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Prologue
June 19, 2387
I fear I have been found out. Not only is there no new information about who is in charge of bringing the criminal element into Codename: Freedom, but I have been summoned to make the trip to Washington with no information as to why I must be there in person. Every meeting I have had with the government up to this point has been done virtually. The only exception was when I was first invited to hear about an exciting new job opportunity. During that meeting I had to have all mixed reality devices turned off including my access to the metaverse. It was classified as top secret at the time. So either this is another top secret meeting or this is the last trip I will ever make. 
Even if my AI is cut off from the metaverse, I have relayed the information to a few external bots. The information will be leaked if my death is reported in any way during my trip.
Dr. Otto Konig, Sr.
Director of Game Development
 



Chapter 1 - Crossroads
Hundreds of people wearing bronze mail, intricately fashioned leather, or the odd athletic garment were crowded around the training hall as they slowly funneled inside. The aroma of fresh biscuits, gravy and hash browns hung in the air only drowned out by everyone's nervous energy. 
Getting here an hour early had given me the luxury of taking my time to finish my own breakfast and better understand how training was going to work here. I leaned against the wall of the bank across the street as I watched the crowd try to squeeze through the two double-wide entrances of the training hall. 
It was the only modern building in all of Willingham. Standing one story tall, its outer walls shone like a polished pearl. It was a seamless structure all around. The roof wasn’t shingled, but had a low, sea-blue dome at its peak that flared out over the top of the building like a bubble. It was just like the solar roofs of the real world.
There were far too many people to fit inside the building all at once, so I suspected they were being teleported to different training areas depending on the trainer they chose. The quest notes we had received for finishing the main quest Survive Week One even implied as much.
Note: Porting into a Gym or Training Room requires you to go to the physical location of a Training Facility. If an enemy army of more than 100 enters your city gate, you will then be ported out of training immediately and will spawn at the Training Facility. 
 
It felt like we were all here for a sporting event. Men and women were rolling their shoulders, stretching where they stood, and trying to loosen up. There were still only rumors as to what to expect when you entered the Training Hall. A few players from the early classes had already left, but I hadn't spoken to any of them. 
I didn't know what to make of it, but the gamers and athletes had started to blend together in a way I had never seen before. Sure there was still the physical difference, the gamers were mostly thinner or chubbier than the athletes who were in better shape, but the groups I saw had more of a mixture of the two than I had ever thought possible, and it had only been a week. I wouldn't say the rivalry had died, because there were still many obvious gamer- and athlete-only groups. Still, something about this place was changing us.
Taking a bite of my half-eaten burrito, I was happy for the food. Everyone else had brought their own so the temptation would have been too much and I would have spent my coin at one of the merchant stands. That was a sure way of spending too much. 
The term burrito may not have been the best way to describe it. This thing had weighed nearly a pound when I had first started chowing down on it. Either way, you couldn't go wrong with eggs drenched in cheddar and layered with bacon bits all wrapped in a massive flour tortilla. 
My breakfast was more practical than that of most other players. People carried plates filled with country fried steak, steaming bowls of soup, and even roasted chicken. Trying to clean up last minute might prove difficult. One exception was the biscuits that were just about everywhere, coating the entire area in a fresh baked, buttery smell. Then there was another group that had found fresh produce and was chomping on apples. I would have almost traded my burrito for a couple. Almost.
My purpose in being here was the same as everyone else. Today was Saturday, June 20, just the sixth day since we had entered Freedom. It was the day that the Training Facilities opened giving us access to some of the best martial arts and skill trainers the real world had to offer. Even though I didn't trust the game developers for a second since they had allowed 100% pain to be an aspect of Freedom, they, with the government's backing, had spared no expense in providing masters in the combat arts for us. There was time to protest later. Now I would take advantage of all the help I could get to grow stronger.
Cornelius, the only Combat Arts Master that had agreed to participate directly in Freedom, had recommended I find his friend Achilles to train me. Achilles was a legend in his own right, but had received fairly bad reviews from the people he had trained in the past. It wasn't just him that people were lining up for, but the dozens of different training classes that had orientation at the 9:00 am timeslot. The first classes had started as early as 6:00 am and more would open up at the top of each hour for the rest of the day. Since they had spread the start times out there were only hundreds of players here and not thousands.
I noticed a man who walked passed me, going around the outskirts of the crowd. He was a specimen of a man wearing nothing but a dust colored outfit who was dragging himself toward a two-story, gray brick building. The doorway arched well above his head even though he was tall enough to be considered a small giant. 
What had made him stand out wasn't just his size, but he wore the same look I had seen on the faces of two other players in the last ten minutes that were heading to the same place. Like them, his shoulders sagged forward and his eyes were downcast. This was the last trip he would make in Codename: Freedom. Today, he was quitting. 
Even after we had been victorious defeating the goblin's Western army and finished the first major event, Survive Week One, it was estimated that close to five thousand people had quit in the last week since opening day. There were other gamers and athletes from the waiting list joining for the first time and taking their place. It didn't seem like there was a smaller number of willing participants even after learning about the one hundred percent pain.
Most people ignored him, not wanting to cause him embarrassment, or perhaps trying to ignore their own doubts about staying here. Shamefully, a few shook their heads at him in disgust.
Another player had made the same trip just minutes before. He had worn the same dust colored clothes, likely leaving all of his items and gold to a friend or group before he willingly left for good. Just a week before I would have looked down upon the both of them, but on my first night here I had experienced the worst pain of my life. A hulking hobgoblin over nine feet tall had shattered my back with a club the size of a small tree. It had taken me hours to recover and there was nothing in Freedom that dampened pain except maybe alcohol. I couldn't look down on the man. Instead, I secretly wished him better luck elsewhere. 
The danger in leaving wasn't just that you would lose the opportunity to participate in Freedom. Everyone playing was either a pro or semi-pro athlete or gamer. There were billions of people viewing us from around the world. Quitting could lose you fans and even cause sponsors to abandon you.
My fanbase had wavered for a time, but after the first battle of the Survive Week One quest I now had approximately ninety-four million followers. Even now there were close to a million people watching me and I was just standing here waiting. Many of those viewers were probably bots here to keep a close eye on me and inform their users if anything interesting was happening. As amazing as that was, it was also nerve-wracking. The only time I knew no one was watching me was when I was in the bathroom or in my bed asleep.
This was my first time in this part of Willingham. The rare brick building which the defeated man was headed toward was the town hall. On the face of the building, above the arched doorway, were two large windows with deep green shutters, still open this early in the morning to welcome the sun before its heat became too much. The roof peaked at its center, a bell tower stretching even higher overhead. Though the building was meant to be a thing of pride and accomplishment to its people, for those leaving this virtual world it had to be rather intimidating.
The Training Hall was cattycorner to the town hall and across the street from the bank that I leaned against now. Finishing my burrito, it was time. Pushing off of the wall, I crossed the packed dirt street and funneled in behind a stocky girl wearing polished bronze chainmail and a tall skinny guy with leather armor from head to toe. Only his face was protruding out of his leather hoody. 
Even with the rather large crowd it was only fifteen minutes before I made it inside. 
Passing through the entrance on the left, I found the floor was a textured silver stone that was too perfect to be natural. The walls were just as artificial, lined with modern digital wall panels that had many different functions like producing light or acting as interactive monitors. They glowed with a soft white giving the room a clean feel.
I only walked a few meters before the rest of the crowd disappeared. It had been a seamless transition, but I had obviously been ported to an identical room that was instanced just for me. At the far end of the room, only a handful of steps from where I stood, an elderly man examined me with squinted eyes. He had a bald head and silver goatee reaching down to his chest, resting on a black, long-sleeved robe similar to the gi still used in many traditional martial arts. The only difference was that his upper garment reached down to his knees.
“Welcome, Lucius. You are here very early for Achilles' class. Were you interested in looking at the range of trainers available to you while you wait? There are many different kinds of combat and it is possible to choose more than one trainer if you can afford the cost. If you are interested in crafting or testing the advancement simulator, those options are now available to you,” the old man said in a deep baritone that seemed to belong to a much younger and larger man.
Any question as to whether the man was really a person or an AI had been answered when he mentioned Achilles' name. It was expected that an AI that had been surveilling the player database would know that I would pick Achilles. They would have watched all of my activities, including my reactions during all of my dealings with Cornelius.
“I would like to view the list, please.”
He nodded and a large window appeared before me as wide as my arm span and as high as I could reach.
It was the same list that had appeared under the new option that had appeared in my menu. Still, I had it in front of me and I had time. Might as well give it a scan.
The list itself was little more than what it sounds like. There was an image of the trainer on the left, followed by name and some basic information. If you clicked on the name or picture more information would pop up, including reviews from people that had trained with the person outside of Freedom.
Bringing up Achilles, I had to admit I wouldn't have picked him after reading the reviews. 
“I will start this by saying that I am a huge fan of Achilles and nothing will change that, but training with him is like a really intense philosophy lesson. I just want to learn to fight.”
“If I wanted someone to condemn me I would go to church. As much of a legend as he is I wouldn't recommend this class to anyone.”
“Achilles’ focus on basics was annoying for someone with a decade of fighting experience, but mixed with the lectures I couldn’t make it past the first week.”
You get the idea. It looked like I was in for more than just training drills. The reviews weren't entirely negative. About fifty percent of them sung his praises.
“Achilles doesn't just train you in self-defense, or for a career in the Melee Combat Arts Association (MCAA), but in the discipline of life.”
I wasn't sure what the “discipline of life” was supposed to mean, but at least it sounded like there was a purpose behind the lectures everyone was warning about. Honestly, Achilles even surpassed Cornelius, so if there were parts of his training that people didn't like, it was probably those things that separated him from the other masters. I hoped.
Something the old man had mentioned came to mind.
Turning to him, I asked, “What is the Advancement Simulator?”
“It allows you to test out possible character builds before you spend your Advancement Points. Although, it is limited. You can only test the next tier of Abilities. The ultimate level Abilities will not be available through the simulator either until you unlock them.”
Well, that seemed to be both helpful and a waste of time. I was a low enough level that I could get a better idea how to spend my next Ability and Advancement Points, but if I couldn't use the simulator for the highest level Abilities then I couldn’t test endgame builds. When I got the time I would use it to plan ahead. 
I had a feeling I knew why they were hidden from us though, and it wasn't just to build suspense for the billions of viewers. If what Victoria had hinted at about when she mentioned she wanted to be a combat general was true, then these Abilities were comparable to the highest level of military grade augmented enhancements. Most of those things were still top secret and unknown to the public. Would they allow such things here?
As an example, combat generals were plugged into the highest levels of the military’s version of the Metaverse and had the ability to watch a war from the eyes of any soldier, vehicle or drone. They watched over the battlefield and ultimately directed their armies. They were the all-seeing voice in the head of every soldier. It was like the game of chess with a billion different pieces, each with their own capabilities. 
In other words, there probably wasn't a single high level Ability that wouldn't blow your mind if they were really using the best military tech as the foundation for this ability system.
“Is it too early to enter the training meta?” I asked.
“No. Achilles won't arrive for twenty-seven minutes, but people are starting to arrive for tryouts.”
“Tryouts?”
“Yes. Achilles has elected to train only those that pass an initiation phase.”
“I see.” Cornelius had said that I might have to mention his name to get Achilles to train me. Until now I hadn't taken that as literal.
“Okay. I am ready.”
The old man nodded. 
The walls and ceiling faded away.
 



Chapter 2 – The Interview
With the floor as the only thing left, it reached indefinitely in every direction beneath a perfectly blue sky. New pine walls shot up from the floor creating a wide open area in a large rectangular room. The roof grew from the walls, meeting at its peak. From the underside of cherrywood rafters, paneled lighting shone and filled the room with clean white light. The floor faded in color from silver to grey and transitioned from solid stone to foam matting. 
At the head of the room was a long wooden desk that could fit ten people sitting shoulder to shoulder. It looked like the typical dojo. 
Over a dozen players were already there, appearing with the room. A number of them stood around the edges, leaning against the wall and eyeing their competition. Some had already decided to take a seat on the matt before the desk and were starting to stretch. 
There were only a few athletes in the group, so that made the majority of players gamers. I didn't know if that was a good or bad thing. 
Many of those stretching were wearing athletic gear instead of leather or bronze. This wasn't athletic clothing from the modern world, but long, baggy cotton pants and similar shirts. Many of the shirts were sleeveless. At least two thirds of us still wore armor of some kind. 
I walked off to the side, but made my way to the front of the room and found an open place on the wall. 
Most everyone here seemed to be in good spirits considering what we had just been through over the last week. I doubted any of them had gotten through the goblin's attack on Willingham unharmed. Although I wouldn't have called it a friendly environment, there was no athlete/gamer hostility and the competitive vibe seemed like a healthy one.
Then, I noticed an Asian guy sitting Indian style wearing a black kamishimo, or the traditional samurai outfit. It looked great, but had to have cost a lot of money for all that fabric. He had a long sword in a leather sheath sitting across his lap. It wasn't his outfit that caught my attention though.
He sat there perfectly still with a scowl on his face. It was as if he had filled the room with eggshells and any wrong move would be seen as a challenge. It wasn't as easy to tell how he was built in his outfit, but I had no doubt he was an athlete.
A blond guy sat in front of him with the exact opposite countenance. He was also an athlete. The light stubble on his chin put him around my age. Nodding at everyone he made eye contact with, he seemed ecstatic to be there. Instead of a kamishimo, he wore baggy blue pants and a sleeveless white V-neck. 
Perhaps, I could get some information while I waited. I opened my inventory and removed my gear. 
With my armor off, I changed out my under-trousers for a fresh pair of baggy, dark green ones and a light green tank top with the guild Prodos logo. The logo showed an open treasure chest with five shafts of light shooting out from its contents. These formed a semi-circle above it. Our guild name was written underneath it.
As I sat next to the friendly guy he immediately greeted me. 
“Hi. I’m Mel,” he said, nodding cheerfully.
We talked for a bit, but mostly just agreed that we were anxious for everything to get started. The fact that this was a tryout was a surprise to him as well.
More and more people started to join us as we got closer to 9:00 am. When it was about time to get started at least one hundred men and women were now in the crowded room.
“Please be seated.” I heard a rough, kind voice from the front of the room before I saw anyone. 
All those standing found a place on the floor, which seem to accommodate the number well enough. The room was far too small for us all to train here together though. 
Achilles appeared, sitting on the edge of the table with his arms crossed. He was big like all the Combat Masters, but even Cornelius looked normal in comparison. How the table held up his weight I didn't know. If I had to guess he was about six foot eight. His arms had bulging veins, but he wasn't as sickly thin as a bodybuilder. Most people's torsos weren't as thick as his forearms let alone his legs. His hands and feet only seemed slightly larger than mere mortals, so his form tapered to make him look natural, but massive. He was dressed oddly compared to what I had expected, with a long-sleeved, seamless white shirt, and black athletic pants with white laceless cross trainers. He had a strong jaw with a thin brown goatee which quickly faded from mind under the scrutiny of his gaze as it passed over us. 
“You are here today because you are looking for someone to train you. I am here to see if you would be a good fit for my program. There are many others that will train you who have little to no requirements. Remember this, because only some of you will continue training with me after today.”
A number of murmurs echoed throughout the training hall. 
Well, he doesn't waste time. I mentally prepared myself the best I could for whatever these tryouts might end up being.
“My methods have been developed over decades from my own experience and borrowed from the best trainers in the world. Not only will I teach you to fight, but I will teach you to win.” 
An encouraged clamor sounded from the players.
“There are many other trainers that could prepare you for a career in the MCAA much quicker than I will if that is your goal. For those of you interested in military or special forces, there are programs out there that are very efficient in getting you physically ready for what will be expected of you. If you just want to get in shape or learn to fight, you are also in the wrong place. Even if you are desperate to get stronger to help survive here in Freedom, this is not the best class for you.
“I only know how to teach one thing. How to completely dedicate your entire self, day in and day out, to becoming physically and mentally the best you can be. How to show up on days that you are not at 100% and still absolutely dominate anyone that dares to step in the arena with you. My process can take decades of work and absolute dedication. Most importantly, it never ends. Training and progression never ends. To be the absolute best, your goal is to find a way to do more than any human being has ever done before you. To train harder and smarter, pushing passed what the scientists and AI tell you is possible. There is a danger that you may push too hard and threaten your health or even your life. But push you must. I will put the single greatest tool a person can have within your reach. True self-control.”
When Achilles paused there was no clamor in response. The pressure of anticipation we had all been feeling had been torn away from us and all that was left was awe. He wasn’t exactly a great speaker, but his level of conviction captivated us.  
“First, here are my rules:
No cursing
No dueling outside of your prescribed training 
No sexual activity while in basic training
No dishonesty
Participate in every exercise to the best of your ability.”
I was left wondering why the rules were generally moral in nature. There were no traditional requirements like call me master or sensei, bow when greeting, etc. Perhaps he was getting to that.
“Ah $#!%,” teased a player, tearing the moment apart. 
Without hesitation Achilles replied, “You can go.” 
The player immediately phased out and disappeared from the room. 
There were a few fearful whispers that followed, but no more outbursts.
“As I said before, self-control. Now. If you agree to these basic rules, then we can proceed with the interview. If not, then feel free to leave. You can port out through your game menus.”
Only one person did as he instructed. I suspected he was a friend of the person who had been booted. 
“Good.” He continued, “First question. Are people good in nature?”
There was no specific format for answering his question offered, so a chaotic chorus of answers followed. As you might suspect, most of us, if not all, including me, answered yes. 
“Everyone who answered yes to the question can leave.”
My mouth dropped open. Was he serious? I had even been expecting something odd to happen but this left me baffled.
Some people stirred where they sat and moved to open their menus, but then one brave player near the front asked, “Wait. You only train people that think people are evil?”
There was a hint of anger behind the way he asked the question. 
“I train people who are internally honest. Here, I’ll give you another shot. Do you believe you are good in nature?”
“Yes,” he insisted.
“Then you won’t be able to finish your training here even if I were to allow you to continue.”
“But I want to learn!” the player replied, forgoing any effort to hide his frustration. 
“Why do you want to learn?”
“I want to be the best I can.”
“Why?” Achilles asked patiently.
The player opened his mouth to answer, but slowly closed it when he found he didn't know the answer. After a few moments, he replied, “I want to be the best so that I will be loved by others.”
“Honesty. Very good. Is that morally good or evil?”
“It’s not evil,” he blurted out.
“Is it selfless and for the good of others?”
“I.” The tension in his neck built. “No, it’s not.” 
“It’s selfish.”
Shaking his head, he objected, “But if I get famous I could give the money to charity. Or use my fame to spread the word about good causes.”
“Is that what really motivates you?”
Even though I couldn't see the man's face, I could tell he had just turned bright red. With a sigh, he flicked open his menu and left without another word.
Looking around, I saw a number of people leave. Still, the majority of people were still here.
“Pride is often a person’s greatest weakness. That is why I said he wouldn’t be able to complete my training even if I allowed him to continue. As the last guy demonstrated, he was more concerned with defending how he saw himself than training. If you're honestly here because you want to be loved by others, then that is fine, but be honest about what it is. Selfish,” Achilles said, letting silence linger.
“Now. Someone else who believes that they are good in nature, explain to me why.” 
As he asked I was considering my own motivation. Before, I would have had the same answer as the guy who left. But after facing the creature that had shattered my back and caused me the worst pain in my life, I had found that my selfish motivation wasn't enough to keep me fighting. Protecting my friends had been what really drove me further. 
I was relieved that we hadn’t all been forced to leave. 
Honestly, only recently had I even considered such things and didn’t mind sitting through a lecture or two. Besides, the philosophy of the greatest fighter in modern history should have some worth, even if I didn’t end up agreeing with him. There had to be aspects of his thought process that would help me.
Another player raised his hand and said, “I try to do what is right.” 
“Okay. Why do you try to do what is right then?”
“Because I feel guilty if I don’t. I have a conscience,” he said genuinely.
As if knowing the answer before it was given, Achilles immediately followed with a rebuttal. “So basically you try to do what is right to keep yourself from feeling bad? Isn’t that selfish?”
The player hadn’t been expecting that response. He shook his head back and forth. “You’re just as selfish and self-centered as anyone here! If following your conscience isn't right, then what is?” 
“Following your conscience is right, but your motivation for acting, not just doing the right thing, is what makes something truly good. Just as a person can take someone’s life out of anger, they can also do it to protect the people they love. It is your motivation that makes something right or wrong.”
“It’s impossible to control your motivations!” someone called out from the back. “I knew it would be a waste of time to come here after reading the reviews. I'm out!”
Another dozen players joined him in leaving. A little over half remained.
I really didn't see why people were getting so upset. He hadn't even gotten to the point yet.
“You are right, though. I am just as selfish as anyone here,” Achilles said, wrinkling up his brow with empathy. “That brings up the next question. Are people entirely evil?”
There was no answer. Everyone was afraid to face the inevitable scrutiny. The faces of those I could still see had a variety of emotions. Some players were angry at what had been said and were on the brink of leaving. Others were contemplative.
Looking at Mel who had been almost giddy to be here before, he was now downcast, staring at his hands that sat in his lap.
I could possibly accept that people were naturally selfish, but there were too many positive things people did to accept that they were straight up evil. We were capable of helping others and even sacrificing ourselves for good causes and other people. 
Before I realized what I was doing, I spoke up. “No.” 
Then I was faced with the next logical question.
“Why?” 
Why had I just answered? Knowing I was most likely going to be rebuked, I gritted my teeth and answered. “We can choose to do what is right even if we desire to do something else.” 
To my surprise his answer was, “Good. I don't expect you to be perfect, just to know that you are not. 
“We are at a good number to start the next stage of the process. This next part is up to you. I didn't tell you that there are other trainers who might be better for you just to whittle down your numbers. Seriously consider what you want out of training and only return if you are looking to dedicate your life to this. You can go a long way without the dedication necessary for my class. 
“If you do decide to return, I will require you to write a few paragraphs and message me your answer to a question that you will receive via your Metaverse Access Hub. If you decide to continue, send me the answer before you show up tomorrow. If I have not received it then the Training Hall will not allow you to port in. Any questions?” 
One hand shot up from a player who still seemed to be fuming in frustration. “Why did you choose such questions for the interview?”
Sharp lines showed around his eyes and at the edges of his mouth as Achilles grinned for the first time. “For two reasons. I demand that you are internally honest. In order to reach your full potential you must be honest about the world around you, but most importantly about yourself. If you believe something false, then it can affect the decisions you make, and how you react. Secondly, I am not going to teach someone to fight if they are morally inept. With the training I offer comes the ability to hurt people. I too have a conscience. Understand?”
The player who asked the question nodded that he did.
“Okay.” Achilles clapped. “Some of you I will see tomorrow. For the rest of you, take care.”
With a nod, he vanished before our eyes. 
Mel was still looking down at his lap, while others mocked the very idea of returning. Others just left, or started up conversations to get other people’s opinions.
After getting hurt and having to figure out what I believed was worth fighting for, I thought I understood why Achilles took this approach. How many times had he been hurt or faced incredible odds? In the last week I had been forced to consider things because of hardship. He had likely faced those same questions, the same fears, and was still fighting, maybe decades later. I needed to know what he knew. After all of it, how did you stay motivated when so many others had given up long ago?
I heard someone behind me declare, “Who is next on the list?” 
Personally, I wasn't sure what I would do.
 
***
 
I found myself with a lot of free time. Even though there had been many training sessions starting as early as 6:00 am, few of them had finished by the time Achilles had let us out. I had expected to be there at least an hour, but it had been no more than ten minutes.
As I headed inside the nearest tavern, I pulled up my system menu and searched for Achilles’ question. I took a seat in a booth along the back. It was little more than a wooden bench against the wall.
The rest of the tavern was filled with square tables set at a diagonal like a giant checkerboard. It wasn't as well designed as many of the other taverns, but it was larger with room for more people. This time of the morning after the breakfast rush it was almost empty. 
I ordered some hot tea and biscuits so it didn't look like I was loitering. Not that I thought they would kick me out, but I didn’t want to be rude.
Finding Achilles' message, I pulled it up. It read as follows.
What is your greatest moral weakness?
I was going to contact my group and see if they had immediate plans, but first I would answer this question in the case I decided to return tomorrow.
It wasn’t long before I realized I didn’t have an answer. My AI Destiny had always kept me focused. I had learned a lot about my bad habits and natural tendencies through her instruction, but we never talked about the morality of an issue. The focus was always pragmatic. What was my goal, and what did I have to do to achieve it. That was all. It allowed me to depend on her in some areas while putting all my effort into what most needed my attention.
What were my moral weaknesses? How people saw me? Girls? Was I willing to go too far to get what I wanted?
Achilles had spoken about motives, not just actions as what determined what was right. What were my motives, then? 
I had to admit what brought me to sign up for Codename: Freedom had been that desire to be the best gamer I could be. No, that wasn't true. I wanted to be the best gamer in history. I didn't want to have any peers, but to rise above everyone that came before me. My friend Chewme was as much a rival as a friend. We were so different, both physically and in personality, but our goal was the same. A large part of me wanted to surpass him, leaving him at a level where he could never compete with me again. I knew it was the same for him. If he reached that level, I was sure I would be jealous, but I would also honor him. I knew he would do the same for me. 
There was more to it than that, because recently my motivations had been challenged. What motivated me now? My old priorities weren't exactly gone. Instead, they had been fractured at the foundation, unable to stand alone. After my injury, I found pain was a much greater enemy than being mediocre. Fighting so that no one would have to suffer made a lot more sense. Was that morally wrong? 
It seemed right, but then again, was I really being selfless? It had taken my own suffering to turn my attention to the suffering of others. 
I didn't have a conclusive answer, but the messaging app's AI had been observing my thoughts and listed them in paragraph form.
I hadn't exactly answered the question though. What was my greatest moral weakness? Prideful ambition might be the closest thing I could come up with. If so, before getting hurt I would have been more apt to get what I wanted without considering others, but now, I don't think I could be so callous. 
It was lunchtime before I knew it. After a little editing I sent my answer along to Achilles, still unsure whether I would show up.
Well, that should be sufficient. It was honest, and the best I could come up with. 
I left without getting lunch. I was sure Kline would probably be around some kind of food if he wasn't busy. I just had to find him.
 



Chapter 3 – Advancement Simulator
After lunch with Kline and learning there was little going on with the guild except for guild hall remodeling, I decided to head to the Advancement Simulator.
 
Back at the training hall, I found much less traffic than earlier trying to enter the building, but a lot more heading in and out of the bank across the street.
The old man greeted me before he even came fully into focus.
“Lucius. I suspect you are here for the Advancement Simulator?”
The fact this AI knew why I was here wasn't a surprise at all. 
I nodded as he came into focus. 
He already had a digital window open and pressed the screen with his finger at my response.
Immediately, the room shot into the sky and was replaced with a wide open field with a few patches of forest in the distance.
Wink barked as she stood, her white patch looking up at me as she panted with excitement. She began to prance around as if it was time to play. I supposed it was.
Four stone pillars busted through the dirt and rose up slowly from the ground. 
The first one on my left was in the shape of a giant scroll that didn't stop rising until it was ten feet from the ground. It had text chiseled out of the smooth surface across the top that read  ‘Character Sheet’. My information was etched in the stone below with one centered heading: ‘(Intermediate)’.
The second pillar had a goblin carved out of the top of it. Its sword was drawn and even its chubby belly was pushed off to the side as if it was in motion, trying to swing at an enemy. It reached as high as the first pillar, but the goblin was only about four feet tall, leaving a smooth surface below with text describing the goblin. The heading read ‘Creature Indicator’.
The third pillar was a giant ear atop another smooth surface with ‘Communication’ etched across it and a number of different mediums listed.
The fourth was a giant map. It was made obvious with the word Map being etched into the stone across the top. A depiction of what I suspected was my local area covered the rest of the surface of the pillar.
Victoria had mentioned that at the highest level one of these Advancement Tiers would give access to the Combat General enhancement. If the profession worked the same way in Freedom as it did in the real world, the person with this enhancement would be able to see through the eyes of other players and likely the eyes of their pets. Combat Generals in the real world had real time access to what every drone, mech, vehicle and soldier saw. They could also communicate with individuals, squads and larger bodies of the military to help direct the strategy. If I had to guess those enhancements would likely come through the Communication tier.
That wasn't exactly what I was interested in. It was perfect for a guild or group leader, but I was here to fight. There were other possibilities that I suspected would also be available. Since these enhancements were based on military mixed reality tech, the Creature Indicator would likely give you the ability to see and track creatures from long distances, or even if they were completely hidden. No surprise there, I had already unlocked these abilities at the basic level, but the difference would probably be in the scope of each ability. If I could detect things tens of meters from me now, I would probably be able to track them miles away at the later levels. 
“Creature Indicator,” I said out loud.
The first pillar sunk back into the ground in less than a second and three other smaller pillars shot up. These were only about eight feet tall and not nearly as wide. Each one of these Advancements I had already purchased. 
“Danger Indicator,” I said.
One of the three pillars was replaced by a smaller one about six feet tall. 
The new pillar had a giant carved eye on top of it. As I looked at it, a digital window appeared before me.
Sensory Upgrade
Requires 1 Advancement Point
This upgrade enhances the Danger Indicator's ability. Instead of just visual cues, you will have access to auditory and tactile. Visual, auditory and tactile cues are completely customizable. They can be both manipulated and turned off.
 
There was a blinking button at the bottom of the window that read, Try Enhancement?
I clicked it.
Another window appeared above the other one.
Danger Indicator's Sensory Upgrade activated. 
Settings, Default.
 
“A false enemy creature will now approach you from behind. There is no true danger. It is only a test.”
As soon as the phantom voice finished, I felt a tingling pressure in my lower back. It was not like a push from behind, but an obvious sensation that was about the size of a fist. At the same time, a high pitched beep came behind me from the same direction the pressure seemed to come from, along with the visual arrows I was used to seeing from the danger indicator. As it neared, the sensation on my back grew and the sound got louder.
If these indicators were truly customizable it could become an extremely powerful upgrade. Visual arrows pointing behind you were easy to miss depending on their color, the lighting and your focus during a fight. I always found sound a much more natural sense to warn you if something was coming at you from behind. The tactile indicator was interesting though. It was something I would definitely want to give a shot. I was concerned it might draw my focus too much though, and without a lot of experience with it, it might get me killed.
“Would you like to face a few waves of enemies?” the voice asked.
“Yes.”
“Arm yourself. The first wave will come as soon as you are ready.”
Equipping my spear and shield, I took a narrow stance, knowing the first wave would likely come from behind.
My three senses were immediately bombarded with the sensation that something was coming from behind me.
I spun. My shield I swung out wide to intercept the mob if it was already too close. It was an unnecessary concern. The tingling sensation on my back was still very subtle. The beeping sound came from the direction and distance of the mob, so it made it even easier to pinpoint.
Bending low, I waited for the goblin to come. It was a goblin of the lowest level, so its intellect was pathetic. It couldn't have made it easier for me if it just offered me its chest.
I pierced it in the heart and sidestepped at the same time, letting its momentum pull my spear point out as it passed.
It dropped its short sword and fell down dead.
The sensation came again a few seconds later, this time from my flank. The arrows were more annoying than helpful. I'd need to try this with them off.
I waited for the creature to get closer, despite the pounding of my heart. I didn't quite trust the sensory system yet, but I needed to test it out.
Leading with my shield again, I was too quick as I turned again and had to wait on the goblin to come the rest of the distance. 
My instincts and the system were telling me the same thing, even though my mind was rejecting the information.
The goblin crumpled against my shield, then I pinned him to the ground with my spear.
The third goblin came. This time I closed my eyes and completely committed to letting the system guide me.
I opened my eyes as I spun to meet it. My shield caught it square on the side of the head and tossed it to the side.
I smiled; it was too good to be true. The tactile and auditory cues were outstanding.
After a few more goblins, the waves of enemies stopped.
“Would you like to try another round?” the voice asked.
“First let me change the settings.”
The AI opened up a window for me with three different tabs for visual, auditory and tactile. After turning the visual cue off, I only glanced at the other settings before deciding to try again.
“I'm ready for the next round.”
Without the visual distraction, I was able to better focus on the feel and sound of each enemy. 
I went through over ten different rounds as I tried to feel out the system’s capabilities. The range of the Danger Indicator was practical up to fifty feet. At any distance further than that I felt a sensation, but it was too light to pinpoint anything. The sound was little better.
The radius of the Danger Indicator seemed to be right outside my peripheral vision. If I turned my head and looked at one of the goblins, the sensation and sound ceased.
Next, I turned to the next sub-pillar. The Sensory Upgrade pillar retreated, replaced by the Danger Indicator pillar. 
A carved goblin looked frozen in horror as the stone around him seemed to encase him and shoot into the sky, but actually ending at the top of the eight foot pillar.
I called it by name. “Creature Beacon.”
The pillar was replaced with a six foot one in the shape of a small unrolled map with a giant pin sticking up in the middle of it.
Full Map Integration
Prerequisite: Intermediate Local Map.
With this upgrade you gain access to the abilities to get creature information by clicking on a creature on your local map. 
The information is limited to the creature's kind, rank and title. 
 
As I clicked on the red dot on the map that appeared before me, I saw the window that gave a Rank G goblin's information. As I played with the map, I was able to move the creature around to test its limitations. The tool was limited to my Creature Indicator's range. That might seem limited, but already at only level 27 my range was 60 meters. That would more than triple by the time I reached the later levels.
I went from pillar to pillar and made sure to look at each one of them even if I had no real interest. As a gamer I knew how imperative information was. It was often what separated good players from great ones.
Even though I had upgraded my Character Sheet it was now my most advanced enhancement, seeing it had an additional upgrade seemed like the worst use of my next Advancement Point. So for now I ruled that out.
Intermediate Communication was necessary just for the ability to personal message. There were numerous other abilities to spend points on that were unlocked after that. Including Player to Pet. I had yet to unlock Intermediate Communication, so it only informed me it was unlockable. It didn't give me access to test it, but I was pretty sure through that enhancement gave you more access to your pets abilities and they would get more access to yours. I'd have to ask around.
When first choosing a pet, one of the best selling factors of a wolf pup was its ability to help mask my scent if someone was tracking me. Since none of the other tiers mentioned anything about tracking, I expected it was through this tier that tracking would become available.
Even though Maps had a lot of tie-ins with other enhancements, I would save it for last. The Danger Indicator Advancement and the Player to Pet Advancement were what I was most interested in. I would probably spend my next point on Intermediate Communication to get personal messaging, but after that I wasn't entirely sure which direction to go.
 



Chapter 4 – Magic?
The entire group was there that night at the OverEatery. It was the tavern with four boar busts that stared down at you. It didn’t take long for mouthfuls of meat to make you forget their beady eyes were watching you.
I told everyone about the Advancement Simulator. They agreed it would be a good tool for the guild to direct new members to. I insisted that Kline should go there and give it a shot. He didn't give me any pushback on the matter.
Once our food arrived, Kline’s wolf pup, Lulu, and Wink, my white eye-patched pup, started having a playful game of who could take the biggest mouthful of boneless beef brisket from their saucers on the floor between our chairs. 
Reclining back, with his hands resting folded over his full stomach, Kline had been trying his best to follow the conversation without nodding off to sleep. His chest rose and fell, proving he had failed.
I leaned forward to help keep myself from doing the same, but soon I found my elbows resting on the table. My chin soon found my hands and my eyelids grew heavy.
Victoria and Peter were discussing today’s meetings and the politics that went with them. I wasn’t interested in the least, but I wanted to try to stay awake for their sake.
Before the goblins had attacked Willingham, Victoria had seemed distant and depressed when we weren’t busy. That had changed with the founding of our new guild, Prodos. She hadn’t stopped having meetings with group and guild leaders in the last two days. Even now her silver-streaked green eyes were focused and alive. Her posture was always refined, as you would expect from a politician’s daughter, but she sat forward on the edge of her seat with every hand gesture and nod of her head filled with subtle excitement. It was good to see her like this. She was in her element. 
Peter wasn’t sharing the same level of excitement, but to say he wasn’t enjoying the process wouldn’t be true either. The meetings wore on him, unlike her, but there was something about it that must have enthused him. He was as constantly aware as an alpha wolf watching his pack. What motivated him was something that I couldn’t place.
Quiet as ever, Oliver was even more of a mystery than Peter. He wasn’t nearly as large as Cornelius had been, but he was still one of the most well-built men I had ever met in person. He was quiet, like normal, and didn’t really seem to be paying attention to the conversation either, but instead of drifting like Kline and I, he was sitting up straight, wide awake, and looked perfectly content.
I was just about ready to excuse myself to go train one more time before bed, when there was an unexpected silence from the background noise. Looking up at the screen, I saw that Mia, one of the primary gaming commentators that had been selected to report on Codename: Freedom, was uncharacteristically serious.
Mia’s purple hair rounded her face and turned in just below her chin. Normally all of her reactions, especially while giving serious news, would be over the top. Quirky was one of the main selling points to her brand. But all of her quirkiness was gone during that moment, leaving nothing but the concern in her eyes. 
“Ladies and gentleman…” she said, shaking off her shock. “There is breaking news from inside Freedom.”
After another delayed silence, she shook her head and mouthed silently, “Wow.”
With a deep breath she returned to her normal self. She wiped her hand across her forehead and started panting as if she had just been through an ordeal.
“So, one of the most common criticisms against Freedom has been the lack of a magic system. Not that it has stopped anyone from watching. I can’t be sure, but I think that concern has just been answered. Watch this.”
I pushed at Kline’s shoulder, jostling him awake.
“My food!” he growled as he sat forward, startled.
Chuckling, I pointed at the screen taking up an entire wall at the far end of the room, where Mia was grinning back wildly. 
A man wearing tarnished bronze chainmail ran franticly through knee-high underbrush, with palm trees sprouting up sparsely here and there. The sun's intense rays made the green tinted armor shine more than it would have in normal conditions. 
Everyone in the tavern was suddenly silent and watching intently. This was the first time any of us had seen a tropical setting in Freedom. 
“Lulu, remind me to start looking for a bathing suit,” Kline jeered. 
Even though Victoria was in front of us, I saw her head turn down as she tried to hold back a giggle.
The man on the screen looked back. It was also immediately apparent from the perspiration running down the sides of the man's face that wearing armor in that setting might not be the wisest thing to do. His eyes darted about. It wasn't just one enemy chasing him, but many.
As the view drew back, we saw what was after him. Bald, or balding, olive green heads darted after him. They had long skulls with strong jaws and bulky, muscular builds. Unlike even the largest goblins, these creatures were as tall as men and moved at a speed that pushed the man to his limit. They were orcs.
There was no safe destination in sight. He was simply running for his life and there seemed to be no hope for him. They were slowly gaining and showed no sign of fatigue, but he had gone as far as he could. 
In a surprising move, he turned to face the five burly orcs who were moments from running him over.
With a weaponless fist raised, he took a step toward the closest orc in a desperate move. The orc's bone-split spear was thrust toward his chest. It was about to skewer him, when he lunged to the side. 
The move saved the man from the spear, but a second orc trampled right over him. A large foot landed in his gut. His life was at least spared momentarily as the orcs sped past, then slowed to double back.
The man first struggled to get to his knees, pain etched across his face. As he made it to one knee, it happened. A faint, but wild red light seeped out of him as if it was erupting from the pores of his skin. 
He looked up at the approaching enemy with a maniacal glare. The first spear shot toward his knee. Instead of dodging, he caught the spear along the neck one handed, and twisted with his wrist as he stood. The spear snapped.
The orc was standing his ground, and when he saw what had happened, he jabbed the jagged shaft that was left of his spear into the man's side. It did little against his chainmail.
Swatting the stick away, the man wasn't able to pursue the orc, as another spear point was aimed at his chest. This one he swatted away, but another pierced him high on the thigh. 
The red energy radiating off of him flared as he grabbed the spear and yanked it from the hands of the orc. 
Another spear jabbed him around the heart, but the chainmail saved his life. Blood started to seep slowly out of the wound down ringlets of bronze. 
When the next thrust came at him, he pulled the spear out of his leg, and bashed the attack aside, using the shoulder height spear like a club. 
Part of me wanted to laugh, but then he twisted, sending a backhanded swing at a vicious speed. The orc in its path looked to have caught the blow with his spear, but it drove through his two-handed block and cracked against his skull. 
I didn't know if I would call this 'magic'. It was more like a berserker's rage skill. Still, it completely contradicted everything I knew about Freedom. There had been no magic and no skills, only your real life ability to fight that determined your outcome in battle. If this really was an experiment to see how people would survive in crazy situations, then how did adding magic and skills now help with realism? Not only did it seem unfair, but it also felt out of character. 
The man swung again, making the orcs take a step back to avoid the blow. As if finally regaining his senses, the man grabbed the shaft with his other hand and turned it right way around to take advantage of the spear's sharp end. Could he win?
Then, from off screen, a broken shaft smacked across the back of his head. He fell to his knees and dropped the spear. The energy that had been pulsing off of him faded.
One spear and then another struck the man in the chest. They still had trouble piercing his bronze coat, but it would soon be enough.
In one last move of desperation, the man targeted an orc and red energy surged from all over his body and shot up his arm, firing off a short ranged burst, the energy flew through the air and knocked the orc onto its backside.
A final spear entered the man's neck and finished him.
When Mia's shocked face returned, there was an explosion of voices throughout the tavern.
I immediately through of Victoria and the white light that I had thought I had seen come from her hand when we had first met. It wasn't clear enough in the playback I had seen if it were real or not. There were so many questions...
She glanced at Peter, who nodded slightly at her glance. I was now sure she knew something about this.
“You got to be kidding me!” Kline said, shaking his head in protest. “Are they going to blaspheme real fighting here too? What's the point if it’s not real?!”
I winced in acknowledgement of his point. To him, restoring the glory of real martial arts was one of his primary reasons for being here. A lot of the combat sports had been overrun by virtual versions, watering down the physicality of the sports and overlooking the real athletes that have had to deal with the real pains and dangers of fighting.
I felt for him, I truly did, but on the other hand, I knew if things became more like a virtual game it would work in my favor. I didn't think that was the case though. After glimpsing what Victoria had almost done and seeing this, my gut told me it was something else going on here. But what?
Victoria, Peter and Oliver had all known each other before entering Freedom. That meant that it was likely if one of them knew what this was, all of them would.
I waited to see how they would respond to Kline, but no answers came.
“Has magic finally arrived in the land of Freedom?!” Mia's words broke my train of thought. “There is bound to be a massive amount of speculation in the next few days. Did this player unlock these abilities through some quest, or special circumstance? With so many players searching the continent for new monsters to hunt now that the goblin attacks have stopped, will other abilities also be unlocked? Was this magic, skill based abilities, or something else entirely? Stay tuned. I will be on the front lines to bring them to you as soon as the answers are found...”
 
***
 
I had been planning on trying to train after dinner. Nothing more than a little running, but with the new revelation I needed to find out what was going on if I could. If there were an added skill or spell system, it might be more important in the long run to unlock my abilities than to start training right away. I could always come back and train with Achilles at a later date.
Kline was already asleep on the couch, with Lulu lying between his feet. I paced back and forth in the cabin-style living room, sliding my socks across the smooth wood floor to keep the noise to a minimum. After dinner, Victoria and Peter had both gone back to the guild hall, and Oliver had followed. It was close to midnight now and they still hadn't returned. I doubted they would sleep over there, since they would have to set up a place to sleep for each of them. If they were now purposely avoiding us though, they would have the resources there if they wanted to.
A foot knocked against the steps outside, followed by a rustling of many footfalls. Looking at my minimap, I saw that it was indeed the three of them.
Swallowing down a guilty knot in my throat, I realized I had been assuming they were hiding something from me. I stood there for a long moment, not sure if I should go to the couch so that they didn't notice I had been waiting for them. It was foolish. Unless they knew what I was thinking there was no reason for them to suspect I was awake to see if they were up to something.
I hurried to the door and opened it for them. 
Peter looked up at me with an outstretched hand. I had just beaten him to it. With a friendly nod, he walked past while putting his hands in the air to stretch. 
“Hey, Lucius,” Victoria whispered as she followed him in.
Oliver closed the door behind him. 
“6:00 am?” Peter asked.
Victoria and Oliver both nodded that they agreed to the time, then Peter and Oliver started to head down the hall toward their rooms. 
Without having to ask, Victoria lingered behind and turned to me after the door had closed behind them.
She motioned with her head that we should go in the kitchen. 
I pulled out a chair and offered it to her, just out of courtesy. The moonlight shone down on us from the biggest window in the house that sat above the kitchen sink. As unrealistic as it was, there was running water here.
The silver in Victoria's eyes lit up in the light. Her black hair was back in a pretty intricate braid that reached to the middle of her back. She wore a leather vest that offered decent protection, but also freed her arms and neck by hanging on her shoulders like a loose tank top. A blouse in our guild's green was over that, making it almost possible to forget she was ready for a fight. A green, knee-high shirt covered a bronze-plated tasset that reached down the side of her legs nearly to her knees. Just below the knee were the laces of her leather boots that looked feminine, but would work well against glancing blades.
I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her.
She looked around, as if to keep the mischief between the two of us. My grin matched hers.
“You look like you had a good day,” I whispered.
“Things are going really well. Over 50% of the leaders we are speaking with are seriously interested in our player run bank. Everyone else wants to join our coalition because they think we are going to lead the invasion in the goblin city. We were in the top ten guilds in the city the moment we founded Prodos because of our accomplishments, but after Cornelius's support, we are easily in the top three and the other two are courting us for favors.”
She danced back and forth in her seat, shimmying her shoulders from side to side.
Her enthusiasm was a potent medicine for the concern I had after the new revelations. Still, I had questions that had to be answered.
“That's great. Just don't offer them Kline's food. That might not go over well,” I teased.
“Too late,” she replied sarcastically. Looking across the hall into the living room where he slept, she smiled.
“Afraid he heard that, huh?”
“Terrified.” She giggled.
“I wanted to ask you something.”
“If it’s about sneaking out, it will probably be a few weeks before the necessity comes up again.”
“That doesn't surprise me,” I said. “But it’s about the energy that came from the man facing the orcs earlier.”
“Oh?” 
“You might not be able to answer this, but since you knew about the augmented system offering combat general abilities later in the game, do you know anything about this?”
“I.” She hesitated, looking off to the side, as if considering something seriously. “I don't. I'm sorry. Isn't it similar to what you are used to in the games you play?”
What are you hiding?
“It is,” I replied, “but normally the person has activated the skill on purpose. If that guy did activate it, it looked as if he was just as surprised as we were to see it happen. This could change everything about Freedom. I'm just not sure whether I should train with Achilles, or put that off and try to figure out how to access those new abilities.”
“I see. I don't know then.”
With both hands she patted her lap, then stood and said, “Well, I better get some sleep.”
That was sudden.
“Okay,” I said, taken aback.
As I stood, she grabbed me in a hug.
We had grown close, but this was the closest I had ever been to her. Her warmth and smell filled my senses. All of my suspicion vanished and all I wanted was to hold her longer.
I felt her breath on my neck, as she turned up her head. Looking down, her eyes were so large and clear. My weakness to her charm was immediately apparent. Everything about girls that Destiny had warned me about was true, but I didn't care. It wasn't just a beautiful girl I held, but a person I was growing to care for.
She motioned that she wanted to tell me something. I leaned down, and her mouth found my ear.
“It is not magic. It is real,” she whispered.
Pulling away, she called as she walked toward her room, “Good night, Lucius!”
What she had said hadn't really registered. The surface of my body where I had held her, and especially my neck and ear, was tingling from the foreign experience. 
I found myself sitting down on the couch where I slept. As much as I didn't want to change my focus, she had obviously broken the unspoken barrier between us for a reason. We were alone where no one in Freedom could have heard her, yet she still waited to say it. She could have just leaned forward and whispered it to me, but then it would have been obvious and anyone watching may have tried to decipher her words. Instead, she diverted everyone's attention, including mine, by creating an uncomfortable but enjoyable tension between us.
I shook off the feeling with reluctant finality. What had she said? “It is not magic. It is real.” What she was saying didn't make sense. The man fighting the orcs was illuminated with red light. How could that not be magic, or a part of the game system? 
I was ready to accept that the white light that was possibly coming from her hands before was a skill or spell given to her character when she entered Freedom. It was the same with the man who showed super strength and the ability to shoot an energy bolt, except he had unlocked his abilities. But what Victoria was implying was that this didn't have anything to do with the game system at all, but that it was real; real as in something that you could use outside of Freedom? 
It didn't take much imagination to know how incredible it would be to have super strength or a super ability in the real world. And what was Victoria's ability exactly? If I had to guess it was some form of healing ability.
Wait. If that was true, that meant that when I had gotten hurt she would have been able to heal me. But that didn't make sense either. I had seen her tears and the way she sat next to me, willing to help any way she could. Then again, remembering her hitting Peter, it did make sense. If she had to hide her ability to protect her parents who she admitted had gotten her into Freedom, then... 
Could I be angry at her if that was the case? No. Despite all my pain, if it were true, I had seen her struggle. 
This was just conjecture. I had already spent most of the night being suspicious of her. It needed to stop. What was important was that I now knew there wasn't a hidden skill or magic system for me to unlock. That meant that training remained the priority. 
 



Chapter 5 – Gripping the Blade of a Spear
Entering the Training Hall that morning was easier than the day before, although the stream of players leaving was much higher than I had ever seen it. 
The players were leaving in groups, wearing seamless tank tops. There were multiple colors and different logos which I assumed depended on who their trainer was. On the other hand, everyone's shorts were the same style and glossy silver in color. They were shorter than what was comfortable for most, being cut off at mid-thigh. The material was a bio-alloy that allowed natural air flow without the necessity of weaving them into the mesh common in gym shorts, but also allowed a superior surface for reducing drag while running. I had a feeling running was something we were going to be doing a lot of. 
The bald old man in his dark robe greeted me just as he had the day before. 
His voice rumbled as he said, “Welcome, Lucius. All documents received. You have been granted access to Achilles' training class. Would you like to pay the 1 gold for the first thirty days of admission or pay at a later time? You have a full week of seven days from today to pay the fee. If the payment is not made, then your access will be revoked until the fee is paid.”
“I'll pay today. What about...”
“With your 20% discount that will be 16 silver.”
I moved to open my inventory, when he added, “Do I have permission to take the funds from your purse?”
“Sure.”
“Done.”
Just as he said, I saw that the 16 silver was removed, leaving me just over 4 gold.
“If you are ready, I will port you in.”
No use waiting. “I'm ready.”
The walls faded away and the dojo from the day before was constructed before my eyes. There were already over thirty people there waiting. Achilles had yet to arrive, but that wasn't a surprise. It was 6:45 am, fifteen minutes before class was supposed to start.
I found Mel, the friendly blond guy who I had met the day before, sitting approximately in the same place he had been the day before. I took a seat next to him. Today, I had mimicked his dress, wearing my green tank top and darker pants. 
Surprisingly, the samurai-garbed guy had shown up as well. His scowl was still as apparent as ever. Showing up after listening to Achilles' lecture, maybe he wasn't as mad at the world as he looked?
While I waited, I opened up my new Character Status screen. I had been second-guessing my decision to level up using one of my rare Advancement Points on Personal Training Tools.
Character Sheet
(Character Status – Intermediate)
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 27
Health: 985.85
Endurance: 1812.46
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 1
Strength: Rank F – Level 96
Endurance: Rank F – Level 81
Quickness: Rank E – Level 11
Speed: Rank E – Level 6
Intelligence: Rank E – Level 7
 
Measurements
Fast Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 33
Slow Twitch Muscle: Rank F – Level 66
Flexibility: Rank F – Level 90
Cardiovascular: Rank F – Level 86
Anaerobic: Rank F – Level 96
Memory: Rank F – Level 97
Calculations: Rank E – Level 17
 
Even after the battle with the goblins, I woke the next morning and saw very little change to my stats. All that had changed was I received a few more Health and Endurance Points. The next day I had started seriously training on my own. I mostly ran and did body weight exercises. The morning after that, I woke up and finally saw some results. My anaerobic measurement had leveled from Rank F Level 93 to 94 and Speed leveled from Rank E Level 4 to 5.
Such a little bump—it was nice to see progress, but it was also discouraging that it was so low.
It was after working out again yesterday afternoon that I really saw results for the first time. Literally all of my measurements leveled up as did my stats. Even my Combat Level reached Rank E Level 1! That was more like it. Now I just had to study them to begin figuring out what kind of working out my body would respond the best to.
 
***
“Good morning,” called Achilles' voice, cutting through the light conversations that had been taking place. He appeared at the head of the class before the long table wearing a sleeveless tank top similar to the ones I had seen the players wearing that had been leaving the training hall earlier. None of them had mountains for shoulders or boulders for biceps though. Instead of the silver shorts, he wore dark pants of a similar material.
Mel sat forward, as if ready to spring up at any moment. 
He wasn't alone. It was as if the entire room shifted at once. The nervous energy was sticking to the walls.
It was hard to say for sure, but only about a third of the people that had returned from yesterday's tryouts. Judging from the tension in the room, it seemed like those that did show up were ready.      
“I hope each one of you seriously considered if this class would be the best for you after our discussion yesterday. If not, we will find out soon enough.”
With a nod, Achilles swiped his hand up, bringing up an augmented console window and clicked.
Almost everyone in the room disappeared except for about ten players. Thankfully Mel had stayed with me, but as I turned and looked, it seemed like the samurai of perpetual scowls was also still here with us.
Achilles glowed subtly, indicating that he was no longer present in this room, even though an avatar that mimicked his movements was. Breaking us up into groups and giving us our own training rooms would speed up drills. He was probably remaining virtually visible to all of us via avatar, but would be present in one room at a time while viewing the others through console windows.
“You have all been split up into groups according to personality and ability. This will be your group during basic training. Basic will last the next thirty days. We must use our time wisely. First, you will warm up by running a full lap around your player city and come back.”
Your player city? It made sense that it wasn't just Willingham he was training students in. No wonder he was using console windows to keep track of us. If there were only five thousand players in Willingham and one hundred thousand players in all of Freedom, then the thirty-five from our city were only a fraction of his students. There were likely hundreds of us.
With another couple of clicks, the clothing I wore changed before my eyes. I now wore an identical red tank top to the one Achilles wore and the short silver shorts I hadn't been excited about.
Getting a close look at the logo, it depicted an outline of a large fist grasping a leaf-shaped spearhead. Blood ran down the blade from the fingers and palm on both sides. Everything was black and white except for the blood which was an intense red.
 
***
 
I found myself running with my group doing our warm up lap with Mel at my side. One lap was longer than I would have guessed. With what I knew now, I estimated that it was close to two miles around the city.
Dozens of other players were also running around the perimeter of Willingham and most of them were not from Achilles' class.
As we rounded the last corner of the city wall, I decided it was time to get a better gauge on what our group was capable of. It looked to be a good split, having half gamers and half athletes in our group.
“I'm going to stretch out a bit,” I called out to Mel.
He nodded, but didn't seem to understand my purpose.
Lengthening my stride, I started to pull away. 
Mel was right there with me, but it was the Asian guy that had been dressed as a samurai that pushed even harder and caught up, starting to pass us both.
Increasing my cadence, I matched his pace, not letting him pass. Then another player, a black guy that was a few inches taller than me with an athletic build, but without the mass of either Kline or Oliver, caught up with us and pushed the pace even harder.
My hamstrings and quads were starting to burn. With only about fifty meters left until we reached the open gate to the city, it was as good a time as ever to find out what they had.
I extended to my full stride.
The newcomer and I started to pull away from the Asian guy. He was able to keep from falling back further for a moment, but I continued to push the pace.
Soon he faded and it was just the newcomer there with me. Hitting my top speed, we raced neck and neck for two seconds until he started to inch ahead. 
I wasn't slowing. I dismissed every thought and focused on the finish line. 
He was faster. 
As we reached the edge of the open gate, we had to slow before we reached the foot traffic. 
My heart skipped as I nearly slid to a stop.
A shout of laughter came from my competitor. He had come to a stop and was bent over with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath.
“Good run,” he said, standing to offer me his hand. 
I shook it and agreed. 
“I'm Lucius.”
“Barrell.”
The samurai pushed past, entering the town ahead of us.
Barrell looked to me with a snort.
I just shrugged, with a shake of my head.
 
***
 
With the warmup finished we returned to the training hall. A surprise waited for us.
We stood in the middle of the dojo type room, but this time there was old fashioned work out equipment littering the space. Appearing at the front of the room was an area of mats that were about 20 feet by 10.
“Welcome back, gentlemen. Now that your blood is flowing, it’s time to continue warming up. Jumping jacks. Twenty. Go!” 
Achilles continued to talk as we did the first set, pacing back and forth like a professor lost in thought. He shone, indicating he wasn't really there, but giving this lecture to multiple groups at once. Every so often he would stop, as if distracted, only to continue a few seconds later. He was obviously communicating with the other training groups.
“Why do you want to train? Why do you want to improve? Consistently reminding yourself about your ultimate goal will keep you motivated to reach it. Everything you do starts in the mind.”
When we finished the first set he had us rest for about a minute. The pace was enough to keep us busy, but not overwhelming, so it was easy enough to follow what he was saying.
“If a police officer comes to your door and tells you a loved one has died, what comes first, sorrow or do you first have to listen and understand the information you are given before you have an emotional response? Emotion is a reaction to information. Something must first enter your mind, before your heart can react to it. Everything starts in the mind. Twenty more!”
And so we continued.
“Emotion is not evil, but your feelings can deceive you. As an example, if a loved one dies and you feel numbness instead of sorrow. You may even want to mourn, but your heart won’t allow it at the time. 
“This is why you must not let your heart determine your actions. Numbness may lead you to do nothing, but others need you to be there in their time of need. As time passes, your feelings about something can change. Like a lovesick teenager who finds himself on an emotional rollercoaster you may find your emotions are unpredictable and even dangerous if followed. One moment you are happier than ever and the next you are contemplating how depressing life is. Why continue...”
We rested for another minute. 
I had never been the lovesick teenager type because Destiny, one of the best AIs on the planet, had always been there to literally observing my situation and offer me guidance. But now, after just a week without her, I was really starting to understand the danger and marvels of such feelings for the first time. My time with Victoria, seeing that there was more to Drool than her reputation for ruining guys’ careers, not to mention the steroid cocktails we were being given, all proved to me how intense emotion could be. 
Thank you, Destiny.
“When it comes to fighting, the person with the greatest self-control wins. This translates to two areas: physical and mental. 
“Train your body and you will find you have more tools for your mind to use to win a fight. It all starts in the mind. The mind controls the body. It is logical that the person who is physically superior will often win the fight.
“The exception is if someone uses their mind to come up with a better strategy to utilize their physical skills and the advantages they possess. The power of the mind can overcome the limits of the body to an extent. There are situations that the mind cannot overcome. Knowing your limits is something only experience can teach you.
“Along with your physical weaknesses, there are also mental ones. Emotion must not be allowed to rule the mind. If your emotions rule you, you may win a few fights, but a wise fighter will find a way to take advantage after observing you. When you're driven by anger your mind takes a back seat to desire. Any of your natural tendencies, to overextend when throwing a punch for example, can and will hand the win to your opponent.
“You are warned. Your emotions will seek to rule you. Your job is to rule them and use them as fuel for your benefit and not your harm. Squats. Ten. Go!”
After squats he moved on to arm extensions, mountain climbers, toe touches, push-ups, and cooled down with standing torso and neck stretches. He repeated his lectures, often word for word at least twice before warmup was finished. 
Already feeling the exhaustion of muscles that weren't used to such attention, I followed the group as we moved over to the squat rack. It was a piece of equipment that had never really disappeared from the weight room since its inception a few centuries back. The one before us was in its most primitive form just like most of the equipment here. It was a simple steel design without any logos or décor. A metal barbell sat on the steel pegs to either side of the rack. The large round weights available were some kind of metal dipped in a coating of plastic, with a number on the side. Two 45s were racked on the bar ready to go.
“Now. Each of you is at a different level of fitness. For the first two weeks of our month together you will do nothing else but strength and endurance training. This will include weapon drills, but sparring won’t come until the last two weeks.”
“What?!” a voice from my group blurted out. It was the Asian guy.
Achilles held up his hand, stopping him short. 
“In a perfect world I would train your strength and endurance for six months to a year before we seriously started combat training. With sufficient strength, endurance and weapon coordination you will be able to win most of the fights that come your way by simply overwhelming your opponents.
“Since we don't have that option, we will shock your body out of apathy. For the next two weeks we will do three-a-days. Only after that will we mix skill and strength training for the last two weeks. After this first month, I will recommend private skill training for at least three days a week.”
He stopped pacing, and looked past us.
“Someone just asked, 'Since you are only in Freedom for a year, will there be enough time to finish the recommended training?’ The answer is no. You could train every day for ten years and you would never finish the recommended training. The secret to becoming the best is that there is no hidden secret to becoming the best. 
“If that is what you want I can set you on the path. But know that any progress you make will be done the same way it has always been done by all of the fighters of the past. Nothing replaces time and hard work.
“Any other questions?”
He waited in silence as a question was asked in another class.
“It was asked, 'Is there a more advanced class?' The answer is no. Such training won't start until after basics, and then it will only be via private lessons. If you don't finish my basic training, you will not have access to the private lessons. This is to guarantee that those that do have private lessons with me are at a minimum fitness and skill level. For those of you that already are, I'm sorry, but I won't make an exception. There are just too many students. The private lessons are a reward to those that complete the first stage of training.”
The knuckles in the Asian guy's hands popped as he rolled them into fists. His jaw flexed and didn't relax for at least a minute. 
I wasn't sure he was going to last much longer. I could understand why some people might be upset, but for me, I was sure basic training was exactly what I needed.
 
***
 
After Achilles showed us the correct form for a perfect squat, I was the lucky student to go first.
Mel gave me a hesitant smile as I took my place under the squat rack. Using real barbells was something of the past. The weight machines of today would quickly scan your body’s build and respond to your movements, and then add pressure to simulate weight as it tracked your movement for safety. This would be my first time with old fashioned physical weights. 
Numerous critiques to my form were issued as I executed the exercise.
“Squeeze your shoulder blades together and pull down slightly on the bar to build a platform with your traps for the bar to sit on. It will also help you stabilize your back as you bring the weight down and up.
“Stick your butt out. It might not feel natural yet, but you will put too much pressure on your knees if you don’t. Good. 
“Keep your eyes forward. Not down and not up. 
“There you go. Go as low as you can without letting your back round out. You should feel it in your inner thigh, quads and hamstrings. 
“Drive with your heels! 
“Good. Now do two more. We will do 10 sets of 3. This weight should be light for you, but heavy enough to practice form. Focus on nothing else but your form and what I am saying.”
And so it began. Since there was no variance in weight it didn't become a competition to see how much everyone could lift. The morning was filled with two full hours, including warm up, of learning the correct form of what you might think were basic lifts. Not only did I find out they weren’t necessarily simple, but also why certain aspects of my form were important. 
Achilles explained that full and deep squats in addition to deadlifts and calf raises would be the foundation for our leg exercises. Bench presses, lat pulls, pull ups and military presses would be the foundation for our arm workout. These were the most fundamental of all exercises and activated the most muscle fibers as complex movements.
Any moment I was thinking a skill would pop up saying that I had learned a new workout related ability, but it never came. 
 
***
 
“Line up,” Achilles commanded.
Everyone hobbled over to the mats at the front of the room. We hadn’t even lifted heavy weights, only focusing on form, but there wasn’t a single one of my muscle groups that wasn’t bulging from excess blood flow and worked to its limit.
“Now we will break for lunch. You have two hours for rest and food. I recommend eating before rest, because if you eat last you will likely throw up your food when we start again.
“Make sure you eat plenty of meat and carbs. You will need the protein and the energy for this afternoon. We will go over diet later today before you leave. 
“Finally, focus your mind on your answer from the assignment last night. We will use what you learned when you return.”
Achilles once again phased out and disappeared. 
Food sounded so good. 
“Hey. There is a special at the 9 Lives Tavern. Want to head over with me?” Mel said as I turned to leave.
Finding Barrell, I called to him. “Want to join us?”
My group didn't expect to see me until tonight around dinnertime, so this was a good opportunity to get to know some of my new group.
 



Chapter 6 - Meditation
With a full belly and heavy limbs, Mel, Barrell and I entered the training hall to find the dojo had once again changed. Ten humanoid-shaped, life-sized training dummies stood in the middle of the long rectangular room. Along the walls before the pillars were racks of a variety of weapons, shields and armor made of modern alloy and mesh. We took our seats on the matt near the center of the room. I admit I was tempted to grab a sword and test it out on the dummies.
A few minutes later, Achilles appeared, clapping his hands together to get our attention. He said, “You have all returned. The next thing on the agenda is meditation.” 
A couple of murmurs came from behind me. Achilles ignored them.
“Someone tell me, what is the goal of meditation?”
Mel raised his hand and replied when permitted. “To clear your mind?”
“Absolutely not,” Achilles replied with a smirk. 
Mel slowly lowered his hand.
“But that is a common practice. When I speak of meditation I don’t mean the religious practice from eastern religions. Instead of clearing your mind, I want you to fill it. For the next hour you will further consider your moral weaknesses. In addition to trying to figure out what they are, I want you to try to figure out the practical ways they can hurt you.
“The trick here is to be close-minded,” he said, stopping for a moment as if expecting an objection. “Only allow your mind to focus on what you desire to think about. Close your mind to everything else. It is natural for your mind to wander or focus on things that are emotionally stimulating. Don’t let it. If you lose focus then rein in your thoughts and start again.
“You will find your mind is like a muscle. The more you exercise it, the more control you will have. Now start.”
Looking at Mel, I saw he had the same idea as me as we both took an Indian style position I had seen in pictures of meditation.  
Immediately, I had a problem. With a full belly and a body that yearned for rest, I was drowsy and growing more so. After about five minutes, I had soundly failed any attempt at meditation and was nodding off.
“What are you doing?” Achilles rebuked, although there was an undertone of humor in his voice.
Startled awake, I looked at him, snorting in defeat. How could he possibly think trying to do this after a full morning of working out and eating lunch was a good idea?
“Sorry.” I shrugged.
“If you are tired then stand up, pace, talk to yourself out loud. Meditation is about focusing your mind. It doesn’t matter what you do with your body.”
“Seriously?” 
He grinned. 
At least three other people in my group stood up at the revelation.
Well, I felt stupid. I had been so focused on imitating what I thought meditation was that I had missed the point entirely. The basic principle behind the meditation Achilles was talking about finally clicked.
As I stood, Mel joined me. 
“That's a relief,” he said under his breath while stretching his arms up over his head.
Taking Achilles' advice, I stood up and started walking around the perimeter of the dojo. Turning my attention to the assignment, I found that as I thought I lost track of what my body was doing and where I was at in the room. Pacing seemed to be a natural way for me to focus my mind, and the activity kept me from getting tired. 
My moral weaknesses...
Yesterday, I had admitted that my desire to become the best gamer, that prideful desire, had put me in a position to choose what would further my career over other people. How many times had I purposely embarrassed another player to gain followers? If I were honest it was multiple times a day for about two years—maybe more. It was true I didn't enjoy the destruction of other players like Chewme did, instead I was only as ruthless as I had to be to get what I wanted.
Part of me really started to not like what I was learning about myself. My first reaction was to deny it, but Achilles had mentioned that we needed to be internally honest. His reasoning was sound. If I really wanted to be the best, then I didn't think something so foundational could be ignored.
I stopped walking. I was about to run into a gunmetal rack of weapons. Their overall design had the traditional shape, but these weren't designed to look like historical pieces. The blades had mirror finishes, with a synthetic mesh material on the grips. The spear shafts were the color of blue-tinted skin. It was a biomaterial woven into a solid structure that gave superior flex and spring for ultimate durability. It also had a limited ability to self-repair.
If only I could take these weapons with me. Their quality would far surpass anything we had run into yet.
What, had it been a minute? I was already distracted. Close your mind, Lucius.
Achilles hadn't given us this exercise to just tear ourselves down. Where was I?
What were some practical ways my weaknesses could hurt me?
My next thought staggered me. I leaned back against the closest wall.
Even though my actions in the last battle against the goblin's Western army had been to protect the other players, I had abandoned my group. It had been to overcome the fear that was hanging over my head regarding facing another hobgoblin—the creature that had injured me. It even worked out okay, and they were free to come help out in the end, but my actions could have been detrimental to them. What if they were attacked by a large force after I took off to fight the hobgoblin, or when they had come to help me they were overwhelmed? It would have been my fault. The other players, and especially my group, deserved more than that.
My ambition could be an enemy. I determined right then to protect my friends from it. 
What about Chewme? When the time came we would compete, I was sure of that, but I wasn't sure I could continue our rivalry in the same way. I could no longer disregard others in the way I once had. Not now that I was aware of it. He might not accept that. What would I do then?
The hour passed surprisingly quickly. I didn’t want to stop once my mind was fully engaged.
An odd revelation presented itself to me. This kind of meditation was liberating. Though the questions were uncomfortable and not something I would normally think about, I couldn't help but feel that I was progressing to better understand my own mind.  
Achilles stopped our meditation. “That's enough for now. I recommend everyone make a practice of meditation as a daily part of life. Finding time to focus your mind is critical for every part of life. Now, everyone come over here.”
He stood with a spear in either hand in front of a practice dummy. The dummy glowed with him, meaning it was in a different training room and being augmented before us. Mel had been standing leaning against a pillar with his hands across his chest while meditating. I had ended up on the far end of the dojo, still in the middle of pacing back and forth. 
There was an intense apprehension that Mel and I shared. 
Barrell came up beside us. A large grin told me he had been waiting for this as well. 
It wasn’t spoken, but it could be felt in the room. There was no hiding it. Everyone was thrilled to be able to finally get to some weapon training, even if it was just on dummies.
“Sit.” Achilles motioned with his hand before him. 
We obeyed, looking up at the massive man. In that moment, I realized how easy it would be for him to kill us. Perhaps the greatest warrior alive stood over us, a master of the weapons he held. Turning my focus to his bearded face, any imagined fear faded. He held the spears with gentle grace. I realized he had probably spent more time holding a spear than I had been alive. Maybe two to three times that. Something told me that it was more than a weapon to him and less. I didn't understand where that feeling came from, but I also knew there was no reason to fear him.
“Ladies and gentlemen, what weapon would you like to use for your main weapon?” he asked, pointing to Mel. 
“Sword,” Mel replied like it was obvious. 
Achilles’ face didn’t give away any judgment. He asked other players, some in our group, some outside of it. He opened up the auditory system to let us hear a girl’s voice cast her vote, then other players outside our room followed.
There were a few votes for axes and spears, but sword was the most common answer.
When he came to me, I answered, “Spear.”
There were only a few others after me, then he continued. 
“Those of you that picked spear, was it because I happen to be holding two?”
He raised his brow in question.
“In the majority of situations, swords hold no advantages over spears. The opposite is true. The one exception is in close quarters where you can’t utilize the spear's length and versatility. This does not mean that the sword is superior when your opponent is close to you necessarily, but in the tight spaces where it can’t be maneuvered. Mark the difference.”
After the goblin battle we had just been through I thought it was pretty obvious that you needed both a spear and sword, but you should always start with a spear. After it gets stuck in a goblin, then you unsheathe your sword.
“Do not take this as an excuse to neglect sword practice. It has its place and use like all tools do. I merely want to make sure you are not intoxicated in the illusion that myths and legends give to weapons like the sword. They can be amazing weapons, but real fighting is more a calculation of angles and advantages. The spear's utility is farther reaching, literally and figuratively.
“Fighting is like any job: with the right tool it becomes easier. It is true that a person with a sword can defeat a person with a spear, but as I said before, to be the best you must seek to see things the way they really are. Reality is much different than our imagined fantastical version of the world.”
Leaning one spear against the dummy, he continued, “This is traditionally called a Dory.” He slid the shaft up and back in his hand, feeling its weight and texture. “It is the spear that the infamous Spartans used. When you go to buy a spear, I recommend it become your weapon of choice. 
“The main spearhead is leaf shaped. It gives you the options of a sharp point for thrusting, or razor edge for slashing. It also causes a lot of damage due to the wound inflicted from its wider shaped spearhead. Traditionally, the shaft is made of a dense wood bringing the spear from 7 to 10 feet long. You will start out with 7. The butt of the spear has a spike, or sauroter, meaning lizard killer. It's very good at piercing highly durable targets like armor. Because of its overall effectiveness and versatility, it will be your main weapon while in my class. Let’s begin.”
We were each directed to grab a spear from the rack. These were not like the traditional ones he described but made from the blue biomaterial.
Standing before one of ten training dummies close to the back of the room, I was armed with both spear and shield. My stance had my feet comfortably apart with my shield foot forward, as I thrust at the chest of my target. 
“Let the turn of your torso drive your spear arm forward. Don’t make your arm do the work. Not only will you lose power, but also tire quickly.”
My body was exhausted already, but the small rest during lunch and the meditation had helped enough for another go. It was too early for soreness to set in, but I was dreading tomorrow. The round Spartan style shield called a hoplon was nearly 30 pounds. It was very similar to my own bronze shield, but a little larger all around. It was truly amazing how far I had come in six days. The first day it had been so difficult for me to even hold up my spear for extended periods of time, but now my body had started to adapt to the weight and understand how to manipulate it.
“Do not let your elbow lock, or fully extend while striking. In theory you never want the angle of your elbow joint to reach 0 degrees. Forget theory. If you extend your arm too far it will hurt. Your body will naturally teach you through that pain what to do and what not to do.”
As the spear blade entered the dummy, I felt the blade seep into the flesh-like gel torso. When you drew the spearhead out of the dummy, it immediately repaired itself.
“You will slowly learn weapon presence. Without thinking you won’t just be able to hit your target, but you will be able to control how it hits and how deep it penetrates. The muscle memory you are building will work with your mind in the execution.
“Every blow does not need to be a kill shot with all of your strength behind it. You will find it easier to let the spearhead do the work on an opponent instead and save energy in the process. A shallow pierce takes finesse not brute strength, in addition to less strength to pull the spear point out of the target. You want three to six inches of the blade to pierce the target. With the right placement such a depth can be enough to damage organs and cause severe internal bleeding.
“Even when you do go for a killing shot, if you have mastered weapon presence then you won’t throw all your strength into the thrust, but only what is required. You will also only pierce the target with the spear blade and not ram it up to the shaft, making it even more difficult to remove.”
It was fascinating at first to experiment with how the dummy reacted to different depths of attack. A shallow wound took little strength to remove. A deep wound took more. When fighting goblins, winning had been the only thing on my mind. Having a stationary target was helping me pair the feel of my action with the result of the strike. In the past, this had been an important thing to understand in Virtual Reality Gaming as well. Understanding the physics of your skills and spells was one of the things that separated a good player from a great one.
After a while I started to get an idea of how deep the spearhead could penetrate without making it too difficult to remove. There seemed to be a sweet spot of sorts and anything past that was much harder.
We learned only the most basic thrusts from an overhand and underhand position. The practice lasted for two full hours. There were a few breaks, but despite them, it turned into a time of grueling effort. 
When he had us sit I was ecstatic. 
“That’s it for today. I will send you a message with a full breakdown of your recommended nutrition plan. It will inform you of which foods your body will best respond to and how much protein, fat and carbs to eat. Bring any questions with you tomorrow.”
Achilles seemed to be considering us for a moment before he suddenly faded out again and disappeared. 
The suddenness of it all was lost on me because of my exhaustion. Part of me missed the days when VR was as simple as putting on a headset and relying on your character’s stats to determine your endurance. Normally, practice with my guild could have lasted 8-12 hours. Today we had done maybe 6 hours and he had given us time between to eat and rest. Endurance in the real world was painful.
Next on the agenda? More food.
Before I stood, I found Mel and Barrell were close by.
“You guys want to get some food?”
 



Chapter 7 - Abnormality
Achilles watched them go as he viewed them through his mobile holo. It was pearl white in the shape of a rounded square brick, with a MR-Link to his family's local Metaverse network that projected a HUI, or holographic user interface. It sat in the kitchen upon his synthetic maple tabletop.  Twenty windows were arrayed before him with each of his training groups. He had one hundred and ninety-six students. 
His index finger tapped rapidly against the tabletop. There was so much potential among the group to be excited about, even if only a handful of them would go on to use his training outside of Freedom. 
He pulled up the trainee analysis of each student, a larger popup window shooting up in front of the other windows, displaying a chart of player vitals and stats. Each row showed the image of a different player and the numerous measurements that their VR cubes were monitoring. He had selected the measurements to display. The vast variety ranged from real time blood analysis to skeletal density to muscle fiber condition.
To the far right of the chart, beside each player's information, was a digital muscles diagram. It measured the damage done from their workout to their muscle fibers. This kind of damage was necessary. A muscle accumulated damage when used. That was the point to exercise. It was when the muscle healed that it grew stronger. 
His wife set some brownies on the table and kissed him on the head, knowing he was too focused to really respond. 
His hand found hers and squeezed.
Scanning the rows of players, he saw that every player's major muscle groups had reached the critical zone for maximum muscle stimulus. Mission accomplished. 
An abnormality that he had seen yesterday caused him to pull up an individual's stats. What the muscle recovery gauge was indicating shouldn't be possible. A deep red color showed on the diagram to indicate max stimulus had been reached. One of the students’ readings was already changing from red to orange. There was no question that it had been red. He could manipulate the time of the reading. Moving it back just ten minutes showed the player had been in the red zone, but now… Achilles had thought it was just a system glitch when he had first seen it, but now he wasn’t so sure.
Normal muscle recovery depended upon the muscle group. Larger muscles took longer to recover. Leg muscles like gluts, quads and hamstrings took two to four days to recover normally, depending upon a person’s fitness level, genetics and the intensity of the workout. He expected his students to recover in about half that time due to the steroid and protein therapies.
That hadn't been the case though. He had contacted a few friends that were experts in this field yesterday after his AI had did its initial report on his potential students. One such friend was also training in Freedom and had the same question. The report only measured their recovery time since entering Freedom. During the first two days their recovery time had been what he expected, but after that it had ramped up. By the fourth day they were all recovering three times faster than normal. Even with the best diet, steroid and supplement routine, their recovery time will at the most double. Three times was only possible for those who were genetic marvels. As unbelievable as it was, three of his friends responded with the same answer. It seemed to be accurate.
He had spent his entire life training his body and three times normal was something he had only been able to maintain at peak training times. It was then he had to acknowledge that the government must have made a leap in fitness science and were using Freedom to show off its new effects.
There was another possibility. Part of his orientation after taking this job mentioned that he could expect the players he trained to unlock psionic abilities. It had been speculated among the other trainers that this would be a game mechanic and not real psionic abilities. But if it was true, could his students have a psionic ability that caused them all to recover faster?
If that wasn't enough, the same supposed glitch that he had seen yesterday stared him in the face. Lucius Edwards was recovering not three, but four times faster than what was naturally possible. 
Now that he believed the reporting system was to be trusted with its readings, there was a doctor friend of his that he would show his specific case to. He was starting to worry that recovering so quickly might bring with it some very serious side effects. His students' lives could very likely be in danger.
 



Chapter 8 – Going on a Diet
A large platter of steamy roast beef was set between the three of us. The uncut slab of saliva inspiring meat would supply at least a pound of beef for each of us. 
“I don’t think I can eat that much,” Mel said, wide-eyed.
“I don’t think I can wait,” Barrell replied, as he licked his lips in an exaggerated motion.
Grabbing the long butcher knife that lay across the side of the platter, I carefully cut it into three large portions, then stopped and stared. 
“What’s wrong?” Mel asked.
After a moment of silence, I turned to them both. 
“I don’t think I can share,” I said, moving the knife until it pointed at Mel. He sat closest to me.
His mouth dropped open as he moved his hands to a position to fend against the blade.
Barrell just shook his head.
“But I’m starting to like you guys,” I sighed.
Seeing Mel slowly lower his hands, I burst out laughing.
Barrell smacked him on the back with a bear pat, grinning as he leaned away from the impact. 
For an athlete, Mel didn’t seem to have much of a killer instinct.
“Sorry, man. A friend of mine is rubbing off on me.” I meant Kline. “Here.”
I offered Mel the first helping.
“What brings you guys here?” Barrell asked.
With a nod of approval, Mel went first. “I’m from Turbine Tower, Chicago. It’s not really a tower, but the part of the city next to the wall between south Chicago and Lake Michigan that takes advantage of the wind to power the city. Uh. I’m a swimmer. I come from a family of swimmers. My dad, Trey Davis, was an Olympian and world champion.”
“He did butterfly, right?” Barrell asked.
“That’s him.”
“He got three gold medals?”
“Yes. The 100 and 200 meter. And then the 200 meter again four years later.”
“Why are you here?” Barrell continued. “I mean I just don’t see why you would be interested, as a swimmer.”
“Well,” Mel replied, with a smile. His smile faltered and I knew it was just for show. Looking down, he reapplied his smile and said, “My brother died. We grew up swimming and competing together. I just needed a change of scenery.” 
“Oh man. I’m sorry, Mel.”
“Me too, man,” I added.
He just nodded, fighting to keep the smile on his face even as his eyes started to water.
“I’m from Orlando, well, the suburbs anyways,” I said, quickly changing the subject. Then I gave them the rundown about my semipro gaming career.
“Seriously? You’re a gamer?” Barrell asked.
“Yup.”
Gesturing with his fork, he replied, “You just don’t look…”
“Like a skeleton, or fat, or like a fat skeleton?” I said, responding with a grin.
“Well, I was looking for kinder words.” He chuckled.
“It’s okay. Most high level gamers work out. It’s known to help mental focus and endurance.”
“Ah. So it’s not just to get girls.”
“Well, that too.” 
Mel chuckled, rejoining the conversation.
“What about you?” I asked Barrell.
Leaning back in his chair, with his arms crossed, Barrell smirked. 
“I play gravity ball for Kentucky Classical University. I know, I know, it’s not a combat sport but gravity ball has a lot of spatial grappling. When I got the opportunity, I couldn’t pass it up. Besides, I saw Heather Esper is in Freedom some place. I got to find her and propose!” 
“Wait. You know her?” Mel asked, leaning forward in his seat.
“Nope. I just can’t pass up the chance.”
“Who?” I asked, sheepishly.
Barrell just stared at me like an android that had forgotten how to compute.
“She’s the Zero G National Gymnastics champion,” Mel explained. “She really cute.”
“Cute?!” Barrell chided. “That’s blasphemy! She is the object of all male adoration.” He moved his hands in a fluid motion, outlining a thin waist and curvy hips. “The most beautiful specimen of the female species in the galaxy?”
“So, you like her?” I asked sarcastically; like it wasn’t obvious.
We shared a laugh.
“I think I might have to pick on you,” Barrell said matter-of-factly. “Since you are a gamer and all. No hard feelings, but you didn't even know who Heather Esper was.”
“You might find that difficult looking up from your back,” I relied, squinting into a scowl.
He shook his head with a chuckle. 
“I hear gamers are good at trash-talking, but do you have the muscle to back it up?”
Looking down at my bicep, I lifted my arm and gave it a flex. 
“Do I?” I asked.
Leaning forward, he looked past my arm, his eyes searching back and forth as if nothing was there.
Ignoring his mockery, I shoveled in a mouthful of meat. 
His eyes widened and he took a bite of his own.
After the exchange, Mel seemed to have forgotten the memory of his brother for the moment.
I raked my fork into the roast and tore off a bite. Mouthwatering goodness seeped down my throat.
As we ate, I found Achilles’ message and saw that he had unlocked a new Personal Training Tool.
Dietary Calculator
(Note: Total calories vary depending on your calories burned in the last twenty-four hours.)
Goal: Strength Gain
Total Calories Needed Daily: 4124
Macro Nutrients Totals
Protein: 309 grams
Fats: 137 grams
Carbohydrates: 412 grams
 
Under the macro nutrients tab was another section that let me know how much I had eaten today and what was left. Even after my meal with my new friends, I found I still had plenty of calories left for the day.
Daily Calorie Estimate
Calories Consumed Today: 3256
Macro Nutrients Consumed
Protein: 188 grams
Fats: 102 grams
Carbohydrates: 396 grams
 
Calories Remaining: 868
Macro Nutrients Remaining
Protein: 121 grams
Fats: 35 grams
Carbohydrates: 18 grams
 
Recommendation: Lean meat. You need more protein. Chicken breast is likely the best source of high protein with minimal fat that commonly comes at an affordable price.
 
“You guys have to see this.” 
I directed them to open up their messages and then find the new tool. It was then that the usefulness of using my Advancement Point on the Personal Training Tool became apparent. 
Both of them had new tools, but all that it told them was their total calories eaten today and calories remaining of their recommended amount. That was it. They would have no opportunity to see the breakdown of food and their recommended macro nutrients.
I was able to finish the pound of roast surprisingly easily. It put me over my recommended calories, but the Calories Remaining column turned green even after it was negative three hundred plus calories. Did that mean eating more than the recommended calories was a good thing?
We were having a good enough time that I would have stayed with them if I hadn’t already planned to meet Kline for a late dinner. How would Kline feel if I showed up but didn’t eat with him?
 
***
 
We sat at the Over Eatery in our normal spot near the middle of the room. I showed Kline my Dietary Calculator while we waited for his food.
“Do you think eating the right amount of calories here is really necessary? It’s good practice, but…” he asked.
It was a great question. In most VR Games, when eating you could taste what you ate and the texture of the dish, and enjoy it, but it never affected how hungry you really felt. This was on purpose so that people would log out and eat real food when they got hungry enough. There were rarer situations where feeding tubes or IVs were used to give people nutrients while gaming, but that was for people in the hospital or with terminal diseases.
“I think Achilles’ message said something about that actually.”
Pulling up my menu, I brought up his most recent message and scanned it.
“Yes. Here it is.”
I leaned toward him and spun the window enough that he could see it.
Diet is an essential part of any physical training. There is no difference while you are in Freedom. As you eat you are being fed real food. This food is created via 3d printers with the same nutritional value as whatever you eat here. The danger of not following the prescribed diet is that your progress will be stunted and you are more likely to sustain a training injury.
“That’s incredible,” Kline said, stroking his goatee. “And a real pain. Now I have to go back on my diet.”
He waved over a waiter and asked, “Can I get an oven roasted chicken and, what veggies do you have?”
He chose a roasted bell pepper stuffed with a dozen other vegetables. 
“An entire chicken?” I asked.
“Of course. I don’t like to share,” he said, shaking his head. “I thought you knew me better than that.”
The roasted chicken was delivered, with the pepper on a separate plate.
“Sorry to disappoint you.” I rolled my eyes. “I think your lack of sharing is going to make Lulu fat.”
Which was probably true. He gave her as much food as she wanted.
He snorted. “Son, that’s one thing you never do. It’s rude to mention a woman’s weight.”
Lulu just ignored us as she licked up meat juice from her bowl on the floor.
“You are either growing senile on me, old man, or getting lonely,” I said with a laugh. “Dad.”
With a jerk of his head, his eyes widened and his jaw dropped.
I just looked at him, and sighed away his overexaggeration.
A chicken leg shot to his mouth and a large mouthful was torn from the leg, leaving him staring at me as he chewed.
With a shrug, I stabbed a forkful of chicken breast, faced him, and put the large portion in my mouth. I tried to match his wide-eyed glare as I chewed.
 



Chapter 9 – Haunting Fear
Kline, Peter, Oliver and Victoria were all there, sitting around a large wooden table in our favorite tavern. We were having a great time watching the day's highlights.
Suddenly, the walls were bashed in. Splintered wood flew in every direction. 
Dozens of hobgoblins identical to Grrach, the blue giant that had decimated my back, surrounded me from all sides. My group was gone and I was alone. 
The middle of my back started to twitch. Somehow I knew they were aiming for the location of my injury. 
I turned from side to side looking for a way out, or at least a way to shield my back. 
The muscular hobgoblin directly in front of me bared his teeth in a hungry grin.
I guessed he was grinning at a coming blow. Jumping to the side, I felt the breeze from the huge club that had just missed me.
Now in a crouched position, I watched as three hobgoblins reared back to swing even though they didn’t have a clear shot at my back.
What could I do? Fight? I had no weapon. Run, but then I noticed the walls of the room had returned and there didn’t seem to be any doors out. 
Without having to look I knew there were just as many hobgoblins behind me rearing for their attack. There was nowhere to go. The clubs started toward me. All I could do was… Nothing. 
I prostrated myself on the ground. All hope had fled.
 
***
I shot up from my place on the couch drenched in sweat. The memory of that moment started to fade, but the pain I had felt was as vivid as the night I had experienced it.
Wink was immediately by my side, licking my face. I pushed her back, but started petting her on the neck. 
“Thanks, girl,” I whispered, trying to keep quiet so as to not wake Kline. Too late.
“Nightmare?” Kline said, still lying on his back. He hadn’t even bothered to open his eyes.
“Yeah. I haven’t had one in a few days. I thought they might be gone.”
“Just give it time. Soon enough you will be soloing hobgoblins and finding it embarrassing that you ever had a problem with them,” he said, with a nod of assurance.
“Thanks man.” I sighed, throwing the covers off of me and getting to my feet. “I’m going to get some air.”
“Sure thing.”
I exited to a chill in the air. Someone was baking. A sweet musk of bread floated about in the night.
The memory of my ordeal with the hobgoblin had my mind in a chokehold. Even after facing my fear, here it was, still loitering around like an unwelcome pest. I knew time would eventually push it into a dusty old closet somewhere in the back of my mind, but what about now? There was no way sleepless nights were going to help my training.
I remembered one of today’s lessons. Achilles had said that he recommended we make a habit of meditation. Perhaps focusing my mind could help with this. My first go at it had seemed helpful enough. 
Even though I had basically forgotten to try and meditate after my second dinner, this seemed like as good of a time as any. I began to pace, letting the cold night air fill my lungs as I tried to focus my mind. 
Principle one was that everything started in the mind. Obviously that’s why I was meditating. Principle two was close your mind. Only think about what you want to think about. Reject everything else.
What should I think about though?
Kline had mentioned time being the cure to my nightmares, but had also said that if I was able to defeat a hobgoblin singlehandedly I would be embarrassed of my past weakness. Would that also help me move past my nightmares and fear all together?
I didn’t know the answer to that question, but there was no doubt that my training would keep anything like that from happening again.
I turned my attention from past failures to what to do next.
Two hours passed when I finally lay down on my bed. My mind was racing with different things I might do to take advantage of my time training. Even if Achilles were the best trainer, if I wasn’t also the best trainee, then my progress would be hindered. That wouldn’t be the case if I could help it.
I fell asleep and this time I avoided any nightmares.
 



Chapter 10 – The Siege is Coming
“What are you thinking?! Think of nothing but your goal! One more blow!” Achilles cried.
Surprisingly, I hadn’t been sore a single time this week, but it seemed Achilles was trying to make up for that today with the pace he was setting.
With heavy arms and short breath, I struck again with a thrust from an underhand stance, an attack designed to slip up and under the tasset to injure the thighs or groin area. How many had we done? 100? 150? The exhaustion was overwhelming my mind, which seemed to fade in and out of consciousness. All that was left was a blur.
Since I had arrived today, Achilles had been watching me intently. I knew it wasn’t just his augmented avatar’s viewing angle because he didn’t possess the glow that he had when he wasn’t present. Perhaps he took turns watching each individual student as they worked out.
My dietary goals had gone up every day since training started; especially my carbs to keep up with my energy needs. The one thing that remained clear was that Barrell and Isamu, the guy who had worn the samurai garb, were still swinging, so so was I. The three of us had fallen into a perpetual competition of one-upping each other. Mel was behind me, so I couldn’t see how he was doing, but he was also the least competitive of our group.
“According to those who have studied the skeletal remains from ancient battlefields, 70% of skeletal remains contain some kind of leg wound. 70%! Don’t forget to turn your wrist as you draw back your thrust so that the cutting edge will hit flesh if your opponent dodges at the last moment.”
After a few more strikes we switched stances and shifted to shield bashing. This was just as grueling, if not more so, than practice with the spear because of the shield’s weight. 
By the time we were done with the first workout session I was desperately in need of food and water. I was now eating close to five thousand calories a day. This was good news because it meant sweets weren’t entirely off limits. It was bad news because I had to keep eating even when I wasn’t hungry.
It was now Friday, our last day this week working out with Achilles. We had really started training this last Sunday and had been going at it for six days straight. The results were absolutely insane. Part of that was no doubt because of our training schedule. For the first time in my life my belly fat was gone, leaving a six pack. I had always been fairly athletic, but the firmness of my arms and chest were at a level I had never thought to achieve.
Over the last week our training schedule had mostly stayed the same. It was as follows:
Schedule 
Session 1 - 7:00 – 9:00 am – Skill Training
Session 2 - 11:00 – 1:00 pm – Weight Training
Session 3 – 3:00 – 4:00 pm - Meditation
Session 3 – 4:00 - 5:30 pm - Running
 
As a group, all ten of us went to a tavern called Mario’s Grub for breakfast. The owner was an Italian American and made everyone feel like family. Besides the fact that he insisted on making modern food, including pizza, he would come out and sing Italian songs to the crowd on a whim. 
This tavern was similar to all the others, mostly made from wood with big round tables. Mario had thrown up some Italian red and green in the form of wall tapestries and placemats to give it a little flair. The large screen wall panel was still present with Freedom player news playing as we found a table. 
“I don't agree. Achilles is wasting a lot of time having us spend so much time focusing on basics,” Isamu insisted. “He should increase the difficulty. It will force the best out of those that fall behind or they will end up quitting.”
“Achilles isn't as interested in forcing the best out of us as he is helping us build a foundation for long term training, if you ask me,” Mel replied.
“If you ask me, they should play reruns of Mia's VR Haven during lunch,” Barrell said with a sigh. “If I have to listen to you guys whine, it would be nice to have a pretty face with my pizza.”
I stared blankly at him. 
“You are worse than they are.” I snickered.
“Better you mean,” he said, turning to Isamu. Dipping his head to either side, Barrell did an obnoxious victory dance to antagonize him.
Ever since Isamu had stomped off after losing our footrace, Barrell had hounded him. There was always an uncomfortable air that lingered between them.
Isamu didn't answer, but something sinister was happening between those ears. Their eyes met.
I pushed Barrell with my elbow, stealing his attention.
The program playing was called Freedom News. It was the closest thing we had to a real news broadcast, so its name seemed to fit. The male announcer ran down the possible approaches the player army could take.
“So it seems that there are about five or six player villages interested in this goblin city. There have only been three goblin cities found and they are spread out widely just as the player cities are. These cities are of different sizes, but we can’t mention details or their locations due to cheating concerns. There are talks right now of three separate battles, although I admit that is just speculation.”
Multiple guild leader mugshots were shown in quick succession with the name of the guild plastered above their head. 
“These are the head guilds that are starting to emerge among the player population. Many of them have over a hundred members already.”
 When Victoria’s picture flashed with the guild name Prodos, my hand reflexively rolled into a fist and I had to keep myself from cheering. 
Harrison’s bearded mug was also shown with his guild name Occupational Hazzard. The name fit him perfectly.
“Okay, we gotta do this,” Isamu declared.
“I’m in,” Barrell replied.
Their eyes met again, but this time they nodded to one another.
“You think Achilles will let us?” Mel asked. 
“We will just have to keep our time fighting to the weekends,” Barrell answered.
“Does anyone know where it is?”
“It isn’t that far. About two hours east,” I said, jumping into the conversation.
Their eyes were all on me. 
“I’m a part of guild Prodos. We are the guild that found the goblin city. I’ll get in contact them and see if they can use us during our time off.”
“Finally! I’m tired of these bloody drills,” Isamu said. “So tomorrow we might get to participate in a war.”
“I doubt it,” Barrell replied. “It sounds like it will be a few weeks before the guilds will be organized.”
“That’s what my friend was saying as well,” I added.
“Well, let’s at least check with Achilles to see if he is going to allow it,” Mel insisted. 
Isamu rolled his eyes but in the end agreed.
 
***
 
Our second training session fell in line with the rest of the week. It was time for weightlifting. It was always a full body exercise with a mix of brief and longer rest periods. Achilles was again watching me. Perfect form was mandatory as was executing the positive pull or push exercise with maximum speed. The negative of the exercise was done slowly and with control. The goal was to build explosiveness. With Achilles present, it felt like ten pounds were added to every exercise.
More food and then the third session came and went. It was shorter than the other two. Since we were already facing exhaustion from the day, I think it was more out of necessity than the kindness of Achilles’ heart. 
The first half an hour we were put through multiple kinds of sprints. This included wind sprints, 100 meter dashes, 200 meter dashes and even a 400 meter dash or two depending on what Achilles desired. There was more resting during this time and a fifteen minute rest between sprinting and long distance running. The last 45 minutes really just ended up being laps around Willingham’s city wall. 
That night was no different than the rest of the week. Falling asleep always threatened to return me to the memory of my past injuries. But now I had a weapon against it. Meditation had become a nightly necessity for me. I would spend time getting my mind focused at least two hours before bed, then find myself laying down and falling asleep to dream about things I had been meditating about.
At the end of week all my stats had skyrocketed. Everything had leveled more than once. I had reached over one thousand Health Points for the first time. My Combat Level had advanced three levels and Strength reached Rank E! All I needed now was something else to compare my stats to. The major benefit I had seen so far was how my stats responded to my training. 
I had been wrong thinking that my stats only increased after sleep, although they did seem to have the biggest boost then. If I relaxed long enough, my stats would increase if I had an intense training session before. That greatly increased how quickly I was figuring out how to use the Personal Training System. I wouldn’t be with Achilles forever. I needed to figure it out as quickly as possible so I was ready for after basic training.
There was a lot I had been able to figure out even with limited data. Skill training was a mixed bag, with an increase in every stat. After weight training I had an increase in anaerobic, fast and slow twitch muscle. Running was also mixed because we sprinted and ran long distance, but cardio and anaerobic seemed to do especially good after those sessions. So far I only had one weeks’ worth of data, but in time I was convinced I could fine-tune my body as I needed. The only question remained, after basic training, what exactly should I train?
 
***
 
The four of us had taken Achilles’ advice and had arrived at the training hall on Saturday. We had the weekend off. Today, instead of Achilles’ training uniform we were all geared up.
We entered one by one, but the four of us appeared together once inside across from the old man.
Looking to Mel, I saw him smiling like porting into an instanced room at the whim of an AI that knew to keep us together without having to be told was a normal thing in a medieval setting.
With a sign, I chinked forward in my bronze chainmail. My stride was more fluid than it had been with leather pants after I had replaced them with a leather tasset that covered my hips and groin. My knees were vulnerable, but bronze greaves tucking into my boots took care of my shins and calves. Still inventoried were my weapons and bronze round shield, which was similar to what I had been training with, so I was sticking with it. My primary upgrade had been my spear, which was now one of the dories Achilles had told us about.
Barrell’s chainmail rattled even louder than mine. Whether the rusty iron was the culprit or it was just looser, I didn’t know.
“Welcome. You are here for combat training?” the robed old man asked with an eyebrow raised.
Stepping up to my side, Mel lacked the jangling mess of chain. He wore one of the best leather breastplates I had seen. It was hardened over the gut and would give any blade a challenge. Over his chest were multiple layers of leather woven into the bottom vest. It also smelled of new leather, which was one of the best selling points for why I should switch back.
“Yes!” Isamu replied, crossing the enormous sleeves of his kamishimo across his chest. “I need to hit something.”
The only time Isamu seemed to mellow down was after a good workout while we were enjoying a meal.
“Very well. Will you enter the Bandit Fortress? It is Master Achilles’ recommended training ground. There will be opportunity to fight one on one and against groups of humanoid fighters. Their Combat Level varies from Rank F to Rank C. Their combat styles are western European and they wield every common weapon type from that region.”
“Yes,” I blurted out, glancing at Isamu from the corner of my eye. 
His mouth had been open to say something, but he closed it, showing only the slightest annoyance.
These were the very type of enemies we had faced in Freedom, so I didn’t want to give him an opportunity to choose some exotic enemy.
Barrell patted me on the back. 
My chainmail went off like a wind chime. 
The grimace on his face told me he had meant for his approval to be between the two of us. 
“Let’s go,” Isamu demanded.
“Very well. It will cost you one of your four credits. These credits are a part of Achilles’ training package. You will have three more visits before you must purchase more credits,” the old man said, nodding.
Mel gave me a look of relief before we ported in.
 
***
We ported into an autumn painted forest, with a layer of reds, yellows and oranges upon the forest floor. About half a mile away from a two-story stone barracks surrounded by a shorter but much more vicious version of the wooden post wall that Willingham had. The palisade logs were thicker, only reaching about eight feet in the air, with much of their bark left on when shaping them for the wall. Each log was sharpened at its peak as a warning to anyone that dared to climb it.
“There!” Isamu hissed.
A humanoid walked slowly around the outskirts of the Bandit Fortress. He was only fifty meters out. Above his head was not only a title, Bandit Scout, but his Combat Level, which was Rank E.
I swallowed hard. 
Knowing its rank would be very helpful once we got to test how strong each rank was, but I had a bad feeling about it. If it used the same ranking system that players used, then we were the same rank. Worse than that, I was only Rank E Level 4. I wasn’t sure if the bandits had levels like we did, but it was likely this guy was stronger than me.
Bandit Scout or not, he had no bow, but a sheathed sword and a full suit of leather armor with an iron skullcap. Looking at its face and skin, it looked human except he had dark green skin with purple veins.
“It’s an Ekseliksi,” Isamu said.
Worried, Mel stuttered, “Wha… What is an alien doing here?” 
I had the same question, especially seeing it in medieval garb. Not that they would object to the type of combat, but it was almost like mocking their rejection of technology. In truth, they didn’t reject technology entirely, just merging with it. They used ships and computers, but they had opted for robotics that would serve them in place of mixed reality and the Metaverse.
“Waiting to die,” Isamu said, pulling his broadsword from his inventory.
So he had decided to forgo Achilles’ recommendation and fight with the weapon he had been training with since he was six. Well, at least a weapon closer to a katana.
“Be careful. The only thing Ekseliksi love more than changing their bodies is killing humans,” Mel insisted.
“Let’s do this,” Barrell said, standing. He rolled his shoulders and stepped out where the bandit could see before anyone could interject. 
Mel looked at me, bewildered. 
I was just as taken aback by the suddenness of it all, but I shook off the shock as the bandit rushed Barrell at frightening speed. 
The bandit’s sword was out and clanging against Barrell’s shield after easily ducking past the dory that had been aimed at his chest. 
As we all joined in, the scout didn’t even flinch, but increased its speed as it danced past every spear point that we could throw at it. 
Barrell caught a slash to his thigh and went down with a moan. 
It was immediately obvious that the goblins we had faced before were nothing in comparison. Goblins were stupid, slow and lacked skill.  They ran to their deaths happily just to give us their loot. Only the Goblin Soldiers had been a challenge and their armor had a lot to do with that. In a sense, they had been practice dummies that would punish you only if you did something really stupid. But now, we finally faced real skill. 
We tried to surround him, but a quick combination of blows put any of us that tried to flank him off balance. 
Barrell returned to his feet and looked for an opening but kept his distance.
How could someone with a sword so easily face off against four people with a superior reach? 
I tried to overcome his skill with a combo of my own. I thrust my spear towards his face, but his head turned at the last moment. My shield pummeled where he had been, finding nothing but air.
Thankfully Barrell had anticipated his reaction and scored a glancing blow to his knee by sweeping low with his spear. Someone had been paying attention in practice. 
Jumping back, the bandit stopped attacking and stared at us with curiosity. Bowing his head only slightly as if to acknowledge our achievement, he pulled out a hidden dagger, holding it upside down in a reverse grip. 
He stalked forward. 
It was Mel who was the first to find a way to reach his flank. 
The bandit spun to meet Mel’s spear.
Two spears and a sword bit into the bandit’s side as one.
A generous amount of experience filled my experience bar. It gave an eighth of a level. 
To my dissatisfaction, it didn’t drop any items or coins. I had a bad feeling that any enemy fought through the training hall wouldn’t drop any items at all. This place wasn’t supposed to be a substitute for the world of Freedom, just a place to get stronger. The fact that it only gave experience made perfect sense.
With a whistle, Barrell sat down in a heap. He began to nurse his thigh, which had a bad gash as long as my hand. We would have to wait for him to heal.
“Enough of this. I can’t move with you guys so close. I’ve got the next one,” Isamu insisted.
“Uh. That thing took on four of us and you want to fight one alone?” Mel asked, as he ran his fingers through his hair.
Isamu didn’t bother with an answer. He started walking toward the enemy fortress.
Another scout appeared in the distance walking this direction. There was a clearing before the fortress which it skirted around as it scanned the forest for intruders.
Stepping out, Isamu left the forest and made himself visible.
Immediately, the scout saw him and took off after him. This bandit had a yellowy orange tint to his skin, was a head shorter than the last one, and wielded two forearm-length daggers.
With one leg in front of the other, Isamu took his stance, his sword out front to meet the coming enemy.
As he neared, Isamu shifted his weight, bringing his sword back as if winding up.
The bandit drew back a dagger. When in range, he lunged, thrusting toward Isamu’s open chest.
In a flick of movements, Isamu met the bandit’s charge. His movement was too fast to see. One moment his sword was back at the ready and the next it had arched forward.
The bandit staggered as he passed wide of Isamu. There was blood on his shoulder and a deep scar in the thick leather across his chest. 
I looked to Barrell. 
The same concern I felt was written all over his face.
Isamu had ended up hanging out with us because he was the only other guy that dared to compete with me and Barrell’s pace in training. His sense of competition was welcome, but he was obviously overbearing. Even then, neither one of us had felt threatened by him, until now. I didn’t like the idea of having a guy around who you never knew what you could do to set him off, especially if his skill with the sword matched his arrogance.
The bandit circled. His hand covered the wound on his shoulder which he had difficulty rolling.
Standing in one place with his sword between them, Isamu moved his feet just enough to keep the bandit in front of him. There was no hurry. He waited for him to come.
When the bandit gave in and danced forward, with one dagger he swatted Isamu’s sword to the side and the other he slashed at his closest arm.
Before the blow reached him, Isamu slashed low.
The bandit anticipated it and jumped back. The sword only grazed the bandit’s leather pants, not even drawing blood.
Isamu didn’t hurry any exchange and waited for the bandit’s advances. Each time he countered and left the bandit with another scratch. Then finally, the bandit lunged forward to swat at his sword and Isamu thrust at the same moment, penetrating the bandit’s chest up to half the length of his blade.
Once again the bandit dropped no item, but Isamu seemed happy with the experience.
“That was amazing,” Mel said, congratulating him.
Barrell and I exchanged nods with him. His fight had no doubt been a challenge for us to do better. He knew we could not.
“I have an idea,” I said, waving everyone to gather around. It was true I couldn’t compete with Isamu yet one on one, but if you are losing the game, change it.
After about ten minutes another Bandit Scout respawned on this side of the enemy fortress. This one had pale green skin and was a foot taller than the last. It was the first enemy that I had seen respawn since entering Freedom, but considering we were in the training hall, I suspected this didn’t exactly count. This one looked to have a short sword and buckler.
I approached him alone without spear or shield. My chainmail gave me away before I made it to the clearing.
If he hadn’t seen me yet, I made sure he knew where I was by throwing a branch from about twenty meters out. 
When his eyes met mine, I ran.
Bounding through the woods, I ran toward an opening in the underbrush. Behind it was a thicket that would block me off from any escape. 
With one last leap over a downed tree trunk, I entered the clearing, took a few strides at full speed, then slid to my knees where I grabbed my shield and turned with a huge oak tree to my rear. 
The bandit was about to enter the clearing.
My heart raced, but my nervousness faded away. The only thing that existed was the incoming bandit.
He jumped over the log into the clearing. 
Seeing me crouched down, he ran at me as he prepared an overhand slash.
I fell to the side, with my shield covering most of my torso. My hand found my hidden spear and thrust it forward, throwing leaves and twigs flying about. The dory’s blade met the bandit who had no time to stop. 
Miraculously, he was able to react, but not fully dodge. He spun at the last moment, the spearhead clipping the side of his lower ribcage. He jumped back, surprise fresh on his face. 
“Bar!” I signaled.
Barrel and Mel shot out from the bandit’s left flank.
The bandit was still able to fend them off for the first couple of blows, though the wound I dealt had slowed him significantly.
Now on my feet, I didn’t bother attacking, but waited. They turned up the pressure to back him up.
“Isu!”
Isamu rushed out from its rear. To the bandit’s credit he was turning away most of the frontal attack, but Isamu slashed low across his calves, crippling him. 
“My name is not Isu!” Isamu yelled out, annoyed.
Mel and Barrell’s spears finally found purchase.
As everyone caught their breath, I found Mel bending over where I had been, mimicking my hidden spear trick.
“You ready to give it a shot?” I asked.
He looked up at me with a focus in his eyes that I hadn’t seen there before. When his brother died his competitive spirit must have slipped into some hidden corner of his mind. Now that I had seen it, I wanted to help him unlock it again.
“Give it a shot. We will all take turns,” I added.
Looking down, then off toward the bandit fortress, he weighed it in his mind.
When I thought he might be preparing himself to give it a shot, Isamu happened.
“Come on. Someone else go or I’m getting the next one,” Isamu said, while swinging his sword in small practice slashes.
Barrell looked over at Mel, then met my eye. Shrugging, he said, “I got it. Sorry, Mel, the next one’s yours.”
Suffice it to say, Mel didn’t end up pulling one that day. Isamu wouldn’t give him the room to prepare his mind for the job. Still, everyone got their share of kills, even Mel. 
Not one of us made it through the day without a handful of injuries, but as they came our teamwork became less awkward and the battles began to flow. Never once did we face more than one bandit. The closer we went to the entrance of the fortress, the more likely we were to pull more than one.
About four hours later we had had enough. Even though there had been no item drops it hadn’t been for nothing.
You have reached Level 30!
Ability Points +1!
Advancement Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 66 meters!
 
With an ability and advancement point ready, it was time to unlock the Communications advancement.
I immediately spent it on Communication, which finally unlocked Personal Messaging. It was really the last basic ability I needed for this to feel like a complete game system. Now it was time to really get serious about what to unlock next. I knew what the Sensory Upgrade was, so it was at the top of my list. Still, now that the Player to Pet upgrade would become available to me in the Advancement Simulator, I needed to find the time to find out what it really did.
Only three of us decided we would be coming back the next day. Mel excused himself, but Barrell, Isamu and I would dare it again. After the day's progress of getting to test out our training there was no way I would miss it. 
 



Chapter 11 – That's Impossible
Kline was seated alone when I met him for dinner that night at the normal place. If the medium well-done steak in front of him was any indicator they were doing well.  
He waved me over, smiling with a mouth full of food, and pointed to the show playing on the big screen. 
I joined him and saw that I had made it in time for the beginning of Mia’s show. 
She sported blue, shoulder-length hair, with a purple ponytail sticking up and falling to one side. It bounced back and forth as she spoke to her guest. 
“We all know of the goblin raids, which have been tirelessly reported on by just about everyone, but what else have players been doing?”
Her purple hair jumped toward her guest like a cat as she turned to face him. 
The man was nearly her opposite in look, wearing a traditional black business suit; a red bowtie was his only flair.
“Mia! Your question is just as marvelous as your cuteness.” He looked at her wide-eyed like she was the steak Kline was eating. Creepy. 
“Of course the goblin situation is just one of many things happening. Multiple quests have already been confirmed involving merchants seeking players to defend the farms that provide food to the player cities. These farms are in the west in the opposite direction the goblins are coming from.”
Jaw dropping, Mia showed her shock. “You mean something other than goblins are attacking the players’ food supply?”
“Oh yes! That is exactly what I’m saying. There are only rumors and a few player videos, but we might see mirlocks, wolves, and even orcs.” 
A shriek came from Mia, who was now hiding behind both of her hands. Peeking out from under her hands she replied, “Orcs?”
She had already played a few videos of orcs earlier in the week so her surprise was purely for show.
And there was no denying that she put on a good show. She was a much better entertainer than I was. Which reminded me. It had been a while, so I took a selfie with Kline, who was more than happy to smile with a mouth full of meat. I shared it on my fan page.
“Orcs!” the man insisted.
She fled back behind her hands.
“They are shorter than the hobgoblins, but much more skilled and work as a team. Here’s a clip of three of them facing a group of ten players.”
Three yellow skinned humanoid monsters with a rank of E under their title Orc, and underbites with protruding canines. They stood shoulder to shoulder with crude horned round shields. Their weapons matched, being horned clubs. 
Wait, they had ranks? It was just like the Bandits at the training hall. 
“Since when do they show ranks?” I asked Kline.
“Oh. If you use an advancement point on Danger Indicator then it gives you a lot more information on any monsters you fight. It’s really helpful. The commentators started to include the ranks after fifty percent of the Freedom player population acquired the skill. When we faced the mirlocks, a few of them were Rank E+. Without the danger indicator, it’s difficult to tell. They only have slightly darker green skin.”
“That's good to know. I hadn't noticed it in the Advancement Simulator.”
The group that faced the orcs was on the offense, surrounding them with spears and swords. They rushed their attacks on the orcs, with little strategy other than surround and overwhelm. 
“So, the gaming student becomes the master. You should probably show me respect and call me the Grandmaster Gamer of Awesomeness!”
“Don't get carried away.” I chuckled. “What level are you?”
“Whatever. I get no respect. Made it to level 46 today.”
“Not bad. Weren't you just level 41 yesterday?”
“Yup. You're missing out.”
I sighed. “I did find a place to get a little experience. I made it to level 30 today.”
“I am the master,” he said in a sinister voice.
In one sense, despite his sarcastic jeering, he wasn't necessarily wrong. I was getting further and further behind by spending all my time training only my body. At least fifty percent of the population had surpassed me according to Kline. Otherwise they wouldn't be applying the rank system to the monsters they showed publicly. The good news was that he was leveling fast, so I could probably catch up fairly quickly too. It was possible though that the higher level mixed reality unlocks could put them on an entirely different level.
I turned my attention back to the screen, where the players had attacked first. The orcs formed up back to back and went on the defensive. It was something goblins were too stupid to do. They received a few small wounds in the process, but survived the first onslaught with relative ease. 
After about a minute the players started to tire and their attacks slowed. The counterattack began.
An opening presented itself, so an orc lunged forward and crushed the shoulder of a player, then quickly retreated. Another opening for an orc and a player received a gash on his leg. 
Two minutes into the fight and half of the players were wounded. Two of them had serious injuries and were out of the fight. 
Flashing back to Mia’s guest, he commented, “As you can see, the orcs are far superior to even the goblin soldiers most players fought in past battles.”
With a sad face, Mia retorted, “What happened to the players? Did they defeat the orcs?” 
“Well, I wasn’t going to show it because well… Do you want to see it?” 
“Yes!” 
The man smiled wickedly and waved his hand; the recording returned. 
About eight players were shown running through what looked to be farmland followed by the three orcs. Two of the players were nowhere to be seen. 
“Did they… die?”
“It was gruesome,” the man said soberly.
The biggest of smiles reached Mia’s face. “That’s wonderful! Not for the two poor guys, but that there are more challenging enemies for our beloved players to face.” 
There was another observation that deserved consideration. The individual bandits who I had faced today were the same rank as the orcs, but were undeniably better than any of the orcs one on one. Was the reason for the discrepancy because their stats were similar but their skill wasn't measured? Or did the orcs’ ability to work as a group affect their rank, giving them an equal combat rank? The rank might vary between races as well. If a Rank E orc and a Rank E bandit weren't the same, that would make the system nearly worthless though, unless you had the ability to see them fight and compare their abilities. Or even worse, you had to fight them both to compare the differences in rank.
“Lucius,” Kline interrupted my train of thought.
Looking at him, I saw he was pointing to a homely serving girl who had been waiting for me to order. 
I settled on the chicken soup, which was cheap enough I could have a lot, and ordered two helpings to start.
“Hungry, huh. How’s training?” he asked, examining me carefully.
“I need the calories. It’s basically non-stop except for the weekend,” I replied.
He nodded in understanding. “How non-stop? You’ve already had a pretty drastic transformation. There was more muscle under that baby fat than I thought.”
“Hah. I doubt that. We are doing what Achilles calls three-a-days.” 
“Three-a-days?” he asked, his tone surprised. 
“We are doing weapon drills for two hours. Resting. Then weightlifting for two more hours after lunch. Resting again. Then running for about an hour and a half.” 
“How often?” 
“Monday through Friday.”
“What about the intensity? Are some days more relaxed than others?”
I let out a belly laugh. “I wish. I didn't think I was going to be able to walk after the first day. But surprisingly I wasn't even sore. Every day since he seems to ramp up the intensity.”
“And you haven't been sore once?”
“Nope. I’m always hungry though. My calorie needs started in the four thousand range, but I'm up to eating about eight thousand a day now.”
He stared into me with a seriousness that I had only seen one other time. The time he had offered to let me finish the hobgoblin master sergeant.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, suddenly concerned.
“You do realize that what you are saying is impossible, right?”
“But you are the one that said they would be crazy to not pump us full of steroids so that we recover faster.” 
He laughed a little too maniacally for my liking. 
“Not steroids. A cocktail. Steroids are only part of what make such therapies work, but also safe. Yes, they should make it possible for you to recover faster, but what you're describing is beyond anything that exists. Maybe two to three times better.”
“Do you think it’s dangerous?”
He looked down for a long moment before he answered. “I don't know. Answer me this though. When he has you lifting weights, are you doing circuit training, or working until failure? Do you know the difference?”
“I do. The first day he had us doing circuit training, but since our second day it’s been until failure. He wants us to explode in the positive and go slow in the negative.”
“I can’t believe I didn’t catch this earlier.” He looked at me as if he was seeing me for the first time. He sized up my chest and arms. “Take off your armor and shirt.”
“Wait. Here?!”
“Yeah. I'll pay for your meal.” He raised one brow.
“Fine.”
I removed my chainmail and undershirt. Suddenly, I was sitting in a busy tavern shirtless. 
Player eyes were on me immediately, although most just glanced over then returned to watching Mia while shaking their heads. It was the eyes of a female waitress that caused me to go dry-mouthed. What was worse was that I didn't know if she was an NPC governed by an AI or a real person employed by Freedom. The fact that there were also millions of people watching via the metaverse made it even worse. 
I immediately rejected the idea of taking a selfie.
To say I was embarrassed because I was ashamed of how I looked was no longer true though. Not only did I have a six pack, but I could feel the muscles in my chest, back and shoulders flex as they reacted to the drafty tavern. If I had looked like this two weeks ago before entering Freedom, no one would have believed I was a gamer.
“Okay. Put it back on.” 
Still having my inventory pane up, I was dressed before he continued speaking.
“That confirms it. Not only has your body fat percentage been reduced drastically, but you have some pretty impressive muscle growth. Maybe in a few months, but not in two weeks.”
We were both quiet for a number of minutes after that. As happy as I was to be progressing so quickly, Kline didn't have to say anything else for me to realize this could be very dangerous.
As if an AI was listening in on our conversation, Mia had an announcement.
“Breaking news!” The subtlety of her voice made it clear it was going to be serious. 
Her guest sat there, wide eyed and silent. 
“You guys have to hear this. Codename: Freedom staffers are making an official announcement. Let’s listen in.”
A sharp-eyed gentleman in a blue dress uniform stood facing the camera. Two men on either side of him wore tight fitting, black athletic shorts and blue tank tops with Codename: Genesis written across the front. Either one could be called nearly perfect physical specimens. 
The man in uniform was already talking. 
“… that’s right. Codename: Freedom is actually the second stage in a larger experiment. But today we are releasing to the public some of our findings from stage one, Codename: Genesis.
“Stage one used military personnel as the primary subjects. Over two years, they helped us perfect the technology and made stage two a possibility. Please, everyone, give our men and women in uniform a round of applause for the amazing work they did,” he said somberly.
Applause erupted from a pretty decent sized audience at whatever location the video was being taken.
“Now. Staff Sergeant Melendez and First Lieutenant Carter will demonstrate for us how effective Codename: Genesis and the technology involved is for training today’s soldiers. 
“Here is footage of the two of them executing two of the most common track and field events. First, First Lieutenant Carter will run the mile. A digitally imposed runner will be shown running with him so that you can compare him with what was the world record at the time of recording. Enjoy.”
The track was outside in a professional auditorium, but no one was in the stands. A dull silver color track was marked with eight lanes. 
First Lt. Carter was in the same outfit, but the shoes he wore were little more than socks. The type of track didn’t require spikes of any kind, and repelled dust and most elements except the material the track shoes were made of. This caused the friction between the runner and the track to be as good as possible. 
The beginning of the race started with the traditional pop from a gun.
Carter shot out at a sprint, quickly overtaking the digital runner. It was odd since there were no other runners running against him. Normally an early kick was used as a psychological thing or to gain position among other runners, so why was he going out so fast?
“That guy is Skip Shapiro. He holds the world record,” Kline offered.
“The digital guy?” I asked.
“Right.”
He stayed out front of the digital runner and continued his fast pace the entire first curve and then into the first straight. The digital runner was now about ten meters behind. It wasn’t much of a distance to make up in a mile, but Carter’s approach to the race seemed rather unwise, especially against the world record holder.
Then into the third curve, when he didn’t slow, I started to worry for the guy. He was at a good pace for a 400 meter dash, but not a mile. 
“Well, this is going to end badly,” Kline spoke, as much to himself as anyone else.
Into the last straight, he started to pull away even more from the digital runner. I found myself sitting on the edge of my seat. 
Even though I was primarily a gamer, I had run track in junior high, and I knew world class milers had a very extreme pace. Compared to unpracticed and untalented runners, the best runners would seemingly be sprinting to get down near the 3:31 world record time. Still, this pace was impossible to keep up. 
Had they misspoken? Was it really an 800 meter dash he was running?
As he made it halfway round for his second lap, I laughed and I sat back in my chair. It was probably an 800 meter dash instead of a full mile. Someone was in trouble for the mistake.
The last straight for Carter’s second lap was still an all-out sprint. As he neared the finish line, I had to admit he had run an amazing race. He was now nearly 50 meters ahead of the digital runner. 
When he crossed the finish line and didn’t slow his pace I found myself holding my breath. 
When I looked over at Kline, his eyes met mine with the same amount of disbelief. 
The fact that the man hadn’t collapsed… It was… What was I watching?
When he neared the finish line of his third lap, the tavern was dead silent. Even the waitresses were standing still watching the screen. The man was nearly 100 meters ahead of the digital runner.
Kline stood up.
Darning to take my eyes off the screen for even a moment, I saw he wasn’t the only one. Half the room was on its feet. 
I stood as well, turning my eyes back to Carter who didn’t show any signs of slowing. 
The room went from silent to full of electric whispers. Soon everyone was on their feet and they applauded as the man rounded the last corner. 
The pounding of my heart thundered at the revelation of what this really meant.
He crossed the finish line. His time showed 3 minutes and 12 and a half seconds. Not only had he broken the world record, he had crushed it. It was speculated by experts that it was not possible for a human being to ever run under a three minute and thirty second mile without cybernetic or bio-enhancements. They had been wrong.
18 and a half seconds later the digital runner finally caught up. 
The room rung with applause. 
I looked to Kline who was shaking his head back and forth in shock. We both knew that what we had just witnessed would send shockwaves through the media and turn the world of athletics upside down. Not to mention scare the militaries of every hostile country in the world—and galaxy, for that matter.
We sat down as the program continued. The uniformed officer turned to 1st Lt. Carter and saluted him. He quickly received a salute in return. 
Turning back to us, the officer continued, “Now that we have your attention, let’s move on to Staff Sergeant Melendez. He will be running the 100 meter dash.” 
I knew what was about to happen, but that didn’t change the insanity of the entire situation. If you consider over the last couple hundred years, the world record for the mile run had only changed about 15 seconds. The 100 meter dash had only changed by about half a second. 
Staff Sergeant Melendez appeared on the same track, adjusting his set of blocks at the starting line. 
In the corner of the screen appeared the text.
World Record 
8.59 seconds 
He took his place and positioned himself for the blast from the gun. 
“Ready”
Red light appeared, leaking out of Staff Sergeant Melendez like steam from an ancient engine.
Voices of outrage and exclamation followed the sight. It was the second time I had seen anything like it.
“Set”
With nearly perfect reaction time, Melendez exploded out of the blocks at the sound of the gun. The strength the man possessed to be able to drive himself forward was unlike anything I had ever seen. 
His ability to fly across the ground was happening so quickly I almost didn't believe my eyes. When he crossed the finish line, I found myself speechless.
New World Record
8.19
 
The rest of the room applauded, but Kline and I stood in silence.
As the crowd settled down, I verbalized my fear. “Is it safe?”
All he could do was shrug.
My food came soon after, and we sat there in thoughtful silence as we ate. 
When I finished my first bowl of soup, I noticed he was looking at me eat. 
“You were saying that Achilles has you doing three-a-days, right?”
I nodded. 
“He knows.”
Opening my mouth to deny it, I stopped short. Wait. He would have to. “He did change our training after the first day. If he knows I think he's finding out with us.”
Kline considered my words and came to a conclusion. “You will have to see if you can find anything out. This could be dangerous. Before steroids were studied and fully understood they could cause serious health issues. If we are a part of something new that has only been studied a short time... There could also be more than one thing going on here. I'm not sure how our recovery time and the weird light coming out of some people is related.”
Was it even possible for me to find out? Why not just ask Achilles, or send him a message? If I was going to try and sneak around to find the answer, where would I even look? It wasn’t like there was a desk with a computer terminal or paperwork lying around. 
With a deep sigh, I promised, “I will try.”
“That concludes today’s press conference,” said the man in uniform. “I know this has given you more questions than answers, so I will leave you with this. These men have taken their basic abilities beyond what was thought humanly possible. If Codename: Freedom is capable of producing the same results in its participants for basic activities like running, how much more will it affect a person’s ability in combat? What other abilities and capabilities will we see emerge? Thank you. That is all.”
Mia and her guest were obviously in shock. She didn’t have an outlandish reaction, and even missed her cue when the video feed switched back to her. It was only a whisper, but the reaction she did give was, “Wow”.
 
***
 
That evening, I sat on my bed and was completely distracted in my meditation. It was a good distraction. Part of me wanted to fear the unknown super supplement, but unlike my fear of pain, this was different. This time what scared me the most was the fact that I wasn't afraid.
There was something going on inside of me that the people that had put me in a giant machine had completely control over. Instead of fear or anger, I was captured by a primal wonder. Not only did I not want what was happening to me to stop, but I wanted it to work faster.
Had I just won the lottery? Sure, there was the possibility that this could be dangerous, but that was only one side of it. The positive was so enthralling that all I could do was imagine what might be. 
One thing was certain. My determination to take full advantage of my training hadn’t changed. Instead I was even more resolved to push myself to the limit. Not only was the possibility of catching up to Kline and my friends real, but it was maybe, just maybe, possible for me to catch the greatest men that ever lived. Perhaps even Achilles’ preeminence was a level to be grasped.
I spent half of the night sleeplessly planning a new plan of attack for my training. One question was on my mind. Could I push myself further?
 



Chapter 12 – Group Training
In the morning, I joined Barrell and Isamu to try and take on the bandits with just the three of us. I was second-guessing how well we’d do, but there was something more important on my mind. My desire to train almost drove me to look for an excuse not to go with them. No, it was more desperation than desire. I was convinced that few people knew what was really going on and I wanted to train as much as I could while I had an advantage. 
My need for experience was the only thing that made me comfortable going with them to fight the bandits. There was a long term need to be ready for anything Freedom threw at me that was also necessary.
“You guys hear about the Codename: Genesis reveal?” Barrell started. 
The blank look from Isamu showed that he hadn't. 
Barrell explained the news. 
“How that possible?” Isamu demanded, referring to the performance of the soldiers in the video.
“Not sure. But it does mean that we should get a lot more out of training than we thought.”
When Barrell looked to me I smiled enthusiastically, but didn’t say anything. I didn't want them, especially Isamu, to know that I suspected we could train even more than we already were.
After a few minutes I found I was growing anxious, so I changed the subject hoping to turn their minds to another topic. “So, are we sticking with the same strategy?”
“I’ll act as bait this time,” Isamu demanded. 
I had no problem with Isamu starting, but why was he so on edge? 
Looking to Barrell, he was thinking the same thing and shrugged.
Giving in, I replied, “Go for it. Then, Barrell, you can go next.”
Isamu gave me a nonverbal rebuke with his glare.
What, had he wanted to be the only one pulling today?
Finally, with a deep breath, he simply nodded and continued on. 
There was an uncomfortable silence after that. Barrell and I hung back together and Isamu led a few meters ahead. 
When he didn't hide his sword for the surprise attack, I almost said something, but thought better of it.
We soon found our original ambush spot. 
“Get ready,” Isamu commanded, and didn’t ask us or give us any time to prepare. He simply rushed forward to get the first bandit.
Barrell gave me a look of concern, but we took our spots in the trees behind the bushes to either side of the ambush area. We waited. 
Just when it seemed it was taking too long, a sudden clang of metal rung out from beyond the tree line where Isamu had gone. In his pride he had thought to keep the first kill all to himself.
Rushing out of my spot, I headed for the tree line before the bandit fortress. Barrell had the same idea and was at my side.
Isamu was armed with his long sword against a pale Ekseliksi with almost sickly pink skin, wielding a large shield and sword. I had a bad feeling about this.
As we entered the field my heart thundered and time slowed. The bandit blocked Isamu’s thrust and stepped past it. 
Isamu twisted his body, putting all his weight into a low slash. His aim was true. 
A wicked smile touched the Ekseliksi’s face. He dipped down, catching the blow on his shield, and grabbed Isamu's loose sleeve, pushing him off balance.  
The strength the bandit scout showed gave me a shiver.
We rushed forward, seeing that Isamu was in trouble. Even as we neared we were just too late. 
The bandit’s blade pieced and exited Isamu’s throat so quickly that the only evidence he had struck was the shifting of the bandit’s weight and the spray of blood from Isamu’s neck.
There was no guesswork needed. Isamu was dead before he hit the ground. Jerk that he was, we had been counting on him to help us fight here. 
I had unintentionally slowed, so Barrell lunged with his spear first. My attack came soon after, but neither hit. 
My heart thundered as I momentarily let my nerves cloud my judgment.
When the bandit was able to score a light cut on my shield shoulder, the shot of adrenaline cleared my head. I turned red, realizing I had let someone with a short sword get past my spear and shield. 
It was clear Barrell was just as apprehensive to face the bandit with just two of us as I was. Thankfully our caution worked in our favor. 
We circled the bandit, taking full advantage of the reach of our spears, and didn’t overcommit with any of our attacks. Stalking him defensively from front and rear, we were able to slowly wear him down with dozens of shallow wounds.
As fast as he was, he couldn’t defend front and back at the same time.
Only after the fight did I realize how dangerous of a spot we had been in. We were out in the open, close to the bandit fortress. If another bandit had joined in we would have been dead.
“Lucius,” Barrell alerted me.
I turned to see him kneeling over Isamu's body, while scanning his surroundings. 
He shook his head. Isamu had died. 
He gave me a sly grin. “We are going to level in no time.”
I eyed my experience bar and noticed the single kill had filled my bar with about a fifth of the experience I would need for each level.
Isamu in his arrogance got himself killed. I had little pity for him but I still cringed at the thought of what it would feel like to be stabbed through the throat. He was good with his sword, there was no doubt, but what Achilles had said rang true. Weapons were tools. Some tools were better depending on the job. Facing someone with a shield with only a long sword was not to your advantage. 
I had to admit, part of me desired to face a bandit alone. The time would come when I would have to face them to continue progressing, but wisdom had to govern that decision, not pride. Isamu's pride had gotten him killed. Achilles had been right again.
We went back to the ambush spot to wait for Isamu to return. Hopefully dying would humble him a bit.
“Should we dare to try to fight another or wait for Isamu?” 
“Probably wait,” I admitted. 
When I saw Barrell hesitate to agree with me, I reconsidered. Was it really safe to fight another bandit? Not entirely, but we had actually just killed one between the three of us. Besides, the experience was incredible.
“Should we?” I repeated his question.
He smirked, mischief written all over his face. 
When I pulled the next bandit, I led it to the original ambush spot in the woods. Since it was just Barrell and I, we were determined to use the same strategy that had just worked, but move it to the safety of the forest. 
He had blue-green skin and was nearly seven feet tall, but extremely skinny. His height was to our advantage because it was so easy to get under his guard.
As I raced to lead him to the spot, it was obvious he was faster than I was. Instead of hiding my gear, I was running from him with spear and shield in hand, which also slowed my pace. It didn’t seem like I would make it to the spot, so I turned only halfway there and jabbed my spear at the bandit’s face.
When the bandit danced to the side, I was ready. I hadn’t fully committed with my attack, so I was still well balanced. 
Its sword met my shield while I back-stepped. Slowly I drifted back as the bandit attacked.
All that existed for me was back-stepping and defense. 
It seemed an eternity before we had reached our destination. Multiple times the bandit had threatened to overrun me, but my absolute focus on defense had proved enough. 
A spear point clawed the back of the bandit as Barrell introduced himself to our new bandit friend. Not appreciating Barrell’s warm welcome, the bandit jumped to the side and tried to circle around my flank. 
A battle for positioning ensued. We desperately tried to keep the bandit between us, or at least to keep the advantage of the flank. It was a couple of exhausting minutes before we finally injured him enough to gain a fatal advantage. 
Sitting down, I checked to see that I was only two more away from the next level.
Isamu finally rejoined us. He didn't say anything about what had happened so I didn't force the subject.
Our hunt became slightly easier after the kinks in our teamwork were smoothed out. Basically Isamu acted as if we were there to help him, not that we were there for mutual benefit. 
After dying I had to give Isamu a little credit. He came straight back and started to fight the same monster that had killed him in a pretty gruesome and likely painful manner.
It was not easy going even after we had come together and were finally working well together. The importance of good defense became clear. It was actually more exhausting trying to tank the bandit than it was attacking and trying to kill it. 
After three tiring hours I had leveled another five times. We sat down to rest.
You have reached Level 35!
Ability Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 76 meters!
 
With a second Ability Point to spend and one Advancement Point, I felt it was time to spend some points. We were leveling fast enough that getting the Sensory Upgrade for my Creature Indicator seemed like a no-brainer. I should still have enough points to unlock Player to Pet and decide then what to focus on next. Also the ability to see monster ranks outside of the training hall was something I couldn't pass up. It could literally be life-saving.
Spending my Advancement Point on the Sensory Upgrade opened up a number of new categories to spend Ability Points on. They were split into four different senses and cost an Ability point to unlock each one of them. The four senses were Sight, Sound, Smell and Touch. 
I became giddy as I was pretty sure where some of these enhancements led. Smell in particular was probably the direction I would need to go if I wanted to track someone. Sound would probably increase my real time ability to detect enemies and even spy on them. I wondered if Sight would be limited for me because my pet was a wolf. It was likely these upgrades would be better for those that had chosen the falcon or owl pets. Touch worried me. I was still uncomfortable with using it even though it had been a benefit when I had tried the Sensory Upgrade the first time.
While I was thinking about it, I changed my Creature Indictor settings to just auditory  and tactile cues, turning off visual warnings altogether. This had worked the best when I tested it, so I would start with that and tweak it as I went.
For now, I would wait to spend my Ability points on any enhancements to my Sensory Upgrade. The Sensory Upgrade was huge in itself, basically giving me superhuman senses. And this time, unlike when I used enhanced hearing, I could customize how it would give me the information.
Looking at Isamu and Barrell, I saw for the first time their ranks. They both also had a level next to their rank. 
Barrell
Combat Level Rank E - Level 14
 
Isamu 
Combat Level Rank F – Level 95
 
It was no surprise that Barrell was higher than both of us. Seeing that he was only nine levels away, I knew my next goal had to be to catch him.
It was an even bigger deal that even though Isamu was obviously more skilled than we were, he still had a lower Combat level. Since it had no bearing on skill, it was an overall indicator of a person's physical fitness level. 
That didn't prove any theory, but it was likely the ranking system was universal to all creatures, but the orcs were simply equal in strength to the bandits, but lacked the one-on-one skill.
I didn't mention my new upgrade to them, knowing it would cause nothing but conflict. That wasn't a discussion I wanted to have in the near or far future.
When I told them that I was calling it a day, they didn't object.
They had both leveled multiple times and were likely considering their own ability and advancement options.
 



Chapter 13 – More Training!
Only a small part of me regretted cutting the hunting of bandits short. I needed to take advantage of the time I had and to do that I needed to train. But what should I train?
I brought up my physical measurements. 
Fast Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 39
Slow Twitch Muscle: Rank F – Level 72
Flexibility: Rank F – Level 94
Cardiovascular: Rank F – Level 99
Anaerobic: Rank E – Level 3
 
Anaerobic had ranked up and everything else had consistent growth. Yesterday, after facing the bandits, my stats had only leveled about a third of the amount that they did on a normal training day with Achilles. To get the most out of the rest of the day I needed to incorporate what Achilles had taught me, but how?
When hovering over one of my abilities, like Strength, it gave a description of how it was calculated.
I considered my different abilities. Speed and quickness were what I ranked highest in. It was also the thing that I believed I had the most talent for. Should I play to my strength and train for speed then? 
There was something that every ounce of reason in me demanded I consider though. Endurance had been what hurt me the most in my previous battles. The good news was, it was also the stat that was leveling up the quickest. It had leveled nine, almost ten, times already in the week I had been training.
Now that I had the breakdown of how endurance was calculated, it wasn’t as simple as I had once believed. In the long, extended battles that I had struggled in, the real fighting was made up of spurts of effort for a short period of time. Those spurts were followed by low exertion periods where I maneuvered and prepared for the next attack. What was really needed in a fight wasn’t the cardiovascular endurance that was developed from distance running, but anaerobic endurance. This would give me the ability to exert myself more often and for extended periods of time. It would also develop my quickness and speed, so that I was more efficient when I did exert myself.
The only thing left was to figure out the best way to train. After all the lecturing done by Achilles, I found I already knew the answer.
First, fast twitch muscle was simple. It just indicated the different kind of fibers in your muscle that were used for fast or explosive movements. I simply needed to move fast.
I examined the additional info given for Anaerobic.
Anaerobic is not to be confused with aerobic. Anaerobic energy is used during high intensity exercise. During this type of exercise, the body is unable to use oxygen to supply itself with energy because of how quickly it needs fuel. Instead, it uses two other systems that deliver the energy quicker. Most anaerobic energy is normally used up within 2 minutes.
Okay, that made sense. Fast twitch muscle was the measurement of how powerful the muscle was and anaerobic measured how well my body provided energy for the muscle during intense exercise. So what I needed was a high intensity exercise to challenge my fast twitch muscles and to simply repeat it over and over again to build my anaerobic energy supply. 
There were two exercises that fit my training needs, sprinting and weight training. It was actually common sense that sprinting would be the best way to increase my speed, but it was good to have a better understanding of how the character info sheet worked. If I could gain access to the training hall during the weekend, then I could work on lifting weights with explosive movements. Weight training might even end up being more important because it trained both my lower and upper body.
 
***
 
I found the old man NPC in the training hall.
“Good morning, Lucius. So you’re interested in weight training?”
“Yes,” I replied, having come to expect his AI intuition.
“You have three more credits. Do you want to use them for today’s training?”
“No. What is the cost of other options?”
“There are a number of packages you can purchase depending on your training needs.” He directed me with his hand to a window that popped up with multiple options.
Daily Packages
1 Silver per hour:
Options include: Combat Training, Sparring Arena, Attack Dummies, Weight Training, Obstacle Course, Olympic Pool, Gymnasium. 
5 Silver for a Day Pass:
Options include: Combat Training, Sparring Arena, Attack Dummies, Weight Training, Obstacle Course, Olympic Pool, Gymnasium. (Unlimited access to all options.)
 
Monthly Packages
1 Gold per option:
Choose 1: Combat Training, Sparring Arena, Attack Dummies, Weight Training, Obstacle Course, Olympic Pool, Gymnasium.
2 Gold for a Monthly Pass:
Options include: Combat Training, Sparring Arena, Attack Dummies, Weight Training, Obstacle Course, Olympic Pool, Gymnasium. (Unlimited access to all options.)
 
“Does my discount apply?” I asked.
“It does.” 
Doing the math, the one silver for an hour of training seemed to be the wises use of my money for what I had planned. Even if I went over, two hours would be less than two silver. After I finished Basic Training in Achilles’ class, the Monthly Pass would be well worth it.
I ported into the weight room, which was not what I had expected. Achilles had us training with static equipment that wasn’t automated at all. What appeared before me weren’t ancient weights, benches and racks, but something I hadn’t even seen in a modern gym.
The room was only twenty feet by twenty with a mirror on the far side of the room and black walls surrounding me. I stood upon a round white platform that was lit up evenly from one side to the other. 
Bowing before me were two humanoid bots about five feet tall. Their faces were nothing but eyes made up of two advanced optic lenses that gave them far superior vision to humans. There were no visible bolts, wiring or circuitry, only a white skin over their inhumanly thin limbs. I knew the lack of thickness didn’t mean lack of strength. Their strength and durability would likely last longer than I lived if they hadn’t been virtual constructs of real bots.
“Step forward, Lucius. You desire to begin with squats. We will be ready momentarily,” they both said as one with a very smooth male voice.
I did as they asked, and two white metal stands shot up from the ground, a barbell sitting on top of it.
Turning around, the bar inched closer to me until it stopped, just grazing the hairs on the back of my neck.
I grabbed the smooth, white metal bar as I adjusted my hands and positioned the bar on my traps, the muscles that met at the base of my neck. The bar’s texture became almost adhesive, like rubber.
“We are ready for you to proceed.”
Looking to the side, there were no weights on the ends of the bar, only the bots that would hold the perfect amount of pressure to mimic any weight I so desired.
“Can you anticipate the weight I need?” I asked.
“Very well, sir. Three sets of warm ups recommended.”
“Thank you. I’m ready.”
The bar immediately started to press down on my shoulders as they applied weight. With my eyes straight forward, I lowered into a squat, held it, then I exploded up. It was a light weight. Heavier would come after the warmup sets. 
 
***
 
After utilizing the full two hours lifting weights I had a full meal and forced myself to rest while watching Freedom News. Normally I had two hours of rest plus an hour of meditation before I started running with Achilles. Since I was alone, I was able to use a lot of that time to focus my mind. It was nice to be alone for a change.
Since I felt my body had recovered enough I moved on to the next workout.
Then I ran into a problem. I didn’t know where I should sprint at. There were a few streets that would be long and wide enough for sprinting, but few of them were void of people. I didn’t want to bother with the eyes of a crowd as I ran. Who runs sprints while playing a game when they could go hunt mobs after all? Even with all the players wearing their trainer’s shirts, it was too exposed for me. 
Those watching from the Metaverse were different. They had a context for why I was doing what I was doing if they had been following my progress.
Out of town along the side of the wall far from the gate was a straight stretch that I settled on. The grass was shorter there because it received less sunlight during the day closer to the wall. 
With all of my armor and weapons safely in my inventory I didn’t really choose a set distance to run. I simple made myself ready, and then took a few steps forward to ease into it. My pace increased frantically as I pumped my limbs to a run, then a full sprint. My stride reached its limit and my muscles struggled to push and pull my legs faster and faster as I floated over the ground. After about five seconds at a full stride I slowed to a stop. Once I had partially caught my breath I did it again in the other direction.
It was only ten minutes before I took a break. Sweat was soaking my neck and chest. After my heartbeat had slowed and I had mostly caught my breath, I started again.
Instead of an hour and a half, I pushed myself over the next three hours. It was dull and dreary, but one thing drove me. Someone else might be training harder. It was the only thing that kept me from moving on. Finally, fully exhausted and hardly able to walk, I slowly headed back into town, making sure to remember to put my equipment back on. 
I ate alone again, this time not willingly. When I went to the guild hall, I found they were out hunting. 
It was before Mia’s show started. When I arrived, plastered across the screen was a message. 
WARNING: Player Killers!
Seeking help to track down and kill or imprison a group of player killers that murdered my party of 12 players! We were hunting orcs when this group of 4 or 5 players wearing black cloaks over their armor attacked us from behind during an orc encounter. They murdered all of us! When we returned all of our money and equipment was gone! They are thieves and murderers! Watch out and personal message me with any info or if you desire to help!
 
As I read, my gut clenched into a fist. Before Freedom I had been in a player vs player guild. We had never needed to raid groups, unless there was a war or raid on an enemy. This was not a game though. Not really. Even Gravel, my last VR online role playing game, which had allowed up to 40% pain, had a numbness to the pain it allowed and it always limited the time you could feel it. Codename limited nothing. 
My indignation helped illuminate a very real problem with not having any justice system in game. It was possible for someone to just go around murdering and even torturing people for the fun of it with no guarantee justice would ever be done. How this was happening after the goblin battle baffled me. Most everyone had faced an injury of some caliber. How could they possibly do this after knowing the pain they caused?
I had loved the competition player vs player granted in Gravel, but here player vs player now took on a whole new meaning. It was a seriously grotesque thing. I could genuinely say I hated it. 
A very real part of me wanted to immediately message the person in the post and promise my help to them. The fact that I hadn’t unlocked the Private Message system was only an inconvenience. 
Then reality hit me like a fist in the gut. What could I do against four or five players? I wasn’t Cornelius. I simply wasn’t strong enough. Not yet.
I loosened my jaw when I realized that I had been gritting my teeth.
 
***
 
I left the tavern that night, oblivious to anything else I had watched. My mind was solely focused. When I got to the house, I found it empty, so I continued my meditation.
I needed to train more. I considered the different ways I could train strength, endurance, speed and quickness so that I got the best return on the time I invested. When I opened my character sheet I had a nice surprise waiting for me. 
My fast twitch muscle and anaerobic measurements had already leveled up, which also meant that my speed and quickness had.
It was also encouraging that cardiovascular and slow twitch muscle increased as well, if only slightly. It was likely because of how long I had been working out with little rest in between. 
Falling asleep that night I was filled with hope that my hard work would eventually pay off. The amount of work would be perhaps more than I would have desired, but in the end it would all be worth it. 
How essential it was to get stronger had taken on new meaning today after learning about the existence of player killers. 
Life in Freedom had become very sobering.  We had the freedom to murder each other and also had the freedom to seek our own justice. Freedom indeed.
 



Chapter 14 – Tension Builds
Come morning, I hadn’t forgotten the mission Kline had sent me on to find out more of what Achilles knew about what was happening to us. Though I hated to admit it, it wasn’t going well. 
During the beginning of combat drills I observed him as much as I could without neglecting my training. No opportunity to approach him presented itself. 
I jabbed a thrust into the belly of the self-repairing dummy with full force and intensity. 
Immediately Achilles rebuked me. “One of the secrets to saving endurance and increasing the speed of your attack is to not tighten your muscles while exerting more effort. Instead, you need to stay loose. Most often a fight will draw out and the person with the best endurance will win. Always going at full speed can get you killed.”
Gritting my teeth, I realized I was losing focus because I was paying more attention to him than what I was doing.
Setting my mind on my task I began to experiment with subtle changes in my form and execution. It was the simplest of moves really. I lunged with my left foot forward, my shield in the same hand. Stepping forward just slightly with my lead foot, I twisted my torso and let loose my attack. The spear tip only pierced about five inches before I pulled it back, returning to a ready position.  It was a quick attack with quick recovery. If you did it just right there was almost a snap to the moment when you pulled it back from the target. 
Instead of powering through the drill, I needed to aim for perfection. My form had to be perfect and the amount of energy and strength had to be controlled. The snap that I sometimes felt was my real aim. When done right the spear point seemed to easily enter and exit the wound. 
After four consecutive thrusts, I noticed that my spear was piercing the target in the same general area, but it was difficult to hit the exact same mark every time. So I struck again, concentrating on the feel of the strike. Then with my following thrusts I tried to duplicate the exact same movement and feel after I got one right. 
Using a little less force and letting the movement flow instead of jerk, I started to feel the difference before I understood it. My form was more natural and sharp instead of powerful and jerky. 
As I started to have more success hitting the same location each time and truly feeling the snap, I allowed a twist to my wrist. As I experimented with my wrist movement, I found it didn’t help or hurt to my aim. It was my shoulder that really dictated where the spear point would go and the fluidity that determined the snap.
I had stumbled onto something interesting. Twisting my wrist wasn’t a worthless practice; just not necessary for aiming. I realized it was likely something that would become important as I advanced in my training. Obviously, depending on which way the wrist turned, the spear blade would rotate with it. The angle of the blade would become important when I needed to try and find kinks in armor or aimed to place my spear blade between ribs.
Between drilling and strength training, like always, Achilles left before it was even possible to ask him anything. Of course, he wouldn’t stay to answer questions and make my job easier. 
Mel joined Isamu, Barrell and I for our second breakfast. It was good to have him back in the group.
“The bandits are starting to get a bit easy. I think we need to see if there is a harder training level,” Isamu said, perfectly aware that he was rubbing salt in Mel’s wounds. He tore off a piece of chicken from his drumstick. 
Mel’s shoulders visibly sagged.
I had had about enough.
“After seeing you die,” I said with emphasis, “I think we have a ways to go before we should move on.”
Isamu’s head jerked and he glared at me.
“Isamu. I didn’t know you died. Are you okay, man?” Mel asked, with genuine empathy.
Taking a deep breath, Isamu slowly let the air out of his lungs, all the while never dropping his eyes.
I stared back at him with mock concern.
When he finally dropped his eyes, he nodded toward Mel that he was okay.
He was becoming more and more annoying. That was when I realized we didn’t really need him to continue hunting the bandits. Mel was more than capable of stepping in to take Isamu’s place. Even though he feared facing them one on one he hadn’t really shied away from facing them with us. I’d have to get Mel and Barrell alone to speak with them. Maybe even find another person to join us. 
 
***
 
When weight lifting came, I was once again trying to consider how I could find out what Achilles knew. He kept each of us busy every moment of the session, so I didn’t find a comfortable way to bring up the topic either. 
It went the same way at the end of the session and into our time running. Achilles was not an easy man to pull to the side. 
Why didn’t I just come out and ask the question? Well, I didn’t want anyone else to hear the answer. If everyone knew they may be tempted to start planning secret training sessions as I had. So the day went by without me getting a single answer.
 
***
 
I wasn’t exactly looking forward to my conversation with Kline tonight at dinner. I had failed to get any information.
“Hey Lucius!” he greeted me as I weaved my way over to our table. Once again it was just the two of us for dinner. 
I hadn’t seen Victoria except briefly in the morning and at night for the last couple of days. After what she had told me and the embrace that we shared as she gave me the information, I had to admit I didn’t mind a little space.
“Hey man! How are things?” I responded.
“Things are good. Last night there was a hobgoblin that showed up while we were hunting at the mirlocks. We aren’t sure if it was there hunting for food or what, but there were only a few goblins with it and they all had spears.”
I got a sickening feeling, even though I found it easy to shake it off. It was better than before.
“We handled it though. When Guild Prodos hunts mirlocks we take about forty players. Most of the group has faced a hobgoblin now, so beside a few small injuries it went smooth.”
“That’s good to hear. By the way, interested in facing some Ekseliksi?”
Shallowing, he was abnormally serious all of a sudden.
I told him about the bandits.
“And you are sure they acted like game characters?” He asked.
He seemed to have some history with them. Sitting forward, I replied. “NPCs? Yes. Are you familiar with them?”
“Ekseliksi? I know a little. They are no joke. Your friend was right to fear them. Most of them have a tendency to hate humans.”
“Most?”
“There are different factions. Almost all of their warlords hate us. That’s why most of the news about them is negative and there is always talk of war. Just like humans though not all of them hold the same beliefs. Some of them see us as fellow humans that have made different life decisions. Others view us as long lost relatives that need salvation from our genetic defects. It’s hard to blame them. They are stronger, faster and healthier than we are. But enough about them. Any luck finding out about the supplement we were talking about?”
Here we go.
“Not at all. I think I will have to interrupt him during class. Even then it is hard to get him alone. I was trying to not ask him in front of everyone.”
“I was afraid of that. Just do what you can. If all you can do is ask, then go for it.”
 
***
 
My secret training sounded more interesting than it really was. Even after a full day of training I headed back to the training hall. Weight training seemed to be the most efficient way for me to spend my time. It could be a full body workout and I didn’t have to lift for as long as I had to run to really get my muscles burning. 
The practice of meditation continued, but this time I planned how I would confront Achilles. Perhaps there was a way I could word things to get my answers without everyone knowing my intentions. One way or another I had to face him and tomorrow would be the day. If I didn’t set myself to it immediately I would lose track of time and the end of the week would come and go without finding out anything. I owed Kline answers because I knew he would do the same for me if he were in my place. 
I fell asleep that night with one thought. Ready or not, Achilles, here I come. 
 



Chapter 15 – The Meeting
“I demand that you tell me what is happening to us!” I blurted out in front of the training class.
Achilles looked at me in a way he never had before. There was cold calculation behind his eyes. 
Before I sensed any form of movement, he had torn my spear from my grip and had its point just breaking the skin below my Adam’s apple. His other massive hand held my neck from behind.
“Listen carefully, boy. An extreme recipe of steroids is coursing through your veins, slowly killing you for the entertainment of everyone watching over the metaverse. If you so desire I will gladly end your life sooner. Now be a good boy and don’t misbehave.” 
As he moved away from me, he suddenly turned back, smashing the blunt side of the spear head against my face and knocking me down.
 
***
 
I woke suddenly, taking a deep breath and almost laughing at the memory of the dream. Note to self, don’t ask like that. 
Today was the day I would ask Achilles, but for some reason I was more afraid of asking him than facing a hobgoblin with a dinner knife.
Shaking my head, I reminded myself of my increased training yesterday. I brought up my measurements.
Cardiovascular had ranked up to E level 1 and anaerobic had leveled up twice! When taking a close look, it seemed everything had leveled up more than it ever had before. The extra training was working!
Though I had expected my stats to level I was still amazed, knowing that this wasn’t just my game avatar, but my body that was changing. All in all I was satisfied with the increase, but it was foolish not to feel a little fear. There was so much unknown.
After a lot of time thinking on how to approach Achilles during breakfast, I had settled on playing dumb, hopefully to get the information I needed without causing much of a commotion. 
 
Half of the class was already there when I reached the training hall. Achilles had yet to arrive, so I waited for the moment he came. He had a habit of starting class as soon as he got there and leaving little to no time. Even during our breaks he was phasing between classes or out of Freedom altogether. If I didn’t ask early, then I was afraid I would go the rest of the day looking for the opportunity and it would affect my training, again.
Mel sat next to me as I started to stretch. He was cordial as ever, which reminded me. Now was a good time to ask him. Isamu wasn’t here. 
“Do you want to head to the bandits again this weekend? I’m thinking of just going with Barrell. Isamu is starting to get on my nerves.” 
He choked on his laugh. “I’m not sure I’m ready to face them with just three of us.”
“Another friend of mine is going to be there, too. He’s on a whole other level. If you get into a bind we shouldn’t have any trouble having your back. Besides, you can definitely take Isamu’s place. You are just getting into your own head.” 
Mel didn’t argue with that. “You know what. Sure, I’m coming. I have been feeling a lot stronger and should test myself. No. I want to test everything I’m learning.”
I patted him on the back, then jumped to my feet. 
“I’ll be right back.” 
I approached Achilles who had just phased in. 
Everyone else was starting to take their places on the mat. With the commotion there shouldn’t be much of an audience listening in.
He was only taking a moment to scan the training groups to make sure everyone was here when I interrupted him. 
“Master Achilles,” I blurted out, a little more bluntly than I meant to. 
Looking at me, he didn’t show any of the many faces that I feared. Instead he looked at me as if I had interrupted a thought.
“Yes?” 
With my eyes to the floor, my voice was weak, but I was able to keep it stable enough to be coherent. “I was hoping to find out why we are able to train so hard… if it’s safe.”
Glancing up, I saw him quickly scan the room, then meet my eyes.
“We’ll talk later,” he promised and dismissed me at once. “Everyone. Get ready for warm up.”
I made it to my place and joined the group as they begun dynamic stretches. 
 
***
 
The first and second training sessions came and went without Achilles saying a single word about what I had asked. From what I could tell he didn’t even glance in my direction. Did he already forget or was he purposefully ignoring me? 
In all honesty, I never imagined he would simply brush me off. Out of all the terrible outcomes I had feared, this was rather ordinary.
More importantly, no one else had even noticed I asked. Even Mel, who had been talking to me moments before hadn’t been paying attention. 
 
***
 
As we headed out of Willingham to start our running, Barrell and I spoke briefly about ditching Isamu this weekend. When I told him about Kline joining us he was unexpectedly excited. He remembered Kline was with the defense force. I wasn’t sure he knew how good Kline really was, but I would save that for him to find out himself.
Isamu soon found us at the front of the pack as we exited the front gate.
The defense, which had once been a only large semicircle of an odd assortment of carts, barrels and garbage, had been disassembled and rebuilt. In the place of carts was an eight foot wall, with a platform behind it. It was still in a semi-circle with its own gate in the center of the barricade. There were spikes protruding from the top of the wall, discouraging those that thought about scaling it. The platform behind the wall was at the right height that anyone with a spear could stand above those trying to climb. The advantage was obvious, but those manning the wall were still in danger of ranged attacks. To combat this, there were sections of the wall that scaled higher than the majority at regular intervals to give those on the wall an escape from slingers.
Cornelius's training pits, as they were now called, were no longer here, but secured behind the main wall. A place had been made for him over by the old side gate, which was now the thickest part of the wall on the other side of town. The NPCs had happily made room for him and there were merchants that were servicing his large group of students. 
I knew Vector and the gamers would be over there about this time of the day. I hadn't seen them since I started training, as I heard they were using a tavern that was closer to where they trained now. I made a mental note to go see them when I had the time.
Barrell and I set the pace. Isamu was a close third.  Though I had gotten faster, everyone else had as well. The group slowly faded behind us, only Mel keeping pace with us. He was starting to come out of his shell a bit. I'd help him break out of it if I could. He really did have an extreme amount of talent. I wondered what he was like before his brother passed away.
“Hey!” I yelled at Barrell as we ran. 
He glanced at me, showing me I had his attention. 
“I want to drop back and challenge Mel. You want to join me?” 
Turning back, he saw Mel all alone, but not quite keeping up with us. 
Smiling, he nodded.
We pulled off to the side. 
Mel caught up with us soon and we joined him. Running at his side, I saw him raise his brow in question. 
“Want to race?” I asked, giving him my best smirk. 
He shrugged, obviously not sure why he had been included. 
It was Barrell who started us off.
“On your marks, set, go!”
He met my challenge and quickened to match my pace as I started to pick up speed. 
Barrell seemed to have the same idea as I did. Instead of sprinting all out and trying to outdo each other, we ran next to Mel on either side matching his pace and slowly increasing to coax it out of him. 
He responded as I hoped and stayed with us. Soon we were running at a sprint and he was easily matching us.
When it was clear Mel was more than capable to keep up, Barrell upped the pace even more to his full stride, immediately pulling away from us. 
Mel dug down deep and gave chase.
Looked like he didn't need any more persuasion. 
I pushed myself to stick by Mel’s side, matching his pace.
Suspecting Mel had a little more to give, I upped my pace slightly and started to pull away.
When he matched me, I couldn’t help but to give him a devilish grin. This was why he had been selected for Freedom. There was a lot to him that he was keeping bottled up. 
Upping the pace once more, I saw him start to flail, but he didn't stop.
All comfort had escaped, leaving nothing but burning limbs as we inched toward Barrell.
I glanced at Mel and spotted what had been missing for the first time. There was fire in his eyes.
He showed a lot of heart holding out as long as he did at that level of intensity before he started to slow.
I slowed with him. Barrell soon joined us and we all hunched over, catching our breath together. 
It went unsaid, but the small grin on his face as his chest heaved massive breaths of air said enough. There was more work to do, but with enough time Barrell and I would bring out the monster in him.
 
***
 
When we met to be dismissed, I lost all hope of having my question answered. Achilles disappeared as always and the rest of us left for some food. But as I left the training hall with Mel I got a message.
Incoming Private Message
From Trainer Achilles 
Accept?
Decline?
 
I almost tripped over myself when I saw the popup. Even though I didn't have the ability to private message yet, I guessed his trainer status overrode my inability.
Waving Mel along, saying I would catch up, I leaned against the outside wall of the training hall. I then clicked accept. 
His voice came immediately. “Lucius. Please meet me in room 4b of the training hall.”
“Yes sir.”
And the contact was finished.
Heading back into the lobby of the training hall, I mentioned room 4b to the old man.
He nodded that he understood and ported me over. 
Nervousness radiated through me. I was about to meet with one of the most dangerous men in the history of the world, alone.
I was then ported to an entirely modern room the size of a personal office. The wall panels were fully interactive. The desk was synthetic marble that floated with no legs; it was stable and adjustable. The one oddity was the carpet. It was a silvery turf and didn't crimple like normal turf. 
Achilles sat behind the desk with a single chair waiting for me made of the same marble as his desk. 
At a motion of his hand I sat. 
Without thought, I adjusted the seat to my preferred height out of habit.
Any anxiety of meeting with him quickly dissipated when I saw him.
His brow was wrinkled in concern and he looked down at a holoprojection before him. From my angle I couldn't read what he was looking at.
After an uncomfortable moment, he sighed deeply. His mouth was a slim line as he considered how to proceed. Whatever it was, he seemed burdened.
“Lucius, thank you for meeting with me.”
I nodded, almost bowed in my chair. “Of course, Master Achilles.”
“I’m afraid I can’t fully answer your question from this morning.”
So he hadn’t forgotten. 
“What I can say is that you will soon find out in detail exactly what is going on. I am under contract so what I can say is very limited until the information is officially released. Most importantly I can reassure you that what is happening is perfectly safe. Miraculous even. I have spoken with a few doctor friends of mine that are among the best in the world in the realm of sports medicine. There is literally no negative impact to your body only positive with what is going on.”
He shook his head as if he didn't believe it himself. 
“That’s great,” I responded, not sure what to say. 
Suddenly his mood turned somber and he looked me in the eye. It was hard to meet his glare, but I did. Then he said something that totally shocked me.
“Lucius. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to come out and tell the group everything. I owe you and the entire class an explanation, but I’m afraid I stepped on some toes when I found out. They are watching what I say very carefully right now. Please, if anyone in the class seems worried, reassure them that they are safe.”
“I will.”
He nodded as if rebuked.
My image of who he was melted as I spoke with him and was reshaped. The legend was not far off, nor was the pinnacle of all warriors a transcendent being. I didn't know what it hit me so hard, but Achilles was just another guy. A human even.
“There was something I wanted to ask you,” he added. “I know you have been training outside of class time.”
Guilt clenched my gut. Was I doing something wrong? 
“I was wondering if you are training so hard because of what happened to your back?” 
Confused, I knew he would know about what happened, but it baffled me that he knew me that well having so many students. 
“My back is doing fine. I suppose I’m training so that I get strong enough to not have to go through that again,” I admitted.
He nodded his acknowledgement. “Good. Using your failure as motivation is often something that has to be taught. Before my professional career started, when I was still training to compete, I had 170 different bone fractures. That doesn’t include the sprains, pulls and tears I had during those years. The reason I trained so hard was for the same reason. Failure exists to teach us. Do not fear it or the pain that comes with it. Treat it like a dear friend.”
170? Was he insane? “How did you recover from so many injuries?”
He grinned. “Like you, I had the best technology in medicine at my disposal. When you can make people a lot of money, they don’t spare any expense to keep you healthy. So when I got hurt, I simply took advantage of it and trained harder than anyone else.”
“Is the… whatever it is that is happening to me, really the best in medicine?”
“Far better than what I had in my day. There are aspects to it that might not be medicine at all.”
The very thought astonished me, but one fear lingered. “How do I know if I have the potential to make all the work worth it?”
Shockingly Achilles burst out in a full belly laugh. “No one reaches their full potential. With each step in technology, who’s to say what the limit is. AIs will try to anticipate the possibilities, but there is really only one thing that matters.”
“What?”
“Work. What is possible here is unknown; you are in uncharted waters. No one knows how far you or anyone else can go because there is nothing to compare it to. There is no magic formula to surpassing your potential. Just work harder and smarter than anyone else.”
I was silent for what seemed like a long time. He let me sit there and consider what he had said.
When he had waited as long as he could, he concluded, “Continue your own training, but remember that you can overdo it. If you don’t get enough rest then your progress will slow. Push yourself as hard as you can but pay attention to how your body responds. It will tell what it can and can't do.”
“How will I know if I’m overdoing it?”
“You’ll know. You will feel like you are dragging and lose motivation. Your energy level will be shot. Just pay attention and you will learn what your limit is. Now I must be going. Remember to reassure anyone that might be worried about what’s happening with them.”
“I will.” 
And he was gone. 
I stayed in that office thinking for a while longer. So it was clear I didn’t have to worry about the safety of what was happening to me, at least according to him. My only concern was my training. The thing I had most hoped for, the ability to really become strong, had opened up before me and all I had to do was take it. 
That night I decided I wouldn’t have one but two secret training sessions. They would both be shorter, but if I was calculating everything correctly, I should be able to exert more effort in these short periods of time and fit more food into my diet. To train smarter I needed to know my limits. It wasn’t clear to me what my limit was, so it was about time I found out. 
 



Chapter 16 – Discovered
That night I ditched everyone for dinner and started my first training session immediately. I stuck to my focus on quickness and speed. I did one round of sprinting and one of weight training.
When Wednesday morning came, something unexpected happened. Yes, all of my stats had leveled, but speed and quickness had only increased slightly more than when I had only done one extra training session.
Doing a personal assessment, I felt well enough. I was as motivated as the night before and had plenty of energy. As a matter of fact I was humming like a fully charged battery.
I was forced to acknowledge then that there was likely a limit to how much I could improve in one day. Still, I would test it. Perhaps, I hadn't pushed myself hard enough, or maybe I was reaching my overall limit.
 
***
 
Thursday, someone followed me after class. At first, I was oblivious to it, but I hadn’t been eating with anyone after class for the last two days. Sitting in a tavern and downing a quick meal I spotted a familiar face. 
I didn't call him over. He darted out of the establishment when he suspected I might see him.
I didn’t bother pursuing, but simply went about my business and headed to the abandoned street where I had been sprinting. He was easy to spot as I stationed myself in the middle of the road. I grinned at the idea that came to mind.
Immediately, I turned and sprinted straight for him. He was standing in the tight alley between two smaller log buildings which I suspected to be merchant homes. 
There was a yelp from the location, but I made it before he could flee. 
As I entered the mouth of the alley, Mel sprang back like a frightened cat and landed on his rear. 
Stopping short, I nearly fell on top of him. I had to hold my gut I was laughing so hard. 
The panic on his face was quickly changed to bright red. 
Giving him my hand, I pulled him to his feet. 
“Thankfully you’re too pretty to be a goblin or I probably would have stabbed you,” I said, teasing him. 
“Sorry,” he said sheepishly. 
“What’s going on? Why’d you follow me?”
He shrugged at first, but then thought better of playing dumb. “It just seems like you have been getting better faster than everyone else. I thought you knew something I didn’t. And you don’t hang out after dinner anymore, so...”
“All you had to do was ask me, you know,” I replied, smacking him on the shoulder. If I were honest though, he was right to be suspicious. It wasn’t like I was freely offering information to anyone, even my friends, about what I was up to. “I’m just doing my own training after dinner. That’s all.” 
There was a hint of desperation in his tone. “Like what?”
“Well,” I said, shaking off my desire to keep it all to myself. This was Mel we were talking about. He needed more help than I did. It wouldn’t be a bad thing to have a training partner either. 
“All I have really been doing is sprinting and using the weight room.”
He was quiet for a moment as he considered something. When he didn’t seem to be coming back to the conversation any time soon, I interrupted him. 
“Join me if you like.” 
Though he tried to hide it, there was obvious relief in his face. 
“Come. I have been sprinting for extended bursts from one end of the street to the other. The goal is to rest as little as possible between sprints and try and exhaust yourself as quickly as possible. Then rest until you have caught your breath and your heart rate has slowed and do it all over again.”
He nodded and steeled himself. 
That began our time training together. The first two nights he reached his limit far before I did, but he quickly improved. He was only able to make it through the first additional training session before he had enough. It wasn't that he wasn't willing, but he simply wasn't recovering as fast as I was. I still went to the weight room alone. 
What surprised me was that I hadn’t realized how lonely I was getting in the shuffle of so much training. It was good to have him there.
It had seemed like a simple event, but when I had challenged him to race, it had a big impact on him.
My experience in Gravel presented itself as beneficial in an odd way. Even though I was a part of a player vs player guild I also spent a lot of time helping the other players I had beaten. I knew now that I was doing it out of guilt, but still, that experience applied here with my time mentoring Mel.
We talked during our meals between training sessions and I stressed exactly what Achilles stressed and what worked for me. Meditation. He needed to learn to think correctly and discipline his mind to suppress his current tendencies and allow his competitive side to flourish.
Teaching him also had an amazing effect on me. How mental discipline worked became clearer and clearer in my mind as I was forced to try and explain it to him. It made it easier for me to self-diagnose my own mental inconsistencies. 
 
***
 
When the weekend finally arrived, Kline promised to meet us around noon at the training hall. I was there early.
This morning I had fit in a weight training session alone. Considering my normal schedule, one session before noon was almost like sleeping in. I hadn’t decided to take a break from the amount of training, but wanted to be fully rested when facing the bandits. 
From what I had heard, the rest of our training group had decided to go find the orcs. 
The area around the training hall was buzzing with life, even on a Saturday. There were now a number of merchants that gathered there and in front of the bank across the street to service the foot traffic.
The quality of goods was growing across all of Willingham and the merchants were starting to specialize more and more. There were still junk dealers, but they were now the exception instead of the rule. 
One very well fed and cheerful guy had a stall full of nothing but swords. As always, swords were quite popular, so he had a small crowd. 
Next to him was a general weapons merchant with just about anything you could imagine. I started to see more exotic weapons, like two-handed swords. There were western swords, like the claymore or bastard, and eastern swords, like the katana. Their quality was no more than average and they were mostly made of iron or bronze. 
Even though we wouldn't be meeting with Isamu, I wondered if he had upgraded to a katana.
As I watched people come and go from the weapon and armor merchants, there was one thing that still seemed to be a rare commodity. Steel. It had started to make an appearance with the occasional low quality short sword, but was still selling for at least one gold. Beyond that there were maybe a handful of arguably average quality steel items, but anything more was almost non-existent. A pure silver sword would have sold for less. 
After the battle just a few weeks earlier, there was laughter here and there, bartering, and merchants calling out deals. I remembered the first VR online game I had played and the thrill of finding a new item, then taking it to market. Despite the realism of this place, that thrill was still here. Did the scientists observing us think we were crazy?
I pulled up my current viewers. Were my one hundred and ten million followers or the six hundred thousand people watching me right now the crazy ones? They were probably more sane than I was. 
One day, nearly a year from now, I would leave the giant cube changed. What would I become? My first conversation with Destiny was going to be an interesting one.
Mel and Barrell greeted me as they joined me at the side of the training hall out of the merchants’ way. They were all geared up.
As we waited for Kline, we all fell into taking in the sights. Neither one of them were gamers, so I suspected the marvel of Freedom probably impacted them more than it did me.
What was really stealing my attention was the crisp smell of apple cider and seductive scent of fried dough from funnel cake sprinkled with powdered sugar at a merchant's booth right around the corner. As amazing as it smelled, there were better things my mind could be doing, so I decided to meditate as we waited for Kline.
Why am I here?
The opportunity before me is unique. I will give my training my all. I must work harder than anyone else. The hard work is worth it. The time and effort to discipline myself is worth it. I will catch Chewme and Kline, ultimately surpassing them both. 
How?
Effort governed by wisdom.
And now?
I will set my mind on learning from my enemy. The bandits are superior to goblins and orcs. They are superior to me. Today they will be my teacher.
Achilles had called this the replacement principle. It wasn’t really possible to stop thinking about the thing you didn't want to think about just by telling yourself not to think about it. All that did was keep the subject in your mind, tempting you to continue to think about it. To really stop thinking about something you had to replace what you were thinking about with something else—you had to change the subject.
Kline arrived soon after, but he wasn't alone.
Not only was Victoria with him, but Peter and Oliver were there too. The old group was back together.
Oliver and Peter stood to either side of Victoria. They were all wearing some of the finest gear I had seen under their Prodos green, including bronze scalemail polished to a shine. Peter had a rapier that was undeniably steel strapped to his belt instead of in his inventory. In similar fashion, Oliver had a new mace looped in his belt, which was also made of steel, with dark leather wrapped all the way down its shaft. 
A warm smile greeted us from the person who truly drew my eye. It wasn't my bias either. Victoria wore something like a battle dress, with billowing white fabric covering her shoulders, and a Prodos green shirt that hugged at the armor beneath. It also kept her shapely figure. Her loose skirt hovered just above the knee, where her high leather boots took over, protecting her lower leg.
If anything, one complaint the Freedom viewership may have had was that the players in Freedom weren't dressed as well as they were used to. Most games pushed style even on low level equipment, but here we had been wearing real armor, with only shirts pulled over it to hide the unromantic practicality of it all. Victoria had overcome that in record time. Even her bronze full helm opened up around her eyes so that she might be seen, with two decorative wings flaring back as if she wore a gothic crown. Her eyes were perfectly framed, directing your eyes to meet hers. I would have thought the green Prodos colors had been choosen just to match them, except there was a brightness, a life, to them that a simple color couldn't reflect.
I was taken aback by seeing her outfit transcending the simplicity of this world. She had cleared raised the bar for style. I was momentarily speechless.
Then I noticed that, to my astonishment, both Kline and Oliver were rank D and Peter was rank E+. Even more surprisingly, Victoria was also rank E, which was above average regardless of sex. Even with all my training I still had a long way to go.
“Good afternoon,” Victoria said.
I then noticed my friends were in a worse state than I was. Mel was frozen, and Barrell... Wasn't.
“Hey there,” Barrell said, strutting forward.
I had seen him excited, but this was something else entirely.
When Peter stepped forward, Barrell noticed the two men for the first time.
“Uh. Hi?” Barrell stopped awkwardly in midstep.
There was no threat in Peter's gaze, but I wouldn't put an interrogation past him. The slight upturn of his mouth allowed me to relax.
I found everyone staring at me. The formality of the situation made me laugh, but I found comfort in it.
“Hello Victoria, Peter, Oliver.” I nodded at them in turn. “This is Mel and Barrell, also training with Achilles.”
Turning to my group, I continued, “This is Victoria, Peter, Oliver and Kline of Prodos.”
It was then I noticed Kline didn't have the scalemail the other guys were wearing under his guild uniform, but bronze plate that extended to cover his shoulders. He also had a weapon hanging from in his belt, a pretty gnarly one-handed steel battle axe. It had a two-sided blade and seemed like a perfect fit for him.
Barrell was grinning like an idiot, mostly out of embarrassment.
“Hello,” Mel replied, finally recovering.
I jumped in. “Were you guys planning on joining us at the bandits today?”
“We don’t want to intrude,” Victoria replied. “Only if you approve.”
“You’re not!” Barrell blurted. He palmed the back of his head, smiling even wider.
“Yeah, it’s fine,” Mel said politely.
We hadn't spoken for a few days, besides in passing, so it seemed she really wasn't sure if I would mind.
“Of course,” I said, excited to get to see them in action. “One thing you should know, the bandits don't drop coins or items, but only give experience.”
“That's fine. Kline already mentioned it,” Victoria said. “We are here for research. It seems guilds can build their own training hall, so we want to know if the 250 gold would be worth the investment.”
There was little I could do to keep my mouth from dropping open. Did she say 250 gold? I knew I had been out of the loop while I had put all my focus into training, but since when was 250 gold even something to consider? That was an insane amount. Our guild building had only cost 50. If they really did get their own training hall... 
“I see,” I replied. “The combat training is only one aspect of the training facility. It also includes everything from weight training to a swimming pool.”
Things loosened up as the conversation continued.
I found Peter offering me his hand and pulling me into a man hug. “You’re looking good, Lucius.”
It was out of the norm for him, but not unexpected.
Oliver stepped forward and gripped my shoulder and gave it a little shake. 
I gave him a nod.
They parted as Victoria approached. She stayed back to the point that even a handshake would have been difficult. 
Turning her head to the side, she offered a grin and said, “Your training looks to be paying off.”
With another turn of the head, she looked at me again from a different angle. Her eyes widened when she realized how true it was.
“Thank you,” I said, unsure how to proceed. There was such formality to our greeting that I was baffled that this was the same person that had embraced me just days before.
Did she have feeling for me and was shy at seeing me? That didn't seem like her. Was she afraid that I took her embrace to mean more than what she had meant? All that I knew was that I didn't like the awkwardness between us.
I saw her eyebrows come together in concern, before she turned to greet my friends. Was she trying to tell me something?
 
***
 
Ten minutes later, after Victoria examined the training hall cost options, we approached our ambush spot in the woods outside the bandit’s fortress. 
Before we got much closer, we heard the sounds of battle. Barrell and Mel quickly made it to my side. They were as worried as I was that someone was already there.
We rushed forward and found Isamu with three other players we didn’t know finishing off a bandit. They seemed to be using the same strategy we had used last weekend. 
I admit I felt betrayed. He had come here early and not invited us. The very thought was hypocritical, since that had been our plan all along. It still stung. I had hoped he would be visiting the orcs with everyone else since there was so much hype around them currently. 
When the bandit was defeated he approached us, and before we could speak he had claimed the hunting spot for himself. “There’s no room here. You will have to move on.”  
There was no pretense of comradery or friendship. He just brushed us off.
It was Barrell that challenged him. “This is our spot. No one of us can claim it over the others. Achilles told us about it.”
“I don’t need you guys anymore. Leave!” he demanded. His stance changed with his tone. Isamu’s group took position to his side. They weren’t just common players, but each had looked as if they preferred to fight.
Isamu’s real colors were finally showing. He may not like that we left him out, but it was no reason to escalate things to this level.
Barrell leaned forward as if to meet his challenge.
“If we fight, Achilles will kick us out of class,” I said.
Barrell stopped at my words.
“Is that what you’re worried about?” Isamu said, with acid in his tone. “I have been thinking of leaving anyways.”
He tapped his upgraded bronze katana against the shoulder of his samurai garb. There was a mocking grin on his face as he pulled at his chin as if thinking deeply.
I had reached the limit of what I could take from him. Turning, I quickly saw Mel and Barrell at my side, even Mel was choking his spear, readying for a fight. 
Victoria and the others were behind them. She was obviously amused at Isamu and his group. Peter, Kline and Oliver stood at the ready.
“Really?” I rebuked. “From what I can tell, if you were actually listening to Achilles you would have controlled your pride and not died last week when you tried to face a bandit alone.”
The tapping of his sword stopped. His face became visibly red. He looked to see his new friends snickering at him.
When he looked back at me, something had changed. His eyes looked void. 
Pressure built up in the pit of my stomach as I realized what was about to happen.
He lowered his sword, grabbing his hilt two handed. Dragging his blade behind, he rushed right at me.
“Stay back!” I called, knowing Mel and Barrell would likely rush in to help without thought.
In Gravel I had been in this situation a thousand times before. Although I hadn't taunted him to start the fight, it was a technique that all gamers used to one extent or another.
My focus didn't fail me as I assessed the situation in the moments before he reached me. I wielded a spear with longer reach and had a shield offering superior defense. It was the same mistake he had made against the bandit last week.
He really hadn't learned anything from Achilles’ lectures and yet he was insulting him? 
My insides stirred to a boil, but I held it back to allow my mind to remain clear.
His sword slashed up toward me.
I sidestepped, taking a glancing blow to the shield as I circled around him.
He was on top of me before I could breath, lashing out with a combination of slashes.
It was hard not to be impressed by the fluidity of his attacks.
Staying low and continuing to circle put me outside of danger, but it wouldn't last.
I had seen Isamu defeat a bandit one on one. I knew he was better than me with his sword, but my strength, speed and coordination had improved drastically. 
Rank F+ showed over his head. I suspected I didn't see his level because we were no longer grouped.
Still, according to our rank I was faster than him, but he had been training with the sword for years. Could I really beat him?
He slashed low, causing me to dip down to block it with my shield. His sword surged for my head.
I rolled, just in time to stay alive.
He wasn't just trying to win, but literally trying to kill me.
Even as the pressure inside me built, I held my emotions in check.
Voices jeered. I saw his new group was staying back, mostly because Kline and Oliver had placed themselves between us. If they were smart, they wouldn't dare start that fight.
Isamu's sword pierced past my defense and jabbed into my gut. 
Fool! Don't get distracted!
There was a searing pain, followed by a small trickle of blood.
Jumping back, I passed my hand over the chainmail, while keeping my spear extended for defense.
It wasn't a deep wound. My chainmail had done its job and was still in one piece. The blood must have been from the mail's ringlets being jabbed with extreme force. It just saved my life.
I started to circle, forcing my ab muscles to stretch out and see if there was any damage that would hinder my moments. Thankfully, there wasn't. At most it would leave a deep bruise and the adrenaline that had accompanied the injury was doing its job.
What was I doing? Was I just trying to defend or was I trying to win?
Isamu was backing me up. I wasn't even trying. Not really. When had I become timid? When had I not met a challenge with open arms? What was keeping me back? The obvious answer flooded my mind. Isamu had been a part of my group, if not my friend. How could I seriously fight him?
I thrust forward with nothing but arm strength.
I didn't have an answer. Meditation had helped me stay focused outside of battle, but the same discipline, to question everything, was now making me hesitate. It wasn't time for philosophy. It was time to fight.
His blade smacked my spear point high.
There it was. I felt that part of me that Destiny had helped me develop over the last couple of years. The gamer was still there. Pushing hesitation aside, the player killer returned.
Ducking into my shield, I plowed through him, leaving him sprawled on the ground.
Barrell screamed like a hyperactive space rat offered its favorite snack.
Circling around, Isamu regained his footing and attacked again. His intensity increased.
In that moment, it felt like I was floating above the both of us, watching the fight. His blows were fierce, but something in me had changed. Just a week before he was obviously stronger, but no longer. What was happening to me?
I attacked high, which he swatted away. I then spun, dragging my spear in a long arc across the ground, threatening to sweep his legs out from under him.
He bounded back. 
I rose up to face him.
His next slash I intercepted with a low jab. Stalking forward, I thrust high.
Another block. 
Again, I thrust low, just missing. Twisting my wrist, I pulled it back, slicing deep against the outside of his knee.
Lowering my guard, I stood over him, victorious, as he stumbled back.
The fight was over, but could I let it end here? He had tried to kill me. His forward motion had been completely thwarted and the spite that had driven him had faded from his face.
The cheering of his friends had ceased. They looked disappointed and bored.
Part of me wanted to say it was over. Even as a gamer I had only ever sought victory. So why did I still grip my spear as if there was more to be done? I was not Chewme.
“It’s over,” Mel called.
Seeing my real friend reminded me of Isamu's cruelty. The boil which I was holding down exploded inside of me.
I lunged.
Thrust after thrust was blocked by Isamu, but with each attack I got closer. 
He was soon fighting pain from the wound that was now staining his pant leg in red.
You were willing to kill me!
Finally he broke.
With a final swat, he parried my thrust, but left himself off balance.
I recovered and drove my spear into his chest with gritted teeth.
Prideful idiot! Who doesn't wear armor?
The dory tore right through him. Due to newly formed muscle memory, I didn't let my spear go too far in, but jerked it back just as I saw my spear point exit his back.
His sword stood sticking up from the ground as he let go and fell to his hands and knees.
He looked up at me in painfilled rage, letting me see the vengeance in his eyes before falling on his face. He breathed his last. 
I stood over him as my chest rose and fell. My mind was overwhelmed with the yearning for him to still be here so I could kill him again. I knew he would respawn. Maybe I should wait for him to come back?
With each breath the anger seeped out of me. 
More out of habit than desire to know I checked the experience I had received from defeating him. It was the same amount of experience I received from killing a bandit. Since I was grouped the experience was shared.
“Yes!” Barrell called, and he pushed me over in celebration. He jumped up and down, shadowboxing with no one in particular.
Mel was all grins as he sidestepped Barrell and came up to pat me on the back.
“I was worried,” he said.
“What!?” Kline roared as he joined us, hanging his arm over my shoulders. “You should have seen this guy fighting the hobgoblin Master Sergeant Rrasche. He stabbed him in the private parts, then cut off his toes. Why did you go for the toes, by the way? I never asked.”
I just shook my head, happy to have Kline back.
“The other group has kindly offered to let us have this spot,” Peter said, walking up to join us.
“It’s probably best we move on,” I said. “For all the trouble Isamu has caused, I considered him a friend, once.”
“Sounds good,” Kline said.
Victoria stood back from the others with Oliver. Her eyes met mine, but there was no kindness or rebuke. With such a straight face, I was unsure if I had offended her, or if she just didn't recognize me.
 
***
 
As we waded through the underbrush, the last voice I expected came from behind.
“Hey,” Victoria said, stepping up beside me.
Mel and Barrell were out front, leading us to what they thought they remembered as another clearing where we could set up an ambush. Kline had joined them and was just another one of the guys. 
Turning back, I saw Victoria was next to me, but Peter and Oliver were ten meters back, giving us space to talk
“Hey,” I said, still sensing the awkwardness between us.
“That was very unexpected. Are you alright?”
I spread out my hands, letting her examine what she saw.
“Yeah. I didn't receive any injury. It was something that was going to happen eventually I'm afraid.”
She nodded, pursing her mouth. “What about the rest of you?”
What was this? She had gone from all formal, to what? Was she trying to be my nurse again?
“I'm fine. As a gamer I've killed tens of thousands of people in virtual reality. Isamu will be fine, so it doesn't bother me.”
That wasn't true. In all my time in Gravel, never had I caused the amount of pain to someone I had just caused Isamu. Now that I had calmed down, I really wasn't alright. At least I could put off worrying about it until later.
“That's good to hear.”
My frustration started to well up inside of me, putting the lie to my words. She had really done nothing wrong except been a bit standoffish. Catching myself before I said something stupid, I took a deep breath.
“How are you doing?” I asked. “You seem a bit uptight.”
I winced at the wording I had used. 
Something started to crawl up the inside of my arm until a sharp pain bit at my bicep.
Jumping away from my assailant, I looked up at Victoria who was holding her stomach as she laughed.
“I'm uptight?” she teased.
Crossing my arms, I looked down at her in disbelief. A moment later, I was laughing with her.
Everyone had turned to see what was going on. 
When I said it was a just bug bite, Barrell and Mel looked at me like I was crazy. One of the major redeeming qualities of Freedom was the lack of insects. Kline grabbed them and continued on.
With Victoria's hand resting on my forearm, we walked as we once had. 
“Being well mannered really seems to bother you, doesn't it?” She teased.
“Well mannered?” 
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you know, common social protocol used in public out of courtesy to others.”
“Um. You mean like not shaking my hand when you greeted me?”
“Exactly. If I would have started off by giving you a big hug, then your friends would have felt uncomfortable. They would have thought they had to hug me.”
“Barrell wouldn't mind.”
She smacked my arm.
“You didn't believe me when I said I was a political charity case did you?” She gave me a playful glare. “That also means I have been raised with a much stricter social protocol than you are used to. Don't take offense.”
I looked at her like a wounded puppy. “I really did think too much into it. Didn't I?”
“You failed miserably.” She laughed. “With a guild as one of my responsibilities, there is a certain amount of formality necessary. Sorry to pull you into it, but it’s part of the game I'm afraid.”
“Just make sure to tell me if there is a problem. I had no idea what you were thinking back there.”
“That I can do.”
After a minute she asked again, “Since we are friends again. Are you okay?”
I meant to snicker, but I could hear the concern in her tone.
“No, but I will be. Achilles has given me the tools to handle it.” I just hoped that was true.
“It makes me happy that it is going so well. I really can see how hard you're working.”
“So can Kline. Did you know he made me take off my shirt?”
“Oh?” she replied, backing away wide-eyed.
The blood rushed to my face. “Sorry.”
She laughed. “It's okay. Last time you surprised me like that, you attacked me.”
“Don't tempt me.” I smirked. “Besides, you should design something that's tickle-proof. You look really good.”
“Ewww. Compliments. There is hope for you yet.”
 
***
 
As we explored the perimeter of the camp, it seemed the spot we had just left to Isamu was the best place to fight bandits if we wanted to fight them one at a time. Though, with our group now, two wasn't out of the question. 
Then a wrench was thrown into the equation. It wasn’t just bandit scouts on the other side of the fortress near the main gate. There were bandit workers that were only rank F, but also bandit foot soldiers that were rank E+. They acted as guards to the fortress and each used a shield. 
The foot soldiers mingled with the workers who were sorting goods, wood and hay in piles to either side of the large arching entrance. 
What I saw next caused me to second-guess the whole thing. There was a named rank D bandit named Fredrick. It was the first rank D enemy I had seen, and from what I could tell, he wore full plate mail armor and wielded a massive claymore. 
A grin touched my face. The question of whether we would need to find a different training ground in the future was just answered. It seemed bandits would be the place to train for quite some time. 
Even with Kline and the gang we would be wise to stay away from the rank D guy for now, but the foot soldiers would fit the bill perfectly. 
 



Chapter 17 – Efficiency
We were able to find another location in the woods off to the side of the bandit fortress. The wall that encircled the fortress only had a single entrance. We remained partially hidden from it because of a protrusion of the wall. The main group of bandits was about two hundred meters away. There was no danger of getting the attention of all thirty or forty of them at once unless we started screaming at them. The forest should mask our movements and hopefully the sounds of battle.
A solo scout did patrols along the tree line as we were used to from our old hunting spot, but a additional bandit foot soldier patrolled close to the wall within view. It was likely he would join the scout when we tried to pull him into the forest. 
As smart as they were during a fight, it surprised me that they actually let us pull them into a fight by themselves. The most logical thing for a scout to do should be race back to its superior letting them know of our presence.
The seven of us stood in a loose huddle. I had just explained the old strategy to my old group.
“I suspect the bandit foot soldier will join the scout when we pull him,” I explained.
“It’s a good strategy,” Peter jumped in. “We could just split up into three smaller groups and do the same against two of them.”
“Why don’t we just kill the scout before the foot soldier gets to us?” Victoria asked. 
“They aren’t easy to kill,” Mel said frantically. It seemed he was afraid we might bite off more than we could chew. He didn't know my friends.
“They are unnaturally strong and quick, just like real Ekseliksi,” Barrell said. Raising her brow, Victoria nodded him on. “It’s possible we would be able to kill one quickly with all of us, but there is no guarantee. At times it has taken us two minutes just to kill a single scout.”
I knew he was being generous when he said two minutes.
“I think it should work. Three groups and we try to kill the scout quickly, but if it doesn't work, get them fighting back to back and slowly bleed them.” Peter replied.
 
***
 
Barrell ran back at a full sprint followed by a Bandit Scout wielding a short sword close behind him. There was no hint of the foot soldier. 
Barrell spun around to face the scout, closely followed by Mel lunging out from a tree behind him.
As always, the bandit showed an uncanny danger sense, but didn’t escape without Mel’s spear cutting deep into its hip.
Before the bandit could recover Barrell was driving his spear forward. 
After a quick exchange between them, Kline and I rushed in from behind and capitalized on our advantage. 
Kline aimed high and I went low. He grazed the bandit’s shoulder and I scored a shallow puncture wound on its rear end. 
If it weren’t for the bandit repositioning himself, he would likely have died in the next assault. We now stood on either of his flanks. He backpedaled, struggling for the best position. 
It was nerve-wracking being in the position we were in. If the foot soldier did come, our backs were to his approach. It was dangerous, but it was Kline there at my side.
Already I could tell the difference between this weekend and the last. Mel was keeping pace, his hesitation gone. Barrell kept it busy. Even without the second ambush team this bandit would soon be a goner. 
“Incoming!” called Victoria from her hidden position.
My hopes to finish this one off before the foot soldier joined us were dashed. 
The real test was about to begin.
The sound of a charging bandit was approaching fast. Kline and I both encircled the scout, giving us a better angle to manage the incoming threat. 
It tore through the brush into the clearing.
I had only seen it in my peripheral vision, but it had been enough. 
Kline’s timing was perfect. He threw a flurry of thrusts, giving me the opening I needed. 
The foot soldier met my spear point at full speed, just getting his small round shield up in time to guard his face. I lowered my center of gravity, and with my shoulder firmly behind my shield, I rammed all my weight into the momentarily blind bandit’s gut. 
Shield bashing was so much fun.
It firmly knocking him off his feet and onto his rear. 
My new strength was more than I had anticipated. For the first time I felt like I was in a game since I got here. Never in my life had I had such overbearing strength except in virtual reality.
The rest of the party joined us out of hiding. They pierced the guard's side and back before he even got to his feet. If it weren’t for superior leather armor he would have been left bleeding on the ground.
The realization that I had just flattened the highest ranked enemy I had ever fought, besides the hobgoblins, gave me a jolt of excitement. 
I pulled myself away from my sudden urge to throw an all-out attack on the foot soldier and retreated back to the preplanned position. 
Kline and I were once again fighting shoulder to shoulder. The three sections of our party were now positioned in a triangle with the two bandits between us. 
Before they could come together back to back, Barrell scored a thrust to the scout’s knee, greatly limiting its mobility. 
Even with our advantage the foot soldier proved to us what it meant to be rank E+. He rushed Mel and Barrell to save the scout from a coming death blow and immediately drove them back. His shield was more than just for defense, as Mel found out when it struck him on the elbow. 
Kline left our position and capitalized on the scout’s weakened state. He caught the scout with a kidney shot, which dropped it to its knees. Then, as if to mock the foot soldier, he swung his shield like a boxer and threw an overhand left. The cutting edge of his shield collided with the back of the scout’s head, ending its life with a sickening ding. 
A giddy smile reached my eyes. Oh, how I had missed Kline. 
That was when Mel showed how much he was really coming out of his shell. Almost as soon as he had been wounded, Barrell stepped up and was facing the bandit singlehandedly. Mel now stepped up with only his shield and became an additional shield for Barrell. 
Without losing step Barrell took full advantage. His full weight backed a thrust that came from over Mel's shoulder, causing the bandit to stagger.
Joining Kline, we didn’t hesitate to close in on the bandit’s side. Then I yelled the agreed upon command: “Wall!” 
Victoria, Peter and Oliver shifted into position. Standing directly behind the foot soldier, they let their spears retreat and held their shields together like a wall.
Now it was time to strike the anvil with the hammer. 
Barrell continued his assault, but Mel stalked forward a step at a time as the bandit gave way. 
When the bandit moved to reposition, Kline and I were there and started to push from the other direction.
There was only one place for it to go. He turned to run, but caught himself midstride. 
It was Oliver who threw the first thrust, which missed high and wide. 
The bandit jumped away, where he met Peter’s spear, which also missed high and wide. He was now pinned between the two.
Confused and now off balance, the foot soldier didn’t see the third spear point coming. 
A leaf shaped spearhead exploded through the bandit's chest and out its back. The force behind the thrust was so devastating that it seemed to ignore the high quality leather and allowed the spear to sink in all the way up to the wielder’s grip. With a spin of the spearhead, the spear left the bandit’s body the same way it had entered, in a quick, smooth motion.
The bandit fell to its back, revealing Victoria standing behind with a bloodied spear. 
I shook my head in disbelief. I knew how difficult it was to remove a spear after it had sunk so deep.
Peter and Oliver had obviously set up the bandit to give her the opening, but the blow that she dealt it was unreal. What had they been doing while I was training?
Kline grabbed my shoulder and whispered, “You really think we’ve just been sitting around?”
All I could do was shrug.
“Oh, and good tackle,” Kline added. 
The changed of subject reminded me what I had done, which reminded me that my training was actually working.
“That was amazing!” Mel congratulated Victoria as he temporarily forgot his pain. 
She smiled in response but it didn’t reach her eyes.
When Mel suddenly remembered he had been hurt, he grunted as if it had just happened. 
I joined the others at his side. 
Out of the corner of my eye I watched Victoria lift her hand, then hesitate. Her nostrils flared, and she looked to Peter.
He shook his head only slightly, but I knew he was dissuading her.
I knew it. There was more to her wanting to help than her just not wanting people to get hurt. The white light I had thought I saw the night I had been injured likely had something to do with it.
Soon enough Mel’s arm had healed. I suspected there hadn't been broken bones, only bruising.
It was thanks to Mel’s courage that I had an idea. 
I mentioned it to the entire group, as it only applied to our two-man teams. What Mel had done wasn’t only inspiring, it was also smart. I suggested we appoint one of each of our two-man groups to focus primarily on defense and the other man to use him as a shield of sorts and attack. It was simple enough to easily remember, but required good teamwork or it would fall apart. 
So we tried it. 
Before Barrell brought the next scout, Kline pulled out a surprise. Instead of a spear and shield, he now wielded a poleaxe. It was an axe on a long pole with a nasty spike for piercing.
Thanks to Kline’s poleaxe and me as his shield, we finished off the bandit scout well before the next foot soldier arrived, A single swing took out its legs from behind. It was easily the quickest I had seen someone finish a bandit.
With only one bandit to deal with we were able to easily pin the last bandit against the shield wall and finish it like before. 
Soon Barrell started imitating Kline by two-handing his spear, which quickened our pace to deal with the bandits even more. Aiming for their legs provided us a means to control the battle, increasing our advantage.
Overall, our strategy changed only slightly throughout the rest of the day. Even though I ate ready-to-eat meals of jerky and bread, I lost track of all my normal discipline and found myself lost in the hunt. There was something drastically different from the last time we fought the bandits. With no egos to deal with everyone just adapted more and more to what was needed to do the job. 
If Isamu had been there, he would have undermined the entire hunt. Instead our momentum grew as did our ability to deal with a dangerous opponent. After an hour the danger became a challenge and an hour after that it turned into a contest of how quickly we could finish them.
It was six hours later when we finally decided to head back to town. When I finally looked down at the number of times I leveled, I was blown away.
You have reached Level 42!
Ability Points +1!
Advancement Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 90 meters!
 
Yes! I now had three Abilities Points to spend and another Advancement Point! I had not yet found the time to go back to the Advancement Simulator. Before I spend anything I needed to get over there and get as much information as I could.
Everyone agreed to feast together later that night. It had been a good day back with my old group and I didn’t want it to end. Mel and Barrell had just added to the experience. There was nothing like relationship-building by putting your life on the line with your team.
 



Chapter 18 – Director Konig
“Come in, Director Konig.”
“Who are you?”
“You can call me Lax.”
“Where’s the Captain?”
“The Captain didn’t invite you here. I did. Please, take a seat.”
“Okay…”
“I know that you found out about the criminals who were approved for Codename: Freedom.”
“Are you going to hurt me?”
“No. I intercepted your complaint. You are lucky that I did.”
“You are going to help me?”
“And you are going to help me. I have some people that I need to keep safe. Exactly what you were hoping to accomplish, is it not?” 
“It is, but I was also going to expose what is going on.”
“That I’m afraid I can’t let you do, but I will help you accomplish your first goal. You have the technical ability that I don’t and I have information that you need. Do we have a deal?”
“I don’t think I have a choice.”
“You don’t, but I assure you I am not lying that you will get to help. Remember. I have your complaint and I also know who is responsible. If you betray me, it ends up in their hands.”
“What do I need to do?” 
 



Chapter 19 - Aliens
The Over Eatery was filled with Prodos guild members who greeted us, especially Victoria, as we waded through the crowded tavern to our normal seat. The guys sitting there got up when they noticed us. They were also members and happily offered for us to take their place. 
I sat next to Kline, with Mel on the other side. Barrell was next to Oliver and Victoria was between him and Peter. 
Before he had even got his drink Mel nervously spoke to Victoria from across the table.
“Miss Victoria.” 
She smiled politely and gave him her attention even though he had interrupted her and Peter. 
“How did you do that today? I counted at least four different one-hit kills you got today.” 
Shrugging, she replied, “Well, Peter and Oliver do most of the work. After they set them up for me I just have to make sure not to miss.” 
“It’s amazing!”
“Thank you,” she said, before changing the subject. “I’m also impressed. We saw Lucius before his training. He was very brave then, but how have you guys managed to get so much stronger so fast?”
“We train four times a day, miss. It’s all we have time for.” 
“Four? I thought it was three?” she asked, looking to me.
I shrugged.
“Well,” Mel continued. “Everyone else is training three times a day, but Lucius and I train four. We have a secret training session after our classes for the day have ended.”
In truth I trained five times, but bragging left a bad taste in my mouth. 
“Wait, what?” Barrell jumped in. “I didn’t know you guys were training out of class.”
Mel had been so caught up trying to impress Victoria that he hadn’t realized that secret training was supposed to be secret.  
“You can always join us,” I said, saving Mel as he realized it wasn't his secret to share. “All we really do is more running.”
“More like sprinting until you can’t stand, over and over again,” Mel protested.
Kline laughed and patted me on the back in approval. 
I found Peter studying me. He looked like he was about to say something, when he was interrupted.
“Peter,” Oliver said, pointing to the big screen. 
I turned with Peter and saw a warning on one of the more generic news programs. 
The headline read, Player Killer Threat Growing!

The volume of voices lessened.
The news anchor wore an all-black robe and sat behind a coffin for a desk. The background image showed a night sky, with a blood moon to the opposite side of the frame in the distance overhead. 
Even with the melodramatic setting, the man spoke in a normal voice like a traditional newscaster’s tone. 
“I come before you tonight with alarming news for the players of Freedom. Even though we are not allowed to inform players of specific locations, there are growing reports of more and more incidents. We have been able to confirm that this is not isolated to one area, but an issue for all of the player cities. 
“Most of these player killings have been perpetrated by individuals or small groups. But that is not all. There has been confirmation of at least one guild that is founded just for this purpose. The report reads that this guild has slaughtered at least four groups so far. Once again, I cannot inform you of the location, but the name of the guild is Nexus.”
At that moment, I could have sworn my heart stopped. The rest of what was said I soaked in like a sponge, but they didn’t mention player names. They didn’t mention Chewme. They didn’t even show a single clip of it happening.
Was it possible that my friend had founded our guild here in Freedom? What were the chances it would be called Nexus if that wasn't the case? Would he dare? 
Immediately my mind found a hundred reasons it couldn’t be Chewme. There were thousands of guilds out there named Nexus depending on the game you played. 
Besides, Chewme was after competition. The best competition he could find. If there were no challenge, then he wouldn’t just go around hurting people for fun. I knew him. He would get bored. Even if he wasn’t the most compassionate person, he still had a reason he fought.
One thing was sure, whoever was using the guild name Nexus was now my enemy.  By using the name Nexus, they undermined what I had helped build before I ever entered Freedom. If I had the opportunity to embarrass them, I needed to take it.
When I had settled down I found Victoria staring off into space, as Peter watched her with concern.
When she turned back to the program, he shared a look with Oliver.
Suddenly, I was worried. Were they getting death threats? It wasn't uncommon for guild leadership to deal with that kind of thing all the time. 
“Okay. It’s official. If we ever find those fools we need to hurt them,” Barrell insisted.
“Over and over again!” Mel swore with a passion that surprised me.
Kline grinned, but didn’t join their boisterous remarks. The rest of the table seemed to be too preoccupied with their own thoughts. 
After the news segment we all ate our food, but there was little conversation. Everyone was taking in the news. It was finally Barrell that broke the silence. 
“So how are the preparations going for the goblin war?” 
Victoria chimed in as if she had been waiting for someone to ask. “Oh, very well. It is still a few weeks away, but there should be at least 35 guilds each with 50 people or more as a part of the coalition. Gathering as many players as possible is taking time.”
“What is that… about 2000 players then? Will that be enough?” Barrell asked.
Turning to Peter, Victoria deferred the question to him.
As if he had answered this same question a thousand times he reported. “That is the official number from the guild count, but as soon as a date is set there will be a multitude of groups and individuals that will also join in. Where the guilds go, the people will follow, even if they aren't members of one. Also, I expect guild membership to skyrocket as soon as we make the announcement. It’s nearly impossible to say how many, but I’d estimate we will have around eight thousand players.”
“Count us in!” Barrell promised as he hugged Mel to himself, volunteering him as well. 
Mel smiled sheepishly. 
The conversation turned back to today’s hunt. Each person’s performance slowly came up as we talked about what went well and what could be improved upon. 
After dinner, I was feeling heavy and relaxed with a full belly. It was then I knew I had not felt this comfortable since I entered Freedom. The company was good and the day had been a success.
I was lost in the moment, when Peter tapped me on the shoulder and asked me to join him. 
With a nod I got up and stretched, while moving to follow him. 
Oliver followed as we headed to the bathroom. Odd.
The three of us entered. There was a shimmer of distortion to the atmosphere as I walked through the doorway. It stilled as I stepped into the restroom.
“Peter,” sounded another guy's voice from the ceiling.
Looking up, I saw nothing but wooden boards.
“I hear you, Lax. Are we clear?”
“You are. You have twenty minutes. I will warn you if that changes.”
“Thank you.”
Suddenly, my palms felt balmy. What was going on?
Peter looked around the restroom for a full minute before turning back to me. The sink was much like a long, tarnished copper trough with three different swan neck copper faucets.  The stalls were wood framed. 
“Okay,” he said, with a sigh. “Restrooms are safe from public viewing, but now the communications engineers can’t listen in either.” 
I didn’t know what was going on, but I did know virtual worlds.
“Peter,” I said, sternly. “How is that possible?”
He managed a smile. “You will find out soon enough. Let’s just say we have the right friends in the right places.” There was a wariness to his words.
“Thank you for joining me.” Peter said with a sigh.
I nodded.
He took a deep breath and let it out before he continued. 
“The people who were selected for the Freedom experiment are not who you might expect. Nor were people chosen for the same reason that was advertised. Not only are the world’s best gamers and athletes here, but also the relatives of some of the most powerful people on Earth who are expected to have bright futures in the military's upper echelons. Wilson, for example, is the favorite nephew of a US senator.”
I remembered Wilson. He had been with us when we had been hunting for the goblins’ spawn point. He had raced after a number of fleeing goblins with me, which led to the big discovery.
“Do you remember the first quest we were given about the hidden meaning of Codename: Freedom?” 
“I do.”
“The reason Freedom was really created is because we are going to war.”
I stared at him blankly, hearing him, but what he said didn't seem to process. 
“War? The quest details said as much, but, what war?” I asked.
“The Earth and the Ekseliksi.”
My mind started to spin. It wasn't war in Freedom he was talking about. It was war in the real world where people really die.
What scared me the most was that the revelation didn't really surprise me. It was as if a thousand piece puzzle had been put together at once. The reason I was dangling high off the ground in the giant cube that used my body to control my avatar was coming into focus. Making the most realistic virtual reality experience had never been their intention. 
I looked down at my hands and the newly formed muscle in my forearms. Not only was this not a game, I was being manipulated into pushing my body to the limit. There was only one reason they would do such a thing. They needed soldiers.
He continued without waiting for my response. “What I’m about to tell you is extremely sensitive information. Knowing could put you and Victoria in danger.”
“Victoria? Why would she be in danger?”
 “I will tell you, but before I continue, you must promise me that you will not share this information with anyone else without first consulting me.”
Before I answered, there was one question I needed to answer for myself. Did I trust him? I couldn't in good conscience say yes, but I didn't think he would put me in danger either. What I did trust was his concern for Victoria. It persuaded me that even if I didn't trust him, I trusted her, and believed he would do anything in his power to keep her safe. 
I looked him in the eye and replied, “I promise.”
“Very well. The player killer situation has forced my hand in this. With her position, Victoria is going to be a target and her enemies are only multiplying. It is imperative that she does not get killed, but more importantly, that she does not get caught. It’s not just psychotic people that I worry about. It is possible that there are people here that would take advantage of the situation and try to torture her for information if they realize who she is.”
I slowly shook my head. “Torture? Why? Who is she, Peter?”
“Earth and Ekseliksi are going to war, Lucius, and Victoria is Ekseliksi.”
I nearly fell down. Stumbling, I caught myself. That was impossible... The Victoria I had saved, who had knelt over me in tears while I suffered and been there as I struggled with my fear, how could she possibly be a part of an alien race known for their hatred of us? Victoria was one of them? I remembered the face of the prisoner who had been in the transportation hub when I started my training to wean off my connection to the Metaverse. Kline had mentioned that they weren’t all like that though. There were different factions.
Was she my enemy?!
“It’s okay, Lucius. It’s a lot to take in. Take your time to process it.”
Shallowing deeply, I tried to speak but couldn’t.
“We must protect her. She is here, we are here, to help the Earth. She has her people’s support, but if she is found out before the time is right then people will die.”
“Why?” I said, almost yelling at the man that I had moments ago considered a friend. “Does she really think by becoming a combat general she will be able to win the war?”
Peter chuckled. “No. That is not where her real influence comes from. Her family's position gives her a lot of credibility. If she stands against the Ekseliksi in the war, many of the Ekseliksi will follow her, giving Earth the advantage.” 
I shook my head in disbelief. “What? Who is she?”
“That I cannot say. You don't know the danger she is in if she is found out. For her sake, it’s best that you don't know specifics. Knowing what she represents will be enough.”
I found a stall to lean against. Its wooden beam was cool to the touch.
“I will explain what I can. Victoria represents the Epithumia. I don’t know how much you know about Ekseliksi politics, but the Epithumia is the spiritual leader of the Ekseliksi. She is married to the Teleios by law. There are five major solar systems ruled by the Ekseliksi. Each one is ruled by a monarch. The most powerful king is the supreme leader, or the Teleios. It is the Teleios that is waging war against Earth.”
“It's husband against wife?”
“Yes, but it’s much more complicated than that. You must understand their roles. The Teleios isn’t powerful based on the size of his military or his sizable fortune; though I assure you he has both. The Ekseliksi are a people that respect one thing above all others. Strength. The strongest Ekseliksi becomes the Teleios.”
Peter turned at the touch of Oliver, who had put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. Peter nodded his approval.
Oliver opened his mouth to speak. “I am Ekseliksi. Even Peter is Ekseliksi, but to a lesser degree because he became Ekseliksi later in life. He wasn’t born one as Victoria and I were.”
Looking back and forth between the two of them, I was confused. Every Ekseliksi I had ever heard of or seen were like the bandits we had fought today. The skin was a different color, though it varied a lot, and they were bio-engineered to be stronger and faster.
“You don’t look different.”
“That is not uncommon among our major population, but there is a lot of variance. As an example, the dragons of the planet Cas Le’gar have a genetic foundation of human DNA, but have evolved through Xenotransplantation and genetic splicing.”
“Did you just say there are dragons?”
Oliver shared one of his rare smiles. “Yes. They are men that have self- evolved to become dragons. Imagine a seventy foot tall mountain of armored scales in every shade of green and black. Its wing span extends beyond the length of small space cruisers and its fangs are the length of a man. The strength of such creatures is beyond what most mortals can imagine.”
“Most?”
“The Teleios could wipe Cath Le’gar clean of life in a matter of days. He is the strongest among us.”
This was getting ridiculous.
“I’m sorry, but this is just too much.”
“You don’t believe me?” Oliver asked, gentler than I expected.
“No. Yes. I don’t know. You’re talking as if Earth doesn't even have a chance. How can someone be that powerful?”
“Well,” Peter said. “If the Earth didn't have a chance to fight back we wouldn't be here. Earth has the largest fleet of combat shuttles and battle cruisers in the galaxy, but this won't be a traditional war. Humans and the Ekseliksi have agreed to fight in a virtual world similar to the one we are in now developed by the Jinhwa. This way there will be no real loss of life.”
“Wait. The Ekseliksi have agreed to use technology developed by the Jinhwa? Doesn't that go against everything they, er, you believe?”
Peter chuckled. “The Ekseliksi are against merging with technology, not using it exactly. We'd never be able to use spacecraft, for example, if that was the case. The reason they have agreed to it is because each individual's strength is truly their own and we don't have to wear any technology when using it, let alone surgically change our bodies.”
“So the war is going to be in a virtual world? What does that have to do with the real world?”
“Simple. If Earth takes a solar system, then they get access to all resources there in the real galaxy unless the Ekseliksi take it back.”
“What if one side doesn't follow the rules?”
“Then their participants in the virtual war will be handed over to the opposing side. That is also why the top government officials and their families must participate in the war.”
I understood that having government officials in the virtual war would act as a failsafe, but how did they get either side to agree to such a thing in the first place? I was very glad I had never had any real interest in politics. My head ached at the small glimpse I was just given of the insanity of what was going on between our two peoples.
“What about Victoria? I watched the scene where I got hurt and I could have sworn there was white light coming from her hands.”
“That was a mistake,” Peter said.
“Why was it a mistake?” I accused. “She could have healed me, couldn’t she?”
“Yes,” Peter answered, not denying it. “But it was too dangerous. Healing you would have been one of the surest ways for her to have been caught.”
I glared at him, but didn’t say anything.
“There are only two humans I know of that have been documented as able to heal. The ability is not something everyone can learn. You have seen the players with the red aura, yes?”
“I have.”
“That is what happens when a person’s psionic ability is unlocked. The energy that has been inside them all along breaks free from the person’s center and they are able to use it, and in time, control it. But to be able to heal would take those with the talent decades to learn and most wouldn’t be strong enough to learn it at all. As you can now understand, for her to come out in the first couple of days after Freedom started as only the third person in human history with the psionic ability to heal would put a spotlight on her that would undermine our entire reason for being here.
“Victoria is not like us. She was discovered to have the ability to heal at the age of three. She is among the highest class in the Ekseliksi culture, and has evolved to manipulate psionic energy with the same ease with which you and I breath.
“She looks human, if you don’t look too closely. If you really examine her, though, you will find not a single freckle, or scar. She has never been sick and will live a thousand years if an outside force doesn’t interfere. 
“I am Ekseliksi, as is Oliver, but she is beyond us.”
Oliver started to speak as if he was reciting poetry or law. “The Teleios is the ultimate male. He is power. He is strength. A leader to his people. He will crush all that stands against them. The Epithumia is the ultimate female. She is beauty. She is wisdom. She nurtures her people. Her love sustains them.
“Victoria is of the Epithumia.”
Pushing off the wall I began to pace back and forth. Of the Epithumia?  Did they eat something that caused them to go crazy?
“Let’s say I believe you. If it were to protect herself, I get it. But why are you coming to me exactly? Why me?”
Peter offered a regretful grin. “Approximately three years from now there will be an intergalactic war that has been scheduled by our governments like you might schedule a doctor’s appointment. Earth is building an army and you were one of a hundred thousand people chosen to see if you have what it takes to fight for them. Codename: Freedom is only the first stage of training for those who are selected. Victoria’s mission is to gain allies for the next stage, finish the training, then be in a position to help bring about peace by making herself known during the war, when the time is right. 
“We need to protect Victoria at all costs. The Teleios has many spies, just as we do. It is almost guaranteed there are some here in Freedom. For those who knew how to look, there was never any doubt Codename: Freedom was ultimately a military operation. If they find her, they will try to take her and torture all the information they can out of her. It is also likely the United States government will find out and pull her out of Freedom before we can get to her. Though it is unlikely she will be treated badly, it is likely the information would leak to the Teleios if she's found, or worse, they would hand her over to him.”
I stopped suddenly. “What would he do?”
“The marriage between the Teleios and Epithumia is a political one at best. He won’t harm her, but he will use her as a pawn to manipulate the Epithumia. That would put him in a better position than the one he is in now, and the Earth would lose a great ally in her.”
I stretched where I stood, finding myself exhausted from whole ordeal. “That does not explain why Victoria has to be here. If the war is set up where people really can't die, won't this be for the best?”
Peter gave me a sober grin, which fled as soon as it appeared. “I wish it were so. But often the most powerful weapon is deception. The Epithumia knows the Telios well and believes that he is using this opportunity to use peace as a cloak. The Ekeliksi don't appreciate life in the same way humanity does. They will gladly sacrifice themselves to defeat their enemies.”
“Couldn't we just tell the Earth that they are lying?”
“We've already tried that I'm afraid.”
I wrung my hands together as I realized things had progressed beyond my understanding of all the political nonsense.
“What will happen to me if I’m caught helping you? It is treason I'm assuming?” I asked bluntly.
“It will not come to that. Though Victoria would probably be discovered, we have friends in high places. Who we are and what our purpose is would be made known to the right people and you would likely get little more than a slap on the wrist. Though I could be wrong,” Peter admitted.
“Does Kline know?”
“Yes, but he knows less than you. He may not talk about it, but he has fought against the Ekseliksi before. Having him as our ally is a benefit to the cause. Be careful what details you mention out loud. Remember, everything you say is being monitored. Come to me if you have any questions. I want you to be one of her allies. You have protected her multiple times and I know she trusts you. Finish your training with Achilles and help us. When you unlock your psionic ability, we will be there to help you develop it.”
“Wait. What?”
He smiled with reassurance. “The primary criteria used when they chose people for Codename: Freedom was that they had to have a high psionic potential. I suspect they started with the athletic and gaming populations because you already had a large following. It would help them supplement their costs during the experiment.”
“If I have potential, then why haven’t I unlocked it before?”
“You were not provided with the proper stimulus until the day you entered Freedom. The technique used is new to the people of Earth, so you wouldn’t have had the opportunity before. It was the Ekseliksi that leaked the secret to your government over a decade ago. That is another reason we are here. Your potential is high, but the Ekseliksi have been using psionics for over two hundred years. You have a lot of catching up to do.”
I began pacing again. 
“You said Victoria would live to be a thousand years old. How old is she now?”
Peter snickered. “She is 19. But what Oliver said before is true. She is taken. Marriage is not something done out of love among the Ekseliksi nobility. So unless you plan on becoming Ekseliksi and earning her hand through combat, take care to not grow too close to her in that way.” 
As he finished the last word, he clenched his jaw as if choking down something he didn’t like.
“What is it?” I asked.
“He loves the Epithumia,” Oliver said matter-of-factly.
Peter shook his head in annoyance. “You are allowed to love her, but she can never love you back,” Peter interjected.
“The Epithumia loves all her people.”
“Oliver. None of that will make sense to him,” Peter rebuked.
Oliver lowered his head to allow him to continue.
“I was in a position similar to you once and I fell in love with Victoria’s mother. I joined her cause and even underwent a DNA Cleansing to become Ekseliksi. It hurt her that she couldn’t return my love, so I stopped loving her, at least in her presence.”
“You are more honorable than any human I have known,” Oliver insisted.
“Thank you, old friend.”
Peter was starting to make a lot more sense, but there was a huge warning siren going off after what he said.
“You underwent a DNA Cleanse?”
He nodded. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. The Ekseliksi believe that through bio-engineering they have evolved. To be cleansed is to have the trace imperfections of your humanity that exist in your DNA edited. It makes you overall healthier.”
“They edit your DNA?”
“Yes.”
“Are you still human?”
Peter nodded.
“How old are you?”
“Me? I’m 112,” Peter replied.
It wasn’t abnormal for people to live to one hundred and twenty these days, but to look as young as he did at one hundred and twelve was beyond what modern medicine was capable of, yet he looked like he was thirty. After seventy, the body's aging process could be slowed, but it was impossible to hide signs of aging without surgery.
“Do you look young because of this cleanse?”
“Yes. The DNA Cleanse should allow me to live about two to three hundred years longer than normal.”
“Okay. Sign me up!” I said, throwing my hands up in surrender. I was overwhelmed to say the least. The universe was much bigger than I had believed it to be.
Any minute I felt like Victoria was going to jump out of a stall and yell that it was all a joke.
“One last question. Why aren’t you guys of a higher rank in the game? I’m assuming you have psionic abilities as well.”
He grinned slyly. “Because the ranking system can only rank you according to the actions it has observed. We hold back our true strength while fighting. This gives us an advantage if Victoria is ever attacked. It will be natural for an enemy to look at our rank and make assumptions. Sadly, it is a trump card we can only use once. After we use our full strength the system will know and our rank will increase in response.”
That made sense. It also meant that as my stats went up, it was just registering the new information it had based on my performance during training. That still didn't explain the delay. Did it also observe my muscles as they recovered?
They gave me a long moment to consider all they had just dropped in my lap.
“If you are ready, Victoria will join us now.”
Straightening my shirt, I tried to unscramble my mind quickly. Facing her now was not something I had anticipated. Not that we could discuss it later, so ready or not.
I shrugged. 
Peter took that as a yes.
“Lax. Anytime,” he said.
“She is coming now.”
She phased in near the entrance. I had to turn around to face her.
Her eyes met mine, then shot to the floor.
Her new outfit, which she had designed herself, and about a thousand other things had impressed me about her before I knew who she was. But now, I scanned her facial features as if seeing her for the first time. I was hoping to find a flaw, but Peter was right. Her olive skin was even and without imperfection. Her silky dark hair was matted thanks to her helm from earlier, but her hairline, the size and position of her ears, and even the symmetry of her face was basically flawless. Was it even possible for a person to have a perfectly symmetrical face?
I noticed how uncomfortable my silence was making her.
Her hands were folded across her skirt and the beginning of tears were starting to form in her eyes.
Completely lost as to what I was supposed to do or say, all I knew what I was needed to say something. Destiny's training kicked in.
“You look good for an alien,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood.
Her eyes lifted to meet mine as she fought down a laugh. 
“That is what you would say,” she replied, shaking her head.
“Hey. I have no idea what I'm supposed to do here. You're the first super princess I have ever met.”
“Super princess?”
“Well, Peter said you have psionic superpowers and you represent the Epithu-mom.”
“Epithumia,” Oliver corrected.
Victoria grinned.
“So that makes you a princess of some kind. Am I wrong?”
Letting her arms fall to her side, she inclined her chin in thought. “I suppose.”
“Then it’s settled.”
She nodded with finality. Her grin faded as she looked me in the eye. “There is something I need to tell you.” 
“Don't,” I stopped her. “You have a cool healing ability that you couldn't use to help me, because there are alien spies. It’s perfectly understandable.”
Her grin returned then fled. Tears in her eyes replaced it. In two large strides, she crossed the distance and threw her arms around my waist.
“I hate this place! I hate it, Lucius,” she said, her head still buried in my chest.
I let her hold me. Everything that came to mind to say seemed inappropriate. I wanted to reassure her, or offer her comfort, but in that I lacked experience.
“I'm sorry,” I finally replied.
Pulling back, her eyes were red, but not as wet as I expected to see.
“For what?”
“For...”
What could I say? That I was sorry this Teleios was a jerk or that I wasn't from a powerful family that could help. Or maybe I was sorry that she wasn't human and was now responsible for bringing down the most powerful egomaniac in the galaxy.
“Hello, Victoria,” Lax's voice came again from the ceiling.
“Yes, Lax,” she said, pulling away from me. “What is it?”
“There is only one more minute before our window is closed. With your permission, I will port you back to the woman's restroom.”
She smiled up at me one more time and whispered. “I'm the one that's sorry.” Then raising her voice again, “Okay, Lax. I'm ready.”
She dissolved in my arms as she ported out.
“Remember,” came Peter's voice as he came up from behind. “If you need to talk, come to me. Even the smallest piece of information can be dangerous.”
“I'll be careful,” I promised.
“Good. I think having more people know her secret will make it easier on her as well. There is a lot more than just information she is hiding. She has to worry about her mannerisms, accent, and there is a big difference how the Ekseliksi address one another. If you can, be a friend to her, Lucius. She will never have the privilege of having many friends.”
I looked him in the eye one last time thinking I might find something there that would make this whole ordeal a mistake. But I found nothing but concern.
I nodded that I understood.
Peter and Oliver left me to myself.
I stood there thinking for a few minutes before a familiar voice caused me to almost jump out of my chainmail.
“Lucius.”
“Lax?” I asked.
“Yes. I wanted you to know that I don't trust you as much as Peter does. If you betray Victoria I promise you will not live long enough to regret it.”
I swallowed hard. “Look. I didn't ask to be told, but Victoria is a friend. I won't betray her.”
“If that is true, then you have nothing to worry about from me. As a matter of fact, I will help you.”
“Help?”
“Yes. First, by giving you advice.”
Looking up at the wooden boards in the ceiling, I shrugged. “I'm all ears.”
“You possess an impressive amount of psionic energy. I'm surprised you have not unlocked your ability already. Keep training. Physical stimulus is often the final trigger that will allow psionic flow. Once you achieve psionic flow, then you can start to learn to control it. You will receive a personal message with information on how to contact me.”
“Is that it?”
“For now. Follow Peter's lead. His experience will be invaluable if a problem arises. Until next time.”
I waited for a full minute before leaving the restroom. I would be thinking twice about where I relieved myself in the future.
 
***
 
I lay there a long time that night still trying to process everything. Meditation really wasn't a cure to anything. It was just a tool to focus your mind so that you could set about trying to deal with it. 
The biggest surprise wasn't finding out three of my closest friends in Freedom were Ekseliksi, or that I would soon join them with psionic abilities. Now that I knew it was impossible to end up with Victoria, a very real part of me wanted to have her. I felt regret and the unfairness of it all. The rational part of me insisted that it was the fact that I couldn't have her that caused me to feel this way, not that I truly cared for her in that way. Regardless of how much I went back and forth in my mind, I couldn't figure out which was true. Maybe it was because they both were.
 



Chapter 20 – Change of Plans
The next day seven of us went back to the bandits in the morning. Things returned to normal as if nothing had happened last night. Isamu and his new group didn't show their faces, so we had it all to ourselves.
Our strategy remained the same. I defended and Kline attacked. Other than a nod of reassurance, Kline didn’t give any indicator that it affected him at all.
We split with my guild members around noon. They had work to do, leaving Barrell, Mel and myself to our original ambush spot to take on a single bandit at a time.
I reached level 46 by the end of the day and had another ability point under my belt.
You have reached Level 46!
Ability Points +1!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 98 meters!
 
I continued my training later that night and even Mel and Barrell joined me for both weight training and a running session.
***


Monday morning I had a big breakfast and arrived at the training hall. Entering in past the normal traffic, I was met by the old man I was accustomed to seeing. There was something wrong.
His mouth was turned up in a wrinkle-filled smile, but it was obviously a front for the severity behind his eyes.
“Good morning, Lucius. I regret to inform you that you will not be allowed into Achilles’ training room today. You have been expelled.”
My innards seemed to shrivel on the spot.
“What?” I said, struggling to catch my breath.
“You broke Achilles’ rules. Fighting a fellow student is strictly against the rules. On a lighter note, this was the beginning of the third week of training, so a refund is in order. Or I could extend to you a courtesy Monthly Pass. You will have unlimited access to the training hall.”
“But I was attacked! I defended myself!”
The old man sighed. “I'm afraid I have no authority in the manner. I can only carry out the appropriate protocol. Directly contacting trainers is also not possible through the personal messaging system unless they contact you first. I can put in a request to have him contact you, though.”
“Do it. I need to train. I...” I couldn't exactly say that Victoria needed me and why. “I will take the Monthly Pass.”
“Very well. Would you like to use it now?”
“Training dummies. I need to hit something.”
“I understand.”
True to his words, he ported me into a smaller room than I had used with Achilles, but it had the same dojo feel. The self-repairing training dummies were identical. 
I grabbed a practice spear and shield off the rack and lunged at the closest dummy with all my might. Forget skill. The spear went through and extended out its back two feet.
Pulling up my leg, I kicked forward and yanked my spear out of it.
Again and again I leveled my spear in and out with all the force in me. 
It wasn't enough. I heaved the spear into an overhand grip and threw it across the room, completely missing the dummy I was aiming at and stuck into a wooden pillar.
Grabbing a gladius from the rack, I ran at the dummy, decapitating it. My arm was already back, swinging at the next dummy. One after another I hacked and slashed until I couldn't move my arm.
After a few deep breaths, I continued on, swinging my shield around to try and knock the dummies from their stake in the ground.
Soon, I was lying on the ground, looking up in exhaustion. 
It was unfair to be expelled. I hadn't just defended myself, but I had defended Achilles.
After I had caught my breath, I started again. My anger had not cooled and every thought seemed to add fuel to the flame.
Suffice it to say, I had one of the best skill training workouts I had ever had. Although I was sure I would have gotten an earful from Achilles for my form. The way I was feeling at that moment, I could have cared less.
 
***
 
I found Mel and Barrell at the OverEatery during their lunch. 
They both shot to their feet when they saw me.
“Lucius. I'm so sorry,” Mel started. “We told him what happened. That it wasn't your fault. It was all Isamu.”
I grabbed his shoulder, letting him know I appreciated him standing up for me.
“We talked,” Barrell said. “We will quit his class if you want to find a different trainer. There are some that take new students even this long after sign ups.”
“No. Thank you, guys. Really. I don't like it, but I can't deny how much he has helped me. I have some ideas of what I'm going to do now.”
I took a seat at the table and they finally sat back down.
“You do?” Mel asked.
“Yes. I'm going to fight bandits.”
Mel froze.
“You sure?” Barrell asked. 
“I am. If Isamu was able to kill one and I beat him, I should be able to take them on. I just have to be smarter about it than he was.”
Barrell lowered his eyes and considered what I said.
“It’s dangerous. And you will be alone,” Mel reminded me.
“It is.”
“You are still going to train tonight, aren't you?”
“Yes. And I expect both of you to be there.”
Barrell ignored my change of subject and said, “I think you are probably right about taking on the bandits. Just stay away from the ones with shields. Today is the day Achilles is going to have us start sparring anyways. We'll let you know what we learn later.”
“I think that's smart. At least, until I get comfortable facing them. I can't very well let you guys surpass me. I'm sure he’s going to have you guys sparring with shields.”
“You have a point,” Barrell conceded. “Just be careful.”
 
***
 
I exited the tree line. There was no denying the knot in my stomach.
A pale blue-skinned bandit with a short sword turned at the noise. Without hesitation he sprinted right at me from about thirty feet away. 
The injury Isamu had given me had healed in minutes. There was no reason why I shouldn't be ready.
No other players had been here when I arrived. After Achilles had kicked me out of his class I was determined it wouldn't slow my training. The more I thought about it the more I realized that I was well prepared for what I needed to do. I had trained to become a pro gamer for years. Destiny had helped me hone the edge of my training blade during that time even if it were for something completely different. Many of the principles were the same. The physical training she’d given me had been a good foundation that Achilles had built upon. There was no doubt about it. I knew how to get stronger. 
I let the bandit come to me. 
He was zealous enough to do so.
I started circling before he even reached me, making a running attack to leverage his momentum impossible. The plan was to play it smart; to take advantage of the reach of my spear and the width of my shield. I would pick him apart without leaving anything to chance.
His speed was incredible. He would lunge high then low to test my reaction time. Combinations of slashes came soon after.
I held him back with a steady dose of thrusts from my spear, aiming mostly for his waist, which made it harder for him to maneuver. 
Slowly, I became accustomed to his pace.
After fighting Isamu, I realized my training was paying off more than I had hoped to believe. I needed to push myself to see what my new limits were, but the key was to do it wisely. I needed to be careful so I didn't overestimate my new ability and end up with a blade in my belly.
Any doubt that I had improved was chipped away with each swing of his sword.
It was becoming a stalemate, so either he was going to try something different, or it was time for me to do so.
Gritting my teeth, I raced forward, thrusting my spear point in the bandit’s face. 
The bandit dodged with a turn of his head, then lunged without slowing.
Perfect.
Meeting the attack with my shield, I held it at the right angle. It diverted off to the side. 
I was overextended and so was the bandit. Whoever recovered first had the advantage. 
Forget that. Kicking out straight, my foot caught the bandit square in the chest, knocking him firmly off balance. 
My next thrust angled in at the last moment scoring a shallow slash on the bandit’s thigh. 
He bounded back, showing me respect for the first time. 
His retaliation came at inhuman speed. His blade darted past, as I danced out of the way, scoring a fine scratch on the side of my helmet. You'd think it would cause me to second-guess myself, but not this time. 
I couldn't help but grin.
There was so much energy I had been wasting on the fear caused by my injury that I had forgotten the thrill of high end competition. With a body that was no longer clumsy and weak, an overwhelming pressure grew in the back of my throat.
As the bandit danced around me, our match became clear in my mind. Even with his athletic ability he only had a sword. I had superior tools for the job. Even when he did score a hit, each time I found I could anticipate it and shift enough to take it on my shield, or armor. 
I allowed him to set the rhythm a second time and he became the aggressor. His end was sealed. With each attack that he threw I countered. 
He grabbed at my shield and slashed at my head. 
Stepping forward, I intercepted the attack with my shield. Stabbing, I missed, but allowed my spear to stay extended. Jumping back, I slashed high. The blade of my spear opened a deep line across his neck.
Didn't see that coming, did you?!
As he fell, what had been welling up in me escaped. Something resembling a sob left me, joining a tear that fell down my cheek. A joy I hadn't felt in years danced about inside of me. This was why I had decided to become a pro gamer. No, this was better. My arms and legs felt loose and powerful.
I had soloed my first Rank E bandit.
 
***
 
I took my time and let the bandit respawn instead of looking for a new location. One at a time I approached and fought them. The weapons they used only changed slightly. Dual knives, short sword, and the rare sword and shield were their only possible weapon combos. What varied more was the Ekselikis' physical characteristics. They were all abnormally quick and strong, but their height varied as much as their bulk. So even though these scouts were all Rank E, they always kept it interesting.
I only spent two hours there before I moved on to different training. It had been a huge success though and I nabbed two more levels. Killing one had filled up my experience bar almost a fifth of the way.
You have reached Level 47!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 100 meters!
 
I now knew I could fight them and win. In a few days I would have to start seeking out a shield user if one didn't spawn. I hadn't been able to face one today.
 
***
 
I found meditation harder than normal later that afternoon. My mind was very insistent on reminding me of Achilles. I had even gone to the training hall and was pacing back and forth in a dojo. I was mimicking his training.
His lectures and meditation had conditioned me to a certain way of thinking. But instead of considering what had happened, I put that out of my mind and doubled down on what to do about my training.
 
***
 
That night I received a Personal Message after all my training and meals were over. It was maybe 11:00 pm when it came in. It was from Achilles.
My eyes darted back and forth as I lay there with Wink. She had been nuzzling me more and more, because she knew something was wrong. I had mostly ignored her, which I regretted even though she was no more than an AI. 
Her head rose from the other end of the couch where she was sleeping between my legs. There was a reflection of the moon's light across her pupils when her eyes met mine.
Getting up silently, I went outside to take the message.
As before, the night's air was cool and filled with the smell of fresh bread. I stared at Achilles’ message for a long moment and prepared myself. Hopefully I would be given a chance to explain myself.
I accepted the message.
“Lucius. Sorry I'm contacting you so late. You wanted to talk?” Achilles said. His voice seemed to be coming from inside my own head. 
It seemed there were multiple kinds of personal or private messages. Before, I had sent him a written message, but this was a conversation?
I swallowed back the knot forming in my throat.
“Yes. I wanted to know why I was kicked out of your class.”
“I think you already know,” he said gently.
“But I was defending you! I was defending myself.”
“You and I both know that isn't why you were banned.”
“I...” My head spun as I looked for the answer, or even just the answer he wanted to hear.
“The act of fighting is not the reason I ban people for fighting.”
“Then, what is it?”
“Figure that out and write out the answer. Send it to me then and we will talk again.”
He ended the conversation.
My jaw shivered as I gritted my teeth. The rest of me started to shake as I processed what had just happened.
There was no way I was going to be able to sleep now. I found myself heading for the training hall. I needed an outlet and hitting something was the only thing that would help.
 



Chapter 21 – The Thread of Life
The old man took a step back as I appeared and marched toward him. His head was turned to the side as he watched me from the corner of his eye.
“Lucius,” he said tentatively.
“Bandits. I need to hit something.”
“Of course,” he responded, but hesitated as if having second thoughts. In a lower tone he added. “It might not be the best time for you to face an enemy in your current state. Can I persuade you to instead use the practice dummies?”
“No.”
“Very well.”
 
***
 
I marched toward our normal spot and didn't stop before going straight for the clearing. With my spear and shield ready I scanned the field in the darkness of night. My night vison was active, increasing the contrasts of blacks and greys. 
When the bandit saw me, he came at me.
I didn't wait.
This one had a spooky green tint to his skin that was distorted in the moon's sparse light as if he were underwater. To my surprise, it was one of the rare shield users. He also wielded a short sword.
The demon inside me shivered in excitement. I wanted nothing but to destroy. I felt like a great wrong had been done to me at the hands of Achilles. Justice was now my blade and anger my willing companion.
With reckless abandon I shot forward. Any thought of strategy dissolved as I flew at my enemy with as much speed as I could muster in the twenty meters between us. 
My spear met the bandit’s shield with all my strength behind it. The momentum was jarring, but I drove through it.
The bandit twisted awkwardly from the impact, stopped in his tracks. I continued forward, releasing another devastating thrust. It sent him backpedaling, scrambling to regain control.
Harder, I struck again. Stretching my muscles to their limit, I pummeled the bandit with uncompromising force.
Winning was a little thing in light of absolute victory. I would dominate him and make him beg for it to be over.
Thrusting lower, I met his shield again, driving through my target and sending him staggering even more.
When I reached him again, he had recovered his balance and bent low to brace against my next attack.
Challenge accepted!
I drove forward, arching back before I released my spear. With the momentum I was sure would put him on his back, I snapped my torso and extended my spear.
A white-hot, searing pain clawed at my ribs on the side of my shield arm. They should have been completely protected, but looking down, I saw the bandit's sword had found its way under my shield. 
I had opened up when winding up for my thrust. I had given him a clean shot. 
He was still holding his sword in place. The narrow point had completely severed the ringlets of my chainmail. The only positive was that his blade had traveled across my ribs and not through them.
Horror sent me squirming in panic as he turned his wrist. 
As he drew his sword back to himself, I fled with a jump, trying to pull my stomach in to evade the blade.
The repositioned blade sliced my side open like a knife to a tomato.
All the fear of my fight with the hobgoblin returned. Pain clawed about with its highest intensity as it grabbed hold of my newly opened wound and squeezed with all of its might.
I wanted to flee—from the bandit and from my body itself.
Hugging my arm to my side only helped to make the pain come in waves, as each heartbeat sent more blood flowing from my body.
My shield was still fastened to my arm. It covered my side as it should have done in the first place. I knew that as soon as I blocked a single blow I would be sent to the ground cringing. It was a miracle I still stood. 
Then a thought came to me. Should I just let him kill me? There might be less pain if he struck me down.
With all of my pain and fear, I still couldn't bring myself to do it.
The bandit now stood and circled me. As foolish as my power attacks had been, it had earned me enough respect from him that he hadn't rushed in immediately.
I dropped my shield, but still hugged my arm to my side. If he was smart, which I knew he was, all that he would have had to do if I kept ahold of my shield was go for my legs and I would be done for. Bending low was not something I could do right now.
Stabbing the ground with the butt of my spear, I lodged it there as I unsheathed my iron short sword from my belt.
Glancing down one last time, I saw the blood had already reached my boot. It was likely I would soon pass out from blood loss. He could have just stayed back and likely won without another attack.
I placed my sword arm between us. My injury was as far from his reach as I could make it.
Achilles hadn't really had us drill with swords, so I was not nearly as proficient with it as the spear. The problem was that my spear wasn't something that I could hold up without putting strain on my side.
I circled with him. Nausea began to grab at my gut. My strength was streaming out with my blood.
He advanced. His shield led.
I swatted at it with little more than arm strength. Even that seemed to stretch my open side, and the claws of pain gripped tighter.
With what little energy I had left, I slashed down, not letting him push me aside with a shield bash. 
His sword streaked too close to my nose, but I pushed forward, slashing aside his sword and shield alike.
How his speed hadn't outdone me I didn't know.
My head started to spin. It didn't look like he would be able to finish me. I would die before he could get his blade in me.
That brought a bloody grin to my face. When had blood reached my mouth?
I parried a timid slash of his sword and smacked his shield away one more time. My strength was finally depleted. I was through.
He seemed to sense I was at my end. Taking a step back, he dropped his guard. He looked me in the eye and bowed his head. It was an act of respect that I often used to put on a show for my fans when I was gaming.
No! You won't mock me!
There was nothing rational about the though. He was an AI and it was highly unlikely he would know anything about me.
He bounded forward, his blade drawn back to pierce me in the heart.
As it raced toward me, I didn't try to stop it. My death came.
Raising my sword, I directed it without placing any force behind it. His own momentum did the work for me. As his sword entered my chest, my sword pierced his skull.
The world spun as something large gushed out of my chest.
Lying on the ground, I had outlived the bandit, but consciousness was waving to me its farewell. Numbness had replaced pain. My eyes closed.
 
***
 
“Well, I was afraid that was going to happen.”
I heard the old man's voice as my vision started to come back to me.
Why am I standing?
I was back in the training hall's starting lobby standing before the old man like I had never entered the bandits’ realm in the first place. Looking down, I saw my chainmail was thrashed on the left side where the bandit's blade had pierced through on my side and chest. A popup was waiting for me when I was ready.
Well, that needed to be replaced.
Immediately, I opened my inventory and found my spear, sword and shield had been returned to me. That was a relief.
When I took a step forward, a faint echo of pain drifted from my side and chest. Was I not fully healed? Hadn't I died?
“It will take your body time to recover. Your pain has been dulled to 10% while you remain here,” he said, wincing.
“Does that mean I didn't die?”
“No. We don't leave injured players to suffer.”
“What if I get injured outside? Could I come here and get healed?”
“No. This is an aspect only available for those injured in the training facility.”
I guessed as much, but it had been worth asking. I equipped my old leather armor. It was thick for leather, but lighter than the chainmail and better than nothing.
“How long will it take me to recover?” I asked.
“Another hour or two, I suppose. If you want to look through the menus, just ask.”
“Thank you,” I said, nodding in reply.
He stood there waiting, making it obvious he was not human, but an AI.
I checked the popup.
You have reached Level 48!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 102 meters!
 
I sighed. Leveling up after something like that really was more like a consolation prize than a real reward.
The ache from my chest reminded me how stupid I had been. I had rushed in here enraged and gotten myself injured. No, I had gotten myself killed. If it weren't for being in the training hall it would have been guaranteed. I'd totally ignored Achilles' lectures.
Lowering my head, I closed my eyes. 
I needed a place to think.
I looked to the old man. He was still standing there watching me.
“Can I enter the dojo? I need a place to think.”
A grin touched his face. 
“I'm assuming you would like to keep the pain inhibiter turned on?”
“Yes.”
“Very well. The room you will enter will have no training equipment.”
“Thank you.”
The room that appeared was identical to the smaller one I had been using, with the same design as Achilles' dojo. It was empty as he had said. It was time to do something I should have done in the first place. 
I began to pace, reminding myself of what got me into trouble in the first place: my fight with Isamu.
 
***
 
Master Achilles,
The reason you removed me from class was because I became the aggressor after I had already beaten Isamu. Out of anger I continued to attack him after he was injured and killed him. I understand that now. Please allow me to return.
Lucius.
 
I almost expected a response right away, but none came.
Internal honesty was one of Achilles' life principles. Tonight I had found it very humbling as I forced myself to acknowledge what was causing me to act this way. As I had rebuked Isamu during out fight for letting his pride rule over him I had been struggling with my own weakness. Anger.
I returned to the house. It was already 3:00 am. My exhaustion drove me to the couch, where I immediately fell asleep.
 



Chapter 22 - Pectorals
When I woke, everyone was already gone. It didn't surprise me. I could almost guarantee Kline had noticed I was gone last night and made sure no one woke me up. He was a good friend.
A message was blinking in the corner of my peripheral vision. Achilles.
Opening it, I read his message.
Lucius,
You are correct. You attacked and killed Isamu when he was already defeated. You allowed your emotion to rule your actions. It is not fighting in itself that I forbid outside the class. Even in the case of sparring, though, emotions run high. Especially when a high % of pain is allowed. Anger, bitterness and pride are not just common but natural. Losing control is the real issue.
Now, I want you to write your thoughts on your failure here. What is the danger and what you can do to overcome them. I'll be waiting.
Achilles
 
My breathing sped up as I read his new assignment. There was more he wanted me to do? My anger was on the cusp of showing its ugly face, but I clenched my fists and held in a deep breath, slowly letting it out. My anger had caused enough trouble in the last couple of days.
He justifiably wanted me to fully acknowledge how wrong I was. It at least looked like he would eventually forgive me and let me back in.
Fine. I needed to begin my training without delay anyways. It was already past 9:00 am.
Before returning to meditation to answer his question, I decided food and some time weight training would do me some good. The physical exercise would help with my mental stress. Besides, if I answered right away, he might have me join the class again today and after last night I needed a day off. Not from training exactly, but from any extra drama my fight with Isamu had caused.
 
***
 
Losing to the bandit last night had taught me two things. Anger causes you to lose your mind and if I were faster I wouldn't have died. It was tempted to just focus on growing stronger. It was much more difficult to face my lack of self-control. Working on both aspects would give me the best results though. Was that really what I wanted?
Giving myself over to my training calmed me in a way that hadn't been present in my life before entering Freedom. I pushed my body to its breaking point multiple times a day and even my injuries from last night had drifted off into the shadows of my mind.
Weight training came and went, followed by an amazing meal of roast beef and sweet potatoes. Even eating so much was becoming easier for me, despite my calorie intake being now in the eight thousand range.
I did skill training after, acknowledging that I had thrown good technique out the door on its backside over the last two days. I returned to basics and skipped fighting bandits today while adding a power thrust to get some muscle memory so even if I lost it again my shield would stay where it needed to be.
Another meal, and finally it was time to respond to Achilles.
I began pacing in the dojo like I always did. Even more than yesterday, I laid into myself and forced myself to consider even the darkest recesses of my desires during my fight with Isamu and the bandit. What I found horrified me.
There had been thoughts of wretched things that I had wanted to do when my anger was at its peak. What had gone through my mind baffled me. How could I feel so justified in violence and death? There was another thing I had to acknowledge though. Even in my anger, I had held myself back from doing some of the most terrible things that had been present within me.
My imagination was capable of coming up with the greatest atrocities. Being capable didn't mean I would follow through with them, nor had to. 
In a large way, it was a relief to know that even in my anger I had held myself back.
I listed the terrible things that anger could cause to happen to myself, my enemies, and my friends. Next, I listed what I thought could help to control my anger. It was so simple.
I must seek to understand my anger and what triggers it. Next, I must be convinced of the dangers. Through reason the best path will present itself and it is the path I must follow.
Hitting the button to send, I felt clean, as if I had been bathed in dirt and hadn't noticed until it was gone.
Leaving the dojo, I headed to the back streets where I would be sprinting for the next hour or so.
 
***
 
As I entered the OverEatery that night, Kline was sitting alone waiting for me. The guild must have had another busy day for the rest of the group not to be there too. 
“I can't believe you are going to work out one more time after this,” Barrell commented, as he waded in behind me as we headed to Kline.
“I'm falling asleep on my feet,” Mel added.
“Come on, guys. It’s not that bad. Don't be lazy,” I replied.
“You really aren't tired, are you?” Barrell said.
“Just hungry,” I admitted.
“Seriously, I think something is wrong with you.”
Stepping around a crowded table, I saw Kline was sitting there stuffing his face with his fork while his pup licked the fingers of his other hand.
I came to a stop.
“Hey!” Barrell complained.
“Sorry,” I said, my words little more than a whisper.
Above Kline's head was a new descriptor.
Kline
Combat Level Rank D
Psionic Level Rank G
 
Psionic Level? Peter had said that everyone was chosen to enter Freedom because of their psionic potential, but I had hardly believed it. Since I had been so busy dealing with my internal rage monster I had nearly forgotten. But now?
I quickly moved forward to keep my friends from waiting, and sat down next to Kline, never taking my eyes off of him.
As I joined him, he sat back, keeping his eyes forward. There was smirk he was trying to keep hidden from us. I knew he was up to something.
He just kept chewing as my other friends took their seats on the other side of him.
“What is it?” Mel asked. 
Barrell was also watching Kline.
Kline raised his hand and swiped through his menu until his guild shirt popped off, then his armor and finally his undershirt. He sat there with his bulging chest showing.
Mel coughed, while turning his eyes away.
Wide eyed, Barrell said, snickering, “You're not my type.”
A full belly laugh burst out of Kline. Then he started to do something that caused me to think he had finally lost his mind.
One pectoral muscles flexed, then the other. From one side to the other his chest muscles took turns bulging. The speed at which they flexed increased like a drummer upping the tempo, until he turned to me, a grin of insanity across his face.
“Boom!” he cried, loud enough for everyone in the tavern to hear. They turned their heads.
At the same moment, an ethereal red steam escaped from every part of his body at once. The aura on his chest reached up like flares from the sun as he flexed both pectorals at once.
“Pec pop of power!” he roared.
I stared at him blank faced until I was able to process what he had just done.
Mel jumped back. He disappeared below the table as he fell from his chair.
The laugher burst out of me and Barrell at once. I held my gut at the ridiculousness of it all.
When Mel picked himself up and retook his chair, my laugher started again. He just stared at Kline wide eyed, disbelief overriding any sense of embarrassment.
As my breathing started to settle, I reached out to touch the aura coming from his shoulder.
He saw me coming and turned with a wicked grin.
“Away, filth!” he rebuked.
Lining up his chest with where my hand was heading, he flexed again, sending energy flaring to intercept my hand.
I pulled it back at the surprising sensation. It felt... It felt like I was able to feel a magnetic field for the first time. There was no temperature difference or texture, it was just a weak force that pushed against me. It wasn't strong enough that I couldn't push back against it with ease, but it was obviously there.
“That's incredible,” I said as he laughed at my expense.
Reaching out again, I sat my hand on his shoulder, then released any pressure, feeling the energy propel me away.
Barrell touched his other arm as he shook his head. “You have your own natural bug repellent!” 
Suddenly serious, Kline grabbed at the hair on his chin. “You are right!” 
Looking down, I noticed the aura really couldn't be seen through his pants and armor. I said as much.
“Yeah. That's why I had to take off my shirt. It would have ruined the joke if you guys couldn't see it,” he replied.
“What? You didn't think looking like a demon would be enough?” Barrell replied. “Have you seen your face?”
Barrell was right. The aura wasn't as obvious around his goatee, but his mouth and face glowed red.
“That's pretty frightening, man,” I admitted.
“Do you think female Ekseliksi will find it attractive? This may have just doubled the number of fish in the sea for me.” He smirked.
“Does it hurt?” Mel asked, finally recovering.
“Me? No. But everyone else? You can't even imagine what the Kline is capable of now!”
“Really?”
“You'll just have to wait and see,” Kline said. 
“Wait. Before you... power down? Take a selfie for your fans. The opportunity is too good to pass up,” I promised.
After doing as I said, he released his aura and re-equipped his upper garments. “What are you guys doing Saturday?”
Barrell and Mel both looked to me.
“Uh. Bandits most likely,” I replied.
“Forget that. The goblin siege is coming soon. We are going to start group training. You guys need to come to the orcs with us this weekend.”
I asked what everyone was thinking: “How soon?”
“Maybe a month. Maybe two.” Kline shrugged. “Peter just wants to start training.” Turning to Barrell and Mel. “You guys are going to join the guild, right?”
Even Barrell looked blank faced.
“Can we?” Mel asked.
“Of course. You're with this twerp,” Kline said, smacking me on the back. “So you are in if you want in.”
“I do!”
“I'll join,” Barrell agreed.
“Good. Group training will be mandatory, then. It starts Saturday morning and will last for a few hours. You'll probably have enough time later in the day to go 'play' with the bandits. Also, the orcs have good drops, unlike those stingy aliens.”
That was a good point. I was going to have to purchase some new armor soon and it would probably take most of my savings, cutting into my living expenses. Cash flow was going to become really important really fast. Real loot from real mobs sounded like a perfect change of pace.
 
***
 
Achilles got back to me around 9:00 pm. I had just finished a round of weight training and was getting my nightly meal. Because I had almost met my calories for the day I was chewing on jerky on the walk home when I accepted his message.
Lucius,
You have done well figuring out where you faltered. Be sure to continue to meditate on these things and renew your mind with what you have learned. It is just as natural for us to get busy and forget what we know as it is for us to fall in the first place.
I know the question on your mind, but you will not be allowed to return to class. As an instructor my word must not be broken, regardless of circumstance. Continue your training. I wish you luck.
Achilles
 
My mind had been so filled with his assignment that I trampled over the part of me that wished to respond in anger. The feeling that he had used my hope of rejoining the class against me was not something I could ignore though. If I were honest, though, I couldn't really say I was surprised.
What would I do now? My self-training was going well, but was it enough? Would I not do even better if I were in Achilles’ class? I had to do something. 
Hoping that Achilles hadn't blocked me from messaging him, I tried to write him one more time. There was only one more thing I could say that might give me a chance.
Achilles,
I think I understand. Still, I have to ask. Will you please reconsider? I just don't think I will be able to do as well without your help.
Cornelius recommended you.
 
It was kind of a low blow at this point, but Cornelius had mentioned I might have to mention his name at some point. I would use all the tools at my disposal.
Thankfully the message sent. It wasn't long before I got a reply.
Lucius,
I have been watching your progress outside of class. I watched your fight with Isamu and your fight with the bandit last night. You are on the way to mastering yourself. My class is designed to put you on that path.
As for your physical training, just keep doing what you are doing. Focus on form and pay attention to how your stats respond to your workouts. Adjust as needed.
Finally, as for your skill training. You still have a long way to go. Continue fighting the bandits. The experience they will provide you as you move up through their ranks is priceless. 
Cornelius. He's been a thorn in my side for years, but he’s a good friend. I still cannot allow you to rejoin the class...
To reward your persistence, this Friday come to the training hall at 1:00 pm and be ready to train. We can start your one-on-one training.
Achilles
 
As I read his message my stomach did cartwheels. Suddenly, I was shaking in anticipation.
 



Chapter 23 – Is it Possible?
When I entered the house that night, no one was back yet. They were either still at the guild hall or getting a meal. Our schedules didn't line up well at all, although I had managed to eat with Kline almost every night for dinner and the rest of the group a couple of times a week.
I released Wink to do as she liked. She ran over to the couch, jumped up and made herself comfortable. It hadn't been noticeable from day to day, but she had definitely grown. I knew I fed her well and she didn't complain, but I didn't give her the attention that would have been necessary for a real pup. I wonder if that was by design or if I was missing out on some game system because of my neglect. 
Tonight, I would baby her a bit to make up for the last couple of days. She had been there when I got hurt and wasn't able to do anything to help me because she couldn't participate in combat. I didn't know if it bothered her, but I knew it would bother me if I were her.
I passed by the living room where I slept and headed to the restroom in the hall. As I entered the room, the ever-lit lamps to either side of the mirror above the sink flickered. Something was wrong.
“Hi Lucius,” came a voice from the board ceiling.
I jumped where I stood, my fists flying out before me.
“Lax!” I hissed. “Are you trying to scare me to death?”
“No. And I don't have time to wait for a more convenient time.”
Loosening my fist, I allowed myself to calm down. “Fine. What is it?”
“Today when you came in contact with your friend’s psionic reading I got a better reading on your own psionic status.”
Suddenly interested, I encouraged him. “Go ahead.”
“You have an extreme amount of psionic energy stored. Much more than what is normal for the average Ekseliksi, let alone a human.”
“Oh. Is it dangerous?”
“Most likely no. It just means that you have long passed the time that you should have unlocked your psionic flow. There are two primary things measurable when determining psionic ability. Energy storage and flow. Storage is the amount you can hold in your body at a time. Flow is the amount you can draw out at a time for use. It would be abnormal for someone to not have unlocked their flow when only having a fraction of the energy you possess.”
“Is there anything I can do to speed up the process?”
“Keep training. Psionic energy and the muscular system work together in synergy to help you control it. Eventually you will reach your limit of the amount you can store and your body will have to release it.”
Standing there in the restroom having this conversation I became very uncomfortable and not just because I was reaching my limit for how long I could hold it in. 
“If I reach this limit, what is likely to happen?”
“It can be pretty explosive, but it is energy exiting your body, so it won't hurt you.”
“What about the things and people around me? Could it hurt them?”
“That is possible. Usually you will be able to direct the energy though.”
“But let’s say if it happens when I'm in a restroom like this. Will there be a lot of damage?”
“Yes. It will be limited, because your flow, regardless of the amount of energy you have stored, can only release so much energy at a time without killing you.”
“Killing me?! I thought you said it wasn't dangerous.”
“Lucius. I'm losing my patience,” he warned. “The unlocking process happens differently for each person, but one thing is consistent. There is always an event that forces a person's flow to release. After that, you will be able to start to control it. Only after training will you even have the psionic strength to push the limits of your flow and be a danger to yourself.”
“That's reassuring.” 
“I am out of time. If there is any additional information I find out, I will contact you then.”
“Okay.”
The ever-lit lamps flickered. Lax was already gone.
I really didn't like the fact that he was contacting me while I was in the restroom, but I was thankful for the information. I was just as sure that I didn't like him.
 
***
 
The next morning, I tweaked my schedule and put my bandit training at 1:00 pm so that I would get in the habit of skill training at that time. Tomorrow was the day I would start my one-on-one training with Achilles.
After seeing Kline last night, I found myself approaching my training with a renewed vigor. As a gamer, there was almost always something new to unlock: a level, skill, spell or ability. This was something different. Not only was I on the brink of unlocking something that could give me a huge advantage in Freedom, but Victoria's words sung in my mind.
“It isn't magic. It is real.”
Sitting upon a blue steel bench as the training-bots stood to either side behind me, I watched as they held up a barbell for my next set. I had drenched one of the green tank tops Victoria had made me in sweat already. 
The strength in my hands and wrists, my arms and shoulders, was beyond anything I had ever imagined as a gamer. Knowing that this strength was really mine and not just the virtual illusion of a game proved to me that I was on the right path. I still considered myself a gamer, but was I really? The strategist in me felt betrayed. A real gamer would be focusing on taking advantage of the gaming system, which was the opposite of what I was doing. 
Now, I was determined to take full advantage of the system when the time came, but I was convinced it wasn't the time for leveling up. I hadn't seen Vector for weeks, but he had been convinced of the same thing. It was time to get stronger.
With the promise of psionic power, there was a new kink in my original plan. How could the gamer in me be denied from striving to unlock such power? Not only would it benefit my character, it was also something I could take with me. If what Victoria said was true, which I completely believed, then I was going to get something that surpassed strength. The possibility of being able to enhance my strength, speed and even heal, what else would psionic ability allow me to accomplish?
Laying back down, I let the training-bots position the bar above my chest. As I took it in my hands, they followed my lead and adjusted with every micro movement that I made. 
Lowering the bar to my chest, I held the tension for a full second. The stretch spanned from shoulder to shoulder. I felt a small hint of joy knowing the feeling of the correct form and that I was applying it now.
I launched the bar up from my chest as if I was trying to throw it through the ceiling. It was too heavy for that to be possible, but the explosiveness I managed was exactly what I wanted. Perfection.
 
***
 
“Lucius,” Lax's voice sounded, this time from the OverEatery's restroom. I had noticed the shimmer to the room when I entered so this time I wasn't caught off guard. Annoyed was a better word.
“What's up?”
“I can confirm that after every training session, you are losing psionic energy for a short period then regaining it as you recover. With each recovery your energy capacity is growing.”
“I'm losing energy?”
“Yes. It’s not an insignificant amount either, but you regain it quickly and it is increasing after every rest period you take.”
“Should I change anything?”
“No. Unless you can train more often.”
I snorted at the thought. 
“If I could I'd already be doing it.”
“Then keep at it. I still don't trust you, but seeing your potential is starting to make sense of why Peter has recruited you to join the team. I'm out.”
And with that he was gone. 
Was that supposed to be a compliment?
If I was losing energy after each training session, didn't that mean I was using it? How was it possible that I was using it before I had unlocked it? Maybe I should ask Peter or Victoria. They could have more information than Lax did. I didn't even know if he was human. Scratch that. I didn't know if he were Ekseliksi.
 



Chapter 24 – Facing Achilles
A spear collided with my training shield, rattling me to the very core. The strength behind the thrust was so overpowering that it made a hobgoblin’s strength look an obnoxious goblin toddler. And he was holding back.
It was as if the vibration of my shield had spoken to me. Somehow I knew he could pierce my shield like a knife through aluminum. I was at his mercy. 
There are only a few times in the average person’s life when they experience true humility. Today was one of them. I faced Achilles. He had thrown a single attack and I knew my concept of strength would never be the same. Master was the respectful title that was given to him as our teacher, but in reality, legend was even an understatement. 
I had seen the human side of him. How could something so transcendent merge with man?
Terror should have caused me to abandon all courage and beg for mercy, or even death. An itch of memory reminded me that we were in the training hall and pain had been lessened to forty percent, lasting for a maximum of three seconds.  It was a similar limitation to what had been legislated for VR games.
We were in the normal dojo that he had always held class in. The difference was that there were firm floors with an added bounce to them and a rack of weapons for us to use while sparring. I needed to let Victoria know about this discovery. The variables available in the training hall for sparring could end up being the dealmaker. If we were to get our own guild training hall, the ability to lessen the pain and length of injury would be a huge advantage. Training at full speed with the intention of killing was far superior to having to hold back your blows.
Facing the bandits had given me some good defensive habits. Keeping my shield up was one of them. I hadn’t even moved my shield during his first attack and just braced for the impact.
Staggering back a few steps, I saw Achilles wore no emotion, only analyzed me as he began to throw multiple attacks from different angles. Each attack challenged my skill and physical ability to handle such power. 
He thrust low. His massive body was hidden behind his round shield more than I would have guessed possible. There was an outline of red from his overshirt, but nothing there seemed like a worthy target.
I lowered my shield to block, making sure I caught it on the middle of my shield so he didn't throw me off balance. I overcorrected! 
His spear shot toward my face.
I leaned back with such force I would have fallen and kept going. My shield just made it into position to catch it on the edge. The lip of my shield rocked back, smacking me in the mouth and caused me to see white.
“Move your shield and body as one!” Achilles commanded, standing to his full height “Your arm strength alone will not be sufficient. Reposition your shield with your legs!”
He wasn't much taller than me but he was a behemoth in girth which made it feel like I was facing an elephant in the shape of a man.
As he approached to throw another strike, I jabbed at his face, a distraction more than an attack.
He dipped below my jab. His spear jarred me at the same time.
For what seemed an eternity, Achilles attacked me with a series of thrusts. At times there seemed to be a pattern to his attacks and then he would change the moment I noticed it. Here and there I tried to throw a thrust of my own, but nothing slowed him down. Either the angle of his attack put me in a position to not be able to make an accurate thrust, or his shield was already in the only place I could attack before I even struck. 
That was only the first round. He had me rest for a few minutes, but I wasn't allowed to sit. 
“Your defense is starting to come together. Still you have some lazy tendencies already developing.”
When the time was up he came at me without hesitation. A rapid number of thrusts  powered into my shield. Each one had come in from the opposite side; left, then right, and left again.
I focused on what he had said. I shifted my entire body, my weight distribution going from foot to foot
His spear darted toward my lead leg.
I lowered my shield to meet the new attack. I realized my mistake as my shield moved to intercept.
Before I could react, his spear came. Steel reached for my throat.
Even as I leaned back, his spear point broke the skin and cut my voicebox in two.
Despite the pain and my inability to breath, I kept myself from staggering and readied for the next blow.
“You have done this before?” he asked, raising a brow.
I nodded, still unable to talk since the three seconds hadn't passed.
“You’re only blocking with arm strength when the attack is low. Squatting down will keep your weight behind the block and put you in a better position to defend the next attack. From now on I will make you pay for every mistake.”
Coughing, I was then able to speak. “Can we change the pain percentage to 60%?”
He squinted at me as he weighed what I had said. “Yes,” he finally replied, stopping to fiddle with his menu.
I nodded. 
Now this was training. Even though I wasn't in a game, this is the very type of thing I was used to. After years of training at a max of forty percent pain, it just wouldn't help the way it did when I first started taking becoming a pro gamer seriously. The pain would help teach my body Achilles' lessons in a way no other method could. Hopefully sixty percent pain was the right level. Too much and it would undermine what he was trying to teach me.
As he changed the setting, I wondered if Achilles was in a VR cube similar to the one that I was currently dangling in. The fact that his strength and skill was transferring through so clearly made it the only thing that made sense. Using a deep dive system was not the same even if his avatar was given the same skills and strength he had in real life. It would have been nearly impossible for him to perform in the same way without years of practice.
He came again. Suddenly, his attacks changed from straight thrusts to a variety of slashes. His spear spun around to attack me from angles I had never seen before.
My injuries slowly piled up until I lost count. The pain was a little overbearing, but it dissolved quickly enough that I gritted my way through it. My wrist was severed several times, my legs were thrashed, and my chest would have been more blood than flesh if I hadn't healed each time in three seconds. The best, or worst, wound I suffered was when Achilles’ spear sliced right through one side of my head and out the other right below my eyeline. 
“That’s enough,” he said, betraying a grin.
How long had it been? Pulling up my menu I saw we had been here for two hours. Was that possible? He didn't even seem to be winded.
“Thank you,” I said, trying to catch my breath.
“In regard to the conversation we had the other day in my office,” he said, returning his spear and shield to the rack, “you are coming along at a remarkable rate. The entire class is... But there is something you need to know. You have probably already noticed it. Your recovery rate is much faster than the others’ and theirs are off the charts. Your rate has continued to increase even quicker while the others have stagnated. At first it concerned me, but after consulting a few friends, they reassure me there seems to be no negative side effects.”
I nodded that I understood as I collapsed to the floor. Leaning back on my hands, I labored to catch my breath.
After talking to Lax, I was pretty sure I already knew the cause. It really was no surprise. Mel and Barrell had really only been able to keep up with one of my extra training sessions. What could I say though? My conversations with Lax were completely unknown to anyone watching, including the developers.
“Do you think it has something to do with the psionic abilities that some are getting?” I asked.
“That is what I'm thinking. Time will tell. In the meantime, I wanted to recommend a new training regimen.”
He fixed his gaze on me. His tone implied it was more than a recommendation.
“Sure,” I said, managing a brief smile.
He nodded. “From what I have been able to gather, the goblin city attack is probably going to happen in a month to a month and a half. You were planning on participating in the battle, yes?
“Yes. My guild is leading the siege.”
“Then it’s time to prepare. Life is made up of many battles. Often, you won't know what the next battle will be, but when it’s clear you must learn to plan and train harder and smarter than everyone else. We have work to do. Let’s assume it happens thirty days from today. No more running, or drilling. You will be focusing almost entirely on weight training for the next two weeks.”
“Oh?”
“If you have a foundation of strength, skills come easy. Our goal is to get you to the point where even if you are only at eighty percent, you will outperform anyone you come across. You have been focusing on full body workouts and mostly complex movements up until now. In the last two weeks your body has built a good foundation and has already started to get used to the movements. We are now going to add isolation exercises. I'm sending you a chart.”
I opened the message he sent me.
Workout Schedule
(Adapt times to whatever time you start the first workout. The rest period between workouts is what's important.)
Legs 1: - 8:00 am
Pre-workout – Lunges 10x5, Jump Squats 20x3
Workout - Full Squat, Front Squat, Leg Press, Calf Raises (Sitting and standing), Elbow to Knee, Hanging Pike
 
Back: (Pull Exercises) - 10:00 am
Pre-workout – Row Machine
Workout – Underhanded Lat Pull, Overhanded Lat Pull, Wide Grip Pull Ups, Chin Ups, Narrow Grip Pull Ups, Single Arm Dumbbell Row, Reverse Flyes, Shrugs, Barbell Curl, Hammer Curl, Farmer's Walk
 
Skill Training – Bandits - 1:00 pm
(Tuesday and Friday with Achilles)
 
Chest and Shoulders: (Push Exercises) - 3:00 pm
Pre-workout – Pushups 30x3, Dumbbell Press (light weight)
Workout – Benchpress, Incline Benchpress, Decline Benchpress, Dumbbell Flyes, Standing Military Press, Side Laterals to Front Raise, Shrug, Dips, Close-Grip Benchpress, Dumbbell Tricept Extension
 
Legs 2: - 5:00 pm
Pre-workout - Lunges 10x5, Jump Squats 20x3
Workout – Barbell Deadlift, Dumbbell Lunges, Calf Raises (Sitting and standing), Elbow to Knee, Hanging Pike, Face Down Neck Resistance, Face Up Neck Resistance, Isometric Neck Sides
 
The chart was very detailed, but would it really be better than my current training? It seemed like he was asking me to do less than I already was.
“I will leave extra instruction in your profile at the training hall. The AI will help you with the finer points of some of the changes you need to make. As you can see, this will only give you five workout sessions each day, and four of them are weight training. Recovery time varies depending on the person and the muscle group you are working out. Naturally, the average person will recover from a leg workout in three to six days depending on the shape they are in, their genetics and how thoroughly they work their muscles. Arms take two to five days for recovery. Normally, with the right diet and supplements, you can cut that time in half. But for you, it may be possible to fit an entire week's training into a single day. If your body can handle it and if you can find the discipline to make the most of each day, by the end of two weeks you will have done the equivalent of fourteen weeks of training. The foundation that will build will have you capable of competing with some of the best athletes in Freedom.
“I will warn you, though. Pay attention to your body. As you start isolation exercises, your goal will be to work each muscle to its absolute limit every time. Even with the extra training you've been doing, your body may not be ready for what you are about to put it through.”
Sitting forward on the floor, I looked up at him like a puppy being tempted with a new toy.
“There’s another problem you will face. When you do the same workout every day your muscles will get used to those movements and become more proficient until you plateau. Because of this you are going to change the weight and number of reps you do each day. I'm sending you a second chart.”
I opened it.
Three Day Rotation
Day One – 80% to 90% of One Rep Max for 3 to 6 reps for all exercises.
Day Two – 65% to 75% of One Rep Max for 8 to12 reps for all exercises.
Day Three – 50% to 60% of One Rep Max for 18 or more reps for all exercises.
At the end of each rotation start again at day one.
 
“Each day you will want to take each exercise until you can't do any more positive reps. By the end of working that muscle group, if you aren't feeling a pump in the muscle, do negatives reps until you do. You may need less weight. By changing the rep range each day your body won't know what hit it. You don't want your muscles to adapt. If it feels like you’re getting through your workouts too easily one day, change things. Punish your muscles.”
I was staring at him wide eyed. So that was why my stat increases weren't going up much more even when I was doing more working out.
“Tomorrow, I was going to go hunting with my guild. Is the schedule flexible where I could place Skill Training at a different time of the day?” I asked.
“Yes. Just make sure you allow an extra hour of rest time before any serious combat. After two weeks, we will reevaluate how much time you have before the coming battle. If things are delayed we may continue weight training, but if not, we will go on to the next stage of your preparation.”
I looked down at the newly developed muscles in my legs beneath my training shorts. I contemplated what it would mean for the next two weeks.
“You better go,” Achilles said. “Class starts in less than an hour and I need to eat.”
“Of course,” I replied. Standing up, I found the command in my menu. When I looked up, I saw him watching me closely.
Waving, I didn't wait for a reply and ported out. After surviving that insanity, it was time to do something I had been needing to do since my last run-in with death. It was time to purchase some new armor.
 



Chapter 25 – Welcome to Prodos
“You were able to do six reps for the last two sets. We are increasing the weight. Now, try to do three reps,” the training-bots said as I stepped under the bar.
“You are increasing it that much?” I said.
The training-bots didn't answer. They knew I meant it as a rhetorical question.
I felt the cool bite of the bar as it was lowered onto the muscles at the base of my neck and shoulders. My hands found their grip quickly. After the pre-workout and my first two sets my body was already warmed up to the movement. My thighs, gluts and lower back were already tight from pushing the extreme load from the other sets. 
The weight increased. I could tell that anything other than everything I had would end in failure. 
I filled my lungs to their max and forced the air out my nose. With each exhale I pictured the explosion of power I would need. My muscles flexed instinctively.
One last breath I let out slowly. When the air was gone from my lungs, I sucked air. The weight dropped as I bent at the waist. My back flexed as I pulled down on the bar, holding it in place even though it was far more than what my back could hope to truly control. 
My glutes brought me low. They dipped just below being level with my knees. My lower back reached its limit before it starting to round. Catching the weight, it was too much for me to hold there, so I took advantage of my muscles’ natural spring and pushed up as I drove the air from my lungs.
The weight didn't move. It hovered there battling against all the strength I had. 
It started to inch up. 
Somewhere between a grin and a grimace, all of the muscles in my face clenched at once as if they were cheering their fellow muscles on.
As the bar started to move, my momentum grew until I straightened my legs and held it upright.
I didn't dare rest. Immediately, I lowered the bar a second time, catching it again at the bottom of my squat, and fought gravity. It was a foe I couldn't ever conquer, but this was a battle I could win.
With all the grit I could muster, I struggled against the bar. As if steam was being released from a hidden engine, air rushed from my nose.
It started to move. A second time I stood, insulting gravity’s insistence.
A final time, I lowered the bar. Reaching the bottom of the rep, my back threatened to round as I met my limit. The quads in my thighs quaked as if they feared my back would take all my attention.
I drove my legs into the floor. Fury and joy embraced as I warred against the training-bots that held the weight firmly.
The air left my lungs before I could send the bar in the right direction. Blood rushed to my face, making it feel like an inflated balloon.
Somehow I found more air, releasing a wail of persistence.
As the bar rose my eyes lit up. Clenching my teeth, I smiled like a predator who knew his prey had lost all hope.
I let go of the bar as the training-bots took it off my shoulders and raised it over my head. I almost fell forward. There was no more strength in me to do more than stand.
“Well done, sir. You have set a new personal record of three reps for four hundred pounds,” the training-bots said.
I almost missed what they had said as the fog that had settled over me started to subside. 
“Is that good?” I asked slowly, allowing for my labored breathing.
“It is far above average normally, but in Freedom you are in the top twenty-five percent of players. If you break it up into gamers and athletes, you are in the top three percent of gamers and thirty percent of athletes.”
The top thirty percent of athletes? It was much better than I would have guessed.
“How much longer until I catch the top players?”
“If by top players you mean the top five percent than at the average rate of progress it would take two years, but at the rate you are progressing, approximately five months.”
“What about the top one percent of athletes?”
“That may not be possible, sir. Calculating natural limitation into the equation it will take approximately two and a half years at your current rate if your body allows.”
I took a step back, my legs finding some semblance of strength.
“One minute and thirty seconds until front squats will begin.”
It seemed like overkill to give me another form of squats after I had just pushed the same muscle group to its limit. If I hadn't believed Achilles was serious when he said I might not be able to handle this new regimen, I did now.
 
***
 
“That is it,” I said, pointing to the guild hall and first player bank as we came to the top of the hill about two hundred meters from the front gate.
The building that had been nothing but a gutted warehouse a week ago had been transformed. Truthfully, this was the first time I had seen it since it was finished. Without my trips out of town to run around the wall with Achilles' class, I hadn't had a reason to leave town.
A billboard-sized sign was built up over the first story entrance. The Prodos logo of an open treasure chest shone in gold, next to the green text with our guild name. Beneath it was the word BANK in all caps and bolded in silver text. It was all on a clean white background.
The building had the same thick log exterior as before, but the double doors that stood open were solid bronze. Knowing they had to cost a small fortune, I was awestruck.
There was already a steady flow of traffic. Those coming and going mostly wore Prodos green, although a good number of them only wore a sash over one shoulder, instead of an entire overshirt. That wasn't all. Players in other guild or training hall colors were also there about their business.
Mel shrugged uncomfortably. 
“Let’s go,” I said, chuckling.
Entering, I saw the walls were well-sanded light wood. My eyes went wide as I took in the variety of services the guild was offering. There were two different counters on either side of the room.
To the right were the food shop and armory. The food shop had a square sign hanging from the tall ceiling that had a loaf of bread on a white background. The armory sign had a sword across a shield on a green background. Both shops had a couple of people lined up in front of the open counters. There was a separate merchant for each station.
On the left was the guild bank. A white sign with the Prodos open chest of gold was larger than all the other signs in the room. There were three different merchants for the bank alone. The final station wasn't a shop, but a closed door with a sign above reading Guild Common Area.
Victoria had completely outdone herself. Sure, she had help, but it wasn't Peter that was doing the majority of the negotiation to make this possible. It was her. The idea was hers. People had changed this place for her. People were working for her.
Some part of me had still been considering her the girl I had snuck out with. That image of her I had in my mind was wrong. How exactly should I see her?
How big had guild Prodos become? There was no way less than a couple hundred players would cause this much traffic throughout the day. There were over thirty players here at the moment and I doubted 10:30 am was peak traffic time.
Suddenly, a tiny girl with big blue eyes and an even bigger smile jumped out from our flank to land in front of us. She had blond pigtails and was as bubbly as could be. 
“Welcome to Prodos!” she said with high pitched enthusiasm. Instead of armor, she wore a silver dress with a green ribbon for a belt, with the sash I had noticed before looped across her left shoulder and fastened on her right hip.
“The bank is open to the public for a small fee with the activation of an account! You can deposit items!” she said, her arms spread wide. “For general goods see the twins Shay and Mercedes three streets over off of Splinterless Freeway! The Armory here specializes in armor and weapons. Anything else or inquiries about joining the guild? My name is Lily, just ask!”
“Uh.” I was about to speak, but Mel interrupted me.
“Hi, Lily. I’m Mel, and this is Lucius and Barrell,” he greeted, with abnormal courage. Seeing the way he looked at her, it was obvious he was interested. “We are here to see Peter. We have already joined the guild, but were supposed to join him for training today.” 
“Oh,” she said, confused. “Training was hours ago… early this morning.” Not letting it sidetrack her, she shrugged and continued. “First things first. Come.” 
We followed her as she waved us on and bounded over to the armory. “So you have a couple options. If you have the money, you can get a tunic, or a vest. They are both a silver apiece. If you don’t have the coin, or prefer not to buy those, the sash is free. Although, each additional one will be 25 copper each. We also have our own seamster, so if you want something custom just ask Horace.” 
She pointing to the armory, where I saw a guy standing behind the merchant that I hadn't seen at first glance. He wore an ornate white coat with golden tassels and embroidery. He had a name and rank, which meant he was a player, not an NPC. Looking around, about half of the merchants were players.
“Victoria already made me one,” I said, as I flicked through my menu and equipped it over my leather armor.
“Oh,” Lily replied, staring wide eyed. “I haven't seen one like that.”
It was one of the sleeveless green shirts she had made me.
“Wait. You don't have a guild logo,” she added.
“I'll take a sash, I guess,” I replied, shrugging.
“I'll take one too,” Barrell added.
Mel wasn't interested in the sash. He let Lily guide him over to the armorer where she talked him into purchasing a tunic. 
I had expected him to be shy around girls, since he lacked confidence in our training. None of that showed.
“So now that you have your colors, gear is next. Did Captain Peter say someone would meet you here?”
All we could do was shrug.
“I don't think gear will be an issue,” I said. Though I still had on my old leather armor, I planned on trying the new armor I had purchased today. I hadn't worn it yet because it reminded me of how foolish I had been to fight the bandit. I didn't want to forget. 
“I’ll just message him,” I added. 
Sudden terror sprung to Lily’s face. “No please. He doesn’t want to be disturbed.” 
Well, you had to give it to her. She definitely took her job seriously. 
“Don’t worry. He’s a friend.”
Before she could respond, I sent Peter a voice request. “Hey Peter. We are here with your hostess.”
Almost immediately Peter’s voice replied. “Hostess? Oh, you mean Lily. Hang tight. Kline will come get you guys.” 
A minute later Kline opened one of the doors opposite the entrance and waved us in. 
Lily looked from him to us. She lowered her gaze and folded her hands in front of her skirt. “Sorry. I didn’t know you had a meeting with the captain.” 
Still surprised by how seriously she took her job, I smiled and reassured her. “You did great, Lily. Thank you for showing us around and getting us set up.”
“Yeah. Thank you,” Mel said, with a clumsy smile. 
Her red cheeks quickly regained their color and she curtsied in thanks. 
The next room was not what I had imagined. For some reason I had expected a throne had been installed where Victoria could perch with her guards, Peter and Oliver, on either side.
Instead it was an office space. There was a large desk with a man behind it with a focused frown. Though there was no paperwork, he was working diligently, focused solely on his gaming menu. If I had to guess he was probably in charge of communications. Sending out messages and possibly even recruiting.
“Hey, Jay,” Kline greeted as we entered the room.
Jay had large shoulders and a strong back. It surprised me that he was in here behind a desk. Looking over at us, he studied us for a moment, before nodding and turning back to his work. 
The space was much too big for just his desk, but a few odd wooden chairs were there as if expecting future residents. 
Kline led us to one of the offices. Victoria sat behind a big desk with Peter at her side. Wilson sat across from her, on the other side of the desk, dressed in pale green and yellow. 
“Lucius!” Victoria declared, acting surprised but certainly happy to see me. “I’m sure you remember Wilson?” 
Before I could respond, Wilson sprang to his feet and embraced me, with a solid thump on the back. He was the leader of a small guild that had raced me as we chased after the fleeing goblins just before stumbling across their city.
“We were just finishing up our meeting. Wilson and his men joined Prodos today as a sub-guild and we are glad to have him,” Peter said. 
Victoria and Peter joined us on the other side of the desk. 
“That’s right! We can’t wait for the goblin siege to start. We’ve got dibs on a guild hall when we take the city,” Wilson said.
“You're going to move in?” I asked.
“That's the plan! Instead of buying a place here, property will be cheap. Dead cheap,” he said with a smirk.
“I see your point.”
He laughed even louder. “The goblins will see it! We did another recon up that way and estimate their city to be three times larger than ours. Property is just the beginning. Can you imagine the loot?”
“Don't let that get out,” Oliver suggested.
He looked to Oliver, grinning wider. “Of course. Of course. I better get going, anyways.”
Turning to me, he added. “I look forward to busting some heads with you. Next time though, I'll be winning our race.”
I couldn't help but snort. “Not a chance.”
 
***
 
When Wilson was gone, Victoria released a pent up breath. “Well, that went well. What’s the count?”
“711 players under our banner as sub-guilds or as a part of Prodos. Things are coming together,” Peter answered. 
“711?!” I coughed.
Peter and Victoria nodded as one. 
Barrell gave a long whistle. 
“Enough work. I’m ready for some fun.” Victoria yawned as she reached up, stretching her arms.
“Well, I can’t promise you fun, but we will get some exercise,” Peter encouraged her. 
“Very well.” She managed a smile as she glanced at us. “At least we will have the full squad together now. Thanks for joining us, guys. I hope you don't mind, but since you are training with Lucius, we are going to add you to the lead group.” 
Even Barrell was speechless. No pressure.
Besides the three of us, the lead group was made up of Victoria, Peter, Oliver and Kline, plus three other guild members who also had high quality bronze scale mail. 
The traffic was going both ways as we headed out of the city. As soon as we were noticed, people nodded in our direction and raised their weapons in salute as we passed. Where had I been? We had gained a good amount of notoriety for our part in defeating the goblin's Western army and finding their city, but this was something else entirely. The people honoring us weren't your average fans, but top level gamers and athletes in their own right.
Victoria led, wearing her war-gown, for lack of a better word for it. Peter and Oliver stood to either side of her as I expected, but they really did look like bodyguards in their green tunics with polished bronze shining underneath.
Looking back, she met my gaze briefly and pouted her lips.
I chuckled to myself.
“She’s like the queen of Willingham,” Mel whispered.
The rest of us followed in no real formation, but the traffic forced us to funnel in behind our leader like we were following in a parade.
“Princess,” Barrell corrected. “Calling her a queen makes her sound old. She’s way too fun to look at to be a queen.”
“Hey,” I said, punching him on the arm.
He snickered. “Don’t worry, man. I'll leave her to you. There’s no way I could afford her. Look at her dress. She’s got to have some expensive tastes.”
I rolled my eyes. 
He had a point. With what I knew about her now I had no idea what she would really expect from a boyfriend, let alone a husband. Especially since it sounded like a husband would likely have to fight for her, literally. Why was I even considering such things?
More importantly, I had almost caught up to Barrell. My Combat Level had climbed to Rank E Level 14 to match what his had been when I first became determined to catch him. At the time he had been nine levels higher than me. Today, he was only four levels higher at Rank E Level 19.
Mel had also improved quite a bit. He was Rank E Level 6. I questioned what his real level was though because I wasn't sure if he had really shown what he was capable of. According to what I had learned during my meeting with Peter, the ranking system worked by observing your actions. If he hadn't really worked out or fought at the level he was capable of, then he could be stronger than what he had shown so far.
Once out of the city, we headed west toward the sea, in the opposite direction of the goblins. The forests around Willingham were easy enough to travel through. After only fifteen minutes of walking the trees disappeared leaving a plane of tall grass. Only a few minutes later the knee-high grass became sparse and sand started to appear in place of the grass. The level ground changed next. Small grass covered dunes made the walk more challenging, but only added to the excitement. We were almost there.
It didn't surprise me that we met no opposition in our travels. Most mobs didn't respawn, so this route had been cleared weeks ago.
When we saw the ocean in the distance, my heart leaped in my chest. I had to admit I was getting tired of fighting the same thing. I had only fought bandits recently and they always pushed me to fight at the highest level. Orcs were ranked the same, but seemed to have different strengths. Things were going to be interesting. Also, Kline had mentioned the loot.
With a sigh, I equipped my new bronze lorica for the first time. Despite the weight increase, I immediately noticed I had much freer movement. It was similar to the scale mail my companions wore that layered plates of bronze, except it had no shoulder guards or pauldrons. 
“Going all in on the Spartan theme, eh?” Barrell asked.
I gave him a big grin and replied, “Always.”
There was still a couple hundred meters to go before we got to the beach. Over the last hill, I smelled the sea before I saw it. About a quarter mile from the water, white sand declined at a gentle slope toward the water. The waves were small, but stretched dozens of meters in length.
We stopped momentarily and equipped our spears and shields. It was good timing.
A group of seven orcs with fishing spears and buckets were walking by only twenty feet away at the bottom of the dune we stood upon. 
When they saw us, they immediately dropped what they were doing and gathered as one. Though they didn’t seem to be as well armed as the orcs I had seen in the tavern videos, they were each still rank E. 
Our group training began.
The orc fisherman quickly became the aggressors. Only three of them had shields, so their formation was hindered because the rest all tried to fall in behind those three. The seven iron-tipped spears were just about as good a deterrent as their shields would have been.
They stalked toward us, even though the slope of the dune gave us the advantage. Their large jaws were their defining feature, but there was variety. Some had overbites and some underbites with canines protruding from their lower jaw. Instead of the lighter yellow skin that I had seen in the videos, these seemed to have a rich golden brown, I suspected from so much time in the sun. I guessed that there were different kinds of orcs. 
Our numbers were superior, as were our shields. We kept it simple for this first confrontation. Five of us took the front line: Kline, Leroy, Oliver, Barrell and I in that order from left to right. In the back it was Andrew, Jose, Victoria, Peter and Mel.
Oliver barked out orders as we tried to get into a defensible position for the first time.
I was the front man in charge of the right side. This job was slightly different than what was common in VR gaming, but only because we lacked magic, and special skills or abilities. I had to always be aware of the angle and placement of my shield to offer myself and the squad the best possible advantage. I also was to discourage anything on my flank with my spear, yell out any possible attacks from the side and shift with Mel at my back to defend if needed. 
We had among the hardest jobs that would require tight teamwork if anyone tried to flank us. Kline and Andrew had the other flank. Oliver placed himself in the middle of the front line so that he could scream at us if things started to fall apart. He was scarier than any orc or bandit by far. 
The orcs’ three-shield line clashed with the middle of our line. Forcing myself to be patient, I didn’t immediately try to flank them even though I was open. I let rear orcs leave the safety of the shield line before I attacked. 
When the first spiked club met my shield, Mel surprised me. Standing at an angle, I braced my shoulder behind my shield, giving it additional support, and yelled, “Spear!” Even without practice Mel had been ready. Our time together fighting the bandits had forced us to learn teamwork quickly or face the consequences.
I dipped down in a half squat. Mel stabbed down from an overhand stance. His spear pierced the orc’s shoulder. I followed up with a low sweep of my spear catching the same orc in the calf. 
Mel shrieked in triumph.
I clenched up in surprise. It was not a noise I had ever heard out of him.
The orc retreated.
The enemy line backed up a few meters. We hadn’t been the only ones with a successful exchange. Why were people having so much trouble with orcs again? 
They started back-stepping down the hill. Reaching the ground where it leveled out, they set up in a new, defensive posture.
Okay, maybe this wasn’t going to be as easy as I had just thought. Only the highest level goblins had ever shown any signs of intelligence. Such a change in tactic with uniformity was beyond even what they were capable of.
They were still depending on the three-shield line, but the other four orcs in the back were now angling back on both flanks to intercept anyone that tried to get behind them.
“Close in!” Oliver commanded. 
Mel and I rushed forward, joined by Kline and Andrew who brought up the other side.
I began to stalk forward, my shield in front of me, with a low posture. Mel joined me on the outside. Each orc now had at least one of us to worry about. 
With a smirk, I began.
Stabbing at a shieldless orc’s chest, I caused it to hop back. 
When it saw I wasn't going to pursue, it stepped back into the enemy line and took a side stance to make itself a smaller target. 
Stepping forward, I saw its eyes roll back into its head before I could make another thrust.
Peter appeared behind the dying orc with Victoria and Jose at his side. After we had flanked them, Peter had waited for the first exchange before circling around and attacking from the rear. 
As the other orcs turned to face the new threat, they gave us their backs and received the back scratch of death.
“I got one!” Mel shouted. It was more to himself than anyone else, but I patted him on the back anyways. We bent over and retrieved the loot.
Barrell smacked Mel’s shield, acknowledging that he saw his kill as well. Our normally timid friend was acting abnormally confident after meeting Lily.
I was blown away by what the orcs dropped. It wasn’t their equipment, but the fact that they had the biggest gemstones I had seen. 
“Pearl!” Kline called.
Our group was large enough that I had to leave the line to find him kneeling down looting his orc.
“Are they good?” I asked.
He hopped up from the ground holding a white pearl about the size of a dime. Crossing his arms, he said, channeling his inner sage, “As a master gamer, I suppose it would be cruel not to help out the newbies in my own group.” Tapping his chin, he pretended to ponder the question.
“Really?” I said, nodding my head in attentive sarcasm.
Turning up his head, he responded while looking down his nose. “You could at least beg me.” 
With a shrug, I said while clearing my throat, “Fine.” In my best imitation of Kline's voice, I continued, “Please, oh wiseman, wise gaming wisdom! In your excellence, grace me with your knowledge of current market prices! Please, my lord! You are my only hope!”
Barrell snorted as he joined us. Grabbing my shoulder, he said, “That doesn't sound like him at all, man.”
“Then how did you know I was trying to imitate him?” I asked, raising my brow.
“I have no idea,” Barrell chuckled.
Turning back, Kline squinted at me long and hard. 
“I think I sense sarcasm in your tone,” he finally said.
“Kline!” Victoria responded as she approached. She covered her mouth with her hand to hide her grin.
“Sorry, my lady. Even though I don't believe he is taking this seriously, I will help him for you.”
“It’s smaller than the gemstones,” Mel said, crowding in to get a view of the pearl.
“This beauty is worth one gold,” Kline finally answered. “The bigger gemstones sell for 2-3 silver. They drop a lot more often. Maybe one in five orcs have them. The pearls are much rarer. We would be lucky to get another one today.” 
Checking my experience bar, I noticed it had gone up a sliver. Looking at the numbers more closely, I would need to fight about twenty more similar groups to level. As easy as that was, leveling quickly became a real possibility. 
Because the orcs rarely traveled in groups of more than five at a time, we were able to make quick work of all the groups we came across. Even with their abilities and teamwork being superior to the goblins, our numbers made it completely unfair. If I were honest, I wasn't really impressed with the orcs. They were stronger and smarter than the goblins, but compared to the bandits they really weren't that impressive.
Other groups were spread out along the beach as we headed south looking for more orcs to fight. Most of these groups were at least ten players, but often more. Some of them were even from our guild. The orc numbers were so prevalent that there were plenty to go around. 
The philosophy of the day seemed to be that many spears made light work. 
The loot started to pile up. It wasn't just gemstones, but copper was common as were iron knives and spears. They weren't the highest quality, but Kline assured me they were worth hanging onto to sell.
Another thing bothered me.
“Kline!” I called from the other side of the group. “Why are you holding back?”
“Ha! You’ll see! We haven’t got to the hard guys yet!”
“Hard guys?” Mel mumbled from behind me.
“Fine! I just hope you aren’t hold back because of the demon comments! We didn’t mean to hurt your feelings!”
A few chuckles came from the group.
“Enough!” Oliver demanded. “Focus!”
“You dare antagonize a demon?” Barrell whispered, giving his best evil grin.
“To see the show? Absolutely,” I replied.
After about fifteen minutes later we ran across a peninsula that was only a couple hundred meters across, but shot out into the ocean at least a mile from what I could tell. At the end, there seemed to be some kind of fortress. 
“This is it!” Oliver called.
We found three other big groups that were waiting their turn to face the orc squads that came out periodically. It was like a small battle going on constantly. 
Victoria met quickly with the other group leaders. Returning, she gave us a report. The groups waited here because the further up the peninsula you went the more formidable the orcs became. The orcs that came this far were lead teams that would fight the players as fishermen made a run for it down the beach.
I was confused. It was almost as if the orcs respawned. Either that or there were just so many of them that they didn't mind sacrificing themselves. At least it supplied us players with nearly an endless number of monsters to kill.
Instead of staying to join the fun, we waited until the next battle was over, then started to proceed out onto the peninsula. In the distance, I could already see the next group of orcs were better armed. 
We dispatched the next group without much problem, though.
Then I saw what Kline had been hinting at. A Rank D Orc Warrior led a patrol group of four other well-armed orcs. The danger of the battle wasn’t just the high-ranking orc, but the short period of time before more orcs added. 
“Take out the lesser orcs quickly, and then we can overpower the Orc Warrior as one,” Oliver commanded. 
As we waited for the orcs to come, Mel bumped me twice from behind, which he hadn’t done all day. 
Barrell was bouncing up and down, amping himself up. 
“March,” Oliver commanded.
We started at a slow pace toward the enemy. 
The sandbar was wide enough for a one hundred person army, but because there was nothing but sand, any number of troops would be spotted well before they got close to the orcs’ base.
The orcs acknowledged us about fifty meters out. They began a controlled run in an arrowhead formation with the Orc Warrior leading. He was a head taller than the rest of them and carried a vicious steel harpoon instead of a primitive spear like the rest of them. I had a bad feeling about this. 
The Warrior collided with Oliver shield to shield, pushing him back about a foot.
A tingling sensation came from the side of my back. A beeping accompanied it. My Creature Indicator was informing me the Orc Warrior had pushed deep into our line.
I dipped low, digging my foot into the sand to brace for a collision of my own.
The impact was solid. It stopped the orc in his tracks, but it hadn't flattened him like it would the goblins or even the slimmer bandits.
The orc I faced had a heavy underbite with two large fangs to either side. Pale green skin matched his tarnished bronze platemail and small shield. He backed off and remained securely behind his shield at a defensive distance. 
I couldn't find an opening with my spear from any angle. Even with Mel behind me, we both came up short.
A bloodcurdling scream came from the rear of our formation. I knew it wasn’t Peter's voice so I suspected it must be Leroy. 
“Hold!” Oliver cried.
Knowing someone was hurt with nothing I could do was like having an itch that you couldn't scratch.
Using my frustration, I exploded with my legs and bashed at the orc with my shield. Seeing an opening, I attacked low. Mel was there as well, striking high. Only my attack scored a thin cut on its inner thigh, but it was so slight I doubted it would hinder the orc.
As if answering my question, he pushed forward. 
“Leroy!” Victoria screamed. 
Everything fell apart.
There was more than one sensation on my back, indicating more than one orc was out of my view.
Barrell was no longer at my side, but had been pushed back. His orc was at my flank, making chase and putting me in a very dangerous position.
“Form up!” Oliver demanded. 
Then Barrell drove forward, pushing his orc into me from the side and nearly throwing me to the ground. 
I caught my balance and thrust at the orc that had been pushing against me, forcing it back.
It was able to block my thrust, but it windmilled, having been already off balance. As it fell back, I scrambled to get a better position.
 Thankfully, Mel hadn’t lost his balance and was there to catch a blow on his shield from the orc to my flank. With an overhand stab, Barrell backed him up. 
There was little choice. No longer being surrounded, I turned my attention to the downed orc.
It was already coming to a knee, so I stabbed down and skewered its foot. Its heavily laced sandals offered little protection.
It leaned forward to bark at me in pain. I snorted in defiance and smacked it in the mouth with my shield. It returned to the ground.
On top of it immediately, my spear penetrated deep into its thigh. With a twist, I stabbed down a second time as it threw up its shield to block the next blow.
Dipping below its shield, I thrust into the opening of its armpit. The orc’s pearly grey eyes rolled back in its head.
It was hard to see the battle from my position. Mel needed my help.
Rounding my approach, I yelled a warning. “Mel!”
Slamming into the orc that he faced, my attack staggered the mob, but didn't drop it.
Mel didn't miss a beat and we both rushed forward with a fury of thrusts. 
I attacked high, just out of comfortable range for its shield as the orc stumbled. 
It managed to block the first thrust with its own spear, but it turned awkwardly to fend off the second with its shield.
Mel found its side open and wounded it across the face.
It wasn’t pretty, but as it tumbled back, we leveled blow after blow against it. It was soon over.
We had actually made pretty short work of the two.
Barrell had already rushed to help the others.
“Mel, get my back!” I yelled, running to help.
The others had finished off one of the lesser orcs, but still faced the warrior and one minion. 
Leroy and Jose were down, with Oliver standing between them and the orcs with a wound himself. He had a vicious cut across his cheek, but it didn’t seem to bother him. 
Peter stood with Victoria behind them.
The Orc Warrior danced about, fending off attacks from Oliver and Andrew to his rear. Peter moved in to help Oliver defend our injured.
Kline must have been on the other side of them, because I couldn't see him. I did see the orc backstep away from a spear before lunging forward with an attack of his own.
I was awestruck as we approached. 
The orc defended itself from three directions, spinning about with its hooked harpoon and turning each block and dodge into an opportunity to counter.
As Oliver struck high, the orc squatted low, shifting its weight away from the attack as it thrust back at Andrew without even looking that way.
The Warrior rose up tall, then brought his spear behind his back and jumped. With a spin of his spear, he flipped with it, smacking down Kline's next attack and slashing up from the ground toward Oliver.
I had expected the mob to be strong, but the agility it showed was beyond even the bandits I had faced.
As it slashed low across the ground to trip up Andrew, Kline's poleaxe joined the fray.
Suddenly, the orc bounded back, out of the middle of the three as a lumbering blow fell from above and drove deep into the sand where it had been standing.
I slowed when I saw Kline step forward. He was radiating red energy.
About time, you old fart. Show me what you got.
The Warrior two-handed its harpoon, driving it at Kline.
Energy shot up his arm as if to meet the attack. The thrust from the giant orc didn’t budge his shield an inch. The harpoon itself flexed excessively along its shaft.
It seemed to defy physics. Kline was strong, but the creature’s weight alone should have forced him back.
Andrew took advantage and attacked from behind. The orc was already there, spinning his harpoon and blocking the blow. Kline swung his poleaxe one-handed with bone chilling speed. The Warrior made it around to catch that blow as well, but not without being driven back a step.
Mel ran into me as I stopped. He looked at me in shock, not finding words.
Looking to Peter, I saw him and Oliver nod to each other as Peter and Victoria turned to our injured team members. Why did they seem so relaxed?
Kline stalked forward.
He swung his poleaxe around with as much control as I had with a normal sword. If this was the power of Rank G psionic ability, then what would higher ranks look like?
As if he had just been warming up, Kline started to throw combinations of slashes, one after another.
What was more impressive, Kline’s insane psionically-enhanced strength, or the orc being able to fend it off?
Kline's speed increased. Blows rained in from every direction. He was driving the Warrior toward the water.
It all ground to a halt. The blows stopped.
He hunched forward, taking deep breaths. His psionic energy seemed to fade.
The Warrior grunted in satisfaction. Pulling back, he positioned his harpoon with two hands, cocked it back and unleashed it.
Like a red flare, Kline lit up, sidestepping and thrusting in one movement.
The spike on his poleaxe struck the orc’s breastplate with a clank.
The orc twisted unnaturally off to the side. His feet left the ground at the impact and sent him tumbling to the ground.
Turning over from his side, I saw the puncture mark of the orc's breastplate wasn’t deep, but it left a baseball-sized dent.
A single overhead chop soared toward the orc’s chest. 
Raising his harpoon, the orc met the coming blow. The harpoon snapped in two.
Without hesitation, another blow was sent toward the orc, who was still coming to grips with the fact its weapon was out of commission.
It raised the two splintered shafts out of instinct.
The poleaxe ignored to orc’s final efforts, leaving him with a new horizontal smile.
Kline glowed like a red demon as he looked up and gave us a toothy grin.
If a look was worth a thousand words, this one had probably just earned him ten million followers.
 



Chapter 26 - Desperate
After seeing what Kline was now capable of with his new psionic ability I gave myself over to my training like never before. He had jumped far ahead of me, but I gave myself little time to even think about it. One of the magnificent things about weight training was that it gave me an outlet to throw every emotion and ounce of energy I had at something.
There was part of me that was discouraged after seeing him progress so far, but a larger part of me was drooling at the possibilities. I knew from Peter and Lax that I would one day unlock my own psionic power. Every squat, pullup and deadlift got me closer to that day. Even though the physical progress I made seemed like a secondary objective, there was no denying what was starting to happen to me.
For the two days after changing my training to follow Achilles' weight training routine, I found myself at the point of exhaustion I had only ever felt during the grueling hours of the battle for Willingham. Not only was I done working out before dinner, but I ended up sleeping for a full eight hours. Before, I had been averaging four to five hours even when I was training six or more times a day.
There was another thing that made it really hard to be discouraged: my Combat Level had gone up three levels.
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Since I had started my training, my Strength had gone up by twenty levels, my Endurance had gone up twenty-one, my Quickness eighteen and Speed twenty-two. Even my Combat Level had increased seventeen levels in a little more than three weeks. During this time my body fat had melted off of me. Though I had always considered myself athletic, never had I been able to look at myself in the mirror, or in this case via my avatar viewer, and see well defined muscle on every inch of my body. Where would I be a year from now?
If I met someone on the street who dared to look past my augmented outfit, they would have called me a liar if I told them I was a gamer. I had transformed into what anyone would consider an athlete. It was like having a new layer of armor that I didn't have to put on and there was no denying I felt stronger.
By Monday, I was starting to adjust to the new stress on my body. Since I was already rotating between high rep and low rep sets, I decided to add a running session after dinner that Thursday. My Endurance had taken a back seat and was progressing at a rate a fifth slower than it had before. I trusted Achilles, but thought I could do more.
Even after eight hours of sleep, the next day I felt like I hadn’t even slept at all. My endurance had gone up, but my other stats progressed much less than they had been. 
After my morning session it was time to face Achilles for a second time. I regretted my decision every moment as I sparred with him. It felt like he was seeing how many times he could wound me in two hours.
Despite having a horrible time of it, a two hour session with Achilles was more beneficial than all the skill training I had done before it. I told him as much.
“It is true that sparring is where all your other training comes together and works itself out. Don’t despise drilling or the time you spent meditating about how to pull off certain movements. Every step in the process is valuable and there is no way around it,” Achilles rebuked.
With a sigh, I nodded my acknowledgement.
Suffice it to say, I skipped the extra training session that night and went to bed early. 
As I lay down to drift off, I checked my followers and the posts they had been leaving on my fan page. It was something I had done daily for such a long time that it surprised me it had been so easy for me to give up the practice. Facing my fear of injury had forced me to question everything I had been working for. With new priorities, my fans had taken a back seat in my quest for real strength. I hadn’t wanted to neglect them, but they weren’t the major motivating factor in my life anymore.
I had slowly climbed to reach over one hundred million fans. My new focus on training hadn’t hindered my channel at all. There were numerous comments of recommended training. Of course, there were some requests to fight bandits more often, or go with my guild to the orcs. There were just as many people encouraging me to stick to my training and telling people to be patient, because the goblin siege was coming.
The front door opened to let in the night’s aromas as well as my overworked friends. Peter entered, followed by Victoria and Oliver.
I sat up so that they wouldn’t see me on the couch and be concerned about waking me. It was maybe 9:00 pm at the latest.
“Hey, Lucius,” Victoria said as she stopped in the hall and changed out of her armor with a few clicks of her menu. In place of her war-gown, she now wore a pink tank top and black shirt.
Peter and Oliver headed into the kitchen and took a seat.
Where is Kline?
When Victoria saw my brow raised in question, her hands went to her hips. “Sometimes a girl just needs a change. Wearing the same color all the time gets boring,” she insisted.
“Armor isn't exactly fun to sleep in either,” I added, standing from the couch wearing one of the green long shirts and a pair of shorts she made for me.
“There is that,” she said with a deep sigh. “Sorry. We've been in meetings all day.”
She left the hall and joined me in the living room. The only light was coming in from the hall so she stepped into shadow. The silver streaks in her eyes seemed to come alive.
“No problem. Everyone gets grouchy.”
“I don't get grouchy,” she said with a pout.
“Says the woman pouting.”
Crossing her arms across her chest, she tilted her head back “This is not a pout. And you have to agree with me because I said so.”
“Of course, your highness.”
“Oh stop. None of that from you,” she said, her eyes giving me a stern warning to be careful what I said.
It was a good reminder to not give away anything about who she really was. I was so quick to relax when I was around her. 
She plopped onto Kline's couch. Removing her socks and boots she gave her toes a wiggle. 
“That feels so good,” she said, laying her head back and closing her eyes, while allowing herself a grin of satisfaction.
Sitting down perpendicular to her on my own couch, I admired her feet. Not that I was a big fan of feet in general, but one foot was the mirror opposite of the other. It wasn't something I would have noticed before until Peter made me aware of her delicate perfections. My eyes drifted up her slender ankles to her well-defined calves. I wondered if her legs were naturally smooth, or if she had to manage the hair like humans.
“You act like you have never seen a girl’s legs before,” she said suddenly, one eye parted slightly like she was spying on me.
“I...” Stopping myself, I couldn't exactly ask her if Ekseliksi girls had to shave their legs. Without the ability to explain my train of thought, I turned red.
Sitting forward, her hand went to her mouth and she chuckled. “You owe me a back rub for ogling me.”
“I wasn't ogling you. And you have to agree with me because I said so.”
Ignoring my clever comeback, she shifted from her couch to mine and turned her back to me.
“Please?!” she begged.
Raising my hand, I hesitated to touch her. A dozen thoughts bombarded my mind at that moment. Chief being that I didn't fear falling for her. Destiny had trained me to be wary of girls and disciplined against relationships. Victoria had already bypassed the walls I had up against gamer girls like Drool that could use my attraction against me. I knew my growing feelings for her had already left cracks in the remaining walls that were getting harder and harder to maintain.
“Please?” she repeated.
Even though everything in me warned against it, I placed my hand high on her back, feeling the tight muscles between her shoulder blades. Adding my second hand, I moved them up to her shoulders and gripped the muscles at the base of her neck.
My mother had me give her a massage every once in a while, but I didn't consider myself good at it.
“Harder,” she pleaded.
I slowly pressed my palms in around her spine and worked my way down. When I got low on her ribs, I was tempted to tickle her for making me go through with this, but stopped myself since she seemed to be enjoying it.
As petite as she seemed, I saw through the illusion as I felt her toned frame. She wasn't lacking bodyfat like a body builder, but had a softness I found as fascinating as the surprising strength she possessed.
I found it hard to breath as I took in the feel of her. 
She rolled her neck and I moved up to her shoulders.
“Thank you, Lucius,” she said, collecting her hair in both hands as she turned to face me. Throwing her hair back, she leaned forward with a huff. “Oh, there's something I need to tell you.”
I fled from her gaze as her eyes met mine. We were close enough that I could feel her breath as it blew against my chest. Sitting back put me in a much more comfortable position. 
“Yeah?” I replied.
“This weekend we won't be able to do group training I'm afraid.”
“Oh?”
Clapping her hands together as if she had a juicy secret, she said, “Another player city found us and we will be meeting with their guild leaders for the rest of the week at least.”
Sitting forward, I almost knocked into her. “Do we know what they want?”
“To join forces against the goblin city.”
“That means...”
“It means we might be able to face them sooner. It also means we need to find out if they have any player banks. Oh, and redirect our funds to give loans to the city’s merchants.”
My mind was swimming at the revelation. It might be possible to find Chewme and find out for sure if he was the person behind creating a player versus player guild here with the name Nexus. I knew I still wasn't ready to face him yet, but in two to three weeks and if I unlocked my psionic abilities...
Something Victoria had said shook me out of that train of thought.
“Loans to city merchants?” I asked.
She didn't answer at first and just looked at me, smiling. 
“I'm going to pinch you,” I teased, using her weapon of choice as a threat.
Caught off guard, she hooted in laughter.
“No, you won't! The loans to the merchants will allow them to purchase more items during the goblin siege. Many of them will be following the army to provide services and buy up all the goods that they can afford. By offering them loans with fair interest, we should get a small percentage of all the profit they make, plus the fees from players using the bank to deposit items, plus the money the guild gets from item drops during the siege. We also have a large claim to many of the buildings that should be available after the siege.”
I stared at her, my eyes getting wider with every word. “You are so wicked.”
She grinned, squinting like a cute evil mastermind.
“So true, but we won't take advantage of any of the players or NPCs. If they are smart, they will use what we offer and make a killing. The only problem might be if there is competition. If the other city doesn't have a player bank, they most certainly will after the guild leaders meet tomorrow. We won't advertise, but there are a few individuals in Willingham that would rather we not succeed. Or at the very least want to make sure we have competition. If there is no other option, we will try to franchise out to the other city.”
“Have you done this before? For all your worrying, you seem to have thought of everything.”
“That’s kind of you to say, but there are always variables that remain unknown.”
At that moment, Kline opened the front door and stomped in to announce his presence with a big yawn.
“Like when Kline will happen,” I replied.
We both fell back laughing.
 



Chapter 27 - Unlocking
All that seemed to exist for me for the rest of the week was eating, sleeping, fighting some bandits and pushing my body until it was so tight I felt like an overinflated man-balloon. Meditation took the place of the time I had normally used for extra training after dinner. 
By that Friday, when I faced Achilles again, I was ready. Ready enough to only be sliced, diced and skewered by him half the number of times that I had been on Tuesday.
My character level had been the furthest thing from my mind, but I had already reached level 58 with all the bandits I had been fighting. It would soon be time to consider what to do next. I really didn't know what would prove to be the most useful in the long term. The Sensory Upgrade was amazing.
Kline joined Barrell, Mel and me to fight the bandits that Saturday. Victoria was still busy meeting with the other city's guild representatives and Kline really wasn't interested in what was guaranteed to be hours of meetings and side deals.
I had finally caught up to Barrell. More accurately, I had surpassed him. He currently had a Rank E Level 20 Combat Level, while I had reached Rank E Level 21.
When we met outside the training hall, he was walking toward me with a burrito in one hand and a smoothie in the other. He stopped short, still a ways from joining me.
Mel stopped between us, looking from me to him, unsure what was going on.
“Nice level,” Barrell said in a somber tone.
I replied with a smirk. “Thank you.”
“You're welcome.”
He walked toward me slowly, glaring all the way. Stopping close enough I could feel his breath on me, he took a huge bite of his burrito.
With food still in his mouth, he mumbled, “Just remember. I'm taller than you.”
“In that you are superior.”
Swallowing with some help from his blue smoothie, he looked down his nose at me. He could only hold the tension for a moment before cracking a smile. “How did you do it, man? That's awesome.”
“Weight training. Almost nothing but weight training.”
“Really? What made you think of that?”
“Oh, I didn't. Achilles told me to spend the next two weeks on nothing but getting stronger to prepare for the attack on the goblin city. Then I'll be switching to skill training.”
“Maybe he's holding out on us. I asked him about the one-on-one session, you know? He straight up denied me.”
I knew that not to be the case, but I hadn't told them about my conversation with Achilles and how I was recovering faster than they were. Achilles had given me this training and wasn't even sure I would be able to handle it.
“I doubt it. Besides bandits and sparring with Achilles twice a week, I'm not doing any skill training. You are probably a lot better off in that area than I am.”
Inclining his head, Barrell looked at me like I was crazy. 
“I'm soloing bandits every day and sparring with Achilles,” Barrell mocked.
“Come on, guys. Let’s get going,” Mel interrupted. He walked past us and entered the training hall.
Barrell and I looked at each other, caught off guard.
“What’s up with Mel?” I asked.
Barrell shrugged.
We went early that morning before I had even started my training just in case Victoria did end up needing us later. Kline wanted to try soloing a bandit and everyone was gently prodding Mel to do the same.
We found the bandit fortress empty of players, which was no surprise with today’s festivities. The clearing in the forest was all ours.
I started to give Kline a reminder of the bandit’s abilities, since he had only been here once, when Mel spoke up out of nowhere.
“I think I'm ready, guys.” 
He stood staring outside our little huddle staring off toward the bandit fortress alone.
I looked to Kline, who grinned and nodded to allow Mel to go first. I wasn't sure Mel even heard us as we told him as much.
We let Mel march off toward the first bandit of the day. He was geared up in his bronze chainmail and Spartan spear and shield.
The rest of us inched forward, wanting to be ready to intercept the bandit if Mel had any problems pulling him to us.
Exiting the tree line, Mel stood there, grabbing at his chain shirt and giving it a shake.
It reacted to Mel immediately, rushing toward him.
Instead of turning to run, Mel stepped back into the tree line as if luring him in. He continued to step back, but it became clear that Mel had no intention of luring him into the clearing.
The bandit joined us in the forest. He was average in height, but muscular. His skin was the closest to the normal human pigment I remembered seeing. Only a green tint proved his Ekseliksi status, which made him look sickly. The weapon he wielded was an iron ball mace; it was rather rare.
Mel had stopped only halfway into the forest. As the bandit approached, he attacked first.
A flurry of thrusts assaulted the bandit. It was as if Mel was possessed. I had never seen him so focused; so intense.
When the bandit did strike, the mace clanged violently against Mel’s shield. 
There was a change in tactics. Mel was suddenly on the defensive, but his timidity had not returned. 
He matched the speed of the bandit with relative ease. The sparring Achilles had my friends doing seemed to be doing him a lot of good.
The bandit already had three cuts on his lower half when he scored a lucky downward swing deflecting off of Mel’s shield. It slipped in just below the shoulder, wounding my friend’s arm. 
I jumped forward to help my friend, but stopped in midstride. 
The softest red glow shot out from Mel’s hand and surged down his spear’s shaft. 
I trembled in anticipation, knowing what was coming.
The text indicator appeared above Mel's head. 
Psionic – Rank G
 
A red shaft of energy in the shape of a spear shot out and struck the bandit high on its leg. 
As if gravity wasn’t fast enough, the bandit hit the ground face first.
“Yeah!” Kline roared, way too close to my ear.
Wide eyed, Mel fought his own excitement, approaching the bandit cautiously.
The bandit struggled, but wasn’t able to get beyond taking a knee. 
We all cheered as Mel threw the finishing blow. 
Since when could psionic energy be shot from your body?
“I totally just felt something move in me when he fired that thing off,” Barrell said, looking down at his chest.
“You get the next one then,” Kline said, gripping his shoulder. “I was feeling weird right before I broke out too. It could be your time.”
We ran over to Mel, who was examining his aura.
Looking up as we approached, he smiled widely. “How do I look?!” he called.
Remembering Kline’s demonic look, Mel still couldn’t compare. Instead, he just looked redder.
“Amazing!” Barrell cried, even though we were all right there.
Barrell didn’t wait once the bandit had respawned. It was obvious he believed it was his time. 
Nervous energy flowed from him as he rushed toward the bandit. He didn’t even bother to bring the battle back to the safety of the forest, but met it in the open field. 
The bandit lunged at him with its short sword. 
Barrell countered and caught the bandit dead in the chest with an arm-only thrust. It if wasn’t for his high quality chainmail, the fight would have ended there.
Exchange after exchange, Barrell was putting pressure on the mob that had once outclassed us all. Mel had also shown uncharacteristic confidence before he broke out. Was that something that helped trigger it, or was this something else?
He scored damage to the bandit’s lead knee, then its shoulder. Finally, after a few more exchanges, his spear slipped under the bandit’s arm into its lung. 
Barrell bounced up and down, momentarily forgetting he hadn’t broken out. It was a very sound victory. 
He eventually found his way back into the tree line where he joined us. As he returned to the ground to stay there, he smashed his spear against his shield. 
With a roar, he shot his spear up into the air as a final gesture. As his voice sounded, red energy sparked to life, flaming out from under his armor. His spear clipped a large tree limb, normally too big for the spear to do it much damage, but not knowing his strength, he severed it as he raised his spear. It fell and clanged off his helm. 
He froze in place, his face in absolute wonder. 
Psionic – Rank G
 
I had to hold my stomach I was laughing so hard. Somehow it seemed appropriate that he had unlocked his psionic ability not during the fight, but while celebrating. It fit his personality so soundly that I couldn’t help it. I found myself taking a knee trying to keep myself from hitting the ground. 
He was of course completely ignoring me, totally lost in the moment. How couldn’t he be?
“How’s it feel?” Kline said. 
I found him smirking at me.
“What?” I replied.
“How does it feel to be a pro gamer and be outdone by a bunch of athletes in a game?”
He was ruthless. 
I rolled my eyes and retorted, “How does it feel to have a bunch of kids catching you, old man?”
“Ah. Feisty, aren't ya. I think I hit a nerve.”
In all honesty, it was frustrating. I had finally surpassed Barrell’s Combat Level and in the same day he had once again shot past me.
“Nah. I have you all exactly where I want you.”
In the back of my mind, I wondered if Chewme had already unlocked his own psionics.
 



Chapter 28 – Help
One thing was clear after my training session with three different psionic users. I needed to unlock my own ability. The sooner, the better. I needed to speak with Lax.
As he had directed me, if I needed to speak with him I should go into a restroom and knock on a stall three times. His AI would be triggered through this and he would get the message that I wanted to speak with him. I had hoped that he would get back to me while I was standing there in the tavern restroom, but I wasn't surprised when he did not.
I returned to my weight training schedule after that and no longer had any problem finding motivation. Being behind Kline in physical and psionic ability meant the gap between us had grown despite all my efforts. It wasn't just a gap between him and I, but one between those with psionics and those without. If Peter had been right, that meant everyone would eventually unlock their psionic abilities. It was only a matter of time. The only consolation was that Lax had told me my psionic storage was growing day by day in response to my physical training. That was something I could training. It was something I could control.
When I hadn't heard from Lax at all that day, I went back to our group house, entered the bathroom, then knocked and waited. Every five minutes I would knock again. I was concerned his AI wouldn't be listening for me since there wasn't technically a stall in our one person restroom.
“You're annoyingly persistent.” Lax's voice finally came following a shimmer of light about a half an hour later.
“I was about to go to the tavern restroom thinking you weren't getting the message,” I replied, annoyed.
“Oh, I got the message. I have a full-time job on top of all the butt wiping I have to do.”
“Is there a time I can expect you to normally get back to me?”
“No. This is probably the best time since it’s after business hours. Just knock once from now on.”
“Deal.”
“So what do you need?”
“I need to unlock my psionic ability faster. What can I do?”
“There isn't a way without getting help from a trained mentor.”
“Mentor. Could Peter help?”
“Perhaps. Victoria would be better.”
“Can you set that up?”
“Yes. Since you use the same restroom I can't have you both enter here. Enter a tavern restroom tonight at 10:15 pm. I will port you into our daily debriefing.”
Daily debriefing? It only made sense that there would be one, but it also meant that Victoria likely knew nearly everything about the game. Any of the game's secrets that were supposed to be kept from us were at their disposal. 
A thousand ways I could use this to my advantage came to mind, but I shook away the thought. Freedom depended too much on my own abilities all the advantages that I could want. Information was probably the only thing that would be of use. If anything, I needed to know what the high-end Enhancements were in order to best spend my Advancement Points. But was cheating worth it?
“I'll be there,” I finally said.
“Very well.”
 
***
 
My daily calorie intake had plateaued around 8500 and had not gone up since the second day after I had started my weight training regimen. Eating was more difficult for me than it had ever been, but drinks like milk, smoothies and milkshakes had made it much easier to get my calories.
I wished Kline a good night as I walked out the door. If he found it strange that I was leaving he didn't say anything about it. My mentioning that I was going to get a midnight snack made perfect sense to him.
Peter, Oliver and Victoria had already gone to bed for the night, which I was sure now wasn't really the case.
It was fifteen minutes early when I entered the OverEatery. For the first time, I sat down at the bar. It was the most crowded area of the tavern that night, but even then there were a few open seats. They weren't exactly cheap, but I gave 10 copper for a strawberry-banana smoothie. It was unrealistic that they were in this medieval setting, but I could not complain.
I kept a close eye on the clock in my menu. Lax had said enter the restroom at 10:15 pm, so I would try to be as precise as possible. He might have meant that he wanted me to notify him I was ready by knocking on a stall, but either way, I would be ready for him.
With thirty seconds to go and an empty drink, I headed to the restroom. I strolled over, taking my time and entered about five seconds early.
Knocking wasn't necessary. The entrance of the men's room was distorted, so I quickly stepped through into another room entirely. It was a white-walled office space, with a black topped table and mag-chairs hovering alongside the table.
“Hello, Lucius,” Victoria said. She was reclining in one of the mag-chairs looking tired but relaxed. Tonight she wore a sky blue tank top and flowered skirt.
“Hi?” I replied.
“Lax changes the environment for our meetings so I don't have to feel like we are hanging out in the restroom all the time.”
She patted the cream seat next to her.
“Okay,” I said, sitting down next to her. The cushion had a lot of give, adapting to my form as it took my weight.
Pursing her mouth, she used her nurse's tone to get started regarding why we were here. “So Lax says you are concerned you still haven't gained control of your energy.”
“Right. He said you might be able to help me unlock it.”
“I can try.”
Her eyes drifted down like she was examining what was happening inside me.
“He has already told me how much energy you are already carrying and that it increases each time after you work out. I'm going to need to touch your stomach and lower back. Turn for me.”
Spinning in my chair, I sat up in a position that should make it easy for her.
She first placed her hand on my stomach. I felt nothing but her touch at first, but soon there was a strange pressure.
“Interesting. Now your back.”
The same sensation, like it was pushing at my insides from behind.
“It looks like you have somehow developed a very solid psionic defense. That isn't usually possible in normal circumstances.”
She sat back as she considered something.
“The fact that you are losing energy each day and replenishing it means it is helping you recover from your workouts.”
“Achilles told me I was recovering faster than anyone else in his class and that my recovery rate keeps increasing.”
She nodded that she understood, then placed her hand on my stomach again.
“You are going to feel a much stronger pressure this time.”
As the energy pushing against me started to increase, I felt something inside me push back. It was like a muscle was flexing to resist the energy.
The force got to a point where I had to lean forward in my chair not to be pushed back. Then suddenly the pushing stopped.
“Well, I'm afraid there isn't anything I will be able to do to speed up the process for you. Normally, I would be able to stir the energy inside you until your body responded by opening your flow to release the pressure. If I push any harder it could get painful or cause your defense to just tighten up.”
I realized I had been holding in a deep breath and let it out. “What should I do?”
“There is nothing wrong with you, silly,” she said with a smirk. “You have one of the strongest energy capacities I have seen in a human. It is concerning that you haven't unlocked your flow yet, but that can be caused by a number of things.”
“Like what?”
She lowered her eyes.
“If I had to guess, you probably would have unlocked your energy in the first couple days of Freedom, except...” 
Her jaw muscles tensed up and her eyes began to water.
I grabbed her hand and set it in mine. Holding it firmly I tried to comfort her, starting to suspect what she was about to say.
Her eyes met mine. 
“I have a theory,” she said, her lip trembling slightly. “When you got hurt your body went into survival mode. It jumpstarted your psionic ability, which started healing you. A serious injury is one of the rare ways young Ekseliksi learn to heal. More commonly though it is learned from decades of practice and study. Never before have I heard of someone learning to heal before they unlocked their flow though. Not even amongst the Ekseliksi.
“Realize that this does not mean that you have necessarily unlocked your psionic energy. It may be more accurate to say that your body is on lockdown and it is making it harder to unlock it.”
I squeezed her hand. 
“So, what you’re saying is that I have a rare superpower from getting beat up by a giant with great timing?”
She drew back slightly, not sure how to respond. 
“I think so, yes.”
“That's great! It’s just like stumbling onto a rare quest. You know, gamer stuff.”
Sniffling, she shook her head. “You would do it all over again, huh?”
“Of course... I would not.” I laughed. “But I'll be happy about any good thing that comes out of that.”
“Well, I could be wrong, but nothing else makes sense. There is no doubt your body is using its energy to heal itself. It’s only the cause I'm unsure of.”
“What should I do now?”
“Next weekend we are going to meet with the representatives of Stoix to set a date for attacking the goblin city. Keep training. Eventually, your body will reach its max energy capacity, which will force your flow. If that doesn't work before the fighting starts, it might be a good idea to stop training for a day and let your body relax. Letting your walls relax might be all you need.”
I nodded, as I considered all the training I had been doing. “Thank you, Victoria.”
She smiled. “Anytime you need to talk, just ask Lax. It’s nice to be able to talk without having to watch what you say.”
“So true. I did want to ask you something else.”
“Go for it.”
“Can you tell me what enhancements come with the final advancement tiers?”
She pulled her hand from mine and turned her head to give me a suspicious glare.
My face turned red, realizing I had been holding her hand all this time.
“I'm surprised you're asking. That's cheating, you know.”
I choked back a laugh.
“I didn't realize,” I said, dropping my jaw in exaggerated shock.
She smacked my leg. “You really want to know?”
“Well, normally I wouldn't be interested, but Peter pretty much gave away the answer to the government's secret quest, so why not? Besides, if it would help protect the Epithumom's representative then I think I’d better.”
She smacked my leg again, closing her eyes as she tried to hold back a grin.
“You are forgiven this time because I can't expect you to know any better, but please don't make light of the Epithumia. She's important to me.”
Inclining an eyebrow, I nodded firmly. “Okay. But only because it’s you.”
“Thank you,” she said, bowing her head as if mocking me with her superior behavior. 
“I will give you a hint. All of the fun stuff is under the Creature Indicator and Player to Pet tabs. Are you familiar with Combat Droners?”
“They use drones while fighting, right?”
“Right. Something like that is unlocked through the Player to Pet Advancement. If you are interested in the Combat General abilities, then those are also unlocked through this. 
“Then there are the Creature Indicator Advancements that will unlock the best personal enhancements. You already got a taste of that in the Advancement Simulator, right?”
“Right, but I still haven't got over there to get a better idea of what each sense will unlock.”
“I'll just say that you will become closer to your surroundings.”
“Uh. Can you give me more?”
“Do you want to be a combat droner?” 
Taking a moment, I answered, “Not really.”
“Then I will say this. If you want to focus on stealth, then enhance Hearing. If you want to track people, then focus on Smell. If you want to observe things better in battle and get more information from items and creatures, then focus on Sight. If you want to be more sensitive to your instincts and what is going on around you, choose Touch. I would recommend not completely ruling out Player to Pet though. You will gain access to share Wink’s senses. You will be able to see, hear and smell what she does. It could be very helpful. Also, she can be enhanced to do a lot of the things like tracking.”
“Mmm. Is...”
“That's it,” she said, cutting me off. “The rest I will leave as a surprise.”
“That's so mean of you.”
“I'm amazing like that.”
 



Chapter 29 – The Discussion
After talking with Victoria I tried to push myself even harder during my training. There was a problem. Besides adding another training session to my day, what could I do? It seemed every couple of days I found another reason to get stronger faster. Having perfect form with controlled movements, holding the weight for a few seconds where the muscles fibers were doing the most work, and exploding like a mad man with every pushing and pulling movement was something I was already doing.  I had already overdone it once and knew I was already flirting with the line of what my body could take. 
There was one thing that Achilles had us do once when I was still in his class. He called them drop sets, which worked by lowering the weight after I had already pushed my final rep to failure and doing another couple of sets after I would have normally already stopped. This allowed me to exhaust my muscles to the absolute max.
I join Barrell and Mel against the bandits that Sunday as they tried to figure out their new psionic abilities and how far they could push themselves before it drained them. Instead of letting myself become discouraged, I used them as my test subjects and made sure to annoy them with questions. Just like physical strength, psionics seemed to be measured by the maximum force you could exert at once and how long you could sustain that force. It could be said that psionics had a strength and endurance aspect to it.
That Monday, Kline had guild business to share with me after we had finished some ribs. He leaned back in his customary slouch.
“Tonight we are going to start drilling as a group. Meet at the Guild Hall at 8:00 pm.”
“Drilling?” I asked.
“I don't think you will have to worry about it being physically demanding. Oliver thinks we should start working on our group formations.”
Even after a full day of training, I sat forward as nervous energy started to build inside me.
“It’s probably past time,” I agreed.
“Don't you ever get tired?”
“I've been sleeping like a baby lately if you haven't noticed.”
“Oh, I've noticed. But babies don't snore like that.”
“I snore?”
“It’s horrible. Victoria comes out of her room every night after you are asleep and puts a pillow over your head. I have offered to be the one to put it on your head, but she insists she would like to strangle you herself, every night. She's very responsible like that.”
I buried my face in my hands and shook my head back and forth. Sometimes I wondered why I even listened.
“Kline. I'm worried, man. You really shouldn't eat everything that mobs drop even if it looks like food. Are you sure you haven't eaten a hallucinogen?”
“Oh, I'm sure. I put nothing in this body except for the finest virtual meat, rice and sweet potatoes. You can't deny this virtual masterpiece,” he said.
Spreading my fingers, I saw him raise his arms up and flexing his massive biceps. He really was a monster.
 
***
 
I invited Mel and Barrell to join us at 8:00 pm. Our entire lead group was there. Once everyone was ready, we headed toward the main gate. Our place for training was outside the city walls, on the other side of the new fortifications. 
It was Oliver who instructed us and he proceeded to speak more than I had ever heard him in a single sitting. He spoke while standing at ease with his hands clasped behind his back. There was no doubt seeing him that he was military.
“You are the command squad of Prodos. Most of the army will be broken up into platoons of approximately 40 players. Your job is to protect those coordinating our army. Just as the platoons have to learn to work together, so must we. Your job is of utmost importance. If a dragon loses a limb it will continue to fight. If it loses its head it will claw about, but will soon die.”
Knowing the little I did about Oliver, I was intrigued to find out more about him. He was so often quiet and followed Victoria and Peter without question, but the man that stood before us demanded respect in a way that they did not.
“You have proven yourself to be trustworthy and among the best fighters in Prodos. It must be understood though that even the greatest warriors can’t stand against mediocre ones that fight well together. History is our teacher. Before gunpowder, lasers and rail guns, when men were forced to fight each other face to face, many great empires thrived due to one of history’s supreme tactics, the shield wall.”
With the lack of healers and magic users, the normally strategies I would use in a VR game wouldn’t apply here directly. Oliver made this obvious and took us deep into the reality of the warfare we would face here in Freedom. He used much of what we had already seen as his examples. These ancient tactics weren’t unfamiliar to me, but they’d never fully applied in modern VR. As he spoke, many things in my mind started to click. 
“Now, let’s do some drills and I will explain the advantages and disadvantages of these tactics. Even the shield wall is not invincible. If the shield wall is broken, often amateur warriors panic and flee. With time we will master not just the basic drills, but what to do when things go wrong. Let’s begin.” 
We formed up, then began to march at his word.
Drilling became a nightly practice adding to my already busy schedule. Thankfully, just as Kline had said, it wasn’t really physically demanding. 
 
***
 
Each time I faced Achilles, I was maimed less and less. By Friday I had gone a full round without dying for the first time. As if assuming I would react with arrogance, he made sure to decapitate me within the first few seconds of the next round.
Mel and Barrell joined me Saturday night after dinner to head over to the guild hall. We had headed to the orcs today with Kline in tow and enjoyed the challenge of facing the lower rank orcs in groups that outnumbered us. We arrived a little early because we all had some banking to do. I had close to 5 gold and about two dozen gemstones of different kinds to add to my account, which had been dwindling drastically. 
The three of us arrived at Prodos and got in line for the bank as soon as we arrived. Mel stopped and said hi to Lily, but shyly excused himself.
Where was the courage he’d had last time? 
Barrell gave him a punch to the arm and a wink. Mel turned bright red.
There were about five people in line ahead of us; only two were wearing their Prodos green. I could only guess at the growth of the guild. I had seen a steady flow of traffic every time I had been here, even late at night.
When I messaged Peter, he told us to head to the commons area and they would be out soon. 
As we entered the open doorway on the left next to the bank, we found ourselves in a fairly crowded room about the size of a smaller tavern's dining area. There were benches set up next to tables, about eight tables in all, with at least 50 players gathered in varying group sizes. Some were sitting and others were standing at one of two terminals, or before a large screen panel in the center of the wall between the terminals where all could see it. 
Oliver was already there, waiting for us. He stood from the table he was sitting at and waved us over. He nodded his welcome and offered us a seat at the bench with a wave of his hand.
“Victoria will be here soon and then we will start training. She has news,” he said. It was impossible to discern anything about the news from the way he said it.
There was nothing to be done about it. I sighed and tried to relax.
Kline poked his head in the room and called out that we should join him. 
 
***
 
We met Peter and Victoria with the rest of the command group near the entrance of Willingham. Our greeting was short, since it was crowded and loud. I watched Victoria and Peter whisper between themselves as we marched to our drilling spot outside of the city gates. 
Our arrival signaled to most of the group to try to take their positions to begin training, but my eyes didn’t leave Victoria. She was now looking up at Peter, as if to confirm all was safe. 
After a few swipes to his personal menu, Peter nodded to her. 
Suddenly, Victoria clapped as she turned to face us. The sly smile on her face made me think I knew what was coming.
“It’s scheduled,” she said proudly. 
Most everyone stood there scratching their heads. 
Her smile widened. “Next Saturday, we are marching as one of the lead guilds to take the goblin city!” 
I had prepared what I was going to say to congratulate her, but when I opened my mouth, nothing came out. I only had a week?
Everyone else cheered and hooted.
When I had talked to Achilles on Friday, he had told me to continue my weight training until we found out for sure when the attack on the goblin city would begin. 
My mind swam with questions. I needed to contact Achilles as soon as I got the opportunity.
“I also recommend that you sell any average or below equipment tonight before the announcement is made public,” she added. “We are expecting the merchants to stop paying as much for junk, or stop buying it altogether; at least until after the end of the siege. It’s likely they will want to save up their own money for purchasing equipment that is looted from the city. That's what we are betting on at least.
“In theory, even average items will become abundant and our good equipment now will become common and much cheaper. There will also be a surplus of superior equipment and hopefully a few things we haven't seen before,” Victoria added. 
“Is there anything we should buy?” Barrell asked.
Victoria deferred to Peter. 
“Just make sure you have a surplus of spears, and a good backup shield and armor would be a good idea; and food and water. It will get more expensive before it gets cheaper, so load up tonight. Tomorrow we will make the announcement to our sub-guilds and we will officially spread the word this Monday to any solo groups or players that want to join. Expect the best prices after the siege is over. 
“It should go without saying: Do not tell anyone until after the official announcement.” 
Oliver redirected out thoughts as he stepped in and took over. “As a group, our teamwork is nowhere near ready. We need to drill as much as possible between now and then. Even then it is unlikely we will be able to do much more than defend. I know it’s a lot to ask, but I want to request two hours a day for drilling.”
There were a few moans of resignation, but no one refused.
 
***
 
As soon as we were done, I told everyone I would catch up and headed to the OverEatery. It was already after 10:00 pm, so few people were there. I ordered a drink and sent Achilles a private message. I doubted he would respond, but sat there for ten minutes finishing my tea before I left.
In the morning, I woke to find his response.
Lucius,
Okay. As soon as you get this it is time for skill training. The foundation of strength you have built in just the last two weeks is incredible. I still hardly believe that your body didn't give out on you, but we are treading in new waters. 
Things are about to get much simpler for you and much more complicated at the same time.
Schedule
Session 1
Weight Training – Full body workout with a focus on compound movements.
Squat, deadlift, bench press, lat pull, pull ups, military press.
Note: This workout should allow you to keep most of your strength gains even though you are changing your training focus.
Session 2, 3 and 4
Skill Training – Fight bandits for an hour at a time. Rest two hours between sessions
Finally, if you have the energy, do a session of running later in the day.
I'll see you Tuesday.
Achilles
 
Well his timing couldn't have been better. As I read his recommendation of how to progress my abilities against the bandits, I was twitching to get started. I was now confident about facing one bandit at a time, but my entire day was about to become basically nothing but fighting. Could I move up to the next rank of bandit in that time?
 



Chapter 30 – Skill Training
I stood under the shadow of the forest canopy with the bandit fortress before me. The Bandit Scout that always patrolled this area was close enough that all I had to do was take a step into the clearing to get his attention. But would facing him be enough?
In the last two weeks that I had been weight training I had also faced the bandits almost daily. I wasn't exactly comfortable facing them now, but neither did I consider them impossible to defeat like I once did. After all the work I’d done building my body and trying to perfect my form to get the most out of each workout, I couldn't justify doing any less now that I had switched to a new kind of training. The only question that remained was how could I get the most out of each fight?
Stepping out, I funneled through the possibilities in my mind.
The bandit came at me. He wielded two short swords and wore a full suit of thick leather armor. 
The variety of weapons and styles the bandits used to fight with was a huge benefit to the battle experience I would gain in each fight.
My normal strategy was to rely on my shield to fend off his attacks and slowly whittle away at his health from a safe distance with my spear. It was time to move beyond my comfort zone.
I allowed him to throw the first blow. His sword slashed down on the middle of my shield.
Stabbing low, I forced his retreat with the length of my spear and stalked after him. 
My spear shot high at his face. When he danced to the side, the blade of my spear swung overhead, forcing him to duck.
My internal tempo sped up like the hooves of a warhorse building to a canter. I stayed under control, but tried to overwhelm the bandit and end him quickly. The best way I could come up with to maximize my skill training was to push myself to the very limit.
It was a full minute before I started to feel winded. I hadn't been training my endurance over the last two weeks, but it had still improved at a slower rate.
I allowed my pace to wind down and then I reverted to a defensive posture.
How had Cornelius done it? I had seen him tear apart three hobgoblins and there was nothing they could do about it. The answer was obvious. I just wasn't attacking them fast enough.
Instead of looking for an opening to counter like normal, I waited to recover and only attacked to keep my opponent on his toes.
As a gamer, I had always depended upon complex strategies and slight of hand. The easiest way to defeat an opponent was always the same. It didn't matter if it was in real life or not. In player versus player you weren't facing off against the computer, but other people. The trick was to attack when and where they didn't see it coming.
Sparring with Achilles had sharpened my reflexes to the point where the bandits did not seem as inhumanly fast as they had when I first faced them. 
I had to acknowledge that there was a big difference between sparring with Achilles and facing the bandits. The sixty percent pain limit while facing Achilles that lasted a few seconds didn't compare to real pain. The fear of making that mistake was like a brake my mind was putting on my body. The only concession was that since it was the training hall I wouldn't be allowed to suffer for long.
I hadn't forgotten what I had felt when my back had crumbled behind the weight of the hobgoblin’s blow on my first day in Freedom. Hours I had suffered. My fear had never left me. Even when I had later faced a hobgoblin again in the battle for Willingham, my fear was never far from me. It was a fear I had overcome once and I would overcome it again.
After a minute of holding him back to catch my breath, I renewed my attack. This time I pushed back the limiter of my mind, bypassed the buildup and exploded.
My shield became as much of a weapon as my spear. I pushed forward with one hand and stabbed at him in quick succession with the other.
As he stumbled back, I saw something I hadn't seen before. They had been there all along, but the openings hadn't existed in my mind because I hadn't thought myself capable of reaching them. Why couldn't I reach them?
My spear shot at his chest. 
He wielded two short swords. I just had to get my spear to reach him before he could parry the attack.
The bandit knocked my spear to the side with a flick of his wrist.
I could move faster.
I thrust again at the same spot.
He swatted it aside, but I knew I had gotten closer.
Again and again I attacked with my spear at the same spot. He blocked it each time.
The muscles in my legs and hips snapped with each attack. There was something that seemed to be missing. My motion was smooth and sharp, but I wasn't moving as fast as I knew I could. I needed to be faster.
I lunged forward, continuing to throw the same attack, until once again I started to lose steam.
Before I had to retreat again to a defensive posture, I stopped suddenly as if I had just gassed out.
The bandit approached cautiously.
I didn't have to feign breathing hard, since my chest was already failing and rising rapidly.
When he finally danced in to attack, my spear soared toward him. His lead hand swatted at it, but my spear point had already hit its mark and pierced him through the chest.
The fight itself had been longer than average, but I now had a hint of what I needed to do. Unlike a true game, real speed depended on a number of factors. The only way to get my body to reach its full potential was to do exactly what Achilles had said. The push for perfection had only begun.
 
***
 
Session after session against the bandits challenged my body differently than weight training. Things started to come full circle. There had only been a few moments since I had entered Freedom where my body was able to keep up with what my mind wanted to do. Most of the time my body had dragged me down, but now my lack of coordination and strength was being replaced with control.
Achilles' words made more sense now than when I had first heard them. Control. True self-control was the real power that mental and physical training granted. I was starting to gain control of myself in a way that seemed alien to me, which was strange, since control over an avatar was exactly what separated the best gamers from the rest. The difference between the two seemed subtle, but experience told me different.
With all my focus on fighting bandits, I also began leveling more than I had before.
You have reached Level 64!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 134 meters!
For reaching level 60
Ability Points +1!
Advancement Point +1!
 
I now had two Advancement Points and five Ability points to spend. It was time. Tonight during meditation I would have to figure out what I would do with my points.
 
***
 
With only four training sessions, I was done earlier than ever, so I decided to head out of town and do some running as Achilles suggested. I wasn't physically exhausted like I had been with excessive weigh training.
It was midafternoon when I approached the front gate, which stood wide open. The foot traffic had reached a level I had never seen here. I hadn't been to this part of town at this time of the day in weeks. It wasn't just busy at the front gate. As I had passed the Prodos guild hall, I had to squeeze to the other side of the street because of the people coming and going.
As I left the city, I entered the fortification that now protected the city gate against attacks at night. There was a stream of players leaving the city at the opening at the head of the giant semi-circle, but the chaos of player groups that had been manning the defense had been transformed. The guards atop the platforms looking out toward the forest wore uniform grey cloaks and stood at regular intervals all along the wall. Other grey cloaks worked together below to either side of the player highway. One duo moved a cart toward the gate, another carried a makeshift water barrel and went to each player on duty to offer them refreshments.
“Lucius!” called a familiar voice.
“Treetop?” I said, looking around, still not seeing him.
“Here!” 
I turned to find him next to the city gate dressed in a grey cloak. Squeezing through the throng of players, I found Vector at his side.
The tall, gangly gamer who was famous for his moptop wore an iron full helm that strengthened his thin face. He was still a bit of a scrapper, but the muscle definition in his arms, neck and even his jaw had started to take shape.
He marched forward and grabbed my extended hand, embracing me. 
“Hey, man. You look incredible,” Treetop said.
Stepping back, I examined him and replied, “I was going to say the same thing. Looks like you guys have been training hard.”
Treetop
Combat Level Rank E
Psionic Level Rank G
 
“You got that right,” Vector said, stepping forward and grabbing my shoulder. His blood red eyebrows gave him more flair from beneath his helm than Treetop could boast. He was normally the more reserved one, but Treetop hiding under his helm made it seem the other way around.
Vector
Combat Level Rank E
Psionic Level Rank G
 
I embraced him, making a show of grabbing his arm and gripping him at the bicep. “You aren’t kidding. After Freedom, every gamer is going to be afraid to face you guys.”
Vector smirked. “I don’t know how you did it, but I think you outdid us,” he replied.
“It’s true, man. I would never think you were a gamer if I met you on the street,” Treetop added. “What are you up to now?”
“I’m going running.” 
“I should have guessed.”
“That is Achilles’ logo?” Vector asked.
If the red shirt didn’t give it away, the bloody hand holding a spear blade would do it.
“Yes.”
“How’s his class going?”
My mouth opened, then I stopped to consider how to put it. “Actually, I was kicked out of his class. He is giving me one-on-one lessons though, so he’s still training me.”
Treetop started shaking his head as he listened to me explain, then replied when I had finished. “We need to catch up. We are done here at 5:00. You want to get some food after?”
“5:30,” Vector corrected. “The guild Justice and Rum is taking the next watch. They aren’t exactly great at being on time.”
“Them again?” Treetop said, rolling his eyes. Turning to me, he explained, “We have to wait for them, since Vector was given command of the defense.”
“You mean Dawn Maximum was given command.”
Treetop shrugged.
“New guild name?” I asked.
Vector nodded.
It made sense that they weren’t using the guild name from outside of Freedom. That could cause unnecessary friction.
Looking around, I saw many of those gamers that I had looked up to for so long wearing grey cloaks and manning the fortification. 
“Well, I’ll meet you guys here around 5:15 then. What tavern do you frequent?” I asked.
“You’ll see,” Treetop said with a wink.
 
***
 
During my time running, I split my session between endurance and speed drills. Since I had the time and energy, I used every minute I had before it was getting close to time to head back and meet with Vector.
I entered the Feisty Swine behind Treetop and Vector. The irony that they frequented a tavern named after the same animal that had snapped Vector's leg on the first day in Freedom was not lost on me.
When I saw the name, I looked over and saw him chuckle to himself.
“I'm afraid the others won't be joining us,” Vector said as we found a seat at a round table. “We usually go fight mirlocks after guard duty and they went on ahead. The rumor is that a date for the goblin siege has been decided and you know what that means. Everyone wants to get as much coin as they can when new items become available from the goblin city event.”
I looked him in the eye until it caught his attention.
“I can't give details, but I would highly recommend that,” I said. “And sell anything extra you know you aren't going to use.”
Treetop's grin widened. 
Vector glanced at him, then replied, “That lady friend of yours is right in the middle of it, isn't she?”
“More than you know,” I admitted.
“Thanks for the info,” he said, knocking on the table with his fist. “I think it’s time we order some food.”
“Oh yeah!” Treetop hooted. “You are going to love this place.”
It was a little smaller than the OverEatery, but just as packed. We were a little early for dinner, but it didn't seem to matter. The layout was much the same as most other taverns. It was filled with round tables and a large wall panel that was playing constant news and highlights. The difference was that there were banners lining the walls that looked like flags with guild logos. As a matter of fact, that was exactly what they were.
They talked me into sharing what Treetop called a meat pizza. Since I had plenty of calories left for the day, I was happy to give it a try. Pizza was something I limited even outside of Freedom, so I was more than just interested.
“Tell us about training with Achilles, and getting kicked out for that matter. I bet there is a good story behind that,” Treetop insisted.
I told them, leaving none of it out. Although, I only touched on how my anger had basically led me to die while fighting a bandit.
“Those bandits sound pretty hardcore. We haven't used the training hall yet,” Vector said.
“They are. The only drawback is they don't drop any loot.”
“Bummer,” Treetop replied.
I gave them a quick rundown of the stages of training I had with Achilles. Then I mentioned I had just started multiple sessions a day against the bandits and I realized they were staring at me.
Treetop had a slice of steak, pulled pork and bacon pizza hanging limply from his hand. The meat started to drip off of it, one chunk at a time.
“What?” I asked.
“You did fourteen months’ worth of weight training in two weeks. Does that not sound crazy to you?” Treetop answered.
“I guess it does,” I said, feeling uncomfortable. The last thing I wanted to do was come off as bragging. “What about you guys? How is training with Cornelius?”
“It was sparring,” Treetop answered. “Sp-ar-ring. That's all we have done for the last month. Just beat each other's brains in.”
Punching Treetop on the arm, Vector added, “That's the simplified version. There was a lot of running and a lot of marching as well. He has us drill in group formations like an hour a day.”
“You guys are ahead of me in that then, if you are sparring every day. I’ve only had a few sessions with Achilles. I hope the bandits allow me to make up for that a bit. Also, my group just started drilling for the goblin siege.”
They both chewed on my words as they took a bite of pizza.
“Lucius!” came a voice, demanding my attention. 
My chair squealed against the floor as I shot up from my seat. Behind me, Isamu stood a table away glaring at me with his katana unsheathed. Jerrek, the spiky blue haired punk, stood at his side, his arms crossed. He had approximately twenty players at his side. All of them were now facing at us.
Isamu's Rank had risen to E since I had seen him last and he already had a Psionic Level Rank G.
Without thought, I filtered through my menu, equipped my shield with a click and drew my sword from its sheath on my hip. It was too packed in here for a spear.
“Look here! A couple weak fools still giving some has-been trainer their money. Or they don’t have powers and still need someone’s help,” Jerrek mocked.
He didn't even know he was making a fool out of himself and proving he didn't have the upgrade to see that I didn't have a Psionic Level, but my friends did.
The muscles in my back flexed tight like a fist, expecting an attack any moment. There was tension to either side of me. I knew Vector and Treetop had reacted in kind.
I still wouldn't hesitate to fight Jerrek even if he had unlocked his psionics and was Rank E. But he wasn't the only one.
“This guy doesn't quit,” Treetop blurted out. He had been there before when the merchants had been attacked by goblins and Jerrek had tried to exploit the situation to get more loot.
Were they trying to pick a fight? It had been a bad idea to come here. I’d known my next meeting with Isamu wouldn't be comfortable, but I never expected him to gang up on me with a group. We were obviously grossly outnumbered. 
“What do you want?” I asked, struggling to keep the nerves out of my voice. I flicked through my menu, ready to private message Kline if the situation escalated.
“If I remember right, I told you to watch your backs. You are obviously not taking my advice,” Jerrek answered.
Treetop stepped forward and spun to face Vector and me. 
“Hey Vector. Is there an idiot behind me?” Treetop asked loud enough that everyone could hear him.
Vector nodded, all the while never taking his eyes off Jerrek.
Turning back to the group facing us, Treetop added, “See? We really are taking you seriously, dude. He's watching my back.” His usual smirk had been replaced by an acidic tone.
Jerrek lowered his arms to his side, his jaw clenched.
My attention was still on Isamu. He glared at me as if he hadn't heard a word of the conversation going on between the two groups. Only one thing existed for him. Settling the score between us.
Glancing quickly to Vector and Treetop, I saw they both had their swords unsheathed. It was good that they were willing and ready to fight, but we weren't just outnumbered. We hadn't fought together in weeks. It was likely that Jerrek’s group had been fighting together since they entered Freedom. I didn't know anyone else that would group with them. 
If this was going to happen I would have to try and end it quickly. The only thing that came to mind was killing their leader before the fight really started. Isamu would still attack me, but killing Jerrek might cause the others to second-guess. I supposed I could also at least try to talk to them.
“I thought by now that you would be past bullying,” I said.
“This isn't bullying. This is a service for the good of our inventories. We are all about sharing the wealth.”
Half a dozen snickers reverberated through his group.
It was then that I remembered the player killer group that had taken on the name of my guild from the game Gravel. It became hard to breath.
“Are you guild Nexus?” I asked, as heat rose up in my chest.
“Who? Nah, we are the Golden Zerg.”
I flinched away from the howl of laughter that erupted from Treetop.
The red aura that steamed up in response wasn't from Jerrek, but Isamu. He lowered himself as his foot slid forward and his sword drew back. There was a table between us, but it seemed he was going to come at us anyways.
It would be a lie to say I was without fear. The one guy that had a reason to hate me the most had unlocked his psionics before me. Not only that, I knew how skilled he really was. 
Jerrek's aura, along with that of two others, a man and a woman to his left, flared. Everyone else unsheathed their weapons with them. 
I felt as much as saw Vector and Treetop's energy flow in response.
Turning, Treetop tilted his head lazily to the side. The look didn't fool me. I had seen him grab a hobgoblin's leg and not let go as it was crushing the life out of him.
Vector lacked any emotion at all, but I saw his off hand behind his back, drawing a second blade. He concealed it behind his wrist.
I waited, leaning forward, ready to intercept whoever made it to the top of the table. I didn't care if they had psionic strength or not. I could still knock them on their butt with the help of all my weight and a lower center of gravity. I just hoped Treetop and Vector would wait for them to attack first.
“Boys! Always fighting…” sung a playful voice. I had heard it before.
The opposing side hesitated for a moment, as a gap opened in their ranks. I glanced over to see a girl with platinum blonde hair that rested on her shoulders and reached all the way down to her waist. Everything about her shouted danger. The two daggers at her waist, low cut leather vest and leather studded skirt were only half of it. She was Olivia, Jerrek's sister.
Walking passed Isamu, she didn’t even glace his way as he stepped back to let her pass. Jerrek was next. He rolled his eyes until he saw that she’d squeezed between tables and walked right up to me and stopped less than a foot away. Her eyes were vivid blue and promised every danger that my AI Destiny had warned me about. 
Immediately, my posture changed. Finding a girl I could trust in Victoria hadn't caused me to abandon all of Destiny's training.
“What are you doing, Olivia?” Jerrek said, annoyed. “You are ruining the moment.” 
“No, brother. You are,” she said, glaring back at him with the eyes of a serpent.
Facing me once again, she put both of her hands on my chest, reached up and kissed me with a full mouth. 
To my credit, I didn’t kiss her back. Mostly.  
Every player who had been donning their auras dropped them as one, standing there equally baffled.
As she lowered herself back down, she sighed deeply, looked up at me and whispered, “Nice to see you again, Lucius. Our new friend has told me so much about you.”
She must have meant Isamu. 
My hormones were soaring, but I hadn't lost control.
“All good, I'm sure,” I said playfully, while crossing my arms loosely in front of me so that I had a good position to keep her from kissing me again. My sword I let rest on my shoulder, but all the while I kept a firm grip, ready to cut her down at a moment’s notice.
“I'm not sure yet, but so far so good,” she said with a wink.
Turning back, she walked past her brother, whose mouth was agape. Without even glancing at him, she headed toward the door. 
Another girl was waiting for her. She was tall and refined with olive skin, and started to turn to leave with her. She hesitated briefly to grin at Treetop with just as much mischief in her eyes, then followed her out. 
Half of the men followed the two girls out like lapdogs. Had Olivia just helped me? 
Jerrek had forgotten us and stormed out with the rest of his lot in tow. 
The only person who didn't move was Isamu. His sword was still drawn and his eyes were on me. When the others were starting to file out the door, he sheathed his katana.
“I owe you,” he swore, then followed his group.
And then we were alone.
“We totally could have taken them,” Treetop said aloud.
A number of voices from the crowd behind us joined together in laughter.
It was then that I saw that we hadn't been alone. There were other gray cloaks in the tavern, though I doubted they were a part of Vector's guild. Others had their swords drawn and sitting on their tables as they ate, ready to join in if they were needed.
“Is your guild bigger than I thought?” I asked.
“Nah. There are thirty-three of us now. But the guilds guarding the city have each other’s backs,” Vector replied, nodding to a few guys and gals that he seemed to know well.
“If I would have known that, I would have attacked anyways.” 
Even Treetop looked at me like he didn't know me.
I smiled nice and wide.
They both chuckled. 
Treetop smacked my shoulder in approval before commenting, “You didn't tell me you had another girl friend.”
I gave him my best you're-crazier-than-a-bucket-of-chicken look.
“She scares me as much as Drool once did. No offense,” I replied.
“None taken.” Vector grinned. “She can still be scary, just for different reasons.”
“How is she, by the way?”
“Really good. I thought you would have seen her. She spends more time with your guild, helping Victoria, than she does with us during the day.”
“Oh. Honestly, I only see my guild at meals and during drilling each night.”
“They are like, official,” Treetop whispered, as if millions of ears weren't watching.
I lifted a brow.
Vector shrugged. “She’s not who I thought she was.”
I personal messaged Peter right then and there. After reporting what happened, a new rule was sent out through guild chat a few moments later. No one was to travel alone. Not even in Willingham.
 



Chapter 31 – Upgrading
I found it very difficult to get Olivia’s kiss out of my mind. That night I lay on my couch and meditated out of necessity. There were so many different variables when fighting bandits that having my mind fully focused was necessary.
After an hour of lying there, I realized I was going to have another problem. I wasn’t tired enough to sleep. For the last two weeks I had slept nearly eight hours a night, but now my body just wasn’t working hard enough.
Did I need to add another training session with the bandits? There was no doubt in my mind I could add another one or possibly two. What would be the best use of my time then? Would adding more weight training have a negative impact on my skill training? Achilles had mentioned I should add running if I had the energy, but I had already added one. Should I add a second session?
Then, I remember that there was another option. The Advancement Simulator was still available and I needed to decide on the enhancement direction I was going to focus on. I hadn’t run into a lot of situations where I could use my best enhancements. My Sensory Upgrade only triggered if something was attacking me from the flank or behind. When I faced the bandits, I was soloing them, so it wasn’t needed. The only time it had activated was fighting orcs. Since the goblin siege would likely be an all-out battle, there was the possibility that it would save my life. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to use the simulator to practice all of my enhancements. Having them wasn’t the same as knowing how to use them.
Wink and I snuck out that night, going against the new guild rule to travel with another player. It made me consider seriously any enhancement that could help me with stealth. Not that I was sure I would use such an upgrade often. Would I? It was something to consider.
 
***
 
Four skill pillars stood before me in the green field of the Advancement Simulator. The sun was up overhead as if it was noon here in the simulator. The leftmost pillar was a giant stone eye standing about four feet off the ground. The second was an ear, the third a nose, and the fourth the palm of a hand. These were the Ability Upgrades under the Creature Indicator.
“I would like to try the Visual Upgrade.”
“Very well,” announced a voice from beyond the pillars. “Because you have chosen the wolf as your pet, the visual upgrade will only benefit your night vision.”
The sun fell and night came with it. All at once, the night was filled with stars and a new moon, giving off little light.
“I will now activate the upgrade.”
My vision had already been enhanced at night when I had chosen Wink as my pet. It had benefited me by giving me a better perception of contrast between grays and adding black streaks to all movement. When the new upgrade activated, the world brightened around me. Details that hadn't been available to me moments before became sharp and discernable. It was like seeing in black and white during the day.
I didn't think it was a true to life depiction of the way wolves really saw. As I looked around I had to admit that this was over-powered. The only pet that probably offered better sight at night would have been the owl. If I was going to make an assassin character this would be a must-have. Fight against players that had any lesser upgrade would give you an insane advantage.
“Auditory Upgrade, please,” I said.
“Very well.”
The sun once again rose to its peak, forcing me to squint.
“The auditory upgrade comes with an advanced menu.” 
As the AI spoke, the advanced menus populated. There were multiple dials that seemed to have a variety of purposes.
“The primary difficulty with using any hearing enhancement is sensory overload. This upgrade allows you to completely customize the radius you want to listen to and the volume level of distinct sounds. There is also a programable filter that will listen for different kinds of sounds depending on your need. One example is that you can pinpoint the sounds of hostile targets only and the Auditory Upgrade will only feed you the one closest to you. Also, if interested in your own stealth, you can have it pinpoint the sounds you are making that may alert others to your presence. That includes: footfalls, equipment rattling and your heartbeat.”
I was breathing quicker by the time the voice had finished. I had tried the enhanced hearing that I unlocked when I first got my pet and it was exactly what the AI said, sensory overload. This could finally take that superhuman ability and actually make it useful.
“I will now activate the AuditoryUpgrade with the default settings on. You will now only hear the sounds of hostile creatures in your Creature Indicator range of 134 meters. Closer hostiles will register as louder.”
Nothing seemed to happen at first until a goblin appeared in the distance. At once, I heard the stretch and chafing of its leather armor as it walked toward me. It was over one hundred meters away! 
It wasn't accurate to say that I was able to hear the creature as if it was right next to me. I could distinguish the distance even though I didn't fully understand how. As it neared, other goblins appeared behind it at a further distance. The distinction in volume between them was distinguishable. 
When the first goblin was about halfway to me, what I heard almost staggered me. The thump of the goblin's heart met my ears. The sounds of its armor and footfalls upon the grass were louder, then its heartbeat, but not overwhelmingly so. As I turned my attention to each sound, every other sound was dimmed and the one I was focusing on became clearer.
The AI that managed what I heard was incredible. As my spear penetrated the first goblin's chest, it didn't allow the sound close to me entirely drown out what was coming. 
I was leaning more toward this one than even the sight upgrade.
Next, I asked for the smell enhancement. It was the only enhancement that I was shying away from. The idea of smelling other creatures was not something that interested me much. It was during the AI's explanation and my trial with it that it became clear it wasn't what I had feared.
The world became filled with mostly transparent clouds that were color coordinated. The normal color of the world dulled, while the clouds took over. Each color was a distinct smell. Once you knew the smell was there, you could manipulate the smell by masking it with another one. 
I began to see how a person could mask their own scent when my own became visible, permeating the world like a plume of weightless dust. Trying to blow your own scent away didn't eliminate it, but only widened its radius and mixed it with others.
A pine tree appeared and immediately a green cloud started to fill the area. Walking over to it, I stripped off a handful of needles and wadded them up in my hands and rubbed them together. The green cloud that covered my hands was thick and potent. Rubbing my hands on my shirt and pants changed the color of my immediate scent and then it started to spread. Learning this, I could probably do a decent job of masking my scent even without the upgrade. Knowing that others could track me was my biggest concern.
Other than player versus player, it was likely this would come in handy for tracking higher level mobs later on. It opened up a world of possibilities. I just wasn't sure if I was interested in exploring that part of the game at this stage.
Feel was the most unexpected upgrade out of the bunch. I didn't understand what it really had to do with touch. 
As a goblin raced forward, translucent images of myself appeared, moving in three different directions. They moved forward in a track, then disappeared, reappearing all over again to move along the same track again. If I hadn't been trained by Achilles this upgrade may have been helpful to help train me to fight, but now it was just distracting.
That ended the upgrades I could test under the Creature Indicator branch. The Player to Pet communication upgrade was the last one I would test tonight.
When the simulator activated, Wink grew until she was a full-grown adult. She looked at me, her mouth drawn back in a smile as she panted. 
“Hey, girl. You look so big,” I said, impressed.
She barked her approval. 
“The new Communications menu will now populate,” the AI said.
Another menu shot up with Tracking as the header. There were numerous settings, but one thing was clear. Besides Wink wandering around next to me to keep me company, she would now have something to do.
A forest rose up out of the earth. It was dense and offered little visibility except in the immediate vicinity. 
Wink walked up to the bronze dagger that lay on the ground and sniffed it. Her head shot up as she seemed to be looking for something in the forest. She twisted her head to the side momentarily before she took off into the forest. 
I equipped my spear as I ran after her. It was almost impossible to keep up with her in the thick underbrush. Soon, I lost her.
Thankfully, only a minute later, I heard her howling in the distance. I ran toward her. It was still slow going, but in a few minutes I had caught her. 
A goblin was sitting, his back against a tree as he picked his nose.
I finished him before he fully got to his feet.
The forest disappeared and Wink changed back to her normal size. The pillar rose from the ground before me as if I was back where I had begun in the simulator.
I had two Advancement Points and five Ability Points left to spend. I could technically unlock all of the Abilities I had tried tonight, but this wasn't even the final tier that most likely had the best ones. The smartest approach would be to make sure that everyone in our group got a different one so that we wouldn't lack anything. The sight upgrade would be an amazing one for an entire group to have. It would allow you to attack an enemy at night with the same visibility that you had during the day. Anyone with the falcon pet wouldn't have access to night vision though.
Victoria had said that she wanted me to enjoy the surprise and left it up to me. Knowing her, she had to know the benefit of making sure the group, and the guild for that matter, had the best enhancements. After everything she had done with the guild and starting the first player bank, I trusted her.
If it was really up to me, then what upgrades could I not leave without?
I didn't hesitate to upgrade both Visual and Auditory. Amazing night vision was not something I could pass up and the filtered hearing was just as incredible. 
A new pillar appeared before me where the giant eye had been. This one was as tall as me, with the bust of a guy wearing an alloy-framed mixed reality headset. The visor reached nearly from ear to ear. 
“Can I test this upgrade?” I asked.
“No. This is the Ultimate Visual Enhancement, requiring one Advancement Point. Some also require additional prerequisites. The Ultimate Visual Enhancement requires the Player to Pet communication upgrade. All Ultimate Enhancements are unavailable through the Advancement Simulator until after you unlock them.”
“Does the ultimate tier have additional abilities that can be unlocked?”
“Yes.”
Great. That meant I needed to be stingy with my Ability Points too, because even if I got more of them, they were still limited. 
The Ultimate Auditory Enhancement didn't have any prerequisites, or if it did I already met them.
I decided it was best to get the Player to Pet upgrade as well, leaving me with two Advancement Points and two Ability Points. I was considering the Ultimate Visual Enhancement anyways, so now I would meet the requirements. Besides, I would regret not having the ability to let Wink do some tracking later on even if it was just for the fun of it.
My pup grew into her adult form and ran up to me and jumped up to try to lick my face.
I held her back from wetting my face, but couldn't help but smile.
Three different pillars appeared, the first with the image of Wink pointing off into the distance as if she was tracking something down. This was Ultimate Tracking. The second had her down in an aggressive posture, her teeth bared. It was Pet Combat. And finally, the last had her standing calmly, with different eyes. It was Shared Senses. They didn't seem to be the eyes of a wolf. I realized then that they were my eyes.
Each one of these were Ultimate upgrades, so they would cost an Advancement Point apiece. They seemed pretty obvious as to what they would unlock even if I couldn't test them. Ultimate Tracking was like it sounded, some kind of advanced tracking. Pet Combat sounded interesting. Victoria had said there was an upgrade to obtain abilities like a combat droner. This was probably that. It would be interesting to have Wink fighting with me as well. Shared Sense was what I thought Victoria was probably aiming for. It would likely unlock at least part of the Combat General abilities.
What my new abilities offered was pretty insane. They nearly guaranteed I would never be snuck up on at night or during the day. Knowing there was even a higher level of each to unlock tempted me to choose one to advance, but that would go against everything I had ever learned as a gamer. Even though I would not be able to learn about how the Ultimate Advancements worked through the simulator, I would be able to learn about them eventually after others had unlocked them. If I needed to during the goblin siege, then I had the points to spend. For now I would wait until I was sure of what I would choose next.
 



Chapter 32 – Ready
Dipping low, my shield followed to intercept the coming blade. I still fought the tendency to lower my shield with my arm strength alone, but it was a fight with myself I had nearly won. It was only when I was falling into exhaustion that I was making that mistake.
Achilles’ grip changed. His spear stabbed down at my neck.
I only had to rise a few inches to block it.
This was my second to last training session with Achilles before the goblin siege. At least my defense seemed to be coming together. My only fear was that a large number of the other players had unlocked their psionic ability and that number only seemed to be growing.
A spear swung for my head.
I ducked low, evading it entirely, while stabbing up below Achilles’ shield.
He was gone before my spear reached him.
Even if my mastery of fighting was starting to come together, it didn't seem like enough. Victoria had assured me that I had an abnormal talent for psionics, but something in me seemed to be broken. How could I possibly be that talented if I ended up being one of the last people to unlock it?
At that moment, Achilles' spear sped toward my ankle.
I shifted my weight back so that I could pick my foot off the floor to dodge the attack.
His shield snapped forward, skirting over my shield and drove down. It dug into my throat.
“Stop!” Achilles commanded.
With little choice, I fell back on my rear as I dropped my spear. Holding my throat, it was a minute before I could breathe again. If he hadn’t held back the blow would have likely snapped my neck.
“A warrior’s shield is his greatest secret weapon.” He reminded me.
I had heard the same thing from him a hundred times before. 
My shield placement had been good, but his attack toward my foot had just been to divert my attention.
“You’re distracted,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“Sorry,” I admitted, releasing pent up air from my lungs as the pain in my leg subsided.
“Why?”
I climbed to my feet to face him. He hadn’t had to ask me to get up a single time since we started sparring weeks ago. That would not start now.
“I’m... For all the work I have done it feels like I have gotten nowhere. When I finally start to catch up to everyone they just pull ahead of me again,” I said, sounding more frustrated than I meant to.
“I see. Take a seat.”
As I moved to respond, I froze. My mouth hung half open. He only stopped our sparring to allow me to rest. I wasn’t in need of a break yet.
I did as I was told.
His silvery athletic pants bore the stress of his muscles bulging as he squatted down across from me. There was enough fabric in his red shirt to probably make up three, if not four, of my own shirts.
Even though he had opened up to me more than I had ever expected him to, I found it hard to look him in the eye. My eyes rested on the logo of a hand gripping a spear blade on his chest.
“I can’t say that I have ever faced exactly what you are dealing with; people gaining powers that seem to be almost supernatural. But I can say that throughout my career there was always the anticipation that the next leap in technology could put me at a disadvantage. New supplements and cocktails are being researched and tested as we speak that could and will revolutionize sports medicine. More than once there was a leap in research and I found myself in the position of the sponsors for a competitor having gotten the contract for a new product before my sponsors did. Many times I should have lost, but I never did. Do you know why?”
“Hard work?” I asked.
When he didn’t answer right away, I dared to look him in the eye.
He was looking at me as if he saw something that I may not have.
“Yes and no. An advancement in sports medicine doesn’t make a person better. It only increases their potential of getting better. So yes, by working harder than everyone else I was able to compete at a level that most people were only able to reach because of the advantage they had. It was their having not reached their full potential before they took the new supplement that made it possible for me to win.
“Sure, there are people that have a new advantage over you, but never ask yourself if you can compete with them. Ask yourself how.
“Besides, you have an advantage that they don’t. Sure, you might not have the new powers they have, but have you asked yourself if you even need them? Your body is now recovering twice as fast as everyone else’s. You may not have flashy psionic abilities, but you should be able to push your body harder and faster than they ever could. You haven’t reached your current potential and I can promise you, they haven’t either.”
I felt my eyes well up like I was about to cry. It wasn’t from despair, but hope. My arms felt light, like I would soon float away. My heart fluttered like someone had just given me a shot of adrenaline. He was completely right. I had been so focused on the things that were piling up against me that I forgot about the tools within my grasp.
“No more schedules or training sessions,” he said. “I want you to go to the bandits and not leave until you are exhausted. Then go eat and go right back and do it all over again. By now you know your body. A schedule is good to build discipline, but you are past that. Including the rest of today, you have three days. Nothing else exists for you except killing bandits. Go. We will meet here Friday and I’ll give you a final test to see how far you have come.”
He was dismissing me in the middle of our session together, but nothing was said about it as I left. I understood what he wanted from me. Except for my drilling sessions with my guild at night, it was time to kill bandits.
 
***
 
If I had thought I had been doing nothing but training before, I had been wrong. Time to rest and eat was important, but I had never really needed as much time as was allotted for me. Between 1:00 pm and 7:00 pm that Tuesday I ended up spending four and a half out of six hours fighting bandits. I made time for food and made sure to get my calories, but anything else I had been worrying about was soon forgotten. Even after drilling I spent another hour at the bandits to make sure my mind would still be filled with thoughts of fighting them when I woke up.
Wednesday was the beginning of my second battle since entering Freedom. This time I hadn't been attacked by an enemy. This time I took the fight to them. No longer did I let myself rest between fights. As exhaustion grabbed hold of me I would start to falter and often found myself close to death. I took an injury from a cut to my spear arm, a gash on my leg and even a frightening slash to the side of my head, but by reverting to a defensive posture I survived. Only after would I relax.
I spent more money than I liked on jerky and nut-filled rolls so that I didn't have to always leave and go to a tavern. By the end of the second day I had spent more than twelve hours fighting. Three times the amount I had ever spent in a single day.
The next day, after my big morning meal, I felt I was ready to do something I hadn't yet dared to try.
I circled around to the front of the bandits’ fortress. A number of the lesser bandit merchants were tending some crates, moving them from a mule driven wagon to a small stone building that acted as a guard barracks.
Picking up a branch, I threw it at one of the guards that had wandered close to the tree line. He wielded a short sword and ran toward the forest immediately. A second bandit that was two-handing a spear joined him from close by.
I had never dared to bother the two of them before, since, even though they were far enough from the main group at the gate to the fortress, they were so close to one another that I was sure attacking one would draw the other.
They both came.
How many sword-wielding bandits had I faced and defeated in the last couple of weeks? One hundred? Dozens at least. The spear-wielders were rarer, but I had faced at least twenty-five of them.
It was not time to draw back into a defensive stance.
I let them both enter the forest, but once the first reached a clearing that was far enough away that there would be no additional adds, I rushed forward.
I blocked the bandit's attack, high on my shield, while attacking at the same time. My spear pierced the muscle that ran along his shin bone. My shield pushed him back, sending him staggering on his new injury.
When the spear-wielding bandit entered the clearing I was there to meet him. I diverted the bandit's thrust more than blocked it, directing it high. Spinning, my spear soared low, clipping the bandit's foot as he tried to jump over the attack.
The bandit caught himself from falling by sticking his spear into the ground and securing his balance.
Seeing the opportunity, I lunged forward, jabbing my spear at the shaft of his weapon where his hand held it. 
His spear reverberated as my spear point went right through the bandit's hand and bit hard into the shaft.
The purple-skinned bandit cried out, his eyes wide as he fell, no longer braced by his weapon.
Within the same breath, I darted over to the other bandit that had stabilized himself atop his injured leg. 
At the last moment, I lowered myself as if to run him over with my shield, but instead leaped to the side, stabbing up right into the meat under his jaw.
He stared blankly for a moment until he lumbered over dead.
Facing the last bandit that only had one good hand, I gave him space to circle around me, knowing he was too timid not to be ready for me to attack.
He jabbed at me, but even though he was swift on his feet, it was clear his skill one handed was nowhere near what it had been with two.
When he finally committed to a lunge, I thrust my spear out, tying up his attack.
I rushed forward, now inside his range. With two hands he would have been able to fend from a close distance with ease, but with one he was out of luck.
Stabbing low, I missed either leg, but let my spear stay extended.
As he tried to retreat, he tripped against my spear lodged between his legs. 
With the help of my shield battering into his chest, he crashed hard against the ground. I left my spear sticking up from the dirt, still tangling him up, drew my sword from my sheath and slashed his bad arm away as he tried to defend, then finished him off.
I was only breathing lightly as I stood there, astonished at how well my first time fighting two bandits had gone. Necessity had pushed me to forget about worrying about strategy and form. There was no question as to what I had to do next. Why face one bandit when you could face two?
By the end of the day I had shot up to level 80.
You have reached Level 80!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 166 meters!
 
I now had four Advancement Points and six Ability Points to spend. It sounded like a lot, but I could advance to the Ultimate level in Visual, Auditory Smell and Tactile with Advancement Points and still not have enough Ability Points to get every enhancement.
After reaching level 80, it seems like the experience had almost stopped entirely. Instead of filling a fifth or sixth of my experience bar, it wasn't even giving me a full percent.
 
***
 
When I faced Achilles the next day, I knew I hadn't reached my full potential, but I was sure I had done everything I could to raise my skill level and personal stats to the highest level I could in the time I was given.
Character Sheet
(Character Status – Intermediate)
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 80
Health: 1184
Endurance: 2191
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 35
Strength: Rank E – Level 38
Endurance: Rank E – Level 19
Quickness: Rank E – Level 47
Speed Rank E – Level 51
 
Fighting the bandits every day like a man possessed had an interesting effect on my stat growth. My strength didn't grow as quickly as it did when I had been weight training, but it still went up significantly. What was incredible was that everything else also went up at an astounding rate. My Endurance wasn't just leveling now, but it was starting to catch my Strength stat slowly.
I still wasn’t the same Combat Rank as Kline, or Oliver, but with my mind so drenched in combat from all the time I'd spent with the bandits, I wasn't sure if it mattered like it once did. The control I now had over my body gave me more than a confidence boost. The sharp strategic mind I had developed as a gamer was no longer held back by what my body was capable of.
Achilles was standing there waiting for me, wearing armor for the first time since we started sparring. It wasn't the armor available in Freedom, which was based upon mankind's historic past, it was the blood red full body suit that formed to every muscle of his body that he wore in his professional matches. The fiber-fabric was only about an inch thick all around, but slimmed down around the joints to allow fluid movement. His helm was made of the same red fabric, formed to his head and face, only open around his eyes and on the palms of his hands.
His body armor may have been completely modern, but his weapon wasn't one of the synthetic alloy training weapons we'd been sparring with. He held a real life dory with a wooden shaft. His shield was also a true bronze replica.
“Good afternoon, Lucius. Are you ready?”
My heart sped, knowing I was facing a true weapons master, but that didn't stop me from replying, “I'm ready.”
His spear came at me so quickly that I hardly had time to drop into a stance. If I had had to think about it I wouldn't have been able to block it at all, but newly earned instinct took over. My shield was where it needed to be.
I thrust my response at his face, squatting to the side and below his shieldline. Stabbing at his foot, I then had to deal with his spear swinging in from the side. It knocked me off balance and sent my attack wide.
Every time I had faced him before, I had been forced into defense. All of my offensive efforts had been rewarded with pain. This time things were different. Each person has their own rhythm when fighting. Achilles manipulated his own rhythm to gain an advantage and could change it at a moment’s notice. Facing more than one bandit had taught me something I hadn't expected. There was no discernable rhythm when facing more than one opponent, which was teaching me to become fluid. It was still a new concept, but it was something learned through experience, not theory. As we fought, it was not a skill I used, but a state of mind.
When Achilles attacked, I shifted and countered. My counters weren't always to attack, but to distract or gain ground. For a minute, I stood toe to toe with him. Another minute came and went. Still he hadn't delivered a deathblow. 
Instead of thinking, I let myself act. My senses were sharpened to a razor’s edge. For a time I basked in the exhilaration of it all. I was fighting at a level that I had never reached before and I was like a child seeing snow or tasting chocolate for the first time.
As the minutes passed, I knew I would be the first one to tire, so the necessity to act burdened my shoulders alone. Did I dare hope that I could beat Achilles? What had he said? Don't ask yourself if you can do something, ask yourself how.
His spear sped toward my shield. What I needed was something that he didn't expect.
Instead of blocking the attack, I let it slip past my shield. I stepped to the side, but slightly forward.
His spear point just missed my ribs, flying in under my arm that was already reaching toward his face.
As my thrust met its full extension, I spun in the opposite direction in a low sweep of my spear. It was a backhanded slash that I held in tight to my body to give it maximum velocity.
Achilles’ spear was not there to intercept my attack. His shield was even further away, protecting the other side of his body. Any moment, I expected him to jump out of the way, but he didn't jump. It was too late. He wouldn't be able to get out of the way in time.
All of my momentum stopped at once. Achilles’ boot was suddenly pinning my spear tip to the ground. I tried prying it loose, but only once, before leaping into a roll to get as far out of reach as I could. I had lost my spear.
I came to my feet, but remained in a low stance, my shield ready to block what was coming next. His next attack never came.
“Good!” he called.
I found him standing at ease with a big grin on his face. His foot was still holding my spear down. He dragged my spear with his foot, then got under it with the toe of his boot and flicked it toward me.
My spear flew at me and I caught it in the air. I had known it all along, even if I dared to hope, but he had been in complete control of the fight the entire time.
“You are ready,” he said, with a nod of finality.
I stood there in silence, unsure how to respond. Looking down at my hands, one gripping my spear and the other gripping the handle of my shield. His words were like a gong announcing that my transformation from a gamer to an athlete was complete. It was surreal. A mix of sorrow and excitement swirled around inside me.
“Thank you,” I said, looking up to see him watching me.
“You’re welcome. I'd recommend taking the rest of the day off. Go remind yourself why you are fighting.”
“I will,” I promised with a nod, then hesitated, feeling like there was more I should say.
“Go. After things have calmed down, come back and we will continue where we left off.”
With that he was gone.
 



Chapter 33 – Siege Preparation
It was early afternoon when I headed toward the guild hall. I knew a lot would be going on there today, but I still didn't know a lot of the details of what was going to happen next.
Achilles had wisely recommended that I try to remember why I was fighting. With all the time I had been spending fighting, I had fallen into thinking about little more than what was necessary for my survival. Focusing on what was practical had sustained me for a time, but now that I was free from living moment to moment I found myself drained and empty.
Stopping by the house, I entered knowing no one would be here. I sat back on the couch that had become my bed.
A fully grown Wink jumped up and laid her head on my lap. If she had really changed into an adult after I had taken the Player to Pet communication upgrade, she certainly didn't act that way.
Pulling up my fan page, I checked out of habit to see that I now had one hundred and seventeen million followers. The top comments were about how I would do in the siege. One of them in particular speculated that I would have my psionic breakout there. Even they believed that everyone would eventually unlock the ability.
After a few minutes, I shook my head and searched for what I had opened my menu for in the first place. When I saw the video, I clicked it. 
Confirming the settings, I soon entered into the scene of my first night in Freedom. I proceeded to watch from an outside perspective an image of me attacking the hobgoblin, retreating, and receiving the devastating blow to my back that sent my body flying through the air. 
I only let the video continue for another minute before I stopped it.
Letting myself return to the feeling of that night, I meditated on how thoroughly that moment had shaken my world.
After a time, I found another video and played it.
My surroundings changed and once again I was at the battle of Willingham where we had locked ourselves out of the gate so that the NPCs could repair it. I watched myself drill through the enemy line and headed toward the hobgoblin that had almost reached the front line. 
This time I kept my head, drove my spear into the monster's side and rolled to its rear. After getting it to chase me, its own slingers had thrown a dozen stones at me. Diving under them the hobgoblin was pummeled. I removed a few toes as I fled and started to lose it until Kline and my group had come to my rescue. After the hobgoblin died I ended the video. 
I inclined my head back and looked up at the ceiling. 
So much had changed in such a short period of time. Instead of what I could get out of Freedom, my focus had changed to fighting the fights that needed to be fought. Some things just had to be done. Limiting the pain of others was more important than dwelling on fear. Becoming stronger was more important than the money I could make later.
Had my motivations changed since then? It was not a video I could relive, but finding out that Victoria was Ekseliksi and soon we would be going to war was no small revelation. As far as I could tell my motivations hadn't changed though. It had further refined them.
An hour later, I exited the house. Achilles had said that I was ready, and now I finally felt that way.
To say that Victoria wasn't happy to see me wouldn't be true, exactly. After wading through hundreds of people that were doing business at our bank and guild stores, I finally made my way into the back hall. She was directing things with Peter and Jay, the leader of the communication team, from the main meeting room in the back office area of the guild hall. Over twenty players sat at their desks staring at their menus. It was like walking into a call center.
She didn't wear any armor, nor did most of the communication crew. Her dress was all business with Prodos green and fitted tightly around the waist, but allowed a little breathing room elsewhere. She had reached level 82 and had a Combat Rank of E Level 7 and Psionic Rank of F. Though she had only recently released enough psionic energy to be measured by the game system, she was one of the few that were already Rank F. Almost everyone that had unlocked their abilities were still only at Rank G.
The look she gave me was a plea for help.
“Where do you need me?”
I was given a job at the back entrance. Hundreds of players wearing Prodos green sashes were running from task to task. There seemed to be a never-ending row of mule-drawn carts I helped load with crates of every size.
I wasn't left on my own. Kline and Oliver were there, helping to direct the train of goods heading out of Willingham. We made a game of it. Well, at least Kline and I did. Oliver didn't exactly join in, but still kept pace with us as we raced back and forth. Hours later, after a few breaks for rest and food, Mel and Barrell joined us when their training was over for the day. It seemed Achilles had released them early as well.
Despite the work, there was no complaining. On the contrary, everyone knew why we were here. The goblin siege started tomorrow morning and people wanted to get there sooner than later. Some players were leaving with the carts we were loading, while others would leave later tonight. There were even players that had gotten there days ago to prepare a camp for the thousands of people that were sure to follow.
After hours of moving boxes, we had slowly lost our gear out of necessity. The sweat soaking my undershirt wasn't strictly virtual like in most VR. If my body was really controlling this virtual version of myself, then the sweat had to be mine as well. I had shed my armor within the first hour of work. Not long after, I joined Kline shirtless. It was mostly men that had been given this job, although there were a number of women leading carts, mostly NPCs. The majority of the female players were leaving with the full carts as protection as they made the trip to the player camp. 
Barrell joined us later in the day.
“Mel?” I asked.
As he removed his gear to join in with the work, he replied, “Lily.”
I cocked my head back, caught by surprise.
“She put him to work.” He snickered.
“You're like the only one without a girlfriend,” Kline said, stepping into the conversation and crossing his sweat-soaked arms.
“Where's your girlfriend, old man?” Barrell asked with a snort.
“I had to let her down gently.” He sighed, with solemn look.
“Oh. Sorry, man.”
Suddenly, showing off his pearly whites, Kline grinned from ear to ear. “I didn't want her to be jealous when she sees all the gamer chicks hanging off of me.”
I facepalmed.
Having Barrell helping out was a boost to my self-confidence. It was not easy working shirtless next to Kline and Oliver. Kline was Combat Rank D Level 11 and Oliver was Rank D Level 24. They both had a Psionic Rank of G. My new friends were less impressive, but not because they lacked a chiseled physique. Barrell had reached Rank E Level 22 and last time I saw him Mel had reached Rank E level 13.  I had to look down at my own arms and chest to remind myself I fit in more than I gave myself credit for. My skin just didn't completely feel like my own yet.
Being the only one that hadn't unlocked my psionics would have bothered me more if it wasn't for what Achilles had put me through. Especially since, because so much of my rank was due to my speed and quickness, I had a chance even against players stronger and more skilled than I was.
Instead of boredom, the competition between Kline and me started to boil over to other players. Barrell naturally joined us, but soon there were at least ten others, most of whom I had never seen before. Since my strength had come to me rather recently, I enjoyed the challenge.
“We leave tonight at 7:00 pm,” Oliver said, about an hour before it was time for us to leave.
The four of us sat down on a bunch of empty crates that were there to be recycled as we shared a plate full of turkey sandwiches the OverEatery had happily provided. The owner was going to be traveling with us since it was decided that he would open a second location once the goblin city was taken. Exactly how Victoria had talked him into providing food for our entire guild during the siege I didn't know. 
When it was finally time to go, we received a group message from Victoria.
“Oliver. How is the loading coming?” she asked.
“Less than fifty carts to go.”
“Okay. They should be able to sort the rest themselves. Everyone, thank you for all of your work. Does anyone need a breather before we leave?”
No one responded that they did.
“Very good. We won't rush on the march there. Everyone head inside to the communication room. We will leave momentarily.”
I finished loading a wooden crate into the cart that smelled like spices, before I joined the others and equipped my undershirt, armor, and tunic.
 
***
 
We found Victoria, Peter, Mel, and Lily with the rest of the group already waiting for us as we entered through the rear entrance. Jay and his team were still going at it.
It was the first time I had seen Lily in armor. She was wearing a Prodos tunic already, but the scale mail complemented her tiny form. 
Everyone had changed into a new over-tunic with long baggy sleeves and our logo large across the chest in gold. 
“There they are,” Peter said, not hiding his relief.
“Over here, guys,” Victoria called, from behind a table with a bunch of folded clothing. She once again was wearing her war-gown. “As a part of the lead group, you need to dress like it.”
Barrell and I crowded Mel on either side and took turns giving him obnoxious, ‘attaboy’ smirks.
Lily stood in front of us and wasn't privy to our encouragement.
Victoria handed out the new tunics to each one of us in turn. 
Kline came before me. When she came to him, she unfolded the shirt and held it up for him to see.
“Kline, you hold together the left side of the group. Today, we make it official. You are the guild's left hand,” she said, with a nod of her head.
As he took the shirt and equipped it, in true Kline fashion he turned and flexed his left biceps. A golden L was stitched into the fabric by his left shoulder.
“Lucius,” Victoria said.
“Here,” I said.
Her eyes were beaming when they met mine. She unfolded another shirt with a large R stitched into the right shoulder.
“You hold together the right side of the group. You are the guild's right hand. We haven't had any time to discuss it, but on our way to camp, walk with me. There is much to discuss.”
“Yes, ma'am,” I said playfully.
She couldn't help but crack a grin.
After we were all dressed, we lined up behind Victoria and Peter, who were about to lead the way through the busy next room. There had been a constant roar of voices doing business since I had arrived hours ago. It was getting late, but there had been no evidence that the throng was slowing down.
Kline grabbed me around the shoulder and pulled me over to stand next to him. 
“Don't think that because you are the right hand you are stronger. Guild Prodos is left-handed,” he whispered.
I coughed at the suddenness of the comment. I should have expected it.
“What is it all about anyway?” I asked.
“I'm not sure what she has planned for you. I have been training my own group that is going to do special missions for the guild. Special forces kind of stuff,” he said with a grin, before flexing his left arm and kissing his bicep.
“Really? She must have the same in mind for me, but realizes that I don't need a group,” I replied, flexing both arms and giving him my best scowl.
With a smack on my back, he hooted in laughter.
“Good one! Just don't let those muscles go to your head.”
Moments later, the doors opened. The lines were full and the middle of the room was filled with players in conversation. As we exited, everyone turned to watch us. 
If anyone didn't know who Victoria was, someone standing next to them certainly did. It only took a few seconds for the crowd to clear a path. It was still a tight squeeze as we started forward. 
“Guildmaster!” a woman's voice cried. 
Soon Victoria was greeted with a number of calls of encouragement.
The people we passed wished us luck, a few patting me on the back as we left.
Once we made it to the road, the path cleared, but only a little. 
Had Victoria planned this? She was being polite enough, smiling, nodding and having brief exchanges with people that she knew, or at least seemed to know, her. It was more likely she was taking advantage of the situation than seeking praise. To some, this would seem like a unique event, a precursor to an even larger one.
We met an entire company of players, all wearing the new Prodos tunics, lined up and waiting for us outside of the city fortifications. 
Lily waved at Mel as she went to join her squad among the hundred other players in the company that would escort us.
A man taller than Oliver with red hair and pale eyes ran over and greeted Victoria with a bow.
Captain Aiden
Combat Level Rank E+
Psionic Level Rank G
 
“We are ready to march at any time.”
“Thank you, Captain Aiden. Proceed directly to the siege camp.”
“Yes, ma'am!”
It was hard to miss the smile hiding behind Peter's eyes.
The company split into platoons and then individual squads that traversed the forest in single file. We brought up the rear. We were well underway before Victoria called me over to talk.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey, Lucius. Thank you for joining me,” she replied as if she was on autopilot.
“Your wish is my command.”
She looked at me from the corner of her eye.
“You're the one acting all formal,” I said, with a shrug answering her unasked question.
“Formal is my default when I'm tired with a thousand things left to do.”
“I won't hold it against you,” I teased.
She rolled her eyes while she shook her head.
“Thank you,” she said, reining in the moment of levity. 
“For what?” I asked genuinely.
“For always trying to lighten the mood.”
I held back another wisecrack; it seemed inappropriate with her change of tone.
“I'm here to help.”
Leaning into me while we walked, she pinched the loose skin of my elbow as she grabbed my arm. There was no pain involved, only the reminder of our first few days in Freedom. Things were chaotic, but much simpler then.
“I know,” she said, genuinely. “There is going to be a lot for you to do. We probably won't have a lot of time to talk in the next couple days, so I want you to know what I think is going to happen.”
“Does my new Right-Hand role have something to do with it?”
“Yes. It's more than a title. First, I want you to know my strategy. We've talked a lot about our general approach, but my hands will be tied because of the position that I'm in. Ali here has reached her max potential,” she replied with a smirk.
It was hard to disagree with her. Just as Wink had grown in size, her falcon was now as tall as her head, and its once-big baby eyes had sharpened into the piercing eyes of a predator.
“Does that mean…” I asked, remembering the enhancements she had mentioned she was gunning for.
“Not quite. I still need one more Advancement Point to get the full Combat General skillset. But I can now see out of Ali's eyes.”
“Oh.” It struck me immediately of what that meant. “How far can she fly before you lose connection to her?”
She smirked. “About two miles.”
I nearly stumbled over my own feet.
“How far can Ali see?”
“About a mile up she can see movement, but at about half a mile things becomes clear when I look through her eyes.”
“So you are going to be scouting and directing the battle through her?”
“Yes!” she said, with a bounce in her step. “That means our group will be in the back and out of the action. As my right hand, that's where you come in. I'll be directing the commander of our troops from the sky, but if there are any jobs that need precision work, I'll send you or Kline. Kline has been training his own group personally, so he will handle some of the larger problems. I want you to take Mel and Barrell with you. You three have fought a lot together and I'm confident you can handle yourselves.”
She had my attention.
“So precision jobs like sneaking into the boss's lair and soaking his armor in alcohol. That way when he comes out to fight we can set him on fire?”
“What? No! Can you do that?” 
I shrugged and gave her a mischievous wink.
She pinched my forearm for real this time while snarling like a playful cat.
“When the time comes, my complete focus will be on the battlefield. I'm not sure how social I'll be.”
“So limit all shenanigans?”
“Most.”
I raised an eyebrow. 
“So how is this going to work? Does our guild get to keep as many buildings as we can take?”
She inclined her head and pondered a moment before answering.
“Not exactly. We get a certain stake in all that is taken. I calculate about three percent of the buildings will be ours.”
“Only three?” I asked, surprised it wasn't more.
“We have given up a few percentage points for the sake of getting first pick of three different buildings.”
I looked at her, unsure what she was getting at.
When she saw the question all over my face, she added, “The location of the buildings we take is going to be more important than the number. As soon as we get the gates breached, I'm going to have teams take buildings and set up shop. We can basically take three buildings at any location we like, not including large structures like the castle our scouts have spotted. Before the first battle is over I want to have the bank, with a shop inside, and a tavern set up waiting for any player that has new money to spend or needs a meal.”
She didn't just want to make the new city our guild's new home. She wanted to run the entire economy. It was really just an extension of her plan to have the first player-run bank, but taken to the next level. Remembering all the crates that I had loaded today and the deal that she had made with the OverEatery, we were actually in a position to make that happen.
“Are there a number of guilds competing, trying to do the same thing?”
“Yes and no. There are twenty-one different guilds from both player cities that we have intel on that are going to try to open trading hubs. Only about five of them have the resources to compete with our ability to buy and sell. There are two other guilds interested in opening player-run banks. One of them started a player bank in the other player city, but only after learning about the one we started here. Since that was only two weeks ago, we should have a corner on the market there. The biggest win is that no one else has thought of the tavern angle. It is the biggest consumable resource in Freedom, so our partnership with the OverEatery may end up being the most lucrative of the bunch.”
She tapped her chin as she finished her thought. 
“What’s the endgame?”
“You mean besides getting you a place to sleep where you are no longer crashing on the couch?”
“There is that.”
“Absolute dominance so we can name our ticket once we get out of Freedom,” she said with a wink.
I knew what she meant, even if those viewing had no inkling of the real purpose behind Freedom.
“Sounds good to me. Do you think I could get a hot tub in my room?”
She snorted. 
“I didn't take you as someone that was into pampering.”
“Oh, I'm not really asking for myself, but for someone else.”
She looked up at me as if to say, prove it.
When I looked back and nodded toward Kline, her grip on my arm intensified as she burst out laughing.
“Okay, now that I can see,” she replied after taking a moment to catch her breath.
 



Chapter 34 – High Flying Welcome
That night, anything that might be considered sleep escaped me. It was only a couple hours’ walk to the goblin city, so we arrived at the camp with most of the night still ahead of us. The number of canvas and leather tents astounded me. Many of them were the size of small barracks and could fit as many as thirty people. There were estimates that over ten thousand people were camping there. With more players coming early the next morning, it was almost impossible to say how many players would show up altogether.
I had been offered a cot in one of the large tents, but instead, I joined my friends under the night's sky. Mel, Barrell and Kline's constant shifting told me they also got little sleep. We all slept in our armor, but allowed small comforts like removing our boots and forgoing our helmets. There was a small fire, encircled in rocks the size of loaves of bread, that we slept around. The tree line was only twenty meters away, but a constant stream of guards walked the perimeter. One of the primary benefits of being a part of the lead group was not having to take a watch on guard duty.
Rolling up my leather-wrapped sleeping bag, I inventoried it and joined Victoria and Peter who stood on either side of a round, hardwood table. Lanterns hung over them on either side from cast iron lamp stands.
“What if we can’t depend on Harrison’s battering ram?” Victoria asked.
“After inspecting it, I believe we can depend on him to come through. If not, then we can build upon what he already has to strengthen it,” Peter replied.
Victoria nodded, lost in thought. 
“Morning,” I said in little more than a whisper. 
“Good morning,” Peter replied, not looking up from the map pinned to the table. 
“Can’t sleep?” Victoria asked, shaking her attention away from the map. 
“Not at all. You?”
She shrugged. 
It was only a few minutes before Kline joined us, then Mel and Barrell. In half an hour there was a small crowd including many of the guild leaders. We backed off and let the leaders talk. By 4:00 am over half of the camp was awake and others that had left Willingham early this morning were starting to arrive. 
Anticipation soared. It was like the ominous clouds of a thunderstorm had fallen from the sky, engulfed us, and were feeding us bolts of lightning for breakfast. Thousands of people were up and ready for the siege hours before it was time. 
It was going to be interesting to see how I compared to others that had also been training for the last month. The unknown capability of the goblin race and the surprises they likely had waiting for us in and the chaos of a real war would pose additional challenge. Destiny had trained me early to take full advantage of my training, but I couldn't say there was a time that I had ever trained harder than I had for this.
As the camp came alive, Oliver called our group together. Victoria and Peter soon joined us and commanded the guild to form up. 
Hundreds of players were now wearing Prodos green tunics. The sashes had been inventoried for what would make for a much better uniform. Row upon row of players were now in front of us.
Other guilds did the same, finding little room between the tree line and the player camp. We didn't wait for all of the others because of the lack of space. The first few guilds that had formed up with us headed into the forest. Our platoons split into squads that navigated the forest in single file.
It was only fifteen minutes before the morning light penetrated the forest up ahead as we marched toward it. We were coming to the clearing. As we filed out of it, the closed goblin city gate was directly before us.
The sun was just starting to rise, making it difficult to look directly at the city because it was positioned behind it.
The difference in discipline between the groups and guilds was just as varied as the number of banners on the field. Some groups walked in single file, others side by side. There were even some groups that didn’t have any formation at all and were all bunched up. Some players carried lanterns and torches, which was unnecessary for many of us. I for one now saw as clearly at night as I did during the day.
On top of the gradually sloping hill that ran down to the city gate, many of the guild leaders met us. A couple of round tables were set up with more lanterns. I saw Cornelius for the first time in a month. He had yet to unlock his psionic ability, but even though I expected it, seeing that he was Rank C took my breath away.\
“Cornelius isn’t going to be on the front line?” Mel asked from the rear.
“He has agreed at the wishes of the other guilds to stand back and only help if absolutely necessary,” Barrell replied. 
“That’s crazy. Why would he agree to that?”
“Beats me,” Barrell said with a shrug.
 
Even more surprising was that Vector was at his side. It was hard to deny the swelling of pride I felt seeing that my fellow gamer had become one of Cornelius' right-hand men. Vector ran his own guild, of course, but was a sub-guild that trained under Cornelius. There were only two other players that followed Vector. Drool was one of them.
She immediately left Vector's side, wearing a low cut leather vest with impressive thickness peeking out under her red tunic with yellow trim. Since Vector was wearing it, it must be Dawn Maximum's guild colors. Drool found Victoria and they both hugged in greeting.
Our group formed up close to where the leaders were meeting, forming a circle with the other lead groups to offer them extra protection. Our troops formed up between us and the city with the rest of the player army. Now that all of our fighting force was in one place, I looked upon an entire battalion of close to six hundred players wearing Prodos green.
The vicious spiked gate to the goblin city was still shut, and the only signs of life were large basins of oil atop their wooden gate that acted as giant torches.
Drool watched over Victoria who had been provided a seat. Only a few other guild leaders had such provisions. Most of the guild leaders were no more than level fifty. They had not earned the Advancement Points to be able to scout as Victoria was. Her falcon was already high in the air as she stared forward blankly, making it clear that she was seeing through his eyes and not her own.
Then we waited. There was no danger of boredom. 
Victoria was providing periodic updates to our guild.
“Don't let the quiet fool you. There are over a thousand goblins and hundreds of hobgoblins just waiting for us on the other side of the wall. Near the entrance of the city, there is a creature even larger than the hobgoblins. They have him chained up. I have informed the other leaders and we are discussing what to do.”
People grew restless.  
One of the player groups left the player line far down the line on the left flank and headed our way, stopping right before us. There was no formation to speak of. It took them a minute to reach us, but as they got closer, I realized that it wasn’t just one group. There were hundreds of players, a few of them were ones we knew. 
Jerrek was easy to spot with his blue hair, as was Isamu in his samurai garb. They weren't at the head of the group though. Instead, a man with a shaved head and braided goatee led them. He had no shield, only two sheathed longswords at his waist. The rest of the players behind him also used an odd assortment of equipment.
When they reached us the man up front stopped and the whole lot of them followed suit. 
Our battalion stood between us.  
The bald man spat in our direction.
“We are going first!” he called at the top of his lungs.
Those behind him clanged their weapons together and screamed their own challenges. 
Without waiting for a response he turned and headed directly for the closed goblin gate.
Almost immediately one of our troops took off running toward the large mass of people.
Turning, I saw Victoria still staring off, but now with a grimace on her face. I knew she had been the person to ask the man to deliver her message.
The only person I saw that I wasn't sure was hostile was Jerrek’s sister Olivia, who waited a little longer than the rest with her two girlfriends and blew a kiss in our direction. I hoped it wasn't directed at me, but I knew better.
When our man reached the players, he ran around them until he reached the man leading. A second later the man whirl-winded his arms as he fell to his rear. He had been pushed by their leader.
“That didn't go well,” I mumbled.
A voice rung out from among the guild leaders. “We can’t let them go!” he demanded.
A lot of murmuring rose in response.
“No, let them,” Victoria insisted. She was now standing and seeing from her own eyes. “If they want to go, then let them take the brunt of the large creature. Let's just be ready to defend in case an attack follows.” 
Peter voiced his agreement.
I saw Cornelius standing over them, grinning at her response.
Vector walked over and stood beside her, crossing his arms.
The objections simmered down.
As they approached, the goblin city's gate began to rise in response.
Shouts of insane glee came in response from the mob of players running toward it. As the gate reached its height, their leader took off running. They met no resistance as they entered the city. 
A moment later, the gate slammed down, closing behind them.
Victoria was seated once again, seeing the whole thing. I didn't know if I should be jealous or relieved that I wasn't able to see it.
Mixed gasps and laughter came from the remaining player army. No one had appreciated them leaving the line to do their own thing and they had just walked into a trap.
My reaction was different. Even if I didn’t like Jerrek and despised Isamu, I didn’t wish them pain.
Besides, I wasn’t sure if Olivia was a friend, but she had likely saved me and my friends from a beating. Oddly, I felt like I owed her.
A rumbling roar drummed out from behind the city gate. The noise wasn't goblin. 
What had been laughter throughout the ranks quickly simmered down. One of the players that had just entered the goblin city flew out over the wall and landed with a sickening thud. He lay there lifeless.
Moments later, another player flew out from behind the wall—this one screamed all the way but was cut off on impact with the ground.
My stomach churned. Looking around I saw most everyone in shock.
Kline's eyes met mine from the other side of our group. He pumped his eyebrows like it was something to be excited about.
I found it difficult to share his enthusiasm.
“We should prepare the battering ram,” Victoria called to the leaders around us.
“No! They chose to go off on their own so let them get what they deserve,” rebuked a weaselly looking man wearing a steel skullcap with a long pointy beard. He wore a purple robe like that of a wizard. It was completely impractical, but I suspected he wouldn’t be fighting anyways.
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Victoria glared at him, with a surprisingly calm demeanor. I knew what she was feeling was much less controlled.
Body after body flew out from behind the wall. Two became five and five became ten. One person hadn’t fully cleared the wall and landed on the sharpened pikes along its top. He didn’t die right away.
The muscles in the back of my neck twitched. I lengthened my breathing to try and stay in control of my anger.
“Victoria,” I said, sending her a personal voice message. 
She accepted it immediately. 
“Your hands may be tied regarding sending the army, but you can send us.” 
Even though she was about twenty meters away in the mob of guild leaders, I saw her look down and her eyes flutter back and forth as she considered the question.
Peter put his hand on her shoulder and he whispered something to her.
With a nod, she turned, looking for someone. “Harrison!” she called.
The bearded guild leader was quickly by her side. “We are ready.” He grinned. The flying bodies didn't seem to bother his normal cheerfulness. 
“Send a small group. We will send some men to back up your approach or retreat,” she commanded.
“Let's do this!”
“What are you doing?!” demanded the weaselly guild leader.
“This doesn't involve you,” Victoria spat, this time not hiding her venom.
It could have worked, but suddenly something collided with the city gate. The impact was like a giant drum, followed by the splintering of wood.
Everyone’s attention turned to the gate. On the second impact, thick wood exploded into splinters. A giant creature with sickly grey skin, a flat forehead, small slits for eyes, and wide ears too large for its head stood in the new opening. Its torso was the thickness of an ancient tree; its limbs dwarfed the strongest hobgoblin. The creature’s legs were short and thick, giving it a strong foundation. In one hand it had a tree-club similar to what the hobgoblins used, and in the other, it held a player’s body as if it was finger food.
It took a lumbering step forward. It was incredibly slow.
A few players squeezed out of the city from behind and ran for the player line.
“Well, there goes the need for a battering ram,” Harrison cried with a laugh.
In the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a player sprinting toward us from behind the player line on the left flank. 
“Incoming!” yelled a voice from among the lead groups.
He arrived before the guild leaders in a panic but had to catch his breath before he could give his message. 
“What is it?” Harrison asked, stepping toward the man. 
“My friend… Is one of the players that entered the gate. He… was killed by the ogre and just messaged me,” the man said, struggling to get out his message. 
“And?” 
“Sir, he messaged me after respawning in Willingham, but his body is right there,” the man said, pointing to one of the many players that had been thrown over the wall. “He respawned, but his body didn’t disappear…” 
“Oh,” Harrison said, confused. 
“Ewww,” Drool said, loud enough that everyone turned toward her. She shrugged at the attention.
“Well, this is a strange turn of events?” Wilson added, making himself heard for the first time. 
Victoria gave him a look as if saying, Where have you been?
“Sorry, I just woke up.”
At least someone was able to sleep.
“There is no time!” Peter rebuked. “It’s coming.”
“I want a shot at it!” Wilson said, running off, not waiting for anyone to answer. 
He came toward us since we were standing in the most direct route to the battlefield. As he passed, he stopped when he saw me.
“Hey! Want to join me? We were the first to find this place. Might as well be the first to say hi, if you get my meaning.”
It wouldn't have surprised me if steam escaped from my ears as I grinned. Seeing this creature slaughtering players set my stomach to a boil. 
I found Victoria staring at us.
“He wants to know if I can join him,” I messaged her to keep our conversation private.
“Go! You too, Kline,” she yelled, not bothering to answer me through messenger.
“Kline!” I called. 
He stepped forward out of line and looked me in the eye. 
“We need speed,” I called.
“I'll bring a couple guys with us,” he said, as he braced his chin with his knuckles and wrenched it to the side, stretching his neck.
With Kline now by my side, I turned and faced Barrell and Mel. “You guys ready?” 
Mel swallowed as he struggled to find his voice. 
Without hesitation, Barrell stepped forward, pushing Mel from behind. “You aren’t going to miss this one.” 
Finding his voice, Mel responded with a simple, “Okay.” 
Wilson butted in. “Let me grab some men. We need to hurry before someone kills it before us.”
“Only bring a few of your fastest men. Are you guys ready to run?” I asked.
“Hit and run?” Wilson guessed. 
“Exactly!” Kline exclaimed, putting away his shield in his inventory. “We need to go light. Just spears.”
“Got it! Let’s go,” I said as I inventoried my shield.
Everyone followed suit as we jogged forward.
“Clear a path!” Kline yelled. We shot out from behind our guild’s platoons toward the monster. Its information started to become clear. 
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It was slowly making its way across the field to the player line. 
With Kline once again at my side and my new friends backing us up, everything felt like this was how it should be. Kline and I had faced the first goblin attack on the opening day of Freedom together. We had fought off many goblin attacks since and even had a big hand in defeating the goblin's western army. Things had come full circle. My body and mind were prepared. It was time to find out exactly how far I had come. What better way to find out than attacking a rank D boss monster bright and early in the morning?
 



Chapter 35 – The Taste of Defilement
Most of the people that had just seen the ogre throw players over the city gate like they were ragdolls were understandably shying away from approaching the ogre. In a more appropriate response, large groups of players started to slowly retreat back behind the tree line. Some more cowardly individuals just turned around and ran. Their response was reasonable.
There were a few brave men that rushed the creature as we did. The first to meet it in the open field was actually a well-organized group, about thirty strong, that had immediately charged when the ogre had destroyed the city gate. They didn’t seem to be part of any specific guild because of their lack of color coordination, but their shield wall seemed sound and each had an equally long spear. 
We were about 100 meters out when they collided with the beast. 
Though it was slow in gait, the ogre’s club swung down at a terrifying speed. It punched a hole in the player line, crushing at least three players to death under their own shields. 
It swung across what was left of the group's shield wall. This swing didn't have the speed of the first, but players were lifted off the ground and tossed in its wake.
Not wanting to let their sacrifice go to waste, I called out, “Go for the legs! Its vertical slash is faster than its horizontal.”
Two players from Wilson's guild were running after him from further down the line. Kline's three men were already with us.
“Kline, take your men. I got Mel and Barrell. Wilson, follow our lead. We will surround it and punish it from every direction.”
Without waiting for a response, I dug in and took off sprinting. I pulled away easy enough, but Barrell and Mel were soon right there with me.
This was a tactic common enough in VR games, but it should work here as well, in theory. It was the same concept behind jousting, except we didn't have the superior weight a two thousand pound horse would offer.
We approached at the rear left flank. 
I was the first to thrust my spear into the back of its left leg, dancing to the side so as to not run into a player’s lifeless body dangling in the giant fist at the ogre’s side.
My spear point jarred against its rough hide. I angled out and away, not slowing my pace for a moment. This gave my companions the time to strike and make their getaway. 
The ogre bellowed after us, leaving him open from the other side.
I looked back and saw Barrell's weapon glowing in psionic red, dark blood staining its point. At least one of us had done some damage.
Mel's aura was activated, but he seemed to have as much luck as me trying to penetrate the creature's rough hide.
As we circled away to make another pass, I slowed to watched Kline's approach from the other flank.
All three of his men had their auras on, and the four of them came away having little more luck than we had. It still wasn't enough.
It wasn’t until we were once again 40 meters out that I stopped and faced the ogre. He was looking at us like we might be his next plaything. 
“Well, that didn’t work. His skin is too much,” Mel complained. “I’ll try.”
Though we were at a distance, Mel didn’t bother getting any closer. He took his spear in his left and held up his dominant hand, aiming it at the ogre. With a deep breath, energy gathered momentarily in his palm before he let it go. 
The projectile ate away at the distance like a starving lion. It hit the ogre directly in the chest but was shrugged off like a bug bite.
“No way.” He swore.
Kline joined us, flipped his spear around, showing the sauroter. It was a spike, more than a blade, at the butt end of our spears designed for armor penetration. We hadn't had much chance to try it out. Now was as good a time as any.
“Dragon killer.” I smiled. 
With only Barrell's attack really doing any damage, I was more on edge than I showed.
“Oh yeah,” Mel gasped.
Wilson's team joined us when we shared our next move.
The ogre’s attention was stolen from us. A single man, larger and thicker than Oliver, but not as cut, was running toward the ogre with a sledgehammer.
Running right at the beast, he ducked under its swing and heaved an aura-strengthened heavy two-handed blow right into the ogre’s gut. 
Dryghaurn trembled at the impact, then let out a deafening moan. Backhanding the large man with the dead player’s body, it sent him flying back ten feet. 
We rushed forward to try and get to the man before the ogre did.
This time my spear sank in deep, causing the wound I had hoped for. With a twist of the spear, I didn’t lose much momentum as I sprinted away. 
The pain I caused it made it react twice as fast as the last time when we had hardly hurt it. Only two of us got our attacks in before its club had pummeled the area we had attacked from. 
Mel saw it coming and diverted off course before the club could find him.
We had drawn its attention away from the man with the hammer, but we now had its full attention.
Enraged, the ogre waddled after us.
Wilson's team took the opportunity to come at it from behind and attack it. 
Though its anger seemed to grow, its attention stayed on us.
We ran along a wide perimeter to stay at a safe range. 
Kline's team was next. They seemed to dig deep into the same leg we had attacked.
The ogre swung as it spun its girth around. Its slow rate of turning took some of the momentum from its attack.
Now that they had its attention, we changed direction and headed right for it from behind.
Aiming for the same spot, I was able to further open up the first wound I had caused. Mel and Barrell also got their strikes in before it turned to swing. Barrell’s psionic ability to extend his energy into his weapon did even more damage this way. I heard a wet pop as he dragged his spear out of the creature's leg.
We had safely made it out of the monster's range, when it changed tactics. 
The body the ogre had been holding flew toward us. 
“Down!” was all I could manage. Both my friends ducked in time, but it clipped my shoulder. By rolling with it I was able to save myself from injury.
As if to wound us with its rage, it spewed saliva as it roared. The extreme volume caused us to run a bit faster. 
All I wanted in the world at that moment was to tear the creature's limbs from its body.
Moments later, Kline and Wilson's teams were both sprinting away from it after scoring their own attack from its rear.
“That was not fun!” Barrell cried. “You don’t throw dead bodies at people. It’s just wrong!”
He was right, but what bothered me the most was knowing the people behind Freedom probably saw this as another aspect of their program to prepare us for the coming war.
I took off once again, running toward the monster. It was not time to think about the horror of what was happening, but to face it with a spear in hand.
As dumb as the creature was, it started to guess at our strategy. Dryghaurn began turning himself to keep us where he could see us on either side. I started to get worried until Kline ran toward it and it turned to face them, forgetting us entirely.
Our next attack was just as clean as before, all three of us scored shots on the same leg. The discouraging thing was that its legs were at least 40 inches thick, just as thick if not thicker than a man’s waist. Even after more than fifteen puncture wounds, we still hadn’t slowed it down. 
It was then that it trotted over to the nearest dead player’s body and hurled it at us. We were far enough out of range that there wasn’t any danger, but we did have to move because it had impressive aim. 
A problem presented itself. There were at least twenty player bodies within close range of the beast and already it was heading for the next one. At this range, there wasn’t much of an issue, but if we got closer, then there was no way we would be able to dodge every one of them. 
Seeing the hesitation from Kline and Wilson, I knew the danger we were in had just multiplied. No one wanted to have the memory of dying by flying corpse. 
So we stalked the beast, or perhaps it stalked us, waiting for us to get close enough to launch a body at us. 
Seeing only one way to proceed, I decided to meet its dare. 
Suddenly, I sprinted toward it, yelling, “Veer when I do!” 
As we closed the gap, the ogre saw us coming but hesitated for a moment to judge if our intentions were true. When it saw its chance, a chainmail armored body cartwheeled toward us.
Jumping to the side, I got out of the way as the body flew clear. 
I continued toward the ogre as if we were going to attack it.
Wilson's team followed right behind Kline's, each player piercing the same leg, one after the other.
We were already halfway out of danger when it reached down and grabbed another body.
We seemed to be getting nowhere, though I was sure if we kept at it the ogre would eventually fall. Then an idea hit me. 
Flipping my spear back up to the blade end, I said, “The meat on that leg should be getting pretty tender. I think it’s time we try and cut ourselves a portion. What do you say?”
Both Barrell and Mel looked at me with disgusted approval. Neither one of them had much of a sense of humor at the moment.
The blade end of our spears was close to ten inches long as opposed to the four-inch sauroter end. If I was right it was time to do some real damage. 
“Make sure you both use your psionic abilities to their fullest. Mel, use your aura.” 
He nodded. 
Kline had taken the initiative and was heading toward it, taking his turn to be our distraction. 
We also ran toward it, but at a jog, in case it turned to throw the body at us. 
When the body flew toward Kline, we shot forward. 
My spearhead sunk deep into the creature’s leg. I had to twist while I ran to yank it out, which sent me into a wobble.
Looking back, I saw the ogre cringe as I ran off.
Turning to Barrell, the intensity of the aura around his spear was the deepest red I had ever seen from him. As he thrust it into the tender wound, his spear dragged after him, slicing through the tissue like a knife. There was now a long open wound.
Mel's spear followed moments later, the impact always causing the leg to buckle.
Its next complaint was joined with a moan. It tried to turn and face us but was favoring the leg.
When I hesitated, Mel and Barrell noticed the same thing. Immediately, we were back in the fray, heading toward the enemy.
Lunging forward, I let my spear sink deep, but didn't veer off to get out of range. Mel and Barrell's spears joined mine. We opened up the brutal creature’s flesh, happy to handicap a creature that had treated human bodies so disgracefully.
It took only one more attack by the three of us before the ogre’s leg was useless. 
When the ogre could no longer stand, it sat down but continued to swing its club at anything that got close. We had handicapped the monster, but it was far from dead.
Then Kline came. All three of our teams encircled it on all sides, staying back but keeping its attention. Coming up behind it, Kline pulled out his poleaxe and prepared himself.
As the ogre pounded the ground where Wilson had been moments ago, a spike of energy poured out of Kline. In a few large strides, his poleaxe fell at a frightening speed.
The ogre shook its head in response like it had been knocked silly.
Kline drew back and pounded his poleaxe against the back of the monster’s head again and again until the thing had had enough and was too tired to fight any longer. It rolled over to its side, dead.
My experience bar filled up a third of the way. It was the first creature since I had reached level 80 that had given me decent experience at all.
After it hadn't moved for a moment, the player army erupted.
“Why didn’t you just start off with that?” Wilson jested as we all came together.
“Not as much fun that way,” Kline said sarcastically.
My attention immediately turned to the players that had been victims of the ogre. Could any of them possibly be alive? 
A low moan close by called my attention to a girl in chainmail laying on her side with her back to us.
“Here!” I called as I rushed over to her, close to the new entrance to the city that the ogre had kindly torn open for us.
The woman's arm was likely broken, and she was only semi-conscious, but I was able to get some alcohol into her gut. 
The sound of hundreds of marching feet caught my attention. I looked up to see Guild Prodos' battalion coming toward us. From further back came a familiar voice. 
“Are any of you hurt?” Victoria said through personal message.
“No injuries,” I reported. 
“Well done then! Do you need a break or are you ready to join us as we breach the city walls?” she asked, already knowing my answer full well. “Some of these fools don't realize we are actually here to fight.” The disgust in her voice was obvious.
Seeing her with such an aggressive stance on the issue didn't surprise me. I had once had to hold her back from attacking a group of goblins with a hobgoblin at its lead.
A couple of men from the group that had first attacked the ogre came for their friend. As they knelt down beside her, I stood, letting them take my place. 
“I need to break some goblin necks,” I responded.
Kline grabbed my shoulder, nodding in agreement. He had overheard me since I was using the private messaging audio function. 
“Necks it is,” Barrell said, just as bitter. 
Mel didn’t answer, but seeing the tension in his jaw, I knew he was with us. 
“I must object,” Wilson teased, turning from looking at our army that had halted less than ten meters away. “How come your guild gets to go before mine?” 
“Because we are prettier,” Kline mocked. 
It was good to hear laughter to lighten the mood, even if it slightly soured my stomach to laugh at a time like this. 
We made our way to the back to rejoin the lead group. Victoria met me as we made it past our troops.
“Are you ready?” she asked. 
I hesitated to answer, shaking off the memory of having a body thrown at me. “I'm ready.”
She smiled soberly.
Kline looted his massive kill and we joined our guild in formation. Originally it had been Harrison’s guild that would attack first since they had the siege engine, but there was no longer a gate to overcome. 
As we made our way around the ogre’s large body, a new surprise started streaming out of the city gate. Goblin warriors in endless droves piled out and lined the walls. Now this was more like it. 
 



Chapter 36 – Like a Massive Machine
Being a part of the lead squad meant that we were behind our troops, but everyone wasn't in place when the goblins started to stream out of the city so I got a good look at the enemy. Immediately, the glossy finish of iron and steel shone from their armor and weapons. The question of whether we would get to upgrade our gear had been answered.
Seeing their superior equipment knotted up my throat. Bronze would not last long against steel, which was what most of the players were using.
There was a wave of small energy concussions that rushed towards us from the front line. Player after player activated their psionic strength, and within a few seconds, my fears were relieved. I felt the energy like a subtle breeze that brushed against my insides as it reached us.
As a massive wave, Guild Prodos' battalion carved its way into formation and threatened to cut off the Goblin Warriors from filing out of the city. These weren't the novice soldiers that had been forced to defend themselves when the goblins had attacked that first night. Most of them had already felt the sting of what Freedom could offer and had hardened themselves to train and face it. With their added psionic abilities, the goblins didn't have a chance. Like a massive machine, Guild Prodos delivered destruction. 
There were now at least twenty meters between us and our troops as they pushed forward. The opening to the city was at least twenty feet wide.
Looking back, I saw the player line starting to return and those that had stayed were heading for a collision course with the outstretched line of the goblin troops. Some players sprinted for the goblin line and other platoons of soldiers moved in at their own pace. 
One group of players, perhaps a dozen strong, rushed the goblin line hundreds of meters down and didn’t stop to wait for their neighbors to join them.
The battle didn’t stay at the goblin line but spread like a wildfire. The goblins that had yet to be attacked broke rank at the sound of battle. 
Peter’s command sliced through the air. “Web!” 
Our group spread out like the fingers on a hand to intercept the dozens of goblins that had run through the holes between guilds down to either side of our front line. 
To my pleasure, I would be one of the first to greet one. As if someone had blown on a tender coal, my outrage at seeing human bodies defiled was rekindled.
My spear drilled into a Goblin Warrior's chest. My bronze spearpoint pierced its steel chainmail easier than I would have guessed.
Its momentum wasn't so easy to stop. 
I stepped toward it. My shield smacking it solidly in the mouth. 
Its feet kept going as its upper body buckled under the impact and flew back.
I spun away and yanked my spear out of its torso. With the spike on the butt of my spear, I crushed the life out of it after it hit the ground.
As more came, I zealously tore apart every Rank F goblin that dared to approach on the right flank. Anything about them that had once made them difficult was a thing of the past. 
Harrison’s guild closed the gap on the left flank that was allowing the goblins through. It was a real shame.
I started the process of sifting through the loot that these creatures dropped. Taking coins was a no-brainer, but the items were tricky. If I picked up every item that dropped, my inventory would be full before I even got into the city. Just a few suits of armor would become overbearing.
Only the highest rank items did I select to keep. 
Material: Steel - .50% Carbon
Make: Short Sword
Quality: Rank C
 
Mounds of goblin bodies were just the beginning. As time dragged on, more players became exhausted and lost their lives in the fray.
Another problem presented itself. Over the next hour, we faced a seemingly endless hoard of goblins and their bodies wouldn't disappear unless we looted them first. Not exactly an easy thing to do while on the front line. There was also so much loot that our entire guild would already have full inventories already if they tried to loot everything.
Screams of agony pierced deeper than mere hearing. If I had been on the front line, perhaps they would have been easier to ignore, but standing there defending Victoria, our eyes in the sky, made that nearly impossible. All that I could do was watch and listen, except when the rare goblin slipped to the rear of our fighting force.
Looking back, I watched Victoria as we sat still, her eyes darting in all directions, yet not seeing anything in front of her. She was watching through her falcon's eyes. She gave commands every couple of seconds. Some were to individuals and others we all received.
Reality hit me hard. The bodies of players and screams of suffering were a reminder that Freedom was unlike anything that had ever existed in virtual reality. I now knew that this was preparation for a real war, but did that justify the creation of virtual monsters designed to torment men? I wanted to hate someone but didn't know where to direct it. The game developers and our government were the creators of Freedom, but were the Ekseliksi to blame because they’d made all of this necessary? The only consolation was that no one really died. 
My anger grew, but I kept the lid on the pot. Rage was often flashy and violet, but wrath was long-suffering and would wait for the appropriate time. The goblins’ existence was contrary to everything good. A virtual monster designed to torment men. 
Despite our losses, the goblins were losing far more men. It wasn't long until the horn of retreat sounded from inside the wall.
Victoria's voice sounded in reply. “Charge!” 
Our battalion pushed forward. The goblin line was too thin to hold us back as the goblins along the wall ran to the gap in the wall to escape. They had spread out in a line that reached hundreds of meters in either direction. As we entered the goblin city, the goblins that remained outside were cut off. Their slaughter was a quick one after that.
  The city had been breached.
 



Chapter 37 – Rain of Suffering
As I entered the gate to the goblin city, I cringed at the stone two-story guard towers to either side of the gate. Other stone buildings were built close by with little room for an alley between them. Five hundred players were packed in between the buildings that ran along either side of the entrance for an entire city block by the time we entered the city. We were gaining ground as we pushed forward, but the tight space was driving us together and those behind us just kept piling in.
We formed a tight circle around Victoria as Peter guided her by the arm. We were in the middle of the heavily packed dirt road with most of the Prodos force in front of us at the front line.
Some of the player groups darted down alleyways between the buildings. I imagined Jerrek, Isamu, and Oliva retreating down one if they hadn’t died in the opening ahead. 
“Shields up!” Victoria screeched through guild chat. “They are filling the roofs of the buildings above us!”
And then, like a dog yanked by its tail, our progress was halted and screams of agony rose up from every direction. 
My shield shot up to meet a rock that flew down from the buildings above.
Forgetting to change communication channels, Victoria cried, “Full psionics! Hobgoblins incoming!”
The breeze of energy became a storm. From every side, I was bombarded with psionic gales.
It seemed to send my internal energy staggering in all directions until I felt something change. The energy inside me planted itself and stiffened like a wall of stone. I didn't just feel it in my gut, but the change happened up and down my torso and in every limb. 
Immediately, I tried to manipulate it. To loosen the wall I had just felt solidify inside me, push it out of my body or even tear down the wall itself, but nothing seemed to work. One thing was undeniable. Something inside of me had changed.
At first, there was one hobgoblin visible in the distance up ahead, but then they started multiplying until there were more than I could count towering over the front line. We were surrounded. 
The top of every building held dozens of goblins. They started throwing stones and poured boiling oil upon the players under them from both sides. 
My stomach started to stir as I saw people's skin melt before my eyes. I choked on the taste of vomit in the back of my throat.
Players were being incapacitated, but many of them wouldn't die. How long would they have to endure before the pain subsided? I considered pushing my way through the players and giving them a mercy killing, but we were too packed in for that to be a real possibility. 
The stones they had been throwing were suddenly replaced by something resembling bricks. As soon as I saw the first one fly, I knew it was heading for me.
My shield met it high in the air. The weight of the object drove my shield hard into my helm and my knees almost buckled. 
A pulse of energy hummed at my side. Before I could react, a fist-sized streak of red light jumped from Mel's hand and struck a goblin above. 
“Keep it up!” I shouted, encouraging him, trying to will the psionic energy inside me to do the same. I had no luck.
His rate of fire was slow, only every ten seconds or so, but his aim was right on. 
A Prodos soldier in front of me cried out. An arrow had pierced the side of his neck when he had blocked a stone from the other side. There was nothing I could do. 
I grabbed him as he fell and kept my shield up to protect him from further harm. My group shifted to umbrella us.
His eyes wandered about as if there was something he was supposed to find. His body jerked and at that moment, his eyes went wide. He realized he was dying. 
As blood trickled out of the side of his mouth, his life was being drained with it. He choked on the blood in the back of his throat as he coughed. 
A spurt of blood sprinkled my face.
His eyes rolled into the back of his head. He died. 
It felt wrong that I didn't even know his name.
His body didn’t disappear but weighed on me as another something struck my shield from above. There was nowhere to place him where his body would be out of the way from the players that would soon be tripping over him.
I knew what I had to do, but despised doing it. I jammed my spear into the ground and closed his eyelids before retrieving it. I set his head on the ground, stood up, and took my position among my group. They hadn't moved forward an inch, letting me finish with the man that had just died.
“Lucius?” Victoria's voice was a whisper through private message.
“Just get us out of here and find me something to kill.”
“He's here.”
I have expected Cornelius to somehow scale the buildings in a single leap and take care of the problem from above, but instead, a flurry of arrows sprung forth from somewhere behind us. They littered the goblins above. 
There was only one person that I knew that had been working on developing bows, which were a rare weapon in Freedom. Harrison's archers had arrived.
When the second volley of arrows flew, the attack from above died down as the goblins took cover. Looking back with a hop, I was able to confirm it wasn't just his archers, but Harrison was with them. 
Our tight predicament didn’t change quickly. Volley after volley of arrows was sent toward the goblins, but they weren’t quick to die. Mel had much better aim than the archers, but his energy blasts didn’t kill them with a single blow. 
A goblin was suddenly lifted up and thrown from a building to my right. 
Harrison's archers stopped.
The bald man with a goatee who’d been leading Jerrek’s group appeared up above in psionic splendor. 
His sword thrust clean through one goblin and a quick slash from his other sword slit another's throat. 
Players swarmed the rest of the goblins on the roof of that building, clearing it in seconds. 
Then, they found themselves distracted by the goblins on the adjoining roofs of the buildings around them. Jerrek and Isamu weren't there, but Olivia was close behind him. She was alive.
Somehow they had survived in here for over an hour. Had they been fighting all this time or found a place to lay low until the time was right? There were at least a dozen of them left out of the two hundred that had first entered here and probably more that I couldn’t see from below. 
“Well, at least they are good for something!” Barrell jested.
I couldn't help but snicker.
An echoing moan that sounded like a dying cow traveled from the front line.
“One hobgoblin down!” Victoria yelled through guild messaging.
Inch by inch we started to push forward.
“They are pulling back!”
“Be ready to form up!” Oliver commanded from behind. 
A gleeful scream came from one of the players on the front line. More voices rose to join in. Then, as if the cork on the bottle had been uncapped, all resistance was gone and we streamed forward.
 



Chapter 38 – The Real Battle Begins
As much as I hated having goblins throwing stuff at me from above, it was even worse now that they were behind us as we passed by. It was like having a constant itch; the kind of itch that could knock you unconscious or pierce you in the neck.
We owed Jerrek and Isamu's group, as little as I wanted to acknowledge it. They were doing a splendid job stealing the goblins’ attention. Our shields stayed up, but there were few attacks being directed our way.
Replacing the danger from above, I was now trying not to step on fallen human corpses.
We neared where the hobgoblins had stood against us as the city opened up to us. I had to leap over the body of a hobgoblin with a player lying dead upon it as I entered what looked to be the city square. 
A thud rang out as something struck me on the back of the helm. 
I turned to see it was Mel who had clumsily dropped his shield and tagged me on the back of the head. He had stopped, frozen and was staring off to the side. Following his glare, I had to wait for a gap in the crowd to clear before I could see what had him spooked. There was a small group of players huddled against the corner building near the entrance. Lily was standing there, her helm missing, blanked-faced with blood running down the side of her face.
“Hey!” I yelled, even though he was right there next to me. The movement of armor, stomping of boots, and uncomfortably close sounds of combat would have drowned it out otherwise. A private message just didn't seem appropriate.
He shook his head as he turned to look at me.
“She's okay!”
At first, what I said didn't seem to register. 
He looked back one more time before nodding that he understood.
“Is he going to be alright?” Peter private messaged me.
“Yeah,” I replied in a normal voice that only he would hear. “He's always come through when I needed him before.”
It was true. He often seemed to lack confidence and to overthink things, but he had never failed the group when we needed him.
We were in a large, wide open area with a variety of buildings on every side. To the left were sturdy but mostly old wooden structures that stood one story tall. To the right were taller white-washed stone structures with giant horns holding up their triangular red roofs. I suspected these were shops, considering the large panel signs painted in red with a language I did not understand. They looked to be a tempting target for looting later, or if Victoria had her way, taking over and setting up shop.
There was one building directly before us that demanded the most attention. It was about a half mile away, but still set the backdrop for the thousands of goblins, goblin warriors and hobgoblins lining the streets against us. Its opening was like a mouth that could consume ten hobgoblins in one bite. Holding up a massive clay roof were the largest horns I had ever seen protruding from either side. What creature could possibly supply such a thing? Any tree would be humbled by their size. It seemed there were some monsters in this world we hadn't yet run across. 
Pushing forward against such a mass of monsters seemed impossible, but the goblins we were facing were drawing back into semi-disciplined formations. Where before, hundreds had faced us outside the city, thousands faced us now.
Players immediately filled in any space the goblins left as they tried to find space in the square to form up. I scanned the enemy line, unwilling to underestimate them. They had used the city’s layout well to their advantage. It seemed each time we faced them their intelligence grew.
Guild Prodos was the only guild that wasn't spread thin among the other players, who were flaring out while fighting their way into the city square. The more organized guilds started to come in after we had cleared the entrance to the city.
Our guild formed up in the middle of the square. Oliver ordered our group off to the side of the entrance with one of the now player-held buildings to our rear. A river of players flowed into the sea that was our army.
Harrison found us right away.
Peter clasped hands with him, giving a determined nod. “Well played,” he said, referring to the archers.
Harrison beamed with pride. “Our pleasure. The battering ram wasn’t needed, but we have a few more tricks for when the time is right.”
“The timing couldn’t have been better,” Victoria applauded. 
Harrison had already reached level 80. Nodding, he changed the subject. “Now for the real test. This will be dirty business.” 
“How are you doing on arrows?” Peter asked.
“We have about two hundred left between our twenty archers. An incoming supply of a couple thousand isn’t far behind, but who knows how long before they catch up to us. I'm expecting those boogers to have slingers that could hit us any second.”
Peter nodded. “We should let the battle take its course for now while we have momentum, but try the best you can to stay organized.” 
“How is Jocelyn doing?” Victoria asked. “Are you having any problems watching through her eyes?”
“Eh.” He shrugged. “I have enough problems trying to not fall over while seeing through my own eyes.”
“I'll let you know if I see any part of the enemy line that might be vulnerable to your archers.”
He nodded his thanks.
“I really don’t know if I can do this... Just sit back here and wait,” Mel said as he rolled his shoulders to alleviate the frustration reverberating off of him. I once again found him watching Lily, who was resting against the building we had stopped next to.
“I know what you mean,” I agreed.
Barrell raised a brow in question.
I nodded toward Lily.
Grabbing his friend's shoulder, Barrell placed himself in Mel's view.
“What can you do?” Barrell asked as if the answer was the most obvious thing in the world. He was using Achilles' words.
At first, Mel looked right through him. With a shake of his head, his eyes shifted and he saw who was standing right before him.
“I can't help her,” Mel replied, defeated.
“What can you do?” Barrell rebuked.
Mel looked down.
Still holding onto both of his shoulders, Barrell moved him to face the battle going on before us.
“What can you do?”
I grabbed Barrell's arm at the elbow. When his eyes met mine I shook my head to say that it was enough.
He nodded that he understood.
All of the emotion seemed to have drained out of Mel's face, but his eyes hadn't dropped since Barrell redirected his attention to the battle.
Victoria asked, joining us a minute later, “How are you doing, guys?”
When we didn’t answer right away, she handed us all a towel and offered to pour out water so that we could clean our hands. 
It was a strange gesture, especially for a guild leader, which didn't go unnoticed. She now even had Mel's attention.
I let her pour out some water so that I could wipe my hands clean. She then offered us an apple, which we all greedily took. It was the first time in a while that I had completely forgotten about food. 
She didn’t leave without offering me a wetted rag, motioning for me to wipe my face. It was then that I remembered the blood from the dying player.
More guild leaders stopped to speak with Victoria. As more room became available, we blocked off an area and the same round tables appeared for the leads to meet and converse. Soon, a canopy of tents was raised up over the meeting area and a makeshift base of operations was established.
We had gained perhaps a third of the city square, reaching from the old wooden buildings on the left, but not fully extending to the rich looking shops to the right where we faced fiercer combat.
The enemy was a mix of organization and chaos. To the left seemed to be mostly normal goblins. That was an opening we could take advantage of to gain more ground. To the right was a mix of goblin warriors and hobgoblins. There were even some well-disciplined warriors formed up to defend the shops.
All other sound was drowned out when a deep blast of a horn came from deep inside the goblin ranks. 
The players started to pull back and joined their guilds or random player groups to form a defensive line. Even then, more players were streaming in. At least a thousand players had already entered the goblin city square.
The goblin army stirred from the rear. Half a dozen hobgoblins marched out of the large entrance of the gigantic building before us. I couldn’t say for sure, but I had a feeling they were the monsters leading the goblin army.
Another horn rang in the morning air. Death had overshadowed the sun's cheerful light. Now it was just a slight annoyance as it hung low above the goblin force.
Peter ignored the messaging system and turned to the leaders behind us. “Have your men form up! Now!”
Victoria's eyes shot to her protector and then she was immediately on her feet parroting what he had said. There was no doubt that she led the guild, but when Peter spoke, she listened.
When I turned back to the battlefield, I spotted a single hobgoblin standing alone at the entrance to the massive structure in the background. He stood there as if wanting everyone to notice his presence. There was more to him than size. His arms were crossed as he scanned the field. I don't know how, but I knew in that moment he was the intelligence behind the goblin army. Light caught his armor. He was wearing full plate mail. 
It wasn't clear who or what deserved my hate the most, but I now knew who I wanted to kill the most. 
Looking to Mel, I saw he had spotted the hobgoblin as well. Looking down, he studied his empty hand for a moment, then seemed to eye the distance.
“It’s too far,” I said, watching intently how my friend would respond.
“For now,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper.
The player army started to pull back, letting the goblins continue what had become a retreat.
The only fighting that continued was at the merchant shops on the right side of the city square. The goblin warriors and hobgoblins there wouldn’t give any ground and tried to retrieve some during the mass pull back.
The players weren’t the only ones who used the time. A number of hobgoblins made their way to the front of the goblin army. They were armed unlike any we had faced before them. Standing over seven feet tall, each one carried a heavy club with iron wrapped around the business end of the weapon.
It wasn’t their weapons that most greatly differentiated these hobgoblins from the norm. Each wore a shirt of rusty iron chainmail and wore massive spiked shoulder pauldrons. There was no guesswork needed to know what they intended to do. If you don’t have horses to trample your enemy, the next best things are hobgoblins with gothic shoulder armor to plow through the enemy line. The most terrifying part was that there were literally hundreds of them stretching from one side of the field to the other. They had perhaps a few meters between them. The very thought of the damage they could cause almost made me sick to my stomach. 
I looked at the crowd of leaders behind us. Victoria was already seated and viewing the field through her falcon, so her eyes did not find me.
Not wanting to interrupt her, I private messaged Peter.
“We need to attack them before those hobgoblins can build up their momentum. They are going to run us over.”
From his position in the back of our group formation, his eyes met mine. His mouth moved, but I didn't hear anything he said. His eyes didn't leave mine.
After a moment, he spoke where I could hear. “Victoria is making the battalion ready to attack.”
I nodded my reply.
“Have you done this sort of thing before?” he asked.
“It’s been a while, but I use to participate in a lot of massive player versus player events. Of course, that was in virtual reality though.”
It was over a minute before he replied. I guessed he was probably listening to everything Victoria was saying to our troops and the other guild leaders. “Let me know if there is anything else you notice.”
“Sure.”
“Oh, and Lucius.”
“Yeah.”
“You can trust her judgment in this. She has had a lot of practice,” he said, with a sinister smile like that of a proud father.
Our battalion was mostly intact, but we had taken the heaviest losses of any guild. There was no report given, at least none I was privy to that gave an official number, but if I had to guess we had lost close to one hundred players.
Harrison’s guild had lined up to our left and the third largest guild was to our right in burnt orange tunics. There were at least fifteen hundred of us making up the center mass of our force.
Cornelius joined the command group. I didn't see Vector or any of his lieutenants. Not until they stepped up to the ledge and looked out over the battlefield from the building above. They were all there. Treetop, Drool, Samison, Corkscrew, LadyHeadshot, HandshakeDeath, Marabella, and Scarecrow scanned the field no longer wearing guard duty green, but deep blue. Their levels were in the high seventies and Marabella had a pet falcon on her shoulder that would give their group eyes in the sky.
They soon disappeared from the roof but reappeared at the head of a full platoon of players. There wasn't one face that I didn't recognize as a well-known gamer. Vector had been recruiting.
Freedom had caused a few that were known for being overweight to trim down considerably. There wasn't one of them had hadn't hardened from the last month. It put a chill up my spine as I realized what they might be capable of if their bodies held even a sliver of the talent their minds possessed. The fact that they were psionically talented was even more frightening.
Vector and Drool veered off and headed for the command group. The rest of the group marched toward the area by the goblin shops. It looks like there was something they were after.
For the time being, the player line had forfeited the goblin shops at the south wing of the town square. We had instead taken nearly every building to the north where the normal goblins had been. Instead of taking a half of the field, we had carved out an odd shaped triangular portion for ourselves. 
Then we waited. The fact that the goblins held back and were controlling themselves spoke volumes about the hobgoblin leading the fight. It did not bode well for us.
We continued to wait. Why weren’t the goblins attacking? As if to answer my question the now familiar horn blast covered the battlefield, followed by hundreds of hobgoblins roaring in a baritone chorus that rattled equipment as well as eardrums. 
“Now!” Victoria commanded through the guild announcement function.
Our battalion surged forward, joined by every major guild. We got a good jump on them before... 
They came. 
As anticipated, the armored hobgoblins bounded from the line and lowered their heads as if to run through their targets like charging bulls. My heart drummed in my chest. 
Looking up I saw dozens of falcons and owls circling above. I regretted for a moment not choosing a winged pet.
Even though we had attacked first, there was still enough room for the hobgoblins to build up some speed. 
The major guilds met them with psionic fury. I was too far away to see much, but the pulse of power that echoed from the players at the front beat against my now solidified internal wall. I could feel the force, but my shield did not budge.
Some players fled on the north side of the line. There were players that immediately took their spot, but it was clear they faced the incoming giants with nothing but their courage and their swords.
The collision seemed to happen all at once. 
Patches of men were mowed down to the north. A few whole groups flew back through the air. 
There were places in the line where the hobgoblins breached so deeply that groups which had formed up behind everyone in hopes of getting a shot at the action already had their hands full. 
Up the middle was a different story. The hobgoblins all seemed to be stopped in their tracks and our forces continued to surge forward. I greatly envied Victoria's ability to see how our men handled such an assault.  
The nasal bellows of the hobgoblins reverberated off the city walls. The sheer number of them didn't drown out the cries of anguish from goblins and men both.
I watched with my own two eyes as squads of psionically strengthened men stood toe to toe with the blue giants. Only a month ago they had slaughtered us, but now they died just as we did. 
I realized in that moment that it was a blessing not to be able to see what I could now hear. If I reconfigured my Creature Indicator settings I could probably hear everything like I was feet away, but my sanity was too important to me to test it. Now was not the time.
Then the injured players started to trickle back from the front line. Some came alone and others were dragged by healthy or less injured friends.
At first, there seemed to be no direction for them, but soon the rear groups started to gather them together. They took it upon themselves to set up a makeshift hospital.
If only it stopped there. 
Another horn blast signaled the attack of the rest of the goblin army.
There was soon a network of player highways filled with injured players making their way to the hospital. Within the first five minutes, there were already over a hundred players. How many more had died?
When I checked on Mel, he was still staring blankly at the battle before us. I worried that he might lose his will to fight, but the psionic buzz coming from him hinted at more going on inside of him than what I could see.
A man in agony called out from the hospital a few hundred meters away. His chest must have been crushed. He couldn’t get a full breath but struggled for one anyways out of sheer need. His voice joined others in a lullaby of pain. 
His wail escalated until he lost all breath. His wailing stopped with his death.
Another one died, and then another. Each time they made sure their scream of farewell was heard. 
 



Chapter 39 – Stretching Our Legs
My inaction, mixed with the constant reminder from the clear view of the injured players, consistently chafed at my mind. I was convinced that what I was doing was necessary, but doing nothing was in some cases the hardest thing to do.
Then I saw a familiar face entering the goblin city all alone and marching toward the player line. He wore Prodos green and had retrieved his equipment from where he had fallen. The man I had held as his life bled out of him through the wound in his neck had returned.
Tears welled up in my eyes and yet I found myself laughing.
Had we been here so long as to give him the time to travel the entire distance to rejoin us?
The man didn’t hesitate to march straight up to his platoon and take his place among his fellow players. Whether this siege was a worthy cause or not, many men were showing their worth. The riches of this city, the glory of battle and making a name for yourself all seemed to lose their appeal in the heat of battle, but never the actions of such men.
He was the first I noticed, but not the last that returned.
The hospital was gaining more occupants with every minute that passed. There were now hundreds, but there was also a constant stream of players returning to the fight.
There was a resurgence of hope that spread through the player army like a slow-moving wave.
Just when our strength seemed to be rejuvenating, the player line in the north broke. Five hobgoblins and twenty or more goblins breached the gap. They didn't hesitate to go after the first soft target they saw. They headed straight for the player hospital.
A couple of groups that were close rushed over to meet them, but they were outnumbered.
“Lucius!” Mel demanded with an intensity I had never heard from him.
Well, there was no longer any doubt whether he would be willing to ask.
Barrell looked to me as well.
I had been giving Victoria as much space as I could to focus on the battle, but it was no longer time to keep my silence.
As the player groups that had rushed to help were quickly dispatched, a few of the players at the hospital shot to their feet.
“Victoria!” I said over private message. 
Knowing she would probably see me through Ali, I lifted my spear toward the incoming attack.
Almost immediately, she responded. “Go! Kline, you too!” Victoria commanded through group chat.
Nothing had to be said between Mel, Barrell and I. Prodos' Right Hand leaped into action. We made it to a full sprint before Kline could register what was being requested of him. I took full advantage of the head start.
Some of the injured players were well enough to make a getaway, but they were in no shape to carry others even though many of them tried.
The goblin raiding group was almost halfway to the hospital. It was going to be close.
Forgetting my own safety, I cranked out every ounce of speed I possessed and flew. 
For a moment, I regretted leaving my friends behind. I knew Mel wasn't taking any of this well either. I couldn't see them, but with an exertion of will, my Creature Indicator refocused its sensors and I was able to hear as well as feel their position.
A devilish grin took my face as I realized they were right there with me.
Mel had cast off any semblance of hesitation and was showing us what we’d known all along: He was much faster than he ever allowed himself to be. Barrell was right beside him.
No longer worried about leaving them behind, I placed my eyes upon the danger ahead.
The goblin warriors had outpaced the hobgoblins. There were more than I had estimated, close to thirty, which worked in our favor. As soon as they saw three lowly humans running at them, they changed direction and headed straight for us.
Just outside of the player hospital, the goblins were uncomfortably close to the injured players.
The blur of the world allowed me to ignore the tactile and auditory sensors that indicated enemies to my flank. All thought of what could happen I pushed from my mind. Thanks to countless hours meditating, I was able to redirect my thoughts to all that mattered: Killing goblins.
With shield and spear in hand, I headed for the goblin warrior who had outdistanced all the rest. If I was approaching in normal circumstances, his title of Goblin Sergeant, iron chainmail, steel spiked spear, or Rank of E would have given me pause. I noticed all of this with little thought, except that his spear was superior to any I had come across.
Instead of bothering to block his blow, I ran straight through him. 
When I had first fought the Goblin Warriors, their size and strength had been far superior to any of their race we had faced before. This one was about the same size but had a higher rank. He was large enough to go toe to toe with a human. After all my training, that no longer mattered. 
The goblin braced himself, two-handing his spear across his chest. We collided. 
I heard a loud pop ring out, blending with metal on hardwood as he bounced off of me. He caught air as he spun to the side. 
My spear found the gut of the next goblin. I tore it from the monster's torso as I spun, leveling another with my shield.
Swinging my spear around, I ran toward a tightly knit group and drove the armor-piercing end of my spear through the chest of one goblin and into the gut of another behind him.
Without a quick way to remove my spear, I unsheathed my sword, pushed one goblin out of the way and danced to the side, sending a backhanded slash to the back of another goblin's neck.
A battle hatchet hurried toward my head. Pushing forward, I turned my parry into an attack and hacked off the creature's hand.
Finding myself with a duo of goblin warriors before me, I lunged forward and threw my shield in an arching overhand left. The edge of my shield caught them both at the neck and dropped them to their knees.
And then, my friends were with me. I had waded straight through the goblin mob. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Mel and Barrell finishing up the few that were still standing. Part of me didn't believe we had ended them so quickly. I shrugged off the thought. There was still work to do.
Any hope I had for a quick breather was squelched when I saw the five hobgoblins hadn't diverted to bother with us. They were a dozen strides from overtaking the player hospital.
Mel didn’t even stop after killing the goblins. His energy blast struck the one on the far right side while they were still a ways out.
Taking off, I started jogging toward the one he had attacked, hoping to be able to kill it quickly before the other four were upon me. Mel would have my back with his ranged attacks and I knew Barrell would be right behind me. 
If I started to think about what we were about to do, it was insane. Three of us against five hobgoblins?
“I’ll take the one on the left!” Barrell called from behind. 
“I'll take the right!” Mel hissed.
Wait, what? Had Mel and Barrell really just called dibs? Since when were we soloing hobgoblins?
Looking back, that was exactly what they did. Barrell had already veered off toward the left and Mel was running toward the one he had attacked, throwing blasts all the way. 
The hobgoblin that Mel had blasted had turned from the others and was heading our way.
“Mel! Blast two more!” I commanded.
He didn't ask any questions but did it without hesitation.
The hobgoblin Barrell had chosen received one of Mel's energy bolts on the side of the head. It had traveled a number of meters before turning toward us, so they were split with a bit of distance between them.
It was a few seconds before Mel could manage another bolt, which put my hobgoblin further away than the others. There were still two more to track down, which required we finish these three immediately. It was an impossible task. It was likely a number of the injured players would die.
Barrell and I drove forward. I looked over at him to see a flicker of psionic energy. I knew he would be okay.
These hobgoblins weren’t the same ones that had attacked the front line. They wore chainmail but lacked the shoulder armor so they had better mobility. It wasn’t a club that they wielded either, but vicious single-edged swords. 
Shooting past Barrell's hobgoblin, I set my eyes on my target. It stood eight feet tall and showed a complete lack of concern with the fact that I was coming.
People were dying. People were suffering and it wasn't taking this seriously? As heat flooded my senses, I struggled to hold back the anger that had taken hold of me before. Instead of letting it take control, I redirected it.
The hobgoblin finally acknowledged me by drawing back to swing. It threatened to cut me in two if I didn't change direction.
Time seemed to slow as I considered my options. Instead of stopping, or circling around, I went faster. 
Its blade slipped through the air with menacing grace.
I jumped. 
Pulling back its head as if to distance itself from me, its orange eyes widened.
I barreled into its chest. With all of my body clenched up behind my shield, I struck it like a human missile.
There was a large thud that seemed to thunder through my helm. Despite the monster's size, he didn’t have the strength to withstand the impact. I fell with him as he collapsed onto his back. Though he tried to stir, I saw his eyes bounce drunkenly about in his skull. 
It took me a single deep breath to recover before I dragged myself up to get a knee on his massive chest. I delivered the killing blow with my short sword. Had that just happened? Not only had I soloed a hobgoblin, but I had killed it in two blows.
It was not over. I pushed off of the beast to gain my footing. My shoulder was jarred, but I was mostly just winded.
I looked around frantically. Barrell already had his hobgoblin swatting at him desperately with its sword. The monster had blood staining both legs and was having trouble moving. It was favoring its right leg. 
My friend waited for the hobgoblin's next swing. The creature overextended, sending itself stumbling forward. 
With his energy extended up his spear, Barrell rounded his thrust and neatly filleted the wounded leg, sending the hobgoblin tumbling to the ground. Barrell was quickly on it. His spear pierced the hobgoblin's temple, before he jumped back, still unsure the fallen hulk was dead.
“Cheater!” I called out. 
He began rolling his shoulders as if he had yet to warm up. Opening his mouth to say something smart, he stopped suddenly, his features serious. I followed his eyes to what he was looking at.
When I saw the hobgoblin Mel was facing, my mouth dropped open. 
A bolt of energy shot down his spear, blasting the weaponless hobgoblin in the chest. It was bobbling back and forth, his attack added another blood-filled wound to countless others. Getting hit with Mel's energy bolt from such a close range was devastating.
Remembering the remaining hobgoblins, I dragged my attention from my friend to find two giants a few strides from the player hospital.
Chills ran up my spine. I knew what was about to happen. We had been too late.
The subtle glow of red luminescence pulled my attention to see Kline with at least ten men charging at them from the flank. Every single one of them wielded a poleaxe.
I cringed at the thought.
There was a small group of injured players at the player hospital that had formed up to meet the hobgoblin threat. Six or seven spears were waiting.
Kline's men ran in unison. As they met the hobgoblins, the first row thrust the spiked end of their weapons into the two monsters. With the momentum of their charge and psionic strength, they didn't just gain the attention of the hobgoblins but sent them stumbling back.
At once, gaps opened in the front line to allow the back line through. Their poleaxes swung from the sky, hacking down into the faces, necks, and shoulders of both monsters.
One of the giants staggered to his knees.
The second line opened up, letting the first line have a go again. They swung down this time, crippling the downed hobgoblin, but the one that remained on his feet blocked the blows by taking most of the damage on his arm.
Kline sat back, leaning on his poleaxe as the group he’d trained became a human-powered meat grinder.
His sadistic grin showed off his pearly whites as the last hobgoblin fell.
His group arched their backs and cried as one before stooping down to loot the corpses.
With the players in the hospital finally safe, I turned to see Mel.
The hobgoblin he faced was a battered mess.
Thrusting his spear, his energy shot down the shaft at the same time it met the monster’s chainmail mid-chest. A violent shockwave shook its body. The hobgoblin stood for a long moment. Its eyes rolled back into its head before it started to fall.
The giant fell face-first to the earth. Another few energy bolts struck the thing in the head. They were unnecessary. The last attack before it had fallen killed it where it stood.
Over one hundred voices rose in jubilation from the player hospital. I swallowed a knot that was developing in the back of my throat as I scanned the crowd. Some couldn't stand, others were bloodstained and one or two were missing limbs.
When Mel joined us, I took the opportunity to look away. His eyes saw that we were there, but he wasn't seeing us through his bloodlust. I had seen it too many times from my old guildmate Chewme.
“It’s over,” Barrell said.
Even though Mel had heard him, it took him a few moments before understanding showed on his face.
“You guys need to learn to share,” Kline called, waving from the rear of his group as they marched back the way they had come. He didn't wait to hear our response.
Part of me wanted to take his words as a challenge, but everything about today was too real for me to ignore.
I looked from Mel to Barrell.
“We should loot our kills,” Barrell suggested.
“No,” I said, unsure exactly where my thinking came from. “Unless there was something they were wielding that you just have to have, let’s leave everything else for the injured.”
“Good idea,” Barrell agreed.
Mel nodded his approval.
There was one thing that had caught my eye that I had to loot. I found the Goblin Sergeant I had killed and took the spear off his corpse.
Material: Steel - .75% Carbon
Make: Spear
Quality: Rank A
 
The spear's point didn't have any edge to speak of. It was little more than a long steel spike that I expected would be great for piercing armor. I inventoried it.
There was over four gold in the Sergeant’s inventory. I swallowed down any urge to keep it to myself.
With a deep breath, I took a step toward the hospital. I put a brave grin on my face but didn't meet anyone’s eyes as I approached. Stepping up to the group of injured men and women that had stood to face the hobgoblins, my eyes rose to meet them.
“Thank you!” a woman said as she leaned heavily on her spear. One of her legs was scored with blood below the knee, soaking her brown boot with red.
The others echoed her.
She had a plain look to her, brown eyes and a round face, but even though she stood at five foot five at most, she had been willing to defend the other players when she was already injured.
“It’s not much, but we want you guys to have those drops.”
“Really?” asked a man with a thin goatee. He was shirtless, with a nasty gash that ran down his neck to his chest.
“No,” the plain woman said. “I don't take handouts.”
I stared at her for a long moment. I never expected anyone to reject the offer.
“Then can you make sure the deserving get them?” I asked, not taking my eyes off of her.
Her eyes grew more severe before she sighed and replied, “Okay.”
Having had enough of the uncomfortable moment, I turned and retreated to my friends.
My friends remained silent until we had left the hospital behind. 
“Did that just happen?” Mel asked. 
“I think so,” Barrell replied.
“We could have died.”
No one replied at first.
“They are nothing compared to bandits,” Barrell finally acknowledged.
I had to agree. 
Barrell turned to Mel and asked, “Did you know you brutalized that hobgoblin?” 
Looking down, Mel made himself remember before he replied, “It wasn’t dead enough.”
“I know how you feel. Really. So does Barrell,” I jumped in. “Just don’t let your anger take over so much that you lose control. It can be dangerous.” 
He didn't answer, only nodded.
We were halfway back when we heard the news.
“Hey! They are retreating!” declared a voice from the leadership tent.
Taken aback, I said to no one in particular, “They’re what?”
 



Chapter 40 – Facing the Goblin General
We ran to our group to rejoin the formation. Victoria was already there when we arrived, standing next to Peter with cool confidence. 
She nodded to us as we took our place.
The other guild leaders were all still under the leadership canopy. All except for Vector, who I saw jog off with Drool toward the line of merchant shops where his platoon had headed before.
Even Cornelius was standing over a group of a dozen players with his arms crossed, as they squabbled over something or other.
“Guild Prodos!” Victoria said to the whole guild at once through the guild messaging system. “The enemy is retreating into the eastern part of the city!”
They were hundreds of meters away in the middle of the city square, but players wearing Prodos green still made up the heart of the player fighting force. The average person did not have access to mass message the entire guild as Victoria did, but I still heard their cheer from the front line. Hundreds of voices rose in a vicious ballad. 
“There is one more thing blocking our path to the eastern part of the city. A group of well-armored hobgoblins stands in our way. Just past them is prime real-estate and I suspect one of the richest places in the city to loot. Finish them! The main road behind them has shops on either side. Strip them bare!”
What had been a blood churning battlecry at the sound of victory turned into a tremor of thunder. Victory suddenly meant more than just an end to the fighting.
“Good speech!” Kline bellowed.
“Thank you,” Victoria replied, no longer speaking through guild-speak, looking at each of us in turn. “As my right and left hand, you executed your duties flawlessly. Thank you.”
Meeting her eyes, I saw the fierceness with which she meant the words.
“You're welcome,” Barrell answered, followed by Mel.
“You got it” Kline echoed.
I whispered my reply. “You're amazing.” I wasn't sure what caused me to voice the thought at that moment, but I meant it.
“I didn't knock a hobgoblin silly with my shield.” 
“No, but we're winning.”
She had turned her eyes from me, but I saw her smile in response.
“Alright. Oliver. Let's go get our new home.”
Oliver responded at the top of his lungs. “Forward, march!”
Our pace was little more than a brisk walk, but we caught up to the rear of our battalion quickly. 
The men and women of Prodos had worn and tattered uniforms, dented and scored shields, and some used the spike end of their spears instead of the blade end because their weapon had been broken. Despite this, there were many upgrades to iron and steel. Chainmail was the most common armor dropped, but because of the auto size system, even the rare breastplate or plate mail fit well. There were only a few instances of plate mail that I saw and most of them were made from iron, but there was one player that had hit the jackpot and now wore polished steel from head to toe. He even wore a full helm, completing the set.
I didn't see any shields better than the bronze that was top of the line currently, but I did see a few spears similar to mine.
Eventually, the other guild leaders joined their armies. The obvious ones like Harrison's were keeping step with us, but the third largest guild that had fought on our right flank had stayed put and had not pursued. Quickly another couple of guilds took its place.
As could be expected, the guilds marched forward in an organized fashion, but the guildless players raced to catch as many fleeing goblins as possible. They made up most of the left side of the player line and had almost collapsed upon the entrance to the gigantic building to the north of the city square.
We marched a good half mile behind our platoons before we caught up and ran into the group of hobgoblins than had halted all player progress out of the city square. 
“We have the hobgoblins surrounded,” Victoria said through group messaging. “Looks like the glory is going to be ours.”
The players of Guild Prodos opened up a path for us to make it to the front of our line that was facing off against the hobgoblins.
What had been ten hobgoblins armed with swords and shields was now three wounded hobgoblins fighting for survival. Their steel chainmail didn't seem to be making enough of a difference against so many spears. They were each rank E+ with shields that were massive slabs of wood, with a steel rim and studs reinforcing the wood. Their swords were single-edged blades that could have easily been used as an ugly katanas by anyone the size of a human, but the steel they were made from was the real thing. 
The enemy was completely surrounded. Hundreds of spears were only a few steps from being in range. The player squads hovered just beyond the hobgoblins’ reach, waiting for any mistake so that they could pounce.
When I saw the dozens of guild member bodies thrashed and lying dead before the hobgoblins, I closed my eyes and shook my head.
A hobgoblin lunged forward to try one last desperate attack. The player line seemed to collapse on them as one. 
A psionic tumult rose up against me. My wall stood firm, but standing so close to so many psionic users unleashing their flow at once blanketed me in energy. For a moment, I felt as if the outline of my body was made of energy instead of flesh. It was like seeing the world for the first time.
The remaining giants fell in moments, unable to resist the sheer number of spears and our psionic strength.
Beyond the mist of the battle stood a hobgoblin I knew I had seen before. Except for his bald head, he was covered in jagged spikes protruding from the joints in his plate mail. It was made of dark steel of unique quality. Whoever got ahold of that armor would almost immediately be one of the richest people in Freedom.
In his hand, resting butt to the ground was a sturdy pike that reached close to twenty feet in the air. The most disturbing part was that he seemed bored. Then I saw that he was rank C. The first boss monster of such a high rank looked upon the thousands of players surrounding him without any care in the world. General Golgoth didn’t fear us.
Guild Prodos had cleared the way to the boss, so we got the first shot at beating him.
I expected the itch in my back from where I had been severely injured before it came. With a deep breath, the fear that had once debilitated me, I brushed off.
When our front line formed up against General Golgoth, the boss monster seemed to cheer up.
We surrounded him on both flanks. Many of the players that had been on the front line while facing the last group of hobgoblins had switched with others, giving us a row of fairly rested men.
A brave player that had been standing right before him rushed in. The first spear thrust flew at the General’s heart. He didn’t even flinch as the spearpoint struck home, but hopelessly clanged off. 
With a shift of his head, the General looked at the player like he was a fascinating bug. All that I saw next was a shift of his weight. The player flew back a dozen feet, knocking over every player in his path. The General had squashed him with a single punch. 
Silence struck our fighting force. Those close to the General readied themselves, and after a moment to catch their breath, players attacked from all sides.
The General stepped forward, grabbing his pike like a gigantic bat, swatting over thirty players off their feet with a single sweep of his weapon.
Without hesitation our entire force scrambled back, giving the General a lot more room. Most of the players who had been swept aside regained their feet and hurried away.
The late ogre we had fought had been frightening because of his strength, but what we faced now was impossible. I had not really feared the ogre because the strategy to defeat it had been obvious. There had been danger, but it was manageable. What strategy could you use against a creature that was just as strong as an ogre with the skill and equipment of a veteran soldier? 
“Clear!” rang out a clear soprano. 
An entire platoon filed to the front quickly, spreading out and separating into three different squads. The woman leading them was close to six feet tall. Red waves flowed down her back from underneath her full helm. She had a long face and firm jaw that was softened by large blue eyes. Her name was Janet and she was Rank F+ with Rank G psionics.
“I'm in love,” Barrell blurted out.
“Doesn't take much, does it?” I replied.
Turning, he grinned like a shameless tomcat.
Suddenly, her platoon split into three smaller squads. They formed a triangle around the General. One was directly in front and the other two were at either flank. 
I lifted an eyebrow at the platoon’s strategy. Taking advantage of the boss's blind spots was an approach I wholeheartedly approved of and had even used earlier against the Ogre. I still had great concern after seeing the General mow down nearly the entire front line of our guild on all sides in a single swing. I wasn't sure the strategy would apply in this situation.
The squad on the General’s left flank attacked without ceremony. 
 
Instead of turning to fend off the squad’s attack, the boss monster rushed forward, thrusting his polearm toward the squad directly in front of him. 
A player’s shield met the attack. The blow was too powerful to block entirely, but he managed to deflect it. The pike pierced the shoulder of the player behind him and made a partition through the middle of the squad. With a shift of his hip, the General drove his pike to one side, leveling half of the players to the ground. They were lucky. 
A simple shift of stance sent the pike swinging the other way with more force than the first. 
The players met the blow with their shields ready, but it came in low enough that they couldn’t respond appropriately and were swept off their feet. Janet was among them.
The rest of the platoon collapsed on the General from either side. The blows that did find their mark were easily defeated by the hobgoblin's armor. 
With another shift, the pike flew. 
An entire squad rose to meet it, this time stopping the weapon on impact. The follow-up swing caught the other squad on his opposite side completely unaware and dropped half of them before it slowed. 
The martial dance the General executed sent the pole weapon to and fro, leveling anything that got in his path. The platoon was overwhelmed in less than a minute.
Janet called the retreat. 
A third of the players had to be helped as they fled. Two men were dead.
Not one to let the opportunity go, the General lunged forward, impaling one of Janet’s men from behind as he fled. 
I stared blankly at the field which Janet and her platoon were hobbling away from. The ogre had been a joke in comparison to this monster. It was like another ogre had inherited the skill of an elite bandit.
It was a blessing that the General seemed content to let us come instead of attacking us directly. There were an untold number of players that would die at his hand if he just decided to do so.
In a show of utter disrespect, the General didn’t just kill the fleeing player. He raised his pike into the air while the man was thrust through and impaled him, letting the butt of the pike thud against the ground.
All the emotions of the day seemed to culminate in that moment. My self-control started to slip from my grasp.
Suddenly, Kline was there with his hand on my shoulder. He looked me dead in the eye and said nothing. He didn’t have to. My focus changed enough from his efforts that I didn’t immediately rush in to prove my stupidity. 
The General was not just a monster or even a boss. We faced a creature that could literally take on an army alone. There was a very good reason he had no fear. 
The fear he lacked put doubt into the heart of each soldier of Guild Prodos. No one dared to approach. The room between him and our men started to grow as fear of him grew. 
The impaled player hung above the General’s head as he relaxed against the pike. I tried not to look up, but a moan from the player grabbed hold of me and force me to look.
What were the game developers thinking? Was this really necessary to train soldiers or did they see an opportunity to raise funds and were taking full advantage?
“Victoria!” called the annoying guild leader in purple robes. He approached with five other guild leaders and a small guard of ten marching behind them. His name was Jaden.
I saw Victoria squinch up her eyes as if hearing something disgusting. He had that effect on me as well.
“Guildmaster Jaden, I'm a little busy,” she replied.
“You weren't answering my private messages, so I came to see if everything was alright.”
Her eyes shot up into the sky.
I followed her gaze and saw the numerous falcons and owls that were circling overhead.
She turned her eyes to him, a piercing stare. “You had to come here to check on me? If you needed help controlling your owl there are many others you could ask.”
Leaning his head back, he looked down his nose at her and said. “Oh come, child. We want to make sure our stake is upheld. The rest of the field is cleared and your guild has control of the battle. Do you think we would just leave you alone?”
I shifted my stance to face the condescending snake. The rest of our group turned as well; ready to take them on if they became a threat. The four other men and women with him seemed to cower at his side. What made it worse was I recognized some of their colors. They each represented one of the top ten guilds. Half of them weren't even from Willingham.
“I helped draft the final accord and signed it,” Victoria said, keeping her voice calm. “That is enough. I'm not going to babysit you while there is real work to be done.”
“It's you that I fear may need babysitting. What is to keep you from going back on your word? There is no reigning government to enforce the law in Freedom,” he asked, a challenge in his tone.
“You have my answer,” Victoria said, before turning her back to them.
Peter stepped forward, with Oliver at his side. Stabbing their spears into the earth, they stood as a wall, guarding Victoria's back.
“Fine,” Jaden called. “We will wait here and see for ourselves how you handle your promise.”
A stream of soldiers left the player army close by and filled in the gap between us and the obnoxious group of leaders. 
“Maybe we should offer to have them face the General?” Kline said through group chat.
Victoria started to cough, holding back her laughter.
“That way he could stick around,” Barrell added, referring to the guy impaled by the General.
I gave him a look of concern.
“Sorry. That was a little dark.”
Kline snickered.
As we returned to our forward-facing formation, we were in time to see a single squad sneaking in from behind. 
The General seemed to be completely oblivious to their presence.
The first spear was aimed at the back of his knee, searching for a gap in the monster's armor. A few more searched for weak spots around the groin and shoulders.
All at once, the General's pike shot forward, tossing the impaled man into the crowd. The rear of his weapon caught one man attacking from behind in the chest, throwing him back and into the air like a popup foul ball. It caught two other players in the back of the head as he spun to face the group. When the business end was finally facing them, the fight was already over. The one hundred and eighty-degree spin sent the gigantic piece of timber into an unbeatable whirlwind. Seven of the players didn't get up after the attack.
As one of the players knocked down tried to get away, General Golgoth pierced his iron chainmail and lifted him into the air, even as a group of players rushed toward him to help. They had been too slow.
The buzz from Mel's psionic aura grew. It was still invisible to the eye, but I had a feeling my friend was about to burst apart at the seams.
“Victoria,” I said through private message.
She didn't bother asking me why I was contacting her. She already knew. She responded with a slight tremor to her words. “Do you think you can win?”
“I don't know, but I think I can reach him. With Mel and Barrell at my side, I think we have a chance.”
“Do it.”
“Let’s go,” I said out loud. 
Barrell and Mel didn't ask any questions. They stepped out of formation with me. They had been expecting it.
One atrocity after another had supplied me with a sense of purpose that was absolute. There was no question trying to kill this monster was just. There was a peace I felt that I hadn't felt when facing the bandits the hundreds of times I fought them. I never felt guilty for killing the bandits, which were just digital training dummies, but neither did I feel compelled to do so. The only other time I had felt justified like I did in this moment was when I had faced the hobgoblin to protect my friends at the end of the goblin attack on Willingham.
We made our way to the front line. 
I spoke to Barrell and Mel through group chat as we surrounded the monster on three sides. Our strategy was simple. It was almost a game really. Who could stab the monster in the middle first? Target? The head. It was only obvious weak spot the boss monster had.
General Golgoth stood there at ease, watching us come. We gave him plenty of breadth. I mentally calculated there were about 20 meters between us. His polearm could reach me if he lunged forward, but I would likely be safe if he just swung it in my direction.
Lining up on the monster’s right flank, my position was perfect for what I had planned.
I looked up at the player dangling from atop the boss monster’s pike. Being so close made it just that much more real. Cruelty was cruelty whether this was a digital world or not.
It was time to pick a fight.
Anger was a dangerous weapon. Giving in to blind rage would be the quickest way to die here, but holding it back seemed wrong. Like twisting the lid off of a jar of jam, I let my anger bleed out, filling my chest with heat and purpose.
There was no signal I could give, so I cleared my mind of everything else and ran straight at him.
I reached the General without incident but suspected he knew I was there after the exchange he had just had with the last squad. We were at a large disadvantage because he stood nearly ten feet tall, which extended the reach we would need to score the necessary blow to his head. 
I dared to fully execute the attack I had planned, leaping up in the air, thrusting for the back of his head. 
As I had suspected, he had been waiting for me. He twisted around, swinging out his arm, to backhand me away. 
Instinct took over. I diverted my thrust, striking the shoulder of the creature, allowing me to push off. This threw me just out of the creature’s immediate reach, and I landed in a crouch. 
General Golgoth twisted his head to the side as if examining a creature he found interesting. His nose creased up revealing something resembling a scowl or a grin. Perhaps it was both.
An energy blast pummeled Golgoth’s face. I saw the shadowy yellow of his eyes disappear momentarily as he cringed from the attack. 
It gave me just enough time to escape before his pike crossed my path.
The tension in the crowd surrounding us let loose in a hope-filled cry.
It was a start. I had failed to reach him, but Mel had confirmed with his attack that the General wasn't invincible.
In retaliation, Golgoth spun toward Mel and launched the impaled body toward him.
Mel easily ducked out of danger but came to his feet throwing another blast toward the General's head. 
Barrell surged toward the General's rear. He only made it a few strides before leaping over a low sweep with the polearm. He cleared it with ease but had no time to recover.
The polearm split the air as it fell.
Diving back with a roll was all that kept Barrell from a blow that sent a tremor through the ground.
Mel’s energy blast found the back of the monster's head.
I rushed in for no other reason than to steal the General's attention so he didn't fully commit to going after Mel. It wouldn’t take much for him to overwhelm my friend.
As our scrimmage raged on, we slowly started to become accustomed to the game. The problem was that we weren't getting anywhere. Mel's attacks didn't seem to be doing enough to really hurt him, and Barrell and I couldn’t get close enough to get a clean shot.
We didn’t stop. Barrell was on him before the monster could counter with a sweeping blow of his own. Instead of imbuing his spear with psionic strength, he enhanced his own body and choked up on his spear like a bat. With a running swing, he caused the General to buckle with a stroke to the back of the knee.
Thousands of voices joined together and roared. 
The General regained his balance, clipping Barrell on the shoulder guard, sending him diving to the ground.
There was nothing I could do to distract the boss monster or get to my friend in time. His polearm reached its pinnacle as the General drew it up to slam it down upon my friend with maximum force.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kline streak forward in violent red. 
He carried his poleaxe behind him as he readied his attack. Dragging it through the dirt with psionic power, he delivered a massive uppercut to the incoming pike, meeting it in the air.
The thunderclap from the impact sounded like a giant was using trees for drumsticks. 
Instead of applause, the crowd was struck silent.
The collision was followed by a large crack. 
Kline’s poleaxe snapped. 
The General was jarred and his weapon diverted up and off to the side.
Standing firm with his broken weapon, Kline faced the General alone with little more than a stick. 
My heart pounded in my chest. Could Kline actually win?
I shook my head, remembering Kline had just lost his weapon and started running toward Barrell who was starting to get to his feet.
Kline literally picked him up as he fled. 
The General caught him on the ankle, sending them both tumbling out of immediate reach.
Mel made sure the monster didn’t pursue them by planting an energy blast in his face.
In response to Mel’s blast, Golgoth lunged toward him. 
As if he had been waiting for it, Mel dodged the attack by stepping to the side, then slapped it aside with an energy blast. He sprinted at the beast with a frantic hunger behind his eyes. After seeing the atrocities of the day and Lily injured, he had reached his limit. Rage had taken hold of him.
He glowed like a bright ember, with an intensity I hadn't seen from anyone else.
Before Golgoth could attack, he launched his spear that shone red at a distance that was impossible to miss.
Doing the impossible, the General grabbed it by the shaft, catching it in the air. 
A thousand players gasped at the same time, but Mel wasn’t impressed. He marched straight at the monster without armor or weapon, his aura almost pulsating.
The General slashed at Mel with his own spear like it was a toy sword. 
Mocking the creature, Mel caught the spear high on the shaft single-handed, showing incredible strength, and raised his hand to throw an energy bolt at its face.
I tackled Mel to the ground just before Golgoth's pike could bash in his skull.
I tried to drag Mel away, but instead he pulled free from me and faced the beast, sending an energy blast toward its face at point-blank range.
Silence radiated from the audience. 
The General's gauntlet caught the attack at the last moment. He tried to make a fist, but not without a small tremor in his hand. When the monster looked down at Mel, my insides cowered.
When the blow didn't come immediately, I started scrambling to find out what was going on.
I found Kline on Golgoth’s flank clinging to his pike near the end of it by the steel spike.  He was insane.
A laugh escaped me.
“Now!” I screamed at Mel. We were just feet away.
Kline's entire group rushed to help their squad leader and jumped upon the pike. Psionic strength empowered all of them.
As Mel's energy blast punched the General in the side of the head, I jumped. Reaching with my spear, I was desperate to finish this seemingly invincible titan. I felt resistance as my spearpoint touched flesh.
He swept me from the sky with a swat of his hand.
I rolled as I hit the ground and was on my feet grabbing Mel as quickly as I could move. Only a glancing blow had caught my shield.
When I looked up and saw the creature’s face, I knew we had to run. Mel's energy blast that had literally torn a hobgoblin to pieces had left no visible mark on the General's face from point-blank range. My spear had only left a small slit on the side of his jaw. How is that possible?
Golgoth grabbed his pike with both hands.
Kline and his men were able to resist for another second as we scrambled out of range.
All at once, Kline's entire squad started to rise off the ground. With a shake of the pike, the General forced many of them to let go. 
As the pike gained momentum, a few other players fell off, but one player hung on as it swung from one side of the field to the other where Mel and I fled.
We cleared the area before the pike could reach us, but when the man finally let go he flew like a rock from a sling into the crowd.
Turning back from where I had fled, I saw Kline's men scattered and Kline himself just getting to his feet. Barrell was standing back further down the player line, favoring one leg. We had failed.
“I think if we could get an entire platoon to grab ahold of its pike we could disarm him,” I said through group chat.
“No,” Peter replied. “Lucius, Kline, Barrell and Mel, you did well. I'm afraid we didn't expect to face anything this powerful this early in the game, but I think it's time we make a statement.”
“I agree,” Victoria said.
“I'll do it,” Oliver replied.
“No, friend. Save it. Hopefully we won't need you,” Peter said.
I saw Peter step out from behind the squad that stood right before the lead group as an extra layer of protection. He wasn't intimidating like Kline or Oliver and beneath his scale mail and green tunic, he looked rather common.
He began his approach toward General Golgoth. As he took his first step he inventoried his spear and shield, then unsheathed his steel longsword.
Everything in me screamed that fighting someone wearing full platemail with a sword was a fool's errand, especially a monster such as this, but if what Peter said was true about being Ekseliksi...
Victoria left the safety of the group and appeared with Oliver at her side to watch Peter's fight.
Stopping at Kline's side, Peter exchanged a few words before nodding and heading straight for the boss monster.
People started to notice what was going on. Most of the men and women watching knew Peter. He was the right-hand man of our guild leader, but that didn't explain why he was approaching the seemingly invincible creature alone.
A murmur like the buzz of a giant swarm rose up from the players of Guild Prodos.
Golgoth had lost his original carelessness and faced Peter with his pike at the ready.
A light pulsated from Peter and was gone as quickly as it came. Unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, this light wasn't red. It was a searing orange. Another pulse came and went as if he was loosening his psionic muscles. 
When the light came again, he shot forward in a flash. The light didn’t shine like an aura but seemed to trace the muscles of his body.
My eyes could hardly follow him as he blurred toward the General.
Golgoth's swing surged to where Peter had been.
When the blow split the air, Peter had already reached him. Ducking below where the General gripped the pike, Peter thrust his sword up, sinking it deep into the armor gap at the monster's armpit.
He removed his sword with a yank.
Hundreds of people gasped at once.
Blood sprayed from the wound and drenched the ground.
The General moved to face Peter, but instead of turning he started to fall. His giant form twitched as if small explosions were going off inside his failing body.
At first, everyone stood there stupefied. Then the sudden intensity of cheering that erupted from the crowd nearly caused me to jump.
No one understood what they had just seen, but there was one thing they did know. The General was dead! 
 



Chapter 41 – Clearing the Way
My heart pounded at what I had just witnessed. My failure to kill the boss was quickly forgotten as my mind was opened to new possibilities. Everything Peter had said was true.
In the last month, I had been introduced to people that had the ability to do the things that only virtual reality games made possible. At least, I had thought as much. But now...
Seeing Cornelius in action had opened my eyes to what mankind was capable of. Through the training of my body, I could compete and perhaps even surpass what was possible in the games I played. That realization had shaken my convictions.
Peter had not pushed his body near to the point that Cornelius or Achilles had, but he had just taken on an impossible opponent and so utterly dominated him that my concept of man's limitations crumbled into powder.
There were only two people I had seen fight in Freedom that I knew could have defeated Golgoth with no problem. The source of their strength came from two completely different places. I still didn't know how far my body would take me, nor my psionic ability, but how powerful could I become if I merged the two and took them to their highest level?
“Form up!” Oliver commanded at the top of his lungs through the verbal guild communicator. He really didn't get it, that the communicator existed so you didn't have to yell.
Mel and I met Barrell as he was hobbling toward our group and we each took an arm to make it easier on him.
“Is it bad?” I asked.
He favored his left leg where the pike had clipped him on the boot.
Shrugging, he replied, “No. It should only take me a few minutes to heal up. I think it’s just bruised.”
“Report,” Victoria said through group chat.
“Barrell's ankle needs a few minutes to heal. Other than that we are ready to go,” I replied.
I then saw the defeated look on Mel's face and considered letting him sit out the next one.
Kline responded. “The Left Hand has a few broken bones and one player on his way back from Willingham. We are at about eighty percent if we have the injured sit out the next round.”
“Very good. I'll send the battalion ahead. There are two buildings we must reach before any other guild. We aren't the only guild sniping certain locations. Most of our competition veered off and are taking the merchant shops in the city square. That will distract them and work to our benefit. It helps that our troops are pretty much blocking off the way to the richer part of town. I will guide our men to hold them. Rest up. Kline, Lucius, I want both of your teams ready in case we have any resistance taking the buildings. I'm sure I'll have a job for you.”
Our troops started to move out, but they had to filter into the street leading to the heart of the merchant district. It would take us a few minutes to get moving.
Though I second-guessed my decision, I didn't say anything about Mel.
“You okay?” I asked using private voice messaging.
“I'm sorry, Lucius. I almost got us killed,” Mel replied. His voice carried no strength.
He had made the same mistake I had made when fighting the bandits alone and basically gotten myself killed. His anger had taken over.
“It happens,” I said. “Nothing could prepare us for what we have seen today. Just remember, we are putting an end to it today.”
“Yes, we are,” Barrell said, with a snicker. “Remember, I'm right here. I can hear everything you guys are saying.”
“Sorry,” I replied.
“I get it. Let me heal up and let’s finish this. I've never been so depressed in my life. This whole day has just been one big disgusting tragedy.”
“Let’s finish it,” Mel agreed. His tone had changed. It was something he could get behind.
I got Barrell back to the line, but delayed obeying Oliver's command and marched toward Kline who was kneeling to give one of his players a large gulp from a jug I guessed was filled with alcohol.
I stopped a few feet away, not wanting to interfere. 
The man who had just chugged from the jug saw me and nodded my way. Kline didn't hesitate to stand and greeted me with his never-failing grin.
I offered him my hand.
When he saw it, his lips came together in a thin line. I saw in his eyes that he understood. Reaching forward, he shook my hand.
“Thank you,” I said.
“Any time,” he replied with a final shake and released my grip. “The bar has been raised.” 
He nodded toward Peter.
I looked toward our incredible friend that had gone from Victoria's wise counselor to the number one swordsman in Freedom in a single thrust. The rank indicator above his head said that his Psionics were Rank F. Since everyone I knew that commonly used Psionics like Kline, Mel and Barrell were only Rank G, did that mean that Peter's abilities were only the next level? Was there more? What exactly was he capable of?
“They are on a whole other level,” I agreed.
“For now,” he replied, pumping his brow.
I chuckled, before responding, “For now.”
I left him to his men, but not before shaking each one of their hands and giving them my thanks.
Kline was right about our friends being on a whole other level. Peter, who could still be holding back, had said as much, but before I didn't have enough information to fully grasp what he meant. One thing I assumed was that Oliver must be even more powerful than Peter since he was born Ekseliksi, and Victoria... How had they explained it? She was beyond them? If Peter was this powerful, how strong could she possibly be? She was getting further and further from my reach.
We stuck to the rear of our battalion, but not the very back like before. Other guilds and groups were trying to find a way into the rest of the city, so Victoria boxed us in with platoons surrounding us as we left the city square and entered the rest of the city. 
It was still necessary to go at a slow walk because she was seeing through the eyes of her falcon. We missed the bulk of the fighting as our weary troops flooded the main market district of the city. While the shops on the south side of the city square had looked richer than the wooden shacks to the north, these surpassed them in every way. 
The average building here was three stories tall, with each floor built tall enough to accommodate the average hobgoblin. Both stone and wood were used in the construction with superior craftsmanship. The walls were smooth and painted with reds and browns. The doors and windows were outlined in black or decorative bone. These buildings were just as often built against one another as they were apart.
As weary as our army had to be, they had gotten a second wind. Victoria had given everyone free rein to loot whatever they could find. It was the perfect motivator, a distraction after the dirty business of the day and a chance to focus on a brighter future.
 
“The first building has been secured!” Victoria said through group messaging. “Kline, we are about two blocks away. I want you to take your group and set up a guard at the building I indicate when we pass by. I'll leave platoon eleven with you to help secure the location. Lieutenant Thompson will fall under your command. I've let him know that Yasmine has already entered the city with the kitchen staff and is leading the first twenty carts to your location. They will need help unloading and cleaning the kitchen and bottom floor. Leave him to the cleaning. I want you and your men keeping guard. With any luck, they will have food ready for an early dinner.”
Barrell glance at me. His face filled with awe. I had helped him hobble along for the first five minutes, but it wasn't long before his ankle had healed enough that he was walking on his own. 
“She doesn't waste any time,” I said with a smirk.
“And I am so hungry right now,” he replied, his brow furled up in desperation.
“Seriously? Didn't you just eat like a pound of jerky?” 
“Yeah, but that only fills up your stomach. If your meat is grilled, roasted, boiled or fried, it makes your taste buds happy inside.”
I shook my head. 
“My dad always says that,” Barrell said with a snicker.
I knew which building Victoria had chosen before we reached it. There were two giant fangs sticking out of the ground at the entrance to the largest building on the block. It stretched wider than any four buildings in the area side to side. It was made of stone with a smoky red coloring that reached five stories up. There was an overhanging roof with charcoal colored shingles at the top of each story. Something resembling a fork was painted in yellow directly above the front door. If each story had sitting room, I guessed our entire battalion could sit down and eat at the same time.
Kline's men were waiting for him as he left our group to get down to business.
If I was honest, I envied him and the possibility of snagging some cooked food before anyone else.
We continued to move forward, leaving our new tavern to Kline. Movement was still slow but it had sped up since we first entered this part of town. A lot of the discipline our guild had shown had been forgotten in the frenzy to find the best loot. All the work our troops had done today was being rewarded.
“How is your team?” Victoria said through a private message.
“Healed up and ready if you need us,” I replied.
“Did you want in on some of the action?” she asked, holding herself back from showing too much of her own excitement.
I turned to Barrell and then Mel before responding. 
Barrell was watching a duo run from a building carrying a bundle apiece with a healthy amount of longing. Their inventories had filled up, so they had tied a bunch of armor and weapons together with a rope and were lugging it around. Everything they had looked to be top-notch steel or iron.
Lacking the same wanton look, Mel looked straight ahead, with settled determination.
“We are ready,” I replied.
“I think you will find this next job more to your liking. The building is coming up soon on the right. It’s much bigger than the last one. It will be perfect for a bank and large storefront. Our men have already entered the front and are clearing it now. It should take them a while and there is a back entrance. You could meet them in the middle, just be ready for a fight. It’s an armory, Lucius. You know what that means.”
“A guild supply of gear,” I said, understanding her enthusiasm. A smile came to my face. The gamer inside of me shivered at the thought.
“And hopefully a couple of things you might want for yourself?” 
“You better believe it.”
“Great. I don't think any of us will find any joy today, but...”
“Thank you, Victoria.”
“You’re welcome. If there is a huge supply of armor and weapons like I'm hoping, secure the room and let me know. The other men already know to do the same. Take your share, of course.”
“Just point us in the right direction.”
 
***
 
When Victoria had said this building was bigger, she hadn't been exaggerating. It was only one story tall, but it took up one city block all to itself. The front entrance didn't have any red or bone for decoration. There was a large steel-barred door with steel bars over its window. The building itself was made of large stones of different shades of grey. Instead of bone holding up the roof, there were thick bars of jagged steel clawing out from the stone and a flat roof.
“Are you guys ready?” I said to Mel and Barrell as we reached the ominous structure. We still marched together in line with the lead group.
“This is better than food,” Barrell replied.
“I'm ready,” Mel added.
“There is a single group of goblins at the rear of the building,” Victoria said through group chat. “Head up the alley and get through them and you are clear.”
I turned to each of them in turn and then we departed.
 
***
 
The alley was little more than half dead grass between the armory’s stone wall and a line of buildings with dead undergrowth between them. Even with just the three of us, we went at a slow jog, to keep our approach steady and controlled. The sound of combat was everywhere, so there wasn't much work needed to mask our presence. 
I gave all my attention to my Creature Indicator. Already I heard the breathing of the goblins up ahead. I counted seven of them, using the beating of their hearts to distinguish them, and relayed the information. I was elated to finally get use one of my new abilities.
“I'll take the left side,” Barrell said.
“Let me,” Mel said.” Please.”
“Okay,” Barrell replied, taken aback.
I stopped walking and waited for Mel to look me in the eye.
He looked at me. His desperate rage had not returned. Instead, there was a hunger behind his eyes, but it was controlled.
“We will follow your lead.”
When we reached the corner of the building, Mel didn't slow.
He walked out with me at his right hand and Barrell at his left, lagging behind a few steps to let him do his thing. Instead of a spear, his hand was upturned with energy in currents swirling around it. It was gathering, ready to do his bidding.
When the closest Goblin Warrior saw us, it gave a nasally snort, warning the others. Running at us, the whole group wore steel chainmail and was armored with swords and shields.
I felt the energy intensify as Mel willed his energy into a point and released it.
It devoured its way through the air, drilling into the shield of the goblin closest to him. The collision drove the shield into the goblin's torso. It was the dissipation of the energy that seeped into the goblin and sent it to the ground.
It caused me to wonder. Why hadn't his attack affected the General in such a way? Was it the difference in rank?
A second bolt followed soon after, hitting another goblin low in the gut and sending it to its face.
He unsheathed his sword, and his aura raged.
His sword flicked out, catching a goblin blade and tearing it from the creature's grip. Flying, the blade clanged off the stone of the armory wall.
Barrell and I stood back, watching in shock. 
Mel walked through the group of goblins like a twister through a field of crops. When he had finished, he stood still, his chest heaving. 
At first, I didn't approach.
Barrell took a different approach and called out, “Now it's time for some loot!”
Mel didn't respond as Barrell checked each corpse. 
After giving him a moment to recover, I circled around to see my friend staring off with tear trails going down each cheek.
Each of us expressed ourselves differently and Mel had just expressed the outrage that each of us felt. I hated to see him like this, but it seemed to be awakening the fight in him.
“Here. This is yours,” Barrell said, coming up from behind us. 
Mel looked down at what Barrell held out to him. There were over two gold worth of coins. He took it, wiping his face with his sleeve and showing a hint of a grin.
“So how do we get in exactly?” Barrell asked.
I saw the door was over ten feet tall and made of twisted metal.
 



Chapter 42 – The Armory
“Let me give it a try,” Barrell suggested, pulling out a singled-headed axe from his inventory. The edge was a foot long, but the butt of the weapon had a flat hammer surface that was about the size of a fist.
“Uh. There is no handle.”
Looking, I saw that he was right. There was no handle to open the door.
A sudden thudding came from inside the building. It was hard to make out even with my enhancements. As it came closer, I knew that it was the sound of footsteps. They confused me because the thudding was rapid, but still sounded far off. As they neared...
“Move!” I cried to Barrell, grabbing his shirt and tugging him aside.
The door swung open. Its weight was enough to knock us silly if we ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.
The clarity with which I heard the footsteps was amplified with the door now open. They did not come from a creature of normal stature.
A hobgoblin exited at a sprint. Great patches of earth were torn up as they bore the weight of the giant as he tried to stop. This one didn't wear armor, only a loin cloth, but wielded a well-shaped maul that was wrapped with chain that was already biting into its hardwood from use.
The monster looked about, expecting to see an army, but only finding its people's corpses scattered about on the ground.
Mel's energy bolt struck it first high on the back, discoloring the flesh where it landed. It sent the hobgoblin stumbling forward.
Barrell and I didn't wait for our friend this time around. 
I was on the hobgoblin first, my spear lodging itself deep into its chest as it turned to find what had hit it.
A psionically powered axe chopped deep into the creature’s thigh.
Digging into the earth with both legs I pushed, causing it to step back.
Another bolt dived into the monster's chest, pushing the skin back and rending flesh. A trickle of blood crawled down from the wound.
As Barrell dashed forward, he held his axe chambered for a devastating swing, I closed my eyes in a cringe as his axe bit into the creature’s gut.
“Loot him quickly!” I shouted. “I get the next two.”
Both of my friends had only reached level 58, so they didn't have near the enhancements that I did. Still, their Creature Indicator would have added position arrows in their peripheral vision to warn them that something was behind them. Not only was I warned, but I could feel the direction and hear the distance.
I left them there to finish up and ran into the armory. We hadn't been able to defeat the General, but I wasn't about to let them think they had surpassed me. Not only would I have to face Achilles again, but I had something to prove. I hadn't yet unlocked my psionics, but I had pushed my body further than both of them.
I entered into a room that looked a long hall, with the door at the far end standing open. It would have seemed wider, but there were barrels and crates packed up on either side of the pathway through.
Two Goblin Warriors met me armed with shields and maces, lined up shoulder to shoulder.
I crashed into them.
Choking up on my spear, I let them make the next move.
A mace sped for my head.
As difficult as these creatures used to be, it was like fighting in slow motion for me now.
Immediately, I knew the angle to divert the mace, directing its blow across its body and leaving its side open.
My spear came up from below, quickly entering and exiting the creature’s neck.
With a spin of my body, I twisted my shield parallel to the ground. Backhanding the last goblin on the side of its shield, I spun him enough that I had his back and impaled him from behind.
I knelt and looted their coin, leaving their gear where it was. I was eleven silver richer.
As I stood, my friends joined me on either side.
“So that is how it’s going to be?” Barrell said in his competitive tone.
I didn't bother to look to see his smirk.
“That's how it is,” I corrected.
He snorted.
“You guys can stay here if you want to,” Mel replied.
We both looked at our normally hesitant friend. His grin had a darkness to it, but also made his sarcasm obvious. The competition had begun.
The rooms were all big enough that hobgoblins could comfortably use the space, so we had no reason not to use our spears. The barrels and crates of the first room were mostly empty except for a lot of wadded up straw.
When we entered the open door at the end of the room, we found another room filled with crates, but this time they were filled with food. Salt and flour filled sacks that lined many of the crates. Others had potatoes, onions, and garlic. The biggest find was entire barrels of wine and what Barrell identified as whiskey.
I didn't wait to contact Victoria and tell her what we found. It wasn't much use to us personally, but to the guild, this find could save a good deal of money.
“Really? How much do you think there is?” Victoria replied through verbal chat.
“At least fifty barrels, but not all of them are open. There are probably twice as many crates.”
“Thanks, Lucius. Keep me informed.”
“Will do.”
The conversation ended.
“You guys want to take a barrel and just find a place to drink and pass out?” Barrel asked, with an exaggerated laugh.
“You can stay. Mel and I will clear the rest of the building,” I responded.
“That will never happen. Now what?”
“Let me listen.”
The walls of the building muffled the sound I could hear because almost everything was made out of stone. This building was like a castle on the inside and out. There were two doors veering off to the sides, so when I couldn't distinguish any living creature, I walked over to the door on the left side of the room we entered. This one was made of solid oak. 
Placing my hand on the door, I tried to listen to the room on the other side. There was nothing. Since that didn't work, I put my ear against the smooth wood and once again tried to listen. The only sound I heard was some inconsistent clanging, but it was from far off. It was hard to tell the direction. 
I considered sending Wink out to scout, but every door we had come across had been closed. That just wouldn't work.
“Well... I don't hear anything. Just in case, get ready for a fight,” I said.
When I looked back at my team, Barrell had crossed his arms and was tapping his foot. Even Mel looked annoyed. 
“You guys have no sense of suspense.”
Turning the round knob, I inched the door open with an irritating screech. There goes any chance for stealth. I threw the door open to find the room empty of enemies, but filled with jars and bowls.
“I'm starting to think this place should have been the tavern,” Barrell said with a sigh.
We went back and found the other unopened room also empty of goblins, but filled with hobgoblin-sized blankets.
We continued on. Room after room had a different surprise for us. There was even a kitchen a few rooms in that had a potent garlic aroma coming from two cooking caldrons. The one thing that was common to everything we found was that it would be great for a guild, but did nothing to upgrade our current gear and didn’t have enough value to carry in any quantity that would be worthwhile.
Our great assault on the goblin armory was turning into a rummaging expedition. For ten minutes we went from room to room and didn't run into a single goblin.
“Do you think every goblin rushed to the front of the armory when the other players attacked?” Mel asked.
Barrell and I looked at one another. His logic was sound.
“Let's leave the sorting for later,” I suggested. “Victoria said that there is still fighting going on.”
“Take them from behind?” Barrell asked.
I nodded. “I heard some clanging deeper in. Follow me. Let’s see what damage we can do,” I replied.
The sound seemed to be coming to the left side of the building so we headed in that direction. Soon we found small rooms with tall entryways and mounds of fabric, which I assumed was bedding. This wasn't just an armory, it was also a barracks. 
That was when we ran across our first rack of weapons. It was little more than a steel frame that stood about five feet tall. There were only a couple of the tree-clubs that the hobgoblins were so fond of leaning against it now, but there would have been enough room for about a dozen of them. A small rack next to it held a single one-handed battle axe and had probably been recently emptied when our guild attacked.
There was nothing worth taking, so we moved on. That wasn't the lack rack we ran across. The racks were mostly empty with maybe one or two weapons left. Most of these weapons were at best worn steel.
As we moved through the rooms the clanging got closer. Also, the doors that had all been shut when we first entered we were now finding open to us. The rooms we entered turned into halls with many offshoots. They were breezy with little decoration. The light came from oil lamps lining every wall.
I forced our group to keep from running. I didn't hear anything close, but I didn't fully trust the Creature Indicator inside all this stone.
We entered a long corridor where the sound came through clearly for the first time. There was a large iron door, with a ring handle dangling at the far end.
“I think this is it, guys. I'm not sure there will be any way for us to sneak up on them,” I said.
I considered my Advancement Options, but realized to go full stealth I would probably have to change my gear. Since I hadn't had the ability to test out how stealth really worked, it wasn't time to test it now.
“We should just charge in,” Barrell suggested. “Use the advantage of surprise while we have it.”
“And if there are a lot of them?” I asked.
“We run,” Mel answered. “I can keep attacking them while we retreat.”
I started to chuckle as I looked back and forth between the two of them. It struck me that I had a spear in my hand and a shield in the other and I was about to storm part of this castle-like building to defeat a bunch of goblins. The best part, and the worst, was that this wasn't a game. I stood there in my own strength, with my skill and wits to guide me. If it wasn't for the dark deeds that hung like a cloud over the city, I would have been enjoying myself.
“Let’s go.”
My friends lowered themselves into a runner’s stance with their weapons ready. I gripped the large ring on the door tightly, gave them one last look, then put all my weight into pulling it open.
It was hard to budge at first, but once it got moving, the weight of the door did the work for me. As soon as there was room, my friends rushed in. I was right behind them.
A multitude of heartbeats blanketed me at once. 
My friends had stopped only a few strides in, where we saw we were surrounded by hundreds of goblins and hobgoblins alike. 
They stood there staring blankly at us for a long moment.
Once the immediate shock had worn off, I noticed the racks of weapons blanking the walls. The room looked to be rectangular in shape and large enough to fit three taverns side by side. Not only had we found the goblin force, we had found the motherload.
A fur-armored hobgoblin stood about a step away from being able to flatten us. His head turned to the side as he bared his teeth in a grin.
An energy bolt struck him dead in the face.
Not staying to watch what happened next, we turned as one and fled.
As I fled, I ran toward a Goblin Warrior still standing blank-faced near our exit. I drew up my shield in an overhand left and drove my shield lip right into the creature's nose. The impact was so forceful that his head flew back and bounced off the wall.
“Turn!” I screamed as soon as we exited into the corridor.
As one, we all skidded to a stop and lunged at the first monster that followed.
Barrell had exchanged his axe for his spear, so three spear blades skewered two Goblin Warriors.
“Don't kill! Injure them!” I cried.
The two goblins fell to the ground with serious leg injuries as three more took their place.
I put myself at the flank of the door and bashed one into the other and gutted a fourth that was pushing from behind them.
Barrell's psionically enhanced spear slashed low, removing the leg of one goblin and crippling another.
A hobgoblin finally pushed his way through and sent half a dozen goblins into the corridor against their will.
With an empty hand, Mel's psionics erupted into life. His hand reached out less than a foot away from one of the goblin's chest. When the bolt struck, the creature’s body jerked back a foot and fell lifeless. The other goblins stumbled over him.
I would soon be closed off from being able to run, but I didn't hesitate to take the opportunity to slip my spear into the hobgoblin's ribs.
Yanking it out, I put my shoulder into it, leveling one Goblin Warrior from behind that had blocked off my retreat. 
“Run!” I called with a manic squeal.
A moment later they were both at my side and we ran like a trio of pranksters. 
I dared to look back as we went and I saw the hobgoblin I had wounded stumble forward, crushing the goblins we hadn't been able to finish and fall on his face.
Looking to my experience bar, I saw a nice few percentage points gained.
“I leveled up!” Barrell called.
“Me too!” Mel said.
“I think I just got five in one,” I replied with a toothy grin.
We sped down the corridor and waited again to repeat what we had just done at the entrance to the corridor.
“I think we are going to need more men!” I personally messaged Victoria. “There are hundreds of them.”
This time Barrell met them with his axe. His spear and shield had both been inventoried.
Mel stood at the entrance, firing off his periodic energy bolt, but when a hobgoblin got enough room to begin to sprint, Mel and I stood back.
Standing off to the side, Barrell tightened his grip with both hands as he waited for the hobgoblin to come. As it entered the room, he stepped forward, swinging with all of his strength. A flare of red shot up his axe, covering it with an aura of energy as his blade greeted the hobgoblin at the knee. It cut through with little resistance.
The hobgoblin dived legless onto its chest and skidded into a pile of stacked crates. 
Scrambling, I launched myself into the air and came down on the hobgoblin with an overhead hold on my spear. I drove it down, high on the monster’s back, and tried to pin it to the floor. 
My sword was loosed and aiming for its neck before I could check to see if it was still alive.
Retrieving my spear, I realized Victoria had been messaging me.
“Sorry. I just belly-flopped on a hobgoblin,” I replied. Pulling myself off the monster, I rushed to join the fray.
“What?! Are you okay?” she asked.
“Never better.”
“Seriously, Lucius, do you need help?!”
I kicked one Goblin Warrior back and dragged my spear blade across the shin of another.
“Have some men waiting for us at the exit. We are thinning the herd,” I replied.
“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” she asked.
“Because you haven't seen the stash of weapons the goblins were guarding.”
“Oh.”
I saw not one but three hobgoblins stomping down the corridor toward us.
“Sorry, princess, but I have to get back to work.”
I could almost hear her roll her eyes even though she was far away at this point. 
“You better bring me something to make up for that remark.”
“Deal. I'll look for something shiny!”
We found a few moments here and there for breathers between waves of their onslaught and reaching another doorway. Instead of just letting them come, we started closing the doors to give them more work to do. It also slowed their progress and gave us more time to recover.
The most difficult part of the whole ordeal was remembering from which way we had come so as not to run into the wrong room and find ourselves trapped. I sent Wink ahead, who ended up doing all of the work for us. After running back to the entrance and returning, she simply stood at the entrance to the next door we needed to use.
We’d reached the kitchen when Mel had some bad news.
“I'm running out of energy. I can't throw any more blasts,” he said, breathing heavily.
“Just use your spear,” I commanded as we waited behind a sliding door of iron.
“You don't get it. All of a sudden I feel like I'm going to fall over.”
“Get back to the entrance,” Barrell said. “Our men should be there.”
“I don't want to leave you,” he said, leaning over with his hands on his knees.
“And I don't want to carry you!” Barrell rebuked him.
“Eh. Too late,” Mel said as he fell on his face.
Barrell scratched his head. “Well, that was unexpected.”
“Barrell!” I cried. “Grab him and go! I'll buy you some time.”
“But I want to buy time!” he whined.
“Do it!”
With a shrug, he inventoried his axe and Mel's shield, then bent over to pick up Mel. He grabbed the side of his armor at the chest and heaved. As Mel's body rose up, he lowered his shoulder into his gut and lifted him into place over his shoulder.
With a grunt, Barrell complained, “He's heavier than he looks.”
“Go!
As the sliding door moaned under stress, it started to quake. There were so many goblins behind it that those pushing against it were making it harder for it to open normally.
Suddenly unsure how I was supposed to buy time, I frantically scanned the room and found nothing large enough that I could move to help barricade the door. There were small things I could use to try to trip them up, but then it hit me like a ladle upside the head.
I sprinted for the exit to the room that Barrell had already left. 
The entrance to the kitchen clanged as if a hobgoblin had ran into it head first. Whatever had just struck it had bent the entire door inward.
I pulled the door to the exit closed as the entrance blasted off its hinges.
I didn't stop. Barrell was entering the next room.
Each door that I ran through I shut behind us. Their confusion wouldn't last long. It was too much to ask for them not to realize that we were heading for the exit.
I inventoried my spear, leaving only my sword on my hip if I needed it. Catching up to Barrell, I called, “Let me help.”
I caught Mel as he lowered him from his shoulder. We each grabbed an arm and propped him up with our shoulder. With his feet dragging, Mel seemed to be half conscious but drained of strength. It looked like there was a pretty drastic drawback to using too much psionic energy.
The door one room back detonated with a crack. They were gaining too fast.
Mel's head dragged against his chest as we sped from room to room. 
There wasn't time.
“Tell them to attack! Now!” I messaged Victoria.
Without getting a response, I pushed my friends into a side room and shut the door behind, leaving us in darkness.
 



Chapter 43 – The Warriors of Prodos
“Are you crazy?” Barrell hissed.
The entrance to the room we had just exited imploded into splinters.
My advanced night vision took effect immediately, lighting up the room like it was daytime in an ancient black and white film. There was a beat-up chest, a bucket, and mops in the corner. 
A stampede of feet funneled by through the open door to the next room. The danger wasn't past. All it would take was a single goblin to check this side room and we were goners.
Neither of my friends was blind in here either. They didn't see as clearly as I did, but I saw Barrell's eyes dart back and forth. His eyes met mine and he shook his head in frustration.
We sat Mel down and leaned him against the chest and formed up shield to shield. Drawing our swords as quietly as possible we waited.
“Lieutenant Edison is on his way. Two more platoons are to follow. Are you safe?” Victoria asked.
“We shut ourselves in a broom closet,” I replied.
“Of all the ridiculous places. Why a broom closet?”
“Mel overused his psionics and we ended up running and had to carry him. We thought this would be the best place for a nap.”
She huffed out a deep breath. “Well, hold tight. Help is coming.”
“Don't worry. I haven't forgotten your present.”
She didn't respond, which was because her attention was elsewhere, probably. Maybe?
Leaning toward Barrell, I informed him that men were on the way.
I watched his shoulders relax at the revelation, but not completely.
We were close enough to the exit that the clash of weapons sounded like they were in the next room.
There were so many enemies on the other side of the door that it was extremely difficult to distinguish between individuals or to get a good count on how many were left. Closing my eyes, I focused on nothing else but the audible cues my Creature Indicator was giving me.
Focusing on footfalls was impossible, but heartbeats made the insane task possible. The hobgoblins’ hearts were so much bigger than the Goblin Warriors’ that just focusing on them gave me a quick overview of how spread out they were, which wasn't nearly as much as I’d suspected.
The furthest hobgoblin was only about a room away, still heading this way. I tried to get a good count and my best guestimate was that there were fifteen of them left. 
Refocusing on the smaller, human size goblins, the number was at least four times that of the hobgoblins. They didn't seem to be any more widespread than the hobgoblins.
Turning my attention to the players, I counted about forty, a full platoon. I even heard the commands coming from Lieutenant Edison.
“Use your psionics to push forward! Pound them into the wall like pizza dough! Size doesn't matter if they have their backs against the wall!” the man sung to his troops with a raspy growl.
The good news was that our rescue was close. The problem was that the enemy was being driven into the room just outside our hiding spot. It would not be easy for our men to break through the narrow doorway to take the room.
I hadn't experimented much with the communication system, but it was time to try something.
“Lieutenant Edison. You are just a room away. Can you hear me?” I whispered, hoping it would be enough.
Barrell looked at me. Understanding registered in his eyes.
“Lucius?” came a voice.
“Yes. There are three of us in a broom closet. One used too much psionic energy. I've estimated about fifteen hobgoblins and fifty or sixty Goblin Warriors. Most of them are in the next room just outside the door we are hiding behind.”
“That's tight. We should be right there.”
“All fifteen hobgoblins are now here. Let me know when you are getting ready to make a push to enter the room. If we time it right, I might be able to give you a distraction.”
“Or get yourself killed.”
“Perhaps, but I can guarantee you we will drop half a dozen of them.”
“That might work. Okay. Hang tight. I'll let you know the moment we start to take ground.”
Leaning over, Barrell offered me his ear. I told him the plan.
“What about him?” Barrell said, pointing back at Mel.
We found our friend looking up at us in confusion.
“Do you guys have any bacon? I'm hungry.”
We both shushed him as one. 
He tilted his head to the side like a concerned pup.
Barrell knelt down and explained to him what was going on. The loud commotion from the next room was probably enough to drown out anything we said, but life is not something to trifled with.
“I think I can fight,” Mel whispered as Barrell helped him to his feet. “Just no psionics. I never want to feel that again.”
“Okay,” I replied. “Equip your spear and take the back. We'll hold them back and you make them regret having a face.”
“That's mean, Lucius,” Mel replied.
“He's a little loopy still,” Barrell whispered where only I could hear.
I turned and looked Mel in the eye. “Are you ready to fight for your life?”
He seemed to sober as he pondered the question.
“We need to end this,” Mel answered.
Immediately, I felt bad. His response proved that he was starting to remember what we had gone through today to get to this point.
“We will finish this,” I echoed what he’d said.
“Lucius! We have taken the entrance!” Lieutenant Edison cried through personal message.
“Now!” I cried aloud.
Reaching forward, I tore the door open to find a room packed full of the goblins that wanted our heads.
Lunging forward, Barrell and I slammed a couple of Goblin Warriors back. 
With my sword, I slashed low and Barrell did the same. Now was not the time for defensive measures. My sword surged forward. I slashed and stabbed every easy target I could find. With the goblins caught unaware, I killed at least three of them before they realized we were there.
The entrance to the room that Lieutenant Edison was trying to take was only a few meters away, perpendicular to our own.
Edison's platoon pushed forward. The goblin force was already backpedaling when we began our attack.
A hobgoblin had been leading the attack and already had two spears in his chest, driving him back. They were using him like a slow moving battering ram against the tide of goblins.
Another hobgoblin forced his way forward, pushed his tree-club against the other’s back and braced him.
The player advance stopped.
“The hobgoblin!” I cried.
Driving forward with our shields, Barrell and I tunneled into the crowd. We needed to stop the hobgoblin. There were still a dozen goblins between us and our rescuers. 
Two Goblin Warriors placed themselves between us and pushed back.
Even after wrecking the knee of the one in front of me, the Goblin Warrior leaned against me with all of his weight.
Mel's spear drove up and bit deep into the hobgoblin's cheek. 
It was enough.
Enraged, the hobgoblin turned his attention to us and Edison's men took advantage. The hobgoblin they had been driving backwards fell back, pinning a few goblins under him and leaving a big gap for the men to fill.
With a hobgoblin with us in his sights and goblins all around, our options were running out.
A calm came over me as I flung my sword forward. There was an intensity to fighting the bandits that wasn't necessary even when fighting hobgoblins. A bandit's speed and precision were on another level. A level that I hadn't had to reach for since the siege had started until now.
The rhythm of the battle became clear. To the naked eye, it would look like every slash of my sword and bash of my shield was a part of a desperate frenzy. The truth was just the opposite. I danced about in concise perfection.
I remembered how Cornelius's had overwhelmed three hobgoblins just a month ago with nothing but his sword and shield. His level was still beyond me, but my hand was now outstretched with a firm grip on the trail of his cloak. I had started to grasp true mastery and I would never let go.
Goblin Warriors fell before me like mosquitos to an electric charge.
The hobgoblin I left to my friends. Barrell tore up the creature's legs with vicious psionic slashes. Mel's spear thrust at the creature's face flew true, forcing the monster to focus solely on swatting them away.
“Lucius! We will make a hole! When I say, run toward us!” Edison commanded.
“Follow me!” I screamed to my group.
“Now!” Edison cried from the other room like a banshee with a gravelly baritone.
Shield bashing one and sending another back against its comrades with a front kick, I turned to flee.
With a final slash to the hobgoblin's knee, Barrell ran toward a Goblin Warrior that had his back to us. 
The goblin met the tip of his sword when it pierced him through and exited out his belly.
Mel stood his ground a moment longer. He literally held the dying hobgoblin up as I ducked under his spear.
As I passed, he pushed with his spear, sending the hobgoblin lumbering to the ground behind us.
The players cleared a path as Edison promised.
We darted out of the first room we had discovered when entering the armory.
A short man with a dark grizzly beard stood before us, amused. He wore unpolished platemail and wielded a halberd.
Lieutenant Edison
Combat Level Rank F+
Psionic Level Rank G
 
“Lieutenant,” I acknowledged, catching my breath.
“Aye,” he replied, crossing his arms. “I hope you don't mind me being blunt. How in the goblin guts did you get stuck in there when you can fight like that?”
“Eh,” was all I managed.
“It’s my fault,” Mel said, between heavy breaths. “I used all my psionic energy.”
“Psionic sickness really stings. Glad you made it. Right Hand,” he said nodding to me and offering me his own hand.
I shook it, looking back at Barrell, a little embarrassed.
He smirked.
“The other platoons are waiting.”
I noticed an entire platoon lined up in formation before the exit, just waiting to get a piece of the action.
“Lieutenant,” I said with hesitation as a plan formed in my mind. “I hope you don't mind, but I think I know a way we can end this quickly.”
“Oh?
“We got to explore a bit before we were attacked. I think we can trap the goblins in there from both ends. I'll need a minute. I'm going to need one of the other platoons to follow my lead.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” he insisted. “You are the Right Hand. Just ask.”
Seriously?
It was as easy as he said. I walked up to the other platoon with Barrell and Mel in tow. Lieutenant Reese met me there and offered his services before I could even ask. He was a young looking guy with charming eyes.
The responsibility Victoria had just placed in my lap made me nervous. I knew her goal was to stop a war, but leading people came so easily to her. What if she changed her mind? 
I shook off the thought as we led the platoon through the other door through a few rooms and around to the rear of where I expected the goblin force to be concentrated. 
“Lieutenant Reese,” I said.
Lieutenant Reese
Combat Level Rank E
Psionic Level Rank G
 
“Thank you, Right Hand!” he shouted. “Men! Make me some corpses!”
I understood why people could be in a grave mood after all they had seen today, but this man was fierce. I liked him.
The platoon rushed forward with the force of a psionic tidal wave. They swept their way into the room and skewered deep into its insides.
The three of us stood there in shock at the turn of events.
Another player platoon started to filter into the room behind us. 
“Are you guys thinking what I'm thinking?” I asked.
“I'm hungry,” Mel reminded us.
“Here,” Barrell said, shrugging, and handed him some jerky. “You have some in your own inventory if you don't remember.”
Turning to me, Barrell added, “I’m dying to see what is in that armory.”
“My thoughts exactly,” I replied. “Well... It worked before.”
“Lieutenant!” I yelled as I walked toward the new platoon that was almost done filing into the room.
“Right Hand!” answered a seven-foot Asian guy with blood red hair, as he waded through his men and stood before me.
“Lucius,” I said, introducing myself and reaching up to offer him my hand.
His hand devoured my own in his grasp. “Lieutenant Ma.”
Lieutenant Ma
Combat Level Rank E+
Psionic Level Rank G
 
“I think there are more goblins in the heart of the armory where they keep the gear. You up for some action?”
His grin looked a lot like a grimace, but there was no denying he was in love with the idea. I would have to question Victoria about where she found so many interesting people to join the guild. Each one of these guys and girls was not exactly the kind of people I saw as the follower type.
“Three more platoons have arrived. Should I direct them to join us?” he asked.
“Not even half of the goblins followed us,” Barrell reminded me.
“The more the merrier,” I replied. “Let’s bring them.”
 
***
 
Finding our way to where we had first run across the goblin guard took no enhancement or skill at all. Bodies of goblins littered every entrance we came across, pointing us to our ultimate prize.
It pained me, but I forced myself not to stop and loot every corpse. There were many more than I remembered lying dead. That was probably thanks to an overzealous hobgoblin or two. I still kept an eye out for any equipment that I just had to have.
I heard their presence far before I had during our first approach. These heavy wood and iron doors sealed in sound well, especially behind layers of them.
“Right Hand,” Lieutenant Ma said in a low voice to get my attention. He had approached me from behind.
Barrell moved over to make room. The three of us, now known as the Right Hand, which I wasn't sure I would ever get used to, had taken the lead at the head of the three platoons that filtered in behind us.
It wasn't intimidating having Ma walking beside me even though he stood nearly a foot taller than me. Chewme wasn't as tall, but he was larger than life. At one time he had made me uncomfortable, but after killing one another a thousand times in sparring bouts I had grown accustomed to him. Ma surprisingly made me miss my old friend.
“Lieutenant?” I replied.
“We have a scout. Would you like me to have her send her pet?”
I looked up at him, giving him a questioning look. “A bird in here?”
“Oh no. I don't think you could pull Kylie away from her wolf with the strength of one hundred hobgoblins.”
“I see. It will keep me from having to try and count.”
Looking back, Ma said, “You're up.”
Before I could respond, I felt a shove just above my knee and jumped to the side.
A charcoal wolf strolled by, ignoring my reaction. His head was low and his eyes were fixed forward as he picked up his pace. Suddenly, he was gone. Not because he had left the room, but the wolf had disappeared.
Turning back, I saw Kylie. She stood nearly as tall as I did with a bronze crescent helm and her visor up. Hair as black as her wolf hung on her shoulders. Her eyes were closed.
Her squad had surrounded her on both sides. They had done this before.
I had considered using Wink to scout, but it was obvious I hadn't tested out her capabilities. I suddenly felt sheepish.
It was only a minute before she opened her eyes and spoke. “There are thirty-three hobgoblins and one hundred and sixteen Goblin Warriors.”
“Thank you, Kylie,” Lieutenant Ma said.
“You're awesome,” Barrell said.
She gave a thin, awkward smile, then retreated to the back of the platoon.
I patted him on the back to encourage him.
“So, a little over one hundred players against about one hundred and fifty goblins. Thirty hobgoblins... Any recommendations, Lieutenant?”
“Charge,” he replied like it was obvious.
“What?”
“I fought alongside the platoons behind us. If it was just us, I might hesitate, but you have nothing to worry about. We will slaughter them.”
Our eyes met and I studied him for a long moment. He didn't betray even a sliver of doubt.
A roar of laughter sounded. Mel was looking at us both. Eager insanity was clear on his face. When he saw how we looked at him he stopped himself, but not without a few final chuckles.
“Sorry. I just really like the idea,” he said.
Ma shrugged. “Psionic sickness.”
I raised a brow.
Even though I wasn't entirely at peace with the idea of a full-on assault, it was true that Ma had much more experience fighting with these men than I did. I decided to trust him.
“Lucius! Is everything okay?!” Victoria asked frantically.
“Yes. We made it out and I'm with Lieutenant Ma. We are about to clear the rest of the armory,” I replied.
“Why didn't you contact me! I have been holding myself back from contacting you to not interrupt any fighting you might be doing.”
“Oh... You can't see me in here, can you?”
“No, I can't!” she insisted. There were a few silent moments before she continued. “At least you are alright. You need to keep me informed of these kinds of things.”
“I'm really sorry, Victoria. I wasn't trying to give you a hard time. Really.”
“I know. We are redirecting our efforts to taking the armory. It seems the first assault at the front of the building has been slowed because they found far more mobs than they expected. They have also reported a lot more goods than anticipated.”
“So you are coming here?”
“Yes, we are.”
“We'll have a few surprises ready for you.”
“I'm sure you will.”
 
***
 
As we reached the corridor to our destination with the goblin's main force and the largest supply of weapons I had seen in one place yet, we stopped just before it. There were bodies of goblins and hobgoblins that we cleared before we would make our final approach. There would still be the bodies at the entrance to the armory itself, but they were too close to the room to do anything about them.
“If you don't mind, I'd like to join you as we make the charge,” Ma said.
“You're not one to sit in the back and command your troops, eh?” I replied.
“Never,” he said with a grin.
“Then, shall we?”
Barrell and Mel nodded that they were ready. 
Facing the doorway at the far end of the corridor, I saw a path through the corpses. With a deep breath, I took the first step.
Spear and shield firmly in hand, I ran at the enemy. There were no visible goblins at the entrance, so I lowered my center of gravity to brace for a surprise attack. As I ran through the doorway none came.
The goblins were formed up at the far end of the room. It was large enough to easily fit their small army and invite ours to form up against them.
I stopped in the middle of the room, facing too many ugly faces for comfort, but stood defiantly anyway. 
My friends took their place on my left and Ma stepped up to stand beside me on the right. Two other players stepped up next to Ma, who I suspected were the lieutenants of the other platoons.
Taking a glance at the armory walls, I saw the hundreds upon hundreds of swords, spears, axes, and shields all stacked in stands and hanging from hooks on the wall. The least of the items here were average. There were some finely polished ones I would have loved an opportunity to look at closer.
I looked back to see the three platoons form up behind us. Instead of opting for rows of players to give our formation depth, our men lined up side by side. True to what Ma had said, these players had no hesitation.
I scanned their faces. Men and women alike were ready to go to war. Many of these faces were familiar to me. Famous for one thing or another in their life before Freedom, but since then they had been pounded and formed into soldiers. Not that they knew that to be the case.
One thing I had to admit, seeing them lined up and knowing what they were about to do, was that there was something amazing about what was becoming of them. There was a beauty to it that at the same time put a bad taste in my mouth.
There was no signal or ceremony, but a thick anticipation that I could feel coming off the players. It was as real as the psionic pressure. There was only one thing left to do. I rushed forward.
The battle cries of my fellow players pounded off the stone walls and bombarded the goblins before we even reached them. We streamed forward.
The goblins stood their ground. 
Perhaps, it was wise of them, perhaps it was foolish. When I saw they weren't moving I sped up to a sprint. 
A row of Goblin Warriors manned their front line and the hobgoblins stood behind. I saw an opportunity and I took it.
I didn't dare slow. I needed every ounce of speed I could get. When the angle looked right, I jumped.
I reached back with my spear and leaned into my shield as I flew toward them.
Looking out from behind my shield, I saw the Goblin Warrior throw up his shield. The hobgoblin behind him just looked happy that he was about to have something to do.
As the collision became imminent, I thrust my spear forward with all the savagery I could muster. My spear struck the hobgoblin solidly on the forehead, sinking in up to the shaft.
I braced myself as I barreled in and crushed the Goblin Warrior against the hobgoblin behind him. The impact drove them both back, causing a ripple in the line.
Before I landed atop the goblin, I spun, bringing my shield between me and whatever creature might want to cut me in two.
I caught the first sword slash and unsheathed my sword at once, then made a mess of the goblin's calf. 
My friends arrived. 
Being this close to the psionic force of so many users sent a tremor of energy against my wall. It felt like I was swimming in it.
A goblin fell on one side, then another.
Like a stuck tortoise, I rocked back and forth slashing anything that looked like a target until there were no goblins left and players had pushed the enemy back.
Standing, I laid eyes upon the slaughter that Ma had been so confident in. The Goblin Warriors on the enemy’s front line had been butchered.
My throat clenched up. What was happening to us?
From my position with the lead group during the main battle for the goblin city square, I had mostly noticed the small guilds and groups that had struggled during the conflict. But now, I witnessed with my own two eyes why the main guilds had fared so much better.
Racing forward, I retrieved my spear, which was sticking up from the hobgoblin's skull, and returned to the fight. I wasn't really needed, but I wasn't one to sit out a fight.
The last few hobgoblins held out longer than the rest of the battle combined. 
Lieutenant Ma had his men clear a space. He stood before the leading monster with his spear held at the ready just above his shoulder. Though he didn't have the size of a man like Cornelius, Ma's height gave him extra leverage a shorter man could never match.
The hobgoblin knew he was there and was watching his every move, armed with its club and iron chain. Ma had his chin up, daring it to move.
Ma lunged forward with his front leg, red flashed and his spear flew before I felt the psionic pressure. It pierced deep into the hobgoblin's gut, causing it to buckle forward.
I blinked, unsure I should believe my eyes. He didn’t bother to aim for a chainless target and threw his wide bladed spearpoint right through the monster’s chainmail.
His men collapsed upon it. A minute later, the goblins were finished.
The looting began. 
There weren’t any items I deemed worth taking off the bodies of the goblins I’d killed, but I happily took the coin, making me about a gold richer.
“Hey!” called a player behind the pile of dead goblins. “I found a door!”
Barrell beat me to the player and examined the door at the back end of the armory. It was made of iron and as wide as an ancient tree.
“We are here,” Ma said at my side.
The curiosity must have been too much, for the lieutenants were crowding in. Their men weren't any different. Everyone started to gather.
“There is no guarantee there isn't more of the enemy behind it,” Lieutenant Reese rebuked. Then with a chuckle, he added, “Can I go first?”
It was enough to push my friend to lift the iron bar pinning the door closed and slide it unlocked. The door opened in as he pushed with all his weight. A room nearly as big as the last opened up to us. Polished steel and bronze shone forth. Wooden stands in rows displayed hundreds of suits of armor. 
Along the wall to the right were gauntlets, boots, and vambraces. To the left were shields of bronze, leather-wrapped wood, and steel in every shape and size. In the back were shelves reaching twelve feet in the air with helmets of every shape staring back at us.
“I'm in love,” Barrell said aloud.
“They’re beautiful,” I agreed.
We were pushed into the room as much as we entered on our own accord. Soon every player had squeezed in behind us and were staring at the room in awe.
I contacted Victoria. “The armory is yours. You won't believe this. Ready for a tour?”
“We are already in the building. Be there in a moment,” she said, surprising me.
I relayed the message to those around me, who immediately had their men filter out of the room and line up.
 
***
 
We heard the marching before we saw them. The first man that entered was quickly followed by an entire platoon. Lieutenant Reese and Edison came next and were walking with Victoria, Peter, and Oliver. There was another platoon that entered behind them.
Lieutenant Ma came to attention with the other lieutenants as Victoria approached. 
“What are we supposed to do?” Barrell asked.
“Don't talk,” Mel warned.
I strangled a laugh. I had no idea what she expected of us either, but that was something for another time. I saw the elation in those emerald eyes of hers. She knew better than I did what this all meant.
Reese and Edison left her side and stood next to Ma. Even Peter and Oliver stood back and let her approach alone.
I saw her peer into the back room with the armor and give it a nod of approval.
She didn't say anything but looked at each of her lieutenants in turn. She smiled at Barrell and Mel before she came to me. 
When her eyes met mine, she raised her brow and glanced from side to side like she didn't believe this was happening. As amazing as it was that we had taken the armory, seeing her real baby, the guild itself, come together had to be overwhelming, even for her.
I let loose a whistle, only loud enough for those next to us to hear it.
With a wink, she turned and addressed the player army.
When she spoke, she spoke through the guild announcement feature where everyone could hear whether they were present here or not.
“Ladies and gentlemen of Guild Prodos, we have taken the city armory!” 
Those present forgot protocol, if there even was one, and roared in response.
“Today, we took initiative to lead the fight to take the goblin city and we have done that and much more! With the resources we gain today, there won't be a guild in all of Freedom that will be our equal!”
There was a clanging of spears against shields.
“All of us have suffered today. Some physically and we have all seen the horrible cost to take the city. But ask yourself!”
A chill went up my spine as she changed tempo.
“What do you want the future to hold?! Many of you have taken some reward from the corpses of our enemies! With my thanks comes more than words! Each of you will be recognized and those of you with the greatest deeds will receive even greater reward than the rest! Come! The fighting is not over! Guild Prodos! You have led the fight! Let them say that you also finished it!”
As her words faded there was an electricity that crawled across my chest and down my back. She spoke as if it was a speech she had given before. At that moment, she seemed decades older than she really was, experienced and hardened with wisdom.
Forgoing using the guild announcement system now, Victoria called out, “There is still fighting going on here in the armory. Near the front, we have about fifty goblins cornered, but there is only one entrance so it’s slow going.”
She turned to face her lieutenants. “Is there anyone here with fresh legs that can back them up?”
All five lieutenants stepped forward and offered their men without hesitation.
Seeing their cooperation, she selected two platoons and sent them, but before they left, she guaranteed, “You will all get first pick out of the armory here. I ask that if you take something, you replace it with your old equipment if there is any to give. Go help the others and come back. They will also get their share.”
Needless to say, they liked what they heard.
“Right Hand,” Victoria said, looking at each of us in turn. “Where's my present?”
Tired enough of the protocol I was still uncertain about, I stepped forward and offered her my arm.
She took it gladly.
There was no question as to what she should see first, so I guided her to the back room and watched her face light up as she stepped inside.
She steeled herself like a sudden burden had been dropped on her shoulders. It was the same thing I had seen of her often when we first met. She would distance herself. I knew now why.
“None of that,” I whispered, pinching her ever-so-gently on the wrist.
When she looked at me, her eyes were wide, desperate and unsure. The look faded as quickly as it came.
Taking her hand, I marched forward, almost pulling her with me. 
“Lucius?” Peter spoke sternly as we started moving.
I didn't stop. We waded through the suits of armor, which were each worth a fortune. I had played fantasy games for years and I didn't realize there could be so many styles of plate mail. Chain suits and scale mail were rare among the collection.
As we made it to the end of the rows of armor and reached the helms, I stopped with the full arrangement stretching out before us.
“What is it?” Victoria said.
It didn't look like what I was looking for. I put my Item Analysis skill to work. I wanted something that would offer the most protection with superior steel. 
Type: European Style Closed Helm
Material: Steel - .55% Carbon
Make: Closed Helm
Quality: Rank B      
 
Type: Great Helm
Material: Steel - .45% Carbon
Make: Great Helm
Quality: Rank C
 
Type: Burgonet Helmet
Material: Steel - .55% Carbon
Make: Close Burgonet Helmet
Quality: Rank A
Note: The heat treatment of this helm was done with perfection. It possesses strength and durability that you will rarely find in the same item.
 
When I looked past the helmet's superior quality, I realized the master who formed it wasn't just incredible with steel, but a true artist. 
I let go of Victoria's hand and walked up to the helm that was about a foot over my head near the middle of the wall of helmets. On the falling basse, the face guard that strapped across, looked to be a thousand swords coming out from where the mouth should be. On the helmet itself, these blades transformed into the wings of a great bird.
Grabbing it, I returned to her. She currently wore a Greek helmet with a bronze crown that was Rank C.
Her brow was clenched up in suspicion.
“You are not alone,” I said where only she could hear. “This will help remind you.”
With a sigh, she removed her own helm.
I saw Peter and Oliver standing nearby. Peter's eyes were drilling into me.
Unstrapping the falling basse, I helped her place it on her head. When she strapped the faceplate into place, my eyes took her in.
“Well?” she asked.
As I re-examined the design, I realized how appropriate it really was.
I found her eyes looking up at me through the slit in the helm. I couldn't find words.
Motioning to Peter, she turned and was met by over a dozen players that had wanted to see what we were up to.
I watched as Peter's eyes left me and saw the helmet for the first time. As stoic as he always was, I swore I saw his eyes widen before swallowing. 
“You look beautiful, Victoria,” he said in all earnestness.
“I'm in love,” Barrell blurted out for at least the third time that day.
Oliver was standing close enough that he inched toward him and hit my friend in the arm. Looking up to the chiseled Ekseliksi, Barrell scowled, but Oliver didn't even bother to look.
A number of compliments came one after the other about how good it looked.
 Not that I ever expected to see Victoria truly sheepish, but after half of the players standing there had had their say she changed the subject. She unfastened her faceplate.
“Well? What are all of you waiting for?”
That was all that needed to be said for everyone to disperse and start grabbing items.
I found Peter looking at me again. This time, when my eyes met his, he gave me a slow nod and walked back into the rows of armor.
“You still haven't told me what you think,” Victoria said, grabbing my arm.
“I had to let Peter say it first or I would have gotten in trouble,” I teased.
The pinch she gave me on the bicep was expected.
“I can't help but feel bad,” she said suddenly.
“Why?”
“There are still people out there getting hurt and dying as we speak and yet we are in here celebrating.”
I was silent for a long moment before I replied. “There are few enough moments like this. Don't you think it’s wrong not to enjoy them?”
“You aren't wrong. That doesn't make it easy.”
I reached around and pulled her into a side hug.
She laid her helm against my shoulder.
 I was starting to understand what Peter meant about her needing friends. If our path really was one of war, our dealing with tragedy had just begun.
“No. It doesn't.”
We didn't say anything else and watched as the men and women of Guild Prodos went about collecting their reward. Most of them were completely oblivious to what was coming. They didn't even realize what they were becoming.
“I think there is one thing I could get behind right now,” Victoria said, pulling away. 
When I saw the mischief looking up at me, I knew what she was about to say.
“A makeover. You need one.”
She didn't disappoint. 



Chapter 44 – Loot and Death
After taking the armory, Guild Prodos had partially pulled back to guard our new resources and begin the process of making ourselves at home. Lieutenant Reese was given the duty of doing inventory of the foodstuffs and general goods. Ma started going over the weapons and armor but was mainly in charge of making sure no one was taking more than their share. Edison was to map out the entire building. It was harder than I thought, even though he had the Intermediate Map Enhancement. There was certain information he had to add about the rooms even if the system drew up the diagram so he didn't have to.
I stood at the foot of what was once a hobgoblin-sized bed that had been stocked with clean linens, a thick cotton blanket, and a feather pillow. I faced the cast iron door that I had locked behind me to take a nap. Not that I got any sleep. 
It didn't bother me that these were supposedly used by goblins. When I had claimed the room, everything was refitted to better fit my human size. This was one of those technicalities that reminded me that Freedom was a virtual world. There was no way I could justify in my mind hobgoblins using pillows, but I would take what I could get. It beat sleeping on a couch.
There was a locked hardwood chest at the foot of my bed, a worn wardrobe for hanging up clothes and my own bathroom in a side room. Victoria said it was all temporary. She was insistent that I have my own place, even though I was happy enough getting one of the higher ranking rooms in the barracks section of the armory. It felt bigger than a closet and I got my own bathroom.
Barrell and Mel had been offered the same.
Before our new job started of clearing out most of the empty crates, we got the opportunity to loot every goblin we remembered killing. Most of the loot was still there. Suffice it to say, we no longer had to limit ourselves to the best quality equipment with a low weight. I didn't think my wardrobe was limited to real work physics, nor the hangers it magically supplied. I was able to stuff in twenty-four suits of armor, including steel chainmail, breastplates and even a suit of Rank C bronze half plate. The shields of leather-wrapped wood, bronze, and iron targes were leaned up against the wall in the corner. All nineteen of them. 
As for weapons, I found Lieutenant Edison was a huge fan of axes and maces, so I gave him all of them except for an average steel version of each in exchange for swords. I now possessed everything from long and short swords to two-handed bastard and broadswords. There was a Rank C steel rapier I was fond of with a polished wired guard, two scimitars and an extended handle nagi. The most common were the double-bladed short swords and gladiuses. 
I chuckled to myself as I opened up my inventory. It was about time to get ready.
With a sigh, I found what I was looking for. 
It was all almost too much after a month of spending every coin I had on training and food. I never thought I would ever think such a thing being a gamer, but I now had over forty-two gold and as for what Victoria had helped me pick out...
My bronze scale mail returned to my inventory as I replaced it. One piece at a time I equipped my doublet and greaves, then gousset, poleyn, cuisess, cuirass, plackart, faulds. Next came my bevor, vambraces, counters, rerebraces, pauldrons and closed helm that were all high-end steel and Rank B giving me a suit of full plate mail that I felt uncomfortable in. 
There was no doubting that this armor was superior to anything I had used up to this point, but I had not trained in it. I’d told Victoria I wouldn't be wearing it in battle yet, but I’d assured her I would make sure her right hand looked the part. It was a shame in that respect to have to hide the well-polished armor.
I had to admit that it moved really well. Not as fluid as my sleeveless scale mail, but I was sure eventually it would save my life.
Without forgetting my weapon, I equipped my Rank B Gladius at my side and pushed up my visor before opening the door.
“Right Hand,” called a gruff voice I'd been missing as of late.
“Left Hand!” I replied as I turned to see Kline finally dressed as he had always imagined himself. The steel plates formed up tightly against his bulky form. His pauldrons seemed unnaturally large, which was needed to guard his impressive shoulders.
Because the game’s AI fitted the armor to each user my armor also fit me incredibly well.
“Now we are talking! We've come a long way from dirt pajamas,” he said, stepping forward and smacking me on the arm. It was the first time the greeting didn't smart. “Take that helm off and take a selfie with me.” 
There was no denying him. 
He had been relieved a few hours ago from his post to come, gear up and get some rest with the rest of us.
I realized then that I hadn't even checked my fan page since before the siege had started so I glanced at it as I activated the camera.
Suddenly, I felt lightheaded.
“What is it?” Kline said with very little of his jubilance fading.
“Look.” 
I showed him the number that had me rattled.
He whistled as he took a peek. “Four hundred and sixty-three million. You got me beat by two hundred.”
I looked at him, speechless. My eyes drifted to the floor as I considered how it was even possible. 
Finally, I said. “You have two hundred million followers?”
“No.” He smirked. “Two hundred and seventy million.”
“Do you have any idea how insane that is?”
I had spent so many months fighting for every individual follower, but now I had enough to name my ticket with any sponsor on the planet.
“Pretty good, huh? You're only beating me because your girlfriend is ruler of the world,” Kline said with a sarcastic grunt.
I chuckled. “She's incredible, isn't she?”
“You don't deny it!” he teased.
I just shook my head.
 
***
 
Barrell and Mel met us about a minute later decked out in similar gear. We decided to follow Kline's lead and inventory our helms.
They both seemed to be in better moods after our victory. Barrell was acting more like a gamer than I was and was totally loot drunk. It was something else that had stolen the focus of Mel: Soon, he would get to see Lily.
“You guys ready for this?” Kline asked, not hiding his pleasure at seeing our discomfort. “If it’s any consolation, we could still be called to the front line at any time. I think we are closing in on that huge castle.”
“There's a goblin castle?” Mel asked, surprised.
“You bet. Wouldn't have it any other way.”
“I almost want to skip dinner and go help,” Barrell replied.
“Blasphemy!” Kline rebuked.
“Almost, I said,” Barrell insisted.
“Okay, but I almost knocked you upside the head.”
“Is that why you wanted us to remove our helms?” I asked, nudging Kline.
“Pretty much, yeah. Got to keep you youngsters in line.”
I exited the armory with my friends through the front entrance. It was the first time I had left since we had taken it. Hundreds of players walked the streets in steel and bronze. High-end bronze was actually higher in rank than most iron. Without the addition of carbon to make the iron into steel, except for rare exceptions, iron was inferior. These weren't the rough chainmail and breastplates that we had arrived with. Nearly everyone had upgraded to fine quality gear. Although full suits of plate mail like the four of us wore were still rare. Only among Guild Prodos players did I see it consistently.
The traffic all headed in one direction. The Prodos Tavern. I wondered if the owner of the OverEatery had complained about the name Victoria had decided on. If he had, I was sure she had found a way to appease him.
As we approached, players from every guild crowded around the entrance. It baffled my mind how they had pulled it off, but as the sun started to sink in the sky on the same day we had begun to take the city, there was only a single tavern in the goblin city open for business. Ours.
“Lucius!” called a familiar voice.
It took almost no effort to find Lieutenant Ma towering over the crowd at the entrance to the alley down the side of our new tavern. He was waving us over.
I signaled that we had seen him and headed his way.
A smile came to my face as I saw he was just as well dressed as we were, but somehow he had found plate mail that was gunmetal in color. It was a bold statement that fit his personality to a tee.
When we reached him he moved to let us through.
“This is the guild members’ entrance. I'm going to escort you to your seat,” he said with a nod.
“They have you serving?”
“Not exactly. The General just wanted to use my special abilities. I'm tall.”
Kline burst out laughing and stepped up to shake the man's hand.
“I heard your men helped take the armory,” Kline complimented.
“We did,” Ma said with a grin.
They walked together as Ma led us down the alley between buildings and up some stairs to a side door that was still large enough for a hobgoblin to comfortably enter.
“Thank you for clearing a room for me to get my beauty sleep. You guys got to have all the fun. My men and I just did some babysitting.”
Entering, it was immediately obvious that this was unlike any tavern before it. There were hundreds of players filling every seat of the space that was three to four times that of the average tavern. The design was much more than a single rectangle filled with tables and chairs. There was the lower level to our left that stretched from one end of the building to the other. The round tables and chairs there were what we were all used to and sat players from guilds other than Prodos. 
There was a second level inside the building that the side door entered in on. It was only about three feet higher than the first level, which sat any player not a part of our guild that had come to eat. Prodos players and some of our sub-guilds sat on the second level. There was also some of the leadership from other guilds near the middle of the room that looked like overflow from the third level.
The third level made up the middle of the room where we were headed now. It was only about three feet higher than the second, but it gave a small insight into goblin hierarchy. 
“Have you heard the most recent news about how the battle’s going?” Ma asked.
“Just that we were getting close to the goblin castle,” Kline replied.
“I'll leave that to the guildmaster then. She will probably want to tell you herself. I'm sure she knows more than I do, anyway.”
As we neared the center of the room, I saw the large screen above the building’s entrance was one of seven different screens all playing the same Freedom News program. It was perfect for those sitting on the third level.
The third level only sat about fifty people. It had three long tables in parallel, with the longest at the back of the building where Victoria sat with Peter and Oliver. Captain Aiden, who had escorted us to the player camp, stood there speaking with them.
Peter and Oliver also wore plate mail, with their helms and gauntlets inventoried. The war gown that Victoria had worn had been replaced with another. This one was also Prodos green but had stripes of lighter green and black, that worked to harden her look. It emphasized her shoulders and tapered figure that also managed to stay feminine. Her armor underneath was hidden but pronounced. There was no denying that this looked like a feast between a queen and her lords and ladies.
Ma pointed toward them, indicating we were expected.
I patted the guy on the shoulder as we left and greeted Lieutenant Reese and Edison briefly as we passed where they were seated.
Besides our men, I saw Vector and Drool at the same table as Cornelius and a few of his captains. There were many other guild leaders, including the weaselly guy and some of the other leaders that seemed to stick to his side. My friends were a table away lost in conversation, so I didn't intrude. Our approach was mostly ignored.
Exactly where we were supposed to sit escaped me but approaching Victoria where Aiden stood across the table from her seemed like the natural thing to do, even if this set up was starting to remind me a lot of a feudalist system with the different levels. I couldn't really blame Victoria for taking advantage of the tavern's design. It wasn’t like she had any say in how it was built.
“Don't approach from the front,” Victoria said, through the private messaging system with a giggle. “You are a part of the head table. Go around and take a seat next to Peter. Kline will sit next to Oliver.”
As I moved to go around, Barrell said, “I'll see you guys later. My seat is over here.” 
He pointed behind him to one of the tables still on the third row with the rest of the lead group and a few captains and lieutenants.
“Peter's directing them,” Victoria replied, answering the question I had yet to ask.
Kline and I made our way behind the head table and shuffled in behind those already sitting, although most of the seats were empty.
When I reached my seat next to Peter, he greeted me warmly enough with a grin, although I was still a bit worried about what he had thought about the scene I had made taking the liberty of pulling Victoria off with me to look at the helms.
I let Kline walk past to take his seat on the other side of Victoria and Oliver, then took my seat. My chair had a full back made of leather packed with padding and wrapped around the wood frame that formed well to my back. The table wasn't just a quickly smoothed and put together piece of furniture either. I felt the carved out ridges that ran the length of the entire table under the cream, flower-embroidered tablecloth. We were not in Willingham anymore.
“You wear that well,” Peter said.
“Thank you,” I replied, not sure what to say next. I hadn't expected to be in the position to make conversation with Peter. “How you defeated the General...”
“It’s embarrassing really.”
He was embarrassed?
“It was incredible.”
He nodded his thanks, then continued. “I'm not one to go looking for attention.”
“You handle it well,” I replied, suddenly feeling awkward like I had just tried to lecture my dad. I decided to soldier through it and explain. “I've spent the last two years trying to grow an audience, so I've studied a lot of the best gamers and those new to fame. Most people overdo it and make fools of themselves when they become famous. Staying reserved makes you look humble and most viewers respond better to that.”
“That's good advice. Thank you.”
I grinned, trying to mask any redness on my face.
“I hope you are hungry!” Victoria said, joining the conversation. She gave me a mischievous glare. “Do you want the beef stew or the beef stew?” she asked.
“Let me stew over that for a moment,” I replied with a snort.
“Beef stew!” Kline cheered, injecting himself into the conversation.
Victoria rolled her eyes while battling to hide a belly laugh.
“To make so much food so quickly we had to streamline the process and choose something that would cook fast and go a long way. There is enough for seconds, so I'll let you guys eat before I get you up to date,” she said.
Our food arrived a few minutes later in steaming bowls. The chunks of meat were hearty, with added potatoes and veggies in a slightly watered down red sauce. I hadn't even gotten close to eating my calories for the day and as I took in the aroma I started drooling.
The bowl didn't last long, but as soon as I was finished another one arrived. The servers were from the OverEatery so I recognized many of them, but there were enough new ones that I listened for their names as they conversed with the other players.
By the time I had downed a second bowl, Kline was already finished and was leaning back with his hands resting on his belly. Glancing back, I saw his wolf licking up the remainder of his bowl. He never changed.
More and more I had started to treat Wink like she was an AI and not a creature at all. In a sense, it may have been for the best, but I took the opportunity to copy Kline and let her lick my bowl clean.
“Now that you both are done,” Victoria said, looking at us both in turn, then continued through the group communicator so Mel, Barrell and the rest of the lead group could hear even if they weren't at our table. “I have exciting news. We have taken the city!” 
She squealed as she clapped her hands together.
“The goblin castle is surrounded, so all that is left is to clear it out. The guild achieved more than I could have ever hoped. We led the battle from the start, all the way to the end. We have given the privilege of clearing out the castle to our biggest ally Harrison, though. Wilson has joined him and they should hopefully be finished within the hour. Eat your fill and get some sleep tonight if you can. Tomorrow there will be a lot of work to do.”
“Right on!” Kline replied through group chat.
“I hope you get a chance to sleep,” I said via private message to Victoria.
She looked at me and shrugged. Her enthusiasm remained.
“That is really it besides some dry details that I wish didn't have to be considered, but do. Everyone did amazing. Thank you,” she added.
“You did amazing,” Peter commended.
Every one of us voiced our approval.
After that, I had one more bowl of stew and leaned back. My plate mail was so well fit, that it didn't put any additional strain on my body and instead helped with support. It was only the warmth that made me uncomfortable, but regardless I could have fallen asleep sitting there if I would have put on my helm to support my neck.
Players came and went from the third level for no other reason than to approach Victoria at the head table and compliment her on a job well done. The guild leaders weren't always as sincere and often had boons to request or demands to make. It was tiresome and I didn't even do any talking. Thankfully my belly was full enough that I was able to zombie through it.
Two hours later, I was starting to get restless and was wondering what would be a good excuse to leave. Sleep sounded like a good idea right about now. 
Victoria shot to her feet. 
Almost every player on the third floor turned as one and was suddenly silent. The silence spread. As relaxed as the food and fellowship made the players there that night, only hours earlier they had been in the thick of things, battling for their lives. 
I moved to stand up, but Peter was already there, standing by her side.
I studied the features on Victoria's flawless face. She had mostly retreated deep inside herself like she always did when she had the weight of the world on her shoulders, but I knew her well enough that she couldn't hide how she felt from me. Her shock was clear. With every breath, her shock turned to outrage.
She noticed hundreds of eyes were upon her.
“We are leaving,” she said through group messenger where only we could hear.
Everyone in the lead group stood at once. 
Before we moved to leave, Victoria raised her hand in the air, drawing every wandering eye to her. She took a deep breath, then began to speak. “Harrison and over two hundred of his men have been wiped out!”
I would have thought it was comical seeing so many eyes widen and mouths drop open at once if my own hadn't joined them.
Peter and Victoria had passed behind me before I regained my wits and joined their procession to leave.
Before we could even make it to the stairs down to the second level, a mob of guild leaders swarmed us. I placed myself between them and my group, so as not to overwhelm us. 
There were multiple requests at once, but it was Jaden, the weaselly looking guild leader, that I heard the clearest. 
“I've had enough of this!” he bellowed. “When are you going to give another guild a chance?!”
Victoria stopped at the accusation.
Cornelius and his men joined us. Vector and Drool were with him and suddenly at my side, helping me hold people back. 
“This is going to be good,” Drool said, giving me a wink.
Vector shrugged.
“Let Jaden approach!” Victoria commanded.
The crowd started to simmer down as we opened a path for Jaden to approach. 
He still wore his ridiculous looking wizard garb as if he was the only wise one there among a tavern full of warriors. He brought his arrogance with him as he approached.
“Here's your opportunity, Jaden!” Victoria called where all could hear. “Take all of your men and try to defeat the creature Harrison could not!” 
He twisted his head to the side and pulled at his long thin beard. 
“Creature?” he asked.
“Yes! A single monster beat Harrison and two hundred of his men! What will you do? Will you take the lead, Jaden?!”
Though he betrayed little emotion, his hesitation was as clear as any show of fear.
“No, I thought not! Out of the way!”
Cornelius had been standing close behind. He grabbed Jayden by both shoulders, and literally picked him up and set him to the side.
“After you,” he rumbled with a grin.
“Thank you, Cornelius!”
As we marched down the stairs from the third level, our guildmates and allies stood to their feet.
As we headed to the front door, soon there was a train of players following us out. The crowd outside parted quickly, sensing the gravity of what was going on even if they didn’t understand the details.
Victoria started to give commands to the guild as we headed deeper into the city than I had ever been.
Players—both those associated with our guild and not—had become a part of the crowd that followed behind us. How far it reached back I could only guess. Many of them only realized something was about to happen and wanted to be there to watch.
We all stayed quiet, knowing we would get the information we needed when the time was right. Until then, Victoria and Peter were busy messaging everyone necessary to make sure we had all of our troops where they needed to be.
The buildings started to change to whitewashed stone standing three and four stories tall the closer we got to our destination. Soon we ran into a highway running perpendicular to the road we were on and headed north for a few minutes until the castle came into view. 
Five towers stood in a circular pattern, becoming narrower like claws as they reached their peak. The stone was smoky, unlike any of the stone I had seen in any of the other buildings, giving the structure a menacing vibe. 
Passing the last structure that blocked a full view of the castle revealed the towers were a very small part of the colossal structure. There was a moat that was at least twenty meters across with a single stone path across that led to a hulking arched doorway. Statues of armored men stood on the other side of the moat. Their weapons were drawn, frozen in a state of combat readiness.
Besides the sinister majesty of the place, something much more profane pulled our attention. There were arched windows on the second floor with steel spikes the length of a spear angled up toward the sky. Player bodies were impaled there.
Turning away, I was quickly brought back to the carnage of the day.
“Guild Prodos!” Victoria said, demanding everyone's attention through guild chat. “One of our closest allies has fallen. I just finished conversing with him, and thankfully, Harrison seems to be in good spirits and on his way back here now. What I have learned in my conversation about the enemy we face is distressing. We are about to face the Goblin King and it sounds like he has surpassed his General.”
 



Chapter 45 – The Invincible King
Many of Harrison's men met us as we arrived and others waited for us on the other side of the bridge, holding the castle door ajar.
The moment I heard the Goblin King was more powerful than the General I started to worry. Peter was the obvious first choice to face him, but if Harrison and half of his men were wiped out, I feared he wouldn't be enough. Besides Cornelius and now Peter, Harrison's ingenuity had put him right up there as one of the warriors I respected the most. If Peter hadn't beaten the General, I was sure Harrison would have been able to figure out a way to do it.
“This Goblin King,” Victoria continued, “is said to be even faster than the General and wields a golden scepter two-handed that is as long as a man. He wears no armor, nor does he need it. Harrison guarantees that they hit him solidly with arrows, spears, hammers, and axes over a hundred times and he took no damage.”
I met Kline's gaze. It was only the second or maybe third time I had seen his light-hearted obnoxiousness smothered by solemn purpose.
I knew then that what I felt was more than just my own baseless suspicions. We could be in real trouble.
“He stands taller than most hobgoblins and is built just as powerfully as the greatest of them, but has green flesh instead of blue. They were only able to wound him once when an arrow pierced his ear. After that, the King went mad and they didn't survive much longer. Harrison suspects he has a weakness, but he wasn't able to find it.”
Her voice drifted off.
“Victoria!” The shout came from inside the castle. Everyone turned to see Wilson hobbling out with a man on either side holding him up. As he neared, it was clear his wound wasn't a simple one. With every step, his right leg dragged behind him. Through gritted teeth, he came anyway.
Instead of waiting, Victoria hurried toward him. As a part of the lead group, we didn't let her go alone.
He had reached our side of the bridge when we reached him. I could tell by the clamminess of his skin and the paleness around his eyes that he was just managing to hold it together.
“Lay him down and let him rest,” she commanded his men.
“That's not necessary,” he objected.
His men obeyed her anyways.
Kneeling over him, she waited for him to get comfortable enough to speak.
“It’s a mass grave,” he finally muttered. “The whole palace. The King started eating my own men while we were still fighting him. I don't think this is a battle we can win.”
He had moved beyond desperation to hopelessness.
“I'm sorry you had to see that. It will be over soon,” Victoria said with such calm that he almost believed her from the look he gave her. “Bring your men to the Prodos Tavern tonight. You shall have all the food and drink you can stomach. It's on the house. In the morning we will celebrate together.”
He laid his head back against the ground and closed his eyes. His chest drew deep breathes, but almost immediately started to slow into a settled rhythm.
Standing over her from behind, I saw her swallow hard. She took a moment before getting to her feet.
When she turned to face us, Peter stepped forward and whispered in her ear. She looked at him for a long moment before nodding. He stepped around Wilson and his men and stood alone on the bridge facing the castle.
Before he started to change his own gear I opening my own inventory. 
As his full plate mail was replaced with his old trusted armor, I changed from the plate mail that would one day be my armor of choice to my bronze scale mail. My spear would be equipped soon enough, but I added my shield to what I carried now. There was only one new item I would take with me into battle. I put on a new Spartan helmet. It wasn't just for looks. Only the eye slots and mouth was cut out down past the chin, leaving polished bronze to protect the rest of my face. It had a low crest made of horse hair dyed blood red down the middle of the skull. It was only Rank D but offered me better visibility than the Closed Helm with almost the same amount of coverage.
The rest of the Right Hand started to prepare as did Kline and the rest of the lead group. Oliver and Victoria were the only ones that stayed in their new armor.
Victoria called out with the power of her own lungs, shouting over the inquisitive voices of hundreds of onlookers. “Captain Aiden! Prepare your best platoon! Left Hand, gather your men! Right Hand, to me! Oliver, the lead group is yours!”
Pushing and shoving all the way, Kline's men joined us within seconds. Looks like they’ve been expecting this.
“Guildmaster!” rumbled a friendly voice. Cornelius stood there with his two captains and Vector. 
“The battle is yours to command, but we are at your disposal,” Cornelius said with conviction.
She gave him a slow nod of understanding.
“We will be coming as well!” demanded Jaden, as he struggled to push his own way through the crowd. 
Only two other guild leaders were with him. One was twitching with nervous energy. The rest of his tagalongs must have found wisdom in fear.
Victoria didn't even bother to look at him but called, “You better find a good hiding place!”
Laughter mocked him from every mouth in hearing distance.
Without wasting any more time, Victoria joined Peter and we walked toward the castle.
At first, a chant of 'Peter! Peter' rose up from the crowd, but that was quickly replaced with 'Prodos!’ With Cornelius at our back, no one really seemed to be worried that we would be unable to handle the problem.
Many of Harrison's men were still left in the castle near the entrance. They were gathered in the wide open greeting room, that had a majestic staircase that wound up to the left from the center of the room toward the second floor. It was made of cherry wood and had carvings of vines and fruit on everything inch of the railing.
One of his captains approached Victoria and directed us around it to the right where an open two-story tall passage stood welcoming enough. The doors were made of the same wood as the staircase and just as intricately carved.
We entered a hallway that was wide enough for an entire platoon to march through. The velvet carpet had seen better days, but the stonework on the walls as we passed spoke of this place once belonging to someone other than the vile goblins.
The chanting from outside started to fade as we progressed down the hall. A strong smell of iron and rotting flesh started to reach us before we noticed any sign of battle.
As we neared the far end of the hall, the blood coating the ground and smearing the walls was unavoidable. And then I saw him.
At the far end of the next room, through the grand entrance to the throne room, sitting at least a few hundred meters away, was an enormous figure slouching back against a throne of white granite that looked to be carpeted in red. The base of his golden scepter sat on the floor and reached up to lean against his armrest. There was little light except from windows high in the room and the orange light of many torches.
Victoria and Peter only slowed on entering the throne room to avoid the bodies of players that still littered the floor.
Except for the entrance, most of the room was clear of corpses and I quickly learned why. To either side of the King's throne were heaping piles of men and women that reached over my head.
When I had been given the opportunity to take the armory I had thought that most of my built up anger had been slowly drained through the violence I was allowed to inflict on our enemies. As my stomach clenched up in that moment, I knew I had been wrong.
I immediately put a chokehold on the thought of rushing forward and facing the King with nothing but rage driving me. Had I not learned that lesson already?
Psionic pressure lapped against me. I wasn't the only one that had seen the mounds of corpses. 
I caught Mel's shoulder to calm him, but he wasn't the only one that had charged up at the sight. Half of the lead group joined him as did a number of Aiden's men as his platoon filed in and formed up.
Instead of the lamps or torches I expected, there were about a dozen pillars of stone lining each wall which all stood about a story tall and held a bonfire overhead.
Victoria and Peter stood together out front conversing where only they could hear.
Mel and Barrell stood on my left, and in a separate group, Kline's men had formed up next to them. Aiden and his platoon were behind us. 
Those that came as support, or to watch, stood in the corner, safe for now and out of the way. There weren't just Cornelius and a few other guild leaders, but soon over one hundred spectators, before whom Oliver and the rest of the lead group stood in front as extra protection.
Unsheathing his long sword, Peter swung it a few times to loosen his shoulder. He wore his Prodos tunic over bronze scale mail but stood shieldless. Equipping his Greek style steel helm, he left Victoria's side and marched toward the Goblin King.
“Be safe,” I heard her call as he left with no ceremony. It was his way.
Victoria turned back and met my gaze with composed concern as she stood before us
“Right and Left Hand,” Victoria said through group chat. “Approach with caution as Peter confronts him. Stay back and watch for any weaknesses. He will test him first. Then, try to kill or wound him. If he fails, hopefully you learn something that can bring him down.”
“You got this, man!” Kline encouraged.
Peter raised his sword, acknowledging that he had heard.
Our spectators went crazy, yet through all the noise, the Goblin King still hadn't moved.
Victoria passed by as she headed toward the crowd to stand with the lead group. Her hand found my forearm and she gave it a small squeeze. With her safety secured I was sure he could now give the King his full focus.
A deep, nasal voice rumbled forth. “How kind of you to come! You are just in time for my third dinner. If you would be so kind, please kill yourselves. I just sat down.”
Peter didn't respond with words. He had reached the halfway point to the throne. With a sudden surge, he glowed orange like the embers of a raging furnace.
Those watching simmered down. Many of them were seeing him like this for the first time.
Although it was different than the last time I had seen him use his ability. Instead of just tracing the outlines of his muscles, he was lit up from top to bottom.
“You're the brightest firefly yet. I hope that means you taste better,” the King said, dragging the base of his scepter along the floor, before lifting it to his shoulder. With that, the monster stood and towered over Peter at nearly twice his height.
Grabbing Mel's shoulder, I turned him to look at me. Barrell huddled in with us. 
“I know this is the most messed up situation yet,” I said, making sure to meet their eyes. “But remember self-control.”
I waited for Mel to nod that he understood. 
He released his aura as he lowered his gaze to the floor. He opened his mouth to say something but hesitated. Finally, he replied, “I won't fail you guys again.”
I patted him hard on the back and bit my tongue to stifle a chuckle. Kline really was wearing off on me. 
“If Peter falls, I want you to stay back and distract him, Mel. Take his eyes out if you can manage it. Barrell, you and I will unleash all that we have on whatever weakness Peter finds. Understood?”
Barrell smirked.
“Understood,” Mel replied.
I led Prodos' Right Hand up the right side of the room near the pillars. There were about three or four meters between them and the wall that should have given us good cover, except the Goblin King hadn't bothered to retrieve the player bodies from behind them to add to his snack piles.
We skirted the side of the room, shadowing Peter from a safe distance. Near the halfway point, we stopped. It was from there that I saw it wasn't red carpet, but blood that coated the platform of the throne. 
Kline had been thinking the same thing. His group was on the other side of the room, formed up and ready. 
Peter stood far enough back to allow the King to join him at the base of the stairs.
The King took his sweet time lumbering down to meet his challenger.
Silence struck the crowd as anticipation grew. Hearing what the King was capable of was one thing—actually seeing it was another thing entirely.
As soon as the King stepped foot on the throne room floor, with no build up or conversation, Peter sped forward with a psionic flare.
Flatfooted, the King still managed to divert Peter's charge with a swat. It wasn't enough.
Peter's speed wasn't so extreme as to make him blur, or invisible to the eye, but he powered forward with the agility of a lion. It took very little for him to push to the side to miss the King's attack. He never missed a step.
Darting to one side, past the King, Peter delivered a precise slash. His blade whipped across the back of the King's knee, striking both tendons. He landed on the stairs like a large cat and lunged back toward the King's other leg and chopped into his Achilles heel. He didn't slow until he was clear of the giant's reach.
The onlookers stood gaping. Not everyone had seen Peter in action the first time. Not even everyone in our guild. I had to admit, though, that the shock wasn't much less the second time seeing it.
The King tilted his head to the side with curiosity. Strutting forward a few steps, he showed off that he wasn't hurt.
Peter ignored him and attacked again. This time he rounded his approach and hopped back as the scepter came. He lunged past it, pulling behind the boss's ape swing on a direct collision course. His center of gravity dropped just before he sprang up, driving a savage uppercut straight to the creature's groin.
Everyone, including our own men, shrieked with laughter.
I started to settle down. It might take a few tries, but it looked like finding the King’s weaknesses would only be a matter of time.
Peter scampered out of danger before the next blow could clobber him.
A shiver went up the spine of the King and a sporadic humming noise trickled out of him.
Is he laughing?
So the legs and the groin were a no go.
Peter was starting to run into a problem. Most of the other common weak points were above Peter's head.
He didn't replace his sword as he approached again. Ducking under the King's slash, he jumped up and thrust into the monster's armpit. It was the same move that had ended the Goblin General.
I heard the echo of steel against stone as his sword clanged off the Kings skin. 
Again and again, Peter attacked. Each time he aimed for a different weak spot. The spine, lower back, belly, solar plexus, wrists, and hips were all tested. Each came up short.
The King seemed to be getting more excited with each exchange.
Finding himself behind the King, Peter bounded off the stairs and slashed against both kidneys.
As if tired of the game, suddenly the King's eyes lit up. Grabbing his scepter with both hands, his foot turned out and he swung down and across as if to swat at a snake that was crawling behind his boot.
All of a sudden his speed was on a whole other level.
Thankfully Peter was already retreating and the golden weapon only clipped his shoulder. Still, it was enough to lift him off his feet and send him flying. He landed behind one of the King's corpse piles.
Everyone gasped.
“Peter.” I heard a sharp whisper. It was Victoria still using group chat.
I looked and found her near the entrance to the room with her hand covering her mouth. The unthinkable had happened.
As if all of my growing hope and been spilled out at once, my stomach dropped. 
“Get Peter,” Kline commanded through private message.
My friends followed without a word. We rushed up the side of the room to where Peter had landed. 
The King had taken a step toward our friend but turned back when he heard us coming.
I didn't slow even though he had his eyes on us. 
When he took his first step toward us I turned to run right for him. A real part of me wanted to attack.
Come on. Keep your eyes on us.
He bared his teeth in a vicious grin, then bounded at us.
I saw then his greatest weapon. He was impossibly nimble for his size. I readied to dive to the side.
Kline's men pummeled into him, their poleaxes crashing down.
The distraction had worked. We darted off toward our injured friend.
“How is he, Lucius?” Victoria asked through personal message.
We found him sprawled against the wall unconscious. I gave Victoria the news.
“Get him back here. Then we will decide what to do next.”
I looped my arm under one of his as the three of us lifted him from the ground. We navigated the mountain of bodies in time to see Kline's group fall back. Two of his men were down and twice that number of poleaxes lay broken.
My friend wasn't finished. He had made his way around to the rear of the King and now ran at him from behind. His aura was still dormant. He drew back his weapon. Psionic fire blazed to life as he aimed his poleaxe at the back of the monster’s head.
Within a breath, the King spun and brandished his scepter, snapping the poleaxe in two. Kicking out, the King lobbed Kline across the room, where he skidded to a stop in front of us.
Mel dropped Peter's feet and hurried to Kline's side.
It wasn't necessary. Kline scrambled to his feet as he yelled for his men to retreat. There was nothing we could do.
Aiden's command for his men to march rung out.
“No!” I cried at the top of my lungs.
What was left of Kline's group was running at a full retreat.
Before they had even made it to the halfway point, the King dashed at them. His scepter demolished into them with all of his weight. They were torn apart like blades of grass against a sharpened blade.
He continued on, our platoon the next thing in sight. He brought death like a giant grim reaper.
There was no longer a safe place to return Peter to, so I halted everyone and we placed our injured friend behind one of the stone pillars.
“What would be the most obvious weakness the King might have?” I asked aloud.
“The throat,” Kline spat. Fury had sharpened his words after seeing his men die.
“Mel. You know what you have to do,” I said.
He nodded that he did.
“We may only get one shot at this. Barrell. Who is faster than you?!” I challenged.
He looked at me with a devilish grin.
“No one!” he replied.
“Prove it!” I said with defiance.
Equipping my shield, I turned my spear to lead with the armor puncturing spike. My men did the same. 
With a few flicks of his finger, Kline proved that he had other ideas. The weapon he now wielded with both hands had a wooden shaft as long as a broadsword with a brick of metal on the business end. Kline was wielding a sledgehammer.
The very thought of the damage it could do sent a shiver up my spine.
“Lucius! Don't! We can't beat him. I'm sending Cornelius!” Victoria private messaged me with a tremor in her voice.
I saw Cornelius step forward and equip his spear.
“No!” I rebuked.
All of the doubts I had rushed through my mind at that moment. I knew I could lose. It was even likely. I had suffered before and it could happen again. That was no longer my greatest fear. My friends could end up as I once did, eager for death, but as I looked at them now, I knew if I commanded them to stand down, they would go anyway. We owed Peter more than that. We owed Kline's men and Aiden's and every man and woman that had suffered since entering this forsaken city. It was right to fight, but there was more to it than that. I believed I could win.
“Peter showed us more than you might think! If this butcher really has a weakness there is only one possibility left. We are going for its throat!” I replied.
“You can't!” she hissed. “I can't see you like that again!”
“Yes, you can!” I rebuked her. 
Her sniffles stopped as suddenly as I had heard them through the messaging system.
“I'm your Right Hand! I know what I signed up for! Now let me do my job!”
There was no answer, but after a moment I saw her call to Cornelius on the other side of the room. He took a step back.
“Are we clear?” Kline asked.
With a nod, we flew forward.
 



Chapter 46 – A Warrior’s Shield
I had seen how incredible the players that were a part of the player army could really be. After all, they weren't just people playing a game, but were handpicked out of the best gamers and athletes in the world. To say that our men didn't go easily would be an understatement.
The tenacity of what it meant to be a true warrior was on display as we rushed forward. Men clawed at the invincible beast, attacking its hands, legs, gut and back with spears and poleaxes. Some saw their death coming and charged the surging scepter or even jumped onto it in hopes of slowing it down and saving just one of their comrades. 
If he had been as tall as the General they probably would have tested our theory for us and attacked its neck, but even with pole weapons, he seemed to just be out of reach.
Men climbed up the immense monster and tried to grapple it to the earth. Even with three or four men hanging on, it didn't slow the King for a moment. 
When the beast grabbed one man and chomped down on his arm, instead of fleeing in fear, the dozen or so men left alive collapsed upon him.
It more tripped him up than weighed him down, but finally, we had reached them.
Psionic energy soared into the King's face. It was slight, but the King's flinch was clear as day.
“Clear!” Kline screamed from behind.
What was left of Aiden's men started to scramble off to get out of the vicinity.
The echo of psionic energy sprang off my friend and he cranked back and heaved his giant hammer right onto the King's lower back. 
The clank that reverberated from the impact sent a rumble through me.
When the King stumbled forward a single step, our silent crowd loomed to life with timid cheers.
 From the King’s left flank, I lunged into the air. All of my focus centered on a single thing: The meat of the brute's neck. I had the height and my aim was true. Time seemed to slow as the spike of my spear inched forward. When I was only a foot from ending everything, he spun to meet me.
I was too close for his scepter to do its worst. Instead, his elbow caught me solidly on the shoulder and launched me through the air. 
The world blurred as I twisted through the air. As soon as I landed the life would likely be crushed out of me, but there was still hope. Barrell had been rushing the other flank. I just hated that I would miss his big moment.
When I landed, my very insides were jarred with such force they felt like they were being ripped out of my body. Then the impossible happened. My insides fought back.
The psionic wall that had stood against the onslaught of pressure from the players that had unlocked their ability snapped back into place. It felt like a massive earthquake was trying to shake me to death, but my energy defied it and commanded all vibrations to still. 
As I stood, I knew I should be dead. What it meant for me to survive such an attack was immediately clear, but I didn't have time to enjoy the revelation or celebrate.
“Stop!” Mel howled.
I found myself near the other side of the throne room at the foot of the throne itself. Barrell and Kline were nowhere to be found and Mel stood a few meters away between me and the charging Goblin King.
My friend was protecting me.
With his hands together, Mel cranked up his aura to a height I had never seen it reach. I felt him pull it all into a single point which he held on to for the right moment.
As the King rose up to meet him, he released the energy he had been holding back.
I had to catch myself from falling because of the push it gave me when he let it go.
It was point-blank range. There was no missing. Red lightning battered the King's throat.
Teetering back, the King staggered and dropped his scepter to grab where he had been hit. For the first time, pain washed over his enormous mug.
The King stood there for a long moment staring at Mel with terror in his eyes. When he lowered his hand, there wasn't any significant mark, but our theory had been proven true. His neck was his weak spot. 
As his glare turned to rage, the boss monster surged forward, grabbing Mel in his immense grip and twisted around, throwing him across the room.
Mel crashed into one of the stone pillars, rocking its very foundation. The mortar between the stones crumbled and with it the structure fell with my friend beneath it. Mel was dead.
All wisdom seemed to flee from me as my anger quaked into life. I felt my palms moisten and the heat rise in my chest. I told myself that I had survived the King's attack once. I was invincible. All I had to do was grab the tyrant by the ear, pull him to his knees and drive steel across his throat. I wanted to bath in the creature's death, to make him pay for every breath he had ever taken.
A faraway voice from inside me spoke a single word: Self-control.
The King had forgotten I was there. He stood staring at the fallen pillar with his back to me and his chest heaving.
I forced myself to remember the night I had let my anger win. It was not a battle I should have lost against the bandit. How would giving in now during a battle I should lose help me?
My mind started to clear and I considered a strategy. Any strategy that might actually work. A foot. I had been a foot away from putting an end to the monster that had just wiped out our entire platoon and Kline's group, had at least injured Kline and Barrell, and had murdered Mel as he saved my life.
The bulk of my experience came from competitive gaming but was now mixed with dozens of hours of battling against Ekseliksi Bandits, goblins and orcs with my own two hands. There was one advantage gamers had over athletes, at least until Freedom had changed everything. Gamers didn't fear getting hurt. Sure there was a small amount of pain allowed for effect, but no serious gamer shied away from it. This meant that gamers were willing to try things that athletes and especially the players of Freedom wouldn't dare.
“You did great!” I private messaged Mel. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
There was no answer.
I didn't know what the limits of my psionic ability were, but I had survived something I shouldn't have. It was time to see what I was really capable of.
I hid behind one of the pillars as I prepared myself. I removed my armor and left on only my Prodos tank top and running shorts. Speed was all that mattered anymore. I leaned the spear I had grown so accustomed to up against the pillar, and removed the new one I had received during the battle to take the goblin city square. It had a spike instead of a blade and was made of a high carbon steel. It was also longer than my dory, which gave it an additional advantage.
With my dory in my main hand and my new spear in the other, I walked out from behind the pillar. 
The King was strolling toward the onlookers who had been there to watch. They started to filter out of the room at a startling pace.
Oliver and Victoria stood their ground with the lead group and Cornelius and his men prepared themselves.
“What are you doing?!” Victoria said hoarsely through private message.
She had seen me as I rejoined the field of battle.
“Victoria. Listen to me carefully. I know it sounds crazy, but I'm not finished yet. I need one more shot,” I replied.
“Okay,” she said, surprisingly without a single objection.
I heard her call out to Cornelius to wait a second time.
“Make it count,” I heard her say through clenched teeth.
Placing myself at the foot at the King's throne, I took a deep breath before striding forward and letting loose my spear.
It flew toward the King who was now closing in on what was left of my group on the other side of the room.
Throwing spears was not something I practiced, but I decided then that after this I was going to start.
The spearpoint started to teeter up but was still on target. As it neared the arch of the King's back, he swung around and backhanded it out of the air.
It had been worth a shot.
As he lowered himself to rush me, I dared the impossible. Bending low, I let the tension grow for only a moment before springing forward.
He sped toward me with incredible speed. 
I reached a full sprint and pushed my limbs to move even faster.
I might not be fast enough alone, but with his speed and mine combined, there was little doubt I could reach him.
There was no way he could miss my intentions. I meant to end him there and he was determined to do the same to me. 
I let the rest of the world fade away. All that existed was my target. All that existed was his throat.
As I leaped, my spear plunged forward. I gave no thought to what was about to happen to my body as I ran full speed into the charging behemoth.
My spear reached out. We came together so rapidly, that I just barely noticed understanding register across his face.
He desperately tried to roll his shoulder back and change the placement of his neck. I saw my target shift, but it wasn't enough.
I felt tension push against my spear, then suddenly, his flesh gave way and my spear found almost no resistance at all.
His arms shot up, smacking me in the chest. I began to rise, but not before his shoulder battered into my gut. I was thrown back, flipping end over end across the room. Landing on my side, my arm went numb in the same moment multiple ribs cracked.
The psionic wall that had been holding me together shattered into a thousand pieces.
A gasping battlecry thundered, filling the room with outrage. The King lurched over with both of his hands at his throat. My spear was sticking out of the back of his neck, extending nearly three feet.
As he arched back, what I saw left me incensed. I had missed my target. My spear had only pierced the side of his neck, missing his throat.
“It didn't kill him!” The shout came the moment before the King jerked the spear from his flesh. He didn't stand immediately but stayed hunched over with a heaving chest.
No one came to my rescue. I saw the bodies of Aiden's men scattered about in pieces around me. I was on the same side of the room as my group, but close enough to the other corner that I might as well have been a mile away.
There was only one voice that reached out to me and whispered in my ear. “I'm sorry,” Victoria said through private message.
They already thought me dead.
The King's roar settled into an extended growl.
The memory of how painful movement could be flooded into my mind.
“No! Victoria! Let me do it!” Oliver shouted.
The voice that responded to him I almost didn't recognize.
“Yield!” Victoria said, with the tenacity of cold stone. “I cannot sit back any longer as my friends die!”
There was no choice. I had to watch what was taking place. In that moment, I threw my head back and arched my back. The pain I had been expecting ripped through the side where my broken ribs were. Then I noticed it. The countless pieces that were left of my psionic defense hadn't been lost. They had softened and started to merge together into an electrifying mist. I felt it grow in density as it came together inside of me.
There was a window that popped up in the corner of my vision.
Psionics Unlocked!
Psionic Level Rank F
 
Immediately, I noticed that it registered me as Rank F and not G. Did that mean I had the same capabilities as Peter if I learned how to use them?
I saw Oliver. In dazzling plate mail, he had placed himself in front of Victoria. He wasn't there to shield her from the King, but to stop her from her own assault.
 Compelled by fear, or something outside his control, Oliver lowered his head immediately and stepped away.
Cornelius stepped in to take his place.
Victoria looked up at our last hope to defeat the King with still fury. 
Movement. My psionic flow was suddenly bubbling inside me like river rapids. It was enormous. I didn't know how, but I understood why the turbulent energy set itself in a series of channels. As its tides became clear, they began to overflow. The energy streamed into my arms and legs, then attacked my ribs with a searing vice-grip. 
As I started to feel my arm again, I saw light radiate off me. It wasn't the red or orange I'd seen in others. The aura that permeated from me was translucent white.
I rolled onto my stomach to let loose my arm that had been pinned to my side unnaturally. I felt it begin to correct itself. Lifting it before my eyes, I saw my arm glow with an internal light brighter than anywhere else on my body. Victoria was right. My body had been healing itself. I doubted she had suspected anything like this, though.
Righting myself, I struggled to get to my feet. My ribs were still mending, but the work was almost done. There was so much movement, so much flow. I could almost lose myself in trying to understand it.
With my flow suddenly open to me, control soon also came. The tides of energy became mine. I redirected them with a thought, but not without also flexing the muscles in my stomach and back. My psionic wall solidified to protect me as it had before. Then I released it. It was natural, but I was sorely untrained. 
“I cannot let you get yourself killed, my lady,” Cornelius rumbled. The compassion in his voice was impossible to miss, but there was no indicator he would budge.
“Thank you,” Victoria replied with a tone of cold stone. “Don't take offense. You are not strong enough to stop me.”
The air suddenly distorted around her. She had no aura nor did her psionic energy reverberate off her. With the slightest movement of her hand, Cornelius started to slide back. He was being pushed by an invisible force.
He bent down to brace himself, but it wasn't enough. Even as he dug in the balls of his feet he slid faster.
The movement stopped when he had traveled about ten feet and was well out of the way. 
He stood up straight and crossed his huge arms over his chest. I couldn't tell if he was angry or amused.
She didn't so much as glance again in his direction.
It was then that I knew what Peter and Oliver were trying to tell me about who Victoria really was. The power she exerted and the control she had over it caused my knees to wobble like a frightened child. Instead of fear, my heart throbbed. No matter how much I desired to grasp after her at every turn she had proven she was out of my reach. 
There was one monumental problem. I couldn't accept that. Reaching down I grabbed a dory that was still in good shape and marched toward her.
“Lucius,” Victoria whispered to me through private messaging as she approached the recovering Goblin King. “Get some rest and come back to the goblin city when you find the strength. I swear to you that I will make this up to you.”
I reached her as she finished her final word and caught her hand in mine.
The storm that started to build as her energy burst into life almost sent me to my knees.
As her eyes met mine, the torrent ceased. She scanned my face, not able to believe what her eyes were telling her.
Holding up my arm, I showed her the light that emanated from me. It didn't glow as brilliantly as it had a moment before, but I opened and closed my fist to make my healing evident.
Her hand came to her mouth as realization struck her.
“That should not be possible,” she said aloud. Her bottom lip trembled.
Lifting her head, she looked at me anew.
“You told Wilson it would soon be over,” I said, reminding her. “Excuse me for a moment. I won't be long.”
Before she had the chance to object, I left her there.
The King was now standing and twisting his head to either side to loosen his neck. He would soon be ready.
The energy inside me started to churn faster. Whether it was a reaction to the situation or something I was controlling myself, I didn't know.
All I knew for sure was that my body was healed and the energy inside me darted about in its appropriate channels. The exhilaration I felt at possessing so much power was almost more than I could bear.
The Goblin King turned to finish what he had started. When he saw it was I who faced him, he wrenched forward and tensed the muscles of his shoulders, arms, and neck. A voracious bellow erupted from him.
There was only one strategy that came to mind. My psionic defense wouldn't be enough. This butcher had slaughtered my friends. I would break him. As my purpose became clear my psionic energy started to overflow as it bulged about inside of me. My aura grew, but again it wasn't red, but the translucent white that shone around me.
With his immense scepter, he ran at me like a rabid dog. In mere moments he was upon me, lifting his weapon up overhead. He arched his back, stretching himself out to his very limit and swung down with all of his might as if to bury me where I stood.
I widened my stance and squatted down to combat the coming blow. My shield was in my inventory, but that didn't stop me from raising my arm as I had a thousand times as if it was with me now.
As his scepter neared, I opened myself up and let the energy explode out of me.
A hurricane of pressure surged from the depths of a place deep inside. It was expelled from my arm and shoulder where my shield would have been.
The scepter arrived. 
My outpouring of energy devoured it.
The concussion that followed drove me to one knee. My ears rung with the deafening thunderclap, but my eyes saw the white wave of energy expelled in all directions.
The King was unable to resist it. Already jarred and off balance by having his blow blocked, the extra push sent him falling to his back.
I rose to my feet. 
Achilles’ words resonated within me. A warrior's shield is his greatest secret weapon.
The stirring of energy inside of me had crawled to a distant churning.
My time was short. I sped forward.
The Goblin King’s eyes had rolled into the back of his head, but his breathing was still going strong.
I raised my spear up with both hands to strike down. 
The King's eyes rolled forward.
As his mouth twisted into a scowl, I drove my spear into the center of his throat with all of my weight.
Leaping back, I wrenched the spear from his neck with a twist just as his arms shot up to grab me.
His body started to convulse. I took a deep breath and let it go slowly. The deed was done.
The popup window that shot up was more than I expected.
Quest Type: (World Wide Event)
The Goblin War!
Completed! The Goblin King has been defeated and his city sacked! 
Reward: A City of Your Own
 
New Quest!
Quest Type: Regional Event
A City of Your Own
The Goblin City is yours! What will you do now? Bring the people together to decide on a type of government that all can agree to or prepare your army to take over to execute your own rule? The decision is yours.
Reward: Of your own making.
 
It was not the type of quest that I normally got into, but seeing the growing tension between guilds, I knew I wouldn't be able to sit this one out.
Looking down at my arms, they would have been alien to me just a month before. My psionic ability made that even more the case. I had trouble processing what I had done.
There were a final couple of popups that didn't surprise me.
You have reached Level 84!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 174 meters!
 
So it seemed that to really gain any more levels I would have to depend upon defeating bosses from now on.
“Take what is yours,” Victoria encouraged me through private message.
I approached the King’s corpse slowly even though the popups I had received guaranteed he was dead.
Bending down, I saw his popup window open up to revel four different items. My heart leaped as I saw the first. It was one hundred gold.
It was so much gold that I could start my own guild if I wanted to. Not that I had any desire to do so. Immediately, I knew exactly how I would spend it. My funds would never again limit how much time I could spend in the training hall. I also wondered if everyone was up for a steak dinner.
The second drop excited me just as much, if not more than the first.
Adamantine Brick
Description: One of Freedom’s rares metals. Its hardness and durability surpasses that of steel. 
Use: It takes a master smith to forge Adamantine. It is so hard to come by that it’s most commonly used to make small weapons.
 
Perhaps, there was something for me to spend my one hundred gold on after all. Selling it might make me even better off.
The third drop was the only item I had suspected. The King’s Golden Scepter. My eyes went wide when I realized it weighed just over three hundred pounds. Three hundred pounds of solid gold.
And I had thought I had hit the jackpot with the one hundred gold coins. This thing was worth hundreds of times that. It also weighed too much for my inventory.
“Victoria. I found you something shiny,” I messaged her.
“What?” She asked as if surprised.
I informed her of my dilemma.
“Oh. That is a problem. I think I have an idea.”
“I’ll leave it to you then.”
Giving her the King’s Scepter wasn’t entirely selfless. I had no doubt she would use almost every coin for the guild. Having the guild owe me such a big favor could be worth more than all the gold it was worth. I had been the member of many guilds over the years as a gamer. What I really needed were resources. An investment in the guild was an investment in my future. A future I had just secured.
“Was there anything else? Anything about a quest?” She asked.
It was then that I examined the last item the King had dropped. I had passed over it because it looked like little more than a worn scroll. When I examined it, the only information I got was a question mark under its description.
I told Victoria as much.
At a level I could barely make out, Victoria replied. “Don’t tell anyone you have it.”
I had my suspicions about what the scroll was for, but I knew it wasn’t the time to discuss it. After we had the chance to examine it in private, then we could decide if we shared it with others.
The murmurs grew as did the beating of footsteps as the players that had fled reentered the throne room.
I mostly ignored the cheering as it came, but what one person shouted caught my attention.
“The bodies are disappearing!”
I immediately looked behind me and saw two big billowing stacks of micro-fragments floating up from where the piles of player bodies had been.
I then turned to where Aiden's men had lain in death. As if suddenly light as air, millions of tiny particles started to float up until what had been a body was now a cloud of glistening confetti. It all dissipated as it took to the sky.
I was happy for it to be over, but for some reason, the sight left a bad taste in my mouth.
One body didn't disappear as the others did. I recognized him right away. Kline lay on his back with his hands folded over his stomach like a sleeping baby.
Without hesitation, I hurried over to him. He sat up as I approached, raising his hands over his head to stretch.
“What? Have you been sleeping all this time?!” I rebuked with a chuckle.
“I was trying to stay quiet and heal up so I could throw a sneak attack,” he replied with a snort. “My leg is out of commission.”
Looking down, I saw some pretty harsh bruising on his thigh just above the knee.
“Can you walk?”
He inched his hand down his thigh, probing it for damage. As he reached the darkest part of the wound, he sighed. “Not yet.”
“Can I try something?”
“Careful,” Victoria said, coming up behind me. “If you are too drained of psionic energy you will probably pass out.”
I nodded that I understood.
Looking in turn to both of us, Kline shrugged.
Placing my hand just above his knee, I had to suck in my gut to try and expel the energy needed to do what I required. My energy obeyed.
I pushed it out from my hand and tried to direct it into the wound. I didn't force it, afraid doing so would move his leg and cause him pain.
“What are you doing?!” Kline shuddered.
“The King threw me through the air and I was lying right beside you when I did it the first time. You didn't see?”
“I passed out, okay?” 
We laughed as one, but he cringed as his leg was affected by the movement.
“How's the pain?” I asked. “Do you need alcohol?”
“Nah. This isn't even the worst broken leg I've had this year.”
The craziest part was that I believed him.
It was a minute before I started to feel lightheaded and stopped my flow, unsure if I had done too much.
“Stop for now,” Victoria directed me. “How does it feel, Kline? Can you walk?”
“I think I can give it a try.” 
It took very little for him to lift himself to one leg and squat to a standing position.
“I don't believe it!” he said as he put weight on his injured leg. He took a step, and although he had a limp, he found the pain was almost gone.
With him feeling better I turned to face Victoria. She met my eyes. There were a thousand things that I wanted to say that filtered through my mind, but we exchanged no words.
She offered me her arm and I took it.
When Cornelius approached on our return, I feared irreparable damage had been done to the relationship we had with one of our most powerful allies.
He blocked our way and brought his arms to his chest. When I dared look him in the eye, his brow was raised.
“And you thought we wouldn't be able to handle ourselves,” Victoria said suddenly.
He rumbled with laughter.
“I will never make that mistake again,” he said, stepping back and out of the way with a wave of his hand. “After you.”
As Cornelius walked by my side, he said in low tones, “You have been busy getting stronger.”
“Thank you. Achilles is a good teacher,” I replied.
“Ha! A teacher just directs their students on the path they might take. You have done all the work.”
“Have you sparred with him? I think he beat his lessons into me.”
He snickered in reply, then added, “That I cannot deny. Keep it up. When things settle down we will have to spar.”
I found myself sheepish at the thought. Thankfully Cornelius veered off to meet his men. 
Vector had left them to greet me. He gripped my shoulder in encouragement then returned to Cornelius's side.
We finally reached our group. Oliver was there standing as stoic as ever and took his place at Victoria's side.
“Peter is about fifteen minutes away. He said to grab his stuff and he will meet us at the Tavern,” Oliver reported.
She made a point of looking him in the eye. “Thank you, friend.” 
His eyes shot to the floor and wandered about like lost puppies. 
I suspected his struggle was because there was some protocol in their culture for how he was to respond to such a compliment, but he couldn't say anything without giving them away.
It was still pretty humorous to see him struggle.
“Who's up for a parade?!” Victoria said, raising her voice.
The crowd joined with what was left of our attack force and hooted in approval.
One man didn't approve. Jaden stood watching with his arms clasped behind his back. At the sound of celebration, he turned and marched off. Only one of the guild leaders that had been with him followed.
 
***
 
Soon after, I checked on both Mel and Barrell who had joined up to have a meal before they returned. Mel swore he didn't feel any pain and hardly remembered anything except for flying through the air before he had died. He was in the cheeriest mood I had seen him since the Goblin Siege began. Tonight he was going to see Lily. As for Barrell, he didn't have it much worse, except for having his foot crushed when the King stepped on him before he was flung against the wall. Landing head first had made it quick for him. The least they could do was suffer a bit more so they could better empathize with what I had gone through, I had teased them.
Our troops came and our men's gear was collected. We worked with Harrison's men to gather their gear and gave them free rein to loot the rest of the castle. There was only one item that we kept.
With eight ropes tied around it at different points, four men on either side were called on to lift the Goblin King's golden scepter and parade it through town. These men led the way.
Victoria pulled Kline and me out of formation to walk with her behind our prize. Of course, she made us wear our platemail. Oliver led the lead group close behind. I knew Peter didn't like the attention, but I felt bad that he wasn't there. Not that he didn't have the opportunity. He was already eating when the parade reached the tavern where we ended it.
Needless to say, the scepter found its way to the armory and extra guard was put in place to defend it as the doors and locks were secured.
As soon as Mel and Barrell arrived, they ate another meal with us. 
There was already talk about the new quest for the governance of the city. Some believed there should be a vote, but others believed those that did the most fighting deserved more say than the rest. Then there was the opinion that the more men the guild had the more weight their vote should have. I would leave it for another day along with the scroll Victoria said we would discuss later.
That night, I slept better in my new apartment in the armory than I had slept since I entered Freedom. Being almost fully drained of psionic energy had a lot to do with it. I took full advantage and didn't wake the next day until late in the morning. Even after feasting the night before I hadn't reached my calorie goal. At breakfast, I was determined to make up for it.
 



Chapter 47 – They Are Coming
I had been hanging out in my bathroom for the last ten minutes waiting for Lax to pull me into the meeting. It would only be the second time that so many people would be there.
“Lucius,” his voice sounded overhead.
“I'm ready,” I assured him.
The stone walls surrounding me on all sides faded away to be replaced with a scene of my friends sitting at a fine dining table, with a fireplace behind and the warm glow of torches coming from sconces on the wall. Upon the mantel was a stand with a dozen swords, their points all coming together at the mantel’s base.
“Lucius has arrived,” Lax said, but this time instead of coming from the ceiling he sat at the table and was clean shaven with a long face. His dark hair was short and straight, without a single strand out of place. His wore a black, buttonless shirt with a high collar. His face was full of life but had a perpetual scowl
Victoria was at the head of the table wearing a comfortable looking blue blouse. Peter sat on one side of her and Lax sat on the other. Oliver sat next to Lax and Kline was across the table from him.
“We have one more person that is going to join us. He is the reason for bringing everyone together like this,” Lax said, annoyed.
“Lucius. Thank you for joining us,” Victoria said with a wink, then motioned for me to sit next to Kline.
As I took my seat, Kline leaned close and whispered in my ear, “We're conspirators.”
I swallowed down a chuckle. I was already uncomfortable with meetings like this.
Lax spoke. “Here he is. Everyone, this is Dr. Otto Konig. He is the Director of Game Development for Codename: Freedom.”
I froze at the revelation that the director who had in many ways been responsible for making the suffering in Freedom possible was standing before us. A very real part of me wanted to rise to my feet and choke the life out of him. Not that it would do any good. I was sure he wasn't in one of the infamous cubes that allowed our bodies to perfectly interact with the virtual world.
It was a few long moments before I managed to look at the man. He had an unkempt beard and shaggy brown mop that indicated he had had better days. Maybe better weeks. His pinstriped shirt and black dress pants were disheveled.
“Please. Take a seat, director,” Victoria greeted. “I hear you have some news we must hear.”
“Yes,” he said under his breath, looking down at the choices for seating before him. Picking a seat became a struggle as his eyes darted from one face to another. He ended up picking a seat in the corner on the far side of the table away from us. It was the most awkward choice he could have made.
When he looked up and glanced from face to face, he was skittish about where he let his eyes rest. His eyes settled on me, but not without giving me a distasteful squint.
After all he had done, did he disapprove of me helping Victoria?
“Director?” Victoria asked. 
“Yes. Yes,” he replied, then stopped himself to take a deep breath before continuing. “I have agreed to help you, tran-humans. Er, the Ekseliksi? Because there is a coming crisis that might affect everyone in Freedom.”
He had to swallow to wet his dry throat before he continued.
“Besides the one hundred thousand players that were selected to participate in Codename: Freedom, there was also a criminal element added to the program that was unknown to me. As we speak, ten thousand murderers and rapists are in Freedom approximately two hundred miles away to the east. I believe it will be some time before they come in contact with the main player population, but their first scouting parties have already left their starting city. It is only a matter of time before the inevitable happens.”
I sat forward in my seat, suddenly finding myself very uncomfortable.
“The players are unlocking their psionic abilities. There may be a few confrontations, but after they see what the players are capable of, they should back down,” Peter replied.
“I need to make myself clear. I didn't know about the criminal population, but I do now. The reason they were chosen was the same reason as everyone else. They have high psionic potential.”
“That's a problem,” Oliver responded, making eye contact with Peter.
“There's one more thing I must add. The trials, or quests, given them, were just as difficult as the ones we have given to everyone else. There is no easy way of putting this. You need to raise a much larger army and no one outside this room can know the real reason why.”
“Well, if that's all,” Kline blurted out.
I held back laughter.
“Thank you, Dr. Konig,” Victoria said, rolling her eyes at Kline's comment. “This information will be of great help.”
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Character Sheet
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 84
Health: 1190
Endurance: 2202
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 36
Strength: Rank E – Level 39
Endurance: Rank E – Level 20
Quickness: Rank E – Level 48
Speed Rank E – Level 52
Measurements
Fast Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 87
Slow Twitch Muscle: Rank E – Level 19
Flexibility: Rank E – Level 9
Cardiovascular: Rank E – Level 31
Anaerobic: Rank E – Level 59
Memory: Rank E – Level 3
Calculations: Rank E – Level 23
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