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CHAPTER
 1


An
Urgent Request












"Well,
that was a waste of time," I say, kicking a rock down the cruddy
dirt road we're on.


"They've
all been a waste of time," Bentley replies.


"Yeah,
but it keeps Ryry content, so..." I say.


"I
guess," Bentley starts. "I don't know why we always get
stuck with the weirdo's though."


"I
think she does it on purpose," I laugh.


"I
wouldn't doubt it. Only a wackaloon would live out here."


'Out
here' is about a three-hour walk down a dirt road that in reality is
just a really worn out hiking path in the middle of the woods. It
barely resembles a road at all, actually.


"You
know we're not gonna hit the main road until it's dark, right?"
I say.


"Yeah,
we should just hit up that small village we passed on the way here
for a place to stay instead of hiking all the way back to Rutol at
night," Bentley replies.


"That's
actually not a bad idea," I say.  "Especially after having
to walk down this stupid path for three hours."


Why
are we on this stupid path you ask? Because Ryry decided that putting
up flyers asking people from other worlds to contact us was an
awesome idea.


It
wasn't.


Not by
a long shot.


Every
weirdo, homeless beggar, and bored kid in the area has hit us up over
the past few months. 



And
every time we head out to meet with them, it's either some kids
trolling us, or in this case, some dude who looks like he ate every
weird plant in the forest and now thinks he's from the stars.


"Well?"
Ryry asks through the guild stone.


Here
we go.


Bentley
loves this part.


"This
guy seemed legit," Bentley responds.


"Really?"
Ryry asks.


"Yeah."


"Are
you just being a jerk again?"


"Nope.
This dude seemed like the real deal. He had dandelions in his
hair and beard, and he smelled like moldy socks. Definitely seemed
like somebody we'd find back home," Bentley says.


Ryry
sighs.


"It's
been almost four months and we've met with at least fifty people with
no luck. Maybe it's time to think of something else?" I say.


"Maybe..."
Ryry replies.


"Dude,
check it," Bentley whispers, pointing towards the right of us.


I look
where he's pointing and see a pack of five goblins trekking through
the woods.


"Should
we jump them?" Bentley asks.


"Why
would we jump them if they're just over there minding their own
business?" I reply, just as Bentley kicks a medium sized rock
off the road, sending it tumbling through the twigs and leaves to the
right of us.


The
goblins look over and clearly spot us, cause one lets out a crazy
yell and draws his sword.


"Oops,"
Bentley smiles.


I give
Bentley a look like, 'really?'


"Gotta
go Ryry, we're being attacked by goblins," Bentley says.


"Yeah,
yeah, yeah," she replies.


I pull
out my swords and get ready as the first goblin jumps out of the
woods, swinging his sword wildly.


I
dodge the first swing and kick it in the right knee, causing it to
lose its balance and drop to the ground, where I finish it off with a
downward strike.


Bentley
Earth Strikes the two that came at him and sends them flying into the
woods, bouncing off of a few trees before landing farther away than
where we first spotted them.


The
last two goblins hesitate for a second, before turning and running
off.


"Don't
run! We were just messing around!" Bentley yells before turning
to face me and seeing the dead goblin on the ground. "Okay, well
maybe you weren't messing around."


I
shrug my shoulders and check the goblin to see if it has anything
good on it.


One
gold coin.


"Nice,"
Bentley says as I put the coin in my pocket.


"Maybe
this whole trying to get home thing is just a waste of time," I
say.


"Huh?"


"Maybe
there is no way home," I start. "Maybe this was a one-way
trip and we should just focus our time on making a good life living
here."


"Come
on dude, you can't mean that. As cool as this is, I still wanna get
back home. We just need to find more clues, that's all. And then EJ
can put it all together and we'll be outta here," Bentley says.


"I
guess," I mutter.


"I
hope you guys aren't too far into your trip back cause I need
you to head to Ishathyr," EJ says through the guild stone.


"What?
Why?" Bentley answers.


"Not
sure. A letter was delivered to the inn from Nindr asking us to head
to Ishathyr immediately."


"Man,
I was looking forward to staying in that village we passed earlier
today," Bentley moans.


"We're
gonna gather some supplies and meet you there," EJ replies.


"Does
it say why we need to go there?" I ask.


"No.
It just says, and I quote, 'this is of the utmost importance,
do not dawdle humans'," EJ says.


"Yeah,
that sounds like Nindr," I respond. "Alright, I
guess we'll start heading there instead."


"Okay.
We'll meet you there," EJ
says.


"Well,
there goes a good night's sleep in a cozy village," Bentley
says.


"Yep."
I reply.








CHAPTER
 2


Ishathyr












"What
took you so long?" Ryry snaps as Bentley and I walk into the
meeting room where we first met Aranel.


"We
kinda got lost," I reply.


"Twice,"
Bentley adds.


"Of
course you did," Ryry huffs.


"So
what's the deal? What happened to Aranel?" Bentley asks as the
elf who led us to this room quietly makes his exit, leaving just the
five of us by ourselves.


"We
don't know yet. We were waiting for you to get here," Brie says.


"Oh.
I guess that makes sense," Bentley replies, taking a seat at the
table.


"Obviously
this has something to do with getting home, right?" I say,
taking a seat at the table.


"You
are correct," Nindr says, walking up behind us.


"Geez...
Make some noise next time you come in. I almost had a heart attack,"
Ryry says.


Nindr
doesn't reply as she walks to the head of the table and takes a seat
in the same chair Aranel did when we first met him. Only Nindr looks
nowhere near as relaxed as Aranel did.


"I'll
get right to the point," Nindr says with an almost angry look on
her face. "Four days ago, Aranel hastily left Ishathyr with
little explanation as to why. The information I managed to pry out of
him was nothing more than him saying he may have found a way home,
for everyone."


"He
did?!" Ryry exclaims, bolting up in her seat.


"I
do not know. I am not even sure I understand what he meant by that.
He has, on occasion, mentioned that he needed to find a way home.
When I would press him on the matter, he would always reply the same
way. It was complicated," Nindr says.


"So
you called us here because you though we might have some information
on where Aranel went?" EJ asks.


"There
is obviously some kind of connection you all share, or he wouldn't
have gone through the trouble of crafting you the set of yalambe
ambal you now carry," Nindr places Aranel's guild stone on the
table.


"He
left his guild stone?" I ask.


"He
left everything except the clothes he had on, and even that wasn't
much," Nindr replies.


"So
Aranel is out running around in his underwear?" Bentley asks.


"It
did not take long to figure out that you five were the 'everybody'
that Aranel mentioned before he left," Nindr says, ignoring
Bentley's comment.


"We
are," EJ says. "And I guess it's time to fill you in on
some of the info you're missing."


"Are
you sure we should tell her about us?" I ask EJ through the
guild stone.


"I
think we can trust Nindr by now," EJ replies.


"If
it helps us find a way home, I'll tell her my whole life story, I
don't care," Ryry comments.


"Have
you finished consulting with each other?" Nindr asks.


"Sorry,"
EJ apologizes. "It's just a little complicated."


"So
I've heard," Nindr replies.


"The
five of us are not from around here," EJ starts. "And by
that I mean we are from another world."


Nindr
just stares at EJ intently.


"To
make this as simple to understand as possible, we went to bed one day
in our world, and woke up the next morning here, in a field just
outside of the city of Brimear, to the south.


Since
then, we have been trying to figure out how we got here, and how to
get back home, to our own world."


"So
Aranel is from your world as well?" Nindr asks.


"Yes,"
EJ replies. "Although his situation is a bit different from
ours. See, we don't have elves, or magic, or anything like that in
our world. So how Aranel came to be here in an Elvan body, while we
came here in our own bodies, is another mystery all together."


"That
is quite the tale," Nindr says.


"There's
a bit more to it than that, but that's pretty much all the relevant
stuff to our current situation," EJ says.


"As
strange as your tale is, I have no reason to disbelieve you,"
Nindr starts. "It would also explain a lot of the odd tendencies
Aranel has displayed since his arrival in Ishathyr."


"Wait,
Aranel didn't live in Ishathyr the whole time he's been here?" I
ask.


"Aranel
showed up nearly a century ago, claiming to have lost his memory,"
Nindr says. "He said the more time he spent in Ishathyr, the
more his memories returned."


"That's
actually not a bad story to run with if you woke up in another world
inside an elvan body," EJ comments.


"Indeed,"
Nindr starts. "As enlightening as this new information is, it
doesn't lend us any clues as to where Aranel might have gone."


"Has
he been interested in anything unusual lately? Maybe looking up info
on different parts of the world?" EJ asks.


"He
has shown an interest in the monfolk towns near the northern lands,"
Ninder says. "I assumed it had to do with the trading agreement
between the monfolk and the dwarves, but in light of our current
situation, there may have been more to it than that."


"Of
course he would pick the coldest place ever to find a way home,"
Brie comments.


"I
don't care if there's thirty feet of snow on the ground, we're going
to the northern lands," Ryry states firmly.


"It
would make the most sense to start there," EJ mutters to
himself.


"As
you have no doubt realized, due to Aranel's disappearance, I am
unable to leave Ishathyr. And the nature of the situation makes it
somewhat difficult to send an Elvan party out to find him,"
Nindr says. "There is still some tension around Aranel's
appointment as king, and as such, if it were to get out that he is
missing, those tensions would assuredly rise."


"So
keep it on the down low, gotcha," Bentley says.


"Any
idea what town Aranel was focusing his attention on?" EJ asks.


"Yes,"
Nindr answers. "Elsefire."


"Figures..."
Ryry mutters.








CHAPTER
 3


Ambushed












"I
don't remember the weather being this bad last time we came though
here," Bentley says as we trudge through about a foot of snow.


Since
we're not a hundred percent sure how to get to Elsefire, we decided
to take the scenic route that Ritt showed us to head to Mansoor, and
then hopefully get Ritt or somebody else to guide us to Elsefire from
there.


The
problem with that plan is that there's a ton of snow coming down
inside this mountain path right now. Last time we came through here
it had just a coating of snow on the ground, which Ritt said was the
most snow this place ever got.


The
snow coming up to my knees says differently.


"Jabu
said the weather near Elsefire was weird lately. Maybe it started
making its way down here?" EJ says.


"If
it is, I'd hate to see what Elsefire looks like right now," Brie
comments.


"Ritt
will probably have some answers for us," EJ says.


"Yeah,
if we even make it to Mansoor," Ryry mutters.


The
wind is whipping the falling snow right in our faces. Even though
Nindr gave us some sweet Elvan cloaks that are supposed to keep you
extra warm, the cold is cutting right through them.


"You
hear that?" Brie asks.


"All
I hear is snow and wind," Ryry replies.


"I
don't know what your hearing, but I hope it's not what I think I'm
seeing," Bentley comments, pointing to the left of us.


I can
barely make out a large shape in the distance, it sorta looks like...


"Snow
Beast," EJ says.


...yeah,
a Snow Beast.


"Where
are the others?" Ryry asks, pulling out her chained daggers.


Snow
Beasts were Questworlds version of abominable snowmen, or yeti's.
They usually showed up in packs of three, but right now I only see
the one.


"I
don't see any others, but they have to be around here somewhere,"
EJ says. "Watch your backs."


I
don't think the Snow Beast's seen us yet, but in Questworld they were
said to have a heightened sense of smell, which would let them aggro
you from really far away. 



"Do
we attack it first or just hope it doesn't see us?" Brie asks.


"We
know there's a chance there are two more lurking about, so it'd be in
our best interest to take it down before the other two show up,"
EJ replies.


"Sounds
good to me," Bentley says, pulling his great axe off his back.


"Just
don't go Earthbreaking everything in sight. I'd prefer not to get
buried in an avalanche," Ryry comments.


I
didn't think of that. We're pretty much in a small valley between
these mountains. If Bentley causes an avalanche, it might block our
path out of here, or you know, bury us alive like Ryry said. 



That
severely limits our fighting potential. And by our, I mean me. It
limits my fighting potential.


I'm
still behind everyone else when it comes to combat, and the fact that
I can barely move in this snow isn't helping.


"Lets
do it," Bentley says as he leads the charge towards the Snow
Beast.


Our
charge may be short lived though as the Snow Beast lets out a roar
and starts beating its chest with its arms.


"Take
it down fast," EJ says as we run towards it.


I
glimpse something out of the corner of my eye and turn my head to get
a better look. It's another Snow Beast to the left of us, about ten
feet or so away, holding a good sized boulder over its head.


"To
the left!" I yell as the Snow Beast throws the boulder at us.


EJ
gets in front of the boulder and uses what looks like Beast Strike to
shatter it to pieces with nothing more than a punch.


Like I
said, I'm really lagging in the combat department.


"Keep
together," EJ says, continuing to run towards the first Snow
Beast. "Brie, light that second one up and keep an eye out for
the third."


"Gotcha,"
she replies, slowing down so she can cast on the run.


Now
that we're somewhat close to the first Snow Beast, Ryry gets right on
top of it with her Shadow Dance, proofing around and causing a
distraction as Bentley swings for the fences, catching the Snow Beast
square in the gut.


Their
skin must be crazy tough cause Bentley's hit barely scratched it.


The
Snow Beast takes a swing at Bentley, but he quickly ducks out of the
way. Before the Snow Beast can swing again I rush in with a shot of
my own, catching it in the side right below its armpit. 



That
one must have hurt cause the Snow Beast lets out a painful roar.


"Go
for its sides!" I yell, just before an explosion goes off
somewhere behind me.


Brie
must be hitting the second one with her fireball spell, but I can't
risk looking back to check.


"The
third one is here, on the right," Brie says.


"I
got it," EJ replies.


The
first Snow Beast takes another swing, this time at my head. I use my
Rising Strike to parry the attack and hit an upward strike right to
its other side.


The
Snow Beast falls to the ground faceing away from us.


"Get
it while it's down!" Ryry yells.


The
three of us move in to attack when suddenly it whips around to face
us, tossing a huge amount of snow right into our faces.


My
face is instantly freezing, but worst of all is that I can't see
anything. Everything is white.


"Where
is it?!" I hear Bentley yell.


"I
don't know! Get back!" Ryry says.


I back
up as quick as I can, hoping a giant Snow Beast claw doesn't slam
into the side of my head out of nowhere.


I get
back far enough to finally see something again. Bentley, Ryry, and
Brie are right next to me, but I don't see EJ anywhere.


"Where
are they? And where's EJ?" Bentley asks.


"I
hit the second one with a fireball, but in the explosion and smoke I
lost sight of it," Brie says.


"This
snow isn't helping," Ryry comments as the wind whips the snow
around us something fierce.


"There!
I think I see EJ!" Bentley points off to the right.


I can
barely see EJ through the snow, but what I can see clearly are three
large shapes standing right next to him.








CHAPTER
 4


Buried












"I'm
gonna bury them," Bentley says, readying his great axe.


"Wait,
what? You can't cause an avalanche here. You'll bury EJ as well!"
Ryry exclaims.


"I'll
dig him out," Bentley starts. "It's our only chance. We
can't take on three at the same time."


"EJ
will never move out of the way in time," Brie says.


"No
time to argue," Bentley states. "EJ, I'm gonna
try to bury them, get out of there!"


"Don't
listen to him, he's an idiot!" Ryry yells.


"Just
do it," EJ replies.


"What?
This isn't a Nike commercial, don't just do it! What are you,
stupid?" Ryry shouts.


"Trust
me," EJ says.


"Good
enough for me, come on James," Bentley gets his axe ready.


"I
hope EJ knows what he's got us doing," I mutter before
unleashing a Cross Slash towards the mountain top above EJ and the
three Snow Beasts.


Bentley
follows up with an Earth Strike, which helps to blow huge chunks of
ice and rock from the mountain, falling straight towards EJ.


"Brace
yourself, Bentley," EJ says.


"What?
Why?" Bentley asks.


Suddenly
a blur rushes past me and then I see EJ standing in front of Bentley
with his fist in his gut.


It
takes a second to register what just happened, but then Bentley falls
to the ground holding his stomach, gasping for air.


"Wha...
why...?" Bentley gasps.


Ryry
busts out laughing, harder than I've ever heard her laugh since we
became trapped here.


"Did
you just hit Bentley with a Savage Strike?" Brie asks with a
snicker.


"It
was the only thing I could think of to get out of there," EJ
says with a shrug. "I figured since the skill almost
instantaneously closes the distance between myself and an enemy, it
would easily get me out of there in time. The unfortunate part is,
the skill needs a target to work, so..."


"Wait,
doesn't Savage Strike hit three times?" I ask.


"Yeah,
I wasn't sure if I could cut the skill short or not, but it looks
like you can, so that's good to know going forward," EJ replies.


"So
you took a Bentley style gamble that you could end the skill before
totally annihilating him?" Ryry continues to laugh and stare at
Bentley. "It's about time you got a taste of your own medicine."


"As
funny as Ryry thinks this is, that avalanche isn't gonna keep those
guys buried for long, so we better get out of here," Brie says,
helping Bentley to his feet.


"I
take back my calling that plan stupid, and give it a solid nine out
of ten," Ryry says.


"Only
nine?" I ask.


"It
loses a point for not having the other two hits happen."


Bentley
finally regains some of his breath and we continue trudging through
the snow, hoping to put some distance between us and the Snow Beasts
before they dig themselves out.


"That
wasn't funny," Bentley finally mumbles.


"You're
right, it was hilarious," Ryry comments.


I keep
looking behind us every few seconds, fully expecting to see the Snow
Beasts running up on us. So far though, it looks like we're in the
clear. Hopefully it stays that way.













"This
is crazy," Bentley says as we reach the entrance to Mansoor.


The
good thing about getting here is that we didn't get attacked by those
Snow Beasts again. The bad thing is, there's almost twice as much
snow as the mountain path.


I miss
snow plows. That would have made this trek so much easier. I'm so
tired I could lie down right here in the snow and sleep soundly until
tomorrow.


"I
hope Ritt has some answers on why we had to trudge through two feet
of snow to get here," Bentley says.


"Let's
just hope it's not worse up near Elsefire," Brie comments.


"Oh,
I'm sure it is," Ryry mutters.


Mansoor's
streets are empty except for a ton of snow. Everyone must be huddled
up in their make-shift houses where it's somewhat warm, unlike us
dummies who are trudging through giant snow drifts.


"I
hope Ritts got some of that chocolate tea he had last time we were
here. I could definitely go for like a pitcher of that right now,"
Bentley says as we near Ritts house.


EJ
goes up and knocks on the door. About a minute passes and EJ goes to
knock again, when the door quickly swings open.


"Hey!
It's you guys."


"Ant?"
EJ says


"That's
my name," she replies.


"We
were looking for Ritt, is he here?" EJ asks.


"Yep,
hold on," Ant says before shutting the door.


"She
really just left us out here in a blizzard," Ryry comments.


The
door swings open again. "Why are you standing out there still?
Aren't you cold? You should probably come inside or something. I
don't wanna be wasting all my reserves curing your colds cause you
didn't have the smarts to come inside like you should have," Ant
babbles.


"But
you... nevermind," EJ says, heading inside the house.


I
don't think I'll ever get used to the crazy strong smell of weird
herbs hitting me in the face every time we come in here.


"You're
the last people I'd expect to see right now," Ritt says, coming
out from the back room. "Don't tell me we gotta go fight an ice
elemental or something."


"No,
nothing like that," EJ chuckles. "We just need some info."


"Well,
if it's about the weather, I don't have any answers for you,"
Ritt replies.


"It's
not," EJ says.


"With
our luck, I would be more surprised if the weather DIDN'T have
anything to do with why we're here," Ryry mutters.


"Spit
it out already. What info do you need? I got things to do you know."
Ant exclaims.


"A
friend of ours is missing, and we need to get to Elsefire," EJ
says.


The
looks Ant and Ritt just exchanged with each other tells me that this
is gonna be a big problem.








CHAPTER
 5


A
Magical Blizzard












"I
think you'd have an easier time fighting an ice elemental, to be
honest," Ritt says.


"It's
that bad?" EJ asks.


"From
what we've heard, their weather is worse than ours. You'd be lucky to
make it halfway, if that, before you were frozen solid," Ritt
replies.


"Frozen
or not, we don't have a choice," Ryry says.


"If
Ritt says we can't make it, maybe we shou—" Ryry cuts me
off mid sentence.


"No,"
she starts. "This could be our only chance of getting home, and
I'm not letting a little bit of snow mess this up for us."


"It
took us forever to get though the snow that's out here. If Elsefire
is worse than this..." EJ starts.


"It
doesn't matter how bad the snow is. I'm going to Elsefire, even if I
have to go by myself," Ryry says firmly.


Bentley
lets out a sigh as Ryry walks into the other room.


"What
are we gonna do?" Brie asks. "We all know Ryry really
doesn't want to be here, but we can't let her head out into a
blizzard by herself, cause you know she'll do it."


"You
don't have any other secret routes to get to Elsefire that might
avoid going straight into a blizzard, do ya?" I ask.


"Unfortunately,
I don't," Ritt replies.


"Than
Ryry's right, we have no choice but to head straight into the
blizzard," EJ says.


"What
does your friend have to do with going home?" Ant asks. "Don't
you know how to get there yourselves? I could help you find it on a
map if you want, I got a bunch of maps somewhere, I think, or maybe
they're at my house? I don't remember, but I do have maps...
somewhere."


"It's
not that easy, I'm afraid," EJ replies, looking around at us.


I can
tell he's weighing the options of telling them the truth, and at this
point, it might not be a bad idea.


If
this is our only chance to get home, we have to take it.


"It's
up to you, dude," Bentley says to EJ.


He
must have come to the same conclusion I did.


EJ
looks at me and I just nod my head.


"Okay,
here's the truth..." EJ says.













"That's...
pretty unbelievable," Ritt comments after EJ just explained
pretty much everything about us.


"So
my mom is from another world?" 



Everyone
stops and stares at Ant. 



"You
told me Ohio is near where you're from," Ant says calmly.


I
totally forgot about that. How could I forget we told her that?


"Yes,"
EJ answers. "From what you've told us, we're pretty sure
whatever happened to us, probably happened to her."


Ant
sits there quietly, staring down at her lap. I think I hear her
mumble something about somebody being right, but I'm not sure. Her
silence is kinda making me a little uncomfortable, especially since
she's usually always babbling non stop. But I guess given the
circumstances it's understandable.


"So
if you find your friend and get home, you can find my mom?" Ant
looks up at us.


"Technically,
yes," EJ starts. "We have technology that acts similar to
our guild stones, but finding one person out of millions with just
their name is—"


"But
it can be done," Ant interrupts.


EJ
pauses for a second before answering. "Yes."


"Look,
Ant..." Ritt starts, putting his hand on her shoulder.


Ant
pulls away from Ritt and shoots up out of her chair. "I have an
idea."


She
quickly leaves the room and the rest of us just stare at each other.


"Should
we have not done this in front of Ant?" Brie asks.


"We
have been searching for clues as to what happened to Ant's mom for a
while now. If what you've said is true, and she may not even be in
our world anymore, we can now filter out any clues that would
otherwise lead us to a dead end," Ritt replies.


"But
she looked kinda upset, maybe one of us should go see—"
Brie starts.


"What
are you doing?" Ant says, coming back into the room bundled up
in a ton of clothes like she's heading into a bliz... oh... "Get
your stuff on, we're heading out."


"What's
going on in here?" Ryry says, coming back into the room.


"We're
going... somewhere...?" I say.


"I
have a way to get you to Elsefire, now get ready, unless you wanna
turn into an ice block, which in my opinion wouldn't be a wise choice
cause I don't think anybody wants to push an ice block person all the
way to Sybil's house," Ant babbles.


"Wait,
that's your plan!?" Ritt exclaims.


"Yes,
why?"


"Why?
Because you know she can't be trusted, like, at all," Ritt says.


"Wait,
this Sybil person can get us to Elsefire?" Ryry asks.


"Yes,"
Ant replies.


"No,"
Ritt states.


"Yes,"
Ant says firmly, staring Ritt right in the eyes.


Ritt
sighs.


"Who
is Sybil?" EJ asks.


Ritt
sighs again. "Sybil is a witch who lives on the outskirts of
Mansoor. Technically, she should be able to get you to Elsefire, but
she can't be trusted. There's always a hidden cost for her help, and
it never works out in your favor."


"Hidden
cost? Like what?" Bentley asks.


"Whatever
she desires," Ritt starts. "Sometime in the future, she
will need something, and she'll call on those she has helped in the
past."


"So
we just owe her a favor? What's so bad about that?" Bentley
asks.


"It's
an open ended deal, bound by magic so that when the time comes, you
cannot refuse. It could be a simple task like cook her dinner, or she
could need an arm and a leg for an experiment and you won't have any
choice but to give it to her."


"Oh...
Well, when you put it that way," Bentley mumbles.


"Don't
care," Ryry blurts. "We'll be long gone and back home by
the time she comes to collect."


"That's
a big chance to take," Ritt says.


"She's
not that bad, don't listen to Ritt. We're friends, she'll help
without all this doom and gloom deals or whatever Ritt is talking
about. She's not a monster. She won't eat your arms and stuff. 



“Those
are just stories people made up to scare other people. Why people
make up those stories is beyond me though, like what do they get out
of it? 



“It's
kinda mean actually, if you think about it. I don't know, whatever,
trust me though, everything will be fine," Ant says, sounding
like her normal cheery self once again.


We all
just look at each other for a few moments before EJ speaks up.
"Unless anybody else has a better idea...?"


I
shrug my shoulders, as does everyone else.


"Hopefully
this deal thing works out better for us than it did those
minotaurs..." Brie mutters quietly.








CHAPTER
 6


The
Gray Witch, Sybil












"Yeah,
we're definitely getting cursed, or eaten," Bentley says as we
follow Ant into Sybil's house.


It
took us almost an hour of trudging through the snow to get here, and
even though it's nice and warm in the house, I'm kinda wishing we
were still outside cause this is exactly the way I pictured an evil
witch's house to look.


Potions
and herbs and containers are everywhere. Little end tables made from
tree stumps cluttered with trinkets and things that look like tiny
bones. Candles all over the place for light, and there's even a giant
black cauldron with some green liquid bubbling away in it.


"Is
that a shrunken head over there?" Bentley whispers.


"I
don't even wanna look. This place is creepy enough," I reply.


"If
I knew I was gonna have this many guests, I would have had supper
ready," a creaky old voice says, followed by a cackling laugh.


Stepping
out from an adjacent room is what I'm assuming is an old woman. It's
a little hard to tell through the long silver and black hair dangling
over her face. She's hunched over and leaning heavily on a thick
wooden cane.


"She
looks exactly like I thought she would," Bentley whispers.
"Except she's not green."


"How
nice of you to stop by," the old lady looks at Ant. "Although
I wonder what was so important that you all had to come out in this
weather."


"She
seems kinda nice," Brie whispers.


"I
would offer to make you something to eat, but I don't think I have
anymore room in my pot," the old lady chuckles as she makes her
way over to the bubbling cauldron.


"Nevermind,
I think she wants to eat us," Brie whispers again, nervously.


"Hey,
Bamma, is Sybil here?" Ant says, giving the old lady a quick
hug.


So the
scary old lady isn't Sybil? That's a relief, I think. Unless Sybil is
even scarier...


"She's
in the back, dear," Bamma says, going back to stirring her
cauldron.


"Wait
here," Ant turns to us, before heading into the next room.


"Trust
me, I'm not moving from this spot," Bentley says quietly.


"Feel
free to have a seat wherever you can find one," Bamma says.


We all
just look at each other nervously, nobody daring to move too far from
the front door.


Just
then Ant comes back from the other room, followed by a girl who
doesn't look much older than we are.


Long
black hair with a bright blue streak in it, dark eye liner, a dark
purple gothic looking dress... shirt... thingy and some tight leather
straps on her legs that kinda look like leggings. She looks like she
should work at that Hot Topic store in the mall back home.


Sybil—or
who I'm assuming is Sybil—doesn't say a word as she walks over
to EJ. She gets really close to his face before looking him up and
down.


"Interesting,"
she mutters, turning around and walking towards the far side of the
room, near a table of weird items. 



After
fiddling around with some items, she looks over her shoulder, "You,
uh..."


"EJ."




"If
you don't mind," Sybil motions for EJ to join her near the
table.


EJ
slowly walks over to the table and stands next to Sybil. 



"Place
your hand over the four crystals here," Sybil says.


EJ
looks back at Ant, who just motions for him to hurry up and do it. 



EJ
slowly stretches out his hand, holding it just a few inches over the
crystals. Suddenly, the crystals start to glow extremely bright
before shooting off the table in four different directions. One even
crashes through the window on the other side of the room.


"I
hope we don't have to pay for that," Bentley remarks.


"Another
broken window, Sybil?" Bamma says with a sigh, as if this kinda
thing is a daily occurrence.


"They're
Visitants," Sybil says, almost in awe.


 Bamma
puts down the giant spoon she was using to stir the cauldron and
slowly walks over to me.


I
instinctively pull back a bit as she reaches for my face, lightly
grabbing onto my cheek. She lets go of my cheek and tugs on my hair a
bit. "Are you sure?"


"The
stones don't lie," Sybil responds.


"Indeed,"
Bamma says, turning and heading back to her cauldron. "That's no
excuse for breaking another window."


"I've
never met a Visitant before," Sybil says. "I don't suppose
you'd let me conduct some experiments, would you?"


"We're
kinda in a hurry at the moment," EJ replies.


"That's
a pity," Sybil says, looking genuinely upset. "So Ant says
you need to go to Elsefire?"


"Yes,"
EJ answers.


"That's
not too difficult a task, if you're willing to pay, that is,"
Sybil says with a smile.


"I'm
calling in my favor," Ant blurts.


Sybil
stares at Ant for a few seconds, "Are you sure?"


"Yes,"
Ant nods her head a couple times.


"You
are so not fun, you know that?" Sybil says.


"Sorry,
It's really important, and I can't have anything happening to them
before they figure out what they need to figure out," Ant
responds.


"Indeed,"
Sybil says with a skeptical look on her face. "It'll take me a
little while to prepare."


"That's
fine," Ant says, plopping herself onto a small stool.


EJ
makes his way back to us as Sybil heads into the next room. 



Bamma
is just stirring away at her cauldron, not even paying us any mind.


Ryry
is the first to break away from the group and take a seat on a small,
mushroom shaped stool.


Pretty
soon we're all sitting down on various makeshift chairs and stools. 



"What
do you think Ant did to gain a favor from Sybil?" Bentley
asks through the guild stone.


"I
don't know, but if it keeps us all from losing a limb or being turned
into a frog or something, I'm glad she used it," I reply.


"But
what if she needs Sybil's help in the future? I kinda feel bad,
especially after the stories Ritt told us on the way here about
Sybils deals," Brie says.


Yeah,
Ritt had some horror stories about people not being able to fulfill
the favor Sybil asked of them. 



If any
of those stories were even close to being true, there's no way I
wanna suffer the same fate as some of those dudes, and I'm pretty
sure Ant doesn't either.


"If
we can get her closer to finding out what happened to her mom, I
don't think she'll be too broken up about cashing in her favor for
us," Ryry says.


"I
guess you're right," Brie replies.


Sybil
walks out from the other room, a stone the size of a softball in her
hands.


"Whenever
you're ready," she says with a slight smirk.


Yeah,
that's not unnerving at all.








CHAPTER
 7


Elsefire












"So
all we have to do is touch the stone together and say Elsefire, and
we'll be teleported there?" Ryry asks.


"Yes,"
Sybil replies.


"No
catches or fine print? We're not gonna appear in the middle of
someone bathroom or be turned into gnomes?" Ryry questions.


"No.
You'll be teleported to the center of Elsefire's market. I know the
place well, you will be fine," Sybil assures.


"Do
you have something against gnomes?" Ant blurts out. "Cause
I've met a gnome before and they're alright. A little weird maybe,
but there's no need to be mean against gnomes."


"What?
No, it was just the first thing I thought of. I have nothing against
gnomes, I just don't want to be messed over, that's all," Ryry
says.


"Oh,"
Ant responds. "Sybil wouldn't do that to you. I don't care what
stories Ritt told you."


Ant
shoots an angry glance over towards Ritt, who has been sitting
silently near the door since we got here.


The
look on Sybil's face says otherwise. She definitely looks
disappointed we won't owe her any kind of favor for this trip. 



"So
are we ready to do this?" Ryry asks, holding the golden
stone—which kinda looks like the yolk of an egg—in her
hands.


"Hang
on," EJ says, reaching into this pocket.


He
pulls out one of our extra guild stones and hands it to Ant. "We'll
keep you updated if we find out anything."


"You
better, or I'll be mad at you," Ant says, taking the stone and
putting it into her pocket.


"Alright,
hands in, I guess," Bentley says, placing his hand on the stone.


The
rest of us follow suit and with everyone's hand on the stone, Ryry
speaks the word, "Elsefire."


The
air swirls around us, like we're inside a mini tornado. Flashes of
blue and white flicker around us and I can barely hear Sybil's voice
say...


"Oh,
I almost forgot, hold your breath."


Before
I can even act on her advice, my ears pop and everything goes white.
A second later we're standing next to a large busted fountain, in the
middle of what looks like a bigger version of Mansoor.


"Where's
the snow?" Brie asks, just as Bentley throws up.


Ryry
quickly follows suit. 



Despite
my stomach feeling upset, I don't think I have to throw up,
thankfully.


"She
did that on purpose," Ryry says, wiping her mouth.


"Purpose
or not, she got us where we needed to go," EJ replies.


"Are
you sure about that? Where's all the mountains of snow we should be
standing in?" Ryry asks.


EJ
points up.


The
sky is completely white. It almost looks like we're in a giant snow
fort. Every couple of seconds, a light blue streak flickers across
the sky.


"They
have a shield over the whole city?" Brie asks.


"Looks
that way," EJ says.


"That's
pretty smart," Bentley says.


"But
who's powering it? And how can they keep it up over the whole city?"
Brie says, half to herself.


"And
shouldn't it be pitch black since we're under a giant mound of snow?
Where's the light coming from?" Ryry asks.


"We
could always ask somebody," Bentley says.


I
didn't notice it at first, but it seems like we've been teleported
into the center of what I think is their market place, just like
Sybil said.


The
monfolk all seem to be going about their day, not even paying
attention to us.


"Lets
ask that guy over there," Bentley says, pointing to a tall,
green skinned man sitting behind a stand with tasty looking kabobs on
the counter.


"Of
course, the guy with the food," Ryry comments as Bentley walks
over to the guy.


"Excuse
me, how much are those kabobs, and how is there a giant shield over
the city?" Bentley asks.


I can
see Ryry facepalm and shake her head out of the corner of my eye as
we approach the stand.


"Fifteen
silver each," the man answers. "As for the shield, I do not
know. You'd have to talk to the elf for that one."


"An
Elf?" EJ asks.


"Yes
sir," the man says. "Came to the city a week or so ago, and
within a day the streets were clear, the snow was stopped, and it's
been daylight ever since."


"So
it doesn't get dark at night?" Bentley asks.


"Nope.
It takes a little getting used to, but it's a small price to pay to
be unburied from all the snow."


"Interesting,"
EJ mutters.


"Where
can we find this Elf?" Ryry asks.


"Last
I heard, he was staying at the mayors house, just up the road,"
The man points to what I guess is a road to the left of us.


"Thank
you," EJ says.


"Let
me get two of those kabobs," Bentley says, pulling out his coin
pouch.


The
rest of us start making our way down the street. Bentley quickly
catches up with one of the kabobs already half eaten.


"How
can you eat after that teleport?" Brie asks.


"What?
I threw up all my lunch. Now I'm hungry again," Bentley replies.


"You're
so gross," Ryry says.


"Eh,"
Bentley shrugs his shoulders.


"Do
you think the elf is Aranel?" I ask EJ.


"I
don't know," he replies. "Shielding and lighting the city
for the past week doesn't seem like something he'd do."


"Unless
it has something to do with finding a way home," Ryry says.


"Maybe,"
EJ replies, not sounding very convinced.


"We
should have asked what the elf looked like," Brie says.


"He
looks like a tall elf with long black hair," Bentley mumbles
with a mouth full of food.


"How
do you know that?" I ask.


"Cause
he's right there," Bentley points down the road.


Sure
enough, at the end of the road stands a black haired elf, watching us
intently as we approach.








CHAPTER
 8


Friend
or Foe?












The
black-haired elf is wearing dark gray robes, almost like a wizard,
except much fancier. 



He
definitely looks like he's one of the higher up kinda elves, which
means there's a big chance he's gonna be kinda snooty and stuck up.


"This
is quite the surprise," the elf says as we approach. "You've
arrived much sooner than anticipated."


Yeah,
like that doesn't make him sound evil at all.


"And
you're not the elf we're looking for," EJ says.


"But
I'm the only elf here, so I'm afraid I'll have to do."


I
don't know what it is with this elf guy, but something tells me
getting into a battle of wits with him is gonna be much harder than
usual for EJ.


"This
guy is totally giving off the bad guy vibe, right? It's not just me?"
Brie says through the guild stones.


"Definitely,"
Ryry replies.


"So
it's safe to assume you know why we're here and who we're looking
for?" EJ says.


"I
do," the elf replies.


"And,,,?"


EJ
gets more and more assertive the more we have these types of
confrontations. Pretty soon EJ's gonna start sounding like a villain
himself.


"And,
I regret to inform you that the glorious king is no longer here in
Elsefire," the elf replies with just a hint of disdain in his
voice.


"Can
we stop with the back and forth and just get on with this? Where is
Aranel? And I don't wanna hear no cryptic, villain speak either, just
tell us where he is so we can be on our way," Ryry says.


"Villain?"
the elf smiles a bit and leans in like he's gonna whisper into Ryry's
ear. "Girl, you have no idea," he says loud enough for the
rest of us to hear.


I see
Bentley step towards the elf, but EJ raises his hand.


"Where
is Aranel?" EJ asks firmly.


"Given
that it's been about four days since I advised him to head to the
Savage Plains, I'd say he's probably dead by now," the elf
answers with a somewhat sinister smile.


"Are
you always this much of a jerk or is this a special occasion?"
Ryry snaps.


"Why
would Aranel come to you in the first place? And for that matter, who
exactly are you?" EJ asks.


"My
name is Sundamar, and I was King Aiduin's advisor until Aranel came
along," Sundamar scowls.


"Must
suck knowing he's king now, huh?" Ryry says with a smile.


"Why
are you egging him on?" Brie asks through the guild stone. 



"Indeed,
it was quite a surprise," Sundamar starts, "but no, I have
no desire to be king. I have far greater ambitions than merely ruling
a kingdom that's always in hiding."


"So
says the villan," Ryry mutters.


"What
was Aranel hoping to find in the Savage Plains?" EJ asks.


"The
same as you, I imagine," Sundamar says.


"And
what would that be?"


"A
way home, of course," Sundamar answers with a smile.


Did he
say a way home?


"Interesting,"
EJ replies.


"Indeed,"
Sundamar starts, "and as I told Aranel, your best bet is on the
Savage Plains."


"And
we're supposed to believe a shady elf hiding out in a stable town who
sounds like he's planning on taking over the world," Ryry says.


"Whether
you stay or go is of no consequence to me, so why bother lying?"




"Why
the shield over the city?" I ask.


"I
can't very well go about my business if the whole city is buried, now
can I?"


He
does kinda have a point. 



"How
do we reach the Savage Plains?" EJ asks.


"The
plains are hidden deep in the Northern Gulg Mountains. But I must
warn you, they can only be found if they want to be found,"
Sundamar grins. 



"Thanks,"
EJ says, turning and walking away while motioning for us to follow.


"Good
luck," Sundamar calls out as we head back down the street in the
same direction we just came from.


"Dude,
what was with that guy? And what's with the hasty retreat?"
Bentley asks, glancing over his shoulder.


"We
don't have time to waste trying to get more information out of him.
We got what we needed," EJ says.


"He
said something about us going home, though. Do you think he knows
we're not from here?" I ask.


"Probably,"
EJ replies.


"He's
totally up to something evil, though," Brie comments.


"Definitely,"
I reply. 



"It
doesn't matter, we'll be gone long before he does whatever it is he's
gonna do," Ryry says.


"Only
if we can find the Savage Plains," Bentley starts. "That
dude said they can only be found if they wanna be found. What if they
don't wanna be found by us?"


"That's
not gonna be a problem," EJ says.


"Why
not?" I ask.


"I
know exactly how to get to the plains," he replies confidently.


"And
how's that?" Ryry asks.


"Same
way we got here," EJ responds.


"You're
gonna ask Sybil?" I ask.


"Dude,
Ant gave us her freebie, remember? If you ask her for something now
she might steal our arms, or worse," Bentley says.


"I'll
make the deal for myself, you don't have to worry," EJ replies.


"I
am gonna worry. What if you make the deal and then two minutes later
she tells you she wants to eat your legs? I don't wanna have to carry
you around everywhere we go," Bentley says.


EJ
stops and stares at Bentley.


"We'll
never make it into the mountains in this weather. It's our only
chance. Besides, Ryry says we'll be long gone before anything bad
happens to us, right?" EJ shoots a look at Ryry.


"Oh
no, don't put this on me. My guarantee of nothing bad happening
before we leave only applies to Dr. Evil back there. Not some whacked
out witch," Ryry says.


"We'll
be fine," EJ says.


"Famous
last words…" Brie mutters.








CHAPTER
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A
Deal With a Witch












"Are
you serious?!" Ritt yells into the guild stone.


I'm
assuming Ritt overheard Ant talking to EJ about Sybil and grabbed the
guild stone to yell at us.


"You
know there's no way she's gonna help you again for free, right? You
could be signing your lives away."


"Life,"
EJ corrects. "I'm making the deal for myself only. And we
have no other choice, we have to get to the Savage Plains."


"Life,
lives, same thing. She can't be truste—" Ritt's
sentence gets cut off.


"Dont
listen to that dummy, he doesn't know what he's talking about,"
Ant says over the guild stone.


She
must have taken it back from Ritt.


"Can
Sybil come here and give us something to get to the Savage Plains?
Cause there's no way we're gonna be able to hike back to Mansoor in
this weather," EJ says.


"Hang
on, I'll get her," Ant says.


"Wait,
you guys haven't left Sybil's house yet?" Bentley asks.


"No,
they haven't," Sybil says. "Now what is it I can do
for you?"


"We
need to get to the Savage Plains," EJ says.


"That's
quite the favor," Sybil replies.


Even
though I can't see her, the tone of her voice says she's smiling
evilly at the thought of us owing her a favor.


"Can
you do it?" EJ asks.


"As
you probably know, the plains cannot be found unless they want to be
found. I can, however, get you to a place where they may or may not
be, for a price of course," Sybil replies.


"Thats
fine, but I'm the one paying, not all of us," EJ states.


"I
see..." Sybil says.


"Dude,
I don't think she's gonna go for it," Bentley comments.


"She
better, or I'm gonna go back there and make her," Ryry says
firmly.


"Under
normal circumstances I would request payment from all of you, but
since you're friends of Ant's, I guess I can agree to that,"
Sybil replies.


I
don't like the way she said that. She seems even shadier than that
elf guy we just met, and he was without a doubt up to something evil.


"Just
give me a little while to get everything together,"
Sybil says. 



"We'll
be waiting in the center of town," EJ replies.


"See
you soon."


That
'see you soon' was definitely shady. She's totally up to something.


"She's
totally up to something," Brie says, echoing my thoughts.


"Well,
right now we have no other way to get where we need to go, so..."
EJ says.


"She
knows we're planning on trying to get home, so what's stopping her
from taking her payment now?" I ask.


"Maybe
Ant's right, maybe Ritt was just overreacting and her deals aren't
that bad," Bentley says.


"No,
they're bad. I can just tell. She gives off a 'don't trust me' kinda
vibe," Ryry comments.


"We'll
it's too late now," Brie starts. "We're already in this
thing, so we might as well just keep going. If we can find Aranel and
get home, it won't matter."


"Not
if, when," Ryry says. "When we find Aranel and get home."













"It's
been like an hour since we talked to Sybil, where is she?"
Bentley asks.


"It
probably takes a while to make whatever it is she's making," I
say.


"She
coulda given us a time frame or something instead of making us sit
here all day," Bentley replies.


"Yeah,
and everyone keeps staring at us like we're up to no good," Brie
says.


"She's
doing this on purpose," Ryry says.


"Now
that hurts my feelings," a voice from behind us says.


I turn
around and see Sybil standing behind us.


"About
time," Ryry huffs.


"It
took a little longer than expected, but here you go," Sybil
holds out her hand.


"That's
it?" Bentley asks, staring at the small stone in Sybil's hand.
"You sure you didn't just pick that up off the ground or
something?"


"I
did pick it up from the ground," Sybil starts. "Right
before I turned it into what you asked for."


"This
will get us to the Savage Plains?" EJ asks, taking the stone
from Sybil's hand.


"Or
near enough," she answers. "Now, let's talk about payment."


Sybil
pulls out a small rolled-up piece of paper from one of her pockets.
Unrolling the paper she holds it up with her left hand for EJ to
read.


"One
favor, delivered at a time of my choosing, in exchange for getting
you to the Savage Plains," Sybil smiles a bit as she holds up a
large pin with her other hand. "I just need you to sign at the
bottom."


"You
sure about this?" I ask EJ.


EJ
doesn't answer. He takes the pin, pokes his finger, and presses it on
the bottom of the paper.


A
small red flash pops from the paper as EJ takes his finger away.


"A
pleasure doing business with you," Sybil says, rolling the paper
back up and placing it into her pocket. "Same as before. Think
of where you want to go and the stone will take you there."


Sybil
starts to walk away but pauses for a second, looking back over her
shoulder, "Oh, and don't forget to hold your breath."


She
smiles as she turns and walks away. I turn and see Ryry staring
daggers at Sybil's back.


"Relax,"
EJ says to Ryry. "She hasn't given us a reason not to trust
her."


"Yet,"
Ryry mumbles.


"Okay,
everyone grab hold," EJ says, holding out his hand.


Each
of us barely manage to get one finger on the stone before EJ tells it
our destination.


"The
Savage Plains."








CHAPTER
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The
Savage Plains..?












Snow.


The
most snow I've ever seen.


And
worst of all, no plains. Only us standing inside a giant crater on
top of a mountain.


"I
knew she couldn't be trusted!" Ryry exclaims as the snow whips
around us.


"We
gotta get outta this snow!" Bentley yells.


The
wind is blowing so hard that it's tough to hear anyone without
yelling. And forget about getting out of here anytime soon, cause the
snow is literally up to my chest, and almost up to Ryry and Brie's
necks.


"That
looks like a cave over there!" EJ points towards a dark spot in
the mountainside just a little ways away.


"I
can barely move!" Brie says.


"I
got you!" Bentley yells, trudging over towards Brie and picking
her up and onto his shoulder.


"This
is so embarrassing," Brie mumbles into the guild stone.


"Ryry,
can you poof on over to that spot and make sure it's a cave?"
I ask.


"Yeah,"
she replies, activating her Shadow Dance and disappearing in a purple
smoke cloud.


The
rest of us are just trying to dig our way through the snow, but
nobody seems to be getting anywhere fast, or at all, really.


"Yeah,
it's a cave alright. Not very deep, but it'll work if you can get
over here," Ryry says.


"Wait,
I've got an idea," I say. "Bentley, try to use a
Cyclone Slash to clear a path through the snow."


"I
haven't tried that skill yet," Bentley replies, putting Brie
back down into the snow. "It's worth a shot though."


Bentley
pulls out his axe and spins once and swings his axe in an upward
motion. A huge tornado appears in front of him, sucking up the snow
and throwing it all over the place, but mostly at the rest of us.


The
tornado disappears right as it touches the cave entrance.


"I
can't believe that worked," Ryry says as like three-quarters
of the snow in front of Bentley is cleared away in a nice, neat path.


"Honestly,
I didn't think that was gonna work either," EJ says.


We all
make our way through Bentley's path and into the cave which is much
better than standing outside, even though the snow is still blowing
into it.


"James,
help me move some of these big rocks in front of the entrance,"
Bentley says.


I help
Bentley push some rocks in front of the entrance until there's only a
small opening at the top.


"So
now we're in a cold, dark cave in the middle of the worst snow storm
ever," Ryry mutters. "I knew we couldn't trust that witch."


"We
just gotta figure out how to make the plains want to be found,"
I say.


"There
has to be a way to find them. They were always accessible in
Questworld," Brie says.


"Yeah,
but you needed to do the Savfolk Questline before the area even
opened up, and we don't have time to figure out how that would work
here," EJ replies.


"Especially
since that witch stranded us inside a cave that's about to be buried
under twelve feet of snow," Ryry remarks.


"Maybe
we should start a fire and get some light and heat going in here,"
I suggest.


"Other
than some starter tinder, we have nothing to use for a fire," EJ
says.


"We
shouldn't have to need anything for a fire," Ryry says angrily.
"Cause we should be walking through the stupid Savage Plains
right now and getting ourselves home."


"Just
give me a bit, I'll figure it out," EJ says.


"How
do we force something that doesn't want to be found, to be found?"
Brie asks.


"I
have no idea," EJ replies.


"Ugh!"
Ryry exclaims. "This is so stupid. Why did Aranel have to go off
without telling us? What kind of idiot does that? I hope a bunch of
Savfolk find him and punch him in the face, repeatedly."


"Uh,
wow..." Bentley remarks.


"When
I see that idiot, I'm gonna make him wish he never left Ishathyr,"
Ryry huffs.


"Getting
angry isn't gonna help," Brie says, but Ryry isn't listening.


"I'm
way past angry," she snaps back. "If we don't get to these
stupid plains and get home, so help me I'm gonna go on a rampage
through every singl--"


"Uh,
guys," I interrupt, which might be a stupid thing to do seeing
that Ryry's gonna go berserk any second now, but I think I should
point out that, "It stopped snowing."


I can
see everybody turn towards the half blocked off cave entrance.


"Is
that sunlight?" Brie asks.


"It
sure looks like it," Bentley says, walking over to get a closer
look. "Uh, you are not gonna believe what's out there."


"Whatever
it is, I hope I can punch it," Ryry says.


Bentley
starts pushing rocks out of the way and as he does, I can see that
not only did it stop snowing, but there's no snow at all outside.
Just some trees and a lot of sunlight.


"The
Savage Plains?" I say. 



"About
time," Ryry says, heading towards the entrance. "Let me out
so I can rip up a huge chunk of grass."


"Huh?"
Bentley mutters as Ryry pushes past him.


True
to her word, she reaches down and rips out a huge clump of grass.


"That's
what you get!" she yells, stomping on the ground a few times.


"Uh,
is she starting a fight with the Savage Plains?" Brie asks.


"I'm
pretty sure she's lost it," Bentley comments.


"You
good out there?" I call from inside the cave.


"Just
dandy," Ryry replies. "Now let's go. We've wasted enough
time in this stupid cave."


I look
at EJ who just shrugs his shoulders.


"Maybe
the plains sensed her anger? I mean, they are called the Savage
Plains," Brie says.


"Whatever
it was, we're here," EJ walks towards the cave entrance. "So
let's go find Aranel."








CHAPTER
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The
Savage Plains












The
Savage Plains look very similar to the ruined plains where we fought
all those goblins.


The
grass has a yellowish tint to it, and there's a few large rocks
protruding from the ground in various spots.


"I
think we should stay on the outskirts for the time being, until we
figure out our next move," EJ says.


After
we left the cave, we walked for a minute or so through a sparse
forest before coming on to the wide opens plains.


I
don't remember there being a forest near the Savage Plains in
Questworld, but then again it was more like an instance dungeon than
a place you could get to from the open world, so I guess that could
explain it.


"That's
probably a good idea," I say.


"How
are we gonna find Aranel? We don't even know what we're looking for
out here," Brie asks.


"A
savfolk town would probably be our best bet," Bentley suggests.


"Yeah,
you go stroll into a savfolk town and let me know how that goes,"
Ryry says.


"I
didn't mean we should just walk down the middle of the street,"
Bentley starts, "but if they captured Aranel, that's probably
the only place where we're gonna get any info."


"Bentley's
right," EJ says. "If we're gonna have any chance of finding
out what happened to Aranel, we're gonna need to find some savfolk."


"Yeah,
that's not gonna go horribly wrong for us," Ryry mutters.


"You
guys hear that?" Brie asks.


As
everyone stops talking, the sounds of something howling in the
distance becomes crystal clear.


"What
is that?" I ask. "Savfolk search party?"


"How
would they even know we were here?" Ryry asks.


"It
sounds like it's in trouble," Bentley says.


"We
should go help it," Brie says.


"What?
Why?" We don't even know what it is," Ryry exclaims.


"What
if it's hurt?" Brie replies.


"I
say we check it out. It may be our chance to get near some savfolk
without having to risk going near a town," EJ says.


"Sounds
like a plan to me," Bentley says. "Besides, If it is some
kinda animal, I wanna try something out."


"That's
never a good thing coming from you," Ryry remarks.


"Just
because... you know what, never mind, let's just go see what's going
on," Bentley says, turning and heading in the direction of the
howling.













It
doesn't take us long to come upon the source of the howling, and it's
not at all what I was expecting.


"This
has to be a trap," Ryry says.


"Well,
it is a trap," Bentley says, staring at the giant pit just ahead
of us.


"You
know what I mean," Ryry huffs.


A howl
comes from inside the pit as we approach.


Peeking
my head over the edge, I see a gigantic wolf standing at the bottom.
Wooden spikes are jutting out of the ground inside the pit, and it
looks like the wolf may have gotten its rear leg hurt on one of them.


The
wolf sees me peeking over and starts growling loudly. And I mean
loudly, cause this thing is the size of a small horse.


"Uh,
we got a problem here," Brie says.


I look
around and there's a bunch of normal sized wolves coming out from
behind the trees all around us.


"This
isn't good," EJ says as we all huddle together near the edge of
the pit.


"I
got this," Bentley says, slowly taking a step towards one of the
wolves.


"What
are you doing, idiot?" Ryry whispers.


"Easy
now... We can help. We're not here to hurt you," Bentley says
with his arm out in front of him. 



He's
slowly walking towards the closest wolf, who is growling and showing
some serious teeth right now.


"We
can help get him out of the pit," Bentley says, still with his
arm out. "Brie, cast a Feather spell on the wolf in the pit."


"What?"
Brie asks.


"Just
do it," Bentley replies.


Brie
walks to the edge of the pit and as she does, one of the wolves makes
a move towards her.


"Easy,
easy, easy, we're just trying to help," Bentley says, focusing
his attention on the wolf near Brie.


"I
don't like this," I whisper.


"We
have no choice but to go with it now," EJ says, eyeing up one of
the wolves next to us.


Brie
casts the spell and the giant wolf in the hole continues to growl at
us.


"EJ,
get some kinda vine or really long log or something," Bentley
says, still keeping his attention on all the wolves.


"Come
on," EJ says to me.


The
wolves continue to growl and make small motions towards us, but each
time one of them moves, Bentley is right there trying to calm them
down.


"This
is nuts. What are we doing?" I say in the guild stone.


"Rescuing
a dire wolf, apparently," EJ says as we come upon a downed
tree. "This should reach."


Slowly
but surely we roll this downed tree towards the hole. This would be a
lot easier if Bentley was helping.


"Slide
the end into the pit," Bentley says.


As we
push the end of the tree into the pit, it slams the ground hard,
almost hitting the dire wolf which causes all the other wolves to get
even more aggressive.


"Sorry,
sorry" I say, holding my arms out in front of me.


Bentley
turns his attention away from the pack of wolves and into the pit.


"Climb
onto the tree," Bentley says, making hand motions to get the
dire wolf to move.


The
dire wolf hesitates for a second, but amazingly limps over so the
tree is between its legs.


"Are
you kidding me...?" Ryry mumbles.


"Okay,
like a teeter totter. We should be able to lift him out,"
Bentley says.


We all
grab onto the end of the tree that's sticking out of the hole,
pulling down as hard as we can. 



The
tree straightens out pretty easily, and the dire wolf hops off and
onto the ground near the edge of the pit.


We let
go of the tree and it falls down into the pit with a loud thud.


Now
that the dire wolf is up here with us, it's even more massive than I
thought. The top of Bentley's head barely comes up to its chest.


"Now
what Doctor Dolittle?" Ryry asks.


Before
Bentley can answer, the dire wolf lets out a loud howl and starts to
limp away.


One by
one, the other wolves turn away from us and start following behind
it, never once looking back at us.


Ryry
stomps past me towards Bentley and by the look on her face, he's
about to be on the receiving end of a serious verbal beating.
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Savfolk












"What
in the world was that all about?!" Ryry exclaims, as the wolves
disappear from sight. 



"That
was me trying out a passive ability," Bentley says proudly.


"And
which ability was that? Stupidity?" Ryry retorts.


"Hey,
I wasn't the one who attacked the ground earlier," Bentley
replies.


"That
was different," Ryry says.


"I'm
gonna assume you took Beastmanship somewhere down the line, but what
made you try to test it out now?" EJ asks.


"After
James had me try Cyclone Slash, I started thinking of what other
skills I took that I haven't tried yet, and that was one of them,"
Bentley answers.


"You
were really gonna try that Beast-Warrior class combo everyone was
going on about on the forums? I thought that was a joke," I ask.


"I
was, until I found out that it was terrible for end game raids, but I
had already taken the Beastmanship skill by that point."


"Well,
this was probably the worst situation to try and see if it worked,"
Brie says. "That thing was the size of a horse."


"Yeah,
but it worked, didn't it?" Bentley smiles.


"I'm
not too sure," EJ starts. "It's hard to tell if they were
actually listening to you cause of your skill, or if they actually
understood what we were trying to do. Especially the dire wolf."


"He
did seem kinda smart, actually," I say.


"Well
smart or not, it was stil--" Ryry gets cut off as an arrow thuds
into a tree just inches away from her head.


"Get
down!" Bentley yells as Brie throws up a shield around us.


Two
more arrows bounce off the shield as we do our best to duck behind
some trees.


"Savfolk,"
EJ says.


"Good,
now we're getting somewhere," Ryry says, pulling out her chain
daggers.


More
arrows embed themselves into the trees around us and bounce off
Brie's shield, which is still up in front of us.


"We
gotta get in close somehow," Bentley says.


"I
don't even see where close is. They're really hidden out there,"
I say, trying my best to see exactly where the arrows are being shot
from.


"Oh
crud..." I hear Brie say from behind me.


I turn
around and see like twenty something savfolk standing right behind
us, weapons drawn.


There's
a bunch of goblins, some orcs, a couple gnolls and a few humans. All
wearing various pieces of animal fur and leather armor.


Savfolk
is definitely an appropriate name for them, cause they look pretty
savage right now.


One of
the humans points a crude spear at EJ's throat.


"Get
up," the man says in a deep voice.


EJ
stands up from his crouched position and stares the man in the eyes.


One of
the goblins pokes Ryry in the arm with the handle of his axe. Ryry
swats it away angrily.


The
goblin smiles and looks at the spear wielding human. "This one's
feisty."


"Feisty
is good," another goblin says.


"To
the pit!" An orc yells, throwing his arm up into the air. "It's
been far too long since we've had fresh meat."


"All
of you, get up, drop your weapons, and let's go," the spear
wielding human says. "And restrain the mage."


"Do
we take them out?" Bentley asks over the guild stone.


"No,
let's go along with them for now. They could lead us to
Aranel," EJ replies.


"Or
our deaths," Brie comments as one of the orcs wraps what
looks like a small rope around Brie's left arm.


The
rope glows red for a second and then tightens itself around Brie's
arm.


"If
they make any moves to attack us, then we can take them out. Till
then, let's just see where they take us," EJ says.


"Yeah,
there's absolutely no way this is gonna backfire on us, especially if
they're taking us to something called the pit," Ryry snips
as the savfolk usher us forward.













We
walk for maybe a half hour in the forest before heading out onto the
plains. There's less grass and more dirt here than there was when we
first came out of the cave which means there's been a lot of traffic
through here.


"I
think we're getting close to wherever they're taking us," I
say through the guild stone.


"I
still think we should just have Bentley blow them all away with his
Cyclone Slash," Ryry says.


"Yeah,
we could definitely take them. Savfolk weren't that high a level in
Questworld," Bentley replies.


"Let's
just see where they're taking us first, before you go Wizard of
Oz-ing them outta Kansas," EJ says.


"Okay,
fine," Bentley sighs.


Just
over the horizon I can see what looks like the roofs of houses or
buildings. There's also a pretty big structure to the left of those
buildings that definitely looks like some place we don't wanna go.


"Is
that what I think it is?" I ask.


"If
you think it's some sort of colosseum where we're gonna be forced to
fight other people to the death for the entertainment of some
whacked out savfolk leader, then yeah, that's what it looks like,"
Ryry says.


"Do
we take them out NOW?" Bentley asks.


"Do
you think you can get to the orc carrying our weapons before the
other savfolk get you?" EJ asks.


"Definitely.
You guys just need to keep the four goblins between us from tripping
me up so I can get to him," Bentley replies.


"Okay,
wait for my signal," EJ says.


"Should
I tell Ograth to ready the pit?" one of the smaller orcs asks.


"No,"
a much bigger one answers. "We take them to the elf."


"The
elf? Do you think they mean Aranel?" I ask.


"What
are you talking about?" Ryry asks.


"The
orc. He said he's taking us to see the elf," I
answer.


"Wait,
you understood that grunting and stuff?" Bentley says.


"What
are you talking about?" I ask, confused.


"They
must be speaking orcish," EJ starts. "James's
character was a half-orc in Questworld, so that's why he understands
them."


"Just
like Brie with the elves," Bentley says. "Ask them
what elf they're talking about."


"No,
don't do that," EJ snaps. "Let them think we can't
understand them. We may get more info that way."


"Does
this mean the attack is off?" Bentley asks, sounding
slightly disappointed.


"Yes,"
EJ says. "Let's let them take us to whoever this elf is."


"With
our luck It's probably that evil guy from Elsefire,"
Ryry mumbles.
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This
place looks exactly like the monfolk towns we've been to, except the
buildings—while still looking like they were thrown together
with random pieces of everything—are a lot cruder looking.


There
isn't as much effort put into these buildings as there was in
Mansoor, but it looks like there was a ton of effort put into what I
assume is the pit.


It
totally looks like some colosseum you'd see in a gladiator movie or
something, just a lot more violent.


Thick
logs with pointed ends are tied together haphazardly to form the
giant circular wall of the structure.


Smaller,
pointed logs jut out randomly in every direction and I assume it's
the same on the inside, cause they look perfect for impaling somebody
on.


From
what I can see, there's a lot of piled up dirt along the edges of the
structure, which I assume is where the spectators sit. 



I
can't see much else as we pass cause they're really rushing us down
this makeshift street to wherever this elf is.


"What's
the plan if this elf isn't Aranel?" I ask.


"We
get whatever info we can and escape," EJ says.


"Oh,
so we're just pulling another Bentley Special," Ryry
comments. "Yeah, those always work out well for us."


"We
have no other play here. We just gotta wing it at this point,"
EJ replies.


"Easy
enough for you, you don't need weapons to be effective, unlike the
rest of us," Ryry says.


"Speak
for yourself, I can take care of these guys bare handed,"
Bentley chimes in.


"Yeah...
we'll see," Ryry mutters.


The
buildings on either side of us get more and more spaced out as we
reach what I guess is the center of town.


"That
doesn't look good," Brie says.


In
front of us is what looks like a big circus tent, except that it's
made out of some kinda black, swirling liquid.


"I'm
getting way worse than Faewood bad feelings from that thing,"
Brie says, before stumbling a bit.


Bentley
is quick to catch her from falling.


"Keep
moving!" an orc yells from behind us.


"You
okay?" I ask.


"There's
so much negative energy pouring out of that tent that it's making me
feel sick," Brie says.


Brie
could always sense when there was some bad stuff flowing through the
air, but she's never gotten sick from it. 



That
means whatever is in that tent is worse than anything we've come
across since we've been here.


"Into
the tent," one orc says, poking me in the back with the blunt
part of his spear.


The
inside of the tent is lit up as if we were still standing outside.
The only things in here is a large black chair made from the same
stuff the tent is made out of, and the person sitting on it.


"So
you've finally arrived," Sundamar says with a sinister smile.


"I
knew this was gonna happen," Ryry mumbles.


"You
may leave," Sundamar says to the orcs who led us in here.


"You
here to give us another one of your villain speeches or what?"
Ryry says as the orcs leave the tent, leaving us alone with Sundamar.


"Of
course. I mean, isn't that what every good villain does?" he
replies.


"Where's
Aranel?" EJ says.


"No
hi? How are you? How have you been? Nothing?" Sundamar starts.
"Just because you're prisoners, that's no reason to forgo your
manners."


"Where
is he?" EJ says once again.


Sundamar
sighs. "He's being held in the pit, unfortunately."


"So
he's still alive?" I ask.


"Apparently
the savfolk chieftain has a strict set of rules when it comes to the
pit, even for outsiders."


"So
what exactly is going on here? You're not leading the savfolk, but
you've obviously got some pull. So what's the deal?" EJ asks.


"The
deal is that this is a means to an end," Sundamar says. "The
savfolk wanted fresh meat for their pit, so I provided them with just
that."


"So
this was just a trap to get the savfolk some new fighters for their
gladiator games?" Bentley asks.


"Yes
and no," Sundamar replies. "The key to all of you getting
home is indeed here in the Savage Plains. Unfortunately, you'll have
to survive the pit to get it."


"And
we're supposed to believe you?" Ryry says.


"Of
course. As I said before, I have no need to lie," he replies. 



"Then
what is it? What are we looking for?" EJ asks.


"What
you need, is the Eye of Saras," he starts, "and how to get
it, is to win it in the pit."


"If
this item is so powerful, why aren't the savfolk using it? Why is it
a prize in the pit?" I ask.


"Fortunately
for you, they have no idea what they possess. To them, it's a fancy
trinket. To Visitants like ourselves, it's probably the only way out
of here."


"Wait,
you're from earth?!" Bentley blurts.


"Surprised?"
Sundamar smiles.


"A
little," EJ starts. "But if you know how to get back home,
why are you still here?"


"Why
would I want to leave?" Sundamar holds his arms out. "To go
back to all the bullying? The yelling and fighting with my parents?
Why would I want to go back to being a punching bag for my dad when I
can stay here and become a god?"


"I'm
sorry..." Brie says.


"Shut
up!" he interrupts, getting to his feet and quickly losing his
calm demeanor. "I don't need your pity. What's done is done. All
that matters is what I'm doing right now."


"And
what exactly is it you're doing?" EJ asks.


"The
first thing I'm doing is getting rid of you. All of you. The only
people who can stand in my way of becoming a god are people like us.
People who can defy the laws of this world.


"Unlike
Aranel, who decided to forgo leveling and just live his life as an
elf, I trained. I fought monster after monster and didn't stop until
I had reached max level."


"I
don't get it," I say. "If you reached level sixty, why go
through all this trouble to get rid of us? Why not just use some
skills and get it over with?"


"And
you guys yell at me for egging him on," Ryry says in the
guild stone.


"Why?
Because what fun would that be?" Sundamar sits back down and
starts to regain his composure. "I enjoy the games. The
manipulations. What fun would it be to just snap my finger and make
you disappear? If you're not gone by the time I need you gone, then
I'll get rid of you myself. Until then, I'm gonna have some fun."


Sundamar
smiles and claps his hands. Somehow, the orcs outside the tent hear
this and come back inside.


"My
friends here have expressed a great interest in the pit,"
Sundamar starts. "I will warn you though, they're a lot stronger
than they look, so please see that they get the full experience."


Sundamar
smiles as the orcs grab us by the arms and start dragging us out of
the tent.
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"This
is just wonderful," Ryry says. "Now we're in jail."


"I
don't know if this counts as a jail. Seems more like a dungeon to
me," Brie responds.


After
they dragged us from Sundamar's tent of evil, the orcs took us down a
path that led under the pit and chucked us each into our own make
shift prison cells that look like they were made by a little kid just
standing sticks together.


Six
cells on each side of a dirt hallway means they must take a lot of
prisoners.


"How
are we gonna find Aranel if we're locked up?" I ask.


"We
just gotta break out," Bentley says, trying his best to break
the large wooden stakes that form the cell he's in. "Or not."


"Brie,
can you blast us out or something?" I ask.


"No.
Whatever this rope is, it won't let me form the words to any spells
in my head," she replies, tugging on the rope around her arm.







SLAM!







The
door at the end of the hallway slams open and in walks a pretty beefy
looking orc.


He
walks past my cell and stops at Brie's, which is the last cell in the
hallway.


"Looks
like you get to go first," he says, opening up Brie's cell.


"First
for what?! Hey!" I yell out. "Leave her alone!"


"Don't
worry kid," the orc starts, dragging Brie out of her cell rather
roughly by her arm, "you're going with her."


The
orc comes over to my cell, still holding onto Brie's arm, and unlocks
it.


"Let's
go," he says, grabbing me and shoving me in front of him.


"Where
are you taking them!" Bentley yells.


"You'll
find out soon enough," the orc says as he pushes us towards the
door.


Instead
of heading up the dirt tunnel that we took to get down here, the orc
pushes us down a tunnel to the left, which I didn't notice when we
were first brought here.


"What's
going on? Where is he taking you?" Bentley asks through the
guild stone.


"I
don't know, he's not taking us out the way we came," I
reply.


Heading
around a bend, we end up in a large room that looks like it was
carved out of a large rock.


All
kinds of weapons and shields line the walls, and something tells me
Ryry's assumption of being gladiators was right on the money.


"Choose
your weapon," the orc says.


I
stare at all the weapons lying around and start to reach for a short
sword when the orc starts laughing.


"No,
not those. Your weapons are over here," he says, pointing
towards a barrel filled with what looks like wooden practice weapons.


"Are
you serious?" I ask out loud without even thinking.


"If
you're as dangerous as the elf says, then these should be fine,"
the orc smiles.


Great.


"What's
going on?" Bentley asks.


"I'm
pretty sure they're gonna make us fight like gladiators with
wooden weapons," I answer.


"Each
other?!" Bentley exclaims..


"I
doubt it," I reply.


"Just
hang on. We'll get out of here and help, don't worry,"
Bentley says.


I am
worried.


I
reach in and grab the two best looking wooden swords I can find. Brie
grabs the only staff in the bucket and bangs it on the ground a
couple times.


The
staff is on the verge of breaking by the sound of it, but there's no
other choice.


"Let's
go," the orc says, pushing us towards a ramp on the far side of
the room.


As we
reach the top of the ramp, we come to a log gate.


"Good
luck," the orc laughs and pulls on a rope to the side of the
gate.


The
gate swings up and just as I figured, we're staring at the inside of
the pit.


Savfolk
have filled what I figured was the seating area, and all of them are
yelling and cheering as we enter.


Unfortunately,
I don't think they're cheering for us.


"Is
that what I think it is?" Brie asks.


Standing
at the other side of the pit is a Greater Warbear.


Warbears
are like brown bears who stand and move like a human would. Greater
Warbears are exactly the same, except twice the size and are usually
black, like this one.


"We're
in trouble," I say.


Before
anyone can answer, a large side of the pit falls to the ground,
revealing the cells we were just in. I guess even the prisoners get
to watch.


"Is
that a Greater Warbear?" Ryry asks.


"Dude!
Get out of there!" Bentley yells.


"There's
nowhere to go!" I reply.


"It's
time, once again, to feed the pit!" A voice yells from the side
of us.


I turn
and see a small balcony area just above us. A rather large human
savfolk dressed in all kinds of crazy feathers and furs is standing
there with his arms spread out.


"That
must be the savfolk leader," Bentley comments.


"Yeah,
but look who's next to him," EJ says.


Standing
next to the savfolk leader, with his arms tied up in front of him, is
Aranel.


"First,
the challengers! A pair of children so dangerous that in order to
keep things fair, we gave them wooden practice weapons!" the
leader yells.


Pretty
much everyone in the crowd laughs at us.


"And
their opponent, and no stranger to the pit, Borgov the Renderer!!"


"That
doesn't even make any sense," Ryry comments.


"It
doesn't have to make sense, James and Brie are in trouble and we
gotta help," Bentley says.


"Well,
if you're gonna somehow break out of there and help, you better do it
now," Brie says as Borgov hold his arms out and lets out a
mighty roar which the crowd cheers loudly for.


"And
now, it's time to feed!" the leader yells, which prompts Borgov
to charge right at us.








CHAPTER
 15


Borgov
The Renderer












This
is not good.


Borgov
charges in with a large battle axe in each hand. He closes the gap
between us ridiculously fast, swinging one of the axes straight at my
head.


I duck
the first swing and just barely roll to the left to avoid the other.
The swings keep coming and all I can do is dodge at this point.


"Brie,
you should be able to use staff skills!" EJ yells.


"I've
never used them before!"


"The
only way you're gonna do any damage with wooden weapons is to
use the extra damage that comes from chain skills," EJ says.
"And they don't use up MP, so you should still be able to do
them."


I hope
he's right. I know chain skill damage was separate from weapon damage
in Questworld, but this is a little different than a game.


"James!"
Bentley yells and snaps me back into focus.


I
dodge at the last second, and the Warbears attack just scrapes my arm
a bit.


"Ooh!
He almost had him there!" the leader guy yells as Borgov
continues his relentless attack. 



At
least he's not paying attention to Brie. Hopefully she can figure out
something to do while I do my best to tank this guy.


"Okay,
here I go, get ready," Brie says.


Out of
the corner of my eye, I can see her running up on Borgov's right
side. 



Any
skill chains with a staff user has to be initiated by them, so if
Brie can't activate a skill, we're done.


"Lava
Strike," Brie says as she swings her staff towards Borgov.


Her
strike connects and a small, red explosion of lava goes off, causing
Borgov to flinch and take a step backwards. Lava Strike continues to
burn the target for ten seconds after it goes off, so I quickly
follow up with my Multi-Slash skill, and even though my ending strike
is a stab and totally does nothing with this weapon, the chain combo
activates.


A huge
explosion sends Borgov to one knee, roaring in pain.


"Yeah!
Keep on him!" Bentley yells.


"Looks
like we have a real fight now!" the leader yells.


I rush
in and try to go for a head strike, maybe knock him out or something,
but he's too fast and gets one of his axes up to block.


He
swings his other axe and I hop back and dodge.


Even
with the visible wound in his side from Brie's Lava Strike, Borgov is
quick to get back to his feet and turn his attention to Brie.


I let
loose a Cross Slash, hitting Borgov square in the back and hoping to
pull his attention back on me.


It
works.


"Brie,
you should have Prickle Skin! Use it!" EJ yells.


I just
barely hear what EJ says as I dodge one of Borgov's swings. Prickle
Skin poisons anyone who touches the person's bare skin, and would
activate when you got hit by an attack in Questworld. I don't know
how that's gonna work in real life though.


I use
a Rising Strike to parry Borgov's next attack and hit an upward
strike of my own, which doesn’t faze him at all.


Brie
drops her staff and starts pulling off her coat, revealing her bare
arms. She runs up and wraps herself around one of Borgov's legs,
which causes him to roar in pain.


It
must have worked, but now Brie has all of Borgov's attention.


He
raises his axe over his head and I charge in. As the axe comes down,
I jump right on top of Brie and get both my wooden swords up to block
the attack.


The
force of the swing shatters my swords and the axe cuts into my left
arm.


Borgov
takes a step back and falls to one knee, dropping one of his axes and
holding his hand to his head.


"James!"
Bentley yells.


"I'm
fine," I reply.


I'm
not fine. My arm feels like it's on fire and it's bleeding pretty
good. Also, I have no weapons now.


"We
gotta attack now," Brie says, getting to her feet.


She
grabs her staff and charges towards Borgov.


I grab
my broken swords, which are nothing more than wooden stubs at this
point, and follow her lead.


"Switch
out staff skills!" Ryry yells. "Arcane Strike into
Earth Strike should chain."


"I
don't think Brie is high enough to have Earth Strike," EJ
says.


"We
don't have a choice," Brie says, tossing the staff towards
me as we run at Borgov.


I drop
my swords and catch the staff. I totally forgot having a level in
seer means I can use the first staff skill Arcane Strike.


Hopefully
I can activate it.


Brie
side steps a wild swing by Borgov, who is just getting to his feet.


I duck
to the right and swing the staff. Surprisingly, the Arcane Strike
activates and a purple explosion goes off on the side of Borgov's
body.


I toss
the staff to Brie, who takes a slight spin and slams it into Borgov's
side.


The
staff snaps in half and no skill comes out.


"Look
out!" I yell as Borgov's empty hand swings back and catches Brie
right in the face, sending her flying backwards. She rolls to a stop
a few feet away.


Before
I can do anything, I feel Borgov's hand around my neck, lifting me up
off the ground.


He
spins around, holding me up to the crowd that's cheering so loud I
can barely hear anything else.


Borgov
brings his other hand, still holding an axe, above his head.


This
is it. He's gonna cut me in half in front of everybody.


"James!"
Bentley yells.


Just
as the axe is coming down, a large object crashes into us. Borgov
releases his grip and we both fall to the ground.


Blocking
out the sun, and standing right over me, is a giant dire wolf.








CHAPTER
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An
Unexpected Ally












"Yeah!
I told you helping him was a good idea," Bentley says.


The
wolf leaps at Borgov, biting and clawing at him. Even though the dire
wolf is huge, it's not much bigger than Borgov.


"There's
more!" Bentley exclaims.


I turn
and see two other dire wolves, just a bit smaller than the one
fighting Borgov, running towards the cells where everyone is still
being held.


I run
towards Brie, who is holding her head and trying to stand.


"Come
on, this might be our chance to escape," I say, tossing her arm
over my shoulder and carrying her towards the cell area.


One of
the wolves swipes at the top of the cells, ripping them apart with
ease as the second one leaps up to the balcony area where the leader
is.


"Don't
eat our elf friend!" Bentley yells as he, Ryry, and EJ climb out
of the smashed cells and into the pit.


All
the savfolk in the audience are now jumping into the pit, charging
towards us.


The
big dire wolf swipes Borogov hard, sending him sprawling to the
ground, unmoving.


I can
see Bentley and the others climbing onto the back of one of the other
wolves while the big one that fought Borogov bites onto the back of
my hoodie and starts running.


"Hang
on!" I yell at Brie, who's doing her best to hang onto me as we
dangle from the wolves mouth.


The
wolf runs towards the side of the pit and leaps over the wall with
ease. The landing jolts my body hard and I almost lose my grip on
Brie, but she manages to hang on.


Bentley,
EJ, and Ryry’s wolf is right ahead of us, heading straight
towards the nearby forest.


Our
wolf doesn’t slow down at all once we get into the forest, and
twigs and branches are hitting me from every angle and stinging
something fierce.


We run
for maybe another minute or two before the wolves start slowing down.


Our
wolf gently lets go of us and takes a step back. The others slide of
of their wolf and rush over to us.


"Are
you guys okay?" EJ asks.


"Yeah,
we'll live," I reply.


"That
was insane," Bentley says.


"Yeah,
but now what?" I say, staring at the two giant dire wolves
standing in front of us.


Everyone
gets into a defensive huddle, I think more out of habit than anything
else.


"Go
do your thing, Animal Planet," Ryry says, nudging Bentley's arm.


"Yeah,
okay," Bentley whispers. "I got this."


Bentley
cautiously steps towards the bigger of the two dire wolves with his
hands stretched out.


"Uh,
thank you for the help," he says nervously.


"You're
very welcome," a deep voice replies.


"You
can talk!?" Bentley exclaims, which is met by laughter.


"I'm
sorry, I couldn't resist," a familiar voice says from behind the
wolf.


The
dire wolf steps out of the way and standing behind it is Aranel and
the third wolf.


"Aranel!"
Bentley yells.


"I
see you've met Castle," Aranel says, stepping forward and
patting the larger dire wolf on the side.


"You're
friends with them?" Bentley asks.


"That’s
good, cause you're gonna need all the friends you can get after I'm
done with you," Ryry says angrily, stepping towards Aranel.


"I
figured you'd say something like that," Aranel chuckles. "This
whole thing didn't go quite as I had planned."


"You
think?" Ryry blurts.


"What
exactly was the plan? And why didn't you tell us about it?" EJ
asks.


"I'll
explain everything, but first we need to put some more distance
between us and the savfolk," Aranel says as the giant wolf named
Castle kneels down.


“You
think you can do anything about my arm before we go wherever it is
we're going?” I ask Aranel.


He
walks over and holds his hand over my arm. That nice, warm healing
feeling washes over me as the scrape closes up.


“Thanks,”
I say.


“You're
lucky it wasn't any deeper,” Aranel starts. “My healing
magic isn't very effective on anything worse than that.”


Aranel
walks over to Castle and climbs onto his back as the other two wolves
also kneel.


I
guess we're riding wolves now.













Castle
led us through the woods for about ten minutes before stopping in a
small clearing with a large, odd shaped rock in the center.


"What
is this?" Brie asks as we all slide off the wolves. "It
looks familiar."


"It's
a Sprite Stone," Aranel says, walking over to the large rock and
placing his hand on it.


The
stone glows light blue for a few seconds before slowly fading out.


"That
should keep the savfolk from coming around here," Aranel says,
taking a seat on the ground.


The
wolves let out a few whining sounds and Aranel nods his head in
response.


"You
can understand them?" Bentley asks.


"Yes,
probably because I had a maxed out Beastmanship skill before I came
here," Aranel answers.


"Nice,"
Bentley says.


"Castle
wanted me to thank you for getting him out of that savfolk trap."


"It's
cool. I was actually trying to test out my Beastmanship skill,"
Bentley smiles.


"On
a dire wolf?" Aranel laughs. "No wonder you get into the
situations you do."


"Speaking
of getting us into situations, can we talk about why we're here and
what's going on?" Ryry says.


The
dire wolves seem like they say something else to Aranel before taking
off into the woods.


"They're
gonna keep an eye out for any savfolk," Aranel starts. "Now,
where to begin?"


"How
about what’s going on and how you're gonna get us home?"
Ryry says.


Aranel
sighs.


"Yeah,
I shoulda told you guys before I left, but I wasn't sure if this was
a real lead or not. You see, the elves have a ton of scrolls and
writings about pretty much everything that's happened in this world. 



"I
figured if there was any place where I might find some clues as to
how to get home, it would be there. And I was right.


"An
elf by the name of Aenwyn had written about something called The Eye
of Saras. An object that could connect two worlds together."


"Sundamar
said something about that," EJ says.


"Yeah,
that's another problem altogether," Aranel replies.


"What
made you go to that guy in the first place? He's like, boss level
villain status," I say.


"He
never used to be like that. I have no idea what he's up to now, but
my focus was finding out about the Eye, and ancient magics was kinda
his thing when he was in Ishathyr."


"Of
course it was," Ryry mutters. "Cause that's the exact thing
evil people are into."


"Hatching
an evil plan or not, he did have info about the Eye, but
unfortunately he used my searching to his advantage and somehow
managed to align himself with the savfolk, getting me captured in the
process."


"We
were told the Eye was a reward for winning in the pit," I say.


"I
do know that the Eye is in the possession of the savfolk leader,"
Aranel starts, "but I doubt it was any kind of prize. The pit
just seems to be gladiator games for the savfolk's amusement."


"Even
if this Eye is the real deal, there's no way we're gonna get it away
from the savfolk now," Bentley says.


"I
wouldn't be so sure," Aranel replies.


"You
got a plan?" Bentley asks.


"I
have something in the works," Aranel says. 



"Uh,
before we go doing more savfolk stuff, is there any way to get this
rope off my arm?" Brie asks.


Aranel
walks over and says a few words and the rope loosens itself from
Brie's arm and falls to the ground.


"Ahh,
that's so much better," Brie sighs. "Having no mana was
really wearing me out."


"Yeah,
those magic dampener ropes aren't much fun," Aranel replies.


"Tell
me about it," Brie says, rubbing her arm.


"Now
that everyone's good to go, Let's see if your plan is as good as one
of mine," Bentley says. 



"Oh,
I hope not..." Ryry mutters.








CHAPTER
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xXSMASH1982Xx












"A
glitched character?"


I can
tell by the look on EJ's face that he's exited by this notion.


"That's
the only thing I can think of," Aranel says. "The three of
them were transported here together, except somehow they all ended up
in the same body."


"That's
messed up," Bentley says.


A twig
snaps somewhere in the woods behind us and everybody jumps to their
feet. A wild-looking savfolk, dressed in a mish-mash of random animal
skins, steps into the clearing carrying a large sack and dragging
what looks like Bentley's great axe behind him.


"Whoa,
whoa, whoa, easy," the savfolk says, dropping a large sack and
holding his hands out.


"It's
cool," Aranel starts, "that's him. If it wasn't, Castle
wouldn't have let him get this far."


"You're
the glitched character?" EJ says rather excitedly.


"Seems
that way," the savfolk answers.


"There
is no seems that way. That's what happened," the savfolk says in
a different, younger sounding voice.


"Oh
yeah, this is gonna be fun," Ryry says, sitting back down and
leaning against the Sprite Stone.


"So
how does that work? Do you all control the body? Do you have skills
from all three of your classes? Is that a savfolk body or one of your
own?" EJ asks.


"How
about we just start with his name? Or their names, I guess?"
Brie says.


"The
name is lowercase ex, capital ex, smash nineteen eighty-two, capital
ex, lowercase ex," the younger voice says.


"Uh,
what?" Bentley says.


The
savfolk sighs, "ignore him, it’s his body we're in and he
had some throwback instant messenger name for his character. We just
go by Smash, at least collectively," the older voice says.


"And
not collectively?" EJ asks.


"My
name's Jason, but most people call me Jase," the younger voice
says. "The old dude won't tell us his real name, so we just call
him Chef cause he can cook pretty much anything."


"Dude,
I'm twenty three. How is that old?" Chef says.


"And
Nick is here too, except I think he's sleeping or something. He's a
nerd." Jase continues.


"I'm
not sleeping," An even younger sounding voice—who I'm
assuming is Nick—says.


"This
is fascinating," EJ mumbles.


"We're
you able to get it?" Aranel asks.


Smash
reaches into the large sack he was carrying and pulls out a blue,
oval shaped gem.


"Is
that the Eye?" I ask.


"Yep,"
Jase answers.


"How
did you get it?" I ask.


"My
pick pocketing skills are maxed, yo," Jase replies smugly.


Smash
tosses the gem to Aranel, who catches it and looks it over. "This
does look like the picture in the texts."


"We
grabbed your weapons too on our way out," Chef says, pointing
towards the sack.


"Nice!"
Bentley exclaims.


"And
to answer your questions, yes, we have three classes of combined
skills. Yes, we can all control the body, but chef seems to be the
default controller, while myself and Jase can only control it for
short periods of time.


"And
this seems to be Jase's real life body, much like I assume your
bodies are your own?" Nick says.


"Oh
my god, it's like having EJ, Bentley, and James crammed into one
body," Ryry says. "Oh man, I feel sorry for uh... somebody
in there..."


"Yes,
these are our real bodies," EJ starts. "How long have you
been here?"


"About
twenty years," Nick answers.


"Wait,
if you've been here for that long, how come you haven't aged? And
were you a savfolk the entire time?" I ask.


"No
idea why we're not aging. And yes, as much as I dislike it, we've
been a savfolk the whole time. We just sorta let Jase take over when
it's time to do savfolk stuff. He kinda likes it and me and Chef just
try to block it all out," Nick replies.


"Yep,"
Chef adds.


"Amazing,"
EJ mutters.


"As
cool as this all is, we have the Eye and our weapons back, so how do
we get home?" Ryry asks.


"According
to what I read, we need to take it to the Ruins of Astrok, somewhere
here in the Savage Plains," Aranel says.


"You
mean the stonehenge looking place?" Chef says. "We know
where that is."


"There
was no description of the ruins, so I'm not sure what they look
like," Aranel answers.


"It's
gotta be the place. It's the only place out here that doesn't fit in
with the rest of the plains," Nick says.


"I
guess it's as good a place as any," Aranel replies.


"We
just gotta be careful," Chef says. "Yeah, there's another
tribe of savfolk near the ruins and they're way worse than the ones
we hang with," Jase finishes.


"That's
fine with me, cause I really need to hit something, hard, and
unfortunately, we kinda need Aranel," Ryry shoots Aranel an
angry glance.


"What
about Sundamar?" Brie asks.


"I
don't think he's too concerned with us," Aranel starts. "I'm
pretty sure throwing you into the pit was just him having fun.
Whatever he's planning will probably benefit from us not being here
anyway, since we're the only ones who would have any chance of
leveling high enough to stop him."


"Yeah,
he did say that, didn't he?" Bentley mutters.


"You
probably haven't paid much attention to it, but you guys are whipping
out attack skills that most people have never seen before, let alone
even heard of," Aranel says.


"Really?"
Bentley says, standing up a bit taller for some reason.


"As
you know, the people who live here have to legitimately train to use
attack skills, so most of them never learn more than one skill, maybe
two or three of they're of the longer lifespan races."


"Yeah,
we're pretty spectacular compared to other savfolk in case you're
wondering. I'm surprised they haven't made us leader yet," Jase
chimes in.


"So
elves can't level past like, ten?" Bentley asks.


"No.
It takes thousands of years to train their bodies and magic to use
anything past the Questworld equivalent of level five, which also
seems to be the max level of only the most exceptional of humans,”
Aranel answers.


"So
all his talk about being a god wasn't just empty boasting?" EJ
says.


"No,"
Aranel starts. "As far as I can tell, Sundamar is definitely max
level by now. So yeah, if he wanted to, he could probably proclaim
himself a god and do a fairly good job at portraying himself as
such."


"That's
not good," Brie comments.


"Like
I said before, all of this doesn't matter, because we're getting out
of here. So let's pack up and get going. We're wasting time,"
Ryry says, standing up and walking over to the sack Smash was
carrying and pulling out her chained daggers.


"Alright,"
Jase says "Follow us I guess."
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Ruins
Of Astrok












"Are
you sure you know where you're going?" Ryry's tone sounds a bit
aggravated right now.


"Yeah,"
says Smash. I can't really tell who answered that time. "I think
so."


We've
been walking through the woods for like two hours now, and everything
pretty much looks exactly the same. 



"Are
you sure you know how to activate the Eye when we get there?" EJ
asks Aranel.


"I
think so," Aranel answers.


"A
lot of 'I think so's' being thrown around all of a sudden," Ryry
mutters.


"I
think we're getting close. The mark on this tree means we're entering
the Gnasher's territory," Smash says, pointing to a
weird-looking shape carved into a thick tree trunk. "As long as
we can avoid them spotting us, it shouldn't take much longer to get
there."


"We
got Castle watching our backs. He should scare away any savfolk,
right?" Bentley Asks.


"Castle's
only following us to the edge of the forest. Once we hit the plains
we're on our own," Aranel says.


"I
don't care how many savfolk show up, we're getting home and that's
final," Ryry states.


"But
what about Sundamar?" Brie asks.


"What
about him? He wants to stay here and play god, let him. Why should we
worry about him?" Ryry asks.


"I
didn't mean it like that," Brie starts. "I meant, what
about everyone else here? What if he goes around and starts wiping
out towns and cities?"


"It's
not our problem. We're not here to be world savers. We’re not
supposed to be here at all. Besides, what happened to this being just
us trapped inside a game?" Ryry says.


"We
keep saying that, but do you actually believe it?" EJ says. "I
think deep down you know that this place is more than just us trapped
in a game."


Ryry
huffs, "whatever, either way, we have to get home, whether this
is a video game world or not."


"I
guess you're right," Brie says softly.


I get
where both of them are coming from. If we have the power to stop
people here from getting killed, isn't it our responsibility to do
so? But at the same time, this might be our only chance of getting
home, which is something we've been trying to do since we got here.


I
don't think there's any right answer here, unfortunately.


"This
is it," Smash says as we come to the edge of the forest.


Once
again, the yellow tinted plains spread out before us. A large set of
ruins—which actually do kinda look like Stonehenge—is
just visible in the distance.


"It
looks clear," Smash says. "You guys ready? We should move
fast just in case."


Castle
lets out a low howl from somewhere in the forest behind us. I think
it’s his way of saying goodbye.


Now
we're really on our own.


"Let's
go. Stay low and move fast," Smash says in what I'm pretty sure
is Jase's voice.


We
move onto the plains, staying low and moving as fast as we can. 



I
don't see anything around us except for grass, which is a good thing,
cause I really don't want to have to fight even crazier savfolk than
the ones that captured us.


"I
think we're in the clear," Chef says as we near the ruins.


"Told
you I could get us here without anyone seeing us," Jase says.


The
ruins are pretty much just large rocks standing in a semi-circle. I
don't think they're really the ruins of anything.


Aside
from the huge cliff on the other side of the ruins, there's nothing
else here.


"So
now what?" Ryry asks impatiently.


"There
should be some sort of alter or something to put the Eye into,"
Aranel replies.


"Like
for sacrificing people?" Jase asks.


"What?
Why woul— never mind, I just realized which one of you was
talking," Ryry says.


"What
about this?" I say, standing next to a smaller stone jutting out
of the ground. "It looks like there's a rounded out section the
Eye might fit into."


"What's
that writing next to it?" EJ asks, coming up behind me.


"It
sorta looks like ancient Askilli," Aranel says.


"Ancient
what?" I ask.


"Askilli.
The forgotten language of the gods."


"Of
course it is," Ryry mutters. "Can you by chance read this
forgotten language?"


"Some,"
Aranel replies. "The texts that referenced the Eye needed to be
translated from Askilli, so I think I can figure out a little bit of
it."


"So
what's it say?" I ask. 



"Something,
something, those who bring, something, magic, something, something,
be forewarned," Aranel says.


"Yeah,
that doesn't sound bad at all," Ryry remarks.


"I
guess all we can do is place the Eye and see what happens," EJ
says.


"Be
ready for anything," Aranel says, holding out the Eye and
placing it in the rounded out section of the stone.


The
Askilli words carved into the stone glow blue and evaporate into the
air. The ground starts rumbling and some of the smaller stones of the
ruins start shifting and coming together.


"Uh,
we've got company," Bentley says, pointing behind us.


As the
stones in front of us are shifting and moving, something starts
pulling itself out of the ground behind us.


"No,
not this time!" Ryry yells, pulling out her chained daggers.


Giant,
scaled arms explode from the ground, followed by a huge scaled body. 



"Is
that a giant Pangolin?" Bentley asks.


"A
what?!" I ask.


"Don't
you watch any nature shows?" Bentley replies.


"Now
is not the time, idiots," Ryry exclaims.


The
creature pulls itself out of the ground and stands in front of us on
all fours. It's like a house sized anteater or I guess a pangolin,
whatever that is.


It's
not until the five spiked tentacle looking things stand up from it's
back that I realize what this is.


"A
Magic Devourer!" EJ yells.


The
beast lets out a roar as its tentacles flick back and forth in
anticipation of what's about to go down.








CHAPTER
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Battle
For The Portal












The
Magic Devourer lashes out with its tentacles, with one of them coming
right for my head.


I jump
to the side and pull out my swords. Another tentacle shoots my way
and I parry and counter with a Rising Strike.


That
causes the tentacle to stop for about a second before two more of
them come at me at the same time.


I
activate my Steel Skin and cross my swords, blocking the hit as much
as I can, but it still sends be flying backwards.


I roll
to my feet as the Steel Skin wears off and try to get my bearings.


Bentley
swings his axe upward and nails one of the tentacles coming at him
while Smash is just pummeling away at the Devourer's left leg.


They
don't look like they're doing much damage to it at all.


Aranel
and Brie launch a set of Flame Missiles at it, but it seems to absorb
them or something, cause the missiles just fizzle out before they hit
the Devourer.


It
let's out a roar and throws all of its tentacles at Bentley, hitting
him in the chest and sending him flying backwards into one of the
large, now blue glowing pillars.


"Don't
hit it head on with magic! It'll just make it stronger," EJ
yells.


All
the stone pillars are now glowing blue, but I'm not seeing any sort
of portal or anything. Which means somethings wrong here.


Ryry
poofs up to the Devourer's face and looks like she's doing a Darkness
Blade, but before she can land the last hit the Devourer swings its
head up quickly, knocking her out of the air and back to the ground.


"Ryry!"
Bentley yells, getting to his feet and grabbing his great axe.


The
Devourer raises all five of its tentacles into the air. One by one
they all start to glow red.


"Look
out!" Aranel yells as red, laser like beams shoot out of the
tentacles, tearing up the ground around us, barely missing us in the
process.


"Where
is the portal?!" Ryry asks.


"I
don't know. Maybe it's absorbing the magic needed to open it,"
EJ says.


"Then
stop messing around and let's get rid of that thing!"
Ryry yells back. "Triple chain!"


Ryry
poofs in with another Darkness Blade, which means I need to follow up
with my Multi-Strike.


I get
to my feet and rush towards the Devourer who seems to be focused on
Smash at the moment.


Ryry
hits her Darkness Blade into the right side of the Devourer, and I
slide in and activate my Multi-Strike.


The
chain explosion goes off and the Devourer lets out a roar. Bentley
races past me, axe twirling above his head before hitting his
Whirlwind Strike, which causes an even bigger explosion, knocking the
Devourer onto its side.


"Hit
it again!" Aranel yells as he and Brie shoot another set of
Flame Missiles at the Devourer's underside.


This
time the spells hit with a loud thoom, and I'm pretty sure that did
some damage cause the Devourer is thrashing around and roaring
loudly.


The
Devourer is quick to flip back onto its feet, lashing out with its
tentacles in all directions. 



None
of the tentacles come my way or towards Smash, which means this is
our chance to get a hit in.


Smash
seems to have the same idea, cause he lets out a might yell and
charges in, swinging for the fences with his two handed war hammer.


He
must have activated his rage ability, and from the looks of it, it's
a full on one hundred percent rage, unlike EJ's half rages.


The
hammer hits the Devourers front leg with a loud boom, almost like a
thunder clap.


The
leg buckles and the Devourer slumps to the ground.


Smash
must have used some kind of berserker skill to pull that off, and it
gives me a chance to launch my attack.


I
close my eyes and activate Fury's Edge. The underwater feeling hits,
and I go through what is probably an awesome sequence of attacks in
an instant.


I open
my eyes and I'm on the other side of the Devourer. Suddenly a
gigantic explosion goes off on the same leg I aimed for.


"Take
that loser!" Smash yells, raising his weapon in the air.


That
chain attack was a total accident, but that doesn't matter. What
matters is what's floating just a few feet above the Devourer's head.


"The
portal!" Ryry yells.


She
poofs up to the top of the Devourer, but it's quick to smack her with
it's tentacles as she appears, sending her to the ground, hard, right
in front of me.


"Are
you okay?!" I ask.


"Don't
worry about me, just take it down!" Ryry yells back.


EJ
must have activated his rage as well cause he's going to town on the
still slumped over Devourer with a flurry of punches, right to the
underside of it's neck.


"Keep
it distracted! It can't absorb magic if it's doesn't see it coming!"
Aranel yells as he charges in with his long sword.


A
large tornado appears out of nowhere, right on top of the Devourer,
lifting it just slightly off the ground.


Bentley's
Cyclone Slash, that means...


"Aranel!
Overslash!" I yell.


It’s
close to a max level skill, but if Aranel has it, it could give us a
chance for a quadra- chain.


That
is, if Ryry and I can use two skills we haven't tried before.


"Follow
me up with Shadow Storm!" I yell to Ryry, who is slowly getting
to her feet.


I put
one of my swords away and rush in just as Aranel's skill hits and the
chain explosion goes off.


Holding
my sword with two hands I swing it in an upward, diagonal motion,
hopping that my skill activates.


As my
blade hits its apex, a pillar of stones shoots up out of the ground
like a fountain, right under the Devourer.


An
even larger explosion goes off as my Shatter Strike hits.


"Ryry!"
I yell, but she's already next to me, with four shadow versions of
herself just behind her.


All
four of the shadow Ryry's lunge at the Devourer, each one doing a
slightly different swing of their daggers before disappearing. 



Ryry
finishes the move by hitting a smoke covered slash right to the
Devourer's neck area.


The
biggest explosion yet goes off, blowing me off my feet.


The
Devourer roars and thrashes on the ground, almost crushing me in the
process.


"Good
call, dude! That's what I'm talking about!" Bentley says in
the guild stone.


"Brie,
light it up!" EJ yells from the other side of the Devourer.


The
sound of thunder rips through the air as a giant lightning bolt
crashes down from the sky, hitting the Devourer square in the middle
of it's back.


The
crash that follows is even louder than the quadra explosion.


"You
have got to be kidding me!" Ryry blurts as the smoke clears and
the Devourer is getting back to it's feet. It lashes it’s
tentacles out again. and as it does, one of its tentacles slams into
the small pillar containing the Eye, shattering it and sending the
Eye rolling across the ground towards the cliff.


"Nooo!"
Ryry yells, using her Shadow Dance and proofing towards the Eye.


Just
as she grabs the Eye, another tentacle slams into her chest, sending
her over the edge.








CHAPTER
 20


One
Last Chance












"Ryry!"
I yell, running towards the cliff.


The
Devourer moves to intercept me, but Bentley shouts and uses his Taunt
ability to draw the Devourer's attention.


Sliding
to a stop at the cliffs edge, I look over just in time to see Ryry
poof up towards me.


I hit
the ground and reach my hand over the edge, just barely touching her
fingertips before she starts to fall back down.


I can
see the fear on Ryry's face as she falls, telling me that she
probably can't poof up anymore.


"Ryry!"
I yell.


Brie
is now somehow standing right over top of me, almost slipping off the
cliff herself.


"Nooo!"
She yells, reaching her hand out and closing her eyes.


Suddenly
a large, black swirling vortex opens up beneath Ryry who falls right
into it and disappears.


"What
happened?! What did you do!?" I yell, flipping over to stare up
at Brie.


"I...
I don't know..." she stammers.


Just
then, another black vortex appears above our heads and out falls
Ryry, landing right on top of us.


I grab
hold of her to keep her from rolling off the cliff again.


Something
grabs my leg and pulls me and Ryry back away from the cliff edge, I
try to reach for my sword before realizing it's Smash.


"You
guys okay?" he asks.


"Yeah,
I think so," I reply.


"Ryry,"
Brie says, kneeling down next to us.


Ryry
rolls over and starts throwing up, just as the ground starts
rumbling.


I look
towards the ruins and the portal is now starting to close up.


"The
portal!" I yell.


Ryry
holds her arm with the Eye behind her as she continues to throw up,
"go..."


I grab
the eye and start running towards the ruins where the battle is still
going on. Smash is right by my side.


"We
gotta get the Eye back into the pillar," I say.


"How?
It was smashed," he replies.


"I
don't know, but we have to figure something out."


Three
of the Devourer's tentacles are inside the portal above its head. Is
it trying to absorb the portals magic?


No, I
think the portal is sucking them in as it's closing.


The
other two tentacles are shooting those red beams at EJ and Aranel as
I sprint past.


"I
think the portal's sucking the tentacles in!" I yell.


"Then
we gotta end this now!" EJ yells. 



Smash
reaches the shattered pillar before I do and starts grabbing pieces
off the ground.


"Where's
the piece with the slot in it?" he says.


I grab
a few pieces near me and give them a quick once over. 



Nothing.


"I
don't see it. There's too many pieces," I say.


I
glance back at the battle and EJ and Bentley are just throwing random
attack skills at the Devourer.


Brie
is still over by Ryry, who hasn't gotten up yet, but Aranel is
nowhere to be seen.


"Brie,
I need you to hit Aranel with a Feather spell!" EJ yells.


I
don't think she can hear him from over there with the Devourer
thrashing its tail on the ground.


"I
can do it," the voice of Nick says as Smash runs off towards the
Devourer.


I pick
up stone after stone, but none of them look like the slot to stick
the eye in. This might be a lost cause, and the portal is almost
closed.


"I
have the Eye, but nowhere to put it! We need another plan!"
I say through the guild stone.


"We
have to just jump through the portal, it's our only chance,"
EJ says. "As soon as Aranel does his thing we go."


"Brie,
is Ryry good to go?" I ask.


"Yeah...
I'll make it," Ryry answers.


"When
Aranel does his thing? What's the thing?" Brie asks.


As she
does, I catch a glimpse of Aranel being hit with Smash's Feather
spell. Bentley grabs Aranel and tosses him into the air and onto the
back of the Devourer.


Aranel
raises his now green glowing sword over his head before slamming it
into the back of the Devourer's neck. 



The
sword goes in about a quarter of the way before Aranel is bucked off.


"Aranel!"
Bentley yells as Aranel, still affected by the Feather spell, is
pulled towards the portal.


"No!"
Brie yells, holding her hand out before slamming it into the ground.


Her
Gravity Field goes off just as Aranel is sucked into the portal.


The
Devourer is pulled to the ground, as is Aranel's sword, which is
pulled through the Devourer's neck and presumably into the ground as
well.


The
Devourer lets out a roar, thrashing around for a few seconds before
going limp.


"The
portal!" I yell, making a mad dash towards it.


Everyone
else does the same thing, but it's too late. Just as we get close the
portal blinks out of existence.


Everyone
stops in their tracks, the looks on everyone's face says it all.


Ryry
slams her chained daggers to the ground, "dammit!" 



"Ryry..."
Brie says as Ryry falls to her knees and starts crying.


This
was our one chance, and we blew it.








CHAPTER
 21


Revelations












We
made our way back to the Sprite Stone just as it was getting dark,
hoping it would keep the savfolk away while we figured out what to do
next. 



Nobody
said a word whole time, and even now, nobodies talking and we've been
sitting here for a good ten minutes.


"In
the morning we'll head back over and see what we can do at the
ruins," EJ finally breaks the silence. "If we can put the
pillar back together, we might be able to open the portal again."


In
response, Ryry tosses the Eye of Saras over her shoulder. It bounces
once and lands right in front of EJ.


Since
we got back here she's been sitting on the other side of the rock,
away from everyone else, staring into the woods.


"It's
dead," she says quietly.


"Huh?"
EJ says, reaching down and picking up the eye.


"There's
no magic in it."


"You
don't know that," EJ says as Brie comes over and takes the eye
from him.


"I
think she's right," she says. "I don't feel anything coming
from the eye."


Bentley
kicks a rock into the woods. "So that's it? We failed?"


"Looks
that way," Brie says glumly.


"Looks
like my choosing to come here was correct," a voice from the
woods says.


Everyone
jumps up and gets into a defensive position.


From
out of the woods walks an old man, probably like ninety years old by
the looks of him.


Gray
hair, scruffy beard, human, and wearing what looks to be a black suit
from back home.


"Who
are you?" Bentley says, holding his great axe at the ready.


"Is
that any way to greet an old friend?" the old man says.


"Aranel?"
EJ asks.


"Grayson
actually, but yes, you could call me that if you want," the old
man answers.


"What?
How?" EJ says.


"I
don't have a lot of time, so I'll explain as fast as I can,"
Aranel says, just as a part of his arm glitches out like an old tv
screen with a bad signal.


"What
was that?" I ask.


"Like
I said, I don't have much time," Aranel says, taking a seat on
the Sprite Stone. "I have a lot to tell you and very little time
to do it."


"Did
you make it home?" Ryry asks.


"Yes,
I made it home," Aranel starts. "I woke up the day after I
got transported here, so it was like I never even left."


"Are
you for real?" EJ says. "How does that work?"


"The
only thing we could come up with that made any sense was a multiverse
theory. In my original timeline, I disappeared and never returned.
When I left here through the portal, I woke up in a timeline
identical to my original one, except in that one I never disappeared.
It's a little confusing."


"I
kinda get it," EJ says. "But you said we. Who's we?"


"I
spent my entire life trying to find a way to bring you guys home. I
hooked up with various hackers, scientists, theorists, you name it.
Obviously, I wasn't able to bring you back, but I do have some info
that might help."


Aranel
glitches out again, this time it's one of his legs.


"First
off, you are not in a game. You are in the actual world of Ebraxxa.
Matsui Toru, the designer for Earthquest, somehow got transported
here on accident, spent a bunch of time here, eventually found his
way home, and took everything he experienced here, and turned it into
the Questworld games."


"How
did you find that out?" EJ asks.


"He
revealed a lot of this stuff right before he died about ten years
ago."


"This
is a lot to process," EJ says.


"Matsui
was obsessed with getting back here and used materials he brought
back home with him from this world to print the physical media the
games came out on, hoping it would somehow trigger a way to get back
here."


"So
we're not inside a game, but the game is the thing that brought us
here," EJ says.


"Yes,"
Aranel says, glitching once again. "One guy I worked with had a
theory that when the game disc triggered the effect that brought you
here, it somehow embedded a lot of the games code that was on the
disk inside of you, which is why you can essentially break the rules
of this world when it comes to using your skills and such."


"Interesting..."
EJ muses.


"So
how are you here? And why are you old and glitching out?"
Bentley asks.


"More
importantly, you said you had info about how to get us home,"
Ryry says.


"Like
I said, I spent my entire life researching this. I'm ninety-seven
years old, and right now, my body is barely being kept alive in a
hospital.


"The
group I've been working with snuck into the hospital and essentially
hooked me up to a private server. 



"I
don't have time to go into the exact details, but it lets me come
back here, as myself, to a time of my choosing.


"The
only problem is, I had to be dying in order for it to work."


"I'm
sorry," Brie says.


"Don't
be. I lived a good life, My only regret is that I couldn't bring you
home, but I might have a way to let go of that regret."


Aranel
glitches out again, this time it's his whole body.


"I'm
almost out of time," Aranel starts. "Listen, there's
supposedly a place where the connection between our world and this
world is the strongest.


"As
far as we can tell it's located in a place called a Azuris.
Unfortuna--"


Aranel
starts glitching out again.


"...unchained
island..."


gLiTcH


"...thousand..."


gLiTcH


"...sunder..."


gLiTcH


"...expansion..."


gLiTcH


"...beware..."


gLiTcH


"...god
king...


gLiTcH


"...goodb..."
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Preparations












It's
been about three days now since we got back to Rutol and nobodies
said much at all. We've all been kinda keeping to ourselves.


Every
once and a while EJ would run some theories by us, but I could tell
nobody was really into it.


We
waited around for another hour or so to see if Aranel would come back
that night, but he never did.


After
that we hit up Nindr and filled her in on what had happened. 



She
wasn't too happy about losing a king, but I could tell she was glad
that Aranel made it back home.


After
showing us how to leave the Savage Plains, Smash collectively decided
that they were gonna stay behind and head back to the ruins and see
if there was anything they could find that might help us out in the
future.


EJ
also gave them one of our guild stones so we can keep in touch in
case they find anything.


After
that we made our way back to Rutol and Ryry disappeared for a few
days saying she needed some time.


Nobody
really questioned her decision. 



She
was pretty upset and I don't blame her, for the first time since
we've been here, we failed.


Like,
really failed, when it counted the most.


Even
Bentley hasn't done anything 'Bentley' in a while which actually
makes everything feel a lot more glum.


Right
now we're all just sitting around our room, waiting for Ryry to come
back so we can figure out our next move.


"Do
you think she'll be back soon?" Brie asks.


"I
don't know," I say. "Going home was all she ever wanted
since we got here, and we couldn't make it happen."


"We
all want to go home," Bentley starts. "But I know what you
mean. I just hope she doesn't put herself in another Kase situation."


"She
won't." EJ says.


"So
you have any more ideas on what Aranel was trying to tell us," I
ask, trying to take our minds off of Ryry for a bit.


"Not
really," EJ replies. "I don't know what he meant by an
unchained island. And at first I thought he was talking about
Sundamar, but he specifically said sunder, which coupled with the
words thousand, beware, and god king makes me think something big is
going to go down."


"Sundamar
did mention something about being a god, you think that god king line
was about him?" Brie asks.


"I
would be surprised if it wasn't," EJ says.


"We're
really gonna have to put in some work leveling if we're gonna go
after him. Aranel said he could be max level by now," Bentley
says.


"Yeah,
I'd put us at high twenties right now, maybe thirty, max," EJ
says. "Also, that black vortex spell Brie did to save Ryry was
never mentioned anywhere. It's either something Matsui never
encountered, or Brie just made up a new spell."


"Does
that mean we have unknown skills too? Or can make our own skills up?"
I ask. "I mean, somebody had to make up the skills we already
know about, right? Maybe we can do the same."


"Oh
man, I can think of like twelve awesome names for new skills
already," Bentley says.


That's
the first time in the past three days that a bit of the old Bentley
has come out.


It's
kinda nice.


"When
Ryry gets back, we'll have to experiment. It could very well be a
possibility, and would definitely give us an advantage over Sundamar
if that's what everything is leading up to," EJ replies.


"The
way that guy talked makes me think it won't be long before he does
whatever it is he's planning to do," Brie says.


"Yeah,"
I agree.


"You
know what, this is fun and all, but it's time to eat," Bentley
says, hopping to his feet. "Moping around here isn't getting us
any closer to anything, especially getting home. I say we grab some
food, track down Ryry, and start figuring out our next move."


"I
could eat," EJ says.


Bentley
looks over towards me and I just nod my head.


"Brie?"
Bentley asks.


"Only
if you're using your secret food money to buy us the good stuff,"
she replies.


"Wait,
wha? How do you know about my secret stash?" 



"I
may have let it slip one day," I say, rubbing the back of my
head.


Bentley
lets out a sigh. "Fine, you talked me into it. But this is a
one-time deal."


"That
depends on how good the food is," Brie says, getting to her
feet.


"Ryry,
I know you still got your stone equipped. We're heading to the north
north district for food, be there or be square," Bentley
says through the guild stone.


No
answer.


"Maybe
she still needs mo--" 



"Fine,"
Ryry interrupts Brie. "But if it's any place other than The
Sweet Coin Tavern I'm not coming."


"Sweet
Coin..." Bentley sighs. "That's like the most expensive
place up there," he mumbles.


"Helloooooo?"
Ryry says.


"Okay
fine, Sweet Coin it is," Bentley replies.


Maybe
this will get everybody's spirits up, cause right now we need it.


I have
a feeling something bad's on the horizon, and we're gonna need to be
on our A-game when it happens.


No
more messing around.


No
more unnecessary risks.


And no
more failures.


The
next time we have a chance to get home, we're outta here.












THE
END
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CHAPTER
 1


Skill
Training












"Super
Bentley Crusher, or maybe The Rocky Balboa," Bentley says
enthusiastically.


"The
rocky what?" Brie asks.


"He
was a guy in an old boxing movie I watched with my dad," Bentley
says.


"Oh,"
Brie responds.


Bentley's
trying to come up with a name for the new attack skill he came up
with.


Yeah,
you heard right. He created his own attack skill.


After
the Magic Devourer incident and Brie using a spell that we've never
seen before, EJ had a theory that we might be able to create our own
spells and attack skills.


He had
a whole technical explanation using some of the stuff Aranel told us
about breaking the rules of this world. 



It
pretty much boiled down to 'let's try to break the rules of the world
even more than we already do'. At least that's what Bentley got out
of it.


We
first hit up Nindr and had her explain to us how skills are used by
the elves. From what she said, there's mana all around us, coming
from every living thing.


Mages
gather up that mana inside of themselves before releasing it as a
spell.


For
attack skills, the way you swing your weapon charges up the mana in
the air, and then you connect with that mana and release it to do the
skill.


That
is why everyone except us only know the simplist of attack skills
that at most consist of the projectile type skills.


Higher
skills like EJ's Savage Strike or my Fury's Edge, that make us move
at lightning speed are apparently only usable by us, again because of
our rule breaking.


Nindr
showed us how to detonate the mana we charged up with a swing of our
weapon, and each slight variation in our swings would cause larger or
smaller explosions.


After
that it was just a matter of finding out what type of swing generated
the most mana and keep layering swings and mana until we could cause
some decent sized explosions.


EJ
then figured out that it was possible to store the basic explosions
we were doing in our mental hotkeys and activate them much like we do
with our Questworld skills.


We
still have no idea how it works, but it does. So for the past month
we've been training heavily with Ritt to perfect the process of skill
making.


Bentley,
surprisingly, has made the most progress out of all of us. He created
a two swing attack that ends in a giant stone fist coming out of the
ground, and store it so he can activate it anytime like we do our
other skills.


At
first the fist was just underneath his target, but soon he could make
it to come out of the ground on either side of the target and bend it
so that it hit the target in the side, or from above.


He's
gotten it to where the stone fist comes out and hits the target
within a second of forming, which when tested on Ritt—with his
ridiculous reflexes—was just barely blockable.


So
anyone without cat-like reflexes is pretty much guaranteed to be
smashed.


The
rest of us have some swings and large explosions, but no real finish
to our attacks, but we're working on it.


So now
we're taking a break from training at Ritt's house and trying to come
up with a name for Bentley's skill.


"Giga-Fist,
like that machine that measures earthquakes," Bentley says.


"It's
a Geiger counter, not a giga counter," EJ corrects. "But
Giga-Fist does sound like it could be an actual Questworld skill."


"Yeah,
it does. Alright, Giga-Fist it is," Bentley says proudly.


"Yay,
we got a name, can we go back to training now?" Ryry asks.


I
think Ryry is a little mad that Bentley beat her to creating a skill
first, but I have a feeling Ryry's trying to build up a ridiculous
skill which is why it's taking her so long.


I on
the other hand, am having a hard time getting the start up correct,
but I'm getting better.


"Yeah,
getting back to training is probably a good idea," EJ says,
standing up and stretching. "We don't know how much time we have
left before Sundamar makes his move, so we need to level up as much
as possible."


"After
everything I've seen you guys do, and everything you've told me since
you got back from the Savage Plains, I'm a little scared of what's to
come, honestly," Ritt says.


"Trust
me, you're not the only one who's scared," I respond.


"Alright
dude, you and me," Bentley puts his arm around my shoulder.
"We're coming up with a skill for you today, no matter what."


"I
do have one idea," I say.


"Then
why are we standing around? Let's get this thing done," Bentley
replies, dragging me towards the training area behind Ritt's house.
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ATTACK SKILLs: DO Berserk, T5% Berserk,
Vicious Blow, *Axe Fury, Savage Leap,

*Claw Rush Savage Strike, *Benst Strike

DEFENSE SKILLS: - Disarn, *Beast Hide
*Primal Shell *Rabid Counter

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)
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ATTACK SKILLS: Gravity Toss, Earth Strike
Earthbreak. wWhirlwind Strike, ¥Geo Crusher.
Cydlone Slash, *Flame Slash *Cleave

DEFENSE sKiLLs: _ Steel Skin *Quick Dodge,
*Counter Strike *Reflection

(*Skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)
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ATTACK SKILLS: Rising Strike, Blade Fury

Cross Slash, Fury s Edge, Multi-Slash X4,
Shatter Stoke, Final Slash, *Arc Florry

DEFENSE SKILLS: _ufure Sigh'f, Steel Skin
*Counter Strike, *Tri-Counter

(*skills that should be available but haven't been tried yet)
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