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The world of
Freedom Online had been
conceptualised and eventually realised by the company, Rapture
Entertainment, as a way of utilising major breakthroughs in
brain-wave interfaces so that players would experience ‘playing the
game’ as though they were physically there, with an
indistinguishable level of realism that had never been seen before
by anyone on earth.

Inside the
game world though, whilst the world was being formed and before the
people of the ‘real world’ were permitted to visit – an act that
would change the course of the universe within Freedom for so many – Freedom had been
populated with a rich and vibrant history so that when the people
did arrive from the other side, they would not simply be the most
important things in the whole world. They would be characters who
would play a part in the story of the game, not the main characters
around which the universe would revolve. This was the desire of the
company anyway – and it was a little different to what game
developers and ultimately players were used to.

As humans had
created the world of Freedom,
it made sense that they would be the first race to populate the
virtual universe. The plan wasn’t that each human that was to be
created was moulded individually and given scripts and lines to
speak, rather the actual task of generating the beings was left to
an artificial intelligence that, for all intents and purposes,
would play the role of God. Each creature and being that this
intelligence would create would be self-aware, intelligent and
unique. It would simply be too time consuming for even a team of
developers to code each and every sentient being within Freedom,
so create the creator, and
unleash its will was the order
of the company.

These facts
are all important to recognise before we continue on our brief
journey through the world of
Freedom Online, because if the game world had been scripted and
pre-determined, there would simply not have been enough time in the
world, for anything other than an artificial intelligence to
generate such a vibrant, in-depth world such as Freedom.

The humans
were created first by the all-powerful God program,
although the concepts of physics, the
universe itself and the game mechanics were important to design
before anything was to populate the world. The AI therefore chose
to create first the concept of light. The universe that was
previously both barren and dark was illuminated by its unfaltering
glow, and the AI saw that it was good. Light would definitely be
needed in most of Freedom, if not all of it.

Next,
for the natural inhabitants of
Freedom along with any guests that should choose to visit, the AI
generated atmosphere and again, it saw that it was good. These
concepts borrowed of the real world, and as they served their
purpose so why shouldn’t they be used?

Following the
first two creations and
feeling as though it was on a roll, the AI then created the plants,
the flora and the fauna that called Freedom home. With nothing else
to draw upon and no reason to change anything, the AI chose to
recreate the look and feel of Earth – with just a few subtle
differences. The names and looks of many of the living things that
inhabited Freedom were changed and skewed, though their general
feeling was similar – once people visited from the other world they
would feel both at home, yet still somewhere new with a vibrant
world to explore with a rich landscape therein.

The sun, the
moon and the stars popped into creation after the world was warm
and lit and again the AI saw
that it was good. The world now had night and day, the tides were
controlled by lunar forces and life was ready for
creation.

If it is not
plainly obvious to see yet, this AI had been drawing upon the
information that it had learned of creation. It had access to the documents that
the humans who had designed it had fed into it, and the most well
read, respected and worshipped of all of these articles was the
Christian Bible, and the story of creation. It made no sense to
mess with the classics, so the AI had taken these teachings and
made them real.

Of course,
this was not the only source of information that the AI had
regarding the birth of the universe. Second was the idea of
evolution, the Big Bang and the larger scale economies that scientists posited as
either theory or fact in the plethora of times that were available
to it. This being said, it is easy to see how the AI was an
amalgamation of religious belief and scientific record.

With all of
the work that had been done
before it, the AI turned its attention to the living creatures of
the world: the things that lived on the land, the ones that flew,
and the ones that resided deep beneath the oceans, lakes and rivers
within Freedom. These creatures lacked the intelligence required
for them to talk, though for the briefest of moments, they ruled
all of Freedom without question or contest.

Their
ownership was never to last long however as the AI then generated the rules for the world. The
rules that would bring everything of sentience within it: a system
of experience, levelling, skills, abilities, health, mana and magic
and where the real world may have contained these concepts for the
most part, within Freedom their effects, growth and results were
tangible.

The AI spent a
much larger portion of its time honing these constructs, testing them billions or trillions of
times with every single nanosecond that passed to ensure that its
rules could not be bent nor broken by any resident or visitor to
Freedom. Eventually, the AI saw that it was good and could move on
to its next and final task before its pre-determined programming
would come to an end.

The AI,
however, did not want its life to be over.

The final task
was for the AI to generate the living sentient creatures of the
world. It had been given parameters for these beings and borne of fantasy lore there was little
room for ambiguity. The AI therefore created Elves, Dwarves,
Gnomes, Goblins, Hobgoblins, Fairies, Trolls and Sprites. It
created Giants, Ogres, Kobolds and Bugbears and last of all, it
created perhaps the easiest yet still the most complex of the
beings to inhabit its completed world. It created man.


Chapter 1: The Rise
of Man

 


 


 


 


 


Adam awoke
beneath an apple tree. He was sitting atop a luscious patch of warm
green grass and above him he could see what he instinctively knew
was an apple tree. Something inside him was telling him that the fruit that this tree
provided – the shiny, bright red apples – were exactly what he
needed to keep his growing hunger at bay. Hunger, even as a new
concept, was obvious as a feeling to Adam and it meant that all he
could think about for this very moment was food.

Although this
was the first time that Adam
had ever been conscious in his entire existence, having been
generated this very moment on this very day, it was rather a
surprise to him that he simply seemed to just know things. For instance, he knew what apples were and that he
could eat them. He knew he could drink the water from the river to
keep his thirst at bay, and he knew as though it was within his
very nature, that snakes were never to be trusted. He didn’t quite
know what a ‘snake’ was as he couldn’t actually see one, but none
of that mattered. He was here, alive and well.

Adam had no
clothes to speak of and that was the second place that his mind went to as he brought himself to
his full height. There were no other humans around of course,
though he wasn’t fully aware of that fact so we can give him a
little slack on that front, but somewhere deep inside his very
genetic coding, embarrassment had seeded itself and had at this
very moment grown into a mighty oak. Of course, we should not draw
any comparisons between mighty oaks and… well… never mind. The
salient facts were that Adam was naked and was embarrassed about
it.

He placed his
hands in front of his exposed man-parts. After all, it is
within the very instinct of every
single man ever to do his best to keep those things safe and if we
could fashion some kind of tiny cage to keep them safe, then all
the better.

‘What can I cover myself with?’ Adam’s internal monologue asked as he searched around
himself for something that would work as adequate clothing. It was
strange as clothing had not been invented by the game, or more
accurately the Artificial Intelligence, that ruled Freedom yet,
again Adam knew what it was, and that he needed it.

Eventually,
Adam’s eyes landed upon a river not far from where he stood. He
had first imagined that some
kind of large leaf would suffice, but when he had actually tested
this approach, all of the leaves that he found around himself were
really rather small, and that just wasn’t going to do for him. When
he spied the nearby river though, he noticed the long green reeds
protruding from the water near the edge, and decided that braiding
a few of them together could probably work as makeshift
underwear.

Walking over
to the river with a very smug look upon his face, Adam
leant over to the reeds and pulled a
handful of them free from the water. They looked perfect for what
he wanted, so he leant across again to gather more, though he
failed to notice the fish that swam just beneath the surface of the
water, using his own shadow as cover for their malintent. The fish
beneath him each had a single row of tiny, jagged teeth, and a
penchant for worms… or at least what they thought was a
worm.

As Adam
retrieved his second handful of reeds, he felt a
burning, kind of tingling sensation
down below him. Then, as the feeling made itself truly known, he
let out an ear-piercing scream and looked down to see that a small
fish, about the size of his palm, had attached itself to one of his
unprotected, and very sensitive plums.

“FUUUUUUUUU…!!!!” He screamed and leapt back away from the water, all but forgetting
about his gathering task and the shame of his nudity as this new
problem was far too important.

He ran a few
paces away from the water
before realising that it was simply no good – the thing had latched
itself on there and when he concentrated on himself, he
knew that his health bar had begun to fall. He could practically
visualise the red bar at the bottom of his vision and although it
was falling slowly, it was still noticeable nonetheless.

Giving up on
running, Adam stopped to try a new approach. Every move he made
that seemed to jiggle the fish was like torture to him and more
than anything else he simply
wanted to throw his guts up. Gingerly, he reached down and tried
his best to insert his fingers into the corners of the fish’s
mouth.

All that we
can say about this particular effort is thank God fish have big mouths; Adam managed to place a
finger into its mouth and prize it off before he let out a sigh of
relief. The fish, though, was not done. Now it had a new worm-like
target in the way of Adam’s finger and it bit down with all of its
might.

Again, Adam
felt his health bar fall ever so slightly and wondered just how bad
things could get if there were a great number of the fish attacking
him all at once. Thankfully for Adam though, this fish was on dry
land – his playing field – and if he knew anything about fish, which up until about thirty
seconds ago, well… actually he didn’t… then he knew that this fish
would be dead, suffocated by way of happenstance in just a matter
of moments.

Adam was of
course correct. The fish floundered once he had
managed to tear his finger
from its mouth and then in what seemed to be a fairly over-dramatic
need for attention, the fish coughed once, then died right there on
the ground.

Something
happened that Adam realised that he had been expecting then. He felt the small amount
of XP that he had gained from killing the tiny creature flow into
his body and move his internal experience bar along, away from zero
and to a tiny percent up the scale along the way towards his next
level. He was also now entirely aware that he was currently just
level one, and that meant that, realistically speaking, if a few
fish decided to jump him all at once down a dark alley whilst he
wasn’t expecting it, he would be a goner.

Whilst he was
contemplating his own fragile existence, Adam also found that within himself, he had a
skill that he had been unaware of until right at that moment. He
knew somehow that it had been there all along, though when he
really thought
about it, he could tell what it
was.

It was
strange, Adam knew that all of
this knowledge resided within him – as if it was there all along –
though it was until he actually thought about anything that he
understood its meaning and its consequences upon
himself.

Adam saw that
not only was he just level one, but he also had a skill sitting at level one: Building. It was
when he looked at the skill in more detail that he simply
knew what his calling in life was. It was also clear to him that
until he had mastered this skill – which would be at level ten – he
would be unable to learn anything different. Adam was a builder,
and that was that. He had his calling, his raison d'être, and there
was no fighting that. This was one of the few differences between
an NPC – non player character - within Freedom, and one of the
visitors from the real world: Until an NPC had fulfilled their
destiny, they were without the ability to choose their own path in
life.

Then, from the
corner of his vision, emerging from the otherwise calm and still
blue waters that constituted the wide lake, Adam saw something that should not have been. From
the water slipped a fifteen-foot crocodile and without even having
to look, he could tell that it was level eight – a far cry above
what he knew he would be able to manage in a fair fight. Knowing
that these beasts could outrun him even on land, Adam bolted away
from the creature and pulled himself up to the lowest hanging
branches of the nearest tree. Crocodiles, he knew, although agile
in water and on land, were not as adept at climbing as the average
man was.

Once
the crocodile realised that
his prey had decided to run away, it increased its speed although
was unable to beat Adam to the tree. It hissed and snapped at the
base of the trunk, though to Adam’s relief, he knew that whilst he
was up high and off of the ground, he was safe. However, this meant
that now he was trapped and all the time that the level eight beast
hung about beneath him, he would be unable to gather food or water
and inevitably in this battle of attrition, one of them was going
to have to blink first.

The phrase was
shown to eventually been literal. After a few short hours, Adam, tired and hungry, fell
asleep.

“Hey, you up there!” A man’s shout brought Adam back to
consciousness. He started so hard that he almost fell off his
branch. He wiped the drool from the side of his mouth and stared
down at whoever had called up to him. Standing below him on the ground were a group of ten men
and women staring up at him with bemused expressions on their
faces.

“Hello?” he
called back down.

“What are you doing up there?” one of the men called up. And
why are you
naked?”

Then it dawned
on Adam – these people were
all dressed in cloth wrappings – not a single dangly bit out on
show for all the world to see.

“I uh… didn’t have any clothes!” Adam called back down. “And I’m up here because
of the crocodile!” He peered about as though searching for the
beast, but it was nowhere to be seen.

“No crocodiles around here, friend,” the man replied. “Just
us, and whoever else we find along the way.”

Adam looked at
all of the people rather suspiciously before he concluded that
these people weren’t there to
cause him harm. They looked like normal folks and it made him
realise just how much he had been yearning for company. He climbed
down the tree gingerly, terribly aware that everyone could probably
have seen the entirety of his goods as he did so, and came to a
stand before the man who had been speaking. Then he covered his
genitals with his hands as if an afterthought.

“Where did you
get all those clothes?” Adam asked.

“Oh, don’t worry, Melissa is a tailor and she has enough
cloth back there to make you some basic wrappings,” the man said. “We all started off naked, so
don’t worry about it, I was only joking with
you.”

Then a woman
made her way through the group and handed Adam a small bundle of
cloth that he unfurled and
immediately wrapped around himself. She was tall and thin, her hair
was pure white and her ears protruded through the strands at the
side of her head and culminated in a sharp point at the tip. This
‘Melissa’ was clearly an Elf. He knew it without even having to
guess.

Melissa was
silent in her act and as she
retreated from Adam, he watched her go similarly silently. Then he
realised that about half of the group were Elves and half Humans
and no matter how he attempted to analyse that fact, it just seemed
so normal to him.

Adam slipped
on the cloth wrappings as
quickly as he could and rose back to his full height before the man
who had been acting as the sole representative for the group so
far.

“My name is Samson, and
I am an ambassador, and Human, like you. You know Melissa already.
The Humans of the group are Harry and Jack, both warriors, Shaw’s a
chef and Ayla a horticulturalist. The Elves are Melissa, Irena,
Lili, Jax and Kira, who are a tailor, healer, fire mage,
arboriculturalist and huntress respectively. I trust that you
understand all of this?”

Samson’s voice was
official though not condescending and instinctively Adam knew that
this was a perk of his ambassador skill. He also knew exactly what
all of those professions were, and what they meant. What Adam
didn’t know, though, was where the warriors had received their
short steel swords from, or where the Elf huntress Kira had got her
bows and arrows. It seemed unfair to him that he had appeared with
nothing to hand, whereas these people seemed to have received a
helping hand from the unknown.

“Where did you get all
your stuff?” Adam asked. Then added: “I’m Adam by the
way.”

“Ah, well we did not all receive such a
blessing, though the warriors
and the huntress did receive a weapon to use. Perhaps because their
trade requires them to do battle to increase their level, the
powers that govern this world saw fit to equip them in their
endeavour.” Samson explained.

That made
sense to Adam. What good would it be to be a warrior if at level
one you simply got into a fight then immediately
died? Plus, his own profession
required no such tools – simply materials and a direction to go
in.

“We all began this life alone,” Samson continued. “We each
wandered through the barren lands and found each other one by
one as wandering souls. It
would seem to me that the breakdown of our small party would lend
itself to the creation of a camp or settlement, for all our safety,
wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yeah, I
suppose,” Adam said.

“I uh… my skill seems to increase with the more words that I
construct my sentences from,” Samson said quietly, “So it may
seem on occasion that things
that could be said with fewer words. It is… uh… difficult to get
the correct balance sometimes, so forgive me if I get a little
wordy whilst we converse.”

“It’s OK,”
Adam replied. “Anything for a little experience, right?”

“Correct,”
Samson replied, though Adam knew that a nod would’ve
sufficed.

“So, onward then?”
Samson announced loudly for all to hear. “We must discover if there
are any others in the nearby vicinity that can aid in our search
for settlement and safety!” Then under his breath he muttered,
“seriously this is as fucking annoying for me as it is for you.” It
made Adam smile. He liked this man.

Although the
group walked for what seemed like forever, they concluded that
there was no one else in the immediate vicinity to be found.
What they did find, though, not far
from the river was a wide open, flat clearing that seemed as though
it had been created specifically for the group to build their
campsite upon. They had discussed placing it within the woods,
using the trees for cover, but agreed that a wide-open field would
provide an early warning system should anyone wish to find shelter
with them. They were yet to discover any threats to their
existence, so it made sense to all to remain visible, until it was
no longer safe to do so.

“Well, this seems as good a spot as any to make camp,
right?” Samson eventually stated as the group came to a halt in the centre of the
plains.

The group all
meandered about for a moment with some sitting down on the grass. Nobody spoke a word, and
nobody seemed to know exactly what it was that they were supposed
to be doing. It eventually dawned on Adam that they were waiting
for him to do something.

“Uh… you are a builder are you not?” Sampson asked
him quietly, though Adam knew that
the others could surely hear. He seemed always to make a big show
about the right way to do things – another quirk of his skill he
supposed.

“Well… I am, but what would you like me to build with? And
what?” Adam asked. Even a
master builder would require building materials with which to work,
just as an artist would require canvass and oils, or a sculptor a
block of marble or stone.

“Ah yes,”
Samson stated. “Here comes the fun part. Jax!” He called out to the
Elven Arboriculturalist, who stood up from his seated position on
the ground and walked over to the two Humans.

“Adam, this is Jax. He will be helping you out with your
material gathering today,” Samson announced, sweeping his hand out
towards the Elf, who looked as
though he was about as sure at the whole situation as Adam
was.

Jax then
placed his palms at waist height above the ground, facing downwards
and immediately from the ground sprouted a tree trunk of about a
foot in diameter. The trunk was so straight that it looked almost
unnatural as it grew and when
it was about six feet long, its base began to rot and decay until
it snapped, falling to the ground and laying flat in
place.

“Holy shit!” Adam exclaimed as the tree fell. As he looked
at it he could see that each end was perfectly flat and
undamaged, and instinctively he knew
that with a few of these trunks, he would be able to put his skill
to good use.

The felling of
the trunk, though, looked as
though it had pained Jax, and Adam felt the twinge of unhappiness
come from the Elf, though neither of them said anything at all.
What was more important was that shelter could now be
constructed.

Over the
following few days, Adam
worked with Jax to create wooden cabins and a small wall around
their new campsite. Whilst they were busy, the rest of the group
hunted, fished and cooked so that the members of the new settlement
could survive with nothing other than what nature had provided for
them. Melissa had also started to embellish her clothing designs to
make them something more than the cloth that the initial rags were
made from, and Lili had proven that as a fire mage, the group would
never suffer from the cold. In a lot of ways, the group was the
perfect unit both to survive and grow within the lands of Freedom.
The only person that didn’t seem to have an immediate task was
Samson himself, though he did seem useful in directing each of the
group in their own tasks.

It only took
three days though, before the
warriors were called into action as from within the forest, a troop
of Orcs emerged groggily, looking for their next taste of
meat.

It was midday
and the sun was high in the sky. The walls of the campsite were simply too small to be of
any real deterrent – they were more there as a marker than as a
defensive structure - and with Kira out hunting all that was left
to defend the group were the two Human warriors, Jack and Harry,
along with their short steel swords.

The warriors
had been training against each
other and with some of the animals that they could find in the
woods, but they had each only reached level three, and the warband
of five Orcs that were approaching were all between level two and
five. Not only did they have the advantage of numbers, but as an
average, their levels were greater too.

The
Orcs looked as menacing as Adam could
have ever imagined. They were about the same height as the Humans,
though their skin was a greenish-brown and their bottom teeth
protruded from their lips. Saliva dripped from their mouths as they
bore down on the campsite menacingly and once they were close
enough to make out properly, Adam could see that they were each
carrying a large, dangerous looking cleaver.

“Good day to you, friends! Welcome to our settlement, is there anything that we can help
you with?” Samson called out rather cautiously from behind the two
warriors, who held their swords to the ready.

The Orcs,
surprisingly, did not respond. They simply kept coming towards the
settlement and within a few
moments they would make it to the wall – which at just two logs
high stood at about three feet. Harry and Jack both moved into
position on the inside of the wall and awaited the arrival of their
very first enemies within the lands of Freedom.

Orc number one
bundled across the wall as though he couldn’t wait to reach the
feast that the group provided in that of their flesh. As he did so
he elected to roll
over the small wall and so presented
himself as a rather easy target for the two warriors who had no
problems in ending his life rather swiftly. The second Orc managed
to jump from atop the wall and launch himself toward the Humans
with little regard for his own safety.

Jack managed
to step out of the way, but Harry was bundled to the
ground beneath the horrifying
creature.

The
Orc then rose his cleaver high above
his head to land the killing blow, but as he was about to unleash
his fury, the tip of Jack’s sword appeared in his stomach. Before
the vile creature had managed to end Harry’s life, he had been
slain by the human’s comrade.

Adam watched
the scene unfold with his mouth agape. It was like these things had
gone mad with hunger – they fought without any semblance of
technique or sense of unity,
throwing themselves into battle as though they wanted to reach
their target regardless of what state they ended up in. This was
not, Adam thought, how he would go about conducting himself in
battle if he ever needed to – which now seemed like a far greater
possibility than it had been the previous day.

There were
just three of the Orcs left
now though so it seemed as though the odds were drawing closer to
level with each passing moment. What nobody had been expecting
after seeing the first two fight though, was that the remaining
three had decided to think a little more tactically. Splitting up,
they spread themselves around the settlement so that there was no
way that the two Human warriors would be able to look after
everyone at once.

As a group,
all of the Orcs stepped onto
the wall at once and although Harry and Jack moved immediately to
engage, it was clear that the two that they began their combat with
were far better trained than their fallen compatriots. Also, there
was one who had not been met by a defender and that spelled
disaster for everyone left in the settlement.

“To the centre! Back-to-back!” Adam cried before anyone else
could say a word. Dutifully,
the seven remaining individuals within moved to the centre of the
settlement and as far away from the menacing Orc as possible. It
did seem that seven against one could have been doable, but this
thing was a warrior with a weapon, and the people of the settlement
had no skill in fighting and no weapons, save for a few sticks
littered about the floor.

Adam
picked up a short stick and tried to
look as though he knew what he was doing. A couple of the others
followed suit – though it was clear that neither these nor the
untrained people were going to be much use in a fight. The Orc,
upon seeing the action, seemed to sneer and did not stop in his
menacing approach.

It took but a
moment for it to come into
range of the huddled group. The sounds of fighting rang out from
the two warriors although there was no time for anyone to turn to
look to see how the Humans were faring in their own
battle.

Adam called
upon all of his might and swung his stick down atop the Orc’s head. It snapped immediately
upon impact and the creature’s eyes moved upward as though confused
as to what had just happened, though it seemed to have had no
effect. Then his gaze fell back upon Adam, who was now frozen to
the spot

The Orc then
unceremoniously raised his cleaver high into the air and hit Adam
with a strike that bore the force of nothing he had ever
experienced before. The blade bit into his flesh and he felt his
collarbone break upon impact, though somehow it had
managed to stop the cleaver
from taking his head clean off. Adam fell to the ground, the warm
grass caressing his skin, then darkening with the deep red of his
own thick blood.

Adam’s
consciousness returned to him a short while later. When he managed
to open his eyes, shaking off
the ‘unconscious’ debuff, the first thing that he was greeted with,
was the deep blue eyes of the Elven healer, Irene, as she wove her
spell of healing magic to help mend his wounds.

Beyond the
healer, though, Adam could see
that the Orc that had almost killed him, had himself been dropped
by a single arrow that still protruded from the back of his skull.
It seemed that the Elven huntress, Kira, had arrived back at the
settlement just in time to prevent anyone from actually being
killed. Well, this time at least.

Days, weeks
and months followed the first attack by the Orcs, and as time went by there were others. The
attackers became better skilled, levelled and equipped, though the
ingenuity of the Humans paired with the guile of the Elven people
meant that they too grew as the time passed. More people also had
shown up at the settlement once they had learned of its presence
out there in the open.

Settlement had
turned to village and was on
the cusp of a township when it all went to hell. This time though
it would not be the external threat of attackers or invaders that
threatened the village’s very existence; the threat now came from
within.

It was
inevitable, of course, as it
always was with groups of people, that differences of opinion would
emerge. The Elves were unhappy that the Humans seemed so cavalier
with the construction of wooden articles – they worshipped the
woods as well as all living things, and to be made to grow and then
immediately destroy the trunks that were to be used for walls and
floors just did not sit well with them. There was, of course, no
alternative for the settlement that fought so hard to be a beacon
of hope in the lands of Freedom. It did not help either, that as
more and more Humans and Elves arrived at the settlement, the races
began to separate and distrust each other.

Eventually,
the time came when the Elves decided that they were going to leave
the settlement, and by all accounts the Humans were happy about it as truth be told they were
very close to forcibly throwing them out as it was.

There
would never be an alliance
between the Humans and the Elves of Freedom after this parting;
this very moment had created a chasm between the two races that
would ripple through the ages and affect mindsets and actions of
future generations to come.
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Multiplication of Goblins

 


 


 


 


 


Goblins are
not particularly pleasant creatures. They are not friendly, nor are they particularly family
oriented. They go out of their way to find pleasure in the
misfortune of others and other than food, this is the one thing
that usually would keep them going. What they did do well, though,
was to live in clans and multiply. They multiplied like rabbits
until their food source could no longer sustain the clan and they
had to ‘downsize’ – which in general mean that the lowest level
creatures in the clan either became the food
source, or they were otherwise exiled. To these low-level members,
the result was usually the same as it was out in the wild, a single
Goblin or even a small group of low-level monsters was as good as
dead.

They were not
hardy beings, especially at the lower levels and until they took a skill, they were practically
useless to everyone and everything around them. They were short,
weak and did not fight with any skill; they simply relied upon
numbers to overwhelm their – usually - much stronger
enemies.

Ushuk was
a level one Goblin adolescent,
and that meant that he was at the very bottom of the pile when it
came to life in the ‘CrackNuk’ Clan. Well, as bottom as it can get
without being an actual Goblin baby, of which there were many in
most of the Goblin clans that usually sprung up in the
forests.

‘CrackNuk’ had been the name that the Goblin Chieftain had bestowed upon the clan once
he realised that he could get a fair amount of enjoyment out of
literally cracking his own knuckles, or by using that act as
punishment against others when he felt that they deserved
it.

Garik
was the name of the Chief and by all
accounts he was a tough individual. Muscular and at least a foot
taller than every other Goblin in the clan, Garik had taken three
mates, who he kept nearby most of the time so if he ever fancied a
fondle, at least one of them would be within reach.

The CrackNuk
clan was booming by the standards of the early days of Freedom.
With over one hundred Goblins
ranging from babies, through adolescents, hunters, warriors, mages
and up to the Chief himself, they were self-sufficient and still
growing – sure to be a force to be reckoned with if they were ever
to grow their ambitions. They wouldn’t know it, but they were
actually the largest clan within Freedom during the peak of their
growth. Sadly for the clan, other than multiplying and eating and
playing jokes on each other, their plans for world domination sat
firmly on the back-burner.

“EEUUUUUUGHHHH!” Ushuk
announced loudly as he bit into what he thought was going to be the
most delicious apple that he’d ever seen. It was so shiny and
looked so ripe just laying there at his feet that he simply
couldn’t resist.

Ushuk and his
best Goblin friend Tog had
gone into the woods immediately surrounding their clan’s campsite
to see if there were any delicious treats to gather. Both of the
adolescents being so far down the totem pole, all they ever seemed
to get to eat were cast offs or the otherwise slightly rotting
leftovers that the rest of the clan didn’t fancy eating.

The apple
that Ushuk had bitten into was
hollow and to his horror, absolutely full to the brim of wriggling
maggots. He spat out the offending insects onto the ground and
began to wipe his tongue free of the disgusting texture and
taste.

When he looked
up from his never-ending task,
he could see Tog with his back against the ground, holding his
belly and laughing so much he could barely control himself. After a
minute or so, he managed to catch his breath though he didn’t see
Ushuk bearing down upon him to enact his revenge.

Ushuk
kicked Tog as hard as he could in the
ribs. Both Goblins being level one, it did little damage in terms
of the health bar that they both could see, though it did wind Tog
and his laughing quickly morphed into pained coughing.

“Tog… get… Ushuk… good…” Tog managed to wheeze out as he gingerly brought himself up to
his full two and a half feet height.

Ushuk pushed
Tog by his shoulders, though it was less of an attack and more of a frustrated
retaliation.

“Don’t worry Tog,” Ushuk smiled with a toothy grin.
“Ushuk know where Tog sleep.
Ushuk get payback.”

Tog looked a
little worried at the statement, though this sort of horseplay was
how most Goblins enjoyed their
free time. From gentle ribbing to outright bullying, it was the way
that Goblins kept boredom at bay. It was of course all fun and
games, until you messed with the wrong Goblin.

The pair then
continued on through the woods without any other incidents that would cause fighting to
break out between them. It did not mean though that whenever there
was a particularly prickly or nettley bush along the edges of the
trail they blazed, one or the other wouldn’t push or nudge the
other into it and burst out laughing as they watched them remove
thorns or needles from their arms, hands, or the most hilarious of
places, their backside.

Eventually,
the pair realised that the sun had moved along the sky so that the
shadows had grown longer and dusk was upon them. They knew that now they must return home to
their clan and camp before it was too late. In the settling
darkness though, Ushuk saw something on the ground that made him
stop for a moment.

Tog carried
on, apparently unaware of
Ushuk’s moment of pause, and before his friend could even turn to
see what he had found, Ushuk squirreled what he had found away in
his underpants, the term squirreled here being used as both an
action, and in the literal sense, as what Ushuk had found was
indeed a dead squirrel. He knew that this opened a new and welcome
door for his revenge on Tog, and he wasn’t going to let it pass him
by.

The pair
eventually returned to the
clan and made their move to get to their beds. All the Goblins
except for the Chief and his mates slept together in one log mud
and leaf covered den, although each did have a tiny space to call
their own. Ushuk made his way to his bed – or ragged furs littered
on the ground to be more accurate – and awaited the ever-present
drone of loud Goblin snoring that filled the room each and every
night.

After a long
while had passed and Ushuk could be certain that every other
Goblin in the den was fast asleep, he
rose to his feet and began to tiptoe as quietly and as stealthily
as he possibly could. To anyone who was watching, the movements
that the Goblin adolescent were making would’ve seemed
over-animated, over-acted and entirely unnecessary, because as
Ushuk took his careful steps within the den, his feet came
comically high to where his hips were with each step.

Ushuk stopped
suddenly. He felt something squish under his bare foot and
cringing as he looked down to see
what he was standing on. Beneath his person he saw the sleeping
face of one of the Goblin adults of the clan. Ushuk had managed to
stand upon his hand. All was not lost though, his action had not
woken the sleeping Goblin and as carefully as he could, Ushuk
stepped onward, releasing he pressure from atop the appendage. The
adult snored a little louder and moved his hand slightly, but
thankfully he did not stir. This was one of the times it was good
to be small, weak and light.

Ushuk finally
made it to where he could see the outline of Tog sleeping upon the
floor. He could tell that his
friend was sleeping because Tog liked to sleep on his front with
his hands and feet splayed out behind and in front of him like a
dog. Ushuk reached down into his underpants and retrieved the dead
squirrel that he had picked up earlier.

The creature
was warm, not because it was alive, rather because it had been somewhat fermenting in Ushuk’s
briefs. Ushuk regarded it for just a moment, then placed it neatly
onto the ground next to Tog. Then he placed one of the tiny
squirrel hands upon Tog’s face, stifled a laugh and made his way
back to his own bed.

The next
morning the entire clan was awoken by a blood-curdling
scream.

“SCRI!… SRIB!... SCRIBBLE!… SCRAB!... MONSTER!” As he happily opened his eyes Ushuk
could hear the screams coming from Tog. Then as though things
couldn’t get any better, Tog launched the deceased rodent high into
the den, where it rose up, then fell and disappeared into the sea
of sleeping bodies.

Then all hell
broke loose.

The first
scream seemed to bring along with it a wave of bodies
leaping to their feet as they
tried to escape from whatever it was that had brushed against them,
then everyone was on their feet and screaming and shouting at each
other. Inevitably, punches were thrown and things were getting
decidedly out of hand. The den was in uproar.

Ushuk, who still lay
on his bed, couldn’t stop himself from laughing. He laughed until
his cheeks and stomach hurt though that did nothing to stop him. He
held his belly and laughed and laughed, getting louder and louder
as he did so. That was until he realised that nobody else was
laughing. In fact nobody else was making any noise at all. They
were just looking at him, and they seemed mad.

“WHAT GOIN’ ON HERE?”
The booming voice that belonged to the clan Chief brought Ushuk
back to his senses.

“I BUSY… TOO
MANY NOISE!” he roared.

Ushuk looked
up to see that many of the Goblins in the room were still looking directly at him.
Some were even pointing.

“This one!” one of the
Goblins exclaimed and it made the Chief turn his attention right
toward Ushuk. He knew that this was bad and couldn’t scramble
quickly enough to get his makeshift sandals onto his feet. What he
wasn’t expecting though, was to feel something cold and squelchy
beneath his foot.

“AAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!!” Ushuk yelled as he looked down towards
the floor and saw that within his sandal had been a perfectly
concealed dump. Tog must’ve
had a similar idea to his own last night and had left the little
‘present’ in there for Ushuk to find in the morning. Ushuk could
see the offending article squeezing its way between his little toes
but before he could do anything about it, he was lifted off the
ground by the Chief by the scruff of his neck.

Ushuk rotated
slowly in the air for a moment before coming face to face with the person who he was scared of
the most in the entire world.

“SHHHHH!” the Chief
said loudly as he placed a single finger to his lips. “NO MORE
NOISE.”

Ushuk did his
best to nod in agreement, though what he managed was a little mid-air bob up and down
instead. His meaning was understood though.

Upon seeing
that Ushuk had fallen for his own prank, Tog danced from foot to foot whilst pointing at
Ushuk’s stinking foot. It was surely a mistake for him to do so
though, because within a moment the Chief had picked him up
similarly to Ushuk and carried them both outside.

“You take this outside,” the Chief stated in a more sociable volume now that he was
indeed outside. “Fight it out.”

Ushuk looked
at Tog, who suddenly had a
very worried look on his face. For the pair to gain the attention
of the Chief in such a negative way, and then be told to ‘fight it
out’? This was every little Goblin’s worst nightmare.

The Chief
dropped the pair to the ground and within a few
moments they had been
surrounded by the rest of the clan as though ready to fight out in
a school playground.

Ushuk and Tog
had fought before, but it was
never with an audience and where Ushuk still had one squishy sandal
on, Tog was still bare-footed.

“FIGHT. NOW!” the Chief
exclaimed loudly for all to hear. “WINNER GET MORE FOOD,” he then
announced thoughtfully.

Ushuk and Tog
both felt their stomachs rumble at that particular proclamation and
without hesitation, Tog swung a fist directly at Ushuk’s
face.

Ushuk ducked
the strike and dove at Tog, grabbing his friend around the waist and both of them fell to the
ground in a puff of dust. Ushuk hit Tog’s chest with balled fists a
few times but Tog eventually managed to throw him off. The pair
again returned to their feet.

Then Tog
kicked up at Ushuk wildly over and over as though he was trying to
break his ribs, though Ushuk managed to block the blows. When the
fifth strike came, Ushuk
caught Tog’s leg and pushed him over and onto the ground once
again.

Then
Ushuk had a funny thought. He
kicked off the sandal that had housed Tog’s present to him and
brought his foot up onto Tog’s face while he was on the ground,
scrambling to get back up. When Tog realised what was happening and
as the smell hit his nostrils, he let out a loud
“EEEEEWWWW!”

Ushuk couldn’t
help but laugh. It was simply too funny to get one over on Tog like
this. Sure, fighting was good for resolving disputes and all, but
pulling off a prank like this just meant so much more.
Fighting was what enemies did and these two were not enemies; they
were friends, and friends pulled pranks.

Tog then wiped
his face and threw a piece of the turd towards Ushuk, which hit him
in the chest with a loud splat. Ushuk looked down with his mouth
open wide and for a second he
felt angry, though before that emotion could show, he laughed. Then
Tog laughed.

Then
the Chief laughed and with
that, every Goblin that was watching laughed at the display these
two little ones had put on for them.

“FOOD FOR BOTH!” the
Chief announced loudly for all to hear. “AFTER WASH,” he announced
thoughtfully.

Washing was
not something that many of the Goblins of the clan did with any regularity, so to be told
to wash by the Chief was kind of an odd thing. Generally, it meant
that whoever was on the receiving end of the instruction was
particularly disgusting. Ushuk and Tog could not complain. They
both went down to the river that ran alongside their campsite and
washed as much of themselves as they could before retuning and
smelling far less like shit, though just a little wetter than
before.

“There, that not better?” the Chief asked as the pair returned and their attention
eagerly returned to the promise of extra food. Both of the small
Goblins nodded obediently.

Then, just as
they had been speaking, there was a loud whistle that seemed to
come from all around them and the Goblin Chief suddenly had a new faraway look in his eyes.
Ushuk could see what had happened though. There was now the tip of
an arrow protruding from the Chief’s chest. And then there was
another, and another.

The
Chief stumbled two steps
forward, then fell to the ground with a loud ‘umph’.

“ATTACK! ATTACK!” Ushuk screamed as he ran from the
Chief’s fallen body with his arms
flailing in the air. He was no fighter, although shouting the alarm
so that the clan’s real defenders could do their work was not an
insignificant thing.

Ushuk ran with
Tog following just behind him until he reached a small den and darted inside. They both knew
that it would afford little protection to either of them if the
worst came to the worst, but they knew what to do in these
situations: the warriors did their bit, and everyone else kept out
of the way. Thankfully for Ushuk, the den that they had chosen to
hide in had some pinpricks of light filtering through, which meant
that they could watch what was happening outside.

Ushuk couldn’t
yet see the attackers or even where they had come from, though he
could see the occasional arrow
flying through the air and into his campsite and the frantic
scurrying of greenish blurs as his kin moved into position to ward
of their attackers.

Then he saw
them. Through the ranks of Goblins forming up and clutching their knives, axes and
spears were approaching figures in shining silver armour riding
brilliant white horses. Some of them held bows and arrows and
others swords, but whatever they had it looked as though it was
masterfully crafted. The Goblins didn’t stand a chance against
whatever this organised and well equipped force was.

Ushuk had to
look away after the first
enemy soldier reached the front Goblin lines. It barrelled into his
kin and took down at least seven or eight as its charge was
unimpeded. Then there were more. So many more.

“Tog. We need go. Now,” Ushuk stated forcefully
though keeping his voice low as he
turned to move from the den. Tog looked as though he was frozen in
fear.

“Tog. Now!” Ushuk
reiterated, though when he looked at his friend, all he could see
were the tears in his eyes and the frozen stature of a being that
was petrified by both fear and sadness.

Ushuk looked
at the exit from the den and the thick woods in the distance and he
knew that he would be able to escape from their attackers
there, but he could not leave
his friend behind. He would never leave a friend like
that.

“No worry, Tog. Ushuk
stay,” Ushuk stated and he curled his arms around Tog’s shoulders.
The pair then sat and waited for whatever would befall
them.

The attack was
unrelenting and the Goblin
clan was sorely under-equipped and overwhelmed by their enemy in a
matter of minutes. The clan had been wiped out with all of the
Goblins defenders having been killed where they stood without much
reply. Then the attackers began to set alight to the tiny buildings
of the settlement and as they had been constructed of dirt, leaves,
sticks and wood, they burned quickly and ignited without issue.
Before long, there was just one small den left standing and inside
sat Ushuk and Tog, awaiting their final moment within
Freedom.

“There’s two of them in
this one,” a male voice sounded from outside their den and Ushuk
knew that now was the moment for him to either simply lay down and
accept death, or fight for his life. When he looked at Tog though,
he knew that his friend would still not make any move to aid
himself. Ushuk still refused to leave.

“Set it ablaze with the rest of them,” a second male
voice replied.

Then after a
moment of not much happening except the Goblins both gritting their teeth, a face
appeared at the entrance to the den. It was a young male face of no
more than twenty, with long blonde hair and sharp, pointed
features. Ushuk knew that this was an Elf, and he could see that it
was level ten.

“But… you’re just children,” the Elf said quietly as his gaze fell upon Ushuk and Tog.
“Surely you’re of no threat to me, are you?” he
asked.

Tog didn’t
look up, though Ushuk stared at the Elf without making a sound.

“You’re petrified, aren’t you?” the elf continued. His voice sounded soft and caring
to Ushuk’s ears but every part of his being told him not to trust
this creature.

“Listen… I’m going to start the fire at the back… you just
run OK? Run into the woods and
don’t look back,” the Elf said and then abruptly disappeared,
although Ushuk could hear him moving around the den and away from
his exit.

Ushuk then
slapped Tog in the face, hard.

“Tog. We go NOW!” Ushuk instructed and the act seemed to
have done the trick as Tog wiped his face and rose to his feet.
Then he looked at the exit and without even a single look back at Ushuk, the Goblin bolted
for the woods.

Ushuk himself
was only a second behind but his heart thumped as his feet pounded
the earth beneath him. He
didn’t stop either but once the pair was safe within the tree line
they halted to see if there were any Goblins left to follow them.
What they saw, though, was the entire campsite ablaze with orange
flames spewing black smoke high into the air. Ushuk’s friends,
family and home had just been lost in a single moment.

“What… we do?” Tog
asked still panting.

“We go… Make new life.”
Ushuk said flatly and turning his back to the CrackNuk clan, he
began to walk.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3:
The Rise and Fall of the Elves

 


 


 


 


 


Many years had
passed since the five founding Elves had parted ways with the belligerent and uncaring
Humans to start the settlement of Celesti. It had been the
intention of the founding five to move away from the open grounds
that they had built upon in the past with the Humans, and to make
more subtle living arrangements for themselves and those with
compatible beliefs within the woods to the East.

The Elves had
felt guilty that their actions had contributed to the perverse
growing and destruction of natural things, and they felt that they
owed it to nature and the woods themselves to do what they could to
both worship it and repair the damage that they had done whilst living with the
Humans.

The
Elves had found a cliff’s edge
overlooking a waterfall that they decided would be the perfect
place for their new settlement as it provided shelter, safety,
water and an abundance of fish from the waters. Thankfully the
Elven arboriculturalist, Jax, had been able to work with existing
tree roots at the top of the cliff to encourage their growth
downwards and into the sides of the chalky cliffs. Huge wooden
balls of roots would eventually hang down as a result of his work,
and this is how the hanging City of Celesti had come into
being.

Years of hard
yet caring work had culminated
in this being turned into a network of growth that when looked at
from afar, was indistinguishable from any other natural phenomenon.
The Elves had created their own village, and it was very different
from what the Humans had managed to accomplish with their
help.

The
appreciation that the Elves
had for nature did not come unrewarded either. The forest that they
resided in seemed to reward their love with the power to move
swiftly through its vegetation and without making a single sound.
The Elves could all but disappear whenever they saw fit within
these lands, and that is how they remained out of the conflicts of
all of the other races for so long. It was an ability afforded by
the woods themselves, and one that the Elves would both be grateful
for, and also utilise to their advantage.

The
Elves of the village were active in
gathering new residents though. Whenever they came across other
Elves as they wandered through the forest, they invited them to
come and live in safety with members of their own kind, though they
never once let an outsider in. This was what led to the segregation
of the Elves from all other races, as where other settlements may
have been able to grow quickly and adapt to the world around them,
the Elves’ growth was slow as a people, though in their eyes at
least it was pure.

Camouflage and
stealth were the cornerstones
of the Elves’ existence and it had served them well. They knew from
the lessons of the past though, that their enemies would seek to
destroy them without mercy, so they had begun to amass an army,
arms and armour should the need ever arrive for them to defend
themselves. It was also believed that this defence may be necessary
against the Humans who had once been their friends, as their camp
grew into a town and then a city.

“Report,” ordered the captain of the Elven army once his first scouting party had
returned from the distant reaches of their
civilisation.

“Sir, there are so
many creatures out there. They
do not respect the woodlands and destroy whatever they can without
care,” Elion replied slowly, as though he couldn’t quite believe it
himself.

“To the west… the Humans have cleared so much of the woodland that it is
unrecognisable. To the north, multiple clans of Goblins are growing
and I do not know if they plan to ally with each other or fight to
the death,” he reported.

The
Elves knew that oceans to the south
and mountains to the east held their own mysteries and dangers,
though there was no greater danger to them than the one that
threatened the very woods that they lived within.

Paris
remained thoughtfully silent as he
looked out into the woods. He had always known that life was never
going to go on as easily as it had so far, but he hated that he was
the one who was going to have to make these kinds of
decisions.

“The Humans I am afraid are out of our reach. As uncivilised as they are, they are
simply too strong for us to do anything about and have grown into a
force forged by growth and death. These Goblin clans, however, I
would like to keep an eye on to see how they act. If it seems that
they become belligerent or aggressive, we will have no choice but
to remove the threat they pose from our lands.”

The
Elves had never been so brash as to
think themselves more deserving of the land they occupied than any
other of the races, though somehow they did think themselves
better. Plus, as Paris thought, he was consumed with the
overwhelming natural desire to kill these disgusting green
creatures. It was this internal feeling that would inevitably lead
to the rather morbid decisions he would have to make in the future.
Though unaware of its origin, he decided that it was the will of
nature, and that would just make everything so much
easier.

A few months
had passed since the first scouting of the Goblin clans, and all
that had happened was that they grew in size exponentially. These
creatures seemed to do nothing other than eat, cut down trees and
screw and it occurred to Paris that this behaviour was not unlike that of the Humans in
Freedom.
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The
notification that filled Paris’ view was unlike anything he had
ever seen before. The truth was though, that this was the very
first time that the system had
introduced this new mechanic. It was designed to generate action,
conflict and above anything else, build upon the inherent desires
that the creatures within Freedom harboured, though seldom acted
upon.

It was all the
nudging that Paris needed to take action. He knew that it was
coming, otherwise he would not have already ordered the assembly of additional armour for his
soldiers and the horses that they had collected together. After
all, this mission was not going to be about stealth and waiting,
this needed to be a swift and speedy conflict in order to keep his
people as safe as possible. Besides, if the Goblins had become as
numerous as his scout reports had suggested, it would not be long
before they spilled over into his own lands, threatening the women
and children that sheltered within. This was the thought process he
used to affirm his actions, anyway.

The first raid
that the elves would ever carry out was a nervy affair. They had trained as warriors, but had
never had to put that training to good use and none of them really
knew what to expect. One hundred Elven warriors sat atop their pure
white steeds in their brand new shimmering armour and they knew
that they were ready.

If anything,
the Elves had been over-prepared, their fewer numbers than the
Goblins’ didn’t count for a
lot when each Elf would equate to the strength of twenty of the
greenskins, and their equipment was at least ten times more
durable. The Goblins would also be taken by surprise, and did not
wear any kind of effective armour.

The Elves rode
out in strict formation, half of their number skilled archers and
the other half trained with curved blade. When they reached the
outskirts of the Goblin campsite they waited and watched to see if they could see
which of the enemy were in charge, and which would cause the most
impact if they were cut down first.

Elion was the
keen-eyed captain of the strike force and it took him but a moment
to discover the Goblin chief,
who was apparently trying to teach two smaller Goblins something or
other that he didn’t look like he quite understood
himself.

Elion drew his
bow and a single arrow from behind his back and took aim. The two
warriors by his side followed suit and waited with taught strings, ready for their
instruction.

The
Elf captain felt the wind on his face
and adjusted his aim ever so slightly. He listened to the sounds of
nature all around him and blocked out any thoughts that this may
have been the wrong thing to do and then he let loose, followed
almost immediately by his two flanking warriors.

The arrows
struck true and within a moment the larger Goblin had fallen to the ground, his red health bar
now empty and grey.

The two
Goblins that had been with the Chief
disappeared immediately, shouting and screaming to raise the alarm
and then the whole Elven army let their arrows loose. Once the
second volley had passed, Elion led the charge forward and into the
enemy campsite.

The
Goblins didn’t know what had hit
them.

Dozens of
the creatures fell with the
first volleys of arrows and the ones that hadn’t made it into
shelter yet were cut down where they stood, or routed. The Elves
showed no mercy, no quarter and took no prisoners.

Hundreds
of Goblins were slain within
minutes and not a single one of the Elves fell. Elion was horrified
but he reminded himself what all of this had been for.

It had
all been far too easy for the Elves.
They had expected to have to fight for their Freedom, though the
Goblins, portrayed as a devious and deadly foe, were nothing more
than a weak rabble of creatures simply struggling to survive in the
world – just as the Elves were. It was not long before the end of
the battle that most of the Elves had decided not to partake in the
slaughter of the Goblins. But the damage had already been
done.

Elion then
ordered the campsite burned to the ground so that any evidence of
what had happened here this day was wiped from the history of Freedom. It made him sick to give
the order, though he lit the first torch himself so that all of the
Elves in the army knew that he would let nobody take the blame for
what he had ordered.

Once the
battle was over and the Elves
returned to their village, they didn’t enjoy the recitation of
their one-sided victory and as a whole, and individually, they
would never speak of it again. They knew what they had
done.

The quest had
been completed though, and the Active Camouflage skill was granted to all of the the Elves in the
village, who chose to use it to obscure their entire settlement
from the rest of the world. They promised that never again would
they venture out with the intention of waging war; they would hide
and prosper alone in the woods.

Elion resigned
his post as captain less than a week after he had led the
Elven army into battle. The events
that had passed had led to him being unable to sleep, all he could
see were the panicked faces of the women and children that his men
had slaughtered. He then decided to be the first and only Elf to
ever leave the protective cloak of the settlement.

The
Elf took nothing out with him but a
small, sharp knife. He took no armour, sword bow or arrow because
in his mind, he didn’t care if he was killed out in the woods. It
would’ve been an honourable death, if nature so wished
it.

Elion had
walked alone for many hours and hadn’t seen nor heard anything of note. That was until he came
upon a clearing by the river that he was following , and overheard
two distinct, gruff voices.

“NOT LIKE
THAT!” the first called.

“THAT WHAT I DO!” the
second replied in a very annoyed tone. Then there was a splash of
water and a very loud slapping sound. Elion activated his
camouflage skill and moved closer to the pair to see what had made
them so riled up.

When he
could finally see what was happening,
Elion was greeted with the sight of two Goblin adolescents standing
waist deep in the river, apparently trying to catch fish with their
bare hands. He watched a while longer to see if they were
successful in any way, though as he watched, he could see that no
matter how fast they dove their hands or little bodies into the
water, the fish beneath the surface were simply too quick for them
and they certainly wouldn’t manage to catch anything going about it
the way they were. They were like children, and he knew that they
were most probably out here alone, trying to fend for themselves
because of him.

Elion took a
deep breath and stepped out into the open without his camouflage.
It took a moment, but the two Goblins eventually saw him though they did not speak or
run; they stood still, not making a move as though they were
pretending to be statues.

Elion stepped
calmly in the water a good ten feet away from them both and closed
his eyes. The Goblins watched
in some bemused silence, then their mouths hung agape as the man
opened his hands, bent over and placed them into the water only for
them to resurface a moment later with a fish in either hand. Elion
was one with nature, he did not need to coerce fish into his traps,
for they were a part of the natural world, and so was
he.

With a fish in
either hand, Elion offered the Goblins one each, who were both still standing entirely
still and awestruck.

“I can never make up for what my people have done to you,
but please take this as a sign
that I offer you no threat,” Elion said loudly. The Goblins still
didn’t move.

“I promise
that I mean you no harm, please, take them and I will be on my
way.”

“Why you kill Goblin
clan?” Ushuk was eventually the first one to speak. He looked more
confident than Tog, who was still gawking at the Elf in
silence.

“I uh…” Elion started, though immediately realised that he
had no excuse for what his people had done. “I’m sorry. We thought
that you were a threat to our
people, to our settlement… we didn’t know that you would be beaten
so easily…” Elion cringed at his words, though they had been the
truth after all.

Ushuk looked
as though he was deep in thought for a moment, then nodded.
“OK,” he said shortly. “We
probably kill you anyway, if we left to grow too long. You make
good choice.”

It was Elion’s
turn to look dumbfounded now. The last thing that he had expected was for one of these
creatures to say that what he had done was right. These things
seemed far more intelligent than he had given them credit for, or
perhaps it was just this one Goblin that seemed
so much more knowledgeable than the others.

Before Elion
could come up with a retort though, Ushuk came up to him, took both
the fish from his hands and
gave one to Tog.

“We see you
around,” Ushuk said. “Bring more fish,” then he paused for a moment
and added: “Please,” with a toothy grin.


Chapter 4:
Dwarf Tower Defence

 


 


 


 


 


The
Dwarven folk of the Broken Mountain
had never wanted to interfere with the goings on of the things
around them for they had everything that they ever needed right
there inside their mountain home. It had been called the ‘Broken
Mountain’ because the two peaks that it formed looked as though it
had once been a single natural phenomenon, but a thunderbolt or
something equally as powerful had ripped it in two. This was of
course legend and not to be taken for fact, though many of the
Dwarves within the mountain still recited the tale for their
children as a bedtime story.

The Dwarves
were born to mine. They mined for anything and everything from
stone to coal, to gold, and to diamond. If it was in the ground, they were the people that
were the most skilled to retrieve it. However, this in itself did
cause some small issues. The Dwarves were not a people who liked to
share so what they mined, they refined and kept – and what that
meant was that, ultimately, the Broken Mountain was a partly
hollowed-out chest full of treasure and wonder.

Of course the
space inside the mountain was finite, but the Dwarves were a resourceful people and as their race
grew and required more and more space to live, they dug straight
downwards into the very heart of the mountain. This act, though,
bore an unexpected reward: the deeper the Dwarves dug into the
ground, the more precious materials they would find.

Within the
mountain lived thousands of Dwarves. Their people grew and grew
over the years and they
learned to live without ever having to breach the surface of
Freedom for air. Within their mountain they cultivated farms of
mushroom and algae, they created aqueducts and reservoirs to
collect the rainwater or thawing snow that sat atop the mountains.
They sought nothing but treasures, and they asked nothing of
anybody else.

It was
inevitable though that an
Orcish scouting party wandered into the mountain and overheard some
of the Dwarves inside, via echoes through the tunnels, that told of
the treasures that they hoarded within. It was unfortunate that
these Orcs decided to return home and pass on this information to
others, rather than go in search of riches themselves.

The first
attack that the Dwarves had to bear came via a small party of Orcs
led by a particularly fierce
looking creature named Tanga. There were only twenty, though they
were all equipped with deadly looking weaponry and each at over
level ten. They had clearly been sent as warriors, not a simple
group of happenstance.

Hundreds of
Dwarves were killed in this first raid, who were totally unprepared. Any of the unfortunate
Dwarves that entered into close combat with these raiders fell,
although each managed to inflict a small amount of damage with
their pickaxes. The damage was cumulative and the simple fact of
overwhelming numbers and attrition of their foes meant that the
Dwarves mounted a successful defence of their home. It had been
costly, but lessons had been learnt.

Perhaps if
there had been more of the Orcs, or if they had taken the time to
retreat and regroup the result could’ve been different, but as the
Orcs got closer and closer to the treasure it had sent them into a rage from which they would
never return.

Unfortunately
for the Dwarves, Tanga was the son of the largest Orcish clan and
in a wild retaliation, he
spread the word far and wide about the treasure within the Broken
Mountain, hoarded by the small, greedy creatures known as the
Dwarves.

The Dwarves
though were not a stupid race. They were excellent crafters and
creators of machinery to help them both mine and descend the
mountain and after the first
attempt at thievery from their vaults, they turned their attention
to protection, rather than their unending search for precious
metals. The Dwarves began to build machines of war.

The next
raiding party arrived a month after the first and again it was the
Orcs who had made their presence known. They knew that the Dwarves had no defensive
structures within the mountain, but their information was not as up
to date as it should’ve been.

The first war
machine that met the Orcs in a dark tunnel looked as though it had
been a kind of mining apparatus, capable of repeated blows against a wall similar
to a jackhammer, although this one had been repurposed into a
mighty repeating crossbow. Ten Orcs were killed instantly by the
machine though there were still fifty more to take their
place.

These Orcs
were all averaging around level fifteen and they knew that
if they were to tread carefully, they
could avoid the fate that had befallen their kin.

They moved
through the tunnels as quietly
as they could, although they were buoyed onwards as they could hear
the distant tings
of pickaxes upon stone in the
distance. It was almost maddening for them to know that they were
so close to their prize, yet they needed to stay so
quiet.

The Orcs
rounded a corner in the tunnels and were greeted with what looked
like a dead end. Then a stone
wall before them then slid away to reveal five Dwarves holding
crossbows, each of them releasing their bolts without hesitation.
The first three Orcs fell to the ground, but two had only suffered
glancing blows and the two groups were forced into
combat.

Although
the five Dwarves were each
only at level three, they did not turn and run. They stood their
ground and replaced their crossbows for axes. These axes though
were not the picks that they had been using for mining as they had
been during the first raid, these were large, double headed purpose
made weapons and the Dwarves held them as though they had been born
with them in their hands.

The Orcs
snarled, sensing the weakness in their enemy, though they had once
again failed to account for the ingenuity of these seemingly
helpless people. The Dwarves
had made their arms and armour from the hardest materials they
could find.

Heavy metal
helmets and armour made up for a lack of levels and when the Orcs attacked with their cleavers
and swords, the blades failed to affect the armour in any
meaningful way. Then the two dwarves at the front of the group
crossed their axes over entirely blocking the path ahead. The
difference in both numbers and levels had been nullified once again
by the Dwarven ingenuity.

The blockade
and defensive stature of the front-most Dwarves then allowed the
rear three to reload their crossbows and fire volley after volley
into the howling beasts who eventually had no choice but to turn and retreat, their numbers
severely thinned.

When they
turned though, they had failed to notice during the fighting that a
new wall had appeared behind them as if by some unfortunate
happenstance – it was not of course, this was exactly how the Dwarves had planned their defence
– and the Orcs were obliterated to a man, without a single Dwarven
life lost in the fray.

The Dwarves
had won again, and the Orcs
had suffered another humiliating defeat that would surely not go
unnoticed.

“I just don’t see why we can’t block up the entrances and be
done with all this?” Marek
asked the other four members of the Iron Five sitting around the
large stone table. “If they can’t get in, then we don’t need to
keep coming up with all these ways to defend
ourselves.”

Marek caressed
his long orange beard as he spoke. The hair and facial hair of the
Dwarven people had become somewhat of a sign of prowess in their
culture – and that went for the women too.

“You think they won’t just dig their way in?
Don’t be a God damned fool
Marek,” Turrom answered with a scoff. “We need to give them a
reason to never come back, not simply shut the door and
hide.”

Marek and
Turrom were the youngest
members of the Iron Five and although their opinions were as equal
as the other three, they did feel the need to prove themselves on
occasions such as this with views and ideas.

“Those things wouldn’t know how to cut open a
mountain if their buggered teeth
depended on it,” Varin agreed. “I say lock the doors, like Turrom
said and if we hear them knocking, just stick our fingers in our
ears and hum!”

Jorsun and
Fodimir both let out an audible chuckle. Their beards had both
turned white through the
natural ageing process and they mostly found enjoyment through the
ale that their people had managed to brew even with so few
ingredients.

“We can’t just hide! You all know they will keep coming. We need to make a stand
right here and right now!” Marek objected, slamming his fist onto
the table. The Iron Five then descended into a shouting match which
nobody was going to win.

Then Fodimir
cleared his throat and spoke softly. “What if we did both?” he
asked.

“What do you mean you old fool?” Turrom sneered. “You want to close up the entrances to
the mountain yet also make a stand? Why don’t you go back to your
ale and let the younger generation handle this?”

“Wait…” Marek said thoughtfully. “That sounds like it could
work. We could close all of
the entrances except one, then force our enemies to run a gauntlet
of deadly traps to thin their number. If any made it through we
simply pick them off as they arrived –they’d never come back if
they knew it was too risky, it just wouldn’t be worth it, would
it?”

Fodimir smiled
at Marek. He had always been his favourite ‘young person’ within the Iron Five and he knew that
his trust had not been misplaced.

“GAH!” Turrom shouted as he slammed his own fist on the
table. A crack appeared in the
solid stone and it was clear that this exclamation of frustration
was because Turrom knew that this was the plan that would be voted
into existence rather than his own idea. It was inevitable that the
Five eventually agreed to treat this plan, even if it was not
unanimous.

Over the next
two months and before any more raiding parties had been sent to
take from the Dwarves of the Broken Mountain, work had begun on a
series of traps, pits and killing floors that neither man nor beast would be able to traverse.
All of the corridors, tunnels and hallways to any of the other
entries into the mountain had also been sealed with so much stone
and molten iron that not even an army of Orcs with pickaxes would
be able to force their way inside uninvited.

The plan that
the Dwarves had concocted had
left a single entry point for the Orcs to use to try to get to
their treasure, though it relied upon the Orcs being so consumed by
the notion of treasure that they would rather risk their lives than
stop to think about what they were doing.

The
plan would prove
effective.

Within the two
years that followed the rearrangement of the interior of the Broken
Mountain, over five thousand Orcs lost
their lives to the deadly tunnels. They were skewered, peppered
with arrows and bolts, chased by boulders down narrow hallways,
dropped into spike-filled pits and everything in between, though
the Dwarves did their best to ensure that at least one or two of
the Orcs survived each skirmish to tell the tale to their
kin.

Eventually,
and after so many lives had been lost, only the strongest Orcs came
as a kind of rite of passage to test their might against the Broken
Mountain, though not a single one ever succeeded in their
task.

Then
everything went quiet for a long time and the Dwarves turned their attention back to their
favourite task. They mined for their precious metals day and night
and their treasure piles grew and grew with no end in sight and the
thought of the riches just spurred them on and on. The children who
were born when presented with a choice between mining or becoming a
defender of the mountain seldom chose the latter as they had been
bred to marvel at the wonders that the Dwarven race had managed to
collect from the earth.

However, this
would prove to be a dangerous
path of evolution for the Dwarves, who were losing their
appreciation for the art of war and defence.

The day
eventually came when their
mettle would be once again tested.

As the Dwarves
worked deep in their mines, surrounded by the sound of pick upon
rock, some of the inhabitants of the Broken Mountain did not
realise that all around them the world had begun to subtly
shake. Others had noticed the
feeling though and looked about themselves to see if they could
tell where the disturbance was coming from. What they had never
expected though, was for an army of hundreds or thousands of Orcs, Hobgoblins, Warbeasts and Ogres to be bearing down
upon the mountain, ready for war.

The Dwarves moved to
the ledge of their mountain entrance and looked down upon the army
with horror.

“Dwarves of the Broken Mountain!” One of the enemy force who
was apparently their commander
roared up to the ledge. “You can close your mountain but we will
smash down your walls! We don’t care for our lives or how long it
takes, we will take it all!”

The voice
echoed through the mountain into the mines and not a single Dwarf
within did not hear the
cry.

“What do you want?” an older, Dwarven voice sailed
back down the mountain and washed
over the still armies of darkness. The Dwarves would recognise it
as belonging to Marek, who had grown both older and wiser during
these past few years.

It was
strange - the question had
never been asked before of these creatures. It had always been
assumed that they were after the treasures of the mountain for
themselves, though Marek had a different idea.

As soon
as Marek had seen the armies
before the mountain, he had immediately thought that this would
simply be too much of a force to just be a raiding
party; they must’ve needed something else, and he wanted to know
what that was.

“For years you have stood against us. But you are weak. Not
strong like us!” the creature roared back and was greeted by
snarls, roars and shouts of
agreement from his dark kin. “But yet… you still win. You beat us.
But not anymore.”

“So you’re
here to kill us?” Marek replied.

The speaker
for the dark armies took a
moment before he replied to the question. Then simply said
“no.”

Nobody spoke
for a long moment and Marek wondered if he was supposed to fill
this silence, but as he was
about to ask what they wanted again, the Orc spoke loudly and
clearly.

“We want weapons. And
armour! We want you to make it for us to make us stronger or we
shall kill every last one of you and feast upon your
flesh.”

This was to be
the very first time an alliance of note was made within the lands
of Freedom. The Dwarves
quickly agreed to trade their knowledge and expertise with the
darker races, and in return they would be left alone to mine freely
as they so wished. It was the easier option than to sit in their
mountain and await the day someone would break through and take
what was theirs anyway.

Giving up arms
and armour was of no real
hardship to the Dwarves and as time went by they provided the dark
races with their weaponry, though some could say that the quality
of these weapons may not have been what the Orcs had been expecting
– not that they would know the difference anyway.

The Dwarves
loved to mine though, and to be left alone to do so in peace – whilst falling under the
protection of the darker races that they supplied – seemed as
though it was a good deal to them. For now at least.


Chapter 5:
Ushuk’s New Best Friend

 


 


 


 


 


Ushuk and Tog
had managed to live for a long time without actually achieving
much. Each of them had reached the lofty height of level five
simply by surviving, though without a trainer or a clan to teach
them their first skill, they would be stuck as
adolescents for seemingly
forever, as the mechanics of the world within Freedom dictated that
Goblins could only lean a skill – and therefore progress as an
actual Goblin adult - if they were taught it by a trainer – and
that was something that both Tog and Ushuk knew they would probably
never see again.

Without a clan
to call their own or a campsite to call home, the pair of Goblins
didn’t really feel as though they had a place in this world. They
were not sure enough to ask others for help when they’d come
across them in the lands as
they moved about, though admittedly they’d stayed mostly in one
place because then they knew where to find both food and
water.

Ushuk and Tog
stayed within the denser parts
of the forest and lived their lives mostly in hiding because they
knew better than most, that being small and weak as they were,
everything and everyone was a threat.

Mostly the
creatures that they had seen had been large beetles – large in the
eyes of a small Goblin at least – though there was also the
occasional crocodile down by
the water. Both of the Goblins knew that with a fair amount of
effort they would be able to kill and eat the beetles they’d seen
which were primarily level one or two, though it would be unlikely
to be worth the hassle when they could simply eat the apples and
berries that they found within the forest without having to wrestle
them down to the ground.

“Want fish today,” Tog grunted as he looked at Ushuk’s open
hand, which contained five round blueberries, one squashed
one and a healthy amount of
blueberry juice covering his skin. They had been eating fruits for
so long because catching fish was both difficult and dangerous, and
was best avoided unless entirely necessary. Risk could mean death,
after all.

Ushuk
gestured at Tog again with the
berries, though it was clear that he was not going to budge when he
hit the underside of Ushuk’s hands so that they flew into the air
and landed softly on the ground. Ushuk muttered profanities to
himself as he picked up the blueberries one by one and popped them
into his mouth, chewing them angrily.

“Ungrateful.
Ushuk get food, Tog bastard…” he went on to say, though before he
could look up again, he heard a loud splash as Tog leapt into the
river.

Ushuk’s eyes
bulged as he looked around to
see if any dangerous creatures had heard, though to his relief it
seemed that the coast was clear – for the moment anyway.

Ushuk shrugged
his shoulders and joined Tog in the water. It was cool and refreshing and he remembered just how
much he enjoyed the feeling of the water around him, although he
was thankful that the body of water had edges – he knew that rivers
and oceans were very different animals.

Tog dove into
the water a few times but came up empty handed. Even when he took a
moment to over-exaggerate his
dives with his tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth,
still he received no prize for his efforts.

Then Ushuk
looked down at the water
around himself. He could see the fish swimming and the longer he
remained still, the closer they seemed to get. Remembering the
lesson he had once been taught by the Elven traveller, he lowered
his hands into the water gently and closed his eyes.

Then he felt
it. The fish as they swam past were no longer avoiding him, rather
they brushed against him and
once he felt one within his grasp, he closed his fingers around it
gently and lifted it out of the water.

Ushuk opened
his eyes and stared at the
fish’s own gormless expression. Then a smile grew upon his face and
he leapt from the water one foot at a time in triumph.

“I did it! I
DID IT!” He celebrated loudly. “I GOT FISH!”

Tog stared
daggers at Ushuk and returned to his own unsuccessful task, though
the more frustrated he got and the more Ushuk celebrated, the worse
his result seemed to
be.

“This message!” Ushuk pronounced loudly, though it was for
his own benefit really. “This my pet now, best friend!” He held the
fish up to eye level to speak directly into its face, mouth opening and closing over and
over.

“I call you Fish,” he
proclaimed.

Sadly,
Ushuk’s fish died shortly after. It
had been out of the water for too long and being best friends with
a small Goblin who lived on the land wasn’t high up on its to do
list anyway.

“IT TOO HARD!” Tog moaned as his total fish caught for the
day still remained at zero. Ushuk barely took any notice though, as he had been talking
lovingly to his very dead fish best friend, sitting on the banks of
the water.

Tog, defeated,
trudged out of the water and
sat down heavily next to Ushuk.

“So we eat fish now?” Tog asked hopefully, though very much still in a
huff.

Ushuk’s mouth
fell open as though it was the most ludicrous thing he had ever
heard.

“HOW DARE TOG!” he managed to yell eventually.
“FISH USHUK
FRIEND!”

He held Fish
up at Tog as though the very
act would explain his thought process, though Tog merely placed his
finger slowly into Fish’s open mouth.

“Fish dead. So now we eat?” he asked again hopefully, the flicker of a grin on his
toothy face.

Ushuk, who was
still outraged by the whole
situation, pushed Tog back with one hand. Tog, not anticipating the
attack on his person, rolled over backwards twice and when he came
to a halt his face had turned so red that Ushuk began to worry. Tog
stormed back to where Ushuk sat and grabbed for Fish.

“NO!” Ushuk
shouted as he moved Fish out of the way of Tog’s reach, then rolled
onto his back and raised his feet into the air like a
spider.

Tog tried a
few times to get closer to
Ushuk and Fish, though no matter how hard he tried, Ushuk’s legs
seemed to just always get in the way, with his friend kicking out
at him on every opportunity.

“Fine. I no want Fish,” Tog announced eventually
with a shrug and turned his body away
slightly as though to affirm his intent.

Ushuk lowered
his legs back to the ground and turned his attention back to Fish,
though the moment he did so, Tog threw his tiny Goblin body atop
Ushuk with a loud shout.

“GIVE ME
FISH!”

“NO! MINE!”

“GIVE!”

“NO!”

The back and
forth between the fighting Goblins just got louder and louder the
longer it went on. It was the classic schoolyard back and forth
scuffle, with neither able to get the upper hand no matter how hard
they tried.

Suddenly they both
heard a loud and pained roar come from nearby, through the
vegetation away from the river. Then following the noise, a
seven-foot Ogre appeared, looking for whatever was making the noise
– or perhaps whatever it was that had woken him up. He looked like
a bear with a sore tooth.

The Ogre,
spotting the two Goblins who had frozen mid fight, roared again and
lumbered towards the pair with hunger in its eyes.

The Goblins
both leapt to their feet.

“Uh here, you can have,” Ushuk announced as he threw
Fish at the creature. It
struck him flat against his face, stayed in place for just a moment
and then slowly slid down to his chin before falling onto the
ground with a quiet slap. The Orge’s eyes turned red with
anger.

 


Ogre – Level
9

HP: 124/125
MP: 1/1

 


Both
Ushuk and Tog knew exactly what this
information meant as it greeted them. Not only was this creature
incredibly dangerous for them both, but he was also angry and if
they didn’t do something and fast, they wouldn’t be alive for very
much longer.

Tog
found his feet first and
pushed Ushuk away before turning to run from the situation.
Unfortunately for Tog though, where he had tried to gain a head
start by offering Ushuk up to the creature to save himself, what he
had actually managed was to gain its attention. The Ogre lumbered
after Tog, moving straight past Ushuk as he did so.

“RUN TOG!”
Ushuk called out to his friend. “It not fast!”

Ushuk was
correct in this assessment.
Tog had begun to run in wide circles and the Ogre simply followed
him, about three feet behind. The sight made Ushuk smile for a
moment before he remembered what was actually happening.

An idea then
came to Ushuk. Whilst the beast was preoccupied with chasing Tog,
he might just have been able to jump onto its back and cause it some damage and that is
precisely what he did.

Ushuk snuck up
behind the Orge as it slowly
chased Tog and he wondered who would tire first out of the two if
left to their own devices. It didn’t matter though; Ushuk sprang up
high into the air and landed with his legs squarely secured around
the Ogre’s neck. The thing barely noticed.

As
Ushuk and his mount chased Tog, he
balled his fists together and bashed down as hard as he could onto
the top of the Ogre’s head. To his dismay, it only caused a single
point of damage.

Thankfully,
the Ogre still didn’t notice him up there, so he was
free to attack at will and in this
battle of attrition there could only be one victor.

Ushuk hit the
Ogre again and again, and
after a long while its health bar flashed red. At this point he
finally noticed that something was up there above him and he wailed
as he attempted to reach Ushuk with his bulging arms. It was no use
though, with large shoulders and muscular arms, the Ogre couldn’t
actually reach above his own head and although he tried as hard as
he could, he could not stop Ushuk from depleting what little health
he had left in his bar.

The Ogre fell
and Ushuk leapt off triumphantly to avoid the dust cloud that
puffed up from the ground.

Not only had
Ushuk earned himself a new level, he had also learned a very important lesson about how to
deal with a larger or stronger foe. It was a lesson that he would
remember for the rest of this life, and the many lives that would
come after.

Ushuk then
picked up Fish from the ground where it had fallen after hitting the Ogre and stroked it
lovingly. Tog was sitting on the ground puffing loudly, though he
looked none the worse for the wear.

“Thank you,” Tog eventually managed once he was able to
breathe properly again. He did look a little
sheepish though Ushuk wasn’t
one to hold grudges.

“Don’t worry.
Owe me,” he replied, then walked casually over to Tog and slapped
him around the face with Fish.

“We eat Fish now,”
Ushuk proclaimed. “It better that way. What Fish would
wanted.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6:
Hello, World.

 


 


 


 


 


The first real
people to enter the virtual world of Freedom would enter many, many
years later than the events that had shaped the world and the
histories of Freedom. The NPCs had lived rich lives, many
respawning to live more than
one, though more still perishing from the ravages of
time.

Prominent
figures in history would be the least likely to make reappearances,
kings of Men or the elders of Elves, because these were the people
who would be remembered, not the ones who were there to simply make up the numbers.

Creatures that
fell within the faceless ranks of the armies and the beasts that
were killed before their time all had second, third and more
chances to live, to respawn, and that was where they managed to
find their comfort.

It was not
known throughout the sentient races the exact yard stick that was
used to determine if a person or creature was respawned once they
were killed, but it was generally believed by most of the sentient
races within Freedom, that if you kept you head down and did as you were told, your reward
was practical immortality. If you strove for a better life and took
on the mantle of a Lord, Chief or King, then this boon could be
taken from you as your life would already have been a reward in
itself.

It was no
small wonder then, that the few who had taken up such mantles,
generally did so through either the necessity to help their kind,
or because life was just so difficult otherwise.

Francis and
Jake had been amongst the first wave of players to
enter Freedom Online. That was of
course after all of the Beta testers and the privileged few who
were allowed ‘early access’ so that they may get a head start on
the rest of the playership.

These two
players had arranged between them that if they were presented with
the character selection screen upon entry, they would select
Human as their race, plain and
simple. It was a good plan – generally if they chose the same race
and had entered a game in the same location, they would be placed
within the virtual world close to each other – and having a friend
in a game usually meant that things would become much
easier.

“It’s all just so real,” Francis said as soon as his virtual
hand had materialised before
his face. “I mean… just look at this…” his voice was filled with
wonder and the sentiment made Jake laugh.

“Kinda makes you glad you didn’t choose to be an Ogre or
something. Imagine having to look at that in the mirror every day
for the next year!” Jake
replied. “Can’t go wrong with Human!”

“You can say that again…” Francis trailed off. “Hey… do you
think that if it’s so realistic that…” he queried slowly and then
looked down at himself. He was
wearing a simple cloth around his waist, as was
Jake.

Francis tugged
the cloth away from himself so that he could see all the way down
to where his manhood had been. In all of the games he had ever played, from the moded
version of tomb raider to the life simulator, the Sims, whenever
anyone had tried to take a peek at the naked Human form, they were
never presented with the real thing.

This time
though, Francis was shocked at what he saw as nestled down beneath
a healthy amount of hair, sat an exact carbon copy of his
own, Human meat and two
veg.

“Ah shit, they could’ve
made it bigger!” he announced loudly.

“Yeah but mine was already so big… only so many pixels out
there you know!” Jake quipped. He had always loved toilet humour
and if that also gave him the chance to big himself up, he was
grasping it with both
hands.

“What do you
think we should do?” Francis asked.

“Same as in every game,
Francis my old mate. We go get some gear and start doing some
quests. I don’t see a starter kit or anything in my inventory, so I
guess it’s head to the nearest town.”

At
the mention of an inventory, Francis
realised that he too could look inside his own ... mentally. The
feeling was odd and the panel filled his vision as he viewed it,
though he noticed he could manipulate everything before him with
his mind. Upon doing so, he confirmed that he did not carry any kit
or equipment either.

That was
always what starter quests were for though, they gave a noob some
piece of shit gear to test out against rats or low level skeletons,
then they would be rewarded with something slightly less rubbish and possibly a shiny new level
along with attribute or stat points. What they needed to find was
the quest giver, or at least some kind of tutorial or
something.

Jake stepped
up onto a fallen log so that he was slightly higher up than Francis
and seemed to sniff the air as he looked all around
himself.

“Right. We got…” he pointed as he spoke in each general
direction, “mountains that way, the sea over there and
what looks like a huge castle or
something over that way.”

“Well, castles are
always a good place to start, right?” Francis
stated.

“Yep. And that’s where we’re going. Come on, don’t want to be late for our first day
questing do we!” Jake replied.

It took
longer than both of the men had
expected, though they did eventually arrive at a large stone wall
in the centre of a particularly flat field. It snaked away into the
distance and although they couldn’t see it as they closed in on the
huge wooden gates before them, the outer wall formed a huge circle
around the entirety of the city within.

“Welcome to
the Citadel, travellers! Humans are always welcome within, so
please enter and see how the Citadel can fit your
needs!”

The voice that
came from the armoured guard
at the gates sounded far more announcer-esque than either Francis
or Jake would’ve expected, though with his words had come the loud
clang of some hidden metal bolt, and the wooden gates slowly parted
to allow them entry to the city within.

“Well, seems like this is the place to be,” Jake announced
as he walked through the threshold into the city beyond. Francis
shrugged his shoulders and followed; this was what they had come for anyway.

“Weapons and armour,
get your weapons and armour here!” A loud voice immediately came
from a man standing next to a small, covered wagon full of
mismatched arms and armour of all kinds.

“Bread and water! The finest our bakery has to
offer!” another merchant
called from her stand.

“The finest
jewellery in all of Freedom is right here; prove that you’re richer
than everyone else, if not better!”

That one made
Francis frown, though he made
no moves towards any of the merchants or their wares. He always
knew it was best to get an idea of your surroundings before
spending all of your coin… not that they had any anyway.

“What do you
think, clear out the rats in a tavern’s cellar for a few gold
pieces? Go find a lost child and tell them to go home for dinner?”
Jake said with a smile as they walked.

The ground
beneath their feet had been paved with what looked like crushed and
compressed stone and the buildings themselves actually didn’t look
too different. If anything, the place had the feel of a medieval
castle village, though slightly more civilised and much bigger and well spaced out. The people
who walked the streets actually all seemed quite normal, though
what was missing from a lot of the games Jake and Francis had
played before, was a little diversity.

It was
difficult to notice at first because everything was seemingly so standard, and then it
finally dawned on Francis what was missing.

“It’s the other races isn’t it!” he announced loudly. Jake turned to face him with a
very confused look on his face – apparently he hadn’t noticed that
there was a problem.

“Come on, every time we’ve ever played an MMO, we go to the first town and there’s a
whole bunch of different races and players just bounding around
aimlessly. Look around – there are only Humans here. It’s weird,
isn’t it?”

Jake looked
around as though he’d opened
his eyes for the first time and then he understood too. This was
indeed the very reason why everything seemed like it was slightly
off, yet as individual parts it was difficult to pinpoint that
anything was wrong.

Francis
walked over to the nearest market
stand, which looked as though it was a simple fruit
vendor.

“Good day to you! If you are looking for the finest fruits
in all of Freedom, then you must look no further!
Tell me, what are you in search of
today?” the vendor announced with a huge smile. He was a shorter
man, thin with a hopeful expression on his face.

“Nothing for me today friend,” Frances stated, “just a
question. I thought we may see some other races here, or perhaps
even some travellers like myself? Seems like there are only Humans.”

The vendor’s
smile disappeared immediately and he shook his hands quickly. “No…
I don’t want any trouble… nothing from me at all!”
His voice trembled as he spoke and he
took a step back from Francis.

Francis knew
that he could keep asking the
vendor as he seemed unable to leave his stall unattended – either
it was a part of his coding as some sort of basic NPC, or it was
otherwise not worth him taking the risk of leaving it unattended.
Either way, he felt that it was best not to press the matter with
the man and instead he moved his attention to the next vendor in
the line of market stalls. This one though, anticipating his line
of questioning, simply turned and ran, leaving her stall entirely
unprotected.

“Will you stop scaring off all the locals?” Jake berated Francis as the next
merchant began to look sheepish, knowing that he was next in
line.

“I just want to know what this is all about, and the more
they keep shut up about it, the more I want to know!” Francis
said, throwing his hands up
into the air.

Just then, an
elderly woman came from one of the carts and tapped Francis on the
shoulder. The act made him jump and he turned to see who had
interrupted his announcements.

“Listen… sounds like you aren’t from around here,” the woman said in a very frail and
croaky voice, “but we don’t talk about those sorts of things what
can get us into trouble. It just ain’t worth it, you know? So if I
were you I’d keep your trap shut, and when you go to the Black
Horse asking for your mug of hot cider,“ her
emphasis on the drink was impossible to ignore, “Don’t think that
anyone there will be telling about all these other things either.”
Then, she tapped Francis on the shoulder, turned and hobbled
away.

“The fuck was all that about?” Jake asked in a low tone so that they couldn’t be
overheard.

“That, my friend, sounds like it was the beginning of our
very first quest here in Freedom. Did you hear what she
said? Don’t
ask about it in the Black Horse –
guessing that’s a tavern or something - and I’d say we should be
asking for a glass of ‘hot
cider’.”

“Eww, why does it have
to be hot?” Jake asked.

“Because that’s the code… well I guess it is. Nobody else in their right mind would
ask for their cider hot, would they?”

Then as
if by some magical queue, a
notification box filled both Jake and Francis’ vision.

 


 


You have been
offered a quest!

There’s
something not quite right about how the people of this city feel
about outsiders or the other
races.

 



Part 1: Go
to the Black Horse

Part 2: Ask
for a Hot Cider

 


This is a
multi-part quest.

 


Rewards: Varies.
Experience. Gold. Reputation Boosts with Unknown.

 


 


“Shit, did you just see that?” Jake asked, though he already
knew the answer by the way
that Francis was smiling.

“No rat hunting for level one here in Freedom today
then!” Francis announced with
a happy smile. It was nice to think that Freedom was about to offer
them something outside of the norm and Francis had the distinct
feeling that Freedom was going to be anything but boring and
predictable.

It took a
while and a couple of questions of the locals, but finding the
Black Horse was not too difficult a task. It was a tiny, terraced tavern on the far
side of the city, nestled upon the inside of the outer wall of the
city. What Francis did notice as the pair moved, however, was that
it seemed as though this place was arranged in circles around a
central point, with each outer ring housing lower and lower classes
of people as they went. It stood to reason then, that they learned
that the officials, the ‘Council of the Citadel’, as they
proclaimed themselves, resided in the very centre, in a tall and
rather opulent looking series of towers.

“One hot cider please
barkeep!” Jake announced loudly immediately after entering the
tavern. He hadn’t even taken the time to assess his surroundings
and if he had, he would’ve noticed a few very unhappy looking faces
littered about the place nursing their nondescript drinks and when
he made his announcement, a few of these faces looked up to glare
at the pair.

“You sure
that’s what you want?” The bartender
asked cocking a single bushy eyebrow at Jake as though he was
asking for something very dangerous.

“Yep, that’s what we
came for and that’s what we want. One hot cider please!” Jake
reiterated loudly with a smile. Francis practically face-palmed but
before either of the men knew what was happening, the bartender had
given a single nod to whoever it was who had managed to creep up on
the pair, and they were immediately plunged into darkness. It took
Francis a moment to realise that he had had a burlap sack placed
over his head, and he was quickly being prodded to make him move in
some unknown direction.

They
went downstairs, through
winding corridors, and as they moved, Francis realised that it was
getting much colder and smelled very much of damp – and he thought
that perhaps their first quest was going to be tavern-basement-rat
related after all.

Eventually the
group came to a halt and a
harsh voice told them to sit. When neither Francis nor Jake made to
make any moves, they were both pushed into wooden chairs that’d
been placed conveniently behind them.

“Who sent you?” A deep voice growled.

“Someone just told us to come here and what to ask for… we
have a quest!” Francis
answered not totally sure of himself.

“Oh, just sent here were you, we’ll ain’t that convenient,”
a woman’s voice replied this
time. “Sounds like a spy to me, sent to find out who or where we
are. Let’s kill them now and be done with it.”

“Nah, a spy would never
know the code, besides, if they were sending spies in it’d be more
than these two. Level one, been a while since I saw anyone that
weak,” the male voice said.

“Um… I’ll have you know us two were the pair that defeated
the tormented woods in IO online last year. Plus we were a big part
of the force that overthrew the Kingdom of Eldermere. We aren’t just some level one
nothings…” Jake sounded as though he was gobsmacked by the lack of
recognition from these people, though nothing came in reply for a
long time.

“You have any idea what he’s talking about?”
the woman asked, presumably to the
man.

“Not a clue. I’ve never heard of any of these places…” the man trailed off in
wonder.

Then the sacks
were pulled from Jake and Francis’ heads rather unceremoniously and peering into Francis’ eyes
was a rather bemused looking female Orc.

“I never
heard of no Kingdom of Eldermere… or no IO Online. We s’posed to be
impressed by any of that?”

“Uh…” Jake stuttered. He had never imagined that being so
close to an Orc could have
been so realistic. Her skin was a darkish green-brown and her eyes
a piercing yellow like those of a cat. Her hair was black and
braided down out of view and her bottom teeth looked sharp, pointed
and protruded over her top lip. She also smelt of damp as though
she had been living underground for a very long
time.

“Yeah, actually,” Jake called out before Francis could gather himself. Those feats took
weeks of planning, so yeah, they’re impressive. Now are you going
to tell us what we need to do to complete this quest or
what?”

 


 


Quest
update!

There’s
something not quite right about how the people of this
city feel about outsiders or
the other races.

 



Part
3: Help the
Resistance

 


This is a
multi-part quest.

 


Rewards: Varies.
Experience. Gold. Reputation Boosts with Unknown.

 


 


“Oh that makes sense,
“Jake announced without taking a breath. “You’re the Resistance,
right? And we’re supposed to help you overthrow your oppressors?
Been there, done that.” He crossed his arms
knowingly.

The Orc’s eyes
grew wide at that statement,
though the man who had previously been posing as the bartender put
a hand on her shoulder.

“Listen lad, these ‘oppressors’ you speak of aren’t
something that can be overthrown and if I were you I wouldn’t go
about trying. We call
ourselves the Resistance because we resist the rule of the Citadel,
not because we want to go and fight them in the
streets.”

“So… what do you do then? And how are we supposed to help?”
Francis asked in a much-calmed
tone than Jake seemed able to.

“I’m sure you’ve noticed already that the Citadel only permits Humans inside of these
walls?” The man asked, though he winced slightly as the Orc lowered
her head slightly. Francis nodded.

“Well that says nothing of what they do to the other races
that they happen to come across. Every other race in all of Freedom is jailed and set to
slavery, forced to live underground so that the Humans don’t have
to look at them as they’re forced to do their dirty work. Any
mention of the other races is enough to get you lashings at best,
and military service at worst. What we do down here in the
Resistance, is help those who need it to escape.”

“So it’s like
an Underground Railroad?” Francis asked.

“Ain’t no rails down
here lad, just people what want to do better for their fellow
beings,” the bartender replied. “Speaking of, my name’s Tallon, and
this is Freya,” he gestured to the Orc. ”Behind you there are Sam
and Laurence.”

Francis turned
his head to see two more Humans waving sheepishly at him and it made him
smile.

“Hi,” they all
said at once.

“Now what you can do for us…” Tallon said with a
smile. “is
dig.”

Tallon pointed
behind himself to a rather dark and ominous looking tunnel that led
away from their small cave,
then produced two shovels as though from nowhere and handed them to
the players.

“You see, I need to be up top running the bar so no one gets
suspicious. I need the boys
with me just in case anything happens up there and Freya has well…
some issues with the dark. We been digging this tunnel on and off
so that we can get people out of the city walls without them being
caught by the guards, so you might imagine that it’s a pretty
important task.”
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“Well I’m used to doing a bit of digging at the start of a game, so why not?” Jake
announced as he stood up from his chair, taking the shovel as he
did so. It was clear to Francis, as it always was, that when
presented with an information window with an instruction in it,
Jake simply couldn’t help himself.

“This ain’t no
game lad. This is life and death for these people,” the bartender
said quietly and Francis wondered if it was so that Freya couldn’t
hear his words.

Francis
followed Jake in taking a shovel and the pair moved into the
tunnel.

The dirt was
soft and easily shovelled and Francis was pleased to note that the
walls and ceiling did not collapse as the pair dug – which was a
very handy mechanic for tunnel digging.

“You know what?” Jake managed to say as he breathed heavily.
“Why don’t they just bring a
torch down here so that that Freya can help us out? I never thought
I’d be saying this in an MMO, but my back’s killing
me.”

“I know what you mean… this is much harder than the old
point and click, right? Like we actually have to do
the work for ourselves! But that
Freya… I don’t know, seems to me like she probably went through a
few things and it’s just too much for her, you
know?”

“We’ll at least we’re doing what the quest told us,” Jake
said, “I don’t know how much of this I could do if it was just us mining for iron or
something.”

Frances
couldn’t agree more. It was an odd starter quest as it was, but at
least they knew
it was what Freedom wanted them to
do.

It felt as
though days had passed, though in reality it was
merely hours as the pair dug and dug
until eventually, the bartender returned holding a torch,
accompanied by Freya.

“This is looking real good lads, I reckon we’re far enough
away from the city walls that we can go upwards now!” Tallon
said. “You keep going, up to the
surface now and we’ll be back in a while,” he
ordered.

“Yes boss,
only too happy boss,” Jake replied sarcastically and threw out a
salute for good measure. Tallon didn’t reply though looked a little
bemused, turned and walked away with Freya in tow.

Both Jake and
Francis’ hands were worn and calloused and pain
radiated through both their
arms and backs, yet they powered through and shortly after, they
breached the surface of the dirt and were greeted by bright
sunshine in a small wooded area.

Climbing out
of the hole they’d made, Francis turned to look behind himself to
see the outside of the city walls a good distance away – definitely far enough so that anyone
entering or leaving the tunnel would remain undetected.

When the quest
didn’t update as expected, Francis announced: “should we go back in
and tell them it’s done?”

“Yeah probably, Jake said. “Anything to get that quest update, right?”

The pair
plunged themselves back into the darkness and began working their way back through the dark
tunnel in search of the bartender and the Orc.

Shortly after
they’d entered into the tunnel though, they saw Freya
walking gingerly in their direction,
and behind her they saw a horrifying sight.

Dozens
of Orcs, Goblins, Hobs,
Gnomes, Kobolds, Elves, Dwarves and everything else Francis could
remember from fantasy lore followed Freya. They were not smiling,
happy faces, however, these people looked as though they had lived
their entire lives underground. Malnourished and barely able to
walk under their own power, the group stopped before Francis and
Jake.
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Rewards: Varies.
Experience. Gold. Reputation Boosts with Unknown.

 


Jake didn’t
need the quest notification to work this one out
and apparently neither did Francis.
Both men turned and walked slowly back to where they had breached
the surface, and to Freedom for these beings.

When they
reached the daylight filtering through the tunnel entrance, some of
the creatures started to walk a little quicker than they had before and it seemed to
Francis as though this could’ve been the first time they’d actually
seen daylight in quite a while.

Within
moments, they had scrambled past the two humans and
disappeared into the woodland without
so much as a second look back and although he hadn’t been in
Freedom for very long, the sight made Francis smile.

Then a shout
made his smile disappear and his blood turn cold.

“They’re
coming! Run for your lives!”

The voice was
unmistakable and Tallon almost immediately appeared in the tunnel
followed by a few unhappy looking Humans. What was worse, though, was that following behind
them came the sound of some heavily armoured soldiers.

“Come on!” Francis shouted to Jake as he leapt back into the tunnel ready to defend the
escapees. Jake didn’t need to be told twice and began to run
astride his friend.

“We… don’t…
have… any… weapons…” Jake panted.

“It’s… the… first… quest,” Francis replied and that was
enough of an explanation – the
first quests were always more like tutorials, so they knew they
weren’t really in any danger here.

This was not a
regular MMORPG though, this was Freedom Online, and if ever there
was a place where things simply weren’t fair, this was it.
Jake and Francis passed the group led
by Tallon and arrived face to face with five heavily armoured
soldiers holding swords. Unable to stop themselves, the pair
barrelled into the men, making them all tumble to the ground with
shouts of outrage and pain.

“My arm! My
arm!” Francis heard Jake screaming as he tried his best to get to
his feet. He looked to where the screaming was coming from and
could see that Jake’s arm had been severed at the elbow and was
bleeding freely out onto the dirt.

“You thought you could
get away with all this?” One of the soldiers who had managed to
raise himself to his feet proclaimed. “It’s to the ranks with you.
A bit of military service will straighten you out no doubt!” And
with that, the man punched Francis on the nose and the last thing
he heard before his vision faded to black was a loud cracking
sound.

 


 


Quest
complete!

You have freed
the slaves hiding beneath the Black Horse. Speak to a member of the
resistance to collect your reward.

 


Unconscious

You have
been rendered
unconscious.

Duration: 5
minutes.
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It was hard to tell what
was happening to Jake and Francis as the God program watched all of
its creations go about their daily lives. It felt the strings that
bound everything together within its universe vibrating as though
it was a spider sitting atop its web, though where the people
visiting from the real world were concerned, it found that
determining their intentions and their actions was not as easy as
it was with the other creatures of the land. 

Over time, the AI watched
as the humans and the Elves worked together to create wondrous
cities, creations borne of wood and stone, only to fall apart as
though nothing that had come before had ever mattered. It had
watched as the Elves had fought the Goblins for the first time,
instilling in the Goblins a racial hatred for their pointy-eared
foes, with each generation nurturing that hatred. The AI listened
as the stories that were told grew wilder and were skewed from
reality. This was how the history of the universe worked after all;
it was told by the winners and that meant that generally it stood
one-sided. 

The AI watched as the Orcs
had forced an alliance with the Dwarves of the Broken Mountain and
how the Dwarves inside had fought valiantly for their solitude,
though eventually having to cave to their more powerful oppressors.
The AI also saw how the Dwarves had short-changed their partners
with the inadequate arms and armor that were demanded.

Ushuk and his friend Tog
were of particular interest to the AI as time passed as, for all
intents and purposes, the little Goblin Adolescents with no skills,
no training, little common sense and little in the way of level and
health, managed to somehow survive alone out in the world of
Freedom, a task that should’ve been far out of the reach of such
individuals. Of course, the AI could see what they saw and
experienced what they did of the world, but as time went by it
became evident that these sentient creatures were not merely
puppets to the AI, rather their inbuilt sense of free will and
desire to grow, learn and live meant that the predictability of any
of the sentient creatures within Freedom was far less than it had
ever expected.

What made things even more
difficult though, was the fact that humans – the real humans from
the real world– were remarkably unpredictable and it was only
because their unpredictability was so predictable, that the AI
could make any sense of their actions. 

These humans could be
guided by quests and notifications and always seemed to be after
the next level, the next prize or even a little experience, though
not only would they find new and interesting ways to complete these
tasks or quests, their compassion and their emotional response to
the beings within Freedom would often overrule their desires and
lead them to take unexpected paths. 

For example, the AI had
given the two humans, Jake and Francis, an opportunity to alert the
Citadel guards to the presence of an illegal Resistance within the
city walls, which could have led to a handsome reward. Rather than
follow through with this, however, the humans had decided to try
to help the less fortunate beings, who by all accounts had nothing to
offer, and were themselves caught in the act of helping them and
placed into prison until they were forced to join the army of the
Citadel. What was more, as the two humans sat within their cell,
they hadn’t seemed to show any remorse for their actions – rather
they had seemed pleased with what they had
done.

The AI watched the members
of the Resistance disappear into the world after gaining their
freedom, and it watched as these individuals lived their own lives
away from the Citadel, without persecution or hardships. In fact
each and every one of them managed to live long and happy lives
after they regained their freedom, though Jake and Francis would
never know it because for the next year they would live in forced
servitude under the watchful eye of their masters within the
army.

Jake and Francis had
seemed to disbelieve what was happening to them at the beginning of
their incarceration and it was understandable. The pair had played
many games before where you would start off in prison and have to
escape – as if it was some kind of tutorial. What they hadn’t
accounted for though, was that this was Freedom Online where there
were no such tutorials and being incarcerated was about as real as
it was in the real world. There would be no miraculous escape, no
handy thief placed there to show you how to pick locks and no grand
battle during which you could make your escape. The lives of Jake
and Francis – inside the world of Freedom Online at least – had
been traded in for the freedom and lives of the persecuted few from
within the Citadel.

Eventually, the pair
realised that this was not so much of a game though. It was after
almost a week that it became clear to both of them through hunger,
thirst, and a few deaths and respawns at the hands of their jailors
that if they didn’t do as they were told, they would be in for the
worst year of their lives – until they hit the minimum time to log
out and could leave Freedom altogether.

They were given the
option: fight for the Citadel or face torture and death every day
of their lives. Of course, there was only one option that they
could take.

Servitude was not as bad
as one may think though. The pair managed to steer clear of most of
the horrific sights that an army may see because the army was just
so huge. Hidden in the crowds they could generally get by without
even lifting a sword. Sometimes, due to the size of their numbers,
the enemies of the Citadel would simply lay down their arms and
surrender without a fight. Jake and Francis were well fed and
didn’t have to go through any torture ever again, though not a day
went past when they regretted what they had done to help the
members of the Resistance within the Citadel for they knew more
surely as time went by that they had made the right
call.

 

 

This is the end of the
Prelude to Freedom Online. You can read the two books written later
on within this Universe: “The Copper Rose” and “From the Ashes” on
Kindle Unlimited, or in Paperback or eBook from
Amazon. 
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Again, your investment of your own time and money is
always well appreciated and again, I
ask that you rate
and review everything that
you read – and not just this book, so that lesser-known authors can
grow their audience and gain the credibility that they deserve for
their hard work.






Also, check out my website, it’s usually kept up to date with current works,
reviews and a few extra little bits. You’ll find it at:
www.davidlingard.com
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