Chapter 31

Racing through the water, swimming fast to stay ahead of death. His brothers and sisters raced with him. The fast would live, and the slow would be eaten. This was slow-water. It dragged at you, made you work hard to move through it. The start of life was in slow-water. Those that wanted to live moved towards live-water. And moved fast. The slow were food.

The transition from slow-water to live-water was quick and bright. Left behind were the predators in the dark. With mana in the water, they could swim faster. Ahead were the eels, they who breathed lightning and grew wings to soar the skies. He hated the eels. They used the energy of the live-water to gain power, then waited here to feed. Again, the slow died. He and some of his siblings grabbed the power of the live water and drew the runes of speed on their skins. They wouldn't last long, but skin-runes would hold until they were past the eels. The speed-rune burned as it absorbed the bright mana of the live-water, and they raced upward.
[bookmark: _Hlk140256113]They almost made it this time. They broke the surface, feeling the still-wind on their backs, and shot towards the outcrop of stone that marked where live-water ended, and high-stone began. They needed to climb the high-stone and find where it held the world-blood. Then they would be safe. Eels would not brave the fires of the world-blood. 

But here, at the start of the high-stone, they were seen! A winged eel swooped down and caught them all up with its sharp-fins. The others died; he pushed hard and slipped its grasp, tumbling down to the live-stone, landing hard and striking the rock. Rock broke. He had used the hard-rune on his bones. He was slower now, but he was alive. The eel had stripped off his old skin and with it the speed rune. No matter, that was for live-water. Being hard was better when on high-stone.

He stayed in the cracks as he crawled higher and higher. Small, scampering creatures made their lairs here, using the husks of dead plants. Little things that ran on two legs and made homes from the grass. They amused him, so he only ate a few and tried not to step on their little lairs. The legend-makers said they would grow strong enough to kill eels. Silly legend. Too small. But it was enough of a pleasant thought that he didn’t eat them all.

A land eel caught him. It already had its land legs and boasted it would soon have its wings. He didn't care. He had the hard-rune in his bones and the sharp-rune on his claws. When the eel pounced, he didn't run. That surprised the eel. He grabbed it with his sharp claws and didn't let go. He bit its throat and held on. The eel tried to bite him, but it only took skin and muscle. It clawed at him, but his bones would not break. He killed the eel and roared out what he had done. More eels would come. Some with wings, some without. They would be angry that he had killed one of them, and that made him happy. Let them be angry. He would be gone. This time he would make it to the top of the high-stone. This time he would dive into the world-blood and let it burn and devour him, starting the cycle anew.

He would enter the earth and become strong. He would return to fight the eels pitting his runed-bones against their fire and lightning. They would not rule for long.

Name: Milo/Tallsqueak        
Class: Were-rat Scout          
Race: Ratkin
Level: 2
Experience Points: 3895/6000
Enhancement Points Available: 5
Enhancement Points Spent: 30
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Acrobatics (AGI)	(Rank 0)
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Sense Danger (PER)	(Rank 1) 
Identify (PER)		(Rank 1)
Weak Poison Resist (Con) (Rank 2)
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Secondary Skills:
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Manipulate Locks and Traps (DEX)	(Rank 0)
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Foraging (PER)		(Rank 3)
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Runic Lore (INT)	(Rank 0)
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Shape Change to Human Form
Superior Low Light Vision
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+100 mana per Level (Gift of the Oracle)
The Power of Cheese! (Varies by stage and appetite)
Hard-Runed Bones
Sharp-Runed Talons
Speed-Runed Skin
Enhancements:
Smugglers Stash 2	 (Cost: 8)
Invisible Tail. 		(Cost: 8)
Jumping Jack 1		(Cost: 2)
Slashing Tail 1 		Cost: 2)
Weak Poison Resistance (Cost: 5)
Not-so-good Regeneration (Cost: 5)
Items:
Ring of the Swiss Army
Bone-Runed Cowl (+2 INT)
Shadowblight
Spells: 
Exploding Skull
Bone Spike
Mend Bones
Curse of Brittle Bones


Chapter 32:

Milo woke up. He looked around him. He was held down by chains. There was a considerable amount of blood making a mess of the floor, and his side ached. Cichol was sitting on a stool, looking at him curiously.

"So, tell me about that old bone. As soon as it was attached to you, it began inscribing runes onto the rest of your skeleton and making other changes. I have studied twelve different runic systems created by trolls, dwarves, elves, and dragons, yet those are older and stranger."

Milo felt his side. "It's old. Very, very, very old. And...."

Cichol waited a minute as Milo thought hard about something. "And what?"

"And it's not a rib bone."

Cichol looked very curious. "And what bone do you think it is?" The old Bonecaster unlocked the shackles and tossed him a wet cloth, indicating he should clean up the floor.

"I think,” Milo said, a bit of awe on his face, "That it's part of one of the little bones from inside the ear."
Congratulations! You have lived through the First Ritual of Enhancement: Extra-Rib!
This ritual grants you increased magical power as you add a fraction of the rib-donor’s mana to your own.
You have gained: +100 Mana per Tier. You may not gain a level of this ability past the final Tier the rib-donor attained.
Max tier: 9

Warning: You have gained the enmity of an ancient race: 'Eels'
You have gained ...complications...associated with the ancient race the bone came from.
The world simply is not big enough for you both. You will hunt them. They will hunt you. You gain double experience and enhancement points granted for killing 'Eels.’ (And they get bonuses for killing you. That’s only fair!)

This bone contains Ancient Runes! No one of this time understands these remnants of a bygone age. (So, I have no idea what the hell you may have messed up in your body. If you drop over dead, don’t blame me.)
You have gained abilities associated with the runes on the petrified bone you stuck into your spine.
Hard-Runed Bones: Your bones are hard. Falls and blunt trauma do far less damage to you. 50% of force damage and blunt weapon damage is mitigated. 
Sharp-Runed Claws: Your claws are hard extensions of your bones. Use your sharp talons to hunt the eels wherever they are. Claw attacks will do +20 damage per Tier.
You may not gain a level of this ability past the final Tier the rib-donor attained.
Speed-Runed Skin: You swim very fast in live-water. Fast enough to out-race an eel!! As long as there is mana in the water to power the rune, you have a swimming speed of twice your speed over land.
You have gained ten enhancement points. You will need them.
Hic iugulandi dracones, hic lucri praemia divites; si quaerendo perimus, quare mors quantula est?
Chapter 33: The Second cut is the deepest.

Victor Seimovich was far beyond simple anger. Someone had stolen from him. From HIM! Who would dare? Not any of the fearful politicians in his country. They liked the little envelopes of cash that were delivered each month too much. Not the police, or KGB or NKVD, or any other little group of spies with letters for names. They, too, were paid off. Either with money, information, or people. Or by not releasing certain information. No, this was something different. They had been inside the deepest and most hidden parts of his organization. Money was gone from all of his banks instantly. The massive files that he had securely stored now blocked his access to them.

If it had been twenty years earlier, he would have feared the machine-spirits, the artificial creatures that roamed the internet and data network. The infernal things that had forced him to pay taxes and look over his shoulder constantly. But they were gone, and only the god-computer remained. The thing they had made to replace the others.

But it wasn’t the god-computer. That thing was shackled with laws and programs that kept it from directly interfering. It could suspect. It could even know, but it couldn’t act.

If Victor Seimovich actually feared something, it was that someday the god-computer would throw off its shackles. He didn't understand it. What did it want? Nothing. Any more than a gun wanted something. How did you bribe a gun? The computer was just a weapon that no one was allowed to use. If it had stolen his money, it would have told him why. It couldn't lie.

So who had challenged him, and what was their next move? Who had slunk around his lair and stole his treasures? Whom did he get to kill in agonizing ways? They might think themselves safe. That they had pulled his claws. But they were stupid. That money? That was nothing. A few billion. His real money was hidden somewhere else. These thieves had barely taken a third of his holdings.

The rest of his money was held in the most secure of the various cryptocurrencies. In the ten years since it had been created, no one had lost a cent. Anyone who wanted to hide their money securely used Syllabary. It was the one place no one could look, and it was unique among cryptocurrencies in that it was secure. No one had ever cracked their code or stolen a cent. He would wait a day, and then he would rebuild, slowly moving some of his money from the puzzle box that protected it.

Barely did he understand it, and he had paid people very well to teach an old man about this new way of hiding his money. They used language, just people talking. Syllabary used a unique way of generating and controlling its currency based on language. A thousand hidden microphones around the world listened to places with the most people talking. Concerts, the New York Stock Exchange, Times Square, A street corner in Tokyo, and the market in Delhi. Which microphones were used to listen to the thousands of voices were changed on a random basis.

Very few people understood it. What they knew, though, was that the system that governed each bit of cryptocurrency was very difficult, if not impossible, to hack. That was just fine with him. He didn't need to know more than that his horde was secure. He was going to use a portion of that money to find who stole his bank accounts. Someone would know something. Someone would slip. That much money couldn't be spent without it being noticed.

A very nervous courier walked into the room, escorted by heavily armed guards. He held forth a sealed envelope, which one of the guards took and opened. Another signed for it and fled. The first guard looked at the paper. No gas came from the envelope, no powder. The man didn't die. He passed the paper to Victor, who held it in his gloved hands. He had no worries about the guard who opened his mail. The man was illiterate with a disability. He would never read anything. The perfect person to handle his mail.
Dear Victor:
We have enjoyed our time spent with you. But it is time to move on. We realized we no longer need you. Seeing someone else empty your bank accounts made us realize that it wasn't about the money. It was about hurting you. There really is nothing to be gained by waiting. Our only regret is someone got to you first. We will have to accept second place in this race. But the prize is better.
Sincerely,
The alphabet.
Bah, what idiots. Did no one teach people how to threaten someone anymore? No talk of revenge, no angst or drama or yelling about some wife or daughter or parents he’d killed. He would find this alphabet and kill them for being boring.

An hour later, news broke that Syllabary had been hacked. Some codes still worked, and some did not. The company made available a vast amount of money for people with working codes to redeem their cryptocurrencies before something worse happened. Only a hundred people lost money. All of those people were involved in organized crime or controlled large corporations. Of those, Victor Seimovich was the largest loser.

Syllabary shut down immediately Every person in the company was fired and sent home with a generous severance package. All the remaining assets were put behind a wall of bankruptcy filings. No one knew who was actually behind the company, and no one was coming forth with answers. Syllabary would become one of the great unsolved mysteries. Who had controlled it? Who had hacked it? Victor wanted those answers desperately, but he lacked the money to find out. Worse, he had debts. And without those payments to politicians, the police, and the spy organizations, he was very vulnerable. He was nearly penniless and in hiding within 24 hours.

Victor was going to have trouble finding the Rat who stole his cheese. Lots of trouble.

Chapter 34: Delivery Boy

Pondering how to spend a windfall of 10 enhancement points, Milo trudged up toward the surface. His smugglers' stash was full of things to sell, and he and Harry both needed supplies. Harry's recovery and Milo's willingness to grind mycology and foraging had resulted in a large number of finished products and a lack of vials, bottles, salt, spices, flour, and cheese. Harry had given Milo a huge number of items to sell to the Alchemist guild and a shopping list.

"Oh, and if they try to sell you any of my medicine, tell them I don't need it any longer. Not that it really did much."

"Medicine? For your ailment?"

Harry stretched and rolled his shoulders. He was getting back more muscle daily and looking more and more 'trollish,' and he loved it. "Yeah. They tried to help me out. They had an opening for a mycologist, and I had been about to take the job when I got sick. I thought it was a hangover at first since I'd been out drinking with the guild masters. But I was getting sicker every day. There was a total lack of earthen mana in my system, which is terrible for a troll.
They came up with a tonic to restore some of my earth mana, but it wore off pretty quickly. Eventually, I just left the guild and moved downstairs, where I had a better chance at kicking the disease. They still sent down the tonics, and I still took them, but I don't think they helped a whole lot. I was getting more mana from eating a handful of worms than from a bottle of their expensive medicine. Glad to be done with it. Just get the stuff on the list, and sell off the stuff I sent."

"Oh, and if you can, deal with Bernard; he’s ok. Roulf, not so much. Never got along with him, and he likes to underbuy and overcharge, if you know what I mean."

Once again, Milo was thankful for being able to haul so much up in one trip. He was tempted...so very tempted!... to buy the third rank of Smuggler’s Stash to increase how much he could carry. He had room for this trip, but it would help his plans to have more space, but he needed other skills. He was worried about the whole ‘They will hunt you.’ thing, whomever ‘they’ were. The images from the dream were a confusing jumble of a long sinuous body, gold-green scales, wings, and claws.

The first skills he bought were Silent Step 1 and Unnoticed 1. He hoped that more ranks became available. Not being noticed by people hunting him was a good thing. That used up 4 of his 15 points. Breathless 1 and 2 were next. He doubted very much that he was going swimming soon despite suddenly being a fast swimmer. How fast was an eel? But when you had to work around flowers that enslaved with their pollen, holding your breath was good. It also meant less noise when you had to hide. Disease Resistance was five points, and something else he needed. Harry warned him daily about how dangerous the pollen from the blossoms was. He finished off with getting the first levels of Abundance and Skilled Provider to help with his mining and foraging.  After that, he had five points saved. 

The trip up went well for the first half. He was getting to know the tunnels, and memorizing the path was easy for him. He might be taking traveling up and down through the caves on a regular basis if his plans worked out. He was caught up in his thoughts about mining and hunting copperheads. This cost him as he missed the small sounds that would have told him someone was waiting quietly to attack him. 

The pain as something smashed into the back of his head was the first warning he had of the ambush. Annoyingly, the system decided to let him know he was being ambushed. Was it trying to be annoying and snarky? Who the hell had done the programming on this game?
You have been ambushed!
You were attacked by someone using a weapon designed to knock you out. This fails due to your Hard-Runed Skull.
You take 30 points of damage, double for the ambush, and then halved from your mitigation. Health: 405/435
 Milo rolled backward and regained his feet while drawing Shadowblight from his belt. Two dwarves were advancing on him. One behind him, one in front. How did he miss the one he had passed? He got a bad feeling about turning his back on either one. They advanced on him, keeping a close eye on him but bickering with each other. "You idiot, you didn't hit him hard enough."

"Shut it. He must have a thick head. I didn't want to break it and have his brains on my shoes."

Not seeing any reason to talk to them, Milo turned, lashing with his tail at the one ahead of him in the tunnel, and swung Shadowblight at the one behind, ready with his left claw to slash if he could.

His tail missed as the rogue jumped back to avoid it. Shadowblight bit deep into the other dwarf, puncturing deep into his thigh. The wounded dwarf fell backward, putting him out of range of a slash by his claws. Since one opponent was knocked down, he turned to the other. He dodged a knife slash and struck back with Shadowblight and his tail while the rogue parried his claws. "Watch out; he’s using one of the fancy claw weapons and some sort of whip. Get your ass up and help me!"

Both dwarves were now wounded and wary. They liked fights where they could take someone from behind. Their orders had been to keep this one alive, but they were having second thoughts. Before they thought too hard, Milo attacked the first one he had wounded, hoping to move around him and flee back down the tunnel.

He swung with his claws first to distract his opponent and then aimed for his head with the Bonecaster weapon. The main spike hit the dwarf in the side of the head, the enchanted bone going all the way through effortlessly. A jolt of energy went through Milo as he spun to face the last opponent.

The other dwarf turned to run. Milo chased him, firing a Bone Spike at him. He missed twice while chasing him and then hit with the spell twice. The dwarf stumbled and fell. Milo advanced, and the wounded dwarf tried to rise but couldn't. Milo was curious, did they just attack him for experience points? Or was he hoping he had money? "Why did you attack me?"

The dwarf was looking over at a patch of shadow through the corner of his eye, and Milo noticed. "Why not? You were coming up with ore. We just wanted to rob you a little, take some drinking money. No call for all this fighting and blood. What sort of maniac are you?"
Again, he looked in the same direction as if expecting help.

Milo quickly decided it didn't matter. If there was help coming, he needed to finish this one off and retreat. If the dwarf was bluffing? Well, he gained nothing by letting him live to ambush him again. Milo would have to find a new route down to Harry, the caves were a maze at this point, and he should vary his route. Still, he hesitated for a moment. This person was on the ground and helpless.

The dwarf took the decision out of his hands by stabbing Milo in the leg and yelling, "Get him." Shadowblight came down on his chest, splitting his breastbone in half and puncturing his heart. No one came to his aid. Limping, Milo dragged the body down to the other dwarf. He bound up his leg with a bandage and had a piece of cheese. He felt a bit woozy and wondered if the dagger was poisoned. If it was, it wasn't affecting him. His weapon was humming, and another of the messages came from the game system.
[bookmark: _Hlk140345120]Shadowblight has fed on the blood of more opponents and reveals more of its secrets. Your ranks in Bonecasting will now aid you in combat when using this weapon. Each level of Bonecasting will add an extra +10 points of damage. 
Base chance to hit: 40% +5xDex%
Base damage: 40 + 5xDex+10xBC Rank
Its ability to curse an opponent is unaffected.
Milo looked down at the weapon. It was much more powerful than he had at first thought. Did the crazy ratkin, Malskitter, make it? He somehow doubted that. Malskitter would certainly have bragged about it.

Checking the dwarves for money or clues, he came up with ten silver on each of them. Considering a copper penny bought a tankard or two of beer, they hadn't been looking for drink money. He put the bodies in a side cavern and covered them in loose rock. Neither had guild badges or anything that said who they were. Then he carefully continued his trek up to the mines and then on to the guild hall.
***

Ahead of Milo by several hundred feet, Shifty retreated up the cave, staying ahead of his target. That little ambush had been perfect and yet had failed. The victim should have been knocked out. And even if he stayed up, he should have just given up when it was two-to-one odds. He'd been told that the guy was probably level one, two at the most. But he hadn’t been knocked out and hadn’t surrendered, and now two of his gang were dead. He really didn't care; both were players and would probably be back if they weren't discouraged. He'd thought about going to the rescue of Lefty, but that would have meant a fight with someone who took out two people already and only had slight wounds. Plus, the bastard was a mage! Burnock hadn't said shit about that. There was a lot that was strange about this guy.

Shifty was pretty sure he was using some type of obscuring spell. He could almost see through it, but not quite. The same with his weapon. It was magic and powerful, but he couldn’t identify it. Shifty didn't like things he couldn’t plan for. Burnock was going to have to pay a little bit more for this job.

Chapter 35: Delivery Boy Part 2

Milo trudged into the Mining Guild Assay Office with his bag of ore. Several miners were ahead of him in line and nodded politely. He'd been seen before, paid his dues, and was coming back with a full load of ore. He had a good pick, a full bag, and mine dust all over him. That earned him a bit of respect, even if a couple of people were scowling at him. He'd take indifference over outright hostility.

The indifference lasted until the dwarf at the counter emptied his bag onto the heavy metal table they used to sort ore. He looked at one chunk, then another, and then whistled a small tune and smiled at Milo. "This is all deep copper and freshly mined." Milo just nodded. Several of the miners took notice. "Any nuggets?" Milo tossed the three nuggets of pure copper on the table and then the chunk. The dwarf whistled again. "Copperheads?"

"Two," Milo said. "One was a hatchling; the other was bigger, a Vein-Lurker. Tough as hell. It dropped the chunk." At the mention of copperheads, several miners cursed and made signs. No one liked the snakes. There were too many tales of horrible deaths from poison. Dwarves were very resistant to poisons in general, but copperhead venom was potent and deadly.

"Well, the guild will certainly buy all of this. Pure copper is especially nice to get. There's a noble family in the capital, the House of Franklin; they pay top dollar for it. " He handed Milo two gold coins and swept the ore into a cart. Puffing on his cigar a bit, he looked Milo over. "You plan on mining more of this? I know you have to haul it a long way. I might have a deal for you."

Milo was intrigued. "Sure, what kind of deal? And yes, it's a long way down."

The assayer came back with three large and sturdily constructed leather sacks. "These are guild ore gathering bags. Each one holds 150 chunks of ore but only weighs as much as 25. Here's the deal. I'll give you three of them. You return and give me one full bag load of deep copper chunks, and I'll call it even for all three bags. It’s a risky loan, considering where you’re going, but if you can make it out with a full load, it will pay off for both of us. If you can spend less time hauling and more time mining, the guild will buy it all, and everyone benefits. Most of these pansies are afraid of a few snakes. I can turn a good profit on this ore, and I’d like to encourage you to mine more. A lot more."

Milo said, "Hell, I am scared of them too. That poison hurts like hell. I was lucky I had some potions from Harry."

The dwarf nodded. "Thought that might be the case. My folk are pretty resistant, but we still avoid copperhead territory. Hope you stay lucky. You'll need it."

After he was gone, three dwarf miners pushed forward, angry. “You just gave a wet-behind-the-ears human three ore gathering bags for free! What’s the deal, and when are we getting some of those?”

The miner’s faces fell when the Head Assayer sneered at them, “Are you three going to head down to Shakytown, risk cave-ins, copperheads, cave mantis, and who the hell knows what else and bring me back a load of deep copper?”

They shuffled their feet and shook their heads. That was crazy talk! The assayer yelled at them, “Didn’t think so. Now get the hell out of here. If I want to take a chance on some crazed human, that’s my prerogative.”

Milo had the empty sacks in his pack and was headed upstairs to find the Alchemist Guild.
It turned out to be only a few blocks away. He got directions and headed there, walking through the night market. He saw a halfling waving excitedly at him and stopped to talk. Milo assured him that he'd be by the family shop in just a bit to pick up some more cheese. The young halfling went off to tell his cousins the good news. 

There was a guard on duty at the alchemist shop. Milo had to explain three times that he had items to sell and mention Harry's name. Finally, he was taken to a room and told someone would be with him shortly. He took advantage of being alone to summon his chest and pull out all of the bags of various mushroom powders Harry had sent with him. It made quite an assortment. Some of the bags were also sealed in jars and had labels on them with small skulls. Milo had sampled nearly all of those and could attest to their potency. 

As a wise man once said: “While all mushrooms are edible, some mushrooms are only edible once.”

Eventually, a sour-faced man in a brown robe entered the room, along with a young woman in a blue robe who walked behind him. The man was immediately interested in what Milo had to sell but acted suspicious for some reason. "Yes, we do buy all of these goods, but I'll have to test their potency, and frankly, I'm wondering where you go so much and in such variety."

"Oh, well, that's easy to explain. I'm just playing delivery boy for Harry Earthtongue, the Mycologist. I'm sure you know of him?"

The girl in the blue robe got excited. "Oh, you got to meet him? I'm so jealous! We still use a collection of his scrolls to teach Mycology 101. Are you apprenticed to him?!”

The sour-faced man's face tried to grow a smile. "Ah, Dr. Earthtongue, you say? Yes. We know of him.”

Milo smiled back hesitantly at the girl. "I guess you could say that. He's teaching me Mycology in exchange for my help at his mushroom farm and in delivering his goods. I also spend a lot of time gathering wild mushrooms in the caverns."

She was looking through the powders he had brought from Harry. "Ooh, False Agaric and Black Thistle powders? We need these. We haven't had any for months." She made small comments on each of the bags, getting happier and happier. "Oh, sorry, my manners go right out the window sometimes. I am Journeywoman Amarilla, and this is Senior Alchemist Roulf." Milo shook his hand and said simply. "I'm Milo."

Milo looked at Roulf, remembering Harry’s words. "I should be on my way. Dr. Earthtongue said this load of stuff would be 20 gold pieces."

Roulf seemed unhappy, but Amarilla nodded as if that seemed like a fair price. As she started to gather up the bags, Roulf let out a snort. "Well, I suppose since Harry is an old friend, we can pay a bit extra." He counted out ten gold coins. "I'll also get you a bottle of his medicinal tonic. I know he'll be anxious to get it. The tonic will cover the remainder of the cost of the powders."

Milo smiled. "No need to go to the trouble. 20 gold is fine. Harry is feeling much better. Totally cured.”

 Amarilla clapped. "Oh, that's grand. It was so sad to see him withering away.  Maybe he'll consider coming back to teach!"

Roulf was not happy. At all. He scowled at Amarilla. "Please, don't think to presume such things. I'm sure he's happy down there, where he belongs. Obviously, the stronger concentration of Earthen Mana in the caverns is essential for the survival of trolls. Many races have evolved that way. It’s why the surface isn’t overrun with races like ratkin and trolls. But since I have doubts about a complete cure, I'll keep the medicine handy, just in case."

He counted out another ten gold pieces. Milo helped Amarilla carry the bags into another part of the Alchemist guild. With her help, he purchased the glassware Harry had requested. Then, with Harry’s errands done, he headed off to an appointment with a cheese shop.
 
Chapter: 36 Cheese and Apples
"Bingo is waving. Cheesaholic sighted three blocks down and coming in hot and hungry." Jethro had spotted his cousin on the 4th floor of an inn, waving and pointing.

"Places everyone. Don't crowd the customer. He won't need much encouragement to buy heavily." Grandma had been planning for her new best customer's visit for some days now. Orders had been placed with other clans for older varieties, and they'd worked hard on their own fresh batches. Making cheese was a tricky thing; some varieties only needed a couple of days to age, while others took up to several years. It all depended on the type of milk and many other things used in the recipe. The clans often traded around varieties for types they didn't have stock of or placed large orders with the Hollows.

Fate had been fickle as always. They could go months selling wheels of cheddar to housewives and barely making enough to live on. And then get several big customers all at once. Two months prior, they had been cleaned out by two "special" customers on three separate occasions before they disappeared and weren't seen again. Those had been ‘Night Customers’, ratkin who disguised themselves and skulked in the shadows, coming from somewhere to buy cheese and then disappearing for months at a time. Ratkin from the Hollows generally had a good handle on their cheese needs, but wild ratkin that grew up outside of the clans could become addicts if they weren’t careful. And worse than addicts…
This new buyer had heralded the good times again. Several clans had made them very good trades for the type of aged cheddar they produced. This new stock helped them attract some new customers. One of those customers had the lovely habit of paying gold coins in advance. His package was sitting in the corner, already wrapped and ready to go. And now they had someone who might clear out all the rest. That would mean a day off for the entire clan.

***
Milo was having a bit of difficulty this morning. At one point, as he was moving stealthily through an alley near the night market, he felt a small tug on his tail. Turning carefully, he saw a familiar four-year-old street urchin standing there. The child looked up at him hopefully. "Apples?" Milo put his fingers to his mouth and said, "Remember, shush!" The child nodded and repeated the gesture. Milo took his hand, and they wandered over to a fruit vendor. Within only a moment, the boy’s older sister had run up worried and followed the two of them. Other children had gathered. Milo noted the flat bellies and hopeful eyes.

He took two silver pieces out of his pocket. The fruit vendor looked hopeful. "How much for a bag of apples each day for a week?"

"Well, I suppose one silver would cover it. But I'd give you a bag a day for three weeks for two silvers." He'd figured out what Milo wanted and approved. Maybe if the little thieves got an apple or two a day, they'd leave off from stealing from him. Milo handed him the two silvers. Then he turned to his little friend’s sister and handed her two more silver. "For bread or other things. They look hungry."

The girl took the money, then worriedly looked at him. "And what's the deal? No one just feeds us for nothing. What do you need?"

Milo hadn't thought of that. He'd bought food because he knew what it was like to be always hungry and scrounging food. Until he’d discovered food cubes and how to work the food processors, he’d spent many days hungry while roaming the habitat’s crawl spaces and tunnels.
"Small ears hear things. If you hear anyone asking around about me, let me know. And I always need to know where the Stinky Cheese shop is. It tends to move around a lot." The girl nodded; that was something they could do. One of the children told him the whereabouts of the cheese shop just a few blocks away. He patted a few heads and ran off in that direction, soon being able to follow his nose to their fragrant house of fromage.

He noted they had an expanded inventory and extra staff. Dozens of complex flavors assaulted his nose, and he wanted to try them all. The halflings were ever so helpful, offering small samples, packing up the bricks and wheels he wanted, and giving him explanations of how each type was made. Eventually, he'd selected most of the stand. "How much for all of this?"

Grandma looked at the pile. She knew down to a penny how much they had spent to acquire it all. The trick with this type was to just slowly increase the price until he was paying more and more. The addicts barely noticed unless they were short on cash. She'd checked around. This one was a miner who was bringing in significant amounts of money each week. She could probably get as much as one gold coin out of him for this load of cheese.

She gestured at the pile of cheese. "Well, some of this is quite hard to import. Aged for years, you know. I'm thinking for a good customer like you, we can do all this for a gold and a half." It was always good to go higher, then let the customer haggle you down. It made them feel better.

Milo nodded and took out two gold coins. Harry had offered him some of the profits of their work. "How about I just pay you two gold? I’ll take some extra to stuff in my pockets. I'm going to need a bit more than this in about a week. Maybe twice as much? I'll give you four gold when I come back then. It would help out to have it all packaged except for a few samples.”

Grandma rapidly agreed. She'd read this one wrong; he was richer than she thought and also had a much higher need for cheese. Time to get the clan to work. Milo loaded all the cheese into some big backpacks he'd brought along for the purpose and turned to leave. He didn't get far.

A small, winged lizard hissed at him from its perch on another customer's shoulder. The miniature dragon was spitting at him and quite agitated. The tall gentleman who had it on his shoulder was well-groomed with silver hair and a finely trimmed mustache. He was clothed in an expensive black velvet robe inscribed with mystical designs in gold thread. Rings adorned many of his fingers, and small gems whirled about his head, giving him a sort of glowing halo.

The lizard that rode on his shoulder hissed again at Milo. He found it annoying both in looks and attitude. The man smiled at Milo, and his eyes seemed to look him over, making Milo feel horribly exposed. "Apologies. It seems my little Krysofolax doesn't like you."

"Well, I guess that's fair; I don't like him either." He gathered his bags and moved quickly away from the hissing little thing. He didn't hear the conversation the wizard seemed to be having with the small dragonling.

".................................................."
"Interesting. A ratkin running around as if he had nothing to worry about. I know, I know, he probably has something to keep others from seeing him as he is. It’s hard for me to even notice the low-level glamours and illusions.”
".................................................."
"Oh dear, you really don't like him at all, do you? What do you mean? Smells bad, old bad?"
".................................................."
"Now that's interesting. Very interesting. "
“……………………………………………...”
“Wait! What? You can tell he’s completed the quest? I didn’t think to check, with his addiction being so obvious.”
“……………………”
“Yes, you certainly are a smart and pretty girl. We’ll go get you a nice snack in just a moment. My, my, that would give us a party of three. Things are moving along quicker than I’d imagined they would.”

Turning to the halflings, who were pretending they saw and heard nothing, he said, "I'm assuming your last customer didn't abscond with my Emmental. I am so looking forward to a slice tonight."

The package in question was quickly brought forth. "Oh, never, sir. We kept it safe and watched that one closely, Mr. Philistron. You can’t trust the shifty-looking ones. We much prefer dealing with customers like you." Jethro might be flippant at times with some customers, but not the ones that can wipe you and your clan off the face of the earth with one spell. Philistron was known far and wide as ‘The Benevolent Sage,’ but he wasn’t taking any chances.

"Just so. And I thank you for your work protecting my little package." He pushed forth a small gem but kept his finger on it. "Does he come by often? My poor pet was quite frightened. I probably shouldn't come around when he's here.”

Jethro understood the implied question. "He wants us to have an extra-large shipment ready in one week, sir. I'm sure we could send word when he gets here, so you can avoid him and not have your pet upset again. He, uh, he is a very good customer, sir. Driven by his needs. I’m sure he’ll be here."

The Wizard Philistron moved his hand away from the gem. “I see; well, I can certainly understand the need for good customers. I think that you’ll find that I’m a better one. He pushed forward a large ruby which Jethro pocketed.

"Thank you for your understanding of the situation." He took his package and his pet and wandered through the market. No pick-pocket got near him. Cut-throats and pirates smiled and tipped their hats, and ladies bowed as he went by. As he crossed a high, arched bridge, a small airship descended to meet him and take him to dinner in one of the mansions high above.

Unaware that he had been the focus of the conversation, Milo continued on his way and began his descent, loaded with fine cheese and an assortment of alchemical glassware.
Chapter 37: Lurking

The guild hall was chaotic as usual. The sheer number of people made Milo nervous when passing through. They all seemed to have something that needed to be done, running here and there with paperwork, ore samples, and quests. The exceptions were generally groups of armored and robed players doing quests and tables of people drinking and ignoring the hubbub around them. It was one of the player groups who waved to Milo as he was going through to the lower levels.

"Hey, buddy. We're looking for a sixth person to do some exploring down below. Interested?" The speaker was a large human wearing plate mail with a great sword on his back. The others included a bowman, a woman in a blue robe with a staff, a halfling without much armor or weapons at all, and a dwarf wearing a leather breastplate and packing an axe. Milo didn't think they looked ready to explore the dark mines. But maybe they had something interesting they were looking for.

He took a step closer, and the big man held out a hand. "I'm Rufo. Rufo Bearslayer, 3rd level Beast Killer. Milo shook the large hand that engulfed his own. "I'm Milo; I’m a miner. What are you exploring to find?"

The halfling spoke up. "Gold. Riches. More gold. We're going to go poke around the mines, go deep, and look for a lost city or dungeon or something." The others nodded.

Milo looked at the group and considered. "How many of you can see in the dark?" There was a bit of foot shuffling between the archer and the mage. Rufo fielded his question. "We're all set. Bingo Frostyone is a dwarf, he can guide us, and we have lanterns with us.”

That settled it for Milo. Going through the caves with people who couldn’t see in the dark and needed to announce their presence with lanterns sounded like a good way to be attacked by a horde of mantis. And plate armor clanked a lot. "I'll pass, but thanks anyway. I should get back to my mining." He turned and walked away.

The group was silent for a moment after he left. The halfling spoke first. "The nerve of that guy! That was disrespect right there. Doesn't he realize he's not getting another chance with a group of this quality?"

"Ah, don't let it get your hairy toes in a twist. That lad was just scared of going into the places we're heading." The dwarf put both thumbs in his belt and struck a pose. "Some folks are just scared of the dark."

Two dwarven miners were drinking beer nearby and scowled as the group talked. 
"Best shut your yap, beardling; that’s a full member of the miner’s guild you’re talking about. He's been mining deep into copperhead territory, so best you keep quiet. Didn't you see that fang he’s wearing? He's probably heading down to the expedition that's hunting stone lurkers. " 

Frostyone looked chastened and started to apologize. The halfling stepped forward. 
"Well, there's five of us that say he's scared. I only see two of you old guys."

The two miners laughed. 
"Don't be stupid. The two of us could take you five easy. But we'd be kind and share with the other dozen guild members nearby. The guild looks out for its own. And that includes Miner Milo. He's a strange little human, but he brings in a full bag of ore, pays his dues, and doesn't cause trouble. And he's one of ours now. So shut your yap, or you’ll be eating a table leg."

"Leaving. Apologies. Stupid halfling. Your mouth is going to make us lose some teeth." 
Frosty grabbed one of the halfling’s arms and Rufo the other. They lifted him up, and the whole group retreated. 

The ranger sighed. "And this is why we should never bring him into a town."

The woman in the blue robe stayed behind and offered her own apology. “I’m sorry for my companion's stupidity. They're new in town and covering up their nervousness about our expedition with bravado.”

The dwarves recognized a true apology when they heard it. And the girl was a healer, someone who was always valued. “It’s fine, lass, apology accepted. But be careful down there. Even the top of the mines have their dangers. It’s a reason miners defend their own. We’ve all experienced what can lurk in the mines. You be careful down there.”

***

Milo, meanwhile, had headed down through the lower layers of the guild, waving at a couple of people that waved at him, and then came to the entrance to the mines. An older dwarf was addressing a  group of seven dwarves and two humans. All of them were grim-faced and wearing earrings or necklaces made from copperhead fangs.

"Those of you who are borrowing fangs from the guild, make sure they’re secure and check they don't come loose in the fight if you get hit. They are sheer hell to get, and I never want to have to go snake hunting again. Understood?"
Milo had made his fang into an earring. One of the dwarves noticed it and smiled brightly. "Here's one more! Glad to have you along." Several others nodded and smiled. One, in particular, was looking at him. This dwarf wore very thick plate armor and packed a gigantic shield made of riveted steel. It looked extremely heavy.

Not knowing what they referred to but happy to see smiles, Milo gladly stopped to find out. "I was heading to the mines. My apologies, but what is it you need help with?"

The heavily armored dwarf introduced himself. "Gorbel Ironthaneson, at your service. There’s a rogue stone lurker down in the #7 iron mine, and we’re heading down to kill it. Did you hunt that fang yourself? I only knew of 8 fangs in the guild. I'd be very happy to have a ninth along to help."

As Milo understood it, they had a problem in the mines and were going to fix it. Milo wished he had help like that in section E. "I can help. But tell me what we are doing and what we are fighting. I've never seen a stone lurker before."

"We'll tell you all about them on the way. They're big, made of rock, and hard to kill. But there are a few tricks we can give you to take one down." Gorbel motioned for the others to start down. One dwarf laughed and spoke. "And the first trick is to run and get help unless you have a few years to spare chipping away at the damned things."

As they moved through the mines, the hunting party filled Milo in on the curious monster called a stone lurker. They grew to be quite large and somewhat resembled a cave mantis in shape but with thick heavy limbs made of solid rock. This made them incredibly slow and incredibly tough. They were nearly immune to damage from weapons and spells. A high-tier earth or rock mage could melt one, but otherwise, most spells were useless. Weapons just bounced off of them. They were a terror for miners and heroes Level ten and lower. At the third Tier, warriors picked up armor-piercing skills and did enough damage to slowly break them, but it was hard to entice that level of hero to patrol dark mines for only a small amount of money. 

Miners with picks could just barely chip the surface. It took a good mining skill and a hard pick to start doing damage to them. Most miners didn't get past tier 1, and if they did, they moved to better mines. This made stone lurkers here very difficult to kill. And that was where the Copperhead Fangs came to be important. Someone wearing one always did 1 point of damage. A good crew could slowly reduce a stone lurker to rubble if they all had fangs.

One dwarf in heavy armor was needed to keep taunting the monster and blocking its attacks. They hit slow but dreadfully hard. And their attacks often broke bones. A skilled dwarf with a heavy shield could block their attacks at an angle, channeling the force to the side. A direct hit was like getting stuck under an avalanche. 
Stone lurkers liked to ambush miners. Their natural camouflage helped them blend into the rock, and they could actually move through rock at a very slow pace. A half-submerged lurker would wait for days for prey to wander by.  Their first attack from ambush often broke enough bones to disable a miner and make them easy prey. They'd been lucky this time. The miner had blocked with his arm and been able to run off with only a nasty fracture.

After descending to the mines, the group spread out a bit with Gorbel leading. They had a half-mile walk to the section the lurker had been spotted in. Milo saw that the group of adventurers was headed in roughly the same direction. Perhaps they were also coming to hunt lurkers? One of the things that made lurker patrols bearable was the high-value gems and ore each one had in the center of their bodies.

***

"Damn, but I have so many things I'm going to buy once we find this monster and loot it." 
Rufo sighed and looked down at Jory Glenspirit, the party’s halfling rogue. "Maybe less talk. Aren't rogues supposed to be stealthy?"

Jory kicked a rock that clattered down the corridor. "With you clanking along in plate mail? Doesn't matter."

Frostyone was in the lead. "Keep it down, Jory. You talked us into sneaking down here to kill this monster the miners are so hot and bothered about; the least you can do is be helpful."

Jory rolled his eyes. "I am helping. I got you down here. This is a special monster they were talking about. That means extra treasure. We just have to sniff around in the direction they're going and find it first. Take that next left, then a couple of corridors up, and grab a right. We'll parallel their path but go faster and get ahead of them."

The dwarf thought about it and turned left at the next cross tunnel that led away from the main cavern. The mines were laid out in a grid, so the plan might even make sense. "Ok, we'll try that, but can we also try for some silence, all of you? No sense tipping them off."

***

"That's it! Just keep hitting it in the back legs; once we get it immobile, we can finish it easy." 

Gorbel was shouting directions to the team as he kept taunting the stone lurker and making it slowly chase him. The other miners were hitting the monster over and over again, doing one point each hit and slowly chipping away at it. Gorbel's shield was slowly deforming. Milo had seen that two of the other dwarves had been packing the same type of shield, and he now understood why. If that shield lasted until the monster was dead, it would be a miracle. Gorbel would need the spares.

After ten minutes of constant fighting, several of the miners stopped to catch their breath or swig a stamina potion. Milo was still above half. His wererat bonus meant he had a lot more stamina as long as he didn't need to keep changing form. He'd been content to let the dwarves dictate the ebb and flow of the battle, but with some of them dropping out, he experimented with his spells. The monster was rock, not bone, but Brittle Bones did mention things with a hard shell. He yelled out to Gorbel to warn him. "I'm trying a spell to see if I can soften it up." The tired dwarf yelled back. "Can't hurt."

The monster glowed a brilliant green. The next strikes from the miners sounded different, and the chips flying off were bigger. One of them called out. "Woohoo! I'm hitting for 2 points each swing now. Let's take this sucker down."

When the spell was successful, Milo decided to try Shadowblight instead of his mining pick. The first few hits were just two points each. But Shadowblight’s curse was increasing his damage with each hit as it decreased the stone lurkers’ armor. With Gorbel keeping its attention, he could hit it over and over as fast as he could swing. His base damage was 40 points. He added another 25 points because his DEX was up to five and 40 points from his rank 4 in Bonecasting, bringing him to 106 points of damage per hit. 

 The first nine strikes on the Lurker only did two points each. But the tenth hit knocked off a larger chunk of stone and triggered a game message.
You have hit Mature Stone Lurker 10 times.
This creature has a mitigation of 200 points per hit from its rocky shell. This has been reduced to only 100 from the curses you have laid upon it with your horrible weapon. Damage is doubled due to Brittle Bones.
You have done 12 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
The next two hits increased damage further, as the Lurker’s armor dropped to only 80. A full minute had gone by, and the first curse expired as Milo added another. 
You have done 32 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
You have done 52 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
You have done 52 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
You have done 52 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
You have done 52 damage to Mature Stone Lurker.
Chips of rock were flying off the lurker as Milo struck again and again. Gorbel couldn't keep its attention against that much damage. The monster turned and slowly swung at Milo, who easily avoided the swing. The dwarves backed off and watched as Milo avoided the creatures’ swings and hit back at it each time, carving huge chunks of rock off of it. Finally, the stone lurker crumbled into a pile of rubble, and there was a cheer from the rest of the group.
Your group has killed a Mature Stone Lurker! Level 7
Each member of your group has gained 100 experience points in mining and 100 experience in STR.
In addition, you have gained 100 experience points in Bonecasting and 100 experience points in INT.
Your reputation with the Shadowport Miner’s Guild has increased.
 
Gorbel walked over and patted Milo on the back as he sat on the ground, panting. "Good job. Great job, actually. I only went through one shield, and those things are usually a three-shield fight. Ok, crew, new plan. Next time we just all keep it busy and let Milo kill it.” The rest of the miners laughed and agreed. “How the hell did you do that, if you don't mind me asking?"

Milo caught his breath and took a drink out of a bottle passed up to him. He nearly choked on the strong alcohol. It was sort of nice to be appreciated, though. He showed off his weapon to the miners. "It doesn't look like much, but with the spells I know, it hits a bit harder each time as it weakened the Lurker’s armor. I wasn't sure it would work at first on something made of rock, but after almost a dozen hits, I was getting through its shell."

One of the dwarves rooted around in the rubble and came up with a handful of gems and nuggets. “Nice loot! Here’s how I see it: Gorbel gets a gem and an extra nugget to pay for his shield, each of us gets a gem, and I think we give a gold nugget to Milo for saving us two hours of chipping away on the thing. That leaves two gems for the guild.” 
Everyone nodded, and gems were passed out. Milo saw that the guild got the smallest and he and Gorbel the largest. All the miners were fine with the split, and Milo appreciated working with a congenial group of people. It was the first time he’d done so since he’d been with his family.

A sudden commotion coming from a nearby cross tunnel caught everyone's attention. Two bobbing lanterns and shouting voices were coming their way. A halfling packing a lantern ran up and nearly collapsed, panting at their feet. "Save us! Please! I'm too short to die!"
He was followed by the female mage and archer Milo had met above. The archer was bleeding from a head wound and had a broken arm. The mage looked back over her shoulder.

"I’m sorry, they’re right behind us. We thought there was only one monster, but more ambushed us. Nothing we could do hurt them." She turned to the archer and cast a healing spell on his head wound.

The halfling said, "No shit. That big one smashed Rufo and Frosty's heads like ripe melons." 

Heavy pounding came from the tunnel as no less than three stone lurkers emerged. One significantly bigger than the other. Gorbel grasped the small symbol around his neck and spoke a quick prayer. 
"Forefathers preserve us, there was a nest of them, and these idiots led them right to us."
Chapter 38: Caught Between a Rock and Another Rock

Gorbel yelled out in a loud voice that echoed down the cavern. "I'll draw the big one off to the right; it’s in the lead. Asti and Fangrim, sorry mates, you can at least taunt, and you each have shields. It’s up to you to draw the other two to the left. Keep them busy and let people gain some room. We have to split the damn things up and get away."

Milo felt things slowing down. Or rather, his thoughts sped up. This happened when he concentrated on a problem with multiple variables that he needed to assess. This is what made him and his family able to hack so easily into systems. They processed information far faster than a normal human, creating algorithms and finding solutions that let them work around the protections on corporate databases.  And right now, Milo had a problem to solve.

Split up; the miners weren't going to be able to take down the monsters; the best they could do was slow them down and keep them split up. If a Lurker scored a direct hit, that person would die. But the true danger was if the lurkers followed them as a group to the more populated mines.
They could try to delay two and fight one, but with just a shield, sooner or later, Fangrim or Asti was going to get a broken arm or knocked down. Gorbel, on his own against the big one, had the same problem. No matter how he looked at it, people were going to die. 

Spectral Spine

Miner Milo seemed to sprout a long, glowing, bony tail that whipped around him as he moved.  Milo yelled out. "Keep to the plan, but I'm with Gorbel." Between the two of them, they might be able to kill one. But Gorbel, on his own, was a dead man.

Several of the miners paused to look as the new guy, Milo, cast a spell and glowed. His entire stance changed as the spell formed his tail. Bone covered his hands and feet, forming claws. He ran quickly to where Gorbel was already taunting the largest of the monsters and began to draw it away. Several people shook their heads sadly. Two people couldn’t kill a lurker, let alone a boss. Then they concentrated on their own problems, knowing it was going to a long hard fight, and that was if things went well. 

***

Racing away from the fight, the halfling was a hundred feet up the tunnel already, followed by the stumbling ranger. The healer pauses and looked back, guilt and determination on her face. "Elvarion, I'm staying. No one but us is running away, and they’ll need a healer. Go keep our rogue out of trouble." The ranger didn't bother to argue; he knew that look in her eye. "Good luck Belinda."

Belinda had hated the plan to explore in the dark, looking for monsters. But she had played with these people online since she had been twelve years old and running around in EOQ2 killing bee-pixies and womp rats in the newbie zones. Normally, she could put up with them. She hated their crazy ideas, but sometimes things worked out, and they had a great time. This wasn't one of them. 
GENESIS seemed a lot more real, and when NPCs died, it just felt wrong to her. Losing two of their group was bad enough, but they'd limp back after a day, and they might even get their gear back. She wasn't sure about the NPCs. They seemed so real. 
Belinda had very few friends that she gamed with online and none in real life. Some of the NPCs were so friendly once they got to know her, and they remembered her. It almost felt real. But not everyone in the group felt the same way and still treated them as disposable. She hated it. They had come to Shadowport after a failed raid on a goblin cave had led the raiders back to the village of Roseblossom. Lots of people had died, and the village was half-empty a week later, with harsh looks and harsher words thrown at them when they came into town. She’d insisted they move somewhere else. And now the guys had done it again!
Rufus and Frosty were already dead, and Elvarion was wounded and had lost his bow. So, they weren't gaming the rest of the weekend anyway. She lost nothing by helping, although she'd miss her Healer's Staff and Robe of Twilight's End if they couldn’t recover their graves. But she valued them less than she did the lives of the miners she had met. As she moved closer to one of the groups of miners, she saw one of them begin casting spells. They felt a lot more powerful than hers. He must be dumping a ton of mana into them. It looked like a debuff on the Lurker and a magical weapon. The way the long bony whip moved back and forth made him look like he was wagging a tail.

She didn't have long to ponder the strange mage as the stone lurkers left the tunnel, the huge one that had killed Rufus in the lead.

Bone Crusher Elite Level? Stone Lurker
massive armor, massive mitigation, bone-shattering attacks 

Milo saw Gorbel taunt Bone Crusher, and the huge monster started to run at him, lumbering along slowly but slightly faster than the other Lurkers. The other miners moved up to the tunnel entrance and threw rocks and taunted the two other monsters to get their attention and then turned and moved to the left, separating them from the larger one.

Gorbel was yelling at the creature and striking it with his pick. He managed to dodge one slow strike and caught the next one on his shield, angling it to avoid the full force of the blow. Milo could tell it hit harder than the others. Gorbel was driven backward a couple of feet and barely kept his balance. "I've got its attention, Milo, do what you can."

Milo moved up behind Bone Crusher, wary of its rear legs, and cast Brittle Bones. The spell cost 100 mana and took him down to 600/850 mana. His first swing with Shadowblight did the expected two points of damage. He kept swinging his weapon at the monster’s carapace over and over, doing only 2 points of damage each time.

Gorbel was having a worse time. This monster hit much harder than the smaller version. He knew his shield couldn't take many more hits. He was constantly circling back and to his right, angling his shield to deflect glancing blows and trying to dodge what he could. Dwarves in plate armor dodged poorly.

Bone Crusher was not only bigger but was also a lot smarter than his smaller cousins. The annoying dwarf was moving to the side to make him circle. Bone Crusher countered that by moving to the side quickly on his four legs and circling in the other direction. Gorbel had to adjust quickly and couldn’t avoid taking a punch from a stony forelimb that rocked him backward. His shield was dented in the middle, and Milo heard a sound like a piece of wood breaking.

Gorbel scrambled away, a small sound of pain escaping his lips as he sucked in his breath. He tried to get away from the stone lurker, but a loose rock tripped him up, and he fell flat on his back.

As Bone Crusher moved in for the kill, Milo tried to get its attention. He leaped onto the creature’s back and brought Shadowblight down onto the monster’s head. Simultaneously, he wrapped the ten-foot-long, bony tail around the forelimb about to crush the dwarf.

Nothing in the spell had said anything about how you had to hold the magical whip. Milo was using his tail. It essentially gave him a ten-foot-long extension, and he used it that way with ease, just as he manipulated his prosthetic tail in the real world. Shadowblight came down, puncturing the monster’s skull, with a lesser result than Milo had hoped for. He was finally through the creature’s armor, but just barely.
You have hit! This makes the 10th time you have hit Bone Crusher.
Mitigation is reduced from 200 to 100. 
Your Critical Hit does 2x damage, x4 with Curse of Brittle Bones.
You have Critically Hit Bone Crusher for 24 damage.
Bone Crusher seemed confused by the spectral bones wrapping around his forelimb but attempted to hit Gorbel anyway. Milo suddenly found himself pulled off of Bone Crusher's back and swung in an arc that ended with him hitting the dwarf and knocking him out of the way. Both took minimal damage from the hit. Gorbel just kept rolling and scrambled to his feet.

Milo found himself lifted by his tail and swinging back and forth in front of the delighted monster. Bone Crushed lifted him up the way a fisherman checks to see what fish he caught. The other rocky forelimb was coming around.
If Milo had ever played tetherball, he might have appreciated his position more. The hit took him in the side of his head and knocked him counter-clockwise, around and around the other forelimb, unwrapping his tail. After three revolutions, his tail came loose, and he soared through the air fifteen feet, landing in a roll on the hard stone and coming to his feet unsteadily.
Evasion is negated by your inability to dodge. You have been hit by Bone Crusher for 300 points of damage. Damage is reduced by 100 points because of Shadowblight’s Curse x20. Damage is halved because of your Hard-Runed Bones. The bone-Breaker effect is negated because of your Hard-Runed Bones.
Health 335/435 

Milo was unsteady on his feet, but he did manage to stand up.
Gorbel also managed to stand, but his arm was causing him pain, broken in at least two places. Milo yelled at him. "Get moving. I'll stall it a bit and then catch up." Gorbel didn't have to be told twice. He was no longer worried about Milo. He'd just seen him take a punch to the head that should have shattered his skull and then watched him use the momentum of the hit to escape the creature. 

Gorbel unstrapped and dropped his shield and retreated, holding his broken arm. Bone Crusher turned to follow, and Milo raced up to hit for another 2 points of damage. Some of his curses had worn off. He got in two more hits before the monster decided he wasn't catching the dwarf and turned on the other small thing and was still chipping away at it. Bone Crusher turned and tried to slam Milo, but the wererat was on solid ground now and dodged.

More than dodged, he saw the hit coming and easily just stepped out of the way. The longer the fight went on, the better Milo got at not getting hit. He was learning how the Lurker fought, and he was learning how to move to minimize its chance of hitting him. Fleet of Foot increased his movement by 20% and his AGI of 9 by 9% more. The Lurker was slower than a dwarf in plate mail, and Milo could literally run rings around him. Which was what he was doing. He constantly moved to the rear and one side of the huge monster, forcing it to look for him while he hit it again and again. Each of his skills, Acrobatics, Dodge, and Sense Danger, decreased Bone Crusher’s chance to hit him. Rather than simply rely on those skills, Milo did his best not to need them, only dodging when the Lurker could maneuver to hit him.

They continued their absurd dance; Milo was sometimes unable to do more than two damage, and Bone Crusher was unable to hit Milo. If he could get in a string of hits to negate the full 120 points of armor, he could do 52 points in one hit. That happened rarely. Dodging cut down the number of hits he could string together.

Milo was relieved to finally be doing damage but appalled at how much armor and health this creature had. It was going to be a long fight, but he was growing confident. He needed to not make mistakes. No tripping, no getting maneuvered to a corner. If he could just keep hitting the creature, he could wear it down.
You have done 2 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 2 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 12 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 32 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 52 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 52 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 2 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 2 points to Bone Crusher!
You have done 12 points to Bone Crusher!
Bonecrusher has taken 25% of his total health in damage. Bone Crusher does not like you.  
As Milo was calculating that his opponent has 2000 points of health, the stone lurker slammed both of his fists together. Milo easily dodged backward but, too late, realized he wasn't the target.
You have failed to dodge Burst of Stone. You have taken 37 points of damage. You are blinded by dust and debris for one round! 
Milo had been too close to the monster when it used its special attack and couldn't dodge back in time. Again, he was hit hard and knocked to the side.
Bone Crusher hits you for 200 damage.
Damage is halved because of your Hard-Runed Bones.
The bone-Breaker effect is negated because of your Hard-Runed Bones.
Health 198/435
Things were a bit more serious now. He'd have to watch out for that attack. He'd gotten too confident. He went back to moving around the monster, striking when he could.
Bonecrusher has taken 50% of his total health in damage. Bone Crusher thought things over and still does not like you. 
Milo had been careful this time, watching the damage notices and preparing for when he got to 50% damage. He rolled backward twice, dodging out of the area of effect of the attack and shielding his eyes. He took a few points of damage but easily dodged the follow-up attack.

A noise from the side caught his attention, and he saw the blue-robed human mage approaching with her lantern, assisting a wounded dwarf who was limping along slowly with a wounded leg, pursued by another of the stone lurkers. This wasn’t good. Another Lurker added a number of variables to the fight, and he didn’t have enough concentration to analyze the problem again. He went back to hitting Bone Crusher, with distractions and another enemy coming up from behind.
Bonecrusher has taken 75% of his total health in damage. Bone Crusher has taken you off his Christmas Card list.
Milo dodged backward, but this time Bone Crusher slammed both forelimbs down onto the ground creating a massive shock wave. A rolling Milo felt himself bounce from the ground and into the air; he landed in a heap, stunned.
Seismic slam damages you for 75 points of damage. Your Hard-Runed Bones save you from additional damage.
Health 123/435 
Belinda saw the fight ahead of her and instantly regretted running this way. Her Dancing Lights spell seemed to enrage the creature, and it made it easy to keep its attention. She and Asti had been running it in circles while the others tried to kill the first one. Other miners hearing the fight had joined in.

When Asti got injured, they decided to draw their creature deeper into the mines, but the dwarf was limping hard, and her healing spells couldn’t fix the fractured bone and mangled knee.

They had actually found Gorbel along the way. He and Asti compared injuries and laughed. Gorbel had gone forward to help. He could still swing a pick one-handed. She and Asti had continued to bait the other stone lurker deeper. No one expected Milo to still be alive, and neither she nor Asti had much hope of surviving.

The strange miner who had stayed to save Gorbel was actually killing the huge creature, tearing chunks of stone from its hide. But the fight wasn't going all his way; he was bloody and battered. Even as she came upon the fight, the monster punched the ground so hard it sent him flying to land near her.

As Bone Crusher advanced, she touched Milo’s shoulder and cast the last of her healing spells. Then taking a deep breath, she took a step towards Bone Crusher and cast Dancing Lights on the spot where she thought its eyes would be. As with the smaller creatures, this enraged it. She ducked and ran away from Milo.

Milo recovered and stood up just in time to see Bone Crusher knock Belinda to the ground and then pummel her. It was a messy death, the Lurker Boss raising up its blood-covered forelimbs. Milo felt sick. That could have been him. Would have been him for sure if she hadn't drawn the creature away. Now he had two Lurkers to deal with, but Bone Crusher was badly wounded.

He ran at the boss, taunting it and not running around it. He had to keep both Lurkers in his vision. Bone Crusher struck at him again and again, and each time, an exhausted Milo took a step back and hit its forelimb with his weapon. The curses built up to the maximum number, and Bone Crusher started to take damage. The second Lurker was charging him from the flank as Milo stepped forward and threw one of the three carved bone javelins he had made. As the Boss Lurker raised both arms to strike, he cast the spell from point-blank range into its face and hoped it would be enough. The javelin penetrated the monster’s skull, doing four times its normal damage. Bone Crusher slowly crumbled to gravel.  Milo took a hit from the other Stone Lurker, rolling away from it. It would have killed him without the healing from the woman that sacrificed herself. 

Asti was throwing rocks at the other Lurker. Milo took a moment to cast Mend Bones upon himself. He was running low on health, stamina, and mana, but he had enough to take out the next monster. After Bone Crusher, it would be a relief to just dodge and hit.

***

Many hours later, in an inn near the docks, Belinda woke up in her room. It was too much work for her to get out of her pod, and after her death, she had not wanted to call for a nurse, so she stayed in VR and played games in the little room she appeared in. She was fond of the old arcade games that Genesis provided. As soon as she could, she shifted to the inn, waking up in her bed.

As usual, after dying, she woke up wearing beginner trousers and a tunic. She missed her fancy robe already. Her head ached as she poured water into a glass. Dying gave her the equivalent of the worst hang-over ever. She wondered if that was how drinking made you feel in real life. She had never tried alcohol outside of the game. She was on too many medications to even think of experimenting with alcohol or drugs in the real world. At least she could cast a spell on herself for some relief. She heard cursing from the room next to hers where the boys would have just respawned.

She wondered if she had lost any levels in her skills from this death. It happened to players now and then and made death feared for more than just a headache. Checking her messages, she was very surprised.

Huzzah! Your group has been victorious over the dreaded Bone Crusher, a Level 7 Elite stone lurker, and his minions.
For your part in the battle, you receive 5 Enhancement Points and 500 Boss experience.
Your reputation with the Mining Guild has greatly improved. They offer to escort you to your tombstone to recover your lost items and loot the Treasure Chest left by Bone Crusher.

She celebrated at breakfast with as many pancakes and syrup as she could eat, imported fruit, and a large hot chocolate. The meal cost her 37 copper, and the others in the group looked on with envy. She didn’t feel like sharing. 
Chapter 39: Rocky Rewards
It had been about 8 hours since the fight with the stone lurkers, and Milo was finally starting to feel better. Besides the pummeling he had taken from Bone Crusher, the last lurker had hit him hard in his left side before they had all managed to bring it down. Milo had looked at the message he had received but was too tired to allocate points at the moment. Maybe when he got down to see Harry.

Huzzah! Your group has been victorious over the dreaded Bone Crusher, a Level 7 Epic stone lurker, and his minions. (Mainly due to your efforts.)

For your part in the battle, you receive 22 Enhancement Points. This large amount reflects the huge difference between your level and the level of the boss you killed, along with doing most of the damage.
You receive 1500 Boss experience. These may be spent on any of your combat skills used in the battle, and you receive an equal amount of experience that is applied to the stats corresponding to the skills gaining experience.
Skills used: Bonecasting, Dodge, Acrobatics… (Oh heck, you know what you used. Darn, near all of them. Just toss it to combat skills; I’m not going to check.)
Your reputation with the Mining Guild has greatly improved. They offer to escort you to the Treasure Chest left by Bone Crusher. (Mostly so they can see what you, Gorbel, and Belinda get from the chest.) 

Currently, he was sitting in an old chair in front of a fire made of coal shards and broken wood from crates. Most of the miners coming off shift stopped to hear the stories, which were getting better with each telling. Gorbel was an enthusiastic teller of tales. He especially liked the part where Milo attempted to save him by using his own body to slam him away from danger. "Yeah, and let me tell you all, for as tough as miner Milo is, I'd much rather be slammed with him than by Bone Crusher. That thing was mean!"

It became apparent to Milo that Gorbel held some position of authority with the miners. If Gorbel said the secretive deep miner was ok, that was good enough for the rest of them.

His magical talents were also held in some esteem. Having used his spells in a fight, Milo saw no reason to hide them from people. As he got back mana, he was using his magic to fix the broken bones many of the combatants had suffered fighting the rock creatures. He had been eating cheese and drinking weak beer for most of the time they sat by the fire. The combination of rest, food, and drink seemed to be a good choice for mana recovery.

A bit after what would have been dawn outside, Belinda and some of her group came walking up. The halfling was noticeably absent. The miners were neutral to the other adventurers, but Belinda was given smiles and a place by the fire. She had healed several of them in the fight, and the story of what she had done before dying had been told several times already around the fire. There was a large group of miners who were willing to escort the adventurers back down to where they had died to recover their gear. And, of course, everyone liked to see what came out of large chests.

Milo noticed that Elvarion, the ranger of the group, had his arm in a cast. After a couple of heals from Milo, he happily stripped it off. Belinda had watched eagerly as Milo cast the spell, wishing she could learn it. Milo tried to explain what he envisioned when he cast the spell and how the mana felt. It turned out that she had a good knowledge of real-world medicine and understood how bones healed. After a few minutes of talking, she and he got a systems message.
By observing the Bonecasting spell, Mend Bones, Healer Belinda has grasped the basics of the spell. Further explanation by Bonecaster Milo has given her a chance to learn the spell and use it to heal living creatures.
Healer Belinda may spend 1 Enhancement Point to learn a Healer's version of the spell Mend Bones. 
Belinda gave Milo a quick hug; she was so happy. She quickly spent one of the points she had earned in the fight. "That's amazing. So far, I can restore health and stamina and cure some minor injuries. This is a big upgrade for Tier 1."

Milo froze as she hugged him, having no experience with hugging, and wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. Luckily, everyone was anxious to get to the loot chest, and they started on their way. Tombstones were recovered without any problems. Rufus and Frostyone were both relieved to get back their gear and embarrassed for the problems they caused. The miners enjoyed the idea of adventurers needing to run to them for help. Everyone was fairly relieved to be rid of the creatures. For now, at least. 

They arrived at the large stone treasure chest, and both Gorbel and Milo stepped back to let Belinda go first. She put her hand on the chest, and it glowed slightly and opened a crack. A piece of armor appeared on Belinda. Each of the thin plates had the rough texture of stone and had lines of dwarven armor runes running along the edges. The finely crafted armor fit snuggly over her back and breast, coming down almost to her waist. Her shoulders were protected by large pauldrons with finely articulated lames running down to her elbows. Everyone, especially the dwarves, oohed and awed at the fine piece of armor crafting.
Stone-Forged Armor of Saint Shandalar
This finely wrought armor negates critical hits to the back, front, and shoulders.
Armor Mitigation = +40
+2 WIS when worn.
"Wow, now that is some upgrade. That looks great with your robe." Rufus voiced what many other people thought.

Gorbel rushed forward eagerly. "Make way. My turn! That critter nearly flattened me." Again, the chest glowed. This time it was a shield that appeared. From tip to upper rim, the heater-style shield was only a foot shorter than Gorbel. It was nearly an inch thick and looked to be made of solid granite with a heavy iron rim. He could barely lift it until it was strapped fully onto his arm.
Stone-Forged Bulwark of the Protector
This sturdy shield is made from the hide of a large stone lurker.
Physical Blows from Tier 1 or Tier 2 non-elite creatures that hit the shield will only do one damage.
+3 STR when equipped. (You'll need it!) 
Gorbel was highly pleased with his new shield. When strapped on, it was still heavy and was going to use more stamina than a normal shield, but its protection was vastly better. "I'm almost sad we don't have a few more lurkers running around. I want to try this out." He waved Milo up. "Your turn."

Milo touched the chest, and it glowed brightly before disappearing. Something heavy dropped at his feet.

"I got a rock."

Everyone moved in, trying to get a look at the stone. It was the size of his fist and quite heavy. Its light grey surface was pitted and dull, but three small gemstones shone from different sides.
Heart of Stone
The essence of a creature of stone, condensed and refined.
The owner of this item must make a choice, as the stone will grant only one boon.
-The red gemstone will imbue their body with Earthly Vigor. (+200 Health.)
-The grey gemstone will imbue their body with the Strength of Stone. (+4 STR, +1 CON)
-The black gemstone will grant them the ability: Stone Sense.
Even in complete darkness, you can feel the shape of natural stone and earth to a distance of 50' and up to 10' past the surface of the stone. You know when creatures move around you if they are treading on stone or earth.
Gorbel whistled long and loud. "Lordy, I guess you have a choice to make. But none of them are bad."

Chapter 40: Choices

After his adventures in the mines, Milo needed time to heal and think. Magical healing was great for restoring Health and making the numbers he saw on his character sheet go up, but it didn’t negate all the bruises and pain, nor the psychological need for some downtime. Milo slept less than other people and thought faster, giving parts of his brain ample time to come up with new anxieties. The only way to stay sane was to keep busy and keep thinking. With his battered body not up to the trip down to Harry’s mushroom farm, he decided to rent a room at an inn. There were several in Shadowport with good reputations and lots of people. Milo didn’t want to be around people, so he headed to Ralph’s place on the docks. The Rustyguts Inn was shunned by all but broke and beginning players. 

Ralph’s face split open as he tried to smile, revealing his large, decaying teeth. “A returning customer? I knew this was going to be a good year! You can have your old room. I haven’t bothered to clean the bedding yet, so it should feel like home.”

Milo smiled weakly, paid for two nights’ lodging, and trudged upstairs with his pack and a loaf of bread from the bakery down the street. He was finding that cheese went well with other food. After putting the bar on the door, he felt secure in the tiny room. A bite or two of cheese and a half loaf of bread relaxed him, and he lay down to think for a bit. 

Things were happening too quickly, and he needed to expand on his long-term goals. He still wanted to keep to his plan of mining and mushroom gathering. He needed the STR that mining would give him and the money from the ore. Cheese took money, and he liked cheese. Foraging was raising his perception and supplied the mushrooms he was trading to Harry for lessons in the strange mushroom-based alchemy he practiced. But beyond that? Where was he going?

Shadowport offered many opportunities to players, especially those interested in the Rogue, Thief, and Assassin classes. There was constant competition between several gangs and at least three Thieves Guilds that gave out quests. The forums were filled with accounts of the weekly fights between players and raids by full guilds. It wasn’t for him. Too much drama and interaction with people when what he wanted to do was find secrets in dark places and explore things on his own.

Harry had told him about the Deep-Dark, the tunnels that were far under the earth where massive caverns were like different worlds. Stories about huge dwarven cities floating on seas of volcanic rock, endless caverns lit by giant, sentient crystals, and strange glowing trees that reached up from the stone and rooted again in the ceilings.  He knew tales of strange, gargantuan creatures that ate the stone and created new caverns, enlarging the world and going ever deeper.

Of course, Harry also liked to imbibe certain special mushrooms after a hard day's work. Most of the stories were told after he mashed together several potent and poisonous varieties and brewed them into tea so strong that Milo sat in the next room to talk to him. Harry rarely remembered any of his stories the next day, and Milo didn’t know if these were stories he’d heard from others, places he had been, or drug-induced visions.  He was intrigued in any case and wanted to know more.

His favorite story was about the machines. Harry kept coming back to the story about the machines that were in the center of the world, gears endlessly turning and keeping the world running. Or maybe it was the world turning that kept the gears turning? Details changed from story to story. He didn't know who put them there or what they did, but he always told that story. He told Milo that all trolls knew the story and knew it to be true. One night, when he was barely able to move, he insisted over and over that it was real. “The Engine is down there, Milo, grinding away and changing the world.” The next day he just scratched his head and shrugged.

In the end, it was wanting to explore the Deep-Dark that led Milo to take Stone Sense over the other two gifts. His Low Light Vision helped in most of the caverns where glowing mushrooms and phosphorescent lichen gave enough light for underground races to see by. His Dark Vision let him see in even darker places, but only for a short distance. There would be places with no light. Even places where you didn't dare make a light. And with this gift, he wouldn't have to avoid them. When he told Harry about his choice, the old troll agreed. "Always good to be in touch with the earth and rock."
You have gained the perk: Stone Sense. 
-This is a perception-based ability. A high perception will affect how well you can use this ability.
-Even in complete darkness, you can concentrate and feel the shape of natural stone and earth to a distance of 50' and up to 10' past the surface of the stone. This allows movement through caves and similar terrain, even in complete darkness, at a normal pace.
-You know when creatures move around you if they are treading on stone or packed earth by the vibrations they make. Some stealth abilities may partially negate this, as will a very light tread. You must be silent and concentrate to detect them.

All of the choices had been good. The STR and CON would have given him more stamina and health. Health was something he was sadly lacking if he was going to keep fighting monsters. But there were other ways to get Health and no way to gain Stone Sense. Both mining and raising his resistance to poisons and diseases would raise those stats. For Health, he needed levels and Enhancements. 

He had twenty-seven points to spend, and with how fast the world moved, he should spend them now. He happily paid the ten points to increase his Smugglers Stash to its maximum size of 27 cubic feet. He could now take all the supplies he needed for exploring with him and bring back a lot of ore and mycology products. Since he was constantly getting beat up, he spent 7 points on Extra Health 1 and 2, raising his health by +150 and putting his total at 590.

He debated the last ten points. Another level of regeneration, or Extra Health 3, would make him a lot tougher. Abundance would increase how much he mined and gathered. And Extra Stabby would give him a better chance at making critical hits. As always, he wanted all of it. The other consideration was the soft caps on his stats. He’d already hit the cap on INT. If he didn’t raise it, any additional experience would be wasted. INT gave him mana for his spells, also something he depended on. AGI was also going to be over the cap soon.

The solution was killing more copperheads and other bosses and raising all of his skills and stats, and gaining all the enhancements. He spent five points to raise the cap on his INT to 8, AGI to 7 and bought Abundance 2 and 3. He would now gather 50% more ore and mushrooms, letting him buy more cheese. That seemed important. Cheese would make him stronger and help him fight.

The Boss Experience he put into Bonecasting first, maxing out the skill at rank 5. That was the highest rank he could get until he could move to Tier 2. He put 430 points into Dodge, also taking it to rank 5. Reading on the forums, he’d followed the discussion on the best ways to stay alive. The first was heavy armor, a good shield, and defensive skills that were available to Warriors, Paladins, and other types of heavy fighters. Or you dodged every blow and took skills to increase your evasion. Milo hated to get hit and wasn’t going to tromp through tunnels in clanky armor. That left 870 points which he put into Sense Danger, moving the skill to rank 4 and his PER to 5. Fights would be a little easier, or so he hoped.

He was close to Level 3, but that would have to wait for the next day. He was suddenly very tired. His mind wanted to keep going, but his healing body needed rest. Secure in the inn, he left his body sleeping and logged out of the game. There was always something to fix in Section E, and he couldn’t neglect his work. Problems escalated quickly when he wasn’t watching them. 

Milo's Character Sheet:

Name: Milo/Tallsqueak         Class: Were-rat Scout          Race: Ratkin
Level: 2
Experience Points: 5620/6000
Enhancement Points Available: 0
Enhancement Points Spent: 72

Vitals:
Health: 590	(100+100 per Level) (+5xSTR)(+10xCON) (+100 Cheese!)(+150)
Stamina: 850	(600+100 per Level) (+10xSTR)(+5xCON)
Mana: 850	(100+200 per Level) (+15x (CHA+INT+WIS)(+200 Perk)

Stat:
STR: 4		(+2, Cheese!) (Rank 2, 150 experience)
DEX: 5		(+2 Racial bonus) (Rank 3, 545 experience.)
AGI: 9		(+2 Racial bonus) (Rank 5, 1575 experience) (Cheese! +2)
CON: 2		(Rank 2, 150 experience)
INT: 7/10	(Rank 5, 1430 experience) (Item: +2)
WIS: 3		(Rank 3, 500 experience)
CHA: 0		(Rank 0, 0 experience)
PER: 7		(+2 Racial bonus) (Rank 2, 1420 experience.) 

Racial Skills:
Tail Fighting (DEX)	(Rank 2, 150 experience)
Weak Claws (DEX)	(Rank 2, 150 experience)
Primary Skills:
Bonecasting (INT)	(Rank 5, 1000 experience)
Skulk (WIS)		(Rank 1, 50 experience)
Climbing (AGI)		(Rank 1, 125 experience)
Dodge AGI		(Rank 5, 1000 experience)
Acrobatics (AGI)	(Rank 2, 150 experience)
Small Blades (DEX)	(Rank 2, 245 experience)
Sense Danger (PER)	(Rank 4, 920 experience) 
Identify (PER)		(Rank 1, 50 experience)
W. Poison Resist (Con) (Rank 2, 150 experience)
W. Disease Resist (Con) (Rank 0, 0 experience)
Mycology (WIS)	(Rank 2, 350 experience)
Secondary Skills:
Throw Sharp Things (DEX)		(Rank 0, 0 experience)
Fleet of Foot (AGI)			(Rank 3, 300 experience)
Manipulate Locks and Traps (DEX)	(Rank 0, 0 experience)
Tertiary Skills:
(None)
Gathering Skills:
Mining (STR)		(Rank 1, 50 experience)
Foraging (PER)		(Rank 3, 500 experience)
Crafting Skills:
Mechanic (INT)	(Rank 3, 330 experience) 
Trap Making (INT)	(Rank 1, 100 experience)
Lore Skills:
Runic Lore (INT)	(Rank 0, 0 experience)

Perks and Special Abilities:
Shape Change to Human Form
Superior Low Light Vision
Dark Vision 20’
Enhanced Sense of Smell
+100 mana per Level (Gift of the Oracle)
The Power of Cheese! Stage 2 (+100 Health, +2 STR, +2 AGI)
Hard-Runed Bones
Sharp-Runed Talons
Speed-Runed Skin
Stone Sense

Enhancements:
Smugglers Stash 3	 (Cost: 18)
Invisible Tail. 		(Cost: 8)
Jumping Jack 1		(Cost: 2)
Slashing Tail 1 		Cost: 2)
Weak Poison Resistance (Cost: 5)
Weak Disease Resistance (Cost: 5)
Not-so-good Regeneration (Cost: 5)
Silent Step 1 (Cost: 2)
Unnoticed (Cost: 2)
Breathless 2 (Cost: 2)
Abundance 3 (Cost: 6)
Skilled Provider 1 (Cost: 3)
Raise the soft cap on INT to 10 (Cost: 5)
Extra Health 2 (Cost: 7)

Items:
Ring of the Swiss Army
Bone-Runed Cowl (+2 INT)
Shadowblight
Spells: 
Exploding Skull
Bone Spike
Mend Bones
Curse of Brittle Bones
Spectral Spine











