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Chapter 1 – A Little Sparring
Journal Entry
July 28, 2387
The memories of Destiny and my dream of becoming a pro gamer feel like the distant past. Would she approve of the actions I’ve taken and my current train of thought? It baffles me that I’m not sure how she’d respond. She was in my head for years, and yet, in less than two months, the memory of her is fading.
Freedom’s spectators certainly approve of my actions. After defeating the Goblin King, I neared one billion followers. The dream of gaining so many fans once spurred me on to spend endless hours gaming. After all that has happened, gaining fans is often the furthest thing from my mind.
I’ve a hobgoblin to thank for that, I suppose. After it shattered my back with its tree-club, the recovery from my injuries forced me to think beyond myself to what was really important. Willingham was attacked by an army of goblins soon after my recovery, and I was forced to either give up or find new purpose. Kline helped me realize what mattered and how each day could be a struggle to stay motivated.
Victoria founded the guild Prodos with the rewards from our victory. She is a friend, but also someone driven with a much greater goal than my own. Suffice it to say, she has the weight of worlds on her shoulders and I want to help. If I’m honest, I’m conflicted in how I view our relationship. I have a lot of respect for the way she brings people together. She is the cleverest person I’ve ever met, but she seems so vulnerable at times. Though there is no denying her strength. Part of me greatly desires her. Another part wants to heed Peter and Oliver’s warning that I can never have her because she is already betrothed. Now that it’s my job to protect her as her Right Hand, it’s even more difficult to separate my feelings from duty.
There’s no doubt that I have grown stronger. I don’t yet have the ability to empower my body with psionic strength, but my recovery ability is unmatched, allowing my physical strength to grow each day at a rate that no one else can match. Even after facing the Goblin King, I’m unsure how I really compare to my competition in Freedom. They’re the best athletes and gamers in the world... I accomplished what seemed impossible in wounding the King with my physical ability alone when no one else was able to touch him. But it was my psionic shielding ability that staggered the King and ultimately handed us victory. Did I just get lucky? It doesn’t help that everyone is still growing, confusing the matter further. 
Cornelius, the only Combat Master that entered Freedom as a participant, has offered to spar with me, and I intend to take him up on his offer as soon as possible. I’m tired of all the uncertainty. In just a couple hours, I hope to have more clarity after crossing swords with him. What my teacher Achilles said is true. If you make your purpose in life to grow stronger, the trials never end.
 
Lucius Edwards
 
***
 
Sitting on my once hobgoblin-owned bed, I selected each individual piece of armor from my inventory. It appeared in its appropriate place as my plate mail covered me. Only my helm would remain in storage for the moment.
Type: Fine Polished Plate Mail
Material: Spring Steel - .90% Carbon
Make: Full Plate Mail
Quality: Rank B
 
It had been two days since our victory against the Goblin King. I’d begun wearing this new suit of armor in training to grow accustomed to it. Besides its superior protection, it offered surprising mobility. It would still take some time before I was comfortable enough to use it in a fight, but I expected that to change in a matter of days.
Rising to my feet, I confirmed my bronze lorica was in my inventory with the rest of my old gear before heading out. I wouldn’t wear my plate mail when facing Cornelius, but I’d wear it in public with my green Prodos sash over my right shoulder that had a closed fist insignia embroidered there for all to see. It was the symbol of our guild’s Right Hand. The position still felt alien to me. As a veteran of a highly competitive gaming guild, I’d still never seen anything as well organized as Prodos was. After all we had accomplished, I felt a great deal of pride in being the one to wear it.
I took a quick look around the room and confirmed my ash wardrobe’s doors were secure as was the trunk at the base of my bed. Though I doubted anyone would steal my newfound wealth, I didn’t want to neglect the good habit of making sure it was all locked away.
“Lucius!” Barrell said as he saw me exit my room. He wore plate mail as well with a darker tint than my own. Without his helmet, I could see that he must have visited an NPC hairstylist yesterday after I’d seen him at dinner. His hair had grown enough that it had been starting to fro, but after his trim his fine curly hair was tight against his head, emphasizing his strong jaw and expressive eyes. It seemed every profession had already opened up shop in our new city.
His room was in the same hall as mine, but he probably would’ve met me here anyways since he was one of the few people I’d told about my sparring session with Cornelius.
“Hey man,” I greeted him.
“So, it’s time?”
“It is.”
“You sure you don’t want any company?” he asked for the dozenth time. “Everyone needs a corner crew.” 
“Thanks, but no.”
“That’s nice of you.”
I looked at him, confused.
“That you want to save Cornelius from embarrassment when you beat him,” he said with a smirk.
I croaked out a laugh. “That’s exactly it.”
He grinned but was suddenly silent. After a moment, he looked at me in earnest. “Kick butt, man.”
I nodded to him in thanks. 
Though we never truly discussed such things, we had a knack for understanding what was going on in one another’s heads. If it weren’t for Freedom, we probably never would have crossed paths. Even if we did, our lives had been so different that there would’ve never been a real chance for us to become friends. As messed up as our time here had been, I was thankful for all of the good that came with it. Barrell for one, then Mel, and what would I do without Kline?
I greeted many new and old faces as I headed through the halls of the barracks section of the Armory, which was now commonly known as the Prodos Bank. Just like our first bank, it was also used as our guild hall. It had taken a day longer to set up shop than the Prodos Tavern, but Victoria had everything ready for a quick expansion. It helped that this building was designed with security in mind. The back doors were now secured, and the front door was opened to anyone who had set up an account with us, whether here or at our first location in Willingham.
Reaching the front of the building, I immediately wished that we had left the back doors open so that we didn’t have to deal with foot traffic just to get outside. Hundreds of players stood in semi-straight lines as they waited their turn with one of our four bank tellers. The lobby was one of the largest rooms in the building, but it hadn’t been designed for this. There was a large arching passageway that would have led into the heart of the Armory that was blocked off with two merchant carts with our bank tellers behind them. Eventually, there would be a more permanent solution to the problem, but it was necessary to be open for business so that we had a head start on any competing guilds. This move by Victoria had almost guaranteed that we would become the premier bank in all of Freedom.
“Right Hand!” called a man in a steel breastplate.
If I’d met him before, I couldn’t remember.
At his word, several people in the crowd raised their voices to gain my attention. I addressed everyone in the immediate area but continued moving through the crowd. My mind was already focused on my match with Cornelius. Even though my followers had been growing since day one, it wasn’t until after I defeated the Goblin King that people really started to treat me differently. What made it even more awkward was that most everyone here was famous in their own right in the sport or game they played outside of Freedom.
Out the door, I took a right, the opposite direction from Prodos Tavern. It was only a few blocks away. Because of the quest to set up a new government, the goblin city had no official name yet, nor did the city’s castle. Some very interesting things had happened since we conquered it though. One being that a Training Hall had appeared a few blocks away between Prodos Bank and the castle. It was there that Cornelius and I were going to spar. It would keep our match out of the sight of spectators.
It was Cornelius who had recommended the training hall for our session even though he normally liked to do his training out in the open with all of his men present. He feared we would draw too much of a crowd. I greatly appreciated not having to parade our fight in front of a bunch of people.
My walk to the training hall wouldn’t draw much attention by itself. In the few days since we won, I’d been here as often as I could find the time. There were some meetings that Victoria wanted me to attend, but it wasn’t nearly as many as she did. I’d still managed five sessions yesterday, two of those being visits to the bandits.
The training hall came into view. It was a modern building with a white rounded roof that was draped over its pearl white walls that made it look like a giant mushroom. Entering it, I was soon greeted by the old man with his silver goatee and dressed in his black gi.
“Hello, Lucius. Cornelius is already waiting. Are you ready?” he asked.
He was early. I’d gotten here fifteen minutes before 9:00 AM and he’d still beaten me here.
“I’m ready,” I confirmed.
The world went white momentarily as I was ported in.
Ramps of sand rose up all around, leaving me standing on packed earth. Facing me from the other side of the gladiatorial pit stood a man with few peers. He possessed the hulking muscle that only decades of training could produce. A head taller and at least three times my weight, Cornelius was suited in silver fiber-fabric that covered his limbs and torso. He rested against a training spear, with his shield propped up against it on the floor. His golden tan made him looked like an ancient warrior that had been resurrected to once again do battle to defend his desert dwelling.
As intimidating as he was, the corners of his mouth turned up in a warm smile when he saw me. “Good morning,” he said.
“Hello,” I replied, confronting my nerves by forcing myself to hold his gaze.
“I hope you don’t mind. I thought it would be a shame to use our gear while we sparred when these have no chance of being damaged.”
Looking down, I saw that my plate mail had been replaced with fiber-fabric. A stand appeared to the side with a dory, gladius, and hoplon.
Nodding to him, I grabbed the sword and sheathed it, then equipped the spear and shield.
“Thank you for finding the time to spar with me,” I said.
“Anything to excuse myself from more meetings.” He chuckled.
I smiled in response, but I was too focused to share in his levity.
He raised his brow before reaching down and grabbing his shield. “Let’s begin.”
At his word, he shot toward me, his spear aimed right at my throat.
Ducking low, my shield rose up to the appropriate height and blocked his spear’s blade, keeping it from slicing into the top of my naked scalp as he drew it back.
My spear shot toward his front knee from under my shield, forcing him to bound to the side.
He circled instead of continuing his attack. It was a break in the fight that Achilles would’ve rarely given me.
Above his head, I saw his Combat Level was Rank C, but he still hadn’t unlocked his psionics. He was the only Combat Master that had joined Freedom, instead of participating as a trainer. My Psionic Level was Rank F, but my Combat Level of only Rank E, so his lack of psionics shouldn’t make much of a difference. It was still peculiar that he hadn’t broken out though.
There’d been little time to train my own psionics since I’d broken out, but Victoria had made sure to make some time for me the day after and taught me the basics about control. I was now able to manipulate my energy enough to solidify my internal psionic defense and relax it so that my energy could return to its natural state of movement inside of me. I’d only begun to play with my shielding and healing abilities. As much energy as Victoria promised I possessed, using either one of my advanced skills in practice still drained me incredibly fast because of my lack of experience.
It seemed Cornelius was letting me set the pace. If that’s how he wanted it, then I’d oblige. 
Thrusting my spear up toward the top brim of his shield, I waited for his weight to shift before pushing forward with my own. My spear jabbed his shield, as his counter blow fired toward my own. My spear was already cocked back and speeding toward his lower thigh.
Even as he blocked my counter, he was already facing a sweeping slash and my shield pounded into his.
Using his insane strength and weight advantage, he lunged with his shield, bulldozing me back.
It was a move I knew I’d face, so I let his momentum carry me, landed in a crouch and sprang back into the fold.
I wasn’t here for training, or because I knew I’d enjoy the challenge. I needed to know how good I really was.
My attacks flew in rapid succession. I pushed myself to the level I’d only fought at a couple of times, demanding my body to give me its all. When I noticed I’d reached my preferred rhythm, I changed tempo as Achilles so often did to trip me up.
Cornelius met my every attack, blocking or dodging with impossible grace. I knew how absurd it was to fight someone with a mix of his skill, strength, speed, and experience, but there was one thing I saw written all over his face. I was forcing him to give me his full attention. When I’d first entered Freedom, I would’ve been a joke to him. But now, one of the greatest fighters alive had to take me seriously.
It wasn’t enough, so I pushed harder. Seconds turned to minutes as the burning in my limbs warned me that I’d soon be at my limit. My chest heaved in air, even though I was using energy too fast for my cardiovascular system to even begin to replenish it.
Seeing that I was starting to slow, Cornelius picked up the pace, pummeling my shield with the power of a battering ram. With the tables turned, I scrambled, playing the angles with my shield and spear to keep from getting hit.
My body had reached its limit and I hadn’t been able to score a single blow. I retreated into a defensive posture and tried to restrict my movements to only what was necessary.
I saw the impassioned glare that bore into me as he systematically launched his assault. What would be his critique if our session ended this quickly? I was sure there would be kind words, but would he secretly be disappointed?
Defensive posture or not, I wouldn’t be able to recover fast enough before I was overwhelmed. One of my questions had been answered. I’d grown physically strong enough that Cornelius would have to acknowledge me, but after a few minutes, or if he dared to use his full strength…
Thankfully, my physical limit was now only the beginning.
As I struggled to defend, concentrated psionic energy rushed into my searing muscles at my command and immediately began to soothe my weary state. I knew full well how dangerous it was. If I used too much energy I’d crash, and it would be all over in an instant. The scariest part was that I was so new to using my abilities that I had no idea how to judge how much energy I was using.
There was a pause in the onslaught as Cornelius noticed the white light that shone from the borders of my training garment. His eyes narrowed as he studied me before he snorted in approval.
My full recovery didn’t happen right away. I was trying to limit how much energy I allowed to flow so that I could keep more in reserve. One of the few things I’d been able to figure out in my short time testing my psionics was that it was possible to recover faster than this, but the more energy I used at once, the less efficient it was. Even now I was probably using too much.
The Person Training Tools I unlocked with an Advancement Point when I upgraded my character status screen broke down my psionic capabilities into as much detail as it did my physical ones. After I’d unlocked my psionic ability, the character sheet had then populated with the new information. Most of it I was still trying to figure out.
After about three seconds, I was once again ready to launch an attack of my own, though I was only partially recovered. 
His spear sped toward my head. Corkscrewing my body, I diverted his attack up with my shield and reached for the opening under his arm.
Jumping back in surprise, he smirked, waving me on with his spear.
I lunged forward, blasting his shield with my spear, but I danced to the side when he countered. I already knew I wasn’t fast enough to overwhelm him, so this time around I’d see if I could outwit him.
Choking up on my spear, I stabbed at his center mass. When he extended his shield to meet the blow, I was already crouched low, hooking the edge of my shield behind his own and pulling myself to his flank. Thrusting up, his kidney was in my sights.
Stepping back, he disrupted the attack and sent me sprawling. Rolling with it, I regained my stance and ducked down to get the placement of my shield angle his incoming attack high.
His shield drove forward in a move that would batter me senseless. I spun away from it, throwing a backhanded slash with the blade of my spear toward his ankle. His foot rose up in time for it to miss entirely. Bounding back, I began to circle.
One big problem I had with facing Cornelius was that I didn’t have the ability to use my favorite tactic of knocking him off balance with my shield like I would a normal person. His size and strength were just too much. He’d also see any trick coming after such a long career in combat sports. There was only one other option. I needed to throw something at him that he’d never seen before.
Leveraging all my weight, I struck his shield. He braced against the attack while thrusting with his spear.
Instead of blocking it, I punched the edge of my shield toward his open ribs. His spear point flew toward my face. Turning my head, psionic energy flared up from my gut, rushing to meet the incoming attack. White light exploded out of my neck and face, blinding me as it intercepted the cold steel. 
I felt the push from the impact of his spear without the pain that would’ve accompanied it as my psionic shield blocked his attack.
Cornelius’s spear was smacked aside by psionic shield while my spear slashed at his legs. My spear’s blade connected with his calf, dragging across his shin. I actually hit him!
When his next blow came, my eyes recovered just as his shield flattened me, throwing me back through the air six or seven feet.
My nose was broken, eyes filled with tears, and my lungs struggled for air. Despite that, as soon as the three seconds of pain that the training hall allowed was over, I burst into laughter.
“It’s good to see that you’re enjoying yourself,” Cornelius said, standing over me. Even though he said it with an even tone, he didn’t try to hide the humor in his eyes.
“I got you!” I replied.
“Yes. And if I hadn’t been wearing armor it would have done some damage.”
Suddenly, I felt embarrassed. He was right. I hadn’t even broken the skin… but I’d finally reached him.
He stood up straight from his fighting stance and leaned against his spear. “Is that why you were so insistent that we spar this soon? You wanted to see if you could hit me?”
Sitting up from where I lay, I shrugged. “I needed to know how good I was. How good I really was.”
He watched me for a moment before continuing. “I see. I’m glad I could help. You have some pretty inventive moves, although I’d probably refrain from blocking with your face.”
I nodded sheepishly.
“When you get better at using your psionics, let’s do this again,” he said. 
“I’d like that. Thank you, Cornelius.”
“I think it’s time for some more coffee. What do you say?”
 
***
 
I joined him on the road toward the Prodos Tavern. Out of curiosity, I had to ask, “Do you have any strategies to unlock your psionics?”
The giant of a man looked down at me with a solemn expression. He let out a deep breath before responding. “When I received the offer to join Codename: Freedom, I was also offered a great sum of money to become a trainer. Do you know why I didn’t take it?”
“Because you already have all the money you could ever need?” I replied, half teasing.
“Well, I can’t complain about the career I’ve had, but no. The reason I decided to join Freedom was because I was told that the main criteria for those being chosen was their psionic potential and that I had none.”
“None? I was under the assumption that everyone could unlock psionic abilities.”
“That’s true. One day I will unlock mine, but because my potential is so low, it will probably be months before I do.”
“You’re here to prove them wrong?”
“Of course,” he said, before shaking his head to himself. “And no. I’m old. I’ll be 78 this year. There’ve been so many times in my career that a new supplement or therapy was hyped to change combat sports forever. At most, each discovery may have improved performance by a couple percent. But this… psionics have the potential of disrupting everything. We could be on the brink of a new Golden Age. I have maybe ten years of competition left in me, but you and your friends… I’m just happy to see it.”
For the rest of our walk toward the tavern, he was quiet. I watched the crowd as we passed by. As famous as I’d become, the eyes of every onlooker first fell on him, before glancing at me as an afterthought. He was larger than life. If he were right about there being a new Golden Age of combat sports, then how would he be remembered? It concerned me that future generations would forget him and men like Achilles. Why didn’t it seem to bother him?
Just as we were arriving at the side entrance of Prodos Tavern, I dared to ask him. “Does it feel unfair?”
He stopped, looking at me in amusement.
Had I said something wrong?
“At one time, it may have, when I was still comparing myself to others, but a friend of mine taught me that my real competition is me.”
“Achilles?” I asked.
“Yeah. He’s annoying like that.”
 



Chapter 2 – Listening In
I returned to the armory after my second breakfast with Cornelius to find a couple of plate armored rogues, Mel and Barrell, waiting outside of Victoria’s office with their ears to her cast-iron door.
Marching forward to grab them by the scruff of their necks, I stopped when Barrell spun with his arms outstretched, begging me to be quiet.
Her office was between the front of the building where we had set up the player bank and the actual armory where our new stockpile was being kept behind lock and key. Her office was separated from the vault-like doors of our main storage chambers by a guard station and breakroom. I guessed it had been a hobgoblin captain’s office before we took over. The breakroom which we loitered in had two round wooden tables with sturdy but worn stools, its own pantry, and shelves lining each wall. 
Seeing Barrell’s reaction, it seemed like something might be wrong.
“What is it?” I whispered.
He waved me closer, where Mel still leaned against the door, remaining focused on what was going on inside.
Neither one of them had upgraded Audible as far as they could through the Creature Indicator skill tree as I had. They had the ability to enhance their hearing, but the stone walls and iron door were good at muffling sound. Also, they still suffered from hearing every sound in the surrounding area and having a lot of problems trying to pinpoint any specific noise. Activating my own enhanced hearing, I found that I had no need to lean up against the door to hear every word that was being spoken on the other side. With a few adjustments, I was able to focus my hearing and the Audible system muted out all useless sound.
Barrell gave me a sideways glance, noticing I hadn’t leaned against the door as they had.
I gave him a wink. 
“Don’t get me wrong,” came the voice of a familiar weasel. Jaden, the guild leader that had opposed us at every turn, was mimicking a kindly old man. “I admit I’ve been overly harsh in the way I have handled things. Emotions have run high. I apologize.”
“Apology accepted,” Victoria replied evenly.
I clenched my jaw when I heard how easily she forgave him. I didn’t believe he was sincere for a second. So that begged the question, what did he want?
There were multiple shuffles of feet and six heartbeats I could make out on the other side of the door. I directed the Audible system to lower their volume enough that I could still pinpoint everyone’s location in the room, but in a way that it didn’t drown out any of the conversation.
“But,” Jaden continued, “you must acknowledge the danger to yourself or any person who has too much power. Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”
“I’m familiar with the quote,” Victoria replied, hiding her impatience well.
“That is why we must segregate powers. It is ethically imperative to set up a government that protects all people, including those in power from themselves.”
“I understand the sentiment,” Victoria said in earnest, before sharpening her tone. “Even if I agreed with you, what you speak of is out of the question. I too am a student of history. Setting up a republic takes time. We have ten months left in Freedom, which means, most likely, that by the time we are done debating and have a government in place, our time here will be over. During that time, people will be fighting and dying.”
“Come now, child,” Jaden said. His condescension rang clear. “There will be fighting and dying whether we are setting up the proper government or not. Let’s do the right thing.”
“The right thing? The right thing is to give Guild Prodos all my time and attention to limit death and assure victory. You and I both know that during a time of war a republic would have to nominate a military leader anyway, with the ability to make decisions without vote or debate at a second’s notice. We are at war.”
Mel shook his fist as if cheering her on as she concluded.
I put my hand on his shoulder to remind him that we were trying not to be heard. It was a losing battle.
He mouthed, “Sorry.”
Jaden snorted at her words. “Don’t be so short-sighted. Do you really think the next ten months are all that’s at stake? It doesn’t end after Codename: Freedom. If Codename: Genesis was the first phase and this is the second, have you stopped to ask yourself, will there be a phase three? The decisions you make now may have long-lasting consequences.”
“Agreed,” Victoria retorted. “With the future in mind, we must both decide what we believe is the best course of action for the present and what is a waste of time.” She let her words linger for a moment, before continuing on a softer note. “I believe that keeping the council of guild leaders is the best course to take, considering people have already chosen to follow them.”
“Not based on knowledge of their policies or character, but because of their ability to fight or provide them with items and money in a game! That’s no way to choose a representative!”
“Everyone is free to leave and join any guild at will. If one of the guild leaders loses favor with their members, then we can vote to kick them off the council.”
“And what if they don’t let their members leave? What if they use force?”
“When discovered, we will crush them.”
“You will, or will you wait for the blessing of the council?”
Stealing Jaden’s condescending tone from before, Victoria responded, “Any guild will have the freedom to fight injustice where they find it, and if any wrongdoing is done, then we will take a vote.”
“And you don’t see anything wrong with the lack of oversight?”
“I will not judge anyone based on what they might do, but what they have actually done.”
“That is very idealistic of you, but naive. And that is what I’m afraid of. If the guild council stands, after the guild leaders vote on a form of government, they will also find themselves in need of the military leader that you mentioned that has the authority to act in time of need without, how did you put it, ‘vote or debate’. You’re one of the guild leaders in the running for such a position… You’re young and inexperienced. How do you possibly expect to handle so much power without it affecting your judgment?”
“How would you?” Victoria shot back.
“That is not an option on the table.”
“Is it not? You’re so adamantly against my leadership that you must have judged someone else to be a better fit for the position. Since you’re the expert on the matter, you seem like the obvious choice.”
“Perhaps… We are at a stalemate it seems.”
“It seems.”
Hearing the shifting of leather against the stone floor, I grabbed Mel and Barrell, stood them up and hurried them away from the door. There was no sound from the joints of our plate armor as we moved, but there was also no way to move out of the way and completely mask our retreat. I hoped no one had been listening.
Oliver opened the door and Jaden in a new blue robe with golden trim stepped through, closely followed by the same guild leaders that had been there when we had faced the Goblin King. It seemed a few of his coalition of guilds hadn’t rejoined him after we took the city.
After the conflict, he looked younger. The squint of his eyes and long pointy goatee gave him an astute air. Unlike his countenance during the stress of battle, he now seemed to be in his element. He didn’t even look our way as he walked past with his two followers in tow.
My conspirators and I had each taken a seat at the table on one side of the room, to make it look like we had been hanging out there while we waited.
Oliver waited until they were gone to wave us in.
Stepping through the doorway, I saw Victoria with her eyes closed, leaning back in her chair across from her desk, exhaling a deep breath. A green collar sprouted up around her neckline from beneath her plate armor that followed the curve of her chest. It ended at her ribcage where her gown covered the plate armor over her stomach and lower back. A multilayered leather belt hugged her hips at a high, middle and low level to secure the fabric from drifting up as she moved.
Her sleek black hair was pulled back, revealing her neck and the smooth tawny glow of her skin. Peter’s keen glare me gave me no choice but to pull away. He stood behind Victoria to the right side of the desk.
With my hands behind my back, I stood with my feet at shoulder width apart. It was something I found myself doing since we started drilling with Oliver back before the battle for the Goblin City. It was only after I’d officially been given the title of the guild’s Right Hand that I’d consciously started mimicking his mannerisms to look more authoritative.
“Hey guys,” Victoria said, opening her eyes and taking us in. “It’s nice to see some friendly faces.”
“No kidding!” Barrell replied. “That guy is giant insect-like creepy.”
Mel snickered. The time he’d gotten to spend with Lily over the last two days had lightened much of the darkness that had been building up inside him during the recent battle.
Oliver took his place behind Victoria on the left side of the desk. Even though Kline and I had been given the stations of Right and Left Hand, Oliver and Peter were the real deal. 
When the two of them didn’t respond to Barrell’s quip, I stepped forward to reset the mood. “Is there anything we can do to help?”
“Like exterminate him?” Barrell replied, not getting the hint. “You know. Like bug gunk everywhere. It would be gross.”
Turning to him, I gave him a subtle shake of my head.
With his grin still stretching from ear to ear, he held up his hands in surrender.
“No,” Victoria said with a chuckle. “If we did squash him, then he’d just come back a self-proclaimed martyr, and the ‘Jaden Republic’ would be secure.”
In light of the conversation we had just overheard, it was a funny reference, which we shouldn’t have had any knowledge about. I let a smile touch my face, but Mel and Barrell let themselves go. Even though Peter and Oliver laughed with them, it might have been obvious.
Nothing was said about our listening in, so I hoped it didn’t raise suspicion. We learned about a guild leader meeting we’d have to attend later that day. Victoria confirmed that there’d be a meeting at the same time for the rest of the coming week and voting for a government would take place next weekend.
“One last thing,” Victoria said before dismissing us. “I think it’s time we take a look at the quest scroll you looted from the Goblin King.”
“Quest scroll?!” Barrell said, wide-eyed. He turned to Mel who he saw was just as baffled.
“One that we plan on keeping secret,” Peter interjected. 
My two subordinates nodded that they understood.
I retrieved the scroll from my inventory and set it on the desk before Victoria. Everyone gathered around the table, huddling close where they had a good vantage point. With a wave of her hand, Victoria directed me to break the wax seal that held it in a tight spiral. The seal depicted a soaring eagle with bloody talons. Pinching it from either end, the wax snapped, and the parchment began to unspool on its own. As it loosened, an iron key the length of my palm slid out and clanged against the wood table.
“I like keys,” Mel whispered.
“I love them!” Barrell replied, giving him an exaggerated wink.
Scooting the key to the side, I made room as I unrolled the scroll so that everyone could see.
New Quest Unlocked!
Quest Type: World Event
The Goblin King’s Hidden Vault
 
Those who couldn’t read what was written on the scroll from their place at the table received the quest popup so we didn’t all have to read it individually. The scroll consisted of two rolled up pieces of parchment. The first was a set of instructions and the second was a map.
“Is this what I think it is…” Barrell said.
A sharp whistle sounded from Peter as he looked to Victoria. Instead of excitement, her eyes drifted to the floor and she leaned back in her chair.
With a sigh, she spoke. “They would make this difficult. So, if we want to keep this quest for our guild alone, then we’ll have to make a bid for the goblin castle with the rest of the guilds, which is something we’d already decided against. Letting one of the other guilds have the castle would reassure the guilds that Prodos didn’t want to own everything.”
“That means…” Mel began.
Victoria finished his sentence. “That this scroll tells of a secret entrance in the castle to an underground dungeon. The map gives direction to the King’s hidden treasure vault that lies inside.”
“Also,” I inserted, “the fact the game system describes this as a ‘World Event’ means that there is probably much more to it than treasure.”
Silence filled the room.
“We could share the quest with one of our allies and help them gain ownership of the castle,” Peter suggested.
“That’s a valid option,” Victoria said, her voice trailing off. “It doesn’t look like the entrance to the dungeon will be easy for someone to stumble upon. Harrison’s men are the ones standing guard there, so if someone does, it will likely be them. Most importantly, for now, continue to keep this a secret. All of you.” She looked at each one of us in turn.
After the meeting, I had a lot to think about. We all did. It was hard not to be thrilled about finding a World Event and having it to ourselves, but the other things going on sucked some of the life out of the revelation. I was completely behind Victoria and would help her become the general of the player army, but Jaden, whether I wanted to admit it or not, wasn’t alone in questioning the type of government we should implement. I didn’t trust him to carry a bag of rice, but one of his points stood on its own. I knew Freedom was only the beginning and we’d need something more substantial in the long term if any of what we did here carried over. We knew so little about the next phase, so I had to agree with Victoria that trying to set up an extensive government system now was too much, but… Victoria was Ekseliksi, not human. At least, not a human from Earth. I knew very little about their form of government, or what Victoria really believed. As much as I liked to think that I trusted her, it was clear there was much I needed to learn. What if she wanted to implement a monarchy or dictatorship? How would I react? I just didn’t know.
 Mel and Barrell followed me out of the room when we were dismissed. Our day was about to be filled with group training, a couple of meetings, and our own personal training when we had the time. 
I was weighing what kind of strategies we should work on as the Right Hand when Peter called to me from behind.
Mel and Barrell spun, anxiety still causing them to fidget.
“Go,” I dismissed them. “I’ll be there in a moment.”
As little as I wanted to have this conversation, I wasn’t surprised at what I saw when I met Peter eye to eye.
“You heard,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
I folded my hands behind my back and stood at ease, nodding in response.
“Tonight, the Right Hand will take guard duty at the Prodos Shop from 20:00 to 04:00. Tell your men that they are being reprimanded for eavesdropping. During that time, I want you to find out for me how they feel about what they heard. You will arrive thirty minutes before our briefing tomorrow morning and tell me what you learned.”
“There is no need to ask,” I said, as respectfully as I could. “They were cheering Victoria’s every word.”
“That is good but do it anyways. Make sure that it doesn’t happen again. But I also want you to start to arrive an hour before the morning briefing to listen in. In a few days, we’ll meet and discuss it.”
It was obvious that he meant for this to be more than a punishment, but, as little as I needed the sleep, I wasn’t excited about spending the entire night guarding the least valuable property that Prodos owned when I could be training.
“Understood,” I replied, then hesitated to say more.
“Go ahead. When it’s the two of us, I want you to speak your mind.”
“I was just going to ask about psionic training… It can wait.”
He relaxed his posture before responding. “I haven’t forgotten. It’s something we will discuss when we’re able to meet. Until then, experiment. Have fun with it. Unlocking your psionics only happens once.”
He was right. I’d been so determined to grow stronger that I needed to take the time to enjoy how amazing my new abilities were. If we had to stay awake all night, we might as well have some fun with it.
 



Chapter 3 – What Does This Do?
It was late afternoon before I got any time to myself. I wouldn’t get to train with Achilles again until Wednesday for our first one on one sparring session since after the battle for the Goblin City, so it was up to me to figure out what type of training I should do until then. It’s true that I had access to new psionic energy trainers through the game menu, but I didn’t think they would hold a candle to Peter, who had unlocked his before Earth had even known psionics existed.
I headed to the training hall and entered the familiar dojo-style room. Sitting down on the tatami mat with my back against the pillar of pine that stretched to the ceiling, I pulled up my character sheet and examined my physical stats.
Character Sheet
Player Name: Lucius
Level: 84
Health: 1194
Stamina: 2210
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 36
Strength: Rank E – Level 40
Endurance: Rank E – Level 21
Quickness: Rank E – Level 50
Speed Rank E – Level 54
 
They had gone up very little since I faced the Goblin King because of my limited time to continue my training. What I was mainly focused on was their relationship with my psionic stats. After Cornelius mentioned that he’d been told that he had very little psionic talent, I’d been thinking that probably meant that a person’s physical ability might not be directly related to it, or if it was, in a very limited way. Even though it was possible to strengthen your body with psionic energy, it seemed that your body didn’t naturally use this energy. An obvious test came to mind.
Standing, I requested a training dummy, which shot up from the floor. After a few clicks on the Training Menu, the silver dummy took a basic fighting stance with one foot forward, the other behind, and its hands up to guard its face. With a training spear in hand and a shield in the other, I faced it. 
I started slow. Letting my muscles stretch out and joints warm, my spear blade sunk into the flesh-like gel of its ribs under its lead arm. I didn’t have a lot of time, so I sped up after a few practice thrusts. In no time I was attacking it at full speed, trying to push my spear into the dummy with precision and control from multiple angles. During this time, I watched the effect it had on my Psionic Energy. At first, there wasn’t one, but as my limbs began to burn, my energy started to decline. I continued until I was exhausted and could no longer hold up my spear. 
Finding the same pillar I had relaxed against a few minutes before, I leaned back and gave my Character Sheet my full attention. This time, my Endurance had been cut in half—1078 of 2210. As tired as I felt, this proved I still had a lot more to give, but the Endurance stat didn’t take into consideration recovery from anaerobic exercise. It had only been a few seconds since I placed the spear on the rack, but my Endurance was already recovering at a frantic rate. Seconds passed and my recovery continued, but it began to slow as I caught my breath.
My Endurance reached about 2100 when my recovery slowed to a crawl. As I watched my Endurance, I was also watching my Psionic Stats.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 4,754/4,788
Psionic Power: 265 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate:  .45 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
My Psionic Energy decreased at an even faster rate as my Endurance point recovery started to level out. Unlike when I purposely used my Psionic Energy, the rate I was losing Psionic Energy was much less, at only a couple each second.
I stared at the numbers in wonder. I now had numerical data proving that my body used psionic energy passively to help it recover. On the other hand, even though my Ekseliksi friends insisted it was a unique ability for someone so new to psionics, I’d have to ask Mel and Barrell about their own stat observations to know for sure. Why wait?
Bringing up the image of Barrell in my mind, I spoke out loud, assuming the game’s AI would work its magic now that I’d unlocked Private Messaging. “Hey. Am I interrupting?”
His voice came through loud and clear in the same way Destiny had through my MR headset. It was as if he was in my head. “Lucius? Hey! Nah. Victoria has me training as a squad lead. I’ve got them in the weight room and I’m going all Achilles on them.”
“You have your own squad?”
“Yeah. You didn’t know? I think they are supposed to be an extension of the Right Hand or something.”
I took a moment to wonder if it may have been a part of the punishment for our earlier eavesdropping, but I quickly brushed that aside before responding. “It’s the first time I’ve heard about it, but I’m not really surprised…”
Mel and Barrell had both taken our punishment well. Out of all the things that could have happened, guard duty was a small price to pay.
“So what’s up?” Barrell said, bringing me back to the conversation.
“Oh. I wanted to ask if you had noticed if your Psionic Energy goes down when you work out.”
“Nope. Only when I use my aura or cover my weapon in energy.”
“Okay. That answers my question then. What are your stats by the way?”
“Uh. My Psionic Energy is 1,942, Psionic Power is 158, Psionic Recovery Rate .19.”
“I see.”
“Don’t be stingy. What is yours?”
I told him.
“I’m still taller than you.”
“And you can make your spear glow.”
“That’s right. It’s the glowiest spear in the entire game!” 
“This is getting awkward so I’m going to say bye now.”
“It’s my turn anyways. I’ll make the barbell glow just for you.”
“I don’t know how to respond to that.”
“I love you.”
With a thought, the conversation ended. Shrugging, I returned to my previous train of thought. Barrell had helped me substantiate that psionic energy didn’t have any direct link with Endurance, nor did the body use or depend upon psionics for its normal functions. That meant someone with an incredible physical ability like Cornelius could completely lack psionics and still be a monster. It caused even more questions. The most pressing: should I continue my normal workouts, which used Psionic Energy to recover, or should I use up all my Psionic Energy as quickly as possible to push it to improve? 
I knew if I continued as I had, I’d continue to get physically stronger and my psionics would also continue to grow. What I didn’t know was if I could accelerate my psionic growth. If Victoria’s theory was correct, then the reason my Psionic Energy was so high in comparison to everyone else was because I’d unlocked it the first night when the hobgoblin injured my back. After that, constant training had put me on a path of repeated energy use and recovery. My hypothesis was that psionics was like a physical muscle. As the muscle did work it broke down and when it recovered it then became stronger. If that was true, all I had to do was exhaust my psionic muscle and wait for it to improve.
Pushing off the wooden pillar, I felt I’d recovered enough. My mind was swimming with questions. There were so many things to try. My Psionic Energy was at 4,672 and was being used at an even slower rate than before. If I used my energy at full power, 265 units of energy would be used a second, giving me approximately 18 seconds of total energy use. 19 seconds if it was full.
Smiling to myself, I saw that I’d have longer than I’d feared before I’d suffer psionic sickness. My psionic abilities were healing and shielding myself, but what I really needed was an offensive weapon. I could continue to build my body, which I would, but I already had experience using shielding abilities as weapons. For over a year, I’d spent uncountable hours as a semi-pro mastering the Spell-sword class in the VR game Gravel. It wasn’t a direct comparison by any stretch of the imagination, but my old class’s forcefield ability gave me some parallels.
I’d only used my shielding ability twice, so I needed to figure out exactly how it worked. Unlike my Psionic Defense, which reinforced the inside of my body with psionic energy, shielding seemed to gather the energy outside of my body and concentrate it. Holding up my steel gauntlets, I turned them palm up to examine the gray leather. They were only armored on the back of my hand. The leather on the palm allowed me to secure a good grip on my spear, shield or sword.
Both times I’d used shielding, it was during a desperate situation. How I was actually supposed to activate it without having a weapon flying toward me wasn’t clear. I tried to remember how it had felt. It had been fairly intuitive.
Here goes nothing.
Imagining something was falling from above, instead of reaching up to block it, I pushed gently with my mind. The energy inside my gut spun up like an internal tornado before flooding energy into my arms and the palms of my hands. It happened in an instant.
There was no light that appeared, but a pressure as my energy pushed against the leather of my gauntlet and drove my knuckles into the padding between the steel and the top of my hands. A twinge of fright caused me to stop immediately for fear they would pop like a couple of gauntlet balloons.
Letting out a sigh of relief, I inventoried them.
Taking a look at my Psionic Energy, I saw I’d only used about 30 energy altogether, filling me with delight. I’d successfully utilized energy without using my maximum power! Or had I? Perhaps I’d used a smaller amount because I had only used it through my palms?
It seemed unfair. Mel, and especially Barrell, were able to use their Psionic Energy by expelling it or extending it through their weapons. I guess this made sense though considering I was pushing my energy out of my body to form a defensive shield of sorts, but as unique my abilities might be, they also left me at a disadvantage.
Shaking off the thought, I knew that dwelling on what I couldn’t do would just depress me, so I needed to focus on what I could.
Repeating the process, this time I only pushed energy into my left palm. There was almost no discernable delay between activating the ability and it bursting into action. The white light was dim in comparison to the blinding light from my shielding ability that I’d used when Cornelius had nearly stabbed me in the face. It spoke to the smaller amount of energy that I was currently using.
Reaching for my palm with my other hand, I braced myself in case it repelled me. Instead, when my middle and index finger were about an inch from touching skin, the white energy raced toward them and was absorbed.
I only watched it for a moment before cutting the flow of energy. I was in shock. Even though I absorbed it, it didn’t seem to have any effect. At the most, it replenished a little of the energy I was using, but at a much-reduced rate in comparison to what I used.
Once again, I pushed energy into my palm, then, instead of touching the surface softly, I slammed my other hand onto its surface. As if there had been a cushion of dense air, I felt pressure against both palms, but my hands clapped together before it propelled them apart. It was light enough that I could have held my hands together if I really wanted to.
I shook my head before amping up the amount of energy coming from my palm and clapping them together once again.
The cushion of energy between them was much denser this time and my empty hand was tossed back in response. Still, the reaction was nowhere near as violent as when the Goblin King had nearly crushed me, or Cornelius had almost punctured my face.
Equipping my gauntlet in my empty hand, I made a fist, then drove it into my energized palm. The steel of my gauntlet sped toward the light, reaching the inch or so off my palm where I’d first felt the pressure. My armored fist was flung from the light, my arm reaching full extension where it felt like my gauntlet would be torn from my grip. The propulsion wasn’t enough to actually do so, but I cackled like an evil magician as my brain began to grasp what had just happened.
Feeling a wave of weariness wash over me, I cut the flow of energy from my palm and looked at my Psionic Energy. It had fallen to 4,116. Even through a small area like my palm, at max power, my energy wouldn’t last long. The good news was there was a physical feeling that worked to warn me as I used it. Even if it took a lot of practice to get used to it, that would become a much better warning system than having to rely on watching a meter to see how much I had left.
I’d discovered another odd characteristic of my psionics. It had a smaller effect against the human body, which even absorbed it to an extent, but against a weapon, it did more than just block it, it propelled it away.
After that, I began to be a bit more careful with my experiments. Still I drove on, wanting to figure out as much as I could in the little time I had. Certain things became clear. The harder I struck my psionic shield the more force pushed back against my gauntlet. There were a few limitations though. The part of my body that was shielded felt the weight of the blow; even if it blocked the damage a blade might do, it could knock me off balance. That was why the Goblin King’s attack had nearly crushed me to the floor. It also seemed that a sharp blade or its point might be able to penetrate my shielding before being thrown back. It wasn’t something I could prove, but I could rest knowing it had at least been enough to block Cornelius’s attack.
I let myself recover for a few minutes before trying any of the psionic abilities I’d seen others do. As a precursor, I tried to extend my shield further away from my body, which I found impossible. When I tried, the condensed energy either intensified or dispersed into nothingness. The shielding ability only seemed to work in a set, close proximity to my body. The relationship between the two I didn’t fully understand, but it was certainly there.
This led me to my next idea where I’d try to imitate Mel and his ability to throw psionic projectiles. Almost before I began, I knew it wouldn’t work in the same way. My healing energy was attracted to my body and his seemed to be repelled. When trying to gather mine into a single point, I succeeded in creating a really small shield and had no success pushing it away from myself. 
I wasn’t finished. Instead of trying to gather it in my palm as he had, I just let it flow out of me. Sitting down on the floor with my spear, I wasn’t using the synthetic training kind but my normal dory. It was lying in front of me. I placed my hand a few inches away. Sending the least amount of energy that I could summon toward the spear’s blade, I pushed at it. It was gentle like the repelling of two magnets. When I did the same to the spear’s wooden shaft, it was also repelled. 
So the reaction was very small in comparison what happened with my compressed shielding ability, but I was also able to use much less energy. What if I turned up the power? Taking a deep breath, I crammed all the energy I could into a single burst, so that I could compare the results. A beam of white light shot out of my palm and struck my spear blade. My hand flew back from the pressure as the blade was flung away. It spun like flicking one end of a pen. This sent the other spear-end circling toward me. The spike struck me on my armor-covered knee, clanging off before it skidded across the floor.
I sat there wide-eyed, staring at my knee. If I hadn’t been wearing my new armor, I would’ve been nursing a new hole in my leg. Well, that had worked better than expected.
Sitting back further from my spear and repeating the experiment, I was able to figure out that as powerful as this characteristic of my energy was, it would only be practical within about one meter. I’d have to get close to use it. My energy just wouldn’t stay focused in a single path. The further it got from my body, the more it dissipated into the air.
My Psionic Energy got down as low as 473 by the time I left the Training Hall. Even though my Endurance had almost entirely returned, I felt like I’d just run ten miles. It wasn’t Psionic Sickness, but it revealed what I’d have to push through before I ever got to that point. How could it affect me in such a physical way, when my body didn’t need it to function? I’d learned so much, but there were still so many questions left unanswered.
It was time for a quick meal and then a meeting. It would be about two and a half hours before my Psionic Energy fully recovered according to my .45 recovery rate. Too bad I couldn’t use my Endurance to speed up the process. I’d watch it closely, hoping that when it did finally recover, I’d see my Psionic Stats level up.
 



Chapter 4 – Our Punishment
Barrell held the other end of the wooden beam that we were lifting into place. It slid into place the steel hooks near the hinges of the thick wooden doors that sealed the entrance to the Prodos Shop. The double-wide entrance normally opened out to welcome customers, but it was long closed by now. Barrell, Mel and I were just beginning our sentence for eavesdropping. It would just be the three of us tonight. We would be here until early in the morning wearing our official Prodos uniforms, which included our new, uncomfortably warm plate mail. 
“This is going to be the best sleepover ever!” Barrell said, pounding his fist into his breastplate.
At least he was in good spirits…
With the beam in place, we turned to face the semi-organized merchandise sitting on the tables that lined the walls and hung just above them.
“Yes. It’s so exciting…” Mel replied with a cynical shake of his head. He leaned against the counter on the far side of the room. It was little more than a high wooden booth with a money box hidden beneath. The actual money had long ago been emptied and moved to the bank at the end of the day. The only thing of real value here was the high-end bronze, iron and decent steel gear that lined the walls. There was also the high-end steel that we kept in the back, only viewable to those that asked and were in good standing with the guild.
I headed toward the counter. I’d heard there was a steel door in the back room, but I wanted to get a look before assuming it was secure. Barrell walked with me and Mel made way as I passed, then followed close behind.
“How are you guys feeling about joining Guild Prodos?” I said, deciding to get Peter’s request out of the way.
“Good,” Mel didn’t hesitate to reply.
“Uh, yeah. Why do you ask?” Barrell said. “Feeling guilty for getting us in trouble?”
“That’s how it happened, is it?” I snorted, entering the back room that was just as large as the front and filled with about 15 of the armor stands that we’d borrowed from the armory to use here. Each of the stands propped up a suit of some of the highest end armor that had yet to be found in Freedom. The sheer amount that we had found in the building that was now Prodos Armory had provided us with enough armor to completely outfit the Prodos leadership, the squads that had found the armory, the lead squad, the Right and Left Hands squads, and we still had enough to fill this room three-fold. Not everything was to be sold here; some would be given to some of the guild members that had proven themselves in the battle for the goblin city. Even with the surplus of new high-quality equipment that the battle had supplied, anything Rank B or higher was still beyond what most people could afford. There was more wealth in this room than most guilds had in total.
“Yeah. You didn’t stop us from listening, so it’s all on you.”
“So you blame me but love the guild?” I replied.
“Of course. We get free food.” 
Mel took what Barrell had said more seriously than he meant it and responded, “Free food, the best gear, a front row seat to see what’s going on with guild politics.”
“You like that stuff?” Barrell interrupted. “The politics?”
“Yeah. I find it fascinating.”
Reaching the back door, I saw it also had a crossbar securing it, but this one was made of steel and was latched on both side of the wall and the door itself. Nothing was getting in through the back door unless they tore a giant hole in the rear of the building.
There were a few stools behind the counter in the front where we were able to sit down and find a place to get comfortable. As comfortable as you could while wearing plate mail indoors.
I wasn’t sure I should pry anymore into what my friends thought about our guild politics. If they weren’t suspicious of what Victoria was doing, then questioning them seemed like the most obvious thing that might change that. Besides, I’d finally unlocked my psionic abilities and the three of us hadn’t gotten to sit down and compare what we could do. Tonight, we would have plenty of time to do just that. One more question then.
“What do you guys think of Jaden’s idea to set up a republic?” I asked.
“He’s an idiot,” Barrell said, shrugging it off.
“He’s just looking for a way to limit the other guilds’ power and elevate his own. Typical political posturing,” Mel insisted. “He’s trying to use a moral argument to guilt everyone into giving him what he wants.”
We both looked at him confounded. This was a side of him we had never seen.
“So you really like this political stuff?” I said.
“I do.”
Perhaps I needed to ask him what he knew about Ekseliksi politics…
Leaning forward, my feet landed on the floor as I slipped from my stool.
“What’s up?” Barrell asked.
I’d been hoping my psionic stats had gone up after the training I’d done earlier, but even after my Psionic Energy had replenished itself, nothing had changed. Part of me feared I’d held back too much and didn’t use up enough of my energy to push my psionic muscles, so to speak. With the time we had tonight, I’d get to try again.
As I was getting ready to answer, a huge crash rocked the front door, bringing the others to their feet. The two doors groaned as something large bashed into them from the other side. I overheard a mob of voices before a second collision sounded. Someone was trying to break in.
“Help me!” I commanded while racing forward as the doors seemed to crack at odd intervals near their hinges. 
I reached the table at the side of the entrance that was covered in used boots. My gauntlets I inventoried before grabbing the corner of the table and beginning to pull. The red glow of psionic strength joined me as Barrell reached the other end of the table and started to pull. 
The thick wood scooted across the floor a few inches, just enough for me to get between the table and the wall to begin pushing. Mel grabbed one side near the middle, trying to pull it away from the other wall so that it wouldn’t drag. 
With the three of us, it screeched as we moved it another foot. A third bang sounded. We heaved once again.
Wood chips flew, but the beam still held the doors intact. They wouldn’t last much longer.
“Now!” I cried and drove my armor-plated shoulder into the desk.
It moved as Barrell pulled, but only one of the doors was blocked as our forward movement skidded to a stop. Then Mel joined me on the end of the table and lowered himself to push. Red light burst from his form. The table ripped at the floor as it slid, but this time it didn’t stop as we moved it in front of the entrance.
With a final hit, the front doors crumpled like stringy paper. The beam was left still intact, but the doors were no longer a solid structure to be held it in place. Hands reached into the new opening between the doors and pulled away wood to reveal the armored thieves that were trying to break in. 
I made note of the decent bronze and iron of the chainmail and breastplates they wore. Only half of them wore helmets. Their gear was mostly average at this point in the game.
“Shields!” I cried as I took up a defensive posture in front of the door. With a thought, I sent an audible personal message to Peter. “We’re under attack!”
“Understood!” He replied immediately. I hadn’t had a chance to use the personal messaging system many times, but this moment proved its worth.
Mel placed his round shield to the right of mine and Barrell did the same to my left. Our spears rested at the ready on the tops of our shields, ready to punish the first fool that tried to enter.
“Three of them!” a man called out. “There’s a table in the way.”
“Break it!” sang a familiar female voice.
It can’t be...
From the best I could tell there were about ten thieves. They parted down the middle as a man burst into psionic red at their rear. He ran toward us, lugging a large two-handed weapon of some sort over his shoulder.
“Mel!” I hissed.
A psionic bolt shot out toward the man just as a giant axe blade, the size of a person’s head, rose up and began to fall. The bolt struck the man square in the throat, but the axe’s weight was already in motion. It hit the sturdy boot-covered table dead center, cleaving it in two with a snap.
Hoots and cackles rang out, even as the axe-wielding thief fell back holding his throat.
“Barrell! You’re up!” I directed.
He replied with something between a laugh and a growl. I felt him move to reposition himself.
Two of the fallen thief’s accomplices took him by the arms and dragged him back while the rest of them streamed forward. The man in front threw his shoulder into his shield as he plowed into the still standing crossbeam. There was little still holding it up. The man’s weight tore what was left of the door from its hinges and sent the beam tumbling onto the split table.
A red bolstered spear appeared behind Barrell’s shield and drove up from below. It cruised in under the man’s shield and dropped him to his knees in the wedge where the two halves of the table were split.
We were outnumbered, but the advantage was ours. They wouldn’t be able to use their numbers to their full extent while still on the other side of the doorway.
“Move him! Quick!” the female voice demanded. One of the men behind him grabbed him by the leg and yanked him out of the way. Just as he was clear, two psionic strengthened men ran toward the entrance carrying something large between them. 
My mouth hung open. It was a battering ram as thick as Kline’s chest.
Instead of using it to knock the rest of the table out of the way, they sent it flying right at us. It had made short work of the solid wooden door, so I knew we were in trouble. Correction. I was in trouble. It soared toward my shield.
Barrell and Mel leaped out of danger, but it was too late for me to join them. Dropping my spear, I lifted my shield to brace for impact. There was no way it would be enough. Spinning at the last moment, I threw a right hook with the strongest psionic shielding covering my knuckles that I could summon. Moving the table wasn’t the only reason I’d removed my gauntlets. An explosion of white flashed at impact. The immense weight of the battering ram jarred my wrist and shoulder, pushing me back. 
The smoothed piece of timber whirled away from me and dropped onto what was left of the halved table, crushing it.
“Wait!” the female voice insisted. “Lucius? What are you doing here?”
All that I could do was shake my head as the group of thieves drew back and Olivia stepped forward. I directed a small amount of psionic energy into my wrist and shoulder to heal them as much as possible before the next confrontation.
“Dodging logs,” I said, with accusatory flare. “Why are you doing this?”
She hopped up to balance on the battering ram between us and rolled her eyes as she smirked. “I’ve always played the role of the bad girl. Anything for my fans.”
Her legs were still bare from her ankles up to her thick leather skirt. It seemed crazy after the recent battles to wear anything but a full suit of armor, but part of me understood exactly why she wasn’t. She did have a steel-plated breastplate that formed up to her figure well. And the winged helmet that held her blond hair back made her resemble a Greek goddess.
Mel took a step forward with his spear drawn back. Whether he was actually going to thrust her through, or just force her back, I couldn’t tell, but I stopped him with a word.
I saw the muscle of his jaw tighten before he stepped back, but he didn’t protest.
“The roles we used to play are over,” I said. “Stop this or more people will get hurt.”
Crossing her arms across her chest, she lost the smirk. “You only say that because you have more followers than you could ever need.” She hopped down from the log and tapped her bottom lip with her index finger as she strolled toward us.
A mix of anger and empathy left me speechless. I found it difficult to believe that she hadn’t moved past trying to gain a following after experiencing how real Freedom was, but I still remembered myself just a few short months ago when my followers were the most important thing to me. Would I have been able to move past my fan channel so easily if I hadn’t already exceeded my goal? Perhaps not…
“Then join us. We saw you fight in the battle for the city. Taking the roofs saved a lot of lives,” I said.
Stopping about a meter away from me, she took a moment to consider it. I saw a smidgen of hope.
It was then that I noticed three of her men were stepping over the log and piling into the room. Was she just doing this to distract us?
Mel and Barrell circled around the gathering crowd on either flank.
“Let me bash his head in!” a man wielding an iron mace demanded.
“Shut it!” she barked with a glance toward the man, before turning back to face me. “I don’t know. The gorgeous rogue joins the guild of heroes at the pleading of the man she desires, only to be ignored because he only has eyes for the princess. Yeah, I don’t think so. How about instead, you join us,” she said, opening her arms as if ready to embrace us. “Your friends are welcome, and you can have an equal share of the gear we take.”
With a flash of red light, she shot forward. Her knife was out and at my throat in an instant. She exuded an impressive amount of control. It was similar to Peter’s bursts of energy. She used her psionics to greatly increase her speed for a split second.
I hadn’t moved to block her. There’d been little I could do to get my shield between us. She was too fast in the short gap I’d given her. Just in case, my internal psionic defense had solidified at her point of attack. I could also activate my psionic shield in an instant, but… I knew she had no intention of harming me.
With her free hand, she pulled herself toward me. Even with the cloth, leather, and steel between us, I could feel the pressure of her body. She hooked her bare knee on the inside of mine. Her eyes were wild sapphires that feigned innocence as she stared up into mine. Without removing her knife, she reached up on her tiptoes and brought her mouth to mine. Her lips were warm and wet, sending an unwanted tingle across my chest and down my back. She held me there.
As much as I didn’t want to kiss her back, I had to breathe. When I opened my mouth, her lips parted and fell from my own.
“See. You kissed me back,” she said in a playful whisper.
No, I didn’t. Did I?
“I could have them take what we came here for.” She motioned with her head.
Looking up, I saw what she meant. Seven of her men were now inside the room and just waiting for her word. Mel and Barrell nervously stood with their spears and shields at the ready to attack at any time.
A voice in my head was screaming to shove her away and lay waste to them, but I didn’t move. Even now, there was a high probability we could hold out for the men Peter would send.
“If you join us, you can also have… me,” she said, finally removing her knife from my throat. All that was left was her eyes, holding me in place.
Never in my life had I faced such a blunt offer, but I’d seen it used in gaming competitions a thousand times. The problem was, the way she held me in her gaze almost convinced me that she was telling the truth. She’d saved me before. It could be true. Should that matter? Ignoring everything my body was telling me, I turned my mind to the practicality of her offer. Achilles’s lessons won out. I turned my thoughts away from her to what really mattered. There were numerous comments on my fan page about people wanting to see Victoria and me end up together. Olivia wouldn’t have access to see it, but she’d obviously figured it out. If I did join her, my viewers would flip out, but there was no doubt Olivia would win a lot of followers in return. So whether she really wanted to be with me or not, she could use our relationship to get what she wanted. A boatload of followers.
 Before I could answer, a man in her crew yelled out a warning. “Someone didn’t do their job! They’re coming!”
Letting out a deep sigh, Olivia twisted her head to the side and drew up her mouth in a pout. “I won’t kill you today. Think about my offer.”
With that, she whirled around and with a quick step leaped right over the log with an effortless hop. Her men followed her out and took off as one. Turning back, she gave me a wink before setting off.
Barrell walked over and waved his hand in front of my frozen gaze. “Are you going to follow her?”
My eyes shot to him, glaring like it was the craziest thing that had ever been said.
“No. I mean to catch her,” he quipped.
Not finding the strength to speak, I shook my head.
“Yeah… That probably wouldn’t go well. I wouldn’t either.”
A group of men in Prodos green marched into view where the thieves had been just minutes before.
“Everything alright?!” one called.
“Yeah. They went that way.” Mel pointed.
The men hurried off in the direction they had gone.
“Thanks,” I said.
He nodded.
“Do you think they will give us the rest of the night off?” Barrell asked.
“Not going to happen,” I replied. “We better start cleaning up this mess.”
 



Chapter 5 – Thieves in Need of Help
There was little time to be alone with my thoughts. I’d been wrong thinking that we would have to stay there on duty, but that didn’t mean we got any sleep. Lieutenant Harper, or was it Harmon, was only the first person to debrief us. About an hour later, Captain Aiden wanted a rundown on the event and was much more detailed in his questioning. He was the first person who got an explanation of how I knew Olivia and why she stopped the attack. I made a point of mentioning that I thought she wanted to use me to gain more followers… 
The reason there was such a delay between debriefings was because the Prodos Shop wasn’t the only building attacked. Five others had been successfully infiltrated at about the same time and a number of player guards had been sent to respawn. It was thankfully here in the goblin city. When I finally got to speak to Peter face to face, it was nearly six hours later and the men hunting for the thieves had returned empty-handed. They must have been planning this since we had taken the city.
Sitting across from Peter in the break area outside of Victoria’s office, I leaned forward to give him my full attention as we discussed the event. Barrell and Mel had been given tasks and wouldn’t be back for a while.
“Need I mention how dangerous it might be for you to take this Olivia up on her offer?” Peter said, narrowing his eyes and tapping a raisin-filled roll against the tin plate on the table in front of him.
I made the point to look at him for a long moment before answering. Nothing had to be said about the mission to protect Victoria. “No.”
“Very well. Victoria is meeting with one of the guild leaders from a player city to the south. She has been informed of what is going on but can’t get involved. It’s probably better that way.”
I nodded that I understood. She’d warned me before the attack on the Goblin City that she wouldn’t have a lot of time to talk for a while. No truer thing has ever been said.
“How much does she know?” I said, not hiding my apprehension.
“It’s not something you want hidden from her,” he replied pointedly.
Shaking my head, I couldn’t agree fast enough. “Of course. I…”
“I’ll make sure she knows you don’t return this girl’s affections.” 
I leaned back, realizing I was sitting on the edge of my seat and gave him a nod.
Eager to change the subject, I decided to offer up what I’d learned from Mel and Barrell about what they had overheard at this morning’s meeting. I explained that they both were in complete agreement with Victoria’s reasoning and didn’t hold any hard feelings for being punished. I added, “It also struck me that Mel really seems to enjoy and understand guild politics.” I then explained what Mel had said about Jaden’s intentions.
Leaning back, Peter looked up as he considered my words. “He could be useful. I’ll let Victoria know and we might be able to find a job for him. What of your training? Did you get a chance to do what I suggested?”
“I did.” I gave him a summary of what I’d tried earlier today but ended with my observation of my psionic stats not improving after my energy had replenished.
“I bet you’re right about needing to use more energy before you’ll see it progress. You might try psionic training to use up most of your energy first, then finish with physical training. My guess is that your healing ability will use what you have left as it helps you recover, but once it gets too low, it will stop before you reach psionic sickness. It should use the right amount of energy so that you progress with each training session.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” I replied. He was being purposely vague because he wasn’t supposed to have any more knowledge than the rest of us in Freedom about psionics. To the outside world that was watching, he’d unlocked his psionics before me and had great talent, so asking him would still be understandable.
Suddenly, he rocked forward. His eyes looked past me as he listened to an incoming private message. When he was done, he straightened his posture before letting me in on what was going on. “It looks like some of the thieves have been caught, or more accurately, turned themselves in. They are asking for you.”
“Me?” I asked, confused but fearing I knew the answer. Had Olivia taken me up on my offer? Things were about to get a lot more awkward around here.
 
***
 
Following Peter toward the front of the Armory, my mind raced. I’d asked Olivia to leave her guild and join ours, but now that I was faced with that possibility, I wasn’t sure if Peter would honor my promise to her. I’d mentioned it to him when giving him my report, but he hadn’t commented on it. I realized I hadn’t hesitated to offer her a place, because I knew Victoria would approve. What if she didn’t get involved though? There was also the chance that it wasn’t Olivia at all, but some of the people with her that wanted to hold me to what I’d said…
What if it was decided that she had to pay for her crimes? How exactly were we going to handle criminals as a guild? Whatever we decided, every other guild would be watching. All the talk had been about who had authority to capture criminals, but how to actually punish them wasn’t yet part of the debate. I had to admit that killing them, if done swiftly, could be less of a punishment than a monetary fine, or jailing them in Freedom. Although, they would drop the goods they had in their inventory, so it was possible to loot them. What in the world would we use as a jail? The Armory was probably the best place to keep them or the castle’s dungeon.
Instead of heading near the vault area, we entered a side room by the Prodos Bank lobby at the front of the building. This had been a large storage room that had been cleared out to use for meetings, but the tables and chairs were still missing. An entire platoon of Prodos soldiers were waiting for us when we arrived. They had formed up in a giant square with one side missing, the side we approached from. In the midst of the formation were the three people that had given themselves up. I stopped short. 
The chocolate-skinned girl I’d seen with Olivia and had briefly flirted with Treetop was here and had lost her playful demeanor. It was more than that. She seemed downright terrified. Something about her tall petite build reminded me of Victoria, but she had a darker complexion and a longer face. 
The last person I wanted to see in the entire game world, Isamu, was also there in his samurai garb. At least he was now wearing armor over his shitagi. Whatever it was that caused him to come here was quickly forgotten when he noticed me. His hands were across his chest and his sword wasn’t equipped, but the spasm of tension in his neck gave away how he really felt.
The first two were enough to leave me mystified, but seeing the last person tied my stomach in knots. Blue hair, with facial features resembling his sister, Jerrek’s face was red with tears. He shifted his weight from foot to foot as if dealing with uncontrollable nerves. Whatever could leave a hothead like him in such a state couldn’t be good.
“Lucius!” he screamed as if I wasn’t standing ten feet away. “They have her.”
My mouth went dry as I felt a moment of alarm before I realized that Olivia must have been caught by one of the guilds and was facing justice. Releasing some pent up tension, I let out a deep breath. Why would he be here, turning himself in, if it were that simple?
After the initial shock of seeing who had requested me, I approached the lieutenant who was in charge. It was Lieutenant Edison, the very man who had saved me and my men when we were stuck in a broom closet while trying to take the Armory. He still had his dusty old beard and wore his new shiny plate mail well.
Speaking of my men, Mel and Barrell stepped up beside me as Peter and I came to a stop. They must have been near the entrance to the room, but our guests had completely stolen my attention. Edison stepped forward, nodding to Peter before offering me a grin that would more rightly belong to a bear than a man.
“Something about ‘they have his sister’,” Edison said with a shrug.
“Sig has her!” Jerrek said, scampering forward before a soldier grabbed him by the arm. “You have to help.”
Looking from Edison to Peter, I shrugged before stepping forward, looking down at him.
“Slow down. Who is Sig?” I asked, half expecting him to mention the name of a smaller guild whose guild leader I wasn’t familiar with.
Jerrek answered frantically. “Sig is our leader! Was. He took Olivia north. We were going to join up with this other guild, but he took her!”
I clenched my jaw. It sounded more like she’d run off with a guy that he didn’t approve of. “If you were going to go with him, then how did he take her?” I demanded.
“Because of you, you idiot. She told him she was leaving the guild and was going to join yours!”
I stared at him blankly. “She what?!”
“It’s true,” Isamu said, speaking up for the first time. He was still looking at me like he wanted to smack me over the head with a wooden spoon just to see what it sounded like, but he restrained himself.
My palms suddenly felt balmy. 
As he spoke, he helped the girl beside him step forward. His hand held her gently under her wrist and on her lower back. It was impossible to miss such a gesture considering who he was.
I swallowed, finding my throat parched.
Olivia’s friend looked up at me with what I’d first thought were startled eyes. That wasn’t all I saw. She was a steaming pot, ready to blow.
“Olivia spent the night with Sig. One time. I don’t know if she really meant that she was going to join you, but when she said she was going to leave, he went mad. She tried to get away, but he had a hold of her arm. She even used her knife, but…” Before she could finish the thought, she closed her eyes, wringing tears from them like water from a wet cloth. “He’s a monster.”
“Lucius!” Peter said, pulling my attention from the girl.
Hearing my name ripped my thoughts away from the hint of jealousy that grabbed at me the moment she said that Olivia had spent the night with Sig. Why am I jealous? I glanced back.
He leaned uncomfortable close before speaking very carefully. “Do you believe them?”
“I do,” I said.
“Okay. This is a perfect opportunity to show that guilds can carry out justice for themselves. This needs to be handled by this Friday,” he said with potent clarity. 
“Let me handle it.”
He studied me for a moment before nodding. “I will have men waiting at the respawn in Willingham and the Goblin City to take them into custody. If you need men, just say the word.”
He stepped back, leaving me standing there all alone. Alone… It was clear he intended for us to kill them. What about their loot? If they were fleeing, they would probably be carrying everything they owned. Finding Barrell and Mel looking at me, I motioned them over, then faced Jerrek. “What do you need?”
“Let’s go!” he said, before nodding frantically. “They just left. We can catch them!”
He was too emotional to give me a solid answer. As much as I wished against it, I turned to Isamu.
Despite our differences, he didn’t hesitate to respond. “We have forty-two men. They have twenty-six.”
“Then why did you need us?” I said.
He stared at me for a long moment before answering. “We can take their men, but not Sig…”
“You think we can take him?”
“Maybe. What Claire said about him is true. His Psionic Rank is F.”
As much as I wanted to hate Isamu, I knew how humbling it was for him to come here and ask for my help. It also spoke to how much of a monster this Sig guy must have truly been. Isamu was Psionic Rank G, but he’d reached a Combat Level of Rank E, so I knew he must have been pushing himself to the limit. And yet, here he was. Then there was the way he was treating Claire. It made it really hard to hate the guy at that moment. The only reason he’d come to me, besides the fact he knew me, was because he’d seen me defeat the hobgoblin king. Everyone had seen it.
“How many men can you spare?” I directed my question to Peter.
“Edison? What say you?” he asked.
He equipped his spear with a flick of his wrist and pounded its butt into the floor. The smile on his face made his answer clear.
“Edison and his men are all I can spare for now, but I’ll have two more platoons following behind you within the hour,” Peter promised.
“Okay,” I replied. With Mel, Barrell, and a platoon of men that I trusted, I steeled myself to chase after Olivia. Just a few minutes ago, I’d hoped she’d gone into hiding and I wouldn’t see her again for the rest of my time in Freedom, but now that an abusive ex-boyfriend had her, I couldn’t deny the sweltering anger that was bubbling up inside of me. “Let’s go.”
 
***
 
Isamu was at the head of the troop with Jerrek and Claire at his side. Mel and Barrell followed closely, and I marched behind them with Edison at the front of his platoon as we hurried toward the entrance of the city. Back in the town square in the morning light, where the main battle for the city had taken place, I saw that Prodos Shop was only one of the many storefronts that had been bashed in. Hundreds of people rushed about or stood guard. Some of the groups were more organized than others. Many of the smaller guilds were out in force, and some of those that probably didn’t have any business being here were adding to the foot traffic. The field underfoot was still boot-torn and was in need of repair. A few plans for building actual roads here were already in the works.
“Lieutenant, how fast can your men travel?” I said.
“Honestly, they could probably handle a fast march all day, but only a few of them have much talent for real speed.”
“We need to decide how we are going to handle the chase. This Sig guy is dragging Olivia with him, so it should limit the speed at which he can travel. A fast march might do it, but if we’re wrong, by the time we catch up with them they may have reinforcements from the guild they were going to join. I know we could probably catch him quickly if I took Mel, Barrell and maybe some of the faster members of both groups, but then we might not have a big enough force to beat them…”
“It’s a problem, but there might be another option. My men can take care of tracking them. I have multiple guys with the right pet enhancements. Since you have a wolf pet, I’m assuming you do too. If you take a scouting group just to gauge the distance when you get close, you can relay it back and we can see if our pace will work or not. The biggest issue you’ll have is not getting caught.”
I stared off for a moment while I considered his words. Wink’s current tracking ability would make finding them easy enough. All I’d need was someone with a flying pet to keep an eye out so that we saw them long before we ran into them.
I flipped open my menu and created a new group. I added Edison, who joined immediately, and Mel and Barrell, but asked them through our group chat not to speak in the new one. It was important they had access to all the information we might discuss, but it was mainly so that I had quick access to Edison and who I added next. Isamu hesitated to join the group, but not for long.
“Isamu. Edison and I were discussing how we were going to chase after Sig. What kind of pace do you think he will set?”
He glanced at Jerrek before patting him on the shoulder and dropping back. He didn’t give a response until he was walking by my side.
“Sig doesn’t fear Jerrek,” he said in hushed tones. “He’s probably thinking that we’re trying to gather more men before we go after him. He’ll set a fast pace just so that he won’t have to deal with us, but if we do catch him, he won’t hesitate to fight.”
“How fast is a fast pace?” Edison asked.
“Maybe a fast walk. I can’t see him jogging…”
“Will Olivia slow him down?” I said.
“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I doubt it.”
I looked to Edison to see him deep in thought before continuing with Isamu. “I don’t know how to ask this question, but I need to know. With Jerrek such a mess, will his men follow you?”
He cleared his throat before spitting off to the side. “Does that surprise you?”
“No,” I said, doing my best to sound reassuring. “I just have to be sure.”
“Look. What’s between us isn’t over, but Sig must be stopped. Jerrek’s men aren’t a bunch of undisciplined idiots like you think. How else were we able to get away without anyone getting caught last night?”
That was a very good question. With all the players now upgrading their pets and getting a good grasp on how scent worked in the game, it would be extremely difficult to pull it off. Only one thing made sense.
“You unlocked a secret skill that taught your pets to pass gas?” I replied.
Despite the rolling of his eyes, I saw the corners of his mouth rise ever so slightly.
“Close,” he said. “Manure.”
“Eh… So we should eat now before we get out of the city?”
He stopped suddenly, removing a round loaf of mountain bread from his inventory. “That’s probably a good idea.”
Overhearing us, Edison commanded his men to do the same.
As much as I would’ve liked to enjoy my jerky at a slower pace, I stuffed my mouth with a large bite and began to wolf it down. 
“By the way, what pet do you have?” I asked Isamu.
“A falcon. Why?”
Of course he did. “I’m putting together a scouting party. Join us?”
 
***
 
When we exited the goblin city, the stench of manure was a mild annoyance, but by the time we were a few hundred meters north of the city, it was like a horrendous cloud over the entire area. We continued at a quick pace, but the lack of fresh air made it difficult. I’d only upgraded the Visual and Audible abilities at the intermediate level of Creature Indicator, so I wouldn’t be able to view the color-coordinated clouds of scent in order to try to track where Jerrek’s men had fled to after their thefts this morning. Wink would have to do all the work for me. I almost felt bad for her. Purchasing the Player to Pet upgrade hadn’t only caused Wink to grow into an adult wolf but also unlocked a number of her abilities. Basic tracking was one of them.
She pranced over from the forest where she’d been skirting our party, invisible to everyone but me. Few people kept their pets visible. With just as many pets as people, they could become a distraction in a fight. It was kind of creepy to think there were a bunch of invisible animals following us around though.
Nothing had to be said between us. With a thought, Wink was off looking for trace scents of Olivia. We had yet to meet up with Jerrek’s men. I was pretty sure they weren’t taking us to their hiding spot, but I was interested to see if she’d find them before Isamu could lead us to them. She took off at my request, seemingly unaffected by the stench.
It was supposedly a mile or more before we would reach his men, which was promising to be the longest mile of my life. I didn’t know how they had done it, but they had successfully filled the entire area with the aroma of dung. We had to watch our footing as there were shovel sized mounds of the stuff scattered about at random. The amount of work it would have taken them to spread so much manure…
I received an unexpected popup when we were about halfway there.
You have a request from your Guild Master, Victoria!
Will you give her permission to observe out of your eyes and ears?
Yes
No
 
Did this mean she’d unlocked her Combat General skill set? I selected Yes, while leaving Edison’s side to make the incoming conversation as private as possible.
“Hello, Lucius,” her voice rang as if coming from inside of my head.
“Peter explained what’s going on?” I said.
“You’re hunting down a coward who hurts women.” It wasn’t a question.
“That’s a pretty good summary.”
“What’s the status?”
I gave her a general idea about how we were headed to meet Jerrek’s men before we really began our pursuit, without overemphasizing the smell.
“That’s Isamu with Jerrek?” she said, leaving no doubt that she was indeed seeing out of my eyes.
“It is.”
“Are you okay? Having trouble with him?”
“It’s working out. Believe it or not, I trust him far more than Jerrek or his sister.”
“About Olivia…”
I took a deep breath. Here we go.
“Please bring her back, Lucius. Peter mentioned… I know it’s hard, but what she’s going through right now is far worse than dying in-game.”
My chest deflated in relief. 
“Don’t worry. We’ll get to her,” I promised. “How should we handle their death piles?”
“How about selling all their gear to buy enough wood to create a giant bonfire? We could build it right next to the respawn and throw this Sig on it a thousand times.”
I hesitated before responding. “Only a thousand?”
“I’m sorry, Lucius. I’ve been trying to prepare myself for the worst but I didn’t expect this. Not this soon. It’s not something I have the ability to forgive.”
“How are you doing?”
“Okay. I miss when it was just us. Our group I mean.”
“So do I, but there’s no way we could sit this out.”
“Right. Gather the drops of the men you kill and bring them back with you. I’ll have the guild council vote on what to do with the loot. That will give our enemies here the illusion that their opinion matters.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “Jaden?”
“And a few others. There are a few guilds that are backing him out of convenience to hopefully gain a little more sway than they already have.”
That reminded me of something that had been bothering me. “What are we going to do with the thieves that hit the shops last night, after all of this?”
“Probably fines. Maybe execution and a fine for those that killed other players…”
“That sounds fair.” I didn’t say it, but what if Olivia was really leaving them to join us? As much as I didn’t want to admit it, what Sig was doing was far worse than killing someone in Freedom. Kidnapping was the least of his crimes. Who knew how he was hurting her, or if he’d take it even further.
Seeing a large gathering of people in the distance, I refocused on the issue at hand. “It looks like we are coming up on the meeting spot.” 
“I see. I’ll leave our connection open and try to give you intel when I can without being a distraction. The meetings continue, but if you have an emergency, don’t hesitate to contact me directly.”
“Will do. Have fun!”
“You’re terrible,” she said, before cutting out.
 



Chapter 6 – Hunting Men
As we approached Jerrek’s men, they faced us in a loose formation, their weapons drawn. Isamu approached first with Jerrek at his side, and we brought up the rear with about ten feet between us. I saw the apprehension in his men’s faces. As much as they wanted to go after Olivia, they could just as easily attack us if provoked.
I personal messaged Isamu. “Get control of them quickly. We need to leave immediately.”
When I’d first seen Isamu, I’d found it odd that he’d already reached level 88, but seeing all of these men were in the mid-80s, I knew something was off. With the reduced experience after reaching level 80, how had they gotten so high?
“Hold here,” he replied. Raising my arm in the air, Edison brought his men to a stop. Mel and Barrell stood relaxed at my side.
I could just barely overhear what Isamu said, but Jerrek couldn’t restrain himself any longer and broadcast for all to hear. “Let’s hunt that pervert down!”
The rancorous cry that followed forced me to take a step back.
“It looks like they’re actually serious,” Barrell jested. He nodded to himself as if it was news he was happy to hear.
Mel didn’t reply, but his eyes bored into them, I knew the display had settled his mind. I’d seen him with the same look when we had faced the goblin king. He was as resolved as a starving polar bear looking for its next meal.
Instead of making a request of his men, Isamu handpicked three guys from the group. There were only a couple girls in their ranks. They walked with him as he approached us. Introducing us to the first one, it was the guy he’d leave in charge while he was scouting with us. Edison made a point to shake the man’s hand and hold him there. The lieutenant wasn’t large, but he wasn’t a man I’d want to wrangle with.
The other two men were going to scout with us.
Instead of giving a big speech or trying to establish some form of unity, I said farewell to Edison, then began marching toward the bulk of Jerrek’s men. Mel and Barrell kept pace with me on my left, and as I’d known he would, Isamu hurried to take his place on my right. The other two guys followed after him.
When we reached Jerrek who was still at the head of the group murmuring about his sister, he stopped and turned to face us.
“Let’s go,” I commanded.
Stepping forward, I forced his men to choose between blocking my path or parting way. The first couple of them hesitated, but as they moved the rest of the group moved with them, which allowed us to parade through. I saw some of the men that had been with Olivia last night in my peripheral but didn’t acknowledge them. I’d expected wariness from these men, even disgust. But they exuded fear.
In all my years in gaming, even when I was at my best, never had I been feared. In Gravel, how much pain you could inflict was insignificant compared to Freedom for the most part. There may have been fans that feared meeting their favorite gamers out of respect, but that just wasn’t the same. The only person I knew that genuinely produced fear in others was Chewme.
Stone-faced and determined, I upped my pace to a jog as we made it out of the crowd. Finally, the nonsense was over, and the hunt was on.
Wink hadn’t had much luck tracking Olivia in the cloud of manure, but about a mile later, the smell cleared, and she shot off in the approximate direction Isamu said they had gone. With his falcon in the sky overhead and two other wolves joining my own, I upped the pace to a steady run. I checked on my men. Prodos’s Right Hand was more than up for the task. The cool expression on Isamu’s face proved that he was also ready for the challenge.
A tinge of guilt filled me, but it was gone as soon as it came. I didn’t know if I could salvage what had come between Isamu and I, but if the opportunity came, I’d try. I couldn’t deny the fact that he’d pushed me during training. He might not deserve it, but I felt that I owed him.
 
***
 
“They’re close.” Isamu said at a whisper, but group chat made sure it was clear to the entire scouting party. “Maybe about a mile away.”
For the first time since we had started running nearly an hour ago, we slowed to a stop in the midst of the sparse forest. There were just as many gaps in the canopy above as there were bunches of shade giving branches. Wink had easily tracked the large group on the flat earth, as had the two other wolf pets. The howls we heard from our pets in the distance could only be heard by those in our group. It was unrealistic, but it acted like private communication channels, so they were at least consistent with the game system. I guessed it more accurately imitated a drone’s ability to communicate with its handler.
“I’m up!” called one of Isamu’s two men. He’d upgraded his pet to the Ultimate, Shared Senses, which allowed him to see through his wolf’s eyes. “I’m going to try to get in close.”
“Get eyes on Olivia if you can,” I ordered.
“Got it.”
The man wore an iron full helm that flattened his brown curls against his brow, which he had to brush to the sides. He was young, as young as Victoria and me. His eyes seemed to glaze over as he stood there, leaning forward in an awkward crouch while he watched through his pet’s eyes.
“I’m close. Maybe one hundred meters and closing. They’re just strolling along without formation… I’m going to circle around.”
It was at least thirty seconds before he spoke again. “Found her! She’s, not in good shape. They removed her armor and her clothes are torn… Ah man. Her face is a bloody mess.”
I swallowed hard as I struggled to keep my head. It had been so long since they left the city that any of her wounds should have already healed up, unless they were fresh. She was probably fighting them every chance she got. “Is she tied up?”
“No. She’s walking near the head of the group.”
“Do you think we could do a hit and run?” Barrell asked.
I shook my head.
“We have the element of surprise,” Isamu said.
I studied him for a long moment. If he thought it was possible, then maybe.
“Wait!” Isamu’s man fell back screaming and kicking at some invisible force. When he stopped, I could see the fog that had shaded his eyes was gone. He sat there breathing heavily and not speaking.
“What happened?” Isamu finally asked.
“Sadie’s dead.”
“They killed her?”
“They can do that?” Barrell said, wide eyed.
“It must be the Pet Combat advancement,” I said. As much as I felt for the guy, questions could wait. Sig could be heading right for us. “Isamu. Can you see if they are coming our way, or fleeing?”
Unlike Victoria or the man that had just lost his wolf, Isamu hadn’t upgraded his Pet to the point of being able to see through its eyes. He did however have an extended local map that would pinpoint anything his falcon found.
“They stopped but aren’t moving,” he said.
“There goes the chance to sneak up on them,” Barrell said.
“How is he?” I asked Isamu.
He bent down and helped his man to his feet.
“Sadie will respawn in one hour at the goblin city,” his man said in relief, closing a popup window.
“This is just too big of a development. Give me a moment. Let me know if they move.” I walked off into the forest out of speaking distance. “Victoria.”
“One moment,” she replied.
It was a full minute before she returned. “You have my full attention. What is it, Lucius?”
“We caught up with Sig, but they were able to kill one of our scouting pets.”
“Oh my. Did you lose them?”
“No, only one of our best tracker’s wolves. It seems that pets have a respawn timer of one hour and will spawn at the same respawn their player has set. I wanted to make sure you knew.” It was likely that she did know because of Lax, but the last thing I wanted to do was assume.
“Only rumors. That respawn penalty could change our entire approach to battle. If you find out any more details, let me know right away.”
“You got it. Our tracker had eyes on Olivia momentarily. She’s beaten up pretty badly.”
After a long silence she cut short a sniffle. “Save her, Lucius. But be safe.”
I reassured her then rejoined the others. Seeing Isamu was a catalyst to further incite the fury inside me. When we had fought, the same fury had driven me beyond reason to strike him dead even though I’d already won. I thought I’d learned my lesson, but the vivid image of me running my spear through Sig and savoring his death embraced me like a dear friend. I knew I needed to set my mind upon something else, but I couldn’t. Something was different this time. It felt wrong to not be angry. Like I was betraying Olivia, even Victoria, if I let it go. I had a job to do. It was up to me to hunt this sadistic freak down and make sure justice was done. To turn off the part of me that felt… 
I’m sorry, Achilles, but the best I can do is try to control it.
“How are they such a high level?” I asked Isamu with a passion that wasn’t meant for him. Nor was it entirely fair. It was possible to unlock Pet Combat at half their level if they didn’t get some of the game system basics.
When he gave me a confused look, I pushed harder. “You’re level 88. I was in the battle for the goblin city, was a part of the group that defeated both the goblin general and the king. How is it possible that you and so many of your men are a higher level than me?”
He swallowed but didn’t shy away from giving me the answer. “Killing other players.”
It was something I’d already expected. I’d killed him after all and the experience had been exceptional. At level 80, leveling up became extremely difficult if you were just killing regular mobs. It was the boss monsters that had pushed my level to 84. I’d spent a lot of time questioning why the devs would create a system that would encourage player versus player in a world like this, but I already had my answer. We were going to war with the Ekseliksi and there was no line that they weren’t willing to cross to win. I really needed to have a long conversation with Dr. Konig one day.
Dragging my tongue across the top of my teeth, I glared at Isamu. He didn’t back down. He’d fight me here and now. No questions asked. But I needed him.
“How far is Edison from reaching us?” I asked.
“Two miles, give or take,” he said.
“We wait for him to join us as long as Sig doesn’t move.”
“If he moves?”
“If they come at us, we slowly retreat and lure them to Edison. If they try to flee… we level up.”
Isamu’s bare fist stuck my armored chest as he cackled and turned away to put his arms over the shoulders of both his men. They seemed shaken but didn’t protest.
“Objections?” I said, facing Mel and Barrell.
Rising up on the balls of his feet, Barrell bounced up and down from one foot to the other to begin warming up. “Just don’t complain about how bad it hurts if you die again,” he said.
Mel burst out laughing.
“So we’re making fun of my pain now, eh?” I grinned. As much as it should have bothered me, it didn’t. Anger is a powerful force that makes cowards courageous and the wise witless fools.
“Who says we’re going to die?” Mel said, looking back and forth between us.
I remembered the hobgoblin he’d torn apart with his psionic bolts. Besides Cornelius, or one of my Ekseliksi friends, his abilities probably scared me the most. He also had one of the strongest auras I’d seen. He’d been different since the battle for the goblin city. Maybe he was right. Psionics had changed the game and no one really knew by how much. Not yet. It was clear that not every Psionic Level Rank G was made equal.
We waited. 
Edison had his men pick up the pace to a steady jog. They would reach us in fifteen minutes. Now only if Sig would stay put.
I considered sending our pets at them, to make them think we were about to attack and hopefully keep them in place. Losing our pets would only make tracking them that much harder, though. Ultimately, I decided against it.
Our reinforcements were getting so close. They were less than a mile away. It was then that Isamu spoke up. “They’re splitting into two groups! One is staying put and the other is running. The group retreating is going much faster than they were before.”
“Why would they split up?” I asked.
“Sig probably thinks we found reinforcements. I doubt he believes Jerrek would trying anything otherwise.”
“Do we go around the group staying put and chase those running away?” Barrell said.
“No,” Isamu insisted. “Don’t underestimate Sig. Getting caught between the two of them is a sure way to get killed. We take out the first group, then go after the second.”
“There’s no chance Sig is with the stationary group?” I said.
“None.”
I informed Edison and told him what we were about to do. “We will wait for you on the battlefield.”
“Gentlemen,” I said, motioning for everyone to gather around. “Ignore what I just said about trying to hold them while we wait. We are outnumbered and Sig’s men are ready for us. Our only hope is to hit them so hard and with such aggression that they crumble. Their pets may also be able to fight, so watch for them.”
I deposited the armor that covered my forearms up to the shoulder. The only weapon I wielded was a steel gladius. With a test swipe, I confirmed that my spear and shield would be easy to equip from my inventory.
“Follow me,” I commanded. “I’m going to make a hole.”
 
***
 
The hairs on my arms stood on end as the wind whirled over me as we ran at a brisk pace. My visor blocked the minor obstruction well, but part of me desired to remove it to feel the cool air in my hair and across my face. It was an odd peace I felt as I rushed forward with my five companions just as devoted to the coming carnage as I was.
Even grass on the mostly level surface of the forest floor supplemented our ability to make speed. It wasn’t my top speed, nor even as fast as I wanted to go, but by holding back, my anticipation only inflamed my lust for a settling of accounts.
The men we sped toward had murdered other players, but so had some of the men and women that followed me. The difference was that the men we were about to fight had sided with a man who had taken a person against her will and was doing her untold harm. As complicated as our relationship was, I couldn’t leave Olivia in their grasp to endure it.
I saw them in the distance. They had lined up in a typical shield wall that was two rows deep and positioned between two trees. There were about ten of them, a little less than half of Sig’s men. He was nowhere in sight.
I let our pace slow as we approached so that the others could catch their breath momentarily.
“Do we have a strategy?” Isamu said.
I couldn’t help but to snicker at the fact that it was him who was asking.
“Whoever gets the most kills wins!” I shouted. It was loud enough that I hoped that Sig’s men had heard. Without waiting for a response, I exploded forward. My men wouldn’t be able to keep up. Not even Barrell. But I knew them well. Barrell, Mel and even Isamu surged with me.
As I closed in, one of Mel’s psionic bolts shot past me and smacked into the shield of the man on the left flank. It didn’t move him, but I knew the sharp tingling sensation he’d be feeling where he gripped his shield.
I didn’t angle my approach or aim for either of their flanks. Like an out of control train I careened toward the middle of their line.
I called on my psionic energy, and it began to swirl at an ever-increasing rate inside me. Instead of slowing to manage the impact, I pushed my legs to their limit and beyond. I’d either break, or they would.
The man in front of me activated his psionic aura and closed his eyes as he braced for impact.
I drew up my naked arm as if my shield had been secure in my grasp. Driving it into the man’s shield, my psionic power erupted into life. 
Like a trampoline of spring steel, the impact launched him from his feet. His neighbors’ shields that were hooked with his were dragged with him. He sprawled out, battering three of the men behind him. The whole lot of them were lifted off their feet and thrown onto their backs.
I had to brace my body with my internal psionic defense after my psionic shield’s initial burst so as not to crumble under the force. Even then, it sent a tremor throughout my entire body. My momentum continued to drive me forward and I leaped, landing on the chest of the man that had been directly behind the man I’d hit. It took two more steps before I could bring myself to a full stop, but I wasn’t too late to spin and dive on the man I’d just run over. Yanking back his faceplate, I stabbed him in the neck.
I looked up to see Barrell bury his psionic-coated spear in the chainmail-covered gut of one of the men I’d knocked off balance. At the same moment, Isamu was on the other side of the gap in the enemy’s line covered in a blanket of warm light. He slashed down with his katana at an angle, knocking the man’s shield from his hand.
Activating his own psionic aura, the man thrust his spear at Isamu’s chest. 
Ducking under it, Isamu battered the man’s knee, hip, and then severed his spear in what flowed like a single movement. 
A deep red aura stole my attention as an enemy ran at me.
With a flick of my wrist, I parried his spear out of reach with my blade and stretched out my empty hand. I fired psionic energy at his front foot. He flailed as he fell toward me. All I had to do was lift my sword. He wore a hood of chain that protected his head. It didn’t protect his face.
I cringed, but another part of me came alive. Though I didn’t have the exact same abilities as a Spellsword in Gravel, the old strategies I’d spent over a year perfecting applied to this world for the first time.
A sob of delight rose up inside of me as I shot forward and blasted the man that Barrell was sparring with on the back of his helm with a beam of psionic power. He smacked into Barrell’s shield, then tumbled to the ground. My friend’s spear finished him a moment later.
The world seemed to slow to a stop and I began to play. Letting the men that had fallen rise to their feet, I used their armor against them, moving them where I willed. It would take a while to master the one-meter limitation of my psionic beam and to gauge the repelling power of my psionic shield, but, despite that, for the first time since I entered Freedom, I felt that half of the population, the athletes, had lost their advantage over me. Now, the advantage was mine.
Even against those men with their own psionic abilities, this game was new to them. A one-handed war-hatchet flew at my head. Meeting it with the palm of my hand, I used a blast of psionic shield to angle the axe blade to the side. It took almost no effort at all. They might have a strength advantage because of their auras, but the flow of battle was mine to control.
Two of them rose up against me. The first one to take a step forward found his foot thrown back as he fell to his face. A thrust of his partner’s sword shot toward me, but a beam of energy knocked his head back, stopping him in his tracks as his blade flicked two inches from my helmet.
Gripping my sword, I punched at the rim of his shield with psionic-covered knuckles. It sent him spinning. He caught himself, but my blade was already there. Slashing the back of his knee, I shot a beam of psionics into his boot which caused him to fall upon his companion who had been trying to get to his feet.
I remembered how important showmanship had once been to me when I’d been concerned about gaining followers. I shook my head at the thought. Part of me wanted to go all out and embarrass them. The rage inside of me grasped for it, but I found the strength to deny myself that pleasure. It was a line that I’d crossed once when facing Isamu that I never wanted to cross again.
With my hand pressing down on the man’s back, I gripped the back of his shoulder pads and slid my sword into the gap. The life seeped out of him as I hamstrung the man beneath him.
Another man stumbled toward me, forcing me to jump off of them. He was armored in decent plate mail from head to toe, yet he fell motionless without any visible wounds puncturing his gear.
Seeing Mel’s emotionless face looking down at him, I knew what had happened. Unlike my psionic energy that repelled armor, his seemed to go right through it. It was almost as if he electrocuted his opponents where they stood.
Our eyes met. He felt it too. Not the psionic energy, but that the game had changed and would never be the same.
I stopped and watched. Isamu’s men did their best to keep a man that had been on the flank pinned up against a tree. Even with their own psionic strength, they didn’t have the ability to overwhelm him. They backed up at Isamu’s approach. The man wore a mix of chain and plate armor. With a mace and shield out to defend himself, he should’ve had a chance.
Swatting the man’s mace wide, Isamu hooked his sword under the man’s shield and pried it back, making his own opening before the man could finish a breath. Though he seemed to lack any unique psionic ability, the strengthening aura plus his sword skill made the other man look like a helpless child at his mercy. 
In a matter of minutes, the four of us had slaughtered all of them. I’d give credit to the other two men for their courage, but it was almost as if they weren’t even there.
I realized that the reason Jerrek had come to us for help wasn’t an irrational one. Sig’s psionic ability had put him beyond their reach. Even the reach that Isamu’s skill afforded him. Sig wouldn’t be a pushover when I faced him. Even more frightening of a prospect was the power that the strongest Ekseliksi must possess. Oliver had mentioned that the Teleios could wipe out all the life on a planet in a matter of days… Was it possible to ever become powerful enough to face such might?
“They’re dead!” Barrell whined.
Why did he make it sound like that was a bad thing?
“No. Our pets!” he cursed. “While we were fighting, they killed them.”
“Wink!” I called as a sudden knot rose up in my throat.
Looking to my popup, it was true. She’d respawn in the Goblin City in one hour before she could begin the trek back to rejoin us. The other popup I saw was like rubbing salt in an open wound.
You have reached Level 85!
 
“My falcon is still alive,” Isamu announced.
Our ability to track wasn’t entirely gone. If the forest thickened though, his pet wouldn’t be able to follow their movements from the air.
“Do we pursue?” Barrell asked. It was written all over his face that he hoped the answer would be yes.
I looked to my character sheet to get a measure of what was left of my psionic energy. 
2,223/4,788
 
A little less than half remained. It would probably take me an hour and a half to replenish it.
“We wait for Edison,” I commanded.
A chorus of protests followed.
“How much psionic energy do you have left?” I said evenly.
One by one they mentioned how little they had remaining. Most of them were in the same shape as I was. They weren’t out, but the battle had drained them. Only Mel and surprisingly Isamu were still at around eighty percent.
“I’m sorry, guys. If we catch them, they will have more men than this last group and I don’t want to take the chance of facing Sig if I’m not at full power,” I said.
“That means we probably won’t catch them until they join with Guild Nexus,” Isamu said.
I became very still. “With who?!” I demanded.
He wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Nexus.”
“The player killer guild?” Mel asked.
“Yes.”
“Is a man named Timur one of their leaders?” I said, giving Chewme’s real name.
Isamu’s eyes shot to meet mine. “Yes. You know him?”
“I do. We join with Edison. I’m going to contact Peter and get an idea how far the two other platoons are behind us.”
“Lucius,” Isamu said, following me as I headed out of hearing range of the others. “It’s about Sig.”
“Are you now doubting my ability to beat him?”
“No. It’s exactly the opposite. I just wanted to say that I think Jerrek’s instincts were right.”
Coming to a stop, I looked at my would-be enemy—if circumstances hadn’t forced us to work together. “What are Sig’s abilities like?”
“His are similar to your general’s. His aura is orange instead of red and he can use it in bursts to greatly increase his speed. Also, the strength it gives him is unlike anything I have ever seen.”
“Good. Thanks. I mean it. Let me contact Peter and we can talk more. Any details on his fighting style would be of great help.”
Giving me a slow nod, he turned and walked back to the others.
I wasn’t sure if things were now good between us, but the days of him attacking me on sight were over, probably.
“Peter,” I private messaged him.
“Report,” he ordered.
“The enemy split in two. We killed about half of them. In the process though they killed our pets. Only our flying one was left alive.”
“Their pets didn’t attack you? Only your pets?”
“Right. The fight was over in two to three minutes, so it might have been because of how fast we finished them, but…”
“But you think Pet Combat may only give pets the ability to attack other pets?”
“Yes.”
I knew Victoria wanted me to contact her, but I had other business with Peter and there was no doubt he’d let her know right away.
“You might be right,” he said. “Still, don’t assume that they can’t attack. Not yet.” 
The fact that he didn’t tell us not to worry about it could only mean one of two things. Either he already knew the answer and they could attack, or he just didn’t know.
“How far away are reinforcements?” I asked.
“They left about twenty minutes ago,” he said.
“I may need more men. Isamu said they were going to join Guild Nexus.”
“The player killer guild?”
“Yes, and there’s more. He confirmed they are led by Timur. Do you remember the guy who defeated the hobgoblin on day one with a spear in each hand?”
“I do. Your friend, right?”
“That’s him.”
“Will he help us?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. We’ve always got along because we had the same goal, but now? I think I finally understand how he could become a player killer, even here, but if he could knowingly accept Sig after what he’s done…”
“He might not know.”
“That’s true… He might help if that’s the case, but shouldn’t we be bringing him to justice as well?”
“It would be a huge win, but one mission at a time. Assess the situation when the time comes. I’ll send more men. How about the Left Hand and another one of your old friends?”
“That would be great. Who’s the old friend?”
“Harrison. He now has over one hundred archers. We’ve begun to outfit him. Arrows and bolts are expensive. After taking the goblin city, a number of people wanted to join him. He has about two hundred men that have little to keep them busy.”
“That’s perfect. It would be a show of force that Sig or Timur wouldn’t expect.”
“Do you think you could fight your friend?”
“There’s no question. Fighting is the one thing we always agreed on.”
“Can you beat him?”
“I won’t know until I face him.”
“I’m sorry we haven’t gotten to talk about your psionic training, Lucius.”
“Don’t be. Besides, I’m finally starting to get a handle on it.”
“That’s good. Start contacting me every half an hour to give a status report.”
“Got it.”
“Good luck.”
 



Chapter 7 – The Hidden Enemy
The lieutenant and his men caught up with us soon after we’d cut Sig’s force in half. Peter had confirmed that every one of them had been taken into custody in Willingham. They’d either changed or kept their spawn point at our starting city, likely hoping we’d overlook it since their attack had been at the Goblin City. When pressed, Isamu confirmed as much.
I was pleasantly surprised that Jerrek didn’t complain when we looted the corpses of the men we’d defeated. All of the gear and coin was to be presented to the guild council when we returned.
Edison was pleased to learn that we might be heading into a real battle. I let him know about the location of the promised reinforcements, but the addition of the Left Hand and Harrison I only mentioned through a private text chat. It was the only way to keep it entirely secret from Jerrek’s men, or whoever might be listening in with enhanced hearing. We probably wouldn’t meet up with Sig until after he’d reached Nexus. They would then have Timur and an unknown number of men backing them. The more men we had, the more it might encourage Jerrek to do something stupid. He was still too emotional to be trusted. It was also possible, if not probable, that at least one of Jerrek’s men would betray us if given the opportunity.
There was no individual that I suspected but trusting them wasn’t something I could do so easily. Jerrek wore his heart on his sleeve, he always had, so I doubted this was an act. Still, it was one of his men that had observed Olivia with Sig. It could be a lie. As much as I hated to admit it, Isamu was also someone I thought incapable of such a deception either. His twisted version of honor would never place me in a trap where he didn’t get to face off with me himself.
More importantly, having a separate force that was unknown to Timur could save numerous lives. As much as I wanted to tell myself that meaningless slaughter was against his character, if he did decide to attack… The revelation of a hidden force could stop a battle before it started or give us the option of flanking them after the fighting began.
The sparse forest slowly gave way to rolling hills covered in waist high grass as we traveled north. My plate mail was finally coming in handy. It did a great job of keeping my legs pricker free. 
Jerrek’s men were mobbed together out in front and Edison’s men traveled in two columns, bringing up the rear. There were enough nut-filled rolls, jerky, water and juice to go around and then some. It was one of the benefits of everyone having their own inventory.
I walked over to Edison. Mel and Barrell were nearby. The Right Hand had no real formation, but there were also only the three of us at the moment.
“Something’s been bothering me,” Barrell said, stepping up to walk with us. His helm was inventoried as was most everyone’s in the procession, mine included.
He’d been rather quiet. “What is it?” I replied.
“Does it strike you as odd that we have taken it upon ourselves to take justice into our own hands? Not that Sig doesn’t deserve it, but I’m not so sure if we’re going about it in the right way. Take the player killers for example. Sure they have killed other players, but it’s not like their victims are really dead. On the other hand, this isn’t just a normal game. When they die, the pain they feel—how are we supposed to know what punishment a person really deserves here? How do you even measure pain?”
“I never took you as a deep thinker,” I said, feigning shock.
“Thanks, man. It’s good to know you just think of me as a pretty face.”
“I didn’t notice your face either—you’re always eating my dust.”
He erupted into mock laughter.
When several of Jerrek’s men looked back to see what was going on, I stopped pestering him.
“Honestly, it’s been bothering me as well,” I admitted. “I’m not sure we’ll ever find a perfect penal system here, but the worst thing we can do is nothing.”
“I have to agree with you there.”
“Besides, I don’t know if it will really be up to us. If we take things too far, the guild may lose supporters. That’s why I think Victoria wants to force a vote at the guild council.”
“If there even is one left after Jaden gets finished.”
“Isn’t that the truth.”
Barrell’s tone turned serious. “Do you think throwing players in jail is the way to go?”
I took a moment before answering. “In the right situation, maybe. I think we shouldn’t rule it out.”
“And torture?”
“Never.”
“But aren’t we already implementing a form of torture? We’re hunting people down, and if they resist, punishing them with death on the spot. We haven’t even given them an option to surrender.”
Shaking my head, I had to object. “They’re already on the run. If they wanted to surrender, they could have come to us.”
“But are they running from us, or Jerrek?”
“What Jerrek wants is justice. It might sound awkward, but in a way it’s the same as us. And besides, these players we’re chasing have taken a person against her will. We have evidence that Sig is still abusing her. Her wounds should have been healed when Jerrek’s man spotted her. But it sounded as if they were fresh...”
“I know. I just don’t want to become Sig in the name of justice. Throwing him in jail for the rest of the time we’re in Freedom doesn’t sound fair either. He deserves much worse…”
Patting him on the shoulder, I didn’t have a response and the conversation faded into silence. Barrell had always kept it together, even in the midst of some of the worst atrocities we had faced. When he did get serious, his confidence never faltered, but seeing him in doubt—was strange. His final point was like a knife to the heart. Even if we saved Olivia, how could Sig possibly receive what he deserved? In the real world, prison could last much longer, but here he’d be out in less than a year. Killing him there would be a permanent thing, but here it was for but a moment. The obvious next step was the very thing that was giving Barrell such pause. For justice to really be carried out we would have to physically punish him. Torture. Hunting criminals down was one thing, but could I wield the rod to carry out such a sentence?
Closing my eyes, I shook my head to myself. Thankfully I wouldn’t have to—but what if the guild council chose wrong and they just gave him a slap on the wrist? There was no guarantee of that justice would be done.
We had no indication that criminals here would be punished in the real world after Codename: Freedom was over either. Almost everything I remembered from the fine print was that they wouldn’t. If they were going to do something, wouldn’t they have unplugged Sig already and taken him out of the game? The entire point was that we had to figure it out for ourselves. I can’t believe I’m seriously contemplating torturing someone.
Minutes turned into hours and hours brought dusk. With the pace Sig set, our steady march had no chance of keeping up, but there was almost no chance they were getting away. Edison’s trackers hadn’t just upgraded their pets’ Intermediate abilities but more than five of them had upgraded to their Pet Ultimates so we would have no problem staying on Sig’s trail was easy enough. When his mean heard about what the Pet Combat Advancement was capable of, three of his men used one of their rare Advancement Points and upgraded to it. I commanded one to have their pet attack me. It was unable to.
The three of them confirmed that there were further skills they could spend their ability points on under Pet Combat. It would allow her to defend herself, but it would take another Ability Point to allow her to attack other Pets. There were additional abilities under the skill tree, but no one could see that information, or had the points to check. It was safe to assume that there was a real possibility of pets attacking players.
The first set of reinforcements, two additional platoons, caught up with us late in the day. Even before they arrived, we had had few problems with mobs as we traveled. It was almost as if the surrounding wildlife knew something was going down and didn’t want anything to do with it. Our ranks swelled to about seventy men before we had finished our travels for the day. As much as I didn’t want to stop that night, Mel and Barrell hadn’t slept the night before and I didn’t expect Jerrek’s men to be of any use tomorrow if they went without sleep. When camp was up, I excused myself and took a walk down into a small valley nearby for some privacy.
Mounds of grass-covered earth rose up all around me, much like the arena where I’d faced Cornelius. Unlike the arena, this place felt like the farthest place from a battlefield. The wind swept the grass to and fro against the backdrop of the moonlit sky. Stars glistened brightly overhead with such brilliance that they looked like they were reaching down to paint the world in bluish light.
“It’s beautiful,” Victoria said. The purr of her voice came from inside my head.
“You’re here,” I said, matching her tone. She’d never disconnected from being able to see and hear through my eyes and ears.
“It’s the first break I’ve had today.”
“Things are going well?”
“As well as could be expected.”
“I wish you were here,” I said.
She sighed. “You have no idea how much I’d like that right now.”
“I did always take you as a natural-born bounty hunter.”
The laughter that followed was brought short by a playful whine. It didn’t look like she was in the mood for our normal banter. 
A gentle breeze dragged its fingers across the back of my neck. I hadn’t been this relaxed in weeks, so I let my imagination go. “We could sneak out and recruit all the stars to join the guild. Then we could fly up and explore each and every one of them. There are so many things out there to discover and see… Cuddly things like Wink.”
My mind had been on my loyal wolf. She should catch up with us soon. I’d have to make it up to her for letting her die.
Victoria moaned in response. “There’s this planet, that I heard of as a child, that’s filled with endless fields of flowers. The hills, the mountains, even the ocean floor is brimming with them. They’re as common there as blades of grass or grains of sand on Earth. It’s said that there is a pink flower there that grows in patches, and that when you lay on it, it’s so soft that no bed in the galaxy compares. And when you get up from your nap you can come back an hour later and the flowers have completely restored themselves.”
I wasn’t entirely sure, but I suspected that this planet was more than just something she’d heard of. It was hard for me at times to think of her as anything but human. As different as her upbringing must have been…
“That is our first destination, then. After we persuade the stars to join Prodos—that’s a lot of green sashes—one day, I’ll take you.”
“One day then…” 
I knew she was just going along with our little game, but I wondered if she’d really be opposed to it. One day.
“Report,” Peter interrupted.
He hadn’t been a part of our private chat, but I highly doubted he’d missed a word of what had passed between us. He was probably nearby listening on Victoria’s end. He’d pulled us both into a three-way voice chat.
I began with what I’d learned about Pet Combat. Then I went over the decision to stop for the night and explained how I thought things would go tomorrow. “We expect to arrive in the afternoon. I will request to see Timur and that he hand over Olivia, Sig and his men. If Sig and his men surrender, we will bring them back with us. If not, you can expect them in Willingham.” 
“Surrender?” Peter said.
“Yes. Some of the men have begun questioning whether it’s right to just kill them without at least giving them an option. Besides, if we kill them in the middle of a camp full of player killers it will be like the smell of blood to a pack of wild hyenas.”
“Good point, but be mindful of the amount of time you have. It has taken you approximately two days to get there and will take the same to get back. If you are at the player-killer camp for more than a day then they might miss the meeting.”
While speaking, I sent them both text messages to inform them Edison was the only person I’d told about Kline and Harrison. I didn’t know how much they had discussed, so anything I told Peter earlier I touched on again. He mentioned that the lieutenants of the two platoons that had joined us later in the day knew the reinforcements were following us. I’d relay information to Peter, and he’d direct it to them so that I wasn’t overheard giving instructions that would give away our surprise.
“What of the player-killers?” I asked. “Countless people have been killed and their stuff taken.”
“Peter and I have discussed it at length,” Victoria said. “As much as I hate to say it, it’s for the best that we leave them be until after a form of government is implemented. Right now, we are stretched too thin. Even if their numbers are few and you kill them all, we don’t have any way to take them into custody when they respawn, wherever that might be. Looting them might slow them down, but for how long? Is it possible your sway with your friend could get him to stop the attacks?”
“I will try, but no promises. I can still hardly believe it’s him.”
Peter made it painfully clear. “If not, eventually we will have to stop him.”
“I know.”
When I’d finished the report, Peter encouraged Victoria to get some sleep then spoke with me alone. “It’s imperative that you know that we suspect that Jerrek had help hitting the merchants’ shops. There’s no evidence that any of the NPCs died and none of the guilds guarding the city gates say that they saw anything.”
“How many guilds were at watch?” I asked.
“Four in total. Each had their own shift, but only two were on guard around the time of the robbery. Retro Zerg and Dawn Maximum.”
“Dawn Maximum is Vector’s guild. You can trust him.” 
“Cornelius vouched for him as well. The problem is that Retro Zerg is one of the largest guilds from the player cities to the south and was recently swayed from Jaden’s side. It’s possible that some of their members regret that decision and were acting without the blessing of their leadership. Regardless, there’s no easy way to approach them without the possibility of offending them and pushing them away. We need their support at the guild council, or undisputable evidence that it was someone in their ranks. It’s also still possible that the thieves escaped a different way. That’s why I need you to get close to Jerrek, or one of his men, and get them talking. I’ll do what I can here, but we may have to wait until after this weekend to ask the hard questions of Retro Zerg. See what you can find out.”
He didn’t know what he was asking, or did he? If I started asking question before we faced Timur, then it was possible some of Jerrek’s men could turn on us. If I waited, they might be dead before I got a chance.
“I’ll see what I can do,” I promised.
Our conversation was over and yet I decided to linger in the valley away from camp a little while longer. Even after today’s action and not sleeping last night, I’d have to push my body far harder if I wanted to be tired enough to actually sleep. It was an ability gifted me by my psionics that I wasn’t sure whether was good or bad. I knew I’d be up with my own thoughts for the rest of the night, so why not enjoy the peace while I had it? At least my anger had cooled, and I could take some time to meditate.
“Peter’s done with you?” Victoria asked out of nowhere.
I let out a full belly laugh. “Yeah. He’s gone. Is he listening in?”
“Nope. He’s not the only one with spy skills.”
“How do you know?”
“Ali is perched next to his door down the hall. He snores.”
“Peter actually sleeps? Why do I feel like we are sneaking around on our parents?”
“Because we are.”
We shared a laugh.
“Can’t sleep?” I said.
“You know I can’t,” she replied.
Now that I thought about it, she’d had the psionic ability to heal since she was three. That mean she’d rarely slept ever since she was a child. “So what do you want to talk about?”
“The most ridiculous, non-serious thing you can think of.” 
“You really shouldn’t have said that. Have you heard the story of the cast iron, cyborg teddy bears?”
“Uh. No.”
“It was a product the Jinhwa once tried to sell on earth, but they had these creepy yellow lenses for eyes and their fur was just lines etched into their iron bodies. They thought we would like the organic look of iron, but they were so terrifying that an entire series of horror virtual novels was created in their honor. When put in a baby’s crib, the cyborg teddies would come alive at night and turned the child into a cyborg assassin.”
She interrupted me with a fake cry. “Nothing scary!”
“Okay, okay. Have you heard of the Great Pug Cosplay Challenge? This cosplay company always has a giant pug puppy hiding somewhere in the Metaverse, and if you are the one to find it you get an entire year’s supply of cosplay skins. I know how you like to dress up, so imagine over five hundred outfits you can mix and match…”
“Ahhh. Much better,” she mocked. “I could dress up like a wizard, with robes, but well fitted because I like swords.” It was the same description I’d given her the first time she’d taken me shopping.
“Ha ha. Very funny. I just pinched your arm even though you aren’t here.”
“How dare you! I just burnt your pointy hat!”
“No one touches a wizard’s hat!”
Her wisecracks improved as time rolled on. Then the teasing took a back seat as one of us told a story before we were soon back at it, poking at each other like a couple of normal teens. Our conversation kept going in the same manner for over an hour. It was as if the girl I’d met weeks ago was back and all that I’d learned about her since had been forgotten. Of course, I knew better, but I’d enjoy it while I had her all to myself.
It was only when Barrell and Mel came to find me that I decided it was time to go back to camp.
“Good night, Princess,” I said, immediately uneasy that I’d said something I shouldn’t have.
Instead of a warning or rebuke she ended it just as we had begun. “I’m sticking my tongue out in outrage!” She giggled. “Goodnight, wizard.” The verbal chat session ended.
“You guys are really cute together,” Barrell said as we walked back to camp.
I hit him on the shoulder as if to tell him to mind his own business.
Of all people, Mel said it. “I think we need to get Barrell a girlfriend.”
My mouth dropped open and I began to snicker. “That’s the best idea you’ve ever had.”
“Do you think that Claire girl is taken?” Barrell asked, meaning the girl that Isamu had supported when asking for our help.
I smacked him again, this time harder.
“What?! She’s cute and needs a shoulder to cry on.”
“What about Heather?” I asked, reminding him of his celebrity crush who was supposed to be in Freedom.
“Eh. I’m not sure we will ever run into her.”
“If you hook up with Claire, then you will lose your chance forever.”
Pursing his lips, he seemed to take the point seriously.
I wanted to bash my head into the closest tree. “Besides, are you going to leave the Right Hand to become a thief to spend time with Claire?”
“I’d feel bad about it.”
Mel just shook his head. “Look. Let’s think this through…”
I’d gone from one comical conversation to the next and was enjoying every moment of it.
 



Chapter 8 – Guild Cofounder
When Wink caught up with us, I picked her up and she buried her head in my shoulder. I hand-fed her and ran my fingers through the fur of her neck for a long while. I wasn’t prepared to spend one of my Advancement Points on Pet Combat yet, but I feared eventually I wouldn’t have a choice.
Lying down didn’t help when I tried to sleep. I found some solace in meditation, but the debate inside of me raged on. Controlling my anger was still the goal, that had not changed, but my conscience of all things insisted that my feelings were right and even necessary. The problem was, I wasn’t sure if I could control myself if I didn’t rid myself of them entirely. And what if I did? Would I find the conviction to do what I had to do without them?
It was then, in the early of the morning when the sun was just starting to peek above the distant hills, that I approached Isamu about how they had managed to escape the goblin city. He’d slept armorless in the open air. His dark blue kimono was mostly hidden under a sleeping bag that was really just a thick cotton blanket folded over.
Sitting down at his side, I didn’t have to say anything. His eyes cracked open at the sound and he squinted when noticing me. “What?” he said with a grumble.
“I need a name,” I spoke at a low murmur. “Who opened the gate so that your men could escape?”
Shaking his head, he struggled a moment before sitting up. “I can’t tell you that.”
I stared at him until he met my gaze. “Whoever gives me the name will have all charges against them dropped.”
His eyes pulled away from mine, but not in retreat. He seemed conflicted. “I’ll see what I can do.”
Something seemed off. He’d agreed way too quickly to my request.
“What of Olivia? Is she to be punished, or whatever?” he said.
“Maybe, but I’m not sure,” I said honestly. “I think it will be a reduced sentence at the worst. Since she said she was going to join us, possibly nothing.”
“Good. Are we preparing to leave?”
“Can your men wake up this early?”
“You’re a jackass, you know that?”
We shared a smirk.
I left him there to wake his men. Edison was already up, and his fellow lieutenants were sharing a pot of coffee as they huddled around what had been a bonfire. It now had a few fresh logs added to it, just enough to bring the pot to a boil.
“Right Hand, join us?” Edison said, holding up his cup.
I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, nor did I need the caffeine, but I wouldn’t deny them my company. Guild Nexus had never had formal ranks, but leadership wasn’t something the best in any team competition could neglect. I’d had my fair share of leading a guild into massive battles.
“Thank you,” I said, taking a cup from the man serving.
“Big day,” Edison said, trying to make small talk.
I was at least ten years younger than each of them, yet they were looking to me to lead. I wonder how much of it was because of my position? It wasn’t uncommon for men their age, or older, to play Gravel, but it only took one look at them to tell that they weren’t gamers. How in the world had I ended up leading three career athletes? I was happy that I didn’t follow sports enough to know who they were outside of Freedom, otherwise it would have probably bothered me more. Were Victoria and I just playing at being leaders? That question had no doubt crossed their minds. There was one thing that we all had in common, though. A competitor was a competitor.
“Just another Tuesday,” I replied.
A round of laughter seemed to lighten the mood. I remained uncomfortable but reverted to the same gamer mindset that had allowed me to face anything. These men were also my competition. Their conversation continued. I grinned when it was appropriate and said little.
Mel and Barrell joined us soon after and the entire camp came alive a few minutes later. It was like the slow rumble of an awakening beast as Jerrek and his men joined with mine during breakfast. They hadn’t forgotten why they were here and made sure we knew it as well.
My own mind turned to Olivia and what she could be experiencing right now. I wanted everyone to move faster, but I reminded myself that it was just a matter of time now.
We were marching by the time the sun had risen just above the horizon. With over one hundred and twenty men, I took the lead with Edison and my group. The rest of the platoons, including Jerrek’s, did their best to travel in four single-file columns, one for each platoon. The hills only grew, stretching out the further north we headed. By noon, all conversation had simmered down as the realization that we would soon catch up with Sig spread amongst the men.
I agreed with Edison that we should stop one last time for food and a short rest. Nibbling on some jerky, I found I didn’t have much of an appetite, so I prepared for my confrontation with Timur. He’d been the person I wanted to find the most when I’d first entered Freedom, but now I wasn’t sure if he’d shake my hand or try to cut it off.
“Lucius!” Barrell said, alerting me to Isamu hastening toward us. He was pushing Claire from behind as he went.
I drew my sword, indignant that he’d treat her this way after I’d thought better of him. 
When they were a few meters away, she turned, frantically shaking her head at him. “I won’t!” she screamed.
“Isamu!” I objected.
“Tell him!” he insisted. Raising his voice, he held her in place. “Do you really think anyone here will think less of you? Don’t you get it! You’re no traitor, Sig is! When he took Olivia, he betrayed everything we had planned. It’s over!”
She stood still. Stunned.
“Lucius. You said that anyone who gives you the name will have all their charges dropped, right?!”
I loosened my grip on my sword, relieved I hadn’t attacked. Seeing that we had drawn the eyes of our entire procession, I gave him an explicit nod. This was the exact kind of attention I didn’t want to draw, but it was too late now.
Softening his tone considerably, Isamu said again, “Tell him.” 
Picking up her head, she spun to me, not meeting my eyes. She looked like she was going to be sick.
Suddenly aware that everyone was watching her, she took a few quick steps and leaned up to whisper in my ear. The name she gave left me wide-eyed.
Looking to Barrell who was only a few feet away, it was obvious he’d overheard. It surprised me that his head didn’t explode.
I almost laughed in his face but held myself back from any further reaction. We had found Heather Esper. She was a member of Retro Zerg and the leader of the men that had helped the thieves escape.
 
***
 
I contacted Peter immediately with the name and I reassured Isamu that my promise to him would apply to Claire. The event had the opposite result of what I’d feared. Emotions ran high, but it wasn’t betrayal murmured amongst Jerrek’s men, but hope. I didn’t completely understand it. Instead of dwelling on the realization they were probably going to have to face some penalty of judgment, they celebrated that Claire wouldn’t… Did they think they were going to save Olivia from the same fate?
If Barrell had been abnormally quiet before, now he was as silent as a brooding fish. He promised me that he’d be alright, and I had little choice but to trust him.
The last leg of our journey was a clamorous one. If stealth had been our goal, it would have been impossible. I let the men, especially Jerrek’s, flaunt their intentions at the top of their lungs to help ease their nerves.
The heightened emotion washed over me, adding to the tension inside.
Not long after, we arrived.
“Victoria. We’re here,” I messaged her.
“I’m with you. Did you need a last-minute pep talk?”
 “Nah. This is the fun part.”
“Oh? Well, I look forward to the show, but I’m not just going to be standing on the sidelines. Let me set up the channel.”
“Gentlemen,” she said, bringing me into a new group chat. Listing the names of the Lieutenants first, she followed with each member of the Right Hand, calling me last. “I have sent a request to each of you for access to your eyes and ears. When you accept, I will be able to observe the operation from multiple angles. My purpose is primarily to give you the best information possible, not to give directives, but there may be situations that will require a concerted effort. Carry out these orders as quickly as possible without putting yourself in unnecessary danger. It is the speed with which you can shift from individual objectives to exert maximum force on a shared target that will take you from one of our best companies to the best in all of Freedom.”
“Excuse me for saying so,” Edison said, “but it sounds like you’ve done this before.”
“Were any of you in the military? I have over a thousand hours in CGARS.”
“Staff Sergeant of the United States Airforce, ma’am,” Edison replied. “Boys, listen to the lady. CGARS is no joke.”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence. I have a very minimalistic command style, but I do ask that everyone keep chatter to a minimum in this channel. If I message any of you directly, I’ll try not to do it at a time that might cause a distraction. Although, I apologize beforehand, but that cannot always be helped. This is my first real test of Freedom’s Combat General Console and I don’t expect you to act as if you have hundreds of hours of training with someone always in your ear. Just do your best.”
No one knew exactly how to reply until Edison responded and we all followed his example.
“How’d I do?” Victoria asked through private messaging.
“Good, ma’am,” I replied.
“Don’t you start.”
“You know you’re amazing.”
“I’m nervous.”
“If you weren’t nervous, this wouldn’t mean anything. Your stomach’s just excited that you are about to let all the awesomeness out.”
“That’s like the most adorable thing you’ve ever said.”
“Sorry. It was pretty bad.”
“I liked it.”
“The game is starting.”
“Good luck, Lucius.”
At least one hundred men wearing the oddest assortment of fine and garbage gear I could imagine blocked our way with little more formation than your average mob. What they lacked in gear or discipline they made up for with sheer size. Most of them stood at least as tall as I did if not a head taller. The man I suspected was their leader stood at their front line the middle of their mass. He was at least eight feet tall, lean, and had an athletic build with dirty blond hair reaching down past his shoulders. I couldn’t imagine him not cosplaying a Viking.
“Form up,” I commanded, and Edison took it from there. He took point and the other lieutenants would lead their men from the line. His second in command took his place with his men. The men of Prodos filled in behind us to create a shield wall forty men across and at least two men deep. Isamu ordered his men to do the same. They took their time getting into place, but their line was functional nonetheless.
We were battle ready in less than a minute. I made sure to inventory my shield and weapons. My helmet and the armor covering my arms were also stored away. Mel and Barrell were right there with me. The smirk on Barrell’s face was a relief. It looked like he’d be focused enough to back me up.
“Lucius!” Isamu called.
I glanced back to see him approaching with Jerrek at his side.
“Trouble?” Victoria asked.
“It’s probably for the best that they are a part of this,” I said. “Let’s just hope we can keep them from doing anything stupid.”
When they reached us, I stepped forward, cutting them off from going any further.
“This is how this is going to work,” I ordered. “We say nothing about Olivia or Sig until they take us to Timur.”
“Why would they do that?” Jerrek said.
“You’ll see.” I grinned.
Isamu grabbed Jerrek’s shoulder, getting him to stand down.
“Alright,” I said, examining my lead group. Hopefully, I could talk my way in without getting us all killed. “There’s a party that we’re invited to and they don’t know it yet. Let’s go.”
All the marching and waiting had been too much. I felt pent up. It was finally time to stretch my legs. I found the tall blond Viking-looking guy and headed right for him. 
“You’re acting weird,” Victoria said.
“Believe it or not, I’ve done this before,” I replied.
There was a span of a good fifty meters between their force and ours. I used my full gait to close the gap between us quickly. Isamu and Jerrek, Barrell and Mel, and our army’s commander Edison were right there with me as we approached. Our men stayed back in formation.
The Viking wore a steel breastplate and plate armor leggings but didn’t bother to wear a helmet. He was confident in his size. It was decent gear and his sword on his belt and the battle-axe across his back were even more impressive. His Combat Level was E+ and Psionic Rank was G so he definitely wasn’t all show. Furthermore, he had one of the highest levels I’d seen — Level 91. As we neared, he moved to meet us, but only took a few large strides before stopping to stay close to the safety of his mob.
Instead of anxiety, I was tingling all over in anticipation. Even if he attacked, I wasn’t as helpless as I appeared. It had been too long since I’d been in a big guild conflict. Not that such an event would necessitate battle, but the energy radiating from both companies of men was addicting. No one had even activated their psionics yet.
I strolled up to the man and stopped a few feet away. I stared up at him without lifting my head. Guys his size rarely had hostile opponents stand so close outside of combat because no sane person would want to be in such a giant’s reach. I wanted to make sure he was uncomfortable.
Even Jerrek and Isamu stood back, unsure what to do.
There were multiple mumbles from the big man’s ranks that rose up in response to seeing us. I didn’t hear many details, but it seemed they recognized us.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Victoria said.
The corners of my mouth turned up.
The man stuttered as he began to address us. “W-we were told that you were coming. Turn around or we loot your corpse—”
I raised my voice where everyone could hear, cutting him off. “I’m Lucius, a founding member of Guild Nexus!” Clasping my hands behind my back, I widened my stance and tilted my head up to glare at him. “What is your name?”
His eyes narrowed, but he answered my question. “Brad. You are a member of Nexus?” he jeered, leaning over me to try to intimidate me.
I didn’t so much as flinch. “Message Timur. Tell him I’m here to speak with him.”
He swallowed.
Now that I had his attention, all that he needed was a little push. A psionic storm spun up inside of me. “Please?” I said as white light flared from my face and arms for just a moment.
The Viking stood at the top of his height.
“It’s him!” a voice shouted from the mob. Numerous comments followed. 
“He’s in the guild?”
“But his colors…”
“Founder? No wonder. They’re both freaks.”
After a long moment, he gave me a nod before walking off to the side to do as I requested. When some of his men started to protest, he held his hand up and motioned to his ear. A sudden hush fell across the entire mob. 
Chewme, what have you done?
I didn’t see a Combat Level Rank F among them. They were all at least Rank E if not Rank E+ and their Psionics had all been unlocked. At least I didn’t see any other Psionic Rank Fs.
“Let’s go!” the man said, throwing up an arm and waving his men back. Giving me a long look, he motioned for us to follow.
“It seems I don’t know you at all,” Victoria whispered.
“Better than most,” I said under my breath.
“Brad! Speak with me for a moment,” I said, pushing his patience, but knowing there was more of the game to play.
He almost didn’t succumb to my request, but ultimately waited for me to walk with him. Edison hurried back and took control of our men. The rest of my lead group kept their distance and followed my lead.
“How goes the guild? Has Chewme made a mess of things?” I said, making the point to sound familiar with Timur.
“Chewme is Timur?”
“Yes. It was his handle in Gravel. He can be—obnoxious.”
The large man snorted. “You knew him long?”
“Years. We were supposed to meet up in the first couple weeks of Freedom, but hordes of goblins can be a pain.”
“They’re weak.”
I ignored his intended insult. “The bigger ones are fun. What have you guys been hunting? Orcs, mirlocks?”
“We don’t hunt mobs.”
Looking at his level, it became clear that they’d been killing other players more than I’d been led to believe.
I tried to make it sound like what he’d just said didn’t bother me. “So you guys are close to player cities? I have to admit this is my first time up north.”
“No. Hitting player cities is only something our new members do to prove they have what it takes. I thought you knew Timur…”
“Gravel was a much different game with an arena system where we could fight any time we wanted to.”
He smirked. “Then you’ll be pleased to learn we’ve created our own arena system.”
“Using the Training Hall?”
“No, no. You’ll see.”
If they weren’t using the Training Hall, then… there was only one other possibility.
“Thank you, Brad. I need to speak with my men and make sure they don’t get too excited.” I pulled away without waiting for a response and let the others catch me.
“So you’re going to join the player-killers?” Isamu badgered.
I took the spot between them, with Isamu and Jerrek on one side and Mel and Barrell on the other. Instead of replying out loud, I wrote out a quick text message and gave them a moment to read it. “Not quite. I was hoping Brad had a loose tongue. And careful, they could be listening.”
Following my example, Mel sent his own. “You want them to think we’re here to join them?”
“I want them confused. Player-killing isn’t their only means of getting stronger. Timur has set up an arena where his men fight.”
“If they just want to spar, why kill other players?” Barrell wrote. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
“They don’t spar. They fight to the death.”
All four of them stopped in their tracks. I slowed to let them catch up.
“You’re sure?” Victoria said, breaking her silence where only I could hear.
I nodded in exaggerated movements so she’d notice.
Jerrek messaged. “They kill each other?”
“Repeatedly. That’s why their levels are so high.”
“Isn’t that cheating?”
I shrugged. “In most games, it would be, but it seems the Devs are saner than we gave them credit for. They didn’t think people would be crazy enough to endure the pain of death frequently to level up.”
The conversation ceased when the village appeared upon a hill that stood less than a mile away. Log construction made up the majority of buildings of the village. They looked much larger than just single-family homes.
As crazy as it sounded, an arena that allowed 100% pain might be something I could see Chewme actually creating instead of just a player-killer guild. And using player-killing to see if his people had what it took before letting them in on his little fight club, if you could get past the issue with pain, it did have a sick logic to it.
The scope of what Timur was building far exceeded my expectations. Barricades lined with sharpened wooden spikes sat on either side of the entrance to the small town up against the large wood buildings that stretched down both sides of the street. In the middle were two fully armored men on guard, blocking the gap in the barricade. They stepped aside as Brad and the mob approached. There was a crowd of men going about their daily tasks. How many members did Nexus have?
“It’s probably for the best that our army stays here,” I said through the command chat.
“If you’re sure,” Victoria replied. “The moment you're attacked I’ll give the word.”
“Not if it’s only Timur that attacks me. He has a dark sense of humor.”
“Uh.”
“Trust me. If he kills me then send everyone after Olivia.”
Victoria private messaged me. “The scroll?”
“Safe at home,” I reassured her.
“Jerrek. Isamu. It’s just going to be us entering. Have your men stay here with the army.” They gave a little pushback, but I ignored them. Scanning the guards as the rest of Brad’s men finished entering, I followed behind them. Their eyes didn’t leave us, but nor did they hinder us. Barrell and Mel stuck close, giving me more trust than they ever had before.
Many of Brad’s men scattered. A number of them went to the smithy, the first building on the left. A tall stone ceiling covered the workshop while three open walls allowed airflow to cool the three bare-chested men shaping steel. Each of them was built like Oliver. Some of his men went on to other merchants, who manned stands of random gear that were built into the front of buildings. The buildings themselves were two stories tall, made of polished timber, and had been built together with no space in between them.
What became clear was that Brad’s men only made up a fraction of the population. They completely lacked guild colors, so it was impossible to know if everyone was a part of Nexus.
The gravel road began to incline upwards. The roar of the crowd began to increase, coming from the direction we were heading. Most of the foot traffic was heading there, not away from it. As the hill began to level out, I saw above the heads of the crowd our most likely destination.
Giant wooden pillars shot into the sky. They looked to be the skeleton frame of what had once been a large building that held up a roof approximately four stories overhead. There were men sitting on the support beams, watching what was happening below.
“That’s insane,” Barrel said.
A few snickers sounded from the crowd.
Even though we’d been let in through the gates without a fuss, most of the people around us were eyeing us up like we were fresh meat.
“Move it!” Brad said, shouting at the crowd as it grew too dense to navigate. The mob parted and we followed close behind him. Swallowed by the mob, it opened up on the other end to reveal an arena with two psionic strengthened combatants going at each other. They were shirtless. One wielded a sword and the other an axe.
We had arrived at the front of the building. Wood benches were installed on multiple levels like bleachers and began where the walls had once been. They surrounded the stage risen in it the middle of the pit. It was like an auditorium, but instead of actors, its stage held men in the midst of combat. Only the far wall of the building lacked bleachers. Its elevated platform held a single immense throne of timber, like that of a Viking earl. Seated upon it was a man that had the mass to fill it. His blond hair had grown down past his ears and his square jaw was covered in the beginnings of a beard. Chewme sat alone, reclining back as he enjoyed the show. From where we stood at the entrance atop the bleachers, we looked down at my old friend.
“That’s him?” Victoria asked.
“Yes. He really did it. He’s responsible for all this,” I replied. What I saw next above his head took my breath away. His Combat Level was Rank D and his Psionic Level was Rank F. The muscles in my chest and back twitched. The man I’d fought ten thousand times as we trained together for years had the second highest Combat Level I’d seen—behind Cornelius—and was tied with the highest Psionic Rank. No wonder people were crazy enough to follow him. No one here could match him.
“Come,” Brad called. We followed him down the stairs, past the cheering crowd to the floor of the arena, and stopped at the base of the stage where the action was taking place. From there, through the gaps between the two men trading blows, I met Timur’s gaze. His cocky grin hadn’t changed.
When he didn’t move to come to us or request for us to join him, I didn’t have to guess at what he was thinking. He wanted us to enjoy the show.
Barrell and I shared a look. His conviction seemed to be returning in the presence of hundreds of player-killers.
The quiet stare of Mel helped bolster us. He looked more confident that I felt.  
The stage seemed to not even exist to Jerrek, who was doing his best to scan every face in the crowd, hoping to find his sister. Isamu was watching him to make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.
The fight on the platform in front of us was also the furthest thing from my mind. Two men foolishly fought with real weapons without wearing armor. I’d have to wait until it was over before I’d get a chance to speak with Timur.
A howl of dread drew my attention. With his arm newly severed at the wrist, a heavily muscled man with a pale complexion and dark hair cut tight to his skull thrust upwards. His sword pierced the gut of his brown-skinned opponent up to the hilt. He’d used his arm to block his opponent’s blow and win an opening.
With a sword in his stomach, the dying man dropped his axe. His eyes were wild like a dying animal as he fell to his knees.
Grabbing the bloody stump that was left of his arm, the winner gritted his teeth in a bloody grin, as he gave a celebratory growl. He pranced around the stage as the crowd went crazy as if their cheers were enough to make him forget his bloody wound.
Through the ear-ringing shouts of the crowd, I was only able to hear Victoria’s voice because it originated in my head. “I’ve decided I don’t like your friend.”
The winner’s legs became wobbly beneath him. He stumbled but caught himself.
Another man jumped to the stage. He reminded me of Kline, except without the beard. He walked over to the victor with a big grin.
When the armless man saw him, he gave him a quick nod and leaned forward, craning his neck to exposed it. 
A dagger appeared in the newcomer’s hand. With a smooth motion, he drove it into the soft area beneath the man’s jaw and up into his brain. The wounded man dropped like a bag of rocks. 
The audience once again erupted.
The man who killed him looted the man’s body and walked over to the corner of the stage to deposit the gear there. He did the same for the loser, setting his gear in a different corner.
I found Chewme leaning forward, studying me. His grin had disappeared.
“Come!” Brad said at the top of his lungs so that we could hear him over the crowd.
We began our approach, making our way around the stage. We saw the loser already returning to get his stuff. I swallowed hard. Not only did Timur have a respawn in his town, but it was extremely close.
Looking up, my eyes followed the wooden beams overhead down to the support beams that had once held walls. This had been the biggest building in town. It became clear. The building in which we stood had once been the town hall. They had gutted it.
With all they had accomplished, I couldn’t help but be impressed with the town and arena they’d built in such a short time. But the rest of me couldn’t get past the hundreds of players here and their celebration of violence. No, it wasn’t the violence that bothered me. It was their cavalier attitude toward the pain that accompanied it. In Gravel, the pain setting was set to the legal maximum of forty percent for five seconds. But here there was no limit. It was like they were training themselves to think of such pain as something small and insignificant. Yet, they fought to the death, meaning their pain was never drawn out. I’d experienced the full extent of what was possible here. Even if these men agreed to fight of their own free will, I couldn’t get passed the wrongness of it. How could I possibly cause another human being the maximum level of pain just for sport, or self-improvement? Worse, they murdered the players of other cities regularly, who hadn’t subscribed to their masochistic games. It put a bad taste in my mouth.
Brad led the way as we reached the base of the stairs on the side of Chewme’s platform. Taking the first step, it was time to finally face my friend. He had a lot to answer for.
 



Chapter 9 – The Player Killers
Shaking his head to himself, Timur leaned forward and set his giant hands on his knees. Looking my way, he began to rise. There were only two other men I’d met in my life that were as thickly muscled as he was. Cornelius was one and Achilles was the other. If it was possible, he’d grown even larger since the last time I’d seen him. Coming to his feet, I saw the we were still about equal in height, but I was half his size in every other dimension. He wore a sleeveless shirt of chainmail and thick leather trousers that cut off at the knee. They were only of decent quality. His weapon was out of sight, but I knew he had it hidden in his inventory, ready at a moment’s notice. The most telling thing was that his character level had already reached 98. It was easily the highest in the game.
Brad reached the top of the stairs and stepped to the side, giving a friendly nod to Timur.
I took the last step, reaching the platform, and came to a stop. Holding out my hand behind me, I motioned for Barrell and the rest of the group to stay put. I wouldn’t have them in direct danger until I made sure there was something left of my friend inside of his ogre thick skull.
“Lucius,” he said, almost in a question.
“Chew,” I replied, matching his tone.
The corner of his mouth twitched, as if wanting to squint up into a smile, but unsure.
I couldn’t help it. At seeing his hesitation, I grinned.
His big mug lit up, revealing his blocky teeth.
Stepping forward, I swung my hand into his, struggling to get a good grip on his bear sized paw.
“You’re late,” he said.
I inclined my brow. “Apparently. You’ve been busy.”
“It’s been a lot of work, but I haven’t had this much fun—ever.”
Nodding, I held my tongue. Any rebuke I gave him could hinder my actual mission. Olivia came first.
“You’ve gotten stronger,” I said.
He burst out laughing. “I’ve gotten stronger? You were puny the last time I saw you. Now you look like an actual fighter. I saw your fight with the Goblin King, by the way.”
“And?”
“What took you so long?” he said with a lively sneer. “It was like you were holding back just to put on a show. Not that I’d put it past you, but when I saw your psionics activate, I freaked out. I can’t wait to see what you’ve got. You’re the only person with white psionic energy we’ve run across… You have to tell me. Can you control that ability that knocked the king on his butt?”
I shrugged, only letting the smile reach my eyes.
He didn’t miss a beat. “Awesome! It’s getting kind of stale around here. No one fights with the creativity you do. They’re learning though. Brad here can actually make me sweat.”
Looking to the man that had escorted me, I saw his pride at Timur’s words. I breathed easier. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time to spar,” I said, before quickly adding, “At the moment. My mission is time sensitive.”
His eyes narrowed. “It’s about the men you’re chasing?”
“Yes. They stole a lot of high-end gear from some powerful guilds and killed their men. I’m here to bring them back or kill them and retrieve it.”
“That does sound fun, but Sig and his men are joining Nexus.” He lifted his hands apologetically.
I didn’t miss that he used his name without me mentioning it. “There’s more,” I insisted. “He took a woman against her will.”
He cocked his head as if to say, so what? 
Looking down, he let out a heavy sigh. “You’re sounding like St3alth. I never thought you’d let a girl come between you and our goal.”
He’d always had a mean streak, but like any sane person, I’d always assumed he let himself indulge in his bloodlust because he knew there were limitations to the pain Gravel allowed. Did he have no limitations of his own?
“She’s my sister, you bastard!” 
I spun to see Barrell and Isamu holding Jerrek by both arms at the top of the stairs. With psionic imbued strength, he dragged them across the floor until they both powered up to hold him in place. Brad just stood back, chuckling.
Raising my hand to indicate to Chewme that I’d handle it, I noted his amused curiosity rather than offense.
In a few steps, I’d placed myself less than a foot from Jerrek’s face, forcing him to look at me. It wasn’t necessary to say anything. I saw the agony he was in and didn’t move until he met my gaze. His chest rose up and down like an enraged beast, but slowly he started to calm. The glare he gave me was a warning that his patience was running out. His red aura faded and so did the aura of those holding him.
I held his gaze a little longer so that he saw that I understood. Turning back, I hadn’t given up hope. “Chew, Sig’s hurting her, and we’ve seen it. I can’t let that go.”
Chewme began tapping his chin. “Sig has a Psionic Level of Rank F. He’s one of my most promising recruits, so I can’t just give him over to you.”
I deflated. Was this really happening? His response was like a slap to the face. Had this place changed him, or had I just missed this part of him all along?
“And the girl?!” I said pointedly.
“I only have one rule here. The arena is law.”
“Timur,” I said. “I can’t leave here without her.”
He placed his hands behind his back and began to pace. “You know, I didn’t look for you because I was afraid that the physicality of this place would be too much for you. I saw you get injured in the highlights video on the first night and thought you were through. Part of me hoped, but I didn’t truly believe you had what it takes. Seeing you now, I know I was wrong to think that way, but there’s one thing I was right about. That I’ve always been right about.” He stopped short and waited for me to ask.
“And?” I said.
“That you’ll never reach your full potential because you let things like fame, or this girl, waste your time. As good as you were in Gravel, you’ve never been able to just let it all go. These guys are nothing,” he said, holding out his hand to indicate Jerrek and my party. “His sister is nothing. The girl that you were with when you fought the goblin king. She doesn’t matter, Lucius. Look around. Look!” Throwing up his hands, he spun in place to direct my attention to what he’d built. “You could be so much more… Join me! This place is the tool we need to help us move past these silly games we’ve been playing. Imagine months from now when we leave this place. What will we become? Don’t you see? That’s all that matters.”
His passion was undeniable. His lack of sympathy sickened me, but he also spoke to the part of me that had always wanted to defy everyone else and be the best. That was the thing that had originally brought us together. Had that really been all there was? 
He wasn’t lying. He’d never really cared about his followers as I had. For me, having other people acknowledge me had always been the point. Perhaps, if I hadn’t had a run-in with a hobgoblin on day one in Freedom, or if I’d never run into Victoria or Kline, then, even now, I may have joined him. But compared to all that I’d learned, his grand vision seemed small. The great desire of my past was selfish and petty. I wouldn’t use the suffering of others for my benefit. I’d find another way.
“I can’t join you,” I said. “If there are no lines that we won’t cross, then Nexus is dead to me.”
He looked down, growing very quiet. When he did look up the half-crazed grin I’d grown accustomed to greeted me. “Fine. If you want Sig, then you can have him—but you’ll have to fight.”
I had no illusions. If I fought Timur now I’d most likely lose. Not only was he a Combat Level of Rank D, but he’d fought me with similar abilities to my psionics in Gravel countless times. That alone would make things difficult but given that he also had a Rank F Psionic level… the odds were stacked against me. I’d already made up my mind. “So if I fight you, I get Sig and his men?”
“No. That’s not how it works here. I told you that the arena is law. Every fight is to the death, and Lucius, if you want him, you’ll have to kill him yourself.”
Killing Sig was no big shock, but Chewme had just declined to fight me? That wasn’t like him at all. I could guarantee his ‘the arena is law’ nonsense had nothing to do with it. If he believed he’d get something out of our fight then nothing would stop him. Only one thing made sense. For all his talk about being excited to see what I had, he really expected no challenge from me at all. I was a side show to him.
Gritting my teeth, I objected, “Won’t he just respawn here?”
“Sig’s joining Nexus, but he hasn’t earned the right to spawn here yet. He hasn’t proven he’s one of us. If you win, he’ll still respawn from his last respawn point.”
Shaking my head, it was as if my worst fears had been realized. At least in Chewme’s mind, he’d already surpassed me. I’d been planning on fighting Sig anyway, but now, I needed to do more than just win. “Fine.”
Timur brought his massive hands together, sending a wave of exhilaration through the crowd. I’d forgotten that they were listening to every word.
Movement in the ring below drew my attention to a man that had just climbed up. His head was just as bald as I remembered, and there were braids down both sides of his goatee. Unlike the last two men who had fought, Sig wore plate mail from foot to chin and had his helmet tucked under his arm. 
The memory of Olivia’s lips against mine merged with the image I had imagined of her bruised and beaten. Sig wasn’t a man, but a sick animal. It was time to put him down.
Anger was like a monster inside my gut trying to burst out of its cage. Olivia needed help, justice demanded Sig’s head, and Timur’s actions felt like a betrayal. How was I possibly supposed to keep control?
I found myself heading toward the stairs.
“What strategy are you going to use?” Barrell said as he stepped forward to walk with me.
Coming to a stop, I looked at my friend.
A hand appeared on his shoulder to hold him back. It was Isamu. He was shaking his head. Barrell’s eyes shot toward me. 
I saw them both but didn’t really see them. My mind returned to the coming fight as I continued heading toward the stairs. The rest of my group let me pass without a word.
“Lucius,” Victoria interrupted. “If this man has any control over his Rank F Psionics, he can kill you. His speed and strength will be close to Peter’s.”
The storm inside me was almost blinding, but my mind wasn’t completely gone, and Victoria had information I needed. “Will he be able to match him?”
“Probably not. But he may be able to match him in spurts.”
“Thank you.”
Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I found my way unblocked for the crowd had opened to give me a straight path to the ring where Sig awaited me.
“Lucius. Please settle down. You’re scaring me,” Victoria said.
Hearing the tension in her voice pulled my attention momentarily. “Don’t be. You’ve seen me at my weakest—my worst. I’m sorry for that. Please watch, Victoria. For once, I want you to see me at my best.”
“Lucius…”
Reaching the stage, I placed my hand on its wooden surface. It was cool to the touch. Even though my chest was pounding, I forced myself to slow down and take in the scene around me. The crowd was drunk on violence and begging me to get on with it. Sig was relaxed as he watched me. I was sure that he saw the quiver in my hand. What am I doing?
As wrong as it felt, I slammed the door in the face of my rage. Achilles' teaching seemed to come from inside my head, but instead of his voice, Destiny spoke to me. In so many ways, what they had both been trying to teach me was the same. I needed control.
Lifting myself onto the arena platform, it was like entering just another arena in Gravel. My psionic abilities had helped restore in me something that had been missing for far too long. Confidence. But my new abilities weren’t alone. The strength and skill I’d earned from constant training hadn’t been for nothing. It had pathed my way. What I was now capable of didn’t just put me on par with the character I’d spent years building in my old game. I’d surpassed it.
“Jerrek brought a boy to fight me?” Sig mocked. “When you meet him at respawn, be sure to tell him that I have his sister chained to the foot of my bed.”
I ignored him. Looking up at the dais overlooking us, I saw Jerrek standing there deadly still. Isamu and Barrell were ready to grab him the moment he moved.
My eyes met Timur’s who had taken his seat. There was no protest or guilt at Sig’s words. Instead, he gave me a sadistic grin. With a swipe of my hand, I equipped my spear. My shield and helmet stayed put. I’d remind him I was the same person that had killed him just as often as he’d killed me.
Facing the bald pervert that had Olivia tied up somewhere, I saw that his Combat Level was Rank E. On paper, he and I were the same. Physically and psionically, we should have been an even match.
“It’s okay to beg for your life,” Sig said. He’d upgraded his swords to two steel sabers. “If you do, I’ll only cut off one of your arms before taking your head.”
Laughter surrounded us from the bleachers.
I responded after they had settled. “Normally, I’d apologize to anyone who came between Timur and me, but I’m almost tempted to leave you here.”
That shut him up. “Why’s that?”
“After I kill you, I fear the worse they will do to you is lock you up for the rest of your time in Freedom. Here, my old friend will kill you over and over again until he gets bored.”
He puffed out his lip. “That’s cute. You’re bitter because he’s through with you.”
A cackle came from the side of the platform he’d crawled up from. It was hard to tell because no one here wore any uniform, but I guessed his men were the ones lined up on that side of the ring.
I gave Sig a wink for no other reason than just to mess with him. “You’re right. I can’t let you stay. Killing might not pay you back for what you’ve done to Olivia, but you don’t deserve freedom. So, Sig, are you done running?”
His eyes dropped to the floor as if he was thinking about how to respond when a flash of orange light burst from the edges of his armor. He crossed the distance between us before his dropped helmet hit the floor. His sword slashed at my neck.
White light met his blade, launching it back. It was as Victoria said. His use of psionic strength came in a burst. He managed to keep a hold on his sword, but he was all sprawled out.
Numerous whistles of delight came from the crowd.
Lunging low, I thrust my spear at his gut.
Despite being completely off balance, his second sword parried my attack. He’d gone from leading with one foot to the other as if he fought just as naturally left handed as he did the right. He was more than just a guy who was lucky enough to be one of the few that had a Psionic Level of Rank F.
There was no time to let my momentum build. I attacked again at full speed as if Achilles himself was trying to kill me. Using the momentum of his parry, I jumped to the side as my spear shot up toward his face.
His sword met my spear again and an orange flare preceded a thrust from his other hand. His speed was beyond my own ability to match it, but I didn’t need to. Achilles had beat it into me that defense wasn’t about speed, it was about angles. My hand was already there to meet his thrust with a layer of psionic power. As it repelled his attack, I could almost hear Destiny’s voice in my head. “You left your psionic shield active two-tenths of a second longer than necessary wasting 53 units of energy.”
Just because I could use a maximum of 265 energy per second didn’t mean I had to leave it active for the full second. I had little experience managing my psionic energy, but when it came to managing mana in Gravel, I was a master. 
I fired off a beam at his front foot and thrust my spear once again at his face. It worked. Ambidextrous or not, he couldn’t defend against what he didn’t expect.
My spearpoint reached his face. An orange after-trail was all that was left for me to hit.
Sig’s orange aura didn’t disappear as he launched his next assault. Standing my spear on its rear spike, I intercepted a slash from below. The attack held so much force that the bottom of my spear spun up in my grip like a baton.
My empty hand met his other sword hurtling down toward the crown of my head. The psionic powered attack fell upon me like a maul, not a sword, even with my psionic shield blocking it. I rolled with it instead of trying to endure it.
The crowd went crazy.
“That wasn’t just a burst!” Victoria cried. “If he hits you while his orange aura is still active, his strength will be fully augmented!”
She was right. His strength was almost more devastating than his speed. If I’d been using my shield instead of psionics, I doubted it would still be in one piece. A glance at my spear told me that his blow had bit deep into its shaft, nearly slicing it in two.
I threw it off to the side. The audience jeered.
Sig’s aura was gone for the moment, but he showed he could do more than just use it in small bursts.
“If you can hold him back and make him use his aura, he will likely run out of energy before you,” Victoria said.
Grinning to myself, I didn’t equip my sword. I’d held my last psionic shield one-tenth of a second too long. With my arms spread out to the sides, I dared him to come. I heard what Victoria had said, but winning wasn’t the only thing at stake.
Now that he’d seen how well his psionic imbued strength worked against me, he came at full power. I coveted his speed and the power of his movements. He had incredible talent.
As he lunged at me, I raised both of my hands to meet him. 
Those watching smelled blood. They roared as if their zeal was an offering to some cruel god who would reward them with the death they desired.
 I picked him apart. Firing a psionic beam into his lead sword, I knocked it back, and rocked his balance with a shot to his lead foot. Closing in, I wobbled his back foot with another blast. His psionic strength allowed him to catch himself before falling, but it wouldn’t save him from me. Regaining control of his lead sword he reached back to attack, but my hand was already there. An energy covered palm met his wrist, smacking his hand into his own chest. His sword twirled to the floor. He tried to run me through with his remaining sword, but I slapped his shoulder with a shielded palm, which propelled him forward. He nearly slit his throat with his own sword.
I could draw it out, but my fans weren’t the audience I was concerned about. Chewme was all that mattered.
Slipping in behind him, I threw a beam into the back of his knee. His aura shone brighter as he tried desperately to act. Already wound up, I slammed my elbow into the back of his head.
The orange light was cut off as he fell forward. His head bounced off the ground face first. Even after getting caught completely by surprise, he wasn’t out. Like a drunken dog, he tried to push himself up with his arms but wobbled as if he didn’t know which way was up.
Besides a handful of curses, the crowd grew silent.
Finding his sword sitting beneath his thigh, I grabbed it and slid it out from under him. With no wait or ceremony, I walked around him, reached his armorless neck, and ended him.
With a swipe of my wrist, I inventoried his saber.
“Victoria. Warn Peter that Sig’s on his way,” I messaged her.
“It-It's done,” she replied.
Finding his other sword, I equipped it before walking over to his corpse. I didn’t look at Sig’s men directly, but I did watch them out of the corner of my eye. I made sure they were watching as I knelt down and started to loot their leader’s corpse. I only took what was obviously of value—the gear he’d stolen, including his armor and five high-end steel swords, numerous gems, and 275 gold coins. It was an insane amount.
An annoyingly clap sounded from above. I found Chewme standing in front of his throne and pounding his paws together in a slow clap.
My friends were more in shock than anything else. Even Jerrek was unmoving and blank-faced.
“Chew! Where’s Olivia?!” I demanded.
My words rattled Jerrek from his stupor. Isamu was already there, placing himself between him and Timur. I needed to remember to buy him dinner or something.
“Take them to where Sig was staying,” Timur said. Two men suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs signaling my friends to follow. “Sig’s men! Present yourselves in the ring!”
A few men hesitantly started to climb to the ring. It wasn’t all of them. The ones that did, rose up and placed me in their sights. They didn’t look like they would be willing to go without a fight.
Taking a deep breath, I glanced down to see that I had 3,469 of 4,788 energy left. Improving my energy management had saved me a lot, but it was still a limited resource. As I began speaking, I equipped a backup spear, my helmet, and shield. I’d leave my arms armor free so that my psionics would remain an option. “If you surrender, you will not be killed!” I began to say.
Chewme lifted his voice above mine. “The arena is law! You will fight! If you survive then you will be a member of Nexus!”
The men facing me grunted their approval and began stalking toward me.
Lowering my stance, I prepared to attack before they surrounded me. There were about eight of them and the highest Psionic Level among them was Rank G. That was somewhat of a relief, but there were two of them with a Combat Level of Rank E+.
“All of you to the ring! You may fight as one!” Timur called.
I stepped back as more of them rose up from the side of the platform.
“Lucius! Should I command Edison to retrieve you?” Victoria demanded.
“I don’t know how this can play out without some of Sig’s men getting away,” I replied.
“Forget about that now. This is not a fight you can win.”
“I know, but if you send Edison, it may start a battle and a lot of people could die.”
After hearing Chewme include the rule that they could all fight me as one, Sig’s twenty men stood opposite me. This arena was feeling sorely crowded. If there had been a couple of them, winning might have been possible, but twenty... 
The floor beneath me shook as a massive force struck its surface behind me. I’d already lowered my center of gravity, so I was able to keep my footing. I spun as soon as I was able to see Chewme standing over me.
“I got you,” he said with a smirk. “For old time’s sake.”
My eyes narrowed. He wasn’t joking.
Stepping past me, he addressed Sig’s men. “I’ll be your opponent! If you kill me, you are free to do as you wish. If not, Lucius here can do what he wants with you.”
One of Sig’s men on Chew’s flank didn’t wait for another word but attacked. He was unmoving. There was no way that Chewme didn’t see him, but he still didn’t move to defend.
Gritting my teeth, I lunged passed him and thrust my spear into the man’s neck.
I found Chew staring down at me with his wild grin. Giving me a mischievous wink, he spun back to the others while retrieving an overly thick claymore from his inventory.
A number of men took advantage of Chewme giving them a shot at his back. Like moths to a flame, their weapons flew toward him with psionic light backing them.
Timur spun with such force that his sword smashed through their ranks, battering the whole lot of them to the floor. Even without psionics, he drastically overpowered them.
I noticed the movement of the crowd. All around us, the people on the lower bleachers started to flee to higher ground.
Red light burst into life surrounding Chewme. He spun at the waist, slashing in the other direction. Blood exploded from a man’s mouth as his chain-covered chest collapsed beneath the weight of the blow. The man didn’t even seem to slow the massive sword as it tossed him back into two of Sig’s men. As he swung, men didn’t just fall back, but were tossed about.
Timur was just warming up. Before any spear or blade could reach him, he proved he was more than just some musclebound ape. It had always baffled me how such a large man could be so athletic, and he’d only improved. He wrecked men and their weapons alike as they came into range. It wasn’t over. Many of the men who’d been brushed aside by his wide, sweeping attacks were able to find their feet. Their armor was high quality. 
Instead of advancing they started to back away. Chew found one who dared to face him alone. The man lowered himself to block his attack with his shield and found himself nearly cartwheeling off the platform. It was as if they were facing Cornelius fighting at full strength.
When they stopped advancing, Timur was far from satisfied. He leaped into their midst. Steel plate mail gave way like it was cheap aluminum. Chainmail was even less effective beneath the weight of his blows. I doubted even Rank B armor or higher could last long against a direct hit.
His claymore was far from typical. The thickness of his blade meant it was likely a custom job. It was as much a large steel rod made for bashing as it was a sword for cutting. 
I hadn’t moved since he’d engaged. Inventorying my shield, I prepared for the worst. I watched as my old friend gave himself over to crush what remained of Sig’s men. He wasn’t even using his psionics at their max level. 
The difference in ability between him and me became clear. I’d suspected that he didn’t think I’d present him with much of a challenge. Now I knew why. As quickly as I’d beaten Sig, Timur wiped out twenty of his men in just as short of a period of time.
When only three men remained, they were each obviously looking for a way to escape. One jumped down from the platform and began to flee up the bleachers. He ran into a wall of angry onlookers that met him with swords and spears of their own. He fell quickly.
Another man threw himself at Chewme. His eyes were closed. It was clear he just wanted to get it over with.
Timur’s claymore smacked into the man’s gut before sending him flying off the platform to collapse back-first against the wood bleachers like a steel-plated ragdoll. That was why everyone had moved.
The last man fell to his knee and tossed his sword. “I surrender!” he cried.
“Chew! It’s over!” I called, but he was far too gone.
Lurching forward, Timur let his aura go dormant. He rested his sword against his shoulder just as he always did before he played with his opponents.
In Gravel, I’d never interfered as he had his fun, but after my conversation with Barrell, how could I ever look him in the eye again if I did nothing? Sig’s man had surrendered. The madness had to end.
Grabbing his sword’s hilt with both hands, Chewme heaved it up overhead.
I rushed forward, placing myself between the two of them.
His red aura blazed, and his sword fell.
My arm rose up to meet it as my own psionics flashed.
The claymore slammed into my psionic shield, forcing me to squat low to cradle the impact. I angled my arm so that his blade glanced off in addition to being propelled away.
It worked. He was driven back and off balance as he reined in his weapon, but in an impossible show of strength, he corrected himself and lifted his sword high.
The full power of his psionics lit up his face. Orange manic glee washed over him.
Any thought of managing my energy was wiped from my mind. I needed everything I could muster.
His sword flew toward my head. My arm met it at the same angle as before, but the weight of his blow drove my arm into my helm. I braced with my legs, but it pressed down upon me. It felt as if my body would give way.
Instead of his attack being repelled, Chewme held his sword in place with his incredible strength, fighting against the very nature of my psionics themselves.
Apprehension rose up inside me as I was forced to hold my psionic shield at full power. It would be only a matter of seconds before my energy ran out.
There was no way Chewme could hold his aura for long without soon running out himself, but the monster that I’d once considered a friend didn’t falter.
I had to act. Dropping my spear, my hand shot up and sent a beam of energy into his right shoulder. The moment it hit, I drove up with my legs and reangled my psionic shield.
His sword slid off.
“Chew! It’s over!” I demanded.
He regained his footing with his aura was still pulsating.
I glared at him.
His aura faded as he shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. His countenance lacked any satisfaction, so I knew he was disappointed. “Fine. You better get that looked at.”
“It’s nothing,” I assured him. I looked to see a deep gash on the top of my arm from my elbow to my wrist. What wasn’t as obvious when looking at it was that it was broken in multiple places. I only had a fourth of my energy left, but I couldn’t leave it at that. White light shone from my wound as it began to close before his eyes. It was a true waste of energy, but Timur didn’t know that.
When he inventoried his sword, I began to breathe a bit easier. His eyes didn’t move from my arm.
Turning to the man who had surrendered, I saw him sitting there frozen in shock. I left him there, for now, turning back to Chewme. “I’m going to have some of my men come for the loot.”
“You now have Sig and his men, but I killed this lot. Their loot stays,” he said.
“Finder’s fee?” I asked.
His grin returned.
“Twenty gold?”
He acted as if he didn’t hear me.
“Fifty?”
“One hundred,” he countered.
That was the full amount that I’d won defeating the Goblin King. Most medium-sized guilds didn’t have as much. When I returned, the guilds Sig had stolen from would expect all their goods and coin back. This finder’s fee would be coming out of my own pocket.
“Fine.” Opening a trade window, I gave the 100 gold over to him.
“Call your men but have them hurry. The fighting will start again in a few minutes,” he said.
I did as he said.
As he was about to leave the stage, I called out to him. “Could I convince you to have your men stop the player-killing?”
With a small twist of his head, he replied, “You already know my answer.” 
“Yes, and you also know that soon an army will be heading this way to end it.”
“I look forward to it. Will you be with them?”
I nodded.
“Lucius. Here the arena is law. If anyone beats me, they make the law.”
His implications were clear. He was calling me out. I could fight him right now, and if I beat him, it would all be over. I didn’t believe that I could beat him, and he knew it.
“Don’t,” Victoria’s voice sounded in my ear.
She didn’t believe that I could beat him either.
Edison and his entire platoon arrived, muscling their way through the crowd and reached the arena floor. They began to loot every death pile they came across.
“We found her!” Barrell said through private message a moment later.
“Chew. We have what we came for,” I said.
We looked at each other for a long moment as Edison’s men finished up. The echo of pain throbbed from the wound in my arm. I’d healed the skin so that it looked whole, but the fractures would take longer to repair.
“Change your mind?” he asked.
“You?” I replied.
We both shared a sober laugh before turning our backs on one another. Chewme made his way to the player-killer’s throne. I joined Edison at the top of the bleachers and we led his men out of the city.
“Lucius. Olivia’s safe,” Victoria said. “You did it. Sig and his men will face justice.”
I knew she was trying to encourage me, but it wasn’t working. 
“This has only just begun,” I replied.
“Get home and we’ll conclude the government quest this weekend. Next week I’ll make sure you get all the psionic training you need. I promise.”
 



Chapter 10 – Welcome Home
Edison’s men were on edge as we started our trek home. I couldn’t blame them. We had hundreds of player-killers at our backs, but somehow Timur had them under control. It wasn’t just his combat ability that they followed, but the whole ‘the arena is law’ nonsense. Since when had the knucklehead become charismatic?
Kline had split with us almost immediately after we parted with Timur. He was heading to one of the northern cities half a day’s march away to escort a few guild leaders to the vote this weekend.
Jerrek hadn’t left his sister’s side since we’d found her. Instead of her skimpy armor she now wore full plate mail. Despite its size, she looked small next to him as he led her gently with his arm wrapped around her shoulders. Claire also walked at her side, holding her hand periodically for support. Olivia didn’t speak, or even look up except for a few glances at her closest friends. What Sig had done to her was unforgivable.
Instead of walking with the others, Isamu had joined Barrell, Mel and me as we marched behind Jerrek’s men who we’d let take the lead of the procession. He didn’t have to say why. It was obvious he was feeling uncomfortable with the whole situation. He’d made it clear to them that he was here if they needed him.
Our prisoner hadn’t spoken since we had left. Making himself invisible as possible was probably the wisest choice.
The only one that seemed in good spirits was Edison, but that could’ve been because he had his men to worry about and was putting on an outward show.
As we walked for the rest of the afternoon, there was little conversation. Everyone was still digesting what had happened. I’d been in the midst of it and hardly understood it all myself. With Chewme at the center of the event, I feared my mind was clouded. I couldn’t be sure I’d done what was right or if I’d left anything undone. 
Not challenging Chewme didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would after the fact. Achilles’ philosophy about internal honesty was making me a bit of a pragmatist. There was still a dull ache in the back of my mind that was prodding me with the possibility that I’d never be able to beat him.
After we’d secured Olivia and left, Victoria had to return to her duties, but commanded that I contact her at the first sign of danger. I was thankful for the time with my own thoughts even though she still had access to my eyes and ears. I doubted she’d have time for any proper spying anytime soon.
The men were visibly worn out when we stopped that night, but few of them got much sleep. One of the few benefits of having to push my psionics to their limit was that I finally saw improvement.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 4,792 (Units)
Psionic Power: 266 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate .47 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
It was a small improvement. My max energy went up by 4, power went up by 1 and my recovery rate by .02. I could do better. I would do better.
Victoria contacted me later in the night to wind down from the day as was becoming our custom. I found a place with limited privacy, but as much as I tried, it was difficult to lighten the mood. The weight of the day still hung over the both of us, but I felt more at peace after spending time with her.
In the morning, the blanket of silence continued, but it was slowly drawn back. By noon there were conversations and Edison’s men had loosened up. Mel was the one to break the silence between us. “Do you think anyone can learn to use white energy?” he said.
“Yes,” I replied. It wasn’t the first time we’d had discussed this. “I still don’t know how I do it. Getting hurt when I did had forced my body to begin healing itself. And I still haven’t figured out how to use a normal aura like you guys do.”
Isamu broke his silence. “When you do, do you think you will be able to beat your friend?”
“I wouldn’t call him a friend. Not anymore. But to answer your question—maybe. If I can figure out a way to use an aura and use a psionic shield at the same time, then yes—if not, I don’t know.”
“He’s incredible,” Isamu said.
“Then why didn’t you join him?” Barrell demanded. The sudden tension was thick enough you could slash it with a sword.
“Barrell,” I objected. “I think Isamu has proven that he doesn’t stand with Timur.” I motioned with an open palm toward Olivia at the front of our troop to make my point.
Shaking his head, Barrell responded, “Sorry.”
“It’s alright. I haven’t given you guys a lot of reasons to like me,” Isamu admitted.
“And I’m sorry we stopped inviting you to the bandits during training,” Barrell replied.
Mel and I nodded in agreement.
Isamu smirked. “It’s not like I’d have come with you anyways.”
We shared a laugh.
 
***
 
It would be after the sun had already set that we’d reach the Goblin City. Even though I didn’t have much need for sleep these days, I looked forward to spending some quality time in my bed just to relax. 
When we were no more than two hours from making it home, Peter contacted me. “We have a problem.”
“What is it?” I replied.
“The highlight video of your fight with Sig and Timur played during Mia’s Haven about an hour ago. Some of the guilds opposing us were in the Prodos Tavern and started a fight over how things were handled. I just finished cleaning it up.”
“Did I do something wrong?”
“No. Every one of their accusations are as ridiculous as they are baseless. They’re individuals who see an opportunity to undermine Prodos.”
“Jaden?”
“More or less. The reason I’m contacting you is because Cornelius and his men are waiting for you at the city gates to make sure things go smooth.”
“Smooth? Why? What’s going on, Peter?”
“The problem in the tavern moved into the town square. It’s only a couple hundred people.”
“A couple hundred?”
“Don’t let it get to you. You did well. This really has nothing to do with you or your men. It’s an excuse for our political enemies who are desperate enough to try anything to gain support before this weekend’s vote.”
“What do you need from me?”
“Follow Cornelius’s lead when you arrive. We are going to move you and your men to a secret location, so you don’t have to face the crowd and can get some rest.”
There goes my bed… “And Olivia?”
“She and her brother’s men will go with you. I’d recommend keeping it from her that there are some people that aren’t happy that we sent men to rescue her.”
“Do they not realize that we also killed the thieves that attacked the city and got their goods back?”
“The ones that matter do. Don’t expect selfish people trying to spin the facts of events in their favor to honor facts. Truth simply doesn’t matter to them.”
“Okay. Thanks for the warning.”
“Stay safe,” he said, before cutting off.
Using leadership chat, I filled in the lead group and made sure to make it clear that Jerrek’s men didn’t need to know the details, especially Olivia. Messaging Isamu, I got his reassurance that he wouldn’t say a word.
 
***
 
The disgruntled chant of protesters carried nearly a mile from the gates of the Goblin City to our ears. I joined with Edison as he marched his men past Jerrek’s and took to the front of the procession. We had another platoon of men that stayed at the rear. Jerrek’s men hadn’t given us any trouble, but this way it would at least look like they were prisoners.
As we passed by, I glanced over to find Olivia watching me. She still looked just as detached as she had yesterday. I’d yet to approach and speak with her. Now wasn’t the time. I let a smile reach my eyes—one she could see—before continuing on.
The stars glistened overhead as we reached the city gates. Multiple lamps shone bright from atop the two-story buildings on either side of entrance. There was a group of guards on either building. Someone called out when they saw us. The gates opened when we were about 100 meters out and the faces of two friends that I hadn’t gotten enough time with recently came out to meet us. Vector and Treetop wore their red and yellow vests over their breastplates and held their great helmets under one arm. It was curious that they didn’t wear the grey cloaks of the guards. Despite the tumultuous racket coming from the protestors just beyond the gates, they hurried toward us with big grins, which put a whole new spin on the current vibe. 
Smacking Mel and Barrell on the shoulders, I let out a laugh before outpacing them.
As I approached our greeters, Treetop dashed toward me at the last moment and wrapped his arms around me, picking me up. He moaned like a grieving whale.
“I missed you too, man,” I said, as he spun me around.
“You big idiot,” Vector said, rolling his eyes.
Treetop set me down. “You’ve finally come home!” he said with mock sorrow.
“Did you start drinking again?” I asked.
“No,” Vector said, butting in. “He doesn’t need to be drunk to act like himself.”
I looked to Treetop.
He shrugged.
“So I hear you aren’t the only people here to greet us,” I said.
As if answering me, a voice rose up from town square. “Murder is not justice!”
“You hear?” Treetop said. “They’re annoying aren’t they.” He looked over his shoulder in the direction of the protesters. “Vector won’t even let me stab them.”
A little taken aback, I replied, “Sorry to hear that.”
Vector just shook his head. “What Treetop is trying to say is that it’s good to see you and that you better follow us. We have a way through the front buildings so that you won’t have to face the crowd.
“Yeah, that’s it—more or less,” Treetop said.
“Got it,” I replied.
Mel and Barrell caught up and were staring at me.
There wasn’t time to explain much, so I said, “We follow them.”
I began trying to explain to Edison and my men about what was going on and Vector added a few more details before we reached the gate. When we did, our procession was lined up single file and was directed to the alley between the city wall and the two-story barracks crowding it a little more than a meter away. Cornelius and his men were lined up in formation blocking the road that headed straight into town square. What had once been used as a kill-box by the goblins was now used as a barricade to keep us from having to face the protestors.
Through the alley and into the side door of the barracks, we only weaved through two rooms before exiting the building into another alley. We entered another building, went from room to room, and exited into a larger alley that skirted behind some of the smaller buildings between us and the town square.
From there, I was able to see through the gaps between buildings. The crowd wasn’t dense, but there were people everywhere wearing the uniforms of at least four different guilds. There are only a couple hundred people? The town square had held the human and goblin armies in their entirety, so I knew that space could hold an exorbitant amount of people.
The protestors’ chants were inconsistent and ran together as often as not. There were only a few things that I could make sense of.
“Release the prisoners!”
“Justice! Not murder!”
“Prodos assassins!” 
They certainly didn’t seem to like the idea of Prodos taking matters into their own hands.
We continued on until we reached the merchant shops. There was a lot more room between the city wall and buildings, but we continued to follow the wall and headed toward the industrial area. It was where guild storage and manufacturing took place.
This time of the day would make almost every shop closed. These back streets should have been quiet, but instead, almost every guild had a couple of squads on standby in case the protesters turned to looting their guild shops. When we came into view, all eyes fell on us. If they didn’t recognize our faces, then our guild colors gave us away.
It could have been bad. There were at least a hundred armed men and women standing there ready to fight. Seeing us could have set them off. Instead, they remained silent and watched as we passed. The second squad closest to us belonged to Wilson. I recognized his colors and some of his men. They nodded slowly as we passed. It didn’t end there. I scanned the faces of the men from the guilds I didn’t know and was greeted with numerous nods and salutes.
What Peter had said was true. Even though there were a large number of protestors, we also had a lot of support. There was a big difference between them and the people protesting. Some of these men had died and had their stuff taken the night Sig’s men attacked. I doubted the people protesting had even been affected.
We only marched a few more blocks before we were led around the rear of a huge building almost as big as the Prodos Armory and into the back door. As I stepped inside, I saw a squad of Cornelius’s men waiting in what looked like a loading area for goods. Wooden crates lined both sides of the entrance. I knew then that this must have been one of the buildings that Cornelius had taken for his guild during the goblin war.
I followed Vector and Treetop deeper into the building and soon entered a large room with stacked log walls and rough wooden floors. It had most likely been a storage room at one time, but it was now lined with four rows of cots. I quickly estimated there were enough beds for eighty people.
Vector faced us as we filed in. He looked back and forth between Edison and me before saying, “This is for your men. We have about a dozen rooms available for your higher officers and a separate room like this for the prisoners.”
Looking to Edison, he urged me to take my pick.
“How many rooms do you need?” I asked.
“None,” he said without hesitation.
I raised my brow in question. “Half of them are yours,” I insisted, knowing he’d just fight the point if I gave him a choice. Looking back to Vector, I continued, “I’d like to request that Jerrek and his men be treated well. They helped us of their own accord and returned here knowing that there would be some form of punishment awaiting them.”
“They won’t be permitted to leave, but we will do as you ask,” Vector said, glancing at Isamu. Vector had had my back when Jerrek, Isamu and a mountain of their men had threatened me in a tavern, so he knew of our history.
To drive home the point that things had changed, I faced Isamu and said, “How many rooms do you need?”
He was silent for a long moment. “One for Olivia and another for Claire,” he said.
I pressed him further. “What about you and Jerrek?”
He looked back, finding Jerrek at his sister’s side. “Jerrek won’t have it. If he gets any sleep at all he’ll find a cot with the others.”
“And you?”
“No—but thank you.”
I grasped his shoulder, then found Vector studying Jerrek’s men.
There was a hall of individual rooms between Edison and the room of cots that would belong to Jerrek. As I promised, I left the ones closest to Edison unoccupied for him to do with as he pleased. Mel, Barrell and I took rooms near the middle of the hall and we set Olivia and Claire up with the two rooms closest to the door that were next to Jerrek’s party.
After handing over Sig’s man that had surrendered, I made sure that Olivia was taken care of first. Jerrek and Claire entered with her. Before they shut the door behind them, I promised them that food would be sent to them soon. Jerrek was quick to thank me, but Olivia didn’t say a word and unceremoniously entered.
When everyone knew where they would go, Vector requested that I go with him. Cornelius wanted to speak with me.
I found Treetop conversing with Mel and Barrell. He was obviously up to something, but I didn’t interrupt as I took my leave. As I followed Vector back the way we had come, I contacted Peter to let him know we were secure.
“Good. I’ll debrief you later,” he replied.
“I’m on my way to speak with Cornelius…” I said.
“He has been fully informed of your situation, so there is no need to hold anything back. You made good time, and there’s nothing rushing events. You have two days until the guilds assemble. You and your men will stay put for now. I fear it might be too risky to move you until then. Get some rest. I’ll be in touch.”
“Understood.”
What I said was true, I did understand, but that didn’t mean I was happy to hear it. Timur was continuing to push himself and grow stronger. I, on the other hand, had just learned that I wouldn’t have access to the training facility and would be cooped up in here.
We reached an open doorway where Vector stepped to the side and let me pass. Near the middle of the room was one of the big wooden desks that was nearly identical to the desks we’d found in Prodos Armory. Sitting on the other side was Cornelius. His enormous arms were folded over his stomach as he leaned back in his chair. Where he’d found a chair to hold his weight was a puzzle I’d like to know the answer to.
Leaning forward, he offered me a seat in one of the two straight-backed wooden chairs in front of his desk.
I did as he requested.
Concern narrowed his gaze as I greeted him.
“How are you doing?” he asked.
I shrugged. “Mission successful. Good I guess.”
“How are you really doing?”
I thought for a moment. What do I say? “I want to train. Hard.”
“That’s what I thought. When do you have your next session with Achilles?”
“Tuesday, I think, since I had to cancel with him this week—he’s also having to move his schedule around.”
“It’s not the training hall, but I’ll have Vector show you our practice area. You’re welcome to it.”
“Thank you,” I said, relieved.
He smiled in response, but it was obvious that more was on his mind. He didn’t wait any longer to tell me why he’d brought me here. “Tell me about Timur. Have you fought him before? I want to know everything you can remember about his fighting style and any habits he has.”
I froze where I sat, never taking my eyes off him. Ever since I’d entered Freedom, I’d known I’d have to eventually face Timur. But if Cornelius fought him first… 
My eyes dropped to my hands that sat open in my lap. I knew they didn’t possess the strength to beat Chewme. Not yet. Gritting my teeth, I almost didn’t answer his question. I was gripped with jealousy. I couldn’t let someone else defeat him in my place, could I?
If I delayed Timur’s downfall, the consequences of leaving him were no small matter. More people would suffer as he recruited more player-killers to his side. My jaw loosened.
Looking Cornelius in the eye, I knew if I gave him the information he sought, eventually he’d try to hunt Timur down. As powerful as Timur was, Cornelius was on a whole other level. My time was more limited than I’d thought.
“I’ve fought him before. Thousands of times. He prefers a two handed sword, but don’t let that fool you. He’s a natural athlete and is good at just about anything he does. He’s also not slow like a lot of big guys either. It may seem like he’s the type of guy that fights relying on passion and instinct, but that is the furthest thing from the truth. He loves fighting—with all his heart and mind. If you beat him, he will be watching you with this freakishly disturbing grin. And he’ll dissect everything you do so that it won’t happen again.”
Leaning forward, Cornelius folded his hands together and rested them on his desk. The sober gleam in his eye told me that he knew how hard it was for me to tell him this. He said softly, “Please continue.”
 
***
 
After being debriefed by Peter later that night, I was expecting Victoria to contact me soon. I had to admit that I’d been looking forward to speaking with her all day. Our conversations helped me take my mind off of things better than anything else.
I took advantage of one of my few moments alone since we’d arrived to stretch out on the bed that Cornelius had graciously loaned me. The room was even smaller than my own. There was only a bed, a shallow closet, and a small space to pace back and forth in. I placed all of Sig’s heavy items in the closet, stacking them instead of hanging them. They were just too much for the tiny space so it looked more like an overflowing cubby than a closet. My own armor was in my inventory, including my normal padded undergarments. I wore a clean pair of athletic shorts and one of Achilles’s t-shirts that I hadn’t had a chance to wear in a while. With the walls and Cornelius’s men surrounding me, I had no doubt there would be plenty of time to get geared up if the occasion called for it.
My conversation with Peter hadn’t revealed much. The only piece of information that surprised me was that Sig and his men were being kept in the Goblin Castle’s dungeon. They weren’t being treated with any cruelty, but because of the chosen location everyone in the city knew they were there. Harrison’s men didn’t just have a bunch of prisoners to worry about, but also a number of protestors that had stationed themselves outside.
A light knock sounded from my door. I rolled off the bed and undid the latch before pulling the door open a crack to see who it was. Olivia. Her blue eyes rose from the floor to gaze into my own. They were bloodshot—pleading.
I opened the door and asked, “Are you okay?”
She stepped inside but kept her gaze low. Her arms were wrapped around her chest as she held herself tight. She wore a lavender robe that reach down to just above her knees and only white socks on her feet. Her blond hair was tossed back over her shoulders in a frizzy mess. I suspected she’d been tossing and turning in bed and unable to fall asleep.
She stopped once inside and faced me. The hints of a smile touched the corners of her mouth, but quickly disappeared. “I want to thank you. You were the last person I thought my brother would get to come and help. Why did you? I thought you hated me.”
“I don’t hate you,” I replied. “You saved me from having to fight your brother, if you remember. In a way, I owed you. Besides, no one should have to go through what Sig did to you.”
At the sound of his name, she cringed, but quickly shook it away. With a deep sigh, she forced a grin. Lowering her arms, she pushed the door closed.
I couldn’t move. The robe she wore wasn’t a robe, but a long button up shirt that was completely undone. As her arms fell away, it opened to reveal her cleavage and firm belly. Her panties matched her shirt.
My eyes shot up and I forced myself to look at nothing but her face. Already the sight of her was burned into my mind. This wasn’t a scenario that Destiny had ever cooked up. A girl revealing herself to me to mess with my game was a given, but Olivia wasn’t competition. The last thing I wanted to do was to hurt her after what she’d just faced. I had no idea how to respond.
The next thing I knew she’d grabbed both of my hands with her own and pulled them in under her shirt and around her waist. I felt the warm, smooth skin of her lower back as she rose up on her toes to kiss me.
It was the third time my lips had met hers. As unexpected as it was, she was also familiar. I pulled her close and felt the shape of her body against mine. Our forms melted together. There was still a part of me that held back, but I didn’t know if I had the strength to pull back.
She started to tremble. She lowered herself and our lips parted. A wave of worry washed over me as I tried to look her in the eyes. She wouldn’t let me. Her eyes were closed.
I removed my hands immediately as she stepped back and hugged her arms to herself to try and stop herself from shaking. I tried to reach out to touch her shoulder to steady her, but instead she flinched away.
She was shaking her head frantically, seemingly unable to control it.
“Olivia,” I said in a whisper.
She didn’t look at me. She couldn’t. “I’m sorry. I-I thought I could do this, but I can’t.” She spun and hurried for the door. Reaching it, she opened it quickly, but stopped. With her back still facing me, she struggled to say, “Thank you.” Then she was gone.
I stood there for a long moment. What in the world just happened?
At that moment, I received a popup that read, Victoria has relinquished the ability to access your eyes and ears.
I fell back onto my bed. It could only mean one thing. Victoria had checked in on me while Olivia was here to see if I was busy before she contacted me. I felt like I was going to be sick.
 



Chapter 11 – Don’t Let Her In
I wrung my hands as I stared a hole into the floor.
What had she seen?
I didn’t know whether I should try to contact Victoria immediately or wait to see if she contacted me. Opening a message prompt, I moved to send the request for a voice chat but froze. Closing it, I immediately opened it again before closing it a second time.
Closing my eyes, I forced myself to breathe. There was no way Victoria hadn’t seen what happened.
The timing was just too perfect for it to be any other way. She had to know that I hadn’t meant for this to happen—that Olivia came on to me. But had I stopped her? As much as I wanted to lie to myself, I knew the answer was no. I’d pulled her closer. I’d held her. If she hadn’t pulled back, I would’ve let it continue. Now that the moment was over, I was just as certain that it wasn’t Olivia I wanted.
I went through the motions to contact Victoria again, but couldn’t continue. If I did contact her and she answered, what would I say? Could I tell her that I wasn’t interested in Olivia, because I wanted her? How could I forget that she was already taken? My only option was to become strong enough to win her hand by defeating whatever Ekseliksi prince that had claimed her. How powerful are they anyways?
Instead of contacting her through an audio channel, I decided to send her a letter. This way I could get my wording just right and not turn into a bumbling idiot. At any moment, I still expected to get a verbal message from her, but it never came. I wrote and rewrote the message to her many times. It was almost an hour later when I sent it. I was just as unsure about the final draft as I was about the first.
Victoria,
I’m sorry that you had to see that. Olivia caught me off guard and I didn’t know how to react. I want to reassure you that I have no interest in a relationship with her, nor would I ever want to take advantage of her in her current state of mind. I was greatly looking forward to hearing from you tonight. I sincerely hope that this won’t negatively affect our friendship.
Lucius
 
I’d chosen my words very carefully and still half expected her to respond. Another hour passed and still nothing. Had I waited too long to contact her? Had I made my words too generic? Every part of me screamed that there was more I should do, but besides marching out of Cornelius’s base and heading to the Prodos Armory, I couldn’t think of anything that might help. When I started to consider sending her a second message in case she hadn’t got the first, I left my room. One positive was that I was finally starting to come into my own strength and she had seen it. Acting like a pathetic, love-sick teenager wouldn’t help my cause.
There was still a pocket of Edison’s men in the corner playing cards as I passed through the barracks. I weaved through a few rooms before entering the training room. It was designed mostly for sparring, but since I was completely alone, I looked around the room frantically for something to do. There was nothing to hit, but there were several bags leaning against one side of the room that looked a lot like heavy bags. They were really just large cylindrical bags filled with sand that nearly came up to my chest.
Unlike heavy bags that were designed for striking, these had no ropes or chains and there was no place in the room to hang them. I suspected I knew what they were used for.
Reaching them, I came to end of the row and bent over, placing my head between the last two. Wrapping each arm around each one, I leaned both shoulders into them. Leveling my back, I rocked my weight onto my heels before lifting them from their place against the wall. I had to take a step back to steady myself, but quickly recovered. Spreading my feet out about shoulder width apart, I dipped low.
I guessed they weighed about 100 lbs. each. It was less weight than I was used to, but they were awkward to handle so they would do. I began doing squats and kept going until my legs started to burn. After a short rest, I did it again. It wasn’t until I’d completely exhausted myself that I finally stopped. Exercise seemed to help mute the voice in my head, but as soon as I’d recovered, my emotions returned. Shame was wielding my conscience like a dagger to the chest. If I just hadn’t let Olivia in, then none of this would have happened.
 
***
 
The two days we were shut up in Cornelius’s barracks felt like they would never end. I tried to stay busy by spending most of my time in the gym, but even then, it was impossible to forget that Victoria had stopped speaking to me. She hadn’t even responded to my message.
Olivia was just as distant. I was going out of my way to keep my distance, but all my efforts were unnecessary. She didn’t leave her room even once after she’d visited me. If she were waiting for me to approach her, she’d have to keep waiting.
One hundred and twenty men were formed up outside the front entrance of Cornelius’s barracks waiting for us to join them. As we did, Edison stood at the head of his platoon and Vector stood with Cornelius at the head of his. I approached our host with Mel and Barrell at my side. We were all decked out in our finest gear and guild colors. Not only were we going to show ourselves for the first time since we returned, but Peter said that it was important that we make a statement.
We marched through the widest alley between guild shops in the immediate area and exited into the busy town square. The sun was just beginning its ascent into the eastern sky, peeking over the city wall and the multistoried buildings between us and the castle. 
We weren’t the only ones out in our best garb. The crowd had been lively enough for us to hear them from Cornelius’s Barracks. Everyone knew what was going on. The quest for creating a new government was one that everyone had received—even players from distant starting cities. When those people doing some last-minute shopping that morning before the Gathering of Guilds saw us, their volume rose.
I walked at the front of the procession with Cornelius at my side. He wore full plate mail that was polished and pristine. It only added to his massive size, making me feel like an aluminum can walking next to a literal tank. If it was a spectacle Peter wanted, we would give it to them.
The crowd cleared way without having to be asked as we paraded past the guild shops and into the heart of the city. Mel and Barrell walked casually behind us, followed by Vector and Treetop. I hadn’t exactly figured out what position they held in Cornelius’s troop and they even wore their own guild colors. The more traditional officers directly led Cornelius’s men, just as Edison led ours.
We had yet to meet with any protests even as we passed Prodos Tavern. When we reached the middle of the business district, the streets were packed. Even then, they made way and all eyes fell upon us. Instead of hostility there was a festive vibe coming from the crowd. It was so surprising I asked Cornelius, “Have the protestors given up?”
He snickered, while keeping his head forward, scanning the crowd. “Not likely, but the estimates are that there are over ten thousand people living here now. Most people could care less about politics. They’re just cheering for the guilds that they like the best.”
“How do they view Prodos?”
“Hmmm. Prodos led the attack of the Goblin City, killed the Goblin General and King, had the Prodos Bank and Tavern set up within hours of the battle ending… What do you think?”
“So we have nothing to worry about?”
“I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve never been one for these political games, but people that make a career of complaining often get their way just because rational people get tired of dealing with them.”
“Is that why Treetop wanted to stab them?”
Cornelius shook with laughter. “That would sure make things easier. I don’t think you have to worry about it, though. That girl has a head on her shoulders.”
“Victoria?”
He nodded.
She’d certainly surprised everyone. But why was I so worried? Was it because she’d stopped talking to me? No. As much as I hated the fact, I didn’t feel bitter toward her. What was really bothering me was that I didn’t believe Jaden would play by the rules. I was sure he had something up his sleeve. Why else would he start all this protest nonsense if he didn’t think he’d get something out of it? Unless I was just giving him too much credit. Perhaps he was the bitter one and just trying to get back at Prodos for beating him at his own game.
As we neared the castle, cheers greeted us. People were lining the road, not because they had seen us coming, but because they’d been waiting to see the guild leaders as they arrived. Many of them were holding turkey legs, cotton candy on parchment cones, or picking at funnel cakes like it was an old time fair. I realized then that to many of these people, especially for the athletes who had never played massive virtual games, this was a big event. It was a historical day in the most watched virtual game ever. When I’d first started playing VRMMOs, I’d experienced the same thrill. It had been one of the huge factors that caused me to fall in love with gaming in the first place.
The nostalgia brought a smile to my face. The people lining the streets weren’t just random players wanting a piece of the action. They were pros in their own right, and yet here they were, cheering like a bunch of fans.
As we made it to the final stretch and headed toward the bridge to the castle, we came face to face with the protesters that had been missing until now. They lined one side of the street for about one hundred meters and began pummeling us with accusations. Most of the accusations were the same ones we’d heard two days ago, but there was a new one.
“Down with the Prodos Monopoly!”
I wanted to laugh while anger welled up inside me. I had to admit that Victoria had indeed created a monopoly in player-run banking and was a leader in just about every other industry. That didn’t make the accusation fair. She was also the first one to think of outdoing the NPC banks in the starting cities, which included item storage that none of the NPC banks had. As the inventor of such a system, of course she held a monopoly. Being the first also means you stand alone until other competition comes along and tries to outdo you. These people, instead of trying to do just that, were instead trying to tear down what she’d built.
“Ignore them,” Cornelius said suddenly.
I realized my fists were clenched and I quickly loosened them. The idea to leave the procession and confront the crowd had crossed my mind, but instead I followed his advice.
We made it to the bridge where I saw the rest of Vector’s guild holding the crowd back. What had once been a group of about ten gamers had grown to at least fifty. I recognized every single one of them. The founding members were there, like Drool and HandshakeDeath, but so were several famous newcomers including TheLongSleep and Jester. They even had a few famous athletes among their ranks. Their gear had greatly improved. Not one of them wore less than average steel chainmail, and many wore scale and plate armor.
I grinned in their direction, but didn’t meet anyone’s eyes, too afraid I’d melt down and have a fanboy moment.
Harrison’s men met us on the other side of the bridge and ushered us inside. Most of our men were redirected to wait outside or were put to work. It was only Cornelius and Vector that followed with Mel, Barrell, and me. We took a familiar path down long halls that I knew were leading to the throne room. There was a vast difference in décor since last time I’d been here, but it wasn’t that the décor had actually changed. The difference was that the floors were not covered in blood.
As we approached our destination, Peter met us and pulled Mel, Barrell and I away. We followed him down a side passage into a separate room.
Once inside, he turned and faced us. “So this is how it’s going to go.”
 



Chapter 12 – The Gathering of Guilds
I waited to be summoned in a servants’ hall that led straight into the throne room through a side entrance. Even here there was a grand scarlet carpet that ran up the center of the floor over polished, whitewashed stone. Cast iron sconces hung on both walls every ten feet or so, giving the passage a warm constant light. This place wasn’t nearly as dreary as I remembered from my first visit.
The Gathering of Guilds had started a few hours ago. Only the guild leaders and their top advisor would be allowed in the throne room during the debate. In our case, Victoria had Peter at her side. The only exception to the rule was if the guilds wanted to bring someone in for questioning, which was the very reason I was here. I could hear what was being said fairly well until people started talking over one another, which happened a lot.
Everything had started well. Victoria laid out the benefits of a council of guilds to govern the people and Jaden did the same for a republic. Another man argued the benefits and moral obligation of fairness that a republic provided. Then Peter explained the impracticality of founding a republic during our limited time in Freedom and during what he referred to as a time of war. At that point, the council of guilds looked like it would win out, when Jaden’s accusations began. Each one of Victoria’s accomplishments were put under a microscope and put forth as evidence of evil intentions. Suffice it to say, Victoria wasn’t left alone to defend herself. Many others spoke for her.
It wasn’t hard to argue against the initial monopoly accusation. The fact that Prodos had only expanded to the new goblin city when there were over a dozen other starting cities they could also expand to put an end to the idea of a banking monopoly fairly quickly. It was when Prodos’s reach into multiple industries was brought up that the real debate began.
“You look like you could use some caffeine,” said a familiar voice from behind me.
I found a mug of iced coffee waiting for me as I turned to see my old friend.
“Kline!” I said, taking the mug. “It’s great to see you, man. It feels like it’s been weeks since I saw you.” 
His pearly whites shone from beneath his curly, black beard. “I got to hear about the fun you had while you were out on your mission.”
“And yours wasn’t?”
“Nah. It was just a long walk. All that we had to combat were complaining politicians.”
I gave a sniffle and mimicked wiping a tear from my eye.
His grin widened just before he smacked me on the shoulder, sending me stumbling forward.
“It’s great to have you back,” I said, oozing sarcasm.
We both laughed.
“So you finally ran into your friend?” he said, his eyes narrowing.
“If you could call him that, yeah,” I replied.
“At least all that he can do is cause you untold amounts of physical pain. The real danger lies on the other side of that door,” he said, pointing to the door at the end of the hall that opened into the throne room. “They want your soul.”
“It looks like I’m not the only one. Why are you here?”
“Besides coming to say hi to a friend?”
I leaned forward as if expecting a juicy snippet of gossip.
He smirked. “I’m the evidence of how kind Prodos can be. We escort politicians through dangerous player-killer territory.”
There was a sudden change in the tone of the conversation going on in the throne room. They’d moved past Prodos’s expansion into hospitality with the creation of the Prodos Tavern when a new person spoke.
“My name is Heather Esper of the guild Retro Zerg.”
I looked to Kline, my eyes widened to the size of a goblin’s bald head.
“That’s the girl that let the thieves escape the city?” Kline asked. “She’s bold for being here. I’ll give her that.”
Heather continued. “We at Retro Zerg are also concerned with Prodos’s expansion into so many industries…”
“It’s more than that,” I said. “She might be working with Jaden against her guild. Oh, and Barrell has had a crush on her since before we entered Freedom.”
“Now that’s hilarious,” Kline said, smacking his forehead.
The next thing she said left me in a daze. “Prodos’s line of lingerie has completely undermined the entire industry…”
Lingerie? What was she talking about? But then the memory of Drool and Victoria weeks ago hiding what they were working on in the back of the clothing merchant’s shop came to mind. Was this what they didn’t want me to see? If they had been working on it for all this time, how had I not learned about it if it was, indeed, disrupting an entire industry?
“You didn’t know?” Kline asked.
I gave him a blank look.
“You really didn’t know?” He snickered and begun patting me on the shoulder as if I resembled a pitiable pup. “I’m not going to say what I’m thinking, or your head might explode.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t worry. It’s not that bad. It’s not like your girlfriend models all those skimpy things she makes.”
“Why would I think she did…” This was almost certainly just about fashion. The revelation didn’t make her any less chaste than she was before. She didn’t exactly have much choice in the matter. Although, I’d also seen a playful side to her. Playful—what was I thinking? This was Victoria we were talking about here.
When Victoria was the one that responded to Heather’s concern, my head started spinning. “I have to admit, that out of all of Prodos’s pursuits, this one is probably the most deserving of scrutiny. Prodos Bank, Prodos Tavern, and our shops and storage facilities have all been for the good of the guild. Prodos Lingerie though has been a personal project of mine. With what’s best for the guild in mind,
I give full ownership over to my business partner, Drool of the guild Dawn Maximum. As of this moment, I relinquish my stake in Prodos Lingerie.
“You must understand that it’s not as if I don’t understand the concern that Prodos has taken over an unfair amount of the economy. We welcome competition, but we also have worked tirelessly to achieve what we have. I hope that giving up on this project, which is dear to my heart, will help convince you that I’m a firm believer in fair markets.”
Applause came slowly at first, but soon had taken over the room.
It hadn’t ended when Jaden’s voice cut through it. “Very good. But I don’t see how Prodos giving up the least of their initiatives fixes the fact that they have our economy in a vice grip. It sounds more like a bribe to me, so that they can continue business as usual.”
The throne room was suddenly silent.
Jaden went on. “This is just another example that points to the heart of the issue. Prodos is championing the fight against a republic. They want to keep the power that they have and, as they have been so adamant to remind us, we are at war. If they get their way and a military Leader of Guilds is chosen, they will only obtain more power because they are the most likely to be selected. Do you not see the conspiracy?”
 It was official. There was one person I wanted to choke more than Chewme.
“I urge you all to consider the evidence that has been laid out in regard to the Prodos monopoly—but let us now move on to the criminal charges,” Jaden said. 
Numerous voices rose up at once in objection to the accusation, but there was also a number that seemed to support it.
“Over forty men have been murdered!” Jaden said as if to bolster those on his side.
“Order!” Harrison cried for the hundredth time. He’d been given the task of keeping charge of the meeting. I wondered if he’d be hoarse by the end of the day.
As the crowd settled down, Jaden said in a level tone, “Recently, our fair city was attacked and many of our goods were stolen. A great tragedy, yes, but Prodos has gone too far. They took justice into their own hands and went after the thieves. Lucius, Prodos’s missionary of vengeance, hunted them down. He gave them no chance to surrender, nor was he able to confirm their identities before he murdered over forty of them. They respawned and are now being held without trial. Lucius stands as a free man, a criminal that will not face a court or trial. His crimes have gone completely unpunished and Prodos hasn’t been brought to task for commissioning this mercenary. I submit this to today’s council as the chief evidence against Guild Prodos and their proposed government. But most of all, to keep them from grabbing more power for themselves.”
“I’m jealous,” Kline said. 
Looking to him, I furrowed my brow.
Kline bowed his head so that all I saw as he looked up at me were the slits of his eyes. “He just called you ‘missionary of vengeance.’”
I chuckled in response, but it was only a brief respite. My disdain for Jaden hadn’t changed, but it was hard to deny his accusations against me. Especially since I was questioning the morality of the choices I’d made already.
There was a long moment of silence before a solo clap sounded. The voice that followed shook me even more than Jaden’s. It was Peter. His words bled acid. “Bravo! Such brave accusations coming from a person that hasn’t lifted a finger to help with the investigation into the Shop District’s theft. Not to mention that an estimated 5,000 gold coins worth of goods were taken that day and Lucius, this man you call a criminal, was responsible for having every coin returned to its rightful owner. In addition, the reason the forty-one thugs were apprehended and are being held is so that this Gathering of Guilds can decide what to do with them.
“As of today, justice doesn’t exist in Freedom. Unless, by rule of might, a person can get justice for themselves or has powerful friends to help. We must ask ourselves. Should every person that has hunted down the player-killer or thief who wronged them be punished as criminals? The notion is utterly ridiculous. Half the people in this court would be guilty. Is that not why we are here?! So that those without power have a place to turn and those with power have a means that they can trust so that they don’t have to take matters into their own hands?”
Victoria added quickly, “To show you how genuine we are about creating a system of justice that is fair and unbiased, Lucius is here today to answer your questions. Some of you know him and some of you don’t. Judge for yourselves whether he is the monster Jaden wants you to believe him to be, or if he is one of us, trying to do what is right.”
That was my cue. Everything Peter had mentioned in our meeting before the Gathering of Guilds had transpired just as he said it would. That didn’t make what I was about to do any easier.
“The missionary of vengeance goes forth!” Kline called out overly loud while I was still standing next to him.
I cringed. 
“They probably heard that,” I said.
“If they didn’t, just let me know and I’ll make sure that they do,” he replied.
“Eh, bye,” I said, hurrying forward, not because I was excited about testifying, but to get away from Kline before he got any more ideas.
Reaching the end of the hall, I lowered the latch and pulled open the door. A hundred pairs of eyes stared back at me.
 



Chapter 13 – Enough
I entered the throne room near the room’s main entrance, opposite the throne on the far side of the room. It was the same wall that held the grand fireplace at the center of the room. No one sat on the throne or stood on the platform at the head of the room watching over us. Instead, a semicircle of long tables took up the entire throne side of the room, with the guild leaders sitting along the outside. This way everyone would be able to see each other during the debate. The richest clothing and armor brightened the setting with color and polished steel. These weren’t your average guild members, which was obvious enough just by their gowns, tailored suits and pristine plate armor. It was easily the richest assortment of gear in Freedom. The garb of those present seemed to be split evenly between armor and formal dress. If only their formal suits didn’t look as uncomfortable, if not more so, as my plate mail, then I would’ve envied them.
Their combat and psionic ranks was another story. There were certainly formidable men and women among them. A few Combat Level Rank D’s and E+’s were there, and Cornelius’s Rank C stood out like a wolf among sheep. The majority were Rank F or F+. Psionically, there was even less variety. Rank G was almost universal except for a few Rank Fs.
My mind quickly turned to the crowd which I assumed they couldn’t help but scrutinize me after what had been said. It should’ve been a time to celebrate what we had accomplished, but Peter had made it clear that Jaden wouldn’t let that happen. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to answer any questions I didn’t want to, and I could spin things if I so desired. Public speaking wasn’t something that I delighted in doing, but I’d had enough time in the spotlight from my old semi-pro days that it didn’t really bother me.
Walking toward the middle of the room, I scanned the faces of the guild leaders that were sitting at their designated seats. At least a quarter of them I knew to be sub-guilds of Prodos or had close business ties with us. They could be trusted. Our closest allies were scattered throughout the room. Cornelius was on the last table on the right. Wilson was on the opposite side three or four tables in. Harrison stood leaning against a podium near the mouth of the semicircle of tables with a giant mallet. His job was to try to keep order. There were only three guild leaders, led by Jaden, who I knew to be openly hostile. They all sat close together and represented a couple thousand men. The man himself sat near the peak of the arch of tables, at the foot of the throne. He’d undoubtedly picked the spot to make himself look more important than he was. As for the other guilds, I just wasn’t that familiar with them. Many of the faces I saw were from different starting towns and not all of them had participated in the battle for the goblin city.
Victoria and Peter were the only ones standing and they waited for me, not at their seats, but in the middle of the semicircle of guild leaders. The logistics of the seating were terrible. For those addressing the floor, it would feel like they were being judged by those at their seats. Maybe it was supposed to feel like a teacher lecturing their students, but that wasn’t the vibe I was getting. Prodos’s guild master wore a shapely war gown of green that was a slightly darker shade than her eyes. It accented their brilliance. Below her polished pauldrons, the armor covering her arms had been replaced with delicately woven bronze chainmail. Atop her golden-brown skin, it gave her an exotic appeal. The faceplate of her burgonet helm had been removed, leaving the scale-like etching of swords that began near her cheeks and transformed into wings that flared up behind her ears. She looked like an elven queen among a bunch of human lords that were trying their best to match her majesty but had fallen woefully short. Her councilor, and bodyguard, looked far more common in his plate mail without his helmet, but anyone that had seen him fight wasn’t deceived.
I gulped down a knot in my throat and focused my eyes on Victoria as I approached. As confident as I felt in the spotlight, I realized then that this really was a different kind of attention altogether. My experience was with fans and the eyes upon me weren’t exactly welcoming. Focusing on her friendly face helped calm my nerves, but the moment she mouthed ‘sorry’ as her eyes pointed to the crowd, I remembered that she hadn’t been speaking to me the last two days. Her reaction was a good sign that she didn’t hate me, but so much for calm nerves.
Crossing to the middle of the room felt like one of the longest moments of my life. I stopped a few meters before reaching Victoria, unsure how comfortable she’d be to have me standing too close. I forced a smile, before clenching my jaw and rebuking myself. All my doubt about how she felt about me would only hinder what I was about to do.
With a deep sigh, I lifted my head and faced the crowd.
As Victoria began to speak, it was hard not to look her way even though she wasn’t facing me. “Before we take any questions, I’d like Lucius to give a quick summary of the events starting the night our guild shops were attacked.”
A wave of her hand directed me to begin.
My throat was tight as I did, but it quickly loosened as I gave as accurate of an account as I could. I was honest and thorough. I left out my personal feelings in regard to dealing with Olivia and didn’t tell them that she’d approached me during our time at Cornelius’s barracks. Of course, my private conversations with Victoria were also none of their concern. As I neared the part of my tale involving our first battle with Sig’s men, I’d reached the question I’d been brooding over which was whether I should tell them about my internal struggles about offering them the chance to surrender. Since it had already been brought up as an accusation, there seemed to be no right answer, so I decided to mention it now before the pointed questions started.
“Sig’s men split in two when we caught up with them. This was after our scout had confirmed Olivia was with them and looked like she’d been freshly beaten. They were waiting for us in battle formation, so we attacked and killed them. They were taken into custody soon after when they respawned in Willingham.”
Jaden, wearing his blue robe and pointy goatee, turned to the man he’d brought as counsel and began discussing something with him in harsh whispers.
Looking to Victoria, I hesitated. She nodded me on. “My men and I discussed the event as we pursued Sig and the rest of his men. Though we didn’t believe it would have changed things, we thought it best that we offer the remaining thieves a chance to surrender when we caught up with them.”
I glanced at Jaden and found he’d stopped whispering. He was watching me with a satisfied smirk.
I was giving him ammunition and I knew it. But why? There was no part of me that wanted to help him or undermine Prodos. Still, I felt compelled to confess…That was it. I felt guilty. Even if I were doing this to appease my guilty conscience, I couldn’t allow my confession to undermine all we had built.
“When I was asked to go after the thieves,” I continued, “I was given the freedom to handle the situation in any way I saw fit. If I knew then what I know now, I would’ve approached things differently. Any fault was mine—I believed myself to be more prepared than I truly was.”
Giving Peter a brief look, I saw him frown. He didn’t look upset with me, but more like he was second-guessing the wisdom of letting me speak in the first place. 
I almost couldn’t bring myself to look at Victoria, but when I did, it wasn’t disappointment looking up at me, but remorse. It wasn’t necessary for me to ask her why. I knew she was regretting putting me through all this. Despite how much I might mess everything up, she was still concerned for me. That was why I had to make things right.
I moved on and told the group about Claire, but I did not mention Heather Esper’s name. Trying to find her in the crowd, I failed since I hadn’t been here physically when she’d spoken. If she were squirming in her seat, I missed it.
My least favorite guild leader, Jaden, seemed surprised by the revelation.
“The investigation is ongoing, so I won’t be mentioning names,” I said, letting silence linger to add emphasis before moving on.
My story had come to the place where we first met Timur’s men. I explained to everyone my relationship with Timur from before we entered Freedom. Then I explained the rest. I made it clear that there was no way we would have been able to take the player-killers’ city without losing numerous men. It was likely even then we would fail. I then tried to use my relationship to get the best possible outcome and had mostly succeeded. I defeated Sig and even gave his men a chance to surrender. One had. In the end, I faced Timur. He wasn’t the reason I’d gone north, but if I could have defeated him there, I admitted, I would’ve tried. The problem was, he would’ve just respawned, and I would’ve had his men to deal with. Secondly, I made a point of pausing so they understood the gravity of what I was about to say. I didn’t believe that I could beat him. Not yet. I’d hoped this would concern even Jaden, but he was talking with his man and didn’t look to be paying attention. I finished the rest of my account by making it clear how helpful Jerrek and his men had been. They had returned with us knowing they would face punishment, and I recommended leniency.
As soon as it was clear that I was finished, numerous voices sprouted up, demanding to know the name of the person that had helped the thieves escape. 
Peter appeared at my side, setting his hand on my shoulder. He smiled out at the pack of guild leaders as if they were congratulating him. For someone that hated the spotlight, he was really good at this sort of thing.
The crowd was now standing and yelling at each other from across the room. Harrison was doing his best to yell over them but was having little effect. Victoria stepped forward and held up her hand. Thinking they were going to get answers, the guild leaders piped down. 
“It is out of respect for our fellow guilds,” she said, “that we have yet to make the name public. I assure you that Prodos isn’t the only guild involved in the investigation. Please stand if you have been privy to this information.”
I counted eight people throughout the room that stood at her request. They were all Prodos friendly, but they were also the guilds that had been most involved with the theft investigation. It was the other guilds’ own fault for not being more involved.
“It has been agreed on by all parties that it is for the best that we refrain from giving too much detail until the investigation is complete. We don’t want unconfirmed accusations to hinder today’s debate,” she said, glaring at Jaden. “With that in mind, we will open the floor up to questions.”
To my surprise, Jaden wasn’t the first person to question me. For the first ten minutes, the questions I received weren’t even in the realm of accusatory, but to clarify my story. Many of the questions came from guild leaders that I didn’t know, and their biggest concern seemed to be how to deal with Timur, not my handling of Sig and his men. I dared to hope that it wouldn’t come up at all. Of all people, it was one of our sub-guild leaders who brought us back to the handling of Sig and his men.
He wasn’t a large man but had a taut slender build. He was the leader of one of the smaller guilds and had a timid, almost frightened matter about him. “I share the concern of the gentleman of the People’s Polity.”
I cringed hearing the name of Jaden’s guild. Though I tried to gain his attention, the man speaking wouldn’t look me in the eye.
“You said that you would’ve done things differently with what you know now. Are you willing to take responsibility for your actions?”
Closing my eyes, I weathered the intensity of my initial reaction. Ready as I’d ever be, I opened my mouth to speak, but Victoria spoke first. “Lucius was acting on my orders. I have already judged him innocent and deserving of the greatest recognition I could ever possibly bestow on him for the service he provided. Even that wouldn’t be enough to repay what he has done for Prodos and for all of us. Have you already forgotten that the opportunity to found a government is only possible because he defeated the goblin king who slaughtered and devoured our men in this very room? The quest that we received, placing us on this path, is due to Lucius putting everything on the line, for us. He’s not here to be judged, but to remind us all how hard things have been and what we’ve had to do to survive. We owe him, and the people that we serve, a government that they can trust.”
“But is that really the case?” Jaden responded, finally rising from his seat. “Are we going to be a people of laws? Does fairness and justice matter? As the lady of Guild Prodos has said, it is undeniable what Lucius has accomplished. We owe him a great debt. But he murdered forty people! Does doing good make up for evil?
“Let me give you an example. If a man murders your entire family and escapes from the police’s grasp, then he is caught ten years later and it’s found that he has planted orphanages, built homes and fed the poor… How would you feel about the judge if he let the murder of your sons and daughters, mothers and fathers, and brothers and sister go free? And why did the judge do it? Because he believed that the man had tried to make up for the evil he’d done. How would you see the judge? You would think he was unjust and deserving of punishment himself!
“We cannot create a new government on the foundation of injustice. Are we just a bunch of unjust judges? Perhaps, but today we can do better. Today, we can hold the guilty responsible for their actions and found our government on a foundation of what is right.”
“I object!” said a man sitting a table away to Jaden’s right. He stood in glimmering scalemail with a golden broach hanging high on his chest that fastened a cloak of red to his shoulders. There was a sash of red and black across his chest. “My name is Liam of Retro Zerg. I’ve been mostly silent during today’s debate because we found out too late to be able to participate in the battle for the goblin city. That doesn’t mean that I will sit by when a huge mistake could be made.”
Liam was tall and athletic with dark brown skin and a round face. Even with the severe look on his face he looked like he was ready to smile any moment. His kind look didn’t keep those present from listening intently.
“Lucius,” he said, giving me an inviting grin. “After the first group of thieves were dealt with, why did you continue after them even though you were second-guessing how it was handled?”
“I couldn’t do nothing.”
He nodded at my response. “That’s what I thought. To do nothing would be the greater sin.” Looking to Jaden, he addressed him directly. “Friend. He did what he did because we,” he spun with his arms extended, “had already failed him. We must proceed with mercy in mind, or all of this means nothing.”
Of all the reactions I expected, Jaden bowing his head to acknowledge what was said wasn’t among them.
“Thank you, Liam,” Jaden replied.
Liam looked at me one last time and gave me a quick wink before taking his seat. It was then that I noticed the woman sitting next to him. This whole time I’d been unable to spot Heather Esper, but now that I knew what her guild leader looked like I found her staring up at me with a proud grin. She was certainly putting on a show of fully backing him. 
I stopped myself from grinning as I remembered Barrell. She had strawberry-white skin and reddish-blond hair with playful blue eyes and traces of freckles across her nose. Even sitting down her lengthy scrappy build was impossible to miss. My first thought was that she was trouble. She fit Barrell perfectly.
Jaden wasn’t through. “What the leader of Retro Zerg said is true. We mustn’t be without mercy. With that said, I suspect that Lucius’s answer isn’t his only motivation.” Stroking his beard, Jaden turned his attention back to me. “I don’t think you’re evil, Lucius, but that doesn’t mean that I believe that you’re innocent. Do you believe that Sig’s plan to join your friend affected your judgment?”
I looked to Peter and then Victoria before answering. It seemed that they would let this play out, though I wasn’t sure exactly what their play was. Maybe they were seeing if other guilds would defend them before they stepped up and made their case… “Of course. Knowing him meant that I knew better than anyone else the danger he could be.”
Jaden replied, “And if you didn’t know that the player-killer city belonged to your friend, would you have approached it the way you did?”
“No, and Sig would likely still be free.”
“That may be so, but if you had waited for more men, surrounded the city, and forced them to bargain, isn’t it possible that they would have handed Sig over and no one would’ve had to die?”
“No. Timur would have only taken it as an excuse to fight.”
He twisted his head as he waited for me to finish. “Are you in love with Victoria?”
The color fled from my face.
“Should I take your silence as a yes?” he pressed.
My eyes met Victoria’s. It was impossible to read her. Normally, I would’ve made light of the question and threw it back in his face, but after going two days without speaking to her, it was a delicate situation all around. Her feelings were more important than how the rest of the room felt about me.
“It’s complicated,” I finally said.
He snickered. “That’s why—”
“But,” I said, cutting him off. “Yes.”
There were several whispers that rose up from the crowd, but if it was condemnation Jaden was going for, he didn’t get it. I didn’t get why the question mattered.
Peter was staring off as if he was trying to calculate what to do next. But Victoria was still looking at me, biting her lip. She was silent and still. She looked down for a long moment before turning away. I’d seen the twitch of anger in her eyes.
“As I was saying.” Jaden went on. “Lucius has admitted that he wasn’t prepared for the mission that Victoria gave him. His relationship with Timur placed him in a position guaranteeing that the only way Sig and his men would be brought to justice was for them to die. And I submit to you that the reason Lucius did all of this against his better judgment was because he was in love with his guild master. He wanted to please her above all else.”
Hearing him twist what I’d said, it took all my strength to keep from walking over and beating him down.
“Lucius,” he said. “So far you have answered honestly. Tell me, if Victoria asked you to do something that you believed was wrong, would you do it?”
A great well of delight sprang up inside of me as I realized the answer wasn’t one he’d want to hear. “I follow her because she always tries to do what is right.”
“And that, ladies and gentlemen, is what I’m afraid of! Victoria of Guild Prodos inspires just such passion in her followers. Lucius is our prime example. Forty men were murdered and yet they both believe that they were trying to do what was right. Good intentions are no excuse for their crimes. Victoria’s charisma and pretty face are assets but left unchecked by law and wise counsel we would end up being ruled by the whims of a teenage girl.”
Jaden looked around the room, basking in the lingering silence. I saw doubt and concern written on the faces of even some of our closest allies. Not everyone had been swayed, but the silence spoke for itself. The seeds had been planted. He continued, “I will declare my support for a council of guilds, if Lucius is punished for his actions.”
A giant gasp escaped the mouths of nearly everyone present.
Not missing a beat, Jaden pounced. “This will prove to me that the lords and ladies of this court will hold Prodos, and Victoria, in check—and accountable in the future.”
There was a long moment where everyone was dumbstruck. After more than a week of political maneuvering and debate behind closed doors, just like that, one side caved? What of the days of protest? What had it all been for? 
The discussion began as a murmur and grew until everyone was on their feet and discussing what this might mean. I heard objections, but something had changed.
Straightening my back, I prepared myself for what was to come. I was surprisingly at peace with whatever judgment they might pass. What was the worst they could do? Kill me? I’d respawn. Take my gear? I’d get more. Lock me up? I’d still train during my incarceration.
Peter and Victoria scanned the throng yet stayed silent. What were they waiting for?
The tide really seemed to be turning in Jaden’s favor. Or had it? Hadn’t he conceded everything he’d been fighting for? All I had to do was accept their terms and there would be peace among the guilds and our form of government would be implemented. It couldn’t be that easy. My suspicion was that this had been Jaden’s goal all along. If a republic wasn’t it, then why? Getting back at Victoria?
The debate slowly reached a consensus. Even if it wasn’t said in such concise language, compromise was on the tongues of many. Minutes had passed, and the initial excitement had cooled down to a simmer.
Calling out above the throng, Victoria had had enough. Her distaste was evident. “Is that it?!”
The guild leaders retook their seats. They showed less urgency than before.
“Is that it?” Victoria asked again. “The man who killed the goblin king and then hunted down the thieves and returned the goods taken from you is now to be punished for the sake of what? Compromise? Lucius is the hero that made all of this possible, yet the first person to be judged by our new government is him? Do you not see what is happening here? Nothing would undermine our new government more than this course you are about to take.”
One of the men who had stood at Jaden’s side while we fought the goblin king stood up. “Compromise will give us peace. You have been railing all morning about how difficult things may become in the coming weeks. How are we to face such hardship if there isn’t peace between us?”
Another stood up and cried out for compromise. There were close to one hundred guilds in the room and one by one they began to stand. Before it was all said and done, close to a third of them stood in support of Jaden.
Wilson, who had been mostly silent up to this point, rose up. His shirt was blood red and concealed his armor underneath. “You’re a bunch of freaking idiots!”
A few odd laughs rang out from around the room.
“If you do this, what of the people that follow you?” he said. “Will they continue once they find out what you’ve done? Do you really think there can be peace if you go through with this?”
Liam stood up. When he saw him, Wilson willingly gave him the floor. “I don’t find Lucius deserving of any harsh penalty. If it were up to me, I’d let him go and buy him a drink. But I understand that compromise is sometimes necessary.”
Wilson shot back to his feet and glared at the man he’d thought to be an ally.
“My friend has also spoken wisely,” Liam admitted, motioning in Wilson’s direction. “If the punishment given to Lucius is too harsh you can expect civil unrest to follow, if not a civil war. With all of this in mind, if his sentencing is merciful, then you have my vote.”
Upon hearing Liam’s words, more guild leaders came to their feet, joining those that were supporting the proposed compromise. In the end, over half of the room was standing.
Holding up his hands in disgust, Wilson looked to me, shaking his head. I nodded that I knew he’d tried.
Jaden didn’t hesitate now that the advantage was his. He called out to me. “Lucius. Will you agree to submit to the judgment the council decides?”
I found Victoria watching me, her emotions hidden behind a wall of ice. I played through a number of scenarios in my mind of how this could go, but there was only one where Victoria wouldn’t have to be the one to make the decision for me. I was playing right into Jaden’s hands, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t right.
“I will,” I said.
The people sitting, that had stood by Prodos the entire time, joined those standing and began to argue against it, but it was already too late. We were now in the minority.
Victoria was still watching me. I saw her blink back tears. She held up her hand to get the room’s attention for what she was about to say. Everyone grew quiet.
“Lucius,” she said, letting a tear fall from each eye. “You have done everything I have asked you to do and more. Is it right for me to ask you to sacrifice yourself so that we might have peace?” A smile came to her face. “It’s because you would do so willingly that I have no choice.”
Her eyes grew wide as her lips skewed up in a grimace. Reaching out, orange light blazed from her hand. The magnitude of the pressure it caused beat against my psionic wall, forcing me to fortify it to its max. The pressure was gone as soon as it had arrived. A streak of light was flung across the room.
It was too sudden to follow, but I saw the result. Jaden’s head rocked back, and blood flew from his face. He fell as if pushed, landing against the floor with a firm smack.
Every eye in the room was staring at where Jaden had just been standing. The man that had been acting as his counsel dropped to his knees and frantically tried to help his master. He soon went very still. A long moment followed before his neighbor jostled his shoulder. The man shook himself. He reached down like he was about to scoop Jaden into his arms and came to his feet with two armfuls of gear. Jaden’s robe was covering it.
“He’s dead!” the man cried.
The marching of feet rang out from behind me. I turned to see Kline and his men already standing before the exit. He wasn’t alone. Vector was there with a squad of his best and Harrison had men filing out of the servants’ entrance I’d waited in.
Before anyone had a chance to protest, Victoria cried out, “No one else will be harmed! Jaden has been taken into custody and you’ll be released from this room shortly, but first there is something you need to hear! Please, take your seats.”
No one challenged what Victoria said and everyone immediately obeyed her request. It wasn’t just the soldiers who had joined us that had persuaded them, but the fact that Victoria had just fired off the most powerful psionic projectile anyone had ever seen. Besides the rustling of clothing and clanging of armor from everyone sitting down, the only person that dared to disrupt the room’s silence was Cornelius. He was already sitting in his chair and shaking in uncontrollable laughter.



Chapter 14 – Iremia Showers
Cornelius’s laughter faded and the room filled with a fidgeting silence. One man remained standing and was kind enough to interrupt the growing tension. “Was Jaden’s name the one given by the girl?” Liam asked evenly.
I looked to Victoria, just as curious as everyone else.
“No,” she said. “We have no evidence that Jaden was involved in the robbery of our city.”
Narrowing his eyes, Liam didn’t let up. “You have a good reason for doing this, I assume.”
“I do.”
“One that we will agree is a good one?”
“Maybe.”
He watched her for a long moment before sitting down and crossing his arms across his chest as if to say, ‘it better be’.
Victoria took the time to look around the room. The guild leader’s fear was obvious, but there was just as much outrage.
Her voice was gentle but strong as she began her address. “To some of you, it must look like I was about to get everything I’d been asking for. Jaden had finally backed the idea of a council of guilds and all I had to do was allow Lucius to become an example of how dedicated we all are to fairness and law. Like most compromises, there is a fraction of truth in it. On the surface, it may look like we were about to gain everything, but in reality, we were about to lose it all.
“When most of us arrived in Freedom, we were expecting to play a game. Look at us now. You’re not career politicians or military generals. Yet, in my case, I’ve been training for this my entire life and I plead with you to listen carefully.”
After seeing what happened with Jaden, there was a healthy layer of distrust that permeated the room. Still, no one objected so she went on.
“On my first night, like many, I found myself locked out of the city gates facing an army of goblins. The first couple waves were going well, until a named hobgoblin bolted from the wood and caught us off guard. Lucius grabbed me and pulled me out of the way, saving me from being trampled. Then I saw the bodies. The men and women who had been fighting at my side were flying through the air, mangled and dying. No one seemed to be able to stand before this new threat. That was when Lucius approached it alone. He got its attention with a spear to its back, then crippled it at the knee so that the rest of us could bring it down. Perhaps, you’ve seen the highlight video of what came next. Lucius’s back was crushed by the creature’s tree-club. For hours—six, maybe seven—I knelt at his side and there was nothing I could do to help. Even when he was passed out his spasms didn’t stop…
“Any sane person would have left Freedom the next day. Whether it’s because he’s a fool,” Victoria said with a solemn grin, “or the most determined person I’ve ever met, he didn’t leave. Personally, he has saved me many times since, but it's not just me. He was instrumental in the defeat of the hobgoblin Master Sergeant Rrasche’s when it attacked Willingham. And who can forget the perverse violence on the day that we took this—the goblin city. He led the men that defeated the ogre that guarded the city gates. When five hobgoblins and a large group of goblin warriors broke through our defensive line and ran unhindered toward our wounded, Lucius attacked them with only two men at his side and saved hundreds. You saw his fight with the Goblin General and how many men’s lives did he save when he defeated the Goblin King? Not to mention he tracked down Sig and retrieved your goods.
“It may seem like Lucius has always been in the right place at the right time. And that may have been true—in the beginning. But after the battle of Willingham, when Guild Prodos was founded, it was no longer him putting himself in these impossible situations. It was me.” 
Standing to her feet, Heather Esper’s forehead was wrinkled up in concern.
Liam grabbed ahold of her wrist, but she shook it off and made herself heard. 
“I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through. We’re asking you to let the man you love be punished—but it’s not like he will really die, or suffer, or whatever is decided. It will be over quickly, and you can go on with your life. The council of guilds will be formed, and we will have peace.”
At her words, I shifted uncomfortably where I stood. My plate mail didn’t stop me from feeling bare to the world.
Victoria shook her head. If there was any indication that she was moved by what Heather said it was impossible to tell. “My feelings aren’t the important part of the equation. During the battle for the goblin city, four hundred and eighty-two men and women were members of Prodos at the time. That doesn’t include the sub-guilds that followed our lead. And from the moment the battle started, Prodos led the way. We were on the front lines from the start to finish and sustained some of the highest casualties. Those men and women died and suffered. Why? Because I asked them to.
“I can’t blame you for holding on to the illusion that this is just a game. But it’s time to wake up! When your people get hurt, the pain lingers. When they die, it is likely an experience they will never forget. From this point forward, your men can and will suffer because of the decisions you make. That is why I removed Jaden from this council. There is no one I have asked more of than Lucius. If he can’t depend upon me to defend him in his time of need, then I don’t deserve his trust.”
Tears freely flowed down Victoria’s cheeks, but the power in her voice was unaffected. “In asking for me to hand over Lucius, you are asking me to betray him for the sake of political convenience.”
“Hypocrite!” Jaden’s minion replied, recovering some measure of backbone. He leaned heavily against his table on both his fists. Under his blue robe was a man of greater stature than his master. I pitied him. His potential was being wasted. “You’ve said it yourself that you’ve asked hundreds of men to sacrifice themselves for you. And yet here, you murdered a man in cold blood because you were unwilling to sacrifice one for peace!”
Stepping forward to protest, I was stopped when Peter caught my arm and met me face to face. “She doesn’t need your help,” he said with a shimmer of pride.
“You’re right!” Victoria said. The room watched her in confusion. Is she going to confess? “I have asked my men to sacrifice themselves in the fight against our enemies. Are you saying that you're my enemy?”
The man rocked back on his heels, fearing that she might attack him at any moment.
She began walking from table to table and looked each guild leader in the eye as she passed. “Are you my enemy?” Reaching the head table where Jaden had been sitting, she gave the terrified man a long look, before spinning away from him. “When I arrived today, I was under the assumption that this would be a debate among friends. Even Jaden, despite my suspicions, I considered a colleague.  But he quickly showed his true intentions and turned us on one another.”
“I don’t want to be your enemy. However, anyone that threatens Guild Prodos is not my friend. Lucius has repeatedly sacrificed himself for me. How can I not also sacrifice everything for him?”
It seemed like most of the fear Victoria had incited with her attack was wearing off. A couple of mumbled objections came in response. The skidding of chair legs drew everyone’s attention to Liam. I held my breath.
“Victoria. That is not what we’re doing. I think you know that. Lucius’s punishment will be done with restoration in mind. Your people will see that and understand.”
Her demeanor changed like a switch. “Are you so blinded by the words of a spiteful man that you can’t see the knife in your own back? When you were on your way to the castle this morning did you not have your greatest warriors at your side? You knew people would be waiting, watching, so you honored the men and women that had proven themselves to be the best in your ranks. And rightfully so.
“Do you not see? Some of the best gamers and athletes in the world lined the streets and were cheering like little school kids. Yes, they knew the leaders of all the guilds would be making an appearance, but they didn’t come to see us. They came to see him!”
Victoria’s arm shot back and pointed at me.
I didn’t know what to do so I tried to stand as still as possible. It didn’t help.
“They came to see the men and women that had inspired them,” she said. “Like Lucius, and Cornelius, Wilson, and Harrison.”
“And Victoria!” Wilson blurted out.
His outburst pulled at the corners of my mouth.
Holding up her hand, Victoria drew the room’s attention back to herself. “They came to see the men and women that walked at your side.”
I scanned the faces of even the most hardened guild leaders that had never been very fond of us. I marveled at how quickly she’d softened their ire.
“Why did Jaden give up so easily? There are two general ways a person can gain power. Through hard work, or by pulling everyone else down to their level. Jaden even now has a knife to my heart and is trusting you to drive it in. I can’t help but feel compassion for what you’re going through. You didn’t ask for this. Freedom is not the game that we all thought it would be. But if I allowed Lucius to be judged, would it really restore him to good standing? For that to be true, people would have to believe he was guilty. If they believe him to be innocent, what then?
“It would be slow at first, but within a matter of months, Prodos would be reduced to a guild of bankers. Our fighting men and women would never remain members if they didn’t believe I’d defend them at all costs. Their trust would be broken. But don’t kid yourselves into thinking that the effects would end there.
“Lucius would never think this of himself, but he is easily among the most respected players in Freedom. Everyone knows him, and if they haven’t seen him fight in person, they have seen it plastered all over the tavern monitors. Do you really think Jaden chose Lucius at random? He is the perfect candidate to sabotage everything we’ve built. What do people do when you attack their heroes? They fight back.”
Her words seemingly echoed around the room. Even Jaden’s man seemed to be seriously considering the implications. Victoria let the silence linger but ultimately brought everything to a close.
“You have a decision to make. I think I have made it clear that I will never hand over Lucius, or one of my own. But if you extend to me this courtesy, to judge my own guild as I see fit, and not interfere, I will do the same for you. Now, about today’s vote. If my actions have dissuaded you from wanting to participate, I understand. You may leave with my blessing. But I’d encourage you to stay. Prodos will step aside and not participate, letting the Gathering of Guilds decide what our future government will become. We will honor whatever decision is made.”
“And Jaden?!” Liam asked from his seat.
Her tone softened, but that didn’t change the severity of her words. “Just like any cancer, he must be purged from the body. He will remain in custody for his remaining time in Freedom, or until he requests to quit. Then he will be allowed to leave. While he is in custody he will be treated well and given the best food and boarding I can provide. As for his gear and authority, it will be passed down to his next in command, who is still welcome at this council as far as I’m concerned. But I also leave that to you.”
Jaden’s counselor’s demeanor changed immediately. He looked stunned.
I saw Peter spin around in my peripheral vision, so I did the same. Victoria marched by and we followed her toward the exit. The doors of the entrance were already opened. As we passed under the entrance’s grand arch, the room erupted. The real debate had begun.
 
***
 
Harrison’s men took the lead and Kline’s brought up the rear. They flowed like it had all been planned. Peter marched at Victoria’s side, guiding her with his hand placed gently above her elbow. I followed behind the two of them, my mind swimming with the possibility of attack once we were outside the castle walls. Oliver unceremoniously took his place opposite Peter once we had reached the end of the hall. Mel and Barrell joined me when we neared the castle exit.
“What’s going on?!” Barrell whispered as we continued our swift pace.
“Just be ready. We’ll talk when it's safe,” I ordered.
“Got it.”
Mel responded by pulling his helmet onto his head and securing his faceplate.
I equipped my shield and spear, then had the Right Hand spread out behind Victoria, to be ready to intercept anyone that rushed in. More men joined us as we were crossing the bridge and heading toward the crowded street. I glanced back to see Kline. Even with his helmet covering his mouth, I saw the defiant smile in his eyes.
Despite the pace and being surrounded by armed men, Victoria marched on with unwavering confidence. And why shouldn’t she? I hadn’t realized it until her words had made it painfully clear, but these men and women really would sacrifice themselves for her. Once they heard what she’d said and seen it replayed in the player taverns, what wouldn’t they do for her? She’d accomplished so much in a matter of months. This alien princess, whose goal was to stop a war and unite two peoples… She might actually pull it off.
The very thought sent a tremor up and down my spine.
We faced no opposition as we marched through the streets. Arriving back at the Prodos Armory, we escaped into the safety of its walls. 
Peter and Oliver split off and began issuing orders. I followed Victoria with Mel and Barrell until we reached her office. We stopped at the entrance, but she waved us inside. Turning to face us, she asked something of me that made little sense. “Inventory the upper part of your plate armor. Just Lucius.”
I twisted my head like a confused dog but did as she asked. When I reached my long-sleeved undershirt, she nodded for me to continue. I took it off. Her eyes never left my face.
“Put on a shirt with short sleeves please,” she said.
I did.
She stepped forward, narrowing the distance between us. It was so unexpected that when her open hand sped for my face, I didn’t even flinch. She’d slapped me hard enough that for a split second I saw stars. “That’s for what you said.”
My heart pounded in my chest like a wounded animal. If she didn’t hate me before, she definitely did now.
Stepping back, she looked me in the eye. “Lucius, I’m sorry that I put you in that position. It was unfair of me.”
She held me in her gaze for a long moment before moving on to give Mel and Barrell some attention. It felt like a scorching spotlight had been turned off of me. “The next few hours will determine our future. Mel, Barrell, report to Oliver. I know you want answers, and they’re coming, but right now there is so much to do.”
They looked to me, still confounded at seeing her smack me across the face. I met their questioning looks, each in turn, and gave them a firm nod to do as she said. 
“Yes, ma’am,” they responded.
“Thank you.”
Letting out a deep breath, Victoria moved to exit the room. We stepped aside to let her pass. As she did, she stopped and grabbed my arm at the bicep. She pinched me ever so lightly, just like she had when I used to tease her in the early days of Freedom.
Before I knew it, she was gone, and I was left standing there unsure of what had just happened. She’d slapped me, which was never a good sign, but then, the last thing she did as she left the room had to mean something.
“What did you say?” Barrell asked. I found both him and Mel staring at me like a couple of inquisitive cops.
“That I loved her,” I replied.
They hesitated.
“Ah man, I’m sorry,” Mel said.
Barrell couldn’t help himself. His laughter was so sudden that his spittle sprayed the room. Some hit my face. “You told her in front of all those people?” he asked.
Wiping my face with my sleeve. “That’s not exactly how it happened—but yes.”
Mel’s mouth dropped open. “That’s bad,” he said.
“That’s good,” Barrell said, contradicting him. “Girls usually don’t get that angry unless they like you. Or she could just really hate you…”
“Thanks, guys. Good talk. Let’s get to work,” I insisted.
I let them go on ahead. I needed a minute to recover from what had just happened, even if I wasn’t sure exactly what that was. Why had she pinched my arm? Was she just trying to reassure me and make sure that I knew that she didn’t hate me? It’s not like she just could have come out and been honest in front of Mel and Barrell. Or was the action meant as a farewell? Was she trying to tell me that the casualness between us was over? If so, she didn’t exactly seem happy about it. Was she trying to say that she’d miss me?
With all that was going on, it could wait. It had to.
As I was leaving the room, I received a message. It was in text form and from Victoria? I opened it immediately and all it said was, “f”. It looked like she mistyped something and accidentally sent it. I knew that that wasn’t the case. This was the signal we had agreed on if there was an emergency. I needed to find a restroom now. As confused as I was about what was going on between us, I wasn’t about to let anything happen to Prodos or her. It was possible an outside danger, like one of her father’s spies, had found her.
My acting was probably terrible, but I stretched after closing the popup window and hurried from room to room at a jog, putting on my plate mail as I did. What would the people spectating for the metaverse think? He just received a random message from the girl he’s crazy about and what does he do? Run to the bathroom? 
Passing Mel, I gave him a wave but didn’t stop, leaving him looking around in confusion.
I didn’t head for the large restroom at the front of the building that the customers of Prodos Bank would use, but the one by our living quarters. It was further away, but I was less likely to have to share it with anyone else. If someone were in there I would’ve had to wait until they left.
A tingling sensation crawled over my skin as I entered the bathroom. Lax was already waiting for me. Without a word, I was transported to a room with blue light that was dancing in distorted waves, just like the water that fell in front of it. I took in its full scope. The wall was really just a thin stream of water that covered it from corner to corner. The light behind it was harder to make out, but it seemed to come from a large source. A cool breeze brushed the skin of my arms and face. It came from the direction of the water. Looking down, I found my armor was gone and I was once again in the Prodos green t-shirt and a pair of running shorts.
The ground beneath me stole my attention. In the dancing light, it seemed to flow like the water. The natural stone was pink and speckled with blue.
I turned around to find myself in a small cavern. The entire room moved as if alive.
“Welcome to the Iremia Showers,” came a wispy voice.
It startled me so much I stepped back. “Victoria?” I replied.
She stood up from a stone bench that was almost indiscernible in the commotion of color unless you looked at it directly. Wearing a green, knee-high dress with cut off sleeves, she was easy enough to spot. I wondered how I’d missed her.
“This place is amazing,” I said.
“It’s from my home world. On the lowest floor, this place was created from a natural waterfall that was there when the palace was built. It was meant to be a place for the servants to come and meditate, but no one really went there. I found it when I was six or seven and it has been my favorite room ever since. I often came here to be alone and think. And also, to dream.”
She stepped toward me and reached out her hand. I put mine into hers and grasped it. Turning me to face the wall of falling water, she spoke softly. “It looks almost like a portal, doesn’t it? When I was little, I used to imagine it was a doorway to anywhere I wanted to go. I’d spend hours down here, even neglecting my studies much to the chagrin of my teachers, but one day I had to grow up.”
Weaving her fingers into mine, she spun me around to face her. Without another word, she reached up and kissed me. It wasn’t the sensual, full-mouthed kiss that Olivia had given me, for Victoria’s lips barely pressed into mine. But all of the world was swept away and every sense that I possessed was completely focused upon her.
I wrapped her in my arms and held her. Even though she didn’t move to pull away, I knew time was slipping. I opened my eyes to look upon the person that had chipped away at all of Destiny’s warnings and training to become more important to me than everything that used to matter. And I saw her—her eyes were clenched as if in pain and there were wet stains on her cheeks. I knew what she was about to say before she said it.
When she pulled away, I was already shaking my head.
The streak of silver in her eyes were like the sparks of life and the look she gave me was like a dark storm cloud that wanted to hide them from me. “You know you can’t love me. I’ll never be able to love you back.”
“And why not?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.
“Years from now, if we are successful or I’m ever found out, the Ekseliksi will investigate what happened from the time I left them to the time I returned. If they see anything more than friendship between us, it will be assumed you took advantage or seduced me, and you will be hunted down. Not just by the authorities, but Ekseliksi men will see it as their duty to defend my honor. It doesn’t matter how much of a help you are...”
“Isn’t it already too late for that?”
“I certainly hope not.”
The day's events had been too much for me to hold back. “What about you? Am I an offense to you?”
Her nose twitched like she was about to snarl. She was obviously offended that I’d even ask.
 Instead of throwing my words back at me, she tempered herself and pinched my arm. “Never. I care about you, Lucius, I do, but I cannot love you. Not in the way you want me to. I was five when my mother, the Epithumia, first told me that I’d never be able to be with a boy like other girls. My job was to marry for the good of our people. They are the ones I’m to love. It isn’t a choice for me. It never has been. I knew that this day would come—that I’d feel these emotions. I was warned how powerful they were, but I could’ve never imagined they would feel like this.”
She wrapped her arms around her chest like she was trying to hold herself together.
I reached out to hold her. She tried to pull away, but this time I didn’t let her go. I held her tight, rocking side to side like I was trying to calm a child. It was stupid and selfish, but she didn’t try to pull away again.
“Don’t all Ekseliksi love the Epithumia?” I said, half teasing and half out of spite.
Even through all the heartache, I was able to make her laugh. “Not like this. You’re going to become Ekseliksi now?”
“Sure, why not? Adding a hundred years to my life doesn’t sound like a bad deal.”
“Just know, you’ll never be fully accepted. Most of my people will look at you like a stray mutt. And you know how humans see my people. It would be hard for you in every way.”
“Oliver seems to have accepted Peter.”
“Peter also saved his life, and more importantly to him, my mother from assassination many times.”
“Is there no hope?” I said through the knot in my throat.
“There is not,” she said meekly.
I loosened my hold.
She looked up at me and tried to smile. “Go to Olivia and be with her. You’ll need patience, but she will come around soon enough.”
My arms dropped to my side. I looked down at the floor in disbelief. “You want me to be with Olivia? How can you say that? Aren’t you mad about what happened?”
“I didn’t contact you because I wanted to give you space so that things could play out between the two of you. She can love you, Lucius, in the way I can’t. And she needs you.”
I straightened myself. “No. You need me. Maybe you’ll never let me love you in the way that I want, but you can’t ask me to care about someone else. Please don’t ever do something like that again.”
“Fine, but about our current situation, I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to spend time together. It’s too—”
“Difficult?”
“Too much of a distraction. Now, more than ever, I need to place all my focus on the problems at hand. How can I do that if all I’m thinking about is you?”
I looked at her in silence. I let the seconds tick by and held my tongue from every thought that came to mind. There was nothing I could say that wouldn’t make things worse, but then the solution to all our problems hit me like a fist to the gut.
“Okay.”
“Okay? Just like that?”
“I will give you some space until things settle down. If you need me, have Peter or Oliver contact me. Just know that I’m not going away. You’re not getting rid of me, Victoria.”
Her voice broke as she tried to say something, and her hand shot to her mouth. She tried to shrug it off like she was just clearing her throat, but she couldn’t fool me.
I stepped forward, leaning forward, and kissed her on the forehead. She was much taller than Olivia. She came up to my nose.
“I, I don’t want to see you go through what Peter has,” she said, regaining a semblance of her composure.
I remembered him saying that he’d been in love with her mother and she’d never been able to return his feelings, but I didn’t agree with her point.
“Do you think he regrets loving her?” I said pointedly.
“Yes.”
I shook my head. “He loves you like a daughter, you know. I’m learning more and more how little I really know about your culture, but I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have ever been in your life if it weren’t for what he’s gone through because of his love for your mother. Do you really think he’d give you up for anything?”
She sniffed back tears. “So you're saying that you are going to stick around until I have children and protect them while you watch me from afar? You don’t know how miserable he is most of the time. He hides it, but I can see right through him.”
“No. Your children will be my children. I just have to get stronger.”
“Lucius,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s impossible. I wish it wasn’t, but you really don’t understand. The Teleios, he isn’t human. Not really. Your body’s limitations, even with psionics—if you ever tried to use the power that he has it would kill you.”
“Then I will get a new body.”
“Oh? And what type of body will you choose? I’m his daughter, and even I don’t know what type of enhancements the Teleios has. Also, there are so many things that can go wrong. Your instincts could be heightened to the point of insanity, and you could become like a primal beast, loving violence more than anything else. You’d forget me entirely. Or you could choose to not feel anything at all except for a dull ache, so weaknesses like pain are cut away and emotions like love grow dull with them.”
“I’ll stay away from those two.” I chuckled before changing the subject. “Will you do me a favor?”
“What is it?”
“Give me a few weeks off from the guild. If something happens, of course, just say the word and I’m there, but there’s something I need to do. I’ll talk with Peter first and stick around until he thinks it’s safe.”
“I thought you said I wouldn’t be able to get rid of you?” She let out a weak chuckle. “Consider it done. Are a couple of weeks enough time—for what you have in mind?”
“No, but it’s a start.”
“Okay. Let me know if you need more. We better get back.”
“You sure you don’t want to go for a swim first?”
“Lucius!” she said, pinching me again.
“Sorry. I’m a distraction. I got it.”
Her smile was the last thing I saw as she faded from the room. The fact I remained could only mean two things. Lax wanted to talk, or someone was in the restroom I’d ported from and we had to wait for them to leave.
The mirth I’d put on as a mask, I put away. Good humor wouldn’t help me with what I needed to do. 



Chapter 15 – Sign Me Up
I the heard tapping of footsteps behind me. I’d been expecting him.
“You heard everything?” I asked.
“Everything,” Peter said.
I turned to see him wearing a seamless black shirt and pants. His sleeves were rolled up just below his elbows. It matched my dark mood, but if I had to guess, it was an Ekseliksi style and not meant to reflect any emotion.
There was no reason to delay the conversations. I spoke first. “I know you’re angry, and as much as I’d like to say that I’m sorry, I’m not.”
“I don’t expect you to be,” he replied.
As little as I wanted to look him in the eye, I did it anyway. He really was a plain looking guy. I’d thought all I’d see was rebuke, but instead, it was pity looking back at me. For some reason, that didn’t surprise me.
“You know, I don’t think Victoria has ever invited anyone to come here before,” he said, stepping up to my side as he watched the waterfall. “Especially not me. I was the one her mother sent to get her when she was neglecting her studies. She doesn’t know this, but after it was clear how much she loved this place her mother forbade the servants from coming here except to clean it. She is like her mother in that. Solitude allows her to do her best thinking. She’s gotten so little of it here. It was one of the things that worried me the most about how she’d cope away from home. Until you came along.
“Even her older sister, who would invade her secret place just to annoy her, was told to stop coming down here. I think it was bribery that finally got the request to stick.”
I became very still. The emotions I was determined to control were jabbing me like a cord of thorns. I didn’t want him to stop speaking of her, but he moved on to a more pressing topic. “You are wise for choosing to take a leave of absence from the guild for a couple of weeks. Months would be better. I can assure you that the vote has mostly gone in our favor, and besides a few small concessions, Prodos—Victoria, will have everything she needs. You are free to go anytime.”
“Is it true what she said? That it’s impossible for me to become as strong as the Teleios?” I said.
“It was for me. I never had much talent for psionics, which doomed me before I began. You have what I didn’t, but it won’t be enough. What she was implying was that the human body is inherently limited in the amount of psionic energy it can channel before it’s destroyed. With training, it can stand more, but there’s a hard limit. But the Teleios is able to use many times that. I often joke to myself, mostly because some Ekseliksi would see it as blasphemous, that the Teleios and Epithumia are more like Greek gods than humans…
“It was my lack of psionic talent that kept me from enhancing my body further. I’ve never had much of a taste for merging with animals and physical enhancements are much more limited than psionically compatible ones. Even if I did, I knew I’d never become strong enough, but I continued to train my psionics anyways. It took me years to reach the level of what you would call rank G and over twenty years to reach rank F. Forty years later, I still haven’t reached rank E. You will do better. You will likely surpass me within a couple of years. But even then, you will just be a common grunt in the Teleios’s army. With enough training and time, you may be able to reach the rank of the elites, but there’s no going past that.”
“What about Victoria. She’s different, right? And isn’t she human?”
“To become like her isn’t impossible, but the amount of money it would cost you would take many lifetimes to acquire… She was enhanced before she was born in her mother’s womb and grew into her abilities. That method is impossible for you, obviously. For you to become like her as an adult it wouldn’t be a pleasant process.
“Did you know she is considered perfect by our people? But ask yourself, what does that really means? Perfect? Getting a simple DNA Cleanse will perfect most of your genetic flaws. And by flaws, I mean your susceptibility for many diseases or physical ailments. To the average human, that might be their idea of perfect. But what about things like biomechanics? Victoria, before she was born, had her bone and muscle structure determined for her. Do you know how it was decided?”
“Imagine that there was database of billions of people with an in-depth analysis of each of their biomechanics. Then, a quantum computer and advanced AI use that data to simulate the offspring of that group of people for the next million years. And not just once, but for every possible outcome. The amount of raw biomechanical data you would have when you were done is almost unfathomable to the human mind. And that’s exactly what the Ekseliksi have done. Not just for biomechanics, but for every aspect of the human genome.”
“Peter,” I said, stopping him short. “I’m sorry, but the Ekseliksi use AI?”
“We aren’t against technology. Far from it. We believe that we use technology in the way it was meant to be used. To serve us. Unlike the Jinhwa who are literally governed by an AI. A machine. They also replace their body with these machines. Humans do this to a lesser extent.”
“How?”
“Your metaverse for example. It’s just as much of a crutch as it is a benefit. Think about it. Was it easy for you to unplug? It wasn’t for me. But once I did, my mind became my own and I was better for it.”
“I guess you have a point. Unplugging wasn’t easy…”
His face squinted up into a grin before he continued. “Victoria is the culmination of all our research. Her, her mother, her sister… Search your memory of history. There have always been men and women that defied what we thought possible. For example, the fastest runners in the world push themselves their entire lives to shave hundredths of a second off their times. Then along comes one of these unique individuals, who with seemingly little effort break every record. It’s not fair. Is it—for those who spend their entire lives trying to be the best? Victoria is like that, except even among the unique, she is the best of them. It’s far more than that really. Take the best of the best throughout all of history from every discipline both physical and intellectual, then handpick what makes them so special and give it all to a single individual. That is what the Ekseliksi mean by perfect.
“And Lucius, even then, if you become like her, and push your psionics to the very limit of what’s possible, you would not be able to beat the Teleios. He is not limited by human DNA as Victoria is. As the Epithumia is. All lifeforms are categorized and studied to help him improve, constantly. The Epithumia is the heart and beauty of her people, but the Teleios is a force—a living weapon.”
I watched as the water entered the pool beneath and churned the water. I didn’t find much strength in my voice, but I responded anyway. “I’m still going to try.”
“I know. I will help you with your psionic progression as much as I can. Two days from now is probably the soonest I will have some time. But for now, some advice. Your psionic recovery rate will not improve at the same rate your physical one has. Getting enough sleep and the right diet can help but it will progress slowly. Also, the amount of energy you can use at any given time, or your maximum energy flow, will not improve overnight. What you should focus on is increasing the total amount of energy you have. It is, in many ways, the most important variable at your current level. Imagine being able to hold an aura, not for seconds, but for hours.”
“That’s possible? How?”
“Use it. The more you use it the faster it grows. Train it like you would a muscle. Exhaust it, let it recover, then do it again. And, if you don’t mind my asking, where are you going to be?”
“The training hall.”
“That’s it?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. I’ll have food brought to you every morning.”
Watching him for a long moment, I couldn’t place my finger on why he was so willing to help me. “Peter. Thank you.”
“And thank you for what you said.”
I turned my head up in question.
He cleared his throat before replying. “Because of my position, it’s rare that I can share with Victoria how much she means to me. What you said—” His voice failed him. He didn’t look like a person struggling with their emotions, but despite what my eyes could see, it seemed his hard outer shell was slowly starting to crack. 
“What I said was obvious,” I responded for him.
He nodded. “Thank you.”
“Does time away really help the pain of not…”
“Being with her? It becomes easier to think about other things—until something reminds you.”
“I see.”
He waited with me, saying nothing, for several minutes just watching the waterfall. It was the most comfortable I’d ever felt in his presence, especially when we were alone. Without a word, he ported from the room.
There was no delay before Lax cleared his throat.
I turned and saw him. His light complexion and black hair made his face glow ghostly blue.
“Are you here to threaten me?” I asked.
“No. I just wanted to call you an idiot,” he replied.
“It seems there’s a case of the obvious going around.”
The weasel actually grinned. “I’m not callous, just untrusting.”
“So you trust me now?”
“Maybe… You’ve stuck your foot in your mouth quite a bit for one day but doing so also confirmed a few things. You are serious about becoming Ekseliksi?”
“I am.”
“Then I will schedule your procedure. It’s not much of a procedure really and rather inexpensive. You have been designated a worthy investment, so we will handle the cost. I already have access to your genetic information so I will give it to the right people. They will customize a virus with you in mind that will alter your DNA. There’s more to it than that, but recovery is quick. You may just feel sick for a few days. It will have to be within the first week after you leave Freedom because the recruitment for the next stage will begin before you even leave here. I’ll work out the details.”
Why did I feel like I’d just signed my life away? It’s not like I was unwilling.
“Once it's through, will it help me become stronger?” I said.
“Physically, yes, but only a little. Psionically, no. As much as we know about the human genome, exactly how psionics work isn’t entirely clear. Becoming like Victoria would help, but a DNA Cleanse? No. We think psionic energy is controlled in the mind, hence the name psionics, but it uses the body as a conduit… In actuality, I’m not really the one to ask. I have less talent with it than Peter.”
“Thank you, Lax.”
He nodded, but as usual, wasn’t much for small talk. With that, I phased back to into the bathroom and was finally alone. As obscure as my future path was, the next step was clear as day. I was close to my room, so I’d head there first. I needed to decide what gear I’d take and—I needed to explain to Mel and Barrell where I’d be going. And Kline, I’d also need to contact him. They deserved to hear it from me first.
 
***
 
I stood alone in the dojo encircled by weight training equipment. It was a place I’d become so comfortable with that the spring of the mats and the scent of pine faded from my notice. The same went for the squat rack, bench, row machine, and all the rest. In the span of a couple of months, this had become like a second home. One of the primary reasons for that was because I knew how to use it. I knew what to do next. So, I’d return to my roots. The things that I knew worked—weight training, running, fighting bandits. In a few days, I’d have a good long conversation with Achilles and find out if I should I continue with the bandits, or if there were something more…
As for my psionic training, there were still so many unanswered questions—so many things to try. It was thrilling to think about and overwhelming at the same time. Peter had confirmed what I’d already suspected about psionic training. I just needed to keep going. What I knew were the basics. And I knew how important such building blocks could be. Just as with weight training, it was essential to return to the fundamentals often and, in some cases, never leave them in the first place. There was one thing that was bothering me though. Peter had said it was difficult to increase my maximum flow. His advice was to instead focus on my total energy. Why can’t I do both?
Closing my eyes, I held out my hands, palm up. I felt the sensation of power as it rushed through me and up into my arms and hands. It wasn’t enough. Dropping them, I let my energy settle. Instead of directing it, I solidified my internal walls which activated my psionics throughout my entire body. Normally, I’d release the tension and my energy would return to its normal flow. This time, I pushed.
It gushed out of me in all directions. I was losing energy at my maximum rate. I’d run out in approximately eighteen seconds. I pushed harder. I felt something pushing back. It was just as Peter and Victoria had warned me. Channeling too much energy at once could kill me, but there seemed to be a natural limiter on my flow. If I pushed through it, I knew instinctively I’d risk damaging my ability to use psionics. It was clear to me because the push wasn’t an outside force. The barrier was actually a part of me. As hesitant as I was, I found that I was just as curious. I didn’t stop pushing, but I didn’t go beyond what I felt was too much.
Opening my eyes, I watched my psionic energy plummet on my character sheet. As it dipped into the hundreds, the dizziness came first. It was still manageable. I didn’t stop there. Right around four hundred, I started to feel empty. Not empty of feeling, but like there was a void inside of me and it was starting to grow—pushing against my insides. At two hundred I felt bloated, like the emptiness filled me, or was it the opposite? Passing into the double digits, the nausea began. My body screamed.
I fell to my knees as my flow returned to normal. My Psionic Energy had fallen all the way to 39. This was how I’d proceed until after my next meeting with Peter. Skill and control would come later. Experimenting would only delay how quickly I used up my energy. I was determined to use it up entirely, then recover as many times as possible between now and then.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 39/4,792 (Units)
Psionic Power: 266 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate .47 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
I only gave myself a few seconds before returning to my feet. I hobbled over to the squat rack and had the two bots load the bar for me. In the seconds it took them to do that, I was at least able to breathe easier.
Legs came first. Squats, deadlifts, it was just the same thing I’d done many times before. The difference came as I watched my Psionic Energy slowly diminish while my psionic recovery ability continued to heal my body. I was already feeling the effects. My energy level was nowhere near what it normally was.
By the time I moved to arms, my Psionic Energy had already hit rock bottom. It was hovering between three and five. It didn’t go lower. I didn’t stop. Without any Psionic Energy to help me recover, I exhausted my muscles quicker than ever, not even allowing myself much rest between sets. In little more than half an hour, I was spent.
I didn’t leave the dojo. Pulling out a corked jug, I popped the top and started chugging from the two-gallon container. Its contents? One of the most disgusting protein shakes a person had ever devised. The ingredients were good by themselves but were never meant to be mixed together. The typical things were there, like milk, a protein blend, banana, strawberries, blueberries, mango, and pineapple. It was the spinach, kale, broccoli, carrots, beets, sprouts, onions, garlic and bean mix that gave it its unique taste. That’s not even mentioning the multiple kinds of seeds, nuts, and oils. It didn’t matter. Taste wasn’t important. Nutrition was. 
Laying on my back, I waited. I watched my Energy for several minutes before it started to tick up again. Even then, my Psionic Recovery Rate was slower than normal since my body was using the energy to recover. As my Energy jumped back into the thousands, I found myself conflicted. Should I wait until it completely recovered? Physically, I was ready to go again. If psionics were like a muscle though, waiting for it to fully restore itself was an important part of the process. I’d learned the hard way what could happen if you took things too far. So for today, I’d wait. Peter should have answers. I just needed to keep track of my questions.
Health: 1199
Stamina: 2217
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 36
Strength: Rank E – Level 41
Endurance: Rank E – Level 22
Quickness: Rank E – Level 51
Speed Rank E – Level 55
 
This was my new starting point. I couldn’t let my focus on psionic progression turn into physical neglect. There was a close relationship between the body and mind when it came to psionic ability. If I were going to go beyond what everyone was telling me was possible, the key might be in being in the best physical shape possible.
Day turned into night. Even in the dojo, the simulated light indicated what time it was. That made things easier. In a few hours, I’d needed to time my few hours of sleep so that I could make sure that I woke up to be ready for my next round of training. There was no excuse to be even seconds late. My bed would be the mats. I had many options to manipulate them as I willed, and the climate control would take care of the rest. Everything was here except a pillow, which I had in my inventory. Peter had said that even perfection wouldn’t be enough. If my training wasn’t perfect then there was no chance to prove him wrong.
During my downtime, it was impossible to not think about Victoria. One positive that came from the ordeal with Olivia had been that I was forced to come face to face with how I felt. Part of me wished Victoria had never seen what happened since I’d still been at her side. But then, I’d be living in a state of denial, thinking there was a chance that somehow I’d end up with her. I had no regrets. I now knew what I wanted and that the only possible chance for me to get it, to truly be with her, was for me to give everything I had. Even that wasn’t enough, so I’d have to try harder.



Chapter 16 – One Last Goodbye
Food arrived around 7:00 am. I received the message through a personal text from the man delivering it. Meeting him at the training hall entrance, I took a wicker basket off his hands that had to weigh at least fifteen pounds thanks to the jars, pot, and thermoses it held. He was smiling profusely, which was annoying for some reason.
“Tomorrow you will bring it at 7:30,” I demanded. “You're disrupting my training schedule.”
The color drained out of his face and he nodded quickly before leaving. I bit my tongue as I watched him go. What had just happened? 
“Destiny. Remind me to find that guy and buy him a meal,” I said, taking a step back into the training hall. I stopped short. Was I losing my mind? I hadn’t spoken to Destiny in months.
Opening my menu, I found the message he’d sent me and replied to it. “Sorry for blowing up. I’m a bit stressed out. When I’m done with my training, I owe you a meal.”
There was no response, and I left it at that. Even when I was training before I didn’t remember ever feeling so drained that I became irritable. Well, maybe that time I had overtrained. Had I not gotten enough sleep? No, that wasn’t it. What was going on was pretty obvious the more I thought about it. I was in the middle of physical training and my Psionic Energy was already at rock bottom. Looking down, I saw my sweat-soaked shorts and t-shirt. The effect of being completely wiped of energy, even though I’d left enough remaining and hadn’t gone into psionic sickness, was worse than I’d thought. I needed to be mindful, so I didn’t become an absolute jerk. It was good that I wouldn’t be around people very often in the coming weeks.
Returning to my training, I quickly exhausted myself the rest of the way. I regretted losing the few minutes from retrieving my food, but the smell helped to make up for it. A cast iron pot sat in the middle of the basket wrapped in towels. I set one of the towels out and placed the pot on top of it. Cracking the lid, the aroma of beef and vegetable stew smothered me in its warm goodness. It would be enough for a few meals at least. As I removed the rest of the basket’s contents, I was happy to see that Peter had come through with all that I’d requested and then some. There were over ten thousand calories and everything I needed for the day. I removed a jar of hard-boiled eggs and began popping them into my mouth like candy. Really large and hard to chew candy that I chased down with some water. They were still warm to the touch. Nothing in the basket had been chosen with taste in mind, but much of it I could still enjoy. There was fresh fruit, the stew was very hearty and at least one of the thermoses wasn’t filled with the nasty protein shake concoction.
As I ate, I examined my stats. I was happy to see that my Psionic Energy had already jumped up 41 units to 4,833. It seemed like a massive jump, but then I did the math. If I used my max power, 41 units would only last a fraction of a second. It would take me six and a half days at the same rate to increase it a full second if things didn’t change. I wasn’t worried. I’d only been able to recover from three workouts. This would be the fourth. It was taking me approximately three and a half hours to use the majority of my Psionic Energy, exhaust the rest of it with exercise and also exhaust my body, then fully recover. If I didn’t miss an opportunity, I should be able to do this work out and recovery loop a little less than seven times a day. That would more than double the amount I’d done yesterday.
There was also a problem. The higher my Psionic Energy got, the longer it would take to recover. It was possible that since I was using more power, it would continue to level just as fast, if not faster, but that was something I hadn’t been able to confirm. Not yet.
Thankfully, my Psionic Recovery Rate had gone up another hundredth of a percent to .48. I feared it was as Peter said though, that it would progress slowly. Although I was even more excited to see that my Psionic Power had jumped up two full points to 268. Had Peter been wrong about how difficult it was to raise maximum energy use per second, or had I just found a good method for leveling it? Only time would tell.
I’d expected to hear from Peter so that we could begin my lessons, but when I did later in the day, he informed that it would be tomorrow before we could meet.
Training took over. I stayed away from the bandits for now because fighting would be harder to structure into a regimen as strict as the one I was going for. Weight training and running were all that was left for me. I’d readjust after talking with Achilles. Since using my Energy as fast as possible and as often as possible took precedent, I found that most of my day was made up of downtime while I was recovering. That meant I was left to my thoughts.
I daydreamed about how things used to be with Victoria before I’d known who she was. As much fun as we had during those days, I also wasn’t proud of who I was at the time. I’d been filled with confusion about what I was doing with my life and what I wanted to be. Some things had gotten easier after I learned who Victoria was, but in other ways, they hadn’t. The more I knew about her the more I liked her, and also the further she seemed to be out of my reach. I tried not to think about how things stood between us at the present. Instead, I thought of the future. About the things I’d do, the power I’d have to gain, and finally the last battle with some impossibly powerful guy before she was mine.
But then, I remembered Timur. His strength was beyond my own and even his psionics were equal. I had a few advantages, but when it finally came down to a fight, I knew currently he’d have the upper hand. He was another reason why it was so important for me to focus on weight training. I doubted I’d ever match his physical prowess, but I needed to draw near to him to stand a chance. Before long, he’d catch up to the likes of Cornelius and be just that much further from my grasp.
The next day arrived and Peter contacted me early in the morning. He said that he wouldn’t be able to meet again, but tomorrow he could for sure. It sounded like there was something big going on, but I didn’t ask for details and he didn’t give them. 
In all areas, I continued to progress. I was even gaining Psionic Energy faster than I had on my first day of training.  My mind was still filled with the fear that Victoria might one day have to marry someone else, but the pain behind the thought had dulled—a little.
I was in the middle of running when Barrell contacted me that night. I was in a simulation of an old gravel road out in the country somewhere with a nice canopy of oak and cedar overhead. The breeze was gentle and blowing at my back. My Psionic Energy had already been depleted, but I still had a lot of strength left in my legs. I meant to ignore him, but something told me to answer his incoming message.
“Lucius!” he said through the audio channel.
“Hey. You sound excited…” I replied.
“You need to get to the Prodos Tavern! Now!”
“I can’t,” I said, getting annoyed. We had talked about how he wasn’t supposed to interrupt me like this.
“Cornelius is getting ready to fight Timur! It’s live!”
My strides slowed and I came to a halt. “Emergency exit!”
I ported out and arrived at the front step of the Training Hall. I was running in the direction of the tavern before those around me had even noticed I was there. Multiple cries of protest rose up behind me, but I was already gone.
It was late into the dinner rush, so there weren’t many people waiting to get into the Prodos Tavern from the street. I still used the side entrance to bypass what traffic there was and skirted past the hostess. When she chased after me, I called back to her, “I don’t need a seat.” Not that it mattered. My seat was already waiting for me if I wanted it.
Barrell waved at me from the third level. He was with Mel, Vector, and Treetop. Their eyes were fixed on the far wall next to the main entrance. I glanced at the wall-size screen and saw Cornelius and Timur facing off, but the action had yet to begin. Hurrying over to my friends, I didn’t bother to join them on to the third floor but stood below them and remained standing.
They only half-acknowledged me with their greeting. Everyone’s attention was focused on the screen.
Exalted above the player-killer throng, Cornelius and Timur faced each other from opposite sides of the ring at the heart of the arena. There was no doubt that it was Cornelius beneath that monstrous suit of plate mail. His shield and spear were already equipped. With a shorter stature, but just as broad, Chewme wore an open faced helmet and sleeveless scale mail. He’d always valued movement above protection. It was a preference that would likely come back to bite him.
It didn’t surprise me that Timur had chosen to stick with his weapon of choice, his custom two-handed claymore, but the look on his face did. The smile that he always wore when there was a fight at hand was gone. I shifted in my boots, realizing what it meant. It’s not that he was finally taking things seriously, for, despite his normal grin, fighting was what he lived for. No, his sobriety could only mean one thing. He knew who Cornelius was and how dangerous of an opponent he was. He’d hold nothing back. The few times I’d seen him like this were always when we faced opponents in Gravel that we didn’t have much chance of defeating. It was the look he gave me when I’d won our most recent exchange. His answer to the uneven odds was always the same. The violence that followed in his wake was about to be taken to a whole other level.
Looking around the room, I saw anxious hope. Few people seemed to think Cornelius could lose. I didn’t even think that he would, but I still had my doubts. Timur had psionics and Cornelius did not. Cornelius had the advantage of raw strength and speed, having a Combat Level of Rank C. Timur was only Rank D. Although, he was one of the few people in all of Freedom that even came close. There was the unknown variable. No one truly knew exactly how much psionics enhanced a person’s Combat Level, since the stat itself was only based on physical ability. It was also possible that a person’s aura would have different effects depending on your physical strength. With a Rank F Psionic Level, would Timur’s aura move him up a full Combat Level to be equal with Cornelius, or higher? Of course, Cornelius’s real advantage was his skill and experience. Timur was a natural athlete with great talent, but he hadn’t been fighting at the world’s highest level for decades as Cornelius had. Still, the match was closer than most realized.
“Where’s Lucius?” Timur said.
“Preoccupied. When I heard the arena champion makes the rules here, I couldn’t stay away,” Cornelius replied with a snort from beneath his helmet. “I didn’t tell him I was coming, or he would’ve wanted to tag along. I wanted to have you all to myself.”
I should have realized during my conversation with Cornelius that he was going to go after Timur the first chance he got. I’d been foolish. Cornelius had yet to unlock his psionics, so he must have seen this opportunity to handle the problem of the player-killers as slipping away. He’d probably left as soon as the Gathering of Guilds was over. I’d thought I’d have more time, but I was wrong.
“Preoccupied? It’s that woman, isn’t it?” Timur said.
“Victoria?” Cornelius said. “Now there’s a woman you don’t want to get on the wrong side of. Which I think you’ve failed at in pretty epic fashion.”
There were hundreds of people in the tavern that night. As they heard Cornelius, there were numerous snickers and a few cheers for Prodos’s leader. I realized then that she was here too. Of course she was here. She made an appearance every night at dinner and, more often than not, ate here. She sat at the head table on the third level and there was a table or two between her and I. Because of Barrell’s summons and the nature of events, I’d come in a hurry and hadn’t thought this through. Too late now, but I’d stay out of sight.
“After this, if you're smart,” Cornelius continued, “you’ll contact your friend and beg him to talk to her on your behalf. You see, the only reason I’m here is because I’m bored. She has handled everything there is to handle in the south so there’s nothing else left for me to do.”
“So you thought you’d come and pick a fight?” Timur jeered.
“Something like that.”
With a spurt of his red psionic aura, Timur launched himself forward. He swatted Cornelius’s spear to the side as he lowered his shoulder and plowed into his shield.
Cornelius stepped back, cradling the big man with his shield, he swept his spear toward his legs. He handled Timur’s charge with such ease.
Timur’s sword intercepted the spear, but it was already retracting and aimed for his open face. Jerking his sword to the side with both hands, he parried the spear point but found the rim of his opponent’s shield jabbing toward his ribs. Jumping back, he evaded the attack but also gave way.
Mugs pounded into the tabletops around me as men cheered. It was clear. Cornelius had easily won the exchange. Becoming the aggressor, he lunged forward, throwing a smooth flurry of thrusts that backed Timur up. When the player-killer reached the edge of the ring, his red aura flared.
I was curious to know why Timur was holding back when he could have easily used his orange aura to gain even more strength and speed. Caution wasn’t like him at all. Did he think he could take Cornelius without it?
With his red aura activated, he renewed the assault. Brushing Cornelius’s spear to the side once again, he began battering his shield between parries. It earned him a little more breathing room. 
Even with Timur’s increase in strength and speed, Cornelius weathered the blows with expert control. He was testing him. The real fight had yet to begin.
The giveaway was the pauses between exchanges. Once Cornelius really got serious, there would be no more repose. I’d learned that one the hard way.
Timur’s aura only flashed before he exerted himself. He was trying to conserve energy. If Cornelius could outlast him, once Timur’s energy was gone, the fight would be over.
Taking a step back, Cornelius lowered his weapon.
Pulling his next slash, Timur let the flat of his sword rest on his shoulder.
“I’ll give you a chance to surrender,” Cornelius called out so the entire arena could hear.
A grin slowly took over Timur’s face. “I won’t give you one.”
The giant in plate mail shrugged. “Perhaps you’ll change your tune.” His spear exploded for Timur’s head. Leaning back was the only thing that saved him. The spear flew in from every angle with unbelievable agility.
Gulping down the knot in my throat, I realized Cornelius had been holding back another level of speed that he’d never used against me.
Timur shone with red light, twisting at the waist. It wasn’t enough. The edge of the Combat Master’s spear nicked him on the arm above the elbow, drawing a thin line of blood. My old friend fought back, matching his opponent's speed, but his choice of a claymore against a spear and shield put him at a huge disadvantage. 
After the first cut, Timur held Cornelius back for close to a full minute, but then his spear’s blade started to slip through. A cut to his left shoulder, then one on his right wrist appeared, running with blood.
The crowd in both the tavern and arena had the same reaction. They were in awe.
Finding Timur’s rhythm, Cornelius started to tear him apart. A few cuts turned into many and it went on until his arms were covered in.
Coming to a sudden halt, Cornelius stepped back once again. Timur held his sword with two hands as his arms flexed. He couldn’t believe the onrush had let up. His lip trembled as he tried to control his outrage. Craning his head back, he rolled his neck before lowering his sword.
“It’s over,” Cornelius announced. “If you insist on continuing, the next one will do more than just trim your beard.”
Boos sounded from the arena and shouts of delight countered them from the tavern. Cornelius had just implied that the only reason his attacks had only cut Timur was because he been holding back. He could have finished him at any time.
Timur began to laugh. It grew louder as his chest started to shake. “Thank you. I haven’t had this much fun since I entered Freedom.” When he finished speaking, his smile had returned.
As his red aura activated, its brightness intensified. He bounded from where he stood. He slashed at Cornelius’s spear, driving it into his shield. The Combat Master wasn’t caught off guard but had to give some ground.
Then I saw his spear. The blow had splintered it high on the shaft below the blade. He tossed his spear aside and unsheathed his gladius. It was an upgraded blade from the time I’d seen him single-handedly cut down multiple hobgoblins. If Timur thought he’d now have an advantage, he was sorely mistaken.
Pushing his forward momentum, he hammered Cornelius repeatedly with skull-rattling blows and gained more ground. His strength had increased when his aura intensified, but still, Cornelius defended with the confidence of an experienced veteran.
Reaching the edge of the ring, Cornelius was forced to act. He dipped below Timur’s swing and wreaked havoc on his ribs and hip. The blows didn’t draw blood, but you could tell from the scowl on Timur’s face that he felt every one of them.
Grabbing his opponent’s shield, Timur tried to push Cornelius to the side. It wasn’t that easy to catch him by surprise. The Combat Master loosened his grip on his shield, letting Timur knock it to the side. Cornelius’s gladius flashed toward his open throat.
A flare of orange bloomed as Timur barely escaped by jumping back. He looked at the older man who was at the top of the world of combat sports. It was then, for the first time, that I saw Timur bowed his head in respect.
The tavern went crazy, thinking he was giving up. I just shook my head, unable to speak. They were right about one thing. It was over.
Timur’s sword flew up from below. His opponent, one of the greatest men to ever wield a sword, shifted to block the blow. Glowing like orange molten steel, the player-killer tore through his defenses, knocking his shield high with his sudden increase in strength.
He didn’t go for the opening he’d created but aimed his next strike at Cornelius’s sword. The blade was angled just right to deflect the attack. Against such force, it was as if it weren’t even there. With the parry failing, the claymore pushed through the sword and clubbed Cornelius in the side of his helm. It didn’t puncture the steel but torn his faceplate clean off.
Cornelius wobbled back but had somehow kept a hold of his sword and shield. The next blow came too fast for him to react. It swept his legs right out from under him. The giant man smacked into the wooden platform but recovered with inhuman speed. He’d come to a knee and had his shield above him as Timur’s overhead slash blasted into it.
The bronze shield folded in two like a large sheet of paper. Cornelius’s plate-covered arm had survived the worst of it, but when he tossed his shield aside, the top sheet of steel of his vambrace was caved in. Timur allowed him to his feet, but it wasn’t out of kindness. His bloodlust had taken over.
As unbelievable as it was, Cornelius sent his sword dancing and began weathering Timur’s blows. With each one he was unable to fully block the claymore and his armor was battered in more and more. His movements were starting to slow.
Elation struck a chord inside me when I realized that Timur’s Psionic Energy had to be getting low. It was then that he jumped to the side and cranked back with all of his strength. Cornelius was ready, his sword was out to meet the blow, and he braced for it with both hands. 
The player-killer spun, meeting his challenger’s sword head on. As the blade connected, the gladius was torn in two, leaving the claymore with an opening. It continued its course, hitting Cornelius directly in the neck, cleaving his head clean off.
I didn’t hear the cries of shock around me or the cheers from Timur’s men. My mind was elsewhere. An old friend who’d become my new enemy had surpassed a living legend. I wasn’t jealous or even bitter like I thought I might be. Instead, I felt as if a burden was lifted off my shoulders. These men who had at one time been beyond us were no longer the pinnicle of power. It was possible to become like them—it was possible to surpass them. And it was all because of psionic enhanced strength.
Walking toward the exit, I didn’t say anything to my friends. It was obvious enough where I’d be if they needed to find me. I stopped near the exit. Looking up at the head table on the third level, I saw Victoria. She was watching me.
No words passed between us, only a look. All that Cornelius’s defeat meant was that I had more work to do. She understood and let me go.
As much as I hated the fact that there wasn’t any quick way to surpass Timur, I’d at least be able to perfect my method of training after meeting with Peter and Achilles. Tomorrow would be a big day, for I had meetings with both men. If there were a better way, I’d find it.
 



Chapter 17 – Learning to Sing
For the rest of the night, I continued my psionic training and narrowed the focus of my physical training to weight training alone. There was no method faster for sheer strength, even if I’d have to take the strength gains and refine them with skill-based workouts later. I continued practicing explosive moments throughout every exercise.
Early in the day, after breakfast, I got a message from Peter to meet him at the training hall. When I arrived at the entrance, the old man NPC was waiting for me and ported me over without delay. The lights were dimmed, and before I realized it, I was in the room Peter had selected for us. There was only one light in the room. It hung overhead in a warm yellow glow. It was empty except for my friend, who stopped pacing when I arrived.
“Today will be our only session that is not limited by time,” he began immediately. “Lax has had Dr. Konig block our feeds from the public and recategorize them. They will be deleted as they’re recorded, and it will be reported as a software glitch. After today, we will have to meet using a more random method. I will give you the signal we will use for our next session at the end of each lesson. Any questions before we get started?”
I shook my head. It was curious to see him wearing the same seamless black outfit as before with his sleeves rolled up. “Well maybe. Is your clothing Ekseliksi?”
“Yes. It’s a style generally worn by servants. The Ekseliksi don’t practice slavery in any traditional sense, but the less powerful often pledge themselves to their superiors. They wear less flashy clothing so that if they are noticed by their master, it is because of something exceptional they have done and not flashy clothing. In my case, I just wear it because it’s incredibly comfortable.”
I snickered. It sounded just like him.
“Take a seat,” he commanded.
I did as he said. Seeing him sit Indian style, I copied him.
“Let’s get this out of the way. Victoria is doing well. She asked about your training and even gave me some pointers to pass along before I came,” he continued.
Trying to limit my uncomfortable squirming, I wrung my hands. “Thank you for telling me,” I said, changing the subject. “How’s Cornelius?”
“He’s fine. This isn’t the first time he’s had to deal with defeat. I’m trying to guide him in unlocking his psionics, but he’ll have a long road ahead. Which is why we’re here. Are you ready to begin?”
“I am.”
“We’ll start with the basics. If you were Ekseliksi, there is much you would already know. For example, psionics are a natural occurrence and its only because of what we lack in our diet at this point in history that all of humanity hasn’t already unlocked theirs. It is theorized that at one time, thousands of years in our past, this wasn’t the case and psionics were common. There are few fossils that have survived, but enough that our scientists are fairly certain. We don’t exactly have the ability to go digging for such fossils anymore, obviously, since the Ekseliksi aren’t welcome on Earth. It’s most likely due to a large natural disaster that certain vegetation didn’t survive. This is important to know so that you can be confident that psionics are safe. There are no negative side effects from unlocking or using them. Quite the opposite. Because the body is used to direct psionic energy, it has many positive benefits like improved muscle development even for people with more sedentary lifestyles. I think we’ve made it clear how important physical fitness is to psionic control.”
“Yes,” I replied.
“Good. Let’s try something. Hold your right-hand palm up and gather energy into it. Pay attention to your energy movement—where it’s going and where it comes from.”
I did as he said, feeling my energy spin up in my gut and the pressure build as it pushed into my chest, then through my arm and to my hand. Its journey ended in my palm and white light shone where the pressure was.
“So where does it begin?” he asked.
“The stomach?”
“Yes and no. There is no one organ, or part of the body, that is designated to control psionic energy. This energy is in the body, whether someone has unlocked their psionics or not. Once a person gains control, it is gathered in the stomach like a conduit and distributed from there. It is due to activity in the brain that the stomach isn’t considered the originator of this energy, just the activation center. Think of the brain like a valve that opens and closes to let psionic energy out. It uses the stomach as a container to gather it before directing it to do more.
“So your body holds this energy like a battery, your brain is like a valve to turn it on and off, and your body, starting with the stomach, directs the energy so that you can use it as you desire. Of course, this is just an example and overly simplified.”
“How so?” I said.
“This is a model Ekseliksi use to teach psionics to kids. There is a more accurate and elegant illustration, but it might be harder to grasp.”
“Okay,” I responded, making my interest clear.
“You know how I told you how Victoria was born with her psionics unlocked?”
I nodded.
“Because of that, she understands psionics in a way most of us don’t, and possibly never will. Before her little mind could even grasp complex concepts, she was able to wield her energy in ways that still baffle me. It was the same for her teacher, her mother the Epithumia. She was also born with her abilities unlocked. I’ve gotten to sit in on many of their lessons. Instead of explaining how psionics worked so that Victoria could understand the concepts before trying to apply them, her mother explained to her how it felt to use them because it was already a part of her. By the time she was five that little girl could learn in an afternoon what would take me decades…
“Instead of using a valve or switch as her example, when the Epithumia needed to explain a more complex idea, she likened psionics to singing. Like most little girls, Victoria would sing endlessly, so it made a lot of sense to her. Are you much of a singer?” 
I cringed. “I guess…”
“I’ll take that as a no. Which is fine. It’s probably better that you’re not. We’ll still use her illustration. It helped me when the other traditional methods didn’t. First, tell me about your training. Give me details of how it’s going.”
After seeing consistent progress over the last few days, I was excited to share with him exactly that. I explained my method of exhausting my psionics as fast as possible, then letting my physical exercise drain the rest of my energy as my body used it to try to recover. Then I went through my recovery method and repeating the process. When I finished, he looked disappointed.
“I see you have taken my advice to train it like a muscle quite literally,” he said.
“Yes. And I’ve seen good progress,” I replied.
He seemed to consider what I said. “There are two things you need to work on above all else. First, you need to learn to use your aura to enhance your strength. What you have been through has given you unique access to one aspect of psionics, but it has also handicapped you. Secondly, we need to really work on your approach to training. Just like training your voice to sing, if you only work on singing at the top of your lungs, it can strain your vocal cords and likely make it more difficult to gain access to the rest of your register. In other words, you are only training your voice in part and need to work on all of it.
“Let’s start with how you should train, because it will set you on the path to gaining access to your aura. In some ways, your psionics are like muscles, but in other ways, they are far more complex. There is really only one form of psionic energy. Possibly two, depending on how you look at it. At its most basic, at Rank G, you can observe psionic energy as the red light that accompanies it in its most basic form. Many consider it to be enhancing, which makes sense really, since most people first experience their energy as an aura that flows through the body bolstering their strength. Others, like your friend Mel, may consider it a destroying force, because he can expel it from his body and hit things with it. These are just examples of how the same energy can be used.
“Just like electricity, it’s energy. It has certain characteristics that are unchanging. We practice energy control to learn to use this form of energy’s natural characteristics. We will look at these different characteristics as notes that can be sung. Enhancing one’s body, bolstering an object outside the body, or expelling it like a bolt are all distinct notes. When you strengthen your entire voice, you can switch between them with ease.
“But what about your ability to heal, shield and repel? They’re different notes, but they’re also a different part of your voice. That is why it’s essential for you to strengthen more than just one part of your voice right now. You have lost access to your normal voice. Men, generally, speak with a lower register than women. This register is considered your first register, or your chest voice. Instead of using it when you use your psionics, you are singing with your second register, or your head voice. Just like most guys who’ve never sung, they have very limited access to this part of their voice. In psionics, its more common that people don’t have access to their second register at all. But, with practice, you can learn to sing new notes.
“In your case, you must learn everything in reverse. You need to stop the training you’re doing for now because it will make it even harder for you to learn to use your first register.”
What he was saying made sense, but would it not also slow down my progress? I asked him as much.
“In the long run, no,” he said. “What you are doing now will give you a quick boost to your Psionic Power, but what happens to a muscle when you always train it in the same way?”
Running my nails through the stubble on my chin, I replied, “It gets used to the training and stops progressing.” 
“Exactly. In a few days, maybe a week or two, your progress will slow down until it stops, then you will have even more difficulty learning the other part of your voice. You psionics, like your voice, needs agility, or the ability to flow back and forth between its different notes. If you only train the same note, your voice will become less agile, and overall, weaker.
“There is another aspect of your training that needs work. You don’t have to fully exhaust your Psionic Energy to get the best possible gains. I know this might fly in the face of the philosophy in body building, but it doesn’t apply to your psionic voice in the same way. Instead, what you need to focus on is energy use over time. Currently, you are seeing your Psionic Energy increase, not because you’re exhausting it, but because you are constantly using energy throughout the day. Try to use the same amount of energy, but instead of using it all at once, use it without ceasing. That’s why your energy is so high. Your body kept using your energy to heal itself during your constant training.
“There is one more thing you need to understand before we begin. I want you doing all the exercises I give you with the least amount of energy possible. Normally, the least you’ll be able to use at one time is around 100 units per second. Any less than that and your energy won’t have any effect. If you see someone using their aura with the minimum amount, it will be light red in color, but still visible. It gets brighter the more energy they use until they reach 200 units per second. That’s when it turns orange in color, which will also continue to brighten as more energy is added to it. Because you don’t have access to your aura yet and use a different kind of energy, you will not see a difference in color. When you heal, your energy is white. At 100 units per second, it’s thin and wispy, but as you reach 200, it becomes thick and dense. Of course, the more energy you use, the more potent the psionic note will be.
“We will begin with some exercises that you can do to work the different parts of your voice. You can do them at any time, which I suggest you begin. As you build your overall voice, you’ll start to feel your first register and be able to go back and forth.
“Now, this first exercise is the most important one to improve Psionic Power. It may seem to contradict what I just told you but pay attention. I think it will become clear why you must start here. Now close your eyes and focus on feeling the energy inside you. Don’t direct it or open your psionic valve.”
Despite my hesitancy to change my training when it seemed to be going so well, I kept most of my objections to myself. Before rejecting his advice, I’d at least hear him out. Also, a lot of what he was saying was making sense even if I wasn’t completely clear on what it all meant. 
The first exercise sounded simple, but I found it very difficult. Instead of activating my energy with a goal in mind, he wanted me to just turn it on while using the least amount of energy possible. On my first try, my energy escaped to my hands. When I tried to cut off the flow in that direction, it went to my legs. It was like I was chasing it throughout my body, trying to cut it off to put it on a leash.
After a few minutes of trying everything I could, I found Peter smirking at me. “It’s not easy, is it? Focus on the feeling that you get when your energy first begins to accumulate inside of you just before you direct it. That motion, or feeling, is all that you want. Singing is the same way. When you sing, you push air through your vocal cords. Using a smaller amount of air is actually more difficult than using a large amount. In this case, you just want to hum without using words. For now, stop worrying about the amount of energy you’re using. Just worry about what it feels like.”
Closing my eyes, I wiped my mind of all of my failed attempts and focused on what he said. As the energy started to move around in my gut, I didn’t try to chase it down, or stop it from escaping. I just tried to better understand the feeling. I let it continue to flow. As it did, I was able to pinpoint the feeling and kept it going. I began again, trying to rein it in, without losing my grasp on the feeling. It worked.
Looking up, I held on to the energy swirling inside of me to get the next instruction from Peter. 
He was shaking his head. “Very good. Your ability to self-heal isn’t just possible because you were injured. What you just did in a few minutes took me a week to pull off. You are very talented.”
I opened my mouth to say something, when the energy I was holding spun out of control. I was left staring at him open-mouthed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Peter laughed. “You’ll master it soon enough. That is only the first step of this exercise. Next, you need to activate it in the same way and then cut off your flow. Repeatedly doing this, with as little energy as possible, will help you work out your vocal cords, so to speak.”
That was only the beginning. Once I was able to activate my flow then cut it off at will, he had me try to do it faster, alternating between one and off. After that, he had me start using as little Psionic Power as possible and then incrementally ramp it up until I was using my maximum power. He said that it was a great warm-up exercise. We’ve been at it for half an hour already and this is just warm up?
In the next exercise, he asked that again I try to use as little energy as possible. He then started talking about notes.
“There are seven basic notes in both registers combined. You technically have unlocked four of them already, one in your bottom register and three in your upper. It’s incredible rare to have unlocked the notes in your upper register so quickly. You have a talent for psionic control, which makes it even more crucial for you to work on psionic agility so that you can get to advanced techniques faster. Your first note, the one you call your walls, is an internal use of energy that stops your unconscious energy flow and fortifies your body. The Ekseliksi call this Petra, or stone. This is actually the only note you currently use from your first register. That makes it extremely important to practice. Your second note is your ability to heal. This is the fundamental ability your regeneration is built upon. In its simplest state, it’s directed by you. We call this Therapeia. Your shielding ability coats your body in energy that has repellant properties to most non-bioorganic matter. This is Apotho. And finally, Othisi is your ability to push.
“The goal of this exercise is to cycle through each of your abilities and use them in combination. Let’s try the most obvious. Use Petra first, because it starts inside the body. Then Therapeia, since it can be performed inside and out. Then Apotho, your shielding that takes shape just over the skin followed by Othisi, that pushes your energy out. This will be your first scale. Start at the bottom with Petra and go through each note until you reach Othisi. Then start at the top and go down the list. Once you’ve mastered this, change the combination. Ultimately, you will move on to many combinations and do them often. This will improve your vocal agility and you’ll soon be able to start to feel that you can reach for other notes. That is when you know you’re ready to start developing your first register.”
Before I knew it, he was dismissing me and two hours had passed. It had put a large dint in my training routine, but it was well worth it. I’d begun the session concerned that Peter’s methods could slow my progress. I’d been wrong. This new approach would allow for flexibility in my schedule and I had a pretty good idea what I was going to do with it. In a few hours, I’d be meeting with Achilles. By the end of our session, I should have a pretty good idea how I could push myself even further.
 



Chapter 18 – I Need Your Help
I’d just enough time to fit a training session in before finally getting to meet with Achilles for the first time since the battle for the goblin city. I kept my physical training lighter than normal and focused primarily on the psionic exercises Peter had taught me. It was important to be fully recovered before our meeting and I wasn’t confident that I’d be easily able to continue the exercises if I stopped.
Music had always been a big part of my life, even if I’d never learned to play an instrument or had an opportunity to sing in any serious sense. Rhythm games had never been my thing, nor had the more advanced band or pop star simulators. But, for my long gaming sessions, I’d spent hours over the years customizing my playlist and situational music cues. The importance of music as an illustration to best understand psionics was only starting to become clear. When Peter explained it, I thought it would just be another discipline, like weight training, that I’d have to work hard at to grow accustomed to it. That wasn’t entirely the case. It was more like humming to yourself when you had an addictive song stuck in your head.
Almost unwillingly, I began opening and closing my psionic valve, or vocal cords, to the beat of one of my favorite training tunes. There were no lyrics to the song, which made it perfect. It was much too complicated of a piece for me to attach one of my four abilities to each note, but still, I began cycling through my abilities with the highs and lows of the song. The tension in my shoulders and back loosened. I found the process surprisingly therapeutic.
It wasn’t long before I found my voice. Solidifying my internal energy to Petra, I varied the force with every low note. I swung up to Therapeia and my hands lit up in white healing light. Apotho was next on the scale. My energy coated my fingers, which were tapping to the beat, playing with the repelling force between my energy and the floor on which I sat. As the piece reached its highest pitch, Othisi sent gentle bursts of psionic force from my hands. What started as an exercise in control and keeping the intensity of my psionics as low as possible was soon forgotten and I began to match the intensity of my abilities to the song. 
It wasn’t long until my Psionic Energy was running low. I switched gears and stopped playing with my notes but continued to turn my psionics internally one and off to the beat.
After some food, I ported to the entrance of the training hall to meet with Achilles. I immediately ported again and started to spin as the landscape changed before my eyes. I wasn’t in the dojo where I’d always met him, but in the same packed sand arena where I’d faced off with Cornelius. My eyes came to rest on Achilles, who stood across from me in athletic shorts and a tank top, looking a lot like a gym teacher I’d once had. He didn’t look like he was ready to spar.
Achilles' eyes were slits of concentration. He watched me for a moment before addressing me. “Hello, Lucius. A lot has changed in the very short period of time since we last spoke. How are you holding up?”
It wasn’t the question I’d expected from him. “Well enough, I guess…”
He gave a slow nod.
“I don’t expect you to know what’s going on outside of Freedom, but there are a few things that you need to know. The world has been turned upside down with the revelation of psionics and what people like you are capable of. Half the population seems to be in denial and the other half is desperate to unlock psionics themselves. Of course, you have lived it, so you know how much has changed as well as anyone, but let’s not start there. Let’s start where we left off.
“If you remember, the last time we met you had yet to gain control of your psionics, but they were still passively helping you recover faster. Your training was designed to improve your physical fitness and combat skill as much as possible. Let me ask you, do you regret the training that you did?”
I was temporarily left speechless. I didn’t feel the question was fair. I began shaking my head and he held up his hand to stop me.
“Whether I’m a good instructor or not is not why I’m asking. You know more now than you did then. Should we have trained differently?” he asked.
“No. I think what happened had to happen the way it did for me to gain access to my psionics.”
“What about your own effort? Do you think you could have done more?”
Once again, I hesitated. “Maybe. I could always put more intensity into my workouts. It’s a constant struggle.”
“Good. And how do you feel about how you performed?”
I took some time to think it through. I’d been a guy without a psionic aura or psionic abilities competing with men and women that had them. More than competing, I’d surpassed most of them in several ways, but… “I wasn’t good enough.”
“So what now?”
That was a question I was ready for. I began explaining to him what I’d found out about psionics. Without giving anything away about what Peter had taught me, I explained how I’d been exhausting my psionic energy, then letting it recover, but had made a discovery. It wasn’t necessary to exhaust my psionic energy like I would a muscle group. I just needed to focus on use over time.
He was patient as I explained what I’d learned. When I finished, he surprised me. “What you say is all true.” He saw the look on my face and addressed it. “The fitness and combat arts communities have not been sitting still since the information about psionics was revealed. We know far more than you might expect. And now you have options. There are new trainers in your training menu that specialize in psionics. These are men and women that have unlocked their own abilities and can probably help you in ways that I can’t. That doesn’t mean I’m unwilling to continue training you. You know my training philosophy. It will not change. All that has changed is that now there are more tools available to you than before. Today, I will use our time to lay out what I believe is the best approach for you going forward. Then, I want you to take some time to think about it—maybe meet with some of the new trainers before making your decision.”
Looking down, I saw the t-shirt that I wore with his insignia on it. He couldn’t know that I was meeting with Peter, an Ekseliksi who had been using psionics for decades. His training methods had been developed over centuries and by some of the greatest psionic users ever. Besides, Achilles had something that no one else did.
“I’ve already decided,” I told him. “I’m sticking with you. You said it yourself. Every time the fitness industry has come out with a new technology that was supposed to revolutionize athletic performance—you have found a way to stay on top. I won’t find that anywhere else.”
“Very well, but I still want you to take some time to think about it,” he replied. “You can change your mind. For now, let’s get down to business. Looking at all the data, there are two approaches you can take to get the most out of your future training. The first is that since you’ve now unlocked your psionic abilities and you have the ability to heal is that you could heal yourself between sessions to recover even faster and train more often than you already are. This should allow you to train even more than before. It will also work both your body and psionics. Although there are some things you’ll have to know before we can be sure it an approach that’s worth it. One, how much psionic energy does it cost you to increase your physical recovery time? In other words, can you recover your energy fast enough before you need to heal yourself again, or will you run out too quickly? Two, you’ll need to further develop your healing technique so that you’re only using the amount of energy necessary. There is also one major drawback. You’ll be limited by how much you can eat, and your body’s rate at quick it can digest food. Your Cube is helping with nutrition, but it’s impossible for me to say how much. I can say that what you eat in Freedom makes a big different. You’re already training at a speed that is pushing what your body and that machine are capable of. If you move to a completely liquid diet, you may be able to reduce your workout and recovery time to two hours. Anything more than that and you probably won’t be able to keep up with your caloric needs.”
He was right. It was a method I hadn’t even considered despite how obvious it was. Before, I’d been so insistent on completely draining my psionic energy that it hadn’t been an option, but now, it was likely the best approach to catch up with Timur and his insane natural strength.
“The next method is possibly the better option,” Achilles said, piquing my interest. “It will allow you to continue to make progress physically but will also give you a lot of experience using your psionics in combat situations while helping them develop. The mental stress will be much more taxing. The bandits, just like before, you’d spend most your training time fighting them.”
It was true that they’d been a big help to me before, but now that I had psionics… “Will they be able to push me?”
He smirked. “Have you fought the ones inside the fortress or just the ones outside?”
“Just outside.”
“Let me tell you a little secret. The bandits are based on a training simulation that I helped develop with a creator friend of mine. You see, I rarely train against people. The biggest problem with sparring with others is that they’re inconsistent. The bandits’ AI is unceasing and can scale almost infinitely in difficulty. Their attacks are always precise and efficient. They will push you without thought of your mood or physical shape. If you want to be tested, enter the bandit fortress.”
“Let’s hope they can prepare you for what’s happening this weekend,” a voice said from behind me.
I spun to see Cornelius. My shoulders grew tense and I lowered my stance, thinking he was here to spar. Seeing he was also wearing casual training pants and a t-shirt, I relaxed my stance.
He watched my reaction with a grin.
“What’s happening this weekend?” I asked.
“We’re going to have a public sparring match,” he said. “You and me.”
I stood there speechless.
“Cornelius here reached out to me,” Achilles said, walking past me to stand with his old friend. The two giant men shook hands then faced me. They were like two ogres eyeing me like they were trying to decide how to cook me. “He mentioned that he lost a fight with a friend of yours and thought it was appropriate to send him a message.”
“Exactly. If I faced Timur again,” Cornelius said, “it’s possible I could beat him knowing what I know now. These psionic abilities are tricky and its been a while since I faced someone stronger than me.” He paused long enough to smack Achilles on the shoulder, who replied by rolling his eyes.
Seeing the two combat masters acting like a couple of normal guys was too much. I began to laugh.
Cornelius gave me an exaggerated wink before continuing. “Instead of fighting him, I thought it might be a better idea to fight you. It needs to be soon as well, or the point will be lost. If you defeat me, Timur will see it in the tavern highlights and doubt himself. If I defeat you… then I’ll head back up there and fight him again.”
I tried mouthing something but nothing came out.
“What do you think, Lucius?” Achilles said. “It will be this coming Sunday in the afternoon. If you agree, it will be important to make it public, so it will be outside the training hall and you’ll have to deal with the high pain setting.”
Finding my voice, I replied, “Isn’t it a little spur of the moment?”
“Is it? As much as the both of us hate to admit it, the abilities you’ve unlocked have really changed the game. That’s also why I’m directing you to train with the bandits in the training hall. You know that fighting at the highest level will push you in every way. You’ve done this before. It’s not like your physical training will regress, and even if you could stimulate muscle growth more with another method, the other benefits of this training will greatly outweigh any increased physical strength you’ll miss out on. Your psionic power will grow, you’ll gain experience using your abilities, and, just as important as all the rest, you’ll have to fight at full intensity at all times. Having that mental edge is as important as any ability.”
I nodded, as much as to myself as to them. “My only concern is that if I win, Timur won’t take the message in the way you think he might. It will just inspire him to train harder. And Cornelius, you’re really willing to do this? If I do win—”
“I’ve had losing streaks before. Nothing new there. The opportunities to redeem yourself only go away if you stop trying. As for your friend, you saw the fight. Do you think he started slacking after facing me?”
I shook my head. He was right. Even if Cornelius lost, Timur had been pushed to his full power and probably would have lost if his opponent had been able to hold out a little longer.
There was still something bothering me. “What about afterwards? After the fight. Should I continue training with the bandits then?”
“I believe that would be the best approach, yes,” Achilles confirmed. “You will want to include one weight training session in your day. That will guarantee that you have no muscles imbalances.”
I took a deep breath and stared at the floor for what must have felt to them like a long time. To me, it wasn’t long enough. Ultimately, I nodded my approval.
Not long after, I found myself geared up, standing near the tree line and watching the bandits in the clearing. I hadn’t seen a single player here in weeks with everything going on outside the training hall. Many of people that did spend a lot of time in here didn’t spend the coin to unlock everything, so the bandits were mostly abandoned.
My food was in my inventory. I was covered in plate mail, except for my arms which remained naked so that I’d have no limitations on my psionics. When I’d first discovered this place, I hadn’t dared to face even the weakest bandit alone. I’d start slow but would soon have the exterior of the fortress cleared. It was what was inside that I’d come for.
 



Chapter 19 – Inside the Bandit Fortress
When I was last here, I’d faced two Rank E bandits at a time, but today, I planned on facing the entire lot of them stationed at the front of the fortress. There was a single stone barracks that could fit about a dozen soldiers outside the fortress gate. A handful of Lesser Bandit Merchants were moving the same crates back and forth. There were no more than twenty bandits in total. I wasn’t even sure if the lesser bandits would fight.
I took out a few of the scouts as a quick warm up. I didn’t use my psionics on the first one so that I could make sure my mind and body were working together well enough. On the second, I tripped him up with a push to the foot and easily dispatched him. I felt that I was ready.
I exited the tree line from the fortress’s flank and didn’t make any effort to conceal myself. Even though the bandits would easily see me if they were paying attention, these bandits were true to form, only noticing me when I was within a certain radius.
A green-skinned scout that was shorter than most of them spotted me first. He raised the alarm and soon every one of them took notice. All at once, they raced toward me like an angry mob. If there were doubt I was ready, it was too late now. 
The green skinned scout reached me first. With only my spear equipped, I hopped to the side, dodging his sword, and rocked his knee with a psionic push. His throat opened up and welcomed my spear.
I spun to yank my spear blade from his falling corpse and chained the attack on the next bandit. Another scout blocked the battering of my spear with his shield and cut low with his axe toward my thigh. With an open hand covered in white light, I smacked it away. My spear swept under his shield, hooking him off his feet.
A merchant and bandit soldier met me as one. Othisi answered them with a push of energy from both the knuckles of my spear wielding hand and my open one to their outside shoulders. Redirecting their forward momentum, I forced them to collided together. The soldier had been in the middle of a thrust of his sword. It cut deep into the merchant’s arm. Two-handing my spear near the middle of the shaft, I lunged toward them, bashing them both in the face.
Two more arrived as I was pulling back, their maces falling toward my head. There was no more time to think. It had been a few days since I’d pushed my reaction time to the max, but my training returned to me without fail.
My shield arm shot up, meeting their attacks with Apotho’s shining light. I gutted one and launched my empty hand toward the other as if I was about to level him with the rim of my shield. The knuckles of my empty hand were coated in shielding energy as they collided with the bandit’s chain-mailed chest. He was flung back off his feet.
One of the bandits I’d knocked to the ground had recovered and began attacking me from behind. My Audible Upgraded pinpointed him above all other sounds, supplying me with a detailed warning. I pivoted, thrusting my spear where I thought he’d be. My spear sank deep into his hip as I dropped into a deep squat to avoid his attack.
I lost myself in the flood of battle. My body seemed to act on its own, but it wasn’t alone. A new song pounded in an impossible rhythm and the notes were fierce, with no subtlety or build up. 
The leader of the bandit guard came at me. He was Rank D and much stronger and faster than the rest. He didn’t wait for the others to have their chance before attacking. Even though I’d killed a few of the others and knocked down or crippled the rest I’d already faced, a few of the bandits had yet to reach me and their leader wasn’t waiting any longer. Perhaps it was chance, or the AI had read my subconscious; either way, it was fitting that their highest rank wielded a twohanded sword. He spun the massive blade towards my neck, wishing to take my head. Timur, I’m coming.
I didn’t draw back, or try to dodge, but threw myself at his attack with Apotho covering my arm. His blade met my psionic shield and was blasted away. I leaped upon him like a crazed berserker, forcing him to his back. Driving my spear into his chest, I leaned into it with all my weight. His chainmail was nothing beneath the force and gave way to my spear’s hungry fang. It slid through him and anchored itself in the ground. 
My sword and shield were equipped before the others could touch me. With steel to do my bidding, I cut the rest of them down like a scythe to blades of grass.
I twirled around, hungry for the next assault, but none were left standing. I was twitching with adrenaline—my body lusted for more. There was a storm raging inside me, but this was unlike every time before. It wasn’t anger or adrenaline alone—my psionic energy that was spinning like a whirlwind, matching my body’s desire.
My Psionic Energy had surpassed 5,000 in the last couple of days, but even then, I’d eaten through it like a hungry beast. 
2,687/5,031
 
I’d won the contest, but I’d also used almost half of my energy in a matter of a few short minutes. Entering the fortress to recover was probably for the best. It took a while for the bandits to respawn, but I probably wouldn’t be ready by the time they did. That meant I’d need to fight them again. I took it as a necessary lesson. I needed learn how to reserve my energy before I faced the unknown of what was behind the fortress’s doors.
 
***
 
Recovering in the forest, I had to acknowledge that the fight had brought to light a new problem. I had 2 Advancement Points and 3 Abilities Points to spend on Upgrades, but if I was to become Ekseliksi and the game’s upgrade system was based on military augmented and mixed reality technology, would I be breaking some kind of rule by using them? Peter had said that they used technology, but he’d also spoken against Earth’s use of the Metaverse. Was it not the same? There were some distinctions, but much of it was very similar technology to what was supposed to be simulated here in Freedom. Victoria was also using very high-level mixed reality to see and hear through other people’s senses. The line of what was right in their eyes was still unclear to me.
What made it even worse was that after facing such a large group of bandits I wanted to know what the Ultimate for Audible was like. The Intermediate had saved me from an attack from my blind spot. The gamer part of me thought it was a waste to not take advantage of the Ultimate Advancements, but who knew what problems I’d have if I walked into the world of the Ekseliksi all decked out in Earth’s military tech. It would be one of the first things I asked Peter in our next training session. No, I needed to know more than that. It might feel like cheating, but I needed to know in detail what each of the Ultimates were and what their skill trees were like. No more hints or games. 
Now that I knew I could power through the bandits, I needed a better approach to improve my psionic energy efficiency. I could try to take them in small groups and rely solely on my physical ability. That might even be a good approach to warming up before entering the fortress. The problem was time. It would require me to lure some away, which meant some might respawn before I was through with them all. There was another approach that almost seemed counterproductive, but it might just work. Instead of trying to beat them all without using my energy, I could use psionics to defeat them quickly enough that the amount I used was kept at a minimum. That was easier said than done. The hardest part of deciding was that I didn’t know exactly what to expect when I entered the front gate. It could be a whole army waiting for me, or a single bandit.
When the bandits had respawned, I still had some time before I’d fully recover my psionic energy, but I decided not to wait. I needed to see how quickly it would go if I did fight them in groups without my psionics. Might as well get it out of the way.
Pulling them was easier than I’d have thought. As long as I didn’t pull them from the big group by presenting myself in clear view of them, throwing something to cause the outermost bandit to curiously check out the noise would only bring groups of three to five. The merchants stayed put and so did the lead bandit. After finishing the pulled groups, I ended up having to use a few psionic pushes to finish the lead bandit and the five merchants with him. Despite it working out better than I’d hoped, it still took much longer and put me in danger of pulling additional bandits as soon as they respawned. It gave me an idea, though.
I waited one more time for the full group of bandits to respawn. This time my energy was full. I started by pulling a group of three, defeating them without using psionics at all. The next group I pulled right away. I finished a few of them with only physical attacks, but when things were starting to get drawn out, I used psionics. They died quickly after that.
Now the remaining group’s numbers were down by half and much of the remaining force were merchants that wielded basic onehanded weapons and wore no armor. I ran into the fray before the closest lesser bandit could respond, killing him instantly.
The more bandits that pressed me, the more psionics I used. By the time they were finished, I’d used less than half of the energy I’d in the first round. 
4,197/5,054
 
My total energy had already leveled up slightly. I’d have to continue to improve my energy efficiency, but now I stood before the arching wooden gate that was framed in solid stone. It wasn’t something I could tear down on my own. I didn’t have to. The gate cracked up the middle as both two-story doors were pulled back to let me inside. There were two Bandit Sergeants waiting for me, decked out in chainmail and full plate helmets. They wielded shields and longswords, but it was what hovered above their heads that spoke of the true challenge they’d offer. They were both Rank D.
They didn’t hurry to attack me but waited for me to make the next move. I walked toward them, passing through the gate. Inside was a three-level castle that couldn’t hold more than fifty people. I received a popup.
Welcome to the Bandit Fortress!
While inside, the Bandits you have fought outside to get here will not respawn, allowing you to focus on one stage of difficulty at a time. Each floor has multiple rooms with their own respawn timers. As you reach each new room, the spawns in past rooms will stop. Enjoy your climb!
Because you have moved inside the Bandit walls, a Personal Instance has been created so that you will be uninterrupted by outside players. You’re able to invite outside players to your instance.
 
Now, this was reminiscent of a game.
I smiled to myself and didn’t stop walking as I readied to face two high-rank Bandits.
 



Chapter 20 – Living Breakfast
Approaching the two D Ranked Bandits, I hesitated as they raised their shields and took their stance. The bandits outside the fortress had been difficult because of their high physical stats but never had they worked together well in formation. Even though there were only two of these new opponents, it was obvious that these two wouldn’t make the same mistake.
I was glad I’d played it safe and approached at full energy because there was no way I’d be able to break their joint defense with my physical ability alone. Superior skill might make it possible for a Rank E to defeat a Rank D, but if the skill level were even close, it would be no contest. On paper, I shouldn’t be able to win. A flutter of apprehension in my chest told me that I half believed it. As a reminder, I upped my internal tempo, activating my psionics and releasing it like the tapping of my foot to music. I’d won some pretty impressive fights since my psionics were unlocked, but what I was really capable of was still mostly unknown. It’s time to find out.
Charging right at them, I pinged my spear against the shield of the bandit on my right. Within the same breath, I was forced to block the left bandit’s sword with my shield. I’d wait to unequip my shield until the time was right. The force behind the blow rattled me, but Petra helped me brace against my stronger foe.
My psionic beat ceased as I held Petra to fortify my body against the flurry that came next. Lowering my stance, my physical shield was walloped from every angle. The footwork that Achilles had beaten into me was being pushed to its limit. My suspicions were true. These Bandit Sergeants were on a whole other level because of how well they worked together. A simple push to put one off balance wouldn’t be enough. The other one would be right there to respond.
As I tested their speed and strength, I found holding Petra had a negative effect I hadn’t noticed before. Keeping my psionic energy solidified internally was like trying to fight while tightening my muscles. It slowed me down.
I took a blow without Petra activated and found it almost too much for me to handle. I stumbled back. It wasn’t a mistake I’d make again. As the next thrust punched into my shield, I activated Petra the moment it happened. Holding it, I reached for the hacking blow that followed.
There wasn’t much time to think it through, but I allowed them to push me to my limit so that I could practice bracing with my internal walls active and loosening them quickly so that I wasn’t limiting my momentum. It was too dangerous to do for long, so despite the danger of placing myself in an indefensible position, I swiped my spear at the feet of the bandit to my right. He blocked it easily enough with his own shield and his companion took advantage of my overextension. His sword sped toward my lead leg.
My plate mail should be able to fend against a few blows, but it wasn’t something I could allow myself to depend upon. These bandits were Rank D, I reminded myself.
I dropped my spear and shield. Two Othisi blasts leaped from my open palms. The bandit on my right’s head snapped back from the push and he stumbled. The attack of his partner was deflected toward the ground, but his sword still grazed my plate armor across my shin. There was no damage done, but I still cringed. I had a long way to go.
With their formation finally broken, I launched an assault on the bandit that had landed his blow. I didn’t hold back. My push had deflected the bandit’s sword to the ground but also forced him to lower his stance substantially. Standing over him, I smacked his shield to the side with the help of Othisi’s thrust. The move spun him, giving him an even clearer shot at my side. My other energy-covered palm met his next attack, opening him up as if he was asking for a hug. I twisted at the hips, hooking my left fist into the side of his helmet. The psionic energy did more than protect my knuckles. It jolted his head to the side, jarring him like an Ekseliksi bobblehead.
I unsheathed my sword as the other bandit leaped in to attack. With a flick of my wrist, I parried his sword, then slashed down at the base of the woozy bandit’s neck below his helmet. Chain armor stopped most of the damage, but it nudged him enough that he fell to his side.
The bandit remaining on his feet only sped up his assault. I jumped back, evading a backhanded slash, then lunged forward, driving a pulse of energy at him with both hands. One hit him again in the helmet, which he braced against, but the second jabbed his foot back, sending him flailing. The same problem I had trying to finish the first bandit presented itself again. There were no real gaps in his armor.
Retrieving my shield from the ground, I raced back as he moved to get up. Using the rim of my shield, I battered him, high near his neck. It took a few blows, but soon he was finished.
The remaining bandit had made it to his feet. Seeing that he was standing flatfooted, I saw my opportunity.
Racing in, I feigned an attack by sending psionic light into my empty hand. He responded by lifting his shield to protect his head. I plowed into him, laying him out. With a few more blows from my shield, it was over.
You have reached Level 86!
Your Creature Indicator range has increased by 2 to 176 meters!
 
I sat down on my rear, smiling a goofy grin to myself. It seemed the bandits were high enough ranked to give decent experience. 
Soon the bandits disappeared. I’d wait for them to respawn. It had only taken about 1,100 Psionic Energy for me to beat them, but their teamwork matched with their high Combat Level offered me a new challenge that I wasn’t confident against. There were new kinks I’d need to work out, like how Petra slowed me down if I kept it active. I hadn’t realized it before my psionics had unlocked because Petra was something that I hadn’t been able to control. It had always been active. I wondered if that meant I would’ve been able to reach the Goblin General during the battle for the Goblin City if I’d had my psionics unlocked for the battle for the Goblin City…
It was getting late, but I’d face a few more duos before I tried to get my three hours of sleep. Even though Peter had said it wasn’t necessary, I’d still exhaust my psionic energy reserves before I went to bed. It took about three hours for me to fully recover anyways, so I might as well get the most out of my downtime.
 
***
 
The next day came and went as I focused on mastering the Bandit Sergeant duo. The constant fighting kept me busy and gave me a lot less downtime than my previous training regimen. It made it easier to deal with my inability to spend time with Victoria. She was never far from my thoughts though. Like an infinite fuel, she drove me on.
Thursday, I met with Peter again. We met in the same plain room and he spent about twenty minutes answering my questions before he had to leave. The only thing that stood out from the meeting was that he said the fact that I was noticing Petra’s effects on my speed was a good indication that I was nearing the point where I’d be able to unlock new psionic notes. Having the strength enhancing aura would be a big help against the pair of Rank D bandits. I asked about Freedom’s Ultimate abilities and he agreed it was something we would discuss, but only after I faced Cornelius. He seemed certain that I’d win but was insistent that I stay focused.
As the day I’d face Cornelius approached, I found myself questioning whether I should move past the Bandit Sergeants into the bandit’s castle. Even after a couple of days, the duo was still getting a few hits past my defense. Transitioning back and forth between fighting with and without psionics was something I’d decided I wanted to master now, as opposed to later. What made it even harder was that the weapons these bandits used varied. In about one in three battles they would wield spears and shields. Swords and axes were the other two weapons they switched between constantly. It was random though, so I never knew for sure which weapon they’d be wielding.
Instead of meeting with Achilles later in the day as we had planned, he messaged me and told me to continue what I was doing. I guess that should’ve been enough to encourage me that I was going in the right direction, but I’d wanted to discuss facing Cornelius with him.
By Saturday, I finally felt I’d got everything out of the bandits that I could. Transitioning between my physical weapons and psionic ones had been more of a challenge than I’d expected, but I now knew the kind of things that I shouldn’t do and what worked.
On Sunday, I didn’t slow my training until noon, three hours before I was to face Cornelius. Training with little rest for twenty-one hours a day made it feel like much more than a week had passed. I’d put in over one hundred hours since Tuesday. Though it might not feel like I’d progressed much, my physical and psionic stats told a different story.
My Strength had increased by six levels to Rank E, Level 47 and my Endurance had jumped by a surprising seven to Rank E, Level 29. My Quickness had also progressed seven levels to Rank E, Level 58, but it was my Speed that had the biggest jump with an incredible eighteen levels to Rank E, Level 73. The reason for the big jump was because my Anaerobic stat had loved the constant training and had reached Rank D. Perhaps, to look at things with the clearest perspective, my Combat Level had also risen by eight levels to Rank E, Level 44. If things kept going as they were, I’d reach Rank E+ in a few short weeks.
That was far from all that had changed. My Psionic Energy hadn’t just gone up, but the rate at which it improved increased.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 6,456 (Units)
Psionic Power: 274 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate: .51 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
I’d gained over 1,300 energy in less than a week. Even though I’d only added seconds to how long I could use my energy at max power, what Peter had said about being able to use your energy for hours at a time was starting to seem like less of a fairytale. My Psionic Power improvement had slowed. It had only improved by three. My Psionic Recovery Rate was even worse, having only improved by three-hundredth of a second.
Leaving the training hall, I wasn’t met with any fanfare. It wasn’t advertised that I’d been spending all my time there, so there was no reason for me to be bombarded. Despite that, every eye of those I passed turned to look at me in my well-worn plate armor. I should have put on my helmet before leaving.
I hurried toward the Prodos Bank, not paying the looks any attention as I went. When I reached it, I went around back, having no desire to wade through a crowd to get to the living quarters. Making it to my room, I removed my armor, inventoried it and lay down. In comfortable clothing, it should have been possible for me to doze off, but my mind was filled with thoughts of my upcoming fight. Sleep was impossible. Food though—that was something I could go for.
Sitting up, I dug into my inventory and pulled out a thermos of the gross protein drink. As nasty as it was, my stomach was already twisted in knots and changing my diet the day of a fight didn’t seem wise. I didn’t have access to music like I did in normal virtual reality, so I couldn’t zone out while listening while I was waiting. There were numerous musicians in Freedom, so it's not like music was unavailable at all. It did seem like an odd thing for them to limit in-game though since the game’s leveling system were supposed to mimic advanced military AR/MR. Perhaps I was wrong. Maybe music wasn’t allowed on government-issued headsets?
It was still hours before the fight, so I meditated on something unrelated to what was going to happen today. After ten minutes of trying, I gave up. One thing kept taking over my thoughts. Victoria. Would she be there today to watch? Would I disappoint her? Thinking about it added stress instead of alleviating it. Despite wanting to let my psionics fully recover, I began to psionically hum to an old war game theme song I’d played when I was nine or ten. I wasn’t sure why it came to mind, but it wasn’t upbeat like most of my training music. Its notes were long and drawn out as if written by someone longing for better days. It didn’t help me forget Victoria, but it soothed my nerves, making me feel like I was floating through a sober dream.
A sharp knock at the door interrupted my song. With a deep sigh, I rose up and answered.
Kline stood there looking down his nose at me with his armor-plated arms crossed.
It had been so long since I’d really gotten to spend any time with my old friend that I began chuckling uncontrollably before he could even finish his ‘serious to goofy’ routine.
Lowering his arms to his sides, he shrugged. “Are you feeling okay?”
 Stopping my laugher suddenly, I glared at him, giving my best Kline impression. When I didn’t get a rise out of him, I put my index finger over my top lip like a mustache and cupped my other hand over my jaw to imitate his beard.
He couldn’t hold it back any longer and guffawed like a hyena. A thickly muscled hyena with a face fro.
“It’s good to see you, man.” I dropped the act and greeted him.
He pulled me in and crushed me in a Kline hug. “You too. Someone told me that some crazy kid was going to fight Cornelius today.”
Pulling back, I rubbed the back of my head. “It wasn’t my idea.”
“Ah man. You ready to crush a combat master?”
What could I say?
“Don’t worry. I’m here because you need a corner man,” he said. “I’ll make sure your mind doesn’t explode in the insanity of it all.” 
“Thanks. I think…” I replied. “Do you think I can win?”
“You don’t?”
“Maybe. I’m also not sure…”
His eyes tensed up into serious slits. “I know you look up to him—consider him a friend. Don’t you dare hold back out of respect, or whatever other excuse is going through your head. He won’t, and if you aren’t at your best, he’ll win. The best thing you can do for him is knock the living breakfast right out of him.”
“Living breakfast?”
“Yeah. I didn’t want to say anything too gross because my fans are watching. Kids look up to me you know. But seriously, fight him with everything you got. If he loses, he’s not the kind of guy to fall into depression and give up. You’ll just give him more motivation to work harder. Besides, have you looked at yourself in a mirror?”
“Uh. No.” Looking down, I noticed that I did fill out my t-shirt really well. More than that. It was so tight I really needed to look into getting another custom job from Victoria. I was bulging out of it and the player-made ones didn’t scale in size as you grew.
“You’ve gone from skinny gamer dude to freak of nature. Welcome to the club,” he said, bringing his hands up over his shoulders and flexing.
His humor helped in more ways than one, and what he was saying was true, but he didn’t stop there.
“Don’t fight for your friend or your teacher, not even that pretty girl of yours. You need to see what you can do. Let it all out. All of it. If you lose, you know where you stand. If you win, you’ll know what the rest of us already suspect.”
“What’s that?”
Holding up his finger as if to ask me to wait, he began taking off his upper body armor, one piece at a time. 
I looked around the room for something that could save me. There was no hope.
Once his undershirt was all that remained on his upper body, he leaned in to give me his response. “That Prodos’s Right Hand can wreck dudes!” His pectoral muscles popped into action, bouncing as he flexed them back and forth. “Come on. You have muscles now. You do it too.”
If I hadn’t been in such shock, I would’ve likely smacked myself on the forehead just to knock myself out. It wasn’t too late to try…
 



Chapter 21 – Fighting Cornelius
In true Kline fashion, he kept me entertained for the next few hours. The pounding of drums pierced the stone walls of the Prodos Armory, bringing my attention back to the present. 
“Do you hear that?” I said.
He shrugged. “There are a few people celebrating the founding of the new government today.”
My anticipation grew. Soon, it was impossible to think of anything else except for my fight with Cornelius. With a half an hour to go, Kline transitioned from distracting me to asking me questions to help me focus. As ridiculous as he acted at times, I knew it was just a ploy to hide his genius.
As I equipped my armor, I thanked him.
He replied with a tooth-filled grin and rapped his knuckles against my armored shoulder. Despite his expression, I’d seen him turn serious a few times since we met and knew this was one of those times.
We headed toward the back door, both geared up as was expected of Prodos’s Right and Left Hand. My plate mail still had its polished shine, but countless dings and scratches tarnished its once flawless sheen. I wasn’t so lost in my own troubles that I missed the same wear and tear on Kline’s armor as well. He’d been busy and I regretted not getting to be there through all of his adventures.
The beating of drums only grew louder as we reached the back door. As it opened, a clear tune met us with bass and bathed us in festive delight. People were there waiting for us. Guys and gals from several guilds ran at us as they screamed. Kline grabbed my arm and pulled me back inside, slamming the door shut.
“Plan B,” he mumbled before quickly messaging someone and leading me toward the front of the building.
“A few people celebrating?” I said.
“Maybe the guild leads got the idea in their heads to throw a small fair.”
“Small fair?”
“Just maybe everyone was invited and your fight with Cornelius is the main event.”
My mouth was hanging open, but nothing came out. When Cornelius had said it would be a public event, this wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind. I’d been thinking it would be one of his sparring circles he used to train his men and that the only public would be the people we knew… Not everyone. Why did I feel like I should have known better?
Before we reached the bank at the front of the building, I asked, “How many people are there?”
“Well, the fair began Friday, so most everyone has had time to arrive. Close to thirty thousand people. We wait here,” he replied. We had come to a stop just before we entered the bank. He messaged someone again.
I stared at him, blinking.
After my initial shock, all the people that were showing up to watch surprisingly didn’t bother me even if they should have. There would already be millions of people watching our fight, outside of Freedom through the metaverse, so I’d given up worrying about watching eyes weeks ago. It was the burden of what was about to happen that weighed heavily on my shoulders. A seismic shift was about to take place. If I beat Cornelius, psionics would officially usher in a new era of Combat Arts, leaving the Combat Masters a thing of the past. 
Or was I wrong? Had the shift already happened? Timur had already defeated Cornelius. The world had seen it. There was more to it than that. There had to be. Victoria was methodical in everything she did. If this didn’t fit into her plan, she wouldn’t allow it. I just wished that I’d gotten a chance to talk to her to get her thoughts on the matter. I knew Cornelius wanted to make sure Timur knew he wasn’t the only one capable of beating him. Victoria was different. I’d a good idea what was going through her head. It was obvious the guild would gain a persona of strength if her Right Hand defeated one of the greatest Combat Masters ever. That could only help us after what had happened at the Gathering of Guilds. If Victoria were anyone else, I would’ve left it at that, but that was just the short-term benefit. She was already planning years ahead.
I replayed the memory of her lifting her hand and blasting Jaden with a Rank F psionic blast, killing him instantly. Restoring Prodos’s image in the mind of others was a small thing compared to her real goal. Just as she built up Prodos as the chief economic power in Freedom, she meant to do the same with our military might. She had to. But not just military might. She wanted to be seen as the leader of all of us—every psionic user. I didn’t know much about the next stage the government had in mind after Codename: Freedom, but she did. She also knew about the stage before Freedom and everything that had transpired since Earth had discovered psionics. She’d known about how many humans had the ability to heal. How could she not know everything else? Her mother was the one who leaked the information to us. She wasn’t just competing against everyone here, but against every human being that had unlocked their psionics since the discovery. She needed to make such an overwhelming impact that, after Freedom was over, she’d become indispensable to Earth’s defense in the coming war. She needed psionics to replace Combat Masters in everyone’s minds for that to happen. Today, I’d be the one to drive the nail into that coffin. If I won.
“Let’s go,” Kline said, as he opened the door and led me into the crowded bank. Prodos soldiers were waiting for us and had already made a path. As we exited into the street, the cheers of the throng only grew. An entire platoon of men waited for us to escort us to the main event.
As much as I wanted to get lost in my thoughts, the music and enthusiasm of the crowd were infectious. My internal beat matched the rhythm of the bass and I turned my head with my first sniff of fresh baked pastries. We headed in the opposite direction of the castle toward the city’s entrance. Our heading confused me, but I quickly let it go and tried to live in the moment. This wasn’t something I’d likely experience again, so I opened my eyes to the spectacle and embraced it.
The sheer number of people was unlike anything I’d ever seen here. Traffic was moving at a crawl, which made our progress slow as the soldiers at the front of the procession tried to make a way for all of us to fit. We were going to be late.
Once we reached the city square, the scope of how big the gathering was hit me like a bucket of ice water poured out. What had easily fit both the human and goblin armies was now filled to the brim. Kline’s estimate of thirty thousand people was staunchly conservative at best. I now knew why the castle wasn’t being used for the event. There were far too many people.
I looked over to the building that was on the opposite side of the city square from the city gates. I had to swallow down the knot that rose up in my throat. It was a building that had been some kind of a gathering place for the goblins—the same one the Hobgoblin General had exited when first making his appearance. Since it was designed with hobgoblins in mind, everything about the building was enormous. The entrance was fifteen feet tall, the length was bigger than the Prodos Armory and Cornelius’s Barracks combined, and it stood higher than the tallest two-story building in the city. Massive horns that resembled that of a dragon-sized longhorn bull acted as a beam to hold up the building’s roof. Whatever creature they had belonged to would have given Gravel’s largest raid boss a run for its money in sheer size.
The building was impressive, but it was what had been built on top of it that left me whistling. On the roof, a platform had been built with enough seating for all the guild leaders to sit on at once. There were over one hundred of them there, already relaxing and enjoying the fair. Victoria was front and center, sitting in a white chair looked more like a throne than a chair. Its back reached up like the wings of a bird. The seats belonging to the other guild leaders were just as extravagant. Cornelius sat right beside her. His seat didn’t match the extravagant ones around him at all. It was little more than a chair chosen with one thing in mind. It had to be large enough to hold his weight. 
Above them was a half dome to shade them from any rain. It also caught the sound of the band playing below and deflected it out to the enamored crowd. That was when I noticed that the band was playing on a platform that was built a couple of meters above the tallest members of the crowd, but not so high that those closest players to it that stood behind the safety fence couldn’t see the show. 
There were no safeguards around the stage to keep the musicians from falling off, but it was large enough that multiple bands could have joined the group playing without there being a safety concern.
The last song ended, and a new voice cut through the air. I recognized it immediately. Looking closer, Drool stood at the front of the group—singing? Marabella suddenly flew over her head and landed in a crouch.
At first, I was embarrassed to see a friend putting herself out there, but halfway through the first verse I found that there was no denying that Drool was good—really good. On the other hand, seeing Marabella was no surprise. She was a professional rhythm dancer and one of the best in the world. 
I wondered what impact psionics would have on dancing…
The crowd roared.
Marabella shot up into the air, twisting as she flipped as much like a gymnast as a dancer, and landed in a smooth motion before sliding off to the side and revealing Drool once again. The song began to build as Drool stepped forward. Marabella’s movements became larger and larger until Drool belted a high note and brought things suddenly to a crawl with a sudden break in the song.
Kline pulled at my arm to get me moving again.
“Small fair, huh?”
He rumbled a few exaggerated laughs.
When we made our way to the side of the building that sat the guild leads, security let us through. I recognized Harrison’s men running the show. We didn’t enter the building at all but headed to the side of the building and climbed the stairs up that had been made of fresh timber. I assumed it was Harrison’s work. Once at the top, we walked down a long, fenced in walkway and joined the guild leaders on the terrace. The view drew my eyes to the masses below. Tens of thousands of people were on their feet, fully engaged in the show.
Kline led me behind the seating where I got a good look at the half dome that covered our heads. It looked to be made of wood but was also covered in something. It provided shade, which was helpful even though the sun would be going down soon, and captured the steady breeze, creating something like a wind tunnel that helped to keep things cool.
Nearing Victoria meant that we also neared Cornelius. As my presence became known, he shot to his feet and offered me his hand.
“Lucius,” he said, raising his voice to be heard above the music. “Are you ready for a beatdown?!”
“I’ll go easy on you,” I replied with a smirk.
He shook as he laughed. Extending his hand to Kline, he smacked him on the shoulder.
Rising from her seat, Victoria said, “May I steal him from you for a moment?”
“Of course. I better get warmed up,” Cornelius said, walking toward the stairs. “Give me ten minutes.”
Squeezing between seats, Victoria joined us. She was wearing her war gown, but yellow had been added to the trim. That was when I noticed that Kline had left with Cornelius. Peter was close by speaking to a guild leader a few seats down. He nodded when he saw me. We weren’t entirely alone, but for the first time in a week, I mostly had her to myself.
“Victoria,” I said, unsure what to say.
Instead of answering, she took my hand in her own. A subtle pressure, almost like the vibration of a bass note, pressed into me and I felt it echo against gut. I stopped activating my psionics to the beat and yet the pressure didn’t stop. It wasn’t my energy that was playing to the rhythm, but hers.
She was watching me as the realization came over me and a smile touched her face.
I began again, causing my energy to spin up with every beat of the song. Our psionic tempo fell into sync. Verse after verse, and then song after song, we stood together and played. She only kept to the designated beat during the first song. Once the second one started, she began adding to it. She sprinkled the song with her own flourishes, leaving me scrambling to try and keep pace. My inexperience showed its ugly face, but she didn’t seem to care if I followed her well or not. Even without words, the silliness we shared shone through.
“We better get started soon,” she finally said.
All the replies that came to mind didn’t seem appropriate. I miss you. You look stunning… In the end, I just nodded.
 Letting go of my hand, Victoria squeezed through the crowd and back to her place to only remain standing at her seat. I watched from behind as she sent a text message. It was to one of the musicians and said, “Last Song.”
“How are you holding up?” Peter said, appearing at my side.
“Honestly, I have no idea,” I replied.
He gave a single nod. “I know it’s not easy… I need you to do something. Don’t put on a show. And don’t show mercy. Go all out from the start. Victoria’s watching. The entire galaxy’s watching.”
He walked away before I could respond. Does he know me so well? I’d been planning to begin the fight with my spear and shield and only use psionics after I’d seen if I could handle Cornelius’s best. It was one small victory I could give him before turning to psionics. All the work I’d put into transitioning from my physical weapons to my psionic ones… Peter was asking me to set that aside. It wasn’t like I didn’t know Victoria was watching, but the last thing he said gave me pause. The entire galaxy’s watching? His implication wasn’t even subtle, but unless those watching knew he was Ekseliksi it wouldn’t mean anything to them. It wasn’t humans he was talking about, but the Ekseliksi themselves. He knew that one day they would see this fight. Perhaps even her suitor would see it… If I wanted to be with her, my trials began now.
The song came to an end. While everyone was waiting for the next song to start, Drool addressed the crowd. “That’s the end of our session.”
Besides the natural acoustics, my Audible upgrade made it easy for me to pinpoint her voice in the crowd. Not everyone had the same upgrade, but if there was any doubt that the thousands of people below had heard her, they answered with howls of support. The sound grips were already clearing the stage as Drool waited for a chance to respond.
“I’d now like to introduce someone who needs no introduction!” she said, growing louder as she spoke. “Victoria, the guild master of Prodos!”
Strolling forward from her seat, Victoria headed right for the stage that was at least thirty meters away and a full story below. It looked like she was about to take a step off the edge of the building when something caught her foot. If I hadn’t already seen the sound grips running back and forth carrying the band's instruments, I’d have thought she was going to actually fall.
She was greeted by Drool and her friends who took their places standing to either side of her. When she began to speak, there was no microphone, but as I’d seen before, she was very good at making herself heard. “Good afternoon!” 
The crowd cheered just as if she was one of the band. 
“I hope you’re enjoying the Festival!” She had to wait for them to finish before she could continue. “Before the music continues, it’s time for the event you have all been waiting for! To commemorate the founding of our government and the naming of what was known as the Goblin City, two of our greatest warriors will go head to head!”
If I’d thought the cheering had been loud before, what followed rattled my insides. 
“Prodos’s own Right Hand, Lucius, will face off with one of the premier Combat Masters, the living legend, Cornelius!”
Taking that as my cue, I squeezed past the seating on the upper platform and headed for the walkway. My head swam at the fervor of the crowd. There was a difference in their shouts that hadn’t been there while they were enjoying the music. It was the same yearning I’d felt from the audience at the player-killer city.
I was so taken aback by the audience that I didn’t notice as Cornelius joined me at the edge of the platform. Victoria had announced him as well. We took our first steps onto the wooden ramp at the same time.
“Remember, even though this is a full contact fight, it is a contest among friends!” Victoria said.
“Do you think everyone would laugh if I pushed you off?” Cornelius said.
My eyes shot to the edge of the ramp that was at least fifteen feet above the ground. There were no people below because of the safety fence, but it would still hurt. Imagining my armorless arm getting pinned under my breastplate… it would hurt a lot.
I looked at the Combat Master and saw the mirth in his eyes, forcing me to snicker.
“It may go to the death, but either man can yield at any time. And if one loses consciousness, then the match is over.”
Reaching the stage, I got a good grasp of how big it really was. It was three times the width of a boxing ring and at least twice as long. There was plenty of space to fight without having to deal with the danger of falling off.
Suddenly, I was ambushed by Drool and Marabella. They each grabbed one of my arms and led me forward. Two other girls in the band that I didn’t know did the same for Cornelius. I felt extremely uncomfortable. 
I had to say something, especially since I knew them. “Awesome performance, ladies.”
“Thank you,” Drool whispered. “Kick his butt.”
Marabella’s response wasn’t so reserved. She spun me, stopping me while we were still mid-stage, and glared into my eyes like a mother who was about to rebuke her child. “Win. The gamers are counting on you.”
It was only after she’d had her say that she walked me the rest of the way to the front of the stage. The girls left us, and it was only Victoria standing between Cornelius and me.
“Now, before the excitement begins, do you want to know what name has been chosen for our new city?!” she said.
It was a victory we could all share in. The shouts that followed made that clear.
“I’m only half embarrassed to reveal,” she giggled, “that the name that received the most votes was… Hobgrave!”
A grin stretched across my face from cheek to cheek as I tried not to laugh. It wasn’t the name that was funny but listening to Victoria say it. I knew it hadn’t been her first choice.
A mix of cheers and laughter sounded from the crowd. It fit well enough. It was a shortened version of Hobgoblin’s Grave.
What was said following that I don’t recall. So many people were giving me advice and trying to motivate me in their own way that it was almost overwhelming. As Kline had advised, I should fight for myself, but Peter had reminded me of Victoria and the men I’d one day have to challenge for her hand. Marabella had reminded me of the disadvantage all Gamers had faced with the new VR technology. We’d been placed on a level playing field with the best athletes in the world. How was it even possible for me to be standing there getting ready to face Cornelius? And many people thought I’d actually win…
About two months ago, I’d struggled to hold up my spear, but now, I was facing off with a man that had made fighting his life’s work. Everything about it was unfair. I shouldn’t have been able to stand with him. For some, things come easy. Victoria was a good example. What she was capable of psionically as a child was something few could really grasp. Timur had been given natural physical size and athleticism that few people could match even after years of training. And I’d been given psionic abilities that few had. I had to admit the main reason I didn’t want to fight Cornelius was that part of me wanted to believe that it was possible to overcome anything with hard work. An entire universe was staring back at me, telling me that hard work only went so far. There were men out there that were so powerful that it was just impossible to prevail against them.
I watched Victoria as she walked away toward the ramp. What could I do? All I knew for sure was that I wanted to be with her and the only way for that to happen was to fight. Turning toward Cornelius, I saw a man that had once been impossible for me to defeat. I didn’t want to hurt my friend. I wanted to make the fight as close as possible so that when he lost, everyone would know how amazing he was. He’d already lost to Timur, was that not enough?
 Shaking my head to myself, I wiped that way of thinking from my mind.
I looked to Victoria one last time as she neared her seat. Cornelius would recover. She needed me more.
Cornelius equipped his spear and shield.
I opened my inventory to do the same but hesitated. Passing over my shield and then my spear, I only selected my sword and helmet to equip. As I closed my menu a hushed whisper seemed to move through the crowd like a wave under the ocean’s surface.
The Combat Master that stood opposite me gave a deep nod that I returned. He rushed toward me.
The few hours since I’d fought the bandits was one of the longest breaks I’d taken from my training in days. The speed at which Cornelius’s spear rushed toward me was unlike anything I’d ever faced, but I’d seen it one other time. I’d seen his top speed when he fought Timur and my mind and body slipped into their top gear like a well-oiled machine. 
His spear was a blur impossible for the eye to fully comprehend, but my hand brushed it aside with Apotho. His shield flew in behind his first attack and promised to crack open my helmet like an egg.
I jumped safely away, throwing a hook with my sword arm toward his shield’s surface from an angle. My knuckles connected, covered with psionic power that jarred the attack. With a flick of my wrist, my gladius slashed toward the back of his neck.
Despite the repellent strength of Apotho, Cornelius wasn’t one to lose his footing. He ducked under my blow and lunged with his shoulder at my gut.
Othisi jumped from my empty hand to push against his knee. The difference between Cornelius and the bandits revealed itself as he crashed into me, throwing me back.
Like a giddy monster, the audience howled.
A beam of energy I aimed at the ground behind me kept me from falling on my butt. Not only was Cornelius stronger and faster than the bandits, but he had to weigh at least five hundred pounds. My shielding seemed to work but my psionic push didn’t have the normal effect. He could literally power through it.
I began to circle him.
He came at me again with a combination of thrusts.
I dodged and parried them, waiting to see if he was going to fully commit. His endurance would allow him to attack almost endlessly if he so desired. I knew it was the test that might prove to be my undoing.
As he pulled back, I sent another beam of energy at his front foot. Jumping in, I hacked at his spear to make some room then pounded my sword into the brim of his shield. Finding no advantage, I retreated immediately, parrying his spear as I went.
We circled one another. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t come. Was he giving me time to feel him out? 
He’d shown his speed but had yet to commit to any real attack. I wouldn’t put it past him to take it easy on me and even lose on purpose. That wasn’t something I could allow. Just as I was about to become the aggressor, he began to stalk toward me.
Thrusts rained in from every possible angle. Relying on Apotho to block, my sword to parry, and the footwork that Achilles and countless bandits had drilled into me, I met his attacks head-on. It went against Peter’s advice and my better judgment, but part of me had to face his best to see where I stood. 
The barrage started slow, but its pace picked up quickly until all that existed was his spear and shield. I wasn’t as fast as he was, but I didn’t need to be if I played the angles right. It had become clear through my training that despite losing my shield’s large surface area, using my psionic shield through my arm and hand had its own advantages. Chiefly, it wasn’t just an extension of my body—it was my body.
I was able to defend against his top speed with no little thanks to the Rank D Bandits I’d been fighting nonstop. He should’ve been able to overwhelm me with strength, but my psionic energy’s natural characteristics made up for the difference.
The crowd ate it up. I would’ve done the same if I was among them.
As I started to tire and my psionic energy was slowly draining away, I knew it was a pace that I couldn’t match much longer. Realizing that he’d soon have me beat, I felt at peace. 
I tossed my sword to the floor of the wooden stage. His spear sped toward my neck and his shield for my knee. Ducking under his spear, I threw out my hand open-palmed. Othisi leaped forward and pushed against his helm. So far it had been little more than a nudge against his size, like a strong wind against a stronger tree. His incoming shield had enough force behind it to crumple my armor and shatter my knee, but he didn’t reach me. His head rocked back, and he was stopped in his tracks.
Focusing on psionic efficiency had unlocked aspects to my psionic abilities that I hadn’t known were there. My white energy type was different in that instead of glowing red or orange when it moved between psionic ranks, it would stay the same color, only growing or dimming in intensity. When facing bandits, I had adjusted its strength to an intensity that allowed for efficiency and effect. Rank G had been enough for them. With Cornelius, I couldn’t hold back and turned up Othisi to Rank F.
Before Cornelius could react, I pushed his front foot out from under him, blew his shield to the side and danced forward, throwing a straight right.
His head twisted from my energy covered blow as he fell. Despite taking a direct hit to the head, his arms caught him as he fell the ground.
A sudden gasp echoed from the crowd.
I let him get up. As much as plate armor benefited my energy type, it didn’t help me punch through it like a psionic aura or Barrell’s ability to wrap his weapon in energy might. I couldn’t wait to unlock my other notes, but until I did, I’d found a few things that would help me make do.
The Combat Master came to his feet. He was obviously woozy from the blow but was standing nonetheless. Instead of continuing his all-out assault, he began bouncing from foot to foot and thrusting when I was just at the peak of his reach to keep me at range.
He wasn’t going to make it easy. Range was Othisi’s weakness. It had the reach of little more than a long sword.
It was my turn to stalk him. He kept circling me and trying to keep his distance.
As he circled, I cut him off, blocking each attack he threw. He tried to circle around the other way, but I cut him off again. Slowly, I was driving him back.
Knocking him off the platform seemed like a better way to end it than finishing him in a more violent way. 
It was as if he was reading my thoughts, for he placed his shield directly between us, and lifted his spear to take an overhand stance.
I inched in carefully, seeing he’d foregone trying to keep me at range but he was also in a better position to defend.
His spear dove to gouge into me as I surged toward him. My shield arm was above me with psionic protection and my repellent fist drove up into the lowest part of his shield.
It had the desired effect, pushing his shield high, but a steel covered boot rushed toward my face.
I danced back to dodge the kick when he stabbed at me with his spear. I should have been out of range, but he let go of his spear, throwing it.
It was against all the rules Achilles had taught me and none of the bandits threw their weapons, so I’d never fended against it.
By the time my energy-covered hand arrived to knock it aside, the spear point had punctured my breastplate and jabbed me in the ribs on the left side. The spear flew to the floor and rolled off the edge of the stage. I collapsed to one knee.
The audience seemed as confused as I felt for a split second, but I’d trained too much to let a little thing like an injury defeat me. My eyes didn’t leave Cornelius as he pulled out his sword and marched toward me. There was no doubt now that he had no intention of letting me win. A grin took over my face. He couldn’t see it beneath my faceplate but knowing he wasn’t going to let his best opportunity go meant that he was fighting at his best. The last ounce of doubt that this was just some kind of show and that none of it was real was blown away with the breeze.
Being able to move between Rank G and F psionic power wasn’t the only trick I’d learned. I still used Othisi in bursts to save energy, but thanks to the basic exercises Peter had given me, the speed at which I could open and close my psionic valve had shot through the roof.
Before he’d even attacked, Othisi pushed his spear away. Energy was covering my wound, speeding its recovery, but I held back knowing I’d need as much energy as possible for what I was about to do.
Othisi exploded at full power, pushing against his shoulder, then helm, his lead foot, then shield. I came to my feet, but the psionic bursts didn’t stop. I lit into him with a nonstop barrage that rocked his body in so many directions that he could do little other than keep his footing. He was unable to attack and soon his shield flew from his grip. 
I wasn’t watching my energy gauge but instead went by feel. I’d run low on energy enough that I knew approximately what I had left without having to look.
When I finally stopped, he stood at the edge of the stage. I stood at arm’s length. He was strong enough that if he’d grabbed me then, that he could’ve ended it quickly. The crowd was dead silent.
He was too dazed to even take a stance. I waited for him to at least become aware.
The fog seemed to clear as his gaze met mine. I nodded firmly before placing my hand on his chest. Othisi at this range launched him back. He scrambled to get his footing but couldn’t for he’d run out of stage.
He didn’t even flail as he fell, landing with a massive thud. I continued to watch him even as the crowd erupted. It took a few long seconds, but I saw him turn his head to one side, then the other. He’d be alright.
I turned to see Victoria already standing in the middle of the stage. She was waiting. I released my healing energy to let my wound finish recovering on its own. It had closed, so it wouldn’t take long.
Victoria grabbed my arm at the wrist and presented me to the crowd. I removed my helmet. Their satisfaction and my victory felt inadequate. I didn’t know why.
“Your champion!” Victoria called.
She waited with me as they continue to cheer. Cornelius recovered enough to be helped to his feet and was helped back to the stage.
When I saw he was coming our way, I placed my hand on Victoria’s and gave her a look. She knew immediately what I meant to do and let me go.
I hurried back to Cornelius.
He reached out his hand to shake mine. I took it but pulled him toward me. “Where does it hurt?” I said.
“I just have a headache. Nothing big,” he replied.
Reaching up, I waited for him to give me permission before placing my middle and index fingers on his temple and flooding it with healing energy.
He grimaced at first, before squinting and winking his eyes. With a little shake of his head, he grinned. “Thank you,” he said.
We’d joined Victoria at the front of the stage when someone below yelled, “Down with the player-killers!”
Others joined in, calling for immediate action and the end of Timur and his city.
Shaking her head, Victoria spoke where only we could hear, “I guess it’s a good enough time as any to tell them…”
Holding up her hand, she waited for their call to action to settle before responding. “Just like all of you, I’m ready to have the player-killer threat behind us.”
Shouts of approval rang out.
“But, just yesterday, a group of our scouts was wiped out.”
A hush fell over those listening.
She continued, “After the Battle for Hobgrave, the Council of Guilds has been expecting that it wouldn’t be long before we faced a new threat. Let us not forget where we are. The day we arrived in Freedom, many of us were locked out of our starting cities and faced an army of monsters. Soon after, our cities were being attacked both day and night.
“Look at the horns that hold up the very building behind me!” she said, pointing back.
Worried expressions looked up at us from the sea of people below.
“We have no idea what creatures are out there. And even more surprising, the force that killed our scouting party was human, but it was to the east, far from the player killer city and out of their reach. It wasn’t a small group either, but an army. Timur and the player-killers will be dealt with when the time is right, but for now, we have decided to secure our position and prepare. We have defeated everything Freedom has thrown at us, and with the help of Lucius and Cornelius, and each and every one of you, nothing will be able to stand against us.”
There was hesitation at first, but as Victoria’s words took hold a steady affirmation rumbled through the crowd.
A new act saved us from having to stand there any longer. A male vocalist lifted his voice as the rest of his band was still finding a place for their instruments.
I retrieved my sword before offering Victoria my arm and walking her to her seat. I didn’t look her in the eye, but kept my hand on top of hers, enjoying her warmth as long as I could.
She said under her breath, “There’s a lot that you need to hear.”
“How long do we have until they’re here?” I said.
“A week. Or months. I don’t know.”
I already knew what had happened without having to ask. She’d had Lax get information from Dr. Konig so that we could discover the criminals before they discovered us. That meant that she’d been able to send our scouts right where they needed to be in order to discover their existence. It was very unlikely they would be able to find us quickly. To even say that the scouting party was killed by an army was also probably a stretch, though I could be wrong. Why would they be traveling in such a large group and not sending out scouting parties themselves? Unless they had some incentive to do so—an incentive given to them by their hidden sponsor…
“Have Peter debrief me.”
“Lucius,” she said. “I miss you.”
My throat tightened like a fist. I was unable to respond. I squeezed her hand. Swallowing a couple of times, I loosened it enough for me to speak. “You know where I’ll be.”
We reached her seat. She turned to face me, and I looked into her eyes. Removing her hand from my arm, I held it for a long moment. Without another word, I turned and headed for the stairs.
 



Chapter 22 – All These Advancement Points
Kline was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs with the platoon of men that had escorted me here. He was all grins as I joined him, but he didn’t say a word and left me to my thoughts.
We reached the Training Hall and he stopped at the door.
“You beat Cornelius. Don’t forget that. You did good,” he said.
“It doesn’t feel real,” I replied.
“It never does. Unless you break a bone or something. That always does.”
We shared a laugh.
Grabbing my shoulder, he pulled me chose so that I was forced to look him in the eye. “Everyone’s aiming for you now. Don’t get lazy or they’ll catch you. I’ll catch you.” 
 “I—” I tried to respond but couldn’t.
“Don’t feel guilty. I’ve had a difficult life being as beautiful as I am. It’s not fair, I know, but it’s a part of who I am. Be thankful for what you got and own it.”
I shook my head. “Sorry, what were you saying? When you said you’re beautiful I vomited a little in my mouth.”
His mouth parted into a toothy grin. “His spear must have hurt you worse than I thought.”
“Yeah, that’s it…” I said, mimicking his grin.
“Don’t be a stranger.”
“I won’t.”
He turned and walked away with his wolf, which was now an adult, wagging its tail as they went.
 
***
 
The days began to slowly pass as I returned to my training. Mel and Barrell visited me soon after my victory and forced me to eat a meal with them, even if it was in the training hall and not the tavern. Their secondary roles were slowly becoming their primary ones. Mel was trying his hand as an ambassador of sorts to the cities in the north. They lived with the threat of the player-killer city close by. Barrell was also about to leave Hobgrave to lead an entire platoon of scouts to the east toward the criminal player army. His men weren’t among the scouts killed, but he’d known many of them.
A few days later when I had my session with Achilles, he didn’t seem surprised that I’d defeated Cornelius. I felt a lingering tension between us, but it didn’t seem like the feeling was mutual. Instead, he seemed distant. I wondered if I were capable of defeating him. It should be possible now, even likely, but doubt remained. Cornelius was among the best in the world, but he’d never been able to defeat Achilles. 
We didn’t spar during our time but discussed my training.
In the courtyard of the bandit fortress, the two Rank D bandits fell as I exercised my psionics without holding back. I’d waited until after meeting with Achilles to move on and enter the bandit’s fortress again. I wasn’t sure how big of a jump in difficulty there would be when I opened the doors to the fortress itself. I could spend a few more days at this current level, but the challenge they presented had reached its limit. My level had also stalled at 90 while facing them. I’d earned an additional Advancement and Ability Point, but my meeting with Peter had been pushed back again. The next step was obvious enough. To continue to climb I needed harder opponents. What was behind those doors should be exactly what I was looking for.
As I approached the entrance to the castle, a gate made of steel bars rose up from the ground. The base of the gate had bars sharpened into to spikes, so it looked like a giant mouth of fangs. Behind the gate was a double door, stood twice my height. Just as the gate had risen on its own at my approach, the arched doors creaked open at the center and swung inward. As imposing as they looked, they weren’t meant to keep me out. It was almost like turning the page of a book. A violent one.
What came next surprised me. Instead of the stone walls of a castle, I found myself in a dojo-like room with no decoration. At the far end stood a Bandit Captain. He was Rank C.
I shook my head. If I’d known a Rank C would be next, I wouldn’t have waited to advance. He would’ve been much better training for my fight with Cornelius. Since I’d already beaten a Rank C before, should I try to beat him as quickly as possible and just move on to the next room to push the difficulty even further? It would push me harder, but there was no denying that someone like Cornelius still had a lot to teach me. One thing was sure. Improving my psionic efficiency had been a large part of why I’d waited to move on. It was a mistake when facing Cornelius. If he’d started by rushing me at full strength from the beginning, our duel could have turned out differently. It had cost me a spear to the ribs at the least.
Examining the bandit more closely, I saw he wore plate mail and wielded a sword and shield. He was lengthier than Cornelius, but unless my eyes deceived me, he had to weigh close to the same amount. If I held back now, my psionics would do nothing to him.
Cracking a smile, I hid beneath my helm as I placed it over my head. With my spear and only my psionic shield to defend, I started walking toward him. With each step, I quickened my pace until I was going at a full jog. He didn’t wait for me to arrive but rushed to meet me.
 
***
 
It was Wednesday before I met with Peter. Once again, he was wearing his seamless black suit. This time he’d chosen a business office for our meeting place. He was already sitting and offered me a chair. I sat across from him.
“There is much we need to discuss,” Peter began. “I don’t know if we will have the time for everything, so I’ll hit the highlights first. Lax will let us know if we reach out limit. First, I think congratulations are in order.”
I nodded my thanks but still didn’t feel like I deserved it.
If Peter noticed, he didn’t mention anything and moved on. “As you have probably already figured out, Lax gave us the location of the criminal force and we sent a scouting party under the guise of exploring the eastern unknown. Numerous parties were sent and not all of them with the same heading, so it should seem like a random encounter. There is much that remains between them and Hobgrave, including over one hundred miles and many monster settlements. So unless they are told where we are by their unknown benefactor and they try to skirt around every monster between us and them, we are in no immediate danger. It’s possible that they will never make it this far, but that’s rather unlikely.”
It sounded like there was more he wasn’t saying. “You think they are being led here?”
“Yes. There are too many variables falling into place for it to be anything else. We just don’t know how. It could be a part of the game system, or they might be speaking directly with someone outside the game. For one, can you imagine ten thousand criminals willing to band together on their own? We haven’t been able to confirm this army is made up of their entire population, but it’s certainly a large force. Also, in the last month, they have halved the distance between us, so it’s an easy deduction.”
Everything he said made sense, but there was something else that he wasn’t saying. Or it could’ve been I was just reading too much into it. He’d said he was only going to give me the highlights. I let him move on.
“I’m sorry, but that means we need you here,” he said. “I know you’re training so that you can face your friend, but he’s not the biggest threat at the moment so I can’t have you going off to face him. We have no way to be sure when they will arrive and who knows what kind of psionics they have…”
If he thought the delay would bother me, he was wrong. I knew I wasn’t ready to face Timur yet. I still had a long way to go. “It’s okay. I can wait until the time is right.”
“If things change and your friend starts attacking cities in the north, that may alter our plans, but reports about them have lessened a great deal since you met with him. I’ll inform you right away if that’s the case.”
“Thank you.”
“Which brings us to your training—”
“If I could interrupt you… I have a question I don’t think can wait.”
He straightened himself. “Sure. What is it?”
“I’ve been saving my Advancement Points because I don’t want to choose anything the Ekseliksi would frown upon.”
His eyes seemed to scan the table for flaws as he considered my question. “I see. Some things among the Ekseliksi are agreed on by all, but there are different philosophies on the use of technology and what is too much. I have taken a very liberal approach in my years. My lack of psionic ability made it practical—and even necessary. It has also made me many enemies. The Purists would sacrifice me to the Teleios if it weren’t for Victoria’s mother’s protection. With that said, it’s not black and white.”
We had little time, so I insisted, “I need to know what Advancements to take. Victoria has left it up to me, but I can’t take any chances.”
“You’re not wrong. Most of the Ultimates are tolerable in their real-world implementation. There’s only one that would be considered blasphemous. It’s also the most powerful personal enhancement in the game. Show me your Advancement Menu.”
I pulled it up and spun it so he could see.
Advancement Points: 3
Ability Points: 5
 
Paths Available
Prerequisites: Met
Visual Ultimate
Audible Ultimate
Ultimate Tracking
Pet Combat
Shared Senses
 
Paths Unavailable
Smell Ultimate (Olfactory)
Prerequisites: Smell Intermediate
Feel Ultimate (Tactile)
Prerequisites: Feel Intermediate
 
Peter scanned the menu quickly while tapping his chin. “In order to unlock the ability that I’m talking about, you would have to advance Visual and Feel to their Ultimate level. Then a hidden menu would unlock, and you would have to spend your final Advancement Point on Time Swell. It’s an ability that must be activated to use. When you do, chemicals flood your mind and time slows to a crawl. Unlike an adrenal response, your heartbeat speeds up but stays at a manageable rate, giving you clarity of mind and extending time dilation. You can see with increased focus and your sense of presence expands. It allows you to feel the immediate area, noticing things that you would normally miss if you were staring right at them. The worst part is that it can last close to two minutes. A mediocre fighter could take on a whole squad with it active.”
The implications were immediately obvious. “It sounds overpowered.”
“It is. If it weren’t for psionics, it could disrupt everything. As a matter of fact, I suspect it was added so that those without as much psionic ability had a trump card so that they could compete, at least for a short period of time. It’s also dangerous to the person using it. If they abuse it, they could end up brain dead.”
“Why don’t the Ekseliksi approve of it though? It sounds more like chemistry than cybernetic technology.”
“Correct. It’s forbidden, not because of the technological aspects, but because it places a person under the chemicals’ control.”
His answer left me speechless. Wasn’t the entire Ekseliksi culture based on manipulating and changing their bodies? “What about the machines we’re hooked up to? Aren’t they doing the same to you, me, and even Victoria?”
“Yes and no. For one, the nanobot tech that is running through your body is not running through ours. Lax makes sure such protocols aren’t being administered to us. But even if they were, they don’t affect your state of mind. It’s comparable to advanced medicine to repair your body and stimulate growth. Though frowned upon by some, most Ekseliksi wouldn’t bat an eye at that type of tech.”
It must have been clear just by looking at me that I still had reservations, so he gave further explanation. “To best understand the Ekseliksi viewpoint, we see control as a prime virtue—control over their bodies, control over their minds—even control over machines. When I met Victoria’s mother, I didn’t know who she was. I found out not too long after and there was something she told me as I was trying to understand them. I’ve never forgotten it. ‘By enhancing the body, you exercise control, but by manipulating the mind you lose control.’”
I was still trying to come to grips with what he was saying. It was a foreign concept to my mind even if I understood it somewhat on an intellectual level. It wasn’t the last time I’d doubt myself for being so quick to sign up to join them. “What about the other Advancements.”
“Alone, they just supplement your natural abilities so that you still have control. That gives you options. Remember, these abilities are based on military mixed reality tech.” 
Peter pointed to his eye as he continued. “Visual enhances the AI that accesses your visual information. But it doesn’t stop there. Not only does it have access to your eyes, but also your pet’s. It’s not as perfect as triangulation where there are three POVs, but even with just two, this enhanced AI can relay information to you that would be impossible to acquire otherwise. For example, if you were about to shake someone’s hand and they had a knife hidden in the back of their belt. The game’s AI would see it through your pet that was positioned behind and warn you. That is why Player to Pet was a prerequisite for the Visual Ultimate. The smarter you are about positioning Wink, the better information you’d have. During a one on one fight, imagine if your opponent is hiding behind his shield with his blade out of sight. Just position Wink on his strong side and you would be able to see exactly what he was doing with his weapon. And yes, Wink will only be visible if you want her to be. Of course, certain abilities would allow others to see and attack her.
“The Audible Ultimate is much simpler. Instead of having to manipulate your own settings in the way the intermediate ability works, the AI takes over, scans your reactions to every sound you’ve heard since you entered Freedom, examines their context, and customizes what you hear according to your personal preferences and needs. It continues to watch your reactions and improves over time. Suffice it to say, you only hear what you need to hear exactly when you need to hear it. Unless you trained with the intermediate ability for the next ten years, your skill in using it wouldn’t near the precision the AI will provide at the Ultimate level.”
Sitting forward, I twisted my head, studying him. “You’ve used it before?”
“I’m using it now. But to answer your question, yes. How else do you think I ran into the Ekseliksi in the first place? My military service took me to a galaxy being contested by the Ekseliksi.”
That explained some things. Like how he’d transformed his face into an ever-emotionless mask. Although, knowing Oliver, that could also be an Ekseliksi thing and not simply a soldier thing.
He went on. “The Smell, or Olfactory, Ultimate is very similar to Audible. Have you tried the Intermediate version at the training hall?”
“Yes.”
“Okay good. The clouds of color that represent different odors around you become more precise in the Ultimate and, like Visual and Audible, your AI’s full capabilities are unlocked. It actually explains what each cloud and color means and what they’re most likely to represent. In my opinion, Smell doesn’t become worth investing in until you reach its Ultimate. Once you do, it makes tracking things ridiculously easy.”
I chewed my lip in wonder. “Why would anyone get it when they could just get Ultimate Tracking?”
He rapped his knuckles on the table as if to concede my point. “Why? It gives people options. Some people might want to stay in control and not rely on their pet at all. It’s possible they could notice something the pet doesn’t, though unlikely. To further your point, trying to fight with literally clouded vision doesn’t sound like a good idea to me. If you want to do some tracking, using your pet’s ultimate will allow for the same results without blinding you. Using your pet, or a combat drone as our real-world example, isn’t against Ekseliksi principles because the drone is under your control. We often use bots to do a lot of the practical things you might use mixed reality for on Earth.
“Now Touch is an interesting one. It turns your body into a sensory instrument, and you feel pressure on your chest and back depending on where an opponent is. At the same time, it dulls your hearing to increase your focus on what you’re feeling. I think Audible does the same thing to certain sounds for a different reason, but better—it’s still a novel concept. Some people may prefer it.
“Finally, the Pet Ultimates are exactly what they sound like. Ultimate Tracking makes your pet almost unstoppable when trying to hunt something down. The drawback is that it depends on the pet you chose. In your case, wolves are probably the best suited for it.
“Pet Combat is as it sounds. Your Pet becomes able to join you while fighting. At first, it will only unlock your pet’s ability to fight other pets, but by spending an Ability Point, it can attack people, just like a real combat drone. The drawback is that Wink would become targetable by anyone and it also depends on the pet you’ve chosen. The mountain lion is the most lethal on the ground. The falcon is the best in the air. Although, it’s also possible to train your pet to make them stronger. I believe its max level is ten, and as an adult pet, they start at level two. All of them should be able to grow much stronger.
“Shared Senses is like the Visual Ultimate, but instead of the AI using the visual information from you and your pet, you gain the ability to see out of your pet’s eyes. To take this ability to its fullest potential, you must also unlock the Visual and Audible Ultimates. Having all three unlocks a final ability.”
“Combat General?” I said with confidence.
“Exactly. Victoria unlocked it after the battle for Hobgrave. She’d been saving for it since the beginning. You’ve already had a taste of what it’s capable of. So far, you’ve seen two of the hidden Advancements beyond the Ultimate category. There’s one more. Time Swell is the best personal combat enhancement. Combat General, which they call the All Seeing Eye, is the best group command enhancement. Then finally, Beastmaster is unlocked if you take Ultimate Tracking, Pet Combat, and Shared Senses. For a final Advancement point, you can unlock all the Sub-Abilities of the pet-specific ultimate at once or spend your Ability Points on each individual ability in those categories. You won’t have enough Ability Points to get them all though, so if that’s what you’re going for, you’ll have to wait until you’re level 100 to get your final Advancement Point. Oh, and one last thing. Once you choose your Ultimate, you can test out the sub-abilities that are unlocked before you use Ability Points on them in the training hall.”
I didn’t write any of it down because I knew this was information that was still being discovered by other players, but it was simple enough to remember.
Time Swell
Prerequisites: Visual Ultimate, Feel Ultimate
The All Seeing Eye (Combat General)
Prerequisites: Visual Ultimate, Audible Ultimate, Shared Senses
Beast Master
Prerequisites: Ultimate Tracking, Pet Combat, Shared Senses
 
My internal struggle was a multifaceted mess. Time Swell was easily the ability I would’ve chosen before entering Freedom. It would give me an edge in combat and potentially give me an edge over Timur. But Peter made it clear that because it worked by flooding the brain with chemicals it was forbidden for the Ekseliksi. There was also the problem of it being dangerous. Learning about the custom cocktail the government was injecting into our body had bothered me quite a bit when I first learned about it weeks ago. I’d come to grips with it since because Achilles had told me it was safe. Having drugs flooding my brain was just as worrisome. I could live without it, even if the competitive side of me was screaming inside me like a grumpy hyena that I was making a mistake.
The worst part was that I knew Timur would eventually find out about Time Swell and there was no doubt he’d unlock it when he did. He wasn’t one to be hasty with his character builds and because of the way Freedom’s system was designed with no direct combat skills at early levels, he’d probably stopped spending his points before he even reaching the Intermediate rank. Only after he knew all the possibilities would he commit to anything.
“Is Beast Master worth it?” I asked.
“It can be,” Peter replied. “For utility it's unmatched. Don’t underestimate the worth of the Visual and Audible Ultimates though. They might not have the same appeal as one of the hidden Ultimates, but if you’ve ever experienced what a truly advanced AI can do, then you know how extraordinary they can be.” He narrowed his gaze. “And when a Combat General accesses your senses, they would benefit from these enhancements as well, but they wouldn’t benefit from Beastmaster and especially not Time Swell. The Combat General and player that was being viewed would have to activate it at the same time to sync up with their perception of time. It’s also impossible for anyone to unlock Time Swell and Combat General together. The system won’t allow the unlocking of two Hidden Ultimates and it’s highly unlikely anyone would have enough points to do so in the first place.”
So much for choice. I knew that he only meant well in mentioning the Ultimates that I could take that would benefit a Combat General. In my case, it might give me extra time with Victoria so how could I choose anything else? As much as I wanted to consider other things, I already knew what I’d pick. That still left me with a few options, but for the first time that I could remember since I first started gaming, I’d have a less than optimal character build. There was no denying that Freedom’s game system was unique and there was still room for me to compete with the best, but it still rubbed me the wrong way.
He left me to my thoughts for a while as I sorted through everything. He didn’t give me long because we were on a time crunch.
 
***
 
A few minutes later he had me doing my psionic activation exercise, turning my psionics on and off like a switch.
Peter directed me while he practiced the same exercise. “Now as it activates, push your spinning energy into Petra.” The little energy I felt from him as it started to spin disappeared as his walls took hold. “Remember that this internal defense is the only note you currently have in your chest voice. So what we are going to do is try to trick your mind into producing your aura. Instead of turning Petra off, release it so that your energy goes back to actively spinning. Now, for the next minute, go back and forth between the two.”
I followed his tempo for the next thirty seconds before he spoke again. “When you activate your energy, it’s the same kind that you use during Petra. What happens when you heal is that your body converts it into healing energy, but it always starts in its simplest form. It's incredible how quickly your body does it, to be honest. Normally, when someone learns to convert their energy, it takes minutes of focus to do it for even a moment and they quickly lose control. It takes months to learn to convert it quickly and maintain it. To reach the same speed at which you convert it, it can take years. You have the opposite problem. Your body is so proficient at converting energy to its healing form that once you do unlock your aura it's probably going to take time for you to gain real control of it. In a way, what happened to you that forced your body to learn to convert energy has also handicapped you.”
It wasn’t surprising. The good news was that it was possible to gain control. Looking to Peter as my example, it gave me a question. “Are you able to heal?”
He shook his head. “I’ve been able to advance to Rank F, but even now I only have three notes.”
I didn’t allow myself to react, not wanting to pain him any more than it probably already did. Only recently had my psionics unlocked and I already had access to four. Unsure of what to say, I choose the most encouraging thing I could think of. “You’re very knowledgeable.”
Even as the corners of his mouth lifted, I inwardly cringed. I quickly asked another question. “Are there only two forms of energy?”
“Yes. Every other use, outside of the basic two forms and the seven notes, are variations of the basic notes.” He returned his attention to the exercise. “Now. Let’s add one more step. From Petra swing up to Therapeia, except, instead of pushing your healing energy into your hands, push it out in all directions at once just like you’re trying to make an aura out of it. Don’t use a lot of energy, only the minimal amount.”
I did as he said. My energy spun in my gut. Following the same beat as before, I stopped the energy suddenly, compressing it into Petra. On the next count, I pushed my energy from there. Because Petra solidified all the energy in my body, it was easier than I would’ve guessed to push Therapeia out in all directions. It was extremely weak, and probably couldn’t have healed more than physical exhaustion without holding it for a long time, but I’d gained enough control to do it at will.
“Now back to Petra and then back to up Therapeia again,” Peter said.
It was then I felt his aura cut off as it returned to Petra. He was doing the same exercise except using his enhancement aura in place of Therapeia. We continued going from activation to Petra to Therapeia, then back down and up again like a scale. It wasn’t something I could keep up forever, for even though Petra didn’t cost any energy, Therapeia did, as small as it was. I didn’t have to remind Peter that that was the case. 
“Don’t think of each note as separate from the others,” he said, barely louder than a whisper. “Let your energy flow from one to the other. Place your hands on the table and imagine that you can see the energy inside you as it changes from one form to the other.”
Seeing the faint white light of my healing energy made what he was asking easier. I used the white light as my example. As I switched down to Petra, my energy seeped back into my skin, but I visualized that it was still there, solid, like a block of white marble. I then released the tension and it returned to its natural flow as if there were countless microscopic rivers of energy inside me that flowed in their own channels. I watched it and felt it. Each step merged together as if it was the same energy, flowing from one step to the next.
Peter continued to guide me. It was almost like he’d anticipated the mistakes I’d make. “Remember, your energy’s natural state is not its healing form. With the little energy we’re using, it's not white and it's certainly not orange. Its color is a deep red with its brightness turned all the way down. Now speed up the flow from one step to the next. Don’t try to hold your notes but brush against them as you pass each one.”
I’d already forgotten that my internal energy wasn’t white, but red at the power level we were working with. If I amped up to full power, it would change inside me to an orange color just like a Rank F aura. Though I was blind to it because it was happening inside my body, I changed my visualization to match reality. Speeding up caused me to feel how much I’d been emphasizing each step. I’d been squeezing each note to force them to hit the perfect pitch, but in doing so it was like flexing my muscles with every step. It may have looked like walking, but it would have been excessively slow and mechanical.
My speed and my flow improved until it was as smooth as letting my body relax in a pool of water. So much so that I lost myself and my mind drifted. 
It wasn’t long before I felt something was missing. Not realizing I’d closed my eyes, I opened them to see Peter staring at me. He had stopped cycling through the exercise. It was then that I realized what he was staring at. When I’d opened my eyes, I’d continued to flow from note to note. It was as simple as humming a tune, but the white of healing energy was no longer visible as I reached Therapeia. The faintest red light had replaced it instead.
In trying to hold on to the enhancement aura, I cut off my flow. I stared at my hands as an excited chill gripped my shoulders and neck. I’d done it.
“Congratulations. You’ve unlocked Enischyo, your fifth note. Now you need to figure out how to do it on purpose.”
 



Chapter 23 – Enischyo Unlocked
My time with Peter was too short, as always. When he left, I couldn’t bring myself to return to the bandits right away. I spend the next hour trying to get some semblance of control over my new ability until I’d drained myself of energy. It became painfully clear how difficult it was going to be to learn to control it. At the most, I could hold Enischyo for a second before it turned to Therapeia. Holding it longer wasn’t the only issue I had. The moment I tried to power it up to Rank F, it immediately switched over to a healing aura. The only way forward was to take a slow and steady approach. I added it to my growing list of psionic exercises.
I did return to the bandits later that day and spent the rest of the week facing off against the Rank C bandit. The more I did, the better feel I got for facing a larger opponent like Cornelius. It would help me when fighting Timur to be sure.
That week came and went. When I saw Achilles again on the following Tuesday, he answered the question that had been bothering me since my last meeting with Peter. “Should I move on to the next stage of bandits?”
We stood in the dojo, but for the last couple of meetings we hadn’t worked out together at all. Instead, we talked training and fight strategy.
He stood a couple of meters away wearing athletic pants and a t-shirt. Every muscle of his body was larger than life. Even his neck looked to be made up of steel cords. The gentle squint he gave as he considered my question didn’t seem to fit his body.
“You don’t feel like you’re being pushed enough?” he replied. 
I shrugged. “I could push harder. It’s not like it was when I was sparring with you, but I haven’t mastered fighting an opponent larger than me…”
“Then do both. There’s no rule that says you can’t go back and face a stage you already beat. Besides, you need an opponent that you’re comfortable enough with that you can try new things. Split up your time with the bandits into two types of sessions. An easier one for experimentation and answering any questions that pop into your head as you fight, and one where you have to go all out and push yourself to the limit. Don’t be afraid of death in the training hall. I’m sure you remember what happens when you come close…”
How could I forget? I’d rushed to fight a bandit in the middle of a fit of rage and ended up killing it, but nearly dying at the same time. The training hall grabbed me out of the situation and threw me in a room that numbed pain so I could recover. I felt embarrassed just thinking about it.
He watched me tense up at the memory. “When I’m training for a fight, I don’t train against other people. Instead, I use AI led simulations. Do you know why?”
There was a lot he’d said about AI over the last couple of months, but he wasn’t talking about why he wanted me to train that way. He was talking about his own training. I shook my head.
“For the same reason I mentioned it to you before. Human partners are inconsistent. They have on days and off days. An AI simulation is consistent, and in many ways, better than a human opponent. It doesn’t need time to warm up or get its timing down. When there’s an opening, it doesn’t miss an opportunity. It gives you an edge that human opponents can’t. Also, when you lose, it doesn’t count.”
Wait. Did he just admit to… “You lose?”
“As often as I win. Putting yourself in a position to lose is what pushes you to get better.”
“But you have an undefeated record.”
He chuckled. “The reason I have an undefeated record is because I lose, daily. Winning all the time turns you into a privileged egomaniac. Look at Cornelius. Do you really think that the only reason he faced you so soon after losing to your friend was out of the goodness of his heart? He knew losing to you would make a statement, but he’s as familiar with the benefits of losing as I am. He’s preparing himself for the day he can compete again.”
I looked at him astonished. “Do you think he’ll be able to do that? Beat us, I mean?”
Achilles slowly shook his head. “I think it’s the only way forward for him, but he’s becoming a thing of the past. He knows it, too. All that he can do is continue to do what he’s always done and hope.”
Hearing those words, it felt like there was a hand inside of me gripping my heart. It wasn’t fair. I was sure Achilles had to feel the same way. Saying anything would be like rubbing salt in his wounds. I changed the subject. “So that’s why you pushed me so hard when we sparred before the goblin battle. You wanted me to lose?”
“Yes. But I pushed this principle to the extreme because time was short, and to be perfectly honest, I wanted to see how much your body could take. That isn’t something a person can handle for an extended period of time. You need victories along with your losses so that you can see how much you’ve grown. That’s when you have the most fun.”
“Fun?” 
The grin that stretched across his face was the biggest I’d ever seen from him. “Oh yes. I know it might not look that way. My wife tells me all the time I look as happy as a grumpy cat, but if fighting wasn’t still fun for me, I wouldn’t be doing it. Losing helps to give a person an edge and keeps them sane, but fun is what keeps you going. It makes all the pain, effort and sacrifices worth it. There are other motivations of course, like feeding my family, but most motivations, even the most important ones, lose a certain amount of luster over time. Getting back to the simple fun of fighting, the challenge and progression, makes things bearable when things grow dull.”
I plopped back into my seat. Peter had also told me to have fun with my new psionics. Since I’d entered Freedom, my training had been nonstop. There were pauses here and there for the occasional fight or battle, but I’d been looking for ways to include more training into my day, not less. Having fun had been the furthest thing from my mind. Had I had any?
I’d thrown the same amount of effort into my training as I had into becoming a professional gamer. As my motivations changed and were refined, like impurities removed from silver, I dived deeper into training my body in a hope to compete. Training with Mel and Barrell had been fun. My time with Kline was even crazier. Perhaps fun wasn’t the right word, for even the times that I sprinted my guts out during my lone training sessions were enjoyable in a way. Not the pain of burning lungs and molten muscles, but the feeling of knowing I’d pushed myself to the limit and would be rewarded with increased strength and speed. It was the increase, the progression, that gave it all an aspect of fun.
 
***
 
After defeating the Rank C bandit, I opened the door to the second stage of the bandit’s fortress while meditating on this concept of fun. A single opponent was waiting for me in a dojo type room similar to the last one. He wasn’t nearly as large as the last bandit, and his armor was a sleeveless scalemail with leather strips covering his groin and thighs. His Rank was only E, but there was something different about him that would make a big difference. Beneath his Combat Rank was a second line that read, Psionic Rank F.
He matched my Combat and Psionic Ranks exactly. Did that mean he’d have all my abilities as well? I could play it safe and feel him out to see what he was capable of before going all out, but what fun would that be?
I dove into the fight with my spear and shield. Jabbing my spear at his red-tinted face, he blocked with his steel targe before bursting into orange light. Even if our ranks were the same, he could fully activate his aura when I couldn’t.
In a flash of psionic speed, he was behind me. I twisted and blocked the slash of his sword. My spear was already sweeping across the floor. He jumped over me in a single leap, spinning while he slashed down at my head. I dipped low to dodge the attack instead of blocking it.
After a minute of his acrobatic volley, it became clear that the psionic aura, Enischyo, was his only trick. It gave him a different kind of speed than Cornelius or the Rank C bandit. It affected his entire body where he could jump around like a humanoid grasshopper. He didn’t throw the impossibly quick combinations from the last stage or dodge with the same finesse. In some ways, he was inferior to the Rank C bandit and in other ways better. Though I ended up beating him fairly easily, I was left wondering what someone that had mastered Enischyo would be like—like Peter?
It was something I hadn’t considered since Peter had lost to the Goblin King, but if I had to face him now? It was possible I’d lose.
I moved on to the next floor, looking for my limit. I wasn’t excited about facing a bandit that I knew could defeat me, but if Achilles were right, which I knew he was, I needed to find an opponent that could beat me.
The next bandit, the first one on the second floor, had the same ranks as the last one, matching my own. As our fight began, he added Enischyo—Barrell’s ability to coat his weapon in energy—to the mix. Rank F energy. Taking his first blow on my shield, I felt a clawing electricity on impact that seeped through the steel. When I drew back to check out the damage, I saw a deep gash in the surface of my shield itself. I turned and ran.
It wasn’t the bandit I was afraid of, but his ability to potentially damage my plate mail. When I started taking a few stairs at a time to go back to the first floor, to my surprise, the bandit stopped following. I began unequipping my armor and redressed myself into a t-shirt and running shorts. I only had access to training armor in normal training sessions, not in the bandit simulation. If I wasn’t careful, fighting on the second floor could become extremely expensive.
I took the stairs again. This time I was wary that the bandit was waiting for me. Reaching the second floor, I saw that he’d returned to the far side of the room and was once again waiting for me to approach. The AI wasn’t even trying anymore to make it feel like a real-world experience. This was a training instance and it didn’t even try to hide it.
Approaching at a slow walk, I didn’t jump in immediately. This time, he engaged first. I needed to know if my psionic shield could handle the energy-covered weapon and this bandit gave me a perfect opportunity to test it.
With an orange-soaked blade, he slashed down at my neck. Reaching up, my white light covered arm reached up to meet it. The sting of energy didn’t pierce my shield, but Apotho didn’t have the repellant effect that it normally did.
Still, my shield worked to block his attack. He responded by retracting the energy from his weapon to empower his aura. He lunged.
His aura dimmed or turned off entirely as his energy extended out to his weapon. I’d noticed the same thing with Barrell before. The flow of energy made it impossible to do two things at once. This was the case with my healing energy as well.
Peter hadn’t told me what he called the ability to cover a weapon in energy yet. I got the impression that, because he didn’t want me using their Ekseliksi names except during our training sessions, he was being overprotective of giving me any extra information.
I equipped the iron gladius that Harrison had originally gifted me after we survived our first night in Freedom. I flicked it out to parry an energy-covered blow. The sting of energy I’d expected, but when the iron blade was sheared in two, I knew fighting without armor here was the best choice.
Even with a Rank F aura and weapon bolstering, this wasn’t a fight that I’d lose. The difficulty of fighting without a weapon was fairly easy to overcome since the bandit had armor covering from his knees up to his chest. I made use of what was left of my broken sword and beat him to death with it after I ‘d forced him to his back.
In many ways, my abilities were superior—at least I thought so until I went up against the last bandit on the second floor.
Combat Level E
Psionic Rank F
 
He had the same stats at the last two bandits, but I knew there had to be more to him. It was only when our fight begun that I learned how much more.
I attacked without any weapons or armor when our contest began. His armor was just as lacking as the last bandit and he didn’t use a shield, but only a one-handed sword. Apotho took his glowing sword, blocking his attack. Othisi dug into the armor at his waist, causing him to buckle. His aura shone, allowing him to recover inhumanly fast and dance to the side. He struck again and I moved to block, but his empty hand lit up. It took a split second for it to fill with orange power, before his blast of energy shot down at my foot.
It was so unexpected that I didn’t react fast enough to cover my foot with Apotho. His blast caught me square in the ankle.
I’d seen Mel’s bolt attack many times. It was powerful enough to kill a hobgoblin if he was close enough and hit it enough times. This was the same kind of energy, but a full rank higher than Mel’s. I’d only seen a Rank F psionic blast once before. When Victoria had killed Jaden with a single bolt to the face.
The bolt tore through my skin like it wasn’t even there. My ankle seemed to rupture internally. I fell to the side, firing off Othisi from my hand to try to keep myself up. It worked momentarily, but the bandit’s sword swung down from above. I met the attack with my other hand, blocking it, but had to let go of Othisi for it to work. I landed hard on my shoulder, gritting my teeth and trying to elevate my leg beneath me so that my injured ankle didn’t crash with me. It didn’t work. 
I growled as the bandit leaned over me. His sword came at the same time he blasted me again with the other hand. I wouldn’t go without a fight. Apotho flashed into action, covering my neck where his sword landed. I half grinned as blood flooded my mouth. The claws of electricity jolted me around my stomach where my shield hadn’t covered. Apotho had taken the full power of the bolt, but his energy’s effects spanned a larger area than I’d thought.
As he tossed his sword to the ground, I knew what was coming next. Despite the pain, I rolled to my back, and as if to throw him back, my arms shot up and Othisi flew from both of them. The push of energy was so intense, the bandit shot into the air, flying back. I’d been too late. 
Two blasts of power hit me at once. One in the ribs and the other in the throat. I felt the warmth of blood and started to spasm uncontrollably before the training hall took over and the room disappeared. With help from Therapeia, I was good to go another round in about an hour.
The old man asked me if I was sure I wanted to return.
I replied, “How could I possibly say no when I’m having so much fun?”
He smiled warmly, not hiding his uncertainty. I could almost feel the AI checking my psychiatric profile, but in the end, he sent me back.
 



Chapter 24 – The Forgotten Scroll
Three weeks came and went. Peter kept me up to date on the criminal army’s movements and my training settled into a healthy pace. Achilles helped me adjust as I worked to improve my sword skills. I’d come to the conclusion that his definition of fun wasn’t the same as mine. Especially the losing part, which I found no fun at all. 
The last bandit of the second floor became my primary sparring partner. I won more often than I lost, but I paid for any mistakes with a lot of pain and a break in the training hall’s recovery room. Thankfully, I had a say in how long I stayed there with help from my healing ability. I continued to fight the bandit without any armor. I would’ve used up a guild’s fortune on armor in a few days if I used it and even Prodos’ riches in a month. Having someone try to repair my armor between fights would have just taken too long.
During my training, I continued to grow, both physically and psionically. The most obvious improvement was my advancement from Combat Level E to E+.
Health: 1481
Stamina: 2800
Combat Level: Rank E – Level 83
Strength: Rank E – Level 89
Endurance: Rank E – Level 80
Quickness: Rank E – Level 94
Speed Rank D – Level 34
 
It wasn’t obvious just by looking at me, but my speed was the first of my stats to reach Rank D. On my sub-stat breakdown, it was my Anaerobic ability that reached an incredible Rank C Level 16 that really pushed it over the top. My Fast Twitch Muscle and Cardiovascular stats had also climbed to Rank D.
In the simplest terms, I’d gotten stronger and faster, but it was my anaerobic and cardiovascular endurance that had really improved most drastically. I could fight at full speed for an incredible amount of time before having to put on the breaks.
Psionically, the amount of Energy I gained had continued to increase a small amount each day. After all my training it had nearly tripled since I’d begun. My Psionic Power had increased by a few points as well, but even with that, I was now able to use my energy at maximum power for a little over fifty-two seconds. Almost a full minute! My Recovery Rate had increased, but it wasn’t scaling with my Psionic Energy so it would now take over five and a half hours to fully recover my energy. It had taken less than three hours when I’d first begun.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 14,685 (Units)
Psionic Power: 279 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate: .72 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
I was to meet with Peter on a Wednesday, but instead of our private meeting, he’d contacted me through the messaging system and asked me to come to the Hobgrave Castle. Harrison had ended up winning the auction for the auction with a little help from Prodos, so we had access to it if we needed it. It was the first request he’d made of me since my fight with Cornelius, so I had a feeling there was some problem he needed me to help fix. It should be fun…
I’d spent quite a lot of time trying to figure out what kind of gear I should wear that would best work with my psionic abilities. Even against a Rank F psionic user that had weapon bolstering, psionic bolts, or both, plate mail would only offer a small amount protection for a short period of time. The higher the rank the armor the better the protection. My Rank B plate mail would have likely lasted a while, but it was too costly to sacrifice during my training. Rank D armor and below had become mostly ineffective against powerful opponents. It would block at most one strike before becoming swiss cheese under a psionic blade. There was also the issue of having to try to fight once your armor was broken. A clean slash across the breastplate wouldn’t be much trouble unless the steel was bent in and was left jabbing you, but if a joint failed, then it could handicap you until your armor was removed. Situationally, if someone caught me from behind and I wasn’t able to activate Apotho to block the attack, armor could save me. Such a situation was very unlikely now that I had unlocked Audible Ultimate though. Any enemy that tried to attack me from behind from less than one hundred meters would be known to me instantly. It was during a big battle where I was already surrounded by a large number of people where armor would be of most use.
Nearing the bridge to Hobgrave Castle, I wore a sleeveless tunic of Prodos green over steel Rank B scalemail. It had been pricy, but I had enough gear locked away that it had been an easy trade. Strips of leather hung down in a protective apron with scales woven in, and steel tassets shielded my thighs. The full length of my arms and my legs below the knees lacked any armor at all. Even my low-cut boots were only leather. I still had my helmet in my inventory and a few spears and shields. The short sword had started to become my weapon of choice because I could use most of my abilities through my knuckles without having to drop it and it was much easier to maneuver quickly than a heavy spear. Two-handing a spear was an option, but I’d only started to practice that.
It had been weeks since anyone had really seen me out and about, but if the stares were any indication, everyone remembered who I was. Plate mail was now more common than any other form of armor. Those who hadn’t been able to procure some during the Battle for Hobgrave had earned enough to upgrade to it since then. It was another reason I stood out, but I wouldn’t give up practicality for looks.
Crossing the bridge, I was greeted warmly by Harrison’s guards. They were expecting me. I only waited a moment until another guard came out and asked me to follow him. We took an immediate left in the lobby and headed in a direction I’d never been. It was quite a walk to get to what I guessed was the rear of the castle where we headed down some stairs. We headed to the dungeon.
As I came down the last couple of well-worn stone steps, I saw that there were a few people already there. Victoria’s deep-green boots were the first thing I saw.
I stiffened. I’d not expected to see her.
As those waiting came into view, I stopped short. With his arms crossed and teeth on display, Kline stood just an arm’s length away at the side of the entrance. “He’s arrived!” he announced.
A few strides away, opposite the stairs, Victoria stood with Peter and Oliver. Everyone stood fully armored except for their helms. I couldn’t hide my surprise.
The guard left us without a word. I called back to him, “Thank you.”
Turning back, I fumbled for something to say. “Uh, hi.”
Kline snickered and grabbed my shoulder, pushing me forward. A row of welcoming gazes was waiting for me—all except one. A pair of bright green eyes were focused on the floor. An all but hidden smile tugged at the corner of her eyes. Victoria acting bashful? That was a first.
I stepped forward at Kline’s direction and found myself surrounded by them. As if flipping a switch, Victoria was herself again. “Welcome, Lucius. We thought it was about time we did that quest we’ve been saving, and we wanted to surprise you by getting together the original group. I hope you don’t mind.”
I eagerly shook my head.
“Good,” she said with a clap. “I’m afraid the first step of the quest was handled by Harrison’s men. They found the entrance a few weeks ago by mistake.”
“Mel and Barrell?”
“They are indisposed, at the moment. We let them know what we were planning, but they turned down the invitation.”
As he nodded in agreement, Peter added, “They’ve really taken to their positions.”
I had to admit that I was a little disappointed, but I couldn’t complain. I’d hardly gotten the chance to hang out with Kline since the Battle of Hobgrave.
“So what’s the plan?” I said, looking to each of them in turn.
 “Let’s just figure it out as we go,” Victoria replied as she spun and headed deeper into the room.
Starting to follow her, Peter stepped up beside me. “There’s little lighting where we’re going, so I’ll stay in the back with Victoria. You, Kline and Oliver will take the front. You took the Vision Ultimate, right?”
I confirmed that I had. I’d decided to take the Visual, Audible, and the Pet Combat Ultimates. Visual would make sure I could always see and offer notifications on things that I might not see with my own two eyes. Audible would pinpoint the noises that mattered for me and Pet Combat would unlock Wink’s ability to defend herself. There was a big move by the player population toward Pet Combat, because without it an opponent with it could use their pet to attack yours and then you’d be completely without your pet and some of their abilities.
“Then since you have a wolf pet you shouldn’t have a problem seeing.”
“Will Victoria be able to see at all?”
“Yes. Her Vision Ultimate doesn’t give her much in the way of night vision, but it’s still comparable to the beginner level vision upgrade for the wolf and mountain lion paths.”
That was a relief. Having her completely blind when everyone else could see didn’t sound like it would make for a good time. Her vision would still be limited though. The first vision upgrade sharpened the contrast in low light situations and made movement appeared in streaks of black. There was a lot of detail she just wouldn’t see. It certainly didn’t seem to be dampening her spirits.
“We expect to face strong opponents, so be ready.” Peter said.
“Yes, sir,” I said as I watched Victoria hurry forward with a skip in her step. A tremble of excitement fluttered up in my chest. I hadn’t been expecting all this, but it was going to be fun. I’d hopefully be able to get a good measure of how I compared to the others as well. Kline, Oliver, and Peter had at one time dwarfed me in skill and strength. Not anymore. I hadn’t caught up to Kline and Oliver physically. They both had Rank D Combat Levels, but I was closing the gap. It was then that I realized that something had changed. Oliver still had a Psionic Level of Rank G. I knew he was hiding his real strength, so there was no surprise there. It was Kline who had Ranked Up.
He was walking on my right, opposite Peter, with eagerness written all over his face. Above his head was his new Psionic Rank, Rank F. He was looking at me out of the corner of his eye. “I told you I was going to catch you.”
He may have been closer to Timur than I was. “That’s awesome, man,” I said sincerely.
“I’m awesome and beautiful,” he said with a wink.
“Ewww. I threw up again and it’s burning my throat.”
“Whatever. You think you can keep up?”
I gave my best evil overlord impression as I glared at him. “It’s on!”
The castle's dungeon was made up of grey stone and steel bars, but the lighting made it a lot brighter than what I would’ve thought would be in a proper one. The first room at the bottom of the stairs didn’t have any cells itself, only a few rooms and closets for the guards if we would ever try to man the place. It was longer than it was wide, and the gate of steel bars was open to us as we reached the end of the room. Entering into the next area, I saw what would have been prisoners’ cells if any of them were occupied, which they weren’t. Jaden was housed in a nice apartment and had taken to drinking, at least from what I’d heard. He hadn’t been willing to leave Freedom.
At the end of the chamber of prison cells was a firepit that was as tall as a man and twice as wide. There was a gate of steel bars in front of it, so it didn’t look like it had ever been used to burn people or their remains. The fire itself was going strong, which was odd since the room wasn’t filled with heat, but a nice breeze.
Peter answered my question as I began to look around for where the air was coming from. “There are vents in each cell where air can be pulled from above us. The fire requires air, so when it’s lit, it sucks the air from this room and the air above is pulled through the vents to replace it. It’s simple, but it works well to keep this place cool.”
“Does it flood?” I wondered.
“No. The vents are above ground level and inside the castle. The air circulation helps to keep one wing of the castle cool as well.”
It really was an impressive design, especially for a virtual world. They could have just as easily programmed a breeze to be down here without there being a practical explanation. As much as I despised the game developers for some of their design choices, it was hard not to respect them. Freedom was incredible in countless ways.
There were a couple of hall entrances at the far side of the room near the fireplace, but it was a closed cell that Victoria stopped at. She reached forward and grabbed the ring that acted as the door’s handle. It wasn’t made of wood, or steel, but tarnished bronze. Her hand glowed red and she placed it on the center of the door. A loud click sounded from beyond. She was careful as she pushed the door open. Nothing seemed to have changed. Placing one foot into the room, she reached carefully for the back wall and pushed red energy into it as well.
Jumping back at the sound of grinding stone, she was out of the closet and safe when the cell’s back wall rose from the ground. Another flight of stairs was revealed. This time, there was no light below, so it faded into shadow.
Activating my Visual Ultimate was as easy as breathing. The world became black and white, but the details of what was below became clear. It only climbed down about twenty or so meters before it opened up to a cavern of some kind. I was thinking it was a cavern because as soon as the stairs ended, the ground became rough and uneven.
“Isn’t it exciting?!” Victoria squealed, suddenly a foot from my face.
I shook my head, as surprised by her moving up to the front of the group as the secret flight of stairs. It felt like we were sneaking out again, but this time everyone was here.
She took my arm and pulled me to the stairs. I was sure Peter and Oliver weren’t too happy about it, but Victoria wasn’t completely hiding her power anymore either. The text above her head showed Psionic Rank F.
Now that she had me, she sped up her pace. We reached the bottom of the stairs quickly and took a few steps forward to allow those behind us room to enter. Then the full scope of the area became clear.
“Wow,” Victoria whispered.
I couldn’t agree more. The cavern was as wide as a house and just as tall. Great stalagmites reached up to almost meet with the stalactites above and they were just as large. Some were taller than I was, while others were no more than a foot or two off the ground. The rock here wasn’t grey, but black. Not the black of wet soil, but it looked like it had been painted with dark soot. There were glassy deposits of what looked like obsidian. It was the depth of the cavern that really took my breath away. As far as I could tell, it stretched a quarter of a mile or more before it came to an end.
“This Goblin King really was a pain in the butt,” Kline snorted, as everyone gathered around. “Who hides a secret treasure vault deep in a cave?”
“Pirates,” Oliver responded.
Kline and I shared a surprised look.
“Okay. You got me there,” Kline said. 
Peter cut off the banter. “Let’s take our time as we explore. There are more than enough places where goblins could hide. If it seems like we are going to be overrun, I will call for a retreat and we’ll bring a larger group.”
Falling back, Victoria walked at Peter’s side and Oliver and Kline were with me. They covered both of my flanks. Even though she was here, she felt more distant than ever. I kept thinking of her moment of shyness. It was a slip of self-control that I’d rarely seen from her. It made me think that maybe it hadn’t been a slip, that she’d let me see it on purpose.
Everyone donned their helmets and shields and spears. I placed my own helmet on my head.
“No shield?” Kline said, nudging me with his shoulder.
I lifted my hand with an open palm. Energy smacked into his shield in a burst, forcing him to step to the side. “I am a shield.”
We took our time and checked behind every pillar. Wink was out front with the other pets, sniffing and examining the area before us. It had taken me a while to decide how I should spend my last remaining Advancement Point and I had decided on Pet Combat. My decision wasn’t so that I could use Wink to fight with me, but so that she could defend herself if she were ever attacked by another pet. I mainly wanted to use her to extend the capability of my eyes and ears. Now, all that I needed to do was level her up. Since she was an adult, she started at level 2. The max level was 10. She didn’t have a stat sheet as I did, so I didn’t know how much of a difference leveling would make, but the explanation did say she’d grow stronger and more durable.
Making it near the end of the cavern, we still hadn’t faced any hostility. It was empty. A single clucking sound pulled our attention to the ceiling above. There was no sign of anything, so I almost turned away, when a smooth motion caught my attention. The rock seemed to change into a four-legged, horse-sized creature that was suddenly falling from the sky. It was the same color as the black stone, so I hadn’t noticed it even with Ultimate vision. It twisted as it fell with feline grace with four dragon-like paws outstretched. They flashed with a red outline thanks to my AI’s new visual ability. The red indicators highlighted aspects of the creature that it considered dangerous. Victoria was right beneath it.
Everyone moved in a panic at once. Peter’s orange aura flared into life and he lowered himself as if he was about to jump up to meet it. Kline’s aura also glowed orange, and Oliver’s red joined them. Even without an aura, I dug my feet into the ground as I strained to pick up speed and hopefully make it in time. 
With a simple gesture, Victoria fired off an orange bolt, straight up into the air. It punched into the creature before it was halfway to the ground with a firm crack. She danced out of the way as the rest of us leap toward it. 
As the only one with a sword instead of a spear, I jumped up to meet it, slashing toward the sky. Kline and Peter had also left their feet, their spearpoints reaching for its dark flesh. 
I saw the blur of something like a whip. My AI immediately outlined it in red. It sped toward my sword arm, so I bathed it in shielding light. Its tail struck like the stinger of a massive scorpion but was covered in an exoskeleton of some sort, so it recoiled away. Its entire body looked to be covered in a similar onyx shell.
Spears dug into it before my sword did, but the impacts helped to slow it in midair. I swiped up, dragging my blade against its hind flank. It was like trying to slice a trench in a stone wall.
As graceful as the creature seemed, our attack drove it to its side, forcing a crash landing.
Out of habit, we formed a defensive line. My shield was out of my inventory in less than a second and fit securely between Kline’s and Oliver’s. The monster didn’t move. We waited a while to be sure that it was dead before Oliver shot from the line with red energy coating his spear and shoved deep into the creature’s ribs. With his strength and psionics, his spear punched through the creature’s shell. When it remained unmoving, we started to relax.
I hadn’t upgraded Pet Combat beyond the default, so Wink was only able to defend if she was attack. I had the Ability Points, so I went ahead and upgraded her so she’d have the ability to hunt and attack creatures as well. I could also upgrade her so she could attack people, but I was still considering what to do with the final ability upgrades from the Visual and Audible Ultimate tier. Visual only had one upgrade to speak of. Instead of black and white, I could unlock full-color night vision. It would be convenient, but I wasn’t sure it was worth an ability point. Audible had two possibilities. Espionage would allow increased hearing through walls and Enhanced Sensitivity would double the range of the sounds that could be heard.
I actually had the points to get all of the upgrades available, but I had one more Advancement Point and a final Ability Point coming at level 100. Depending on the last Advancement I took, it would open up a whole new list of options and I doubted I’d have enough points to get everything then.
Glancing back, I saw Victoria was standing on her tiptoes trying to see over Kline’s head. “Poor thing. It’s kind of cute,” she said.
Turning back to the monster, I tried to see what she could possibly see in it that would make her thing it was cute. Its body was covered in muscle and armored skin. The tail that had almost stabbed me was like a flexible, double-bladed sword with a vicious point. It was at least six feet long. Its face must have been what she was looking at, for it looked like a cross between a wolf and a vulture. In death, it looked stone cold, but perhaps there was a little in its shape that reminded me of a large dog. A large dog that had four claws on the front of each paw and a fifth one at the rear like a bladed thumb. Now that it was dead, my AI was lighting up its mouth, claws, and tail as dangerous and we hadn’t even seen it open its mouth yet. To show how dangerous it really was, the game system helped by assigning it a Combat Level of Rank D.
Kline gave a long whistle. “I think we should remember to look up.”
I elbowed his shield as if to rebuke him for stating the obvious.
No one even hinted at the possibility of turning back.
 



Chapter 25 – Conquering Shadows
We went as far as we could before the cavern took a sharp left. The ceiling lowered about a meter, but the width of the cave stayed about the same. I’d like to say that now that I knew what to look for the creatures became easier to spot. That wasn’t entirely accurate. I was looking directly where the next one was on the side of the wall without noticing when my AI lit it up, warning me of its presence. Wink was further along, close to where the creature was hidden. She started to growl. As soon as the game system recognized that I saw it, information popped up above its head.
Shadow Jackal
Combat Level: Rank D
 
The moment I stopped, everyone else froze in place. The mob took that as a signal to attack. It was crouched where a bunch of stalagmites had formed right up against the wall. Its powerful claws grasped the rock like an expert climber. Leaping from its perch, it righted itself as it flew towards us. This time it was too far away to land on someone’s head.
I was the first one to move after I saw the direction it was heading. Cutting off Oliver, I left him and Kline behind to catch up. If I had my way, they were already too late.
My hand was out to intercept its tail before it landed. Othisi pushed the razor-sharp appendage off to the side, proving that my psionics would work against its armored flesh, and my sword rushed toward its neck.
The creature’s paw shot up to block my blade, then extended further to take a swipe at me.
I redirected my slash, parrying it to the side, as my empty fist flew for its fang-filled mug.
Its mouth was hanging open, revealing its fangs, but it only came up to my chest. My fist swung down, hitting the jackal on the bridge of its snout. Apotho flared.
It was hard to measure the monster’s might, but despite it being a higher rank, it couldn’t handle my strength and psionics combined. Its front legs faltered like it was doing the splits and its chin almost hit the floor. Seeing that it had caught itself from falling, I followed up with another strike, this one from my knuckles that were braced by the hilt of my sword. Just like a pair of brass knuckles, the hilt braced my physical fist, only increasing Apotho’s impact to the top of its head.
It didn’t just falter, but its head bounced off the floor and its legs collapsed. A couple of spears penetrated its hide as Kline and Oliver caught up. I saw they were using the armor-piercing spikes on the butt end of their spears, and Oliver’s was bolstered in red energy. That was a note that I needed to learn.
I stood back as they made sure it was dead, looking at the blade of my sword. It didn’t look like it would work to finish these guys for they had no gaps in their armor—maybe their mouth or eyes…
“Having some trouble?” Kline prodded.
“Of course not,” I replied. “I believe in sharing.”
“Liar,” Oliver said, surprising me with his second quip of the day.
I look into his stoic face, unsure if he meant it as a joke. Still undecided, I laughed nervously.
He cracked a grin.
Wink raced up to me and I immediately noticed the difference. She’d leveled up. She’d grown slightly, but it was her muscles definition that was the most obvious change. Pleased with herself, she jumped up on her hind legs and tried to lick me on the face. It was easier than it had ever been for her. When she was standing up to lean on me she was now as tall as I was. She wouldn’t have to fight to get experience it seemed. Being there was enough.
Just like the last one, these creatures didn’t drop any loot. Technically, we could deposit their entire corpse in our inventory, but they weighed about three to four hundred pounds apiece. No one else considered it, so I didn’t bother.
It was curious that my psionics worked against these creatures at all, but something about their hides must have been considered armor.
As we went on, Wink and my AI became better and better at detecting the stealthy mobs. Kline and Peter were also spotting them about the same time as I was, which left me wondering what abilities Oliver had invested in. These creatures were easily more formidable than any of the goblins or orcs we had faced. Their speed even made the Hobgoblins look like slow lumbering giants. Just one month back, these jackals would’ve given us a lot of trouble, if not wiped us out. Now that we’d unlocked our Ultimate abilities and we were becoming accustomed to our psionics, they offered little challenge.
A mile in, the creatures started appearing in groups of two or three and things got interesting. I had to equip my spear to pierce their hide because if I didn’t Kline and Oliver would kill their mobs and leave me struggling to beat mine to death. The strength and skill that Oliver showed was little surprise from what I’d seen from him before. With the addition of an almost endless Rank G psionic aura and weapon bolstering, he was able to pierce their hide like it was tissue paper. Despite having a harder time piercing their armored skin, once I equipped my spear the competition was back and forth, until Kline pulled out his secret weapon.
Switching to a two-handed poleaxe, Kline’s Rank F aura flashed orange. He tore forward into the next batch of jackals with inhuman speed. His poleaxe arched down as the first jackal landed and he split the creature in two along its spine. With a spin, he ripped the weapon from the mob and dropped it on the neck of the jackal I’d been sprinting toward, ending it in a single blow. It was only the momentary delay of going after my opponent that had given Oliver enough time to reach his before Kline could finish the last one as well.
I was speechless.
He pounded the butt of his poleaxe into the ground and leaned on it. “Sorry, were you going for that one?”
Pity pulled at the corners of my eyes and I replied, “Don’t wear yourself out, old man. I don’t want to have to carry you back.”
Seeing his response in his face, I was sure he would’ve stripped off his armor and popped his pecs in my face, right there and then, but we still had work to do.
Another mile came and went. There were no side passages, so our main difficulty was keeping an eye out for mobs. Peter called me back to join him and Victoria. Things were going smoothly, so I didn’t object. With a gesture, Peter directed me to stand next to him, opposite of Victoria. There was a small prick in my gut as I longed to be closer to her, but I did as he asked.
“We have some news,” Peter said without lowering his eyes from searching the cavern for jackals. “If you remember, Heather Esper disappeared after we brought her involvement with the shop thefts to the attention of her guild lead. Two days ago, she was spotted leading approximately two hundred men toward the east, in the direction of the criminal army.”
“Two hundred from her guild?” I said, astounded. When the sound came out fairly muffled, I removed my faceplate.
“We believe so.”
“Liam doesn’t seem to be involved,” Victoria added. “They lost some good men and women, but they remain one of our biggest allies.”
“That’s good to hear,” I said, and I meant it. Liam seemed to be one of the most agreeable guild leaders in Freedom even if he’d partially sided with Jaden against me. “Do you think she is going to recruit the criminals to attack us?”
“That’s our fear,” Peter replied. “She has proven to be hostile, though I can’t say her motivations are clear. She could simply be an extension of Jaden’s schemes, maybe she hates Prodos, or she might have another agenda altogether. Because she went into hiding soon after the Gathering of Guilds, we don’t know how much information she has. Her heading would suggest she’s up to date on current events though. The criminal army wasn’t discovered until after she went into hiding. Very little of that is public knowledge yet. It’s likely we have a spy in our midst. Although, it’s more likely that the spy is a part of another guild. Liam is taking the possibility very seriously and restructuring.”
With a sigh, I responded, “In other words, time’s almost up?”
They didn’t correct me.
We walked in silence for a few minutes. I watched Kline and Oliver cut through the jackals like they were nothing. They had come so far—we all had—but would it be enough?
Of his own accord, Peter’s aura burst into life and he rushed forward to join the others. Victoria was just a few feet away and now there was nothing stopping me from closing the gap, but it hurt knowing that our time together wouldn’t last. Soon I’d be alone, and the wounds of the heart would be fresh again. When I turned to look at her, she seemed to be dealing with the same struggle. Her eyes were shifting back and forth as she stared at the ground.
Folding my arms behind my back, I inched closer. “Thank you for inviting me.”
She glanced up and looked me in the eye, before fleeing from my gaze. “Thank you for coming.”
We walked for a while in uncomfortable silence. As much as she was on my mind, the criminal army and its impending danger also fought for my attention for they endangered her as much as anyone.
“I need to get stronger,” I said finally.
“You have,” she said, looking up. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.
“I don’t think it will be enough.”
“Some things take time.”
“And if there isn’t enough time?”
“Then you run away screaming, in a dignified manner, and hide behind a rock.”
I spun to look at her, drawing back.
Her nose was wrinkled up in a playful grin.
Seeing her that way was like slipping into a warm bath. For the moment, my anxiety was gone. “If you remember right, I threw the rock before running away screaming.”
“I don’t remember the screaming part, but if you say so.” She laughed. It was a reference to the night she and I had run to find Cornelius to help squelch the goblin force that had breached Willingham.
“How are you doing?”
She sighed, raising a single brow. “Well. All the pieces are falling into place. There will be casualties, but we should be able to win against the criminal army. I’m more worried about unknown enemies in our own camp.”
I nodded my understanding but asked again. “How are you doing?”
Narrowing her eyes, she glared at me like I was mean for asking but answered anyways. “I’m excited and fearful. Part of me wants this all to be over so that I know how it ends up. Another part—”
I cut her off. “Can’t wait to dive into a dungeon half blind to see what you can find?”
“Yeah. That sounds about right.” Her demeanor changed to a somber one. “I don’t know if I want this to end.”
I didn’t say anything, but the look I gave her made my own feelings clear.
We had gone approximately three miles when the cavern finally changed. The walls smoothed into a flat surface as did the ceiling. Runes began to appear where the walls and ceiling met. They were about a foot tall and glowed with blue light. The Shadow Jackals would have a much harder time hiding in here. The further we went, the more consistent the runes became until they flowed in a solid script as if someone had written a book on an endless sheet of paper. 
When the next enemy appeared, it wasn’t hiding. There was a group of three of them standing one hundred meters away, waiting for us to arrive. My Visual Ultimate gave me as clear a view of the new enemy as if I was standing right next to them. It was as if the Shadow Jackals had taken human form. Their snouts had been pressed into their face like a short-nosed Pitbull. They were smaller in size, only standing the height of a human, but their hands were too large for their bodies and had the same deadly claws as before. They wore jet black robes that covered them down to their feet and their eyes seemed larger, brimming with intelligence.
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All three of them had the same ranks. “They have psionics. Now we’re talking!” I blurted out loud.
Out of nowhere, Kline started circling his arms out in front of him while shimmying his feet.
Victoria laughed aloud before pursing her lips and dipping her head from side to side to match his inaudible beat. It came alive as psionic waves pulsed off of her.
“Don’t look at me that way,” she said, even though her eyes were closed. “Just because you can’t dance doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun.”
“Hey. I can dance, I just take it very seriously.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Oh?”
“Okay, no. You’re right, I can’t dance.”
“Now’s as good a time as any to learn. That Shadow Priest is watching you. He seems interested…”
“Ok then. Wish me luck,” I said with a wink, then hurried to outpace her. She smacked me on the arm as I went.
I quickly reached the guys, overtook them and waved as I passed by.
Kline ran up to join me, not to be outdone. “I can’t let you have all the fun.”
I pleaded with him. “Please. I’ll test them to see what their abilities are, and you can have the next batch?”
“Fine but watch out. They could fire off those energy blasts.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Slowing his pace, Kline was nice enough to stop the others from joining me. This was a perfect opportunity to test my training. Their Psionic Rank wasn’t as high as the bandits I’d been fighting, but their Combat Level was higher. If I was right, one of them should be slightly weaker on an individual level than what I was used to, but there were three of them. If they had an aura, weapon bolstering, and psionic blasts it should be the perfect challenge.
I marched toward them at a brisk pace. Wink was already behind them, waiting in the perfect position to give my AI as much information as possible. When I halved the distance, the three of them began to form red orbs of light in their paws. Inwardly, I celebrated.
Their bolts flew toward my chest. With a hop to the side, I easily dodged. Landing in a crouch, I launched forward. Another volley of blasts burned through the air before I reached them. Lunging to the side, I came into striking distance with the first priest. The armor-piercing spike of my spear bit deep into its neck. I released it, leaving him to deal with it hanging there.
With an Apotho-covered fists, I swatted the next pair of bolts away and sent a beam of Othisi into the second mob’s face. Wide-eyed it stumbled back but didn’t lose its footing. My psionic push didn’t seem to have the same heft that it did against the Jackals. Still, it worked. The claw-covered hand of the third priest slashed at my face, glowing with red light. They had the same abilities as the bandit. Perfect.
Leaping back, I amped Othisi up to full power and sent the attacking priest spinning.
My Audible Ultimate rushed into focus. I heard the psionic orb burst into life in the hand of the priest that was still kindly holding on to my spear for me. He was out of view to my rear right flank. Dropping into a squat, I ducked as it passed over my head. I grabbed hold of my spear’s shaft with both hands and threw my weight into it. The priest that was still attached crashed into the second one. My spear was free.
Lunging at the third mob, I spun, swinging my spear across the ground, sweeping at the mob’s feet. It had seen enough that it jumped to the side to dodge my attack and showed its Rank D agility by bounding over my spear with only one foot on the ground.
Othisi pushed its hand to the side, throwing its bolt off target. My spear gutted it before it hit the ground.
Abandoning my spear again, I found myself surrounded by all three priests. The one with my spear in its gut still seemed to be moving. The one that had a nasty hole in its neck was moving as well. Claws and bolts rained.
Everything came into focus. As if moving by themselves my arms floated from attack to attack, absorbing or deflecting everything they threw at me. The energy raged inside me like a hurricane of power. It wanted out and burst from me at my command. The bandit I’d been fighting couldn’t pressure me like this and yet the fight was already over. It would be a minute before I inflicted enough damage, but one by one they would fall. The moment I switched from using Apotho as a shield to a weapon, they’d break under it just as the jackals did. I knew then that it was time to move on to the third floor of the Bandit Fortress.
It stung that there wasn’t a faster way. Kline’s ability to tear through these creatures still far exceeded my own. But it didn’t have to stay that way. I could already hold Enischyo for a second at a time. I’d tried it against the bandit, but my timing had faltered which led to one of my visits to the training hall’s recovery room. That was a week ago. Perhaps now I’m ready? 
I let the frenzy continue for another moment, before taking an opening with the priest directly in front of me. I cycled down to Petra as if activating my internal walls. The torrent of energy only slowed inside of me. I brushed past it before my red aura lit up the world. My shoulder pounded into the priest’s chest before Enischyo cut off. With both hands on its gut, Apotho pressed into the mob and tossed it off of me with the repellent push of an enormous magnet.
Othisi met the other two Shadow Priests as I spun to intercept them. I grabbed the end of my spear still sticking out of the third one’s gut and yanked. I cycled up to my aura once again and felt the energy as it empowered my limbs. With two hands, I leaped upon the same priest and thrust my spear into its chest, driving it in. It made it so much easier that I almost stopped in the middle of our fight to appreciate it.
Though I could only pull off a Rank G Enischyo, and for a short burst, I couldn’t deny its power. My timing worked! I’d tested it against a training dummy, but that wasn’t the same thing. Now that I had a real taste, how could I live without it?
With my spear in one hand and two priests left alive, I blocked a blast with an energy-covered palm and stepped to the side to evade a glowing set of claws. Activating my aura didn’t just increase my strength but sped the twisting of my torso as I thrust my spear. The mob jumped out of the way, taking a nasty gash with it on the side of its face.
I didn’t try to hide what I did next. With my empty hand, I used Apotho as a shield. With my spear, I waited for Enischyo to activate before each attack. They knew it was coming, but all that they could do was try to delay the inevitable.
One blow after another, I overwhelmed them, but didn’t rush. It may have been cruel, but I used them for training, nothing more. I had the timing for all my other psionic notes down, but not this one. I needed to feel it out to get it just right. A minute later, I walked away a little more confident in my ability to make real use of Enischyo.
I had to acknowledge that there was a difference in the way my psionics affected the jackals and priests. It seemed its natural armor, which had to be metal based, covered the priests to a lesser extent that the jackals. I suspected the more human they became, the less natural armor they’d have. If there was a higher-level priest, that could be a serious problem. It’s possible that my healing type psionics wouldn’t even work against them.
Kline grabbed my shoulder when I returned and made a show of yawning in my face.
I met his mockery with a big grin. “I’m sorry to do that to you, but I didn’t want to be rude. Victoria said they wanted to dance so I tried to be accommodating.”
His mouth dropped open. “I don’t think you know what the word—dancing—means.”
“I warned her of that too.”
“Enough nonsense!” Oliver demanded. “There’s more of them.”
Spinning around, I saw that he was right. Twice the number that I’d just fought were walking this way.
“Do you mind if—” I began before Kline gave me the look of death. I shrugged my shoulders in defeat.
Taking off at a run, I caught him by surprise. When I engaged the new group of priests, this time, Kline and Oliver were right there with me.
 
***
 
I limited my experimentation with Enischyo and fell into the position of a proper tank. Even though they were stronger than me, Kline and Oliver hadn’t been fighting mobs with psionic abilities the last couple of weeks. I let them ease into it, especially Kline. He was able to kill them easily enough, but Oliver secretly had vast experience that he was having to hide. It took Kline a few fights to figure out how to deal with psionic bolts flying at his head and the energy-covered claws that could damage his weapon. It was the most fun I’d had in weeks.
One of the best things about facing the Shadow Priests was that each one dropped their Shadow Robes. They were interesting items in that they were made of a black cloth that had a unique ability to blend in with multiple shades of black. I wasn’t exactly sure how that was possible.
There was no guesswork needed when we reached the end of the dungeon. The tunnel we’d been following opened up into a grand hall that was nearly as wide as it was long. The blue light partially illuminating the dungeon was even brighter here, for the blue runes now covered the walls and ceiling. At the center of the room was a flight of stairs that ended five feet above on a second level. There was a chest that was as wide as a family-sized vehicle that came up to my waist just sitting there waiting for us. It wasn’t alone. On the path leading up to the stairs, half a dozen priests were waiting. Looking down from the second level was a single enemy I assumed was the dungeon boss.
Giathos
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“Sorry, boys, but you’ve had your fun. I’m not going to be sitting this one out.”
We all turned to look at Victoria at the same time.
“What?” she said, glaring back. “I’ll stay at range, but I’m not going to let you prance around with that one.”
She was right. If Giathos’s ranks were any indication, we were about to face off with a psionically powered mob on the same physical level of the Goblin King. It should easily be the strongest opponent we had seen in the game
Peter didn’t rebuke her but instead looked to his friend. “Oliver.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, Oliver issued his commands. “No games. The priests we finish immediately, and we face the boss together. Don’t take any chances. If anyone is wounded, fall back. If things are under control, Lucius, heal the injured party at my word.”
I nodded that I understood.
“Let’s go.”
We raced forward. Peter and Kline sped ahead of us glowing in orange light. With aura enhanced speed, they bypassed the first four priests and laid into the last two that were closest to the stairs. Oliver and I plowed through some psionic bolts and into the closest priests.
The priest I struck stumbled back as I hit it with Apotho at its full power. The one behind it had to jump out of the way to keep from getting knocked back by its friend. My aura flared just before my spear pierced through its chest and out its back.
As I moved to return to the one that I’d knocked down, I found it was unnecessary. Victoria blasted it with a Rank F psionic bolt. As Oliver batted his opponent away, a second bolt flew from her hand and neatly punched into the meat of its hip. It could no longer remain standing and Oliver ended it as it hit the floor.
The priests Kline and Peter had faced off against were already dead. We regrouped at the base of the stairs before taking the first step.
Unlike the Shadow Priests, the High Priest looked more human than mutt. It had the same black skin and shadow robes, but its hands looked human except for the abnormally long nails that came to nightmarish points. I had a feeling my psionics might have even less effect on it than the normal priests.
As we reached the top of the stairs, the monster spoke. It sounded like the breath of a mighty wind. “Welcome.” Holding out its hands, it gestured to the chest behind it. “This is where you will find the answers to why you were brought to this land. But are you worthy to take it?”
Its hands flew together, and two orange psionic orbs flared.
I exploded forward to meet them head-on. Apotho lit up from the tips of my fingers to my elbow. With a small adjustment, I caught both projectiles and knocked them away. My spear leaped up, aimed at its gut. A small shift in its stance left my spike hitting nothing but air.
Kline and Peter were already on it from the flank. Their attacks split the mob’s attention as one thrust high and the other low.
The High Priest stepped back and twisted to dodge both blows before firing off two more bolts, one at each of them. They both caught them on their shields, but I knew the energy would seep into their armor and turn their arms into spasming messes. As long as they had activated Petra they would survive.
A bolt slammed into the monster’s shoulder as Victoria landed the first hit. It cracked its skin like glass, but the mob was able to shrug it off.
My spear joined with Kline’s and Oliver’s as we jabbed at it from multiple angles. My spear missed, but Oliver’s landed, giving it a shallow wound to the knee. Then the creature’s orange aura bloomed, and it spun with its arms extended, using its claws as a whirlwind.
Peter was caught as he tried to slip in from below. Stumbling back, Oliver was just grazed yet he struggled to get his footing.
When its claws whirled toward me, Apotho met them, slowing the priest’s momentum. My psionic shield helped block the blow, but to an even lesser extent than it had with the shadow priests. The High Priest’s attack wasn’t propelled away as it would have been if it was attacking with steel. I nearly lost my footing, but, spreading my stance, I caught myself and drove Othisi into its legs at the knee over and over.
Twice in a row, Victoria blasted it, causing damage. A few more spear points struck home, but then its aura flared brighter.
The boss monster ran through Oliver to get at Victoria behind him. The look on her face wasn’t fear. She scowled as it reached for her as if it wanted to crush her in its embrace. 
The rest of us seemed to have the same thing in mind. We moved to leap upon it to try our hand at wrestling it to the ground, but then more blasts of psionic energy flew from Victoria’s hands than my eyes could process. They stopped the High Priest in its tracks and its aura died. Four spears stabbed into the now stationary target repeatedly until it fell to its knees. It was dead before it slumped to the side.
“You’ve been waiting all day to do that. Haven’t you?” Kline said while coming to his feet.
“Maybe…” Victoria said, looking over her shoulder bashfully.
I tried to hide my shock at what she’d just done, but seeing Peter glaring up at her meant she’d probably hear it from him later.
Kline wasn’t paying attention. Looking down at the High Priest’s corpse, he had both his gauntlets up and his fingers rolled like they were about to get ahold of their favorite toy. “Come here looty looty, come here looty loot.”
“Anything good?” Victoria said, ignoring Peter’s glare.
A moment later they were both leaning over and examining its contents.
Turning to look at the massive chest behind us, I smiled to myself. If only this could be what we did every day, things would be a lot simpler. Still, I’d met my first enemy that was semi-immune to my psionics. There was a lot more training to be done. With a sigh, I headed toward the chest to take a peek.
 



Chapter 26 – World Quest
The chest’s lid sat on top of it like the stone slab covering a sarcophagus. It was tarnished bronze that was three inches thick and had to be ten feet wide and four feet long.
“Shall we push?” Peter said, running his hand along the lid’s edge.
“I got this side,” I replied.
He took the other and we began the process of sliding it back. His aura burst into life, so I activated my own. Mine cut off before we were finished, but it had helped me get some momentum going. The bronze lid clanged against the floor like a massive gong.
The others joined us as we peeked inside the now opened chest. The bottom of it was lined with bricks of gold. They were the width of my hand and a little longer in length. They had to weigh ten pounds each. There were dozens of them…
They weren’t stacked on each other, just laid out side by side, except for a mound of bars at the center of the chest that rose up like a pedestal and held a single scroll.
Kline let out a long whistle.
“That is a disturbing amount of gold,” Oliver said, sharing a look with Peter.
“It’s disruptive,” Victoria said, leaning over the edge to get a rough count. “Any guild that found this would quickly shoot up to the top of the power rankings.”
She reached out and carefully took the scroll at the center. Holding it up, she unrolled it. It wasn’t just one scroll, but two rolled together. The top parchment looked to have writing scribed on it in fine script. Beneath it was an even larger scroll that was only visible around the edges of the first. It looked like a map.
Fully unrolled, the scroll was only a couple feet in length. The smaller one almost fell out of the larger as it was completely unfurled. Glancing around to see where the rest of us stood, she held it higher so we could get a better view before she read it.
“If you are reading this, then your worth has been tested and you’ve prevailed. This half-ton of gold is yours to do with as you wish. The greater prize is the information you seek. 
“Why was this world conceived? The world of Freedom is a training grounds with a great purpose. If you have defeated Giathos then you have no doubt unlocked psionic abilities that, until a decade ago, were little more than Science Fiction. Though you’ve probably already heard, these abilities do not come from this artificial reality, but from inside of you. They will remain with you when you leave here, making you what the outside world will consider superhuman. This concludes that the first goal of Freedom has been achieved.
“Out of all the people in the world, why you? What could we possibly want from you? I’m sure that you have more questions than these and it must be somewhat overwhelming. For further answers, we have provided you with a map. Ten ruins are marked on this continent, each with their own dungeon. Inside, you will find another half-ton of gold and an answer to another question. Only when all ten dungeon bosses are defeated will a final dungeon be revealed. Note: Possession of this map is not necessary to find and enter each dungeon.
“Continue to push yourself and grow. Without the power you possess, who knows if any of us will survive the calamity that is to come.”
No one spoke as she finished and rolled up the small scroll separately from the map. Much of what was written was nothing new. The US government had already announced to the outside world and through tavern news the information about psionics. It was all pointing to the war that Victoria was here to help with.
The new quest was a world level event, so there was little doubt it was Freedom’s endgame. The only complication was the threat of player versus player conflict with Timur’s guild and the criminal army.
Holding up the map for all to see, Victoria her eyes seemed to be looking past it as though spoke. “This quest could undermine everything we’ve built. Just one of these chests is disruptive, but if there are eleven more of them… How many guilds will abandon the council of guilds to hunt for this treasure? Or how many of them will fall apart as people renounce their membership and go off on their own?”
“Should we keep it a secret?” Kline said.
“We can’t,” I said. “It’s a world event so everyone will be notified and have their quest log updated.”
Victoria looked up as if searching the ceiling. “Then how do we use this?”
 
***
 
Carrying a half-ton of gold between us for over three miles was made easier by the inventory system, but it was still work. Peter insisted Victoria only carry one hundred pounds, so we split the rest between us. I only used Therapeia once to sooth my back. It was out of convenience and not necessity since I could have easily recovered on my own.
Harrison was there with an entire platoon of men when we reached the top of the stairs in the castle’s dungeon. For a moment, I feared he’d betray us but shook off the very thought of it when I saw his look of concern. I’d forgotten that he treated Victoria like a daughter. That was one of the consequences of training alone for so long.
He had a number of NPCs there with a bunch of crates at their feet. These were faces I’d seen before, so I suspected they were some of the most trusted ones. We unloaded the gold into the bottom of the crates, and they covered it back up with folded towels and blankets. Once we were upstairs and outside, we made it in time to see a horse-drawn cart leaving over the bridge.
Victoria had stayed inside the castle with Oliver and Harrison. I hadn’t even gotten a chance to say goodbye to her. It had all happened so fast.
Peter began to lay out how we were to proceed in the short term until they’d decided what to do next. Basically, my job was to play dumb. He gave Kline his next assignment, and I immediately regretted I wouldn’t be able to spend more time with my friend. He was heading out of town and would leave tonight.
They stopped at the training hall to wish me luck and left me to continue my training. I stood there for a long time thinking about what I was having to giving up while I worked to get stronger. I could be leaving with Kline or going off with Mel or Barrell. Although, if I hadn’t asked for permission to take some time for myself, I’d probably been given separate assignments since it seemed there was no lack of things to do. I’d still probably see them more often than I did now though.
I had rights to a good share of the gold we had found, but I gave it to the guild. Victoria had insisted that I have some gold coin added to my account at the Prodos Bank. I didn’t even know what my current balance was, just that there was more than enough.
My mind was too preoccupied to return straight to my training. It would’ve been dangerous as full as my mind was with other things. Instead, I sat down and began writing a letter to Victoria. I’d started writing just to thank her again for today and as a quick goodbye, but it turned into something more. I revealed to her that I was missing everyone, but that what I was working so hard for was worth it. I didn’t come out and say that it was so that I could one day be with her, but then again, she already knew. This letter was unfair to her and could be a distraction, but I couldn’t get back to my training until it was done. When I’d sent it, I didn’t expect an answer back. I had a meal, then worked on some psionic exercises before heading back to the bandits. This time, I was headed to the challenge of the third floor.
 
***
 
There was no stat difference between the first bandit on the third floor and the last one I’d faced on the second. He was Combat Level Rank E+ and had a Psionic Level of F. I approached him warily because I was sure there had to be something different about him. They had been growing in ability with each door I opened up. I was pretty sure I knew what new abilities this one might have, but I wouldn’t know for sure until I fought him.
The same dojo design continued as I reached the top of the stairs. The only difference from the last floor was that the bandit didn’t have a colored tint to his skin but looked like the average human. His arms weren’t armored, and he wielded a longsword but no shield. There were enough gaps in his armor that it wouldn’t be as difficult to land a killing blow.
I swung my short sword in a wide x pattern to get my blood flowing. I’d already loosened up by killing the last bandit on the second floor. Facing him a few more times would reassure me that my timing was spot on but, going back wouldn’t be a luxury that I could always afford. Better not to train like it was.
Hopping from foot to foot, I finished my quick warm up then started forward. My opponent hadn’t moved. Not until I was a step from being in range did he lunge at me. He’d been standing flat-footed, yet his sword was already inches from my chest. An orange glow surrounding him explained his insane speed.
Stepping to the side, my hand lit up in white light as I turned my wrist and swatted the blade to the side. I reached out and stifled his psionic bolt as it started to form. As he dropped his sword, my eyes went wide. Clenching his empty hand into a fist, Apotho bloomed over it as he swung it at my chest. It was as I thought. He was able to convert his energy.
I slashed at his fist with my sword. The repellant light jolted my blade away, which I let fly from my grip. The blow had also knocked his attack off course.
Othisi jumped from his other hand, rocking my balance as it pressed into the armor above my knee. I didn’t let that go without a combination of Othisis of my own from both of my palms to his head, chest, and finally his boot. He stumbled back, losing the exchange.
His aura was stronger than mine, and he had abilities that I didn’t. He’d be the first opponent I fought that could convert their energy and use healing type psionics. I wasn’t sure it was a battle I could win.
His aura activated and he rushed in to attack.
My hands were up, palm out, as I anticipated him attacking with Apotho and Othisi. An orange psionic bolt shot at me instead. I was already in position to block it, but it surprised me enough that I didn’t shift my stance and his Apotho-covered fist hooked in from a difficult angle.
Lifting my arm to brace the side of my head, I activated Apotho to meet Apotho. The collision jarred me like a battering ram, throwing me to the ground. My head rattled. My wrist throbbed as if it were broken, but I rolled and spun to get my feet under me as quickly as I could.
Instead of standing over me to throw a finishing blow, he too was lifting himself from the ground, favoring the hand he’d attacked with.
We were both down our shield arm and we had only had a few exchanges. The effect of Apotho against Apotho was almost as bad as getting hit with a Rank F psionic bolt. When Apotho met a bolstered weapon, its repellant ability was nullified, but it still blocked the attack. Apotho against Apotho was the opposite, it was like an explosion.
My red aura lit and I was the next to attack. With my injured arm against my side and my aura diminished after its initial boost, my hand lit up with Apotho and I swung it for his face. He put his own hand up like a shield and activated Apotho as well. I dropped my psionic shield immediately and cycled to Othisi to pulse into him at a close range.
When his Apotho met my psionic push, a lesser reaction, but certainly a violent one, jolted his arm back. With a clear opening, I recoiled and threw a psionic-powered right cross into the side of his helmet. As he lay at my feet in a daze, I summoned my spear from my inventory and delivered the decisive blow.
Sending a steady stream of energy into my wrist, I sped the healing process, but not too quickly so that I could conserve my energy. He’d respawn soon enough, and I’d be ready for another round.
This time my gamble had paid off. Even though the game’s AI was likely superior to me in every way, it was limited by the information it had. Since I was the only person with healing type energy in Freedom, the system didn’t know how Apotho would work against Apotho. After our exchange, the most surprising part was that it hadn’t discerned that Apotho would have a similar reaction against Othisi, but I’d take every victory I could get. It seemed to be very reactionary with its learning capabilities. I wasn’t foolish enough to think I didn’t have numerous losses coming my way as I figured out how to face someone with my abilities, and the ones that I’d yet to learn. Achilles would say this was going to be fun. That meant it was going to hurt.
 



Chapter 27 – An Unexpected Visit
I died more times than I won facing the bandit that had access to all seven psionic notes over the course of that day. Once the game’s AI had the basic principles down of how the psionic abilities reacted with one another it leapt ahead of me in skill. It was a game of chess and my brain wasn’t capable of processing all the possibilities at the same rate. That didn’t mean it was impossible to win. I hobbled one with an Apotho-covered shin kick and finished it off. Another, I was able to overwhelm with Othisi which left it unable to use Apotho without chancing a possible injury from the blowback. With each victory it adjusted. The method I used to win once wouldn’t work a second time.
The training hall was much easier to deal with than extended exposure to 100% pain, but I still wished I could return to 40% pain with a five second timer. It just wasn’t an option that the training hall allowed when facing the bandits. After multiple losses in a row, it wore on me. Nearing midnight, I was on my last nerve and ready to try to get some sleep when I received a notification. Victoria had replied to my message.
Sitting at the base of the stairs that led up to the third floor of the Bandit Castle, I flipped to the message menu, eager to open it right away. An inch from the floating screen, my hand froze. She could just as likely have sent a rebuke as anything else. Of course, this was Victoria so it would be graciously worded, but a firm reminder that she needed to be free of distractions was likely. I’d seen how my presence affected her in today’s dungeon dive. Shaking my head to myself, I couldn’t help but regret sending the message in the first place.
Determined to face it head on, I opened her letter.
To Lucius,
Prodos’s Right Hand,
 
I apologize for not giving you the appropriate farewell after today’s excitement. The world quest had stolen my attention. The unity between guilds that we’ve fought so hard to create seems to be slipping from our grasp. Freedom could have sent any untold challenges our way in the form of monster hordes, or armies, and I’m sure we would have only grown stronger and prevailed, but the promise of far off riches is like a sharpshooter’s arrow to the gap in our armor. Our alliance was already being held together with a thin thread…
Enough of guild problems. I can’t help but feel responsible for placing this burden on you myself. I know Kline, Mel and Barrell mean a lot to you. Say the word and you can join any of them on their current missions. I never expected for you to dive into training like you have but know that it is inspiring your friends—including me.
Kline is Kline and can’t let you outdo him. He does nothing to hide it. 
Mel hasn’t just dived headfirst into the politics of the northern cities but has personally taken it upon himself to meet every guild leader, even the minor ones, of which there are hundreds. He hasn’t stopped making consistent use of their training halls, but it’s his psionic progression that’s staggering. He hasn’t advanced a power level like Kline, but has already mastered weapon augmentation, or Barrell’s ability. You know how hard it is to master another use of energy. It’s even harder to master more advanced uses like this. He’s as unique a case as you are. There might be a few thousand people in Freedom that can augment a weapon and a fraction of them that can fire bolts of psionic energy. He’s one of just a few that can do both.
Then there’s Barrell. Giving him his own platoon was never my intention, but there’s no denying he’s earned it. I wanted him to have a single squad that would come under your lead, then, when you had the time, you could train your own, and bring the two together. Eventually, the Right Hand would have its own platoon. But Barrell’s a natural leader and has been tracking the criminal army for two weeks straight without losing a single man. I’ll let him tell you how he’s been gathering supplies when his get low. Hint: The enemy doesn’t know what’s hit them.
I know Peter has been keeping you up to date, but I thought you might enjoy some extra nibbles about the guys. 
There are people who ask about you every day. We tell them the truth, that you’re training, but the rumors have taken on a life of their own. They think you’ve found a secret trainer or discovered a hidden method to get stronger faster. I admit we don’t exactly discourage this thinking.
It’s been difficult since you left. I’ve spent a lot more time with Drool designing clothing, even if it’s officially her business now, and it’s helped me relieve some stress. I’m sorry I never told you about the lingerie thing, but it was a conversation I was too embarrassed to have. We’ve expanded into gowns and dresses, so there are a few things I wouldn’t mind sharing with you now. Or, I should say, that I’d like you to see. There’s no hurry.
You’ve come so far since the night we first met. The work, the sacrifice—I’ve seen it, Lucius. Don’t think for a moment that it has gone unnoticed. And I haven’t forgotten what you’ve done for me. How can I? Prodos wouldn’t be what it is today without your help. Take the time you need, but when you’re finished, come back to me.
 
Always,
Victoria
 
Well, it wasn’t a rebuke. As I reached the bottom of the letter, instead of joy, I felt like I was undermining why I’d taken time away. I knew the state of the guilds worried her and couldn’t be more thankful that she’d given me updates on my friends. I spoke to each of them about once a week, but we never talked about anything serious. Her insight told me more than anything they’d said. The exception was Kline, he was an open book. Near the end when she opened up, when she asked for me to come back…
I began my response with—lingerie. It was completely inappropriate, especially knowing who she really was, but I knew that was exactly why it would make her laugh. I kept my letter light and humorous, not directly broaching any serious topic. I’d spend enough time away from her that I was thinking of her more as the Ekseliksi Princess, or master of one of Freedom’s most powerful guilds, than who she really was. That was a mistake that I couldn’t let myself make. As much as we might need time apart, I could hear the plea behind her words. Her time with Drool was a good distraction, but it wasn’t the same as what we had shared.
When I was finished with the letter, I didn’t send it. I’d wait until tomorrow about the same time I had received her letter tonight. It was about the time we’d always used to have our silly conversation at the end of the day, so I knew it should be her free time and cause the least distraction.
 
***
 
It took a week before I was winning more contests against the bandit opponent than I lost. I eventually stopped looking for a trick to winning and began reacting to the situations as they came. My body seemed to learn faster than my mind, but understanding wasn’t far behind. I expected a call any day to fight the criminal army, but it didn’t come.
It was two weeks before Peter gave me a new update. “Barrell reported that Heather Esper reached the criminal army.”
“Did Barrell defect and join her?” I said as an obvious jest.
“No,” Peter said, narrowing his eyes, but I spotted a hint of humor. “Instead of marching this way, their army has stopped. There were a few companies that split off from the main force, but they headed back the way they came.”
 “That’s odd.”
“It is. There are a few possibilities. They are retrieving resources that they left behind before making their approach, or they are after the treasure from the world quest. Pull up your map.”
I did as he asked. He pulled up his own.
“Now, if you head east from Hobgrave, slightly north about two inches, you’ll have a close approximation of where the criminal army is. From there, if you head east, what do you come close to?”
It was another two inches before I neared what he was talking about. When we had discovered the map for the world quest, it had given us the option to add the location of each dungeon to our own world maps. Just north of where my finger was pointing was one of the dungeons. If I went further east, another three inches, there was a second dungeon.
I answered him with what I saw. “But there are a couple problems. First, why didn’t they clear the dungeons when they found them? And second, unless they walked right by, it’s just as likely they missed them? The general quest details don’t mention a map, so, unless they found another one, no one but us should know where the dungeons are.”
“That was a part of our discussion,” he said. “If they found a dungeon and didn’t clear it, the reason might be because they are on another quest. Perhaps the one that’s leading them to us. Or they tried to clear it, but it had a boss monster as strong as the High Priest and failed. Both are speculation, but not outside of reason. And the map isn’t needed to find or clear the dungeons. It only helps locating them.”
In the end all we could do was speculate, so I returned to my training. Letters started flowing between Victoria and me on a regular basis. Even on the odd night when one of us was tired, we’d send a message saying as much and wish each other goodnight. We were both breaking the rules we had set for ourselves, but it had reached the point that we didn’t care. It had hurt too much seeing her during our dungeon dive to completely cut myself off from her again. It was the personal details and her silly quips that were like little treasures at the end of my day, but they always included updates about the guild. To separate her from her pet project was impossible. She poured all of herself into it and it was as much a part of her as she was of it.
To calm the tide of chaos that erupted as the world event was discovered with its promised rewards by the player population, she did her best to get ahead of people’s reactions and offered further rewards for any guild that discovered a quest piece. It didn’t happen overnight, but slowly the strength of the Council of Guilds was dispersed around the map and grew farther and farther out of reach. If an emergency summons was sent to all guilds, it would take days for most of them to return, a week for others and some would likely not return at all.
It was two weeks after the first company had left the criminal army’s ranks that it returned to its main force. The second did the following week. Our speculation had been correct. Just before they returned the number of dungeons in the world event’s description went from ten to eight. They had conquered two dungeons. 
The Council of Guilds decided then to make known the location of the closest dungeon to us. It was about fifty miles to the south. It helped to bring many of the treasure hunters together in one spot, but the timing couldn’t have been worse. The criminal army moved out two days later. Instead of heading in our direction, they were heading toward the starting cities of the north. There were no dungeons in that area, but the starting cities there had small populations of NPCs and players focused on crafting. They were mostly left unguarded. Their leadership and most of their fighting force had mostly moved to Hobgrave or was out with the other guilds treasure hunting. Mel had been directing our troops with help from Victoria to protect the people where they were, and not at specific locations. There was one other possible resource in the north that they could utilize. Timur and the player-killers. Heather Esper would certainly know of them, for she’d helped the thieves escape that were headed there to join them.
I asked Victoria if it were time for me to return since the council had ordered the guilds to gather their troops. She said that I had a little more time, but to be ready.
It had been two months since our dungeon dive when I ported into my meeting with Peter from the training hall restroom. It wasn’t him waiting for me. It was Victoria. Her war-gown had been replaced, and she wasn’t even wearing Prodos green. An intricate braid of her hair’s countless midnight strands hung over one shoulder. It had grown since I had last seen her, reaching all the way down to her waist. A golden gown wrapped itself around her chest and hugged her figure perfectly down to her waist. Embroidered stems of pearl white wound across her ribs and hips with little flowers blooming at their ends. A golden sash was tied off at her waist with a golden cloth flower covering her hip. Her skirt reached down to the floor, floating along without dragging as if it had been made just for her. The color made her tawny skin glow. 
 Seeing that she wasn’t meeting my eyes, but couldn’t keep from smiling, I knew immediately it was one of the dresses she’d made.
“It’s incredible,” I said, finding it easy to answer honestly.
Her eyes met mine as she made sure I wasn’t teasing.
“Thank you,” she said. “The right time didn’t seem to be presenting itself, so I thought, why wait to show you? But that’s not the only reason I’m here.” She covered her embarrassment by changing the subject.
Hurrying over, she took my arm and gestured for me to sit. We were in the office meeting room, so I spun the seat and sat as she requested. She did the same, resting both of her hands in her lap, and looked at me intently.
“Peter said that you’re still not able to use Enischyo at full power, so I thought I might take a look.”
Though I assumed Peter wasn’t keeping anything from her, it was still embarrassing to hear her say it. On the other hand, she had ability he didn’t. I wouldn’t protest if she were able to help.
“I’d appreciate anything you could do,” I replied.
“Okay,” she said, beginning to rub her hands together. “Take off your shirt.”
“So that’s why you really came,” I couldn’t help but say.
She glared at me.
I quickly took off my sweaty t-shirt before she could change her mind. “Sorry. I just came from fighting bandits.”
She shushed me. “Now activate Enischyo.”
Taking a deep breath, I cycled up to my aura and red energy covered me from head to toe, only visible where clothing wasn’t covering it. I’d pulled closer to Kline and Oliver, reaching a Combat Level of Rank D, so my physique was much more impressive than it had ever been before. I didn’t have the thickness they did, but I was cut like a light heavyweight. There was a lot of room between a lower Rank D and a higher one, plus they had both reached D+. 
She didn’t seem to notice until her hand neared the top of my stomach. “If you pull a Kline, I’ll blast a hole right through your chest.”
Seeing the way she looked at me, I almost believed it, until I saw her nose wrinkle slightly as she hid her smile.
I reassured her, “Ma’am. I’ll be on my best behavior. No pec popping, I promise.”
“Good, now hold your aura.”
Holding it longer than a few seconds had taken a while to master, but I was now able to do it for an extended period of time.
Her hand hovered about an inch over my stomach as she closed her eyes. She nodded to herself and dropped her hand. It had taken only a few seconds.
I released my aura, watching her closely, waiting for her diagnosis.
She sat back and placed her hands in her lap once again before sighing. “So the reason you aren’t able to use your Rank F power with your aura is because you’re not actually using your aura. At least not entirely. You’re actually holding a note between Petra and Enischyo, so it allows some of your energy to flow, but it’s like singing while gritting your teeth. It’s never going to come out at full strength.”
As if drawn in, I leaned forward. “What do I do?”
“One. I’ll give you the same advice I gave you when you were trying to unlock your psionics in the first place. You’re too tight.”
“If I don’t hold it there, then I automatically switch to Therapeia.”
Crossing her arms, she repeated, “You’re too tight. Secondly, you need to think about the difference of how Therapeia and Enischyo feel. One is soothing and the other invigorating. They’re complete opposites. I’d viciously ridicule you, but I think it has something to do with the way your body was forced to learn Therapeia. It’s almost as if it sees its own energy as a threat.”
“Well, thank you for not making fun of me. That’s nice of you. What should I do?”
“I know, I’m so kind,” she said, sticking out her tongue and rolling her eyes. “Find something where you can loosen up and still use your psionics. I know fighting adds a level of urgency, but psionics isn’t always about playing the right note. It’s a force with its own nature. Sometimes you just have to let it flow where it wishes. Your problem is that you, or your body, or both, are so determined to control it that you’re stifling what it’s really capable of.”
“I can’t stop training, can I? It sounds like you’re telling me to go on vacation.”
Twisting her head to the side, her eyes dug into me. “How many hours a day do you train, Lucius?”
“Twenty,” I said, not needing to think about it. It had been twenty-one, but I’d lost an hour when we started writing one another.
“And you don’t think you could spare a few hours to relax? Are you even human?”
“That’s funny coming from an alien princess.”
“Oh, stop it. Now come here before you run off back to your training. I need to get your measurements before you rip through all the shirts that I’ve made you and have nothing else to wear.”
She held up both index fingers and a red line appeared between them. I thought it was psionics for a split second, but I felt nothing coming from it. She placed her fingers on my shoulders and the thin line wrapped around me like a measuring tape. She had me shift in my chair and lift my arms a few times before it was all over. Though she was all business, I couldn’t help but enjoy the attention and the tingling sensation of her touch. I almost asked for a backrub before realizing she might be true to her warning and blast me with a psionic bolt.
As she scanned through what I guessed were my measurements, I remembered the first time she’d made me clothing. “Are you going to ask me what kind of shirts I want?”
“Not a chance,” she replied. “I’ll have them ready for you this weekend right before we march.”
“Wait, what?”
“Oh, I didn’t tell you? Our army will march north this Monday. Barrell’s reported that the criminal army has taken the starter city of Milford. We’re hoping to surround them before they move on.”
“You didn’t say anything.”
“Must have slipped my mind. Nothing like adding a little pressure when you’re trying to relax.”
She was too far away for me to encourage her to remove her obnoxious grin with a pinch, so I blew energy into her face with Othisi. It did almost nothing because she wasn’t wearing armor, but it did push against her cheeks enough for her to feel it.
I was left picking myself off the floor after she used Othisi herself, blowing my seat out from under me. 
She was standing over me with a mock hand of concern covering her mouth when I came to my feet. She’d won the first exchange, but it had only begun.
 



Chapter 28 – The Final Room
Having learned that the guilds would march in less than a week, I found it more difficult to relax than Victoria could’ve imagined. Instead of taking some time to let my psionics flow as they wished, I wanted to double down and train harder. It also meant that it was time to move on to the final room of the Bandit Fortress. Unlike the previous rooms, the bandit in the first room on the third floor scaled in level as I did. So when I’d reached a Combat Level of Rank D, so did he. That meant that I could probably train against him indefinitely and continue to progress. Still, if there were more in the final room, then I needed to face it.
Despite my desire to train harder, getting to use Enischyo at full power wasn’t something I could afford to pass up. My idea of relaxing involved lying in bed and rubbing my legs against cool sheets or heading to the tavern with a bunch of friends, eating a three thousand calorie meal, and sitting there in a semi food coma as we chatted and watched whatever was on the screen. Both seemed out of the question for one of the criteria Victoria had given me, which was that it had to be something where I was both relaxing and using my psionics. I thought of the work I’d done before the battle of Hobgrave where I moved a bunch of crates with the guys. We hadn’t used psionics, but, despite the work, it had been stress-free and even fun. I could also take dances lessons, learn to cook...
Shaded from the bright sky under the canopy of cherry blossom trees, I admired their pink petals that were in full bloom. There were specks of pink in the dirt where some of the most mature petals had fallen. It looked like the beginnings of a pink snow.
Wink was bouncing as much from side to side as she was moving forward. Her tongue flopped in the air with every turn of her head. I’d picked the most peaceful setting I could when I’d started my run. Giving Wink freedom to do as she wished helped me remember we were here as much to let loose as to train. She’d no trouble remembering.
I could use my psionics at full power for over two minutes and fifteen seconds now before running out, but Enischyo lasted close to seven minutes because I was still basically terrible at it and could only use it at Rank G—a red aura.
As I ran, I set a steady pace that was little more than a jog. My Anaerobic stat had reached Rank C and my Fast Twitch Muscle stat Rank D. Since fighting had become my primary focus for training, my proficiency with repeated explosive movements had been what drove my Combat Level to the heights of Rank D, but that didn’t mean my cardiovascular system was left far behind. Cardio was Rank D and Slow Twitch Muscle Rank E, which meant this pace was relaxed and something I could keep up for hours. It was just enough to get the blood flowing and to help clear my mind.
I didn’t keep Enischyo active as long as I could while running. Instead, I let my energy cycle and do what it wished. It often responded to muscle movement, but now that I wasn’t trying to direct it, instead of flowing into the muscle of my legs and activating as Enischyo or Therapeia, it just accumulated in my quads, calves, hamstrings, and gluts like it was supplying them with extra juice, but not actually cycling up to be useful. I didn’t understand it. Maybe I’m not going fast enough?
Extending my stride to increase my pace only slightly, I closed my eyes while running. The path was perfectly straight and there was no danger of a rogue branch tripping me up since it was a training hall simulation. The cool breeze brushing over my legs was the first change that I noticed. Only after I looked past it did I realize even more energy was gathering into my muscle tissue. It didn’t feel like the energy was being used, but it was ready for anything. Without a push, it would remain there, doing no good. How was I supposed to let my energy do as it wished if I had to force its flow?
Activating it, I tried to let Enischyo do its own thing, but it just flickered on and off when I didn’t hold it. It certainly wasn’t pushing my flow enough that my full power was needed. Upping my pace to a steady run, I felt a change. I wasn’t holding my aura in place, but it stopped flickering as much and stayed active on its own. To ease my flow into increasing in power a little at a time, I sped my pace incrementally. It did seem to feed my muscles exactly what they needed. Not too much and not too little. The problem was that I was close to sprinting and Enischyo was still at half power.
Stretching out into a full stride, I felt my energy flowing through my corded muscles, feeding them strength to ease their strain. I didn’t slow down but continued to increase my speed. It was a struggle to stay loose, which would only benefit my speed. It wasn’t just a physical struggle, but it was as if I’d hit a wall with my psionic muscles as well, and they cycled down to that place between Enischyo and Petra where I’d always held them before. 
I came to a skidding stop. I hadn’t realized while I was doing it, but as my flow cycled down, I’d felt Enischyo in its true form. It was free of strain and had taken the amount of energy it needed without my consent. Watching Wink twist her head to the side in concern, I let the euphoric sensation wash over me as I lowered myself in a hunched position. She lowered herself in response, suddenly cautious.
I darted toward her, and she barked as she dug her paws in and jumped out of my way, throwing dirt particles everywhere. I took off after her.
After a quick game of chase, I repeated the process of trying to bring out Enischyo’s true form. A little bit at a time I started to get a grasp of it, but I still feared that there wasn’t enough time. Even without it, there was no denying how far I’d come. My day to day growth wasn’t as impressive as it had been when I’d barely been able to hold up my spear, but I couldn’t deny my new power. 
I only allowed myself a three-hour segment of relaxed training before returning to the bandits. Slacking off with six days to go was no way to stay sharp. I still needed to squeeze out any remaining progress I could before time overtook me.
 
***
 
It was only dinnertime when I saw an incoming message. The bandit was about to spawn again, so I took the stairs to the second floor before answering.
“Hello, Victoria?” I responded.
“Lucius! Get to the tavern! Now!” she said frantically.
Fearing there was some trouble, I replied and phased out to the training hall entrance at once. “I’m coming!”
Sprinting past the few people in the street, I neared the Prodos Tavern where the night rush was well underway. A sliver was left of the sun, but the moon was already out, and the stars were starting to come into focus.
With my short sword in my hand, I burst past the side door attendant, into the tavern, looking past the hostess to the third level and the head table. Victoria was the only one standing. When she saw me, she pointing to the other side of the room. My eyes followed. Across from her and down two levels was the wall-size screen. Two men were fighting. One was Timur.
His orange aura raged into life and he slashed at his opponent’s head. I was surprised when the man’s aura burst into an orange glow and lit up his helmetless head as he jumped back to dodge it just in time. He didn’t look worried, but his eyebrows alternated up and down as if he was playing a game. If it weren’t for the psychotic way he held his eyes wide, I’d have thought he didn’t have a chance. His hair was dark and flat against his scalp, but short in a Roman cut. There was a week’s growth of whiskers on his face, making him look messy. His breastplate looked to be made of decent steel and he only wore bracers to protect his arms. He held his spear with both hands, forgoing a shield altogether.
He certainly didn’t look like much. I looked up and got a good look at his ranks.
Combat Level: Rank E+
Psionic Level: Rank E
 
I almost looked past it before my eyes shot back to his Psionic Level. The first Rank E anyone had seen and Timur was fighting him. But why was it being broadcast?
“He’s the leader of Carthage—the criminal army—it seems Carthage was the name of their starting city, so they just adopted it. He introduced himself as Anigh,” Victoria said, grabbing my arm. She’d left her seat and come to join me. I felt her hand on my wrist as the other fell over my fingers. I realized then I was holding my sword in a vice grip. Quickly, I sheathed it.
 Many people were watching us. I knew it was rare for her to get out of her seat to mingle, so they had to be curious. I ignored them and turned back to the screen. Timur’s aura had faded as he stalked toward the man, taunting him. “Show me what you got!”
“I thought their army was in Milford?” I said, not turning away from the fight.
“They are. This guy showed up in the player-killer city with only a handful of men. He asked Timur to join him, instead, your friend wanted to fight,” she said.
No surprise there.
Timur continued moving toward the guy, swinging with psionic strength that would likely kill the guy in one blow if he connected. I knew my old friend well enough to know he was trying to prod the man into activating his Rank E aura so that he could test himself against it. Despite the man’s average Combat Level, only using a Rank F power level with his aura made him surprisingly nimble against even Timur’s outlandish speed.
A smile gripped hold of Timur’s mug, indicating he was through with the game. He lunged at the man, thrusting at his chest, before drawing back and adding a slash in combination. Three, no, four attacks flowed before the man neared the edge of the ring where the crowd was standing on their feet. His aura changed color.
I’d expected a Rank E psionic aura to shine yellow or gold. Instead, it was like the aura lost all color. It wasn’t invisible but shone like semitransparent quicksilver that radiated off of him.
Anigh’s spear flashed out of sight. It wasn’t completely impossible to follow, but if Rank F Enischyo made a person move with the agility of a large cat, Rank E defied what muscle alone was capable of. It was easier to watch the effects. Timur’s knee buckled. His head snapped to the side. In less than a second, his assault was stopped cold in its tracks.
The massive man backed up. It was exactly what he’d been waiting for. Timur looked larger now than before or more defined than last time I’d seen him. His Combat Level was now Rank D+. He was probably days away from Rank C. As he stepped back, his two-handed sword whipped through the air with no pattern, just ridiculous speed. Each swing had a purpose. Each combo had a specific design. The insanity behind his face-wide grin had nothing to do with chaos or randomness. He was in perfect control.
The man I’d considered the strongest and fastest in all of Freedom was met with superior speed. The man’s aura flashed on and off to preserve energy, but nothing Timur threw reached him as he circled.
Seeing Anigh’s face, I noticed that his smile matched Timur’s perfectly. Not only did he give Timur what he wanted, but he basked in the same insanity.
Timur wouldn’t be outdone. Even as the armor covering his head, arms, and legs was reforged under a downpour of rapid blows while he was still wearing it, he fought on. Superior speed wasn’t enough to defeat him. His attacks narrowed their focus to the center of his opponent’s waist. Though not as deadly as hitting the head or battering the organs in the top half of the torso, you couldn’t move your waist without almost moving the rest of your body. Even if he couldn’t force an attack to land, he was fast enough to force Anigh to move where he wanted him.
Shamelessly, Timur used the ring and slowly cornered him. Crowding the smaller man, Timur cut him off from escape and threw the perfect attack. The man would either have to jump off in defeat or take the blow. Either way, it would soon be over.
Silver flashed and Timur stopped mid-swing. His helmet rose off his head almost six inches as Anigh’s spear pushed up into the soft spot under his jaw, through his skull and out the top of his head. With a smooth motion, Anigh withdrew his spear and Timur sunk to the stage.
There was a long hush from the crowd before a wail rose up in the distance. Timur’s body had disappeared and his gear was left. Inside Prodos Tavern, the patronage went crazy. The leader of the player-killers was defeated.
Victoria’s hand that had been resting on my arm was clamped down on my wrist. I knew exactly what she was thinking. She’d hoped Timur had somehow been able to finish Anigh so that we wouldn’t have to face him and his army.
In less than a minute, Timur was back from respawn. Anigh began speaking with him but found only rage glaring back at him. Grabbing his sword from his death pile, Timur retook the ring. In nothing but his undergarments, a padded shirt and shorts, Timur’s Orange aura blazed as he resumed his attack.
The smile returned to Anigh’s lips as he danced to the side.
Prodos Tavern went silent at seeing his return.
It wasn't really rage that Timur was experiencing. I knew him well enough to know he was irritated, but this was also when he felt most alive.
Unlike the first exchange, this time he didn’t attack nonstop. One side of his mouth was turned up in a grin, while the other looked dead to the world. Each attack and combination was a lure for his enemy. He tested the newcomer as he tested himself. Without armor, his skin welted under each blow, but he ignored the pain. He awaited the perfect opportunity.
“It’s over,” Victoria said under her breath.
She was right. Anigh was only using the flat part of his spear.
Hooking his foot inside Anigh’s lead leg, Timur tripped him up as he hacked down toward his neck. I dared to hope.
With a twirl of his spear, Anigh sent the blow wide and drove his spearpoint through Timur’s chest.
Another time, Timur returned from the dead, seeking another fight. This time Anigh wasn’t smiling. He removed one arm before sending Timur back to respawn. Twice more he let Timur return and grab his sword before finishing him quickly. With each death, I could feel the people around me start to almost cheer Timur on. 
When his giant opponent returned a sixth time, Anigh was holding his sword. “Enough,” he demanded. “You are the best I’ve faced, but a thousand more times will make no difference. Join me.”
Timur took to the stage in his padded clothing but stood there brooding. His blank look covered his rage. It was real this time and fuming below the surface. He wouldn’t attack. I knew he’d given up, for now.
Stabbing his spear into the wood of the stage, it bit deep and stood on end. Anigh then began swinging Timur’s sword. Testing it. “The fighting has just begun. Join us! You’ll be my second in command.” He stopped swirling the blade and ran his palm down its spine. “This is a giant blade, for a giant man.” He tossed it through the air. Timur caught it by the hilt. “I love what you’ve done here, but it has got to get boring. Where we’re going there are tens of thousands of people to kill. What is your pleasure? Killing? Carnage? I have seven thousand men just as thirsty as you are. Join your men with mine and we can do whatever we like. What do you say?”
What Timur did next surprised even me. “I don’t follow men. This place now belongs to you. The people. Do with them as you please. But you will see me again. Next time, I will kill you.”
Like one predator to another, Anigh’s lips parted like he was tasting blood. “Very well. I look forward to it.”
With a nod, Timur spun and jumped from the stage. He didn’t bother to grab his gear. The only thing he carried was his sword. 
He didn’t leave alone. A few men hurried over and followed him up the stairs. Once they reached the top of the bleachers, they disappeared into the crowd.
“Is the player killing over?” Victoria whispered.
“I think so, although his men will probably join with Anigh,” I replied.
“I thought as much. There is good news. He let slip that he has seven thousand men. I don’t like Timur, but I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“Don’t be. He’s not who I thought he was.”
“Will he be okay?”
“I don’t think he ever was okay to begin with.”
“Hmm. Will he leave Freedom?”
My eyes were finally peeled from the screen as I looked at Victoria. “No. He’ll finally stop that arena nonsense and take my advice, find the nearest training hall, and not leave until he thinks he can beat that guy.”
She leaned forward to emphasize what she said next. “I don’t think it is a gap he will overcome in the short number of months we have left.” She meant more than she said. “This Anigh is a real problem. We could be facing him in a week.”
“I think I know what I have to do.”
“Then do it,” she said with a nod.
I’d half expected her to tell me it couldn’t be done, but hearing her words, I knew I had a chance. With a squeeze of her hand, I left.
 
***
 
I defeated the first bandit on the third floor for a final time before opening the door to the final room. On the other side, I saw a room identical to the last except it was empty.
A notification that filled my vision popped up. 
Your opponent is being contacted
…
…
Transmission received
…
He will spawn momentarily
 
A flicker of light flashed before Achilles appeared at the other end of the room in full training gear. He wore plate armor from head to toe, only he held his helmet under the arm which held his spear. He already gripped his shield and his sword was sheathed at his waist.
Above his head, I saw his Combat Level was Rank C+. It was high, the highest I’d seen from a real person, but ultimately, it was a letdown. I’d hoped the last bandit would have a Psionic Level of Rank E.
“I see you’re disappointed,” he said in his deep rumble. “Don’t be. It’s true, you should normally have little problem beating someone at my rank. But for the last two months, I’ve fought nothing else but an AI with your same abilities. I’m here to remind you that stats aren’t everything. Come see how you measure up against a half-century’s worth of experience.”
He didn’t wait for me to prepare but ran right at me.
 



Chapter 29 – New Heights
As much as facing Achilles at full strength should have sent chills up my spine, I’d spent too much time fighting for it to rattle my nerves. He wasn’t wrong about my initial disappointment at seeing him, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to fight him. On the contrary, I’d been aching for a chance to compare the difference between him and Cornelius. Surpassing one, or both of them, did little to minimize the respect I had for them. For decades he’d been undefeated at the highest level of competition in the world. He’d been literally untouchable.
I blasted him with Othisi on both the shield and boot, slipping to the side while I watched his reaction.
This was an unofficial match that only my most dedicated followers would be watching live. But what if I won?
How many people would see this invincible man fall? The highlight video would go viral and the entire world would see. I’d thought Cornelius’s loss would be the final nail in the coffin for the Combat Masters, making them a thing of the past. But Achilles stood above all the rest. 
Leaning into my psionic beams, he braced himself just enough to keep his shield directly between us. His visor was just visible over the rim of his shield as he observed my every move. The pressure he inflicted with his presence was unlike anything a bandit was capable of.
Instead of fear, I was thankful. Why would he take me as a scrawny runt and raise me up to stand with him? I wished I’d had the chance to equip my armor though. I was still wearing the t-shirt and shorts I’d grown accustomed to while fighting the bandits to save money on equipment.
His spear leapt for my face. I smacked it into his shield with a glowing hand and watched him recover with the slightest shift of his weight. He wasn’t trying to overwhelm me with his superior size and strength but wading through my attacks like they were just waves at the beach.
I swatted his spear wide with a flick of my sword, then lunged, pounding into his shield with Apotho-covered knuckles of the same hand.
He was backed up form the force of my repellent energy but he didn’t lose control. His spear shot toward my ribs. With a shift of my arm, my energy-covered elbow deflected it away. 
As he drew back, he let his spear drop. Its blade dragged against my knee. Apotho already shone bright. His weapon twirled harmlessly away. He’d taught me too well.
Without warning, his speed increased, and the air around me screamed from countless thrusts of his spear.
I was forced back as I struggled to keep up. For each attack I blocked, he used the momentum to rebound and launch another. My sword cut into his shield, high and low, but there was no gap I could capitalize on.
My aura filled me with a surge of strength. I bounded to the side, deactivating my aura and redirecting my spun-up energy into my fist. Braced by my sword’s hilt, I battered his shield, knocking him back.
In true Achilles fashion, his rhythm changed, and small combinations of thrusts and wide arching slashes replaced his barrage to keep the pressure on.
He couldn’t get past my defense, but I couldn’t find a way through his either. His speed was superior to mine, and so was his strength. If I activated Enischyo, I could almost compete, but he was still just beyond my reach. What he couldn’t outpace were my various abilities. Before his attacks could land, I was always ready for him. There was still a problem. Training against the AI with my abilities didn’t make Achilles stronger or faster but taught him to handle anything I threw at him. He was truly incredible. With skill alone, he was completely blunting my every advantage, and if I made a single mistake, he’d win.
I could fend against him, but my weakness became clear. Without Enischyo at full power, this was a fight of endurance and, despite now having over forty thousand Psionic Energy at my disposal, there was little question who would run out first.
Minutes passed. His speed and rhythm varied from moment to moment, always keeping me guessing. Though I knew there might not be any way for me to win, my heart palpitated in grateful disbelief. I was holding my ground against Achilles while he went all out.
I hadn’t given up on the chance that I could win. Overcoming a seemingly undefeatable opponent was what I trained against every day.
Spinning my sword around in my hand, I took ahold of its hilt with the blade pointing down and running along my arm. It gave me the most unrestricted view. Holding my hands up between us, energy jumped from my palm and fist. 
The onslaught drummed against him from top to bottom in the midst of Othisi’s torrent. Victoria’s defeat of the High Priest had shown me how powerful a quick flurry could be. With my psionic valve pushed to its limit, energy rushed through my one arm to the other, forcing Achilles back. He stumbled just to catch himself and only to be pushed off balance again. I’d nearly doubled the rate at which I could fire off Othisi to eight times a second, give or take. Even if he’d been training against an AI with my abilities, he hadn’t been training against me.
As impressive as my assault was, it wasn’t powerful enough to cause much damage. This wasn’t a fight I could win by pushing him out of the ring. It was three or four seconds before I saw the opening I was looking for.
His shield dropped down near his hip. I dove toward him with Othisi still prodding.
Even off balance, his spear moved to intercept me.
Ducking below the fray, I fired Othisi up into his faceplate, knocking his head back. I smacked his spear high with my empty hand and drove my hilt-braced knuckles into his gut. He’d managed to catch the tip of my sword with the edge of his shield, slowing my strike, but when Apotho collided with his breastplate, he jolted back.
It was the cleanest hit I’d ever scored against him, but I wasn’t finished. My shin was already inches from his knee. Apotho covered my shin as it chopped into his greave just below his knee, swiping his leg out from under him.
Bounding back, I readied for him to fall so that I could leap on top of him. My opportunity never came. He started flailing, but then he spun with the agility of a cat. His leg had been kicked chest high, yet he reeled in, brining it between him and the floor. It wasn’t a clean landing; he smacked down onto his knee. Rolling forward, he came up on both feet like he’d done it all on purpose. I’d used a lot of energy and accomplished nothing.
I still had two-thirds of my energy left, but that had been my best shot and I wouldn’t get a second chance. The rest of the ideas I had would be much more dangerous. It involved using Enischyo to try to score some real damage. The problem was that his plate mail covered him from head to toe. There were no gaps in the joints or under his arms. If there were any that I didn’t notice I’d have to stun him long enough to examine them and slide a dagger into place. He’d come prepared and thought of everything.
When I didn’t attack, he didn’t wait. I faced the wrath of him at full speed. He began drilling me with his spear at a rate I couldn’t match. I felt the smallest prick along the back of my tricep where his spear grazed my arm. There was no time to heal it and instead of trying to keep up with his rate I kept Apotho active between attacks. With such an energy drain, now it was only a matter of minutes.
My shield arm glowed as it took a beating from his spear. My sword mixed with Othisi as they rapped against his shield like a gong. Whether he tried to pierce me through or break me under the weight of his shield, I met each attack with a psionic answer of my own. My energy quickly sunk under the halfway point and I knew I’d have to either wait for the inevitable or do something drastic.
Enischyo rushed over me and my sword pounded into his shield. I leapt back and started to circle. Keeping my feet moving, I stayed out of range and tried again to find an angle of attack. Equipping my spear and shield, I put Enischyo to the test.
With an overhand grip, I attacked from below. Immediately, I was circling again. Flipping my grip, my aura empowered my thrust from above, but his shield was already there. My speed wasn’t enough.
His attacks kept coming as he stood like a bulwark, unmoving against everything I threw at him. I kept changing the direction in which I circled, wary of his right side because of his spear, but knowing there was no one on the planet better at both defending and attacking with their shield.
When Enischyo failed, I began combining it with my other abilities, throwing every combination I could imagine. Depositing my shield, I sped forward with psionic strength, cut off my aura and followed with Othisi and my spear. His shield disrupted my spear, while only a quick shift allowed me to deflect his counter. That didn’t work. Apotho would require me to get even closer.
I jabbed at his shield as I waited for my angle of attack. I dodged as many of his thrusts as I blocked, hoping for just an inch wider gap than his normal attack allowed. Within moments I rebuked myself, remembering who I was fighting. Any mistake he made would be on purpose to lure me in.
Lunging at his next attack, I watched it fly by my head as I slipped my spear beneath his shield. Pulling to pry his shield back, I opened him up with psionic strength and found myself just a foot from his chest. My spear fell from my grip as I clenched my hand into a fist. My aura deactivated and Apotho slipped over my hands from knuckle to wrist. Pivoting at the hips, I threw all my weight into a hook to his armor-covered ribs. The pulse blasted into him. Its repelling nature pushed my fist back and I followed up with a hook to the other side with my opposite hand.
He tried to step back, but I pressed forward, moving with him during his retreat.
The strain on my arms was enough with a single punch, but I was hitting him over and over again without stop. My speed only increasing with Apotho’s help until my wrists were ready to crumble. 
They didn’t have the chance. He grabbed me on the shoulder with just one hand and threw me. I spun, landing on my side. Little damage was done, but how had I forgotten his massive strength. I jumped to my feet and saw him stomping toward me. It was impossible to miss the countless fist-sized dents in the sides of his armor. It hadn’t been an entire waste.
My aura bloomed and I danced from his path. It looked like I’d be losing to Achilles for the rest of the week. I resigned myself to treating this as training and equipped a new spear I had waiting in my inventory. Despite my psionics, victory against him was still out of reach.
Not hiding my grin, I started to relax. It might take countless fights, but in time I knew I’d win. So what did I need to do to make that happen? My weakness was obvious enough. My psionics allowed me to defend, but mastering my aura would finally give me a weapon to use against him.
The little practice I had trying to use Enischyo in its true form was enough to tell me I’d immediately reverted to using it incorrectly during the fight. Forcing it into that state halfway between Petra and itself was limited at best. After a glance, I saw I still had just over a third of my energy left.
Circling around, I let my energy flow inside me wherever it wished. Just as before, it sped to my muscles as I used them, but Enischyo stayed dormant until I directed the flow. I allowed it to flicker off and on, instead of trying to hold it in place. Then… I attacked.
The excess strength that I was used to filling me from my aura wasn’t there as I stabbed at Achilles’s shield. I felt it flood into me a moment later after I just barely dodged his counter. I made a conscious effort not to rein my aura in. With the strength it gave me when it did ignite, I threw a new thrust. It wasn’t meant to do any damage and just banged off his shield. 
Achilles saw it and pressed me. The rim of his shield flew toward my chest. I jumped to the side. This time my aura activated a little faster, but his spear swept high and slashed across my shoulder and chest. It wasn’t deep, but my t-shirt was done for. Re-equipping my shield, I began lunging in and out from different angles. I hit little other than his shield, but my aura seemed to be growing accustomed to activating with my movements. It was almost like it was mad about the way I’d treated it and was only starting to warm up to me.
My shield was out, but I stayed on the balls of my feet. I feared if I stopped moving my aura would get bashful again and not want to come out to play. It was a dangerous gamble, but when I ran out of energy Achilles would run me through anyway, so I’d get as much out of our time as I could.
I couldn’t see his face, but Achilles’s eyes pierced right through me from beneath his helm. He was being cautious. But then again, he didn’t have to be the aggressor. He just had to wait.
I could feel my energy getting low. I should’ve been experiencing more anxiety knowing what was coming, but in truth I was relieved. There was still so much I could learn from him. I’d enjoy it while I could.
Hopping from foot to foot. Lunging in and out. I fell into a trance. My aura was hesitant at first, but it started to come around until we were dancing to the same beat. Instead of pushing my aura harder, I moved, and it moved with me. As my speed increased, it stayed in sync. It was as simple as letting my energy flow. It was like this was its natural state and trying to force it, or push it into doing my bidding, had only held it back. My muscles boiled, except instead of pain it felt like they were being bathed in carbonated power.
Like two partners in a game, we exploded forward, under and then past Achilles’s spear. The orange light of a Rank F aura was the furthest thing from my mind. The feeling of exalted strength was too much to think of anything else. I darted through the world while Achilles swam. The rim of my shield dug into his hip. He took a step back in retreat and my spear bit into the already battered breastplate near his ribs. Blood stained the tip of my spike.
His spear reached for my gut. My aura disappeared and Apotho appeared beneath my shirt, blocking his attack, but leaving my shirt even more shredded than before.
Enischyo beckoned to my call once again and we skirted around his shield as one. Achilles wasn’t slow even then, but he just wasn’t fast enough. I thrust my spear up into the back side of his neck. My spiked end didn’t go deep, but I felt it sink in.
As he spun to knock me to the ground with the flat of his shield, I was there on his flank to meet it with my own. Like a slipping of gears, his strength ground against mine, but it wasn’t enough to push me back. My spear punched into his lower back where his kidney would be and sunk the full length of the spike.
Driving my feet forward, I pushed into him from the flank. He stumbled, but his weight and strength were still monstrous.
Wrenching my spear from his plate mail, I jumped back. I began to feel the effects as my energy as it neared empty. Achilles didn’t take a step forward but held his ground. I knew if he tried, he’d likely fall and not be able to return to his feet. If I didn’t finish him quickly, I wouldn’t have the energy to do so.
He was standing flatfooted, but, even then, he looked like a human tank.
I ran at him with Enischyo blazing at full power. I didn’t try to pick a better angle but met him shield to shield. It felt like running into a boulder as my shoulder almost crumbled between us. For a moment that seemed like it would last forever, he didn’t budge. But then time ground into motion and instead of my body giving way, he began to teeter backward.
There was no great show of agility this time. The ground trembled beneath his weight. Just as I grabbed his shield and pulled it back, my aura flickered. The last thing I remembered was shoving my spear toward his neck with all that I had left.
 
***
 
The headache I woke with left me in a daze. I wasn’t sure if I was dizzy, or if there was a little person inside my head beating on the inside of my face. Remembering the fight, I tried to find my footing, but my eyes would only come into focus for a moment before fading out again, so all my efforts sent my limbs scrambling in different directions.
“I’ve heard it can be pretty painful.”
It was Achilles’s voice. He was standing above me. Or was that below…
“Did you club me?” I replied. My vision may have been improving, slightly.
“Psionic sickness. You beat me with your last attack.”
“I won…” I mumbled, rolling over on my side. A flood of emotions burst up inside me. The moment I thought my head couldn’t hurt any more, my face swelled up as I prepared to sob. I stifled my emotions before I was left crying at his feet, but an unthinkable joy was flailing to get out.
What made it worse, or better, was that I hadn’t been expecting to face him, or to win. I wasn’t sure I believed it on an intellectual level, but emotionally I wasn’t given any choice.
There was an odd growl that started getting louder. I realized it wasn’t a growl at all but Achilles laughing.
“It hurts,” I said, trying to laugh with him, but stopped immediately for it only increased the feeling of morningstar-shaped marbles rolling around in my skull. “How long was I out?”
“Twenty minutes. Take your time, we’ll talk when you recover.”
In that time, I hadn’t recovered much energy, but it was enough for me to activate Therapeia where most of the pain was in my head. I cut off its flow after a few seconds at low power, but it was enough that I could tell the difference. I took a few deep breaths before sitting up. The world was still spinning, but I could focus on Achilles who was now wearing comfortable athletic pants and a shirt.
“I think I’m okay,” I said while cupping my hands around my knees to help me feel more stable.
He sat down across from me so that I didn’t have to look up. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were well defined and added to his smile.
“Congratulations. You ended my undefeated streak,” he said, showing no signs of bitterness.
Like a fledgling student, I gazed up at him wide-eyed. “Thank you,” I mouthed, for no words came out.
With a nod in reply, he narrowed his gaze. “Now tell me. What took you so long?”
 



Chapter 30 – Training Comes to an End
Achilles didn’t just mock my failure to beat him quickly so that he could make a point about how much potential there was as I further mastered my psionic abilities. He gave me a gift. Now that I’d defeated the last stage in the Bandit Fortress, he revealed that he’d designed it personally. He was handing it over and giving me the ability to completely manipulate the fortress itself and the enemies within. It was like the training hall itself had reached its ultimate level.
There was no console or terminal to change it. As I stood in the final room on the third floor, my teacher was gone. I’d been examining the console long enough to recover much of my energy. It was time to decide how I wanted to proceed. I spoke aloud about what I wanted to happen, but even that was unnecessary. Now that I had administrator access, the AI in charge of the fortress had direct access to my thoughts.
The first thing I did was create a personal instance for my own use that no one else had access to without my permission. Then I made the Bandit Fortress available once again for anyone’s use.
With a version of the fortress all to myself, I issued a command. Before my eyes, the wall behind me disappeared, and the fortress’s entrance appeared above the stairs as the floor closed up. There was no reason to complicate things more than needed now that I’d get to choose what I’d fight and when. Along with administrator access came access to an endless supply of training gear. I couldn’t keep it when I left the training hall, but I no longer had to worry about gear costs.
I equipped a synthetic fiber-steel lorica, a gladius at my hip, and took a spear and shield in either hand. A generic looking bandit spawned across from me at my word. His gear mimicked mine. I started toward him at a jog, then bathed in orange light as I blurred into action.
A breath’s length away, he shifted to meet me. Lowering his stance, his ethereal silver aura ignited just before his spear blazed for my head.
 
***
 
Twenty thousand men and women from over two hundred guilds formed up in ranks among the hilly area north of Hobgrave. Just the day before, the area had been covered in grass up to my knees, but now it was trampled flat from all the foot traffic.
I’d slept for a few hours last night between 2:00 and 4:00 AM, but as soon as I was awake, I’d headed out of town to join the gathering army. From the front gate, it was only a fifteen-minute walk. I’d tried to make myself useful, but when Peter found out I was there, he had me join them at the command tent. It was half the size of a soccer field and for good reason. The two hundred plus guild leaders were all there and wanted to have their say. Immediately, I knew my place. I was a glorified doorstop there to remind anyone that wanted to cause trouble that the top guilds were the top guilds because they had a bigger boot and could drop it on your head. 
It was late morning before our force started to form up. It took over an hour, but things were finally starting to come together. I stood with Oliver behind Victoria and the highest-ranking guild leaders. The council of guilds was primarily made up of nine guilds, the leaders of which were here. They stood on the pinnacle of a hill that overlooked the army. Jaden’s old advisor was among them, who had taken over his guild but was a sheep compared to that old wolf. The best part of standing around all morning and having to deal with my aching legs wasn’t seeing him there.
From my vantage point, I had to turn my head to either side to see from one end of the army to the other. The formation was loose, and several people were sitting, but I hadn’t seen such a large gathering I’d last participated in a multi-guild war in Gravel over a year ago. It was only a third of the people that belonged to our alliance, but it was a good showing for such short notice. There were scattered groups of pets belonging to people that had taken the Pet Combat Ultimate. A few hundred of them were gathered at the rear of our ranks, behind the wall of men. These groups of wolves and mountain lions would help in the coming battles.
One of the council members left the lead group overlooking the army. He leaned from side to side to stretch. Seeing us, he headed our way, smiling as he came. It was Liam.
We had already spoken briefly more than once in the early hours of the morning. He was easily the friendliest of the bunch. “Have you guys spotted any spies or ninjas?”
Oliver just looked at him blank-faced as if waiting for an explanation. Liam was nearly as dark skinned as Oliver was but completely lacked the stoic demeanor. His smile came easily. He also wasn’t nearly as thick but looked the part of a guild leader in his spotless plate mail and blood red cloak.
“None that we’ve seen,” I replied.
“It seems we will first die of boredom, then. Why do ninjas never show up when you want them to?” he said with an overly exaggerated sigh. 
 I chuckled before answering. “Anxious to get going?”
“What would make you say that? I love having the same in-depth conversation about mass food transportation repeatedly. Do you see blood coming out of my ears? No. Although, I might secretly have your ability to heal...”
“That can’t be it since you’re having so much fun…”
“You’re right. I’m actually bleeding internally, so I’ll hopefully die soon and get to escape to respawn.”
“You’d leave all your men to suffer without you?”
He shrugged. “Touché!”
Leaving us, he wandered over to the next group of escorts and began jesting with them. I probably would’ve chosen to join his guild if I had to pick. That is if Victoria wasn’t in Freedom. She was better looking, the smartest person I’d ever met, and I was kind of in love with her. If things had been different though, he’d impressed me the most and always kept a level head. Even when beautiful girls go around shooting people in the face with bolts of psionic energy.
Speaking of beautiful girls. After Liam had rejoined the group of council members, Victoria left their ranks and headed our way. She was once again wearing her war gown of Prodos green, and, unlike Liam, looked like she wanted to be here. A quick rhythmic pulse of energy brushed against my psionic walls. It was like a friendly knock on the door.
“We’re preparing to march!” she said, wringing her hands. Leaning forward, she looked me in the eyes like she was going to pluck them out. “Lucius. I need these.” She reached up like she was going to take them, then poked me on the nose. As she did, a popup appeared requesting my permission to give her access to my eyes and ears.
I accepted but not without giving her a questioning look.
The command went out for the army to form up in columns. It was a voice channel for the entire army, but only a few people had access to make announcements. It was Liam that issued the command. Victoria must have noticed how anxious he was to get going so she let him do it. Things had turned out as Jaden had feared. The council had made Victoria the Commander of Guilds. She was ultimately the person in charge of the army and had the final say.
“Oliver,” she said, turning to him. “You know what to do.”
It wasn’t a traditional salute, but he suddenly straightened and responded. “Ma’am.” With that he was gone, hurrying past the lead group and headed to the front of the forming columns.
When she turned to me, I didn’t miss the mischief she was masking just below the surface. “So, Lucius… What should I do with you? During the last battle, you hung back. Did you want to do some fighting this time?”
I knew she was just teasing me, but I played along, nodding like an excited puppy hoping for a treat.
“Good. You haven’t had much group training lately, so you’ll act as the tip of the spear. Do you think you're fast enough to keep from getting run over by a whole platoon of Rank F aura users?”
I didn’t answer her with words but let my aura blink into being and gave her a big orange grin.
She opened her mouth to say something but just shook her head. “You couldn’t have just told me?”
 “Well,” I replied, “Achilles kind of beat it out of me, and I wanted to surprise you.”
“It’s not like it’s a bad thing, but no more surprises. Now, walk with me. Let me tell you of my little plan.”
 
***
 
It took us three days to reach the Milford area. The guild leaders’ squawking only increased as we neared. They’d all elected Victoria to lead our forces, but she had to listen to two hundred people’s complaints with each little decision she made. When she decided not to surround Milford and lay siege, they bickered. Anigh wasn’t actually with his main force, but leading an army of Timur’s men, two thousand strong, to join with them. We were making good time to cut them off and had the option of running Anigh down and crushing his reinforcements. The contentions grew as Victoria explained she had no intention of chasing them and certainly didn’t want to split our forces. Her plan was to wait right in the middle and let them both come to us. Squabble upon squabble. She admitted it would give them the biggest advantage they could get. But it would also likely draw Carthage’s forces out of Milford so we could actually face them on the battlefield and not have to wait them out. Her plan was simple. She wanted one big decisive battle.
There were reports of spawn killing in Milford after Carthage had taken the city. They wouldn’t kill all the NPC, for they wouldn’t respawn, and would be needed to work. The players, though, many who had stayed behind to focus mostly on crafting, would respawn indefinitely. They wouldn’t even be able to make it to the town hall building to quit Freedom if they wanted to. Even if our army had more casualties from fighting on two fronts, it would be worth it if their army left the city so that those poor people could have relief. Besides, most of the fuss came because people thought they’d made a mistake and chose someone who didn’t understand large scale warfare. Not that any of them had much experience themselves, but their main failure was underestimating Victoria. I didn’t have that worry.
It wasn’t until we had stopped on the third day to set up camp that the tip of the spear, as Victoria called it, actually arrived. As the Right Hand, I stood outside the entrance to my own barracks that was currently empty inside. The barracks was made of a thick canvas that was a dusty cream color. Inside were enough bunks for fifty-three people, the exact number of men I’d been promised. Peter had said that he’d send them to me as soon as he’d finished with their debriefing.
There were numerous smaller domed tents lined up in rows that slept about five people each, surrounding the barracks. It was about one hundred meters from Victoria’s personal tent. Just on the other side was the lead tent. Peter was doing his debriefings nearby, but he didn’t want the other guild leaders hearing any of the reports directly. So he picked one at random. The fear of possible spies was still very real.
The sound of lively chatter drew my attention. The first bunch of my men was heading this way. Barrell was at their head. He wore a tight green cloak, with his hood drawn back, exposing the beginnings of a fro. His face was covered in a few days’ worth of stubble. The men that followed him weren’t formed up but traveled more like a mob of friends carrying on as they went.
He spotted me while he was still a way off. I watch him push his levity aside as he nodded in my direction.
We hadn’t spoken in person in two months. I suddenly felt guilty for giving myself over to my training and leaving him to do his own thing. 
As he neared, I noticed his Psionic Level had reached Rank F. I held up my hand to greet him but stopped when he shook his head. I tried swallowing to wet my throat.
Marching up to look me in the eye, he dipped down at the last moment and grabbed me in a bear hug.
I wheezed out a laugh as relief washed over me. “Congrats! You ranked up,” I said.
“So did you,” he replied, stepping back to get a good look at me. “And you got buff.”
Patting my stomach as if blaming the food, I snickered. “You have no idea.”
He just shook his head, then spun and called out to his men. “Find a bunk but keep your armor and weapons at arm’s reach. Dismissed!” About forty of them did as he said, greeting me as they passed.
When he turned back, I let him see that I was impressed. 
“They're a good crew,” he said. “You’ll like them. Most could be running their own guild, but we were having too much fun to stop.”
“Victoria said you were making trouble. You’ll have to tell me about it.”
“Oh, I’ll tell the both of you.”
“Both?”
He gestured behind me and I spun to see Mel coming our way. We waited a minute as he waded through the crowd. He wasn’t alone. There was a girl at his side and what I guessed were the rest of our men. Victoria had said that he was an ambassador to the north, but she hadn’t said he had men of his own as well. As they neared, who the men were became clear.
“I see he’s ranked up too,” I said under my breath, not meaning his Combat or Psionic Level.
“What?” Barrell hissed. “Oh, you mean Olivia? Yeah, I guess you could say he’s ranked up in more ways than one.”
Not only was Olivia at Mel’s side, but her hand was in his. She no longer wore skintight leather, and her breastplate covered any cleavage that would have been showing before. Her legs were covered in plate armor as well, but her blonde hair wasn’t matted from wearing a helmet. She was still breathtaking.
Mel stopped short and Olivia continued her approach. She came to a stop just out of arm’s reach. Her solemn gaze helped to still the pounding inside my chest.
“I’ve been wanting to find you to thank you, Lucius. Last time I tried I—Thank you for all you’ve done for me.” She walked past me as soon as she was finished and into the tent.
“Your mouth’s hanging open,” Barrell whispered, nudging me with his elbow.
I closed it immediately.
Mel stood there with a satisfied expression. That was when I saw Jerrek at his side. His arms were crossed, and he was looking down his nose. A grin slowly took over his face. Suddenly a tidal wave of people trampled over to address me. Many I knew as Jerrek’s men that had accompanied us when we had gone to rescue his sister. They all tried to pat me on the shoulder at once but soon followed Olivia. 
The last person to enter had let them go on ahead. Now wearing a breastplate painted deep red, Isamu stared up at me with what might have been a frown or just his normal look.
“Lucius,” he said in tenuous greeting.
“Isamu.” I noticed one person wasn’t here with them. “How’s Claire?”
It was subtle, but I saw a change in his features.
“She’s doing well,” he replied. “Back in Hobgrave. Thank Victoria for me if you get a chance.” He stood watching me for a moment before turning away and following the others. It wasn’t exactly a thank you, but he hadn’t tried to stab me either, so I took that as a positive. I also noticed he’d ranked up. He had a Psionic Level Rank F and had even reached a Combat Level of Rank E+.
He finally joined us.
I looked back and forth between Mel and Barrell. “What did he mean, thank Victoria?”
Mel was the first to answer. “She found a place for Claire in her clothing design business when she was about to leave Freedom. He’d never admit it, but I’d be surprised if Isamu wouldn’t have followed her if she left.”
I just shook my head. “So much has happened.” Turning to Mel, I held out my hand. “You’re looking good.”
He shook it. “Not as good as you are. Rank D? Seriously? And I thought I’d been training.”
There was no denying they both had. Reaching a Combat Level of E+, I could tell the difference in the thickness of their necks and the definition in their faces even with their plate mail on. Mel also stood straighter than he once had, although I suspected that was because of a certain someone and not because he’d actually grown.
“I didn’t have other responsibilities…” I began but stopped myself before continuing. “Look, guys. I’m sorry I went all hermit on you and checked out for a while—”
In the middle of my speech, they struck me with an open hand at the same time on the chest. I could have easily kept myself from falling, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t stop them from dealing with me as they saw fit.
My rear smacked into the dirt, but when I looked up at them, instead of anger, I saw they were both bent over at the waist laughing their guts out. Before I knew what to think, they had both grabbed me by an arm and hauled me back to my feet.
“Your mouth is hanging open again,” Barrell said, only laughing harder.
Mel let out a deep breath, bringing himself under control first. “We don’t hold anything against you, but we knew you would apologize so we’ve been planning on doing that for over a month.”
I didn’t know what to think. It was a bit of a delayed reaction, but I threw up my hands as if giving up. I couldn’t help but be relieved. “I see you guys are still the same.”
“Nah. You don’t see because you left us to fend on our own!” Barrell replied with a fake sob.
There was one obvious way I could mess with him. “So, how’s Heather?”
His shoulders slumped forward with his head. “Come on, man. Just because a guy has got a thing for an extremely attractive evil temptress doesn’t mean you have to rub it in.”
“Temptress?”
“He’s grown even more melodramatic over the last few months,” Mel replied with a snicker.
“Not everyone can find a nice girl and settle down,” Barrell said with a huff.
Mel didn’t even bother with a response.
I couldn’t leave it at that. I needed to know. “So, Olivia?”
Unlike the Mel I’d known when we’d first entered Achilles’s class, this Mel didn’t shy away. “Yes. She told me what happened between the two of you. She’s not the same person she was… before.”
“That’s great, Mel. Really. It seems the three of us have a lot of catching up to do, and at least for a day or two, it sounds like we have some time. But first, there’s one thing I’ve been wanting to do for weeks.”
“What’s that?”
“Let’s track down Kline, then go find where they’re serving food and eat ourselves into a food coma.”
Barrell smacked me on the back, hard. “Great idea, fearless leader. Then we won’t be able to move if we’re attacked.”
“It can be a semi-food coma. I’m now eating twelve thousand calories a day and still feel hungry. Plus, I’ve been drinking these nasty shakes…”
“Okay. We’ll get some food. While you guys are eating, I can tell you guys about the greatest scoutmaster that has ever walked these here shores.”
“We aren’t at the shore.”
“The beach is like two hundred miles away,” Mel added.
“Shut up,” Barrell replied.
Giving one another a knuckle bump, Mel and I laughed in his face.
 



Chapter 31 – Anger in the Night
Under-padding and plate mail made a great take-it-anywhere cushion, which meant the log I sat on didn’t make too bad a place to relax. I’d removed all the plate armor from my upper body just so I didn’t have to feel the weight of it. The sun had dipped down below the horizon a few hours ago, leaving the world a mix of grey contrasts and colors. The light of the campfire was enough to light up the people around it, painting them in warm tones that the rest of the world now lacked. It certainly didn’t have the same appeal that night normally had without my Visual Ultimate. There was no mystery. I could see as much detail now in the realm of night and shadow as I did during the day. There was certainly less chance that I’d be snuck up on and the dozens of owl pets circling in the sky overhead almost guaranteed we would see anyone coming.
Night may not be able to place a shadow over my perception of the world any longer, but it hadn’t lost its power over the mood. We had found Kline easy enough. Some of his men had sat with us for a time around our campfire before going off to one of the many other ones scattered around the army encampment. Mel and Barrell’s men had also come and gone but they were now off doing their own thing, except for one. Isamu sat with us as we stared into the fire. He wasn’t imposing but had taken over leadership of Jerrek’s men, and Mel, whom he’d once bullied, now treated him like his most trusted advisor. If the conversation hadn’t turned as dark as it did, I’d no doubt be happier about it than I felt. 
“The first scouting squad they killed was made up of ten men,” Barrell said, not taking his eyes off the fire. “There was nothing overly cruel in the way they were defeated, so we tried to make contact. Waving a white flag, the eastern ambassador and two of his men were taken to Anigh’s camp under the pretense that it was all just a misunderstanding. Our two guards were killed quickly, but the ambassador… Anigh dealt with him personally. He quit Freedom after respawning.”
“That was when we started to see them as enemies. They’ve killed twenty-three scouts and our one ambassador. We don’t take unnecessary chances, but we’ve managed to bring their death toll to eighty-one. We’ve killed eighty-one people in retaliation for the twenty-four they’ve killed. Many of them didn’t have anything to do with the others’ deaths. Even after what Anigh did to the ambassador, it feels wrong. I’ve experienced death here, and mine was easily one of the quicker ways to go, but that hasn’t stopped the nightmares. Killing people isn’t like killing digital monsters that you know aren’t real…”
“Tell that to the people of Milford,” Mel replied, obviously agitated. “There are hundreds of people there that have been killed repeatedly for sport. Anna, the guild leader of Brazen Comfort, had thirty-two guild members. They were mostly people that didn’t want to fight. Many of them had been killed or hurt before and couldn’t handle it. Instead of leaving Freedom, they looked for a way to support those fighting. We were ordered to return to Hobgrave, but we knew them, so we headed to Milford anyways after it was taken.”
Isamu was nodding at every word he said.
His jaw trembled. He stopped to compose himself before continuing. “We knew them, so we had to go. Four times. Our hawkers saw Anna spawn killed four times before their hawks attacked and drove ours away. They had twenty or so men just hanging out near the spawn point seeing who could kill the next person who respawned first. How many tens or hundreds of times has she died since? How many times today? In the last hour?”
“Mel,” I said gently.
“I know, and I’m sorry. That’s not what you meant.”
“Forget it. You’re not wrong,” Barrell said. “I just don’t see how we can make this right. If we win, what then? Do we lock them up? Execute them? Some of them deserve far worse. Some, maybe less…”
“War is not about justice,” Kline said, breaking his silence. “That’s not to say there aren’t just reasons to go to war, but it’s not about giving the enemy what they deserve. It’s about defending what you love. Can you imagine trying to catalog the crimes of every individual over the course of a war? It’s impossible. You try to do what’s right, but most of all, you kill the enemy wherever you can find them, and you win. That’s what matters. If you can save some people along the way, even better. But there’s no getting around the terrible price of winning. Even against those that deserve it, killing is not clean. It sticks to you.”
I watched as he rubbed his hands together as if trying to wipe them clean. I’d never broached the topic with him before, but Peter had mentioned that Kline wasn’t just a mixed martial artist. He’d served in the military. This chance might not come along again. “You served?”
He nodded slowly. “I joined out of high school, and, man, I tell you, I was scrawny. But the discipline was good for me and it was then that I was first introduced to combat sports. A couple of years in, I found I was good at what I did. Really good, so I joined the rangers. We neutralized the Ekseliksi in four different solar systems during my term. After that… I’d had enough.”
“Thank you for your service,” Isamu said. The rest of us repeated the sentiment. One thing didn’t make sense to me though. If he’d fought the Ekseliksi, what had Peter said to him to get him to join them? It was clear that Victoria was here to help Earth, but that couldn’t have been an easy conversation. I wanted to ask more, but the finality in the way Kline ended dissuaded me.
The moment I thought Kline was finished speaking, he surprised me. “It’s worth it. Dirtying your hands to defend and protect. And one positive is that when you kill someone here, they don’t actually die. I know it might not feel like it now, but there’s a difference. This spawn killing nonsense though, those people deserve worse than death. We fight now, but when our year here in Freedom is over, that’s when the real fight begins.”
We all knew exactly what he meant. We could demand justice, hire lawyers, do interviews, and take every opportunity to make sure people were held accountable. I was sure I’d add my name to every petition, but, just like Kline, I’d already promised that I’d be joining the next stage after Freedom. I was sure the world was already in an uproar about some of the things going on in here anyway. Perhaps Dr. Konig had found a way to allow the players being spawn killed to leave. I didn’t like the man, considering he was the lead developer responsible for Freedom’s design, but it was clear that he didn’t want people to suffer for suffering’s sake. 
This was just a taste of what was to come. After Freedom, when the war had started and we were in constant conflict with the Ekseliksi, would it be any different? Or would it be worse? Alone, I was powerless despite my abilities. I couldn’t just walk over to Milford and free those being tortured from an entire army. No one could… But that wasn’t really true, was it? From what Peter and Victoria had said, the Teleios could. And we were supposed to fight such a monster? There had to be a way, or Victoria wouldn’t be here, but I couldn’t even begin to understand how.
“Do you think the strategy being used is the best?” Isamu said, breaking a few minutes of silence.
“It’s the surest way to get Anigh’s men to leave Milford,” I replied.
“What if they don’t?”
“They will,” Kline said with full confidence. “Anigh isn’t a general, he’s a bully. An arrogant one at that. He’s outnumbered and knows it, so he’ll be unable to help himself if he sees a chance to surround us. He’s powerful and he knows it, so he’ll be looking for a chance to show off to the world, but he’ll wait until he feels like he has the best opportunity.”
“At least Milford will be safe then.”
“No,” Barrell replied. “I wouldn’t count on that. His army isn’t exactly disciplined. I can’t imagine some of his men not staying in Milford because they’re having too much fun. It’s also the best stock of foodstuff in the area. It would be silly for them to leave it without securing the place for their return.”
Picking a twig off the ground, Isamu snapped it before throwing it in the fire. “It’s such a mess. The best way to get Carthage to leave Milford is to allow ourselves to get surrounded. After they do leave, we’ll be stuck between two armies, so we must defeat them first before we can go and help those people. If we did surround the city, then they would be stuck in there with those murderers even longer…”
“And what about after we win the battle?” I said. “It may take a month, but unless they set their respawn to Milford, they’d be back in full force. But if they do have it set to Milford…”
“They won’t have any gear,” Mel said emphatically. “We will take the city, secure the people of Milford, then set it on fire.”
“Fire’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Barrell said.
“It’s perfect,” I replied, getting to my feet. “The spawn point is tied to the city itself. Specifically, the city’s inns. Destroy them and Anigh and his army should respawn at whatever city they came from. The player-killers will be more difficult to deal with, but after Anigh’s defeated, we might not have to chase them off. I know Timur’s men are player-killers, but I don’t remember hearing any reports of them spawn killing.”
“Tired of our company?”
“You could say that.” I forced a smile. “I’ll be back after I check in.”
“Yeah, well, don’t expect us to wait up. Don’t think we forgot that you hardly sleep. Enjoy your date.”
I didn’t correct him about this being a date. I knew it would just encourage him further. Everyone wished me well in their own unique, irksome ways as I stepped into the darkness.
 
***
 
I’d no problem seeing as I weaved through the tents. Before I’d gone too far, Victoria's voice sounded in my ear. “You’ve got a date, huh? 
“Yeah, I’d introduce you, but you’re a bit intimidating,” I said just above a whisper so that I didn’t interrupt any of the campfire conversations as I passed.
“Me? Intimidating?”
“I think it’s the way your lips curl up when you snarl.”
“I don’t snarl.”
“Then, maybe it’s your laugh. It’s hard to tell.”
“Whatever. Don’t come to see me tonight. I’m going to be snarling alone in my tent.”
“Mmhmm.”
Her tent had come into view. Peter was sitting at the campfire in front of it with Oliver and a few of our guild leader allies. Harrison was with them. I waved to them as I approached her tent. Nobody stopped me. I knew Peter would be listening to every word we said, so it wasn’t like we were really unsupervised.
I didn’t knock but slipped through the flap into a cozy little master suite. She sat at a large wooden table where her world map was open for anyone in the room to see. She’d upgraded hers more than I ever did. It rose up from the table in a three-dimensional representation of the surrounding area. 
Her arms were crossed over her green tank top. It wasn’t low cut, so it wasn’t terribly distracting, but it was impossible not to feel attracted to her in her presence. Her dark hair was released from its braid and hung naturally against her shoulders and down her back. She wasn’t looking at me, so I invited myself over.
Walking around the table, I grabbed the back of her chair and issued a warning. “Scoot back. I’m going to sit on your lap.”
“What?!” she said, gripping the edge of the table in front of her. She was glaring up at me.
“See, you just snarled. It’s scary, but also kind of adorable.”
“Lucius. Don’t you dare.”
Letting go of her chair, I mimicked her posture by crossing my arms over my chest. “Okay, you’re right. You’re not intimidating because you snarl. It’s because you blast people in the face, killing them instantly.”
“I wouldn’t have done it if I knew you were going to constantly pester me about it.”
“Yes, you would have, and who’s pestering who? Me, go on a date? Like Kline, I’m married to my muscles.” Turning my head to look off into the distance, I cupped my hands behind my head and flexed.
Her hands shot to her face and she hid beneath them. Cracks appeared between her fingers and I saw her eyes through the gaps.
“You’re peeking!” I said, calling her out.
“Maybe,” she said, spinning in her chair. “Now grab a seat and come sit next to me.”
I did as she asked, and she spent the next twenty minutes explaining her plan to me once again. She also had a backup plan for everything, a firm grasp on how to use the terrain, and how to counter every enemy troop movement. It was far more than I could have come up with. One of the most attractive things about her was that she knew how smart she was, but always left room for the possibility that she could be wrong or that there was something she was missing. It was the difference between confidence and arrogance.
“You already know what I think,” I said. “It’s as perfect as you can make it.”
She wouldn’t accept that. “But if there is even something small that I can do to improve it, then it could make a difference for our troops. Fewer people will die.”
“There’s only so much you can control, and you know it. How many people will die just because they are having a bad day and they aren’t at the top of their game, or they misjudge their energy use and fall into psionic sickness? Or any number of other things that are out of your control?”
She leaned back in her chair and began knocking her knuckles into the table in a slow beat. Her psionics echoed the beat and she didn’t even have to think about it.
As she was lost in thought, my mind sifted through all the things that I wanted to tell her. How I felt. How I was starting to understand why people followed the Epithumia if she was anything like Victoria… I couldn’t say those things. We were in her private room, so our fans didn’t have access to watch us directly, but they could be watching Peter, who was listening. Also, the game developers had access to watch anything we did.
In the end, we sat there and said nothing. A few minutes soon became an hour. We’d moved from the less comfortable chairs to sit at the base of her bed where a thick rug was stretched out. Feather pillows were stuffed behind our backs and we just lounged there thinking. As much as I wanted to touch her, even just to hold her hand, I respected her wishes. We couldn’t be together in the way I wished, not yet, but I could be there with her—at least that’s what I told myself. Sitting that close to her made thinking about the battle impossible. She was all that was on my mind.
I knew she didn’t sleep much because she had the same ability to regenerate as I had, but the stress on her mind eventually won out and she drifted off. I pulled back her covers and picked her up off the floor. She was lighter than I expected. Stirring momentarily as I placed her on the bed, she rolled over on her side and didn’t wake. In her long baggy cotton pants and tank top, she just looked like a regular girl in pajamas. I pulled the covers up to her shoulder and left before my mind went where it shouldn’t.
When I exited her tent, the fire had dwindled and only the glow of orange coals remained.
“Come with me,” Peter said, putting his hand on my shoulder.
Though I wasn’t surprised, my Audible Ultimate hadn’t informed me he was there. He must have been standing there without moving for some time. His breath, his heartbeat was obvious now that I was listening for it, but I made a mental note for my audible AI to watch out for sneaky old men standing outside of entryways. 
I let him lead me into a nearby tent that was empty except for a cot and two wooden chairs. He didn’t gesture for me to sit down but spun to face me when the tent flap was closed.
“You’re clear,” Lax said, his voice coming from above. I knew no one was there, it was just the projection of Lax’s voice.
The intense way Peter looked at me caused me to push away my questions for later. “Tonight, with Victoria, you did well,” he began. “I brought you here because I know exactly what you’re feeling right now. I felt the same way for her mother. It’s impossibly hard to hold yourself back from expressing your true feelings and wanting more, but you must. I didn’t and it didn’t give her mother a choice. She was forced to take steps, so I lost the privilege, for years, of being able to be there for her like you were tonight. You will lose her too unless you force yourself to remember and never cross that line.”
It was as if a bucket of ice water was dumped over my head.
“Know this,” he continued. “Victoria’s husband will never comfort her in the way that you do. The men powerful enough to fight for her hand aren’t interested in such relationships, but the honor of being as close to the Epithumia as possible. It may mean little to you now, but after two months away from her, you may be starting to understand. It took me losing her mother before I did. What you have with her is far more than what her husband will ever have. Her friendship, confidence, even love… but you know it can never be a physical relationship.”
I took a step back.
He wasn’t finished. “And she needs this, Lucius. Far more than you do. You would be far happier if you left right now, headed straight for Hobgrave, and left Freedom. Find a girl that can give you her entire self and be happy. Or stay at Victoria’s side, but not for yourself. I can tell you the first night she spends with the man who wins her and not in your company will hurt worse than any tree-club to the back you’ll ever receive. But even then, she’ll need you. When he leaves her to go back to his world, she will be pregnant and alone. Her family will be there, and they will provide everything she needs. But she won’t have a husband. She could have you.”
“Is there anything else?” I said, my glare boring a hole in the floor. Nothing he said was news to me. Why did he have to force the issue? Each word he said was like a newly sharpened spear driven into my chest. It was as if he wanted to make sure there wasn’t a single angle through which his spear hadn’t pierced. I knew I was shaking, so I directed all of my anger into clenching my fist, which was all that kept me from hitting something.
“No. That’s all,” he replied.
Before he’d finished, I was already throwing back the flap to his tent.
I didn’t know where I was going, only that I needed to clear my head. 
Ending up at the outskirts of camp, I realized that I wasn’t far from where the front line would be on the western front. The enemy army from Milford would be heading right for it. I had a sudden urge to see the battlefield for myself.
When I walked past the guards, they called out that I needed to stop. They ran up behind me to try to restrain me. Apotho blew their gauntlets from my wrists where they grabbed me and I turned to face them. In nothing but shorts and a t-shirt, I took a step forward, daring them to try again.
Both men were covered in plate mail from head to toe. Lowering into their stance, they both two-handed their spears, ready for a fight.
“Lucius?” one of them said in relief. He raised his spear. “We aren’t supposed to let anyone leave.”
The second guard followed the first one after hearing my name.
“I understand. I won’t be long,” I said, loosening my fist.
“The enemy could have scouts anywhere.”
Looking up, I saw the owls were still circling overhead and in the surrounding area. It was obviously covered. “If any slip through, I leave some for you guys.” I waved back to them as I turned and headed into the sparsely wooded forest.
I only walked for a few minutes with Wink at my side before we came to the clearing. She could feel my struggle, so she kept her head down, but her ears alert. 
I continued for another couple of minutes before I reached the edge of the high plain that sloped down into a shallow valley on three sides. The flat area where I stood was easily large enough for our twenty thousand men. To our backs would be the forest and our camp. The only clearing to the east was through the low plains that lay between the mountains to the north and a thick forest to the south. To the west, the enemy would travel over higher planes, but the valley between us, if we made them come to us, would give us an advantage.
The night was cold but anger still sweltered inside of me. Like a stone furnace, the cool of the air steamed off of me. I imagined being attacked by a scouting party, or even meeting the entire army by myself. What did psionic power that could wipe out so many men look like? How would it feel to possess it?
Eventually, my temper cooled, and I remembered my conversation with the guys. We were fighting to save the people of Milford and protect thousands of others who could suffer the same fate if we didn’t stop them. And here I was, angrier at not being able to be with the girl I loved than at the monsters torturing others for fun. The question Achilles had asked long ago hit me over the head like a bag of rocks. “Are you a good person?” Could I be more selfish?
Victoria, on the other hand, had exhausted herself preparing to defend those that needed our help. Of course, what Peter had said earlier in the night made sense even if it was painful to think about. I should be willing to make any sacrifice to be there for her, regardless of what it cost me. I just didn’t think I was capable of doing that. The worst thing about it was that Peter was speaking as if I should just give up my quest—as if there had never been a chance for me to be the one to earn her hand in marriage. He had failed, but I wasn’t finished. At least for now, I knew what to do next. Kill Anigh and as many of his men as I could.
 



Chapter 32 – Aerial Carnage
“It’s a miracle! Twenty thousand men standing around in plate mail and there’s no body odor!” Olivia screamed from among the platoon during our extended wait. Jerrek and his men howled like a bunch of hyenas in response, but it was Mel glancing back fondly to watch her that was still the puzzle I hadn’t solved. I understood her better than I did him, though I couldn’t be more amazed at her recovery after what she’d gone through. It had left her changed, but in many ways, she was still herself.
Like the tip of a spear, our western line faced the valley between us and the high plain that led from Milford. To the east, we faced Anigh and Timur’s men as they wound through the gap between the northern mountains and thick forest into the valley below. The enemy had been arriving all morning from both fronts and were forming up to the east and the west with at least a mile between the two lines. If they did try to join forces, it was a short run into the valley for us to cut them off.
Mel and Barrell were at my side, and Isamu was close behind at the head of Jerrek’s men. Barrell’s men were right beside them—they treated each other as equals. All thoughts of the thefts were long past. They had redeemed themselves in the eyes of most. It helped that in comparison to our current enemy, they looked like little more than a bunch of rowdy teenagers. I supposed that was an accurate description of what they had been before Olivia was kidnapped.
We stood behind our troops on the eastern side, ready for Victoria’s call to action. The troops she’d chosen as Barrell’s men weren’t your average fighters, even at Freedom’s standards. Twenty of them had a Psionic Level of Rank F and at least a Combat Level of Rank E. Those of a lower Psionic Rank had the rare ability to bolster their weapons as Barrell did. I was sure he wasn’t exaggerating by calling them great scouts, but I knew Victoria had stacked his squads having this very day in mind all along. There were no horses, so we had no cavalry, but the men behind me were the next best thing. 
Mel and his men were a different story. With a Psionic Rank G, it would seem to the average person that Mel was a pushover in comparison, but I’d seen his Character Sheet. He had almost caught up to me, having over thirty-two thousand Psionic Energy. That meant he could fire off over three hundred psionic blasts before he’d run out. It was still a trick that only a handful of people could even pull off once, let alone fire them off at the rate he could. To top it all off, he’d also figured out how to bolster his weapon. Once he reached Psionic Rank F, I imagined his utility would surpass mine in many situations. From the feel of his aura, I guessed he was just weeks away. He’d once lacked confidence but look at him now.
His second in command, Isamu, was Rank F, and knowing his skill with a sword I honestly couldn’t wait to see him in action. Now that I had full control of the Bandit Fortress at the training hall, I wanted to invite him to spar, but I wasn’t ready to broach the topic. Jerrek, his sister, and the men that had stuck with them were a mixed bag. Olivia was only psionically Rank G, but she was able to enhancer her speed in a unique way. It was hard to miss. She used it a couple of times a day to sneak up behind Mel and surprise him. He even managed to act surprised each and every time. They had a few Rank F’s in their number, but most of them were average with Rank G psionics and a Combat Level of Rank E to E+.
I had to admit that I wasn’t exactly sure I was comfortable with Olivia being here after what she’d gone through, but since Mel seemed to be at peace with it, I didn’t say a word.
It was heartening to see that the platoon was in good spirits, but after the conversation the night before with the guys, followed by Peter’s lecture, it would take much more than jesting to lighten my spirit. I felt something similar coming from Barrel and Mel. They were quieter than normal. 
In many ways, we’d been here before. It was eerily similar to the calm before the battle of Hobgrave. This time there were no illusions. Our people were about to sacrifice much. We would sacrifice much.
Twisting my head from side to side, I popped my neck. To clear my cluttered thoughts, I focused on my base senses. With a force of will, my augmented senses turned off momentarily and I experienced the world like a normal human being. The murmur of voices was an ocean with waves and peaks. It encircled me, but wasn’t overwhelming, exuding its own flavor of calm. The skies were filled with falcons—here and in the distance above the enemy armies. Small scrimmages were already taking place where our pets in the sky met theirs. Both sides seem prepared for the war of reconnaissance as well as the one between men.
What Olivia had said was true. The smell of body odor was mercifully absent, but with augmented smell, that convenience would quickly disappear. It was curious that the game system allowed blocking of the bad odor but didn’t block the mouthwatering smell of the fresh bread and pastries many of our men were passing around. It felt wrong having such a scent to enjoy when soon we’d be killing other men. It was a cool morning, adding to the pleasantness of it all. Even in plate mail, it was comfortable.
The leader group chat was busy as ever. Victoria’s voice cut through. “The enemy’s western army is numbered at seven thousand three hundred. The eastern army is one thousand nine hundred. Anigh has been spotted with the eastern force. All information, twice confirmed.”
The count was in. It was impossible to know if Milford was in the clear, but it was probably in better shape now than it had been before. I hoped.
It took the enemy another hour to form up entirely on both flanks. The sun was rising high, nearing noon. 
“Lucius, Cornelius, Kline,” Victoria announced. “Meet me on the front line of the eastern flank.”
I looked to Barrell and Mel, who both nodded, knowing things were about to begin. I left them there and walked through the gap in our line that had opened at Victoria’s command. The gears of her great war machine that she’d tirelessly built from the ground up were starting to turn.
Cornelius was the first to join me. Instead of sitting back and helping with the command, he’d insisted on taking to the front lines. After speaking with Achilles, I knew Cornelius was here for one purpose. He needed to train.
Seeing the Combat Master approach, I still felt small in his presence. Unlike me, in my sleeveless scalemail, he wore full plate and looked like a walking steel golem. Unfastening my faceplate, I pulled it back and smiled at his approach. He removed his own helmet and returned my smile. I felt it as he stepped up to stand at my side. It was like a boiling pot of psionic energy was preparing to burst from inside him. There was no Psionic Rank above his head, but it didn’t take a lot of guessing to know what that might mean. 
Kline and Oliver arrived together, but Victoria and Peter weren’t far behind.
After taking a long look at Cornelius, Victoria finally addressed us all. “We might as well give them the chance to surrender.”
All six of us chuckled at the comment, but our laughter didn’t last. No one needed to be reminded of where we were and what we were about to do.
Taking the lead, Victoria began walking toward Anigh who was with the enemy’s eastern army at a steady pace. The skirt of her war gown ruffled in the breeze, but she was unhindered. I fastened my faceplate and took my place on her right. It looked like Kline had had his plate mail polished for today. The glare made it hard to look at Victoria for he was standing on her left. The rest of her men lined up to either side of us so that the enemy could see us clearly. We only walked about a quarter mile before we stopped to wait for Anigh to approach.
Unexpectedly, he came, but not with a group of men. He was alone. He walked toward us with a bounce in his step. After seeing him face Timur, I prepared myself for anything.
As he neared, he watched the falcons overhead with his thumbs looped under the straps of his faulds at his waist like a tourist taking in the sights. His helmet was put away, as were his weapons. His eyes were irrationally wide like a person stuck in a state of perpetual astonishment. 
Whether he was aware of us being there at all was answered when he stopped ten feet away. His lips parted in what may have been a grin.
“Anigh,” Victoria said, waiting before saying more.
Twisting his head to the side, his eyes fell to look upon the girl who had addressed him. “My, you are as pretty as you sound.” His eyes shut as he took in a deep breath. As he exhaled, his eyes opened, and a semblance of sanity looked back at us. He spoke again. “People follow me because if they don’t, I kill them—for fun—and because I can. But you… Do they follow that pretty face? Oh no. I have heard about you. Like me, you kill those that stand against you, but I wonder, do you enjoy it?”
I moved to step forward, but not before Victoria’s hand caught my arm and stopped me.
“I hoped for more,” Victoria said, sounding confident—and bored. “You’re really just an everyday psychopath that won the psionic lottery?” She sighed, then asked like she already knew his answer, “Do you want to surrender?”
She wasn’t acting like herself, and even if I knew why she might approach the conversation in such a way, I couldn’t get past the difference.
“Don’t talk dirty,” he teased. “You know me so well. Surrender, no. Kill you all before you make it back to your men, perhaps.”
“Talking dirty? Really?” she said, rolling her eyes. “Please attack us already. Lucius, you wanted to fight him, right?”
I slowly nodded my head, never taking my eyes off of him.
“Splendid. Anigh, have fun but you might want to keep an eye on the sky. Everyone else, let's go.” She turned her back to him and started walking. Kline and Cornelius were unsure what to do, but Peter and Oliver obeyed her as if they had known this was going to happen from the beginning.
I was just as caught off guard as Anigh was, but with a flick of my wrist, my spear and shield appeared in my grip. And then, as if responding to Victoria’s warning, a great cry of hundreds of falcons joined together in an ominous song. I didn’t dare lift my head, but Anigh glanced up overhead. His eyes widened, and he forgot me entirely as his head tilted all the way back.
Daring a glance of my own, I saw a swarm of falcons and owls passing overhead. They devoured the enemy’s falcons like a cloud of poisonous gas that was blowing toward them at a speed that was faster than they could fly. Stage one. Victoria’s great war machine clicked into place. From the look on Anigh’s face, I saw he had no way to answer the assault. His eyes in the sky were being plucked like fruit in a tree.
Orange power leaped into my limbs as I bolted toward him. I started where Timur had left off, thrusting my spear at hip level where it was hardest to dodge.
He blurred safely to the side, the silver of Rank E psionics lighting his path. I didn’t even see him equip his spear until it pounded into my shield. Watching over its protective rim, I saw the crazy had returned as his eyes locked with mine.
 I felt him move as much as I saw him. The pressure of his energy and the weight off my shield—Apotho burst into action as his spear blade spun, slashing into my leg. My spear was already flying when his attack was thrown back. My aura took over as Apotho cut off, only adding to my speed.
He blurred again, this time back and away.
Lowering my stance, I rested my spear on my shield’s rim and cocked it back to be ready for the next attack.
Taking his spear in one hand, he shoved a finger in my directions. “The white energy guy! It’s nice to meet you. I’ve wanted to kill you for months—” Pursing his mouth, he looked up and started to shake his head. “Sorry, but we’ll have to do this later. That woman’s really something. She’s going to be fun to kill.”
As the words left his mouth, I shot toward him at full speed. He had already put too much distance between us, for as I ran at him, he turned and fled. His speed was such that even if I was able to catch him, we’d reach his army before I did. It was then that I saw his army was already marching our way. Reluctantly, I turned back to rejoin my men.
 



Chapter 33 – The Gears of War
Jogging back, I was too far ahead of Anigh’s eastern army to worry about them catching up to me. I kept an eye on the sky behind me, mesmerized by how thoroughly we were dispatching their flying pets. It was no accident. Pet Combat had turned into one of those essential abilities in the minds of the player population, with no small help from Victoria and all of the Council of Guilds. As player versus player conflict grew, so did the necessity of keeping your pet safe. Without your pet, you didn’t lose your mixed reality based abilities, but every one of them that was enhanced by your pet would take a hit. Your AI would only have one pair of ears and eyes, so your Visual and Audible Ultimates would be far less effective.
The jog up the hill to the valley’s ridge where our army lay in wait was at least two hundred meters from top to bottom. It brought a dark grin to my face. The enemy would soon have to race up the same hill to face a wall of psionic-backed shields and spears.
Victoria’s voice sounded in my head. “Sorry about putting you on the spot. There was little chance that he was going to stay and fight, but it was worth a shot.”
“That’s very kind of you,” I replied. “Your air force is having little trouble.”
“If they didn’t prepare before then it’s a battle they can’t win. You better get ready. You know the drill. I’ll be too preoccupied for conversation but wait for my command. And Lucius, be safe.”
“Got it. You too.” Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about her. She was heading back to camp to do her magic from the safety of the command tent.
I rejoined my men, wordlessly taking my place between Mel and Barrell. Armed with spears and shields, they were ready. There was nothing that needed to be said between us. I geared up and watched the enemy’s army come. Our position was a good one. We were elevated near the back and above the front line, so we could see much of the hill’s slope, especially to the north.
“I’m setting the Alpha now!” Isaiah, our Pet Master, cried. Glancing back, I saw all our wolves and mountain lions appear as if out of nowhere at the rear the platoon. By setting the Alpha, Isaiah basically set his pet as the leader of every other pet in the Platoon, forming a pack. Of course, he needed the pet’s owner to give permission, but once the Alpha was set, they would follow his pet’s lead. It was an ability I hadn’t even know existed until two days ago, but its worth was immediately clear. Using your pet in a solo manner during a battle, unless you had a flying one, was almost useless when formed up in ranks. Even trying to position Wink on the battlefield to give my AI better angles lost most of its benefits because there were simply too many people that would get in the way. But a pack of almost forty wolves and mountain lions with the ability to attack people and their pets could make a big difference.
The man chosen to lead our pack already had experience as a part of Barrell’s scouting party. Since enemy pets that could attack were becoming a problem, pack hunting was how they’d learned to combat it. It was so effective that all of our scouting parties always wiped out the enemy pets first before they attacked. Isaiah was following at our rear and would provide much more than moral support.
The enemy swarmed toward us from the east and the west. Our western flank was thick with reinforcements that would switch with the front line as the fighting dragged on. Kline and his men stood deep inside it, waiting for Victoria to give them the word. We were to do the same. As I was the spear to the east, he was the spear to the west. 
At the weakest point, where our two flanks came together, our men formed a curved line that was designed to let them defend where the enemy armies came together. It was the narrowest point of our defense and our men fighting there would have much less relief from reinforcements. Cornelius had volunteered his men for the task, and he stood with them. They hadn’t been left to defend it alone. With two platoons of Prodos’s finest, Oliver stood with him, backing his every move.
The footfalls of ten thousand men rumbled toward us. Half of the enemy’s western army stopped mid-valley and the rest continued toward us. Their eastern army came at us at full strength. Reaching the slope, the enemy slung insults as if their tongues were weapons. Their ascent began.
Their pets ran out in front, nearing our line. What had been Timur’s men were close behind. They had little formation. Obviously they’d never spent much time training in squads. Their expertise was in one on one combat from all their duels.
In the east, I saw a small group of men that had broken off from the rest. It was Anigh, heading across the valley toward the western half of his army that had yet to attack. My first inclination was to contact Victoria, but I knew I didn’t have to. It wasn’t just my eyes and her falcon’s that she had access to now, but our entire army and each of our pets. Everything was competing for her attention, so I’d give her the space she needed to do her job.
Launching over our front line, a mountain lion cleared the shield wall only to be impaled on numerous spears. It wasn’t the last. Dozens of lions cleared our shield wall. Only a few survived the descent. With a few exceptions, it was clear many of the player-killers had just upgraded their pet for this very event and hadn’t had the chance to level them up. They had yet to level up enough to be much more than a distraction. 
One thousand wolves and mountain lions reached our line and desperate were trying to claw their way through to get at the players behind it. It was as useless as trying to dig a hole in a wall of stone with your bare hands. Spear after spear slipped out from between our shields, piercing hide and flesh. Howls of dying animals joined with the snarls of the living. When the pets’ owners reached our line, they were blocked by their own pets. They had no other choice than to have them disengage and slip back into the invisible realm where only their owners could see and interact with them. It killed the little momentum they had from their run up the hill.
Victoria called out a single command that was only audible to the eastern flank. “Push!”
Our shield wall became mobile and pressed out any gaps between their line and ours. Then the enemy was forced back. As if a tidal wave of shields crept over the edge of the hill, our wall sped its forward moment. Once our men were pushing downhill the player-killers had no chance.
“Hold!” Victoria cried.
The forward push stalled, and the formation tightened.
Psionics raged on both sides. Spears shot out from our wall from every angle, leaving the player-killers bloody and broken. Gaps opened in our line, but only momentarily before the enemy was pushed back. Even if one of them was especially powerful, the moment one broke through rows of our men waited for them twenty layers deep.
For a moment, I pitied them. The player-killers may have been able to beat many of our men one on one, but these were no longer athletes and gamers, but veterans who had lived and died by the shield wall—trusting the men and women beside them with their lives. And they had psionics too.
Victoria’s voice thundered in my head. “Right Hand!” I glanced to see my men were listening. “Now.”
The sea of men before us parted, giving us a straight view to the edge of the hill. Thinking that they had opened a gap, the player-killers’ helmets appeared above the ridge as they rushed in.
With Mel to my left and Barrell to my right, we charged right at them. Building speed with every stride, I didn’t need psionics to outpace the others. A few of the enemy had already made it up the hill and saw us coming. Instead of turning to run, they ran toward us.
Barrell shone with orange light as he caught up to me. A chill went up my spine before I activated my own aura. An orange tint transformed my world and I accelerated, passing him by.
Bolts of red light shot passed me on my left. One, two, three of them dropped a man spastically to the ground.
On my last stride, I leaped. My shield connected with the lead player-killer. His energy was glowing red. It was as if he wasn’t even there. His bones shattered, crunching beneath my weight. I was through him so fast I didn’t know which way he’d flown off.
The enemy crumpled in our wake. A dozen of them lay broken before we had even reached the edge of the hill. My mind was too focused to remember Olivia in detail, or the people of Milford, but the anger that I’d felt was fresh on my mind and it ran with me. Reaching the edge of the hill, the decline increased—so did our speed.
Barrell was now at my side, and Isamu flanked him. Mel wasn’t far behind, but he wasn’t running them over as we were. His balls of psionic energy flew far faster than they had the last time we’d fought together. He sent them in spurts, stressing accuracy. I wasn’t using a constant aura but flared it in controlled doses.
The player-killers had no real formation to speak of. As the gap had formed in our line, every one of them that had seen it rushed toward it. A great knot of people was waiting for us. The wait was over.
We blasted into the immense knot of men, pulverizing those in front between us and the men behind them. There were enough of them that they slowed our pace. Lowering my shoulder, I dug my feet into the earth. My men did the same. The strength of a platoon filled with Rank F psionics bloomed like a flower of death. There was a moment where they held us back, then, as if something snapped, they fell like an avalanche of men.
Their fall wasn’t fast enough, so we pushed through, splitting them with the ease of shears to a cotton shirt.
“Push!” Victoria commanded. Our great eastern wall rose up and pressed into the enemy behind us as we cut through their ranks. After the initial layer of men at their front line, the rest of them were scattered like a random mob. We left a path of bodies and toppled men.
Barrell’s weapon-bolstering specialists ran in behind our Rank F psionic battering ram. They finished the enemy that had dropped. Their ability to cause havoc on plate mail made them perfect for the job. Isamu’s men were right there with them, followed by our pack of wolves and lions.
We burst through the back of their line. I slowed our pace but kept heading deeper into the valley. I rounded our course when we were clear and saw that our eastern army had followed our lead and bridged the gap we had made in the enemy’s force, neatly separating them in two. 
The rumble of tens of thousands of paws thundered from the east as our Pet Masters stampeded toward the easternmost segment of the player-killers’ army.
Straightening our course away from the massive host of pets, I slowed our pace to a stop when we were at a safe distance. We watched as our horde of pets, outnumbering them ten to one, fell upon the player-killers. A lot of pets would die today, but their sacrifice would save lives.
Hearing the wail of their dying friends, the remaining segment of the player-killer army started to flee. There was no direction to their retreat, only desperation.
“Right Hand!” Victoria called. “Head straight through the middle of the eastern army’s retreat. Cut them down but stay together. I’ll open a gap when you make it to our front line.”
“Your girlfriend’s not playing,” Barrell said with a sadistic grin.
I glowered at him, reminding him now wasn’t the time. Looking back, I called out to the platoon. “Report.”
As I changed our heading right for the retreating mass, they sped up with me.
“No human losses! Two Pets down!” Barrell shouted instead of using platoon chat.
“No losses,” Mel confirmed.
I shook off the thought that Wink might have been one of the pets killed. A glance at my minimap told me she was fine. This would be good experience for her.
Our pace quickened as we neared the fleeing army. It was impossible to see what was happening on the other front, but they were still near the top of the hill. It hadn’t gone as well there as it had here, but that was nothing unexpected.
The valley before us was lit up in red and orange. Men ran, alone or in small groups, as they tried to get away. Those that saw us coming moved from our path. It wasn’t until we were halfway through the mass of retreating player-killers that anyone tried to face us.
A single man had lost his helmet. The side of his head was covered in blood as he marched away from the line in an obvious rage. In one hand he wielded a battle axe and the other a steel kite shield. Seeing us, he sped his pace, then burst into orange light and hastened straight for us.
“I got him,” Mel called out.
Talented or not, Mel only had a Psionic Level of Rank G. I looked at Barrell. He gave me a wink.
Holding up my hand, we slowed as Mel continued his pace. 
The raging man was eating up ground but had to jump to the side to avoid a chain of Mel’s bolts. The man dodged as he came, never releasing his aura. Mel had deposited his spear and was peppering the air with psionic fire.
As they neared, it looked as if I’d have to jump in. Even though he was keeping the man on his feet, Mel hadn’t landed a single hit. The range between them narrowed. Mel looked to be on his back foot when suddenly his aura flared, and he shifted positions. They were about to engage. I’d waited too long to help with the first exchange.
The man drove forward with his shield out in front to slam Mel to the ground. Mel cranked back, throwing the cutting edge of his shield to meet the man head-on. His aura cut off. He was in trouble. My own aura flooded power into my limbs. I rushed toward them.
Just before their shields met, Mel’s shield started to glow at the edge in red light. I skidded to a stop.
The energy-covered rim of Mel’s shield banged into the man’s shield. Or, at least, that was what I expected to happen. Instead, his shield struck firm, cleaving deep into the steel of his opponent’s kite shield. The man was dumbfounded, cringing in pain. Rolling to the ground, he gave up the shield and held out his axe between them. Mel didn’t bother aiming around it. Five quick bolts tore into the man’s body like liquid electricity, leaving him twitching on the ground.
As he jogged back to us, I had the platoon pick up the pace without taking my eyes off of him. 
I opened my mouth to say something when we ran into a group of fleeing players. They hadn’t seen us coming, so we trampled them underfoot. And then, we were done. We’d made it to the base of the hill and our army’s front line. Victoria, being true to her word, told the line to open up and we entered through safely.
“Reform at the top of the hill!” Victoria commanded.
We returned to our place at the eastern flank. I witnessed from our perch our army of pets finish half of the player-killer army, then, like the unrolling of a blanket, spread out across the valley, chasing the fleeing men.
In the first half an hour, twenty percent of Anigh’s total force was wiped out.
To the western flank, I saw that our shield wall was still positioned at the top of the hill. A few injured men were being dragged through the ranks, but there were thousands of people to take their place. If things ended sooner than we’d hoped, I might get the chance to heal them with my excess energy.
Had all of our worrying been for nothing? The criminal army had shown their true colors in their occupation of Milford, but I’d expected more. Hadn’t we all? I hated to admit it, but we owed Dr. Konig for warning us. They could have ravaged more cities and caught us unaware, but we had been prepared. 
What I didn’t understand though was what was the point? Someone was responsible for allowing criminals into Freedom. As sadistic as it was, I highly doubted that they just wanted to see peopled suffer and die. All evidence pointed to this person being someone high up in the military with the authority to hide behind their command. Had they wanted to prepare us to fight and kill other people? It was the only reasoning that made sense. Their numbers weren’t enough to hold us back for long. Only Anigh, and maybe some of his strongest men, would prove a real problem, but even then, they wouldn’t be able to stand against superior numbers for long.
As if to make my point, Anigh’s men started to retreat down the hill. I didn’t hear Victoria’s voice since I was a part of the other flank, but our western line started to push. Looking up, I saw the sky filled with friendly pets. As I’d been busy, the rest of the enemy’s air support had been completely wiped out.
It was then that I noticed the brigade of Anigh’s army that had stayed back in the valley were starting to march. Something was off. Their eastern army was defeated, and the western front was retreating. Why would he move the rest of his force in to attack? They were now outnumbered three to one… Were they going to relieve those fleeing to give them time to retreat?
I watched eagerly as our men beat them back and formed up at the base of the hill. Anigh’s men ceased their retreat but seemed hesitant to attack. The reinforcements neared, stopping about one hundred meters out.
There was a standstill for a long minute. Anigh’s men didn’t seem to know what to do. Then, they fell on their faces.
Anigh’s reinforcements deposited their weapons and lifted empty hands. Were they giving up?
It was as if someone struck me in the gut. Red bolts of energy, and the odd orange, leaped from their outstretched hands. Thousands of bolts flew at our men and women and there was nothing they could do but brace for the attack. The bolts bombarded our western army. The angle of the hill and our men’s tight formation had them lined up like a hall of targets.
“Charge!” Victoria’s command came so suddenly that all that the eastern line could do was react. Our brothers and sisters on the western flank were in trouble, so she was calling the east to come to their rescue.
What had been an orderly defensive line for the entire battle wavered from its predetermined place and poured down the hill toward the enemy’s remaining army.
The enemy’s barrage of psionic bolts didn’t stop. Our men on the western front stumbled over their dying friends as they tried to charge and throw an assault of their own. As they rushed headlong, they were brought down. Those that did reach the enemy’s line did so with little support and were quickly dispatched.
Just when I’d been thinking Anigh was nothing more than half-crazy fool, he’d pulled off a flawless false retreat to entice thousands of our men into firing range.
And how had he found so many people that could cast psionic bolts? It’s impossible. Out of our twenty thousand men, there were only about one hundred that could fire psionic bolts, and Mel was the only one I knew that could match their rate of fire.
As surprising of an attack as it was, it didn’t go unanswered. Harrison had over four hundred men, all of them armed with longbows. Their arrows were constructed with heavy steel arrowheads, so their range was limited, but they tore armor as fangs tore flesh. They formed up near the top of the hill, bringing the enemy into range. An immense twang rang out as their arrows flew. Metal drummed against metal as the arrows landed among Anigh’s men. The effect was immediate. Fewer psionic bolts flew and their howls of agony replaced them.
“Right Hand! Tail the eastern army! Don’t engage until you hear my command,” Victoria said.
We did as she said. 
The western army had lost hundreds, if not thousands. One psionic bolt would not kill a person, at least not at Rank G and not from one hundred meters out. Their internal psionic walls would help them defend against the effects as would their shields. But they weren’t being hit with a single bolt. They were being hit with dozens. Anigh’s army was raining down a countless number—hundreds a second. We still had the bulk of our western army at the top of the hill, but Victoria wisely held them back. The moment they set foot on the hill, they would just become new targets to the enemy casters. 
A few more volleys of arrows flew, lessening the number of bolts even further. Their casters then took aim at our archers.
Help came as our eastern army reached the bottom of the hill. It drew the attention of some of their casters and split their attention, but now we had psionic bolts flying our way.
Victoria saw the opening before I did. The western army was unleashed. They poured around Harrison and his men like men possessed. Their friends were dying, and all they’d been able to do was watch. The waiting was over. The hill they had to traverse was covered in injured men and death piles. Their psionic auras didn’t just give them speed, but an uncanny coordination so their pace only continued to increase. 
The enemy saw it, and even with their casters’ attention split, men continued to fall. 
Our army of pets had shifted their focus and were returning from their hunt of the retreating player-killer force. They were heading toward the enemy’s rear in a colossal stampede. Anigh’s western army hadn’t wasted their pets. A few thousand wolves and lions ran out to greet ours with fang and claw.
We had the numbers, but as we closed in on their army, our archers would become a danger to our own men, so they’d have to stop. The enemy’s casters were a different story. They could continue to hunt us even as we engaged in close-quarters combat. The closer we got, the more damage their bolts would do. Victory looked likely, but at what cost?
Reaching the bottom of the hill, our eastern army was fully engaged. I looked for an angle that would give us the best approach to give Victoria the best advantage possible.
Our western army had once again filled the hill with men, but their casters no longer cared. Anigh’s army had been forced to merge into one, and now they faced us at full force.
Awaiting Victoria’s command, I started to grow concerned. I heard nothing from her and the minutes passed. A stray psionic bolt flew our way. Letting my shield drop to the ground, I reached up with an Apotho-covered hand and slapped it out of the sky.
I received a sudden voice chat request from Peter. I accepted it right away. He didn’t say anything at first, so I started to speak, then something stopped me.
A person screamed. They were cut off. I muted my voice channel immediately. What I was hearing was coming through from his end, not from the battle nearby.
“Explain yourself,” Victoria demanded. “What could you possibly gain from killing the guild council?”
“I think you already know. Everything that you’ve built is now mine.”
I had to take a step back as I recognized the voice. It was the last person I’d ever expected.
Turning to face Mel and Barrell, I saw they were already watching me. Unmuting the voice channel for a brief moment, I whispered something I hoped Peter could hear. “We’re coming.”
Muting the channel once again, I left the line open. Barrell sent out the command.
I looked him in the eye, and he knew what I was going to say before I said it. “Go!” he said as we all started to run toward the base of the hill.
My heart pounded in my chest. Pulling away from the others, I inventoried my spear and shield, reaching the hill at full stride. Bringing up my menu, I saw I still had 34,337 Psionic Energy. It would hopefully be enough. My aura filled me with strength, and I exploded up the side of the hill. Speed was the only primary stat in which I’d progressed to Rank C. With my psionics enhancing it, I doubted there was a person in Freedom that could match it.
Our camp was already vaguely visible through the tree line. I crossed the top of the hill and plunged into the forest without a thought of slowing down. Victoria was in trouble and Peter had messaged me in the hope that I’d make it in time. I held nothing back as I slipped between the trees, out of the forest, and tore into our camp.
I was going too fast to avoid a tent, so I jumped and backhanded its top pole with Apotho. It moved.
Within seconds I was through the camp and drawing near the command tent. Oliver was already there, facing off with four men.
I watched as he lashed out with spear and shield. His psionic aura was glowing red, but theirs were all glowing orange. It didn’t matter. Their precision and strength were like children swatting sticks at a grown man. I’d seen such skill from only one other person—Achilles. He battered them with every blow and even as they landed what looked to be clean hits, he moved just right so that they’d glance off.
At once, I was with him. My spear appeared in my hand from my inventory. I drove it through one man’s shield and into his chest. I lunged at another, meeting him with empty hands. 
His spear leaped for my face. With my aura still active, I brushed his weapon aside and landed on his shield like a cat. Spinning, I ripped it from his grip, and with one solid twist, I rammed it into his knee. His armor crumpled in and his leg snapped in two.
Leaving him to writhe on the ground, I ran at the next. He faced off with Oliver, who was sweeping the legs out from under the man’s friend.
With all the speed my aura could supply, I bounded toward him. My Apotho-covered fist landed square on the side of his head. Before his feet could flop over his head, his helmet slammed into the dirt and he bent unnaturally at the waist, landing in a heap.
Oliver took the moment to skewer the last guy who was trying to make it to his feet. He turned his attention to me, holding my gaze for but a moment. After a single nod, he slashed down with his spear at the middle of the tent’s flaps, severing whatever was holding them closed on the inside.
Pulling them back, we stepped inside to find an entire platoon of men waiting for us. They were formed up to block us from getting to the far side of the room. 
From where I stood, I could see the man who’d betrayed us. Even though I’d heard his voice, I still hardly believed what I saw. Victoria and Peter were there, surrounded, and Liam stood before them, a bloody spear in hand.
 



Chapter 34 – Grab Betrayal by the Face
A blinding fury rose up inside me. These men would be given no chance to surrender. Only the deep-seated fear of placing Victoria in more danger kept me from attacking immediately.
The men before us were all wearing Liam’s guild colors of red and gold over their plate armor. They wielded spears and shields and were lined up in perfect formation. There were several pools of blood under their feet, scattered throughout the room. I saw the fresh bodies of the men and women they had killed tossed to either side of the tent as if they were bags of food that had been in the way. The thirty corpses were what was left of the guild council and their escorts.
“It doesn’t matter the consequences,” Oliver said, not caring who overheard. “They die and Victoria leaves here alive. Do you understand?”
I didn’t look at him but knew exactly what he meant. “Understood.”
“Lucius. Oliver,” Liam called from the back of the room. He wore his plate mail, but his helmet was tucked away in his inventory. Standing behind the men that had Victoria surrounded, it seemed he hadn’t forgotten how she’d killed Jaden. “It’s nice of you to join us. Don’t try anything stupid. The fifty men before you all have Psionic Levels of Rank F.” He turned back to Victoria. “As for your question, you’re my prisoner just as Jaden is yours. Don’t get me wrong. I can’t stand the man and plan on leaving him right where he is. My assistant Heather is back in Hobgrave. She has taken the other council members hostage.”
“You aren’t going to kill the rest of us?” Victoria hissed.
His easy grin never left his face as he answered her. “Not if I don’t have to. Having you here as a hostage will make it easier to take command. The others may think I’m bluffing, but not if I have a knife to your throat. Believe it or not, I like you and have decided to keep you alive because I’m still kind of in awe of what you’ve built here. Think of it as a reward.”
“I’ve heard enough,” Oliver said, this time under his breath. “He intends to keep her alive…”
Inventorying his spear and shield, Oliver removed a steel-shafted sledgehammer. The brick of steel on its hammer end was almost as wide as a man’s head is tall. He let the top of his sledge fall, only to sink an inch into the ground and balance there. I felt the vibrations of the impact through the hard-packed earth.
The front line of Liam’s men shifted into a ready stance.
Oliver’s red aura ignited. As easy as taking a breath, his aura blazed into a fiery orange and he leveled up to Rank F before my eyes. Peter had made it clear that Freedom’s AI calculated our abilities based on what physical and psionic actions we took. As an Ekseliksi, he’d been holding back all this time, but now he felt it was necessary to bring out a bit more of what he was capable of. He made no move to conserve energy by using it in spurts but instead he let it fly like an out of control flame. He removed his gauntlets and bracers, then grabbed the handle of his hammer with his left hand. The muscles of his forearm bulged like cords of bronze as he wrapped his other hand around the hammer’s handle, a few inches above the other. Sliding his left foot forward, he kept his hammer low, pulling it back like a samurai. A brutal, bodybuilding samurai that fought rock monsters instead of men.
“Follow me,” was all he said as he shot forward. His sledge flashed as it met with the closest shield. 
The owner of the shield braced with his aura flaring as he caught the blow. His shield folded in two and he was swept off the ground. His closest neighbors were knocked aside like saplings in a strong wind.
At his word, everything that was holding me back fell off like shackles. I grabbed my scalemail at the shoulder and ignited my aura. I tore my armor from my body. Its leather lacing ripped apart down my side. Lifting it over my head, I tossed it to the floor.
Even Timur’s betrayal did not compare to Liam’s. I’d considered him a friend and a person I respected, but he hadn’t wounded me. He had taken who I cared for the most and set her out of my reach. He threatened Victoria and had placed an entire platoon of men between the two of us.
It was as if my aura and emotions melded together as the inferno inside me burned out of control. The orange of my Rank F aura appeared so quickly it was as if I didn’t have to command it at all. Bare-chested with clenched fists, I flew over Oliver’s head. The spears that rose up to pluck me out of the air were tossed aside as I fell. Apotho wasn’t just covering my fists, but my entire body in its shield of white energy. My psionic valve strained to the max as I demanded more from it than ever before. Spearpoint after spearpoint was thrust into my stomach, chest, and throat, but all were pushed back. Even as one sped for my face, I looked past it with gritted teeth and parried it to the side with my cheek.
As I came down among their middle ranks, my fist slammed into a man’s chest, throwing him back. He toppled the man behind him and landed in a cloud of dust. I was already moving. Like a charging bull, I muscled through them, throwing my head into the one directly in front of me. I saw his stupefied look as he fell beneath me and was unceremoniously run over.
After the initial shock, there wasn’t an aura left unlit as the men surrounding me unleashed their spears. Some of them bit into my back and sides, for Apotho was spread thin over my body and wasn’t nearly as powerful as it normally would’ve been if I focused it into a small area. But what were bug bites to a raging bull? Whether it was because I was moving too fast, or they had no experience trying to pierce an energy shield, I was soon through them and burst out the back of their ranks with Liam in my sights.
He was staring wide-eyed as if he was about to scream. “You’ve got to be joking.”
His Rank F aura flared, and he jumped past his men and grabbed Victoria by the arm. Spinning her, his spear fell, and his sword slipped out of his sheath. He placed his blade across her neck. The three men that had surrounded her hurried forward and lined up before me.
I hunched low as I readied to pounce and considered equipping my sword. Oliver blew past me. He whipped his sledge into the side of their spears, shattering two of them, and redirected his blow with a speed that made a fencer look slow.
The man with the only remaining spear rammed it into Oliver’s breastplate with psionic strength.
Oliver twisted his torso as the spearpoint pierced his armor, snapping the spear’s blade in two.
My own aura rose up and I skirted around Oliver. My aura cut off and my fist fell into one of the spearless men’s shields. Apotho battered him to the side, but he was already defending so he caught himself from falling. Oliver’s hammer was there and bashed in his ribs.
I’d pushed through their ranks and Oliver had followed, leaving a path of destruction behind us. A glance back told me that over half of them had survived. We’d made it through, but in moments they’d be on us.
I saw Liam yank Victoria’s head back. His hand was on her forehead and his sword’s blade was firmly against her neck. Achilles had endlessly lectured about the dangers of anger and staying in control. I’d even faced the consequences firsthand when I fought a bandit while enraged. I thought I’d learned my lesson but seeing her in this position was too much to take. Anger bled from me like the small wounds all over my back. Justice no longer mattered. I wanted nothing more than to grab Liam and rip him apart with my bare hands.
It was the first grimace I’d ever seen Liam make. He growled to his men, “Kill them!”
Victoria’s gaze fell to meet mine. It wasn’t the fear of death I saw, but the dull expression of someone dealing with an annoying child.
Orange fire seemingly leaped from her neck where Liam held his blade. His sword fell to the floor and he stumbled back, releasing her.
“You have no imagination,” she said. With both hands out, her psionic bolts started to fly. The men cornering Peter were the first to drop. I sensed Oliver turn to meet the men behind us. I didn’t join him.
I tore at the ground, running wildly at Liam. He’d wrenched off his gauntlet that was covering his blackened hand which Victoria’s bolt had turned into a tattered mess. My shoulder smacked into his breastplate and I lifted him off the floor. Picking him up to my full height, I slammed him into the ground. His head bounced off the ground, but he held his hand like it was the only thing that mattered.
There was no intelligible thought that came to mind. The man lying at my feet had been prepared to take everything from me. I wouldn’t let it happen again.
Bending over him, I grabbed him by the face, and I lifted him up off his back. Energy filled me and I heaved him up. Using his temples as finger grooves, I held him a foot off the floor. Walking with him dangling in my grasp, I passed Victoria who only ceased casting psionic bolts at the enemy when she saw me. Peter was in front, defending her. He’d found a sword and was parrying every spear that came into reach. Stepping past him, I cut him off, holding Liam up so that everyone could see.
“Stop,” I said evenly.
His men obeyed immediately, falling back, but keeping their spears at the ready. Even in my current state of mind it struck me as odd that they responded so quickly.
Deeper in the enemy’s rank, Oliver was crushing everything in his path. He was bloodied but sweltering with strength. The men he was facing gave way and he took notice. Turning, he saw me.
“If you kill me, I’ll just respawn and still have most of the council as hostages,” Liam said, laboring to give his nasally warning. His nose was pressed into his face beneath my palm, but as far as I could tell it was unbroken.
“Who said anything about killing you?” I replied. 
My free hand grabbed hold of his wounded wrist, just below the bracer.
I felt his jaw move as he shrieked. His good hand grabbed ahold of the arm that was holding him up. Even as his aura flooded his grip with power, all I had to do was squeeze. My grip tightened around his wrist. He let go. It took the smallest of pressures to get him to comply. Without fear that he’d retaliate, I dropped my aura, still holding him in the air. His full weight pushed my muscles to their limit, but I didn’t let him fall. Therapeia flowed from my palm into his wounded hand. Before the eyes of everyone there, it took no more than fifteen seconds before his hand was fully restored.
As if he’d been holding his breath, he began inhaling and exhaling great quantities of air. “Thank you,” he said, obviously relieved. “What do you—”
Energy filled me with power and I felt the bones in his hand crumble in my grip. He bawled and howled, squirming to get away. I didn’t let him go.
“I won’t let you die,” I swore.
A warm touch on the back of my arm pulled at my awareness. A tender pinch along my triceps coaxed my glare from Liam. Victoria was looking at me with a thin smile. The tips of her fingers ran down the length of my arm until they stopped at my wrist. With a simple shake of her head, I obeyed her request and loosened my grip, letting his hand fall.
She leaned up on her tiptoes and whispered in my ear, “I’ll take it from here.” Pulling back, she looked up at me as if expecting me to act. “You can let go of the bad man’s face now.”
I wasn’t gentle. I let go and he fell.
As if awakening from a daze, I looked to Liam’s men, worried they’d be emboldened. Nothing was further from the truth. They were sitting where they had been standing. Their weapons were thrown into a pile at their feet. Across the room, I saw that we were no longer alone. My men had arrived.
The look I saw on Barrell’s face—he’d seen it all. My gaze returned to Liam who was curled up on the floor coddling his broken hand. What have I done?
 



Chapter 35 – Surrounded
My men jumped into motion without having to be given the word. They commanded Liam’s men to dump their inventories out on the floor. One by one they obeyed until they were standing in nothing but their undergarments.
I didn’t join my men but was frozen in place. I was disturbed by what I’d just done—and been willing to do. If Victoria hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve continued to heal and break him over and over again until I’d got what I wanted. Every rational bone in my body swore that what I’d done was wrong, but it wasn’t guilt I felt. My conscience was blaring, but every other part of me was at peace. It was that which scared me the most. Despite what my head told me, I felt that what I’d done was right.
“Liam, sit up,” Victoria commanded. “Your hand will heal soon enough.”
He rolled over onto his good side before pushing himself up with a wince.
She stared down at him like he was finally starting to behave. “Contact Anigh and tell him it's over. Now.”
Betraying his act of being in immense pain, he tried to excuse himself. “If you expect him to stop fighting—”
“I expect you to do as I say.”
His mouth snapped shut. He fumbled through his menu for a moment before making a selection.
A voice came through from the other end. I was close enough to hear it. “Is it done?” Anigh said.
“No. The plan failed,” Liam replied.
“That’s disappointing. Is that it? No backup?”
“It’s over.”
“Oh well, I was going to kill you anyway. You’ll just have to wait a little longer is all.” The contact cut off.
Liam flinched like he’d just been slapped in the face. “I told you he wouldn’t stop.”
“Contact Heather,” Victoria said, ignoring his response. “Have her release every prisoner and have them contact Peter directly when they are free. She is to wait in Hobgrave until we return.”
“She won’t do that. Turn herself in, I mean.”
“Do your followers have no loyalty at all?” Oliver said.
“They follow me because we want the same thing.”
“Do it!” Victoria said. “There’s a battle I need to get back to. Peter, secure Liam and his men. Oliver, heal up, then return to the front line to back Cornelius. Barrell, when Peter finds men to replace you, you’re to take charge of the Right Hand. You’re needed on the battlefield. “
His head shot up when his name was called. He’d been looking at the inventory menu of one of our prisoners. “Ma’am?”
“Lucius will stay at my side.”
He looked to me, still unsure what she was asking. I was just as confused and sensed a rebuke in her words. The fact he cared enough to seek my opinion and hadn’t completely sworn me off was more of a relief than I would’ve ever guessed. I nodded, encouraging him to do as she asked.
Only after Liam had contacted Heather did Victoria find a chair in the back to sit down on. It had only taken a minute to have Liam and his men cleared out of the command tent. Victoria and I had been left alone.
“Stop making that face,” she said, reviving me from my stupor of self-examination.
All I could do was look at her. I felt emotionally drained like a rag wrung of water.
“You’re not being punished, silly. How much Psionic Energy do you have left?”
 I checked, then forced myself to speak. “7,186.”
“Rest up. Anigh is still out there. After we give his army a beatdown, I don’t see him as the type of guy who will surrender. Do you?”
“No.”
“Then it’s settled. Now stop moping and protect me. Unless you have something better to do. We still have a battle to win.”
Her eyes glazed over and suddenly they were shifting around in her head at a frantic speed. It was a long moment before she spoke, but once she began, she didn’t stop.
“Set your psionic walls! Remember, your aura won’t protect you against psionic bolts, but your walls will help—Form up—Close the gap—Push forward—Push to your right! Attack their casters—Cornelius. Calm your energy. You're burning through your reserves too fast—” I managed to smile at that. “Their packs are smaller than ours! Wolves on lions and lions on wolves! Our lions will tear their wolves apart quickly—Kline! I’m opening a gap on the far flank! Now!”
Watching her drew me in, captivated me. She was just one girl in a tent a mile away, but I knew that she saw everything. She danced around the battlefield with an expert hand and I could almost visualize what was happening as she spoke. I had experience in battles of this size from my time in Gravel. Communication and being able to focus your attacks had always been the key to victory. But being with her away from the battlefield, I watched her in action and could only marvel. I’d never seen such precision of command. Such a thing was impossible in Gravel. The Combat General toolset would have been considered outrageously overpowered. Even then, how many years would it take for someone to reach Victoria’s level of mastery? The speed at which she issued commands was incredible. And I started to see the patterns from one command to the next and how they worked together to create massive and complex strikes against the enemy. Such things were difficult to pull off with months of practice, and yet, with her direction, they were being executed by unpracticed soldiers in a matter of seconds. The whole thing should be impossible.
When Peter had secured the prisoners, he joined us.
“Don’t you think it’s rude to stare?” he said, standing beside me. As I turned away, he began to laugh. “I’m kidding. She won’t be distracted unless we touch her.”
“Oh,” I replied.
“The battle’s going well. If Anigh doesn’t retreat it should be over soon.”
“Will he?”
“It’s hard to say. I think Anigh is more arrogant than brave, but he also has an unhealthy amount of battle lust. It could go either way.”
“There’s a healthy amount?”
He grabbed my shoulder and turned me to look him in the eye. “Yes, I’d say there is. Yours is bothering you? It’s obvious.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I just didn’t know I was capable of—that.” I motioned where Liam had been lying in the dirt.
“Perhaps it’s just a lesson of old age, but don’t be surprised when you find out you're capable of a lot worse than that. We’re all capable of the same. If driven to it, bad, good, it doesn’t matter. You’ve felt it. Would you not slaughter the entire world to protect what’s yours? Not that you would act on such feelings to that degree, but that’s where the limit of what you’re capable of leads. If it makes you feel better, not feeling that way would mean you don’t care enough.”
“What should I do?”
“I have no idea. If you figure it out, let me know. It also might be a good idea for you to pick up some new armor. There’s a lot of it just lying around.”
In that he was right. The floor was littered with piles of loot. Armor was only the beginning. There were weapons, backup gear, food, money, even a pair of goblin embroidered socks… I found my own scalemail for later repair but choose a multiplated breastplate that looked to offer the best mobility. It was also Rank C, which should save me from a few well-placed blows. It would do little good against Anigh but remaining shirtless held no purpose. What would Victoria think when she had finished? Even worse, what would the rest of Freedom think if they knew she had a shirtless guy hanging out in her tent all day?
 
***
 
The remainder of Anigh’s men were surrounded. There were approximately a thousand left holding an oddly shaped, circular defense in the western valley. Our army had pulled back and disengaged, but at Victoria’s word, it would be over quickly. Ninety percent of their casters had been wiped out thanks to focused attacks. We’d lost approximately five thousand men, but we still had more than enough to end them whenever we so desired.
Walking at Victoria’s side, we left the tree line and continued across the top of the hill that would look down on the two armies below. It was a lonely procession. Only Peter had joined us, reminding me of the slain guild council members and the man who had betrayed us. Peter had heard from each of them already and close to one hundred others who’d been caught up in Liam’s scheme. Heather was long gone with her three platoons, knowing she’d be unable to stand against the people left in Hobgrave now that they knew what was going on.
A man in red and gold ran toward us. He wore Liam’s guild colors, but guild command had been relinquished to Victoria, at least for now. Most of his guild was completely oblivious to what was going on. That was why he’d been so desperate for hostages in order to make it work.
The man was little more than a boy, seventeen at the most. I had to hold back a chuckle. We were the same age. I certainly didn’t feel it any longer.
He was holding a gauntlet and handed it to Victoria as soon as he reached us.
“It belonged to a caster,” he said.
She held it up to examine it. I saw the small black circle of metal that had been welded into its palm.
Its shine and grainy appearance reminded me of something. The rare metal I’d received when looting the Goblin King. With a thought, the system’s AI noticed what I was looking at and the material’s information popped up.
Adamantine
Description: One of Freedom’s rare metals. Its hardness and durability surpass 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.
 
I hadn’t used my own Adamantine because I had so little of it. At most, it would be enough to create a small dagger. It seemed Anigh had found a better use for it. It gave me ideas.
“It focuses energy and lets people create psionic bolts?” I said. It explained why so many of them could fire psionic bolts.
Victoria held her mouth in a thin line. “Yes. It’s a pretty ingenious use of it too. It would take little real craftsmanship to cut off small chunks of it and to attach it to a gauntlet like this.” There was a sudden tension in her jaw. “If it wasn’t for these things, we would’ve lost half the men that we did, maybe less.”
“Where did they get so much of it?”
“That’s the real question, isn’t it? What do you say we ask them?”
We reached the crest of the hill and began our descent. The enemy’s army was restless. I heard a full range of curses as we neared. Surrounded by a gigantic donut of spears, it was the only way left for them to lash out.
“Lucius,” Victoria said. 
I found her watching me out of the corner of her eye.
When she saw she had my full attention, she continued, “Allowing you to fight Anigh is fairly reckless at this point. If you lose, it may embolden their men, and make them only that much more eager to return after they respawn.”
I could tell from her voice that there was more to it than that. “But?”
“But, if you win, it could break the illusion that their leader is nearly invincible and possibly save us from having to fight them again altogether. I know you’ve been training, so I’ll leave it up to you. If you aren’t confident you can win, that’s fine. We can proceed in another way. But if you want this shot, even if you aren’t sure you can win, I’ll back your decision.”
After what I’d done to Liam, I would’ve expected myself to be a mess and questioning my every move. But I’d already had the time to think about it and that wasn’t the case at all. I knew why I was there and exactly why I couldn’t back down.
“I’d like to soak in a hot tub first,” I said, giving my armpit a sniff. “Maybe eat a meal that isn’t disgusting…”
Leaning in close, she challenged me with a look. “Earn it,” she said, emphasizing each word.
“So what you’re saying is, all that I have to do is beat this guy and then you’ll have dinner with me—in a hot tub.”
She came to a sudden stop. 
I continued down the hill, not looking back. She hadn’t expected that one. As much as I wanted to see her surprised pout, I began to prepare. Releasing a heavy sigh, I wiped the smile from my face and opened my inventory to begin replacing my armor. Now all I had to do was hope that all my training had been enough.
 



Chapter 36 – Silver Energy
I’d been able to test every form of armor in the training hall against a Psionic Level Rank E bandit. Not even Rank A plate mail had been enough. I equipped one of the new tank tops Victoria had made me. It was simple Prodos green with our guild symbol in the middle of the chest stitched in gold. It was fitted loosely to my measurements as I’d requested and so were my black athletic shorts. Cotton was the best material besides leather for not interfering with Apotho I’d found in all of my tests. Leather allowed my energy to pass through like it wasn’t even there, but even the best kind offered no protection against high-level psionics. It hindered my movement more than cotton, so I’d gone for the later. There was no getting past the danger I was about to face. One mistake and it was all over.
The great mass of our army reached clear to the far side of the valley all the way to the base of the hill. Every step I took down the hill needed careful consideration, because it was littered with death piles—thousands of them from the men and women of both sides. Victoria wasn’t far behind, but she didn't hurry to catch up. Approaching the rear of our ranks, a gap opened before me at her word. Our men and women turned in anticipation.
I saw their battle-weary faces. Many of them were nursing small wounds that they could live with but which were also obviously causing them pain. I met as many of their gazes as I could, nodding my thanks for all that they’d done. The whispers started and quickly spread. One woman yelled out my name only for it to be taken up by others in the crowd. It started with the people in the rows close to me as I passed. The chant of my name grew and grew until it became an ocean of sound.
Overwhelmed, I slowed my pace. A knot formed in my throat. How had it possibly come to this? Among the finest athletes and gamers in the world, I’d been mediocre at best. Yet the men and women that I couldn’t help but revere were showing me the greatest of honors. They deserved it as much if not more.
Amongst their ranks, death piles were scattered about. Stepping over a shell of plate armor that had likely belonged to one of our men, I regretted that they wouldn’t get to experience the moment that the battle came to an end. There were thousands of others that couldn’t be here now. It was fitting that the sun was falling and beginning to set. At least our men and women that had respawned back in Hobgrave could rest knowing that their work was done. 
Equipping my spear, my preparation was complete. My sword hung from my hip. To most, it would seem I was almost naked to the enemy, but the shield I wielded wasn’t made of steel or bronze. As I’d done since my Psionic Energy had recovered, I cycled it internally and released Apotho in flashes over different parts of my body in a random pattern. Even now, I couldn’t let my energy remain at full, but had to continue to keep it in constant use so that it would continue to grow. Today was just a stepping-stone near the shore of the great river I was determined to cross. My training had only begun.
Nearing our front line, I could see Anigh’s men taking turns shouting profanity and doing their best to act unafraid. I came to a stop a few meters in front of our line and faced the desperate trolls nearly fifty meters away. It was hard not to pity them. They were a nest of vipers showing their fangs, knowing at any minute their heads could be crushed.
A new chant rose up behind me. “Victoria,” they cried. It was deafening.
I turned as she neared. Peter and the messenger that had brought us the gauntlet weren’t far behind. There was a moment when her eyes my own, and I saw that she was holding back tears. It wasn’t the praise or the fact that people now followed her that had such an impact, but the fact that she was one step closer to saving her people and mine from war.
The sounds of men marching came at us from both directions. Marching toward the front of our men, Kline led his men from the west. Oliver, Cornelius, Vector, Drool, and Treetop all came from the east with Barrell close behind leading the Right Hand. The gap in our ranks closed behind us and Kline’s men started lining up to our left. Barrell’s formed up to the right.
I couldn’t help but address Cornelius. “Congrats!” He’d finally unlocked his psionics in the battle.
His armor was a dinged-up mess, but with his helmet under one arm, the smile never left his face. “This psionic stuff is addicting,” he replied.
Drool skirted past me, looking pretty beat up herself in her familiar war gown, and joined Victoria who was waiting for her. Joining hands, they both squealed as they hopped up and down.
I blinked before turning back to the guys. Vector and Treetop almost tackled me as they embraced me. In many ways, they had changed as I had, but it was Treetop that had changed the most. His tall lengthy form had disappeared beneath layers of solid muscle. His neck had thickened, his jaw cut a bulging angle, and his gaze had hardened.
“You guys are still alive?” I said, with a snicker.
“We’re too annoying to kill,” Treetop said, echoing my laugh. “You too, huh?”
“Of course.” 
“You’re going to fight that freak?” Vector said.
“That’s the plan.”
“Make him hurt.”
I heard the strain in his voice.
“He got Handshake, Marabella, Lady, and Cork,” Vector said, answering my unasked question.
“You faced him?”
They both agreed as one.
“Don’t start the party without Kline!” my old friend called out as he strolled over to join us. Everyone greeted him in turn. In the end, he stood looking up at me with a curious look. “When we first met, you were just a runt. Look at you now. Although, it looks like you’ve let those pretty muscles go to your head. Why you are walking around in pajamas? Was your armor chafing?”
A round of laughs came in response.
The enemy line didn’t take our jesting well. There was a great influx of even more perversity than before.
Mel and Barrell came in from behind the group. Cornelius and Vector stepped aside to make room. The levity drained from my face when I saw them. Ever since the battle for Hobgrave, Mel had sobered considerably, but even after seeing what I’d done to Liam he wore a tight smile. What had transpired hadn’t bothered him as I knew it had Barrell. 
Looking at the man who had taken command of the Right Hand, I felt the tension in my chest and neck grow taut. He wasn’t wearing the same grin the others were, but he wasn’t uneasy either. It seemed he was still trying to make up his mind.
Before I could commend them on a job well done, the man we had all been waiting for stepped out of the angry mob. A hush fell over them.
“Have you come to surrender?!” Anigh said, lifting up his voice. His horde of men all scoffed together like a repulsive beast.
We gave him no immediate response. 
“Let’s go,” Victoria said to the whole of our group.
The only person not with us was Oliver, but I suspected he had eyes on the situation.
Like two formal columns on either side, my men were formed up on the right and Kline’s on the left. Victoria led the way as we paraded after her. In a few long strides, I caught up with her. Peter was right there with us on her left. When we reached the end of the line, she held up a hand. “Everyone stays here. Lucius will come with me.” She wasn’t facing our group or Anigh—but Peter. “Just Lucius,” she said pointedly, but with a soft tone.
I saw her brow scrunch up as she anxiously awaited his reaction.
He gave no rebuke or objection. He gazed upon her with the fondness of a father, bursting with pride.
The meaning of what was passing between them was impossible for me to fully understand, but I thought I knew enough to grasp it in part. When they arrived in Freedom, Peter had been her protector, but I knew he was far more than just a glorified bodyguard. As intelligent as she was, her experience in the world outside her palace was limited. He had sheltered her, especially while she needed to keep her psionics a secret to the world. Instead of having her face each threat, he’d sent her off with me to remain in relative safety. But things changed so quickly. From damsel to guild leader and finally to Commander of Guilds, every decision she’d made he’d been at her side. With each day that passed, she’d grown and taken more responsibility. Until today. The battle was all but won and the traitors in our midst were dead or in chains. As a grown woman to her father, the only father that mattered, she was making it clear she needed to do this alone.
As she took my arm, I found it hard to move. I looked from her then back to him and felt that some of the weight that he’d been carrying was transferred from his shoulders to mine. He met my eyes with a firm gaze and urged me on with a short bow of his head.
“Ready?” she asked.
“I am,” I said as much to him as to her.
With her hand looped under my arm and resting on my wrist, we marched past the protection of our men.
Coming to a stop halfway between our line and the enemy’s, Victoria and I were pelted with verbal abuse, which we readily ignored.
Anigh took a step toward us and immediately his men grew quiet. He was still wielding only his spear and added a disturbing amount of swagger to every step he took as he headed our way. He reminded me as much of a clown as a villain.
He glanced back at his men, making a face, and they all responded with an excessive amount of amusement. Their goal wasn’t just to jeer at us but to make sure he saw them do it. Victoria removed her hand from my arm as he stopped a good ten feet away. I was ready to intercept him if he tried to attack.
“And here we are again!” he cried.
Holding up the gauntlet we’d taken off one of his men, Victoria addressed him. “Where did you find so much Adamantine?”
“Did you like our little surprise? We found a bunch of it just sitting around.”
“Was it in one of the world event dungeons that you conquered or both?”
He beamed at her. “You knew. I’m impressed.” He considered her for a long moment then told her, “Both of them.”
Dropping the gauntlet to her side, she didn’t show it, but I knew she was already calculating the impact of his revelation. “Surrender… You interested?” she said.
“You know,” he said, leaning forward as if he was going to tell her a secret. “I think I should really be fighting you. I can see why you keep this guy around. He has the face of a pretty boy, with the body of a man, but I think we both know who wears the pants in your relationship. Have you seen those legs?” He gestured toward my shorts that were loose but cut above the knee.
Victoria and I shared a look. I shrugged. If he was just going to run his mouth I might as well pick a fight.
“Don’t be afraid, Anigh!” I replied. “I did this as a kindness to you! I’m not wearing armor to make ours a fair fight!”
Closing his eyes, his jaw flexed as he let out an exaggerated sigh.
“Cut off his head!” someone called from the pack of beasts behind him. A chorus of follow-up taunts parroted the first.
Holding out his hands he gave me a big grin. “How can you argue with that?”
I felt it before I saw it. An orange ember glowed, then shot out from the enemy line. The psionic bolt wasn’t aimed at me, but Victoria.
I lunged forward, placing myself between her and the throng. Before I could meet the bolt head-on, her own orange blast flew past me. She didn’t fire one, but three in quick succession. Somehow, she’d sensed a second and third bolt before they had left the enemy’s hand. Her bolts met the three projectiles in the air, dead center. They exploded safely at a distance.
Crouching low, I prepared to defend.
“Excuse me,” Anigh said, shaking his head. Turning in the direction that the bolts had come from, he barked at them, “This is my time! You do not disrupt my time. Whoever did that, make them dead.”
Without any protest, one of his men fled from the line. Half a dozen men were right on his tail, chasing him with spears. Two crimson psionic bolts hit him in the legs, dropping him to the ground. The men with spears ripped into him.
“That was rude,” Anigh said, facing us once again. “So where were we… Honey, I should really be fighting you, but if you insist, I’ll kill your boy first. Then… I’ll find you where you respawn in a couple of days. Girly, how about you and me—maybe some hard liquor and well…” He was up on his tiptoes to see past me to look at her intently.
As if he needed to give me another reason to kill him. “Go,” I said, not looking back. I was oddly jealous, not because there was any chance of him and Victoria. He was messing with us. I threw it upon the bonfire of my reasons to cut him down. But one of the things that had been bothering me for the last hour was that he’d been the one to fight Timur and win. It wasn’t exactly fair-minded of me to blame him for beating me to it. I still couldn’t help but consider it my fight and he’d taken that from me.
There was also the fact that he was a monster. The way his men quieted down when he made an appearance. The way he’d commanded them to kill one of their own… Victoria was right that they didn’t see him as a mere man. They followed his every whim, and even if they lost here today, they would be ready to form up after they respawned to come right back here to do it again. His hold on them had to be severed.
I heard her footsteps as she backed away.
“He may have a gauntlet,” she said through a private message.
“Thank you, Victoria. I’d be disappointed if he didn’t,” I replied.
Anigh approached me with lazy gait. He’d given Timur more respect than this, even if he’d been toying him. It was fine. I couldn’t let myself get in a hurry. There would be no tricks to scoring a quick win with this one, though I was open to any mistakes if he insisted on making one.
He began to circle me, but I stalked toward him to cut him off. It wasn’t an exciting prospect to have my back turned to his men, although I knew it was impossible to avoid it for the entire fight.
Coming into range, he stood flatfooted and complacent. He was covered in armor except for his head and arms between his bracers and the shoulder. I should have little problem using my abilities. I was at least half a Combat Level higher than he was, but his Rank E psionics, a whole level above my own, would more than make up for that. I was the first to attack.
Thrusting my spear at gut level, I didn’t use my aura.
His aura flamed into life as he bounded to the side.
I moved with him. Defense was my primary objective. If I could get him to waste energy though, I would.
Another thrust to the gut, followed by one to the head. He dodged them both, activating his aura momentarily for the quick boost of speed it gave him.
I continued my assault, slowly chipping away at his energy reserves. Rank E Psionic Power or not, that didn’t mean he had more energy than normal. It was in the realm of possibility that he did, but the way he held back, using it in bursts, was a clear indication that he didn’t have an unlimited amount. Besides my Ekseliksi friends, the only person I’d met that came close to my energy reserves was Mel, and his was almost ten thousand less than mine. Even if he did happen to have more than me, he had been fighting for the last few hours. I was at my peak level.
The moment I saw a change in his expression, my aura blazed, and I jabbed at his gut. The change in pace almost worked, but he jumped back, grinning wildly.
Here we go.
Silver light flashed and he darted to my flank.
I’d spun with him. Othisi cushioned his thrust to my thigh, while Apotho stopped it dead. I’d been stabbed countless times as I worked to master the same combination. It had seemed unnatural at first, but the relationship between the two notes became clear as I put in the work. Othisi was really just an extension of Apotho, an extended shield. As an attack pressed into Othisi’s outstretched energy, I felt the resistance and was able to rein my energy in. It was as simple as pulling a baseball mitt toward you while catching a ball to help absorb its momentum. 
As his spear sprang away, I saw a twitch in his eye. It was the second time I had blocked one of his blows. It wasn’t an experience he was used to.
Like a strobe, the light of his energy flashed as he began his full out assault.
He moved faster than I could possibly manage, but I wasn’t defending with a physical shield. It was impossible for my eyes to follow his every move, but I saw enough that I could direct Othisi to sense his movements in full. If my mind had to process each individual attack, I’d already be back in Hobgrave. Over one hundred hours of constant fighting against Rank E psionics had forged my body anew. My energy and body were one.
From head to toe, I blocked his blows and sent them hurtling away. Meeting the angle of his attack to divert it instead of catching it head-on allowed me to conserve even more energy as we fought.
As he threw strike after strike, I didn’t throw any counters of my own. My weapon was already in use. His energy was falling with every attack.
There was no slowing down and no breaks to be had. The more I blocked, the more agitated he became, and like an enraged ghost, he spastically appeared to the naked eye in what would have been a terrifying display if he hadn’t been powerless to get past my defense.
I wasn’t thinking of what to do next. The moment was all that mattered.
He shrieked in frustration, unable to accept his inability to reach me. Finally leaping back, he began pacing. His tongue curled in his mouth as he chewed on it.
“Losing your touch?” I said aloud where all could hear.
His hand reached out. Silver streaked toward me.
Othisi extended from my palm to catch his bolt as it plunged into the current of my energy. Before it removed my hand, Othisi retracted like a fist and Apotho stood before it as a wall of energy. I swatted it aside, ignoring the tingling in my wrist.
The silver bolt dived into the ground and the earth seemed to hiss at its presence. The flattened grass burst into the air as a meter’s worth of dirt exploded in all directions.
I saw the gauntlet that Anigh wore. It meant additional danger but also proved one thing. He didn’t have the ability to cast psionic bolts without its help.
The enemy’s ranks were still and silent, but our army cheered.
He flew at me with his spear and gauntlet, igniting the world in silver light.
The world grew quiet. Energy whirled inside of me at such a pace it seemed to bring all the chaos into order. There was something about that moment that burned it into my memory as it happened. Everything seemed right. Wielding psionic energy was intrinsic and good. Without it I’d never be complete.
I couldn’t be sure if Anigh realized he’d soon be out of energy or if he was just tired of his will being denied, for suddenly he jumped back, placing many meters between us.
His eyes narrowed and became intense. His breathing and movements slowed as if he’d found a new level of control. It wasn’t something I felt psionically, but instinctively. I knew he was somehow more dangerous.
He surged toward me. His wild movements were gone. His first attack was tight and lacked any unnecessary flair. I fell into defending as before, but suddenly it was very difficult to work the angles to deflect his blows. Blocking them directly, I had to work harder to brace against them.
As he continued his assault, the pressure only increased. It was as if he’d completely changed and he had twice the skill as before.
One of his bolts flew at my face. Blocking it, I felt his spear fly in toward my ribs at the same time. Having to defend at both points, Apotho was spread thin. I was able to deflect the bolt with a turn of my head, but his spearpoint dipped in through my energy shield, tore through my shirt, and gave me a gash along the ribs.
It was shallow enough that it didn’t even register as pain. I had assessed him long enough. Either he was a completely different person, or he’d just activated the hidden Ultimate Ability, Time Swell.
Continuing to defend, I found our places had been switched and I was now racing against the clock. With each exchange he attacked twice, causing more cuts and puncture wounds all over my chest, arms, and legs. Though I knew his ability would only last so long, it was only a matter of time before his attack caused more than a superficial wound.
My strategy had been a sound one. As impossible as it had seemed, I’d needed to execute a perfect defense, and I had. But what could I do against a man who was stronger, faster, and was experiencing time at an accelerated rate?
I couldn’t let him win. He’d bring his army back here once again to subject us to his tyrannical whims and Victoria—he’d ruin her if he could.
His spear sunk into the meat below my arm and along my ribs. It needled out my back and continued to travel until almost a full meter of it was sticking out. I saw the lust behind his toothy grin as if his craving for my blood was finally being satisfied.
A sick feeling in my gut boiled up and with it the urge to vomit. My mouth filled with the iron taste of blood.
Utter silence filled the valley. Twilight had cast its shadows and whispered that now was a good time to shut my eyes. 
He moved to withdraw his spear from my flesh so that he could finish me with a much more satisfying blow. As he tried, he came to a jerking stop. 
 I’d discarded my spear and grabbed hold of him with both hands. My aura blazed at full power as I began to squeeze. My left hand was clamped down on to the bracer of his spear arm. My right had a hold on his gauntlet with the Adamantine at the center of his palm. Despite all the psionic power he had, it wouldn’t help him reinforce the steel of his armor as I wrenched it into his flesh.
Silver bloomed from him as he struggled to get loose. He’d let go of his spear, which now dangled in my side, but his strength meant little when crushed steel bit deeper into his wrist the more that he tried to get free.
I yanked him toward me, using the momentum to drive my shin into his thigh. Apotho sparked into place for the split second I needed it to crumple his armor into the muscle of his leg.
His balance was shaken, but it wasn’t enough. Flailing with his shoulders, he tried more desperately than before, but my aura was already active and waiting.
When I threw a knee with my opposite leg, he was ready this time. Lifting his leg, he tried to cradle the blow. Apotho blasted into it and rattled his balance even more.
Already I had another kick aimed at his injured leg. I wobbled him to the point where he almost fell to his knees. Unable to grab ahold of his spear, he purposely fell into the end of its shaft and pushed it another couple of feet out my back.
I coughed blood and felt the tear of my muscle under its shifting weight. It now hung out of me, almost reaching the ground. For a moment, the world spun, but I didn’t let go.
He was leaning against me, trying to throw his forehead into my face. Holding his hands out and away from me, his head was just missing my chin and smacking into my chest.
His hand found the shaft of his spear. Unknown to him, I’d guided his hand to find it. The crazy had returned to his eyes as he found his footing. He was about to jump back and pull his spear with him when my Apotho-covered knee collided with his chest and launched him back. Letting go, I felt the length of his weapon move through my body before shooting out the entrance wound.
It felt like my soul was ripped from me, only to return like spring steel to its original shape. Except spring steel didn’t bleed.
I activated Therapeia to the area of my wound but limited it to the muscle and internal tissue. I didn’t want him to think I’d recover quickly.
Finally free, Anigh howled in delight. “So much of your blood has covered the shaft of my spear that it’s impossible to find a good grip.” He tossed his spear off to the side and leaned down, grabbing mine. “I admit. I was wrong. It was definitely worth fighting you. Apologize to your lady friend for me. Or wait, you’re about to die.”
Lunging toward me, he reached out his gauntlet with one arm and cocked his spear back, preparing a thrust. I didn’t know if his Time Swell ability was still active, but he already knew the weakness of my defense.
Cutting the flow of Therapeia to the wound in my side, I ignored his spear that was flying toward my gut. Just as he had on his first successful attack, he aimed his bolt right for my head. 
Reaching out with Othisi at full power, I felt the energy starting to accumulate in his palm. Instead of having a smooth pathway, his energy found the area blocked by crumpled steel. Beams of silver light bled from new tears in his gauntlet. There was a blinding flash. Then his hand exploded.
I curled up with my arms shielding my face and upper body. Apotho wrapped around them, saving my life. Shrapnel pressed into my shielding, breaking through at points, bloodying me on the elbow and above my knee.
Lowering my arms, I saw Anigh standing there in a bloody daze. His left arm was missing entirely. The side of his breastplate was scarred and battered but was still in one piece. The side of his head was soaked in blood.
I let Therapeia flow into my wounds, holding it back just enough that it didn’t drain me entirely.
The white light that glistened from my side and smaller wounds brought Anigh back to his senses. He hobbled back in horror.
Taking exaggerated steps, I crept toward him, letting him fear.
“Stop!” he said, holding out his remaining arm.
“How many people have asked you or your men to stop?” I replied.
“I’ll do anything!” he screamed before turning to retreat. His legs lacked the strength to move any faster, so they became entwined with one another and he fell.
The wail that erupted from him as he landed on his armless side caused me to cringe. It was a sound that I wished I could say that I’d never heard before, but I had too good of a memory for that. I remembered my own sobs from watching the replay of the night my back was shattered. Even before the Hobgoblin had even exited the forest there were a few people that had received terrible injuries. And how could I forget the makeshift hospital during the battle for Hobgrave? The moans of the hundreds of men and women that a rogue group of goblins and hobgoblins would have torn into if we hadn’t made it in time? Even today, I’d heard such cries from the people of both sides. No, his pain wasn’t unique. It was something I’d grown accustomed to.
I ripped my spear from his hand and grabbed him by the wrist. I held him upright for a minute while he fought off the spasms of his body.
“Okay,” I said, staring him in the eye. “You’ll do anything? I’ll hold you to that.”
I private messaged Victoria. “How long does it take a limb to grow back?”
“It depends on the damage to the torso. Eight to twelve hours maybe. Why?” she replied.
“How far is Milford?”
“With the army, a day. On foot at a good pace, you could probably make it in six.”
“I need all the men that you can spare while you deal with Anigh’s men. Those that can travel.”
“What about you?” I could hear her concern.
“I’m fine. I’ll just need a few minutes. As for Anigh, it’s time for him to log out.” Turning to face him, I repeated, “You’ll do anything, right?”
If he was thinking rationally, he’d realize killing him was the surest way to end the pain, but I wouldn’t expect him to be rational for quite some time with his wound and blood loss. I could encourage his wounds to close so he wouldn’t die but leave them to heal the rest of the way on their own. When he gave me no immediate response, I reminded him I was there by squeezing his wrist.
I’d be surprised if it had even hurt, but it was more than enough to wake him from his trance. “Yes, yes,” he mumbled.
The next thing I knew, Victoria’s voice sounded over the command channel for all to hear. “Anigh has surrendered. And promised to leave Freedom.”
The cheers of our men swept into me like an avalanche. Anigh’s men stepped all over each other trying to move back. 
I didn’t know how far I’d go to make him log out, but I could at least drag him there and try to force his hand. The sooner I got there, the better.
The Right Hand and Left surrounded us, cutting us off from the enemy army. Without letting go of my prisoner’s arm, I turned and headed back the way I’d come. 
Victoria was the first to meet me. “There is no guarantee they will open the door to us when we reach Milford,” she said.
“That may be, but I think our chances are better than fair,” I replied, gesturing toward their crippled leader.
“Then let’s get going. Peter will take care of Anigh’s men. I’m going with you. He has to wait for the council to decide what to do with them anyways. And don’t forget to change into a new shirt. I hope the next one lasts you longer than two days.”
 



Chapter 37 – Unexpected Allies
A waterwheel of light hardwood stood taller than any building that we could see from our distant vantage. The hills near Milford peaked and valleyed more frequently than the hills to the east, so the starting city appeared and disappeared as we neared depending where we stood. The flow of water could be heard a mile away. A river flowed through the southwestern corner of the city, powering the mill it was named after.
The hills became smaller as we neared the home stretch. There was a slow decline toward the city’s main gate. This area was surrounded by hills as if they were the city’s natural fortification. Unlike Willingham, the walls of Milford weren’t made of wooden pikes, but large river stone that had been cut into bricks of varying sizes and mortared together. It reached over twice my height, but the stone would give it much better hand and footholds than smooth wood. 
One similarity to Willingham was the two towers rising above either side of city’s entrance to look down upon anyone that approached. Victoria had confirmed there were two men in each tower and a small army of two hundred that was gathering behind the gate. There were no guild colors to speak of, only random gear that the criminal army had been able to loot since they entered Freedom.
With over a thousand men at our back, Victoria was right there with me as we forced Anigh to walk out ahead of us. A rope had been tied to his waist so that I didn’t have to keep ahold of his good arm during the long march. He’d been stripped of gear except for the armor that he wore. It would make it easier to manipulate him. I’d healed his wounds enough that he hadn’t bled to death, given him a limited amount of alcohol, plenty of water, and a little to eat. His arm had only regrown halfway, so he had a stump that nearly reached his elbow. The flesh was still open where it was growing, but his blood loss was being controlled by the game’s system as he recovered so he was losing none of it.
Both the Right Hand and Left were behind us marching in two columns side by side. I felt Barrell’s gaze on the back of my head, although it may have been my conscience jabbing me and not him at all. When we had the time to talk, I needed to make sure there was peace between us. He was too good of a friend to let things simmer.
We came to a stop about fifty feet from the gate, easily within shouting distance. It was within bowshot, but Victoria had reported that there were no bows that she could see with her eyes in the sky. We couldn’t rule out Adamantine gauntlets though.
Kline formed up to our left and Barrell to the right. Their discipline was sharp, which was a sharp contrast from the first time I’d seen Barrell arrive with his men at our war camp a few days before. They were certainly capable. He just didn’t always require it of them.
There wasn’t an immediate greeting, but I could hear the men behind the city’s thick hardwood gate. It was arched at its top and opened down the middle.
Not one to wait for them to figure out how to address us, Victoria called out, “We represent the Council of Guilds to the south! I am Victoria, the Commander of Guilds, and the guild master of Prodos! We have come to deliver Anigh, the leader of the army of Carthage to this city’s town hall so that he can leave for good! Open the gate and we offer each of you a fair trial! Resist us and we will enter by force, cut down those that we must, and capture the rest! We have heard of the atrocities committed here! It will be better for you if you let us in!”
A great murmur rose up from behind the gate. Hushed whispers mixed with hope was their unlikely response.
I looked to Victoria, but she was just as perplexed as I was. I saw her eyes glaze over for but a moment as she checked the status of what was happening inside from the eyes of her falcon.
“People are coming out of the buildings. The soldiers aren’t stopping them…” Victoria said.
“Open the gates!” someone cried.
A moment later, someone did. Getting my first look through the widening crack, I saw the people of the city had joined the ranks of soldiers and were crowding the entrance. It was Anigh they were looking for. As they saw him, recognition wasn’t immediate. Many of them couldn’t believe that the broken man before them was the same monster from before. Numerous eyes welled up and even the soldiers showed signs of shock and rejoicing.
I closed the gap between Anigh and myself, tightening the slack of the rope to make sure he was well under control. I had little doubt he was still strong enough to break loose of the rope, but with one hand it would be difficult and without his gauntlet or weapon I’d have little problem making him comply. 
The people of Milford started to exit the city. They were armed and wearing low-end armor… “Why would Anigh’s men allow them to arm themselves?” I said, as much to myself as Victoria. As they came closer, they gave the man who had terrorized them a wide berth. They looked upon him like a rabid beast.
Some of the soldiers exited with them, viewing the spectacle with the same exuberance. It was easy to tell the two groups apart. Anigh’s men were toned and fit. The people remaining in Milford had been mostly craftsmen. They were plump and scrawny.
“Anna,” I heard Mel say before I saw him. He shot from the front of the line and into the crowd. I didn’t stop him.
Soon, he was returning with a tiny Asian woman with a strong jaw. Her hair was back in a ponytail and she held her spear with a two-handed grip that was too narrow for proper use. Mel led her toward us, placing himself between her and Anigh. She held her spear more like a broom than a weapon.
After what she’d been through, I’d expected her to be in much worse shape. Maybe cowering in the corner, with her mind in constant torment from the memory of countless spawn kills. But here she was…
“Lucius. Victoria,” Mel said in a rush. “This is Anna. The guild leader of Brazen Comfort. She has something she needs to tell you.”
She looked at Anigh for a long moment before turning to us. There was no tremor in her voice as she spoke, but an unyielding fire. “My lady. Sir. I must ask that you don’t harm the soldiers left inside Milford. They saved us from the worst of this demon’s men.” She gestured to Anigh. “And have been helping us recover what little we have left.”
“You’re sure they can be trusted?” Victoria said, stepping up and placing her hand atop the woman’s, whose grip on her spear was far tighter than necessary.
“Oh yes. And there’s more. Most of Carthage followed Anigh, but not all of them. Over three thousand men stayed when Anigh left on his crusade. Over half of them were looking for a way to bring him down. These soldiers inside Milford are a part of that group. They came with Anigh’s army to keep tabs on them and have been spying on them ever since. When they heard that Anigh was leaving Milford, they couldn’t help but stay and free us.”
Looking at Mel, I saw that he believed her every word.
“Then we are in their debt,” I said, showing Anna a warm smile.
“You must speak with Daniels. He’s their leader. He has news you’ll need to hear,” she replied.
“We will,” Victoria reassured her. “If you don’t mind, first we’d like to stop by the town hall.”
She gave us a fierce grin. “I can help with that.” Spinning around, Anna walked to the edge of the growing crowd and craned back her head. At the top of her lungs, she screamed, “To town hall!” 
Mel hadn’t left her side. Olivia had left our ranks to stand with him and offered to carry Anna’s spear. She kindly handed it over.
Victoria leaned in, keeping her voice just above a whisper. “Do you know what that woman’s been through?”
“Yeah. Mel told me,” I replied.
“I don’t know how she’s holding it together. Or any of these people actually.”
“Neither do I.”
Like the procession of a parade, we followed Anna and the townsfolk through the gates. Daniels’ men lined both sides of the road as we passed. They seemed to be oblivious to our men. Their eyes burned for one thing. Anigh.
I stepped up beside him to make myself seen. I feared if I didn’t, then they wouldn’t be able to hold themselves back and would rush him, tearing him apart before he got a chance to log out.
Scanning their faces, I challenged the gaze of anyone who met mine. Seeing their universal animosity for him, I’d a feeling we only had a fraction of the story of what he’d done to earn it.
The town hall building was near the other side of the city. The walk took us ten minutes, but it strained my nerves. Our entire army was following into the city behind us and taking control. So far, there had been no incidents from Daniels’ men. As the two-story Victorian manor type building came into view, emotion overflowed, and the people howled and cheered. The passion ran so thick it choked me up. Victoria’s hand found mine a moment later.
People lined up on the sides of the road that led right up to the door of our destination. The people’s bitterness seemed to be washed away as their tears flowed and triumph was at hand.
Nearing the stairs to the town hall’s entrance, Victoria released my hand.
Grabbing ahold Anigh’s arm, I kept my grip on the rope around his waist. It was difficult for him to climb the short flight of stairs, so I let him take one stair at a time while bracing his weight. As we reached the top, I spun him, forcing him to face the crowd. He buried his eyes in the ground and didn’t raise them.
I expected something from him—threats or defiance. Both the soldiers and players of Milford applauded with shrieks of delight. I made Anigh stand there for a full minute, forcing him to face them, before pulling him through the door.
The room was empty. There was a counter where a clerk would have normally been, but who knew what had happened to the NPC during the enemy occupation. For what we were there to do, an NPC wasn’t necessary.
“I quit,” Anigh said. His eyes never met mine. When the popup appeared before him, he couldn’t click it fast enough before tapping the checkmark to accept. And with that, he was gone. His armor fell to the floor as his body dissolved into nothing.
I bent down and scooped it up in my arms. It wouldn’t make up for anything the people of Milford lost, but it was far better armor than what most of the people here wore. Turning to face the open door, I headed toward it to present to them what was left of the man that had tormented them.
 
***
 
I sat across from Daniels with Victoria at my side. It was a round wooden dining table at one of the local homes that hadn’t been torn up while Anigh’s army had been here. Anna sat with the captain, offering him her support. There were sounds of celebration all around us. The people hadn’t had much food, but our army had an ample supply which we readily shared.
“I’m a murderer,” Daniels began soberly. His brown hair was cut a half-inch from his scalp, with specks of gray speckled throughout. It was proof he’d been in prison before Freedom since prisoners weren’t given cosmetic tonics that kept them from the signs of aging. His eyes were narrow and heavily wrinkled at the corners, but the way he held himself and the way he moved defied his visible age. “Most of the people that spawned in Carthage were also murderers, or at least in prison for violence. But we’re not all the same. I was drunk and angry. I beat a man to death at a bar for talking bad about my wife. I already had a record from before I’d met her, so I’m doing forty years. I have a chance of parole after doing a quarter. My son is fifteen now and my daughter is twelve. It’s been ten years since their dad’s been home. Their mom brings them to see me, but they still don’t understand how their dad can be the bad guy. Many of us that have been fighting Anigh are also fathers. Some are husbands, or brothers or sons, but we all have one thing in common. There are people we’ve disappointed, and this is the only chance we’ll get to show them that we can be the good guy too. You could say that we deserve to be here, but we aren’t all monsters.”
I didn’t know how to respond. What he’d said about killing the man who talked about his wife struck too close to home. I looked at Victoria, but she wasn’t taken aback as I was.
“I can’t imagine your wife letting your daughter watch much of the Freedom coverage,” Victoria said.
Dropping his eyes, Daniels shook his head. “No, but Jerry, my son, will. He’ll tell her and my wife will see it.”
“It’ll be a few weeks before I can put anything together, but how about you and your men join us for a feast in Hobgrave? I’ll make sure your wife has something to show her.”
He didn’t show it in his face, but I saw the shaking of his hand where it rested on the table. Noticing, he placed it firmly palm down to conceal it. With a single sniff of his nose, he nodded his thanks and changed the subject. “After we killed the men Anigh left to hold the city, Anna here was insistent that he wouldn’t be able to beat the girl from the south and her invincible army of gladiators.”
Anna grinned shamelessly. 
Shaking his head, he said with a softer tone, “We didn’t believe her at first, but then the battle began. Our friends in Carthage prepared as Anigh’s men respawned. It wasn’t until I saw it for myself on the tavern’s live feed that I thought she might be right. After you’d taken the sky and wiped out the duelists’ army, I was almost convinced. Then I saw you.” He was looking right at me. “I saw you run through fifty men like they weren’t even there… The moment they threw their weapons to the ground, I contacted Carthage.”
“Will they need help to take the city?” Victoria offered.
“No. We’ve been planning it for months. The city is already ours. What we haven’t figured out is what to do with eight thousand prisoners.”
“Have you considered doing what we did with Anigh?” I said. “Not all of them will willingly leave, but if some do it will make it easier to manage.”
“I don’t know if they’ll go for it, but I’ll make sure they know it’s an option. Before Anigh’s men did what they did to Milford, they did something similar to many of us in Carthage.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask, but how did they remain sane?” Victoria replied.
It was Anna that answered. “After the first time you’re spawn killed, you’re made numb to the pain. It’s still terrifying, but you don’t feel it.”
I leaned back in my chair. The relief I felt let me breathe easy.
“It’s was still enough to persuade many,” Daniels said. “But there was another reason people followed Anigh. The first quest we received when we entered Freedom was to choose a leader. The people that wanted the chance then fought. The second quest we received was to form an army. In doing so a full year would be removed from our sentences. Only a few anarchist types didn’t jump at the opportunity. The third quest, which promised to subtract five years from our sentences, was to head west and kill every person we found. We all knew what was going on outside the penitentiary metaverse. We’d heard about the hundred thousand celebrities that had been chosen for the government's virtual reality experiment, so we knew who we were being asked to kill.
“At first, there was no unity and the infighting began. It took about a month before Anigh stepped up. With his horrific psionic power, most everyone fell into line. That’s when the army began heading west.”
“Forgive me for asking,” I interrupted, “but are you saying thousands of criminals gave up on a five years reduced sentence because they believed what they were being asked to do was wrong?”
“No. But a few thousand criminals believed it was too good to be true and thought it would ruin their chances of getting parole if they went through with it. And—they knew billions of people would be watching. Including their families.”
“I see.”
“I have a request,” Anna said, leaning forward. “Daniels has offered to stay and help us rebuild. We’ve all agreed that we want them to stay.”
It was a fine opportunity for these men to show their families the good they could do. I couldn’t find a reason not to believe him either. Before I could speak, Victoria beat me to it. “Very well. You can stay. However, if I hear of any drunken brawls, if you get my meaning, we will intervene.”
“Now that’s something I could drink to,” Daniels said.
Victoria and I both froze at his reference to drinking.
He cracked a full smile before letting out a chuckle. “I’m joking. I haven’t drunk alcohol in ten years and I’ve no intention of ever touching the stuff again.”
Anna was giggling like a tickled gopher. “You should have seen your faces.”
Sharing a look with Victoria, we both managed awkward smiles.
“What will you do next?” Daniels said, cutting through the uncomfortable silence.
“We have one more stop before we’re headed back to Hobgrave,” Victoria said.
Nodding my head, I added, “What was it you called them, the duelists? We know them as the Player Killers. It’s about time I return to pay them a little visit.”



Chapter 38 – The Arena is Law
Falcons circled the player-killers’ city so that there was no question that they knew we were coming long before we arrived. Our thousand men met with two thousand others, surrounding the small city on all sides. It didn’t have the fortifications of any of the starter cities or Hobgrave, so all that the player-killers could do was line up outside their city’s streets in the field beyond. Their formations were nonexistent. Just as before, they proved to have little knowledge of group tactics, and no real leader to bring them together.
They had done a much better job of finding backup gear than the people of Milford had. It was still mid-tier at the best, which meant high-end bronze plate and steel chainmail. They were a little better off with weapons, but not by much.
Cornelius and Oliver stood with Victoria and me. We were on the front line near the entrance to the city, facing off with the bulk of their army. The Right and Left Hand were lined up at the front of the army’s ranks to either side of us.
“Are you sure this is going to work?” Cornelius said.
“Fifty-fifty,” I replied with a casual shrug. “We haven’t died in the last couple of days. It’s about time, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn’t I miss death?”
“Besides, I think we can take them.”
“If you two try to take on the army by yourself, Harrison assures me he can find two more cells to lock you up in next to Anigh’s men,” Victoria said flatly, but the tug of a smile at the corners of her mouth betrayed her serious tone.
“You’re just jealous you don’t get to go with us this time,” I quipped.
Her grin widened.
“Well, look at the time,” I said. “Do we have permission to proceed, Commander of Guilds?”
“Get going already. You guys are distracting me.”
Sobering quickly, I grabbed ahold of Oliver’s shoulder. We shared a nod as I gave Victoria over to his care.
Cornelius and I left the line, heading straight toward the throng of player-killers. They would recognize the plate armored tank next to me who’d given Timur such a challenge without any psionics at all, and the man who claimed Timur as a friend. You’d think I’d have grown used to it by now but approaching at the Combat Master’s side wearing only shorts and a tank top left me feeling exposed. The sword at my hip was the only visible protection I had. It was impossible to not rethink the benefits of leather armor.
This enemy wasn’t as vicious with their taunts as Anigh’s men had been. They wanted us to know that they weren’t willing to go down fighting. But they were unique in that they lacked the fear of death most men had. At least the death that Freedom provided. There was no surprise there after their months of brutal fighting in Timur’s arena. That was why we approached them alone.
As we neared, we first reached a line of the player-killers’ pets which stood between us and the enemy. This time it wasn’t out of ignorance that they had them gather out in front of them, but necessity. There really was nowhere else that they could place them.
Both wolves and mountain lions, some nearly coming up to my chest, lowered themselves as we neared as if they were about to pounce. I didn’t slow my pace. A few strides away, at the last moment, they backed down and opened a hole in their line for us to pass.
We didn’t wait for the enemy’s representative to come to us. I stopped ten meters out, just far enough that a fair number of them could see us, but even more importantly, that the largest number possible would hear what I was about to say.
I gestured for Cornelius to stop. At a glance, I saw that he was showing no apprehension being this close to danger. Last time he’d been here his psionics had been locked, but now he wore the title indicator above his head like a badge of honor.
Taking a step forward, I started to scan the faces of Timur’s old men. They were steeled with determination. They were sure we were here to kill them and seize what they had built.
Taking a deep breath, I began to speak. “I am Lucius, founding member of Guild Nexus! Your first leader Timur was defeated by Anigh, and Anigh was defeated by me. By the law of the arena, the arena is now mine!”
Turning my gaze, it fell upon a man I recognized. The half giant-sized Viking was at the front line, towering over the others. His blond hair flowed out the back of his steel tarn helmet.
“Brad,” I called.
He was impossible to miss. The men beside him looked to him, waiting for his response. He was still considered a leader in their eyes, but it was just as obvious he didn’t want the job.
I saw the tension in his jaw as he stepped out of line. He didn’t meet my eyes until he stopped before us at a comfortable distance.
“My friend and I need an escort to the arena,” I said, testing his resolve with my glare.
He gave no answer but turned to face the player-killer line and waved for us to follow. When he reached the line of men, they didn’t immediately give way.
“Move!” I commanded.
There was a long moment of hesitation, but they stepped aside. Once the line opened in the front, the people behind followed suit. It was a long walk through the mob. Every pair of eyes seemed to be considering what would happen if they attacked.
“While we’re here, you want to have a rematch?” Cornelius said suddenly with a toothy smirk. 
I looked at him with just as much shock as the people around us that heard him. I decided to play along since I had a feeling that I understood why he’d chosen now of all times to ask. “I think those psionics are going to your head, old man,” I replied. 
He shook with laughter.
There wasn’t a rear line to their formation. It was dense with men near the front, and then it thinned out as we walked through them until it resembled a crowd. We entered through the city’s fence that was still blocked off with a mobile section of fencing that two men could easily move together. The crowd around the blacksmith was much smaller than on my last visit, and the shops were empty except for people who were hurrying past.
Their army was unsure how to respond. Some began following us, but most of them stayed put, unwilling to leave their city’s defense.
We made it through the city and neared the town hall that had been converted into an arena. The building’s floor had been dug out like a massive pit and bleachers had been raised around the outer dirt walls. At the middle of the building was the fighting ring. Not only were the wood rafters above empty of spectators, but so were the bleachers and the elevated platform with Timur’s throne.
Brad stopped at the arena’s entrance, unsure of what I intended. I passed by without a word and took the narrow stairs between the bleachers down to the arena floor, then skirted around the ring. Coming to the stairs on the side of the platform, I took them two at a time. Cornelius was right there with me and Brad was trailing behind. I slowed as I reached the top and began heading toward the arena’s throne. Looking up at the people gathering around at ground level, I stopped when I reached Timur’s old seat. Facing them, I called out. “Gather the others!”
With that done, I sat down.
Seeing Cornelius standing there, crossing his arms, I couldn’t help but give him a little prodding. “I’d offer you a seat, but the only place is on the floor.”
“How about that rematch, then?” he replied. “Now’s the time. Hardly anyone’s here to see me kick your butt.”
“We can’t have that. Your armor is already one big dent.”
“Kids don’t know anything these days. It’s art, and this is a masterpiece,” he said, banging his knuckles into his breastplate.
 
***
 
The arena stands weren’t quick to fill, but people came. There was no way the place could normally accommodate the city’s two thousand residences. These men couldn’t exactly be considered normal though. The wooden beams that held together the skeleton of what was left of the town hall building were full of people sitting above, dangling their legs beneath them. The bleachers were packed, and no one was sitting, nor could they, for the arena floor was full of people standing and blocking the view of those in the lowest seats. There was also a crowd surrounding us on all sides at the rim of the bleachers above the pit. Was it two thousand people? No, but the remainder were positioned at the entrance of the city pretending that they still had some semblance of a force defending the town.
I sat there in Timur’s old seat. The wood was surprisingly comfortable, for it had been well-formed, but it had been over an hour and my rear was falling asleep in places. I had to constantly shift to stay comfortable. It was also built for a much larger man, so nothing I did would fix it indefinitely.
For such a big turnout the place was relatively quiet. Talk was kept to a minimum and all taunting had ceased.
“Victoria, I’m about to begin,” I said, speaking to her through private message.
“Okay. You have my full attention,” she replied.
I stood to my feet and all chatter stopped. I took a few steps forward until I stood near the edge of the platform where the most eyes could see me.
Looking around at the faces in the crowd, I saw a great mix of emotion, but their uncertainty reigned supreme. I’d bring that to an end. “You have been defeated! I defeated Anigh and dragged him to the nearest town hall where he exited Freedom with no chance of returning. The army of the Council of Guilds defeated your army in less than an hour.”
There was a visible show of people in the crowd bowing their heads and slumping their shoulders in defeat. Others tried to defy the truth of what I said with a stoic demeanor.
I pushed on. “As your new guild leader, I must decide what to do with you! And as the Right Hand of Guild Prodos, one of my decisions is easy to make. As of today, Nexus is a sub-guild of Prodos! You will answer to Prodos justice, and that of the Council of Guilds.”
It wasn’t shock as much as disbelief that it had come to this that drew their protests. Their objections lacked real passion, but these were fighters—to stay quiet would be a denial of their nature.
“But!” I said, my hand in the air to still their response. “The arena will not be taken away from you.”
If the blank faces looking up at me were any indication, that wasn’t something they’d expected. Grinning, I let them see it. “If you wish to use the arena to settle quarrels between yourselves, so be it. Or if you want to challenge someone publicly, it will be allowed as long as both parties agree. In these two ways, the arena will live on.
“But Nexus will change. The use of player killing as a recruitment tool ends now! Anyone who wants to become a member of Nexus will be accepted into membership, without question. You will no longer leech off of the other players in the region but will be required to pay five gold a month to stay guild members in good standing.” It was no small amount, especially if you were hunting regular mobs, but it was attainable.
More than one complaint rose up and I listened for a few moments before cutting to the heart of all of them. “I understand that hunting mobs is frowned upon here, but that changes today. Gather your own resources or lose access to the arena until you pay your fair share. If anyone is caught player killing, their membership will be immediately revoked, and you will be jailed for the rest of your time in Freedom in the dungeons of Hobgrave Castle.”
With extra emphasis, I added, “If it’s a challenge you’re looking for, know that there are mobs that have recently been discovered with Rank F psionics and Rank C Combat Levels. They lie in the deepest parts of dungeons spread out across the map. If you can get past them and their minions, the treasure they guard is one hundred pounds of gold. There will be additional rewards from the guild for the men who complete any of these quests.”
Even though they had fought with Anigh, the revelation of these dungeons seemed like fresh news to them. For the first time, I saw among them a smidgen of hope.
“As payment for your past offenses, the loot that we collected from your corpses in the battle against Anigh will be used to start a fund that will reimburse the victims of player killing. Four of the five gold you are required to pay a month will go to keep this fund in ample supply.
“If anyone desires to leave the guild, you will be allowed to do so. There will be no additional consequences, but we will work out what is required of you on a case by case basis. Now listen to what I’m about to say very carefully. If anyone here is being held against their will, speak out now. If you know of anyone being held against their will, you better make it known. Anyone holding a person, or protecting someone who’s holding someone, when found, will be arrested, stripped of everything they own, and spend the rest of their time in Freedom in Hobgrave prison. Such things will not be tolerated.
“For those of you who want to stay, one final thing will be required of you. From now until the end of Freedom, you will fight in every battle that the Council of Guilds faces. Whether it’s a monster or player army, you will be the first ones to attack and the first to defend. Nexus has thrived by having new recruits attack the people of Freedom. Now you will repay them by defending them.”
More than one person cried out in approval. But most seemed to squirm in their boots. They knew how lacking they were in large scale warfare.
“I have not come just to be a bearer of bad news,” I said, bringing things to a close. “As your new guild leader, I have a gift. Two weeks from today, NPCs will arrive to begin construction on a training hall. The training halls in the starter cities have a cost to use, but the one that I’m having built with my own money will be free for every member of Nexus to use as often as they see fit.”
The light applause was more than I’d expected to receive.
“Timur was last seen entering a training hall to the north. Most of my own training was done in a training hall to the south. There is only so much you can learn fighting one another. It’s time you take your training to the next level. My personal recommendations will be posted on a board at the training hall. I also highly suggest you split up into squads and platoons to begin your group training in earnest.
“The Council of Guilds is extending a lot of grace to you in allowing these terms. I encourage you to make the most of it. Brad will be in charge when I’m not here, which will be often.” Glancing at him standing next to the stairs, I saw his face turn ghost white. “His position is not based upon his record in the arena and challenging him will have no bearing on him keeping the position or losing it. If he abuses the position, or objections arise, you may bring them to me. Send it to me in writing through the messaging system. Brad will have direct contact with me and be in charge of keeping order. I’ll also ask him to start finding men who can lead groups of tens, fifties and hundreds.
“The original concept behind Nexus wasn’t focused around player killing but using what was out there to push ourselves to become the best gamers we could. Timur perverted the idea, but he didn’t completely lose sight of it. I believe, in many ways, you and I share this same goal. So show me, and the rest of Freedom, what you’re capable of.”
There were no loud cheers that rang out as I left the stage. Cornelius followed. I told Brad I’d contact him the next day and that he should be ready to take notes. People cleared and let us pass. There was more than one thank you as I walked through their midst. It had been a long shot that they would even listen to me and it was still likely that the whole thing would fall apart, but if they upheld their end of the deal, the Council of Guilds would uphold theirs.
When I’d mention the idea to Victoria, she’d assured me that I had enough gold in my Prodos account to have a training hall constructed with some left to spare. We were talking hundreds of gold, if not over a thousand with the traveling expenses for the construction crew included. It was many times what I’d expected to be in my bank account, and I knew without looking or doing the math that Victoria had personally kept an eye on it and probably made sure I’d have more than I ever needed. 
I’d no intention of spending much time there. My responsibilities hadn’t changed, but I couldn’t exactly ignore Nexus either. I wasn’t lying when I’d said that, in many ways, I shared the same goal as them. I understood them more than I cared to admit, even if my motivations had evolved with many of the hard lessons I’d learned. If things went better than I dared to hope, I might have to give them more of my time in the future. I’d wait and see.
“I can’t believe that went as well as it did,” Victoria said, private messaging me.
“Now let's just hope it lasts,” I replied.
“Are you ready to head home?”
“Oh yeah. I know exactly what I want to do first.”
“What’s that.”
“Hot tub.”
She clicked her tongue to object. “There are no hot tubs in Freedom, and I’m certainly not having dinner in one.”
“We can invite Kline if it makes you more comfortable.”
“No!”
“What if we make little trays that float on the water.”
“It’s not going to happen.”
“So no reward? I did kind of save your life and defeated the ultimate bad guy…”
“Oh, whatever. I’ll surprise you.”
“Perfect. Your reward is a surprise as well.”
She hesitated. “For me?”
“No, but you definitely deserve one.”
“That’s mean.”
“I’ll let you think that for now. I kind of gave away your first surprise by letting it slip that I was going to get you a surprise in the first place.”
“Wait, so I do get one?”
“No. Yes. Maybe. It’s too soon to tell.”
“Lucius! You better get me something now after putting me through all that.”
“Definitely no, but maybe.”



Chapter 39 – The Line is Unclear
A knife spun on the wooden tabletop directly in front of my friend. Barrell had inventoried his armor and wore a simple Prodos tunic that sat loosely on his shoulders. He watched the knife as it spun on its side, touching the table with nothing but the brass at the middle by its crossguard. The knife may have represented a threat in another situation, but in this one, it was more an outlet for his nervous energy.
“I don’t want to excuse what I did to Liam. It wasn’t something I’d planned, but he had Victoria,” I said, trying my best to be honest and explain to him now that we finally had time alone.
“All’s forgiven,” he replied with a wave of his hand. “I know you were pushed. I’m not angry at you. Sorry if it feels like I have been. It’s not you that I’m angry at. It’s that I’m sure I’d do the same thing in your position. Which makes it really hard to know what’s right anymore.”
“To be honest, I don’t either. I think there is a line that I won’t cross, but what that line is…”
His knife came to a stop. With a flick of his wrist, he spun it, beginning its rotation again. “Why are people given a sense of justice, when in the end, even when they win, it’s an impossible task? If a person murders a thousand people, you can’t kill them a thousand times. Even here in Freedom, that would be inadequate. Liam is choosing to log out. Is that just? What of Anigh? He did far worse than Liam, but he gets the same punishment? I know Anigh will probably go straight back to prison, but he literally tortured people. What do you do with someone like that?”
“Stop them.”
“Right.” He paused. “But is it even possible for him to get what he deserves? Then there’s what you did to Liam. He deserves far worse, so why does it feel like you…” Realizing where he was about to take the conversation, he stopped himself. “Sorry.”
“Why does it feel like what I did was wrong?”
He nodded.
“I don’t know, but I feel the same.”
We sat there for a long time contemplating what it all meant. Barrell kept spinning his knife, and I leaned back staring at the ceiling. There was one question that I had to ask him. “Did you want to leave the Right Hand? I understand if you do. Victoria will let you keep your men and you can continue scouting if you wish.”
“Are you kidding?” he said, slamming his hand down on his knife to stop it where it spun. “If I leave, who’s going to give you a hard time if you do something stupid?”
“Fair point. So we’re good?”
“If you buy me dinner.”
“You just want free food.”
“That is true.”
“Then it’s a deal.”
 
***
 
The day after we returned to Hobgrave, we had our first meeting in weeks with Lax. Everyone was there. Victoria sat at the head of the long office table. Peter and Oliver were sitting on her left and Kline and I sat on her right. Lax was next to Oliver, giving us a report on the aftermath of the battle with Anigh. 
“The immediate threat has been taken care of as Bradley said. I can confirm that the men back in Carthage spawn killed thousands of Anigh’s men early on when they started to respawn, but it's hard to say if it was done in revenge or if they just didn’t know how to handle such a large group of enemies appearing in the heart of the city. About a thousand people escaped during the scuffle, but Anigh’s opposition gained control by blocking off the inn district and manning all the exits. There’s a bit of a deadlock, but Anigh’s army has no food, water, or weapons.”
“How are they treating them?” Victoria said, leaning forward with her fingers entwined and her chin resting on top of them. She wore a soft pink dress with spaghetti straps, taking advantage of the opportunity to feel comfortable.
“They are keeping them fed and hydrated, but their supplies will only last a few more days,” Lax warned. “Dr. Konig is going to join us. He says there’s a solution to the problem.”
The man appeared standing at Lax’s side. I immediately noticed his beard was trimmed and his hair was thick with brown waves but tidy. His temperament seemed to have changed as well. As he took a seat, he was less fidgety than before and I received no scornful looks. He even tried on a smile, but it didn’t stick.
“Epithumia,” he said, nodding to Victoria. It was a show of respect. The title of Epithumia was used by the station’s representatives in meetings like this. If the actual Epithumia was here, only Victoria’s mom would be address by the title.
She offered him a warm grin in return. “What do you have for us, Doctor Konig?”
“Good news,” he began, leaning hard against the table in his zeal. “Great news. There were no responses to my concerns before Anigh’s defeat, but after the public outcry about what was done to the Prodos scouts and the people of Milford, I received a memo, as did the entire directorial staff, for us to prepare to log out the criminal players.”
“All of them?!” Peter replied.
“Yes. It will happen tomorrow.”
“Something’s off. Why go to all this trouble to simply pull the plug after one battle?”
“One rather decisive battle,” Kline added.
“But the cost of preparing ten thousand Cubes and transporting the same number of prisoners, it doesn’t add up.”
“I think I can answer your concern,” the doctor said. “Attached to the memo was a list of just over two thousand names. Most of them belong to the criminals that opposed Anigh. They’re being offered a reduced sentence if they serve during the war. If they agree, they will stay in their Cubes and begin their next stage of training, outside of Freedom.”
I was left scratching the back of my head. “How? Yes, they stood up to Anigh, but is that really legal?”
“It’s not. Not yet. Congress is voting on it tomorrow. We were warned beforehand to be prepared. If public opinion has anything to do with it, then it should pass without any trouble. The president has already said he will sign it into law. I don’t know if this was the plan all along by whoever’s responsible, but they’re taking advantage of the situation. And there’s no doubt we need the numbers. Congress has made stipulations of course, that any criminals that participate will form their own troop and be segregated from the rest of the population even during the war. They won’t have the same freedom as normal troops, but it’s certainly better than being locked up. It’s funny that the criminal justice system rejects prison work camps currently, but the main argument to justify their participation is that they will be able to work off their sentence…”
Cupping his hands behind his head as he rocked back in his chair, Kline replied, “So it was a move of desperation?”
“If I had to guess, yes.”
“And Anigh?” Victoria said, narrowing her eyes.
“He’s not on the list.”
Everyone seemed to relax all at once.
“So that’s it. It’s over?” Kline said, not hiding his suspicion. “Someone illegally sets a bunch of inmates loose to kill one hundred thousand civilians and no one knows who it is? Is there even an investigation?”
“There is an investigation, but I’ve seen no evidence of it internally. As for the criminal element? Yes, it's over. And I owe each of you an apology for doubting your motives. Thank you for your help,” Dr. Konig said, unable to look anyone in the eye.
“Doctor Konig,” Victoria said, waiting for him to look up from the table. “Many more people would have suffered if you hadn’t decided to trust us. Thank you. Because of your help, we were prepared. And this is just the beginning. You know our mission, and I hope you now trust that things could get even worse. It’s not just the virtual war, but real bloodshed that we are hoping to stop. Your continued friendship will go a long way toward making sure that doesn’t happen.”
“I believe you, and I’ll help, but what can I do? I directed the team in creating Freedom and will help in the next stage of training, but once the actual war starts, it’s the Jinwa that will run the galaxy simulation. The Cubes are actually their technology. We just used their diagrams to build our own for training.”
Victoria leaned back in her chair and smiled. “Lax.”
He turned to the doctor with a smile of his own. “I’ve been studying each participant in Freedom, weighing their strengths and weaknesses.”
“All of them?” Dr. Konig said with a curious turn of his head.
“That’s where I could use your help.”
“To what end?”
“There’s a war coming. Victoria’s going to need an army.”
“You think they’re going to let you pick your own people?”
“I can guarantee it.”
The doctor seemed to consider his words. “Give me a list of the criteria you’re using and I’ll get started.”
“Begin with the list of criminals in that memo of yours.”
“Uh.” Konig looked like he was going to object, but instead, he nodded slowly. “Fine.”
Lax began looking around the table. “The rest of you, there’s a bunch of dungeons with your name on them. You best get started.”
“On that note, I better warn you,” Dr. Konig said.
“What is it?” Victoria replied.
“As soon as the tenth dungeon is defeated and the location of the eleventh is revealed, the final world event will begin.” He looked around the table to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “Shadow Jackals and Shadow Priests will overrun the world.”
“How many exactly?”
“Five hundred thousand Shadow Jackals and one hundred thousand Shadow Priest will be the maximum spawned at one time. They will be spread out, but there will be a high concentration surrounding the entrance to the final dungeon. You’ll need an army. A huge one. They will respawn indefinitely until the dungeon is cleared. It will be filled with High Priests, and finally, the world boss.”
With all the talk about the criminal army being forcibly logged out, I’d been growing a little anxious thinking there wasn’t much left for us in Freedom. Doctor Konig seemed worried. I was relieved.
I saw Kline’s toothy grin appear out of the corner of my eye. 
Victoria looked to the two of us. “Do you guys want to rest a few days before we get started?”
“No,” we said as one.
“There’s seven left. The first to four?” I said, nudging him with my arm.
“You’ll be lucky to get one,” Kline snickered.
“They are fairly spread out with hundreds of miles between the furthest ones,” Dr. Konig said cynically as if we hadn’t seen the map. “So it will probably take a few months to reach and clear them all.”
“The Right Hand’s going down!”
“Down into the most dungeons to return with piles of gold,” I said, scooting my chair back and standing to my feet.
He stood as well, but he’d already moved past my challenge. “And Adamantine too… Do you think I could shoot psionic bolts out of my pecs?”
As his chest began to pop, I just shook my head. He could be absolutely ridiculous, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.
 



Chapter 40 – Hot Tub Surprise
I had to move fast, for the Right Hand would head out in the morning to head to a dungeon in the southwest. I would’ve approached Mel first, but that would just be awkward, so I went to Vector with the surprise I was planning. He brought Drool in to help with the preparations. They hadn’t hesitated and had even added a few things to the plan. 
Victoria had been too busy since we arrived to pay much attention to what I was doing during the day, so I had little fear that she’d catch me. Knocking on the door to her office, she called out that I should come in. It was late in the day, so her responsibilities were coming to an end—additionally, she was expecting me.
She was scanning her game menus when I stepped into the room. I stood there waiting for her to look up from her work.
Her mouth parted and eyes widened when her eyes finally wandered up to see what I wore.
“What’s going on,” she said, standing to get a full look at me.
“We’re sneaking out,” I replied, tossing a folded Shadow Robe that had been dropped by a Shadow Priest onto her desk. “Put that on and come with me.”
I ducked out of the room, not giving her a chance to excuse herself or ask more questions.
When she joined me in the next room, the robe hung from her shoulders down to her ankles.
I was waiting for her with my finger pressed against my lips. “Hood on.” Mine was already hanging down just over my brow.
She pulled hers on but ignored my request for silence. “Where are we going, Lucius?”
“I owe you a surprise.”
Her brow creased with curiosity. She was mine now, caught in my scheme.
We snuck through the hall past the private rooms but when we reached the barracks a group of four were sitting on their mattresses deep in conversation. They glanced our way immediately, so I held up my finger to my mouth and shushed them.
Victoria looked at me like I was being absurd, but I looked at her with a straight face and said, “These cloaks make us invisible. Keep going.” Turning back to the four people that were now staring at us, I added, “You can’t see us.”
Whether they recognized me and decided to play along or were in too much shock to respond, we exited the room and made our way through the storage rooms near the back.
“This is crazy,” Victoria whispered sharply.
I shushed her again.
Making it to the back door, there was no way of opening it without making a sound. It groaned on rusty hinges. Opening it, I acted as if it didn’t make a peep.
I led her through a maze of back streets, taking her by the hand. This area contained mostly storage facilities, so not many people were there this time of night. When we did run across people, I shushed them too—acting as if they were in on the plan.
Victoria went from complaining to giggling with every exchange. Until her hood fell back when we had almost arrived and a girl that saw us brought her hand to her mouth, gasping at seeing who it was. The next moment, she turned bright red and waved as we passed by.
Vector was standing outside his guildhall dressed in plate mail from head to toe. His helmet was on, so it was hard to tell who it was, but as we neared, he called out and gave himself away. “What is the password?!”
I drew Victoria near as I leaned close to whisper the answer to Vector. “Hot tub.”
I received an immediate swat on the shoulder by the woman I held captive.
Pulling back the door, our guard let us in.
“There are no hot tubs in Freedom. But how about the next best thing?” I said, leading her forward to see the room. It was a large meeting area with long rectangular tables and more chairs than could fit beneath them. On the other side of the room was Drool, dressed in a long white robe that was wrapped at the waist. She gestured with her hand for Victoria to come.
With a wave, I encouraged her to go, giving her a little push on the lower back.
She hopped forward. Her head snapped to look back at me. “You’re not coming?”
“Both of us won’t exactly fit. Go on,” I insisted.
She approached Drool as if unsure whether something was going to jump out from behind her.
Seeing her disappear through the doorway, I hurried through another doorway to the room right next to hers. Turning, I extended my hand to Vector. “I owe you one.”
“Not a problem,” he replied. “I’m sure I’ll think of a way for you to pay me back. I have to think of some way to surprise Drool now, or she’ll never let me live it down.”
“Just let me know.”
With a nod, he left, shutting the door behind him and leaving me to take care of the rest.
I grabbed the tray of food that sat on the island in the small kitchen and walked it over to the other side of the room where the brass tub sat. Steam rose up from the water’s surface, warming the room. I’d set up my tub in their guild kitchen. The stove was against the outer stone wall of the building, but this side of the room had been cleared out. I placed my tray on a stand up against the inner wall that was made of wood and sheetrock. Baths were certainly possible in Freedom, but it wasn’t necessary. They were also expensive, so I’d never bothered getting one. You could feel sweat and blood as you worked and fought, but it faded as quickly as any injury did. Sleep also gave you more than rest, allowing you to wake feeling as if you’d just washed when you slept in an actual bed or couch, as I’d learned firsthand.
Undressing, I kept on my undershorts as I slipped my foot into the tub. It was just hot enough that it wasn’t too hot. Sliding the rest of the way in, I waited another minute before messaging Victoria. “How’s your hot tub?”
“I can’t believe you got Drool and Vector to help.” I could almost see her shaking her head to herself.
“How does it feel?”
“Aaa-maay-zing…”
“And you thought it was a bad idea.”
“I was wrong. Uh. Lucius. You’ve got to be kidding. Drool’s bringing me food. Thank you. Truly.”
Resting my head back against the wall, I breathed in the steam before releasing it slowly. Sitting up, I grabbed my cup. Victoria didn’t drink wine, but she did like sparkling cider. “You’re welcome,” I replied. “How about a toast?”
“You’re holding a drink?”
With my knuckles, I knocked gently on the wall behind me.
“That’s you?”
“Yup. I’m in a tub on the other side of the wall. You didn’t think I’d let you get out of your promise, did you?”
 As she laughed, I could feel the wall move behind me.
“What should we toast to?” she said.
“Staying alive?”
“Lucius, I… I’m never going to be able to repay you for everything you’ve done for me—and will do. You deserve better.”
“You just keep being you,” I replied, knowing exactly what she meant. I couldn’t allow her to dwell on such things, especially during our hot tub date. “It’s true though. Your surprise will never be able to top this.”
“Eh. This is amazing, but…” She left it hanging in the air.
“But?”
“You’ll see.”
 
***
 
The Right Hand arrived at the dungeon in the southwest four days later. The dark mood seemed to fade the further we traveled as Mel, Barrell and I got to spend some real time together for the first time in months. We had all changed, but we slipped into carrying on like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
Travelling left us with several challenges. Training was on the top of my list, and now that I had a whole platoon to worry about, it made things difficult. Isamu was there with Jerrek and Oliva, and so were Barrell’s scouts. They were all more accustomed to the road than I was, so I listened at first as much as issued commands. There was simply no way to continue my fight training at the same level as I had before. By manipulating the speed at which we traveled, we could get plenty of speed and endurance work in and I didn’t let anyone off easy. It was still less than I was used to, but I made up for it by running with the others while limiting my psionic use. Stopping twice a day, once for lunch and once to make camp, we got in some adequate sparring, and bodyweight exercises became our bread and butter.
My psionic training was the one area that improved. Having the others around, especially Mel and Barrell, and seeing what they were capable of pushed me to try different things. I could also feel what was happening with their psionics to an extent, so it was rather instructive.
Having enough food with the right portions and nutrition was going to be a constant challenge. Even with Wink giving me extra carrying capacity, keeping enough food on hand would become even more difficult as we headed toward the more distant dungeons. Speed was too important for us to bring a cart with us to carry goods, so we’d have to manage. 
By the time we reached the southwestern dungeon, the competition between Kline and me had already been delivered its first kink. Another guild had found one of the dungeon locations without help from the map. What’s worse, it was one of the dungeons I’d strategically selected along my travel route, giving Kline the upper hand.
Mobs were not a problem as we traveled in large numbers. Though the lack of them could be considered a problem in itself. They could have livened things up. But it wasn’t a total loss. Mobs wouldn’t approach our large numbers, but we were able to initiate one of Barrell’s pet training methods and allow the pets to cycle between scouting and hunting. Mirlocks were the primary mobs in the region we traveled. They roamed in small numbers of two to five, which made pack hunting easy enough. It also meant that each day Wink grew bit by bit.
The southwest was unlike any part of Freedom that I’d seen before. Instead of great dunes of sand by the beach, there were great cliffs that looked down upon the shore from hundreds of meters overhead. Gorges opened up in the grassy surface of the cliffs, like brown scars that safely led down to the beach in some places, and not so safely in others. It took half a day of searching for us to find the one we were looking for that led us down to the right section of beach. Standing on the golden sand, I looked back to the path where we had descended. It looked like a titan of the sea had cleaved a chasm in the cliff with a sword the size of the largest naval battleship.
“It’s here!” one of Barrell’s men called out.
From the beach, it was impossible to miss. A cave opened like a leviathan’s mouth at the base of the cliff, just waiting to make us a snack. We couldn’t stay to be lunch, but we’d happily fish the gold out of its belly.
A squad of men remained outside even though I doubted it was necessary, but I’d agreed with my captains, Mel and Barrell, to play it safe. Our men would warn us if there were any attacks from the outside and let other guilds that may have been trailing us know that this dungeon was claimed. 
I’d run one of these dungeons before with just five people, but Kline, Peter, Oliver, and Victoria weren’t exactly average. There was also the growing likelihood that each dungeon would be different. We had found a map in the first dungeon, and Anigh had found Adamantine in the two other ones. It was a big enough difference that I couldn’t let us grow complacent.
The cave was wide enough that we could have two squads formed up, side by side, so we swept through its caverns with a wall of spears and shields.
It was my men’s first time seeing the Shadow Jackals, which was a creature that preferred to get the drop on us from the ceiling or walls of the cavern. It was no pushover. At Rank D, the two-hundred-pound wolf-like creature would be formidable for most players even if they knew it was there. Thankfully, Barrell’s scouting party had two players with owl pets. Even though I could see as well in the dark as I could during the day, Wink and I couldn’t compete with the visual abilities of the pet with the best night vision in the game. Suffice it to say, despite all my efforts, they always spotted them before I did.
“Mel,” I whispered. “We’re probably nearing the Shadow Priests that use psionics. Be ready.”
He nodded in response. Taking a similar approach to his gear as I had before training to fight Anigh, he wore his breastplate and armor over his entire body except for his hands. He still wielded a spear, but no longer commonly equipped his shield. 
The floor of the cave started to change. Instead of smooth and wet, the moisture seemed to dry up and we were left with a dry porous surface. With the change came the Shadow Priests, humanoid creatures with jackal like features. Each one wore a shadow robe—the same ones Victoria and I’d used as we snuck through the city. They were actually useful if we’d ever needed them for a real stealth operation, but that would require much less movement than Victoria and I’d used.
Unlike the stealthy Jackals, the priests didn’t work alone. Three of them stood in our path, waiting for us. As much as I wanted to run forward and finish them myself, I knew that the more experience the platoon could get facing creatures with psionics the better. It would only improve our chances during the battle for the final dungeon. It was unlikely all of them would agree to go on to the next stage after Freedom, but I also considered it training for the future war against the Ekseliksi armies.
My plan was to ease my men into facing off against the priests. In this first dungeon we would handle them as a group.
“They’re all yours,” I said, handing things over to Mel.
All business, he replied, “Yes, sir.”
“Gauntlets,” he ordered. The squad on the front line to the left half of our ranks, ten men in total, handed off their spears to their shield hand. “March.”
The left half of our platoon approached, twenty men in total, and Mel followed. Jerrek and Olivia were among them on the front line. Jerrek was their squad leader. Isamu was right behind them leading the rear squad that was marking directly behind them in formation. Mel placed himself to their flank, where he could see everything, but he was also exposed and alone. 
The Shadow Priests saw them approach, but they also saw Mel. With outstretched hands, they summoned their energy into their palms.
Unflinching, Mel waited until the last priest had fully committed to his bolt, then issued the command. “Fire.”
I felt the energy of our men’s bolts flare into life, but the priests had begun their casting first. Their bolts leaped into the air all heading in the same direction.
Holding up his spear, center shaft, his red energy lit up its top and bottom halves. The first psionic bolt slammed into its spearhead, crackling violently, but quickly dissipated. With a turn of his wrist, he placed the spear in the path of the two remaining bolts, catching one high and one low. Our squad’s psionic bolts blasted forward in streaks of orange and red.
The priests tried to dodge, but there were too many. Half red and half orange, psionic energy grabbed ahold of them with electric fingers and caused them to spasm and bleed.
Mel lifted his arm, adding his own bolt to the next volley. After four such rounds, over forty bolts later, he commanded them to stop. The Adamantine gauntlets made it all too easy. I also paid special attention to how he’d used weapon bolstering to block their bolts. Unlike when Apotho and Othisi came in contact with one another, instead of violent reaction, the energy of weapon bolstering seemed to catch and absorb an energy bolt. It wasn’t my first time seeing it, but this was a perfect chance to study the reaction.
“Barrell. You’re up,” I said as we encountered the next group of priests. This time there were five of them.
Because of the gauntlets, our number of casters had greatly surpassed our number of weapon bolsterers. We had twenty of the Adamantine gauntlets in total, so half our men wore them. Only three other players in our platoon besides Barrell and Mel could bolster their weapons, bringing the number to five in total. They were all among Barrell’s ranks on the right side of the formation.
“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, giving Mel a competitive wink. “Charge.”
Orange auras blazed as the right side of our platoon launched themselves forward while staying in near perfect formation.
The priests prepared their bolts and fired away.
Retracting their auras, the men at the front of our charge strengthened their walls to full power. The bolts smacked into their shields, but they shrugged them off.
More bolts flew but they ran right through them. Our front line split down the middle as they reached the priests. The front line flew past, throwing no assault of their own. The second and third rows still had their auras beaming bright, and collapsed on the five priests, overwhelming them in seconds.
The priests had Combat Levels of Rank D, so physically they were no joke, but the ten spears of Rank F psionic wielders were too much to handle all at once. And if Barrell’s other ten men that we’d left outside were here…
“That was a neat trick,” I said with a probing tone.
“For scouts it's all about speed, so we’ve gotten really good at lightning attacks,” Barrell said with a cocky grin.
“Lightning you say?” Mel replied, summoning a bolt of energy without firing it off.
“Ha. Ha.” Barrell’s sarcasm ran thick.
“Lightning,” I said, holding up my own hand, covering it in Apotho’s white light.
“Shut up,” they both said at once.
As I’d expected, bringing a whole platoon was overkill. The opportunity to get to know what they were capable of though was priceless. The training I was missing out on was even worth it in one important way. Victoria’s letter at the end of the day wasn’t the only thing to alleviate my loneliness. Being with others, and my friends, especially in a dungeon that promised massive rewards, was in no uncertain terms, fun. Even as I started to enjoy their company, I’d an ominous feeling that it couldn’t last.
Before we’d reached the final room, we had enough shadow robes for everyone to have at least one. Though I’d been overburdened with them after the first dungeon, they were still extremely rare items in the world of Freedom. They also looked menacingly awesome, even if they didn’t have much practical use for us currently.
We reached the end of the cavern, which was blocked off by a wall of black stone brick with an arching doorway just big enough for two people to fit through shoulder to shoulder unless you were Cornelius. We split our ranks and had them form into two columns as I approached the doorway with my two captains.
I immediately recognized the room, which was split into two sections. The ground floor took up two thirds of its length and held a bunch of Shadow Priests. The stairs to the second level, which was only about five feet above the first, led to a High Priest and the sarcophagus with our prize. There was one obvious difference from the dungeon though. There were twice the number of Shadow Priests as before. I examined their levels and ranks. Nothing was odd there, so we pulled back.
“That’s a small doorway for us all to fit through. It complicates things,” Mel said.
“It does,” I couldn’t help but agree. “I think I have a plan.”
A few minutes later, Barrell’s men were positioned in front of the doorway as we prepared to begin.
“When you're ready,” I commanded.
His men’s auras activated as they streamed into the final room and lined up on the right side close to the entrance. The men that took the lead were the most confident in their psionic walls. Thankfully the Shadow Priests were only Rank G in psionics, and our men were Rank F. It wasn’t a perfect trade-off though. The closer the priests were, the more powerful their bolts would become on impact.
The room filled with psionic bolts, flying into our ranks. Mel’s men didn’t miss a beat. As soon as the last man had entered the room, our Gauntlets were right on their tail. They formed up to the left side of the room. It was narrower than it was long, but the room was wide enough to accommodate ten men shoulder to shoulder on each side, leaving a gap between them down the middle.
As the front line of our Gauntlets finished forming, they began to return fire at the closest priests first. Our men held and the priests started to fall.
The closest priests were soon hobbled over and Barrell commanded his men—our Spears. The front line opened up to allow the players behind them to switch. Those that had been shielded by the Spears’ front line shot past their comrades and drove at the remaining priests.
I rushed forward, following at our Spears’ flank as they cracked into the enemy priests like the snap of a whip.
Mel and Barrell were at my side as we tore past and around our men toward the stairs. They had a solid hold of the battle now, but if the High Priest joined in people would die.
I blasted priests in the chest with Othisi as I ran by. It didn’t harm them but nudged them off balance, allowing Mel to blast those on my left and Barrell to cut down those on my right.
Coming to the stairs, I leaped from ground level and flew toward the High Priest with my spear cocked back. With a Combat Level of Rank C and Psionic Level of Rank F, this was easily the hardest enemy any of them had fought. Even when I’d faced the first one it had seriously surprised me with its speed. Only Victoria tearing into it with Rank F psionic bolts, at a rate of fire faster than was possible for anyone but her, had allowed us to score an easy victory over it. This time we didn’t have her help.
Mel and Barrell scaled the stairs nearly as fast as I flew over them. They had fought the Goblin King, so they had faced something with Rank C physical abilities before. Thankfully this thing didn’t share the king’s iron skin, but the addition of psionics put things on a whole different level.
I thrust my spear toward its face without aura enhanced speed. A bolt leaped from its hand, and I cradled it with Othisi from my off-hand before breaking it apart with Apotho. As the bolt dissipated, Othisi leaped from my hand again and pressed into its face. It wore no armor to speak of, but neither did the Shadow Priests. In this case though it didn’t have nearly the effect it did on its lessers. There must have been something unique about its skin that made it somewhat ineffective.
Mel blasted it with bolt after bolt, which it dodged or blocked with a bolt of its own. Falling behind it a whole psionic rank, Mel made up for it by being able to fire off bolts twice as fast as the boss mob could.
A glowing spear of orange light reached for the high priest with no luck, but with the three of us, we pushed him back.
The mob quickly realized it wouldn’t be able to dodge everything we were throwing at it, so it threw its hands back and stretched out its claws. An orange aura engulfed it and I prepared to activate my own. I wanted my two friends to get a feel for what it was capable of, but it was a gamble.
Barrell and Mel both activated their auras. I only allowed mine to shine with red light. Our spears began to plunge toward it in rapid succession. Its speed met with ours, playing with us like a cat does a ball. Blow after blow, it swiped them away, testing us to see which one of us it would pounce on first. I saw it coming before the boss mob attacked. 
It blocked Barrell’s spear, then swiped at his head. He jumped back, leaving his helmet in one piece. With Barrell momentarily out of the way, the high priest spun and lunged toward Mel as if that was what it had been planning all along.
My Aura flared orange as I sped after the mob. I stabbed at its shoulder, hoping to push it out of Mel’s path. It was faster than I was, but not by much. My timing was good, but then Mel wasn’t there.
With the lowest psionic rank among us, Mel couldn’t possibly keep up, but he’d anticipated the monster’s attack and thrown himself to his back. I hadn’t seen what he’d done with his spear, but suddenly both of his hands were free, and he was firing bolts with reckless abandon.
The high priest caught multiple bolts in the chest, slowing its approach. The change sent my spear wide, which grazed the meat of its back. It sprung away, out of danger, but Barrell was already pushing toward it. I knew he was fast, but facing the monster alone was insane at his level.
I moved with all the speed I could muster. My friend reached the high priest, throwing a psionically enhanced thrust. His reach wasn’t enough. He was going to come up short.
The high priest had noticed the distance between them as well and waited in anticipation for Barrell to fully extend, leaving himself off balance.
I could almost see a smug look upon the boss monster’s face as its opportunity came and I was still out of range. My only hope was that my friend’s shield would block enough of the attack and save his life.
At the worst possible moment, Barrell’s aura cut off. Without the psionic strength to brace against the boss’s attack, there was no hope that he could survive. 
If it hadn’t all been happening in a split second, I would’ve screamed at him, but instead of using his aura to try and save his life, orange light ran up the shaft of his spear. I couldn’t believe my eyes at what happened next. Energy extended out of the blade of his spear as he reached the end of his thrust.
The high priest was more startled than I was. A blade of orange energy as solid as steel dug deep into its stomach. The mob slashed with its claws, but its reach was woefully short for what it had planned. Barrell’s spear held it there in a state of confusion.
I arrived. With little effort, I drove my spear deep into its chest.
Releasing his weapon bolstering, or extension, or whatever it was, Barrell rose up from his stance, jabbed the butt of his spear into the ground, and leaned against it, satisfied.
Leaving my spear propped up in the dead boss mob’s chest, I turned my attention on the rest of the room. The last two shadow priests were surrounded and falling quickly. It had gone both better and worse than I’d hoped.
Mel had made it to his feet and came over to join me as I examined the wound Barrell’s energy blade had left in the monster’s gut.
“What was that?” Mel said, relieved it was over.
Looking back and forth between us, Barrell couldn’t help but hold us in suspense. “That, gentlemen, was my secret weapon.”



Chapter 41 – A Race to Conquer
Everyone crowded around the slab-covered sarcophagus that held our prize. Many hands make light work and they remove stone slabs even faster to catch a glimpse of gold. Whistles and drool followed as the chest’s contents were revealed. Just as before, the bottom was lined with bars of gold and a stack of bars near the middle held the quest scroll which we sought. What hadn’t been in the first dungeon’s chest were the two large nuggets of Adamantine to either side of the scroll, each the size of a bull’s skull. They had to weigh over one hundred pounds apiece.
The first thing I did was contact Victoria. 
“There is Adamantine?” she said.
“Oh yeah. A lot of it.”
“What about the scroll?”
Unrolling it, I scanned it for new information. Hunting down the scrolls that Anigh had found hadn’t been easy. He didn’t have them on his person when we stripped him of gear, but one of his men that surrendered at the end of the battle had handed them both over. Each one was as cryptic as the last but contained a line of new information that offered clues.
One scroll had said that we were chosen for our power because our enemy possessed the same kind of power. Who this enemy was, it didn’t explain. The second one warned that if the enemy won, the world’s economy could collapse. Both clues obviously pointed to the war with the Ekseliksi and how we would be fighting them for the right to resources. It was enough information that the guild council had convened just to discuss what it could mean.
“This one seems to only give information that has already been implied. ‘Freedom is only the beginning—the first stage of training for those who choose to fight the enemy,’” I replied.
“Well done,” Victoria said. “I know you’re probably going to ask, but yes, you did beat Kline to conquering the next dungeon.” 
“Was there ever any doubt?”
“I’ll have a team waiting to relieve you of the gold and Adamantine in the city of Newton. The next dungeon will be directly south from there at the southernmost part of the map. It should take you about two weeks if you travel at the same speed as before. The guilds are now out in full force looking for the other ones, so I’m going to send a company of men to one of the closer dungeons and have them secure it. This way, once all the other dungeon bosses are beaten, we’ll have control over the last one.”
“Do you think it might give something extra, like the dungeon map?”
“Maybe, yes. But also, it will allow us to prepare before the eleventh dungeon is revealed.”
“Great.” I knew she didn’t want to say it aloud, but if the land was really going to be overrun, giving everyone a chance to get ready for anything was wise. “By the way, there’s something you need to know about Barrell.”
“Hey.” He stood up from inside the sarcophagus where he was sorting the gold among our men to distribute the weight. “A secret weapon is no longer secret if you tell everyone.”
 
***
 
Spending time with Achilles became almost impossible as I began to travel the map, but we were able to correspond through messaging. I didn’t care if he had psionics or not; besides Anigh, I didn’t think there was another man alive beside myself that could defeat him even now. His take on things was far too valuable not to take full advantage.
For our first couple of weeks on the road, I feared I’d be called back to Hobgrave at any time. The political landscape had been so shaky to begin with, and now, with Liam gone and his true colors revealed, how could any of the guild leaders possibly trust one another? But my assessment was wrong. Instead of distrust, Liam’s betrayal had brought the council together and cemented their relationships like nothing else could. Victoria explained it by likening it to soldiers in war. “Conflict doesn’t drive them apart, but closer together.”
One thing was sure, the rest of the council had seen what Victoria was capable of, and they no longer questioned her abilities. I was sure it also helped that there were now mountains of loot from the death piles of the criminal army. It enriched the other cities of Freedom, but Hobgrave was quickly becoming the heart of the world. The economy dwarfed all others combined and its military might light up the sky like a full moon on the darkest of nights. Guild leaders quickly tried to set up residence there if they hadn’t already.
Liam’s guild was dissolved and Prodos absorbed most of their numbers. Since they were from the largest city to the south, a Prodos Bank was already in the works thanks to a few of Liam’s old men in high leadership roles that shared Victoria’s vision. She was more than happy to oblige.
With the criminal army gone, the dungeons in Hobgrave Castle were still far from empty. No one wanted to commit to killing the guilty as a form of punishment, so instead, they just locked up all prisoners. If they wanted to leave Freedom, they let them go. That was in the most severe cases, at least. If they could fine people, then they would, or they’d find creative ways to punish them that didn’t strip them of their freedom. Still Jaden sat in his apartment, pillowed and pampered, with no access to the outer world. The Council of Guilds had long ago stopped caring. He was a man forgotten.
Without an immediate threat to direct my training, my mentality slowly changed. I hadn’t forgotten Victoria and the impossibly strong Ekseliksi prince I’d one day have to fight, but my practice of psionics was led by curiosity instead of necessity. Peter had also finally loosened his tongue. I learned that the ability to throw psionic bolts was called Voli and the ability to bolster a weapon was called Akonizo. I wasn’t to speak them aloud, for they were the Ekseliksi names, but now I knew the terms for all the basic notes. Only two were still out of my reach.
He had also given me the names the Ekseliksi had given to the different psionic octaves. Chest voice was Fotia or strength, and the head voice was Bios or life. It made sense since one of the simplest uses of Fotia was an aura that gave you strength, and the simplest form of Bios was the ability to heal.
Chest Voice: Fotia – Strength
Rank G = Red 
Rank F = Orange 
Rank E = Silver 
Note: The color affects all Fotia notes depending on the rank of psionics used. 
 
Petra – Walls 
Enischyo – Aura 
Akonizo – Bolstering 
Voli – Bolt 
 
Head Voice: Bios - Life 
Rank G-F - White 
Note: We haven't seen Rank E Bios yet. 
 
Therapeia – Heal 
Apotho – Shield 
Othisi – Push
 
I’d gone back and forth considering Petra a note for both octaves, but my instructor, Peter, had made clear that it was actually a part of the chest voice and didn’t require any conversion of energy to Bios. It was this truth that had led me to access my aura.
Peter and I still met, but it was rarer than before. I had to be in an actual city with a real restroom to make it work. He gave me more exercises to work on, which I did frequently as we traveled.
I needed Akonizo and Voli. My problem in unlocking them was just as difficult as it had been with my aura. I had to slowly correct my current habit of convert energy every time I directed the flow my energy into my hands. I’d hoped it would be easier after unlocking my aura, but that wasn’t necessarily the case. There was a little success early on as I let the energy of my aura push out into my spear, but it worked only for a second at a time. If I was too impatient, I’d switch from Fotia to Bios and my spear would shoot out of my hand as Apotho appeared.
I wasn’t the first person to have a new breakthrough. Three of Jerrek’s men advanced to Psionic Level Rank F before we reached the next dungeon. One of them was his sister Olivia and she took every opportunity to tease Mel about advancing before him. Which made it even more hilarious when he advanced the next day.
His breakthrough happened in the least dramatic way possible. We were walking in formation through the forest while he was instructing someone on using the gauntlets. Victoria had more of them waiting for us in Newton so now everyone had a gauntlet if they wanted it. Mel demonstrated how it worked to the man by firing a bolt into a batch of undergrowth. Mel hadn’t even realized what happened until the guy told him his bolt had glowed orange. “That’s neat,” he’d said, shrugging, and continued the lesson.
By the time we’d made it to the next dungeon, Kline had cleared his first one far in the north and another had been found by a different guild. It looked as if the current stage of the world quest would be over sooner than we’d thought, though it would still probably take a couple of months.
As much as Mel begged me when we reached the last room in the next dungeon to let him help with the High Priest, I’d decided to face it alone. Something had been bothering me about the creature’s abilities. It was fast, faster than I was, but the last one didn’t seem to have the speed of a Rank C physical stats and Rank F psionics user. I was a whole rank below it in my physical stats, so why did it seem only a half rank above me at most?
I scaled the stairs as my men fought the Shadow Priests to my rear. The final room was bigger this time and ten additional priests were added to their number, but it was still the same general layout. The High Priest began firing Voli at me the moment I stepped foot on the second level.
Apotho blocked the bolts with relative ease, even as I closed in to force it to use its aura. When I stuck my spearpoint in its face, the boss mob’s aura flared, and its clawed hand raked into my energy-covered arm.
Instead of blasting its clawed hand away, it tore into my energy shield but still met resistance. It wasn’t nearly the extent that it would have been if the creature was wielding a weapon. It was as I’d expected. Whatever the creature was made of allowed me to affect it with Bios psionics. The thin claw marks that ran across my forearm began to bead with blood. It wasn’t deep and there was little pain, but with the creature’s strength and ability to blunt the power of Bios energy, this might be harder than I thought.
Prodding it with my spear, I didn’t back down. I leaped in and out as it slashed with its claws. Catching its blows on my shield arm and shoulder, my shirt was quickly left it in tatters. It drew new lines of blood with every swipe. Sorry, Victoria.
Akonizo covered its claw as it leaped at me, trying to finish me off. The energy covering its claws worked against it. Apotho met its Fotia energy and knocked it back, saving me from additional cuts.
I tested its speed as it flailed nonstop. Finding the right position to defend had long ago become second nature to me. It was as I’d thought. Anigh had been faster.
There were still too many variables for me to take my observations too far, but this creature’s Rank C combat level and Rank F psionics lost to Anigh’s Rank E+ combat level and Rank E psionics. It was possible that the boss mob was different because of its race, or it could have had its stats spread out for endurance instead of speed. There was also the chance that each psionic rank was worth more than each combat level. I was left with more questions.
Bounding back, Therapeia covered my arm in healing relief. I hadn’t healed it completely but just encouraged my wounds to close.
I flicked its bolt away with an energy-covered hand, then rushed forward again, leading with my spear. Reaching out with Othisi, energy pushed out from my arms, legs, and face. Using it to push things away wasn’t its only use. It was only effective as a weapon within a meter’s range, but I could feel something pushing against it at twice that distance or more. Casting a wide net, I let Othisi reach out like a giant bubble in front of me. As the High Priest pushed inside my energy’s bubble I could feel where it was.
As I felt its next attack, I sent an intense beam of Othisi directed at its claws. The high priest met resistance like it was plunged into deep water. When Apotho met it this time, it stopped the mob dead in its tracks.
It wasn’t a defense I’d tried before, but it was a variation of what I’d used against Anigh. It made me realize how weak I’d be if I fought someone with weapons and armor that were unaffected by Bios type energy. My aura was a bonus, but I needed more.
That would have to wait.
I was too far away from a training hall to perfect the new variance of defense in a safer setting. The invasion from these types of creatures was coming, so I needed to perfect it now. Facing off against the boss mob, I didn’t attack except to nudge it to continue its assault. Its next attack drew blood, but I blocked the follow up with the combination of Othisi and Apotho that I was looking for. Slowly, I worked out the timing. It was only when my psionics were getting low that I changed tactics.
It was nowhere near as effective as Othisi against armor, but during the creature’s attacks, I could slow it with my psionics enough to take away its speed advantage. I began to counter. 
As it slashed at my chest, I met its claws with Othisi from my left hand and thrust low with my spear. As Apotho cradled the attack, my spear left a shallow wound on its hip. I chipped away at its life one thrust at a time. I was careful to manage my energy but still extended the fight to give my body and psionics the time to memorize the feel.
I blocked its one hand. Its other raked in from above. Dropping Othisi, Enischyo flared and I plunged my spear into its chest.
Brushing myself off, I turned to find my entire platoon staring at me. They’d been done long ago.
“What were you doing?” Barrell said, climbing the stairs. “We couldn’t tell if you were winning or losing half the time, then all of a sudden you killed it like you’d finished playing with it.”
“Sorry. I was testing it since there won’t be much opportunity to fight these things,” I replied, making it sound like I was in control the entire time. In truth, I’d only won because I was able to formulate a defense and execute it without dying as I figured it out. My fear was that during the next stage of the event I’d be at a much bigger disadvantage if the enemy lacked armor. The Shadow Priests and Jackals were still affected by Bios, but getting surrounded by even a few High Priests could very well be the end of me. Spreading Apotho that thin all over my body when they were able to blunt much of its repellent effects… 
Mel frowned as he joined us at the top of the stairs. “Fine, but I want to test the next one.”
“Same,” Barrell insisted.
Yielding, I responded, “It’s a deal.”
Looking at the popup I’d received as the High Priest fell dead, I glanced up to see if the others had noticed. I’d finally reached level 100. With my final Advancement and Ability Point, I’d have some thinking to do on how I wanted to spend the points I had left.
 
***
 
The next dungeon on our map was three weeks away. That meant it would be six weeks including the return trip. If one of the other guilds hadn’t found one of the dungeons along our route, then we would have been able to conquer four, making it impossible for Kline to win our little contest. As it stood, he probably couldn’t win anyway, but a few days after we’d left for our next dungeon, which was all the way to the edge of the map in the east, I was informed by Victoria that the guild that had taken the one along my route was requesting help defeating the boss. It was now out of our way, so it was the dungeon we would wait to clear until all other dungeons were completed. Because of how far we had to travel, it was probably impossible for us to get back before Kline could reach it. He had a dungeon he was heading to now, but it was still far closer than ours. In the end, it looked like it was going to be a tie.
My correspondence with Victoria transitioned from letters at night to direct conversation, but it didn’t happen overnight. After my hot tub surprise, we’d continued writing one another, but more and more we found excuses to talk, until one day, after clearing the second dungeon, she contacted me during our normal time and then every night after. As distant from her as I was, it felt like I was closer to her than I’d ever been before. 
As I began to develop Akonizo, or weapon bolstering, I realized how helpful the exercises Peter had given me really were. My progress compared to others was outstanding. It had still taken weeks, but Akonizo was ready to be battle-tested by the time we’d made it to the last dungeon. 
I took some time to consider how I’d approach helping the others before doing so. I’d to be careful not to give too much away. Some of our men had actually been trained by the psionic experts available through the training hall. As I listened to what they’d been told, I couldn’t help but sigh. It was completely inadequate.
I didn’t take long however before I began offering suggestions about what exercises had helped me. Most of my men, including most of the psionic experts, still looked at psionics like physical muscles and pushed them too hard too often. They missed the subtlety and fine points of control.
Within days I could feel a difference as people cycled between Petra and Enischyo using brush strokes instead of a hammer as they flowed between notes. It wasn’t a miracle cure though. It was still going to take weeks or months until there would be new abilities unlocked. At least they would begin to become more sensitive to their flow as I had.
Not everyone took my advice and not everyone seemed to have the ability to manipulate the intensity of their energy. It was either on or off. I’d ask Peter next time I had the chance about what they could do, but it would be six weeks before I even had the chance to get any private time with him.
Now that Barrell’s secret weapon was out in the open, he practiced with it all the time—and not just with his spear. The smaller the weapon he used, the smaller the energy blade was, almost as if it needed a long weapon as a foundation to brace the energy blade’s solid form. The energy blade was proportional to the size of the physical weapon though. For example, a dagger with a six-inch blade could double in length, but a long sword could only extend out about a foot. Using his spear though, despite the proportional difference, he could add two feet to its length. I wondered if specialty uses of psionics like his were even possible to learn, or if it was limited to those with specific talents.
Even though Isamu was now once again part of our group, he was much quieter than before and spent a lot of time alone. When we stopped, he’d often go off alone into the woods and practice by himself. I’d the opportunity to spy on him one morning before we left when the wooded area we were in was sparse, giving him little privacy.
Standing perfectly still, his eyes were closed. His hand was on the hilt of his katana which was sheathed at his waist. His blade flashed as he stepped back. Orange light glimmered from beneath his armor and was gone. I watched as he cut the air in a fluid stream of thrusts and slashes. He only used his psionics to speed up his attacks or empower his stance. Each movement built on the last until it was almost impossible to follow his speed. I wouldn’t choose his type of training over more time with the bandits, but I could see the benefit of teaching your body certain movements until they became second nature. Perhaps something more.
The first hint of Voli came to me right before we reached the next dungeon. My experience with the Bios octave probably helped me develop Fotia faster. I already knew what it felt like to push Othisi, so while practicing my scales, it came to me as my energy flowed beyond Akonizo ever so slightly. Energy of the weakest red gathered momentarily in my palm before I scaled back down. It was weak and I had no control, but the final basic note was almost within my grasp. It looked as if I’d be able to surprise Peter by unlocking it sooner than he thought.
Stone stairs paved the way to the entrance of our third dungeon. They cut through the dense canopy of palm and banana trees that covered the lower part of the mountain before us. Our falconers confirmed they climbed over a half-mile up the side of the mountain. It was going to be a long way up.
Once inside, it was clear this dungeon was unlike the last two. Instead of natural caverns, it was a tunnel of red and sand-yellow cobblestone. The sheer number of Jackals was through the roof. They were now more commonly paired in threes and fours. Instead of just rolling through the dungeon with overwhelming force, my men attacked it a squad at a time. Our more competent fighters took one or two people with them. Mel, Barrell, and Isamu took on groups alone. Mel also took Olivia with him and I saw her agility in action. The only thing that made sense was that her movements were quicker than normal because she was lighter than the others. But even the three other girls in our platoon were slow in comparison, and one of them had Rank F psionics…
I took on the first group of Shadow Priests. The High Priest was off-limits to me because Mel and Barrell had called it, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t test my new ability. The four that surrounded me didn’t have the advantage the High Priest did. Bios still affected them, even if they weren’t wearing armor. That was one of the many questions I’d need to ask Peter. It concerned me that the Ekseliksi and their bio-engineered bodies might react differently to psionics than the average human.
I controlled their limbs and kept two of them knocked back as I looked for an opening for Akonizo. It was in many ways overkill since they didn’t have any armor, but the ease with which Rank F bolstering pierced through their flesh was frightening. It was exactly why shields wouldn’t work against any high-rank psionic user. Perhaps we needed thicker shields, or to start carrying around walls of steel.
The final room was opened up to us like an ancient Egyptian crypt, for it was made up of sandstone bricks the size of small cars. The room was triple the size of the first one I’d faced with Victoria. The reason was clear. Fifty Shadow Priests were lined up in a ritualistic circle below the High Priest that overlooked them from the second level. We didn’t have the narrow doorway to worry about this time. With energy gauntlets blaring, we charged.
I took the center of the line with Mel and Barrell directly behind me. The priests were knocked back and to the side. With them out of the way I led my captains to the other half of the enemy circle. They were already collapsing upon us, but Othisi flew from both my empty hands as I made us a hole. We passed through and I spun, letting Mel and Barrell go on ahead. I met the Shadow Priests at the rear of their ranks head-on. With a flick of my wrist, my spear appeared in my hand. 
I ran at them. Half a dozen Rank G bolts headed my way. I didn’t even bother to block them, tightening my walls I ran right through them. My aura lit and I sprang into their midst. Akonizo ignited as I shredded them.
There were enough of them that I lost track of Barrell and Mel. My mind narrowed in focus to a razor's edge. The only things I sensed were the enemies around me on all sides. We danced with blade and claw humming in tune with their psionic power.
Isamu cut through the throng to reach me. Standing back to back, a devious grin spread across my face. I couldn’t explain why, but I felt like I’d somehow duped him out of being a jerk. The enemy’s attack slowed as the rest of our men reached us. 
The priest directly in front of me went limp, a spearpoint appearing out the front of its chest. It slumped to the side and Oliva appeared behind it, unlatching her faceplate she revealed an awkward grin. She and I had never really talked since she’d joined the Right Hand with Mel. I shared her unease at the sudden encounter.
The rest of the priests were overrun a few moments later. It was time to enjoy the show.
As I turned to face the fight with the high priest, my smile went limp. The high priest was already bloodied and cornered. Mel was standing flat-footed, firing off Rank F bolts at a speed that only Victoria could outdo. With his new power level, his bolts did more than knock the boss mob off balance. They seemed to cause it real pain.
Barrell was pressing the creature, his energy cycling between aura and weapon as he attacked. The range his special attack gave him almost made up for the high priest’s advantage in speed. He varied the energy blade’s length which only confused it more. With Mel’s added distraction, the high priest was fighting a battle it couldn’t win. I still had some advantages they didn’t, but if we ever faced an enemy that wasn’t affected by Bios, they’d have an easier time defeating it than I would.
As it crumbled to the floor, Olivia flashed toward Mel, wrapping her arms around him from behind, and leaning up to whisper in his ear. I felt a sudden tinge of jealousy. Not because he was with Olivia and I wasn’t, but because the same thing wasn’t possible with Victoria. I reminded myself that I was happy for the two of them and headed up the stairs. Looking between the three of them, I said, “Do you want to do the honors?”
Now, if we could only get home fast enough to beat Kline to the last dungeon boss.
 



Chapter 42 – The Shadow Army
Kline was able to finish off his second dungeon a few days after we cleared our third. There was no chance we’d make it to the dungeon Prodos was holding until the rest of them were cleared before him. He was two weeks away and our trip would take about a month if we pushed it.
I received a contact from Victoria soon. The dungeon we had taken control of had been cleared except for the high priest. We’d given the guild that had found it fifty pounds in gold and enough Adamantine gauntlets for their entire guild. There were only sixty of them, so it was more than a fair trade. With the gauntlets, they’d have an easy time with the high priest now, but the Adamantine had been their goal in the first place, not clearing the dungeon.
The other dungeon that hadn’t been cleared had yet to be explored because the guild that found it was sitting on it, desiring to auction it to the highest bidder. Waiting until it was the last dungeon had been their goal, but Victoria had spoken to their guild leader and the auction would begin in in a few weeks. They were giving the guilds a chance to prepare funds.
A few platoons of Prodos men met us a week into our trip to the last dungeon. They were carrying the supplies we were running painfully low on. We were able to load the gold and Adamantine we’d been carrying into the carts that followed behind them and load our inventories with foodstuffs.
Psionic training continued, and after a few weeks, we had a couple of people unlock Akonizo. I continued to work on Voli and improved Akonizo as we went. On the twenty-third day of our return trip, Mel ran up to me with Jerrek in tow and was a lot more animated than normal. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to smile or had seen a ghost.
“Hit me!” he demanded, patting his shoulder. Flexing his arm, he held it against his chest to brace for impact as if I was actually going to do it. He wore only a t-shirt and had obviously been training for it was soaked in sweat.
I looked from him to Jerrek, who was nodding frantically.
“Why?” I said, eyeing them both suspiciously.
“Do it. You’ll see. Hard!” Mel replied.
As in psionic hard, or just harder than a pat? Oh well.
Leaving my aura off, I threw a solid right cross, burying my knuckles in the round of his shoulder.
Without psionics to brace against it, he stumbled back. I saw him cringe, but a moment later, his eyes lit up. He pulled his sleeve up and over his shoulder where a soft white light glowed from the forming bruise.
Taking a step back, I was at a loss for words.
Mel watched, fascinated, as Therapeia worked at healing it.
“How?” I finally blurted out.
“We’ve been training,” Jerrek said with a smug look.
“By hitting him in the arm?”
They both shrugged.
“There’s no way that should have actually worked. How long have you been, uh, training like that?”
“About four months,” Mel replied.
I quickly tried to remember what we’d been doing then. It had taken us three weeks to get to the last dungeon, plus the twenty-three days since we left. We’d had about a week’s delay in the last town as we waited for supplies. It had taken us two weeks to get there then a two-day delay in the first town. It had taken us a week to get there and a week to get to the first dungeon. That was only about three months. That meant Jerrek had been pounding on his arm since… “Before the battle with Anigh?” I said flabbergasted.
They shared a look but brushed away my concern with a wave of the hand.
“Well, you earned it.” I chuckled, feeling a bit lightheaded. I would’ve happily traded my experience with the hobgoblin on my first night in Freedom for a couple of thousand punches to the arm any day. Although, if it would mean I would’ve never met Victoria, Peter, and Oliver, I had little doubt I’d go through it again. I was extremely thankful I wouldn’t have to though.
When I informed Victoria, she sounded less surprised than I thought she’d be. Peter, on the other hand, couldn’t believe it. Mentioning the method Mel had used left them both baffled. They shared my opinion that it shouldn’t have worked.
I was beginning to think that my advancement had been as fast as it was because of my circumstances, but Mel’s was based on raw talent alone. Even without the Ekseliksi exercises that had been perfected over centuries, he’d done something that was supposed to take decades. Thankfully, I was nearing competence with Voli, so he wouldn’t beat me to unlocking all the basic notes, but just how far would he go?
The dungeon auction began. Any guild that thought they’d be able to make some money off the purchase had been wrong. A few of the top guilds, including two that were on the guild council, had pushed the bids up past one thousand gold. The guild that won was said to be more interested in being a part of the history of Freedom than the prize at the end of the dungeon. Because the auction process had taken so long, the dungeon they had won was now filled with more mobs than all the others combined. Since ours was already cleared except for the dungeon boss, the wait began.
When we were two days from reaching the dungeon Prodos was holding, Victoria told us to come back to Hobgrave instead. To keep player deaths to a minimum, the other dungeon was being cleared slowly. Victoria put the summons out to have every guild begin gathering at Hobgrave. That would give the army a few weeks to gather and the army’s supplies were already being prepared.
 
***
 
Now that my travels were over for a few weeks, I was ready to return to the training hall, but I couldn’t go back alone. I spent the first half day introducing everyone to the bandit simulation, which I unlocked for each individual. This way they could customize the opponents they faced. I also set aside a three-hour segment for group training, which consisted of mock wars against Shadow Priests.
Once alone, I had some new abilities to perfect and a few ideas for something—more. Seeing Barrell’s secret weapon had my mind whirling with ideas.
Another month passed as the other dungeon was cleared. It was hard not to grow impatient, but I had to remind myself that their dungeon was different. They’d finally made it to the last room, which had a small army of two hundred and fifty Shadow Priests. I’d hoped they would call us in, but the Right and Left Hand weren’t the only specialty squads in the game. We’d gathered some of the best players, but that didn’t mean we had them all. Far from it.
As impatient as I was, I couldn’t help but be thankful for the time. I could hardly believe it had been nearly nine months since we first entered Freedom. The Right Hand was so well practiced together that we could probably take on anything. We even had some joint sessions with Kline and his men twice a week. Everything seemed to come full circle. When I’d first entered Freedom, the action and violence were hyper-realistic compared to any game I’d ever played. The pain added a sense of fear that couldn’t exist without it. The gore wasn’t over the top, but sickeningly accurate. Fighting was about struggle as much as skill. There was no magic, or skills, but all that had changed. We had changed. Psionics wasn’t magic, but real. The body I’d worked so hard for was my own.
After we’d returned, it became clear that physically and psionically I was hitting a wall. I’d thought my physical stats growth had slowed because I’d been traveling, and running had been the main form of exercise. As I got back into working out, all-out fighting with the bandits and weight training didn’t have the same effect they once had.
That didn’t mean I wasn’t still growing. I’d reached Combat Level Rank D+, but it wasn’t because my strength and speed were increasing like they used to. Instead, my Cardiovascular and Anaerobic stats had surpassed everything else. My Anaerobic ability was now an incredible Rank A and my Cardiovascular ability had jumped to Rank B. My Strength and Speed were still Rank C, so there was nothing to complain about. I had a hunch that most people with a high Combat Rank eventually hit a wall in Strength, Speed and Quickness, and their Endurance stat helped push their rank even higher. It was as Peter said, the human body was only capable of so much. That’s why the Ekseliksi turned to bioengineering. It would also explain why the High Priests didn’t seem as fast as they should be. Their Speed and Strength stats had reached their limit.
Psionically, my Power Rank had only grown slightly in all this time, but it had continued to creep in a positive direction. Rank E would be my next big step in power and there was no quick way to get there. I just needed to keep on going.
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 188,771
Psionic Power: 293
Psionic Recovery Rate: 2.65
 
My Psionic Energy, however, wasn’t growing at a crawl but was progressing even faster than when it had begun. At 188,771 Units, I was now able to keep my full power active for over ten minutes. At low power, I could go for thirty minutes straight. It was nowhere near the hours that Peter said were possible, but it was still nearly thirty-six times better than when I’d first begun. Even if I hadn’t been able to reach Power Rank E, I’d been able to work out a few surprises of my own.
Finally, my Psionic Recovery Rate was showing some serious improvements. It improved sporadically, and there was no obvious pattern to why that was. Still, it would take me almost twenty hours to fully recover my energy if I used all of it. Sleep sped the process, but I hadn’t tested to see by how much.
When Victoria contacted me, letting me know that the time had come, I made the announcement to the Right Hand to meet at the entrance of Hobgrave in ten minutes. Before leaving the training hall, I’d one more person to contact.
“Brad. I just received the order. It’s time for you to make an appearance. Gather the Player Killers and head to Hobgrave. It will take us a few days to get to the last dungeon, so if you leave today, you should make it before the eleventh dungeon is revealed,” I said, sending it as a private message request.
He accepted a moment later and listened to my orders before responding. “Got it. We’ll be leaving within the hour.”
“I look forward to seeing how you guys have progressed.”
“You’ll see.” He was obviously confident.
“Any news on Timur?”
“No. No one’s seen him or heard from him in months.”
I frowned. “Thanks, Brad. I’ll be seeing you soon.”
This wasn’t like Timur at all. Large scale warfare had never been his thing, but to miss a big event was unthinkable. As much as we’d always focused on reaching pro status, we were still gamers. Events always meant new and unique gear, never before seen mobs, bonus experience, and an opportunity to be among the first to beat a limited-time challenge. What are you up to?
 
***
 
The last dungeon’s entrance was an unassuming ruin in a small valley near the middle of the map, just north of where Anigh and his army had marched. It was little more than a flight of worn stone stairs that went straight into the ground. 
Victoria hadn’t taken any chances. Five hundred men had been guarding the dungeon’s entrance for over a month. There were fears that the mobs in the dungeon would respawn, or worse, that once the remaining dungeon bosses were all defeated, a rogue guild would try to sneak in and steal the glory—and gold.
A great formation of men surrounded the entrance on all sides. They parted as we approached. Glancing at Victoria to my left, wearing her customary war gown, I admired the etching of swords on the side of her helmet that melded into a regal wing, crowning her as our commander. Kline stood to her left, even larger than I first remembered him. As always, his plate mail was polished to a perfect sheen. Peter had stayed in Hobgrave, his role as general and chief counselor having been firmly established. Only Victoria herself held more sway over the army.
The columns of men behind us, the Right Hand and Left, marched in what must have seemed to many as a victory exhibition. That wasn’t the case at all. We wouldn’t need them to defeat the High Priest, but there was no telling what would happen the moment the last dungeon boss was defeated. The bulk of our army was at Hobgrave, so we were ready in case we had to flee as quickly as possible. We’d come a long way from the struggle to survive the goblin raids in the early days of Freedom, but not all of us had forgotten. Dr. Konig had given us a general accounting of how many mobs to expect when the final dungeon was revealed, but in our meetings since, he’d left us with a warning. We should expect some last-minute additions to the world quest. He didn’t even know what they’d be.
Directly behind Victoria, Oliver followed, looking graver than normal, if that was possible. He even scanned our own ranks as we passed. Ever since Liam had turned on us and put Victoria in danger, he’d been like this.
Reaching the top of the dungeon’s stairs, Kline and I took the lead. Owl pets had already flown in and Wink had gone on ahead. She’d reached level ten, her max level, on our trip home from the dungeon in the east. Her head now came up to my shoulders, but she still insisted on jumping up and putting her paws on my shoulders to give me doggy kisses in the face.
This dungeon reminded me of pictures I’d seen of old sewer systems from hundreds of years in the past, where concrete tunnels had run beneath great cities in an endless maze. The stone was a little rougher than that, and this place was made of bricks, but the color was the same, and the ceiling had arching beams periodically to secure the ground above us. No surprise was waiting for us.
Even at a steady pace, it took us half an hour to get to the final room. It was made of the same grey stone and was much smaller in size than the last dungeon we’d cleared. The room was empty of Shadow Priests. Only one monster was left, the dungeon’s boss at the top of the stairs on the far side of the room. I had to hand it to him, after waiting all this time, his patience skill must have been off the charts.
We stopped about halfway through the room to let our men fall in and form up. Victoria stepped up, crossing her arms. “Okay. Go ahead. Fight over who’s going to fight it.”
“We’ve agreed that Kline will take this one. To make it even,” I replied, giving him an obnoxious wink.
“I couldn’t,” he said, waving his hands. “Really. Lucius, you cleared more dungeons. It’s only fair that you take this one too.”
“You’d be doing me a favor.” I stretched my back and made a pained face. “See, I’m injured. Ouchy.”
He craned his neck. “Nice try, but I don’t buy it.”
“Kline,” Victoria interrupted. “Can’t you see his back is hurt?” She rolled her eyes. “Please, just kill it already.”
He bowed at the waist as if he was an actual gentleman. “You can count on me, princess.”
Depositing his shield and spear, he headed toward the stairs of the platform where the high priest waited. Reaching out his hand to the side, a poleaxe that rose a meter over his head appeared in his hand.
This should be interesting. Kline didn’t match the boss monster’s ability to throw psionic bolts, but their ranks were the same. He took the stairs slowly, grabbing ahold of his poleaxe with two hands. When he reached the top of the stairs, his posture changed. His axe flew toward the high priest’s neck.
The mob bounded back, throwing a psionic bolt. Charging forward, Kline didn’t seem to see the bolt coming. With less than ten feet between them, it smacked him right in the helmet.
I started forward, concerned it might already be over.
“Where’re you going?” Victoria said.
Glancing back, I couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen what happened. The look on her face told me there was more to it.
She answered my concern. “He spends a lot of time improving his walls.”
It took a moment for it to register. Looking back to the fight, I saw an orange bolt smack into Kline’s chest and he just pushed right through it. His aura wasn’t active as he took the shot, which meant Petra must have been. It was the same level of attack that had killed Jaden in one hit. It was as if the high priest was throwing water balloons instead of body destroying energy.
His aura flashed, but only as he redirected his poleaxe, making it as nimble as a short sword. Petra slowed the body’s movements, but if he used his aura to get his heavy weapon going, then switched over to use his walls, it was possible that he’d found a way to maximize the benefits of them both. That still didn’t explain how he continued to shrug the energy attacks off so easily. It was as Victoria had said, he’d found a way to improve his walls, even without increasing his Psionic Power Rank.
The High Priest tried to stay at a distance, but Kline quickly cornered it quite literally in the corner of the room. He had to narrow his slashes and rely more on thrusts, but my old friend systematically won the game of chess between them and soon drew first blood. It was over soon after when he pierced the mob above the knee and clobbered it when it hit the ground.
My men cheered as loud as his did. There was no denying it now. As much as I’d always considered Cornelius a tank, Kline had just surpassed him.
Joining him at the sarcophagus that held our prize, there was only one thing left to say. “What does energy bolt taste like?”
He shook as he laughed. “It’s electro-frying.”
“That’s so bad.”
“That’s what makes it so good.” He laughed harder.
Victoria waited patiently until we settled down. “Are you guys ready to end this?”
“I am,” I replied, looking to him in question.
Putting his arm around my shoulders, he gave her a nod.
Oliver joined us as we pushed back the stone lid. Its contents were a familiar sight. Bottom laid with gold. Two large chunks of Adamantine.
“Here we go,” Victoria said, exhaling a deep breath and grabbed the scroll from the top of the stack of gold bars.
We all watched her unroll it. There was no map with this one and the amount of text was rather small. She read aloud.
“Everyone’s map will now be updated with the location of the eleventh and final dungeon. An army awaits you, as does the Shadow King. Defeat them both, if you can. Someone is waiting for you—inside. That’s it.”
The ground beneath us began to shake. Looking up, I immediately found Victoria’s hand and prepared to shelter her as best I could. The ceiling didn’t cave in and the trembling stopped a moment later. Bringing up my map, I saw a new icon directly in the middle of Freedom. It was a skull with an open mouth. It was no more than a day from here.
“Something is happening outside. Let’s go,” Victoria commanded.
This time we didn’t walk but ran. In about ten minutes we had reached the exit and scaled the stairs into a much darker world. Our army guarding the place stood, looking at the sky. Angry clouds rolled by overhead. There was no rain or lightning, but it seemed the sky itself was furious.
“Peter,” Victoria said, speaking to him through the guild’s leadership channel.
“We see it too,” he replied.
“You’re ready to move?”
“Yes. I’ll give the word. Are you safe?”
“For now. I’m going to have everyone hunker down in the dungeon while we wait. We’ll use pets to scout the area.”
“Good idea. I’ll see you in a week.”
 



Chapter 43 – Skull Valley
A wave of Shadow Jackals covered the land. They had come from the southeast, the direction of the eleventh dungeon, shrieking to one another in rabid hunger. Only in the later dungeons had they commonly spawned in large packs, but now there were hundreds of them in the immediate area above the ruins where we were hunkered down. Large packs of the beasts found us often. Finally making use of the Shadow Cloaks, we lay in wait, ambushing the groups as they entered our confiscated domain.
I spent a third of the day leading my men while guarding the entrance. It was an anxious game of hide and spear. There was the constant allure of wanting to poke my head out and see what it was like on the surface. I imagined seeing countless jackals and being swallowed by their mass.
Victoria reassured me it wasn’t that bad in our area. With access to all of our pets, she saw the world above from sky and land. The jackals didn’t bother our invisible pets. The danger in exposing ourselves was that we would draw more mobs to the area. Until the army arrived, we would just have to be patient. 
Despite the fact that she spent most of her time coming up with a strategy, I was able to spend more time with Victoria than ever before. Just being there close by, hearing and seeing her whenever I wanted, gave me a sense of peace that was subtle, but unlike anything I’d ever felt. Having her close by made life better.
Wink was scouting in the hills above when I heard her howl, which automatically marked my map with her location. She’d spotted something. The announcement sounded a moment later to everyone in the ruins that the army had arrived. Even from beneath the earth, I could hear the rumble of seventy thousand pairs of boots and the shifting of armor growing stronger.
We formed up at the entrance of the ruins, Victoria insisting that she stand with Kline and me near the front as we exited to the surface. The thunder of men continued above. It drowned out any fighting they faced except for the random jackal screeches that snuck through.
At her command, Kline and I climbed the stairs. My spear was out and ready as I had my first glimpsed of the surface. There were no jackals in the immediate area, only our soldiers who were still lined up in columns so that we could continue traveling as soon as our men joined theirs. Peter stood at the army’s flank with Cornelius and Harrison as the army continued to roll in. At a closer look, it seemed only a regiment had stopped, about two thousand men, to wait for us and the rest of the army continued to march.
Kline and I took position on either side at the top of the stairs as Victoria ascended, graceful as ever. Every man and woman I could see was watching as she appeared. As she passed by, I followed behind as did Kline.
We exchanged pleasantries when we reached the others, but no one seemed in the mood for the usual banter. Even those that didn’t have the details from Dr. Konig could sense the scale of what was going on. It was a true world event, and everyone knew it.
Our men marched out of the dungeon ruins and joined our regiment. At the front, we were shielded by an entire company of men who took any jackals to task as we marched. The creatures that dared attack our columns found themselves swarmed by players all too zealous for a fight. 
Everything had led up to this point. A bunch of gamers and athletes had been pulled from civilian life and thrown into the furnace only to be beaten down and forged into an army of psionic soldiers. There were more of us, thirty thousand more left in Hobgrave and the other player cities to defend what we’d built.
The skull that marked the final dungeon’s location wasn’t just an icon, but an accurate representation of the dungeon itself. From a mile away, the crown of the mountainous skull could be seen. Things grew eerie. It was as if reading the final quest scroll had set off an explosion of jackals across the map. The closer we got to our final location, passing through the initial wave of mobs, we found that there were no more jackals left for us to face. The actual size of the skull became clearer the closer we got until we reached the rim of the enormous pit where it sat on the far side at least a hundred meters in the air. The ground around its rim looked like the dirt and rock had been burnt with fire.
Prodos’s lead group broke through our front line at the edge of the pit’s rim. I saw the other guilds were doing the same.
“It’s the size of a city,” Barrell said, his mouth gaping open.
I couldn’t argue with him. It was as if an atom bomb had gone off below the surface and blasted a city’s worth of earth in all directions, leaving a harsh valley—our so-called pit. The earth was charred from end to end. The skull on the far side of the valley seemed to be using its slope as a pillow as it lay back with its mouth gaping open. Its jaw was resting, buried in the valley floor. Inside its mouth was a gaping cavern that led straight into the side of the pit. We’d found the dungeon’s entrance easily enough.
“Here they come,” Peter said.
There were two other caves to either side of the valley. Shadow Priests poured out of them, filling the pit like a bath of murky water. As the enemy formed up in the valley floor, the player army continued to take its place along the ridge of the pit as far as they could possibly go. Natural rock formations, like a crown of claws, wrapped around the sides of the valley all the way to the sides of the skull that towered out of the pit. Attacking from the flanks or rear was impossible. So much for using the army as a distraction while a smaller force entered the dungeon from behind. This was designed for one thing. To force us to fight our way through.
Victoria drew back, but not to the player camp or command tent. Not this time. Her Right and Left Hand stood with her deep in our line, but ready to become a part of the charge. Kline and I stayed at the rim of the pit—immobile beacons she could use to help her see from different angles during the battle.
The Shadow Priests formed up into ranks like a true fighting force. Their numbers just kept growing as they streamed out of the two side tunnels. Since we had only seen jackals since the eleventh dungeon was revealed, I’d a feeling that the one hundred thousand Shadow Priests Dr. Konig had warned us about were finally making their appearance—all of them at once.
I listened to the command chat as Victoria communicated with the other guild leaders and their generals. It seemed like everything was falling into place. It was then that Victoria gave me the signal. 
I contacted Brad. “Are you ready to keep up your end of the bargain?”
“We’re ready,” he confirmed. A hole in our line opened up and Guild Nexus, the player-killer army, marched to the front of our ranks. They weren’t in step like a normal army, but there was something coordinated about them. Like a shared swagger. Their leader, the blond giant Brad that stood close to eight feet tall, marched at the head of their force, heading toward me as he reached the front line. His confidence radiated off of him, as visible as a psionic aura. His men were the same. They lined up two men deep forming a solid shield line. It seemed they hadn’t completely neglected the time they were given.
He nodded as he reached me. I immediately noticed his Combat Rank had risen to D and his Psionic Level was F. Most importantly, it was apparent he’d gained some confidence to lead his men. He was no longer watching for their approval with his every move.
The flow of Shadow Priests had stopped, and their ranks were nearly formed. It was at that moment that they lifted their voices and howled as one. It was like the blaring of a thousand trumpets a few feet away. My insides shook with the vibrations, forcing me to solidify my walls.
As the noise died down, I heard Victoria utter a single word: “Charge.”
Tens of thousands of pets appeared as if out of nowhere already low on the valley’s slope. Our Pet Masters unleashed them. Wolves and mountain lions the size of bears stampeded down the valley’s ramp into its depths. The sky lit up in red light as the Shadow Priests let loose one hundred thousand bolts at once.
Pets fell under the onslaught in blood and rasping cries that affected me worse than the Shadow Priests’ howls had. Still, the rain of death couldn’t down all of them at once. The largest pets snarled through it and picked up speed as they neared the enemy line. Bolts continued to fly. More pets died.
A twang of wood and cord send ten thousand arrows into the air to plummet into the enemy horde. Harrison’s full arsenal was on display, showing the superior range of bow and arrow. It peppered the rear of the enemy army as our pets tore into them. Shadow Priest fell, but their losses seemed insignificant compared to the number of pets we lost.
Suddenly, our pets retreated, only able to disappear if they weren’t already the focus of a priest’s attack. The Pet Master’s command saved many pet lives, but at least two-thirds were wiped out in moments. Even at the highest level, pets couldn’t compete against an enemy with psionics. 
Arrows continued to rain down upon the priests and they retaliated by throwing bolts at those of us at the top rim of the valley and at the arrows themselves. They were taking heavy casualties and had lost their ranged advantage. The enemy was through waiting. Their front line raced forward.
A massive cloud, darker than the thunderheads covering the sky, swept over the top of the massive skull toward the Shadow Priest’s rear. An army of player falcons and owls swooped down toward the enemy.
One last volley of arrows was loosed into the sky. The aerial player pets dived into the Shadow Priests’ ranks.
“It’s time,” Victoria said like a whisper in my ear.
“Brad!” I called.
He held my gaze. “We didn’t come here just to die today.” His aura blazed in a single large pulse. It was orange and angry. In a few large strides, he passed through to the front of his men and cried out through Nexus guild chat, “Attack!”
They set off in a burst of psionic power. The two thousand men flew down the hill as the Shadow Priests began to target them. The flying pets were a good distraction, but tens of thousands of bolts still headed their way.
Brad cried out in response, “Time Swell!”
As the first volley of bolts reached them, the unthinkable happened. Outnumbered by the psionic bolts, fifty to one, they twisted out of the way, or dived to the ground, and some pushed against the shower of energy at the weakest points. Somehow, they came out mostly unscathed. A few men were down. Some injured. Some dead. But the bulk of them waded through the enemy’s bolts like they weren’t even there.
More of them fell as more bolts came, but as they neared the enemy’s charge, the command went out to the rest of the army. It was as if the very hand of God had been drawn back. A great waterfall of men spilled over the edge into the massive pit. The front line was nearly five thousand strong and every single one of them was armed with Adamantine gauntlets.
Brad and his men met the shadow priests at the base of the valley. At that range, the priests’ bolts couldn’t miss, and they were many times more powerful close-up. Even as the player-killers were rent and broken, their momentum punched into the enemy line, rippling like a shockwave, leaving vicious fractures as some of them broke through. Psionic bolts soared over their heads as the rest of the player army filled the air with bolts of their own.
The blond giant pushed his way deeper into the enemy line than anyone else. Just as Kline had shocked me with how powerful his walls were, Brad kept Petra active as he raged into the priests with nothing but his natural strength. They battered him with dozens of Rank G bolts, but they didn’t even slow him down.
He wasn’t alone. Even as his men died as fast as they’d arrived, one hundred men were at Brad’s rear rallying to their once reluctant leader. The giant’s war cry could even be heard where I stood at the valley’s ridge. He didn’t bother using guild chat. The pockets of his men still left alive heard his voice and stretched themselves thin as they fought to reach him. Some of them did, but not all of them could keep up the pace against mobs with a Rank D Combat Level.
I immediately regretted not giving them more support. They were more like the rest of us than Anigh. They were like me. All the back and forth I’d had struggling with the idea of player killing in Freedom seemed clear at that moment. We’d made the right decision to give Nexus this opportunity to redeem itself.
More of Brad’s men reached him, yet he never stopped pushing forward. All but a few hundred were still alive.
Cornelius led the army near the middle of our right flank and Oliver led right down the middle. They both were at the head of their men, running headlong at the enemy with psionic bolts blazing in both directions.
Like two colossal swarms, our armies crashed. There were some men the priests just couldn’t stand against. Cornelius and Oliver were two such men.
With a warhammer in one hand and a shield in the other, Oliver crushed bone with every blow, knocking the priests aside like they were saplings under a mighty axe. Cornelius had given up his spear on the first exchange, driving it through one priest and into another behind it. His sword seemed to have a mind of its own, weaving in and out of each exchange, beating down mobs and their attacks alike.
It was the Combat Master in particular that was using the opening the giant had made to widen the gap in their ranks. Cornelius and his men were like ravenous beasts devouring ground until they had finally reached what was left of Brad’s men.
I gripped my spear in silent celebration.
Oliver began to head toward Cornelius, who was now halfway through the enemy’s ranks. It was then that I felt her hand in mine.
Victoria stood at my side. Kline and Peter had joined us.
“We’ll only get one good shot at this,” she said, pointing toward the side of the valley.
It was exactly as Dr. Konig had said. New shadow priests were once again exiting the caves at the sides of the valley. They had begun to respawn, and the more we killed, the more would exit the caves. There was only so long we could fight before they would overrun us.
Looking back, I saw our men standing at our rears, ready for their orders. They weren’t alone. Vector was at our flank with his guild of gamers. We shared a nod. Beyond him was another face I recognized. Wilson had an entire platoon of men at his side. On our other flank was Harrison with hundreds of men. Instead of spears and shields, they each had a pike, a pole weapon with a massive spike on one end that was nearly twenty feet in length. Beyond them and to both sides, the elite groups from each guild were lined up near the center of the valley’s edge. There was even a platoon at the end of our line wearing shadow cloaks to mock the enemy.
Squeezing Victoria’s hand, we shared a moment before she turned back to the valley. A great wedge had formed with Cornelius at its head. Oliver was working up the left flank, and Brad had pulled back from the front line but was still pushing forward.
With a word, the majority of the elite groups, about a thousand players, set off at a run, funneling into narrow formation like a long spear of men. Harrison and his pikemen led the charge.
The rear of our main force split in two, each pushing on opposite flanks as if trying to force the shadow priests back into their caves. Harrison had reached the base of the valley when I felt a sudden surge of psionic energy from both sides of the pit. My palms became sweaty as I saw, not one, but dozens of High Priests stalking out of the caves and toward the rear of the enemy line.
Victoria’s grip on my hand tightened. 
Dr. Konig had said the high priests would be in the dungeon itself, but he’d also warned us about surprises. Our army had done incredibly well against the shadow priests. Far better than I would’ve guessed, but the high priests were a whole rank higher physically and psionically—and against Rank F psionic bolts there were few who could stand.
“We have to hurry,” I said.
Nodding, Victoria released my hand. She directed her final command to the entire army. “Clear the way.”
Peter set his hand on Victoria’s shoulder. A grin pulled at her mouth as she left us to take her place at the center of our men. I scanned the faces of my friends—Mel, Barrell, Jerrek, and Olivia. I didn’t find a single face among the Right Hand or Left that I didn’t know by name. They would protect her.
With Kline and Peter at my side, we took off at a jog, following at the rear of the grand spear of men that Harrison now led. At the peak of the wedge of our army, where Cornelius still raged, I saw him and his men split, opening a gap in the center of our line. Harrison and his men lowered their pikes, plunging in.
Reaching the base of the valley I was suddenly blind to what was happening ahead. All I knew was that the line of men in front of us that was meant to punch a hole right down the center of the enemy line hadn’t stopped, so neither did I.
I couldn’t help but think of Timur one last time. As much as I wasn’t fond of him at the moment, I still missed the berserker at my side. 
 



Chapter 44 – Spell-sword Vs Barbarian
The dash to the other side of Skull Valley felt like the longest run of my life. We were going faster than a jog, but every moment of delay made it more likely that some part of our line would falter. With the high priests joining the battle, that was even more likely. Their presence also meant that more people would die.
Nearing the gap at the head of the wedge of our army, we became even more blind to what was going on for we were surrounded by players on all sides. War-cries mixed with the sounds of dying men and shadow priests. The blunt sound of spears puncturing flesh and claws scraping against steel sent a chill up my spine. I narrowed my Audible focus to keep myself from distractions. I heard our men directly behind us, who had narrowed to fit through the gap. My Audible Ultimate’s AI handpicked sounds to keep me aware of how close the enemy was on each side as we passed.
Crossing what would have been our front line, Harrison’s pikemen had pushed through the gap our army had created and forced the enemy to either side. They were holding firm. The men on their front line held the enemy back, while the line of men behind them waited for priests to get into range to run them through with their pikes. Harrison was a fairly accomplished Rank G psionics user, with access to Akonizo and his aura, but he also had the mind of an engineer. I hoped he decided to continue on to the next stage after Freedom. He was a handy guy to have around. As a family man, I doubted he wanted to spend another year away though.
Wilson’s platoon had pushed past Harrison’s men, pressing the priests to our left. He wasn’t one to try anything fancy, but I knew he had one of the tightest shield walls in Freedom. To our right, a larger force, the elites from one of the lead guilds mixed their line. Spears and shields were at the front and poleaxes at the rear.
Even as we passed these groups, the best of the best, I saw men fall. Some bolts flew passed them and we had to block, or they would hit the back of the defenders on the opposite flank. All the while, we ran straight for the enormous skull. It was a mountain of bone, ready to swallow anyone who dared get too close. And yet that was our goal—to get as many of our best men and women into the dungeon and clear it as soon as possible so that our army wasn’t destroyed.
Just ahead, I saw an end to the enemy horde. Those in front of us were still pushing through and forcing the enemy out to the sides to help those behind them through. Then suddenly, we punched through and all that was between us and the dungeon was a couple of hundred meters.
We’d made it through with more men than I’d thought. At least three platoons were at our head and there were more at our rear.
Twenty bolts of orange power screamed through the air on our left flank to smack into the platoon at the head of our charge. I couldn’t see the men that dropped, but I heard their cries.
I looked past Peter and Kline to see an army of high priests racing this way from the flank. The men in the platoon in front of us had to jump over the bodies of the men that had fallen. There were too many high priests for another guild to handle.
Peter was looking at me, shaking his head. I knew he was right, that we couldn’t afford to stop.
A platoon in front of us swerved out of the line to meet them. It was Vector and his guild. Over fifty of the world’s best gamers charged the small army of high priests, many falling under the onslaught of Rank F psionic bolts, but not stopping. LadyHeadshot took three to the chest, knocking her back even as she continued to skid forward. Her arm flapped over her body like a blanket soaked in blood. Samison’s legs were blasted out from under him, tripping Corkscrew up and making him an easy target.
Leaping into the air, Marabella flew over the lead priests, bracing behind her shield. It glowed with orange light, just as a weapon did under Akonizo’s power. With Treetop at their head, the gamers crashed into the high priests, cutting them down and defying their Ranks. Marabella landed in their midst. I thought she was dead, but then I saw a shield of orange flash up as a high priest was thrown back. Her brother Scarecrow was hacking his way toward her with a two-handed battle axe. That was the last I saw of them. The remaining platoons in front of us rushed from the line to back them up.
That familiar feeling of wrongness filled me as I realized most of them wouldn’t make it through the fight. There was something perverse about people having to suffer, but I no longer held the developers solely responsible. It was the nature of war. Of conflict. I knew Kline was right, that death in Freedom lacked permanence, but I also knew that this was just a foreshadowing of what was to come. The planned war was to be a virtual one, just like Freedom, but if Victoria was right, it wouldn’t end there. Her father would see to it that his human enemies didn’t just die in the virtual world only to respawn, but he’d wait for an opportunity to strike, ending all opposition once and for all. People were going to die. I needed to save as many as possible.
We neared the skull. Each individual tooth was the size of a person. Its jawbone was buried in the ground, so all we had to do was jump up, grab ahold of the top of its bottom teeth, and push ourselves over. For an army of psionic soldiers, it was as easy as a hop up.
Landing on solid dirt, we kept our pace as we plunged into the dungeon’s mouth—allowing those behind us to jump over the wall of teeth and keep their momentum. My eyes adjusted with the help of my Visual Ultimate and the dark corners became as light as day but lacked color. We weren’t the only guild that had made it in. There were a few behind us which could very well be the difference between victory and defeat. We expected a lot of high priests, but also the Shadow King had to have some unique ability like the Goblin King’s stone skin.
“Let your men take the lead,” I heard Victoria say through the leadership channel, addressing Kline and me. “I want our best men saving their energy for the fight with the Shadow King. The same goes for Mel, Barrell, Andrew, and Jose.”
Andrew and Jose were two of the original men from Prodos’s lead squad that had helped protect Victoria during the battle for Hobgrave. They had fallen under Kline’s command and both had Rank F psionics and could use their auras and bolstering.
We commanded our men, and they made a tight formation as we headed into the depths of the dungeon. Just as the valley was made of charred rock, its caverns were the same. It didn’t have the natural markings of a cave, nor a man-made tunnel. It was as if fire had blasted into the earth and left a fairly round tunnel. The walls were smooth, like melted rock, but sharp and brittle where it hadn’t settled evenly.
I walked with my captains, as Kline did with his, behind our men. Victoria spoke with the leaders of the platoons behind us, warning them that we could just as easily be attacked from behind as from the front. If the army was cut off, we could have hundreds if not thousands of Shadow and High Priests coming this way.
Our men didn’t take any chances with the high priests. Everyone was armed with an Adamantine Gauntlet and they mowed the powerful creatures down quickly and efficiently. We traveled at a hurried march. Stopping for each battle but moving on as soon as things were finished.
Even with our overwhelming numbers, men fell. At first, we sent our pets to grab the attention of the priests as our men killed them, but they only lasted so long. Wink was one of the first to die. Very few people, including those with Rank F Psionics, had taken Petra to the level Kline had. He could shrug off a high priest’s bolts which would kill most anyone else. I doubted even Brad, who had seemed unaffected by the shadow priests, could take more than a couple of Rank F bolts without going down. Only one, maybe two, of our men dropped in each exchange. Many were injured and not killed, but that meant there were men we had to leave behind.
Victoria had the other guilds set up a defensive line to protect our rear and give the injured a place to recover. We soldiered on, trying to keep up the pace, knowing that men in Skull Valley were still dying. There weren’t nearly as many high priests as I’d thought there’d be by the time we reached the Shadow King’s lair. Our remaining men were running low on energy and only about half of them remained uninjured. The developers must have moved the high priests’ spawn location so that they could join the battle outside.
We were gathering to scout the last room when I received a report from one of my injured men. “We’re under attack!”
I looked at Victoria. She’d heard it and was shaking her head. “It’s not from the army outside.”
That meant that either they had started respawning mobs in here, or—
“Player killers!” my man called before he was cut off.
“Do we go and help?!” Barrell said through a clenched jaw.
“We have to finish this,” Peter insisted. “The longer we wait…”
“Nobody is answering,” Victoria said. “We might not have a choice.”
I cranked my Audible Ultimate up to full power and directed it to listen in the direction of our men. I heard footsteps coming this way. There couldn’t be more than a handful of people though. And the sound of metal on metal was further away. “There’s still fighting going on, and we’re about to have some company.”
The footsteps grew closer until I could hear them without the help of my Audible upgrade.
“We need to go,” Peter said.
A few players rounded the corner. All five of them wore Shadow Cloaks, just like the elite platoon I’d noticed before we had charged into the valley. Player killers—but why here and why now? Did they want to be the ones to defeat the Shadow King? Nothing else made sense.
As if responding to my questions, I heard a voice from among them I hadn’t in many months. “Lucius!” Timur roared.
Despite the fact I’d just heard one of my own men cut down, my initial reaction was that he was here to help. It seemed appropriate that he’d come, and we’d finish this together. I knew that sentiment was wrong. He was here for me.
Victoria was suddenly in front of me, forcing me to look her in the eye.
“I have to fight him. He’ll kill anything in his way until I do,” I told her.
“I know,” she said with a firm nod. “We’re moving on but join us as soon as you can.”
She squeezed my forearm as I stepped past her. 
Calling out to the others, I command them to go with her.  I advanced toward the brute I’d once thought of as a friend.
“There’s five of them,” Mel objected, hurrying over to walk at my side. Barrell was with him.
“Seriously. Go with the others. Timur is here to fight me. He won’t let the others get in the way. Barrell, you’re in charge of the men.”
“I know,” he said, not turning back.
“Then why are you still following me?”
“Because after you beat him, who’s going to keep the rest of them from jumping you?”
“Yeah, idiot,” Mel said.
It was so out of character for Mel to say something derogatory that I was taken aback.
He snickered. “Now hurry up so we can help the others.”
Jogging toward the group of shadow cloaks, I watched as Timur pulled back his hood to reveal his face. His smile had returned despite his loss to Anigh. He pulled the cloak over his head, removing it, to reveal that he wasn’t wearing armor at all but was shirtless underneath. As soon as I saw the new bulge of his physique, I feared what I’d see as I looked at the text floating above his head.
Combat Level: Rank B
Psionic Level: Rank F
 
He’d done the impossible. Even Achilles only had a Combat Level of Rank C+. He’d also come without wearing any armor at all, to take advantage of my greatest weakness. Without armor, Apotho and Othisi would only affect his sword.
The people with him slowed as we came into range. Timur only sped up, dragging his custom two-handed bastard sword behind him as he prepared to attack.
Throwing my arms out, I signaled for the others to stop, before running toward him with just my spear in my hand.
He flashed orange from head to toe. I extended Othisi like a field of force, to feel his movements as he came.
As he launched himself forward, I felt him, though the push was subtler than when facing someone covered in steel. His sword was like a beacon of death that much clearer than his unarmored form as it swung up from below. His speed was incredible.
Othisi’s beam narrowed as it cradled his sword. I slipped to the side as Apotho caught his blade, deflecting it up and to the side. I hadn’t even fully gotten into position when his next slash approached.
My energy pressed against it, pushing me aside. My arm shielded me, but I had to jump back. It was clear that Timur had just barely caught up with Anigh in speed, but his strength had surpassed him.
“Join me!” I called out, struggling to block another attack. “We can kill the Shadow King together, then we’ll have our match in that arena of yours.”
He began to circle me as he responded. “I couldn’t care less about the Shadow King. Anigh beat me and you beat Anigh. All that matters is who’s on top!”
His sword flew at me in much more concise arcs, only speeding his combination of attacks.
All of my focus went into slowing his sword with Othisi before deflecting it with Apotho. I already knew I couldn’t handle his blows straight on. That had been the case before he’d even reached Rank B.
As he backed me up, I knew my defense wouldn’t be enough. He was battering me with every blow, and it was just a matter of time before one did more than glance off of Apotho. His aura flashed at the beginning of each swing, showing good energy control, so I doubted I could hold my defense long enough to wait for him to run out of energy. Just as my energy had been growing every day, I was sure so had his.
It was time to show him a little thing I’d been working on.
I jabbed with my spear with no real strength behind it. He shifted his attack, catching my weapon high on the shaft. It exploded in a cloud of splinters. I was ready.
Reaching out with my empty hand, instead of Apotho, an orange bolt of concentrated energy shot out, striking him in the ribs.
He took a step back—I saw the astonishment on his face. 
Instead of victory, I was thrown back as I had to scramble to get my arm up in time to block an overhead blow. Othisi had not been ready, so I took the entire weight of his attack with Apotho alone. Blood ran down my spear arm which had taken the brunt of the attack. It wasn’t broken, but I felt the sting of torn skin.
I threw another bolt as I tossed what was left of my broken spear aside.
He gritted through it, not letting up on his assault. It didn’t even slow him down.
This was it. I’d finally met my match. It was almost poetic that it was Timur of all people. Like some great tragedy, two friends had grown apart and it was the one that dived headfirst into moral corruption that came out on top in the end.
He slashed up toward my hip. I managed the angle just right so that his blade glanced away, but then a giant boot caught me high on the chest, throwing me back.
My mind blurred as I landed. I heard Mel and Barrell call out. They were worried about their friend. Even if I lost here, it was nice to have real friends. Friends like them. Like Victoria—Victoria. This couldn’t be the end.
My hand found my sword, raising it to block his blow. I saw that ugly grin of his as he drove his sword down. Orange energy covered my blade as I braced against his. His custom sword with the extra thick blade was sheared in two against Akonizo’s powerful edge.
His momentum was so great, that he continued forward. He kneed me in the shoulder with a glancing blow as he fell over me, crashing into the wall behind.
I spun, coming to my feet, my sword at the ready.
Pushing against the ground with monstrous force, he tossed himself up with only his hands and landed on his feet. Facing me, he glanced at his sword, seeing where it had been cleaved in two.
He let it fall from his hand. Never taking his eyes off me, he retrieved a second sword from his inventory. “You didn’t think that I wouldn’t have another one, did you?”
He snorted, not waiting for my answer. His sword slashed toward my neck. Even as my sword lit up in angry orange, he didn’t slow his attack.
Instead of attacking his weapon, I covered my arm in Apotho, deflecting his blade. I lunged forward, my aura bursting from me. Even as my sword neared his gut, his aura flared, and he was gone before I reached him. He was simply too fast for such an obvious attack.
Othisi picked up the direction of his next attack, and I bounded back, out of the way.
“You’ve improved since your fight with Anigh I see,” Timur said, resting his sword on his shoulder and allowing me a moment’s reprieve.
“If it makes you feel better, you’d easily be able to beat him now,” I replied, trying to figure out an approach that might actually work against him. I knew he was just waiting for me to try and break his sword again. The moment I did, his foot or fist would come flying in to finish me. Without Othisi active, I might not even be able to see it coming and Apotho couldn’t block a fist not covered in steel.
He shrugged. “Look at you. You’ve become a true to life spell-sword.”
That wasn’t entirely accurate. The Spell-sword had been my profession in Gravel. I’d been able to summon force fields to both block and attack. I had access to low-level attack spells like ice bolt. My main weapon had been a single-handed sword. Looking down at the short sword in my hand, I sighed. He was close enough.
“And you’re a true to life barbarian,” I replied.
“It was always annoying to fight you, but for all of your tricks, I always came out on top.”
“Only after dying to my tricks over and over before figuring them out.”
“Fair enough. But this time, no trick will save you.”
With a swipe of my sword to prompt him to attack, I stood with my sword leg forward like a duelist as if we’d never left Gravel.
His eyes lit up with that delectable bloodlust of his and his aura flamed into life. He exploded toward me, as I did toward him. He drew up his sword over his shoulder. He meant to cleave me in two. My own sword flashed orange as if daring him on.
His bladed soared toward the base of my neck. Slipping my sword into my left hand, I flipped it, so its blade ran down the length of my arm, shielding it. There was no psionic energy running the span of my blade or protecting my arm with its shielding light as I lifted my arm to meet his blow. Instead of slowing, or trying to brace beneath it, I increased my speed, my aura still flaring. My aura gave me the strength to keep from buckling beneath his terrible stroke. My own sword shattered, as did my forearm with it, but it was enough. Taking a final lunging step, I drove my energy-covered fist into his gut.
He wasn’t driven away by Apotho’s touch, for he had no armor and it wasn’t white light covering my fist. Akonizo had slipped over my hand like a glove of orange fire. My knuckles tore through skin and muscle, submerging my fist in his stomach as easily as any blade.
Timur buckled, coughing up blood. His sword fell from his grip as I jerked my hand from his insides.
I was shaking all over—the pain was intense. I wasn’t the first person who had tried to cover their fist with Akonizo, but I certainly was the only person stupid enough to do it a second time. It didn’t hurt to let the energy cover your hand, but when you struck something with it you’d feel the full weight of the blow and it would press Akonizo’s energy into your fist. I couldn’t even open my hand with the damage that had been done to my fingers. I didn’t let myself look at it.
White light flooded into my wounds. The bone would take the longest to heal, so I focused most of my energy into the fractures in my left forearm and right hand. Still, for the sake of conserving energy, I only used Therapeia at half power.
Timur rolled over onto his side. His breathing came in difficult convulsions. He stared up at me. It was a look I knew too well. This time I’d won, and he’d lost. Uncompromising determination poisoned his mind. He didn’t have to say anything. He’d train and then he’d return.
“I’ll be waiting,” I said.
He closed his eyes and died.
My hand wasn’t nearly ready to be used, but I stooped down and forced myself to pick up Timur’s sword off the ground. The shadow cloaks were watching. My hand had healed just enough that it was whole, but to grip the sword’s hilt sent a thumping ache up my arm and into my shoulder like there was an electric fire lit inside me. I settled his blade against my shoulder, resting it there just as he always did, then headed directly toward the men that had been following him. Their number had grown. What had been four players was now over forty.
I stopped about ten feet away. It was within Voli’s range of being able to one-shot kill those with a weak Petra.
“You killed my injured men,” I said. It wasn’t a question.
One person stepped forward. Pushing back their hood, their helmet followed. Heather Esper… So she was the one who had tracked Timur down.
“Yes, we killed them. They did fight well,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “You’re good, but we could still kill you, you know.”
Mel and Barrell choose that moment to join me. Against the three of us, they might be able to win if they played their strength in numbers just right. Maybe.
“Let’s find out,” Mel challenged.
The tension between us grew, but nobody made a move.
“I saw your performance at MU last year,” Barrell blurted out.
Everyone, including Mel and I, turned to look at him.
Suddenly wide-eyed, he smiled nervously. “It was awesome…”
“Thank you,” she replied with a happy squeak.
Great. She just murdered our men and is delaying us from helping the others and all he can think about is her strawberry-red hair and perfect skin.
“Barrell,” I growled. 
“Hey,” he said, waving his spear. “I’m still going to fight. I just—”
“You can take him with you,” Mel said bluntly.
“Tempting as that is,” she said, uncertain. “I have a job to do. Or did. After seeing that fight though, how can I ruin the moment?”
“A job?” I said.
“To delay you guys, yeah, but I can’t.” Looking up, she gave an exaggerated shrug. “That was too much. I’ll be seeing you though.” With a wave of her hand, she disappeared. Not her alone, but all her men. As if they had all died at once, the loot they had been carrying dropped to the floor in a cluttered mess. Had they just quit the game? We weren’t in a town hall…
“Let’s go,” I said, knowing we’d already been delayed too long. “We’ll loot them later after we help the others.”
Neither Mel nor Barrell complained, but Barrell walked backward a number of steps before turning to follow. He’d finally met Heather, then poof, she was gone. It would be funny if men weren’t dying every moment we delayed.
With auras blazing, we sprinted for the Shadow King’s lair.
 



Chapter 45 – Master of One’s Self
Pulses of some of the strongest psionics I’d ever felt bombarded us as we ran toward the Shadow King’s lair. Vines glowing in crimson reached out and wrapped around the edges of the entryway like blood-vipers straining to stretch the entrance even wider than it already was.
We entered the room to see the chamber opened up into large space with the vines lining the walls. They pulsated warm light, illuminating the whole room. They didn’t hold psionic energy. That was coming from our men and the twenty-foot world boss at the far end of the room. It was a demon with granite-black skin, the eyes of a serpent, and the face of a canine. Its form was human, except for its size and the massive claws that protruded from the ends of each finger that were nearly a foot in length. As if mocking us, I saw the text above its head.
Shadow King
World Boss
Combat Level: Rank B
Psionic Level: Rank E
 
It was a culmination of the best of everything we had faced, from the physical attributes to psionic. Peter stood in front of Victoria near the back of the room, guarding her. What had been left of Kline’s men and mine were engaging the monster—over twenty corpses were tossed about the room in contorted ruin. It was worse than I’d feared. Far worse.
Running over to Victoria, I called out, “We’re here.”
Just then a swelling of psionic pressure erupted into the room. Looking over to the world boss, I saw a silver mass of Rank E psionic energy gathered, leaping from its palm. One of Kline’s men met it head-on, scrambling to raise his shield. It crashed into him, seeping through his shield and causing him to explode from the inside out. His shield and helmet flew off in different directions as his body was tossed back. A wave of energy battered those standing around him, forcing them to stagger.
Without even looking our way, Victoria gave us a rundown. “Our Gauntlets don’t work! Forty of them all at once did nothing! It has stone skin like the Goblin King! Kline is trying weapon bolstering and looking for a weakness! He already hit the neck! I’m afraid it has none! They need help, Lucius, but I don’t know what to try!”
I suspected she was right. Traditionally, world bosses were created to be close to impossible to beat. In virtual MMO games, they might have certain preset combinations of attacks, but they often required you to take a hit to deal one. The hardest ones though had no observable attack patterns. They also could have no weaknesses or take days to beat. All you could do was face impossible odds and endure as long as you could while chipping away at the creature's defenses as much as possible. If this creature was that way, we might have made a grave mistake. Heather and Timur might have cost us more than we knew.
It was also possible that this monster wasn’t designed to be defeated at all. If that was the case, then there was nothing we could do. I needed to assess the situation as quickly as possible.
“Victoria,” I said, waiting for her to glance in my direction. “If it has a weakness, we’ll find it, but be ready to run.”
She nodded in the affirmative. I couldn’t let her find herself in a situation where she’d have to show what she was really capable of to survive. She couldn’t be found out. Not this late in the game.
I started walking toward the world boss on the other side of the room. “Mel, stay back and keep it annoyed. Constant Rank G bolts and throw them right in its face. Don’t let its bolts hit you. You’re dead if you do.”
“Got it,” he said.
“Barrell, take command of our men. Focus on the legs. Let’s see if we can bring it down.”
“Yes, sir!” he cried.
“Kline. We made it,” I said through private message. “Fall back whenever I say.”
“Welcome to the party!” he grunted. “What are you going to do?”
“You guys need a shield. I’m going to give you one.”
It became clear as we neared how our men had survived as long as they had. The world boss was surrounded. Instead of fleeing as it attacked, our men started running the moment the monster turned to face them. It was hardly bothered by the attacks from behind, so either it wasn’t in a hurry, or its Rank B Combat Level was as high as it was because of its immense strength and endurance, not necessarily its speed. Its attacks were frighteningly fast, but it didn’t seem to be as quick to turn and it had to bend down as if crushing mice. Its size might give it leverage, but it actually worked in our favor for once.
Unlike the ten other dungeons, this one had a single level, making the room oval in shape and the largest fighting area yet. It was like a dragon’s den, but without the gold.
After swiping at the ground and missing, it turned toward Kline and a dozen men who had just beat on its lower body with their poleaxes and spears. With their auras burning, they bounded back. The King’s silver aura sprang up over its entire body and it lunged, raking its claws across the ground. The claw on its thumb caught a fleeing man’s shield and cleaved it in half like an axe to a board of thin wood. It clipped the man’s shoulder armor, ripping it from his body, but he was mostly left in one piece.
Before Mel could begin his assault, a red bolt leaped from my hand to smack the Shadow King in the side of the face.
“Now!” I cried.
I fired bolt after bolt at the boss mob until it began to turn in my direction. Its eyes were black orbs with no pupils, lifeless and horrifying.
With everyone else running away, and me still thirty or forty meters out, it lifted its arm, aiming right at me. I didn’t need Othisi to determine its direction, for I could feel the waves of power radiating from it as energy gathered.
Skidding to a stop, I stretched out both of my empty hands. Psionic energy surged from my core, into my arms, and out my palms.
The King’s silver bolt tore through the air. The most potent orange bolt I could muster burst out of me, smacking into it as it flew. The overwhelming power it possessed punched through my own bolt. It had lost a little velocity. Othisi’s extension of energy was waiting for it, pushing against it and draining it even more. All of my energy came to a single focus over my hands. Like a bomb, its Rank E psionic bolt collided with my psionic shield. There was a tingling sensation that crawled down my arms, but my shield held. The world boss’s bolt dispersed as energy crackled in the air.
Battle cries echoed throughout the room as our remaining men rushed forward.
During my training for my fight with Anigh, I hadn’t left anything to chance and fought bandits that didn’t just have Rank E psionic auras, but the Akonizo and Voli abilities as well. I’d died six or seven times trying to get the combination right to block a Rank E psionic bolt. It seemed all that pain had finally been worth it.
Taking a single lumbering stride, it swung down from above with outstretched claws. Now for the real test.
Othisi reached out. The King’s attack came with impossible speed. Suddenly drawn to a point, I shifted my weight and directed my beam of energy up at its approaching claws. Like a switch, Apotho caught the blow, sending a tremble through my arms, core, and legs as I pushed the force off to the side. My shield pushed it away like a spring. Petra gripped ahold of me as Apotho faded, stabilizing me internally and out.
Unlike the High Priests, the King’s skin was affected by Bios psionics. Its iron skin must have been more literal than I could have dared to hope.
It ripped into me with a series of destructive blows. I did everything I could to deflect them instead of taking them head-on.
My Othisi Apotho combination had been enough against Anigh because he was faster than he was strong, but this boss monster was just the opposite. Its weight and size added even more leverage to its attacks.
The beating I was taking rattled me to the very core. It took all my concentration, so I wasn’t sure if the others were able to take advantage or not. At the most, I caught glimpses of men beating against it with aura-empowered strength. There was a bolstered weapon here and there, but it seemed the more I resisted it the more it wanted to break me. Still, I held out as it flew into a rage that seemed to never end. Blow after blow was now coming so fast that all I could do was react.
The King made a sudden grunt, then came to a screeching halt. It stood up straight and the others began to run. 
Jerrek scrambled to get away, behind everyone else. What are you doing?! A psionic bolt flew from the King’s hand, right for him.
In a desperate attempt, I fired off a bolt of my own at its face, but its projectile had already fired. I heard Jerrek scream as his body ruptured.
I heard a shriek that half resembled a growl. His sister, Olivia. I glanced over to find that she didn’t look to be trying anything reckless. 
My bolt grabbed its attention once again, but this time instead of striking straight down, it swiped at me from the side. Did it just get faster? It swiped me off the ground, and I flew toward the wall. Othisi reached out behind me, bracing my collision in combination with Apotho. The vines on the wall were as hard as stone. My aura filled me with strength as I slid to the floor and took off at a run. I was too late.
An entire squad of men was caught as the King’s claws as they slashed at them from the side. These men were mine. They were crushed as they came in contact with its palm. I could hear from the crunch of their armor. It was hopeless. Even though it was greatly outnumbered by players with Rank F psionics, it seemed invincible. It looked like it was time to retreat.
“Have we done any damage at all?!” I cried.
“Jerrek got it! Lower back! Left side!” Mel replied from the other side of the room as he stuffed bolt after bolt in its face. His constant attacks were keeping the rest of our men alive.
I angled away from him to get a good look at the boss’s back. Just as he’d said, it had one shallow gash about the size of a poleaxe’s blade right where the kidney should be. It wasn’t invincible! Jerrek. So that’s what you were up to. I’ll have to remember to buy you a steak.
“Kline! Barrell! Isamu!” I shouted, not bothering to use the messaging system. “I’m going in again! Open him up!”
I dropped my aura momentarily to give my body a quick dose of Therapeia. I wasn’t in good shape. Glancing at my energy meter, I saw I only had a 36,888, or a quarter of my energy left. How long had I held him off? A couple of minutes? It must have been longer than that. My fight with Timur hadn’t taken even a quarter of my energy, but the combinations of abilities to block the King’s blows were using up energy fast. I could last maybe three to four minutes. Tops.
The men behind it were reaching for the opening in its skin with their spears, but it turned suddenly, faster than before, and stomped one of my men into the ground before grabbing another.
Barrell launched himself into the air. The man was one of his scouts. Seeing the look on his face, I knew he was going after him with all that he had even if there was nothing he could do. His angle was all wrong. The King was turning away from him even as he flew up to be level with the boss monster’s head. Sending energy through his spear, an orange Akonizo blade formed at its end. He drove it into the side of the King’s face. It slipped over its cheekbone and into the black orb of its eye. The King’s head snapped to the side, but no obvious damage was done. Opening its massive jaws, the world boss twisted and snatched Barrell out of the air.
I watched as the King clamped down on my friend. His body went limp as parts of him flew loose. A geyser of outrage detonated inside of me. I ripped at the ground with every step as I ran at the monster with all the speed my aura could give me. I sprang at it from its flank. Apotho covered my shoulder as I pounded into its hip.
Its balance was rattled, and before it could respond, my aura was blazing. I shot through its legs, spinning and battered the back of its knee with a shielded punch. I skirted around it like an angry rat. As it turned, I rushed to its side, welcoming any swipes it made with its claws so that I could burst through them.
I was foolish. I was angry once again, but this was different from the time when the bandit had almost killed me. I’d spent too long fighting at the highest level that my body and my mind could take. Dozens of hours had become hundreds and hundreds had spanned into thousands. With the need for only a few hours of sleep each day, and an unimaginable recovery rate, I’d submerged myself into the deepest trench of the ocean of combat.
As my skill and strength had increased, so had my capabilities. I’d gone from growing strong enough to simply hold up a spear, to wielding it like someone who was born to do so—from facing monsters of cruelty and brute strength, to fighting the real monsters, Combat Masters, who had taken up their life in one hand and dealt death with the other to anyone who stood in their way. I’d moved from the strength of body to power itself. I now controlled the energy that dwelt inside of me like an extension of my will. The chains of what was possible held me down as if I was still ruled by the limits of my physical body. They held us all in their tentacles, for we were creatures of culture and tradition where our energy must remain locked inside of us. Now that my energy was free to do with as I wished, the chains that I’d always known had been stretched and pulled but had continued to hold me back like a fearful teacher. At that moment, they snapped.
It was the second time I’d seen Barrell die. Close to forty of our men were dead here in this very room. Three times that number had died in the tunnel to get here. Thousands had died just outside and were still dying.
It wasn’t new power that filled me, but freedom. I ran up the wall using the speed and strength that my psionics supplied me. I jumped back, spinning like a corkscrew at a terrible cadence. Apotho glowed, throwing the King’s claws up and away as I drove my gleaming fist into the top of its snout. Its head snapped back.
Kline appeared behind the boss monster, twenty feet off the ground. He flew at it just as I had, his poleaxe cranked back over his head as orange light shone from every fold in his armor. Grave concentration burned inside him as he swung his axe. There was a thunderclap as it struck the world boss between the eyes.
The King’s skull remained in one piece, but I saw the creature shudder at the knees. It flailed its arms, desperate to get Kline and me away. It caught him with a grazing blow that still sent him spinning across the room. As its massive arm blackened out the sky above me, the combination of Othisi, Apotho, and Petra happened all at once. What had taken all of my focus came to me instinctively as its arm swatted me away. My psionic abilities weren’t just tools that I used any longer. They were a part of who and what I was. Othisi was already pushing against the ground as I landed in a crouch, skidding across the floor.
Mel’s bolts began striking it on the back of the head as he ran at it as well. 
One man stood alone beneath the Shadow King, glowing in orange light. Isamu’s katana snapped back and forth between the monster’s legs in a series of impossible slashes. It was as if the King was a giant bell, and now that we had it ringing, he wasn’t going to let the ringing stop.
Trying to react, the world boss rocked back and forth in a spastic dance as it tried to regain its balance.
I raced forward, seeing Kline rise to his feet, his aura bursting into life. 
We weren’t alone. The men we had left, about fifteen in total led by Olivia, collapsed on the world boss. I didn’t know if what had changed in me had changed in them as well, or if they just needed an example to break free. I jumped again, this time in an arching trajectory.
Kline leaped, stealing the King’s attention from Isamu. The monster swung at him, but Kline twisted, smashing his poleaxe into its wrist.
As my bearing began to fall, I soared toward the monster’s lower back. Apotho sheathed my arm in light as I crashed my elbow against its open wound, widening it further.
This time it made more than a grunt. With a raging howl, it spun, throwing a backhand with all of its physical and psionic strength. I hurled myself back as Apotho covering me. Its hand scooped in low, but my shielding sprang up against it, sending me flipping through the air. Othisi helped brace my collision as I landed on the lowest part of the dome-like ceiling. My aura flared as I grabbed ahold of a red vine with each hand and hung there upside down. Feeling the vine’s texture, they weren’t vines at all, but rough stone.
From my new vantage point, a good ten meters over its head, I saw Mel circling it, trying to stay at the King’s rear. Cycling between his aura and Voli, he shot his most powerful bolts at the wound in its back. Not giving the world boss a moment’s rest, Isamu stood in front of it, his sword rattling its knees in an unceasing assault. Our men shot in and out of range of its legs, pounding them and dancing away. Olivia was digging into the wound on its back, slashing at it with her spear as if it was an overly long axe. Waiting for an opening, Kline was stooped in a low stance, watching the world boss.
The monster itself seemed overwhelmed. It was being attacked from too many angles at once, so all it could do was swing wildly.
I could almost feel its frustration grow. As it turned, Kline saw his chance and took it.
Surging forward, he cranked back his poleaxe.
Throwing its hands up, the Shadow King had finally had enough. With silver glowing in its palm, it flung its arm down, sending the bolt of Rank E psionic power directly into the ground beneath. A wave of energy shot out from the impact zone, tossing our closest men aside. It wasn’t finished. Like a crazed beast, it fired bolt after bolt into the ground as it spun. No wonder it was going crazy. I saw that its lower back was opened up wide, leaking tar-like blood.
Kline plunged into the cloud of energy that had gathered at its base. Like a plane into overwhelming turbulence, he was tossed away.
The world boss’s tantrum decimated the players in close proximity. Standing closer than anyone else, Isamu caught a bolt on the top of his head and crumbled.
Mel was thrown back but was the only person I saw still mostly uninjured.
As the King continued to batter the ground with bolts, I messaged Mel as he rose to his feet. “Its back is in bad shape—”
“Olivia…” he replied. She lay not ten feet away from him in a pool of her own blood.
“Mel. Control your anger,” I said, demanding his attention.
Steeling himself, he replied, “I’m with you.” I could hear the tension in his voice, but I could tell he was telling the truth. “Where are you?”
“Above you, on the ceiling.”
He looked up, spotting me immediately with help from his minimap. “What are you doing?”
“Giving you an opening, if you think you can finish it.”
“I. I think so.”
“You think?”
“Do it, Lucius. Your fight with Timur gave me an idea.”
“Okay. On my signal.” 
“What’s the signal?”
“This.” I shot from the ceiling, cutting off my aura as soon as I was airborne. My psionics could give away my location, so I held them back. I flew toward it, center mass. It had been turning away from me and I was pretty sure my timing was good.
Like a human meteor, I sped toward it from behind. It was starting to calm from its tirade, but it made no indication that it sensed my approach. This was going to hurt. My psionics flashed.
With Apotho covering my shoulder, I drilled high into the King’s back, sending it flailing to the floor. My collar bone snapped, and my arm went numb. The collision caused me to black out for a moment, for the next thing I knew I was sprawled out next to the world boss, trying to clear my head.
My old friend Therapeia cleared the fog from my vision. Mel was kneeling on the boss’s back, his hand tight in a fist. With a sudden jerk, he shoved it into the King’s wound. His eyes went wide as he grabbed his wrist. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I felt it. Bolt after bolt, as fast as he could cast them, psionic power sprang from his hand and into the monster’s insides. Black blood shot out of the wound around his forearm with every blast, soaking his face and chest.
The world boss began to spasm. Mel didn’t stop even as he was being rocked back and forth. The King stopped moving. Even then, Mel emptied all that he had left. As he removed what was left of his hand, covered in dark sludge, I feared he was gravely injured. His own blood mingled with the dark substance at a steady flow from his arm.
He fell off the King’s body. I ran over to help him up, immediately staining my good arm in black as I pulled him away. Clear of the monster’s reach, I fed Therapeia into his arm, my own collar bone still unset. I was generous with my remaining energy, feeling that I was getting low.
It was finally over.
The ground began to shake. But it wasn’t the ground, it was the world boss pushing itself up off the floor. Its legs didn’t move, as if Mel had severed its spinal column, so it spun itself around with its hands. I tried to get ahold of Mel, but the blood was too slippery to get a good grip with my one good hand.
Holding his gaze, I could already see that he knew I was going to have to let him go.
As I prepared to jump back, a not so shiny man in plate mail flew over us and slammed a poleaxe into the side of the King’s jaw. Its head snapped to the side and it growled as it opened its mouth and tried to bite down on our savior.
Kline’s aura flashed as he pounded his axe into the monster’s jaw at the same spot.
A new pair of hands reached out to help me pull Mel back and out of the way. “I’ll get him. Help Kline finish it,” Peter commanded.
I let go of Mel, spending the last bit of energy I had to fuse my collarbone together. It was still numb. “But how can I help? I’m out of energy,” I said.
“So is the Shadow King,” Victoria said, stepping forward with a jug of something. “Hold out your hands.”
As I did, she started pouring water over them to rinse off the blood. Shaking them, I wiped what didn’t want to come off on the back of my shorts. 
Retrieving another spear from my inventory, I ran forward, out of energy and half-delirious from my injury, but fully determined to do what I could.
“Go for its back!” Kline called, still flashing his aura to fend off the King’s maw. He smacked it upside the head each time it lunged. there wasn’t much left it could do without its aura and its loss of mobility.
I tried to find a way around it, but it had backed itself into a corner and its arms were stretched out to the sides to hold it up.
“I’ll go for its mouth!” Victoria cried out, firing a bolt at it from behind Kline. It caught the King in the roof of its mouth, causing it to snap its jaws shut.
I inventoried my spear and instead pulled out a sword. Waiting for it to lunge one more time, I raced forward as it did, skirting between its arm and the wall. If it noticed me, Kline and Victoria didn’t let it act. I dived onto its back, found the small crater that was there, and plunged my sword in. I thrust up toward what I hoped was its heart and activated Akonizo with the little energy I had left. It sank into something that wasn’t just wet and slimy. I twisted and pulled then stabbed up again.
It threw itself from side to side, trying to get me off, but instead, I dropped further into the gaping hole in its back and shoved my sword in as far as my arm would reach. All of a sudden, it went stiff like a board, holding on to life for a few more seconds and the last drops of strength drained out of it. Its arms gave out and its head collapsed to the floor as its entire body went limp.
Climbing out of the creature’s back, I had to tug to get my sword to come free. Perhaps I should have left it there, for its innards spilled onto my lap as I removed it.
With my feet planted firmly on the ground, I saw Victoria hop down from the creature’s arm and run over towards me. Instead of stopping, she threw her arms around me, covering herself in the gunk that was all over me.
“If you wanted to get dirty, you could have gone for its back,” I said, trying to smile without opening my mouth.
“Blood shares in blood,” she replied grimly.
I tilted my head in question.
She turned away as if she hadn’t seen me. “Your arm?” she said, looking at it, but seeming flustered because there was too much gunk on me to really see anything.
“My shoulder, yes. And Mel?” 
“There wasn’t much left of his hand. I think you helped with the pain at least.”
“I still have a little left in me.” That was an exaggeration. I had 2,227 energy and climbing. Any more than a few seconds of Therapeia and I’d pass out.
We headed toward them. I was scaling the boss monster’s arm when I heard a hum in the air. It was growing louder. As it did, the color of the room began to change. The crimson color of the vines became washed out like they suddenly ran with water until there was nothing left but dull white.
“They’re gone!” Victoria shouted, causing my ear to ring. Her eyes were glazed over since she was looking through someone else’s eyes. “Sorry,” she said in a softer tone. “All the priests turned to ash.”
“Oh yeah!” Kline rumbled.
Mel just plopped back to lay on his back. I went to him and we began taking turns sending spurts of Therapeia into his hand as our energy recovered.
At the back of the room, there was a loud crack, then the Shadow King’s corpse burst into ash that floated up and burst into white pixels. The wall began to rise where the King had been, revealing a chamber. It was sterile and white, with modern panel walls and a metallic desk in the middle of the room. Behind it sat a man in a suit jacket of Air Force blue. I wasn’t familiar enough with ranks to know exactly what he was, but the three silver stars over each shoulder that had to mean he was some kind of general.
“Congratulations on completing the world event!” he said with the voice of a game announcer. “You guys are a mess. Here, let me do something about that.”
With the tap of his finger, I immediately felt relief in my shoulder. Mel gasped from the ground beside me. The tar-like blood was gone as if it hadn’t been there in the first place.
A few of our men that must have been knocked out cold got to their feet. Their injuries were gone.
I helped Mel to his feet and couldn’t help but notice that his hand was as good as new.
“Come,” the man said with a wave of his hand. “There is much to discuss.”
Looking at Victoria, I saw her demeanor change. A severe resolve settled over her. All of the chances she’d taken to get here—all the trials we’d endured—had led to this moment. Holding my gaze for a moment longer, she took a deep breath before turning to the general. “Come,” she said. “It’s time to negotiate.”
 



Chapter 46 – Tears and Laughter
“Barrell. You alright?” I said, private messaging him. Mel was already talking to Olivia.
“Yeah. It’s over?” he replied, breathing heavily.
“We did it.”
“That’s great. By the way, never get eaten alive. I’m going to have nightmares for a month.”
“I believe you. I’m going to leave the voice channel open. A room opened at the back of the Shadow King’s lair. There’s a general guy there and I’m pretty sure you’re going to want to hear what he says.”
“Alright.”
Victoria led the way as we approached the man in uniform. He was balding with hard wrinkles at the corner of his eyes and brow showing the signs of aging. In a purely natural sense, it would have put him in his fifties, but with modern tonics, the man had to be close to one hundred years old. His eyes were bright and friendly, and he filled his shirt with a toned physique. Despite the cheery atmosphere he put off, I had a strong suspicion he was a person to be very wary of.
Walking beside me was my favorite human tank. Something was wrong. Kline’s insistent lightheartedness was gone, and he eyed the general with an intensity that bordered on anger.
Peter stepped up, placing his hand on Victoria’s shoulder to offer her support. They shared a look as we entered the modern room, which reminded me of what we’d left behind when entering Freedom.
Still holding his wrist as if his hand pained him, Mel was right there with me. Our men crowded in behind.
Sitting back in his chair, crossing his arms, the general studied each of our faces and began listing off our names in turn. He ended with me, which could have meant something, or nothing at all.
“I am Lieutenant General Robert Mack. As we speak, every participant in Freedom is receiving a popup notifying them of the video that is about to play for all of you to see. I will not lie. I’m here to recruit you.” He said it was such earnestness. 
Barrell confirmed that he’d gotten the notification.
“I’m sure you have already put two and two together,” the general continued. “Codename: Freedom is only the second stage of an ongoing program to find and train people with psionic potential. I want to invite you to participate in the next stage. If you decide to continue, you will be our Freedom Generation. Unlike the Genesis Generation, you were not soldiers. It may have begun that way, but the world knows that that has changed.
“Now, before I say more, there’s something you need to see.”
The room went black. In the distance, the moon began to rise near the horizon. A shirtless black boy stood, gazing up at the stars in wide-eyed wonder. He leaned against his spear as it rested against the ground. 
The scene flashed to another. A young girl about the same age as the boy sat on the stairs of an old wooden porch looking up at the same stars. Her freckles were sprinkled across her nose and her auburn hair had a subtle glow in the light of the moon.
The surroundings blinked into nothingness, then a man appeared holding a woman’s hand. It was the same boy and girl, but ten years later. They stood just outside a shuttle station, gazing up once again. The stars were waiting.
The shuttle launched from the ground, then there was a flash and they arrived on a space freighter. They both wore the same cream uniforms with red trim. They were among hundreds of other people that had signed up to help mine in a far solar system. A convoy of space freighters burned fuel as they followed a battle cruiser toward their destination somewhere in the great expanse of space.
Another flash and they were bouncing hand in hand across the surface of a blue planet, wearing breathing masks and industrial construction armor that covered them from head to toe in yellow and gunmetal.
The next moment, they were in a secluded part of an orbital station with a great view of a blue-green moon below. The man took a knee and revealed a ring. The woman’s entire face lit up as she threw herself at him, her arms open wide.
There was a ceremony. Hundreds of people were there—the woman sat anxiously in a doctor’s office, her husband holding her hand, sharing her apprehension—their first child came. Then a second a few years later.
The family of four played in a children’s play area. One of the little ones was waddling about as her father chased after her. The mother held her infant as she rocked him to sleep.
There was an explosion. I feared I already knew what would happen next. The orbital station’s warning lights flashed red. The man snatched up his daughter in his arms. From across the room, a silver bolt shot toward them. Their bodies were torn apart as the mother tried to run. An Ekseliksi soldier sprinted across the room. His silver aura was visible through his faceplate. Covered in synthetic battle armor, the alien’s reddish skin only appeared for a moment when its aura dropped. A blade glowed silver in its hand. Somehow it was able to use its psionics despite its gear. The woman and child were dispatched in a single swing of its blade.
A massive cafeteria appeared with thousands of people running at the sound of the disturbance. They weren’t wearing their uniforms and their families were with them. A squad of Ekseliksi soldiers in grey and black battle suits stormed into the room and began slaughtering everyone with superhuman speed. As my point of view zoomed in, the images of death were magnified. Psionic bolts and blades left nothing but carnage. The violence and deaths were extensive, and the video continued as it showed hundreds of people cut down.
I couldn’t help but hate the aggressors for killing those that couldn’t defend themselves. It took little effort to stay mindful that Victoria was different. She was here to stop it—to stop the death. It also caused me to fear. If she was found out to be Ekseliksi by the wrong people, how would they react?
It wasn’t the only orbital station the video showed us. Images flashed of different ones. Each was being attacked. Over the last century, thirty-seven of them had been attacked. Over half of them in the last five years. These were commercial installations, not military ones. It started to make sense why our government would start looking for a way to deal with the Ekseliksi that limited the loss of life.
The room where General Mack was seated slowly came into focus. I understood the dejected look on his face, but the trembling of Victoria’s lips wrenched my attention away from him.
Stepping up, I took her hand. There were tears starting to form in the corners of her eyes, but she held them back.
“Our forces and the Ekseliksi transhumans have been fighting an unofficial war for galactic territory for decades,” the general said, folding his hands together. “We have finally come to a truce of sorts, and a treaty has been signed. As mediators, the Jinhwa have created a simulation of our galaxy. The Cubes that you are in currently are the same technology that will be used two years from now when men and women from our people and theirs will enter this simulation. Once inside, we will battle over virtual territory. Any territory we lose, we have agreed to give up. Any we gain, the Ekseliksi will do the same.
“As you can see, this is a new kind of warfare. A kind where men and women won’t have to die…” He paused. “But you know how real Freedom is—the pain—the impact it will have on your long-term psychology we can only guess. But we need you. As you saw in the video, these transhumans have psionic abilities like you. You have only begun to find out what you’re capable of. Without you, traditional means to fight this enemy are—inadequate—at least on the ground level. Their shielding abilities,” he said, gesturing to me, “their firepower…
“It’s a lot to ask after you’ve been in here so many months, so details will be sent to each of your inboxes and you will be given time to decide. If you choose to join us, you will be enlisted as officers with a starting rank of Second Lieutenant, receiving officers’ pay during the next stage of training. I admit it isn’t much, but you will have accelerated advancement opportunities during the second stage, and once the war starts, you will be rewarded with each successful mission, and be able to loot any gear from the enemies you kill. This gear can be sold to the military or in the player economy that will develop in time. Your job is to fight. There will be just as many people in support roles and there will be opportunities for Cubes to be purchased in the commercial sector. It’s not just the United States that’s participating. Every nation in the world has been invited to participate.
“The war itself will be fully observable through the Metaverse, and I’m sure you’ll have plenty of sponsors lining up to make sure you have additional backing.”
Wait. The virtual war was going to be observable in the same way Freedom was? The more I thought about it, of course it had to be. It was an opportunity for the government to gather funds and you didn’t need to spend as much on propaganda if everyone’s favorite gamers and athletes were already fighting in the war.
“What about Freedom?” Mel said. “Is it over?”
“That is up to you. Not everyone will receive an invitation to the next stage, but even if you leave Freedom now, I can guarantee each of you a spot. There will be a few weeks before stage two begins even after Freedom’s final day, so if there is personal business you must get in order, you can do it then. Also, you will be given much more access to the outside world in stage two, and during the war. You will be able to communicate with friends and family—your fans. Though, there will be limitations to what you can discuss, as I’m sure you understand.
“If you do stay in Freedom, the main event is over, but you can take the remaining time to explore the world or enjoy a few of the surprises the developers still have in store. To be honest, I didn’t expect to be here today. We had a few things in place that we hoped would extend the world quest another couple of months—”
“Heather?” I said, interrupting him.
He nodded. “Her, among other things, but you exceeded all expectations. Now you have a choice. Perhaps, if you leave, you’ll find a place to push your new abilities even further, but I think you all know that nothing else compares to the training tool you’re standing in right now. I suspect some of you will want to continue to take advantage of it while you can.” He looked at me expectantly. “There’s nothing wrong with taking some time off while you can either…”
Grabbing my wrist, Victoria gave it a firm squeeze before pulling her hand from mine. Stepping up to his desk, she folded her arms behind her back, hand in hand. “General Mack. I’d like to discuss conditions.”
“Already decided, are we?” he said, twisting his head curiously.
“I require command of my own battalion.”
He smirked. “You will have the opportunity to advance in rank during the next stage.”
She shook her head. “This is not a request. A new ranger battalion will be commissioned, and I will be given authority to handpick one thousand men and women from the Freedom roster.”
General Mack chuckled to himself as he rubbed his forehead. “You require? Do you really think we are just going to hand over a battalion, let alone commission a new one just because you ask for one?”
“Of course,” she said without missing a beat. “The only reason I’m not asking for a brigade is that I want to give you time to assess my abilities outside of Freedom. How many billions of people are watching us at this very moment?”
The general went very still.
“They have seen the great lengths that their government will go to. The carnage and suffering you have put us through... But still, I will fight—for them… And I’m not alone.”
Peter was the first to step up and stand beside her. I glanced to Kline, and he gave me a devious wink. We stepped up together. Though he had no prior knowledge of all of this, except what the general population of Freedom suspected, Mel stepped up as well. He was followed by Andrew and Jose, and the rest our men that had survived.
“Lucius, if Victoria is, then you are in for sure, right? Do you think… Heather?” Barrell said, only hearing what was said.
I held back a laugh and answered him. “Right and we’ll talk about your taste in women later.”
“Okay. Make sure Victoria knows I want in too.”
“Everyone can hear you.”
“Oh, so she heard? Great. I’ll, uh, shut up now.”
The entire room was looking at me. Victoria looked amused.
When the room’s attention had settled back on the general, he cracked his knuckles, then sat back. “So that’s how it is, huh? I told them the clues were a bad idea. Anything else?”
“It’s a start,” Victoria continued. “You might want to take some notes.”



Chapter 47 – Time to Say Goodbye
I received stage two details and my official invitation in my inbox later the same day. The stage two information didn’t give a lot of information on how the next stage would work, but it went deeper into how the war for galactic resources would. Politicians from Earth and the Ekseliksi would have to participate. Every participant’s Cube would be housed in the same location. If there was an attack from a battlecruiser it would kill everyone on both sides. That was the basic idea, just as Peter had explained.
There was a decision I needed to make. I could leave Freedom, or I could stay. If I left, I’d have more time to figure out sponsors and prepare for the next stage. I suspected with my new sponsors I’d have access to the best training money could buy. But could it compete with the training in Freedom? General Mack was right. Nothing could. If I stayed, there would be more opportunity to impress sponsors, but I was confident there was little more I could do that I hadn’t already done. It felt odd to think in such terms, but I knew finding sponsors wasn’t something I’d have to worry about anymore. There was another thing to consider. If I stayed, I’d have more time with my friends—with Victoria. It was never really a choice.
A number of minor events followed in our final months in Freedom. A new clan of goblins was discovered. The orcs attacked from the west. They provided a little challenge and the players suspected these final events were quickly thrown together to keep viewership up. Except for a few random battles, I didn’t participate. I spent more of my time with friends, but the majority of it was in the training hall. There were a few exceptions, but the Right Hand would stay intact when we moved on to stage two, as would the Left Hand. We trained together often.
With a week remaining in Freedom, Guild Prodos threw the biggest party in Freedom’s history and everyone was invited. Even though Victoria rented every building on the block, Prodos’s finances had grown to such a level that even if we bought every building in the entire city, it would’ve only been a fraction of our wealth. Victoria’s answer to why she continued to worry about money after we’d already gotten our invitation to the next stage made me realize how far we still had to go. It seemed the management of money and resources was just as important, if not more so, as strategy for winning a war—at least in the eyes of some of the military’s upper echelon. She was looking to make sure that they had no other options but to make use of her. Getting our invitation to the next stage was only the beginning.
Three additional kitchens were churning out food as fast as they could to help Prodos Tavern keep up with the demands from Freedom’s one hundred thousand players and close to ten thousand NPCs. The streets were filled with men and women that had long ago stopped trying to find a seat in one of the five buildings that were an extension of our tavern. The most recent band had taken the stage, which was the roof of a two-story building in the middle of the sea of people. The music hadn’t stopped in over twenty-four hours and wouldn’t for two more days.
More than once, I’d left my seat at the head table to go out and take in the sights. Men and women who’d never worn armor a year before now didn’t even bother to remove their plate mail as they danced and sang. This was the last time I’d see some of these people for weeks, and for some of them, ever.
Jerrek and Olivia were both continuing on to stage two and would continue to be a part of the Right Hand. Some things would change, of course, for we’d have full access to modern technology, so some of my men would need to specialize. After what Olivia had been through, she surprised me more than anyone else. The support she had from Jerrek and Mel certainly had to help, but she was one strong woman.
“Vector!” I called, squeezing through the crowd as I made it to their table. The whole original crew was there. Treetop sat on his left and Drool on his right. Marabella and her brother, HandshakeDeath and LadyHeadshot… 
Sneaking in behind me, Victoria took my arm in hers. She wasn’t sitting back at the head table tonight.
I immediately noticed Vector’s hair wasn’t dyed but was his natural rich brown. His shirt was a well fitted tunic of crystal blue and not his normal guild red.
“Okay, what’s going on?” Victoria said, eying Drool, who also was dressed abnormally in a gown of cream and blue trim.
Unlike his normally reserved self, Vector wore a sappy grin. The two of them shared a look that was as mushy as watered down mashed potatoes. Drool nudged him on. Treetop was bouncing in his chair as he struggled not to say anything.
Finally, Vector spoke. “We’re getting married.”
I blinked what had to be a thousand times as my mind reeled with what he’d said. Do you mean in Freedom? I still remembered vividly discussing how Drool was just using him and would move on when something better came along. He’d definitely changed his mind.
“The ceremony will be just before stage two begins,” Drool said, standing to her feet. “You guys have to be there.”
That meant—they were getting married in real life… Of course, we congratulated them and said we would be there. 
When Victoria and I finally pulled ourselves away, I was still stunned at the news. I found my hand atop Victoria’s. I realized I was holding on to her, not letting go. Releasing her, I grinned like it was nothing, but knew she saw right through me.
“Let’s get freshened up,” she said, gesturing toward the restroom.
I tensed up as if it was our first date. I nodded, following at her side. We split up and headed our separate ways. The moment I stepped through the doorway I was transported to a wonderous cavern I’d been to one other time. The light danced throughout the room, splashing the walls and ceiling in waves of dull color. It was Victoria’s secret place. The meditation room in the palace on her home world.
She was there already, looking up at me. Her war gown was gone, and she wore a dress that looked golden in the light.
My hands were shaking. It wasn’t being with her alone that troubled me. It was knowing that if I didn’t hold myself back, I could lose her forever. I wasn’t the instigator, forcing the moment. She was, and I could see it in her eyes. She wanted me as much as I wanted her, but I couldn’t relax. I couldn’t let either of us have what we truly desired, so I didn’t move.
Victoria moved for the both of us. As she placed her hands on my chest, all I could think about was how thin the fabric was between us.
“Lucius,” she whispered. “I still owe you a surprise and there’s something I have to do one last time, because I may never have the chance to do it again.” Reaching up on her toes, she closed her eyes, pressing her mouth into mine.
Immediately, I melted, wrapping her in my arms. Even as our mouths parted, they found each other once again. Time meant nothing. At that moment, we were just two normal teenagers in love. Her control was greater than mine, and I heeded her every boundary. Our clothing remained. My hands caressed her arms, back, neck… We laughed and cried, and after our lips finally parted for the last time, we teased each other like we always had.
It was over far too soon. As special a moment as it was, it felt awfully similar to saying goodbye—like a blade to the chest causing a gushing wound. One that Therapeia couldn’t heal.
We returned to the party and mingled as before. As the night closed in, the guild leaders stole her away and continued their planning for the next stage. None of the others had negotiated as she had, but many of them found additions to their invitations that offered higher ranks based on their leadership achievements in Freedom. Victoria hadn’t requested any of it. After her conversation with General Mack, it seemed they’d scrambled to come up with a new approach to the ranking in stage two. Their biggest mistake was allowing the entire world to watch the exchange in the first place, which had probable forced their hand. It wasn’t a mistake I expected them to make again.
I spent a lot of time with Mel and Barrell the next day. They somehow talked me into not training for the second day in a row. Both Kline and Cornelius had been strangely missing on the second day of the party. On the third, I found them. It seemed they’d spent the day before sparring and were a pretty even match. I was bummed they hadn’t invited me to watch.
After the party was over, I received a written message from Brad.
Lucius,
I don’t know how to say this. I never believed you were really a founder of Nexus, or, at least, I didn’t believe that you deserved to be acknowledged as one. Not after you defeated Sig, and not even after you defeated Anigh. It wasn’t until I saw the highlights of your fight with Timur that it became clear that you really were a player-killer, that you were one of us, just with a different way of looking at things. I can respect that now. I’m sorry it took me so long to come around.
I want you to know that the guild has almost unanimously decided to continue to the next stage. No one here will admit it, but after leading the battle against the last dungeon of the World Event, we feel like we are a part of the rest of you now. We want to fight. That hasn’t changed, but if we can do some good while we’re at it, even better.
Brad
 
Reading his message, it seemed like it had been painful for him to write. He’d always been reluctant in our dealings and it was now clear why. Being acknowledged by him affected me more than I would’ve guessed. It seemed giving them a chance had been the right choice.
On the last day of Freedom, early in the morning, I had my last meeting with my Ekseliksi friends. I’d see them in the real world at Vector and Drool’s wedding before the second stage began. It almost seemed unreal. Like as soon as I finally logged out of Freedom, they would all disappear, and I’d find out they were just a part of the game. 
Our plans were real enough. Lax had scheduled my Genetic Cleanse and we had exchanged our personal information so that we could communicate once we were outside. Everything was already set up. I just had to worry about finding a personal attorney to help me wade through all the sponsorship deals.
When the time finally came, everyone had been kicked out of the Prodos Tavern except for guild members. Even then it was standing room only and our sub-guilds weren’t even allowed. Everyone had full glasses and were waiting for the countdown to begin.
Holding up her glass, Victoria raised it in a final toast. I raised mine as well. Peter and Oliver stood at Victoria’s side, Kline was there, and at the nearest table, Mel and Barrell stood with glasses of their own. The countdown began. There wasn’t much time.
“I want to thank you,” Victoria said, using the guild announcement channel so everyone could hear her regardless of where they stood. “Some of you will be continuing with us to stage two, and some of you won’t. But without all of you, what we’ve accomplished here would be impossible. You have given so much. Thank you for fighting and thank you for dying. Most of all, thank you for trusting me to lead you.”
Before I was even sure she was finished, a great shout rose up from the crowd, sending a thrill up my spine. I reached over and rapped my cup against Peter’s, who stood between Victoria and me. He grabbed my shoulder, holding my gaze for a long moment before retreating so that I could spend the last few seconds of the toast next to the tawny skinned girl with the silver streaks in her bright green eyes. I held her gaze even as the crowd began to count down from ten.
“You’re amazing,” I said, sneaking it in at the final moment. The last thing I saw was the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.
Everything went black.
 
***
 
The first thing I recognized was the green-tinted light that shone from the corners of my Cube.
“Please, remain still as the shutdown procedure finalizes.” A voice came from some unseen speaker above me.
Instead of standing there as I’d entered, wearing nothing, I still wore a t-shirt and shorts, for which I was thankful. I ran my hand over the side of my shorts, then pinched at my shirt. It was the most surreal experience. I felt no difference between Freedom and the real world. I ran my hands over my chest and felt the developed muscles in my shoulders and arms. Apotho appeared, covering my hand as easily as it had before I’d logged out. It wasn’t all an illusion or some carefully crafted deception. I’d been transformed.
The lights slowly brightened. Green faded, and clinical white took its place. The platform I stood on, six feet in the air, started to descend. A door opened to my left and a team of nurses in what looked like white biohazard suits filed in. I was too elated to care why they were taking such precautions. As virtual as it had been, Freedom had been real.
The nurses were on edge as they approached. As my platform settled a few feet off the ground, I saw a woman fidget as she gestured for me to step down. They were afraid.
It was startling to think that someone could be afraid of me. I’d never hurt anyone in my life. But that wasn’t true. Not anymore. In Freedom, I’d killed many, forcing them to experience the pain that went hand in hand with such deaths. I remembered Liam and what I’d done to him. Of course they were afraid. They’d seen everything I’d done and knew what I’d become. I dropped Apotho immediately, not wanting to scare them more than I already was.
“Sorry,” I said to no one specifically. “It doesn’t seem real.”
The woman smiled, even if she still looked jittery. “How do you feel?” she said.
“Like I was never in virtual reality at all.”
“Good. You may experience some side effects as the nanobots leave your system. You’ll expel most of them in the next twenty-four hours through your urine. Be sure to drink plenty of fluids.”
“What kind of side effects?” 
“The most common is drowsiness. Your recovery ability will help, but you’ll find that you need more sleep. And be sure to eat as if you were still training, for the nanobots were delivering a constant supply of nutrients to your body. Your digestive system will have to take over and be the sole provider of nutrition again.”
I’d expected as much. “Thank you.”
She smiled again, finally seeming to relax. “If you’re ready, the reporters are waiting.”
“Reporters?”
She nodded in the affirmative, obviously sympathetic. “It goes against our recommendation, but those of you who have agreed to participate in the next stage are required to be accommodating to the media since they haven’t had direct access to any of you in the last year. Most everyone else is being given some time and a debriefing, but I’m afraid you’re considered a VIP.”
“Yay,” I said, oozing sarcasm.
She laughed.
Now that the group was more comfortable around me, they wished me luck, and I followed the woman out the door. Once it was shut behind her, the rest of her team was left inside. She pressed a button on the side of her facemask and the glass slid up. I heard something like a zipper sound. She waited for it to stop before removing the hood altogether.
Seeing the look I was giving her, she explained, “It’s a precaution in case any of the participants freak out and start attacking us with psionic energy.”
“Like psionic bolts?”
“Yes. It works well against Rank G psionics, but not so much against anything higher than that. Against physical attacks?” She shook her head.
“Has anyone actually—freaked out?”
“No.” She chuckled nervously. “So far it’s remained only a precaution.”
“I hope it stays that way. Let me know if anyone needs healing,” I said, without thinking how odd that must sound.
Once outside my Cube, I laid eyes on the rest of the bunker which was lined with town hall-sized cubes on both sides of the room. Taking a peek to get a good view of the scope of the room, I could only shake my head. The distance was too far to accurately estimate, but there had to be hundreds of cubes in this single room. Like a nest of mechanical spiders, robotic arms and wiring hung above each cube, reaching down through their ceilings.
Even though I’d lived in one for the last year, my mind was thoroughly blown.
I saw men and women exiting their Cubes, led by a nurse. Most were asked to sit on the bench in front of them. Their reactions were almost all the same. They had their auras active and couldn’t believe it was real.
I didn’t recognize anyone close to me, but I did recognize their clothing. Everyone wore shorts and a t-shirt with their guild colors. It seemed they were taking these interviews very seriously.
“This way,” my nurse directed.
I was near the front of the room, so our trip didn’t take long. I took a quick ride up in the steel cage elevator to the top level overlooking the room. I looked out at all the Cubes, thinking about how many people’s lives had been changed. Once in the main building, we headed down a long hall and she stopped outside a door. I could hear many voices chatting on the other side.
“We’re here. You ready?” the nurse said.
“Nope.” I grinned. “Let’s do it.”
A swarm of microdrones was waiting when she pulled open the door. They caught my initial reaction from dozens of angles at once.
I internally rebuked myself. The person I’d been before I’d entered Freedom would’ve expected this. Instead, my reaction couldn’t have been any worse if I’d planned it. Snapping my mouth shut, I forced myself to smile and stepped into the room. There were rows of chairs at the foot of a slightly inclined stage with a podium at its center. The room was full of reporters who were suddenly yelling out questions as they fought for my first response. I could hardly see them with all the reporter drones in front of me, even if they were only a few centimeters in diameter. There were so many of them…
As I passed through the doorway, the reporter drones shot back. They’d only been crowding me because they wanted a good angle and the doorway had hindered them. Now they had space, so I was free of their abuse.
Even though I’d grown up with mixed reality, I had a small dose of culture shock when I saw that the reporters all wore MR headgear that was highly impeding to their facial features. The communication setup they used was much higher end than the average glasses or eye implant, hence the size of what they wore.
A woman in Air Force blue stood at the podium and waved me over. I headed her way. I felt self-conscious about how I must have looked. Even though I’d been observed by millions every moment I’d been in Freedom, I’d found it easy to ignore when my spectators weren’t visibly present. But now—my body felt foreign to me as I realized how different I really was. I hadn’t exactly spent a lot of time looking in the mirror.
The woman had her jet-black hair in a tight bun and the slender build of a model, not a soldier. As she began to speak, I could tell she had the practiced voice of a gaming commentator. She grabbed the edges of the podium as she began to speak. “It’s my pleasure to introduce Lucius Edwards, freshly out of his Cube. He will take questions now, but only answer those he’s comfortable with.” She looked up at me, making sure that I knew that she meant what she said.
With a wave of her finger, every reporter in the room went silent and their hands shot into the air. Pointing to one, she called the reporter by name.
“Lucius,” the reporter said. “How does it feel to be back in the real world?”
It was easy enough to answer. “Amazing. The transition between the real world and Freedom was seamless.”
Before the group of reporters could get out of hand, the Air Force spokeswoman called on another. The questions began harmless enough. They wanted to know my thoughts on events from Freedom and on stage two. Even when they brought up my injured back from day one, I found it easy enough to talk about, though the memory still stung. A few minutes went by before I was asked a question I really had to consider.
“Do you plan on joining your name to the many lawsuits suing the government for hiding the truth about Freedom’s pain settings?”
“I won’t commit to anything now, but I’m planning on discussing it with a lawyer.”
My answer whipped the room into a frenzy.
She quickly called on the next reporter.
“If you had to do it again, knowing you’d have to sustain the same injuries and go through the same things, would you?”
I was surprised at how quickly I came to my answer. “I would.”
It settled down a few minutes later and my handler announced that the interview was drawing to a close. But first, someone else would join us.
Glancing up at me, the woman mouthed something. Sorry.
“There’s someone that is wanting to meet Lucius. Everyone welcome Captain Liam Sullivan,” she said.
Upon hearing his name, I went deathly still. 
He walked through the door on the other side of the stage and stopped once inside, his hands folded behind his back, standing at ease. Sure enough, it was the Liam I’d forced to submit to my will through the threat of torture. His easy smile was nowhere to be seen as he stood there watching me, in his Air Force formal dress.
Suddenly, a lot of things made sense. If Heather Esper was working for the military, of course her guild leader, and the mastermind trying to overthrow the Council of Guilds, would be as well. I had looked up to him. He’d always seemed to be a man of sound judgment and one who genuinely cared for everyone around him, so his betrayal had never sat well with me. Now that I knew that it had all been planned beforehand, that it was just a test, it didn’t seem like any less of a betrayal.
I noticed then that the room was silent. Looking to the reporters, I saw that they’d moved away from the front row and were cowering toward the back of the room. I found my handler frozen in place. A muscle in the side of her neck twitched. Glancing down at my hands, they were clenched into fists and covered in orange light. My aura had ignited the moment I saw him without me realizing it.
“Sorry,” I said to the woman standing next to me as my aura faded. I tried to keep my tone even, but it was difficult with Liam in the room. What had they expected? “Why is he here?”
Liam continued to watch me, betraying no emotion.
“Uh. Captain Sullivan was—” She stopped herself, took a deep breath, then started again. “Captain Sullivan was one of the men that participated in Codename: Genesis. His mission was to test the character of the participants of Codename: Freedom.”
If it was to test our character, then I obviously failed.
He looked out at the sea of reporters, offering them a formal smile before beginning to walk toward center stage.
I couldn’t help but be tense, though I managed to keep my aura in check. I never took my eyes off him as he walked our way.
When he reached us, the kind woman that had been helping direct the questioning stepped back. Liam’s eyes were on my chest. I saw the tension in his jaw as he struggled with what he was going to say.
A part of me was yelling at myself internally. I shouldn’t be feeling sorry for him after what he’d done to me. The other part saw his struggle and knew it couldn’t have been easy.
His eyes finally met mine. His regret was plain as day.
“Lucius.” I could tell there was more he wanted to say, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.
Holding out his hand, he wanted me to take it. To offer him a semblance of understanding.
I don’t know how I found it in myself to shake his hand, but I did. He’d put Victoria in danger and would’ve killed her like the other council members to complete his mission. Yet still, I grabbed the hand of the man before me. The way I held him there, in complete control, was an unsaid promise between us. If he betrayed me again it wouldn’t end the same way again.
Leaving the room, I felt it had been fairly successful considering I hadn’t killed anyone. Who had thought it would be a good idea to bring Liam into the room?
“You’ll be debriefed shortly, then you’ll be free to go,” my nurse said, escorting me to a different room that was down a side hall. Once inside, I saw something that I hadn’t seen for a long time. My MR headset. “Feel free to relax and reconnect.” 
She left and I was finally alone with my thoughts. Everything I’d brought with me sat on an examination table. There were a few chairs and specialty panels in one corner of the room to do a full-body scan if need be. I hopped up on the examination table and grabbed my bug-eyed headset and placed it on my head. Even though it offered full peripheral vision, I still felt obstructed wearing it.
On the other side of the small room, Destiny appeared. Her blond hair was back, and her facial features were more refined than before.
“Hi, Lucius,” she said. Her voice tugged at me. I’d forgotten how much I had missed her.
“You’re all grown up,” I replied, trying not to sound disappointed.
“I thought it was appropriate, seeing as you dismissed all my warnings and have fallen hopelessly in love—with a woman who’s spoken for, might I add.” 
“Destiny...”
She began to snicker as playfully as ever. “I’m teasing you, silly. Even though it’s an impossible situation in which you’ll never find happiness, I’m quite impressed with the girl herself. Now, there are a few things we need to discuss.” She became serious. “Do not respond except with a yes or no.” 
I nodded slowly. My throat was suddenly dry for this wasn’t like her at all.
“Your Cube had three different feeds, one for recording and two for redundancy, that were used to send sensory information to different servers. Lax stopped these feeds as they left your Cube when you met with the Ekseliksi.”
I swallowed hard. If she had the recordings of those meetings… I couldn’t imagine her turning me in, but personal AI were supposed to inform the authorities if a serious law had been broken. Treason was as serious as they came.
“He didn’t, however, turn off the system that observed the events, which I was hooked into directly. Because of this, I have records of everything. Now, before you say anything, as I asked you not to.” She waved her finger as if to scold me. “I don’t believe anyone else has recordings of your secret meetings. The Ekseliksi certainly won’t have personal AI and there is no indication from Kline’s social media that he even uses one. It’s curious though that Doctor Konig didn’t warn Lax to make sure personal AI feeds were also cut. I’d recommend bringing this to Peter’s attention when you meet with them in person.
“That brings us to the problem. I recommend that you have me remove any incriminating evidence from my drive. I’ll make note of all information that won’t link us to the Ekseliksi and set predetermined response patterns—one to protect Victoria at all cost in case of an emergency for example. Should I proceed?”
I was already nodding before she finished. “Yes. Have I told you you’re beautiful?” 
“Stop that. Flattery never works,” she said, feigning to hide behind her hand. “One moment.” She closed her eyes for a moment as she processed the request. A moment later, she opened her eyes. “With that out of the way, I have news that I think will be quite beneficial.”
My mind was still trying to process what she’d just said. One, Lax wasn’t as proficient as he claimed at keeping Victoria safe, and two, Doctor Konig might be collecting information to hold over our heads. Despite that, I encouraged Destiny to give me her news.
“I received correspondence. It seems you will be able to take me with you to the next stage and use me as your Personnel Defense Management AI. They will supply the required upgrades. If you like…”
“Of course I want you with me, Destiny,” I said, putting my thoughts on the backburner. I’d forgotten how much like a person she was.
“Great!” she said, throwing a fist in the air.
I laughed.
“Even without the upgrades, I have a surprise for you. Since you’re already used to the character sheet from Freedom, would you like me to track you the same way and make it available to you here?”
“You can do that?”
“See for yourself.”
Character Sheet
Player Name: Lucius Edwards
Health: 2,198
Stamina: 4,540
Combat Level: Rank D – Level 99
Strength: Rank C – Level 22
Endurance: Rank C – Level 54
Quickness: Rank C – Level 02
Speed Rank C – Level 82
 
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 260,819 (Units)
Psionic Power: 296 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate: 3.15 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
“Destiny…” I said, staring at a popup window that looked identical to the one from Freedom. “This is incredible. Can you track changes?”
“Yes, but I won’t be able to with the same precision. Possibly with the military upgrades. Your level I left out, since it was really an indicator of your MR gear and drone Rankings. I suspect once we are in stage two, a new, more advanced system will be put in place and we’ll get a lot more options depending on the kind of tech we have. I have Wink’s personality data saved, so as soon as we have the hardware available, I can upload her to your combat drone,” she said. 
“Combat drone?”
Leaning up on her tiptoes, Destiny looked over my character sheet. “They wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of training you through the Pet system if they weren’t planning on giving you a combat drone.”
I swiped my hand over my character sheet, wiping it off my display and making Destiny hop back.
“How about some notifications?” she said. “You have a request from St3alth to contact him as soon as you get a chance.”
“Do you have any news on Chewme?” I replied.
She shook her head. “Guild Nexus has officially removed him from membership. I can confirm that he agreed to move on to the second stage. Would you like me to try to contact him?”
So Timur was moving on to the next stage… “No. He’ll reach out to me when he’s ready.”
“Very well. It finally feels like it’s the appropriate time.” She walked toward me with a villainous glare. Sticking her nose in my face, she stopped with about an inch between us. She screamed, “Congratulations!” 
If there wasn’t a wall behind me, I would’ve fallen off the table.
Prancing back, her arms shot to the sides as she screamed again. “You did it!”
Despite her more mature look, she was acting as ridiculous as ever.
“Not only can you officially be considered a pro gamer,” she continued. “But you broke the record for the largest number of followers. Surprised? Of course you are. You haven’t glanced at your numbers in months.” Her arm reached forward as if holding up something in front of me. My follower stats shot up. I couldn’t believe my eyes.
“Seven…” was all that came out.
“Billion,” Destiny finished what I was trying to say. “Over a billion more than the previous record. Of course, Victoria has you beat by about half a billion, but that’s just because of all the lustful teenage boys. Not that there aren’t millions of girls fawning over you as well because you’re outrageously handsome and powerful.” She flexed her biceps. “I’m moving on so it doesn’t go to your head. There are also forty other people that broke the record, but don’t worry, you’re still number two.”
It had been an unbelievable day. There were thirty-seven billion people in the world and almost a fourth of them were following me.
“We’ll need to discuss sponsors in the next day or two,” she insisted. “You have over six thousand official offers. I’ve sorted them by brand and monetary value. There are ten of them that I recommend you take a look at.”
“Tomorrow. I promise. What kind of offers are we talking about?”
“Headset offers are always the best. Vibrations has an interesting one, even though they specialize in music meta-gear. Five hundred million cryptos for an exclusive five-year deal, and you’d be a joint spokesmodel with Marabella, a friend of yours I believe.”
“Five…”
“You’re having trouble with your numbers today. Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” she said, giving me a wink. “I know we’d agreed that one hundred thousand was a good practical living wage, but that’s not something you’ll have to worry about anymore. The fact that you’re moving on to stage two makes you even more marketable. The Vibrations deal isn’t even the best one. I just thought working with a friend might interest you. Techtium is offering one billion for three years, as long as you use their gear exclusively, or Prism Electronics is offering one hundred million for a single commercial if you want something more short term—”
“I think I need to talk to someone.”
“Yes. Your father and I have already agreed upon two law firms that would best represent your interests.”
My eyes dropped to the floor.
“He’s very proud of what you’ve accomplished,” she said.
I’d gotten a number of personal messages through my fan channel from him. They had always been short and surprisingly supportive. I’d stopped reading them over the last few months, but I wasn’t entirely sure why. Had I just been too busy, or had I just started to believe him and hadn’t needed to check as often?
“Has his opinion of users changed?” I said.
“You’ll just have to wait and see for yourself,” she replied. “I think he also likes your choice in Victoria.” I felt my face flush. “Yes, he knows she’s taken, but seems rather optimistic that she will choose his son in the end.”
“He’s been watching a lot?”
“He hasn’t missed a day of highlights. I’m looking forward to meeting her by the way…” 
Looking up, I saw her pleading grin. “You’ll meet her soon. You should know she wants to meet you.”
“I do, but it's rude to act as if you’ve spent the last year doing nothing except watching a person and recording their every conversation. I came up often.” She seemed pleased. “You mentioned me over two hundred times.”
“When you put it like that—”
She cut me off. “It sounds rude, right?” Her eyes darted toward the door. “I think the debriefing is about to begin. The last notification on the list is a reminder that your procedure is scheduled for Friday, two days from now.”
Procedure? My Genetic Cleanse. It was really going to happen. I was going to become Ekseliksi.
As she finished, the doctor opened the door.
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End of Book Character Sheet
Player Name: Lucius Edwards
Health: 2,198
Stamina: 4,540
Combat Level: Rank D – Level 99
Strength: Rank C – Level 22
Endurance: Rank C – Level 54
Quickness: Rank C – Level 02
Speed Rank C – Level 82
 
Psionic Level: Rank F
Psionic Energy: 260,819 (Units)
Psionic Power: 296 (Maximum energy use per second)
Psionic Recovery Rate: 3.15 (Units of Psionic Energy recovered per second)
 
Psionic Notes
Chest Voice: Fotia – Strength
Rank G = Red 
Rank F = Orange 
Rank E = Silver 
Note: The color affects all Fotia notes. 
 
Petra – Walls 
Enischyo – Aura 
Akonizo – Bolstering 
Voli – Bolt 
 
Head Voice: Bios - Life 
Rank G-F - White 
Note: We haven't seen Rank E Bios yet. 
 
Therapeia – Heal 
Apotho – Shield 
Othisi – Push
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