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Player Stats







Roka


Elf / Cleric 


STR 10, DEX 14, CON 9, INT 11, WIS 16, CHA 15





HP 15, AC 15, Initiative +2


Saves: Wis +2, Cha +5


Proficiencies: History +2, Insight +5, Persuasion +4, Perception +5, Religion +2


Darkvision – 30 ft





Fey Ancestry – Advantage on saves against charm, immune to magical sleep


Trance – Receive long rest benefit from 4 hours of meditation


Weapon Training – Proficiency with longbow, shortbow, longsword, shortsword


Disciple of Life – Healing spells of level 1 or higher restore additional 2+ spell level points


Channel Divinity – One use, restores on each short or long rest



	Turn Undead – Wisdom save for all undead within 30 ft or be forced to flee on fail

	Preserve Life – As action, restore 5x level HP split between any creatures within 30 ft




Prepare 6 Spells per day, during long rest.


Cantrips known: Dancing Lights, Guidance, Mending, Resistance





Enchanted Robe, Healing Staff (+4/1d6)










Gunnar


Dwarf / Warrior


STR 18, DEX 11, CON 16, INT 12, WIS 11, CHA 9





HP 31, AC 16, Initiative 0


Saves: Str +6, Con +5


Proficiencies: Athletics +6, History +3, Intimidation +1, Survival +2


Darkvision – 60 ft





Resilience – Advantage on saves against poison, resistance to poison damage


Armour Training – Proficiency with light and medium armour


Combat Training – Proficiency with battleaxe, handaxe, throwing hammer, warhammer


Tool Proficiency – Proficiency with brewer’s supplies


Stonecunning – Add double proficiency bonus for History checks on stonework


Fighting Style – Add Strength bonus to damage on off-hand weapon attacks


Second Wind – Bonus action to restore 1d10+ level HP, regain use on short or long rest


Action Surge – Use two actions on the same turn, regain use on short or long rest


Improved Critical – Score critical hits on a roll of 19 or 20





Chain Mail, Battleaxe x2 (+6 / 1d8+4)










Exra


Rabbitfolk / Fire Witch 


STR 11, DEX 15, CON 10, INT 16, WIS 17, CHA 17





HP 14, AC 12, Initiative +4


Saves: Con +2, Cha +5


Proficiencies: Arcana +5, History +5, Insight +5, Perception +5, Persuasion +5





Hare Trigger – Add proficiency to initiative


Lucky Footwork – Add 1d4 to failed Dex Save result. Cannot use if prone or speed reduced to 0


Rabbit Hop – Bonus action, jump 5x proficiency bonus feet. Regain uses equal to proficiency bonus on long rest. Cannot use if speed reduced to 0


Favoured by the Gods – Add extra 2d4 on failed attack or save. Regain use on short or long rest.


Font of Magic – 3 Sorcery points, regained on long rest, can be exchanged for spell slots.


Careful Spell – Spend 1 Sorcery point, allies equal to Charisma modifier succeed on saves against your spell


Quickened Spell – Spend 2 Sorcery points to cast single action spell as a Bonus action





Spells known – Blade Ward, Fire Bolt, Minor Illusion, Prestidigitation, Bane, Burning Hands, Chromatic Orb, Jump, Scorching Ray





Leather Armor, Hefty Stick (+4/1d4)










Biggie


Rock Golem / Hunter 


STR 14, DEX 15, CON 15, INT 8, WIS 13, CHA 11





HP 28, AC 14, Initiative +2


Saves: Str +4, Dex +4


Proficiencies: Animal Handling +3, Athletics +4, Nature +1, Perception +3, Survival +4





Natural Armour – When unarmoured, AC is equal to 12 + Constitution Bonus


Construct – Advantage on saves against poison, charm and fear, resistance to poison damage


Working Machine – Receive long rest benefits on 4 hours of motionless inactivity


Favoured Enemy – Advantage on Survival and Recall Information checks about one enemy type


Natural Explorer – Bonuses to long term travel through one terrain type


Archery - +2 bonus with ranged weapons


Beast Master – Animal companion (Big’ass Bear)





Spells Known – Animal Friendship, Hunter’s Mark, Speak with Animals





Musket (+4/1d12+2/40ft)










Aria


Catfolk / Assassin


STR 10, DEX 18, CON 12, INT 14, WIS 11, CHA 12





HP 21, AC 16, Initiative +4


Saves: Dex +6, Int +4


Proficiencies: Acrobatics +6, Athletics +2, Deception +3, Insight +2, Investigation +4, Perception +2, Sleight of Hand +8, Stealth +8


Darkvision – 60 ft





Feline Agility – Can double movement speed for one turn, spend turn moving 0 ft to regain use


Cat’s Claws – Climb speed 20 ft. Natural weapons deal 1d4+0 (S) damage


Sneak Attack – Extra 1d6 damage when rolling with advantage or against target within 5 ft of ally


Cunning Action – Dash, Disengage or Hide as bonus action


Assassinate – Advantage on any target yet to take a turn this combat. Hits on Surprised enemy count as critical hits.





Studded Leather Armor, Daggers x5 (+6/1d4+4)










Sycorax


Undead / Sorcerer


STR 11, DEX 12, CON 10, INT 18, WIS 12, CHA 13





HP 14, AC 11, Initiative +1


Saves: Int +6, Wis +3


Proficiencies: Arcana +6, Deception +3, Insight +3, Sleight of Hand +3





Undeath – Immunity to poison damage and poisoned condition


Persistent Existence – On dropping to 0 HP, restore 1 HP instead, regain use on long rest


Arcane Recovery – Once per day during short rest, recover spell slots of combined level equal to half character level


Grim Harvest – Once per turn, regain HP of twice spell’s level (three times level for Necromancy Spells) on killing living enemies





Spellbook – Chill Touch, Minor Illusion, Ray of Frost, Disguise Self, False Life, Identify, Illusory Script, Mage Armour, Ray of Sickness, Tenser’s Floating Disk, Unseen Servent, Crown of Madness, Ray of Enfeeblement





Sinister Robe, Deathshead Staff (+4/1d6)










Brakka


Human / Frost Knight


STR 16, DEX 11, CON 14, INT 12, WIS 10, CHA 13





HP 28, AC 16, Initiative 0


Saves: Str +5, Con +4


Proficiencies: Athletics +5, History +3, Intimidation +3, Persuasion +3





Second Wind – Bonus action to restore 1d10+ level HP, regain use on short or long rest


Action Surge – Use two actions on the same turn, regain use on short or long rest


Defence - +1 to AC from any armour worn


Battle Master – Gain four combat superiority dice (1d8), regained on short or long rest



	Disarming Attack – spend superiority die, add roll to damage, force Strength save or disarm target

	Menacing Attack – spend superiority die, add roll to damage, force Wisdom save against fear

	Trip Attack – spend superiority die, add roll to damage, force Strength save and knock prone on fail







Frost Mail, Runic Blade (+5/1d10+3)




Chapter One







“Don’t stand in the fire!” screamed Roka.

The ground before the elf blazed with a vibrant, rainbow-like assortment of red and green flames. Roka tried not to think about why the flames may be green, much less why the ogre which had spat them across the ground might be able to do so in the first place.

Instead, Roka focused on leveling another emergency healing spell at the orc that was standing in the fire, ignorant to the flames that licked around him. The spell crackled against the orc’s plate armor, and barely made a dent in the warrior’s rapidly plummeting health bar.

Roka didn’t even want to look at his own mana. The orc was swinging away frantically, hammering against the ogre with an old battle-axe, but Roka had the horrible feeling that it was all for naught. By the time the ogre’s health would be at zero, the orc would be dead.

Sighing, Roka let fly another glistening, golden-colored healing blast and repeated his previous command. “Get out of the fire!”

Again, he received no reply from the orc. Instead, the reptile tilted his head back, releasing a resounding and bloodthirsty cry, bellowing with all the feral power that he had in his possession. Roka placed a palm against his face. He hadn’t been playing the game long, but he didn’t think that the orc was going to move out of the fire any time soon. To his left, Roka noticed the orc’s friends—one of them, a short, stocky little goblin—snap his fingers together in a sharp staccato rhythm. Shards of crystal-like ice leaped from the small wizard’s paws towards the ogre as another colleague, a cat wrapped in dark fabrics, drove his sharp dagger-like blades into the ogre’s back again and again, each one chipping very slightly away at the monster’s thick hide. Roka hoped that it would be enough.

Just as the ogre hit its next attack—a rather weak spinning attack which missed Roka entirely—the orc died. Roka watched him stumble and teeter for a moment before he landed on the ground, his body surrounded by the ogre’s fire which lingered for another few seconds before finally extinguishing.

Roka felt a rush of fear. The rest of the party didn’t stand a chance.

Within the next ten seconds, the ogre had carved its way through the orc’s three colleagues. It knocked the thief to one side with barely a thought, and then proceeded to smash its massive wooden club down onto the third member of the party, some exotic kind of archer that Roka didn’t yet recognize. In desperation, the wizard had tried to run. That had been futile; Roka should have guessed that he wouldn’t get far, and the ogre took him down with a single hit. Then the ogre turned its eyes on Roka, who was already halfway down the corridor.

Words soon appeared above Roka’s head, blazing slightly to the right of his ear. From the corner of his eyes, he read them.

“Stupid cleric,” they read, “where were my heals?”

“You were standing in the fire!” replied Roka. He was scrambling frantically through the dungeon, his elf ears swaying and listening for the thundering echo of the ogre’s feet pounding through the tunnel behind him.

He felt a pang of annoyance. He had come so close, if only they had been able to kill the ogre, he’d have had the chance to grab a new robe, one with a higher intelligence stat. Personally, he would have been happy to just get the experience, which was enough to hit fourth level. Although, the more he thought on it, a new robe would be nice. His own were aptly dubbed as the ‘initiate’s starter robe’, a hideous mismatching of dung-like shades of brown that made Roka eager to find anything else.

He wondered if he had enough gold to buy a new robe yet. He thought that a blue one would suit him. Yes, definitely blue. Or maybe red, red suited elves like Roka.

He shook his head, remembering that there was an ogre trying to smash his head in.

I’ll worry about the color later, he thought.

The ogre clambered up the tunnel behind him, and not for the first time Roka wished that he had a stronger attack spell that he could use. He quickly glanced at his map, noting that just a few more turns and he’d be at the start of the dungeon again. The ogre would have to stop chasing him then, wouldn’t it?

As Roka ran frantically, his terribly unfashionable brown robe billowing behind him, the words “You’re a crap healer” appeared once more above his head. Grumbling something about the orc being stupider than dirt, Roka pulled a sharp left. The dungeon was a small one, but of course it certainly seemed large to Roka. It was filled with rocks set in hard spikes and populated by spiders who spat venom at anyone who came within their respective spheres of attention, not to mention being populated by the ogre.

The ogre, who Roka had been sent to kill on the request of a soldier (who evidently had nothing better to do than delegate the more dangerous jobs to the less experienced adventurers) lived quite contently in peace with the array of arachnids, until Roka and his companions had come along. First, they had killed the spiders, then they had plucked the gold coins from wherever spiders stored gold coins on their bodies, leaving their corpses scattered across the dungeon floor. It was these same corpses that Roka now sprinted between, with the ogre lumbering behind him with all the subtlety of a twelve-wheeled truck careening through a shopping center.

Roka hadn’t expected to have an experience like this on his first day in the game. Realms of Valeron was the hottest MMORPG on the market, in no small part to its promise of a vigorous, friendly base of players. The game had hit shelves eight months earlier to massive critical acclaim; sales skyrocketed, easily dwarfing every rival game on the market. News reports spread across the world, describing the game’s success as a cultural phenomenon. It didn’t require a high-end, state of the art operating system to run on, making it accessible to gamers who might otherwise have been priced out due to the needs of upgrading their PCs in order to run such a visually stunning game.

It was those same visuals, in part, that had attracted Roka to the game in the first place. He had yearned for a world like this, one that was bright and vibrant, populated with anthropomorphic creatures and seemed truly magical. When he played games with his friends, he’d found himself quickly growing bored of endlessly trudging through battered, war-torn cities that were forever etched in washes of brown and gray, plastered with scorched craters in various shades of ash. He wanted color and he wanted variety, but he hadn’t wanted the stigma of playing a ‘furry fantasy game’. That would have made him a nerd among nerds, someone who even his gamer friends would have thought twice about inviting to their occasional parties.

Then the expansion pack was announced, boasting a plethora of new content. New lands to explore, new monsters to fight, more spells to master and special loot to find. More than that, it was free: a full-sized expansion pack, released absolutely free of charge to people who had already bought the original game, promising to almost double the size of the already massive online world. Best of all, though, was the secret dungeons, hidden away by the developers and just waiting for enterprising players to explore and uncover all for themselves. The expansion boosted the sales of the game threefold, quickly sky-rocketing the players from three million to a phenomenal ten million.

Roka hadn’t had to think twice about buying the game, but he did wonder about its technical specs and whether his computer would be up to handling it. The cashier quickly put his mind to rest, explaining that the game could easily run on even a low-end system like Roka’s. The cashier, a tall man with an unkempt beard whose name tag proudly proclaimed his name as Rusty, had told him that if he played on the same server, he would happily send him a few in-game items to get him started. Sadly, Roka had completely forgotten the name of the server that Rusty played on in his eagerness to create a character. After playing around with the character creation screen for almost half an hour, he eventually settled on his first character—an elven cleric, skilled in the arts of healing and slaying the undead through divine prayers.

Back in the present, Roka thought that a few of those divine prayers would be extremely useful right about now as the ogre’s club just missed his head and became buried in the wall a fraction of an inch away. The first of them, though, was a skill aptly called ‘divine smite’, and was not unlocked until his next level. Until then, he was left with a handful of healing spells, a rusty mace (appropriately described in the game’s item description as ‘rusty mace’) and a mismatched brown robe. Those three items were worth next to nothing against the rampaging ogre that was bellowing after him, ready to crush him into a fine paste beneath its thundering heels.

The elf cleric tore at full speed into the final corridor, and in the distance caught sight of the distant glimmering light of the cavern’s entrance. It looks so far away, he thought. He ran, hurtling forward for dear life.

The words “Learn to play, noob” appeared above Roka, and the priest almost swore.

That stupid orc, thought the elf. Inhaling, Roka fired back a reply. “It’s your own fault for standing in the fire! The healers can’t save you from that much damage, you need to move out of it.”

“Loser!” came the reply.

Roka gave an annoyed sigh. Of course the game had people like that in it. Even though it advertised itself as having a friendly group of players, it was just a matter of fact that every online game had players like the orc. Roka closed his eyes, took a deep sigh, and tried to think of his reply. He wanted it to be witty, something genuinely funny, and something that would put the orc in his place and—the last thing that Roka saw was the ogre’s large wooden club colliding with his head.




• • •




Roka inhaled. He hadn’t died in the game before. After all, he had only been playing it for a few hours. This dungeon had been his first—his first time exploring a dangerous part of the world, his first time venturing underground. It had also been his first time joining a group of other players, moving away from the safety of battling ‘naughty squirrels’ in a field and collecting apples for a farmer, or delivering letters for a tired town guard. Dying, like everything else in the game, was a new adventure for him. He held his breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

The dungeon faded, turning into a haze-filled, washed-out replica of its former self. Roka looked down, seeing himself as a translucent shadow. He tried to move forward and found that he slid easily over the ground.

Beside him, a short little creature sat on the ground. It was short, white, and round. It had a protruding stomach which reminded Roka of images of the Buddha he had seen in textbooks. Unlike the Buddha, though, it had large elf-like ears and the matching tail, its tip coming to a white point.

“Hello,” said the figure. “You appear to be dead. Would you like a hand with that?”

Roka paused for a moment, and thought. Finally, he answered. “Yes.”

“I can resurrect you,” said the figure, “for five gold pieces.”

Roka glanced at his backpack. Tucked safely into it, having survived both the ogre’s wild rampage and the cleric’s passage into the lands of death, were three gold pieces. His backpack also contained several other items such as ‘spider leg’, ‘small rock’, ‘piece of torn paper’ and ‘old cheese’. Roka put the old cheese back into his backpack. “I don’t have that much,” he explained.

The Buddha-fox smiled. “If you do not have the funds, you can make use of a free resurrection service at your local chapel.”

Roka glanced around. Despite the haze-filled and blue-tinted nature of his environment, he was still definitely in the cave. There certainly didn’t appear to be a chapel anywhere nearby. Hesitantly, he asked “Where is the nearest chapel?”

The figure bounced, flopping up and down on the ground. “Your nearest chapel is at Homestead Farm. Let me mark it on your map for you!”

Roka groaned. Homestead Farm was the first area he had found. It had been pleasant enough, a tranquil and utterly peaceful land, with only the occasional ‘naughty squirrel’ or ‘lost puppy’ to interrupt the player’s lessons in how to move their characters around the world map and progress their way up to Level Two. Roka had only been playing the game for several hours, but had already traveled quite a distance. The thought of trudging all the way back to his starting zone made him groan.

The small creature moved his chubby forearms, and a bright, friendly-looking blue arrow materialized in front of Roka. “Right this way!” said the creature.




Chapter Two







It took Roka about fifteen minutes to trek back to the farm. Rushing through the blue wavering haze of the afterlife, he looked around and saw the village bathed in a different light. He followed the friendly blue arrow towards the chapel until he was, for a moment, unsure if he had found the correct destination. He had expected to find a tall brick structure, bathed in holy light. Instead, he found a small shack with an apothecary’s sigil painted in blue on the outside wall. Peering in, he sighed.

“Hello,” said the Buddha-fox. “You appear to be dead. Would you like a hand with that?”

The elf wondered if this was the same Buddha-fox, or if it was just a distant relation to the previous one. “Yes,” he answered eagerly.

With a wave of its hands, the Buddha-fox bathed Roka in a fiery golden light. Roka looked up, eyes widening as the blue haze that had seemed to saturate the world faded, giving way to the vibrant colors of the farm once more. He looked up at his health bar and was amazed to see that it was fully restored.

With a quick tug, the cleric pulled a small booklet from his backpack, his guide to the game’s universe. His booklet expanded before him, opening into a large menu that filled most of Roka’s view. Within a few moments, he had searched through its pages, until he had located the details he was seeking.

“Dying,” said the book “is not the end of your adventure. When your character’s health reaches zero, they pass into the realm of the dead. Fear not, eager adventurers, for the realm of the dead is watched over by the Pikoli, a race of magical healers who will aid you in your return to the mortal world.” An image appeared, displaying a familiar and friendly-looking Buddha-fox. “The Pikoli will offer to resurrect you, but their services come at a price. Be warned, though, that your journey into the lands of the dead will have an effect on the durability of your armor and weapons…” Roka closed the book, growing a little bored. The page had continued, and he didn’t want to spend his time reading. He was eager to return to his adventuring. Turning, Roka hurried into the village.

The priest came to a halt outside the tavern. Even though Homestead Farm was the starting area, and generally safe from any major enemy attacks, it still boasted a decent-sized local tavern. Somehow, Roka felt drawn to it, as did many players, perhaps due to its placement near the heart of the village. Or perhaps, Roka thought, the developers simply knew that any fantasy village needed a tavern by law of genre trope.

Resting for a moment, Roka quickly glanced over his possessions, checking that everything had made it back intact from his inexplicable trip into the land of the dead. Relieved that his collection of rocks, scraps of paper and foul cheese was unharmed, the cleric glanced at his experience points. He felt a sinking feeling. The numbers looked depressingly low. He still had a long, long way to go before he would reach fifth level.

“It’s no use,” said a nearby voice, “we’re just not strong enough.”

The elf turned in the direction of the speaker, peering into the tavern. It was lively inside, populated by non-player characters who busied themselves in a continual, never-ending cycle of pouring pints of ale and sweeping the already clean floor. In one corner, Sven the farmhand sat, asking any nearby adventurers who approached him to find his lost sheep while a feline bartender polished the same sale stein over and over in a hypnotic, repetitive motion.

Beside the bar, Roka noticed two other players, just like himself and most definitely real.

“It’s not just a regular monster,” said the first figure. He was short, stocky, thickly built. Roka guessed, from the figure’s thickly built stature, stubby horns and bushy red beard that had been pulled into thick braids that he was a dwarf. “It’s a vampire!”

The other figure was slightly taller, due to tips of her rabbit-like ears bringing her skinny form up to almost chest-height with the feline bartender. A short puff-like tail flicked animatedly behind her. The cleric was certain that he had seen her species before, listed back on the character creation screen. He had played with it for a while, considering if it would suit him as an avatar, but had ultimately decided against it. For the life of him, Roka couldn’t remember what they were called.

“The chance of the vampire using his ‘Blood Drain’ ability is only thirty per cent,” said the rabbit woman, “but jumps to sixty per cent when he’s down to half his hit points. It then increases to eighty per cent at a quarter health points remaining. The odds are definitely against us.”

Roka dared a closer glance. The two adventurers were heavily in mid conversation. He stepped a little bit closer, his curiosity starting to urge him onwards.

“Could I use a healing potion to get through it?” asked the dwarf, not noticing the elf. Roka looked for the dwarf’s name. In the game, the character’s names hung in bright, warm green colored text above the character’s heads, signifying the person’s identity to all who wished to know. The dwarf, as a player, was no different. His name was Gunnar.

There was a short delay, and then the rabbit-eared woman replied, “Not anymore.” Roka took a glance above her head as well, finding her name to be Exra. “In the beta test of the game, you could drink healing potions during a combat, but they removed that in the final release. The developers said that it made the fights unbalanced.”

Another player, a badger, hurried into the tavern. Completely ignoring Roka, the dwarf and the rabbit-woman, he hurried towards the bar. The bartender quickly pleaded with the badger to help him quell a swarm of rats that had invaded the basement of the building. Roka had already completed this quest, slaying ten large rats, only for them to reappear a few minutes later for another player to take their turn. The badger, without a word, hurried away towards the basement to slay his quota of the infinitely reappearing rats, sword in hand.

“Only one thing for it then,” said the dwarf. “We need a healer.”

Roka looked up. A healer? He was a healer. In fact, the cleric class was supposedly the best healer in the game. The impulse to speak rose up inside him. healerhealerclerichealer.

But then, he thought about the orc. “Crap healer,” he’d said. “Learn to play.” Truth was that the elf really had no idea how to play the game. When he had installed it, he had thumbed through the instruction manual, skimming through the play guide. It had outlined the first five levels of playing a cleric, explaining that he would start off physically weak, but that his skills would soon grow rapidly. There was so much about the game that he didn’t know. It felt intimidating, scary even. Maybe the orc was right, maybe he was no use. Maybe I should play a different type of character, he thought. I’d probably suit an archer type of class better.

He swallowed. But then, the mission that the two people were discussing sounded fun. A vampire sounded scary, definitely a monster that he couldn’t manage on his own, but it brought to mind a whole slew of images. What would the vampire look like? Did it live in a castle? If they killed it, would they be famous? Roka smiled. How dangerous could it be? Besides, all he would have to do was keep the other two alive.

As long as they didn’t stand in any fire, they should be fine. Although he did wonder if the vampire might breathe fire.

Somehow it seemed unlikely.

He inhaled then cleared his throat. “I’m a healer,” he announced.

The two looked over. Gunnar peered at him, his narrow eyes, like small pinpricks over the bushy shrubbery of his beard. The rabbit woman’s tail flicked to and fro, and without warning she began to jump up and down on the spot.

“Aye, you’re a cleric, laddie,” said the dwarf, “I hear they make fine healers.”

Exra nodded. “It’ll be tight at your level, but with your current skills for a cleric, we should be able to stand a chance if we’re careful. Hang on, I’m reading the description of the quest on my other monitor.” She stared off into the distance silently for a moment, all the while jumping up and down, and then added “Have you done this quest before?”

Roka shook his head. “I just started today,” he explained, “I just got back from a cave with an ogre in it.”

“Whoa there laddie,” said Gunnar, “which cave be that?”

Roka shrugged. “It was full of spiders. I got a little bored running around the village, so I ran off to the hills over to the east. That was where I ran into an orc and some of his friends; they asked if I could heal them while they explored the cave.” He looked down a little, “But we got killed by the ogre.”

The dwarf’s eyes widened. “By Throm’s beard, lad!” he explained. “That was Spiderwick Cavern!”

“It’s no wonder that you died,” explained the rabbit woman. “That’s a level eight dungeon. You must be a pretty good healer to make it all the way to the boss.”

Roka looked down. He didn’t know about that. He didn’t feel as if he was anything special; that was for certain. If anything, his encounter with the orc had left him feeling unsure. Was healing even a talent he wanted to pursue? He wasn’t sure.

Quietly, Roka nodded. “I guess I can give it a try,” he answered. “After all, what’s the worst that can happen?”

“That’s the spirit!” said Exra. “If you don’t already have the quest, we can pick it up on the way from the old washerwoman.”

Roka found the washerwoman in the garden, a small and leisurely area located barely to the south of the tavern, just past the blacksmiths. Upon arriving, the elf looked around, glancing at the soft babbling pool of crisp water that lay comfortably between two large decorative boulders.

As they walked, the rabbit woman jumping to and fro excitedly. “Did you know that in the beta of the game, this area was a faerie glen? They changed it when they removed the faeries as a playable race.”

The elf raised his eyebrows, impressed. “You were in the beta?” he asked.

The beta test of the game had been a secretive affair, allowing only a few players from around the world to have the chance to play the game far before it was released to the general public. Most of the beta players remained in the game through to the present day, their knowledge of the game’s most secret pre-release development becoming a prized commodity.

“Aye,” said the dwarf, “my companion is one of those who dwelled here from the ancient times. I myself have only recently begun my travels, as have you my cleric friend.”

Roka blinked as Gunnar finished speaking, then gave Exra an uncertain look. “Is he okay?”

She smiled. “Don’t mind him. He just likes to role-play a whole lot.”

The cleric shrugged. It was not long before they met the washerwoman, an aged and very generic-looking character who provided Roka with his quest. She sat, perched cross legged atop a boulder at the corner of the garden. Every few minutes she would reach into a small hamper of clothing that sat next to her, pulling free what appeared to be the same blue dress each time, and began to wring it dry.

Upon catching sight of the adventurers, she waved. “Oh, help!” she cried, “Won’t you help me, brave heroes?”

“How does she know that we are brave heroes?” asked Roka.

“Shh,” said the rabbit, “it’s just a cut-scene.”

Without any further prompting, the washerwoman hopped down from her boulder and began to weep in a most animated manner, cupping her hands to her face and shaking terribly.

“Won’t you help me? A terrible darkness has befallen this sleepy hamlet. A great evil plagues this land, stalking the night! Oh, woe! Woe indeed!” Roka could barely restrain a chuckle.

The rabbit jumped up and down, “Can we skip this bit?” she asked.

“No,” said Gunnar sternly, “it’s important.” Roka really didn’t think that it was. The dwarf turned to face towards the washerwoman, and said, “Please my lady, continue.”

The washerwoman didn’t seem to notice the dwarf in the slightest. “On the night of the last full moon,” she continued, “a powerful vampire came from the dark lands to the north, seeking easy prey. Our greatest soldiers are powerless against his undead wrath. Even my own grandson has fallen to the vampire’s unspeakable hunger. I beg you, brave heroes, won’t you help me?”

“Yes,” said Exra, accepting the quest.

“Yes,” said Roka, accepting the quest.

“Aye, poor woman! Rest your troubled heart, for we warriors of goodness will come to thy need!” proclaimed Gunnar, accepting the quest. “Come, let us venture forth to slay this foul demon and send it back into the stench-filled pits of the nether!”

The washerwoman applauded, clapping her hands in as animated a manner as she had burst into tears only a few seconds before. “My heroes! I am so glad, I will pray for your safety. The vampire has taken residence in the old warlock’s tower at the far edge of town. Here, let me mark it on your map for you.”

A large, friendly-looking blue arrow materialized in the air some distance above the cleric’s head. He looked up at it, and then turned to the rabbit woman. “Why does a sleepy farming village have an old warlock’s tower?”

“They need to put the vampire somewhere,” she replied.

“Actually,” interjected the dwarf, “the tower dates back to the age of the warlord’s revolt, in the fourth age of the empire, when the Dreadlord Khundrak rallied his dark forces against the king.”

Roka sighed, and wished he hasn’t asked.

Exra stopped jumping up and down for a moment. “You know, if we complete this quest, I calculate that your XP would be enough for you to level up.”

A sense of excitement filled the cleric. Hitting the next level would earn him his attack spell, which would mean that he would no longer have to rely on his ‘rusty mace’ to protect himself from the game’s hordes of ogres, vampires and naughty squirrels. More than that, it would mean something even more important. It’d mean that he was a decent healer after all.




Chapter Three







The chamber hung in a crumbling, lopsided wing of the tower, overlooking a dark sky that was pregnant with thunder. Loose beams of scaffold sat exposed beneath the masonry, as though exposing the skeletal rib bones of the building. Scattered across the corners, thick as tapestries, hung translucent whispers of spiders’ webs. In the distant corner, overlooking an arched window, peering out over the sleepy hamlet of Homestead Farm like a hungry predator in the night, stood the vampire.

Roka felt his hands grow tense in anticipation. The journey had been short but eventful, the game’s internal engine triggering the illusion of the passage from day to night. Of course, Roka knew that the game would adjust itself back to daylight as he and his companions left the castle, returning them to the warmth and safety of the sun’s caress, and banishing the vampire’s tower to a perpetual night.

If we leave the castle intact, he thought.

The vampire was an imposing figure. He was a tall bat, taller than any character that Roka had encountered before, with the possible exception of the ogre. However, unlike the ogre, the vampire was slender, lacking muscle but balanced with sharp, angular features, his cloak tapering to deadly razor ends. Even his fingers, extending from the black sleeves of his ebony dining suit, ended in fantastically pointed claws. Thin wings folded behind his back, each looking as crisp as a shadow’s edge. The cleric was nervous, almost terrified at the thought of the vampire opening his lips to show his fangs.

The three stood roughly ten feet from the vampire and looked at him. The vampire looked back.

Nervously, Roka asked, “What’s it doing?”

“Waiting,” said the dwarf.

“For what?”

“For us to attack,” answered the rabbit, jumping up and down the whole time.

“Ah,” said Roka. “Isn’t he going to attack us?”

“Nope,” said Exra.

Roka arched an eyebrow. The vampire stood there, looking at them. “So, it’s just going to stand there all night?”

“Until we kill it, yeah,” explained the rabbit.

Roka nodded. The vampire remained where he was.

“It’s afraid of us!” announced the dwarf, “He fears the righteous vengeance of our justice!” He took a step forward, facing the vampire. “Foul creature!” he bellowed, “Your days of evil are at an end! We noble warriors of light have been sent fourth by our godly patron, Agnes the washerwoman, to bring great vengeance and furious anger down upon you!”

Roka glanced towards the rabbit. “Can the vampire respond to us?”

Exra shook her head. “He’s just a boss. Don’t worry.”

Roka gulped. This is it.

His two companions rushed forward. Gunnar charged close, moving in towards the vampire to meet him in hoof-to-hand combat, while the rabbit hurried to one side. Immediately, she began moving her hands, waving them in shimmering arcs that cut through the air and left a fiery twirl in their wake. The blow hit the vampire directly in his chest, leaving a dim shimmer.

A small icon blipped into existence above the vampire’s head displaying a little image of a flame. Text appeared, stating, ‘Status effect: Burned. Enemy loses ten hit points per second for five seconds.’ Roka smiled; his colleague was a fire-witch. He had skimmed past them on the game’s creation screen, had been seriously tempted to create one for his own character. Although the game’s storyline treated them as a primitive, druid-like class, they played similarly to the clerics, wielding potent spells that could deal damage over time.

The bat began to rush towards the rabbit, but he was intercepted by the dwarf. The stocky figure drove his sturdy, glowing war hammer against his enemy, pushing the creature back away from his colleagues. The vampire hissed, clawing frantically at the dwarf’s robust armor, barely making a scratch against it.

Roka gulped. Despite the lack of any visible injury to him, Gunnar’s health bar had already started to plummet. The cleric made ready to launch a quick healing spell. He wished that he was a higher level, wished that the assortment of skeletons and ghosts that they had carved their way through on their climb up the tower had given him enough experience to earn his ‘divine smite’ spell. He finished casting, and watched with satisfaction as the dwarf’s health bar jumped back up until it was almost full.

The vampire barely seemed to notice the wounds caused by the dwarf’s attack, and with a single dramatic gesture the monster thrust out his hand, claws open. To the cleric’s shock, a thick stream of crimson pixels blazed into existence, forming abruptly into an elongated rope-like cord. One end, the cleric noticed, ended squarely on the dwarf’s chest, the other at the vampire’s mouth, forming a grotesque straw.

Inhaling, Roka caught sight of the vampire’s fangs, wet and shimmering in his mouth as it drank eagerly from the dwarf. Several words blinked into existence above the monster’s head: ‘Drain Life,’ they began, but the cleric barely noticed the rest of the description. He could tell what was happening; he understood it based on sheer instinct. He hurled a healing spell towards Gunnar, sending a shimmering arc of golden light through the air. The dwarf gaped, the blows from his hammer glancing and missing their target, helpless against the onslaught.

“No!” snapped the fire-witch, “he’s used the ability too early.”

“Is that bad?” asked the cleric, firing off another blaze of light.

Exra rolled her fingers together, bringing a new wave of flame into creation between the clutches of her fingers. “It means that this fight is about to get a whole lot harder a whole lot faster.”

Roka nodded. His heart was pounding in his chest. This is exciting, he thought. Granted, if the fight was this tough, there was every chance that the vampire would kill them all. Still, he thought, that wouldn’t be much of a problem. Although he didn’t much relish the idea of seeing that weird Buddha-fox again, he was nonetheless relieved that death was not a permanent threat in this game. Even though he knew this, understood it in his mind, he still found his pulse racing with excitement, thrilled at the adrenaline that pumped in response to the fight. This is fun, he thought.

Gunnar loosed a flurry of blows, chipping a good chunk of damage from the towering undead fiend’s health bar. Good hit, thought the healer. The words ‘Critical Hit’ shimmered into being on a warm, enticing shade of red, as if to congratulate the dwarf for his success. Roka risked a look at the enemy’s health bar and was surprised that it was well over halfway down. It seemed to him as if the fight had lasted an age, although it couldn’t have been any more than a minute at best.

The vampire flexed his claws again. A panicked cry came from Gunnar as the shimmering red straw crept back into existence between him and the boss. Roka felt a jump of panic leap within him. The boss was using his ability again, and so soon! He didn’t think he was ready. He flicked a look at his mana bar, desperate to see how many more healing spells he could manage. Fear clutched an icy grasp around his chest as his eyes fell on the tiny blue sliver of mana that remained.

This is all happening so fast, he thought. He fired off one final healing spell, hoping that it would last. He knew that it wouldn’t. The tide of the battle had turned, and Roka understood the rabbit woman’s panic.

As the last of Gunnar’s health vanished, he released a guttural groan clutching his chest. All characters clutched their chests as they died, the game’s developers having only made a handful of animations to signify a character’s death. This brought to Roka’s mind the orc, which had died with his hands clutched to his torso, even as it had been the ogre’s fire breath that had killed him.

The thought of the orc, though, brought to mind how angry he had been when Roka had been unable to keep him alive. As Gunnar crumpled to the floor, the cleric felt a rush of worry. Please, he thought to himself, don’t be angry at me, please.

As the dwarf collapsed, the vampire turned towards the other two.

Damn it, thought the elf, we were so close. He looked over at the fire-witch, ready to turn and run. Instead, Exra was standing there, her hands crackling another bolt of flame into existence. She hurled it at the beast, carving another sliver from his health. “Keep fighting!” she called to Roka.

Fight? With what? Roka thought. He didn’t have any attack spells. The vampire hurled himself across the room, charging at a phenomenal speed, his gigantic black wings billowing behind him. The cleric glanced over his spells. He had two heals, one large and one small, but even the small one demanded more vital mana energy than he possessed. His only other power was to create a small, floating ball of light that could cast a candle-like illumination around a room, and somehow he did not think that this ability would be of much use against a ravenous, bloodthirsty creature of the night.

All he had left, then, was his mace.

He glanced down at it. The wood shaft was bent, misshapen and worn, the iron head was held to the handle with leather cords. It looked, for all he could imagine, as if someone had tied half a stone to a brick. The description of the mace said, “This is an especially anemic weapon and next to useless.” Roka stared at the description. It was hardly encouraging. He didn’t stand a chance.

The fire-witch was casting another spell. He hoped that it would be enough to make up for his useless lack of spells and his brick-on-a-stick. But, he realized, if the vampire killed her first...

His heart pounding, Roka rushed forward. The vampire didn’t even turn to him; it was heading straight for the fire-witch, fangs agape, clawed fingers glistening. It didn’t even notice Roka, certainly didn’t consider him a threat. He clenched his fist around the mace and, with all of his strength, swung it heroically at the great undead monster’s back.

The mace made a faint wet clunk, rather like a small sponge hitting the floor. The handle cracked, splintering slightly as the head of the mace tumbled weakly to one side, clattering to the ground below. Roka blinked at it. Small crimson letters faded into being above the mace, ‘Durability: Zero. To repair your armor and weapons, visit your local blacksmith.’

Roka sighed. He knew that he should have read the booklet in more detail. Hadn’t the section on dying said something about his equipment’s durability diminishing when he died? He was sure that he had read something about that, but just hadn’t paid attention.

The vampire turned to face him.

The elf’s heart leapt. The creature was looking right at him, bloodshot eyes wide and hungry. It towered above him, tall and wild and impossibly fast. Roka tried to move, but the vampire had him in its sights now, eager to finish the meal that he had begun with the dwarf and watched helplessly as the monster raised its claws.

Then a splash of fire erupted over the vampire’s shoulder. Roka glanced over, his heart leaping to glee as he saw Exra prepare another fire spell. Roka had forgotten all about her for a moment, but then he realized that his distraction had bought her just enough time to finish the spell. The cleric dived out of the way, just as the final blast of enveloping flame cascaded across the vampire.

The vampire, like so many other creatures, clutched at its chest. Then it collapsed upon the floor and died.

For a moment, Roka couldn’t believe his luck. He wanted to cheer. They had done it. They had succeeded. Just as the realization flew into his mind, the cleric was bathed in a great golden light. The brightness shimmered around him, coursing through his body. For a second, he thought his veins were on fire. He felt powerful, stronger than ever before, charged like a battery to its fullest and ready to burst. The light flared from him like a firework. Above him, soaring majestically, the words ‘Level Up’ appeared.

“Congratulations!” said the fire-witch.

Roka smiled as the light began to fade. “Thank you,” he said shakily.

“Well done,” came another string of text. It hung in the air as Roka looked around, trying to find the source.

He recognized it the moment he saw the dwarf and hurried over beside the dead body. “Sorry I couldn’t heal you,” he said.

“Don’t worry, friend cleric,” said the text, hanging firmly in the air above Gunnar’s corpse, “We have bested the foul scourge and returned peace to this sleepy hamlet. Don’t suppose that you could resurrect me, could you?”

Roka thought for a moment and checked his spells. He had a new one, sitting proudly and looking utterly bright and delicious, ‘Divine Smite’. But he had nothing that could return his friend from death’s chilly embrace.

Hurrying over, Exra began to jump up and down once more. “Cleric’s get a resurrection spell at level seven. Afraid you’ll have to walk.”

“Sorry,” repeated Roka, feeling a little guilty.

“Fear naught,” said Gunnar’s body once more, “but tell me, did the foul beast possess any items that may aid us in our heroic travels?”

Exra jumped over to the vampire’s body. Pausing in her jumping for a moment, she leaned down towards the dead monster.

Roka glanced over towards the dwarf. “I really did okay?” he asked, uncertainly, “I’m really not a crap healer?”

“Fie!” stated the dwarf’s text box. “You fought with courage, laddie. It was an honor to fight by your side.”

The fire-witch looked up. “Bad news,” she said, “we didn’t get the giant bat mount. That is an elite drop though, only a six per cent chance of us getting it. There’s garlic if anyone wants it?”

Roka peered at the garlic. Its description read ‘Garlic: Regain ten hit points if eaten, causes Status Effect: Stench Breath. Can be used in Alchemy.’ The elf shook his head. “Why does a vampire have garlic on him anyway?” he asked.

“Perhaps the foul fiend stole some from the goodly villagers?” offered the dead dwarf.

The fire-witch shrugged. “I’ll keep it for my potions, then. Cleric, do you want the robe?”

The elf blinked. He glanced down, staring at the garment that lay by the dead vampire’s form. It seemed a little out of place, an unusual thing for the vampire to have dropped. The vampire hadn’t worn a robe, hadn’t seemed to be carrying one with him. But, upon searching the body, his friend had nonetheless found one - a robe, one that not only had no evident reason for being there, much like its garlic companion, but had survived the brutal battle without sustaining a single scratch, blood splatter or fiery singe.

“It’s pretty good for your level,” said Exra. “I can only wear leather, and Gunnar uses plate, so it’s yours if you want it.”

Roka beamed. Grasping the robe, he quickly slipped it on. It felt comfortable, fresh and new. Even better, it was a perfect fit, utterly flawless, fitting the length of his arms and torso as if it had been tailored for him. Somehow, he suspected that would have been a perfect fit even if he had been a twelve-foot-tall dragon.

“Aye,” replied the dwarf from his position flat on the ground, “we have done well tonight. Tell me, friend cleric, hast thou a name?”

Roka smiled, flushed with the success of the night. “Sure,” he answered, “I’m Ben.”

“I think he means your character’s name, sweetie,” said the fire-witch.

“Oh,” replied Roka. He felt a little embarrassed. But then, couldn’t the dwarf see his name? It was displayed quite easily above his head, suspended there just as it was for every other player in the game. He remembered what the rabbit had said, that Gunnar was very into his role-playing. The cleric had known their names, of course, had known it since they had met in the tavern.

Still, he grinned, and humored the dwarf. “I’m Roka,” he said.

“Glad to make thine acquaintance, laddie,” said the dwarf, still looking quite dead as he spoke. “I’m Gunnar, warrior knight and protector of the land of Valeron.”

In a flat manner, as if suspecting the entire introduction was as unnecessary as it was, the fire-witch said, “And I’m Ezra,” before beginning to jump up and down again.

Roka looked from the dead dwarf, laying on his back on the ground, to the rabbit woman as she leapt back and forth in an excitable frenzy. The night had seemed so unusual to him, so bizarre and yet so fantastical.

“My friends,” said Gunnar, “you fight like noble battle-hardened warriors, born to shed light upon the darkness of the world. I would be honored to do battle against the forces of evil with you at my side. Tell me; wouldst thou consider forming a guild?”

Exra continued leaping up and down. “Sure,” she replied, “I’ve been looking for one, and I’d like to try out some of the guild-exclusive content. What about you, Roka?”

Roka beamed. “Sure! Definitely. That’d be awesome, dude!” he said, loudly. “What’s a guild?”
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