiser shrugged. “Messes can be cleaned up afterwards. This world isn’t a low-productivity medieval setting, much as it appears to be, but we can improve it a lot. Magic makes a big difference; now throw in automation, better organization, tighter controls. We can bring about a mini-industrial revolution, double or triple that productivity. Find ways around the restrictions on modern weaponry; use magic to substitute for gunpowder and steam, for example. Modernize the natives.”
“A lot of people won’t care for that.”
“Frankly, I don’t give a damn. We’ll put their lazy asses to work, whether they like or not. I won’t sugarcoat it: we will need high-coercion methods to get things done, at least at first. Forced labor. But after we reform society, we can ease up the restrictions, bit by bit. Eventually, we’ll set up some form of representative government, if only for show.”
“Hey. You are dumping a lot of information on someone who just showed up.”
Kaiser smiled. “Maybe it’s that top-notch armor or your high Charisma, Hawke, but I have a good feeling about you. You strike as someone who isn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty. That’s just who we need in the Herders. Are you in?”
Hawke realized that Kaiser was a revolutionary, the kind of guy who was ready to burn down entire societies and rack up huge body counts as long as he got to put his pet theories into practice. And he seemed to have ensnared a small army of idiots to follow him. The Nerf Herders were a disaster in the making, and Hawke would have to stop them. Not until after he took care of things in Orom, however. His best bet was to walk away and come back when he was ready.
“Can I think about it? This is a lot to take in.”
Kaiser’s smile disappeared. “I’m afraid I’m going to need a decision right now, Hawke. You will sign the charter, swear the oaths to follow our orders, and set your respawn point to this compound. You can join our happy family and do very well here. Trust me, you won’t like the alternative.”
And there it is. “That’s going to be a problem.”
“Not for me.”
<Watch out!> Saturnyx shouted, just a moment too late.
Somebody stabbed Hawke in the back for an agonizing fifty-nine points of damage despite his Masterwork armor. Backstabbed! The sudden pain was followed by a numbness that spread from the wound and paralyzed his limbs. He dropped to the carpeted floor, unable to even hold his head back. He saw the Rogue’s feet as he walked past him.
“You still laughing, sucker?” Naruto said. “Dibs on his swords.”
“A nerve agent poison,” Kaiser explained. “It won’t kill you, Hawke, but will render you quite helpless. I am sorry, but we can’t let someone with your potential wander around loose, especially after I explained my plans to you.”
Some days it doesn’t pay off to get out of bed.




Fifty

“You left me no choice,” Kaiser said, sounding like a business owner regretfully firing a well-liked employee. “Eternals are precious commodities, and if our Guild can’t have you, we’ll have to make sure you cannot be used against us. Naruto, my favorite assassin here, and yes, I know his name is too on-the-nose, will take care of you.”
The Rogue chuckled at that.
“By which I mean, he will torture you until you bind your respawn here, and then he will continue to kill you until you are gone for good. Your gear will be put to good use once it is no longer soul-bound to you. Waste not, want not. I’m sorry you turned out to be a poor fit for the organization.”
While the guy was droning on, Hawke had been busy accepting his Level Seven bennies. He dumped all six Attribute points on Constitution, because he suspected he would be soaking up a lot of damage pretty soon. The level jump undid all the damage, as well as the paralysis effect. He used one of his new spells a moment later:
Twilight Step
Time to Cast: 1 second (Instant). Cooldown: 5 seconds. Cost: 20(16) Mana. Effect: An instant teleport that bends light at the arrival point, enveloping a 15-foot radius vaolume in a cloud of darkness that only you or your Party members can see through.
Hawke disappeared and teleported right behind the Rogue. As darkness surrounded them both, Hawke drove both blades into Naruto’s back, one for each kidney. The combination of Backstab and critical hits dumped well over six hundred points of damage on the wannabe Ninja. The guy never knew what hit him.
For slaying your foe, you have earned 423 XP (+10% ambush bonus). Current XP/Next Level: 7,049/10,000
Nice! Hawke still didn’t like PVP, but at least he was getting over ten percent of the guy’s experience point total. A loot bag appeared over the dead Rogue, netting him two gold and seven silver, as well as one healing potion.
“Can’t target him!” the Mage who had been by the door shouted.
“Use an AOE, moron!” Kaiser screamed.
A suit of white and blue armor had magically appeared around the Nerf Herder boss, courtesy of his inventory; he hefted his oversized sword with one hand while he gestured with the next. Hawke figured a massive magical attack was about to hit the shrouded area.
Fortunately, the cooldown of Twilight Step was over. Hawke teleported just as a fireball and half a dozen lightning bolts rained down on top of Naruto’s corpse, adding insult and more injury to injury. Hawke teleported behind Kaiser and did a double-stab on the big guy, aiming for his neck. The white-and-blue suit of articulated plate was very good; it stopped thirty points of damage from each attack, and reduced the remainder by twenty-five percent. The backstabs inflicted 121 and 127 points of damage, respectively, which after the armor absorption became 91 and 97, which reduced by twenty-five percent apiece turned into 60 and 72, which then turned critical and quadrupled to 240 and 284 because Hawke hit both jugular veins, for a grand total of 524.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to kill a guy with six hundred and sixty Health.
Roaring like a berserker, Kaiser spun around, sword raised high for a blow. He appeared to have some sort of night vision, because the cloud of darkness didn’t affect his aim. Some enchantment in his armor triggered at the same time and healed the chief Nerf Herder by a hundred and twenty points. Hawke ducked away, which removed him from the globe of darkness. The mage, given a target, launched another fireball that landed, inflicted fifty points of damage. Kaiser came after him, moving shockingly fast for a guy in heavy armor, and thrust his sword right at Hawke, who deflected it with a swipe of his left-handed sword and thrust the other blade into the Nerf Herder’s chest. Only sixty-three points of damage got through, but Kaiser howled in pain and swung his sword again – just int time to watch Hawke disappear.
His target was the Mage, who had another fireball floating in front of him but had hesitated before launching it, worried about hitting his boss. Backstabbing the poor bastard was too easy, and the massive damage from two spinal hits was more than enough to send him off to respawn.
For Slaying Your Foe, you have earned 440 XP (+10% ambush bonuses). Current XP/Next Level: 7,489/10,000
The Mage had been close to level seven. Now he would have to start over. Hawke didn’t have time to gloat, but he did grab another thirty silver from the obligatory loot bag. Kaiser was prepping a new area-effect lightning bolt, but Hawke cast another Twilight spell:
Twilight Shroud
Time to Cast: 3 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 10 seconds. Cost: 8(5) Mana. Effect: The Caster is rendered invisible, revealing only a vague shimmering outline if moving. Chances to spot are reduced by 95% if standing still, by 65% if moving slowly, and by 40% if moving rapidly.
Invisible Hawke walked out of the cloud of darkness moments before the lightning spell hit. He made it out of the office and flattened himself against a wall just as the front door guards came rushing in – and ran right into Kaiser, who had stepped into the cloud of darkness Hawke’s spell had left behind. Trying to finish off the big guy was tempting – the Experience for taking out a level twelve would be amazing – but killing the top Herder would only take him out of commission for a few hours and Hawke had better things to do.
Hawke moved slowly and managed to exit the manor just before every Nerf Herder in the yard crowded around the entrance. Hawke kept walking. Casting a Twilight Step would reveal his position due to the darkness cloud it created. Annoying. Invisibility was good, though.
Congratulations! Your Stealth Skill has been raised to 2!
Look at me, messing with my enemies and improving myself at the same time. Hawke was feeling pretty good about himself, at least until a lightning bolt hit him while he was still halfway to the front gate.
Enduring a hundred and eight points of lightning damage must feel a lot like being on the bad end of an electric chair. Hawke staggered, insta-cast Touch of Light on himself, and looked back. Kaiser and his merry men were running after him. The boss must have used some doodad to spot him and nailed him with his spell. Hawke ran for the gate as spells and arrows rained around him; most of the Nerf Herders still couldn’t see him, however, so most of their attacks missed. Hawke took another thirty-two points of damage, but casting Healing Touch had him almost back to full by the time he neared the gate. It had been closed, and the two Warriors on watch were rushing toward him, but he didn’t care. As soon as he was close enough, he cast Twilight Step and teleported to the other side of the wall and out of the Nerf Herders’ compound.
He refreshed his Twilight Shroud and kept walking. The Nerf Herders reopened the gate, but didn’t run out. They couldn’t hunt down somebody in broad daylight, not in the Warriors’ Quarters, where hundreds of mercenaries and Adventurers were gathered. Breaking the peace would bring the city watch down on everybody. Since the Herders weren’t exactly beloved by the locals, Hawke was sure the gathered fighting men and women would be happy to pounce on them for breaking the peace.
Congratulations! Your Stealth Skill has been raised to 3!
There probably was an ordinance against walking around while invisible, however, so after Hawke had put a few buildings between him and the Eternals’ guild, he found a secluded spot and took steps to make it harder for the Herders to find him. First, he sent his armor to his inventory, keeping only his fire lizard padding. He still had more than enough Mana to activate his Twilight Templar ability, Hidden Status: Hawke Lightseeker, level seven Paladin, became Marko Clades, third level Warrior. He figured the real Marko wouldn’t have minded, even if he ever found out Hawke had temporarily stolen his identity.
Going to have to hide you, he told Saturnyx. You are too noticeable.
<I can endure some time in your Bonded Vault. Do what you must.>
He sent the swords into his inventory, replaced them with a Shoddy Trident, dropped the invisibility spell, and walked out. He spotted lots of Nerf Herders walking around in small groups, all looking for him. He managed not to laugh at them as he walked past. They had messed with the wrong Ninja Paladin Mage.
<You have made a powerful enemy,> Saturnyx told him from inside his inventory.
I didn’t know you could do that.
<I couldn’t until our bond became strong enough. I am glad, however; it makes stasis far less unpleasant. In any case, your fellow ‘player’ must now kill you. You made a fool of him in the center of his power.>
Let him try. Think of all the experience an entire guild of Eternals is going to get me.
<Now you are speaking like a true champion.>
Kaiser is going to be sorry he ever met me.




Fifty-One

Leaving town without alerting the Nerf Herders took a bit of finesse, but Twilight Templars were masters of subterfuge.
Hawke spent some of the loot he had earned to buy a set of fine robes and a cape with a hood. After letting Tava know what was going on, he left the city by a side gate on the northeast of the city, one less frequented than the larger entryways. Without his armor and twin swords, he looked like another traveler among thousands and he used his Hidden Status ability to alter his name and level yet again. On his way out of Akila, he noticed a couple of Nerf Herders – their Guild Membership was floating next to their names, for everyone to see – standing by the city gate, checking everyone leaving. Kaiser must have his people watching every way in and out of town. They ignored the second-level Rogue he was pretending to be.
<Kaiser will not rest until he finds you,” Saturnyx warned him. <You have proven to be a threat to everything he wants to achieve.>
Feeling is mutual. But I won’t make any vows to come back and kick his ass yet. Don’t want another Quest hanging over my head.
<These displays of wisdom are becoming almost commonplace. Amazing.>
All that love is making my head hurt.
<I do love you. That is why I must point out your foibles.>  
From the gate he had taken, it would take him three days of travel to reach Eagle’s Watch. Hawke stayed in his disguise for all that time. The fifty-Mana investment he needed to keep the magical effect going was worth it; nobody would be able to report a Paladin to the Nerf Herders. He would drop the disguise when he and his band of bros were back on the little-traveled section of the Legion’s Highway that led back to Orom. Before leaving town, Tava told him the group was going to leave in another day, and wait for him at Eagle’s Watch.
The first day on the road went by without incident; he stayed at an inn on the northern route and paid much less than he had at the city. That night, he did more work on his Manna Channeling. Once he could see all his Mana ‘pipes’ flowing, he focused on his central Chakra, the one over his solar plexus. After about an hour, he began to understand the glowing ball was a gate of sorts, linking him to the Mana flowing outside his body, and that it was closed. Maybe ‘awakening’ meant opening that gate. He figured that pushing on it might do the trick. He visualized the Mana flowing through the channels connected to the Chakra, and then tried to direct that energy the way he sent Mana into a spell, putting pressure on it.
A spike of pure agony ran through his solar plexus, as if someone had poked him there with a heavy stick. His concentration broke and he ended curled up in a ball, trying to learn how to breathe again. He didn’t take any actual damage, but the pain was more than enough to discourage doing that ever again.
<Perhaps you pushed too hard. Or in the wrong direction.>
Very helpful.
By the time he recovered, he was too tired and in pain to keep trying. He decided to work on it in a day or two. Maybe a week. There was no time limit on that Quest.
On the second day, the road went through some scrubby land with only a few goat-raising settlements alongside it, interspaced by large open areas. To the north of the road, he could see the glimmer of a distant body of water. The land in between wasn’t exactly a swampland like he’d heard the east of the city was, but it didn’t look very fertile, either. He checked his map app and discovered that Akila was in the middle of a peninsula, surrounded on three sides by the Sea of Pearls. The swamplands where most Eternals in the area had been dumped was on the furthest edge of the peninsula. Maybe one day he would visit the Sea of Pearls. Become a Ninja Paladin Pirate. Could be fun.
<Or it could be you would spend your time emptying your bowels over the railing of a ship.>
Watching the distant sea distracted Hawke enough that he didn’t spot the group coming from the opposite way on the road until they were a couple hundred feet away. There were four men, riding comically small horses and wearing robes similar to his. He moved to the side of the road and continued on his way as the men approached. They looked like most Imperials, but on the rough side; unlike the mostly clean-shaven citizens Hawke had seen, they had beards and long hair. Their broad-brimmed hats were also unusual. Bows were stored in cases hanging from their horse saddles. Hawke glanced at them as they rode past, using his True Sight. They were normies, with names that didn’t sound Latin or Spanish; a different culture, he figured. They didn’t greet him or say anything as they passed him by, but he noticed the sidelong glances that they gave him. He was still wearing a nice set of clothing, and he was keeping the Saturnyx Twins – a nickname the Fury hated with a passion – hidden under his robe. He kept walking.
Hopefully, they’ll figure a lone traveler must be someone who can take care of himself.
<They are turning around,> Saturnyx warned him a minute later.
Are you serious?
<By their names, they are Cydians: nomadic tribesmen from far to the north and west, infamous even during my time. They must have been hired as mercenaries or caravan guards, and are now headed to the city to find more work. They won’t hesitate to rob and murder a single man on a lonely road, for no more than the value of his clothes.>
Hawke turned around. The Fury had been right; the four riders had stopped maybe a hundred feet away and were grabbing their bows. From the looks of it, they weren’t even going to ask for his valuables but planned to take them from his cooling corpse. That pissed him off.
Guess we’ll kill them all, he told his sword, a little surprised at how little the decision bothered him.
<We could use your Twilight spells to turn invisible and escape,> Saturnyx said. <But I would be far happier if they were no longer able to threaten the lives of any other traveler they encounter.>
“Good. We are in full agreement.”
The four Cydians drew their bows and leveled the nocked arrows at Hawke as he calmly walked towards them with his hands up as if he was surrendering. What he really wanted was to get closer. He only had two ranged spells, Hammer of Light and Hammer of Twilight, and their cooldowns would only let him get two of the bandits before they rode away. He had no intention of letting any of them escape.
They let him walk for about fifty feet before they decided he was close enough and they loosed their arrows in a staggered volley. Hawke activated Step of Twilight and reappeared in the middle of the group of riders before the arrows flew through the space he’d occupied a few moments before. He stabbed the closest rider in the back.
As the dead man slumped on his saddle, Hawke ran to another one, who was staring blankly at the blinding darkness surrounding him. He didn’t see the sword thrust that ended his life. The remaining two began to ride out of the cloud of darkness, but he skewered one of them before he could get far. The last one fled, driving his horse as fast as the poor beast could go. Hawke nailed him with his flying hammer spell. Done.
All he felt about what he had done was a sense of cold satisfaction.
For Slaying Your Foes, you have earned 4 XP. Current XP/Next Level: 7,853/10,000
He didn’t know how to ride or take care of horses, so he let them go. Hopefully, someone would find and take care of them. His loot reward consisted of one silver and eight coppers.
Life was cheap in the Realms.




Fifty-Two

Hawke dropped his magical disguise and put on his armor as the approached the lone tavern tending to visitors in Eagle’s Watch. He didn’t need to hide anymore. His friends were there.
The ten people he was there to see had taken over the outdoor dining area outside the tavern. Kinto’s family and Nadia were sharing a table. Nadia looked happy and relaxed, laughing at something Gosto was saying while Tava grinned at them. On the next table over, Desmond was hanging out with five Dwarves; he and the biggest one in the bunch were engaged in an arm-wrestling contest.
“Is there room for one more?” he asked the gathering.
“Hawke!” Tava shouted as she all but somersaulted over the table and jumped into his arms. “You didn’t warn me you were near,” she whispered in his ear before giving him a playful nibble.
“Didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”
Kinto greeted him with slightly less enthusiasm, but Hawke couldn’t picture the grizzled Hunter hugging it out with anybody, including his closest relatives.
“It is good to see you,” the old Hunter told Hawke.
“Kill any monsters without us?” Gosto asked him.
Just four bandits. All the Nerf Herders I killed are back among the living.
“No monsters,” Hawke said out loud. “Maybe on the way back.”
Nadia stepped forward and gave him a hug as well. “I’m glad you made it,” she said in English.
“Everything okay?”
She glanced over at Desmond, who was sitting up as he laughed and slapped the shoulder of the Dwarf he’d been arm-wrestling with. “Yes,” she told him. “Things got a little awkward at first, but Tava and Kinto dealt with it. Tava’s great!”
“She is,” he said, a big grin on his face. He had missed the Ranger. Seeing her again felt like coming home.
Desmond came over and shook Hawke’s hand. He looked a little more relaxed, but didn’t seem to be comfortable around Kinto’s family.
Kinto introduced Hawke to the Dwarves of Clan Stern. Hawke examined them with his True Sight.
“This is Korgam Stern, Sixth Level Shield-Bearer and leader of his company,” Kinto said. Korgam had fiery red hair and a long beard; his stats were very impressive, with just over two hundred Health. He was wearing simple traveling clothes, but Hawke figured an impressive suit of armor was stored in a pouch or backpack of holding, ready to materialize at a moment’s notice.
The other four Sterns – Daggon, Crommen, Taggan, and a bald guy that went simply by the nickname Egg – were at level five in their classes: Warrior, Battle Bard, Stone Mystic and Priest of the Earth god Gaon, respectively. If they had been by his side, Hawke felt he could have taken down all the Nerf Herders in the compound.
<Eternals are not so easily overcome.>
You’re probably right, although it would have been fun to try, Hawke told Saturnyx as he clasped forearms with Korgam.
“Tis a blessed day, for we have finally met, Paladin!” the Dwarf said. “Great-uncle Dorrham speaks highly of ye, so much so that the gathered families of Clan Stern agreed to send some of their most promising sons on this quest. All trained Miners Arcane, with proper surveying and extraction tools. And all bloodied in combat against both folk and beast. Neither Arachnoid nor Undead will keep us from doing our duty.”
“Thank you,” Hawke replied. “Dorrham is a good man, and I am proud to call him a friend. I carried his shield into battle, and it saved my life many times.”
“That is a shield’s purpose, and I know Dorrham was glad it served you well. But you must be tired and hungry. I will leave you to your friends.”
The Dwarves went back to their seats. Desmond glanced back and forth between the two groups before following the Sterns. They seemed to have taken to him, especially Crommen the Battle-Bard.
“Desmond was a Ren Faire regular,” Nadia explained. “He was a Bard, and the Dwarves love his singing.”
“Is that what it was?” Gosto said with a scowl. “Every time he let out those sounds, I kept looking for the poor cat he was torturing.”
“Kindness to strangers is repaid tenfold. So is rudeness,” Tava scolded her brother, but the look she sent towards the Warrior was not friendly.
“He should be kinder to our ears, then,” Gosto replied.
“Enough. Come and sit down, Hawke, and tell us what happened.”
“Yes, we all want to know,” Kinto said. “Although my daughter already knows more than she is telling, thanks to whatever magic lets her speak with you at a distance.”
“It’s one of the powers of my sword,” Hawke told Kinto as he sat down and Gosto was sent off to bring him food and beer. He had been living off trail rations the last couple of days and was looking forward to a cooked meal.
“Well, as I told Tava, my meeting with the Nerf Herders didn’t go too well.” While he ate, Hawke recounted Kaiser Wrecker’s plans and the fight at the compound. “The guy is looking to build an army of Eternals, kill or enslave the rest of us, and take over Akila and eventually the Ruby Empire. He doesn’t think small.”
“We have to do something!” Gosto said. “Send word to the Empire, at least!”
Kinto’s chuckle had little humor in it. “What makes you think the District Governor is going to read a letter from a nobody from the sticks, fool child of mine? Even if such message reached him, he would laugh for a bit and forget about it a moment later.”
“What will happen then, Father?”
“If this Kaiser thinks he can conquer an Imperial city, let him try. His name may sound a bit like ‘Emperor,’ but he is not going to become one, not even with a hundred Eternals at his back.”
Hawke realized that the Vulgate imperial title was ‘Kasar,’ and must come from the Latin ‘Caesar,’ which the Germans had turned into Kaiser. Languages were funny.
“Akila is a pit of vipers,” Kinto went on. “Dozens of competing factions, all willing to slit their own mother’s throat to improve their position. Let that fool join the game of castles and towers, and enjoy its prizes: poison in his cup and daggers in his back.”
The Hunter had a point. Even non-Eternals could live a long time if they had the money or magical skills available, so many of them had decades or even centuries of experience in court intrigue. Kaiser might have a lot of twenty-first-century knowledge to draw on, but the locals weren’t helpless country bumpkins, either. He might prevail, but it wouldn’t be easy or happen overnight.
<And if and when it happens, we will deal with it.>
You said it, you sexy-ass slice-and-dicer.
<Your sweet-talk needs as much work as your general wit.>
After finishing the early supper, the Dwarves, with Desmond in tow, went into the inn’s common room to drink and sing. Kinto and Gosto went inside as well, leaving Hawke, Tava and Nadia at the outdoor table as the first songs began.
“That’s Desmond,” Nadia said when an incomprehensible Dwarven ballad was followed by something in English, accompanied by a string instrument. “He even added a guitar to his starting equipment.”
“It’s not bad,” Hawke admitted. “Not my sort of music, but I’ve heard worse.”
“Pity the singer is a pig in human clothing,” Tava all but hissed.
“What happened?”
Nadia answered first. “He didn’t want us to go meet your friends until I told him I would leave him behind. Then he tried be a tough guy and boss Tava’s father around.”
“Oh, Jesus.” Hawke was shocked. Was the guy really that dumb, or that desperate for female attention?
“Father was not amused,” Tava said. “Gosto healed the black eye and broken teeth; after that, your Warrior friend learned to stay out of the way.”
“I thought the old guy was going to kill him,” Nadia whispered in English.
“Stick to Vulgate, please,” Hawke told her, and she repeated her words in the common language.
“He would have been within his rights,” Tava said. “A man who offers insult to another man should expect blows or worse in return. Only a nobleman would think otherwise, and even so, one who casually abuses his peasants had best look to his safety, for even a peasant can drop a rock upon a passing horseman, or loose an arrow from behind a bush.”
“Desmond isn’t a nobleman,” Hawke explained. “But he comes from a place where manners aren’t enforced with violence.”
“Violence doesn’t solve anything,” Nadia said, and looked startled and angry when both Tava and Hawke burst out laughing.
“Do you jest, Sorceress?” Tava told her. “Every graveyard in the Common Realm is filled to bursting with solved problems.”
“That’s… that’s horrible!”
“On my way here, four bandits saw me, a man traveling alone, and they tried to murder me for whatever I was carrying,” Hawke said. “They won’t be doing that anymore.”
Nadia looked like she was about to burst into tears. Hawke brushed aside a surge of irritation with her, reminding himself that until a few days ago, she had lived in one of the most prosperous places on Earth. He couldn’t expect her to accept the new realities immediately.
“Hey,” he told her in a soft voice. “It’s going to be okay.”
He looked at Tava, who shrugged and got up. “I will see about getting us more drinks,” she said, and left.
You are the best, he told her through Saturnyx. I just want to make sure she is all right.
She is very soft, softer than the most coddled merchant’s brat, Tava sent back. But if she learns better, she may be all right. I do not think she would make a good third wife, however.
<Perhaps she might, with someone of worth setting a proper example.>
Ladies, I haven’t married once, let alone two or three times. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.
All he got back from Tava was a chuckle.
“I’m sorry, Nadia,” he told his fellow Earthling. “We are in a different world, though, and the sooner you understand that, the better off you will be.”
“Okay, I get it,” she said, now sounding angry rather than upset.
“The Realms are dangerous. Any place that is called a ‘land of adventure’ would be.”
“I liked having adventures in games. I liked pretending to be somewhere else, doing all kinds of amazing stuff. Adventuring was great. I also loved gathering herbs, and crafting. Fishing. I thought this place would be a little more like that.” She shrugged. “I was wrong. But I would do it again.”
“I think it’s time for that long story. Why you were willing to risk your life for a chance to come here?”
She hesitated for a second, and then it all came out: “I was a diabetic, morbidly obese, forty-three-year old woman on Earth, living alone,” she said. “Last year, one of my feet got a cut that became infected, but it had so much diabetic nerve damage that I didn’t notice it until it was too late. They had to chop off my foot and half my lower leg.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah. I guess it wasn’t that long a story.”
“I’m really sorry, Nadia.”
She shrugged and went on. “It took a while for things to get bad, maybe that’s why I thought it was a longer story. I got diagnosed at thirty-six. I weighed over two hundred pounds then, and didn’t listen to what my doctor was saying. Whenever I got depressed, I ate. Being fat made me depressed, so I ate more. Vicious circle, and I never figured out how to break it. And when I lost my leg… It was bad.”
She had never mentioned any of it, but he felt vaguely sick when he remembered that she had ‘taken a break’ for two weeks.
“That break you took from the Guild.”
She nodded. “I was too ashamed to tell anybody what happened. I came back to the game as soon as I could. It was my escape from everything. Without the game… I don’t know if I could have gone on.”
They had exchanged a bunch of emails during those days. She always seemed cheerful, like she didn’t have a problem in the world. He wondered how many people hid their pain behind smiles and small talk, until it was too late.
“I had a shitty work-from-home job, my parents and most of my extended family were dead, and my cat passed away a week before Eternal Journey Online went live. That’s why kept playing even after the disappearances. I had nothing left to lose.”
“I’m sorry,” he repeated, unsure of what else to say.
“Yeah, I got that a lot, too. The couple of people I told didn’t know how to handle it. They started treating me differently. So I stopped telling people anything. I didn’t want pity. I wanted friends, but all I had were online acquaintances.”
“I’m beginning to understand,” he told her. “I wish I’d been a better friend.”
“You were as good as I allowed you to be, I guess. But now I’m here. The violence bothers me, yes, but do you know how amazing it is to be an Elf? It’s not just that they cannot get fat no matter how much they eat, or the 20/5 vision, or the magic. I feel young, except I never felt this good when I was younger, either.”
“Even being a Half-Elf is pretty damn good,” he admitted.
“I’m not worried about my insulin anymore, or about my vision getting blurrier every year. That was all I had to look forward to, back on Earth: going blind, losing my other foot, and waiting for a stroke or heart attack to finish me off. Even when that swamp monster was killing me, my last thought was, at least I’m not me anymore.”
“I’m…”
“Sorry. Yes. You said that already.”
“Okay. I wasn’t a good friend then, but I’m here now. You’re not alone anymore.”
She started tearing up. “Okay. That is good, Ben. Hawke. That is really good. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
He let her sob on his shoulder for a bit. And caught the glare Desmond was giving them from one of the inn’s windows.




Fifty-Three

“I’m going to scout the side of the road for a few minutes,” Hawke told Kinto as the eleven people in the group made their way down the Legion’s Highway. “Desmond, you’re with me.”
“Why? Ranger types should be doing the scouting, and we’ve got two of those.”
“Why, you ask? Because I’m the Party Leader, that’s why.”
Desmond looked at his newfound Dwarven buddies, but even Crommen shrugged and stayed quiet. They all knew better than getting in the middle of someone else’s dispute. With a betrayed look on his face, the Warrior followed Hawke off the road and into a young-growth section of woods. They kept walking in silence until a rise on the ground separated them from the road. Hawke turned around and faced him.
“This B.S. stops now,” he told him. The sullen looks and complaints had everyone on edge, and it had only been two days.
“Are you going to kill me?” Desmond asked.
“Do you want me to?”
“No. Are you going to kick my ass like that old hired thug did?”
“I probably should. Kick your ass and then kill you. And that’s just for calling Kinto a hired thug. He’s a better person than you’ll ever be.”
“He’s a…”
“If you say NPC, I’ll skin you alive. Starting from the feet and going up.”
<That is the proper way to skin someone, if you wish to make it last,> Saturnyx commented.
“What do you want from me, Hawke?”
“I want you to stop being a problem. We are about to go to war, bro. You and I can die and come back, at least a few times, but the rest of the people following me can’t. You need to stop being a dick to Nadia and everyone else. We can’t trust you right now. If you turn heel at the wrong time, it can get us all killed.”
“So kill me, then.”
“I’d rather not,” Hawke told him. And not just because I don’t kill people without a good reason.
Nadia and Desmond had moved their respawning site to Eagle’s Watch, which had a small all-pantheon chapel. As soon as they reached Orom, they would change it to the temple of Shining Father. Until then, however, if his fellow Eternals died, they would come back miles from where the group was, with the distance increasing with every passing day. Killing Desmond would bring about more problems than it solved. Even restrained by his oath, the Warrior might figure out a way to let the Nerf Herders know where Hawke was.
“This is all about Nadia,” Desmond said bitterly. “I’ve seen you two together. I thought you were with the Ranger chick. Or do you want both of them?”
“I kinda do, actually, but that’s not the issue here,” Hawke admitted, startling a choked laugh out of Desmond.
“The hell, dude? You think you’re some kind of rock star or something? Gonna bang every chick you run into?”
“Nah. Just those two, and another one you haven’t met yet. If they all agree and we can work things out.”
<We will,> Saturnyx said in the tone of voice she reserved for when Hawke was very good. <Tava actually spoke with Nadia last night, and is feeling more positive about bringing her into our union.>
Later.
Hawke went on. “But like I said, that’s not the problem. You being a dick is.”
“I saved her life,” Desmond said.
“True. And you risked your life playing the game because she asked you to. Also true.”
“She owes me.”
“Yeah. Doesn’t mean she wants to be with you.”
“It’s not fair.”
“You’re right, it’s not.”
“Why does this always happen to me?” Desmond whined.
“See, that is the first good question you’ve asked. If you like a girl, don’t play games and pretend to be her friend, then crawl all over her life like a bug and wait for your chance to pounce. It’s dishonest. Most women will think you are a creep. Because that’s what you are.”
“That’s not true. I respect women.”
“No, you don’t. If you did, you’d be up front and tell them what you want from them.”
“And if they say no?”
“You move on. Rejection hurts, sure, but if you are scared of being hurt, you’ll always end up like this. You’re sending the message you don’t respect yourself, that you don’t think you’re worth their time. And guess what, they won’t respect you, either. And you’ll end up resenting all those female ‘friends.’ All because they aren’t giving you what you were too afraid to ask for up front.”
“You got all the answers, uh? What makes you an expert?”
“I learned a lot from my older brother. He was good at that sort of thing. Married happily now. Some from my sister, before she went crazy in college.”
“But you gamed with us all the time. Gamers don’t get girls.”
“I was only there on weeknights, remember? It was more fun than watching the boob tube. Weekends, I went out. I wasn’t looking for friends. I was trying to get laid. Had some hits, had some misses.”
Hawke realized he’d never been friends with any of his exes, either. Once the relationship was over, he really didn’t’ want them around him. He wasn’t sure if that was healthy or not, but he didn’t much care.
“Think about it, Desmond. Here, nobody cares what you were like back on Earth. They don’t care if you were short, or funny-looking, or poor, or whatever. You can reinvent yourself. Figure out how to work your Class – your classes after you level up enough – and you can get all kinds of money and power. If you aren’t a creep, you’ll have no problem finding someone without playing ‘friend’ games.”
“Is that all it takes, then? Money and power?”
“They don’t hurt, but even without those things, you can do okay. If you had just acted confident and sure of yourself, you would have done better on Earth. That’s how it works. If you strike out, keep trying – with different people, instead of getting hung up on someone who’s not into you. Nadia isn’t interested; don’t waste your time with her.”
Desmond didn’t look convinced. “You just want me out of the way so you can have her.”
“Bro. I just told you. You aren’t in the way. She’s not into you.”
“Whatever. What do you want from me, Hawke?”
“Chill out. Stop obsessing over Nadia. Next time you find someone you like, do better. Until then, worry about the important stuff, like not getting killed, leveling up, and getting good gear. Don’t sweat the small stuff.”
Desmond thought about it for a bit. If he started more trouble, Hawke would introduce him to Saturnyx, point first, and the Warrior could figure out the rest of his life when he respawned.
<Don’t do that. Don’t kill him here, regardless of what he says.>
You are arguing against killing someone?
<You should bring him along and wait until he sets up a Reincarnation site in Orom. Then we can kill him as many times as it takes to make him well and truly gone.>
That’s cold.
<Some problems require harsh solutions.>
“Okay,” Desmond finally said. “I’ll try.”
“Good. Let’s catch up with the group.”
Hawke wasn’t sure if he’d gotten through to Desmond, but he didn’t know what else to do.
<You do know. I just told you.>
Hopefully, it won’t come to that. I kill when I have to, not when someone is inconvenient, he told his sword.
<He resents you and Nadia both. That makes him an enemy. He will turn on you, and likely at the worst possible moment.>
Hawke shook his head and hoped Saturnyx was wrong. 
* * *
For two more days, things went peacefully enough. Desmond hung out mostly with the Dwarves but did whatever chores were assigned to him and he stopped complaining or acting resentful. Nadia tried to speak with him but he politely declined. They left each other alone after that. Hawke figured that was probably the best they could hope for. Desmond and Nadia weren’t going to be friends, not now and maybe not ever. In many ways they’d never been friends, just two people using each other.
Every night before he went to sleep or on watch, Hawke spent an hour meditating and working on awakening a Chakra. He had tried to push too hard the first time, sending about ten Mana points into the energy nexus. On his second attempt, he tried doing it one Mana point at a time, getting a feel for the resistance at the end of this push. That just made the pain tolerable but didn’t work.
The next time, he tried pulling Mana from the outside instead. He spent some energy on spells and tried to focus his Mana regeneration through the Chakra. It didn’t hurt, and he actually felt the Mana flow into his body through the place he wanted it to, but the Chakra still didn’t open. Maybe breaking through wasn’t what he needed. Maybe he needed to unlock the door rather than kick it open. Saturnyx refused to help in any way, saying that he needed to figure it out on his own.
Nadia and Tava continued to grow closer. The Ranger taught the Eternal about herb lore, and Nadia soon became an Arcane Herbalist, thanks to her Unlimited Potential. The two of them often ran off the road when they spotted some rare plant or flower. And when they weren’t talking about herbs and spices, they would often whisper at each other and stare at Hawke. Life was going to get interesting when they reached civilization.
As it turned out, life got interesting before that, but not in a good way.
By mid-morning on the fourth day, a thick mist came rolling from the west, obscuring the sun and swallowing the road and surrounding forest. The group’s march slowed to a crawl; visibility had gone down to a few dozen feet. Hawke, near the front, could barely see Tava, who had been bringing up the rear.
“This isn’t natural,” Kinto said. “Wrong time of year, wrong weather. Sun was shining bright.”
Before Hawke could reply, a notification opened up.
AN AREA EVENT HAS BEGUN!
RISE OF THE DEAD (LEVEL 7 EVENT)
Many centuries ago, two legions of the Onyx Empire were ambushed by demons and massacred to the last man. Now, an emissary of Undeath has reached the unmarked graves of those valiant soldiers and turned them into merciless monsters, seeking only to slay the living!
For eight hours or until the final Phase is completed, Undead will roam this area while a heavy fog makes traveling nearly impossible. If you survive this ordeal, you will be rewarded. If you overcome the challenges in every Phase of the Event, your rewards will be commensurate with your deeds.
Event Rewards for every Phase Completed: 50 Experience per level of the participant. 1 gold per level of the participant. One Enchanted Quality item of the appropriate class and level. Additional prizes will be awarded based on your contributions.
Phase One Will Begin in Fifteen Minutes.
Best of luck!
“Sumbitch,” Hawke muttered as the mist crept closer.




Fifty-Four

“We need a defensive position,” Hawke told Kinto. “Where’s the nearest one?”
“The hill we just passed,” the Hunter said without hesitation. “Only two paths to the top. We can bring down some of the trees and block them both. Best we can do.”
“Lead the way. Everybody, follow Kinto!”
Hawke hung back until he was sure everyone was staying together and sticking close to the Hunter. The Dwarves were moving in good order, with Desmond following them closely. Tava was bringing Nadia along. Good. He brought up the rear, casting his buffs as he moved. The mist was getting thicker but he thought he could hear something in the distance: low moaning echoes. Like the sounds an army of zombies might make, maybe.
I didn’t know there were Area Events! Damn this freaking universe that behaves like a game!
<They happen when a powerful entity invades a new territory, or a great curse is cast upon the land. The Arbiters alert all Adventurers and mortals in the area so they flee if they can, or fight for their lives if they cannot. This is most assuredly not a game of any kind. People will die today.>
You have been invited by Korgam Stern to form a Joint Party.
If you accept, members from both Parties will be able to see their location and status. Other Party bonuses will not be shared.
Accept? Y/N
Hawke accepted and the Dwarves appeared on his Party Interface, allowing everybody in both groups to see where everyone else was. The only people who didn’t show up were Nadia and Desmond, who were too low level to join. They would need to stay in the center of the group, because if they got separated in that mist, they were screwed.
Fortified with his defensive spells, Hawke reached the hill. It was really more of a hillock, rising maybe thirty feet above the ground. One side was covered in a dense undergrowth that would keep anything man-sized from moving through it; another was too steep to walk on. That left two possible ways to the top, vaguely north and south respectively. If they could throw some barricades to block the two paths, they would have a mini-fort to defend.
Korgam, and Daggon quickly started chopping down a couple of trees near the top of a hill. Hawke, Kinto and Desmond helped move each trunk into position. Meanwhile, Crommen the Battle Bard started singing a battle song and Egg buffed everyone.
Taggan’s Song of the Boar has raised your Health by 50 and your weapon damage by 5.
Egg’s Blessing of Gaon has increased your Health Regeneration by 20 per minute. You have gained +10% resistance to any spells, damage and effects inflicted by Undead, Demons or Beyonders.
Warning! Some bonuses do not stack with your existing spell effects. Only bonuses that do have been listed.
Hawke was happy with the bennies from the two Dwarves’ spells. He noticed that Desmond and Nadia’s Health pools had been more than doubled by the Bard’s song, greatly improving their chances to survive. They were going to need every bit of help they could get to overcome an Event four or five levels higher than theirs.
“Nadia, stay with Tava, and only strike her target. Don’t draw aggro on your own.”
The Sorceress nodded; her primary offensive spell (Ice Dagger) inflicted 1-10 points of Water damage per level. It wasn’t much at level two, but it would help Tava take out any critter she went after without attracting the full attention of a monster. In games, mobs tended to target the weakest member of a party first, especially if the low-level character drew their attention (known as ‘aggro,’ short for ‘aggravation,’ in gaming circles) by attacking them. He didn’t want his fellow Earthlings to suffer that fate.
“Desmond, you’re our tactical reserve. If anything gets through the barricade, keep them off the spellcasters and ranged attackers.”
“Gotcha,” the Warrior said, gripping his axe tightly. “Although I should be on the front line.”
“Maybe next time, after you have a couple of extra levels, man. Seventh level event. One on one, if something gets past us, you should be okay. In the front, you’d get chopped into hamburger.”
Desmond nodded. “Fair enough. Feels a little like old times, doesn’t it?”
Hawke grinned. “Yeah. Just have to survive a few wave attacks and you’ll be hitting level four or five in no time.”
“And maybe get some better gear. This starter stuff is total crap,” Desmond said with a matching smile.
Hawke nodded before turning his attention to the surrounding woods. Maybe the Warrior would be okay after all.
The mist had become thick enough that only the indistinct shapes of the larger trees could be seen beyond the hill. The moaning sounds were getting louder. Working with urgent speed, the group set up two rough barricades of stacked trees, a little higher than waist high. It wouldn’t stop missiles but might slow down a charging enemy. To that, Hawke added Consecrated Ground on both ends; the Life spell would heal friends and damage Undead in its area of effect. He and Kinto took the barrier blocking the narrower slope to the south; the Dwarven fighters stood by the other, with their casters, Desmond, Nadia, and Tava in the middle. All that was left was to wait.
A few minutes went by, long enough to require Hawke to refresh his ongoing effects. A scream of terror echoed in the distance. Several more followed, falling silent one by one. Travelers caught in the event, maybe, or a nearby farmhouse under attack? Or maybe a trap to lure someone foolish enough to go running into the mist? Hawke didn’t know and had no way to find out. He wished those people luck and kept staring into the fog, looking for an enemy,
A new sound emerged: running feet, lots of them, and growing closer. Hawke prepped a Hammer of Light and spotted a Woodling being chased by three taller figures: skeletons with bits and pieces of skin and rotted flesh, wearing the remnants of mail shirts and helmets, and holding spears or swords in their bony hands. Before he could release his spell, one of the skeletons stabbed the Woodling in the back, killing it instantly.
Skeleton Soldier (Human Undead)
Level 4 Legionnaire
Health 60 Mana 40 Stamina n/a
“Eyes front, curse ye!” Korgam was yelling to someone as Hawke hit a skeleton with his spell, destroying it. “Trust the others to watch their side while ye watch yers!”
It was good advice. All around their hill, more shapes ran into view. The skeletons had chased a group of Woodlings towards their position. Most of the little Fae creatures died when they froze at the sight of more enemies and were hit from behind. Hawke wished he could invite them to join his group, but he couldn’t trust them not to turn on his people. A few Woodlings managed to escape, ducking and weaving between the risen legionnaires and disappearing back into the mist. The rest were killed before the Undead army rushed toward the hill.
Spells and arrows flew down and destroyed several skeletons. Hawke kept an eye on the parties’ status; nobody was hurt yet, but their Mana was beginning to dip. The first handful of monsters facing his side of the hill were destroyed before they could reach the barricade. A moment later, a group of ten former Legionnaires came running towards his position, and all he could do was concentrate on staying alive.
He took two down with his Hammer spells before three more Undead reached the barricade. Kinto speared one through the head. Another one thrust at Hawke with a light spear of its own; he caught it with his left sword and shattered its skull with a swing from his right. The third one slashed at him with a rusty short sword, inflicting no damage. Hawke cut its sword arm off and then removed its head with a backswing. The remaining two skeletons – the rest had fallen to Tava’s arrows or Gosto’s spells – stepped forward and were chopped down in short order. One on one, the non-elite monsters were more of a nuisance than a danger to the two high-level defenders.
As the last skeleton fell in four separate pieces, Hawke checked the Party interface again. Everybody remained at full Health. The eleven Adventurers had taken out twenty or thirty skeletons without any trouble. A weird rhythmic sound was echoing loudly through the mist, however, and Hawke suddenly realized that was the noise of hundreds – thousands – of footsteps moving closer.
How many soldiers in a legion? Hawke asked Saturnyx.
“The Onyx Imperial Legions held eighty centuries of eighty men apiece, plus an additional twenty centuries of archers or crossbowmen, along with five attached pike cohorts consisting of…>
Just give me the bottom line, if you don’t mind.
<Eleven thousand, two hundred and sixty, officers and enlisted both. But legions in the field were always below their nominal strength. The two legions in question would have numbered fewer than twenty thousand men. Seventeen, eighteen thousand at the most.>
“Yeah, that’s a lot better,” Hawke muttered as the army of Undead came into view. The packed ranks of skeleton soldiers made the trees around them sway side to side as they forced their way through them.
He checked on everyone’s Mana pools; they were still okay, but they were being drained faster than their per-minute regenerations could refill them. Hawke still had an ungodly amount of magical power, thanks to the Battle-Mage armor, but everyone else was slowly getting depleted. Time to step up his game.
Consecrated Ground was his best weapon, hurting undead while healing his people. He told the healers to save their power and kept casting the area spell as soon as its cooldown reset, once every ten seconds, filling the hilltop with Life energy as the Undead came charging up by the dozens. He kept doing so whenever he wasn’t too busy hacking away at the enemy army. Any skeletons that reached the sanctified ground began to burn away: two seconds of exposure were enough to destroy them, and many fell even faster, chopped down by the Saturnyx Twins, Dwarven axes or Kinto’s spear.
Behind the front lines, Tava kept a steady shower of shafts going. Hawke wondered where she was getting all those arrows from – she had fired off well over sixty of them – until he saw Kinto back away from the fighting and produce another sheaf of missiles from his pouch of holding. Nice. Next time, Hawke would make sure to bring along a few hundred arrows for his friends. That reminded him of the crossbows he had taken from his would-be assassins back on Orom; he took a moment to drop the weapons and their eighteen bolts in the center of their formation, in case someone could make use of them.
As the fight moved into its first half-hour, Hawke realized that without the Dwarven Adventurers, he and his friends would have been overrun and killed in a matter of minutes. The experienced Sterns fought with the calm competence of professionals, making sure their Mana regeneration kept up with their spell casting or ability activation, and drinking potions when they needed a boost. Hawke glanced their way when the press of Undead on his side slowed down. He was impressed by what he saw.
Korgam was the tank, equipped with a tall and wide shield; every few seconds, he shouted a war-cry that forced all the skeletons in range to attack him, spending their energy uselessly, because none of the low-level creatures could pierce his heavy armor the few times they managed to get past his shield. He kept luring skeletons into the Consecrated Ground; after a while, he had to kick piles of bones aside to let more monsters approach. Daggon the Warrior was the off-tank, fighting with a smaller shield and a long-handed-axe. He moved quickly around the barricade, chopping off heads and making sure nobody struck Korgam’s unprotected flanks.
Crommen did more than buff the party. He joined the fray with two hand axes he wielded with swift, precise moves, sending limbs and necks flying off like a living chainsaw. He only wore furs rather than armor, but his war songs protected him, much like Hawke’s magical auras. The Battle Bard survived blows that should have killed him, and the ongoing Life healing under his feet was enough to keep him going. In the center, Egg and Taggan unleashed all sorts of magical mayhem on the relentless attackers. Taggan created boulders that smashed a dozen skeletons at a time, quicksand traps that slowed enemies down, and sent accurate stone shards flying toward individual targets. Egg showed how effective a Priest was against the Undead: his area of effect spells sent entire columns of Legionnaires back to wherever they’d come from.
On Hawke’s side, Kinto held half of the barricade on his own, his spear whirling like a staff as he killed or pushed back anyone who came into range. Gosto concentrated on ranged ‘heals’ aimed at the Undead, thinning their ranks before they reached the top of the hill. And Tava took down one target after another, occasionally using her new AOE ability, Arrowstorm, to wipe out a knot of attackers.
Hawke kept an eye on his fellow Eternals, who were the weakest link in the group. Nadia tried her best, helping Tava take out skeletons with her spell until her Mana was drained. She then picked up a crossbow – and missed her target. And when a couple of Undead slipped through the lines, Desmond kept them busy long enough for either Consecrated Ground or one of the ranged defenders to finish them off. Neither of them panicked or broke ranks, which raised Hawke’s estimation of them by several notches. He wasn’t surprised, however: he had half-expected that their characters’ natural instincts would come to the surface in times of stress, much like had happened to him during his first fight, a couple of weeks and a long lifetime ago.
Forty-five minutes after the fog had appeared, the surviving skeletons withdrew. The exhausted party hurriedly drank Mana and Endurance potions to recover as a new message appeared in front of them:
Phase One Completed
Skeletons Destroyed: 500/500
Hawke glanced at the misty area surrounding the hill. There were piles of bones, broken weapons and armor, and bits of clothing strewn as far as he could see before the fog obscured vision completely. Dozens and dozens of lifeless skulls seemed to grin back at him. Was that what five hundred skeletons looked like?
<This Event affects dozens of square miles. The Woodlings no doubt destroyed many of their attackers. So did anyone who could fight back. We may have accounted for well over two hundred. As many as three hundred, perhaps.>
“I wonder how much experience we’ll get out of this.”
“Not as much as you’d think,” Desmond said. “I read the game’s FAQ, before all this. Events give you a flat XP reward for each phase, rather than for each monster you kill. And you can’t level up until the end of the Event. Assuming that the game rules apply to reality.”
“They have so far. That’s a rip-off, though.”
“The Arbiters are harsh but fair,” Korgam said.
Hawke kept himself from cursing the Arbiters. They might be listening, and this was a really bad time to get on their bad side.
“How many phases does an Event have?” he asked instead.
“As few as three, or as many as seven,” Kinto told Hawke. “The next phase will begin in fifteen or twenty minutes.”
“It’s a rare thing for an Event this size to happen. More so this far from a city or a town,” Korgam noted.
“This didn’t just happen,” Hawke said. “The Necromancer knew we were coming. He set this up.”
Kinto nodded. “That means the Prefect betrayed us to Domort.”
“I knew we should have killed him!” Gosto yelled.
“This Domort is a mighty dead-worker, to trigger an Event,” Egg said. “May Gaon lend us the strength we need to survive this day.”
It was a little after noon; the group had been planning to stop for lunch when the Event started. While they waited for new enemies to emerge from the mist, everyone grabbed a bit to eat. Egg turned out to be a godsend; the priest reached into a bag of Holding and doled out an Arcane Dish he called Gladiator’s Repast. It was hard-baked bread stuffed with sausage and cheese, kind of like a Stromboli except the bread was cold and had the consistency of a pretzel. The resulting stuffed loaves were tough and chewy but surprisingly tasty; more importantly, the magically-enhanced food gave anyone who ate it a fifty percent bonus to their Mana, Health and Endurance regenerations for an hour.
Just as Hawke washed down the meal with one of his water bottles, a new message flashed up.
Phase Two Has Begun.




Fifty-Five

New noises filled the mist, sort of like what a branch breaking would sound like, but multiplied by thousands of times, faster than machine gun fire and just as loud.
“What is that?” Desmond shouted; it was the only way he could make himself heard over the crackling sounds.
“No idea!” Hawke yelled back. “But I know we aren’t going to like it!”
The deafening cracks multiplied until they became a continuous roar that went on for several minutes before stopping as suddenly as they had begun. The silence that followed made Hawke feel incredibly isolated, despite being surrounded by friends and allies. Between the mists and the lack of normal forest noises, it felt as if the world outside the small hill had disappeared, leaving them stranded.
<We are far from alone. Something is coming.>
The new sounds were distant at first. Hawke stared into the mist. Some of the larger trees could be seen as lean shadows in the middle of the gray-white expanse; he saw one of them lean to one side before it broke with a loud crack and fell over. Something nearly as tall and much wider moved closer, knocking down any trees in its way.
“Giant monsters!” he shouted.
“I can’t see anything,” Desmond said; his Perception was probably lower than Hawke’s. “Are they like, bear big or Kaiju big?”
Thinking about bears made Hawke wince. “Somewhere in between, I think.”
“Shit, I think I see one now.”
One of the shapes had lumbered close enough to show its outline. Before he could see any details, Hawke’s True Sight kicked in and he was able to see the critter’s stats:
Lord of Bones (Undead)
Level 7 Aberration
Health 700 Mana 140 Endurance n/a
The numbers were bad, but seeing the creatures was worse. The monster emerged from the mist, revealing its full awfulness even as other dark outlines rose behind it. It was made of humanoid bones, thousands of them, fused together into an exoskeleton, pun intended, a suit of Undead armor made of overlapping ribs and femurs. The cracks from before must have been from thousands of skeletons melding into the new shape. Its body was bigger than a wagon and stood several feet high, held up by six insect-like legs, each ending in a spike that stabbed the ground with each step. Its head was made of dozens of human, Dwarf and Elven skulls stacked together into a mockery of its components. Its eyes were two glowing purple orbs filled with Undeath energies. A mouth lined with jagged bones instead of teeth gaped underneath, large enough to bite off a man in half. When the monster spotted the hill and its defenders, it lifted its forelegs, clearly planning to use them to impale its victims.
The leading monster paused at the edge of the tree line. Two others with the same stats were coming behind it. And more were headed to the hillside the Dwarves were watching.
“Can’t let them reach the top of the hill,” Hawke said. “The barricades are useless against something that size. Its legs can go over our heads and hit anybody in the center.”
Kinto nodded. “We will have to meet them at the bottom of the hill.”
“You have to stick close to me,” Hawke told him. “Only hit the one I’m hitting. If you draw aggro, they’ll murder you.”
“I know. I have been doing this a mite longer than you,” the Hunter replied with a grin. “And by ‘aggro’ I take you mean their attention.”
“Yes. Sorry.”
“You’ll do well after some seasoning, Hawke. My daughter could do a lot worse. Would likely have, had you not come along.”
“Thank you, man. Means a lot.”
The brief speech also sounded a bit like someone’s last words, but Hawke wasn’t going to let that happen.
“Tava, Gosto, you know the drill. Nadia, same as before. Desmond, you’re in reserve.”
“Screw that,” the Warrior said, standing by Hawke’s side. “Got no ranged weapons. Tried the crossbows, but I don’t have the skill and all I did was waste two bolts. You need all the DPS you can get.”
“Okay. Same goes for you as for Kinto. Don’t go after one of those things alone or you’ll be respawning four days away from us.”
“I hate walking. I won’t die.”
The lead monster picked that moment to rear its head and let out a sound that was like a howl, screech and a trumpeting call combined. It sounded as if all the damned from Hell had picked that moment to scream in agony. Desmond went pale at the sound and Hawke was grateful nobody could see his face under his helmet. And that he’d taken a leak a few minutes before the Event began.
“Having second thoughts, Desmond?”
“Just tank your ass off, bro.”
The monster resumed its advance before the echoes of the death-cry faded away. Twilight Templar, Hunter and Warrior charged down the hill to meet it.
Hawke opened up with his two energy hammer attacks, focusing the spells through the sword on his left hand for a bit of extra damage. The Light one did 78 points of damage; the Twilight version a mere 61. More importantly, the attacks had their intended effect: getting the creature’s full attention. The composite skull turned towards him and a ‘tongue’ made of linked spinal cords flew out of its mouth with the speed of a crossbow bolt. He rolled under the attack, hearing the bone tip crunch loudly into the ground behind him, and came to his feet right next to the monster. He stabbed its underside with one hand and threw down a Consecrated Ground with the other, burning it.
Kinto and Desmond arrived a moment later and struck their blows while Tava, Gosto and Nadia did the same from range. Their combined damage amounted to less than a hundred points, however; the Lord of Bones had an ungodly level of resistance to all forms of attack. Hawke was chief DPS at the moment, which should help him keep aggro. Problem was, the monster’s Health was still at two thirds its maximum and its two buddies were seconds away. Time to do some Paladin Ninja stuff.
Twilight Step took him to the rear of the Lord of Bones for a backstab with both weapons that delivered over four hundred points of damage after physics and the rules of the Makers had all been accounted for. The rest of his party finished the monster off in a quick flurry of spell, arrow, and attacks.
“Stay in the shadow cloud!” he told his friends as he stepped into full view of the other Lords of Bones and hit each of them with his energy hammer spells. He set up another Consecrated Ground and waited for them to come to him. If he charged one of them, the other might go after the more vulnerable party members.
“Don’t attack until they…” he started to say when he got hit by two bone tongue attacks in the space of a couple of seconds, each doing over a hundred damage apiece.
Lucky for him, all his buffs were up. His Bulwark of Light absorbed one of the tongue attacks completely. The other stabbed him through his armor; twenty-six points of damage got through. He could handle that just fine, but the thought of what would have happened to Kinto or Desmond it those attacks had hit them sent a cold chill down his back as he set up to receive the charging bone giants. His friends waited, hidden by the darkness, just like he wanted them to. He had to survive the next few seconds alone.
Hawke put up a new Bulwark and parried or dodged two out of four attacks as the Lords of Bones lashed out with their forelegs. The others landed on his armor, and they did a lot more damage than their bone tongues. Another sixty points got through to him. At the same time, however, his Aura of Light and Consecrated Ground healed him for thirty-five Health and inflicted seventy-eight points to both Undead.
He was hurting however, as his status bars let him know:
Hawke Lightseeker Half-Elf (Eternal)
Level 7 Twilight Templar (Appears as Paladin)
Health 166/267 Mana 321/404 Endurance 125/149
“Can’t stop, won’t stop,” Hawke gasped, slashing at the two monsters to keep their attention. “Left!” He shouted so everyone knew which one to concentrate on.
Fighting two giants at the same time meant that he couldn’t do the backstab trick yet; disappearing might allow one of the monsters to turn on his friends, who had finally joined in the attack and were chipping away at the giant on his left. Instead, he kept whaling on them with sword and spell, making sure to spread the damage between both critters to keep them interested. It worked, if by worked you meant that the two bone giants nearly tore him to shreds. Even with Gosto switching to healing from attacking, he was down to fifty-seven Health when the designated Lord of Bone collapsed. He slashed the remaining monster a couple more times and repaired himself in between attacks, mentally thanking his ability to instantly cast several healing spells. After he was back to full Health, it was backstabbing time.
He did the same Twilight Step-double lunge move on the survivor; a few more seconds of fighting and damage-over-time finished it off.
“Back to the hill,” he said. Fighting was still raging on the side the Dwarves had been protecting.
When they reached the top, they saw Korgam, Daggon and Crommen surrounding a single Lord of Bones. The remains of three other giant monsters were spread out at the bottom of the hill. The Dwarves had kicked ass but all the front-line fighters’ Health scores were below fifty percent. Gosto lent his aid; so did Hawke, casting a Bolt of Life on Korgam before he launched another Twilight Step to take the last critter down.
After the bone giant stopped moving, silence descended over the mist-shrouded battlefield once again.
“What in Gaon’s name was that?” Egg asked Hawke, referring to his teleport-backstab combo. “That’s the sort of magic a Shadow Assassin or a Blood Elf Spy employs, not a Paladin of Light.”
“It’s a secret,” Hawke said, mentally kicking himself for showing off his abilities. “Thanks to it, we won.”
“One does not question an ally’s prowess, Egg,” Korgam told his cousin. “Twice we have fought together this day, and twice we have prevailed. I call Hawke Lightseeker my friend and will gladly have him take a place on my shield wall.”
Egg looked unconvinced.
<The Element of Darkness has an evil reputation, nearly as bad as Death, due to its link to Undeath. Amusingly enough, Life magic, which is also a component of that Amalgam, does not share it.>
Hawke shrugged. “I will explain later, if you will vow not to reveal what I tell you.”
He would rather risk his secret than have people he needed distrust him. That might annoy Tenebra, but sometimes keeping secrets was not the right thing to do.
“There will have to be conditions to such an oath,” Egg said as everyone gathered on the hilltop and tended to their wounds or drank potions. “I will not keep an evil secret, or one that may bring harm to my people.”
“Sure, we’ll get it all nice and legal,” Hawke assured the Priest. A moment later, a new announcement appeared:
Phase Two Completed
Lords of Bones Slain: 8/8
The Adventurers on the hill had taken care of seven monsters; somebody else had killed the eighth one. Hawke mentally tipped his hat to whoever they were, even if Woodlings had done the deed. If they hadn’t, the extra Lord of Bones might have killed someone. He hoped the second phase had been the last, but when the mist didn’t vanish and no other messages appeared, he started munching down on another Gladiator’s Repast and waited for more trouble to arrive.
Desmond sat by his side. “I’m still getting used to this,” he commented. “The swamp was bad, but we never had to deal with more than a few creatures at once. This… this is like war.”
“It’s my first Event too,” Hawke confessed. “I’m still a noob, just like you. I just had a few extra days to learn this crap. Thanks for pitching in, by the way.”
“Shit. I barely scratched those things. I think I did maybe nine points of damage total, spread among all three of them. And got an assist on a couple of the small skeletons. Next time I make level, I’m dumping all my points in Strength.”
“Better gear will help. I wish I’d kept some of the magic axes we found at the Lair we cleared. You would have been a lot better off. Kinto sold them off at Akila, though.”
“He wouldn’t have given me one anyway. I don’t blame him, either. I was an asshole.”
“You dissed him, he punched you in the mouth. As far as he’s concerned, that settles that.”
“Okay. That seems fair, I guess. I’ve never been in a fight before, not even a schoolyard brawl. Zero tolerance, you know.”
“I got in a few, back in the day. Maybe all kids should learn what it’s like to take a punch. At least boys. Kinda teaches you that life doesn’t work like social media.”
Desmond chuckled. “Yeah, guess it doesn’t. Especially here.”
The Warrior got up, smacked Hawke on the back, and went off to talk to Crommen. Tava took his place.
“He is doing better,” she said in a low voice.
“I think he just needed to grow up a little. I know I did.”
She smiled at him. “I remember the first time I saw you, coming to the rescue of the damsel like a knight from an epic poem.”
“Yeah, and the damsel turned out to be a vampire. Sorry for threatening you that day, by the way.”
“You told me you would feed me my own arrow!” she said with a laugh. “Others would have been far cruder. You were doing what you thought was best. And you cut a fine figure, even in your battered armor. You seemed young and naïve, but I still found you dashing and handsome. I had yet to discover how strong you truly were” She leaned against him. “Your armor makes for a poor cushion, my darling.”
“Soon as we get home, I won’t wear anything made of metal when I’m around you.”
“Father would not approve of us consorting while still courting.”
Hawke checked the timer app that was included with his map. They had a few more minutes before Phase Three. “I think I can take care of that.”
Her eyes widened. “You mean...?”
“Unless you object, of course.”
“It is rather sudden, but I don’t mind. Not at all.”
Hawke walked over to where Kinto was sitting. The Hunter was using a sharpening stone on his spear. Hawke noticed its Durability was down a few points. When he had time, he would use his Arcane Blacksmithing abilities and try to fix everyone’s gear. But he had other things to do first.
“Kinto Primes,” he said formally.
The Hunter stood up. He might have been smiling as he did, but he looked as serious as usual a moment later. “Speak your piece, Hawke Lightseeker, Son of Hector.”
“I would like your blessing to ask Tava for her hand in marriage.”
“Have you a household of your own?”
“I have money. I will buy a house in Orom. I will swear an oath to that effect.”
“No need. I trust you, Hawke.” His smile was now plain to see. “Ah, to be young again.” Kinto turned to his daughter, who had followed Hawke and was standing by his side. “What say you, daughter of mine? You have been of marrying age since you turned eighteen, but you were in no hurry to form a household.”
“I say yes, Father.”
“Then ask her, Paladin – and more than a mere Paladin, it seems. You have my blessing.”
Hawke went on one knee and said the words. They were fairly similar in both cultures and they even required a ring, which embarrassed him to no end when he realized he didn’t have one. Gosto saved his bacon.
“Here,” the young Druid said, handing Hawke a simple silver band. “It’s a Ring of Dexterity. It only increases it by one point, but Tava can use that more than I. Use this.”
“I will get you something a lot better to replace it,” Hawke told him, and placed the ring around Tava’s finger. She wasn’t the crying type, but she looked downright radiant when he stood up and they kissed. He noticed that Nadia was grinning and wiping her eyes. Everyone cheered.
<Congratulations, Hawke. She is a formidable warrior, a magnificent woman, and a stalwart friend. You are unlikely to find a better match.>
Thank you. And you are next.
He could almost hear a smile in her mental voice: <I have only heard that phrase uttered as a threat. Until now.>
They enjoyed a whole minute or two of bliss before the message they all had been dreading appeared:
Phase Three Has Begun




Fifty-Six

“What’s next?” Nadia asked as people got ready for trouble. “We’ve had a horde of minions, then a pack of big monsters. A Boss?”
“Yeah,” Hawke said. “If this is the final phase, a Boss would make sense.”
“By which you mean a powerful single entity, correct?” Tava said. “An Undead lord of great power, I’d wager. We must be prepared for magical as well as physical attacks.”
Crommen and Egg were buffing everyone again. The bonuses against Undead attacks and effects had helped keep everyone alive. Hawke hoped that their magic would be enough against the new threat. Everyone got set behind the barricades and waited for the enemy to show up.
<It has reached the edge of my senses,> Saturnyx warned. <Coming from our side of the hill.>
“It is getting closer! Over here!” Hawke warned the group and cast all his buffs again, followed by Consecrated Ground. The Dwarves came to his side of the slope. Time to see what an open-world Boss looked like in this ‘game.’
They felt its presence before they saw it. An oppressive sense of impending doom hit Hawke with almost physical force. Fear and despair washed over him, trying to make him surrender to the inevitable or run away in uncontrollable panic. He shook his head as a new message appeared:
You have resisted: Terror Aura
He glanced around. The Dwarves looked pale but were standing their ground. Desmond had dropped to his knees and was trembling uncontrollably. And Nadia screamed in terror and tried to run past the barricade. Tava brought her down and held her tightly until Egg walked over and dispelled the fear effect from both of the low-level Eternals.
“I’m sorry,” Nadia said as she composed herself.
“Happens to the best of us,” Hawke told her and Desmond, who nodded grimly and picked up his weapon.
“There!” Korgam called out as the former commander of the doomed legions came into view.
Hawke saw a man on a skeletal horse, wearing a burnished bronze breast plate and a crested helmet, with a red cloak thrown over one shoulder. He looked normal, just a slim man with a slightly oversized nose, not a skeleton or a zombie, but the pale purple aura around him and his mount, not to mention the stats Hawke could see, belied his appearance:
Legate General Marcus Agustino Pertinax (Undead)
Level 8 Wraith High Lord (Elite)
Health 1600 Mana 2000 Endurance 1600
Moments after the Wraith came into view, half a dozen translucent figures emerged from the ground and surrounded the Legate General like a ghostly bodyguard.
It figures that a Boss will have a group of minions with him, Hawke thought bitterly. More importantly, the minions were identical to the spirit he had encountered in the Undead Lair, confirming that this Event was the work of Domort the Necromancer:
Wraith Servitor (Undead)
Level 7 Ghost (Elite)
Health 210 Mana 350 Endurance 280
There were six of them. This was going to be messy.
“I can keep the big guy busy while the rest of you handle the lesser ghosts,” Hawke suggested.
“You will need at least a healer to assist you, Paladin, even with your mysterious powers,” Korgam said. “The rest of us will make short work of the spirits and come join you.”
“I’ll do it,” Gosto said.
“Okay. Everyone else, hold the hill until the Servitors are gone.”
A second after Hawke spoke, a bolt of black energy hit him like the wrath of an angry god. An angry god like Cthulhu. Maybe Cthulhu’s dad’s boss.
“Hawke!” Tava shouted as he teetered on his feet. Even with all his buffs, he was down to twenty-nine Health.
Holy crap, that’s an insta-kill on anyone else!
“Heals!” he shouted to Gosto as he activated Twilight Step to close the range before Ghostly Julius Caesar could fire off another of those spells.
He double-backstabbed the Wraith High Lord for a satisfying four hundred and thirty-eight points of damage and placed Consecrated Ground under the ghost general and its horse while Gosto dropped 25-point heals on Hawke as fast as he could. The Legate’s horse reared and spun in place, letting its rider materialize a long cavalryman’s saber in his hand and try to decapitate Hawke. He blocked the blow with one of his swords – and took 69 points of Undeath energy as purple-black energy flowed from the place the blades met and burned him right in the soul. Without his ongoing heals and Gosto’s spells, he would have gone down. Even worse, the Wraith regained 69 points of Health at the same time. The bastard had some sort of life-draining attack!
Hawke ducked under the Undead’s backswing and restored his Bulwark of Light instead of counterattacking. He needed that extra force field. Meanwhile, a peek at the Party Interface showed Korgam’s status going yellow as he lost a bunch of Health while tanking the six Wraiths. Nobody was having a good time.
He got a couple of hits in while keeping away from the Wraith’s sword, but a moment later another bolt of anti-life energy hit him; the spell was the sort that couldn’t be dodged. His Health went from almost full to the low double digits. Another Twilight Step let him return the favor, but where he’d been near death twice, he’d barely decreased the High Lord’s Health by half – and the Event Boss was regenerating 20 Health per second. In forty seconds, it would be back to full, faster than that if the Wraith landed a couple more hits with its life-sucking saber.
Hawke ducked more slashes and landed a Hammer of Light and a few sword blows, which brought the Undead bastard down by another hundred points. He figured out the cooldown on the Undeath spell (Unholy Bolt, according to Hawke’s Combat Log) the High Lord was using: eight seconds. His timer app let him know he had four seconds to go. He renewed his Bulwark of Light and did another Twilight Step backstab.
The Legate was waiting for it. Hawke’s teleport ended with him landing two hits (without the backstab bonus) in exchange for getting speared through the gut by the Wraith’s saber, which killed his damage-absorbing shield. A moment later, Unholy Bolt dropped Hawke’s Health down to eleven. Before the Event Boss could finish him off, Hawke used Shadow Step, the Darkness version of his Twilight go-to spell, to escape to a shadowy area under a nearby tree and used all his healing spells to recover. He could throw a Twilight Aura around himself and become invisible, but then the Legate would be free to rain death upon his friends. He needed to maintain aggro even if it killed him. He tried to increase his level to eight to trigger the healing effect, only to be informed all level increases were frozen until after the Event ended. Damn the Arbiters!
“Over here, ugly!” he yelled at the High Lord as it looked around for him. He added injury to the insult via a Hammer of Twilight. Hawke ran towards the Legate.
The Wraith met him halfway, spurring its skeleton horse forward and holding its saber straight as if it was a lance. Hawke timed it just right, rolled under the saber’s point and landed a slash on the rider’s leg that did extra damage thanks to its mount’s momentum. As the Undead rode by and began to turn around, Hawke launched another Twilight Step. The Legate moved with inhuman speed, twisting in the saddle to strike Hawke down as he appeared to its rear.
Except Hawke set his landing spot in front of the Wraith this time.
He didn’t get the full backstab bonus, but he inflicted another couple hundred damage on the monster. Even with its regen, it was getting down into the low hundreds. If he could only…
The Unholy Bolt hit him just as he remembered its cooldown had expired. He staggered, surprised he wasn’t dead, and realized Egg had added his healing to Gosto’s restoring most of his Health in the nick of time. His Party Interface showed him the Dwarf fighters moving to join the fight. The minions were all gone, and several of his people were injured but none were in danger. The plan had worked.
“You’re gonna be one sorry sumbitch,” he told the Wraith before he and his friends terminated its Undead ass.
Phase Three Completed.
Wraith High Lord Slain (1/1)
EVENT COMPLETE
With the Final Death of its general, the Legions have returned to their unmarked graves, where they will rest uneasily until some great power calls upon them again.




Fifty-Seven

Congratulations! For surviving the Event, you have earned 1,050 XP.
Your Contribution to the Event has earned an additional 500 XP
You have found: 4 gold, 8 silver
You have found: Greaves of the Battle-Mage (Masterwork Quality, Set Item)
Current XP/Next Level: 9,403/10,000
Okay, maybe the Arbiters can be sort of fair, sometimes, Hawke conceded as he examined his newest piece of loot. The bonus XP had been great. Maybe even as good as what he would have gotten if he had killed all those monsters outside of an Event. The new item even matched his existing set:
Greaves of the Battle Mage (Masterwork Quality)
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5).
Damage Absorption: Physical 18/40%; Elemental (All) 12/20%; Forces (All) 5, 10%. Agility Penalty: 0. Stealth Penalty: -12% Speed Penalty: 0%. Durability 111/250. Requires Heavy Armor Skill.
Attribute Bonuses: +1 to Strength, +1 to Dexterity, +1 to Constitution, +10% speed.
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Four or more pieces: +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better.
“This is great,” he said as he equipped his new leg armor piece. “Too bad I don’t get any bonuses for having five pieces of Battle Mage stuff.”
<On the other hand, if you find, for instance, a better sword to pair me with, you will still retain all the boons from a full set.>
“Very true,” Hawke said.
The mists had vanished as quickly as they had appeared, and the late afternoon’s sun shone down on the hill. The skeletal remains were gone as well; a few downed trees and holes on the ground were the only evidence that they had been real. The group unanimously agreed to set camp on the hill they had used as a last-ditch fortress and spend the night there. Everyone wanted a break. They were also busy examining the prizes they had earned for fighting off the Undead horde.
Kinto had received an Enchanted Bow at least as good as the one he had given Tava. She had gotten a leather breastplate – Leather Jerkin of the Forester – with improved damage resistance and hefty bonuses to her Attributes and Skills. Gosto and Nadia had gained Enchanted-quality staffs, tailor-made for their respective classes, and Desmond had a shiny greatsword. Speaking of which…
“You could use these,” Hawke told the former gamer, handing him his Greaves of the Warrior. “They are better than those starter boots and have some Attribute bonuses.”
“Appreciate it,” Desmond said. “Hit level four, too. Putting all six points in Strength.”
Hawke almost suggested he might want to put some points in Constitution, but thought better of it. He had made a lot of progress turning the guy from a resentful potential traitor into someone he could count on. Handing out unsolicited advice might spoil things. Let him figure things out on his own, he told himself. Saturnyx didn’t add any commentary, so he figured he’d done the right thing. She was like Jimmy the Cricket, if Jimmy the Cricket could behead someone in a single swing and would love doing it.
The Dwarves had gotten plenty of goodies as well, and two of them – Korgam and Egg – had leveled up.
“Congratulations on your advancement on the Path,” Hawke told the Dwarven Adventurers, using the formal way to say ‘Gratz.’
“That was a grand battle, Lightseeker!” Korgam said. “Life in your company may be many things, but boring is hardly one of them!”
“It has been a pretty busy couple of weeks,” he admitted.
“And it is time to fulfill certain promises, now that the mists are gone, along with the Undead,” Egg said.
The Priest of Gaon had replaced the small leather cap he’d used to cover his bald pate with his Event reward, a silver Half-Crown of the Sages which reminded Hawke of a beauty contest winner’s tiara. It looked out of place over the Dwarf’s homely features but gave him a +4 boost to his Intelligence, Spirit and Willpower. Egg should be happy with his reward, and for reaching level six, but his serious expression didn’t show it.
Hawke nodded. “Yes, it is time. Anyone who wishes to hear this, gather around.”
Everyone did, except for Tava, who was off looking for arrows with Gosto. He’d already told her everything anyway, during one of their private talks.
“First of all, I will ask all of you, except for Kinto and Gosto, who I consider to be family, to swear you will not reveal any of this to anyone. I assure you that this knowledge is neither evil nor against your principles. Neither will it be used to bring harm upon you, your family and clan, and your people,” he continued; Saturnyx had helped him craft the oath. “If any of those assurances are not true, the oath is invalid and you may do as you please.”
Egg spoke first. “Under those conditions, I have no objections; I do so swear. To keep the knowledge you will share with us regarding your special magicks, I do so swear. To never reveal that knowledge without your express consent, I do so swear.”
Everyone repeated the words, including Desmond and Nadia, who were more curious than concerned.
“The short version is this: my true class is no longer Paladin of Light. I am a Twilight Templar,” Hawke said. “Or, as I like it to call it, a Paladin Ninja.”
The long version and the Q&A that followed lasted through dinner.
* * *
“Our watch is over,” Tava told Hawke later that night.
Hawke checked his timer app and nodded. She was right, almost down to the minute. Her internal clock was damn good. They woke up Crommen and Taggon, who had the third shift. Tava gestured at him to follow her to the far side of the hilltop clearing where they sat down together.
“We are betrothed now,” she added.
“And waiting for the wedding night isn’t the way you guys do things, right?”
She laughed softly. “Only the most prude amongst the prude wait until then. The promise is as good as the wedding vow, and only the worst kind of villain would break it. I also visited Priest Patros before we left, so I’m in no danger of conceiving a child unless I wish to have one. Which I do not for some time, and that is something that should wait for after the wedding. I will not birth any bastards.”
They’ve got magical birth control here?
<Anywhere a healer is available to provide the service for a small fee, yes,> Saturnyx told him.
“I want to be with you, Hawke.”
“I would love to,” he told her. His hand caressed her hair before touching her face. She turned and kissed his fingers. “But we have people sleeping just a few feet away.”
He really wanted her, though. Right then and there, even if they had to bite on a rag to keep quiet.
<No need, Master.>
A moment later he and Tava were in Saturnyx’s special place, not quite a dream and not quite reality. He and Tava were naked; the inevitable smells and dirt that came from living outdoors for several days, not to mention having fought a messy battle, were all gone. She looked and smelled as clean as if she had bathed in rose water.
“I may stay or go, as you please,” Saturnyx told them.
“I want her to say,” Tava said. “To help me, you know? And to bring us all joy, together.”
“Okay,” he told them. “But there is something I need to do first.”
He went down on his knee in front of Saturnyx. “Can’t speak with your father first, unfortunately.”
“No, since he has been dead for three thousand years,” Saturnyx said, looking as close to tears as she ever had.
“Will you consent to become my second wife? And I don’t have a ring again, dammit!”
“Damn the ring. Where would I put it? I have had many lovers among my masters, but never did one of them ask me to be his wife.”
“Now that I have, will you stop calling me ‘master’?”
“I might at that. Now…”
“Now, we celebrate,” Tava said, standing up and turning around so Hawke could see all of her. “The three of us.”
It wasn’t officially a honeymoon, but it blew all of Hawke’s fantasies clear out of the water.




Fifty-Eight

The town of Orom rose slightly over the horizon as the group prepared for their last day camping off the side of the Legion’s Highway.
“It’s not very big,” was Desmond’s first comment.
Hawke felt slightly defensive about the town, but on the other hand was too happy to care about the off-hand opinion.
“It will grow on you,” he told him and Nadia.
“Sure,” Nadia said.
She’d grown a little distant after Hawke’s engagement. Maybe she felt like she had poured her heart out to a guy who had other things in his mind. He wasn’t sure, and didn’t have the energy to care, either. Saturnyx and Tava still teased him about making the Sorceress his third wife, but he found the idea absurd. A liberated woman from Earth would never go for that sort of stuff. He had to admit that he found her Elven looks hard to resist, but he’d never been the sort of guy who had to go after everybody he found attractive. At least, not all at once.
Hawke looked at Tava, who was gathering wood while managing to bend over at just the right angle in his field of vision, and smiled. He had no complaints in that department. Zero. It was like he was starring in his own adult movie, except he was with two women he genuinely liked. He hadn’t set out to ‘make friends’ with them; it had just happened, and the sex was icing on the cake. Or vice versa, depending on his mood. But it was all cake, every night, whenever they weren’t on watch, doing camp chores, or eating.
<I am glad to hear you like us enough to compare us to sweets and other decadent dishes.>
He didn’t mind that his sword-slash-second fiancé could hear his every thought and throw in her special brand of snark. That was enough to make Hawke wonder if he’d fallen under some sort of spell. It helped that Saturnyx was unusually understanding when he did or said something stupid. Her millennia of experience meant she didn’t expect him to be perfect; she understood that people could be insensitive, petty, or just plain dumb at times. She didn’t hesitate to let him know when that happened, but she didn’t hold it against him, or bring it up again to score points off of him. Right there, she had all of his previous girlfriends beat.
Kinto walked up to him. “We will arrive at my lodge in the morning. Then we can pay the Prefect a visit.”
“We still can’t walk up to him and chop his head off,” Hawke said. “I really want to, but we don’t have any proof that he conspired with Domort to have us killed.”
“You are right, Paladin. But seeing us return might give us both proof and cause to act.”
“Okay, I think I know what you’re saying. ‘The wicked flee when no man gives chase,’” Hawke quoted the Bible, although he didn’t remember the actual passage.
“Well said! Either his master has informed him that we foiled his attack, or he expects us to be safely dead. Tomorrow, we will return, bringing Dwarven miners and two more Adventurers. Felix is a coward. He will flee our wrath or try to spring another trap. We will have him then.”
“That’s the plan, anyway,” Hawke said, looking at the distant walls and the Prefect’s Keep on top of its hill. It all seemed quiet and peaceful, and he hoped they weren’t about to bring chaos to the town.
He found out early in the morning that chaos was already there.
* * *
“Something is wrong,” Kinto said the next morning. “The smoke from dozens of cooking fires should be visible on a clear day like this. I see nothing. Nobody is tending the fields, either.”
The group was approaching Orom; they would need to walk right past it to reach the hunting lodge. The gates would normally be open from dawn to late dusk, instead, they were closed, with a heavy crossbar clearly visible through the gap between the heavy swinging doors.
“There is a body to our left,” Tava called out in a cold voice. “Thirty yards off, by the tall grass.”
“Go check who it is,” Kinto told her. “Bring your brother.”
“What is this?” Korgam asked. “Is the town under siege?”
“Everything was fine when we left,” Hawke said. “Well, not everything; the Prefect was working with the Necromancer, or at least we suspected that, but he was keeping up appearances.”
“What’s wrong?” Desmond said. His greatsword was too long to keep hanging from his belt, so he carried it in his left hand. His right grabbed the hilt, ready to bring it out.
“The place is too quiet, and they’ve shut the gates. Keep alert, everyone.”
The group spread out into a rough circle, with people looking in every direction, including up. Tava and Gosto jogged to where she’d spotted the body, knelt down by it, then jogged back rather than shout what they had found. Hawke nodded approvingly. They hadn’t worried about making noise until then, but yelling would surely alert anyone nearby that they had company.
“It’s Farmer Petres,” Tava said. “Claw marks on his back. Throat ripped open.”
“I see some big birds up in the sky!” Nadia said in a frightened voice. “To the east!”
Everyone looked. The birds were coming in behind the morning sun, making them hard to spot, and they were either fairly big or a lot closer than Hawke thought. He squinted and used his True Sight:
Mummified Huntresses (Undead)
Level 4 Harpy
Health 52 Mana 60 Endurance 48
“Undead harpies?” Nadia said before Hawke could finish reading their status boxes, thanks to her Elven vision. “A dozen of them!”
Kinto frowned. “Can’t meet them in the open. They’ll murder us from range, with spells, bows or javelins, or even rocks dropped from a height.”
“Gates are closed, the lodge is almost a mile away,” Tava said. She pointed to the nearest building, a farmhouse surrounded by a fence. “The Petres farmhouse!”
“Let’s go!”
Everyone ran to the farmhouse. Hawke waited until everyone had passed him and used the time to cast his self-buffs while Taggan and Egg did their group enhancing spells. The flying figures altered course, going from a slow glide to furious wing flapping as they sped up in the direction of the eleven Adventurers. It was going to be close.
As they approached and no longer had the sun at their backs, the critters’ hideous appearance became apparent. Harpies in every game Hawke had played weren’t known for their beauty, but these looked like someone had taken the worst parts from the ugliest crones, vultures, and snakes, mixed them together, and then dehydrated them for that extra Mummy touch. Their naked humanoid bodies were grotesquely wrinkled, with withered breasts that hung down like sausage casings; they had patches of scaly skin around their heads and reptilian eyes glaring over their fanged mouths. The wings and lower legs were birdlike, but unlike most harpies he had seen in games, this bunch had both wings and arms. And three of them were holding bows, with quivers hanging by their sides.
“Run faster!” Hawke yelled as an arrow hit the ground a few feet from him.
Nadia tripped and fell. Without pausing, Hawke scooped her up and carried her under his arm like a chicken. Undignified, but better than being wounded or dead. An arrow struck him right between his shoulder blades but did no damage. A lightning bolt hit him, with similar results. Having good armor and magical force fields kicked ass.
When they reached the house, he helped Nadia to her feet and sent her in before he turned around and tried to deliver some payback. One of the Harpies had dived a little too close and was just beginning to climb away. He got it with his Hammer of Light; the anti-Undead double damage effect was more than enough to ‘splash that bandit,’ like they used to say in old war movies. Tava had rushed to the farmhouse’s second floor and opened the window’s shutters to get a shot off. A second Harpy plummeted to the ground, an arrow protruding from its ugly face.
The rest began to gain altitude to move out of range. Hawke took down a third one with a couple of insta-cast spells. Three down, nine to go. Arrows and spells kept falling around – and hitting – him, though. He reluctantly went into the farmhouse just moments before a rock the size of a soccer ball smashed the ground, near to where he’d been. That would have hurt, auras or no auras.
The farmhouse was a solid building with a wooden slat floor and thick walls. Hawke heard several impacts on the roof: arrows, another heavy rock, the zap-thunder of a lightning bolt. Nothing seemed to get through; even if it did, the attack would have to punch through the second floor to get at them, although he worried about Tava upstairs.
Egg was casting a spell. Hawke hoped it would take care of a few more Harpies. Kinto was by a window, holding his new bow. None of the windows had glass; instead they had wooden shutters that the Hunter had flung open to look for targets. The Harpies stayed out of sight and kept hitting the house. If one of those lightning bolts set the thatched roof on fire, they would be forced to go out into the open.
“Anybody hurt?” Hawke asked.
“Nothing that hasn’t been healed already, Paladin,” Korgam said. “And Egg will soon…”
The Priest shouted the final word of the spell and Hawke felt a rush of power leap from him and explode upwards. A moment later, nine Harpies dropped from the sky like so many turkeys flung from a helicopter. One of the bodies crashed right in front of an open window and exploded on impact in a cloud of feathers and powdered flesh and bone.
“My sixth-level spell is called Mass Blast Undead,” Egg announced proudly. “Under the circumstances, I think it was a good choice.”
“Har! A great choice, yer bald-headed Holiness!” Korgam shouted between laughs.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 450 Experience
Current XP/Next Level: 9,853/10,000
Egg’s new spell took ten seconds to cast and had a hefty thirty Mana cost, but it would inflict fifteen points of damage per level of the caster to any Undead within six hundred feet. The Priest had become the group’s mobile artillery. Hawke made a mental note to hand over any Mana potions he found to him; they needed the bald guy to keep dropping bombs on the enemy. The Event they had survived would have gone a lot more smoothly if that spell had been in play.
“Okay,” Hawke said after the rain of Harpies had ended. “It’s time to see what’s happening in town.”




Fifty-Nine

“Guess we’ll have to break in,” Hawke said.
They were in front of Orom’s secondary gate, which was smaller but was also closed and barred from the inside. They had called out and gotten no answer. Hawke hoped that the silence meant the people inside were hiding rather than dead. Mostly for the townsfolk’s sake, but he was also worried about a zombie apocalypse featuring the town’s two thousand inhabitants.
The defensive wall was fifteen feet high and had no easy handholds on its flat surface. It wasn’t an impossible climb, just inconvenient. Walls couldn’t keep people out unless someone on the other side was working on keeping them out.
“I have some rope. Did anybody bring grappling hooks?”
Korgam, Taggon and Egg all produced grappling hooks and more ropes. Dwarves believed in being prepared. An inconvenience became just a P.E. lesson. A few swings and throws got the three ropes set. Hawke led the way; his armor was surprisingly light, so he didn’t take it off, just in case someone with a crossbow and itchy trigger finger was on the other side. He heard or saw nobody on the quick climb, and reached the wall without incident.
Congratulations! You have learned Climbing at level 1.
Congratulations! Your Climbing Skill has been raised to level 2.
“I already knew how to climb a rope, Arbiters,” Hawke muttered as he scrambled over the battlements and surveyed the town from the top of the wall. The streets were deserted. Whenever he’d been there, the place had been alive with people, dogs, cats, even the odd barnyard animal some townsfolk kept in their homes. Nothing moved anywhere. It worried him. He looked at the Prefect’s Keep: the front door was open, but he couldn’t see inside from where he was. A glance at the Shining Father Temple to the south revealed that its gates were closed, but showed signs of damage, as if someone or something had tried to break in. That looked like the first place they should check out.
“Come on up,” he told the rest of the group. “Looks like nobody’s home.”
Tava was next: she came up faster than he had, moving with fluid grace. With her help, they soon had everyone up on the parapet. Hawke led the way as the group came down the stairs and walked through the silent streets, moving quietly and on the lookout for trouble. They were about halfway to the temple when trouble found them.
A figure shambled out of a house a few feet away from Hawke. The gray skin, empty eyes and terrible body odor would have identified it even without seeing its name tag:
Minor Shambler (Undead)
Level 2 Zombie
Health 26 Mana 18 Endurance 0
The Shambler reached for Hawke, its mouth opening and closing like a sewing machine. A quick thrust of his sword took care of him, just as more shuffling Undead began to emerge from their hiding places. Dozens of them.
“Let’s keep moving!” Hawke said. “To the temple!”
He let Kinto go first while he brought up the rear. Tava paused long enough to put an arrow through the eye of another zombie that was in the way of the group. Hawked looked back; the streets were filling up with zombies. Not as many as he’d thought, but enough. And mixed in with the low-level Undead, there were other monsters. Tall and wide humanoids were coming out; they had visible seams where arms and legs had been crudely sewn to mismatched torsos, Frankenstein monster style.
Abominations (Undead)
Level 6 (Elite)
Health 120 Mana 60 Endurance 0
Those weren’t townspeople. The Necromancer’s minions had invaded the town, and Hawke knew who had let them in. He ran after his friends.
A few zombies managed to intercept the Adventurers on the way to the temple, but the ones Kinto or Tava didn’t shoot down were chopped up by the Dwarves. Even Desmond got into the fun, beheading a zombie with a swing of his oversized sword. The Warrior gave Hawke a thumb up gesture before he went back to running.
Hawke threw a few Light hammers around as he ran, killing any Undead about to flank the retreating group. When he reached an intersection, he dropped a Consecrated Ground; a whole bunch of zombies reached the Life-imbued area and hesitated – but the ones behind them pushed right into it. The low-level creatures sounded like microwaved bags of popcorn when exposed to the cleansing energy.
The temple’s doors had taken a beating but still held. There were scorch marks around the walls and door. Hawke figured the Undead had gotten burned when they came into contact with the structure. The gods didn’t care to have people touching their stuff, let alone the Undead.
Kinto knocked loudly on the door.
“Open up, Patros!”
No answer.
Hawke looked behind him. Forty or fifty zombies and a couple dozen Abominations were filling the streets behind them. And up in the sky, he saw more Harpies coming in. He’d seen enough zombie movies to guess how this was going to end if somebody didn’t let them into the temple.
Tava took another shot, and one of the Abominations went down with an arrow in his forehead. The shuffling Undead walked over the fallen body, soon hiding it completely. He glanced at the Dwarves: Korgam and Daggon moved up to form a line. In the rear, Egg was prepping Mass Blast Undead. Given the critters’ low levels, maybe worrying about escaping the zombies was stupid. They had killed hundreds of skeletons a few days ago. Maybe they should clear the whole town.
Hawke felt a wave of Mana explode out of the Prefect’s keep and touch all the Undead. A moment later, Egg finished casting Mass Blast Undead – and the spell failed. A notification opened up; it contained nothing but bad news:
Town Ruler has activated Call to Arms!
You have been Marked as Town Enemies.
Town’s loyal followers and minions have gained five levels within the town’s borders.
All spell casting from enemies has an 80% chance of failure within the town’s borders.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Hawke said when he saw the improved Undead:
Enhanced Shambler (Undead)
Level 7 Zombie
Health 105 Mana 70 Endurance 0
Abominations (Elite Undead)
Level 11 Monstrosity
Health 220 Mana 110 Endurance 0
The odds went from slightly bad to impossible. Even the regular zombies were a match for most of the party’s members. Tava’s next shot hit an Abomination but barely made an impression. The gathered Undead kept getting closer. Hawke tried to cast Consecrated Ground. The spell failed. With a one in five success chance, that wasn’t surprising.
“Kinto,” Patros said from behind the door. “Is that truly you?”
“Not for much longer, unless you open the door!” Kinto shouted.
“Of course. Give me but a moment.”
Hawke heard stuff being moved away from the door as the first Undead came into melee range. A souped-up zombie was first. Tava shot it just as Hawke stabbed it through the heart. The two attacks reduced the critter’s health to thirty-three; Hawke ripped the sword out with a twist while he used his left blade to cut at its neck. That eliminated the zombie just as two Abominations pounced. The monsters grabbed him by his arms and tried to rip them off his shoulders.
They were strong. His left shoulder dislocated with sickening pop and a rush of pain that nearly paralyzed him. His auras were still going; that was the only reason he didn’t lose a limb. The Dwarven warriors cut the monsters down. Hawke staggered back. He was only down forty-three points, but his left arm wouldn’t work.
You have received a disabling injury: Dislocated Shoulder
Left arm has been crippled. -25% penalty to all actions due to continuous pain.
An advanced healing spell is needed to undo the damage, or the joint must be pulled back into its socket.
Hawke slashed at the approaching zombies with his good arm. The move sent another shiver of agony from his messed-up shoulder. Behind him, Egg got his spell off on the second try, bathing every Undead in range with pure Life energy. Against the regular batch of Undead, the spell would have cleared the streets, but the enhanced bunch had too much Health. Several injured zombies went down, along with a couple of Abominations, but the rest still stood. The Dwarves and Desmond took down the last Undead in range as the temple doors finally swung open.
Kinto stood off to the side of the open doorway, shooting at the zombies while the rest of the group piled into the temple. Tava helped Hawke the rest of the way. The pain was making it hard to breathe. His aura was undoing some of the damage but he noted a portion of his Health bar had been grayed out. His minor healing spells couldn’t fix the dislocated limb.
The temple doors swung shut with a loud bang. A couple of Undead tried to push their way in, but white light flared up from the outside of the doors and they all learned what rotting flesh smelled like when cooked to a well-done consistency. Not appetizing at all, as it turned out: sour with a bit of sulfur mixed in. It made Hawke want to throw up, although the pain in his shoulder probably contributed.
“Can you reset it?” he asked Tava.
She nodded, looking pale. Hawke grabbed a support pillar and held on as she gripped his left arm with both hands and pulled. The wave of pain sent him to his knees, but a second later his healing aura numbed the agony and began fixing the damage.
“Thank you,” he said. “I love you.”
“And I love you too, Paladin,” she told him.
A big notification prompt blinked furiously, demanding Hawke’s attention.
For slaying your foes, you have earned 479 Experience
Congratulations! You have reached Level Ten! You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute (18 unspent points total). (No Level Ten benefits are applicable until you claim your previous levels’ rewards).
You have gained a new Perk. Choose wisely!
You have gained bonuses to your Characteristics: +10 Health, +10 Endurance, +15 Mana
You can select a second Class or Specialty! Your Elite Primary Class gives you access to several Secret and Elite Classes. This choice will affect your Journey along the Path.
You can learn a new Craft, Profession, or Scholarly Pursuit!
You can learn a new Gathering Profession!
You can now Mentor others! Maximum number of Mentees allowed: Charisma/6 (Currently 3).
New Darkness, Life, Light and Twilight spells available.
You can now form a Guild. You need a Charter and the signatures of at least five Adventurers or Arcane Professionals.
Current XP/Next Level: 10,332/12,000
I’m going to have to do all that admin stuff ASAP, Hawke thought. Keeping his levels in reserve had been useful, but the benefits from reaching the tenth level milestone were too important to save for later. But he needed to figure out what was happening first.
Hawke looked around and saw a few townspeople in the temple’s main room, with more coming out from behind the Shining Father statue. One of them was Dorrham. Marko was another, gripping his short halberd in his hands; he still wore a suit of chain mail, but had removed the insignia of the Town Guard. Hawke smiled at them. Marko nodded and Dorrham waved before he turned to his fellow Dwarves.
“Is that a proper pack of Sterns I see?” the innkeeper shouted before running and embracing his relatives, speaking in the harsh-sounding Dwarven language.
Patros looked forlorn at the closed door before turning toward the tired band of Adventurers. “Shining Father forgive me! Most of us are in the basement or in the abandoned sewer tunnel below it. So was I. I came up, and when I heard Kinto’s voice, I… I hesitated before answering him.”
“You’ll answer to me right now,” Kinto said in a deadly tone and grabbed the priest by the folds of his robe. “You coward! You drunken, useless coward!”
“Kinto,” Hawke said. “You are right, but a dead man can’t answer questions. Let’s talk to him first.”
“Don’t be too hard on him,” Dorrham added. “He helped a lot of people who would otherwise be now outside, craving the flesh of the living.”
“Not enough people. Not nearly enough,” Patros said; he was on the verge of tears. “Do with me what you will. I deserve it.”
The Hunter relented, releasing the Priest and stepping back. “What happened here, Patros?”
“It is the Prefect. Your worst fears and suspicions were true. He has sworn his allegiance to the Necromancer!”




Sixty

The group gathered around the Priest as he told the story. Hawke felt Tava leaning on him and he put his arm around her. That made him feel better; so did having his other hand on the hilt of Saturnyx. Whatever happened next, he wouldn’t face it alone.
“It started two days ago,” Patros began.
“The day after the Area Event,” Korgam said. Hawke checked his calendar app and saw that the Dwarf was right.
“The Prefect had locked himself in his room for days before that, but he had done so before. He is often struck by foul moods ever since the loss of his family. Nobody thought much of it.
“But that day, he came out and had all the guards assemble outside the keep. He demanded that they all swear an oath of absolute loyalty to him, on their lives and souls, with no recourse to break it.”
“That is an improper vow,” Egg said.
“So it was, fellow servant of the gods. Most guards refused, Marko among them. Only a third of the Town Guard, eleven men in total, agreed to do so. The rest turned in their weapons and tabards, and were sent packing. A few left Orom and went off to nearby villages; they were the lucky ones.”
“I knew something was wrong, but I did nothing,” Marko said. “I tried to talk some sense into the lads who agreed to take the oath, but they wouldn’t listen. Felix promised them they would gain power beyond their dreams if they followed him.”
“People knew he wasn’t well,” Dorrham added. “For years, Felix kept telling people to stay on this side of the Auric river, away from Domort’s Stronghold. We thought he was simply scared of the Necromancer, but now it is clear he was his servant, and has been for some time. But do go on, Patros.”
“Thank you. That very night, the guardsmen became something else. Ghouls who purposely went into people’s homes and bit and scratched them. Those injuries festered in a matter of minutes, killing their victims and turning them into mindless Undead. The Ghouls went on to open the gates to even more monsters, all of whom were welcomed to the town as its new residents.”
Patros shuddered. “I was awakened by frightened people in the dead of night. After hearing their story, I used the temple’s powers to send a call to all good townsfolk, and they came, those who weren’t hunted down in the night. Eight hundred and thirty-two are now huddled in the basement and the old sewer tunnel beneath the temple. Another six, perhaps seven hundred fled into the countryside. The rest are hiding in their homes, being plucked out of them one by one by the Ghouls, and turned into more Undead. Some fought back. Fought back and lost, may the gods bless their souls.
“Since that evil night, we have hidden here. The power of Shining Father keeps them at bay, or destroys them if they try to force their way in. It is far worse at after nightfall; the Ghouls fear the sun, but after it sets, they prowl the streets, hunting the living. Last night, they tried to knock down the Temple’s door, empowered by the Prefect’s Call to Arms. Shining Father prevailed. One of the Ghouls was burned into ashes and the rest retreated. The doors were damaged, however. I do not know how much longer the Temple will stand. And while many townsfolk brought food when they came…”
“All the vittles I and my staff could carry!” Dorrham said proudly. “I even filled my old knapsack of Holding with all it could bear.”
“And blessed we are for it. But with the numbers we have here, we will run out in less than a week. Water is no problem so far, we have a pipe leading to one of the working wells, but once the Prefect or his men remember that, they can block it and doom us to die of thirst.”
“We can’t take out those zombies while that Call to Arms effect is on,” Hawke said. “How long does it last?”
“I do not know,” Patros said. “Only Arcane Officials like Felix do.”
<I know the answer,> Saturnyx broke in. <One of my masters ran an Imperial city. A town this size can muster enough energy to empower that effect for five, maybe six hours. But I think the Prefect may have a Death Orb, which he has used to pollute the Town’s Core, much like the Risen Lord perverted the Mana Node that once served as its prison, creating a Lair. In that case, the effect may last longer. Twelve hours. After that, there is a cooldown equal to the time the effect lasted.>
Marry me.
<I already said I would. But you must wed your first wife before your second.>
“I have the answer,” Hawke told everyone. He shared Saturnyx’s findings and guesses, but kept the source vague. He didn’t really want the world to know about his talking blade. So far, only Tava knew about her. His fiancées wanted to bring Nadia in, eventually, but all that could wait until they averted the zombie apocalypse.
“In less than twelve hours, we’ll have a window of opportunity,” he went on. “The Undead will return to their normal level then, and we can make our move.”
“It will be nighttime by then,” Patros said. “The Ghouls will be out and about.”
“We can handle some Ghouls. Give me a few minutes to level up, learn new spells, and all that jazz. I might pick up something that gives us a leg up.”
“Congratulations on your advancement on the Path,” several people told him.
“And congratulations to you, Toggan and Nadia,” he said to the two group members who had also gained a level from the morning’s adventure. Toggan merely grunted; Nadia blushed and smiled.
“What level?” Gosto asked Hawke. “I know you’ve been saving them.”
“Ten.”
“A Milestone! You are going to kick ass!” The young Druid was starting to use American slang around Hawke, who realized he was turning into a bad influence.
“Claim the Power the Path has bestowed upon you,” Patros said solemnly. “And then lead us, Paladin.”
In other words, level up and start doing more Quests.
<The work of the mighty is never done.>
* * *
Hawke settled down on a corner of the temple and started doing some bookkeeping. He assigned his stats and picked new spells from levels eight and nine, and then started considering the important choices: his new Class and perk. The way new classes worked for Eternals, once selected they would gain all the benefits of that class at their current level; he would be level ten in both classes. He would only gain five spells or abilities from the new class, but from then on would be able to pick two new ones from any of his available choices every time he went up a level.
There were literally dozens of options to choose from. Hawke focused on the Elite classes he was eligible to take. They were much better than the regular versions, the sort of overpowered stuff that made people ragequit games because some classes were over-powered. In the Realms, of course, you couldn’t quit even if you didn’t like that Elves were better than humans in just about every way, or that your class didn’t have as many bennies as someone else’s. The game was your life, and the Arbiters were harsh but fair, or so they kept telling everybody.
“Let’s see… Shadow Assassin is redundant when I’m already a Ninja Paladin. Shadowmancer would be interesting. Shield-Bearer is cool; Korgam is one and he is a super tank, but I don’t have a shield right now and the Saturnyx Twins are too good to abandon.”
<And the ‘twins’ still don’t care to be referred to as such.>
“Noted. How about a pet-controlling class? In less than two months, my Seed of the Fae is going to hatch. Let’s see: Eldritch Summoner works only on demons, no thanks, Strategist applies to armies… Monster Handler! Holy pokeballs!”
He read the class description before he got his hopes up too much.
Monster Handler (Elite Caster Class)
Why slay a great beast when you can turn it into an ally? Either through extensive study of the ways of monsters, or the blessings of the Goddess Vitara, you are to monsters what Rangers are to ordinary beasts: their master. This class gives you access to a number of special abilities:
Magic: You gain access to Life Magic, and learn five Life Spells automatically.
Analyze Monster: By spending 5 Mana and carefully studying a creature for a minimum of 1 second per every four levels of the creature in question, you can learn its Attributes, special abilities, and vulnerabilities. Beasts (Normal, Dire and Monstrous), Elementals, Lesser Dragonkin and non-sapient Fae can be affected by this ability.
Stop Monster: You can connect to the mind of a Beast or Monster and cause it to freeze in place by sheer force of will. Chance of Success: 10%, +5% for every Willpower level over ten, modified by your level and the creature’s level. If successful, the creature will not attack or flee for five seconds per level. Note: If you, a Party member, or anyone you call friend or ally attacks the creature while this ability is in effect, you will suffer a permanent -40% penalty to all abilities related to this class.
Tame Monster: You can try to place a creature under your control by spending 10 Mana per creature level and retaining mental contact with it for one second per creature level. Most monsters will react violently to such attempts, unless you use Stop Monster on them first. Chance of Success: 5%,+5% for every Willpower level over ten, +10% for every level you are above the creature in question (becomes a negative modifier if the monster’s level is higher than yours). Beasts (Normal, Dire and Monstrous), Elementals, Lesser Dragonkin and non-sapient Fae can be affected by this ability. If successful, the monster will follow your mental commands to the best of its ability for up to one hour per level. On a failure, you cannot try to tame the same monster, or members of its species, for twenty-four hours, and the creature will react violently, breaking free from Stop Monster if under its control and attacking or fleeing.
Tame Monster (Permanent): if you maintain control over a monster for (10 + creature level) hours, you can attempt to make that link permanent by sacrificing 1 Mana point per level of the creature. This Mana is permanently removed from your pool and does not return even if the creature is destroyed or the link is broken. The beast’s level becomes the same as yours and goes up as you gain levels. The maximum number of beasts you can permanently tame at any given time is 1 per 10 levels. Current slots open: 1.
Summon Monster: Once per day, you can summon a creature of any species you have previously Analyzed to come to your aid. This costs 10 Mana per creature level (this cannot exceed your own level) and lasts for up to one minute per level. The summoned creature is automatically Tamed. It cannot be granted abilities or Evolved, but if you Analyze an Evolved creature, you can summon a member of that subspecies.
Evolve Monster: Every time you go up a level, you can bestow a new ability to a permanently tamed monster. Every five levels, you can cause the beast to evolve, becoming a more powerful subspecies of its kind. Current Evolutions Available: Two
Greater Bond: You can forge a powerful psychic bond with not only a beast under your control, but with any being who agrees to place that trust on you, including sapient species. The bond allows for mental communication at great distances, sharing of knowledge and even Skills and Mana. The effects vary by the level and innate abilities of both parties undergoing the bond. Forging a bond is a voluntary process that costs 1 permanent Mana sacrifice times both participant’s combined levels.
Warning: Pets who are mistreated (not properly fed and cared for, sent on suicidal errands, or abandoned in battle) will have a cumulative chance of breaking their bond with their Handler.
“Looks good,” Hawke said. “Gives me a monster summon and lets me tame a permanent pet, plus it gives me more Life spells. And I can create a Bond with the critter that hatches from the Fae Seed. Having another friend would be nice.”
<Hopefully none as close to you as I.>
I’m not into bestiality, so I think we’re safe there.
<I think that you have chosen well, although there are dozens of equally good choices.>
“Can’t have them all,” he said, casting a glance at Nadia, who was looking particularly cute, curled up under a blanket and getting some well-deserved rest. Or maybe he could.
<You must speak with her. Tava and I can only do so much.>
I will. After we save Orom and get rid of Felix.




Sixty-One

Hawke took care of the last finishing touches. He had three new spells in four Elements to choose from and had gained five new Life spells. After some thought, he ended up with the following:
Animate Shadow (Dark/Light)
Time to Cast: 2 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 1 hour. Cost: 25(19) Mana. Duration: 30 minutes. Range: Self/100 yards. Effect: Turn your own shadow into a creature of living darkness who will obey your commands, serve as a scout, and fight for you. You can see anything your shadow self ‘sees.’ In combat, the Animated Shadow has 10 Health per level and can inflict 1 point of Elemental (Darkness) damage for every level of the caster’s Intelligence and Willpower. The shadow has no resistances but takes half damage from Physical and Darkness attacks and double damage from Light and Fire attacks.
Bless Crops (Life)
Time to Cast: 10 minutes (6 minutes). Cooldown: 4 hours. Cost: 50(43) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 300-foot radius around yourself. Effect: All plant life in the area will reach their full seasonal growth instantly. This will apply to both beneficial and harmful plants.
Burning Light (Light Spell)
Time to Cast: 2 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 15 seconds. Cost: 12(9) Mana. Duration: Instant. Range: 100 feet. Effect: Unleash a cone of lethal Light energy, inflicting 1-6(1-9) points of damage per level. This damage is doubled against Beyonders, Demons, and the Undead.
Gift of the Martyr (Life Spell)
Time to Cast: 5 seconds (Instant). Cooldown: 1 minute. Cost: 10(7) Mana; Mana spent in this manner cannot be regained for as long as the spell is active. Duration: 24 hours or until dispelled. Range: Touch. Effect: Create a life force link between a person of your choice and yourself. Any time the spell target takes damage, it is magically transferred to you, leaving them unharmed. This damage is not reduced by your armor, damage absorption or damage resistance, and is subtracted directly from your Health.
Healing Wave (Life Spell)
Time to Cast: 1 second (Instant). Cooldown: 5 seconds. Cost: 15(12) Mana. Duration: Permanent. Range: 100-foot radius around yourself. Effect: All friendly targets in range will be healed for 2 Health per caster level. Against Undead, this will inflict 6 damage per caster level.
Sense Life (Life Spell)
Time to Cast: 10 seconds (4 seconds). Cooldown: 1 minute. Cost: 15(12) Mana. Duration: 10 seconds. Range: 150-foot radius around yourself. Effect: You can sense the location of all living beings in range. Before you cast the spell, you can specify what sort of life forms you want to detect, discriminating by such factors as size, species, or sex.
Transference (Life Spell)
Time to Cast: 15 seconds (12 seconds). Cooldown: n/a. Cost: 20(15) Mana; Mana spent in this manner cannot be regained for as long as the spell is active. Duration: Until dispelled. Range: Self. Effect: As long as Transference is active, you can turn Mana into Health or Endurance whenever you want, on a 1-to-1 basis.
Twilight Mantle (Dark/Light)
Time to Cast: 7 seconds (4 seconds). Cooldown: 5 minutes. Cost: 30(23) Mana. Duration: 1 minute per level. Range: 50-foot radius. Effect: Cast a mantle of invisibility around anyone in the area of effect. Invisible characters create only a vague shimmering outline if moving. Chances to spot are reduced by 95% if standing still, by 65% if moving slowly, and by 40% if moving rapidly.
He now had a shadow ‘pet’ that could serve as a scout and even a combat helper, an AOE attack and a heal that would also damage Undead, and a way to make sure that people he liked didn’t die by sending all the damage they suffered to him instead, as well as a group invisibility spell, and a quick method to heal damage and overcome exhaustion by using his Mana directly. It wasn’t as efficient as a healing spell, but he could do it without even pausing to insta-cast something. He also picked an agricultural spell, because he had a feeling Orom’s economy could use a jumpstart after the current crisis was over.
For his new Perk, he selected Speed Casting again, this time applying it to Life magic. Hawke felt like he was ready for anything. He didn’t select a new Arcane Profession or Gathering ability; he had the vague outlines of a plan regarding the Prefect and that choice might play a part in it. He checked his notifications to see what else he needed to do.
How does Mentoring work, Saturnyx?
<It is the ability to induct someone into an Adventurer’s Class. It requires you invest some of your power into your Mentees to awaken their potential. Most people on the Path only act as Mentors to those willing to serve them for a number of years or who pay a large fee. It is similar to how Arcane Professions induct new members, although the Class of a Mentee is not the same as the Mentor. The Arbiters and the wishes of the Mentee determine the actual Class they gain.>
“My notifications say I can Mentor as many as three people.”
<Doing so will cause you a permanent loss of three Mana per Mentee.>
Nine Mana was a noticeable cost, but one he could easily afford. He looked at the former town guards. If he could turn some of them into Adventurers, it would improve their chances considerably. It sounded like a good tradeoff. After making sure he had dealt with his other selections, he walked over to Marko.
“Sergeant,” he said.
Marko scowled. “Sergeant no longer. I left the Guard when that madman betrayed us all, although if I’d known what I do now, I’d have cut him down on the spot, gods curse me if I wouldn’t, and may Shining Father forgive me for cursing in His house.”
“I can Mentor you. Turn you into an Adventurer. Would you be interested in that?”
The former guardsman’s eyes widened in surprise. “Would I? I am one-and-thirty years old, Your Holiness. Most would say I’m too old to be an apprentice and spend years following you until you find me worthy of advancement.”
“We don’t have years. I meant, turn you into an Adventurer now. Thirty-one isn’t that old.”
“I… I have little to offer in return, Hawke. A bit of coin is all I have, less than such a boon is worth. I would serve you for years to come, of course, but…”
“No fee, no service. The only thing I ask is that you help me free the town from Felix and the Necromancer. After that, you’re free to do as you wish.”
“I was going to do that already! Orom is my home. I will not see it desecrated by the Undead.”
“Then we’re square. I am also thinking of starting a Guild, and you would be welcome to join, but that can wait until I have a Charter written down. Do you know anyone else who would be interested in the same deal I’m offering? I can Mentor up to three people.”
“Calvus, of course. He quit the Guard, same as I. As to the rest… I don’t know, your holiness. They aren’t bad lads, but not very steady. Most of those who were, they left town.”
“Would you mentor me?” someone said behind him.
It was Alba, the serving girl at the Copper Kettle.
“I’m not afraid of a scrap,” she continued. “Ask Marko if you don’t believe me! Many a drunk I’ve brought down with a cudgel or a swift kick where it hurts. I would be very grateful for the honor.”
“Like I told Marko, I’m not asking for payment or service. Just to help me fight the Prefect and free the town.”
“I will do that in any case,” she said, echoing Marko and confirming Hawke’s feeling that she was worthy of Mentoring. “I will swear whatever oaths you require of me.”
“I guess when we perform the ritual, you can make your vows then.”
Marko rushed downstairs and all but dragged Calvus back, who was confused at first but soon became eager to join up. Only the wealthy or well-connected had any expectation of entering the Path through a Mentorship or by going to a specialized school. Saturnyx explained that people could become Adventurers spontaneously, but that rarely happened, unless their parents were both Adventures; that had been the case with Tava and Gosto. Sometimes, a fight with a monster or an Adventurer could trigger someone’s latent potential to become more than human. That was a long shot; you were far more likely to die than to gain anything.
“Very well,” he said when the trio was gathered together. The words of the ritual came to him as if he had memorized them. “By the power granted to me by the gods, Arbiters and Makers, I, Hawke Lightseeker, bestow upon you a fraction of my power to awaken yours. If you have the potential and accept this gift, arise and enter the Path to Power.”
“I, Marko Clades, accept Hawke Lightseeker as my Mentor. For a fraction of his power to awaken mine, I hereby swear to enter his service for no less than a year and a day, to join any Guild or Company he leads, and to follow his orders even unto death. I do so swear. Three times I swear to do all of this, and may the gods, Arbiters and Makers punish me if I’m forsworn.”
Hawke’s jaw dropped. “I didn’t ask…”
Marko had that stubborn look that Hawke had learned to recognize as sign to not argue with someone’s decision. “You did not. I do this of my own free will.”
He could only nod at that, and hope to be worthy of that sort of loyalty. When the others’ turn came, they made the same oath. Three people had basically pledged their lives to him for no less than a year. It made him feel humbled. No pressure at all, guys.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“You could speak to Dorrham on my behalf, before I tell him to find himself another wench to tend to his tables,” Alba said with a grin and a wink that promised she was going to be a handful.
After the oaths were given, Hawke concentrated and sent Mana towards each of them. His Mana Channeling senses followed the energy flow out of his body, and could tell that those energy units would not come back. It didn’t bother him at all.
Marko seemed to grow taller, and he filled his mail shirt more snugly as his trim shape gained several pounds of muscle; his eyes widened in surprise. “I am… a High Guard! An Elite Class! How is that possible?”
Saturnyx sounded only slightly less surprised. <Ah, yes. Given your status, anyone you Mentor has a chance to become an Elite as well. High Guards are Warriors gifted with Strength bonuses, several devastating attack abilities, and defensive boons they can grant to their entire Party.>
Handing out Elite classes is going to make it harder to keep my Ninja Paladin identity secret, Hawke thought, but despite that, he felt fairly pleased with himself.
Calvo became a Paladin of Shining Father, which amused Marko to no end; the younger guard hadn’t been terribly devout, at least in public. The way he looked at the statue of his divine patron left little doubt that he had been hiding a good deal of faith, however. After thanking Hawke once again, he went off to speak with Patros. Maybe he would help the Priest grow a spine.
“Oh, my,” Alba whispered. Hawke saw her status box waver as an illusionary Class hid her real one. To anyone else, she had become a first level Rogue. As her Mentor, he saw the truth, however: she was a Shadow Assassin. When Hawke had checked that Elite Class, he had discovered it was outlawed throughout the Empire and most of its neighbors. Shadow Assassins were mystics who could walk through walls and use Dark, Light and Twilight magic. They resembled Ninjas more than he did, and like Ninjas, they were not popular anywhere. As she looked around in fear, he leaned closer to her.
“Your secret is safe with me,” he whispered. “I can help train you, by the way. I have secrets of my own.”
“Thank you again,” she said.
<I see a good deal of potential there,> Saturnyx said. <Fourth wife material, most certainly.>
I don’t know if I want a fourth wife that can murder me, or, worse, murder her way up to first wife.
<Third wife at best. The Elven girl would be easy pickings, but to get to Tava she would first have to go through me.>
Good point. But leave Alba alone for now. She’s already got plenty of stuff to deal with. Besides, I thought she and Desmond might click.
Saturnyx laughed. <She would certainly click a slave collar around his neck, and keep him on a short leash for the rest of his life!>
Hawke shrugged and resolved not to get involved in anyone’s personal lives. Most definitely including his own; he had enough people doing that job for him. And he still had one more thing to do. They were stuck there for several hours, so he might as well try to awaken a Chakra and complete that Quest. He sat down in the lotus position, ignoring the odd looks a couple of people gave him, and started meditating again.
His Mana Channels became visible almost immediately, which he took as a good sign. Instead of trying to push or pull on the central Chakra, he studied it carefully, and noticed after a while that it was pulsing, with its brightness dimming in a rhythmical pattern. Almost like a beating heart. Mana kept moving through his body, and he realized the movement was in rhythm with the pulses coming from all his Chakras.
To experiment further, he cast Consecrated Ground. When the seven Mana points the spell required left his body, all the Chakras stopped pulsing; in fact, the whole network’s flow became interrupted. The spell casting had messed up his circulation. A moment later, though, the flow resumed again – and he noticed the Chakra he was studying sort of spun in an expanding shape, like a flower unfurling. Mana from outside flowed through the unfurled gate and was absorbed into his body to replenish the energy he had spent.
He had learned two things. One, ordinary spell casting disrupted the flow of Mana, and there was probably a better way to do it, one that didn’t shock his entire system. Two, the Chakras weren’t like a door, but more like a puzzle that opened up in the proper combination. Rather than push through it, he tried to direct energy in the pattern he had glimpsed. It took two or three tries, but it worked! The Chakra blossomed and became brighter and bigger. All the channels running through his body became brighter as well.
Quest Complete: Mana Channeler II
Rewards: 500 Experience, +10% to Mana Capacity, +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute.
For Opening the Solar Plexus Chakra, you have gained +1 to Perception, and +1 to Mana Regeneration per minute.
Current XP/Next Level: 10,832/12,000
New Quest Available: Mana Channeler III 
Hawke saved the new Quest for another time. Completing the last one had taken days of effort and he was about to storm a castle in a few hours. He looked over at his finalized stats and those of his sword and second fiancée:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf. Class: Eternal (Twilight Templar). Level: 10
Experience/Next Level: 10,832/12,000
Attributes:
Strength 20(34), Dexterity 20(36), Constitution 25(38), Intelligence 20(22), Spirit 20(24), Perception 18, Willpower 18(22), Charisma 19
Characteristics:
Health: 248 (13.8/min)
Mana: 324(624) (15.4/min)
Endurance 213 (13.8/min)
Identity: 22
Skills
Climbing 2, Dodge 7, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 3, Survival 3, Sword 7(19), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Enlightenment, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Wave, Lesser Healing, Sense Life, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Mana Channeling II, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster              
Saturnyx Blades of the Battle-Mage (Legendary Artifact – Set Item)
Item Level: 10 (Minimum Level 5). Level 10 Soul Blade
Base Damage: 38-58(Physical), 3-30 Elemental (Air)
Enhanced Attributes: +13 to Strength, +10 to Constitution, +13 to Dexterity.
Skill Bonus: +12 to Sword Skill, +2 to defensive actions (Only when both swords are used).
Spell Focus: Reduce casting time by 3 seconds or 25%, whichever is better.
Durability: 400/400. Requires Sword Skill (Paired Weapons)
Dragon-Bone Hilt: Provides Damage Resistance: Elemental (Fire) 55% Elemental (All Others): 25%.
Elysian Steel Cross-Guard: Reduces the Mana cost of spells by 1.
Orb of Light: Provides Spell Focus (+3 to the effective level of the caster to determine effects, damage and range.
Set bonuses: Two pieces: +50 Mana. Three pieces: +10% Damage Resistance (All). Full Set: +100 Mana; Reduce Casting Time by 1 second or 10%, whichever is better (total -4 seconds/-30%).
Sword Boons: Focus, Resist Opposite Element, Elemental Burst, Elemental Damage, Elemental Dome.
Think we are good enough to take this town?
<I think we are good enough to take a great deal more than that.>
“Then let’s go do it.”




Sixty-Two

Desmond and Nadia set their respawn points at the Temple of Shining Father. Patros insisted that his deity would take any violence committed in his house as a personal affront, so it would take a very brave griefer to spawn camp the two Eternals there. Hawke thought that was for the best; he still didn’t want anyone else to know about his own Reincarnation site. At least not until he claimed the Mana Node there as his own, which was just one more thing on his to-do list, just above ‘continue to improve Mana Channeling’ and well below ‘save the town.’
“Orom has fallen to a Ruler who betrayed his oaths and consorted with dark powers,” Patros told the gathered volunteers, everyone who had agreed to mount an attack against the Prefect.
The group included fifteen Adventurers, counting the three that Hawke had Mentored as well as Dorrham, who would not be denied a place in the upcoming battle and had been given a spare shield by his cousin Korgam to go with his Legionnaire’s Mace. Katro the Smith had also volunteered, as well as his son; so had several normal townspeople, for a total force of thirty. Not exactly an army, but it included a lot of magical power. Patros had called it the Town’s Company.
“In the name of Shining Father and all Good and Holy Powers, I ask you to save this town and its citizens. I ask you not to rest until Orom is free again! Do you say ‘Aye’?”
“Aye!” all thirty said.
Quest: Free Orom
Town Prefect Felix is now the servant of Domort the Necromancer. He must be overthrown by either slaying him or seizing the Town Core and removing him as its Steward.
Rewards: 800 XP. 2 Gold, One Random Enchanted Quality Item, +100 Reputation with all citizens of Orom.
Penalties for Failure: -200 Reputation with citizens of Orom, -20 Global Reputation.
Accept? Y/N
One of these days I’m going to click on ‘No’ on a Quest, just to see what happens, Hawke thought as he accepted the quest.
<Only a fool accepts every Quest that is dangled under his nose.>
Nobody said I was smart. Including you.
Patros blessed everyone with Shining Father’s favor, granting them +3 to damage and a +5% bonus to resist magical or morale debuffs. Weapons were handed to those who didn’t have any. Hawke ended up lending out all the Murk Archanoid weapons he had looted after his first fight. Watching a Shoddy Trident in the hands of a stable boy, who looked torn between fear and excitement, brought back memories of those brutal seconds in the dark, with the stench of dead gamers filling his nostrils as he desperately fended off the spider-people’s attacks and killed them one by one.
I hope your first time is nicer than mine, dude.
“Okay,” he told the Company, speaking mostly to the noobs. “Whatever happens, listen to your sergeants and follow their orders. Don’t try to be a hero. One on one, the zombies are way too dangerous for most of you. Try to gang up on them, to hit whoever your sergeant is hitting. If you are hurt, fall back and call out ‘Heals!” and Patros will take care of you.”
People nodded. Hawke had made selected Kinto, Dorrham, and Marko as sergeants, in charge of the normies. Patros would stay with them, acting as the reserves’ healer. The Dwarves would be under Korgam’s leadership, and the Eternals, Tava, Gosto and Alba would be with him. Two Parties were formed; unfortunately, the low-level and zero-level townsfolk couldn’t join them. Hawke wished he could summon a pet to bolster their ranks, but until he Analyzed some critter, that power was closed to him.
“The Call to Arms will expire soon,” he went on. “We will start moving momentarily. Priest Egg, if you could explain?”
The Dwarf stepped forward. “The sewer tunnel that most townsfolk are using as a refuge is blocked by a cave-in, but it is not far from the rest of the old sewer network. As a follower of Gaon, God of the Earth, I am attuned to such things. That network leads right to the Prefect’s Keep. Taggan and I can unblock the tunnel with our magic and gods-given powers, and guide us there.”
“That’s the plan. We will use the tunnel to attack the Keep. I will lead the vanguard, followed by the Dwarves, with the Reserve bringing up the rear.”
The Reserve consisted of all the normies, Patros, and the three sergeants. His plan was to only use it as the last resort. He’d purposely put Kinto and Dorrham there, because with their age-weakened stats they really shouldn’t be up front. There was no way he’d allow his future father-in-law to get killed. When he had the money, he would figure out how to restore his youth. Nadia wanted to become an Alchemist, so maybe she could help.
Hawke and Korgam formed their Parties. A new notification appeared in front of him:
You have formed an Adventurers’ Party: all members gain a 10% bonus to all tasks, ability or spell effects, damage, and morale.
As a Level Ten Party Leader, you can choose to devote a percentage of the Party’s XP towards developing Leadership Abilities.
Assign XP? Y/N
Hawke chose ‘No.’ He wanted everyone, including himself, to level up as much as possible in the coming fight. Developing leadership abilities could wait until an entire town and thousands of lives weren’t on the line.
“We leave in ten minutes. If you need to say a prayer, or speak to a loved one, do it now.”
Hawke didn’t have to say any goodbyes. Everyone he cared about was coming along with him.
* * *
During its glory days, Orom had been the home of five times as many people, which led to the construction of a sewer system. As the town shrunk, the funds and know-how to support the tunnel network were no longer available. The sewers were abandoned. People now threw their waste into canals dug out in the street and used water from one of the aqueducts or waited for rain to flush them out every once in a while. Hawke had gotten used to the town’s continual stink, but it had taken a while.
The tunnels were still there, more or less. The section under the Temple of Shining Father was about twenty feet wide and ran for a hundred feet before cave-ins at both ends sealed it off. The hundreds of townspeople who had taken refuge there looked fearfully at the grim-looking and armed men and women standing before one of the collapsed sections as they waited for Egg to produce a miracle.
The Dwarven Priest adjusted the tiara on top of his bald head before he started chanting his spell. After several seconds, he shouted the final word and the wall of dirt and loose stones disappeared, replaced by a smooth tunnel made of solid earth. At the other end, Hawke could see another section of the sewers.
“Bless the power of Gaon,” Egg said.
“Bless him and you,” Hawke said. “Team One, let’s go in.”
Some people in the rear carried torches and lamps, but his Light auras provided enough illumination for the first group. His map app now included a detailed schematic of the sewers. The Keep was two hundred yards away in a straight line and about double that when you added the twists and turns they would need to take. Egg or Taggan could have magically created more tunnels to shorten the distance, but the more magic they used, the more likely the enemy could detect them. As Ruler of the town, Felix had access to a lot of magical abilities. Best not to risk detection.
Hawke kept an eye on his team as they entered the sewer tunnels. Alba was in Stealth mode; her outline was barely visible when she walked at a normal pace, and completely disappeared if she slowed down a little. Desmond was wearing an open-faced helmet that Crommen had given him; he held his greatsword at the ready, standing next to Hawke. Gosto, Nadia and Tava were behind them as their ranged contingent. Nobody was visibly frightened, which was great. If you pretended to not be afraid for long enough, you could stop fear from controlling you.
The place had a musty stench but actually smelled better than the streets above. These tunnels hadn’t carried human waste for some time, although there were still a few drains that reached the surface, and they probably got flooded when it rained. There were no signs of monsters, alligators, or other dangerous critters, although rats and some spider-like bug bigger than a rat scattered when the team got near. Behind them, Team Two followed. The reserve was further back.
<Undead are near,> Saturnyx warned him.
Hawke lifted his left hand, his fist clenched in the agreed-upon gesture to stop. They did, and Tava in the rear let Team Two know. Faint growls grew closer at a rapid pace. They were about to have company. The only good news was that they were in a long stretch of tunnel and the enemy could only come from one direction.
“Team Two, move up! Fighters to the front, rest in the rear.”
After issuing his orders, Hawke cast two Consecrated Grounds as fast as the cooldown allowed, spreading them out so they covered the entire width of the tunnel. Any Undead trying to push past the fighters and get at the casters behind them would have to step on the Life-infused area and burn for as many as seventy-eight points of damage per second. Taggan and Egg cast their buffs on both teams.
Just as he finished his second casting, dozens of rushing figures came into view. Zombies and Abominations, plus a new kind of critter:
Flesh-Ripper (Elite Undead)
Level 8 Ghoul
Health 240 Mana 160 Endurance 200
The Ghouls still wore the armor and insignia of the Town Guard, but their faces had become distorted beyond recognition: their skulls were deformed, with thick ridges above their eyes, and their jaws were hideously oversized, with bigger and more numerous teeth than a vampire. Even worse, they were wielding weapons. Two of them moved to the sides as the rushing zombies charge in and leveled crossbows at them.
Hawke hit one with a Hammer of Light for a cool hundred and seventy points, but that didn’t stop the monster from shooting. The bolt flew between Hawke and Desmond and hit someone behind them. He didn’t look back but finished the crossbowman off with a Hammer of Twilight. His Party interface showed Tava had lost twenty-one Health but was being healed.
You okay? Hawke asked Tava through Saturnyx.
I will live, she said. Tend to your fighting, my love.
The first charging monsters were almost on top of them. Hawke welcomed the Undead with one of his new spells: Healing Wave.
A spreading wall of cleansing Life Energy erupted around him and traveled for a hundred feet in every direction, healing friends by twenty-six Health – and burning undead for up to three times that amount. Eight Shamblers were burned out of existence; the rest were down to a handful of Health and all but exploded when they reached the Consecrated Ground. The Abominations and Flesh-Rippers were tougher, however, and lived long enough to attack the front line.
A Ghoul with a halberd chopped at Hawke, who sidestepped its swing and beheaded the monster in one swift motion. He was in a killing mood, and another Flesh-Ripper and two Abominations paid for it as he drove his sword through eyes or open mouths and hacked off limbs or heads. By the time he had calmed down, not a single enemy was still standing.
Alba briefly became visible as she took a sword from a dead Ghoul. “This will serve me better than my trusty dagger, I think.”
She had backstabbed a few choice targets while staying away from the main melee. Smart of her. Hawke figured she was going to make a great Shadow Assassin. What better partner could a Paladin Ninja have? Maybe having a third or fourth wife wouldn’t be so bad, either.
Desmond braced his foot against an Abomination’s body and yanked his two-handed sword free. “Nasty sons of bitches,” he said.
“Yeah,” Hawke agreed. “And the nastiest thing about them is that they are here. Which means that the Prefect knows we’re coming.”  




Sixty-Three

For slaying your foes, you have gained 143 Experience.
Current XP/Next Level: 10,973/12,000
You Have Found: 12 silver
“I have reached my second level,” Alba announced proudly, turning visible while she added her new Attributes. She was the only one who sounded happy, now that they knew that their surprise attack was no longer a surprise.
“Congratulations,” Hawke told her, earning a smile from her that was far more sincere than anything he’d seen on her face before.
“What now?” Korgam asked.
“We push on. This is better than being out in the streets. They can only come at us from a couple of directions, and the narrow front reduces their numerical advantage. We’ll just have to plow through them; if the advance stalls, we’ll go to Plan B. Unless anyone has a better idea?”
Nobody did. After healing their injured, Team One and Two advanced together, with the reserve following. As they went past the bodies of the fallen Undead, Hawke counted six Ghouls. Eleven guards had followed Felix into damnation and one had died earlier, so that left four. The Prefect was probably saving the best for last, however.
Taggan used his Tunnel spell to cut corners, now that surprise had been lost; the groups advanced at a quickening pace. They got another third of the way there – sixty yards from the Keep – when reinforcements arrived.
<We have another group closing in. A lot more of them this time.>
“Here we go again,” Hawke announced. Buffs were refreshed, spells were prepared, and the two teams set themselves to receive the Undead.
A horde of Shamblers rounded the corner, all levels one to four. Weak cannon fodder, but there were at least a hundred of them. Arrows and magic dropped several of them before they covered half the distance to the front line – and Egg fired off his Mass Blast Undead and destroyed all the rest. Unfortunately, a second horde had been waiting just out of sight and spell range, and they came running before the last Undead in the first wave hit the ground.
There were hundreds of them, and about half of them were Abominations. Many fell, but not enough. The charging monsters crashed into the front line like a wave breaking on a reef. Hawke kept casting Healing Wave on cooldown, sending pulses of Life every five seconds. The Undead fell in droves, but more kept coming. It looked like the Necromancer had lent an entire army to Prefect Felix. And not just Abominations.
Wraith Servitors joined the fray, floating over the charging zombies but staying out of Healing Wave range. They started hitting the defenders with spells of their own, Death and Undeath curses that hurt the living and mended the unliving. Hawke saw some of the Abominations that been taken out were rising to their feet again. He saw that Desmond was knocked down to a handful of Health when an Abomination grabbed him by the neck and nearly snapped it. He healed the Warrior, realized they were going to be overwhelmed.
“Send in the reserve!” he ordered as he used a Healing Wave and a Burning Light to clear the front line. Most of the normal volunteers had spears and other long weapons. They stabbed the Undead over the shoulders of the front line; they didn’t do a lot of damage, but they often slowed down or briefly pushed back their targets, allowing the Adventurers to finish them off.
It wasn’t going to be enough, but Hawke didn’t need them to win; they needed to buy some time.
“I have to go,” he told Korgam after throwing every AOE he had and refreshing his Consecrated Ground. “Time for Plan B.”
“It’s a terrible plan,” the Dwarf Shield-Bearer said. They had discussed the alternate plan and nobody had liked it. “But it’s the only one we have. Go, and may the gods watch over ye!”
Hawke looked around but couldn’t see Tava in the midst of the battle. He could tell she was okay, although her Mana was dipping low, but wished he could look her in the eye.
I love you, he sent through Saturnyx. I will be back.
And I love you! But hurry!
Hawke threw another Healing Wave and then took a Shadow Step.
The darkened street where he arrived was almost obscenely quiet after being in the middle of a battle; the sounds of metal hitting metal or flesh, screams of rage or pain, the inhuman moaning zombies made and the background, and the crackling and explosive sounds of magic, they all were still echoing in his ears. Thirty feet below him, they were still going on.
The Keep stood only a few dozen yards away.
Hawke dispelled his auras and cast Twilight Shroud on himself. Invisible, with a magical suit of armor that only reduced his Stealth slightly, he cautiously crept towards the gate.
Congratulations! Your Stealth Skill has been raised to 4!
Go, go, Paladin Ninja, Hawke thought, but his heart wasn’t in it. His friends and allies were fighting for their lives.
Two Abominations were watching the open gate. Hawke stepped between them without their noticing. As he made his way towards the Prefect’s office, he heard crying and whimpering coming from the barred doors on both sides of the corridor. It sounded like dozens or even hundreds of townspeople were locked up in there. He was glad that they were still alive, but worried about what the Prefect had planned for them. As he got closer to his goal, a blood-curling scream emerged from the office; it abruptly cut off a moment later. Hawke increased his pace as much as he could without breaking his spell.
The audience hall didn’t look anything like it had the day Hawke had seen the Prefect. The furniture and the carpet on the floor had been moved away, and a circle and pentagram painted on its surface with blood. The body of a dead person, so horribly mutilated that Hawke couldn’t tell their age or even sex, was being dragged away by a Ghoul. Standing by the circle was Prefect Felix. His stats had changed quite a bit:
Felix Pontes (Human)
Level 12 Steward and Necromancer
Health 105(305) Mana 264(1,264) Endurance 105
Where did he get all that Mana?
<The Orb provided some, but the rest comes from the Town Core.>
Instead of his fancy silk robes, Felix was wearing a blood-soaked fuzzy robe made of hundreds of different color threads that Hawke realized were human hairs. He had a sacrificial dagger in one hand and a black orb on the other, one looking just like the one the Risen Lord had held. Off to one side stood Brunes, looking much the same, except his helmet now obscured his face. If he was bothered by the ritual, the Warrior-Gladiator’s body language didn’t show it.
Further back, holding each other in a mockery of a loving embrace, were a woman and a child. No, Hawke corrected himself when his True Sight identified them: they were two Undead creatures in the shape of a woman and her child. He remembered hearing Patros speak about the Prefect’s dead wife and daughter. That must have been how the Necromancer had sunk his hooks into the Arcane Officer. He’d brought them back to Felix, as long as he did what he was told.
“Let’s try this again,” Felix said. He lifted the Orb and tendrils of Death energy reached out from it and hit the map containing the Town interface. A geodesic dome behind the map glowed brightly as its white energy pushed away the darkness trying to push through.
<That’s the Town Core. It hasn’t been corrupted yet.>
“Damn you! You have served my family for centuries, and you will serve me now!” the Prefect shouted at the Core. He concentrated, and the Core’s glow became weaker. Whatever he was doing, it triggered a message for Hawke:
You are eligible to choose the Profession: Arcane Officer
Warning! You will not be able to choose another Arcane Vocation until Level 20.
Do you wish to accept? Y/N
Oh, yeah. That was what he’d been hoping for. Hawke accepted, becoming the only other person in Orom who could access its Core.
Apparently, doing so triggered some sort of alarm. Hawke’s invisibility spell disappeared.
Uh, oh.
A moment later, a bolt of Death Magic reached from the Orb and hit him for three hundred and twenty-seven points of damage. That was the gross damage; his padded armor subtracted seventeen from the total and then reduced the remainder by fifty-five percent, for a total of one-seventy-three. That was what Hawke’s combat log reported. To him personally, it felt like one moment he was watching Felix and the next he was crumpled up against a wall, wracked by agony and unable to move. A new notification explained why:
You have been afflicted by: Rigor Mortis
Dexterity reduced by 50!
Your Dexterity is below 0! You are Paralyzed!
“Kill the fool, Brunes, if you please,” Felix said, before turning to the Ghouls. “Fetch me another sacrifice.”
The Ghouls went out while Brunes hefted his sword and approached Hawke.
“That’s too bad. I had hoped to cut you down in a fair fight,” the Warrior told the helpless Hawke. “You have made quite the reputation around here, and I love killing heroes.”
“Great,” he replied. Even talking was difficult. It felt like he’d gotten an extra dose of Novocain; drool spilled down his mouth as he spoke. “But I know something you don’t.”
“What is that?” Brunes said as he carefully aimed the death blow. He was going for a clean decapitation. Had to hand it to the bastard, he had class.
I just leveled up, Hawke answered with his mind as he regained all his Health, dispelled the Rigor Mortis effect, and activated Twilight Step.
Both backstabs landed critically; the raw damage from the two attacks was well over a thousand points. Brunes had very good armor, however, so only 739 points got through. Unfortunately for him, that was more than his Health. The big bad Warrior-Gladiator faceplanted as Hawke whirled towards the astonished Prefect.
For slaying your foe, you have earned: 1,100 Experience
Current XP/Next Level: 13,513/14,000
“You are next, Your Eminence.”
<He has a Mana Shield!> Saturnyx warned him. <You can’t hurt him unless you completely drain his Mana by inflicting damage.>
That would probably take more time than he had. Hawke charged the Prefect, but instead of stabbing him in the face the way he wanted to, he dropped his left sword, yoinked the Orb out of Felix’s hand, and leaped towards the Town Core. He managed to cast Consecrated Ground and Aura of Healing before two notifications appeared:
You have accessed: Town Core (Orom) (Level 9)
Do you wish to claim Town Core (Orom)? Y/N
Yes.
“No!” Felix shouted before he started mouthing the words of a spell.
You have accessed: Death Orb
Destroy Orb? Y/N
Purify Orb? Y/N
Hawke picked Purify. Why not? Let’s go for all the marbles.
Felix’s hit him with another Death spell. This one was a damage over time curse that began to eat into Hawke’s Health at sixty-seven Health per second! He tried to cast another heal and was notified that he couldn’t while trying to do everything else. He didn’t want to stop purifying the Orb or claiming the Town Core, so he stood there, waiting to see what happened first. The math was simple: his two ongoing spells healed him for a total of forty-two Health per second. The curse’s damage-over-time exceeded that by twenty-five damage per second. That gave him ten or eleven seconds to live.
Felix wasn’t waiting, however. He launched himself at Hawke, too angry or desperate to cast another spell, and tried to take the Death Orb away from him. Hawke raised his hands over his head; the Prefect was a lot shorter than him and couldn’t reach either object. The Prefect tried to claw at his eyes next, but Hawke’s magical helmet kept his fingers away.
Hawke’s Health ticked down to 167. Felix screamed in frustrated rage. The two Ghouls returned, dragging a screaming woman, and the Prefect yelled at them: “Kill him!” Drawing their swords, the Undead guardsmen rushed forward and things stopped being funny. Felix stepped back and started another spell.
Tick. Down to 142. A brutal stab from a Ghoul dropped that to 121. Tick. 96. An overhead slash landed a critical on his unmoving head. The helmet helped a lot but the whack still cost him thirty-six Health. Tick. He was down to thirty-one Health.
Congratulations! You are the ruler of the Town of Orom!
There were a lot of other notifications, but Hawke ignored them. Saturnyx had shown him the only one that mattered.
There are currently 674 Undead within Town Limits. Current Status: Invited.
Uninvite, Hawke sent out.
In the Realms, the old legend about how you had to invite vampires before they could enter your home had a grain of truth to it. To keep the Undead out, Town and City Cores devoted much of their energy to destroy any entities that entered their borders without a citizen’s express permission. A few got through by fooling someone into letting them in. The Prefect had done worse and let them all in, but he no longer ruled the town. Less than a second after Hawke rescinded the invitation, every Undead in Orom took one thousand points of irresistible damage. None survived.
Felix froze in mid-casting. He was looking at the pillars of ash that was all that remained of his Undead wife and daughter.
“No! Not again!” He turned back to Hawke, his face twisted in fury. “You will pay…!”
Hawke Twilight Stepped behind the Prefect, who still had his Mana Shield up but had lost all but a hundred Mana when control of the town was taken from him. A double backstab against someone in a hair shirt was a bit of an overkill, but Hawke was down to near zero Health even after insta-casting Touch of Light on himself; he wasn’t in the mood to play. The Prefect died before he could wonder about the darkness surrounding him.
For slaying your foes, you have earned: 1,540 Experience
Congratulations! You have reached Level Twelve!
You have gained 6 Attribute points to distribute (6 unspent points total).
New Darkness, Life, Light and Twilight spells available.
Current XP/Next Level: 15,013/16,000




Sixty-Four

“The view is nice from here,” Hawke said.
The top of the Prefect’s Keep – Hawke’s Keep, now – overlooked the entire town. Orom was bigger than he’d realized, but also more fragile. The walls were too low. The Town Guard had been understrength even before Felix got rid of two thirds of them and turned the rest into Undead. There were all kinds of things that needed tending to. The Town Ruler Interface had all kinds of warnings and alerts. Felix had let the place go to hell, almost literally. Hawke had twenty-seven notifications and other messages in his inbox. He sighed. Nothing was blinking ‘Urgent’ so they could all wait until tomorrow. He took a minute to examine his current level of development:
Name: Hawke Lightseeker. Race: Half-Elf. Class: Eternal (Twilight Templar). Level: 11 (Level 12 unclaimed)
Experience/Next Level: 15,013/16,000
Attributes:
Strength 26(41), Dexterity 20(37), Constitution 31(45), Intelligence 20(22), Spirit 20(24), Perception 18, Willpower 18(22), Charisma 19
Characteristics:
Health: 312 (15.5/min)
Mana: 348(648) (16.4/min)
Endurance 277 (15.5/min)
Identity: 23
Skills
Climbing 2, Dodge 7, Lore 3, Shield 7, Spear 4, Stealth 4, Survival 3, Sword 7(19), Swimming 2, Tracking 1
Languages: Common Fey, Vulgate, Lesser Celestial
Perks
Dark Vision, Speed-Casting (Life and Light Magic), True Sight, Undying, Unlimited Potential
Spells
Animate Shadow, Armor of Life, Aura of Light, Bless Crops, Bolt of Darkness, Bolt of Life, Bulwark of Light, Burning Light, Consecrated Ground, Dark Step, Enlightenment, Gift of the Martyr, Growth, Hammer of Light, Hammer of Twilight, Healing Blows, Healing Wave, Lesser Healing, Sense Life, Shadow Step, Shield of Light, Shroud of Darkness, Shroud of Twilight, Touch of Light, Transference, Twilight Mantle, Twilight Step
Special Abilities
Analyze Monster, Evolve Monster, Greater Bond, Mana Channeling II, Stop Monster, Summon Monster, Tame Monster
“So many cool spells. Hopefully I’ll be able to go out and use them, one of these days.”
<Rulers can appoint administrators to handle most day-to-day affairs,> Saturnyx reminded him.
“Good. I don’t want to spend the rest of my time on the Realms behind a desk.”
<There will meetings, though. Lots of meetings.>
“No need to threaten me.”
“Saturnyx bothering you again?” Tava asked, coming up behind him and putting her arms around his waist. Having her leaning against him felt good. Turning around and kissing her felt better.
“I only wish we could have saved everyone,” he told her after they came out for air.
Over four hundred townspeople had died. They had found hundreds of prisoners in the Keep; Felix had been saving them as eventual human sacrifices. The death toll hadn’t been as bad as Hawke had feared when he first saw the deserted town, but it was still terrible. One in six people had perished, which meant everyone had lost at least a family member or a friend. He could hear people sobbing or wailing out in the distance, as those looking for a loved one found only tragedy. Funerals would start the next day, and he would do his best to see that all the dead were honored. It was the least he could do.
“You are not a god,” Tava told him. “And even the gods can fail. Don’t be so arrogant that you start to believe you can do everything.”
“You are right, of course.”
“But I love you for trying.”
“Love you too.”
“Dorrham is about finished setting up the banquet, so come down whenever you are ready.”
“I will be there in a minute.”
“I’ll see you there, Prefect Hawke.”
“Don’t even start with that.”
He watched her walk down with a smile. She is really something.
<It does seem you have been uniquely fortunate when it comes to women.>
“You are really something too, Saturnyx.”
<Don’t patronize me, Master,> she said, and they both laughed.
“Things are going to get busy as hell,” he said. “We have to take Domort down. The bastard lost a lot of Undead, but Necromancers can always make more. I have to write a Guild Charter…”
<I may be able to help with that.>
“… and remember to keep feeding moonlight to my twin Fey monsters in their golden egg. Got to claim that Darkness Mana Node. Maybe take the new Guild to the Lair we found under the Faerie Ring, to pick up some levels and gear. Plus I’ve got to figure out a way to watch out for the Nerf Herders; I bet they’re still looking for me.”
<Are you going to do all of that right now? Perhaps some of it could wait till after dinner. Or after you spend time with your friends. Or even your future wives.>
“Okay. I’m going.”
He stopped only to take a final look at the galaxy that filled the heavens above him.
“I’m playing your game, for now,” he said to the alien sky. “But one day you’re going to be playing mine.”
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  The Adventure continues! Lord of the Dead, Book Two of the Eternal Journey, will be released in August. 
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