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“You have no power here, demon!” I yelled, slashing my legendary spear through the air.

Okay, it wasn’t a legendary spear. It was a broom handle with a knife tied to the end of it. And I wasn’t fighting a demon, so much as a middle-aged bat that thought it could take up residence in the temple’s belfry.

The black creature swooped at me, its teeth bared. It was an ugly little sucker, and one that I didn’t want to come anywhere near me. I swiped at it with my polearm, knocking it in the head.

I also, unfortunately, knocked into the enormous bronze bell that hung in the tower’s center. This bell was reserved for holidays, weddings, and the head priest’s fancy. He didn’t fancy for me to ring it today though, so it would only take a moment before –

“Arden!” beckoned Head Priest Cahn.

“Coming!” I yelled. Then I bent over the bat that lay dazed on the floor of the temple’s highest room. “Today you live, fiend. But I shall return!”

In all fairness, the bat shouldn’t have lived. I hit it squarely in the skull with the wooden pole of my makeshift spear. I had been killing rats, and roaches, and bats in the belfry for years now. If I had access to a proper skillmeister, I would have improved my Strength, maybe even chosen a class that specialized in combat skills.

As things stood though, I couldn’t afford the services of a skillmeister, so all of my experiences were accumulating, useless. As a head priest, Cahn could train me up, but he wouldn’t. Not without collecting his customary fee. And for an orphan like me, there was no one to foot the bill for my training if the priest wasn’t feeling generous.

Head Priest Cahn never felt generous.

“Arden!” he yelled again.

I sighed. The view from Meadowdale was beautiful and I was loathe to head back into the temple. It was stuffy in there, and my punishment for disrupting Cahn’s morning contemplation would likely be another round of roach-squishing in the catacombs beneath this old stone building.

Far to the north, the mountains blocked my view of the Savior’s Sea, an unseasonably warm body of salty water that provided yearlong fishing and pearl diving. The snow-capped peaks looked serene against the sunrise.

The southern view was just as beautiful, with a sprawling forest and rolling hills. I didn’t know what secrets those trees hid. I had never left Meadowdale, and most people that did escape this poor, cramped village never bothered to come back. Stories of the outside world remained just that. Outside.

I put my hand on the top rung of the ladder from the belfry when something else caught my eye. It was a series of small dark shapes a mile outside the city walls. It looked like people, and animals, marching two by two. It looked like an army.

There must be a procession from some foreign city, or kingdom even, that wanted to meet with Meadowdale’s mayor. I climbed down the ladder and then a spiral set of stone stairs that led toward the temple’s main hall.

“Arden, Arden, Arden,” Cahn said. Two people knelt by the front altar as he began admonishing me, a ritual I think he secretly enjoyed. “Clumsy hands offend the gods, but you know that.”

“Yes, Father Cahn,” I said. “It won’t happen again.”

“But it will, Arden, won’t it?” he said. His wrinkled face was set in a tight scowl. A strange growth, the size of a corn kernel, grew from his left nostril. In all my seventeen years here, I had never once allowed my gaze to stray to that hideous knob. I didn’t allow it now, maintaining eye contact with the priest. His eyes were bottomless pools of disappointment. At least I knew how to swim in them.

“I’m sorry, Father Cahn,” I said, “that bat was a difficult one. Perhaps if I were a little stronger, it wouldn’t take so many swipes to knock it out.”

“You received your charity,” Cahn said, “when I took you in from that orphanage and gave you a job here. Serving me is the same as serving Laranj, the goddess of harmonic sound. Though, creating that noisy disruption upstairs is hardly sure to please her. If you’d like to be stronger, stop spending your wage on sweet rolls and start spending it on training.”

Maybe if you fed me, I thought. No, better to change the subject.

“Are we expecting visitors from outside Meadowdale today? I saw—”

One of the men kneeling at the temple’s altar turned back. “Father Cahn,” he said, “where is she?”

The priest hurried away from me, much to my relief. He hadn’t even sent me to the catacombs yet. If I could sneak away now I might get the afternoon off.

“That clangor must have turned her away,” Cahn said, “but never fear. You’ve made a generous offering. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” He cleared his throat loudly. “Isn’t that right, Laranj?”

As I skulked toward the temple’s side and a stairwell that would whisk me away from Cahn’s wrath, a bright light erupted behind the altar. The sound of angels yawning rose and fell before three notes of a harp plucked from nowhere. I turned back and watched a whirlpool of pink light swirl over the polished marble slab.

From that whirlpool rose a beautiful woman with soft pink skin. Her hair was mauve and her eyes were lilac. Her torso was wrapped in a loose-fitting fabric that exposed a hint of cleavage. She tugged at the cloth, pulling it further up her shoulder.

“What a bountiful gift,” she sang. “What has sent your heart adrift?”

“My son,” the man said, “he went out on his first official quest, and a witch stole his voice. He needs a new one now. Will you help?”

She nodded, sending a long tress of hair down her front. It nestled in the space between her breasts. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I had seen her before, but she was still the most beautiful woman I had ever witnessed. Her robe hugged her hips tightly and stopped mid-thigh. Her legs were smooth and pink like the rest of her. Like a carnation.

“He shall speak again with a voice like honey, because you have paid the appropriate m—”

“Homage,” Cahn said. “You have paid homage, and the goddess is grateful.”

She blushed, which was hard to pull off for someone already so pink. She reached her hand toward the kneeling boy.  His body glowed for an instant, then he spoke with the deep, soothing voice of a man twice his size and age. “Thank you, your grace.”

If only I had the kind of money these folks did. I could be something. I could train up my Strength and fight more than bats. I could fight bears. Or gobbawogs. Or dragons! I would rake in the loot and keep building myself into a powerful warrior. The kind that kings called upon when their daughters were kidnapped by assassin lords.

Instead, I was a custodian and exterminator, armed with a spear made of a broken broom handle and a rusty knife.

Footsteps pounded against stone behind me. I turned away from the goddess and back toward the temple’s front doors. People yelled. Metal clanged. In the front of the temple, Cahn counted coins.

I walked toward him and tugged on his heavy black robe. It was soft, like silk, which meant he had spent some of Laranj’s funds on himself. Cahn said that all head priests dipped into the holy coffers sometimes, but he was particularly blatant about it. I bet he had silk underpants to match.

I shook that thought from my head and tugged on his robe again.

“Arden!” he yelled. “If you’re bored, go kill the crawlies that infest the catacombs. Earn your keep. The gods know you’re not good for anything else or your parents wouldn’t have left you on the orphanage steps.”

My lips tightened.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “that was unkind, even for me.”

Ignoring him, I said, “I think there’s a military procession outside, and it doesn’t sound like our ragtag guards. It sounds more… regimented.”

Just then, the doors to the temple flew open.

The two men at the altar stood and turned back, horrified. I followed their gaze to the door. A large man – no, creature – stood in the doorframe. It stood like a person, but its head was a solid sphere of pitch black metal that reflected a slight pink sheen from Laranj’s holy aura. A series of sharp glistening teeth lined a mouth that had broken into a sadistic smile.

The creature’s body was a hulking mass of utter blackness, with horns protruding from its shoulders, elbows, and wrists. An army of other creatures stood behind him. Those that stood on two feet held swords and spears, while others rested on all fours like evil, mangy canines.

If shadows could walk, they would run from these monsters.

Without hesitation, they charged down the center aisle of the temple and screamed in shrill voices, pointing their blades forward. Cahn stood, frozen by the frenzy that had broken out.

The lead creature held a spear for only a moment. Then he launched it at Laranj. Her pink skin erupted in red. The harps and sound of gentle angels came to an abrupt end. Whatever that thing’s weapon was made of, it had the power to slay a goddess.

The creatures lost no time turning their attention toward us, but instead of throwing weapons, a few creatures in the rear of the group sent tendrils of black magic through the air. Some landed like ribbons on the ground and extinguished, while others landed on the two worshippers and on Cahn.

I jumped back from the spell, avoiding the first volley of magic. The men that had been hit started to grow dark, magic covering their skin like soot. Their eyes became solid black. They turned on me.

I had no interest in being torn to shreds by Cahn. He had been tearing into me my whole worthless life. It was time that came to an end.

As the enchanted men and evil creatures chased after me, I rounded the altar and ran into the vestry. This was the room where Cahn kept all of his robes. I was forbidden to linger here, using the room only as a corridor to the warren of hallways and storage closets beyond. I locked the door behind me and kept running.

The crunch of wood let me know that keys were too delicate for the monsters stampeding this holy building. I turned down a hallway and tried a door, but it was locked. I kicked the door, but it didn’t come down. Again, my low Strength got the better of me. I moved onto the next door, and the next.

Then an army of black shapes emerged in the hallway. I sprinted to the corridor’s end and found an open door that led to a bathroom.

Great, I thought, I’m going to die in a bathroom. My legacy just keeps getting brighter.

This room had a window. A window that big strong men wouldn’t fit through, but a lowly temple worker with a Strength of 1 was slim enough to squeeze through. Maybe.

I pushed the window open and threw my weapon outside. This part of the building was halfway underground, so the weapon didn’t have far to drop. Then I struggled to pull myself toward it. My fingers clawed at dirt and grass just outside the window. The black army of murderous creatures bashed down the door.

I kept pulling, kicking, squirming. And then I was free. I scrambled to my feet and tore off across the temple grounds.

Smoke and screams. Those were my first two thoughts as I ran. Some of Meadowdale’s short, thatch-roofed buildings were on fire, and men and women ran through the streets in terror. Some of the men had the same black, glossy look in their eyes as Cahn had. Others tried desperately to escape the invading force.

I had no family here. Aside from the admiration I had for the goddess Laranj, there was no one in Meadowdale that I needed to check in on to be sure they were safe. Not that it mattered; no one was safe. I just had to get out of there, and fast. Before that thing spotted me.

In the center of the city, towering over the one-story shops that lined the main dirt road, was a broad-shouldered man made of the same black shadowy evil as the other creatures that had attacked. He held a sword in one hand, broader than my entire body, and his eyes crackled with red energy. Armor plated his body, and his black helmet had large curved horns.

He gestured with his sword and yelled at the inky warriors that terrorized the town, sending them after any of the local residents he spied hiding or running for cover. A group of women cowered in a covered doorway, but he didn’t take aim at them. It was the men he was after, and those that he hadn’t killed were slowly becoming dark and violent as these monsters’ strange magic took hold.

The temple wasn’t far from the southern wall surrounding the settlement. I ran that way, dodging past screaming townsfolk and black creatures that looked like dogs on steroids. When I reached the wall, I climbed up on an abandoned fruit cart and jumped outside the city’s limits.

Meadowdale was a free city, at least until this. There was no imperial power that protected it. For years, the people of the city were proud of that. It meant they didn’t pay taxes, and they weren’t beholden to an emperor’s whim.

It also meant no army would save them from today’s onslaught. There was no fighting force to guard the goddess that called this city home.

I ran south, as far as my legs and my lungs would take me. The city receded in the background, and with it the smells and sounds of war.

By the time my legs gave out, I was deep in the forest and I had lost my sense of direction. I lay on the grass, my weapon still clutched tightly in my hand.

Then something poked me in the back. I rolled over so I could look up at it. It was a gi-ant, and it looked hungry.
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The gi-ant looked at me with large, waxy eyes. Its mandibles were two sharp fangs that jutted from its lower jaw. It poked me again with one of its six legs as I pushed back with my feet and yelled. I had never been that close to a giant insect’s mouth before; I never wanted to be again.

The monster reared on its hind legs and twitched its antennae. I realized then that two other gi-ants were behind me. They were communicating with each other somehow. This guy looks tasty, I imagined them saying, and he’s already salted himself with sweat. Yum!

I brought my weapon up and knocked the gi-ant over. It landed on its back and twitched its legs as it tried to right itself. The other two creatures came toward me at impressive speed, convincing me that running away was not an option.

“Come and get me!” I yelled. I was pretty sure they were going to do that anyway, but watching them follow my command made me feel powerful, if only for a second.

The first ant neared and I stabbed it in the face with my spear. It let out a high-pitched sound that must have been a scream. I yanked my weapon away and stabbed toward the second one. It dodged my attack, then leapt at me.

It landed on my chest, pinning me against the ground under its weight. It sank its mouth into my shoulder, digging into my muscle. I slid my spear under its body and thrust up with both hands, forcing the monster off of me. It flew into the other gi-ant and was slowed for a moment in a tangle of gi-ant legs.

I took that opportunity to stab my spear through both creatures at once. They bucked and writhed against each other and against my pole, but soon their struggle ended. I had killed them both.

The first ant that had poked me in the back was skittering away now. It must have gotten back on its feet and realized what a terrifying warrior I was! Or it was going to ask its older brother to come beat me up, which seemed more likely. I decided to put a stop to that.

I chased after the insect as it sprinted through the forest, dodging trees and thorny bushes. It leapt over a fallen log, then used its hind legs to kick the log backward at me.

The rotten wood exploded in a cloud of moldy wood chips and termites. I brushed the creepers off of me as I ran, keeping the gi-ant in my sights.

I chased the insect down a flat path with the slopes of a hill rising on either side, as if someone had leveled this stretch of the land and left the surrounding hill intact. Ahead there was a dead end with a wall of exposed rock.

Before long, it was clear that the monster had chosen this dead end on purpose. It was, indeed, going for help. Not just from one older brother, but from a whole team of them. A series of six gi-ants carried a large white cocoon on their skulls from an archway in the rock that led to a cave. They dropped it when I arrived.

“Combined,” I said, “the seven of you have thirty-eight more limbs than I do, so you should at least let me strike first.”

No dice. All seven insects charged at once. I waited for them to get closer, then dropped to a crouch and swung my spear across the ground.

All seven gi-ants tripped and tumbled as my masterful sweeping arc toppled them over simultaneously.

That’s what happened in my mind’s eye. In real life, the pole smacked into the first one’s leg, then stopped moving. I wasn’t strong enough to trip them.

I let go of my weapon and jumped forward. I landed on one’s back, then another as I ran across their hard carapaces like stepping stones. They squealed underneath me, but didn’t seem injured. I was about to run past the white cocoon and into the cave for shelter, but something about the enormous white structure caught my eye and slowed me down.

The cocoon wasn’t the milky white silk of a monster bug. Its surface was a series of flat, semitransparent panels that tapered to a point at each end. And there was a woman inside, trapped in crystal.

In my distraction, a gi-ant caught up with me and grabbed my leg. Then another one. I punched and kicked, but I couldn’t break free.

Their teeth are caught on the clothing. I wasn’t sure where that thought came from, but it had a point. I had ant creatures all over my body, but they hadn’t sunk their fangs into my skin yet. I pulled off my blue cotton shirt and threw it on the ground. The gi-ants couldn’t get themselves free of it. Their sharp fangs were too entangled!

Next I pulled off my pants. The fang end of those creatures’ faces did scrape the skin of my leg, opening a long bloody scratch, but otherwise I was fine. The ants were stuck in a tug of war with each other over my clothing.

I ran back for my spear and started stabbing each creature in the back. One by one, they stopped moving as I eradicated them from this life. Arden the exterminator, back at it again!

As a result, however, my clothing tore to shreds as the gi-ants fought over my shirt and pants. It felt empowering in a strangely barbaric way to stand here, buck naked, spearing my enemies to death, but now it was time to put my clothes back on.

I tossed the lifeless bodies of the ants to the side. My shirt was salvageable. My pants held up, though they had holes in the knees now. Not fashionable at all.

I turned toward the cocoon, lying on the ground and containing a woman with her arms crossed on her chest. The transparent material encasing her clouded when it got toward her waist. The only window was on the upper half of her body.

Kneeling beside this curious find, I stared at the woman within. She practically radiated with soft yellow light. Her lips were full, her eyelashes long. A heart-shaped face tapered to a point at her chin.

Then her eyes opened and I fell backward. The blood rushed to my face. I had been caught staring.

Not cool, Arden!, I thought.

The woman inside that crystal sarcophagus pressed against the upper edge of it and sat up. Her body moved through that barrier as if it were nothing. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe I was imagining all of this.

She looked over at me and lowered her arms. Her breasts were bare. She didn’t bother to pull her long brown hair forward to hide them. I cast my eyes to the side.

“Oh, shoot,” she said. “I always embarrass mortals like this. I keep forgetting how prudish you all are.”

“I’m, uh, not prudish,” I said. “At least, I don’t think I am.”

“I don’t have any clothing at all,” she said. “Clothes are stifling enough on a normal day, but today I’m trying to evolve. I definitely don’t want clothes in the way.”

“Um, okay,” I said.

“I’m Nola, the goddess of clever insight,” she said. “I’m pretty excited my tip about the big ants on your clothing helped. I’m not always fast enough to send thoughts when they’re useful.”

“That was you?” I asked. “Inside my head?”

“Yep,” she said. “It takes me a while to break out of my crystal chrysalis, so my best bet was to hope you killed those insects before they dragged me away. Thanks for the assist!”

“I have… questions,” I said. “This has been a very strange day.”

“Oh?” she asked. She was still sitting with her lower half encased in her crystal, but pivoted from the waist to look around. Then she closed her eyes. Her whole body glowed with that gentle yellow light.

Then her eyes shot open again and she screamed.

I covered my ears until she stopped.

“Laranj is dead,” she said. “And Bilfer, and Zazara.”

“I’m from Meadowdale,” I said. “I used to work in Laranj’s temple. I was there when it happened.”

“You’re not her head priest, are you?” Nola asked.

“No,” I said. “Just an errand boy.”

“I need to evolve as quickly as possible,” Nola said. “Duul has finally risen, and if we don’t work together now, the pantheon will be destroyed.”

“I could use a little backstory here if you wouldn’t mind,” I said.

“Of course,” she said. “Duul is the god of war. Long, long ago – well before I was born, because I’m still very young for a lower deity – Duul ruled over this world. He stoked the flames of ire and enmity, forcing man and elf and beastkin to battle in an endless cycle of death and destruction. The more of the world engaged in war, the stronger he became.

“Slowly, he destroyed everything the Great Mother had built. The humans built bombs to blow holes in the mountains. The elves crafted spells to kill the living and raise the dead. The beastkin started eating the other races. It was pandemonium.

“Back then, all of the gods ruled their separate spheres and stayed out of each other’s business. The Great Mother changed that. She rallied the gods and goddesses together and stripped Duul of most of his power. He remained the god of war, but he could barely manage to cause a fight between husband and wife, let alone between kingdoms and empires.

“I have a psychic connection to the family of the gods. Duul has been quiet. Some of us thought he had finally accepted his fate, but others thought he was biding his time, storing up his godly energy until he had enough to launch a war again.

“I never dreamed it would come to this though. He not only reignited mankind’s passion for blood, he has declared war on the gods themselves. He’s killing minor deities now, and absorbing their light to feed his own. He’s casting a curse on the men of the free cities, and probably the other settled regions soon, to turn their hearts black with a lust for war. I can’t pry yet into his designs on the women he’s left behind.

“I feel the death wounds of my brother and sister gods. I hear the words they cried as their energy was taken from them. It’s agonizing. Laranj was like me, a young goddess with the potential to grow and take on more roles as she evolved. Now she’ll never have that chance.”

“And that means Duul might come for you too,” I said.

“Yes, which is why I must evolve as quickly as possible. I’m certainly not strong enough to stand against him as I am.

“My powers are subdued when I’m in my chrysalis, so I’ll need a chosen one to protect me. Say, what’s your name?”

“Arden,” I said.

“Arden,” Nola repeated. “You are the chosen one.”

“Me?” I asked. An orphan, berated by a heartless priest, shut up in a temple tower for my whole life. No family, no friends. How could I be the one?

“Yes,” Nola said. “You’re the only one around, so there aren’t many to choose from. I choose you. That makes you chosen.”

She added some dramatic flourish at the end, but her words made it clear: I was chosen out of necessity, not by prophesy. Still, I’d take what I could get.

“What does a chosen one do?” I asked.

“Keep me safe,” she said, “and maybe spruce this place up a bit. The gi-ants knocked down the door to my temple when they came to kidnap me, so things look a little unprofessional right now. No one’s going to come pay me homage if this place is a wreck.”

“How often do people pay you homage?” I asked.

“Okay, Mister Smart Guy,” she said, “never. But if I had a nice temple that sort of thing might change. And a head priest.”

“What kind of a temple doesn’t have a head priest?” I asked.

“The kind that’s really just an empty cave so far,” she confessed. “Look, I’m real new at this, but the one thing I can do is make you my head priest. It’s an honorific title that has a few perks like—”

“Like opening the skillmeister skill,” I said.

“So that you know about, but not the names of the pantheon’s most important gods. I don’t know what to assume with you.”

“I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll be your head priest.”

“Good,” Nola said. “When visitors finally come, tell them that you serve Nola, the goddess of clever insight, bestower of ideas never too small, who inspires the creative thoughts you experience as you lay in bed hoping instead to sleep.”

“Wait,” I said, “are you a good god or an evil one?”

She sighed. “I’d like to give people ideas at more opportune times, but my powers are limited. Perhaps when I evolve I can serve as a more convenient muse. Until then, ideas before falling asleep are better than nothing. And besides, that’s not all I do.

“Now,” she said, “drag me back inside.” Nola sank back inside her crystal and folded her arms over her chest. Now that her nipples weren’t showing I felt less self-conscious about glancing at her. Once I dragged her crystal inside the cave, it floated of its own accord. She perched, hovering in the air, above a stone slab altar. Two stone bowls, one on each side, sat with no fire in them. The light from outside was barely enough to see by, but I assumed those were torch pits in need of a flame.

Head Priest Arden. She spoke inside my mind. That was creepy as hell. It would definitely take some getting used to. Speak these words to pledge your fealty to me and accept your new role: I, Arden.

“I, Arden,” I said.

Do take this post.

“Do take this post.”

Freely, despite the risks.

“What risks!?”

We’re about to create a psychic bond, which sometimes goes wrong. You might end up insane or braindead. Or you could become a skillmeister. Probably the latter.

I wondered, after the things I thought I saw so far this day, if I hadn’t already gone insane. If so, there wasn’t much to lose if this went wrong. “Freely, despite the risks.”

A second went by. Then another one. Then my mind lit up like a house on fire. 
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Pain seared through every nerve. I had flashes of memories that I thought were long forgotten. Playing with the other children from the orphanage. Getting scolded by Cahn for taking bread from the temple kitchen when I hadn’t eaten in days. Being laughed at by a beautiful girl who came to the temple to pray and said I was too dirty and too ugly for her to bother looking at let alone speaking to.

I cried, but not for those memories. Those memories had toughened me up. No, I cried because this hurt like getting hit in the balls with a sledgehammer, but in this case my balls were inside my head and my brain was screaming in a high-pitched voice, now you will never have children. Actually, forget children, you will never even have thoughts again. You, sir, are a potato and a mental eunuch.

Today I learned: Just because a girl is pretty doesn’t mean you should let her inside your head.

When the pain finally subsided, I slumped to the floor, completely spent.

I can’t speak to you like this easily when you stray from the temple, Nola said. But when you are near, I’ll try to give you clever ideas that will help you do your job. For instance, did you know that if you get a health potion and freeze it, it will make a rejuvenating ice pop during the hot summer months? I’m full of tips like that. Nola, holy deliverer of life hacks.

My breathing was still heavy from the ordeal I went through.

Well, go ahead. Try out your new skill!

I thought about my skills. Instantly, a menu opened before my eyes, one that only I could see. I was mesmerized by the soft blue light that shone in the form of words and numbers. Finally, I was seeing what the world’s few skillmeisters had seen. What Cahn had seen. I had joined an elite class, reserved for the few who could see what a person’s life experiences amounted to, and decide whether to use those experiences to make them stronger, and in which ways.
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Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

1 Constitution / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Strength / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Hardiness / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Focus / 25 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Resolve / 25 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 0







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 100/100

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 5-8

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 5-8







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Locked. Piercing Blow 1. Damage multiplier of 2.0. [15 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Piercing Blow 2 for damage multiplier of 2.2. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Skillmeister

-

Locked. Precision Training 1. Reduce the XP cost of skills and attributes by 1%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 5, Resolve 5] [375 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Precision Training 2 for XP cost reduction of 2%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 7] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

TOTAL SKILLMEISTER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,240

Cost of Intended Changes: 0

Precision Training Discount (0%): 0

Total Adjusted Cost: 0

Total Projected Remaining: 2,240







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“I don’t know what I’m doing though,” I said.

Oh, right, Nola said. Let’s take it from the top. You can change your weapon class any time, but you shouldn’t. Once you start improving it, you’ll unlock stronger and more accurate attacks that you can spend your Action Points on in battle. I call that AP for short. When you get hit by someone else’s attack, you lose Health Points, HP for short.

Weapon classes open up after you’ve started using a new type of weapon. Special Classes are difficult to open up, so you tend not to get many. Constitution is how robust your physical life force is. Each point of it increases max HP by 100. Reach zero HP and you’ll fall unconscious. It’s very easy for someone to kill you then, so try not to get too hurt.

Vivacity is how robust your spirit is. Each point gives you another 20 maximum Action Points. 

Strength and equipped weapons improve your potential for harming an opponent, which will be reduced by their ability to block damage with Hardiness and armor. Focus and Resolve work the same way for magic damage inflicted and blocked.

Lastly, you gain experience points – XP – from certain things. If you have a weapon class available, you gain XP from defeating enemies. If you have a special class, you gain XP from using that. Skillmeister provides very little XP for beginners, so stick with combat for now.

As a skillmeister, you can spend anyone’s XP with their consent to improve their levels and skills. Special classes and their related skills are the most expensive, followed by weapon classes and their related skills. Least expensive are core attributes, but you’re going to upgrade those more often in order to improve the stats that go along with them. You’ll find that once you get close to having the attributes necessary to unlock new skills, those skills will reveal themselves.

Now, if you don’t mind, I need to rest so I can evolve.

“Wait!” I said. “You said we’d take it from the top. You skipped my name.”

I thought that part was self-explanatory. Oh, gods, I fried your brain didn’t I? Why can’t I ever get the link-up right? It’s a shame I ruined one of the cute ones this time.

“My brain isn’t fried!” I said. “Good to know you had no idea what you were doing when — wait, you think I’m cute?”

You were asking about your name?

“Oh yeah,” I said. “It says Arden Hochbright. Is that correct? I never knew I had a last name.”

You poor guy, Nola said. It has to be right. Congratulations on your new name!

“Yeah, thanks.” Hochbright. Where does a name like that even come from? I didn’t know anyone in Meadowdale with that name.

Nola yawned. Not visibly; she still lay frozen inside her crystal. I heard it in my mind though. She was tired, and I should let her rest. It was the nice thing for a head priest to do.

“Have a nice rest, Nola,” I said. “And thank you.”

You are welcome. And with that, Nola stopped transmitting speech directly into my brain. I was relieved. I wanted some time to rest too, and to focus on my own skills and attributes. There was no better way to learn how to use this skill than by doing, right? I cracked open my skillmeister menu.

A lifetime of using my improvised spear and similar weapons against the vermin that crept into the temple had amassed to 2,240 XP. That didn’t seem like much for all the critters I had kiboshed. I suspected experience points were a valuable, if not rare, resource. Anything I could do to decrease how many I had to spend would be a boon.

The first thing I wanted to do was unlock Precision Training. That meant spending a lot of XP on other things first.

I spent 25 XP to raise Focus from 1 to 2. The price of moving from 2 to 3 was 50. Then 75 to go up to 4. I noticed a trend. For another 100 XP I achieved Focus 5.

I repeated the process for Resolve, then spent 375 points to unlock skillmeister’s first skill, Precision Training. The next level would be 750, and scanning further levels showed it would go up to 1125, then 1500 – an additional 375 on top of the previous level’s cost, each time.

By the time I confirmed unlocking Precision Training, I had already spent 875 XP. All that just to save 1% on my other skills. I suddenly wondered if that were at all worth it.

In the near term, I’d need to be stronger more than I’d need to be frugal. I decided to stop improving Precision Training there and move on to my weapon skills. I improved Constitution, Vivacity, Strength, and Hardiness all to level 5, spending another thousand points total, though my discount would save 1% of that.

Neat, I thought. I’ve saved 10 points already thanks to my skillmeister skill. I just wish I hadn’t spent so much on opening it.

With 125 XP to unlock Piercing Blow, I’d have a special polearm skill at my disposal. Since I wasn’t likely to cause any magic damage without magic spells available, I put some extra points into my Strength and Hardiness. By the time I was done, my skillmeister menu looked a lot better.

My remaining XP number was a little confusing though. I worked out some quick math to figure out that I earned XP from skillmeistering, roughly 0.5% of the XP I invested, which got added into my total at the end.
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Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

1 Constitution / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 250

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 250

-

1 Strength / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Hardiness / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

5 Focus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Resolve / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1250







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 100/100 –> 500/500

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20 –> 100/100

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 60-73

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 5-8 –> 32-46

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 50-61

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 27-38







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Locked. Piercing Blow 1. Damage multiplier of 2.0. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Piercing Blow 2 for damage multiplier of 2.2. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125




TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills for Special Class: Skillmeister

-

Precision Training 1. Reduce the XP cost of skills and attributes by 1%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 5, Resolve 5].

-

Improve to Precision Training 2 for XP cost reduction of 2%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 7] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL SKILLMEISTER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 1,365

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,375

Precision Training Discount (1%): 14

Total Adjusted Cost: 1361

Total Projected Remaining:  11







Confirm?: Yes / No
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I confirmed the changes and felt myself grow stronger when it was done. My body was more vibrant, and robust. It was also a little bigger.

I decided to give some thought to how to progress next – whether skillmeister or polearm was the best way to go. While I mulled it over, it was time for a tour of the temple that I was now head priest of.
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The temple looked like little more than a cave. The central room was gaping and wide, with a high ceiling that reached toward the top of the hill this edifice was built inside of. Off to the side, a corridor led into the darkness.

If I wanted to explore, I’d need a flame. I stepped outside and peered back into the forest. Ahead of me was the same flat stretch that I had come down, lined by rising slopes on both sides that tapered toward the hill that covered Nola’s temple. This was the only path into the heart of her cave, though it was wide open to outsiders. If more gi-ants came this way – or worse, the terrifying black creatures that swarmed Meadowdale – there was little to stop an intrusion.

There was no sign of gi-ants yet, so I marched into the forest and picked out some kindling and branches to drag back into the temple. I set up the twigs and leaves just inside the building, next to the crumbled remains of the old door.

I rubbed one stick against another stick. I had seen Cahn do this once when he had to light the torches inside Laranj’s temple.

I rubbed, and rubbed. My hands were getting raw, but my fire still wasn’t coming along. I wondered how much of the afternoon I’d have to spend with my stick in my hands before it would ignite.

“Hi there!”

I jumped back, losing any progress I had made on starting a fire through friction.

“Hi,” I said. I reached for my spear just to be safe. The girl standing before me was beastkin, and I had never met someone like her before.

“Hey,” she said, “I’m not here to fight.” She reached behind her and pulled an iron hammer from her belt. “But I will fight if I have to.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m the head priest here.”

Ahem, came a voice inside my head.

“The head priest,” I continued, “of Nola, the goddess of clever things and bestower of… I’m new.”

“I’ve never heard of Nola before,” the woman said. The fox ears atop her head continued to flick back and forth, as if they were eternally restless. The bushy tail behind her did the same. They were the only beast-like parts that I could see. Her arms and legs were bare, smooth skin. A tight shirt tied in the front, revealing her pale smooth midriff and squeezing human breasts together. She wore a short skirt and long boots, so for all I knew she had the feet of a fox.

“You know when you’re falling asleep,” I said, “and you wonder if you should get up and write down that thought you just had or if, maybe, you should let yourself fall asleep and hope you remember it in the morning?”

“I never remember it in the morning,” she said.

“Well, it’s Nola that helped that thought along. Praise be to Nola.”

“This doesn’t look like a temple,” the woman said, “so it’s a good thing I’m here. I’m Vixette, and I build things.”

“What kind of things?” I asked.

“Well,” she said, “I see your temple door was destroyed, not that the quality of the stone was very good to begin with. I can rebuild it from scratch. All I’ll need is a little stone and some time. And about 300 gold for a doorframe that size.”

“Ah,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t have any gold.”

“What kind of a temple doesn’t have gold?” she asked.

“The kind with a goddess no one’s heard of,” I said.

Rude, Nola whispered into my mind.

It’s true!, I said back. Give me time and we’ll change that.

That’s sweet of you, she said.

“Ugh,” Vixette said. “I can’t find any paying work out here. I really thought things would be better in the human lands.”

“They’re definitely not,” I said. “The god of war is kidnapping all the men for some kind of army, razing all the cities to the ground, and killing the gods off one by one.”

“Hell of a time to be a priest,” she said.

“Tell me about it. Oh, hey! Since I’m a priest, let’s barter. If you work on the temple, I can improve your skills. I’m a skillmeister.”

“You’d trade that service for a measly stone door?” she asked.

“I sure would,” I said.

“Call me Vix,” she said. “Is there a quarry around here?”

I’ll guide you!

“I’ll guide you,” I said.

“Great. I’ll do this work in exchange for better skills. I’d like to make more than just domestic buildings. I want to make offensive and defensive too. Those are in much higher demand.”

“Um,” I said. “Okay. I understand defensive buildings, like guard towers and walls and stuff, but what is an offensive building?”

“Anything art deco, for starters.” She laughed, but I didn’t get the joke. “Just go ahead, upgrade my skills. Then we can get started on the temple.”

“And you’re not just going to run off when I’m done?” I asked.

“A fox lady is a woman of her word,” she said. She didn’t smirk or laugh, so I guessed she meant it. Or she was a good liar. Either way, I had nothing to lose by upgrading her, so I stared at her and opened a menu before my eyes with all of her information. It felt a little voyeuristic, but she beamed at me and waited. She clearly wasn’t shy about her attributes.

“You have a lot of built up experience points,” I said. “But it looks like you’ve already started training. You’ve been to a skillmeister somewhere?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I paid an arm and a leg to get started with my builder class. I thought I’d earn enough by now to go back and train again, but no such luck.”

“Well you’ve saved up a lot of XP since then,” I said. “I can take you to Fundamentals 4 and improve your attributes to what they need to be for all that. Then you’ll have the requirements to unlock a hammer skill, Wallop. Sound good?”

“You’d really do all that?” she asked. “I figured you’d just open one builder skill and make me keep working to earn the rest.”

“You’ll be a better builder if I just open it all now. I could wait if you want,” I said.

“NO!” she said. “I mean, please don’t wait, thank you.”

“Okay,” I said. “Hold still.” She didn’t need to hold still, but I felt like I had to say something like that. Like a doctor might. Not that I was thinking about playing doctor with her…
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Skillmeister View of:

Vixette Volpia




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

4 Constitution / 100 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

4 Strength / 100 XP to Next / 4 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 225

-

3 Hardiness / 75 XP to Next / 3 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 300

-

1 Focus / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Resolve / 25 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 900







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 400/400

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 40-49 –> 60-73

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 16-23 –> 32-46

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 60-73

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 5-8

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Hammer

-

Locked. Wallop 1. Stun target for 3 seconds. Damage multiplier of 1.2. [15 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 4, Hardiness 4] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Wallop 2 for damage multiplier of 1.5. [18 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5, Hardiness 5] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125




TOTAL HAMMER SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills for Special Class: Builder

-

Fundamentals 2. Build walls and rectangular buildings quickly up to two stories high using stone / wood. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 4, Hardiness 4, Focus 4].

-

Improve to Fundamentals 3 to build up to three stories using stone / wood. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 5, Hardiness 5, Focus 5] [1125 XP to improve].

-

Improve to Fundamentals 4 to build up to four stories using stone / wood. Also unlocks ability to build towers. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 6, Hardiness 6, Focus 6] [1500 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 2 –> 4

Cost Subtotal: 2,625

-

Structural Integrity 1. Buildings can withstand 5 extra Damage per resource consumed in construction. [Passive] [Requires: Constitution 4].

-

Improve to Structural Integrity 2 to increase damage absorption bonus to 7. [Passive] [Requires: Constitution 6] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 0

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL BUILDER SKILL XP COST: 2,625







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,633

Cost of Intended Changes: 3,650

Precision Training Discount (1%): 37

Total Adjusted Cost: 3,613

Total Projected Remaining: 20







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“There,” I said, confirming the changes. “You won’t be able to see that, because you’re not a skillmeister, but you can build up to four stories now using stone and wood like before, and you can also build towers instead of just rectangular buildings.”

“That’s perfect!” she yelled.

And I gained 18 XP! She didn’t need to know that though.

Nola, I asked, are you sure you’ll be okay if we explore?

Yes, she responded, and that’s so thoughtful of you to ask. I scanned the forest’s surface, and the nearest sentient life is hours away. Even if it’s hostile, which I doubt, you have plenty of time.

Great, I thought. Vix stared at me while I conversed with Nola, her head atilt.

“I have a psychic connection to the goddess,” I said. “We chat in my head.”

“Oh,” Vix said, “that’s a relief. I was worried you were crazy.” She traced a circle around her pointy fox ear with one finger, and smiled, indicating that she did, in fact, think I was a loon.

“Let’s give this quarry business a shot,” I said. I led Vix into the forest and along the ridge that tapered down from Nola’s hill.

“So what’s it like?” Vix asked. “When you look at my skills?”

“It’s just a bunch of words and numbers,” I said. “The better I get at it, the less of your experience I’ll need to use to level you up, so I constantly have to recalculate in my head when it’s worth it to spend my own experience points upping my skills. It was a close call, but I figured I could get you all those skills without totally depleting your XP. You have 20 points left. If I hadn’t saved 1% of the XP spend with my own skills, we’d have fallen short before I finished.”

“That sounds complicated, and not at all fun,” she said.

“I like it,” I said. “I spent so many days just sweeping up dust and stomping on bugs in the old temple that I never got to use my head. Strategizing is fun in its own way.”

“I wish I could see my own stats,” she said. Her bushy tail flitted back and forth behind her. I took its slow movement to be a good sign, that this fox lady was comfortable with me. I needed her to fix up the temple so I could make good on my promise to Nola.

“I’ll bet you didn’t even know you had a special hammer skill on the horizon,” I said. “I wonder how many people wander around not realizing how strong they could be if a skillmeister would just give them a hand.”

“Those skillmeisters,” Vix said, “they hold their powers too close.”

I thought about how being stingy would leave the world’s citizens underprepared when Duul’s army struck. It was a terrible, greedy culture that the head priests had developed. It wasn’t fair that they kept a monopoly on the one skill that helped people hone their own abilities. Everyone did the work to get the experience necessary. It was only right they should use that XP without spending a fortune for the privilege.

We hiked up the hill in the direction Nola guided me. Then I lost contact. I must have gotten too far from the temple.

“I already feel stronger,” Vix said. “The little bit that you increased my Strength improved my musculature too. Look at these guns.” She curled a bicep. It was cute that she thought she had any real muscle there. I made a note to myself though: increase Strength to bulk up.

I scanned the hill for any sign of a quarry, but found none. “I’m just happy to—”

The ground beneath our feet crumbled into a pile of brown rock and took us plummeting into the dark.
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Vix barked when we hit the ground, one sharp arf to signal her pain and worry. I just said, “Oww.”

“We fell so far,” she said. “But this rock. It looks like good quality. I think this is the quarry stone we were looking for.”

“But it’s not the entrance I had in mind,” I said. “Is anything broken?”

Vix jumped on all fours for a moment and shook her head and her body. Her tail wagged quickly behind her. From that position I could see right down her shirt as her breasts swayed with her body. I looked away quickly. I wasn’t that guy. I was the guy that didn’t get the girl, didn’t even get to look at the girl, because I had always been the lowliest form of life in the temple aside from the actual vermin.

Though, maybe things were starting to change. Maybe leaving Meadowdale gave me a chance to be something… new.

Vix hopped to her feet. “Nothing’s broken.”

“Same here,” I said. “Let’s explore.”

The innards of the hill had been hollowed out, seemingly a long time ago. There were overturned mining carts in a few places, and tunnels that quickly turned pitch black with darkness.

“Ah!” Vix yelled. “There was a bug on me.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I felt it!”

“It’s just creepy down here,” I said. “It makes your skin crawl.” Then I felt something. “Ah! See, now you put the idea in my head and it’s freaking me out.”

“Ah!” she yelled again.

“Shhh!” I whispered. Something landed on my arm, which was definitely a bug. I shuddered to think what kind. All my experience with roaches in the catacombs told me that’s what it was, but I didn’t want to tell Vix that. “I hear something.”

In the deep of the tunnel, we listened.

“So you see,” said a woman’s voice, “it would be much more in your interest to dance in that direction, as my skin is too soft and velvety for your tiny little legs to get the traction you deserve.”

“Who’s talking in there?” Vix whispered.

“I don’t know,” I whispered back.

A faint skittering sound turned into an avalanche. Something big, or a lot of something small, were rushing toward us.

“Cockroaches!” Vix yelled. We turned tail (literally, in her case) and ran back the way we had come. As we neared the light from our collapsed hole, we saw hundreds of cockroaches scurrying along the walls, floor, and ceiling. Thankfully, they stopped following us once we got closer to the sun’s protective rays.

“Hello?” called a woman’s voice. It could have been a ghost for all I knew, trapped in an abandoned quarry or mine or whatever this was, for gods only knew how long, seeking revenge on the living for discarding her here.

The hole in the ground above us was too high to climb toward. The only other options were to run down another dark tunnel or to stay put.

Gradually, the voice got louder as it called to us. Then the woman herself emerged from the darkness.

Her skin, if one could call it that, was green and semitransparent. Her body was made of improbable curves, like a body of water in constant motion. Her hips we wide, her waist extremely narrow, and her bust was enormous. A black evening gown hugged her body in ways that made me blush.

“I haven’t seen anyone here in years,” she said. Her face was as full as her figure. Thick lips pouted when her face came to rest. Long eyelashes batted from twinkling green eyes. And her hair wasn’t hair at all, but an extension of her green body, shaped in an elegant, short style.

“You’ve been trapped in this underground tunnel for years?” Vix asked.

“Well, I didn’t stay for the ambience,” the green woman said.

“How do you tolerate all of those cockroaches?” I asked.

“They are pests when I’m sleeping, but at least I can reason with them when I’m awake. The name is Cindra,” she held her hand out as if I would kiss it. I reached forward and took her hand, shaking it at that awkward angle.

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” Vix said. “I hope that’s not rude to say.”

“The feeling is mutual,” she said.

“I’m Vixette Volpia, a builder and a fox lady from the beastkin territory of Denvillia,” she said. “You can call me Vix.”

“I’m Arden Hochbright, a skillmeister from the human free city of Meadowdale,” I said.

“I am a slime gal, conjured in this very cavern,” she said.

“Conjured?” I asked.

“A great and wise mage crafted me from the ether,” she replied, “but I must have done something wrong because he abandoned me here and sealed the earth so I couldn’t leave. I never did figure out what I did to displease him. I hope one day I do.”

“That’s awful,” I said. “He doesn’t sound great or wise if he did that to you.”

“He gifted me with a rare ability for which I am grateful, even if his departure still breaks my soul. I am a negotiatrix. You may have heard me chatting with the resident roaches.”

“Yes,” Vix said. “We didn’t know how many there were until they charged toward us.”

“Oh?” Cindra said. “I suppose you don’t see in the dark then, like I do.”

“No,” I said.

“Then it’s a good thing you made it here where the light is,” she said. “I’m afraid all the ruckus will attract a brockerball, and you don’t want to fight one of those in the dark.”

“I’m not sure what a brockerball is,” I said.

The ground vibrated beneath my feet. “Oh, honey, you will be,” Cindra said.

A boulder as high as my waist rolled toward us from the tunnel ahead. It was a darker brown than the surrounding rock, and it had a series of small protrusions from its spherical body like pincers. It bent them against the floor and the walls to propel itself toward us. We all dodged in different directions to avoid being bowled over.

When the rock monster reached the light filtering in from overhead, it unfurled. Two thick legs supported its bulbous body, and four burly arms extended toward us.

“Hey Vix,” I yelled. “How about giving Wallop a try?”

She and I converged on the rock creature as it spread its limbs out from its body. She swung her hammer behind her, then forward with full force. It exploded in orange light as her skill activated, whacking the fiend backward a dozen feet.

I stood ready with my polearm, which was still just a wooden pole with a knife on the end of it. It was pathetic, and not at all the type of weapon someone should bring to a brockerball match. Nonetheless, when the thing came closer, I speared with all my might.

The monster winced, so I knew we were having an effect. Cindra didn’t have any weapons on hand, but she did have the power to negotiate. “Cindra, can you convince this thing to leave us alone?”

“Oh, Mr. Brockerball?” she asked. The monster looked at her. Vix tried to hammer at it while Cindra conversed, but the monster swatted Vix away. She landed on her ass and banged her elbow against a rock wall.

“Look at you,” Cindra continued, “with your big bulging muscles and a nice hard rock for a face. Be a dear and protect a girl like me from the deep dark tunnels.”

The monster shook its head. Then it charged at her. I ran into its path to protect her. My back made a terrible crunching sound as the monster rolled over me, but I had slowed it down enough to let Cindra get out of harm’s way.

“You’re being a bad, bad boy, Brocky,” Cindra said. Her tone had gone from pleading and weak to stern in no time. She was trying a different strategy. It wasn’t working.

“We need to destroy this thing,” Vix said.

“Agreed!” I said.

The brockerball rolled itself up again and tumbled toward me. Vix stuck her hammer in the monster’s path, forcing it off trajectory. It slammed into a wall.

Cindra ran, into the tunnel she had come from and away from the light. Vix and I couldn’t follow her there. Only Cindra could see in the dark.

When the brockerball unfurled again, it was angry. It started stomping on the ground, shaking rocks loose from the ceiling and crashing them into me and Vix. They started to bury us before we could even get back to our feet.

The monster stepped forward. My leg was jammed between rocks now and I wasn’t strong enough to lift them off of me. I would break my ankle trying too hard to get free.

It stepped closer again. The various pincers on its body pinched and fiddled, eager to get their grippers on me. I held my spear up. The best I could do was hope to push the monster away. Unless… I activated Piercing Blow and aimed at the rocks by my foot.

The spearhead smashed into the pile of rocks. The rocks, however, didn’t budge. Instead, they snapped my knife blade from the wooden pole it was tied to. My weapon was done for.

Then the familiar hissing and clicking of a bajillion creepy cockroaches started up, coming closer at a terrifying speed. Not only was I about to be flattened by a brockerball, but cockroaches would be here to peel my remains off the cavern floor and eat me for lunch.

“Arden,” Vix called. “Look!”

I didn’t want to look, but I did. A wave of disgusting, chittering cockroaches stormed toward me as the brockerball leapt. Its massive body was about to crush me into a bloody pulp. The cockroaches got to me first though. They covered my body and the rocks that I was buried beneath like a blanket made of scratchy, twitching legs and bodies.

When the rock creature landed, the roaches absorbed the impact. It still didn’t feel good when the monster made contact with my chest, but it was a dull thud compared to what it would have been. Then the roaches pooled under the fiend and carried it into the dark.

“I didn’t know what that monster would find convincing,” Cindra said. Her hips swayed as she walked back into the light, “but I am quite used to talking those little roaches into doing what I say.”

“Bravo,” Vix said.

“Seriously,” I said, “thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Cindra said. “Thanks to you I think I can finally leave this cave.”

“About that,” I said. “We need to figure out a way to get back to the surface before that creature returns. I take it there’s no other entrance or exit?”

“None that I’ve found,” Cindra said.

“So what do we do?” I asked.

“Time is tight,” Vix said. “My first thought was to wait for it to rain, then the water fills the cave and we swim free.”

“No,” I said, “there has to be another way.”

“Why don’t—” Cindra said.

Vix cut her off. Her eyes darted wildly from side to side, as if her imagination worked quicker than she could voice her thoughts. “There were rail carts that we passed along the way. That means there are metal rails. If we pull them up from the ground and drag them over here, we could build a ramp, and with enough effort we could heave one of the carts hard enough that we’d fly right out of here.”

“That sounds dangerous,” I said.

“And impossible,” Cindra said. “Maybe you—”

“Oh! Oh!” Vix yelped. We can dig horizontally. We’re inside a hill. Eventually we’d come out the other side. It wouldn’t take more than a week if we all work together, and skip sleeping until we make it out of here. We’d still have to stave off that rock monster…”

“You’re a builder, sweetie,” Cindra said. “Can’t you just build a thing?”

“Oh,” Vix said. “I can do that. Would stairs work?”

“Yes, Vix. Stairs would work,” I said.

“Okay, I’ll have that done in a jiffy actually.”
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I felt guilty, sitting around while Vix carried large stones toward the entrance to make a set of stairs from, but every time I carried a rock to her she would frown and set it aside. She selected her building components carefully, making piles of them as if cataloguing their shapes and sizes. She tapped them with her hammer and a chisel to whittle away the sections she didn’t like, and then built them together like the pieces of a puzzle. Chunk by chunk, she piled those rocks until they led us straight up to the hole in the ground, two stories high, in a set of actual stairs that felt stable underfoot.

When we stepped outside again, I said, “That was remarkable, Vix.”

“Why thank you,” she said. “It’s always nice to be appreciated.”

The three of us climbed Vix’s stairs out of the imploded quarry cave. It took a long time to drag a series of large brown stones up the steps with us, but we did, and we dragged them all the way back to the entrance to Nola’s temple.

We were silenced by the exhaustion of hard work until we finally collapsed in the center of Nola’s sanctuary.

That took longer than expected, she thought at me.

You sent me toward a fault in the ground that collapsed and landed us two stories under with no way out, I said. I lay on the floor, staring at the roof of the temple. It was nothing like Laranj’s. Hers was full of paint and mosaic tile, all in hues of pink and purple. We’d get Nola a proper temple eventually, but first thing’s first: a front door.

But you have a spear, she said. Did you try pole vaulting your way out?

I did not, I thought. Though we certainly did consider a lot of options. Anyway, my spear is broken now, so I doubt that would have worked.

Maybe Vix can make you a new one, Nola thought. Now there was a good idea.

I sat up from the floor, expecting Vix and Cindra to be similarly exhausted. Instead, they had both made their way to the altar. They knelt before it, staring up at Nola’s serene face.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Kneeling,” Vix said. “She’s a goddess, I want to show my respect.”

I like her!, Nola thought aloud.

“And I’m just doing what she’s doing,” Cindra said. “I don’t know a thing about your customs.”

Tell them who I am!, Nola insisted. I’m the deity that puts the word you were about to lose back on the tip of your tongue before you could forget it. Tell them!

“This is Nola,” I said. “She’s in the process of evolving while Duul’s war gets closer and stronger.”

Hmmph.

“She’s beautiful,” Vix said, “and her breasts are perfect.”

I nearly choked.

“What?” Vix said. “I can appreciate another woman’s breasts.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I said. “It’s just that I hadn’t taken the time to notice whether her… um, that is whether she…”

“Liar,” Vix said. “Is that a human thing, denying when you’re attracted to someone?”

“It must be,” I said. “Meanwhile, you said you were from Denvillia, right? How come you’re way out here in the human lands then?”

“That’s my problem. If I say I’m starting over,” Vix said, “but then I dredge up all of the nonsense I’m trying to get away from, that would destroy the purpose.”

Defeat the purpose, Nola corrected.

I’m not correcting her, I thought. I got the point. She doesn’t want me to pry. I’m still curious though.

“Arden, sweetheart,” Cindra said, walking over to me. I still lay on the floor, and by the time she got close I was staring right up at her buxom, green body. She smiled at me. “I’ve been cooped up in that cave for a long, long time. There’s something I’ve been longing for, but I’m afraid it may be a bit impolite to come right out and ask for it.”

I was getting nervous. “Really?”

“Oh yes,” she said. “I so very, very badly want it. Food. Do you by any chance have some? I don’t find that I need to eat, but I would really enjoy it.”

A wave of relief washed over me. Of course my first thought was sex – Cindra may be a magically conjured slime woman, but she had curves for days. I should know better than to think a woman would want sex from me though. I may be a head priest now, but I was sure I still carried myself like a lowly temple servant.

“I don’t,” I said, “but we could try to hunt something down.”

“Oh,” Cindra said, “are you a hunter?”

I sat up. “I’m becoming a lot of things I never thought I‘d be,” I said. “Vix, is there any way you could make me a spearhead for this wooden pole? My old knife broke off in the quarry.”

“Sure,” she said. I heard her start chipping away at a stone. “If you want a good weapon though, you’ll want metal. Stone chips too easily and won’t stand up against enemies with armor. You could buy a solid spear in any nearby city.”

“If they haven’t all been overrun by Duul’s forces,” I said. “And if I had any money.”

“Right,” Vix said. “I forgot you were broke. Here.” She walked over and took my pole in one hand, then used the other to affix a new piece to the head. The spearhead was longer and came to a sharper point than the small knife I had used before.

“I suppose you aren’t allowed to trade the temple’s jewels?” Cindra asked.

“Jewels,” I said. “That would be nice. Wish we could get our hands on some of those.”

“There’s a small pile of them over there,” she said, pointing into the darkness behind Nola’s floating crystal.

You have jewels?, I asked.

I don’t know what those are, Nola said. My first head priest collected those before he mysteriously disappeared. If you have a use for them, take them.

“Cindra, since you know your way around in the dark, would you mind exploring the rest of the temple? Vix and I can handle dinner.”

“We can?” Vix asked.

“I’m not asking you to cook,” I said. “I need a hunting partner.”

“Oh,” Vix said. “That sounds like fun actually. What do we do, dig a hole and learn how to make bird calls and slowly lure something into a pit to capture and kill?”

“I was thinking we would just use our weapons and find something edible to sneak up on.”

“That works,” she said.

“So you two will go look for food, and I’ll stay here?” Cindra asked.

“That’s the plan,” I said.

Nola?, I asked.

Cindra has good vibes, Nola said, but she’s still just a visitor here. Stay close so I can call out if I need you.

Vix and I left the temple through the gaping cave mouth that she would soon make a door for. Again we walked the flat path between the ridge of two hills that led back into the forest.

“Are you really going to stay here?” Vix asked. “I know you said you were head priest, but this place is just an empty shell of a temple. It’s nothing like the ones in the cities.”

“I’ll stay,” I said. “I’ve been a weakling all my life. Now I have this amazing ability, but it comes with a price. Protecting Nola. And I’m happy to do that, because she has no one else on her team. I know what that’s like.”

“Me too,” Vix said.

“Really?”

She sighed. “I’m not running from some shady past. I’m not a murderess or a thief. I’m just one of the last few purebred foxkin. My family insisted on betrothing me to a rotten, ugly, contemptable man just because we’d have a beautiful litter of foxkin children one day.

“I don’t want that. I want to form the kinds of relationships I want, when I want them, without living by everyone else’s rules. I have rules too, ya know. And I think they’re pretty good ones.”

“Rules like what?” I asked.

“Like, for starters, not being ashamed of what I want from life. Other people aren’t, why should I be? Oh, and always striving to be the best version of myself that I can, no matter how difficult or exhausting it is. That’s one of the reasons I’m glad I met you. You’re not stingy with the skillmeistering.”

She gave me a playful punch in the arm. “And what,” I asked, “are the other reasons you’re glad you met me?”

“That brings me to rule number three,” she said. “Never show your cards all at once.”

A squawking sound up ahead caught our attention. A large bird with white feathers pecked at the ground under a bush. It wandered toward another bush, hopping along the way. Despite the violent thrashing of its wings as it made that short jump, it was too fat and round to fly.

I held a finger up to my mouth, then pointed to the bird. She understood. We stalked closer to the animal, and closer. The sun was setting, and soon it would be dark, but for now there was light enough for that bird to see us coming if we made the slightest—

Crunch.

Vix had stepped on a pinecone. That’s all it took to draw the bird’s attention, scare the living daylights out of it, and send it on a teetering sprint through the tree trunks.

I would not be evaded so easily. Cindra, Vix, and I had a long day’s work, and if they were as hungry as I was we risked some Hannibal Lecter-style danger if we didn’t bag this bird for our dinner.

Vix and I ran, weaving between the trees and keeping twenty feet away from each other. It was a natural, seamless kind of teamwork, like she could read my body and intuit where I would move next.

We closed the distance between us and our meal. Vix Walloped the ground with her mallet, sending vibrations from the ground that took the bird by surprise. When it slowed down to get its bearings, I pulled my arm back and launched my spear like a javelin. The stone tip sank into the bird’s side and knocked it down.

We jogged to the animal. I knelt down. “Gods above and gods below, we praise the gifts that you bestow. Bless us now before we dine, in the name of thee and thine.”

“What was that?” Vix asked.

“And old habit,” I said. “Head Priest Cahn never fed me; I had to fend for myself. I knew the prayer of grace he recited before meals, and I started saying it too, whenever and wherever I happened to find food.”

“Aw,” Vix said, “like you were always destined to be a head priest one day.”

“Destiny,” I said. “I never thought I’d have one of those.” We laughed and dragged the bird behind us. We’d have to pluck it, drain it, and cook it, but I didn’t want to spend more time away from the temple than necessary.

When we got back inside, Cindra was nowhere to be found.
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“Cindra?” I called. My voice echoed into the dark. We left our dead bird by the entrance and stepped further inside. My first thought was the jewels – that she had taken them and run. I shook that thought aside. She didn’t seem like the type. I had never been overly cynical when I had nothing worth losing, I didn’t want to become that way now.

She’s here, Nola said. Listen.

We quieted and then heard someone crying gently in the dark. I followed that sound until I couldn’t see anything for the darkness. I was inches away from her now, though I couldn’t see her.

“Cindra?”

“I’m so embarrassed,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Old wounds close slowly I suppose,” she said. “When Mercifer left me, he said he’d be back soon. He knew it was a lie, he must have, but I believed him. The same way I believed you, but the second you left I remembered what that felt like, being alone in a strange place, hoping the only companion I had ever known wouldn’t abandon me.”

“I’m sorry, Cindra,” I said. “We shouldn’t have left you here. That was insensitive after what you’ve been through.”

“No,” Cindra said. “Don’t apologize. You came back for me. No one’s ever done that before.” I felt her brush past me as she walked toward the center of the temple. Then a spark ignited a small flame and she put a handful of burning twigs into one of the stone basins that sat next to the altar.

A flickering flame illuminated the temple. “How did you do that?” I asked.

“There was a pile of kindling here,” she said, “and I found some flint.”

Now that the temple was lit up, I realized it wasn’t as shabby as I had first thought. The front of the temple, which I had seen before, was rough rock that was never finished. The altar was a simple slab flanked by fire pit urns. The rear wall, however, was smooth, polished stone with intricate carvings. A door was set in the wall there, though I didn’t know where it would lead. Two sets of shelves were carved in the wall on either side of that door.

A pull string bag sat flat and empty on one shelf with the handful of jewels Cindra had noticed earlier. There were a few old books, and a wooden chalice.

“I’d love to know what’s back there,” I said, running my hand across the engraved pattern on the stone door.

Cindra lifted a handful of burning sticks from the urn she had lit. “Then let’s go,” she said.

“You go,” Vix said, a touch of resignation in her voice. “I’ll cook the damn bird. Now that we have fire that shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Thank you, Vix!” I said. Cindra and I opened the stone door at the rear of the temple.

A short corridor ended in a T-intersection. Long dark hallways extended to either side. It looked like they wrapped around the temple’s perimeter. We turned right, and after following the tunnel’s contour for some time, we found a set of stairs that led down.

We kept walking until I saw light ahead. There was a small room, but the floor was made entirely of sharp stone spikes. Cindra shrugged. Neither of us knew what this room was for.

“Look,” she said. “There’s a sign.”

Sure enough, a carving in the stone said, “Meditation Beds.”

“So people are supposed to lie on these spikes and what, think about how the pointy side of a stone spike is its least comfortable?”

“What a strange room,” Cindra said. “And there are a few pinpricks of light coming in from the ceiling, like the builders had almost carved right through the rock that forms the path to the temple’s entrance.

“Which would make the temple totally inaccessible,” I said. “Let’s head back. I don’t think I need a meditation nap just yet.”

We traced the tunnel back to the door we had come through first, then tried the other side of the long hallway. This one led to another door. Behind it was a large room with eight stone slabs. A carving in the wall said, “Recovery Beds.”

“Ha,” I said. “Recovery from what, meditation? I have a lot to learn about being a head priest.”

The smell of barbecued bird lured us back toward Vix. She had finished plucking and roasting the bird we hunted, and it smelled delicious.

“It doesn’t taste how it smells,” she said as we approached. “Not even by half.”

She was right. The meat was gamey and tough to chew. I was hungry enough to eat my share of it though, and I knew better than to complain after all of Vix’s efforts.

“I’m sure it was the most delicious a forest hen could be,” I said. “You outdid yourself.”

Actually, Nola said, it tastes much better if you burn berries in the fire while it roasts. It absorbs the evaporating juices and gets more tender. Fun fact!

You couldn’t have told us this when we brought the bird in here?, I asked.

Hey, Nola said, I’m still evolving. I’ll get the timing right one day.

“Sorry we still don’t have a door,” Vix said. “I thought I’d be well on my way by now.”

“On your way?” I asked.

“To the elven lands to look for work,” she said. “Humans don’t have enough paying jobs for a fox like me, and they’re a little… judgmental. Present company excluded, of course.”

“Mercifer was an elf,” Cindra said, “perhaps I’ll join you if you don’t mind company. I’d like to find my maker.”

“Let’s get some rest before we make future plans,” I said. I had just met these girls, but the thought of losing them so soon really bothered me. I felt like we all had a connection. “It’s dark now, and there are some stone beds in the back.”

“I’d rather sleep here,” Vix said, “by the fire.” She curled up next to the flame and wrapped her long tail around her body and across her eyes.

“And I’m not going anywhere alone,” Cindra said. “Not after spending years by myself.”

“Okay,” I said. “Here it is.” I lay on the stone floor and waited for exhaustion to do its thing.
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I woke up the next morning to something soft tickling my nose. It was Vix’s tail. Somehow, in the middle of the night, she had cuddled against me and I threw an arm over her. Her tail was pressed between our bodies and its tip brushed against my face.

“You two are so cute,” Cindra said. Vix stirred at the sound of her voice, and I blushed. I quickly pulled my arm away, not sure how that contact would be received.

Vix just stretched and yawned. “Time to get started on that door.”

Good, Nola said. Two of Duul’s warriors are near.

What?!, I asked. How near?

More than a day’s trek, but they approach. They know not all of the gods reside in the cities. I don’t know where Duul himself is, but he has managed to assassinate two more minor gods while you slept. It’s only a matter of time before they find me here.

I’ll protect you, I said.

Not dressed like that you won’t, Nola said. Go to the city of Valleyvale, to the east. Equip yourself properly for the battle ahead.

“Cindra,” I asked. “You said you’re a negotiatrix, right?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“I was thinking about taking a trip to Valleyvale. With Meadowdale off limits, it’s the nearest city. I’ll need supplies for what’s ahead. Would you be able to help me get a fair price for what I need?”

“Perhaps,” she said, “if you were negotiating with cockroaches. I couldn’t even bend that brockerball’s sympathy, how would I help with experienced shopkeepers?”

“If you’ll allow me,” I said, “I can upgrade your skills and attributes so that you’ll be better equipped to do just that.”

“Oh,” Cindra said. “Do make the necessary adjustments then.”

I opened the menu before me. Cindra had clearly been created and then abandoned without any skill adjustment whatsoever, but years of negotiating with insects had provided her a lot of XP to work with.

My first thought was that it was odd that she had no last name, a situation I could empathize with. I still wasn’t sure my own surname felt real, having just discovered it yesterday. I got to work improving Cindra’s attributes and unlocking some skills.




Δ





Skillmeister View of:

Cindra




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

1 Constitution / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 5 / Total XP Cost: 250

-

1 Vivacity / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 4 / Total XP Cost: 150

-

1 Strength / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 4 / Total XP Cost: 150

-

1 Hardiness / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 3 / Total XP Cost: 75

-

1 Focus / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 6  / Total XP Cost: 375

-

1 Resolve / 25 XP to Next / 1 –> 3  / Total XP Cost: 75

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1,075







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 100/100 –> 500/500

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 20/20 –> 80/80

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 40-49

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 5-8 –> 16-23

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 10-12 –> 60-73

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 5-8 –> 16-23

-







Skills For Weapon Class: None

-

[Null]




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Negotiatrix

-

Locked. Eye of Beholding 1. Lock eyes with your target for 30 seconds to gain uncanny perception from which to base negotiation tactics. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 4, Focus 6] [375 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Eye of Beholding 2 to reduce gaze time to 26 seconds. [Passive] [Requires: Strength 6, Focus 9] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375

-

Locked. Flirt 1. A coy smile. A gentle touch. A deal to seal. Spend AP to endear your target to you, improving the outcome of any exchange. [5 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 3, Vivacity 4] [375 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Flirt 2 to reduce AP cost. [4.7 AP / second to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 4, Vivacity 6] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 375




TOTAL NEGOTIATRIX SKILL XP COST: 750







Summary

-

Available XP: 1,954

Cost of Intended Changes: 1,825

Precision Training Discount (1%): 18

Total Adjusted Cost: 1,807

Total Projected Remaining: 147







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“There,” I said, confirming Cindra’s new stats and skills. “That should do the trick. When you negotiate from now on, hold eye contact for 30 seconds and see what happens. You can also spend your internal energy to Flirt while negotiating to improve your success.”

“Here I thought my flirting game was strong as it was,” she said.

“I just don’t get why you have no combat class,” I said.

“I don’t know anything about combat,” she said. “I’ve never held a weapon in my life. I’d be happy to try. Maybe a nice long pole like yours.”

“Polearms aren’t for everyone,” I said. “Maybe we can find something you’re suited to when we get to our destination. Speaking of which,” I turned to Vix next, “can I pick anything up for you in the city?”

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“If these jewels are worth as much as I hope they are,” I said, “I should be able to help equip you before you leave. It’s not getting any safer out there.”

“Armor would be nice,” she said. “Something that improves my stats without making me look like a tomboy. I’d rather have a new hammer though, since it’s not only my weapon but also the tool of my trade. No wait, an axe! That takes first priority.”

“You shouldn’t change weapon class,” I said. “You’ve already started building up your hammer skills.”

“It’s not to fight with,” she said, “it’s to chop down trees. Just a hatchet would do. It would take having wood on hand to construct a wooden horse or a worktable as needed, just so that I’m not grinding good stone against the temple floor and wearing it down.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do. Will you mind holding down the fort while we’re gone? Nola says there aren’t any threats nearby.”

“I will be fine. Besides, I could use some alone time. It’s that time of the month.”

“Ah. Say no more,” I said.

“Not like that, you dumb human,” she said. “I’m in heat. It happens every month, and after waking up with your morning-self pressed against me, it’s going to take me some time to cool off.”

“My morning… Oh no! I’m sorry.” I blushed again. I never realized how awkward and embarrassing women could make my life.

“It’s not something you can help,” she said. “Just like I can’t help the insatiable craving coursing through my body right now. You two should head out to the city before I pounce on one of you.”

Excuse me, Nola said. You can’t just leave a stranger here unsupervised.

You’re telling me this now?, I asked. What am I supposed to do?

She hasn’t pledged fealty to me, Nola said. She’ll have to do that first.

This was going to be awkward. “Hey Vix,” I said. “So, Nola was hoping you would pledge your, um, fealty to her. Before I leave.”

“I’m surprised she let me sleep here without doing that,” Vix said. “Sure thing.”

“Really?” I asked. “Just like that?”

“I’m here to fix the door,” she said. “It would be rude to think I could hang out here without a binding promise that I have no ill will. Besides, she’s been good to you, and to me so far. It’s fine.”

Vix turned toward the altar and got on her knees. “Holy Nola, worthy of devotion. I promise to stay without causing commotion.”

“That’s the pledge?” I asked.

“The words don’t matter,” Vix said, “so long as my meaning is true and the words rhyme. I don’t make the rules.”

She’s right, Nola said. I accept her pledge. It is binding.

“She accepts your pledge,” I said.

Cindra knelt next, which surprised me. “Goddess Nola, queen of mind. I wish you only thoughts most kind.”

I accept hers too! This is fun.

“Nice job,” I said.

Next, Vix faced me and knelt again. “Arden Hochbright, Nola’s pastor. On these grounds you are my master.” I was shocked, and then Cindra repeated the same words.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Vix said. “It’s the customary follow up to the first pledge. It’s just a formality.”

“It’s still binding,” I said.

“Yes,” she agreed, “it’s still binding. Now get out of here before I jump your bones and Cindra’s… firm gelatinous curves?”

“That’s accurate,” Cindra said.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re leaving. Good luck with the door, and I’ll see what we can do about some new gear.”
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I paid little attention to the trees as we set out for Valleyvale. My gaze was transfixed on the five shining gems we had found in the temple. They were cut at strange angles, like diamond. They could have been diamonds for all I knew, or any other rare and expensive jewel that rich people would set in earrings and pendants. We were going to be rich.

“Will you allow me to carry the gems?” Cindra asked as we walked. “I’ll stash them someplace safe.”

“Sure,” I said. I slid the precious stones back into their pouch and handed it to her. She placed it in the space between her breasts. I watched as the pouch sank into her skin and all but disappeared, still slightly visible through her translucent body. As the bag gently slid downward out of view, I had the feeling it was sinking into a dense, warm jello.

“They’re cold,” she said. “But they’ll warm up as we walk.”

“What else can you fit in there?” I asked.

“What else do you have?” she asked. She arched an eyebrow, letting me know that she was, indeed, being suggestive. I wasn’t sure what to do with that innuendo though. She had just pledged fealty to me, and I didn’t want to take advantage.

“Why don’t you tell me a little more about that mage, Mercifer?” I asked.

“Mercifer is a gentle old elf,” Cindra said, stepping over a fallen tree as we made our way through the forest. “With fair white hair and a powerful jaw. He was shorter than me, and rail thin. Perhaps that was the problem. I was made with hips too wide and legs too long. I overshadowed his stature.”

Elves were notoriously short. I suspected even a human toddler would overshadow Mercifer’s stature.

“At least,” Cindra continued, “that’s my best guess. Otherwise, there’s something wrong with me that you and Vix will realize soon too. And then you’ll leave me somewhere in the forest or shut me back up in that cave.”

“Cindra,” I said, “I know something about being left behind. My parents left me at an orphanage when I was a week old. That means they kept me, fed me, held me for a whole week and still didn’t want me. I always wondered why I didn’t deserve the same love other children got. In some ways, I still wonder that.

“I’ll make you a promise. I’ll never leave you behind. You’re free to set out on your own, or travel with Vix, but as long as I run Nola’s temple, there will always be a home for you there.”

Cindra reached over and hugged me. My skin molded to hers in a warm and tight embrace. “You’re a good man, Arden Hochbright.”

As I held her, I saw something move over her shoulder. The leaves rustled in a slight, secretive way entirely different from the way gi-ants moved. Those insects were hulking, indelicate fiends. Whatever this was, it was lithe and careful.

Cindra pulled away from my embrace. “What was your home before the temple?”

“Meadowdale was a small, quiet town,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder, nervous at the sounds of wind slithering through leaves. “Things only got interesting when one of two things happened. First, when adventurers showed up.

“They would strut through the town gates, cheerful and proud. Their armor gleaming, their leathers revealing the strong, able bodies beneath. Sacks of gold coins, ancient relics, and rare foods hung from their horses’ sides. They would start to sell off their goods, and then our economy would pick up again.

“They also, invariably, came to the temple. I don’t know what they paid Head Priest Cahn for their skills, but it was a lot. He lusted after it. I’d watch as he scrutinized their faces and helped hone their bodies and minds for their next adventure.

“And the other thing?” Cindra asked.

“Laranj’s feast day,” I said. Something shook in the bushes and I lifted my spear, squinting at the leaves. Maybe something had fallen from the tree.

“Laranj was the goddess of harmonic sound. On her feast day, everyone gathered in her temple to give alms and listen to her sing. It was the only day of the year she sang for us like that, and it brought us all together.”

“Laranj sounds lovely,” Cindra said.

“She was,” I said. “Duul took her away from us.”

Something suddenly bit my neck. I reached behind me and curled my fingers around a viper, yanking it from my body and throwing it twenty feet from me. More snakes emerged from the bushes now. They had followed and waited until there were enough of them to attack.

“Dammit,” I said. “You’re not even armed yet. Let me handle this.”

A snake whipped its body along the ground toward me, then sprang up. Its body was black and white like marble, unlike any snake I had ever seen. I wasn’t sure if it was magically enhanced, and if so, what types of properties it had. Would it poison me? Stun me? Turn me into a mouse and eat me? There were many classes of magic, and so many skills in the world, I just couldn’t be sure.

I swiped my spear at the snake, hoping to knock it away, but it curled around my pole and started to slither up. I turned the weapon on its head, stabbing into the dirt and leaving it there while the snake crawled its way up the wooden shaft.

More snakes emerged on tree branches and from under bushes. I kicked the snake that wound around my spear, forcing its body to recoil and drop from the weapon. With my spear back in my hand, I started stabbing downward at the creepy animals. I hadn’t stabbed a single one.

Snakes are hard to stab.

One curled up my leg while another leapt from a low tree branch and landed on me. I had no idea how much damage they were doing as they sank their fangs into my skin, but the pain was awful.

So far, I wasn’t turning to stone or anything, so at least there was that.

I realized I could look at my skillmeister menu to see my skills and attributes, which would tell me how much HP I had left. It was a rare benefit of my class, to see with numeric specificity how much life was left in me, or any other person, so I might as well make the most of it.

I was already down to 253 of my 500 HP. Yikes.

I thrashed and whipped my spear around like a lunatic, but I was helpless against these slithery monsters. I looked back at Cindra, and she was faring no better. She had a snake in her hands, peering into its ophidian eyes, while other snakes traveled around her torso and neck.

Then she hissed. Cindra closed her eyes and tilted her head back, erupting in a loud, high-pitched sound like a snake being squished under a massive boot.

When she finished, she stuck her tongue out as far as she could. The instant she did that the other snakes fell from her body and mine, retreating to the bushes and the shadows.

“What the hell did you do?” I asked.

“I didn’t Flirt, I’ll tell you that,” she said. “I gave my new negotiatrix skill a shot. Thirty seconds is a long time to sustain snake wounds, but I did learn a thing or two. They respond to power, and the way to show your power is to hiss louder and longer than they can. I convinced them that I was a snake queen and you were my slave. It really is amazing what one can accomplish with the flick of a tongue.”

“Slave, huh?” I asked. “Was that part really necessary?”

“Perhaps not,” she said. “But it was fun.”

The feeling of snakes against my skin took a long time to wear off. Even though the forest’s strange infestation kept its distance from us, the snakes continued to follow. Maybe they wanted an audience with their queen. Or maybe we were headed toward their source.

We kept an eye out as we traveled, just in case any other creatures wanted to ambush us. Before long, we heard humming. It took some extra care to creep toward that melody without making much noise, but then we saw her. A woman, covered from head to toe in snakes.
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“Don’t move!” I said to the woman. Nonetheless, she continued to move. She rolled her hips in slow gyration while she waved outstretched arms at her sides. Her bare arms were the only part of her not crawling with snakes.

Each time one of the creatures started to slither away, her fingers flicked toward it and the snake would climb back up her leg. It was mystifying.

I took a step closer. It would be easy to run, and the gods knew that’s what I wanted to do, but I felt guilty not at least trying to help.

Then the woman stopped dancing. The snakes fell to the ground and dispersed, sliding under bushes and up trees. In a matter of seconds they had all hidden themselves from view.

“I thought I heard someone,” she said. “But mostly when I think that I’m wrong. I’m Mamba.”

“I’m Arden, and this is Cindra,” I said. “Why were those snakes attacking you?”

“What snakes?” she asked.

“Are you kidding?” I said. “You were just covered in snakes.”

“Yes, but those weren’t attacking me. We were dancing. I’m a snake charmer, they wouldn’t hurt me.”

Now that she wasn’t covered in snakes, the woman before us was visible. Very visible. As in, almost not wearing clothing. A small piece of cloth wrapped around her small, firm breasts. Her flat stomach was completely exposed, with a short wrap tied across her hip where a skirt should be. Where the wrap tied into a knot at one side, her leg was bare all the way up to her hip.

Long black hair fell in waves down her back, with two pointy ears poking through. Her skin was reddish brown, and her eyes the color of dark chocolate.

“So those snakes were what, your pets?” I asked.

“I summoned them from the earth to come dance with me,” she said. “The problem is, I always summon more than I can charm, so they eventually try to slide away into the forest.”

“You don’t live here in the forest, do you?” I asked.

“Right now I do,” she said.

“But you’re an elf,” Cindra said. “Why live in a forest in the human lands?”

“Half elf,” Mamba said. “Half gypsy.”

“Well, whatever you are, you should get out of the forest,” I said. “It’s not safe here. Duul has scouts all over now looking for men to conscript into some evil war, and women to kidnap to holding pens until he decides what to do with them.”

“If it’s not safe here,” Mamba asked, “why are you here?”

“We’re on our way to Valleyvale,” I said.

“Is Valleyvale any safer than here?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Mamba’s voice was gentle and kind, but her question was jagged and hard. I didn’t know anything about Valleyvale. I assumed that if Duul had been there, Nola would have told me. She seemed pretty plugged in to which gods had temples where, and whether they’ve fallen to Duul.

“Then why go?” she asked.

This conversation would go nowhere if I didn’t try to play on her turf. “The same reason you stay here,” I said.

“Because the wind that filled your sail is a destiny you can’t ignore,” she said.

“Exactly,” I said. Whatever that means. “If destiny’s wind exhales a word you like, you can join us. Otherwise, we’ll just blow on out of here.”

Mamba tilted her head for a moment. “The wind carries shapes today, but no warm words. Safe travels, Arden and Cindra.” She arched her arms over her head and jerked her hips to one side, then the other as she resumed her dance. Snakes wreathed her legs in no time, covering her body in a writhing bundle of legless creatures.

“I thought she was too tall to be an elf,” Cindra said as we walked away.

“And too loony to come with us,” I said. “I was hoping she’d let us bring her to a healer in the city. They’d know what to do with her.”

“She didn’t seem crazy,” Cindra said. “I locked eyes with her for some time. There was a sense to her, even if it was a unique one.”

The forest was uneventful after that as we marched through the trees. Finally, the city gates of Valleyvale came into view. They were taller than Meadowdale’s by ten feet, and made of a rich, dense wood. The wall surrounding this city was also higher and sturdier than ours had been.

A guard tower sat on either side of the front gate. One had a glowing ball of energy atop it, like it would strike us with lightning if we looked at it sideways. The other held three archers with bows trained on us. I almost wanted to turn around and leave. I wondered if a little more attention to our defenses would have prevented Duul and his army from taking Meadowdale so easily.

A small metal door slid to the side, about eye level. On the other side a person asked, “What business have you in Valleyvale?”

“I’ve come to buy supplies,” I said. “I’m the head priest of—”

The door slid open. “Your grace, you’ll have to pardon this formality. There are men afoot with hate in their eyes, spilling out from Meadowdale. They want a war, and we won’t give it to them. Please, enter with your, um, creature.”

“This is my trusted associate, Cindra,” I said. I was thrilled that my position with Nola’s temple brought some cache, but I wasn’t going to horde it to myself. “I demand only that she receive the same degree of respect I do.”

“Of course,” the man said, bowing and allowing us to pass.

“You’re quite the gentleman,” Cindra said. “I’ll have to repay that kindness later.”

“You still have our gems?” I asked.

She wiggled a bit. “There they are.”

“Good,” I said. “You can repay me by getting us the best price imaginable for those. Then we’ll go on a little shopping spree.”

“Perhaps we should start at the jeweler?” she said.

We walked the streets of Valleyvale. The city was wealthier than my hometown, with cobblestones where we just had dirt roads and evenly sized bricks when our buildings were crude, rough stone. A series of shops welcomed us through the front gates, selling wares I had only dreamed of buying in my old life.

There was a cheese shop, a butcher, a tavern, a clothier, and more. Then, finally, a jeweler.

Inside the jeweler’s shop were glass cases with all sorts of pendants and talismans, amulets and rings. I leaned over the case to look at a ruby the size of an eyeball set in a gold ring with a price tag of 50,000 gold coins.

“I think that would look gorgeous on these long green fingers, don’t you?” Cindra asked. I nearly fainted at the suggestion of it. That’s more money than most people made in their lives. A smile curled up one side of her face.

“You almost got me,” I said.

“Come,” she replied, “we have business.”

We pressed toward the back of the shop. “Excuse me,” I said. The jeweler grimaced. I realized then that my shirt and pants, torn by gi-ants, dirty from a quarry collapse, and dotted with blood after a snake attack, didn’t exactly say, “I can afford nice things.”

“I’m the head priest of Nola’s temple,” I said. He didn’t seem impressed. Whatever. As soon as I laid my rocks on the counter he would be.

“Cindra,” I said.

She reached inside her own body, horrifying the jeweler. Her hand sank inside her chest, then reached down, further and further. She seemed upset, and for a moment I was afraid she had lost the jewels. That they had slowly sunk through her gelatinous body until they fell out of her and landed in the forest somewhere.

“This is so embarrassing,” Cindra said. She removed her arm from her chest and reached under her dress instead. After a moment, she had pulled the small bag of jewels free. “That was a strange feeling, but not an entirely unwelcome one.”

She emptied the bag’s contents on the glass counter.

The jeweler, never once looking at the jewels themselves, said, “I assume you have no papers for these… wares.”

“Papers?” I asked. “No, what kind of papers?”

“The kind that proves ownership,” he said. “We don’t deal in stolen property here. Whatever priest you killed to get these, you murdered in vain. No one will buy these, thief. Now get out of my establishment before I call the guards.”

I took the gems, put them back in their bag, and left the store in a hurry.

“Cindra,” I said when we got outside, “what are we supposed to do now?”

“Oh, sweetie, I don’t know. I didn’t see any ownership papers on the shelf with these jewels.”

We stalked through the streets, the excitement draining with each step. We’d head back to Nola’s temple with a handful of precious stones and nothing else. No supplies, no gear, and no way to get them. Cindra was a good sport, letting me wallow in our losses for a bit without trying to cheer me up. Sometimes, you just need a good wallow.

When I looked up, we had wandered in front of Valleyvale’s temple. “Let’s take a peek inside,” I said.

Cindra pushed open one of the temple’s double doors. The carved wood either came from a magical tree or else it had enchantments all over it. Either way, it gleamed with a faint cyan light.

Inside, the temple was bright and cheery. The same cyan color emanated from every pew, every wooden statue that lined the building, and the thick wooden altar. A fireplace behind the altar was the likely source, as it housed a roaring cyan flame in the center.

“Welcome!” called a brightly clad woman with long blonde and gray hair. She looked like she had been pretty in her youth, and she carried that same self-confidence with her into middle age. “Come to make a generous offering in exchange for a holy boon?”

“No,” I said, “nothing like that. I was just curious to visit a new temple. I’m from Meadowdale.” I didn’t want to let on that I was a head priest, the same as she was. I was a little embarrassed by the state of our temple.

“Ah, well, a gal can get her hopes up once in a while.” She winked at me and turned back toward the altar.

“I was wondering,” I said, perhaps too loudly. Some of the people in the pews looked up at me, peeved. “What would it cost to train my skills with you?”

The head priest turned back. She looked me up and down. “You may have more money than you let on. Or you may come into some one day and afford my services, who knows? I charge 200 gold per attribute point and 500 gold per skill level. I think you’ll find that fair.”

“Fair?” I asked. “How could anyone possibly afford that? How rich are people here?”

“On average, people tend not to improve their skills more than a few times in their lives due to the cost. The exception would be adventurers, who risk their lives protecting the lands from various monsters and scourges the earth bears. After all, it’s not all gods and goddesses that this world gives life to.

“The adventurers that survive bring back items of tremendous value, and they are willing to pay that cost. It brings in the funds that keep the temple running, and keeps the head priest’s workload down to a manageable level. After all, I’m in charge of training the guards that keep the city safe, an endeavor I must provide the city once each month free of charge.”

“What’s to stop someone else from training skills here in Valleyvale and charging less?” Cindra asked. “It seems to me this business is ripe for competition. There must be a lot of people willing to pay a little. In the long run, that could mean more revenue than the few people willing to pay a lot.”

“An astute observation,” the head priest said, “were it not for the law. Every city, from the smallest outpost to the Imperial City, has laws that restrict use of skillmeister abilities. The temple revenue is highly taxed, and the cities rely on their patron gods to attract and reward adventurers.”

“Adventurers who come back with treasure,” I said.

“Precisely,” the head priest said.

“And if an adventurer brought back, say, a sack of jewels. There wouldn’t be ownership papers with them, would there?” I asked.

She chuckled. “Likely not. The same as with a miner. But mined jewels tend to come through a respected distribution chain, and adventurers have quest contracts that establish their ownership over the loot they carry back.”

“Thank you,” I said. “This conversation has been educational.”

Behind the priest, a man shimmered into view. He sat cross-legged with his hands on his knees, but he floated above the altar. His skin was a slightly darker blue than the cyan light he emanated. A small pointed hat sat on his head. “Tell my niece I say hello,” he said.

“Excuse me?” I asked. I suddenly remembered my manners and knelt before him, the temple’s god.

“My name is Gowes. I am the god of wishful thinking, and Nola is my sister’s daughter. That makes her my niece. And please, stand. No head priest should kneel to a god other than one he has pledged fealty to.”

“You are a surprising one,” the head priest said. “I should have known there was more than curiosity behind your questions. My name is Eranza. I’m happy to answer any others you have.”

“I’ll be sure to deliver your message, Gowes,” I said.

“Good,” he replied. “That Nola, she’ll make a great name for herself one day. I just feel it. Her city will be the brightest gem in the human lands, other than the Imperial City of course.”

“We don’t have a city,” I said.

“Neither did we,” he said. “I chose this very spot to settle down with nothing more than a hope and a smile. Where the gods live, cities rise. You’ll see.”

I nodded.  “We should be on our way. Thank you both for your time.”

Cindra and I slipped out through the temple’s front doors. As we walked, a few parishioners stared at us, likely happy that we wouldn’t disrupt their prayers anymore. One stood from his pew and walked behind us. I passed him the door on our way out.

“That was encouraging,” Cindra said. “I somehow feel more optimistic leaving that temple.”

“Me too,” I said. “I wonder what we have to be optimistic about though. Maybe that’s just how everyone feels after meeting Gowes.”

Something cold and sharp pressed into my neck as something warm pushed up against my back. “Quiet now,” the man with the knife said, digging the blade in just below my chin. “We need to talk.”
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“About what?” I asked.

“You were asking a lot of questions in there,” he said. “Do you have stolen rocks for sale?”

“I didn’t steal anything,” I said. My fingers tightened around my spear’s handle. I wondered what it would take to thrust this guy off of me, spin around, and stab him with my polearm. There weren’t any guards around to pry him off of me, but I was worried they’d come running if a fight broke out and then they’d find me with blood on my hands.

Or dripping down my slit throat if this man was strong enough to kill me. I guessed Gowes’ wishful thinking had already worn off.

“I have a sack of stones without ownership papers. What do you want?”

The man lowered his knife. “That’s all I needed to hear. Come to the Grippersnout tonight and ask for Blade. He’ll help you offload them.” The man pulled a hood over his head and ran down a side street.

“Looks like we’ll be in town for a full day then,” Cindra said.

“No way,” I said. “I don’t want anything to do with that guy, or Blade, or whatever a Grippersnout is.”

“But this is our chance to make a sale,” Cindra said, “and use my new skills. All I need is 30 seconds across a table from Blade and we can turn those rocks into gold coins. Otherwise, what good are they?”

She had a point. “Fine,” I said. “We’ll give it a shot. But let’s make sure we know where the guards are stationed so we can get help if things go badly.”

We started walking around, taking note of where the guards were posted. They tended toward the main streets where shops and offices were. “Excuse me,” I asked one of them. “Do you know where the Grippersnout is?”

The guard grimaced. “I do.”

“Would you mind telling me?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I waited. Then I realized, he wasn’t going to direct me. We moved on.

“Maybe we should start shopping,” Cindra said, “since we’re here. Then we’ll know what we want and how much money we’ll need.”

“Great idea,” I said. I pushed open the door to a weapon shop. Swords, maces, whips, and staves stood in racks throughout the cluttered store. The shop owner sat on a stool, chewing something and staring at us. He spit out of the side of his mouth and into a spittoon without looking away.

I pulled a spear from a stand. Its handle was metal, as was the spearhead on the end. It made my current wood-and-stone weapon look like something a caveman would use, which I supposed was fitting. I did live in a cave now, thanks to Nola.

“Adds two Strength,” the shop owner said.

I put the item down and moved on to the next one. It was heavier and the spearhead had two points to it, like an arrowhead with a central divot that split the end in two. “Adds three Strength,” the man said.

Something further inside the shop caught my eye. It was another polearm, but this one had a long, fat blade on the end. One side was serrated while the other was smooth and razor sharp. Just touching it caused the man to get off his stool and walk toward me.

“Razortooth,” he said, walking toward me. “Adventurer quality. Titan steel. Adds six Strength, two Hardiness, and one Resolve.”

“I’ll take it,” I said before I even knew what I was saying. “Hold it for me and I’ll come back in the morning when I have the funds.”

He pinched my shirt at the shoulder and pulled at a flap of cloth that had torn loose. “Six thousand gold. Come back in twenty years when you’ve saved that up.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “Hold it for me.” I saw Cindra standing on the other side of the shop, stroking an arrow shaft with her green fingers. “I’ll also take your finest longbow, quiver, and arrows. Throw in a war hammer too, adventurer quality.”

The man laughed and walked back over to his stool.

“Come on, Cindra,” I said. “We’ll come back tomorrow and pick up our things.” I turned back at the door and shouted a question to the man. “Where’s the Grippersnout?”

His face fell. “Down Deadman’s Alley,” he said. “It don’t open till dark.”

“Thanks,” I said, and stepped back out into the street.

The next shop we entered was an armor shop. One side of the store had suits of metal armor while the other had robes and leathers. Suiting up like a tin can didn’t seem like the right way for a head priest to dress himself. The priests I had seen so far wore flowing robes, but that didn’t fit my personality.

I was drawn toward a midnight blue leather vest. It would give my arms enough space to maneuver my long weapon, but still protect my torso. A brown pair of leather pants and black boots completed the look I was going for: lithe and dangerous.

“How much?” I asked.

“Those don’t match,” the shop owner said. “Most people pick a color and stick with it.”

“I’m not trying to dress like a bluebird,” I said, “or a tree trunk.”

“Fine,” the man said. “All together, these would be 4,500 gold. It’s worth it for the attribute bonuses, and I won’t be haggled with.” He folded his arms in front of him.

“And that?” I asked. Cindra was holding a slim purple dress that she found among the robes in the store’s rear. She held it against her body. She was wider at the hips and chest than that dress was, so either her body would reshape itself against the dress’s tight spots or she’d have to stretch out the dress to accommodate her large breasts. Either way, she really seemed to like it.

“That,” the man said, “is a Radiance Gown. One of a kind. It improves every attribute by two, and costs 2,800 gold.”

“Hold it for me,” I said. “And that too.” I pointed toward an animal-hide set for Vix. The top had shoulder straps and it cutoff above the navel. “As long as it’s not fox skin.”

It was little more than a leather bra, to be honest, but it would provide her the range of motion she’d need to swing that heavy hammer as she worked. The bottom half was a skirt that came mid-thigh. She wasn’t expecting a new outfit, so if she didn’t like it she didn’t have to wear it. If she did like it, it looked like it offered better protection than the skimpy cloth outfit she wore now.

I had to admit, I also liked the idea of seeing her in something as revealing as she wore now, but tighter.

“Cindra?” I called. She put the purple dress back and strutted toward me with her usual swaying hips. She looked a little sad, but that was okay. She didn’t know I had put her dress on hold. She thought she came on this trip to barter, but that she’d walk away empty-handed. I’d surprise her.

It had finally started to get dark, so we wandered down a side alley that looked like it might lead us toward someplace seedy enough to call itself “Deadman’s Alley.”

When we rounded a corner, a woman with a dirty face and clothing more tattered than my own held her hand out. “Spare a copper?” Her voice was weak, like she might die any moment.

“I don’t even have that much,” I said. She smiled like she didn’t believe me.

“Sweetheart,” Cindra said, “you shouldn’t be on the street, you should be in a hospital.”

She was right. The skin down the woman’s arm had magenta veins showing through her skin. She had some kind of poison working its way through her.

“Can’t afford a healer,” she said, “and I’m not strong enough to heal myself.”

“Wait,” I said, “you’re a healer?” She nodded.

“And the temple wouldn’t improve your skills so you could heal yourself?” I asked.

“It takes 20 coppers to make a silver,” she said, “40 silvers to make a gold, and more gold than I’ll ever have to make a priest help me. Not when it takes four coppers a day just to buy a loaf of bread.

“The poison works slowly, but I’m a little weaker each day. Healing myself is a losing battle. I’m lucky I opened one of my Lighthealer skills as a girl, before I lost everything. It’s the only way I’ve been able to stave off dying so far.”

“I can’t give you any money, but I could level you up,” I said. “I know it’s not allowed, but I don’t really care.”

“What kind of cruel joke is this?” she asked.

“Not a joke,” I said. “With your permission, I’ll do everything I can.”

She opened her mouth, likely to protest, but then sighed. I could tell she didn’t believe me, but she didn’t have any fight in her. Instead, she said, “I’d like that.”

I used my skillmeister ability to open a menu with her skills and attributes. She was at all 1s and 2s, with a single skill open: Beam of Health, which only healed 2 HP at a time because its strength depended how high her Focus was. I improved that skill, then opened a new one that would let her purge the poison running through her veins, since no other healer or priest was willing to do that for her.

By the time I was through spending her XP, she was a new woman.
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“It’s done,” I said. “Your first Lighthealer skill, Beam of Health, requires more action energy as it gets stronger, and I improved it one level. I also unlocked Flash of Relief, which will rid you of minor poison. That one required a few attributes raised to the third level, which thankfully you had the experience points for. You must have been casting small heal spells for quite some time.”

“Months,” she said. “I always tried to help people that were hurting, I just never realized it would be me for so long.” She closed her eyes for a second as her skin flickered with white light. Then she let out a long, satisfying sigh. Her magenta veins disappeared against her alabaster skin. She started to cry.

“Thank you,” she said. “I wish I could repay you.”

I smiled. “Just point me toward the Grippersnout,” I said.

She squinted her eyes shut. “That place is a den of thieves. You don’t belong there.”

“Be that as it may,” I said. “Cindra and I have some business to attend to.”

“It’s down this road,” Lana said, “then left, then two blocks down. Be careful.”

“Thank you, Lana,” I said. “Be well.”

“I will, thanks to you.”

Cindra and I waited a block from the Grippersnout for night to fall. One by one, we saw shady characters skulk toward the front door and disappear inside. Any one of them could have been Blade.

“That was nice, what you did back there,” Cindra said. “Aren’t you worried about the laws against that sort of thing?”

“Laws should protect people, not punish them for being poor,” I said. “There should be laws against the kinds of laws they have here.”

“It’s not just here,” she said. “The head priest told us that’s the way it works all over the human lands.”

A wideset man with a body like a barrel of ale walked into the Grippersnout. Something told me that was our man.

“Let’s go,” I said. We walked up to the front door of the place, which had no window and no knocker, just a small hole at eye level.

“Password?” came a voice from the other side.

Cindra and I looked at each other. That rogue with a knife didn’t say anything about a password.

“I’m here to see Blade,” I said.

The door creaked open. A very short man with floppy ears stood on a wooden ledge that was built into the door. He was an elf, by the look of him. An odd choice for a doorman, unless he had some hidden skill that made him a lot more powerful than he looked.

“Blade is in the back,” he said. “Big guy. But if you want to buy drinks, you’ll have to come back here and give me the password.”

“Sure thing,” I said. The room was full of men and women with scarred faces and hard stares. They had weapons showing, and I suspected they had additional weapons hidden in boots and tucked into belts. The bartender served glasses of beer and not much else.

I started to get nervous as we approached the enormous man at the back of the bar. Just sell the jewels and leave, I thought. I walked up to him and asked, “Are you Blade?”

He laughed, as did the other ugly rogues at the table with him. “Yes. You’re a scrawn of a man. Leave the woman and go.”

His words, like his body, were blunt and indelicate. He was a bludgeon more than a blade. “We’re here to make a sale,” I said.

“I’ll give you two silver for her,” he said. “Ask for more and I’ll slit your neck.”

“I’m not for sale,” Cindra said. “These are.” She opened the small sack and took the jewels out. She played with them in her palm, tumbling them gently with her fingers.

“In that case,” Blade said, “sit.”
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Two men in black cloaks put their hoods on and left the table so we could take their places. Cindra held her palm out for a moment, then curled her fingers around the jewels. She stared into Blade’s beady eyes. “How did you get the name Blade?” she asked. She was stalling, waiting for her negotiatrix skill to kick in. Good girl.

“It isn’t my sharp tongue,” he said. “Jewels.”

Blade wasn’t here to play cat and mouse. He wanted to get down to business, quick. Cindra put the rocks on the table one by one.

The man nearest Blade picked up the stones and inspected them while Cindra and Blade stared at each other. Each second that passed brought us closer to Cindra’s special insight into the bargain we’d need to strike.

The man leaned over and said something to Blade that I couldn’t hear. Blade took a knife from out of nowhere and slammed it into the wooden tabletop. He was angry.

“I’m going to kill Cutter,” he said. “Sending people with worthless pebbles when I deserve jewels.” He looked up at Cindra. I’d give you a few coppers. Each.”

“Sweetheart,” Cindra said, “that’s not even close.”

“You have something else in mind?” he asked.

“I’m looking to strike a hard bargain,” she said. “It’s going to take gold to get these rocks off, not just a few lousy coppers.”

She must be using Flirt too. Either that, or she was really into this guy.

“These aren’t the gems you think they are,” Blade said. “Gold isn’t on the table.”

“Then maybe I am,” she said.

“What?” I asked. This was starting to go off script.

“How about a little insider trading?” she asked.

“Tell me more,” he said. “Be explicit.”

“We need twenty thousand gold,” she said. “I’m willing to work for it. All night if I have to. Don’t tell me you’re not a little curious what it’s like inside a slime woman.”

“The thing is,” Blade said, “these stones are utterly worthless, but you I would pay for. Janson!”

Someone, presumably named Janson, brought a bag of gold coins up from under the table.

“No,” I said. “These jewels are mine, and I have the ultimate say in what we trade for them. I’m not doing this. No amount of gold is worth this. Cindra, let’s leave.”

“You came here to what, waste my time? Make a mockery of me?” Blade asked.

“No,” I said. “I came here to make a fair trade, and this isn’t it.”

Blade picked up the knife from the table and threw it across the room. It landed in someone’s cloak, pinning him to the wall. It was the same man that held a knife to my throat earlier. “Cutter!” Blade yelled.

Cutter pulled himself free and ran toward us.

“He won’t trade,” Blade said. “All he has are empty energems, and he thinks he’s too good for us. What should we do with him?”

The men at the table stood, preparing to block my and Cindra’s escape.

“Nothing,” Cutter said.

“You talking back to me?” Blade asked.

“No, sir. He’s a head priest somewhere. There would be… repercussions.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Blade said. “Sit, father. I have a way for you to earn your gold. Train me.”

Why hadn’t I thought of that? I had a very valuable skill, and it would be more than enough to barter for the coins we needed.

“What would you like me to do?” I asked.

“I have one skill,” he said, “that I haven’t been able to train up. Throatcut. Use up my XP on that, and improve my Strength. Then you can have your gold.”

“Fair enough,” I said. Cindra looked worried, but playing along might be our only way out of this unscathed.

When I opened his menu, I saw why he called himself Blade. It wasn’t an original name in the least, but it was a million times better than his real name.
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Skillmeister View of:

Percival Pimpleton




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

11 Constitution / 275 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

7 Vivacity / 175 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

16 Strength / 400 XP to Next / 16 –> 25 / Total XP Cost: 4,500

-

16 Hardiness / 400 XP to Next / 16 –> 18 / Total XP Cost: 825

-

10 Focus / 250 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 0

-

12 Resolve / 300 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 5,325







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 1100/1100

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 140/140

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 160-195 –> 250-305

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 86-122 –> 97-137 

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 100-122

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 65-91

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Knife

-

Throatcut 14. Increase knife damage dealt to throat region by 3.8 times. [14 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 16, Hardiness 16].

-

Improve to Throatcut 15 to increase damage multiplier to 4.2. [15 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 17, Hardiness 17] [1,875 XP to improve].

-

Improve to Throatcut 16 to increase damage multiplier to 4.6. [16 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 18, Hardiness 18] [2,000 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 14 –> 16

Cost Subtotal: 3,875




TOTAL KNIFE SKILL XP COST: 3,875







Skills for Special Class: Rogue

-

Skulk 12. Reduce odds of being noticed when sneaking up on targets by 24%. [Passive] [Requires: Hardiness 12, Resolve 12].

-

Improve to Skulk 13 to improve evasion to 26%. [Passive] [Requires: Hardiness 13, Resolve 13] [4875 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0

-

Locked. Assassinate 1. Increase damage dealt to torso region by 10.0 times. [100 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 30, Hardiness 30, Constitution 30] [375 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Assassinate 2 to increase damage multiplier to 10.5. [110 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 33, Hardiness 32, Constitution 31] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL ROGUE SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 9,120

Cost of Intended Changes: 9,200

Precision Training Discount (1%): 92

Total Adjusted Cost: 9,108

Total Projected Remaining: 12







Confirm?: Yes / No
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In the end, I upped his Strength by nine levels to a cool 25, his Hardiness two points to meet Throatcut’s prerequisites, and then his Throatcut skill by two levels bringing it to 16. Unlike the other folks I had trained so far, he had clearly been to his share of skillmeisters before. I wondered why he didn’t just hand his gold over at the temple instead of waiting for back alley deals in shady taverns like the Grippersnout, especially since he had a ton of XP built up. He seemed like someone with an interest in keeping his attributes high so he could continue to be the biggest, baddest rogue of the bunch.

He did have an ability he hadn’t unlocked yet, but far be it for me to tell him that. He didn’t seem like someone Valleyvale needed running around with an Assassinate skill.

“It’s done,” I said. “I doubt anyone in town is stronger than you now.”

“Good,” he said, pushing the sack of coins toward me. “From now on, I’m the only rogue you train. Break that rule and I’ll break your neck next time you’re in town.”

“It’s been a pleasure,” I said, hoping my sarcasm wasn’t too thick. I took the bag and left the bar with Cindra.

“I want to make something clear,” I said the second the door closed behind us. “I’m happy for your help, but I never expect you to put yourself in that position.”

“I learned a few things,” Cindra said, “when I stared into his eyes long enough. First, he believed the jewels were worthless, so I couldn’t catch him in a lie about their value. Second, he believed a contract for sex was unenforceable. The laws here must not allow contracts like that. I figured we’d trade me and the jewels in exchange for money, then remind him it would be illegal to follow through once we had the gold in hand.”

“A great plan,” I said, “if Blade were the type to care about the law. I think he would have forced you to make good on that contract, even if a court of law wouldn’t.”

“Oh,” she said. “I was so focused on bargaining against Blade that I forgot the larger circumstance.”

“Well, it’s okay this time,” I said. “We made it out of there in one piece. But we’ll need to sleep somewhere now and buy our goods in the morning. None of the shops will still be open.”

We wandered toward a building with a sign that simply said “Inn.” It must be a real budget type of place if they couldn’t afford a proper name.

“Excuse me,” I said to the woman working the front desk. “I know it’s late, but do you have rooms available?”

She stared at Cindra for a moment, then looked back at me. “That thing can’t have its own room,” she said. “Pets stay with their owners, and if anything gets ruined you’re paying for it.”

“Cindra is not a pet,” I said. “She’s a woman and you’ll treat her like one.”

“She sleeps in your room or not at all,” the innkeeper said. “My business, my rules.”

“It’s alright, Arden,” Cindra said. “I’ll sleep on the floor. It’s just one night.”

I passed the woman a gold coin and she bit into it, testing the metal. She dropped it in the register and passed me back a few silvers as change. Maybe she thought I’d leave those on the nightstand as a tip, but she should keep dreaming.

When we made it to our room, I said, “I’m taking the floor, not you.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “My body will adapt regardless of the surface. You’re made of bones. The floor will be painful, and cold.”

“I’ll take a blanket,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

“The bed is big enough for the both of us,” she said. “I could keep you warm instead.”

“Don’t tell me you’re in heat too,” I said.

“Forget it,” she said. “I’m not your type anyway. I saw how you looked at that half-elf in the forest, the one covered in snakes. Your eyes lingered a while on her breasts. Mine are too big, it’s alright.”

I laughed. Yes, Mamba had a nice rack, and yes they were smaller than Cindra’s, but Cindra had me all wrong. “I assure you, yours are the perfect size. You’re a very attractive woman, Cindra. I just don’t want to take advantage. You pledged fealty to me after all. How do I know you don’t just feel… pressured.”

“Maybe I’m a little worked up from all of the danger we avoided today,” she said. “Sweet dreams, Master Arden.”

“None of that!” I said. She rolled over on the bed, which looked ten times more comfortable and inviting. Was I a complete idiot for not crawling into that bed and making sweet, slimy love to a woman whose entire body was tight, and warm, and curvy?

Maybe I was being too much of a gentleman. I wasn’t used to having the option to take things further than “hello” with most women. I was definitely afraid that I would do something wrong.

I still hoped Cindra would decide to stay long term. She was fun to be around, a good honest companion, and becoming sharper every day about business matters.

Plus, those curves.

Okay, I thought, go to sleep, and next time you have an opportunity with her, man up and take it!














+13







The next morning, Cindra and I got ourselves together and checked out, even though all I wanted to do was sleep. We had an exhausting day and a long night behind us, with a long journey back ahead of us.

The innkeeper from last night was gone, but a new one took her place. This one also gave Cindra a strange look. They must have had their share of messes in the guest rooms, because they seemed very wary.

Outside, I saw that other people gave Cindra that same look. In fact, if they weren’t lusting after her lush, green body like Blade had been, they were either disgusted or afraid of her.

I realized then that everyone in Valleyvale was the same. Pale white skin, dark hair and eyes. No elves, no beastkin, no one at all remotely like Cindra. Even I stood out, if only because my eyes were blue. It was time to buy our supplies and get the heck out.

Cindra worked her magic on the clothing shop owner first, getting us a small discount on the clothing we had set aside the day before. Cindra was overjoyed at her new dress, especially when I told her that it would improve every one of her attributes. I glanced at my own menu to see how I was shaping up, happy that my bonuses took effect after I put on my new leathers.




Δ





Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

5 Constitution / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Vivacity / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

6 Strength + 6 Bonus / 150 XP to Next / 6 –> 7 / Total XP Cost: 150

-

6 Hardiness + 4 Bonus / 150 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Focus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Resolve + 3 Bonus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 150







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 500/500

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 100/100

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 120-146 –> 130-159

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 54-76

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 50-61

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 43-61

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Piercing Blow 1. Damage multiplier of 2.0. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5].

-

Improve to Piercing Blow 2 for damage multiplier of 2.2. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Skillmeister

-

Precision Training 1. Reduce the XP cost of skills and attributes by 1%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 5, Resolve 5].

-

Improve to Precision Training 2 for XP cost reduction of 2%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 7] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL SKILLMEISTER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 421

Cost of Intended Changes: 150

Precision Training Discount (1%): 2

Total Adjusted Cost: 148

Total Projected Remaining:  273







Confirm?: Yes / No
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I was surprised to see how much XP had accumulated after a little combat and some skillmeistering. I increased my Strength once, enjoying the added muscle mass that brought, but I saved the rest of my XP in case I’d need to improve something costly next.

When I surprised Cindra with the bow she had her eye on at the weapon shop, she gave me a kiss on the cheek with soft lips.

The one thing I hadn’t expected was how heavy everything was so far. “We’re going to need a way to get everything back to the temple.”

“Leave that to me,” she said. “Yoo-hoo! You there, yes you, the handsome one with the vegetable cart.” She walked away with four of my gold coins and came back with a donkey and a wooden cart that would seat two people and stow a lot of gear.

“Do you feel at all guilty about that?” I asked.

“It was a fair trade,” Cindra said. “And yes, maybe I do feel a little guilty for chewing him down to four gold coins, but what’s done is done.”

“I want to make one more stop before we leave,” I said. “We can’t spend every evening hunting down birds for dinner.”

“Nor can we spend every dinner pretending Vix is a good cook,” she said.

“Bingo,” I said. “We need supplies.”

We walked into a provisioner’s shop and I threw my last 200 gold coins on the counter. “We’ll take a few hatchets, torches, all of your fresh bread, two jugs – no, barrels – of your finest wine, and whatever cured meats and cheeses we can afford.”

“This is going to wipe out my store,” the man said.

“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry. Should we buy less?”

“No,” he said, “that means I can close early!”

The man dragged crate after crate of food to our cart and loaded it in the back. Then someone outside screamed.

Cindra and I ran outside to find a woman covered in blood standing outside the inn. It was the clerk who had checked us out that morning. She stared at her dripping, bloody hands like they weren’t her own. Guards rushed toward her.

“How much longer will these supplies take to load?” I asked.

The shop owner grunted as he heaved a cheese wheel onto the cart. “Just another twenty minutes or so.”

Guards waved other guards over until the whole security force of Valleyvale centered on that one woman. Then she pointed at me.

Uh-oh, I said to myself. Be cool, Arden. The fuzz won’t stick if you didn’t do anything wrong.

“You’re not from here,” a guard said as he walked toward me.

Strike one.

“No, I’m the head priest of a temple in the forest,” I said. Turns out, I’m the type of person who uses a title like that to try to get out of trouble. I said it with more confidence today than I had yesterday though, now that I was dressed in fresh clothes and had tossed my old, torn ones into the trash.

“Where were you last night?” the guard asked.

“There, at the inn,” I said. “I slept through the night.”

“And before that?” he asked.

“The Grippersnout,” I said.

Strike two.

He looked up from his scroll and I knew I had mis-stepped. I could have said anything, but instead I told the truth. What a dumb thing to do.

“What were you doing there?” he asked.

“My girlfriend and I went for a drink,” I said. “As I said, we’re not from here, so we didn’t realize until we sat down to our table that the place was filled with undesirables.”

“Did one of those undesirables look like this?” the guard said, handing me a patch of parchment with a drawing of Blade on it.

“Mean eyes, sour face, unkempt. They all looked like this,” I said.

“Bring Sally forth,” the man said, waving a hand toward the other guards. A woman walked over to join us while I waited for the shop keeper to keep filling our cart. Soon, we could high tail it out of here.

“What do we have,” the woman asked. She wore a pointy hat with a wide brim, but she had all the terseness of a detective.

“Grippersnout last night,” the guard said. “Let’s see what he knows.”

The woman’s eyes glazed over until her irises and her pupils were lost in solid whiteness.

“Tell me everything that happened last night, starting with the Grippersnout,” Sally said.

I didn’t want to. I really didn’t want to. But she had some kind of power over me. I was magically compelled to tell her the truth.

“Cindra — she’s made of slime — came with me inside and we went looking for Blade specifically. I wanted to offload some jewels, he called them energems, but I don’t have papers for them. Not because they’re stolen! I didn’t steal anything. I just wanted money. So Cindra offered to sleep with him, and he liked that idea, but I said no. Cindra’s too beautiful to have sex with that monster, and to be honest, I’d have been a little jealous.”

My face was red, my heart was beating a mile a minute, and it was only getting worse. “So instead I offered to use my skillmeister powers. Made him a lot stronger, like a whole lot, and improved a skill called Throatcut, which sounds awful. Did you know his real name is Percival Pimpleton? How cringeworthy is that? It’s like, the worst name for a human being ever.

“Then we went to the inn, and the woman at the front counter was a twat, which is a terrible thing to say, and not a word I’d use at all, except I can’t help speak my mind right now, it’s the strangest thing. Anyway, then Cindra offered to keep me warm at night – if you catch my drift – and I should have said yes, because, I mean, have you seen her? She’s smoking hot, and her skin is all soft like flower petals, and I really wanted to do it but I didn’t, but next time I will. Then I fell asleep and didn’t kill anyone, I promise.”

The woman’s eyes went back to normal and a wave of relief washed on top of the embarrassment I was already drenched with. Cindra rubbed my back while the guard and the woman talked to each other.

“You,” the guard said, “are under arrest for unsanctioned skillmeistering, leading to the murder of a Valleyvale citizen by Throatcutting.”

Strike three.

“Cindra,” I said. “Stay with the donkey.”
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The guards cuffed my hands behind my back and pushed me through the town. I walked past the shops I had just spent a ton of gold coins in. The proprietors stood in their doorways, shaking their heads at me.

The temple was just ahead. The head priest stood outside, then came running when she saw my face.

“Guards!” Eranza yelled. “There may have been a mistake.”

“No mistake,” one of the guards said. “We brought in a truth witch. He sang like a bird.”

“He’s a head priest,” she said. 

“So what?” the lead guard asked.

“So,” she said, “you can’t throw a head priest in jail. It would cause a diplomatic nightmare because it would break the Free City Pact that affords all head priests safe passage through the human lands. You’ll need to talk this over with the Mayor.”

The guards let go of my arms, which were still shackled together.  “Why does shit like this always happen on a Monday?” the guard asked.

A man with a very formal-looking shirt walked out of the temple. It was buttoned from his neck down to three inches below the waistline where it hung untucked by design. Pink, purple, and gold tassels hung from his shoulders.

“Can I not say a single prayer without this city devolving into emergency?” he asked. Two women stood just behind him wearing tall pointy hats like the truth witch’s. One hat was light blue, while the other was deep red. The women wore robes to match, and their faces were nearly identical: large, dark eyes framed by pretty, slender faces. The main difference was their expression. The girl in the red hat scowled while the blue-hatted one was all smiles.

“We’re sorry, Mayor,” the guard said. “We have a skillmeister here who used his ability making Blade more dangerous.”

“Is that who killed Scar this morning?” he asked.

These gangsters needed to hire someone to come up with better names for them.

“Yes, sir.”

“Did us all a favor then,” the Mayor said. “One less gang leader to contend with. How much did Blade pay you to increase his skills? Whatever it was, Scar was probably on his way to kill you and steal it all.”

“I didn’t know he was going to kill anyone,” I said. “I’m new at this. I just became a head priest two days ago.”

“And how, pray tell, did you manage that?” the Mayor asked.

“Meadowdale was attacked,” I said. “I escaped and found a goddess in trouble, so I helped her.”

“You escaped Meadowdale?” he asked. “No one escaped Meadowdale. We’ve been dying to know what happened.”

“Maybe you could un-cuff me?” I asked. The Mayor waved at the guards and they released my hands from the iron shackles.

“Duul, the god of war, has an army of dark soldiers. Their bodies and eyes are pitch black, like they’re made from evil itself, or maybe vegemite. Anyway, their weapons can kill the gods, and he’s going to conscript all of the world’s men into his ranks, and keep the women hostage, until he slays the Great Mother.”

The Mayor and guards laughed at me. The head priest, however, did not. “He’s telling the truth,” she said. “At least, one version of it. As Gowes has reassured me, Duul isn’t coming here. Valleyvale is safe and always will be. Our walls are strong.”

“Your walls are better than ours were,” I said, “but that’s not enough to stop this army. They’re strong, and cutthroat.”

“Too soon,” the Mayor said. “We’re a little sensitive to that word today.”

“We should listen to this man,” the blue clad witch said. “It wouldn’t hurt to prepare just in case, and the training exercises would be fun. Er, good for morale I mean.”

The other girl simply said, “Yes.”

“Lily, Ambry, we’re not buying into this nonsense,” the Mayor said. “And as for you, whatever your name is—”

“Arden,” I said.

“Arden. Get out of my city and never come back. I can’t arrest a head priest without causing a stir, but I can banish you. Now get.”

The girl with the blue hat looked disheartened by that. I shrugged and turned around, making the long walk back to the provisioner’s shop. Cindra sat on the low fence just outside the store with her legs crossed. Her new dress stopped just above the knee. She was smoothing it out along her leg when I approached.

“We’re all set,” I said. “I’ve only been banished, so I guess I got off easy.”

“That’s a relief,” Cindra said. “Let’s go home.”

Home. It was nice to think of it that way after spending so many years without one.

We climbed into the cart and steered our donkey through the city’s massive front gates and into the forest beyond.

“I killed that man,” I said.

Cindra turned toward me. “Blade killed that man.”

“I know it was his knife that cut Scar’s throat, but I gave him the tools to do it. I improved his Strength by nine points, and then improved a skill that multiplied combat damage when he attacked in exactly the way he did. I gave him hundreds of extra points’ worth of damage. If I hadn’t done that…”

“Who knows?” Cindra said. “You did what you thought was right, to save me from going to bed with Blade just to get the coins we needed. If you knew Blade would kill that man, would you have done anything differently?”

She was right. I had larger concerns than Valleyvale’s bandit wars. I wouldn’t let Blade hurt Cindra. I also wouldn’t let Nola get hurt, which meant I had to get the money for this gear. Just because Blade was a murderer didn’t mean he could make me one.

“Thanks, Cindra.”

The forest was quiet that morning. A few squirrels chittered in the trees, but that was all. The morning air was crisp and cool against my face, even if the driver’s seat of our little cart smelled like a donkey’s ass.

Twice I had to stop the cart and chase after a cheese wheel that rolled away after we hit a bump, but other than that the ride was uneventful.

Until it became eventful.

We heard a shriek. “Aaaaah!”

We heard men. “Take her!”

We heard snakes. “Hisssssss.”

Uh-oh.

“Cindra,” I said, “I think Mamba’s in trouble.”

“She knew it wasn’t safe out there,” Cindra said.

“No,” I said, “I don’t think she really understood that. I saw Duul’s forces firsthand; it’s like nothing anyone’s seen before.

“The low, guttural sound of those voices, it’s just like Duul’s fighters. I don’t think Mamba’s just in normal trouble. We have to help her.”

Cindra adjusted the strap of her quiver. “Ready when you are.”

I lashed the reins to the donkey cart and we tore off through the forest, following in the general direction of Mamba’s voice. When I saw her, fighting off two creatures shaped roughly like men hewn of pure shadow, I pulled the reins back and jumped from the cart.

The dark warriors looked up at me. Cindra shot one with an arrow while I dug my new spear from the cart’s contents. I was dismayed to see that we were down one cheese wheel. It must have rolled away during our frantic chase through the woods.

Somewhere, a squirrel was going to get very, very fat.

I pulled Razortooth from the cart and pointed it toward one of the two monsters. Just like in Meadowdale, they had hulking black bodies with horns jutting out from their shoulders, elbows, and wrists. Their heads were solid spheres with no eyes, just a wide, gaping mouth littered with sharp teeth at inconsistent angles.

Working for the god of war must have lousy dental.

A black smog wafted from those dark creatures toward me. I felt it pulling me down, into a rage that came from nowhere. I fought against it while Cindra shot arrows at the monsters’ bodies. Her shots did little damage, likely because we hadn’t upgraded her archery skills yet. Still, each shot pushed the monsters back a few steps, buying me time to stave off the dark magic they exuded.

Mamba tilted her head and watched as the fiends left her at the base of a tree and walked toward me. If their past behavior was any indication, they’d drag Cindra and Mamba back to some slave camp or other and turn me into a warmongering zombie. I wouldn’t let that happen, to any of us.

I ran with my spear in hand toward the nearest of Duul’s foot soldiers. It lifted an arm and hooked my spear pole on one of its spikes, batting me to the side. As my arm turned out, my body continued toward the creature. I crashed into it headlong, forcing it to the ground.

I wrenched my spear free and stood over the monster. I pointed the tip of Razortooth’s blade down. It could split a hair with one edge of its blade, but the serrated edge looked scarier.

This creature was part of an assault on my people, my world, and the gods themselves. I wanted to destroy it. Still, I should have hesitated. Aside from its grotesque mouth and eyeless spherical head, it had a vaguely human shape to it. It felt like killing a person.

I didn’t hesitate though. My throat opened up, releasing a roar that scratched at my insides as it clawed from my mouth. Hate, anger, and malice filled my mind from the black vapors in the air. I stabbed this monster through the chest and yanked my spear free again.

The counterforce after pulling my weapon free forced me to stumble toward the second creature, which wrapped its arms around my chest and pinned my own arms down.

“Mamba,” I said, struggling against the uncanny strength of this man-shaped monster. I seethed and spit as I thrashed against its hold on me. “Can you do something?”

“I can dance,” she said. I sighed. She wasn’t going to be any help in her own rescue.

Still pinned in place by that monster, I bent forward, lifting the creature onto my back.

I hadn’t put enough points into my Strength attribute. I saw now the trouble with that. This thing, whatever it was made of, was heavy. It flattened me on the ground the second its feet were in the air. This did, however, knock the sword from its hand, so at least it would not do to me what I had just done to its companion.

“I’m out of arrows already,” Cindra said. She was standing on the front of the donkey cart while the donkey himself chewed at the grass.

Suddenly, a dozen snakes erupted from the soil beneath us. They swarmed the monsters and me, biting at our bodies while Mamba belly danced like a woman possessed.

The creature on my back rolled off of me. I spun around before it could grab its sword from the ground and thrust Razortooth forward, activating Piercing Blow. The spear’s head sank into the dark creature’s torso. A thick, black ooze burst from its body and it fell to the ground.

A snake wound up my leg while I wrestled with my spear, finally freeing it from the creature’s body.

I plopped onto the ground, exhausted. Two pools of slick black sludge were all that remained of the magical humanoids.  If they were Duul’s creations, they needed a name to suit their evil, bellicose nature. Like death-snarlers, or soulless-henches.

“What were those things made of, tar?” Cindra asked.

Mamba’s hips reduced to a slow roll as she continued to mesmerize her snakes. “What are you made of?” she asked.

“Me?” I said. “Equal parts sweat and confusion right now. And she’s made of slime.” Cindra smiled and picked up her arrows one by one.

“I’m made of blood and music,” Mamba said, “except when I’m not. Thank you for turning those cretins to sludge.”

“Cretins,” Cindra said, “that’s a good name for them, whatever they were.”

“I thought we might call them devil-skeezers,” I said.

“I like cretin,” Cindra said. “It’s simple but fitting.”

As Mamba stopped dancing, her snakes escaped into the underbrush. “Thank you for beatin’ the cretins, my little snakies!” Mamba said.

Great, I thought, the name cretin stuck.

“That’s an impressive skill,” Cindra said. “Your snakes were a nice help.”

“Yeah, but why did they attack me?” I asked. “I was saving you!”

“When I dance,” she said, “my mind is at one with the snakes. But not all of them. Some of them have a mind of their own. Those snakes must have wondered what you tasted like.”

“Next time,” I said, “tell them I taste like rotten bananas and keep them off of me.”

“Next time?” Mamba said. “When will that be?”

“Listen,” I said, “those things that were trying to kidnap you are just the tip of the iceberg. My home was ravaged by those things. You can’t stay here.”

“I can’t leave here either,” she said. “The human lands are icy toward elves, the elf lands are windy toward gypsies. The trees are warm. We like each other.” She got a dreamy look in her eye and stared off toward the clouds.

“Mamba, darling,” Cindra said. “I’m going to need you to focus for a minute.”

“Mmm?” she asked.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” I said, “but you should come with us. We have food, and shelter. You can stay with us until you decide where you belong.”

She didn’t look convinced.

“Oh my,” Cindra said. “Ow, ow, ow!” She reached inside herself and removed the small pouch of jewels we had taken to Valleyvale. She tossed the bag to the ground, where the pull-string sack disintegrated before our eyes, leaving five clear stones behind. Heat rose from them, warping the light.

The black sludge on the ground rippled and rolled toward the stones. It narrowed into a thin cord that leapt from the ground and dove into one of them, turning it a cloudy brown and then an impenetrable black. The stone sucked in all of that dire ooze until the forest floor was clean again. The other four gems sat where they were, clear and cool.

I had cooled off too. Once the creatures had died, their evil smog dissipated, taking its magically induced anger and rage with it.

Mamba bent over the stones and poked the black one with a stick. “How did you do that?” she asked.

“I didn’t,” Cindra said. “We should ask Nola what she thinks.”

“Nola is the goddess I serve,” I explained to Mamba. “I’m the head priest.”

“Can I meet her?” she asked.

“If you come to the temple with us,” I said.

“I want to ride the donkey,” she said.

“You’ll have to ask him,” I said. I was joking, but Mamba walked over to the animal and put her hands on his face. She pressed her forehead against his.

“He said yes,” she said, “as long as I don’t summon any snakes. He didn’t like them.”

“Um,” I said.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “I can’t speak to donkeys. I’ll ride in the cart with you.”

“It’s a two-seater,” I said.

“Then we’ll squeeze,” she said.
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Vix sat in the middle of the path that led to the temple’s entrance, staring at her handiwork. She had created a beautiful stone door to cover the entrance to Nola’s temple.

“Great work!” I called as we approached on our donkey cart.

“I dunno,” she said, still staring. “I can’t tell if it’s level.”

“There’s a level up joke in there somewhere,” I said, “but I can’t find it.”

“I think it’s lovely,” Mamba said.

“Who are you?” Vix asked.

“Mamba Oph,” she said, doing a curtsy. “I’m visiting.”

“Enjoy your stay,” Vix said. “Once Master Arden here approves my stonework, I’m setting out for my next job.”

I approached the stone door. I had been looking forward to seeing Vix again, and the thought of her just leaving really hurt. The door was well made. It was a large round slab of brown rock with an intricate pattern etched into the front. I rolled it to the side easily, using an indented track that Vix had cut into the temple’s floor. When it reached the end of the track, it slipped into a deeper divot to hold the door in place.

“This is a brilliant design,” I said. “Will it hold up?”

“Will it hold up?” she asked. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask that.”

“What about a lock?” I asked. “You’ll have to make sure it locks before it’s done.”

“The locking mechanism is on the inside,” she said. “Don’t worry, I thought of everything.”

I wanted to find a flaw with the door, anything that would keep Vix here longer, but I couldn’t. It was exactly what we needed.

“I should give you this then, before you leave,” I said.

I handed her the outfit I had picked out in Valleyvale. In her hands, the top seemed smaller than I remembered. It wouldn’t cover much of her skin, even if it did provide some stat bonuses. She held the top between two fingers and stared at it, in apparent disbelief.

It was too skimpy. What was I thinking? All I did now was come off as a perv.

“This,” she said, “is… the nicest thing. Anyone. Has ever done.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes!” she said. “This must have cost a fortune! How did you afford this?”

“I sold my services,” I said. Suddenly I was the one who felt like I had whored myself out to Blade.

She took off her top and I looked away immediately. “You’re so funny,” she said. "Beastkin aren’t shy like humans are. How’s it fit?” Her tail waved from side to side behind her as the leather top hugged her body, forcing her beasts together tight.

“It suits you,” I said. “But try on the skirt in private. This is a temple, not a brothel.”

She stepped toward me and placed a hand on my chest. “If it were a brothel, what would that make you?”

“Broke,” I said. “I wouldn’t let any customers lay a hand on you.”

“Good,” she said. “I may be in heat, but I’m not desperate.”

“Still?” I asked.

“It lasts a full week, and it’s only just starting,” she said. “It gets a little distracting until I take care of business to relieve the pressure for a little while.”

“That’s a lot of information right there,” I said.

“Well, you asked,” she said.

Four times, Nola said in my mind. Four times in one day she “took care of her own business.”

Nola!, I said. Can you speak with us? I need to report back on our trip.

Nola’s body still floated in her crystal shell just above the altar. She opened her eyes inside that jeweled case and pressed against the front panel. It separated from the crystal and hovered before her.

“I’m still resting,” she said. Her voice was sweet, but soft. “I’ll have to return to my cocoon soon, but I do need to speak with you all.”

Cindra, Vix, and Mamba knelt before the altar, as did I.

“Two of Duul’s operatives were in the forest earlier, but now they are gone,” she said.

“We killed them,” I said. “Their bodies seeped into the jewels we found in your temple. Someone in Valleyvale called them energems.”

“Oh!” she said. “I had no idea what quality those gems were. I’d never seen energems with my own eyes. If that’s what they are, they are truly rare.”

“We tried to sell them in the city, but there’s really not a black market for these,” I said.

“Few lay people know the full potential of these gems,” Nola said. “When fully charged, they are like putty. They can be molded to any purpose with the blessing of a god. Or, a god can consume them and take the energy the gems contain for him or herself.”

“What kind of purpose can they serve?” Vix asked.

“They undulate with power,” Nola said. “When that power crests, they can release an action. If you bent an energem to the purpose of shooting fire, it would. Every time its internal energy crested.”

“What about snakes?” Mamba asked.

“Excuse me?” Nola said.

“If we told an energem to create snakes, would it?” Mamba asked

“Ew,” Nola said. “I mean, yes, but ew. Who are you?”

“Mamba is a snake charmer,” I said.

“Well,” Nola said, “welcome to my humble temple. Anyway, you killed those two warriors in the forest. That’s the good news. The bad news is, there are more.”

“How many more?” I asked.

“Thirty, maybe ninety.”

“That’s a pretty big range,” I said.

“I’m working very hard to probe what’s out there without letting my psychic link to the gods reveal my location. If Duul knew where I was, he’d come kill me now. As it is, I think they’re scouring the forest for me. They must have sensed that I’m nearby.”

“When you tried to sense any nearby lives earlier,” I said, “you said the nearest person was hours away, but then we found Cindra nearby. Why is that?”

“I can sweep the land’s surface for life,” Nola said, “but I’m not strong enough to sweep the subterranean levels. I’m sorry if my intel was incomplete.”

“So there are dozens on the way now, maybe more if they’re tunneling?” I asked. Nola nodded.

“How do we defend against that many cretins?” Cindra asked.

“Oh, cretins,” Nola said. “That’s a good name for them. And I’m not sure. It may be a lost cause. If you chose to leave, I’d understand.”

“I was planning to leave for the elf lands,” Vix said.

“Why?” Mamba said. “They were so mean.”

“It’s the humans that are mean,” Vix said. “I thought elves would be nicer to beastkin.”

“Are beastkin nice?” Mamba asked.

“Some of them,” she said.

“Vix,” I said, “we can’t face this threat without you. We’ll need to fortify the temple, build walls, maybe some defensive towers.”

“You’re pinning your whole strategy on me?” she said. “That’s not fair.” She crossed her arms and closed her eyes for a moment. “Towers would help,” she said, “but only because they would provide a vantage point for spotting threats and shooting them.”

“I have a bow and arrow now,” Cindra said.

“A wall is only as good as its material, so we’d need a lot of stone from the quarry.”

“My snakies can carry quite a bit,” Mamba said, “if that would help.”

“All this building might provide me enough experience points to warrant some more leveling.”

“I’ll train you as best I can,” I said.

“And,” Nola said, “I’ll let Arden know if I see any clever improvements you could try.”

“How much time do we have?” Vix asked.

“The cretins have yet to cross the river, so time is on our side. A week at least, more if they have a hard time locating us.”

“That would give us enough time for…” Vix trailed off. Her eyes darted back and forth as her mind crafted plans, undoubtedly farfetched ones, but ones that excited her. Enough to keep her here. “Let’s get to work!” she said.

“That means you’ll stay?” I asked.

“For now,” she said.

“Me too then,” Cindra said. “I’d like to find my creator, but I refuse to leave you all in danger’s path. You’re the only reason I’m free of that hole in the ground.”

We all looked at Mamba. She looked at us back, each in turn.

“Mamba,” I asked, “will you stay and help us fight the cretins?”

“Is that wine?” she asked, pointing to the donkey’s cart.

“Two barrels of it,” I said.

“I like places with wine. They tend to have dancing. How shall we begin?” she asked.

“First thing’s first,” I said. “Mamba, would you allow me to modify your skills?” She nodded. Vix and Cindra started unloading the donkey cart and arranging our food and supplies.

With a quick glance at her skills menu, I could see that Mamba wasn’t starting from scratch. “You’ve been to skillmeisters before,” I said.

“Elves,” she said. “They’re less expensive, unless you count the cost of their words. They use sharp words on half-gypsies like me.”

“Well, you won’t have to worry about them anymore,” I said. I held Mamba’s menu in my mind and got to work.
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Skillmeister View of:

Mamba Oph




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

2 Constitution / 50 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

2 Vivacity / 50 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Strength / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

3 Hardiness / 75 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Focus / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

5 Resolve / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 375







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 200/200

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 40/40

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 50-61 –> 60-73

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 16-23

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 50-61 –> 60-73

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 27-38 –> 32-46

-







Skills For Weapon Class: None

-

[Null]




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Snake Charmer

-

Full Thrust 5. Summon 12 snakes to your side. [24 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5, Focus 5].

-

Improve to Full Thrust 6 to summon 14 snakes at once. [28 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 6, Hardiness 6] [2,250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




-

Slither In 5. Control up to 10 snakes at once with your mind. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 5, Resolve 5].

-

Improve to Slither In 6 to increase control limit to 12. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 6] [2,250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 5 –> 6

Cost Subtotal: 2,250




TOTAL SNAKE CHARMER SKILL XP COST: 2,250







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,635

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,625

Precision Training Discount (1%): 26

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,599

Total Projected Remaining: 36







Confirm?: Yes / No
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“I’ve improved your skills for free. Your snake summoning limit is now identical to your snake control limit, so you shouldn’t have any more runaways. Er, slide-aways?”

She leaned over and kissed me once and each cheek, then on the mouth. I was stunned. I wondered what her habit was when she was really grateful.

“Thanks,” I said. “Maybe you and Cindra could check out the mine? She knows where it is, and you can have your snakes help drag stones up for Vix.” I pulled her close and whispered, “Take some torches and don’t leave her alone down there.”

She turned to leave, but I remembered something. Something that made me a little self-conscious, but I had to get over that if I was going to serve as a competent head priest. I couldn’t leave Mamba’s loyalty in question.

“One more thing,” I said. “I’ll need you to pledge your fealty.” I said it without a hint of the nervous smile I felt coming on. I meant business, and if I wanted to preside over this place of worship with the respect and dignity it deserved, I’d need to project my confidence that I deserved the same thing.

“Of course,” she said. “Dancing light and tasty cakes, I love Nola like I love snakes!” Then, turning to me, she said, “Arden Hochbright, Nola’s pastor. On these grounds you are my master.”

Somehow, everyone knew the exact wording of the customary pledge for a temple’s head priest. I wondered why it had been new to me when I realized, Cahn never had anyone pledge fealty as far as I saw. Maybe that’s more of a frontier thing, when a temple is new and a goddess is vulnerable to the ill-intentioned, before a city grows around her complete with guards to enforce right behavior.

“I accept your pledge,” Nola said. “Now, I must rest while you work if I’m going to evolve before Duul manages to kill me off, but I’ll leave you with this nugget of wisdom: donkeys don’t belong in the temple.”

“Right,” I said. “Sorry.” I pulled the animal through the temple’s doorframe and back outside. “Stay here, little man.”

“I’m sure no male wants to be called that,” Vix said, leaning against the doorframe.

“Hey. Thank you for sticking around. I want to do everything I can to help you work efficiently at building up the temple. What do you need from me?”

She stepped close and leaned in until her nose grazed against my ear. “I need wood.”
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The heat of her breath sent goosebumps down my neck. I wondered what a beastkin would smell like up close, and worried her scent would be more fox than girl, but she was all flowers and vanilla. Either she had been rolling around in a bed of daisies before we got here, or she kept perfume handy.

“Grab a hatchet,” she said, handing me one of the two hatchets she had in hand.

“What?” I asked. “Oh, lumber. Yeah, let’s do it.”

As we walked into the forest, I wondered how the past day had affected our stats. I had used my skillmeister skills on a few folks, and battled two snarling death monsters. Vix had fashioned a huge stone slab door. “Want me to check on your skills before we get started?”

“Sure, boss,” she said.

Boss. It was better than Master. “I can up a few attributes and get you closer to Fundamentals 5, which will let you build with iron. Or I can unlock Wallop 2 for your hammer skills. What do you think?”

“When this is over,” she said, “I need to make a living out there. Fundamentals please.”

“And just like that,” I said, “you’re a little bit stronger. Meanwhile, I’m not sure about this being over anytime soon. I think we’re fighting for our lives, and the fate of the world.”

“Don’t be so dire,” she said. “The gods fight all the time. I’m sure the Great Mother will reign in Duul soon and this will all blow over. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll help protect Nola while we’re here. I don’t want to see her die, but this whole god of war skirmish isn’t going to stop me from planning out the rest of my life.”

“You could plan to stay,” I said. “If Nola survives this, we’ll found a city here. We’d need builders for that.”

Vix sank a hatchet into the side of a tree. “We’ll see.”

I picked a tree of my own to start on. My hatchet arm throbbed with the impact of the first few whacks. I spent some XP to improve my Strength to level eight to help with the task.

I never tired of how powerful that feeling was, of every muscle tightening and growing before relaxing again. My body grew just a bit bigger, heavier. More substantial. At higher levels, my physique would become something truly impressive, to rival the strongest adventurers that walked the lands. I’d just have to make sure I didn’t grow so fast that I became clumsy. Putting on an extra two pounds of muscle is one thing. An extra 20 was quite another. If Blade really had managed to kill Scar after I upped his Strength by nine points, that was pretty impressive from a balance and coordination perspective alone.

It took ten minutes of swinging and grunting before my first tree toppled over. It would take time to cut it into smaller pieces and haul it back to the temple, but it was a start. “How much wood do we need,” I asked.

“Funny you should ask,” Vix said. “Cindra and Mamba will bring back stone, which is great for making strong, dense buildings. It’s slower that way though, and the weight makes building high tricky. So I know I need wood. I just don’t know what to use it for yet.”

“Or how much,” I added.

“Right.”

We worked away at the forest, clearing a small patch where we had knocked the trees over. Five fallen trunks lay in different directions. Vix sank her hatchet into one of them, then threw it aside and bent her knees. 

She took in a deep breath, then exhaled quickly. Her voice gave a quick yip as she breathed out.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“No!” she said. “I’m not okay! I’m hundreds of miles from home, the one man in the whole world that wants me is someone I don’t want back, and he’s probably following my scent here while we play house in a big empty cave.”

“He’s not the only one that wants you,” I said. “I hate to hear you talk about yourself that way.”

“Well if there’s someone else,” she said, “he’d better show up soon, because it’s getting increasingly difficult to concentrate with my hormones raging the way they are.”

I landed my hatchet into the fallen tree I was working on.

“You’ve been working out,” Vix said. She took a step toward me. I wiped the sweat from my forehead.

“Yep,” I said, “I’m stronger than ever. You are too.”

“It’s not just your shape,” she said. She was only a foot away from me now. “It’s your scent. It gets more powerful the stronger you grow.”

I left my hatchet poking out of the tree trunk and turned to face her. She nuzzled her head against my chest and breathed in.

“I shouldn’t be so close,” she said. “It just makes me want you more.”

I put my hands on her face and tilted her head until our eyes met. Her skin was soft. Her eyes were wide with emotion.

“I don’t want to take advantage,” I muttered.

“I want you to,” she said. “Please, I need it. It’s the only way I can get my focus back.”

No more holding back. I may not have another chance if I turn her away now, and I wanted her too. I may not be in heat, but thoughts of being with her had been percolating in the back of my mind since I met her. I leaned forward and kissed her. She tilted her head back and let me.

Vix’s tail curled around my body and pulled me closer until our bodies were pinned against each other. She reached in front of her and unhooked her top while I undid the lacing on my vest. When we pulled our leathers away her breasts pressed against my bare chest.

She started to whimper as I kissed her neck and worked my way down. She reached for my pants.

There was no going back now. I wasn’t a worthless boy taking up space in Meadowdale’s temple; I wasn’t an orphan that no one cared about, or a weakling consigned to a life of killing rats and sleeping while hungry. I was a skillmeister now. I was a man. I was home.

I was wanted.
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The next few days were productive, and my relationship with Vix had only changed for the better after we explored each other’s bodies in the forest. Her mood improved, her focus increased, and I started to work a little harder too. It was strange. I hadn’t set out to impress her until after we became intimate.

Truth be told, we had done it a few times before Vix decided I should keep chopping wood while she started construction. I was happy that we had enough materials for her to start building, but there was part of me that was a little uncomfortable with our arrangement. Cindra had also shown an interest, and I felt like I was betraying her by sleeping with Vix instead of her.

“Twenty more logs,” I said, driving the donkey cart up to the temple’s door. Cindra and Mamba stood there directing a dozen snakes with large blocks of stone on their backs, as well as a horde of cockroaches that carried a single block on their many combined backs.

“I think I figured out what comes next,” Vix said. She had drawn out a diagram in the dirt with a stick. “The temple’s front door stands at the end of this long path, which is flanked on both sides by a hill that rises gradually, like someone long ago had chipped this path out of the hillside itself. Then the temple is built inside the hill under its peak.

“I propose to build a wall around the hill and place an entry gate at the path, then build towers into the wall, a tower on top of the hill, and—”

“How many towers do you think you can build in just a few days?” I asked.

“And are they all just archery towers?” Cindra asked. “I’m the only archer.”

“I’d like to request a stage,” Mamba said, “so I can dance under the moonlight.”

“I can build towers, or something stupid like a barracks,” Vix said. “We don’t have people to fill a barracks, so you’re getting towers.”

“Maybe start with two towers, at the base of the hill where the path to Nola’s temple starts.” I said.

“Fine,” Vix said. “Two towers. But then I want to build a wall.”

“Towers are harder,” I said, “which is why they only opened up at your newest level. They’ll probably give you better XP, which means I can train your skills higher when you’re done. Skip the wall for now.”

“You’re the boss,” she said.

Duul’s army is making better time than I had expected, Nola said.

“When do you think you can have two towers completed?” I asked.

“I’ve worked it all out,” she said. “It should take me twelve hours per tower. It also takes 200 stone and 100 wood, but we have more than enough resources right now.”

“How much do we have?” Mamba asked.

“A total of 460 stone and 390 wood,” Vix said.

“We need to keep collecting,” I said. “That way, Vix can build more defensive buildings once the two towers are done, if there’s time.”

“My snake friends don’t mind,” Mamba said.

“The roaches do,” Cindra said, “but leave them to me.”

“Actually,” I said, “see if you can convince something more substantial to help. It may take time to learn what makes other critters tick, but finding something with increased strength and carrying capacity will be worth the investment.”

“I’ll walk the forest and see who I can find,” Cindra said.

“As long as Mamba’s okay in the quarry alone?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she said. “Dancing in the dark is freeing. I just wish that brockerball would dance with me so I wouldn’t have to dance alone.”

I looked at Cindra for a moment, concerned. “Don’t worry,” she said. “The brockerball is terrified of snakes.”

“Good,” I said. “Then I guess we all have our orders.”

Not all, Nola said.

“If you’ll excuse me,” I said. I walked into the temple to find Nola, still folded up inside her crystal cocoon.

More of the gods have perished in the last few days, she said, but only minor ones like me. I’m worried most for my mother Sajia, the goddess of premonition. She’s no minor deity, but she lacks the physical strength to resist an attack if Duul approaches her city. My family has always been more cerebral in that respect.

In normal times, I would reach across the psychic network of the gods and contact her, but I have closed myself off from it for the time being to prevent Duul from locating me. If you hear anything about Landondowns, please let me know. It’s on the other side of the human lands, next to the elf land border.

Of course, I said. I’ll keep an ear out.

I returned to the forest to chop wood for the remainder of the day. Occasionally a forest monster would wander toward me, but I slayed them handily thanks to Razortooth. I didn’t mind the XP, but I did mind taking time away from gathering lumber.

I walked alongside the donkey cart that evening, carrying the day’s final load of wood.

“There you are!” Vix said. “It’s finished!”

I looked up at the tower. From the outside, it was all stone. The structure didn’t encroach on the path to the temple, but it did add a sense of gravity to the site. Mamba and Cindra were on the tower’s roof, staring down at us.

“Come on!” Vix said. We entered a door at the base and wound up a spiral wooden staircase. Wooden beams supported the hardwood floor above.

The view from the roof was phenomenal. Treetops stretched as far as I could see in every direction, except north, which was interrupted by the peaks of ravaged buildings in my former home. Meadowdale looked dark and defeated.

“Is that Valleyvale?” Vix asked. Sure enough, to the east, we saw the city’s temple, standing taller than the tree line.

“Yes,” I said. “Too bad I can’t ever go back there again.”

“It’s just as well,” Cindra said. “That Blade gangster would probably just ask for more training, and that’s a conversation you don’t want to have.”

“Do you think what the Mayor said was true?” I asked. “That Scar had gone to the Inn to kill me and take the gold Blade used to pay us for training?”

“The Mayor seems as trustworthy as Blade,” Cindra said. “I wouldn’t put any stock in his words.”

“We should get some sleep,” Mamba said. “My hips are tired from all that dancing.”

“Does that dance have a name?” I asked. “The one you use to control the snakes?”

“I just call it the mamba,” she said.

“You can’t call it that,” Vix said. “There’s already a dance called the mambo.”

“How does that one go?” Mamba asked.

“Sort of like this,” Vix said. She took Cindra’s hand, and put her other hand on Cindra’s shoulder. Then she stepped forward, leading Cindra back a step before reversing course. Their hips pivoted with each movement, and then they did a slight spin.

“That looks like fun!” Mamba said, reaching her hand toward me. I led her in the same moves I saw Vix employ with Cindra, and the four of us danced on the tower’s roof in the moonlight until we tired out.

At night, we had taken to sleeping in the recovery beds, and tonight was no different. It turned out, the beds weren’t just stone slabs meant to help people recuperate after laying on the stone spikes in the meditation room. These beds had special properties, and our HP and AP recovered quickly when we lied on them. Even without sleeping, we visited the beds a few times per day to rebuild our strength between tasks.

In the morning, I’d round up another pile of logs while Vix started – and completed – our second tower.
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They’re closer than ever now, Nola said. It was late afternoon, and I had loaded another cart with wood.

How close?, I asked.

They could be here before nightfall.

Vix may not be done with the second tower by then, I said.

I’m scared, Arden.

I know, I said. I was scared too, but it didn’t seem like the right time to say so. I’ll check in with Vix.

I rode as quickly as I could back to our base. The newest tower was in good shape, but still hours away from finishing.

“Vix?” I called out from just outside the tower. “When do you think this tower is done?” No response. “Vix?” I entered the tower and climbed to the third story, where I found her laying down wood for the floor.

“Thank the gods,” she said. “I’m having a hard time here, Arden. Take off your pants.”

“Vix, we can’t,” I said.

“I’ll do all the work,” she said. She started to untie her top.

“Duul’s forces are picking up their pace. We don’t have time to spare.”

“Oh,” she said. “How tight is our timeframe?”

“We need this tower ready now,” I said. “I’ll get Cindra and Mamba.”

I felt bad leaving Vix in that state. Apparently heat was a deep, unrelenting urge to mate that even the randiest man wouldn’t understand. I didn’t understand. But I knew that it tortured her not to get the release her body craved. Still, we had to make some sacrifices if we hoped to hold off Duul’s forces.

I wound my way around the hill and toward the stone steps that led down into our quarry. Mamba nearly ran into me as I stepped off the last step.

“Whoa!”

“Sorry, Master Arden,” she said. “Look.” She held out her hands, continuing to gyrate her hips the whole time. There was a small flake of something golden in one palm, and a tiny clear crystal in the other.

“What is it?” I asked.

“This isn’t just a quarry,” she said. “Cindra found a vein of iron which we couldn’t pull from the earth, and a gold deposit. That’s a gold flake! I could make earrings with this, large hoops that dance in time with my hips.”

“Yes, and that gem?” I asked.

“Oh, right,” she said. “An energem. There are larger ones in there too, but we couldn’t break them free.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, “but we can’t focus on that now. We need to get to the towers. Duul’s forces are coming.”

She stopped her dance. Cindra emerged from the shadowy tunnels with two gi-ants under her control, each carrying a stone block.

“Leave those,” I said. “We need to go.”

Cindra, two gi-ants, twelve snakes, and I all trekked back to the towers. The sun was starting to set when we found Vix, banging away at the stones that formed the top story.

She needs to hurry, Nola said.

Twelve hours is a fair time for a tower, I said. I trust her, let’s let her work.

Cindra gathered her bow and arrows and climbed to the top of the one completed tower. Mamba danced idly at the base of the second one, waiting for Vix to finish. She made a game out of stepping on the small holes in the rocky ground that let the light into the meditation room below.

I took Razortooth and stood outside the temple’s front door. This is where Vix and I would defend the temple against any creatures that made it past the towers. The enormity of the war coming our way pumped adrenaline through my veins. I didn’t want to think about it, for fear that I would crumble before it even started. We were four people that had only just met. What match were we for the god of war?

My only hope was that his forces were weak after battling constantly. After all, it wasn’t Duul himself that came, it was some lesser demon under his control. It had to run out of energy at some point, right?

After the sun disappeared beneath the horizon, Vix climbed from the tower and gave Mamba the go-ahead. Mamba raced to the tower’s roof while Vix fetched her hammer, shut the stone door to the temple behind her, and sat down by my feet.

“I’m tired, Arden,” she said. “I wish I had time for a quick nap in the recovery beds.”

“I know,” I said. I was tired too. Chopping and hauling wood was backbreaking work. We needed to stay vigilant though. We’d fight with whatever energy we had.

Waiting was nerve-wracking, but eventually we heard the heavy footfalls of an army on the march. Metal clanged from the weapons they carried and trees screeched against the hard-bodied creatures that cut a path through the forest, on their way to a target they’d hope to destroy, enslave, or both.

My leg started shaking. I wanted to stay strong and firm, for the others if not for myself. I didn’t want to become a mindless rage machine like Duul had turned Cahn into, or the other men of Meadowdale. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

The sound of marching got louder. Still, we waited. Cindra and Mamba would do what they could, then Vix and I would fight hand-to-hand until we couldn’t fight anymore.

Was I wrong to rope them into this? The promise of training their skills wasn’t worth their lives. I wanted to protect Nola, but I wanted to protect them too. I wasn’t sure how to do both.

The oncoming army reached its loudest volume. Then the sound began to taper. As though they didn’t know where they were going.

We’re not their target!, Nola said.

Then who is?, I asked.

Oh, she said. I was so relieved that they were leaving, it didn’t occur to me how dire things would get for Gowes. They’re heading toward Valleyvale.

“Stand down!” I yelled. “They’re going to Valleyvale.”

Mamba and Cindra climbed down from their towers, visibly relieved.

“What do we do?” Vix asked. “Let them destroy the only city within a day’s walk? Let them accumulate extra fighters and seal the city’s women inside?”

“We’re four people,” I said. “I don’t want to put you in harm’s way if we can avoid it.”

“I’m in harm’s way, no matter where I go,” Cindra said. “I was wrong to think I could strut into the elf lands and find Mercifer. I’ve seen what we’re up against now. It wouldn’t be fair to you, or to Nola, for me to abandon you after you saved me and provided me a home. I want to stay. I want to protect the temple.”

“I’ll stay too,” Vix said. “Where I came from, I was just another builder. It was my job, but that was all. Here I feel like it’s a purpose. These buildings matter. It’s the gods that saved our races from the first God War, and if protecting Nola can help save us all from the second one, count me in.”

I looked at Mamba next.

“I was never planning to leave,” she said. “My snakes are your snakes.”

“Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’re a team. And if we want our efforts to matter, we can’t just sit here and wait for war. We have to meet it head on. I’m going to Valleyvale.”

“Nola will be vulnerable if we all go,” Vix said. “As much as I’d like to Wallop a few baddies with my new hammer, I should stay here and keep building so that we’re prepared when Duul comes.”

“You’re right,” I said. “You should all stay. Gather resources and build our defenses. I’ll travel lighter as one person anyway.”

“You be careful, Arden,” Cindra said. “I need you to come back in one piece.” She took my hand and pressed a handful of small rocks into my palm. They was the energems we had found, and the one tiny energem she and Mamba had collected from our new mine.

“You all be careful too,” I said. “I’ll be back soon, good as new.”
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I tracked the sounds of Duul’s foot soldiers through the woods, careful to stay far enough away that they wouldn’t see me. I assumed they wouldn’t hear me over the sound of their own marching, and I was right. En route to Valleyvale, I had an advantage they didn’t: I was just one person.

With Razortooth in hand, and with my new leather gear equipped, I slipped through the trees ahead of the dark army. By the time I got to the front gates of the city it was hours later and the forest was dark, but the oncoming troops were far enough behind that I couldn’t hear them approaching.

“What business do you have in Valleyvale?” asked a man through the small viewing door built into the city’s front gate.

“I need to see the Mayor,” I said. “I’m the head priest of Nola’s temple.”

“I remember you,” the man said. “You’ve been banished. Go away.”

“There’s an army marching toward your city,” I said, “and if you don’t let me in to warn the Mayor, you’ll all die.”

“You’re marching on Valleyvale? You’re a fool!”

“Not me, Duul.”

The viewing door slammed shut. A moment later, the front gate creaked open. Three archers, still perched atop their guard tower, aimed their crossbows at me while I stepped inside the city. One false move and they might shoot, my head priest status be damned.

“You wait here,” the man said. Then he scurried deeper into the city.

Minutes went by. Precious minutes that brought the forces of evil closer to this city. Finally, the man ran back. Behind him, walking as though his world were not on verge of falling apart, was the Mayor. His ridiculous long shirt in all its loud colors was still buttoned from the neck all the way down.

The two witches he had with him last time also approached, one carrying an oversized battle axe, the other wielding a long wooden staff. They must be his body guard.

“You are handsome, but stupid,” the Mayor said. The blue-clad witch whispered something to the one dressed in red.

“A war approaches, Mayor,” I said. “Ready your army.”

“We have no army,” the Mayor said. “We have a well-trained, though small, corps of city guards that keep the peace. They are more than well enough prepared for whatever rogues come our way.”

“These aren’t rogues,” I said. “It’s Duul.”

“We should have accepted imperial protection,” the blue-clad mage said.

“Agreed,” the red one said.

“What would that mean?” I asked. “Is it too late?”

“Lily is wrong,” the Mayor said. “We don’t need the empire, its taxes, or its laws. We can protect ourselves.”

The faint sound of the approaching army reached our ears. Each of their faces sobered at the sound. This had suddenly become real to them.

“If you relax the law against it,” I said, “I can improve your skills and attributes now, in advance of the war.”

“You will do no such thing,” the Mayor said.

“We should consider it,” Lily said. She took her blue hat off, releasing a long, flowing head of brown hair behind her.

“You will stop speaking out of turn,” the Mayor said. “You lack the foresight of a lawmaker.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

A guard approached. “Mayor,” he said. “We spied two dozen people on their way toward the city. Shall we meet them outside the front gates?”

“No,” the Mayor said. “Assemble the guards here. If they make it through the front gate, then we will fight. I expect they’ll realize how powerful our lightning tower is and turn heel.”

I stood, uncomfortably, while the army marched toward our door. The Mayor did nothing more to warn the citizens or protect the city, he just folded his hands in front of him and stood there.

“Ambry,” Lily said to the mage in red robes, “are you ready?”

“Full power,” she said.

“Good,” Lily said. “No one messes with my city and lives.”

The ball of electric light that hovered atop Valleyvale’s magic defense tower crackled and throbbed. It grew as the threat got closer, until finally it sent a long, snaking arc of energy that filled the air with the smell of ozone.

Something in the forest outside Valleyvale screeched. It was the only cretin that would be taken unaware. The second its body hit the ground, metal crashed against metal and throaty roars erupted into the air. They rushed the doors.

The tower recharged slowly, building its throbbing energy mass from a nascent spark to a giant crackling ball over the course of thirty or so seconds. The archers in the other guard tower shot quickly at the oncoming attackers.

We just stood there, waiting. The Mayor, armed only with arrogance; Lily, whose fists were frosty with some ice spell she was preparing; Ambry, whose eyes burned with magic fire; and me, with my spear at the ready. A dozen guards with swords and shields formed a loose wall between us and the city gates.

The wooden gates to the city, dense and expertly adorned with ornamental carvings, stood up to the assault longer than I expected. Still, the cretins hacked away at them, ignoring the damage from arrows and electric bolts that whittled down their numbers.

A black blade crunched through the gates. A cretin’s shining black boot stomped through the splintered wood, opening the first entry point for Duul’s forces.

The guards sprang into action, thrusting swords at the creatures as they climbed into the city. Other cretins hacked away at the doors from the outside, widening their entry.

“Girls?” the Mayor said.

“About time,” Ambry replied. She reached forward and conjured a wall of fire that enclosed the guards and the cretins, keeping them at the city’s front in a small, sweltering area. A lightning bolt sizzled toward a cretin, striking it dead in a single blow as it climbed through the jagged aperture in the large wooden door.

Lily’s hands continued to frost, though she didn’t take action yet.

The archers had stopped shooting at the army below. Cretins had climbed the archers’ tower and were engaged in hand to hand combat, something the archers were likely ill equipped for. There was nothing on the face of the tower to stop the cretins from scurrying up the rocks like demented squirrels.

The creatures that lunged at the archers on the tower’s tiny roof were not the man-shaped cretins that wielded swords down below. These creatures were canine in form, with rippling black muscle shining across their backs like they were carved from obsidian.

These war dogs had shut down one of the city’s defenses, the cretins had torn down the doors, and now other cretins had erected some kind of magic barrier that interfered with the electric tower. The rest of this battle would take place here, on the cobblestone square that welcomed visitors across the threshold of Valleyvale’s entrance.

Two guards were down, maybe more. It was hard to see through Ambry’s fire wall. A dozen cretins had climbed into the city now, with more on their way.

“You have to let me in there,” I said. I had a good weapon, and a combat skill. I could help keep the cretins from tearing out the guards’ throats.

“In time,” the Mayor said. “Let the guards prove their worth.”

“But the cretins are conjuring their black magic smog,” I said. “They’ll turn the guards against us if we don’t act soon.”

“Running out,” Ambry said. The flames of her wall began to diminish until the entire thing snuffed out.

“My turn!” Lily said. She began pumping her hands through the air, throwing snowballs that came out of nowhere. Each one landed on a cretin, turning the creatures into veritable ice sculptures. They were frozen solid, at least for the time being.

A few of the guards stepped back from the fray, still clutching their weapons. They looked back at us, then the cretins. Then they charged at the Mayor.

Ambry stepped forward with her staff to block their attacks. “Traitors!”

“It’s the cretins’ doing,” I said. I stepped forward with my spear, while Lily readied a long metal axe. “Don’t kill the guards, it’s not their fault.”

“They should have resisted this curse!” the Mayor said.

A cursed guard lunged toward me, but I activated Piercing Blow and stabbed his shield. The force of it threw him back, but my weapon had speared through his shield like a shish kabob. It was nice to know Razortooth was that sharp, but having a shield stuck to my spear made the weapon heavy and unwieldy.

I whipped my spear in a wide arc, using the attached shield to knock down the rest of the guards that had come for us. The inertia took me with it, dragging me to the ground as my legs failed to spin fast enough to keep up.

“First fight?” Ambry asked. She clobbered a fallen guard in the head with her staff, knocking him unconscious.

“Me?” I asked. “No, I’ve been fighting my whole life.” My main opponents until recently had been bats, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

Lily continued to freeze cursed guards and cretins in place, but there were more cretins than she could keep up with. Some of them rushed at me, so I braced for their attacks. Either I’d catch their sword arms with my bare hands and stop their attacks, or I’d lose some of my precious HP in the form of stab wounds. I really didn’t want to pass out from lack of HP, because then I’d be very easy to kill, but for the time being I was unarmed.

Then the dark creatures sprinted past me. I wasn’t their target.

“Gowes,” I said. “They’re attacking the temple!”

Not weighed down by my spear, I ran. My fists pumped against the air as my legs burned with the effort. I wasn’t a natural runner, so it was only adrenaline and necessity forcing my muscles to act. When this was over, I’d need to get in better shape.

Concerned citizens looked warily out their windows, but none came to their doors. None wanted to get personally involved in the war that had come to their doorstep. The temple was just ahead, and while I wasn’t closing in on the three cretins charging ahead, I wasn’t losing ground either.

The temple doors were locked, so the cretins started hacking away with their swords. It was the time I needed to catch up to them.

“Hey!” I yelled. “Hey, you!”

One of the cretins turned back and stepped toward me while the other two kept beating down the doors. It whipped its sword toward me and I jumped back to avoid getting hit. It slashed again, forcing me further from the temple I was trying to save. I couldn’t let the cretins steal the life energy from another god, it would only make Duul stronger and the other gods weaker, including Nola.

With another slash of its sword, the cretin got closer and I lunged. My head crashed into its chest, knocking it to the ground. I punched its face, which felt like punching a metal mailbox. My knuckles split open, bleeding onto the creature’s jaw. It sent a slimy black tongue across its lips, taking my blood into its mouth and smiling before bashing my skull with its forehead.

I reeled back, dizzy from the impact. Ahead, the temple doors splintered open, allowing the other two monster men to get inside.

The cretin that was attacking me pressed its sword against my neck. The sharp blade dug into my skin, but my hands pressed against the cretin’s arms, pushing against the force that bore down on my throat.

I couldn’t hold out for long. Soon, this thing would decapitate me. I kicked my legs out but couldn’t get between this monster and myself.

Then, a new blade appeared. A shining metal knife sliced into the cretin’s throat, spilling black blood sludge all over me. The creature flopped to the side. Standing over me, and offering a hand to help me up, was gangster extraordinaire Blade.

“Thank you,” I panted. “There are two more, in the temple.”

“Not my problem,” he said. “The gods and I don’t care for each other. I’ve done enough here for you to owe me, teach. Keep yourself alive long enough for me to cash that in.”

He strutted away, as if he weren’t a walking target himself. Meanwhile, the black ooze from the cretin’s dead body coalesced into a thin tendril of inky magic that soared through air, through my pant pocket, and into one of the energems I had brought with me. My skin seared from the heat of that energy transfer for a moment, then it was over.

The dizziness subsided. I got to my feet as I heard a scream from the temple. Eranza.

I ran into the temple as quickly as I could. There, with black blades aimed forward, were two cretins just inches from Gowes. The cyan god floated out of reach, just above the altar.

“You boys won’t hurt me,” he said. “My friend Arden will see to that. Over here, Arden!”

Eranza cowered behind the altar, next to the temple’s fireplace. A light blue flame flickered behind her.

“Throw me a poker!” I yelled, running toward the altar. Eranza threw the fireplace implement toward me like a javelin, which I caught in both hands. I kept running, holding the weapon across my body. When I reached the cretins, I used the force from Piercing Blow to whack them both across the heads as I thrust my new weapon forward horizontally.

The cretins tumbled ahead. I stabbed one with the sharp end of the poker, then pulled the weapon from its flesh. Its chest was torn like metal foil leaking black oil. The second cretin opened its mouth, revealing jagged, sharp teeth. It lunged at me with its scimitar and its mouth. I wasn’t sure what to block first.

I went for the mouth. The handle end of my poker was already facing the creature, so I rammed it into its gaping maw. The metal scraped against the back of its skull as I tore the monster’s head open. It fell, dead.

The other cretin was getting back to its feet. Gowes continued to waft overhead, smiling as we battled to the death below him.

“Today’s not the day I die, fellas, I’ve got a long life ahead!” he said.

“But do I?” I asked, kicking the cretin in the stomach. I didn’t know if it had a stomach inside that black shining body, but I did hope I had kicked something vital.

“If you want one,” he said, “you can have one. You just need a little ingenuity and faith!”

I found it hard to be so optimistic with a cretin slashing his dark sword at me. I ducked backward to avoid an attack, then did it again. I didn’t realize how close I had gotten to the temple’s pews until I tripped over one and landed in a heap between the wooden benches.

The cretin leapt onto the pew’s back and pointed at me with his sword. He was about to drop his body toward me and let gravity sink that blade as far into me as it would. I had nowhere to roll to, no way to stand and run before that blade fell.

Instead, I pointed my poker at the pew and activated Piercing Blow. The polearm shot forward, splintering the wooden bench and sending long shards of oak in every direction. The cretin flew across the room, slamming into another pew and destroying it. I climbed over the wreckage and stared down at it, trapped under a long, heavy stretch of the decimated bench.

“It’s over,” I said. With a final thrust, I speared the monster and killed it.

The blood of two cretins wove through the air toward me. I reached in my pocket for the energems and set them on the floor just in time to avoid adding to the third degree burns on my thigh from the first cretin.

When the stones cooled, I collected them, nodded at Gowes and Eranza, and limped out of the temple.
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When I stepped into the street, I saw him. The general that led this charge. He was much taller than the other cretins and his eyes burned with red energy. He was on the far side of the city gates, so he hadn’t set foot in Valleyvale yet, but time was short.

I ran. My vision blurred like I might pass out from over exertion, but I couldn’t care about that. I could only run, toward the guards, the Mayor, the witches that struggled to keep the cretins at bay. If we didn’t turn this menace away, Duul would add Valleyvale’s men to his cabal of warmongering subjects, and trap the women in a state of constant uncertainty.

“Six!” Lily yelled as I approached. She had slashed her axe through a frozen cretin’s neck, sending its head rolling away in a frosted block of frozen death. “Seven!” she slashed again.

Ambry straddled a cretin on the ground, pressing the length of her staff against its throat. It went limp as she finished strangling it to death.

I took out the energems again. The cretins’ bodies turned to a river of black energy that filled the gems with power and heat.

“We have company,” I said.

The only cretin standing was the largest of the bunch. He stood outside the front gates, accepting arrows from Valleyvale’s last living archer as though they were flakes of snow on a mild winter day. The sizzling ball of yellow energy that grew atop the other tower prepared to jolt him with electric magic, but the oversized monster didn’t seem to care.

A feeble punch in my back spun me around. It was the Mayor. His eyes were black as night, his skin a deathly shade of gray. He had succumbed to Duul’s curse.

I realized then that he had been right to keep the citizens from pitching in against the cretins. Extra bodies would have only added to Duul’s forces once the curse took hold.

The Mayor was too old and weak to inflict much damage, so I turned away and let him attack me. “What do you want?” I yelled toward Duul’s largest minion.

“What I came for,” the creature bellowed in a deep, gravelly voice. It reached its black hand toward the electric tower, which stood barely taller than he did. He curled his fingers around the damaging magic. Yellow sparks snaked up his arm, forcing his body to tremble from the damage he took. Then the spell ceased, beginning its thirty second recharge.

The cretin general pulled his fist away and uncurled his fingers. In his hand sat a massive black energem, larger than any I had found so far. The electric energy stopped gathering on the tower’s roof. He hadn’t come for the city, or for Gowes. Not yet, anyway. He came to take the gem that powered the city’s defenses, and which could add to Duul’s own power if put to that purpose.

He turned to walk away, leaving the city in shambles. The guards were dead, save a single archer. The electric tower was powered down. The gates were in smithereens.

“We did it,” the Mayor said. Somehow, the death of the cretins and the departure of their general had lifted the curse. It wasn’t permanent. It must depend on proximity to the spell’s source. If that were the case, maybe I could liberate Meadowdale one day.

“Come,” the Mayor said. “We must give credit where it is due.”

I retrieved Razortooth and pried the metal shield from its blade, then followed behind the Mayor, Ambry, and Lily. The archer looked down at us and shook his head. He wouldn’t leave his post while the massive general of Duul’s army walked away through the woods.

“People of Valleyvale!” the Mayor called out. Gradually, citizens amassed in the city’s center. They walked from side streets and alleys. They came from their homes and their shops. Eranza came, and so did Gowes. I hadn’t seen him outside his temple before this, but he radiated the same cyan glow here as he did there.

“Today, we sustained casualties in a war that we did not seek,” the Mayor said. “These are important times for the city to attract adventurers, else we shall have no champions against the forces of evil. While today’s battle ended in victory, we may not always be so lucky or so strong.”

Victory?, I wondered. They got what they came here for. They took your energem!

“I need to thank our city guards,” the Mayor said, “whose brave sacrifices allow us to live and prosper another day. Let us take a moment of silence to remember their valor.

“I need also to thank Ambry and Lily, whose magic kept those evil warriors from entering the city and fouling our fair home.

“Finally, I must thank Eranza, whose quick thinking allowed the temple to be defended.”

“To be defended?” I thought, I’m the one who defended it!

“And, lest we allow our home to suffer intrusions most unwelcome,” the Mayor said, “take a long look at this face.” He gestured toward me. “This is the face of a man once banished from our city, who returned without invitation. His lack of respect for my authority, and his partial destruction of our temple, prove that his banishment was well earned. Should he enter Valleyvale again, he must be detained before he wreaks more havoc.

“Today, however, is a day to rejoice in our strength, and not delve into vengeance. Ambry, Lily, have him removed.”

Unbelievable. I had saved Gowes from certain death. The god of wishful thinking may not believe so, he might just think this whole day was destined to be honky dory, but I risked my neck saving his minor deity ass from extinction. And this is the thanks I get?

Lily’s hand was warm for an ice witch. She guided me toward the city’s front gates, or what was left of them, while Ambry walked alongside.

“We won’t survive another attack,” Lily said. “Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy the thrill of chopping heads like the next girl, but the only reason I had time to freeze so many of them was the guards holding the enemy back.”

“There were forty, maybe fifty cretins,” I said. “I saw them take over Meadowdale with less. Next time they’ll bring more.”

“The Mayor needs the empire’s protection, but he’ll never accept that,” Lily said.

“Fool,” Ambry said.

“You can’t just sit here,” I said. “This city is doomed.”

“We can’t just leave our people behind,” Lily said. “I’m sorry it has to end like this.”

“Me too,” I said. “We were preparing for that invasion at Nola’s temple. When they passed us by, I couldn’t let them attack Valleyvale without at least warning you.”

“Good luck protecting Nola,” Lily said.

Ambry put a hand on my shoulder and locked eyes with me. She offered me a brief, warm smile, then resumed her normal stoic face.

“Thank you both,” I said. “Good luck surviving the Mayor. He’s an idiot and a prick.”

“Believe me, we know,” Lily said, a grin lighting up her face. “He’s our father.”
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There had been no road from Nola’s temple to Valleyvale, only a circuitous path through the trees that I had memorized on my last trip, just wide enough and flat enough for our donkey to trek. Now, thanks to the massive general that had stomped through the forest, a clear straight line was cut through the woods.

It didn’t lead to Nola’s temple, because the cretins hadn’t visited us yet, but it came dangerously close. I wove through the trees on the last stretch of my journey and arrived late at night, thoroughly exhausted.

The stone door to the temple was shut tight. I knocked.

I knocked again.

We really needed a doorbell.

“You’re back,” came a voice from high up. It was Cindra, standing at the edge of a tower’s roof. I ran up those stairs to join her.

“What are you doing up here?” I asked. “It’s late.”

“They’re stars,” she said. “Real live stars. Until I met you, I hadn’t seen the outside sky. Not the sun, or the clouds, or these.” She gestured toward the sky with both arms and spun in a circle. “They’re so beautiful, little specks of light that defy the darkness.”

“Yes,” I said. “They are.”

“Did Valleyvale fall to Duul,” she asked, “or do they live to see another starry night?”

“They lost an energem,” I said, “and there were casualties, but the city isn’t cursed and Gowes is alive.”

“Then you’re a hero,” she said.

I shook my head. “The first thing I did was lose use of my spear and drop it at the very start of the fight. Then I nearly died, but Blade saved me. Blade, of all people. I managed to fend off a few cretins attacking Gowes, but then the Mayor blamed me for damaging the temple in front of everyone and I let him. I didn’t stand up for myself. I didn’t demand he do a better job of protecting his people. He told me to leave, and I did. I left everyone behind. I’m no hero.”

“You’re my hero,” she said. “You could have left me behind in the quarry, but you didn’t. Even though I could have been dangerous for all you knew, you accepted me and welcomed me. You’ve fought to keep me safe and alive. You didn’t have to do any of those things.”

“Yes I did,” I said. “It’s my responsibility to keep you safe if you’re going to stay here in the temple.”

“It’s only your responsibility,” she said, “because you made it your responsibility. You’re a good man, Arden. Your loyalty to others isn’t shaped by their race, or their wealth, or their beauty. Or lack thereof.”

“Are you still on about that?” I asked. I put a hand on her cheek. “Cindra, you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever laid eyes on. You are a star shining through the darkness that falls on our world.”

She looked at my lips. I looked at hers. I moved my hand to the back of her neck and pulled her close for a kiss. Her lips were soft and full, parting easily to let my tongue explore against her own. Her skin was like velvet as my hand traced down her back.

She wore her Radiance Gown, the sparkly fabric catching only the faintest light of the moon and reflecting it back in a dim sheen. The dress had a thin string that cinched it up her back. I untied it, loosening the dress like a corset. Her large breasts heaved forward, tumbling from her gown as I freed her of its constraints.

Cindra’s arms wrapped around my back and pressed me against her body. I seemed to melt into her, her skin connecting with every inch of my front. My hands found their way further down, pulling her hips against mine.

No amount of exhaustion would stop me from enjoying this night. I had survived a deadly attack and saved not just the city, but its god as well, Nola’s uncle. I was stronger than ever, had filled a few energems, and made new allies in Lily and Ambry. If they ever emerged from their father’s shadow, they’d make fine warrior witches, maybe even mayors in their own right.

My body ached for rest, and it found that with Cindra. My tension released and my muscles moved in a natural rhythm that rejuvenated us both.

It was a good, long night.
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I woke up the next morning, half naked under a sun that warmed the stones around me. It took a moment to realize that I was still on top of a tower, well above the temple’s entry level. Cindra was just climbing the wooden stairs to the roof.

“We let you sleep in,” she said. “I thought you might be hungry.” She set down a plate of roasted meat with berry jam, cheese, and bread.”

“Famished,” I said. “I spent more energy in one day yesterday than I did in my whole life.”

“I believe it,” she said. “You were rather unstoppable.”

The sound of a hammer against stone brought reality crashing in on me. Vix. A woman I had also slept with, and who I cared about. My stomach balled up in a knot.

“Cindra,” I said. “Can I tell you something?”

“Anything,” she said.

“I don’t want to upset you, or anyone, but if I’m not honest now it’ll be worse later. I care about you.”

“I know you do,” she said. “I care about you too.”

“I also care about Vix,” I said. “She and I have…”

Cindra took my chin between her fingers. “Sweetie, if you think I didn’t know you two were going at it in the forest, I’ll be insulted.”

“Was it that obvious?” I asked.

“I’ve been living in a cave, and even I have enough sense to know that. Besides, Vix and I spoke about it. When she’s in heat, she has physical needs she can’t deny. She doesn’t want to deny them, not with you. She cares about you too. But she has no need to keep you to herself. Nor do I.”

A huge weight lifted from my shoulders. I never thought women could be so rational about all this. I kissed Cindra once before digging into my food. “You are amazing,” I said. “Both of you.”

“And if you haven’t noticed,” Cindra said, “Mamba is smitten as well. Watch out for her. She likes to ply her men with wine.”

“Noted,” I said, my mouth full of bread and cheese. Cindra disappeared down the stairs and I followed after once I finished my morning meal.

Vix was hard at work on another tower, this one twenty feet ahead of the row nearest the temple’s entrance. “Morning!” she said.

“Good morning,” I replied. I was still sleepy from all of the previous day’s activities.

“I figured I’d get started on this tower now and see what you thought while work was underway. If I make this one three stories, it will be a full story taller than the one behind it, so we can zip line down to that tower when we need to abandon the taller one. With only two of us any good with ranged attacks, this gives us a second shot at keeping enemies in range before it’s up to you and me to fight melee-style at the front door.”

“That’s an interesting approach,” I said.

“Thanks,” she replied, still chiseling away at a large block. “I’m also thinking about making a faulty block in the base, so that we could yank it out and send the tower toppling over onto our enemies. They’d never see it coming!”

“Is there a way to do that,” I asked, “that ensures it doesn’t also kill us?”

“No,” she said, “and there’s a chance the bad guys could pull it out when we don’t want them to. Hmm….”

“Let’s skip that one then. I like the zip-lining though.” I surveyed the space between the first two towers. “Say, can we build a wall and a gate? I saw the front doors to Valleyvale hold off the cretins for a while. It could be worth spending the time and resources on.”

“I could build stone doors, or wood,” she said, “but they would take a long time and you’d need to haul resources for me. Or I could make a wooden pike fence and raise it on pulleys! If I strung wooden logs together and suspended them from the tower tops, we could lower them as a gate or raise them to let each other in!”

“Have at it,” I said. “If that’s the best we can do on short notice it’s better than nothing. I’d like to see a real wall and sturdy gates one day though.”

“One brick at a time, my dear Arden,” she said. Then she went back to hammering rocks.

I wandered into the forest with a hatchet to resume collecting wood. Our resource stock was fairly even, with Vix using stone and wood almost as quickly as we collected them. I didn’t want to let our supplies start to run low.

Cindra and Mamba would be in the quarry pulling up stones with snakes and gi-ants doing the heavy lifting, earning up XP while they did it. I’d have to level everyone up again soon if we were going to keep growing.

A few hours went by in the forest before I heard it. The sound of metal and boots. My first thought was how utterly exhausted I was. After a day of working, traveling, fighting, being disrespected by the mayor, and traveling back to our base, I wasn’t ready for another wave of Duul’s attackers. Not yet.

I hopped onto the donkey cart and forced that poor animal to take us back to the base as quickly as possible. I wanted to leave the cart behind so we could ride faster, but an abandoned supply cart screamed, “I’m here in the forest somewhere,” and I didn’t want the forces of darkness to find me any sooner than necessary.

“Vix,” I said. “We have visitors.” Cindra and Mamba rounded the corner with their minions, concerned looks on their faces.

“We heard them too,” Mamba said. “The rhythm of their feet is mirthless. I don’t like it.”

“Everyone take your positions,” I said.

We waited, and waited.

I sense two dozen this time, Nola said.

Not a uselessly wide range like last time?, I asked.

Do you want intel or not?, she asked.

Yes, please and thank you, holy goddess.

That’s better, she said.

Vix and I stood between the towers. I dug the tip of my spear into a hole in the ground that led to the meditation room below. If this army chased us inside the temple, they might eventually corner us in that dead end room full of spiked stone spires. It wouldn’t be a pretty ending.

The bushes ahead parted and the first person stepped forward.

“You are hard to find, gods damn it!” It was Lily.

“It’s okay,” I yelled to Cindra and Mamba atop their separate towers. “Don’t shoot. They’re from Valleyvale.”

I walked toward them. “What are you doing here?”

“Our father refuses to bring in the empire for help,” Lily said. “After he also refused to give you credit for helping us fight off the last wave of attackers, we knew we didn’t stand a chance there, not without you. We asked him to invite you and Nola to Valleyvale so you could use your skills to make us stronger, and so we could all fight as one.”

“He resists,” Ambry said.

“We threatened to leave,” Lily continued, “which of course would leave Valleyvale unprotected. He didn’t care. He said if we were going to leave, we shouldn’t delay. So we asked around to see who wanted to come with us, and here we are.

“Will you take us in?” There was real worry in her eyes, like I might decline. She and her sister had defied their father, the very ruler of Valleyvale, and led two dozen women and men here seeking safety and freedom.

“Life here isn’t easy,” I said. “Duul and his army will find us. We’ll need to fight, all of us. And we don’t have many amenities.”

“We’re not afraid to fight,” Lily said.

“Or work,” Ambry added.

“Then welcome aboard,” I said. “As long as Nola accepts your pledges you’re all welcome at the temple.”

Yay, more fealty pledges!, Nola said. And it’s more than just a temple now, it’s a settlement. You’re doing it, Arden, you’re building me a city!

Cindra and Mamba came down from their towers.

“Welcome to our humble settlement,” I said to the group as the last member emerged from the trees and crowded around me. “Here we serve and protect Nola, the goddess of clever insight.”

Tell them that I’m the goddess that sparks the idea to mix one good thing with another good thing, like energy potions with alcohol, or bacon with ice cream!

“Nola is the goddess of mash-ups, among other things,” I said.

Everyone murmured their approval.

I never thought of it that way, Nola said.

“Starting with Lily and Ambry, I will train everyone’s skills free of charge. All I ask is that you use your talents to improve our settlement. We have a full day of building ahead of us, but tonight, we’ll have a feast inside the temple to welcome you all here.”

Mamba sidled up to me and asked, in a quiet voice, “Does that mean we can finally open the wine?”

“Yes,” I said so that only she could hear, “but I can’t drink too much. I need to focus on how we’re progressing here.”

“Just enough to dance with me,” she said, “that’s all I ask.”

Lily stepped forward. “Do me first.”

I quickly upgraded my own Precision Training skill to the next level. This would save everyone I trained today additional XP that we could invest in making them even stronger later. Then I cracked open Lily’s skills menu in the glowing blue writing that only I could see.
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Skillmeister View of:

Lily Ingriss




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

5 Constitution / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

5 Vivacity / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

7 Strength / 175 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

7 Hardiness / 175 XP to Next / 7 –> 8 / Total XP Cost: 175

-

7 Focus / 175 XP to Next / 7 –>  8  / Total XP Cost: 175

-

7 Resolve / 175 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 600







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 500/500 –> 600/600

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 100/100 –> 120/120

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 70-85

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 38-53 –> 43-61

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 70-85 –> 80-98

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 38-53

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Battle Axe

-

Locked. Guillotine 1. Activate for 1% chance to decapitate any enemy with lower Hardiness than your own. [50 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 8, Focus 8] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Guillotine 2 to increase chance of success to 2%. [52 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 10, Focus 10] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125




TOTAL BATTLE AXE SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills for Special Class: Ice Queen

-

Battle Cryo 4. Freeze enemies in place for 10 seconds. [14 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 4, Resolve 4].

-

Improve to Battle Cryo 5 to increase immobility duration to 12 seconds. [15 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5, Resolve 5] [1,875 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 4 –> 5

Cost Subtotal: 1,875




TOTAL ICE QUEEN SKILL XP COST: 1,875







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,712

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,600

Precision Training Discount (2%): 52

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,548

Total Projected Remaining: 164







Confirm?: Yes / No
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I explained the changes I was making for Lily, then confirmed them. Next I trained Ambry’s skills.
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Skillmeister View of:

Ambry Ingriss




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

5 Constitution / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

5 Vivacity / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 6 / Total XP Cost: 125

-

7 Strength / 175 XP to Next / 7 –> 8 / Total XP Cost: 0

-

7 Hardiness / 175 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 175

-

7 Focus / 175 XP to Next / none  / Total XP Cost: 175

-

7 Resolve / 175 XP to Next / 7 –>  8 / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 600







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 500/500 –> 600/600

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 100/100 –> 120/120

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 70-85 –> 80-98

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 38-53

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 70-85

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 38-53 –> 43-61

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Battle Staff

-

Locked. Concuss 1. Whack an enemy in the head for a 10% chance at rendering them unconscious. Failed attacks cause dizziness instead. [25 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 8, Resolve 8] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Concuss 2 to increase chance of causing unconsciousness to 12%. [26 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Resolve 10] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125




TOTAL BATTLE STAFF SKILL XP COST: 125







Skills for Special Class: Flame Dame

-

Holding Fire 4. Conjure a single wall of flame up to 20 feet in perimeter that damages anyone or anything that crosses its path. [14 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 4, Focus 4].

-

Improve to Holding Fire 5 to increase perimeter of flame wall to 28 feet. [22 AP to cast] [Requires: Hardiness 6, Focus 6] [1,875 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 4 –> 5

Cost Subtotal: 1,875




TOTAL FLAME DAME SKILL XP COST: 1,875







Summary

-

Available XP: 2,677

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,600

Precision Training Discount (2%): 52

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,548

Total Projected Remaining: 129







Confirm?: Yes / No
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After I explained everything to Ambry and Lily, including the new skills I had unlocked for them, I started training everyone else. Slowly, I amassed additional XP of my own from training each person in turn. It was certainly a better way to spend an afternoon than chopping wood. The best part was that Lily and Ambry had brought in some very helpful people.

We had a miner class now, who I sent with Cindra to the mine so we could start extracting gold, iron, and energems. A culinarian class, whose skill allowed her to increase the output from all recipes by 10%, which would only get better as we continued to train. A logger, who could prepare wood from trees much more efficiently than I could. A cartographer, who could only make crude maps when she got here, but who now could craft magical maps that updated areas she had surveyed automatically. A deviser capable of making complex machinery.

There was no healer though. I thought back to Lana, and hoped she was alright. I wished Ambry and Lily had found her when they rounded people up. The thought of her suffering at Duul’s hands after she had just purified her blood was heartbreaking.

“What do we do with them all?” Vix asked after the last person walked away to start on their day’s project.

“How quickly can you build homes on the hill?” I asked. “We’ll need a wall to surround not just the path between the slopes, but the entire base of the hill that Nola’s temple is under. We’ll need homes, and a forge for our new metalworker, and a meeting hall for events, and—”

“Homes?” she asked. “Residential buildings are so boring, that’s what I was trying to get away from.”

“As boring as sharing our limited number of beds with our growing number of settlers?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said, “but I’m not building all of that alone. I’ll need some helpers.”

“Of course,” I said. “Take whoever you need. I didn’t realize other people could help you build.”

“Anyone can build something,” she said. “My class allows me to build with extraordinary speed and precision. It takes me 12 hours to build a tower. It would take someone else weeks. However, I can oversee some of the projects and lend a hand to speed them up.”

“Vix,” I said, “you’ve just been promoted to head architect. But when you have a crazy idea of what to build next, check in with me first, would you?”

The wheels were already turning in her eyes. “A whole team at my disposal. First the wall. But not just any wall…” She continued to mutter to herself as she walked away.

“Lily, Ambry,” I said. The women stood to the side, waiting for direction from me.

“After fighting cretins lately, I have these.” I dug the energems out of my pocket. They were small, but four of them were completely black now. “Something like this powered the electric tower in Valleyvale. Do you know how that worked?”

“Yes,” Ambry said. I had to look to Lily for more exposition.

“Our mother made that tower,” Lily said. “Before she disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” I asked.

“She was a lightning mage,” Lily explained. “Our father begged her to be more careful, but that branch of magic comes with recklessness.”

“Yours too,” Ambry said.

Lily rolled her eyes. “I’m not as calculating as my sister, so shoot me. Anyway, some people thought our father did something to get rid of her, afraid that her unpredictability would hurt his bid for Mayor. Others thought she just fried herself into a pile of ash one day when no one was looking.

“It took her ages to fill that large energem. I saw what happened when the cretins died. The way they filled up your energems was phenomenal. They must be pure energy, even though they’re evil.

“Normally, filling an energem is painstaking work. Our mother poured all of her action points into that stone for years before it was full. Then she set it up to protect the city from intruders.

“Anyone can set one up, but once the gem is assigned it’s permanent. That’s why most people wait until their skills are strong before they imbue an energem.”

“We don’t have time,” I said, “but we do have an energem mine, and an endless supply of cretins on the way. I’ll give some thought to who has the right spells for our needs. Thanks for your help.”

“No problem,” Ambry said.

“So where do you want us then?” Lily asked.

“When the cretins come,” I said, “I want you on the towers. Your father had you wait inside until the cretins destroyed the front door, and I think that was a waste. You should contain the enemy as soon as they’re in range of our defensive towers. For now though, see if you can give Vix a hand. She’s planning out the city, and I think the Mayor’s daughters are in the best position to advise.”

“Will do,” Ambry said. She didn’t smile once the whole time she was here. I wasn’t sure if she was unhappy, or if the lack of a scowl on her face should make me relieved. I walked away from the girls and into the temple.

Nola, I thought, how close are you to evolving?

I thought it would take months, she said, but my progress is coming along. I should be ready in a few weeks.

Do we have a few weeks?, I asked.

I wish I knew, she said. I’ve blocked my psychic connection to the gods, so I don’t know where Duul is or what he’s up to. I can’t take the risk.

Then we’ll do the best we can, I said.

I walked into the forest after that for some quiet time. I heard trees falling in the distance from our new logger, but I wandered to a spot where I could be alone. It was time to upgrade my own skills, and I was happy to find a new weapon skill that had opened up. I unlocked it, hoping my HP wouldn’t fall low enough to warrant using it.
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Skillmeister View of:

Arden Hochbright




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

5 Constitution / 125 XP to Next / 5 –> 7 / Total XP Cost: 275

-

5 Vivacity / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

8 Strength + 6 Bonus / 200 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

6 Hardiness + 4 Bonus / 150 XP to Next / 6 –> 8 / Total XP Cost: 325

-

5 Focus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

5 Resolve + 3 Bonus / 125 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 600







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 500/500 –> 700/700

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 100/100

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 140-171

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 54-76 –> 65-91

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 50-61

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 43-61

-







Skills For Weapon Class: Polearm

-

Piercing Blow 1. Damage multiplier of 2.0. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 5].

-

Improve to Piercing Blow 2 for damage multiplier of 2.2. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 7] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 1 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 250

-

Locked. Spear Cannon 1. When HP is at or below 10%, shoot a beam of light from your spear to damage enemy attackers, with a Strength multiplier of 3.0. [22 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 8, Hardiness 8] [125 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Spear Cannon 2 to increase Strength multiplier to 3.4. [24 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Hardiness 10] [250 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 1

Cost Subtotal: 125







TOTAL POLEARM SKILL XP COST: 375







Skills for Special Class: Skillmeister

-

Precision Training 2. Reduce the XP cost of skills and attributes by 1%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 6, Resolve 7].

-

Improve to Precision Training 3 for XP cost reduction of 3%. [Passive] [Requires: Focus 7, Resolve 9] [1125 XP to improve].




…
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TOTAL SKILLMEISTER SKILL XP COST: 0







Summary

-

Available XP: 1002

Cost of Intended Changes: 975

Precision Training Discount (2%): 20

Total Adjusted Cost: 955

Total Projected Remaining:  52
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Alright Duul, I thought, you evil bastard. I’m either ready or I’m not.
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That night, we had our feast as promised. Twenty-five new settlers sat on both sides of a long wooden table that one of our new carpenters fixed for the occasion, along with wooden chairs. Mamba, Cindra, Vix, and I sat at the end of the table, closest to Nola, with Ambry and Lily.

“We have a working gold mine now,” Cindra said, “and a way to extract raw energems. You should see the mine, those rocks glitter like stars in the dark rocky tunnels.”

Mamba set her wine on the table. “Everyone wants my snakies to help them work faster. They love all the attention.”

I took a long sip of my own wine. It was valeberry wine, a sweet, earthy drink from fruits that grew around Valleyvale. It was one more reason to hope Valleyvale didn’t fall to Duul’s forces. Where would we get wine from if the whole city was cursed?

Our new culinarian brought another platter to our end of the table.

“I can’t eat all of this,” Vix said, “it’ll go to my hips.”

“Not me,” Cindra said, “it goes right to my boobs.”

“By all means,” I said, “indulge. It’s not every night we have a spread like this. In fact, have seconds!”

It was a wonderful meal, interrupted only by the festive tunes from our new bard who plucked on a stringed instrument in the corner. He had a cup of wine to himself, and seemed lost in his own music.

Mamba stood and took my hand.

“No,” I said, “I’m tired, and I’m a bad dancer, and I’m still eating—”

“I’m a good teacher,” she said. “Music fills the soul when body hungers for body.”

I wanted to argue, but I was at a total loss for how. Mamba dragged me toward the music and began to gyrate her hips against mine.

I let my own hips move with hers. She quickly fell into some kind of trance, rippling her abdominal muscles and bending in wild ways. Her muscle control was enviable. My hands slipped further down her body to support her weight as she arced further and further. Finally, her hands brushed against the floor while her pelvis ground against mine.

She was the most flexible woman the gods had ever created.

Or so I imagined. I had never seen anyone bend in so many ways. Something soft brushed against my ear.

Vix whispered, “I built you a private room. From the tunnel behind the altar, you can’t miss it.” Then she continued her walk toward the bard, where she began to dance on her own. Soon Cindra joined her.

I knew what Vix was insinuating, and I was thankful for the info.

“Why don’t we dance in private?” I asked.

“Okay,” Mamba said, “but you lead.”

“That I can do,” I promised. Here was a woman who had been cast aside by the elves for being a gypsy, and by the gypsies for being an elf. In a way, she was emblematic of the home we were creating here. We were all runaways or castaways of one form or another, bound together in pursuit of safety and community.

I admired Mamba for being such a free spirit despite the way people had treated her. I pushed open the door behind the altar and found another door, newly constructed, where there hadn’t been one before. In my old life, this was the vestry where Cahn kept the silk gowns he bought with the temple’s money.

In my new life, this was my own private getaway. A room where I could let my guard down, stop being Head Priest Arden, founder of a new city, and just be myself. A man who accepted a role in this world beyond bat extermination.

The stone door muffled the sound of eating and drinking, dancing and singing from the temple’s front chamber. It also muffled the sound of Mamba panting and screaming as we explored each other’s private pleasures. She was a loud one indeed.
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“Arden,” a woman said. She stood before two city gates made of white metal. They gleamed with a power all their own. I was dreaming, of a place and a person I had never met.

“Yes?” I asked.

“I am the Great Mother,” she said. “I was speaking with Nola a moment ago, but Duul interrupted. He is powerful, Arden. Perhaps too powerful.”

“Are we doomed?” I asked. “Is there any point to all this?”

“I cannot see the future,” she said, “but I know a bright one will depend on you. The goddess you serve is in a unique position in the pantheon. Her family ties put her in position to inherit powers from every branch of the family of the gods. I was in a similar position once, during the first God War. My heart goes out to her.”

“What do you mean inherit?” I asked.

“When a god dies, any power they accumulated does not die with them. They pass each power to the next of kin. Not the god’s next of kin per se, but the power’s next of kin. Often these powers travel from parent to child, but not always. Nola is directly related to many gods with powers she may inherit, and she is the appropriate receptacle for many more. She cannot know that yet though. The burden would be too great for a young goddess to bear.”

“So the gods that have died already?” I asked.

“Minor deities for the most part, with powers that are inconsequential,” she said. “Tonight, however, things changed. Sajia was taken from us. Her power will devolve to Nola.”

“That’s Nola’s mother,” I said.

“And my niece,” the Great Mother said. “Nola was a rebellious young goddess, seeking a temple in the farthest parts of the human lands. It is that distance that may yet save her. Duul’s forces have spread far and wide, but he is strongest here, near the Imperial City. Use this time to gather your army, Arden Hochbright. Make your parents proud.”

“Did you know my parents?” I asked. “Who were they?”

The Great Mother shimmered from new, as did the pearlescent gates of what I now knew belonged to the Imperial City. The human lands’ central stronghold and home to the Great Mother’s temple.

In its place emerged the view of a rocky mountain slope with thousands of shining faces, each as black as pitch with sharp menacing mouths and no eyes. Each grouping of cretin soldiers had a general with them, and dozens of war dogs on tight leashes.

Standing at the helm of this army was a man twice the height and breadth of any general. He towered above me, his face a sagging sac of red skin, puckered and wrinkled like a scrotum with eyes. He wore a black vest, revealing the same texture of skin on his arms and his upper chest.

“Bow before Duul!” the man shouted.

“Leave Nola alone!” I yelled. “I won’t let you hurt her, or anyone else.”

“Of what importance is she, I wonder,” he said, “that the Great Mother should visit her mortal priest.” His voice was that of an old man, garbled by throat muscles too weak to keep his throat open while he spoke.

“You blame me for war,” he said, “but it’s the Great Mother that did this. Aggression is a natural impulse that must find expression if it is to dissolve. Instead, she bottled me up for centuries until the world’s anger boiled over.

“You must think I curse the men, control them in ways they would never allow. I do not. I release that which the Great Mother quelled. Their lives were angry and weak. I show them power and strength. I can show you that strength, young Arden. Serve me. Tell me where Nola is and I will make you my head priest.”

“What about the women?” I asked. “You don’t turn their eyes black with hate. Why?”

“The men will kill each other if that is their wish. The women must bear the children of war. I will populate the world with my own flesh and blood to ensure no Great Mother can stifle war again!”

“This is insane,” I said. “If the men all kill each other, your own sons would do the same.”

“My sons will be demigods that train their anger from birth,” he said. “They will not be victimized by war, they will relish in it. Every death will be bloody and honorable in the world that I will create.”

“So human women are just wombs to you?” I asked.

“And elf. And beastkin. I am everywhere, Arden. You cannot escape what comes.”

“Watch me,” I said.

“I shall,” he replied.

I covered my ears with my hands. My head hurt. I didn’t want to let Duul plant any more ideas in my skull. I wanted out. I shook my head back and forth, as hard as I could. I had to snap myself out of this.

“Arden!” Mamba yelled. My eyes opened slowly as she shook me awake. “You were having a nightmare.”

My face was drenched in sweat. “That was no nightmare,” I said. “Duul visited me. He hijacked my mind.”

Mamba’s face tightened. “Is he coming?”

“Yes,” I said. “I need to speak with Nola.”

I left my room and walked to the altar. Everyone else had gone to sleep, likely cramming into the restoration bed suite. I was glad to be alone to speak with my goddess.

Nola?, I asked. As I listened for a response, I heard her crying.

She’s dead, Arden, she said. Duul killed my mother. He’s not just coming for the minor deities now, he’s coming for all of us.

I know, I said.

I thought my psychic link was closed, she said. The Great Mother spoke to me anyway, casting aside the weak barrier I had put up. She told me Sajia died at Duul’s hands, and that as the next of kin I would inherit the gift of premonition. I told her I don’t want it. I told her to find the god of resurrection, or the goddess of rebirth, and bring her back to me. She refused.

Can you believe that?, Nola continued. She refused… Wait, did you say you knew?

She appeared to me too, I said. Then Duul took over the connection. He’s stronger than I ever realized, Nola. He has an entire army outside the Imperial City. Can you see the future now? What happens next?

Premonition, Nola said, is a delicate power. My mother warned me that not all fates can be changed, and that those that are altered will only diminish the faith others place in a god’s power. If I tell you Duul will win, and then you defeat him, wouldn’t you wonder whether I was right or wrong about the future I first saw?

It doesn’t matter, she said, I don’t have the ability yet. I must evolve before I am strong enough to wield it.

How did he speak to me?, I asked.

You and I are linked, she said. He traced the Great Mother to my mind, then forced his way into yours. I’m sorry, Arden. I didn’t know how weak my psychic barrier was.

Nola, I said, I’m so sorry about your mother. I’ve spent my whole life wishing I had one, but that’s not the same as losing one.

Thank you, Arden, she said. Please, go back to sleep. Tomorrow will be a difficult day, and for now I’d like to be alone.

I nodded and left. I wasn’t sure I’d get any sleeping done, but I knew I should try.
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Day after day, we worked. I was grateful that none of the settlers grew complacent over the two weeks’ worth of peace we had. Vix finished our stone wall, made from the same brown rock we had been digging from the quarry. Two wooden doors stood at the mouth of the flat path that led to Nola’s door.

We had towers everywhere, some of which were equipped with energems. I had upgraded Vix’s ability to build, so the newest ones were five and six stories tall. They all had zip lines leading to the successively smaller towers that lined the inner path.

The vestiges of our old “gate” were still in place. The innermost set of towers had a wooden pike fence strung up on pulleys, as did the next set of towers. Vix thought it would be good to have a backup gate. Now we had two backups.

We ran low on food and other supplies, but some of our settlers were already experimenting with farming and gathering from the forest. What we didn’t lack, however, were weapons. Lily and Ambry had the foresight to tell their people to come equipped.

I made a habit of training everyone in the compound once per week, so we were all in top shape when it happened.

One of the settlers ran down the hilltop, fleeing his post at the forge. I held my breath. We had installed a large bell at the hill’s highest peak. If he rang that bell, it meant our watchtowers had passed word along that Duul’s army approached.

Dong, dong, dong.

So this was it. Our chance to prove what we were made of.

“This is not a drill!” I yelled. “Everyone, take your positions!”

Vix and I stood at the temple’s front door. We were the strongest melee fighters in the group, but we could easily be overrun by too many cretins. We’d rely on the others to whittle down their numbers so we could focus on the few that made it all the way through.

The wooden fences were up for the time being. Whoever made it through the front gates would think the path to Nola was clear until we cut the cords and released the fences. We had a few surprises in store for them when they got inside.

The first wave of attacks came from cretins and war dogs that emerged from the woods. Two archer towers rained arrows on the monsters, releasing pools of black blood from their hideous bodies. I held a batch of fresh energems in my hand, waiting for their life force to fill the small crystals.

Atop the frame holding our settlement’s front gates in place was an energem attuned to Lily’s ice magic. Every two minutes it was prepared to send a snowball at a cretin that would freeze it in place. A larger energem, or a more powerful spell, would pump snowballs out at a faster pace, but this was the best we could muster so far. A few cretins screamed as they froze, shrill cries piercing the air like knives.

War dogs were monstrous, hulking creatures with sharp claws that walked on all fours. They were not true dogs though. They could climb. As they rose up the six story towers at the base’s front wall, the archers had to fall back. They zipped down to the next tower, where more fighters were prepared to take on the monsters.

Wood chips flew from the front doors as they burst open. Black bladed swords slashed from black shining bodies as cretins poured onto the path ahead.

The hills rose on either side, since this patch was cut from the hill itself, so the terrain funneled them toward us. The next set of towers, at five stories tall, were curved at the base. Fighters rolled brown rock boulders from the tops of those towers, which rolled toward the cretins. They dodged as best they could, but a few were flattened by the hulking rocks.

Then we released the brockerballs. Cindra had the brilliant idea of using the gi-ants she charmed to hold brockerballs in place until we needed them. The hulking insects followed her lead and released the rock monsters. Their four stone arms punched and whipped through the air, knocking cretins senseless.

Still, more monsters poured through the front gate. We had slain five or six, and injured far more, but there were twenty cretins and counting, plus a dozen war dogs. The brockerballs helped, but the fight wouldn’t end with them. Eventually the cretins chopped the rock creatures to pieces and pressed on.

As the path narrowed toward the temple’s entrance, the towers got closer together. At the four story level, Ambry had charged two energems with her fire magic. When evil attackers got within range, the fire walls erupted, trapping many of them inside burning rings of dancing flame.

Training constantly had its benefits, one of which being an improvement we made to her fire magic. At her newest level, her fire walls would begin to close in toward their own center gradually. Archers fired at the trapped invaders while the fire magic squeezed them into a tighter circle.

One brave cretin ran through the flames. While the fire looked intimidating, it wasn’t deadly. The other cretins chose to follow after, sustaining burns and losing health but otherwise escaping their fiery pens. Only two died from the combined damage of burns and arrows.

We were whittling them down, but not fast enough.

The three-story level was Cindra’s department. She was an archer in her own right, so she continued to rain arrows onto the creatures. She also released an army of gi-ants that she had convinced to hide in that pair of towers.

She directed the insects to tear into the monsters, and they did an admirable job. The energems in my palm were searing hot with the influx of energy, and I had to drop them to dirt floor.

Eventually, Cindra’s action points ran out. The gi-ants continued to fight until the cretins had diced them to shreds, then it was on to the second story towers.

Ambry sat atop one while Lily staffed the other. While the cretins had a taste of this magic from the earlier energems, it was stronger and faster coming right from the witches’ own hands. Cretins fought against fire and ice as Vix and I charged.

Looking ahead, we saw more cretins coming through the gates, so we knew we had to act fast if we wanted to avoid a deadly pileup. I chopped off a cretin’s head with Razortooth while Vix Walloped a war dog. The vile creature flew at a cretin and landed on top of it, the warrior’s black sword piercing through its body. We continued to spear and hammer at our foes.

At first, Lily and Ambry froze and trapped enough of them that we were able to pick cretins off one by one. As they melted and escaped the rings of fire, however, they started to overwhelm us. Lily ran out of AP first, but Ambry was soon to follow.

“Back up,” I said to Vix. She did, stepping between the first and second towers with me. I reached out and snapped a cord with my polearm, forcing the wooden gate at the two-story level to drop.

Half of the cretins were on this side of the gate, allowing us to whittle down this number without worrying about the others. Vix took a nasty cut to the arm, while my face was bleeding from my forehead down to my chin. We had paid enough attention to our Constitution to give us the HP to survive these blows, but only so many of them.

We needed to take a breather and regroup. “Fall back,” I said.

With only a few cretins left on our side of the wooden pike grate, we fell back toward the temple’s front door. We fought off these cretins as the gates at the very front of our base’s wall came crashing down.

The general was here. There were no more cretins behind him, only the dozen that still clamored at the wooden pikes blocking the path. They destroyed the fence well before the general got close.

As they charged, Vix plucked another cord with her hammer. It forced the second fence to fall. We were trapped now, unless we fled into the temple itself. We wouldn’t do that though. Under no circumstance were we going to open that door.

The rest of the settlers, those with low combat levels, huddled inside. They were the last line of defense to protect Nola, and I didn’t want it to come to that. As the cretins piled up against the wooden fence that fell before them, Mamba released the snakes.

She controlled almost twenty of them now that we had trained her up further, and they slithered up from the ground in a surprise attack against the cretins. She stood in one tower, conjuring more of the ophidian pests without regard to their control. These snakes wanted to fight, so Mamba didn’t have to waste any AP on forcing them to.

The other tower held an energem, summoning more snakes every two minutes. Cindra continued to shoot arrows at the cretins from her tower as the snakes crawled up their legs and immobilized them.

By the time the gate was finally destroyed, only two cretins remained. Mamba, dancing on the tower’s roof, forced her snakes to leave us so Vix and I could destroy the last two cretins.

We were hurt, and exhausted. Cindra, Mamba, Ambry, and Lily were all spent. We had stopped this wave’s most numerous attackers, but now it was time to destroy their boss. He was more powerful than the others, but we were on the side of the right and the just. I hoped that counted for something.

The general stomped closer, sending a tremor through the surrounding structures and up our legs as he approached. 

“You fight well!” he yelled. “But not well enough!” He pumped black magic out from his fists. It rippled in black ribbons that bounded toward me, licking against my arms and my face as I tried in vain to swat them away.

The girls weren’t affected, but I was. My mind became cloudy, angry. I wanted to lash out at everyone, but I had to resist. It was a magical mind game. If I lost, I would lose myself. At least until this monster left, but that wasn’t likely to happen. He would kill me first, and then Nola.

That magic works on your thoughts, Nola said, so think the opposite to counter it!

The opposite. What would that be, calm? Thinking about sandy beaches and deep tissue massages wouldn’t help me stab my spear through this monster’s face. I tried to steady my mind against the onslaught of unwanted rage, and for the moment, I was still in control.

The general slammed his fists into the second story towers, knocking them to the ground. Cindra zip lined to the first story tower in time to avoid the collapse, but I was worried. She and Mamba were in harm’s way here.

Vix ran forward and Walloped this monster in the leg. His knee buckled for a moment, but then he stood straight and kicked her.

The general was three stories tall, and Vix was not. She flew backward and hit the temple door with a thud.

I couldn’t look back there. I was dying to know if she was alright, but the second I took my gaze away from my attacker, I would be next.

“I’m the one you want!” I yelled. “I’m the one Duul came to. Fight me, not them.”

“My master spoke to you?” the general said. “You must not have listened!”

I ran toward the general with my spear facing out, but then I took a page out of Nola’s book. I tried to pole jump like she suggested so long ago. My spear dug into one of the small holes in the thin rocky ground and I catapulted into the air.

My foot slammed into the general’s forehead. He stumbled but didn’t fall. I, however, did fall. Hard.

As I lay on my back, wondering if I was paralyzed, the monster bent over me. He balled his fist, then slammed down with it.

I rolled to the side in time and got to my feet. I ran toward Vix.

“Are you okay?” I asked, not taking my eyes off my opponent.

“Unh,” is all she said. Damnit. Twenty-five settlers and not a single healer, or even a potion maker of any kind.

“Get inside,” I said. “You need a recovery bed.”

“I want to fight,” she said.

“And you will,” I said, “but not today. Go!”

She rolled the front door aside enough to squeeze through and shut it again. Cindra and Mamba watched from atop the nearest tower.

“I can outlast you,” the general said. I can outlast all of you!”

I felt my mouth foam. I spit to the side, frothy saliva that reminded me of a rabid dog. That evil magic was working its way into me.

I was pissed that he hurt Vix. Pissed that he hurt any of the girls I was sworn to protect. Pissed that he wanted to hurt Nola.

I roared. I ran at him with my spear stretched out and pierced the metallic skin of his shin by a Piercing Blow.

He howled and reared back, then lifted his leg and stomped. The ground cracked below his foot. He swung his fist low and caught me up, knocking me into the tower’s wall and cracking my back. I was winded, and every inch of my body hurt. I couldn’t fight this way.

I got to my feet and stumbled toward the door.

“Duul will destroy everything you have ever known,” the general said. “The delicate cities you so carefully planned will be rubble. The beautiful pastures you manicure with fruit trees and crops will be fire and ash when man learns to fight in his name!”

Forget your calm thoughts, Nola said. This guy’s the one in need of some serious chill.

She was right. The goddess of last minute ideas to save the day was right.

“Enough,” I said. I struggled to keep the hatred from my voice, afraid that letting it strike my ears would send me over the edge. “You’re right.”

“You would give up so soon?” he asked.

“I’ve never wanted war more than I do now,” I said. “Everything Duul said is true. The gods are weak. Keeping you from the goddess is a waste. Let me fight alongside you. Let me serve as Duul’s head priest!”

The general laughed a hearty, deep laugh. It was the callous laughter of a mirthless creature whose only pleasure derived from pain.

“Let me make amends for my missteps,” I said. “Let me increase your Strength.”

“You offer to skillmeister me?” the creature said.

“Arden!” Mamba yelled. “Arden, no!”

Oh, Arden, Nola said, have I really lost you?

“I offer freely,” I said.

“Give me the Strength to crush your goddess with my bare hands,” he said.

“All I needed was your permission.”

I opened the creature’s skills menu before me. It had killed so many people and gods, yet its stats were a shadow of what they could have been. The XP stored up was tremendous. I added one point of Strength, then two. The creature grew in size and shape, bulging outward in a massive display of brute power.

The ground creaked under his weight. I improved its Strength again, one point at a time. A crack split in the rock underfoot. More Strength only increased its size, its weight. The crack grew longer, snaking across the surface of the path to Nola’s temple.

The earth strained to hold this giant up, groaning under its gravity. Just a little more, I thought. I pumped all of his XP into Strength, forcing his shape into a mighty pillar of metallic muscle.

His XP ran out before my plan worked. Instead of sending him into the depths below the rocky path, I had made him invincibly strong.

He beat his fists against his newfound muscles. For a moment, I panicked.

Then I looked at my own skillmeister menu. My HP was drastically low. I smiled.

“You left me at 9% of my HP, general,” I said.

He cocked a head to the side, thick cords of muscle tightening in his neck.

I pointed my spear at the ground and activated Spear Cannon. A burst of power erupted from Razortooth’s blade, blowing up the rocky ground beneath the general’s feet. The ground crumbled in a thin layer of brown stone, already weakened by the monster’s heavier, bulkier body.

He crashed into the meditation room below, his body a pincushion for sturdy stone spires that had finally served a purpose.

He groaned and twitched, then lay still. The room below, now an open pit exposed to the sun, filled with black blood. It charged the last of the energems we had collected, providing us another round of powerful tools against the next wave of Duul’s attacks, whenever they may come.

Once the dark ooze had disappeared from the depths, a large black stone sat gleaming under the sun. It was the energem the general had stolen from Valleyvale and carried with him on this assault. We’d have to decide whether to use it or return it to the city, but that was a conversation for later.

“It’s over!” I yelled. Cindra and Mamba had run from their tower, careful not to lose their footing along the edge of the pit that had opened up. They hugged me, one on each side, as Lily and Ambry stood on the other side of the chasm.

The stone door rolled to the side. Vix stood there, still bleeding and leaning on her hammer for support.

“I told you to rest,” I said.

“How could I rest?” she asked. “When I left you were losing. If it came down to it, I was going to pick up where you left off.”

I took a few steps into the temple as the other settlers cheered and whistled. The base was badly damaged, and so were we, but we had won.
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You did it, Nola said.

Thanks to you, I said. When you said that guy needed to chill out, I realized you were right. He was in dire need of a little meditation.

So I did it again?, she asked. I gave you a clever insight?

That you did.

As we filled the temple, Nola opened her eyes. She pushed aside the front panel of her crystal and reached out her thin arms. Her pretty face shone with yellow light. Then she spoke directly to all of us.

“You, brave men and women of our settlement, have accomplished something few others have. Through hard work and ingenuity, you created a defense that even Duul’s army could not surpass. I could not be more proud of you, or happy for you.

“Duul is responsible for so much suffering, which has touched my life personally. I’m sure it has touched yours too. He has conscripted or killed this land’s fathers, sons, and brothers. By now he has trapped and enslaved countless mothers, daughters, and sisters. Together, we must stop him. We may be the only ones who can.

“When I came to this temple, it was a hollow shell, a home started and abandoned, by what god or goddess I do not know. I claimed it as my own, but I was alone.

“My head priest, your leader, Arden Hochbright, has turned this empty cave into a home. A beacon of hope and security in a world occluded by fear and hate. But it’s you that made it grow. You brought this place up from nothing and built homes, walls, workspaces. You craft and dig and build and cultivate. We are a settlement now, soon to rival the Imperial City. Welcome, everyone, to Halcyon.”

A few people repeated the name aloud. Halcyon. It was a momentous name, imbued with more meaning than your average Meadowdale or Valleyvale. This was a place that would matter.

“Nola,” I said, “on behalf of everyone here, I would like to thank you. You brought us together and gave us a purpose. You could have hidden somewhere remote where war and evil and Duul himself wouldn’t find you, but you picked this place, here in the human lands. Our lives are richer for it.”

“You say that,” Nola said, “but it’s not entirely selfless on my part.”

“Really?” I asked. “It’s clear to me what I get out of this arrangement, stumbling into a head priest position. I have a skill that I never could have dreamed of, and we’re building a new world for humans, elves, and beastkin here that I think is pretty awesome. What’s in it for you though?”

“Everybody has to eat, right?”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“I came here to eat your souls,” she said.

I froze. What kind of a demon had we pledged ourselves to? A wave of gasps washed across the crowd of settlers gathered around her.

“Oh, no, wait,” she said, “that came out wrong. I forget that you use the word soul to mean your everlasting spiritual energy that will end up in one of the heavens when you die. Gods use the same word for something different and it causes a bit of confusion.

“I thrive on the vibrations your soul makes,” she continued. “It doesn’t detract from your soul, and you can’t see the vibrations, but I can. You, Arden, have very strong vibrations. They nourish me. Feeling those vibes is what woke me from stasis when the gi-ants attacked. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have even noticed I was being stolen by monsters. Monsters don’t have vibrations.

“Without you, I would have taken a year to evolve, instead it took only weeks. The next evolution will take more time, or more vibrations, so if you grow the temple and build a city, we can keep growing together at a decent speed. So I say, go out there and recruit!”

“Monsters don’t have vibrations,” Cindra said. She seemed lost in thought, letting the words slip past her lips without willing them.

“Nope,” Nola said. “It takes a soul, wiggling around in a physical body to create the kind of vibes I need.”

“So monsters don’t even have souls,” Cindra said, starting to cry.

“What’s with her?” Nola asked.

“You’ve basically just told Cindra that she’s no better than the monster that lives under the bed.”

“What?” Nola said. “No! Cindra, whoever created you gave you a soul. You might be made of slime, but your soul isn’t. You’ve got some big ol’ vibes, girl.”

“Really?” Cindra asked.

“Gods yes!” Nola said. “I hope you stick around because you’re so good to eat!”

Cindra hesitated before saying, “Thank you.” Nola was going to have to work on how she talked about her dietary needs.

“Speaking of which,” Nola said, “it’s time.”

She lay back down inside her crystal chrysalis and folded her arms across her body. Her body began to glow a soft yellow, like the first rays of the morning sun. The inside of the crystal chamber filled with that light until watching the transformation was unbearable.

I shielded my eyes against the impossible brightness. Then, in an instant, it was over.

Floating above the altar was a woman, wrapped in a simple cloth that draped loosely across her chest. Her nipples were finally covered, though her cleavage still showed. At least she had some clothing now.

Nola’s arms looked stronger than before, her jawline more angular. There was a sharpness in her eyes that sliced away some of the softness they carried before. When she turned, I saw two small wings pressed against her back and covered in short, yellow feathers the same color as her skin.

“You have all witnessed something few humans, elves, or beastkin ever do. Most gods choose to evolve in private, but I have never been one for convention. I lived to see this day because of your faith and hard work. I wanted you all to witness the miracle of a goddess’s growth.

“You won’t see this yourselves, but Arden will. Standing in the presence of my evolution has awarded each of you with thousands of additional XP. As I become stronger, so should you.”

Turning toward me, Nola reached out an arm. I took her hand.

“I must return to my cocoon now to prepare for another evolution. I would much prefer to stay as I am, and enjoy the fruits of your labor. I would walk the fields your farmer has started to till and feel the fresh soil between my toes. I would adorn myself in the gold your metalworker has started to fashion into rings for enchanting. I would dine on bread and flightless birds.

“Alas, there is no time for these pleasures. I will focus on growing so that I can better serve you, the good people of Halcyon. I ask only that you serve me as well.

“Now, Arden, I believe I am ready to unlock the power that my mother left behind. As my head priest, you are the only person alive who can train my skills. Would you unlock the power of Premonition?”

I gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “It would be my honor.”




Δ





Skillmeister View of:

Nola




Base Attribute / XP to Next / Intended Change / Total XP Cost

-

10 Constitution / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Vivacity / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Strength / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Hardiness / 250 XP to Next / none / Total XP Cost: 0

-

10 Focus / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 12  / Total XP Cost: 525

-

10 Resolve / 250 XP to Next / 10 –> 12  / Total XP Cost: 525

-

TOTAL BASE ATTRIBUTE XP COST: 1,050







Stats Affected by Change

-

[Constitution] Health Points (HP): 1000/1000

-

[Vivacity] Action Points (AP): 200/200

-

[Strength] Phys. Damage Inflict Range: 100-122

-

[Hardiness] Phys. Damage Block Range: 54-76

-

[Focus] Mag. Damage Inflict Range: 100-122 –> 120-146

-

[Resolve] Mag. Damage Block Range: 54-76 –> 65-91

-







Skills For Weapon Class: None

-

[Null]




Intended Change: None

Cost Subtotal: 0




TOTAL SKILL XP COST: 0







Skills for Special Class: Deity

-

Clever Insight 1. Use your powers of perception to identify new approaches to old problems, with a 10% likelihood of arriving at your insight before the moment has passed. [20 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 10, Resolve 10].

-

Improve to Clever Insight 2 to improve odds of prompt insight to 20%. [40 AP to cast] [Requires: Focus 12, Resolve 12] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 1 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 750

-

Locked. Premonition 1. Tap into the time stream to observe the future outcome of the present course of action. [200 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 10, Hardiness 10] [375 XP to unlock].

-

Improve to Premonition 2 to decrease AP cost. [180 AP to cast] [Requires: Strength 11, Hardiness 11] [750 XP to improve].




…




Intended Change: 0 –> 2

Cost Subtotal: 1,125




TOTAL DEITY SKILL XP COST: 1,875







Summary

-

Available XP: 3,000

Cost of Intended Changes: 2,925

Precision Training Discount (2%): 59

Total Adjusted Cost: 2,866

Total Projected Remaining: 134







Confirm?: Yes / No






∇




“Is it done?” she asked.

“It’s done,” I replied. “I’ve unlocked the power you inherited from your mother and made it as strong as the skill you were born with.”

“I thought it would be a burden, to carry my mother’s torch, but it isn’t. I’m proud to continue in her footsteps. Thank you, Arden.”

Nola leaned toward me and kissed me on the forehead. My mind cleared of all thought for a moment, lost in the bliss of her touch. It was like she had lifted me from this plane and transported my soul to heaven.

“Well?” I asked. “Aren’t you curious to try it out?”

Nola regarded me for a moment, then closed her eyes. Her body glowed with warm yellow light while she divined the future. When the light dimmed, she opened her eyes.

“The future is ever-changing,” she said. “What I saw was not good, but as we build and strategize, we can change that. The future I saw was one in which the cities are guarded by the men Duul has ensnared, and he has a head priest in every city. Every temple is devoted to him, and he feeds on the souls – sorry, the vibrations – of the women he holds hostage. Their fear and their pain are his ambrosia.

“In this future, women bear children made for violence and war. We must not let that come to pass. We all deserve to rest after today’s win, and to rejoice in our victory. Tomorrow, however, our hard work continues.”

With that, she stepped back inside her crystal capsule.

“Come back in the morning,” she said, moments before her cocoon sealed over. “I’m working on something that will help you manage our growing little settlement. In the meantime, I think there’s still a barrel of wine left, and a few hardworking women in need of your… appreciation.”

I glanced at Vix, Cindra, and Mamba, then at Ambry and Lily.

Nola, I thought, when you’re right you’re right.
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