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Chapter 1

Max turned his back on the three people giving him the finger. He couldn’t make out their faces anyway, with them being backlit in the noisy Baltimore club as Steel Panther blasted from the loudspeakers. They’d been flipping him off all night while he was on stage with his band, Burp the Worm, cranking out 80s metal tunes on his axe-shaped guitar. It wasn’t the first time the flip-off fest had happened. He’d always thought being good would get him support, not jealous people eager to see him fail. Today, he wasn’t in the mood for the haters. It was time to go home.

With his last glance at the stage to ensure he’d grabbed all his gear, he strode over to his guitar case and crouched down as much as his black leather pants would let him. Max took a last look down at “Kat,” the prized electric guitar he’d built. She was all silver hardware and black paint except for a silver area on the bottom, where it looked like a blade. And he knew people hated him for this above all else.

He zipped the case closed and rose, casting a last look at the club where drunk people were wobbling into each other and slithering out into the darkness. Last call had come, and he felt a little inebriated from the shots two hot girls had brought him on stage. He slung Kat over his shoulder and stepped out of the club with a last wave at his bandmates, who were busy with their own gear or hanging out with people. 

His black leather boots crunched on the parking lot’s gravelly asphalt as he strode toward his banged up, red Dodge Charger. As he neared it, three figures stepped out from behind a van parked beyond it. They took up positions on either side of the Charger and blocked the way to it. The blond held a hockey stick, but the short one and the overweight one had nothing in their hands. With the streetlight above backlighting them, Max recognized their silhouettes from inside and stopped. They weren’t really going to attack him, were they? This was getting out of hand.

“Hey dickhead,” the blond one called out, his voice echoing off the stone walls of the surrounding buildings.

“Give it a rest, guys,” Max said, suspecting that was the ringleader.

“We’re gonna give you a rest,” said the chubby one, the voice revealing she was female.

Max rolled his eyes. “Clever. Maybe you should be a poet.”

“Fuck you, dude.”

The short one finally spoke. “You think you’re so much better than us.”

Max sighed. “Maybe that’s because I don’t go around flipping people off or accosting them at their car. Come on, guys. They just did last call. Go get another beer and see if you can get laid before it’s too late.”

The blond guy glanced around before yelling, “Get him!”

They rushed at Max, who stepped back and saw from their body language that they weren’t kidding. He turned a little too late and ran, but they had a head start. The soft guitar case bounced haphazardly on his shoulder. He lost a precious second getting it into one hand, where it was almost as awkward. Running from these bozos irritated him, but 3-on-1 and unarmed weren’t good odds. With the footsteps closing in, he risked a glance back just as the blond with the hockey stick swung it at his legs and tripped him.

Max fell too quickly to break his fall, one knee slamming painfully into the asphalt as his hand slid on loose gravel. The guitar case fell to one side. As he reached for it, the short one kicked it away. The girl stomped on his other hand. Pain, anger, and fear of broken bones tore through him. As they laughed, he rolled onto his back to see them surrounding him. He held up his injured, bloody hand and saw it shaking, whether from adrenaline or pain, he didn’t know.

“Get the guitar!” the blond one in front of him hollered.

“No!” Max yelled, struggling to his feet. He moved left toward the short one who’d picked it up, but the blond one swung the hockey stick to keep him back. “You’ll never get away with stealing it. Everyone knows it’s mine.”

The blond one sneered and walked toward Kat, limping for some reason. “We’re gonna smash it to pieces, not get caught with it. This is what happens to arrogant motherfuckers.”

Shock tore through Max. After all these years of taking care of Kat, her being destroyed was the worst thing he could imagine. To think he’d gotten upset when he’d scratched the back of her on his belt buckle until he’d learned to pull the front of his shirt over his waist. And now three dumbasses were gonna break her? Over his dead body.

“Leave the guitar alone,” Max demanded, as the short one pulled it out of the case.

“Leave the guitar alone!” the girl mocked. Only now could Max see she had long purple hair braided on one side, and a nose ring attached to an earring. He wanted to yank it out of her face.

The short one dragged Kat across the gravel, likely scratching the paint.

“I’ll give you whatever money you want,” Max pleaded, cradling his injured hand. “Come on. That guitar is priceless.”

“It’s about to be worthless,” said the blond one.

The girl laughed. “Hey! We are poets!”

The short one raised Kat over his head by the neck like she was an actual axe. Dread filled Max at the impending motion of it slamming into the ground. He lunged forward. The blond one jabbed him in the chest with the hockey stick hard enough to make Max gasp at the pain. But Max yanked the stick out of the guy’s grip with his good hand. Suddenly Max was the one with a weapon. He ran toward the guy holding the guitar over his head and cocked his arm back to swing.

Pain exploded across his right temple as a flashing light blinded him. He never saw the ground as he fell hard to his left and slammed headfirst into the asphalt, which stunned him. His ears rang. A punch. From the blond one. Max hadn’t seen it coming and now couldn’t see anything. He dimly heard the crack of Kat being smashed into the ground. Once. Twice. And the sound of wood clattering. Laughter. He tried to lift his head but couldn’t. Or his arm. His legs wouldn’t move and felt impossibly heavy.

Crunching footsteps neared him and stopped. Max feared what they were about to do to him.

The girl said, “Shit, dude. I think you hit him too hard.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I think you’re right. We better get the fuck out of here before somebody sees us.”

“Let’s go.”

The footsteps rapidly faded away. Max blacked out with a groan of pain, despair, and helpless fury.


Chapter 2

Max opened his eyes to see tall trees just feet in front of where he stood. A rocky dirt path led between them and through a forest with low bushes scattered throughout. A glance around revealed more of the same, the trail behind him, too. The turning motion caused him to notice coarse fabric rubbing against his skin. Looking down, he saw a plain, long-sleeved tan shirt belted at the waist with a rope. He also wore similar pants that reached to his ankles. And it felt like he had no underwear; a quick touch down there confirmed it. Brown fur boots completed the outfit. He otherwise had nothing else with him.

He’d never been much of a nature buff, but the air smelled pristine, with a pine scent. His sinuses hadn’t seemed this clear in forever and he took a deep breath. He felt relaxed and rested, as if after a good night’s sleep. A slight breeze felt wonderful against his skin. Everything seemed almost too vivid. His sight was even clearer than before, even though he’d never needed glasses and presumably had 20/20 vision.

But he had no idea what he was doing here.

Confused, he tried to take a step forward, and while he could lift his foot, it went back to the ground in the same spot instead of forward like he’d intended. He tried again with the same result. Was something invisible holding him in place? He couldn’t back up or go sideways, either. He extended his arms successfully, reaching around and up, but he appeared stuck in place. Though he didn’t see anyone, he was about to call for help when a semi-translucent display of light appeared, hanging in the air several feet before him. Instead of an edge, it had an outline of glowing yellow light with rounded corners. It looked like a TV or computer screen, but there was no stand, and it wasn’t hanging from a tree or crane or something. The image just floated there. It had no cables or apparent battery supply. Words of blue then appeared in the middle of it, a pleasant female voice reading them aloud.

 

Welcome to Llurien Online, the world’s premiere virtual reality game. You must choose a character before you begin your adventure. Proceed?

 

“What the hell?” Max muttered, not remembering logging in. Or buying Llurien Online. In fact, he didn’t even own a VR headset or whatever else he needed for this. He’d played MMORPGs before, just not the virtual reality kind. Maybe he was at a friend’s house? No, he didn’t really have any, and not one that would do this with him. And no one else was nearby in the game as if they were doing it together. Maybe he just couldn’t see them until he made a character.

He’d heard of Llurien Online, which was based on several series of books set on a world called Llurien. The game had launched a while back, but between work, the band, and his nearly complete degree in classical guitar, he seldom had time for computer games anymore. He wasn’t that good at them anyway, not having the patience for them—or dealing with other players attacking him. It was aggravating building up a character and getting loot only to have someone kill you and take your shit, not that all of them had that. Hopefully, this one didn’t.

He'd seen enough games to know that the screen before him was a Heads Up Display, or HUD. In theory, in could be dismissed, but he left it there.

He sighed and looked for a logout button. As if reading his mind, one appeared in the upper right corner of his vision. When he turned his head, it moved with the motion. It looked greyed out so he couldn’t click it, and he wasn’t sure how to anyway. But just thinking about it caused the button to depress and release with no apparent effect. It certainly didn’t log him out. He tried several times. Had the game crashed?

Frowning, he imagined taking off the virtual reality headset he assumed he was wearing in the real world, but nothing changed. He moved to do it as if he was wearing it in the game, but still nothing happened.

He sighed. “I can’t really be stuck in a VR game, can I? Maybe I can save and quit after creating the character.”

At his impulse to reach up and click the “Proceed” button, it clicked by itself.

A character creation screen appeared. In a row at the top were eight species from which he could choose. A unique color bordered each circular picture of a head. He noticed the colors were the red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet rainbow spectrum from left to right, with the human one at the end encircled by white. That one was already selected, which didn’t surprise him, as his hands and limbs appeared human.

Below that row stood a human warrior that looked nothing like him, but he figured he could change it later in the process. The gender had been set to male and could apparently be toggled, though this was also greyed out. He mentally clicked a few times to be sure, not that he really wanted to switch it, so he moved on. As he read a description box on the screen’s right side, the same pleasant female voice spoke the words.

 

Species: Human.

Summary: The eighth species of Llurien, humans were created by all twenty-eight of Llurien’s gods, who realized no species equally represented all of their traits. They are, therefore, the most unpredictable. Evil to some, good to others, humans are sometimes called Antarians after the first male and female, Antar and Taria; Antaria is also the name of the continent upon which you stand. Their language, Antarian, is spoken throughout Llurien.

Species Strengths: Superior Versatility, Mastery, and Resilience. All religions are possible.

Species Weaknesses: -5% Luck, -1 Wisdom, -1 Morale.

Species Bonuses: None.

Class Restrictions: None. Dual classes permitted.

Proficiency Points Bonus: None.

 

The human player didn’t sound interesting, but being able to choose any class or be dual class was attractive. And yet, playing something else was part of the fun of RPGs. The description suggested that the other species had not inherited the traits of every god. How would that affect game play? He had also noticed that all the options were called a “species” and not “races,” and when he began clicking on the other seven, he saw that most of them had more than one race under them. Humans did not.

But what he immediately noticed was that the “Continue” button was greyed out unless he was on human. That didn’t make any sense. Why have these options here if none were available? For a moment, he wondered if the game was in a beta or test mode, and that explained these not being available. But the game had been around a year or more. Was his account screwed up or something? Starting with a glitch was just what everyone wanted. That would explain the logout button issue. He irritably clicked through the other species again anyway, mostly to get a sense of what other players might be using if they weren’t also restricted. And NPCs were likely to be these species, with him needing to fight some.

Several were taller than him, including one that looked like a humanoid descended from dragons. Another had the muscular and agile body of a male gymnast, while the third had webbed toes and fingers for its life in the sea. The rest were shorter, one reminding him of halfings, another like a goblin or another nasty species, and one having feathered wings in addition to two arms and legs. From the depiction, a final one appeared able to control spirits. Max saw an icon showing two blended figures. Clicking on it revealed a dizzying array of hybrids. It wasn’t just humans crossed with other species, but each other, though some combinations appeared to be missing. None were available to him. Only human.

Max sighed and reluctantly clicked the “Continue” button to select human. He got a message that his wisdom and morale had both dropped by 1. The race restriction had indeed deflated his mood. The wisdom drop amused him because he had to agree that people weren’t wise. Neither was he, really. No other stats changed and nothing had affected his body, so he didn’t feel any different. He still couldn’t walk anywhere.

Now he saw options for changing his appearance, his character before him on the floating screen. It looked nothing like him, so he decided to make it closer but with a slight makeover. Max replicated his long, straight blond hair that grew to mid-back. He also kept his blond mustache and goatee, tall height, broad shoulders, slender waist, oval head, arched eyebrows, and straight, slightly large nose. But he improved his jawline, added muscles, tanned his skin a little more, and changed his brown eyes to blue. When he hit the save button, he noticed he was getting several inches taller as the ground moved slightly farther away from his vision. The rest of the changes he wouldn’t see without a mirror or unless he viewed himself on the character screen like this.

Satisfied, he clicked through to the next screen and found a list of classes, most familiar: fighter, knight, paladin, hunter, rogue, bard, healer, druid, wizard, sorcerer, monk, Coiryn rider, winger rider, and warder. He didn’t know what the last three were, but they were listed as heroic classes. Each of them and paladin were inaccessible until higher levels. He also didn’t understand the difference between a wizard and sorcerer, so he checked out each.

 

Class: Wizard

Summary: The most common type of magic user, wizards are those who must study and practice spells that use some combination of words, gestures, or materials. Species, races, or individuals who lack the discipline and opportunity for education cannot usually become wizards, though it is technically possible. The same spell, if cast more than once by the same wizard, will yield predictable results within a pre-defined range of possibilities as decided by the spell’s inventor (almost always one of the gods). This includes mana cost, duration, range, time to cast, and more.

 

Class: Sorcerer

Summary: Sorcerers are magic-users who can perform magic by will, without training, discipline, or any predefined words, gestures, or materials. Rarer and more powerful, they are also more dangerous to others and themselves due to unpredictability. The same magic effect produced twice by the same sorcerer might vary wildly in mana cost, duration, range, time to cast, and more. With higher levels comes greater control.

 

Being a sorcerer might’ve been okay if Max was fine with just winging it, but tactics went out the window when you couldn’t count on the results at all. What if he tried to do magic, expecting it to affect everyone before him, and hardly anything happened? Or it affected allies? At higher levels, such things could be mitigated, but it sounded too risky at first. He’d also have to watch out when facing a sorcerer. He wouldn’t be able to predict what they were about to do.

Max had known from the start what he wanted to be—a bard. They had strong melee, ranged, and magical attacks. And they were musicians. He wondered how much his real-world skill at playing guitar would impact what he could do. He wasn’t a talented singer, but he could hold a tune. And with bards being an all-around class, it might be just what he needed playing alone.

He frowned. These games often had people playing in teams, but Max never did. It put him at a disadvantage and was one reason he quit online RPGs. Maybe he could team up with someone in here, but he doubted he would.

He resumed looking over the bard class, which came with proficiencies in light armor, simple weapons, hand crossbows, longswords, rapiers, and short swords. And he could choose three more now. He would receive a bonus to Dexterity, Intelligence, and Charisma with each level, and to Agility at every other level. The first would help him with archery, playing instruments, and thieving skills like picking locks or disarming traps. Charisma and Intelligence would help him resist mental effects like a charm or illusion spell. The Agility would help him in combat, and while pure fighting classes gained Agility with every level, they didn’t get some of his other bonuses. He could choose three instruments to be proficient in, but would hold off until finding some, so as not to waste it on an instrument he didn’t have. He selected the bard class and received another prompt.

 

Choose your name.

 

He’d never been one for just using his first name, but he wasn’t adding his surname. He also didn’t want to be one of those dorks with something stupid that they thought was funny. Having numbers after his name sucked, too. It took a minute to think of something related to music and his class. He chose Maestro Max. The words just appeared by themselves in the text box, followed by a Save prompt, which he mentally pressed. The display glowed briefly.

 

Congratulations! And welcome again to Llurien Online. Let the adventure begin!

 

The screen faded away, leaving him standing alone in the wilderness. He took a step just to ensure he could, and it worked.

“Great. One problem solved. Now for another if I can log out.”

But when that thought caused the button to reappear at the corner of his vision, it hadn’t changed. He mentally pushed it several times with no result. He swung his fist at it, not expecting to connect, and while his hand missed, the button depressed again with no resulting logout. Or anything else. Was it broken? That was a heck of a bug. How many other players were stuck in the game? Someone had to figure it out, unless it happened to everyone and no one could communicate with the outside world. That would be interesting. Something akin to claustrophobia lurked at the edge of his mind, this feeling of being trapped.

What he’d seen so far had piqued his curiosity so that part of him wanted to just keep playing anyway, but he couldn’t help wondering what was going to happen to his physical body if he was truly stuck in here. First, he’d likely pee himself, so he had that to look forward to. After three days, he’d die of dehydration. Surely his parents would find him by then? Maybe he shouldn’t worry about it, but then he noticed something else to worry about. A new element had appeared under the logout button.

 

Life Counter: 6 Days, 23 Hours, 47 Minutes.

 

“Life Counter?” he asked aloud. “What does that mean?” But the game didn’t answer. He tried asking several ways as if to get the prompt correct, kind of like when he had to say “Alexa” before his Amazon device would do anything. But the game never responded.

As he watched, the minutes dropped by one. What happened when it hit zero?


Chapter 3

Max stood there in the wilderness staring at the Life Counter as it descended. Would his character die when it ended? Did he only get a week to play? Did the counter stop if he did log out? Maybe this was another thing not working correctly, but he couldn’t do anything about it. 

He might as well choose his proficiencies and spells in the meantime. After wondering how to pull up his Character Screen, a tabbed window appeared floating before him as if reading his mind. This was more cool than creepy, but were there limits on the mind reading this thing was doing? He hoped so. Now he got a first look at his stats.

 

Name: Maestro Max.

Species/Race: Human.

Class: Bard, Level 1.

Reputation: 0—Unsung.

XP: 0.

HP: 16/16.

MP: 6/6.

Strength: 6.

Dexterity: 6.

Agility: 6.

Constitution: 6.

Intelligence: 6.

Wisdom: 5.

Charisma: 6.

Morale: 5.

 

He wasn’t sure if these were good or bad, so he clicked the info button. After scanning the text, he found what he was looking for. It looked like his starting stats were from one to ten, with most defaulting to six. His race had cost him one point in Wisdom and Morale. If he was reading this correctly, his initial Mana Points were based on his class, and his Hit Points were his Constitution, plus ten for his bard class.

He moved on to perusing his proficiencies on the Character Screen’s next tab, starting with whittling down the big list by ignoring things like ventriloquism or mountaineering. He needed something practical and immediately helpful and focused on survival. He finally chose Hunting, Setting Snares, and Cooking. Since it looked like he might be playing this game for a while, he flipped to the Magic Screen and saw several tabs for spells he could choose, including valenders. 

“Valenders? What is that?”

To his surprise, he received a notification floating in the air.

 

Info: Valenders.

Summary: Valenders are simple spells that even untrained magicians can use. They don’t require preparation and do not cost mana to cast unless they do damage. Your class and level determine how many valenders you know. Once chosen, they cannot be replaced.

 

He saw that he could choose two from the twenty options. He wanted to get this right. Since he had no armor, he carefully decided on Weapon Ward, which would reduce the damage he took from blunt and piercing weapons by 10%. And having no weapon made him choose Hand of the Grave, which gave him a ghostly, frigid hand he could touch a target with from twenty feet, inflicting up to 8 HP of necrotic damage.

 

You have learned the Valender, Weapon Ward!

You have learned the Valender, Hand of the Grave!

 

Before making spell choices, he realized he needed to know about the magic system to make smart choices. He didn’t want to pick spells and then never be able to change them, like the valenders. Or if that’s how it worked, he at least wanted to know that first. Not sure if it would get him any info or not, he asked aloud, “How does the magic system work?” and a window appeared.

 

Info: Llurien Magic System.

Summary: Even if untrained or unskilled, anyone who can perform magic is a magician, but trained and skilled practitioners are called magic-users (and to call one a magician is an insult). The two main types are wizards and sorcerers.

Wizards perform spells according to directions. An error causes spell failure; nothing happens and gathered energy is safely released. Failure sometimes causes lost mana but does not produce unintended side-effects. On reaching a level, a wizard gains access to all spells at that level. A set number of spells can be swapped out on the hot list except during combat. To cast, the player must have any needed materials. Only mana points (MP), which the player’s mana regeneration rate influences, and the availability of required materials, determine how many spells can be cast.

Sorcerers manipulate magic by willpower, not spells, and are unaffected by deity associations (see “Deity Supplement Option” once you’ve reached level 8). They can achieve whatever they imagine if they have enough mana and skill. But this often requires knowledge they may not possess. Materials can aid them but may not be required. They may not safely release gathered magic energy when failing in their objective, and magic can still happen with unintended side-effects and results, rather than being aborted altogether. Intentionally or not, they are among the most dangerous people alive.

Mana Regeneration in combat is reduced by two-thirds.

 

Max joked, “Now I know how to insult wizards and sorcerers.” 

He switched to the Spells tab of the Magic Screen and clicked Level 1. The other eight levels were greyed out. Over thirty spells appeared, including staples like Detect Magic and Heal both of which he added to his hot list, leaving him one more slot. Sleep was a classic, but he didn’t have the feathers needed. He’d need to keep an eye out for materials and buy them in towns when able. Many of the spells needed something he didn’t have. He noticed that one god or another had created each spell but wasn’t sure if that mattered.

On seeing the name Orb of Doom, Max smiled. The rock guitarist in him loved it, and when he saw what it did, he immediately chose it, partly because it was the only real level 1 attack spell for him.

 

Spell: Orb of Doom.

Level 1 Evocation.

Description: In the caster’s hand, creates a fist-sized ball of energy that can be hurled at a target up to 100 feet away, inflicting 5-25 HP of damage. The orb is not affected by gravity. Dexterity and Agility affect accuracy. The energy is one of the four elements: air, fire, earth, or ice. The element determines the nature of the damage.

Components: Verbal—“Gather [Element].” Gesture—Throwing motion toward target. Material—The element.

Cast time: Instant.

Duration: Orb must be thrown within five seconds and will last until striking a target.

Cooldown: 5 seconds.

Sphere, Deity and Boost: Green, Tarrera (Goddess of Truth), +10% Damage.

MP: 2.

At Higher Levels: 5-10 additional HP damage per level.

 

With these chosen, he dismissed the Spell Screen and found nothing had changed while he’d been occupied with his character sheet. Was that because this was a starter area, or did time stop while he was looking at a screen?

Only now did Max wonder which way he should go down the dirt path—behind or forward? After wondering if he had a map, one appeared before him. It showed a green pine forest to the north, south, and west, the words Haigan Forest overlaid on it. More trees among the foothills stood to the east, too, but they stopped at a mountain range running north to south, the words Bier Peaks over them. He hadn’t noticed the white-capped mountains through the trees behind him, but now he peeked through the foliage to see them looming overhead. That explained the rolling hills, the rocks in the path, and a few boulders amid the underbrush.

The path led parallel to the mountains, and he couldn’t zoom out further to see what might be there. He likely had to explore to see more on his map. He dropped a pin on his location now to orient himself as he went. Then he started north, in the direction he’d been facing on appearing in the game, since that seemed like a hint of which way to go. 

Before going too far, he wanted to try the valenders and spells, especially the offensive ones. Hand of the Grave probably needed a living target. Looking around and listening to the forest, he tried to approach some birds he’d been hearing. Within fifty yards, a bend in the path revealed a bird with a pale abdomen and green and yellow streaks on its back. It sat on a tree branch close to the way. He pulled up the Spell Screen again to refresh his memory before dismissing it and focusing on the bird. To his surprise, a sign popped up above it.

 

Antarian Sparrow. A common bird on the continent of Antaria, the Antarian Sparrow is invasive enough that some people try to repel them from (rather than attract them to) settlements and homes.

HP: 1/1.

 

Max prepared to do more than repel it.

“Feel the touch of Krairon,” he said, holding out his open hand toward the bird. He felt a cold sensation down his arm before a ghostly copy of his hand floated out from his own. It moved across the distance separating them. Climbing steadily, since the target was above him by several feet, it headed straight for the bird, which flew away at the last moment, leaving the hand with nothing to grasp. The spell wouldn’t last much longer, but Max saw nothing else alive to grasp except vegetation. He closed his hand to make the spectral one do so around the tree branch, but he missed and tried again before it worked. Dropping his arm, he walked up to look at the branch just as the spell ended. The tree’s bark had white frost around it with a noticeable handprint, but it didn’t seem damaged. His mana had dropped by one but regenerated to full in just seconds.

Looking around, Max went searching for another bird. After a minute of stepping over fallen branches and rocks, he received a notification.

 

You gained a skill!

Stealth.

Proficiency Type: Active.

Level: 1.

You gained 25 XP!

 

That surprised him. He had chosen a few proficiencies during character creation and figured he’d gain them on leveling up, but now he gained one from attempting to do something. Now he wanted to practice such things.

Having found another bird like the first, he focused on the task. This time, the bird didn’t move as the hand closed around its body, which stiffened and trembled, the bird letting out a small squawk before falling to the ground and taking the spectral hand with it. Aline from a Dream Theater song popped into Max’s head, about watching a sparrow falling giving new meaning to it all, and that if death didn’t happen today, it would come soon enough. That applied to him just as well as the bird.

 

You have killed (1) Antarian Sparrow! 

You gained 10 XP!

Loot corpse?

 

He gained more XP from the skill acquisition than killing the bird. Maybe this game wasn’t all about murder. That was encouraging. The bit about looting a bird surprised him, but he said yes and received another notification.

 

Sparrow feathers (2)

Sparrow feathers with necrotic damage (8)

Bird breast with necrotic damage (1)

 

“Shit,” Max muttered. “If I hadn’t used that spell, I might’ve been able to eat the breast later.” He remembered that the Sleep spell needed a feather, but he didn’t swap out his hot list of spells yet. What would happen if he used the feathers with necrotic damage in a spell? The results could be interesting. And unexpected. He took all the loot in case it might be useful. He could always ditch it from his inventory later. There was nothing else in there now.

He next tried casting Detect Magic and Weapon Ward, both working without issue, but what he really wanted was another target so he could try Orb of Doom. Continuing down the path, he brought up the mini map to keep an eye on his direction, seeing that the places he’d been remained visible among the otherwise greyed out areas. The mountains were falling behind him as he turned west, deeper into the Haigan Forest.

He soon found another harmless bird, this one on the ground, and reviewed Orb of Doom. Since it had four versions, one for each element, he tried the air version first.

“Gather air,” he said, raising one hand, palm up. A softball-sized sphere of swirling air quickly formed an inch above his grip. Eyeing the target, he made a throwing motion, and the orb rocketed across the space between with a whoosh. It struck soundlessly as loose dead leaves exploded into the air from the blast, several small branches flying up and backward. The force of it all startled him, but he frowned in disappointment when the bird hurtled upward, wings furiously flapping to escape as it vanished. He’d missed.

Max tested it on a tree branch, missing twice more but by less each time. He used a small rock for the earth version, snapping the branch off with a loud crack. His shout of excitement made him realize he needed to be quiet in case a threat lurked nearby. Without a source of fire or ice, he’d have to wait on the ice and fire versions, so he moved on.

Minutes later, the dirt trail opened into an oblong clearing fifty feet wide. A small hill stood toward the other end beside a large boulder, which something could hide behind. Max paused on the trail, then moved behind a tree. Maybe going through there wasn’t wise, but he had seen nothing dangerous so far. The underbrush was just thick enough in the forest that he’d make noise if he tried to go around this. His mana was at full, but he had no other weapons. Stooping to get dirt in the middle of a fight wasn’t good, so he grabbed some now and decided the earth version of Orb of Doom would go first if needed, then the air version second.

He stepped back onto the path and tried to quietly jog his way across, hoping his Stealth skill would help, but he hadn’t gone far when the sound of large flapping caught his attention. The source was above the trees and toward the mountains. It sounded larger than any bird he knew of. And then he realized more than one pair of wings were flapping.

Kais, he guessed, realizing he should’ve studied the species descriptions at the character creation screen more. There were two races of the species, one benevolent, the other not so much. Only the sinister one concerned him now, so he pulled up its description.

 

Species: Kais.

Race: Daekais.

Summary: One of the seven original species, daekais exhibit the traits of the four Orange Sphere nefarious gods who created them: deception, greed, envy, and fear. They steal everything they can, and follow and ambush unsuspecting travelers. Daekais usually attack in numbers, the talons and bite poisonous. They excel at ranged attacks. From a distance, they can be mistaken for their more benevolent brothers, the morkais. Feather colors suggest their habitat: green for forest, gold for plains, blue for seas, and so on.

In the Divine Covenant, the gods turned two daekais into morkais, creating a new race. Now, the daekais are considered a race of the kais species.

Species Strengths: +1 Agility in the Air, +1 Dexterity, +1 Constitution.

Species Weaknesses: -1 Strength, -1 Intelligence, -2 Wisdom, -2 Charisma, -2 Morale, -5% Regeneration, -5% Attack Speed, -1 Reputation, Poor Concentration.

Species Bonuses: +50% Most Thieving Skills, +10% Poison Resistance, Assess Gems.

Class Restrictions: Any Heroic Classes (Knight, Paladin, Coiryn Rider, Winged Rider, Warder), Bard, Monk. Can be Sorcerers but not Wizards.

 

Feeling exposed and unable to hide, Max cringed when four of them crested the tree line. Each daekais was a three-and-a-half-foot tall humanoid with feathery wings of brown and green. Arched eyebrows added menace to the large, slanted, glaring eyes already on him. Unkempt orange hair was haphazardly shorn to an inch or two. The teeth were sharply pointed like their chins and ears. Garish baubles adorned most fingers, wrists, ankles, and their long, thin necks. The daekais had retractable talons on dirty, bare feet, and long nails on grimy hands. Above stained, tight leggings, they wore soiled, ill-fitting tunics that had holes in the back for the wings.

Max had no time to cast Weapon Ward before all of them raised a sling and fired stones that whistled through the air. Two soared by, but one struck his right shoulder and another his left thigh. Max cursed at the pain, which he wasn’t expecting. Since when did games have that as an element? It really raised the stakes of playing. He didn’t sign up for this shit. He really hadn’t.

His health bar appeared for the first time, down a quarter already. He noticed that one of the kais wore a glove with two nasty looking hooks sticking out of it. All of them began circling him twenty feet off the ground. A message appeared as he focused on one.

 

Daekais. Level 1 Looter. 8 HP. Greedy, deceitful, and wanting easy prey, Looters are the most common class and want whatever you’ve got. Beware the poisonous talons and bite.

 

Two of the others were the same class, but one was level 1 and the other level 2, with 13 HP. They all seemed male, but he couldn’t be sure. The fourth daekais had a different class.

 

Daekais. Level 1 Scout. 7 HP. Easily frightened, Scouts are tasked with finding easy prey but not engaging with it. Instead, they tell their tribe of your whereabouts, threat level, and potential loot.

 

Max wondered if the noise he’d made blowing up birds had attracted the Scout’s attention. He had no loot, but they didn’t know that and likely thought he wasn’t a threat because he was unarmed. He eyed the path, but they saw his gaze and a Looter moved to hover over one escape into the woods, wings flapping gracefully to keep himself afloat. The Scout guarded the other exit. Max had to get out of here through the underbrush if needed. He was no match for the four of them, especially when they were moving targets. And yet two weren’t moving anymore. He whirled toward one guarding a path, his hand pulling back.

“Gather earth!” he shouted. So fast that he almost didn’t see it happen, dirt rose from the ground by his feet into his hand, forming a sphere of hard-packed earth. He hurled it at the Scout, who shrieked as it soared past, narrowly missing. Max almost turned and ran into the woods, but the Scout furiously rose and flew away, casting several frightened looks back at Max. The other daekais guarding a path resumed flying circles around Max. Had he realized the folly of holding still?

Three daekais remained and Max had only 4 of his 6 Mana Points left, though it was slowly regenerating. With Orb of Doom costing 2 MP, he couldn’t get all of them, especially if he missed. Hand of the Grave only cost 1 MP, but it did 1-8 HP of damage compared to 3-24 HP for Orb of Doom. And what if Hand of the Grave didn’t kill one? Only at maximum power would it get three of them. It was also slower moving, and they’d likely dodge the damn hand.

But then he had an idea. Before he could do it, two of the daekais fired at him. One missed, but the other hit his stomach. While he winced and doubled over, the level 2 Looter landed on the boulder and fired a shot that struck Max in the temple and knocked him sideways, a sharp pain making it hard to think. His health bar dropped below 50%.

“Gather air!” he said between clenched teeth. With the other daekais circling, he waited for one to fly past the boulder, giving him a chance to hit the second one if he missed the first. He finally threw the Orb of Doom at the sitting daekais, who leaned forward and flattened himself so that Max again missed. But the orb came close enough to the one flying behind it at that moment that the air blast still knocked him out of the sky. The daekais haphazardly flew into a tree, a red -3 HP rising from him after the collision. Then he fell to the ground, an additional red -3 HP fading up. The daekais struggled to rise, the health bar flashing red. Seeing this, the other one still flying around them fled.

Max’s heart leapt. He might actually win this fight. The Level 2 Looter seemed to realize it, too, fumbling for a stone to fire. From the ground, Max snatched one rock that had struck him, wondering if stone would cause a more potent missile than dirt.

“Gather earth,” he said, and a smooth stone Orb of Doom floated in his hand. “Let’s see whose rock is better, motherfucker.”


Chapter 4

The daekais’ eyes widened, and he launched itself up off the boulder, flapping wings sending leaves and dirt scattering as he tried to escape. Max didn’t wait for him to get too airborne in case the guy started zigzagging or something. He hurled the stone orb, which struck the daekais in the chest with a sickening crunch of shattered ribs. A red -15 HP floated up. The daekais flew backwards, legs and arms limp as he landed in a heap on his back. This time, another red damage indicator didn’t rise, and Max suspected that this meant the guy was dead before he hit the ground. The daekais didn’t move again.

 

Critical Hit!

You have killed (1) Daekais Looter, Level 2! 

You gained 100 XP!

Loot corpse?

 

You gained a skill!

Critical Hit.

Proficiency Type: Combat.

Level: 1.

You gained 25 XP!

 

Max brushed aside the messages. By now, the other daekais who’d crashed had risen to his feet to stare in horror at his dead companion. Max noticed his own MP had regenerated to 1, just enough for Hand of the Grave.

“Feel the touch of Krairon,” he said, extending his arm. As the spectral hand soared across the ground and grabbed the distracted daekais by the throat, his victim never moved. The daekais let out an awful shriek, peeing himself. Then he fell face first to the ground.

 

You have killed (1) Daekais Looter, Level 1! 

You gained 50 XP!

Loot corpse?

 

Max let out a breath and looked around. The other daekais didn’t appear to be returning. Not yet, anyway. Maybe they’d come with reinforcements. He hurried over to the bodies and looted them just by accepting the prompt to do so; he didn’t have to rifle through their soiled, torn tunics or touch their grimy bodies, which he could now smell. Being this close afforded a better look, but there wasn’t much that differed from the character creation screen image, except that each appeared distinct from the others like real people did. Only now did he notice that there was no sign of the stone Orb of Doom he’d thrown. Had it rolled away, disintegrated, or just ceased to exist when the spell ended?

He received two slings of poor quality, two knives of terrible quality that were obviously useless and he threw away, two pouches with twenty-two stones total, a bunch of daekais feathers, a poor quality pack of valend cards, three talons, and two teeth. He wasn’t sure what the talons and teeth were good for, but suspected crafting. Maybe he could extract the poison. The cards just looked like tarots.

There were also two good quality talon gloves, which one of the daekais had been wearing. Each was a fingerless leather glove with two sharp hooks protruding beside the pinky and index fingers. These hooks seemed well fashioned, including the sturdy attachment to the glove. He couldn’t tell what they were for, as they didn’t look entirely like weapons, even if they could be used as one. They were too small for his hands, but he put them in inventory to potentially sell, or trade to another daekais for leaving him alone.

The daekais also had 10 circular, metal coins between them: 9 copper pieces and 1 silver. They felt cold, like real-world currency. One side read “Neistrum is Divine” and had the image of a money pouch with light shining from the top stamped on it. The other side read “Antaria, Llurien” along the top and had what looked like a date on the bottom. On that side, the copper coins showed a bird of prey with wings outstretched, but the silver piece showed a knight on horseback. The edges of both were milled, and Max picked at the ridges with his fingernail.

The other coins were rectangular gems with smooth edges—8 amethysts and 2 emeralds. They were unmarked and slick on the backside but had designs on the front. As he looked them over, a message told him they were niquerran coins, made by the mountain-dwelling niquerra, who used poor-quality gems as currency. He dimly recalled that niquerra were a race of the querra species. The gems had exquisite craftsmanship, the amethysts showing a fish, and the emeralds carved with what looked like a mountain goat. Wondering at the value, he looked at the message and tried to click the words “niquerran coins.” It worked, and another notification appeared.

 

Niquerran Coins:

1 amethyst = 10 cents

10 amethysts = 1 emerald = $1

10 emeralds = 1 ruby = $10

10 rubies = 1 sapphire = $100

10 sapphires = 1 diamond = $1,000

10 diamonds = 1 obsidian = $10,000

 

Then he pulled up info on the other money.

 

Metal Coins:

10 iron pieces = 1 copper = $1

10 coppers = 1 silver = $10

10 silvers = 1 gold = $100

10 gold = 1 platinum = $1000

 

Math was never his strong suit and trying to remember what everything was worth wasn’t helping, but he figured he had over twenty-one dollars. He did not know what anything cost. At least the game designers told him how much everything related to Earth money as a frame of reference.

He finally looked over all the baubles the daekais wore, but most had no value. He put them into his inventory anyway, figuring he might bribe the next daekais. His health bar had risen faster with the end of combat, as had his mana regeneration. This was now high enough to cast another spell.

“Mother Llurien,” he began, “mend your child.” He felt the soreness in his forehead vanish as his HP rose by 3. He’d need to wait a minute for more mana to get himself to full. With a glance at the sky, he jogged down the path and into the tree cover before slowing. From now on, he’d try not to make a sound. His Stealth skill would help. The stone Orb of Doom certainly made a noise on impact, so as much as he wanted to practice his aim, maybe it wasn’t smart.

He walked north for half an hour, not seeing much else to trouble him. Along the way, he found a stream and quenched his growing thirst. He also practiced a bit with the sling, aiming at the water to minimize the sound of impact. He tried to save the smoother stones the daekais had. They looked to have come from a riverbed, based on their surface features, and he found a few similar ones in the water. Only now did he wonder what had made the trail he walked. Clearly, the daekais had no need. What else was out here? As he did this, he gained the Foraging and Slingshot skills at level one, each giving him 25 XP.

With the mountains further behind him, he hoped for some sign of civilization soon, like wagon tracks, an actual sign with directions, mileage, and a town name written on it, or even an abandoned building. But the next thing he encountered was a bunch of humanoid figures lying on the trail and to either side of it. He slipped behind a pine tree and visually scoured all around him. Nothing else seemed to be here. Most of the figures seemed awake and none gave a sign of detecting him as the quiet minutes passed.

They were the same size as daekais but had no wings. Their faces and chins were round but mishappen. They seemed thin, as if malnourished, with small feet and hands and a hunched back. Multiple sores oozed on their skin, maybe because they all wore soiled and torn tunics and trousers that fit poorly and didn’t match. Dirty nails and unkempt hair added to their overall impression of filth, and Max could smell their sweaty bodies from here. As he peered at them, he got a notification.

 

Riven swarm. Named for their dual nature, riven hate themselves as much as everyone else. They are perpetually dying from disease when not murdering others, and are torn between slumber and a frenzied state. Disturb at your peril.

 

“Great,” Max muttered, wondering how to get by them. He pulled up a longer description.

 

Species: Riven.

Summary: One of the seven original species, riven exhibit the traits of the four Violet Sphere nefarious gods who created them: haste, hate, cynicism, and sloth. They are a perpetual plague on the land and live near settlements to prey on everyone. All shun them. They don’t respect anyone’s life, including their own. If disturbed from their seemingly perpetual sleep, they can become reckless, frenzied attackers who swarm and slice through everyone before them. When that doesn’t kill, the multitude of diseases they carry will. A riven swarm is so formidable in melee that even armored knights just run, townspeople clearing out. They otherwise lack the will, focus, or energy to achieve much; a more determined one can easily amass followers among them.

Species Strengths: +1 Agility, +1 Morale.

Species Weaknesses: -2 Strength, -2 Constitution, -2 Intelligence, -2 Wisdom, -2 Charisma, -10% Luck, -10% Regeneration.

Species Bonuses: Charge Bonus, Identify Poison, Resist Cold, Resist Heat, +25% Attack Speed, +15% Physical Attack, +50% Followers, +25% Fearful Reaction.

Class Restrictions: Any Heroic Classes (Knight, Paladin, Coiryn Rider, Winged Rider, Warder), Hunter, Bard.

Proficiency Points Bonus: 1 point at creation and an additional 1 point every 4 levels.

 

Max leaned back and looked harder at the terrain. The decaying leaves of autumn were still everywhere. It wasn’t like in his neighborhood, where the landscaping service came by and used leaf blowers to clean everything out. He’d be heard if he went anywhere but on the trail, and he wasn’t backtracking. The only way forward was through them. They looked like they were settling down for a nap or just waking up. But since he couldn’t tell which, waiting them out wasn’t a plan.

He pulled up his Magic Screen, remembering the Sleep spell being there. He had plenty of feathers, the lone material needed, though some had necrotic damage. The spell worked from fifty feet away. With a radius of twenty feet, he might get them all. Their description suggested they were prone to sleep, anyway. The necrotic feathers were tempting, but he wasn’t sure what that would do. What if they turned into zombies or something? He could make things worse.

He pulled out one of the daekais feathers and reviewed the spell. Before casting it, he wondered what would happen if they didn’t all fall asleep. Would they realize magic had been used on the others? If so, and they looked for the cause, he’d have to stay hidden. He could always cast the spell again, except that it had a two-hour cooldown. If they stayed asleep for the full eight hours, that would work if not being ideal. Hoping for the best, he peered around the tree and retrieved a feather from his inventory. Holding it in one hand, he summoned magic power to infuse him.

“Feel slumber’s call to rest,” he intoned. Then he dropped the feather. As it fell, so too did the riven in the distance. They dropped, one by one, some tumbling into a comrade to lie in a heap. 

 

You have made (14) riven fall asleep! 

You gained 225 XP!

 

The XP gain surprised Max. Was it worth something to spare a life instead of ending it? Maybe the game designers were conscientious. He didn’t much care but appreciated the idea.

Silently watching for several minutes, he saw no movement but heard snoring, even from here. He finally decided little risk remained. He cast Weapon Ward and ventured over to them. As he neared, the smell of sweat and feces nearly made him gag. He couldn’t help a muted cough or two while burying his nose in his sleeve. Up close, he saw open sores on their skin and lice in their hair. He scrutinized the first few he came across and saw a weapon tied to the waist of several. As he focused on it, information popped up.

 

Riven Dagger: Double-bladed Dagger.

Quality: Very poor.

Rarity: Common.

Speed: Very Fast.

Physical Attack: +10%.

Magical Attack: NA.

Bonuses: -1 Intelligence, -1 Wisdom, +2 Morale.

 

The weapon looked like a regular dagger, except it had a blade protruding from both ends. Someone could stab up and down, or left to right, in alternation without having to change the grip. No surprise they rated it very fast. Most of these riven had one and if they swarmed like their description said, it was no wonder they were feared.

Since he still didn’t have a weapon besides the sling, he eyed each riven who had one to see who it would be easiest to take the dagger from, based on their position. To his surprise, a quarter of them were female. He stopped and carefully untied the sloppily done knot of a ragged string that held a dagger to one’s waist. What he’d read about the diseases they carried had him worried about contracting something. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. There was no telling how contagious they were and with what. If something was on the handle, he might get infected. But if he didn’t have a melee weapon, that could be fatal in a hand-to-hand fight. This would do as a backup weapon to his fists.

After getting the knot undone, he looked around and grabbed a few leaves to lift the dagger itself with. A notification told him he’d just earned the Pickpockets skill at level 1 and another 25 XP, and then came the better message.

 

You achieved Level 2!

You gained 8 Hit Points!

You gained 2 Mana Points!

Class bonus: You gained Dexterity +1, Intelligence +1, Charisma +1!

You gained (2) proficiency points!

You have (2) unassigned proficiency points!

You have (1) additional spell you can have in your hot list!

 

Max avoided celebrating aloud, given that he was straddling two sleeping riven. He had answered the question about gaining proficiency points with levels. It seemed that the game wanted to reward him for smart or skillful play and not just killing things all the time. He could get behind that, deciding how to advance and play the game. He wanted to choose new skills now, but this wasn’t really the time.

Max began stepping over the small bodies, which were left, right, and centered on the dirt path. Most of the riven had skin problems like a rash. This close, he noticed what their clothes were soiled with—dirt, food, sometimes dried blood, and sweat stains at the arm pits. A few had darker ones along the crack of their asses and Max decided right then to stop scrutinizing them.

Riven dagger still in hand, he had made it most of the way by them when he froze. Slumped against a tree in an upright position sat a female riven, narrow, bloodshot, violet eyes regarding him with a mix of sullenness and muted fury. He was close enough to see that the pupils were horizontal slits. Was she asleep with her eyes open? Or was she awake? Max couldn’t tell. The riven hadn’t reacted. A rustle out in the forest caught his attention, and he decided not to stay in case something—like him—woke them. But he stared at her as he took another step over a body and felt his heart skip when the eyes moved with him. Max glanced at the others on the ground ahead of him and how many steps he had to take to be clear. Another five. If she moved, he was running.

He continued on, the riven turning her head to watch. The heavily-lidded eyes had opened more, her hand going for the riven dagger at her waist.

“Shit,” Max muttered. He stopped looking at her and skipped over the remaining figures one by one until clear. 

 

You have used the Stealth skill and gained 15 XP!

 

Max looked at her to see that she was rising. Apparently, she wasn’t included in his successful use of the skill. That she had seen him hadn’t impacted him being awarded for sneaking past the others. The Sleep spell hadn’t gotten her because she was farther away.

Seeing her watching him, Max took off down the path at a quiet, careful run, avoiding any jutting rocks or loose branches and hoping to get some distance. Once he rounded a curve in the bend, the trees blocked his view behind. The sound of his own steps made it hard to tell if she was following. He just continued for five minutes before stopping, afraid to run too far in case he ran right into another threat. How quiet were riven? They were small and had little on them to jingle. Would he hear her coming? He listened for a bit and heard nothing, so he set off again, this time at a walk.

But he couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. Maybe it was paranoia. Every time he reached a curve in the path, he looked ahead, seeing no one on it. But he also wanted to see how far it was before another turn because that’s how long he’d be in sight if something was following him and came around behind. And that’s when he decided on a ploy. A straight section over a hundred yards long lay ahead, so he went about halfway before ducking behind two trees that had trunks close together, providing him with better cover. 

A minute later, she appeared, jogging down the path with more stealth, caution, and determination than he expected. Unless she ran past him without seeing him, he had made a mistake. Wasting no time on regret, he decided the sling might not do much damage even if he hit her, and he didn’t want to get close enough to use that riven dagger. Sleep had too long of a cooldown to use again. That left him with Hand of the Grave and Orb of Doom. His MP was full, like his HP. He rearranged his hot list spells to remove Sleep from there and add the others.

She stopped halfway to him, listening and sniffing the air. She looked around as if suspicious. Did she know he couldn’t have made it to the end without her seeing him? Was she smart enough to know he had to be hiding? Out of caution, he assumed so despite the dull look he’d seen in her eyes when closer. Orb of Doom might make enough noise to bring another threat here, one he didn’t know about. How many HP did she have? Was Hand of the Grave enough to kill her? The spell was quieter. She continued toward him as he readied Orb of Doom, peering past the trunk at her.

 

Riven, Level 1 Brawler. 5 HP. The basic fighter class among riven, they are just as likely to stab themselves as you with their riven daggers because they only fight in one state—frenzied. Kill them from a distance if you can. And if you miss, run!

 

So he might kill her with Hand of the Grave. He switched the spell in his mind and waited for her to get within twenty feet, the spell’s range. He also had to step back from the tree because he needed to stretch out his arm and was hoping to do it without sticking his arm out where she’d see the movement.

“Feel the touch of Krairon,” he whispered, gesturing with the hand not holding the river dagger.

The spectral hand appeared and soared across the ground toward the riven, four feet above the path. Max wondered if only he could see it, but soon got his answer. She stopped, a look of alarm animating her ugly face. She backed away and Max feared she’d escape, so he stepped out, ready to pursue. Her eyes darted to him and back to the hand. Snarling, she retreated more quickly and Max broke into a run. She turned and ran, too, and with the spell only lasting ten seconds, he feared she’d escape. He’d have to wait to cast it again. She was faster than he expected and kept ahead of him until the hand vanished and he stopped. Hearing this, she did, too, turning back, eyes darting around for the shadowy hand. Then she seemed to accept that it was gone. A sinister leer split her face, revealing yellow teeth with half of them missing.

“Gather air!” Max said, holding up his hand. He felt the swirling orb hovering there before he hurled it.

Whether she saw it or just understood the throwing motion, the riven dove to the path and the orb sailed past her with a whoosh, hitting a tree branch behind her and cracking it. She got up and ran toward him, arms pumping up and down, the dagger in one hand reminding him of his peril.

Max cursed and ran.


Chapter 5

With the riven closing in behind him, Max knew he couldn’t outrun it, to his surprise, given that he was two feet taller. The underbrush had grown thicker, so he plunged into and around the first few bushes. He nearly tripped until realizing he might be the one who went down, so he slowed. The riven followed, her pace had slowed so that she wasn’t gaining. Maybe he could try Orb of Doom again and catch her by surprise.

He came across a wide swath of four-foot-tall bushes with violet flowers amid their large, shiny green leaves. They filled the gap between some close trees on one side and a boulder on the other, blocking the way. They were five feet deep, so he shoved his way through to the far side, the branches scratching his legs through his thin pants. Maybe they’d poke out the riven’s eyes. The underbrush after was clearer, and he started onward only to hear a screech behind him.

The riven had stopped short of the bushes, eyes so wide that he saw the surrounding whites. Her violet eyes darted back and forth at the obstacle. He wondered what she was so afraid of. As he looked at it again, a message popped up.

 

Kyson bush, aka, “Death Bush.” With violet flowers blooming from spring to fall, and red berries through spring, the kyson bush’s leaves worsen any existing malady. The effect is worse on riven because of their perpetual illnesses. To keep them away, the bush is frequently planted as riven bane around settlements. Even frenzied riven will stop at the sight of it. Despite the nickname, it doesn’t necessarily kill riven, though it can; the term is designed to inhibit them.

 

Max noticed she was so horrified that she didn’t even appear to be considering a way around it. She had seemingly forgotten him. In her distraction, he whispered the Hand of the Grave spell again. She stood still while the hand grasped her throat. Only then did she seem to remember him, but it was too late as it choked her, a red -8 HP floating up from her as her health bar briefly appeared. She fell back with a strangled cry and thud on the hard earth.

 

You have killed (1) Riven Brawler, Level 1! 

You gained 50 XP!

Loot corpse?

 

Only now did he realize he could’ve killed all those sleeping riven for far more XP, but it seemed too dishonorable. Murder. That’s what it was. Killing someone who was actively trying to kill you was one thing, but it just wasn’t sporting to kill defenseless people. Were they really people? They were just NPCs in a game. Computer code. And yet they seemed so lifelike. Maybe he was being foolish, but it didn’t feel right. He knew some people played games with a very different personality than their real one, but he felt preoccupied with curiosity about why he was even
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