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Book 1
A Healer’s Gift


 

 


Chapter 1

“Daniel Chai. Miner. I’m here to join the Adventurer’s Guild.” Answering the guard’s questions, Daniel looks across the 10-foot wooden wall that separates the dungeon town of Karlak from the wilderness behind him before letting his placid brown gaze rest upon the guard and his pike once more. 

The fair-haired guard, clad in a simple leather tunic and wool pants, stares at Daniel, waving his hand to summon Daniel’s status screen to confirm the truth of his words. The guard reads over the information before he gestures for Daniel and his employer to enter. With a flick of the wagon’s reins, Atrieus, who has sat beside Daniel during and undergone the process just moments ago himself, sets the wagon rolling.

“I turn off to the right here, boy. You okay with being paid now?” Atrieus grunts at Daniel, a hand absently coming up to scratch at his matted beard.

For a moment, Daniel is irritated but he quickly dismisses the emotion. At twenty-one, Daniel is well past the age when the term boy is appropriate, but as Atrieus has watched him grow up working the mines since he was an actual child, another thousand protests at the term are unlikely to change the old man’s mind. Instead, Daniel just answers politely, “That’s fine. Thank you.”

“Damn waste, boy. You sure you want to do this?” Atrieus growls out, digging through the bag at his feet to pull out a small coin-laden cloth purse to hand over to Daniel.

In answering, Daniel just shakes his head, accepting his wages and waving goodbye to his temporary employer as he hops down from the ore-laden wagon. Daniel has no desire to retread that conversation either, one that has happened in many forms these past few weeks of travel. Reaching behind before the wagon leaves, he grabs his backpack and his only weapon, a 20-pound sledgehammer. Heavy as it is, Daniel carries it with little effort, muscles from years spent working the mines flexing.

After parting with Atrieus, Daniel starts off to the town center and the Adventurer’s Guild, enjoying the feel of the brisk late autumn air. Home to barely more than a few thousand people, Karlak is a small town with only a single Beginner’s Dungeon of ten floors. Like most dungeon towns, Karlak has grown out of the need to serve the Adventurers who bring in the majority of the town’s income, and so, the entire town splays outwards from the Guild and the Dungeon entrance. 

As Daniel walks deeper into town, buildings shift from simple wood to stone, prosperity showcased in architecture and materials. Around him, townsfolk weave through traffic with casual ease, most dressed in plain woolen tunics and dresses. For a town, Karlak is quite uniform in its race profile, only on occasion does Daniel spot a figure that is not human, with Beastkin the most common minority. The growth of the town has stabilized in the last few years, its presence near the contested border between Brad and the Orc nations a significant dampening factor in immigration. On the other hand, the Dungeon that provides the main source of income for the town has been around for over twenty years, and is well-mapped with a well-known and well-balanced mix of monsters, ensuring a constant stream of new hopeful Adventurers.

The latest of these hopefuls walks down the street, drawing more than a few glances his way. All new Adventurers are a potential source of income for the town, and many of the townsfolk are making quick assessments of the likelihood of his survival. His impressive musculature is a point in his favor but most quickly downgrade his chances of being a true earner. Hair so brown that it is almost black, the broad-shouldered newcomer is only 5’8” tall and human, his stature and race creating a significant disadvantage that the youngster will need to overcome. 

That smells good… Daniel twists his head, searching for the aroma’s origin as his stomach wakes to remind him that his last meal was early that morning. Spotting the roadside stall that has awakened his hunger, he picks up his pace before a sickening crunch followed by a chorus of screams draws his attention.

Just behind him, a child lies on the ground, his body damaged after being hit by a speeding cart. An errant wind, a loosely held flower and a hurried attempt to catch his gift are all that was required for this tragedy to happen. Unable to stop, the cart’s wheels have first pushed and then rolled over the child. The child’s caretaker finishes her dash out from the alleyway, a moment of distraction now twisting her face with shock and regret.

Daniel is moving without conscious thought; his worldly goods dropped behind him as he dashes to the small, crushed body. His eyes narrow as he draws upon a portion of his Gift and assesses the damage as he touches the slightly twitching body.

Shattered collarbone, crushed ribcage and heart, severe bleeding in chest cavity and stomach. Hairline cracks in the spine, a minor concussion, and a broken arm. The damage jumps out to him as he touches the child, information pouring through his mind as he catalogs and instinctively understands both the natural state of the child’s body and the damage done. Information continues to flow, though he dismisses most of it from his mind. A slightly lower quantity of blood than normal, previous damage to the tendon in his ankle still a week away from healing, improper placement of the hip socket….

Even as the information comes to him, Daniel speaks familiar words, “I’m a healer. Please let me do what I can.”

From the viewpoint of the child’s caretaker, what Daniel does next is nothing short of miraculous. The child’s caretaker is an experienced Adventurer and is well-versed in the forms of healing magic available in the world. Nothing short of a Greater Blessing by a senior priest could have saved her nephew, and yet the stranger, without uttering a single word or calling on a God, is healing her nephew before her eyes. Bones knit, lungs inflate, and the bleeding stops within minutes. All there is to indicate that anything is even happening is the gentlest of glows coming from Daniel’s hands which surround his small patient. As the glow fades, the boy’s eyes open and he draws his first conscious breath before proceeding to scream and cry into his aunt’s arms.

Clutching her nephew and rocking the child, the blonde-haired Adventurer looks over to Daniel who’s slumped over, breathing heavily, and mouths her gratitude. Daniel just nods weakly, slowly regaining a sense of himself after the use of his Gift. As always, there is a price to pay. This time, only a half-a-day of his past - memories and lessons learnt during a fight with an overgrown badger that blocked the ore-wagons way and conversations with Atrieus - are sacrificed to his Gift. 

Around Daniel, the watching crowd and the cart driver gawk at the miraculous healing; the gossip mill among the townsfolk will have new grist tonight. A good Samaritan carries over Daniel’s dropped items, patting him on his back in congratulations before he leaves to finish his own errands for the day. The Samaritan’s actions break the spell, with others crowding around and thanking Daniel and murmuring congratulations and consolations to the blonde-haired Adventurer, who still clutches her nephew to her chest.

Eventually, the child calms, and the crowd disperses as Daniel’s attempts to make them leave finally make a dent. Work done, he stands with a groan and bends to pick up his pack and hammer but is stopped from leaving by a hand on his arm.

“Thank you.” Her voice is soft, cultured and feminine, a sharp contrast to her bearing and appearance. Short-cut yellow hair, an aquiline nose, and piercing blue eyes rest upon a face that many would call striking. The adventurer holds herself with a martial air, a hand unconsciously resting on her sword hilt, the shape of her toned and firm body easily seen under the loose cut blouse she wears. “My name is Mary Lavie, and this is Charles.”

“Daniel Chai.” He smiles at the boy, impulsively reaching out to ruffle the child’s hair, “You’ll watch yourself running out into the road next time, right?”

The boy nods slightly, his face hidden in Mary’s pants. He peeks out with his own pair of blue eyes around her pant leg before burying his face once more. In the child’s mind, he will still feel the breaking and the healing, a stark contrast of experiences that will, thankfully, fade in the coming hours.

As Daniel sways slightly, the Gift always taking a little of his own strength to fuel, Mary queries, “Are you okay?” 

“Yes. Just a little tired and hungry. I’ll be fine after a meal.”

A smile brightens Mary’s face, and she gestures down the road, “My sister runs the Spinning Top, just down this way. She’ll want to thank you too.”

For a moment, Daniel considers refusing, but he reconsiders quickly, remembering the weight of his purse. Even the payment from Atrieus is insufficient to truly fatten it out, especially with his expected expenses in the next few days. He nods gratefully in acceptance and Mary smiles, her blue eyes sparkling at his acceptance.

“This way.”

 

 


Chapter 2

The Spinning Top is a typical smaller inn – at least in Daniel’s limited experience. The Top is positioned close to the center of town and is made up of a mixture of wood and stone, though the inn does come with expensive blown-glass windows. The entrance of the inn leads through to a small dining room filled with rustic wooden tables and chairs flanked by a simple, worn wooden bar and a doorway to the kitchen, while a staircase opposite the entrance leads to the top floor and the rooms that the inn rents out. Like most inns in a dungeon town, it’s likely the rooms can be rented on both a short and long-term basis. Daniel’s musing is cut short as the smells from the kitchen set his stomach growling.

Inside, the sole worker is another tall, striking blonde woman, clad in a simple brown frock, whose matronly curves put her sister’s to shame. The moment they cross the threshold of the inn, Charles squirms out from the shelter of his aunt’s arms and into his shocked mother’s.

“Mary…” the aghast mother and innkeeper says, bending a knee to hug her child and to survey the blood and damage. She holds Charles away from her, parsing his words while she checks him over for injury before coming to the surprising conclusion that there are none.

“We had an incident, Elise.” Mary steps forward abashedly, explaining the accident in quick, concise sentences. Charles gets angry as the adults talk over him and he glares at the two, before deciding it is time to sulk. Mary flicks her hand back to Daniel, who has taken to leaning against the bar and staring into the kitchen in longing while the two sisters talk, “… and so I thought we could feed Daniel and maybe house him for a bit?”

“Jar, one plate with extra bread!” Elise calls out to the kitchen before marching over to Daniel and giving him a tight hug. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”

In a few minutes, the bustling Elise has Daniel settled and eating before she drags her bloodied child upstairs to get cleaned up. Mary takes over the counter, watching Daniel eat with a pensive look on her face, glancing between him and his hammer. It doesn’t take long before Daniel is done, leaning back against the chair after mopping up the last of the stew with his bread.

That was very good. Looking around, he doesn’t spot Elise to thank. He frowns slightly, impatient to complete his task but unwilling to leave without thanking her for the meal. As he debates what to do, his thoughts are interrupted by Mary.

“Are you going to join the Guild?” she asks, nodding to his hammer. The guess was not hard since the vast majority of fit young men coming into town had only one goal. She purses her lips as he acknowledges her question with a nod. “And that’s your weapon?”

“Why? Is it a problem?” Defensive, Daniel places his hand on the hilt of the hammer.

“It is. It’s too big and unwieldy for a dungeon.” As he opens his mouth to reply, Mary raises her hand and forestalls him, continuing, “I’m sure you used it while traveling here. Probably killed a few monsters too. There’s no arguing that it’s a fearsome weapon.

“But you have to land your blow. You need space to swing it and time to recover after you’ve swung. In a dungeon where you might face two or three different monsters at the same time, often faster and smaller than you, it won’t work.”

Daniel grunts, hunching slightly at each of her words. He knows it is not perfect; it’s not as if he hadn’t experienced much of what she said himself. “It’s what I have.”

His words are not unexpected, and as soon as they leave his mouth, Mary turns to the staircase, calling upwards, “Elise, we’re going out. I’ll bring him back later! Jar, put his bags in room 3!”

The blonde stands swiftly, pushing her chair back into place before walking to the exit. When she notices Daniel is not moving, she barks out a single word. “Come.”

“Umm… what’s going on?” Hurrying to catch up with her, Daniel stumbles along, trying to gauge their destination in this strange city. Even as they hurry, human townsfolk offer Mary a quick smile and greeting, each acknowledged by Mary with a short nod.

“We’re going to the Guild to get you registered. You do have the twenty silver, correct?” She doesn’t acknowledge his hasty nod, continuing to speak even as she strides along. “After that, we’ll get you the training you need to wield a proper weapon.”

“Training! I can’t afford that!” Daniel exclaims, catching up with her and trying to slow her down to speak. 

“Who asked you to pay?” Arriving at the doors of the Adventurer’s Guild, she strides in and heads to the nearest empty counter. An attendant walks over unhurriedly, tall and thin with a full mop of curly black hair. He smiles slightly as he spots the harried Daniel behind Mary before focusing on her entirely.

“What can I do for you, Mary?” The attendant smiles, his face wrinkling and adding to its lines as he runs a hand through his hair to bring some order to it. 

“Got a newbie who needs to be registered, Liev.” She gestures behind, indicating Daniel who’s staring around in confusion. Liev smiles placatingly at the young man, pulling some papers and a small crystal ball out from beneath the counter. 

“Not a problem. Just put your hand here; don’t be shy.” Smiling encouragingly, Liev has Daniel place his hand on the crystal ball while he coaches out the information that he needs to finish the registration. “Good, good. A Level 7 Miner. Ooh, very good, a Minor Healing spell. Yes, we can definitely register you as an Adventurer.”

At the end of his words, a low azure light glows on the crystal bringing another contented smile to Liev’s face. “And done. That’ll be twenty silver.”

As Daniel finishes paying, he can’t help but wonder if all his dreams have come true already. Another barked command to follow pulls him out of his contemplation as he hurries to catch up with the impatient Mary as she strides out of the Guild house. While he rushes after her, he calls up his Status Screen to marvel at his new position.

 


		

				Name: Daniel Chai 

				Race: Human (Male)

		

		
				Class: Level 1 Adventurer (0%)

				Sub-classes: Level 7 (Miner) (14%)

		

		
				Life: 164

				Stamina: 161

		

		
				Mana: 129

				Critical Hit Chance: 4%

		

		
				Attributes

		

		
				Strength: 17

				Agility: 12

		

		
				Constitution: 23

				Intelligence: 14

		

		
				Willpower: 16

				Luck: 13

		

		
				Skills

		

		
				Unarmed Combat: Level 2 (47/100)

				Clubs: Level 3 (21/100)

		

		
				Perception: Level 3 (21/100)

				Mining: Level 7 (78/100)

		

		
				Healing: Level 5 (84/100)

				Herb Lore: Level 3 (31/100)

		

		
				Cooking: Level 2 (37/100)

				Singing: Level 2 (14/100)

		

		
				Skill Proficiencies

		

		
				Mapping (II)

				 

		

		
				Spells

		

		
				Minor Healing (I)

				 

		

		
				Gifts

		

		
				Martyr’s Touch—The caster may heal oneself or others by touch and concentration, sacrificing a portion of his life to do so. Cost varies depending on the extent of the injuries healed.

		

	


 

It’s a surprise for Daniel when Mary finally comes to a stop and thrusts a shield and mace at him. He reaches out and grabs the items automatically and then frowns, dismissing the Status Screen to pay proper attention to what he has been given. The mace is a simple construct, though instead of metal, its top is padded with wood and wrapped in cloth. A training weapon, though of better quality than he’s ever wielded before. The shield is a simple wooden shield banded with iron around the corners and weighted with extra lead at the back.

He pauses, looking at the weapons in his hand before looking up and around himself for the first time. Although the training hall they are standing in is made of stone, its high ceiling is vaulted with wooden beams. Windows are thrown open to bring in fresh air, but where wall space is available, weapon racks full of training gear hang. The ground beneath his feet is hard-packed soil, though in the corner he notices a rougher training ground. All around him, adventurers, and those who wish to be adventurers, train. 

“Mary…”

“Litzburn!” Mary ignores Daniel again, waving to a towering, bald, ebony-skinned man who seems to be in command of the training floor. The man strides up to them, smiling widely at Mary and then nodding in acknowledgment as she speaks. “This is Daniel. He’s joining today.”

Litzburn chuckles as Daniel opens his mouth to protest to Mary’s already departing back. He drops a surprisingly delicate hand onto the new Adventurer’s shoulder and gently but firmly guides Daniel onto the training floor, “Don’t bother, kid; she isn’t listening. Now, follow along, you’ll want to know this.”

 

 


Chapter 3

Hours later, Daniel lies on his back groaning in pain, unwilling to move another inch and feeling thankful that he’s not training in the heat of summer. He hasn’t felt this tired in years, not since his first year as a miner. For hours, he has been put through various exercises. Firstly, basic fitness tests and weight carrying before moving on to more intricate martial forms with both mace and shield. Once he had spent fifteen minutes working with his new training equipment, Litzburn had walked over and ordered the young man to return the set that he had been working with to the walls, before providing him with even heavier equipment.

Hours of drills then came, at first beginning with simple actions such as stepping and striking before evolving into more and more complicated sequences as Litzburn realises Daniel isn’t a complete novice. Every time Daniel flags, Litzburn is at his side, barking at him to pick it up and move faster, driving the young man on. Still, he can’t complain as he stares at the blue notification window floating in front of his eyes.

 

Skill Increase

Clubs: Level 3 (27/100) +3

 

He’s interrupted in his thoughts by a shadow falling over his still form and a booted foot prodding him. He turns his head to meet the gaze of his smiling tormentor. “You did well today. Litzburn tells me you have good stamina and some adequate training for a beginner.”

“Thanks…” Daniel mutters before pulling himself up from the ground shakily. Normally he’d heal himself slightly with his gift, just enough to take away the fatigue to let him work more but after this morning’s events, he decides against it. Enough has already been lost for one day.

“Come on. We’re heading back to the Top. Tomorrow, Litzburn will have you work with some of the other students, and I’ll train with you in the evening.” Mary is already walking off, and the bemused Daniel follows along, accepting that the young lady doesn’t seem to have any desire to waste time.

“Mary, thank you for the training. But, don’t we have to pay or something?” Catching up, Daniel gestures back to the training grounds that they have just left.

Mary snorts, before she stops, realising that, of course, Daniel wouldn’t know, “I own these training grounds. Well, my sister and I do,” she corrects herself, before continuing, “Litzburn is the Master-at-Arms my father hired before he died and while Litzburn might run it, we do own it.”

“Oh.” Pondering the news for a moment, Daniel continues, “Is that where you learnt to fight too?”

A nod confirms his guess which makes Daniel fall silent, a part of him considering how strong Mary might actually be. She moves with a fluid grace, every action like a part of a dance. Perhaps he too could learn some of that?

It takes them only a few minutes to reach the Top, where Elise seems to have been joined by a pair of waitresses. Spotting her sister, Elise waves them over before directing Daniel to a seat and placing a tankard of beer and an evening meal in front of the weary youngster. The heavenly smell of roast lamb with vegetables and mashed potatoes is all the enticement Daniel needs to throw himself at the meal with gusto. Leaving the young man to eat, Elise drags her sister off and begins a furious conversation with her.

Daniel digs into the meal, casting an occasional curious glance at the arguing pair, but after a moment, he dismisses it. Best not to get involved in a family fight. Instead, he spends his time eating and surveying the various other customers, many of whom look to be guards and adventurers. Each group sits with others of their kind, clustered in tables and partaking of the food with relish. Daniel is so caught up in people watching that it’s a surprise when Elise speaks to him, “I know it’s been a hectic day, Daniel, but you really should have stayed for me to say thank you properly.”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel tries to explain. “Mary dragged me off and then…” 

“I know.” She gestures with the dirty washcloth in her hand. “She told me. She says she’ll be teaching you for the rest of the week before you go into the Dungeon. Good.”

“About that….” Daniel opens his mouth, wanting to protest about being given free room and board.

“Daniel, you saved my son’s life. The least we can do is increase your chances of surviving in the Dungeon.” She suddenly snorts, shaking her head, the long-time resident of a dungeon town adding her two cents, “I don’t believe you intended to use that hammer in there. You won’t make it past the second floor with that thing.”

“Come on, it’s not that bad!” protests Daniel.

“Yes, it is. I’ve lived here all my life and let me tell you, Daniel, one in four Adventurers die on their first foray into a Beginner Dungeon. Of those that make it past the first zone, only one in ten ever completes the Dungeon. Being an Adventurer is dangerous.” As she speaks, Elise holds Daniel’s gaze. Though she is telling the truth, what Elise leaves out is that many Adventurers do not complete the Dungeon by choice. There are significant riches to be made continuously ‘farming’ the dungeon monsters for their mana crystals and other dropped items. Riches that an experienced Adventurer could gain with minimal risk. 

“That bad?’ Daniel’s eyes widen, completely taken in by Elise. For a moment, doubt creeps in, and he second guesses his new future and his decision to travel, to adventure, to be his own man. It is a brief moment of hesitation that is soon pushed aside as Daniel refuses to give up before he has even begun. “Thank you. For the advice and the room. And thank Mary for the training.”

Satisfied that she has won, Elise bestows a kindly smile on Daniel before she hurries off to care for her patrons. Left alone, Daniel makes his way to his assigned room to wipe himself down and rest. It has been a long day, and tomorrow Litzburn has promised that the real training will begin.

 

 


Chapter 4

In the morning, a hurried breakfast is all that Daniel has time for before he rushes over to the training hall. Litzburn is already waiting and directs Daniel to join the other trainees in a slow warmup jog around the hall. The remainder of the day falls into the pattern of the previous day –calisthenics and weight training for a few hours before they dive into the meat of the program, focusing on the use of his mace and shield. Outside of a short lunch break, Daniel is given very little time to rest, which makes him truly grateful for the packed lunch that was pressed on him by Elise as he left that morning.

By the time late afternoon has come, Daniel is beaten and ragged. Numerous other trainees have come and gone throughout the day, most only spending only a few hours in the hall before leaving to run other tasks. Only a few trainees stay throughout the day, each of these is given extra special attention by Litzburn for their dedication. Daniel is focused on a paired movement and striking exercise, attempting to keep his feet, shield and mace moving together and so he never notices Mary’s entrance and silent consideration.

“Hold!”

Caught in the middle of a swing, his opponent freezes and steps back, putting distance between himself and Daniel. Daniel freezes too, his shield half-raised to block the blow, his mace swinging from below in return and paused too. Daniel stands there, frozen for a moment before he remembers to step away from his opponent as well, ensuring a safe distance is created. Only then does he look over to Litzburn who is gesturing him over to where he and Mary stand.

“Take a ten-minute break. Then you’ll be sparring with Mary,” Litzburn calls out to Daniel as he nears before turning away from the tired young man and walking over to address the rest of his students.

Stifling a groan, Daniel flops down in the corner of the training floor before reminding himself to grab a drink of water. As he rests, he stares at his newly updated skill screen, the second one to appear after his rests.

 

Skill Increase

Clubs (Basic): 37/100 (+3)

 

Skill Increase

Shields (Basic): 11/100 (+5)

 

I’m learning very fast, muses Daniel as he dismisses the skill screen. I guess that’s what a real trainer and training ground will do. 

Even to his untrained senses, Daniel can sense the Skill stones that dot the building, helping him to learn faster, even while Litzburn corrects his mistakes with a critical, experienced eye. Still, he can feel a wave of apprehension rising in him at the thought of actually sparring with Mary. He could tell that she was going to be significantly more experienced.

Damn it. Stop worrying. She isn’t going to hurt you. Drink some more water and let’s get going. Chiding himself, Daniel pushes himself up and walks over the water barrel again before approaching the waiting senior Adventurer. 

Mary’s dressed in a near replica of her clothing from yesterday - a simple white blouse with a black lace vest and tight, brown pants that show off her trim body. Her sword is strapped to her right side, still sheathed, and in her left hand, she holds a training sword. She looks Daniel over critically, her bright blue eyes clinical in their assessment before she waves him onto the training floor, before following along behind.

A brief salute is exchanged, and immediately, Daniel hunkers down beneath his shield, his mace at his side near his waist as he circles her probing for an opening. Mary turns, only shifting her blade slightly to cover the exposed angles until Daniel lunges forward, committing to an attack. With the barest of motions, the attack is deflected, and Mary returns a riposte aimed at Daniel’s shoulder which he barely dodges by jumping back. Regaining his footing, Daniel hunkers back down and works to calm his nerves, the barely moving form of Mary an intimidating presence. Again, he begins to move forward, this time attempting a blow from over his shield. Mary catches his mace in a casual block, and as he recovers, she casually strikes him on his upper arm. 

He growls, trying another attack which is just as quickly and neatly defended before her words ring out, “Stop leaning in before each attack.”

The sparring continues for an hour with short breaks as she corrects his form and attacks. Not once does he even come close to landing a blow on her, each attack nonchalantly deflected with a flick of a wrist or twist of the elbow. After each committed attack, Mary launches a single return blow of her own, forcing Daniel to scramble to block or dodge in turn. 

“Hold!” she says. Daniel pauses and steps back, ensuring he is safe from a return attack before lowering his tired arms. 

“Good. We’re done. We’ll work on what we talked about tomorrow. I’ll see you for dinner at the Top.” With that and a final salute, Mary turns and strides out of the training ground. Daniel sighs, watching her go and feels somewhat inadequate at his failure to land a single blow. Before he can begin to get too morose, a hand lands on his shoulder.

“Don’t worry about it. Even experienced Adventurers had a hard time landing a hit on her – and that was before she first entered the Dungeon and leveled up. That girl, her ability, it isn’t normal. You did well for your first time.” Chuckling, Litzburn pushes Daniel towards the racks. “Best get dressed and moving; she hates to be kept waiting.”

 

***

 

At the Spinning Top, Mary waves Daniel over to her table where a meal is already set, awaiting him. Taking a seat gratefully, Daniel speaks, “Ummm… so, thank you for today.”

“It’s fine. Now, eat. You need it.” She waves him towards the food before she continues. “What do you know about the Dungeon in Karlak?”

Caught between two conflicting orders, Daniel chews quickly and swallows before answering. “It’s a Beginner Dungeon, so it’s suitable for those just starting out Adventuring. There are ten levels, with the monsters growing stronger at each level. The Dungeon is considered extremely suitable for melee fighters starting out and… umm…. that’s about it.”

“So, nothing really. Do you know what kind of Dungeon this is? What monsters spawn in the first sector? Do you even know about sectors? How about how many mobs you can expect to see per level? Who is the Dungeon boss? What kind of weaponry is most suitable? Why are melee fighters most suited for this dungeon?” Mary fires question after question at Daniel, waving her own fork as she speaks.

Daniel stops chewing at her words, hunching a bit into his chair as he realises exactly how unprepared he is. Seeing his reaction, Mary relents a little.

“It’s fine. It’s just a typical beginner’s mistake. Just, do your research next time, alright?” Mary waits for Daniel’s sheepish nod before leaning forwards and meeting his eyes, “Melee fighters have a bad enough reputation for never using our heads. There’s no reason to foster that reputation further. Prior research about a Dungeon is what separates the professionals from the dead.”

Pausing to emphasise her point, and making sure it sinks home, she continues to answer her own questions, “It’s common knowledge that Dungeons are a way for Erlis to cleanse herself of the corruption that Ba’al releases into the mana flows. The monsters created in a Dungeon are patterned upon the various minions of Ba’al, though they do not truly ‘live’. It’s why they do not often exit the Dungeons and when they do, most break down in short order. Of course, a Dungeon that isn’t regularly cleared of monsters will have no choice but to strengthen those monsters, eventually giving them sufficient strength to leave the Dungeon itself. In time, an unchecked Dungeon can become the source of Ba’al’s infestation, leading to tragedies like the Abandoned Lands. Of course, as Adventurers, we’re mostly concerned about the mana crystals – the seed that Erlis uses to create the monsters and our main source of income.

 “There are two kinds of Dungeons - the permanent Dungeons like the ones in Karlak and the capital Warbis, and then the temporary Dungeons which randomly appear. Permanent Dungeons rarely change their overall structure, often fixing their floors and the monsters for years at a time. While minor changes in designs and traps do occur, the overall structure of a permanent Dungeon stays the same and, as such, they are often considered ‘safer’ than temporary Dungeons.

“Temporary Dungeons, or instances, are rare. They appear in places where mana and Ba’al’s corruption have built up and by their very nature, are extremely chaotic. Monsters and layouts may change significantly from one trip to the next which make them extremely dangerous to clear. However, because they are built from corrupt mana sources that have temporarily congregated, these Dungeons often do not last longer than a few completions.”

Having finished his meal, Daniel places his utensils down and stays silent, listening to the lecture. It is pleasant to not move, and the information she provides is important, even if some of it is well known. Seated, Daniel can feel his body recovering already, regaining the strength it lost through the day. 

“Now, for ease of understanding, the Adventurer’s Guild has split each Dungeon into sectors - a sector ranging from a single floor to ten. Sectors are grouped due to the nature of the monsters, the traps and the layouts of the floors. At the end of each sector, it’s possible that there are sector bosses - monsters whose strength is significantly greater than the average mob already encountered. They aren’t even necessarily a similar monster to those that you have met on that floor, though most Dungeons keep to a theme of some form. Though this isn’t always true, it is in the case of Karlak.

“In Karlak, there are three sectors which consist of three floors. The tenth floor isn’t a true ‘floor’, but a single room with the Final Boss monster of the Dungeon. The first sector in the Karlak Dungeon is inhabited by Kobolds. They move in groups with a maximum of three Kobolds at the third level, but for the first level you’ll at most run into two of them, and even then, that’s highly unlikely.”

She pauses for a moment, taking a drink from her tankard and Daniel takes the moment to ask a question, “What are they like?”

“Kobolds?” For a moment Mary racks her brains, trying to recall the looks of the creature. It has been many years since she has fought one of those herself. “Small – about three to four feet tall at most. Extremely thin, very fast with elongated ears and pale grey skin from living underground for so long. They rarely wear much in terms of armour and in the first level wield a dagger-like item, though some carry slings for ranged attacks. Overall, they are the perfect mob for beginner melee fighters.”

Daniel nods in thanks, and seeing he has no further questions Mary continues, “Due to the prevalence of the Kobolds in the first few levels, corridors are small and cramped in many areas. There are numerous side-tunnels in the first few levels with no safe zones for healing. Large weapons like a spear or hammer,” she flashes him a quick smile at that one before continuing, “are not advisable due to the lack of room. All adventurers should carry a backup dagger for close combat fighting due to the layout, and they should expect potential sneak attacks at all times.” 

Opening her mouth to continue her lecture, she’s interrupted by her sister, Elise, who is accompanied by a young boy clad in a ragged tunic who could at best be eight years old. “Sorry about this, Mary, but young Pierson needs to speak with Daniel.”

The young boy impatiently pushes forward, placing a hand on Daniel’s arm, “Sir, Charles mentioned you healed him. Healed him good when he was hurt.” At Daniel’s nod, he rushes on, “Please, will you come and heal my mum?”

 


Chapter 5

Following Pierson through the lightly illuminated streets of Karlak, Daniel is struck by the thought that this is his first foray into the town at night. Old tales about the dangers of the city make Daniel’s hand open and close in want of his hammer. Unknown to him, Karlak is actually a very safe town as guards routinely patrol the streets looking for trouble. Regular troublemakers were sentenced to work in the Dungeon, collecting a set number of mana stones before they were released. Troublemakers and thieves would either die in the Dungeon or just became Adventurers after their term was done since the work was easier and more regular than anything they could do on the outside.

Unfortunately, Daniel knows none of this, and he continually twists his head around, peering into the shadows of alleyways and doorways as they pass expecting to be robbed. It is only Pierson’s words that distract him from his obsession. “You can heal my mum, right, Sir? Please?”

“I’ll do my best,” Daniel hesitantly promises, knowing that even his Gift has limits. Not many for sure, but the cost did increase. Still, the conversation does take his mind away from the supposed dangers of the night as they leave the center of town.

“Charles said you brought him back alive. My mum’s not dead. So you can heal her,” the child continues, pulling on Daniel’s hand to hurry him along.

“He wasn’t dead…” realising he forgot the child’s name, Daniel trails off. Instead, he changes the subject before Pierson can continue. “Are we heading to your home?”

“No. We’re going to the Clinic!”

Even Daniel can hear the capitalization in the child’s voice, forcing him to enquire, “The Clinic?”

“Yeah, that’s where we all go. The poor. Kyra treats us all.” Pierson happily imparts his knowledge to the adult. “She’s real pretty, but she never lets me eat any sweets. And she said she couldn’t help my mum… but you can! So you’re better.”

“Kid…” Daniel trails off, shaking his head. No use trying to dissuade him and destroying the child’s hope just yet. Instead, he asks another question. “Who’s Kyra? Is she a healer?”

“Yeah, the best. Well, other than you. Mum says she opened a clinic years ago and since then, she treats everyone, even if you’re poor. She never says no, but it’s boring going because there’s always people there,” Pierson explains. 

Much of the information imparted by Pierson isn’t particularly surprising to Daniel. Healing potions and spells were expensive as materials, and experienced users were rare. Healers rarely ventured into Dungeons to gain experience faster which meant they could only increase levels by practising their craft. Unfortunately, most skills had diminishing returns in their experience gain if the same action was taken over and over again – which of course was what healers mostly did. There really wasn’t anything new to be learnt, dealing with the common cold for the hundredth time. Powerful healing spells drained mana at a significant rate, and with individual mana pools taking up to eight hours to refill, common folk rarely had access to powerful healing magics.

The rarity of healers is one reason Miles, the mine overseer, and many of his miner colleagues had tried to convince him to stay at the mining camp, or at the very least, to not waste his Gift and train to become a healer. Daniel’s healing Gift was rare and powerful, especially since it drew upon his experience and energy and thus was a source of energy separate from his mana. Daniel could have become a truly miraculous healer, able to heal using two forms of energy - along with more mundane skills. Even the Royal Healer was known to do very little actual magic-assisted healing since he would need to husband his mana in case of a sudden need for his abilities.

Still, the fact that there is a location in Karlak where the poor can find some form of healing, overworked and crowded as it might be, is a surprise. Daniel can’t help but wonder what kind of person this Kyra was. All idle thoughts come to an end as they finally arrive at the Clinic. A weather-worn sign hangs outside with the universal symbol of healing, a crossed pair of hands with jagged lines coming from the hands to indicate an aura. The two-story building itself sprawls across two lots and is by far the best-kept building in the neighborhood with fully working windows and doorways, even if obvious signs of wear and patching are visible.

Pierson doesn’t even pause before pushing open the door and is closely followed by Daniel. Inside, what looks to be a waiting room is filled with the poorer denizens of Karlak awaiting treatment. Few even bother looking up from their seats as the child and Daniel enter, lost in their thoughts as they are. Ailments range from simple open wounds that need stitching and broken bones to the disease ridden. Pierson doesn’t spare a glance to those inside, instead rushing to the corridor behind and leading Daniel up the stairs to a second-floor room.

In the room, a surprisingly young woman lies, wasting away. Pierson’s mother’s face is drawn, any excess fat removed, and what would have been once a beautiful face is drawn in pain. Through the room, an obnoxious stench of puss and other unmentionables permeates, making Daniel gag at the stench. 

“Mum, I brought him. You’ll be fine. He’ll heal you.” Pierson’s voice comes to Daniel as he walks over, a hand landing on the young woman’s shoulder so that he may activate his Gift.

Oh, so that’s what it looks like when it’s advanced. None of the men I treated at camp ever let it get that far before they saw me. His eyes locked on her groin area as he followed the lines of infection spreading outwards and invading her body. He senses the raised temperature, body struggling to fight off the infection and failing. She will be dead in a few days if I do nothing.

“Why are you waiting? Come on. Heal her.” Almost stamping his feet in impatience, Pierson pushes at Daniel’s leg. Then, a trace of fear crosses his voice as he realises where the young Adventurer is looking, the young child’s voice beginning to tremble, “You aren’t not going to heal her are you? Because she’s a… a… whore?”

Shaken by the child’s voice, Daniel pulls himself away from the mother to look at Pierson. “It’s not that, kid. I just needed to know what I was healing first. My magic isn’t like the others… I need to understand what I’m going to fix before I can do it.”

She’s too weak to use her own energy. We have to drop her temperature first then we can cleanse the infection from her body. After that, we’ll have to seal the wounds, so she’s not re-infected. Exhaling forcefully, Daniel reaches out to place his hand on the delirious woman’s head as he kneels down. “Pierson, this is going to take a while. So don’t worry if nothing seems to be happening, I’m going to have to go slow with your mum.”

As he finishes speaking, Daniel calls forth his Gift and sends it into her, easing his energy just a little bit into her body at a time. He pushes it slowly, letting it fill her body without attempting to guide it at all at first, the energy lighting up along the meridian pathways of her body starting from her head downwards. As his energy fills her, her breathing eases, and her heartbeat steadies under the passive influence of his Gift. When he is ready, finally, he begins to actively manipulate the energy, working to lower her over-heated body before beginning the long, slow process of flushing her body of the toxins that permeate her blood and the infection that causes it. 

The healing isn’t easy; each moment a sacrifice. He doesn’t speak of the cost of using his Gift to others, though his grandfather and a few others have guessed long ago. In Brad, the Gifted were believed to be blessed by Erlis herself, in others they were considered curses laid by Ba’al for the toll each Gift took upon their users. In truth, none knew where the Gift came from. Like all Gifts, Daniel’s had a cost and his tore away knowledge and experience with each moment of use. Knowledge of past actions, past conversations, training and experience drawn from his body. 

Hours later, Daniel opens his eyes and tries to stand, pushing against the bedframe. Legs locked in a single position for hours are unable to hold the weight placed on them, and Daniel stumbles forward, caught from crashing into his patient by a steadying hand. 

“Thank you,” Daniel croaks out as he sways slightly. He is quickly guided to a seat by his unexpected helper, a matronly older lady.

“No, thank you. Peony would be dead without you.” The old lady guides him to a waiting seat before turning back to her task of wiping down the patient. It’s only then that he realises how much worse the room smells now. All the toxins and infection from Peony’s body have leaked into the room, creating a truly horrendous stench that not even an open window can aid. 

“I do hope all your work isn’t as smelly as this,” the old lady continues as she bathes the newly-healed young woman. 

Daniel grins weakly before quenching his thirst with a glass of water. It’s been ages since he used so much power on a single individual, even Charles’s healing was simpler than eradicating the disease that had ravaged Peony’s body. Still, he cannot help but smile as he watches the young woman rest easier, Pierson curled up at the base of her bed asleep. As he contemplates his work, another figure strides in, one that causes his jaw to drop. An elf!

Never having seen an elf before in real life, Daniel stares at the elf with undisguised awe. The elf is tall, clad in a simple green frock that hugs her slim upper body on top of a buxom chest, waist-length blonde hair spilling out behind long pointed ears. The elf moves with a lithe grace over to Pierson’s mum, a delicate hand moving in arcane gestures as she checks on the condition of the patient. Satisfied, the blonde elf turns to Daniel who has managed to close his mouth at last and stand up.

“I’m Daniel. Would you be Kyra?” He offers his hand to shake which is promptly taken. Her skin is surprisingly soft and smooth, a sharp contrast to his own rough and calloused hands.

“Khy’ra,” she corrects his pronunciation off-handedly, not expecting him to get it right as she turns to point at Pierson’s mum. “Your Gift, it’s incredible. It’s at least the equivalent of a Tier 4 Healing Spell, maybe 5. Are you able to use it again today?”

“Kind of. That took a lot out of me…” as he speaks, he meets the enthusiastically nodding Khy’ra’s gaze. Sparkling green eyes meet his own, and Daniel’s excuses catch in his suddenly dry mouth. “Maybe a bit.”

“Good. I’m not much of a healer; I only know a single Tier 3 spell so there’s much that I cannot do for these people. There are a few others I’d love you to see if you are willing?” She casts an entreating look at Daniel who sighs, consoling himself that he will get to spend more time with the beautiful creature before him. 

“I’ll do what I can.”

“Excellent!” Gripping his arm to her full chest, Khy’ra drags Daniel out of the room to visit her patients, already beginning to list the many issues that they face. Behind them, the matronly old woman is left alone, smiling slightly at the departing smitten young man.

 


Chapter 6

The following days for Daniel each fall into the same pattern as the day before. An early breakfast in the Top followed by training with Litzburn at the hall. In the late afternoon, Daniel spars with Mary before retiring for dinner with her and a lecture about the basics of Adventuring. The moment dinner is over, he is escorted by a grateful Pierson to the Clinic where he works alongside the minimal staff, using his healing skills, spells and on occasion, his Gift to reduce the waiting line. The line at the Clinic never seems to reduce, no matter how much he does, but the work itself is rewarding. 

Each day is packed, every morning a struggle as Litzburn berates him for forgetting part of what he learnt the day before, driving the willing Adventurer ever harder. On the fourth day of training, he finally manages to make Mary move from her spot, the casual blocks insufficient. On the sixth, after chaining together a series of strikes, he makes her move regularly and pick up speed. On the seventh day, he finally breaks through.

 

Level Up!

Adventurer Level 2 

You have gained 5 attribute points and 1 skill proficiencies.

 

The Level Up notification is dismissed, leaving Daniel on the floor rubbing his jaw. The level up had caught him unawares, distracting him for a crucial moment leading to the blow that he forgets to block properly. Still, he can’t help smiling. Sure, the first level was always easier to gain after any class change, but in a week! 

Mary stands over Daniel, offering him a hand up and a murmur of, “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. You and Litzburn. This, this will help a lot,” Daniel says as he lets himself get pulled up.

“It’s your hard work.” Mary smiles, clapping him on the back. “We’re done for today. You might be rather useless in the mornings from what Litzburn says, but you work hard. You should spend the evening deciding where to put your points. I have dinner with Elise and Charles tonight as I leave tomorrow.”

Daniel nods, a bit impatient to review his Status Screen. It’s been such a busy week, he hasn’t had time to review it, but he can certainly see the wisdom of her words. After all, he’s going into the Dungeon tomorrow for the first time. “Thank you again.”

“Daniel, your Gift – don’t take it for granted. Most others have to start out slow, buying potions from the apothecary for healing and if they run out or are too gravely injured, leave the Dungeon until they are healed. You don’t have to. It’s also a double-edged sword as you may come to rely on it too much. Just, don’t push yourself too hard. That includes the Clinic,” Mary adds. She hasn’t asked what his Gift costs him as yet, but it was common knowledge that there must be a cost of some form. Still, his performance in the morning has given her an inkling, but it was his secret to keep. As they talk, Mary leads him to the corner where she hands over her training sword to be put away once again. The clerk returns after setting her training sword in its special spot in the armory with a real mace which she takes from him with a nod. Mary then turns to Daniel, offering him the mace. “This is the last thing I can do for you for now Daniel. The rest will be up to you.”

Daniel takes it and murmurs his gratitude, hefting the mace and looking it over.

 

Steel Mace 

Damage: 3 - 7 + .5 Strength + 2 Quality Bonus

Durability: 50/50

Item Class: Common

Quality: Good (+2 bonus to damage)

 

Daniel can’t help but marvel at the weapon, the nicest he has ever owned before eventually slipping the mace through a loop in his belt, “I talked to Khy’ra last night. I’ll visit once in a while, but I won’t be there every day anymore. As much as I like helping, I can’t. She understands. Mary, all this - the training, the mace, the advice, how can I ever thank you?”

“You don’t need to. I’m leaving tomorrow for Starhaven. My team’s waiting for me, and I need to get back. If you are ever in Starhaven, buy me a drink as thanks if you must. Just don’t come too fast.” Mary smiles slightly at that, clapping him on the shoulder once more before turning to leave. Daniel understands her message - Starhaven only has Expert level Dungeons and was no place for a novice Adventurer like him. Not yet, at least.

 

***

 

That evening, after a rushed dinner by himself, Daniel lies in bed and debates what to do with his new attribute points and skill proficiencies.

5 attribute points and 1 skill proficiency to allocate. Unlike his previous class as a Miner, the Adventurer class was much more open-ended on its attribute point allocation. Strength, Agility and Constitution were all key to his needs as a melee fighter, but it was his Intelligence and Willpower that dictated his ability to heal. He frowns for a moment, deciding to put a couple of extra points into Agility and a point each into Constitution, Intelligence and Wisdom. He was more than strong enough for now.

That done, he calls up his skill proficiency tree and stares at the new options available for him. All that training has increased his skills in both Shield, Dodge, Combat Sense and Club offering him more options than he knew what to do with. As he gains ability in each skill, new skill proficiencies would become available that allowed him to enhance the basic abilities of each skill. This even translated to his healing skill, with both mundane options like First Aid or at higher levels, powerful healing spells. Unsure of what to do, Daniel decides to peruse his proficiencies again, musing over his options.

An upgrade to his Minor Healing Spell would reduce the mana cost and increase the amount healed slightly. It was a good option for both the Clinic and the Dungeon. However, he had the backup of his own Gift which should be enough for now, so he dismisses that option.

In terms of defense, he could learn Hard Block, offering him a chance to beat aside an opponent’s weapon and potentially riposte on the line of attack. A truly successful hard block could even damage or disarm an opponent. On the other hand, Tumbling under Dodge would provide a more efficient means of getting out of the way of large attacks or groups, though Sway was a passive skill proficiency that would offer him the chance to dodge blows by inches without giving ground. Daniel knew Mary favored that option, allowing her to hold her ground even against the strongest opponents. Sway was a skill particularly useful for the smaller, lighter Adventurer but after consideration, Daniel discards it. It just doesn’t suit his fighting style, especially as he intends to specialise in the use of a shield when he could afford one.

Dueling from Combat Sense would give him a bonus to hit and his critical hit skill while fighting a single opponent but as he was a solo Adventurer, multiple mobs were a guarantee at some point. While Daniel has no shield or armour to his name at this time, he has more hit points than most beginning Adventurers since he started out his career later than most of them. Trusting in his ability to take damage, Daniel dismisses all but his combat skill proficiencies to review.

 

Shield Bash

An attack with your shield, turning it into an offensive weapon as well as a defensive tool.

Skill: Active

Cost: 12 Stamina

Effect: User’s Bash does 1-2 points of damage + 0.5 per level of the Shield Skill. Has a 1% chance per level of Shield Skill chance to Stun for 5 seconds.

 

Power Strike

Powerful single strike that causes additional damage to an opponent.

Skill: Active

Cost: 15 Stamina

Effect: User’s Power strike does 50% more damage + 2% per level of Club skill. 

 

Double Strike

Cross strike allows the wielder to launch a chained attack, striking twice in the time it would take an inexperienced attacker to attack once. Each strike (if it lands) is at 70% of the damage.

Skill: Active

Cost: 25 Stamina

Effect: User strikes twice in quick succession. Each strike does 70% of normal damage. Damage increases +0.5% per Club skill level of user.

 

Power Strike was a very common attack for most melee fighters. It provided a high level of damage and could crush many lower level enemies if he could increase his skill level with clubs sufficiently. Shield Bash was probably the next most common attack form, a safe skill that made both hands dangerous and one that was favored by shield users like himself. The stun effect could be very useful in a fight, but unfortunately, he didn’t own a shield at this time. Still, as Daniel thinks about the various sparring sessions he’s had with Mary, Daniel can only choose Double Strike. It was only with a flurry of blows did he ever make her move, make her take him semi-seriously. Satisfied, he selects the Skill Proficiency and stares at his newly updated Status Screen.
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Chapter 7

“Listen up, children.” The guard in front of the dungeon entrance stares at the group of Adventurers before him. The beginner Adventurers grouped around him vary in size and clothing though most are in their mid-to-early teens and sport a single weapon, most often a short sword. The Adventurers are mostly human, though on occasion Daniel spots a Beastkin and even one dwarf in the group. “This is your first time in, so I strongly recommend you stick to the first floor. If you do manage to find the stairway to the second floor, you may go down but only to access the transportation gem. That’ll allow you to travel to the second floor directly when you are ready to take it on.

“The number one cause of Adventurer deaths is overconfidence so don’t think about going down to the second floor until you cleared the entire first floor. Never start a new floor injured - it’s the fastest way to get yourself killed. Remember, the Guild buys mana stones of all sizes so make sure to collect every single drop that you get. The blacksmiths have asked me to remind all of you not to bring Kobold shanks back. They don’t want them or need them. Any questions?”

Barely waiting for the Adventurers’ answers, the guard steps aside and waves them into the Dungeon. Gripping his mace in hand, Daniel nods his thanks one last time before stepping in, his hand slightly clammy on the grip of his mace. On entering, Daniel is immediately greeted by a simple stone room lit by the sunlight behind and the soft white glow characteristic of the Dungeon’s mana-imbued walls.

Grinning slightly, Daniel shifts his bag once more to ensure it is properly seated before following the sole corridor that leads into the dungeon proper. The exit immediately splits into three earthen passageways, and Daniel pauses, listening for the movements of the other Adventurers before choosing the middle pathway.

As he moves deeper, a mental mini-map of the dungeon begins to form in his mind from the Mapping proficiency. Daniel gained that option as a Miner, like most others, and chose to level it up a couple of times rather than other more traditional mining proficiencies as he knew it’d be more useful for him in the future. You never wanted to be lost in the dark. I wonder what other Adventurers do…

Spending time thinking about inconsequential things like that is never a good idea in a Dungeon, a fact that Daniel finds out to his chagrin when he turns a corner and walks into a Kobold. A runt even among its kind, the three-foot-tall creature looks like a gray, gangly, slightly malnourished child clad in peasant garb, other than its rather elongated ears and too-wide eyes. Somehow, even after Mary’s description, the Kobold looks nothing like he had pictured it. The Kobold reacts first, thrusting its only weapon, a shank made of metal and bone, into Daniel’s chest. It hits hard, plunging through cloth and skin and grating against a rib. Daniel jumps backwards, groaning in pain as he feels blood begin to dribble from the wound, waving his mace to ward off the Kobold.

Taking to the offense, Daniel lashes out once and then again, the Kobold scurrying backwards and staying out of range of his attacks. As Daniel is recovering from his swings, the Kobold darts in again and attempts another stab, and only a last-minute hasty parry by Daniel forces the Kobold to stop its own attack or have its arm crushed. 

Daniel again steps forwards, attempting to strike the Kobold who dances back and swings at Daniel’s arm, nicking him. This fight is completely different from his earlier sparring matches with Mary. The Kobold is smaller, more prone to feints and is focused on short quick strikes to Daniel rather than a single painful attack. 

As blood continues to run from his open wound, Daniel pushes forward to finish the fight. He throws another overhand right and then as the Kobold ducks, he charges forwards and activates Double Strike, his mace swinging faster as the proficiency activates. The first attack from the left is blocked, but using the force of the block, Daniel swings the mace around to strike on the Kobold’s unprotected right side. The mace crunches into the Kobold’s shoulder, cracking bone and mashing muscle.

Panicking, the Kobold pulls itself away from Daniel and attempts to stab its attacker again with its shank. This time, Daniel is ready though, and he smashes his mace onto the Kobold’s outstretched attacking hand, crushing its fingers and forcing the monster to drop its weapon. As the Kobold flails, Daniel swings again, landing a Critical Strike on the top of the Kobold’s head to deliver a fatal blow. A moment later, the body dissolves into acrid smoke leaving behind a small mana crystal.

Daniel barely pays attention, slumping into the corner and holding a hand over his wound as he chain casts Minor Healing on himself. It’s only when the bleeding stops that he pays attention to the notifications he received during the battle.

 

Critical Hit! 29 Damage Dealt. Kobold killed.

Minor Healing cast on Daniel. 14 Hit Points Restored.

Minor Healing cast on Daniel. 10 Hit Points Restored.

Bleeding has stopped.

 

Seeing nothing important in the information, Daniel dismisses it and resolves to stop looking at such information. Daniel bends to pick up the dropped mana crystal, looking around warily before heading deeper into the dungeon. He’d used over nearly a third of his mana already, and he had just started. For the first time, he begins to truly understand Mary’s point. 

A half-dozen Kobolds later, and a chance meeting with one other Adventurer, and Daniel has found the staircase down. The other battles since the first one have gone quite well, with little additional damage dealt to him they have bolstered his flagging confidence. As long as he pays attention, with his skill and level, he should be able to deal with a single Kobold. Unlike most newbie Adventurers, this wasn’t his first class, and as such, his Health was significantly higher than theirs. Of course, he had paid a price in time – most Adventurers who survived to his age were at a much higher level than him and would not even consider stepping into a Beginner Dungeon. Confident and impatient, Daniel makes a decision and takes the steps down, ignoring the guard’s advice.

 


Chapter 8

The staircase down to the second floor leads to a small ten-foot-wide oval cavern that is currently empty. Unlike the first floor, the soft drip of water can be heard through the Dungeon; stalagmites and stalactites dot the floor and ceiling. Lighting on the second floor is worse too with the mana-imbued walls occasionally pitch black.

Daniel feels the hair on his arms stand out a little more; the second floor actually felt dangerous compared to the first. The exits from this cavern are smaller too, more cramped and Daniel soon realises he’ll have to shorten some of his strikes. For a moment, he considers going back upstairs before he spots the portal stone and recalls the directions given. He walks over swiftly and places his hand on the stone where it gently lights up, ‘remembering’ his mana. The temporary distraction is enough to push the creeping doubts away.

“Let’s see what I can find down here…” whispers Daniel to himself, filling the oppressive silence. It only takes a few minutes of walking for Daniel to run into his first Kobold, a far cry from the relatively quiet first floor. The fight does not take much more time than his fights on the first floor, though the Kobold is more skilled and is able to leave a long cut across his left arm. Daniel ignores the damage, only spending enough time to wrap a simple cloth bandage around his arm to stem the blood flow.

Emboldened by the successful fight, he journeys deeper into the dungeon, stopping only occasionally to check his surroundings and his mini-map to ascertain his location. Another fight with a Kobold brings him a third of the way to his next level up as an Adventurer. Obviously, actual Adventuring and fighting were a faster form of levelling than training.

It has been hours since the day began and the intense concentration required is wearing on him. The mental fatigue he is experiencing is something different from mining, and once again, his wandering mind betrays him as he doesn’t notice the Kobold that creeps up behind him. His first impression of it is a sharp one, the shiv plunging into his back and nicking a kidney.

A hasty back kick glances off the Kobold’s body, Daniel’s larger size managing to push the monster away long enough for him to spin around. Daniel snarls, stepping forward and swinging his mace to injure the Kobold who ducks into the smaller passageway that it came from to dodge the strike. The side passage is much smaller, barely five feet in height with almost no lighting.

Daniel crouches to follow the shorter Kobold in, hoping to extract his revenge. Forced to shorten his swings and to jab the mace forwards in strikes, he doesn’t have much room to attack properly, but the Kobold is still forced to back away from the stronger human or risk getting injured. Both parties trade insignificant blows for a few seconds, before another sharp pain in his buttocks makes Daniel realise that he’s surrounded.

Trapped! For a moment, Daniel panics as the tight quarters, monsters in front and behind him and open wounds make his chest tighten and his vision narrow. He freezes, body locked in fear as he realises he might truly die here, his momentary pause allowing the Kobold he faces to lunge forward and stab his arm.

Instinctively, Daniel grabs the smaller Kobold’s arm and holds the monster to him, picking the creature up and rushing forward to escape the confines of the passageway. Almost trampling the monster as he shoves the creature ahead of him, his panicked body attempts to create space away from his pursuing attacker and fails, the shiv from his attacker behind him plunging again into his back and eliciting another grunt of pain.

The Kobold he holds tight scratches and bites at the arm holding it but is unable to do significant damage without the use of its weapon. Daniel continues rushing ahead, crouched over and finally, the pathway breaks open into a larger room. Still gripping the Kobold, Daniel spins around and flings the smaller monster into its brethren’s path before he falls back away from the two monsters, blood from his back continuing to pour out with every exertion.

In the larger room, Daniel’s moment of panic begins to subside. The two monsters pull themselves apart and beginning to flank the novice Adventurer. Realising he cannot let them set themselves for an attack, Daniel rushes forward and activates his Double Strike proficiency, attacking the closest Kobold of the two. A pair of strikes lash out, one dodged but the second landing properly. It forces his attackers to grow warier as Daniel begins to swing his weapon with abandon, able to properly wind up in the larger space. Every time he is able to, he activates his skill proficiency, the mace suddenly moving faster.

It takes only a few more passes before the fight finishes, a lucky blow to the top of one attacker’s skull stunning it long enough for a second attack to finish it. Faced one-on-one by Daniel, the second attacker falls with relative ease, and the injured Daniel slumps to the ground in pain. Out of battle, he feels the additional wounds on his arm and torso he received during the last few moments of desperate fighting.

Grunting in pain, Daniel focuses on calling forth his Gift and begins to stitch the wounds in his body together, cutting off the bleeding immediately. Once that important task is done, he proceeds to heal up the last of the damage with his mana, casting Minor Heal on himself and watching the last of the wounds stitch close.

“Well, that didn’t go well…” Daniel whispers to himself before finally pulling himself to his feet. He looks around before sliding one of the Kobold shanks into his belt, finally recalling Mary’s initial advice on having a shorter reach weapon on-hand. It definitely would have been helpful in the smaller passageway he had been trapped in. Thank Erlis he had more vitality and experience than a typical novice Adventurer. With a last stretch and quick looting of the mana stones, Daniel stares at his mini-map and ponders if he should head back upstairs or continue searching the second floor.

 

 


Chapter 9

“Damn. That’s six.” Sighing, the guard hands his friend a silver piece and shoots Daniel’s tired form an unfriendly glare at his loss. Who would have thought that another beginner would show up this late at night? Most of the beginners from this morning’s batch had called it a day hours ago, those that survived that is.

Daniel barely notices the look or the words, dragging his feet towards the awaiting Adventurer’s Guild. He had long ago eaten all the food and drunk most of the water he had carried down, and he just wanted this to be over. Adventuring seemed to take more energy out of him than even the mines, and he was thoroughly ravenous. Vowing to carry more provisions the next time, all Daniel wants to do is to sell the mana stones he has collected and sleep.

In the Guild, Liev is finally coming to the end of his long shift when he spots Daniel. A flicker of relief breaks his professional facade as Mary would have been thoroughly upset if Daniel had died. His demeanor restored, he calls out, “Working hard I see!”

“Hi, Liev. Got a few stones for you…” Daniel empties the pouch on the counter, the shower of mana stones making Liev raise an eyebrow. 

“That’s quite a haul you have there…” Practised hands dance across the stones, pushing and sorting the stones by quality as he continues. “You went to the second floor didn’t you?”

“Umm…”

“There are no rules barring that, Daniel. The Guild does not monitor, condone or judge such decisions. No matter how foolhardy,” Liev states as he works on a piece of paper, totaling up Daniel’s earnings.

“How did you know?”

“These here are all D Grade 12 stones and 11 stones, what I’d expect to see from the first floor. These three though are D Grade 10’s which you’d only get if you were really lucky or were hunting on the second floor.” As Liev speaks, he points to each pile before he twists his pad around and shows Daniel his total. Knowing that some of their clientele are unable to read, he states as well. “4 Silver and 3 Coppers. Third best haul among your group.”

Daniel nods jerkily at the announcement automatically, picking up the coins as Liev deposits them on the counter. A decent amount, though an experienced miner could earn five silver a day for much less risk. After a moment, Daniel recalls what the attendant said, “Third?”

“Yes. Two of the Novices managed to find the chest on the first floor.”

“Chest?” Feeling like a parrot, Daniel leans forward. Truth be told, after his nasty encounter on the second floor, he had grown a lot more careful and worked the second floor with caution, checking each side passageway carefully before moving on. Unfortunately, that meant he encountered Kobolds at a slower rate.

“You didn’t even look for it did you?” Liev smiles, slightly bemused, reaching under his desk to pull out a mana stone. Almost the same size as the shards that Daniel has been bringing in, this one is noticeably clearer than his. “On each floor, there is a chest which contains a mana stone which is a number of grades higher than what you’d find defeating the mobs on that level. It moves around after it is found, respawning every two to four hours but it’s always guarded by an Elite of that floor. This one here is a D Grade 8.”

“Oh…” Daniel falls silent, tapping his fingers on the counter before looking up at Liev. “It’s a matter of quantity over quality then isn’t it? If I stay on the first floor, I’ll be trying to find the chest to get a good, high-quality stone. If I go push down to the second floor again, I’ll be able to fight more often, but it’s more dangerous, and I wouldn’t be able to get a chest yet.”

Liev nods, internally surprised that Daniel has come to that conclusion that quickly. Most Adventurers take a while longer to work out those options by themselves. 

“Thank you, Liev. I’ll keep it in mind. Goodnight!” Daniel waves goodbye, moving away from the counter. It’s been a long day, and it’s time to get to bed. 

 

***

 

“Morning, Daniel. Sleep in, did you?” A laughing Elise waves him over to the bar where she is busy cleaning up from the breakfast rush. “Breakfast will be out soon.”

Daniel nods, plopping down onto the stool. He has his gear with him already, but a good meal to start the day seems like a great idea. That and coffee. 

“So, Daniel. I know you saved my son and all…” Elise smiles as she drops a plate before him along with a steaming cup of coffee. “But you know, I run an Inn…”

Daniel blinks and then understands where Elise is leading with this and hangs his head slightly in shame, “Yeah, uhh… about that. How much for room and board for the week?”

“Since you’re almost like family, a silver a day for all the food you can eat and we’ll even wash your clothes,” Elise pronounces unashamedly.

“Ummm… here you go.” Daniel empties out the silver from his pouch, feeling how empty it is now. He shovels the last of the gruel in, already thinking of the Dungeon and refilling his purse and his many expenses. He will need a new shirt soon if he continues being stabbed so often, a shield to protect himself, soap to wash his clothing, another purse so that he can separate his mana stones from his coins. The list goes on. 

As he finishes, Elise waves him towards a wrapped box that she has placed on the bar. “Here you go. Lunch and a snack.”

“Thank, Elise. I’ll be back late, I think.” Scooping up the box, he stuffs it into his bag and hurries towards the Dungeon. He definitely needs to do better than yesterday, his current and future expenses piling up behind his eyes.

Watching his departing back, Elise smirks to herself. They were all like that, getting lazy after their first run. A little kick in their ass was what they needed. Whistling to herself, Elise walks back to the kitchen to begin washing up. That boy would do well.

 


Chapter 10

Waving to the guards as he passes them by, Daniel trots into the Dungeon’s first floor without slowing down. A single Kobold didn’t really pose too much danger to him after his experiences yesterday, certainly not those that lived on the first floor. However, unlike most other Adventurers, he had not bought a map, trusting his own proficiency to glean the layout. Recalling his talk with Liev yesterday, Daniel decides to work out the full layout of the first floor by himself and hopefully find the chest at the same time.

Moving at a slower pace once he is inside the actual dungeon, Daniel still paces through the passageways at a faster rate than the previous day, able to marvel at the strangeness of the dungeon. To his experienced eyes, the layout of the first floor made no logical sense as a cave network, even if it would to the ignorant. Small incongruities jumped out at Daniel; the floor was too smooth, the changes in the size of both the tunnels and chambers they joined making no natural sense and each cavern is too symmetrical. After encountering and killing a few more Kobolds, Daniel even begins to realise that the layout seems to repeat itself. 

It takes Daniel almost three hours to make his way through three-quarters of the floor. He passes by a number of other novices, many moving more slowly and cautiously than he does. More than one pair have teamed up, an action that makes Daniel wonder before dismissing the option for now. At some point, he would need help, but a part of him revels at working alone after years of working in teams in the mine. In addition, he fears that any Adventurer he joined with would slow him down and he had a lot of ground to catch up on. 

Not that I really want to deal with teenager angst either… Daniel chuckles to himself quietly, oblivious to the irony of his thoughts.

As he nears the next corner, Daniel hunches forward to peer into the chamber. His eyes widen, and he pulls his head back, hiding again. Well, I found it. And him.

Most Kobolds were four feet tall at most, but the Elite was obviously a paragon of its kind - standing four and a half feet tall and having actual, visible musculature. At least, what wasn’t covered by what looked like badly-stitched-together soft leather armor. Thankfully, it was still armed with just a shiv.

For a moment, Daniel hesitates. Then, recalling that it was just a Kobold that at least two other beginners had beaten before him, he firms his resolve and steps out to meet the monster. The Kobold spots him almost immediately, growling a low challenge as it crouches down in front of the small chest.

Surprised that the Elite doesn’t attack him straight away, Daniel hesitates before taking a step forward and throwing a cautious strike. The Kobold barely moves, seeing the feint for what it is.

Daniel’s eyes widen further in surprise at this unexpected reaction, and he stops, hovering outside of the Kobold’s reach. The Kobold moves first this time, throwing a rock it had concealed at Daniel. Instinctively, Daniel bats the rock aside and pays for it when his opponent lunges forward, plunging his weapon into Daniel’s extended arm, twisting the blade as it exits to widen the wound. Before he can retaliate, the Kobold dances out of range again and flashes Daniel a predatory smile.

The next few passes have Daniel and the Kobold cautiously trading blows, neither fully committing to the attack. Daniel receives another light wound on his thigh, the Kobold suffering a bruised arm as it manages to foil a blow by pushing its arm forward into the mace’s handle.
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