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Chapter 0:  The Recap

“Cause no one fucks with the Mayor of Noobtown” I said, as I left Fenris and his family to have their long overdue moment alone.  I felt good.  After not only defeating the goblin menace at the Western Fortress, but also ruining their ability to use Wargs, things were looking up.
I strode purposefully through my city, watching the scores of new inhabitants filing through the dusty, broken streets.  Each was looking for a new place to call home.  My internal menu kept flaring with requests whenever someone decided on the place they wanted to inhabit.  I was still adjusting to that.  On Earth, you didn’t get actual prompts in your vision.  Here, you did.  
Dying was strange.  That was how I got here.  I died on Earth and was brought to this place, where my inept captors were planning on having me start some sort of revolution.  The problem with this little idea of theirs was that they really needed my soul more than my mind. Thus, they planned on ‘erasing’ me and programing what was left to run their little enterprise.  
Unfortunately for them, they screwed up.  I ended up trapped here on Ordinal, with one of my captors, Shart.  I am sure, at one point, he had some actual, real name.  Who cares?  He is now Shart.  Worse for him was the fact that when we both departed the demonic realm, he’d had to leave most of his power there.  So, my former 30 foot tall super demon now looked like a particularly ugly cherub, with red skin and crooked horns.  Worse still, at least for him, was that I managed to defeat him through a technicality; what little power he kept mostly evaporated, but not before he tried to bind me to him.  However, the binding backfired, spectacularly.  This left him as my minion, a state that he utterly detests but can do nothing about.  
Not all was perfect, though. Shart spent as much time poking around in my mind as he did ignoring me.  Neither was all that desirable  
After that, I’d found the City of Windfall, which was a terrible name.  The city was apparently a newbie town from some earlier version of the world that had been abandoned, left to decay. Discovering it let me lay claim to it and become its mayor.  Afterward, I’d found AvaSophia and her children, who had been captured by goblins.  I’d rescued the trio, procured a doggy friend, and then rescued a bunch more people, bringing all of them back to the village.  I was a hero, a mayor, and a god among men.  Things were looking up.  I guessed a few days in town, to help everyone get situated before I continued my adventures in the wilderness, was for the best.  




Chapter 1:  The Cellar 

The cold, stagnate air blasted into my face from the unknown darkness that threatened to drink my soul.  My hand roughly scraped flint and tinder, trying unsuccessfully to get my lone remaining torch lit.  I had started with three, but torches didn’t last nearly as long as they claimed, especially when you were located deep underground, hunting for monsters.
“Focus, Dum Dum,” Shart thought at me.  He had the ability to see in the dark and liked to point out all the darkest spots in the underground.  It amused him.  
I heard the skittering again.  Grumbling, I concentrated.  This time, the spray of sparks mostly hit the torch and it caught, suddenly giving me another precious few moments of light.  
That’s when I saw the creature.  A Rottweiler sized rat snarled and lunged at me.  I yanked my torch to the side, and that’s the story of how I lost my last torch.  The rat slammed into my chest, knocking me backward.  
Despite its claws raking against my armor, it wasn’t doing any real damage.  I dropped the extinguished torch, which clattered to the ground next to my head.  As I attempted to grab the creature’s throat, it lunged again.  As the furry menace bit my fingers, I yanked my bloodied hand away.  Fervently fumbling with my non-injured hand, I finally held my dagger.
Now ready for battle, I took a step towards the rat.  It promptly turned around and ran back into the dankest recesses of the darkness.  
“I thought this was a starter zone!” I exclaimed to no one in particular.  So, of course, Shart responded.
“Well, it is, but you are just kind of inept,” replied the demon.  
“They don’t fight me when I’m ready for them.  They just ambush me when I’m not ready,” I stated.  “If this becomes a trend, I’m going to be nettled.”
“What kind of pansy ass “hero” only fights when he is ready?  A loser, that’s who.”  The little maggot actually did air quotes.
Now, listen up, you Jive Turkey,” continued Shart.
“No.”
“Alright, Dum Dum,” returned Shart.  He had been reading my mind in search of new insults.  The results had not been promising, so far.  “I’ll just say this, right now.  You will never catch me whining like a little bitch about my battles.  Now, the rat went into that hole, which opens up into the next hallway a bit further down.”
Glancing down the ominous hall, I observed how truly deep, deep underground we were.  We had been walking for ten minutes through old, narrow corridors of mossy bricks, located deep beneath someone's kitchen. All the while, a question had been boiling up deep within my soul.
“I don’t see how this is a cellar,” I stated, out loud.  The echo rebounded further down into the abyss.  I was hoping for something more like a horror movie, the kind my wife liked.  Based on my limited experience, this was something bordering on a dungeon.
“It's underneath the nice woman’s kitchen; she stores her dried goods here,” replied Shart. “What else do you expect from a cellar?”
“First off, she stores food at the bottom of the stairs in the very first room,” I replied. “However, after that room, we went down a hallway into another hallway, fought some rats, and went to a third hallway.  We’ve been walking for more than half an hour down here.”
“And?”
“The cellar is bigger than the house,” I yelled.  My voice reverberated through the underground rat lair.  “Who would dig out this much free space without actually using more than a 10 by 10 area?”
“Oh, well, it was probably built on the ruins of an old city,” replied Shart.  “Ancient ruins make for good land for building.  Something about new life springing from death or some such philosophical human drivel.”
“I’m pretty sure we are going to find a burial chamber down here somewhere.  Our real quest is to find and destroy a skeleton lair, isn’t it?” I asked.
“Well, sometimes they build cities on old cemeteries.” the demon informed me.  “That’s good land, too.  Something about ancient burial ground and poltergeists, or some such haunted human drivel.”
Not for the first time, I wondered how much Shart really knew of Earth.  “Are they not afraid of the undead?” I asked, holding my weapons tightly.  Since the rat had run away, I had drawn my shortsword.  It was marginally better against rats than my dagger, assuming that you could actually hit one.  From my D&D days, I knew it was less good against Skeletons.
“Not any more than monsters,” replied Shart, “and that’s what they have you for.”
That’s when I heard the clattering.  Two distinct clatters, as two distinct feet started coming toward me.  I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up.
“No torch, so, of course, we finally find them,” I grumbled.  Turning, I saw a pair of glowing red, hollow, eye sockets staring back at me from across the dungeon.  Its eyeless holes were nearly bright enough to illuminate the room in an eerie, blood colored light.  Somehow, despite the absence of actual eyeballs, the glint in its empty expression still appeared malevolent.  In its hand was a broken piece of sharp metal.
“It’s coming right toward you,” stated Shart, as the skeleton lunged at me with supernatural speed.  It covered the 5 paces between us before I realized what was going on. Thrusting its short length of rusted metal, he hit me square in my gut.
I caught one bony arm, but it continued to use its speed and mass in an attempt to push me backward.  The problem with that was that it wasn’t moving THAT fast and it only weighed, like, 30 pounds.  The rat weighed more than that.   I grabbed the skeleton by the sternum and lifted the squirming form off the ground.
That’s something they don’t cover in the fantasy books.  Skeletons are only about 15% of your body’s weight; a 200 pound man has a 30 pound skeleton.  Even with magically enhanced strength, it wasn’t terribly threatening.  I used Lore to check and was disappointed.
	Skeleton: Level 1


	HP 20/20


	Stamina 20/20


	Mana 0/20


	Skeletons are the least form of undead, crafted by taking a skeleton and animating it with magic.  Due to the loss of flesh, skeletons are comprised of mostly magical energy.  Thus, they require an investment of Mana to sustain themselves.  They will eat of the flesh of a body to absorb its Life Mana and increase their power, in theory.





Suddenly, my concerns about a lack of a bludgeoning weapon were gone.  The world itself was my mace.  Rotating my wrist 180 degrees, the skeleton’s head was now pointing conveniently towards the ground.  Smashing it repeatedly on the old cobblestones, it didn’t take long for the skeleton to entirely come apart.  
Just like Dungeons & Dragons.
	You have killed 1 of 5 skeletons.  Defeat the remainder and take back what they stole to earn a quest reward from JohnMickle.





I walked into the next room, only to come face to face with the remaining 4 skeletons.  Each skeleton’s glowing red eyes filled the room with an unearthly light that was, in many respects, better than daylight for illuminating the darkest corners of the room.  One skeleton was scary, but a group of them was almost comical in their flailing bony maneuvers.  I flattened my hand, palm up, and signaled for the skeletons to charge me.
Imagine a grown adult fighting with a particularly inept group of 5 year olds and you’d have a fairly accurate picture of how the battle went.  They were quick, strong, and had a vice like grip, to be sure.  They were also light and fragile.  Additionally, they got some really good airtime if you flung them far enough.  
The first one lunged, and I grabbed a frail white arm, adding more momentum to its flight.  It smashed into the wall behind me, bones clattering to the floor in a pile.  The second swung at me.  I easily dodged and then kicked its knee.  The joint held up, but the force of the blow caused the smooth heel of the skeleton to slide backwards.  The creature’s legs splayed out, performing a painful looking version of the splits.  While the third one swung at me, I grabbed the fallen one by the ankle and proceeded to use it as a club.  Both skeletons, the one being used as a weapon, and the one being beaten, soon succumbed to their destruction.  
Droopy had a point.
The final skeleton kept on coming, its lack of imagination telling.  I grabbed my squawking Shart and flung him off-center, straight into the chest of the remaining foe.  The little demon’s position on my shoulder made him an ideal mid-range projectile.  The fact that he was oddly shaped typically made him somewhat harder to throw, though.  
“What the hell?” managed the demon, as he exploded through the final Skeleton, scattering its bones in all directions.  “You know I hate it when you do that.”
“But I got a strike!” I replied.  The sights and sounds of bones snapping and flying everywhere took me back, at least for a brief moment, to that first date with my wife.  The bowling alley where…
“Fuck you,” Shart growled.  
Right, I’m here now.  
With all five skeletons taken care of, I examined some of their parts.  I momentarily considered keeping the leg bones, but the magic was now broken.  I couldn’t think of any real practical use for regular, non-magic, human bones, and holding a femur looks more creepy than threatening.
Letting a leg bone, no longer connected to a hip bone, fall to the ground, I gazed about.  With the eye sockets of the skele-crew all extinguished, it was dark as a tomb in the room.  However, along the wall I found a torch.  It must have been left in its sconce, untold centuries ago.  Striking it up with long practice, I examined the now lit room.  Tucked away in a back corner was a small chest.  I walked over and opened it, revealing its contents.
	You have found a small chest, contents:  1 silver, 68 copper.


	You have found quest item: a jar of preserves.  


	You have completed the quest, Something's Rattling in my Cellar, Quest reward 25 experience points. 





I had just performed a fetch quest to get canned goods.  
“We are never going to level at this rate,” I grumbled, staring at the jar questioningly. 
“Not with that attitude,” stated Shart, but as he glanced at the prompts in my vision he whistled.  “This is the starter village, after all.”  
We started walking back towards an exit.  The little demon had resumed his perch on my shoulder and was humming a weird tune I couldn’t place.  Luckily, we had no issues finding a way back out, despite the limited light my torch could generate.  I was a little uncertain that we were following the exact route we had taken an hour ago, considering our general meandering through the maze of this glorified basement.  
Within minutes, we climbed a ladder and I was once again above ground.  As I had feared, we were not at our starting point.  Instead, I popped up into EstherSasha’s house without any preamble.  She didn’t even move away from whatever terrible smelling concoction she was cooking.  I sincerely hoped she hadn’t spotted me; she would offer me some of whatever was in that pot, and I had already dodged death this morning.  No need to push my luck.  
Something else strange on Ordinal was that if you were an adventurer, you could literally go just about anywhere, with no one asking any questions.  I’d popped up in the room of the village blacksmith’s 16 year old daughter yesterday, and the man had offered me coffee.  I’d left when the girl started giving me doe eyes.  However, in general, being an adventurer was just like being a guy holding a ladder.
No one questions the guy with the ladder.
“I wonder where I could go if I had a quest and a ladder?” I thought to Shart.
“Well, anyplace but here would be my suggestion,” replied the demon.
I had Stealth and Shadow Walking, which improved my sneakiness.  Alas, it was no match for her old lady wisdom.  That, and I think I made a harsh gagging noise as I neared her back door.  Just when I thought I was home free, the kindly woman turned around.  
“Mr. Mayor, you’re here!” exclaimed EstherSasha. “Excellent, you can try this!”
I switched to my menus and went to the quest log; with its slowed menu time, it gave me a few minutes to consider my options.  I glanced over the list of every quest in the town, but there was nothing I could claim as an emergency requiring my immediate attention.  All in all, there was nothing of use to me.  Yet, I was still unwilling to bite the bullet and try her recipe.  I was fairly certain there was something furry sticking out from under the lid of the pot.  
Switching back to real time, where only a couple moments had passed, I decided to go with an old classic.  Pointing behind her, I asked, “Is that a monster over there?”
She didn’t bite. “There are no monsters in this town with the barrier up.  Here, try a bit of this.”
Stupid magical barrier that keeps the town safe from monsters.  
As she got closer, the boiled leaves in thick brown paste both looked and smelled particularly unappealing.  Shart wasn’t fond of it, because it made my Mana taste funny.  I wasn’t fond of it, because it tasted like someone had stewed shoes and then added some hoof for taste.  
My moment of indecisiveness got the better of me, and she shoved the spoon into my mouth.  That had to be a skill.  Everything was skills.  I was surprised that Breathing wasn’t a skill until I held my breath while swimming and found out that it was.  I was 5% better at it now.  
	Unerring Spoon Accuracy, Godlike Master, Here comes the airplane, Bitches.





It tasted worse than it smelled.  It smelled horrible.  In a cruel twist of fate, EstherSasha was the only one in the village with the Cooking specialty, Massive Meals.  She was far more efficient at making large meals than anyone else.  However, she was older and had somehow gotten the negative trait, No Sense of Taste.  
That was a bad example of compounding.  No, Sense of Taste didn’t give a failure to cooking, per se, but it did make all foods have a +/- 50% taste variant.  All her food was always too salty or not salty enough. That alone would have been unappetizing, but that wasn’t the only taste.  There were also sweet, sour, and bitter; all of them would be off by some amount.  The only thing that saved her meals was that Massive Meals deadened the food’s flavor by 50%, at her level.  So, it might taste horrible, but it tasted less horrible than one of her small meals would have.  
Without it, though, the town would starve.  We had some food coming in, just not enough for everyone to eat their fill every day.  As it turned out, that was sort of a deal breaker for some people.  The only alternative had been to let EstherSasha cook.  Her skills allowed her to make large meals efficiently enough.  It would be goop, but there would be enough goop for everyone.  She actually got a caloric multiplier, making the less than adequate amount of food we had go even further.    
“It's tastes very nourishing,” I choked, before excusing myself and quickly fleeing.
“That seems rude.  She’s doing her best in this economy,” grinned the demon.
“You’ll be eating Mana from it later,” I replied.  That wiped the grin right off his stupid face.  
One quick trip to JohnMickle’s house awarded me the quest turn in and those sweet 25 experience points.  With that accomplished, I was off on my next journey into the seedy underbelly of Windfall, for more low experience quests.  It was just what I had always wanted to do.
Busywork.




Chapter 2:  Soup Verses Potions

Several days later, as I blearily opened my eyes at first light, I prayed that there was some sort of skill that would allow me to die painlessly, or just disappear.  It was early, so very early, and I was hoping to slip out of town before anyone noticed me.  Of course, the second I started moving, the first prompt appeared in my vision.  
	Blacksmith requires Iron.  Will you get him iron? (Yes/No)


	Baker requires flour.  Will you get her flour? (Yes/No)


	A conflict has arisen between Jarra the Healer and EstherSasha about a field.  Will you assist them? (Yes/No)





On and on the list went.  I was Jim, Mayor of Windfall, but what that meant in this world was something entirely different than on Earth.  On Earth, mayor was an elected, or at times, appointed position, for someone with political clout.  On Ordinal, the mayor was apparently the town’s quest bitch.  Every morning, I got the sloppy seconds of anything anyone else didn’t want to deal with themselves.  
Quests grant experience, though, right?  Well, a quest for flour grants such a trivial amount of experience that it was way less effective than just running through the forest killing goblins.  In fact, my leveling had pretty much stopped, once I started performing these countless little domestic quests that were constantly filling my vision. People couldn’t contact each other, but they could use their menus to contact the mayor.  The result was constant bombardment with requests from everyone about every tiny thing.
Not helping things was the fact that the town itself was nearly in ruins.  It had been that way when I’d found it.  There were certainly a few good homes here and there that could be occupied, but there were scores of people here now.  Sufficient housing for everyone simply did not exist.    
There were 92 people in Windfall, including yours truly, and all of us needed homes.  Fenris got off lucky, because AvaSophia had already claimed a house for her family.  I never really did but was not considered homeless for some reason, and Toomen Masterbrooke was a statue.  Out of everyone, he was my most rock solid supporter.  That left 86 people who needed to be in a ‘home’, according to the town interface.  Fortunately, many of them were families that could live together.  However, families with small children required nicer than average homes.  
To further complicate matters, for a building to be classified as a home, the town menu had to rate that structure as livable.  Only a few buildings had met that classification without repairs.  Those buildings took care of sheltering 24 people.  That had left 64 people homeless.  We had begun aggressive repairs on many structures, trying to make them livable.  However, there weren’t enough supplies available to do more than a token job.  
Still, there were quite a few structures where a token job was all that was needed.  By yesterday’s end, we’d finally managed to get everyone into a structure that was considered acceptable to the vile town menu.  By then, my message queue and quest logs were filled with inane requests from the townsfolk that had been neglected during building repairs.
Groaning, I got up and slid into my armor.  Some of my mayoring, in theory, involved fighting monsters.  Unfortunately, most of the monsters were ‘town’ monsters like skeletons, which were not worth very many experience points.  They had only been allowed to exist underground, unaffected by the barrier.  
See, we had a magical barrier that killed monsters that got into town.  However, ‘in town’ meant ONLY what was above ground.  A super army of monsters could hypothetically be hiding in someone’s cellar, unable to escape.  Yet, if they broke free and set one foot above ground, they would be destroyed.  At least, that was the way Shart explained it after a small incident involving an escaping rat/dog hybrid that burst into flames upon being chased out of the cellar of a newly occupied building two weeks ago.  That seemed like sort of a safety loose end, but Ordinal was weird.  There was nothing to be done for it, except hope that the barrier continued to function.  
After I was dressed, I slid on my trusty sword and dagger, grabbed my shield, and walked down the stairs into the leatherworking shop that I called home.  
There was a leatherworker named Timothy the Tanner, who worked the place as my ‘partner’.  In truth, he’d just wanted the shop.  I explained that I sort of lived in the back room and he was just going to have to deal with that for now.  Also, if he woke me up, I would be upset with him.
“Oh, Mr. Mayor,” called Timothy the Tanner, as I walked past him.  “You ready for another rousing day?”
“Yes,” I replied.  “I’ve already got plenty to do.”
“Well, if you have a chance today, please, visit the bowmaker’s shop. He keeps finding cabbage everywhere.”
“How strange,” I said. 
I stepped out the front door, letting it slam shut behind me.  As I glanced through the missing storefront window, I could see Timothy the Tanner already working on some new project.  There was, hopefully, a supply of leather coming into town later today; Fenris and SueLeeta were out and about, hunting our way out of starvation and nudity.  
When a village quest came into my menu, I earned a tiny amount of Administration experience.  When I completed a quest, I also gained a bit of experience in the Administration skill.  Still, that didn’t seem to be achieving much.  If I could clear my town quest docket daily, I might level up the skill reasonably quickly, for all the good that would do me.  It was moot anyway, because I was only completing a few quests a day.  Thus, the skill just uselessly sat there, mocking me in its uselessness.
	Administration: Unskilled.  You understand the notion of delegation.  Sucker.





After glaring at the menu for a few brief seconds, I sighed and started walking to where the yelling was loudest.  I’d learned that avoiding the problem only made the problem worse; the worse the problem was, the less enjoyable it was for me to deal with.  
I hadn’t even had breakfast yet.
As I stomped up the path towards the loudest screaming, I reflected on the true issue.  I was in the Noob town, the entry point for all the adventurers into this world… and there were no noobs coming in.  Apparently, some cataclysmic event had occurred and the noobs were being spawned elsewhere.  A town somewhere on Ordinal would have been chalk full of noobie adventurers, just not this old forgotten one that had been left to decay into ruins.   Again, I was basing my very limited knowledge of this topic off what my demon, Shart, had told me.
Thus, I, personally as the mayor of Noobtown, got handed everything.  I wasn’t even able to avoid it.  Jim the Noob could ignore a quest.  Jim the Mayor had all his quests shoved into a dozen blinking icons that remained, no matter how hard he tried to hide them.
Inhale, exhale.
I turned the corner and spotted the tall, blond, and very angry frame of Jarra the Healer, yelling at the slightly frumpier and just as loud grey-haired EstherSasha.  God, those names.  
Names were weird here, too.  Most people had what I would have classified as two first names, just smashed together.  I’d learned very quickly not to shorten anyone’s name.  SueLeeta had treated me to a 5 minute lecture the day I called her “Sue”, and poor PollyEsther had nearly broken out into tears when I referred to her as “Polly”.  However, if you got certain titles, you could drop half of your name.  I had no idea what Jarra the Healer’s name had been prior to her becoming a healer.   In some cases, you could even scrap the whole thing and come up with a new one.  I suspected that was the case with Fenris but had yet to confirm it.  
Then, you have me, Jim.  When I arrived, I stupidly chose my birth name on Earth to be my name here, in a decidedly fantasy environment.  On Earth, Jim was short for James and was a perfectly serviceable name.  On Ordinal, Jim was the name you gave a small cute dog.  Calling a man “Jim” was about as demeaning as you could get.  Because a person’s name actually floats over their head here, even strangers I had never spoken to could see the shame of my name. 
I tried not to think about it.  After all, what was I going to do about it?  Nothing.  There was nothing I could do since discovering that I was not one of the lucky ones that qualified for a name change. Since I couldn’t do anything, I decided to watch the argument of our cook and healer unfold.  
“We need an herb garden and a drying shed,” stated Jarra the Healer.  She was formidable, standing ramrod straight at her full height with her arms folded underneath her breasts.  She stared daggers at EstherSasha.
“Only a handful of people find enough danger to even need potions,” EstherSasha snapped back.  “I can have a proper kitchen built to whip up spices.  That way, everyone in the town benefits, not just a few.”
“With what free lumber are you building this kitchen?” the healer snapped.
Jarra, just Jarra in the privacy of my own mind, harshly glared at the cook.  Inhaling deeply, she continued.  “No one needs your puny buffs.  Your Seasoning skill is anemic anyway!  My Alchemy skill is much higher.  We can either have burnt food or good potions!”
	You have heard of Cooking.  You get the impression that it involves food and fire.


	You have heard of Seasoning.  Maybe using some of those herbs on food wouldn’t be so bad.





EstherSasha looked hurt.  “I’ll have you know my cooking used to be the envy of the town!’
“Maybe a century ago,” growled Jarra the Healer.   “I could use last night’s stew as the basis of a stink bomb.”
EstherSasha suddenly wheeled on me.  She had an expression similar to my wife when I’d badly screwed up.   “And I suppose you’d be wanting potions.” 
I didn’t even get my mouth open before Jarra the Healer replied for me.  “He wants good potions so he and his hunters don’t get killed.  The poor mayor is doing the work of three men, and all you plan on offering him is some watery soup.”
EstherSasha retorted, “Hardly!  I bet he would always look forward to getting a nice, day-long buff over a handful of potions.  A hearty meal every day rather than a few measly potions that may or may not be of any use.”
I contemplated using my Shadow Walk ability but realized that there wasn’t enough shade nearby to pull it off.  Instead, I took a step back as the two titans went after each other.  I didn’t know what either of them was talking about.  I felt that I should figure that out first, before I formed an opinion.  
Glancing around, I saw a field that appeared to have very different soil than the rest of the town’s fields.  The grass growing here looked odd.  It was lusher and less weedy.  There also weren’t any trees or saplings like the ones that had sprung up in the other overgrown plots.  A small house, certainly not one that would be rated as livable, was at the edge of the field.  Next to it was a mostly destroyed building of some variety.  Perhaps it was something that had once been used for storage.
I quickly brought up the town map.  The plot was an herb garden, which told me that herbs could be grown there.  They were useful medicinal plants that one typically had to go wandering through the forest to gather.  Having a supply in town would be nice.  The attached house was just a house, so no help there.  The final structure was labeled as a destroyed structure which was even less useful.  It could have been a barn or a brothel, for all the info the map gave.
Flipping out of my menus, I was greeted again to the sounds of shouting.  The two opinionated women were still not winding down.  Each was screaming about the advantages of potions vs cooking.  Potions were crafted from Alchemy, which Jarra had.  Cooking used the Seasoning skill.  Seasoning used herbs in some fashion to improve the taste of food and give it a multi-hour buff.  I liked buffs, but EstherSasha wasn’t that good of a cook or a seasoner.  That should have made for an easy choice, but herbs were typically pretty hard to get access to. Here, in this field, they looked to be reasonably common.  I surmised from listening to Jarra’s accusations of ulterior motives that the Seasoning skill leveled faster than Alchemy.  EstherSasha would level faster than Jarra.  Still, it was hard to overlook the added bonus that the food might taste slightly less foul if EstherSasha was cooking at a higher level in any skill. 
In the real world, I would have hidden somewhere to avoid talking to either of these angry women.  I could have sneaked out back, drank a beer, and waited for the whole thing to blow over.  Here, I was earning experience points.  Since no one would let me go kill monsters, like I had secretly hoped to slip away and do today, I needed to make do.  Glancing back at this quest, I saw it was worth 50 experience points.  At my current level, that was as close to nothing as possible.
Both options actually sounded pretty nice; I could definitely see the merits of each woman’s position.  I debated the pros and cons of food vs. medicine, while one of the women screamed ‘You goblin tickling trollop” at the other.  
Glancing through my town map again, I saw a second herb garden.  I was just about to pat myself on the back and take my victory lap as a problem solving hero when I noticed the condition of that second garden.  It, too, was damaged.  I could see that repairing it required 7 carts of enchanted mud. A cart equaled a load of 200 pounds.  Where would one find 1400 pounds of enchanted mud?  
Jarra stomped away from EstherSasha, while the elder woman stood smugly.  Already regretting it, I walked over to Jarra.  She reminded me of my wife when she was angry.  My wife had always been very pretty when she was angry.  That was a fact that my wife had not appreciated, because it made taking her seriously quite difficult.  Also, I may have, on more than one occasion, angered her just so I could see how very pretty she was.  
“So, any decisions made?” I asked innocently.  It was a bad question but, unlike in real life, here I was a powerful Warrior, Rogue, and Woodsman.  Out of respect, she bit back a harsher response while glaring at me.
“I still think the Alchemy station would be better for our survival, but we are going to have to make the Seasoning Kitchen,” she said, while apparently chewing gravel.  
“Why?” I asked.  Jarra backing down from a fight was an experience, to be certain.  However, it was not one I was certain I liked.
“To build an Alchemy Station, I’d need some glass, sand and such,” she replied.
“None of that is particularly challenging to come by,” I replied, looking over the field while keeping her in the corner of my eye.
“And some magical focusing crystals,” EstherSasha said triumphantly.  She stomped up beside me with a certain amount of smug satisfaction in her voice, “Where, oh where, are you going to find any of those?”
“Oh,” I said, reaching into my pouch and withdrawing a small parcel wrapped in parchment.  Unwrapping it exposed a handful of magical crystals.  “Like these?”
Jarra the Healer’s eyes went wide.  “How did you get those?”
“Pretty sure I killed a goblin,” I answered, thinking back.  “I used to do that a lot.  I’d go adventure, kill monsters, get treasure, and bring it back here.  Everyone would benefit, if I could do more of that.  However, I do have some ever important cabbages to deal with later this morning.”  Jarra stared for several more seconds before shaking her head.  Taking the crystals into her hands, the healer walked back toward EstherSasha triumphantly.  I absently shoved the empty parchment back into my pouch.  
“Ha” shouted Jarra.  
I didn’t catch the rest of what the healer had to say, as I was distracted by the arrival of Shart.  He flew to my shoulder, smelling of something sour, and observed the two women for all of 10 seconds. Cocking his head to the side, he uttered a simple “nope” and disapparated.  Traitor.   
After another five minutes of ‘discussion’, which seemed to be more of the two women making harsh remarks about each other’s life choices than actual productive debate, I finally called it.
“We are making the Alchemy Station,” I stated.
Jarra the Healer was ecstatic, especially considering she had taken all my magical crystals. EstherSasha was less so.
To placate the cook, I added, “I’ll get to work repairing the other herb garden for you.”  Feeling satisfied, I turned to stroll off.  I was stopped by EstherSasha calling out to me.  
“I know you don’t have 7 carts of magical mud on you.”
“How hard could that be to find? After all, I found the crystals,” I replied, as I waved goodbye over my shoulder.
The answer was hard.




Chapter 3:  Crystals and Where to Find Them

“You need more crystals,” laughed Shart.  He had returned, bored, after he had verified, I was no longer in the presence of strong, loud women.   He was currently perched on my shoulder, invisible to all the world but me.  People had seen me talking to the invisible shit, unfortunately.  Initially, I had tried to hide my frequent communications with the demon, but that was more challenging than I’d initially considered.  It was a small village.  However, talking to an invisible demon that only you could see wasn’t entirely out of the ordinary on Ordinal.  So far, I’d gotten a pass.  
That wasn’t to say that I liked it.  I didn’t.  Thus, I’d gotten more used to ‘thinking’ at him.  Because he had become my familiar through the ill-fated bond, I could project thoughts to him that he could understand.  He could do the same but preferred hearing the sound of his own voice.    
“How do I get more crystals?” I responded, dodging behind a destroyed structure to give myself a few moments of time to talk to the pudgy cherub of hell.  I tended to gesture while in mental communication which made me look like I was having some sort of mental breakdown whenever we talked
“I believe your village has a mine,” responded the demon.  “Crystals are a byproduct of mining.  All you need to do is go clear it out.  Just go clear it.”
If I put them to work mining, they would have less time to message me with quests.  
I brought up my quest menu.  Scanning quickly, I found a job that fit my crystal goal perfectly.
“Well, I do have a quest to help the blacksmith,” I stated.  “He’s almost out of iron.  The mine would also help with the pending unemployment crisis.”  As a hero in a fantastic legendary land of epic wonder and magical beasts, the upcoming unemployment crisis was my current primary concern.
This is worse than Thanksgiving with Uncle Jeff.  
“Out of curiosity, why can’t I just make a Seasoning Kitchen, or whatever it's called, in that empty building over there?” I asked, gesturing expansively to the many empty buildings nearby.  The Alchemy Lab, or whatever, was right next to the herb garden; it didn’t make any sense to tear it down or move it.  Any building could be upgraded to hold a kitchen, though, I reasoned.  
Shart blinked.  “If you do that, there will be too many mouths to feed and not enough to go around.  At least until you repair the second herb garden.”
“Well, that doesn’t mean we can’t get started,” I stated.  Searching through the town map, I found a structure being repaired that already had a large, cafeteria-style kitchen.  I selected it and upgraded it to a Level 1 Seasoning Kitchen.  More nails were needed to complete the work, along with some other bits that the blacksmith could produce.  It didn’t appear to be that challenging to finish.  
Right now, just about everyone was tied up in either repairs or farming.  Repairs were currently winning out by a rather substantial margin.  However, due to a lack of materials, the time was quickly approaching where repairs would have to cease.  When that happened, I’d need something for the people to do to prevent them from becoming restless.  
One of my critical problems was bootstrapping the town up to full functionality.  I didn’t have quite a few of the pieces one really needed to get a town up and running.  For example, a milling stone was apparently something that was quite challenging to find; without it, I wouldn’t be able to process much of the grain we were harvesting.  I also needed a hardened saw blade to get my advanced level sawmill repaired, but when I’d asked the smith to make one, he’d just laughed. 
“It’ll be years yet before I could make one of those locally,” he’d told me.  I had a feeling I could make that happen faster, but I also had a feeling that doing so was going to be painful.  
That left me in a quandary.  The crux of the matter was that the town’s better structures were all the results of tools being used to build better tools for multiple generations.  I could have easily taken a level 1 sawmill and upgraded it to level two, but I had a very nice level 4 sawmill with a missing saw blade that’d I’d rather enjoy using.  It got 200% more planks per log than a level 1 sawmill and its planks were stronger by 50%, because that made sense.    
It would also employ up to 22 people, and I was preparing for that unemployment crisis.  
Reopening the mine would employ up to 12 people.  The downstream jobs, such as the blacksmith, would add in another 6 positions.  Additionally, the mined resources could create more of the building materials we desperately needed.  We would be able to repair more buildings, thus keeping repair crews employed for another few weeks.  I knew every town had an unemployment percentage but, without building materials, ours would be headed to over 90%. I was certain that was too high.  
“Don’t you love Economic Theory?” grinned Shart, as I growled at him.  
I sighed.  “Okay, I guess we’ll clear the mine.” 
 How hard could it be?”
I really must quit having these stupid thoughts of mine.    




Chapter 4:  The Mine

The Ironpass Mine was just over two miles from the town, well outside the barrier. Of course, there were goblins everywhere.  Our scouting party could vaguely make out goblin tracks going into and out of the mine through the shaft.  As we crouched behind a high hedge heading out of the woods, we could smell the foul odor I had come to associate with the beasts.  Also, I could see a couple, seemingly standing guard over their makeshift fortress.
Fenris knelt low, looking down over the mine with a careful eye.  Beside him, Kappa was also crouched low, his nostrils working as he likewise scanned for threats.  The two of them were almost inseparable nowadays, despite Fenris’ initial reservations about the Warg.  I use the term “almost”, because Kappa would have dumped Fenris for JoeClarence, Fenris’ son, in a heartbeat.  
Fenris was a Warden, a subclass of Woodsman that was more about protecting the forest than hunting or taming monsters.  He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark hair and well-tanned skin, as well as a stony face.  He wore leather armor similar to mine, but better looking overall.  The village leatherworker had known what he was doing when Fenris’ armor was crafted; I had cobbled mine together solely out of a desire to not have my nuts flapping in the breeze.  Overall, Fenris was the kind of strong, stubborn man that kept at a job until it was completed.  
Wargs were wolves that had been chemically altered by goblins to become massive in size and far more intelligent than normal wolves.  While many had reputations that were particularly unsavory, it was possible for some to be quite pleasant.  Well, at least one was pleasant.  Kappa, a homebody that enjoyed the fine comforts of life, was very amicable.  He displayed a fierce loyalty to the family that took him in, and a gentle fondness for the children.  Ultimately, Kappa hated goblins for the cruelty they had displayed toward him.  Getting him out here was not a very hard sell.
SueLeeta was also there with her new hunting cat, Cat. Cat was a tawny colored mountain lion that was abnormally well muscled for its size.  It was a bit smaller than Kappa but was completely capable of keeping pace with the Warg.  
“Original, ain’t she?” chuckled Shart.
Officially, she hadn’t named the feline yet, which I thought strange.  Remembering the weird significance of names on Ordinal, I decided that maybe it took a bit of getting to know the animal, before she could decide on a name.  Perhaps she needed to witness its personality, first, before choosing a moniker.    
SueLeeta was a Hunter, a different kind of Woodsman, who roamed the forest looking for things that needed killed, either for food or to remove them as a threat.  She pushed her braid down her back, flashing me a wicked grin when she noticed me noticing her.  As she returned to her threat assessment, I evaluated her armor.   She was likewise wearing expertly made leather armor, customized for a woman.  Not at all what I was hoping for or expecting.  
I had kind of been hoping for the typical male/female fantasy armor dichotomy, where men wear armor and women wear glorified BDSM outfits.  In reality, if that expression could be used on Ordinal, armor customization for a female involved additional padding and straps.  These were designed to smoosh and protect, rather than enhance and display.  I was slightly disappointed, but mostly happy that her torso was adequately protected.  The biggest difference between her and Fenris’ armor was that hers had a smoother front for archery and his had more spaces for melee weapons.  
My group represented the best and the brightest of the village militia.  Fenris had just passed level 7, making him the highest level person in the village.  He, along with all the others, were unaware of this fact, though.  The townsfolk all assumed, because of my epic hero-ing, that I was a much higher level than I was.  However, I had multiple classes.  This feat was supposed to be impossible, and not even Shart could explain the anomaly in the class system.  
I was only a level 5 Duelist, which was a Warrior subclass.  I was also a level 5 Rogue Adventurer and Woodsman.  Having more than one class left me in the position of actually being quite a bit more powerful than my level suggested
Duelists were skilled in fighting single opponents.  I’d chosen that because I kept getting into duels to the death with single opponents.  After the Battle of the Eastern Gate of the Western Gate Fortress, I’d gotten enough experience to push my Rogue and Woodsman classes up to level five, as well.  Doing that had unlocked both of their class specializations.  
Rogue had actually been an easy choice in subclasses.  There had been three options: Assassin, Thief and Adventurer.  Assassins specialized in killing people.   Thief specialized in stealing stuff.  Adventurer had been a jack of all trades class.  It allowed me to use many of the weapons that Warriors and Woodsmen used.  Thus, it allowed me to gain experience in Adventurer more easily.  Without that synergism, I would have quickly managed to leave my Rogue class in the dust, due to increasing issues in earning experience points in it.
Using my logs to examine my choices after the epic fortress battle, I reviewed my selection of Adventurer.  When it was chosen, I had received this prompt:
	Specialization selected, Adventurer.


	You gain one rank in Endurance and Dexterity.


	Your Hit Point total is increased by 10.  Your Stamina is increased by 20.   


	You gain the ability, Jack of All Trades


	You gain the talent, Great Explorer


	All weapon skills increase to Amateur


	Sleight of Hand, Tracking increases to Initiate


	Hiking is replaced with Improved Hiking


	Exploration is replaced with Advanced Exploration.  All sub skills are enhanced





The new ability I earned was intriguing.  Jack of All Trades allowed me to be slightly more successful at things I didn’t have skills in.  Whether that meant crafting pants that looked like pants or fighting with an untried skill in a life or death situation, I wasn’t certain.   
Great Explorer was the talent that I’d earned.  It helped with traveling and exploring.  Neither of those two sounded all that impressive, until I realized that I didn’t have a ‘fast travel’ option.  Unless I wanted to ride a Warg, walking was the only major method of transportation that I’d discovered.  Great Explorer made my Mapping easier, faster and more detailed.  Additionally, I was now granted more experience for finding Points of Interest that would benefit every one of my classes.
Advanced and Improved skills seemed to replace my existing skills.  They appeared similar to the power up Shart had given my War Leader skill.  Improved Hiking increased my carrying capacity slightly and nearly doubled my endurance before a rest was required.  Advanced Exploration was even better.  It granted bonuses to all its sub skills which, in turn, made it easier to earn Adventurer experience.  
In most cases, my new skills behaved like they were one rank higher than they actually were.  That was a huge bonus, because on Ordinal the biggest benefits to a skill were all tied to their rank.  That meant I could attempt more difficult skill checks with my advanced skills.  Because more difficult skill checks earned more skill points, this allowed me to increase the skills faster.  
While choosing my Rogue specialization had been easy, Woodsman was proving a much more difficult choice.  All classes seemed to have three specializations.  For Woodsman they were: Warden, Hunter and Beast Master.  Warden and Hunter were easily understood.  I knew people with those specializations and I had witnessed how they worked firsthand.  Both worked well with my Warrior and new Adventurer class, but neither made a particularly strong case over the other.  Warden was similar enough to Duelist that I’d get some duplicate perks, meaning I’d be able to stack those class abilities and dig deeper into the skill tree faster.  The downside to that was that I’d quickly max out the benefits; having a bunch of redundant perks seemed more wasteful than wise.  
Hunter was more focused on the bow.  Plus, it got an animal companion, but I didn’t know how effective those would be.  Fortunately, SueLeeta had a pet.  I could observe and make my decisions.  Heck, if they were super effective, I might choose Beast Master.
Beast Master was the final class specialization.  It was more focused on the pet than the player.  Its practicality would depend on how effective the pet was.  If the pet was super effective, than doubling down on that would be great.  If the pet was ineffective, than I could get myself caught up in a flawed specialization.  As I had absolutely no experience with Beast Master, having never even met one, I’d adopted a wait and see approach for that sub class.  
Normally, when you leveled, you had a limited time to assign your points.  Class specializations were the exception to this.  I could take all the time I wanted to consider my options, but I couldn’t advance to 6th level until I made a choice.  Again, all of this was according to Mighty Shart, who was sitting on my shoulder, mocking me.  
“So, are we going to form a party?” asked Fenris, looking at me expectantly.  
“Do you think we need to?” I responded, and Fenris frowned.  He did that often.  
“It would be helpful for the rest of us to know what we are doing.,” stated SueLeeta, throwing a chastising look over at the dour Fenris.  She returned her gaze to me, raising her eyebrows and giving me a pointed look.  I knew what that meant; I had to do this party thing.
Switching to menu time to give me a moment to think, I called for my ever present help avatar.  “Shart, how do I party with people?”
“Generally, if they like you, you can just invite them over.   I’d bring wine and some cocaine,” grinned the demon. 
“Form a party with the people here,” I growled.
“I mean, you don’t want to show up empty handed, and who doesn’t like cocaine?” continued the demon.
“To fight monsters, you insufferable clod of fetid troll snot,” I growled.  
“Dude, you DO NOT want to be fighting monsters while high on coke.” 
“Are you sure?” I asked dryly.  “I figured it would give you a rage bonus.  You know, kinda like the one I’m feeling right now.”
“Fine.” Shart harrumphed.  “Spoilsport.  Just use the party command in your menus, you nimrod.”  He then paused for a long moment, staring at me.  Realization finally set in.
“Which you don’t know how to do because you were raised on a primitive, non-magical, backwater planet without menus.”  He sighed dramatically.  “Okay, select Fenris.  He looks mad again, by the way.  Bring up his <context options>.”
I tried not to roll my eyes at this whole situation at least once a day.  It was becoming exceedingly difficult as the days went by, especially in times like this.  I knew for a fact that there wasn’t a context menu when you looked at people.   I looked at people all the time.  However, Shart had a long history of not being wrong, so I started to drop out of menu time.
“What are you doing?  You have to do it from your menus, you dolt,” stated Shart.  “Shit, you really are an uneducated ignoramus.”
I hadn’t really tried selecting people from within the menu system before.  If I wanted to look at someone, I generally wanted to do so without a bunch of text over their faces.  Selecting Fenris from within the menu, several options immediately spun out.  One of these was ‘Invite to Party’.  I also had the option of looking at his character sheet, but that seemed to be a slight betrayal of trust.
I knew that, because Shart was always looking at mine.  He had no compunction with betraying my trust.  He was an asshole.  
Selecting SueLeeta and then Kappa, I was able to party up with both of them.  Kappa’s context menus were more limited, and I wondered if that was because he was, technically, a monster.  Maybe that made him different than SueLeeta and Fenris.  I tried to select Cat, SueLeeta’s new pet, but I discovered that he was automatically selected whenever she was.  Beyond that, his context menu was limited below even what Kappa’s offered.  
Switching back into real time, both SueLeeta and Fenris looked puzzled.  For a moment, they blinked, before accepting the party invite.  That was the problem with menu time; what should have taken several seconds, I was able to set up in a moment.  To the best of my knowledge, that’s how it worked, at least.  
My perception of time was off on Ordinal.  Not just off from Earth time, but off from the other inhabitants of Ordinal, too.  It was confusing, at times, because tasks didn’t take as long as I was used to them taking.  It was also a blessing.  See, I didn’t know what I was doing most of the time.  Fortunately, my menu time gave me lots of opportunities to mull things over.  When you have minutes that seem like mere moments to others, it gives the impression that one is quite a bit smarter than they really are.   
“Had them queued up,” stated Fenris, who turned back to face the mine.  
SueLeeta grinned.  She had decided she’d figured out my sense of humor awhile back and found the whole thing somewhat gratifying. 
Kappa accepted last. “I never thought I would be in a party.”  The Warg seemed pleased.  His treatment at goblin hands was less than ideal.  
“Now what?” growled Fenris.  I could tell he was growing impatient simply standing around, wasting time.  
It occurred to me that since I was the Party Leader, I’d better get to leading.  I looked out over the mine again.  It was just about what you’d expect.  There were two outbuildings, each made of stout timber but somewhat run down.  There were goblins in both, as well as several goblins actually patrolling the outer perimeter of the mine.  It looked like the metal taken out of the mine went to the first building to be smelted and then to the second smaller building to be stored.  What the goblins were currently using the buildings for was anyone’s guess, but it was probably unsavory.  
I then looked at the party menu.  Here, I could see everyone and get a general sense of their location.  That made readying a plan easier.  Compared to the Battle Map for War Leader, my options as Party Leader were more limited.  Then again, I had to keep track of far fewer moving parts and people.  I also couldn’t issue orders from the Party Map like I could with the Battle Map.  In fact, there didn’t seem to be any way to issue orders at all.  
“How do I...” I started to ask, before noticing that Shart was entirely too happy.
“Yes?” said the demon, sweetly.
“I just tell them what to do, don’t I?” I said.
“You are an anti fun-gineer,” replied the demon. 
“Fenris, you and Kappa need to sneak down toward the smaller building, the one that’s further away from the mine entrance.  From there, kill goblins and press forward until you get to the main entrance.  SueLeeta, you and I will stay back and attack from range, while covering the mine entrance.  When they decide to overrun us, I’ll switch to Melee.  Cat and I will keep them away from SueLeeta.”  
Fenris nodded.  “Map markers?”
I went back to menu time sheepishly and brought up my local map.  While I realized that I could drop map markers, I hadn’t really seen much of a point to it for myself.  Looking through the markers, I found several that would also appear on my party members’ maps.  I placed those where I wanted them, along with placing the town flag, a large velociraptor with a funny hat; I intended on being at the location marked by the flag.  After marking everything, I popped out of menu time and watched everyone.
Kappa looked confused, and Cat looked bored.  However, the two humans nodded and started moving to their positions.  As they walked, their respective animal friends followed them.  I was quickly left alone before I, too, followed SueLeeta. 
I’d picked a bluff with good visibility for us.  SueLeeta promptly ignored it in favor of a better, more concealed position from which to fire.  I used the bluff, partially out of stubbornness, but also because I was considerably better at Melee fighting than her.  I could deal with whatever came our way.  SueLeeta did take a moment to set up a few quick snares; anything rampaging her way could enjoy her Trapmaking skill.
With my bow at the ready, I prepared for what would be known as the Battle for Ironpass Mine.




Chapter 5:  Battle for Ironpass Mine

As a Warg, Kappa was a mutated super wolf.  Despite his impressive size, he was capable of sneaking very well.  His main form of hunting involved quietly sneaking up on some unsuspecting prey and tearing them apart.  His powerful jaws snapped and locked before the prey even knew what was happening.
In short, it was a bad day to be that particular goblin.  
One second, the goblin was holding his spear and looking down the path.  The next, he was in the jaws of the Warg, being violently shaken.  Unlike my sneak attacks, which could kill silently, the goblin’s death was anything but quiet.  
“That’s also a good way to make a baby quiet down,” stated Shart.  
“That’s good to know, baby,” I replied.
Another goblin heard the blood curdling screams and rushed toward the noise with his own spear.  That goblin ran straight into Fenis’ shield, which promptly bowled him over and knocked him prone.  Fenris used his mace to crush the second goblin’s skull in a gory display before he had a chance to get back to his feet.  As Fenris stomped on the goblin’s neck and pried his mace from the twitching corpse’s head, a third goblin came out of the structure.  That goblin pulled up his pants and charged Fenris with his spear, all while screaming what passed for a goblin war cry.  
The goblin thrust his spear, but Fenris caught the strike with his shield.  Deflecting the blow from his body., Fenris continued the motion and slammed the shield into the goblin.  The green creature was lifted from the ground and crushed hard into the wall of the storage shed.  With an audible crunch, his lifeless body slid down the side of the shed, coming to rest in a heap on the dusty, overgrown ground.  
The murderous slam had not been quiet, either.  By now, several more goblins began to form around the mine entrance, next to the larger structure.  They were getting themselves worked up for an attack.  There was a total of 12 of the snarling brutes.  The smaller ones normally had about 20 hit points.  The larger ones, which were far more numerous, would have quite a bit more. 
I examined one of the bigger ones with Lore
	Stone Blood Goblin, Level 5


	HP: 60/60


	Stamina: 30/30


	Mana: 5/5  

	Skills: Shield: Amateur


	Hammer Amateur


	Special Attack: Powerful Blow





	Stone Blood Goblins have been influenced through the Power of Stone.  They are larger and stronger than regular goblins.  Their bites are particularly damaging, as they are able to chew up rocks and digest the fragments of crystals they find within.  





These big ones were the same level as the Warg riders I’d fought at the fortress.  Unfortunately, these had even more hit points.  Of the 12 goblins currently forming ranks, 9 of them were Stone Blood Goblins.  All nine were now gathered up into an improvised skirmishing line and heading straight toward Fenris and Kappa.  They weren’t paying attention to anything other than their two targets, however, which showed remarkably poor judgement on their part.    
I drew back my own weapon, a Simple Bow.  It was from a long line of Simple Bows that I had been crafting ever since I got to this world.  My current Simple Bow was far more ideal than previous bows I had crafted.  Because I’d finally gotten the bowyer’s shop up and running, I didn’t have to use improvised tools anymore.  Using actual tools for crafting bows made the weapon more durable and capable of doing more damage.  Additionally, it didn’t even smell of cabbages.  Well, not much.  
	Improved Simple Bow Damage 12-19, Durability 45/45 - (Base damage 1-8, + 4 Dexterity + 3 Marksman Rank 3 + 2 Novice Bow Crafting + 2 Arrows Novice bow crafting)





As I lined up on my first target, I discovered that I could tell who SueLeeta was targeting.  Through the party mode, I knew exactly which goblins she would take out first.  I had to imagine that she could likewise tell who I would fire at.  It was nice to know we wouldn’t be wasting ammo aiming for the same foes.
I had Power Shot as one of my special shots from Marksman.  It imparted tremendous power and velocity to an attack.  If I got a good hit in, it often knocked its target end over end.  I had actually invested another Talent Point into it, raising the attack to Power Shot 2.  This allowed me to infuse more Stamina into it, causing even more damage and knockback.  
A basic archery attack cost 3 Stamina and, with Power Shot 2, I could invest up to 6 more points of Stamina into an attack.  Each of those points increased my base Damage by 1.5, so, I ended up doing 9 points of bonus Damage on top of my regular attack Damage.  
I fired.  My arrow zipped toward the target much faster than SueLeeta’s did, slamming into the unprotected side of one of the Stone Blood Goblins.  The arrow practically exploded out the other side of him, flinging the unsuspecting goblin backward as his guts sprayed everywhere.  
The goblins were expecting an attack, just not from this direction.  That meant that I’d gotten my sneak attack bonus, which more than doubled my base damage.   Their line scattered as they realized they were under attack.  Six of the larger goblins brought up their shields and charged SueLeeta and me; the other 2 large goblins and the 3 smaller ones went towards Fenris and Kappa.  
SueLeeta was using Multi Shot, which allowed her to fire 3 arrows at once. She had fired at the same time as me, so, her arrows hit just a moment after mine. She also scored on her targets.  Despite her stellar aim, she lacked my sneak attack and, generally, did less damage.  The wounds she caused were far less life threatening.  Initially, at least.  She did her best to give those wounds some friends and continued shooting flights of arrows at the targets.  
While I had only two kinds of shots, SueLeeta was a Hunter; their main weapon was the bow.  I knew a few of the Marksman shots, whereas she knew them all.  Her initial few attacks were Multi Shots, but she quickly shifted to Pinning Shots.  These slowed some of the goblins and the Flaming Shots lit their shields on fire.  However, trying to shoot at small targets that had shields was a challenge.  SueLeeta wasn’t having as much luck as we would have hoped, as her Stamina dropped.  
Meanwhile, the three large oafs heading towards me weren’t having much luck advancing.  Despite my limited selection of shots, the one I knew best was well suited to the task.  If you have a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail.  I had more Stamina than anyone here, and each of my strikes did more damage. Further, even if they managed to deflect my Power Shot 2, the deflection still stopped them dead in their tracks.  This made their goal of advancing as a group more challenging.  
Unfortunately, trying to hit a moving target that is carrying a shield is still a chore.  Most of my shots bounced off after causing no damage.  I actually scored only 3 hits.  The first knocked a goblin back, but his companions were able to get their own shields interposed between us.  The second goblin I hit also went crashing backward, but I’d followed it up with a normal arrow.  Those arrows could be released much faster, so, I was able to quickly strike him a second time.  The first goblin was very angry.  The second was nearly dead.  
My three large enemies finally got close enough that firing was no longer practical.  Using a bow in actual melee combat was next to impossible.  Fortunately, I had an alternative and, as they closed the final few paces, I drew my longsword and shortsword.   The two with the most hit points moved towards me first, leaving their dying companion in the rear.  I wasn’t having any of that.
Many levels ago, I had picked up a perk called Mobility.  It left me far more able to Dodge and Maneuver than I would otherwise have been.  More recently, I’d picked up Duelist, and that class had given me a series of special strikes.  I used one of those now, called Lunge. By itself, it would have allowed me to make a strike against a target, perhaps as much as 10 feet away.  When combined with Mobility, I could almost double that.
Rolling between the front two Stone Blood Goblins, I executed my Lunge directly into the gut of the unsuspecting, heavily wounded goblin in the rear.  He hadn’t even had his shield properly positioned against me, because he was confident that he was far in the rear of the battle.   Both healthy goblins pivoted around as I slipped past them, but it did their friend no good.  My longsword bit deeply into his chest, as red spurted out around the edges of my weapon.  The strike did over 30 points of damage, far in excess of the remainder of his hit points, killing the goblin instantly.
After I’d used the Lunge skill, I noted that its timer had activated.  Unlike my Stamina based Combat skills, the Duelist abilities were all on timers.  I could execute a Lunge, but it took nearly 15 seconds before I could Lunge again.  Other Duelist strikes had different time spans between uses, as well.  
As I repositioned, I spared a second to check in on my party.  Fenris was nowhere in sight, so I turned to watch the trio of goblins rushing towards SueLeeta.  Only two appeared to be a real threat to her.  The third was currently on fire and screaming, so, I didn’t think its further participation in the battle was likely.  SueLeeta was still a couple dozen feet from them, still shooting arrows.   The fiery goblin gave one last furious shriek and keeled over.  Cat, who had been lurking around the tall grass and weedy undergrowth, suddenly pounced.  The powerful animal took down its target, though the goblin wasn’t killed instantaneously.  The ambush did, however, prevent the goblin from moving forwards. I again heard the ferocious cry of an angry dying goblin, as Cat tore into it.  The cry quickly sputtered out, as the mountain lion tore the goblin’s throat out through its neck.  SueLeeta’s final opponent began to rush, trying to clear the last bit of distance between himself and her.
I didn’t have any more time for witnessing SueLeeta’s battle, as I heard another scream coming my way.  My two remaining opponents were rushing me.  One tried to bowl me over with his shield, forcing me to leap backwards.  This ruined his companion’s approach, as my backward movement was too quick for him to keep up.  After a moment, the two formed a single line and started moving briskly towards me again, their weapons at the ready.  I realized at that moment that I could easily stay out of their reach, unless I wanted to engage them. The Stone Blood Goblins larger size limited their speed.  They were no match for my Mobility.  
They seemed to realize this as well, but they had a solution.  We were not so far away from SueLeeta and Cat that they were out of reach.  As the goblins acknowledged that catching me was going to be impossible, they began moving towards them.  They would reach Cat first, and the animal was still feasting on the goblin it had ambushed.  Two more goblins would certainly drive off the kitty, if not kill it.  
That cinched it; I would have to engage them.  I moved between them and Cat, holding firm as they closed with me.  When I’d decided they’d gotten close enough, I rolled to the side of their line, striking at the unwounded goblin with both of my weapons.  He managed to block my longsword with his shield, driving the blade out of position.  However, this left him exposed to my shortsword, which slashed across his leg.  He screamed in pain at the bloody wound but was able to remain upright.  
His partner was ready for this.  He cut in front of his buddy and swung at me with his hammer.  I was committed and unable to pull back sufficiently to avoid the strike.  Even as I brought my shortsword back in an attempt to parry the strike, I was keenly aware it wasn’t going to work.  A meaty thud exploded from my shoulder, as I successfully deflected the strike into my left arm.  
The Defense in my arm was 13 points and the strike was only registered as 16 points.  Still, 9 points of Damage got through with bruising force, because 16 minus 13 equals 9.  I hate this place.  I staggered backward as the status effects started to pile up.  Fortunately, I unconsciously activated my Mitigate skill at the same time, dropping the Damage down 4 points for an additional 10 Stamina.  
What was Crushing Damage?  The prompt suddenly flashed in my field of vision, informing me I had taken 6 points of Crushing Damage.  I was certainly in pain, but I didn’t feel as if anything had been crushed.
Of the 9 points that got through, I was able to reduce that to 5 Damage.  Six points of the attack had been Crushing Damage, and that seemed to ignore my Defense outright.  If I hadn’t activated my Mitigate, it looked like I might have broken my arm.  As it was, I had a massive, bone deep bruise that numbed my limb.  Presumably, that was why my shortsword slid from my grasp as I was knocked off my feet from the attack.  
Fortunately, I had Mobility.  I was back on my feet in a moment, but the two goblins had not been idle.  They were both closing with me, swinging their hammers as they charged.  With only one weapon, my earlier tactic wasn’t going to work.  Good thing I had more options.  As the goblins closed, I leapt over the first one, landing right behind him.  Of course, since he could tell where I was landing, he promptly attempted to brain me.  
This time, I was ready for it.  Activating the Duelist strike Riposte, I blocked the goblin’s hammer and slid my blade back at him through the now open gap in his defenses.  The look of shock on his face when the blade slide home, blood pouring from the wound, was one I’d treasure.  The goblin staggered backward, clutching at the terrible wound in his chest, even as his partner attempted to close with me.  
The sound of an arrow smashing into a body behind me was totally unexpected. I spun around just in time to avoid getting murdered by another goblin that I hadn’t even noticed.  This goblin was leaner and more angular than any of the others.  His skin appeared a healthier puke green color than any I had seen before and his shadow flowed around him irregularly.  I was certain this particular goblin had not been amongst the 12 at the mine entrance.  
Twisting around, I saw that SueLeeta had shot the goblin, which had been moving behind me to backstab me.  Cat’s head popped up from the grass, only to immediately take a dagger to the face, courtesy of a throw from our new opponent.  SueLeeta’s trap had given her a moment of respite where, instead of finishing off the goblin in front of her, she’d managed to shoot the one sneaking up on me.  Luckily, she had shot before he’d gotten fully ready to shove his weapon into my guts from behind.  
I activated my Lore Skill.
	Chal’dor’sic: Shadow Goblin Level 8 


	Health: 91/100


	Stamina: 112/120


	Mana: 20/20  

	Sword Initiate: He gains +3 to Damage with swords.


	Dodge Initiate: He is skilled at Dodging.


	Stealth Journeyman: He is capable of totally hiding his presence in plain sight.





	Shadow Goblins are Elite Goblins who have been blessed by drinking the blood of the Shadow God.  They are imbued with his power and are much more cunning and capable than normal goblins.  They like to keep normal goblins around as servants.  Normal goblins will always listen to and follow the orders of Shadow Goblins, due to their magical nature.  Goblin armies use them as assassins and spies.





That was bad.  The last Shadow Goblin I fought, I had every possible advantage.  It was one of the harshest battles in my life, and it was only one on one.  Here, he had allies, and the ground wasn’t nearly as prepared as I would have liked for this sort of battle.  I also had allies this time around, but that seemed like more of a disadvantage at this point.  I couldn’t just retreat and leave them here.  
Twisting to the side, the Shadow Goblin moved forward in a blur.  His movements made it difficult to actually track him.  I did manage to deftly parry his first strike, only to find that he had carved a slice up my forearm.  I had bracers for that purpose, but they only managed to reduce the damage, not ignore it.  I tried to swing at him, but he flowed backward.  It appeared almost like he was made of water.  With each movement, his shadow seemed to envelop him, until all that could be seen was a morbidly twisted essence.  He easily avoided my first strikes.   
Suddenly, my Stone Blood Goblin was upon me again, swinging his hammer.  He was easier to Dodge and avoid but doing so allowed the Shadow Goblin to get back into position.  I barely avoided the worst from a series of quick strikes, while still suffering several slight wounds.  I wasn’t managing clear parries, so my Riposte skill wasn’t triggering.  I also couldn’t clearly target him, so, actually using any of my other strikes seemed dicey.  I stalled for time by backflipping away, desperately hoping that Fenris and Kappa could get here, or that SueLeeta would be able to support me.  
Unfortunately, at that moment, poor, wounded Cat attempted to sneak up on the Stone Blood Goblin moving towards SueLeeta.  The goblin had broken free from the trap before SueLeeta had had a chance to kill him.  Cat’s pounce ended up meeting the business end of the Goblin’s hammer.  Cat went down miserably, stunned and out of the battle.  The only thing saving it from death was SueLeeta.  She managed another hit on the goblin as he moved to deal the pet a killing blow.  This put him back on the defensive, but still left SueLeeta attempting to engage an opponent with a body shield.  Her Melee Combat skill wasn’t remarkable to begin with, and especially not now when her Stamina was so low.    
I tried to make a break towards SueLeeta and her target, but the Shadow Goblin chose that moment to press his own attack.  His blade moved faster than I could see it; it was pure luck that I managed to block or parry all but one strike.  That slash caught me in the upper thigh and pierced deeply into the muscle.  Iron Will, my pain resistance talent, activated as he twisted the blade. The pain dropped down from crippling to just terrible.  
The Shadow Goblin’s face became visible for a fleeting instant.  His black eyes shown as he grinned wickedly, pulling away from me.  I noticed him taking a moment to admire his blood covered blade before his body began to wreath itself in shadows, again.  I was in trouble and, while I hated to do it, I needed a moment to think.  
I shifted into my menus, causing time around me to slow.  I glanced at the Shadow Goblin, but he remained a mass of shadows.  I wondered if maybe my Perception skill would be able to see through the spell.  
“What are you doing?” asked Shart, causing me to shudder involuntarily in my mind.  
“Trying not to die,” I replied. “There is a Shadow Goblin, and I can’t even see him to attack him.”
“He’s using Shadow Magic,” stated Shart. “You’d need to Counter Spell that.”
“How the fuck am I going to do that?” I asked.
“Dum Dum,” sighed Shart. He was watching me like I was some sort of strong idiot.  I had the Counter Spell skill.  
I had some limited experience with goblins casting spells at me.  When the Weird Sisters had done it, I’d used what little I’d known about magic to try to counter them.  That had earned me the Counter Spell skill.  It relied on magically ‘grabbing’ the magic of your opponent and eroding the effectiveness of it.  It also increased the opponent’s cost to maintain the spell.  If you were good enough with Counter Spells, you could break the spell entirely.  When I’d used it on the spell casting goblins, I’d only managed the first effect.  Trying to break the spell entirely would be a brand new experience.  I broke out of menu time and attempted it on the Shadow Goblin.
With me a few paces ahead of the Stone Blood Goblin, I had a moment to reach out magically.  While the Shadow Goblin was lost in a patch of shadows, the spell was actually easy to find.  Knowing what I was looking for helped, but just finding the spell didn’t do much to show where the Shadow Goblin was.  I grabbed the spell and started twisting it with my own Mana.  
The Shadow Goblin didn’t even struggle against my magic.  Considering Chal’dor’sic’s stats, he may not have known how to.  One moment, he was a mass of shadows; the next, he was standing there looking shocked.  He was one ugly motherfucker.  I hadn’t broken the spell, just caused the duration to decrease from several minutes to a single second.  The Shadow Goblin moved backward, his free hand gesturing in some arcane combination.  This left me alone with my Stone Blood Goblin 
The goblin moved forward with his shield and hammer, and I hobbled to counter him.  My leg wound wasn’t as serious as it would have been on Earth, and I only had 12 more seconds before it recovered.  The Stone Blood attempted to close but, even with my leg injury, I was able to keep him back using just my sword skills.  I had to wait the twelve terrible seconds as my timers cleared.
SueLeeta was still firing arrows steadily into the shield of her methodically advancing goblin.  She had tried to jockey for a better position, but it was next to impossible.  She simply couldn’t move far enough to either side quickly enough to matter.  All her opponent had to do was keep pointing his shield at her.  She had steadied herself into firing arrows fastidiously while stepping backwards, trying with every shot to slow her attacker.  It was failing her.  The strain was starting to spread on her face, as she realized the futility of her situation.
With my 12 seconds up, I used my newly healed leg to Lunge.  The thrust forced the tip of my blade through the back of her attacker.  SueLeeta was ecstatic.  She had been too preoccupied to notice me withdrawing from my opponent.  I had broken away easily, due to my superior speed, and had charged at the rear of her foe.  He hadn’t been expecting it at all.  I’d gotten a backstab on him, gutting the monster and killing him instantly.  
The final Stone Blood charged me from the rear, slamming into me with his shield.  This sent me tumbling forward.  The damage had been minimal, but it left me horribly out of position and momentarily stunned.  The goblin attempted to follow up with his hammer, only to have his entire plan go in the crapper.
By shield slamming me, he’d put his shield out of position.  While SueLeeta had been challenged with putting arrows past the shield of her previous target, she had no issues here.  Using her Multi Shot talent, she fired three arrows in unison.  Finally, our final goblin dropped.  
The sudden stillness was only broken by the sounds of Kappa and Fenris, still fighting in the distance.  For the first time in nearly a minute, I glanced at the Party Tracker.   I noticed that both of their health bars had taken heavy damage.  I looked around for a moment, sudden realization hitting me like a ton of bricks.  
“We have to get to Fenris quickly,” I stated. “The Shadow Goblin is there!”




Chapter 6: Why I Dislike Shadow Goblins

I sprinted toward Fenris and Kappa, hoping I could make it in time.  They had been driven behind the smaller building, so, I didn’t have a clear line on them.  Even as we closed, the Tracker showed Kappa take another hit to his health.  I didn’t even bother going around the building.  Using my Jump skill, I leapt on top of the 10 foot tall roof and quickly dashed to the other side.  
What I saw was heartbreaking.  Kappa was badly bleeding from several wounds on his side. Fenris was desperately trying to fend of the Shadow Goblin, who was back to being encased in a living shadow.  Two of the Stone Goblins were still standing, along with one of the smaller types.  They were working in tandem, trying to split the two companions apart.  
I leapt from the rooftop, while reaching out with my mind.  I successfully grabbed ahold of the Shadow Goblin’s spell again.  Chal’dor’sic did not resist at all.  I was now nearly positive he wasn’t much of a caster.   Not only was he not resisting, my poking around with his magic didn’t seem to register at all.  I timed the ending of his spell right as he closed with Fenris.  With a target suddenly visible, the Woodsman struck with all he could.  Fenris drove a powerful slash into the Shadow Goblin’s guard, as the spell came apart around the goblin.  
As I was still mid-air, I had a moment to gather some valuable tactical intel from my shoulder advisor.  “What the hell?” I thought to Shart, “How is he casting spells?”
“Oh, Shadow Goblins have that as a special ability.  He doesn’t know one bit of magic aside from that.”
“So similar to my Magic Shot?” I asked, as the wind rushed past my ears.  
“Eh, kinda,” replied Shart, as he considered. “Close enough, I guess.  That might be how a moron equates the two.  It is a Stealth ability that Shadow Goblins get from drinking the blood of the Shadow God.”
“Do I get that ability if I level up?” I thought as I looked down.  I was really high up.  
“Not unless you have an appetite for Shadow God blood,” replied the demon.  I had questions about that as well, but now was not the time for them.   
Such were the stray thoughts of a man who had leapt nearly 20 feet into the air while aiming towards a small, moving target. I was falling at a tremendous rate.  My final thought before landing: I really shouldn’t have jumped quite that high up.  
Then, I had no time for demon talks and stray thoughts.  I landed on the back of one of the two Stone Bloods.  Normally, I would have tried to strike at him with my sword, but, even here, I’m only human. Landing in a blazing sword strike was just not physically possible.  Instead, I went all Super Mario on the goblin.  He didn't even have a chance to realize what happened; he splatted in all directions as my fully armored body landed on him feet first.  The other two goblins wheeled around to face me as I crashed to the ground next to them.
Getting distracted was a mistake with a Warg so close.  Kappa was injured, not dead.  He grabbed the ankle of the other Stone Blood and pulled him to the ground.  Where Cat had been able to savage a goblin, Kappa was fully capable of tearing one limb from limb.  The last regular goblin realized his peril.  Dropping his weapon, he turned to run as fast as his stubby little goblin legs would let him.  I ignored him, shifting over to the Shadow Goblin.
Fenris was at less than half health and covered in bloody wounds.  The Shadow Goblin had been surprised when his spell failed, but, overall, he was a far more potent combatant than the Woodsman.  He darted forward against the beleaguered Fenris, driving his sword into my comrade’s arm before I had a chance to come to his aid.  Fenris’ sword flew from his hand as he collapsed backwards in a spray of blood.  
The Shadow Goblin wasn’t completely unscathed, but he was far from grievously injured.  He had a few cuts from where I’d gotten him earlier, and more from where it appeared that Kappa had gotten at least one good bite.  The rest was a series of minor wounds caused by Fenris.  
Chal’dor’sic couldn’t get into position to further attack the Woodsman, so, he readied himself for me.  I Lunged, striking from five paces off in the blink of an eye.  My sword seemed to pierce his chest, but he exploded into shadow.  My sword uselessly cut through the empty air.    
That’s some damn Ninja garbage right there.
Instantly, he was behind me, his own blade seeking my back.  Unfortunately for him, I was far more agile than any Duelist had the right to be.  I rolled forward, giving him too small a window to make a successful attack.  I came up, swinging my blade behind me.  He was forced back as he dodged my strikes.  
My longsword had better reach than his shortsword, but that was of little consolation.  He was fast to the point of near insanity.  He was built to get in, kill a target, then retreat.  I had kept him at this battle far longer than he was comfortable with.  I activated my Lore skill.
	Chal’dor’sic: Shadow Goblin Level 8 


	Hit Points: 72/100


	Stamina: 59/120


	Mana: 6/20  




He was in rough shape, but I was mostly intact.
	Status: Jim


	HP 133/200


	Stamina 142/210


	Mana 20/40





One of my advantages, I’d realized, was that my Duelist skills had cool downs, instead of Stamina costs.  I’d be able to execute a few more powerful attacks without exhausting myself.  The Shadow Goblin was forced to choose between committing Stamina to attack or defense.  He was also low on mana.  I was hopeful that there would be no more shadow spells.  
The Shadow Goblin was getting frantic.  His strikes were coming even more quickly now, and he was not adequately protecting himself. Twice he slipped through my guard to land deep cuts.  However, one of those times, I’d gotten him on the way back out, laying open his back as he’d scampered away.  
The goblin looked about and realized his predicament.  Kappa had finished off the final Stone Blood, and, while looking worse for wear, he was still a potent beast.  Fenris had gotten to his feet and was bandaging his arm behind the massive wolf. This tactic both removed him as a tempting target for the Shadow Goblin and promised to bring him back into the fight soon.  Additionally, the Shadow Goblin didn’t know where SueLeeta was.  That was a bad thing for him.  It's hard to focus on the attack knowing that at any moment an arrow might strike you.  
Finally, it came to a head.  He closed again, trying to drive under my guard, as I desperately fended off his blows.  He overcommitted himself and I activated Riposte.  He used his Shadow Dodge against it, appearing at my rear.  I had assumed he would try something like this and was already bringing my sword back around.  Suddenly, there was the thumping sound of an arrow meeting flesh.  Chal’dor’sic stumbled with a shaft buried in his shoulder.  
His sword dropped from his limp hand as he staggered drunkenly to the side.  Kappa snarled and rushed toward him, but the Shadow Goblin had one more trick.  Using his left hand, he flung a vial towards the Warg.  Kappa leapt to the side, but that left the vial flying through the air.  It landed right next to me.  
A thick, green tinted smoke filled the area.  I couldn’t see or breath as the gas engulfed me.  I tried to move away, but I was disoriented.  Several paces in one direction didn’t seem to get me out of the putrid fog.  Trying to clear my head, I turned back the other way and ran a half dozen more paces; that didn’t seem to get me out, either.  Finally, I jumped awkwardly, straight into the air.   I ascertained that the cloud wasn’t all that large as a wave of vertigo struck me.
I landed badly, collapsing to one side.  I was then forced to heroically crawl my way out.  That, for whatever reason, seemed easier.  Soon, I was breathing clean air again.  
“You could have helped, you little bastard,” I muttered.
“Dude, what’s wrong man?” asked the demon.
I glanced over at Shart, who’s pupils had both fully dilated.  He was holding one hand in front of his face, slowly waving it around and giggling.  
“Who needs cocaine when you have that green stuff?” replied the demon.  He promptly flew off my shoulder, crashed to the ground, and waddled back into the green mix.
“Alrighty, then.”
Meanwhile, Kappa had stumbled out of the gas toward Fenris.  SueLeeta was firing arrows off into the distance, but the battle was over.  




Chapter 7: Licking out Wounds  

Drawing myself back to my feet, I walked over to check on Fenris.  He had multiple wounds, several of which appeared serious. He was chewing on heal root and flexing his right hand slowly.  
“Didn’t expect the Shadow Goblin,” he muttered.  
“Sorry, it took me so long,” stated SueLeeta.  “I knew I needed to get into a good position to shoot from.  When I saw Jim leap on top of the building, I got overly ambitious.”
Fenris shrugged, “You managed to hit the goblin.  That’s good enough.  Where did he come from?”
“We fought briefly, but he ran away,” I said uncomfortably.  “When I realized he wasn’t coming back, I knew where he’d gone.”
Fenris watched me for a moment before shaking his head, “Most people don’t live to see a Shadow Goblin running away.  You are already dead, by then.”
I nodded and walked over to Kappa, who was limping.  The final Stone Blood managed to get in several blows before the Warg had torn his arms off.  The wolf was licking his paw, which had been thoroughly smashed.
“You are going to need to see Jarra,” I stated, and the Warg looked at me puzzled.  
“Jarra the Healer.”  I clarified.  
He nodded.  “I will see what I need to trade to her for my paw.  I hope she does not ask too much.  One needs his paws to hunt.”
“I’m sure it will be okay.  If there are issues, have her come to me,” I stated.  I could use my mayoring skills to resolve this, I thought.  Then, I realized how simple it would be.  Bringing up my menu, I quickly went to the town interface and found the quest log.  From there, it was simple enough to make a quest.
*Heal the Injured:  Kappa has been wounded fighting for the village.  He needs to be healed, so he can do so again.  Who will aid him?”  
I tried to start the quest, only to realize I couldn’t.  Glancing through the options, I noticed that I hadn’t given a reward.  I didn't make many quests, so, that was interesting.  I did have an inventory of what the town could give out as rewards.  It included everything from items, to gold, to experience.  The actual amount of experience was pretty low, because the town was a starter village.  
I could issue quests worth up to 200 experience points.  The village had a pool of 250 experience points to work from.  That pool increased by 50 a day.  I assigned the quest 100 experience points and activated it.  
Kappa’s eyes started flickering as he ‘read’ the quest.  He nodded his thanks at me.  The quest was valuable enough that one of the villagers, if not Jarra herself, would assist with it.  Fenris went about his business, but SueLeeta and Cat walked Kappa’s way.
 For as badly injured as Cat had been, he looked far healthier than I recalled.  His fur still seemed a bit off, but that was to be expected, I supposed.  Why am I certain it is a boy, now?  
SueLeeta knelt and began examining Kappa’s paw.  She then gathered up some herbs from Fenris’ pouch and instructed Kappa on the order to eat them in.
At my questioning look, SueLeeta smiled.  “I have Pet First Aid as one of my Hunter skills.”
Well, that answers my questions about Cat’s quick recovery.  Poor little guy.  I thought he was surely on his deathbed.
While they were doing that, Fenris and I were looking for any goblins that might be hiding out.  I hadn’t seen any, and Fenris had dropped from his highest level of guard to something more maintainable.  The Shadow Goblin was mostly depleted and had fled.  I’d initially been concerned that he was coming back, but, after a bit, it looked like we were in the clear.
Fenris cleared his throat.  “Aren’t you going to claim the area?”
I almost dipped into menu time, before remembering that I’d claimed an area before.   I at least knew what Fenris was talking about, which made for a pleasant change.  I ducked into the nearby building and instantly regretted it.  Goblins liked the outdoors for most things, but they liked a nice enclosed space to do their business.  It was rank and I noticed the site’s focus, a large table.  It stood by itself and made a perfect target.  It had been used extensively by all the goblins and their friends, allies, and acquaintances.  You could not even see the floor underneath it.  
Glumly, I walked into the building, carefully avoiding steaming landmines as I went.  Reaching the table, I discovered it had, at one time, been used as a makeshift desk.  A pot of ink and a quill still sat atop it, despite all the … wear and tear around it.  I reached down with my gloves and cleared a spot just large enough for my hands.  I then placed both palms firmly down on the table.
	You have found Ironpass Mine.  It is affiliated with Windfall Village.  The mine is currently unclaimed.  Would you like to claim the mine? (Yes/No)





I selected “yes” and, instantly, I could sense something.  A well of power flowed up underneath me, then expanded out to cover the nearby area.  I guessed that meant that the little goblin and the Shadow Goblin were both truly gone, but then I received a prompt.
	You have claimed Ironpass Mine.  It is affiliated with Windfall Village. Mine barrier has been activated.  





“The barrier doesn’t go underground,” I stated.
“Of course not,” replied Fenris from the doorway.  He never actually called me an idiot, but I always seemed to know when he wanted to.
“I saw the Shadow Goblin run off, but where did the little one go?”
I brought up my map and looked into the mine for enemies.  Lo and behold, there was a little red marker for a goblin located not too far inside the mine.  The mine was actually pretty large, and my map didn’t even show most of it.  There were tunnels running off in every direction.   The goblin must have run in there to hide after the battle.  Since the barrier didn’t extend underground to kill him, I’d have to do it.  
Then I heard a mind numbing, echoing scream from below.  I checked the map again.
The little goblin was gone from my map.  A quick check showed that the goblin had been killed by an unknown.  
“The goblin died.  Wonder what did him in?” I asked.
“Probably traps.  Goblins love those,” stated Fenris. “We are going to have to check it out before the miners go in there.”
I nodded.
“Well, I think that’s over with,” I stated, before noticing a weird prompt.  I activated menu time but didn’t see anything on my character sheet.  
“Check your Party page, man,” replied my very mellow demon, causing me to jump.
“What the hell,” I thought yelled.  “Where were you?”   I noticed Fenris give me one of his patented looks, telling me I was acting like a weirdo.  
“Chasing the dragon, man,” he replied.
My eyes went wide, and my insides froze. “Wait, there’s a dragon in the mine?”
“No man, the green dragon.”
I shoved my fingers into the demon’s nose, yanked him from my shoulder, and drop kicked him into a nearby tree.  It had been my intention to stick him in the tree by his horns, but instead I ended up bouncing him off a low branch.  He hit the ground hard.  Fenris looked at me puzzled.
“It's a victory dance,” I stated, thrusting my fists into the air as Shart slammed into a tree branch.  
“Weird dance.  It looked like two of your fingers went missing,” commented the Woodsman stoically.
“Wouldn’t that be terrible?” I stated, before bringing up my character sheet. 
I did as my high little friend suggested and found that I’d earned Party Experience.  It was different than regular or War Leader experience, because, of course, it was.  There were not a tremendous number of options for what I could spend those points on, though.  The PE I’d earned translated into Party Perks.  I would have to figure out what to use those new Perks on later.  
After deciding all the party stuff could wait, I brought up the town interface.  It had expanded to include the Ironpass Mine, even though it was over 2 miles away.  It took me a few moments to adjust the map, but I was satisfied that I could now see everything of importance.  The mine’s barrier extended out a quarter of a mile in all directions.  That was enough to cover the whole mine, which was absolutely red with iron deposits and patches of green for other materials...
Glowing red with deposits?  Red was usually a bad color.  Glancing at my menus, I found the key.  Green was Iron.  Glowing red indicated traps.  Fuck.




Chapter 8: Much ado About a Mine

Fenris walked over to the side of one of the buildings and sat down solidly.  SueLeeta was still off to one side, wrapping Kappa’s paw.  Cat seemed upset at the attention she was paying to the injured Warg.  Cat truly was looking remarkable for having been so seriously injured; it was as if he hadn’t been involved in any sort of scuffle at all.   I activated Lore and discovered that Cat was now named Cat Two.  Huh, that’s weird.  I wonder...  Oh.
That explained that.  Poor Cat.  He would be remembered.  Or was it a she?
I brought up the town menu and started examining my mine again.  It had jobs for over 16 people, mostly mine workers.  There were also several positions for running the ore processing and storage buildings.  The mine itself had a list of materials that needed to be supplied on a daily basis.  These included tools, which could be damaged, and fuel for the smelter.  The workers also had requirements, but those were covered in the general town menu.  
Of course, I couldn’t assign anyone to any position at the mine, because everything was listed as damaged or dangerous.  The buildings were damaged; both needed a thorough cleaning and some general repair.  The mine was dangerous, probably due to the wall to wall traps that the map promised were contained underground.  I was screwed, slightly.  I, as an epic adventurer/hero/mayor, had been counting on the mine for finding jobs for my populous.  Ideally, I would be successful with this task before they ran out of make work and decided to find new management.  Could I be fired, even though I found the town and brought all the inhabitants to it?  I didn’t want to find out.  However, the mine would require some effort before a strong mining economy would flourish.
As I started to walk to the mine entrance, I noticed a prompt.
	Quest: Heal the Injured is completed.  SueLeeta awarded 100 XP.  





Glancing over at Kappa, I saw that he was feeling much better.  He could walk on his paw now, at least. A quick examination of him in the Party menu indicated that he still had to do some serious recovery time before he’d be fully healed.  Then again, he was also chewing unhappily on heal root.  I didn’t blame him.  I felt like a cow, considering that I, too, was chewing the stuff most of the time.  
Every warrior on Ordinal looked like they had a nasty chew habit after any combat.
“The mine is full of traps, I’m going to investigate it and, hopefully, clear some of the ones near the entrance,” I stated.  
“Need someone to stay and watch your back?” asked Fenris.  I looked him over, head to toe.  He was too badly wounded to really ask to stay.  So was Kappa.  I didn’t necessarily want either of them getting into another fight unnecessarily.  SueLeeta was pretty much uninjured, though, it might be best for her to aid the others back to town.  
There was a gap between the mine barrier and the much larger town barrier.  It wasn’t massive, only about a mile or so.  The three of them could cross that quickly enough.  The area around the village had become safer, after we’d ambushed a few goblin patrols.  It was highly probable that the path was going to be safe.   Safe enough for 2 experienced Woodsmen, at any rate.
“Not really,” I responded.  “Why doesn’t SueLeeta escort the two of you back to the village?  If you are really worried, she can return here to check on me.  I promise I won’t do anything too interesting until she comes back.  The mine is littered with traps, and I’d like to see about disarming some of the ones around the entrance before nightfall.”
“You have heal root or anything on you?” SueLeeta asked.
I nodded and lifted my man purse, or “pouch” as everyone here called it.  It really reminded me more of a fanny pack than anything.  
They nodded goodbye and took to the dusty dirt road.  Kappa was absolutely done with this whole fighting thing, and Fenris could do with some down time as well.  They didn't heal nearly as quickly as I did; Fenris would likely be out for several days, unless he was supplied with a steady stream of heal root.  The town still had ‘enough’ of that, but rationing our supply slightly wouldn’t hurt, either.  Until the herb garden was functional, finding the quantity of heal root that a village in this world needed was a non-trivial task.  EstherSasha had been exaggerating when she said that only a few of us used healing roots.  It was used by anyone injured, including animals, and that amounted to ten or more people every day during heavy construction.  
I mean, I guess they could have healed naturally but who wants to do that? it's painful and takes too long.  
Shart landed on my shoulder, “Ugh, that was weird. I woke up in a bush.  I taste acorns.”
“Strange,” I stated.  Glancing over, I saw my familiar’s eyes were back to normal.  
“What are we doing?” he asked.
“Clearing a mine of traps,” I responded, “What could go wrong?”




Chapter 9: Mine Alone

Once the rest of my group left the mine barrier, I received a notice that I was too distant from the rest of my party.  A few seconds later, the party interface vanished.  That feature, while quite handy, was like everything else.  It was going to take some getting used to.  
I was alone with my thoughts for the first time since the battle had started.  Well, as alone as I ever get with my thoughts; my mind was constantly being violated by Shart.  Mercifully, he was being quiet for a moment, giving me a much needed mental reprieve.  
I approached the mine entrance and carefully peered inside.  I tried to check the map but, with traps everywhere, it was less than helpful.  I would have better luck just trusting my eyes.  At least I could see perfectly here, as opposed to needing thick, expensive corrective lenses on Earth.  
Almost instantly, I found several devious devices. The first one was a simple floor trap designed to impale a foot.  It was just one step inside the door, where light and shadow played.  It was a good spot, right where I’d put one if I was designing a torture dungeon.  
“Oh, this is going to be good,” I heard Shart say, as he readjusted himself on my shoulder.  
“Aren’t you concerned that this trap is going to hurt me… and by extension you?” I replied.
“I’m fully healed.  I’m the strongest I’ve been since The Unfortunate Incident.  I’ll be fine!” he exclaimed.  
“Unfortunate Incident?  Is that what you are calling our failed bonding?  I prefer to call it The Amusing Comeuppance.”  
Shart growled but said nothing further, as I attempted to disarm the first trap.  He most likely was going to save up a scathing retort for when I failed.  It was just a nail on the ground, though.  How hard could it be?  As I took one last step towards the spike trap, I realized my error.  It was a distraction.
*crack*
The spike trap on the floor had kept my attention off the ceiling.  That was unfortunate, because a heavy, barbed, wooden pole swung down and crashed into me at crotch level.  Thankfully, I was bent over, looking down; it just hit me in the face, instead of anywhere critical.  Out of pure fortune, my head was between the two large pole spikes that would have made living complicated.  However, the impact still had my flying backward at an angle.  I whizzed through the air, over the mine cart path, and back out into sunlight.  A hard landing caused me to tumble down a short hill, into a patch of muddy water with rock underneath.  I may have used my face as a sled at one point.  
Oh, that’s what Marv felt like.  
After a few moments of shaking my head clear and spitting out mud, I realized that Shart hadn’t said anything.  I turned my head to the side, hearing a disgusting pop in my neck as I did so, and found he wasn’t on my shoulder anymore.  I reached into the mud for a moment, searching for his unconscious form.  I then discovered two problems.  One, I had mud inside my eyelids, and two, I didn’t hear Shart thrashing anywhere. After finding the least filthy water and cleaning out my eyes, I started climbing the slope back up to the mine entrance.  It was there that I found Shart.  He was face first on the wooden pole, with a spike impaled into his mouth, causing his cheeks to bulge wide.  
I missed my wife.
	You have learned Disarm Traps.  You are unskilled.  Hope you liked your fingers!





	You have learned Trapfinding. You are unskilled.  It is a sub skill of Perception. Oh, that’s what that is!





Placing a heel into the log, I pried the demon free.  After an audible squelching sound, he came loose and mumbled about staying further away. I fed him some Mana and continued working.  Despite my earlier admonitions, I kept chewing a steady stream of heal root, as I leveled my Disarm Traps and Trap Finding skills.  By the time I’d bloodily finished the first room, SueLeeta had returned and I was up to Novice in both.
With Novice Trap Finding, I actually spotted a few of them before they were triggered.  That was quite a relief.  
As I stumbled out of the entrance, carrying a leg damaging trap which my Trap Finding had NOT found, I spotted SueLeeta.  She looked horrified as she examined the pile of bloody discarded trap parts.  A whole room’s worth of traps made a fairly impressive heap next to the mine.  Next to my trap treasures was my longsword.  It had gotten caught by a magnet, holding me firm.  That’s how I’d gotten the crossbow bolts in my side.
“Are you okay?” she asked in a whisper, as I discarded the latest trap.
Both of my eyes were black.  I had a bruise across my forehead.  I was limping heavily.  My right earlobe had become partially detached.  There were flame marks on my armor.  I had a fire burn on my right cheek and an acid burn over my right arm.  There were numerous holes on my left shoulder that were still oozing blood.  I had a longsword shaped bruise from a magnet on my left leg.  When I exhaled, smoke shot out of my nostrils.  
“I’m fine.  I am running low on heal root, though.  You got any more?” I asked.  
She shook her head and swallowed.  “I’ll find you some.”  
She quickly moved toward a patch of trees that looked like promising candidates.  I only had 4 heal root left.  If she could find me 3-5 more, I’d probably be okay.  
Walking back into my own personal hell, I cautiously advanced into the second chamber.  Patiently and with absolute focus, I searched the walls but found nothing. Next, I thoroughly inspected the goblin trails.  They sometimes put traps on their trails, and sometimes they did not, just to confuse you.  Still nothing.  Then came an exploration of the ceiling, where they sometimes dropped things on you.  There, I saw the faintest outline of something.  
That’s when I screwed up.  I took only a quarter step and heard the click.  One moment, I was standing there on solid ground.  The next, a hole had opened beneath me.  I was too far away from anything to grab onto, so down I fell.  Each bounce off the wall caused a sharp intake of breath, as I felt bruises form instantly.  I just kept falling.  How far down is this hole?  After a last hard collision that surely caused a concussion, I was slammed flat on my back into the ground.  
I didn’t even have a moment to think about what I had spotted on the ceiling before falling.  It was too late, anyway.  The deadfall dropped, landing on my legs.  




Chapter 10: Scratching in the Distance

Pain was a very real thing in this world.  Even with my Pain Mitigation talent, Iron Will, I could still feel it.  I could feel it, despite being unconscious.  In the past, I had always known when I was about to run out of hit points.  Even knocked out, I could sense them.  I wasn’t there yet, but I could feel my HP draining slowly.  
“Shart,” I called out, blearily regaining consciousness.  No response.  He had been outside and, I thought, fairly close for our bond to still work.  I had been able to summon him through thought before.  While I didn’t fully understand him or how he moved, he at least needed some physical way to reach me.  I tried to search for him in menu time but still got no response.  My head pounded as blood oozed from my various wounds.  A sharp cough brought up bile, and I dropped out of menu time.  I couldn’t focus enough to make the connection between my familiar and me. 
My eyes flared open, trying to make sense of my surroundings.  It didn’t matter.  It was pitch dark and deathly quiet in the room I was now pinned in.  Reaching out with my hands, I found the giant rock that was crushing the life out of me.  I pushed with all my remaining strength, but it didn’t budge at all.  
“SueLeeta,” I screamed.  “SueLeeta!  Help!  Shart!”
The reverberations came from all around me and sent what felt like a hammer driven spike of pain straight through my skull.
“Help me!” I tried again.  I screamed and shouted until I felt another wave of bile approach, this time accompanied by bits of breakfast.  This led to an unfortunate coughing fit that had me tasting blood.
My hit points were diminishing due to the ‘crushed’ status.  I desperately pawed for my pouch.  It was partially wedged underneath me.  Closing my eyes, I counted to three and, with all my might, shimmied my ass and yanked.  The pouch came loose and was now by my side.  
Pain lurched through my head again, worse than any migraine I had ever known.  I gave myself a moment for the pounding to recede slightly, then, began fumbling for the pouch’s clasp.  Even that simple action was difficult; my fingers shook, and I could feel wetness on them.  It had to be blood.  After what seemed like an eternity, I had the heal root in my hand.  I frantically started chewing.  I felt a brief moment of relief when I noticed that the root was healing me a bit faster than I was taking damage.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t healing me by much more, and I only had 3 of the things left now.  
That’s when I noticed the scratching.  
I squinted my eyes and tried to make out anything.  My eyes had, by now, adjusted to the darkness and I searched fiercely.  I just needed to make out a bit of light, something I could use as leverage, or anything.  Anything that wasn’t complete blackness.  There was nothing, and I briefly questioned whether my eyes were even open or not.  Were they?  What if they were stuck
closed?  My breathing accelerated as I began to panic.  How much oxygen is in here?
I told myself that I was on the verge of a full on panic attack, but that knowledge didn’t make me panic less.  Reminding myself that now was the exact opposite time to panic also did me no favors.  Finally, I reached up and ascertained that my eyes were open.  Fine, that meant the all-consuming darkness was real.  That knowledge did me little good, though.  What if I was blind now?  What spot on a head did you have to hit for it to interfere with eyesight?  How hard of a hit did you have to sustain to lose your sight?  
On Earth, going blind had been a very real possibility, due to my awful degenerative eyesight.  It had been one of my worst fears but, had worse come to worst, it would have been okay.  My wife knew how afraid I was, and she always made me feel better.  She had nursed me through a lot, and I had no doubt that she would stay with me even if I did go blind.  She would help me and make my life as fulfilling as it ever was.  She always smiled that sweet smile of hers and told me she would be glad to be my lifelong chauffeur.  
My breathing calmed a bit as I remembered her face.  I loved the freckles across her nose and cheeks that always got darker in the summer months.  I loved the way she could flare her nostrils, making me laugh whenever she wanted.  I loved the way her eyebrows would crinkle when she knew I was doing something stupid.  
I was wheezing now, but I was no longer close to hyperventilating.  I reevaluated my current situation.  Both my legs were pinned.  My dagger was sheathed to my chest and my shortsword was pinned under my leg.  I couldn’t tell if I was just laying on it or if it had pierced me.  I was in too much pain to comprehend the cause of every single ache.  I again tried to press the boulder away, but it didn’t budge.  I briefly considered cutting off one of my legs with my dagger, but I was pinned up to the thigh.  I didn’t think I’d survive all the sawing and cutting that would be required to remove the appendage.
Unsheathing my dagger, I struck at the boulder.  Doing so caused several shards of stone to break free.  A few small bits of rock and dust landed on my face.  The rest clattered to the floor around me.   I chewed another heal root and brought up my menus.  I enabled Durability of Mundane Objects and any small hope I might have felt was dashed.  The boulder was listed as 587/700 Durability.  My dagger had caused one point of that and had taken one point in return.  It had a current durability of 33.  I had several daggers with me, but it wasn’t close to equaling out.  
The weird scratching got closer.  What is that?  It could be SueLeeta or Shart, attempting to dig me out.  It could also be any manner of danger.  I wasn’t feeling particularly lucky, at the moment.
My breathing became harsher, again.  What if I get my legs out but can’t move them?  What If I’m paralyzed?  
I struck at the boulder.  It wasn’t doing much good, but I couldn’t think of an alternative action.  One hit turned into two.  Two became three, until I was stabbing at it in a frenzy.  I stabbed and stabbed, dust, debris and thick wet blood raining down on me.  Punching the large rock with my left as I stabbed with my right, more pain surged through me.   A notification of a broken knuckle popped into my vision.  I initially ignored it, but finally stopped upon discovering that punching the boulder was doing no durability damage.  
As I again stopped to reassess, I realized that one of my legs felt different.  It was like it was slightly less flattened or trapped.  I took a deep, hopeful breath and attempted to wiggle my foot.  Pain shot up through my leg, straight into my thigh.  My foot was moving, though.  Pain was good, because pain was a feeling.  A feeling meant the leg wasn’t paralyzed!  Using both my arms, I twisted and jerked and pried.  With one final mighty push, my leg came free.  The boulder, however, rocked slightly and settled harder on my trapped leg.  I started taking more damage. 
The scratching was almost on top of me.
Chewing another heal root, I tried to reach out magically.  I didn’t even have a specific target in mind.  I was flailing for something.  Anything.  I would have taken a magical connection with Shart, the boulder, SueLeeta, or anything.  Absolutely anything.  I tried to will some sort of spell into existence.  
I was sweating.  How had I not realized the heat?  I knew some of the wet on my face was blood, but I was also sure some of it was sweat.  I was sure, because I felt hot.  My head had reached new levels of pain and I briefly saw what I thought to be color flash in my eyes.  Was I being rescued?  I was momentarily ecstatic, until I realized it was simply a phosphene, giving me false hope, as I frantically did everything I could.  Still, the boulder wouldn’t move.  Finally, I collapsed, the futility overwhelming me.  I was a wheezing, bleeding, broken mess.  
The scratching stopped.
“My, my!  What do we have here?” came a voice.  A voice that sounded, in this pitch black arena, even more terrifying than Shart’s.  I looked around and saw a pair of glowing, golden eyes.
Suddenly, I didn’t want to see anything but the darkness again. 
“Stay away from me,” I called out.  
“Oh, no, no, no,” stated the voice. “I have need of someone with your abilities.”
I couldn't see the creature beyond the eyes.  I certainly couldn’t see it well enough to activate the Lore skill.  The voice was all I had to go on.  Judging not only by the voice’s pitch, but also the fact that it sounded low to the ground, I was assuming the creature was on the small side.  Well, maybe.  In the dark, with my senses rapidly failing, it was hard to tell.
‘What abilities?  I don’t have any abilities you want.  Just go away.”
“You are dying.  I can save you, if you help me,” it replied.  Suddenly, the eyes were on top of the boulder, looking down on me.  I heard the scratching again, and bits of stone started falling around him.  Not enough, though. 
“What kind of help?” I slurred.  Pain flared up and down my back, and I started chewing my last heal root.  Pain in my back was probably another good sign, but I was quickly growing too weak to care that I was, most likely, not paralyzed.
“I thought you’d see it my way,” replied the voice. “I need a Woodsman.  I have a quest.  When you accept it, I’ll release you.”
“What kind of quest?” I croaked.  My mouth had become excessively dry, and my tongue was sticking to the roof of my mouth.
“My kind of quest,” he replied, claws tapping on the boulder.
“If I refuse?” I replied, already knowing the answer.  God, I’m thirsty.
“You’ll die.  I wouldn’t much care for that outcome, because I would need to find another such as you.  If it helps, the quest is somewhere in the valley.  No harm will come to your townsfolk.”
“Why me?”
“Because,” replied the creature, walking down the boulder toward me.  His claws somehow gave him purchase against the mostly spherical rock, “You are a Woodsman who hasn’t selected a specialization yet.  Those are quite rare.”
“What?” I replied.
“I need a Beast Master.  Those are rare enough, but I don’t want someone who’s already selected a companion. I’d feel right put out if I had to separate a companion from their Woodsman.”
“I have a companion,” I informed the creature.
He considered me a moment.  “No.  No, you have a familiar.  They are different.  You are currently companionless.    
I swear his eyes got red.
“Then what?”
“We go on my quest, or you die.  To accept, all you have to do is select “Beast Master” and make me your companion.”
I was trapped.  No one was going to be able to save me in the few minutes I still had to live.  I didn’t know what would happen if I died here on Ordinal, but I didn’t want to find out.  The creature wasn’t giving me much of a guarantee, but it was something. 
	Quest: Help Badgelor kill Charles.  Badgelor needs your aid in killing Charles.  Charles is a traitor and deserves it.  Will you accept? (Yes/No)





I accepted the quest.  Then, I opened my menus and went to Woodsman.  I was almost up to level 6 there.  I sighed and selected Beast Master.  
	Specialization selected, Beast Master


	You gain one rank in Endurance and Strength.


	Your Hit Point total is increased by 10.  Your Stamina is increased by 20.   


	You gain the Talent, Beast Bond


	Your skill in: Spear and Bow increased to Initiate


	Your skill in: First Aid increases to Novice and improves to Medic.  You gain the sub skill animal doctor


	Tracking is replaced with Improved Tracking





Jim
HP 12/230
Stamina 62/275
Mana 40/40
	You may choose an animal companion.  As a one time boost, your first animal companion will level up to your current level.  





Unable to see the creature to select it, I weakly called out, “Come here.  I can’t see you to select you.”
The gleaming eyes got closer, until I felt the heat of his breath on my hand.  Pressing my palm into him, I received a prompt:
	Will you select Badgelor as your companion?  (Yes/No)





I seethed internally.  Even from this short distance, I couldn’t see it.  Because of that, I still couldn’t use Lore.  I had no idea what I was getting myself into, but, as I felt a wave of vomit threaten to overcome me, I supposed it didn’t matter.  The creature didn’t feel that large, though it was very furry.  What was a Badgelor?  My Lore skill didn’t mention any creatures by that name.  With my health depleting and my everything hurting, I selected “Yes.”
	You have gained the Companion, Badgelor.  


	Companion type: War Badger


	Hit points 22/22


	Stamina 20/20


	Badgers do not have a Mana stat


	Ability, Badger Rage: Can reduce piercing and slashing damage, reduced Stamina cost for the duration


	Ability, Lord of the Badgers: Gains an extra 2 Hit Points per level.





I had selected a fucking badger.  I had a general idea of how small they were.  Cat was bigger than it was.  This creature would be the size of a small dog.  I didn’t care about being tricked as much as the fact that I was going to die.  This little bastard had lied to me.  There was no way a tiny badger was going to save me, even if it was a lord of something.
Then, the rock got heavier.
	Leveling up your companion


	Hit points: 102/102


	Stamina: 70/70


	Your companion has gained a Beast Talent


	Your first companion has gained a bonus Beast Talent


	Your companion has 2 Beast Talents to spend.


	Your companion has chosen War Form.  He can enlarge up to 500%, +40 Hit Points, +40 Stamina, bonus to all damage types, bonus to all defense types.  


	Your companion has chosen Burrowing and can tunnel through earth and rock





The eyes got farther apart and much larger.  The boulder was bone crushingly heavy before; now, it was threatening to pulverize my entire leg.  For the briefest moment, I felt myself begin to black out.  This was it.  The heat, and nausea, and dizziness, and the terrible, terrible pain were all going to end.  Once I lost consciousness, I knew I would not reawaken.  There was a terrible carving sound that I felt certain was my head physically splitting open in pain.  Then, sizable rocks started raining down.
Within seconds, the boulder split in half.  The remains of both sides fell away from my leg, landing on the ground with echoing thuds.  The Crushing Damage stopped immediately, but a large portion of the leg pain remained.  I could move it, but just barely.  I was sure the leg was broken. 
Now, however, I had the Medic skill and access to the equipment I had on me.  Fumbling around in the dark, I managed to find two pieces of wood.  Ripping my undershirt into strips, I was able to fashion a passable splint.  That changed the injury type from untreated, which never recovered, to treated.  My leg would only be broken for a few days, thanks to my accelerated Demon Healing.  In the meantime, I had a host of penalties associated with the broken leg.
	You have a broken leg, treated.  You suffer from a 50% Lifting penalty.  You cannot move past your walking speed, which is also reduced by 50%.  





“Any chance you know where a lamp is?” I croaked.
Badgelor sniffed several times before walking a few paces away.  He returned with something metal in his jaws that he set next to my hand, “This is a lamp.  It’s old and slightly rusty from disuse.  Use your dagger to light it.”
Realizing there was a piece of flint and a wick, I spent a few moments shakily striking them.  Finally, the lamp came aflame.  The light was blinding, initially, and I swear I could feel my head physically vibrate with pain.  Squeezing my eyes shut, I opened them slowly.  I had no idea how long I had been in total darkness, but it took my eyes several minutes to adjust.  The light itself was actually pretty dim, once I got used to it.  If I held it aloft, it only put out a very low light for about 10 feet around me.  
Finally, I laid eyes on my new companion for the first time.  Badgelor looked like a honey badger, except for how huge he was.  No longer what I assumed to be small pet sized, he was now the size of Kappa.   What was even more off putting was the intelligence in his eyes.  
Kappa was smart, and not just for a dog.  The Warg possessed almost human-like intelligence.
Badgelor, on the other hand, looked just as smart.  His was a more feral intelligence; he was smart and cunning for a badger.  I wagered he was probably the smartest badger I had ever met.  I was also most likely delusion by now.  
“So, you are Badgelor?” I asked.  The War Badger bowed deeply to me.
“And your name is Jim,” Badgelor smirked. “That’s just perfect.” 
I didn’t like how he said that.  Not one bit.  
“How are we getting out of here?” I asked, wheezing as another puff of dust filled my pained lungs.
“I’m thinking about digging my way out,” Badgelor replied. “I can bring you, if you want.”
“I don’t see myself having much of a choice,” I replied.  Badgelor grinned wickedly. “But, before we go, you need to tell me something.  When do we need to go on this quest?”
Badgelor turned away for a moment, looking at one of the walls.  “I will have to find Charles, first.  I know he is somewhere close.  I can sense him.  When I find him, I am going to eat him.”
Oh, he’s homicidal.  That’s great.  




Chapter 11: Badgelor

If you ever thought to yourself ‘I want to see what it's like to have a war badger dig through solid rock, while pulling me behind him like a rag doll,’ I’d advise against it.  By the time we got to the surface, I was somehow even more of a gasping, wheezy mess.  I was absolutely covered in rock, sand, and finally, mud.  The dizziness and nausea had returned full force, too.  
SueLeeta rushed toward us, bow half drawn.  Cat Two was by her side.  She stopped as she got closer, identifying me and the massive War Badger at my side.  Her eyes went wide.  I could tell she was activating her Lore skill.  She first examined me, and then the massive beast next to me.  
“That’s a War Badger?  How?” she asked, obviously impressed by my new companion.
“Yes, I am Badgelor,” responded Badgelor.  SueLeeta looked on uncomprehendingly.
“Yes,” I replied. “Can’t you understand him?”
“Of course not,” stated SueLeeta.  “I’m not nearly at a high enough level to speak War Badger.  At least, not without training.  
A look of realization suddenly crossed over her face.  “Ooh, you must have taken Beast Master!  That would allow you to talk to your companion.  Fenris knows a little Badger.  He might be able to understand him a bit.”
“Well, I’m sure that will be fun,” I groaned, glancing over at Badgelor.  He looked annoyed.
“Most people don’t understand my magnificence.  What’s the point of being Lord of the Badgers when most do not bow down and worship me?” he grumbled.
Drawing SueLeeta’s attention back to me, I said, “My leg is injured.  I’ll need some help getting back to town.”
SueLeeta finally gave me a proper once-over.  Gasping, she catalogued my injuries.  Stalking over to me, she placed the back of her hand on my forehead.  
	Condition: High Fever.  You have an infection that is causing the high fever condition.  Without treatment, this reduces your HP, Stamina and Mana Regeneration by half.  


	Condition: Dehydration: You need to drink water.  Until you are rehydrated, your Stamina and Mana Regeneration is reduced by 90%.  


	Condition: Broken Bone (Treated): Your leg is broken.  You have applied a treatment. 


	Condition: Concussion (Untreated): You have a concussion.  You suffer a 30% penalty to all mental skills until the condition is treated. You will have the nausea condition until concussion is treated.  You will have the dizziness condition until concussion is treated. 


	Condition: Broken Bone (Untreated): Your knuckle is broken.  It will require an Initiate Medic check to be treated.  You will suffer a 40% penalty to use your left hand until this is restored.


	Condition: Blood Loss.  You have lost more than 30% of your blood.  You will suffer penalties to all actions until you are restored.  You will have the nausea condition until blood loss is corrected.  You will have the dizziness condition until blood loss is treated. 





I stared at the list of injuries on my status bar and inwardly flinched for two reasons.  First, this was the worst set of injuries I’d suffered, so far.  The expansive list didn’t even cover the relatively minor scrapes, cuts, and bruises.  Second, I’d panicked while underground; I totally forgot that I could just check my conditions with the list 
When I panicked, I went back to a safe place, a place where I knew what to do.  That place didn’t include menus, unfortunately.  In my heart, I was still on Earth.  The menus on Ordinal were nice, but they were, by no means, something I was fully acclimated to, yet. 
“We can talk about what happened later.  We need to get you back to town,” SueLeeta said, as she handed me 6 heal roots and her waterskin.  She quickly headed over to the nearby buildings to find materials for a stretcher.  I wanted Jarra the Healer to look at my leg prior to really using it.  The splint was supposed to be all that the injury needed, but, in my mind, that didn’t seem like enough.  
Out of nowhere, I felt the splat of Shart, landing on my shoulder.
“What the hell?” called the demon. “You can’t get that far from me!  It cuts off our communication and destabilizes the bond.  You know that, you insufferable dunderhead! 
“What the feck is that?” replied Badgelor.  During my brief conversation with SueLeeta, my new companion had shrunk down to his original size.  The once again small badger was glaring at Shart.
“You can see me?” responded the demon.  Badgelor bristled and started climbing up my leg to reach Shart.
“How did you get small again?” I asked, amazed, as Badgelor’s claws came dangerously close to my pocket pals.  I really needed better armor and a cup.  
“Of course, I can!  How could I miss you?  You look like a big red zit that needs popped,” replied the badger.  As Badgelor reached the shoulder opposite, Shart lifted off.  Hovering several feet above us, he glared, as Badgelor turned to me. 
“To answer your question, War Form is a talent I possess.  Of course, I can stop using it at any time.  After all, you certainly don’t always use your Annoying Whiner talent, do you?”  
“Badgelor, this is Shart.  Shart, meet Badgelor,” I growled through gritted teeth.  Something about the appearance of Shart had riled Badgelor.  I completely understood the sentiment, but, at least in this instance, Shart hadn’t provoked it. 
“Shart is my familiar,” I explained.  Badgelor promptly decided that leaping off the top of my head was the best way to reach Shart.  It was mildly uncomfortable for me, but more so for Shart.  He was knocked out of the air and onto the hard ground.  
“I thought Demonic Familiars were cool.  Yours is a wee lil fecker named Shart,” stated Badgelor. A high pitched laugh escaped the badger, as he scampered back toward me. 
“Shart is a proud name,” the demon replied, before looking at me with hurt eyes.” Isn’t it?”
“No,” I replied, fending off the recovering Badgelor with an ineffective kick, as he tried to scramble back up my torso.  
“It really isn’t,” stated Badgelor, smugly.  The badger reclaimed purchase on my leg and climbed at a rapid pace.  It was like having a kitten climb you, except the kitten had inch long claws that could pierce stone.  I moved to protect my boys. 
“I thought Shart was Earthling for Sir, you lanky bastard,” growled the demon, rising again to stare directly at me.  
“YOU wanted me to call you “sir”.  I chose a more appropriate name, you little Shart,” I stated, conversationally.
Shart crossed his stubby arms and plopped down on my shoulder. “I don’t get any respect at all.”
“Well, you are actively trying to destroy me,” I replied.  Badgelor stopped laughing and stood on my head, windmilling his claws about.  With a concussion, that felt just great.  
“You aren’t allowed to die until I finish my quest,” stated Badgelor, stomping down with his tiny foot.  
“You both suck.” Shart responded.  “What new quest have you decided is more important than mine?”
“Jim, we have a problem,” SueLeeta said, returning with a hastily crafted stretcher.  I collapsed down, causing the badger to flop into the dirt.  He got back up and growled at me. 
“What else?” I asked.  It had already been a long day, and there was no end in sight.  SueLeeta handed me a wad of paper, covered in goblin script.  I flattened it out and examined it.
“Well, at least that explains why the goblins have been so quiet.”
She nodded.  




Chapter 12: Inter Goblin Warfare

The goblins of the valley had, for a long time, been using their Wargs as a means of both military and economic strength.  A Warg was a good mount for a goblin, but it was also good for pulling things, like plows or mine carts.  Due to their secure position, the goblins had been breeding Wargs for centuries, for every possible role.
The latest addition in the goblin hierarchy had been the Warg Boss.  His influence on the Goblin Horde had allowed more Wargs to be controlled than ever before.  Wargs could be bred to be more powerful than ever before.  Furthermore, those Wargs could be controlled with less effort than ever before.  
“You see, Dum Dum,” explained Shart, “The goblins are a Horde.  Think of that like a permanent army.  They have a bunch of roles, like Cavalry Commander and Battle Leader.  The Warg Boss oversaw the Wargs, but his bonus carried over for the entire Horde.  When you killed him, that bonus stopped.”
“And the goblins needed that bonus to keep their Wargs from revolting,” I finished, thinking of Kappa.  Even when the Warg Boss was still alive, he had barely been able to control Kappa.  Had he still been in goblin captivity when the Warg Boss died, Kappa certainly would have made his issues with his rider known.  
Which is, apparently, what had happened nearly everywhere, according to the notes SueLeeta had found on the dead goblins.  It would be like every horse in a prosperous medieval village suddenly going berserk all at once.  Except, Wargs were wolves, all intelligent to varying degrees, and had been bred as giant, bloodthirsty hunters.  
If the notes were to be believed, they had rebelled in a big way in the wake of the Warg Boss’ death.  The wolves were busily trying to murder off enough goblins to usurp the dominant players in the valley.  It seemed the Warg’s end goal was to possess some of the goblins as slaves, as they themselves had been.  They were somewhat successful, with multiple goblin outposts overrun.  Thousands were dead on both sides, but it looked like the rebellion would be short lived, one way or another.   
Given a few more weeks, either the goblins or the Wargs would win.  If the goblins won, it would go back to normal here.  The green creatures would resume their patrols and raids, but we would at least know what to expect.  If the Wargs won, things might get worse for the village.  The Warg process twisted the wolves; besides making them intelligent, it also made them cunning.  Some were downright ruthless and evil.  There was no telling what fallout we would see from a Warg-ruled valley.   
Alas, that was in another few weeks.  Right now, all the hybrid wolves’ attention was away from the village.  That gave me a window of time to prepare for the coming storm.  Groaning, I laid my head down to think.  Something would come to me.  
Unfortunately, what came to me was sleep.  




Chapter 13: Unlucky Jim

I had no memory of SueLeeta dragging me back to the village on my makeshift stretcher.  When I awoke, Jarra the Healer had already tended to my injuries and resplinted my leg ‘properly’.  According to her, my effort at first aid had been valiant, but she was “more experienced” and “had cleaner materials” with which to make a splint.  
I was on the mend.  On Earth, having your leg crushed to pulp was a non-recoverable injury.  They would have had to amputate, and I might have suffered even more damage.  Here, I was treated and told to sleep it off, because sleeping improved recovery rates.  I seriously wondered what it would take to get a permanent wound.
Word got around pretty quickly that I had been wounded, and, as such, people treated me like I was injured.  That gave me a small reprieve from the usual tasks of mayoring.  Unfortunately, the usual tasks were the semi-interesting quests.  Now, I was left doing paperwork.  I miss my wife.
I had been temporarily banished from my nice hole in the wall in the leatherworking shop and was forced to spend the night in the infirmary.  At some point, I’d have to get my own home in this village.  In the meantime, I had sent Badgelor and Shart outside the building and relaxed into the rough mattress. Jarra the Healer was close by, in her own home next door.  So, it was just me and the poor bastard who’d dropped a wall on his foot.  He’d be fine by tomorrow.  
Bringing up the town menu, I flipped to the mine.  There were now 4 job slots available, with a potential for 12 more, once the mine was fully repaired.  I could currently assign two miners, an ore worker and a gopher.  Ten more miner slots were blocked off, due to the traps, and the other ore worker and gopher were unavailable, due to the damage.  The town menu listed everyone who was skilled in each position.  
“I guess I should interview some mine workers,” I said.
“What?” responded my clumsy roommate, AngusBerg.  “Interview, Mr. Mayor?”  He said ‘interview’ like he’d never heard the word before.
“You know, interview.  Figure out who wants the job and who would be the best fit.” I responded, already dreading his response.
“Mr. Mayor, begging your pardon.  You just fought a terrible battle, and I heard you suffered a mighty head wound.  Shouldn’t you just check your town menu and assign people the job?”
“Won’t they be offended if I don’t ask them first?”  I asked.
“You can just say no when a job is offered,” stated AngusBerg. “Technically, you can say no to a quest, as well.  Though, you never do.  My lovely wife is worried for you, working yourself so hard and all.”
“So, people won’t be offended if I just assign them full time jobs?” I continued.
“No, Mr. Mayor.  With that terrible head injury of yours, you probably don’t remember that that’s just how things are done.  The menu always suggests the best people for a job,” he assured.  
Ordinal was weird.  I would be slightly miffed if, upon waking up one day, I was told what job I would work, day in and day out.    Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, though.  As AngusBerg said, only those people that were qualified were suggested for a job, and they could always decline.  I didn’t hold so much power that the people were afraid to tell Mayor Jim ‘No’.
I assigned 4 people to the mining jobs, which turned them yellow in the town menu.  Dropping out of menu time, I relaxed on my cot. Within seconds, I received a notification that the first of the jobs was accepted.  The remainder of the notifications followed a short time after.  
Yet another prompt appeared.   Reopening the menu, I saw a new page lit up.  The town resource tab showed all available resources and the projected rate they would become available.  Now that I was going to have a steady supply of iron, I had to allocate it.  The town was going to get 6 bars of iron per day, 3 per miner.  I selected all of it and assigned it to the blacksmith.  From there, I could further specify what tools and hardware needed to be crafted.  If I didn’t, the blacksmith would just build what he knew was necessary.  I decided to let the blacksmith handle his own lode.
That done, I looked to the maintenance tab.  It listed the state of repairs on many of the buildings in town.  There were a great number that required significant maintenance, from the old Windfall Manor, which was nearly collapsing, to the relatively undamaged masonry shop, next to the town wall.  Many of those were highlighted for repair, which let the repair crews select which sites to repair at their discretion.  
Overall, I’d found that letting the townsfolk handle the details was a reasonably decent solution.  They tended to be a bit short sighted, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.  The repair crews had been focusing on the jobs that they could repair the fastest and the easiest. This had allowed nearly the entire population to get under roof in a relatively short period of time.
The buildings were listed with various types of damage.  Some had sustained only light damage.  These required only a few wood planks and nails to repair.   Others had been heavily damaged when the city was overrun.  They required significant amounts of iron to be brought up to snuff.  The final category was buildings that were considered a total loss.   These sat in a ring on the eastern side of town.  They had been burned out when the town was sacked.  What little that was left, was not worth repairing. 
Up until now, we had been without a supply of iron, making a number of buildings impossible to fix.  This included the Town Hall.  I selected it and whistled.  We could repair six other buildings with the materials required for just this one.
Wood planks and logs were needed for most of the buildings’ repairs.  The log was a standard allotment of wood on Ordinal.  A log was just about 3 feet long.  If you were thinking that different sections of tree made for different sized logs, you’d be surprised to learn that that didn’t matter.  I know I was.  
“They are clearly different sizes,” I had said, on the very first day of repairs.  I gestured at two logs from two completely different kinds of trees. “There is absolutely no way to get the same amount of building material from each.
“Crafting magic,” replied Shart, grinning wickedly.  Despite their different sizes, each log had produced 3 identical planks.  The little jerk had been right.
The Town Hall would take thirty logs and way more iron than we had possessed.  I had decided it wasn’t even worth adding to the list of buildings to be repaired.  Now that we had iron coming in, I added it on.  I fully expected it to be quite a while before it was fixed; it was going to take nearly an entire day’s output of iron for the materials. 
Closing out that item, I also checked the Forestry Hut in the nearby woods.  Since we had gotten back from the fortress, OttoSherman had been assigned there.  He’d spent every day gathering logs for the village. Initially, I’d been concerned with OttoSherman in the woods all alone, so I’d tried to be clever.  I had assigned another person to the hut. 
EdithGretta was a tall, straight backed woman who had been thrown in the same cell I’d found OttoSherman.  She’d actually been with the archers at the Battle of the Eastern Gate of the Western Fortress, firing arrows into the occasional unfortunate goblin head.
Right now, I could see both of them on my map.  They were in a workspace in the Forestry Hut, where they met several times a day.  Probably conferring about where to chop trees next.  Those two were always planning.
OttoSherman had the Lumberjack profession and Axe skill.  EdithGretta had the Forestry profession and skill in a bunch of things, including Bows.  They were a natural fit, and I congratulated myself on my foresight.  I was positive they were working on aspects of lumberjacking, oft unconsidered by the common man.  
Finally, I checked on defenses.  This was the area I was most concerned with in the coming weeks.  Of course, the barrier was our first line of defense.  I knew that launching an attack from within would cause the barrier to fail.  JoeClarence’s rock throw had taught me that.  I had also seen goblin spells bounce off it, and when Wargs tried to charge it, they burst into flames.  Other than that, I had no actual knowledge of our blue barrier.  I didn’t know what, if anything, would penetrate it or make it fall completely.  Of course, the barrier was well outside of town.   Even if it fell, we’d have plenty of time to man the walls.  
Each city wall, if fully repaired, had slots for 20 defenders.  As being slotted to the wall gave you significant advantages in combat, that was great.  If I had to man all four walls, that was 80 people.   I would be forced to dig deeply into the elderly and the children to come up with that number of fighters.  Furthermore, none of those people would have weapons or armor to speak of.  Hell, some of them may not even be able to hold weapons or armor.  Some of them may not even be potty trained.
We had about 30 capable fighters, that I knew of, in the village.  Only 2 of them had classes.  The rest were militia who could use better equipment.  The militia had a fair number of archers and spearmen, but holding the city wall with such limited forces would be tricky.  If we focused on crafting weapons and armor, we might be able to get some more people equipped in a few days.  
I issued the orders to increase weapon and armor production.  I also increased the priority to ‘high’ on repairing the wall.  We had the barrier; however, the massive amount of damage that the town had once taken led me to an unsettling theory.  The barrier was not impossible to bypass.  
As I set the orders, a number of red flags sprang up in my menus.  The town was missing many items that would be required to really set up the defenses properly.  Some we could eventually make out of internal reserves; others would be nearly impossible to get.  I didn’t even recognize what a refined focus crystal was or have any idea how to get light weave cotton for enchanted bandages.  
Sighing, I closed the menu.  As a low level village, Windfall was in trouble if, or more likely when, an attack came.  Still, the odds had been against us before.  Unlike then, we actually had a bit of time to attempt a thought out plan of attack.   
Badgelor and Shart were in another screaming argument outside, so I decided to nope out of that. Yawning once, I went to sleep to the sound of crickets, the wind blowing across the tall grass, an owl hooting...
And a badger calling a demon “a flaming shit pile.”




Chapter 14: Town Hall

I awoke with a start.  I had a new prompt in my vision, and it was quite a bit bolder than what I was used to seeing.  I groaned at the glowing, golden velociraptor.  I’d been messing around with the maps and had assigned a velociraptor as the town’s icon.  I meant to change it to something a bit more respectable but had never gotten around to it.    
Selecting the dinosaur, I was immediately prompted with a notification.
	Windfall Village is now level 1.  You have met all the criteria for leveling up.  Congratulations!


	As Mayor, you may now choose a Village Specialization!





	Windfall Village is now level 2.  You have met all the criteria for leveling up.  Congratulations!


	As Mayor, you may now choose a Village Perk!





	Windfall Village is now level 3.  You have met all the criteria for leveling up.  Congratulations!


	As Mayor, you may now choose a Village Perk!





	Windfall Village is now level 3.  As the town founder, you gain a Founder’s Perk!  Enjoy!





What!?
I went to the town menu and discovered it was significantly more organized than before.  There were new prompts and menus indicating how much food we had, (just enough), how many resources we had, (more than expected), and even the glaring problems that the village was encountering, (weak defenses).  As I had looked at this menu literally last night, I didn’t see how it could have changed this much.
Glancing at my skill sheet, my Administration skill was unchanged.  Then, I remembered the level up prompts and found that section of the town menu.  A tab that clearly stated ‘Level Up’ had been added.  Intrigued, I selected it.
The level 3 announcement was at the top.  It had occurred because we’d reclaimed the mine.  Further down, I saw that the second level had occurred because farming was in place.  The first level had occurred because we had a working Town Hall.  Not prioritizing the Town Hall had been, in hindsight, a mistake.  We would have remained a level 0 village forever without it. 
How is it a working Town Hall, already? 
I checked the maintenance menu and, sure enough, the Town Hall was fixed.  Every member of the repair crews had worked all night to get the Town Hall repaired.  I hadn’t even listed it as a high priority.  I did remember a few of them asking when we were going to fix it, but I’d never really had a good answer for them.  I didn’t see how they managed the repair with the limited stock of materials we had, but I guessed it had been just enough.  However, looking at the improved menus, I understood why it had been such a priority.
Having a Town Hall seriously expanded what town information I could see.  The town’s inventory was one thing.  I was pleased to discover a hitherto unknown supply of iron and nails hidden in the basement of the church.  I hadn’t even known the church had a basement.  I selected ‘clean up’ there and also ‘salvage supplies’.  
I also had a new employment slot for the Town Hall, a clerk.  I flipped to there and found several members of the town with the necessary skills.  Glancing through those, I chose a young man named Mar, mainly because his name was short and easy to say. He accepted immediately.  Now that the Town Hall was rebuilt, I could see the names and detailed stats on job descriptions.  It was a nice little feature.
	Town Clerk, an administrator who regulates the orderly operation of the town.  He reports directly to the mayor and can be used to assign low level quests between village members.  





Sighing contentedly, I went through the Village Perks and Specializations.  A Village Specialization allowed me to choose which direction the town developed.  There were a few options for a village.  We could choose to specialize in harvesting, which improved yields from all our farms, or mining, which improved yields from all our mines.  There were also options for fishing, lumber and other assorted resources.  While those buffs were nice, they seemed pretty generic.  Without trade partnerships, having too much of anything didn’t really help very much.  There was no option for specializing in defense.  That would have been too easy.  
Glancing at the last specialization, I saw that it was metalworking.  This was actually an advanced specialization that the town only qualified for due to my UnBound trait which removed level restrictions from my selections.  It required the town to have a working mine and a blacksmith, which we did.  Metalworking granted bonuses on all tasks related to mining, smelting and smithing of all types.  Figuring that we could always use more tools, I selected it. 
Immediately, the town resource page flashed.  I examined it.  We were now producing 3.3 bars of iron per miner.  That was just shy of an extra bar of iron every day, which would be useful.  The town blacksmith also saw a level of improvement.   
I had two perks, as well, but those were a bit more complicated.  There was an improved mine perk, which treated the mine as one level higher than it was.  That improvement allowed access to better kinds of ores.  With our needed emphasize on armor and weapons, that would be amazing.  Other perks performed similarly for all the other resource types, but I really wanted to see what all my options were first.
Moving to the outer ring of options, I saw a few that were more unusual.  Several were unique ‘town council’ jobs that could only be unlocked through this menu.  Merchant added a highly skilled merchant to the town’s job list.  That would increase the value of trade in the town by 10%.  There was a chief craftsman position that I could assign a blacksmith to.  That would make the blacksmith 7% better at his role.  Beyond that, there was a perk that increased everyone's movement speed in town by 5%, which I had to imagine would help productivity somewhat. 
Then, I noticed the option to increase the size of the barrier.  I almost took that, before discovering that the barrier increased significantly at every level, as did the barriers at any of the sites affiliated with the town.  Bringing up my map, I saw that the barrier had indeed expanded; it now absorbed the mine.  Another option popped up, Reinforce Barrier.  This rendered the barrier more resistant to siege.  
There it was, the confirmation of what I had assumed.  There was a way to get through the barrier.  I found a siege timer on it, listing the 1st stage as 30 days.  I was almost happy, until I read further. Thirty days was the maximum that the barrier would last.  A large, well-equipped army would deplete it faster.  A large army was categorized as anything over the village’s population.  The bigger the army, the faster the barrier would fail.  I had to image a Goblin Horde would be overwhelming in size.  If I was understanding correctly, the barrier would also start to shrink in size during a siege.  Well, that’s just flippin fantastic.
The special job list had included several worthwhile positions, but I didn’t have a good enough feel for the town or some of the people, yet.  I was hesitant to guess which job would be the most useful.  I did toy with the idea of selecting an assistant mayor to help with daily minutia but decided against it.  After reviewing everything, I made a decision.  I took the upgrade for the mine and saved the other perk for later.  
With those selected, the mine instantly improved.  It had started with a maximum of 12 possible miners, with most of those slots locked due to the traps in the mine.  Now the mine had positions for 18 possible miners, and an extra metal worker for operating the smelter.  The upgrade had appeared to remove all the traps.  More accurately, it triggered them, but I wasn’t there to suffer the consequences.  The miners were, though.  Fuuuuuuuuck.  Quickly checking the list of miners, I was incredibly relieved to see that none of them had died.  Not gonna mention that to anyone.  I am a terrible mayor.  
Before the change, I had 4 employees at the mine.  Two were miners, bringing in 6 bars of ore a day.  Now, at least in theory, it could go up to 39.6 bars of ore per day.  That’s when I noticed that the required tools were flashing red.  A quick examination there revealed that the mine required better tools to achieve these higher production numbers.  Additionally, a lack of fuel for the smelter prevented us from operating at peak efficiency.  
In short, we could get up to nearly 40 bars of ore per day when everything was running smoothly.  However, we lacked the materials for me to assign any more employees now.  Once the mine had upgraded tools and fuel, I could fill all the remaining positions.  I would have to discuss the tool situation with the smith, but I was confident that we could get production up at least 20 bars within a few days. 
The improved amounts of metal should make it possible for the smith to produce weapons and some armor for the larger army that I was envisioning.  
With that satisfied, I walked out of the infirmary.  I found my two sidekicks sitting on either side of the small patio leading into the building.  Badgelor had partially buried himself, so that only his snout was exposed.  Shart was perched on top of a pole, glaring at him.  
“Let’s go,” I stated, hobbling out of the building.  I still had the rest of the day on this bum leg and having these two with me wasn’t going to improve my mood.  
“Where are we going?” asked Badgelor, as he shuffled over and started walking beside me.
“We are going mayoring.”




Chapter 15: The Problems with a Socialist Utopia

I ran by the smithy on the way to the Town Hall.  It was being run by a brawny man named HankAlvin.  He was ecstatic.  Up until now, he’d been mostly salvaging old goblin equipment, along with the odds and sods we’d occasionally find in the village.  He’d gotten enough nails to fix the Hall from the goblin equipment that SueLeeta had dropped off yesterday.  Now, he had a pile of metal coming his way, allowing him to fulfill all the jobs he’d intended.
“I assume we are going to be paid some gold soon?” asked HankAlvin, recovering from his initial moment of joy.
I realized at this point that the man had been working for about 5 days now, and I hadn’t paid him a single coin.  I hadn’t paid anyone anything.  I didn’t really have that many coins.  Gathering money hadn’t been a top priority, because there was nothing to spend them on.  Oh.  That was going to be a problem.
“You forgot that people need money, didn’t you?” stated Shart.
“Shut up,” I replied.
“You forgot that people expect to get paid,” Shart teased.
“I’ve been busy,” I grumbled. HankAlvin looked at me expectantly.
“Look, Dum Dum, this isn’t a completely socialist state.  You need to pay people.”
“What, pray tell, are they going to do with money?  There is absolutely nothing to buy,” I hissed. “The town doesn’t have an economy.”
“Yet.” replied the demon, “If you start paying them, they will have coins.  If people have coins, other people will open businesses.  Then, the people with the coins will have things to spend their coins on.  The magic of commerce will take effect, and the town will prosper.  It’s simple economics.  Ever hear of it, or is your brain too full of goblin doody for financial matters?”
“Yeah, simple,” I grumbled, choosing to ignore Shart’s inane insults.  For now, at least.  “Except, I’m not exactly swimming in gold.”  
Shart chuckled.  I wondered what the ‘magic of commerce’ was.  It was probably actual freaking magic.  Sigh.  Anything to get people off my payroll would be useful, I supposed.  
Reviewing my wealth, I saw I had 3 gold, 87 silver and 14 copper.  It was an amount of money that I knew was insufficient to the task at hand.  Remembering the town inventory made me wonder.  There were items listed on it that I hadn’t known about.  Maybe the town had money, too.  Bringing up the menu, I was not disappointed.
	Town of Windfall, Level 3.  A metalworking village.


	Coffers: 134 gold, 22 silver, 5 copper





That wasn’t an insane amount of money, but it was certainly enough to float the town for a short period of time.  Reading through the menus, I saw that the town would actually get back a fair percentage of that money in taxes.  It wouldn't be revenue neutral, but it would probably make our wealth last somewhat longer. 
That left me with an unemployment date and a financial crisis date to look forward to.  
Then, I found the red dot next to the morale tab, which promised even more fun.  I didn’t know we had a morale tab, so, discovering that it was in the red and headed down was a glorious experience.  Glancing through that, I found a number of town residents were becoming upset that they were working for free.  They were happy about free rent and no taxes, but the working for free was killing morale.  
Third crisis, mutiny in two days.  Fourth crisis, getting sieged and killed by goblins.  I had a fun job.  
“Well, of course.  I was already headed to the Town Hall to do just that, but I suppose I could set them up now.  Since the Town Hall was completed last night.” I said.  HankAlvin smirked.  
“I figured you were waiting on that repair until you got a few more days’ worth of free labor out of us,” he stated knowingly. “So, when you put it in the repair roster, we got it fixed right up.”
“Wouldn’t have expected anything less,” I grumbled.  I guessed this place wasn’t a socialist utopia, after all.
Walking out of the smithery, I brought up the wages menu and found the average.  All the common laborers got paid 10 silver a day; the specialists got 30.  For whatever reason I didn’t have to pay SueLeeta and Fenris, also they didn’t seem to be suffering any morale penalties.   The 83 working people in the village.  There were 64 laborers and 19 specialists.  That placed the total as 12 gold and 10 silver per day in wages.  That was tolerable, but any projects that were performed for the town I now had to pay for.  All those repairs that had been free this morning were suddenly costing silver.
The town would pay the miner, who would mine the ore, and the metalworker, who would smelt it.  Then, the blacksmith would use the town’s money to buy the iron ingots.  He would labor upon it and turn it into nails or other finished goods.  However, because we were repairing the town, all that money just poofed away into a building.  The town could technically collect rent, but I wasn’t charging any.  The only thing that made sense was that every time this closed loop spun, the town lost money.
The magic commerce wizardry would eventually remove some of those people from government employ.  They would be able to work downstream in jobs supporting the town in the free market.  To do that, the town needed to be developed economically and have a positive cashflow.  Neither issue was being addressed at the moment.  Lazy mayor.  
In short, the town’s wealth was going to last 11 days, unless I could augment it with some form of external wealth.  Our finances would also depend on how many fees the town could collect.  I wondered how the village had supported itself before, based on its current setup.  Then, it hit me.  This village wasn’t ever supposed to be a self-sustaining town.  It was a Noobtown.
Much like any boomtown, Windfall’s economy had been based on supporting its cash cow, adventurers.  They would go out into the wilderness, do quests, get gold, and come back into Windfall to spend it.  When you reviewed the town from that angle, everything made sense.  We had many more weapon, armor, and potion shops directed towards adventurers than could otherwise be explained.    
I had earned over 3 gold in just a few days’ worth of activity in the forests.  If there were 20 or so adventurers, this town would easily be able to support itself with a nice surplus.  The problem was that there were no adventurers.  I’d need to come up with another source of funds coming from outside the town.  I’m betting the loss of that cash cow had started the decline of Windfall, however long ago that happened.  
That was for later, though.  Right now, I needed to get to the Town Hall.  I quickly approved the wages, added in a 10% tax and left rent at 0.  I couldn’t yet charge rent.  Not until I knew some money was in people’s pockets.  




Chapter 16: Clerks

Suddenly, everyone was ecstatic to see me.  I would like to think this was based on my good looks and charming personality but, alas, it was the money.  I miss my wife.  The coins left the town’s coffers instantly and the people had just received their first pays.  I might have missed someone running around and handing out money, but I somehow doubted that was the case.  
I strolled toward the Town Hall, intent on meeting Mar, my new clerk.  It was another bright sunny day.  The ocean breezes kept it from ever being unbearably hot and made for fairly temperate weather. Since my arrival, temperatures had remained consistent.  It had yet to rain, and, thinking back, I wasn’t sure if it had even been cloudy.  The nights were likewise clear.  Looking up, one could see millions of stars.  I had never been able to see stars on Earth.  My vision was too bad there.  I was broken out of my meteorological meanders by my two ever-present pals.  
Badgelor was always either trying to lead me or follow me around, depending on his mood at the moment.  People were happy to see me, less so the giant badger.  Why he had decided to become giant again, I did not know.  Maybe he just wanted to be a dick and scare people.  Shart was still in a snit on my shoulder, so it had been a relatively quiet walk.  Then, the weasel decided to complain.  
“We should get something to eat,” growled Badgelor, as a brave lad ran up to pet him.  The boy chickened out upon a slight whistling snarl.  That near petting prompted Badgelor to start giving the stink eye to everyone who came his way.  Badgelor was quickly cementing his reputation as an asshole. 
I was kind of hungry, but we could eat after I met the new clerk.  I’d been eating most meals with AvaSophia and Fenris, but I had a feeling that would get old soon.  Check that, AvaSophia would evict me soon, just maybe not yet.  Her gratitude for me saving her family was being gnawed away by me taking her husband out on deadly missions.  When she finally cut me off, I would be back to group meals, featuring the delightful cooking of EstherSasha.
I had considered cooking for myself, but my Improvised Tools skill would have made that into something out of a horror movie.  
“Shart, Jarra the Healer is a Healer?” I asked.
“You are a genius,” replied Badgelor.  He had reverted to his cute and cuddly form, after deciding that walking was for chumps. The badger was now on my left shoulder.  Shart was on my right and I swear I could occasionally feel wisps of a breeze around my neck.  It was as if someone was moving their arms or legs in a quick, violent jabs.  Either that, or one of them had gas.  
I had discovered pretty quickly that Badgelor could tell if I was telepathically communicating to Shart, somehow, and 5 of his 6 ends were pointy.  Fortunately, Shart spoke badger as well as the language I normally spoke.  Everyone else just got to see me grunting as I walked down the street.  Thankfully on Ordinal, talking to your animal companion was perfectly normal.  That made exactly one thing that was normal about me here.  
“Yes,” replied Shart, growling over at the interruption.   “I would think that was obvious.”
Grumbling, I continued.   “Yes, but why is she a healer?  I didn’t see a Healer class.”
“Oh, that’s not a class.  That’s a profession,” replied Shart. “You had professions on Earth, right?”
“Yes,” I replied, slowly.
“Same as that,” said Shart. “I assume you had a profession.”
“I worked in IT,” I stated.
“That sounds made up.  You were Jim the IT Guy?” questioned Badgelor, saying each letter individually.  “That’s a strange profession.  What did you do?”
“Mainly, I fixed other people's mistakes,” I said.
“That’s almost every profession,” dismissed Shart.
“I was instrumental in getting things done,” I replied.
“Everyone says that,” replied Badgelor. “I guess IT Guy is an okay title. “ 
“Well, I didn’t get officially called Jim the IT Guy.  It was just Jim,” I said.  
Badgelor watched, “Why would you choose an easy profession with no title?  Were you lazy?”
“My money is on stupid,” Shart interjected.  
I growled.  “My profession was quite challenging.  It just didn’t have a fancy title.  Only a few professions do on Earth.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.  Did a healer on your planet get a title when they earned their profession?” asked Shart.
“Yes.  Once someone is fully trained to heal, we call them Doctor, along with whatever their last name is.” I said.
“Their last name?  How many names do people have?” Badgelor questioned.
“Three to four, usually.  We have first, middle, and last names.  Sometimes, when people get married, women take their husband’s last name.  Sometimes, they keep their original last names.  There are some that use both their old last name and their husband’s last name. It-”
“Stop!” Shart ordered.  “This is bizarre and giving me a headache.  Although, I am beginning to understand what is wrong with you.  Being from a place like that must affect a person’s intelligence. 
“What-” Badgelor started to ask, before being hushed by Shart. 
“Back to the topic at hand,” replied the demon, “professions are much the same here.  There are some differences in the protocols, because I don’t know what a Doctor is, and it sounds stupid, but Earth is an incredibly weird place.”
“Yeah, Earth sounds terrible.” stated Badgelor, as we continued to walk.  “Hey, what’s that over there?”
I turned and saw a bird flying to a nest on a nearby roof.  I was about to say something regarding the unremarkable nature of this, when I felt Shart’s weight on my shoulder shift.  The demon hissed loudly.  
“Well, at least on Earth, I didn’t have two terrible warts grown on my neck,” I said.
“Jarra the Healer could take care of those for you,” replied Badgelor.
“I’d like to get them lanced,” I stated.
“She could probably do that, too,” Badgelor responded, totally missing my little joke.  “So, what did you actually do in your weird, made up profession?  I’m betting IT is just looking up stuff.”
“He does just ask questions most of the time,” replied Shart.
“I’m on a weird new planet after dying.  I think a number of questions are justified,” I replied. “Earth was perfectly normal. “  
“Hardly! Earth is more or less unique in the universe,” replied Shart.  “It has no menu system at all.”
Badgelor shuddered. “Is that even possible?  How do they live?”
“Poorly,” replied Shart. “Did you know that in war anyone could attack the other side’s commanding officer, directly?”
“That’s barbaric,” stated Badgelor.  
On Ordinal, the system enforced rules of war prevented commanders from being targeted, except under specific conditions.  In the Battle at the Eastern Gate of the Western Fortress, I’d rushed forward to fight the goblin invaders.  Apparently, had I just stood there, they wouldn’t have been able to attack me.  Doing so would have violated the rules of mass combat that even goblins are forced to adhere to.  
“I guess that would at least keep them from fighting in wars very often,” continued the badger, shaking his head.
“Here’s the trick, they fought all the time!” exclaimed Shart.  
Badgelor pressed his muzzle against my cheek. “It’s okay, you are somewhere normal now.” 
Quite unexpectedly, Badgelor lost his balance.  He tumbled from my shoulder onto the dusty ground.  Shaking himself off, he scrambled back up my shoulder.  
“That still hasn’t answered my question,” I stated.  I was becoming mildly irritated.  “How do you get a profession HERE.”
“Oh,” replied Shart.  “You could have just asked that.  You decide what profession you want and then take the three necessary skills.  Once you level them all up to Amateur, you get the profession prompt.”
“You get bonuses based on how skilled you are in the various ranks,” replied Badgelor helpfully. 
“Jarra the Healer is an Alchemist who focuses on healing.  She chose the title ‘The Healer’ when she hit Initiate rank in Alchemy.  It's like Doctor but not ridiculous.  She also has a few other skills.  Her Herbalism and Glassmaking should be at Novice, if she’s an Initiate in her profession,” said Shart, finally answering my question.
Badgelor grunted and I heard an ugly fist slap into an uglier palm.
“That’s all there is to it?” I asked.
“You forgot about the perks,’ the badger said.
“Earth doesn’t even have perks!” the demon cried.
“Oh,” replied Badgelor, as if that explained anything, “Well, now I get it.  Professions have perks, just like classes, but the profession perks are weaker.  Jarra is a healer, so, she probably has perks that focus on healing stuff.  She most likely has anywhere from 2 to 5, but I don't know what they are.”
“It's not gentlemanly to ask,” admonished Shart.
“Perish the thought,” replied the badger, and we continued walking in silence.  




Chapter 17: Breakfast of Champions

Ordinal was weird, and it was time for breakfast, so, I let the conversation die.  As we approached the town square, I could smell evidence of EstherSasha’s morning meal effort.  Passing the rows of tables that formed our outdoor cafeteria, I was relieved to see the cook was not at the huge bubbling kettle.  Whatever was in there hardly smelled like food; the odor was far closer to heated up cough medicine.  
The square was in the center of town.  When I’d first gotten here, the entire square had been totally overgrown.  The trees had been so thick that they prevented walking from one side to the other.  Some effort had been made to clear it, but the wood there was not great for construction.  Without a functional hall, the square had been a lower priority.  Eventually, it would be completely stripped for firewood, if nothing else.  For now, though, we still had a very small forest in the middle of town.  
The repaired Town Hall was actually pretty impressive.  Most of the repairs in town were ‘patchwork’ quality, due to the lack of proper materials for repair.  The Town Hall, however, had been repaired using significant supplies of our newly won iron, as well as other more mundane supplies.  The patchwork repairs required upkeep every few days, while this proper repair would make sure the building worked correctly for a long time.
Wonder how obvious it would be if I broke it? I wondered, but not seriously.  If the Town Hall broke, my ability to pay everyone ceased.  However, money was just another thing to worry about.  I supposed the clerk would be more aware of that, so, I opened the door and strode in like I owned the place.
It was empty.  The entrance was empty.  The lobby was empty.  The main hall where the lectern stood was empty.  I paused for a long moment, before I heard the scratching of a pen.  It seemed to be coming from behind the lectern, and I quickly noticed a door that had previously been hidden.  Walking through, I found two things.  An office with my new clerk in it, and a back door that led right to that office.  
I knocked and the scratching of the pen on paper got more irritable. “He’s not in yet.  I’ll talk to him about your quests as soon as he gets here.”
Talk to me about my quests?
Then I noticed the glaring absence for the first time.  I didn’t have those dozen or so trivial XP quests in my view anymore.  Given how much effort I’d been putting forth to ignore them, the fact that they were now missing filled me with profound relief.  
I wondered what dramatic or cool thing I should say to alert Mar to my presence.  He would probably be expecting some sort of show, some display of power to show who was in charge.  Then again, he might not be the kind of guy who was impressed by that.  I glanced at him.
	Mar: Clerk Novice


	Role: Town Clerk 


	HP: 25/25


	Stamina: 30/30


	Mana: 10/10


	Skill: Administrator Initiate


	Skill: Penmanship Novice


	Skill: Bureaucracy Amateur





Now, the Lore screen made more sense.  Mar was a Novice clerk.  He probably wouldn’t get an upgrade until he got his Bureaucracy skill up, at which point he’d get up to Initiate.  He raised an eyebrow as I stared at him.  Badgelor brushed past me and stomped into the office.
“You jerk, I want food!” stated the badger.  This got Mar’s attention.  
He stood up, placed the palms of his hands on his desk, and stated, “Sir, you will need to remove that foul smelling animal from this office at once!”
“Hey, Jim doesn’t smell that foul,” declared Badgelor. “Don’t worry, Jim.  I got your back.”
I facepalmed as the badger stood up and continued his grunting tirade at Mar, who was busy glaring at me.  
“I like Mar,” stated Shart.
“This badger is my animal companion,” I replied.  This did not phase Mar.
“No, you are my human companion,” growled Badgelor.  This also did not phase Mar.
Mar tore his eyes from the badger and glared at me.  That didn’t last long, as I had the aforementioned name tag floating above my head.
“Mr. Mayor, sir,” he sputtered. “I was waiting for you to arrive and didn’t want the office to get … gamey.”
I sniffed.  The building had that new construction smell.  At least, it did before Badgelor arrived.  He did not smell like a fresh spring breeze; his scent was more of a fresh spring breeze over a dung heap.  A dung heap that they were also using to store garbage... and bodies.  Bodies that died by being smothered in more dung.
“Badgelor, you need to go take a bath.  You stink.”  I informed the furrier of my two companions.
“It's part of my musk,” replied the badger. “I am not going to change just to make you happy.”
“The lady I’m going to get breakfast from won’t let you come in and eat smelling like that.”
Badgelor paused. “Oh, that’s how it is?  I see.  The creek is that way?”  He walked out of the Town Hall and towards the nearby creek.  What is it with these animals and food?
Turning back to Mar, I could tell he did not speak badger.  He had the drawn eyebrow look of a person trying to understand a foreign language.  I could only imagine the added confusion and stress had Badgelor been in his War Form.  
“So, what do you do here, and do you want the job?”
Mar was busy opening another window, and it took him a moment to respond, “Well, to answer your second question first, I do want the job.  I didn’t take it just because you offered it.  I was an administrator in a law office before the unpleasantness.   As for what I do, the town clerk is responsible for filtering out the unnecessary bits from the mayor.  I assign quests to other villagers that can handle them, reassign jobs as necessary, and the like.”
That had been exactly what I was doing for the past several days.  It was very unsatisfying to me, but he enjoyed it.  To each his own and more power to him.  Then, I realized something.  “If you are doing all that, what’s left for the mayor to do?”
“Mayor quests and missions for the town, I suspect,” he replied, opening one last window.  “Much like every other mayor.”
Oh, he’s an asshole.  Great.
“Well, great.  Are there any mayor quests?” I asked, finding a chair and pulling it over to his desk.  Mar looked pained as I spun it around and sat on it backwards.  Mar was a bit … touchy.
“None at the moment, and I’ve assigned all the other quests to townsfolk who could perform them,” replied Mar.  “Everyone thought you were running yourself ragged trying to deal with all the details over the last few days.  This should make everyone happy.”
You could reassign quests.  That’s awesome to know.
“Well, then, any new missions?” I asked.
“No,” he responded with a snort. “Wouldn’t you know?”
I smiled and then went into menu time.
“Shart,” I called, “this guy is starting to piss me off.  What is a mission?”
“A mission?” replied the demon, as his body formed up into my menus.  He was sitting on the large W in Woodsman on my character sheet. “You know when the Mayor of a town decides to do something and he reaches deep down and - “
“It's on the town menu, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Dum Dum,” replied the demon, “Under the planning tab.”
Growling, I went to the planning tab.  In my defense, there were many tabs in the town interface, and I hadn’t gone through all of them, yet.  I hadn’t had time.  My initial quick glance into planning showed that it mostly involved building new things.  Since I already had a bunch of broken things, I had closed the tab and forgotten it.   I’d spent most of my time on the maintenance tab.  
When I got there now, I found the mission selector easily enough.  Missions, it seemed, were town objectives that I could assign a group of people to perform.  They weren’t simple repairs, though. There was a mission for fully repairing the town.  I glanced at that and saw that I had both maintenance crews assigned to the task, as well as a good number of the town’s resources.  
Not enough, though, it seemed.  Several of the repairs required materials that were listed in red, as in ‘You don’t have these.’  There was a timer on it, however.  I had enough materials to get about 70% of the work done in 3 more weeks.  After that, I’d have to get more materials to finish the repairs.  
Then, I noticed there were more active missions, including one for the nearby forest.  It needed to be tended by a forester, as well as being worked by a lumberjack.  That one was set to be completed in 4 days’ time, after my assigned crew achieved a few more goals.  I didn’t see the mine in the active log, but I noticed a separate log for completed missions.  
The completed log had all the quests that had been finished in the past 90 days.  The operation for restoring the mine was listed as completed.  The mission reward had been a small amount of readily available iron, as well as 50 town experience points.  
Another experience bar?
Flipping over to the town menu, I found the town experience.  We were halfway to level 4, but there were conditions to meet before the town could level up.  For one, we needed a positive cash flow.  As it stood, we were losing money every day.  There was also a population requirement.  We would need at least 100 people to reach the next level.  We were currently at 92, if you included the children and one statue.    
So, missions gave the town experience points, which it used, along with meeting certain criteria, to level.  Sadly, that was easy compared to some of the nonsense I’d had to go through, so far, to level my own person.  That just meant I needed to find a mission with some money attached to it, to offset the lack of adventurers bearing gold.
That proved to be surprisingly easy.  Each mission had possible rewards and, while some were ‘improved morale’ or ‘better trained militia’, there was one that promised a substantial weekly allotment of gold.  It was categorized as a trade mission.  If my quick accounting was correct, it would bring in enough revenue to allow the town to turn a profit.  
Then, the name caught me:
	Trade Mission to Narwal: Narwal needs goods your village has in production.  Travel there and setup a trade mission with the king’s representative.  Cost: 100 bars of iron per week.  Reward: 160 gold pieces per week, plus goodwill from Narwal





Narwal was the name of the town the villagers had been trying to get to, before they were captured by goblins.  The mission planner indicated that the town was reasonably close, only a long day of travel.  With the barrier in place, Windfall would be safe for a bit.  I didn’t really see any better options for money, unless I wanted to go out goblin stomping.  That looked to be ill advised, given the current political climate.  
The iron mine could be ramped up to over twenty bars a day over the next day or two.  Assuming we could get the tools needed to increase production to 20 bars a day, it would only take around 5 days to get the iron bars needed for the trade route.  However, it looked like I needed to go to Narwal first to set up the route.
The plan I was developing consisted of a few simple steps.  We needed money to get the economy running and buy things.  If I went to Narwal and performed this trade mission, I could get that money.  I could use that money to buy supplies, such as a saw blade for the sawmill, from the Narwal market.  If I got lucky, I’d even find some people there who would be interested in moving to my village, assuming I didn’t mention the goblins.  
Just a quick, simple road trip. 
What could go wrong?




Chapter 18: Fenris Matters

I finally arrived at the Creek House, where Fenris and Kappa were both being tended.  Fenris was being doted over by his wife, AvaSophia, who gave me a sour look as I approached.  Kappa was being tended by the children, with EveSophia nestled in his fur.  She was reading him a bizarre story about elves and a little puppy.  JoeClarance was busy brushing the Warg’s fur.
Kappa seemed to be enjoying his treatment.  Fenris, not so much.
“Hi, Mr. Mayor!  It’s good to see you,” stated AvaSophia formally, with a dark edge to her civil tones.  
“I was just here to check on Fenris and Kappa,” I responded. “We had a harsh battle but were able to reclaim the mine.  The town sorely needed this victory.”
Pride welled in her that her husband had accomplished that.  It warred with the anger she felt towards me, for dragging him into that place.  Of course, intellectually, she probably realized that I’d also saved her husband again.  She couldn’t get that mad at me.  The problem with marrying a man of action is that they tended to act.
She’d almost settled her emotions, when a dripping wet Badgelor, in his damn War Form, stomped up the porch stairs behind me.  “You can’t get rid of me that easily.  I can track you stinking humans by smell!  What’s for breakfast?”
Fenris half fell out of his chair, and Kappa extradited himself from EveSophia in a fluid motion.  His fur bristled, as he got between his charges and the badger.  The children were torn between hiding behind the snarling Warg and running to their mother’s skirts.  Badgelor seemed utterly indifferent, plopping down on his haunches behind me and waiting.    
“Oh, this is Badgelor.  He is my animal companion,” I stated.
AvaSophia’s eyes twisted away from the badger and to me, “You have a War Badger?”
“After the attack, he kind of found me,” I stated.
Kappa had calmed down when it became obvious that Badgelor wasn’t behaving threateningly, but he kept a wary eye on the creature.  JoeClarance stood to his right, holding a wooden sword.  EveSophia had tucked herself behind the front door’s frame; now, she stuck her head out.
“Where did he find you?” the little girl asked.
“In a dark cave.  I kind of fell,” I replied.
“You found a War Badger in a dark cave?” asked JoeClarance.  “That’s just like Grebthar the Destroyer.  His badger was named Badgelor, too.”
“Grebthar the Destroyer died over a thousand years ago,” stated AvaSophia, to her son. 
“I bet Badgelor is a popular name for a badger.  Especially if it is the name of a famous badger,” I replied.
“Like how Jim is a popular name for puppies!” shrieked EveSophia, who at least had the good grace to look embarrassed afterwards.  
“Badgelor say ‘hi’,” I said flatly.  
Badgelor waved his paw at them.  “What are they saying?  I can’t understand human very well.”
“You understood Mar,” I stated.
“Weasels are related to badgers,” replied Badgelor, dryly. “I could understand him well enough.”  
Badgelor continued to sniff, as Kappa settled into his previous position.  The Warg was still watching the badger, even as the kids also got back into position.   EveSophia nestled into his fur.  JoeClarance had not resumed combing, though, and still had his sword at hand.  
Badgelor walked a few paces toward the door, sniffing loudly. “I don’t smell any food, Fenris.”
“Wait, can you understand him?” I asked the Woodsman, remembering what SueLeeta had said.  
“All I caught was my name,” replied Fenris.  “The rest of that was in War Badger, which I’m not nearly as proficient in.  If it was in Wolverine or Weasel, I’d be okay, but not War Badger.”
“SueLeeta thought you could speak War Badger,” I replied, as JoeClarance set down his sword.  He walked toward Badgelor, holding out his hand to let the badger sniff it.  Badgelor reached out and shook his hand instead, causing JoeClarance to grin.
“When I was training as a Woodsman, I had a teacher who taught me some Badger speech,” grumbled Fenris. “SueLeeta thinks I’m an expert.”
“Shaking hands is not an impressive trick,” grumbled Kappa.  Badgelor did a passable smile at him, displaying many sharp teeth.  
“It's okay, Kappa,” said EveSophia in her soft voice.  She had her book in one hand, and the Warg debated staying put or going to JoeClarence.  He kept his eyes on Badgelor, though.
“Wait, I didn’t have any teachers,” I said.  I had learned basically everything I knew about being a Woodsman without teachers.  Sure, I’d gotten beaten up a bit in the process, but I’d managed.  
“I can tell,” replied Fenris, before kneeling toward Badgelor.  “Hello, my name is Fenris.” 
“I can see your name, you dullard,” replied Badgelor.
“Yes, this is my house,” grinned Fenris.
“Didn’t Badgelor just insult him?” I thought to Shart.
“Dullard in Badger can be interpreted as a lot of things,” replied the demon.
“Where is the food?” grumbled Badgelor.
“Yes, you can come in,” replied Fenris, causing Badgelor to grumble loudly.
I sniffed once and realized what the issue with the food was.  Fenris ate at sunrise, and it was well past 6:30. “I’m guessing no breakfast.”
“We already ate,” stated Fenris.  He turned and, using his husband ‘skill’, quickly read his wife’s mood.  I saw Fenris, who stared death in the face regularly, considering if this was a battle worth fighting.  Then, I saw AvaSophia’s expression and realized the inevitable. 
“Where is the food?” Badgelor repeated.
“This is going to be fun,” I stated.  “Do you like the taste of hot Robitussin?”




Chapter 19: Tailor Made Problems

“I was lied to and tricked,” stated Badgelor, as we left the communal pots.  We’d both gotten a ‘breakfast’ of boiled, wet vegetables.  It was filling, but utterly unappetizing.  I was also unfortunately correct regarding the warm medicine aftertaste.
When the farms were fully up and running, we’d have more food.  We would be able to afford eating more extravagantly.  Right now, we didn’t have enough to go around without doing this.  That meant that if you ate at the communal pots, you had to eat slop.  
“Thank you for the meal, EstherSasha,” I stated, before finding space at one of the tables.  Badgelor, tiny once again, crawled under the table, his own dish carried in his mouth.  He started eating and grumbling with every bite.  I was fairly certain he had turned small so he would have to eat less.  For me, an American who’d survived on a diet of fast food and rich home cooking, it was particularly miserable.  I was eating a soggy plate of root vegetables and tubers with no seasoning at all.  
I remembered my wife having the kids and me sit around and eat a plate of turnips once.  I hadn’t much cared for it, despite her confident preparation.  It tasted like heaven compared to this.  
As I was eating the miserable pile of food, GowenDoud noticed I was there.  I didn’t much care for him.  I’d only talked to him a few times; he just struck me as the kind of person who could drag down anyone’s mood.  
“Mister Mayor,” he stated, walking over.
No one called me Jim.  GowenDoud was almost 5 feet six inches of smarm.  He had greasy black hair, a short mustache, and was just a little bit overweight.  This, coupled with his fancier purple outfit, gave him the air of a young Dirk Dastardly, minus the cool hat.  He was the town’s tailor, so, there was really no excuse for the absence of some cool headwear.  His shop had been repaired early, so people could get their clothes mended.  The last thing I wanted was a town full of naked people.  I wasn’t trying to run a nudist colony.  GowenDoud had interpreted his store’s repairs as a sign of his own personal importance.
“Mister Tailor,” I replied, spooning another mouthful of mush into my mouth.
“Thank you ever so much for finally getting around to paying us,” he smarmed.  A hush fell over the crowd as he spoke.  
So, that’s how it's going to be.
I chewed for a few moments while I digested that.  “Well, after saving you guys and trying to get the town in order, I figured you would want places to sleep before we started building up Town Halls.”
“Well, be that as it may,” he stated, after a moment, “I assume you’ll be paying these good people for the days of labor they spent toiling without reward?”
That actually got a murmur of agreement.  People did not like to work without pay.  However, the finances of the town were also not so good that I could just go throwing money around.  I considered that for a moment but realized that it wasn’t worth the moral hit.  
“Of course not.  I’ll have everyone’s additional pay by the end of the day,” I replied.  That would hurt and drag the town’s money supply to only 5 more days of solvency.  Hopefully, Mar could do something with the taxes.  
“Did you hear someone scream just now?” asked Badgelor.  “It came from the direction of the Town Hall.”
“That's the short sighted action that I would expect from an Adventurer,” replied GowenDoud, with a cold smile.  
I think I just walked into a trap.
“The town can afford to pay its workers,” I stated.  
“But for how long?” replied the tailor. “It's well known that we don’t have any source of income.  Yet, here you are, just handing out money to everyone.  We may have earned it through toil, but it seems reasonable that you’d think of the town’s long term prospects.”
“Long term prospects?” I questioned.
“Yes,” replied the tailor.  “Without any gold coming into the town, it's only a matter of time before the economy crashes.  We will all be left destitute, unable to maintain the buildings or the fields.  Then, the goblins will overrun the town.  We’ll all be captured or killed!”
That was truer than he knew.
Everyone’s attention was now focused solely on our conversation.  I noticed a flashing in my prompts indicating that the town had just suffered a morale crisis.   
Then, I noticed another prompt.  I had resisted a persuasion attempt.  That meant someone had tried to use persuasion on me.  I used Lore on the man in front of me.
	GowenDoud: Tailor


	HP: 45/45


	Stamina: 50/50


	Mana: 20/20


	Skill: Tailoring Initiate


	Skill: Mending Initiate


	Skill: Needlework Initiate





I had to go deeper into his skill tree, but I found what I was looking for:
	Oration Initiate: GowenDoud is great at convincing people to follow his way of thinking.





The little asshat was using Oration against me.  Why was it that I never got cool battles with awesome skills?  I was always counting on Hiking or Herbalism.  I didn’t even have the Oration skill.  Could I counter him with Administration?
“What is your plan?” I asked, stalling.  
“It's obvious, despite your skills and powers, that you aren't really cut out for this.  I could take over as Mayor for you, leaving you free to roam and quest.  You’d have even more time to go adventuring.  Leave the town to us townsfolk.”
That was his pitch?  He wanted to be the mayor?  The mayor had to do a bunch of little garbage quests that involved killing monsters.  The tailor certainly couldn’t manage that.  Then, I remembered that, with the Town Hall fixed, quests could be redistributed.  I had thought the mayor was mainly a quest doer for the town, but the town could just assign those.  
I heard a growling that I originally attributed to Badgelor.  However, he was still under the table and the low snarls were coming from my right.
Did I really want to be the mayor of Windfall?  I hadn’t considered it before now, but the thought of not being responsible for the town wasn’t entirely bad.  I could go out and adventure, quest, and do heroic things, instead of killing rats in an outhouse.  Then again, I had won the town through my own blood and sweat.  I had saved these people.  Part of me felt responsible for them.
Plus, GowenDoud rubbed me the wrong way.  Menu time allowed me to examine him closely, standing there like a statue.  Even here, I could tell that I’d never want to interact with him any more than necessary.  He was an opportunist, who had waited until the hard work was done before deciding to confront me.  
“Well, If I did that, what’s to stop me from leaving?  I mean as mayor, I have an obligation to stay and help you guys run the town.  As an adventurer, I think I’d find better prospects towards Narwal,” I stated.
That brought a hush over the crowd.  It was a bit more hardball than I’d really wanted to play, but that was the crux of it.  I was here because I was the mayor.  I’d help these people out, and, maybe, I’d hand that job over to someone.  Eventually.  Just not to GowenDoud.  
“Why would you leave us?” asked the tailor, lamely.  “There are goblins east of here.”
“I will be safe, or at least able to fight them, because I am an adventurer.  The town will be safe because of the barrier.”  I noticed GowenDoud’s face fall.  “What else?  Let me guess.  The title of your entire economic plan was ‘Jim Runs Endless Quests for Money’.”
GowenDoud said nothing.  I continued to stare at him hard until it became uncomfortable.  His plan had been for me to work like a mule to pay for the town through quests.  Under his leadership, I would be made to act like the entire core of low level adventurers this place was supposed to have. He hadn’t even conceptualized that I would ever leave.   The man was an idiot.
I heard more snarling, followed by an odd snapping noise.  Again, it seemed to be coming from my right.  Finally, GowenDoud backed away, retreating with his tail between his legs.  
	You have learned the skill Intimidate: When you can’t convince them, scare the crap out of them.  Get them to do what you want!





After GowenDoud left, I finished eating my now cold mush.  Briefly checking the town interface, I saw that the town’s morale had dropped several points.  People were talking in hushed whispers about the town’s money situation.  They didn’t even consider the more serious goblin situation that would be following it. They weren’t even aware of the current Warg situation.  
“Jim,” stated EstherSasha quietly.  “Is what he said true?  Is the town going to go bankrupt?”
“Of course not,” I replied loudly. “I already have a plan to bring in cash.”
“Thank the gods,” replied EstherSasha.
“I’m going to Narwal,” I stated, and her face fell.
“But you just said -,” she began, before I smiled.
“I’m going on a trade mission there.  That will fix the unemployment and money situations all at once.  I’ll be back in a few days.”





Chapter 20: Trade Missions

I wasn’t sure how everyone would treat the trade mission.  Would they be upset?  Would they be happy?  I guessed people would be worried that I was running out on them, or at least somewhat upset that I was leaving.  I was wrong.  It was ridiculously popular with everyone, and not just because of the reward.  Everyone had something they wanted me to sell.  Jarra the Healer had some tinctures, while the merchants had various knick knacks.  I eventually had to put a stop to that, after my pack became hilariously overburdened.  
Apparently, they had brought the goods with them to sell in Narwal.  Of course, they never made it.  Their goblin captors hadn’t had time to strip their caravan before my arrival at the fortress.  So, when the villagers made their way to Windfall, the merchandise went with them.  Most of the items weren’t at all useful to the town; several of the shopkeepers specialized in glass and wooden carvings.  Hopefully, Narwal would be interested in these offerings, as I also had a shopping list of what to pick up with the earnings.  
Once again, my Hiking skill saved the day, allowing me to carry far more than I normally would have been able to. 
That wasn’t all, though.  People in the village had family in Narwal they wanted to contact.  I was currently carrying a small post office’s supply of letters that I was expected to deliver.  Narwal also had some supplies that were difficult to impossible to come by in Windfall.  I had been given numerous silver coins to buy bits and pieces of things.  In total, the townspeople had given me nearly 6 gold pieces to buy the goods they wanted.  
I could totally have charged rent.
Mar knew how to set the tax rates and fees in town.  The town’s gold that I thought was only going to last 5 days was going to last around 9.  That would actually give me time to make the trip with a bit of a cushion.  
The plan was, thankfully, pretty simple.  I’d leave on foot, as we currently lacked any riding animals fit for humans, and travel towards Narwal by the old road from the valley.  Once there, I would meet with the king’s representative.  Fenris and SueLeeta would be busy getting the trade goods ready to go.  After the meeting was completed, I was to join them and the wagon at the Western Fortress.  If I had been successful in setting up trade, we would all escort the wagon to Narwal.  If I somehow failed this ridiculously easy mission, we would simply return to Windfall with our goods.
Simple enough.  
I left Mar some unnecessary general instructions that amounted to “Don’t burn the place down.” Then, I departed, walking the western road somewhat stiffly due to my still slightly injured leg.  There was a procession with everyone waving to me and wishing me luck.  Everyone, that is, except the work detail.  They were quickly repairing several carts, so that we could complete the trade if the discussion was successful.   
With the cheering crowd at my back, I departed Windfall and started walking West towards the Western Gate Fortress and, beyond it, Narwal.  
“Are we there yet?” asked Badgelor, as we crossed into the forest west of town, finally losing sight of the village.  He had changed back to his larger form to impress the villagers as we left.  He felt it was the least he could do for the adoring public there to see him off.    
“It's going to be all day,” I replied, feeling my leg out to see how well it was healing.  Overall, I’d decided that it was going to be okay in the next day or so, as long as nothing else serious happened.  
“Well, that’s enough of that then,” stated Badgelor. “I’m changing back to travel size.”  Suddenly, he shrunk down to his smaller form.  
“Won’t your shorter legs make traveling more difficult?” I asked, hoping to avoid the inevitable.
“Nope.  Not at all,” replied Badgelor.  Before I had time to react properly, he’d leapt onto my back and crawled up to the shoulder opposite of Shart.  I had modified my leather armor to give him a point to lock on to.  
In this form, he didn’t weigh much.  As he settled down, he started to doze, I took it as a blessing and kept on walking.  
After a while, Shart said, “So, aside from the trade mission, what are your plans in Narwal?”
I considered for a moment.  “Well, I’d like to see if there is any better equipment for me, but, mainly, I’d like to see if there are any spells that I could buy.”
Badgelor stirred. “Is there something wrong with the spell you have?”
“I can’t cast any spells, Badgelor,” I replied.
“I can smell a spell scroll.  What’s wrong with it?” asked the badger.
I pondered my inventory for a minute.  I didn’t have any scrolls on me.  The only thing I had that was even paper was a piece of parchment that I’d found the magical crystals in.  Dumbly, I pulled it out and looked at it.  The only thing I’d noticed about it so far was that it was durable.  I unfolded it several times, until it was just a bit smaller than a sheet of notebook paper.  It was blank, aside from the smudges.  
“It’s just blank parchment,” I replied.
“What happened when you tried empowering it?” quizzed Badgelor.
Shart chuckled, “You think he didn’t empower it?”  
Badgelor said nothing for a long moment, as we continued walking.  
“He can’t possibly be that stupid,” said Shart, quietly.   “My boy, my dear, dim, idiotic boy, tell me you fed Mana into the scroll.  You’ve fed Mana into everything else.  You’ve been like a teenage boy with his first hard-on about everything else with magic.”
“Um,” I replied, again dumbly, as I started feeling out for the scroll with my mind.  I could best describe what I found as a magical on/off switch, which I flipped.  The formerly blank scroll immediately shone with glowing magical characters.
“You really are as sharp as a marble,” stated Shart, as Badgelor giggled wickedly.  It’s just great to see those two getting along.  It didn’t last long, though, before the demon harrumphed and vanished in a puff of smoke.  He was most likely off to his demon realm full of blackjack and hookers, wherever that was.  
I had found a magical scroll days ago and hadn’t known how to use it.  I hated this place sometimes.  Sighing, I began to read the thing.
Wind Break… wind breaker?
The arcane writing was in Goblin.  My Lore skill allowed me to read Goblin, but this document was a highly technical mess.  The script was 15 rows of blocky text that were crushed together, with only every other line making any sense.  The title was only legible because of how stylized it was.  The rest looked like a single page of one giant run-on sentence that I could only read half of.  It broke my heart to imagine anyone subjecting another person to that kind of horrific grammar.      
As I walked, I read.  Badgelor snickered occasionally, and eventually went to sleep to the sound of my mutterings.  The first line explained succinctly that it was a spell.  I was pretty certain it also said that one had to draw power from your ‘cores’ to power the spell.  The next line was gibberish. The third line, which began in the middle of a thought, explained how to draw energy from your … lungs?
Another thing I recognized was Mana vs Magic.  Mana was a power source for spells, but actually using Mana was Magic.  The scroll would call for you to harness your Mana and use Magic.  
I considered that.  I had the Mana Control skill, which allowed me greater control over my Mana pool.  I looked inward.  I could sense my Mana reserves as they flowed throughout my whole body.  Now that I was truly focusing on it, I could also sense that there were different parts of that Mana.  I found my lungs, or, more accurately, a Mana Core inside my lungs, and drew power from it.  
Once I’d pulled out the Mana, it promptly flowed throughout my body’s internal Mana pathways, before being reabsorbed.  Those pathways looked like a glowing representation of some old chakra diagram, though, the bands connecting them were strange.  Everything joined below the heart, with connections rippling out and between various organs.
I found separate cores for my lungs, heart, loins, brain, intestines, and calves.  Those were just the bigger ones.  Examining my hands, I found small nodes on the tips of my fingers on my left hand.  There were none on my right.  However, both palms had a larger, more elaborate node in the very center.  Likewise, both forearms had a point between the Ulna and the Radius.  
That was neat but didn’t really help with learning the spell.  The fifth line started midway through an explanation of how to pull energy from your intestines.  I tried that, too, and was able to draw more Mana.  It also got caught up in my internal Mana flows and dissipated.  
The seventh line was useful.  It explained that the three elements of the spell, of which I’d only seen two, needed to be formed and dumped into an active node.  I gathered the Mana from my lungs again and tried to combine it with the Mana in my intestines.  
	Feedback damage: 3 points.  You have miscast a spell, causing yourself 3 points of damage.





Pain flared in my gut like a particularly nasty bout of IBS, causing me to wince and exhale sharply.  While that didn’t work, I had moved the Mana into my intestines.  I decided to try again, only moving the Mana elsewhere, like my hand.  Magicians cast spells with their hands, right?  My left hand had more nodes than my right, so I gathered up the Lung Mana and the Gut Mana.  I concentrated and moved both kinds of Mana to my left hand, converting it to Magic.    
The Magic stayed there, held in my left hand.  It gave off a faint green glow, but nothing more.  I managed a smile before the Magic dissipated and I noticed my Mana bar drop slightly.  That meant that moving Mana to my hand got it out of my internal system.
That made sense.  All I needed to do now was figure out what the third symbol was.  Reading through the remaining instructions on the parchment, I found the last line.  It was an executive summary of the Mana components of the spell.  It used clipped, precise technical terms, as well as the word of power to activate the spell.    
In simple terms, the spell was one part Lung Mana and two parts Gut Mana.  Each piece of Mana had to be formed, however, into magical runes.  As I looked at the symbols describing the Mana flows, I realized that they were showing the patterns the Mana had to be formed into.  It was a bit like using multiple 2d images from different angles to make a 3d image.  All the symbols were complicated, to the point where I didn’t think it was possible to stumble onto them at all.  Then again, I didn’t know enough about how Magic worked.  I certainly wouldn’t have guessed them.  
I focused on forming the Mana for the three symbols and moving it into my left palm.  That took several tries and quite a bit of Mana, as I worked through the spell.  Forming each of the Mana took time, and the window where I could do that before they dissipated was pretty limited.  Finally, I realized that I could do all three symbols at once and throw them into my palm, simultaneously.  
Fifteen or so tries after that, I actually managed to do it successfully.
My hand suddenly glowed a greenish blue color, and my palm began to itch as the spell formed.  I was literally itching to use my newfound magic. I quickly scanned for targets and spotted an unsuspecting tree nearby.  
Even as I brought my hand in line with the tree, I could tell it wasn’t a valid target.  The Magic ‘spoke’ to me.  However, it was doing it, I could instantly tell that my spell wasn’t going to affect the tree in the slightest.  Searching around, I spotted a bird.  Slightly regretting its horrible demise, I pointed my now quite itchy hand at it and called out the word of power!
“Hoopie!”
	You have learned the Skill Biological Aeromancy, you are unskilled.  A spell by any other name wouldn’t smell as sweet.  





A greenish aura surrounded the bird for a moment.  Its body quivered violently, startling it.  Then, the bird flew away.  
“Did that bird just fart?” asked Badgelor, sniffing.  He was now staring over my shoulder, giving me the appearance of having a second, albeit furrier, head.  
“No, I cast a spell at it,” I replied, glancing through the confusing scroll again.  A Level Up prompt flared in the corner of my vision.  However, I was too focused on the scroll, trying to figure out what I’d done wrong, to pay it much mind.  
“What did the scroll say?” asked Badgelor.
“Can’t you read?” I said absently, trying to decipher the other parts of the scroll.
“No, it's in Goblin.  All I know about Goblin is that they write serpentine,” stated the badger.
Serpentine? I looked at the scroll again.  I read to the end of the first line, going left to right.  Then, instead of going back to the start of the second nonsense line, I read it right to left.  That didn’t make sense, either, until I mentally started flipping characters over.  Suddenly, each line was perfectly legible.  
It was a simple spell, the least powerful form of magic.  It was designed to cause a deep disturbance in your enemy.  Bring a thunderous terror to them.  A deep calling to the bowels.  
I glanced back at the title.  The serpentine didn’t start at the first line of the spell.  It started at the title.  This wasn’t Wind Breaker.  It was a Break Wind spell.  I’d learned fart magic, and it had finally leveled up one of my magical classes.    
Glorious.




Chapter 21: Biological Aeromancy

Badgelor had actually fallen off my shoulder after he’d realized that I had, indeed, learned a ranged Fart spell.  He was absolutely inconsolable at the moment.  Shart had materialized shortly after I cast it, his look of pride shattering as he realized what I’d just done.  Also, the parchment had crackled and fallen apart as I tried to read it.  That was apparently normal after one learned a new spell.  
“Magical languages are almost always written like that.  How did you not know that?” declared Shart.   “On Earth, how do you morons write Spell Scrolls?”
“We don’t have Spell Scrolls on Earth,” I shot back.  Shart knew that, somewhere deep in the recesses of his dark, addled mind.  It was just unheard of here, so he forgot.  
Badgelor laughed louder.  “Earth sounds great.”
I reviewed the spell.  
	Break Wind: Biological Aeromancy spell, Damage 0.  Causes the target to break wind uncontrollably.  Can be cast with either hand.  Verbal Casting can be quieted at double Mana cost.  Simple Spell.  Cost:  3-9 Mana.  





Baring my teeth in what could possibly be described as a smile, I said, “It's not the worst thing in the world.  I was trying to learn magic, and now I know some.  Hell, I unlocked the Mage class.  That’s got to count for something.”
Shart just bowed his head.  “You are an idiot.  Mages focus on a SINGLE type of magic.  Most of them learn about the Elemental schools like fire, for offense, earth, for defense, air, for movement, or water, for healing.  You are focused on Farts!”
The demon had figured it out in seconds.  The unused spell scroll had been something the goblin had kept specifically because it was a joke spell.  It was the kind of spell you’d show your friends at a party, because it was funny.  I had learned it, because I didn’t know any better.  
The problem was that I’d learned it first.  We finally figured out why I couldn’t level up my casting classes.  Shart had initially thought that if I spent enough Mana, I’d be able to level up one of the magical classes.  That wasn’t it, though.  The issue had been that I didn’t know any spells.  Mages started off knowing one spell.  Sorcerers and Wizard s knew more.  However, that was the crux of the issue.  
When I’d learned my only spell, it had caused me to instantly level in Mage.  Since Mages focused on a single school of magic, one generally wanted to pick a school with many spells of multiple types.  Taking fire, for example, gave you a great deal of offensive spells, some mobility and defensive spells and a handful of healing spells.  
“You could have learned any of the Elemental schools, and it would have been useful,” cried Shart. “But no, Mighty Freaking Jim decides he needs to go off and do something insane.”
“I didn’t realize that if I read the scroll, I’d get locked into a single school,” I replied, hotly.
“Of course, you didn’t.  You never think before you do anything,” growled Shart.
“Hey, you left, you floating pig,” snarled Badgelor.  “You know Jim is an idiot, and you left him with a magic scroll.”
“I was gone 15 minutes!” cried Shart. “I didn’t actually think he could walk and read at the same time.”
Badgelor flinched. “Point.”
“Now, he’s learned Biological Aeromancy!  Where on Ordinal are you going to find a library that’s going to have any spells in this school of magic?” called Shart.
“There is bound to be some in Narwal,” I stated.
“Hardly!  There might be one magical academy on Ordinal that even does any serious research into this,” responded the demon. “And, it's not even on this continent!”
“I’ll just level up Swashbuckler, then, and get a boat,” I growled.
“You really are the one your mother should have swallowed.  If someone was giving out prizes in idiocy, you would win every time.” Shart exclaimed.
Thankfully, Shart was not presently on my shoulder, or I would have removed him.  Violently.  Badgelor had decided to scurry away a safe distance to watch the ensuing discussion. 
Magically, I was the functional equivalent of someone who specialized in 13th Century Renaissance literature from the eastern provinces of Poland.  There was some interesting stuff there, but no one was working on it.  There were just not very many spells to choose from.  A traditional Mage could walk into a magic shop and leave with many books of magic.  I’d be lucky to find any.  The cherry on top was that the one freakin spell I did know couldn’t actually hurt anyone.  
“How do you even manage to find your dick to piss?” shrieked the demon.
I growled and reviewed the prompts.
	Level Up, Mage 1.


	You have selected the Mage Class.  Please chose two stat buffs for yourself at first level!


	You have gained Amateur rank in the following skills: Light Armor, Mana Control, Magical Implements and Daggers.  


	You are focused on Biological Aeromancy: Good for you!


	You have gained the skill tree:  Barrier!


	You already have skill with Light Armor, Mana Control, and Daggers. Please select other skills


	Your Hit Point total is increased by 10.  Your Mana is increased by 10. 





I had been intending on dumping both of my points into Willpower, to increase my Mana pool.  Now, since my only spell was actually useless, I thought about it for a minute.  If I got to Narwal, I could learn more spells, so, having some more Mana might be useful.  Also, I hadn’t really done much to my Spirit lately.  I decided to put points into those stats. 
That raised my Spirit to Very Good and my Willpower to Above Average.  The Spirit decreased the timeframe for all my powers to regenerate, including most of my talents.  That was very useful.  Willpower granted more Mana and better resistance to some magical damage.  
First level of Mage didn’t grant a perk, so, I didn’t have anything to do there.
The Barrier Talent looked somewhat interesting.  I held up my hand and concentrated.  A smoky, green disk about 3 feet wide shot out in front of me.  That sounded more impressive than it was.  I tossed a rock through it, idly, and then read through the talent description.  
	Barrier: You can form a barrier using your Mana to protect against hostile spells.  The barrier is most efficient in its simplest form, but, with enough experience, it can grow large enough to cover small groups.  Gains experience by blocking hostile spells.  





I focused a Break Wind spell and cast it at the barrier, just to see what would happen.  The greenish field of the spell locked onto a bird, but, when the spell came into contact with the greenish aura of my barrier, it shattered.  I felt a stab of pain in my bowels.  
	You have suffered 6 points of Feedback Damage from the interaction between your Biological Aeromancy Barrier and a Biological Aeromancy spell.  Avoid that!





It stung, and I got no experience from it.  No chance to Power Level it that way, I supposed.  I tried the same thing with a Magic Shot.  The arrow dug deeper into the barrier but still exploded.  I took 16 more points of Feedback Damage.  My increased Willpower had improved the damage of Magic Shot by one point, which was the biggest improvement of that entire level.  
“Wait, why did my Magic Shot go deeper into the barrier than the spell I just cast?” I asked.
Shart’s anger had to war with his desire to sound smart.  After a moment, his pompous attitude won.  “Barriers are most effective defending against spells of their own school, or an opposing school, if such a school exists.”  
“What is an opposing school?” I asked, thinking back to my Dungeons & Dragons days, where that could have had multiple meanings.
“Elemental schools have opposing schools.   Fire is opposed by water, and earth is opposed by air,” stated Shart.  “So, if you cast a fire spell, it will do more damage to an earth barrier than a fire barrier.  Fire barriers are best at defending against fire or water spells.”
“So, if I see someone casting a spell at me, I should try to match my barrier to their spell school, which I can’t do,” I said.  
“Unless they fart at you,” nodded Shart.  
“On Earth,” I said, thinking of The Last Airbender and D&D, “The elemental schools are in a circle with the opposites.  The elements that they are stronger than and weaker against are on either side.”
“On Earth, where magic doesn’t exist, they have rules for magic,” chuckled Shart, rolling his eyes. “If I had the time, I’d love to listen to this pile of excrement.  Do they have virgins writing sex stories as well?”
I coughed.  “The elemental schools oppose their opposites, gotcha.”
“Earth is weird,” stated Badgelor, staring at me.  
“Basically, and before you ask, no, your school does NOT have an opposing school.  No one is building magic to challenge the supremacy of farting,” glowered Shart.  “Also, some spells are better at penetrating barriers than others.  Spells that do no damage and cause unusual effects tend to slip by barriers.  I’d expect your only spell to slip by anyone not specifically protecting against it, because it's next to useless.  Just like you.”
“Be careful, though.  Your personal Barrier skill isn’t nearly as nice as the town’s,” stated Shart. “It's your first line of defense, but you’d be insane to count on it as your only line of defense against a powerful Wizard.  Because your school’s barrier is so weird, it should be decent against everything, which means good against nothing.”
Good to know.  
Despite my new magical class being mostly a bust, I still had new skills.  Magical Implements looked similar to the skill I’d used when firing my magical rod.  Realizing that I’d not seen that rod in several days, after Shart had complained about me using it as a back scratcher, I sighed.  I didn’t want to go back for it, in any case.
The other skills were duplicates and that meant I could assign them to other skills myself.  Since my luck had been terrible, I figured that I’d try something totally crazy.  Bringing up the entire skill tree, I looked over it.  There were thousands of skills, each represented by a small glowing ball.  Some of those balls were connected in some sort of vast web; others were sitting there by their lonesome.  Still more were kind of muddled together, because I didn’t have any associated skills.
Whenever I took a skill, I would learn the skill, and the map around it would solidify somewhat.  When I’d taken my Crafting skills, they had all sort of merged together into a pretty consistent pattern, which told me what to expect from there.  
I had other skills and I started reviewing them.  For example, Mana Control was a skill that allowed me greater access to my mana.  It had a few skills connected to it.  Then, there was Hiking and its associated skills, like Sprinting and Jumping.  I wasn’t really interested in any of that this time.  I wanted to try something different.  Each of the skills I could select were chosen at the lowest rank of proficiency, Amateur.  
Unskilled was not a rank, in case you were wondering.  
Searching the deeper portions of the map, I spotted a skill orb.  Figuring my luck couldn’t get any worse, I selected it and applied my skill buff.  
	You have learned the skill Rope Use.  You are an Amateur.  What can you knot do with ropes?





I blinked, as my mind was suddenly filled with hundreds of ways to use ropes more proficiently.  Grumbling, I watched, as the skill suddenly moved inside my skill map, stopping in a tangled mess of other skill orbs.  
“That’s got to be the Sailing skill area,” I thought.  That made sense, at least.  Shart had mentioned it, and, as I thought, I realized that many of the knots I now knew would be useful for sails.  I tried to get a sense of the nearby related skills but was unsuccessful.   I’d have to get on a boat, as the more points of reference I got, the more the skill map locked down.  
I smiled sadly.  I could think of many uses for these knots, but my favorite target was worlds away.  
I picked another skill at random.
	You learned the skill Dodgeball.  You are an Amateur.  If you can dodge a wrench, you can dodge a ball!





Well, fuck.  That didn’t seem useful at all.  I guessed, if I trained my Dodgeball skill up to legendary heights, I could kill people with a dodgeball.  That just didn’t seem all that practical or realistic, though.  Unlike the Sailing skills, which were jumbled together, it turned out that Dodgeball had a spot in an existing skill tree, one that I already had some other skills in.  Dodgeball’s skill orb suddenly moved and latched itself to the ‘Hiking’ tree, which further expanded.  It was only then that I realized that the entire tree was some sort of Athletics skill set.  I could now see many other Athletic choices in the skill set.  Some of them could maybe be handy in the future.  They could also just as easily be other things elementary school kids did in gym class.  
I considered picking another skill closer to my main tree, but then figured ‘in for a penny’, and selected one more orb that was flickering about.
	You learned the skill Plasma Control.  You are an Amateur.  It's the fourth state of kicking ass!





Now, that looked impressive. Its orbit changed, and it was suddenly part of the ‘Magic’ skills tree, with Mana Control on the bottom.  It was way at the top, like the star of a Christmas tree of destruction.  Reading through the skill description, I paused.  “Increases Plasma Damage on all spells that cause Plasma Damage by +5.”  I, of course, didn’t have any of those kinds of spells.  Still, the actual act of locking in the skill tree was useful.  After I’d learned Plasma Control, a variety of other skill orbs had moved between it and Mana Control, roughly defining all the many magical skills.  
With my skill choices made, I continued walking through the forest.  Mage had been a disappointment, but I’d picked up a few new abilities that would hopefully be useful.  Most of all, I’d learned one significant ability that I was hoping I could put to good use in the near future.  
Now, if Shart annoyed me, I could tie him up.    




Chapter 22: Safely Walking with No Danger

Jim
HP 310/310
Stamina 325/325
Mana 60/60
“What are you going to do?  You can’t make me fart.  I do that, anyway,” cried the badger.  We were currently walking towards the eastern gate of the Western Fortress. 
“What do you mean, I can’t?  It's my only spell,” I stated.
“You are my human companion.  Any spells of yours that have a negative effect will not work on me,” stated Badgelor.  “That should tell you right away who the boss is and who the peon is.”
Animal companions were not required to respect their humans, unfortunately.  
“I could just stab you,” I offered.
“You would not enjoy that,” growled the badger.  “I need you alive, not necessarily healthy.”
We entered the eastern gate of the Western Fortress in silence.  
Fenris had assigned 5 guards to the fortress, which was a pitiful number.  They represented a significant fraction of the more skilled fighters from the town.  They served more as scouts than anything, as such a small force couldn’t possibly hold the fortress.  On the other hand, with the gate in place, all they had to worry about were stray goblins.
The smaller eastern gate of the Western Fortress had been repaired, and the crack in the wall had been patched.  Easily climbing it was no longer in the picture.  As such, the Fortress was reasonably hard to enter for any large groups.  The men had spent their time here improving the quality of their living arrangements and throwing out a truly massive amount of refuse.
There had only been one smallish group of goblins here, even before the Goblin-Warg Civil War.    They hadn’t had a large presence on this side of the valley to begin with, but, after the death of the Warg Master, they had abandoned everything west of the village.  
“Hello there, Mr. Mayor,” called down DarrienGareth, the chief guard of the Fortress.  He was a sturdy fellow with broad shoulders, brownish blond hair, and an oversized nose.
“Greetings, Mr. Guard,” I responded.  He looked at me strangely, so, I amended my salutation. “Greetings, DarrienGareth.”
“Ah, yes, sir,” he replied.  No one here understood nicknames or jokes.  I had ‘Mayor’ as a title; he did not have ‘Guard’ as a title.  He called down, and, a moment later, the bar that kept the gate closed was released.  The gate was pushed open slightly.  For anything less than a cart, slightly was plenty.
I walked through the yard, making small talk with DarrienGareth as I went.  They were settling in nicely.  Goblins stank terribly, and, when I last left the fortress, my eyes were still watering from the pungent aroma. Thankfully, the men had somehow gotten rid of the putrescent odor.  The air was fresh and clean now.  You could even catch faint hints of the ocean on particularly breezy days.    
Several Warg corpses had been discovered, and, as they did not decay naturally, the guards had to do something with the bodies.  Eating Warg meat gave you the runs something fierce.  However, a couple of the guards had developed an herbal concoction that smelled quite a bit like BBQ sauce.  It served the dual purpose of making the meat tastier and counteracting the diarrhea.  DarrienGareth was a big fan.
“I’ll be traveling to Narwal for a trade mission,” I told him.  “I will be back here tomorrow evening to meet with Fenris and SueLeeta.”
DarrienGareth nodded, as he opened the small door in the massive western gate.  The western gate was a 50 foot tall, magically enchanted gate, designed to be impervious to everything.  Everything except man sized doors, apparently.  The man sized door allowed a regular human to pass through.  I highly doubted the entire garrison could open the large gate.  
“Good luck,” said DarrienGareth, as he closed the door behind him.  I was free.  I turned around and looked at the impressive stone wall and realized that I was out of the starter zone. For the very first time, I had entered the larger world of Ordinal.
The air outside the valley smelled different.  Perhaps it was my imagination, but it seemed to smell lighter.  I felt lighter.  I was no longer responsible for a town’s worth of people.  I briefly wondered if I should perhaps consider giving up the town to GowenDoud.  It would certainly eliminate a lot of stress.  
Nah.  That guy’s an untrustworthy asshole.
I brought up my map.  With my new Great Explorer Talent, I could see a road that ran past the gate that connected Narwal to my town and beyond.  The road actually had another branch going north that I didn’t know much about.  Maybe, after I got this trade route situation handled, I could explore in that direction.  
It was very probable that I’d have to deal with the goblins in the valley first, though. 
As the three of us continued trekking west, the two miserable shits still riding on me, I saw the coastal landscape.   The ground here was hillier than the mostly flat valley I had come from, giving me a better vantage point.  I could now see enough of the coast to realize that my town had a respectable natural port, compared to this stretch of the ocean.  
Narwal was on the eastern edge of the Riverlands, just south of the Coastal Territories.  I knew this from my Great Explorer talent.  I was still not entirely sure about having knowledge forced into my head, but, I had to admit, it was useful.  I remembered Avasophia mentioning that her people had all come from the Coastal Territories before being ambushed on the High Road near the Western Fortress.  
Crossing the threshold of a hilly roadway, I entered the forest.  Birds fluttering about, and I could hear frogs croaking in the distance.  The entire forest looked like some sort of magical glade.  I suspected that the road wasn’t frequently traveled, yet, it wasn’t overgrown, either.   I didn’t even see any wolves, a constant annoyance in the forest of the valley.  I was looking forward to a peaceful stroll through the woods.    
That’s when the puma attacked me.




Chapter 23: A Minor Threat

The puma launched itself at me from nearly 20 feet away, slamming into me with enough force to send me flying.  My passengers crashed to the ground nearby.  Shart splatted into a rock, and Badgelor, who had been asleep on my shoulder just moments before, was awoken by being slammed into a mighty tree.  The badger looked pissed.
That didn’t help with the puma, however.  It continued ravishing my backpack, trying to get through my dried goods for the kill.  I released the slip knot I’d tied, and the pack came free.  I rolled forward, somersaulting into a bush.   The Puma instantly realized that I’d somehow cleverly escaped it and discarded my pack.  It stomped towards me, snarling.  
That gave me a moment to use Lore.
	Puma: Level 7


	Health: 110/110


	Stamina: 130/130


	Mana: 0


	Skills: Stealth Initiate


	Pumas are stealthy hunting cats that take great pleasure in stalking their prey.  Many an unwary individual has been overcome by these deadly creatures.  They are occasionally pack hunters and are most dangerous when they aren’t alone.  





Standing, I drew my shortsword and readied myself.  The cat was easily as fast as I was, and, even with my perks like Mobility, it could outmaneuver me.  As I carefully continued to adjust my position, trying to prevent it from pouncing on me again, the creature suddenly stopped.
That’s when the second puma pounced on me from the side.  I had the Perception skill, which granted me almost supernatural senses, but that only made the flying leap of this creature all the more terrifying.  I hadn’t noticed it, until it was way too late to stop it.  One moment, I’m watching the first cat; the next moment, I’ve got 180 lbs. of angry kitty trying to eat me.
I jammed my left forearm into its mouth, counting on my bracer to minimize the damage.  It did not.  Even activating my Mitigate skill, I was still taking 8 points of damage per bite.  The only saving grace was that the bracer prevented it from breaking my arm.  That should have left my other arm free, but, when the puma landed on me, a front paw had pressed firmly on my shoulder.  Thus, my free arm was pinned to the ground.  To make matters worse, it was using its rear paws to dig into my lower body.  Those claws were doing significantly more damage to my gut than my armor could resist.  
In mere moments, I’d taken 36 points of Crushing Damage from a number of bites, and the cat showed no signs of slowing down.  I yanked down hard with my left arm, bringing the cat’s face level with my own.  Two could play that game, I thought and bit down hard on its nose.  The puma attempted to jerk itself away, but I had it pinned between my forearm and my teeth.  
Snarling, it lifted its paw off my pinned arm and attempted to push me away.  That was unfortunate; in doing so he allowed me to bring my shortsword into play.  I released the bite on its nose, as its ferociously sharp claws neared my handsome, yet rugged, face.
I’d played this game before, and I went full Wolfenstein on him, driving my shortsword into its ribs over and over again.  It tried to bite off first my arm, and, then, just my hand.  I somehow miraculously managed to avoid losing any fingers.  After several more stabs, the puma rolled free, bleeding heavily from the side.
The whooshing of air alerted me to the first puma, as it attempted to crash into me.  The cat seemed even more determined than before.  However, this time, I was ready for it.  As the puma lunged at me, I rolled away from it and back to my feet.  This caused the creature to land hard several feet past me.  Completely undeterred, it spun around to attack me again.
I didn't give it the chance.  Activating Thrust, I lurched towards the creature with similar speed, driving my sword into its neck with a thwack, as the hilt made contact with its flesh.  The creature shuddered, as I twisted the blade and yanked it free in a geyser of blood.  The puma collapsed to the ground, dying.
Glancing around, I saw Badgelor, who had grown to his full size.  He was fighting off a third puma.  Shart had flown over to be closer to the battle.  Once again, he was sitting uselessly by, this time in a tree, waiting for me to finish all the hard work.
The second cat was at less than half health, and I was only down about a quarter.  Grinning, I waved at him to advance.  The cat leapt, and I used Mobility, again, to slash at its side.  This cat landed closer and twisted around to snap at me, biting into my already damaged armor and jerking me off balance.  Even as it did that, I managed to slash it across the face with my sword.  A wet gash opened from its mouth to its ear, as I crashed to the ground.    
It snarled, as I got back to my feet.  Then, it leapt on me, knocking me right back down like a bowling pin.  It bit and clawed, while I slashed at its unprotected belly.  Eventually, it too perished, bleeding out from its facial and stomach wounds.  I was left alone with my damaged armor, listening to the sounds of Badgelor fighting to my right.  Groaning, I got to my feet and stumbled over just as Badgelor managed to get his jaws around the creature’s neck.
The audible snap told me the fight was over, but Badgelor was thorough.  A few moments later, he’d used his claws to remove the creature’s head from its body.  Then, he tossed it aside like so much trash and sat back on his haunches.
“Well, that was rough,” stated Shart. “I think I might have taken a point of damage.  Are you alright, Dum Dum?”
“Fine,” I grumbled, taking out my dagger.  I was going to have to skin these cats.  That wouldn’t take very long, fortunately.  Looking at my map, I guessed that it was about half a day’s travel from here to the city of Narwal, so, I certainly had time.
“Ha,” stated Badgelor.  “It’ll be easier from here.  All we have to do is just keep going forward, counting on my awesomeness to get us through.”
“Of course,” I chuckled.  “Seriously, how hard could it possibly be?”
Chapter: Fecking Puma Forest
Two days later.
Jim
HP: 52/300
Stamina: 87/315
Mana: 16/60
The sickening weight of impact sent me stumbling forward, skull first, into a large tree.  A think a branch snapped off, thanks to the contact it made with my face.  I felt the bite clamping around my neck, even as the claws began tearing into my back.  I suffered a stun effect for 3 terrifying seconds.  Those three seconds seemed like an eternity of helplessness while the cat tried to end me.  
	You have suffered 29 points of Damage from bite and claw wounds.  





As the stun faded, I reached behind me, furiously grabbing for any part of the puma.  I grabbed a handful of fat from the feline’s side and aimed for the outstretched spike of wood where the branch had broken.  I rammed both of us into it, piercing the cat’s side.  It hissed as its claws continued to tear at my skin, the attacks becoming desperate rather than deliberate.  
My longsword was out of reach, so I slammed my shoulder into the cat.  The puma was driven further into the spike.  Fully impaled now, the creature’s growls faded into whimpers, and its movements became mere twitches.  
	Level Up, Beast Master 7


	You may select one perk


	Your Hit Point total is increased by 10.  Your Stamina is increased by 10. 





I laughed a short mirthless chuckle.  You could say whatever you wanted about this terrible place, but it was great for experience.  I sank to the ground for a moment, fumbling for my nearly broken blade.  It remained intact solely because I’d taken Sword Master as my Warrior perk earlier in the day.  
A slow growl to my right startled me.  Damn it.  I know not to let my guard down here.   As I reached my hand out for my sword, the animal moved at the speed of lightning.  It bit down hard on my outstretched hand.  I screamed, and a second puma pounced from my left.  I was sent careening across the ground without my sword.  
My hand was fountaining blood.  I could tell through Iron Will, and through the shock, that it was bad.  I clutched my hand to my chest just as the second puma caught up with me again.  
Shart was suddenly there, interposing himself between the cat and me.  HIs little demon body was covered, from front to back, in deep claw marks.  As the cat swung, I heard Shart scream.  I didn’t totally understand my familiar’s sense of time, but I imagined he had what seemed like hours to watch the attack unfolding.  Claws tore the demon open, again, causing a fountain of black blood to splatter all over the cat.  
Instantly, there was a hissing sound. Small bursts of green fire erupted over the cat.  It yowled, jumping backward.  Shart lay on the ground in a pool of his own blood.  The pool, too, had small wisps of flame.  The grass and foliage nearby shriveled; nothing green would ever grow there again.  
Badgelor had reappeared from his last fight and began wrestling with the puma that bit me.  I stared at my hand.  Two of my fingers were gone.  My hand was ruined.  I coughed out a single sob as I tried frantically to get to my character sheet.  There had to be some way to fix this.  For several long, excruciating moments, I couldn’t focus enough to bring up the sheet.  
I was curled into a ball when Badgelor stumbled next to me, “We have got to move.  There are more coming.”
“I’m hurt,” I coughed, trying to get my shit together.
“We are all hurt.  We need to go, or we are all dead,” growled the badger.  He grabbed at my arm and tried to pull.  Then, he saw my hand.
I yanked it back, curling around my wound.  I was so tired and so hurt.  There must be a point where I could rest, even for just a few minutes.  I didn’t need long, just a bit.  I just needed enough time to recover my wits.  Instead of sympathy, I got...something else.
“You weak little human!” screamed the badger.  “I did not bring you this far just to let you die in these fecking woods.  You have a perk!  Take ‘Improved Companion Bond’ and move your ass, NOW.”
I finally got a look at my character sheet.  There was a Beast Master talent called Improved Companion Bond.  I hovered over it for a second before selecting it.  Instantly, I felt more calm and complete. I could sense Badgelor more directly than I had been able to, and I could sense his emotions. 
He was angry, not scared.  He wanted to get out of there. I felt my emotional turmoil smash into his indomitable will and shatter.  My broken psyche further cracked against his steadfast confidence.  
I broke out of menu time and got to my feet.  I was balancing on a knife’s edge, but I could do it now.  Shart flew back onto my shoulder, attaching himself in his special way.  I grabbed my sword, which looked all but unusable, and tried to push forward.  
I bandaged my hand and went about skinning the pumas.  It was mechanical by now.  The pumas would always attack, but there was normally a short time between attacks.  I had initially begun skinning them in the hope that smelling like bloody puma would throw them off my scent.  It didn’t, but I continued doing it. Now, I was skinning them as a perverse collection of kills.  Maybe they would be worth something in Narwal, assuming we made it to Narwal.   
I was nearly finished with the second puma when I smelled brimstone.  I twisted and saw five pairs of eyes in the forest.  
“RUN,” I screamed frantically, as the next batch of fecking pumas emerged from the bushes.  
“Go, I’ll dig my way out,” cried Badgelor, as he charged into them.  I continued running as fast as I still could from the horrible pack hunters of the Fecking Puma Forest.  I had updated my map with this awful place’s new name yesterday, after Badgelor suggested it.  Was it yesterday?  I couldn’t be sure of the days involved, but I was reasonably certain it was sometime between the twelfth and twentieth attacks.  
“Are they still chasing us?” I called out to Shart.  His own little body wasn’t looking too good.  I’d used him as a shield… multiple times. Feeding Mana to Shart allowed him to heal quickly, so he was still alive.  I was fairly certain he suspected that I’d only given him those few precious points of Mana so I could use him as a shield, again.  He was right.
“They are still behind us,” Shart cried, gripping my shoulder with his small claws.  I could feel him tearing flesh as I leapt over a large log.  I finally broke out of the fuster clucking woods and into a small clearing.  
After the first couple of attacks, we’d avoided the road.  The road was death.  The road was nothing but tall bushes on either side, where Fecking Pumas laid in wait for tasty morsels of Jim.  
I kept running, until I was sure I had managed to get past the horde of Fecking Pumas.  They seemed to be everywhere in the forest, and I was sure they would haunt my dreams for years to come. 
It had been okay for the first several battles.  I’d even leveled up my Duelist, Adventurer and Beast Master classes.  By the middle of the first night, though, I was down half of my weapons and the pumas just kept coming.  They came in endless terrible waves, convincing me that there was some kind of puma call that they were using.  A call that told all cats in the entire forest that there was fresh meat to be had.    
I heard a noise behind me and twisted toward it, hoping that I wouldn’t get pounced on again.  Their Stealth in the forest was greater than I could usually detect, until they decided to break camouflage and attack.  I’d been knocked violently to the ground more than a hundred times since the first battle.
My sword, the durable, supposedly unbreakable one, had dulled to near uselessness.  My newly acquired Sword Master perk was all that separated it from being complete garbage.  I’d come into this horror show with one longsword, two shortswords, three daggers, and a bow, as well as my armor and shield.   The bow had been utterly useless as a weapon, and I’d burned it early on in an attempt to frighten away the pumas.  The pumas were not frightened by the fire.  My armor was also ruined.  It had been completely torn off me, but it made no difference.  It’s Durability had been reduced to nothing, anyway.  The shield had vanished down a ravine somewhere, with a puma mocking me as it stole it away.  
I had managed to retain my backpack.  Apparently, Hiking let me keep my backpack, even in ridiculous situations!
A bush suddenly exploded into the air, and Badgelor, covered in blood, dirt and desperation, came out.  “Run, they’re right behind me!”
I looked around.  “What?  You were underground,” I said, confused.
“They can tunnel!” screamed the badger.  
That couldn’t be true, could it?   I returned to sprinting and tried desperately to get out of the range of the terrible horrible cats.  Pumas aren’t supposed to be pack hunters, are they?  I thought back to all my many zoo trips with my kids.  I was sure they were solitary hunters on Earth.  
“You are supposed to be solitary!” I screamed at the pack of pumas.  They had just emerged from the same tunnel as Badgelor.  
“Stop screaming and run, you idiot,” cried Shart, as we properly broke free of the woods.  We were finally clear of all the boundless cover for the hell beasts to spring from.  I’d leveled 5 times in that forest, twice in Duelist and Beast Master and once in Adventurer.  It hadn’t been enough.  With my equipment destroyed, being at a higher level meant less.  
Even with the experience, I was considerably less powerful than when I’d entered the Forest.  The pumas knew that.  They could smell fear.  They could smell me. 
Should I have turned back?  Of course, I should have turned back.  I couldn’t turn back, though.  The Fecking Pumas had formed an unbroken chain of death between me and the fortress.  By the time I’d realized it, I couldn’t break through.  We tried twice, before it became obvious that the only way to survive was to move forward faster than them, through the horrible forest.  
I looked up and saw a wall.  A Wall?  The pumas?  I pivoted around so fast I was overcome by dizziness, as I frantically searched for the terrible beasts.  Alas, there were no bushes for them to hide in, but I could see rustling at the edge of the woods.  I pointed to the wall, two fingers on my right hand clearly missing.  Missing fingers made pointing more challenging, but I pointed, anyway.  
A puma had found tasty morsels of Jim.  
Then I saw the road, the deadly road that all the pumas knew to track.  They knew, and there was so much cover over there.  Despite all the dense foliage surrounding the nearby road, there was no cover here.  Someone had clipped the greenery, so, it was nice and flat.  Or, was it a trick?  Could I simply be hallucinating?  
“For the love of all that is holy, a gate!” cried Badgelor.  
We ran towards the gate.  We had no other options.  Shart stood on my shoulder, looking behind me.  That was the only way we’d been able to avoid the constant attacks from behind.  He had warned me whenever the more skilled Fecking Pumas were sneaking in for the kill.
“Hold there,” called one of the guards, as we neared the gate. 
We halted, Shart still scanning the woods.  It seemed to take an age for the guard to approach us.  In actuality, he was only a few paces from the gate.  Finally, he stood before us.
“People don’t usually come from that forest, anymore,” remarked the guard, taking in my appearance first, and then Badgelor’s.  
“Pumas,” I said, fighting down the urge to look behind me.  Shart would warn me if they were coming.
“Yes, there are many pumas in the forests,” he replied, carefully. “So, why are you here?”
I looked down at my person.  I was in rags.  Not even that, really, since a Fecking Puma had stolen one of my shoes, and the other shoe had been flung by an irate and desperate Badgelor.  I was in rag.  I’d tied it with some difficulty over my manly bits this morning.  I still had the traveler’s pack, though.  It was damaged, badly, but I’d patched it with puma skins.  I was also, somehow, still in possession of the coins given to me by my townspeople.  I’d hidden them in my pack.  One would assume that with a big ‘ole pack, I’d have some extra clothes, but no.  I had not had the foresight to pack in preparation for a zoo attack.
“Trade,” I said.
“Well, I’m to let traders in,” he stated skeptically, “but I must ask a question, first.  Why didn’t you take the north road?  It avoids the forest entirely and only adds a few hours to the trip.”
It was only through the profound gratitude of not being killed by Fecking Pumas that I didn’t attack the man.  




Chapter 25: The City of Narwal

The guards were somewhat concerned about a man trying to enter the city wearing nothing but a rag.  Fortunately, they were also agreeable to bribery, of a sort.  
“Your clothes, sell them to me,” I stated, after I was refused entry into the city proper.  
“Just how do you intend on paying?” asked a much taller guard.
“With puma skins,” I replied, feeling him out.  
He frowned in thought for a moment, before shaking his head.  “No, I don’t think so.  I don’t know how many skins my clothes would be worth.”
“A gold coin?” I asked.
He considered for a moment.  “I don’t know how many skins it would take to get a gold coin.”
“No,” I replied, gesturing at the guard.   “I was offering a gold coin for the clothes.”
Five minutes later, I was in town with my limping, homicidal badger.  He was once again small and unassuming.  It was nice to see that we were both in agreement about approaching unknown situations without scaring the ever loving crap out of people. 
The city of Narwal was a walled town that was on the edge of “Fecking Puma Forest”, according to my map.  My Explorer perk caused a few more details to emerge, as I examined the town in more detail.  It was much larger than my village, with a population of 1582.  Narwal was noted as being on the northwestern edge of the territory of King TimSimons.  It was usually a prosperous little town, where they used wooden shingles for the roofs.
Glancing around, I realized that I recognized the roofs.  They were just like some I’d seen in some weird historic village my wife once dragged me to.  This was a bit different, however, as that town had been mobbed by tourists.  This one was mobbed by refugees.  
The town itself was much more crowded than its population suggested.  A large number of people were milling around in the small square right inside the gate.  There were a few vendors selling string, meat pies, and other assorted goods.  Most of the people were sitting up against buildings, looking miserable.  Compared to them, I didn’t look quite so bad.  
Many people in the crowd looked up as I approached.  For a moment, they seemed genuinely happy to see me.  That feeling faded almost as quickly as it had come.  I could understand.  I was covered in puma skins, and I assumed everyone hated the wretched beasts as much as I did.  
We had made it to the town at midday and then spent fifteen minutes puttering about outside the gate where the pumas were.  I shook that off; there were no pumas here.  I still had plenty of daylight to find out where the royal representative was and set up a meeting.  
However, as I walked, I noticed people avoiding me.  I took stock.  I was wearing dirty clothes.  I was carrying a huge pack covered in puma skins.  I was horribly scarred and the nubs of my missing fingers itched, terribly.
I avoided looking at my hand.
The edge of the fact that I was missing body parts hit me again, and I pushed it down hard.  I didn’t have time to collapse at the terrible damage to my hand, or the scars that were all over my body.  Iron Will kept the pain down, and I did my best to ignore it.  I was both desperate for sleep and dreading what my mind would do when I was finally safe.  
However, looking as I did, they were not going to let me into the castle.  I needed clean clothes to assist me in looking more presentable.  With my last dagger gone, I couldn’t even shave.  I looked like a stinky, shaggy hobo.
“Thoughts?” I asked.
“Well,” replied Badgelor, “We should find something to eat that’s not a cat.”
“Yes,” I said, “But I was thinking more about selling these skins and buying some clothes.”
Badgelor had already walked over to a street vendor and grabbed two meat pies.  He was quickly wolfing down the hot meat when I noticed the vendor looking at me apprehensively.  I wondered if you could report a badger for theft.
“How much?” I asked, wondering how much a meat pie could cost.  I had a few gold on me, so I suspected I could afford a few.
The vendor looked me up and down, “Two silver, each.”
“That seems a bit pricey,” I stated.  A day laborer earned 10 silver per day and worked most of that.  That meant that a meat pie cost them approximately 2 hours of labor, and I just couldn’t see someone staying in business with prices like those.  
“Meat is getting pretty hard to come by,” he stated. “I’m having real difficulty getting a supply of quality beef.”
“This is rat,” stated Badgelor, as he scarfed down the second one. “Delicious, tasty rat.”
“I have some dried meat with me.  Maybe we could trade.” I offered
“Well, stranger, I don’t know.   I only accept quality meet from the best sources,” replied the vendor.  He couldn’t understand Badgelor.  Consequently, he had no idea that I knew what he was actually serving.  
I set my pack down on a nearby barrel and flipped it open.  I’d taken a small amount of meat from the pumas we’d killed.  With my Improvised Tools skill and some local herbs, I’d been able to crudely preserve the meat.  It wouldn’t last more than a few days, but … he was serving rat.
His eyes went wide.  “That’s quite a bit of meat.  I could easily give you two or three pies for that.”
I sighed and looked at him.   “No, I’ll give you all of this.  In exchange, you’ll give me…”  I looked down at Badgelor, who was still drooling at the hot meat, “All of your meat pies, and all the coins you have on you.”
I got a prompt.
	You have learned about Trading.  You are unskilled.  A man with a silver tongue has a full wallet.  





I was half expecting him to protest.  Instead, he immediately reached for his money pouch.  We shook on it, before he poured the meager contents of the pouch into my hands.  I quickly counted the 22 silver and 38 copper, while he grabbed at the meat like it was gold.  Business must be slow when you are serving rat meat.  
I noticed that he didn’t ask what kind of meat it was or where I’d gotten it.  He didn’t seem to care how old it was, either.  I wondered how tight food was around here, as I grabbed two meat pies.  Badgelor started scarfing down one right after another.  Rat tasted like gamey chicken, but at least it wasn’t a damn feline.
Now, I needed clothes.  Checking my own money pouch, I counted 8 gold, 109 silver and 14 copper.  Grabbing the last two meat pies over Badgelor’s very loud protests, I scanned the nearby crowds.  It was then that I realized my mistake.  
People had been ignoring me, up until I’d pulled food out of my magical knapsack of puma skins.  I knew from just a glance that no one here had been fed enough in days.  Some of the kids looked better than others, but some of the children looked particularly poorly. 
A young girl with red hair sat watching the road that led through the town’s square.  She was holding a doll on her lap, and I shuddered as I realized that she bore a striking resemblance to my daughter.  I walked past her and handed her one of my two remaining meat pies.  She all but snatched it from me as soon as I’d offered it.  There was a speed to the girl that I wouldn’t have thought possible.
“What is your name?” I asked.
“Voan,” she said, in between bites.  While I was standing there, she was left alone by the crowds. 
I knew that if I walked off, that meat pie was as good as gone.  There were too many hungry people around that were bigger than her.  She wasn’t the only one who needed help, either, but I couldn’t help everyone.  Maybe I could help her.
“What happened to you?” I asked, dropping down to one knee in front of her.
“Mommy said we were coming to the town to be safe.  There were bad men and she said she was going to distract them and then get away.  She said she’d be here, but I got lost,” she sniffled.  “I’ve been here a long time, and mommy still isn’t here.”
I got a quest.
	Help Voan find her mother.  Reward: Experience





I slipped into menu time. “Can you find her mother, Shart?”
The demon congealed into my vision, briefly kicking several letters on my character sheet out of place.  “It will be expensive.”
“Mana or personal?” I asked.
“Dunno, maybe both,” replied the little asshole.  Being good is hard and sometimes requires you to make some pretty difficult choices.  Do you help out a little girl when it's going to cost you dearly? 
Returning to normal time, I looked at her for another moment.  She ate the meat pie as quickly as possible.  I had done all I could for now.  She wasn’t from around here and would be of no use to me with what I needed.
Standing and walking over to a larger group of people, I waited until their conversation died down.  “I have a meat pie for whoever can walk me around the town.  If you do a good job, I can get more.”




Chapter 26: Blots

There was a young man that had traveled in and out of Narwal for years.  He was just the right combination of loud and desperately hungry.  After I got his word that he’d guide me, I handed the prized pie over to him.  I was slightly concerned that he’d just sit back down when he was done feasting, but apparently giving your word carried some weight around here.  Plus, it wasn’t like he had anything else to do.
“What’s your name?” I asked, as we walked out of the crowd.  
“Blots,” he replied.  So, only one name for the people here, perhaps.
“Alright, Blots,” I said, “Where are some leatherworkers?” 
He nodded, and we started off through the city.  Outside the square, by the gate, there were far fewer people on the streets.  Windows were closed, and there was a dreary, oppressive aura surrounding the town.
“How did you end up here?” I asked, as we walked towards the center of town.  
Blots continued walking for a moment, heading towards an ornately carved fountain.  The fountain itself featured a whale shooting water out of its horn.  As we neared, I discovered the water was not clean.  It was a muddy brown color with particles of...something...floating in it.  
“Pretty normally, I guess.  My family trades herbs with the local apothecary, so we come into town fairly often.  HarCharles’ forces have been attacking North River, and, about three months ago, my village was overrun.  We fled this way.”
As we reached the fountain, Blots looked around for a moment, his nose wrinkled in disgust.  There was the odor of unbathed grossness about the murky water.  Then, Blots headed towards the north gate, before continuing.   “Honestly, I had hoped to be further away from the conflict than this.  Lord Dookie hasn’t let anyone take the south road to go deeper into the Kingdom.”
“Lord Dookie,” I stated, “Strange name.”
“Oh, he’s a southerner,” replied Blots, as if that instantly clarified it.  
“I didn’t realize,” I stated.  
We finally hit the leatherworking shops.  There were several in a town this large, all clustered together.  How convenient.
Most buildings were built right up to the road with a small wooden sidewalk of sorts.  The majority of the road was reserved for carts.  The first shop had the image of a large bull engraved over its door.  It had bright red painted tiles on the roof and a deep brown colored wood for the walls.  There were several large windows with shutters, also painted red.
I noticed the windows had no glass and squinted my eyes for a closer inspection.  They didn’t even have the capacity to hold glass.  The shutters must have been closed during the winter months to keep the heat in, but not letting in the stinky breezes of the town was preferable to the spring heat now.  I imagined the heat in Windfall would be the same as here, if not for my village’s proximity to the ocean.    
I opened the door and walked into the familiar smell of leather.
“Greetings,” stated the presumable owner, as he watched me enter.  
The man at the counter was a darker skinned man, with thick arms and an even thicker waist.  He watched, as Badgelor entered the shop first and scurried over to sniff a corner.  I had a small issue getting through the doorway with my oversized pack, but finally made it, with only a moderate amount of jostling.  
“Hello,” I stated, glancing around.  His stock was less than what I had expected for such a nice shop.  “Are you buying or just selling?”
He watched me for a moment, his eyes lighting up when he saw the puma skins on my back.  “I could be buying, depending on the price.” 
I pulled down one of the skins and let him inspect it.  “How much is a puma skin worth, locally?”
“Where did you get that?” he asked, looking over the skin.
“Where do you think?” I replied.
“The Eastern Forest, probably,” stated the merchant.  “It’s full of them.”
“You guys call that place the Eastern Forest?” I asked.
“Well, it's east of here,” he replied, looking at a second skin.
“I bet that means that on Earth, you weirdos would call it the Western Forest,” snarked my shoulder demon.  He had been relatively quiet since we arrived.  It figured that he would recover just in time to mock my home, again.  
“It's full of pumas.  You should call it by what it's known for,” I said.
“What would you call it, then?” he asked.  
“The Fecking Puma Forest,” I replied.  
“Yes, that certainly does make more sense,” he said, pausing a moment, before flipping another skin over and looking at the bottom.  
“I need to know how much you are willing to pay for puma skins,” I said.  Given everyone’s earlier reaction, I was concerned that no one would be willing to wear the skins of the hated beasts.  Hopefully, they would be desperate enough for supplies that even these would have some value.  The puma meat had proved valuable, already.  In that situation, though, I doubted people would ever know - or care - where their meal was sourced from.  When you are starving, any food is good food, even if your vendor is sketchy.
“Well, that depends on the condition,” he replied. 
I received another prompt.  
	You have learned the skill Appraise.  You are unskilled.  You can tell the value of items by examining them and learning about local conditions.  It's worth what I say it is.





I looked at the puma skin.  I could see a few microscopic flaws that I hadn’t been aware of before.  Overall, the quality was still good.  The item was valued at 8 silver (4 silver base +100% for local scarcity).  Knowing what the actual price should be seemed pretty handy.
“I was thinking 8 silver, each,” I replied.   
	You have learned the skill Trade.  You are unskilled.  You can command better prices for the goods that you are buying and selling.  Have I got a deal for you!





The shopkeeper’s face scrunched up, as he looked at the skin.  “Well, I dunno about that.  Look here, and you will see flaws all over the skin.  I don’t think I could buy them for more than 2 silver each.”
Thus, we got to haggling.  Amazingly, it turned out that the store merchant was significantly better at it than I was.  Despite knowing that the goods were worth 8 silver and having what appeared to be the only supply of them, he still managed to talk me down to 2 silver 80 copper, each.  
I switched over to menu time.  “Shart, why do I feel like I have to agree to sell these skins for such a pittance.  I should be able to name my price.”
“Oh, he’s way better at trading than you, Dum Dum,” replied the demon.  “He’s a Journeyman Trader, and you are still unskilled.”  
“How do you level Trading?” I asked, already regretting it.
Shart sighed loudly.  “You trade things, you blithering moron.  Here’s a bit of knowledge, if you are capable of retaining it.  Everything is based on the value you paid for the good.  Since you collected these yourself, you are going to get the full 2.8 skill points per item.”
“Glorious,” I stated, checking my sheet.  I had figured out how to turn off skill points pretty quickly, as seeing them was generally more annoying than useful.  I glanced over the skill list.  I needed 50 SP, or Skill Points, to advance to Amateur.  Well, if that’s the best I could do.
Dropping out of menu time, I said, “Alright, I see your point.  I agree to the sale.”
The merchant grinned.  The wide man was almost rubbing his hands together in glee.  I took 18 skins off my pack and handed them to him.  He waited a moment, and then his grin faded slightly, as I tied up my pack and threw it back on my shoulders. Shart bristled at being disturbed up there but screw the little twat.
“I was expecting all of them,” the shopkeeper stated.
“You said the quality was poor,” I replied.   “I’d hate to burden you with so much poor stock.  I’ll just take my silver and go.”  
While I couldn’t set my own price, I could set my own quantity.  So, I’d sold just enough to get me to the next rank of the Trading skill.  He grumbled but couldn’t really do anything about it.  
“Any chance you’d be willing to sell the badger?” he asked.  “He’s got very nice fur.”  
I was about to comment when Badgelor expanded to full size and glared at him.  Despite the man’s darker complexion, he went white.  Having a Great Dane sized badger looking at you with murder in his eyes was enough to shut anyone up.  
I collected my 50 silver and 40 copper and went to the next leatherworker. 
I repeated that process until I cleared out the other 61 skins I could sell.  One was of poor quality.  I more or less gave it away.  A homicidal badger doesn’t produce the cleanest kills, and the animal pelts are poor.  I’d stopped trying to skin Badgelor’s kills after the second one had fallen apart in my hands.    In the end, I sold the first batch of 18 for 2 silver, 80 copper per skin, the second batch of 49 for 4 silver 10 copper per skin, and the final batch of 12 for 6 silver per skin.  I ended up with 3 gold, 23 silver and 30 copper, and initiate rank in Trading.  
Next, I went to a tailor and, for the price of 20 silver, got some clothes that didn’t smell like week old sweat.  Nothing much to talk about there.  I tried to buy Badgelor a sweater, but he threatened to murder me after destroying all I held dear.  
Of course, when Badgelor refused, Shart decided he HAD to have one.  Eventually, I acquiesced, just to make Shart stop whining in my ear.  He put far too much thought into what color he wanted, but finally made a choice.  He cared way too much about having something Badgelor didn’t, and it reminded me of the sibling rivalry between my children.  I couldn’t wait to tell Shart he couldn’t actually wear his new apparel.  People would freak if they saw a floating sweater next to me.  
For our next stop, Blots guided me to a blacksmith shop.  I didn’t really need the help, considering the familiar ringing of the hammer on the anvil.  It had become my impromptu alarm clock back in Windfall.  The smith was a mountain of a man, thick armed, thick shouldered, with a thick red beard.  The fiery facial hair was singed in places, as was his thick apron.  The man was just thick, all around. 
“I need a sword sharpened,” I stated.  I took my sheathed sword off my side and set it on the counter.
He walked over to inspect it.  “That’s a fine quality blade here.  Looks well used, though.”
“It's the only weapon that I have that survived the Fecking Puma Forest.”
He looked puzzled for a moment, then nodded.  “Ah, the Eastern Forest.  I don’t know why we still call it that.  It's full of fecking pumas.  I’m Krung the Smith.”
“I’m Jim,” I replied.  
Krung looked at me for a moment, “Well, it's not a man’s name, but his actions, that show the world his worth.”
“I get that a lot,” I replied, as Shart and Badgelor both snorted.  “How long to fix the sword?”
He set it on the counter.  Suddenly, I saw the weapon’s information hovering over it.  I usually saw that only if I actually examined something.  This time, it simply appeared, no Lore skill needed.
	You have found: Soldier’s Longsword.  Damage 0-4(base 2-8 damage, >10% Durability, -50% Damage, Durability 8 /80, Durable, Enduring





I looked at the counter.
	Merchant’s Counter: Items placed on this counter will have their full effects displayed for all to see.  A counter will show information based on the merchant’s skills.





That was neat.  I wondered if the shops in Windfall had those types of counters.  Thinking back to all the shops I had visited in Narwal, they all seemed to have one.  None of the Leatherworks had used theirs in my presence, though.  Maybe it was fairly standard.  Then again, maybe not.  My shopping experiences were limited to Windfall and Narwal.  I’d have to investigate it.
“You see, here?  It has the Durable and Enduring effects on the weapon,” started Krung, as I nodded.   “That was fairly standard a few hundred years ago, out in the valley.  It makes the weapons really hard to damage.  Even now, they survive.
“That makes sense,” I stated.  I briefly glanced through his stock and was surprised to see a variety of effects on the weapons.  Sharp and Fast were most common.  Most were also Honed.  A few were Durable or Enduring, but nothing seemed to be both.
“Durable weapons have double normal Durability, so, your sword should only have 40 Durability.  Instead, it has 80.  Enduring halves Durability Damage, so, it takes twice as much to damage the weapon.  The problem is that this makes the sword a double enhanced weapon.  Those take some real skill to repair,” he said, continuing the examination. 
“Are you skilled enough?” I asked.
“Yes,” he replied.  “Which brings me to the second point.  They are also expensive to repair.  Two gold,” he stated, eyeing me appraisingly.
“It's only 90% broken.  That should only be 1 gold 80 silver,” I declared.
“I agree to your price,” he said, holding out his hand.  My eyes went wide.  I named a price and he accepted it.   So, by the arcane rules of Ordinal, I was compelled to accept his offer.  It wasn’t a terrible price, but my Trade skill should have offered a price significantly under his.  
“You idiot,” laughed the demon.  “He started haggling at 2 gold, and you started haggling at 1 gold 80 silver.  He was expecting around a gold, give or take.  Since you started your offer too high, like an idiot, he just took it.”
I shook his hand and chalked it up to a new skill learned.  Trade was important but being tricky was always more so.
I did use my Trade skill on several of his other blades, which he was happy enough about.  Sales were slow right now, and, in the end, I spent 2 gold and 40 silver in his establishment.  I was now outfitted with Sharp shortswords and Fast Daggers.        
	You have purchased: Shortsword, Damage 15-20 (1-6 Base + 6 Strength + 6 Skill +2 Perk), Durability 35/35, Sharp


	You have purchased: Dagger, Damage 8-11 (1-4 Base + 3 Dexterity + 4 Skill), Durability 30/30, Fast





I also saw several partial metal bars near his forge.  I had considered briefly the cost of the metal, which was around 1 gold, 60 silver per bar.  I’d salvaged a dagger once and gotten an ingot of iron out of it.  Looking at the bars, I realized that they were much larger.  I activated my new Appraisal skill.  
	Iron Bar, 2/10 ingots remain.  Quality, Above Average.  Value 32 silver (80 silver base, 20% remaining, X2 due to scarcity.  





So, an iron bar was 10 ingots of iron.  Building smaller items, like swords, seemed to use ingots rather than bars.
During the terrible ordeal in Fecking Puma Forest, I’d had to make some choices that I’d rather not have.  When I was down to my last weapon, I’d leveled up in Duelist.  It turns out that after level 5, you only got a perk every OTHER level.  The even levels improved your subclass but gave no perks.  At level 6, my Duelist strikes did extra damage and I’d picked up a new maneuver, Hack and Slash.  
When I’d gotten the perk at level 7, I’d had to search for anything that would help me survive in that Godforsaken hellhole.  What I’d found was Sword Master.  It reduced the penalty for fighting with damaged weapons to zero, further reduced Durability Damage 50%, and gave me a nice + 2 Damage with all swords.  Under normal circumstances, I’d have ignored the Sword Master perk.  At that desperate moment, however, it had been entirely necessary.
My shopping at the smith was done, so, our group of four left.  My sword would be repaired tomorrow, and that was good enough, for now.  
“I’m bored,” called out Badgelor, who was thoroughly done with shopping by this point.  I tried to ignore him, but his complaints were growing louder by the minute.  He was looking around in all directions, a habit he had picked up being hunted by fecking pumas.  Not that I blamed him.  Those evil cats could be anywhere.
After looking around and, more importantly, behind me, I turned back to Blots.  He had been happy enough to be in the nicer part of town where he wasn’t harassed by guards.   Apparently, if you didn’t have business here in the center, they sent you back to the squares with the other refugees.  If the man you were escorting was spending gold, you could stay.
It had gotten pretty late into the afternoon, and, I will admit, exhaustion was starting to play with my mind.  Twice, I thought I’d seen pumas stalking me, which was, of course, absurd.  You never saw a puma until it was too late.
“Let's find an inn, Blots,” I stated.  “We’ll get something to eat and I’ll get a room.”
“For both of you?  Jim, you freak.  You just met him,” Shart chuckled.
I punched Shart off my shoulder.  Blots grinned.  The promise of a good meal was enough to buy his continued loyalty.  He seemed much happier than when I’d originally met him.  It was probably the full belly.  I asked him about it while I was storing my new purchases in my pack.
“Blots,” I asked, “how are the refugees doing here?”
“Not good,” he replied.  “There’s too many mouths to feed, and not enough to go around.”
“Well, if there was a way to snap my fingers and solve your problems, I would,” I offered.  
“I’m sure you would, sir!” he replied.  “I very much doubt that there is anywhere in the kingdom that can accept all the refugees, though.”
Of course, that got me thinking.




Chapter 27: A Visit with a Spellmonger

As we walked towards the inn from the Craftsman’s District, we passed by the fancier shops.  I spotted a gemstone cutter, with a sign like a cut gem.  Then, I spotted a pastry chef, with fancy cupcake signage.  Finally, just as we were about to pass out of the district, I spotted a store with several arcane symbols over the door.
“A magic shop?” I asked Blots.
“Um, no.  That’s the other way,” he stated, gesturing down the road behind us.
Badgelor hissed.  “No, you said food.  We are going to the inn to get food.”
Blots knelt and scratched Badgelor’s neck.  “That’s a good badger.”  He’d taken to doing that whenever Badgelor talked, because he had no idea what the badger was saying.  Badgelor didn’t eat him, because he liked getting his neck scratched.  The badger also liked attention.  
“That’s a spellmonger’s shop,” my guide informed me.  
“A spellmonger?” I replied.   “Like a fishmonger, but for spells?”
“Um...yes?” answered Blots, not quite sure if I was pulling his leg or not.  To him a spellmonger, which was a silly name by the way, was probably common.  I did need some non-flatulence related spells, though.  I decided to pop in, much to the chagrin of both Blots and Badgelor.  They opted to stay outside the shop, so, I was on my own for a minute with Shart.  
“Bye, you big pussy,” Shart called, as he waved to the badger.  Badgelor said nothing; he simply watched, as I stepped over the shop’s threshold.   A little bell rang as I did so.  Looking around, however, I didn’t see any bells.
The shop was pretty much what I expected of a shop of the arcane.  The outside was unassuming enough.  It was constructed of the same wood and tiles that made up the exterior of all the other shops I had visited.  The inside was a different story.  My attention was immediately drawn to a glowing rune on the wall.  It was made of several skulls, each with glowing gems in their eye sockets
“What are we doing here?” asked Shart.
“We are buying me some spells, if I can afford them,” I replied.  I still had a decent amount of gold in my pocket.  Maybe I’d get lucky.
The spellmonger walked into the waiting area, his robes glowing red with runic power and his beard suitably wizened with age and experience.  I’d describe him as looking like Kevin Smith, pre-diet, but older.  He smelled faintly of swiss cheese.  The spellmonger did.  I am unsure what Kevin Smith would smell like.  Probably not swiss cheese, if I had to guess.  
The spellmonger began speaking like he was an orator in a hall and I was his captive audience.  “Who graces the shop of JohnTerry the Great.”
Back to the two first names, I see.
“I am Jim,” I stated.
“Wow, that is unfortunate,” he said, breaking character, instantly.   “You don’t really look like a caster.  What do you want?”
“I can cast spells,” I stated, to the sound of Shart snickering again.   “I know one.  I would like to procure a few more.”
“Well, I have a few spells to sell,” he stated.  “If you’ll pardon me, you really don’t look like the type to cast spells.  If you are trying to get parchment for toilet paper, I do sell that, too.  You don’t need to make boasts.”
I hadn’t even considered that.  Enchanted parchment was nearly indestructible.  I’d been using leaves this whole time. If the leaves were too dry, they had a tendency to cause chafing.  I always healed fairly quickly, but you know what they say.  Any amount of fanny chafing is too much fanny chafing.  
JohnTerry was still looking at me skeptically.  I didn’t really want to cast a spell on him just to prove I could, though.  I figured that it would be considered bad manners.  Instead, I held up my hand and generated my smoky green barrier out to the side.  His eyes widened.
“I’ve never seen a barrier that color before,” stated JohnTerry.  “I prefer fire based, as I’ve got an aptitude with fire.  Yours is smoky when it comes out.  It must be based on air.  
“Yes.  So, you see, I can cast spells.  I just need a few more,” I replied.  JohnTerry was still pondering, and I really wished he would stop.  
“Green would have to be Biological,” he stated.   “What would that even do when combined with Aeromancy.”  Then, his eyes got wide, and he bellowed in laughter.  “You learned fart magic?”
Shart laughed so hard he accidentally flung himself from my shoulder.  
“Yes, I am a Mage, who specializes in Biological Aeromancy.  I would like to learn some more spells.  Do you have any?”  I said all this in a rush, through gritted teeth.
“I don’t have any Biological Aeromancy spells,” he said, through peals of laughter.  He had just figured out that I was a learned expert in the most useless kind of magic.  I hadn’t used the spell more than once in our great escape from Fecking Puma Forest, as I had to say the activation word.  Doing so would, of course, reveal you to the pumas.  The merciless felines could attack just fine while passing gas.  It would probably have acted like an afterburner.  
After a quick puma check, I continued, “Look, I don’t want to know any more Biological Aeromancy spells.  Do you have any other spells that I can learn?”
JohnTerry was just getting control over himself.  One look at me was all it took for the shopkeeper to break into another fit.  “You must be just starting out,” he finally gasped.  “You can’t learn other schools of magic, yet.  You won’t be able to until you’ve taken the Second School perk Mage Lord!
“I’m special.  I think I can,” I said, once more through gritted teeth.
“I’ll bet you a gold coin that you can’t,” said JohnTerry, producing a scroll.
I slapped a gold coin down on his merchant’s counter and he handed me the scroll.  I could read it, but not keep it.  I unfurled the scroll and started examining it.  
The scroll itself was very similar to the other scroll I’d read.  The spell symbols were written in much the same way, though the words were in Common rather than in Goblin.  It was much like a complicated word problem in math, with lots of numbers in it.  Even if you couldn’t read the words, you still had the same style of numbers.  They were constant everywhere.
In this case, I spoke Common and breezed through the spell.  It was Fire Bolt, which shot a fist sized blob of fire at your target.  You pulled fire magic from your loins.  That meant that there was a slight variation in the instructions, depending on the sex of the caster.  I asked about these variations later and learned that they only showed up in starter spells.  More advanced spells just told you to draw power.  They didn’t tell you how to draw power.  
JohnTerry walked me a few paces towards a small hallway that seemed to have ceramic tiles across all the walls and ceiling.  With a gesture, he caused a straw dummy to be pushed towards the end, down a track on the floor.  It thwacked against the end of the track, very much looking like a prisoner ready for his execution.  
It was just about then that everything went wrong.  I tried to draw the magic from my loins, which felt shockingly like getting kicked in the balls.  Nevertheless, I persevered, assisted greatly by my Iron Will.  When I attempted to shape the Mana into Magic, it puttered out.  I tried again, and immediately felt like I’d poured searing hot liquid on my junk.  Again, I couldn’t shape the Mana.  Despite the pain, I realized that I was drawing an insignificant amount of the fire type Mana from my body.  
“Jim, you might want to stop,” Shart muttered, quietly.
I grunted and tried one last time.  This time, the pain was akin to the worst pain I’d ever felt in my life.  It felt like a puma had bitten down on my bait and tackle and was attempting to crush or tear it off.  I almost screamed, but, even through my fierce attempt, I couldn’t cast.  As I started to gather myself for a fourth attempt, JohnTerry put his hand on my shoulder.  His face was etched with concern, and he spoke quietly.  
“Don't keep trying.  You’ll kill yourself,” he stated.  “Keep your gold.  Just don’t do that again.”
“Do you have any wind or Biology spells?” I pressed.
“It won’t matter.  You are a Mage,” he replied.  “Your Mana Cores are all tied to your element now.  You are going to have to grind until you can learn the perk Second Spell.  You are a determined fellow, though.  I can clearly see that.  I’m sure you will earn the perk in no time.”
Maybe it was just concern that I’d drop dead in his shop, but the concern in JohnTerry’s eyes was genuine.  I bowed my shoulders, accepting defeat.  For once, Shart was quiet.  I just wished I could enjoy his silence.
“Look,” JohnTerry said, “I’ve got a whole bunch of these Fire Bolt scrolls that I just sell for toilet paper.  I’m just going to give you one.  When you are a super powerful Mage Lord, armed with a Magical Staff with a Sphere of Power, you can just think a few kind thoughts about old JohnTerry.”
I barely had time to utter a “Thank you” before I was hustled out of his shop.  




Chapter 28: The Inn

Blots and I walked over to where the inns were, Badgelor whining all the way.  The badger’s patience had frayed hours ago, and even Blots looked like he might soon rebel if he wasn’t fed.  I was getting hungry, as well, and needed to rest after my failed spell ordeal.
I had a choice of several inns.  Blots highly recommended the Golden Duck.  You could tell immediately which one it was, because there was a big brass duck on the sign.  It was a larger inn, compared to the others nearby.  The sign boasted of its 8 luxurious rooms.  
The delicious smells coming from it led me to believe that Blots had chosen it for the kitchen.  We walked toward the door, prompting a large man sitting next to it to stand.  He was an impressive specimen, and, given his menacing look, I assumed he was a bouncer.
He glared at me, “Your kind has to stay in the square.”
“I’m a trader,” I replied, and felt a twinge.  It passed almost instantly, and I nearly chalked it up to a muscle spasm.  Then, I saw the prompt.
	You have resisted an Intimidate check. You are Novice at Resist Fear.





Well, it made sense that I’d learn that, now.  Being afraid of pumas was only sensible.  Being afraid of this jerk was not.  
“You don’t look like a trader,” he replied.  I realized that I probably didn’t.  My pack was mostly empty, now, and I was wearing common, but nice enough, clothes.  
Thankfully, I remembered my Intimidate skill.  Screwing up my face in a glare, I responded, “I am a trader.  I have gold.  You should let me in.”
I didn’t even have to check my menu to see that he’d failed his save.  He stepped back a half pace, before sitting back down.   “I’m sorry, Mister Trader, sir.  Please go right in.”
We stepped into the inn and found an open table.  There were a number of local people here. Many of them looked up as we entered, some out of curiosity, but a few with open hostility.  One of the men was huge, at least a head larger than me, and deep into his cups.  The innkeeper, on the other hand, smiled broadly and walked over to us.
“Hello, I am Clat, and this is my fine establishment.  Can I get you a meal?” he asked, ushering us to a nearby table.  Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Clat giving a more critical look toward Blots.  Clat totally ignored my badger, who had once more shrunk down to travel size.
I gestured for Blots to order.
“We’ll each have stew, bread, and ale.  Can you also bring a bowl of scraps for the badger?”
With a nod of his head, Clat headed to the kitchen.
“Ha ha.  You get scraps,” grinned Shart.
“I know.  This place is great,” replied Badgelor, not understanding Shart’s insult.
While Blots couldn’t understand the badger, he was smart enough to pick up on happy noises.  He smiled at my animal companion and again scratched Badgelor behind the ears.
After a few minutes, our food and drinks were produced, and I paid for them.  The innkeeper’s daughter had been the one to bring us our food.  She was young, perhaps 18, and fit.  Her long brown hair was tied up in a bun.  She smiled warmly, and dutifully put the coin into her waist pouch, before returning to the kitchen.  She reminded me of one of my daughter’s friends, and that reminded me I was in a much younger body.  
There was an interesting mental battle there.  I had been nearly forty when I died, but now I was in a body that couldn’t be much older than 25.  My original body had slowly morphed into a dad bod over the years, whereas my current body was comparable to an Olympic athlete.  Of course, I was also married.  Then again, I had also died.  That whole ‘Till death do you part’ thing had been fulfilled.    
I put the thought out of my head.  First off, she wasn’t offering.  Second off, I wasn’t sure what I wanted in that perspective, myself.  Part of me still imagined returning to my wife someday.  Turning back to the much less attractive Blots, I chewed for a moment in silence.
“So, do you know why this war started?” I asked.  
“Um, not entirely, I guess,” he replied.  He swallowed and continued.  “I mean, It's obviously about land.  What war between kings isn’t, though?”
I nodded, continuing to chew, “Was that the only reason?” 
Blots took a drink while he pondered.  “Well, King HarCharles and King TimSimons were childhood friends.  I don’t know what happened to come between the two.  Maybe no one does.  This area isn’t really valuable compared to other parts of HarCharles’ border.  Attacking in and around Narwal doesn’t seem to make sense.”
“Maybe he needs timber,” I suggested.
Blots shook his head.   “He has other forests, better forests, for ships or buildings.  The Riverlands has decent enough timber, I suppose, but it's not like timber is all that hard to come by.”
“What’s been happening to the refugees?” I questioned.
“For the most part, they were being sent West, toward the rest of the Riverlands.  Lord Dookie put a stop to that weeks ago, though.”
“Any idea why?” I asked.
“No.  If I had to guess, I’d say it was an order from King TimSimons, but I don’t really know,” replied Blots.  I watched as he used his bread to dab up the remains of his stew.  “Part of the problem is that some of the refugees were outlanders, living on the border between the two kingdoms.  They aren’t sworn to TimSimons, so, they can’t go forward.  There would be a riot if some of them got let through and others that are sworn to our king didn’t.  Narwal never had that big of a guard and would be totally unprepared for that kind of trouble.”
“How many refugees do you think are here?” I asked.
“A few hundred, I guess,” stated Blots.   Narwal isn’t small, but it lacks supplies and housing for that many new people.  More people were coming in every day, and some of the citizens grew concerned about being outnumbered.   Then, suddenly, the refugees just stopped coming.”
“When?” I asked, thinking about Voan’s mother.
“A few days ago.”
I was about to continue speaking, when I heard one of Sir Dalton’s companions begin to sing.  I could immediately tell the subject of the song was Sir Dalton. In an inn like this, that was bound to gather everyone’s attention.  Someone started playing a concertina, the tiny, annoying cousin of an accordion.  I blinked several times before looking down at Badgelor, who shrugged his furry badger shoulders.                                          
I looked up, only to be greeted to the sight of Sir Dalton, tossing his companion across the room onto his table of friends.    
Sir Dalton then proceeded to grab a waitress for some comical dancing steps, before releasing her next to the bar. She was a triplet, I realized, as she and her two sisters all swooned at Sir Dalton’s rugged physique.  More disturbing was Badgelor’s longing expression, as he watched Sir Dalton intently.  
Of course, I used Lore.
	Sir Dalton: Knight 12


	HP: 160/160


	Stamina: 200/200


	Mana: 20/20


	Perks: Sword and Board, Mitigate


	Skills: One Handed Swords, Journeyman


	Skills: Singing, Journeyman


	Skills: Dancing, Initiate





Dalton had more perks than that, but they were all focused on leading men or riding horses.  Lore was like that, only showing you the most relevant bits.  I was intrigued by Dalton’s performance skills.  He knew quite a bit more singing and dancing than one would expect from a country Knight.  
His companions were all standing next to the table, as one of them began singing about Dalton’s legendary exploits.  It was minorly annoying, but I was still enjoying my stew.  When the waitress and her sisters became too enamored by Dalton to keep up service, that was when I was going to take issue with this nonsense.  
“Shart, is this rehearsed?” I asked. 
“Why would it need to be rehearsed?  It's just a bunch of strangers singing together,” replied the demon. 
At times, I seriously hate this place. 
“Wait, where is Blots?” I asked, glancing around.  He was in the chorus, singing along with everyone else. 
“How does he know the words?  How does everybody know the words?” I questioned.  This was truly befuddling. 
“I like it,” stated Badgelor.  “He just broke that belt with his neck!”
“So, his friends are named Tom, Dick, and Harry?” I asked.
“Of course not, that’s just an expression.  Those would be stupid names, like Jim,” replied Shart.  “Their names are TomHarry and DickTom.
“I’m surprised one isn’t named HarryDick,” I stated.
“Don’t be vulgar, Dum Dum,” admonished the demon.
“How did he get that swell cleft in his chin?” I asked.
“It's a trait, I think,” replied Badgelor, his little head now propped up on his paws.  He was nodding along to the beat.  Traitor.
At that moment, Dalton and his gentlemen started fighting.  I wasn’t quite sure why, but the group of men were knocking over tables and wrestling on the floor.  I’m pretty sure I saw Dalton biting one of them.  
“How is the innkeeper not throwing them out?” I asked Shart.
“Dalton is probably rich,” replied the demon, as the Knight lifted all three waitresses with one arm.  Credit where credit is due, that looked pretty impressive.  
“There goes his shirt,” growled Badgelor happily.
“What the actual hell is going on?” I asked.  I started running scans on myself, checking for a concussion or blood loss.  I was looking for anything that could explain this as a simple hallucination.  
“Hey, dummy, isn’t that the most impressive chest hair display you have ever seen?” asked Shart.  “I bet you could braid it.”  
I stared, mouth agape and head shaking, at the demon.  Turning back to the badger, I gently stated, “Badgelor, he’s not even the right species.”
“That’s species-ist,” said the badger dreamily.  
“First off, that’s not a word.  Second off, that is a new bit of horrifying and unnecessary knowledge I have about you,” I said.
“He looks delicious,” replied the badger.  
Wait, what? That’s when things took a turn for the preposterous.  I could stand the singing; the tune was catchy, after all.  However, it was at this point that Dalton knocked over a game set.  The errant pieces flew everywhere, with several landing in my stew.  The wooden elves bobbed to the surface.  I could see flaking paint coming off, after being handled by everyone in the bar for years.  
This means war. 
Dalton, the jerk, had ruined my dinner without a care.  He was now standing in front of everyone explaining his largeness. The man apparently had a poultry fetish and ate enough eggs to feed a good portion of the refugees outside.  He jumped on top of the bar, grabbed a half dozen eggs, and began juggling them.  No one was paying any attention to me, so I used the opportunity to put a stop to the spectacle. 
“Hoopie,” I stated, casting my Break Wind spell.   
The invisible spell raced across the rambunctious room, striking the unwary Dalton.  With the full attention of the bar on him, he proceeded to fart the most impressive fart I’d ever seen a grown man achieve.  It filled the room, causing several of the shutters to rattle in the windows.  It also distracted him, causing many of the eggs to land on his face. The song ceased for one glorious moment. 
Oh, thank god!
Then, everyone cheered.  Someone broke in with a line about big Dalton, and they kept right on going. 
“He really is glorious,” said Badgelor, licking his lips again.
“He is something, all right,” replied Shart.
As a man, there are times when you need to acknowledge defeat.  That time came for me when Dalton drew his bow and shot three arrows into a nearby keg of ale.  Through it all, the innkeeper stood by, doing nothing.  I dropped one more coin on the table and started walking up toward my room.  The waitresses didn’t even notice my departure.  
I got a room and told Blots to be back here tomorrow at dawn.  I stayed overnight.  There were plenty of openings, as most of the refugees couldn’t afford the rent.
The room was small but cozy.  Nearly half of the area was taken up by the large bed, loaded down with plenty of soft blankets.  Badgelor snuggled up against the doorframe, blocking it from being opened. Shart perched on top of the dresser, looking like a demented owl.  I blew out the candle after one last puma check and laid down on the bed.  
I reached my left hand over, caressing the stubs of my missing fingers on the right.   I tried not to do that in public, especially when other people were around.  I could still feel the hot, bloody form of the puma going for my throat.   
I shuttered again.  I was not alone.  I could not weep.  Shart was already asleep, his pudgy body emitting a wheezing snore.  I heard a rustling and tensed, but soon relaxed again.  It was only Badgelor.
The badger had shrunk down to his smaller size and crawled up into the bed, laying on the blanket by my feet.  He pulled the blanket over himself and shuttered.  “We don’t talk about this,” was all he said.
I cuddled the badger until I could sleep.




Chapter 29: The Well Protected Castle

I awoke to the delicate voice of one of the innkeeper's daughters, smashing her fist gently onto my door several times.  “Wake up, ya wankers.”
I believe I paid extra for the wakeup call.  Yawning, I stood up and got ready.  With a knife at my belt, and with skin as hard as metal, I poured some room temperature water from my pitcher into a basin and shaved.  Next, I did my business in the chamber pot and thought wistfully about plumbing.  I swore that if Windfall ever got the capacity for running water, I would make it an absolute priority.  
Slapping the lid down on the chamber pot, I gathered up Badgelor and Shart and walked downstairs.  Badgelor immediately walked outside to do his business, because a badger can shit wherever he wants to.  Shart never woke up very quickly, and he just sat quietly while the rest of us ate our breakfast porridge.  
Blots had returned, by then, to lead me to the castle.  We first doubled back to collect my purchases from the tailor and my repaired weapons from the blacksmith.  Finally, we were on our way.
The castle was not what I was expecting.  I was expecting some large, multistory structure with towers and turrets This particular castle was a single story.  While it was walled off and surrounded by a moat, it was certainly no impregnable fortress.  It looked more like an administrative center than a defensive works, in all honesty.
“Shart, what’s up with this castle?” I asked.
Shart tilted his head as if studying it.  Finally, he answered.  “Nothing.”
“How can anyone be expected to protect this castle?” I asked.
“The town has walls, Dum Dum.  Why would they need further protection?” he replied.  The demon was once more using THAT tone of voice.  The tone that informed me when something was off between Ordinal and Earth.
“Is a castle built for defense?” I asked, realizing how stupid the question was before I had even finished saying the words.  Shart had just said the walls were the protection for the towns.  Not to mention the fact that Windfall didn’t even have a castle.  All my town maps even indicated that walls, along with the barrier, were our defenses.  That meant that castles were used differently on Ordinal than on Earth.  
Shart gave the longest suffering sigh I have ever heard.  “That's what fortresses are for. Castles are where a province is administered.”
“So, the Western Gate Fortress isn’t a castle, then,” I checked.
“It's got fortress right in the freakin title,” replied Shart.  “It is way too early in the day for you to have already been this stupid.”
We got to the castle and proceeded over the moat via the eastern drawbridge.  It was the one marked for visitors, as opposed to the western drawbridge for deliveries, or the northern drawbridge for VIP guests. I doubted this drawbridge had been raised in years.  This further proved the fact that this castle was not built for defense.  
I actually expected it to be more of a challenge to get an audience with Lord Dookie.  I explained to the first official I met who I was and what I was here for.  He just looked at me for a moment, before waving me forward.
“He seems trusting,” I said to Shart.
“Why, because he let you in?” replied the demon.   “You know your title is listed with your name above your head.”
That was both true, and something I was still adjusting to.  On Earth, claiming you were the mayor of a long lost town would get a few raised eyebrows and a bunch of questions.  Here, your title was always displayed.  Everyone saw my name as “Mayor Jim, of Windfall.”  
“What is the name of TimSimons’ Kingdom?” I asked Shart, as we walked.  That was a question that had generally confused me.  England wasn’t called the Kingdom of Queen Elizabeth, or Queen Elizabeth’s Kingdom.  Here, I had only heard it referred to by the name of the king.  That couldn’t be right, though.  It would be hell on maps whenever there was a change of rulers, if nothing else.
“TimSimons’ Kingdom,” stated the Demon.  “What else would it be?”
“I thought this was part of the Riverlands,” I stated.  “Blots mentioned them yesterday.”  Shart nodded, so I continued, “Are you saying that the whole kingdom is called TimSimons’ Kingdom on all the maps and in all the books?”
“Oh,” stated Shart, dropping his head into his palm.   “NO, of course not.  Don’t be silly.  It's called the Kingdom of TimSimons.”
I facepalmed.   “You are telling me that the whole kingdom is just named after the king?”
“Well, he is level 50,” stated Shart, like he was explaining the most basic concept in the world to the slowest child in the world.
“So, what happens when he dies?” I asked.
“They rename the kingdom, of course,” replied Badgelor, finally chiming in.  “How else would they do it?”
“He’s level 50,” repeated Shart.  “That’s an absurdly high level for anyone.”
I thought for a moment before asking, “Someone has to be level 60 to open a Demon Door?”
Shart grumbled, “Nice to know you haven’t completely forgotten.”  Then, he perked up.  “Yes, you do.  Good job listening, for once.  Also, yes, you can go all the way to the lofty heights of level 60.  Heck, Grebthar the Destroyer was level 60. “
“He went through the door many times,” stated Badgelor.  
“That’s rare,” continued Shart.  “The amount of experience required to go up past level 50 is enormous, and it gets more difficult every level after that.”
“Okay, but back to the topic at hand.  If the king dies, then the whole kingdom collapses?” I asked again.
Shart looked at me for a moment, as if considering his answer.  Finally, he began, “Yes, more or less.  There is always a fight for the throne from the higher level nobles.  Usually, two to three major provinces splinter off, forming a loose alliance.  As those nobles level up, they all eventually play the game of thrones, until one of their number is a high enough level to put down his rivals.  That forms the basis of the new kingdom.  New kingdoms seldom look much like the ones they replace.  TimSimons used to be one of three high nobles in this area, until about 30 years ago.  That’s when he finally managed to off the other two.”
“Do you always get the person who’s most qualified?” I asked.
“Well, you always get someone,” stated Shart, cryptically.
I knew this place was crazy, but that was about all I could take for the day.  Imagine if the US changed names after every president left office.  Also imagine that the president was rated by his level.  Although. that wouldn’t be a much worse system than the one we … they currently had, I supposed.  Imagine, just looking at the president’s character sheet.  It might keep a lot of oafs from both sides out of office.  

I had been escorted down a long hallway, into a large common room.  There was an ornate fireplace set in one wall and there were marble tables throughout.  The smaller tables were currently occupied by various residents of the castle, eating or discussing events in hushed tones.  Blots broke away and stood in the back of the room with a few dozen other people.  I guessed it was the waiting area for the people important enough to get in, but not important enough to meet with Lord Dookie.   
The focus of the room was a large conference table.  It stood in the center, festooned with maps.  Important looking men, in important looking clothing, surrounded it.  Lord Dookie was obvious, not only from his title, but also from the large golden circlet he was wearing.  He was busy talking with several other men, in none too hushed tones.
“The refugees are overflowing the cities.  We must continue moving some of them to the other Riverland estates,” stated one man.  His floating name tag conveniently informed me that he was called Chamberlain Porle, of Narwal Castle.
“How, exactly, do you expect to do that,” stated Sir Dalton.  He strode into the room, very much like the pompous ass I already knew he was and walked towards the table.  
The two men continued arguing, while Lord Dookie sat, watching.  He looked almost bored, as he twiddled his pencil mustache.  While his shoulders were broad, the rest of him was thin.  He looked pretty much like every other military officer I had ever seen.  After several moments, and one loud exchange, he had had enough.
“Sir Dalton, you have repeatedly been very vocal about your fears of spies among the refugees.  You have also made clear your desire to keep them here, so they are contained and can be watched by our guards.  While I appreciate your concerns, I remain unsure as to what a peasant family of spies could possibly learn at one of our farming estates.  Surely, they would not discover anything that would be worthwhile for HarCharles.”  Lord Dookie took a breath before continuing.  “However, Porle, you know too well that many of the estates are at capacity.  With no additional supplies, it will be difficult to get them to agree to take any more refugees, even temporarily.”
As they were talking, I had a moment.  I used Lore on Lord Dookie and Porle.  
	Lord Dookie: Knight 10


	HP: 120/120


	Stamina: 160/160


	Mana: 20/20


	Perks: Knightly War Leader, Captain





	A Knight is a Warrior subclass that focuses in being a leader of men trained to fight while heavily armored on the back of a powerful war mount.





	Porle: Chamberlain


	HP: 30/30


	Stamina: 20/20


	Mana: 20/20


	Skills: Administration Journeyman


	Skills: Bureaucracy Journeyman


	Skills: Scribing Journeyman





	A Chamberlain is an administrator who is in charge of maintaining a castle and keeping it running efficiently.  He commands town clerks in the name of his liege.  





Both men grumbled, looking back to the maps.  The air of a long unsettled argument filled the hall.  Lord Dookie sighed, before going back to his plate and grabbing a pastry.  He devoured it in one bite and exhaled. He smiled slightly as he chewed, looking around until he caught my eye.
“Another mayor,” he said as he sighed, again.   “Please, come forward and tell me how your village cannot accept any more refugees.”
Sir Dalton turned my way and sneered, while Porle looked hopeful.  I stepped forward to the table.  Stopping, I bowed my head at the lord, unsure of what else to do.  He didn’t seem upset, so I continued.
“I am here to establish a trade route with Narwal,” I said, sticking to the facts.  “We have iron to trade.”
Lord Dookie blinked once, “Excuse me, which village are you from?”
I was confused by the question.  If he saw my floating mayor title, he surely must have seen the town listed with it.
“The Village of Windfall,” I stated. “I am the mayor of Windfall.”
“Well of course you are,” barked Sir Dalton.  “We can all see that.  Just where the hell is Windfall?”
“In the valley,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the Western Gate Fortress.
Porle looked confused for a moment.  Then, he looked directly at me.  “Noobie Valley?”
“Well, I mean, I guess you could call it that,” I started.
“Noobtown,” stated Lord Dookie, cracking a smile.  “You’re the mayor of Noobtown!”
“I am,” I said.  When I said it, it sounded cool.  When he said it, it was derisive. 
“And your name is… Jim.  Well, isn’t that a special kind of adorable,” Sir Dalton said.  He was barely containing hysterical laughter.  I considered leaving.  Well, killing him on the spot also came to mind, but it was crowded in here.  
“Yes, my name is Jim.  I am the mayor of Noobtown,” I said, icily.  
“So, the mayor of Noobtown has come calling on the lord of Narwal,” chuckled Lord Dookie.   “Let me guess.  You have no adventurers, and you need gold.”
“We have a few,” I said flatly, “but we could use more gold.”
Sir Dalton jeered, “The stories of Noobie Adventurers never impressed me much.”  Stepping towards me, he looked very impressive in his armor.  I just stood there, not letting him intimidate me.  
	You have resisted an Intimidate check. You are Novice at Resist Fear.





I’d moved from unskilled at Resist Fear all the way up to the edge of Initiate in the Fecking Puma Forest.  I’d also learned that there were things worth being frightened of. That said, Sir Dalton was not one of those things.  
Badgelor was sitting on my shoulder, obviously in his smaller form.  He turned his head to Sir Dalton and licked his lips.  Dalton was unimpressed with my Pug sized companion and frowned at him dismissively.  I placed my hand on the badger’s back.  He settled, but still gazed longingly at Dalton.  
“That one is using Lore on you,” whispered Shart, pointing to Porle.  I wondered if Dalton’s move had been a distraction.  It had technically worked; I had been distracted.  They couldn’t see, and therefore didn’t know about, the demon warning system on my shoulder.   
The chamberlain frowned as he examined me.  Normally, if you had the Lore ability you could tell a great deal about a person, including their level and skills.  There were some rogue talents I possessed, like Shadowmeld, that reduced the effectiveness of Lore.  There were also some magical items that did the same, and I had one of those, too.  With both of those working in tandem, most people couldn’t see much more than my title and name.
In fact, most people couldn’t even see the number of hit points, Mana or Stamina I had.  This led people to vastly overestimate my level.  I had considerably more Health and Stamina than Sir Dalton, and he was 5 levels higher than I was in the Warrior class.  However, I also had levels in 3 other classes.  That gave me, in total, 20 class levels.  Even when facing more skilled opponents, I had so many more hit points that I was normally able to win.  Sometimes, those wins were painful, but they were wins.
I didn’t move, and Sir Dalton didn’t back down.  He just kept standing there, entirely too close to me.  Ignoring him seemed best, so, I turned back to Lord Dookie.  “Would you be interested in a trade mission with Windfall or not?”
Porle cleared his throat.  “I have reviewed your prompt already.  You need not make it a second time.”
Shart whispered, “When you first offered a trade mission, they got a prompt.  Porle was reading through the particulars while you were talking.  The second prompt was just rude.”
Oh, I was prompt spamming him.
Lord Dookie rolled his eyes, then glanced over to Porle who nodded.   “Yes, we could use the supplies you’d like to trade, and I have sufficient gold from the king to be able to support this trade route.”
Sir Dalton backed off after it became obvious that I wasn’t going to budge.  He returned to stand next to his lord.  The difference between the two knights was very apparent when you looked at them.  Dalton was a fighting man, who focused on the arms and armor of knighthood, while Lord Dookie was a commander of men, who focused on leading the charge into battle.  
“I would be happy to offer you a trade route.  You have supplies that would be useful.  However, there is a problem,” stated Lord Dookie, after consulting with Porle.  
There was always a problem, I thought.  “What is the issue?  Perhaps, I might help resolve it.”
“You resolve the issue?” chuckled Sir Dalton.   “You are a simple mayor.  I doubt you could find your pants without your clerk.”
“I am an adventurer, as well as the mayor of Windfall,” I stated boldly.  “I can handle any problem that might arise.”
“Your spirit is admirable,” stated Lord Dookie, “but misplaced here.  There are threats outside these walls that would be difficult for even Sir Dalton to overcome, if I could spare him.”
“What are these threats?” I asked, trying not to grind my teeth.  I was fairly confident I could handle most problems.
“Pumas,” stated Lord Dookie, evenly.  
I glanced around, “Pumas?  Where?”  Shart was looking behind me, as was proper when the hellcats were mentioned.  Meanwhile, Badgelor had leapt from my shoulder onto the ground.  
“Outside the walls, you daft fool,” stated Sir Dalton.  “For the past several days, no caravans have gotten through.  We had previously been inundated with refugees.  I became curious as to why they suddenly stopped coming.  I sent my men on a scouting mission, and they discovered a massive number of pumas out there.   We’ve been cut off from the High Road, and, while we aren’t quite under siege, anything smaller than a royal caravan is being cut to pieces.  Anything smaller, like a few wagons from a small noobie town.”
“That does sound bad,” I said.  The puma infestation we’d already encountered had spread to all the nearby forests.  A brief mental image of hundreds of eyes chasing after us flashed before my eyes.  Badgelor pulled tight against my leg and was trembling ever so slightly.
“There must be fifty of them in the northern forest alone,” stated Sir Dalton.
“Wait, only fifty?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said, oddly.
“Oh, if it's only fifty, I can handle that.  I’ll just go, deal with the pumas, and bring back my trade wagons!”
“Like hell you can,” screamed Shart, digging his clawed hands into my neck.
Porle was attempting to unobtrusively make small circling gestures with one finger at his temple.  Lord Dookie seemed impressed, or something.  He coughed.  
“Well,” stated the lord, after a moment, “If you think you can handle 50 pumas, then, I leave you to it.”
“I survived what you call the Eastern Forest.  This will be a piece of cake,” I replied, turning and leaving.  A new quest prompt had appeared.
	Quest: Clear the Northern Forest of pumas.  Pumas have taken control over the Northern Forest of Narwal.  Clear them and bring your trade carts through to establish a trade route.





As I was leaving, I thought I heard Porle ask, “How does getting through the Eastern Forest have anything to do with pumas?”




Chapter 30: The Pumas

We left town through the gate at the northern part of the city.  I was still unarmored, but I had better weapons this time.  I was never going to be able to afford the kind of armor that repelled the vicious felines, so, it was best to just get in, do the job, and get out.  I could only imagine the state of the scouts Sir Dalton had sent out.  Poor bastards.   I had left Blots with two gold coins and instructions to watch out for Voan until my return.  As he had nothing else to do but starve, he happily agreed.  
“Fifty pumas,” stated Badgelor, twitching.
“I mean, 50 is less than we have already killed,” I said.   “Windfall needs to get this trade route going, or we are going to have problems.”
“I have been working on an improved puma detection spell,” stated Shart, as we walked through the fields, towards the forest.  The road was well traveled, but still dirt.  Apparently, due to the pumas, it was starting to show slight amounts of growth.  
“So, it works better than it did in the Fecking Puma Forest?” I asked.  Several times, Shart had detected no pumas, right before we were attacked by pumas.  “I hope it works properly this time.  I’d hate to have to use any handy object as a shield again.”
“Yes.   I had to use even more Mana this time, but now I’m certain I’ll find any pumas that are present when I run a spell check,” he glowered.
“Okay, we can manage this,” I said with bravado, as we walked.  I reached down to scratch my side, again missing my fingers.  I looked at their stumps and imagined that they had grown slightly.
I decided to check my character sheet.
	Dismembering Injury: Missing Fingers.  You have lost 2 fingers.  You can recover disabling injuries due to Badger Healing.  Overhealing 1/100





Wait.  They were growing back?
“Explain injuries to me again,” I ordered Shart, as I rubbed the now itchy nubs.
“We’ve already gone through this,” sighed the demon.
“Yes, but the first time, you explained it wrong.  The second time, we were nearly killed by pumas in the middle of your explanation.  Maybe now that we are in a field and have a moment, you could explain properly.  If not, I can always ask the badger.”
Badgelor chuckled, “If you don’t know, Demon Dog, I’d be happy to tell him.”

“Fuck you both,” replied Shart.  “Okay, there are several kinds of wounds.  Damage is the most basic type.  It's just hit points.  Usually, if something can’t cause a more severe injury, it just causes Damage.”
Then, you have the Lingering Injuries.  These are worse.  They include things like sprains or other impairments.  They heal faster when treated, but generally recover on their own.”
“Next, you have Permanent Injuries.  These work much like Lingering Injuries, but almost never heal on their own.  They include broken bones, torn muscles, and the like.  They usually require someone with Medic skills to heal them.”
“After Permanent Injuries, there are Disabling Injuries.  They are sometimes called Maiming Injuries, but only by idiots.  These occur when you’ve taken so much damage to a limb that it becomes unusable.  A high level healer can sometimes turn a Disabling Injury into a Permanent Injury or a Lingering Injury, depending on their skills.  Magic can also be used but is more specific.  A high level Life Cleric can cure just about anything.  A less experienced one only works on simpler injuries.
“Finally, after Disabling Injuries, there are Dismembering Injuries.  These are almost always caused by removing parts of a body, due to excessive injury.  For example, a puma might try to eat you, but only manage to break themselves off a piece.”
“That’s dirty pool,” I stated, glaring at Shart.
Shart had the good grace to look chastised.   “Typically, these are impossible for most people to heal, ever.  A few races have an ability to repair a few kinds of Dismembering Injuries, but, for the most part, you are stuck with those.”
“Unless, you enjoy a fortified bond with a War Badger,” stated Badgelor, proudly.
Badgelor had been correct in the Fecking Puma Forest.  I thought Improved Companion Bond would only stymie the blood flow and cause the nubby wounds to close sooner.  Apparently, it would also regenerate the missing fingers.
I have got to stop making assumptions here.
Improved Companion Bond granted a boon, depending on your animal companion.   Badgelor was a War Badger, so I’d gotten Badger Health.  That gave me access to an Overhealing pool.   
“And Overhealing is...?” I asked, looking down at the happy badger.  
“It's great, is what it is!” exclaimed Badgelor, cutting off Shart, as he tried to interject.   “As long as one of us is at full health, we can bank hit points.  Then, we spend them to heal injuries as they happen.  Now that our bond is stronger, we have a shared Overhealing pool.  If we spend enough points, badgers can restore most wound types.  Restoring a Dismembering Injury is the most expensive, though.”
“One hundred to one, to be precise,” stated Shart, finally managing to get a word in.   “You have to convert one hundred points of Overhealing to restore a single point of Health to a Dismembering Injury.  Because Dismembering Injuries are so expensive, they take a very long time to recover from.  
“Plus, storing Overhealing isn’t 1:1, right?” I asked .  I’d noticed that it took me 2 hit points’ worth of Regeneration to store a single point of Overhealing, and I could only do that when I was at full health to begin with.  
After doing some quick math, I thought I would be recovering 1.7 points towards my fingers, per day.  That was assuming that either Badgelor or myself stayed uninjured to bank them, and I took no new injuries.  I was looking at 2 months of healing to fully restore my fingers. 
Honestly, how likely is it that I won’t be injured again, though.
I watched the tiny Overheal bar flash into existence.  It vanished just as quickly, as that healing was applied to my missing fingers.  
We stopped just outside the forest to collect ourselves.  Badgelor was shuffling to my right, my weakened side, due to the missing digits.  He tended to unconsciously move towards the best spot to defend me.  He settled down and peered apprehensively into the forest.  Shart lodged himself more firmly into my shoulder, his claws digging in.  
I drew a shortsword experimentally.  Losing my fingers had really been the last straw in the forest.  After that fight, I’d had almost no hit points and was seriously concerned that my blade was going to break.  I’d been fighting with just my left hand, which worked almost as well.  I thanked the gods that I had taken Duel Welding at level 2.   
After waving the sword around for a bit, I decided that sword play with that hand was going to be dicey.
“Problems?” asked Shart, unperturbed by my rapid slashing.  
“I can’t hold a sword properly in my right hand,” I stated.  I hadn’t grabbed a shield while we were in town, and I regretted it now.  That said, my other shield had been next to worthless against the fecking pumas, so, it wasn’t a huge oversight.
Scanning the area around me before continuing, I spotted Shart out of the corner of my eye… doing something.  Please, don’t be masturbating. Please, don’t be masturbating.
“Shart, what are you doing?” I said, trying to block him from my field of vision.  It was tricky, considering he was on my shoulder.  It was when I saw the large rod growing out of his waist that I slapped him off.
“The fuck?” cried the demon, as he landed in a heap on the ground.  There was a small skulled rod poking out of his… belly button.  His belly button?   “I’m trying to help, you daft dolt.”
“Is that the goblin’s staff?” I asked, as Shart continued pulling.  The baseball bat sized rod came free from his body with a sickening plop.  With Shart only being the size of a basketball, that wasn’t just impressive; it was physically impossible.
“I’m full of extradimensional space,” he announced proudly, like that was something people went around boasting about.   “I made an opening through my belly button.”  This was far from the weirdest thing I’d heard since I got here, but still.
“So…,” I started, before trailing off.  This required gathering my thoughts.   “Okay, two things: why didn’t you give me the staff sooner, and how do you do that, in the first place?”
“Look, I’ve been trying to fix the extradimensional pocket for days now.  I put the rod in there, and it kind of broke.  I couldn’t get anything out.  Goblin magic was sort of oozing out of it,” stated the demon.  “I just fixed it to the point that you could reach in without losing an arm.  You seem fond of your extremities.”
I had no reference point as to how difficult maintaining extradimensional spaces were, so I couldn’t argue the point.  I decided to ask another question.  “Why did you spend all that effort, if it's so hard?”
“Well,” stated Shart, “I was getting bored with my palace and decided that it might be useful to be able to store things.  You are always walking everywhere with that giant pack.  I just figured “What the heck’ and made a storage space.”
“That’s accessible through your belly button?” I asked.
“I had to put the opening somewhere, and I already had a hole there,” he stated. I shuttered, considering the alternatives.
“And you’re full of extradimensional space?” I asked.
“Yes, my insides are entirely extradimensional space.  My belly button is where I set up an inventory control,” replied the demon.  I decided to drop it for now.  My weirdness threshold had officially been met for the day.
“Is there anything to eat in there?” called Badgelor, as he walked over to Shart.  Before the demon had a chance to protest, Badgelor shoved his head, all the way up to his shoulders, into the demon’s belly button.   As Shart lost his balance and tilted backward, Badgelor vanished into the extradimensional space.  A disturbing slurping sound accompanied the disappearance of his paws. 
“Can he get out on his own?” I asked, after a moment of stunned silence.
“Probably not,” replied Shart.  “And he’s biting my insides.  Get him out.”
“So, what?  Do I just reach in there?” I asked, sighing.
“Pretty much.”
Thus, I discovered the joy of penetrating a demon.  An inventory prompt appeared.
	You have access to Shart’s inventory (limited).  Contents: Badgelor, goblin skeleton, 204 assorted pebbles, book: My Inner Shart, barrel (condition destroyed)





I selected Badgelor, and, suddenly, my hand found the nape of his neck.  Pulling, the badger’s head soon popped out of the demon’s belly button.  One quick tug later, Badgelor was free.
“There was nothing to eat in there,” Badgelor grumbled.  He twitched once and stomped off.
“Odd,” stated Shart.   “That place is an extradimensional horror show.  Most mortal minds reel, if exposed to it.”
Badgelor had found a nice rock and spent the next several seconds repeatedly slamming his head into it.
“So, I shouldn’t stick my head in there.” I stated.
“That would be something to avoid, at all costs,” replied Shart.
Badgelor threw up.  




Chapter 31: Reasonable Precautions

By the time we decided to stop messing around and actually go into the forest, the jovial mood had waned.  We adopted formation, with me on the left, Badgelor on the right, and Shart watching from behind.  By dividing the observation duties into thirds, and with careful preparation, we determined this was the optimum anti-puma formation.
I was wielding my shortsword and the staff, which was just long enough to politely be called a walking stick, if one was generous.  The rest of our equipment had been shoved into Shart’s belly.  Shart was quite happy about his ability to ‘take it all’’.  
“Zone clear,” I stated.
“Zone clear,” called Badgelor, in his small form.  We had determined that his smaller form was better for strategic defense.  If he was large, then two cats would jump us at once.  However, in his small form, only one would jump me.  Then, Badgelor could shift into his larger form and attack.  
“Zone clear,” called Shart.  He watched the rear, making sure that there weren’t any pumas behind us.  He also ensured that we didn’t put our backs against any bushes or other deceptively small things.  Pumas could crouch and hide anywhere.  
“Puma scan?” I asked.  Shart began mumbling.
“I’m running a spell check now,” he replied.   “There is not even a trace of feline.”
I felt my balls sink into my body.  “You have to be getting something.  You at least occasionally got something in the last forest, and now you are using an improved spell.”
“Maybe these can hide better,” stated Badgelor, sniffing loudly.  “I can’t smell any pumas, either.”
My mouth was dry, and my forehead was breaking out in sweat. I was using my Perception skill on everything. “They can’t be this much better at hiding.  We’ll just follow the road for a bit.  Is the escape route safe?”
“All clear,” stated Shart.  “I warded it already.  There is absolutely no activity.” 
We had screwed up the first time.  By the time we’d realized that getting out of the forest was necessary, the pumas had cut us off.  We’d attempted to double back three times, only to be painfully rebuffed each time.  This time it was a clear straight run.  
Suddenly, there was a movement in the bushes to my right.  I pointed my staff at it and sent power up the rod and into the skull.  My Magical Implement skill made the entire process much easier.  I felt Mana being drawn from my own pool, rather than the staff’s.  The icicle that formed in front of the skull had previously been finger sized.  Now, it was the size of my fist.  It rocketed into the bush, leaving frozen leaves in its wake.  A squirrel promptly leapt away.  
“This works much better than I remember,” I stated.
“Yeah, you sure scared the hell out of that poor defenseless squirrel,” Badgelor said, shooting me a dirty look.
“You’re a Mage now,” replied Shart, carefully working his magic. 
I checked my Mana pool.  “That was still more expensive than my other spell.”
“Gee, the spell that makes people fart is inexpensive to cast?  Simply amazing.” stated Shart.
“Why didn’t I have to target this spell?  I have to target my other spell,” I said, as we crept slowly down the road running through the forest.
“Because that spell isn’t targeted,” replied Shart.   “Aimed spells and targeted spells are different.  Most direct combat spells must be aimed, as in pointed, at what you are trying to hit.  A targeted spell has its target declared during the casting and only affects that target.”
“So, Icicle Attack needs to be pointed at what I want to hit,” I stated, “but with Break Wind, I just need to think about the target?”  
“Mostly, You CAN target your Breaking Wind spell,” stated the demon, “But you can just aim it at something, if you want.”
I sheathed my blade, now more confident that the magical staff would be a useful weapon.  I held out my hand in an arcane configuration.  Now that it had been explained to me, I realized I could just cast the spell at whatever I wanted.  
“Hoopie,” I called, and a small wave of magic flew into a nearby bush.  Nothing happened.  I repeated the process on a different bush.  There was a tiny sound, like if a stone had been tossed into a pond.
“Squirrel,” stated Badgelor, who was quickly becoming my resident fart detector.
“Have you ever smelled puma farts before?” I asked.
“No, but if I don’t recognize it, we can treat it like a threat,” he replied sagely.  
Stinkdar, as I started calling it, became a thing.  I’d cast Break Wind at anything that we had a question about or that made a noise.  Either nothing happened, or some small animal farted.  It made us braver.  With all our spells and checks, we knew that there weren’t any pumas around.  Eventually, the lack of hellcats started grating on everyone’s nerves.  We had been assured of a puma problem and sent to handle it.  We couldn’t very well do that, if we couldn’t find them.
“Nothing?” I asked Shart, again.
“I said nothing,” replied the demon.  “I’m blowing through Mana like water in a desert, and I don’t see any fecking pumas!”
“We should have been hit by now,” stated Badgelor, as he continued scanning the area.  
“Hoopie,” I announced, gesturing toward another bush.  What followed was a much louder noise than we had been hearing.  Badgelor twisted his head in that direction, a look of confusion on his face.
“Excuse me,” came a man’s voice, as he stood up from the bushes.  He was wearing poor quality leather armor and carrying a longsword, also of poor quality.  He’d obviously been hiding there for some time, and he looked positively happy to see us.
“It's so good to see you.”




Chapter 32: Calex’s Bad Day

I stared at the man for a moment, only recalling that I had Lore after the incredulity of the situation subsided.  We were in a forest filled with fecking pumas and he was chilling in a bush?
	Calex: Bandit (Level 6)


	Hit Points: 80/80


	Stamina: 90/90


	Mana: 20/20


	Perks: Ambush, Slash and Grab





	A bandit is a lowly person who takes others’ gains for themselves.  Poorly thought of in all but the most romanticized circles, bandits make their living on the suffering of others.  





“Doesn’t this idiot know that there are puma’s around?” whispered Badgelor.
“Movement behind us,” stated Shart, and I tensed.  This idiot’s distraction had given the cats time to sneak up on us.  “Oh wait, it's just more bandits,” the demon sighed.  “Nothing to worry about.”
“Aren’t you afraid of the pumas?” I asked.
“Pumas,” he chuckled, “No, I get along just fine with the pumas.  Now, about your money.”
“He gets along with the pumas?” gasped Badgelor.  “I didn’t see that he had any Animal Whisper skills, but he must somehow know their secrets.”
“How do you manage that?” I asked.  I knew bullshit when I heard it.  Fecking pumas were murder machines.  They didn’t get along with anyone.  My hand slowly reached for my shortsword.  
“Tut tut tut,” he said, and, suddenly, an arrow whizzed past me from behind.  It would have hit me, too, if I hadn’t dodged at the last minute.
“They missed.  Still no pumas,” stated Shart, looking around.  “I don’t see any pumas anywhere.”
While I could understand firing into a bush as a puma check, the second bandit would have hit me, if I hadn’t been able to Dodge.  He must not be very good at aiming a bow.  However, that was secondary.  I needed to know more about this claim that Calex got along with the fecking pumas.  “Go on.  Tell me about this friendly relationship you have with the pumas.”
His eyes went wide for a moment.  Another bandit came from my left and joined the one behind me, bringing the total of bandits to three.  They were shielding us from the pumas, it seemed. Maybe I wasn’t following something here; maybe they were on good terms with the ferocious felines.
“Uh, Dum Dum,” Shart said, as he moved closer to me.  The bandits all appeared to be moving closer together, boxing us in.    
“Wait,” I said, “Are you trying to rob us?”
“Dense, aren’t you?” Calex replied.  
“But the pumas?” I asked, and the bandits all shared a laugh.
“We are the Pumas.  We are all part of the Puma gang,” stated Calex.
“So, you aren’t cats?” I questioned.  
“You…,” Calex trailed off, overcome with another bout of laughter.  “When you said pumas, you meant the actual cats.  Everybody knows there aren’t cats in this forest.”  He nearly doubled over, wiping tears from his eyes.  
“Oh.” I said, because, honestly, what else was there to say in the face of such a massive cluster of a misunderstanding. “Just to be clear, the three of you are trying to rob us, though?”
“Yes, your money or your life,” replied Calex, turning serious.  He edged closer to us.
“Oh, okay,” I said.  “Badgelor, you want this?”  
“I guess,” replied the badger, expanding to his much larger size, much to the bandits’ chagrin.  At least, I thought they were reacting to the sudden magical expansion of the badger.  I was, once again, wrong.
“He’s a Beast Master,” called one, nocking his bow.  This didn’t help Calex, who had stupidly walked much too close to me and my animal companion.  Skills trained by fighting fecking pumas were more than adequate for fighting these pumas.  The badger tore out Calex’s belly before he even realized what was happening.
Spinning around, I dodged another arrow, while pointing my staff towards the archer.  I charged and fired a magical bolt that struck him squarely in the chest.  It exploded for 34 points of Damage.  He collapsed to the ground, clutching his now frozen chest, trying to recover.  
The final bandit covered the distance to me in a moment.  He had a longsword, but, by then, I’d drawn out my own blade.  I parried his first slash and riposted, slashing a terrible 18 point wound into his side.  As he pulled back, I executed a Hack and Slash, my new Duelist maneuver.  I got two more wounds in, for another 39 points of Damage.  
As he staggered backward, blood fountaining in all directions, the effects of the Icicle spell on his companion ended.  He got back to his feet, trying to numbly aim his bow at me.  I was struck by the realization that I was about to kill these idiots.  I’d killed goblins, to be sure, but not people.  I wasn’t sure about people.  
Then, the guy I had just savaged collapsed to the ground.  The fountains of blood stopped.  I stared at his body for a moment too long.  Another arrow was released, striking me in the chest, and causing 13 points of damage.  They are trying to kill me.  They had ambushed me, and they were trying to kill me.  I lifted my staff up and pointed toward the archer’s face, as he attempted to nock another arrow.  
His head exploded.  




Chapter 33: Coming to Grips

“I just killed two people,” I said.  It had become a mantra, running through my mind and out of my mouth.  
“Lucky,” stated Badgelor, “I only got one.”
“Not lucky, you murderous little toad,” I screamed.  “I don’t want to kill anyone.  I don’t even like killing goblins.  I really don’t like killing people.”
I collapsed and put my head in my hands.  There were bits of the archer still on me, from the skull blowing up.  He had been trying to kill me, but I could have done something else.  I should have done something else.  I should have run.  They wouldn’t have been able to catch me.  
With great power comes great responsibility.
Shart stayed quiet, but Badgelor sniffed the air.  He shrank into his small form and walked further off the path for a bit.  
“Well, they certainly seem to enjoy it,” stated Badgelor, after about 15 years of quiet.  
Shart and I joined him behind a large, overgrown shrub.  There was enough room for all of us to crouch without the chance of being discovered.  We saw a makeshift camp, though it appeared abandoned.  There was still evidence of burned logs for fires, and marks in the ground from tent stakes.  However, there were no tents, and no people.  
Badgelor nudged me toward a hole he had discovered.  As I approached, I realized that it was a shallow grave.  Four people, refugees by the looks of it, had been gutted and tossed unceremoniously inside
“These bandits aren’t innocent people, Jim,” said Shart.  “They’re murderers.”




Chapter 34: Unfortunate Career Choices

As they were hiding near the roads, the members of the Puma gang were easy to find.  Badgelor ranged forward in his smaller form; no one would look twice at a badger, so he could get very close to investigate.  When he found targets, then I’d close.
Having only one good hand limited my options, somewhat.  I had a bow, but I couldn’t nock or draw it with full strength.  Magic Shot wasn’t a good choice, either.  Sure, it formed a bluish white, glowing, arcane missile that exploded into motes of power.  However, it also left a trail that led right back to the shooter.  It was a miserable stealth weapon.  I also had a magical staff, but it had very nearly the same problem as Magic Shot.  In short, all my magical attacks seemed poorly suited to stealthy maneuvers.
Unless, I wanted to make them fart uncontrollably.
I was left with a more direct approach.  I would have felt horrible about our madcap slice and dice attacks, except for one thing.  One thing kept me from feeling too terribly guilty about the carnage we were inflicting.  
Before we left the bandits’ old camp, we had decided to give the four refugee victims a proper burial.  Badgelor had insisted that it wouldn’t take him long to dig separate, deeper graves for all four.  We could lay the bodies in, respectfully, and cover them.  We could even leave small markers, on the off chance that anyone would care enough to intern them elsewhere, later.  As Badgelor began digging the holes, he discovered a problem.
Nowhere that he dug was free.  There were dead bodies buried everywhere, all in varying stages of decay.  Badgelor would dig, only to be greeted by a rotting foot.  He would move and dig again.  There, he would unearth the wrinkled hand of an elderly person, infested by maggots.  Then, toward the center of camp, Badgelor discovered the special section.  He made an odd, grunting sound and quickly tried to cover his findings before I saw.  I did see, though.  I saw a tiny foot, far smaller than my hand.  He tried a different spot, only to discover an older child.  This one had a hand that was half the size of mine.  
We decided to give up.  Badgelor didn’t want to keep up his morbid task, and I didn’t blame him.  We made sure all the bodies he had accidentally disturbed were fully covered, threw as much spare dirt as we could find on the four newly deceased refugees, and got the hell out of there.
“Do you think the reason they left that camp was because they ran out of room to store their victims?” Badgelor had asked.
“Who knows?” I’d responded.  “Let’s just make sure that is the last camp they fill up.”
So, we had begun our Puma gang hunt.  




Chapter 35: Professional Discussion

It was not until we were between attacks and had some time to kill that I was able to ask Shart some questions.  “Most of these hoodlums have the Bandit profession?” 
“Yes,” replied the demon.   “I assume you are wondering why they have so many hit points.  You would have discovered, by now, that they have far more than any other professioned people you have encountered?”
I nodded, and Shart continued, “Their Bandit profession has several perks that raise their hit point totals.  Typically, they gain extra hit points whenever they receive enhanced combat abilities.”
“So, they are level 6 bandits?” I asked.
“Technically,” replied Shart, rolling the word for a moment.   “It's a bit more complicated than that, though.  Professed people are just professed people.  They don’t really get levels like a classed character does.  Even if you were only a Woodsman, you’d be a level 7 Woodsman.  Badgelor is a companion, so, his level is equal to your own.”
“That makes sense,” I thought, as Badgelor signaled toward a fresh group of bandits.  It appeared that no one had trained their Perception skill enough, and I had Shadow Meld.  Consequently, I was really hard to spot, even though I was only about 15 feet from the nearest one.
“So, most creatures aren’t really ‘leveled’ like that.  A wolf is born and, when it hits maturity, it's level can be 2-3, in the valley.  Elsewhere, it can be higher, but the animal didn’t really have to do anything to get to that level.  That level is basically what the <system> thinks the danger level of that creature is.  A 2nd or 3rd level adventurer should be able to kill it, no problem.”
“Meaning, this guy doesn’t have a bunch of bandit levels?” I asked, looking at the level 6 bandit in front of me.
“No,” replied Shart.  “He’s got several ranks of skills in the Bandit profession, as well as the suggested perks.  The <system> has decided that a level 6 Adventurer can probably take him.”
“Interesting,” I thought in reply, tossing an acorn into a nearby bush.  The man turned to face the bush.  He was not overly alarmed, though.  This wasn’t a particularly quiet forest, as it was filled with animals.  Not being alarmed was going to be his last mistake. 
I slipped out of my cover, crossed the few feet to him, and drove my dagger into his heart.  All of this was done quickly, from behind.  The bandit never saw me coming.  He took over 60 points of Damage from my dagger, that did 8-11 points of damage. Damage was strange here. 
	Dagger Damage 8-11 (1-4 Base + 3 Dexterity + 4 Skill), Durability 30/30, Fast





First, this wasn’t Dungeons & Dragons.  I didn’t roll Damage; Damage was entirely dependent on weapon placement.  So, when I found the spot in his armor that gave me access to the heart, I jammed the weapon home.  I achieved the full 11 points of Damage with little difficulty.
Second, Base Damage could be increased if you were attacking a vital spot, such as the heart.  Vital targeting increased Damage by a factor of 3 for a ‘heartstrike’.  Head wounds were even more lethal, but the skull reduced the Damage, somewhat.  I’d rather have more points at a lower multiplier.  Finally, I had executed a sneak attack, augmented with my levels in Rogue.  That had doubled the newly increased Base Damage.  I’d hit for 66 points of Damage, and he’d only had 60 hit points.  
He was wearing armor.  However, I had the Puncture subskill, which applied to all my dagger attacks.  That reduced his base armor by 3, at my current skill level; my sneak attack doubled that to 6.  He was only wearing armor with defensive value of 5, so it was completely negated.  If he’d had a higher Endurance, it would have further increased his defensive value.  Too bad he didn’t.  
I tossed his body into the nearby bush and moved a bit further down, to the next target.  He was sitting with his back against a tree.  I couldn’t get behind him, and he had his arms crossed at his chest.  Striking his heart was not an option.  There were other places on the body one could strike, however.  
I gestured to Badgelor, who started running between the bushes.  The bandit looked up at the commotion but was otherwise uninterested in the badger.  I moved like a ninja.  I was next to him in an instant and used my shortsword to slit his throat.  
The shortsword had a higher Base Damage, despite it getting a lower vital strike modifier.  My base attack on a shortsword was nearly double that of my daggers, due to my higher skill with swords, as well as my Sword Master perk. Thus, it did more than enough Damage to kill the man. 
With both backup bandits killed, we started moving towards the two alert bandits.  They were both watching the road quietly.  Sneaking up on the two of them was going to be a stone cold bitch.  All at once, I realized that I didn’t need to sneak up on them at all.
I stripped the recently deceased bandit of his armor, put the pieces on, and waited.  The leather was vastly superior to my own clothing, and the set fit fairly well. I got a new prompt.
	You have learned about the Disguise skill: You can wear the clothing of others in an attempt to blend in.  Who is that?





The suit was a bit messy, but it was armor.  That, coupled with my existing defenses, gave me a shot at resisting weaker blows entirely.  I used Tracking to see which paths were currently being walked by the guards.  There were several sets of tracks, but I quickly picked up the freshest ones.  We headed after them.
As we approached the duo, Badgelor looked at me.  I pointed first at him and then at one of the bandits, grinning.  He got the message.  Expanding to his War Badger size, he started creeping up on his target.  
My bandit didn’t even look at me as I approached.  Now that I was disguised as one of them, sneaking up would have been awkward, but… then I heard the scream.  Badgelor’s bandit had spotted him and was trying to fend him off.  The bandit I was targeting stood, looking that direction, but not yet willing to leave his post.  
I jogged up next to him with a vague look of concern, but he wasn’t even looking at me.  I was a friendly, so why bother?
“What the ‘ell is going on over…” was all he got out.  I wasn’t a friendly.  It was much easier to stab someone in the back, than it was to actually fight them.  I executed a Duelist Thrust straight into the middle of his back.  His last sight was my blade sticking out of the front of his chest.
The other bandit fared no better.  Badgelor was a tank, in the classical sense of the word.  No weapons that these bandits were armed with were going to threaten him much.  Badgelor’s armor was resistant to Piercing and Slashing Damage; either type did only half its usual amount.  Under his super soft fur, his skin was tough, acting almost like another type of armor.  His Defense was higher than mine.  
If there came a time when I would have to fight the badger, I was going to use my magical staff.   Badgelor wasn’t that quick, especially in his large form.  Outrunning him was always a possibility.  These were things I had to think about.  That badger was vicious. 
Badgelor’s victim was on the ground now, with the 200 pound badger sitting on his chest.  A steady spray of blood and other bits fountained around Badgelor.  His claws, the same ones I had seen cut through stone, tore massive rends in the bandit’s body.  The badger’s head came up, his mouth full of flesh.
Which was the exact moment that an arrow slammed into his furry temple, knocking him to the ground.  




Chapter 36: Melphius

I spun around, looking for the shooter.  Even as I did, I saw the wolf barrel past me.  It had entirely ignored me, instead focusing on getting ahold of Badgelor.  Surely, the wolf was hoping to get the badger before he had a chance to recover from his head injury.  
The Hunter followed him, bow raised.  A second arrow was ready for firing.  Given Badgelor’s resistances, I didn’t understand what had happened.  I quickly used Lore.  
	Melphius: Hunter Level 9


	HP: 120/120


	Stamina: 140/140


	Mana: 20/20


	Marksman: Rank 5


	Perks: Nature Walk, Woodsman’s Lore, Arrow Mastery





He was a Hunter?  How had I missed him?  It must have been due to Nature Walk.  I remembered glancing at that Perk.  It was a version of Shadow Walk that worked in the woods.  I hadn’t seen a reason to take it.  Arrow Mastery let you make some special arrows and granted a higher chance of recovering arrows.  
An archer vs Badgelor was a losing proposition.  I glanced at the badger’s Health.  It had dropped over 30 points, which was highly concerning.  I flipped to my combat log, which because he was my animal companion, also displayed Badgelor.
	Badgelor has been hit but Forceful Shot: Bludgeoning Arrow.  Base Damage for vital shot:  skull is 36 (18 damage minus 6 defense) X2, for Vital Shot, X1.5, for Unexpected Attack from Blindspot.  





Arrow Mastery let you craft specialty arrows.  That would be incredibly useful, if you were an archer.  Badgelor’s resistance to Piercing damage would have reduced that damage down to almost nothing and ignored the vital strike component.  It would have made a 36 point attack do 5 points. Regrettably, the Bludgeoning Arrow overcame the badger’s Piercing Resistance, cause him to take the full hit to his Health.
The wolf was almost an afterthought.  Badgelor could have easily handled him, had the wolf been playing fair.  It had already started moving to keep Badgelor away from the Hunter, as well as expose the badger’s vital spots to his tender wolf mercies.  That just wouldn’t do.
I pivoted around, and the Hunter got a good look at me for the first time.
“You aren’t one of my men,” he stated.  He quickly took in the sights of my bloody weapon, the absence of the other bandits, and me wearing one of their sets of armor, all at once.  I didn’t give him time to formulate any sort of theory as to what happened.
“Feck, he’s on to us!” shouted Shart.  The demon lunged into the air and flew to a nearby tree.  He bravely hid in the foliage, his eyes peering out from amongst the leaves.
“Traitor,” I called.
“You got this!  I believe in you,” the tiny dipshit yelled back.
I charged at the hunter, even as he started moving away from me.  He brought up his bow and released another forceful, blunted arrow.  This time, he was aiming at me.  He couldn’t target anything vital, but, at this range, the cost of Dodge was astronomical.  I opted to take the shot.
Power Shot knocks the target backward, unless you can resist the shot.  My own defenses were nothing to sneeze at, though.  When coupled with my own perk choices, I was able to shrug off most of the effects.  The shot did cause me to stumble, slightly, allowing the Hunter to move a step or two ahead of me.
He was fast, but not faster than I was.  Still, charging an experienced archer, with multiple shots designed to keep you away from him, was not a winning battle.  I had to fight him at range, while Badgelor dealt with the wolf.  I reached for the staff but stopped.  The hunter had to assume that I was some sort of Woodsman.  If I grabbed the magical staff, he’d know that I wasn’t.  At bare minimum, it would be suspicious as hell.  
The fact that I’d never actually fought in a pitched battle with the magical staff before was the cincher.  Relying on my ambidextrous ability, I got out my bow and readied it.  I spared a moment to silently curse the missing fingers on my right hand.  Finally, I drew back and fired.  I instantly recognized a difference in strength, as the arrow released from the bow.  
Several things became quickly apparent, as he dodged and returned fire.  He was better at shooting while moving than I was, and he had more shot types than I did.  I had Magic Shot, which didn’t require the use of my missing fingers.  I also knew Power Shot, which I couldn’t use because I couldn’t hold the bow right.  He had those, plus Multi Shot and Fire Shot.
Three arrows raced towards me, each capable of striking vital parts.  I dove for cover, spoiling my own next shot and watching my Stamina deplete.  Dodging volleys was always harder than Dodging singles.  Looking about, I found a large hunk of wood that covered most of my chest.  Desperately deciding that it might work as a makeshift shield, I started rushing towards the Hunter.
His response was well considered, unfortunately.  He tried a repeat of his first strike, firing 3 more arrows at me.  I was able to catch them with the shield.  One arrow snapped in half, and the other two burned themselves into the wood.  Then, he quickly brought up another arrow, which caught fire, and loosed it.  
This arrow sank deeper into the shield; its point just sticking through the back side of the wood.  My shield’s Durability had dropped by half, mainly due to its improvised nature.  Cursing, I continued forward.  Quite suddenly, the entire chunk of wood I was holding burst into flames, singing my arm.  As I threw it away, the hunter caught me again with a Power Shot.  I took it straight in the chest, as it lifted me off my feet and sent my flying backwards.
	You have been struck by “Power Shot III” for 19 points of Damage.  Mitigate has reduced the bleeding status to 3 seconds at 2 hp/s.  The stun effect has been reduced by 75%, due to your perks and attributes, to .75 seconds.  





I rolled to the side and sat up.  Shit, that hurt.   I glared over at my adversary, only to see the look of horror on his face.  His hand snapped back to his quiver, before he sharply whistled to his wolf.  An instant later, he had a small pack in his hand.  I staggered to my feet, right before he threw it at me.  
The thrown projectile was quite a bit easier to dodge than an arrow.  When the Dodge skill activated, I moved just a finger’s width outside of the object’s trajectory.  Unfortunately, I’d never encountered a Tanglefoot Bag before.  
	Tanglefoot Bag:  Damage 0, Durability 3/3, Thrown, Alchemical, Proximity Detonation, Entangling





The bag was about the size of a beanbag, and I was shocked when it suddenly exploded. Rootlike tentacles shot out in all directions, some clinging stickily to my side.  I moved to swat them away and instantly regretted that decision.  My hand stuck to the roots, just like everything else.  Amazingly, it seemed to be gaining mass.  I realized that it had actually stuck to the ground, as well as my legs.  I was promptly overcome by the tentacles and collapsed in a heap.  
For an instant, I thought I was doomed.  I was stuck, unable to move, with the Hunter still nearby.  I tried to draw Mana out of the tentacle mound with my Counterspell skill but was unsuccessful.   The roots weren’t magical, in that sense.  After another few moments, the sticky roots hardened.  Two powerful blows with my free arm broke my other arm free.  A few moments later, I’d broken my legs free, as well.  
Getting back to my feet, I saw the wolf retreating from Badgelor.  I guessed that the hunter had decided to flee, rather than continue to engage me.  With his head start, it wasn’t worth chasing him down.  
“Scared him off,” I cried, to Badgelor.
“I know I did,” replied the badger.
I grinned, turning to face Shart.  He had once again returned to take up space on my torso.  After the fecking pumas, it felt good to be on the right side of the terror equation, again.  Then, I noticed that the demon appeared to be gazing at something in the distance.  I followed the stare of his cold, black, soulless eyes to a tiny pinprick of light.
All of a sudden, a bright green, glowing light flew through the sky, followed an instant later by a second one.  They looked sort of like fireworks, or perhaps flares.  The kind of flares you use when you are trying to signal someone.  Oh.  Of fucking course.  He was using Fire Shot to signal his allies.  
“The bandit camp is stirring,” stated Shart.  He was using one of his other detection spells to monitor for the outlaws, now. 
“Glorious.”




Chapter 37: And Everything Was Going So Well

Once again, I was being chased by pumas.  This time, at least, they were of the human variety.  These were far less terrifying than the feline variety.  I could do this.  
“You could have chased down the wolf,” I stated, leaping a rock.  I cleared it by a good foot, as we continued dashing through the forest. 
“No, I really couldn’t have,” cried the badger.  “I’m built for toughness, not speed!”
“His legs are very short,” replied Shart, grabbing his horns like a hat.  I had just smashed through a branch, and the demon’s horns got caught, nearly causing him to be knocked off my shoulder.  
“Shut it, you overripe wart,” growled Badgelor.  He had shrunk down into his travel sized form, and the little bugger was riding me, again, just like Shart.  While the badger’s War Form was an impressive specimen for fighting, it was really ill-suited for long range travel.  It was certainly a hindrance when moving at any speed faster than ‘badger’.  
“We need to keep moving,” I stated, checking my map for an exit.  Going back the way we came was an option, but I wasn’t that bright; we kept going forwards.  The Northern Forest wasn’t that large, so I didn’t think it would take that long to quickly sprint through.  
What I hadn’t calculated on was the placement of the bandit’s new camp.  It was off the road and fairly deep into the forest.  Unfortunately, the road took a sharp turn to avoid a marsh.  This left the camp in a good position to cut us off from the front and the back.  I could have managed even that, maybe.  However, they also had another guard post by a bridge on the road.  I was forced to detour even deeper into the forest to bypass the bridge.  This let the bandits get uncomfortably close to me.  
Their first sighting of me was five minutes later, as I was cutting through a stand of trees.  An arrow whizzed past my head moments later.  I was able to activate dodge at the last moment.  A bandit was sitting up in an old deer blind, and he should have had me dead to rights.  
As it was, he only struck Shart.  No harm, no foul.  
“My eye,” called the demon, as I rushed behind cover.  A quick glance showed that the arrow was buried down to its feathers in the poor demon’s eyeball.  
“That looks uncomfortable,” I stated, drawing my shortsword.  I heard movement in the bushes ahead of us.
Suddenly, a bandit stood in my path, his shortsword and shield at the ready.  He leaned back, bracing his shield for the impact that he was certain I was about to make.  His error was that he took his eyes off the prize.  
I dropped down and slid toward him, underneath his shield.  My foot caught his shin, knocking him down on top of my shortsword.  One moment, he was sure that he’d be able to hold me.  The next, he was a corpse, and I was back on my feet, running.  
“You lost your shortsword,” stated Badgelor.
“I know,” I replied.  I had to come up with a method of fighting that didn’t involve me constantly losing weapons.  I considered taking the time to grab it, but the archer was still in the tree.  I was positive he would enjoy me giving him time to line up another shot.  After barely dodging the next arrow, I decided that I’d just find a new shortsword.  
We continued down a creek in the woods, still angling toward the north east.  We had to be nearing the road that led toward the Western Gate Fortress.  The ground was rocky and the water was moving fast enough to wash away the mud and blood that caked our feet.  Luckily, it was also shallow enough that I could run through it, like a poorly constructed sidewalk.  The fact that I almost never lost my balance and could clear a nearly 15 foot horizontal leap were just bonuses, as far as I was concerned.  
“I don’t know if we can sneak by,” called Shart, going through his map.   I had a minimap, as well, so Shart hadn’t bothered to show me where any bandits were located.  
“Go through,” called Badgelor.  “Crush those bandits!”
Both of my ‘pets’ were different sides of a murderous coin.  Shart was all about sneaking and killing; Badgelor was all about directly confronting and killing.  It was not useful most of the time.  I was hoping to break through quickly enough to not have to deal with most of the bandits.  
I ignored both of them.  I deemed it better to get through without killing anyone else.  We could bide our time, pick up reinforcements, let them calm down, and then come back to administer an ass whooping.  A small part of my brain reminded me that I’d been very upset at the thought of killing these bandits, less than an hour ago.  A larger part of me remembered the smashed head of a young woman, thrown into a shallow grave.  
Suddenly, I heard the sound of falling water.  The creek had been getting progressively rougher, as we came closer to the bridge.  Finally, we broke out into the clearing.
“Damn it all,” I said, looking over the small canyon.  It hadn’t looked nearly that deep in my mind.  I could see the bridge to my right, crossing over the chasm.  The covered stone bridge used natural rises to fortify and support itself.  I idly wondered how anyone had managed to get that bridge built, in the first place.
“Magic,” stated Shart, because he could read my mind.  I had absolutely no privacy.  
“That’s quite a bit deeper than I had hoped,” continued the demon, looking down.  The creek petered out along the canyon wall.  Had it been water below, I might have tried to jump.  Instead, the very distant rocks in the canyon bed glinted up.  Even from this distance, they looked very sharp.
“Must be at least 30 logs,” stated Badgelor.  
“Logs are measurements?” I asked.
“Yeah,” replied the badger.  “Three feet to a log.”
“That’s a yard,” I replied.
“Yards are much larger than that,” stated Shart, shaking his head.
“Maybe Earth yards are really small?” stated Badgelor, shrugging.  
“It is a silly place,” replied the demon, sagely.
“I hate you both.  How much longer is this canyon?” I asked, already dreading the answer.  I could see quite a ways with my enhanced vision, and the canyon seemed to go on forever.  
“About two days,” replied Shart.  “It could be a bit shorter, if we run the whole way.  Perhaps, because we are being chased by something or someone.  The forest ends on the other side of the canyon.”  
I glanced at my map and realized he was right.  I also realized something else.  If we got to the other side of the canyon, we could make it back to the Western Fortress in less than a day.  
“That settles it,” I stated.  I started heading towards the bridge.  




Chapter 38: Bashara

I snuck towards the bridgehead.  I was dearly hoping that, with my earlier speed, we had gotten far enough ahead of the other bandits to make crossing possible.  Moving silently through the brush was something that a Woodsman were easily capable of.  I quickly got to the side of the road but was stopped short by something unexpected.
“Those are Narwal guards,” I whispered.
“Well, they’re showing up on my scans as bandits,” stated Shart.
“Are they showing up as bandits or showing up as humans?  Do I show up as a bandit?” I asked the demon.
He paused for a long moment.  “They may not be bandits.”
“We could just walk through really fast, pay the toll, and head back to the fortress,” I said.  Even as I said it, though, something felt wrong.  The guards shouldn’t have been here with all those bandits about.  
Then again, the refugees were getting killed quite a bit deeper in the forest.  These guards probably didn’t even know that attacks were taking place.  That made quite a bit more sense than I thought it should.  I tried to think about other possibilities, but nothing came to mind. 
They were obviously guards and nothing more than that.  I could trust them!
Stepping out from behind my cover, I started walking towards the Narwal guards.  They were all watching the forest, a wise precaution, and one gestured for me to come closer.  I activated Lore on him.
	Bashara: ???? Level 7


	HP: 90/90


	Stamina: 30/30


	Mana: 120/120


	Skill: Guarding Novice


	Skill: Guarding Novice


	Skill: Guarding Novice





That was odd.  Lore didn’t usually screw up the class like that.  Still, the fact that he was a guard was obvious.  Bashara looked just like you’d expect a guard to.  He was tall and broad shouldered, with a no nonsense expression on his bearded face. 
“Who goes there?” he stated, in a deep baritone.
“I am Jim,” I said.
“Well, that’s different,” stated Bashara, eyes opening slightly.  “What are you doing here?”
“I was going through the forest,” I began, truthfully, because one should always be truthful to guards, “But, then, I ran into some bandits.”
“Hmm,” nodded Bashara, “I’ve heard there might be a few bandits in the forest.”  One of the other guards smiled.  
“Yes, they are from the Puma gang,” I stated.
“Those bandits are particularly tough and clever,” smiled Bashara.  “You’re actually the first person to get this far through them from Narwal.”
“I don’t think they are that tough.  I killed six of them going through the forest,” I replied.  Bashara’s eyes widened.  The two guards that had been walking around me stepped back a pace.
“Six bandits,” stated Bashara, his voice going funny.  It sounded like he was suddenly speaking in a much higher pitch.  The now slightly feminine voice was totally at odds with his manly appearance.  I used Lore again.
	Bashara: Wizard Level 7


	HP: 90/90


	Stamina: 30/30


	Mana: 120/120


	Skill: Illusions Initiate


	Skill: Guarding Novice


	Skill: Other Guarding Stuff Novice


	Gender: Female





“Crap,” I said.  That didn’t add up at all.  He was a she, and she wasn’t a guard.  
“Indeed,” replied Bashara, as the illusion exploded off her.  She raised her hands, while speaking a word of power.  With no further warning, two bands of energy sprung out at me, wrapping me at the shoulders and knees.  Electricity coursed through my body, causing my limbs to spasm.  
	You are under the effects of the spell Lightning Lasso.  You are suffering 4 Damage per second.  You are shocked and entangled.  Spell is being maintained.  





“Get the maul,” she called to her lackeys, brushing a strand of bright red hair off her face.  The largest guard went off to fetch the weapon.  With the illusion gone, I saw that she was a much shorter woman, with a scar running down one cheek.  She was wearing the traditional casting cloth armor, a sort of hybrid between a robe and a noblewoman’s dress.  She’d have been pretty, if not for the sneer.  It made her look positively wicked and ugly.  
“When he gets good and cooked, smash his skull in with the maul,” she ordered.  “There is no sense in taking risks.”
Glancing at the maul, I saw that it was a clumsy looking weapon.  The shaft was thick wood, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, the hammer portion was actually a chiseled rock.  It wouldn’t conduct electricity.  They would be free to bash my skull in until it splintered open and allowed my brain to ooze all over the ground.  Why they had it was anyone’s guess.  She did look like a sadistic kind of gal, though.
“Do something,” groaned Shart, through gritted teeth.  He was still on my shoulder, stuck there via a method that I tried not to consider.  He was also getting electrocuted. I briefly considered using him as a helmet, but I couldn’t get my shoulder to move toward my head.
Focusing on her, I saw that Bashara’s Mana was being depleted by her working of magic.  Not enough to cause her any immediate concern, but enough that she couldn’t keep this up forever.  That was probably why she was going to have them hammer me to death.
I reached out for the spell thread that let me activate my Counterspell skill.  I had failed on the Tanglefoot Bag, but this was far more obviously a spell.  Even though the spell was actively on me, it took me several seconds to find it.  When I did, the thread was harder to grab than I would have thought possible.  It was only my experience, from wrestling with Shart, that allowed me to get a good grip and begin working my own Mana into it.
Countering this ‘maintained’ spell was more difficult than anything I’d done previously.  I’d used a similar process on the Weird Sisters before, and it wasn’t nearly this hard.  I could still feel the flow of her magic down the thread, as I tried the simple tactic of throwing my own magic back at her.  
Her eyes went wide.  “Kill him now!  He’s breaking free!” she shrieked.  She suddenly cut off her own flow of magic to the spell.  This caused the two magical rings to start sparking everywhere, burning me even worse, as they started to dissipate.  
Two of the guards - no, bandits - were still leery of the task.  Electrical sparks were liberally spraying from me.  One stepped slightly closer, only to take a shock down his arm.  He involuntarily dropped his sword, as the illusion on him peeled away.  He was now, very noticeably, just another bandit.  
None of this stopped the massive bandit with the maul.  His illusion had collapsed when he’d grabbed the weapon, perhaps because guards didn’t use large wooden mauls.  Stepping forward purposefully, he took aim.  The bands around me both popped in unison.  I was still convulsing as he positioned the maul, preparing to bring it down on my skull.  He wasn’t expecting the badger that abruptly landed on his back.  
Badgelor had crept away from me, transformed into War mode, and proceeded to attack.  The maul went flying, as the man tried desperately to get the enraged badger off his back.  
That left two bandits next to me.  The one, still in his guard image, slashed at me with his sword.  I jerkily dodged the strike, fumbling my own sword out of its sheath.  My body was still twitching badly form the shock.  He tried to press his attack, but, even in my damaged condition, I was able to fend him off for the moment.  
Then his companion joined him, and both started pressing me, slashing in a combination of up and down attacks.  I was forced backwards, where I promptly stumbled over Shart.  He was unable to remain on my shoulder in the commotion that followed the breaking of the electric spell.  Now, he lay in a puddle of his own drool, directly in front of the bandits.  I ever so helpfully kicked him out of their pathway.  The demon went flying, and I was fairly certain that he landed in a bush. 
Bashara was picking herself up off the ground.  I noticed a trail of blood running from her left nostril, as she began reaching into her pack.  
I parried, and executed a Hack and Slash, striking both men with a powerful blow.  They simultaneously began falling back.  Finally, the shocked condition left me.  The three of us started the serious business of cutting each other to ribbons.
One bandit sliced me across the arm, as I thrust back at him.  I managed to carve a chunk out of his armor.  The other rushed in to shoulder check me, but I dodged backward, before executing a Thrust into his companion.  The man, already wounded from my earlier strike, collapsed to the ground, clutching the wound.  I turned to face the remaining bandit, only to be stopped in my tracks.
“Clear,” cried Bashara.  I had barely enough time to turn and look at her.  She performed two odd gestures with her hands, before flicking her fingers at me.  Lighting coursed off them, flashing at me in one thick stream.  I dropped the blade in my left hand and generated a barrier, just as the lighting was about to strike me. 
The spell blasted around me in all directions.  Whatever part of the stream was supposed to hit me got absorbed into the barrier.  Whatever was left fired off at a random direction. It quickly became apparent that the lightning was less effective on the barrier than it should have been, because she ended the spell.  
Meanwhile, I decided that the other bandit’s name must be ‘random direction’, as nearly all the lightning had been redirected to him.  He was currently on the ground, twitching.
“A Mage?” she pondered, quizzically. 
I grinned, grabbing my own magical staff from my side.  Pointing it at her, I cheekily yelled, “Taste my staff!”
Throwing Mana into the staff, I formed a large blue icicle at the end.  Her eyes went from wide to wider, as I released it.  The crystal rocketed towards her at an impossible rate of speed, only to be casually deflected by her own bluish barrier.
“I like ‘em bigger than that,” she said.  Again, she gestured with both hands, before whispering a word of power.  A much larger icicle formed between her palms and started spinning.  I raised my left hand and reformed my barrier.  She smiled. 
I hate it when women smile like that.
	Enhanced Icicle: Water (cold) spell.  Damage 36-64, High Velocity, Enhanced Cold, Barrier Penetration.  Complex Spell.  Verbal Casting can be quieted at double Mana cost.  Cost 18-32 mana.  





“You need to move,” groaned Shart.  He had stumbled out of his bush, wiping slobber from his face.   Moving wasn’t really possible, though.  I was too far from her to attack, and my weapon was lying uselessly on the ground.  I concentrated on my barrier, making it stronger.  
Her icicle spun faster for a moment, and then, seemed to shatter.  The smooth, unsharpened bits of it flew away, leaving only one huge, incredibly sharp icicle.  She released it with a flick of her finger.  It hurtled toward me like a missile.
Where the lightning had more or less bounced off my barrier, the icicle struck it and started spinning.  My barrier held for a moment, and I even considered that I might be alright.  After all, the spell had struck it and stopped.  Then, I realized the horrible truth.  Part of the spell was propelling the icicle forward, twisting it like an auger through the barrier.  Until that energy dissipated, it was going to keep advancing.   
My barrier started to crack, small lines running down it, at first.  Those tiny fissures soon expanded into a spiderweb of cracks.  For a moment, I considered throwing a dagger at Bashara.  As my concentration lapsed for that brief moment, the barrier began wavering.  The tip of the icicle broke through.  
I tried desperately to reinforce the barrier, somehow.  Alas, now that it had been penetrated, it seemed all hope was lost.  The barrier was just outside my fingertips on my left hand.  The icicle was now between my fingers, and the cold radiating off it was painful.  My Iron Will perk was supposed to reduce pain to a manageable level.  Either it didn’t work on magic, or this spell was incredibly painful.  
I wondered how long this had taken, before realizing that the entire process was occurring in mere moments.  Ordinal tended to be fast and loose with time progression in even mundane things.  In this case, I was operating at matrix level time dilation.  Visually, it was cool; mentally, it was the worst kind of horror movie.  
Oh great, it's like another slow motion accident.  
By the time the icicle starting drilling through my glove, I’d come to terms with the fact that it wasn’t going to stop.  My hand was directly in front of my face.  It not stopping was going to be problematic.  I had 310 hit points, less now due to Damage.  I’d recently discovered that significant damage to one’s extremities or face caused injuries well outside the proportions of hit point Damage.  
My hand started to freeze, as the icicle pierced it.  The barrier was glowing green, now.  I realized that I was in danger of losing the hand.  I jerked my head out of the way, when, suddenly, time speed back up.  The icicle, its magic finally expended, flashed out of existence.  My left hand was completely frozen.  It was a solid blue color, and I couldn’t move any of my fingers.  Severe frostbite causes people to lose fingers.  I can’t lose any more fingers!  
“Impressive,” Bashara stated. “Your turn.”
Seriously.  “Shart,” I thought pleadingly, switching to menu time, “Why do I get a turn?”
“What do you mean?” replied the demon.  He appeared in my vision, still stumbling but remaining mostly upright.
“Why doesn’t she just cast another spell at me?  I’m kind of screwed right now.  She could just take me out.”
“I keep forgetting you don’t know any real spells,” stated Shart.  “She just cast two powerful spells in a row.  Each time you cast a spell, the casting cost increases significantly.  Most casters take turns, where one casts and the other blocks.  Then, they switch.  It cuts down on casting costs.”
“You mean that I could just stand here, and she wouldn’t cast anything?” I asked.
“For a bit,” stated Shart.  “She has a debuff on her, for the casting.  It does expire, though, and she can cast again without blowing through as much Mana.  More than likely, she is also thinking that since both your hands are ruined, you probably can’t actually cast anything.”
“Oh, so she’s just being a bitch,” I stated, restoring normal time.  She grinned at me and flipped me off.  
“Basically.” the demon yelled.
Well, that I could handle.  I had the most powerful magic, and the need to use it.  Lifting my right hand, I summoned forth my Mana, converted it into magic, and spoke my own word of power.  Much to her surprise, I could still cast with my right hand, despite its missing digits.  
“You aren’t really going to do this, are you?” Shart asked.  He was making his way over to me with only the barest hint of floundering.
“Hoopie!”
The spell pierced her barrier, turning the now useless boundary a bright blue.  Her expression was a mix of terror and amazement as the spell bypassed her defenses and impacted her.  Her ass exploded in an echoing cacophony of flatulence.
It was literally the loudest fart I’d ever heard.  As someone whose mother-in-law used to regularly drive people from the room with her anal symphonies, I considered myself an expert.  I highly suspected Bashara was the kind of lady who didn’t fart in public; she must have been saving that one up all day.  She blinked several times, as she checked her status log.  It was time to execute the second part of my plan.
Grabbing Shart, amidst his squawking protests, I yelled my battlecry. “Poke-Shart, Go!” Then, I flung the invisible demon straight at her head. Shart only weighed thirty pounds or so; I was more than strong enough to fling him at a pretty good clip.  His cry of “you bastard” slowly faded the further he flew.    
I had hoped that being hit in the face would knock her off balance.  That would have given me a moment to pick up my sword and close.  Actually, I hoped it was possible to hit her at all; despite Shart’s ability to fly, he wasn’t very aerodynamic.  I couldn’t win a spell duel, considering I had only one good hand and didn’t know any good spells.  I was going to have to engage her in combat.  I sincerely hoped that my invisible familiar would give me an advantage.
I hadn’t calculated on hitting the top of her head with Shart’s Belly Button of Holding.  Her head disappeared, completely buried down to the top of her shoulders.  Her body, however, still worked.  She was careening around, her hands furiously pushing on the demon.  The remaining bandit, coincidentally, looked at Bashara just as her head vanished.  Incorrectly assuming that I had some sort of head vanishing spell, he tried to break and run.  
You can’t run away from a homicidal badger.  
I managed to get within arms’ reach of Bashara, just as she had successfully begun pushing Shart off her head. She had freed her mouth and was screaming.  As she continued pushing, her nose popped free.  I felt only slightly bad when I grabbed the demon and pushed him all the way down.  In seconds, only her feet were exposed.  Then, I pushed those in as well.  
“What in the actual hell man?” shrieked Shart.  “I am not to be used as a projectile.”
“You were the only demon for the job,” I stated, calmly.  
Looking back towards the forest, I could already tell that the pursuing bandits were getting close.  The birds were taking flight from their perches, and I swore I heard the beating of hooves on dusty ground.
“Badgelor, quit playing with your food.  We are out of here,” I called out.  He was small and cute again.  At least, he would have been cute, if not for the fact that he was rolling around in his opponents’ entrails, like a dog in a junkyard.  He snorted and walked toward me, dripping the blood and guts of the poor outlaws he had savaged.  
He was going to want to ride on me.




Chapter 39: Durg

With the bandits so close, I didn’t have much time.  
I quickly grabbed the shortswords of the two fallen bandits that I fought, realizing belatedly that one was still alive, though very hurt.  I left him.  I had serious moral compunctions about killing humans, normally.  Killing a stunned, half unconscious man was a step too far, even if it would have been a mercy kill.  
When I’d killed the bandits in the forest, I was mostly high on fury.  I was dealing out retribution for what they’d done to the refugees.  That ire had cooled somewhat, perhaps because my hand was frozen.  It could just as easily have been the fact that we were standing in enough blood and guts to make a horror movie’s props department ecstatic. Badgelor’s victims were particularly gruesome, considering all their insides were on the outside.  
“Badgelor, we’re leaving,” I called out, cutting the final pouch from the last bandit free.  It wasn’t the easiest of tasks to do one-handed, but I had a frozen debuff on my left hand. Moving my fingers was nearly impossible.  I could feel panic creeping in as I tried to maneuver my frozen appendage.  I hadn’t totally come to terms with my missing fingers, yet.  Now, I might have two ruined hands.  I didn’t know how frostbite damage might work on Ordinal.  What I did know was that my fingers were VERY frozen.  I could easily lose them.  I was beginning to experience dizziness and nausea, when, suddenly, the debuff ended.  The color returned to my fingers.  Within moments, I had full movement of my hand again.  It was like a switch had been flipped, granting me total use of at least one hand again.
The bridge was approximately 15 feet wide, large enough for two carts to pass side by side.  On either side was a massive series of wooden trestles, designed to support the bridge both from above and below.  There were three points of contact under the bridge.  The first was nearly 200 logs out.  The second was square in the middle of the bridge.  The last was at the far end of the other side of the bridge.  From my limited understanding of engineering, I didn’t see how it was possible for the bridge to function correctly, even with Shart’s assurance of magic.
	You have learned of the skill Engineering.  You are unskilled.  When you really want to screw up brilliantly, call an engineer.  





I started running over the bridge as fast as my feet could carry me.  My Stamina bar began to decrease.  I had the Sprint skill - everything here had a skill - and, while I hadn’t trained it to lofty heights, it was enough to give a +25% sprint speed.  Coupled with my already significant physical assets, it made me downright Olympic-like in my running.
That didn’t help much when the arrows started launching.
“Three archers,” stated Shart, looking behind us. “And a man on horseback.”
“Crap,” I grunted, as the arrows began falling, “Going serpentine!”
The bridge wasn’t wide enough to zig or zag very far, and it provided absolutely no cover.  The bridge was obviously built to allow a small number of defenders to do exactly what those archers were doing, with an entirely clear line of sight down the entire bridge.  
At the halfway mark, I called to Shart, “Is the horse getting any closer?”
“I don’t think so,” replied Shart.
Sparing a glance backward, I saw why.  That horse was a plow horse.  While it was faster than a normal human, it was built for endurance, not speed.  Also, I had cleared far more distance than I had expected to.  The halfway point of the bridge was nearly 350 logs from the archers.  They had actually stopped shooting, as I was now out of range. 
Glancing at my Stamina bar, I slowed down.  If one of them wanted to come my way for a visit, I’d be happy to oblige him.  Sure enough, a massive man began crossing the bridge.  Using Lore, I examined my target.
	Durg: Man-at-Arms:  Level 12


	HP: 180/180


	Stamina: 250/250


	Mana: 40/40


	Perk: Savage Wound


	Perk: Unlimited Parry


	Perk: Titan’s Fist


	Skill: Two Handed Swords: Journeyman


	Skills: Parry: Journeyman


	Skills: Heavy Armor: Journeyman





	A Man-at-Arms is a Warrior subclass that is a capable Warrior in all areas.  A Man-at-Arm’s strength is his versatility.  He might not be as potent a leader as a Knight, or as skilled at fighting an individual as a Duelist, but he is capable of doing both.   





As Durg was closing, he drew a gigantic two handed sword from his sheath and held it in a single humongous fist.  He was an enormous man, at least seven feet tall, wearing what looked like plate armor.  His mount seemed to be a poor quality war horse that appeared totally non-pulsed by the ride.
Chuckling, I grabbed my staff and charged it up for an icicle shot.  I could shoot at him three or four times, before he’d close with me.  By then, my victory would be a forgone conclusion.  I took aim and released the first shot at his chest.
He whipped his sword around and shattered the icicle against his blade.  
“Run,” advised Shart, loudly.
I tried again.  Durg was still around 70 logs away. The icicle flew true, but, again, he swatted it aside with his sword.
At 40 logs away, I aimed for his horse.  Durg somehow parried that, as well, twisting his body half over the saddle and smashing the spell out of the air.
“How is he doing that?” I called.
“His Parry skill is probably Journeyman.  They can do that,” said Shart.  “Journeyman skills get powerful buffs.”
“Oh no,” I said, turning and reactivating the Sprint skill.  That was a new problem.  I had levels and lots of skills.  However, because of the nature of my gift, I’d not really specialized or trained in what I had.  I was completely outmatched.  That seemed to be the very definition of a “bad thing”.  
Combat skills offered a small bump to attacks and damage throughout the level, but the real benefits seemed to activate whenever you jumped skill ranks.  I was an Initiate with swords and had the perk Sword Master, but he was a Journeyman.  Each earlier rank of Sword had given me a small, but useful, bonus.  I was less likely to drop my sword accidentally, and I could draw it faster.  However, I had nothing that allowed me to parry a spell out of the air.
That guy has at least three Journeyman skills.
I started running again, Badgelor and Shart bobbing along on my shoulders.  Now that he was closer, we were in trouble.  Suddenly, I heard the hooves of the horse begin to thunder.  Yes, we do indeed have a problem.
“Hey, his horse has a Sprint mode,” stated Badgelor, as I pivoted around.  The horse had previously been keeping pace with me.  Now, it was running considerably faster than I was.  Durg had his blade held at the ready.  I was his only target.  
I knew that I didn’t want to get hit by that sword, but the bridge wasn’t wide enough for me to move myself entirely out of the way.  Durg was using his mount to corral me into an even tighter space.  That, coupled with the very large and very sharp sword swinging around, was going to make escaping unscathed a challenge.
He swung his blade and I dodged.  This was my first attempt at dodging a Journeyman-skilled Swordsman.  I was going to go on record as saying it was not fun.  I had Initiate in the Dodge skill, so I wasn’t totally out of my depth.  Typically, I relied on Dodging, Parrying, and Blocking; I was quickly realizing that those under-trained skills were not enough for every single enemy I would encounter.  I really needed to train the skills I had to higher levels. 
I weighed my options.  Parrying a two-handed sword with a shortsword was not possible.  I had no shield.  I did have my bracer, but using it seemed to be an off-handed way to pull a Cloud City Luke Skywalker.  
I half flipped over the sword before Durg managed to get it repositioned to swing, again.  I had barely recovered my balance, when the blade slashed into my shoulder.  Badgelor made a deafening screeching noise, kicking at my head with his back paws to avoid being hit.  I was knocked back down to the ground.  I unceremoniously landed on Badgelor, who managed to keep his front claws firmly imbedded down to my Scapula.  His fur was caked in my blood, but he seemed fairly unharmed.  The little bastard.
My Iron Will perk was the only reason I got back up.  Blood fountained out of my 22 point wound.  I had over 300 hit points, which seemed like quite a bit, until it wasn’t.  I also had a bleed effect for another 20 points of Damage.  That was a passing scratch, compared to the hurt that sword was going to cause me if Durg got too close again.  Worst of all, my Defense didn’t seem to do anything to lessen the effects of the strike.  
	You were hit with a two-handed sword for 22 points of Damage. Base 27 - 5 Mitigate.  4 Additional points converted.  Injury Reduced from Severed Limb to Broken Bone.  





I didn’t quite comprehend what I was reading, but I also didn’t have time to do a detailed review.  What I thought I understood was that my Mitigate skill was the only reason I wasn’t missing an arm.  That was more than a bit horrifying.   It was high time to go, but Durg didn’t seem all that willing to let me go, peacefully.  
“Where is my Wizard?” called out Durg.  His voice caused the nearby cliffs to shake.  
“I defeated her,” I answered.  This caused the warrior to chuckle, as he positioned his horse between me and the path to safety.  
“Unlikely, worm,” he replied.  “I am Durg, master of these woods.  All who enter here are mine.  You have taken from me what is mine.  How do you plan on repaying me?”
“Do you take installments?” I asked.  He chuckled and began moving his horse forward.
“I could take your arms first,” he stated, moving towards me threateningly.  I had only one option.  I grabbed Shart.
“No!  No, this isn’t going to work twice!” he called out, as I flung him at the Man-at-Arms.  The shot was perfect, again.  Shart was the size of a non-aerodynamic basketball, so I didn’t truly understand how I’d gotten so good at flinging him around.  The noises he made were a satisfying bonus, though.  
Durg casually swatted my invisible familiar out of the air and kept walking toward me.  He had very considerately used the flat side of his blade to change Shart’s trajectory, so at least the demon wasn’t hurt.  Shart went flying off to the side, smashing against the trestles of the bridge with an audible smack.  The horse whinnied loudly.
“You have an invisible attack, do you?” questioned the Man-at-Arms, “I have the perk, Unlimited Parry.  I can deflect even invisible objects.  Is that how you took out my Wizard?”
“Hate...you... so... much,” Shart moaned.  He was up against the trestles, kind of half floating down and half sliding down to the bridge’s road.  Durg strode closer, weapon held high.  Then, I saw my opening.  
Pointing my staff at his horse’s hooves, I activated it.  The small portion of the ground where the horse walked immediately froze.  The horse became unbalanced, but not before Durg swung his blade.  With one powerful blow, my magical staff was circumcised.  I dashed past, grabbed my demon, and climbed up the trestle that Shart had just struck.
In moments, I was just high enough that Durg was going to have trouble reaching me.  I continued running down the frame of the bridge, toward safety.  Durg bellowed, turning his horse.  The abrupt movement caused the animal to slip on the still frozen patch.  Both horse and rider toppled to the ground.   
I was gone.  I ran down the remaining section of the bridge as the Journeyman yelled obscenities at me.  His voice grew more faint, until, finally, I could no longer hear him.




Chapter 40: The Long Highway

“And pull,” called Shart.  I pulled, and my arm cracked back into place.  Self-setting bones was not for the faint of heart.  
“Here,” stated Badgelor, handing me a double pawful of healing root.  They weren’t hard to find with a nose like his, and this part of the road was full of them.  I started chewing.  This was a simple fracture.  Now that it was treated, I’d fully recover in a few hours.  With the healing root, I’d be good to go in about one.  
I held out my staff and Shart inspected it.   “Took the head right off.”
“I feel like less of a man without it,” I replied.  
“Well, no one is going to take you seriously holding that thing, now,” stated Shart. 
I tossed the magical staff aside.  It had gone from an instrument of death to an ugly stick more quickly than I could have imagined.  
Of course, it wasn’t all bad.  Now that my arm was set, I decided to review my prompts.  After my magical duel with the Wizard, I’d leveled up my Mage class.
	Level Up, Mage 2


	You have gained one perk.  Please select it from the Mage menu. 


	Your Hit Point Total is increased by 10.  Your Mana is increased by 10. 





I was searching for the Second School perk, but it was locked behind Twin Casting.  Given that all I could do was defend at this point, I had no choice but to take Twin Casting.  It would ensure that I was capable of learning a new spell later.  
My right hand burned for a moment, before I received another prompt.
	Your right hand is crippled.  You will be unable to cast spells with your right hand until it is healed.





I had cast spells with my right hand, though.  I reviewed my only spell, Break Wind, and found that it was classified as a simple spell.  
“Shart, I have a quick question.” 
“That I highly doubt,” the demon grumbled.  “All your questions always lead to other questions and often give me a headache.  Because you are a dummy.”
“My prompt says I can’t cast spells with my right hand, but I have.  I’ve successfully cast Break Wind with missing fingers.”
“So far, I have heard no question.  Just declarative sentences,” Shart grumbled.
I rolled my eyes.  “Why can I cast fart magic when the prompt says I can’t?”
“Simple spells can be cast without using your fingers.  All spells require the caster to gather the energy for a spell in the palm.  You can still do that, Stubby.  Fingers are required to manipulate the energy in more complex or complicated spells.  As you may have noticed, Bashara moved all ten of her glorious fingers into unusual patterns before she cast any spells at you”
“So...are you saying that even if I earn a Second School, I still won’t be able to cast anything but simple spells?  I can’t cast anything but the easiest ones because I am missing fingers?”
“See.  I told you.  Your questions lead to further questions.  Like, always.  There are 3 levels of spells:  simple spells, which are pretty farty, if you ask me, advanced spells, which require the use of one full complete hand to manipulate the magic, and complex spells, which require both hands and a lot of concentration to manipulate the magic.”  When Shart had finished, he looked smugly at me.  God, he loved showing off.
“Why didn’t you explain this earlier?” I asked.
“It seemed irrelevant.  In case you hadn’t noticed, you are missing fingers.”
I really needed both middle fingers for comments like that. 
I tried to erect a barrier with my right hand, using my thumb and two remaining fingers.  It sort of appeared.  It was an unusual size and shape.  The color was a sickly, pee yellow, and it didn’t feel particularly strong.  It was nothing but a cheap copy of the one I could make with my left hand.  Hopefully, in a month or so, that would change.  Just as soon as I got my fingers back.   
In the meantime, I had access to the perk, Second School.  I only needed to level Mage one more time, and I could actually learn some spells that were useful!  Of course, to do that, I needed my someone to fight.  Speaking of...
“We probably need to do something with that Wizard,” I said. 
“No need.  She’ll suffocate soon enough,” replied Shart.
“We could pull her out and kill her,” stated Badgelor.
“Suffocate?” I asked, glancing at the demon.
“Yes.  Aside from the vast mental trauma that being locked in an extradimensional space causes, there isn’t any life energy in there,” said Shart.
“Life energy?” I asked.  ‘Is that like midichlorians?”
“Just what the fuck is a midichlorian?” Shart responded.  “Is that another stupid, made-up Earth thing?  It sounds like another stupid, made-up Earth thing.
“Yeah, we thought so, too,” I answered.
Badgelor frowned in thought, while Shart analyzed how to explain something to someone he deemed dumb.  Finally, he settled for as basic an explanation as was possible.  “There is just no way to sustain life in there.  There is nothing to maintain survival.”
“Is there oxygen?” I asked.
“Do you mean life energy?” Shart countered.
“The stuff we breath.  The stuff that keeps us alive,” I clarified.
“Life energy,” both my companions answered. 
It was times like this that I was sure I went to hell when I died.  Deciding not to continue this ridiculous debate, I changed course.  “Badgelor was in there, and he was fine,” I said.
Badgelor coughed.  “Badgelor has no desire to ever go back into that dark and terrible place.  Let nothing Badgelor said when leaving that space ever be construed as such.  Badgelor is going to go throw up, now.”
The little badger walked off, shuddering.
Watching the badger dry heave at the side of the road led me to my decision.  “Let me get her out.”  
Accessing Shart’s inventory, I found the Wizard and yanked her out.  I was expecting screaming, but unconscious people don’t scream.  I quickly checked for a pulse; it was there, but weak.   I figured she would make it, judging by the somewhat erratic rise and fall of her chest.
“She looks like a sleeping angel,” I said, before kicking her over, onto her face.  Thirty seconds later, I had both of her hands tied behind her back.  If nothing else, her bonds would severely limit her ability to do any sort of magical, or rude, hand gestures.  Halfway through my task, she started to regain consciousness.  By the time I was nearly finished, she was actively resisting me.  With just a bit of wrangling, I had her hands in something called the Wizard s Handcuff, which was based on the Handcuff Knot.  
“That looks a little kinky,” stated Shart, examining my knot.  
I glanced down. “I just tied her up… with an obvious bondage knot.”
	You have learned the Skill: Bondage.  You are unskilled.  You gain bonus skill points to this skill, due to your Rope Use skill.  My, you are a kinky one!





I hate this place.
“I do not consent.” called out Bashara.  “Just because you didn’t kill me, and now have me tied up, doesn’t mean I’m going to consent to any of your perverted ideas.”
“No.  No, no, no, no, no, I didn’t mean...” I started, but she cut me off.
“Didn’t what?  Just because we fought, and I lost, doesn’t mean that I suddenly have some sort of crazy, puppy love for you and want to have your babies.  When I get out of this kinky fuckery, I’m going to kill you.”
Standing up, I grabbed her by the arms and lifted her to her feet.  She protested, loudly, as I searched my brain for a way to reassure her.  Setting her free would do it, but that wasn’t an option. Especially not with the death threats she was currently issuing. 
This close to her, I noticed the scar on her left cheek was gone; now, she had freckles.  My wife had freckles.  She had them all year round, but during the summertime, they were particularly noticeable.  I also noticed that Bashara had the angriest look on her face that I’d ever seen on a human being.  That included the time that I’d told my wife about spilling her beloved dog’s ashes.  
She really loved dogs, my Beloved.
“Do I have to gag you?” I impatiently spat, instantly recognizing it for the terrible word choice it was.
“What is going through your perverted mind?” she screamed, backing away.  However, the sight of Badgelor, now in War form, was enough to stop her.  
“Just so you won’t scream.” I said.  Holy shit, I was bad at words today.  Maybe, I had lost more blood than I thought.
“So, is that your kink?  You bastard!” she cried, kicking dirt at me.  Her eyes frantically darted about, looking for a means of escape.  
“I’m not going to have sex with you,” I yelled.
“Then, why am I tied up in bondage knots?” she retorted.  “There are hundreds of ways to tie people up.  You did nothing but bondage knots!”
I paused.  We were both standing near the side of the road, screaming at each other.  One of us was tied up.  There was a big ass badger.  If someone else had come by, it would have been difficult to explain.  
“How do you know about bondage knots?” I asked.
“A girl has to have hobbies.” she replied, lamely.  She was still backing away, slightly.  She took in her surroundings.  She was tied up with a strange man and his badger, outside the forest that she knew.  “So, I’m your prisoner, then?”
“Yes,” I stated, gruffly.
“You don’t have any kinky harem plans for me, where I get shuffled off to your fortress as some sort of sex slave?”  she asked.
“Is that a thing?” I replied.  Honestly, whether it was or not, I wasn’t interested.  A consequence of decades of marriage and only one bed partner, I supposed. 
“More often than you realize.  Frankly, I’m sick of it,” she stated.
“Well, I’m certainly not into that,” I said.  “Anyway, I’m married.”  
Was I, though?  I had been married on Earth.  I loved my wife, but that was ’till death did you part’.  I could distinctly remember dying.  I had no idea how much time had passed on Earth since my death.  Time enough for my body to decompose in the grave?  Time enough for my wife to have remarried?  I couldn’t even be sure that my wife was still alive.  In the time that I had been here, she could have grown old and died.  I violently shook my head.
 “No.” I thought.  “My wife was alive when I saw her last.  That is the reality I know.”
Then again, this girl was my daughter’s age, or at least, the age I remembered my daughter as.  That added a whole new degree of creepy to the scenario.  Of course, I was physically around the age that I had been when graduating college.  II wasn’t much older than her.  Physically, at least.  
These are thoughts I should probably keep to myself.
“You are my prisoner,” I said.
	You have captured Bashara.  She is your prisoner.  Her mission is suspended until she escapes, or until you imprison her.  Be careful.  She’s a feisty one.  





“Okay,” she said, finally sitting down on a nearby stump.  It was the same stump that I’d used to set my arm.  “That’s more familiar territory.  I’ve been captured before.  I’m a Mercenary.”
“I thought you were a Wizard bandit,” I stated.
“I worked for the bandits,” Bashara said, with a sniff.  “They were terrible people, but Durg got my contract.  I was obligated to work for him for another four months.  Since I was captured in his employ, I am no longer obligated to fulfill that contract.”
“You seem happy about that,” I said.
“It was terrible work.  I didn’t know what it was, before I signed up.  I just needed the experience points, almost as much as I needed the gold,” she stated.
“Is a contract like a quest?” I asked.  I’d never heard of that before.  The look on her face told me that I had just asked a stupid question.
“Where are you from?” she asked.
“The Valley of Windfall.”  I gestured toward the Western Gate Fortress.  We could see the mountains from here, but the fortress itself was some ways off.
Bashara looked confused for a minute.  “Wait, you’re from Noob Valley?  What about the goblins?”
“I’m from Windfall, yes.  We defeated the goblins at the fortress, so we are safe.  For now,” I said.  I didn’t sound hurt.  Really, I didn’t.
Bashara tried to hide a smile. “Well, Noob, what are your plans?  Now, that we’ve gotten past your odd kinks, what do you intend to do with me?”
“Shart,” I thought, slowing down into menu time.  I hated condescending women.   “What do I do with a prisoner?”
“I suggest torturing her for information,” he replied.  “More simply, you have to put her in a cell to complete the captured debuff.  If she escapes, she gains the escaped buff, but she must return to the forest.  Otherwise, she’ll gain the captured debuff until she escapes from your prison or pays her blood debt.”
“What is a blood debt?” I thought.
“It's the amount of gold that a captured Mercenary needs to pay to be released from prison.  It's based on her level and other factors.  It should be showing up now.”
I looked at her.  Even in menu time, I could still pull some details from people.  This was apparently one of those details.  I saw she had a blood debt of 18 gold pieces.  I broke out of menu time.  
“Well, that simplifies everything,” I said, examining her.  If I untie your hands, are you going to try to escape?”
“I could escape with my hands tied,” she stated, confidently.   
“Oh, is that so?”




Chapter 41: Poor Choices

“I’m sorry,” she stated, again.  I tugged on the makeshift leash, pulling her behind me.  Bringing up the rear was Badgelor, who was growing more and more annoyed at having to stay in his War Form.  We were making our way to the Western Gate Fortress.
“I’m waiting for you to escape,” I stated.  “I’m really curious to see how you get out of all those knots, and then past me and my badger.”
“It was a poor choice of words,” she stammered.  “I’m not going to try to escape.”
I’d been more annoyed with her than anything else, and my annoyance had caused this situation to go on longer than I’d initially wanted.  She was a kid, an arrogant kid.  She’d tried to throw her weight around in a situation where she really shouldn’t have.  I could understand why she’d tried, at least.
I drew my dagger with my left hand and pointed at her to spin around.  She looked at me apprehensively for a moment, then did so.  I’d tied the knots tightly enough to prevent escape, but not tightly enough to cut off circulation.  At least, I thought I had.  I found several knots looser than I remembered tying them.  With my Rope Use skill, I knew that, if given a few more hours, she would have freed herself.
Using the knife point, I spread the rope in several places and pulled several more pieces free.  The knots gave way, and she had her hands back.  Bashara flexed her tender fingers for several moments, before looking back at me.  I was only 3 feet away from her and still holding the dagger. 
“I’m still your prisoner,” she stated, looking at the weapon.  “No magic until I pay my blood debt.  I promise to leave you as soon as I do.”
Sheathing the weapon, I said, “Good.  We are in agreement.  My badger will stay behind you.”
“I was meaning to ask you about that,” she said cautiously.  “Is he your familiar, or something?”
“He is my companion,” I stated, as we continued walking.  
“But you are a Mage,” she said, thinking out loud.  “Mages don’t get animal companions, like, ever.  Those are a Woodsman thing.”  
“Well, I have one,” I said.
“Is it because you studied Biological Aeromancy?” she asked.  “I mean, you sometimes hear of a Mage who’s stup… er, interesting enough to choose a non-traditional starter school, but you never really see it.  I know one Mage who started off learning Plasma magic.  He had an unexplained affinity for Plasma spells, but he was the only non-traditional Mage that I ever personally knew.”
“I don’t have an affinity for Biological Aeromancy,” I stated.  “I learned it by mistake.”
“How do you learn spells by mistake?” she asked.  “Is that extradimensional pocket you put me in some sort of biological storage space?  I mean, if so, that would be wicked.”
I sighed, and we continued walking.  Shart watched Bashara from my shoulder.  Badgelor watched her from behind.  I noticed him drooling, as he watched her hindquarters.  Then, I remembered that he had thrown up most of what he’d eaten today.  I gave him a break from guard duty, telling him to run off and hunt for some lunch.  
“I don’t trust her,” stated Shart.
“You don’t trust me,” I replied.
“For good reason.  You’re planning on not going through a Demon Door, just to spite me,” stated the demon.
“If I go through a Demon Door, I’m worse than dead,” I replied.  
“You can trust me in that regard.  I can’t trust you for anything,” stated Shart.  “I bet we aren’t even going to torture her for information.”
Sighing, I looked off into the distance.  Walking was fun and all, but it took entirely too long to get anywhere.  A quick glance at my map showed the dotted line of our road moving to connect with the dotted line of another road.  That road was just north of the one we took to get to the Fecking Puma Forest.  
Glancing around, I continued thinking.  What would have happened if I’d gone through the northern forest?  I glanced over at Bashara.  She had been intently studying me, but, when I looked at her, she quickly looked away.
“What were you doing at that bridge?” I asked.
“I was sending people away, mostly,” she said, looking down.  “If there were a bunch of them, I was told to send them away.  If there were only a few, I was instructed to let them through.”
“Do you know what happened to those smaller groups?” I asked, frankly.
“I suspected,” she stated.  “Some were kept as slaves, while some were allowed to pass through the rest of the forest.”
“They were not allowed to pass through the rest of the forest.”
Her head bowed lower.  “I was on a mission.  I had a contract.  I had to obey orders.”
“Obey orders to kill?”
“I didn’t kill anyone,” she declared fiercely, looking up.
“You might as well have,” I responded, just as fiercely.  “You showed them to their doom.”
I idly wondered if that would fly here, though.  On Earth, no judge would buy her proclamation of innocence.  Nevertheless, it might have been perfectly acceptable here.  Ordinal was weird.  
We walked in silence for a short while.  Badgelor was hunting close by.  I could feel him with our companion bond.  Shart had recessed into his own little world.  He did so, from time to time, mostly, when he was upset.  I’d feel sorry for him, but Shart had filled his personal escape with demonic hookers and blackjack.  It was far more fun for him there than it was here. 
“Why did you take the mission?” I asked.
“Experience dried up where I was,” she stated, quickly, “I needed a mission and I didn’t want to join the army.  They are just pillaging everything, slaughtering whole villages.  What I did was less bad.”
“Was it?” I asked.
“Look, you weren’t there.  You were all safe and warm in Noob Valley, while the rest of us were trying to avoid fighting in this damn war.  HarCharles is insane, and TimSimons is about as useful as a twig for a wand.”
“Why did HarCharles start this war?” I asked.  I knew beyond a doubt that HarCharles had started the war, but that was about it.
She walked in silence for a few paces, kicking a stick off the road.  Finally, she answered, “He wants something, badly.  I don’t know what, but he’s moving everything toward taking the Riverlands.  This delta is barely worth the men TimSimons spent to conquer it twenty years ago.  It's certainly not worth an actual war between two of the most powerful kingdoms on the planet.  Hell, beyond here is the Valley of Destiny on TimSimons’ end and the Wall of Stone on HarCharles’.”
“Those are?”
“Are you that much of a Noob?” she asked.  “Wait, yes, you probably are.  HarCharles’ Valley of Destiny and TimSimons’ Wall of Stone both offer massive defensive advantages to their kingdoms.  It's utterly impossible to get through those without monumental effort.  As such, both kings are basically fighting over scrub land. “
“Maybe, it's the Dark Overlord?” I suggested.  I’d been shot down before, by AvaSophia, on this question.  Still, Shart was positive that it was his influence that was causing this conflict.  The expression on Bashara’s face told me everything I needed to know, even before she said a word.
“Not you too,” she groaned.  “Look, Grebthar the Destroyer is not going to come back.  He isn’t going to fall from the sky, and the Dark Overlord is not going to be reborn.  No one even knows where he was defeated, in the first place.  It's not like anyone can just get to his body to perform the respawning ritual.  Hell, I’m pretty sure he’s made up.  He was supposedly a Godling.  Godlings can warp reality.  How could you even kill that?”
“I think it might be possible,” I ventured.
“Well, then, you are an idiot,” she replied.  “You might just want to go east through Noob Valley to Falcon Crest.  You can join one of the temples and find yourself some nice doomsday cult.”
“There are still goblins in the way,” I ventured.
“Well, clear them out, then.  You seem capable enough.  Those goblins are probably a joke, anyway. It's Noob Valley.  It's a place to test novice adventurers.  You know what we have out here?” she growled, “Shadow Goblins.  I’ve encountered Shadow Goblins that were level 4 and 5.  Sneaky buggers will slit your throat in your sleep, if you aren’t careful.”
“I’ve never had much of a problem with Shadow Goblins,” I chuckled at her.
“Well, when you’ve defeated a 6th level Shadow Goblin, I’ll give you your big boy pants,” she glowered.  “Until then, Noob, I don’t want to hear about it.”
She stomped past me, walking towards the fortress with greater haste.  We continued walking like that for another hour.  Badgelor returned with something he’d dug out of the forest floor and some tubers that he insisted that I eat.  I did so, after batting away most of the dirt on them.  You had to eat when food was available.
We were about halfway to the Western Gate Fortress, but it was starting to get dark.  The road here was fairly safe.  We’d spotted a small critter or two, but Badgelor had frightened them off.  I couldn’t sense anything with my Lore skills, so making a camp seemed plausible.  
When my Exploration perk kicked off, informing me of a nearby campsite, I called it.  This northern route was considerably longer than the straight route I’d taken to Narwal.  We were traveling east, skirting the canyon.  While it was longer, it was also blissfully lacking in fecking pumas. 
“We’re stopping over there.”  I gestured off into the woods.  Bashara considered for a moment, then followed me.  A glance at her Lore page showed that she had an exhaustion debuff on her, slowing her.  She needed rest, even if she didn’t want to admit it out loud.
Setting up a campsite was straightforward for me, and this one was easier than most.  Wood and water were simple to find, so I sent Badgelor hunting for dinner.  My Crafting skill alone simplified my job, mightily.  When combined with my Improvised Tools skill, I had built two impromptu lean-tos in minutes.  I successfully lit a fire, just as Badgelor was returning.  He held a dead snake in his paws.  Yum.  Snake.  Those are always good eating.  
Bashara sighed but said nothing, as I began cooking it.  She sighed again as I started cutting her off a piece.  Once the snake was in front of her, her glum recognition that it was our dinner was quickly replaced by the need to eat.  Thus, we dined on a fine meal of snake and water.  Sadly, I considered it better food than one could currently find in Noobtown.  
Shit.  I just called it Noobtown.  
After the meal, I stood and stretched.  “See you in the morning,” I said, heading to my lean to.
“Unless I try to escape,” she joked.
“Are we really doing this again?”




Chapter 42: Being One with the Earth

I woke up with a yawn and shook off the last bits of sleep.  I checked my nubs and was pretty sure they had grown ever so slightly, again.  I was betting Jarra the Healer could do something about them.  Maybe, there was a paste or something she could apply.  
Walking down to the nearby stream, I splashed water on my face and kicked Badgelor in his furry ribs.  He stretched and opened one eye.  “Is it time to go, yet?”
“I think so,” I replied.
“Can I have just five more minutes?” he yawned.
“No, I think you need to get up.”
“Sleeping in War Form is not very restful.” he argued.
“Get up.”
Badgelor groaned, stretched in a way that made his back pop audibly, and then stood up.  There was a loud gasp from beneath him.  “I will kill you, you evil badger!”
“Oh, you didn’t escape,” I stated. 
“She is bad at escaping,” replied Badgelor.  She squirmed for, like, 20 minutes, before giving up.  I tried to get comfortable with her, but you know snake gives me gas.”
Bashara was less than pleased.  Badgelor had dug a small pit that he had placed her in.  Then, he just slept across her chest and arms.  It was like having a 200 pound dog lying on you.  A dog that had no intention of moving.  At least she didn’t get cold last night.  
I saw her face all scrunched up.  For a moment, it looked like she was that same angry, scarred woman that I’d seen before.  It was the face of a wild banshee.  Just as before, when Bashara calmed down, all I saw were those freckles.  
“Well, I think I’ve learned my lesson,” she said, crawling to her feet.  “I’m going to go splash some water on my face and get cleaned up a bit.  That is, if that’s okay?”
“Badgelor, watch her,” I stated, turning back to start a fire.  She seemed about to complain, but then stopped.  Sighing, she headed toward the creek bank with the badger.  He was back to cute badger size and went scurrying and splashing in the shallow water.
“Thoughts?” I asked, evenly.  I was sure Shart was listening.  He hadn’t had long to awaken, especially considering his extended activities last night, but I was counting on him being anxious to give his opinions.
“I don’t trust her,” he stated.  “Something is off.”
“That’s the same thing you said yesterday,” I responded.  “Do you care to elaborate?”
“No.” Shart said and turned his head from the conversation.  
“We’ll be at the fortress in a few hours.  We can interrogate her further, then, if it’s really necessary.”
Shart said nothing more.  Perhaps, he really had partied too long last night.  More likely, he was being difficult as revenge for me weaponizing him yesterday...multiple times.
I walked a quick circle around the campsite and found a small patch of Mealroot.  I’d been hoping for that.  Fenris said that a Woodsman typically planted it anywhere they expected to go more than a few times.  They used it as sort of an emergency ration.  Some people even had a taste for it.  
“Wow, the depths you have sunk,” stated Shart.  “Mealroot is the vilest thing in creation.”
	Mealroot: Herb, if prepared, Mealroot will produce a thick broth that can sustain a person for a day.  Eating Mealroot exclusively for several days in a row is unhealthy.





“Well, it's not snake,” I said, harvesting several.  Someone at a high enough skill could plant herbs, and if you harvested them safely enough, than they would regrow.  A Woodsman or two must have established this campsite years ago, and it was still in good enough condition to be useful today.  There was something nice about that, I thought.
After checking that Bashara wasn’t looking, I got my pack back from Shart.  I had no idea what I’d have done with it, if not for the demon’s internal storage.  I retrieved my small pot from the pack and headed to the stream.  Staying clear of the Wizard, I collected water for boiling.
By the time Bashara returned, I had a pot full of simmering Mealroot broth.  It resembled very thin porridge.  Bashara walked up to me, just as I finished drinking my half.  It was about as miserable as you’d expect, considering I’d basically taken a root and boiled it into pudding.  
“Your turn,” I said, handing her the cooling pot.  It was still warm to the touch, but not violently hot.
“Where did you find a pot?” she asked, sniffing the concoction.  “Is this Mealroot?”
“Yes,” I replied, ignoring her first question entirely.
“Did you put in any healing root?” she asked, apprehensively looking down into the pot.  “Straight Mealroot broth gives me gas.”
“It's that, or nothing,” I said.  “If your butthole gets too musical, you can always hold a competition with Badgelor.”
Bashara rolled her eyes but nodded.  Deciding she’d rather be full and gassy than hungry, she chugged her half of the pot’s contents.  I left her to it, gathering up the rest of my scattered supplies.  When she was finished, I took the pot to wash it and returned.
“Where did the pot go?” she asked, as we started walking.
“I put it away,” I replied.  I had, in fact, shoved it back into Shart’s belly.  When I didn’t offer any further details, Bashara shrugged her shoulders and continued walking.  
We had four more hours to go.




Chapter 43: The Fate of ThooClicky

About an hour later, we passed the first group of refugees.  There were about 20 of them and a tired looking ox.  The fatigued animal was pulling a cart with very few supplies left in it. 
“They certainly don’t look very capable,” stated Badgelor, as we started to get closer.  Many of them looked hungry, but not starving.  As we got closer still, the adults began to prepare for trouble, even though I wasn’t bringing any.  I used Lore on the leader of the bunch.
	HaroldBruce: Farmer.  Level 5





There were more details, but it was mostly pointless.  I noticed a hunger status and briefly considered telling them about the Mealroot patch behind us.  Then, I realized that I had a better option.  I grabbed a palm sized rock from the ground and stood in the middle of the road.  
“Hail,” I called out, standing tall and looking down the entire formation of refugees.
“Hail to you too, Sir,” stated HaroldBruce, as he stepped forward.  He was watching me closely.  My War Leader skill informed me that there were 9 adults and 11 children.  Six of the adults were armed with various melee weapons, such as spears and axes.  The other three adults had bows.  They had all taken a keen interest in my party.
“I am called Jim,” I said.  HaroldBruce looked at me.  The archer aiming at me shifted targets to Badgelor.
“That is an unfortunate name,” stated HaroldBruce.  “We are traveling to Narwal and do not have any more supplies for strays.”
“I am a Woodsman, as I’m sure you can tell by my companion.”  I gestured towards Badgelor, who perked up at the attention.  The third archer changed targets from Bashara to Badgelor.   
“Well, I guess that makes sense,” stated HaroldBruce.  “I was the Reave of the small town of ThooClicky.”  And my name is silly.
“Sounds like a wonderful place,” I responded, looking at his name more carefully.  Now that I was paying attention, his title shot up over his head, along with his name.   I had come to realize that while that sort of information was available, not everyone checked on every random stranger that they ran across.  
“T’was,” he stated glumly.  “It’s been overrun by HarCharles’ forces, recently.  They took everything and burnt the rest.  We are all that remains of ThooClicky.”
“I am sorry to inform you that the road to Narwal has been overrun by bandits.  You will have to continue westward,” I stated, sadly.
Several of the people glanced amongst themselves.  They were running lean to begin with, and the thought of several more days of travel w going to be miserable.  If I’d had any supplies, I’d have given them over, but the Mealroot was actually an improvement over the small amount of food I’d carried with me.  My Woodsman skills and my hunting badger had made carrying rations more or less extra weight.  
HaroldBruce stood for a moment, the weight of his journey pressing down on him.  I watched as his shoulders developed the tiniest hint of a quiver.  Then, it was gone, as he stuck out his lip.  “It doesn’t matter.  We’ll keep going.  There are other cities.”
“I do know of at least one that is taking new residents,” I said.  “The Village of Windfall just recovered from a goblin infestation and could use some new residents. “
The reaction I was hoping for was a bunch of gratified people.  I didn’t get that.  Instead, everyone started looking at each other with questioning expressions.  HaroldBruce stood silently for a moment, before he finally cleared his throat.  “Where is that?”
“Noobtown,” I said.  Everyone’s eyes widened; half the people turned toward the Western Gate Fortress, which was only a few hours east of here.  
“I thought I’d seen a new flag from afar.  It looked like some sort of lizard, flying there,” stated HaroldBruce.  Several others agreed.  
It took them about ten minutes to get their wagons turned around and I yelled, “Wagons East!”




Chapter 44: Zorlando

By the time we’d gotten to the Western Gate Fortress, I’d heard the tales of ThooClicky more times than I’d wanted to.  It was a simple farming village.  HarCharles army had sacked the place and torn up the old castle, piece by piece.  By the time the army had cleared out, there wasn’t anything of value left in the town. 
In turn, I’d told them that there were still goblins in the Valley of Windfall.  I’d also explained how the village needed more people, and that we were trying to clear a safe trading route to Narwal.  Once we did that, if the ThooClicky people wanted to move on, they could.
“I’ll hold you to that,” was all HaroldBruce had said in response to my proclamation.  
Of course, I had no idea how we were going to clear that path.  There was a time crunch on how long we could afford to not have that trade route.  The ThooClickians didn’t have any coin on them, either.  I was just going to have to take them in for free, stretching our already tight money supply even tighter.  
We finally crossed the last ridge, giving us our first good view of the fortress.  I immediately groaned.  Outside the wall was a small sea of tents.  I counted nearly a dozen wagons and at least 30 tents divided into two groups.  One group was right next to the wall, just off the road to the gate.  The other group was just out of bow range from the wall.  That group had guards.  It also had someone I recognized.  
“Wait with your wagons by the gate,” I stated, “I need to check on something. “HaroldBruce was less than thrilled, but he didn’t want to leave his caravan exposed to the small armed camp, either.  He grumbled but kept his people moving.  
I started walking directly towards the armed camp.  Fenris’ rugged form was standing with another man who was not quite yelling at my Woodsman but was gesturing quite wildly.  The animated man was wearing a chain shirt with a tabard over it.  The garment appeared to show a golden fist on some sort of field.  His armor was well maintained, as was his sword and shield.  As I approached, I used Lore.
	Zorlando: Mercenary Captain: Level 10


	HP: 120/120


	Stamina: 130/130


	Mana: 20/20


	Skills: Pike Journeyman


	Skills: Marching Journeyman


	Talent: War Leader


	Talent: Form Ranks





	A Mercenary Captain is a Mercenary who leads other Mercenaries into large scale battles.  Though their arms and armor can change, a Mercenary’s first love is always gold. 





“Oh, he’s fun,” stated Bashara, who was following behind me.  She had followed in step with me after we had broken from the caravan.  As my prisoner, I supposed that was the right thing for her to do.  
I continued walking.  One of the perimeter guards moved to challenge me, so Badgelor expanded to his War Form.  The guard was level 8, which would mean a decent fight for Badgelor.  However, it was a fight that would ultimately turn the guard into a bloody ruin, regardless.  Mr. Level 8 considered his actions for a moment.  When I went toward the two arguing men, he backed down. Still, he did bring the hilt of his pike down on a rock loudly enough to draw his Captain’s attention.  
Zorlando looked up sharply, placing the tips of his forefinger and thumb onto his very impressive mustache.  He pushed it back, and harrumphed, “Another Woodsman?  I care not.  I will not be intimidated. “
“Fenris,” I greeted, as I finally closed in on the duo.  Fenris looked nettled.  “What seems to be the problem?”
“What seems to be the problem?” called out Zorlando, his hands resuming their motion.  “I have come here, with my men, to offer aid and assistance to the great town of Windfall.  This accursed man will not let me take my men though the gate.  This dolt insists on denying us access to the valley.
“Well,” I began, but Zorlando was just inhaling in preparation for his second round.
“The Golden Fist of Heaven has come to offer out aid.  Look at all these refugees!  These poor people sit here patiently waiting for word from this mayor.  They await a mayor who has run off to the gods know where, abandoning all in their hour of need.  I, Zorlando, will continue protecting them from threats from the road, at no pay mind you, for a bit longer.  As gods are my witness, I will protect them.”  This loud declaration was said all in one breath, which I considered quite impressive.  His eyes darted over to Bashara.  “Hello Bashara.”
“Hello, Zorlando,” she replied, coyly.  
Zorlando grew louder again.  “I vow to continue extolling my humility and desire to help my fellow man,” he began.  He looked at my prisoner again, before letting his whole speech of self-promotion peter out.  “Bashara, what are you doing here?”
“I was captured,” she replied, gesturing at me.  “By him.”
“Such an amazing man, he must be, to capture the mighty Wizard, Bashara.  Your name will go down in the history books,” Zorlando began, looking at my name for the first time.   “Jim… a man is known by the greatness of his deeds, not his truly and utterly unfortunate name.”
“I’ve been told,” I replied.  Bashara giggled from behind me.  Shart giggled from my shoulder.  Badgelor giggled from beside me.  Fenris appeared too busy being ruffled to find humor in my name, this time. 
“Is your honor intact?” asked Zorlando, glancing at me with a question in his eye.
“From him, yes.  From his badger, it's more debatable,” she said, sniffing.   “He used me as a pillow.”
Zorlando was just about to draw his sword when he properly examined my badger.  He grumbled, “If Grebthar the Destroyer has taught us nothing else, it's don’t fight a duel with a badger. “
Fenris cleared his throat.  “They want to come into the valley and ‘assist’ us with the goblins.  I’ve never heard of them before, so I told them they would have to wait until the mayor got back. “
“Yes, your mayor is most tardy,” gestured Zorlando.  Seriously, there was a reasonable amount of hand movement one might make in a given time, and this guy was way past it.  “Are you sure he is really coming back?”
I could have been insulted, but, between his mustache, hat, and general mannerisms, it was hard.  He was just kind of charismatic, so I let it pass.  Hopefully, he was more observant in combat than he was in negotiations.  All he had to do was focus on me for my titles to appear.  
“I’m pretty sure,” is all I said.  “I’ve heard he was venturing through the forest, just west of here.”
“Then, alas, I am afraid your poor mayor is doomed,” said Zorlando, sadly.  He took off his hat with a flourish.  “No one could survive the overwhelming number of pumas that exist in that vile forest. If I had ten times the number of men I do now, I could not break through those vile pumas.  On behalf of all my men, and, of course, myself, I would like to extend my deepest and most heartfelt condolences on the loss of your mayor. “He ended this with a deep bow.
“I’ve always called them fecking pumas,” I replied, casually.
“That does make more sense,” said Zorlando, thoughtfully. 
“The forest north of Narwal is full of bandits, around 50 of them.  They call themselves the Pumas,” I said.  
“That’s just confusing,” replied Zorlando.
“Tell me about it,” I said.  “Could your men protect our wagons if we were to go to Narwal that way, though.  Could they protect our wagons from a human Puma Gang?”
Zorlando stroked his mustache and considered it for a moment.  “Alas, no.  My company is not at full strength.  If I had but a few more archers, I could take these bandits.  Without more archers, I am afraid that I would be unable to do so.”
I looked over to Fenris.  “Can we spare 20 archers?”
Fenris frowned, while Zorlando suddenly squinted at me.  He examined me much more closely this time around. 
“Hang on,” whispered Shart.  “I think realization is commencing.”
Zorlando turned to Fenris and very loudly whispered, “Your mayor’s name is Jim.”
“We aren’t happy about it, either.” replied Fenris, still internally debating.   “We can spare that many archers, if the goblins don’t attack in force.”
I switched to menu time and attempted to bring up the town interface.  I was still slightly out of range, so it didn’t work.  I needed to be in the fortress, at least, before I could access the maps.  The only things I knew for sure was that our money was dwindling, and our supplies were increasing.  Exact numbers beyond that were just speculation.  I wouldn’t know more until I had returned into Noob Valley.  Then, the information on the interface would update.
“We need to get our trade goods to Narwal and then get back here.  Any ideas you might have that would help us navigate through all the bandits would be appreciated.  I will have an answer for you tonight.  Until then, wait here.”
Zorlando said nothing, just nodded.  He was mentally reviewing his conversation with me, trying to figure out if I should be offended.  I wasn’t, but that didn’t stop me from giving him the blankest look I could muster.  With that, I turned back toward the Western Gate Fortress.  Fenris and Bashara quickly followed behind me.
Fenris rushed to catch up.  “Who is that?” he asked, gesturing to Bashara.
“Bashara,” I said, living up to the great stupidity of my name.  Of course, Fenris could easily tell her name, just by looking at her.  For a more informative answer, I added, “She was a Wizard working for the bandits.  I’ve captured her, and she’s going to pay blood money to be released. “
Fenris turned to examine her.  He was too calm to actually go for his weapons, but his walk transformed into the gait of a hunter, stalking his prey.  Bashara, to her credit, seemed utterly unimpressed with Fenris.  I caught the barest edge of a smile from her, as Fenris turned away. 
Odd.
We got to the fortress gate and walked up to the doorway.  As I approached, someone opened the door, and we all stepped in. 
“Is there any reason that the people out there can’t go to the village?” I asked.  
Fenris frowned.  “You mean aside from the already extremely tight money supply?”
“You know about that?” I asked, genuinely curious.  I hadn’t given Fenris access to the town interface.  There should be no way he would know how dire the town’s straits were.  
“Mar might not be the best person for the job,” he stated.  “He’s been blabbing all over the village that if we don’t get some money soon, the town was going to go insolvent.  It's not bad yet, but people know that this trade caravan is absolutely required for survival.”
“They could just not get paid,” I said, under my breath, “at least until the caravan is successful.”
Fenris blanched, completely tongue-tied.  Bashara snorted and responded, “Work for no money? Who does that sort of thing?”
“The Morale hit would be terrible,” stated Fenris.  “The town would begin infighting in a day.  They’d depose you as mayor, as soon as the money runs out. “
I checked the town menu, dreading what I’d find.  
	Coffers; 57 gold, 82 silver, 85 copper


	Income: 3 gold, 61 silver, 20 copper per day


	Wages: 12 gold and 10 silver per day in wages


	Total Costs: 8 gold, 48 silver, 80 copper per day,





That wasn’t great, but it was better than nothing.  The blood money that Bashara had offered would buy me two more days.  If we could get the gold from the trade mission, then we would be almost all the way to keeping the village solvent.  
I checked the morale tab.  It was down from average to poor.  The goblin threat, inadequate defenses, and insufficient gold were all listed as primary issues of concern.  There was also a note warning of excessive public discord.  I assumed that the instigator of that was GowenDoud, but I’d have to go back to town to check.  The upshot was that if I could resolve a few problems, we’d go back up to average morale.  Maybe, dare I even think it, morale could go to above average.
I need a spreadsheet.
Iron bar and food production were both going well.  Repairs to the town were moving along nicely.  Glancing through the repair list, I determined that I was still 45 days out from an unemployment crisis.  Hopefully, by then, I’d be able to start assigning repair people to other jobs.  
Mar had been able to reassign a couple of older people already.  The inn was up and running, finally.  It, of course, wasn’t busy; the lack of travelers through town didn’t lend itself to a hopping hotel business.  Still, having a functional inn granted a cooking bonus.  Perhaps, the food was less terrible than when I left.  The smithery had been fully repaired, and a second smithy had been discovered and likewise repaired.  The Forestry Hut was also being expanded; additional lumberjacks could soon be employed.  
That was the good news.  The bad news was that some of the initial repairs had been of poor quality.  That meant that we were using poor quality supplies for repairs, causing building issues. Who would have thought that hardware laying in cellars for hundreds of years would weaken it? 
On top of that, the materials needed for a sawmill were unavailable locally.  Hopefully, the trade route would resolve that.  
I also had prompts for the ThooClicky caravan, as well as another caravan of refugees that had appeared, seemingly from nowhere.  They represented another 54 bodies, though only 31 of them were workers.  Children and the elderly didn’t count, unless I issued a child labor policy.  I wasn’t even considering that, though, until I could open a school of some sort, the children were just more or less sitting around, getting underfoot.  Maybe I could organize something when I got back.  I could always put the elderly to work minding all the children and teaching them.  That might work well, at least until I could set up a proper education system.  It could be kind of like a cooperative homeschool, of sorts. 
Finding all the caravans’ petitions, I sighed.  I quickly marked them all as being temporary citizens of the village.  That was only a short term plan, but it granted them safety while I figured out a long term plan.  That was going to piss off just about everyone back in town, but too bad.  I wasn’t going to leave these people to starve or succumb to the elements when I had a choice in the matter.  
That job finished, I flipped back to real time.
Fenris could sense that I had done something.  His eyes narrowed at me.  “You didn’t.”
“I did,” I stated.  “I let all sorts of refugees into my village, or didn’t you catch that.”  Fenris grew quiet, while Bashara looked impressed.  
“You queued that up quickly,” she grinned.  “I like my men fast.  Where are your prison cells?”
“This way,” I groaned.  Fenris visibly blushed, but he followed me, anyway.  The only cells that the Western Gate Fortress had used to hold Wargs, and they still smelled of the beasts.  I gestured toward the inside of one, and Bashara frowned.
“I thought you might have a nice tower cell or something,” she pouted.  She walked into the cell petulantly and sniffed.  I closed the door and clicked the lock shut.  Upon doing so, I got a prompt.
	Bashara, Wizard, has been imprisoned by you.  She is a Mercenary and was captured while performing a mission.  She can either escape, or you can release her after a time of no less than 22 months.  As a Mercenary on a mission, she can also be released after paying her blood debt of 18 gold. If she, or her company, can provide those funds, you are required to release her.  





Bashara grinned impishly and turned away from me.  A moment later, she pulled out a fat purse and started handing me coins.  I couldn’t see quite how much gold she had, but it was probably more than the village still had in its coffers. She said she was hard up for coins. 
“A bargain,” she finally stated, handing me 9 large silver coins.  My menu informed me that they were worth 10 silver, each.  She’d also given me a ‘10 Mark’, an overly large golden coin with a square cut in the middle.  It was worth 10 gold pieces.  Next, Bashara handed me 7 more coins with a triangular hole in the middle.  I had expected individual coins but realized that handing out huge piles of small change was probably impractical.  I’d never actually seen the town’s coffers; the money seemed to be magically delivered.  My own meager supply of money had been in single coins.  Recalling some odd looks from merchants at Narwal, I now saw how foolish that belief was.  On Earth, I wouldn’t pay a fifty dollar bill with 50 ones.  
“Shart,” I thought, dropping into menu time, again, “I suppose, if I don’t release her, there will be some sort of terrible problem.”
Shart nodded his head.  “Dum Dum, you’d get an oathbreaker status.  No Mercenary would ever work with you, again.  That’s a bit of a challenge for the mayor of a village that’s about to be attacked, don’t you think?”
That was handy info to know.  I hadn’t really been considering keeping her, but she was nice.  She had such lovely freckles.  Still, if the time ever came where I did need to hire a Mercenary, or if I captured another one, I wouldn’t want my name besmirched by a status
“Just out of curiosity, Shart, what if she’d been trying to kill me personally, and then I had captured her?  Would I still have to let her go once she paid her blood debt?” I asked.
“That’s an Assassin’s mark.  They don’t have rules like that.  Mercenaries perform contracts.  Assassins perform marks.  If you capture an Assassin going after you, you can torture him to death, and the Assassins Guild will thank you for removing an incompetent member from their organization.”
“Tough crowd,” I replied.  
“They are hired killers,” stated Shart.  
Returning to regular time, I made a show of fetching the key before unlocking the cell.  It took an extra moment, because, despite missing two fingers on my right hand, and being fully ambidextrous, I still thought like someone who was right handed.   Fenris inhaled sharply, seeing my mangled hand for the first time.
They are growing back.  
“By your leave,” Bashara stated, stepping out of the cell that she’d entered just moments ago.
“I’ve marked you as a friendly,” I stated.  “You can enter the village at your discretion.  If you want to stay here, feel free.”
She smiled easily, looking at Fenris with a cocked eyebrow.  The man blushed again.  Bashara was cute, attractive even, but way too young for Fenris.  He was, by all accounts, happily married, to boot.  When I’d first talked privately with him, at this very fortress, he had been willing to eat crow to get my help in finding his family.  I was confident that, whatever Bashara would offer him, he would turn down.  I frowned at the Wizard, so she straightened and walked back into the courtyard.
“Fenris?” I asked.  He was visibly getting over himself, trying to avoid looking at her as she left.  
“Yes, Jim?” he finally coughed out.  Seeing my raised eyebrow, he continued.   “She just looked so much like my first love.  She died nearly a decade ago.  It was almost painful to see her.”  
That made total sense, I thought.  I knew how Bashara’s features had affected me, the first time I really saw her.  Time can sometimes stand still when you are reminded, suddenly and forcefully, of a lost loved one.  Of course, my reminder was mainly her freckles, and her smile, and her adorable nose crinkle, and her forehead scrunch when she was deep in thought. 
“Come on,” I stated, hoping to shake Fenris from his past.  “We need to figure out how to clear those bandits out of the forest.  Do we have 20 archers?”
“Yes,” stated Fenris.  “We can equip them properly this time, with all the iron that’s being brought in.  I even have a suit of armor for you.  It has gauntlets.”
“Those would have been handy,” I said, noticing him staring at my hand.  “Fecking pumas.”
“You went through the forest?” asked Fenris.  I nodded, and he blanched.  “How did you survive?  I’ve heard tales of the pumas in that forest.”
“Fecking pumas,” I corrected.
“Yes, that does, indeed, make more sense,” stated Fenris.  “Legends say that those pumas are among the fiercest in the world.  They are supposedly the most cunning, too, acting almost like a well formed gang or army.  From what I hear, you are lucky that you only lost fingers.”
“Something like that,” I stated vaguely.  “Don’t worry about my fingers too much.  There is a Beast Master talent that lets me share my companion’s healing.”
“Badgers have Overhealing,” stated Fenris, as he nodded, knowingly.  “You were quite astute in picking your companion. “
“More like I was good at picking mine,” grumbled Badgelor.
“Yes, isn’t he a good master?  What a lucky badger you are,” replied Fenris.
	Badgelor has entered Badger Rage.





“We need to go.”




Chapter 45: Housekeeping

Deciding that we would meet up in an hour, Fenris and I parted.  I headed back across the courtyard.  Our village’s trading caravan was there, ready to go.  Nearly a dozen drivers were waiting to deliver our goods to Narwal.  The massive outer gate had opened and the first of the refugees were being let through with their caravans to head toward town.  I waved at HaroldBruce as he passed, still looking a bit befuddled.  
In a short period of time, the activity died down and the courtyard was quiet again.  Only our trading caravan remained.  Of course, they weren’t moving, yet.  They couldn’t, until there was a clear path for them to travel through.  
That was going to be a problem, and, at the moment, I didn’t have a ready solution.  I walked to the base of the wall and followed it, considering my options.  Badgelor, my cute furry Badgelor, had calmed down.  He was busily sunning himself on a warm paving stone.  Shart sat quietly on my shoulder, contemplating demon things.
“So, how do I do this?” I thought at the demon.
“How do you do anything?” replied Shart. 
“One step at a time,” I said, thinking.  “The northern route has the bandits and the western route has those fecking pumas.”
“Yes,” stated Shart, glancing around for a moment.  “So, which route is better?”
While anything was better than the fecking pumas, I did think for a moment.  How many of those stupid cats were there?  Was there a way that I could even check their population?  I brought up my map and looked.  I had that Great Explorer talent; it made the map more detailed than I had expected.  
	Fecking Puma Forest*, (name change under review by local authorities), is a forest East of Narwal.  It is notorious for its large number of hunting cats.  There are presently over 200 hunting cats in this large forest.  


	Northern Forest of Narwal, Contains the Titan’s Crack Bridge, leading to the Great Highway.  A small forest most well-known for its Pine and Jerk Trees, this forest was recently overrun by bandits.  At least 50 bandits currently make this forest their home, preying on refugees.





“Well, given the choice between 200 hunting cats and 50 bandits, I’d think that bandits are the easier option,” I said, running the numbers.  I didn’t see how my people or Zorlando’s crew would survive against the cats, at any rate.  That forest was, by far, the most dangerous place I’d ever encountered.
“Okay, Dum Dum, how do you defeat the bandits?” asked Shart.
“If there are 50 bandits, and we have 50 properly equipped men, we might be okay.  The bandits are going to be spread out.  It’s not like it will be a 50 on 50 fight.” I stated, then frowned.  “The only problem might be Durg.  He’s tougher than any of us, including me.”
“If you can take out Durg, you can defeat the bandits,” stated Shart.  I nodded.  If I brought the Mercenaries, Fenris, and SueLeeta, as well as the village guards, we could probably make short work of the bandits.  Assuming that I could defeat Durg.
Knowing my thoughts, he continued, “Hey, Dum Dum, do you really want to leave Noobtown that woefully undefended?”
“No.”  I thought I could spare the 20 archers that Zorlando was requesting but sending all the village’s guards would be asinine.
Durg was much tougher than I was.  My ability to level up in anything had given me a really broad base, but I hadn’t focused on anything.  What I thought had been a massive advantage, had turned into a temporary disadvantage.  Now that I was up against someone at a higher level than myself, I was going to need to train quickly.  
	Swords, Initiate 22135/50,000 SP.  Your next rank is Journeyman.  You cannot accidentally cut yourself with your own sword.  You attack at 10% faster speeds.  You cannot accidentally lose the grip on your own sword.  





I wasn’t sure what the Journeyman ability was.  Based on what I’d seen, I knew it was an obvious power tier over the Initiate.  That was pretty common in games.  You move onto the next area and your power level jumps, rendering the first area not much of a challenge, anymore. 
My Mitigate skill was actually my highest skill.  It was almost at Journeyman.  It had gained skill points steadily, as the pumas were constantly leaping onto me and biting from all directions.  While it was bound to my Defense, it was also capped.  I could only mitigate a maximum of 5 points of damage while wearing light armor.  
Speaking of which, Fenris said there was some better equipment for me.  I headed in the direction of the armory.  An idea was forming in my mind.  Shart chuckled and continued his owl like pose on my shoulder.  Badgelor grumbled but left his rock and followed me to the living area in the fortress.
The western wall was really the heart of the fortress.  The wall itself was nearly 80 feet tall and very impressive.  Inside, there were the living quarters, the armories, the stores, and everything else you needed to call a place a fortress.  I stepped in and came up to a small chamber that had been cleared out.  The first time I’d been here, it had been full of the detritus of a bunch of goblins and Wargs that all thought that indoors was a good place to poop.
It had been transformed into a proper guard shack.  Two guards were already looking at the stairs as I ascended.  It took them only a moment to relax.  I nodded in their direction. 
“Mr. Mayor,” greeted TerryElliot.  “Your stuff is in the commander’s room.”  The other guard nodded at me, as they both settled back into their card game.  I wasn’t exactly sure what they were playing.  They had what appeared to be a normal deck of cards, but they each also had a small pile of rocks and a stick. 
I continued, up three more flights of stairs.  Reaching the room, I saw that it, too, had been cleaned out.  It was a welcomed discovery.  There was a simple bed and other furnishings that were not covered with feces.  I was proud for a moment.  My guards had obviously worked very hard to erase the evidence of the goblins’ occupation here.  It didn’t take me long to see the box in the corner, stuffed full of armor.
	You have acquired: Average crafted Chain Armor (Suit), Defense 9, Durability 90/90, Reinforced +1 Defense, Draining, Bracers (8), Gauntlets, Helmet (Open Faced).  





That was a definite improvement over anything else I had worn here on Ordinal.  The entire armor was listed as a single suit, however; most of the pieces didn’t work individually.  I would have to wear the entire suit to gain the benefit.  I was alright with that, for now.  Of course, I still hoped that I’d find a magical gauntlet or something, soon.  That would complicate using this armor, but that was for the future.  For now, this was more than satisfactory.
Draining indicated that I’d become tired after a certain period of wearing it, causing my Stamina to recover more slowly.  In this case, it was after 6 hours and the penalty was 50%.  I had Initiate Medium Armor skill; that increased the duration to 8 hours and reduced the penalty to 25%.  Those were still pretty bad numbers for long term wearing.  
As was typical, the other bonuses were locked into pieces of individual equipment.  The bracers allowed me to use my Block skill to reduce an attack by an additional 8 points.  If the attack got through, it would affect my forearm.  The gauntlets extended my armored protection to my hands.  These particular ones were surprisingly nimble.  The helmet, likewise, granted protection to most of my head, except my face.  I wasn’t great with that.  I obviously would have preferred something that protected my ability to be recognized by facial features.  
The armor also had boots, but those weren’t listed for some reason.  I’d long ago given up on understanding the reasoning behind the system’s listings.  At times, the info I was given seemed completely random.
I checked my new Defense rating and was impressed.
	You have Medium Armor, due to your Chain Shirt Suit.  Your total defense is 19 (10 base + 9 Armor).  Your armor rating is 27.  Being Medium Armored increases your Dodge skill costs by +100%.  Initiate skill rank reduces that to 75%.  Your Damage Mitigation is increased by 5 points (10 total).  Threshold: 2. 





That was much better than the 10 defense I had been running around with when I fought Durg. Mentally calculating the numbers, I still wasn’t sure it would be enough.  Durg had hit my arm with a 27 point attack.  Reviewing the log, I could break that down based on his Dual Wielding fighting skill, and the weapon he’d been using.  I had attempted to minimize that with my Defense rating of 10, and my Mitigate skill.  Doing so allowed me to absorb another 5 points of damage with my Stamina.  That reduced the damage to 22 points of Slashing Damage.
Twenty-two points of Slashing Damage was a considerable amount.  When I typically got hit, I thought I just took Damage.  It wasn’t a specific type.  If only I had taken the time to analyze the combat logs before now.  Why did it take my Mitigate skill not working as effective as I thought it should for me to investigate my combat logs?  Shit like this is literally why Shart thinks I’m an idiot.
Slashing had an improved form of Damage called Severing Damage.  The logs made it painfully apparent that Severing Damage was much more serious than Slashing Damage.  Slashing Damage took many points before it actually became serious; you could cut off a limb with Slashing Damage, but you were looking at doing a 30-50 point wound.  An attack made with Severing Damage could accomplish the same in 10-20.  Severing Damage was much harder to ignore than Slashing Damage.  
As you leveled up, you tended to do greater Damage.  My Sword Master perk didn’t just add 2 Damage to my attacks with swords.  It added two Greater Damage to my attacks, meaning that all my slashing sword attacks did 2 points of Severing Damage.  
I had wondered about that.  While some magical attacks did quite a bit of Damage, most of the physical strikes, apart from backstabs, were capped in the 20-60 point range.  If that had been the case, killing higher level characters was going to be challenging.  With Greater Damage types, smaller amounts of Damage would have a series of painful and potentially lethal status effects.  Unmitigated Slashing Damage always caused bleed effects, but the amount usually wasn’t terrible. However, it did bypass defense.  Severing Damage was likely to remove limbs and cause even more bleed effects.  
When Durg had attacked me, I’d used my Mitigate skill.  One of its Initiate effects was reducing the severity of an injury type down a level.  I was set to have my limb removed but was able to trade it down to a mere break.  That was devastating in combat, but it wasn’t losing the arm.  I hoped that getting Mitigate to the Journeyman rank would help.  Right now, I needed to either invest in better armor or really tweek out my Dodge skill.  
My old leather armor had been converting Slashing Damage to just Damage, which I had plenty of resistance to.  My skin was resistant to 10 points of Damage but was only half as effective against Slashing Damage.  It was not effective at all against Severing Damage.
It's kind of like the old Storyteller system.       
Durg’s attack could have severed my arm, if I hadn’t had so many hit points.  Those reduced the chances of cutting my limb clear off, and the Mitigate skill allowed me to pay Stamina to ignore the injury.  With my new Medium Armor, however, the damage would be reduced more significantly.  It was much better crafted and actually resisted some Severing Damage, due to its Threshold.  
Threshold was an armor property that reduced Severing and Penetrating Damage by a like amount.  My armor was rated as two.  That would convert all the damage my Sword Master perk could output as Severing damage back down to Slashing damage.   I’d still be taking Slashing Damage, but that was preferable to the alternative.   Of course, I’d been Dodging at the time; that wasn’t likely to be as strong as he could hit me.  With the increased Dodging cost in this armor, he would be hitting me more in the next battle.   All things considered, being a tank that could just ignore Damage was going to require much better armor than I had yet seen.  
Mitigate and Dodge were two of my combat skills that allowed me to reduce or avoid Damage.  Both were great, but both required significant investments in Stamina to function properly.  I had a bunch of Stamina, but there were more than a few battles that I’d nearly run out.  Running out of Stamina made you slower.  Thus, it rendered you an easy target.
I knew what my core problem was now.  I also knew how to resolve it.  I was just going to have to train myself up to that resolution.  Sooner rather than later, as I was coming to the revelation that my skills and equipment were critical to my survival on Ordinal.  In my rush to level, I had been neglecting both.
Then, the door burst open.  I turned, half reaching for my weapon.  I halted quickly, seeing SueLeeta. Her eyes were tear filled as she stepped into the room.  She grabbed my hand and began undoing the straps that held my gauntlet in place.  I could have stopped her, but I didn’t.  In moments, she cast it to the ground and looked at my hand.
“That jerk,” she stated, growling as she turned to face the door.  “He said you got maimed.  I’m going to kill him.”
“Wrong hand,” I said, undoing the straps on my other gauntlet.  I gathered up its partner from where SueLeeta had dropped it and attached both to my belt.
She grabbed my hand and stared at the nubs of my fingers.  I could see the growth, but they were still down to before the first knuckle.  I couldn’t even bend them, as the ligaments and tendons didn’t have anything to attach too.  She held my hand to her cheek.  I could feel her tears.  “We should have tried to save you,” she whispered.
“I survived,” I said softly.  “I’m glad you didn’t come after me.  It was terrible in there.”
SueLeeta was my friend, big sister, and little sister, all in the same package.  She was there to kick my ass when it needed moving and to share my pain, afterward.  She sniffed once, loudly, and pulled back.
“I need a new shield.” I informed her. 
She nodded.   “I’m sure I can find you one.  I’ve just got off the wall.  Let me run back to my quarters really quick.  Then, I will go on the hunt for one.”
“Thank you,” I replied earnestly.  “You know, I would have liked to have had your keen eye with us.  I have had a bit of trouble with my bow, as of late.”
Wiping her eyes on the back of her hand, she looked at me.   “Why? You fight equally well with both hands.  Just use the other one.”
“It’s a bit hard to draw the bow with this,” I said, wiggling my nonexistent fingers.  I expected her to tear up again, but instead, she laughed.
Grabbing her own bow, she drew back the string without loading an arrow and wiggled the fingers that were on the grip.  “You shouldn’t be gripping the bow here.  You can use your right hand to hold it and your left to shoot.”
I must have been staring blankly forward for too long, because SueLeeta grabbed my hand and laughed.  She continued, “You thought you couldn’t shoot a bow because of that little injury? “
I nodded blearily.  I was still thinking like a right hander.  After I lost the fingers, I had tried changing hands with my bow once, and it hadn’t worked well.  Then again, I had apparently been gripping the bow wrong all along.  I wistfully thought of the number of times it would have been handy to have a useful bow in both forests.
“Hey, Dum Dum.  I believe in you,” thought Shart.  
SueLeeta let go of my hand, sniffling slightly.  She used the back of her hand to wipe both of her eyes and collected herself.  In moments, she had gone from a woman in turmoil to completely normal.  This served to remind me that I will never understand women, no matter what planet they are from.  Staring at me now was a hard edged female, ready for battle.
“What’s the plan?” she asked.
“We are all gathering up in the guard room.  We’ll know then.”




Chapter 46: The Plan

The guard room was a simple place.  A large wooden table, mostly used for card games, sat in the center.  Around it were a weird assortment of strategists.
Fenris had his arms folded across his chest.  He was watching me intently.  SueLeeta was busy peering over a map that I’d drawn. Zorlando was sitting next to her.  His gaze was constantly shifting between SueLeeta and the map, depending on what she was looking at.  Bashara was also present.  She sat in the corner and looked playful. 
Looking back to Fenris, I saw the typical look he adopted before I planned out anything.  I would best describe it as mild annoyance mixed with the knowledge that he would soon correct me on something.  I noticed he had his back squarely toward Bashara.  
“I’ve reviewed our manpower and the two possible routes,” I began.  “Obviously, the road to the west is not going to work.”
“Because it's full of horrible monsters?” asked Zorlando. 
I nodded and continued, “So, that leaves the northern road, through the forest.  We just need to cross Titan’s Chasm, at the bridge, and make it through to Narwal.”
Fenris and Zorlando peered closer at the map.  I’d drawn it with my Cartography skill, so it was very detailed.  Those details included several likely ambush spots that the bandits would be able to attack us from.  Neither man looked pleased.
“How do you expect us to get through?” asked Fenris.  “If there are that many bandits in the forest, they will eat us alive.”
“Not if we ambush them,” I stated. Fenris and Zorlando both looked at me.  I grinned back at them.  Both appeared to be waiting for the other to ask how I planned on doing that.
“I am also interested,” thought Shart.  He could oftentimes tell what I was thinking.  If he was having trouble puzzling my plan out, perhaps that meant I was getting better at blocking him from my mind.  
SueLeeta decided to move the conversation forward.  “Even if we somehow manage an ambush, that still leaves their leader.  From what I understand, Durg is a real piece of work,” said SueLeeta.  She had talked to Bashara, it seemed, and the bandit leader was a point of concern for her.
“I will have to defeat him in combat,” I stated.  “I’ve not come up short in any engagement, so far.”  I decided to leave out the pesky details of Durg breaking my arm and making me run away.   
Bashara opened her mouth to say something, then quieted.  She frowned at me, considering her statement carefully.  “Despite your luck in managing to defeat me, I don’t see how you plan on battling Durg.  He’s a bit tougher than you seem to be giving him credit for. “
“Jim is a capable warrior,” stated Fenris.
“Jim is a capable warrior?” asked Zorlando.  He examined me even more carefully.  Shart groaned.  Finally, after his very thorough inspection, Zorlando shrugged.  “Durg is a journeyman, you are not.  In my experience, that usually decides a battle before it has begun.”
Fenris’ eyebrows raised as he looked over at Zorlando.  He then turned to examine me again.  “I can’t actually see Jim’s skills.  Enlighten me as to how you know that he’s not a Journeyman.”
“No title,” Zorlando chuckled.  “He’s the mayor of this town, but nothing more.  You get your Journeyman title when you make rank.”
That was clever.  I had a Rogue talent and a magical amulet that made it very hard to see my skills and abilities with Lore.  You couldn’t hide titles, though.  Not if one was looking for them.  “I plan on correcting that while you two get your men ready.  We’ll need to get some additional wagons from the town to make my plan work.”
“Ohh, this should be interesting,” stated Bashara, grinning at me.
I had almost sent her out of our little war room but decided against it.  She probably had some useful insights about the enemy camp, I reasoned.  “You don’t feel bad about planning your former employer’s death?”
“Not really.  It was just a contract,” she replied easily.  “Though, I am not allowed to personally attack them for at least 30 days.  I won’t be able to assist with your little ambush out there.”
That was unfortunate.  I hadn’t really counted on her help, but it would have been very beneficial to have such a powerful Wizard with us.  
“Then, shouldn’t she go now?” stated SueLeeta.  I frowned.  Sure, Bashara couldn’t help us with the attack but letting her in on the planning couldn’t hurt.  Could it?  I had talked to her about the enemy force already and had a detailed map of the area.  On the other hand, I honestly couldn’t think of anything additional she could offer.  Certainly nothing that would override the potential security concerns of her listening in on the plan.  
	You have learned about the skill Mental Resistance.  You are unskilled.  Your mind is like a steel trap!





Why did I just get a prompt?  Looking around, I studied each of the people at the table.  I must have gotten the prompt because I’d learned the skill.  I learned skills when I was using them, even if I didn’t know I was.  That meant that someone was using magic on me right now.
I couldn’t believe it!   I’d been so trusting.  Zorlando was using magic on me!  
He didn’t look like a caster, but it was obvious.  The way he looked around, twirling his mustache.  It was all part of his image.  In reality, he was a Wizard, who could cast spells to cloud people's minds.
Bashara could probably help me.  She knew how to cast spells like that.  Fortunately, I could trust her.  She had the same expression as my wife.  The exact same expression as my wife when I needed her the most.  
The exact same expression.
I used Lore on Zorlando.  He had 20 Mana remaining.  I then used it on Bashara.  She only had 44 remaining, out of her total of 120.  She was casting spells.  
She must be trying to counter Zorlando.  But...that didn’t seem right.  Zorlando couldn’t cast spells. He was a Mercenary Captain.  I could feel a tugging inside my mind.  It seemed to be getting stronger.  
“SueLeeta is right.  I should leave,” stated Bashara.  I was still wrestling with these weird ideas in my head.  However, when she said she was leaving, I remembered how much I would miss her once she was gone.  I shook myself.  I had to remain resolute.  She needed to go, because she wasn’t involved in this.  
As Bashara left the room, I realized how much time I’d spent dawdling.  It had been so long that everyone was staring at me.  “Right.  We need to prepare, all of us.  Here’s the plan.”
I laid it out for them.




Chapter 47: Brilliant Ideas

I walked out of the meeting feeling like I’d just lost a hand of cards.  Zorlando had waited until we’d discussed what was expected of him before selling his men’s services.  We had settled on 6 gold a day for his men.  Thankfully, he’d needed some supplies, and I’d been able to use some of the town’s weapon production to offset the cost somewhat.  I had two days free of charge, then I’d have to come up with the gold. 
SueLeeta followed me, her expression urgent.  “This is a terrible idea!”
“We can make maces and swords easily enough,” I replied.
“I mean you fighting with Durg,” she replied sourly.  
“It must be done,” I said.  “Someone needs to take on Durg, and that someone has to be me.  You have your own role.”
“Power Leveling?” she stated.   “No one does that.  It's suicidal!”
I had explained my plan and used the term ‘Power Leveling’ to do it.  As it turned out, they understood what Power Leveling was.  It had a negative connotation, primarily because more than a few people died attempting to Power Level their skills.  I didn’t have any other options, though.  
I needed to get my skills up fast.  To level skills, you had to fight higher level opponents.  That was the rub.  I could fight lower level goblins right here in the valley, but they were worth precious few experience points and almost no skill points.  I had to go where there were monsters that were higher level.
I had to go back into the Fecking Puma Forest.  
Standing just outside the boundaries of the forest, this idea seemed way more terrible than when I devised it in the fortress.  SueLeeta and Cat Three were standing behind me.  SueLeeta was fidgeting.  I checked my armor, my new shield, and my swords one last time.  
“Jim, you barely survived last time.” SueLeeta said.  She had repeated herself several times now.  That was never good, in my experience, but she couldn’t talk me out of this.  I’d survived in there with worse gear and at lower level.  I’d survive again.  Then, I would be able to fight Durg.  
The sight of those refugees’ bodies haunted me.
I shook my head.  “This is what needs done.  I’ll go in there for a day or so, get a few skill ranks, and get right back to the fortress.  I will make it.”
She said nothing, because there was nothing to be said.  I turned toward her and smiled, before looking down at Badgelor.  “It's time to go, friend!”
“I am not going back inside that terrible place,” stated Badgelor.  “You didn’t tell me this moronic plan of yours, and I am not going back there to be mauled to death by pumas.”
“Why, yes, we sure are going to kill those pumas,” I said loudly to Badgelor in human speak.  I followed that up in Badger, “You are making me look bad!”
Badgelor harrumphed loudly and then took a massive dump as SueLeeta and I watched.  “He’s getting down to battle weight,” I told her seriously.  I inwardly thanked the gods that at least he wasn’t in War Form.
“Do I have any say in this?” asked Shart.  The little demon had been less than impressed, listening to my plan in the commander’s room.  He may have yelled at spots and questioned my parentage. “Dum Dum, I mean Jim, seriously, we are going to get wrecked if we go back in there.  We could come up with another plan.”
“Shut up, Shart,” I thought.  “We are going, Badgelor.”
Meanwhile, Badgelor was standing by SueLeeta.  He was on his hind legs.  “Please tell that insufferable moron that we are going to be delicious fare for those pumas!”
I started marching and didn’t look back.  I started about 100 logs from the forest, yards,
but by the time I was halfway there, I heard a badger scream.  He quickly appeared behind me.  
“You are an idiot,” he stated conversationally.  “An utter moron.”
“Good luck and farewell to you too, Badgelor,” called SueLeeta.
“Good to see you buddy,” I responded as we formed into our patented anti-puma formation, ‘Saucer 2’.  We actually made it all the way into the forest and outside SueLeeta’s bow coverage before Shart spotted the first puma.
“Three marks at 2-10,” he stated.  While my Perception skill was always active to some degree, right now I was paying as much attention as humanly possible to the slight stirring in the underbrush nearby.  
“Stir the pot?” I asked.   Badgelor grumbled but found a hiding spot and vanished.  Shart kept his mental focus on the new spell he was casting.  He signaled that there were three pumas.  When neither companion complained, I gestured toward the bush I knew held a puma.
“Hoopie,” I cast.  The arcane force formed in my right hand, but I felt some resistance.  I focused harder and poured more Mana into the spell.  Suddenly, my Break Wind spell activated, sending forth a wave of arcane energy.  Glancing at my Mana bar, I was shocked to see that the spell’s cost had doubled.  I reviewed my combat log and discovered that casting while wearing metal armor doubled the cost of simple spells.  
Good to know. 
The puma in the bush loudly farted.  It was enough to startle the big cat into action.  He rushed toward me.  Experience had shown that the cats came in staggered.  If the one in front came in first, at least you didn’t start off the battle with one leaping on your rear.
It was your garden variety, death stalking puma, the sneaky kind that liked to leap up on you or dive down from trees.  I activated Lore, just to be safe, as it rushed toward me.  
	Puma: Level 8


	Health: 130/130


	Stamina: 150/150


	Mana: 0


	Skills: Stealth Initiate





As the animal charged, it took one almost faltering step, before springing toward me from nearly 20 feet away.  I sidestepped, bringing my longsword across its flank as it swung past me.  My blade was slightly longer than the creature’s reach, and I was able to avoid Damage.  The cat, however, got a bloody cut carved into it for 22 points of Damage.  
Unfortunately, the cats did indeed come in staggered.  The next cat was already moving in to pounce while I was distracted with the first one.  I spun around, but my blade wasn’t in position.  The second puma managed to slice into my armor with its claws, sending me sprawling.  I landed and rolled back to my feet, just as the third puma was preparing for its attack.
The third cat encountered the true nature of the ‘Saucer’ defensive formation.  As it began to charge forward, Badgelor had been changing back into his War Form.  The two creatures met in midair.  The puma began clawing, even as Badgelor began working his own claws and jaws.  Between the two, the puma should have been deadlier, but Badgelor was far tougher.  Hurting the badger was something that few pumas had managed, even though Badgelor was seldom able to down them in turn.
What that accomplished was to break up their formation, leaving me to deal with the other two.  These pumas were pack hunters, but they tended to attack in smaller groups.  The largest group we’d seen was only 5.  I wasn’t sure how they fought with that many, mainly because we’d run from that many as soon as the opportunity presented itself. 
Here, there were only three; I could deal with three.  One rushed forward snarling, claws out and swiping madly.  I activated my Dodge skill and attempted to keep it off balance.  The other puma chose that moment to strike from the side.  It knocked me off balance, allowing the first one to bite down hard on my forearm.  Unfortunately, that was my sword arm.  The second puma used that moment to attempt to rip off my leg. 
	Bite damage:  16 Crushing (18 Total X 2 pinned) - (Defense 19), 


	Mitigate: -5 Crushing (15 Stamina) Convert 5 Crushing to 5 Damage.


	Final Damage: 6 Crushing, 5 Damage


	Injury: None, Crushing below Break Threshold (32).





Well, that was too much detail really, but it was nice to know that my armor was working.  I only really needed to pay attention to Final Damage and Injuries, now that I understood the damage system better.  
Those very sharp teeth were still tearing into my leg quite painfully.  I started kicking that puma while I drew my dagger.  I attempted to stab the one gnawing on my arm, but, without my fingers, I couldn’t grip the weapon well.  I ended up barely damaging the cat.  
I glanced at my gauntlet and realized that the solid piece of metal came to a triangular point.  Instead of anything fancy, I just punched the creature gnawing on my arm in the eye.  It snarled, attempting to claw me away with its paws.  I managed to punch it again, and it pulled free.  I kicked wildly at the one still gnawing my leg.  After several painful kicks to its nose, I was released.  I got to my feet and realized I needed to reposition myself.  Luckily, I had a trick for that as well.
Using my Thrust attack, I picked the cat that was fighting with Badgelor and lunged toward it.  The other two pumas didn’t react in time, and I crossed the distance between us in the blink of an eye.  I jammed my longsword into its rear for over 50 points of Damage.  
The cat shrieked, but before it could turn around, Badgelor had locked his jaw onto the puma’s throat.  He began chewing, making weird nom nom noises as he did so.  Fountains of thick red blood started shooting everywhere, as the other two pumas attempted to close.  One’s eye was a ruined mess, and the other had a large bloody gash on its side.  
I executed Hack and Slash at my two opponents, scoring a blow on each.  They were attempting to position themselves around me.  That was another mistake.  Badgelor had excused himself from his meal and grabbed the one with the ruined eye by the leg.  Both the puma and the badger began rolling around in the lush, thick grass.
My final attacker attempted another pounce, but I sidestepped and slashed again.  The cat finally had enough and collapsed.  I walked over to the pile of Badgelor and the last remaining puma.  They were both attempting to tear each other apart.  With the cat’s attention focused on the badger, it was child’s play to impale the creature from behind.  
“See, this is much easier,” I said.
“I have 3 more pumas incoming.  ETA, 30 seconds,” stated Shart.




Chapter 48: Jim Strikes Back

With the proper planning and gear, this forest was challenging, instead of impossible.  Sure, we got attacked by pumas every few minutes, and there were way too many of them.  Still, our combined might was enough to push through the pumas, until we finally ran into a second problem.
“How the hell haven’t I advanced to Journeyman Swords yet?” I groaned, sitting down in a heap.  My armor was battered and dented but still had Durability to spare. My sword was still in very good shape, despite all the battles, due to its Durability and my Sword Master perk.  
Badgelor plopped down next to me before bending around to gnaw at his rear.  He came up with a few puma claws a moment later.  Spitting each out in turn, he said, “We’ve fought over 60 of them.”
I felt the familiar sense of nails on a chalkboard.  It was the same feeling I experienced every time Shart examined my character sheet.  It was like a demon invading your soul, or at least poking around in it.  “I see the issue, my boy.  We are running out of higher level mobs. “
We’d been searching the forest for hours now, generally murdering any living creature we saw.  Every living creature we saw was a puma, so that was okay.  While not being on the receiving end of the puma beat down had been fun for a while, we eventually got to the point where this section of the forest was getting sparsely populated.  I’d found a good spot to rest for a bit, and we’d taken a break.  
Running out of higher level mobs is what I had been afraid of.  The pumas had all started between level 7 and 9.  As we’d continued battling, we’d been seeing fewer 9th level pumas and more 7th level pumas.  Hell, Badgelor had killed a 6th level puma by sneaking up on it.  The badger had sliced and diced before the cat even knew it was in trouble.  Sneaking up on a puma, it just didn’t make sense.  
“That’s another thing.  Why are there so freaking many pumas?” I said finally.  “There is absolutely no way there is enough food for them all here.  I’ve seen precious few game animals and pumas are predators.  Unless they are eating other pumas, I don’t see how they aren’t starving.”
Team Jim had killed over 100 of the cats during both trips into this hellish forest.  I didn’t think that there were even 150 wolves in the entire forest in Windfall Valley.  There were certainly not 150 hostile man-seeking wolves in the valley.  This forest wasn’t even that big.  It was maybe a few dozen acres, as it stretched off to the south of Narwal.  
 The forest wasn’t cleared out yet, not by a long shot.  My Great Explorer talent let me look at a higher level overview of the forest; it showed that there were still hundreds of pumas here.  In fact, as I reviewed the number of cats, it seemed their numbers had replenished.  They were at the same levels now that they had been prior to my last trip.  That meant that over 60 cats had been replaced in just a day.  What the hell is up with this forest?
Skill progression was based on a bunch of factors.  The main one was your opponent’s level in regard to your own.  With the levels of the pumas slowly dwindling, I was having trouble earning the skill points needed to push my Swords skill to the next rank.  That mechanic seemed to prevent people from becoming master Swordsmen simply by killing the odd assortment of rats and goblins.  To Power Level my skill, I was going to need to find tougher opponents.  
“We need to find the biggest, meanest puma,” said Badgelor.  That was his constant suggestion.  Find the biggest creature and kill it.  Of course, that was starting to make sense.
“Can you find the highest level puma?” I asked Shart.  The demon fidgeted on my shoulder for a long moment.  After casting several times, he shook his head.
“Unfortunately, no, I don’t have that kind of fidelity on my spell.  We’ve almost cleared out the pumas in this part of the forest, though.  Maybe we’ll find a den closer to the center of the woods, wherever that is,” he said.  
That got me thinking.  I had taken the Adventurer class mainly because it synergized with my Woodsman and Warrior classes.  It was a generalist class for the most part, but it actually focused on exploration.  In a game world with wiki’s and bulletin boards, that wouldn’t have been very useful.  However, here there was a difference.
While I didn’t know where the center of the woods was, I wondered if it was a point of interest.  I concentrated, not on the map, like I had been doing, but on my immediate surroundings.  I wasn’t standing there with my eyes closed or anything.  I was just generally looking around and trying to get a feel for the place.  
Nothing happened.  I was spinning around like an idiot and nothing happened.  I brought up my menus to review my Adventurer class and noticed the Great Explorer icon.  It was lit up, just like my Duelist talent.  It was a talent tree.  Grumbling to myself, I selected it and brought up the talent menu.  
I wonder why nothing happened with Beast Master at level 6.  
Great Explorer was a talent tree based on Travel and Exploring.  The Adventurer class automatically got the talent.  By default, it made mapping easier, providing a brief overview of places you had been or were going to.  Now that I was looking at the tree, I could see that wasn’t all it did.  There were multiple talents for faster travel, though not a ‘fast travel’ system.  I could select a talent and gain +10% to travel speed, or I could select a different talent to ignore one kind of negative terrain.
Neither of those looked tremendously useful, so I poked around at the other talents.  Detailed Mapping allowed me to generate a local map with much more fidelity than normal.  I assumed it would be like my town map, but out in the wild.  The town map let me zoom in far enough to nearly see a blueprint sketch of the town.  Not that I used that feature very much, nor did I see it as being broadly practical.  
Then, I saw it, Explorer’s Nose.  It increased your detection range of significant Points of Interest from 1000 logs to 2000 logs.  Since logs were really about a yard, that would mean I could be a little over a mile away from a Point of Interest and still detect it.  Points of Interest gave me experience points and would probably be locations that we were looking for.  Additionally, it allowed me to sniff out minor discoveries that were nearby, whatever that meant.  
If I could detect out to a mile, it made the search for the center of the forest much easier.  Given that there were pumas everywhere, I was all about that.  I selected the talent.  
“I found a talent that should help us find the center of the forest,” I said, bringing up my map.  “We’ll go this way and see if I can find it.”
“Okay,” stated Shart.  “I can sense a few more pumas in the other direction, so it's as good a way to go as any.”
“Alright, but what’s with your nose?” asked Badgelor.  
I realized it was itching, and I felt like I needed to sneeze.  That was odd.  I didn’t recall sneezing since I’d gotten to Ordinal.  Of course, do you ever really remember sneezing?  I fiddled with my nose a bit, grabbing it with both iron gauntlets and pinching it slightly.  I sniffed again and caught an odor I didn’t recognize.  
Unsheathing my sword, I began our slow walk; it was our standard pace, even when Shart was confident that there were no pumas about.  Badgelor went to the ground, breaking off to the side. Shart redoubled his spell checking.  
I covered several paces as the odor continued to get more pronounced.  Finally, I stepped into it, literally.  As my foot began to drop, I realized that what I was putting weight on wasn’t earth.  Jerking my foot back, I pointed my sword low.  Alas, it was only a very old piece of leather.  My weight had caused the ancient leather to tear somewhat.  
It appeared to be a bag.  I groaned, signaling for Badgelor to come over.  Driving the tip of my blade into it, I pulled.  The leather came apart like old wet cardboard.  A hint of something golden glimmered in the sunlight. 
	You have found a sack.  The sack contains 22 gold, 119 silver and 419 copper.  The sack contains 2 healing potions.





Gold was always nice, and I might have missed it without my new talent.  I wondered how many other treasures I’d missed that were hidden right next to me.  Taking the vials, I confirmed by the color that there were intended for healing.  They would also be useful.  Still, I carefully examined both.  The last healing potion I’d found had contained a rather vile poison that was actually far more harmful than the healing effect.  
	You have found 2 Potions of Healing.  They will restore 20 hit points over 10 seconds.





That wasn’t bad at all.  My new talent had some potential.  Plus, I’d even gained 100 experience points for finding it.  Each of my classes got the same amount of experience for finding the potions, but the experience meant far more for the lower level classes than the higher level ones.  
We resumed our journey. As we continued deeper into the forest, we encountered and dispatched two more pumas.  Twice, we had to change directions due to terrain; there were parts that were just too overgrown for us to continue.  
Another time, my nose started twitching.  We’d followed it to a large, dead tree.  The tree was freshly dead; the leaves were still attached to the branches but had all turned brown.  What was truly odd were the large knots that were located all over the trunk.  
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say this tree had tumors,” I stated, looking at the withered husk.  The knots located all over it looked very much like tumors or cysts.  Not only that, but there were deep claw marks covering the entire trunk.  They reached all the way up, to where the tree branched off into limbs.
“How do you know better?” asked Badgelor, sniffing the tree.
“I don’t think trees can get cancer,” I said, prodding one of the tumors with my sword.  It was all hard wood.  The bark was more like scar tissue than anything else.  
“What’s cancer?’ asked Badgelor.  He sniffed the air for a moment, before stepping away from the dead tree.
“So, cancer isn’t a thing here, or maybe you can’t detect it?” I asked.  Ordinal was weird, but maybe a world without cancer would be worth it.
“It's an Earth term,” stated Shart.  “Here it would be a life imbalance.  The cells of this tree were saturated in life energy.  The result is rapid, uncontrolled growth, typically followed by death. “
“Life energy can kill you?” I asked.  That didn’t make sense.  Life energy was … life energy.
Badgelor facepalmed.  “All magic can kill you.”
Shart sighed his ‘lecture an idiot’ sigh.  “Any form of energy can kill you, if it is applied in an excessive amount.  Some heat is good.  If you get so much heat that you start boiling, heat becomes bad.” 
I nodded.  That made sense.  “Didn’t you mention life energy being in the air when we were talking about your tummy space? “
“No, I mentioned that there wasn’t any life energy in my extradimensional storage,” stated Shart. “There is air in there, but life energy will dissipate when not in this dimension.  Your body requires life energy to function.  When you breath in air, you draw that life energy into your body.  It is then taken in by your core.  The core uses it to keep you alive.
“On Earth we breathe in oxygen and convert it to carbon dioxide,” I said, glancing over at Shart.
“That might be how it works on Earth, but this isn’t Earth, Dum Dum.  It doesn’t work like that here,” replied the demon.  
“Earth is weird,” stated Badgelor.  Shart nodded.  
That was actually interesting.  I wondered how atoms worked here.  That was assuming that atoms even existed on Ordinal.  I didn’t really have any means of checking.  I could always ask Shart, but that risked a whole lot of name calling, sighing, assumptions of my stupidity, and Earth bashing.  Maybe there was a science skill I could develop.  That was something to ponder later.  I made a note that life could kill me but realized that that had always been the case. 
It was at that moment that I felt the tug for the first time.  I’d found Points of Interest before, but they never reached out and yanked me.  I didn’t know what we’d found, or exactly how far away it was.  What I did know for sure was that we were heading toward something interesting.
“Shart, what does your spell look like?” I asked, stepping away from the tree.  My nose was telling me to go north.  
The demon wiggled his hands for a moment.  “All clear around here.  I think we need to go south to run into more pumas.”
When he wasn’t looking for food or threats, Badgelor watched me and Shart constantly.  He’d noticed my change in behavior almost instantly and was now staring at me.  “What do you see, Jim?”
“There’s something to the north,” I stated.  We headed in that direction, and no one argued.  We’d all been damaged somewhat, but an extra 15 minutes of walking was just what the doctor ordered.  We’d found the occasional healing root, and Badgelor and I had been chewing them.  Not Shart, of course, because he’s a demon.  That left plenty for Badgelor and me.  
I’d also found some other herbs.  I had taken the Poisioner perk when I’d leveled to Rogue.  It was great for Herbalism, but it also allowed me to find poisonous herbs and make poisons.  The first time through this forest, I hadn’t had time to do much of anything but run.  Now, we had a little time to spare. I’d been able to find quite a few herbs.  While you needed an Alchemy lab to make the truly nasty poisons, there were a few recipes that you could make in the field.  The ones I had been interested in added a mild to moderate amount of Damage to your weapon attacks.  Those poisons didn’t last very long, several minutes at most, but they could still prove useful in battle.  
If nothing else, searching for herbs gave me something to do as we walked.   We’d gradually reduced the formation from ‘Saucer 2’ to simple alert walking in a forest.  The first time I’d entered the forest, I did so at level 5, and was woefully underequipped.  Now, I was at level 7 and decently equipped.  That made all the difference in the world.  
With our new skills and abilities, the pumas didn’t manage to sneak up on us anymore.  When we found them, we were able to deal with them and only take minimal damage.  Hours of exposure to this had given me back the confidence that the first trip had shattered.  I was whole again, except for the fingers, because these were manageable threats.  We could handle them.  
Walking through a dense forest is slow work.  It took nearly forty minutes before we found a small clearing in the middle of the forest.  It was idyllic.  Butterflies and flowers were everywhere.  The plant life was particularly lush.  Around the northern edge of the clearing was a small rise, leading to what appeared to be a cave.  It was like something out of one of my kids’ rainforest books.  There was such a healthy sense of peace and calm that it made you happy to just exist.
“Don’t move.  It's right behind us,” stated Badgelor. 
Of course.




Chapter 49: Return of the Puma

My nose was great for treasure and map points, while Badgelor’s nose was great for monsters.  If he said he smelled one right behind you, than there was one right behind you.  We’d gotten cocky after too many easy fights.  
“I’m spell checking right now,” hissed Shart.  “There isn’t a puma behind us.  
“It's not a puma then,” I hissed back.  
That was the answer.  Shart’s spell had made us complacent.  It had been finding all the pumas for us, so we’d begun to rely solely on it.  We hadn’t run into any other monsters in this forest.  I hadn’t even considered that there might be something out here that would live amongst the pumas.  Whatever could survive with them would surely have to be worse than them.   
Standing still when a predator is directly behind you was a skill that I never thought I’d have to learn.  I could feel my sphincter pucker up, but I was entirely calm, otherwise.  I was giving Badgelor enough time to get into position.  I was going to get hit and we were going to go flying into that clearing.  I was going to land with some unknown abomination on me.
I was amazed that I remained calm.  I continued looking at the clearing while slowly drawing two poisonous herbs and crushing them together on my sword.  I couldn’t sense the creature, and that was a requirement for the Dodge, Block and Parry skills.  Mitigate didn’t care, but I would have to get hit first.  I really wanted to avoid that.  
Scanning around for a way out, I found nothing.  There was nothing better than just jumping forward and hoping.  I hoped that whatever this thing was, it wasn’t that quick.  That was another startling realization.  Creatures had skills, just like I did.  On Earth, I might be able to sprint as fast as a horse for a short while; on Ordinal, horses could naturally sprint, but they had a sprint skill on top of that.  The horse would have the edge every time on this planet.  Whenever I thought of myself as overpowered, this world tended to smash me flat.
I wasn’t the only one with skills.
I realized I was stalling.  Badgelor had stopped moving.  Shart was still looking behind me, searching for the creature.  I was going to have to spin around.  That would give Badgelor the highest chance of getting at the creature's flank.
“3… 2…,” I didn’t finish.  There was a whoosh of air, and a massive green and orange striped animal blasted past me.  It had totally missed me.  I had bent slightly at the knees to pivot, and, somehow, the creature had totally missed me.
“Where is Shart?” screamed Badgelor, rushing out from the trees.
“YOU ALL SUCK,” screamed the demon.
“You got this,” I called back, spinning around to the horror in the clearing.  
There was a massive green and orange cat standing in the clearing.  It was covered in what appeared to be tumors.  Shart was sticking out of the animal’s mouth; it appeared that the overly large feline was trying to shake the demon to death.  Upon further reflection, I would say the creature looked vaguely like Battle Cat from He-Man.  You know, if Battle Cat had had terminal skin cancer and liked playing in radioactive waste.  I used Lore while racing to save my little butt boil.
	Life Infused Puma: Level 12


	HP: 160/160 + 3200 Overheal


	Stamina: 180/180


	Mana: 0


	Stealth: Journeyman


	Jump: Journeyman


	Camouflage: Journeyman


	Ability: Life Saturation


	A Life Infused creature has ingested massive amounts of life energy and survived.  Too much of anything is bad for you, and such an infusion often breaks the mind of whatever creature has received it.  Until the energy is dissipated, their powers of recovery are tremendous.  





3200 points of Overheal?  That was basically regeneration.  I should know; I had a small pool of Overhealing myself.  Of course, it wasn’t super fast regeneration and it worked less well on removed body parts.  I nodded to myself.  We needed to get in and murder that creature quickly.  
The creature’s leap had taken it nearly to the center of the clearing.  The clearing had to be nearly 100 feet in diameter.  I was not nearly that capable, but I still managed to do a nearly 20 foot leap.  I screamed and charged toward the puma.  
I instantly regretted spending any time analyzing.  The puma had already torn into Shart.  He was screaming as he pumped dark purple blood everywhere.  What the massive creature hadn’t considered, when choosing her snack, was that Shart was a demon.  Demons had acidic, poisonous blood.  Worse still, for the feline, was that Shart was, essentially, a dimension in and of himself; he held more blood than anyone could reasonably expect to contain.  Despite the fact that purple poison was now fountaining everywhere, Shart was not in danger of bleeding out any time soon.      
One spurt shot straight into the puma’s face.  A bursting sound followed, as the poisonous blood all but disintegrated that side of the cat’s head.  This, in turn, caused one of the tumors on its face to pop, splattering Shart with a greenish colored fluid.  
The puma screamed in agony. Shart screamed in agony.  I screamed a war cry and stabbed the puma with my sword as I crashed into her with my shoulder.  Between the pain and my sudden attack, the feline was stunned enough that Shart fell from her jaws.  I lunged again, knocking her clear of my screaming demon.  
Unfortunately, my impact had caused several of the tumors on the cat’s side to explode.  Green liquid sprayed toward me.  Instinctively, I brought up my personal barrier.  The results were mixed.  Due to the missing fingers on my right hand and the sword in my left, the barrier wasn’t nearly as well shaped as it should have been. With my left hand, it was a 5 sided disk that was large enough to cover my entire upper body.  With my right hand, the barrier kind of resembled swiss cheese.
My missing fingers, and the magical control points they represented, allowed holes to exist in the barrier.  Those holes gave the green puss an opening.  Most of it struck the barrier.  While the pus looked like a fluid, it didn’t behave anything like liquid.  I’d say it acted more like a black snake firework, one of those where you light it and a column of ash spews forth.  This blob had a magical base, though, which made it slightly more terrifying than a children’s firework.  As the pus struck the barrier, the outer edges of the material began expanding and glowing a brighter color of green, before it simply fizzled out.  It looked like the magic was eating itself from the inside out.  My barrier took some damage and my Mana was slightly depleted, as was expected, but nothing serious.  At least, nothing serious happened on the left side, where the barrier was strongest.
The right side, with all its holes, was another story.  I felt several splatterings of magic on my right arm.  The magic hissed onto my armor for a moment; I briefly thought that my armor had stopped it.  I was incorrect.  It took several more seconds for the pus to eat its way to my skin, but when it did, I felt an incredible jolt of joy.  It felt like my entire body was super powered.  I could do anything.  It lasted for a moment, then the pain hit me.  
I hadn’t seen the damage at first; it was under my armor.  However, I had grown a massive tumor right next to my elbow.  It was the size of a lemon and right next to the joint of my armor.  Lacking anywhere else to go, the skin started pushing out of the armored joint, so that every time I moved my right arm, I was first pinching and later cutting through my skin.  That was one of the many reasons that casters favored loose clothing.  
My Iron Will perk let me ignore pain, to a point.  It was less effective on magical attacks for reasons that are best described as “This Universe Sucks.”  So, my battle cry turned into a high pitched scream the next moment as the supercharged puma got back to its feet and rushed toward me, while my skin was playdoughing out of my armor.  I brought my blade up to block with my left, but my right side maneuvering caused my armor to slice through a hunk of skin, giving me a bleed effect.  
Life magic sucked.
I tried to sidestep the creature, but it was faster than its smaller cousins.  As I danced to the left, its paw shot out, slashing into my armor.  The metal yielded slightly, and I felt several claws piercing my flesh.  I brought my blade up against its front leg.  I focused more on aiming than massive damage and that paid off.  I managed to avoid the three tumors on its leg and open a rent in its flesh.    
As the two of us separated, it landed close to the edge of the clearing.  I turned and saw something unexpected.  I also saw something highly unwelcomed.  The tumor next to the wound began twitching and then popped.  The green fluid mostly landed on the puma, and the wound that I had just made sealed itself.  Several smaller tumors replaced the larger one that had just popped.  
Oh, great, they are offensive and defensive.
The magical pus could heal the puma, because its body was used to handling enormous loads of life energy.  My body was not.  I’d get a minor healing effect for an instant, followed by a fast growing cancerous tumor wherever the puss landed.  
Badgelor, who had been sneaking through the forest, suddenly launched himself at the puma’s back.  He landed claws out in four separate tumors before biting down on a fifth.  As far as battle plans went, I’d describe it as horrible.  
A thick mist of tumor juice surrounded the puma as Badgelor’s eyes went wide.  All his paws expanded massively, as they started growing super tumors.  Next, his head expanded to several times its normal size, as several tumors started growing at his jawline.  The poor badger didn’t even manage to scream before he flopped down next to the puma, unconscious.  
Well, unconscious for now.  
For all of that, the puma didn’t even seem to care very much.  Whatever wounds Badgelor had made were already healed.  The creature started pacing toward me, a low growl escaping its throat.  I noticed something, as it paced closer.  The leg that I’d wounded had been healed, but it was still walking on it funny.  When it growled again, I saw the exposed teeth; several of them were blunted.
No, several of them were regrowing.
Poison worked on her.  Not very well, but much better than normal physical attacks.  I checked Lore again.  The feline was down 8 whole hit points, but the Overhealing had been reduced to 2532, down from the 3200 it had been at the start of the battle.  I hadn’t caused anything like 600 points of damage to the puma.  It had a few minor poisoned statuses as well, but that didn’t seem to explain why so much Overhealing had been used.  
Then, I had a stupid idea.  First, I cast Breaking Wind on the puma with predictable results.  The puma was momentarily distracted.  Next, I activated my Barrier skill.  I then used my Duelist Lunge talent.  A magical barrier snapped into existence, even as I took the sword in my left and rocketed toward the puma.  Instead of aiming for an increasingly hard to find clear patch of flesh, I aimed straight for one of the tumors.  My aim was good, and I drove several inches of steel into the creature’s marked skin.
The tumor exploded, obviously, but I had my sword sticking through my barrier.  My non-magical, but well-crafted sword, could actually stick through my barrier without any consequences.  The exploding tumor pus, on the other hand, clung to the barrier and burned away.  Even better, the puma was so infused with life energy that the barrier actually pushed against it, acting like a conventional shield.
Pulling my blade back, the wound remained on the puma’s skin.  The healing effects of the tumor had been nullified when it clung to my barrier.  Unfortunately, my barrier had been seriously weakened by blocking so much life energy.  It was now covered in obvious spiderweb cracks.  
The puma had obviously been expecting the explosion to heal it and to do more damage to me.  The fact that neither had happened caused it to growl in anger and begin swiping at me with both paws.  I began dancing backward, as the preternaturally fast puma decided to test the limits of my armor.  
Within moments, it got a solid strike, carving a vast rent in my armor and driving me back a pace.  I managed a repost a moment later, but the result of that was another cloud of toxic life energy, as the wound sealed up.  Two more slashes from it, and I was sent sprawling backward.  I had managed to land and roll, bringing up my sword to block the bite that the puma had attempted to follow up with.
Blood was welling up from its teeth as it bit down on my blade, refusing to let go.  I was holding on with both hands, but it was shaking me around, trying to get me to release my grip.  As it moved, one of the tumors on its face began to darken, like a pimple that was just about ready to go.  I released with my right hand, bringing up my cracked barrier.  I managed it, just in time. 
The flash of my barrier in its eyes, combined with the popping of the tumor, was enough to cause its head to jerk around.  This action tore the sword from my hands, but it didn’t go quietly.  The sharp metal of the blade dug into the puma’s gums.  Blood and teeth fell from its maw as it stumbled backward.  
“Dum Dum.  I need my Dum Dum.  Come here.”  I heard the weak voice and turned to see Shart.  He was laying in a pool of his own entrails nearby.  I rolled toward him, narrowly missing a pool of blood and...something, before coming to rest next to the demon.  
“Please tell me you have something,” I said, grabbing a shortsword from my waist and holding it blade down.  When the puma leapt on me, I would start Wolfensteining it until it killed me.  It would be just like when BJ and a Nazi both got knives and stabbed each other until one died.  The puma had spit out my sword and was shaking its head, blood flying everywhere.  It glared at me with murder in its eyes.  
The puma pounced, launching all 800 pounds of its overripe form at me.  I managed to get slightly to the side, so that the creature didn’t land squarely on me.  Both of us still went sprawling flat on the ground, though.  The puma was trying to get its back legs into position to just rip my bottom half open, and I was thrusting my shortsword into its very thickly furred neck.  
Then, I heard the hissing.  The section of the field that we were rolling around in was completely drenched in demonic blood.  That blood was highly toxic to living organisms, except for me.  Shart was my familiar; we were bonded, for better or for worse.  This was one of the rare times that it was for the better, because Shart’s blood honored the bond between us.  I was fine.  The puma, on the other hand, was not.  It had stopped attempting to tear into me and was instead focused on standing up.  I dragged the creature back down, continuing the process of knifing its side.  
All the tumors on its left side seemed to detonate like firecrackers into the demonic blood.  The thick black blood adopted a greenish tint for a moment, twisting into unknown wicked shapes that tried to pull the puma deeper into the blood.  I rolled clear when one reached for me.  I grabbed Shart and got the hell out of the way.  
“Did we get her?” asked Shart weakly.  He looked much worse than I’d ever seen him before.
“Not quite yet,” I said.  I was quickly shoving his entrails back inside his gaping chest wound.  Once all Shart’s inside parts were no longer on the outside, I pressed the wound in his chest shut.  His demonic skin knit back together almost instantly.  Then, I reached into his extradimensional pocket and grabbed my bow.
“What’s happening?” I asked, sitting the demon carefully back on my shoulder.  He didn’t stay, so I fed him 20 points of Mana while I strung my bow.
“It cut me,” stated the demon.  “It ought not to have done that.  My blood craves the magic that my body provides.  When my blood is outside my body, it tries to get power from anywhere.”
“Well, that explains the tentacles,” I said, watching the blood surround and attempt to strangle the puma with its weird, octopus-like features. 
“No, it doesn’t,” grinned the demon.  
I hate demons.
I hadn’t been working on Marksman much recently.  After all, I hadn’t thought that I could still fire a bow.  After my injury, I’d just known that I couldn’t shoot like I had before, so that had translated to not being able to shoot at all.  Now, shooting left handed, I realized that SueLeeta had been right. 
Lining up my first arrow, I released it into the puma’s side, causing another tumor to explode.  The blood, which had been quieting down, started growing more thick black tentacles.  It continued trying to drag the cat into itself.  
I fired four more times.  Each time, another tumor popped.  Each time, the blood reanimated, and the cat fought harder to get away.  Strangely, without the tumors, I expected the cat to be some sort of weird mutant.  It was instead nearly the perfect specimen of pumahood.   
With the final tumor gone, the cat managed to get out of the blood.  It was smoking from the effects of the acidic demon blood on its skin.  Using Lore, I found that it still had over 50 hit points left.  The puma really was a proud majestic beast, and, for a brief moment, I considered letting it go.
Out of nowhere, Badgelor leapt onto its back and started tearing into it.  “You freaking ass!  I’ll show you exploding green tumors!”
“Out of Stamina,” stated Shart, as he readhered himself to my shoulder properly.  I can only describe the sensation as creepy.  He felt lighter than I thought was healthy for him.
“Badgelor wasn’t,” I thought, then realized he meant the cat.  It was true.  The puma had less than 10 points of Stamina left, which meant that it was a sports car without gas.  They look pretty but are more or less useless.  
With a scream, the puma died, and Badgelor began phase 2:  the destruction of its corpse.  He was a thorough creature, if nothing else.  I noticed a prompt.
	Level UP, Mage 3.


	You have gained one perk.  Please select it from the Mage menu.  


	Your Hit Point Total is increased by 10.  Your Mana is increased by 10. 





I dismissed it.  I was in too much pain to go through the level up process now.  
I was down to half Health.  The puma’s attacks had caused several injuries with bleed effects.  Those weren’t going away anytime soon.  I grabbed a healing root and started chewing.  I offered one to Shart, who sighed.
“I wish,” stated the demon.  “Wait… do you smell that?”
I sniffed, and Shart twisted around, looking every way he could.  We simultaneously turned toward a large tree close to the edge of the clearing.  I had several prompts waiting for me, but, at this moment, the tree was calling to me.  We walked over as I fed Shart more Mana.  He had some sort of process for turning Mana into Health, and he was seriously depleted on both fronts right now.  
My Tracking skill had no trouble finding the large amount of puma tracks that were heading toward this tree.  They all led to a small gap in the trunk, though small was relative.  It would have fit that 800 pound puma easily.  I didn’t hear anything inside, so I signaled Badgelor.  He hunkered over and went in.  Shortly thereafter, Badgelor called for us to follow. 
The tunnel led under and through the tree.  For an instant. I wondered if I was about to find a dungeon.  The tunnel widened before opening into a poorly lit lair.  The walls inside were abnormally smooth, with deep roots growing in them from all sides.    I looked around and realized that there were tracks of hundreds, if not thousands, of kittens here.  Swallowing hard, I looked around.  Aside from a strange looking spring in the back corner, the lair was empty.  
While I was observantly looking through the entire area, Shart was focused entirely on the spring.  I stepped toward it and was surprised.  I had expected the air underground to be musty and thick; it wasn’t.  The air seemed vibrant.  I could see some plants growing around the spring, even though the lair was underground and decidedly dark.
We walked the rest of the way over to it.  Shart grew ever more fixated with every step we took.
“What is this?” I asked, gesturing towards the pool.  Now that we’d gotten closer, I found that the spring emptied into a small pool the size of a bathtub.  I pulled a dead leaf off the ground and dropped it into the spring.  
It floated down and settled, revealing that the spring was not made of water.  The pool was kind of like aerogel, or a transparent cloud or mist.  It was about as liquid as air could get, or about as airy as a liquid could get.  In no way was it a natural spring, and that was just the beginning of its mysteries.
The leaf first turned green.  It looked healthy, like it must have been when it was on a tree.  The leaf itself had been damaged, with a piece missing.  That didn't matter; the spring turned it whole again, for a while, at least.  As we watched, the leaf began twitching.  Small tumors began growing on it.  They grew larger and larger, until, finally, the leaf was hiddenly entirely behind them.  
Shart’s attention snapped from whatever he had been focused on.   “Damn it!  Barrier!”
I snapped up my barrier using both hands.  I found a trick, then.  If I lined up my thumbs, the barrier got wider and somewhat stronger.   That was definitely fortunate, because the little leaf suddenly exploded.  The sickly green tumor pus splattered against my barrier.  Because it didn’t quite fit together, the barrier allowed several tiny bits of the magical pus through.  It felt akin to making bacon naked, but less pleasant.  
“That explains the puma,” said Shart.  “She found this life spring and started bathing in it.  She was wise enough to get out before she exploded but was also wise enough to stay in as long as possible.  That explains the tumors.”
“She?” asked Badgelor.  “How do you know it was a she?”
“What about all the other pumas?” I asked, dreading the answer.
“All hers,” stated Shart.  “You can survive off life energy, if it's in a spring like this.  It’s not great for you, but it repairs life in tremendous ways.”
“What do you mean by that?” I asked, as Shart looked around.  He spotted something and plopped off my shoulder.  The demon picked a seed off the ground and came back to us.
“Observe,” he said, throwing the seed into the spring.  It floated lower than the leaf, but still didn’t touch the ground.  Within moments, the seed sprouted, growing quickly into a flower.  There was no water, no soil, and no sunlight, but the flower grew anyway.  It went through its entire life cycle in seconds, and then started growing tumors.  
I pushed it aside with my shortsword, and it fell to the ground.  From where it lay, it looked like any other recently picked flower.  It had grown without anything to support it, other than life energy.  I knew about hydroponics; plants didn’t necessarily need soil, but no sunlight or water?  
Where did all that mass come from?
“Well, we can’t have this,” stated Shart.  “It goes against the natural order, and all.”
I blinked.  “Hang on, if she was pregnant and got in here, then the baby pumas would start growing at that rate?”
Shart said nothing, waiting for me to run through the steps.  They were gruesome.  The baby pumas would grow rapidly, and probably, eventually … chestburster their way out of their mother.  Mom would promptly heal, because of the spring that she liked to spend all her time in.  Then, they would crawl out… and promptly impregnate their mother again, and the cycle would repeat.  Looking around the cavern, I again observed the smooth, spherical walls.  The cubs that didn’t make it out in time just exploded here.
Well, this is a whole new layer of hell.
“So, do we need to destroy the spring?” I asked.  Shart looked abashed.
“No, first you need to go for a swim.  That way, I can see what’s filtering the life energy.  Then, we’ll see what we can do with it.
“I don’t want to go in there,” I stated.
“Well, Stumpy, I didn’t ask,” replied Shart, looking at my hand.  
We stared at each other for an uncomfortably long time.  “Right, so get out before the tumors start?” I eventually acquiesced.
“Well, get out before you explode, at the latest,” stated Badgelor, as he plopped down next to me.




Chapter 50: A Relaxing Bath

Bathing in a spring of life was an unnatural experience.  If you timed it just right, then the results were great.  Anything beyond that few second window was going to be a bad time.  I needed to heal, then get the fuck out before tumors started to grow.  If not then, than certainly before chunks of Jim splattered on the walls.
As it turned out, having bad wounds made the process much easier.  When I stripped naked and stepped into the spring, the first thing I noticed was all my lesser injuries vanishing.  The puma had scored several blows on me, and I still had spots where I’d been hit by pus.  The fact that this spring of concentrated life magic could kill me if I stayed too long was bitterly ironic.
Shart was explaining degrees of concentration.  I was really trying to focus on not blowing up, but I think I caught the general gist of what he was saying.  The life spring was about the concentration of a good beer, while the tumors on the cat had been the equivalent of moonshine.  I can drink a bunch of beer, moonshine, not so much.  However, even the best beer can make you explode if you overindulge 
I carefully watched my hit points recover, until they were full.  Then, I waited even longer.  My fingers started to heal.  Even in the spring, they required thousands of points of healing.  Thousands of points of healing could be completed here in minutes.  It took five, for both my fingers to be fully restored.  After another thirty seconds, my own Overhealing pool was fully recovered.  It took longer than I expected.  I began daydreaming while relaxing into the amazing feeling.   
Quite suddenly, Shart was screaming at me.  I wanted to stay just a bit longer, but he was whining.  I showed him my fingers, and the small greenish blob that was growing on one of them.  
I was supposed to get one when those started appearing, but that one wasn’t very large.  It was probably okay to stay a few seconds longer.  
Shart threw up his hands, and I suddenly felt something grab me by my hair.  A moment later, I was dragged out of paradise by a pissed off badger.  It was cold, hard, and terrible outside the spring.  I moved to jump back in, but the Badger growled.  I started shaking my head, before realizing that I was suffocating.  I started gasping wildly, but, after that, it only took a few moments for me to come back to myself.
“What happened?” I croaked.  
“Life intoxication,” stated Shart.  “You were in just a touch too long.  Luckily, the puma hurt Badgelor pretty bad out there.  That meant that he could reach in and pull you out without risking himself too much.”  
Looking at Badgelor, I noticed that he was more dirty than injured.  Shart still looked awful.
I gestured toward the green tumors that had grown.  They were small, but I could see at least 3 of them.  Shart walked around me, examining them carefully.  Finally, he shrugged.  “Life pimples, early stage.  They will clear up on their own, or you can pop them.  I suggest letting them clear up on their own, especially the one on your taint.”




Chapter 51: My Two Best Friends

It popped when I put my pants on.  It felt just about how you’d expect a small grenade detonation next to your ball sack to feel.  While I was in the corner weeping, Iron Will did nothing for concentrated Magical Damage it seemed, Badgelor and Shart were busy excavating.  
“I don’t care if you are an all-powerful demon, I know burrows.  If I dig there, the whole northern wall is going to collapse,” stated Badgelor, while Shart gesticulated wildly.  
“Curse your superior badger digging mind,” shouted the demon.  “What I need is in the wall over there, about 2 logs in.”
Badgelor made a show of looking around, then found a spot on the floor he liked.  He began digging in his War Form.  Large Badgelor’s digging speed was tremendous, especially when he was just digging, as opposed to tunneling.  Tunneling involved creating a stable passage.  As such, it took much longer than mere digging. 
Shart glanced over at me.  “Good news!  Both of your little friends are intact.”
“I don’t care about you two right now.  How are my balls?” I groaned.  Shart grumbled and turned away.  A few moments later, there was a commotion from the wall that fed the spring.
The wall promptly began to shake, and an object shot out.  It bounced off the opposite curved wall and then bounced twice more, before it finally hit the ceiling and stopped.  I watched it for a long moment, waiting for it to fall.  Finally, I turned back to Shart.
“Your balls are fine,” stated the demon, as he flapped the tiny wings on his basketball sized body.  He flew up to the object.
‘Object’ was as close of a descriptor as I was going to get to whatever the thing was.  It was a material thing that could be seen and touched.  If I had to describe the shape and color, I would say that it was what you see if you press on your eyeballs really hard while doing acid.  
“What is that?” I asked, finally getting to my feet.  The curiosity I felt was greater than the tremendous pain in my unmentionable area.  
“The source of the spring, obviously,” stated Shart.  He held both of his pudgy, off-sized hands on the object.  He was focusing on it in much the same way as he had focused on the spring. 
“Is that some sort of artifact?” I asked, moving closer.  The room wasn’t that tall; I was able to get within arm’s reach of the object just by standing under it.  It hadn’t stuck in the ceiling like I’d initially thought.  There wasn’t even an indentation from where it had impacted the root-firmed dirt.  I casually reached my hand up and pressed one finger into the object.  If the thing had been traveling at any speed, it would have sunk into the ceiling pretty well.
Shart groaned.  “Is it purple?”
“Are artifacts purple?” I retorted, and Shart groaned again.  “I don’t see it as having any color, “I added.
I didn’t see it as being anything.  I was going to have to flip off my filters, which blocked most mundane items.  They normally prevented me from seeing data about rocks, sticks, and other useless bits of debris, but they were also blocking out the object.  I took a moment to find all the filters and disable everything.
I wasn’t prepared for the information blasts in my vision.  Suddenly, I could see the ground, the roots as a system, worms, and even pockets of air.  The object, however, remained an unknown.  
“It doesn’t show up at all,” I said.
“That’s because it shouldn’t exist here,” stated Shart.  “It's a <bug>.”
That word sounded strange.  Shart occasionally used the demonic language around me, and none of the words sounded right.  My Demon Lore skill allowed me to understand their meaning, insofar as a mere mortal could, but when I attempted to mouth the word, I found that I could not.  It wasn’t like I was blocked from saying it or something; rather, my vocal apparatus wasn’t up to the task of saying it.  Instead, I coughed.  
“Well, it made a life spring.  Is there anything we can do with it?” I asked.  
Shart considered for a few moments, before shaking his head.  “Not right now.  I will have to figure out what to do with this.”  With that, Shart took the object as it undulated and flexed, and shoved it into his mouth.  When he opened his mouth again, the object was gone.  
“Is every orifice on your body an extradimensional portal?” I asked.
“Yes,” replied Shart.  “Before you ask, no, you do not have mouth privileges.”
Strangely enough, that hurt.  “Why don’t I have mouth privileges?  I do all the hard work around here. I deserve mouth privileges!”
“Maybe, if you’re good, and you do what you are told, then I’ll reward you with mouth privileges later.”
Freaking demonic tease!  
Shart landed back on my shoulder.  I walked over to the smoking hole in the wall that Badgelor had curled up in.  He was napping.  The critter had shrunk and was curled up, fast asleep.  I picked him up and headed for the opening.
“What’s burning?” I asked, as we left the lair.




Chapter 52: More Walking

Shart was busily digesting the object, Badgelor was sleeping, and I was fully healed.  We were able to easily and peacefully leave the forest.  For some reason, the pumas left us alone.  I wondered if they knew their mother was dead and were in mourning.  It wouldn’t have been the craziest thing to happen on Ordinal.  While I’d handled the infinite respawn of the pumas, there were literally hundreds of them remaining.  However, now that they couldn’t quickly reproduce, it would take only a few days for the village to handle them. 
I currently had a decision to reassess.  Knowing more about the situation in this forest, it was possible that our trade route would be better here.  It was the shorter route to Narwal, and it avoided the bandits.  The road had become seriously overgrown in the time that the feckin pumas ruled, but that could all be cleared.  On the downside, clearing the forest was still a project of days, and Windfall had only weeks before the entire economy crashed.  
I knew that I should order the forest cleared of pumas and weeds, and then use it as the trade route.  Yes, it would take time to do, but I thought we could probably make up the time with it being a shorter route.  That was the sensible thing to do, and it was the thing that was best for the town.  Then, I remembered the two pairs of little shoes in a shallow grave.
The dead adults bothered me, to an extent, but I’d seen dead adults before.  When I was in my thirties, I had even found a relative dead.  I could mentally process the fact that people died, and nothing I could do was going to change that.  
Two pairs of little shoes.
I couldn’t accept that with children, though.  What kind of monsters murdered children?  The Puma Gang did.  They were within my reach, if I wanted to go after them.  Should I go after them?  Should I take the Mercenaries and the villagers and rain hell down upon the Puma Gang?  How many were there?
People would die.  I didn’t care about the Puma Gang members or, sadly, the Mercenaries.  They were criminals and hired killers.  I did care about my villagers, though.  I cared about SueLeeta and Fenris.  Did I really want to risk them to avenge people we hadn’t even known?  Did I really want to risk them to save people we didn’t know?
Did I?
In the abstract, I wanted to help people.  Did that merit killing other people to do it?  If it were just me, I’d go in there and try to save hostages.  I’d done that before.  I’d also lead people to save themselves.  I’d done that before, too.
The other question was ‘Do I lie about it?’
Fenris and SueLeeta believed that the Feckin Puma Forest was impassable.  I doubted that they would reconnoiter the forest any time soon.  We would simply be sticking with the original plan.  All I had to do was say nothing, and we’d proceed by going after the bandits.  If I told the truth, that I knew how to completely clear this forest in a few days, would they still want to pursue the bandits? 
If they did, could I take Durg?
Probably, I guessed.  What kind of force did he have and what could they do?  I hated being indecisive, but I could literally get everyone killed if we walked into that bandit camp and there were hundreds of bandits.  
Are you certain on the number of bandits?” I asked Shart.  “There really are only 50?”
“About 50,” he replied, thinking back.  “Of course, there are more in the other camp.”
“Other camp?” I asked.
“Yes, it's further into the forest, probably another few miles away.  There are lots more bandits there,” he replied.
“I’ve been trying to figure out how to deal with these bandits for hours, and you are only now telling me that there are a bunch more of them?” I growled.
“Yes, lots,” replied the demon.  “They wouldn’t have been able to get to us before we escaped that forest, so I didn’t mention them.”
“You heard me discussing their numbers at the fortress!  You heard me planning in the commander’s room,” I accused.
“You were serious about trying to wipe them out?” the demonic little dildo asked.
“I just killed a Super Puma so I could level and fight Durg.  I just did all this to retake that road,” I growled.
You seriously need to ask more questions.  Don’t you think Narwal could have handled a small group of 50 bandits on its own?”
“You no longer have mouth privileges,” I snarled.
“I...what?” the demon asked, confused.
I glanced at my skill prompts.
 
	You have achieved rank: Journeyman in Swords.  Please choose your Journeyman talent.


	You have achieved rank: Journeyman in Mitigate.  Please choose your Journeyman talent.





I flicked through the menus about my skills.  Journeyman granted an individual a unique Journeyman talent in whatever skill they’d ranked up.  This kind of talent was all a person normally got, but they were nearly on the same level as a Perk.
	Journeyman Mitigate, choose one of the following: Reduce Stun, you can reduce a stun effect by spending Stamina,  Armored Hide, your skin grants up to your Endurance rank in Slashing, Bludgeoning, and Piercing Defense, Improved Mitigation, the base cost of your Mitigate talent is reduced by one Stamina.





All three were interesting in different ways.  Stun effects were the bane of every tank or pvper in an MMO, as they denied your ability to control your character for precious seconds.  I wondered if this extended to magical effects, or if it was just for physical stuns.  Armored Hide would also be good.  While my Resistance perk allowed me to ignore quite a bit of non-typed damage, I was rapidly discovering that most damage had a type.  Those types were painful.  Having some naked resistance to that would be useful.  Finally, reducing the cost of Mitigate would always be handy, but I seldom ran out of Stamina.  Thus, I was leery of choosing that.
I was only considering Reduce Stun, which would be useful in a clinch, and Armored Hide, which would be more useful in general.  The thought of being stuck immobile while an enemy walked up beside me and started hacking was enough to make that choice.  I selected Reduce Stun.  
The Journeyman Sword talents were similar.  
	Journeyman Sword, choose one of the following:  Severing Strike, expend Stamina to improve damage type by one, costs scale, Twisting Strike, increases the cost of the enemy to parry your blows by the amount of Stamina you spent, Unavoidable Strike, you can use Force to unerringly strike your target.    





I wondered if Twisting Strike was related to Unlimited Parry, so I switched back over to the Warrior tab on my character sheet.  Right there, in black and white, was Unlimited Parry.  I couldn’t select it, but I could look at the requirements.  It didn’t list what level it required, but I could see that the Open Parry talent was a prerequisite.  I was guessing that was from the Parry skill.  That was new information; it meant that some perks were only available if you had a Journeyman talent.  
Right next to it was a talent called Unavoidable Strike.  While Twisting Strike was a passive ability; I could apply it to every single strike I made.  Unavoidable Strike was an attack enhancement.  It was similar to a special attack, like my Duelist Thrust, except that it could be applied to any attack.   
	Unavoidable Strike: Attack Enhancement, Cost 16 Stamina and 1 Force.  Makes an attack unavoidable, except against an unlimited defense.  





“Shart?” I began.  I left menu time.  I needed to get my bearings.  I seriously never believed that I would be asking this question.  “What’s the Force?”
“Oh, my dumb, precious Dum Dum, Force is an energy field created by all living things.  It surrounds and penetrates us.  It binds creation together,” he stated.
I gaped at him.  “You are shitting me,” I replied, after a time.
“Not presently,” he responded.  I was again reminded that I still didn’t know how he was stuck to my shoulder on most days.
“That’s what it really is,” he added, defensively.
“We have that on Earth,” I replied.
“Earth got something right?” asked Shart, sounding honestly surprised.
“We call it The Force, but, yeah, we have that on Earth,” I replied.
“That’s amazing!”
“It's in a movie,” I continued, and Shart deflated.
“Yep, there it is.  It’s always a letdown with you.  I bet stupid fictional stories are what rotted so much of your brain,” Shart replied.  “I really am much less impressed than I was a few moments ago.  I mean, I’m still slightly impressed, which is better than where you started today.”
“How does it work here?” I asked.   “Can I choke people?”
“Sure, just grab them by the throat,” stated the demon.
“No, can I choke them with the Force?” I clarified.
“What is the matter with you?  I mean, I know what is the matter with you, but you’d think there would be a limit.  No, that’s not how Force works,” replied Shart, honestly offended at this point.  “Force allows you to exert your will onto the universe for more powerful attacks, defenses, spells and whatever.  I guess, if you had a spell to choke someone, you could do that.  What did you think?  Did you see yourself using Force to shoot lightning or something?”
“Kind of,” I answered grumpily.
“Well, since you are saying it with capital letters, and since you are an idiot, I’m going to explain this.  The Force is something made up from a movie.  Force is a character trait that you can use to augment certain Force attacks, if you have available Force and an ability that uses it,” stated Shart. 
“Thanks for pooping on my parade,” I said, tearing the demon free of my shoulder and tossing him at a nearby tree.  I didn’t try all that hard; I was carrying Badgelor, after all.  Shart managed to stop himself before he hit anything.
“I didn’t poop on your parade,” replied the too smug Shart, “I pooped on your shoulder.”
I attempted to chase the demon but he rapidly flew up to unreachable heights before vanishing.
Going back to menus, I scanned around.  I didn’t see any Perks that were improved by my Journeyman Mitigate talent in Warrior, but when I went to Woodsman, I found one.  It was a Warden and Hunter talent called Rugged Mitigate, which was an improvement of Reduce Stun.  It allowed you to also apply your Reduce Stun against environmental effects, so you’d be calm and collected as you burned up or froze to death. 
When I glanced back through the Duelist tree, I caught another lead coming from my Sword Master perk.  Improved Severing Strike was listed.  It doubled the effectiveness of Stamina spent on a Severing Strike.  
Those were some good options, especially the improved versions.  I could guess where the upgrade for Rapid Blade would come from on the chart; there was a branch of the Man-at-Arms tree that dealt with making faster general strikes.  The fact that I didn’t currently have a path to the upgraded version wasn’t a deal breaker.  
However, I didn’t have a free perk now and I needed to choose something.  Did I want to go defense or offense?  Did I want to choose a single powerful strike or lots of weaker ones?  I squeezed my arm, remembering the cut I’d received.  I hadn’t been able to cut through Durg’s defense.  
If I was being truthful, I was trying to justify taking a Force ability.  Being able to attack someone and guarantee a hit was amazing.  After selecting Unavoidable Attack, I didn’t really notice a change.  My character sheet now listed my Force Rank though. I had a Force of one.  
We might still be able to clear the Northern Forest.  Maybe we would need to go through the forest formerly known as Feckin Puma Forest, now that the puma numbers were manageable.  I could sleep on it and make up my mind tomorrow morning.  
I scratched my slumbering badger under his chin.  Then, we walked the last part of the path toward the Western Gate Fortress.  




Chapter 53: Appropriate Response

“I got exploded,” screamed Badgelor, as he climbed my side and dove toward Shart.  The demon took to the air, hovering out of reach.  We were in the courtyard of the Western Gate Fortress after being challenged by the gate guards. They let me in, of course, but all the yelling finally woke up Badgelor.  He was more pissed than usual and had immediately started chasing Shart around.  
“You possessed superior badger digging knowledge.  Who was I to argue?” stated Shart flippantly. Badgelor leapt from a nearby crate, and the demon just barely managed to dodge.
“There was something in that wall that exploded me!   I’m going to find what did it!” cried the badger, grabbing hold of Shart.  Badgelor quickly jammed a paw into the extradimensional pocket in Shart’s belly.  
Shart grinned.   “Foolish badger, that sort of tickles.”
“It's in his mouth,” I stated.  I was seated at the guard table, eating a second piece of bread. 
“You treacherous...” began Shart, but Badgelor had changed positions and shoved his arm into Shart’s mouth.  
I left them to it.  There was no need for me to get involved.  They would tire themselves out quickly enough, so I headed inside to find something else to eat.  I stopped by the waiting smith, unceremoniously dumping my armor into his hands.  He assured me the repairs wouldn’t take long.  I was left wearing my small clothes and the padding for under my armor.
The padding was basically a thick cotton shirt that had sleeves that went all the way to my wrists.  The material was thick enough to prevent the armor from pinching my skin.  Even with my Resistance perk preventing Damage, that pinching could get nasty, causing cuts and blood blisters.   Without the armor, I had the chance to examine my life energy tumors.  
The spot on my elbow, where the concentrated blob had gone through my shield, had expanded into a hardened mass of tissue.  The top of the mass felt like silly putty or play dough.  I grabbed it and pulled.  It came free with a wet plopping sound, leaving nearly unblemished skin underneath.  All that remained was a small pink dot where the magic had struck me.  With my demonic healing factor, that small patch had changed back to my normal skin tone within moments.  
Examining myself, I still had 3 more of those little green tumors scattered over my body, plus, of course, the horror show that my taint had become.  The largest bit had grown near my privates, because that was the center of my magical network.  Shart found it continuously humorous to point out that my constant use of Biological Aeromancy had caused my taint to become my magical core.  I hated Shart.  The demonic dipshit had also told me that all the tumors would eventually pop, and then pop again several more times before fading.  I wasn’t looking forward to it.  
Entering the doorway and ascending the stairs, I was still surprised that the entire inside of the wall was full of rooms.  Part of me wondered how much that weakened the structural integrity of the whole affair, but, then again, there were still many feet of stone on the outer edge.  That probably helped keep the structure secure.  Also, nothing else on Ordinal functioned normally, so why would architecture? 
I walked through the guard room and into a small kitchen to grab a bowl of porridge with some leaves sprinkled on top.  I didn’t know what the leaves tasted like.  Considering what porridge tasted like, anything would have been an improvement.  
As it was not mealtime, I had the small dining hall to myself.  The hall was maybe 10 by 20 Earth feet and was crammed full of tables and chairs.  There were even several small, horizontal slit windows in sections of the wall.  I suspected they were for ventilation.  Safety first.  That’s the motto of all these fantasy realms and magical places.
With everyone else going about their business, the entire place was quiet and peaceful.  I sat, simply enjoying the silence.  Far too soon, I heard someone stomping up the stairs.
“Please put me down,” stated Badgelor.
“Good badger.  Show me to your master,” replied a female voice that I instantly recognized.  
“I will bite you,” grumbled the badger.  I heard a grunt and the sound of many clawed feet landing on the ground.  The skittering of claws on stone came closer, until Badgelor rushed into the room and cowered by my left leg.  I reached down to scratch him, even as Jarra the Healer bounded into the room after him.  
Jarra the Healer was a very proactive blond woman.  She was just a bit older than my eldest child, and she had the look of someone trying very hard to be as professional as possible.  Of course, right now, her long hair was out of place.  She looked like she’d just been wrestling with a badger.
“Mayor, here you are!” she exclaimed.  Jarra never called me Jim.  Jarra the Healer already had a Jim in her life.  Her Jim was a small, white dog that liked to bark cutely.  He would frequently attempt to nip the ankles of any man that got too close to her.  
“I’m just enjoying this bowl of porridge,” I stated, gesturing down at the bowl with my hand.  She frowned.
“I understood that you suffered an injury to your hand,” she stated.  I only then realized that she had her healing bag with her.   It contained most of the supplies that her profession required when out in the field.  I’d gotten that bag for her.  Kind of.  Well, I had ordered GowenDoud to make it for her.  Because I was the mayor, he had complied.  
I had artificially reduced the experience points the quest had offered, because GowenDoud was a dick.  
“Other hand,” she stated.  With my heightened Perception skill, I caught the lilt in her voice as she said it.  She had been confident she’d known which hand was injured.
I stopped scratching Badgelor and brought up my other hand.  Badgelor growled and walked toward the kitchen.  If he was lucky, there would be some scraps for him.  Jarra examined both of my hands and frowned.
“Well, that bitch,” she muttered under her breath.  Smiling the fake smile that young women everywhere use to cover up mistakes, she grew louder.   “It seems that both of your hands are intact.”
“Funny story about that,” I started, gesturing to the seat in front of me.  “Come sit, and I will regale you with The Tales of Jim.”
She chuckled.
“The Tales of Jim is already a thing, isn’t it?” I asked.  She nodded.  
“Let me guess,” I continued, “It's a children’s book about a puppy.  It teaches them about spelling and friendship.”
“I have several of them that I share with the village children.” replied Jarra the Healer.  “That’s one of the reasons my dog is named… Jim.” She finished lamely.  Jarra did not like the fact that my name was Jim.    
“So, you are going into battle tomorrow,” stated Jarra, after a moment.  I couldn’t tell if she was asking me or just making a statement. 
“Yes, one way or another,” I replied, thinking back to my earlier musings.  I considered talking to Jarra about them, but she seemed apprehensive.  I decided against it.  
We sat for a long moment, as I finished the rest of my food.  Jarra fidgeted.  I wasn’t used to seeing her like this, but she eventually seemed to come to some decision.
“If you are going into battle, do you need anything from me?” she asked.
“Did you ever get around to making those potions?” I asked.  I was immediately aware that I had said the wrong thing.  She frowned slightly before opening her healer’s kit and pulling out two red vials.  
“Yes, healing potions,” she said flatly, before moving her voice back to a more inflective register. “Anything else you need for me to do?”
“Well,” I said, looking down at several holes in my shirt, caused by both magic and pumas.  “I could use your sewing skills.”
She looked at me questioningly until I fingered the hole in my sleeve.  Then, she looked slightly upset, until I reached down and started removing my shirt.  Before I pulled the garment over my head, I saw a naughty little grin for a moment.  I recognized that grin instantly.  That was the kind of grin that I’d get from my wife, if I was about to do something naughty.  
Glancing down at my own chest after I’d removed the shirt, I realized that I was a bit more well-muscled than I had been on earth.  I had an 8 pack, broad shoulders and sculpted pecs.  I was so used to being a 40 year old with a dad bod, that I never really considered my looks here.  I looked like a buffer version of Brad Pitt from Achilles right now.  My wife would have eaten me up.  Would she have, though?  My wife always seemed fond of my dad bod.
Oh, no.  My wife.  I am married.  I felt Jarra the Healer’s warm hand on my stomach.  I looked at her.  Jarra had an open expression of wonder and was looking at my side.  She placed her other hand on my side and started examining a small green tumor.
“Is this a life cyst?” she asked.
“Yes,” I stated, suddenly feeling self-conscious.   “Why do you want to know?”
“Because, I can use it to make more effective healing potions.  I don't have enough catalyst to make very many right now.  With this little cyst, I could make 3-6 more potions.  I’ve had SueLeeta scouring the woods for potion catalyst ingredients, but she has had very little luck.  Of course, you’d just walk in here with a bunch of it.”
“Well, there is more,” I stated.
That was a mistake.  Jarra pulled me to my feet and started looking at my back, finding another tumor.  Although, she seemed determined to call them cysts.  “This one is even larger!  I’ll be able to make many more potions from this.  I could just kiss you!”
I coughed awkwardly, as Jarra began running her hands up and down my legs.
“Ooh, is that another one?” she asked, as she unceremoniously pulled down my pants.  I was left standing in nothing but my underwear.  She began to examine one slightly above my knee.  “It's not as large as the one on your back, but it’s still very helpful.”
“Um,” I began.  This was turning into an odd interaction.  Jarra the Healer was on her knees in front of me and still carefully examining the cyst on my leg.  When she turned her head up to face me, a look of awe and wonder fell upon her.  With dawning horror, I realized she had laid eyes on the speckled greenness of my taint.  The legs of my boxers were loose enough; she could have gotten a glimpse of it.
“The mother lode,” she said quietly, yanking down my underwear.  She then yelled, “SueLeeta, get in here and check this out!”
SueLeeta stepped in with the most questing look that I’d ever seen on a person. 
“It's the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she said, slamming the door shut behind her.
Shart, having been summoned by Badgelor, was laughing.  Badgelor had laughed, too, until SueLeeta suggested that he be examined for life cysts as well.  Then, he’d somehow bolted through one of those very tiny windows, because he was a traitor.  The two women had done the impossible.  They’d turned what should have been an erotic experience into the most clinical thing that ever happened to me. 




Chapter 54: The Morning After

The next morning, I was sitting in the guard room, drinking a small cup of herbal tea with Fenris.  I was wearing my fully repaired armor.
“I’m not sure how I feel about this,” I stated.  
“Did they use a sheet?” he asked.
“Yes, it was very clinical,” I sighed. Shart snorted. 
“Well, they milked a few cysts on you for healing energy.  I’m sorry to say that it was very undignified, but your good fortune is going to let a great number of men live.  Men that might otherwise die in the bandit attack.”
“Did they mention where they cysts were?” I asked.
“One does not ask where the cysts were.  One does not tell where the cysts were” stated Fenris. “One just drinks the healing potion like a good soldier.”
A good soldier.
The draining process had taken the rest of the day and was very draining.  While only mildly uncomfortable, I had gotten so bored that I fell asleep at some point.  I would not have normally fallen asleep with two women busy on my privates, but I trusted them not to molest me in my sleep.  They were after my life-sustaining pus, nothing more.  
Now, Jarra the Healer and SueLeeta were busy making healing potions.  I still hadn’t made any potions, just simple poisons; I could make those in the field.  A potion seemed to require a number of components, such as healing root, honey, and a catalyst.  Plus, you needed a pot or other cookware to make it in.  
Other than the catalyst, everything else was easy to come by.  SueLeeta had let slip that OttoSherman had been finding hives every so often.  An apiary had been established at one of the farms as an add on.  With the herb garden and the apiary, the basic ingredients for potion making had been satisfied, with the exception of the catalyst.  
Jarra the Healer was enough of an alchemist to be able to produce small amounts of weak catalyst through Reduction, a sub skill of Alchemy.  However, the local plants were not very strong catalysts; even with Jarra’s skill, there just wasn’t much that she could do.  She had literally handed me her entire stock of 2 potions.
	Healing Potion, minor: Heals 24 hit points over 10 seconds.





Her abilities made the potion 20% stronger than a base potion, which would have only restored 20 points.  That didn’t sound impressive, until you realized that most people had fewer than 100 hit points.  Furthermore, it was flat magical healing.  If I’d had my fingers cut off, but was still in possession of them, I could have pressed them into the stumps.  Upon drinking this potion, the fingers would have readhered themselves to my hand.  At least, that’s what Fenris, SueLeeta and Jarra the Healer had claimed.  
That bit was somewhat of a challenge for my poor Earth brain to follow, but I was willing to take the words of experts, to some degree.  After all, my fingers had regenerated.  That would have been impossible on Earth.  Ordinal was weird.
SueLeeta had brought in the new healing potion as soon as the first batch was finished.
	Activated Healing Potion, moderate: Heals 48 hit points over 8 seconds.





That was much better.  Better still, Jarra had many uncatalyzed potions that she’d brought.  She had originally intended to trade them but had changed her plan.  Jarra was currently looting them to make actual healing potions.  We’d have around 20 vials by battle time.
Fenris whistled.  “A moderate healing potion sells for 4 gold,” he stated.
“I have seen activated potions sell for more than their base counterparts as well,” stated Zorlando.  He strolled into the room, twirling his mustache.  “I would say you could get 5 gold per potion, if you were to sell them in Narwal.  You might get even more, if you sold them closer to the front lines.”
That would have reflected an additional 100 gold pieces to the town coffers, but I wasn’t planning on doing that.  
Zorlando, Fenris, and I walked to the courtyard where the Mercenaries and militia had assembled.  They had stopped drilling and were just finishing up with the morning meal.  All conversation died away, as they saw me approach.
The Mercenaries were all armed with pikes, and many had shortbows, maces, swords, and other assorted weapons.  Their uniforms were more consistent, with leather being common and a bit of chain here and there.  All the Mercenaries wore the same blue tabard; it was easy to identify them.
My militia were all armed with stout leather jackets, with bits of iron covering the more vital areas.  
Leather sleeves and pants completed the armor, with more metal at the joints and shins.  They were armed with shortbows, like in the previous battle.  Now, they also had daggers, though I noticed a small variety of other weapons were also being carried.  Additionally, they had some ‘short’ spears that were only 5 feet long.  Those were backups; the main intention was to use the men for their archery skills. Each man had a large red scarf wrapped around his left arm for luck.  
I jumped to the top of a crate near the mustering field.  It would have been impressive as hell on Earth; here I would have been surprised if there was a man on the field that couldn’t have done it.
I was about to give a rousing speech.  I was quite certain it would go down in history as one of the great orations in Windfall’s history.  It was going to be an Independence Day level of an epic speech.  I opened my mouth, only to immediately cut myself off.  
A runner was making a mad dash into the courtyard.  He stopped, gasped for breath, and looked around desperately.  As I was standing on top of a crate, I was the first person he saw.  He seemed to recognize that I was the one in charge.
“Mayor,” he screamed, “Windfall is under attack by goblins.”
Well that uncomplicates things.  
“Men, we return to Windfall.” I called out.  “We will defend the town!”




Chapter 55: Windfall in Danger

It took us less than 5 minutes to get marching.  It was easier than the men had trained for; we weren’t taking the wagons or trade supplies with us.  Windfall was a brisk 3 hour walk from the Western Gate Fortress, and it was along a well-traveled road.  SueLeeta headed out front as a scout, and I got into the main column of the force.  I had brought all the Mercenaries and militia that I’d planned for battle with, even though I hadn’t planned for this particular battle.  The five guards at the Western Gate Fortress were given orders to only allow refugees through.  
Now, back in the valley, I had yet to physically notice anything strange.  I reviewed the town map again; everything appeared normal.  For the first time, I regretted the lack of quests from the town; they would have told me if something like an attack was going on.  I remembered that I still had access to the town quest log, so I reviewed it.  
The town had a few minor quests regarding goblin sightings over the last few days.  Now, there were a bunch of them.  It seemed that goblins had surrounded the town, and quests were generated to go and kill them.  With Fenris, SueLeeta, and I all away, no one was there to sufficiently handle goblin quests.
We were an hour away from Windfall when I saw a flashing red icon in the bottom corner of my vision.  
	The Windfall Mine is under Siege.  The barrier is being challenged by an enemy war party.  In four hours, the Windfall barrier will be reduced by 25%.  





“The town’s barrier is shrinking,” I thought to Shart, more than a bit alarmed.
“Yes, that’s basically how sieges work with barriers,” he responded.   “A war party sits outside the barrier and waits for their energy to cause it to shrink.  If their group is large enough, shrinkage is a definite possibility.”
“So, it just keeps shrinking?” I asked.
“No, it eventually pops,” replied the demon.  “If the size gets below a level 1 barrier, it will pop and cease to exist.  If that happens, the barrier must recharge itself before it can be raised again.
“Which it can’t do while it's being attacked,” I stated.
“You got it,” he replied.  
“How many goblins would it take to shrink Windfall’s barrier?”
“Not as many as you’d hope,” replied the demon.  “It's partially based on residency, after all.  Windfall is chronically underpopulated.”
“Didn’t the town level up when the refugees arrived?” I asked.  “The ThooClicky villagers would have put the population over 100.
“You made them temporary citizens, Dum Dum, because you are a Dum Dum,” replied the demon. “Temporary citizens don’t count toward a town’s population. “
Shit.  “What do you think they are going to do?” I asked the demon.
“Shrink the barrier, take the mine, squish you down to the walls, and then attack in force to overrun the town,” replied the demon.  “That’s pretty standard barrier siege work.  I doubt they need to be cleverer than that.”
I didn’t have an answer to that, so we continued marching.
Zorlando was busy explaining to SueLeeta how the valley came to be.  It was not at all interesting.  SueLeeta looked as if she truly regretted returning to give us a scouting report.  Zorlando was obviously trying to get into her pants, and she wasn’t having any of it.  The main problem with walking everywhere is that you had plenty of time to talk, though, so he kept at it.
“The Gate Fortresses were constructed about 8,000 years ago, prior to the time of kings,” stated Zorlando, as he droned on with his latest stretch of explanation.  SueLeeta walked to the front of the column and joined me.  She gave me a pained look as Zorlando also caught up.
“No one knows who constructed them.  There are many possible candidates from the early times,” he continued.  
“Glasob,” stated Shart, as I pondered.
“Glasob?” I asked.
Zorlando paused and looked at me funny.  I must have said it out loud, instead of just thinking it to Shart.  “Well, Glasob is one possibility.  He was a major player in the early politics of the region.  However, the fortresses predate much of the written histories of the area.  I never figured you as a history buff.”
Shart chuckled.  I had been distracted, because Zorlando WAS a history buff.  One could only listen to a long discussion about pointless minutia for so long.
“What happened to Bashara?” I asked SueLeeta.
“She went into the valley for a bit, got attacked by a wolf, and decided to leave,” stated SueLeeta. Altering the pitch of her voice to mimic Bashara, she added, “Want to wipe the mud of this hick valley off my shoes.”
“Good enough,” I stated.  I liked Bashara, but she was certainly not someone I’d want to bring into battle.  I thought back to our fight and realized that she had been lucky that I hadn’t killed her.  She’d been barely capable as a Wizard.  
Huh.  That didn’t seem right.
We all walked in a column.  The Mercenaries were leading.  The militia followed them.  We’d been walking for over 2 hours now.  The Mercenaries were holding up pretty well, but my militia was getting tired.  I used Lore to check out everyone; the Mercenaries all had Hiking as a skill, while only about 1 in 4 of my men did.  
“Shart, we walk everywhere.  Why don’t the militia have the Hiking skill?” I asked.
“It's pretty hard to learn most skills, actually,” stated the demon.
“I don’t seem to have much of a problem learning skills,” I replied.
“I think you learn skills so easily because of your Unlimited ability.  Normally, you need to have level 1 in a specific class or be trained in a skill by a trainer,” stated Shart.  
“But some of them have the hiking skill,” I continued.
“Some of them spent their precious skill selection on Hiking because we tend to walk everywhere,” replied Shart, “Even the lowliest person gets a few skills to choose from as they grow up.” 
“That’s how Jarra learned her skills?” I asked.
“Who?”
“Jarra the Healer,” I responded curtly.
“Oh, yes, mostly,” stated the demon, “Some skills don’t have requirements.  Those are usually the most basic skills.  Other skills can be acquired by doing something enough times.  For example, if we marched your militia for enough miles, they would all learn the Hiking skill.  However, a trainer could make that happen in a realistic time frame.”
“Explain that better,” I demanded.  “Just to make sure I really get it and don’t need to ask the right follow up questions.”
“Don’t be pissy.” replied Shart. “Mana Control.  People don’t just pick that skill up, ever.  Other things, like Carpentry, are impossible without tools and training.  Anyone can pick a flower, though, so Jarra the Healer started out picking flowers and herbs.  When she got enough experience in that, she learned of Basic Alchemy.  That’s when she got a trainer, because Basic Alchemy is kind of dangerous.  Her parents were not going to let her try that alone, were they?  However, if she had been out in the middle of nowhere, she would have eventually learned the skill on her own.  
“Okay.  I think that makes sense,” I stated.
“To get the healer title, you have to be able to make potions and have the Healing skill.  You can heal people without the title, obviously, but it’s much easier to get respect if you have it.  After Jarra the Healer learned Alchemy to a useful level, she started working as a blower,” stated Shart, “in a glass shop.”
“You did that on purpose,” I said.
“Yes,” replied the demon, “Finally, after all of that, she had to actually start healing people.  You get a bonus from having Herbalism and Alchemy, but she still found a teacher.  Accidents with Healing never go well.  Eventually, she got up to an Initiate rank and went to work for herself.”
“Do you know everything about everyone?” I asked.
“Most of it.  I check their histories,” stated Shart.  “Humans don’t have access to them, but I do.  I read the logs and see just what you idiots do.  It's all very droll.  Your species is pretty uninteresting.”
“Glad to know.”
“Do you want to hear about anyone’s history?” asked the demon, grinning at me.
I’ll admit I was tempted, but it seemed like such a gross violation of privacy.  Then again, I could think of one creature that I wouldn’t mind checking on.
“Yo, Badgelor, who is Charles?”
“All you need to know is that I’m going to kill him,” replied Badgelor.
“Did he hurt your feelings?” I asked.  I was still sore about how I’d gotten my badger companion.
“He betrayed me.  Those that betray Badgelor will be punished,” stated the badger darkly, “Severely punished.”
“Okay,” I replied, then thought to Shart, “You know things you have no reason to.  Who is this Charles guy?”
“I’m not doing that to Badgelor,” stated Shart.  “He holds a special place in my heart.”
“Bullshit.  Since when?  You two argue all the time, and you think all mortals are just short of garbage.  Explain how he has a special place in your heart,” I replied.
“I didn’t say has a special place, Dum Dum.  I said he holds a special place,” replied Shart.  “While he was rummaging around inside me, he found a special place in my heart.  He grabbed it and tried to pull it out of my body.  I agreed to leave him alone if he left me alone.  That badger is scary.”
“That must have been awkward,” I stated.  “How did you talk with your mouth full of badger?”
“He didn’t go through my mouth,” replied the demon.
“I figured you could protect your belly button better than that,” I stated.
“He didn’t go through there, either,” stated Shart.  “All of my orifices are connected to the extradimensional space.”
“Butt?” I asked.
“No.”
“Ear?”
“No.”
“I’m going to figure this out,” I stated, and continued labeling off body parts.




Chapter 56: A Casual Stroll

“You have a cloaca?” I asked.
“It’s private.”
I’d figured it was the urethra, but when that hadn’t gotten a positive response, I’d had to start reaching.  I learned quite a lot about demon biology or remembered quite a bit.  I did have the Demon Lore skill, and it did cover demonic reproduction.  Thankfully, demons couldn’t reproduce with humans.  All efforts had ended in failure.  Other people’s efforts mind you.  Not mine and Shart’s.  No way.  No how. 
Purple, tentacle-filled failure.
Having memories that were not yours, but that felt like they were, was strange.  They didn’t even feel like someone else’s memories anymore, which had at least been something to distinguish them by.  When I’d first learned Demon Lore, a great deal of information had been stuffed into my head.  However, the new stuff had felt different from my normal memories.  Now, it all just felt like my memories.
Speaking of getting more information crammed into my head, I did have a few prompts to address.  We had stopped for rest just outside of an area that Fenris and SueLeeta agreed was the best point for ambushes.  SueLeeta then vanished off into the forest to scout some more, while Fenris and Zorlando handed out healing potions.  I just stood there, looking good.  Since no one needed me, I decided to finally level up my Mage Class.   
	Level UP, Mage 3.


	You have one perk unselected.  Please choose.  





I selected Second School for my perk.  That would allow me to finally cast spells that might actually hurt someone. I took my spell scroll and went downstream to carefully clean it off.  Magical spell scrolls were incredible tough and resistant; you could damage them with enough force, but enough force was pretty significant.  They also cleaned perfectly and were much less itchy than leaves.
I was going to buy another scroll when I returned to Narwal.  I needed to actually use this one for its intended purpose.  It was being retired from double duty.  I had honestly debated not even learning this spell until I first picked up another scroll.  That would have been irresponsible, though.  We were going into battle to save Windfall, and my bottom was just going to have to make the sacrifice.  After the enchanted paper was cleaned, I deciphered it.  Thus, I learned my first real offensive spell.
	Fire Bolt: Firemancy spell.  Damage 4-16.  A bolt of fire is launched from your hand and can set your target on fire.  Requires an Ignition Sign.  Range 120 feet.  Cost 2-8 Mana Points.    





Signs were the hand patterns that you had to adopt to cast a spell.  Damage actually read 5-17 for me, because Damage was increased by my Willpower stat.  There were other perks, talents, and abilities that could further increase Damage, but I didn’t possess any of them.
I found that the magical node for fire magic was in the loins, which gave a whole new meaning to the term ‘fire crotch’.  I began pulling Mana from there and converting it to magic on my palm.  I formed the runes as the spell instructed, shoving and twisting the Mana until it adopted the proper shape.  Then, I fed it into the nodes on my right hand.  
Casting this was different than casting Break Wind.  That had been a simple spell where I just threw everything into my palm.  Fire Bolt required me to contort my hand into a specific configuration, called a sign.  I did so and watched the energy flash between the central node and my fingers.  Because it was a starter spell, it explained the motions of how you were supposed to make the sign.  That was fortunate, because it was a bunch of unnatural hand movements.  It started with fingers extended like claws and ended in something that resembled the Vulcan salute.  
The movement was so precisely sequenced that it took me a few tries to get it right.  The first time I performed it correctly, the magic moved from my palm, into my fingertips.  It then formed a small ball between them.  
“F’Poof,” I called out, and the small ball of fire shot out into a nearby rock.  It splattered against the rock’s surface like a bug on a windshield. I wondered if all magical words of power were as bizarre as ‘Hoopie’ and ‘F’Poof’. 
	You have learned the skill, Firemancy.  You are unskilled.  Your powers are now flaming!





“What a great Wizard,” stated Shart, “Archmage F’Poof.  The living flame, he was called.”
“You people have weird names,” I replied.
“So sayeth Jim.”
Grumbling, I cast the spell several more times in reasonably quick succession.  If the spell had done any damage, I’d have been more impressed.  The small spoonfuls of fire were not that hot and seemed to dissipate immediately upon striking an object.  
“You have this,” stated Shart, encouragingly.  “Why not put some Mana behind the spell?  Make it a bit more impressive.”
“I am spending Mana on the spell,” I stated.
“Well, yes, but you are working the least amount of Mana required to make the runes.  You can amplify each rune up to 4 times.  Put the full 8 Mana behind each.”
I didn’t respond.  I didn’t know enough about magic to argue.  I began focusing more on the magical node located directly at the base of my junk.  Pushing past the fear that the rune might explode, as they didn’t seem to be able to do that, I made another rune of fire.  I held it for a moment.  The spell required two separate copies of the same rune, so I’d gotten reasonably good at making it.  
Flipping it around mentally, I realized that Shart was right.  I could ‘thicken’ the rune by reinforcing it with additional magic.  As soon as I’d finished the runes before, I had used them to make the spell.  This time, I went over both runes again, doubling the amount of Mana I’d put into the spell.  That didn’t seem hard to control, so I repeated the process a third time.  Now, the runes started to tremble, twitching in my mind.  I repeated the process again, and they became unstable.
I had dealt with unstable magic before.  You could effectively ground it into your heart, which sent it off throughout your body.  The experience wasn’t pleasant, but it was survivable.  I had put significantly more Mana into this spell than my previous spells, though.  I decided to hurry and cast it, rather than risk taking damage from grounding it.  I pushed the magic into my palm.
The hand signs were identical and I completed the spell within moments.  That stabilized everything.  After the spell was cast, there was a very brief moment when it clung to you.  I was looking at a ball of fire, as big as a cup, being held in my hand.  I released it against the nearby stone.  The results were far more spectacular.
The glob still hit like a bug on a windshield.  This time, though, it stuck there for several seconds.  I could feel the heat from where I was standing, nearly 10 feet away.  Sparks began spitting out of the fire.  Each spark was small, not enough to start a fire by itself.  Still, it would have been painful to be hit by one.    
I began looking around for a tree to burn, like an arsonist, when Fenris strode up.  “You can cast spells?”
“Yes,” I replied.  
Fenris stood for a long moment, watching me.  “I’ve never seen a Woodsman who can cast before.  I’ve never even seen a Woodsman handle a magical implement. I wouldn’t go showing that off.”
I nodded.  One more thing to worry about.  
Then, I saw SueLeeta, rushing back out of the forest.  She looked concerned.




Chapter 57: Ambushing the Ambushers

“They are going to expect us on the road,” stated Fenris, shortly after.  We had resumed marching on the road toward Windfall.  Unfortunately, there was an escarpment on the western half of the plain.  It separated the open land near the town from the forest.  The ridge was 20 feet tall, with one good road going through it.  If we didn’t take the road, we’d have to climb down.  Climbing would take time that we didn’t have.  
I could see the shimmer of the barrier from here.  It truly did look smaller than I remembered it.  I checked the prompt.  We were down to a little over an hour and a half, before the first reduction of the barrier.  The mine was presently just inside the town’s barrier; a reduction would entirely cut it off from the town. 
“SueLeeta will warn us,” I thought.  I wondered how exactly she was going to do that.  I brought up menu time and activated my War Leader talent, dragging everyone into a war party as we continued marching.  Now, SueLeeta was listed as a scout, and we could easily keep track of her.  
Fenris snorted.  I kept forgetting that most people didn’t have menu time.  They interacted with their menus in real time.  When I quickly jumped in and set up the war party, it came off as me having prepared earlier.  It was as if everything was sitting, waiting for a final click of an authorize button, instead of me realizing something needed done at the last minute.  SueLeeta thought I was clever.  Fenris thought it was a bit unnecessary.
His timing had been about right, though, as suddenly several red icons appeared on my map.  SueLeeta had spotted goblins.  I hadn’t given her any orders, so she started pulling back, toward the main body of the force.  
“Fenris, go find SueLeeta.  Make sure the goblins that she spotted don’t report back,” I stated.  It was too early to make the entire formation move more quickly to get into town.  If we were intercepted, they would be too exhausted to fight.  
Killing their sentries might alert the other goblins, if they were looking at their Battle Map.  Then again, they might not be looking.  I didn’t get pop-ups if someone took damage, though I did get one if someone died.  I suspected that there was a Rogue talent somewhere that would let you kill a sentry without alerting the commander, but I hadn’t unlocked it on any talent trees, yet.  That meant that as soon as we killed them, we were looking at a battle.  
“Zorlando,” I began, drawing the Mercenary Captain’s attention, “Let’s get your men into squads.  That will make it easier to smash through any goblins we run into.  I’ll take point.”
He raised an eyebrow at me, while I brought up the War Leader menu.  I quickly selected the arrowhead formation for the Mercenaries.  The militia would run behind them in a double line formation.  We looked like a triangle with two lines under it on my Battle Map, but Zorlando looked happy.  That was enough of an approval for me.  We amped up our walking to a jog.
I had left the non-combatants in the Western Gate Fortress.  At least, I had left most of them.  I had attempted to leave all of them.  Jarra the Healer laughed at my suggestion that she stay behind.  She was currently nestled in the back of the formation.  A stray shot that one of the militiamen could ignore would probably kill her, so I was hopeful that she would not be targeted back there.  
It didn’t take long for us to run into the first goblins.  Several arrows whizzed toward us from the forest.  I heard multiple cries from the front, as Mercenaries were struck by arrows.  Their medium armor mostly resisted the strikes.  I learned that I couldn’t shoot arrows while jogging; well, I couldn’t shoot them accurately, at any rate.  Instead, I ordered Zorlando to keep everyone moving forward.  I separated and sprinted off into the forest.
I found the first goblin stringing his bow for another shot.  He heard me, of course; I was smashing through the forest. He spotted me just as his bow was ready.  He loosed.  I dodged the arrow easily enough, closing the next few feet toward him in a rush.  I decapitated him in a single stroke.  
Other goblins were nearby, and they all broke, attempting to melt back into the forest.  I gave chase, soon spotting another one of them.  Using Lore told me that he was only a level 3.  That wasn’t nearly the caliber of goblins that I’d run into before.  
Taking a moment, I reviewed the corpse of the dead goblin.  Lore didn’t work on dead bodies, but I could root through his equipment.  He had a hunting bow and several broadhead arrows that did additional Damage to animals.  He was a scout.  
“How many scouts do you think they have?” I asked Shart.
“Who knows?” replied the demon.  “I’m spell checking for them now.  There aren’t any more nearby, but the range on my spell isn’t that good.”
“I don’t smell any, but, if we find some, we should kill them,” stated Badgelor.  He was sitting on my other shoulder.  His strength was not long range movement, and, even in his larger War Form, his all-out movement was just short of a jogging man’s speed.  That left him small and angry on my shoulder, sniffing wildly in search of targets.  
We had a choice.  Keep running down the road, or break through the woods?  I knew of paths through the trees that might get a few of us to Windfall quickly, but it would be slower with the entire group that I had with me.  We would be stretched out over rough terrain, with multiple points that would be rife for an ambush.  
“We’ll have to stay on the road,” I yelled over to Zorlando.  “At least until they push us off properly.  Be ready for more surprises.”
He nodded, and we continued running down the road.  Within a minute, SueLeeta caught up to us.  She had the Sprinting skill and could move more quickly than Fenris.  He was caught up to the rear of the formation.  I didn’t see any reason to leave him back there with as quickly as we were moving.  I put him at the point of the formation and signaled for SueLeeta to move into the left side of the road.  I took the right, and we both pressed forward.  
I ran into a second group of goblins shortly thereafter.  They were well hidden, but I still spotted them with Perception.  Without that skill, I still would have spotted them.  The flight of 5 arrows that were launched at me was a dead giveaway.  
Defenses against multiple attacks were complicated on Ordinal, but they made sense if you realized the entire world was a bit of a game.  The five arrows were coming at me, and, if I tried to Dodge all 5 of them, the Stamina cost would be excessive.  The base cost of Dodging an arrow was 4 points, but a second arrow cost 8 Stamina to Dodge.  I third arrow would cost 12 Stamina.  The costs kept multiplying, and the totals were added together.  Dodging 3 arrows cost 24 Stamina!
Blocking with a shield, on the other hand, had a set cost based on the impact of the weapon on the shield.  Arrows were considered light impacts and only cost 2 Stamina to block.  At my current skill level, I could only block two arrows.  
Parrying was based on the speed of the attacking weapon, but I couldn’t parry arrows.  I didn’t have the perk, yet, so I didn’t know the costs for that defense.
The trick is when you had a layered defense.  The <system> instinctively told me how to throw up a defense at the lowest possible cost.  If I’d tried to Dodge all the arrows, I’d have ended up paying 60 Stamina.  That was a healthy amount even for me.  However, I knew that I could employ my shield to block the first two arrows, reducing the pool attacking me to only 3.  That meant I had to dodge 3 arrows and block 2.    I would end up spending 28 Stamina to defend against all the arrows.
A flight of arrows was launched at me.  Two smashed against my shield as I effortlessly dodged the remaining three.  The goblins panicked.  There was still enough distance between us for them to have another go with their bows, or they could flee.  They chose to flee.  Several dropped their weapons as they ran off into the forest.  I could chase them down, but I needed to clear the area for the column.  I continued searching for new threats, as Badgelor loudly admonished me for not taking the murderous opportunities before me. 
SueLeeta, as a Hunter, had two clear advantages in this race.  She could jog silently while in the woods that she favored, and she could shoot accurately while moving.  She spotted her first group of goblins before they spotted her. Using her Multi Shot talent, she struck 4 of them with heavy shafts.  All four perished.  SueLeeta next took a moment to put an arrow in the back of the one escaping.  She did all this without changing her stride.  
Among other things, I had been neglecting my Archery.  That was yet another mistake that I’d have to correct.  My broad base of skills was still an asset, but I needed to be more thorough.
We kept going for another 15 minutes.  The town’s barrier was directly down the road.  The men were unhappy about not being given a rest, but we had been lightly jogging, not all out running.  They might not have been happy, but they were at least capable of fighting.  It was a good thing, too, because that’s when we laid eyes on the first large group of goblins.




Chapter 58: The Long Road Back

SueLeeta stopped.  That’s what alerted me to the issue.  She was slightly ahead of me on the road to Windfall.  When she slowed down, I did too.  It was fortunate that she was out in front.  SueLeeta was so much quieter than me.  I was confident that I never would have gotten as close as she did to the goblins without being heard.
I signaled the men to stop behind us on the road.  This section was where the forest ended.  The road continued out of the hillier country and into the broad flat plane of Windfall Valley.  This was the area that provided the first good look at the town.  It was where the current residents of Windfall had seen their new home for the first time.  Now, it was surrounded by goblins.
This edge of the forest was as good a place as any for setting up a defensive point, due to the escarpment.  The road had been cut down through the small ridge.  It was maybe 20 feet tall; a man could easily climb down it's craggy face.  It would be slow going, though.  Moving quickly required the road.   The creek, or very small river, depending on your viewpoint, that bordered the town was nearby.  The waterfall could be heard in the distance, if one strained their ears.  
The green menaces had taken several trees and affixed wooden spikes to them.  They had then placed these trees across the road.  The goblins were carrying short bows or swords and shields.  Large sections of wood and bark had been placed across the road, to provide cover for the goblins.  I used Lore.  Amongst the common rabble, I spotted several Stone Blood Goblins bearing shields.
Most of the goblins were levels 3-5 and were punier than the higher leveled ones.  I’d remembered seeing a picture of a North Korean soldier standing next to a South Korean soldier, both looking tough.  Yet, the better nutrition of the South Korean soldier made him much larger and tougher than his northern cousin.  These goblins reminded me of them.
There were only 10 Stone Bloods, with the rest being the more common kind of goblin.  Each Mercenary was probably capable of fighting a Stone Blood on his own, and I had 20 Mercenaries.  My militiamen were somewhere between common and Stone Blood in fighting ability.  
“Options?” I asked my two companions.
“There are fifty of them,” stated Shart definitively.  “We can sneak around if we go off-road and climb down. Even if the goblins know we are here, they aren’t going to go looking for a fight.  Not with as many men as you have with you.
“We should kill them,” growled Badgelor.  “They are threats.”
“We could sneak down and then attack them from behind.  They aren’t stationed as heavily in that direction,” stated Shart.
Whenever I imagined having a shoulder angel and a shoulder devil, it was different than this.  I didn’t have an angel.  I had the sneaky devil and the direct devil.  Both were equally down with murder. 
I dragged an old quest up while they were talking.  There were no Goblin Heroes here, though I could tell several were closer to the city.  I put that out of my mind, grateful that the lack of Goblin Heroes simplified things somewhat.
“Here’s what we do,” I said, explaining the plan that I had laid out on the Battle Map.




Chapter 59: Goblin Infestation

The goblin fortifications were a ramshackle affair, but they looked serviceable enough.  They were a series of 5 wooden barricades blocking the road.  Each of the barricades had one side that had spikes built out of it, though I recognized from my Lore skill that they could be spun around if the goblins had enough warning.  That seemed to epitomize the creatures, they did just enough to achieve a goal and not one whit of effort more.  In practical terms, that meant that they could use their defenses against an attack from the front OR the rear.  There were not enough barricades to cover both sides sufficiently, though they could have built one or two more to do so.  
This roadblock was meant to keep refugees and militia away.  It was not built for Adventurers.  If I’d been alone, I would have avoided it.  If I’d been in a small group, I’d have done the same.  Leaving the road meant that I would run into parties of goblins, which would have been an issue for most of the travelers on this road. Heck, even if all the militia had tried to break through this defense, they would have been hard pressed.  
This was going to be fun.
My plan was simple.  SueLeeta and I snuck through the forest.  She was good at sneaking through the forest, particularly at high speeds.  I was good at sneaking in general, if I moved at a reasonable pace and didn’t jog through the underbrush.  We assumed positions on either side of the fortifications.  I placed SueLeeta in the better vantage point, because she was a more skilled archer.  
Fenris and Zorlando stayed back with the men, waiting for my signal to advance.  As soon as the goblins spotted them and got into position, SueLeeta and I would engage them.  We would press forward or fall back, depending on the situation.  
	Battle of the Hill or Tree Fortification is about to begin.  Would you like to active step 1 of the battle plan? (Yes/No)





Again, with the Ordinal weirdness.  A leader had to name the battle plan.  If you didn’t, the <system> did it for you.  It assigned a name based on whatever you were considering.  The <system> would then cobble together a title for you.  It was also important to check the name prior to actually issuing orders.  Otherwise, the entire war party will chuckle under their breaths.
Except for loyal Badgelor.  “As long as I get to kill something, you can call it Daffodil Mayonnaise, for all I care.” He was sitting at my feet in War Form, in a state of near arousal. 
Shart squealed.  “Let’s do this, Jim, leader of the Battle of the Hill or Tree Fortification.”  The demon barely got the words out before guffawing. 
I selected ‘Yes’ and the battle began.  Fenris and Zorlando advanced with the men, Mercenaries out in front, militiamen in the rear.  The view from the road was good enough that the goblins noticed well before Windfall’s army was in proper bow range.  Some of the goblins ran for cover, while others got their own bows ready.  
At that angle and with the goblins using the barricades for cover, it would have been really challenging for our archers to score any hits, and we didn’t have an unlimited supply of arrows.  Our men continued forward at a good pace.  When they finally got into goblin bow range, I noticed a difference between how my men and the goblins were formed up.  The goblin archers started popping up in groups of five and firing small volleys at our men.  Each five goblin group seemed to be choosing its own target and I realized that they were in normal Parties, not a large War Party, like my men were in. This gave us a tremendous advantage right off the bat.  War Parties used war rules, which meant that the goblin arrows were forced by the <system> to rain down on the entire front rank of my troops.  This attack against our strongest defenders did almost nothing.  
I thought back to my last mass battle.  There had been some smaller subgroups, but it was basically all our archers verses all their Wargs.  Here, there were small, disjointed parties fighting against my much larger group.  I glanced at the Battle Map and saw that the enemy force had finally come up.  However, only the Stone Blood goblins were listed.  
“What’s going on here?” I asked Shart.  I flipped to my menus, buying myself some time to think.
“It looks like one of the Stone Bloods has the War Leader talent.  He’s probably only achieved the first rank, though.  That would allow him only 10 men in a single unit,” responded Shart.
“There are limits?” I asked.
“Yes,” replied the demon.  “Yours War Leader talent is at Rank 3 but that doesn’t actually increase your Command Pool unless you spend some talents on it.  However, due to my demonic infusion of your talent, your Command Limit is currently 30, 50% more than you normally would be able to lead.”
“There are more than 40 men in my current War Party,” I argued, glancing through the list.  There were Zorlando’s 20 Mercenaries, Fenris and his 20 militia, SueLeeta, and me.  I knew pets didn’t count, but the rest of us were still over 40.
“Oh, Dum Dum,” responded Shart, sighing his infernal sigh.  “You have sub-commanders.  Zorlando’s entire unit only counts as one man because Zorlando has talents.  Fenris’ entire unit only counts as 10 because he also has the War Leader talent, though his effective count is halved because of your lack of applicable talents.”  
“You are going to have to explain that better,” I thought, once again celebrating the menu’s slower pace.  Shart would have plenty of time to explain whatever crazy rules he needed to. 
“Fine,” groused the demon.  “Zorlando has the Mercenary Leader Class which has the War Leader Talent.  As someone who earned that talent from a class, his base Command Limit is 10.  He has taken a talent to increase his Command Limit by 10, bringing him to 20.  He also has the Master Sergeant talent which allows him to use his whole Command Pool if he’s under the command of someone else.  
“Next, we have Fenris.  He also has the War Leader talent, but since he has levels in a class his Command Limit is 20.  However, if he is under the command of someone else, like you, his Command Limit is halved to 10.”
“Pets don’t count, nor do familiars,” finished the demon.  “That means you are using only 13 Command out of your own Command Pool of 30, just like it says on your sheet.”
“What about when I was defending the fortress?” I asked.
“You were running at 27 Command during that fight,” replied Shart.  
Fewer men but more Command.  
“I have a bunch of questions, but now is not the time for it,” I stated, “I’m going to kill some goblins now.  
“Finally,” shouted Badgelor.




Chapter 60: Battle for Windfall Road

The largest goblin was starting to yell at the others.  They were finally preparing for their first proper volley.  That would put enough arrows onto my men to potentially cause real damage.  Thus, I deemed it time to strike.  
I started with a Power Shot, one of my Marksman talents.  I aimed directly toward the archer that seemed to be coordinating the rest of the goblins.  As he was yelling out orders, I shot him in the head.  The arrow impacted on the side of his temple, and his entire skull shattered like a melon.  It sprayed his nearby companions in a fountain of gore as his body slammed into the goblin next to him.
SueLeeta released a moment later.  Her arrows slammed into the opposite flank, dropping several more goblins.  That was the signal for our men to start moving forward more quickly.  They began charging while the goblins tried to figure out what to do.  
Every time SueLeeta fired, two or three goblin archers perished.  Every time I fired, someone’s face exploded.  The flying bodies were a nice touch, but they seldom did more than distract the enemy.  Several archers began firing into the woods without success.  Spotting someone hidden in the shadows of the woods was a bit tricky than you’d think.  
For maybe 30 glorious seconds, the goblin lines fell into confusion.  Then, they got their acts together.  Their spearmen broke off into two groups of 5; each group rushed into either side of the woods, trying to find us.  The goblin archers attempted to fire on the advancing human troops.  
SueLeeta had to back away from the goblins.  She didn’t have an endless supply of Stamina, and her Multi Shot talent took a lot of it.  Her hand to hand skills were not great, so she needed to allow her Stamina to replenish.  Still, one of the goblins that was after her had his leg torn off in a snare.  SueLeeta also managed to shoot another one in the chest, as she was forced back. 
The five that came after me had a worse time.  I shot at one with a Power Shot, which he knocked away with his shield.  I tried a Magic Shot, but it was deflected as well.  Not only that, but the flashy technique of Magic shot gave away my position, which caused several archers to spin and loose at me.  They looked unimpressed, even as I dropped my bow and drew my longsword.
Badgelor leapt out of his hiding spot, diving onto the closest creature’s back.  The goblin died screaming, huge badger claws digging deeply into his neck.  Badgelor yanked out his foe’s trachea and began sniffing it.  Not wanting to see where that activity was headed, I activated Thrust and drove my sword into another goblin.  
The green fiend had been distracted, both by his friend’s death and by my companion’s desecration of the corpse.  I batted away a spear from the third goblin with my gauntlet and executed Hack and Slash.  The goblin collapsed, the side of his head completely caved in.  
The fourth goblin successfully blocked my first strike.  He got into position, braced himself, and thrust forward with his spear.  Once again, a goblin strike was unable to penetrate my armor. I jammed my sword into his eye, not stopping until the tip of the weapon came out the back of his head.  
Badgelor was running down the fifth and final goblin.  I briefly glimpsed them as they ran out of sight.  The badger was still clutching his neck prize in one fist.  I heard a haunting, loud scream that grew softer and softer, until it finally died away.  By that time, the Mercenaries had closed with the goblins.  
The Stone Blood goblins had spears and hammers, while the conventional goblins had only spears.  They both formed a line around their spiked fortifications, using their barricades to protect their vulnerable center.  The militia and the goblin archers were close enough that they were sniping at each other and anything else they could manage.  
It looked like a pretty traditional battle, until Fenris leapt entirely over the spikes.  He landed on the other side and charged straight into the Stone Blood’s leader.  Fenris came down hard with his sword in an overhand blow.  The Stone Blood deflected, but, before he could bring up a counter strike, Fenris executed a rapid strike.  It knocked the spear out of the goblin’s hand, forcing him to grab his hammer.  All the while, Fenris continued striking.  
I rushed into the side of the fortification, using Fenris’ tactic of just leaping over it.  Badgelor climbed over, the long spikes doing little to his armored hide.  In an instant, I was with the last group of archers.  Every swing of my blade dropped one of the beasts.  Badgelor leapt onto the back of one of the Stone Bloods from the top of their wooden defenses.  The badger dragging him to the ground, leaving the Mercenaries free to concentrate on his fellows.  
I heard the sound of a hammer striking and spun to see Fenris stagger backward.  Oh, no.  I moved to help but realized the Stone Blood was falling backwards, too.  It was the goblin’s throat that was fountaining blood.  Fenris had only been thrown off balance by his own strike.  
That was the moment when we went from generally winning to routing the bastards.  The goblin’s line crumbled.  The Stone Bloods tried to back away, but, with spears on one side and Fenris or myself on the other, they were facing death sentences.  
SueLeeta appeared, Stamina fully restored.  She was ready to grant any fleeing goblins the sweet release of a feathered death.  The entire battle had lasted less than 5 minutes.  Every goblin was dead, and we’d only suffered a few injuries.  
“Tougher than I expected,” stated Zorlando, looking down at the Stone Blood goblin that he’d killed.  
“Some of the goblins around here are,” I responded.  The men were already patching their wounds.  Several were chewing on healing root to deal with some of the more serious injuries.  A few had gotten speared, but their heavier armor had protected them.
Fenris had a bad wound on his shoulder, where the Stone Blood commander had gotten in a single good strike against him.  That had caused normal damage, and Jarra the Healer was certain that he’d be fine in an hour or two.
SueLeeta punched me in the shoulder.  She had a few minor wounds on her own person, but nothing major. “So, you didn’t get all of your goblins down the road, did ya?”
“Sorry,” I stated.  “They scattered into the woods.  I believed, with their little legs, it would take them longer to get here.”  
“No worries,” she replied, using first aid on herself and Cat Four.  Sadly, I didn’t remember if it was a new cat or not.  
From here, we could see that the rest of the path to Windfall was finally clear.
“Let’s go.”




Chapter 61: Back to Windfall

There were cheers when we entered the village, not many, but it was still gratifying.  Windfall had prepared for a siege the best that it could.  The villagers had gathered some herbs and honey.  An attempt had been made to patch the walls.  Given our food situation, we weren’t as prepared as I would have been comfortable with.  However, I was hoping the siege wouldn’t last too long.  If it did, we were going to have to slaughter and cook up some goblin  
A prompt appeared, asking me to immediately report to the mayor’s office.
“Fenris, get the troops rested.  I’ll go find out what’s going on and get back with you.  Expect to move within the next hour,” I stated, before I ‘walked’ to the mayor’s office.  I could, at need, walk faster than most people could jog, if I really wanted to.  It just looked awkward.  
I brought up my town menu to get a run down of the village’s situation.  I noticed a new menu labeled ‘Defense’ and selected it.  It showed the town, the defenders, the supply situation, the Western Gate Fortress, and the fortress’ defensive situation.  That was new.  
Glancing through the town logs, I read that the barracks had received maximum priority.  They were now at temporarily repaired status.  The status required additional repairs every four hours, at a cost of significant amounts of lumbar and metal.  We had enough of both materials for the short term.  
Ah, so the barracks upgrades the town menu just like the Town Hall did.
Several of the options in the defense menu were greyed out.  I was guessing it was due to the building being temporarily repaired instead of fully functional.  I filed that for later and reviewed the map of the surrounding area.  The goblins were investigating the mine and two additional points, just outside the barrier.  The three points formed a rough triangle.
“Any reason that they are in a triangle?” I asked.
“They probably have magical siege work items that are going to compress the barrier,” stated Shart.
“So, just the army itself isn’t crippling the barrier?  It's partially due to the army’s equipment?” I asked. 
“You got it, Leader Jim.” Shart nodded.  That made sense.  An army at the walls really couldn’t do much without the proper equipment on Earth.  Apparently, this was one of a very limited number of things that were the same on Ordinal. 
I hadn’t disbanded the war party, so I sent a command to SueLeeta.  She was to investigate the two points outside the barrier.  I could mark the missions as dangerous, so I did. I gave her orders to avoid combat and get back as quickly as possible.  I fervently hoped that she understood what that meant. 
As I turned the corner into the town square, I spotted GowenDoud.  He was standing on a box before a small group of 20 or so villagers.  I was alarmed to see that the group included some of the ThooClicky refugees.  They had been in town for less than a day, having apparently been the reason the goblins setup the barricade we encountered.  Several ThooClicky citizens I met briefly in the street assured me that no such barricade had been in place on the road to town.  GowenDoud was dressed in his best, most commanding outfit.  HaroldBruce was next to him, dressed in his one outfit.  What a weak and pathetic exploitation.
“Our only option is to surrender,” stated GowenDoud to the crowd.  “With the militia gone and our ‘mayor’ out adventuring, we are in a precarious state.  We’ve all interacted with goblins before.  We know that when they come, their vengeance is going to be terrible.  If we negotiate surrender, we can offer them goods.  They will leave us alone.”
“Only the mayor can negotiate on behalf of the town,” yelled someone in the crowd.
“Do you really think that yokel will negotiate with goblins?  No, he’s a Woodsman, one of the Chosen.  He doesn’t care about us normal people.  He’s off galivanting around, if he’s even still alive,” stated GowenDoud.
“But the mayor has always done us right before,” stated another.
“What is Jim going to do against this many goblins?” replied GowenDoud mockingly, “Is Jim going to go out to the mine and kill them all himself?”
“He found my preserves,” stated JohnMickle.
“Jim is not here!  We need someone to negotiate with the goblins now!” called GowenDoud.  Even I felt the effects of his Oratory skill as he yelled.  I ignored it, but I felt it.  I checked the town menu.  Buried in the subpages was a politics tab.  GowenDoud had certainly been busy in my absence.  He had support for his cause, and it was steadily increasing.  
I don’t like that man.
I considered how a Chosen one would act, as I stopped at the other end of the crowd.  GowenDoud was about to continue his speech when he saw me.  He paused.  He might have the Oratory skill, but I had Intimidation.  I used it on him right there.  
	Intimidate vs GowenDoud.  Your check has been successful.  GowenDoud is cowed for the next 12 seconds.





“Ah, good tailor, I have returned after slaughtering 60 goblins on the way.  I am going to my office to ensure the town is being run correctly.  Then, I am going to go and deal with the goblins at the mine,” I stated in a jovial tone.  “I think we should have this whole siege cleared up very soon.”
The villagers that had been looking to GowenDoud all shifted to look at me.  Hope returned to their faces.  If I delivered on my words, then this problem was moot.  If I didn’t… well, I’d probably be dead.  It wouldn’t matter.
“I will also need some additional militiamen, as we have arms and armor for that.  Are any of you interested in fighting for the town under my banner?” I asked.  In the Battle Map, I had a banner.  Sure, it wasn’t a physical banner that we could take into battle, but it was still a banner.  Even if it did have a dinosaur on it.  Maybe I should have an actual banner sewn up.
“GowenDoud,” I said sweetly, “I will be leading the valiant people of this village into battle with the accursed goblins.  Those bastards seek to torture and kill us.  While I understand that your love of the village would lead you to the front line, perhaps you might better serve by making me a Great Banner of Windfall, instead?”
GowenDoud frowned mightily.  I had wedged him into an awkward position, and he wasn’t quite sure how to extract himself.  If he refused to make the banner, I might call on him for military service.  He would have to fight or have his love for the village questioned.  The alternative was to make me a banner, which would keep him occupied for at least a little time.  He considered his options for a long moment before nodding.  “I’ll make the village a banner.”
“Excellent,” I stated, checking that the size of the militia was still set to 30.  I decided to max out my 30 Command Limit for maximum effect.  Now that we were back in town, I could call upon all the militia here to fill out my force.  I had been using 13 of my Command, leaving me with enough space in my Command Pool to bring in 17 more men.  I could do so by raising the size of the militia to 37, which I did.    
I brought up my War Leader talent.  It had expanded to Rank 3 in my previous battles.  Now, I had 198 War Points.  War Points worked to both increase the rank of my War Leader talent and to buy bonuses.  It had taken 150 War Points to get to Rank 3.  It would take a total of 350 earned War Points to get to Rank 4.  
Ah, great, another system.
“Is it too much for your poor addled brain?” thought Shart.
I ignored him and quickly shuffled through the menu, finding two basic kinds of abilities.  Passive abilities seemed to improve certain qualities without me having to do anything.  Active abilities seemed to require one of my sub commanders or me to do something, like charge the enemy or hold a position.  
I glanced over the passive abilities.  There was a whole category reserved for Command.  There were many options there.  One of the options was Horse Lord.  It cost 50 War Points and would allow me to take 10 free Mounted Warriors into Combat.  I’m sure that would have been great, if I had any Mounted Warriors.  I saw Great Captain, costing 200 War Points.  It allowed everyone under me to use their full Command Limits.  That price made it no go, though.  Even if I had possessed 200 War Points, I wouldn’t have blown my wad on one passive ability.  
There was the option to increase my Command by selecting Command Limit Increase.  It cost 25 War Points and would raise my Command Limit by 50%.  Considering how many people were in the village, I was already gathering up most of the town militia with my current Command Limit.  A higher limit wouldn’t be overly beneficial unless I could get more troops.  I increased my Command Limit once up to 45, leaving me with 173 War Points to spend.   I was considering selecting it again but noticed that the cost had increased to 50 War Points.  
I decided to look at the active abilities to see if any were worth having.  I spotted Rallying Cry, which gave everyone temporary hit points.  It also gave minor bonuses to offense, defense, and movement.  These bonuses lasted for one minute, with a ten minute reset.  That might be useful if you were just about to launch an attack.  It must have been worthwhile, because it cost 80 War Points.
There were others.  Form Ranks allowed troops to get back into formation very quickly.  That would be useful if we were scattered.  I’d played enough Total War games to realize that an unbroken formation was worth more than a broken one.  My men’s skills had been insufficient to really do complex maneuvers, but that active ability forced them to form up.  The cost was only 40 War Points, though, which seemed much more economical.  
Reviewing the passive skills one more time, I spotted Goblin Hunter.  It cost 25 points and gave a flat, 10% bonus to fighting goblins.  As that was what we were preparing for, I was highly inclined to choose it.  
I spotted other options, but none of them really appeared to be super useful.  I selected Rallying Cry, Form Ranks and Goblin Hunter for 145 War Points, leaving me with only 28 War Points. 
	You have 28 War Points remaining.  You have earned a total of 198 War Points.  You need to earn 350 War Points for your next rank.  





With my current rank in War Leader, and my buffs, I was 22.5% more effective at fighting in general.  Additionally, I was 37.5% better at fighting goblins.  I could get my forces into formation once every ten minutes.  I could rally my troops for combat once every ten minutes, as well.  I had a Command Limit of 37, up from 30.  As my current Command was only at 28, I now had 9 slots remaining.
I went back to my militia and added an additional 3 for a total of 40, giving me 40 militia and 20 Mercenaries for spending 33 of my 45 Command.  That was a potent force if I could deploy it correctly and was all the town interface said I could get with the current population.  Hopefully, it would be enough to take out the goblins. 
I strode into the mayor’s office, my office, and spotted a haggard Mar.  He was sitting, staring off into space.  I cleared my throat, and he turned to face me.  The look of relief in his eyes bordered on ecstasy.  
“Mayor, you’re back,” he sniffled.  “We got attacked by goblins, and I had to get the barracks fixed, and GowenDoud kept coming in here, and he kept demanding to be made Deputy Mayor, which I couldn’t allow, and I wouldn’t have, even if I could’ve, and then, he started yelling and trying to start an uprising, and no one was having it because you are Jim, and …”
He was forced to pause to inhale, so I took the opportunity to break in.  “It’s okay.  You did well, Mar.”
He sniffled a bit more.  “No, I didn’t.  We got attacked by goblins.  They are going to take the mine.”
“I’ll just take it back then,” I stated.  I had done it before; I knew there were ways of taking the mine.   
We still had 37 minutes before the next stage of the siege began.  Maybe we could do something interesting.  Perhaps the mechanics of this weird ass place would give me a light at the end of the tunnel.  I fiddled with my Battle Map for a minute and realized something.  I couldn’t tell people what I wanted them to do, but I could order their units to meet up somewhere.  I plugged in a spot on the map near the mine and issued my order.  
Within 5 minutes, everyone under my command was moving.  
Neat.




Chapter 62: The Siege of Windfall

In 16 minutes, the next stage of the siege was going to go into effect.  The barrier would shrink, and we would lose the mine.  I feared that my 64 men were a bit outnumbered.  The last dregs of light were being offered by the sun as I heard the news of how outnumbered we were.  
“There are how many?” I asked.  I had very obviously misheard SueLeeta. 
“Over a thousand,” stated SueLeeta, her normal good humor in abeyance.  “There are eight hundred at each of the two points.  
“We can do this,” stated Badgelor.  “I can get 10 of them myself.  That only leaves the rest for you.”
“You can’t count, can you?” I asked the badger, as I looked around at the dark faces surrounding me.  Everyone, excluding the Mercenaries, was willing to die for their loved ones in the village.  This could be the very battle that claimed their lives.  
“Well, that’s going to make things complicated.”  I again looked around.  In a perfect scenario, I could see us defeating maybe 180 goblins without getting everyone killed.  At last check, 1000 was more than 180.  
I could have ordered people to defend the mine.  SueLeeta might have even followed my orders.  I looked deep into her hazel colored eyes for a long moment, thought about my wife for an instant, and then thought better of the entire thing.  SueLeeta might have, but Fenris wouldn’t follow a suicidal order without a clear chance of victory.  The Mercenaries were already edging backward, trying to figure out an escape plan.
“Well, defending the mine is out,” I said, getting ready for the lie.  “Don’t worry.  I have another plan.”
I quickly shifted into menu time.  
“You don’t have any tricks up your sleeve?” I asked my demon.
“Not a one,” he replied.  “That is a veritable fuckton of goblins.”
I could see the mine in my Battle Map.  The goblins were all along the outer edge of the barrier, with a large cluster circled around something.  That part was almost like a donut, with a circle of goblins around a hole in the center, for whatever the implement was.  SueLeeta had tried to identify it but had failed.  The goblin scouts made sneaking in difficult, and the area was surrounded by a dark mist.  Seeing into the center of the cluster had been impossible.  
“That’s where the magical implement is?” I gestured mentally at the map.  I knew that magical implements came in many shapes and forms.  As we hadn’t seen it, even Shart had shrugged his shoulders.  The implement could be anything from a totem pole to a magical wind up robot.  
Shart nodded.  “Yes, probably.  That’s where I’d put the implement at least, next to the barrier and surrounded by guards.”
“I understand that the magical implements are used to siege the town.  What happens if they are captured or destroyed?  Will that make the siege more difficult?” I asked.
“If you can capture or destroy one, it might reset their current siege window.  That would take them longer to siege the town,” said Shart.  “With one gone, the time could go from 16 hours to 32 hours.”
“Might?” I asked.
“It depends on how long the siege goes.  After a point, the siege is successful, and a timer starts.  At that point, the barrier will decrease no matter what you do,” replied the demon.  
“Does the barrier reset?” I asked.
“Of course, eventually.  Remember, the barrier cannot be reformed while there are enemies in the town,” Shart said.  “Also, every time the barrier shrinks, it stops working for a few seconds.  There have been incidents in the past where enemies have snuck into villages during those brief, precious seconds.”
The barrier extended for miles.  When it shrank, it would decrease by nearly half a mile.  I had trouble seeing how someone could run that distance in the few seconds that the barrier would be down.  The goblins weren’t that close to the town, and they would have a doozy of a time making it on their stubby legs.    
“Shart,” I thought to my familiar, “What will the exact barrier dimensions be after it shrinks?”
He highlighted a circle on the map.  The area was much smaller than the current circle.  I looked at it for a long moment, searching for just the right spot.
I slipped out of menu time.  I had spent minutes considering the plan there, but, to everyone else, it had been moments. “Okay, SueLeeta, I need you to go watch them move after the barrier shrinks.  I want to see how they move that implement in the middle of the circle.
“I don’t know how much more successful I’ll be this time,” she responded, but made ready to move.
“Don’t kill any of them.  I don’t want them to know we are even here,” I stated, looking into her eyes again.  
“Yes,” she responded, taken slightly aback.  So far, I had been totally on board with goblin murder.  
“Everyone else, we are pulling back to that clump of woods over there.  I want everyone hiding in 3 minutes.”




Chapter 63: The Night Before

Fenris had done one final check to ensure that we were as well hidden as possible.  I watched the Battle Map progress.  The barrier made an awful crackling sound before collapsing, flickering entirely out of existence.  I heard the gasps of everyone nearby.  It stayed down for maybe all of 15 seconds, just long enough to get everyone good and terrified.  When the barrier sprang back into existence, it did so 30 feet beyond our current position.  We were just inside the barrier.  Had it not been for Shart’s knowledge of the barrier’s shrinkage, I’m certain at least a few of the soldiers would have been outside of it.  
The new barrier was smaller by 25%.  It was still closer to the mine than it had been when I’d first come here, but there was a definite gap that was going to be interesting to overcome.  I didn’t pay attention to any of that though, as I’d known it had been coming.
The siege timer reset.  It was now only set to 12 hours.  I triple checked that before signaling Shart.
“The barrier only has 12 hours left before it shrinks again,” I said.
“Ohh, yes,” replied the demon searchingly.  “The goblins must have a very effective technique for sieging the town.”
“But if we break one of their implements, we’ll reset the timer?” I asked.
“Back to 12 hours,” stated Shart.  “Probably.”
“Probably?” I asked.
“Well, if they have someone with the rare Siege skill, it might not reset that much,” replied the demon.  “Or at all,” he added, under his breath.
I had no way to check on the skills of over a thousand goblins.  I was just going to have to trust that the definition of rare on Ordinal was the same as on Earth.  
I turned my attention to SueLeeta’s report on the goblins.  Once the barrier fell, they hadn’t wasted any time.  With the loud crack still ringing in SueLeeta’s ears, a collective mass of goblins began moving forward, spilling into the territory formerly protected by the mine’s barrier.  They didn’t move stupidly; they were one organized chunk of green.  It took 20 minutes to get back into position around the mine. 
Several goblin observers began peering in our direction, but Fenris had hidden us well.  The observers didn’t spot us despite only being 500 yards away from them, but they also kept looking, like good soldiers.  I recognized them as more Stone Blood goblins.  
For the next hour, we kept watch.  From our down-slope perspective, we could see just up the road to the edge of the mine.  The goblins immediately set up a large cookpot on the downwind side of the mine, just before the slope leading to Windfall.  They certainly were taking eating seriously.  The stew was on before their defenses were fully set.  As we were even further downwind, we would have to pass their pot to get to the mine entrance. As we could only see the outer edge of their forces, I was hoping SueLeeta would have a better perspective and be able to find the implement.  
The whole time, more and more goblins were making the journey into the mine according to SueLeeta.  Initially, probably around 100 went in.  As time progressed, that number kept expanding.  Nearly half the force was underground by the time the first hour was up.  I knew that goblins favored being underground whenever possible, but I didn’t recall anything in the mine that would be so accommodating for so many goblins.  
I guess there were those tunnels.  I suppose there could be a stash of goblin liquor down there.
We waited all night.




Chapter 64: The Raid at Dawn

SueLeeta and Fenris took turns keeping watch through the night.  Badgelor had curled around my feet and quietly snored.  Shart was still attached to my shoulder, in a method I was still not considering.  I dozed, trusting that our watchful guards would wake me if anything happened.  
At the crack of dawn the next morning, after spending 8 precious hours of siege time sleeping, I finally saw our opportunity.  The Stone Blood goblins vanished into the mine, to be replaced by more common goblins.  I didn’t know why they were all still going down into the mine, but this was our chance.
The Mercenaries were all just waking up, as were my men.  They’d taken the night of sleeping outside well enough.  Fortunately, it was dry and warm, so conditions weren’t terrible.  If they were going to complain about anything, it would be the meal they were going to miss at breakfast time.    
The terrible, reeking smell of the goblin’s stew permeated the air.  I couldn’t understand how anyone could eat something that smelled like that.  It was worse than any smell EstherSasha had ever graced the town with.  Goblins weren’t known for their amazing pallets, but holy shit.  Even Badgelor had decried it as smelling horrific, and he liked rolling around in offal.  
“What’s the plan?” asked Fenris, moving closer to me.
“The pot,” I said, gesturing towards the massive bubbling cauldron.
“None of us is that hungry,” replied Fenris.
“I don’t think it’s food.  I haven’t seen anyone eat out of it.  Have you?”
Fenris considered for a moment before shaking his head.  
I watched the greenish smoke wisping away from the pot before continuing.  “That’s the magical implement.  It's what they are using to siege Windfall.”
Fenris looked at the cauldron seriously for the first time.  “It's out in the open, though.  What about guards?”
“There are still hundreds of goblins milling around, but all the bigger, higher leveled ones went into the mine.  I’m willing to bet that they are relying on their numbers.  They think we won’t attack, because we are highly outnumbered,’ I stated.  “They’re wrong.  It's now or never.”




Chapter 65: Diligent Goblins

Everyone surrounded me while I was stripped off my armor.  The medium armor was metal, a poor choice for a stealth mission.  It made for an odd situation, but I didn’t have much time for anything else.
“Here is what we are doing,” I stated, gesturing to a drawing in the dirt.  I had scribbled it quickly, for those people who didn’t have my Battle Map.  “The cauldron is the key.  We need to take it, destroy it, or spill it.  Taking it would be ideal but spilling it will still buy us time.  I’m going to sneak up and kill their sentries.  SueLeeta will be sniping to aid me.”
“Fenris, take the militia and get ready to march out of the barrier and up the road to the mine.  That should draw all the goblins’ attention, especially with their sentries dead.  Zorlando, take your men and follow behind me toward the mine on the hill’s steep side.” I gestured on the dirt map.  The road ran straight from Windfall, going up the hillside to the small buildings at the mine entrance.  The steep side was just past the entrance.  It was steep enough that you had to be careful of your footing, but not so steep that it would have seriously hampered a person from climbing it.  
“That is a brave plan,” stated Zorlando, looking apprehensive.  “Are we to hold the entrance of the mine?”
“No, you don’t need to worry about that.  Just grab the cauldron and roll it down the main road toward the militia,” I replied.  “The cauldron will probably want to roll toward the flooded quarry, based on how the road is slanted.”  That was unfortunate, but the road to the mine was on an artificial mound; it had probably built up from the mine’s debris.  Between the road and the hill had been a limestone quarry.  At one time, the limestone for building the town had been collected there.  Now, the quarry was filled with sludge water and mud.  
“So, we’ll just jog with it then?” asked Zorlando.
“Yes,” I replied.  “Fenris, you will keep your men out of goblin bow range but within our own.  Feel free to fire a few volleys until you receive the notification that we are moving to the roll down phase of the plan.”
Fenris nodded, looking somewhat relieved.  His unspoken question concerned taking his 40 man unit into the jaws of the enemy force.  Realizing now that he and his men were a distraction was good news.
Fortune favored us.  Even in our hidden camp, Fenris had laid traps and done his best to ensure that we had some form of defense.  The goblins had begun dragging a few wooden barriers into place, but they had been too lazy to carry them up the hill to the mine.  The goblins had had all night to fortify, but, since they were expecting to face approximately 20 humans, they simply hadn’t bothered.
As I slipped off the last piece of armor, I signaled for the Battle for the Future of Windfall to start.  It was beginning in the most anticlimactic way possible.
	Battle Phase 1: Handsome mayor sneaks into position to kill sentries.  





There was more to it than that.  Each phase of the battle had multiple suborders, from having Fenris quietly getting the militia ready, to Zorlando sneaking around out back to get his Mercenaries into position.  Nothing approached the level of interest of an archery volley or a cavalry charge.  
“That looks marginally well laid out,” stated Shart, yawning, “Did you figure out that the cauldron was the magical implemented yet?”
“Yes,” I replied.  Shart was smart but tended to not pay much attention.  It was a trait that was sometimes good and sometimes bad.  “We’re going to steal it.”
“Good, good,” stated the demon, looking toward the goblin forces.
“Nothing else?  Are you sure I don’t ‘got this’?,” I smiled.
“I believe, if you mention that again, I’ll punish you somehow,” growled the demon.
I turned to Badgelor.  “You have your orders,” I said.
“Yep!  I’m all over this task.”
“Be safe.  Good luck.” 
The badger rolled his eyes.  “I don’t need luck.  I’m Badgelor.”  With that, my furry companion disappeared underground.  
As a Rogue Adventurer and a Woodsman, I had traversing wild, difficult terrain down to a science.  As long as I was lightly armored, it was super easy, barely an inconvenience.  I’d soon have to invest in a perk that allowed moving silently while wearing armor.  I thought it was something I could choose with my next perk in Adventurer, but fight with what you have, not what you wish you had.
Crossing the tall grass toward the quarry was easy enough.  With my Battle Map active, I could sense which targets SueLeeta had spotted.  Even if I couldn’t physically see them, I had a very good idea as to where they were.  There were 3 on my side now, as I quietly ran past the quarry and started climbing the steep slope to the mine.  Luckily, they didn’t see me. 
	Battle Phase 2: Score stealth kills aplenty.





The first goblin I came across as I quietly climbed the slope to the mine was asleep.  One of the great enemies of my people, who was going to slay every human he found, lay in slumber, like a green, bloated baby.  I slit his throat and rolled him down the hill.  After that was done, I got my first look at the entire goblin camp with my own eyes.  Until now, I’d only been able to see the western edge.  They had already refilled both buildings with feces, judging by the flies.  They were like dogs remarking a park that they had been evicted from.  
“The big dog is here now,” I growled lowly.
The second goblin also died silently and in the same manner.  I continued moving around the edge of the slope.  Due to the incline, I was able to drop down maybe 10 feet and still be totally hidden from the main camp.  In theory, the sentries could have spotted me, if not for my Stealth skill and their general stupidity. I managed to off my third one without incident.
SueLeeta was, likewise, picking off the sentries.  This time, she was slightly less quiet about it.  She was on the side where the militia were forming ranks, so she could afford to be a little less quiet.  Within two minutes, every single goblin sentry was dead, and their force had not been alerted.  
I was honestly disappointed at this point.  I knew I’d get through my 3 sentries easily enough.  That wasn’t bravado, but common sense; I was a skilled Rogue and they were low level goblins.  What I didn’t expect was for SueLeeta to get through her 7 additional sentries without anyone noticing anything.  Phase 3 required the goblins to form up, so we would know where most of them were.  
“Didn’t plan on them being this incompetent?” asked Shart.
I grumbled, “No, and we need them all looking away from here so the Mercenaries can get to the cauldron.  Currently, the goblins are still scattered and roaming everywhere.  If the Mercenaries approach now, they’ll get swarmed from all sides.”  That wasn’t the worst possible outcome, but it would slow us down and I still didn’t know where most of the goblins were.  
I brought up the Battle Map.  While the goblins weren’t standing close to the cauldron, there were goblins further away, on the road to Windfall.  If the Mercenaries just ran up and grabbed the pot, we’d have to push through over 50 goblins to get the pot to the militia.  I was positive we would be noticed quickly then.  That would lead to a fierce fight.  Such a fight would take long enough to alert all the other goblins, and we would end up fighting the entire force.  Fighting the entire force would be straight forward and probably suicidal.  If we’d wanted to do that, I could just have Fenris march forward.  
I could push the cauldron down the steep slope near me, but that just pushed it into the shallow pool of muck water below.  We’d have to dig it out and it would be too obvious.  As we dug it out, the goblins would be nearby.  They would also be in an elevated position, so they could shoot arrows at us.  
The battle plan was locked in, but, for a price, I could change it. 
	Your War Leader bonus will be reduced by 25%, if you change your battle plan.  Would you like to proceed with the change? (Yes/No)





I paused.  Giving up 25% of my bonus was a significant hit.  I checked the War Leader menu again.  There had to be a way to signal SueLeeta.  I needed to get her to act outside the plan.  Then, it hit me.  I had a way to make her act outside of orders that didn’t use the War Leader skill at all.  
Standing up so that she could see me but, hopefully, the goblins couldn’t, I waved my arms.  She frowned as her glorious leader proceeded to pantomime shooting other goblins with a bow.  At least, I thought I did.  I truly believed I had gotten my point across until a moment later, when one of her arrows streaked toward me at a high rate of speed.
“I don’t think she understood that you wanted her to shoot at the goblins,” stated Shart, as I groaned.  At that distance, however, Dodging a halfhearted shot by any archer would have been trivial.  I activated the Dodge skill, realizing that I had a unique opportunity.  As my body sped up for the Dodge, I placed my hand around the arrow and snatched it out of the air.
	You have learned the skill, Deflect Arrow (Unarmed).  You can now catch or deflect arrows with your unarmed skill.  This is a sub skill of unarmed combat.  You are unskilled.  





I took my dagger and carved ‘shoot the goblins until they notice you on the arrow.  Then, I shot it into the tree next to SueLeeta, who appeared momentarily startled.  Of course, the shaft cracked as it hit, but SueLeeta had seen me carving on it.  After another long moment where she deciphered the splintered arrow, she gave me a thumbs up.
Finally, she started shooting at the goblins, intent to fire until they noticed the attack.  
They had yet to notice 37 goblins later.  Zorlando was the only Mercenary I could see.  He kept gesturing at me about the next phase starting. I kept gesturing back, fervently hoping that Zorlando would be better at interpreting my signals than SueLeeta had been.  By the third minute in, Zorlando had walked over to the slope.  By the fifth, all his men were at the base of the incline.
“Boss, when is the next phase of the battle?” he asked me, as SueLeeta dropped 4 more goblins in quick succession.  
“SueLeeta has nearly cleared out the entire front of their formation.  I don’t know if we even need a battle plan at this point.  I didn’t think these guys would be this bad,” I stated.  I’d fought goblins before, but this was just terrible.  It was like playing Warcraft and getting a unit into the enemies’ peons without them noticing.  You’d win, but it wasn’t a true victory because anyone would win with that scenario.
Zorlando suddenly got deathly quiet and slapped me on the shoulder.  I followed his gaze to the mine entrance, which was a good 100 yards from our spot.  My heart froze.  Stepping out of the mine were 25 goblins, their shadows twisting around themselves.  
“Get the cauldron.”




Chapter 66: Melee at the Mine

Jim
HP 330/330
Stamina 325/325
Mana 80/80
Everything went into the crapper the moment those 25 Shadow Goblins came out of the mine.  They saw the dead goblins instantly.  They broke into 5 man groups, parties I realized, and started surging forward.  Three entire groups headed for the cauldron.  
We weren’t idle, though.  I activated the next stage of the battle.
	Battle Phase Three: Militia peacocks and Mercenaries smash and grab





Fenris began yelling out the commands to get the militia into position.  They could see SueLeeta shooting the entire time and were content to let their best archer pick off more goblins.  Apparently, they had been betting on SueLeeta’s kill numbers.  One lucky former farmer had earned 20 silver.  
Zorlando was good to his word, mainly because his force was already in position.  They briskly started up the slope toward the cauldron.  My focus went between the Mercenaries and the Shadow Goblins.  The Shadow Goblins were going to just barely beat the Mercenaries to the cauldron.  Retreating from the mine was going to be rough.  
I strove to increase their odds.  I designated SueLeeta, in the War Leader menu, to attack one of the Shadow Goblin parties.  I selected another group to attack.  Hopefully, the Mercenaries could hold off 5 of the blighters long enough to get into range of Fenris’ troops.  The two other groups were just missing, which I couldn’t do anything about now.  
Standing and drawing my bow, I took aim at the lead Shadow Goblin.  I began charging a Power Shot.  It felt good to be able to use my bow properly again.  The Shadow Goblins had noticed the Mercenaries and were now moving to intercept them. They hadn’t noticed me.
My arrow pierced the chest of my target.  The Shadow Goblin didn’t even have a chance to register what happened, before the arrow exploded out of his back.  I heard another goblin scream hysterically.  
“That’s a bit excessive,” I thought to Shart.
	Your target has suffered 61 (19 base - 4 defense + 9 (Power Shot 2) X 2 (Sneak Attack) X 37.5% (War Leader)) points of Damage from an arrow.  Shadow Goblin has been killed.  Target has failed his Knockback resistance check.  Cost 9 Stamina.  





“Dude.  You killed their Party Leader,” Shart said, as the screaming turned to angry growling.
I raised my eyebrows, so he continued.  “Dum Dum, Party Leaders grant a wide variety of bonuses to their entire party.  When a Party Leader is killed, all bonuses cease.  You just wiped out all their combat bonuses with one arrow.” 
SueLeeta began to show her targets what a Multi Shot enhanced by a War Party could do.  Two of the Shadow Goblins managed to use their shadow vanish trick, but it seemed to have a range. They appeared only a few feet away from where they had been.  They were the lucky ones, however.  Two of the other Shadow Goblins each took an arrow.  Their Health plummeted as the damage became apparent.
Her follow up arrow was less successful.  The Shadow Goblins had not known where we were, so it was impossible to activate their better defenses.  Now that they were aware of our positions, our follow up strikes were far less impressive but only three of the deadly goblins remained after the third volley.
Angered by the strike, the party SueLeeta had attacked raced off into the woods; they headed directly toward her.  She had had ample time to prepare, though.  I expected their attack to end poorly for them.  SueLeeta could lay a mean trap and had been bored waiting on me.
My party, the four that remained, headed toward me.  They all possessed a savage look of murder in their eyes.  All of them turned into Shadow at the same second.  Before fighting in the forest formerly known as Fecking Puma Forest, I would have been terrified at this prospect.  I had been terrified when I had faced only one of these higher level goblins.  That had been before the pumas, too.  Now, I was mentally going through my checklist as I readied my Longsword and Shortsword.  
I started to Lunge and activated Unavoidable Attack.  It was my most expensive attack, requiring 22 points of Stamina.  It also used my only Force point.  I didn’t know how long it took to recovery Force points, but I didn’t expect to use the attack again in this battle.  
Surging forward at the lead Shadow Goblin, I knew the strike would hit him.  I couldn’t see exactly where he was in his mass of shadows, but I could sense him.  I was certain that my strike was headed straight for his heart.  The Shadow Goblin activated his Shadow Dodge skill.  He disappeared, only to appear behind me.  My blade whipped around faster than I thought possible and the razor sharp weapon still found him.  The shocked expression on his face as he jumped was a look that I’ll treasure forever.  It was also his last expression, as my longsword tore through his chest.  The tip exploded out of his back, the goblin’s heart skewered onto it.  
“I smell organs,” exclaimed Badgelor, as he popped his head out from a freshly made hole in the ground.  “Hey, you didn’t say we were having kabobs!  I could sure use a snack.” He ripped the heart from my sword and retreated underground with it.
“Hurry up Badgelor,” I growled as the goblins and I continued fighting.  
“Sheesh, I’m just checking to see if you can handle yourself,” called back the badger before vanishing underground.  
While the alarm had been sounded by the goblins, their standing orders were to expect an attack from Windfall.  Most of the little ones had seen the arrows coming from the direction of town and had headed that way.  They moved toward Fenris’ militia in preparation for battle.  Fenris had gotten close enough to launch a single rough volley at the goblins, before the greenies had pulled back further than Fenris’ orders allowed him to move.  The goblins had even more dead lining the road now, though.  I wondered if they were appropriately concerned about this turn of events. 
The Shadow Goblins had entirely ignored the militia, instead focusing on the cauldron.  Their attention demonstrated the pot’s importance more than anything else.  The rest of us pesky humans were of no concern to them.
While I was holding off my party of Shadow Goblins, Zorlando was leading his Mercenaries dutifully towards the cauldron.  Their better armor would provide ample protection against anything that a handful of goblins could do.  The Mercenaries had already run into a small pocket of goblins on the way over to the slope.  The goblins had been smashed to bits as the hired killers ran past without stopping.  
The bright red flash of sudden casualties in my vision was an unpleasant surprise.  I leapt back from my current battle to get eyes on the unexpected situation.  It was the other 10 Shadow Goblins.  Two of the five goblin groups had vanished, and we were all so busy dealing with the ones that came after us, that we didn’t stop to analyze where the other two groups went.  They had used some kind of skill to move around the cauldron and hide until Zorlando’s men got there.  The Shadow Goblins had come out of hiding and ambushed them.    
In the span of a few bloody seconds, 3 Mercenaries were dead and 6 more were wounded.  Three of those injuries were severe.  Zorlando had managed to fend off a Shadow Goblin, only sustaining a minor injury. Every goblin was encased in shadows and striking at his unit from all sides.  As I watched, another of his men collapsed in a fountain of blood.  He had taken an elongated dagger to the neck.  I was certain he would not be getting back up.
“It’s now or never,” I stated to no one in particular, before bellowing, “FOR WINDFALL!” 
	You have used the power Rallying Cry.  Your forces gain 45 temporary hit points, +45% Damage and Stamina Regeneration for the next 60 seconds.  There is a 10 minute cooldown on this ability.  





Have you ever seen a man, with a fountain of blood shooting out of his neck, unstop a healing potion, drink it, and shove the bottle’s cork into his own wound?  It's mildly impressive.  Several of the wounded men got right back into the fight, including one of the men I was pretty sure had already died.  The unwounded men had 45 temporary hit points that allowed them to be quite reckless in their attacks, much to the Shadow Goblins’ displeasure.  
Also displeasuring the goblins was the sudden surge of men gifted with an overabundance of Stamina.  They all began executing one high energy attack after another, at a rate that would have normally been impossible. In an even battle, Zorlando’s Mercenaries might have defeated all the Shadow Goblins, or at least been able to drive them off.  The battle wasn’t even, though, and, for the next minute, the Mercenaries had a decided advantage.  They also had Zorlando, who knew how to fully use that advantage.  
With that situation being handled, I was relegated to dealing with my three remaining Shadow Goblins.  They were busily attempting to gut me.  They caught up to me in moments and attempted to surround me in their shadowy forms.  I grabbed the first one’s spell and caused the shadows to dissipate.  The goblin swore, as I executed a strike.  He used his Shadow Dodge to avoid it.  
That would eventually wear him down, if I could continuously focus on the same goblin.  I couldn’t.  While I was attempting to strike one, another managed to slice his knife across my leg.
	You have suffered 8 points of Piercing Damage from dagger, 37 temporary hit points remaining.  





I felt a flash of pain, and blood squirted from the wound.  The fountain of red quickly tapered off.  The temporary hit points had absorbed the Damage.  If I were to describe that feeling as anything but unnatural, I’d be lying.  I wasn’t wounded, though, so we danced.
Another goblin rushed toward me, so I grabbed the shadow spell and attempted to dissolve it.  This time, as I grabbed hold of the magic, the goblin yanked it from my grasp.  Protecting an active spell was much easier than attempting to sword fight while trying to break your opponent’s spell.  While I was distracted, he scored two lesser wounds on me. I still had a pool of temporary hit points, so they didn’t really damage me.  I still felt next to nothing. 
	You have suffered 18 points of Damage from twin sword strikes, 19 temporary hit points remaining.   





I knew he must be in the mass of shadow, so I decided to cut through the whole damn thing.  I activated Hack and Slash and waded into the shadows, swinging wildly with both swords.  The first swing found nothing but air, but the second impacted on something.  I saw a bloody patch on the ground and realized that I’d knocked the goblin away from me.  
	Your target has suffered 24 Damage (16 base - 4 Defense + 2 Sword Master + 25% Hack and Slash X 37.5% (War Leader)) points of Damage from a Soldier’s Longsword.  Target has failed his Bleed resistance check.  Hack and Slash on Cooldown for 16 seconds.    


	Damage Breakdown: Target has suffered 24 Damage, 21 Slashing Damage, 3 Severing Damage.  Armor reduces 4 points of damage one category.  Total damage 4 Damage, 20 Slashing Damage, 0 Severing Damage.  Target has suffered a bleed effect, 10 point bleed over 15 seconds.  





I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding another strike.  I was right on the edge of the slope.  It wasn’t quite as poetic as having my back up against a wall, but it was close enough.  Two of the Shadow Goblins attempted to engage me again, but I was actually holding my own.  When I’d realized how to defend against them, it made their strategy much less effective.  That’s when I heard the strange hissing.
They had grenades.  I mean, one of them had a chemical weapon before.  Shart said it was some powerfully good shit, so I didn’t see why chemicals caught me off guard now.  Still … they had grenades.
It landed right next to my feet.  The last thing I heard before the explosion was Shart.  “Oh, shit,” he yelled, and left my shoulder.
I’d had just enough time to begin leaping away, and the goblins had just enough warning to move away. I was still knocked backward, landing on the slope.  Before I could tumble down, I drove my shortsword into the earth, creating a furrow that stopped me.  
	You have taken 68 points of Concussive Damage caused by a Goblin Grenade, 19 points reduced by temporary hit points. All Temporary hit points removed.  Concussive Damage is resisted by the total of your Fire and Defense score.  You have 15 points of Damage Resistance and no Fire Defense.  You receive 28 (34 total damage -6 mitigate) points of Concussive Damage.  You take 0 (total damage 3 - 3 Mitigate) points of Damage from shrapnel.  Stun canceled for 5 Stamina. You are burned and bruised.   302/330 HP remaining.


	Your familiar was also in the blast radius.  He has 100% immunity to Fire Damage.  He is resistant to Bludgeoning Damage.  Your familiar take 2 points of Damage from shrapnel.  





“Well, that was unpleasant,” stated Shart, as he flew back over to me.  “I took 2 points of Damage!”  The demon looked at me, and continued, “Oh, it looks like it was just as unpleasant for you!”  I flipped him off with two whole, middle fingers, and scrambled up the hill.  I again heard the hissing. 
I saw the grenade flying through the air.  It was headed straight for my face.  I could see the fuse; it was just about gone.  It had been perfectly thrown and was going to knock me straight out of the fight… unless.
Dropping my longsword, I grabbed Shart by his tail.  I twisted quickly and brought him up like a shield.  The grenade flew into his open, screaming mouth and vanished into the abyss.  The demon simultaneously burped and farted. 
One of the Shadow Goblins suddenly fell to my feet, clutching his throat.  I couldn’t see anything that would have caused such a dramatic display.  I sniffed.  Oh.  My.  God.  
Because Shart was my familiar, I wasn’t impacted by the demonic poisons that his strange little body concocted, even if they were the worst things I ever smelled in my life.  The combined odor was worse than even the cauldron’s contents.  Flipping my sword off the toe of my boot, I caught it.  In one motion, I drove it through the Shadow Goblin’s belly.
I strode toward the final two, but they darted away.  All fear the big, powerful, wielder of swords, cloaked in the scent of demon gas.  As I turned to locate Zorlando, I realized that we had another problem.  
Zorlando and his Mercenaries had gotten clear and were rolling the cauldron down the hill.  The goblins were parting around the unit, as my hired men smashed through whatever remained.  All was good, except from my vantage point.  I could clearly see the cauldron still sitting right where it had been, next to the mine.  My men were pushing away an illusion.  
I looked around, finally spotting her.  One of the Weird Sisters was here.  




Chapter 67: Things get Weird

Jim
HP 302/330
Stamina 287/325
Mana 80/80
The Weird Sisters were goblin bogymen.  They were powerful casters who occasionally ventured over the fortress wall to procure supplies from the world outside the valley.  I had barely survived my previous run-in with them.  I was much more powerful now, but I wasn’t sure how much of a difference that would make.  They kicked my ass last time.  As such, they were the only goblins more terrifying than Shadow Goblins. At times, they seemed to be everywhere at once. 
Now one was here, ruining my plans.  I glanced over to the mine entrance.  Small cracks were forming over the entrance, but they didn’t seem very threatening.  
“Time to get serious,” I stated calmly.  
Shart looked over, “You weren’t serious befo…”  He was cut off by my hand being jammed into his mouth.  The inside of Shart really was a magical wonderland.  Right now, I needed to retrieve a crossbow that I had previous stored inside the demon.
Taking aim at the sister casting the illusion, I prepared a Power Shot.  Crossbows were a mechanical instrument, so doing that would lock out my Stamina bar for a few seconds.  The results would be terrific, though.  The shot amplified the damage by a factor of 5, and I was close enough to aim the weapon right at her ugly face.  I expended 45 stamina in that single shot that should have ended her.  
Unfortunately, I’d forgotten that the Weird Sisters travel in groups.  As soon as the bolt was released, a shielding spell snapped into existence next to the casting sister.  The bolt slammed into it, causing a spider web of cracks to appear on the generated shield.  Ultimately, it failed to penetrate.  She did stop casting her spell long enough to look at me, leaving Zorlando to realize that his men were pushing an oversized log down the trail.  
As soon as the goblins saw that the Weird Sisters were going to personally deal with me, they cleared out.  There were good reasons for doing so.  Mainly, the Weird Sisters were highly ranked and were going to magic me to death.  The goblins knew it was best not to get in their way.  
“It seems that all this din...,” began the first, ugly sister.  A large boil on her nose bobbed up and down as she spoke.
“...is caused by the fool known as Jim,” finished the second, uglier sister.  She was repulsive, even by goblin standards.  She had uneven eyes, more boils than I could count, and a very odd third boob.
I recall cursing Past Jim, the fool, for not using Lore on the sisters the last time.  I had learned my lesson.  I activated it.
	Mucky’Puck


	HP: 120/120


	Stamina: 60/60


	Mana: 200/200


	Perk: Illusion Aptitude


	Perk: Void Aptitude


	Skill: Illusion Magic: Journeyman


	Skills: Void Magic: Initiate 


	Skills: Mana Control: Initiate





Unsurprisingly, she was a caster of some sort.  She was an Illusionist who also knew void magic.  Currently, she was holding a pulsating orb of pure darkness and smiling at me with crooked teeth.  I’m sure the other sister was around somewhere, but she had disappeared. 
	Void Orb: Void (Disintegration) spell.  Damage 60-90, High Velocity, Immune to Environmental Constraints.  Complex Spell. Cost, 32 Mana.  





“What’s void?” I asked Shart, as I read through the spell’s effects.
“The area in your head where your brain should be,” replied the demon.
“What does it mean in a magical context?” I clarified, through gritted teeth.
“It’s the opposite of everything material,” he replied, after a moment.  We had a few of those, due to menu time.  I could see that Mucky’Puck had already cast the spell, but I had time to consider my options.
“I guess I’ll just put up my personal barrier and hope for the best,” I stated.  
“Against a 90 point spell?” chucked Shart.  “What are you hoping to do, blow your Mana pool?”
“My barrier won’t work?” I asked, more than a bit startled.
“Well, if you had a void barrier, maybe it could absorb the damage.  You don’t, so no,” replied Shart.  “You are overthinking this.  A void spell disintegrates matter.”
“I’m made of matter,” I replied.
“Everything is made of matter, Dum Dum.  Block the spell with something durable,” stated the demon.
Coming out of menu time, I held up my longsword.  The weapon had 78 of 80 Durability.  I waited the eyeblink for the spell to hit me.  For good measure, I tried to slice the orb in half.  If I was going to go out, I was going out in style.  
The sword slammed into the orb, which promptly ruptured and spread out over the blade.  My longsword’s Enduring quality allowed it to only take half Durability Damage from any source.  With my masteries, that Damage was further reduced.  The spell should have caused 90 points of Damage to my sword, destroying it utterly.  Instead, it caused only 22 points, much to the wide-eyed amazement of Mucky’Puck.
Had she been the only sister, I would have been fine.  Unfortunately, while she was casting, so was her sister. I didn’t see the blast of fire that was rapidly approaching me.  If not for Shart, who finally decided to be useful, the spell would have struck me at full force.  Fortunately, with his warning, I was able to react, bringing up my glowing green barrier.  The firebolt struck and began burning through the barrier. 
“Why are you using a fart barrier?” screamed Shart.  “You have fire as your Second School!  Change your barrier to fire!”
When I first learned the Barrier skill, I’d only known Air magic, Biological Aeromancy, if one wanted to be technical.  Since air was the only power I could manifest, my barrier had been built from that.  Searching through my Mana Cores, I found that my Fire Core was now active, as well as the parts of my soul that let me cast fart magic.  I switched the barrier to fire, and the result was instantaneous.
	You have gained an additional Talent point in the Barrier Talent.  





Pity you can’t assign talent points in combat.
Instead of the fireball digging into the barrier, it began to be repelled.  The spells acted like two magnets with the same pole when they are pushed toward each other.  The firebolt flashed off into the distance, costing me virtually no Mana.  I grinned as the two sisters stared at each other.
“Swords and spells, a Mage he be?” called Mucky’Puck.
“He sneaks and strikes.  What do you see?” called the second sister.
“A dead man,” replied the third, as of yet, unseen sister.  If the first two were ugly, she was almost… cute?  All the warts and other various blemishes on her person were in notable abeyance.  She had smooth green skin that was evenly colored, short black hair, and at least some impression of feminine curves.  Compared to the two gnarled hunks of crap that were her sisters, she was at least a 3, a veritable supermodel in goblin terms.  Don’t get me wrong, she still wasn’t very attractive.  She was decidedly on the short side, but, in comparison, she was mostly alright.
I heard a rustling, crunching sound to my side and glanced down the slope.  The grass was forming into a rope.  It slashed at me like a whip with great speed.  I Dodged, but it still managed to grab my ankle.  In one powerful stroke, the makeshift whip slammed me to the ground.  I landed so hard that I thought my teeth had come loose.  My sword went flying.  I took 52 points of Damage.  I staggered back to my feet, only to experience the exact same attack again for only 47 points of Damage.  
As I stood up a second time, I gestured toward the stalk and called, “F’Poof.”  A small sphere of fire smashed into the cord.  It snapped mid-slam, so I was only sent flying.  I was not brutally smashed into the ground again. Fortunately, I had Mobility.  I landed in a roll and rushed back toward the sisters. 
“Rune,” called out Shart.  That was the functional equivalent of yelling out ‘Eggplant’, because I had no idea what he was talking about.  Runes exploded, which I discovered as soon as I stepped on one.  The explosion hurtled me skyward in a blast of flame causing an additional 44 points of flame damage.  
I quickly glanced at my health
Jim
HP 159/320
Stamina 211/325
Mana 80/80
Injuries: Foot, exploded, -25 percent blah
“They explode, you nimrod,” called out Shart, as I landed in another roll.  I was attempting to favor my less injured foot now.  One of the sisters began slinging flame bolts at me, while Mucky’Puck was preparing another void spell.  I spared a glance at the mine and saw that the cracks were now medium sized.  They were also still expanding.  They had spider-webbed all around the front of the mine.  
“Why didn’t you yell out ‘mine’?” I called back, dodging the flame bolts.  The bolts appeared to be aimed, rather than targeted.  I threw a dagger at Mucky’Puck as she was forming the targeted void spell.  A targeted spell would hit me, but I could interpose my sword with the spell to protect myself against horrific damage.     
The flame bolts continued to sizzle past me as my dagger hit Mucky’Puck in her shoulder.  Casting spells is hard, doing so with a dagger in your shoulder is considerably harder.  She lost the spell; it literally fell apart in her hands.  She shrieked from the painful magical backlash.  
I turned toward the flame casting goblin, even as I heard the ‘cute’ one beginning to chant.  She had three flaming orbs surrounding her.  I generated a fire barrier with my right hand and drew my spare shortsword with my left.  If I lost this sword, I would officially be out.  I didn’t see where the other swords had fallen, either.  
I finished closing on her right as she yelled her word of power.  She dodged to the side ineffectively, as I drove my blade into her chest.  Her fire orbs had already been cast, though, and the magic didn't care that the caster was wounded.  The orbs went to my back and sides, detonating in unison.  I’d moved my right arm to the side, catching one orb with the barrier.  That orb disintegrated.
The other two orbs roasted me.  
	Grendal’s Exploding Grenades: Fire (Conjuration) spell.  Damage 20-30, Targeted, Autonomous, Readied.  Complex Spell.  Cost, 16 Mana per Orb.





It was a spell designed to get around barriers.  The caster summoned the orbs, which would stick around for a minute while a target was selected.  The orbs would then surround the target and explode, hitting them from multiple sides all at once.  Chances were good that a barrier wouldn’t be able to catch them all. 
My barrier hadn’t been able to get them all.  My left side was on fire, literally.  Fire spells could do that.  The pain was bad, but tolerable.  However, my hit point totals were starting to run down.  I’d begun the fight with my full complement of 320 hit points.  I was now under 100.  
Wasn’t there an orb behind me?
I looked behind me, only to find Shart.  The demon had leaned down to cover my back.  He was fireproof, so the flaming orb hadn’t done anything to him.  That little asshole had saved me from another 30 points of Damage.  
“Thanks,” I muttered, as the flame sister formed a short blade that was made entirely out of fire.  It took skill to wield such a blade.  I was going to have to kill her.
“Thank me later!  Kill Grendal and get the one you have the hots for,” cried Shart.
I executed Hack and Slash.  It allowed me to strike twice in rapid succession with a single blade.  If someone was good at parrying, they could deflect both.  Grendal was not good.  My first strike, due to the power behind it, drove her own blade into her chest.  My second strike slammed into her temple, driving the blade deeply into her skull.  Both her eyeballs popped out, as blood oozed from every orifice on her face.  She coughed, spitting up thick blood and bile.
“NOOOOO,” screamed Mucky’Puck, already ready with another spell.  She cast, and the orb rocketed directly toward me.  I yanked my shortsword around, but it was still embedded in Grendal’s head.  The void orb struck the dying goblin. 
Her few remaining hit points weren’t enough.  The void orb hit, disintegrating both Grendal and my sword.  The weapon’s hilt evaporated in my hand.  I fell to the dirt.  The cracks at the mine’s entrance were becoming positively large now.  
Mucky’Puck screamed again, clutching her hands to her face.  Grendal might have survived, if not for Mucky’Puck’s void spell.  Probably not, but the unknown would haunt her for the rest of her life.  The ‘cute’ sister was still casting her nature spell, which would probably be finished soon.  I was out of weapons, until I saw a stick.  
Jim and his stick.
I grabbed the stick and ran forward.  The nature casting sister was holding her hands up, preparing to cast the spell.  An impressive amount of natural energy flowed around her.  I received a quick prompt telling me that my one Force point had been recovered.  I prepared to Lunge, just as she finished the spell.  
A massive golem grew before me.  He continued to grow from earth and vines, until he stood at nearly 30 feet tall.  He had eyes made of rubies, and two massive tree stumps for feet.  He was certainly not graceful or pretty, but he did look powerful.  His stance was too wide, though.  
I Lunged between his legs, kicking off from a pile of vines.  I was headed straight for the nature sister.  I decided she wasn’t very cute anymore, given her savage look of satisfaction.  Her barrier shot up, and my Unavoidable Attack ran into another of the world’s <rules>.  Nature barriers stop objects from nature.  The stick I was using splintered against the barrier.
As my hand continued toward the barrier, I waited for it, too, to splatter.  It didn’t.  My hand slipped by effortlessly.  It was most unfortunate that I wasn’t holding a weapon.  
She stared at my now weaponless hand for an instant.  I like to think that she realized that even with a stick, I would have done horrible Damage.  I stared at my hand, because it had stopped.  I really didn’t want it to.  I really wanted to punch her in the face.  I didn’t normally advocate for violence against women, but, given the circumstances, I felt it would have been forgivable.  She was using magic in an attempt to kill me with a 30 foot giant.  She had also caused most of my Damage, so far.
She opened her mouth to yell something, so I stepped forward and grabbed her by the face.  She bit down hard on my palm, but my Resistance Perk made my skin as tough as leather.  She couldn’t do any real harm.  The golem’s orders apparently included a generic ‘defend the caster’ requirement, as he was now turning around to face me.  He reached down with a huge, log-sized arm. 
I did the only thing I could think of.
We were still pretty close to the slope.  I twisted myself around once, like a shot put thrower, and tossed her over the slope.  She screamed as she flew over the incline.  All her noise was followed by a splash, as she landed in the filthy quarry water below.  
The golem looked at me for a moment, but, with the threat to his caster gone, he decided to wait.  Then, I saw it. The cauldron was at the golem’s legs.  When had she hidden it again?
“She drained the cauldron’s spell there to cast the golem,” called Shart.  
“They need that spell to siege the town,” I replied.
“If they kill you, do you think the town is going to keep fighting?” Shart asked.
Oh, shit, those sisters really hate my guts.
I glanced over at the mess that was Mucky’Puck.  Probably more so now.  Then, I saw the series of cracks at the mine’s entrance go from large to dangerous looking.  Not as much as they will in a few seconds.   
The golem decided I was too close to the cauldron and took a swing at me.  I leapt back, still trying to figure out what to do.  An instant later, 40 arrow shafts simultaneously struck his head.  
I’d totally forgotten about everyone else.  
Fenris knew there was a problem when it was revealed that the Mercenaries had inadvertently stolen a log.  The Woodsman had defied his orders and moved the militia toward the mine.  They quickly came into range of the golem, killing all the goblins in their path.  SueLeeta had assisted.  Zorlando had realized he’d been tricked too late to correct the problem, but he still managed to turn his forces around.  The Mercenaries provided cover for our archers from the handful of goblins that were stupid enough to try a charge.  The bulk of the goblin force was concentrated toward the mine entrance.  They had vacated the battle area being occupied by Shadow Goblins, Weird Sisters, and me.  
That only left the 30 foot tall Golem between our forces and the cauldron. 
	Nature Golem


	HP: 878/900


	Stamina: 600/600


	Mana: 99/100


	Perk: Tree’s Fortitude


	Perk: Bark Skin





As it turned out, a tree-man was really strong against arrows.  Of that entire volley, only SueLeeta had done any Damage.  That small amount of Damage was due to her fire arrow.  I glanced around but didn’t see any large fires that we could weaponize.  
“Shart, I need you to do something,” I stated.  The demon got very quiet.
“No,” he responded.
“I need you to put that cauldron into your extradimensional space after I create a distraction,” I continued, working the magic of my most powerful offensive spell.
“That thing is huge.  I’d tear if I tried,” argued the demon.  
I grinned.  “You got this.  I believe in you!”
“Fuck you,” said the demon, as I grabbed him off my shoulder.  I flung him straight into the cauldron.  More accurately, I bounced him off the crotch of the golem into the cauldron.  
	Rank up, Dodgeball.  You are rank Initiate.  You can now bounce a ball off 2 separate objects.  





I wondered what else I could throw Shart against for experience.  
Those were thoughts for later, though.
The golem, for his part, didn’t realize what had happened.  His skin was too thick to feel an invisible demon bouncing off his crotch until it was too late.  Shart hit the bottom of the pot with a mighty clang.  
“I would have thought that the soup would splatter everywhere,” stated Badgelor, as his head popped out of the dirt.  
I glanced back at the mine entrance.  “Aren’t you supposed to be somewhere?”
“The shaft collapsed a while ago,” stated the badger, licking off his paw.  More arrows, including SueLeeta’s flaming arrow, struck the golem.  
“I’ve been stalling to give you more time.  I’m getting killed out here,” I groaned.
“That seems to be more of a you problem than a me problem,” replied the badger.  
“Just get the cauldron down the hill.  The Shadow Goblins are coming,” I ordered.  I could see them rallying around the smelting shed.
Badgelor grinned and started running toward the cauldron at full speed.  The golem picked up his foot to crush the small creature, so I cast my Fire Bolt spell at his head.  The spell was enough to momentarily blind the massive monster, allowing Badgelor to headbutt the cauldron onto its side.  Then, the badger kept headbutting it, as swear words echoed from inside the pot.  The golem turned to chase him.
“That’s not good,” I said to no one in particular.  My familiar and companion were both off playing a very weird game of soccer with a 30 foot fiend.  Fortunately, the Shadow Goblins had much the same thought as the golem.  They all started racing after the cauldron as well.
The cauldron went down the slope a moment before Badgelor.  He tumbled down the hill, curled safely into a little ball.  Righting himself, he continued the chase.  The golem also attempted to travel down the slope, but at 30 feet, he was too tall to negotiate the incline.  However, he was also forced to protect the cauldron by his programming.  Thus, he took faithful steps down.  He managed two steps, before falling flat on his face.  The air was filled with audible, disgusting cracks, as the golem’s body rolled the rest of the way down.  
“I’m pretty sure he’s not supposed to bend that way,” I thought to Pot Shart.       
“I’m going to throw up,” replied the demon hollowly.
Using the golem as a ramp, I cast another Fire Bolt into a deep crack in his back.  The spell caused him to thrash around, which prevented the Shadow Goblins from using him as a ramp as well.  Given that I was faster than goblins to begin with, I had ample time to get clear before they could give proper chase.  To my surprise, the entire exposed part of the golem was catching fire.  His crack must have contained something that was highly flammable.  
As I avoided the flames and leapt from the golem, I landed in the near waist deep muck of the quarry.  That was a minor issue; I was tall enough and strong enough to muscle through.  As I neared the edge, I saw the still thrashing legs of the sister I’d thrown.  For a moment, I considered killing her, but I lacked a weapon.  I also considered leaving her to her fate, but that seemed unnecessarily cruel.
The idea of dying face first in muck, unable to get yourself free as you slowly suffocated, was hellish.  
	Ducky’Puck


	HP: 27/120


	Stamina: 1/60


	Mana: 12/200


	Perk: Nature Aptitude


	Perk: Golem Aptitude


	Skill: Nature Magic: Journeyman


	Skills: Summoning Magic: Initiate 


	Skills: Mana Control: Initiate





She was nearly dead anyway.  She wouldn’t be any more trouble to us, at least not today.  As I moved past, I grabbed her leg and pulled her free with a pop.  Her eyes glared at me with hate, but she said nothing.  Instead, she went on a bout of coughing and gagging.  Given the situation, I don't know what she could have said.
I got to the other side of the fetid pool, only to find a very sick looking Shart.  He flashed me a thumbs up from his spot on Badgelor’s back.  At that moment, the rest of the mine decided to collapse.  A cloud of thick grey smoke and rocks of various sizes erupted from the entrance as the mine fell into itself.  
“Let's get out of here,” I stated, running off in the direction of Windfall.




Chapter 68: Two to Go

We retreated to just inside the barrier.  We needed to regroup.  I found Fenris and SueLeeta talking with Zorlando.  The men, Mercenaries and militia, were all sitting around the Forestry Hut.  We were temporarily safe, and they deserved a rest.   A steady rain began to fall as they chewed healing root and discussed the battle.   
The men were huddled around the hut, its overhangs capable of keeping most of them dry.  Several lean-tos had been constructed to allow a larger supply of wood to be stored.  According to a prompt from OttoSherman, I should have been considering leveling the Forestry Hut up to 2 soon.  I guessed he was preparing supplies for me to do so.  
In the battle, only three people had died.  As far as I was concerned, those were great numbers.  Zorlando wasn’t even that upset.  Mercenaries dying was part of the job, after all.  They had fought Shadow Goblins and not all been brutally butchered.  As far as Zorlando was concerned, it had been a great day.  Jarra the Healer was dealing with the wounded from the battle.  She did not expect the number of casualties to increase.
Badgelor stood on my shoulder.  “What is that smell?”
I sniffed but noticed nothing, except the lingering odor of the cauldron.  Taking the cauldron had reset the time needed to siege the town to 10 hours.  It wasn’t the 12 hours we had hoped for, but it at least gave us a bit more time to plan.  
“Looks like they have the Siege skill,” I thought to Shart.
“That is unfortunate,” replied the demon.
After finishing her discussion with Fenris and Zorlando, SueLeeta had found a dry spot under a lean-to.  She was sitting alone, her animal friend nowhere to be seen.  Other than a few minor wounds, SueLeeta was uninjured.  I bet Cat Number Whatever sacrificed himself or herself for her.
“I’m sorry about Cat,” I said, sitting next to her.
“Oh, don’t be.  He died well,” she stated casually.  
“I figured that you would care more about him than that,” I replied.
She looked at me bug-eyed for a moment.  “You’re joking.”  She reached her hands down and began casting a Nature spell of some sort.  A moment later another cat, named Cat Five, appeared before her.  
“He’s a summoned creature,” I said.
“Only Beast Masters have actual animal companions.  I could summon anything, and I happen to find cats to be the most useful.”
Well, that isn’t terrible at all.
“You thought she was sending all her pets off on suicide missions,” thought Shart, giggling.
“That’s neat,” I stated.  “Please meet me in the Forestry Hut.”
SueLeeta grinned, hopping to her feet.  As she walked off toward the hut, she turned and gave me a mischievous wink.  I’d never seen someone so happy to be going to a meeting before.
After she was gone, I went to the other side of the hut.  There I found Zorlando and Fenris, standing next to a fire.  
“Jim,” called out Zorlando, to the obvious chagrin of Fenris.  He still didn’t like my name, but I was too tired and wounded to care at the moment.
“Good work,” I started, walking over to them.  Fenris had taken a few minor blows but nothing serious.   Zorlando was the least injured, despite being in the thick of the battle. 
“One night of rest and we’ll be right as rain,” stated Fenris.  
“Good, let’s get out of the rain and discuss our options,” I responded.  Fenris and Zorlando nodded, ducking back further behind the lean-to.
“Actually,” I continued, “I was thinking about going into the Forestry Hut.
Zorlando shrugged, but Fenris remained motionless.  “I’m not going in there.”
“Why?” I asked, remembering OttoSherman’s planning room.  “It's dry, and there is plenty of space.”
“I wouldn’t want to bother OttoSherman’s… tools,” replied Fenris.
“I’m sure he won’t mind you disturbing his axes,” I replied.
“Jim, OttoSherman brings his axe home with him,” replied Fenris calmly.  “He has other tools in the Forestry Hut.”  The Woodsman looked at me imploringly, as if begging me to understand what he was trying to say.
Zorlando looked intrigued.  “This is getting interesting.”
Badgelor sniffed again.  “Ohhhhhh, that’s what that smell is.”
“Did you just send SueLeeta into a sex dungeon?” asked Shart.  His peals of laughter sounded thunderous in my head.
“You guys get back to town.  I’ll catch up later,” I stated, then ran behind the hut.  Fenris shrugged and Zorlando looked disappointed, but they gathered their men.  I made sure they were on their way before quickly darting around the building.  I opened the side door where I’d seen OttoSherman and EdithGretta enter and plan for hours.
It was far, far worse than I could have imagined.  Real Fifty Shades stuff was everywhere.  Whips, chains, a rack, and everything else one could hope to find in a sex lab.  There was also a distinct lack of stuff one would expect to find in a wholesome Forestry Hut.
“Well, that explains why all the wood is outside,” whistled Shart.  
“Yeah,” replied Badgelor, “it’s not the kind of wood that OttoSherman needs in here.”
“Children,” I admonished both my companions, who were currently guffawing like teenage boys.”
“Come, Jim,” greeted SueLeeta.  Her armor was gone, and she was holding a riding crop.  




Chapter 69: Two-Sided Battle

SueLeeta’s hysterical laughter finally stopped about halfway back to the barracks.  “You didn’t know that OttoSherman was a stone cold freak?”
“I thought he was planning forestry stuff,” I replied.  Shart was still laughing.  Badgelor had laughed so hard that he’d actually shit himself.  
“No, OttoSherman has been with every eligible maiden in the town,” she chuckled.  
“Everyone?” I muttered.
“Oh, everyone,” she said, grinning fondly.  
I wonder what Skill that is?
“That’s information I now know,” I stated, as we entered the barracks.   Zorlando and Fenris were already there, looking at a map in the corner.  Walking over to them, I was surprised that it appeared to be a copy of my mental map of the town.  All the enemy positions were revealed.  I opened my own map and noticed that it had been updated, too.  The siege timer was also there, counting down the minutes.
We had 9 hours and 32 minutes before the barrier shrank again.  
“There are 800 goblins encamped to the north and another 800 encamped to the south,” stated Fenris, without preamble.  “I moved some scouts to see what they are up to, but they haven’t been able to get any closer than SueLeeta did.  The goblins’ positions seem unchanged.”
“Well, as dug in as they are, I don’t see it mattering much,” replied Zorlando.  “Those cauldrons are probably in the dead center of their camps.”  He gestured to the map.  I couldn’t disagree with him.  Looking closely, I could see how the formations were set up.  Both were essentially donuts; the cauldrons occupied the middle, with the goblins surrounding the pots a little way out.
That wasn’t the limit of their troops, however.  Both forces had also expanded toward the barrier, screening the main forces and the cauldrons.  It ensured that the cauldrons wouldn’t be in jeopardy, should we decide to pop out of the barrier, hit them with arrows, and retreat inside.  
Using the barrier in this way, we might eventually be able to kill enough goblins to break their forces.  It was a process that would take days, though.  We didn’t have that kind of time.  Furthermore, I could see us getting caught in a position where we would have to attack from inside the barrier.  Doing so would cause it to collapse, just like when JoeClarance threw that rock.    
“I might be able to sneak in,” I offered, looking at the map.
“Mayor,” replied SueLeeta consideringly, “I surveyed both those sites.  I know that you are stealthy, but I’m not sure that even you could make it.  It would require a higher degree of sneaking than I’ve ever seen you sneak before.”
We spent the next half hour discussing possible strategies without coming up with any real conclusions.  I asked Shart his opinion several times, but even the demon couldn’t think of anything with the available data.  Badgelor suggested a direct assault and killing spree which was unhelpful.
“Could Badgelor dig under them?” I asked in Badger.
“Well, I could get there, probably,” stated Badgelor, looking hard at the map.  “That one right there is next to the stream, though.  My tunnel could flood and collapse.  I would drown before I would be able to dig my way out.”
“What about the other one?” I asked.
“That’s sand,” replied the badger.  “It will fill in around me, and I’ll suffocate.”
I studied the map again.  There were plenty of locations where Badgelor could have just dug in and stolen the cauldrons.  Yet, for some strange reason, the enemy had set themselves up in just the right locations to make it impossible.  Reviewing further, they weren’t even the best spots for a conventional defense.  The goblins were not well positioned to take advantage of the surrounding terrain.  The northern camp’s back was right up against a deep, fast moving stream, cutting off a potential avenue of escape.  The southern camp was on a sand dune that provided poor footing.  My troops could very likely outmaneuver them with ease.  It didn’t make sense.
“Shart, why did they choose those positions?” I asked.
The demon stared at the map for a long time.  I was beginning to think he had gone off to his weird demon dream world.  Finally, he spoke.  “I’m not sure.  Unless they know that you have a tunneling War Badger, there is no reason for them to have done that.”
“I don’t see any better options,” Fenris finally stated.  Fenris and Zorlando were both still standing around the map.  SueLeeta had decided to lie down on a nearby bench.  The map hadn’t changed any, and she was more of a solo affair.  Moving men around the board didn’t interest her much, especially considering that the moves didn’t seem to improve our position.
Our current strategy was to have SueLeeta and me snipe at the enemy.  The militia would stay inside the barrier, where the goblins could see them.  SueLeeta and I would start picking off goblins.  It would work eventually, but eventually might be too long.  Also, we didn’t know how many more of those Weird Sisters were out there.
That left me staring at this damn map.  I had a problem that I couldn’t solve in the eight hours I had available.  Even if I wanted to attack one of the camps, my own men were exhausted and wounded from the previous battle.  They needed time to rest before I used them again.  Then, I received a flashing, red prompt.  
	Western Fortress is under attack.





“And now this,” I muttered, pointing to the fortress.  It was technically under the town’s control, and we did have a garrison there.  That allowed the map to display it for everyone.  The results weren’t pretty.  There was a force of 400 humans attacking the fortress, sort of.  
The fortress was composed of many parts.  There was the large wall to keep out invaders, the massive gate to let people through while also keeping out invaders, and the keep built into the wall.  It was there that the men would stand and defend the fortress, if the gate was breached.  
I’d been in the keep several times.  It was stoutly defended and designed to be nearly impregnable.  This new threat was going to need a while to break into it.  They would need even longer, if they didn’t have the kind of equipment needed for the job.  It would take more than just a battering ram to get into that magically fortified place.  
Searching through my Battle Map, I found the name of the enemy army.  It was listed as the Pumas, led by Durg. 
“Wow, if you’d marched into that forest, he would have killed you,” stated Shart.
“You said there were, like, 50 of them,” I replied.
“I said I detected around 50 of them in one camp,” stated the demon.  “I can’t see very far with that spell and you didn’t ask about other camps. Shit, they must have been hiding all over those woods.”
“What are they doing now?” asked Fenris, as the enemy army shifted around.  The Pumas began breaking off into columns.  It was difficult to interpret on the map, but it looked like they were heading out of the fortress and straight toward Windfall.  Taking a partially manned fortress would have been a bad investment.  Taking a city, on the other hand, was quite a bit more profitable.  
“Well that is regrettable,” stated Zorlando, side-eyeing several of his men.  Part of being a Mercenary was knowing when to cut and run.  This was about it for him.
Fenris caught Zorlando’s sudden shift in mood.  He glowered at the soldier but said nothing.  It would be like arguing with a leopard about his spots.  A Mercenary was only in it for the money, and we weren’t paying them nearly enough for all this nonsense.
Upon hearing the commotion, SueLeeta had jumped back to her feet.  As a Hunter, she could probably get into the woods and flee.  She wouldn’t, though.  It went against her temperament.  A more selfish person would be staring at the map, trying to find a way out.  She wasn’t starting at the map.  She was staring straight at me.  
“Jim?” she asked.
Her expression could have killed me.  It was hopelessness mixed with disappointment.  She had just known that I would figure out a solution, somehow.  I’d save her and the townspeople.  
Ordinal was not going to give her that, though.  We now had 4 armies preparing to attack us.  The bandits to the west would be here in a few hours, if they walked down the road that we had just oh so helpfully cleared.  The goblins were to the north and the south; they were within easy reach of Windfall.  There was also the matter of the missing army of elite goblins.  They had vanished into the mines yesterday and not been seen or heard from since.  
All we had were a handful of exhausted militia and a unit of untrustworthy Mercenaries.  
Fenris looked downcast.  The knowledge that his family was again in danger was dawning on him.  Zorlando looked like he was deciding whether to bolt or actively betray us to keep his Mercenary band intact.  He had already payment; there was nothing keeping him and his men here.  Of course, SueLeeta was still openly staring at me, wide-eyed.
I was smiling.
“We have an expression where I come from,” I said, scrounging for a quill and parchment.  “If you have a problem, you have a problem.  If you have several problems, you can often use one to deal with the other.”
Fenris’ eyebrows furrowed, well, furrowed more.  “What do you mean?”
I jotted down a quick description of our heavily damaged forces and our plans to assault the goblins.  “Our reinforcements are coming.”




Chapter 70: The Clever Plan

SueLeeta had done a masterful job of going out around the road to the Western Gate Fortress.  She avoided running into every single goblin patrol, until she found a goblin that she determined looked important.  After a quick skirmish, SueLeeta had been ‘wounded’, causing her to drop the critical scroll that contained our battle plans.
All goblins were lazy, but some were at least a bit intelligent.  Upon finding the letter and realizing that a force of 600 humans was marching toward Windfall to relieve us, the goblin quickly brought it to the northern camp.  Fortunately for us, that goblin leader decided that more help was necessary.  He, in turn, sent a messenger to the southern camp.  Further scroll reading informed them that everyone who could fight in the city was nearly dead after the last battle.  The goblin leaders came together and decided that they could both spare enough troops to ambush this new army.
Only a couple of hours later, around 1400 goblins began marching out to cut off our ‘reinforcements’.  According to the scroll, they would be encountering blood thirsty, goblin killing Mercenaries that I’d hired in Narwal.  
	You have learned the skill Forgery.  You are an Amateur.  Pass?  Of course, I have a pass.  It's right here!





Tricking them had been so easy.  I’d simply written a battle plan that included the bandits as members of my own army.  The goblins fought with each other, to be sure, but they understood the concept of unifying against outside foes.  They would never know the difference between a hostile bandit and a hired soldier.  I just wish I could witness the look on Durg’s face when he sees over a thousand goblins headed right for him.
From the barracks’ Battle Map, I was able to see both armies, bandits and goblins, as well as their relative battle strength.  Had there actually been 600 men, the Puma gang would have had the advantage.  They only had 400, so the battle was more or less even.  Hopefully, whichever side won would be so chewed up that they wouldn’t be able to continue a battle with Windfall.  The siege timer was still counting down.  We had less than 3 hours before the barrier would shrink again.  We had less than 2 hours before our enemies found each other on the road.  
Our men gathered up to begin attacking the northern goblin camp as soon as the other battle commenced.  I’d reported in the scroll that our forces had been crippled.  I was counting on goblin messengers having told the camps of our battle at the mine.  Those accounts would support my claim of heavy injuries and casualties.  At minimum, I hoped that a goblin commander would trust information captured from a desperate human commander more than he trusted his own unreliable fellows.
“The armies should engage in about an hour,” stated SueLeeta, gesturing towards the map in the barracks.  Zorlando nodded, looking far happier now that his force wasn’t so terribly outnumbered.  Our plan was the height of simplicity.  We were just going to run in and smash everything until we got to the cauldron.  Then, we were going to break it or steal it, before heading to the cauldron in the southern camp.  
I had approximately an hour to deal with some loose ends.




Chapter 71: Loose Ends

I walked through Windfall.  The citizens were still rushing around, trying to gather up patching materials for the walls.  I had ordered everyone to man the walls in an hour, and the citizens were also grabbing anything that could be used as a weapon.   I was seen by all, walking calmly.  The people felt comforted.  My armor shone in the sunlight, and a sweet breeze from the sea carried away the unpleasant scent of goblin that surrounded the village.  Badgelor was ranging ahead of me, his nose to the ground.  Shart was on my shoulder, perturbed.  For once, he didn’t seem to understand everything that was transpiring.    
The square was a hive of activity.  The ringing of the blacksmith’s hammer filled the air.  I watched a young boy standing in front of the bowyer's shop, as the proprietor strapped 5 overloaded quivers and a spare bow onto the lad’s back.  Within moments, the boy was rushing off toward the rally point.  Indeed, there was only one shop in the whole square that wasn’t active.  
I left the square and followed the road past Windfall Manor.  It was still damaged.  Construction materials had been placed near the main house.  It would soon be repaired and ready for occupancy, assuming the town survived the siege.  The home was an older style townhouse, quite large, with a peaked roof and a turret.  I always told my wife that I’d eventually get a house with a turret.  She always rolled her eyes.
“Why are we strolling around?” asked Shart.  “This close to battle, you aren’t going to be given any more morale bonuses.”
“You caught the scent?” I asked.
Badgelor nodded.  “This way.”
I continued following the badger.  We walked until we got to the burned out section of town.  It was dominated by the ruins of buildings.  Most were utterly destroyed, but there were still partial sections here and there, amidst the structural corpses.
Finally, Badgelor stopped.  He pointed to a door that had partially fallen from its hinges.  I pushed it and the door opened.  The single remaining hinge was quiet, as if it had been recently oiled.  Stepping into the building, I walked only a few paces.  A few paces was all it took to spot the wide open cellar door.  
I sat down on a nearby barrel and glanced at Badgelor.  “If you please?”
He harrumphed but quickly scurried out of the building.
“If you think I’m going to demean myself by asking you what’s going on, you have another thing coming,” thought Shart.  
I said nothing, and we waited.  After about 10 minutes, I started to feel my shoulder demon quivering.  After 15, he finally growled.
“What the hell is going on?” thought Shart.
“When we got to the woods beside the mine, no one bothered us,” I thought back to him, in an apparent non-sequitur.
“Yes,” replied the demon.
“Right at first light, everyone was getting up after a restful night’s sleep.  Suddenly, the goblins rushed out to defend the cauldron.” I explained.
“There could have been many reasons for that,” thought Shart thoughtfully.
“The other two cauldrons were placed where Badgelor couldn’t dig to get to them.  I couldn’t sneak to get to them, and SueLeeta couldn’t just snipe at them,” I thought.  “Those goblin camps were conveniently set up so that our last resort, a badger, couldn’t help us.
“That’s just good planning,” replied Shart.
“If you know what your enemy can do,” I stated.  “You said it yourself.  The goblins’ defensive positions had no reasoning behind them, unless they knew what my animal companion was.”  With no warning, Badgelor emerged right in front of me.  He shook himself violently.  Crypt dust and ancient mud flew off his matted fur.
“Done,” he said pleasantly.  
I wiped the dirt off my face and walked over to the cellar.  “I guess we’ll have to do this, then.”
Looking down into the cellar, I could make out a lone staircase.  The stairs led into what should have been darkness, yet I could see a small trickle of light in the distance.  The darkness was also broken by the light reflecting off a dozen eyes.
I flipped through the town menu and changed one of the resident’s settings.  As the listing was flipped to ‘enemy’, I heard a shocked gasp in the distance.  It was only because the gasper remained underground that they didn’t immediately burst into flame.
“GowenDoud,” I stated calmly.  I’d been in those cellars before; I knew sound carried quite well.  It took a minute, but the tailor eventually walked to the base of the stairs.  The small lantern in his hand allowed one to perfectly see the look of surprise on his face.  It was priceless, if one were for gloating.  
Chal’dor’sic, the Shadow Goblin, was with him.  When I’d last seen him at the first mine battle, he had looked annoyed.  He still did.  “Human, you collapsed the tunnel back to the mine.”
I nodded.  “I figured that you wanted the mine to move your troops into town through the tunnels.  If you broke into town while the barrier was disrupted, and then someone attacked you, you would have free reign in a portion of Windfall.”
“Close enough,” replied the Shadow Goblin.  “Chal’dor’sic is impressed with your mind.  Chal’dor’sic will eat it last, to savor it.”
“I don’t think we’ll be speaking again,” I stated.  “GowenDoud, I hereby remove you from the village. You are no longer a citizen and have no privileges.  I do this as the mayor of Windfall.”
GowenDoud’s face paled.  He was useful to the goblins as a mole; he was useless to the goblins as a tailor.  Goblins were freaky little nudists, for the most part.
“You can’t do this!” he screamed.  “You don’t care about the town or its people. You are just an Adventurer, and you will leave us the first chance you get.  I’m saving the people!  By letting the goblins take over, I can guarantee our safety.” 
“No, you can’t.  You can’t trust goblins.  They will always betray you in the end,” I said calmly.  HIs utility to their cause ruined, GowenDoud was already being looked at appraisingly by Chal’dor’sic.  I guessed that the tailor would be dead in five minutes.  
“It's not supposed to be like this,” he shrieked, sensing the sea of hostility surrounding him.  “I’m the hero here. I’m trying to save my people.”
“No, you are not,” I said.  “This is all about you.  You know what’s best, and you know what’s right, even when you’re wrong.  What you were planning would be a wretched, doomed existence for everyone.”
“I’ll kill you,” he screamed.  “I don’t care!  I’ll find you somehow, and, when you least expect it, I’ll kill you!”
“You don’t get it, GowenDoud.  To you, I’m the end boss, standing between you and all your hopes and dreams. To me, you are just another mob. Goodbye.”  
I was a friendly sort, though.  I didn’t want him to leave empty handed.  I reached into Shart’s belly and pulled out the orb from the puma’s den.  I let it drop through the barrier, landing on the top step with a hollow sound.  “My gift to you.”  Kicking it, I yelled, “Catch.”
Shart’s extradimensional space caused life energy to fade away, making him the perfect bag to hold the Glitch. The enormous amount of life energy that the <error> created was eaten away harmlessly by Shart’s space.  Even touching it for the briefest moment, as I pulled it from Shart, caused my fingers to twitch and grow the green pustules that I’d come to associate with too much life energy.  
The orb glittered its evil green light as it hurtled toward GowenDoud.  The traitorous tailor caught it, possibly believing it to be some sort of salvation from the goblins.  It was not.  GowenDoud shrieked and dropped the orb the moment he touched it.  The Glitch was a gift to him, though.  It was not an attack, so the barrier stayed active.  Chal’dor’sic’s hate-filled eyes were the last thing I saw as I closed the door.  It took 30 seconds for the supercharged life energy explosions to begin.  
The <world> decided that I was killing my enemies with a magical trap.  Thus, the experience points started rolling in.  I watched as the experience for each of my classes rapidly expanded, with Mage expanding the quickest of all.  
Within moments, I’d hit level 5 in Mage.  It was only my access to menu time that allowed me to slow down sufficiently to see what was happening.  Even in menu time, the experience bar continued to fill quickly, as several goblins were dying each second.
Mage, it turned out, had three subclasses.  A Mage Lord was capable of casting from 3 schools of magic.  A Mage Knight was a melee caster hybrid.  A Spell Sniper was focused even more heavily on a single school of magic than a normal Mage.  
Given my earlier school choice, Spell Sniper was a poor fit, unless I wanted someone to fart most spectacularly.  Mage Lord would allow me to learn a third school.  However, I had no spells to choose from.
That left Mage Knight.  Given all my troubles with magic, the idea of just hitting things with my sword and getting magical experience was appealing.  I glanced through the Mage Knight perks.  The perks there synergized well with the rest of my class, so I selected it.  
	Level up, Mage 


	Specialization selected, Mage Knight.


	You gain one rank in Endurance and Willpower.


	Your Hit Point total is increased by 10.  Your Mana is increased by 20.   


	You gain the ability, Attuned Blade


	You gain the talent, Magical Warfare


	Magical Implements is replaced by Improved Magical Implements and increase to Initiate


	Biological Aeromancy Skill increases to Initiate


	Firemancy Skill increased to Initiate





With my fifth level choice completed, I didn’t have to make any other choices right away.  I switched out of menu time to wait.  The explosions continued for nearly two full minutes.  When all was said and done, I’d hit level 13 in all my classes, including Mage Knight.  
	You have learned the sub skill, Magical Trapmaking.  It is affiliated to your Trapmaking skill.  You have achieved the Journeyman Rank.  In this hat, I have a rabbit… and a fireball.





	Level up, Duelist is now Level 13.  You have unallocated Perks, Talents and Stat Bumps.


	Level up, Adventurer is now Level 13.  You have unallocated Perks, Talents and Stat Bumps.


	Level up, Beast Master is now Level 13.  You have unallocated Perks, Talents and Stat Bumps.


	Level up, Mage Knight is now Level 13.  You have unallocated Perks, Talents and Stat Bumps.





“I didn’t expect that much experience,” I said, I had a mind boggling number of perks and stat bumps available.  This was going to take a while to process.  
Shart looked puzzled for a moment.  “The <system> considered that a magical trap.  You get experience on a per case basis for traps, so there are no experience limits there.”
I was earning experience points on a per goblin basis.  However, as my level outstripped the goblins, they were worth less and less.  I’d stopped at level 13 in all my classes because the highest level goblin was level 8.  You couldn’t earn any experience on kills for an opponent 5 levels or less below you.
“There were a lot of goblins down there,” I said, trying to gauge how many had died in the cellar.  It must have been a significant chunk of the goblin’s total army.  
Shart said nothing, so I walked back over to the cellar door.  
When I opened the door again, the first thing I noticed was the floor.  It was noticeably further down than it had been, and the stairs were gone.  The barrier had protected the town proper, but anything underground had been blown up.  The orb was still visible, though just barely.  
“Shart, could you go get that?” I asked.  The demon nodded, flying down through the energy field with no ill effects.  Life energy didn’t seem to impact him at all.  He grabbed the orb and shoved it back into his belly.  He looked around in amazement before flying back out of the cellar.    
“There were hundreds of them,” stated Shart as he tried to adjust around the orb, “The orb is unstable now.  I don’t think you should use it again.”
“Alright,” I replied, surveying the devastation.  That orb was a weapon of mass destruction.  
“They all had coin on them,” Shart added speculatively.  “This will probably end any short term issues that the town had with money.”
“Now, let’s deal with the rest.”




Chapter 72: Final Victory

Capturing the other two cauldrons while Durg fought the goblins had been easy.  I’d never ended the war party, so Fenris and SueLeeta both got a chunk of experience from the underground kills.  Both of their levels raised to 13, despite them not actually being nearby when my trap went off.  This also had counted as a major victory, further leveling up anyone in the party that had the War Leader talent.  
Fifty human warriors could easily crush one hundred goblins in the best of times, but with my Rallying Cry, we were unstoppable for short engagements.  
We smashed their forces, grabbed the cauldrons, and ran.  Even the Weird Sisters that were present seemed confused and not up to the task.  They had been protecting against SueLeeta’s spying and Badgelor’s digging.  They were not prepared for a frontal assault.
The battle between Durg and the goblins was ongoing, even after we’d taken both cauldrons.  When it finally ended, it had ended inconclusively.  More than three quarters of the bandits perished while taking out nearly 1200 goblins.  
Once Durg had enough, he retreated with the remains of his forces.  The goblins began a clumsy pursuit, hobbled by their own laziness and shorter legs.  By the time they had gotten back to the fortress, Durg’s army had been reduced to just 82 men
That’s when the goblins finally broke off.  
The bandits had attempted to bar both gates on their way through.  They had also left about 15 bandits behind to hold the fortress.  I hadn’t had time to spare, but I thought that the Windfall guards assigned there had probably stayed inside the well-fortified keep.  
The guards had not.  The head guard, DarrienGareth, had lowered a rope down on the outside of the wall.  Ten refugees, awaiting passage through the gates, climbed up the rope to the top.  From the wall, all 10 refugees and 5 guards had ruined the bandits’ day.  By the time they were finished, the Western Fortress had been retaken.  
Thus, Durg’s plans were further ruined.  He found the fortress held against him and the pitiful remains of his army.  They attempted one attack against the wall, which left a third of his remaining men dead.  Durg retreated again, heading north to parts unknown.  
With the goblin army shattered and the fortress retaken, I’d been able to completely restore the barrier.  I did so by standing in the Town Hall, resting my hands on the lectern, and thinking about it really hard.  The barrier expanded slowly at first, gradually picking up speed as it grew.  Without any enemies to stop it, the barrier was soon restored to its former majesty.
By the time I was done with the task, the Town Hall was packed.  Fenris was sitting with Jarra the Healer on his left.  She was tending to several wounds that he’d suffered while leading the charge for the second cauldron.  Avasophia sat on Fenris’ right.  She was so proud of her husband that she forgot to be angry with me.  JoeClarance was sitting with Kappa, who was eyeing Badgelor cautiously.  EveSophia had managed to hide herself in her mother’s skirts.  The little girl stuck her head out and grinned broadly at me, before hiding again.  SueLeeta was sitting next to Zorlando.  She wore a patient expression while he gesticulated wildly.  
I smiled, looking around.  Mar was standing to my right, taking notes with a piece of charcoal and a tablet.  EstherSasha was sitting with JohnMickle.  He was drinking an ancient jar of preserves.  JohnMickle perhaps liked preserves too much.  OttoSherman was sitting by EdithGretta, both looking tired but very happy.  
“My friends, we have survived a terrible ordeal,” I said, because a speech was in order.  “Through the combined might of our brave militia, our Woodsmen, and some Mercenaries, we were able to defeat the goblin threat surrounding Windfall.”
“It was not without loss,” I said solemnly.  “Several of us perished in the battle.  Valiant members of the militia, additional refugees who came to us seeking protection, and three Mercenaries were lost.”
“We were attacked by goblins, because they wanted what we have.  The goblins had control over Windfall for years, and they did nothing.  They left the town to rot.  It was only when you diligent people came that anything was done to restore this place.  It is because of you, and your hard work, that we are able to see the great potential of this city again.”
“Tomorrow, Fenris and Zorlando will head to Narwal with our trade goods.  Windfall’s future will be secure and prosperous.  The actions of all were required to get this great task performed.  Our continued efforts will be required to keep it going.  Despite our setbacks, we will persevere.”
“Because of you, we were able to destroy the goblins and the bandits.  Because of you, we will be able to defeat anyone else who comes for us.  No one will take what we’ve earned through sweat and blood.  No one will take what is ours.”
“Because no one fucks with Noobtown.”




Chapter 73: Epilogue

Bashara walked calmly down the well-appointed hallways of the great Castle of the Lions.  It was from here that HarCharles ruled over a fifth of the world.  Despite her beauty, his loyal men ignored her as they moved from hall to hall.  They were, as ever, discussing the war between their king and the hated Kingdom of TimSimons.  The palace grew more and more opulent the closer Bashara got to the throne room.  Finally, she reached her destination.
HarCharles was not in attendance, of course.  He was in the field, preparing for the next stage of his campaign.  His presence, or lack thereof, was of no consequence to Bashara.  Her meeting was not with the king.  She was meeting with the Ruler of this part of the world.
Walking through the throne room, Bashara spared little thought for the ornate gold and marble that surrounded her.  She cared not for the stained glass, reflecting brilliant colors on the floor where she walked.  She continued past the throne, sparkling with every gemstone imaginable.  
Bashara’s destination was a small antechamber where HarCharles’ beloved queen would prepare herself for court.  The room was glorious, befitting someone of her royal station.  The large gold looking glass on the wall was said to show the viewer what she needed to see the most.  Bashara took a moment to admire her flawless skin.  She collected herself before speaking to the queen.  
Bashara quietly got down on her knees.  From there, she could see the tiny cat statue that the good queen had left in the room.  Its eyes were lit a deep purple.  From there, Bashara could be properly submissive to the old bitch.  
“Sphinx of the Black Quartz, judge my vow,” Bashara intoned and waited.  
For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the room began to darken, despite the abundance of natural light being let in.  The room seemed to fade, until it entirely fell away.  Bashara was aware of only herself and the mirror.  After a moment, the mirror flickered, showing HarCharles’ queen.  She sat on her throne of black quartz, smiling a sickly sweet smile.
“Bashara, my dear, how was your mission?” she asked in tones as sweet as honey.  “I dreaded sending you out so far into the frontier, but you are all I can trust.”
At least some of that was probably true, thought Bashara, before she replied.  She raised her face slightly, not enough to make eye contact, but enough that she wasn’t talking to the ground.  “I have investigated Durg.  He is not the one we seek,” Bashara said.  
“Pity that,” stated the Sphinx, as she looked down at Bashara.  “You know I cannot stand your illusions.  Dispel them, or I shall.
Bashara released the spell.  The old scar suddenly became visible on her face.  “Yes, Sphinx, the rest of my investigation turned out no better.  However, I did run into the mayor of Windfall.”
“Windfall,” the Sphinx chuckled.  “Is that city active again?”
“It must be.  Their mayor is a lower level Adventurer, but he is skilled enough.  He was cutting his way through the bandits that I was assigned to,” replied Bashara.  She considered her next words carefully.  “I allowed him to capture me, as I had determined that Durg was a dead end.”
The Sphinx considered that for a moment, “Good enough.  There are more leads to follow up with, and Durg was a long shot.  There are several more castles in the Riverlands that will need to be reviewed.”
“Yes, Sphinx, I live to serve,” stated Bashara steadily.  The fury of the Sphinx was legendary.  She had broken HarCharles, and he had been level 54.  Bashara had heard childhood tales of heroes that had managed to get to the lofty goal of level 60, but those were myths.  She wasn’t sure what the Sphinx’s level was, but it was certainly higher than her own.  
“There is a castle in Windfall.  Did you manage to get into the valley?” asked the Sphinx.  For the first time, Bashara began to sweat.
“I did.  The mayor took me to the Western Gate Fortress, where I was released.  He mentioned goblins, so I went into the valley on a brief search.  All I found were level 1 and 2 wolves and a few level 2 goblins.”
“No Shadow Goblins?” the Sphinx wondered.
“None,” replied Bashara.  Not that she had explored too far into the Noob zone, but a Shadow Goblin would have killed every new Adventurer who ever lived.  
“Perhaps the mayor is the one we seek?”
“His name was Jim,” answered Bashara flatly.
“Perhaps not, then.”  
“I earnestly hope not,” said Bashara.
“Well, then,” declared the Sphinx, “I have several more castles for you to investigate.  We will find the body of the Shadow God soon.”
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