
        
            
                
            
        

    ACCIDENTAL WARRIOR




JAMIE DAVIS
MEDICCAST PRODUCTIONS



Copyright © 2017 by Jamie Davis. All rights reserved.
This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is purely coincidental.
Reproduction in whole or in part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited.
The authors greatly appreciate you taking the time to read their work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or telling your friends about it, to help them spread the word.
Thank you for supporting their work.
Cover art by CoversByChristian.com
Created with Vellum



Dedicated to the LitRPG community who’ve supported this project from the beginning. Enjoy.
— Jamie Davis
To Madison and my family.
— C.J. Davis



CONTENTS
More Books
Prologue
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Also by Jamie Davis
Leave a Review
About the Author



Get a free book and updates on new books.
Go to JamieDavisBooks.com/litrpg-list
—
Accidental Traveller LitRPG Series
Accidental Thief
Accidental Warrior
Accidental Mage (Dec/Jan 2017-18)
—
Extreme Medical Services Books
Book 1 - Extreme Medical Services
Book 2 - The Paramedic’s Angel
Book 3 - The Paramedic’s Choice
Book 4 - The Paramedic’s Hunter
Book 5 - The Paramedic’s Witch
Book 6 - The Paramedic’s Nemesis
—
Eldara Sister Series
The Nightingale’s Angel
Blue and Gray Angel
—
The Broken Throne Series
The Charm Runner
Prophecy’s Child
Queen of Avalon
Stolen Destiny
Mended Throne (Nov 2017)





PROLOGUE
TILDI THE ELDER, master wizard, tended the small herb garden in her tower’s central courtyard. These mundane plants were of little magical use but they were tasty when added to her meals and the simple activity gave her some peace.
A tinkling bell sounded from inside her tower and a wisp of blue smoke wafted from open window of her tower’s upper room. Theran was here. That was a surprise. He didn’t usually drop in unannounced or uninvited.
Standing, Tildi brushed the soil from her knees and limped inside, her old joints protesting at the sudden change in position and movement. She groaned at having to hurry but she supposed she ought to see what Theran wanted.
The tall mage was pacing the floor of her tower’s upper room when Tildi arrived. He didn’t see her at first and he was muttering something unintelligible under his breath.
“Good afternoon, Theran. This is a surprise.”
“What took you so long?” Theran snapped. “This is getting serious, Tildi. Emperor Kang’s thugs almost caught me today. I barely escaped with my life.”
Theran brushed at a strand of his gray-streaked black hair that fell across his brow. Underneath, dark blood was caked and matted in a small gash at the hair line.
“Good lord, Theran. Are you alright? Here, let me take a look at that wound.”
“He’s taken my tower, Tildi. Baron Norak and his mage hunters showed up earlier this morning.”
“I didn’t know he was that close to locating you,” Tildi said. She returned with a basin of water and a clean cloth. She began blotting at the head wound. “I’m glad you were able to get away.”
“It was a close thing, let me tell you,” Theran said, wincing as Tildi dabbed at the cut on his brow. “I think he traced me back to the tower after I went east. I had to check on rumors of a new army being raised there by the Emperor.”
“What did you find?” Tildi asked. “I heard rumblings of something going on in Hyroth but I haven’t yet found the time to break away and look into it.”
“It’s a good thing you didn’t, Tildi. Baron Norak has his watchdogs out scouring the city for any magic use. They discovered me after only a day. I didn’t have much time to investigate anything before they caught up with me. Then I had my hands full trying to escape.”
“You must have discovered something, Theran. What did you find out?”
“Emperor Kang has Norak in Hyroth. He’s training a special army using the blood pits. Only the best survive. He’ll soon have a newer, more powerful army to march against Tandon and the other western cities in rebellion.”
“The fighting pits, that must be where she is,” Tildi said, snapping her fingers. “I thought I’d lost her, but the blood magic would have hidden her from my scrying.”
“Who?” Theran asked.
“Uh, no one,” Tildi lied. “Just a person I’ve become interested in.”
“Well if she’s in the arenas it’s likely she’s dead.”
“I doubt she’s dead,” Tildi said. “The person I’m thinking of is very resourceful. She’ll find a way to survive, but she’s going to need help. I think it’s time to contact our friend Hal Dix again.”
“It’s been more than two years since he freed Tandon from the Emperor’s hold,” Theran said. “Why would he care enough to come back now?”
“Hal is, first and foremost, loyal to his family and friends. Hal will come because there’s a friend in need.”
“This is no job for a single thief,” Theran warned. “Your opponent served his purpose and started the rebellion here in the west. He cannot just wander into the eastern cities and do the same thing. That is much closer to the center of Kang’s power.”
“You don’t know or understand the power of the opponent, Theran. You never did.”
Tildi set the basin and cloth down and crossed the room to start rummaging through a leather satchel.
“I must travel to see Hal again.”
“What makes you think he’ll agree to drop everything and come help, even for a friend? He almost died the last time he was here.”
“I can be very persuasive, don’t you know? He will agree to come. Never fear.”
Theran snorted half a laugh and rolled his eyes.
Tildi gathered some things she’d need for the trip to the other world and began stuffing them in her satchel. She looked over her shoulder at her guest.
“Theran, be a dear and call the others while I get ready to travel. I’ll need their power again, along with yours, if I’m to be successful. As you said, time is of the essence.”
Theran grumbled something about Tildi being an incessant busy body under his breath. She chose to ignore his complaints. She smiled to herself when, despite his muttering, he stepped up on the conjuring dais and began an incantation of communication while Tildi prepared to journey from Fantasma across the planes. She opened a large chest in the corner. Inside was the black leather garb of a thief. A double brace of throwing knives lay atop the armor and folded clothing of a master thief. Alongside the throwing knives lay a pair of polished steel daggers.
Tildi smiled and reached into the chest, pulling the daggers from it. She tucked them into her belt. She was already formulating a plan and chuckled. Hal would be so happy to see her, of that she was sure.
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HAL DIX HAD FACED death before. He’d stared the grim reaper in the face on more than one occasion. His opponents had blades and fangs and claws and poison. None of them compared to the slow, painful death he faced today.
Hal faced death certain death by Powerpoint.
Six months into his tenure as a senior management trainee for Arrantis Technologies, Hal Dix was on the way to a new life. His luck had changed for the better. He made a better wage, had moved into a better house, and his home life was happier than ever before.
To say things were starting to look up for a change was an understatement.
Still, here he was, once again, staring at a series of slides on ROI and corporate cash reserves while the idiot senior management trainer at the front of the room droned on, reading each slide’s bullet points verbatim. To make matters worse, Hal found himself seated next to Barry Cross for the entire day, the true bane of his existence.
Not only had corporate accepted Hal’s application to the prestigious senior management trainee program six months ago, they’d also stamped a yes on Barry’s. Now, for the last six months, he’d been stuck in endless classes, seminars, and meetings with Barry’s acerbic wit.
It wouldn’t be so bad but Barry often used Hal as the butt of his jokes and Hal never seemed to come up with a quick verbal comeback until hours later. That left him with the only defense of smiling and laughing along with the other trainees. It made him feel seriously lame.
“Hey, Hal. You ready for the Management Warriors Weekend?” Barry whispered just loud enough for the other trainees nearby to hear. “I hope we’re on opposite teams. I plan on making you into my paintball masterpiece!”
That brought out a burst of snickers from those who’d overheard the threat. The fact was, Hal was not ready for the upcoming trip to a management retreat and five-day team building exercise. It was rumored that trainees who didn’t show what upper management called a “warrior’s heart” were cut from the training program. That worried Hal.
He found he was good at most of what they tried to teach the trainees. He discovered he was able to quickly spot discrepancies in spreadsheets and his ideas for adjustments were usually well received from his trainers and mentors.
What Hal didn’t seem to have, according to his superiors, was a killer instinct and intuition. At least that was what his latest performance review said.
Hal had a strange feeling his head was on the chopping block this weekend. If he didn’t show some initiative and stand out in some way.
He was still lost in thought about the pending retreat trip when the seminar ended. It took Barry’s poke in the shoulder to jolt him out of his daydream.
“Hey, Hal, you plan on staying here all weekend? Seminar’s over, you dolt.”
More laughter from Barry’s crew. They were all vying to be on the aggressor force in this weekend’s culminating event, The Paintball War. Hal knew Barry figured it was the best way to get recognized for their warrior spirit.
Hal didn’t care which side of the battle he was on as long as it was not on Barry’s team.
“I was thinking about the retreat this weekend, Barry. I think it might be your chance to finally show what an asshole you are.” Hal said.
“That’s what you think,” Barry said. “This weekend is where the losers are separated from the winners, Dix. Remember that when I spell out a giant ‘L’ on your chest with paintballs.”
Barry poked Hal in the chest to demonstrate each paintball strike he planned for Hal. Hal brushed Barry’s hand away and stepped around the bully and his groupies.
Hal thought for a moment what it would be like to shove one of his steel daggers up against Barry’s throat so he could feel the blade’s edge against his skin. Maybe Barry should learn how dangerous Hal really could be if he was given the right opportunity.
On his return from the game world of Fantasma six months before, Hal had gone back to the swap meet across from the Arrantis Corporate Campus to see the blade vendor there. He’d bought the pair of steel daggers that so resembled the pair he’d carried and used so effectively in Fantasma’s game world on his path to becoming a master thief.
It still all seemed like nothing more than a strange dream. The game had turned out to be all too real including the pain of sword and dagger wounds that left actual scars he carried to this day. The daggers served as a reminder of his strange journey to the other world.
Hal, hurried from the seminar room, still hearing Barry’s laughter echoing off the corridor walls behind him. Someday he hoped he got the chance to show Barry and his cronies what he could really do. He didn’t think Barry would last long in Fantasma. Then again, Barry would have probably gone right over to work for Emperor Kang’s cronies.
It was sunny outside when Hal left the front entrance of the Arrantis building and crossed the parking lot to stare across the street. The flea market was set up, the same flea market the old woman and wizard Tildi had used to con him into buying the bootleg copy of the Fantasma game.
On a sudden impulse, Hal checked the traffic and dodged across the street to walk among the tents set up for the various vendors. He weaved through the tents filed with people selling assorted tools, blankets, hand-crafts, and artwork until he reached the aisle where the gaming vendor by the name of Dave usually set up his booth.
Dave was there, right where Hal expected him with his used video games for consoles and PCs laid out on the tables around him. Dave was alone, though, which disappointed him.
Hal was afraid to boot up the game and return to Fantasma that way since he knew he’d have to remain stuck there until a wizard of Tildi’s power could be found to return him home. He did have a wife and child here and Mona would certainly notice him gone for an extended time even with the time differential between the worlds.
Hal missed his friends, though, so he checked in with Dave just once, about a month after he returned from his previous trip. He’d wanted to see how his friends in Tandon were doing and hoped Dave might know a way to contact Tildi.
Dave couldn’t help him. As far as Dave was concerned she was a temporary employee he’d hired once when he’d been too sick to come to the flea market to sell his wares. Hal was disappointed but accepted that unless he wanted to boot up the game at home again, he’d probably never know what happened to Kay, Duke Korran, and the others.
Since then, though he didn’t ask for her, Hal wandered through the flea market from time to time to see if Tildi was back in the gaming stall.
She never was.
Hal turned and started back down the aisle between the tents, only half paying attention to where he was going. Before he knew it, a familiar voice called out to him.
“Hey, dagger man, looking for a new blade for your collection?”
Hal looked up and found himself next to the exotic and fantasy blade vendor at the flea market. Just before his trip to Fantasma, he’d admired a fine set of daggers the vendor had offered for sale.
Since then, after he returned and bought the original daggers, he’d come back several times and checked out other short blades and daggers. It was fun to think about how he’d outfit himself as Hal the Master Thief in Fantasma.
He’d never bought any others, though. Mona had thought he was crazy to purchase the first two blades to begin with. Hal could never make her understand his link to the finely wrought daggers. She’d think he was crazy if he told her about his trip to another place and time.
Anyway, she was right. He didn’t need more like them. The two he’d bought were enough. They were mounted at home on the wall of his office there.
Hal walked up to the table covered with cheap, knockoff replicas of famous swords from the movies. Having used the real thing, he could tell the difference.
“Hey, Steve, how’ve you been?”
“Doin’ okay,” Steve replied. “Waiting for another good fantasy flick to make it big so I can sell some more replica blades. It’s not the same as selling the real thing like those matched daggers you bought, but it pays the bills. No one wants to spend the money for functional steel. How are those daggers doing for you? You keeping them clean and sharp?”
“Wouldn’t be much good if they weren’t,” Hal said, chuckling.
Steve understood what Hal meant and laughed along with him. Steve wasn’t just a guy selling swords and knives in a flea market. He was a true artisan who made real blades for people who respected fine steel weapons.
For everyone else, he bought the cheap replicas in bulk from China to sell to the masses. There were a few customers, like Hal, who knew he also had some of the real thing if you knew enough to ask.
Hal glanced around the booth. Steve usually had a new item or two he was proud enough to display for those who knew what to look for. Hal didn’t see anything that caught his eye, though.
“Working on anything new?” Hal asked.
“I got the hankering to work on a classic medievil long sword last week,” Steve replied. He bent down and lifted up a long bundle of black cloth.
“Is that it?” Hal pointed to the bundle.
“Yep. Today’s the first day I brought it out in public. I was hoping I’d run into you or another of my regular blade fans.”
“Well, don’t keep me waiting. Show me this masterpiece,” Hal said.
Steve unwrapped the bundle until the leather and wire wrapped hilt was revealed. The pommel at the end of the grip was shaped like an eagle’s talon gripping a polished steel ball. The hilt’s cross piece was a plain bar of steel, lightly etched with runes, beyond which extended a gleaming three-foot length of sharpened steel.
There was a fuller on both sides over the widest first third of the blade giving it strength while lightening the overall weight in much the same way a steel I-beam worked. It was often called the blood groove, though it had nothing to do with channeling blood.
Hal stared at the blade, transfixed. It was a work of art, even though it was plainer than the replica blades from the movies.
“That is a beauty, Steve. May I have a look?” Hal asked extending a hand.
“Here you go. Careful, though. It’s got a razor’s edge.”
Steve handed Hal the sword hilt first and Hal took it from him with care. Looking around to make sure no one was near, Hal took a few experimental swings. The balance was excellent and the grip felt like it was molded to his hand.
Hal handed it back. “I’m afraid to ask how much that would set me back.”
“Three-fifty,” Steve replied. “That includes a custom wood and leather scabbard and leather sword belt. I’m in the process of finishing the scabbard up now. I’m just waiting for some tool work to be done by my leather guy.”
Hal handed it back and stared at the blade as Steve wrapped it back up in the black cloth. It called to him in the same way the daggers had.
“I can’t spend that much right now,” Hal said. He was thinking about the cost and how it would look if he bought the sword and then got booted from the management training group.
With the coming Management Warriors Weekend, Hal had no business spending money he might not have. Maybe if he survived the cut at work, he could afford to treat himself to the sword. He didn’t feel all that confident, though.
“Steve, I might be able to swing it after a work thing I have coming up this week. Can you hold if for me for a week?”
“Sure, Hal. I won’t have the scabbard finished until then anyway,” Steve said. “I’ll hold it until the end of business next Friday. If you come back, I’ll know you’re interested. If not, I’ve got a few other collectors who will be interested.”
“Thanks, Steve. This gives me something to look forward to.”
A glance at his watch told Hal he was already going to be late getting home. He wanted to make sure he had dinner with Mona and Cari tonight before he left for his trip the next day.
“I gotta bolt, Steve. Thanks for holding that baby for me. Hopefully, things will work out and I’ll be back next week.”
Steve waved and turned to chat with another potential customer who’d wandered by. Hal smiled when the new customer picked up a replica of an elvish scimitar that was popular with a lot of amateur collectors. Let the noob buy the garbage blade. It kept Steve in the money he needed to make the real thing.
Heading back to the street, Hal crossed to the parking lot and jumped in his car to head home. He didn’t want to keep his wife and daughter waiting. Mona and Cari both deserved some of his time before he went away for the five-day retreat tomorrow.
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AFTER DINNER, Hal spent the early part of the evening playing with Cari. She was eighteen-months-old now and she enjoyed playing simple games like peek-a-boo and chasing daddy around the house.
He worked at wearing out the energetic toddler so she’d go to right to sleep later. Hal hoped that would give he and Mona some time to enjoy a few glasses of wine together before bed. He left for the MWW retreat first thing in the morning.
The plan worked for once. Cari settled in her crib without fussing and Hal returned to the first floor carrying the portable baby monitor.
“She’s all settled,” Hal announced. “God bless good sleeping babies.”
“Come sit down, Hal,” Mona said, patting the sofa cushion next to her. “I’ve poured you a glass of wine.”
Hal settled into the spot next to his wife and took the offered wine glass from her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. She’d showered after dinner while he played with Cari and her damp blonde hair, pulled back in a ponytail, had a floral scent from her shampoo.
“You smell nice,” Hal said.
“Thanks. A woman has to keep up appearances, you know.”
Hal laughed. “You don’t have to do that with me. I know how lucky I am to have you, more so than you’ll ever know.”
“I’d love to know what happened to you while I was on that weekend away six months ago,” Mona said. “You’ve been quite the attentive husband since then.”
“I just decided to turn over a new leaf, to show off a newer, more confident me.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Hal,” Mona said. “I like the new you, I just wonder what precipitated it. People don’t just change overnight.”
“Am I that different than the guy you married?” Hal asked.
“No. In fact, you’re more like the man I met when we first started dating. It’s like you started to believe in yourself again, at least until the last few weeks. Is there something going on at work you’re not telling me?”
“No. I just have to remember to trust myself and my own version of luck, that’s all. It got me this far in the management trainee program, didn’t it?” Hal tried to bluster a little to hide the nervousness about the upcoming retreat.
Mona saw right through him.
“Hal, you don’t have to pretend with me. I can tell you’re worried about making the cut this weekend. Don’t be. Just be yourself and let the chips fall where they may. We’ll find a way to make it through. We’ve got my engineering salary after all and if this doesn’t work out, you’ll bounce back and find something even better.”
“That’s easy for you to say,” Hal said. “You’re the quintessential rising star where you work.”
“It is easy for me to say, but not because of that. It’s easy because it’s true,” Mona said. She leaned forward until she was whispering in his ear. “If you come upstairs right now, I’ll show you how much confidence I have in you and send you off to this retreat with a little bounce in your step.”
“Promise?” Hal said, a grin spreading across his face as Mona got up and started for the stairs.
“Come on and find out for yourself, Hal.”

HAL WOKE up early the next morning to his phone’s alarm telling him to get up and get ready to catch his flight. He untangled himself from Mona, trying not to wake her. She was working from home today and didn’t have to get up for a rush hour commute.
He jumped in the shower and let the water play over his face to help him wake up. The flight the travel office had arranged for him and the other trainees left at ten-thirty AM and that meant he’d be driving to the airport at the height of rush hour. Given the security lines at the airport, he didn’t want to be late. He was hoping for an exit aisle seat for some extra leg room and he had to wait until he got to the gate for his seat assignment.
Hal got dressed and popped into Cari’s room on the way downstairs. He leaned over the crib railing to kiss the blonde-haired little girl goodbye. She stirred a little but didn’t wake up. She was dressed in a one-piece sleeper and curled around her favorite stuffed bunny.
Closing the door, Hal went downstairs and loaded up with his laptop bag and carryon before hitting the road for the airport. It turned out traffic wasn’t as bad as he expected and he arrived at the long-term parking lot with time to spare.
He smiled to himself as he climbed on the shuttle bus to head to the terminal. Everything was going smooth as glass today and Hal hoped it was an indicator of how the rest of the retreat was going to proceed.
Getting in the security line, he put his shoes and work laptop in the plastic bin and slid his carry-on suitcase up on the scanner belt next to it.
He made sure his items were sliding into the X-ray scanner then stepped through the body scanner. The TSA agent waved him through and he stepped over to the belt to grab his bags. His laptop and shoes were there along with the leather laptop bag Mona had bought him when he got into the management program. All he needed now was his carry-on suitcase.
There seemed to be some sort of discussion between three TSA agents by the video screens for the X-ray scanner. One of them looked his way.
“Is this your bag, sir?” The agent said while pointing to his bag now sliding down the belt. The agent intercepted it before Hal could reach for it and set it down next to him.
“Yes, that’s my bag,” Hal said. “Is there some sort of problem, officer?”
“Come with me, please,” the agent said.
Hal assumed this was a normal, random check by the airport security team until two other guards fell in beside him and escorted him through a locked security door and into a room with a table and two chairs.
“What’s your name?” The first agent asked directing Hal to sit with one hand.
“Hal, Hal Dix. Do you need to see my ID?”
Hal remained standing and started rummaging through his laptop bag for his wallet.
“Have a seat, Mr. Dix. We have a problem with something in your bag, sir, and we need ask you a few questions.”
Hal sat down, confused and running through the list of things he’d packed the night before. He’d put in travel sizes for all his toiletries and he couldn’t think of anything else that might be in there. This wasn’t his first time flying for work like this.
The two agents who’d escorted him stood by the door while the first agent put his carryon bag up the table and unzipped it and turned it around so Hal could see in side.
“Would you care to explain these, Mr. Dix?”
Hal’s eyes widened when he saw what was inside the bag, laying right on top of the clothes he’d packed the night before. Two familiar daggers lay side by side atop his favorite golf shirt. At first, he thought they were the pair of blades he bought from Steve at the flea market and he couldn’t understand why Mona had thought this would be funny.
Then he looked closer and realized these weren’t the blades he bought at the flea market. There were marks of hard use on the hilts and blades. These blades had seen real combat.
He knew these daggers well, though he hadn’t laid eyes on them for over six months. These were the blades he’d used to fight his way through the streets of Tandon while he defeated the Emperor’s Wardens there.
How had they gotten here? All his gear from Fantasma had disappeared when he returned home from his travels there.
“I asked you a question, Mr. Dix. Can you explain these blades in your bags? Do you recognize them?”
“Uh, no, I mean yes,” Hal stammered. He was a terrible liar and he knew it. Better to just tell the truth.
“Which is it, Mr. Dix? We take airline security very seriously.”
“I do recognize the daggers, but I don’t understand how they got in there,” Hal said, trying to come up with some sort of plausible explanation for the agent. “Honestly, officer, all I can think of is my wife was playing some sort of bad joke on me.”
“We don’t find this kind of thing funny, Mr. Dix. Do you?”
“No, officer, I don’t think this is funny at all. I assure you I’m not the kind of guy to try and smuggle these on a plane. What kind of idiot would think you could get these past the X-ray scanner to begin with?”
“We see all kinds of idiots here, Mr. Dix. All kinds.”
The agent stood up, taking the daggers from the case with him.
“I’ll need to speak to a supervisor about this, Mr. Dix. Remain here while I go see what we should do about this.”
Hal stayed in his seat while the first agent left the room. He never even said his name and Hal was too nervous to remember to check the man’s name tag. The other two TSA agents remained by the door behind him, watching his back.
The whole situation made Hal sweat and itch between his shoulder blades. He resisted the urge to turn and look at the two remaining guards.
He sat like that, staring straight ahead over the top of his opened carryon bag for several minutes.
The door opened behind him and a voice said, “Leave me alone with the suspect.”
It dawned on him the voice was familiar, though he hadn’t heard it in a while. He spun around in the chair to see a diminutive woman of about five feet in height, dressed in a TSA supervisor’s uniform. She was shooing the two officers by the door out with one hand and shutting the door with the other. The woman shut the door and turned around.
“Hello, Hal,” Tildi the Elder said.
“Tildi?” Hal said. “What are you doing working for the TSA? Am I part of some secret government program or something?”
“I don’t work for your government, Hal. That would be absurd. This is just a ruse to get a chance to talk with you alone.”
“You put the daggers in my bag and had me scared half to death just so you could have a chat with me?” Hal asked. His voice was rising in pitch and he was starting to get angry.
“Careful, Hal. If you make too much noise, the other guards might come back in and then I won’t be able to help you out of this mess.”
“A mess you got me in to begin with, Tildi,” Hal said, trying to take even breaths and working to keep his voice level and calm.
“A mess I can get you back out of, too. Now be quiet and listen. We don’t have too much time,” the old mage said.
“I know. I have a flight to catch, Tildi. You’re lucky I got here early.”
“No, you’re lucky you got hear early. Now I don’t have to yank you back to Fantasma against your will like the last time.”
“What do you mean, back to Fantasma?” Hal asked. “I can’t go back there. I have things that need to get done here. I fought the Wardens and won Tandon back from the Emperor. You said that would be enough.”
“For a time, it was enough. As we hoped, other cities in the west country rebelled against their Wardens and the Emperor’s control over the western lands has decreased for a time. Then it all changed,” Tildi said.
“What changed?” Hal asked.
“The rumors started of a great army being raised by the Emperor to the east. He sought to reconquer the lands he’d lost. We needed someone to find out where the army was being organized and what the Emperor’s plans were. Kay had been looking for her lost siblings and discovered they had been taken somewhere to the east. She volunteered to go in search of this army and send back reports on its composition and size.”
Tildi paused before continuing.
“What is it?” Hal said. “What aren’t you telling me.”
“Kay stopped sending us messages three months ago. They were traveling back to Duke Korran in Tandon via caravan. It took weeks for a single message to travel to him so it was a long time before he realized another message was not coming. We realized she had been lost.”
“She’s dead?” Hal said. He couldn’t believe it and he shook his head. Kay had been his closest companion while in Tandon. He would never have succeeded if it weren’t for her.
“I know she’s not dead,” Tildi said. “She is in grave danger, though, and will surely die if help does not arrive in time.”
Tildi met Hal’s eyes and held his gaze for a long time.
“Tildi, if I leave now, everything I’ve achieved since I’ve been back will be lost. I have an event this weekend that I can’t miss. If I went with you, I’d be gone too long.”
“You let me worry about that, Hal,” Tildi said “Remember, time works differently between our two worlds. I can make it so you can still attend your work event. My question for you is will you undertake this quest and rescue your friend?”
Hal thought back to his previous trip to Fantasma. Kay had pulled him through more than one close scrape. They’d fought their way out of a death sentence, destroyed a slaving ring, and liberated a city together. She stood by his side the entire time.
He couldn’t leave her to face certain death.
“What do I do?” Hal said.
“Get on your plane. I’ll take care of the rest.”
Before he could get a word of complaint out, Tildi walked past Hal and left him alone in the interrogation room. A few minutes later, the original TSA guard returned.
“Mr. Dix, my supervisor says you’re free to go. She’s confiscated your weapons. They belong to the TSA now. Please try and be more careful with what gets packed in your luggage in the future.”
Hal zipped up his carry-on bag, nodded at the officer and left the interrogation room to find his flight. On the outside, as he strolled down the terminal, Hal appeared the calm business traveler. On the inside, he trembled with anticipation and more than a little anxiety over his pending return to Fantasma.
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HAL ARRIVED at his gate just as the plane was starting to board. He found out he had been upgraded to business class tickets so he was able to get on the flight among the first travelers to pass through the gate to the plane. He was surprised but figured Tildi had something to do with it. He settled into his seat and waited for the rest of the passengers to board. He particularly enjoyed the puzzled look on Barry’s face as he walked past Hal’s spacious seat at the front of the plane on his way to the coach section in the back.
It was Hal’s first time not flying back in the coach cabin of the plane. After Barry passed by, hall took a moment and enjoyed perusing the amenities afforded to the business class travelers up front. The flight attendant brought him a drink while everyone else got situated.
The rear of the seat in front of him had a small viewing screen that offered a selection of inflight entertainment and Hal started scrolling through his options with a finger. He found his favorite TV sitcom and decided to enjoy a few of his favorite episodes for the flight. After all, Tildi had said to get on his flight and she’d take care of the rest. He had a few hours to kill until he got to the mountain retreat outside of Denver. Hal assumed that was where she’d open a portal or something to take him back to Fantasma.
As the plane taxied down the runway and began to take off, Hal plugged in his earbuds to the seat's headphone jack and settled back to watch some TV. He reached forward and tapped the play button on the touchscreen to start the video.
The screen in front of him went black, then flashed to a complex strobing pattern of white and colored panels forcing Hal's eyes to lock on the view screen. His vision began to bend at the edges and he began to feel like he was falling, as if he were spinning through the air backwards.
Hal realized he’d never make it to Denver after all, and he wondered what the other passengers would think. Would he disappear completely or did his body remain in place in a sort of suspended animation? Hal would have to ask Tildi when he saw her next…

HAL GROANED and opened his eyes. He stared up at some sort of tent stretched out over him. He was laying on his back and it was dark. It took him a moment of looking around for Hal to realize it wasn’t a tent. He was lying in a comfortable canopy bed. The room’s stone walls were covered here and there with tapestries. A wooden wardrobe stood along one wall and a pair of chairs sat on either side of a small table.
On one of the chairs, Hal spotted a familiar black outfit folded and waiting for him. His leather pants, and white linen shirt were there, along with his boots, leather breast plate and even his twin daggers and double brace of eight throwing knives. His worn leather backpack hung on the back of the chair.
Recognizing his armor and gear set him at ease for the moment. He had to admit, this was a lot better than waking up in an alley like he did the last time he came to Fantasma. Out of habit, Hal opened up his stats menu and checked back on his attributes and other character information. It had been a while since he’d looked over his listed abilities.
The glowing gold letters scrolled past his eyes as he scanned the numbers.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 11
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 16 — +4
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 88/88
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision, Acrobatic Dodge - 6, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 5, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps.
Master Thief skills - Instant Kill (land an attack while engaging this skill and instantly kill the target). Detect Lies (detect if someone is lying for a period of five minutes once per day).
Experience: 142,600/250,000
THE DOOR OPENED and Hal dismissed his stats so he could see who came it. It was a liveried servant, their tunic emblazoned with the crest of the Duke of Tandon. Hal was in Duke Korran’s palace.
“Ah, Master Hal,” the servant said when he saw Hal staring at him. “The Duke asked me to check on you. It is good to see you’re awake.”
The servant bustled over to the curtained windows and flung them open, flooding the room with bright sunlight.
“What time is it?” Hal asked, shielding his eyes from the sudden glare.
“It’s nearly midday, sir. The Duke and Duchess will be taking their lunch soon if you’d like to join them. His Grace wasn’t sure you’d be feeling up to it after your ordeal.”
“What ordeal? I feel fine,” Hal said.
“You were found in an alley down by the Harbor district,” the servant said, pouring water from a pitcher into the wash basin on the table. “You were unconscious and wearing strange clothing. Luckily, a passerby recognized you and summoned the guard. They brought you here to the palace. The Duke’s physician proclaimed you were only asleep and to allow you time to awaken on your own.”
“How long have I been asleep?”
“You were carried in here late yesterday afternoon. I helped undress you myself. The Duke had your things fetched from the armory. He kept them there should you return someday to claim them.”
“Good thing, I guess,” Hal said. He checked under the covers. Yep, he was naked. “Would you let the Duke and Duchess know I’ll be right down to lunch as soon as I clean up a bit and get dressed?”
“I would be happy to, sir. Would you like assistance dressing?” The man asked.
“No, uh, I think I can manage myself, thank you. Tell his Grace I’ll be right there.”
“Of course, sir. If you need anything, another servant will be close by. Just call and one of us will attend you.”
The man gave Hal a deep bow and rushed from the room.
Once the servant was gone, Hal jumped out of bed and began dressing. He had to admit it felt good to don the old gear again. He had practically lived in that outfit six months before on his last visit to the city. He and Kay had freed the city from the Emperor’s Wardens, killing each one in turn until Korran, captain of the royal guard, stepped forward to take the place of the former Duke.
Hal stood by the window while he buckled on his leather breast plate. The city below looked good from what he could see. The harbor was full of merchant ships, a good sign of a healthy economy. The streets he could see seemed filled with people going about their work. All seemed well in the city of Tandon.
Attaching the throwing knives in their leather scabbards to the front of his breast plate, Hal wrapped the belt with its pouches and two sheathed daggers around his waist. Finally, he pulled the long black cloak across his shoulders, clipping the cloak’s brass clips to the shoulder buckles of his breast plate. The black fabric hung down to just above his heels. The broad hood lay back at his neck.
Not for the first time, Hal wished he had a mirror to check out his appearance. He was pretty sure he looked totally badass. He was a Master Thief after all. He had to look the part.
Hal checked his inventory as he picked up his backpack.
LEATHER PANTS
Cotton Shirt
Leather Boots
All-Weather Cloak
Studded Leather Armor (+2 to defense)
Bracers of Fire Resistance (+2 to save vs. fire spells and effects)
Steel Dagger (x2)
Throwing Knives (8)(+1 to attack/damage)
Leather Backpack
Flint and Steel
Wet Stone
Lock Picks
Climbing Grapnel
Sturdy Rope
Healing Potion
HAL WALKED to the door and poked his head out. A young servant standing across the hall snapped to attention.
“How may I help you, sir?”
“I’m dressed,” Hal said. “I suppose it’s time for lunch? I’m famished.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy said. “Follow me, sir.”
The boy kept stealing glances over his shoulder at Hal, awe showing on his face each time.
“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” Hal asked.
“You’re The Hood, ain’t you!?. I’ve heard all about you and how you saved the city and the Duke and Duchess!”
“I suppose that’s me, but I didn’t do it alone. Others helped along the way,” Hal said.
“Oh, yes, Lady Kareena, known a Kay on the streets. I know her, too,” the boy said. “She stayed here in the palace for a time after your disappearance. She left the city at the behest of His Grace.”
“Just out of curiosity, boy, how long have I been gone from Tandon?” Hal asked.
“It has to be over two years now.” The boy scratched his head as he walked. “I hadn’t started working here in the palace yet and I’ve been here two years next month.”
Two years, Hal thought. That’s a long time. A lot could happen in that time frame.
“How long has Lady Kay been gone to the east?” Hal asked.
“Nearly a year since she left, sir. It was just after the winter solstice feast last year. I was serving the Duke after supper when she made her request to seek out her family.”
“The Duke and Duchess offered her whatever support she needed,” the boy continued. “They outfitted her with a caravan to the east and guards to get her through the barren lands between here and the eastern cities.”
“And that was a year ago? And no one has heard from her since?”
“Not that I know of, but I’m not privy to the information the Duke receives from the eastern cities,” the boy replied. “They are still under the Emperor’s control and not much filters back here from that far away.”
The lad stopped at a pair of double doors. “This is the Duke’s private dining chamber. He’s expecting you.”
The boy pulled the door open and bowed as Hal walked past him into the room. There was a twenty-foot long table with chairs lining both sides in the center of the long room. At the far end, Hal spotted the Duke and Duchess. A group of servants hustled about to bring out food and drinks for the meal.
“Hal Dix,” Duke Koran exclaimed as Hal sauntered in. “Come here and let me see you.”
Hal strode across the room and stopped with a low bow to the Duke and his Lady.
“Your Grace, I understand I have you to thank for the restful hospitality after my untimely arrival in your city,” Hal said.
“Please, we’re in private. Call us by our names. We were both very concerned when the sergeant of the guard announced you’d been found in the Harbor District, unconscious and alone.”
“Very well, Korran and Olivia,” Hal said. “Thank you for taking care of me until I awakened this morning.”
“It was the least we could do, Hal,” Olivia, the Duchess, said. “You did so much for both of us in freeing the city. Please sit down and eat something with us. I’m sure you’re hungry.”
“I am at that,” Hal said. He slid into a chair to Korran’s right. Olivia sat across from Hal on the Duke’s left.
“I have two questions for you Hal, if you will deign to answer them,” Korran said as Hal dished up some meat and vegetables from the platter in front of him.
“Of course,” Hal said. “I have no secrets from you.” Hal took a roll from the platter in front of him and slathered some fresh butter on the warm bread before taking a bite.
“Why did you leave us so suddenly two years ago?” Korran asked. “No one saw you leave the palace by any gate or even by the secret passage in my quarters.”
Hal finished his bite of bread while he thought about his answer. He’d never hidden the fact that he was from a far-away land, brought here by a strange mage across a great distance.
“I’m sorry for that, Korran. It was not my intention to leave without saying goodbye. I was eating at the feast you threw to celebrate taking back the city. I looked up and thought I recognized the mage who sent me here. I had to catch up with her and raced down a passage from the great hall. It was there she cast a spell on me and began to return me to my home, to my wife and daughter. I had no chance to do anything but go with her.”
“I wondered if it might be something like that,” Korran said. “We searched the whole city for you, even offering a reward. Imagine my surprise when someone came forward to claim that reward yesterday, saying they found you in an alley wearing strange clothes and unconscious.”
“Yes, well, I discovered I was returning suddenly, without a chance to pack or prepare for the trip,” Hal said.
“Why did you return, Hal?” Olivia asked. “Is there some danger to the city? Have you returned to help us again?”
“I’m not aware of a specific danger, Olivia,” Hal said. “I encountered the strange mage again in my home land. She told me only that Kay was in some danger to the east and she’d only survive if I returned to find her.”
“I thought your reappearance was too timely to be a coincidence,” Korran said. “Kay left for the east to seek out her missing siblings. I asked her to send back reports of things she saw there, to help us and the other free cities in the west to prepare if there was to be a new invasion.”
“How long has it been since you’ve heard from her?” Hal asked.
“The last message I received was dated six months ago,” Korran said. “It took nearly two months to arrive and I’ve heard nothing since. I usually received monthly reports so it is concerning that we’ve received nothing else in the last four months.”
“That matches up with what I was told before I came. Did you send anyone to look for her?” Hal asked.
“There was no one I could send. I asked each of the caravan leaders who arrived from eastward lands if they had any word from her but none of them heard anything. She usually sought them out when they arrived in a city. She would give them a sealed message and a sum of gold to deliver it. As far as I can tell, she’s approached no one since the last message arrived.”
“What kind of information was she passing back to you, Korran?” Hal asked.
“Her last two messages talked of a new army rising in the east under the Emperor’s leading noble, Baron Norak. The final message said she was going to try and locate the source of the rumors in the great city of Hyroth where this new army was basing its operations.”
“Great,” Hal said. “So, Kay was looking for the source of this army when she disappeared. Now all we know is that she was in some vast city in the east. That’s all rather vague.”
“Did you think it would be a simple matter to find her, Hal? Grand quests like this are seldom easy. You sound surprised,” Korran said.
“No, not surprised. I suppose it could be worse. The army could be led by someone named Vader.”
“Is this Vader a dangerous war lord where you come from?” Olivia asked.
“Something like that,” Hal said, opting not to explain movies to them.
“I suppose I’m should head east and see what I can find out. If I can slip into this city of Hyroth, I should be able to get to the bottom of this.”
“You must be careful, Hal,” Korran said. “The eastern cities have been under Imperial rule for far longer than places like Tandon. They will not rise up and overthrow the Emperor like the folk here did. You will have to come up with a different way to accomplish your mission.”
“When does the next caravan leave heading east?” Hal asked. “That is the one I want to travel with. I can’t waste more time here than necessary.”
“I will check but I believe one will leave within a few days. No more than a week, I’m sure,” Korran said.
“Then I should prepare myself while you find out when it leaves.” Hal said, finishing his wine and sopping up the last of the meal’s juices from his plate with a final piece of his dinner roll. “I will have to visit Colin at the Caravansary Outfitters once we know when it leaves. In the meantime, I think I should, if possible, see the final messages sent back by Kay.”
“Of course,” Korran said. “I’ll have copies of her missives sent to your room for you to look over. Perhaps you can glean some additional meaning from them that I could not.”
“I’ll see what they say and get back to you at dinner,” Hal said.
He bowed to his hosts and left the private dining room.
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A SERVANT LED Hal to a private library near the Duke’s personal chambers. Inside, he was shown a box holding the communications from Kay. Hal decided to start at the beginning and read the notes in chronological order.
Kay’s initial letters talked of increasing rumors about a new Imperial army being trained somewhere near Hyroth. She told the Duke she was going to procure passage with a caravan to that city and begin her search in earnest there. Kay also mentioned that there was evidence her siblings may have passed through Hyroth as well in the hands of imperial slave traders. She was happy to be able to track both trails at once.
Subsequent letters detailed the trip but contained no further information. That changed with her final letter. It was the only letter sent from Hyroth. She related a story of press gangs scouring the city at night, scooping up drunken caravan guards and travelers. Kay said most of the disappearances happened in or near the caravan district of the city and she was going to investigate. It was rumored they were captured for something called “the arena,” whatever that was.
The last item in the box was a short note from a local caravan merchant. He said that Kay had disappeared in Hyroth and there was no trace of her remaining there. The merchant, a man by the name of Flemming Ginty, said he would continue to make polite inquiries as to Kay’s whereabouts but he didn’t hold out much hope. He suspected she had left the city.
Hal sat back in his chair and thought about what Kay had discovered. It was possible she had tried to get swept up in one of the press gangs to find out what was going on with the missing guards and travelers in the city. If so, she could be undercover and unable to get word out if she needed help or rescuing.
He was lost in thought about it and almost didn’t hear the floorboard creaking behind him. Hal barely got his hand up in front of his neck, stopping the thin rope garrote from crushing his windpipe.
The would-be assassin yanked him backward out of the chair, trying to choke him with the cord twisting and tightening behind his neck. Hal tried to cry out but even with his hand in the way, the garrote was surprisingly effective at cutting off his air supply.
Hal had to think fast before the assassin tried another approach to killing him. He pulled a knife free from the sheaths on his breastplate and, holding it in a reverse grip, stabbed backward at his attacker.
The knife connected and Hal heard a grunt of pain from the assassin.
Tension released from the cord around his neck and Hal sprang forward, away from his attacker and spun around. The man was dressed in the servant’s livery from the palace but he could have gotten that from the laundry or killed a servant to take it. The man’s weapon of choice, the garrote, announced him as an assassin and member of the black brotherhood.
Hal had faced them once before when the local Wardens in Tandon had tried to have him killed. Hal had assumed the price was off his head.
He was mistaken.
Hal drew his two daggers and crouched into a defensive stance.
“Who sent you?” Hal asked.
The other man sneered but said nothing. He drew a wicked looking curved blade from under his tunic. Hal noticed the blade looked sticky with a tarry substance coating the edge.
Great. Poison.
The familiar slot machine began rolling in his head, as it always did when he was in need of some luck. It told Hal he had a choice to make that might determine if he won or lost this fight.
The assassin snarled and charged forward, leading with the poisoned blade. The attacker didn’t need to do more than scratch Hal with his dagger to kill him.
Hal had to be careful.
He parried the blade to the side with one dagger while he slashed with the other.
Dancing backward, the assassin avoided the attack with ease.
Hal darted forward, using his acrobatic dodge skill to duck under the blade in a somersault and coming up inside the assassin’s guard with a double stabbing attack. One of the daggers was parried but the other opened a nasty gash on the man’s leg.
Diving to one side to avoid the return slash with the poisoned dagger, Hal managed to once again avoid injury.
The attacker was twice injured now. Once from Hal’s initial strike with one of his throwing knife and the other the slash from his dagger. The man still seemed to be unfazed and started to come at Hal again.
Hal wanted to question the man but realized he was playing with death here. One lucky strike and Hal was a dead man. He needed to end this quickly.
Hal engaged his Instant Kill skill and lunged for the assassin. Hal feinted with one of his daggers while driving the other home below the curve of his jaw where the man’s head met his neck.
Blood flooded from the man’s mouth and he fell to the floor, dead.
BLACK BROTHERHOOD ASSASSIN killed - 3,500 experience points awarded.
HAL STEPPED FORWARD and kicked the poisoned dagger away, then leaned down and started searching the man’s clothing for anything that might explain the attack.
A folded piece of paper was the only evidence he could find. It showed a rather good, hand-sketched likeness of himself and listed a bounty of fifteen hundred gold pieces for Hal the Hood’s death.
Hal didn’t know if he should be flattered or frightened. Clearly, word had gotten out he was back in town and the local assassins had decided to come after him.
The door opened and Hal snatched a fresh throwing knife from its sheath and readied to throw if it was another attacker.
The serving girl who entered took one look at the body on the floor and Hal’s fighting stance and screamed, dropping the tray of wine and goblets to the floor.
Hal tried to stop her but she turned and ran back out the door, her screaming cries echoing down the halls of the palace. The sound of armored men running up the passage soon followed and several armed guards burst into the room.
The sergeant of the guard took in the situation at a glance.
“Are you alright, Master Hal?”
“I’m well. I cannot say the same about this man. He attacked me from behind while I was working. I tried to take him alive but he forced me to kill him. Oh, and be careful. That blade over there appears to be poisoned.”
The sergeant glanced at the curved blade on the floor and nodded.
“Hutchins, tell His Grace what happened. I expect he’ll want to see this for himself,” the sergeant ordered.
The guard saluted and left to find the Duke.
Hal handed the sergeant the paper he found on the assassin.
“He had this on him. Nothing else,” Hal said.
The sergeant glanced at the paper and up at Hal. “It’s a good likeness.”
“Perhaps a bit too good,” Hal agreed. “It seems the Emperor’s agents know I’m back in Fantasma.”
“We can provide you an armed guard. This should never have happened inside the palace. I’m sure the captain of the guard will offer his apologies.”
“Apologies won’t stop the next guy from trying his luck against mine,” Hal replied. “I think I need to talk to His Grace again. My plans might have to be expedited a bit.”
The sergeant had no comment. He pointed to the body on the floor.
“Take him down to the guard house,” the sergeant ordered. “I want all the on-duty guards to come in and see his face. Someone must have seen him pass into the palace. I want to know where he entered and who might have entered with him.”
The two other guards stepped forward and lifted the dead man from the puddle of blood on the floor, carrying him from the room.
Hal took the opportunity to place the communications from Kay back into the wooden box. He closed the lid and waited in silence with the sergeant until the Duke arrived.
“Hal, what happened? I heard you were attacked.”
“It was the Black Brotherhood, Korran. They’ve discovered I’m back in Tandon. There’s still an Imperial price on my head it seems.”
“I must apologize for this, Hal. You should have been safe in the palace.”
“Perhaps it is for the best. I think I should move up my timeline to leave for the east. I wonder if you could arrange for me to be hired on as a caravan guard on the next caravan headed for Hyroth?”
The Duke nodded. “That is easy enough. What did you have in mind?”
“You make it known that I’m still here, under protective custody in the palace,” Hal said. “I’ll sneak out and take on work as a caravan guard in the meantime. That will keep the assassins off my trail while I head to the east to investigate Kay’s disappearance.”
QUEST ACCEPTED - LOCATE KAY.
Quest accepted - Get hired as a caravan guard.
“YOU WILL NEED gear if you’re to appear as a common mercenary soldier and guard,” Duke Korran said. “I’ll arrange for Colin at the Caravansary Outfitters to supply you with everything you need. When will you set out?”
“I think I should leave immediately. The caravan merchants should be hiring now if they’re leaving in a few days as you said over lunch. I’ll stop at Colin’s to equip myself and then take your recommendation to the merchant to get hired.”
“Begging your pardon, Master Hal,” the sergeant interrupted. “It might make more sense if I write that recommendation. It would seem strange for His Grace to recommend a common soldier for caravan guard duty. If I were to do it, I could say you’re a cousin of mine or something.”
“That is an excellent idea, sergeant,” the Duke said. “It will seem less suspicious if the letter comes from you. Will that work, Hal?”
“I think it will work just fine. Now, I need some commoner’s clothing so I can slip out of the palace unnoticed this evening. Then I can be on my way.”
Duke Korran stepped forward and clasped wrists with Hal. “Blessings on you for a safe trip. Try to send word back on your progress. If I can send you aid from here in Tandon, I will.”
“Thank you, Korran,” Hal said.
He and the Duke made plans for how Hal would send back his communiques while the sergeant arranged for the letter and got Hal some simpler clothing to change into. It was time to go into service as a caravan guard.
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TWO HOURS LATER, Hal left the palace through the main gate. He walked alongside the day’s petitioners for relief and justice who passed through the gate every day. He wore rough spun wool trousers and a simple cotton tunic. A broad-brimmed hat, pulled down low over his eyes, helped hide his face from any who might have recognized him.
He had a single dagger tucked in to his common brown leather boots because it would stand out if he was armed to the teeth like he usually was. It was approaching winter in this part of Fantasma and the days were getting shorter. He only had an hour or so of daylight left and he wanted to get across town to the Caravan District and visit Colin at the Caravansary Outfitters shop.
Hal knew he’d feel much less naked once he was outfitted with the necessary gear of a mercenary guard for hire. Duke Korran had assured him Colin would have all the expected equipment ready for him when he arrived. Hal only had to get there without getting attacked again by a random assassin or getting recognized by anyone.
Most people were engrossed in their own lives, however, and had little time for another common farmer or shopkeeper on his way home from the palace district. Hal made his way without any trouble to the street where the outfitters shop was located. That was when he ran into his first bit of difficulty.
Hal was about to stroll up to the Outfitters main door when he noticed two men standing across the street watching the building. They stood about twenty yards apart but they were clearly paying more attention to Colin’s establishment than they were to whatever business they were pretending to be on. He didn’t know who they were or even if they were looking for him, but it didn’t make a whole lot of sense to take a chance. They could be more assassins and were covering the outfitters building just in case he showed up.
It wasn’t worth it to take a chance. It was imperative he enter and leave Colin’s establishment undetected. He couldn’t allow his mission to be compromised so early.
Hal either had to find another way into Colin’s shop or he needed to distract the two men in a way that allowed him to slip inside unseen. Once there, he was sure Colin could figure out how to get him out undetected.
Hal checked his belt pouch. It contained a small supply of gold, gemstones and silver pieces for his trip. It was the only thing he brought with him from his previous gear. Hal tapped the pouch with his fingers for a few minutes while he pondered the problem. Then he spotted exactly what he needed to pull it off. There were two women who had to be prostitutes standing on the opposite corner from where he stood.
The two women chatted up all the men who passed them by and gave appraising stares to every woman who walked by. Hal pulled two gold crowns from his purse. That should be plenty to hire them to provide his diversion. He pulled his hat’s brim lower to avoid recognition and crossed over to the two women.
“Hello, tall, dark, and mysterious,” the first woman said. “You look like you could use a little personal attention.”
“Yeah, perhaps you’d like to offer enough to hire both of us for a few hours,” the second offered.
“I don’t have the time for that right this instant, ladies, but I would like to hire your services for a little prank on my friend over there.” Hal hooked a thumb over his shoulder and pointed to the closest of the two men.
“What did you have in mind?” The first woman asked. “And how much is it worth to you?”
Hal held up the two gold coins for an instant so they could see his money then palmed them so he didn’t draw the attention of passersby.
“I have a gold crown for each of you for your trouble,” Hal said. “I’d like you to approach that gentleman and pretend to have a fight over him. It needs to be loud and public so everyone on the street hears you. Can you do that?”
“Honey, for that kind of money, I’ll fight with the Emperor himself over that man.” The first prostitute reached out and snatched the coins from his hand before he knew what happened, handing one to her friend. She winked at him and then the two of them sauntered across the street, taking their time navigating the crowd, until they were right next to the man.
Hal strained to hear the argument that started and smiled. The two ladies were very talented actresses.
“Is this the one you’ve been cheating on my brother with?” The first woman asked.
“So what if it is? I can do what I want with my life.” The second said.
The first woman grabbed the watcher by his coat’s lapels and kneed him in the groin.
“That’s for sleeping with a married woman and making her cheat on my brother. You should be ashamed of yourself, you scoundrel.”
“You can’t beat up a random man just because you think I’ve cheated on your pissy little brother with him. I have a right to do whatever I want,” the second woman said. She slapped her companion and the two women began a quite convincing cat fight right there in the street.
Hal watched the second man, farther down the street. He noticed the disturbance and after his friend was kicked in the balls a second time, he decided he should come to his rescue. As soon as he took his eyes off the front of the Caravansary Outfitters building, Hal took the few brisk steps needed to take him to the doors and inside.
A final glance as he went in showed all four arguing in the street now. The two women had ceased their argument and were now poking the two men in the chest and accusing them of meddling in personal matters that didn’t affect them. Hal had made it free and clear.
Slipping through the doors, Hal waited while his eyes adjusted to the dim lamp light inside.
“Just a moment,” a voice called from the rear of the expansive shop. There were stacks of all types of gear from saddles to shields and everything in between.
Hal stepped away from the vicinity of the entrance and stood against the far wall next to a stack of coarse woolen blankets folded atop a table next to a small portable tent set up on the floor of the shop. He waited a few minutes before Colin finally appeared from between the stacks of caravan goods and supplies.
“Oh, it’s you. I didn’t expect you to show up so quickly. The Duke’s note only just arrived.”
“I thought it best to get out of the palace and begin my tenure as a mercenary guard a little sooner than expected,” Hal said.
“The Duke mentioned a little trouble with the Black Brotherhood,” Colin said. “You know, once they take a commission they don’t give up unless the commission is revoked by the original purchaser.”
“I didn’t know that, but it is just another reason for me to gear up and get out of town. The person who purchased the contract is probably dead. I need to be out with the next caravan east.”
“Have you considered how it will affect your current abilities as a master thief?” Colin asked.
“No, what do you mean?”
Somehow, Colin always seemed to know a bit more about Hal’s true identity and origins than he should. This was another example of that.
“You cannot act as a rogue or use any of your roguish talents while you learn your new profession as a mercenary warrior. The armor will be too bulky at first to facilitate a thief’s dexterous activities. It will be as if you started over with your training,” Colin explained. “Of course, as a warrior, you have other benefits and abilities you’ll accrue over time and experience. Once you become a blade master in your own right, you’ll be able to use your rogue abilities again.”
Hal thought about it from a gaming perspective. There were some games that required players who switched classes to essentially start over with their new class until they matched their other class’ level. This must be something similar.
“What do I need to do to switch my class to warrior?” Hal asked.
“You need to state your intentions aloud. The rest will happen automatically,” Colin said.
“Fine, I wish to become a warrior,” Hal said aloud. As soon as he said it, golden letters appeared before his eyes.
CLASS CHANGED TO WARRIOR. All experience as a rogue erased until level 11 blade master status is reached. Experience points earned for combat and quest completion will only apply to Warrior class until levels are equal.
Say “yes” to confirm this selection.
“YES,” Hal said. A chime sounded in his head and Hal pulled up his stats to peruse the new information. He wasn’t sure what he’d gain or lose from the transition.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 1
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 16 — +4
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 88/88
SKILLS: none
Weapon proficiencies: 0/3
Warrior Experience: 0/300
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
HAL WAS PLEASED to see he retained his health points and his hard-won attribute points. At least that part remained the same. He realized he wouldn’t gain any new Rogue abilities until he caught up with his Warrior class. That shouldn’t be too bad, at least for the short term. The points needed to advance as a warrior initially were low enough to make advancement pretty rapid.
“Alright, that’s done. I’m ready to outfit as a caravan mercenary, Colin. What do you think I’ll need?” Hal asked once he’d finished checking his stats. “I suppose I need to learn to use a sword?”
“That and other things,” Colin said. “Come with me and we see what you’re suited to. Do you have a preference for long blades?” The short little man asked over his shoulder while he threaded his way back through the winding aisles of gear.
“Well, I hadn’t really thought about it. What do you have?” Hal asked.
“I have a little bit of everything. Do you prefer a curved blade like a scimitar or saber?”
“I don’t think so. I was thinking of just a standard broad or long sword. Something I can learn to use quickly.” Hal had noted his three weapon proficiency slots now available as a warrior. Being a weapons specialist could help him in a fight, he knew.
Colin led Hal up to to a back room that was covered in blades suspended from hooks set into the walls. Colin looked Hal up and down for a moment before he turned and selected a sword that looked just like the one he’d admired in the booth at the flea market a day before.
“This should suit you, I think,” Colin said. Handing Hal the blade, hilt-first.
Hal took the sword. It was just under four feet in length from blade tip to the pommel. There was room for a hand and a half on the hilt in case he needed extra leverage. Hal held it in one hand and gave a few practice swings feeling a sense of déjà vu. This sword reminded him of the one Steve had tried to sell him back at the flea market.
“How’s that feel?” Colin asked.
“It feels good, well-balanced, like it fits in my hand.”
“Good, that means I picked the right one for you.”
“Yes, I’ll keep this one,” Hal said, smiling.
PROFICIENCY SLOT SELECTED - Long sword
Assign 1, 2, or 3 slot levels to the weapon.
“TWO,” Hal said aloud. He watched as the long sword slot now reflected level two proficiency.
“Excellent,” Colin said. “Now we need to get you a ranged weapon.”
“What about throwing knives? I was pretty good with those.”
“Those are the weapons of a common thief. You need something with punch and a decent range. Come with me.”
Hal followed Colin from the room full of swords and down a hallway with many doors. Each door had a room full of different types of weapons from axes to pole arms. At the end of the hall, Colin stopped at a rack with a selection of crossbows.
He tapped his chin and selected a midsize weapon with a steel cross piece. He picked it up and handed it to Hal.
“This particular one is a nice tradeoff between power, range, and speed of loading. You pump the lever here under the stock to ratchet the string back until it locks, then place the bolt in place for firing.”
Hal took the crossbow from Colin and put it to his shoulder to test its aim and feel. He cocked the lever several times, watching the bowstring pulled backward in the ratcheting mechanism until it clicked in place behind the trigger release.
“Here’s a bolt,” Colin offered. “Try and hit that target at the end of the hallway.”
Hal looked down the hall they’d just traversed, noticing the bullseye target mounted on the far wall for the first time. The distance was about a hundred feet.
After placing the bolt in the groove, he brought the stock to his shoulder. Hal aimed for a second and pulled the trigger. With a thrumming twang, the bolt sped away to sink into the wall to the left of the target.
“Well, you’ll have to practice that,” Colin said. “On the caravan trail, you’ll be expected to help with hunting as well as protection. You’ll need to be able to hit what you aim at. Do you want to keep it?”
“Yes.”
PROFICIENCY SLOT SELECTED - Medium crossbow
1 slot assigned.
“ALRIGHT, WEAPONS ARE DONE,” Colin said. “Now, let’s find you some armor and a shield. I suppose you want to appear as a common low-level mercenary, yes?”
“Yes, I think that’s best so I blend in, don’t you?”
“Agreed. That makes the choice of armor easier. You wouldn’t be able to afford chainmail. We’ll get you some simple ring mail, and a metal-banded wooden shield.”
Colin led Hal around, handing over the remaining items he’d need until he was fully outfitted. Hal looked own at himself. He had on a brown leather jerkin with broad rings of steel sewn onto it with metal wire. The bottom of the jerkin hung down to just below his knees, offering protection to his upper legs.
The rings seemed sturdy enough and Colin told Hal he’d be able to repair any damage on his own with a coil of wire and some spare rings that were added to his backpack. Hal hadn’t thought about that but it made sense. On the caravan trail, a warrior would have to be able to do basic repairs on his or her armor to keep it in working order.
Colin added a pair of metal greaves to wear over his ankles, shins, and knees. That coupled with Hal’s own fire-resistant copper bracers he wore on his forearms were the last pieces of body armor he needed.
A conical metal helmet with a straight nose guard jutting down from it was the final piece of the whole ensemble. There was a chinstrap and metal cheek plates that hung down on each side of the helmet to help protect his face. This was a different sort of armor for a much more up close and personal type of combat than he was used to as a rogue. He was used to combat where surprise, speed, and agility did as much to avoid injury as the armor did. In this case, Hal realized he’d be expected to stand toe to toe with his enemy: nothing between them but his shield and armor. It was going to take some getting used to.
“So, this is the whole get up?” Hal asked Colin.
Colin handed Hal a round, wooden shield. It was banded in iron and had a rounded metal boss mounted in the middle.
“Now you’re all set. I’ve added a few other odds and ends to your pack for repair and maintenance, but this is the basic kit.”
Hal tried moving around in his new armor and found it hard work just to bend and twist while standing in place. He’d definitely have to beef up his brawn stats to help manage the additional weight.
“I guess I’m ready to go, then,” Hal said. “One favor, though, Colin.”
“What is it?”
“There were two men watching the front door when I came in. I distracted them to slip inside but I think I should leave by another door, if you have one.”
“Come with me,” Colin said. “I’ll show you to the back door. It backs up on the stock yards and several taverns where you’ll want to start searching for a caravan to hire on with.”
“Perfect,” Hal replied. “Lead on.”
Hal followed Colin, wincing at the noise he made walking around. He wasn’t even wearing anything approaching full plate armor and he already felt like a walking tank. There’d be no sneaking up on people in this outfit.
Colin led Hal through the building’s various corridors and rooms until he arrived at a barred door. Lifting the bar, Colin pulled open the door and gestured for Hal to proceed.
“Thank you, Colin.”
“Think nothing of it. You’ve done a service to this city in the past. I wish you luck on your next endeavor to the eastern reaches.”
Hal smiled and stepped outside into a dark alley to the rear of the Caravansary Outfitters. Colin closed the door behind him and Hal heard the wooden bar slip in place on the opposite side. Hal turned to the left and headed out to the street. It was time to find employment as a warrior-for-hire.
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THE TAVERN WAS CROWDED and Hal found it difficult to navigate his way through the press of people at the bar. He’d shifted to wearing his round shield on his back via a long leather strap for that purpose. He felt a little like a turtle with his stuffed backpack, blanket roll, and shield all stacked behind him.
Finally, he made his way up to the bartender and ordered an ale. When the man returned with Hal’s drink, Hal slid him an extra silver piece and leaned forward to be heard over the noise around him.
“I’m looking for caravan guard work, heading east. Anyone hiring?” Hal asked.
“Old Ghent is heading east from what I hear. He’s the fat half-elf in the blue robes sitting in the corner over there.” The bartender jerked his chin in the direction of the far side of the room.
“Thanks,” Hal said.
He turned and sipped at his tankard while he scanned the room. Hal spotted the man the bartender described right away. Hal had never met either an elf or half-elf in his previous trip to Fantasma. They were usually found in the forests to the east and north and didn’t often travel outside of their own lands.
Ghent had a slight tilt to his almond-shaped eyes and the hint of a pointed ear tip slipped out from beneath his long hair while he talked to his table companions. He was a large man, his robes covered a large belly and his face was round and full.
Hal had never heard of a fat elf before, well, besides Santa Claus, but he didn’t count. Finishing his ale, Hal set the tankard down on the bar and worked his way across the room towards where Ghent and his companions sat.
Ghent looked up as Hal approached, looking him over with an appraising eye.
“Yes, can I help you?” Ghent said when Hal stopped next to the corner table.
“I’m Hal, Mr. Ghent. The bartender suggested I talk to you about hiring on as a caravan guard. I’m looking for work and was hoping to head east in the process.”
“Well, you came to the right place, I suppose. I am preparing to journey east with my goods. I don’t suppose you have any sort of references or someone I could check with to verify you aren’t some sort of plant from one of the bandit clans?”
“I have this letter of recommendation from my cousin, the captain of the palace guard,” Hal said. “Will that do?”
“Palace guard captain you say?” Ghent said. He took the proffered letter and read it. “Says here you helped with a bandit matter in the northern hills for His Grace the Duke. Why’d you get involved in that fight?”
“I don’t like bandits much,” Hal said, thinking of a cover story on the fly. “I lived in a village that was constantly beset by bandits when I was younger until seven heroes came and helped my father and the others run them off. I decided then and there I would grow up and do the same someday.”
Ghent stared at Hal as if he were trying to determine the truthfulness of the tale. After a bit, he shrugged.
“There’s been a good bit of bandit activity to the east since the Emperor’s hold was overthrown here in the West Country. I could use another sturdy soul to help with the defense of my caravan and goods. The pay is one silver piece a day, two on any day we see action. I have a healing mage hired on as well, so any battle injuries will be tended to. Does that sound good?”
Hal had no idea what the going wage was for a caravan guard. He should have checked around first. Still, this was what he wanted and he had to hire on with someone.
Hal extended his hand. “Sounds good to me.”
Ghent leaned forward and clasped wrists with Hal. “Stick around the tavern for a bit and get something to eat. I have business to attend to here. You can come with me back to the camp outside the city when I’m finished.”
“I’ll be right over at the bar, Mr. Ghent, ready to go when you are,” Hal said.
“See that you are and don’t drink too much. I can’t stand a guard who gets drunk on duty.”
“Not a problem with me, sir. I’ll keep it under control.”
Hal turned and worked his way back through the crowded tavern until he stood at the bar again. The bartender came right over and Hal tipped him again while he ordered a second ale.
“Ghent hired you on, eh?” The bartender said.
“Yep. Thanks again for the help,” Hal said slipping a silver piece across the bar. “He seems like a nice enough fellow.”
“My uncle’s worked for him as a guard for years. He’s always spoken well of him.”
“What’s your uncle’s name? I’ll look him up when I join the caravan.”
“Bilham Gary. He the sergeant of the guard and helps work with new recruits for Ghent so I suppose you’ll be introduced to him right away. Tell him Jethro said ‘hi’ when you see him.”
“Will do, Jethro. It’ll be nice to sort of know someone in the caravan before we start out,” Hal said.
Jethro smiled and then was called away to tend to another customer. Hal turned and watched as Ghent dealt with whatever business he had with the two gentlemen at his table. After a while, the three rose and clasped wrists saying their goodbyes. Ghent caught Hal’s eye and jerked his head towards the door.
Hal set his tankard down on the bar and started towards the door to meet up with his new employer. He reached out and pulled the door open, holding it until Ghent passed through then following him outside to the street.
“Do you need to stop anywhere and gather your things before we head to my camp outside the city?” Ghent asked as they walked.
“No,” Hal said. “Everything I have I’m carrying with me.”
“Something to be said for traveling light,” Ghent said with a snort. “Lord knows I was happier when I was a youth like you and could carry everything I owned on my back. Too much responsibility can be oppressive in its own way, son. Remember that.”
“Yes, sir.”
Ghent didn’t have anything else to say as they made their way to the caravan gate. The gate was closed for the night but Ghent had a few words with the gate’s sergeant and slipped him a few coins and they unlocked the small sally port set in the wall beside the gate. Hal and Ghent ducked through and then they were on the road just outside the city walls.
This was Hal’s first time outside of the city proper and, even though he couldn’t see much of the land in the darkness, he still took in the bits of the landscape he could discern. He noticed the lack of the city’s ever-present smell of sweat, dung, and open street sewers. Now that he could smell something approaching fresh country air on the walk to where Ghent’s caravan was camped, Hal took a long deep breath of the crisp night air.
Ghent chuckled next to him.
“One of the best parts of my job is the time between the cities when the only thing I can smell is the horse sweat from the animals in my caravan and good clean country air. It’s different when you’ve been in the city for a while, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir,” Hal replied. “I hadn’t realized I’d become so accustomed to the smell of the city.”
“Well, wait until you get to one of the great eastern cities like Hyroth. It’ll make Tandon smell like a bouquet of flowers in comparison.”
“I look forward to finding out for myself. Thank you for taking me on as a guard, by the way.”
“Not a problem. I’ve got a good man back at the camp that’ll put you through your paces soon enough. If old Bilham doesn’t think you’re suitable, I’ll let you go and find another man or two to take your place. I can always find a young tough who thinks he’s got the heart for adventure and travel.”
“Yes, sir. You won’t be disappointed in me, sir,” Hal said. He needed this job to work out if he was going to head east and find out what happened to Kay.
The two walked towards a ring of wagons, set in a circle with the tongues of each wagon pulled up tight to the wagon in front of it. The arrangement formed a defensive circle that would allow the guards and drivers to fight from cover should they be attacked. Hal didn’t think it was necessary this close to the city, though. He remarked as much as they approached the caravan.
“It’s good practice to keep up our defensive stance even when we don’t need it. That way the lads don’t get out of practice for when we’re on the road.”
They’d almost reached the ring of light from the campfires when a voice from atop a nearby wagon called out.
“Halt, who goes there?”
“See what I mean?” Ghent said to Hal. He looked up and raised his voice. “It’s Ghent and a new hire for the caravan, Garth.”
“Step forward and be identified,” the man on the wagon said as he stood up.
Judging by his silhouette against the campfires behind him, he was holding a crossbow pointed in their general direction, though not aimed at them.
Ghent and Hal stepped up closer and stopped inside the circle of light cast from the campfires set around the circle of wagons. Hal could make out Garth atop the wagon better now. He looked to be a little younger than Hal was, maybe twenty-two or so. The guard lowered his crossbow once he’d identified his boss.
“Garth, this is Hal,” Ghent said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder in Hal’s direction. “Get him settled with a place on the perimeter for the night then return to your post.”
“Should I introduce him to Bilham?”
“No, he can meet Bil in the morning. Let the old guy sleep. He’s earned it after the trip here.”
“Yes, sir,” Garth said as Ghent walked away. He jumped down from the wagon, and gestured for Hal to follow him as he climbed through the narrow gap between the two nearest wagons.
Garth wore a chainmail hauberk that hung to his knees and a squared off helmet with a spike atop it perched on the top of his head. There was a curtain of chain mail that hung from the back and sides of the helmet to protect the back of his neck. He had a triangular shield slung across his back and a small one-handed battle axe thrust into his belt.
“Ghent said he might pick up a few additional guards here in Tandon. I thought he’d gotten the ones he wanted already, though. How’d he find you?”
“I was looking for work and met him at a tavern in town,” Hal said with a shrug. “I guess he liked the way I looked.”
“Yeah, well, we’ll see if you’ve got what it takes. Old Bilham will put you through the paces in the morning. If he says you can handle yourself, you’ll do, I guess.”
“Has Bilham been doing this a long time?” Hal asked.
“Longer than you and I’ve been alive combined. He’s been back and forth from one end of this land to the other. He’s seen most of the eastern cities and the far western towns and farmsteads, too. He’s nice and easygoing as long as you pull your weight. If you’re able to hold your own when he spars with you tomorrow, he’ll decide to keep you on. If you don’t, you’ll be sent packing.”
“Fair enough,” Hal said. “I don’t want to be somewhere I’m not wanted. I can measure up.”
“We’ll see,” Garth said. He pointed to the ground next to one of the wagons. “Here’s your spot. You can spread your blanket roll under that wagon. We don’t have tents so when the weather’s bad we use the wagons as cover from the elements. Only Ghent and old Bilham get to sleep inside one of the covered wagons.”
Hal unslung his shield and shrugged out of his backpack.
“This’ll do fine. Thanks.”
“Good, I’ve got to get back to my post on guard. You’ll get slotted into the rotation starting tomorrow if you work out. Enjoy your last full night of sleep for a while,” Garth said as he walked away.
Hal watched the man go and then untied his blanket roll from the bottom of his backpack. As he unrolled it, he saw it consisted of a thin padded leather ground cloth that would keep some of the mud and moisture off of him as he lay on it. There was also a woolen blanket to pull over top of him. That, along with his cloak would be all he’d have to keep warm if the weather turned cold.
Lying down atop the ground pad, Hal harkened back to his younger days as a boy scout back home. It had been a long time since he’d been out camping under the stars. He stared up at the sky and wondered if Earth’s sun was one of the multitude of stars he could see from where he was. Hal thought about Mona and Cari back home until his eyes drifted closed and he fell asleep.
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“WAKE UP, young ‘un. Time to get moving. We’re burning daylight.”
A boot nudged Hal in the ribs hard enough to be slightly painful through his ring mail armor.
“Ouch,” Hal called out. He opened his eyes to stare up a grizzled, gray-bearded face bent over him.
“Don’t ‘ouch’ me, boy. Around here, you’re expected to be up with the sun if you ain’t already on guard duty. Rise ’n shine.”
“Yes, sir,” Hal said. He rolled off his pad and pulled the pad and blanket out from under the wagon. He looked around, trying to decide what to do with it and his pack.
“Roll up your stuff and throw it in the back of this wagon,” the older man said. “That will be where you’ll keep your gear when you aren’t using it. Bring your weapons and shield over with me while we get some breakfast.”
“You must be Bilham,” Hal said as he rolled up his blanket and pad and tied it to his backpack. “Jethro told me to look you up when I got here.”
“My nephew still working in that tavern in town?”
“Yes, he’s tending bar there.”
Bilham spit a stream of tobacco spit on the ground. “Boy ran off when he didn’t want to work on the farm no more. He’s been settled here in town for long enough now I guess he don’t want to go back. I hope he sends my sister word of what he’s doing with his life. She depends on me to check up on him from time to time and that ain’t right. It’s his job to keep in touch with family.”
Hal didn’t know what to say so he kept his mouth shut and followed the old guard through the bustling camp until they arrived at a wagon that had a large plank table that folded down from the side. There was a spread of hot food laid out there including stewed apples and fresh griddle cakes.
Hal took a tin plate and loaded it up before sitting on the ground nearby to eat. A few of the other guards glanced his way but no one talked with him so Hal focused on eating. The food wasn’t the best he’d had but it was filling and mostly tasty. When he finished, he dropped the tin plate in a large bucket hanging from the rear of the cook wagon as he’d seen others do and walked over to stand by Bilham.
The guard captain was chatting with one of the other guards so Hal took the opportunity to look around at the camp and get his bearings in the daylight. The caravan consisted of about twenty wagons, all drawn up in a circular camp. There were several campfires spread across the interior of the circle along with a small area where the horses were kept and fed. Hal guessed they kept grain on hand to supplement the grass and other fodder they’d find along the trail.
It was easy to tell the guards from the wagon drivers and other caravan attendants. Though everyone was armed with at least a short sword or small axe, the guards were the only ones wearing any sort of armor and carrying more than one weapon at a time. It looked like there were twenty to twenty-five guards in all, counting himself.
Bilham finished with his discussion and the other guard set off on some task across the camp. Turning his attention to Hal, the sergeant looked him up and down as if trying to assess his abilities based solely on his gear.
“You’re equipped well enough. Let’s see how you do in some light sparring. Come with me.”
Hal followed the captain across the camp to an area cleared of other gear and equipment.
There was a barrel with a bunch of wooden sword hilts sticking up from it. Bilham glanced down at Hal’s sword and then reached into the barrel, selecting a sword there. As he pulled it free of the others, Hal saw it had a carved wooden blade.
“This looks to be about the size and weight of your blade. Let’s give this a try.”
Bilham tossed the wooden practice sword in Hal’s direction and he scrambled to catch it. He managed not to drop it in the dirt and turned it around so he could hold it by its hilt. Giving it a few practice swings, he decided it would do well enough as a stand in for his blade.
“Let’s see how you do in a fight.”
Hal saw the older man had pulled another long wooden blade from the barrel and had pulled his rectangular shield around to the front and now held sword and shield in front of him as he advanced on Hal.
Pulling his round shield from his back and sliding his arm into the straps, Hal hefted his wooden blade in the other hand and prepared to spar with Bilham.
“Come at me boy, don’t just stand there,” Bilham ordered, stopping a few yards away.
Hal raised his sword and tried a downward swing the older man easily blocked with his shield.
The follow up sword attack was quick and low. Hal barely got his shield down in time to knock the wooden blade aside. That motion left him hunched over with his shield arm down towards the ground.
Bilham stepped forward, stomping his leading foot on the ground and punching forward with the metal boss in the center of his shield.
Only Hal’s excellent speed allowed him to shift backward and roll his shoulder away from the brute force attack. It still almost knocked him down and he backpedaled to catch his balance.
The other man wasn’t finished with him and pressed his attack.
This sort of combat was so different from what Hal had used in his days as a rogue where stealth, speed, and surprise counted for so much. He realized he needed to push back with all his strength and attempt even greater brutality if he wanted to perform well in this test.
Batting away the flurry of attacks Bilham directed at him, Hal stopped backing up and starting trading blow for blow, using his youth and speed to his advantage to keep his shield between himself and the attacks that came in. He started using his shield as a weapon in the same way he’d seen Bilham do, bashing it forward to follow up a sword thrust.
SKILL LEARNED - Shield bash
BILHAM SMILED the first time Hal did that and gave a small nod of approval. He didn’t let Hal have any rest, though. He stepped forward again, angling his shield so he chopped it down on Hal’s leading leg.
The shield’s edge caught Hal just below the knee, above his metal greave armor. Hal yelped in pain as his knee buckled to the side, absorbing the blow and taking him to the ground with it.
The point of the older man’s wooden sword blade pressed against Hal’s sternum as he lay on the ground looking up. He was sure he’d failed the test and the pain in his buckled knee was bringing tears to his eyes.
Bilham pulled the practice blade back. “You kept sticking that leading leg so far out in front of you I decided to teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget I think. You’re quick, though and you learn fast on your feet. I think you’ll do with some work. You can stay on but you’re sparring every day after dinner and every morning before breakfast with me until I think you’re able to stand on your own in a real fight.”
The old guard turned and handed his practice blade to one of the other guards. “Someone fetch Anson and get the boy’s knee tended to. The rest of you, get the wagons ready to go. We’re packing up and rolling this morning as soon as Ghent gets back from the city.”
QUEST COMPLETED - Get hired as a caravan guard.
200 experience points awarded.
GARTH CAME over and crouched down next to Hal. “He got me with the same move one of the first times we sparred when I joined up. I hurts like a bitch, don’t it?”
“I don’t suppose that’s the only trick I need to worry about the next time is it?” Hal asked.
Garth laughed. “Old Bilham has forgotten more about fighting than you or I will ever know. He’ll hit you with more tricks and moves than you can count. He says if we train the way we plan on fighting more of us make it all the way to our destination.”
“You lose a lot of guards on these trips?” Hal asked.
“We lost three people on the last leg of the journey here. The bandits are getting braver than ever before to hit a caravan of this size. We fought them off, but it cost us.”
“I heard Bilham call for Anson. Who’s that?”
“Brother Anson’s our healer,” Garth said. He pointed to a man in dark brown robes walking across the center of camp holding a leather satchel in front of him. He was mostly bald with a thin half-circle of hair on his head running from just above each ear and around the back to the other side.
Brother Anson arrived, dropping his satchel on the ground beside Hal. “Another damned knee, I see. Doesn’t Bilham use anything else on the new recruits?”
“I think he does it because it’s so painful and because he knows you can fix it,” Garth observed.
“Probably,” the healing monk grumbled. He unbuckled the greave from Hal’s injured leg. The knee was swollen now and Hal thought if he were home, this would be akin to one of those season-ending ACL or MCL injuries athletes got all the time.
Hal gasped in pain when Anson gripped his swollen knee in both hands and bowed his head, muttering under his breath. He watched in amazement when a warm yellow glow shined from beneath the hands on his knee and the swelling decreased along with most of the pain.
“There, that should do it,” Anson said. He rummaged through his bag and pulled out a rolled up strip of what looked like thinly shaved wood about an inch wide. The monk pulled a small knife from his belt after unrolling about twelve inches of the wood and scored it in four places along the strip he’d exposed. He then snapped the foot-long piece free at the last score mark and handed it to Hal.
“This is willow bark. Break off a piece now and chew it until it’s pulp then put it in your cheek like tobacco for a half hour or so. Swallow the juice, don’t spit it. It will help with the swelling and residual pain. Repeat it at midday, supper and before bed tonight. You should be good as new in the morning.”
“Thanks, Doc,” Hal said.
“I am not one of those butcher hedge doctors who cut people open to try and heal them. I am a Brother of Isold.”
“I’m sorry,” Hal said. “I meant no offense. Thank you for healing me.”
“It’s my job. You would do to learn the lessons, Bilham has to teach you and quickly so I don’t have to see you again.”
The monk rose, grabbing his satchel from the ground and stalking off, grumbling under his breath.
“What’d you go and call him a doctor for, Hal?” Garth said. “Now he’ll be in a foul mood for days. He’s gonna dose us for lice and vermin now for sure, just to be mean.”
“I didn’t know. Where I come from, it would have been a compliment. What’s wrong with him taking care of lice. I don’t want to be itching all the way to Hyroth.”
“You’ll see. He brews this horrible tea and makes us all drink it until it’s gone. I think it works by making our insides taste so bad that the bugs just leave rather than keep biting us.”
Hal laughed as Garth reached down and offered him a hand up. Hal took it and stood to his feet with the assistance. His knee throbbed a little but he could put weight on it again. He bent over and buckled his greave on his injured leg, then took a few tentative steps to see how it felt.
“Don’t forget that willow bark. It will help with the pain,” Garth reminded Hal. “Now come with me and we’ll start getting this caravan ready to move.”
Hal broke a piece of the bark off where it had been scored by Anson’s knife and started chewing on it. It was terribly bitter and Garth laughed at the look on his face as he chewed the wood to pulp before sliding it to one side between his cheek and gum.
He hobbled after Garth and started helping to load up the camp supplies and gear into the wagons with his new friend. It was time to get on the road.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 1
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 16 — +4
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 88/88
SKILLS: Shield bash - 1
Weapon proficiencies: Long sword - 2, Crossbow - 1
Warrior Experience: 200/300
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
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HAL COUGHED as he adjusted the cloth he had tied across his face. The dust kicked up from the trail by the wagons and horses in the front of the caravan hung in the air and made it hard to breathe if he didn’t cover his mouth and nose.
It also made for crappy visibility, especially when he was supposed to be watching for trouble from his perch. Hal sat alongside one of the wagon drivers towards the rear of the line of wagons. The man holding the reigns to the team of horses pulling this wagon called himself Burt. Three long days sitting next to him and that was all Hal knew about the man.
Despite several attempts at conversation for the last few days, Hal had been able to discover nothing more than the man’s name and a wide array of other sounds. Most of the time the only answer Hal would get was a grunt or maybe a single muttered and unintelligible word. Burt was a large man with a big belly that hung out over the waist of his pants stretching the linen fabric of his tunic.
Attached to Burt’s belt was a long knife on one side and a coiled whip on the other. He occasionally used the whip to urge the horse team forward a little faster keeping pace with the wagon in front of them. He had also flicked a small bird out of the air with it as it flew by, which both impressed Hal with the skill required and concerned him by the callousness of the act.
Hal set the loaded crossbow carefully on the seat next to him and retied the dust cloth on his face for what had to be the tenth time today. The dust was worse this morning than other days. The land here was in dire need of rain.
The caravan had left Tandon three days before, soon after Hal passed his test with Bilham. The Sergeant had been true to his word and Hal had been forced to spar with the guard captain or one of the other more experienced guards each morning before they started moving and at night before they settled down.
Those sparring sessions were as painful as they were instructive and Anson had been required to use his healing magic on Hal on two additional occasions. In addition to the sparring training, Hal and several of the other less experienced guards were required to fire twenty crossbow bolts at a target, fifty yards away, each night before night fell. This had become something of a contest between them, mostly because the loser had to wash all the dinner pots and plates.
Hal liked the crossbow and found he had a knack for the ranged weapon. He was now able to hit the target with every bolt he fired, though not always in the center. He figured during an attack on the caravan he’d be able to at least wing a man-sized target from a distance before they closed to melee combat.
Aside from a few scattered farmsteads, though, there had been no sign of trouble so far. Bilham had warned them all against complacency that morning before they set out. The farther they traveled from Tandon, the more likely they would encounter an attack.
The guard captain was the only one of them who rode a horse. The other guards all rode among the wagons stretched out along the length of the caravan so they could watch and guard the whole stretch of the wagon train.
Hal picked up his crossbow and looked out to the right side of the wagon, scanning the nearby forest that skirted the edge of the wagon track. They’d been climbing into the foothills of an eastern mountain range and the trees were a mix of birch and pine at this increased elevation.
Hal heard hooves approaching from behind and turned to see Bilham ride up beside the wagon on Hal’s side.
“Captain,” Hal said in greeting.
“Keep your eyes open, Hal,” Bilham said. “I’ve got a feeling.”
“What kind of feeling?” Hal asked. He didn’t feel anything.
“The kind of feeling that’s kept me alive all these years,” Bilham snapped. “Just keep your eyes open and your mouth shut.”
The captain kicked his horse and trotted forward to the next wagon in the line to pass the message along. Hal gripped the crossbow in his lap tighter and scanned the trees again through the dusty haze of the caravan’s passage.
The first warning of the attack came when an arrow thudded into the side of the seat where Hal sat. The sound of the arrow striking wood startled Hal and it took him an instant to register what it was.
A scream sounded ahead as one of the guards was hit by an incoming arrow. Hal saw the man clutch his chest where an arrow stuck out and fall from the wagon to the ground.
Hefting his crossbow, Hal turned to the right and looked in among the trees at the edge of the forest and saw figures moving there. He raised the weapon to his shoulder and took aim at one of the shadowy figures. Hal squeezed the trigger and let the bolt fly with a thrum of the bow’s string.
He heard a yelping cry and saw the figure he’d been aiming at twitch to the side and fall back into the shadows.
Hal began pumping the lever to ratchet the string backward as quickly as he was able. His blood was pumping in time with the beat of the lever on the crossbow. A war cry sounded and a group of men dressed in furs, leather, and assorted bits of armor charged from the tree line at the caravan.
He managed to place another bolt just in time to take a final shot at a charging man with a battle axe coming right at him.
Thrummmm.
The bolt flew outward and struck the man squarely in the chest, the impact of the powerful missile knocking him backwards to the ground.
BANDIT KILLED - 100 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
HAL DROPPED the crossbow and grabbed the shield from where it lay on the bench next to him. He jumped down to the ground and drew his sword, looking around for another bandit to take on. He watched as Bilham charged down the line of wagons, laying about with his sword from horseback. The sergeant was sending bandits spinning away with each blow.
“Watch out, boy,” Burt shouted, making Hal spin around and return his attention to the local fighting.
A crack of a whip sounded to his right. Hal turned in time to see a bandit jerk to the side as Burt’s bullwhip curled around the man’s neck, choking him and pulling him off balance.
Hal stepped forward and drove his sword through the helpless bandit’s chest.
BANDIT KILLED - 100 experience points awarded.
“THANKS, BURT,” Hal called as he looked around for more danger. The remaining bandits had turned and were running back into the trees. Hal started after them.
“HOLD!”
The bellow of the guard sergeant sounded along the line stopping the caravan guards from following their attackers.
“Stay with the wagons, do your jobs,” Bilham called out as he rode back down the line.
Hal stopped and watched the last of the bandits disappear into the trees.
He turned and walked back to the line of wagons. Burt was standing on the wagon’s wooden bench seat with Hal’s crossbow loaded and pointed outward, watching for any sign of the bandits’ return.
Hal veered to the right and headed to where the guard in the wagon ahead of him had fallen after being hit by one of the bandit arrows. It was a middle-aged man Hal only knew as Zee. He’d never talked to the guy, only knowing him by what a few of the others called him.
Anson knelt by the fallen guard, but stood, shaking his head as Hal walked up. Bilham rode up, too.
“How is he?”
“Arrow pierced his heart,” Brother Anson said. “There was nothing I could do. He was dead before he fell from the wagon.”
Ghent rode back from the head of the caravan. “If he’s dead, get the body loaded, Bil. We’ll bury him when we stop for the night. There’s no room to circle up here and I’d like to put a few miles between us and the surviving bandits before we stop again.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Ghent,” Bilham said. “Hal, you assist Brother Anson with getting the body wrapped in his blanket roll and into the wagon. Hurry up about it. We’re leaving as soon as I make one last check for injuries and get to the front of the wagons again.”
“Yes, sir,” Hal said. He went over to the back of the wagon and rummaged around until he found Zee’s pack and bed roll. Pulling the blanket free from the rest of the gear, Hal returned to the body and helped Brother Anson wrap up the body. Grunting with the effort of lifting the armored man’s dead weight, the two of them carried him to the rear of the wagon and set him as gently as they could in amongst the packed crates and sacks of trade goods.
“There are likely a few minor injuries I should see to while we’re moving,” Anson said as the wagon lurched forward. The caravan was moving again. “You alright,” he asked Hal.
“I’m fine. I’ll help you bury him when we settle in camp later,” Hal said.
The monk nodded and started to jog back towards the front of the plodding line of wagons.
Hal’s wagon had moved up past him at this point so he ran up and jumped on, settling himself next to Burt. He double checked his crossbow was loaded and ready then looked out at the passing trees again.
While he was scanning the trees Hal thanked Burt for his intervention with the bandit who’d gotten behind him.
“Thanks for saving my life back there. I’d have been skewered for sure if you hadn’t grabbed him with your whip.”
Burt spit a stream of tobacco juice on the ground beside the wagon, his only response a grunt and nod.
Hal glanced back at the surly wagon driver. He decided that would have to suffice for conversation. He smiled and returned his gaze to the shadows between the trees they passed as the wagons trundled on.
He remembered he’d leveled up during the last fight and called up his stats while he stared out at the trees. He had some allocation of new attribute and skill points to take care of.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 2
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 16 — +4
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 88/90
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 1
Weapon proficiencies: Long Sword - 2, Crossbow - 1
Warrior Experience: 400/600
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
Attribute points: 2
Skill points: 1
HAL DECIDED to put his attribute points into Brawn and bring up that value and its modifiers. Then he tried to place his skill point into his weapon proficiencies by concentrating on them. It didn’t work and he assumed they must operate under a different system for training purposes.
He then brought up a list of possible warrior skills to see what he could add.
WARRIOR SKILLS:
Shield bash
One-handed combat
Two-handed combat
Large weapon combat
Ranged Weapons
Parry
Riposte
AFTER LOOKING over the possible selections, Hal chose One-handed combat which gave him a bonus when fighting with a shield and a single-handed weapon which he had. He also noticed his health points went up by two for the new level.
Happy with how he was progressing, Hal settled into a watchful routine, checking out the trees and hills on either side of the slowly moving column of wagons. He wanted to see any trouble before it saw him. Maybe if he’d spotted movement or something in the woods before the last attack, Zee might still be alive instead of wrapped up in a blanket to be buried in a hole in the middle of nowhere.
There was half a day’s travel yet to go until stopping for the night and Hal wanted to get to their camp for the night in one piece.





9

THE FUNERAL for Zee that night in camp was a low-key affair. Extra sentries were posted around the perimeter of wagons so Brother Anson conducted it in the center of camp in a voice loud enough for all to hear, praying to a god Hal had never heard of before. It had familiar undertones of a peaceful afterlife for people of good faith which had Hal wondering if there weren’t some sort of universal truth between all religions.
Hal listened in to some of the stories told by a few of Zee’s friends among the guards from his sentry position atop one of the wagons while he watched the perimeter in the dim light of dusk. From what his comrades said, Zee must have been a pretty funny guy who always made his friends laugh. The stories told all ended in laughter which Hal thought wasn’t a bad way to be remembered.
The funeral had him wondering what would happen to him if he died here in Fantasma. Would he re-spawn back in the alley in Tandon? Would he wake up back on the plane in his own universe? Would he actually die? He had no answers and he made a mental note to ask Tildi the next time he saw her. She was the powerful mage and all. She should be able to answer some of these questions.
When his shift as sentry was completed near midnight, he saw Brother Anson walking across the camp, his head bowed, muttering to himself. Hal was headed the same way and stepped into place beside the monk.
Anson looked over at Hal when he joined him on his walk.
“Hello, Hal. Thank you for helping me with Zee earlier. It is important to treat all life as precious and it helps connect us to that preciousness when we help the dead move on to the afterlife.”
“I’m sure,” Hal said, not knowing what to say in reply. “Glad I could help out. I heard you talk during the funeral ceremony. The words seemed familiar and comforting even though I am not from here and don’t worship your god, Isold.”
“It is because truth is truth, Hal. Why would the truth of a good and righteous life be different in one part of the world from another? No, if something is a basic truth of life here, it is also true wherever you come from. That is why Isold’s greatest prophecy is so powerful.”
“What prophecy is that?” Hal couldn’t help asking.
“It is the story of the opponent. Isold told her followers that someday a great hero would come from beyond the stars to Fantasma to help us in our time of need against a great tyrant.”
“What does that have to do about universal truth?” Hal asked.
“Why would a person from so far away even try to help us if they didn’t have a similar view of the world and the battle between good and evil? No, when the opponent does come to this land, it will be with an understanding of what we need because they understand a universal truth that transcends language and cultural barriers.”
Hal had not heard of this prophecy of the opponent before. A nagging thought at the back of his mind tickled at the idea that it was referring to him, that he was the opponent Brother Anson mentioned. He laughed it off as soon as it popped into his head. It was ridiculous. He couldn’t be some sort of world savior.
Brother Anson said goodnight and went to his wagon where he bunked. Hal watched him settle in for a moment, still pondering what the monk had said, then he headed over to his bedroll and climbed in.
Ghent had announced they’d be on the road earlier in the morning than usual with the wagons rolling before first light. He wanted to get out of bandit country and into the goblin lands as soon as possible. Hal didn’t like the sound of someplace called the goblin lands any better than a region populated by bandit bands but the rest of the guards and drivers seemed to agree and were unconcerned.
Hal pulled the blanket up to his chin and then wrapped his great cloak around himself against the chill of the night in the hills. He’d learned to grab sleep when he could since he had to take regular shifts on guard duty every night. There were only about four hours until the camp roused and started getting on the road again. Hal needed some sleep.

THERE WERE no further attacks or problems in what was called bandit country. The caravan traveled for five more days without incident until they left that region behind them. Apparently, the word had passed through the various bandit camps that this particular caravan was protected by capable and dedicated guards.
Hal pulled his cloak around him. They were now winding their way up a pass through a chain of mountains that stretched across the horizon as far as he could see. The chill in the air from the cold wind sweeping down over the glaciers in the north made the pass colder than its elevation might have indicated.
The caravan crested the pass and looked down at a broad forested valley below with a long thin lake nestled in the center of it. It looked peaceful enough. Hal remarked on the view to Burt as he guided the team down the incline with care.
“Not peaceful,” Burt said, spitting a stream of tobacco juice against the mountain rock face to his left. “Goblins.”
Burt pointed to a totem by the road ahead. A tall dead tree was adorned with skulls of all sorts hanging from its branches. Most appeared to be human but a few were larger than a normal human’s skull would be and sported tusks jutting from the lower jaws.
Bilham rode down the wagon train as it descended into the valley. He stopped and rode beside each wagon to talk with the driver and guard. When he got to Hal’s wagon he did the same.
“We’re in goblin territory now,” Bilham said. “Ghent has paid his tribute to the head chieftain but it doesn’t mean a small band of renegades won’t try and steal the horses. Goblins love horse meat. Keep your eyes open but don’t shoot at anything unless they attack you first. We don’t want to fight a running battle for the next three or four days because someone killed a young goblin looking for his first chance to be a horse thief. Call me if you see anything.”
“Yes, sir,” Hal said. He had been gripping the stock of his crossbow so hard his hands ached. He forced himself to relax his grip but he didn’t put the weapon down.
Bilham rode on back to the final wagons behind Hal’s. Hal rested the crossbow on his knees and rubbed his hands together against the cold and to relax the tired muscles cramped from the tight grip on the bow. He picked the weapon back up again and kept scanning the rocks around them as they continued their descent into the valley below.
Once they reached the valley floor, Ghent called a halt to rest and water the horses after their ascent and descent through the pass. Bilham ordered the guard to form a loose perimeter watching the surrounding trees while the drivers unhitched their teams and took them down to the river to drink.
Hal strolled back and forth to stretch his legs after long hours sitting in the wagon. He had his shield slung on his back and the crossbow was cradled in the crook of one elbow while Hal took a swig from his own canteen. It was warmer in the valley than it had been in the pass and he was suddenly hot in his armor.
Hal froze with the canteen held to his lips. He’d seen something moving in the trees. It was only a flicker of movement but he was sure it wasn’t his imagination. Taking the canteen down from his mouth, Hal shoved the cork back into it and let it fall to hang by its strap by his side. Hefting the crossbow, he started moving his gaze from tree to tree trying to capture the motion again.
He was scanning the trees like this when he spotted the humanoid figure, dressed in furs, its grey-green skin blending into the forest background. The goblin was the first Hal had seen but he was sure that was what it was. It was smaller than he was, perhaps only five and a half feet tall, but it was muscular and the black iron ax it held looked more than capable of cracking open his armor if given the opportunity.
“Captain,” Hal called out.
He nearly jumped out of his skin when Bilham’s voice sounded right behind him. Hal hadn’t heard the captain ride up.
“Easy does it, Hal. I see him,” Bilham said, dismounting. “Come with me but let your crossbow hang by its shoulder sling and hold your hands out to the side away from your weapons like I do.”
The older man began advancing toward the figure in the forest’s shadows, holding his hand in front of him, palm outward. Hal tried to emulate the stance even though it made him nervous to encounter his first goblin without a weapon in his hands. Someone collected all those skulls back in the pass, after all.
Bilham and Hal stopped a few paces away from the goblin warrior. He stared back at them with red-rimmed eyes, looking from Bilham to Hal then back again.
“Greetings to the chief of the Vale of the Morning Sun,” Bilham said.
The captain bowed at the waist and Hal repeated the gesture.
“Who’s the youngling?” the goblin said in a gruff, accented voice, a hint of a growl in the undertone.
“A new addition to the crew,” Bilham said. “He’s showing some promise if he doesn’t let his early success go to his head.”
The goblin smiled, showing a mouthful of teeth filed to sharp points. “The young are always impatient for success, my friend.”
The green-skinned warrior stepped forward and clasped wrists with Bilham. The two of them laughed at the shared joke Hal didn’t quite understand.
“How are things here in the valley, Shalush?” Bilham asked. “Has your wife given you any more younglings?”
“She has,” Shalush said. “Twin girls this last time. She declared them future priestesses, gods help me.”
“Careful when the women start outnumbering you, my friend.”
“When are you going to settle down, Bil? Surely there’s a woman out there for you.”
“You know me,” Bilham replied. “I have a woman in every city I visit. Sometimes two in the really big ones.”
“That path leads to nothing but trouble,” Shalush said.
“Says the man with a dozen children now. Leave me free to move on without encumbrances, I always say.” Bilham said. He looked back at the wagons stopped on the trail behind them.
“What brings you out to meet us so early. I would have expected you to wait until we got closer to your village in a day or two,” the guard captain said.
“There’s been some trouble in the outlying farmsteads,” Shalush said. “I am out with a search party looking into some disappearances at this end of the valley. I was tracking some troll signs when I saw your caravan come into the valley and decided to see if it was you.”
“Trolls, here in your valley?” Bilham said. “I would think they’d know better.”
“Troubles to the east and north are driving them in this direction. I’ve heard rumors that eastern cities have put out a bounty on trolls and other creatures. They are trying to capture them alive for some sort of bloodsport.” Shalush snorted a half chuckle. “And humans call us savages.”
“Not this human, my friend,” Bilham said. “We are going to set up camp soon. Maybe I can lend you a hand tracking your troll problem down. It’ll be just like old times and we could use a day of rest here in the valley.”
“That would be welcome. It is harvest time and there were not many warriors available to join the hunt with me. We are all spread out across this end of the valley looking for the missing steaders.”
“Let me tell Ghent we’re stopping here for camp and I’ll grab a couple of the boys to come and help with the troll hunt.”
“You are a good friend, Bilham,” Shalush said. “I will wait here for you to set up camp and return.”
Bilham turned and gestured to Hal to follow him. Hal nodded at the goblin and got a toothy grin in return. He stepped up his pace and caught up to his captain.
“You want to join us on a troll hunt, Hal?” Bilham asked. “Looks like Shalush could use a cool head like yours.”
“Sure,” Hal said. He looked back at the goblin warrior as he walked. “You two seem like you’ve been friends a long time.”
“Shalush and I have known each other for more than twenty years. I first met him when he was a newly minted goblin ranger, in charge of watching this end of the valley. There was a war band of trolls striking at both goblin and human settlements. We ended up cornered by them in a cave and had to fight them off together. Shalush’s wife patched me up afterward and I spent the summer living with them in their village. They’re good folk once you get to know them.”
As they neared the caravan, Ghent was waiting for them.
“Ready to go again, Bilham?”
“We should camp here, boss. Shalush is back there,” Bilham said. “Hal spotted him. He says there’s a band of trolls hunting in the valley. I offered to lend a hand in the hunt. It would do a lot to continue the good will that allows you to take this route instead of swinging far to the south with the other caravans and adding weeks to your trip.”
“How many men will you need?” Ghent asked.
“Four plus myself,” Bilham said. “I’ll take Hal, Garth, Tinna, and Brother Anson.”
“Fine,” Ghent said. “Don’t take too long, though. I have a schedule to keep. We’ll circle the wagons here and make camp.”
Ghent turned his horse around and raised his hand in the air, making a circle gesture in the air. The crack of whips sounded and the wagons started moving to sort themselves into their standard camp in the meadow beside the river.
Hal watched and felt a little excited and apprehensive at the same time. He was going on a troll hunt.
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IT WAS near dusk when Hal and the others Bilham selected stood in a group just outside the circled wagons with the Captain and Ghent.
“I’ve told the sentries to keep their eyes open. Stoke the fires all night and keep them bright. I don’t think any trolls will trouble a group this large, especially with fire handy, but it doesn’t pay to take chances.”
Hal noticed Ghent had put on a chainmail hauberk and carried his sword in his hand. The fat merchant must be expecting trouble.
“I’m not taking chances, Bilham. Any trolls stupid enough to invade Shalush’s valley might be dumb enough to attack this caravan, if only to try and get to the horses for meat. We’ll stay on guard until you return.”
“We shouldn’t be more than a day,” Bilham advised. “We’ll either verify they’re out of the valley or we’ll root them out of whatever lair they’ve found for themselves. Shalush has other rangers out looking for them. Hopefully he’ll have word back from one of them on where we can find the invaders.”
The group of guards standing with Hal included Garth who he considered a friend at this point. Brother Anson was there, a long, two-handed mace propped on one shoulder. He wore a metal breastplate over his brown robes. Tinna was one of the guards Hal had tried to get to know better but she was standoffish at the best of times. Garth told him that was just the way she was with most people. She had a curved scimitar blade on each hip and a crossbow cradled in her arms just as Hal and Garth did. Long black braids hung down from either side of her helmet, which was topped with a red horsehair crest.
Bilham motioned to the group and they trotted off into the deepening gloom of the woods as the sun set over the western mountains. By the time they’d reached Shalush in the forest, it was nearly pitch black. Hal wished he still had his thief abilities. It would have been nice to see in the darkness better than his normal human eyes allowed.
The captain unshuttered a small lantern he carried when they reached the goblin. Bilham introduced the group to his friend. Hal noticed two other goblins had joined the chieftain. Shalush introduced them as Gand and Plank, two of the goblin rangers who were searching the valley for the trolls and the missing homesteaders.
“These two just returned,” Shalush said. “They’ve located the lair. They left one of their number behind to watch while they came for help.”
“I would think three of your rangers would have been more than enough for two or three trolls, Shalush,” Bilham said.
“It looks like it’s a whole war band, my friend,” Shalush said. “There are eight trolls in this group and there are signs they may be an advance scouting party for an entire clan looking to relocate. We need to convince them to look elsewhere. Are your companions ready for this fight?” The chieftain gestured to the four humans behind their captain.
“They’ve all shown themselves to be capable in a fight. You’ve met Brother Anson before, I think. I thought it would make sense to bring some magic along with us as well as his healing skills.”
“It is good to see you again, Brother Anson,” Shalush said. “We will welcome you in this hunt.”
Brother Anson nodded his greeting but said nothing.
“And the others?” Shalush asked.
“You’ve met Hal. This is Garth and the woman is Tinna.”
“A woman?” the goblin chieftain wondered aloud.
Bilham laughed. “Just be glad you’re not the one crossing swords with her, Shalush. She can more than hold her own in a standup fight. Don’t worry.”
Shalush looked around at the group and addressed the humans.
“Fire is the key when fighting trolls. They regenerate any wound not caused by or quickly treated with fire. The trick is to cut them down quickly and then douse them with oil and set them ablaze. It’s hot dirty work.”
Shalush looked at Bilham. “Do they have the supplies they’ll need.”
The captain nodded.
Hal figured Shalush referred to the three flasks of lamp oil they each carried along with a pair of unlit torches. Bilham had handed them each the supplies when they first gathered back at the caravan camp.
Now, in the woods, Bilham turned and added his own orders to the advice of the goblin chieftain.
“Garth, light one of your torches and have it ready when we get to the fight. Your job will be to set ablaze any troll taken down by one of the others.”
Garth pulled out one of his torches and set to lighting it with a flint and steel.
“The others of you, keep hacking at any troll you’re fighting until Garth can get there and finish it off. Watch each other’s backs and we should all be back at camp by morning.”
Hal and Tinna nodded and Brother Anson put a grim smile on his face.
Bilham turned to Shalush.
“Lead on my friend. The sooner this grim work is finished, the sooner we can return and feast our victory.”
The small group started moving again. It was easier traveling through the woods now that Garth had a torch lit.
The two goblin rangers led the way, followed by Shalush and Bilham. Hal walked next to Garth in the middle and Tinna and Brother Anson brought up the rear.
They travelled through some rough terrain for several hours, climbing up to a mountain path leading into the peaks outlined by the full moon above them.
The party stopped at the base of the path for a rest. One of the two rangers continued up the trail. Hal couldn’t tell which in the darkness.
“There is a cave up this path about an hour’s travel from here,” Shalush said. “That is where they’ve holed up with their captives. The rangers left Zeth to watch them while they came to find us. Plank has gone up to fetch him and take his place so Zeth can come down and report on what he’s seen.”
“So, we wait here until Zeth returns. After that, we fight,” Bilham announced. “Take a load off and check your weapons.”
Hal sat down and leaned back against a boulder. He was tired down to his bones but also excited for the pending battle. He closed his eyes for a moment and was surprised when Garth had to shake his shoulder to wake him thirty minutes later when Zeth returned.
The group gathered around the ranger while Zeth gave his report to Shalush. Hal leaned in to listen with the others.
“There are eight of the beasts inside the cave. I got as close as I dared and still avoid detection. From what I could tell, they have at least some of our people still alive inside. I’m sure the others were already served in the cooking pit,”
Hal considered the grim prediction. It sent a shiver down his spine.
“What kind of guard do they have? Can we approach close enough to surprise the main group and rescue the remaining steaders?” Shalush asked.
“There is a single guard,” Zeth replied. “I think we can take him quickly enough to surprise the others. The trolls are not very careful and I was able to creep quite close while scouting the layout.”
Shalush leaned backward from where Zeth had drawn a sketch of the path leading to the troll cave in the dirt.
“My rangers will deal with the sentry. As soon as he is handled, the rest of us will rush the cave and begin the main assault.” Shalush glanced at Bilham. “How does that plan sound, my friend?”
“It will work as well as any other. Garth, once we get started, you douse that torch until the sentry is taken care of. Once that is finished, light the torch again on his burning carcass as we pass by and be ready to use it to deal with the downed trolls inside.”
Garth nodded and Bilham offered a grim smile to the rest before turning back to Shalush.
“We’re ready.”
“Then let us go and deal with these intruders in my valley,” Shalush said.
Hal slung his shield across his back. Checked his crossbow was strung and loaded with a steel-headed, armor-piercing bolt. He was as ready as he was going to be.
The two goblin rangers set off up the trail first, soon outdistancing the party of humans and their chieftain behind them. Shalush stayed back with Bilham and the rest of the group to lead them up the trail in the darkness.
The full moon illuminated some parts of the twisting path but not all and the going was slow, taking more than half an hour.
Eventually, they were all crouched behind a low ridge. Gand was there waiting for them. He used hand signs in the moonlight. From what Hal could glean of their meaning, beyond the ridge lay the cave entrance and the sentry.
Shalush signaled the three goblin rangers and they scrambled silently over the ridge and disappeared into the night.
The rest of the group crowded up to the crest of the ridge and watched in the darkness. They could make out the flickering of the firelight from inside the cave entrance ahead. There was a large humanoid form leaning against the cliff wall outside the cave’s entrance. Hal didn’t know what he expected, but he hadn’t thought trolls would be so large.
The beast had to be at least eight feet tall!
Three figures detached from the darkness and Hal saw two of them stand up straight and stretch their bowstrings back as they launched their attack while the other charged in. The archers each got off two arrows before they joined their brother ranger charging the troll.
The arrows had done their job, though. The beast toppled forward before the first ranger reached it and the troll struggled feebly on the ground as the three rangers swarmed over it. Soon a tongue of flame lit up the night and soon the corpse was aflame, preventing regeneration.
“That’s how it’s done, folks,” Bilham said. “Garth, be ready with that torch and lamp oil. Let’s go.”
Garth nodded and Hal and the rest followed the Bilham up and over the ridge towards the burning troll.
The smell of the burning carcass struck Hal with a wave of acrid smoke filled with the odor of burning hair and flesh. Garth stopped and held his torch over the burning body until it caught the flame.
Hal, Tinna, and Brother Anson with his massive two-handed mace lined up behind Bilham who stood with Shalush. The goblin chieftain pointed to the cave entrance and the rangers hefted their weapons and charged inside. Shalush and the five humans followed right behind them.
Before Hal reached the broader cave beyond the opening passage, a roar of defiance sounded from inside. The trolls had spotted the attackers.
Hal charged in behind Bilham and Shalush to see a large cavern beyond the narrow entrance lit by a large campfire in the center. One troll stood beside the fire turning a makeshift spit over the fire. Hal tried not to pay too much attention to what was skewered on the spit.
The three rangers were each engaged in battle with three trolls near the entrance. Shalush and Bilham charged at the troll by the fire and Hal looked around for other enemies.
There should be seven trolls total left to fight. They were still out numbered and they needed to even up the score quickly while surprise was on their side.
A howl of rage came from Hal’s right and he spun and snapped off a shot with his crossbow at a charging figure standing close to nine feet tall. The grey-skinned troll had a broad flat face with two eyes the size of dinner plates set on either side of a long snout. It carried a long club hewn from a log nearly as long as Hal was tall.
The crossbow bolt struck the beast in the shoulder and jerked it back a step with the impact before it started forward again.
Hal used the brief pause to shift his shield around and draw his sword as the crossbow clattered to the ground.
The enormous club swung down at him and Hal ducked and danced to one side, partially deflecting the blow aside with his shield.
The impact still staggered him for a moment but he recovered. He still felt the jarring pain in his shoulder behind the shield.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
HAL SHRUGGED off the pain of the glancing blow and swung at the troll’s exposed knee closest to him. He was rewarded with a splatter of green blood as the sword opened a broad gash on the creature’s thigh just above the knee.
The beast howled and lifted the club to swing it down at Hal again.
Hal used his superior speed to take another swipe at the injured leg. Perhaps if he could hack all the way through it, the creature would fall down and he would be on more even ground with it.
The sword once again swung in and opened a second gash on the troll’s leg. Hal noticed the previous gash had already stopped bleeding. Damn, it was already healing. The troll regeneration worked faster than he’d expected.
Seeing the club start to swing down at him, Hal decided to try something else and charged in at the creature. The descending club whistled past his head, again delivering only a glancing blow on his helmet as he ducked under the swing. Hal still saw stars flash in the corners of his eyes from the hit.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
HAL SHOOK his head to clear the ringing in his ears and raised his shield to use his new shield bash ability against the injured knee. Maybe he could buckle the leg.
A familiar sound played in his ears as he heard the spinning slot machine of his luck. He hoped it was a good sign.
Putting all his armored weight behind the charge, Hal tucked his shoulder behind the shield and drove into the injured knee.
The spinning slots stopped with a chime and the troll howled again as Hal heard something snap in the creature’s knee. He bounced backward from the impact to see the knee, now bent impossibly backward, buckle and give way under the huge troll’s weight.
It worked.
The troll cried out in rage and pain, tumbling backward to the ground and Hal fumbled at his belt pouch to pull one of the lamp oil flasks free. He threw it at the cave floor just in front of the struggling troll. It lay on its back trying to rise again. The lamp oil flask burst and sprayed the troll with oil.
“Garth, torch!” Hal called out.
Garth was ready and the man darted forward, dodging the weakened swipe by the troll. One touch with the torch to the oil dampened skin of the troll’s torso set the oil ablaze.
A scream of agony sounded and Hal ran forward and with Garth beside him, the two of them hacking at the flaming troll until the burning corpse stopped moving.
TROLL RAIDER KILLED - 500 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
“GARTH!” “Garth!” sounded from elsewhere in the room and Hal turned to see where Tinna and Anson had their troll down on the ground.
The cleric was swinging great two-handed blows down on the troll’s head, bashing away at its skull. Tinna was hacking at its torso with her two scimitars. They needed Garth and his torch though.
“I’ll open the flask, you get ready to light it on fire after I douse it with the oil,” Hal called while he charged to his friends’ assistance.
“Right behind you,” Garth said.
Hal pulled his second oil flask from his belt and dashed the top off with a sweep of his sword, dumping the contents on the troll as soon as he arrived at Tinna’s side. He stepped back and Garth took his place, torching the creature where it lay.
The others were similarly engaged with downed trolls and Hal, Tinna and Garth repeated their efforts with the other trolls who’d be put down by Bilham, Shalush and the Rangers. Soon there were seven troll bodies smoldering in the confines of the large cave.
Hal was glad the cave had a high roof. The smoke coming off the burning bodies was thick and would have quickly filled a smaller space with choking smoke. As it was, it was hard to see and breath in the cave.
“We need to get the survivors free and get out of here,” Bilham called to Shalush.
“Agreed,” Shalush shouted.
The rangers cut the bonds holding the goblin steaders tied up in the back and shepherded them out of the cave to safety. There were several goblin children in the group including a little goblin girl carried by her mother. She seemed to be about Cari’s age.
Hal and the others made one last check to make sure they weren’t leaving any live trolls behind. All the trolls were dead and no more hid in the far corners of the cavern. The work finished, they left the smoky cave and soon stood on the mountain path outside the cave entrance.
“Let’s go back down the path to the forest and set up a temporary camp there, Shalush,” Bilham suggested. “There’s little room up here. Once we’re down there, Anson can look to everyone’s wounds and take care of the worst of the injuries.”
“That’s a good idea, my friend. My nose is more sensitive than yours. I don’t want to remain near the stink of these creatures any longer,” Shalush said.
The party and the rescued goblin steaders started down the mountainside heading to the forest below. While he walked, Hal looked up his stats and allocated his new attribute points and skill level.
He gave two more points to his brawn, trying to beef up his strength even more. It had helped him with his shield bash he was sure. He also added a skill level to his one-handed combat to round out the points he had to spend. Hal looked at what he had as he walked down the mountain. He was level three as a fighter and he thought things were going well so far. Now he just needed to work on getting some healing on his shield shoulder and his aching head.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 3
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 20 — +6
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 —
Looks: 8
Health: 68/92
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 1, One-Handed Combat - 2
Weapon proficiencies: Long Sword - 2, Crossbow - 1
Warrior Experience: 900/1200
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
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ONCE THEY REACHED the base of the mountain, they set up a temporary camp so they could see to their wounds.
One of the goblin rangers was near death and Anson worked on him for quite some time before they started back to the caravan camp by the river. Given how the ranger looked when Anson started on him, it was amazing he could walk at all to trek back to the river afterwards.
Anson spent some time with each of the steaders as well. All of the remaining adults had some injuries. Hal watched as the yellow glow of the monk’s healing magic flared again and again as he moved among the goblin farmers. When he was finished, Shalush declared they were ready to continue on to the river.
The return to the caravan camp took most of the night and it was near dawn when Hal and the others traipsed into the camp, their feet dragging in the dirt from exhaustion. Hal’s shoulder still ached and his head was throbbing. Brother Anson had told him to chew some willow bark and check in with him once they had all rested for a day back in camp.
Hal knew if he were seriously injured, the monk would have used healing magic on him. It was a sign he was not that bad off that he left the wounds to heal on their own.
Ghent welcomed them all back, having a few quiet words with Bilham before shouting for food for the returning party. They would stay in camp for an additional day to recuperate.
The whole camp cheered their return. Hal wanted to cheer with them but he was too exhausted. He could only think of curling up in his bedroll under a wagon and sleeping.
Hal got his wish and he slept without interruption for most of the day, waking on his own late in the afternoon. There was some commotion at the far end of the wagon circle and Hal walked over to see what was going on. He saw a procession of goblins of all sizes walking towards the camp. They all carried bundles and sacks.
As they drew closer, Hal realized they had brought a feast to share with the caravan crew as a thank you for helping to free their homesteaders. Ghent opened the wagon circle wider until it formed more of a half circle and fire pits and spits were erected to roast the fresh venison and other game the goblins brought with them to the campsite.
Soon, everyone was celebrating. Goblins and mercenary guards all engaging in games of strength and skill while they ate their fill from the bounty served from the rotating spits. Hal walked amidst the revelers and enjoyed a share of hearty food and fresh goblin ale, which was actually quite good.
Shalush, Ghent, and Bilham stood talking nearby, each with a tankard in hand and Hal approached them.
“How’s the shoulder, Hal?” Bilham asked. “If you need it, Anson will be refreshed enough in the morning to take a look at it.”
Hal rotated his shoulder and tried not to wince at the twinge of pain he felt. “It will be alright I think. I’ll make sure to check in with him tomorrow if I think it needs healing.”
“You were a good choice to bring along on the troll hunt,” Shalush told Hal. “You and your comrades helped us assure success. We would have lost most of the steaders if we had to wait for more goblin rangers to arrive.”
“I’m glad to be able to help, sir. I would never want anyone to be held captive by those creatures if I could do something to stop it,” Hal said. “I do have a question. What is driving them down into your valley if they know you’re settled here and will fight them to hold it?”
“The Emperor’s soldiers have displaced many of the non-human tribes from their lands closer to the eastern and northern cities,” Shalush said. “That has pushed many to flee and try to settle elsewhere. The trolls have not always been our enemies. They are only seeking their own safe haven to raise their families. In any case, they cannot live here, though. We have shown them that much.”
“Shalush,” Bilham said. “You mentioned something about blood sport and the eastern cities. Has the Emperor opened up the fighting pits again?”
“That is the rumor, my friend.” Shalush shook his head in disgust. “I have heard reports that the wardens of the eastern cities are holding mock battles between goblins, orcs, and trolls all fighting condemned humans in the arenas. It is something we thought we’d never see again in our lifetimes. We thought we had created an understanding with our human neighbors about such horrific sporting events for their entertainment.”
Hal struggled to understand.
“You mean in the east they have human gladiators fighting goblins and other humanoids for the spectacle of it? That’s horrible,” Hal exclaimed. “How could any civilized person sit still for something like that?”
“Because we’re not all as civilized as you might think, Hal,” Bilham said. “We all have a savage hiding inside of us. It’s the savage we let peek out when we have to go and fight against others for what is important to us. You let the savage inside you out when we charged into that troll cave up in the mountains. It’s a good thing you did, too, else you’d be dead. The savage keeps us alive when all else fails.”
The old soldier pointed out at the night’s darkness surrounding the camp. “The savage fights for your family and for good friends that will stand and fight alongside you. Friends you may not even expect, like Shalush here.”
“I am not sure that is the compliment you intended it to be, my friend,” Shalush grinned.
“Quiet, I’m trying to explain something about life here,” Bilham shushed his friend with a smile splitting his face.
“I think you’ve had a bit too much ale,” Shalush said.
“Nonsense, we are safe here.”
“Safe, we are,” Shalush said. “But you are going to have to lead these men again in the morning when you depart. Let your wisdom stand for now and come with me. My wife wishes to show you our youngest and thank you for keeping me alive again.”
The two unlikely comrades left Hal standing there looking outward at the camp’s perimeter. He thought about what Bilham had said.
Did he have a savage hidden somewhere deep inside himself that he let out when he was in a fight? It was not something he’d considered before, not the least because he was just Hal Dix, a management trainee and cubical warrior at best. He was not some warrior of legendary accomplishments.
Footsteps alerted him to someone approaching. Turning Hal saw Tinna and Garth standing arm in arm walking his way.
“Hello, you two,” Hal said. “I didn’t know the two of you were together.”
Garth smiled at Tinna and she laughed.
“Neither did we,” she said. “Strange how things work out.”
“We were hoping you could take my shift on sentry tonight so we could spend some more time enjoying the festivities,” Garth said with a wink. “You can do that for us, right?”
Hal smiled.
“Of course. Enjoy away. I’m finished celebrating for now anyway.” His thoughts were on Mona and Cari back home.
Seeing all the goblins with their children and families close by them made him wish for some home time with his loved ones. He knew he’d see them soon enough. First he had to find Kay and bail her out of whatever trouble she was in. Then he could return home to what was important.
Garth and Tinna wandered off together into the tree line and Hal went to gather his gear so he could take his post on sentry duty. The caravan would start off on its journey again in the morning. Tonight, he’d settle in to a shift of guard duty and then to bed around midnight.

THE CARAVAN PLODDED ONWARD after leaving the valley of the goblin clans. The entire caravan crew was in excellent spirits for days afterward. The grind of the journey east soon settled in again, though.
After the valley of the goblin tribes, they entered an arid plain of scrub desert with a few scattered oasis towns along the way. These towns seemed to serve only as way stations for the caravans that traveled through, offering water and fodder for the horses.
“If we didn’t have our safe passage through the goblin lands, we’d have swung south from Tandon and hit a much longer stretch of this desert on the traditional caravan trails,” Burt informed Hal in a rare instance of conversation. “As it is we still have to travel through this gods-forsaken place for over a week.”
After the second day of traveling through the dusty wasteland, Hal could understand why Burt was glad they only had to travel through this place for a week or so. He felt like he was covered from head to toe in reddish-orange dust from the surrounding desert. Hal couldn’t imagine grinding through this type of landscape for an additional two weeks.
Even with the fight against the bandits and the diversion to take on the trolls, the trip Ghent’s caravan had taken was much easier. There was a definite advantage to Ghent’s agreement with the goblin tribes for safe passage.
By the end of the weeklong trek through the desert plain, Hal’s only thoughts were of taking an honest to goodness bath and trying to get the orange dust washed from his pores. He was sure he had turned into looking like some sort of armored Oompa Loompa from the old Charlie and the Chocolate Factory movie.
On the edge of the desert plain sat a shining city, though. It was one of the great cities of the east and Hal’s final destination. Hyroth was one of the Emperor’s earliest conquests and was considered one of the most loyal cities of the Empire.
Hal’s first view of it was a dim glow on the horizon at night when they were camped for their last night in the desert. He asked Burt what the source of light was and the wagon’s driver laughed.
“You ain’t seen a real city, lad, if all you’ve seen is Tandon and the like. Hyroth makes Tandon look like a country village by comparison. You wait and see. You’ll get the idea as we get closer.”
“You mean that glow is the lights of the city on the horizon? If it was that close, why didn’t we just push onward and camp there this evening?” Hal asked.
“Distances are deceiving on these desert plains. Something can look close enough to walk to in a few hours and turn out to be a day’s travel away. You have to be careful or you’ll end up walking yourself to death trying to reach something that is days away from where you started. Ghent knows what he’s doing. We’ll be camped outside Hyroth’s walls by the end of the day tomorrow. Then you can see what a real city is like.”
Hal rolled over pulling his blanket up against the surprising chill of the night air here in the desert and stared at the glow lighting up the horizon. Tomorrow he’d reach Hyroth. Then his quest to find Kay could begin.
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THE END of the following day found them in a huge caravan camp with at least a dozen other caravans spread out around them. The whole area was patrolled by guards provided by Hyroth so Ghent gathered them in and paid them their wages. Hal, Tinna, and Garth were all awarded an extra portion of silver as a reward from their goblin hosts back in the river valley.
“The caravan will remain here while I conduct my trade for five days,” Ghent told them after he’d paid them for their services. “Those of you who wish to hire on for the return trip, be back here in four days to sign up, otherwise I’ll hire on replacements for any of you who decide to move on to other pursuits. Best of luck to you and don’t spend all that silver in one place.”
Hal tucked the weighty pouch of silver into his belt beside his other pouch and walked over to Garth and Tinna. The two of them were standing together looking up at the city.
“So, what say we head into the city and see the sights together?” Hal asked. “I’ve never been here before. I could use some companions.”
“Makes sense to me,” Tinna said. “I’ve never been here either.”
“Well, then, let me be your guide to the wonders that serve to delight the eye and lighten your purse in the city of Hyroth,” Garth said.
“You’ve only been here once before,” Tinna said, laughing. “That makes you the expert?”
“It makes me more of an expert than the two of you.”
“Fair enough,” Tinna laughed. “What do you think, Hal? Should we trust ourselves to this one’s sensibilities in the big city?”
“What do I know? He’s your boyfriend. I say lead on. The city awaits.”
“He’s not my boyfriend,” Tinna said. “We’re comrades in arms, that’s all.”
“Comrades with benefits is more like it,” Hal joked.
“What’s wrong with that?” Garth remarked. “We enjoy each other’s company, that’s all.”
Hal held up his hands in surrender. “I never said there was anything wrong with it.” Hal lowered his hands to flourish in a bow. “Please, kind sir, show us the big, bad city that awaits us.”
Tinna laughed and Garth soon joined in. The three of them linked arms and strolled into the city, their purses full and the rest of their possessions in the packs on their backs.
Hal knew this was likely how Kay had entered the city on her trip here. He’d have to keep his eyes open and watch for the few landmarks and places she mentioned in her few communications with Duke Korran.
Burt had been right to describe Hyroth as a city on a whole different level than Tandon. The city sprawled on the banks of a great river, spanning it with three large stone bridges joining the two city halves together.
The caravan and harbor districts lay on one side of the river and encompassed the region where most foreigners lived. On the far side of the three bridges were the merchant and temple districts as well as a large government district centered around a great palace where the Emperor’s Warden for the city of Hyroth lived when the Emperor wasn’t in residence.
Garth led Hal and Tinna up to the city gates where the city guards stopped them and charged them a silver piece each to peace bond their weapons. This entailed twisting wire around all their swords and daggers to hold them securely in their scabbards and making them unstring their crossbows.
The peace bond wouldn’t hold for long if you really wanted to draw steel on someone but when the guard arrived, you’d never be able to twist the wire back into the intricate knot used to tie it originally and then you’d be picked up for violating the peace of the city. Garth impressed upon them that any disputes were usually settled with fists in the city. No one wanted to be caught by the guard with a broken peace bond.
Once their weapons were dealt with, Garth took them down a broad avenue filled with stalls selling everything a person could think of. There were food vendors offering various local delicacies and roasted meat on sticks for passersby. Clothing and armor vendors were prevalent, too, though Hal didn’t see any weapon smiths and remarked about it to Garth.
“There is a marketplace for sword smiths and the like outside in the caravan camps,” Garth replied. “Inside the city, only the very wealthy may purchase weapons and they do so in private auctions and sales out of the public view. People in the city, especially visitors are discouraged from selling or buying weapons. It’s why our own weapons are peace bonded.”
Hal supposed it made sense given the fact the city was once conquered by the Emperor. It would make it much easier to pacify a city this size if you put limitations and required peace bonding on any weapons carried openly.
Once they passed the immediate market place that sat inside the city walls, the avenue opened up into an area of taverns, inns, and brothels. All these establishments were organized to separate recently arrived caravan guards from their hard-earned silver, Garth told them. He led them deeper into the city to another neighborhood of craftsmen of various types. There were silver and gold smiths, jewelers, metal workers and craftsmen of wooden furniture and tools. It was here that Garth told them they could find a reasonable inn for the night.
The sign outside the inn he brought them to showed a man wearing a crown in a bed. The words below the sign read Noble’s Rest.
“It used to be the King’s Rest but the owner changed the name after the king was deposed by the Emperor,” Garth told them as they went inside.
“A wise move by the proprietor,” Tinna remarked.
The interior of the inn and tavern was bright and well-lit with lamps. A broad woman in an apron bustled over to them.
“Hello, how may I help weary travelers like yourselves? Would you care for a drink and something good to eat? We have a wonderful goat stew the cook just made up for dinner.”
“That will be fine, mistress,” Garth said. “We have been on the road a long time and would like to eat something more than camp rations.”
“Well, you all sit yourselves down and relax. I’ll get you three plates of the stew and some bread to sop up the juices. Will three ales do for you or would you like something a little harder?”
“The ales will be just fine for now, thanks,” Tinna said.
After the innkeeper left to get their food and drinks, Hal sat down with the other two at a small square table.
“I have a friend I’m supposed to try and locate when I get here, Garth,” Hal said. “I don’t suppose you know where a local caravan guard would hang out were they to remain in the city after their caravan moved on?”
“I suppose they’d find an apartment and maybe seek out work locally as a bouncer or guard for a local merchant,” Garth replied.
“Who is this friend of yours, Hal?” Tinna asked.
“She came here earlier in the year, maybe about six months ago.”
“Ah, a woman then,” Tinna said. “She may not be waiting for you still, Hal. She may have found other companionship.”
“It’s nothing like that, Tinna,” Hal corrected her. “She is a family friend and I was asked to look in on her and make sure she was alright. Her family hadn’t heard from her in some time and asked me to check up on her, that’s all. I heard she was working with a man named Ginty, Flemming Ginty.”
“I know that name,” Garth said. “He’s a prominent merchant here in Hyroth. Rumors also place him high in the local thieves’ guild. If he’s involved in your friend’s disappearance, you’d better be careful.”
“Do you know where I can find this merchant thief?”
“I’d try the Central Trader’s Hall,” Garth replied. “That’s where all the merchants congregate, trading their wares as well as information. I suppose you could hang out outside the hall and talk to him when he comes or goes.”
“Then that’s what I’ll do first thing tomorrow morning,” Hal said. “Tonight, though, let’s celebrate a successful journey and enjoy ourselves before we all separate to go our own ways.”

THE FOLLOWING MORNING came a little earlier than Hal wanted after his late night with Garth and Tinna the night before. By the end of the evening, Tina and Garth had paired off leaving Hal to find his way to his room alone.
Hal was glad his friends could have some fun together after their long journey. Hal woke up shortly before dawn on the pallet bed in his tiny room. He left and headed down the stairs to find t
he innkeeper’s wife up already. She was bustling around, cleaning up from the previous evening’s revelry.
“You’re up early,” the woman said. “Care for some breakfast?”
“That would be nice,” Hal replied. “I don’t suppose you know how close the Central Trader’s Hall is to here?”
“It’s not too far, about a fifteen-minute walk across the central bridge towards the merchant’s district.”
“Thank you, I have some business to attend to there this morning.”
“I’ll have your breakfast out for you in a minute or two. Settle down here at this table. I just wiped it down and I’ll fetch some good caff. It’s a drink from the far east we’ve just started serving. It helps wake you up.”
Hal wondered if it was coffee. He hadn’t had any coffee since he left home. He’d just assumed it didn’t exist in Fantasma.”
The woman brought him a steaming pewter tankard of dark liquid. One sniff and Hal smiled. It had a very familiar aroma to it.
“I don’t suppose you have any cream I could add to this?” Hal asked.
“Why would you do that? Everyone just drinks theirs plain.”
“Never mind, this will do,” Hal said. He leaned over and savored the aroma of what smelled like very good coffee indeed.
He ate the hearty breakfast of ham and eggs the innkeeper’s wife brought out. When he had finished, he left her a few silver pieces to pay for the meal and the caff.
He hefted his pack and his peace-bonded weapons and left in search of the Central Trader’s Hall.
It wasn’t hard to locate his objective. Everyone knew the Central Trader’s Hall it seemed. Several citizens helped direct him along his way and soon he was located outside a large, stone building with tall fluted columns flanking the broad double front doors. For the early hour, there was already a fair amount of activity flowing in and out of the hall.
Hal walked up the broad steps to the front door and was stopped at the front doors by uniformed guards.
“What’s your business in the Trader’s Hall warrior?” the senior guard asked.
“I seek Flemming Ginty. I have a message for him from the west. I just arrived on a caravan last night. This is the first chance I’ve had to look him up.”
“You can leave your message with me,” the guard said holding out his hand. “I’ll see he gets it.”
“I’m sorry,” Hal said. “The message is for his ears alone. I must speak to him in person.”
The guard didn’t like the answer. It was likely he’d hoped to receive a tip or reward for delivering an important message, taking the money that might be due to Hal. He pondered Hal’s request for a moment longer then jerked his head inside.
“The Ginty faction’s desk is inside to the right. They can pass your message along to Mr. Ginty. Don’t be too long or make me come looking for you.”
“Much obliged,” Hal said. “I’ll make sure to tell Mr. Ginty about your help.”
Hal passed by the guards and entered the building. The entry hall was huge, the ceiling, stretching upward inside the broad double doors, was twenty feet above him and supported by buttressed arches. Hal looked to his right and saw a series of tables with scribes and clerks set up around them.
He inquired with a few before he found the right one. It was the busiest of the group. Hal had to wait his turn to speak to the head clerk at the table.
“I have come from Tandon to the west. I have an urgent message for Mr. Ginty I must deliver in person.”
The clerk seemed a little shocked at Hal’s words and looked from side to side as if worried who might have overheard him.
“Please, keep your voice down. Not everyone here in the Empire likes those who deal in trade to the rebel cities to the west. Come with me,” the clerk said, rising from his seat.
Another waiting clerk slid into place to take over the man’s duties while Hal followed him down the line of tables to a door in the far wall. The clerk opened the door and gestured inside.
“Wait in here while I fetch my master. He will no doubt wish to hear your message immediately.”
Hal stepped inside and saw a small room with a pair of plush chairs upholstered in red velvet. There was a table between the chairs. It looked like a place where merchants could conduct business in private without others overhearing. It would be a perfect place to talk with Ginty about Kay’s disappearance.
A few minutes later, the door opened and a rotund man dressed in purple robes trimmed with gold and fur entered the room.
“Mr. Ginty, I presume?” Hal said, offering a small bow.
“You’re the man from Tandon?” The merchant asked.
“Yes, I’m Hal Dix. I was sent by Duke Korran to deliver a message and to inquire about a friend you had contact with who’s gone missing.”
The merchant clapped his hands and Hal stopped talking as a servant came in and Ginty whispered something to him. The servant left and Ginty returned his attention to Hal.
“I sent him after some refreshments for us. I find it is always better to conduct business with some wine, even at this early hour. Now this missing friend, I assume you refer to the woman known as Kay?”
“You know where she is?” Hal asked.
Ginty shrugged. “She was in contact with me until a few months ago. I lost contact with her suddenly and do not know where she could be. Who is she to you?”
“She and I were associates back in Tandon. I became concerned by her disappearance and…” Hal paused when the door opened and a servant entered with a tray and two silver goblets. He waited for the servant to leave before continuing.
“As I was saying, I became concerned when I learned the Duke had lost contact with her and decided to come and locate her myself.”
Ginty handed Hal one fo the goblets and took the other for himself.
“Wait,” Ginty said pointing at Hal. “Hal Dix, I know that name. You helped Kay overthrow the Wardens in Tandon, didn’t you. I believe the people of the city had a name for you.”
Hal sipped at the wine. He frowned at the bitter aftertaste but didn’t want to be rude. He nodded and smiled at the question.
“That was me. They started calling me the Hood,” Hal bragged.
“I’m surprised you came this far east, Mr. Dix. There is quite a price on your head. The Emperor has put up over a thousand gold crowns for the man who can deliver you to one of his Wardens.”
“Well,” Hal said. “I don’t have to worry about that with you, do I?” He took another sip of the bitter wine.
Ginty laughed. “There was a price on Kay’s head, too, though hers was more related to who she was in her past life as a princess. It was an added bonus, to those of us that cared about such things, that her capture might also lure you out of hiding after you disappeared so suddenly two years ago.”
Hal frowned at the strange comment and started to rise from his chair. He found he was having trouble moving his legs, though. He set his goblet down but missed the table and the wine and cup tumbled to the floor. Hal stared at the goblet spinning on the floor amidst the puddle of red wine, his vision starting to blacken around the edges.
The wine, Hal thought. It must have been drugged.
Idiot!
Hal would have slapped himself in the forehead for falling for this trick if he could. Instead he felt himself lean forward and fall from the chair to the carpeted floor. He found himself staring up at Flemming Ginty’s smiling face as the merchant leaned over him.
“The other Wardens told me this would never work. You’d never be so foolish to come looking for your companion in person. Now I not only get to collect the reward money from the Emperor but I also will pick up a large bonus on the side bets I made with my fellow merchants. You won’t care about that, however, Mr. Dix. You will likely not survive the next twenty-four hours. The arena is a hard place for the inexperienced or incapacitated. Goodbye Mr. Dix. It’s been a pleasure to meet you.”
Hal struggled a final time to get up, to roll over, to do anything but he couldn’t move and the darkness closed in until all he heard was Ginty’s laughter.
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IT TOOK a while before Hal realized the roaring he heard wasn’t coming from his ears. He groaned and tried to get up. It was no good. He was only just starting to wake up from his drugged stupor and struggled to open his eyes. The roaring sounded again and this time something pounded on the ground nearby.
Hal forced his eyes open and realized he was lying sideways on sandy ground. He looked around from where he lay and realized the roaring he heard were the cheers of thousands of people in the crowded stands all around him.
“Hal get up, I can’t hold off the beast too much longer on my own.”
He knew that voice. It was Kay. He’d found her.
Pressing his hands against the sandy floor of the stadium they were in, Hal forced himself up to his knees and looked up to see an enormous brown bull charging right at him, pounding across the sand with its horns lowered to skewer him on the metal tipped points.
At the last minute, the bull was distracted by a waving cloak that swirled in front of Hal for a moment before it whipped away with a flourish to pull the bull’s gaze in a different direction. The beast pounded past Hal, missing him only by inches.
“Get your ass up, Hal,” Kay yelled. “I don’t think I can get him to miss you again.”
Hal struggled to his feet. His head throbbed from the drugged wine but he took in the situation despite the pain. He and Kay were in the center of a large, circular stone arena two hundred feet across. There were ten foot walls all around that led up to the stands filled with screaming and cheering onlookers. Hal couldn’t tell if they were cheering for the bull or for he and Kay.
“Here, take this, I have a sword.”
Kay thrust a spear in his direction and Hal took the long-bladed weapon. The eight-foot shaft was nearly as thick as his wrist and the steel blade at the end was nearly a foot long with a long cross bar below the blade where it was socketed onto the thick wooden shaft.
How was he supposed to throw this thing?
Then he realized. It wasn’t to throw. He was supposed to stand still and skewer the bull with the thing. As understanding struck him, the familiar slot machine started spinning in his head again. His luck was in play. It was time to see if he could make it work in his favor.
He searched around and found the bull. It was circling around the arena and stopped about fifty feet away, digging at the sandy ground with one hoof. It snorted a bellow and fixed Hal with its red-rimmed eyes.
Then it charged.
Hal didn’t have much time to think. He had this spear for a reason. It must be the sort of weapon that could kill this sort of beast. He just had to figure it out.
“Get behind me Kay,” Hal shouted. “Get ready to use that sword if the bull gets past me.”
“You aren’t going to stand against it, are you? You have to avoid it and hit it from the side, Hal.”
“Trust me, Kay. I have a plan,” Hal shouted. The bull had reached full speed and it wasn’t likely to miss him again.
Hal jammed the butt of the spear into the sand and stomped a foot down on top of it to try and anchor it in place. He lowered the spear to angle it towards the charging bull just in time to have the blade enter the creature’s chest.
The blade sunk up to the crossbar and stopped there, then the shaft shook as the weight of the charging bull shuddered up the length of the wood. Hal heard that familiar chime of success as he was driven backward by the impact on the spear, the butt of the shaft digging a furrow in the sandy ground beneath his foot.
Blood poured from the bull’s mouth amidst pink, frothy bubbles. The blade must have pierced the creature’s lungs. The stout spear shaft held as it finally found more solid purchase deeper in the sandy soil.
The bull’s forward momentum stopped. It sank to its knees, trying to reach Hal with its horns one last time before it fell over in the sand, dead.
400 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Level Up!
THERE WAS A MOMENT’S SILENCE, then the crowd erupted with a roar of cheering and shouting that filled the arena with sound. Hal stood and looked behind him. Kay stood there breathing hard, a smile appearing across her face as she realized they’d survived.
Hal had found Kay.

NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 4
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 20 — +6
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 — +8
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 94/94
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 1, One-Handed Combat - 2
Weapon proficiencies: Long Sword - 2, Crossbow - 1
Warrior Experience: 1,300/2,400 to reach next level.
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
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Skill points: 1
Weapon proficiency: 1 (next achieved at level 8)





14

AS THE CROWD continued to cheer for the spectacle in the arena around Hal and Kay, gates opened at one side of the arena’s wall and eight heavily armored guards rushed in. The leading guard pointed at Hal and Kay and then at the open doorway.
“Come on, Hal,” Kay said, starting towards the open gates. “Time to receive our reward for surviving this test.”
“What? Where are we?” Hal asked.
“Keep walking. They don’t like it when we take too long basking in the crowds’ acclamation.” Kay shook her head. “Lord, Hal, you have a way of being both amazing and stupid at the same time. You’re in Hyroth’s grand coliseum, the arena where the citizens come to watch people and beasts fight to the death.”
Hal tried to take it all in: the cheering crowd, the words from his friend. He was still partially under the influence of whatever drug Flemming Ginty had given him and his mind felt foggy. Hal trudged along after Kay until they entered the tunnel on the other side of the gates.
“So, we’re gladiators? Is this where you’ve been for the last several months, fighting in this arena?”
“This is where I’ve been, Hal. I found out too late that my contact with Duke Korran was one of the city’s Wardens for the Emperor. He managed to capture me and sentenced me to fight here until I died under the one of the tests, as they call these little contests for their sport.”
Kay led Hal down the tunnel under the stands until it entered a larger open area. It wasn’t completely open. There were bars at every opening and armed guards everywhere. Kay walked up to one of the guards and handed over her sword and weighted red cloak then gestured to Hal to follow her.
The guard stopped them with a word.
“Stop. Where’s the spear? You were sent out with a sword, the cloak and a hunting spear.”
“I left it stuck in that enormous bull out there. Should I go out and get it?” Hal asked.
With lightning speed, the guard snapped out with a wooden baton to strike Hal on the side of the head. The blow made Hal’s already throbbing head swim and nearly knocked him down.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
“DON’T LEAVE the arena without your weapons, gladiator,” the guard said. “The next time you do that, you’ll not receive your next ration of food. Understand?”
“Yes,” Hal said. “I understand.”
“Now, go and join your friend. There’s food for you in the mess hall as a reward for winning the test today.”
The guard pointed to Kay where she waited for him. Hal followed her along a long curving corridor under the stadium above. Eventually they came to a opening to a larger room with a series of tables and benches. Other men and women sat at the tables eating. White-clad servants brought them platters of food.
“So, we’re gladiators? Like out of the movies?”
“What are you talking about, Hal?” Kay asked. “I swear, you need to get a grip on yourself. This isn’t the sort of place where your weirdness is an asset. If you don’t fit in, you’ll stand out. People who stand out in here get chosen for more tests. Eventually, you’ll run up against a test that will kill you. It’s just a matter of time.”
Hal leaned closer as they walked towards the tables.
“Have you thought about a way to get out of here?”
“For most, there are only two ways out. You fail a test and then they carry your body out on a wagon to be dumped in a pit with the other dead. You can also win the acclaim of the crowd. For those that do that, they join the grand army the Emperor is assembling to the east of Hyroth,” Kay said. “For us, though, that isn’t an option. We’re condemned criminals and traitors. We’ll be pressed into harder and harder tests until something manages to kill us. The Wardens will never let the crowd acclaim us and set us free to join the army.”
They sat down on one of the benches and a servant brought over a tray of food. There was some sort of pulled pork, flat bread and a mustard spread. There were no knives anywhere, only forks and spoons.
Hal was hungry and he dug into the platter of meat, making himself a sandwich with the flatbread. While he made his sandwich, Hal looked over his stats from the last fight. He had taken some damage from the baton blow the guard dealt him, other than that he was unscathed from the fight with the bull. He allowed two more attribute points into his strength score. It had stood him well when he’d needed it to hold on to that spear during the bull’s charge. He also added one skill level to his shield bash ability.
Hal noticed the additional weapon proficiency slot. It seemed he got a new one every four levels. He increased his long sword proficiency to level three.
He settled into eating while he thought about their predicament. The pork was surprisingly good for prison food and he remarked on it.
“They want us healthy so the spectacle of our fighting prowess continues to impress the crowd,” Kay replied. “The food’s about the only thing worth looking forward to in here.”
“Who’s the new guy?” A booming voice announced from behind Hal.
Hal turned to see who was talking. A huge, broad-shouldered man stood behind them. He had skin so dark he’d be virtually invisible in shadows. The man was muscled like a body builder and he flexed his pectoral muscles in an alternating pattern when he saw Hal looking his way. The man laughed and reached out and clapped a big hand on Hal’s back as he laughed. The good-natured back slap nearly caused Hal to choke on the food in his mouth.
“This is Hal. He’s a friend of mine from the west,” Kay said. “Hal, this is Otto, also known as ‘The Crusher’ by people in the arena world. He’s another of the condemned, like us.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Otto,” Hal said. “Sit down and join us. There’s plenty for all.”
“Don’t mind if I do. I’m always hungry in this damned place.”
Otto sat down and began heaping the pulled pork onto a plate, grabbing two of the flatbreads while he was at it. “Ale, I need some ale, servant, so do my friends here,” Otto shouted.
Two servants hurried over with pitchers and cups, pouring ale for the three at the table.
Hal took a sip of the ale. It was pretty good, much better than he’d have expected a prison.
“How many of us are in here?” Hal asked.
“Condemned like us?” Kay asked. “Twenty-two now that you’re here. There are some three hundred others that are at various levels of training. As they get trained, if they survive that long, the best are sent off to join the Emperor’s new army. Every mock battle. One warrior from each side is selected to be awarded the silver ring and join the army rather than fight in here. It’s a horrible, brutal system. I was looking into where the Wardens were finding new recruits for the army and training them so quickly when they caught me and charged me as a spy.”
“Flemming Ginty caught me when I came looking for you. I didn’t realize he was a Warden until it was too late, too,” Hal said.
“When you’re finished eating, we can go and look into getting you a room in our section of the barracks.”
“How often do we fight, Kay?”
“They put us in the arena every three of four days. That gives us a chance to heal up some between fights, though we never get back to full health at any time. We’re all fighting injured to some level or another.”
“So, we get put back in to fight animals like that bull every three or four days and in between we stay here. There’s got to be a way to escape, to get out of here.”
“There isn’t. I’ve tried. So have the others. We are watched all the time,” Kay said. “Even when we are sleeping, they look in on us. The night guards count heads in the bunks as they make their rounds each hour. There is no time when we are left unattended. We train together with practice weapons in between bouts. They only give us real weapons when it’s time to enter the arena. As you saw, we have to turn them all back in once we arrive back in our quarters.”
Hal glanced around the room. He’d never been in a room filled with so many hardened fighters before, even when he’d been fighting back in Tandon to free the city. He understood the system and the way it worked but there might be a madness to the Wardens’ method.
Hal remembered a movie he saw once where an army put all the opposing prisoners of war who were best at escaping in one camp. The captors thought by putting the escape artists in one place, they could keep an eye on them better. Instead they set up what would eventually be called the Great Escape. Over a hundred prisoners managed to break out at one time.
Perhaps having all the deadliest fighters and enemies of the state in one place where they could fight and train together wasn’t such a good idea. There was more than one historical precedent to this being a bad idea. He’d have to think on it some more.
“Hal, you have that look on your face when you think you’ve got a clever plan,” Kay said. “It bothers me when you get like that. What are you dreaming up?”
“Never you mind, Kay. I’ll fill you in when I think I have it all figured out.”
“Hal, you never get it all figured out,” Kay replied. “You end up making it all up as you go along once the initial plan goes south.”
Otto looked from one to the other. “What are you two arguing about? If you’re planning some sort of breakout, count me in. I’ll do whatever it takes to get out of here, even if it means we’ll probably die trying. As long as I get to take some of those damned guards with me on the way out.”
“Otto, my man,” Hal said, placing a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “As soon as I figure my plan out, you’ll be among the first to know, besides Kay here. In the meantime, when we want to talk about this plan in secret, the password will be ‘Spartacus’ alright?”
The plan was already forming in Hal’s mind. It would take a little time to gather the pieces together and figure out the details but it could work here as well as ancient Rome on earth.
“What does ‘Spartacus’ mean?” Kay asked.
“It’s a reference to another gladiator who decided he wasn’t going to let other men condemn him to fight for their entertainment forever. It will be our way of making sure it’s safe to talk about this in the future. Only the most trusted people in here are to be allowed into the secret until the very last moment. Got it?”
“Got it,” Kay said. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Have I ever led you wrong?”
“I’m not answering that. You’ve just been lucky up until now. There’s gonna be that one time when one of your crazy schemes doesn’t work.”
“That, Kay, is where you’re wrong. I’m beginning to believe that here in Fantasma, I’m the closest thing to a sure bet.”
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THE NEXT THREE days were made up of training sessions between Hal, Kay and the other condemned gladiators. In addition to Otto, Hal got to know a few of the other condemned.
There were a few other women among the condemned, including an impressive archer from the northern forests named Junica. She could fire off five aimed arrows and hit a different man-sized target with each one in less than three seconds.
He also met a slight man named Rune with a shaved head and tattoos all over his body. He often fought with no weapons at all, preferring to use only his hands in battle. Hal was the victim of a demonstration of Rune’s abilities on his second day when he made a comment about the man’s tai chi slow motion style of practice and preparation.
In a series of moves faster than Hal could follow, Rune managed to disarm him of his practice sword and knock him to the ground. The stomp of the bare foot next to his head told him if the monk wanted him dead, he’d be dead.
Hal decided to seek out the opportunity to train with him in the future. There had to be a way to adapt the weaponless combat techniques to his own style of fighting.
Twice, the condemned were brought in to train and work with small groups of the other, normal gladiators. These were the ones vying for a chance to join the Emperor’s army every day in the commoner’s games. Hal watched them train and wasn’t impressed after seeing the skills and professional abilities of the condemned gladiator cadre.
“Where are they finding these yahoos?” Hal asked Otto during the second training session with the would be recruits. “Most of them don’t know one end of the sword from the other. I feel like all I’m doing is telling them to stick the other guy with the pointy end.”
“Most don’t know it, Hal, but the Emperor’s vaunted legions are depleted and too spread out to be a real threat to anyone anymore,” Otto said. “These poor folks are rounded up by city guards because of debt, petty crimes, and in some cases, sold into it by their families to make a better life for those who remain.”
“That’s awful,” Hal said. He was shocked. “They didn’t volunteer for this charnel house and now they are forced to fight for their lives day in, day out until they’re either killed or somehow graduate to join an army where there’ll be more of the same?”
“That’s about it,” Otto agreed. “At least they have a way out of here. We have only one way out.”
“For now, Otto, for now.”
“I’ll believe you when you show me how it will work, Hal. Until then, I’ll live each day as if it were my last.”
“Not a bad way to live, no matter what your prospects are, Otto. You’re a wise man.”
Hal turned his attention to the training exercise at hand. The recruits had been split up into two groups with half the condemned on one side and half on the other. Everyone had practice weapons and were in the main arena during a time when the coliseum wasn’t occupied by the rabid fans who attended the games.
The two sides were to square off and practice assaulting the other’s shield wall. It was supposed to help the recruits learn the valuable skills they’d need when they graduated to the legions at some point. In reality, the shield walls crumbled when pressed by an attack and the whole thing devolved into a mass melee where a few recruits with better skills rained blows down on their cowering opponents. It happened on both sides of the battle. Hal stepped in the way of one brutish man who was beating another man senseless with a wooden practice blade.
“Stop, you’ll kill him.”
“He’s gonna die anyway. He’s got dead written on his forehead already. The next battle will be his last.” The brute spat on the ground at the cowering man on the ground and stalked away.
Hal turned and offered the man on the ground a hand up. The man was sobbing.
“Pick up your blade,” Hal said. “You need to remember one thing. If you drop your only weapon, you may as well fall on it and do yourself in. Your only chance at survival is to hold on to it and learn to use it.”
“I’m just a share cropper. I don’t know nothing about how to use a sword.”
“Look, you just need to adapt what you know to this. You’ve chopped a tree down before, right?”
“Sure. What’s that got to do with using a sword?” The farmer asked.
“You swing the blade around like you’re chopping at the tree. At the same time, you have to watch out in case the tree starts to fall your way. Then you have to jump back and get out of the way. Try to think like that when you’re fighting. Hack at that tree and jump out of the way or use your shield when it tries to hit you back.”
“Somehow, I think it’s harder than that.” The farmer seemed doubtful.
“Sure, it’s hard. But if you can try and react as if it’s just a tree maybe you can stand and hold your ground,” Hal said. “That’s all we expect you to do. Now get back in there for the next drill and see if you can do better.”
The farmer picked up his shield and hefted his practice sword and jogged back into the unit of recruits regrouping under the command of the condemned gladiators training them. This time, Hal watched his new protégé. The farmer held his own against the onslaught from the opposing force. He even coaxed a few of his mates to either side to hold with him.
“I saw what you did there,” Junica said. “It is good to adapt the training to methods and concepts they find familiar. In the north, we are raised to the bow and axe but, here in the south, the farmers are not. They are soft.”
“They’re not soft. They’re as hard as they need to be. We just need to train them to be harder and they’ll fight better.”
“But most of them are doomed to die,” Junica replied.
“Maybe not as many as we think if we can do our jobs better. Perhaps the failing is not theirs but ours,” Hal said.
Rune laughed. He was standing nearby and had overheard them.
“You sound like one of my masters back at the monastery. He told me once ‘the student never fails unless the master fails.’ I think you have an understanding of how people learn best, Hal Dix. You would make a good teacher if you weren’t in this place.”
“Perhaps I can be a good teacher despite being in this place, Rune,” Hal replied.
“You seek to make stock out of bare bones, Hal?”
“I think so, if I understand your reference to soup, Rune. We help them, we help ourselves, too, I think.” Hal had the beginning of his Spartacus plan starting to form in his head. It would take some time and wouldn’t be without risk but he thought it might work.

HAL DIDN’T HAVE much time to think on his plan. The very next day, he, Kay, and Otto were told to armor up and prepare to be part of the main event in the arena that afternoon. Because they didn’t have lighting for nighttime games in Fantasma, they finale for each of the spectacles took place in the afternoon just before dusk.
Hal strapped on his ring mail armor. Kay wore a chainmail hauberk and metal greaves and bracers. They went and met Otto. He was wearing a metal breast plate and a studded leather kilt but his arms and legs were mostly bare.
They all wore helmets of various sorts. Otto’s had spiked horns curving out from either side. If it weren’t for his jet-black skin and hair, he’d look like the perfect Viking from any epic medieval story. Kay’s helmet was a plain round conical helmet with a single plume of feathers standing out from the top.
Standing by the closed entrance gates. They were offered an assortment of weapons. But were told they were only allowed to take one weapon and one shield.
“What is our opponent?” Hal asked. He figured it might change his choice of weapon.
“You never know gladiator,” the guard captain at the gate said. Pick your weapon and live or die by the choice.
Hal shrugged. He decided to go with what he knew. Selecting a sturdy longsword and round shield much like the one he’d used during his journey to Hyroth. Hal took a few practice swings in the dark to get a sense of the sword’s balance. It definitely wasn’t as nice a blade as his sword from the Caravansary Outfitters, but it would do the job.
A muffled cheer sounded from the other side of the wall and a few minutes later there was a double rap on the wooden gates. The guard captain nodded and two of the eight guards who were their escort lifted the bar from the gates and pulled the double doors open.
A group of the recruit fighters exited. More than a few were injured. All were wide-eyed with the look of any person who had just lived through a life and death experience. Hal spotted the share cropper from the practice session the day before. He had a gash over his right eye that dripped blood down the side of his face but he’d lived. He saw Hal looking at him and gave him a half a smile and a nod of thanks.
“I guess the ‘hack a tree’ method worked,” Hal said to himself.
“What are you talking about?” Kay asked.
“Nothing, just proving a point to myself.”
“Move out, gladiators,” the guard captain shouted and one of the guards shoved Hal forward. Others prodded Kay and Otto, too.
“Here we go,” Hal said. “Do we have a plan? I feel like we should have a plan.”
“Don’t die,” Otto chuckled.
“We form up around Otto,” Kay said looking up the big man. “You’ve got that double-bladed axe and no shield. We’ll cover your flanks and you can hack your way through whatever we end up facing out there.”
Otto nodded and Hal stepped out onto the sand. There were slaves in white tunics dragging bodies. Hal noticed the bodies were both human and goblin which shocked Hal. He didn’t much like the prospect of coming up against any of Shalush’s kinfolk in the arena.
It occurred to Hal why there was a layer of sand covering the floor of the open-air arena. It was there for drainage. The blood from the battle had already soaked through the sand to the ground beneath. There were a few areas stained worse than others but for the most part, the blood was gone and the footing would be solid enough for the coming fight without any slippery spots.
Hal, Kay, and Otto walked to the center of the circular arena. Otto raised his two-handed battle axe over his head and bellowed what had to be a war cry from his homeland. The crowd liked the show of defiance from the condemned gladiator standing proud at the center of their afternoon’s entertainment.
This was Hal’s first chance to see the arena in full attendance. His first time he’d been a little shocked and hadn’t taken in the spectacle of the whole thing. Now he was able to see and absorb the horror of people assembling for this sort of blood sport. These people wanted blood. It didn’t have to be his blood but they expected blood of some sort from the fights they witnessed.
As he scanned the crowd, Hal’s eyes stopped when he reached a raised platform area. Seated in this boxed-in area was Flemming Ginty and a group of three others, two men and a woman. They must be the city’s Wardens. Hal saw that their box was well protected by a squad of eight coliseum guards. He saw other groups of guards scattered throughout the crowd.
In addition to them, there were still others lining the walls every fifteen feet or so sporting crossbows. There’d be no escape from the fighting by climbing the wall and making a break for it. You’d get cut down by guards or crossbow bolts before you made it to the exit.
Horns blew from the far side of the arena. A duplicate set of double gates opened and three large figures emerged from the dark recesses of the coliseum. The figures seemed familiar in shape to trolls but these were larger and covered in coarse white fur.
“Crap, snow trolls,” Otto hissed. “This is gonna be tough.”
“I’m assuming they’re like normal trolls and require fire to stop their regeneration?” Hal asked.
“You’ve got it,” Kay said. “There are three so we are likely to be split up and have to face one each.”
“Let’s try to stay together as much as possible and see if we can cut one down quickly,” Hal said. “That will help improve the odds even it if regenerates while we’re fighting.”
Hal looked around for a source of a fire and spotted something he hadn’t noticed before. A cart had been pushed out of their gates behind them. There was a brazier of glowing coals and a single unlit torch.
“They gave us a single torch back by our gates,” Hal called out as the leading snow troll bellowed and began to lope in their direction. It knew that it had to kill them to escape the arena safely.
The other two trolls let loose with their own howls of rage and followed the leader in a hunched, four-limbed lope in their direction.
The trio of gladiators crowded together, Hal on Otto’s right and Kay on Otto’s left. Hal lifted his shield and prepared to receive the charge from the beasts.
The first ran at Otto but shifted his direction at the last second and lurched in Hal’s direction.
The change in direction made Otto’s massive swing with his axe miss by a mile and Hal was faced with the snapping teeth and claws of what amounted to an 8-foot-tall regenerating snow ape.
Hal took the first roundhouse swing on his shield and ducked under the other arm’s follow-up blow.
His sword snaked out and drove deep into the troll’s hairy thigh. Blood stained the white fur with a flood of crimson and Hal shouted at his successful hit.
The bleeding stopped almost immediately, though, and Hal realized the wound was already healing and closing up. Damn, these things healed even faster than the forest trolls he’d fought back in the goblin valley.
Hal hoped Otto could lend aid to his fight but the other two trolls had closed already and Otto and Kay were both stuck in the desperate struggle to fight off their attackers.
The troll in front of him roared again and leaned in to try and wrap Hal in a giant bear hug with its long arms.
Hal knew if he got locked in that embrace, he’d never make it out again. Taking a chance, Hal turned and hacked down on one arm as hard as he could and then punched at the hairy arm with the edge of his shield.
The sword blow struck bone, cutting deep into the troll’s flesh and muscle. The shield’s metal edge finished the job, though, and Hal was glad he’d added to his brawn score when leveling up. The added strength he’d created caused the bone to break and Hal was able to spin out past the injured arm and away from the other.
He didn’t make it away unscathed. The following arm raked his back with razor sharp talons and his relatively unarmored back flared with fiery pain.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -18
THE SHOVE from behind caused Hal to stumble a little and he tried to recover by turning the stumble into a little jogging run as he regained his balance. It must have looked like he was running away from the fight because a chorus of boos sounded from the stands.
Hal shot the crowd an angry glance and turned around once he regained his balance. The troll loped after him, it’s broken arm hanging useless at its side. Hal knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. He needed to bring this thing down and quickly.
Hal brought up his shield and crouched behind it, his sword held back a little behind him so it could be brought up in a slashing swing from the side or stab forward for a piercing blow.
Instead of swinging an attack at Hal, the troll surprised him by grabbing the edge of the shield and pulling forward, yanking the smaller man in towards the beast’s hairy torso.
Hal realized the troll had leaned forward as it pulled him closer and the snapping teeth in the creature’s mouth clamped down on Hal’s shoulder.
He let out a scream of pain as the powerful jaws bit through armored rings and leather alike to pierce the flesh below.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -26
HAL TOOK a quick look at his health bar. He was nearly at fifty percent and he was nowhere near finishing off this troll.
Hal punched at the troll’s face with the pommel of his sword until the creature let go of his shoulder. The troll howled in pain as one of the punches burst its large saucer sized eyeball. Blood and viscous white eye-ball fluid sprayed all over Hal as the troll backed away.
“At least I’m dealing some pain back,” Hal muttered to himself. Then he reminded himself that the troll healed itself. The broken arm looked to be mending and would be back in commission soon if Hal didn’t come up with something.
With nothing else to do, Hal turned and sprinted for the cart with the torch and brazier.
The troll howled behind him and Hal didn’t have to look back to know it was close behind him.
The slot machine started tumbling in Hal’s head and he hoped luck was on his side. This was going to take pinpoint timing if it was going to work.
Hal reached the brazier a bare second before the snow troll caught him from behind. Hal dropped his sword and scooped up a double handful of burning coals in his gloved hands. The thin leather started to burn through almost immediately but Hal didn’t need them to last very long.
Turning with a shout, Hal flung the handful of coals into the troll’s face. With one eye blinded, the troll had turned its face to see better as it chased its prey.
The red-hot coals caught it by complete surprise. The troll’s other eye popped and sizzled as the coals struck it’s face and set its fur ablaze.
Hal dropped his shield and snatched up the torch shoving it into the brazier to light it while he leaned down to snatch up his sword.
Turning back, he saw the troll stumbling around blind. Its head was a smoldering wreck from where the fire had seared the wounds past the point of regeneration.
Hal ran forward to catch the troll from behind and shoved his sword into the base of the creature’s spine. He must have severed the spinal cord because the legs folded under it, tumbling the troll forward.
Hal shoved the burning torch into the open gash in the troll’s back and held it there as the fur around the wound caught fire and burned the skin underneath.
The troll howled in pain trying to drag itself away from the foe it could no longer see.
Not wanting to toy with the creature’s death, Hal ran up and hacked down on the back of the troll’s neck twice before the head partially detached from the shoulders. That did the trick and Hal cauterized that wound before the dead troll could revive itself from near decapitation.
SNOW TROLL KILLED - 1,100 experience points awarded.
Skill learned - Combat misdirection
Level Up!
HAL COULDN’T TAKE any time to bask in the defeat of his own troll. His friends needed his help. Kay was stumbling around trying to avoid her troll’s attacks. She was obviously wounded pretty badly based on the way she was moving.
Otto seemed to be faring a little better. He and the final troll seemed to be trading blows with each other and the big man was holding his own.
Hal veered towards Kay, shouting and waiving the torch over his head. This drew a round of cheers from the crowd. In fact, Hal noticed the whole coliseum was on their feet. They must have liked how he took out his troll and expected another quick kill.
He didn’t care about that, of course. He was focused on getting there and getting Kay out of trouble.
The ploy worked.
Hal’s charge with the torch distracted the troll from attacking Kay. It turned to face him, roaring in defiance.
Hal ran almost all the way up to the troll, then dove to one side avoiding the swipe of its claws. He landed hard on his injured shoulder but shrugged off the additional tearing pain he felt in the open wound.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
IT HURT SO bad he almost dropped the torch.
Almost.
Rolling back to his feet, Hal sliced at the troll’s hamstrings from behind causing both legs to buckle.
The troll crashed forward, unable to bear weight on its legs any more.
Hal lowered his good shoulder and shoved the troll from behind so it fell forward. Hal seared the backs of the knees to stop the hamstrings from healing before he finished the troll off.
“Hal, look out!”
The attack from the third troll took Hal by surprise and knocked him ten feet across the arena to land sprawling on the sandy ground.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -16
HAL ALMOST BLACKED out when he landed but he forced himself to focus and remain conscious.
HEALTH: 30/96
HIS BACK FELT like it was on fire from the raking double-handed attack from the third troll’s razor-sharp claws.
Otto lay on the ground thirty feet away.
Hal couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead.
Hal rolled up onto his knees and picked up his sword. Kay was battling the final troll in a flurry of parrying attacks to keep it at bay.
He knew he had to get in there and take the creature on. The second troll was out of the fight. It was half crawling, half dragging itself away towards the exit gates.
Hal picked up the sputtering torch from the sand. The oil-soaked fabric that made up the head of the torch had almost burned away. He didn’t know how much longer it would burn.
Running at the final troll, Hal raced up to the beast, waving the torch in front of him to get its attention away from Kay.
It worked.
Kay used the distraction to step up and run the troll through with her sword. Blood poured out of the open wound in the chest. She must have hit one of the great arteries to release so much blood so fast.
Hal handed her the torch as the troll fell over, dying. She torched the open chest wound setting the troll’s torso ablaze.
Hal held out his hand for the torch. Taking it and his sword, he went to finish off the final troll with a mercy stroke to its neck while Kay limped over to check on Otto.
SNOW TROLL KILLED - 1,100 experience points awarded.
“OTTO’S ALIVE, Hal, though just barely,” Kay called.
“Good, then let’s get him back to our quarters so they can heal him,” Hal called out over the din of the crowd.
The crowd was shouting and cheering with abandon for the victory they’d witnessed. The people had been sure the final troll would kill Hal and finish Kay off easily. They’d been surprised when the two humans had prevailed. Now the crowd cheered the two of them.
Hal and Kay waited in silence for the four litter-bearing slaves to come out and carry Otto back through the double gates. The two of them walked on either side as an honor guard.
They’d won and lived to fight another day.
NAME: Hal Dix
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ONCE BACK INSIDE the gladiator quarters beneath the coliseum, Hal and Kay both nearly collapsed from the pain of their injuries. Both have been severely wounded and they were looking forward to the healing mages to make their visits to heal Otto and then each of them.
The brown-robed healer entered the equipment room where the slaves were removing Otto’s breast plate. Two other slaves helped Hal and Kay remove their damaged armor. The healer began muttering a spell as soon as he saw Otto’s ashen face. The unconscious fighter was not moving except for the rise and fall of his chest. Hal thought that was good news at least.
While the healer took care of Otto, Hal looked over his stats and tried to decide where to spend his skill and attribute points. He was tempted to put in more to his brawn skill, but he wondered if he might benefit from adding to his other lower skills. He knew his looks and wisdom might need boosting at some point. Maybe now was that time.
Rather than splitting up his points between them, Hal opted to put both points to his wisdom attribute bringing the value to ten. He instantly saw a notification appear in his visual field.
NEW SKILLS OPENED
WONDERING WHAT THAT MEANT, Hal opened his skills menu for the warrior class and saw the two new skills added below the others.
WARRIOR SKILLS:
Shield Bash
One-Handed Combat
Two-Handed Combat
Large Weapon Combat
Ranged Weapons
Parry
Riposte
Battle Flow (adapted weaponless combat skill)
Prescience (avoid surprise attacks and attacks from behind)
THAT LAST ABILITY, Prescience, would have come in handy in today’s fighting. That last troll almost finished them all off. Deciding to adopt that new skill, Hal closed the skills menu and looked at his new stats one last time before clearing them from view.
The healer must have finished with whatever he was going to do with Otto because he took his hands away from the big man’s chest and stood up straight.
“Will he pull through?” Hal asked the mage.
“He will survive his injuries. This was the closest to death he’s ever been,” the mage replied. He turned to leave the room without attending to Hal and Kay.
“Hey, what about us?” Hal called out as the mage walked out.
“He’s under orders to let you both heal on your own, Hal Dix,” Flemming Ginty said from the other side of the bars in the corridor. The Warden was flanked by four coliseum guards.
“So, you’re just going to let us die from our injuries,” Kay snapped. “That could mean we die down here, out of sight of the crowds above. How would that work for your plan to make a spectacle of our deaths?”
“I think you both will survive your injuries this time,” Ginty said. “I will not have our mages wasting their powers on those who are traitors to the Empire. You both will have to tend to your own wounds.”
“We’ll be fine, Kay,” Hal said. “Let the little man play his games. I have plans for him when I get out of here.”
Ginty laughed. “You’re already planning your grand escape, are you? No one has ever gotten out of the coliseum alive unless I approve of it. The only way you’ll leave is when your lifeless body is dragged from the arena. That I promise you.”
“Ah, but I am Spartacus,” Hal replied.
“What the hell does that mean? Don’t tell me you’re using yet another made up name for yourself. First, you’re ‘the Hood,’ now you’re this Spartacus fellow. Make up your mind, will you?”
“I am who I need to be in the moment. Call it my superpower.”
“Who do you think you are, the mythical opponent of legend?” Ginty asked, laughing aloud.
“Perhaps I am. You can tell me the answer to that just before I kill you.” Hal threatened.
“Better men than you have tried, Hal Dix. I’m not as easy to kill as you might think.”
“That’s what all the Wardens in Tandon thought,” Hal quipped.
Ginty seemed flustered by Hal’s baseless bravado. Rather than say anything else, Ginty waived for the guards to follow him and he spun around and left the equipment room behind.
Otto groaned on the table where he lay on the litter and the big man’s eyes fluttered open. He looked over at Hal and Kay and gave them a crooked smile.
“I must not have died and gone to heaven, else I wouldn’t be looking at your ugly mugs. I assume we won the fight.”
“How do you feel?” Kay asked.
“Like I’ve been run over by a herd of horses. My head is pounding but otherwise I seem to be well enough.” Otto looked up from checking his own body for wounds and stared at his two companions. “You two look like hell, though. Why didn’t the mage heal you two as well?”
“According to the Wardens, we are not to be healed. We must heal up on our own, apparently,” Hal said.
Otto winced as he sat up and swung his legs to the floor. “That is not good. I fear we won’t survive another fight like that last one if you two are injured.”
“Perhaps you won’t be paired with us next time. It might be for the best if you try to stay far away from the two of us,” Kay said.
“Nonsense. What about your clever plan for escape, Hal? What about that? I have to stay close to you if only to see how you make it work.”
“We will get out of here and not dragged out by our heels the way Ginty wants either. My plan has developed a little since I’ve gotten a good look at the arena again.”
“You’re going to break out from there?” Otto said. “The crossbowmen and other guards would cut us down before we’d gotten halfway to the stands.”
“Ah, but we won’t be alone, if my plan works out,” Hal said. “Tell me, who decides which people and creatures fight when?”
“That would be the fight master,” Kay said. “He draws up the schedule for each day’s planned events and publishes them so the city’s bookmakers can set the odds for each contest.”
“Then we have to get the fight master to set up a fight of our choosing at a time we choose. After that it’s a simple matter of leadership and logistics.”
“Well as long as it’s going to be that easy,” Otto said. He laughed at the humor of the statement.
“Let me go and get Rune. He may be able to help you with healing. There are eastern methods of healing that don’t require magic.”
Otto left Hal and Kay sitting in the equipment room stripped down to their under tunics, still blood stained and bruised by the fight. Rune soon arrived and examined the pair without a word to either Hal or Kay.
For each one of them, he clapped his hands together and rubbed them palm to palm for a while before applying his warmed hands to their injuries. He hummed a repeated mantra to himself as he laid hands on them. Hal felt warmth flow outward from the monk’s hands into the rest of his body.
Hal checked his health and saw that about half of it had been restored. He wasn’t at a hundred percent but he was definitely feeling better.
HEALTH: 62/96
“THAT WAS AMAZING, Rune. How did you do that if you didn’t use magic?” Hal asked.
“I aligned your internal energies and flows to the earth’s. By doing this, I was able to restore some healing force to your body. It is something I can teach you to do for yourself. It is useful during a fight to restore some of your strength when injured by an enemy.”
“I would love to learn that,” Hal said. “Right Kay?”
“Anything that makes me feel this much better that fast that doesn’t require magic, I’m all for,” Kay said. She was stretching her shoulder muscles and testing her range of motion.
“I suggest you get some rest for now. We can start your new chakra training in the morning.” Rune smiled and left the two companions alone again.
“Hal, do you really believe we can find a way to escape this hell?” Kay asked. “I have been fighting in the arena for months now and I’m starting to lose faith that I’ll ever get out of here alive.”
“You heard Ginty, Kay. He thinks I’m some sort of mythical warrior or something.”
“The opponent. But that’s just a child’s tale to give children hope that the Emperor can be defeated someday.”
“But what if it’s not just a children’s tale, Kay? What if it’s all true? I was alway taught that every fanciful story has some root in truth. Perhaps there really is some hero that’s supposed to come and stop the Emperor. Maybe I’m that guy.”
It was the first time Hal admitted to himself he might be something more than a guy stuck in a fantasy computer game.
“You’re the opponent, Hal?” Kay said with a snort of laughter. “I’ve seen you fight and nearly die a dozen times. I’ve been by your side, remember. You’re good in a fight but the opponent is supposed to be able to do magic, fight with any weapon, and be able to turn invisible at will to travel between the planes.”
To Hal, that was starting to sound like a description of at least some of what he was able to do. Not all of it, but some of it.
“Kay, I’m not expecting you to believe it but what if we can convince some of the recruits and the other condemned gladiators here to believe it. That would give them a reason to get together and fight for something other than their next meal. If we could do that, we could fight our way out of here. Between the recruits and the gladiators, we outnumber the guards. Add in the help of the goblins and other non-human fighters here, we could easily break out.”
“You want to include the goblins, orcs, and the others?” Kay asked. “That’s crazy, they’re savages.”
“I’ve met a few goblins that have changed my mind about that. If I can find a way to communicate with the goblins at least, I think I can get them to join with our plan to break out.”
“I don’t know, Hal. It all seems sort of far-fetched.”
“You mean like a guy from another world who gets magically transported to Fantasma not once, but twice? I think I’m beyond worrying about far-fetched ideas right now. Look, my plan requires a special occasion to work. What’s a national holiday coming up soon, maybe in a month or so?” Hal asked.
“There’s the Emperor’s birthday celebration. That’s in a month and a half. There are always huge festivities in all the major cities of the Empire. Even Tandon used to celebrate that one regularly.”
“Perfect,” Hal said, snapping his fingers. “We need to plant the suggestion in the Fight Coordinator’s mind that he needs to stage a huge extravaganza battle between humans and nonhumans for the arena that day. We want him to put as many of us in the arena at once as possible.”
“You’re thinking of getting us all out at once, as a group?” Kay asked.
“Sure. If one of us gets out, how does that help those trapped here in the arena?” Hal said. “No, we either get everyone out or none of us leave. It’s an all or nothing plan. Besides, no one will suspect we’d collaborate with the goblins and orcs. It’s the perfect plan.”
“Perfectly insane,” Kay said. “Still, it could work if we worked together. We’d take losses but once we were free of the coliseum, we could all escape the city and make a run for the hills to the west.”
“Sounds like we have the beginning of a plan that will work, Kay,” Hal said with a smile. “Let’s go and get some food and rest like Rune proposed. We can start laying the ground work tomorrow.”
The two companions left the equipment room, each limping a little but boosted by the plans they made together.
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THE NEXT MORNING Hal woke up feeling a little better than the night before but he was still stiff and sore. He found Rune and Kay waiting for him in the common area eating breakfast.
“Good, you’re up,” Kay said. “Rune was going to start our training as soon as we’re finished eating.”
“Sounds good to me. I’m sore as hell this morning. I got stitched up and wrapped to stop me from bleeding all night but that’s not going to heal me in time for the next fight.”
Hal took a plate of ham and eggs from a passing slave and started eating.
“You are already doing the right things to prepare,” Rune said. “Healing takes energy and that means food. Luckily, they feed us well. The crowds need gladiators who are strong and put on a good show after all.”
He let a quirky half-smile show on his face before returning to his normal stern visage.
“Rune, whatever did you do to get condemned to this place? You don’t seem like the type to break the law,” Hal said.
“I stopped one of the Wardens from executing a hungry child for stealing food,” Rune answered. “While helping the child escape, I killed nine city guards. That told them I could fight and gave the Warden the idea he could sentence me to the arena to watch me fight and eventually die there. So, here I am.”
You killed nine guards? Alone and unarmed?” Hal asked.
“It was not difficult. They were poorly trained,” Rune remarked.
Hal nearly spit out his drink. It took him a moment to stop choking and coughing.
“Poorly trained? That’s your answer? Rune, my man, you are priceless.”
“Yes,” the monk replied. “As are we all. It is why I saved the boy.”
Rune stood and looked down at Hal and Kay. “Enough talk. It is time to train you in chakra healing. Come.”
Hal shoved some egg and ham between two pieces of bread and got up to follow Kay and the monk. They went to the training room, a high-ceilinged room, open on one side with a wall of iron bars, like all the rooms here so the guards could watch them at all times.
Rune placed his hands on Hal’s shoulders, squaring them to his hips. Then he kicked at his feet until they were just past shoulder width apart. He did the same with Kay until they were both standing in identical positions. Rune then turned his back to them and looked over his shoulder.
“Try to mimic my movements exactly. The closer you are to what I do, the better the effect will be once you do it on your own.”
Rune placed his hands in front of him, arms extended, palm facing out and began to slowly move his arms in a series of exercises while swaying and shifting his weight from side to side and backwards and forwards. Hal started following, trying to mimic what the monk did as closely as possible.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hal saw Kay doing the same thing. It seemed as if she was getting the hang of it a bit quicker than he did. Though they moved slowly, Hal was surprised when he started to break a sweat after a few minutes. It seemed strange that these slow, rhythmic motions could be so demanding physically. After about twenty minutes, Hal had to stop and take a break. Kay only lasted a little longer.
When Rune stopped and turned around to look at them, Hal wiped his brow with the back of one hand.
“That is harder work than it looks like from the other side.”
“Yes, it is more difficult to move slowly with purpose than fast and haphazardly. Aside from your fatigue, how do you feel?”
Hal thought about it for a moment and smiled. “I feel looser, not as tight or sore.”
“Then you have managed a small part of the necessary alignment,” Rune said. “We’ll meet here after midday meal and after dinner. I think we can push you to three times a day.”
Hal checked his stats to look at his health point totals.
HEALTH: 70/96
BETWEEN THE CHAKRA alignment exercise and a night’s sleep, he’d picked up eight health points. Not too bad.
“Rune,” Hal asked. “You said something about using this while in combat. How can you do that exercise motion and still defend yourself?”
“With time, you will be able to work the motions into your attack and defense routines,” Rune said. “When you do that, you gain healing from minor wounds over time.”
Hal thought about the stylized way Rune fought and realized it wasn’t just part of his style, he was constantly aligning his chakras to the earth and maintaining his health in battle.
Hal picked up a practice blade and tried a couple of practice swings and lunges adding in some of the motions he’d practice earlier. They didn’t seem to decrease his speed at all and, in a few cases, seemed to enhance a particular move he used.
Feeling a sense of renewed confidence in the process, Hal ran through the drill again and again for the rest of the morning, adding more and more of the chakra moves to his routine until a chime sounded in his head and he saw familiar glowing golden letters in his visual field.
NEW PERSONAL SKILL learned - Chakra Regeneration - 1 (6hp during combat; 1/day).
THIS WAS GOING to come in handy. Hal checked his health points and saw that he’d picked up another six health points in the few hours he’d been practicing. At this rate, he’d be back near full strength in two more days, just in time to fight the next battle the fight master threw at him.
Kay seemed to have picked up on the benefits of the moves Rune taught them. She definitely looked better as they walked back for lunch.
“Now that we both know we won’t die from previous injuries in the next fight, maybe it’s time to bring some of the others in on the plan, Kay,” Hal said.
“If you say so. They’re not going to believe you either.”
“Ye of little faith,” Hal said motioning to Otto, Junica, and Rune as they walked into the common area. “The only thing they have to believe is that there’s a way we can fight our way out of here.”
The others sat down and waited for their plates of food to be brought out to them.
“You both look better than I expected you to look,” Otto said. “Did the mage decide to slip you a little healing on the side?”
“Not exactly,” Hal said. “It was our buddy Rune here. He taught us to do some extra healing on our own.”
“Not that crazy eastern mumbo jumbo?” Otto laughed. “Bah, it’s all mystic nonsense. Some people just heal faster than others, that’s all.”
Hal laughed along with Otto. He understood the skeptical nature of what Rune claimed to be able to do. If Hal didn’t have the evidence his health point stat gave to prove it worked, he might have written it off, too.
“How was your morning training bout?” Hal asked. “You and Junica?”
“Yes,” Junica said. “For a big man, he’s surprisingly fast. Not as fast as I am, though.”
“It’s like trying to pin a fly down with a knife,” Otto said. “You think you have her cornered and she slips around you somehow and you find a knife digging into your ribs. She’s not just good with a bow, that woman’s deadly with any number of pointy things.”
“Don’t you forget it, either,” Junica quipped. “Men take it for granted that they can just overpower me with brute strength. I just use that against them and sucker them into overextending.”
“Easy as pie, right sister?” Kay said, pointing at Junica with her fork.
The two women shared smiles and returned to their meals. Hal looked around to make sure no guards were close and leaned in over the table.
“There’s something I wanted to bring up with the five of you. I think I’ve figured a way we can fight our way out of here and maybe take most of the recruits and non-humans with us.”
“All of us?” Junica asked.
“If it works, yes,” Hal said. “It’s going to take some planning and coordination, but yeah, all of us.”
Hal explained his plan to use the upcoming Imperial holiday for the Emperor’s birthday as a ruse to escape. The others listened in silence until he’d finished his explanation, including the part about him being suspected to be the opponent.
Junica chuckled a bit when Hal was done. “You don’t lack in the self-esteem department, do you. You’re the opponent now, are you?”
“It doesn’t matter what I think, or you either, for that matter. It matters what Ginty and the other Wardens think. Imagine if they were offered the opportunity to kill me, the opponent, in a spectacular display of fighting in the arena on the Emperor’s birthday. It would put them in a very good light with the Emperor when they reported it up the chain to the Emperor.”
“But we have to get all the various factions to cooperate. How are you going to do that?” Junica asked.
“I haven’t worked that part out as of yet,” Hal said. “Somehow, I have to get over to the nonhuman side to talk to the goblin leader there. There must be someone who’s assumed a chieftain’s duties. If I can talk him into helping convince the others on that side to join the plan, we could make this the most amazing breakout this world has ever seen.”
“There is a way,” Rune whispered. “For the humble man, there is a way.”
“What do you mean, Rune? Stop talking in riddles all the time. It gets tiresome, you know,” Otto said.
“The slaves, they work both sides of the gladiator’s quarters,” Rune explained nodding towards the white-clad servants circulating among the tables with food and drink. “They bring meals to all the combatants. If you disguised yourself in their white robes, you could probably slip to the other side. Of course, you’d still have to survive approaching the chieftain without getting yourself killed.”
“Leave that to me,” Hal said. “Maybe surviving against the odds is what the opponent’s supposed to do.”
“I’ve made friends with a few of the slaves,” Junica said. “Let me find one who is built a little like you and is as tall as you are and see if we can swap you both for a night. That would give you enough time to slip to the other side and come back here the next morning for breakfast. Then we could switch you back. The guards only count heads in the bunks at night. They’d never miss you.”
“Perfect,” Hal exclaimed, perhaps a bit too loud. A few of the guards glanced their way. Hal lowered his head again.
“You find the right slave and let me know,” Hal said. He was getting excited again.
Otto nodded to Rune. “We can distract the guards for a moment while you swap clothes with the slave before they notice. After that it should be easy if you keep your head down and pull up the slave’s cowl around your head. They only count bodies coming and going most of the time. The guards don’t even look up to see who they’re counting.”
“Good,” Hal said. “Junica, you pick out the slave you think will swap with me. Meet me by my bunk with them and we’ll get this done.”
QUEST ACCEPTED - contact the goblin chieftain
HAL ROSE from the bench and left for the bunk room. He smiled at the guard by the door from the common room. “I’m hitting my bunk early. I’m still healing up from my fight the other day.”
The guard nodded and let him through. Hal left and prepared his plan for what was going to be a long night.
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HAL WAS SURPRISED how easy it was to slip out in his disguise as a kitchen slave that evening. He kept his head down inside the white cowl he’d pulled up to hide his face. Most of the slaves wore their cowls this way and the guards in the gladiator’s quarters thought nothing of it.
He adopted the resigned trudge of the other slaves as they marched in a line down the corridors beneath the arena towards the kitchens. They had to load up on another round of meals for the non-human gladiators on the opposite side of the underground complex.
Waiting in line with the others, Hal moved forward until he was handed a heavy wooden platter of roast venison to carry into the non-human quarters. Hal followed the other slaves carrying similar platters laden with food or holding pitchers of ale and mead.
Soon he was at another barred door. A squad of guards stood by the door and opened it only to let each group of slaves through before shutting and barring it behind them. It seemed the guards were more than a little afraid of the goblins, orcs, hill giants and others on the other side of that doorway.
As he stepped through, Hal felt a surge of anxiety over his plan. He swallowed hard when the door was shut behind his group of slaves. He was committed now and decided it was time to press his luck.
Concentrating on what he planned to do, Hal was rewarded with the familiar sound of the slot machine in his head. Good, now he could set to work, though invoking his luck only increased his confidence a little bit.
The slaves formed a line and walked into a large eating hall similar to the one on the Human side of the gladiator pens. The nonhumans were already seated at their bench tables, grouped by race into their clan groups. Hal shuffled his position in line to the rear so it had him in the group that served the goblin clan at the table.
When it was his turn to do so, Hal set his platter down. He was shoved aside as soon as he set the platter down. The goblin warriors were hungry and weren’t going to let a human slave keep them from what might be their last meal. They pulled apart slabs of venison from the huge roast, tearing into the meat with their pointed teeth.
Hal stepped back and decided now was as good a time as any. Moving from the line of slaves waiting along the wall to return with the empty platters and plates, Hall walked over to the large goblin sitting at the head of the table. He must be their chieftain.
“Ho, human,” the chief bellowed. “Do you want to be added to our meal? Get back along the wall until you’re summoned to clear the table.”
Grunts of laughter sounded down the table from the other goblins. Hal took a deep breath and bowed at the waist, just as he’d seen Bilham do when greeting Shalush.
“Greetings, Chief, from a man who counts himself a friend of the people of the Vale of the Morning Sun.”
The chief stopped laughing when he received the formal greeting. This wasn’t what he’d expected and seemed taken aback by this human slave’s strange behavior. Hal wasn’t surprised. The slaves never talked to the gladiators on the human side, either. This must be very strange to the captive goblin chief.
“Where did you learn that greeting, Slave? Most humans are killed long before they get a chance to learn our rituals and customs.”
“I have hunted trolls in the hills surrounding the Vale at the side of Shalush and his rangers,” Hal said, repeating his bow. “I am counted a friend by them and hope to be counted as a friend by you, too. We have common interests in finding a way to escape this place and seek the freedom of the open forests once again.”
The goblin chief’s eyes narrowed in thought and Hal waited while the other pondered what Hal said. A few moments later, the chief stood, gesturing to Hal. The spinning slot machine in Hal’s head chimed and he knew he was in.
“Come with me, human. I would hear what you have to say but here is not the place.”
“I do not have much time,” Hal said. “I must return to the slave quarters with the others.”
“Do not worry about that,” the chief said. “The human guards know we keep a slave now and then for our own amusements. They won’t come in looking for you if you don’t return right away. You can shuffle out with a later group.”
Hal nodded and followed the chief from the eating hall to a bunk room similar to the one Hal lived in.
“Talk slave,” the chief growled. “I am intrigued by your offer of a chance at freedom. As far as I know, there is only one way out of this place for either of us. Death is our only escape from the arena. I assume for you serving slaves it is much the same.”
Hal reached up and let his cowl down so the chieftain could see his face.
“I am not one of the serving slaves. I disguised myself as one of them in order to get to this side and make contact with you and the other leaders on the non-human side. I am Hal Dix. I was once a guard with a caravan traveling through the Vale of the Morning Sun and I did take part in a troll hunt with Shalush and his rangers to rid the Vale of the intruders.”
“How did you get in here with the slaves then?” The chieftain asked.
“I am one of the human gladiators on the far side of the arena. We have come up with a way we might all have a chance at escaping the coliseum but we need your help and the help of the other non-human leaders to make it happen. Are you interested?”
“I am indeed, Hal Dix,” the goblin chief said. “My name is Churg, chieftain of the Northern Hills clan.”
“Greetings, Churg,” Hal replied. He reached out with his right hand and Churg looked at it for a moment before reaching out with his own green-skinned hand and clasped wrists with Hal.
“You say there is a plan that might set us all free? I would hear of such a bold venture, even if it is doomed to sure failure.”
“It might seem far-fetched, but I assure you it will work,” Hal explained. “The Emperor’s birthday celebration is coming soon. I understand it is tradition to stage a spectacle of larger than normal proportions for the main event in the coliseum on that day. I and my companions on the human side have ways to influence the staging of that event. A few of us have the ear of the event coordinator. We will propose a grand battle between all the human gladiators and all the non-human gladiators.”
“What makes you think they will think such a thing would be good entertainment?” Churg asked. “We outnumber you humans by three or more to one. It would be a suicide mission.”
“Part of what makes it so attractive is my capture,” Hal said. “I and another of my companions are marked for death sooner rather than later by the Wardens and by the Emperor himself. We think such a spectacle would be acceptable because of how lopsided the fight would be. It would ensure a gruesome death to me and my companion. Doing it on the anniversary of the Emperor’s birth would be icing on the cake for the event coordinator. The Warden would be very pleased.”
“What makes you think the Emperor wishes your death more than the others condemned to fight here?”
“Partly because I led the rebellion against the Emperor in the western city of Tandon,” Hal said. “Partly because there are those among the Emperor’s counselors who believe I am the opponent of prophecy, sent to bring down the Empire he’s created.”
Churg snorted a laugh. “I have heard of this prophecy of the opponent before. It is one that is told by our shamans, too. They speak of one to come and save the tribes from the encroachment on our lands. Do you expect me to believe that man of prophecy is you?”
“I don’t know if I’m the opponent of prophecy or not,” Hal said. “Frankly, I don’t care if I am or not. I do know that I’m not dying in this hell hole and if I can find a way to escape, I’ll take it and bring anyone else out with me that wants to come along. The more the merrier.”
“So, what’s the plan?” Churg asked. “Assuming they decide to arrange this spectacle, then what?”
“It all hinges on them allowing all of us out into the arena at one time. They will assume we will focus on killing each other, since humans and nonhumans collaborating is out of the question in their eyes.”
Hal waited to make sure Churg followed his line of thought. The goblin chief nodded and gestured for Hal to continue.
“We arrange our battle lines as if we plan on fighting each other. Then, at the last minute, we turn on the guards and the spectators. All of us.”
“The crossbowmen on the walls of the arena will cut many of us down,” Churg remarked.
“What is the difference?” Hal shrugged. “All of us will eventually die fighting each other if we do nothing. This way, working together, we have a chance to make a break for it.”
“What if we’re successful? We still have to win free of the city.”
“Yes, but we will free all the slaves here in the coliseum, getting them to rise up with us. Other slaves in the city will likely join us as we pass through the streets. We will raise an army of slaves who will fight to get us away from the city and to freedom. By the time the Warden or his officers have time to send for help to the Emperor’s army camped nearby, we’ll be through the gates and fleeing west.”
Churg paused in thought, then gave Hal a toothy grin showing off his pointed teeth.
“It is a bold plan and almost certainly doomed to failure.” The goblin chieftain paused in thought before continuing. “Still it is better than staying here and slaughtering each other for another’s amusement. I will rally my goblins to this plan.”
“What about the others?” Hal asked. “We need the Orcs, the Giants, even the Trolls if we can get them. The more we have, the more likely the plan will succeed.”
“I cannot speak for the others,” Churg said. “But I will talk with the other leaders. I think they will agree with my assessment of the plan’s chances for success. Even so, I think they will decide to join us anyway.”
“Good, that is all I can ask,” Hal replied. He looked around considering the time they’d spent away from the eating hall. “We should get back so I can return with the other slaves. It will be too dangerous to contact each other again. We will have to wait until the day of the Emperor’s birthday celebration.”
“Go with the gods, Hal Dix. May our grand alliance work in our favor.”
“Agreed.”
QUEST COMPLETED - contact the goblin chieftain.
1,500 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
HAL GRINNED as he turned and hurried back down the hallway to the dining hall. Things were going very well indeed. Now all he had to do was get back to his side of the gladiator’s quarters without being discovered.
He paused outside the entrance to raise his cowl up again and bow his head to assume the defeated posture of the serving slaves. He was just in time as the last group of slaves trudged towards the guards at the exit with their empty platters and serving bowls.
Hal raced over as fast as he dared and grabbed a bowl from atop a pile of dishes carried by another slave and stepped into line to return to the human side of the arena complex. His mission had been successful. The rest was up to Churg.
He spared a glance over his shoulder as he left the non-human quarters and saw Churg talking with the orc chieftain off to one side of the dining hall. Hal smiled. It had begun. Now they had to get the events coordinator to plan their version of the perfect birthday celebration for the Emperor’s representatives.
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HAL LAID on the scratchy straw pallet in the serving slaves’ quarters and spent some time that night going over his stats and allotting his two attribute points and one skill point from leveling up. It was a toss-up between increasing his speed for defensive reasons or boosting his luck once more to increase his chances of succeeding in the upcoming plan for escape.
In the end Hal opted to increase his luck attribute by two. It was his luck that often saw him through tough scrapes. Better to increase that attribute than one of the others given the risky nature of their upcoming plans.
For his skill point, he decided to increase his Chakra Regeneration personal skill by one point. Being able to heal on the fly was going to be a useful skill in the coming battle to escape the arena. He looked over his stats one last time and was pleased with the results.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 6
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 22 — +7
Wisdom: 10 — +1
Luck: 26 — +9
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 78/98
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 2, Combat Misdirection -1, Prescience -1, Chakra Regeneration – 2 (12hp during combat; 1/day)
Weapon Proficiencies: Long Sword - 3, Crossbow - 1
WARRIOR EXPERIENCE: 5,000/9,600 to reach next level.
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
SATISFIED he’d done all he could do that evening, Hal tried as best he could to get comfortable on the pallet given to the lowly kitchen slaves. He was still partially injured from his fight the day before and he’d have to try healing again in the morning when he woke up. If he could get some rest, he might heal another point or two.
After laying there for what seemed like an eternity, Hal finally fell asleep, though his sleep was fitful and filled with disturbing dreams about his family.
When he awoke the following morning, he was filled with overwhelming dread that Mona and Cari were in some sort of danger. It took him a minute to calm himself down and remind himself that they were safe back home, far away from the conflicts of Fantasma.
Hal stood and tried to distract himself from his disturbing dreams by joining the other kitchen slaves in their breakfast of watery gruel and stale bread crusts. Once breakfast was finished, they all stood in line to load up with the food for the gladiators on both sides of the complex.
Hal was handed a platter of ham steaks that set his mouth to watering after the thin gruel he’d choked down earlier. The good news was, if he hurried in swapping with the slave taking his place, he’d be able to taste some before it was taken away.
The people running this arena of death believed in feeding their prime entertainers so they’d put on the best possible show. The others kept here were of no consequence to them and it showed in how the other, lesser slaves lived.
He shuffled into the human gladiator’s quarters with the other kitchen slaves and set his platter down on a table next to others. Then he returned to stand along the wall and waited his chance to peel off and get back to the bunk rooms.
Hal and the other slaves waited but no one came into the room to eat.
Something was wrong.
The guards entered with a bruised and bloodied man suspended between them. The unfortunate wretch was stripped to the waist and he’d been beaten to the point of unconsciousness.
Hal recognized him.
It was the slave he’d swapped places with last night.
The guard captain swaggered into the eating hall and walked down the line of slaves along the wall before turning and approaching the two guards holding the unfortunate slave Hal had switched with.
“This man used to be one of you,” the guard captain bellowed. “He decided he would help one of the Gladiators escape the arena last night and switched places with him. He was foolish enough to believe the man would return this morning and trade places with him again.”
The captain scanned the group of white-clad slaves along the wall.
“Some of you must have known he was missing from among your number, but you didn’t report it to the guards as you are commanded to do. I have decided that we will begin killing you all one by one until those of you who were part of the escape plot reveal yourselves.”
Hal swallowed hard. His throat was suddenly drier than a sunbaked sidewalk in the summertime and he could manage no saliva at all.
More guards rushed into the room and took up positions on either side of the line of twenty kitchen slaves.
Hal heard a whimpering cry from farther down the line.
He knew what he had to do.
Reaching up to lower his cowl, Hal stepped forward as he revealed his face.
“There’s no need to kill anyone, Captain. I’m here,” Hal said.
“You!” The captain glared at him. “What? Did you discover you couldn’t escape so you decided to sneak back with your tail between your legs?”
“I wanted to see how the other half lives. Now I’m back. No harm done,” Hal quipped.
He sounded way more flippant than he felt.
“No harm done, you say?” The guard captain turned, and in a single sweeping motion, drew his dagger and slit the unfortunate slave’s throat.
Blood fountained upward in a spray. The guard captain barely danced back fast enough to avoid it.
Several of the slaves behind Hal started whimpering. One vomited noisily on the floor and another passed out.
Hal stared at the captain, his blood boiling with anger.
“You’ll pay for that, Captain,” Hal swore. “Someday, you’ll feel my blade across your throat. Mark me.”
“Threatening me, are you? This man died because of your foolishness, not mine.”
“Believe what you want. Your time on this earth is marked from now on.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — Kill the guard captain.
“I THINK I need to make an example of you, Hal Dix. I know the Emperor wanted us to see how long you could last over days of combat in the arena, but I think this particular insult to me personally requires me to make a special lesson from you.”
“Do your worst,” Hal said. “I can only die once.”
Hal didn’t know if that was true or not. He was pretty sure Fantasma was real and not just a game. He couldn’t let this brute win, though, so he kept up his taunts.
“We got a new batch of Orcs in overnight. They’re a particularly barbarous group from the far north. I think you should meet them this afternoon.”
“Alone?” Hal asked. “I’m sure that won’t add up to very much sport for your audience of spectators.”
“Don’t worry,” the captain said. “Your friends can join you. They must’ve known you weren’t in your bunk, too. They can join your fate on the arena’s sands today.”
Hal was out of bluster all of the sudden. He didn’t want his friends to die on his behalf but it was too late of that. The plan was set.
“If you survive today’s conflict, Dix, I’ll actually believe all the nonsense the rabble among the guards are whispering about you being the mythical Opponent.”
“I wouldn’t bet against me,” Hal said in one last effort to stand firm against the bully.
QUEST ACCEPTED — Survive the orc battle.
THE MESSAGE BROUGHT a smile to Hal’s lips. Maybe it was an indication he could survive.
The guard captain misinterpreted the smile.
“Don’t make fun of me. I’m going to enjoy watching you die, Hal Dix. It’s gonna wipe that smirk off your face real fast.”
The captain turned to the other guards.
“Take him away and go bring his bunk mates to the cells with him. They can commiserate together while they await their final fate.”
Hal was still smiling as they dragged him away.
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HAL STOOD in the corner of the cell and concentrated on his Chakra regeneration skill as he went through the intricate motions. He needed to heal himself up as far as possible if he was going to survive the coming fight.
A warmth spread across his body and his aches disappeared. He felt a lot better.
12 HEALTH POINTS RESTORED.
A LOOK at his health stats showed he wasn’t fully healed but he was close.
HEALTH: 90/98
IT WOULD HAVE TO DO.
A commotion down the hallway from his cell drew Hal from his meditation and he looked up to see Kay, Junica, Rune and Otto being pushed down the row of cells until they arrived at Hal’s location.
“I see you managed to drag us all in on this suicide mission for the Warden and his guests,” Kay said.
Hal shrugged. He didn’t know what to say.
“You know me well enough that I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known how it would turn out, Kay.”
She closed her mouth.
“Don’t worry, Kay,” Junica said. “We knew we were all going to die at some point in this gods-forsaken place. Now is as good a time as any.”
Otto grunted his agreement as the four of them were pushed into the cell with Hal.
Rune was silent as usual. He nodded to Hal and sat down cross-legged in the corner.
Hal waited for the guards to lock the door and leave them alone before he spoke.
“We’re not going to die, guys.”
“If you say, ‘I’ve got a plan,’ Hal. So help me…” Kay said.
She was smiling, though, which told Hal she wasn’t really mad at him.
“I won’t say it if you don’t want me to. Just trust me.”
“That’s even worse.” Kay threw her arms up and laughed as she turned away and walked across the cell.
“You both act like you’ve been through this before,” Otto growled. “This is no laughing matter.”
“Easy, Otto,” Hal said. “Kay and I go back a long way and we’ve been through tough scrapes before. The guard captain isn’t the first person who’s tried to kill me and been sure they’d discovered the perfect plan to do it.”
“Your point?” Otto asked.
“We’re still here and they’re not,” Hal said. “It’s that simple. We survived, against all odds to the contrary. The two of us, almost single-handedly, brought down the Emperor’s Wardens in Tandon. That is why we are condemned to fight to the death in this coliseum. I’m not giving up and neither is Kay. The question is, Otto, are you?”
“Bah!” Otto exclaimed, throwing up his hands, turning away from Hal in exasperation.
Junica stepped in to answer for him.
“What our large friend is trying to say is, we’ll all fight to the end. We’re not going to roll over and die for anyone.”
“Good,” Hal said. “That’s settled. Now all we have to do is wait for the games to begin.”
“Wait,” Junica said. “What is the plan? We need to know your plan if we’re expected to survive.”
Hal shrugged. “I won’t know until I get there. That’s how it works.”
“How what works?” Junica asked.
“His karma,” Rune muttered aloud from across the cell.
All the others turned to look at the eastern monk. He still sat cross-legged on the floor with his eyes closed.
“It is how he survives,” Rune continued. He opened his eyes and looked up at his companions. “Hal’s karma is to survive until he fulfills his destiny. If he is the Opponent of prophecy, he must survive to face the Emperor at the end of his ultimate quest.”
“You’re saying that no matter what they throw at us up there,” Otto asked. “Hal must survive because he has a preordained destiny? That makes him invincible and we all know that no one is invincible.”
“No, not invincible,” Rune said. “But as the stars and planets align, if there’s a chance to survive, he’ll find it, even if he stumbles upon it by accident.”
“Now, that’s the best way I’ve ever heard to describe one of Hal’s famous plans,” Kay said. “Accidental. Pure, dumb luck.”
“So, we’re supposed to trust that he might figure a way to survive totally by accident?” Otto asked.
“Someday,” Kay said. “I’ll tell you the way we snuck into the Temple of the Sun to kill the final two wardens in Tandon. You won’t believe it.”
“Try me,” Otto said.
Kay sighed and rolled her eyes at Hal then started to recount the tale of their final assault on the Emperor’s leaders in Tandon.
Hal listened with only half his attention. The rest of his mind thought about what Rune said about his karma. It made him wonder what that final encounter would be like and who would survive that foretold meeting between the Emperor and the Opponent. The possibilities didn’t sit well with him.
He didn’t say much the rest of the afternoon as his mind chewed on the questions he had. The others decided to try and top Kay’s description of the Temple battle with tales of their own exploits. The mood in the cell lightened as the companions bonded over their shared stories and tall tales.

THE FIVE COMPANIONS were outfitted in their typical armor and weapons before they were marched up from the underground gladiator pens to stand before the double doors that led to the arena’s sandy field.
Hal shifted his partially repaired ring-mail armor so it didn’t chafe at his neck and settled his helmet over his head. The conical helmet’s leather padding’ pressed on his forehead as the steel nose guard momentarily blocked his vision when he twisted the helmet from side to side to seat it in place.
He pulled his metal embossed, round shield around off his back sliding his left arm into the shield’s straps. Hal checked his sword belt and felt for the longsword on his left hip and a long dagger on his right. He was as ready as he was going to be.
Hal’s companions were doing similar last-minute checks on their equipment. Like fine artisans would do before beginning their daily work, these warriors checked the tools of their trade.
Junica tested the taut bowstring on her recurved bow and drew two arrows, gripping one with the forefinger of her bow hand and nocking the other to the string so she had two of her deadly missiles ready to go. She was dressed in her forest-green leather armor, covered in metal studs for additional protection. The archer also had dual long knives on her belt and a wicked-looking hand axe tucked at the small of her back.
Otto wore his steel breast plate and his horned helmet. The burnished steel of the big man’s armor reflected the torchlight making the bright steel stand out from his black skin. His gauntleted hands gripped the haft of his double-bladed battle-axe so hard the leather in the gloves creaked.
Kay was suited up as she’d been the last time, in chainmail hauberk and a round, plumed helmet. She had a longsword and dagger on opposite hips and she had a small kite shield on one arm.
Rune was the one who Hal most wanted to see in action. The bald monk was wearing no armor, still in his loose-fitting robes. He had armed himself with a six-foot-long staff topped with a broad, double-edged blade about eighteen inches long. Rune stood with the butt of his staff planted in front of him, both hands gripping it at shoulder height. His eyes were closed and Hal was sure he was in the midst of a meditation in preparation for the coming battle.
Hal heard a roar from the crowd as the double doors opened and the sunlight flooded into the corridor leading out to the arena’s floor.
“Move out to the center of the arena and await your fate,” the guard captain said. “I’ll be here to watch as the slaves drag your butchered bodies back in a few minutes.”
Hal opened his mouth to deliver a sarcastic comment but the others started marching forward and he decided to save it for another occasion. He followed along with them, stepping out into the warm sunshine as the crowd cheered them on to their deadly encounter.
The group reached the center of the arena and waited for their opponents to enter. They didn’t have to wait too long. The double doors opposite them opened and a band of twenty orcs entered the arena.
They seemed confused for a moment, looking around at the cheering spectators in the stands and the armed guards lining the walls of the central fighting pit. Hal remembered these orcs had just been captured from a battle with a northern tribe. This would be their first introduction to the brutality of the coliseum here in Hyroth.
Hal wished he could have met them under different circumstances. Instead, their leader, a tall orc, armed with a spiked war hammer, pointed to the five smaller humans in the center of the arena and bellowed something in Orcish. The rest of the tribesmen bellowed their war-cries and charged at the group.
The slots started spinning in Hal’s head. He knew his luck was in play.
Calling out to his friends, Hal said, “Junica, take out as many as you can, then we form up back to back and fight as a unit. Don’t let them separate us from each other or we’re all dead.
Junica started snapping shots as fast as she could draw her bow.
One after another, the orcs started to fall.
She was able to drop five of the twenty orcs before she dropped her bow and drew her long knives.
Junica had bettered the odds for them a little bit. Now the rest of the group had their work to do.
Leading the group’s assault, Otto’s two-handed battle axe swung in broad arcs, parting the mob of orcs, spreading them around the knot of human gladiators.
Hal ducked behind his shield as a swords and axes bashed at him trying to break through his guard.
In between fending off blows from the orcs, Hal lunged and slashed with his blade at the circling orcs. He landed a few blows, but not enough.
The first painful strike he received came from a spear thrust. It slipped past his raised shield and pierced his thigh.
Hal grunted in pain as he hacked down at the spear’s shaft, breaking the wood off just below the spearhead.
His leg was bleeding profusely from a deep gash that pierced his armor and sliced into the flesh beneath.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
THE SURPRISED ORC pulled back his stub of a spear shaft, staring at the splintered end where Hal’s blade had shorn through it.
Hal saw his chance and swung a savage blow at the orc’s exposed neck and shoulder. Blood sprayed outward as he severed several arteries.
The tribesman fell backward clutching at his neck to staunch the flow of blood.
It was too late.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE ORC NUMBERS were diminished by the others as well. There were only ten left and they had stopped circling. The orc tribesmen settled in and pressed their attacks on the cluster of human warriors.
Hal couldn’t pay too much attention to his friends but he’d seen enough to realize all of them were injured to one extent or another. He snapped his focus back on the two orcs in front of him as they pressed home their attacks.
Parrying a flurry of sword blows, Hal was unable to do more than fend off a few of the attacks.
The damage started mounting as more each round of attacks broke through his defenses.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
Health damage: Health -8
Health damage: Health -7
HAL LANDED two glancing blows but not enough to kill either orc. A glance at his health stats showed he was nearly at fifty percent.
HEALTH: 57/98
THE SLOTS WERE STILL ROLLING and Hal looked for some opportunity where he could exploit his luck and take a chance.
It came when the two orcs in front of him stepped forward at the same time, causing each of them to stumble against each other.
Hal lunged, stretching out to his fullest reach until he felt the tip of his blade sink home into the chest of the closest orc.
The orc fell backward with a groan, clutching his belly and collapsed to the ground.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE LUNGE FINISHED off one of the orcs but left Hal overextended and the orc’s companion seized the opportunity to hack down at Hal’s sword arm.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
THE STINGING BLOW caused Hal to lose his grip on his sword. He pulled his injured arm back, leaving the blade on the sands of the arena.
Hal took the next two attacks on his raised shield while he worked his fingers to return feeling to them. He pulled out his long dagger and started thinking about whether it was worth trying to pick up his sword.
Catching a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, Hal ducked as a spear thrust from behind him caught him by surprise.
A quick glance backward showed Junica was down and Rune was standing over her trying to fend off three orcs at once.
One of those orcs had tried a spear thrust at Hal exposed back.
Thank God for his prescience skill watching his back.
Despite the itch it caused between his shoulder blades, Hal had problems of his own as the orc he was facing pressed its attack.
Slash after slash landed on his shield, hacking slivers of wood away with each blow.
Hal waited for an opportunity to push forward and try and sink his dagger into the orc’s exposed neck, armpit, or groin where it would do the most damage.
He finally decided to risk opening himself up to an easy attack, luring his opponent in for what looked like an easy strike.
Letting his shield drop to the side and feigning fatigue, Hal waited for the orc to recognize his opening.
It didn’t take long.
The orc let out a war cry and charged forward, lunging at the perceived gap it saw in Hal’s defenses.
Hal felt the blade scrape along his upper arm, scoring a long slash on his shield arm before he could bring the shield back up to cover himself.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
THE PLOY WORKED, though.
Hal’s hand snaked outward and plunged the dagger home into the orc’s armpit, the long blade reaching the tribesman’s heart, killing it instantly.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
AT THE SAME instant he saw the message, a spear thrust from behind evaded his battle prescience and stabbed into his back.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
HAL SPUN around to face the new attacker and saw that Rune was down on the ground, his robes stained with blood in multiple places.
There were just four orcs left at this point. Two on Otto, including the hammer-wielding leader, one on Kay, and one facing Hal with a spear.
Hal knew he had to work fast or they were finished. Both Kay and Otto were staggered by their wounds. Hal himself was down to a third of his health points.
Shouting in defiance, Hal charged the orc who’d stabbed him in the back.
He led with his shield and used it to push the spear tip up and aside as he rushed at the orc.
Once inside the spear’s arc, Hal tucked the shield in tight and bashed with the metal boss in the center of it at the orc’s chest.
A crunching sound and a grunt sounded from the orc as the shield slammed home, knocking him to the ground.
Hal rode the orc to the ground, trapping its arms with the shield and his body weight. He pressed his dagger up under the orc’s chin and shoved it home into the tribesman’s brain.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HE STOOD IMMEDIATELY and grabbed the spear from the orc’s lifeless hands.
Turning in place and throwing in a single motion, he struck the orc standing over Kay, transfixing it through the chest and knocking it backwards before it could finish killing his friend where she lay on the ground unconscious.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Level up!
THERE WAS no time to rest as Otto went down under a savage hammer blow to his head that dented in his helmet on one side.
Hal raced forward and scooped up his dropped longsword before squaring off against the final orc, the chieftain.
“You, I kill slow for the joy of the crowd,” the chief snarled.
“Or we could opt not to fight each other at all,” Hal answered.
Apparently, that wasn’t the right thing to say as the orc chieftain growled his reply and charged at Hal, his war hammer raised over his head.
Hal ignored the pain pulsing outward from his various wounds and braced himself for the coming attack. He raised his shield to fend off the descending hammer blow.
He managed to deflect the attack but the shield shattered into splinters under the impact.
Hal shook his forearm free of the straps holding the useless shield in place on his arm.
As he dropped the broken shield, Hal spun in place and directed a two-handed swing of his sword at the chieftain’s torso.
The huge orc barely managed to pull his hammer back from his previous attack in time to brush away Hal’s blade.
Hal followed up with an attack on the other side. He had the smaller, quicker weapon and he managed to score a hit on the orc, cutting deep into its upper arm.
He must have severed a nerve. The orc chieftain’s second hand dropped from its hold on the huge war hammer to dangle uselessly at his side.
The chieftain didn’t let that setback deter him, though.
With an impressive show of strength, he surprised Hal by punching the head of the hammer horizontally into Hal’s chest, nearly knocking him to the ground.
Hal felt the small spike set in the top of the hammer’s haft penetrate his armor with a stab of pain to his upper chest.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
THE BLOW SUCCEEDED in knocking Hal away from the orc momentarily and gave them both a chance to regroup.
The orc chieftain choked up on the war hammer’s handle to make it easier to manage one-handed.
Hal knew this would make it a faster weapon though it would probably take longer to recover between strikes due to its weight. He still had the speed advantage with his longsword.
The two circled on the sand, off to the side of their dead or unconscious comrades. The crowd’s roaring cheers and shouts for them to finish it washed over them.
Hal ignored the feral glee the crowd showed for their death spectacle. If he took any time to think about it, he knew it would make him ill. This was a side of humanity he’d never witnessed in his own modern world, at least not in person.
The next few exchanges were tentative on the part of both combatants. Hal knew and he suspected the orc chieftain did, too, that their next major attack was likely to be the final confrontation between them.
One or both of them would be dead at the end of it.
The chieftain must have lost patience first.
Charging forward with the hammer raised one-handed over his head, the orc drove in at Hal hard.
Hal waited until the last possible moment before raising his sword up to deflect the hammer to one side. Then, using the inertia imparted in the deflection of the larger weapon, Hal swung the sword in an arc to the orc’s opposite side burying the sword’s’ edge in the chieftain’s side.
The sharp steel parted the leather armor and slashed deep into the large foe’s torso, bringing a fresh torrent of blood gushing from the wound.
Staggering now, the orc chieftain tried to disengage but Hal pressed the attack. He might not get another chance like this.
Thrusting forward with all his might, Hal lunged at the retreating orc and plunged his sword into its chest.
The killing blow caused the backpedaling orc to slow then crumple to its knees before toppling to one side.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Quest completed - survive orc battle
2,000 experience points awarded.
HAL DROPPED his bloody sword to the sand and rushed over to check on Kay and the others.
They were all alive and he called out over the roaring crowd to the slaves hurrying in with litters for the dead and wounded. There might be time to save them all if they got to the healers in time.
He followed the litter bearers back into the tunnel on the human side of the arena, glaring at the guard captain who’d thought he’d sent them out to a sure death. Hal noticed the slot machine in his head was still rattling away, louder than ever now.
Strange, he thought it would have stopped when he won the battle against the chieftain.
The captain reached out and grabbed Hal’s arm, stopping him from following his injured friends.
“You think you’ve stopped me from having you killed, but I’ve only just begun to send death against you.”
Hal yanked his arm out of the man’s grasp.
“Perhaps you should pit me and all the humans against all those inhuman monsters in the next battle, maybe for the Emperor’s birthday? They outnumber us in size, power, and numbers. Maybe then you’ll be successful.”
Bing!
The slots stopped as the chime sounded in his head.
“Get out of my sight, gladiator. You don’t tell me what to do.”
QUEST ACCEPTED - ESCAPE THE COLISEUM.
HAL SMILED and shuffled after his injured companions down the dark corridor. Behind him, the cheers of the crowd erupted once more.
The next bloody event in the arena had started.
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HAL CLOSED HIS EYES. He lay on the treatment bench while the healing mages worked their magic on his wounds. At least the guard captain’s vendetta didn’t extend to the healing routine for surviving gladiators this time.
He’d waited until all the others had been healed first, taking an offered potion instead to get the process started and stop his bleeding. All four of his companions had been revived, thank God.
Otto struggled to wakefulness briefly. He waved at Hal as the slaves carried his litter off to move him to his bunk to rest while the healing magic worked its way through his system. The others had remained unconscious, though Hal was assured that was normal.
When it was his turn, Hal closed his eyes as the healer worked his magic. A sensation of warmth spread through his body, with areas of hot spots where his various wounds were located. It was as if he could feel the skin and muscle knitting back together again. Much different from his experience with healing in the past, which had been mostly with low powered potions and the work of Brother Anson’s magic in Ghent’s caravan on the journey here to Hyroth.
The murmured chanting of the healing mage stopped and Hal opened his eyes.
“You can go, Gladiator. The remainder of your wounds will continue to heal overnight. You should be yourself by morning.”
“Thank you,” Hal said to the mage.
The man had already turned to leave the room and waived a hand dismissively over his shoulder as he passed through the doorway.
Hal swung his legs over the side of the bench as he sat up. He pulled up his stats and checked his health and Level Up status.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 7
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 22 — +7
Wisdom: 10 — +1
Luck: 26 — +9
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 92/100
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 2, Combat Misdirection -1, Prescience -1, Chakra Regeneration - 2 (12hp during combat; 1/day)
Weapon proficiencies: Long Sword - 3, Crossbow - 1
WARRIOR EXPERIENCE: 13,000/19,200
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
Attribute points: 2
Skill points: 1
HE HAD points to spend in his attribute and skill scores. He checked them over and decided to drop two more points into his luck. They were going to need it if the plan for the Emperor’s birthday celebration was going to work.
Hal also looked over his options for new skills. He sorely needed a more effective counterattack option than he had been using to this point. Scanning the list, he decided upon Riposte. It allowed him to immediately transition from a parry of an opponent’s blow to a lunging thrust into their center.
Based on what the healing mage had told him, he could expect the remaining health points to heal overnight with rest as the residual magic continued to work.
Dismissing his character menu, Hal stood up and went in search of some food before he turned in. They should be serving dinner by now.
A chorus of cheers greeted him when he entered the gladiators’ dining hall. Other gladiators he hardly knew clapped him on the back, even though he winced at the pain from the friendly blows. A few of his fellows cleared a space for him at the central table so he could sit and eat.
Hal sat down and hunched over, feeling a little self-conscious.
“What’s all this for?” Hal asked a gladiator he sort of knew named Brady.
“The guard captain was fuming that you and your friends survived the orcs, Hal,” Brady said. “He’s been storming around yelling at anyone that didn’t get out of his way ever since you all returned from the arena.”
Hal smiled.
“Good. That means it had the desired effect.”
“What does that mean?” Brady asked.
“It just means that with the guard captain so angry, he won’t be thinking logically about what he does next and that plays right into our hands,” Hal replied. “Be ready, Brady. Change is coming. Soon we’ll rule this place.”
“If you say so,” Brady said. The man’s expression was doubtful.
“Don’t worry about it. What happens, happens. Just be ready for a unique opportunity. It’s coming sooner than you think. Now, pass me that platter of roast beef. I’m famished and I need to eat before I go and sleep off these remaining wounds.”
Brady passed the platter and a basket of bread to Hal then turned started whispering to the gladiator sitting next to him. Hal started eating, listening to the voices around him as the other gladiators talked to each other. He overheard the word “escape” on more than one occasion.
Word was spreading and that was good. Some of the rumblings would spread up to the guard captain and that would infuriate him even more. He would seek to crush the human gladiators who’d defied him and that would mean he’d request the event coordinator put together the grand battle Hal suggested to him.
By the time he set the pieces in motion to create the giant spectacle for the Emperor’s birthday, the captain would probably think it was his own plan from the get go. The mind was funny that way.
Hal was fine with it. He didn’t need credit. He needed escape. Someone else could take the credit as long as he got out of here with Kay and as many of the others as he could bring with him.
He finished two heaping platefuls of beef and the assorted vegetables severed alongside it. Pushing back from the table and standing up, Hal felt full and satisfied. He left the dining hall to another chorus of cheers.
It might not have been as loud as it was when he arrived but, judging by the way so many of them were talking together in small groups and pointing his way, the word of what he’d told Brady had spread throughout the room.
It had started.

THE DAYS PASSED QUICKLY as the Emperor’s birthday approached. While there were other fights in the arena, Hal’s core group of companions were left off of the selection process.
Hal took it as a clear sign the event coordinator and the guard captain had decided to move forward with their plan for him and the others. It wouldn’t do to have one of them die early in an inconsequential event for the common rabble.
That gave them more time to plan and train together. They used the time to its full advantage.
Rune continued his training and Hal was able to level up his Chakra regeneration skill. That would be useful in the coming battle to escape the coliseum.
The group worked out how they would divide up the human groups of gladiators and use their abilities and weapons to affect their escape.
Junica took charge of the few archers in the overall group. They were never given many arrows to use in the arena, probably for fear they would be used against the spectators or guards at some point. The guards were about to learn the error of letting them have any arrows at all.
Rune managed to teach a few others some useful hand-to-hand combat skills and most gained some use of the chakra regeneration skill, too, during the monk’s lessons. If the gladiators could heal during the battle, even a little, it would keep many more alive who would otherwise perish.
Otto decided it was best for him to lead the gladiators called the bashers by their comrades. These there biggest and strongest among them. They were the armored, more muscled juggernauts in the arena and they could all take a lot of punishment. The bashers would be the head of their spear when it came time to escape.
Kay stayed with Hal and helped him keep on top of what was going on, acting as his second in command. She passed him advice on how to deal with a few personality conflicts that cropped up. She had been here longer than he had and knew how best to manage these situations between the gladiators.
In the end, Hal estimated they’d reached the point where almost all the parts were in place just in time for the Emperor’s birthday. He’d been unable to send more than a few messages via one of the kitchen slaves to the non-human side. The only reply he got in return was the word “ready.”
The last piece was in place.
It was time to deliver the Emperor his birthday present.
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THE DAY ARRIVED FASTER than Hal would have liked. They could have all used more time to train and plan for the escape but there was no help for that.
Hal walked into the dining hall. The mood was quiet, tense.
“We have to be careful,” Hal said to Kay and Junica, walking next to him. “If there isn’t the normal banter between the gladiators this morning, the guards might suspect something.”
“Everyone knows what hinges on today’s plan, Hal,” Kay said. “Everyone is deep in their own thoughts.”
“We need to pull them out of it, somehow.” Hal looked around the room, trying to decide what to do.
The guard captain stood on the opposite side of the hall with a pack of guards around him. He glared at Hal.
Hal smiled at the man and winked.
He received the desired reaction when the captain sneered back at Hal and spun around, leaving the room while his pack of guards stayed behind to watch over the gladiators.
“It looks like our host has a sour stomach, friends,” Hal announced to the room. He pointed to the retreating guard captain. “Perhaps he knows he’s about to lose a wager today.”
Hal raised his voice even louder, shouting after the retreating guard captain.
“I’m harder to kill than people think, Captain.”
There was laughter from several places around the room and the hum of voices picked up to something approaching the normal level.
“Well, that worked nicely,” Hal said to Kay and Junica.
“If by worked you mean pissing off the captain,” Junica said, “then by all means, yes, it worked.”
“I think he means he lightened the mood in the room by humiliating the guard captain,” Kay replied. “Hal always thinks his comments are so witty.”
“Hey,” Hal complained. “They are witty. Did you see the look on his face? Besides, if you look around, you’ll see the mood has lightened considerably. Everyone just needed a break in the tension.”
“Just because it worked doesn’t mean I have to encourage your behavior, Hal,” Kay said. “Let’s get something to eat. Lord knows when we’ll get another regular meal after this morning.”
“Are you doubting my plan?” Hal asked.
“No, on the contrary, I’m assuming your hair-brained idea will actually work. Have you given any thought to what happens after we break out of here and get through the city gates?”
“I have some ideas,” Hal lied.
Kay gave a dismissive grunt and waved her hand in the air. Hal knew Kay well enough to know she wasn’t fooled by his bravado. She knew he was making a lot of what happened today up as he went along.
Otto and Rune were already seated at their table when the three of them arrived and sat down. Otto had a pile of fried eggs and sausage in front of him. It looked like he was preparing to eat his last meal.
“Got enough food, Otto?” Hal asked.
“Gonna need fuel for the fight today. Who knows when we’ll eat next?”
“Is everyone here doubting my plan all of the sudden?” Hal asked, helping himself to a ham steak from the platter in front of him.
“We don’t doubt your plan, Hal,” Rune replied. “We doubt your attention to the details after we get out. You’ll have an army at your back. Armies run on logistics not weapons. If we don’t make plans for food and shelter after we get away from the city, this little rebellion you have planned will fail before it gets started.”
“The monk has a point,” Otto said around a mouthful of eggs. “Which is why I’m filling up on good food now.”
Junica laughed.
“It’s not a bad plan.” She heaped more food on her plate, too, as did Kay.
“No, I guess not.” Hal ate his food and pondered the extended version of his scheme to escape. He hadn’t planned for what happened after they left the city gates.
Hal had an idea of some sort of grand rebellion. He thought the people, or at least the slaves of the city, would rise up and free the city from the Emperor’s cronies but he had no idea how he could make it happen. He knew from his experience in Tandon it took a long time and a lot of work to bring enough people around to thinking they could make a rebellion work.
Kay put a hand on Hal’s shoulder, startling him out of his contemplations.
“Don’t let them get you down, Hal. Your plans will work. They always do.”
“What?” Hal asked. “You finally believe in my ability to plan this escape?”
“No, but you’re the luckiest bastard I’ve ever met. You have a way of finding a path through certain death that boggles my mind. I don’t know how you do it, but I know if there’s a way to make it through this day alive, it’ll be staying with you and following your lead.”
“Thanks, I guess,” Hal replied with a half-smile.
“Someday, though, you’re going to tell me how you do it.”
“You’d never believe me if I told you, Kay,” Hal said.
Otto got up, followed by Rune and Junica.
“We’re going to check our gear for the main event this afternoon,” the big black man said. “A lot is going to depend on how long we can keep going. I think our armor’s going to be dented and our blades nicked quite a bit before the day is out.”
“Sounds like something we should all do,” Hal said.
His glance around the room said the other gladiators in the room had the same idea as they all started to rise and file out to their equipment and training rooms.
The guard captain had returned and stood by watching with his normal retinue of guards. His eyes met Hal’s and blazed with fury and revenge when he passed.
Hal almost made a sarcastic quip when he walked by but resisted the urge. He didn’t want to do anything to mess up the plan. The guard captain and his ability to throw a wrench in the works was a variable Hal couldn’t control. It was best to let things be where that was concerned.
The time for the battle event was almost here.
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THE THIRTY-SEVEN HUMAN gladiators filed together onto the arena floor. Around them the waves of sound pounded down from the cheering crowds assembled for the Emperor’s birthday event at the coliseum.
Flemming Ginty sat in the VIP box with the other Wardens of Hyroth. There was also a tall man, dressed in polished black armor standing next to Ginty. His slick black hair was pulled back in a ponytail and he had a horrible scar running from his forehead, across his nose and down his left cheek.
Hal jerked his head up to the stands and leaned in to talk to Kay.
“Who’s the tall, dark, and gruesome fellow standing next to Flemming Ginty?”
Kay hissed between her teeth.
“Shit, that’s Baron Norak. He must have been sent to witness our deaths on behalf of the Emperor. This isn’t good, Hal. He’s the Emperor’s right hand. It is he who is charged with hunting down all the great rogue mages in the land. He is likely here to investigate rumors that the Opponent is real.”
“He’s just one more goon to kill,” Hal boasted. “He’ll get out of our way, or die. I care not.”
“He is said to be a formidable adversary, Hal,” Kay warned. “His black sword is supposed to be cursed to take the souls of those he kills. It steals the power of the slain and gives it to the wielder.”
“First, he’s got to kill me,” Hal said. “I’ve had a price on my head before, with wardens and others all trying to kill me. It hasn’t worked yet. I don’t plan on giving in now.”
“He won’t be alone, Hal. He has mages of his own and a whole regiment he travels with. It will not be easy to get past him and his men to escape the city.”
“You let me worry about that,” Hal replied. “We have to focus on the plan at hand. We’ll worry about getting out of this arena first. Once that is done, we’ll worry about getting everyone out of the city.”
Kay shook her head.
“Ever the optimist, Hal.”
“Is there any other way to be?” Hal smiled at her and settled his helmet over his head and pulled his shield around to the front, settling it in place with his arm in the straps.
Otto spoke up from the front of the group as the gladiators fanned out in a line across the floor of the arena.
“Here come the others.”
The big double doors on the far side of the arena opened and the non-human combatants filed out in their clan and tribal groups. There was a group of about twenty goblins, a small war band of seventeen orcs, five hill giants, and two towering brutes who looked like they were made of stone.
“What the hell are those?” Hal asked.
Junica answered from his right as she tested her bowstring.
“Those are rock trolls. They look like monstrous brutes, but they are perhaps the most intelligent of the troll-kin. They are as formidable as they look, though, so I hope your goblin chief has gotten them to join us in our plan or we are in real trouble.”
“Churg will hold up his end of the bargain, don’t worry,” Hal said. As he said it, he searched for the goblin chieftain in the group across the arena from them. He found him at the front of the cluster of goblins. The chief met his eyes and nodded.
“He’s ready, folks. The plan is on,” Hal said, loud enough for everyone in the line of gladiators to hear. “Remember your assignments and work fast. We have to pull this off before anyone can send for help.”
Hal looked up and down the line. His gaze was met with nods and grim smiles on the human gladiators’ faces.
A glance across the arena at the groups of their adversaries. He hoped Churg was able to remember his part of the plan. Both parts had to come together in order for his plan to work and there’d been limited communication to coordinate things.
The two battle lines faced off about fifty yards apart on the arena’s sandy floor. The crowd’s cheers settled down and a hush fell over the whole coliseum.
The event coordinator raised his speaking trumpet to his mouth and his booming voice echoed across the arena.
“Let the battle in honor of the Emperor’s birthday begin!”
A fanfare of horns and battle cries sounded from both sides as they charged towards each other.
Now was the moment of truth.
Hal focused on his luck and the slots in his head began spinning once more. The whirring of the slot machine’s dials spinning around rose to a humming whine in his ears.
It was louder than usual. He hoped that wasn’t a bad sign. Hal knew he was pressing his luck even more than usual, forcing it to work for not just himself and a single companion, but for an entire group of allies at once.
The charging humans and non-humans met at the center of the arena and the crowd gasped expecting the carnage to begin.
Instead of a collision of shields and armored bodies, the two groups passed between the other like fingers interlacing and charged beyond towards the ten-foot walls surrounding the fighting pit.
Junica and the other two human archers stopped in the center with two orc and three goblin archers. They stood in a loose circle and started firing their few arrows in rapid succession around the arena at the crossbowmen whose job it was to stop just such an attempted break out.
The guards on the walls hesitated, trying to pick between targets charging in their direction or archers picking them off from the center of the arena.
That hesitation was deadly as more and more of them fell to the arrows of the gladiators’ archers.
Hal didn’t have time to check on the success of the archers elsewhere. He was focused on reaching the section of wall directly in front of him as fast as his feet would carry him.
Kay, Otto, and Rune raced beside him, all aiming for the point on the wall just below the VIP box.
Two crossbowmen along that section of the wall were down and two others had crouched behind the low stone barrier, attempting to reload.
Other guards from the upper stands were racing downward, trying to force their way through the panicked crowds intent on fleeing the coliseum. The spectators only wanted to get away as armed and bloodthirsty gladiators climbed up into the stands behind them.
Hal and his friends reached the base of the wall and Otto braced himself against the stones while Rune scrambled up his back followed by Kay and then Hal.
By the time Hal reached the top and pulled himself over, Kay and Rune had killed the two remaining crossbowmen.
“Kay watch for more guards while Rune and I reach down to help Otto up.”
The big man was heavy, especially in his full armor. It took painful, long seconds to get him up and over the wall. They managed it and the big man rolled over the top of the low parapet to the floor of the stands with the loud clatter of metal on stone. Otto rose to his hands and knees, then stood and pointed up the rows of stands to the VIP box.
Hal turned to see what Otto was pointing at.
A double line of guards had formed up there to protect the wardens’ escape. They were being commanded by Baron Norak in his black armor. He had drawn his sword, a wicked, black blade with a dual serrated edge.
“Get them before they get away,” Hal shouted. He started running up towards the VIP box. He was flanked by his friends with Kay and Rune to the left and Otto to the right.
Two other gladiators made it over the wall and joined them. An olive-skinned woman named Helena armed with double scimitars and the young farmer Hal had trained in what felt like forever ago.
The coliseum guards snarled at the charging gladiators and surged downward to meet them.
As they approached, Hal tucked his shoulder behind his shield and used it to bash into the space between two guardsmen.
The blow sent them spinning away from him, opening a hole in their front line.
Hal stabbed down into the exposed side of the guard to his right as the hapless man fell stumbling backward.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
KAY FINISHED off the guard who’d fallen to the left as Hal pulled back his blade and raised it to fend off a spear from the second line of guards.
The initial collision of the two groups was over and the fighting became desperate, individual struggles as the escaping gladiators fought against their captors.
There were about twenty guards in the double line and the six gladiators were hard pressed even as they cut down the less experienced fighters among the coliseum guards.
Hal was engaged with three guards at once. Even with his lucky slot machine spinning in his head, Hal knew he had to do something or get overwhelmed by the trio of guards.
He punched outward with his shield, delivering a blow to the chest of the guard to his left.
At the same time, Hal swung his sword in a broad arc at the center guard’s neck causing his opponent to raise his own blade to parry the attack.
Seeing his opening, Hal switched the direction of the swing, turning it into a lunging stab forward. He was gratified to see the blade sink into the opening in the armor beneath the guard’s armpit.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE ATTACK SUCCEEDED but left Hal exposed on his right and the remaining guard bashed his mace into Hal’s armored side. Hal felt his ribs crack under the blow in an explosion of pain that raced up his side.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
HAL SUCKED IN HIS BREATH, feeling the pain his expanding lungs caused as they pressed against his damaged ribs. He recovered though, and parried the next attack from the mace-wielding guard.
At the same time, he raised his shield to catch the blow from the sword of the guard on his left.
He feinted an attack at the guard with the mace then turned his full attention on the man to his left. Hal delivered a combination of sword strikes along with slamming his shield’s metal rim downward on the guard’s leading knee, which was just a bit too far forward.
Hal was rewarded with cry from the guard when his knee buckled under the blow. Hal smiled, remembering his time with Bilham as he finished the guard with a thrust of his sword to the neck.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Health damage: -8
THE GUARD to his right landed a glancing blow on his helmet with the mace before Hal could dodge and he saw stars flash at the edges of his vision for a second.
He recovered and dodged the follow-up two-handed blow that would have crushed his skull.
Hal swung his shield around and caught the descending mace as it crashed downward.
The guard had overcommitted, thinking his opponent was distracted.
Hal saw an opportunity and hacked sideways at the guard’s thigh, slashing deep into the muscle, blood spraying from the wound.
The guard’s leg twisted and bent under the attack and the combination of the momentum from the two-handed mace attack and the collapsing leg caused the man to fall face forward to the stone stands.
Hal stabbed downward, his blade piercing the chainmail armor and punching through to the guard’s spine beneath.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
MORE OF THE gladiators from the floor of the arena joined them in the fight, swelling the ranks of those fighting the guards. The swelled ranks of the savage arena fighters started to turn the tide.
Baron Norak had joined the fighting against the gladiators and Hal watched as he cut down the young farmer. Norak’s black blade glowed with a sickening dark purple energy.
“We need to get the Baron,” Hal shouted. “He’s drawing on the life force of those he’s killed. If we don’t stop him, he’ll be too strong to defeat.”
Otto and Kay shouted as one, telling him they were with him.
Hal and the others, charged at the baron from the side. Hal had hoped to catch him unawares but the black-armored foe turned and faced them just as they arrived.
Faster than Hal’s eyes could follow, the black blade flicked out, knocking aside their initial attacks.
Each of the parries carried a quick following attack.
Hal cried out as pain seared through him. Norak’s sword broke through his defenses, stabbing him in the shoulder. It was a relatively minor wound but the sword’s magic caused it to be much worse. Hal felt part of his life force leech away by the cursed blade.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -30
KAY MANAGED to sneak in an attack on Norak at the same moment and he pulled his blade away with a grunt to parry her counterattack.
He batted away her blade but the first attack had the desired effect and set the black-armored baron on the defensive for the first time.
Otto swung a savage two-handed axe blow at the baron’s head.
Norak ducked under the blow and tried to force a wild sword thrust at Otto. He had to pull back at the last second, though, to parry Hal’s attack from the front.
Again, Kay was able to break through the baron’s defenses and once more her blade came back wet with the man’s blood.
Seeing he was outnumbered, Norak shouted a command and started backing away towards the stairs up to the exit. The remaining coliseum guards fell back with him, forming up on either side of him and fighting a rear-guard action as they retreated.
More guards fell, and the gladiators pressed forward.
Despite the pressure of the renewed attack, the baron and the other guards were able to reach the relatively narrow passage leading out of the arena’s stands. In the smaller space, the remaining guards were able to hold off the gladiators.
Hal snarled in anger as Norak pulled back behind the thin line of coliseum guards and ran off into the passageway.
Hal quickly finished off three of the remaining guards on his own with three quick parry and thrust combinations in succession. He was unable to break through their line, though.
1000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
1000 experience points awarded.
1000 experience points awarded.
Level up!
THE SLOTS in Hal’s head stopped spinning as soon as the baron disappeared. The lack of chime told Hal that could not be good.
The baron had made his escape. That could mean he was free to go for help from his regiment. Hal knew they couldn’t be too far away, camped somewhere near city.
Time was short if that was the case.
Leaving the remaining guards in the passageway to the recently arrived gladiator reinforcements, Hal turned to scan the situation around the coliseum.
The stands were cleared of spectators. Here and there, a few knots of fighting between guards and the human and non-human gladiators continued but they had managed to carry off the first part of their plan. They still hadn’t escaped and Hal knew there was more to do before they left the city.
Hal called out to Churg when he spotted the goblin chieftain nearby.
“Can you gather the non-humans and bring them over here. We have to work quickly while the initiative is in our favor.”
“I will. Do we make a run for the city’s western gates?” The goblin chieftain asked.
“We can once we free the rest of the slaves and fighters kept in the pens below. They’ll bolster our forces and we will need the extra manpower if we run into any organized opposition on our way out of the city.”
Churg nodded and started barking orders in the guttural language of the goblins and orcs, gathering his forces to that side of the coliseum’s stands.
“We’re even taking the kitchen slaves?” Kay asked, overhearing what he told Churg.
“Yes,” Hal said. “Everyone. No one who wants to escape with us will be left behind.”
“I hope you know what you’re doing, Hal. Sometimes you can’t rescue everyone.”
“I don’t believe that. We have to try. The added numbers could be of benefit later on, Kay,” Hal added. “Come on, let’s get down to the pens and get the others before we head for the gates.”
Hal used the brief break to check his stats and level up while they made their way down into the bowels of the coliseum to rescue the others. He raised his luck attribute once again with his two points to allocate there. He saw the notification that he’d maxed out the attribute score when he reached thirty.
He gained another weapon proficiency slot and he added it to his longsword skill. His skill point allocated to his riposte skill brought that to level two.
Hal summoned his chakra regeneration skill and healed up eighteen health points and turned his attention back to the rest of his plan to escape the city. It was time to see how good his luck really was.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 8
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 22 — +7
Wisdom: 10 — +1
Luck: 30 — +11 (Max)
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 70/102
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 2, Combat Misdirection -1, Prescience -1, Chakra Regeneration - 3 (18hp during combat; 1/day), Riposte -2
Weapon proficiencies: Long sword - 4, Crossbow - 1
Warrior Experience: 20,000/38,400
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
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ONCE EVERYONE ASSEMBLED downstairs outside the slave pens beneath the coliseum, a quick assessment and count of the gladiators, human and non-human, revealed they’d lost about a quarter of their total number during the assault to escape the arena.
All of them were wounded to one extent or another. Some were supported by comrades while others limped along under their own power.
The two groups eyed each other, distrust showing in their eyes and Hal knew he needed to do something to keep them all focused on the most important thing, getting the hell out of here.
“Churg,” Hal said. “You and your comrades fought well. We would not have succeeded were it not for the valiant efforts of your fellow warriors.”
Churg nodded. It seemed he knew what Hal was trying to do.
“The same could be said of your fellow gladiators, Hal. I saw many great acts of courage from them. I am honored to fight beside them.”
“I feel the same way,” Hal said. He reached out with his right hand and clasped wrists with the goblin chieftain. There were nods of ascent on both sides.
“Do you think you can get through the guards down here and free the rest of your people?” Hal asked.
“Yes, we will be able to do that. What of you and your comrades?”
“There are those we must free as well,” Hal replied. “Let us do that and meet back here with everyone who can make the trip out of the city. We must hurry, though. I fear the city’s forces will be organizing to counterattack soon.”
“Agreed,” Churg said. “We will not be long.”
Hal nodded as the chieftain turned and barked out orders that sent his forces off around to the other side of the slave quarters where their families and remaining comrades waited to be freed. Hal turned to the other gladiators.
“We have to do the same. Offer freedom to any who would come with us. Include even those who weren’t slaves. I have the feeling many, even the healing mages, were pressed into service here against their will. We will have need of every warm body we can muster.”
“How long do you think we have?” Junica asked. Her head was bandaged with one eye covered by the bloody cloth.
“I think we should take no longer than ten minutes,” Hal answered.
He turned to address all of the gladiators. “Hurry back as soon as you can. Open all the locked doors and pens and leave it up to those inside to follow or not as they see fit. I want to be pressing towards the western gates as soon as we can. Make sure you gather any weapons you find and pass them out to those you free. We’ll likely need every able sword arm if we’re going to get away from the city successfully.”
It took less than ten minutes. The surviving gladiators returned with all the white-clad kitchen slaves, the cooks and other kitchen attendants, the healing mages, equipment and armor servants, and even four clerks from the event coordinator’s office. All had been pressed into slavery or forced service of some sort by the Wardens of Hyroth.
Churg and the other non-humans returned as well, their numbers swelled by orc and goblin women and children taken into captivity with their warrior folk. Hal nodded and gestured to the gathered group of rescued gladiators and slaves.
“Let’s go. Freedom lies to the west.”
QUEST COMPLETED — Escape the coliseum.
5,000 experience awarded.
Quest accepted — Escape through the western gate.
THE GROUP SET off as fast as they could, helping the wounded along and carrying those who couldn’t keep up. Hal was glad to see several of his band commandeer wheeled carts and wagons along the way through the city to help with the wounded. Soon they were moving westward at a fast walk, heading towards the setting sun and the gates out of the city.
It took them nearly an hour to reach the western gates out of Hyroth. Hal was surprised to see the way their numbers swelled along the journey as white-clad slaves came out to join their march to freedom, running into the streets from homes and businesses along the way.
What started as a group of a hundred fifty gladiators and slaves from the coliseum turned into a mob of more than a thousand by the time they reached the square leading to the western gates of the city. Hal knew much more was riding on their success than ever before and he hoped they reached the gates in time before the city’s defenses and guard could be prepared to stop them.
Despite their press for speed, Hal knew they’d taken too long when he saw the line of soldiers formed up across the square in front of them. There were nearly a hundred fifty city guards and imperial soldiers drawn up across the square, blocking their path to freedom.
Hal’s spinning slot machine started whirring in his head as soon as he spotted the lines of soldiers. He knew he had to think fast if they were going to break through.
To make things worse, behind the guards, the massive city gates were swinging shut with a boom. The great gears in set in the walls of the towers to either side locking them in place.
“Churg, do you think your giants and rock trolls will listen to me?” Hal asked.
“I think you have proven to be an able leader,” Churg answered. The goblin shrugged. “They might, depending on what you require them to do.”
“We have to break the center of that formation. I’ll be right beside them, but we’re going to need their size and bulk to push our way through to the gates.”
“Where will I be?” Churg asked.
“You and your goblins will be taking the left tower, while the orcs take the one on the right,” Hal explained. “We have to free the gear mechanisms in order to open the gates and that means defeating the soldiers defending those towers. Follow behind us as we charge. Once we open a hole, take the goblins and orcs past us to the towers. We’ll hold them off and deal with any counterattacks while you get the gates open.”
Churg nodded. He pointed to the tallest hill giant.
“That one is called Mammoth. He speaks a little of the human tongue. He can translate with the giants and rock trolls for you.”
Hal nodded as Churg called the fifteen-foot-tall giant over to them.
They didn’t have much time. The line of soldiers started advancing forward towards the halted line of gladiators and freed slaves.
“Mammoth,” Hal said. “I need you and your kin to follow me and help us break through that line of soldiers. It is our only way out of the city.”
The big giant gave Hal a broad, toothy grin. “Yes. You lead. We follow.”
Hal smiled back at the huge creature. “Good, then let’s go get them.”
With Mammoth and the giants behind him, along with the rock trolls and the remaining human gladiators, Hal knew he had an opportunity to break the defenders and scatter them. He turned and shouted a war cry to his followers then charged at the soldiers advancing from the other side of the square.
The rest of his companions took up the cry. He was happy to see they charged right behind him.
The bellows and snarls of the giants and rock trolls sent shivers down Hal’s spine as he ran. They were terrible sounding as the larger creatures ran past him and the other humans, racing on their way to the line of soldiers in front of them.
The two lines came together in a crash of weapons and armor.
Mammoth swept four soldiers out of his way with a single sweep of his huge war club.
The two giants on either side of him opened similar holes in the battle line. The rock trolls were close behind the giants and they pressed open the gaps, holding the soldiers back with their shields, armored rock-like bodies, and crushing arms.
Hal and the other humans reached the broken line and forced their way into the gap, wrapping around behind the soldiers facing the trolls and giants to take them from behind.
The plan worked and Churg’s goblins and orcs surged through the opening before splitting into two groups and entering the towers on either side of the gates.
That was the last Hal saw of the tower assault. He was suddenly thrust into a desperate melee in the square as the soldiers’ battle lines fell apart and the fighting turned into desperate individual battles for survival in front of the closed gates.
Hal killed two guards in close succession with attacks from behind while they engaged a troll.
1000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
1000 experience points awarded.
THE ROCK TROLL’S stony mouth split in a grin when the two men fell to Hal’s attacks. Hal nodded in reply and turned to search for another quarry.
He didn’t have to look very far.
Three soldiers ran forward to attack him as soon as he turned around. Hal was sorely pressed for a brief time, fending off attack after attack.
Blades slipped past his guard on several occasions causing minor damage but no major wounds. The injuries started to add up and he knew he needed some help.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
Health damage: Health -4
Health damage: Health -8
HE DIDN’T HAVE to fight alone for long, though. Before he knew it, Kay was at his side.
The two of them took a defensive stance and fought back to back for a time, each defending the other from the desperate fighting all around them.
Hal was finally able to break through the multiple attacks and dropped two more imperial soldiers in rapid succession.
1000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
1000 experience points awarded.
THE FIGHTING BEGAN to die down as a lull came over the battle at the gates.
The remaining guards and imperials ran off into the city leaving the remnants of the gladiators behind. Fighting still raged within the towers to either side of the gates. He could hear the clash of arms coming from inside now that the clamor in the square had died down.
“Get the freed slaves and the wounded in carts by the gates,” Hal called out to his comrades. “Once they open, we’ll have little time to pull off our escape and we’d better be ready to go.”
Several of the remaining gladiators moved off and started barking orders to the slaves milling around in the square. They began to move and soon all were clustered behind the ragged line of warriors, giants and trolls who stood between them and the city.
A cheer went up behind Hal and he turned to see the gates start to crank open as the mechanisms within the two towers were finally liberated. The slaves started pushing through the gap in the gates as soon as there was room enough to get through.
Churg emerged from the tower on the left along with his remaining goblins. A group of twelve orcs came from the one on the right.
“Good work, my friends,” Hal called out to both groups. “Join our line and let’s prepare to act as a rear guard while the others make their way from the city.”
“How long do we have to hold the gates?” Kay asked.
“Just until the slaves make their way through the gates. Then we can retreat behind them.”
“That might be easier said than done,” Rune called. “Here come the reinforcements.”
The far end of the square filled with a double line of imperial troops. They lined up side by side, holding their shields together and forming a wall between them and the escaping slaves. The line advanced forward, the cadence called by a chant coming from the soldiers behind the shields.
“Alright, form up around Mammoth, the other giants, and the rock trolls,” Hal called out. “Churg, your people and the orcs take the left side. I’ll hold on the right with the humans here.”
“Mammoth, tell your giants and the Trolls to focus on breaking open that shield wall when it gets closer, then we can surge in and take them apart from the inside.”
“Yes. Break open like shell of great turtle. Soft parts inside,” Mammoth rumbled in his deep, bass voice.”
The imperials advanced and when they got closer, the shields parted and a volley of javelins shot forward at the line of arena fighters facing them. They targeted the giants and rock trolls and Hal winced when one of the remaining giants fell forward with a loud groan, multiple javelins impaling its huge form.
Mammoth had batted most of the missiles away but even the giant leader was wounded in the attack.
The imperials cheered when the giant fell and the shield wall advanced forward again with a surge.
Once again, the sound of steel on steel sounded in the square as the soldiers’ line crashed home against the gladiators holding the gates for the escaping slaves.
Mammoth swung his huge club, smashing shields and bodies aside with each swipe of the tree trunk sized weapon. The other large creatures attacked as well and soon the shield wall broke, allowing the other gladiators to break through to the unprotected soldiers in the rear.
Hal hacked at one of the imperials trying to free his bashed in shield from his arm. Hal’s blade took the hapless soldier in the shoulder of that battered shield arm, nearly severing the limb. His follow-up blow stabbed forward, piercing the man’s heart as he fell backward to the stone pavement.
1000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
ANOTHER IMPERIAL STEPPED UP, trying to fill the gap in the line as their sergeants pressed them forward from behind. Hal swung at this one but the man was able to parry the attack and push him backward a few steps.
This allowed other imperials to press into the gap, but only for a few seconds. Kay, Rune, and Otto stepped forward, standing beside Hal and holding the gap open again.
Otto swung his big double-bladed axe and took off the top of one soldier’s head, cleaving right through the helmet. The big man howled his war cry and swung the axe back in an arc to attack the next imperial in line.
Hal lunged forward to his left to stab his sword into the back of one of two soldiers facing Kay. The man fell backward with a gurgling cry before he dropped to the ground.
1000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
MORE SOLDIERS MOVED FORWARD and Hal took a solid hit to his head from one of them before he was able to kill the new attackers with a series of rapid slashes of his longsword.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -16
1000 experience points awarded.
1000 experience points awarded.
THE CONTINUOUS FIGHTING over the last several hours was starting to take its toll on him and he suspected the others in his band were in just as bad shape. He checked his health status and knew he and the others had to break off contact soon before more imperial reinforcements arrived.
HEALTH: 36/102
THE FINAL GROUP of slaves ran through the gates and onto the western road. Hal called to his forces to fall back through the gates.
“Churg, is there a way to hold the gates closed for a time once we’re through?”
“Yes,” the goblin chieftain replied. “At the base of the gates, where the hinges are activated by the gears, there is a pin that attaches the mechanism. If we destroy that and push the gates closed, the imperials will have to repair the mechanism before they can open it again.”
Hal’s spinning slot machine ratcheted to a stop in his head, the familiar chime sounding. This was the thing that would win or lose the battle for them.
“Go there and do what you must to ready it for destruction,” Hal said. “We’ll hold them for a little bit longer to give you time.”
Churg called out for help and four of his goblins pulled back from the fighting and followed their chieftain to the gates.
The imperial shield wall had reformed and started advancing again, pressing the beleaguered gladiators backward. Another giant fell, leaving Mammoth and one other standing alone at the center of the line. One of the rock trolls was down, too.
“Move together,” Hal called out. “Form a tighter line to hold against the shield wall.”
Even the non-humans understood what he was asking them to do and the gladiators shuffled towards the center, closing the gaps left by their fallen.
“We must hold a little longer, then we can make our escape. Wait until you hear Churg’s shout from the rear, then run for the gates.”
Hal stopped calling out orders. The advancing imperials caught up to them and he was once again fighting for his life against superior numbers of the enemy.
Two more attacks got past his shield but he did manage to kill one of the attackers with a riposte attack.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
Health damage: Health -4
1000 experience points awarded.
MORE OF THE gladiators fell on both sides of the line while he and his companions held the center around Mammoth, another hill giant, and the remaining troll. It looked like they might not be able to hold when a shout came from the rear.
“It is done!” Churg called out. “Run for the gates.”
The others didn’t need Hal’s relayed order to break for the narrowing gap in the gates. The remaining gladiators, human and nonhuman, turned as one and ran for the opening. The gates were closing, slowly gaining speed as the released gear mechanism picked up momentum.
Hal was the last one through, following Churg and Kay through just before the gates closed with a resounding boom. A distant grinding sound of metal on metal signaled the successful sabotage would hold the gates closed for a time.
QUEST COMPLETED — Escape through the western gate.
5,000 experience awarded.
Level Up!
“WE MUST PRESS the slaves to keep going for the western hills,” Hal called to his comrades. “If we can make it to the forests there before they reopen the gates, we should be able to find a place to hide before they can organize pursuit.”
The small group of surviving humans, goblins, orcs, two giants, and a single rock troll started off along the western caravan road, following behind the escaping slaves. They’d done it. They’d escaped the city and started the rebellion Hal hoped would catch hold and help him overthrow the wardens in Hyroth.
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THE SABOTAGE of the city gates worked and the fleeing slaves and gladiators evaded pursuit for the next two days, reaching the forested hill country to the west where they hid, losing themselves in the wilderness there. Hal, Kay, Churg, and the other leaders set to the task of feeding and providing shelter for what amounted to a small army of former slaves.
Hal found some time in the first few days to heal up and review his personal stats and placed his allotment of attribute points and the additional skill level. He increased his skill in one-handed combat to level three and added his two attribute points to his brawn. This allowed him to add to his ability to both hit and cause damage to his opponents.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 9
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 24 — +8
Wisdom: 10 — +1
Luck: 30 — +11 (Max)
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 104/104
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 3, Combat Misdirection - 1, Prescience - 1, Chakra regeneration - 3 (18hp during combat; 1/day), Riposte - 2
Weapon Proficiencies: Long sword - 4, Crossbow - 1
WARRIOR EXPERIENCE: 39,000/76,800
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
SEVERAL WEEKS after escaping the city, the group who’d become the leadership team for the slave army assembled for one of their now regular evening meetings. They were inside one of the dozens of hastily constructed log huts sheltering them in the forest.
Hal always waited to see if anyone wanted to start talking first. Everyone deferred to Hal, however, and he soon discovered the others had met without him and he’d been selected as the leader of this impromptu slave rebellion. While the idea for the escape had been his, Hal had hoped someone with more experience would step forward to take the reins once they were out of the city. That hope faded with the vote for him to lead the group and that meant he kicked off the meetings.
“Who’s got the first report?”
“Hal, I’ll go,” Junica said.
“Uh, sure. Take it away.”
“We need more help gathering food and other supplies for the army,” Junica said. “Churg and I have been sending out mixed hunting parties of humans, goblins and orcs. We found a few slaves who have experience in wilderness environments to come along, but even with that extra help, it is getting harder to find game close by. We have been roving farther and farther away from the central camp to find food and we’re starting to run short of rations between the times the hunting parties return.”
Churg leaned forward on his camp stool. “I have sent to my tribe and to the goblins of the Valley of the Sun for assistance. I am confident when they hear of our escape and the way you assisted us they will send warriors and hunters to help with our cause. It is my hope the same is true of the northern orc and hill giant tribes.”
“Hal,” Otto interrupted. “What exactly is our ‘cause’, as Churg puts it?”
“Initially,” Hal said. “I thought everyone we freed would return home to their villages, tribes, and farms. It turns out most of them don’t have anything to go home to. The Emperor’s armies destroyed everything they had when they were enslaved. They have nowhere to go but stay here with us.”
“Well, I can’t believe Baron Norak and the Wardens in Hyroth haven’t sent an army out to look for us and bring the slaves back for trial and execution,” Otto continued. “It can’t set a good example for them to lose half the slaves in the city to an armed rebellion and mass escape. If we stay together in one place, we have to be prepared to defend ourselves. Have you thought about that?”
“I have,” Hal said. “Kay sent word to the Duke in Tandon to see if they could lend us any aid. We don’t have enough weapons to go around, not even close. I’m hoping he will be able to remedy that.”
“How long is that going to take?” Otto asked.
“I have reason to believe the Duke has been preparing for a rebellion in this region for some time. He may have even already set up forward supply depots, hidden somewhere in the region, knowing him,” Kay replied. “In any case, I expect to hear back from my contact within a few days.”
“If Kay is able to remedy our weapons shortages, we will have to train these slaves to be soldiers. That leads us to the next question,” Hal met the eyes of his gathered leaders. “Can it be done?”
Everyone looked around, searching for someone else to have the answer. After a long awkward pause, Rune nodded.
“It can be done,” the monk affirmed. “Between Otto and some of the other gladiators, we should be able to put a training cadre together and start with rudimentary defense and attack formations. In fact, we can start training with stand-in weapons since initially we are just training them to stay together in formation in preparation for fighting together.”
“Good, I was hoping that would be the case,” Hal said. “Start there. We can use sticks and poles cut from trees instead of swords and spears to get them started. Go ahead and train them, Rune. Use whatever resources you need. I think it’s going to be important sooner than we think.”
A rap at the door to the cabin broke the conversation and a clerk with the shaved head of a temple slave stuck his head around the cloth curtain that served as a door.
“Excuse me, General. Someone is here who claims to know you. He says commander Kay sent for him.”
Hal looked at Kay and she shrugged.
“Send them in,” Hal said. “And stop calling me ‘General.’”
“Yes, sir,” the clerk said. “Here’s your visitor.”
The clerk ducked back out and pulled the curtain aside to allow for the new arrival to pass through the door. Hal recognized him right away.
“Hello, youngling,” Bilham Gary said. “Ghent said you sent west for some help. He sent me with information on the location of eighteen wagon loads of weapons and armor, all stashed nearby, courtesy of the Imperial Army supply corps.”
“Bilham,” Hal exclaimed. “I never expected to see you showing up here.”
“I hate the slave trade, boy. When I heard of what you did after your capture and how you escaped with everyone around you, I asked Ghent to send me along to help with training your recruits.”
“I’ll not turn down your help.” Hal turned to the rest of his team. “This is Bilham Gary, the guard captain of the caravan I traveled with to get to Hyroth. He’s an excellent person to help train our forces. Rune, you and Otto should coordinate with him on training and equipping the former slaves who are going to make up our army.”
“We can do that,” Otto said. “I look forward to seeing what he can teach us.”
“In the meantime, Bilham,” Hal said. “Tell me more about where these wagonloads of weapons are.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — Liberate the supply wagons

THE DARKNESS ENVELOPED the small group in the shadows, for which Hal was glad. He scanned the area ahead with care, watching for signs of the guards he knew had to be there. The supply wagons bound for Baron Norak’s army on the outskirts of Hyroth were exactly where Bilham said they’d be. Now all they had to do was capture them and take them back to their camp in the hills.
After about a minute, Hal spotted movement in the trees near the encampment. He pointed and Junica, kneeling to his left nodded.
The archer raised her bow, nocking an arrow and drawing the string back in a single, smooth motion. She tracked the movement in the shadows for a few heartbeats and then let fly. Two more arrows followed after the first before it struck home, taking the guard in the chest and knocking him backward into a tree where the follow-up arrows pinned his dead body to the trunk.
The guard looked like he was leaning against the tree, resting. Hal shook his head. Junica’s skill with that bow was uncanny.
Hal turned to the others in his group.
“Remember the plan,” he whispered. “We sweep around the camp, taking out the guards before we rouse the drivers and make them help us drive the wagons westward. According to Bilham, the drivers were all pressed into service and are little more than slaves themselves.”
Hal waited until the small group nodded before he continued.
“Kay, Junica, and Churg will come with me and circle left. Otto and Rune, you take the others and circle right. We’ll finish off the small detachment of guards and then rush the guards inside.”
Otto grinned, a broad white smile splitting his dark-skinned face in the night.
“Last group to complete their sweep and attack guards inside buys the others a round of drinks at the next tavern we visit.”
“Done,” Churg answered in his accented goblin voice.
“Let’s go.” Hal gestured left and right and the two groups of gladiators split off to finish their night’s work.
Hal moved forward with Kay on his left, Churg on his right, and Junica bringing up the rear.
A form rose up out of the darkness, challenging Hal. Another guard loomed nearby the first.
Rushing forward, Hal swept his sword out in a slashing attack at the guard’s neck. The man managed to bring his shield up in time to fend off the blow and strike back at Hal with his ball and chain morningstar.
Hal raised his own shield, catching the descent of the spiked ball at the end of the chain. He ducked his head to avoid the spiked ball as it wrapped over the top of his shield.
Churg rushed past Hal and his opponent to take on the other nearby guard. Hal heard shouts from the far side of the camp and knew that Otto’s group had met resistance as well.
So much for taking the guards in silence.
Returning his attention to the fight at hand, Hal lunged under the overhead attack from the morningstar and tried to take the guard in the groin with his sword point.
Hal was rewarded with a high-pitched scream from his opponent who doubled over clutching his mangled privates.
A final stab downward put the man out of his misery.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
CHURG HAD FINISHED off his guard by the time Hal was done fighting.
Junica stood behind Hal, firing her arrows into the camp at the rest of the guard company, rising from their bedrolls there.
Kay had run forward and attacked another perimeter guard who’d run up from the darkness.
Two guards charged from the camp at Junica while she was freeing another bundle of arrows from her quiver.
Hal ran to her aid.
He raised his shield and braced his arm as the first attacker swung his battle axe downward. With the sword in his right hand he parried the second guard’s sword attack.
The descending axe blow shook Hal’s entire left side, but the shield held and Hal used the guard’s momentum against him.
Setting his shoulder against the shield, Hal lunged and bashed outward with the shield’s metal rim. A rewarding crunch reverberated up Hal’s arm as the shield impacted the axe-wielder’s face, breaking his nose and knocking out several teeth.
The second guard thought he saw an opening in Hal’s defenses, but with another parry and riposte attack, Hal managed to drive him backward and scored a glancing slash on the man’s sword arm.
With both his opponents wounded, Hal drove forward, taking the attack to each of them.
The guard with the axe, his face a bloody ruin from the shield bash, tried to swing at Hal’s knees.
Hal leapt over the attack and drove his sword through the man’s defenses, taking him in the neck.
A gurgling cry sounded and the man collapsed to the ground.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
TURNING TO THE FINAL GUARD, Hal barely fended off a lunging sword attack aimed at his back. The tip of the blade still scored a line of fire on his side.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
MORE GUARDS WERE CHARGING FORWARD from the camp and Hal knew he needed to finish off this guard quickly before he was overwhelmed.
He swung a series of attacks from multiple directions at his opponent, each stroke scoring another light hit. He was unable to get in a killing blow. The guard was holding his own.
Other guards arrived from the center of the camp but Churg and Kay were now beside him and they took on the newcomers racing out in defense of their camp.
Hal finally saw his opportunity when the guard over-compensated for a roundhouse swing at Hal’s head.
Hal ducked under the sword and hacked at the man’s exposed knee. The leg crumpled under the blow and the follow up lunge finished the guard off as he fell to the ground.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
JUNICA’S BOWSTRING was sounding again now, a regular twanging hum behind him. Hal saw more advancing guards dropped in their tracks with arrows jutting from their chests.
Kay and Churg were engaged with their own battles and Hal charged forward to take on a guard officer barking orders to the remaining guards, coordinating the defense of the wagons.
The man took on a defensive stance as Hal ran at him. His blade was longer and lighter than Hal’s and it moved with lighting speed once Hal was in range.
The quickness of the attacks caught Hal by surprise and he yelled out in pain as two rapid thrusts struck home before he could respond to them.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
Health damage: Health -10
THE GUARD OFFICER sneered when his attacks landed and he continued his flurry of attacks, driving Hal back on his heels in defense.
He managed to parry the next few attacks but another lunge from the officer snaked past his shield and jabbed painfully into his shoulder.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
HAL DECIDED to try something new and punched forward with the metal boss in the center of his shield. The officer jumped back out of the way and Hal took advantage of the break in the attacks to sweep his sword at the man’s exposed ankles.
It worked.
The sword blade bit deep and knocked the officer from his feet, taking his legs out from under him.
The man’s eyes went wide as he fell. Hal’s backhand return strike hacked into the man’s sword arm. The officer’s blade fell to the hard, rocky ground with a clatter.
Hal’s final lunge into his throat finished off the officer.
4,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE FIGHTING in the center of the camp had died down. The remaining guards dropped their weapons and raised their hands in surrender.
“Tie them up,” Hal ordered. “We’ll take them with us for now until we decide what to do with them.”
Otto and the others moved in to take the few remaining guards into custody while Hal turned to the cowering wagon drivers clustered together in the center of the camp.
“You have nothing to fear from us. We are here to fight against the Emperor’s oppression. Help us hitch up the wagons and come with us. We will help you free your villages and towns in this region.”
The drivers relaxed when they heard his statement. A few of them started towards the picketed wagon teams and began bringing the horses over to hitch to the wagons.
Soon all the drivers were pitching in and it wasn’t long before all the wagons were ready to travel. The captured guards were lined up, tied together by a length of rope. They were ready to march behind the wagons once they set out.
“Is everything ready?” Hal asked Kay.
“Yes, we have all the wagons ready to go. Our few wounded are loaded on the wagons and they should all survive.”
“Good,” Hal said. “Let’s load up and get these wagons headed back to our camp before an Imperial patrol stumbles upon us and realizes who we are and what we’ve done.”
He climbed up on the leading wagon and nodded to the driver. His whip snaked out with a resounding crack and the team of horses leaned into their harnesses, pulling the wagon to a lurching start. They were on their way back to the army of freed slaves with the weapons and equipment needed to turn them into soldiers.
QUEST COMPLETED — Liberate the supply wagons
8,000 experience awarded.





26

BILHAM, Otto, and Rune began distributing the captured weapons and equipment the day after they returned to the rebel encampment. The former slaves laughed and took practice swings with their new swords and axes while others tried to don the unfamiliar leather armor and breast plates in the proper fashion.
Hal let them have their momentary fun while it lasted. He knew there was much more to wielding those weapons than waving them around against imaginary opponents.
Bilham and the others had a lot of work to do. These armed slaves were a long way from disciplined soldiers who would stand in a pitched battle.
Hal hoped they had the time to whip them into shape before Norak’s army found the escaped slaves and moved to engage them.
“They’re going to cut their own feet off,” Kay snorted in disgust from beside Hal.
“Bilham and the others will make sure no one goes that far,” Hal laughed. “See, Bilham is starting to organize them into their companies and get them into battle lines. Don’t worry, he’s got the experience to pull this disorganized lot together.”
“I hope you’re right, Hal. I’ve trusted you in the past but even your uncanny luck is going to be tested with this lot. What are we going to do with them once we teach them which end of the sword to hold and how to put on their armor?”
“We are going to liberate the city of Hyroth from Norak and the Emperor’s Wardens. I have a debt to pay back to that weasel Flemming Ginty for throwing both of us into the arena to die.”
“Wait, you’re serious?” Kay asked. “You think this rabble can be trained in a few days or weeks to stand up to an Imperial army under Norak’s leadership, even a newly formed one? He’s the Emperor’s best officer. You know he leads the strikes searching for the remaining rogue mages.”
“In the end, he’s just a man, like any other,” Hal said. “He’ll find it hard to lead an army with my sword through his chest.”
“Those are bold words, Hal. He’s a blade master. You’re good with a sword but he’s renowned across the Empire for his skill. Besides, if you want to get to Norak, first you have to break his army. I’m not sure you can do that with just these armed slaves.”
Hal shook his head.
“All I can say, Kay, is to have faith. If we can manage to avoid a major confrontation for a few weeks, we can turn these former slaves into soldiers. I believe it.”
Kay fell silent while the scene unfolded by the supply wagons. Bilham, along with Otto, and the other gladiators assigned to help train the recruits, started showing their charges how to hold their weapons and drilling them how to march in line together.
Hal admitted to himself they looked like the disorganized rabble they were. It was going to take a lot of work to whip them into shape. They had a long way to go. He worried what would happen if the imperial patrols Norak had out looking for them discovered their location. They’d be decimated if he found them and attacked the escaped slaves in force.
Three days later Hal’s secret fears were confirmed.
The attack came at dawn when a troop of imperial cavalry swept in from the east. The mounted imperials swept out of the woods at a gallop, riding down the sentries before they could sound the alarm.
Luckily, most of the camp had already started to rise and not many were trampled in their bed rolls by the charging horses. Unfortunately, too many were spitted on lances or sabers as they ran away from the attack.
In the command area, Hal heard the commotion and ran from his cabin to see a group of twenty horsemen riding straight at his position in the center of the camp. He grabbed a spear from a nearby rack and threw it at the lead rider. The broad bladed spearhead slammed into the imperial cavalry man’s chest. He pitched backward from his saddle and was trampled under the hooves of the troopers riding behind him.
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
TWO MORE TROOPERS were driven out of their saddles as arrows drove into them from Junica. The archer stood perched atop a wagon nearby and sent arrow after arrow flying at the imperial cavalrymen as they rode by.
Hal drew his sword and ran for the wagon. He had to reach it before he was ridden down by the approaching troops.
The sound of pounding hooves right behind him set Hal’s back itching right between his shoulder blades, expecting a lance or sword point to jab him at any moment. He dove under the wagon just in time, thwarting an imperial lancer from pinning him to the ground.
After the rider passed by, Hal got to his feet and climbed up on top of the wagon where he could assess the situation and decide what to do next. Kay had reached the relative safety of the wagon as well and she was firing and reloading a crossbow as fast as she could.
Junica dropped a few more troopers while Hal looked around and took in the chaos of the camp attack.
He had to rally the troops and drive off the cavalry. There were less than a hundred imperial troopers in the attack. They must have gathered several patrols together to mount the attack on the camp.
The lancer who’d chased him under the wagon had wheeled his horse around and was charging back at the wagon, leveling his lance at Hal.
The slots in Hal’s head started spinning once again as a plan started to come together in his head.
Hal stood in the back of the wagon and faced down the charging lancer giving him an easy target. At the last instant, he launched himself up in the air, diving over the approaching lance while he drove his sword into the side of the trooper.
The dying imperial cavalryman toppled from the saddle to the ground as Hal grabbed ahold of the saddle’s pommel and slid his feet into the stirrups, sliding into the saddle as smooth as glass. His gamble had worked and the slots chimed in his head signaling his uncanny luck at work once again.
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
TUGGING AT THE REINS, he stopped the horse next to the wagon.
“I’m going to rally the rest of the gladiators. You two keep picking off any imperials you can. We have to drive off this attack before they rout the entire army. This is only a small force.”
Kay and Junica nodded and continued their work with bow and crossbow.
Hal kicked his mount and raced towards the knot of defenders where the gladiators were making their stand against the cavalry assault.
Imperials raced around the gladiators drawn up in a circle so the mounted trooper couldn’t get behind any of them. Otto and Rune anchored the circular line, fending off attacks by lance and saber.
Hal charged at a cluster of troopers readying a group assault on the thin line of defenders. His sudden arrival broke up the pending attack. He lay about him with his long sword and swung wildly at the mounted soldiers around him, unaccustomed to attacking from horseback.
He still managed to unseat two of them before the others could react. One was dead from a blow that nearly decapitated him, the other died in his fall from a broken neck.
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
1,200 experience points awarded.
HAL HAD little time to rest on his laurels. The remaining cavalry troopers recovered from their surprise at his attack and pressed in on him from all sides.
A lance snaked in and nearly knocked him from the saddle. Pain flared in his other side from a saber thrust. A second lance drove into his right thigh.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
Health damage: Health -6
Health damage: Health -12
HAL WISHED he had his shield. At least then he could cover himself on one side of this unfamiliar conflict. He swung his sword wildly from side to side, trying to drive back his attackers.
Help arrived in the form of Otto and the other gladiators. Seeing their attackers distracted by Hal’s attack, they charged at the rear of the enemy, descending on the knot of horsemen around Hal and dragged most of the surprised troopers from their saddles to be killed on the ground.
A horn sounded to the east and the remaining imperials broke off their attack, riding back towards the rising sun, just peeking over the trees. Hal counted about thirty imperials who escaped into the morning mist still swirling around the tree trunks despite the sun burning through the leaves above.
“Otto, take a group of gladiators and make sure they don’t return from another direction,” Hal said. “Rune, check on the goblin and orc encampment. They might have been attacked as well.”
“You’re injured, Hal,” Rune said. “Let me look at your wounds.”
“I’ll be fine, check on our allies. I’ll still be here when you get back.”
“As you wish,” Rune said and he ran off to the far side of the camp where the non-humans lived.
Kay and Junica ran over to join him as he slid off the horse to the ground. He landed and nearly toppled over from the pain in his injured leg. He had to steady himself against the horse’s side until he regained his balance.
“Hal, that was insane. You barely know how to ride a horse, let alone fight from one,” Kay chastised.
“No time like the present to learn,” Hal smiled. “Besides, I had to break up the momentum of the attack. We need to assess the injuries and count the dead, then we have to pack up and move from here. Those troops will assuredly bring back reinforcements when they return. We’ve just proven we’re not up to standing against any kind of organized force yet.”
“You’re not wrong, but all was not lost, Hal,” Bilham said. The old soldier approached with a group of spear wielding recruits. Some were bloodied and battered but they looked like they’d be able to withstand an attack on their part of the camp if it comes again.”
The group of recruits were wide-eyed and gripped their spears with such force, they had white knuckles. Hal raised an eyebrow in question to Bilham. The older man smiled and nodded.
“Once I was able to rally them, they were able to form a spear square and fend off the cavalry,” Bilham continued. “They’ve seen what a little cooperation can do to help defend themselves. This isn’t a total loss. We can build on the lessons learned here.”
“I’m glad you think so, Bilham, but we still have to move the camp. We aren’t ready for a pitched battle yet, not by a long shot.”
“No, but there’s promise in these recruits. Give me some more time and I’ll make them the equal of anything the imperials can send against us. Remember, their army is newly assembled and full of recruits just like ours.”
“I hope you’re right,” Hal said. “We may have to prove it against Norak and his army sooner than we think if they keep after us.”
Churg and a few of the goblin warriors trotted across the camp a few minutes later. They were armed and armored for battle but looked none the worse for wear after everything that happened that morning.
“We heard the attack and prepared to defend ourselves but the cavalry never made it back to our part of the camp,” Churg explained. “Is there anything you need of us?”
“Yes,” Hal said. “I need you and your warriors to scout to the east and make sure we don’t have any more surprises from the Imperials. We are going to break camp and prepare to move deeper into the hills and try and put some distance between us and any imperial pursuit.”
“We can do that,” Churg said. “I’ll leave my second with you to seek us out once you find a new location for the encampment. Do not worry. We will provide plenty of warning if there is a larger force of imperial troops nearby.”
“Thank you, my friend.” Hal reached out and clasped wrists with the goblin chief before he left to organize the rear-guard scouts.
The others all looked at Hal, waiting for him to tell them what to do as well.
“Bilham, prepare the recruits to march. Maybe we can get them some time drilling in formation while we move.”
“Good idea. I’ll see to it.”
Bilham left and Hal turned to Kay and Junica.
“See to the wounded. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to bury the dead. We’ll have to leave them where they lay.”
“That seems harsh, Hal,” Kay said. “We could take a little time to see to some arrangements.”
“I hate to do it, Kay, but maybe it will signal any pursuers that we left in a rout rather than as an organized force. It might make them think we scattered and that there were fewer of us than they thought.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” Junica said. “It isn’t going to be a popular decision with the rank and file. Hell, I don’t like it either.”
“We do it anyway,” Hal replied. “Survival is more important than propriety. See to the arrangements to break camp. Keeping them busy will keep their minds off any complaints. I want us on the road west within an hour.”
The two women moved off and started barking orders, organizing the former slaves, now recruits in this rebel army, for the tasks needed to pack up their camp and move it west. Hal turned eastward and wondered how far away Norak and the main imperial force was. If they were closer than they thought, even an hour would be too little time to break away and escape.
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THE NEXT SEVERAL days were a blur for Hal and the rest of his force. They kept moving constantly, never camping in the same location twice always moving farther west and north. Hal and the other leaders wanted to keep heading deeper into the forested hill country to the west until they were sure they’d escaped the attack that surprised them days earlier.
Churg and his force of goblin and orc scouts served well as a rear guard and reconnaissance unit. They located and shadowed the larger imperial force that came the day after the dawn cavalry attack. Norak and his army of several thousand green troops, all new recruits from in and around Hyroth, got disorganized and lost in the thick forest despite the experienced sergeants Norak had brought along. Churg recounted several instances where he and his scouts took down small groups of imperial troops who got separated from the main force.
Eventually, Norak and his army pulled back to the plains just west of Hyroth and sent out their more experienced cavalry scouts to search for the missing rebel force. By that time, Hal and his rebel army had found a remote mountain valley in which to set up camp and begin training the recruits in earnest.
The following week after they reached the valley was the most productive since they left the city. Bilham and the gladiators acting as trainers made excellent progress with the freed slaves. They started to look like a cohesive force when they marched around the valley’s open meadows with their spears and shields. Those who trained with swords and crossbows also improved.
Hal learned a lot in that time, too. He became a student of tactics and strategy at the hands of both Rune and Bilham. Both worked with him long into the evening. The monk had a surprising amount of knowledge about historical battles and the disposition of troops. Between Rune and Bilham, Hal picked up new ideas about combined arms and using different types of troops in different ways.
This additional education gave Hal ideas about how to use the more experienced non-human troops that were trickling in to join up as the word went out to the local tribes of goblins, orcs, and hill giants that an army had formed to stop the constant raids on their villages and farms to the north.
The final addition that gave Hal hope his army was almost ready to face Norak and his new Hyroth force was the arrival of a force of twenty rock trolls. Their presence made everyone a little nervous at first. Trolls were thought of by even the other non-human troops as unreliable allies.
The single rock troll who’d made it out of the city with Hal, had communicated he’d return with help when he left camp in the east weeks before. Hal couldn’t pronounce his name and decided to just call him Bob.
When Bob left the camp, many of the others told him not to believe in the promise to return. Hal had smiled and clasped wrists with the huge creature anyway before he left the camp in the hills weeks earlier. It was better to believe in someone’s honor than to believe in the prejudices of the others in his army.
Now that Bob had returned, Hal gave the huge rock troll a grin and reached out to clasp wrists once again. With a series of hand gestures, Hal was able to glean that the others were all from Bob’s tribe in the north. They all wanted to avenge the deaths of their comrades in slavery and would fight at the side of the humans and non-humans in Hal’s army.
Mammoth, the hill giant war leader, was able to understand the rock troll’s speech better than anyone else so Hal left it up to him to get the trolls settled in the camp near the giants’ portion of the camp. Overall, their number had swelled to nearly two thousand between the new arrivals and those who’d escaped the city weeks before.
After a full month in the valley, it was time to prepare to take some action against the imperials and let them know a real rebel army existed where only escaped slaves and gladiators stood before. Hal called all the leaders together and held a council at the end of their fourth week in the valley.
“It is time we build upon our successful training with a successful attack against imperial forces,” Hal announced.
“Are you sure it’s time?” Kay asked. “I’m not sure the troops are ready.”
“I think we need to take the best of the companies we’ve formed and give them an opportunity to put their training to the test. Churg’s scouts have come back with reports of a regular supply caravan traveling from Hyroth to Baron Norak’s primary encampment. If we work our way around the patrols between here and there, getting behind them, we can intercept that caravan and disrupt Norak’s supply chain at a time when he’s spread pretty thin.”
“Can we make it past the patrols?” Otto asked Churg.
“We can,” Churg replied. “They have fallen into a routine that is predictable. There are several large gaps in their coverage which will allow us to sneak a moderately large force through and attack the wagons on the trail.”
“Which units do we take?” Junica said. “I’m sure all will want to go and we can’t take all of them.”
“Bilham has some ideas,” Hal said.
The old caravan guard nodded and leaned forward over the camp table they were using as a council table.
“I have selected a few units to include. We’ll take a company from each of the groups in the camp, human and non-human. This will teach them all to work in concert and communicate with each other both on the march and in a combat situation.”
“That sounds risky,” Otto said.
Bilham shrugged. “This is a war. Everything’s risky when lives are on the line.”
Hal nodded and met the eyes of each of the captains around the table.
“The fact is, we knew we were going to have to leave the valley at some point and take the fight to Norak. This gives us a chance to try out our training methods against a real enemy force.”
Hal waited for any other questions or suggestions but no one had anything to add. When no one spoke up, Hal continued laying out his plan.
“Bilham will detail which of the recruits will join the raid. Churg, I’d like you to select the best of your goblin and orc scouts.”
The goblin chieftain nodded.
“Junica, you’ll put together a force of newly trained crossbowmen and archers to accompany us. That will leave Kay, Otto, and Rune to come along to lead the teams Bilham assembles.”
“Sounds like you’re planning on leaving me here, boy,” Bilham grumbled.
“You’re much more valuable here continuing the training of those recruits who aren’t up to top grade yet,” Hal said. “I’m sure we’ll see plenty of action with you along soon enough.”
“Very well,” Bilham said with a sigh.
The old soldier didn’t seem happy with the order to stay but he was disciplined enough to hold back his objections and disappointment in public. Hal knew he was lucky to have him here training the ex-slaves to be soldiers. Now they’d get the chance to test that training.
“When do we leave?” Kay asked.
“First thing in the morning,” Hal responded. “It will take several days to reach the path the supply caravans take, then we’ll have to wait for the next one to arrive. They appear to travel past every week or so. The next one is due in three or four days.”
“That’s cutting it close,” Rune observed.
“I don’t want to wait ten days or more to catch the next one. Every day we delay is another day that Norak might get reinforcements, or worse, find out where our main camp is. I’m hoping if he has to divert troops to protect his supply chain, he will slow down his search for us, giving us more time to train. We outnumber him, but his troops are better trained and equipped than we are. I’d like the opportunity to shift that balance our way a little more before we are forced to face him in battle.”
“You think we have a chance against the Emperor’s greatest general even if he is commanding a new and untested army of his own?” Otto asked.
“I do,” Hal said. “I can’t tell you how I know we’ll be successful. I can only tell you that in my experience, the person who takes the boldest risks, has the biggest opportunity for a big win in the end.”
“I hate to say it, Otto,” Kay said. “Hal does have a way of making the worst, most hopeless situation turn into a victory. His luck is uncanny. I’ve seen it work in his favor on more than one occasion.”
“Why Kay, you do believe,” Hal laughed.
His laughter became infectious and soon the whole command tent was filled with chuckles. Hal decided this was a good place to break up the meeting.
“Good luck everyone. The strike force leaves in the morning at first light. Get your troops organized and prepared for a march then encourage them to get some rest. We’re not going to get much while we’re on the road.”
The group dispersed to their duties and Hal looked at the map on the camp table once more. The time for doubts about his plan was over. Now was the time for action.
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THE RAIDING FORCE left camp the next morning at first light as planned. Eighty-five men and women; humans, goblins and orcs, all determined to prove themselves against the imperial forces arrayed against them.
Hal rode a horse for a change, leading the column of regular troops with the rest of the command team. Kay rode at his side with Otto, Rune and Junica riding just behind him. Churg and his scouts had already fanned out to the front and sides of the small column of troops to clear the way and provide warning if they ran into any trouble.
Their force consisted of twenty crossbowmen and archers, twenty spearmen, and forty soldiers armed with sword and shield. Churg led another contingent of twenty goblins and orcs who acted as the column’s eyes and ears while on the march.
They weren’t expecting any trouble on the first day. It would take that long to march from the remote area where the slave army had hidden for over a month. After that first day, though, each step would take them closer to the imperial forces and the risk for discovery was greater.
During one of the breaks along the trail, Hal commented about his place and station in the march.
“I feel strange riding a horse when the troops must march on their own two feet.”
“There are two reasons why it is imperative for you to ride,” Rune offered. “First, it is important that the rank and file see you as special. Riding a horse sets you apart and will make it easier for you to command when important orders must be obeyed. Second, riding keeps your mind fresh so you’re ready to take command even when the rest of the column is fatigued.”
“Besides,” Kay interjected. “After you’ve spent a few days in the saddle, especially when you’re not used to it, you’ll see it’s not all as easy as you think.”
Otto laughed. “In two days, all our butts will be whining about riding.”
The others laughed then, too. Each of them knew they were likely to feel more than a little sore after a few days spent in the saddle.
“Your butt whines enough all by itself, Otto,” Kay quipped. “That’s enough for all of us.”
Hal listened to the back and forth between his friends and smiled to himself. They were a good group to have at your back when things got tough. He considered why they decided to continue following him after they made their escape from the coliseum and Hyroth.
He had been sure the people freed from the slave pits and gladiator pens would scatter back to their homes and villages after they made it to safety. A few of the slaves they freed from the city during their escape did leave as soon as they got through the gates, but the vast majority of them stayed with Hal and the others as they made their way to the western hills.
Some didn’t have anywhere to go. Their villages and homes were destroyed by those who rounded them up and enslaved them. Others wanted revenge against the Empire. Whatever their reasons for staying, Hal was glad to have them. Now, what they needed most was his leadership and a victory, even a small one on which they could build the belief in their army.
Hal was making so much of this up as he went. Making plans based on limited information and trying to figure out what Norak was doing. He had to stay one step ahead of the baron if they were to succeed. This raid was a step in that direction.
Once they reached their planned campsite for that evening, Hal pulled Churg aside.
“Have you heard back from all your scouts?”
“Yes, so far there is no sign of the enemy,” Churg replied. “A few old tracks were found. but nothing to suggest they are anywhere close by. We will rise early tomorrow so we may range farther ahead and ensure your route is clear.”
“Good,” Hal said. “Make sure all your people get hot food and some rest. The others will take sentry duty so you can be ready to go in the morning.”
Churg nodded and left. Kay waited for the goblin chieftain to get out of earshot and walked over.
“You sounded like you are expecting trouble.”
“I can’t say exactly what I’m expecting, Kay. I just have a nagging feeling in the back of my mind. It’s not enough to tell the others about. No sense worrying everyone else when it could be a figment of my imagination.”
“You don’t know what it is you’re feeling?” Kay asked.
“No.” Hal shook his head. “It could be nothing, but it’s bothering me that we’re missing something.”
“If I’ve learned anything over our time together, Hal. It’s that you have to trust your instincts.”
Hal scanned the small campfires dotted about the field where they were camped. The shadowed outlines of the troops moved about as they finished their evening meals and settled in to get some sleep after a long day’s march. Others moved to the camp’s outskirts, taking their turn at guard duty to watch for trouble in the night.
“Do me a favor, Kay?”
“Sure.”
“Before you turn in, double check on the sentries and make sure they’re set up in the best positions. I don’t think trouble’s coming tonight. The feeling I have is too vague for that, but we’d better get the recruits in the habit of expecting the unexpected. It’s going to pay off for us in the long run I think.”
“I’ll do that, Hal,” Kay answered. “Do me a favor, though. Don’t keep these little feelings to yourself. At least tell the leaders around you about your concerns. They deserve to know if there’s trouble coming and we’ll all be better off the more prepared we are.”
“Fair enough. See you in the morning, Kay. We need to be moving at dawn.”
Hal moved over to his bedroll on the ground near one of the campfires and tried to get settled and comfortable on the hard-packed ground. No matter which way he turned, a stone or a root dug into his back. He was tired, though, and eventually settled off to sleep, his dreams troubled by visions of his family in peril back home on earth outside of the game world.
A sentry woke Hal just before dawn and he rolled over and sat up, groaning at the stiffness in the early morning chill.
“Thank you, trooper. Make sure the other leaders are awake and moving then get yourself ready to march.”
“Yes, sir, commander.”
Hal felt strange being addressed so formally. The ex-slave turned soldier who’d awakened him was twenty years his senior. Bilham had insisted they start using titles like commander for Hal, and captain for the other leaders. The grizzled old soldier said it was important for the men and women in the army to know who their leaders were and to treat them with deference.
Taking a moment to step off to relieve himself against a nearby tree, Hal returned to find his bedroll had been packed up for him and loaded on one of the packhorses brought along for the journey back east. The individual troopers carried their bedrolls tied with leather straps and worn across the shoulders above their packs.
As the commander, Hal was lucky enough to have his packed with the supplies and food they carried on the packhorses. He could have packed it up himself, though, and would have if he’d known someone was going to come along and do it for him.
A trooper walked his horse over, saddled and ready to go. Hal took a moment to check the girth for tightness and then smiled at the soldier, taking the reins and mounting. The glow on the eastern horizon hinted at the pending sunrise. It was time to get on the road.
Kay rode over, accompanied by Otto, Rune, and Junica.
“Everyone is ready to go, Hal,” Kay announced.
“What about Churg?”
“He and the other scouts left about an hour ago to get a head start on us,” Otto said. “He told me to tell you to watch for any one coming up behind you following our trail. He and his scouts are going to focus on clearing the way in front of us so we can make the best time getting to the location of the ambush on the imperial supply train.”
“Rune, why don’t you detail a small force to follow a few hundred yards to the rear and watch for anyone following us. Sound good?”
“It is a prudent action. I’ll see to it,” the monk inclined his bald head before setting his helmet over it and heading off to see to his new assignment.
“Let’s get going,” Hal said. “We’ve got at least one more day of travel to go and I want to be in position and prepared well before the caravan passes by. There’s a lot riding on this raid.”
The troops were lined up and waiting as Hal and his captains rode to the front of the column and set off at a walk eastward. Soon, it would be time to see if this plan of his was going to work or not.
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HAL CROUCHED amidst the thick brush and trees lining the caravan track. He waited in the thick, summer air feeling the close stickiness of the humidity pressing in on him in his heavy armor. An itch between his shoulder blades indicated another rivulet of sweat was running down his spine as his body tried to offload heat.
Even in the relative shade under the forest canopy, it was as hot and muggy as any summer day back home in Maryland. Hal shifted position a bit, trying to stretch his arms and legs even while he hid and waited for the approaching imperial supply caravan to reach the position of their ambush.
Kay knelt next to him, her black painted scale armor absorbing as much heat from their surroundings as his was. She pushed her helmet back from her head and swiped the back of her leather gauntlet across her forehead to clear the sweat from her brows.
“Make sure your people all drink from their canteens, Kay,” Hal warned. “Once we attack, I don’t want anyone dropping out from heat stroke because they didn’t drink enough.”
“I already passed the word, Hal. Though we’re going to have to send runners back to that stream to refill our supply if we have to wait here any longer.”
“I know. It’s been what, two hours? Three?” Hal asked.
“About that, I think,” Kay answered. “Do you think they diverted around this portion of the trail for some reason?”
“I’m not sure. Hopefully, Churg returns with word from his scouts soon.”
As if on cue, the goblin chieftain in his brown leather armor and moccasins emerged from the forest behind Hal without a sound. The movement startled Hal and Kay but they held still in their hiding places and waited for the goblin’s report.
“They’re coming, Hal,” Churg assured them. “The lead wagon should clear the bend in the trail any minute now.”
“How many wagons again?” Hal asked.
“It looks like a small caravan, only ten wagons. It must be important though. There’s a full company of thirty imperial guards accompanying them.”
That seems like a lot for just ten wagons. It must be special supplies or something like that.”
“We’ll know soon enough.” Kay pointed down the track through the woods to the wagons turning the corner and continuing their way at a plodding pace.
The wagons had high wooden walls and were covered with white canvas tarps. An imperial officer rode beside the leading wagon and the guard company spread back along the column on either side with a group of ten marching with a sergeant at the back to act as a rear guard.
Hal drew his sword and laid it across he knees waiting for the lead wagon to come even with his position.
The plan was simple enough.
Junica and her archers and crossbowmen would engage the officer and the leading group of imperial soldiers.
Once the enemy responded to the attack on the front of their column, Hal and Kay would attack with their contingent from one side of the column while Otto and Rune’s force attacked from the opposite side.
Churg’s scouts would come up from the rear and help mop up any resistance and make sure none of the imperials escaped to give warning to nearby units.
There was no reason it shouldn’t work exactly as planned.
As the lead wagon passed by Hal’s position, he tensed and tried to judge the right moment to signal the attack.
Deciding that delaying any longer would serve no purpose, Hal stood and waved his sword forward with a shout.
“For fallen comrades old and new, up and at them!”
As soon as he stood up, Junica stepped out into the trail ahead with her twenty archers and crossbowmen. In a single motion, she knocked an arrow and let fly.
Before the first arrow landed in the throat of the imperial officer, two others were in the air right behind it, each taking an imperial soldier in the chest. Her other troops weren’t as effective as she was but they still managed to drop a significant number of the remaining imperial guards near the front of the column.
Hal and Kay had already started running towards the wagons, now stalled by the attack to the front. They were barely fifty yards away from the forest’s edge and Hal expected to cover the ground to them quickly.
What he didn’t expect was the tarps over the wagons to roll back and crossbow armed imperial troopers to stand up and level their weapons at him and his charging recruits all along the line on both sides of the wagon column.
Hal barely noticed the sudden spinning of his lucky slot machine wheels as the shock wore off and it registered they were charging into a trap.
“Get down,” Hal shouted. He dove to one side, knocking Kay aside just in time as a crossbow bolt passed right where she’d been standing.
The speeding bolt passed through the spot and slammed into the startled recruit who’d been running right behind her. He dropped to the ground as if his knees had been cut from under him.
All along the line of attack, Hal’s recruits were dropping from the sudden counter attack from the back of the wagons.
Assessing the situation, Hal realized there was only one thing to do. He climbed to his feet and pointed to the wagons where the crossbowmen were frantically reloading.
“Keep moving forward! If we stop now, we’ll be cut down where we stand. Charge at them.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — Break the imperial surprise attack.
HAL RAN FORWARD, his sword held overhead, his shield in front to ward off any crossbow bolts coming from the wagons.
The other recruits still standing on his side of the wagon column saw their leader charging the wagons alone and a ragged cheer went up as the remaining members of his band ran after him.
Hal didn’t have time to notice, though. With Kay right behind him, Hal reached the side of the first wagon just as the first of the crossbowmen had reloaded and stood to take aim at the attackers.
He never got off his shot.
Hal reached up and pulled at the man’s arm, yanking him forward over the wooden side of the wagon to pitch forward to the ground.
Not waiting for the guard to rise, Hal stomped a booted foot down on the back of the guard’s exposed neck and was rewarded with a snapping sound.
The imperial soldier spasmed once and then lay still.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL REACHED up and grabbed the side of the wagon, pulling himself up and into the back of the wagon with the five remaining guards. His sudden appearance in their midst startled them.
It was the only break he was going to get but he’d take it.
Lunging forward with his sword, Hal slid his blade between the ribs of the nearest imperial, twisting the grip as he pulled the sword free to slice upward as he removed the blade.
The man’s scream of pain ended in a gurgling froth as blood bubbled up into this mouth from his slashed lungs.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
A PIERCING PAIN from his side caused Hal to jerk his blade free and swing is wildly to the right, batting away the short sword blade that had scored a deep gash along his side, cutting right through his armor in the close quarters.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
THE NEXT FEW seconds turned desperate as Hal fought alone in the back of the wagon against four determined attackers. Three more glancing attacks broke past his guard before he was able to strike down another of the imperial guardsmen.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
Health damage: Health -6
Health damage: Health -10
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE REMAINING three guards pressed forward with their attacks and Hal took more damage before Kay appeared from behind the guards and took two down before they were aware she was there.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
Health damage: Health -6
HAL CAUGHT the final guard in that wagon with a slash to his neck just below the edge of his helmet. The man fell backward, his hands clutching his throat as blood fountained from the freshly severed arteries.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
“YOU’RE HURT, HAL.”
“No time to worry about that, we have to finish off the rest these imperials. They knew we were going to attack here and I have to believe they have help nearby that somehow eluded Churg’s scouts. We have to finish them and gather our survivors before the next attack comes.”
The attack on the other wagons hadn’t gone as well as his had and the other imperials were able to fire several more volleys against the charging rebel recruits.
Otto and Rune had rallied a small group and were engaged with two of the wagons. Hal and Kay’s troops had managed to secure two others on their own, but that left five wagons full of imperial troops to deal with.
“Get Junica to pour some fire in on those remaining wagons, Kay. See if she can keep their heads down while I organize a counterattack. We don’t have much time.”
Kay ran off to find the archer and her command to pass along the order.
Hal took a single breath and focused his energy inward, accessing his healing chakra power as he moved between the wagons. He could feel some of his wounds knitting closed and he felt a little better.
18 HEALTH POINTS HEALED.
IT HAD NOT BEEN ENOUGH to fully heal him but it would help in light of what he planned to do.
Hal called to a knot of recruits milling nearby. They were trying to tend to the wounds of their fallen comrades. Ordinarily Hal would have let them continue but he needed them to keep attacking or they’d all end up dead.
“You recruits, gather your weapons and follow me. Your friends will have to wait for medical care until this fight is done.”
They stopped what they were doing but didn’t immediately comply with his order.
“What are you waiting for? Those imperial guards aren’t going to kill themselves. Follow me!”
The spinning slots in his head continued rattling louder and louder as his luck pressed onward while he ran back to the rearmost wagons still occupied by imperial guards. Pounding boots behind him told Hal his recruits had decided to join him in the attack. He hoped they were enough to do the job and swing the battle his way.
By his hasty estimates, nearly half his force had been cut down by the sudden volley of crossbow bolts that stalled his initial attack. The fight was roughly an even one now, though his green recruits might break and run at any moment if he didn’t keep them from thinking about what they were doing.
Yelling at the top of his lungs, Hal charged forward waving his sword in front of him and holding his shield close to his still injured side. A few of those who followed him shouted their defiant war cries as well. The sound of them filled him with pride. Weeks before these men and women had been slaves. Now they were free and fighting against their oppressors.
The imperials at the rear of the column had climbed down from the wagons and formed a thin line to either side of the wagons. With all their crossbow ammunition used up, they faced forward with their short sword swords and small buckler shields waiting for the charging troops Hal led against them.
On the opposite side, Otto and Rune led their own counterattack. With even numbers, the odds were against the green recruits Hal and the others led.
Hal had to try something to move the needle in their favor. He made up his mind and the slots in his head chimed their approval.
As he neared the imperial line, Hal swerved to the side at the last instant and slammed his shield into the man just to his left, taking the guard by surprise.
The guard toppled into the man behind him and a hole opened in the imperial line.
It wasn’t much of a hole but it was enough for Hal’s following troops to exploit. They surged into the gap and pressed outward breaking open the line of imperial troops even more.
Hal somehow remained on his feet after his lunging shield bash and began hacking at the back of the imperial trooper on the ground beneath him. Four quick blows finished off both the trooper and the second man he’d knocked over.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
1,000 experience points awarded.
A SERIES of blows to his back, partially absorbed by his armor, knocked Hal to his knees.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
Health damage: Health -6
TWISTING and bringing up his shield, Hal caught the remainder of the attacks. An imperial soldier, armed with a spiked mace hammered down on him with vicious two-handed blows.
Hal leaned into the attacks and swiped out with his sword, catching the soldier behind his knees and sweeping the man from his feet. Hal continued the arc of his swing, bringing the sword around and down across the man’s head, caving in his helmet.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
BY THIS TIME the rest of Hal and Kay’s force had filled the breach in the imperial line and forced the soldiers backward giving Hal time to regain his feet. He was about to rejoin the fighting when the sound of trumpets to the south drew his attention.
Down the forest trail, Hal saw a fresh line of imperial troops advancing. There had to be at least two hundred that he could see and there were others behind them.
“Kay,” Hal shouted. “Go tell the others to break off and retreat. This trap is about to close on us if we don’t get away. We’ll rendezvous back at the site of our first night’s camp.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to rally the men and women we have here and try and hold this position long enough for you to get the others pulled back. Don’t worry, I plan on running away once you’ve got the others moving.”
“Don’t be a hero, Hal.”
“Not part of my plan. Now go!”
Kay hurried off calling to Otto and Rune on the opposite side of the caravan as she ran towards them. Hal turned his attention back to the job at hand.
“Hold this line,” he called out to the slave recruits nearby. “Keep at them and don’t let them break through.”
His men and women rallied to him and they continued to attack the ragged group of imperial caravan guards still left by the wagons.
Hal had to plan his withdraw perfectly. He wanted to buy enough time for Kay, Otto, Rune and Junica to all pull their remaining troops back to the cover of the forest and start making their escape. Once they were clear, he could try and disengage from the fighting around the wagons and follow them.
That was the plan.
A second set of trumpets sounded to the east told him the plan wasn’t going to pan out.
A squadron of imperial cavalry burst from the trees behind his line of troops and charged at their rear.
“Circle around me,” Hal called, jumping up into the back of a nearby wagon.
His remaining fifteen recruits pulled back and put their backs to the wagon, weapons and shields facing outward as the cavalry surged around them.
A few of his people fell under the cavalry sabers but then the horsemen pulled back and formed a ring around the trapped group of ex-slaves.
Hal was confused for a moment until he saw a black-armored figure on a midnight black horse push forward between the ring of mounted imperials. Baron Norak was here.
Sparing a final glance north and west, Hal caught a glimpse of Kay and Junica standing at the forest’s edge staring back at him. He shook his head once signaling “no,” then he turned back to face the approaching imperial general.
The armored figure stopped thirty feet away from the circle of Hal’s troops and raised his visor. For long seconds, the two stared each other down, sizing up the other.
Baron Norak finally broke the uneasy silence.
“Tell your troops to lay down their arms and I’ll spare you. I’ll only offer once.”
Hal looked around and tried to invoke his luck. Maybe there was something he could do. When he tried to get the slot machine in his head to start its spinning, nothing happened. It appeared his luck had run out for once.
He nodded. “Do as the general says. Lay down your arms.”
QUEST FAILED — Break the imperial surprise attack.
A FEW OF the recruits looked up at him over their shoulders before complying, trying to read his grim face. Hal could only continue nodding, encouraging them to surrender and perhaps live to fight another day.
Hal dropped his own sword to clatter to the wagon’s floor along with his shield. He heard the others dropping their weapons and shields as well.
“Take him into custody,” Norak ordered, pointing to Hal.
A group of four imperial troopers dismounted and pushed through the ring of horses and pulled him from the back of the wagon. Throwing Hal to the ground, they bound his hands and elbows behind him, pulling painfully at his shoulder joints as they tightened the ropes holding his elbows back. Lifting him back to his feet, the four imperials marched him over to where Norak sat on his horse.
“I should kill you where you stand, Hal Dix, but the Emperor has commanded me to take you alive. He is intrigued by who or what you might be.”
He didn’t wait for an answer. He flicked his hand and turned his horse around, heading back through the ring of surrounding cavalry.
“Bring him with me. Kill the others.”
“No,” Hal shouted, tugging at his captors. The last thing he remembered before the blow to the back of his head knocked him unconscious was the screams of his recruits as the cavalry charged at them with lance and saber. Then it all went black.
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THE BUZZ of voices filtered through the haze in Hal’s mind bringing him back to consciousness. His head throbbed and he was pretty sure he had a concussion. He was about to ask where he was when it all came crashing back to him in a rush of memory punctuated by the shrieks of his dying troops.
Hal found himself lyin on a hard surface. His bare back pressed against a smooth surface and his hands, bound together, were stretched out over his head causing his shoulders to ache at the tension. He could feel similar bindings around his bare ankles. He was stretched tight as a rubber band.
“How long will he remain unconscious. I want information from this man before I send him along to the Emperor as ordered.”
The first voice contained all the qualities of gravel grinding over broken glass. Hal could guess who it was.
“My Lord Norak, it is hard to say,” the second voice said. “You asked that I not cast a general healing spell on him so I did not. I tried to delve him and awaken only his mind but his other injuries may be taxing his body in a way that inhibits the focused healing of his mind.”
“Bah,” Norak shouted in exasperation. “What good is having tame mages around if you cannot offer assistance when needed.”
“As I said before, my lord, if you wish him to be awakened, a general healing spell will mend all his wounds and wake him quite rapidly.”
“I don’t want him healed. I want him in pain. The Emperor has forbidden me to kill him. He wants to meet this man in person. I was not ordered to spare him pain. I want to hear his screams.”
Hal felt rather than saw Norak approach. He didn’t know how, but he sensed the man’s presence hovering over him.
“Perhaps some additional pain will wake him up.”
Hal heard the rattle of metal on metal to his right and then felt radiant heat from something very hot pass from his face, along his neck and chest until it reached his abdomen.
“I think a white-hot iron might be just the thing to jolt Mr. Dix from his slumber.”
Hal decided enough was enough.
“I’m awake. I’m awake.”
Forcing his eyes open, Hal looked down to see a long metal rod suspended over his stomach by a black gauntleted hand. Following the arm up to its owner, his eyes met those of Baron Norak, sneering down at him.
“How long have you been listening to our conversation?”
“Long enough to know you don’t plan on healing me any more than you have to. I also know you need me alive. Your Emperor wishes to meet me it seems.”
“Do not be fooled by his Imperial Highness’ desire to see you in person. He also likes to have exotic and dangerous creatures brought to him from the far reaches of the Empire. He still eventually has them skinned and mounted on his wall of conquest to mark his power and authority.”
Norak turned and placed the iron rod back into the glowing brazier of coals that sat on a metal stand nearby. Hal took the opportunity to take in his surroundings. He was inside a large tent or pavilion lit by four oil lamps set on pedestals standing in the four corners of the rectangular pavilion. Hal was on a wooden table with several black metal rings set in each end. The ropes binding his arms and legs were secured to two of those rings.
Looking around the room, Hal saw three other people. The man in the blue robes must be the healing mage he heard talking to Norak earlier. The other two were likely officers in Norak’s army. They wore armor of decent quality and had crests embroidered on their tabards.
“We have not been formally introduced, Hal Dix. I am Baron Norak, right hand of the Emperor himself and tasked with finding the leader of the rebellion that overthrew the wardens in Tandon and bringing him to justice. Imagine my surprise when I discovered your name in my reports from Flemming Ginty. It seems the Wardens of Hyroth had captured you without even trying.”
Norak turned and smiled down at Hal.
“Is it true you walked right into his trap without any struggle at all?”
“It was all part of my clever plan,” Hal lied.
Norak threw back his head and laughed.
“You have all of the bravado I had come to expect from the man who called himself the Hood as he freed the slaves and killed the Emperor’s Wardens in Tandon. We’ll see if we can’t take some of that away from you. There is no escape for you now that I have you in my clutches.”
The baron started walking around the table past Hal’s head, circling to the other side.
“Do you know there are some who say you are the Opponent of myth and prophecy, Hal?”
“I’ve heard something to that effect. I’m not sure I believe it, though. I’m nothing special. I’m just a man who doesn’t like to see people in slaver’s chains or kept under the rule of tyrants like the Emperor and his pet wardens. Where I come from, the people rule themselves and no one is above the law.”
“And where is that, Hal? Where is this strange place you speak of where the people rule themselves? I find it hard to believe giving the peasants the option of ruling the land would yield anything but failure. Some people need to be ruled over, Hal. It’s the natural order of things.”
“It may not be the perfect system, but it works for us,” Hal explained. He needed to keep Norak talking and learn everything he could about the man’s plans for him. It might be important if he ever found a way to escape.
“You must tell me more of this place, Hal. It is unfamiliar to me and I know of all the lands of Fantasma. The Emperor has conquered most of them and has plans for the few remaining freeholds left in this world.”
Norak stopped his pacing and turned to face Hal.
“Unless your home is not in Fantasma at all. My pet mages have twice sensed great power in use, greater than they ever sensed before. Both times preceded the events you set in motion.”
The black-clad baron shook his head.
“I don’t believe in coincidences, Hal. I believe things happen for a reason and that there are connections between all events, no matter how small. The mages surmised a portal between worlds was opened somehow.”
Norak turned and looked down at Hal.
“Perhaps one leading to a world where a hero might be found.”
Norak leaned over Hal until he was staring directly down into Hal’s eyes.
“Which of the free mages brought you here, Hal? One of them is meddling in things they should have left alone.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Norak stood up and began pacing around his prisoner. Hal tried to follow him with his eyes as the baron thought aloud.
“Was it Theran, or the elf mistress, Bronwynn? No, I think not. Theran is too self-centered and Bronwynn’s earth magic, while strong, is too tied to this world to break out of it.”
Norak stared at Hal, holding his gaze while he continued his line of thought.
“Ragnar, for all his power in the north, doesn’t possess the imagination for something like this. So that leaves that bitch, Tildi.”
Hal tried not to let any change show in his eyes but he must have failed. Norak slammed his closed fist down on the table.
“I knew it. This has her meddlesome fingerprints all over it. I didn’t think she had the raw power needed to accomplish something so taxing.”
Hal tried to pull off a shrug from his bound position. There was no sense in denying anything. Norak had puzzled it out. Besides what danger could there be in confirming his premise.
“I can’t speak to how she brought me here. She did manage it, though.”
“That woman and her damned belief in prophecies. Of all of the mages who’ve eluded capture, she is the one who’s caused me the most grief. You know, if someone was to let her slip into my grasp, I might be convinced to let that person go free, no matter what the Emperor desires. It would be worth it to capture Tildi the Elder once and for all. What do you say, Hal? Give me Tildi’s location and I’ll let you go for the time being. It seems fair enough. With enough of a head start, you might even elude capture for years.”
Hal didn’t even give the offer a second thought. Tildi was his ticket home if he could manage to get out of this mess. Even if he knew where she was, turning her over to Norak was as good as slamming the door on his way back to Mona and Cari. Hal looked up at his captor and shook his head.
“I’m sorry to say I have no idea where Tildi is. She tends to show up and disappear on her own schedule.”
“Yes, that sounds like her. She’s very careful about how she exposes herself these days.” Norak waved a dismissive hand in the air. “It doesn’t matter. No harm in asking. Just between you and me, I wouldn’t have let you go anyway. There is too much I need to know from you and then there’s the Emperor’s orders to bring you to him.”
“I have nothing more to tell you, Norak. As you have discovered, I’m not even from Fantasma. That means I’m not a very good source of information, I’m afraid.”
“Ah, but you’re wrong my poor man. You have exactly the information I want. I want to know where the rest of your rabble of a slave army is located. We know it is somewhere to the west. We’d find it eventually, but I tire of these endless days in the wilderness. I want to find and destroy the rebels and return to the city where I may rest for a time before I resume my hunt for the remaining free mages like your friend Tildi.”
“I’m not telling you, Norak.” Hal summoned up what he hoped sounded like bravado in his voice. “What are you going to do? You’ve already said the Emperor wants me sent to him unharmed. You’ll just have to find them the hard way.”
Norak threw his head back and laughed for a few seconds before he turned and fixed Hal with a wicked grin plastered across his face.
“Hal, I think you misunderstood something I said earlier. The Emperor specified he wants you brought to him alive. His Majesty said nothing about unhurt. What I do to you in between here and there is entirely up to my discretion.”
Hal tried not to show fear. He tried to keep the look of bravado on his face and stare back into those dark eyes without flinching.
“You can try and hold on to your false sense of devotion and bravery, Hal, but believe me, I can be very persuasive. I will find out what I need to know. Then I’ll make you stand beside me while my army crushes your little slave rebellion once and for all. I have a special weapon I’ve been looking forward to trying out in battle. You’ll get to see it used against an opposing army for the first time.”
“Eventually, Hal, those who survive will surrender. I’ll parade the survivors past us in review and they’ll all see you standing with me and know you betrayed them. Then, as I put each of them to death, they’ll curse your name with their dying breath.”
Norak took off his black cloak, unhooking the black metal clasp that held it in place on his armor. He handed the cloak to one of the two officers standing nearby and reached up past Hal’s head, picking something up from the table beyond his view. When the baron’s hand returned to view, it held a long thin knife that looked like it had a razor’s edge.
“Now, where shall we begin, Hal? You see, I like to see how much of my victim’s skin I can remove in one piece. Perhaps I’ll have it tanned and make a shirt of your own skin to wear when you are taken into the presence of the Emperor. That’s the beauty of having a healing mage at my beck and call. I can take as much as I want short of killing you. He’ll just cast a spell and heal you just enough to grow new skin so I can start all over again.”
Hal set his teeth and told himself he wouldn’t scream or call out as Norak bent over him and set to his grisly task. It didn’t take long for Hal to lose his resolve, though. As the health damage messages played across his vision, Hal knew he’d reach a point where he couldn’t stand it anymore.
After a time, it seemed as if all he heard were his screams, echoing in his ears until they sounded like they were coming from someone else. It was then he knew he’d reached the point of no return. He would betray his friends, betray the slaves he’d promised to free and lead against their oppressors. It was only a matter of time.
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SOMEONE KICKED Hal hard in the ribs, waking him with a start. He groaned as the pain and shame of his torture returned to him.
“Get up, slave. The baron wishes to show you his new toy.”
Hal rolled over and sat up. Two imperial guards stood over him. The bigger of the two brought his foot back to level a kick at Hal’s ribs again. Holding up his shackled hands in front of him, Hal scrambled to his feet. He felt weak and unsteady but he managed not to fall over.
A quick check of his health status told him the mage had only healed him just enough to keep him alive and no more.
HEALTH: 10/112
HAL’S ROUGH-SPUN shirt rubbed against his open wounds where his skin had not fully regrown. The burning pain brought tears to his eyes but he managed not to cry out. He knew his torso looked like a giant scab where Norak had peeled the skin in long thin sheets from him again and again.
That evil man was going to pay for this, among many other things he undoubtedly had done to others in the past. Hal didn’t know how, but he was going to take his own revenge against the baron in due time.
The guards each grabbed Hal by an arm and took him half shuffling half dragged in his shackles. A chain ran from the metal cuffs on his wrists to similar bonds around his ankles, making it difficult to walk upright.
The chain was not long enough to let Hal straighten completely and he shuffled along hunched over between the two imperial soldiers. The bent position pulled at his wounded flesh, sending burning ripples of pain through his torso as he struggled to keep up with the pace set by the guards.
The camp around them was bustling with activity. Tents and pavilions were being struck and packed for the march westward. Now that they knew of the valley where the rebel army hid and trained, it was just a matter of moving the imperial forces westward against them. Hal looked around, trying to see anything that might offer him an opportunity to escape.
He focused his mind, hoping his lucky slots would start spinning again and set in motion a series of unlikely events in his favor that would allow him to free himself. It had worked so many times in the past, he’d come to rely upon it. Nothing happened.
The guards took him to the center of the camp where a large area had been cleared with no tents. In the center, a giant pit was dug in the earth. Norak stood perched on the edge of the pit.
He must have been waiting for Hal. The baron turned and smiled as Hal was dragged up to where he stood.
“I’m glad you were well enough to join me, Hal. I have something I want to show you.”
“Well, it would have been rude of me to turn down your invitation, delivered as it was by these two fine gentlemen.”
Norak chuckled. “Good, you still have some fight left in you. The Emperor will appreciate that. It would have been a shame if I’d broken you completely when I questioned you yesterday.”
“What do you want to show me, Norak? I still have to plan my escape and then complete my oath to kill you with my bare hands.”
“Ho, ho, so you plan to kill me, do you? Get in line. There are many who have sworn such an oath. A few of them are even still alive.”
Norak waved to the guards and they brought Hal over to the edge of the pit.
Hal looked down into the center of the hole in the ground. It was at least fifty yards across and perhaps ten yards deep at the center. There were a cluster of about ten men and women at the center.
They’d all been stripped to their undergarments but Hal recognized some of them. They were more of his troops. They must have been captured as they fled with Kay and the others. He looked carefully among them, but didn’t see any sign of Kay, Otto, or the others.
“I brought you here to witness the first test of my new weapons against human targets. My pet mages and alchemists have come up with a concoction they call fire sand. Let me show you.”
A robed man came over as Norak gestured to him and set a ceramic bowl down in the dirt at the edge of the pit a few feet away from them. In the center of the bowl was a pile of dark gray granules. It looked to be the consistency of coarse ground grain or corn meal.
“This is fire sand, Hal. It is what is going to help the Emperor’s armies complete their conquest to the east and bring the rebellious cities here in the west back under the Empire’s control.”
“It looks like a pile of dirt,” Hal remarked.
“It does but watch what happens when a flame is applied to it.”
Norak pointed to the bowl and the robed man waved his hands in the air for a moment then pointed at the bowl, muttering under his breath. A thin jet of fire extended from his outstretched finger and lanced straight at the granules in the bowl.
There was flash of flames and a bang and a whoosh of rapidly expanding air. A cloud of black smoke billowed upward. When the smoke cleared, the bowl on the ground had been cracked into dozens of fragments, all blackened by the explosion.
My God, Hal thought. They’ve discovered gun powder.
His mind raced as he thought about what a game changing development this would be for warfare on Fantasma. There would be few who could stand against the Emperor’s forces if they developed widespread use of firearms here.
“It’s impressive, is it not?” Norak said.
“I’ve seen its like before,” Hal said.
“Really?” Norak sounded disappointed. “You must tell me more. Another time, perhaps. If you know what it is, you can help me develop more weapons and military applications that can use this fire sand. Of course, we have already created a few innovative methods of delivery. Watch.”
A squad of six crossbowmen moved to the lip of the pit and leveled their weapons at the prisoners in the center. Hal thought they were just going to shoot them with crossbow bolts until he saw the bolts were shaped with an inch-thick metal tube affixed just behind the arrowheads. A thin strand of cord extended back along the shaft from each of the tubes. Each man had a quiver of similar projectiles at his waist.
At a nod from the baron, six other men moved forward and held flaming brands up to the strands of cord, which sparked to life, burning towards the metal tubes at the ends. The crossbowmen quickly shouldered their weapons and fired down into the pit. Each struck one of the prisoners.
Before they could fall from the deadly bolts embedded in their chests, the fuses reached the charge of fire sand in the tubes and the heads exploded. The explosions opened gaping wounds in the prisoners they’d struck and wounded the others next to them with shards of metal from the tubes.
The assistants handed a second set of cocked crossbows to soldiers at the edge and they set more of the exploding projectiles in place. Once again, the fuses were lit and the bolts fired down into the few prisoners still on their feet. When the smoke cleared this time, all the prisoners were down.
Norak clapped his gauntleted hands together and smiled at Hal.
“Imagine what that will do to a closely clustered group of pikemen or a shield wall, Hal. No one will be able to stand against us now, and that’s not all. We’ve come up with larger projectiles that can be thrown by catapult or ballista. City walls will crumble before us once we have a large enough supply of the fire sand.”
“What, you haven’t got storehouses full of the stuff ready to go?”
“Unfortunately, one of the ingredients is hard to come by, something to do with bat-shit I’m told. All the fire sand we have is stored in those two wagons over there. But we will solve the problem of supply soon enough, Hal. Once we do, we’ll be an unstoppable force. All we have to do is prove the efficacy against real troops in the field. That is where your rag tag army of slaves will come in handy.”
Hal could see the explosions impacting his closely packed formations up and down the line if his troops were drawn into a pitched battle with Norak’s forces. It would end in carnage unlike anything this world had ever seen before.
Norak let loose a gruff chuckle.
“I can see by the look on your face you know what my new weapons will do to all who stand against me. This will usher in a new age here in Fantasma and you will be here to watch its beginnings before you are sent to the Emperor for your spectacular execution in the Imperial Square before the entire palace court.”
“I can’t wait.”
The baron turned to Hal’s guard detail. “Take him to the front of the column and tie his lead rope to my mount. I will enjoy leading him like a dog on a hunt. After all, he is the one leading us to our quarry.”
The others around Norak laughed at Hal’s expense. The guard beside him gave him a rough shove that almost toppled him over. In his weakened condition, he still couldn’t keep his balance very well and it showed in the way he stumbled off in the direction of the rapidly forming army column.
Hal steeled himself for a long day. If he didn’t manage to remain on his feet, he was sure Norak would have no problem dragging him along behind his horse until the column stopped to rest. He had to conserve his strength and look for a chance to escape. He had to get away and warn Bilham, Kay and the others that the Baron’s army was on the march.
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THE IMPERIAL COLUMN began a slow march westward for five days until it reached the forested foothills of the western mountains. Hal kept his eyes open, trying to find a way to escape from his captors.
QUEST ACCEPTED — escape the imperial camp
HAL’S elusive luck continued to be missing in action.
He pulled up his stats. He was confused to see his luck attribute grayed out for some reason. He concentrated on it but was unable to gather further information. All he could surmise was his luck was somehow being dampened by something Norak had done to him or by something inside the camp itself.
Whatever he was going to do, it was going to have to rely on normal chance and not his own unusual luck. His wounds from the torture still bothered him and he was sure some were becoming infected despite the initial treatment from Norak’s pet healing mage.
Each night, the guards chained him to a metal stake driven into the ground with a sledge hammer behind Norak’s pavilion. The fifth night there was a tree close enough to offer him some shelter from the misting rain that had fallen all day and into the evening. Hal was soaked to the bone and shivering uncontrollably as the guard locked his chains to the stake.
“Stop shaking, you fool.” The guard swung the back of his gauntleted hand, striking Hal in the back of the head. “I’m trying to get this done so I can get out of this rain.”
“I-I-I can’t h-help it. I’m f-freezing. Aren’t you supposed to k-keep me alive? If I die of exposure, your boss won’t be t-too happy with you.”
The guard finished locking him to the stake and stared down at his quivering prisoner.
“Fine. I’ll get you a blanket, but that’s it. If you want to survive the night, you’ll have to make due as best you can.”
The guard stormed off and returned in a few minutes with a thin, moth-eaten woolen blanket.
“Here, it’s the best I can find. Make sure you’re alive when I come back to get you in the morning.”
“Or w-what?”
“Just don’t cross me.”
The guard launched a kick at Hal’s hip that jarred him to the bone. Hal glared at the guard’s back as he disappeared into the swirling fog that was forming throughout the camp.
As darkness fell, the fog thickened further until Hal could barely see the glow of the nearby campfires. The few soldiers still up and about in the dismal weather were mere shapes stalking past in the darkness.
Hal pressed his back against the tree trunk, feeling the rough bark press into his back. He pulled the thin blanket up about his shoulders and draped it across his chest, drawing his legs up under the makeshift covering to try and keep warm in the damp cold of the night.
He dozed fitfully, his intermittent dreams filled with visions of his friends being blown to bits by explosions in the battle Norak sought with the slave army. Each time he’d startle himself awake and stare about in the foggy darkness trying to orient himself to the real world.
This last dream was really staying with him. It had shown him Kay’s lifeless eyes staring up into the sky after an explosive crossbow bolt had blown open a hole in her chest. When he woke up and opened his eyes from the painful vision of his friend’s death, he still saw her face floating in front of him.
It was strange and he blinked several times to clear the vision of her smiling face from his eyes. Why was she smiling anyway? She was dead.
“You shouldn’t be so happy. You’re dead.”
Kay turned and spoke into the darkness around them.
“He’s burning up with fever and delirious. Rune, get over here and see if you can do anything for him.”
Kay’s face faded from view and was replaced with the bald-head and clean-shaven face of the eastern monk.
He hadn’t been in Hal’s dream this time at all. Why was he there?
“Where’s Kay? I need to tell her it wasn’t my fault, Rune. I have to tell her they forced me to tell them where the army was hidden.”
“Shhhh. Easy, my friend,” the monk said. “You are very ill. Let me tend to you and then we can get you out of here.”
Hal reached out, touching Rune’s face with his fingertips.
“You’re here. You’re really here, aren’t you?”
“Yes, we’re here, Hal. We’ve been close by all the time, we just couldn’t come get you until we got more help.”
Someone placed a heavy cloak around his shoulders. Hal looked up to see Otto smiling down at him. Behind Otto, Junica stood, searching the foggy gloom around them, her bow at the ready with an arrow nocked.
Strong, callused hands gripped his face, turning him forward again. Rune held him there, eyes closed while he murmured something under his breath. Hal felt a familiar warmth spread through him, but he was still struggling to focus on his surroundings
.
“That’s all I can do,” Hal heard Rune whisper. “We must get him to the mage for more healing.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — find the mage
“MAGE? She has to send me home,” Hal managed to mumble. “I need to play…manager training.”
Kay shushed Hal, “Don’t worry Hal, we’ll get you to someone who can help.” Kay turned to the others, “we need to get him out of here.”
Hal managed to open his eyes long enough to see his friends dressed in the uniforms and armor of imperial soldiers, heavy red cloaks pulled around them.
“Junica, find us a way through the sentries.” Kay ordered. “Rune, watch our backs while Otto helps me carry Hal out of here.”
The three captains nodded at Kay and set about their tasks. Hal felt Otto pick him up, but even though the large man was gentle the pain was too much for Hal’s fragile consciousness and he passed out.
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HAL FELT warm and safe for the first time in what felt like forever. He could hear the quiet murmurings of voices nearby but he couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. Finally, a voice broke the crowd.
“You got him to me just in time. Stand back.” This voice was different than the others. It was old, but also stronger. Before Hal could place it, a surge of energy flowed through him. His eyes shot open and as the flow of energy died down he was able to focus on his surroundings. He seemed to be in a small cave lit by a campfire in its center. He was unable make out much more than that as most of his vision was obscured by the faces of two people leaning over him. One was Kay, looking at him intently, concern clear on her face, the other was Tildi.
QUEST COMPLETE — escape the imperial camp
5,500 experience points awarded
Quest complete — find the mage
5,500 experience points awarded
Level up!
HAL STARED at Tildi for a long time, trying to decide what questions he wanted answers to first. First and foremost, he wondered if her arrival meant it was time for him to go home already.
He discovered as he thought about it he didn’t want to leave yet. Hal realized it bothered him to think he might abandon his friends and his army in this time of their need.
Kay and Rune helped him over to a bedroll near the fire’s warmth and across from the reclining mage. Hal sat down and warmed his hands in front of the fire while he met the magic user’s gaze. The others moved off to other parts of the cave to settle into their own bedrolls.
“I’m not ready to return home yet, Tildi. There’s too much I have to do here, too many people depending on me.”
“I’m not here to send you back, Hal. I came for other reasons. When I arrived, your friends here told me you’d been captured and they were planning to break you out.”
“You helped them sneak me out of the imperial camp?”
“I offered a little weather magic to assist them. That is all. I’m not as good at it as Bronwyn is but I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”
“The fog.”
Tildi nodded as she puffed on her pipe and blew a few more smoke rings in the air. Hal watched the rings float upward over the campfire and slowly dissipate.
“If you’re not here to send me back, you must have something else you need. I don’t think you stopped by just to help free me from Norak’s clutches.”
“I came because I sensed Norak has done something to alter the laws of magic and science in Fantasma. Something happened earlier in the week that changed how things work. I’m not even sure I can send you home right now if I tried, to be honest with you. The flow of magic in the world has been altered somehow. I was hoping it centered around you in some way because if it does, you might be able to restore the balance on which all magic relies.”
Hal thought back and realized it must be the use of the fire sand against the prisoners. When Norak ordered the execution of the ex-slaves in the pit, it must have caused something to alert Tildi.
“I think I know what it is. Norak has a new weapon, something horrible.”
“Is it magical? How does it work?” Tildi leaned forward pointing at Hal with the stem of her pipe. “Tell me everything you saw.”
“It’s not a secret to me. He told me his alchemists had discovered something he called fire sand. I knew what it was as soon as I saw it. It’s called gun powder in my world. It will change the way wars are fought on Fantasma forever.”
“So that’s it,” Tildi replied. “He’s broken through a barrier between science and magic in our world. It is very difficult for both to exist simultaneously, you see. It can be done but it is difficult. I used both in my spell to send you to this world from your own.”
“I wonder if that is why my luck stopped working. I haven’t been able to get it to activate since I was captured. Could Norak’s invention have something to do with it?”
“It’s possible, but it’s more likely that cursed sword of his. It steals energy from his enemies around him and gives it to him. It’s possible that it took this ability from you when he captured you.”
“So Norak’s got my luck? Great, that’s all we need. He’s going to be hard enough to beat as it is.”
“Don’t worry, Hal. I think I can create a charm that will block the sword’s effects on you. That will stop it from taking anything else from you. To get your luck back, all you have to do is take his sword from him. Once you have the sword, it should return your stolen abilities.”
“Oh, that’s all? Just take the sword away from him? Why didn’t I think of that?”
Hal threw his hands in the air, exasperated with Tildi’s solution to his problem.
“I don’t make the rules, Hal. Sorry to disappoint you if you thought this would be easy.”
He thought about how this trip to Fantasma was harder than his initial trip. This time around, it seemed less like a game to him. It felt more real, now.
“Tildi, there’s something I have to ask you,” Hal asked. He looked around to make sure none of the others was close enough to overhear then leaned forward towards the old woman. “I’ve been wondering about the nature of Fantasma and the game by the same name in my world. Everything here is so real but I can see the game while I walk through it. Which is it? Is Fantasma a game or a real place?”
Tildi smiled and nodded while she puffed on her pipe once again.
“You’ve stumbled upon an important question, Hal. Which do you think it is?”
“I don’t know for sure. If I were to make a guess, I’d say it’s sort of both at the same time, but that can’t be right.”
“If you ask Kay or Otto or Rune if this world is real, they’ll tell you to stop asking stupid questions. To them, to me, Fantasma is the only reality we’ve ever known. It is the real world to those who live and die here.”
Hal started to ask another question but Tildi held up her hand.
“Let me finish. When I first discovered the possibility of other worlds, other realities out there, I found that there were many variables that changed from place to place. Time is one example. Time moves differently between our two worlds. Usually, time moves much faster here than in your world. Sometimes, with magic, that difference can be magnified so that time seems to stand still in your world while it moves along faster here. I did that for you on this trip so you might travel here in the space of a single plane ride.”
“But you still haven’t answered my question. Is Fantasma real or just a game?”
“To the people playing the finite computer construct I caused to exist when I first entered your world, Fantasma is nothing more than a game. For you, though, it is different. When I brought you here through the portal in the version of the game I gave you, it became more than a game and yet still contained key parts of it.”
Tildi leaned back and smiled.
“That was the genius of my plan, of the theory I came up with on how the interface between our two worlds might be used to create the Opponent foreseen by prophecy many years ago.”
“But if you create the means to fulfill a prophecy, isn’t that cheating?”
“Is it? I’m not sure the seer who originally saw the vision of your coming would agree. What if I was supposed to be part of it all along? What if my part to play was to make my discoveries and find a way to bring you here to fight the Emperor? To be honest, I wasn’t sure it would work or not. There was an even chance the trip would kill you.”
“What? You brought me here and you weren’t even positive I would survive?”
Hal tried to stand as he pointed at Tildi across the campfire. He was furious and wanted to scream and yell at her but as soon as he stood up, his head started swimming and he stumbled to the side, falling to the cave floor.
Kay ran over and helped Hal sit up. When she took her hand away, it was wet with blood that had soaked through his shirt. His wounds had broken open again.
“I thought you had healed him,”Kay said as she turned to Tildi. The anger was clear in her voice.
“I removed most of the disease and infection but not all. If I had healed him more completely, the energy required might have killed him.”
Tildi got up and hobbled over to where Hal sat. She placed a hand on his forehead and another over his heart and closed her eyes. This healing felt different from the last. Instead of the onslaught of energy, instead Hal felt a warmth spread out from both her hands and fill him. The burning pain from the open scabs on his torso slowly faded until he couldn’t feel it anymore.
25 HEALTH POINTS restored
TILDI RETURNED to her place across the campfire from Hal and lowered herself back to the cave floor. When she turned to face Hal again, she looked tired and even older all of the sudden.
“That is all I can do at this time. I’m not a healing mage. I’ll be able to do more after he gets some rest. I suggest we both get some sleep, Hal. Perhaps we can talk more when we awaken in the morning.”
“That’s probably a good idea, Hal,” Kay said. “Get some rest. There’s nothing else we can do tonight and talking with the mage is taxing. We’ll see what needs to be done in the morning.”
Hal nodded and crawled back over to the bed roll he’d been sitting on. He still wanted to take Tildi to task for using him this way but there’d be time for that in the morning. Right now, sleep sounded like a great idea.
He lay down on the blanket and closed his eyes. The last thing he remembered before he fell asleep was the sound of Tildi gently tapping the spent tobacco from her pipe on the stone floor of the cave.
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HAL GROANED AND ROLLED OVER. His entire body ached like he’d run a triathlon the day before. He was going to need Tildi to do some more healing on him if he was going to get back to full strength in time to join the fight that was coming.
A glance across the remains of the previous evening’s campfire showed a neatly rolled and tied bedroll where Tildi had been sitting the night before.
Hal sat up and scanned the rest of the cave. Daylight was filtering in from outside and he could see some others moving about, mostly a few of Churg’s goblin scouts who were sitting down to eat their breakfast.
“Hey, anyone seen the mage this morning?”
One of the scouts pointed to the cave entrance and returned to his meal.
Hal climbed to his feet, taking a second to steady himself when a bout of dizziness threatened to bring him down. He was definitely not at a hundred percent. Pulling up his health stats, Hal noted he was still significantly injured.
HEALTH: 40/116
AS HE GAZED at his stats, he remembered the level up message he received the day before. He added the two attribute points to his Brawn. He hoped that the increase would help accelerate the healing process. The skill point he used to increase his Prescience ability. He wanted to make sure he wouldn’t be caught in another sneak attack.
WITH HIS NEW level points attended to, Hal set out to find Tildi and have her cast another healing spell. He took a tentative step forward and then another. It seemed the dizziness had passed for the time being and he walked to the cave’s entrance, turning his body to squeeze through the narrow opening and out into the bright sunlight outside.
Hal blinked and squinted his eyes, looking upward. For the first time in a few days, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the bright sunlight poured down on the land.
“Good, you’re up,” Kay said. She sat next to a line of packs, sharpening her sword’s blade with a whetstone. She tested the edge with her thumb for a moment, peering at something along the sharpened steel blade before returning to scraping the stone in long smooth motions along the metal.
“Where’s Tildi? I need her to cast another healing spell on me.”
“She rose just before dawn. She said something important needed doing and walked off into the forest. She left that bundle for you over there.”
A large cloth-wrapped lump lay on the ground where Kay had pointed and Hal went over to see what was there. A paper note was tucked under the twine that wrapped around the cloth, holding it in place.
HAL,
I WAS CALLED AWAY on another urgent errand. You do not need me here anyway. I’m sure you’ll have things well in hand by the time I return. I’ve left you a set of replacement armor and a new blade, one much better than the one you’ve been using.
There’s an amulet that should ward off the effects of whatever magic Norak used to banish your luck. Be careful of him. He possesses great power and his cursed sword doesn’t just kill you, it steals part of your soul with every successful strike. The amulet is strong but it will not protect you from all the effects of the sword should you fight him.
There are also two full-heal potions enclosed. They’re stowed in the pouch on the sword belt inside. They are very potent and will restore almost all your health, even from the point of near death. Use one now to restore you and save the other for a time of urgent need. I’ll return when I’m able. Be well.
TILDI
HAL SET the note aside and untied the twine, unwrapping the cloth-covered bundle. It was heavy and he was still weak but he soon had it open and the contents laid out. On the ground before him lay a hauberk of shining chainmail, a conical helmet with traces of gold and silver work around the face and nose guards. Beside them was a long sword in a blue scabbard inlaid with silver and mother of pearl.
Last, Hal found the sword belt and pouch. Inside it were two ceramic vials and a stamped gold amulet the size of a quarter on a leather cord as promised. Taking one of the vials, he didn’t hesitate, uncorking it and downing the contents in a single gulp.
He gasped as a wave of heat rushed through his body.
76 HEALTH POINTS restored
HEALTH: 116/116
HAL DIDN’T JUST FEEL HEALED, he felt invigorated. He stretched out his arms and turned his face skyward, soaking up the sun’s warmth as he felt the power and strength returning to his ravaged body. For the first time in days, he could move and twist without feeling burning pain all across his torso from Norak’s torture.
Hal pulled the chainmail armor towards him and slid it over his head. It was lighter than expected, much lighter than the steel scale armor or ring mail and leather he was used to. The metal must be some steel alloy that allowed for greater strength with less weight.
Next, he wrapped the sword’s belt around his waist and attached the scabbarded sword to the straps that hung down for the purpose. It felt good to have a sword at his side again.
Reaching down, Hal drew the sword and held it up before him. There were runes etched along the blade he hadn’t noticed before. Out of habit, he checked his inventory to see what it said about the blade.
+3 LONGSWORD - “LIGHTBRINGER” - each critical hit causes +10 electrical damage
+2 Chainmail
+1 Helm
+2 Amulet of protection - remove curse once per week
HAL SHEATHED his sword and reached into the pouch removing the gold amulet and slipping the leather cord over his head, settling it around his neck. He concentrated on the amulet, reaching up and gripping it in his fist as it hung from around his neck. A chime sounded in his head almost instantly.
CURSE REMOVED — luck restored.
HAL LOOKED at his main stats sheet in his head and was gratified to see that his luck attribute was no longer grayed out. Wow, Tildi must be worried about what he had to do next to leave him this much gear at one time. It made him wonder how bad it was likely to be in the coming days as the two armies inevitably faced off against one another.
“Nice gear, Hal,” Kay said. “The mage must have a lot of faith in you to leave this mess in your hands.”
His longtime companion had come over to check out the gift left by Tildi. She’d been joined by Otto, Rune, and Junica.
“What about you and the others, Kay? Do you all have faith in me?”
“You’ve led us well to this point. I think the others are satisfied with your leadership.”
“But the trap at the caravan, the capture and execution of all my troops, surely that weighs against me in some way.”
Otto shook his head and answered him.
“Hal, no one expects you to be perfect. Even the best leader makes mistakes. The thing is, you recognized what was going on and acted to save as many of us as you could. That counts a lot in my book. We all feel the same way.”
Rune and Kay nodded. Junica reached out and clapped a hand on Hal’s shoulder.
“Why do you think we went to all that trouble to rescue you, you idiot? We know we need you. It’s going to take another one of your crazy plans if we are to salvage any sort of victory out of what we all face.”
“Be careful what you ask for, Junica,” Kay said. “His plans are like taking medicine. Sometimes the cure seems worse than the illness.”
“I’ll take my chances,” the archer laughed. “He’s gotten us this far.”
Otto laughed. “That is true, Kay. You can’t argue with it. So, Hal, what’s the plan? How do we defeat the Baron’s army and keep our little rebellion alive?”
“First I need to talk to Churg. I have to see if there’s a way we can slip past the imperial army and get to our forces in time to warn them.”
“The goblin chief led a scouting party that took off into the forest at dawn,” Rune said. “He said he had to check on the status of the imperials and make sure our back trail was covered up so they couldn’t track your escape. He should return in a few hours.”
“Good,” Hal said. “That gives us all time to pack up this camp and get ready to travel fast. If he says the coast is clear, we’ve got a long slog ahead of us if we’re to skirt the enemy army and outriders and make our way west to our forces.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — avoid capture while returning to camp.
OTTO NODDED his approval of the plan.
“So, you’re going to assume command and lead our new army in battle. I commend you. The men and women of our units will be heartened to see you at the front of the charge when we face our opponents.”
“No, Otto, that’s going to be your job when we get back.”
“Me? Why me? What are you going to be doing?”
“I’m going to be sneaking around behind the imperial lines and putting the rest of my plan into motion. We can’t beat the imperials in a stand-up fight, but we don’t have to. Otto, you and Bilham just have to hold their attention long enough for the real plan to come together. If you can do that, then we stand a good chance of winning.”
“What kind of chance?” the big barbarian asked.
“Better now that I’ve got my luck back. Now, let’s get all our gear together. We’re going to have to move fast once Churg returns if we’re going to make it around the imperial army in time. I figure we’re going to need two days to get to our army. Once there we have to prepare them for the battle to come.”
Otto didn’t look as confident at Hal had hoped he would but that would change. He didn’t know how to quit. It was why Hal had chosen him to take over leadership of the main force. His steadfast nature would hold them together when they started taking the beating they were about to receive at the hands of the better-trained imperial forces and their new weapons using the fire sand. That part was imperative if the rest of the plan was going to work out the way it was coming together in Hal’s mind. The rebel army had to hold their ground and keep Norak focused forward with all his forces. Hal knew Otto and Bilham would ensure they did.
Hal turned his thoughts inward and thought about Mona and Cari for the first time in what felt like weeks. He was so tired. The sooner he completed the task Tildi had for him, the sooner he could return home to them. That was where he really wanted to be.
For all the fun and friends he had here in Fantasma, what Hal wanted most was a trillion miles away on another world. Norak’s torture had done damage beyond the physical pain. Hal knew he needed to return home to heal that part of himself deep inside still feeling guilt at the betrayal of his friends and fellow slaves. It hurt even if that betrayal occurred under torture.
Hal had to push forward, though. There was work to be done here. The trip back home began with the first step back to warn the rebel army of what was to come and plan for Norak’s defeat.
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AS SOON AS CHURG RETURNED, Hal filled the goblin chieftain in on what they had to do. Churg immediately sent his scouts out to rove ahead so they could avoid the enemy. Their small party should be able to move pretty fast if they could keep from being detected. Norak had to be looking for Hal and whoever helped him escape by now.
The group started riding north with the goblin scouts ranging ahead of them on foot. Churg trotted along next to Hal and Kay at the lead of the group, having turned down a mount of his own.
After traveling north for several hours, Churg returned from checking with his scouts and Hal asked him how much farther they had to go before they could turn west.
“A few more miles if we’re lucky, Hal. My scouts will locate any imperial patrols easily enough and keep us from running into any of them by accident. Once we’re past their outriders, we should be able to turn due west and make better time.”
“I’m worried about getting to our army too late to prepare them for what is to come. We might have to cut west sooner and take our chances with any patrols.”
“It’s up to you. You are war chief, Hal. We’ll follow your lead. If we continue north a little farther, maybe one or two more hours, we can avoid all imperial contact.”
Kay shook her head.
“Hal, we can’t risk getting caught again. If we get caught and fail to warn our forces in time, the rebel army is doomed.”
“I know, Kay, but we might have to take a chance on it. If it’s just a patrol, we should be able to fight our way through and get away before they have a chance to get word back to the baron or his generals.”
Hal realized everyone was looking at him. It was his decision to make.
Hal looked up, trying to gauge the angle of the sun between the trees and how much daylight they had left. He decided to take a chance. His luck was back, right?
“We turn west now. Churg, reorient the scouts ahead of us as best you can, but we have to make better time westward.”
The goblin nodded and jogged off into the surrounding forest, disappearing from sight as soon as he entered the underbrush. Hal could see no trace of his passing.
Hal the others turned to the left and headed due west at a trot, cutting the angle to make up time and get ahead of the marching imperials.
They rode for another two hours and dusk was setting in, lengthening the deep shadows in the woods around them. Hal was about to call a halt and see if they could find a place to settle for the night when one of the goblin scouts ran out onto the trail holding up a hand to halt them.
Churg ran over and exchanged a few words with his scout then returned to Hal.
“Trouble up ahead. We need to move around to the north again.”
“What is it?” Kay asked.
“A sizable imperial patrol is looting a village just ahead of us. They’re occupied with what they’re doing, though, so we should be able to slip around them.”
Hal didn’t like the sound of circling around to the north again. He also didn’t like leaving helpless peasants and villagers to the whims of imperial soldiers.
“Were the villagers able to escape before they arrived?”
Kay put a hand on Hal’s arm.
“Don’t do it, Hal. We can’t save everyone. Sometimes we have to ignore a small evil to destroy a bigger one.”
“I don’t believe that, Kay. It’s all part of the same evil in the end. Besides, going around to the north again will take too much time. It’s better to fight our way through. Churg, how many of them are there?”
“My man said about thirty, give or take a few. That would be about right for a full imperial cavalry troop.”
“It’ll be tight,” Hal announced. “Still, we should be able to take them with the help of the scouts to take out any stragglers who escape the initial attack. They’re going to be occupied with their pillaging and won’t even know we’re there until we’ve killed most of them.”
Otto laughed and pulled out his battle axe from its sling on his saddle.
“He’s right. We’ll be able to catch them with their pants literally around their ankles.”
Rune and Junica both nodded and readied their weapons. So did the small group of surviving recruits still traveling with them.
“Good. It’s settled, then. Churg, have your scouts fan out to the south of the village. Take out any who try to escape. We don’t want them to warn the rest of their army about our presence. The rest of us will dismount and proceed on foot to the edge of the village. We’ll decide what to do once I get an idea of the layout.”
QUEST ACCEPTED — free the village
CHURG RAN off with his scout to spread the word while Hal and the others dismounted. A few recruits were detailed off to hold the horses and wait for their return while Hal led the remaining members of his party down the trail towards the village ahead.
The trek to the village didn’t take long and he heard the screams and shouts from the villagers and imperial soldiers before they arrived at the edge of the woods. There were several homes and outbuildings burning, lighting up the sky as dusk set in. People ran in all directions, some being chased by armored imperial soldiers.
Hal was about to start formulating a plan of action when a woman and two small children ran from the village headed directly for the hidden party. Two cavalry troopers ran after her, one grabbing the smallest child from her and threw the child to the ground. The trooper raised his saber over his head ready to strike down at the child.
“Screw this,” Hal muttered. So much for coming up with a plan.
Shouting a challenge, Hal charged from the concealment of the forest, drawing his sword. He started towards the trooper threatening the child but two of Junica’s arrows sprouted from the imperial’s chest in rapid succession and he fell backwards with a gurgling cry.
Hal veered towards the other man, who’d just grabbed the running woman by the arm. Hal swung downward and hacked deep into the soldier’s arm.
The man screamed in pain but had enough presence of mind to pull his saber around and parry Hal’s next attack. Hal’s forward momentum carried him into the imperial trooper and he leaned into his shield delivering a crushing shield bash attack that staggered the man, nearly knocking him from his feet.
Following up with a thrust to the chest, Hal finished off the elite cavalryman as he backpedaled away from the assault. The man collapsed to the ground clutching at Hal’s sword for a few seconds before he went limp.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL WAVED to his small force at the edge of the woods.
“No time for fancy plans. Get in there before they kill everyone.”
Kay and the others, followed by the small group of recruits ran forward, weapons drawn and headed into the embattled village.
The chaos in the village lent itself to their sudden, surprise attack on the imperial cavalrymen. They were so intent on killing the men and children and raping the women that it took long minutes to realized they were under attack from Hal’s forces.
Hal ran through the houses on the outskirts and heard screaming from inside one small hut. He ducked inside and found a trooper atop a woman with another standing by holding her down.
The second imperial let go of the woman as soon as he saw Hal enter and picked up his saber from the floor.
“I recognize you. You’re the escaped prisoner the Baron has been looking for. I’m going to collect the bounty on you and be rich for the rest of my life.”
“You’re not the first to try and take me for the price on my head.”
“Careful, we have to take him alive,” the other trooper cautioned as he rose from the cowering woman on the floor and took up his own blade.
Hal realized he’d lost the initiative and tried to regain it by launching an attack at the first trooper. The man was a good swordsman, though.
He parried a series of Hal’s attacks with his saber while his companion came over to join the fray.
Suddenly, Hal was on the defensive as he blocked blow after blow with sword and shield while backing towards the door.
The cavalry sabers were quick weapons, even though their curved blades didn’t have the reach his longsword did. Hal knew he had to try something to divide their attacks and use it to take one of them out quickly.
Blocking the next series of attacks with his shield, he swung at the closest trooper causing him to step backward and parry the attack. Hal then spun around while fending off the second trooper’s saber with his shield.
The move caught them both by surprise and Hal pressed in on the second trooper with two rapid thrusts, one to the leading thigh that must have severed an artery judging by the spurt of blood from the wound.
The second thrust caught the man in the throat and he fell, choking on his own blood.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE FIRST TROOPER managed to land a slashing attack at Hal’s exposed back. Searing pain lanced through him as he turned to parry the following blows.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
THE ATTACK HURT like hell but Hal didn’t think it had penetrated his new armor.
With only one trooper to deal with, Hal started trading blows, blocking the return attacks with his shield. A slash took opened up a rent in the trooper’s chainmail across his chest and cut deeply into the flesh and muscle beneath.
The injury slowed the subsequent attacks and Hal soon had him pressed back against the wall of the hut where he finished him with a thrust to the heart.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE WOMAN COWERED on the floor, trying to pull the pieces of her torn dress around to cover her nakedness. She clearly didn’t know what to make of her rescue since she didn’t know who Hal was.
“Gather the other villagers and head for the forest. It’ll be safe there until we finish off the rest of the imperials. Go!”
The woman nodded and sidled past him, running out the door.
Hal followed her and searched for another target.
Two of his recruits were trying to fend off a cavalryman with their spears. It was working but both were injured and it looked like the trooper was going to finish them soon if someone didn’t step in.
Hal charged the trooper from behind, hacking down at the man’s shoulder, cutting through the armor and deep into the flesh and bone below.
The wounded imperial dropped his saber and tried to turn away from the new attack. Hal knocked him to the ground while he was off balance and thrust his sword into the trooper’s face, piercing his brain and killing him instantly.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE TWO RECRUITS stared at the Hal for a moment.
“You did well. Stick together and work in tandem like that. You’ll stay alive that way.”
They nodded at the advice and took off to the left in search of new targets.
Hal realized they’d taught them all well how to fight in a large unit, but when the fighting devolved into individual small combats like this one, they weren’t as prepared as they could be. No time to fix that now, though. He hoped the pair survived the attack.
A shout from his right spun Hal around. A huge imperial sergeant spotted Hal standing over the dead trooper and he charged raising his saber overhead.
Hal barely had time to turn and square himself before the sergeant arrived and began hammering blow after blow down on him.
The man was unnaturally quick and it took Hal a long time to find an opening to return the attacks coming in at him.
Two attacks broke through Hal’s defenses but he was able to keep them from being too serious.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
Health damage: Health -6
HAL LAUNCHED a series of counterattacks trying to get out of the defensive position he was in.
He finally broke through the sergeant’s defenses by dropping to a crouch and slamming the iron-bound rim of his shield down on the top of the man’s boot.
Hal felt the crunch of broken foot bones resonate up through his arm and the sergeant’s leg buckled as he fell to one knee.
Tucking his shoulder down against the back of his shield, Hal shoved hard and knocked the sergeant backwards to the ground.
His opponent was faster than he thought because the big imperial sergeant used the momentum from the shove to continue the roll into a back somersault and came back to his feet, though he was favoring the injured foot more than a little. He winced every time he put weight on it.
The sergeant took a step forward and started to stumble. Hal shouted and lunged forward. Too late, he realized it was a feint and the next thing he knew, he received a ringing blow to the top of his helmet that left his ears ringing.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
HAL BROUGHT up his sword and parried the next two blows that rained down on him while he cleared his head. The sergeant snarled at Hal and continued to press his attacks home.
A slash snaked past his blade and cut across Hal’s shoulder making him cry out in pain.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
HE WAS RUNNING out of tricks to beat this guy. He was good and if any other imperials came to help him, Hal would be finished.
A thought occurred to him. Maybe turnabout was fair play. Hal let the shoulder of his injured sword arm drop a little, lowering his blade as he leaned to that side.
The sergeant shouted in triumph and lunged in to a follow-up attack to take advantage of Hal’s injury.
At the last instant, Hal brought up his blade to bat the saber aside and swept his shield across, striking the other man’s sword arm on the wrist with the rim of his shield.
He must have caught the bone of the man’s wrist perfectly because the fingers spasmed and the saber fell free.
Now it was Hal’s turn to take the attack to his opponent while the big sergeant backpedaled drawing a long dagger to try and fend off Hal’s attacks.
It didn’t work for long. Hal shouted and lunged forward, his sword snaking past the smaller blade and plunging into the imperial sergeant’s chest.
6000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
A QUICK GLANCE at his health points told him he was nearly down to fifty percent remaining. Checking to make sure no other enemies were nearby, Hal leaned against a nearby hut for cover and closed his eyes to engaged his Chakra Regeneration while he paced through the motions in place.
18 HEALTH POINTS RECOVERED.
THERE, that would help a little.
A shout and a scream from the other side of the hut he was using for cover told him the fight was still going on and Hal darted out of his hiding place and charged around to find three more imperial troopers facing down against a lone member of Hal’s recruit force.
The man’s partner lay dying at his feet and he was wildly swinging his spear from side to side, trying to fend off the attacking trio of imperials.
Hal opted for silence this time and ran up behind the unsuspecting troopers, killing one with a lunging stab to the kidneys before the others knew he was there.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE OTHER TWO spun around and then sidled up next to each other to keep Hal and the recruit in front of them.
“Let’s take care of this together, recruit. Shall we?”
“Y-yes, sir.”
The young ex-slave moved to stand next to Hal and held his spear at the ready in front of him as he’d been taught by Bilham and the others.
Hal nodded approval and then darted forward to bring the attack to the two imperial cavalry troopers.
His first slashing attack was parried by the two opponents but that gave the quick-thinking spearman a chance to lunge forward and sink the broad head of his spear point into the thigh of the trooper to the left.
The man fell backward clutching his leg.
Hal took the attack to the man’s companion and soon succeeded in finishing him with a slash across the throat that caused him to collapse gurgling to the ground.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
BY THAT TIME, the spearman had plunged his spear into the felled trooper’s chest, ending the fight for him as well.
“Good job with that attack while I kept them busy. Let’s stick together and see what other trouble we can find. What’s your name?”
“Erik,” the teenaged boy answered.
“Good, Erik. Stick with me and we’ll get through this together. We need to stop these imperials from killing everyone in this whole village.”
“Yes, sir. What about Tad?”
The boy gestured to his dead friend laying in the dirt nearby.
“We’ll come back and tend to him later, I promise. Right now, we have to tend to the living and save those we can.”
The boy nodded and tightened his grip on the spear shaft he held. Hal could see the knuckles whiten with the force of his grip.
The kid was afraid but ready to proceed anyway. Good for him, Hal thought.
Waving for Erik to follow, Hal headed towards the sound of steel clashing together nearby.
Turning the corner, Hal and Erik stepped into the village’s small central square where ten imperial troopers faced off against Kay, Otto, Rune, and Junica. They were accompanied by what must be the two remaining recruits who’d assaulted the village with them.
Junica was the closest to them.
Out of arrows, she had dropped her bow and was fighting against two imperials with her dual long knives. She was good but clearly hard pressed by the two larger male opponents.
“Take the one on the left, Erik. We hit them from behind.”
The boy nodded and set off at a run following Hal into the melee.
Erik’s attack struck home, taking the trooper on the left between the shoulder blades, impaling him on the steel spearhead.
The other trooper must have seen them coming out of the corner of his eye because he turned and caught Hal’s attack slicing in at his back on his saber’s cross guard.
Hal didn’t let that stop his momentum and carried himself forward until he slammed into the other man, knocking him backward to the ground. Releasing his grip on his sword, Hal, pulled his dagger and shoved if up under the trooper’s ribs twice until he stiffened as the long blade found his heart.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
OTTO AND KAY finished a pair of imperials they faced and Otto found himself locked in a desperate duel between himself and the officer in charge of the cavalry unit.
Kay was facing another sergeant on her own while Rune battled against a pair of imperial troopers beside her, his flashing hands and kicking feet a blur as he batted aside the steel blades as if they were nothing.
Erik again followed Hal as he faced off against the final two troopers.
Junica joined them and Hal pointed to Erik.
“Help the kid. I’ve got mine.”
Junica nodded and moved to the left to assist Erik with his adversary.
Hal faced off against the final trooper who started backing up as he saw the odds turn against him and his fellow soldiers.
A fleeting thought passed through Hal’s mind to let the guy go but then he caught sight of a heap of bodies near the small church at the center of the village. They looked like the bodies of children.
Hal’s vision turned red and all thought of offering quarter left him as he began battering at the trooper’s defenses, fury filling him with white hot determination to avenge the dead villagers.
It wasn’t long before Hal realized he was hacking a corpse. The telltale glowing letters drifting across his vision telling him he’d killed his opponent.
2500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL TURNED to check on his companions.
Otto was wiping off the double-blade of his axe. The dead officer lay headless at his feet.
Rune tended to a wounded recruit nearby and Junica was retrieving unbroken arrows, wiping the blood from the steel heads and replacing them in her quiver.
Kay called out to Hal.
“A few got past us when we charged into the square, Hal. We should think about getting out of here. There might be other imperials around. If they corner us here, we’ll have a hard time breaking free.”
“Hopefully the goblin scouts caught them as they left town running south.”
“We can’t count on that.”
Hal sighed.
“You’re right, Kay, but let’s see if we can help the villagers out some first, otherwise we’ll just be leaving them as fodder for the next imperial patrol to come around.”
Kay walked over to Hal and lowered her voice.
“You’re not thinking of bringing them with us, are you?”
When Hal didn’t answer right away, she leaned closer in a harsh whisper.
“Hal, we have to move fast to get around the imperial army. There’s no time to gather up a bunch of villagers and wait for them to keep up with us.”
Hal thought about it and snapped his fingers.
“We don’t have to wait for them. We have the imperial cavalry mounts in addition to our own. There can’t be that many villagers left alive based on the carnage I’ve seen. We’ll put the smallest and weakest on horseback that way we can move faster.”
Hal called for Erik.
“Erik, I’m promoting you to corporal. Go back to where our horses are being held. Tell the recruits there to bring them here to the center of the village.”
The boy swelled with pride and hurried south through the village huts disappearing in the deepening night as darkness fell over the village. The burning huts nearby filled the night with plenty of light, though and Hal and the others set to gathering the surviving villagers together and seeing what the final tally was.
By the time Erik returned, Hal had discussed the available options with the single surviving village elder.
“I don’t think you want to stay here but it’s up to you.”
“Sir Hal, I don’t think we have much left here to keep us in this place. We will come with you and serve you if you will have us.”
Hal started to tell the elder there was no need to serve anyone but he caught a glance from Kay as she shook her head.
“We’ll talk more about that later. For now, gather up your people and get them ready to leave. We must get out of here quickly.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Hal started to correct the man as he walked away but Kay laid her hand on his arm.
“Let it go, Hal. They need something, someone to believe in and follow. It helps them to think of you as a nobleman.”
“But I’m not, Kay. You were raised in that life but, heck, we don’t even have noblemen where I come from.”
“How do you rule your land if you have no leaders?”
“We elect our leaders from among the regular folks.”
“You’re led by commoners? No wonder you say such strange things all the time.”
“Believe me, it’s a lot more than strange if you compared the two places. Maybe someday I’ll get the chance to show it to you and you can meet my wife and daughter.”
“I’d like that, Hal. She must be a remarkable woman to put up with a fellow like you.”
“You have no idea, Kay.”
The weakest and youngest in the village had been gathered. There were forty-two survivors, most of them women and children. Those selected were mounted on the horses, the smallest with an adult seated behind to hold them in the saddle. By the time they were finished, all but five women and the elder, named Fagan, remained on foot.
“Come on everyone,” Hal called out. Let’s get a move on. We need to put some distance between us and this village before we settle down for some rest. We should be able to get ahead of the imperial army in the darkness with the goblin scouts to lead us in the darkness.”
“Are they reliable, Lord Hal?” Fagan asked.
“I’d trust Churg and his scouts with my own life, Fagan. You can trust them, too. They’re good folks just like you.”
The old man looked doubtful but nodded and got in line to head out of the village.
The small column of soldiers and mounted villagers started off into the night, leaving the village and the bodies of the dead imperials and their victims behind to burn inside the flaming huts.
Hal spared a single glance back and then trotted back to the front of the line to lead the enlarged band of refugees to safety.
QUEST COMPLETED — free the village.
7,500 experience awarded.
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TWO DAYS LATER, Hal led the road-weary villagers and the surviving recruits from their failed raid into his army’s camp. Bilham greeted him at the camp’s edge.
“I heard things didn’t go as planned, Hal.”
“That’s an understatement. We got spanked.”
“You lived to come back and fight another day, Hal. There’s something to be said for that.”
Hal pondered Bilham’s words as another game message popped up into his vision.
QUEST COMPLETED — avoid capture while returning to camp.
10,000 experience awarded.
THE MESSAGE REMINDED Hal to check his stats. He hadn’t looked at them for days but he knew he needed more game experience before he could hit his next level up. Reaching the next level was important because it would match his thief level. With both warrior and thief levels at eleven, Hal would regain his thief skills again. Those additional skills and bonuses were going to come in handy for what he had planned for the fight against Norak’s approaching army.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Warrior
Level: 10
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 26 — +9
Wisdom: 10 — +1
Luck: 30 — +11 (Max)
Speed: 14 — +3
Looks: 8
Health: 116/116
SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 3, Combat Misdirection - 1, Prescience - 2, Chakra Regeneration - 3 (18hp during combat; 1/day), Riposte - 2
Weapon Proficiencies: Long Sword - 4, Crossbow - 1
WARRIOR EXPERIENCE: 120,300/125,000
Rogue Experience: 146,100/250,000
HAL WINCED when he saw the experience point total. He was so close to leveling up.
“What are you thinking about, boy?” Bilham asked. “You look like you ate some bad cheese.”
“Don’t pay any attention to that look,” Kay said. “It’s that faraway look he gets from time to time. It’s like he is looking at something that’s not there.”
Hal shook his head as he cleared the stats menu from his mind.
“It’s nothing. Neither of you have to worry about me. I was thinking about what I have to do next, what we all have to do.”
“There’s a lot to pull together in a short time but I’m sure you have a clever plan up your sleeve, right Hal?” Kay punched him in the shoulder with a gauntleted fist. Of course, I’ll hate the idea, but you’ll tell me to trust you and that it will all work out in the end.”
“You know me too well, Kay.”
Bilham snorted.
“Don’t make too many plans yet. There’ve been a few changes since you left, including the arrival of some additional help.”
“What kind of help?” Hal asked.
“You’ll both see when we get to you command tent, Hal. I told their commander he could stay there until you returned. He was quite insistent he get the finest accommodations we could offer him.”
Bilham’s announcement intrigued Hal and he picked up his pace towards the center of camp.
As the command pavilion came into view, Hal noticed right away a new standard flying from the central tent pole though he didn’t recognize it.
Kay, however, did.
“No, it couldn’t be,” she blurted out as she broke into a run, headed for Hal’s pavilion.
Hal looked at Bilham but the old man shrugged. He didn’t understand any more than Hal did.
By the time Hal arrived at the pavilion and pushed the flaps aside to enter, Kay had already run inside. He walked into his tent but didn’t expect to see what greeted his eyes when he did.
Kay was locked in a passionate embrace with a tall blonde knight. The man was literally a knight in shining armor and he wondered how the two of them didn’t manage to harm each other with their armor in the way as it was.
Hal cleared his throat as Bilham stepped into the pavilion behind him.
The two broke their embrace but kept stealing glances at each other as they turned to face him.
“Uh, Kay, I guess you know this gentleman?”
“Yes, Hal, this is Sir Anders Engelwood, my betrothed. At least that was our status before the Emperor captured our city and enslaved my family.”
The tall knight strode forward and extended a hand to Hal.
“I have to say, it is a pleasure to meet the man who helped free Kareena from certain death and kept her safe all this time while I searched for her.”
Hal expected a sharp retort from Kay at being told she needed defending but she only smiled and nodded.
He took the offered hand and shook it.
“I don’t think she needed much of my help, Sir Anders. She’s quite able to take care of herself.”
“Of course, she didn’t, still you lent your skill and protection and for that I am forever in your debt.”
Bilham stepped forward to break the awkward silence that followed.
“Sir Anders arrived yesterday with a contingent of five hundred heavy cavalrymen and women from the western free cities.”
Anders nodded.
“Duke Korran of Tandon helped to organize a unified force from the free cities. He sent us eastward in search of your army so we might lend a hand in your endeavors. It is my understanding you plan on taking the fight to Norak’s army in the region. Is this true?”
“More like they plan on bringing the battle to us,” Hal said. He was still trying to understand the change in Kay with Anders here. She and the knight clearly had history but he never knew her to be second to anyone, yet there she stood, still acting shocked to see him standing there.
“What do you mean?” Anders asked. “I heard you left on a raid and were late getting back. You must have run into some trouble.”
“You could say that,” Hal replied. “Let’s just say Norak discovered the location of our camp here and they’re about a day’s travel east of here and planning on attacking as soon as they arrive.”
“Then we must prepare our forces. I have to say I didn’t expect much when I first heard about the composition of your forces, but your able officers, like Bilham here, have all acquitted themselves well in training the recruits you’ve collected. Still, I am concerned about how they’ll do if it comes to a pitched battle.”
“They’ll do just fine,” Hal said. “I’ve seen what they can do in a fight. Plus, they know the stakes if they lose. You’ll find they are very motivated to win this fight. The alternative is death, or worse, a return to slavery.”
“I meant no disrespect, Hal. It was only a professional observation, from one soldier to another.”
Hal let the qualified apology slide past. He wanted to know more about this guy. How did he manage to escape when Kay’s family did not?
“I’m curious, Anders, could you tell us how you came to escape the Emperor’s assault on your own city.”
Kay stepped forward and held up a hand.
“I hear that tone in your voice, Hal. You should know, Anders is one of my oldest childhood friends. His parents and my parents were very close and we’ve been promised to each other since a young age.”
“I’m only asking the question you must have yourself, Kay. You were very clear about what happened to the nobility and their families when the Emperor invaded your land.”
Anders smiled and nodded.
“You’re right to question me, Hal. You don’t know me. I would do the same in your place. I was leading a blocking force against one of the imperial armies invading our land. I didn’t know about the other surprise assault coming in from the north that ultimately took the capital city. By the time me and my officers knew what had happened, the Emperor was inside the city and the purges had begun.”
Anders paused and a cloud passed over his face. Hal thought understood the pause when he thought about what the Emperor had ordered done to all the nobles there.
“Since then, I’ve searched for some word of Kareena’s whereabouts while fighting a guerrilla war on the fringes of imperial lands. I only recently learned she was discovered in Tandon. Once I had word of her whereabouts, I journeyed to Tandon with my few remaining men and women to pledge our loyalty to her as the crown princess of our land and ask her to lead us in battle to retake our country. It was the Duke of Tandon who told me of your exploits in freeing his city and how you returned from your far away land to fight alongside Kareena since she was captured here in Hyroth.”
Kay shook her head after hearing his tale.
“I thought you were dead along with all the others I knew and loved, Anders. When I was sold as a slave, I gave up hope of ever seeing you or anyone else ever again.”
Anders reached down and took her hand in his.
“I’ll never leave your side again. We’ll fight side by side in this battle and defeat Norak and his army. The defeat will resonate throughout the Empire as yet another city is freed from the Emperor’s tyranny.”
“I hate to burst your bubble, Anders,” Hal interrupted. “Kay isn’t going to be fighting beside you in the coming battle. I need her and a few others to help me break through Norak’s lines from behind and destroy his new secret weapon.”
“You mentioned this fire sand of his, Hall,” Kay said. “You make it sound as if it’s the most dangerous thing in the world. It can’t be as bad as all that.”
“It’s worse than just dangerous. It has the potential to change the world and the way wars are fought here forever.”
A look of concern darkened Sir Anders’ face.
“What is this fire sand and why is it so dangerous that it requires a special mission to destroy it?”
“In my world, it is called gunpowder. When it was discovered, it quickly led to advancements in weaponry that outstripped everything that had come before it. Arrows and armor became obsolete in a few decades as the projectiles thrown by the weapons powered by gunpowder made it possible for the lowliest soldier to take down a mounted knight in the finest armor with ease.”
“This sounds serious, Hal. You think you’ll need Kay’s help in destroying this magic powder and these guns you speak of then?”
Hal shook his head.
“He and his fire mages haven’t figured out that part of the equation yet. They’ve just realized the explosive power of the fire sand and harnessed conventional methods to throw projectiles packed with it at an opposing army. It’s crude but it will have the same effect unless someone can get to his stockpile during the battle.”
“Perhaps we can acquire some of these guns you speak of and steal his stockpile for ourselves?” Kay asked.
“Guns are metal tubes with mechanisms to light the fire sand and send lead balls firing out the other end. It is a technology that will take time to develop and I’m no gunsmith. It would take months just to develop a prototype that would work through trial and error. We don’t have that kind of time. Our only hope is to destroy Norak’s supply of the fire sand. If we can do it during the battle, we stand a chance of blowing up part of his army at the same time. At least, that is what I hope will happen.”
“If that is the case, then I must insist on accompanying you. I have been too long away from the princess. If she must accompany you in this task, I will be at her side as I should have been all along.”
Hal knew he wasn’t going to convince the man otherwise. He’d just found his long-lost love. There was no way he was going to let anything separate them again. Judging from the look on Kay’s face, she felt the same way.
“Hal,” Bilham said from across the pavilion. “If you’re going on this fool mission during the battle, who is going to lead this army in battle.”
“You are, Bilham. You’ve trained them this far. You’re the best qualified to lead them and make best use of them. I’m sure Sir Anders here will lend you a few of his officers to assist while Kay and the remaining gladiators join me in breaking through into the enemy camp from behind.”
“It’s already going to be a desperate fight, boy. Without you leading them, I’m not sure there’s anyway they’ll stand up to the trained imperial forces facing them.”
“They’ll do it because they know they don’t have to defeat them on their own. All they have to do is hold their ground long enough to distract the attention of Norak and his generals while we slip into his army’s rear and destroy the fire sand. Once that is done, I assure you, they’ll be in no shape to stand against us any longer. It’ll be the imperials who rout from this battle, not the other way around.”
The old soldier looked doubtful.
“I don’t know, Hal.”
“Don’t worry Bilham. I’ll speak to them before we depart and lay out the stakes for them and what I need them to do. Assemble them first thing in the morning. I’ll talk to them then. In the meantime, let’s pull the officers together tonight and I’ll fill everyone in on my plan.”
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HAL STOOD on a small rise next to the camp where his army now stood in ranks assembled for the coming battle. It had taken two days for Norak’s army to arrive and set up their battle lines nearby. There had been several small skirmishes between scouts and sentries but the main battle would be joined today.
The men and women, most of them former slaves stood in their lines, spears, pikes, swords and shields held ready. Mixed in among them were three war bands of orc warriors, seven hill giants who had come to join their force, and the tribe of rock trolls.
Next to them stood Sir Anders contingent of heavy cavalry, the knights’ armor polished and gleaming amidst the pennants flying from their lances in the early morning breeze. Anders’ second in command, a knight named Sir Allen of Shipton sat atop his magnificent mount in front of the mounted troops. Anders would be accompanying Hal, Kay, and the others selected for their secret assault to destroy the fire sand.
Hal considered what he would say once more before he began. His high school eleventh grade English teacher would be proud, he thought.
He cleared his throat and began in a loud, clear voice that carried across the assembled troops in the early morning stillness.
“A king from my far away homeland once looked out at his army on a day like this and said some words that I will borrow for today. His troops faced an opposing army much larger than his own and everyone assumed this ancient king’s army would lose in the face of his enemy’s forces. They were proven wrong because that king knew something about the mettle of his soldiers that others didn’t know.”
Hal paused as his troops waited for him to continue. He took a deep breath, meeting the gaze of those closest to him before looking out over the entire force.
“I see that same mettle and inner strength in each of you. We aren’t just some army assembled on a battlefield. When the time comes to recount the feats of today’s battle, years from now, there will be those who will ask you who fought here today to recount the exploits of the battle. You will be remembered for what you do here because this day will forever live on as the day we first defeated one of the Emperor’s generals and his army on even ground. Together we will be thought of as the ones who began the ending of the Emperor’s rule over this land.”
“That ancient king had the words right when he declared to his soldiers as I do today: ‘We few, we happy few, we are a band of brothers; for he today that sheds his blood with me, shall be my brother; be he never so vile, this day shall gentle his condition; and gentlemen back home now a-bed, shall think themselves accursed they were not here, and hold their manhoods cheap while any speaks, that fought with us upon this fateful day.’”
Hal didn’t wait for reaction to the end of his paraphrased quote from Shakespeare’s Henry V.
“Brothers and sisters all, I ask you. Will you rise up with me today to signal the beginning of the end for the Emperor and his vile rule?”
There was a pause, and for a second Hal thought his speech had failed. Then, the entire force before him erupted in a rousing cheer, their fists raised in the air. The hairs on the back of his neck raised as a chill shot down his spine.
“This ancient king of yours must have been quite the warrior, Hal,” Anders said from behind him as he turned and stepped down from the hill to join the officers and his strike team.
“Those words were written by a renowned bard. I have no idea if the king said them or not.”
“Did he win the battle?” Kay asked.
“Oh, yes, he did. It was a resounding success and was recounted for centuries afterward by storytellers of all kinds.”
“That’s all that matters, then,” she said. “We’ll win as well because we must.”
“Agreed, Kay. Failure isn’t an option.”
Hal turned to Bilham, Churg, Otto, and the other officers assembled there.
“You know the plan. All you have to do is hold them until we get to the fire sand. Once we do that, you’ll be able to break away if necessary. Hopefully, you won’t have to retreat because we’ll have broken their will to fight.”
“How will we know you have succeeded?” Bilham asked.
“You’ll know. You’ll hear and see the mother of all explosions. It should cause quite a bit of chaos in the imperial ranks. If it does, my hope is you’ll be able to exploit it and rout them from the field rather than the other way around.”
“There are a lot of hopes and hopefully’s in there, Hal,” Bilham said.
Hal shrugged.
“It’ll work, trust me.”
Kay groaned.
Hal smiled and when he glanced her way, he saw a smile on her face where it showed beneath her helmet.
“Churg, are you and your scouts ready to help us skirt the flanks of the imperial force?”
The goblin chieftain showed his sharpened teeth in a fierce grin.
“Ready, Hal. It’s a good day for glory and death.”
“Then let’s get going. We’ve got to move fast to get into position before the battle is joined.”
Hal reached out and clasped wrists with Bilham then mounted his horse and led Kay, Anders, Rune, Junica and a small group of chosen recruits after Churg south to skirt the imperial flank and work their way behind.
The young corporal, Erik was among the recruits who followed. Hal smiled at the boy and turned his horse around, waving his hand forward. It was time to earn the big bucks.
QUEST ACCEPTED — Destroy the fire sand.
AN HOUR LATER, as the small mounted force and their goblin scouts worked their way through the forest to the south, a great roar of voices sounded to the north.
“Battle’s begun, Hal,” Kay noted. “Do you think they can hold long enough?”
“Bilham and Otto will hold them together, Kay. They know what they’re doing.”
“Sir Allen will assist him, Hal, never fear,” Anders said from nearby. The knight had doffed his full plate armor for a more practical suit of chainmail and more basic conical helmet, similar to his and Kay’s. He had his kite-shaped shield strapped to one arm as he rode.
Churg stepped out from around a rock outcropping ahead of them.
Hal rode up to the scout leader.
“We’re just about far enough past the southern sentries that we can turn north again. They’re all distracted by the battle playing out in the valley.”
“Any sense of how it’s going?” Hal asked.
“It’s hard to see much through the trees. Both armies seemed locked together in the center of the vale.”
“That’s good, I guess,” Hal replied. “Our side hasn’t broken and run away. Let’s press northward. Have you been able to locate the wagons storing the fire sand?”
“There are several wagons that match your description. They are clustered together near the command group just to the rear of the imperials with their reserves and cavalry. I don’t know how you’re going to fight your way all the way to those wagons, Hal.”
“We’re not going to fight. We’re going to walk right up to them. Tell your scouts we need ten imperial uniforms, preferably not too bloody.”
Churg smiled and raced off into the woods.
“That’s your plan? Dress up as imperials and waltz in there like we don’t have a care in the world?” Kay asked.
“We have the distraction of the battle and my uncanny luck. Has it failed us yet?”
Kay laughed. Her face was creased with concern, though.
“One of these days, your luck is going to run out, Hal. Then what are you going to do?”
“I’ll let you know when I get there.”
Hal put on a show of bravado. His luck had failed him once already, back when Norak captured him. A quick glance at his stats showed the luck attribute still in full strength and not grayed out as it had been during his captivity.
“Come on, folks,” Hal called, wheeling his horse north and heading after Churg. “We’ve got a battle to win.”
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HAL KNELT at the wood line and stared at the carnage of the battle in the valley below. Occasional explosions erupted as Norak’s fire sand weapons were used against the army of ex-slaves.
As far as Hal could tell, Bilham held them together despite destruction wrought by the strange new weapons. The Imperials outnumbered them, though, especially considering the reserves clustered around the wagons in the center of Norak’s line.
Hal’s plan had to work or the day was lost. He hooked a finger and pulled the clasp holding the imperial cloak around his shoulders down away from his throat. Churg’s scouts had a variety of uniforms in various sizes waiting for them when they arrived. It had only taken a few minutes to arrange their disguises.
The goblin chief nodded in approval.
“How do we look, Churg?”
“Well enough, I think, Hal. Do you want us to remain here and keep an opening for you to escape?”
“Hopefully, the Imperial line will break and we can rejoin our own army without coming back this way but we should probably keep the lines of retreat open just in case.”
Junica stood nearby checking her dual quivers of arrows. One rested on her back, over top of the imperial cloak. The other was strapped to her hip. She was checking the arrows in her hip quiver.
These were all tipped with oil-soaked cloths, wrapped tightly around and behind the arrow heads.
“Ready, Junica?” Hal asked. “After we reach the wagons and do our work, we’re going to rely on you to finish the job with a few well-placed fire arrows. No matter what happens with the rest of us, you have to set those wagons aflame.”
“I’ll hit them, don’t worry about that. I haven’t missed a target that large since I was a small child. I know the stakes. Whether you’re clear or not, I’ll take the shot.”
“Good. Then let’s go. Remember, people, we take this at a steady, purposeful walk. If anyone stops us, we tell them we have an urgent message for the baron. If they don’t take that answer, we kill them quickly and quietly as possible and keep going.”
Hal waited for nods all around. He brought up his stats and concentrated on his luck for a second. Instantly, the rolling, whirring slot machine started rumbling in his head. Time to press his luck once more.
He stepped from the tree line and started walking toward the wagons in the center of the imperial line. Behind him, ten friends and comrades in arms formed a double rank and followed.
Hal and the raiders made it to within a hundred yards of the wagons before the first imperial officer noticed them.
“You, there. Why aren’t you with your unit?”
Hal saluted with a fist to his chest in the imperial manner.
“We were sent with an urgent message for the baron, sir.”
“Well what is it? And why did it take all of you to deliver it?”
The imperial captain placed his hand on his sword hilt as he scanned the group behind Hal. His eyes widened as he realized what was happening.
“Guards, to the rear…”
His words choked off as Hal rammed his dagger home into the man’s throat.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL’S DEATH blow wasn’t quick enough to keep the guards from hearing the captain’s shout of alarm.
A squad of imperial troops standing guard near the wagons turned and saw their captain fall away from Hal.
There was no way to hide the blood on his dagger. The imperials drew their weapons and charged.
“Rune get to the wagons and break open some of the fire sand kegs. Make sure you scatter it all over the back of the wagons. The rest of us will hold off the guards.”
The Rune nodded and ran for the wagons as Hal drew his sword and charged the approaching imperial guards. Kay ran beside him with Anders to her right.
Hal charged forward and shield bashed the first guard he came to, nocking the man to the ground. A pair of thrusts to his chest finished him before he could do more than grunt.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
SPINNING IN PLACE, he blocked a spear thrust at his side with his sword, turning away the tip just before it pierced his armor.
The surprised imperial tried to pull his spear back in time to fend Hal away, but he was already in too close. Hal leaned forward and delivered a savage head butt to the man’s face, the metal rim of his helmet crushing the imperial soldier’s nose in a spray of blood.
The guard’s hands came to his face, trying to wipe the blood from his eyes.
Hal snarled and slashed his sword across the soldier’s midsection, laying open his stomach, spilling his guts out. The man fell backward with a single cry and lay twitching on the ground.
A quick thrust to the throat finished him.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL LOOKED AROUND for another opponent but the others had engaged the rest of the guard squad and were mopping up the resistance.
Seeing the guards were contained, Hal raced over to help Rune open the kegs of fire sand in the back of the wagons.
The monk was almost finished with the first wagon when Hal arrived.
He was about to climb up and help when something bowled him over.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -12
HAL FOUND himself grappling with an imperial officer who’d charged him from around the side of the second wagon.
Rolling on the ground, trying to keep the man’s dagger from his throat, Hal dropped his sword and pulled his arm from the shield straps to free up his hands.
With one hand, he gripped the other man’s wrist, trying to press the dagger home into Hal’s chest. His other hand fumbled to reach his own dagger, sheathed at his waist.
He couldn’t reach the dagger, no matter how he twisted and the imperial lieutenant had gotten on top of him and was pressing his weight down on the dagger poised above Hal’s chest.
Frantic for anything he could use as a weapon, Hal grabbed a fist-sized stone from the ground and slammed it twice against the lieutenant’s cheek, just below the edge of his helmet.
Hal felt bone crunch on the second blow and the man fell back with a cry.
Hal shoved the imperial officer off his chest and rolled to the side, pulling his dagger free finally.
The lieutenant recovered and charged in again.
This time Hal was ready.
He side-stepped the incoming blade, feeling it scrape along the armor covering his ribs. It scored a light hit but nothing serious.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
BEFORE THE OFFICER could pull back his blade for another attack, Hal slid his own dagger between the seams of his breast plate and back plate armor at the arm pit.
Slicing upward, Hal finally pushed past the ribs and thrust the dagger home into the man’s heart.
2,500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Level Up!
Thief abilities unlocked.
A QUICK GLANCE at his skills revealed his grayed-out thief skills were no longer dimmed but now displayed in the normal glowing golden text across his vision.
WARRIOR SKILLS: Shield Bash - 2, One-Handed Combat - 3, Combat Misdirection - 1, Prescience - 2, Chakra Regeneration – 3 (18hp during combat; 1/day), Riposte - 2
Thief Skills: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision - 1, Acrobatic Dodge - 6, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 5, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps - 1.
Master Thief Skills - Instant Kill (land an attack while engaging this skill and instantly kill the target). Detect Lies (detect if someone is lying for a period of five minutes once per day).
THERE WAS no time to allot any of the new attribute points or skills for his warrior level. That didn’t matter. He now had all his thieving abilities returned and could use them as needed in the current battle.
Hal wiped the blade and then sheathed his dagger before picking up his sword and shield from the ground.
A quick check showed Rune working in the back of the second wagon. Kay, Anders and the others had fanned out in a semicircle to hold off the steady flow of imperial guards who’d noticed the fighting to their rear.
Things were going downhill fast and they were about to get worse. A familiar black-armored figure in the command group turned and started in their direction.
Damn! Norak had noticed them.
“Kay and Anders, get Junica to a safe distance. I’ll hold them back with the others until you get away, then we’ll break off and follow you. Remember, no matter what else happens, you have to set fire to those wagons.”
“Don’t be a hero, Hal,” Kay called out as she finished off her opponent.
“I won’t, believe me.”
She grabbed Junica and the two of them headed back toward the tree line. Anders followed her, bashing aside a pursuing imperial guard with his shield and running him through with a sword thrust as he trotted past.
The slot machine’s dials of his luck still spun in his head. As long as that was going, Hal figured he could get away.
A bellow from nearby drew his attention and he saw Norak approaching, striding steadily across the packed earth by the wagons. In his hand, he clutched the black, cursed sword, black flames licking along the blade as it came to life.
“You! I should have killed you when I had the chance, no matter what the Emperor wanted. Now, I’ll drain the life from you before I do the same to all your friends.”
“You wouldn’t have been the first to try and fail, Norak,” Hal taunted, drawing on his reacquired thief skills. “Come on over here and let’s see what you can do with that fancy black sword of yours before I kill you.”
Hal’s plan was simple. He’d lure Norak in with taunts and threats. Then, when the baron was close enough, Hal would utilize his greatest skill — the master thief instant kill critical hit skill. It had won the day last year back in Tandon and he was sure it would work here as well.
The taunt worked. Norak snarled a wordless growl at Hal. His purposeful stride turned into a charge.
Hal raised his shield and prepared to receive the charge. All he needed was one good hit and he could kill the leader of the imperial force in one fell swoop.
Then it happened.
The spinning wheels of luck in Hal’s head, usually whirring with a quiet hum, turned to screeching, grind as if the slot machine’s innards were being torn apart.
The closer Norak got, the louder the grinding became in Hal’s head.
Hal’s eye’s darted to the black, flaming blade.
It had to be the cursed sword affecting his luck.
The wheels were still spinning but they didn’t sound good. He tried to turn it off but the grinding whine kept going.
The amulet Tildi had given him was working, sort of. It seemed to keep the luck going but the cursed blade in Norak’s hand still worked to turn Hal’s luck against him.
Then it was too late to do anything but fend off the baron’s fierce attacks.
The black sword pounded on his raised shield, and delivered numbing blows against Hal’s parries with his sword.
It was clear the Baron was a talented blade master.
It was all Hal could do to keep from tripping over the uneven ground and the occasional body as he was forced backwards.
Backwards towards the wagons.
Then Hal’s foot caught on a rock or a root or something sticking up from the ground. It didn’t matter what it was. It succeeded in tripping Hal and throwing him to the ground.
Norak shouted in triumph as he saw his opportunity.
Lunging forward, the baron shoved the flaming black blade at Hal’s exposed midsection.
Hal tried to bring his own blade down to parry but he was too late.
Drawing upon his acrobatic dodge, he was able to twist at the last second away from the center of the thrust.
The desperate move changed a lethal blow to a slash across Hal’s side, the black blade slicing through his armor as if it were tissue paper and along the ribs beneath his right arm.
Pain lanced through him and Hal’s body spasmed as if struck by a Taser.
The amulet around his throat flashed with sudden cold so deep it felt like it burned against his chest underneath his chainmail.
CRITICAL HIT RECEIVED.
Health damage: Health -36
Thief level’s drained - 3
Brawn, luck, and speed attributes reduced by 2
Acrobatic dodge reduced by 1 level, sneak attack reduced by 2 levels
Master thief abilities lost.
HAL’S LEGS stopped working as he struggled to rise, his right hand struggling to hold onto his sword, Lightbringer. He pressed his arm against the wound in his side to try and staunch the flow of blood flowing there.
If that was what happened when the amulet worked to counter the black blade, he didn’t want to know what happened without it.
Hal looked up, unable to rise and defend himself.
Norak stood over him, his sword poised above Hal, raised for the killing stroke.
Hal flinched as it swung down at him.
Hal’s luck wheels still ground along letting out the broken, piercing whine. Had his luck finally turned against him?
The descending blade never connected.
A spear lanced in from the left, piercing the black armor of Norak’s right side.
The baron cried out in agony and twisted his attack on Hal at the last moment to slice through the spear shaft just behind the broad steel head embedded in his side.
Erik, the young recruit corporal who’d accompanied Hal and his companions on their quest shouted in triumph.
“Yes!”
Throwing down the useless spear shaft, the boy drew his short sword and squared off against the baron.
Hal struggled to rise.
“No, Erik. Back away, he’ll kill you.”
It was too late.
With deceptive ease, the black sword flicked the tip of the boy’s blade aside and plunged forward into his chest.
Erik’s eyes flashed for a moment in surprise before a desperate howl erupted from his throat.
Norak’s gleeful laugh filled the air as life energy poured from the impaled corporal into the baron through the cursed blade. When he pulled the sword’s tip from Erik’s chest, the boy’s skin had the look of dried, blackened corn husks and his eyes were sunken and glazed over in soulless death.
Hal groaned through his pain and climbed back to his feet.
“You bastard. You’ll pay for that, Norak. That boy had his whole life ahead of him.”
“Now his life lives inside me, Hal. His very soul has fed my life force and restored me.”
It was Hal’s turn to feel rage boil up inside him.
No one deserved that. No one should have their soul ripped from them in that way.
Raising Lightbringer and tucking his shield in tight against his injured left side, Hal charged, bringing all his abilities, warrior and thief to bear.
Blow after blow rained down at the black baron.
Most were knocked aside, but not all.
One, and then another thrust got through the baron’s guard.
Finally, an opening appeared in Norak’s defenses and Hal twisted and lunged.
Sparks raced down Lightbringer and into Norak’s shoulder where the bright, steel blade pierced his armor.
CRITICAL HIT.
Double damage.
10 points electrical damage inflicted.
NORAK’S BODY spasmed from the sudden electrical charge and his shield arm flew wide, flinging the black triangular shield aside to clatter on the ground.
Hal smiled at the pain showing in the baron’s eyes.
“Hurts, doesn’t it.”
Dancing backward despite his own injuries, Hal managed to block the follow-up attacks as Norak tried to regain the initiative.
Then it was the baron’s turn to sneer.
A slashing uppercut got past Hal’s guard and sheered into his thigh, nearly causing him to topple over.
The amulet flashed cold again.
This time Tildi’s magic countered the cursed sword’s life stealing energy.
It didn’t stop the effects of the razor edge.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -15
HAL MANAGED PARRY the counter attack with his battered shield, despite the pain and stumbling limp from the leg wound.
Hal stole a glance at the wagons full of fire sand.
They had to destroy them before the imperials understood what they had come to do.
Soldiers and imperial guards from the reserves had come to push back the small attacking force and now all the reserve guards stood surrounding Norak and Hal as they fought next to the wagons.
Another flurry of attacks from Norak drew Hal’s attention back to the desperate fight in which he was locked.
Again and again, Lightbringer clashed with the black flaming blade wielded in by his opponent.
Sparks flew with each blocked strike.
Hal knew he couldn’t hold out much longer.
He had to end this before Norak’s superior skill wore him down and delivered a killing blow.
Drawing upon his remaining luck, Hal dove forward, under a high sweep of the black sword.
The dive took Hal past Norak to the right side.
He bounced back to a crouch, slashing at the back of the baron’s armored knees.
CRITICAL HIT.
Double damage.
10 points electrical damage inflicted.
NORAK’S LEGS crumpled under him, his knees buckling from Hal’s attack.
Hal pulled his shield in tight against his shoulder and delivered a shield bash from behind the falling baron, knocking him forward sprawling on the ground.
The black sword clattered away on the ground, the dark flames winking out the moment it left Norak’s hands.
A familiar chime sounded in Hal’s mind as the slots ceased their grinding whine and clattered to a stop.
Knowing this was no place for anything resembling a fair fight, Hal pressed his attack, hammering blow after blow down on the backplate of Norak’s armor as he lay prone on the ground, struggling to rise again.
Several more times, the critical hit message flashed across Hal’s screen.
Three broad rents had been opened in Norak’s black plate armor.
Hal pressed the Lightbringer’s tip against the baron’s exposed back and with a final thrust, drove the blade home into his heart.
15,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL STRAIGHTENED, pulling Lightbringer free of the dead baron’s back. He turned in place and stared at the ranks of imperial troops surrounding him.
As he turned, he caught glimpses of the battle engaged beyond. The imperial troops had pressed the rebel forces back and looked like they might begin to rout them.
Something had to be done or the battle would be lost.
Continuing his slow turn, trying to come up with something, anything to break the odd in their favor, Hal caught a flash of movement and light in the distance at the edge of the forest.
Kay and the others stood amidst the trees staring at him, surrounded by imperial troops. Junica had a flaming arrow set to her bow.
He met Kay’s eye’s and nodded.
Raising his voice, Hal shouted two words.
“DO IT!”
The flaming arrow flew, arcing through the air.
Another followed close behind.
Hal knew it was futile but he refused to give up.
The arrows continued their arcs, seeming to move in slow motion, beginning their almost graceful descent to the wagons.
Junica never missed. The flaming arrows would strike home in seconds.
Hal threw himself to the ground. He curled in a ball and covered himself with his shield at the last instant, just as the arrows slammed home in the wagon beds.
The world flashed white and a wave of heat washed over him before the deafening sound of the explosion swallowed him in a wave of concussive sound.
Hal’s final thought before the blackness filled in around him was of Mona and Cari back home. He hoped they’d be alright without him.
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“YOU’RE STRONGER than I thought, Hal Dix.”
Hal’s eyes fluttered open.
There was a dim gray light surrounding him, the light of early morning pre-dawn just before the sun crests the horizon.
He had trouble focusing his eyes. There was no defining feature around him to use as a visual frame of reference. The grayness seemed to disappear into the distance in all directions.
“That was an impressive display of personal power. An explosion like that would have killed a normal man at that range, but somehow you managed to transform some of the energy into a gateway here. I suspect you could be a mage rivaling my own substantial abilities.”
Hal rolled over on the unyielding, gray surface, looking for the source of the voice. He spotted the hunched form of a familiar old woman standing a few feet away in the grayness.
“Tildi, where am I?”
“Call this — a place between.”
Hal sat up, touching the gray surface on which he sat. It was neither cool nor warm and though he pressed against it, he got little response of resistance back through the nerves in his fingers. It was like touching nothing at all despite its ability to support his weight.
“Between what, Tildi?”
“Between worlds, between this life and the next, between reality and fantasy. It is a place of transition. To where is up to you.”
Thinking back to the battle he’d left seemingly moments before, Hal wondered at the outcome.
“Did we win? Did our army defeat the imperials?”
“You did. After the explosion destroyed most of the imperial reserves and all the commanders, the Emperor’s army routed and scattered into the forest in small groups. A few units maintained their cohesion and formed an ad hoc rear guard as they retreated but most simply dropped their weapons and fled.”
Hal smiled.
“Good. At least that part is done. Kay and the others will lead them to free Hyroth from the Emperor’s rule and close down the coliseum once and for all.”
“What about you, Hal? You have a choice. You can return to your home or go back to Fantasma. The choice is yours.”
“I accomplished what I came to do. I found Kay and helped to free her and the others. She and Anders, along with Otto, Rune, Junica and the rest can take over where I left off. It is time. I have to return to my life, home, and family. I miss them.”
“Then return you shall.”
Tildi raised her staff. The crystal tip, encased in its cage of silver wire, glowed with a blue-white light.
It flared brighter. The flash of it caused Hal to squint as it pressed outward against the dimness of the gray background. It seemed as if the light consumed everything he could see.
“Fare well, Hal Dix. Your leadership has been invaluable in the defeat of Norak. He’s long been a thorn in our sides.”
A thought occurred to Hal.
“Wait. Will I see you or journey to Fantasma again?”
Tildi’s voice was distant.
“That is up to you, Hal. You have fulfilled the requirements of this quest. Perhaps someday there will be another. There are things you need do and see at home, first.”
The light pulsed now in that same flickering pattern that he’d seen both on his computer at home and in the airplane’s seat-back monitor.
The glare blinded him, bringing tears to his eyes as the intensity increased.
Hal held up his hand to shield his face and closed his eyes.

“SIR, you have to get up. The plane has landed. We need to prepare the cabin for the return flight.”
Hal opened his eyes and blinked against the glare all from the fluorescent lights in the aircraft. A flight attendant leaned over him from the aisle, the man’s face looked concerned.
“Are you all right, sir. You look pale.”
Hal gathered his wits, realizing where he was and how it must look to the flight attendant.
“I’m fine. Thank you. You said we landed? We’re in Colorado, then?”
“Yes sir, that is where you wished to travel is it not?”
“Uh, yes, absolutely. That’s where I wanted to go.”
Hal slid forward and got up, retrieving his laptop back from beneath the seat in front of him and grabbed his carry on from the bin overhead.
He checked his phone. Only a few hours had passed here while he’d spent several months in Fantasma. He could still attend his leadership training event with the other management trainees this weekend.
Thinking on all he’d learned while in the other world, Hal strolled up the jet way ramp to the terminal and headed for airport exit. He had a busy weekend ahead of him but he was ready for the challenge. He understood what it took to be a true leader now.
It was time for him to Level Up here at home once more.

GET ready for the Accidental Mage the final chapter from the adventures of the Accidental Traveler, Hal Dix - coming soon!
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