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PROLOGUE





TILDI, the Elder, poked the fire, rolling a burning log back to rest against the rear of the great stone fireplace. She bent to place three more logs on the red-hot coals she'd exposed. Placing a hand at her back as she straightened up, she swore under her breath.
"You're getting too old for this, Tildi," she said.
"Talking to yourself again, I see," a voice commented from across the tower's upper room.
"You got my invitation, Ragnar," Tildi said without looking up. "Come, I have some mulled wine for you."
Ragnar of the Northern Wastes stepped down the stone stairs leading up to the conjuring dais and walked over to warm his hands by the freshly stoked fire. He wore the furs and leather of the northern tribes with a large golden torque around his neck signifying his position as a warden of the north.
Tildi poured a goblet of wine and channeled a bar of flame from one finger into the wine, eliciting a burst of fragrant steam. She handed the goblet to her guest and gestured to the four padded leather chairs arranged in front of the fireplace.
"Come sit while we wait for the others."
"Only four chairs," Ragnar noted. "Who did we lose?"
"Robert the Red," Tildi replied as she eased herself back into one of the comfortable chairs. "Emperor Kang located his tower three days ago. Robert contacted me while the soldiers were battering at the door to his inner sanctum. I urged him to come and seek refuge here but he was always one for the dramatic. He said he must defend what was his."
Tildi shook her head and pulled out her pipe, leaning forward to light a thin piece of reed in the fireplace with which to light it.
"I kept the spell window open until the last minute, hoping he'd change his stubborn mind. The end was not pretty. The Emperor sent his lap dog Baron Norak to take the tower, and he was the one who finished Robert with the thrust of his cursed, black sword."
A booming gong sounding in the air and a puff of blue smoke on the dais announced the next two arrivals, porting in at the same time. Tildi smiled as Bronwynn the White and Theran the Bold shot each other annoyed glances before stepping down into the room. Both liked to make an entrance, and each was no doubt put out the other had ruined theirs.
Bronwynn wore her characteristic white robes with silver and green embroidery. They were long and flowing, like her long blonde hair. A simple circlet of silver rested on her brow, pressing her hair down and revealing her pointed elven ears.
Theran wore a jacket of what must be the latest cut from the imperial capital to the east. His perfectly tailored trousers and white silk shirt completed the ensemble. His fingers each had a ring on it. The largest of them had a diamond whose diameter was as broad as his thumbnail. Theran's hair and beard were trimmed and styled with perfumed oils, leaving a sheen to them that reflected the firelight. Tildi wondered if the oiled beard or hair stained the man's expensive clothing.
"I like the blue smoke, Theran," Ragnar said. "Did you use arrowroot this time?"
"Ragweed mixed with birch bark actually," Theran said. "How did it look?"
"Oh, very impressive," Ragnar said.
"What about my gong, surely you heard that as I arrived?" Bronwynn asked.
"I think I heard a little something," Tildi said, winking at Ragnar when Bronwynn huffed indignantly and took her seat.
Tildi handed both of the new arrivals goblets of mulled wine. "Come sit, Theran. There is something I'd like to discuss."
"You aren't going to bore us with that ridiculous prophecy of the opponent again, are you?" Theran said after taking a sip of the warmed and spiced wine and sitting down in the final chair. "This is quite good, by the way. Your own vineyards?"
"Yes, thank you," Tildi said. She picked up her pipe and puffed a few times before blowing a pair of smoke rings into the air before her.
"The prophecy is not ridiculous, Theran," Tildi continued. "Since it may be our only hope for a way out from under the Emperor's edict against unsanctioned magic, I would think you would be more accepting of it. Considering what happened to Robert, it might be the only hope we have left."
"I heard about that," Bronwynn said. "He always said he'd go down with his tower." She raised her goblet. "To Robert. Arrogant and stubborn to the last."
The four wizards raised their goblets to their fallen comrade, and each sipped as the tower room fell silent for a time. Ragnar broke the silence with a sudden barked laugh.
"Look at us, sitting here all maudlin over Robert's loss. This is exactly the kind of thing that pompous bastard would want us to do." He downed his wine and stood to go pour himself some more.
Tildi waved a finger towards the buffet, and the pitcher of spiced wine floated over to the northern tribesman. Ragnar nodded his thanks as he took the pitcher from the air and poured himself some more wine. He shot a jet of flame from his eyes into the goblet causing a flash of steam to rise from the freshly mulled wine.
"Show off," Tildi said. The others chuckled at the comment.
Each of the room's occupants represented the final free wizards in the land of Fantasma. All the others had either been forced to join Emperor Kang's forces under his edicts of magic or fallen before his armies. Tildi knew these were the most powerful of the world's mages. She also knew they could never stand-alone against the power of the Emperor. Even together they might not be enough, which was why she'd called them here to her hidden tower. This was their last chance to defeat the scourge against free magic that swept the land.
"Theran's right, Tildi," Bronwynn said. "If you've brought us all here again to try and convince us to join you in your search for the mythical opponent, you're wasting your time. Our efforts are best spent building our own defenses and preparing for the time when Kang turns his attention to us."
"If you do that, Bronwynn, we'll all surely lose," Tildi said. "Even if we were to band together and join our defenses, I fear it would not be enough to win the day. Kang has grown too strong."
"And you think some mystical savior from another world will come and save our bacon from the fire?" Ragnar asked. He laughed aloud. "If you believe that, I've got some prime glacier-front property to sell you near the north pole."
"I don't need much from you to complete my plans to locate the opponent," Tildi said. "I've finally found the way to bring the opponent here."
"From another world," Theran snorted. "Really?"
"Yes, really," Tildi said. "You see, I finally discovered why the prophecy called Kang's adversary 'the opponent.' Don't you all wonder why the seers used that term all those years ago?"
When none of the others answered, Tildi continued.
"It's because there's a place where they train professional opponents to take on the likes of Kang all the time. Many millions of people play games in this world where they learn to conquer overlords much more powerful than Kang is."
"So, you're just going to invite one of them to come here and defeat Kang like it was some sort of game?" Bronwynn asked. "Tildi, what's to keep this new champion from staying here and becoming a worse version of the Emperor we have?"
"First of all, Bronwynn, I don't see how anyone could be worse than Kang from our perspective. Second, I won't select just any of these would-be champions. I have set my eye on one in particular, and I've devised the perfect method to bring him here so he might advance on his quest to free us from Kang."
"Well, if that's the case," Theran said. "You don't need our help at all, do you."
"That's not exactly true, Theran," Tildi said.
"Here it comes," Ragnar said. "She's about to pile on the guilt and tell us how we owe it to her for all she's done for us."
"Not guilt, Ragnar. She's got the markers." Theran said.
"Tildi," Bronwynn said. "You can't possibly be calling in those markers we all gave you when we were apprentices. They were given to you in jest when we were young. You'd have had to retrieve them from that well where we cast them after we pressed our bloody thumbprints into the gold coins."
Tildi didn't say anything. She reached into her pocket and pulled out three thick golden coins. Each had a red-brown oval stain on the surface, over the embossed image of a long-forgotten king.
"The magic is still binding, even after all this time," Tildi noted. "I had hoped to convince you without using them. Your reaction to my plan leaves me no choice. I will invoke the marker to force you to help me if I must."
"Well, you've got us truly bent over the fish barrel," Ragnar said. "I can't say I'm happy, Tildi. I thought we were friends."
"I hope we still are, Ragnar. You can voluntarily join me in this. If you do, I hand over the marker to you, so no one will ever use it against you." Tildi looked around the circle of Wizards. "The same goes for each of you. Join me in this, and you may each take your markers home with you."
"It's not like we have a choice, Tildi," Bronwynn said. "You're forcing us to do magic at your demand. Doesn't that make you as bad as Kang?"
"You know I'm nothing like that monster, Bronwynn," Tildi said. "I'm doing this to save the few of us who remain from that merry band of apprentices who started out together all those years ago. There were twelve of us once. Four sided with Kang in the beginning of his conquest and have become his pet mages. Four have fallen to his hunters. The four of us are all that is left to save this world from a thousand years of torment and oppression."
"What is it you want of us, Tildi?" Theran asked. "It must be a significant boon for you to be prepared to invoke the markers; otherwise you'd merely ask."
"I cannot open the gate between our world and the world of the opponent alone. I have seeded the minds of the many game creators there, and prepared the way for my plans but to complete the plan I must physically travel there and that takes an amount of power I do not possess."
"If that's all you need, why didn't you just say so," Ragnar said. "We can meld our powers and you'll be on your way. Teach us the spell and we can send you to this mystical world of the opponent."
"It's not that simple, Ragnar," Tildi said.
"Oh," Bronwynn said.
"What?" Ragnar asked. "What am I missing?"
"She doesn't need us to meld our power to send her there," Bronwynn said. "She needs our power, given over to her control to take herself there."
Tildi nodded.
All three of her companions shouted at her at once, their voices raised in anger at her proposed plan. Tildi waited for them to calm and become silent. She knew they would eventually. She held the markers after all.
"It's a loan until I return from my journey, that is all," Tildi said. "You all know I will return your powers to you as soon as I get back to Fantasma."
"If you return to Fantasma, you mean," Theran said. "What happens to us if you die an accidental death in this other world?"
"The same thing that will happen if I remain and we do nothing. We will all die. Kang has sworn it and sent his hunters out looking for us. Eventually, he will find us all and then there will be no one to save this land from Kang's plans of total conquest."
"But we'll be defenseless," Ragnar said. "If Kang's hunters find us while you're gone, we'll have no way to stop them from killing us, or worse, taking us back to Kang's courts for public execution."
"I'm sure each of you can disappear for the time I am gone," Tildi said.
"How long will that be?" Bronwynn asked.
"I'm not sure," Tildi replied. "Time works differently there. It appears to pass much more slowly than it does here in Fantasma."
"How long, Tildi?" Theran asked. "Give us a straight answer."
"Several months, maybe as much as a year," Tildi said. "It is hard to gauge from this side of the lens."
"You want us to go powerless for up to a year so you can go off and find some random hero from the world we've never heard of?" Bronwynn said. "And if we refuse to gift you with our power, you'll invoke the markers to force us."
Tildi held up the hand holding the gold coins.
"Bah, give me my coin," Ragnar said. "I can hide in the northland for a year. Kang's hunters will not find me there." His thick fingers stretched the torque open, removing the golden talisman from his neck and handing it to Tildi. "I freely gift you this talisman, a token of my power for you to use as you see fit."
Tildi took it and bowed to the warden of the north in honor of his sacrifice. She turned and looked at the other two.
"Oh, very well," Bronwynn said. She removed the silver circlet from her head and handed it to Tildi. "I freely gift you this talisman, a token of my power for you to use as you see fit."
Tildi bowed to the elf princess even as Theran shouted at all of them.
"I can't believe the two of you just did that. Can't you see what idiocy this is?"
"Give her your ring, Theran," Ragnar said. "It's better if it's given willingly."
"Do it, Theran," Bronwynn said. "The sooner we comply, the sooner she returns with her champion, and we get our powers back."
Theran looked back and forth from Bronwynn to Ragnar. Both nodded at him in reassurance. He reached down and pulled the large diamond ring from his right hand and handed it to Tildi.
"I freely gift you this talisman, a token of my power for you to use as you see fit," Theran muttered. He dropped the ring into Tildi's outstretched hand. "You'd better hurry back, Tildi. If I die before you return, I'll haunt this old tower of yours, and you'll never get another peaceful night's sleep."
"I'll remember that," Tildi said with a smile as she bowed over the offering from her friend.
She held out the three coins in her hand.
"Take them. I've cast as spell on each to teleport you to wherever you'd like to begin your hiding. It will also allow me to notify you when I return and bring you to me so I may return your powers and talismans to you."
The three powerless wizards reached out and took their respective markers from Tildi's outstretched palm.
"When do you leave?" Bronwynn asked.
"I plan to leave immediately. There is no time like the present, and I have no desire to hold your power any longer than I have to."
Tildi crossed the room and climbed the steps to the conjuring dais. She walked to the center of the rune circle and turned to face her friends.
"I will move as quickly as I can, my friends. Thank you for trusting me with your gifts. I will not let you down."
A thick gray mist rose from the stones of the dais and swirled around Tildi's form, shrouding her form until the others could barely make her out through the mist.
"What is the name of this champion you've chosen to come and save our world? I would know for whom I sacrifice all in the name of," Ragnar called out as Tildi started to fade into the misty portal.
"His name is Hal, Hal Dix."
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HAL DIX CHECKED the clock on the wall from his cubicle and sighed. It was still eleven thirty. If he didn't see the second hand rotating in regular ticks around the clock face, he'd have sworn the damned thing was broken. Fridays sucked in general, and this Friday dragged on in an endless stream of meaningless tasks, and he hadn't even reached his lunch break yet.
He returned his attention to the spreadsheet on the screen in front of him, trying to continue entering the numbers for this month's work order report. His heart wasn't in it though, and he clicked away from the spreadsheet's window down to the desktop on his computer, opening a new window with a document titled Application for Management Training.
Scanning the document's fields for the twentieth time that morning, Hal looked for any errors or entries that would stand out and keep him from entry into the management training program at Arrantis Technologies. He'd worked in their corporate IT help department on the phones for several years now. He'd earned the title of assistant manager, a meaningless addition to the nameplate on his cubicle. The promotion didn't even come with a raise.
The only way he was going to advance beyond where he was in this job was to apply for the company's management training program. Management trainees were groomed for the positions beyond the local help center. They became district managers or rose even higher in the corporate hierarchy. Rumors abounded that the company's CEO, Justin Thomas, had risen from the ranks through the management trainee program’s predecessor over a decade ago.
Hal didn't aspire to anything that high up. He merely wanted to advance so he could go home to his wife and tell her about his exciting day at the office for a change. Mona, his wife, was the picture of the rapidly advancing, world-traveling corporate executive and Hal felt like she was leaving him behind.
Hal and Mona had been college sweethearts. They'd married two weeks after they graduated and both thought they had the whole world ahead of them. Mona had landed the perfect engineering job while Hal struggled to find work with his English and Medieval History double major.
Eventually, it took his mother's help to land him a job at the IT help desk center for Arrantis because she told a friend at her tennis club he'd "always been good at computers." He'd tried to tell her he was a gamer and not technically an IT type but she either didn't care or didn't want to understand.
That had been five years ago. Now Hal and Mona had a two-year-old daughter. That and Mona's engineering earnings and rapid corporate rise had soon eclipsed the pitiful salary he earned at Arrantis. To say Hal was frustrated with his lot in life was a colossal understatement. He'd long ago decided he was the unluckiest person on the face of the earth.
Hal's attention returned to the screen, and he pressed the print shortcut on the keyboard. He got up and crossed to the monstrous printer/copier in the corner of the room. He didn't want anyone else finding his application in the printer tray before he got there. Hal's shoulders sank when he saw Barry Cross standing by the printer drinking his coffee.
Barry's sneer as Hal approached told him his manager and workplace nemesis had found the application.
"Hal, don't tell me you're applying for the Management Training Program again?" Barry asked holding up the papers so that Hal couldn't reach them without stretching. "What is this, the twelfth time you've applied? Don't you know when to quit?"
"It's thirteen times. Now give me the application, Barry," Hal said, trying to keep his voice low.
"Do you think you're better than me, Hal? Is that it?" Barry asked. "When are you going to realize you're the unluckiest person in the world and just give up. This application has about as much chance to be accepted this time as you have of staying married to that hottie of a wife you have. It's only a matter of time before she realizes how much better she can do. In fact, maybe I'll give her a call when I get off, or before I get off, if you know what I mean." Barry leered at him and smiled.
Hal ground his teeth and forced himself to ignore Barry's comments about Mona. Ever since he'd brought her to the office Christmas party, Barry teased him about how she had seriously settled when she picked him. Hal didn't need Barry to tell him what he already knew in his heart.
"Just give the application to me so I can put it into the interoffice mail bin, Barry. The rules say I can reapply every forty-five days."
"Yeah, but now you're just wasting paper," Barry said. "You've been turned down twelve times before. Hasn't anyone told you thirteen is an unlucky number? Hell, with your lousy luck, you'll probably get fired for bothering corporate with your constant substandard applications and wasting paper."
Hal didn't say anything. He stood on tiptoe and pulled the papers from Barry's outstretched hand while the other man laughed. Hal walked away and folded the papers into the pre-addressed envelope he'd brought with him. He arrived at the outgoing corporate mail bin and dropped the envelope in in the slot.
There, it was done. At least he'd accomplished something useful this morning.
Hal returned to his desk and pulled the spreadsheet up again, forcing himself to work on the boring task until the clock ticked around to noon and his lunch hour.
Locking his computer screen, and grabbing his lunch, Hal slid out of his chair and left his cubicle for the front doors.
He ignored the quiet titters from the group of call center employees clustered around Barry. The manager pointed in his direction and waved at Hal. When Hal gave a half wave in return, the whole group burst into laughter. He picked up his pace to a fast walk and plowed through the double glass doors leading to the building's lobby.
"I don't know why you let them get to you, Hal," a familiar voice behind him said. "They only get more satisfaction from seeing you upset."
"I know, Pam, but it's not easy when Barry piles on the way he does."
Pam was the middle-aged receptionist at the call center's front desk. She'd long taken on the role of office mom for most of the young recently graduated employees who worked there.
"Do you know why Barry acts the way he does, Hal?" Pam asked. "It's because he doesn't have the guts to apply for that program the way you do. I see all the outgoing corporate mail. He's never applied for upper management, and he's afraid you'll actually make it someday."
Hal shrugged and started edging towards the outer doors to the parking lot. He didn't feel like sticking around and sitting through one of Pam's signature pep talks. It wasn't like they didn't make him feel better. They did. The thing was, he didn't want to feel better right now. He wanted to have some time to mope a little bit.
Pushing the doors open, Hal squinted in the sudden bright sunlight in the parking lot. There was another reason why he wanted to get away quickly. Hal wanted to hit the flea market that set up across the street from his building every Friday. There was a booth there run by a guy he'd met online. He sold used video games, and he was hoping to find a deal on a couple of titles he could play this weekend.
Mona and their baby, Cari, were headed out tonight to visit Mona's parents for a long weekend. Hal had told his wife he had to work on Saturday to get out of the trip and she'd bought it. Now he had the whole three-day holiday weekend to play video games and lounge around the house in his underwear. All he needed were a few games to try out and maybe get lost in to forget his troubles for a while.
Hal slid the shoulder strap from his lunch bag over his head and jogged across the parking lot until he reached the street in front of the Arrantis corporate park. He could see the tents and portable canopies of the multiple vendors assembled across the street. He hoped the guy with the table full of games was there again. He didn't show up every Friday.
Waiting for traffic to clear, Hal jogged across the street and started down the aisles of tables. People were selling DVDs, plastic housewares, tools, and even swords and knives.
Hal stopped briefly at the table with the swords and knives. He'd always wanted to buy one of the swords from the dealer but the good ones were a couple of hundred dollars each, and he knew Mona would be furious if he spent money on something like that. There was a matched set of double daggers with wire-wrapped hilts and high-quality carbon steel blades. They were only a hundred fifty for the set.
The vendor stepped up and handed Hal one of the daggers he'd been admiring.
"Take the dagger from the sheath, friend," the man said. He had an Australian accent. "I've seen you here before, mate. You know you won't find a finer short blade anywhere around these parts. I tell you what. If you buy the pair, I'll throw in the sheaths and a matching belt. You'll have quite the getup to add to your costume the next time you visit the Renaissance Faire."
"I don't think I can afford them right now," Hal said. He did pull the dagger from the sheath and tested the sharpened blade with his thumb. This guy always kept the blades really sharp which Hal always thought was strange for what would likely become ornaments on someone's wall.
"You can answer a question for me, though," Hal asked.
"Shoot," the man said. "I love questions from potential customers."
"Why do you keep the blades so sharp. Aren't you worried a customer's going to cut themselves?"
The blade vendor threw his head back and laughed. "How is that my fault, mate? If some noob comes by my booth and doesn't know how to handle themselves with a blade that's been forged for the real thing, it's on them if they cut themselves. I don't sell ornamental junk. Every one of these blades is meant for real world use, and my customers know that."
"I didn't mean any offense," Hal said putting the blade back in the sheath and handing it back to the man. "I was just wondering, that's all. They're all very nice weapons."
"They come from a simpler time and place when the strength and skill of a man or woman's sword arm determined how far they went in life. Sometimes I think we'd all be better off there."
"I don't disagree with you, sir," Hal said. "It would be nice to be in a place where your accomplishments were recognized and rewarded appropriately."
"I'll tell you what, kid," the sword vendor said. "I'll hold these for you for a week. You come back next Friday. If you still like them then, I'll let you have them for a third off the marked price."
"That's very generous of you, but I'm not sure they're for me," Hal said.
"Well, you think on it. I think they’re made for you. I'll be back here next Friday, and you can come by and see if they’ve grown on you."
Hal nodded his thanks and continued to walk down the row. He unzipped his lunch bag hanging from its strap and pulled out half of the turkey sandwich he'd brought from home. He munched on it while he walked along, looking for the game table among the assembled vendors.
Hal checked his watch and picked up the pace. He had to hurry up if he was going to get back to his desk before the end of his lunch hour.
He had some games to buy.
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HAL MOVED through the rows of tables, threading his way between the crowd of lunchtime shoppers, until he arrived at the normal spot for the used game vendor. He got excited when he saw the game vendor's banner. It fluttered up ahead, hanging from the canopy erected over the table to provide shade in the open field full of tables.
The banner had the image of a game controller on it with the words "Ready, Player 2, Used Games For You!" written under it.
Hal ran up to the table, checking his watch once again. He had twenty-five minutes left in his lunch hour. That wasn't much time to shuffle through the games to find the few worth purchasing.
"Dave, tell me what you've got for me today," Hal said without looking up from the piles of used game cartridges on the table. "I don't have much time."
"Dave's not here" the short, stumpy woman manning the booth said, turning around to face her customer.
"Oh, sorry, I didn't mean to do that," Hal said stumbling over his words. "Uh, hi, I'm Hal. I was hoping Dave had some newer games in stock than usual so I could have something to play this weekend."
"Good afternoon, Hal," the woman said. "I'm Tildi."
She stepped up on a stool on the opposite side of the table and reached out, extending her hand. Hal leaned over the table and shook the strange woman's hand. Tildi had short brown hair, cropped close on the sides, but spiked up with some hair product up top. It was hard to gauge her age. She had streaks of gray hair, and her face looked wrinkled and weathered, but she moved around her booth nimbly enough.
"Where's Dave?" Hal asked. "I've never seen anyone else in his booth before."
"He was under the weather today and asked me to cover for him," Tildi said. "I’m an old friend, and I didn't have anything else going on today, so I came down here to help out."
"Oh," Hal said. He started flipping through the stacks of cartridges and boxes on the table, looking for something interesting to play that he hadn't already beaten. He also wanted to avoid making eye-contact during the awkward lull in the conversation.
"What kind of game are you looking for?" Tildi asked. "Perhaps I can find something for you."
"I usually play RPGs. That's a role-playing game," Hal explained for the older woman.
"I know what an RPG is, son." Tildi fixed him with a level stare.
"Uh, sure, sorry," Hal said, feeling awkward all over again. He redoubled his efforts to find a game and get out of here.
"There is something..." Tildi began. She stared at Hal, her eyes moving from head to toe, as if appraising his size for a t-shirt or something. "Uh, never mind. It's probably not for you. It's too new and experimental."
That caught his attention.
"What's experimental? What do you mean?" Hal asked. "I am willing to try out something new."
"No, I was wrong to bring it up," Tildi said. "It's something I shouldn't have brought with me in the first place. Dave would be angry with me for telling anyone about it."
"I won't tell him if you don't want me to," Hal said. "I can keep a secret."
Tildi hesitated for a moment then she turned and dug into her shoulder bag. She kept what she held in her hands hidden from view when she turned around. Moving back up to the table full of games, the tiny woman stepped up on her stool again and leaned forward.
"This is something that I just got my hands on, Hal. I don't think anyone else has anything like it. Dave doesn’t even know I have it yet."
"What is it?" Hal asked. She'd gotten him so curious about what she had, he'd forgotten about his limited time. He wanted to see what it was she had.
She beckoned him to lean even closer.
"It's a bootleg copy of "World of Fantasma" with all the planned supplement packs built in," Tildi whispered.
Hal was stunned. World of Fantasma was the most anticipated game release to come in years. It was supposed to be a completely open world allowing for unlimited quest and gaming opportunities. Hal had been following the updates from the online forums on its scheduled release in a month.
If Tildi had a bootleg copy of the game ahead of schedule, it was worth its weight in gold. If it was real, there was no way he could afford it.
"How do I know it's real? I don't know you at all," Hal said. "You could be selling me a blank disc for all I know."
"You know Dave, right?" Tildi said. "This is his table, right?"
"Yeah, sure, but..."
"Then you know me. I'm here for Dave. I think he'd want me to share this with you. I only have the one copy, but you can have it if you want."
"How much?" Hal asked. He waited for the answer. There was no way he was going to be able to spring for this, even if it was real. He'd only come with thirty dollars in cash in his pocket.
"Well, most of the games here seem to be five or ten dollars," Tildi said. "But I know from your reaction that this is something special. So, it should probably be more than that."
Tildi hesitated and started to put the game away. "Maybe this was a bad idea. I shouldn't have brought it here. You should buy something else."
"No, I'll give you thirty dollars!" Hal blurted out. "It's all I have. I swear."
Tildi spun around and darted back to the table, fixing him with a steely gaze. Her stare made him feel like he was back in elementary school and he’d been caught passing notes.
"Once a bargain is struck, it cannot be undone, Hal Dix. You cannot back away from the responsibility you assume. Do you have the money?"
"Uh, sure, right here." Hal dug in his pocket and pulled out the small stack of folded bills while he pondered how she knew his last name.
Before he could react, she snatched the money from his hand and deposited the clear disc case in its place. The title "Fantasma" had been written in permanent marker directly on the disc.
"Hey, I hadn't made up my mind yet," Hal complained.
"All sales are final. I'm sorry. No returns," Tildi said. "Dave's policy, not mine." She pointed at the printed sign taped to the side of the table.
"I don't even know what format this is. How do I play it?"
"Play it on your Game Station IV or your PC. Either format will work," Tildi said.
"That doesn't even make any sense," Hal said. There was no such thing as a multi format game like that.
"Don't you have to get back to work?" Tildi said.
Hal checked his watch. His eyes widened when he saw twelve fifty-five on the dial. Crap, he had to hurry, or Barry was going to ream him a new one for being late again.
He knew he'd been cheated by the mysterious woman but he had to leave. He'd come back and confront her after work. He’d convince her to give his money back when he returned later. Hal turned and raced back through the crowded flea market towards the street. He dodged between cars crossing the street while horns blew in complaint and ran through the doors just as the clock ticked over to one o'clock.
"Made it just in time, Hal," Barry said standing by Pam's reception desk. "Get back to work and make sure you get that report finished before the end of the day."
Hal ducked back to work in his cubicle, sliding the disc into his lunch bag until he could take it back across the street after work. He was sure he could get Tildi to take it back. She had sold him a bill of goods. There was no way this was a real copy of the unreleased Fantasma game.
Digging into his work to make sure he finished the report before quitting time ensured the rest of the afternoon passed by quickly. Before he knew it, he was packing up his stuff and walking out to the parking lot with the rest of the help desk reps he worked with.
Hal said a few goodbyes to his coworkers and then dodged through the parking lot and across the street to the flea market, once again making his way towards the back of the line of stalls. He had to find Tildi and the gaming table.
He played the conversation he planned to have through in his mind while he wove through the tables. He'd convince her to give him his money back. It was unopened after all. He had been at work and had never had the chance to try out the game. It was still like new.
Hal’s plans to get his money back were dashed when he saw the empty spot in the row up ahead.
"No, no, no," Hal said. "She can't be gone."
But gone she was. The whole table was packed up and the canopy taken down leaving an empty spot in the row of tables and tents. The only thing left in the space was a slip of paper.
Hal bent down and picked up the paper, unfolding it. Hal's shoulders slumped when he saw the note, obviously left just for him. He'd been had. He was the unluckiest guy in the world.
Hal walked away, dropping the note on the ground behind him. It fluttered to the ground, containing only four words.
"See you in Fantasma."
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HAL HAD nothing but time on his hands driving home. His foot itched to stomp on the accelerator, to race up the road, taking his anger out on the world with gasoline-assisted acceleration and speed. Alas, the heavy rush hour traffic didn't allow him that luxury and, knowing his luck, he'd get nailed for a speeding ticket by one of those damned traffic cameras hidden around the city.
When traffic came to a complete stop only twenty minutes from home, Hal decided if this was how his weekend alone started, the rest was going to suck, too. He glanced at his watch and cursed.
It was his day to pick up Cari from daycare, and he was going to be late at this rate. Damn. He'd have been on time if he hadn't taken the time to run through the flea market trying to get his money back. Now he had a choice of paying the late pickup fee or calling Mona and asking her to divert on her way home to pick up the baby.
Remembering he didn't have any cash left to pay the late fee, Hal pulled out his phone and stared at the favorites screen for a long time, his finger hovering over the phone's glass touchscreen dreading the coming conversation.
He lowered his finger and tapped his wife's number. Of course, she picked up right away.
"Hi, Honey. I'm almost home," Mona said. "I stopped by the grocery store to get more baby food for the trip. I got you some things you like for your weekend, too."
Hal cursed under his breath. Why did she have to be so awesome all the time?
"Uh, Mona, I'm stuck in traffic on the freeway. I'm going to be late getting Cari, and I don't have any cash on me. Can you swing by and get her for me?"
"Hal, I've got groceries to unload. Why are you late?" Mona said. Her voice had turned to ice in record time.
"I got tied up at work talking to Barry," Hal lied. He winced. He was a terrible liar.
"Bullshit, Hal. You hate Barry," Mona said. "If you aren't going to tell me the truth, at least do me the favor of not insulting my intelligence. You'll just have to stop at the ATM and get cash for the late fee. I have groceries that will spoil if I turn around now."
"Sorry," Hal said. "I just thought I'd ask. I'll get her and see you in an hour or so."
Mona didn't say anything, disconnecting the call without a word.
Well, now she's going to be pissed at me for making her late getting to her mother's, Hal thought to himself.
Hal resigned himself to ending another crappy week with a run of colossal bad luck.
By the time he made it to Happy Faces daycare, it was almost up to the second hour's late fee.
Hal turned into the strip mall where the day care was located and parked on the curb in front in the fire lane. He hurried so fast getting out of the car, he tripped over the curb and skidded to the pavement.
Pain flared in his knee.
Hal reached down with one hand, and it came away feeling sticky. He looked at his palm, now smeared with bright red blood. A glance at his knee showed a rip in his new slacks and a spreading stain of blood on the fabric.
Pushing himself to his feet, Hal limped up to the day care's door.
"Hello, Mr. Dix," Karen the day care's owner said. "You know you're late again. You do remember we agreed I could no longer waive the late fee."
"I remember. I remember," Hal barked. "I got caught in traffic, that's all. Here's the money. Can I get Cari now?"
"Sure, she's in the back in the bouncy seat."
Hal left Karen folding the crisp twenty-dollar-bill, fresh from the ATM. He stepped into the room and heard a familiar babbling.
Cari Dix bounced in the chair suspended by bungie cords from the door frame. Her pudgy legs worked overtime when she saw Hal, and her arms reached out to him.
Her smile melted away some of his sour mood. Hal could see the two shiny new teeth in her otherwise toothless mouth. He could never stay angry very long when Cari was around. She was about the only thing in his life going well right now.
Hal picked her up.
"Come on, sweetie. Let's get you home. Mommy's waiting for you."
"We'll see you and Cari on Monday, Mr. Dix," Karen said. "Have a nice weekend."
"Uh, my wife's traveling to her parents' house again this weekend. Cari won't be back in until Tuesday."
"Good to know," Karen said. "The price for the week is the same regardless."
"What a racket," Hal murmured under his breath.
"What was that, Mr. Dix?"
"Have a good weekend, Karen," Hal called out as he left the day care behind him.
By the time he got home, he was an hour and a half late, and Hal knew Mona would be fuming. She hated driving at night, and this would disrupt Cari's sleep schedule, too.
Mona met him at the door, taking Cari from him.
"Take the suitcases and the diaper bag out to the car for me. I'm already late enough."
"Yes, dear."
Hal set his briefcase and lunch bag down and picked up the two suitcases and the diaper bag Mona packed for the trip. It was only a three-day weekend. What could she possibly pack that filled two suitcases for herself and a one-year-old baby over three days?
Mona walked down the front steps of their town home and handed Cari to him to put in her car seat. Hal leaned down and placed the baby in her seat, buckling her in and double checking it was secure.
His wife handed him a bottle which he gave to Cari. She popped it in her mouth and began draining the formula. He kissed her forehead and climbed out of the back seat.
When he stood up, Mona thrust a piece of paper into his hands.
"What's this?" Hal asked.
"I had some extra time while I was waiting for you so I made a list of things you can get done while there's no one home to bother you this weekend," Mona said. "You shouldn't be wasting the entire time playing video games. There's plenty of work to be done around the house."
Hal looked at the list, resisting the urge to ball it up in his fist. Mona never reacted well when he pushed back at times like this.
"Have a safe trip, honey," Hal said. "I'll see you when you get home."
Mona started the car and put the driver's window down.
"Look," Mona said, giving him a half-smile. "Just try and get some of the stuff on that list done. You'll feel better if you accomplish something while I’m gone."
Hal nodded and waved her off. She pulled away from the curb and drove off, heading to visit her mom and dad, both of whom were no fans of Hal's. She always came back from these little excursions to her childhood home super critical. He suspected this time would be no different.
When he got back inside, Hal dug in the side pocket of his shoulder bag, pulling out the clear plastic disc case with the supposed bootleg copy of World of Fantasma inside. He set it down on the counter next to the list of things he was supposed to do that weekend.
Staring at his choices, he saw a chance at some fun or a weekend of drudgery. Play the hottest video game to come out in years or clean the gutters?
It wasn't much of a choice when it came right down to it. Mona would be angry, but she'd get over it.
Picking up the disc, Hal figured he could at least get the game started and a few quest assignments under his belt before he made dinner. There were a few microwave taquitos in the freezer calling his name.
He still didn't think the disc would play in his PC, but he was pleasantly surprised when the game showed as loading into the hard drive after he popped the disc in the drive.
Hal grabbed himself a can of beer from the fridge and settled down into his chair while he waited for the game to load.
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THE GAME ICON STARTED BLINKING, and Hal pressed the return key on his keyboard after selecting World of Fantasma from the menu that popped up. He took a sip of beer while the opening cut scene loaded. He saw a bird's eye view of a passing landscape ending on a sea cliff overlooking a large medieval town below.
A prompt at the bottom of the screen drew Hal's attention away from the magnificent graphics.
Do you wish to enter the world of Fantasma? Press return to agree.
That was strange. It was almost as if he was signing a release before doing something like bungie jumping.
He tapped the key, and the screen shifted to a selection screen where he could choose his character's class, race, and assign other statistics. He perused the options, ultimately selecting a human rogue to play as.
The character attributes consisted of: Brawn, Intelligence, Luck, Speed, Health, and Looks. They all began with base stats of eight. Hal had an additional ten ability points to divide up between the attributes to customize his character.
On a whim, Hal added all ten of the extra points to his luck score. He was so unlucky today; he figured he could use some additional luck in the game. He'd be able to level up and add to the other stats soon enough through the course of the game.
He looked over the character, he'd created. He only had to name his character, and he could proceed. Hal decided on his default gaming name, Rothar. When he tried to enter it, though, the game auto-filled his own name into the field. Try as he might, he couldn't change his rogue's name from "Hal."
"It must be a glitch in the bootleg," Hal thought aloud. "Screw it, let's play this thing. I can be Hal, the Rogue."
He selected done, and another strange prompt came up.
Do you wish to enter the world of Fantasma? This is your last chance to back out. Press enter to agree.
Weird.
"I agree, I agree, dammit. Start the damned game."
Hal's thumb mashed down the return key as he yelled at the game.
The screen turned white for a moment, and Hal was sure the bootleg had fried his system. He started to restart his operating system when the center of the screen began flickering. The monitor’s screen held his gaze as the flickering began to spread across the whole face of the display.
Hal tried to look away from the flickering colors but found he could not. In fact, his vision began to blacken at the edges, and his peripheral vision closed in until all he could see was the center of the screen. His ears started ringing, and his head swam as the whole room began to spin. He fell back into the chair, dropping the beer can to the floor.
A voice called out to him from the flickering colors swirling on the screen in front of him and he felt himself answer.
"I'm coming."
The black tunnel vision closed in until his eyes saw only a tiny pinpoint of light and the ringing he heard grew in volume to a roaring cacophony of sound.
Through it all, he heard a final voice, that of Tildi from the game vendor's stall at the flea market.
"Welcome to Fantasma, Hal Dix."
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THE STENCH of raw sewage and rotted fish filled Hal's nostrils when he gasped and drew in a deep breath. He opened his eyes and blinked several times trying to make sense of the scene before him.
He was lying on his side on an uneven and unyielding surface. Hal tried to sit up, but his head was still spinning like it had when he was sitting in his desk chair. He closed his eyes to stop the spinning and lowered himself back to the -- cobblestones?
His fingers probed the rough curved stones next to his head. They certainly felt like cobblestones to him. Forcing his eyes open again, Hal looked around without moving his head. The spinning sensation lessened with each passing moment, and he didn't feel like he was going to vomit anymore.
The wall directly in front of him was made of close-fitting stone blocks, rising up for two stories to a thatched roof above. There were several windows in the side of the building. Hal watched as one of them opened, a woman in an archaic brown dress and white apron threw open the shutters and dumped a large ceramic bowl out into the street below.
That had to be a chamber pot, and that meant that the contents were...well that explained the smell of raw sewage. Hal forced himself to roll over and look in the other direction. He discovered he was in a small, dead-end alley, lined with cobblestones with a narrow gutter in the center of the street flowing with water and human waste.
Hal noticed he was not wearing the clothes he had been wearing. He was now wearing some sort of rough spun pants that itched at his legs like burlap. His shirt looked and felt like a cotton shirt he'd bought once at the Ren Faire. The sleeves were baggy and tied at the wrist with strips of leather. Hal's feet were covered only with a pair of lace up leather sandals. They didn't look all that sturdy.
The noise of the nearby street drew his attention. Throngs of strangely dressed people passed by the mouth of the alley in both directions. A wagon passed, pulled by a sway-backed gray horse, the animal pressing through the crowded street without regard to who or what it stepped on in the process.
Hal rolled to his hands and knees, then rose unsteadily to his feet. This all felt so real, but it must be a dream. Maybe the broken game disc had caused him to have a seizure. If that was the case, he was going to track down that Tildi and her boss, Dave, and sue, them both for everything they owned.
First, he had to fight his way out of whatever stupor this dream or hallucination caused.
Hal pinched his forearm with his thumb and forefinger, trying to wake himself up. He felt the pain, but nothing changed. Pressing harder, Hal winced as his thumbnail dug into his skin hard enough to leave a red mark. Still, nothing changed. What the hell was going on here?
At least his head had stopped spinning. He took a few tentative steps forward towards the alley's opening. He expected to see one of the people passing by to notice him. A few glanced in his direction, looked him over and then went back to whatever task they were on.
Hal reached out and grabbed a woman in a blue dress and brown apron. She wore a white bonnet.
"Excuse me, ma'am. Can you tell me where I am?"
"Get your filthy hands off me, drunkard," the woman said, pulling her arm from his grasp. "It's not my job to tell you where your night of ill-gotten spirits has left you. Leave me be."
"Please," Hal implored her. "Something is wrong. I don't belong here." He grabbed at her arm again, holding on with a stronger grip this time.
"Is this man bothering you, my good woman?" a man said stepping away from the passing crowd and moving between Hal and the woman. He placed one hand on Hal's chest pressing him backward. Hal noticed the man's other hand rested on the pommel of a short sword hanging from his belt.
"This drunkard is lost and can't be bothered to find his own way home. I told him it's not my job to point him in the right direction, but he grabbed my arm anyway."
"I suggest, sir, cease bothering this good woman," the man said. He gripped a handful of Hal's shirt and pulled him forward, leaning in until they were face to face. "I'd hate to have to make an example of you here in front of this woman. I'm sure she has no desire to see you gutted like a fish here on the street."
"Now, there's no need for violence," Hal said. He held up his hands in surrender and took a step backward into the alley.
Hal started to say something more, but he stopped when he heard the unmistakable sound of a slot machine rattling as its markers spun past the window. He could almost see the spinning dials in his head. Where was that noise coming from?
A chime sounded as the slot machine sound stopped. The woman looked down at her arm then at the man facing Hal.
“There’s no harm done, sir. You can let this man be,” she said. She turned and left, disappearing into the crowd. Seeing the woman was unharmed, the man dropped his hand from Hal's shirt.
"You'd better watch your manners, son," He said poking Hal in the chest with his index finger. "There are some around this part of town who'd have stuck you first and asked questions later."
"I just asked her where I was, that's all."
"You're in the harbor district of Tandon City, man. Don't you smell the fish and the harbor?"
"I smelled something. I wasn't sure what it was," Hal said.
"Well, now you know. Find your way home, son, clean yourself up, and leave the good wives of the market alone."
The man shook a finger again in warning then walked off into the throngs of people, leaving Hal all by himself in the alley once more. Hal watched the people passing by and tried to make up his mind on what to do next.
"Well, I can't stay here, and I'm not waking up. I might as well explore this dream town a little."
A transparent overlay appeared in front of his eyes with words written in glowing gold letters.
A NEW QUEST has been accepted: Explore the Harbor Sector of Tandon City.
THE WORDS and the transparent overlay faded from view leaving him staring into space. Clearly, this hallucination had him not only transported to Fantasma, but he was playing the game as well. Alright, he'd play along. If he was in the game. He should be able to quit the game. He tried a few basic commands to see if they worked.
"Quit game."
Hal waited, but nothing happened.
"End game."
That didn't change anything either. Another thought occurred to him.
"System menu."
This brought up the overlay again, this time with a different set of words displayed.
SYSTEM MENU:
Character Stats
Inventory
Quest Status
NOW HE WAS GETTING SOMEWHERE. He didn't see a quit command, but at least he could access some parts of the game.
While the system menu was open, he concentrated on Character Stats and found his character sheet as he'd created it back at home.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 1
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 8
Looks: 8
Health: 8/8
SKILLS: none
Experience: 0/300
CONCENTRATING AGAIN, Hal thought about his inventory. This time, he saw a new menu.
INVENTORY:
Homespun pants
Homespun shirt
Leather sandals
WELL, that was accurate. He didn't have anything else but the clothes on his back right now. One more check of his stats pulled up his quest status menu.
QUEST STATUS:
Explore the Harbor Sector of Tandon City
HAL HOPED there might be some additional direction in here about what else he was supposed to be doing. Apparently, this game was like most open world games and would offer him little in the way of direction on what to do next.
The menu faded away as soon as he stopped concentrating on it. Hal didn't need it anyway. He only had a single quest so he might as well follow it.
Hal stepped into the mass of people and started walking down the sloped street. The ships’ masts in the distance and the gulls flying overhead belied the presence of a large body of water nearby.
A scream sounded from up ahead, and Hal craned his neck to try and see over the crowd. A woman was now shrieking.
"Guards! Someone call the city guards! There's been a murder!"
A man pushed his way through the crowd in front of Hal, stopped and looked around, then ran up to him.
"Here, hide this for me."
He pressed something hard and wet into Hal's hands. He gripped the object, taking it from the stranger. The stranger smiled and ran off past Hal.
Words appeared before him again. This time they chilled him to the bone.
A NEW QUEST has been accepted: Hide the bloody dagger.
HAL LOOKED DOWN, afraid of what he was going to see in his hands. His right hand gripped the bloody dripping hilt of a long iron dagger.
"There he is! He's the murderer! Guards, guards, he's over here! Stop him before he kills again!"
Hal realized too late the owner of the voice was pointing to him. A space opened in the crowded street leaving Hal standing alone. He dropped the dagger to the cobblestones and tried to wipe his now bloody hands off on his shirt. Looking down he was startled to see the bright red blood now staining the white shirt. He was only making it worse.
He had to get out of here, but he had no clue which way to run. Hal stood indecisive a bit too long. Four men pressed through the crowd and approached, encircling Hal. Their uniform chain mail armor, helmets, and swords gave them away as city guards. The guard sergeant pointed at Hal.
"Take him, boys, and don't kill him in the process. The magistrate is going to want to know why he killed the District Warden in cold blood."
Hal bolted. Running for the edge of the crowd. As soon as he left the dagger behind in the street, words appeared before him.
QUEST FAILURE: Hide the bloody dagger.
HE WAVED his bloody hands before him as he ran. The crowd parted before him as people shrank away from him and his bloody hands. He heard a whirring sound in the air behind him as he ran. Something that felt like a strong rope wrapped around his knees, pressing them together. Unable to run any farther, Hal toppled forward, slamming face first into the ground.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -2
BEFORE HE COULD ROLL over and free himself, a booted foot kicked at his gut and rolled him over. Three guardsmen stared down at him; one was coiling up a leather cord with weighted balls on either end. Hal figured one of those bolos had been thrown to wrap up his knees while he ran away. The other two leaned forward with wooden truncheons in their hands. Hal cringed as the blows began to fall. The pain was excruciating and worse than anything he’d experienced before. Thankfully, the pain only lasted a short time, his health numbers depleting right before his eyes, until he fell into unconsciousness.
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FOR THE SECOND time in a single day, Hal Dix woke up on a cold, hard surface. Once again, his nose was assaulted by a swarm of odors, this time bringing to mind what it must be like to be wrapped in a sweaty athletic sock and dropped in a toilet.
He heard voices shouting in the distance and a chorus of piercing cries from nearby. Hal lay still, keeping his eyes closed, pretending to still be unconscious.
While he tried to figure out where he was, Hal tried to open the stats menu and see how injured he was. He was pleased to see he could view the game menus even with his eyes closed.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 1
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 8
Looks: 8
Health: 1/8
SKILLS: none
Experience: 0/300
NO WONDER he ached all over. He only had one of eight health points left. He'd probably regained consciousness when he healed back that one health point after the beating he got. If he ever got in a fight again, he was going to have to pay attention to that stat during the melee.
"I can tell you're awake, you know." A voice from nearby broke the relative silence. It sounded like a young girl or boy. "I heard your breathing change as you wakened."
Hal opened his eyes to slits and tried to look around while appearing to keep his eyes closed.
Peals of laughter sounded. He opened his eyes all the way and saw a teenaged boy with short cropped blonde hair sitting on the straw covered stone floor, hugging his knees to his chest while grinning from ear to ear.
"I don't know what you were trying to do, but you looked ridiculous doing it."
"Where are we?" Hal asked.
"We're in the Duke's dungeons, under the palace barracks. At least that's where I think we are. I've never been here before."
The room they were in was about ten feet square with a rough stone shelf covered with a ratty brown blanket along each wall. One wall was made up entirely of black iron bars from floor to ceiling with a small door set in the center. There was a wooden bucket by the bars. Judging from the smell coming from that direction, Hal had an idea what the bucket was for.
"Did you really kill the Harbor District Warden in the middle of the street in broad daylight?"
"No," Hal said. "I did not."
"That's not what everyone is saying," the kid countered. "They say you were caught holding the murder weapon."
"It wasn't my dagger. I was --" Hal stopped himself just before he said, "holding it for someone else." He knew a lame excuse when he heard it.
"Don't get me wrong, mister. Everyone hated the Harbor Warden, especially young children, if you know what I mean."
Hal held out his right hand. "Look, we got off on the wrong foot. I'm Hal. What's your name?"
"I'm Kay," the boy said. He shook Hal's hand awkwardly as if he had never done it before. Hal would have to remember handshaking wasn't a thing here.
Hal tried again to gauge the age of the boy. He guessed early to mid-teens, but it was hard to say. Kay's voice hadn't changed yet, and there was something else that was strange Hal couldn't put his finger on. Maybe if he could get the kid to talk some more, he'd figure it out.
"What did you do to get locked up with a notorious assassin like me?"
"I got caught robbing the brother of the Merchant District Warden. They discovered I was an escaped slave and decided to make an example of me. That's why we're both locked up together. We're both going to the headsman's block together in the morning."
"What?" Hal shouted. "What about the trial? Don't we get to defend ourselves?"
Kay chuckled. "I'm sure they'll have a trial. Magistrates love trials. But why muck it up with details and excuses?"
"I can't die here. I have to get out. I have to get back to my home somehow."
Hal jumped up and ran to the bars, pulling and yanking at them as if they might dislodge from the floor and ceiling so he could escape. Kay came over and stood leaning against the wall, watching Hal's frustrated antics on the bars.
"You're a famous assassin, aren't you? Didn't you have a contingency plan in case you got caught?" Kay asked. "I thought that was assassin's rule number one, cover all the bases and plan your escape."
"How do you know what the assassin's rules are? You're just a kid."
"I've heard things over the years. I pay attention when people talk around me, and I never forget anything I hear," Kay said. "Back when I was a kitchen slave, I overheard my master talking with a master assassin he'd hired. They talked about the assassin's business and how it all worked. That's where I learned rule number one."
"I think I know what happened. The guy who actually killed the Harbor Warden ran up to me in the street and asked me to hold his dagger. Like a fool, I agreed. I think I was his escape plan." Hal pressed his lips together in a grim smile.
"Wow," Kay said. "It's the perfect crime, really. Frame another guy with the murder and make a clean getaway."
"So, you believe me?" Hal asked. "I told you the first time I didn't do it."
"Yeah, well, seeing how you're acting, I'm finding it hard to believe you're the master assassin the guards claim to have captured running away from the crime. You're just so, uh, ordinary."
"Maybe the magistrate will believe my story, too," Hal said.
"I doubt it. The real assassin is long gone by now."
"How's that my problem?"
"It's your problem because the Wardens run this town. They serve Emperor Kang. The Duke really answers to them not the other way around. They can't have someone getting away with murdering one of them without holding a very public execution."
"Maybe I can appeal to this Emperor you mentioned," Hal said.
"Where are you from, Hal? No one appeals to the Emperor. He doesn't care about anything but conquering every part of this land. He lets others rule in his place once he takes a city. That's what the wardens are there for. They run the cities in the Emperor's name while the local nobles act like they still have some power."
"This Emperor sounds like a complete douche bag," Hal said. "I'm surprised he kept the Duke alive if that's the case."
"He killed the king and all the other nobles here, sold their children into slavery. All, that is, except for one nobleman, the Duke. The Emperor does this in each city he conquers. In those singular cases, each nobleman's family becomes hostages for their loyalty and agreement to support the Emperors wardens. The Emperor moves on to the next land to be conquered and leaves a stable land behind in his place. He'll continue to destroy everything and everyone who stands in his path until he rules everything from sea to sea. That is, unless someone kills him first."
"You sound like you really hate the guy, Kay."
Kay turned and pulled the waistband of his trousers down a bit to reveal a complex design marked on the skin of his hip.
"Is that a tattoo?"
"No, Hal, it's a brand. It's the mark of the Emperor to say he selected me for a life of slavery. Technically, I can never be freed or otherwise emancipated. I must be owned for the rest of my life. I managed to escape my master, but the brand follows me wherever I go."
Hal didn't know what to say. Slavery had been outlawed where he came from for over a hundred years. A war had been fought over it.
"What did you do to get sold into slavery," Hal asked.
"I didn't DO anything, Hal. I was one of those noble children sold into slavery after my parents were killed right in front of me. I have a lot of payback to get if I can escape this place first."
"How do you plan to escape?" Hal pointed to the cell door. "I just proved those bars aren't going anywhere."
"There's got to be a way," Kay said. "I swore to kill the Emperor with my bare hands, and I refuse to let my word be given in vain. All I need is a little bit of luck."
Hal laughed.
"Don't look to me." Hal held up his hands in surrender. "I'm the unluckiest person in the world. Remember how I ended up in this cell, to begin with."
"I'm not talking about some sort of mystical luck," the boy said. "That is reserved for someone like the opponent of prophecy. When he comes to Fantasma, he's rumored to have a way to make his own luck." Kay walked to the cell's bars and gripped them, looking down the long hallway to the door at the other end.
"My father once told me that luck is what happens when you are prepared for all possibilities and recognize your opportunity to act," Kay said.
"That's not my experience," Hal snorted. "From what I've seen, some people have luck and others, like me, don't."
"Well then, Hal. We are truly screwed, because I can't do this alone."
"What do you want me to do? Hasn't everything I've told you explained how useless I am?"
"All I need is for you to distract the guard," Kay said. "If you can do that, we might have a chance. If we can get out of this cell, then we might have a chance. Anything’s better than waiting for the headsman."
"Kid, I'll give you this much," Hal said. "You don't have a lot of quit in you."
"I can't afford it, Hal. I’ve got an emperor to kill."
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HAL AND KAY remained in the cell for what seemed like hours. After their initial conversation, they didn't talk at all and Hal went and sat on the floor in the corner. Hal was resigned to his fate. He figured he'd die and wake up at home slumped over his desk. It wouldn't be pleasant, but when was the last time his life was pleasant.
He'd been checking his stats periodically and watched as his health returned slowly to full strength. He guessed he was gaining back a point of health per hour which put their stay in the cells at least eight hours long. His stats now read:
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 1
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 8
Looks: 8
Health: 8/8
SKILLS: none
Experience: 0/300
HE LOOKED at the Luck stat of eighteen. He'd put all those points into luck and look where he'd ended up in the game. So much for having a little bit of luck swing things your way. In his case, it appeared to be all bad luck.
Hal thought about what the kid said about making your own luck. He'd heard motivational mantras that sounded very similar to that. They were always spouted by extremely lucky people. Hal thought it was funny how the rich and successful people out there could claim to be anything but lucky to have achieved their station in life.
He was still ruminating on this when he heard a commotion from down the long hallway. There was shouting coming from the other side of the thick wooden door.
Kay hurried over to the bars staring down the hallway at the door. He turned to Hal.
"The jailer is coming with our dinner," Kay said. He looked at Hal, imploring him with his eyes. "Are you with me or not?"
"Huh?" Hal said. "You aren't serious about wanting me to distract the guard. What do you want me to do, pretend to be sick?"
"Just throw something at him when he gets close to the bars," Kay said. "I might be able to steal his keys while he's dealing with you."
"Throw something at him?" Hall looked around the room. The only thing to throw was the slop bucket that he and the kid had been using as a toilet. It was disgusting and smelled horrible. He didn't want to get any closer to it than he had to.
"Just do it," Kay implored him. "We have to try something. Just try!"
Kay shut up as the door at the end of the hallway opened, and a man wearing ill-fitting black leather armor entered the hallway. He was pushing a wooden cart with a metal bucket on top. A ladle hung from a hook on the side of the cart and a stack of wooden bowls stood next to the bucket. The man's belly pushed out from under the leather breast plate and hung down over the waist of his pants. Clearly, they didn't have physical fitness standards in the Duke's jail.
Hal's stomach rumbled, and he wondered what was in the bucket. He was hungry enough to eat just about anything.
Kay shot him one more look, pleading with his eyes for Hal to do something.
The guard rolled the cart up to the bars and stopped.
"Don't know why I have to feed you two," the man said. He ran a tongue across the few teeth he had remaining in his mouth to wet his lips and continued. "It don't make any sense to waste food on the condemned. They're only gonna shit and piss the food away when they die anyhow."
The guard began to ladle some sort of thin stew into two of the bowls.
Kay gave him another glance and Hal figured, what the hell. He might as well do something to liven up the time in the cell. As soon as the thought passed his mind, Hal heard the rattling slot machine in his head again. It continued rattling as he stood up.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Escape with Kay
"YOU HAVE to feed us because we have rights, you pig," Hal said.
The guard stopped ladling soup and stared at Hal.
"Did you just say something to me, dead man? I thought I heard the condemned speak."
"You heard me. We have rights. I demand to see my lawyer," Hal shouted. The rattling slot machine got louder.
"Oh, you do, do you?" the guard said. "What makes you think scum like you gets a fancy, high-class thing like a lawyer?"
"I know my rights, Jailer," Hal continued as he bent down to pick up the wooden slop bucket. "If you don't get me a lawyer, I'll throw the contents of this bucket on you."
The kid had sidled up to the bars, preparing to reach for the keys dangling from the guard's belt. He just needed to be a little bit closer. The guard ignored the boy; all his attention was focused on Hal.
"You throw that slop bucket at me, and I'll get some friends and come back here and beat you like you've never been beat before. Now sit down and shut up or I'll forget to feed you at all."
The slot machine rattling sound in Hal's head was so loud it made it hard to hear the guard's voice. The gist of what the guard said was clear as he picked up the bowls to pour them back into his metal bucket.
Hal decided to go ahead and throw the bucket at the guard. Maybe the guy would flinch towards Kay. He cocked his arm backward and threw the wooden slop bucket at the bars of the cell. The contents of the bucket kept going, even as the bucket was stopped by the bars. They missed the guard completely, instead of coating the floor in the disgusting mixture of piss and feces.
The rattling stopped, and Hal heard the same chime he’d heard earlier in the alley, but nothing happened, and Hal figured he'd lost whatever luck roll he had going. Typical.
The guard stared at him with rage, his face turning bright red. He dumped the bowls of stew back into the metal bucket and spun around in place.
That was when it happened.
If Hal hadn't been looking right at the guard, he never would have believed what happened next.
The guard's feet slid out from under him as he spun around in the puddle on the floor, sending him crashing to the flagstones. His head struck the bars on the way down, passing between two of them and lodging there while his body continued towards the ground.
Hal heard a sickening crunch, and the guard's body shook in a spasm once, then lay still, suspended partly off the floor by the head lodged in the bars. The guard's now sightless dead eyes stared at Hal. Over that image, in his field of vision, these words appeared:
100 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Skill learned - Taunt
KAY STARED AT HAL, too. His lips were moving as if he was trying to say something, but no words came out. Eventually, the kid found his voice.
"That was amazing. How did you know he'd slip like that?"
"You think I did that on purpose?"
"My father always said luck is..."
Hal held up his hand.
"Yeah, yeah, I heard you before. So, now what do we do?"
"Now we get out of here," Kay said.
The boy reached through the bars, stretching out his hand until he hooked a finger through the key ring on the dead guard's belt. A single yank pulled the keys free from the loop of twine holding them in place.
It took three tries with the massive iron keys until Kay found the right one for the lock on their door. One quick twist and they were free of the cell.
Hal ran down the hallway, past an alcove in the left-hand wall and started to open the door.
"Stop," Kay called after him. "What are you doing? There are dozens of guards through there?"
"What do you think I'm doing?" Hal said. "I'm getting out of here."
"If you go that way, you'll just get caught again. Come here," Kay said, standing next to the alcove off the hallway.
"What's in there?" Hal asked, coming back to stand next to Kay.
"It's the guards privy hole. I saw the guard take the slop bucket and dump it in here before you arrived to join me."
Hal looked at the hole in the stone floor. It was barely two feet across, if that. The stench wafting up from it was worse than the smell back in their cell with the spilled slop bucket. What was it with this place and the constant smell of sewage?
"You want me to jump in there?" Hal said pointing at the hole.
"It's got to go somewhere, right?" Kay said. "Otherwise the hole would fill up. My guess is it connects to the city's sewers. That means it has an exit or outlet somewhere along the way."
"Yeah, if you don't mind swimming in sewer water."
"You'd prefer to stay here?" Kay asked. "The rest of the guards are going to come and check on their friend eventually. When they do, you won't live to see the headsman. They'll find new and inventive ways to kill you here in the cell. Slowly."
"I don't know if I can even fit in there. I'm not as small as you."
Kay had already sat on the edge of the hole and dangled his feet into the opening.
"You won't know if you don't try. See you at the bottom."
Kay slid off the edge, raising his arms over his head to become as thin as possible and disappeared from sight. After a moment's pause, Hal heard a splash. He didn't know if that was encouraging or not. It could be nothing more than an underground cavern full of decades of human waste.
Hal heard noises coming from up the hallway. The door was opening. A voice called out.
"Hey, Griff," the voice said. "Did you decide to screw that kid after all?"
The slot machine started to rattle and roll in his head again.
Hal sat down on the edge of the hole sliding in until his hips wedged against the opening. He heard booted footsteps coming down the hallway, and he squirmed and wiggled for all he was worth. Just as he saw the edge of a boot pass the side of the alcove, the slot machine stopped with a chime, and he broke free. Hal dropped through the opening and fell into the darkness.
QUEST COMPLETED - Escape with Kay
200 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
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HAL FELL through the darkness as the circle of light above dwindled into darkness. He was just about to think to look down when he splashed down into a foul soup of water and human waste.
Keeping his eyes and mouth closed, Hal swam upward until he felt himself break the surface of the disgusting pool. A voice to one side called out to him in a loud whisper.
"Swim over here, Hal. There's a ledge to climb onto," Kay whispered.
Hal swam towards the voice in the darkness as his eyes slowly adjusted to the small amount of light filtering down from above. He reached the ledge about the same time he began to be able to see some limited shapes around him.
Kay helped him climb up onto the ledge. Hal rolled onto his back and stared upward at the hole above. It had to be thirty or forty feet up. If he'd known it was that far, he wasn't sure he'd have made the leap.
"Come on, Hal," Kay urged him. "We have to keep moving. They'll figure out where we've gone soon enough. We can't stick around here and wait for them."
There was a dark opening at the far end of the ledge where it met the wall of the sewer chamber. Kay's shadowy form had already started to head that way.
Climbing to his feet, Hal put one hand on the wall and the other outstretched before him as he followed his companion into the dark opening.
Remembering his Level Up notification, Hal pulled up his character sheet while he moved along the narrow passage leading from the ledge. Even though the words glowed in his visual field, their light did nothing to help him see better in the darkness. There were, however, two new stats entries at the bottom.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 2
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 8
Looks: 8
Health: 16/16
SKILLS: Taunt
Experience: 300/600
Attribute points: 2
Skill points: 1
IT WAS good to see his health had gone up on its own. He’d thought he might have to spend points on it to raise it higher. The new entries at the bottom intrigued him. When he focused on the Attribute and Skill points, a new notification rose into his vision.
ATTRIBUTE POINTS MAY BE DIVIDED up between attributes. Once spent they may not be changed.
Skill points may be used to learn new skills or advance existing skills based on your class or social position. Some skills may be learned by completing quests. Once spent they cannot be changed.
HE ALLOCATED the two attribute points to his speed and saw a defense bonus show up next to the new value of ten. He now had a plus one defense factor.
Looking at his skills, he had to decide if he wanted to learn a new skill or level up his taunt. Hal decided to learn a new skill. These were his choices at level one:
ROGUE SKILLS:
Pick pockets
Open locks
Find/remove traps
Hide in shadows
Move silently
Sneak attack
Dark vision
Legends and Lore
DARK VISION LOOKED PROMISING. Focusing on it opened a description.
DARK VISION IMPROVES a rogue's vision in low light conditions.
THAT LOOKED perfect for what he needed right now. He allocated the skill point to Dark vision and instantly noticed a difference. Where he couldn't see his hand in front of his face before, Hal could now make out the shadowy outline of his outstretched arm and was just able to see Kay moving ahead of him.
He took one last look at his stats and then let the transparent words fade from view on their own.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 2
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 10 -- +1
Looks: 8
Health: 16/16
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision
Experience: 300/600
HE FELT MUCH MORE confident now he could see, even in a limited way, in the dark tunnel. Kay moved with confidence ahead of him, and Hal wondered if the kid had a dark vision skill, too, or was there something else helping him see in the dark.
Hal heard rushing water passing nearby as they continued walking. Eventually, the tunnel opened up to another ledge and a larger tunnel. Off to the right, Hal could see the black surface of the sewer water passing by. He assumed it flowed until it found some outlet to the sea adjacent to the city.
Walking along the ledge, the light brightened a little as they passed under a sewer grate in the ceiling above them. Kay stopped to rest in the narrow pool of light shining from above. Hal had to admit it was good to see a little daylight, even if he couldn't really see the sky itself.
"What’s next, Kay?" Hal asked. "Maybe we should find a way out of here and get ourselves cleaned up."
"I've heard there are people who live down here, inside the sewers," Kay said. "Perhaps we should seek help from them?"
"It's worth a try, I guess. It's not like we have a lot of prospects in our favor. I want to wash this filth off me. We need to find a source of clean water."
"That might be hard to do down here," Kay pointed out.
"Let's keep searching," Hal said. "Now that we have these drains from above along the ceiling of the tunnel, it will be easier to see down here. I don't think we want to head to the surface until it's either night or we can clean ourselves and change out of these outfits."
The stench of the sewers didn't seem as strong in the newer, more open tunnels. It might have been because the grates above let some fresh air in, or Hal's overwhelmed nose might be getting used to it.
Kay stopped a short time later and crouched down. He turned around to look at Hal.
"There's a person sitting on the ledge ahead," Kay whispered. "I can just make them out. What should we do?"
"Let me take the lead," Hal replied. "It's probably a homeless person hiding out down here."
Kay pressed himself up against the wall while Hal slid past on the narrow ledge. Once he was past, Hal crouched and stared into the darkness.
Sure enough, there was someone sitting in the shadows about fifty feet farther up the passage. He waited and watched for several minutes but whoever it was didn't move.
"Something strange is going on," Hal said. "Stay here. I'll be right back."
"No way. I'm coming with you."
"Suit yourself, kid."
"Stop calling me, 'kid.'" Kay said. "I got us out of the prison. I convinced you to distract the guard. I did it all. Not you. I'm every bit as grown up as you are."
One look at his companion's face showed how annoyed, and serious Kay was. Hal hadn't meant anything by what he'd called him, but it had obviously irked the boy. He'd have to be careful in the future. Hal knew he needed Kay to show him around the city until he figured out how to exit the game. Up until now, his only idea had been to submit to execution.
Hal nodded. "Sorry, Kay. It's a habit. I'll stop."
Kay seemed satisfied with that simple mea culpa because he pointed past Hal at the hidden figure.
"Let's go and see who this is."
Hal turned and started creeping forward, measuring each step, muscles tensed and ready to spring off in the opposite direction if the person proved to be a threat.
The closer Hal got, the better he felt about his sneaking skills. He walked all the way up to the person without being noticed. The figure still sat leaning with one shoulder against the wall, his back to Hal.
The person wore leather armor with a black leather skull cap helmet. Hal saw the boots stretching out away from him and what looked like a short sword in a scabbard at the person's waist.
Taking the final step forward, Hal noticed the different odor coming off the body right away. Perhaps the slight breeze flowing through the tunnel had shifted direction towards him, or maybe it was proximity. Either way, Hal knew now he was looking at a dead body. It hadn’t been a superior sneaking ability at all. Anyone could sneak up on the dead.
He placed a hand on the body's shoulder, and it fell backward to lay staring upward with vacant eye sockets at the ceiling. Hal retched and nearly vomited when a rat, disturbed by the intrusion over lunch, slid out of the hapless adventurer's gaping mouth and scampered squeaking away down the ledge in the opposite direction.
Hal's stomach roiled, and he took a moment to get control of himself.
"He's dead, isn't he," Kay said.
"Yeah, if it's a 'he' at all. I can't tell. At this point, they've been dead so long I couldn't tell who they were even if I'd known them well. It would take a medical examiner and a full forensics team to figure this one out."
"What's a for-en-sick team?"
"Never mind. Think of it as a special investigator or guardsman."
"Oh. Why didn't you just say so, then?"
"Like I said, never mind," Hal said. "Let me search him and see if I can find anything useful on the body."
Hal reached forward and started patting down the body, trying to avoid the maggots spilling off the corpse wherever he reached. He'd played a lot of games where he searched dead bodies. It was never like this. This was disgusting.
The betrayal of his stomach made him stop more than once. He'd retch several times, with nothing coming up because his stomach was empty, then he'd return to the search.
Along the way, he began to piece together what happened to this guy. It was clear to Hal whoever this was had been stabbed or slashed across the stomach. The leather armor was cut open, and there were bloated intestines protruding from the wound. He'd probably been injured up above and made his way down here to escape his attackers, dying in the process.
It was a reminder to Hal how realistic this game simulation was. He might have actually enjoyed it if he hadn't been trapped here without any explanation as to what was happening.
Soon he had a pile of useful items from the corpse. When he was finished, the only thing left was the leather armor. He'd left the leather breastplate in place. The armor was useless because of the heavy damage it had sustained. Only the helmet was usable, as were the boots.
He'd found a steel dagger. It seemed to be well maintained, too. He also found the short sword he'd spotted earlier. There was a belt pouch that clinked when he shook it. He didn't bother opening it. He didn't know the local currency and wouldn't be able to count it in the near darkness anyway.
There was a small backpack that seemed full of clothes and assorted other small items. Again, he opted to not to go through it then and there next to the rotting corpse. He and Kay could divvy it up later.
"Let me see what you found," Kay said pressing against his back.
"Hold on. There's a bunch of small stuff, and we can't see worth shit here. Let's move up the tunnel a bit farther and then we can see everything."
He thrust the leather backpack into Kay's hands.
"Here, carry this. I have the rest."
Hal walked along the ledge past the corpse until he and Kay found a pool of light filtering down through the grate overhead. There they carefully dumped out the helmet, backpack, and belt pouch and sorted their booty.
"There are two weapons, the dagger and the short sword. Which do you want, Kay?"
"The sword, if you don't have a preference," Kay said.
"I think I’d prefer the dagger, so that's perfect. You take the sword belt and scabbard, and I'll take the boots. They look to be about my size, and I can stash the dagger there since I don't have a belt for it."
Kay started counting out the coins and whistled when he found a small gemstone mixed in with the belt pouch's contents.
"What's that?" Hal asked. His knowledge of gemstones was limited to what little he'd learned when he bought Mona's engagement ring years ago.
"I think it's a tourmaline," Kay said. "It's hard to tell from here. It's not worth as much as a sapphire or emerald, but it will be worth something if we can find the right buyer."
Hal had an idea based on the running inventory announcements he'd been ignoring since he started rummaging through the pile.
"Hand it to me. I have an idea."
Kay shrugged and handed Hal the small cut gemstone. Hal held the gem in his hand and concentrated on it. He started to smile when the announcement popped into his view then frowned.
SMALL TOURMALINE - unknown value
HE HANDED the tourmaline back to Kay. "It didn't work."
"What didn't work?"
"Just something I can sometimes do," Hal lied. "Sometimes I can tell what an item is by just holding it in my hands."
"That's useful," Kay said. "Is it some kind of magic? I didn't know you could do magic."
"It's not really magic. It's more like an innate ability, I guess. Like I said. It doesn't work all the time."
Kay pointed to the stacked pile of coins on the ledge. "There's twelve gold crowns, forty-seven silver pieces and twenty-two coppers there plus the tourmaline. We can live comfortably for a month or more on that alone even without the gemstone."
Hal was glad Kay explained the worth of the coins to him. He had no idea what things cost here in Fantasma.
Hal pointed to the other pile. "We've got a couple of shirts and a pair of pants that might fit me. They're all too big for you. There's also a flint and steel and a sharpening stone. I also found this leather folded pouch with a strange collection of metal rods in different shapes and sizes."
"Let me see," Kay said leaning forward and looking at what Hal was holding. "That's a set of lock picks. Our deceased friend back there must have been a thief. No one else would be carrying a set of those. They look like they've been maintained pretty well."
"You know a lot about thieves' tools for a nobleman's son," Hal noted.
"I used to hang around with the guardsmen in the castle a lot when my parents weren't looking. They all had a variety of backgrounds and thought it was amusing to teach me things they didn't think my father would approve of."
Kay started laughing, and Hal joined in. It felt good to laugh, and this was the first sign he could start to make a go of it here in Fantasma, at least until he figured out how to get home. He pulled up his stats and looked at his inventory after they divided the spoils. He kept the backpack while Kay held onto the coins in the belt pouch that went with the sword belt.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 2
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 10 -- +1
Looks: 8
Health: 16/16
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision
Experience: 300/600
INVENTORY:
Leather Pants
Cotton Shirt (3)
Leather Boots
Steel Dagger
Leather Backpack
Flint and Steel
Lock Picks
HAL AND KAY started to walk down the tunnel again, oblivious to the danger stalking them from behind.
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KAY, bringing up the rear while they walked along, was the first to sense the pending attack.
"Hal, watch out!" Kay called.
Hal spun around, whipping the dagger from his boot. Kay was dancing backward, fending off the single biggest spider Hal had ever seen. It was the size of a German shepherd, and it hissed and clicked its mandibles together while it lunged at Kay.
Kay swung the sword down at one of the hairy legs trying to press him back against the wall. The sword's blade bit into the exoskeleton, and the end of the leg crumpled a bit.
Hal wasn't sure what he could do with only a dagger, but he ran up and lunged in, leading with the dagger's point. He felt it skitter across the armored body. He left a long gouge in the armored exoskeleton but didn't think he did any lasting damage.
It did succeed in distracting the beast from Kay because now the spider was advancing on Hal.
He looked into the six black eyes above the snapping maw that sported two dripping venomous fangs as it charged at him. Hal decided to try something, and the slot machine started rattling in his mind again. He ignored the rolling slot machine and watched the spider's advance. Hal waited until the last second then leapt into the air. The rolling slot machine in his head stopped, and the familiar chime sounded as he dove up and over the spider while it ran under him. A single leg swiped at him in mid-air, but it missed by a mile. He surprised himself when he landed on two feet on the opposite side of the spider.
SKILL LEARNED - Acrobatic dodge
KAY SWUNG the sword at the spider's armored back as it tried to turn around to chase Hal. The short sword's blade glanced off the back armor just like Hal's dagger tip did.
"We've got to try to stab through its armor. We'll never penetrate with the edges of our blades. They aren't heavy enough."
"Agreed," Kay said. "Let's try to stay on opposite sides. We can take turns distracting it until one of us breaks through."
"Sounds like a plan. Be careful."
At that instant, a taloned spider leg swiped at Hal, catching him by surprise. The spiked talon at the end of the leg stabbed downward, catching him in the middle of his right thigh.
Pain exploded through his leg banishing any euphoria at pulling off the spectacular dodge a few seconds before.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -6
Movement penalty incurred.
THEN THE SPIDER tried to pin him between the leg stabbing his thigh and another leg, sweeping in from the left. It was all Hal could do to break away from the dual attacks and execute a limping shuffle backwards.
The pain in his thigh was severe, and his movement penalty from the injury precluded him from any more super dodging moves.
On the opposite side of the spider, Kay drove in with a flurry of blows and stabbing thrusts at the body of the spider.
"Yes!"
Kay finally scored a penetrating hit, sinking his short sword into the spider's abdomen to the hilt.
He must have hit something vital because all the spider's legs on one side collapsed, leaving the huge creature floundering to move just like Hal was.
Hal took advantage of the sudden shift in the tides of battle and limped up between two paralyzed legs stabbing downward with a two-handed blow, his dagger striking the creature again and again.
The first few dagger attacks lacked the strength to break through but the third time the dagger came down, he felt the chitin of the armored carapace crack open, and the blade slid home into the spider's body, just behind the head.
It spasmed but continued to turn, sort of paddling with the four working legs opposite Hal.
Hal leaned into his blade, pressing downward and pivoting the blade against the hilt trying to hit something vital inside the thing.
He must have been successful.
The working legs shot out straight to the side, catching Kay by surprise, knocking him from his feet. Luckily the spider seemed to be finished and unable to coordinate an attack.
Kay climbed back to his feet, rubbing his head where he struck it on the stone ledge.
Hal pulled his dagger free from the giant quivering bug carcass.
300 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Level Up!
"ARE YOU ALRIGHT, Kay? You look like you took a good knock to the head."
"I'm better than you," Kay replied. He pointed to Hal. "Your leg is bleeding. We need to bandage that."
Hal knew from the continued throbbing pain in his thigh; Kay was probably right. Limping over to a stone outcropping nearby, Hal sat down. Taking the weight off his injured leg improved his pain level immediately.
Kay came over and rummaged through Hal's backpack, pulling out one of the spare shirts. A torn strip of cotton coupled with a wadded patch of the same fabric formed a passable bandage and dressing for Hal's leg.
While Kay worked on his leg, Hal looked over his stats panel. He had two new attribute points and an additional skill point. Allocating two more skill points to speed and the skill point to his new acrobatic dodge skill.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 3
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5 to all saving throws.
Speed: 12 -- +2 defense
Looks: 8
Health: 18/24
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge-2
Experience: 600/1,200
SATISFIED with his progress so far leveling his rogue up, Hal tried to stand with the bandaged leg. Taking a few hesitant steps, testing it out, he nodded.
"Well done, Kay. Where did you learn to bandage a wound so well?"
"Mother made sure all her daughters learned some of the healing arts," Kay said.
"Oh, and I guess you snuck in and learned on the sly when she wasn't watching?"
"Yes, uh, I thought it was interesting enough work, even for a man to learn. Seems like I made the right choice judging by you."
"Yeah, well, thank you. I'm still hurt, though. We need to find some place to shelter while I rest up. I think I'll feel better pretty quickly if I'm safe from attack. Any thoughts?"
Kay smiled and snapped his fingers.
"There is a place. Let's find another one of those grates. If you can lift me up, I think I can squeeze through far enough to unlatch it and swing it up so you can climb through, too."
"What sort of place is this you’ve got in mind?"
“It belongs to a friend who owes me a debt. She'll let me stay there, and I can convince her to let you stay, too. Just remember to keep your hands to yourself, and you'll be fine."
"Hey, I'm a married man. Your lady friend's got nothing to worry about from me."
Kay folded the remains of the shirt they’d used to make the bandage and replaced it in the backpack which Hal donned as they started around the carcass of the giant spider and walked along until they found a grate in a suitable position above them to allow Hal to boost Kay up to it.
The first one had a rusted mechanism, and Kay couldn’t open it, forcing them to search for another. The second grate had a cart parked on top of it. They waited for a while, watching the shadows lengthen in the tunnel. It was getting dark out.
Finally, the cart moved on, and Hal hooked his hands together, forming a stirrup for Kay's foot. This time the mechanism moved aside and with Hal supporting Kay from below, the younger rogue was able to lever aside the metal grate far enough to squeeze through.
Kay laid down on his stomach and reached down to pull Hal up. It took a few tries to grab a hold of Kay’s hand, but Hal finally managed to get up and through to the street above.
It felt good to breathe in the relatively clean air of the city above. Hal started laughing as he thought about his reaction to the city air, remembering his response that morning when he awoke in the alley next to the open gutter sewer. How far he'd come in this world of Fantasma.
"Lead on MacDuff," Hal said as he climbed back to his feet.
"Who's MacDuff?" Kay asked, looking around.
"Never mind, just a saying where I come from. Let's be off to this lady friend of yours. I need some rest."
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THE STREETS of Tandon still bustled with activity after the sun went down. Townsfolk and market vendors hustled about their business, either returning home or heading to nearby taverns and inns to celebrate the day’s work. Despite that number of people on the street, few of the passersby had paid any attention when two filthy, smelly men crawled from an open sewer grate. Hal and Kay were able to stand up and join in the crowd passing by.
Hal's draining fatigue made every step feel heavier than the last. The puncture wound in his thigh only made it worse. By the time they arrived at Kay's friend's home, Hal could only focus on taking the next step and almost kept walking past when Kay stopped.
"Hey, where ya going?" Kay said, hooking Hal by the elbow and stopping him.
"Sorry," Hal said. "I was running in robot mode."
"Robot?" Kay asked. "You use a lot of funny sayings and words, Hal Dix. You are definitely not from around here. Speaking of here, here we are, The Gilded Cage. We should be able to rest here."
The building they had stopped beside had a gold painted wooden birdcage suspended over the door. A steady flow of men moved in and out of the red-painted doorway. A pair of burly men holding wooden cudgels guarded the doorway.
Kay approached one of them, and the guard pushed him backwards with a shove of the cudgel's tip.
"Don't allow beggar scum in the Gilded Cage," the gruff guard said. "You couldn't afford the entertainments inside anyway."
Kay's expression displayed a moment of annoyance. He shifted it to a smile and walked back up to the guard.
"Could you please tell Selena that Kay is here?"
"Why should I do that? She's not going to let you inside either. Just because you know the name of the owner of this establishment doesn't mean it gains you entry. Why don't you move along because if I fetch her and she doesn't know you, I'm not going to be very happy."
Kay fished in his belt pouch and pulled out one of the silver coins they’d liberated from the dead man in the sewers, holding it out to the guard. The guard snatched the coin from Kay so fast, Hal barely saw the movement of his hand.
"We're not what we appear to be, and Selena will be happy you passed along my message," Kay said.
"Stay here," the guard said, the scowl never leaving his face. He turned to his companion before going inside. "Watch them. I don't like their look."
The second guard nodded while the first disappeared inside. Hal craned his neck to see inside but couldn't pick out anything other than a few chairs with red velvet cushions near the entrance. The place seemed busy, whatever it was.
"Don't worry, Hal," Kay said. "Selena will come. She knows me from a previous venture I was involved with. She was the one who took me in when I escaped."
"I don't wanna say I doubt you, Kay," Hal said glancing up at the three-story building. "This place seems a little upscale compared to what we can afford, even with what we found on the body inside the sewers."
"I don't think she'll charge us, at least not for the rooms and some food. Anything else, though, Hal… Well, let’s just say you'll be responsible for any services of which you partake."
"Why are you being so cryptic?" Hal asked. "What sort of place is this?"
They were interrupted by the appearance of a busty, red-haired woman in a tight-fitting dress. Her breasts looked like they were going to burst free from their confinement at any moment.
"Kay, I'm so happy to see you.” The woman moved to hug Kay, then stopped. “Even in your current state," the woman said. "I'd heard you were picked up by the city guard and I assumed the worst. I'm glad you're well, and the reports were wrong."
"It's a long story, Selena," Kay said. “I was hoping I could get a place to stay for myself and my friend, Hal. Sooner rather than later would be better. We are both still a bit of a hot commodity to some who might be looking for us."
"So, the reports were true, then," Selena looked up and down the street for a moment. Hal glanced around, too, though he didn't know what she was looking for. "Well, you can't come inside in your present condition. That alone would draw unwanted attention to your presence. Go around back and wash up in the courtyard. You know where the pump is, right?"
Kay nodded. "Thank you, Selena. I owe you one, again."
"You owe me more than you know but we'll talk about that later. Go get cleaned up. I'll have Cookie send out some food and Marta will rustle up some spare clothes for you. Someone always leaves something behind so we have plenty."
"You're a goddess among women, Selena."
"Yeah, yeah," she replied giving them a shooing motion with her hands. "Clean yourselves up. You’re filthy. Burt here will let you in the back gate, and I'll come to check on you later. As you can see, we're very busy right now." She gestured to the guard who'd gone to fetch her then disappeared back inside.
Kay gave a Burt a big satisfied grin, at which the guard snarled.
"Go down that alley and find the fence at the rear of the property. I'll open the gate in a few minutes. If you're late, I'll assume you've moved on to whatever hole you crawled from and locked up again."
"We'll be there. Don't worry." Hal said, grabbing his smug companion by the arm. He'd heard Selena mention washing up, and food and he could think of nothing else.
The two of them walked a bit further down the street until they came to a passageway between the Gilded Cage and the next establishment. Passing down between the buildings, they soon reached the alley that ran behind the buildings. After they entered the alley, Kay pulled his arm free.
"You can let go, Hal. I can't stand bullies, that’s all. You have to stand up to them and make sure they know when they've lost."
"I don't think this was the right time to antagonize the man who was going to let us inside. Selena arranged for us to enter. You got what you wanted. Let's not do anything to mess that up."
"Oh, that guy won't do anything to anger Selena. He’s just hired muscle. He might bluster a bit because his pride's hurt, but he'll do what she says."
Kay kept walking, and another question occurred to Hal.
"What kind of establishment is the Gilded Cage anyway? It seemed like more than just an inn or a tavern."
"Oh, it's a brothel," Kay said as if it were nothing at all. "The best one in Tandon, in fact. Selena entertains all the upper crust types in the city except for the highest in the Duke's court. They have their own courtesans to tend to their needs."
"We're going to be staying in a brothel?" Hal said. His palms started to sweat, and his face felt hot. He knew he was blushing and was glad for the cover of darkness to hide it.
"That's why I cautioned you about the cost of additional services. The ladies here are experts at separating men from their money so don't do so much as kiss one of them unless you are willing to pay the prices they charge."
"I'm not kissing anyone. I'm trying to get away from here and back to my wife."
"You keep mentioning your wife, Hal. She must keep you on a short leash," Kay said, laughing.
"I said it because people don't sleep around on their spouses where I come from, at least not people like me."
"No one's asking you to. Just keep it in your pants, and you'll be fine," Kay said.
Hal nodded, wondering how the kid could be so nonchalant about being here. He guessed if you grew up a slave, like Kay did, a brothel might seem like a palace.
They turned the corner of the alley to the rear of the buildings and saw Burt standing in the alley by a gate. He was holding up a lantern.
"See, I told you he'd be here waiting for us," Kay said.
"Be nice," Hal hissed as they approached the big guard.
"Thank you, Burt," Kay said with an exaggerated bow.
"Think nothing of it," Burt grumbled. He waited until Hal and Kay passed through the gate and then pulled it shut behind them, sliding the wooden bar back into place to secure it.
Inside the gate, Hal saw an open courtyard. There was a carriage house and stable along the fence next to the alley and gate. Opposite the gate sat the main house. Kay led Hal over towards the stable and carriage house where a trough sat in front of the stable. There was a lever operated pump standing about four feet tall next to the trough.
"You can clean up here. I'll be right back."
Hal didn't have to be told twice. He couldn't wait to get the filth of the sewers off of him. He had to pump the handle up and down several times to bring the water up from the well, but it started flowing into the trough soon enough.
He filled the trough about half full and stripped down, dropping his soiled clothes on the ground. Hal sat down in the trough and stuck his head under the pump's spout as he worked the handle again. The water was freezing cold, but he didn't care. His only thought was to be clean again.
Kay returned with a bucket and Hal moved to one side of the long trough.
"Climb in. There's plenty of room for both of us. I feel better already," Hal said.
"Uh, no, thank you," Kay said without looking in Hal's direction. He pumped up enough water to fill the bucket he carried and headed back to the stable.
"I'll make due in here," Kay said, hefting the bucket. "You enjoy your bath. I'll be right back."
"Suit yourself," Hal shrugged. "Don't mind me if I soak here in some relatively clean water for a while."
Hal leaned his head back, resting it on the side of the wooden trough as he stared upward at the stars. The sky above seemed unfamiliar. Hal didn't consider himself an expert by any means, but he’d always been able to pick out a few of the more prominent constellations. He saw nothing recognizable among the stars in view.
Of course, it's just a random computer generated skybox or a figment of my unconscious imagination, Hal thought.
"It depends on whether I'm stuck in the game or having a stroke."
"What a curious thing to say," a woman's voice said from behind him.
Sitting up quickly and dropping his hands to his crotch to try and cover up, Hal turned to see who it was.
A pretty brunette woman in a short satin robe stood a few feet away with a bundle of clothing.
"Don't be shy," she said with a snort of laughter. "It's not like it's nothing I've ever seen before."
"I'm sorry, who are you?"
"I'm Marta. Selena told me to find some men's clothes for you and Kay. Where's Kay anyway?"
"He's in the stable," Hal said. He started to point but quickly remembered his nakedness and returned his hand to his lap.
"You're funny,” Marta giggled. “And cute, too. What's your name?"
"I'm Hal, Hal Dix."
"Well, Hal Dix," Marta said setting some of the clothes and a towel down on the ground. "We should take some time to get to know each other sometime."
Hal felt the blood rising in his face, among other things.
"Uh, thanks but I'm a happily married man, Marta."
Marta laughed again.
"Oh, sweetie, most of the men I see are."
Hal was left to sort that statement out as Marta took the rest of the clothes into the stable. He remembered too late to call out and warn Kay Marta was coming. He decided not to try. Let Kay be caught naked by the woman, too. It was only fair.
Deciding he'd soaked enough, Hal reached out and pulled the towel closer as he stood up. Quickly wiping most of the water from himself, he checked the wound in his leg. It wasn't bleeding anymore, which was good. He pulled on the linen undershorts in the bundle and retrieved some more of the makeshift bandages from his backpack. Hal wrapped his injured leg then got dressed.
He could tell the quality of the clothes were much better. These pants and shirt didn't itch at all. Hal pulled on his new leather boots and slid the dagger down into the boot top to hide it from view.
Hal wished he had a mirror to see what he looked like. This new outfit of tight fitting black trousers, white cotton shirt, a leather vest and the boots he'd gotten off the body in the sewer must have made him look like a proper rogue. There was an extra pair of trousers in the pile, which Hal stuffed into his backpack in case he needed them later on.
He spent a few minutes wondering what was taking Kay so long in the stable. Maybe Kay was involved in a little encounter with Marta. Hal decided to let the kid have some fun if that was what was happening. He could wait. Kay couldn't be more than sixteen. Hal remembered how fast things went when he was that age. It wouldn't be long.
Sure enough, less than five minutes later, Kay and Marta came out of the stable together, chatting and laughing together. Hal couldn't resist a little quip at the pair.
"I hope you two enjoyed your time together."
"Don't worry, Hal," Marta said. "Kay's not my type. You are much more to my liking."
Kay and Marta both broke into peals of laughter at that statement, especially when they saw the look on Hal’s face. Hal waited until the two of them stopped. He very much felt like he was the butt of some inside joke between his companion and Marta.
"Come along, you two," Marta said, wiping tears from her eyes and still smiling broadly. "Cookie has a small table set up for you both in the kitchen with some of the left-over roast from tonight's dinner. Hurry, she doesn't like to be kept waiting."
"Thanks, Marta," Hal said. "It's nice of you to take us in."
"Nonsense. You're a friend of Kay's, and that makes you alright in our book here at the Gilded Cage. I'll check in on you later on. I have a regular caller waiting on me right now."
Marta left them standing in the courtyard. Hal waited until she'd left to say anything to Kay.
"I guess we'll get something to eat and then come out here and sleep in the stable?"
"You can sleep in a stable if you want. I'm sleeping in a bed."
"I just assumed all the beds would be occupied, or something," Hal said feeling a bit uncomfortable.
"There are regular rooms here for the servants and such," Kay said. "Not everyone in the house is having sex all the time. Even an experienced courtesan needs a break now and then, Hal."
Hal sensed a note of disapproval in Kay's tone and he spluttered an answer to try and recover.
"I didn't think that, Kay. I only thought that Selena was doing a great deal to help us. I didn't think she'd give us a room, too."
"Don't worry about that, Hal. You're with me. Selena is an old friend of my family. She owes my father an old debt, and she'll be happy to take us in until we can get on our feet again. Now come on. I'm so hungry I could eat a whole hog. Cookie's roast is usually delicious, so we shouldn't keep the food waiting."
Hal nodded. His own stomach grumbled at the idea of food. He didn't know how the game's mechanics worked, but in some games, food partially healed wounds, if it was of high enough quality. Kay seemed to think Cookie's food was pretty good so it was worth a try.
When the pair reached the Gilded Cage’s kitchens, they met Cookie. She was a red-faced, rotund woman in a brown dress covered by a broad white apron. She was in the process of yelling at a pair of younger women in similar outfits when Hal and Kay entered the kitchen. Distracted by the new arrivals, the head cook at the Gilded Cage sent her charges off to their duties with a flick of her wrist and turned to Hal and Kay.
"Kay, honey. I was so worried about you," she said, rushing forward and wrapping Hal's companion in a tight embrace. "When I heard the guardsmen had snapped you up in a sweep, I feared the worst."
"I was headed for the block until my friend here helped me escape," Kay said gesturing to Hal.
"Well, I thank you for helping Kay get away, Mr. uh..."
"Please call me Hal, it's Hal Dix," he said, nodding his head in a brief bow.
"Hal, it is," Cookie said. "Come sit down. I'm sure you're both starving. I cooked roast venison tonight, and there's a whole haunch left for you both to carve on. I have to get back to work, or those two girls will screw something else up. Sit here and enjoy. Once you've had your fill, you'll find Kay's usual room upstairs. Selena arranged for you to have the one next to it, Hal."
"You said the two magic words, Cookie, food and sleep," Kay said. He sat down at a small table with two chairs in the corner and Hal joined him.
"Yes," Hal said. "Thank you very much. I’m sure it will all be wonderful."
"Just out of curiosity, Cookie, what's up with your assistants?" Kay asked. "You don't usually have problems with them."
"Ilsa is upset about having her dowry taken by some slimy merchant who works with one of the wardens. He said her father owed him money and she was responsible for his debt. She's distracted and making all sorts of mistakes tonight because of it."
"Is there anything Selena can do to help out?" Kay asked.
"Selena is going to try, but I don't hold out much hope," Cookie said. "He's pretty connected to some of the Emperor's factors in town, and that means the Duke doesn't have many options to use against him. It'll be his word against hers."
"That's not fair," Hal said. "Someone should do something."
"Why, are you offering to go and get her money back?" Cookie asked.
QUEST OFFERED - Get Ilsa's dowry back.
HAL SAW the glowing words fade away and before he thought much about it, he heard himself saying, "Sure, we'll get her money back."
QUEST ACCEPTED - Get Ilsa's dowry back.
"OH, that's wonderful, Hal. Ilsa will be so grateful. I'm sure she'll want to thank you personally if you manage to do it." Cookie said with a wink.
"A nice verbal thank you will be enough," Hal said. "I'm a married man."
"Ooo, you're one of the good ones, Hal Dix," Cookie said. "Kay, what was a guy like this doing in the prison with you?"
"Hal killed the Harbor Warden," Kay said, as if pinning a murder on Hal had no meaning at all.
Hal tried to say something about his being framed for the murder, but the big woman drowned him out with her response.
"In that case, I'll get you both some pie, too," Cookie said, a broad smile of admiration on her face. "You've done the city a service, Hal. That man was a beast."
Cookie left, presumably to fetch their pie. Hal leaned forward so he could whisper to Kay.
"Why would you say that? I was framed for that murder."
"You don't have to pretend here, Hal. These people will be grateful for what you did. Just about everyone will be. Cookie was right. He was a horrible man."
"Just because he was a horrible man doesn't mean he deserved to be knifed in the street like that," Hal said.
"I suppose you could have done it in a less public way, but I won't question you on that," Kay said. "The way he died screaming in the street was a form of justice for all he's done to the people in his district. Cookie's brother used to work on the docks. Some of the warden's toughs didn't like it when he stood up for the children being pressed into dangerous work alongside him. They strung him up by his neck and left his body hanging by the docks for a week as an example."
"So, I guess he had it coming. But Kay, it wasn't me. I swear," Hal protested.
"Well, don't tell Cookie that. My father always said 'people need something bigger to believe in. If they think you are larger than life, let them.' In this case, if it were me, I'd ride the wave of popularity that will spring from this."
"Won't it just get me arrested again?"
"No one around here is going to turn you in. They'll hide you any way they can. The people of the city don't like the Emperor's wardens. Anyone who stands up to them is a hero to most the people in Tandon."
Hal shook his head. It was all so much to take in. He decided to turn his attention to the roast on the table. There was a kitchen knife stuck in it and biscuits nearby in a basket. Hal carved off a slab of the juicy medium rare meat and used one of the biscuits to make a sandwich. He slapped some coarse mustard on the meat before he put the top half of the biscuit on and took a bite.
As soon as he swallowed, a menu item popped up into his vision.
PARTIAL HEALING - ROAST VENISON: Health +2
HAL SMILED and enjoyed the delicious sandwich while he thought about his apparent notoriety for a crime he didn't commit and his impulsive decision to rob a merchant for a serving girl's stolen dowry. He supposed he had to follow through now that he'd agreed.
Kay seemed no problem with it at all. The boy dug into a biscuit and venison sandwich of his own, too. The two of them ate in silence, a testament to how hungry they were. The blueberry pie Cookie brought was of good quality, too and Hal noted two more health points added to his stats because of it.
His stomach full and feeling the weight of his fatigue suddenly dragging on him, Hal followed Kay up a back set of stairs to the third floor where a pair of rooms had been prepared for them.
"Thanks again for vouching for me and getting us a place to stay, Kay."
"No problem, Hal. Like I said, you will be a bit of a celebrity for what you did. Selena will thank us in the end. You'll see."
"I hope you're right, Kay."
"I am. Now get some sleep," Kay said. "We're going to need to be rested if we plan to help get Ilsa’s dowry back tomorrow."
Kay shut his door, leaving Hal standing in the hallway of the brothel all alone wondering if he'd ever find a way out of this game.
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ONCE HE MANAGED to get into his bed, Hal fell asleep immediately. The next thing he knew; daylight was streaming in past the slats of the shuttered window.
FULL NIGHT'S REST: Health +2
HAL PULLED up his stats and saw he was fully healed from the wounds inflicted by the spider.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 3
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 8
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 10 -- +1
Looks: 8
Health: 24/24
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge-2
Experience: 600/1,200
HE ROLLED over when there was a tap at the door.
"Yes, who is it."
"It's me, Kay. I'm heading down to the kitchen for some breakfast. You coming?"
"I'll meet you down there. I won't be long," Hal said. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his eyes. Unwrapping the bandage on his thigh, he saw a puckered scar covered with a rough scab. It was a little sore but wouldn't keep him from doing anything he wanted to do.
Getting up, he splashed some water on his face from the pitcher and basin on a stand in the corner and got dressed. Running his hands through his hair and wishing again for a mirror, Hal left to head downstairs for breakfast.
Cookie was bustling around the kitchen when he stepped off the stairs at the bottom. She smiled at Hal when she saw him.
"I hope eggs and ham are suitable, young man."
"That sounds great," Hal replied.
"Kay's in the dining room chatting with Selena. They're waiting for you." Cookie pointed towards a door on the far side of the kitchen.
Hal went over and pushed the door open to see Selena and Kay seated in an opulent dining room. The walls were covered in what looked like a velvet fabric of bright red interspersed with some sort of gold patterned paper. The table had three gold candelabras arranged along its twelve-foot length, and a buffet on the far wall had serving dishes arranged with fresh rolls and pastries.
"So, the celebrity is awake," Selena said when she spotted him in the doorway. "I had no idea you were the one who killed the Harbor Warden."
Hal started to protest but stopped himself. It was no use arguing with them. He might as well go along with it all and try to make something positive out of it.
"I'm afraid it's not the sort of thing I want to brag about," Hal said.
"I also understand you are going to take up Ilsa's cause," Selena continued. "I can't begin to tell you how much all of us here at the Gilded Cage appreciate that. Do you know when you'll be going after her dowry?"
"I think Kay and I discussed planning to do it soon, maybe tonight. A lot depends on what we can find out about this merchant who took the money."
"I can tell you anything you'd like," Selena said. "He's a regular customer here."
"Why would you let someone like that into your establishment?" Hal asked.
"I have to be open to all clientele with the wherewithal to pay the price. If I turned away the Emperor's lackeys, they'd just shut me down and look elsewhere for their entertainments."
Hal nodded. It made sense. It was the classic protection game that powerful people used against small businesses all over his own world.
"He's got a warehouse here in the merchant district across town," Kay said. "That is where he keeps most of his money and goods according to what Selena and the other girls know."
"Do we know what kind of guards he has?" Hal asked.
"No, but it will surely be guarded in some way," Kay said.
"I can make sure he and most of his men are entertained here when you go to the raid," Selena added. "I told him last night I'd arrange a party for him and his men to celebrate a recent business acquisition. I'll send word to him that we can do it tonight if you think that will give you enough time to get ready."
"I think Kay and I need to get some gear appropriate to doing some late-night pilfering first. Is there a place nearby we can equip ourselves?"
"The Caravansary Outfitters should have everything you'll need. If they don't, bring your list of needs to me and I'll see what I can do," Selena said.
"Then that's where we'll go this morning," Hal said. "I hope we can get everything we need for what coin we have on hand, Kay."
"I think we'll be fine. Selena told me she is willing to finance us starting out in exchange for a share of everything we bring back above the dowry amount," Kay said. He patted a bulging leather pouch sitting on the table next to him.
"That's very generous of you, Selena," Hal said.
"Consider it an investment. If you can manage to interrupt some of the merchant's operations, it will impact the Emperor's factions in the city. That is a good thing."
Cookie came in during the lull in conversation that followed and placed a platter with fried eggs and slices of ham on the table between them. Hal, Selena, and Kay paused their discussion to get their food. Once their plates were full, the three of them sat down to eat and plan.
------
THE CITY WAS alive and vibrant as the market stalls opened for the day. Hal and Kay strolled down the street, crowded with people going about their business. Women bought their bread, and fish, and other foodstuffs for the day's meals. A group of tradesmen bartered over a wagonload of what looked like raw ore of some sort.
Hal took it all in, breathing deep, drinking in the strange way this game felt so real to him. This was his first real chance to see the city in the daylight. His first daytime experience in the city had been so confusing and disorienting he had no chance to enjoy the elaborate and lush detail of everything the game’s designers had come up with.
This morning, as he walked through the busy streets with Kay, it all came together for him. The detail was truly amazing. It was as if it was all real.
Hal reached out and touched everything he passed, much to the annoyance of Kay who seemed focused on getting to the Caravansary Outfitters shop.
"Hal, you must stop. Every shop owner thinks you're trying to steal their merchandise the way you keep reaching out and touching everything. Cut it out."
"I'm no thief," Hal said. "I wouldn't take something that wasn't mine."
"I'm sorry, my mistake," Kay said, rolling his eyes. "I thought that was exactly what we planned to do this evening. Where did I miss your sudden change in profession?"
Hal was instantly annoyed by his teenaged companion's eye roll and sarcasm. He wasn’t used to teenagers and decided when his daughter Cari was that age; he'd make sure she never reacted that way to her parents or other adults.
"Kay, that's different. We're standing up for someone who was wronged and deserves justice, not stealing from honest shopkeepers."
"In that case, respect the honest shopkeepers and keep your hands to yourself unless you plan on buying something. It's making everyone nervous, including me."
Hal was about to agree with Kay when he realized his hand was outstretched rubbing the fabric of a silken shirt between his fingers. He pulled his hand away and nodded at the shopkeeper. She was eyeing him with open suspicion.
Hurrying to catch up to Kay, who'd kept walking, Hal hooked his thumbs in his waistband to keep from absentmindedly touching anything else.
"Kay, have you been to this Caravansary shop before? It sounds like quite the place."
"I've been, once," Kay said. "It is where all the caravans leaving the city gather supplies and equip their guards and drivers for the journey. They will have everything we need to prepare for tonight. Remember, though; don't touch anything you don't want to buy. If you like something, ask to see it, and the shopkeeper will hand it to you to check over before you buy."
"Got it!" Hal said. His enthusiasm at finally getting some real rogue's gear showed in his voice and step. He bounced as he walked, envisioning how he'd look in his planned outfit, all black leather, hooded cloak, and bristling with weapons.
He was so engrossed in his day dreaming he almost walked right past the place. Kay had to grab him by the arm to stop him. Hal looked up at the sprawling building they stood next to and wasn't all that impressed.
The building was a ramshackle three-story building that seemed to spread out to either side the way a fat person's belly spread beyond his belt. There were several places where additions had been added to the structure, apparently using parts of demolished neighboring buildings.
"This is the incredible adventuring store you were telling me about?" Hal said.
"Shhhh," Kay replied. "Colin, the shopkeeper, is a prickly sort of fellow and he takes his shop very seriously. Don't make comments like that where he can hear you, or he'll refuse us service."
"I was only..."
"Just be quiet. Let me do the talking, Hal, and we'll get out of here with everything we need."
Kay stood in front of the entrance with his arms crossed. He refused to move any farther until Hal agreed. Hal shut his mouth and nodded. Kay stared him in the eye for a moment longer then turned and pushed through the door with Hal in tow.
The inside of the shop looked even more confused and jumbled than the exterior. It looked like one of those theme restaurants back home where the decorators nail random things on the walls and ceiling for "atmosphere." In this case, however, the place looked like dozens of them had some sort of contest to see who could create the most eclectic assortment of unrelated items possible.
There were snowshoes hung next to bamboo fishing poles and lanterns next to skis. Hal even swore he saw a collection of tiki torches off in one corner. This place had literally everything in the world in one place.
"How does he keep track of it all?" Hal asked before he realized he had said it aloud.
"No one knows how I do it, sonny and I'm happy to keep it that way."
The man who popped up from behind a display of stretched bearskins was the oddest person Hal had ever seen. He wore baggy shorts held up by checkered suspenders that. Below the shorts, his knobby knees led down to socks pulled up to mid-calf and secured by black men's garters just below his kneecaps. On his feet, he wore what looked like duck boots popular in a catalog retailer back home. From the waist up, he wore a khaki shirt under the suspenders. On his head, he wore a pith helmet. Hal took one look at him and pictured something that might come from a twisted sort of a Rudyard Kipling story right down to the flowing white mustaches that puffed outward when he talked.
"Hello, Colin, I'm Kay, and this is my associate, Hal. We were sent by Selena to prepare for a little excursion we had coming up tonight. I was hoping you could help us find some gear that we need."
Colin stroked his mustache with the back of his finger before he answered.
"Is it an upstairs job or are you planning on bashing your way in?"
"We'd prefer sneaking in to brute force," Kay said.
Colin looked the two of them over for a moment then held up a finger.
"I'll be right back. Don't move."
The strange little man turned and disappeared behind a stack of what looked like tent canvas.
"Where did he go?" Hal asked after a moment.
"He said stay here. That is what we're going to do," Kay said.
"I thought we were here to shop, you know, look around and try things on."
"That's not how it works with Colin. He knows what he has and what will work best for what you need to do. That's his special skill. It's why the Wardens leave him alone. He outfits them when needed, too."
"I'm surprised they didn't just come in and take over when the Emperor took the city," Hal observed.
"Rumor has it that a group of invading soldiers from the Emperor’s army tried to do just that. They became hopelessly lost among the stacks and were never heard from again."
Hal started to laugh then realized Kay was deadly serious.
"You can't mean that old man..."
"What I mean is," Kay said, interrupting Hal. "Colin asked us to remain here, where we stand, and that is what we're going to do."
Hal saluted. "Yes, sir. You're the boss."
"And don't touch anything!"
Hal whipped his hand back from a stack of canned beans and hooked his thumbs back in his waistband to keep from idly fidgeting and forgetting the rules.
Their wait wasn't too long. Colin came back, this time from the opposite direction, pushing a small waist high cart in front of him. There was a small pile of gear and clothing on the cart.
"Here's everything you'll need," Colin announced. "Try it on. There's a pile for each of you. I am sure you’ll be pleased. I stand behind my work."
Hal started picking at the pile Colin said was his. On top was a supple leather breastplate, black in color with numerous straps crossing the front and back. He assumed the straps were to hold gear and weapons. With some help from Kay and Colin, Hal was soon standing in his leather armor, including bracers, greaves, and soft leather gauntlets.
"Those gauntlets are made with a special process I came up with," Colin said, pride beaming from his eyes. "You can sense almost anything you'd be able to feel with your bare hands; it's so thin. The best part is the leather is from a beast with very tough hide, so it is very resistant to rips and tears. They should last you a long time."
Hal rubbed a thumb and forefinger together and raised his eyebrows in surprise.
"That's remarkable. What kind of beast did you say it came from?"
"I didn't. Do you think I want to give away all my secrets?"
"He didn't mean anything by it, Colin. I assure you," Kay said. He changed the subject. "I see you selected suitable weapons for each of us, too."
"Yes, a second short sword for you," Colin said to Kay, handing him a small sword and scabbard. "I think your dual blade attack will come along nicely. For your friend, Hal, I selected a double set of throwing knives. It will take some work to learn, but I think they'll come in handy eventually. There's a second dagger, too. I think he'll excel at close in sneak attacks with his daggers and sniping from the perimeter."
Hal took the knives, four in each set, their scabbards all attached together in a row. The straps on the knife scabbards matched the straps on his breast plate, Hal noticed when he held them up trying to figure how they'd look. A few minutes' work and he had them secured in place. The knives were arrayed so he could draw one from almost any direction.
He belted the second dagger’s scabbard around his waist and pulled the black hooded cloak across his shoulders, attaching the cloak's clips to his breast plate. He felt very badass all of the sudden.
"I don't suppose you have a mirror?" Hal asked.
"No, I do not. They only serve to make vain people vainer." Colin coughed several times then before clearing his throat and spitting on the floor. "I'm finished with you both for now. Come back again if you need something specific. Oh, and I'll be taking that pouch from Selena now."
Colin's hand snaked out and snatched the bulging pouch from Kay's hand. He grinned at both of them, then turned and disappeared behind a stack of assorted helmets. As he walked away through the aisles of supplies, he called out.
"Check your inventory, Hal. I added a few things to your backpack just for you."
Then he was gone, and the two companions stood alone, outfitted for their excursion that evening.
"What did he mean by that, Hal?" Kay asked. "Did he leave you a written list of some sort?"
"No, uh, I have no idea," Hal said staring off into the darkened interior of the shop. He pulled up his inventory to check what the old man said.
INVENTORY:
Leather Pants
Cotton Shirt
Leather Boots
All-Weather Cloak
Leather Armor (+1 to defense)
Steel Dagger (2)
Throwing Knives (8)(+1 to attack/damage)
Leather Backpack
Flint and Steel
Wet stone
Lock Picks
Climbing Grapnel
Sturdy Rope
Light Healing Potion
HAL SAW ALL the items he was wearing. He also noted the addition of the climbing grapnel, rope, and healing potion. That would come in handy, though he hoped to avoid getting wounded any more. It hurt too much to be only a game.
"I think Colin added some extra goodies to our packs for tonight. We can look when we get back to the Gilded Cage."




12






THE GILDED CAGE was in a flurry of activity when Hal and Kay returned with the gear from Colin. Hal thought it was open for business already, which he thought odd for a primarily evening establishment like Selena's.
"Is this normal?" Hal asked Kay.
"It does seem a little bit busier than normal, actually," Kay replied.
Kay stopped a tall blonde woman passing by them in the vestibule. She was carrying a bundle of linens, presumably from the client rooms upstairs.
"What's all the fuss about, Katia?"
"Some important merchant is coming tonight," Katia said. "He's rented the place for a private party, and it's rumored one or more of the wardens might be attending, too. Selena has ordered everything scrubbed from top to bottom and all the linens replaced with the good, silk sheets."
The woman hurried on her way, and Hal smiled.
"Selena said she'd get our mark here and away from his business," Hal said. "I guess she managed to pull it off."
"If the Wardens and their other lackeys do attend tonight's festivities," Kay said, "the Gilded Cage will be locked up tight with guard patrols all around it until they leave, especially since you killed the Harbor Warden. We won't have anywhere to return to after the job tonight."
"We have some coins left over since Selena paid for our gear," Hal noted. "Is there someplace we can rent a room to use for a night or two until the heat dies down at Selena's?"
"There might be," Kay answered. "The question will be if we can trust the landlord there to be discrete in case anyone comes poking around looking for us after we get away. I'll let Selena know what we're doing and that we'll see her in a few days, and then we can go looking for a temporary hide out."
It didn't take long for Kay to return and the two of them headed out again in search of someplace to hole up with their loot after they burgled the warehouse that evening. Hal used the time walking around the city of Tandon to get a better sense of his surroundings and learn more of the history of the place from Kay.
The city consisted of five distinct districts or wards. Each ward had a warden. The wardens used to be noblemen who reported directly to the Duke. They oversaw tax collection, dealt with petty crime within their borders, and helped rule the city.
When Emperor Kang's army invaded, the nobles were put to death. All except for the Duke. The Emperor selected new wardens from his own retinue. The Duke became a mere figurehead, and the city's actual rule fell to the wardens who collected the tribute due to the Emperor each month.
With the Harbor Warden killed, there were only four of the Emperor's men left in charge of the city to deal with. Each of them had their own small army of followers and guards and would be descending on the Gilded Cage tonight. This made it vital that Hal and Kay find a room for a couple of nights.
Kay took his time deciding where best to inquire. It was mid-afternoon before he settled on a small inn near the western gate to rent them a room with two beds and a window that looked out over a narrow alley between the inn and neighboring buildings.
"This way we’ll have a means to get in and out without being seen," Kay said pointing to the window when they checked out the room they had rented. "Plus, the inn's owner is no friend of the Emperor and his wardens. We should be safe enough here before and after the job until the heat dies down."
"Should we send a note to Selena to tell her where we are?" Hal asked.
"Better not. Let's keep this one to ourselves just in case."
Hal shrugged off his backpack and stretched his arms. Wearing armor all the time chaffed in strange places and the stuff weighed a lot more than the stories ever told you. He couldn't imagine what metal armor must feel like if the leather was so uncomfortable. At least his range of movement wasn’t impeded, and he figured the protection it afforded was worth the discomfort.
He laid down on the bed and tried to get comfortable. Kay settled on a stool in the corner and took out his short swords, checking the edge. He apparently wasn't satisfied with the keenness of the blades because he started running a stone over them to hone them further. Hal didn't mind; it was still hours before they had to leave. It would be good to get some rest and prep their gear before then. He closed his eyes and dozed off to the soft, smooth “skritch, skritch” of Kay's stone along the blades.
Kay's hand upon his shoulder woke Hal with a start. He'd been dreaming of taking Cari for a walk in her stroller at the park near their home. It had been pleasant. He hadn't realized how much he missed both his daughter and his wife. He had been in this game world for two days now. If this was as real as it felt, he was not going to return in time to be there before Mona, and the baby returned home. The thought worried him.
Hal wondered what Mona would find. Was he comatose in his chair, or maybe dead? Had he disappeared altogether? Hal didn't have the answers to his questions, and it troubled him.
"What's on your mind?" Kay asked while he tightened the straps on his armor.
"I was just thinking about my wife and kid. I wonder what they’ll think when they return home, and I'm not there or at least not there like they’d expect me to be."
"You've never said much about where you're from, Hal. You've only said it's far away. How could they just now be discovering you're missing if it's such a distance?"
"It's a long story, Kay, and you wouldn't believe me if I told you. Maybe I'll tell you the whole thing someday but not now."
"Definitely not now," Kay said. "We've got work to do; rogue's work. Are you ready?"
Hal checked his gear, emptying all the clothes and extra items out of the backpack except the lock pick set, the healing potion, grapnel, and rope. He looked up at Kay when he finished and nodded.
Kay smiled and blew out the lamp before opening the shutters to the outside. They waited a few minutes for their eyes to acclimate, then Kay slipped over the edge of the window sill and dropped to the ground about ten feet below. Hal followed. As he landed in the alley beside the inn, he saw the exposed timbers of the inn's exterior. Good. There would be plenty of foot holds to get back up to their room when they returned.
Hal followed Kay as they snaked through a series of alleys, crossing deserted streets until they reached the street across from their target. It was close, only five minutes from their new hideout at the inn.
A guard appeared around the corner across the street, walking along the front of the warehouse. It was well lit with torches and lanterns. Hal pressed himself back into the shadows of the alley as the guard passed by across the street. The guard looked in his direction twice but didn't see the two thieves hiding there.
A notification popped up in Hal's display vision.
NEW SKILL LEARNED - Hide in shadows
KAY PUT a hand on Hal's arm and pointed up to the second floor of the warehouse. It didn't stretch the whole length of the warehouse. Instead, it sat like a tower in one corner at the front of the building. There were shuttered windows there that might allow them entry.
Hal nodded and took off his pack, removing the rope and grapnel, setting them on the ground beside him while he put the pack on again. The guard had turned the far corner on his rounds. They waited for two more circuits until they were confident they had the timing down for the guard's appearance.
Waiting until the guard rounded the far corner once again, Hal and Kay raced across the street until they were at the front of the warehouse. Hal stepped back a few steps and looked up, gauging the distance to the roof of the second story.
While Kay kept watch, Hal swung the rope and grapnel in a circle, gathering momentum. He concentrated on the task, and the lucky slot machine in his head started rolling again. Taking one last look upward at his target, an exposed beam above, Hal let the grapnel fly. The slot machine stopped with a chime as soon as he let go. Based on past experience, Hal knew that meant his luck would hold.
The grapnel flew straight up to the beam and over the top, wrapping around twice before the grapnel’s tines dug into the wood. Hal pulled down on the rope, and the sharp prongs dug backward into the wood even more. He tugged a couple of times before he was satisfied it was seated, then started climbing. The rope had knots tied in it periodically to assist with the climb, but it was still hard work going up, especially with his armor and other gear.
Hal hooked a foot over the edge of the roof and pulled himself up, rolling out of the way. Kay was right behind him. Once they were both safely on the roof, Hal pulled the rope up from below and reached up to retrieve the grapnel. They'd made it just in time. The guard below them turned the near corner and walked along the front of the building.
Both the men on the roof let out a quiet sigh of relief and waited until the guard passed around the far corner before they moved again. Hal rose and walked over to the shutters, checking to see if the nearest were secured from the inside. It didn't budge at all. He and Kay circled the structure on the flat roof of the warehouse checking all of the shutters of the second-story structure. On the far side, they discovered one was ajar.
Hal smiled. His luck was holding for a change. Kay pulled open the shutters and peered inside. It looked like a small storeroom or pantry judging from the sacks stacked in the corner and the shelf full of cans and jars. Kay went in first, followed by Hal, who closed the shutters behind them.
Kay paused at the door, listening for noise on the other side. He shook his head, frowning and beckoning Hal over. Hal went over and pressed his ear against the wood. He heard the sound right away, snoring. At least one person was asleep on the other side.
Hal stepped back and tried the doorknob, turning it and pulling the door open a crack. In the dim light on the other side, Hal saw a kitchen area with a cot in the corner. A very large form lay snoring on the cot.
Hal opened the door a bit farther, wincing when the hinges squeaked a little. Looking around, Hal saw an open doorway leading from the kitchen to another room. It must be the kitchen and dining area for the workers and guards. He stepped back to let Kay have a look.
Leaning forward while his companion took in the scene, Hal whispered, "We can sneak past this guy. You go first. I'll follow once you reach the other room."
Kay nodded and took a few tentative steps, testing the floor boards to make sure they didn't creak. He'd almost reached the doorway to the other room, when the large figure on the cot rolled over and jumped up.
"Gotcha, thief!" The cook said while grabbing a cleaver from the butcher's block on the counter. Hal got a look at him as he stood and realized he wasn't a human, or at least not a hundred percent human. The guy had tusks protruding from his lower jaw, and he stood nearly seven feet tall.
Kay, caught by surprise, barely dodged the first hacking attack from the cleaver. Hal didn't think the hardened leather of their armor would hold up long against that heavy blade.
"I'm gonna kill you; thief, then I'm gonna cook you up in the stew for the boys tomorrow. You're gonna be tasty."
The cook easily batted aside Kay's first attack and then launched a flurry of attacks that had Kay dancing backward across the kitchen to the far wall. If the cook managed to trap Kay against that wall, it was all over.
Hal thought fast. The cook had his back to the closet. He obviously didn't think Kay had anyone with him. Drawing his daggers, Hal crept out from the doorway until he was standing behind the giant man.
With all his strength, Hal drove the two broad-bladed daggers forward into the cook's lower back.
NEW SKILL LEARNED - sneak attack
Critical hit!
THE COOK GASPED and arched his back, trying to turn around to reach his new attacker. Hal pulled the daggers out and drove them forward again and again in punching motions until the cook's back, side, and now belly was covered in deep gashes while he turned to face Hal.
Hal dodged backward from a slow downward strike from the cleaver. At the end of the strike, the cleaver fell from the cook's hand. The eyes had a surprised expression in them as the big man sunk to his knees before slumping to one side to the floor.
250 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
XP doubled for rogue skill attack combination.
"ARE YOU ALRIGHT, KAY?"
"Yeah, just scared a bit. That guy was a monster."
"You're not kidding," Hal said. "Let's search the room and see if he's got anything useful stashed here."
Kay nodded, and they began checking all the cupboards. Hal noticed a small stand next to the cot with two drawers. The top one was locked. Taking his lock pick tools out, Hal decided to give this a try while Kay kept searching the rest of the room. He knew the theory of lock picking, but that didn't mean he knew what he was doing.
Inserting two of the long probes into the small wooden keyhole, Hal began to manipulate them, trying to feel for the pins or tumblers in the lock. After a few minutes of trying, he was rewarded with a soft click.
NEW SKILL LEARNED - Open locks
HAL PULLED the unlocked drawer open and found a pouch of coins, a stack of letters tied together with butcher's twine, and a small box. Opening the box, Hal found a silver ring with a small emerald set in the silver band.
Kay came over and saw what he'd found. He smiled at Hal.
"That's a good start. Let's see if we can't find the merchant's office. He's got to have a chest or something there with the real treasure inside."
"Let's go," Hal agreed. "I'll take the lead this time."
Kay nodded, and Hal drew one of his daggers, leaving the other hand free. The room next door was a dining room as he'd expected. There were two long tables set up to seat about twenty people. Hal hoped that was mostly warehouse workers and not the number of guards nearby. Otherwise, this was going to be a painfully short adventure.
The dining room opened onto a catwalk overlooking the interior of the warehouse and a set of stairs down to the ground floor. Hal crouched by the door and scanned the warehouse floor. It was dark inside the building, but his dark vision skill helped him penetrate most of the shadows below. There were stacks and stacks of crates and pallets. He didn't see any guards.
Starting down the stairs, Hal stopped when he reached the bottom and looked around. There was a door to his left that lead to whatever was beneath the kitchen and dining area above. To the right was the whole open warehouse floor.
"This way," Kay said, pointing to the door to his left. “This has to be the offices.”
Hal nodded and tried the handle. It was locked. He crouched down and pulled out his picks again. This lock took a lot longer as it was larger and more complex. He concentrated and was rewarded when the slot machine started rolling in his head again. When the chime sounded in his head, Hal felt, rather than heard a satisfying click. Trying the doorknob again, Hal discovered it was now open.
SKILL LEVEL ACHIEVED - Open lock level 2
KAY AND HAL darted inside and pulled the door closed behind them. There were no windows in this room, and the darkness was almost complete. Even with his dark vision in play, it was hard to see anything. Kay was having the same problem.
Hal saw a few sparks that told him Kay was trying to light a candle or something. A light flared and Hal saw a small lamp sitting on a desk in the corner.
Kay turned around and smiled. "That's better."
"Indeed," Hal replied. He pointed to a large chest in the corner. "You want to try this one while I guard?"
"Sure, thanks," Kay said. He crouched down next to the chest and started working then cursed. "Damn, it was trapped. I just got stuck by a pin or needle or something."
"How bad is it?" Hal said.
"I don't know. It just hurts like hell for a little prick like that."
"Step back and let me take a look," Hal said.
Stepping in front of Kay, Hal grabbed the lamp and held it in front of the chest. He saw the tiny needle protruding from the lock right away. It looked like opening the lock released the spring-loaded trap on any unsuspecting thief who didn't know it was there.
Working carefully to avoid touching the exposed needle, Hal started working on the lock. It took a few minutes but he managed to puzzle out the mechanism, and the lock sprung open.
Lifting the lid, Hal looked inside. There were all sorts of ledgers and books inside, but there were also seven bulging bags stacked in the bottom. Hal lifted them out. Each was heavy with coins.
QUEST COMPLETED - Get Ilsa's dowry back.
500 experience points awarded
Level Up!
HAL SMILED at the notifications while he and Kay stuffed the bags into their backpacks. It was a heavy load, but Hal could manage. He looked at Kay and saw his friend sway under the load.
"You don't look so good, Kay. You sure you're fine?"
"Yeah, my hand just hurts from where that needle jabbed me."
"Let me take a look," Hal said.
Kay held out his hand. In the lamplight, Hal saw the red streaks going up his friend's hand and forearm away from the swollen finger right away.
"I think that needle was poisoned. We have to get out of here and find some help for you before it's too late. Can you make it back upstairs if I help you?"
Kay nodded, and Hal helped his friend back up the stairs. They were soon back in the kitchen. Kay looked worse, and Hal helped him sit on a stool in by the stove.
"Wait here; I have an idea," Hal said. "No one would use a lock with a poisoned trap like that without having an antidote nearby just in case. I'm going back downstairs to search the rest of the office. You stay here."
Kay nodded and closed his eyes. Hal had to hurry. He bolted back down the stairs and went back into the office, shutting the door. He lit the lamp once more, using up painful seconds Kay might not have. Once he did, Hal searched the office. He started with the inside of the chest. There was nothing there but the ledgers and papers they'd left behind.
Turning to the desk, Hal started pulling drawers open and rifling through papers and odds and ends. In the bottom drawer, Hal finally found what he was looking for. It was a small ceramic vial with a cork stopper. He laughed when he read the tag attached to it with a length of string. It read, “for accidental poisoning.”
Turning down the lamp again, Hal raced back upstairs. Kay was unconscious now, his breathing ragged. Hal knew he didn't have much time. Pulling the cork from the vial with his teeth, Hal poured the liquid into Kay's mouth and rubbed his back to awaken him enough to swallow.
Kay coughed and spluttered a little bit but managed to get most of the antidote down. Luckily, it didn't take long to work. Within a few minutes, Kay was feeling much better.
"Thanks for finding that antidote, Hal. It was a good idea to go and check the office again for it."
"Every now and then, I have a good idea," Hal said, smiling at his friend. "We should probably get going. We're pressing our luck remaining here."
"Agreed. I feel like we should do something to cover our tracks, though."
"What did you have in mind?" Hal asked.
"If we set a fire here in the kitchen, it will look like the cook left the oven lit or something. Hopefully, it will burn the whole building, and it will take the merchant a while to realize he's been robbed."
"Makes sense to me."
QUEST ACCEPTED - Cover up the crime.
KAY POURED some cooking oil on the cot and held the lamp over it while he looked at Hal.
"Are you ready?"
"Let's go," Hal said.
Kay threw the glass lamp against the wall above the cot. The oil inside burst into flame and spilled down onto the cot. The rest of the cooking oil he'd spilled flared up immediately.
Hal smiled and climbed back through the window to the rooftop. He tiptoed over to the edge, looking for the guard below. He saw him just turning the far corner. Perfect. Hal sat down on the edge and then turned to lower himself down until he was hanging about five feet from the street. Dropping the rest of the way, he crouched and waited for Kay to join him.
Once they were both down, they sprinted for the alley just as thick black smoke started billowing from the second-floor windows of the warehouse.
QUEST COMPLETED - Cover up the crime.
250 experience points awarded.
THEY'D DONE IT. Hal smiled as shouts of alarm sounded in the distance, and an alarm bell sounded. Their escape was complete.
By the time they climbed back through the window of their room at the inn, the burning warehouse had become a massive red glow seen over the rooftops behind them. Hal settled down on his bed and removed the backpack. Kay closed the shutters and lit the oil lamp in their room.
"How are you feeling?" Hal asked Kay.
"Better now. I'm glad you found that antidote when you did. I don't think I could have made it back here even with your help.
"So, we lay low here at the inn and wait for a few days until it's safe to go back to Selena's, right?"
"That's the plan," Kay replied. "We need to count through what we have, though. We know Ilsa's dowry was four hundred silver pieces. We'll put that aside first then count the rest."
Hal and Kay made sure their door was secured by a bar across it and started counting out the money from the leather moneybags. They ended up having just over two thousand two hundred silver pieces total. When they factored in Ilsa's dowry, that left a six hundred silver piece share each to Selena, Hal, and Kay.
"Not too bad for a night's work, don't you think?" Hal said.
"Agreed. Now we need to guard it until we can get it back to the Gilded Cage and Selena can lock it up there for us. Do you want to take the first shift?"
Hal was tired, but given what Kay had been through with the poison that night, he decided to let his friend sleep first.
"Sure, I'll stay up. Lay down. You've got to be exhausted."
"I won't argue with you. Wake me in a few hours, and I'll take my turn," Kay said.
Kay rolled over and pulled the blanket up over himself.
Hal took a moment while Kay slept to allot his new level points. He put two attribute points to Brawn. He also allotted a skill point to sneak attack. That was a useful skill given how it took down the cook so easily. His stats were now starting to look halfway decent.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 4
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 10 -- +1
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 18 -- +5
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 32/32
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 2, Hide in shadows, Sneak Attack - 2, Open locks - 2
Experience: 1,600/2,400
HAL FINISHED with his stats adjustments and went over to sit on the stool in the corner. He drew his daggers and began to sharpen them using long strokes of the whetstone just like he'd seen Kay do earlier.
All the while he thought about Mona and Cari, wondering when he'd see them again.




13






HAL AND KAY ended up waiting two days at the inn, taking turns going down for meals and breaks to the outhouse, spending the rest of the time sitting in their room and learning more about each other. Hal learned that Kay was from a land far to the east where the Emperor had first begun his conquest.
He asked Kay about it during the second night in the inn.
"My father was the boldest of the nobles in my country, fighting on against the emperor's forces even after the capital fell. In the end, it made no difference. We were all caught, hiding out in the mountains. We had no more food or places to shelter. The soldiers killed my father, mother, and older brother right in front of me. Then they took myself and my younger brother and sister as slaves."
"Do you know where they are?" Hal asked. He couldn't imagine what that must have been like for a young child to witness.
"No, we were branded as slaves and sold to separate masters a week later and I haven’t seen them since. I imagine them sometimes, escaped like I am and living a quiet, peaceful life somewhere safe."
"Don't you wish for that kind of life, too?" Hal asked.
"I don't have time for peace and quiet, Hal. I will not rest until I bring down the Emperor by my own hands. Before he dies, I will make sure he knows who defeated him and why."
"Is that why you fight against the Wardens here in Tandon?"
"If we can show how one city can rise up and overthrow the Emperor's wardens, then other city's will follow suit," Kay said. "The Emperor and his generals have made a mistake. They have extended their borders farther than their vaunted armies can cover. They've conquered too much, too fast. Now we will use that weakness against them."
"My experience is that people don't like to go against the grain like that, Kay. Most just want to keep their heads down and live their lives without any trouble with Emperors, Wardens, or Dukes."
"We must inspire them to resist, Hal. We must provide the example they’ll follow to rise up. You started that when you killed the Harbor Warden. If we can kill the others or force them to flee, the people will return the land to their rightful leaders. The Duke will have to step up and lead, even if his family is being held hostage against his loyalty."
"Where are they being held?" Hal asked. "It seems to me if you want the Duke on your side, you need to help him in return first."
"They are hidden somewhere only the Wardens know of," Kay said. "It is a closely guarded secret. We'd have to take one of the Wardens alive to find out where it was. Now that one of their number is dead, the others are going to be extra cautious regarding their safety."
"Maybe that's where we concentrate next."
"What?" Kay asked. "Try and kidnap a Warden and torture the location of the Duke's family out of them?"
"Not right away, of course," Hal said. "We'd have to be a lot better organized and powerful to pull that off, but I think it could be done. I think I only need to level up six or seven more times and then I'll be strong enough to take on someone like a warden and their guards."
"You say the strangest things, Hal Dix," Kay said. "What in the world does 'level up' mean?"
"Uh, nothing really, it's just a saying from where I come from. It means getting better at something. Like improving your fighting skills and such."
"That I understand. My father just started teaching me the sword when we were captured. He thought I was old enough to learn. I don't know nearly as much as I'd like to know." Kay walked over to the shuttered window, opened the slats and stared out into the night. "I'll learn anything, do anything, become anything if it means I accomplish my goal."
Kay turned and faced Hal. "What about you, Hal? You talk about your family almost as if you may never return to them. At least you know where they are."
"Knowing where they are and knowing how to get back there is something completely different," Hal explained. "I don't know how I got here to Tandon, so how could I know how to get home? All I know is, I woke up on the street in an alley near the harbor.”
"So you came here by boat, then. Surely you remember the long voyage."
Hal shook his head. "You don't understand, Kay. I don't expect you to believe this, but I think I was brought here by some sort of magic. Ripped from my happy home and dumped here in the middle of Tandon."
"Of course I believe in magic, Hal. Everyone does. There are numerous practitioners around the city for small and common spells. There aren't that many great mages left, of course. There are a few I know of who could do something like you describe. They are all in hiding these days, though. Whenever one of them is captured, the Emperor has them either put to death or forced to join his armies," Kay said. "It is rumored that only four or five of the great mages remain free. No one knows for sure, since no one has seen any of them in years. It's assumed they've all retreated to their hidden strongholds to remain out of the Emperor's clutches."
"So, if I can find the right mage to help me, they might be able to return me to my home?"
"I suppose so; we'd have to figure out a way to entice one of them to come out of hiding. It would have to be something pretty big."
"Big," Hal said. "You mean like a city overthrowing the Emperor's Wardens?"
"I suppose so," Kay mused. "We'd have to make quite a spectacle of it to make sure they heard about what we were doing. Then, maybe, one of them would come here and see what was going on."
"Kay, if that’s true, it looks like you've got a partner in your quest to get the Emperor, at least in the short term here in Tandon. If that's what it will take to draw one of the great mages out of hiding, then that's what I'll do."
"Hal, I'd be happy to have you at my side. You’ve proven lucky and resourceful when it’s mattered the most. I couldn’t ask for a better companion."
Hal thought about the last few days overall and the rattling slot machine in his head when he pressed his luck. It made him smile.
"You know what, Kay, I am. I'm a lot luckier here in Fantasma than I've ever been at home. Let's hope that luck holds for both of us."
“I’ll drink to that, Hal,” Kay said. He hoisted a mug of ale, from the tray of food they were sharing in their room. Hal did the same, leaning forward to touch their mugs before taking a sip.
Hal thought about what they’d decided in that moment. He might finally have a plan to get him home. Once they got back to the Gilded Cage tomorrow, Hal could start to try and figure out which wizards or mages could help him return back to his home and how to get their attention.
The whole conversation was still on Hal's mind as he fell asleep later that evening. Kay took the first watch shift, so he turned in expecting to be awakened when it was his turn. He drifted off to sleep once again to the sounds of Kay honing the blades of his short swords.
------
HAL WOKE UP WITH A START. A hand was over his mouth, and Kay's voice sounded in his ear.
"Hal, stay silent. There are people outside the door."
Hal nodded and the hand was removed from his mouth.
"Do you know how many there are?" Hal whispered.
Kay shook his head.
Hal rolled out of bed, silently landing on the floor and checking his throwing knives and daggers. He got an idea as the latch softly rattled when someone on the other side tested it to see if it was locked.
Picking up his backpack and cloak, he laid them on the bed and quickly covered them with the blanket. It sort of looked like a person. Kay gave him a puzzled look and Hal gave him a quick pantomime of someone sleeping, pointing at the lump under the covers.
"Oh," Kay mouthed at him. He repeated Hal's trick with his bed, too, then crouched down in the corner behind the headboard.
Hal nodded and hid behind his bed as well, drawing a throwing knife in each hand. The rattling slot machine started in his head. He hoped it was a sign of good luck coming.
The attack didn't take long to start. Once the intruders discovered they couldn't get in easily, the attackers decided a brute force approach was worth trying. The door crashed inward with two of the four would-be thieves falling to the floor after throwing themselves at the barrier. The two behind them each had crossbows leveled, and they took a step forward, aimed at the lumps on the bed and fired. “Thump, thump.”
The two crossbow bolts landed, impaling the hidden backpacks. That was the signal for Hal and Kay.
Hal stood and threw the two knives in a single flowing motion. He was rewarded with a gurgling shout as one of the crossbowmen fell backward with a knife in his throat.
250 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
THE SECOND KNIFE had missed its target, but the slot machine still rolled on in his head, so he rapidly followed the initial attack with four more thrown knives in rapid succession, all aimed at the second crossbowman. He was in the process of dropping his crossbow while reaching for his sword. Hal's first two knives took him in the shoulder and chest. The third glanced off his helmet. The fourth flew true and the second crossbowman dropped with a blade in his throat. The slot machine stopped.
250 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
THE INITIAL TWO attackers had climbed back to their feet. One sported a mace with ugly ridges along the metal ball mounted on the end of the wooden haft. He charged to meet Kay's advance. The other drew a longsword and ran at Hal.
Drawing his two daggers, Hal moved to keep the bed between himself and his opponent. The problem with that was that his short weapons couldn't reach over the bed at the bandit. The bright side was it was too far for the bandit to do much either.
Hal waited until the bandit swung at his head, overbalancing his reach over the bed. Hal dropped one of the daggers and reached out, grabbing the extended wrist and yanking the man towards him. The bandit gave a yelp of surprise that ended in an abbreviated scream when he landed face first on the bed and Hal buried the blade of the other dagger in his back.
250 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
HAL QUICKLY RETRIEVED his second dagger from the floor, turned and swiftly stabbed the final guard in the back while Kay preoccupied him.
CRITICAL HIT!
250 experience points.
Level up!
"WE'D BETTER GET out of here, Kay, before anyone else decides we might be easy pickings for a robbery. Maybe we played it too coy by always staying in our room. It must have looked like we were hiding something," Hal said as he grabbed his dagger from the back of the guard on the bed.
"You're probably right on both counts," Kay said. He picked up his backpack and cloak from the bed as Hal did the same. Hal broke off the crossbow bolt sticking out from the pack and then shrugged into the straps, settling it on his back. He pulled the cloak around him then went and retrieved his throwing knives before following Kay down to the inn's common room.
They met the innkeeper coming up the stairs with a wooden club in one hand and a lamp in the other.
"Gentlemen, what was all the commotion?" the man asked standing on the landing in his nightshirt.
"Someone tried to take something that didn't belong to them," Kay said, passing by the man. "They'll not be bothering anyone further."
"Here's something for the cleanup," Hal said, flipping a pair of silver coins through the air to the innkeeper. Despite his surprise, he quickly tucked the cudgel under one arm and caught the coins from the air without missing a beat.
Hal followed Kay through the dark common room and out the front door. They'd be returning to Selena's a little earlier than expected. It was no longer safe to remain here. Hal used the time walking back through the deserted nighttime streets to use his new attribute points to add to his luck. He used his skill point to purchase the find/remove traps skill. He looked over the stats menu and was pretty happy with how things were shaping up. He had more than held his own in that last fight and if he kept leveling up this quickly, he would keep getting stronger and more formidable with each passing encounter.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 5
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 10 -- +1
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 20 -- +6
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 40/40
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 2, Hide in shadows, Sneak Attack - 2, Open locks - 2, Find/remove traps.
Experience: 2,600/4,800
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HAL AND KAY were not prepared for what they encountered when they got back to the Gilded Cage. The front door hung off the hinges, a body in the street turned out to be one of the bouncers. Bert's sightless eyes stared up at the cloudless sky. A quick glance down showed his throat had been slit from ear to ear.
Hal drew a dagger; Kay already had his sword in hand.
"What the hell happened here?" Hal asked.
Kay shook his head and stepped inside and gasped.
Hal followed and wished he had not. Selena hung from the second-floor banister. She was naked and had horrible wounds all over her body. He hoped she was dead when those wounds were inflicted. He suspected she was not. Merely thinking about it made Hal turn and retch, emptying his stomach in the corner.
"Help me cut her down," Kay said.
"Kay, I'm sorry, I know she meant a lot to you."
"You have no idea, Hal. Help me cut her down from there."
Kay went up to the second floor while Hal supported her legs from below. Her body was stiff with rigor mortis, and it was easy to help hold her weight while Kay untied the rope and lowered her down to Hal.
Hal took the woman's body and laid her down on a sofa nearby. The drapes had been torn down when the building was ransacked. Hal picked up one of the fabric panels and laid it over Selena to provide her some limited dignity in death.
"Who did this? Why?" Kay asked.
"It was the Wardens," a man's voice said from the doorway.
Both Hal and Kay spun around, surprised. There was a hooded figure shrouded in a black cloak with a gold embroidered crest over the left side of the chest.
Kay regained his composure first and bowed.
"Your Grace."
"Who is this, how does he know?" Hal asked.
"It's the Duke, Hal."
Hal stared at Kay and then at the hooded figure. The man reached up and let his hood down.
"I sometimes came here and spent time with Selena," the Duke said. "We'd spend the night talking about my wife and children as hostages and other problems in the city. I’d hoped she might someday find out where they were held. I came tonight and found this."
"Who did this?" Hal asked.
"Who else has the power to do something like this in Tandon?" The Duke said. "It was the Wardens. Their men were seen entering the building and hauling the girls out to the street to be branded as slaves right there in front of everyone."
"They were sold into slavery?" Kay said. "What were the charges? On whose authority was this done?"
"They were angry about something and seemed to think Selena and her girls had something to do with it," the Duke said. "All the males inside were killed where they were found. All the women, except for Selena, were branded and taken to the slave pens by the docks."
"The warehouse job and fire," Hal said. "They must have connected the dots to Selena when one of their pet merchants was hit by burglars while he was out being entertained here."
"That was you two?" The Duke asked. "Well then, that sounds about right. I assume that was the job Selena sent you to Colin's shop for."
"How do you know about that?" Kay asked.
"Colin is an old adventuring comrade of mine. He and I talk quite frequently. He, Selena, and I all hoped to someday be free of the Wardens."
"I see," Hal said.
"It's our fault," Kay said.
"Bullshit," the Duke said. "Selena knew what the risks were when she agreed to finance you both."
"I thought it was a harmless job when we agreed to it," Kay said. "We hit the merchant, get the money and leave. It was a simple equation. Selena would get her money, Ilsa would get her dowry back, and Hal and I would get some silver and gold."
"Kay, this means that those bandits that hit our room tonight at the inn were probably more than just some entrepreneurial street toughs," Hal said. "I'll bet they were sent by the Wardens. You saw what they did to Selena. She must have told them something about us. We should be glad they only sent four guys after us."
"They probably weren't sure where we were," Kay said. "We didn't tell Selena which inn we were staying at so they had to divide their men up and hit each one looking for two random guys who were together."
"That means they'll be expecting their hit team to check in," Hal said, pulling Kay towards the door. "When they don't, they're going to come looking for them, and eventually us. We have to get away from here. They'll expect us to come looking for Selena. That's why they left her hanging there like that."
"We can't leave, Hal. We have to bury her. She deserves that."
"I'll take care of that, boys," the Duke said. "I’ll see to the arrangements. The Wardens won't touch me, not yet at least. They need my supposed position of power to lend legitimacy to their control of the city. They can't risk interrupting the monthly tribute to the Emperor."
"Come on, Kay. The Duke here will take care of her. We have to go." Hal started pulling Kay towards the front door.
"Don't go out the front," the Duke said. "Too many eyes are watching. Sneak out the back and make sure no one knows which way you're headed. Get out of the city. Go and start fresh somewhere else."
"I'm not leaving," Kay said. "I'm going to make them all pay. I'll make sure each of them knows killing Selena was a mistake."
"I'm not saying you're wrong, Kay," Hal said. "Let's get out of here and find a place to hide. Then we can plan what to do next."
“Whatever you do, you need to do it soon," the Duke said. “I don't think they know who you are exactly or they'd have town cryers out giving out descriptions, looking for you. Try and keep it that way for as long as you can."
There was a commotion out in front of the house. It sounded like a carriage or wagon pulled up.
"Go, that must be the Wardens' men returning," the Duke said. "I'll see to Selena. Out the back, now, and don't dally."
Hal and Kay took off down the back hallway for the kitchen. There were bodies scattered throughout the building. Cookie's body lay face down in front of the oven in the kitchen. The stable boys' bodies were scattered around the courtyard and the back gate was open and swinging slowly in the night breeze.
Loud voices came from the Gilded Cage behind them. The Duke was arguing about something. Hal grabbed Kay by the arm and pulled him out past the gate into the shadows there. They reached cover just in time.
Several armed men burst from the back doors into the courtyard. They started searching the area with torches in hand to light the way. Hal and Kay watched for a few moments until the searchers came toward the gate. Kay pointed to their left, turned, and sprinted down the alley. Hal took one last look at the bodies scattered around the courtyard then followed after Kay.
The two didn't stop running until they were several streets away from the Gilded Cage. They stopped to catch their breath in the shadows by an empty market stall and check for signs of any pursuit.
"It looks like we got away, Kay."
"I'm not sure I wanted to get away. I should have stayed and avenged them."
"Kay, that's crazy talk," Hal said. "There were a half dozen of the Wardens' men there in the courtyard alone. Likely there were more inside. Running away to fight another day was the best course of action."
"But we have to do something, Hal. We can't let them get away with this."
"We will, later. For now, we have to find a place to stay until the search for us dies down. If they think we left town, then they'll stop searching. That is when it will be safe to plan your revenge."
Hal and Kay stopped talking when the sound of horse hooves on the cobblestones sounded from ahead of them. Ducking farther into the shadows the two fugitives watched as a group of four armed horsemen carrying torches rode by. They were clearly searching for someone. Hal had no doubts about who that might be.
Once they passed, an alert popped up in Hal's field of view.
HIDE IN SHADOWS skill to level 2.
WELL, that would be helpful Hal thought. Another thought occurred to him, and he tapped Kay on the shoulder.
"That patrol came from the opposite direction than the Gilded Cage. They must have patrols out all over the city looking for us."
"We'll have a hard time traveling all the way to the Harbor district if that's the case," Kay said. "It's a long way, and it's late. There won't be any people to mingle with and hide among for several more hours yet."
“Why the Harbor District?” Hal asked.
“There is a tavern there. The owner was a friend of Selena’s. I think he will help us find a place to hide. She often said he had more secrets than anyone else in the city.
"Then we'll have to chance it and try to avoid the patrols," Hal said. "I hope the tavern is still open when we get there."
Kay chuckled. "The taverns in the Harbor district never close. Ships come and go all hours of the day and night. There's always a sailor looking for food and drink down there. If we can get there, The Chum Bucket will be open."
"Let's go, then. That patrol just passed us. It's likely there's not another close by and we can put some distance between us and them before we encounter another."
Kay nodded. Together, they slipped from their hiding place and started jogging down the deserted streets, moving as fast as they could and still be able to hear an approaching patrol. Kay took the lead. He knew where he was going and the likely shortcuts and hiding spots along the way. Hal watched behind them to make sure no one caught them unawares from that direction.
Along the way to the harbor, they encountered several more patrols. Some mounted, others on foot. Each time, their ability to hide among the shadows worked in their favor. Only once did Hal's uncanny luck come into play.
A group of six men on foot searched a small square with a fountain. Hal and Kay barely ducked out of sight behind the fountain's low wall before the men spotted them. They couldn't stay there, however. As soon as the searchers came around the fountain, they'd be discovered.
The slot machine started rattling Hal's head again, and he looked around for a solution. The rattling slot machine told him there was a chance to get out of this; he only had to puzzle it out. He spotted an alley off the square opposite their position and behind the searching guards. There was a cat there walking along, probably hunting mice.
Hal reached down and found a small stone on the ground at his feet. He had one shot at this. Gauging the distance carefully and watching the guards for when they looked away from his hiding spot, Hal stood and threw the stone.
The cat yowled as the stone careened off the cobblestones right next to it. It turned and ran back down the alley. Hal ducked down and checked the guards. They'd all turned towards the unexpected sound behind them.
"We should go check that out. They must have gotten behind us," one of the searching guards said.
"Come on," said another. "They could be getting away. You heard what the Warden said. A gold crown each for the squad who finds them."
All six guards turned and ran towards the alley, disappearing into the darkness. As soon as the guards were out of sight, Hal and Kay ran from their cover behind the fountain, heading down a neighboring street, passing the alley entrance before the guards turned around. By the time the guards finished searching that alley, Hal and Kay were long gone.
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THE CHUM BUCKET lived up to its name in quality and smell as far as Hal was concerned. A wave of every assorted fish smell you could imagine, good and bad, struck Hal's senses as soon as he and Kay walked through the doors.
It was nearly dawn, and Hal was exhausted. The flight through the early morning streets of the city had been long and difficult. Kay had been right, though. The tavern was open and pretty busy despite the hour.
Working their way through the mostly barefoot sailors, Hal and Kay walked up to the bar. Behind the bar was a shirtless man whose hairy arms and chest were covered with tattoos. He finished pouring a drink for a sailor at the far end of the bar and walked down to check on Hal and Kay.
"What can I get for you two?" The bartender asked.
Kay leaned over the bar a little and lowered his voice.
"We're looking for Griff. Do you know him? Selena is a friend of ours."
The bartender's eyebrows raised in surprise. He glanced to the side to make sure no one was close enough to overhear before he answered.
"My name's Griff. If you’re the friends of Selena I think you are; you have a lot of nerve coming here and bringing trouble to my tavern.”
“We made sure we weren’t followed,” Hal said. “Your tavern is safe.”
Griff looked around them to the door then smiled. “My relief gets here just after dawn. I can help you then. In the meantime, here are two beers on the house. Enjoy them while you wait. There's a secluded table over there in the corner away from the door. You should be safe there for now. Keep a low profile. If guardsmen arrive, head out the back through the kitchens and come back when it's quiet again and ask for me if I'm not here."
"Thank you, Griff," Kay said taking the beer and handing Hal his. "We'll be over there when you're free."
Hal and Kay went over and sat on two stools at the small square table in the corner Griff had pointed out to them. Hal thought it was a perfect place to take a load off and wait. Their seats against the wall gave them an excellent view of the main entrance and the rest of the tavern's common room. It was also right by the kitchen so they could easily duck out that way if any of the Wardens' guardsmen came in. Griff had covered all the bases, it seemed.
The two companions sipped at their beers. Hal found the beer surprisingly good considering the rest of the tavern in general. He mentioned it to Kay.
"He probably gets the pick of the imported brews coming in from the harbor," Kay said. "I'm sure he's a smuggler of one sort or another and takes payment in things his tavern can use."
"You think he's a smuggler?" Hal said. "What makes you say that?"
"Selena mentioned that he had too many secrets. He’s here by the harbor where being a smuggler would make the most sense for a man with secrets."
"But what would Selena need with a smuggler? It doesn't make sense."
"Why because Madame’s who own bordellos don't smuggle things?" Kay said. "Believe me. Nobility or social position doesn't preclude you from illegal activity; it just means you operate on a grander scale."
"You'd know, I guess," Hal said. He raised his tankard. "To Selena and other noble smugglers, then."
Kay smiled and tapped his tankard against Hal's.
The two settled back and watched the door. Hal's eyelids drooped numerous times as if tiny weights were tied to them. He caught himself just before he dropped off to sleep and jerked his head upright, staring around the common room for anything he might have missed.
Kay's head was tilted back against the wall, and his mouth was open, and eyes were closed. Hal nudged Kay with an elbow and Kay bolted upright, hand falling to his sword hilt.
"What is it?" Kay asked.
"Nothing, I nudged you to keep you awake," Hal said.
"Sorry."
"No worries. I'm dozing off, too."
"I don't think we have to wait anymore," Kay said pointing at the bar.
A new bar tender was taking over, and Griff left the bar and joined Hal and Kay in the corner. He glanced over his shoulder and then back at them.
"Wait a minute and then follow me into the kitchen. Walk through to the far end and turn right. Go down the stairs. I'll meet you there."
Hal and Kay both nodded, and Griff left through the kitchen doorway next to their table.
Hal counted a slow sixty seconds in his head then got up. He and Kay followed after Griff, walking through a bustling kitchen until they reached the far wall. A window there was filled with the bright, rising sun, coming up over the harbor below their vantage point. Shielding his eyes from the glare of the sunlight, Hal saw a set of stone stairs to the right, leading downward into darkness.
Hal placed a hand on his dagger's hilt but didn't draw it. He started down the stairs, taking his time and letting his eyes adjust to the relative darkness from the bright sunshine above. A room opened at the bottom with crates stacked along the walls and barrels and kegs of various sizes in racks near the stairs.
"Follow me."
Griff's voice made Hal jump a little coming out of the shadows to the left.
Kay joined Hal at the bottom of the stairs. The two companions turned and followed Griff down a long stone passage leading slightly downhill. The bartender paused after about fifty feet to light a lantern and then continued down the passageway. They walked onward for a few minutes, then Hal's foot slipped on something, and he nearly fell, catching himself by bracing against the walls on either side with both hands. The floor below was damp now and slick with some sort of growth or mold.
"Watch your step," Griff said without turning around. "We're nearing the harbor and the sea wall. It gets a little slippery down here if you're not careful."
They walked farther, then Griff stopped. A series of four doors opened on either side of them off the passage. The tunnel itself kept going before them into the darkness.
Griff opened the first door on the right.
"This is your room for as long as you need it," Griff said. He set the lantern down on a table in the corner next to a washbasin and pitcher.
"You can come up to the kitchen and fetch fresh water from one of the kitchen boys whenever you need it."
"We're staying together?" Kay said glancing around at the accommodations.
"You're the ones on the run," Griff noted. "I'd say you should be happy you've got a place to stay."
"Come on, Kay. It'll be fun," Hal said, smiling at his friend.
"What's in the other rooms?" Kay asked.
"Nothing you need to concern yourself with. The deal is this. You keep your nose out of my business, and I'll keep my nose out of yours."
"Fair enough, right Kay?" Hal said. "So, we just come and go via the tavern above?"
"No, not all the time. There's another entrance that comes out under the main pier where it meets the sea wall," Griff explained. "Be careful and use the peep hole there to make sure the way is clear before you exit. The same when you return. Don't ever use the secret door unless you're sure no one can see you."
"We appreciate the help. Thank you for putting us up," Kay said.
"Selena was an old friend, and neither of us had any love for the Wardens," Griff said. "If they’re hunting for you, you must be on their bad side. I know they've been searching for a pair of thieves for the last two nights. I can connect the dots. Be well."
Griff turned and left, heading back up towards the tavern. Hal stepped into the room. There were two lumpy burlap pallets on the stone floor. The room smelled musty, but at least it wasn't smelling of rotten fish like the tavern above. There was a faint sea salt tinge to the air, though, which made sense since the harbor was so close.
Hal took off his cloak and backpack and set them on the pallet closest to the door.
Kay looked around and shrugged, flopping down on the empty pallet by the table. "It is what it is."
"Hey," Hal said. "At least we have a safe place to stay. That's a plus."
"It doesn't put us any closer to getting revenge for what they did to Selena."
"That's not true," Hal pointed out. "You said the slave pens were here in the Harbor District. That means we are close to where they're holding the women from the Gilded Cage. If we're going to free them, this is where we need to be."
Kay nodded but didn't seem convinced.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Free the women from the slave pens.
HAL PRESSED ONWARD. "Tell me about the slave pens, Kay. You were a slave and escaped so you must have been there once. What are they like? What are their weaknesses?"
"I didn't escape from the pens directly. I escaped from my master after I was brought here and sold," Kay said.
"So, what are the pens like? We have to rescue our friends so let's plan this out," Hal said.
Kay began recounting everything he remembered about the slave pens, including the number of guards they could expect and how the auctions and shipment of slaves only happened on Temple day, which was three days away.
"That's great," Hal said. "That means we've got time to plan this."
"It's not just a plan to get them out, Hal. We have to know what we do with them once we get them free. They can't stay down here with us."
"We've got all the money from the warehouse job. It’s a lot of money, right?”
Kay nodded.
“Good. Then we'll charter them passage on a boat to take them away from the city. We can give them whatever’s left over to make a start somewhere else."
"That'll leave us broke," Kay said. "I'm not against that, mind you, but you commented earlier about having enough money to buy and do what you wanted to do. Are you fine with that?”
"It’s my idea. Of course, I’m alright with it," Hal said.
"Then we'd better get some sleep. We've got a long night ahead of us." Kay started arranging his blanket on the pallet, setting his backpack at the top for a pillow.
Hal settled down, too. This was exciting from a game standpoint, but he was still not any closer to finding a mage who could return him to his home. He wondered if Mona had filed a missing person's report on him yet or if the police were making her spend two more days waiting. It would be about that time.
He fell asleep praying his wife wasn't home crying herself to sleep.
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IT WAS near sundown when Hal and Kay emerged from the stone tunnel under the pier. At the end of the long passage continuing past their rooms, there was an iron door. After searching around, Hal found a peephole in the door. A slot in the door slid aside so people in the tunnel could ensure there was no one under the pier when they emerged. The whole arrangement was ingenious. Looking out, he saw a broad swath of the pier stretching above and the shoreline underneath it.
Testing the handle after seeing no one on the other side, Hal pulled at the door. It opened inward. Hal was impressed when he looked at the exterior of the door. There was a faux stone surface on the other side of the steel door, matching perfectly with the stone of the sea wall outside.
After the two companions stepped out under the pier, Hal pulled the door shut behind them. A quick examination of the exterior of the door revealed the external latching mechanism. Hal pressed a stone on the outside of the door to latch it closed. He and Kay walked along the sea wall for about fifty feet until they came to a set of stairs upward to the docks and the main pier. It was time to get to work on their next mission to free the captured slaves from the Gilded Cage.
It took them a few hours of talking to ship captains to track down a ship with enough passenger berths to accommodate all the women they planned to free. The price was higher than Hal would have liked, but it still left a little silver to help the women get set up on their arrival in a new city.
Next, Hal and Kay got some food from a street vendor near the slave pens and pretended to eat their meal while scanning the slaver compound’s guard patterns and entry and exit points. There was a six-foot stone wall around the building and the pens themselves. Hal was shocked to see the slaves were kept in outdoor cages like animals.
"What happens if it rains or it gets too cold?"
"Then some slaves get sick and die," Kay said. "They're slaves. No one cares what happens to them."
"We have to get them out tonight. We can't leave them, not any of the people held in those pens. They must be freed."
"Easy does it, Hal. I'm the ex-slave, remember? I get it. It's horrible, and you want to rescue them, but we can't charge in there without a solid plan. If we try and fail, they'll never get free."
Hal grumbled under his breath trying to come up with an excuse to bypass Kay's argument. He was distracted from his thoughts when the gate opened in the compound across the street, and two men exited pulling a woman behind them. Her arms and legs were secured with chains.
"That's Ilsa, Kay. Look!" Hal said without pointing and drawing attention to themselves.
"It is. I wonder where they're taking her. They don't sell the slaves for two more days. They could have arranged a private sale, I suppose and that’s bad.”
"We have to free her, Kay. She could tell us a lot about what is happening inside," Hal said.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Free Ilsa from the slavers
"AGREED," Kay said. "I'll follow them. You circle ahead without them seeing you, and we'll come at them from both ends. When I see you nod to the guards in greeting, I'll attack from behind."
"Sounds good. I'll see you in a few minutes."
Hal darted down an alley and ran up a parallel street until he was certain he'd gotten ahead of the guards and Ilsa. Cutting back over to the main street, Hal slowed down and turned the corner. He tried hard to put on an air of nonchalance and a little drunkenness.
It worked. Hal saw Ilsa and her captors walking in his direction with Kay about ten feet behind them in the crowd. Hal needed a bit of luck, and he concentrated for a moment. He was rewarded when the slot machine started rattling in his head again.
Hal approached the lead guard and nodded with a big smile on his face. At the last minute, he pretended to stumble and the guard, on reflex, reached out to catch him.
In a single, smooth motion, Hal drew and shoved his dagger up under the guard's half chainmail shirt, feeling the blade slip up beneath the man's ribs and into his heart. The guard gasped once and collapsed forward, dead into Hal's arms.
400 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THE SECOND THE SLAVER DIED, the rolling slot machine chimed in his head. Hal smiled and looked around.
A quick glance told Hal Kay had dispatched the other guard and was pulling the body into the shadows.
Hal lifted his dead slaver as best he could and dragged him over to the shadows of an overhanging roof by a nearby building. He dumped the body in an empty wood bin there.
Standing up, Hal turned to reach out for Ilsa, too. He wanted to pull her into the shadows as well, getting her out of view from the street. Her expression showed terror, though. She was staring at the pair of dead guards.
Hal realized Ilsa was about to scream and he rushed up and placed a bloody hand over her mouth.
"Ilsa, it's me, Hal Dix. Hal from the Gilded Cage. We're here to rescue you."
Her eyes were wide already and went even wider in recognition then she stopped struggling and sank into his arms.
QUEST COMPLETED - Rescue Ilsa from the slavers.
500 experience points awarded.
HAL PULLED her into the shadows near where the guards lay dying or dead. Kay was watching the street for signs that anyone had seen them.
"Ilsa, hold still. I'm going to try and get these chains unlocked."
"How did you find me?" Ilsa asked.
"We were watching the slave pens, trying to come up with a way to help you all escape," Kay said. "Are all the others still inside or did they take others away like you?"
"They're all there," Ilsa said. "I was taken because the Merchant's Warden wanted a guest for dinner tonight. The guards selected me from among the others and pulled me out of the cage."
"This might force us to change our plans, Hal,” Kay said. I know we were going to wait until tomorrow night to rescue the girls, but with Ilsa’s rescue, we might be forced to reconsider.”
"You can’t wait until tomorrow night," Ilsa said. "They're holding a special auction tomorrow. It has to be tonight or early tomorrow."
Hal finished unlocking the chains with a key he found on the lead guard. He dropped the shackles and chains into the woodbin atop the dead guard there.
Standing up Hal’s eyes met Kay’s. They both nodded at once. It would be tonight.
"We have to get you to safety and make some changes to our arrangements for getting you away," Hal said. "Come with us."
The three of them returned to the docks and the ship they had chartered. They left Ilsa with the captain to prepare the rest of the rooms for passengers. He was not happy about the change of plans moving the departure up by twenty-four hours.
Hal offered the captain half of their remaining silver, and the seaman ceased his grumbling. He agreed to prepare the ship to leave with the early morning tide.
With that taken care of, Kay and Hal started back into town.
Hal had an idea.
An hour later, Hal and Kay were cloaked in the dead slaver's red cloaks and surcoats. Conical helmets perched on their heads finished the ensemble.
"It's a good thing these things are already red," Kay whispered out of the corner of his mouth.
"Just lucky I guess," Hal said. As soon as the two of them had donned the slavers’ garb and started towards the compound, the lucky slots in Hal’s head started up again. It wasn't just rattling this time; it was rumbling in his head. It was almost painful.
"This is crazy, you know. They'll never fall for it," Kay said."
"It only has to get us inside and close to the interior guards," Hal assured his friend. "By the time they recognize us, it will be too late. Then we fetch the women, and we're gone."
"Something tells me it's not going to be that easy."
"Shhhh, we're almost there."
The two of them walked up to the gate and Hal waved up at the guard on the wall. The guard waved back and called down to someone inside, and the gate opened to admit them. Kay walked through first, and Hal followed. The slot machine in his head was starting to distract him, as if they were trying to tell him he was using his luck harder than usual.
Inside the gates, a red-cloaked guard nodded at Hal in the darkness and pushed the gate closed. There were only the two guards, just as Ilsa had told them on their walk to the docks.
Hal spun around and whipped two throwing knives up at the guard on the wall.
The knives took him in the unarmored back of his thigh and knee. His leg buckled and he tumbled over backward with a yelp to crash to the ground headfirst.
Hal heard a snap, and the body settled in an awkward heap below the wall.
400 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
KAY HAD WAITED until the other guard turned away to see what the noise by the wall was, and then kicked his legs out from under him. As the guard fell with a yelp, Kay dove on top of him, shoving his short sword through the guard's leather breastplate.
The slot machine didn't stop rolling yet, telling Hal their task wasn’t completed yet. It seemed to rattle less fiercely, though, which Hal took as a good sign.
Hal went over to the body by the wall and pulled the dead guard behind a stack of grain sacks. He turned and helped Kay drag his now-dead guard over to join the other.
With the guards hidden, Hal held up his hand for a high-five from Kay. The blank stare Kay returned reminded Hal he wasn't in Kansas anymore.
Dropping his hand to his side, Hal pulled out the keys he'd taken from Ilsa's guard.
"Let's hope one of these keys opens the slave pens like Ilsa said."
"The pens are this way. Let's find out," Kay said.
Keeping their slaver disguises on so they could walk openly across the compound, Hal and Kay walked past several buildings and over to a series of tall, metal cages, each holding up to ten individuals. Most were empty, but the final three in the row held the women from the Gilded Cage.
"Come to take another one of us, have you," Marta said, standing up and approaching the bars. "Take me then, instead of one of the other girls. I'll make sure you have a good time."
"Marta," Kay said. "It's me, Kay. Hal and I have come to get you out of here."
Marta stared at them before she said anything.
"Kay, are you insane. Get out of here before you find yourself back in here with us."
"You know better than that. I'll never let myself end up back in these cages. Besides, we have to get you all out of here. Hal's got the keys. Everyone get ready. We're going to march right out the gates if all goes as planned."
Hal had already started trying the keys in each of the three locks. He went through all the keys twice before he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
"None of these keys are the right one, Kay."
"What?" Kay said. "But Ilsa told us she thought one of them was the one the guards used."
"Well, she was wrong," Hal said. "Let me try and pick the locks. I’m not sure it will work, though. They're a lot heavier than the other's I've tried."
Hal pulled out his folded leather pouch containing his lock picks and started working on the first lock in the darkness. Kay stood in the shadows nearby watching for any guards.
A soft snapping noise sounded from inside the lock and Hal pulled the lightweight iron pick free. The pick had broken off partway into the lock. Hal fished out the broken piece, selected another pick and tried again. Again, the pick snapped off inside the lock.
"This isn't going to work, Kay. The picks are breaking off in the lock. We have to find the key."
"The slave boss probably has one," Marta said. She pointed up at the low building nearest the pens. "He lives in there."
Kay came over and whispered to Hal. "We have to hurry, Hal. Someone is going to discover the gate guards are missing soon. Once the alarm's raised, we'll never get away, let alone rescue the women."
"Agreed. Let's go find that key." Hal turned back to the cages. "We'll be back, Marta. Don't worry."
QUEST ACCEPTED - Find the key to the slave pens.
HAL AND KAY jogged over to the Slaver Boss's home. It was a small single-story building with one door in the front and several barred windows facing the pens.
Hal tried the door and when he found it was locked, tried one of the smaller keys from the key ring they had. He was rewarded with a soft click, and the door popped open. Kay pushed open the door, and Hal followed him into the building. There was an entry hall with a door to the left and right. The door to the right was closed. The door to the left was open, and Hal saw a desk from his vantage point.
Pointing to the left, Hal headed for the office, figuring the other room was a bedroom. Kay followed. The large office had a broad wooden desk and cabinets around the walls with stacks of papers and ledger books. A big wooden chest was set in the corner, and thick iron bands bolted it to the floor.
Hal pointed to the chest while he searched the desk drawers for the key to the pens outside. Kay moved over and inspected the lock then bent down and started working on it with his picks. He shook his head after a few minutes of trying to open it.
"I can't get it. It's unlike any lock I've ever seen."
Hal started to answer when a loud voice in the doorway interrupted him.
"Of course you can't open it. I had it specially designed so thieves like you couldn't pick it."
Hal crouched, instantly on guard. Kay spun around to face the intruder as well.
A tall, muscular man, wearing heavy scale mail armor stood in the doorway to the entry hall. He held a wicked, barbed whip in one hand and a hooked battle axe in the other.
"No one will ever know that because I'm going to kill you, just like I kill every thief who enters this room to steal from me."
"Actually," Hal said. "We came to find the key to the pens."
"That I always keep on my person. You'll have to come take it from me, if you can."
Hal thought, at least I know where the key is. Now I just have to go and get it.
Whipping two knives from his sheaths, he threw them side-armed at the boss.
Hal was surprised, when in a move so fast he could barely see it, the Slaver Boss simultaneously slid sideways while he ducked under the thrown knives.
Hal tried to pull two more knives free while he circled around the desk, but he had to dive to the floor when the tip of the barbed whip whistled past his ear.
Kay pulled his dual short swords and moved around the desk in the opposite direction from Hal. While Hal rolled back to his feet, Kay called out to their opponent.
"You have used that whip on a slave for the last time, you scum."
The taunt did not have the desired effect. The Slaver Boss laughed and pointed the axe at Kay.
"I like you, little one. I'm going to leave you for last."
"You're not going to last long enough to have a choice, fat man," Kay said.
Hal tried using the momentary distraction with Kay's banter to fire off two more throwing knives at the boss. This time he aimed to either side of big man.
Hal figured the guy couldn't dodge both knives at once.
He didn't even try.
The boss dodged one by sidestepping again.
The other incoming knife, he knocked away with a flick of his axe.
The whip came whistling in again and Hal dove for the floor. It wasn't aimed at him this time, though.
The barbed leather struck Kay, lashing at his bare arms before snaking back to the boss.
From his place on the floor, Hal heard Kay's cry of pain, and he popped up from behind the desk and ran at his opponent from the side. Hal pulled both daggers free of their scabbards and led with them.
Once again, Hal misjudged the speed of his opponent. The axe blade came whistling down at him, parting the air as it went with a whoosh.
Hal was moving forward too fast to dodge backwards. He realized his only chance was to run inside the axe's sweeping arc.
Launching himself forward in a last desperate spring and roll, Hal just barely got inside the axe's razor-sharp blade.
It still managed to score a line of red down his trailing forearm, cutting deep enough to make Hal's hand lose its grip on one of his daggers.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -8
DAMN, that wasn't good. If that was a grazing blow, that axe would kill him in one blow should it score a solid hit.
Hal tried to stab upward with his remaining dagger as he slid past. The blade skittered across the scale armor with little effect at all.
The boss tried to turn around to face Hal who was now backed into a corner right behind him.
That gave Kay an opportunity, though, and he sprang forward and swung a double sword blow at the boss's back, protected only by a leather back plate.
The boss grunted at the blow, but he wasn’t seriously injured because he turned and swatted at Kay with the flat of his axe blade as if the smaller thief was a fly.
Kay ducked under the blow.
"Hal, get up. We've got to team up on this guy."
"I'm trying," Hal said. He rolled up against the wall in the corner, pushed off with his arms, and kicked upward to plant his feet against the scaled armor breastplate of the slaver boss.
If caught the big man by surprise. He'd expected Hal to lead with his dagger again and aimed the backswing of the axe too high, missing Hal's head by mere inches as the thief's booted feet connected with his chest.
Hal's powerful kick knocked the boss back a step, knocking the next strike by the whip off target entirely.
The end of the braided leather whip sailed high and wrapped around an exposed beam, the metal barbs biting into the wood and locking the end of the whip in place.
Kay took advantage of the momentary change in the fight’s momentum to swing a vicious double blow with both short swords at the boss's left knee. The slaver cried out in pain for the first time.
Blood now seeped from under the battered greaves that covered the Slaver Boss's lower leg, and he moved to the right with a marked limp.
He wasn’t moving as quickly anymore, and he was trying to get out from between the two thieves.
Hal noticed what the man was trying to do and he lunged forward.
Hal extended his reach to it farthest extent, aiming a thrust with the dagger at the boss's arm pit. It didn't sink in very far but Hal shouted when his dagger tip came away with several inches of blood coating it.
"I got him!" Hal shouted.
"Me, too," Kay replied.
They shouldn't have gloated quite so soon.
The axe blade swung in a broad arc striking both of them with painful, hacking blows.
Kay was flung backward, and Hal saw a spray of blood fly from his belly.
Hal's chest burned with pain and stars flashed at the corners of his eyes from it.
He found himself crashing backward against the wall.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -16
"OUCH!" Hal yelled. "Damn, that hurts."
Putting a hand to his chest, Hal's fingers brushed against a section of his hardened leather breastplate now laid open by the blow. His hands came away sticky with blood seeping through the gash in the armor.
"Don't let up," Hal called to Kay, even though he could no longer see his friend.
He forced himself to push through the pain and shoved off the wall, using it to propel him more quickly at his opponent. The increased speed it gave him caught the now sorely wounded boss by surprise, and Hal was able to get inside his guard.
Using a downward blow and gripping his remaining dagger with two hands, Hal tried to drive the blade through the individual scales sewn into the underlying leather armor.
This time he succeeded.
The two scales ripped away and the tip of the dagger plunged through the boss's armored chest piece and into his heart.
Blood fountained from the Slaver Boss's mouth, and he collapsed to his knees. His lips moved as if he was trying to say something. Hal's ear was right there by his opponent’s mouth, but he heard nothing but a gurgling sigh.
Hal held onto the dagger's hilt, riding the bigger man's body all the way to the floor. The slot machine chime sounded as the rattling in his head stopped.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
Level Up!
HE LAY THERE ATOP the dead man, his breaths coming in ragged gasps, each shooting fire through his wounded chest beneath his armor.
Hal focused and tried to pull up his personal stats. He added two more attribute points to his Brawn score and raised his acrobatic dodge ability to level 3. He could have used that against this more powerful opponent.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 6
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 12 -- +2
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 20 -- +6
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 16/48
SKILLS: Taunt, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 3, Hide in shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 2, Open locks - 2, Find/remove traps.
Experience: 4,900/9,600
KAY STAGGERED TO HIS FEET, his hands cupping a gaping hole in the belly of his armor. Blood seeped out through the gash.
"Kay, if you've still got that healing potion, use it. I'm using mine."
Kay nodded and rummaged through his pack until he came up with the red glass flask. Hal pulled him out, too, and they both downed the draughts.
The cool liquid tasted a little like sweet peppermint, and a wave of warmth swept across his body.
HEALING potion effect +16
REMEMBERING what they were there for, Hal started searching the body of the Slaver Boss. He came away with two keys. One large and thick, made of black iron. It must be for the pens outside. The other was a strange box-like key with an intricate pattern milled into the metal.
QUEST COMPLETED - Find the key to the slave pens.
100 experience points awarded!
"I GOT THE KEYS," Hal called out. "This other smaller one has to be to the chest in the corner."
"Bring it here," Kay said. "I want to know what he had in here that needed to be locked up so tight."
Hal took the key to Kay who inserted the key into the lock. Just before he turned it in the lock, Hal called out.
"Stop!"
"What is it, Hal?"
"We should check for traps first," Hal suggested. "This guy would definitely be paranoid enough to trap this chest. Look at how he bolted the thing to the floor."
"Hmmm, good idea. You better do it. I think you're better at it than I am."
Kay stepped back to make room for Hal.
Crouching down in front of the chest, Hal leaned forward and inspected the lock, the chest, and the floor around it.
It was on inspecting the floorboards that Hal noticed the thin gap between two boards right in front of the chest, right where Kay had been crouching moments before.
Hal stood back and to one side. He leaned over and inserted the key in the lock, turning it.
With a click and popping sound, a broad blade shot up from beneath the floor extending two feet up into the room just in front of the chest. A sticky paste visible on the sides of the blade told Hal it would have been deadly to anyone who was nicked by the blade. The Slaver Boss had coated it in poison.
"Wow, good call, Hal," Kay said. "That would have hurt."
"That's an understatement if I've ever heard one," Hal replied.
Careful to avoid the blade now protruding from the floor, Hal lifted the lid of the chest. His eyes widened when he saw stacks of gold coins, bowls filled with semi-precious gems, and a few flasks that looked suspiciously like a collection of magical potions.
Hal and Kay both removed their packs and began loading down their packs and pouches with all they could carry.
Hal made sure to grab the flasks, too. Each had a rune or symbol etched in the side of the ceramic flasks. He'd have to find someone to decipher them later.
Hal didn't have room in his pack because it was full of gold coins from the chest, so he handed the flasks to Kay to hold in his pack.
They left with all they could carry, and they still hadn't emptied the chest. They'd stop by with the ladies on the way out and have them carry out the rest. Hal didn't want to leave any resources for the slavers behind. Hopefully, this would put them out of business for a while.
Hal walked past the desk and glanced down. A small leather-bound ledger lay open on it. The heading on the top of the page. "Noble Slave Disposition and Locations" was the title. On a hunch, Hal picked up the ledger and tucked it into a pocket of his cloak.
It was time to free the women of the Gilded Cage and payback a debt he owed to Serena.
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WITH THE KEY IN HAND, it was easy to open the pens. Soon, the group of twenty-seven women clustered around Hal and Kay, thanking them in hushed tones.
"Ladies," Hal said putting his hands up in front of himself, fending off the women. "I know you're all grateful for the rescue, but we're not clear yet. We have to get you all to the docks."
"We also have to pick up some gold for each of you for the journey we've arranged," Kay added. "Follow me, and stay quiet."
Hal made sure all the women were accounted for and then stood watch while Kay started to the boss's building and began loading the women down with the remaining gold. They would now each have a good nest egg with which to restart their lives.
"That's it," Kay said after a few minutes. "All the gold is divided up. Let's head for the gate."
"I'll go first, Hal said. He flicked up his red slaver's hood and pulled the now tattered and torn red cloak around him as best he could. He still had his black cloak underneath and planned on dropping the bright red cloak at the first opportunity once they were free of the slave compound.
Hal reached the gate and pulled it open. At the same instant, the door to the nearby barracks opened, and a slaver guard came out, pulling his cloak around himself against the night's chill. He stopped staring at the women by the open gate, trying to process what he was seeing.
Knowing they only had seconds to react and feeling the slot machine begin to rattle again in his head, Hal shouted, "Run!" and charged straight for the guard.
The man opened his mouth to yell out a warning when Hal plowed into him, knocking him to the ground. The fall knocked the air out of the guard, and he lay gasping for breath giving Hal time to draw one of his daggers and shove it up under the man's chin into his brain.
400 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
"HEY, WHAT ARE YOU...?" Another slaver asked walking out behind Hal. The last of the women were running through the gate, covered by Kay. Hal was on his own and judging by the slot machine still rolling in his head; his luck was still engaged.
Hal kicked backward with one leg and swept it through the slaver's ankles, knocking him from his feet. This one had been able to draw a curved scimitar from his belt as he fell. Hal rolled away and bounced to his feet as the slaver guard stood up.
"I don't know who you are," the slaver said. "But you're messing with the wrong folks."
"I was just about to say the same thing," Hal said. "I've killed every other slaver in this place. I may as well finish you off, too."
The slaver snarled his rage and charged at Hal, swinging his scimitar down in a slash at Hal's exposed head.
Raising his two daggers up over his head, Hal crossed them and caught the descending blade between them. He flicked his wrists, deflecting the blade to one side and stepped forward to get inside the man's guard.
A punching stab at the man's shoulder drew a spray of blood, and the slaver cried out and stepped backward to try and escape the series of attacks Hal launched at him.
Pressing forward, Hal drove the man backward until his back was against the wall surrounding the compound.
Another punching thrust drove his second dagger into the man's other shoulder.
The slaver’s arm fell limp, dropping the curved sword to clatter on the stone pavers of the slaver's compound.
The slaver cringed expecting a fatal blow to fall at any minute. Hal had other plans.
"I'll let you live if you carry a message to the Wardens," Hal offered.
The slaver guard nodded, his teeth set in a rictus of pain.
"Tell them there's a new sheriff in town, and his name is..." Hal paused in thought for a moment. "Tell them his name is Robin the Hood. Got that?"
"What does that even mean?" The confused guard asked.
Hal rolled his eyes.
"Just repeat it back to me, so I know you've got it," Hal insisted.
"There's a new sheriff in town, and his name is Robbing the Hood."
"Close enough," Hal said, and he clouted the man on the temple with the butt end of his dagger.
The guard's eyes rolled up into his head, and he collapsed in a heap on the ground. He'd wake up with a headache and an interesting if confusing story to tell.
The rattling slot machine stopped and the chime sounded once again.
Kay and the women were already heading down the street when Hal sprinted from the Slaver Compound and joined them. The glow on the horizon told Hal that dawn was coming and that was perfect. Their chartered ship would be leaving on the morning tide, getting the women away before the authorities started searching for them.
The captain was waiting on the pier beside the gangplank to his ship when Hal and the others arrived.
"These are my passengers I take it?" The captain asked.
"Yes, this is all of them," Hal said. "There are three fewer than the thirty we counted on, but you may keep the remaining fares as an added incentive for taking them to safety, somewhere far away from here."
"You can count on me, sir...?"
"Robin, Robin the Hood," Hal said. He was liking this idea better each time he said it. "Come back with proof they're safe, and I'll add more to that."
"How will I find you to provide this proof?"
"You know Griff at the Chum Bucket?" Hal said.
"I do."
"Tell him you've got the proof I requested," Hal said. "If he's satisfied, he'll pay you the extra bounty."
The captain nodded and started shouting orders to his crew.
Hal and Kay stood on the pier as the lines were cast off and the ship drifted away from the dock. The sails unfurled and the ship's rigging creaked in the light morning breeze, filling the sails to take the women of the Gilded Cage to freedom.
QUEST COMPLETED - Free the women from the slave pens.
1,500 experience points awarded.
HAL CLAPPED Kay on the shoulder and pulled his friend close.
"We did it, Kay. I think Selena would be proud of you."
Kay looked over at him, and Hal was surprised to see tears in his eyes.
"You think so?"
"I know so," Hal answered. "You saved her girls and made sure they made it to safety and new lives elsewhere. I don't know what else she could have wanted."
"She would want revenge on those who ordered her death," Kay said wiping tears from his eyes with the back of his hand.
"Don't worry, Kay. I don't think we're done with the Wardens yet," Hal said. "I suspect now's when it starts to get interesting."
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HAL AND KAY stood watching the departing ship until it disappeared in the glare of the sun rising over the horizon. Smiling at a job well done, the two companions started back towards the base of the pier.
Morning market stalls were open, and a small crowd of townsfolk from the Harbor District had already gathered to purchase the fresh fish and farm goods brought in before dawn each morning. Hal's stomach rumbled, and he realized how long night it had been.
"Hey, friend," Hal said to Kay. "I'll buy you breakfast. Want some fried fish and some summer biscuits? That stall over there is calling my name."
"I think I could eat my weight in food," Kay replied.
"Good, then I'm buying. Come on."
Hal and Kay stepped over to the food vendor's stall in the market at the foot of the pier. The stall's proprietor was having an animated conversation about something as they walked up.
"...The rumor has it all the remaining Wardens have put out a bounty on this new bandit lord who's taken residence in the city. He's attacked two places in the last week. They think he's the one who assassinated the Harbor warden and burned a factory's warehouse over near the east gate. The latest attack was just last night. I heard he raided the slavers' compound and freed all the new slave girls from the Gilded Cage."
"And no one knows who it is?" The other customer asked.
"Nope, but I overheard one of the guardsmen this morning saying he called himself 'the Hood' or something like that."
Kay leaned in, whispering, "How's it feel to be famous, Mr. Hood?"
"Shush, I was just having a little fun, that's all," Hal replied. "Go ahead and order yourself something to eat. Get me one of the fried fish balls. That looked good."
Kay ordered for them both while Hal enjoyed some people watching in the bustling market. More townsfolk had arrived in the last few minutes, and the market was filled with people now.
Heads turned at a disturbance across the market. Hal couldn't make out what the problem was, but there was shouting and jostling in the crowd. He was about to push forward to see what it was when he spotted the guard uniforms through the crowd.
The armed men pushed through the crowd and seemed to be accosting anyone in armor or wearing a dark colored cloak. Hal could guess who they were looking for.
He looked down at his own leather breastplate. There were fresh gashes in it, including the huge rent in it from the Slaver Boss's axe. That coupled with the dried blood stains made it clear he'd been in a fight recently.
"Kay, forget the food. We've got to go."
"Why, I just ordered it?"
"Pay the man and let's go. The guards are searching the crowd for us," Hal said.
QUEST ACCEPTED - ESCAPE THE WARDENS' guards
KAY CRANED his neck to look around.
"How could they know to look for us so soon. It's only been a few hours."
"It's been long enough for our food vendor friend to know about it," Hal said. "Word spread about the raid on the slaver compound faster than expected, or someone gave us up. Either way, we have to leave, now."
Kay slipped the man in the booth a few coins and joined Hal.
"Which way do we go?"
Let's head back to the pier and try to slip down below to the secret entrance," Hal said. "We can lay low in the room there while we plan what to do next."
The crowd had grown thicker still since Hal noticed the guards and it impeded their press through to the pier. People were curious what the commotion was about and were pushing forward in an effort to see what was going on.
Hal and Kay didn't make it far when he heard the words he'd worried about.
"You, you there in the black leather. Hold and be examined by the Wardens' Guard."
Hal considered trying to push forward and make a run for it but the crowd had seen them, too and the people closed in to see what the fuss was about. Hal placed a hand on his dagger and turned in place to face the guardsman who'd called out his name.
He recognized the face immediately. It was the slaver guard he'd left alive with a message for the Wardens. There were still blood stains on his shoulders where Hal had wounded him before leaving the slave compound. Someone had given him a healing potion or something and sent him out looking for Hal with some backup.
The slaver's eyes met Hals, and he saw the recognition dawn in the man's eyes.
Hal didn’t wait. He kicked his boot into the man's chest, knocking the guard backward into his companion before he could sound the alarm. The guard coughed and gasped as the wind was knocked from his lungs but quickly regained his composure. Drawing his sword, he charged back at Hal.
Out of the corner of his eye, Hal saw Kay jump at another guard who'd been with the slaver, taking him on. They had to work fast. There were more guards nearby.
The four Warden's guards with the slaver drew their swords, too and tried to push through the crowd to come to the defense of their comrade.
Someone in the crowd screamed at the sight of the bared steel, and the press of people suddenly moved in the opposite direction opening space around the combatants.
The movement of the crowd slowed down the progress of the other guards for which Hal was thankful as the slaver attacked.
Hal parried the initial thrust with a quick counterattack.
"You shouldn't have left me alive, Hood. I get to kill you and claim the bounty the Wardens just placed on your head."
Hal countered with a thrust from his second dagger, but the slaver danced back out of the way.
"A bounty, on me?" Hal asked. "How much?"
"Five hundred gold crowns," the slaver said. "Enough that I won't have to work as a slaver anymore."
The slaver slashed downward with his sword.
Hal had to duck under the blow and was unable to counter with an attack of his own this time.
The slot machine began rattling in his head again. He figured that was a good thing. He needed some luck right now.
"Five hundred, really? Maybe I'll turn myself in and collect the bounty on my own. Can I do that?" Hal laughed at the man.
"Laugh if you must, Hood," the slaver snarled. "I'll be the only one collecting anything today."
"If by collecting, you mean collecting pointed steel and getting stabbed by my daggers again, I'll be happy to oblige you."
The slaver's rage flared, and he charged forward with a collection of slashing attacks on Hal.
TAUNT RAISED TO LEVEL 2.
HAL AVOIDED the initial attack with ease and found a gap in the man's lowered defenses to slip past the attacks and bury his dagger in the man's side. The look of surprise on the slaver's face almost made Hal laugh.
"I guess I'll collect that bounty after all," Hal said.
The slaver fell backwards to the cobblestones, blood pouring from the gash in his side. His mouth moved as he tried to say something in return to Hal then he fell backward and was still.
400 EXPERIENCE POINTS.
HAL TURNED to lend Kay some assistance against the slaver's companion, but Kay had just dispatched his opponent, too.
It was none too soon; the four other guards had pushed through to the circular opening in the crowd.
Hal was tired, and he knew Kay was too. They'd be hard pressed to take on these four guards and get away uninjured. There had to be another way.
An idea started to form in his head, and Hal knew he had to act without delay.
Slipping his two dagger blades up under the straps of his backpack, Hal cut through them with a single slash. He spun in place and grabbed at the falling pack, flipping open the straps holding the flap closed.
Continuing his spin, Hal flung the backpack, heavy with gold coins from the slaver compound, into the air between he and Kay and the approaching guards.
"Free gold! Courtesy of the Hood," Hal shouted.
Gold coins, glinting and sparkling in the early morning sunlight, spun free from the opened pack and sprayed everywhere.
The chime sounded once again in Hal’s head, and he knew the plan would work.
Bared steel was one thing.
Gold coins flying free and spilling on the cobblestones was another.
The crowd surged forward between Hal and the advancing guards, everyone scrabbling for their share of the gold now covering the market square's cobblestones.
The lead guard stopped, unable to push forward any further. Hal shrugged and shot him a smile before he and Kay turned and raced away. The crowd parted to let them go since everyone was focused on getting at the spilled gold.
QUEST COMPLETED - ESCAPE THE WARDENS' guards
1,500 experience points awarded.
HAL AND KAY ducked down the covered stone staircase leading to the base of the pier. Hal spared a glance over his shoulder to make sure no one saw them. The crowd was intent on the center of the market where the crowd trapped the guardsmen.
Reaching the base of the sea wall, Hal and Kay worked their way along it until they found the secret door and slipped inside, closing it behind them.
"That was a lot of gold to throw away, Hal," Kay said as they walked back up the passageway to their room.
"All part of the legend of the Hood. I steal from the rich and give to the poor."
"That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard of, Hal. Who does that?"
"The Hood does, that's who. Consider it an investment in the good will of the common man. Trust me; it will pay off eventually."
Kay shot him a doubtful glance but didn't say anything else.
Hal pulled up his stats while they walked.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 6
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 12 -- +2
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 20 -- +6
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 32/48
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision, Acrobatic Dodge - 3, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 2, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps.
Experience: 8,800/9,600
AS HE LOOKED over his leveling progress, Hal wondered if word of the Hood's exploits at the market was spreading even now.
He figured he could use the whole Robin Hood thing to bring the populace over to their side without too much trouble. Then he and Kay could continue pressing their assault on the Wardens and shut down their operations.
On arrival back in the underground room in the smugglers' tunnel, Hal couldn't wait to get out of his damaged armor. He was still slightly wounded, and he ached all over, especially around the still-healing slash across his chest.
Dropping the damaged breastplate on the floor, Hal glanced down at the scabbed over wound that stretched from one side of his chest to the other.
That was definitely going to leave a scar, unless this was all just a game. In that case, he'd have nothing but the painful, terrifying memory of the axe almost cutting him in half.
Hal marveled again at how real this whole place felt. It didn't feel like a dream or virtual reality or just a game anymore. He'd made friends here in the city of Tandon. The people were as real as any of his coworkers back at Arrantis Technologies.
The pain and terror of battle was real, too.
Kay groaned across the room. It looked like he was having trouble removing his armor's chest piece. He had his back to Hal and was pulling at a strap whose buckle had been battered and twisted during the fighting either in the market or earlier at the Slavers' Compound.
"Here, let me help you take that off," Hal offered. "I can take a look at that wound on your stomach, too."
Kay twisted away from him. "No, I've got it. I'm fine."
"You're not fine, Kay. Let me take a look."
Hal stepped around Kay and pulled at the front of his damaged leather breastplate. It came away suddenly, and Kay fell backwards on the floor. The padded shirt under the armor had been cut away, too, and Hal stood staring at his friend's perfect breasts, peeking out from under the torn fabric.
Kay rolled over, pulling the torn part of the padded shirt up and covering his...
Uh no, correct that...
...her nakedness.
Hal just stood there holding the broken piece of Kay's armor, staring down at his companion.
"Stop staring at me," Kay said, fumbling with the torn jerkin. "You didn't see anything, understand. NOTHING has changed."
"Are you kidding?" Hal said. "Everything's changed. When were you going to tell me the truth, Kay? If that's even your real name."
Kay stood up and turned to face Hal after managing to tie the jerkin closed with scraps of fabric.
"Nothing has changed, Hal," Kay pleaded with him. "Nothing can change. I have to keep fighting; you can't stop me."
"Why would I stop you?" Hal asked.
"Because I'm a woman."
"I don't care about that. I mean, I wish I'd known from the beginning, but I guess you had your reasons. I do have one question, though."
"What?" Kay asked, defiance blazing in her eyes.
"Was any of the stuff about yourself the truth? Were your parents really nobles killed by Emperor Kang's soldiers? Was any of it true?"
"Yes, Hal, it was all the truth. The only deception was when I let you believe I was a boy. It was a plan Selena, and I came up with when she first took me in. I killed my master and escaped. Everyone was looking for a woman. Selena cut my hair, got me men's clothes, and put me up in the Gilded Cage for a while. Everything was fine until I got caught sneaking into the Temple Warden's courtyard. They discovered I was an escaped slave but didn't know I was a woman. We were put in the same cell together, and you know everything else."
"So, is Kay your real name?" Hal asked after a pause.
"Kareena. It's Kareena. I'm the eldest daughter of Prince Jorim of Eldahar, and I have sworn to kill the Emperor and free this land from his evil hold."
"I'm sure you will succeed," Hal said. "In the meantime, your secret's safe with me. If it's all fine with you, though, I'll keep calling you Kay to keep up appearances. I kind of like it better anyway. Plus, it's short for Kareena."
Kay fell silent for a few seconds before answering.
"Thank you, Hal. Aside from Selena and the others at the Gilded Cage, you're the only friend I have. Now that all of them are either dead or gone from Tandon, it's just you."
"Well, don't get all weepy and stuff. I'm still a married man, and I don't want there to be any hanky panky."
"I don't know this saying 'hanky panky' but I can guess what it means, Hal. You don't have anything to worry about from me in that regard, I promise you."
"So, does this mean you're a real live princess?" Hal asked, a silly grin on his face. He bowed low, making a wide sweep with one arm as he bent over.
He stood up again when he saw the grim look on Kay’s face.
"My kingdom is no more; I'm no longer a princess. I'm merely Kay now, the woman who will kill the Emperor."
"We should get that made into a t-shirt. We could sell it online."
"Hal Dix, you are so strange," Kay observed. "Someday, I must travel to this far away land of yours. It seems full of wonders and magic."
"I think you'd find it boring and lacking in adventure. There's nothing there like what we're doing here. Fantasma is a much more exciting place."
"Excitement is not all it's cracked up to be, Hal. We almost died tonight. That Slaver Boss was tough. I would have never been able to take him on alone."
"Yeah, we make a good team, you and I."
Hal settled on the musty sleeping pallet on the floor. "I don't know about you, but I could use some sleep. Then we can see Colin about getting some new armor. I don't think we can repair what that axe blade did to our breastplates. Once that’s finished, we can plan how we're going to interfere with the Wardens next."
Kay lay down across the room. "I like that plan, Hal. I like it a lot."
"Peaceful dreams, Kay," Hal said. He rolled under his blanket and closed his eyes wondering how he'd missed all the clues to Kay's true identity before this. It didn't matter to him. She was the kind of badass woman he wanted his daughter to grow up to become.
Hal drifted off to thoughts of Cari growing older without him.
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HAL WOKE up to a game message flashing across his vision.
8 HOURS OF AVERAGE SLEEP: Health +2
HE GROPED AROUND in the dark until he found the small table and the lamp. The worst part of sleeping in a windowless, underground smuggler's room was you had no idea what time it was when you woke up. Hal lit the lamp and turned it up until it filled the stone chamber with a warm glow.
The first thing he noticed was that Kay was gone. He panicked for a moment, thinking she'd left for good, then realized most of her gear was still there. She'd taken her swords with her but left her pack with all the gold.
She probably left to relieve herself, Hal thought. He decided to see about mending his torn jerkin. He thought he could use some spare strips of leather and one of his knives to piece the torn edges back together.
Hal chuckled.
No one in a game ever had to spend twenty minutes repairing their armor or clothes after a battle.
When he was finished with that mundane task, Hal set to cleaning himself up with the little bit of water in the pitcher and basin in the corner. He must be a mess because every time he wiped his face with a cloth, more smears of dried blood showed up on the wet rag he was using. No wonder it had been easy for the guards to identify them in the harbor market that morning.
Hal heard Kay coming down the tunnel. She was humming something.
"What's that song?" Hal asked when Kay entered carrying a wooden tray laden with food from the Chum Bucket.
"Just something from my home. I don't know the words. My maid used to hum the tune while she was doing chores around the palace."
"It sounded nice,” Hal said. “What's for dinner?"
He realized he hadn't eaten anything that morning. Their breakfast had been interrupted by the arrival of the guards.
"Fish stew," Kay said. "It doesn't smell that bad, actually."
"I don't think I care. I'm so hungry right now; I could eat a whale. Hand me my bowl."
"Me, too," Kay said, handing Hal one of the bowls.
Hal took the wooden bowl of stew and grabbed a spoon from the tray. He dug in and began to eat. Hal plowed through half of the stew before he looked up from eating.
"You know,” Hal said. “For a place called the Chum Bucket, it's got good food."
Hal reached over and tore off a piece of the long thin loaf of bread Kay brought with her on the tray. He sopped up some of the stew's gravy with it and took a bite, savoring the flavors.
"Any news from above?" Hal asked.
"Only that the town was buzzing with stories of the Hood and his exploits. It seems that while you were sleeping, the townsfolk have come up with an explanation of what happened at the harbor this morning. Apparently, you and I robbed a wealthy merchant and gave all the money to his mistreated servants, spreading the rest to the people in the market during your escape. Oh, and you helped get a little girl's cat down from a tree, too."
"What," Hal said, choking on his mouthful of stew.
Kay laughed. "Just kidding, but only about the girl with the cat. The other one was a story I overheard several people talking about.”
"Good, it will help us build a resistance if our reputation grows.”
" But where do I fit into these stories, Mr. Hood?" Kay asked.
"Robin Hood always had his band of merry men," Hal said. "Lord knows, every good superhero has their sidekick. That could be you."
"I'm no man's sidekick, thank you. I should be every bit as heroic as you," Kay argued.
"I agree. Look, back at the market; they were looking for both of us. No one knows which one of us the Hood is. So, we can both be the Hood. I want there to be some mystery about who the Hood is. It lends to the story that way and others can pretend to be us if they want."
"Why would you want that?" Kay asked. "Don't you want the credit?"
"What I want is to defeat the Wardens and free this city of their influence. Then I can find me a mage who'll send me back home to where I belong. That's what I want. Besides, this way the legend of the Hood lives on after I leave."
Hal finished his bowl of stew and popped the last piece of bread in his mouth. A notification scrolled past his vision.
FINE FISH STEW: Health +2
HAL GLANCED at his health status.
HEALTH: 36/48
HE STILL WASN'T FULLY HEALED. He needed to see about getting a few more of those health potions from Colin. That reminded him of the damaged armor.
"We need to visit the Caravansary Outfitters today and get resupplied with more gear. Do you think they'll still be open?"
"Colin’s shop is open at all hours as far as I know," Kay replied. “The caravans come into the city at all hours of the day and night.”
"Then let's pack up the remaining gold and head in that direction. I have a feeling we're going to need new armor if we're going to tackle the next Warden on our list."
Kay nodded, and the two of them suited up and headed up to exit via the Chum Bucket this time. Hal figured the harbor itself might be a bit chancy after the attack that morning.
It took them a half hour to trek back through town to the caravan district. They had to backtrack and take alleys twice because guards were searching travelers passing by. Hal wasn't sure they were looking for him and Kay or not, but they didn't need to take unnecessary chances.
Entering the ramshackle building that was the Caravansary Outfitters, Hal saw that Colin was helping another group of customers.
"I'll be right with you two," Colin called when he noticed them. "Let me finish up here with the distinguished Merchant's Warden and his captains."
Hal shot Kay a wide-eyed look when he heard who Colin was talking to and turned his back on the group. He didn't think anyone could recognize him from the probably vague descriptions they had, but it didn't hurt to avoid detection just in case. They slipped around a corner, found a dark shadowy section of the shop. There, he and Kay settled down to wait.
The murmuring voices of Colin and his customers got a little louder after a moment, and then the shop door opened and closed. Hal was about to peek out of his hiding place when Colin's mustached face popped into view.
"They're gone. You can come out now."
Hal stepped from the shadows.
"What did they want?" Kay asked.
"They were interested in purchasing additional weapons to equip new guards they planned to hire. It seems someone is killing them faster than they can replace them. That's a shame, don't you two think?"
Colin's grin and wink in Hal's direction told him the outfitter was perfectly happy with their campaign against the Wardens.
"Colin, we ran into a bit of problem with our armor," Hal began.
"Let me guess," Colin interrupted. "Your armor's got big, gaping holes in it. Am I right?"
"Uh, yes?" Hal said.
"You adventuring types are all the same. I give you top quality equipment at bargain prices and you crap all over it the first time you take it out in the world."
"In all fairness, Colin," Kay noted. "It was the second time we went out."
"First, second, it doesn't matter. It all shows a disregard for the hard work I do keeping quality gear in stock."
"If it makes you feel better, Colin, the armor worked really well. It only failed when a very big and sharp axe chopped on it," Hal said.
Colin stopped bustling around and looked up at Hal's description of the damage they took.
"You meant that gigantic axe the Slaver Boss carried, don't you?" Colin didn't wait for their answer. He waived them to follow him and started off towards the back of the store. "That monstrosity wasn't just sharp. It was enchanted, too. You should have brought it back to me. I could have exchanged it for another weapon more to your class and liking."
"Our hands were full getting Selena's girls to safety," Kay said.
"Oh, yes, well that makes sense," Colin replied. "Good work on that, by the way. It was terrible what they did to Selena."
"And yet you still do business with them." Hal couldn't resist the quip.
"Never mix business with personal feelings, that's my mantra. It's kept me out of trouble with many factions over the years, and I plan on sticking around a lot longer."
"I don't think the Wardens will see it that way, Colin, if they figure out you're outfitting us," Kay said.
"I'm sure they know or at least suspect I'm helping you in some regard. It's not like there's anyone else in town to go to for these sorts of things. In any case, they know better than to cross me or violate the prohibition of violence anywhere within a hundred yards of this shop." Colin glanced over his shoulder with a wicked grin on his face. "I can be very disagreeable if you don't respect my rules."
Hal wondered if Colin wasn't deceiving himself some over the inviolability of his shop. Selena's establishment seemed to be well connected, too, and look how that ended.
Colin stopped at a wall filled with suits of armor of all types and sizes. There was leather, scale and chain mail, metal plate armor, even some sort of laminated armor like Hal had seen once in a Japanese art exhibit back home.
"Look around, try things on and see what fits your style. I'll be right back with the rest of the things I think you’ll need."
Colin disappeared around a stack of breastplates before Hal could ask him how he knew what they needed.
Kay shrugged and started looking at the smaller sets of armor. Hal checked out the leather and spotted one black leather breast plate that had metal studs in the leather all along its surface. It was still light and supple enough for a rogue to use but offered a little more protection than leather alone.
Hal lifted the armor off the rack and slipped into the clamshell-like arrangement with one arm inserted and then closing the armor around his torso. He attached the straps and buckles until he had the armor cinched down tight then did a few deep knee bends and twists to see how it felt.
Kay had found a set of deep brown leather armor and tried it on. It fit her very well but still hid the curves and attributes that marked her a woman. Hal could pick them out now that he knew her true identity, but to a casual observer, they'd never know she wasn't a man.
"Looks good, partner," Hal said. "How's it feel?"
"It's rubbing a bit on my wound from last night, but I think it will do well once I'm healed up."
"Here, drink these, both of you," Colin said, strolling in from an entirely different direction than he'd left. He handed each of them a glass vial filled with the now-familiar red liquid. Hal took the healing potion and drank it down.
HEALING potion effect - restored to full health points.
KAY, who must have been more injured than she let on, let out a sigh of relief after drinking her potion.
"Feel better?" Colin asked.
They both nodded.
"Excellent!" The outfitter exclaimed. He leaned over and picked up a new backpack for Hal and a sack with supplies for Kay. "There are more healing potions in there because I'm sure you'll be needing them soon. I've also added a few other odds and ends to what you might have lost during the fight this morning in the harbor market."
"You heard about that?" Hal asked.
"Sonny, everyone’s heard about that. Between that and the raid on the slave compound, it's all anyone is talking about. I wish I'd been there to see you throw a few thousand gold pieces away like that. You've turned this 'Hood' character into a popular legend with the townsfolk."
"Uh, Colin, one more thing," Kay asked, pulling out her pack. "We found these four potions in our travels last night, but we have no way to decipher these runes."
"Let me see them," Colin said, holding out his hands.
Kay pulled the potions from her pack and handed them to Colin. He smiled as he looked over each one then set the lot down.
"You've got a nice collection there." He pointed to each one and named them in turn. "There's a charm potion that gives the drinker the power to influence people around them. There's a strength potion. There's a potion of speed. And the last one is a potion I've never seen before in person: a potion of luck."
Hal nodded and smiled as Colin handed the potions back to Kay. She replaced them in her pack. They'd all be useful additions to their arsenal as the two of them planned their future endeavors against the Wardens.
"How much do we owe you?" Hal asked. Kay had half the money from the slaver compound. He hoped it would be enough.
"You took imperial gold crowns from the slavers I heard?"
"Yes, we did," Kay said.
Colin looked around, taking note of the new armor they wore, the items in the new backpack and looked up at the ceiling.
"Twelve hundred crowns and I won't charge you for identifying your potions."
"That's about all we have, Hal," Kay said. "It will only leave us a dozen crowns or so."
"Things are cheap where we're staying," Hal told her. "I think we'll be fine. Pay the man."
Once they'd paid up and divided up the items between them Hal checked his inventory panel for the first time in a while. He was happy with what he saw.
LEATHER PANTS
Cotton Shirt
Leather Boots
All-Weather Cloak
Studded Leather Armor (+2 to defense)
Steel Dagger (2)
Throwing Knives (8)(+1 to attack/damage)
Leather Backpack
Flint and Steel
Wet Stone
Lock Picks
Climbing Grapnel
Sturdy Rope
Light Healing Potion (3)
Potion of Luck
Potion of Speed
HE AND KAY decided she'd do best with the strength and charm potions. She also had a supply of sleeping draughts Colin included. These small vials could be slipped into a drink and put your mark to sleep in a few minutes.
"We should be going before anyone else shows up, Kay," Hal said. "Thank you, Colin. We'll be back next time when we're ready to re-equip."
"I'll be here," the strange, little man said. He strolled off down a long aisle with a hand raised in a brief wave goodbye. "Let yourselves out. I have things to attend to."
"I suppose we'll have to find our own way out of this maze," Hal said.
"Come on," Kay said. "I think I know the way."
"I sure hope so. We didn't buy any food or rations for an extended expedition. Lead on."
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IT WAS NEARING dark when Hal and Kay left Caravansary Outfitters. Hal was fine with that. It would make it easier to make their way back through town without getting picked up by the increased guard presence.
They still had to skirt around several road blocks where everyone had to submit to a search. This circuitous path led them to a new section of town. There were tenement buildings on either side that obviously weren’t maintained very well. The people who resided there lived in absolute squalor.
“What is this place?” Hal asked.
“It’s called the Merchant’s Gardens,” Kay said. “In reality, it’s where the Merchant Warden keeps people in a state of constant debt by charging them for everything in their lives short of breathing.”
“So, this is the ‘company town’ concept,” Hal said. “The bosses own everything including the general store, so you have to buy everything from them at inflated prices.”
“Pretty much,” Kay agreed.
“Sounds like slavery to me,” Hal grumbled.
He was lost in his thoughts and didn’t see the wagon loaded with iron-bound chests ahead of them. The pair of fugitives turned the corner and faced a group of guards clustered in front of the wagon. There was a thin, weasel of the man sitting on the wagon’s seat.
Before he knew it, the slot machine was rattling in Hal’s head again. Before he could stop himself, Hal walked into one of the guards from behind.
“Hey, you bastard. Watch where you’re going.” The guard said, pushing Hal.
“Sorry, friend, my mistake,” Hal said. “I’ll walk around.”
“I’m not your friend. You should know better than to accost a guard of the Merchant’s Warden.”
“I didn’t accost you. I bumped into you by accident,” Hal said. The slot machine was rumbling away in his head now.
The guard’s companions turned and started to circle around Hal. Kay had backed away and stood nearby in the shadows.
Hal tried to keep an eye on all four guards while they circled around him. All of them were armed with wooden cudgels in addition to their swords.
“You, there, stop distracting my guards,” the weaselly man on the wagon said. “I have work to do.”
“He needs to be taught a lesson, boss,” the first guard said.
“Be quick about it. I have to get the rent back to the Warden,” Weasel said.
Hal had enough of this. He wasn’t going to stand around and get a beat down from rude guards. He drew upon both his luck and his acrobatic dodge skill at the same time.
He dove to one side as soon as the first guard raised his cudgel to strike. Rolling to his feet, Hal found himself next to the horse pulling the rent wagon. He reached up and pulled the weaselly man down from his seat with one hand, then yelled as loud as he could and slapped the horse on the rump with his other hand.
The horse reared in his traces before bolting, pulling the rent wagon along behind it. Hal grabbed ahold of side of the wagon’s seat and pulled himself up as the wagon lurched away. Two of the guards were run down and crushed by the wagon wheels as it was propelled forward by the startled horse. The other two dove out of the way.
500 EXPERIENCE POINTS awarded
500 experience points awarded
Level Up!
HAL SMILED. That was easy. He leaned forward and took up the reins.
He didn't know much about driving a horse drawn wagon, let alone how to control one careening along at full speed, so he just held on and hoped the horse knew where it was going.
Kay ran from the shadows as he passed by and vaulted up into the seat next to him.
"Hal, what do you think you're doing?"
"Hold on; I'm kind of making this up as I go along."
"I was afraid of that. Do you know how to handle the reins?" Kay asked.
"Not really. Uh oh, hold on!"
Hal pulled on one side of the reins, and the horse turned the corner ahead. The wagon tilted up on two wheels, nearly toppling over, as it followed the horse. Once they were on a straight track again, the wagon slammed back down on all four wheels.
"Great. You know we can't hide this wagon, Hal. We don't have anywhere to put it."
An idea occurred to him. A crazy, and yet ingenious idea.
"I'm not planning on hiding it. I plan on cracking it open. The people need their rent money back."
"What?!"
The second he said it, the slot machine stopped rattling with a chime, and he knew he'd chosen correctly. His luck was with him once again.
Hal pulled on the reins and turned the corner again; bringing the horse and wagon around and heading back up the road to where it started.
"Kay, when I get up here to the place you hopped on, you might want to jump off. I'm not exactly sure how this is going to work."
Up ahead of them, the rent collector and the two remaining guards stood in the street. The guards had dropped their cudgels and held their swords now. That was fine with Hal; he didn't plan on fighting fair anyway.
He shook the reins, slapping them down on the horse's back and spurring it to run faster. As he approached the guards and their boss, Kay jumped off into some brush by the road. Hal hoped she was all right, but he didn't have time to worry about that. This had to be timed perfectly.
The two guards had seen their friends squashed and they were itching for revenge. They didn't want to join them as road kill, either. As the wagon charged down on them, they scattered, both diving to the same side of the street with their boss.
Hal pulled on the reins at the last instant, yanking the horse to the left. The wagon started to turn, then the harness snapped, and the horse ran free. The wagon continued its turn, going up on two wheels and then starting to roll over.
Hal used the wagon's momentum to propel himself up and over the guards and their boss. They stared upward as he sailed over them, then the overturned wagon smashed into them, and the three of them were rolled under the heavy projectile.
500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
500 experience points awarded.
800 experience points awarded.
LANDING on the hard-packed dirt drove the air from his lungs, but Hal managed to tuck and roll, absorbing most, but not all, of the impact.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -10
DAMN, that hurt. Hal managed to jump to his feet and keep running with the momentum from the leap.
It was a good thing he did.
The wagon rolled over several more times before it came to rest right where he'd landed.
Hal turned as he came to a stop to check his handiwork and smiled. It worked. The chests in the back had all been crushed in the process. The trail of splintered wood and smashed bodies were lined with glittering coins in the packed dirt of the street.
People started to emerge from the nearby tenements, drawn by the noise outside. As soon as they saw the money in the street, they rushed forward, scrambling to recover as much as they could.
"Hal, you are a one man wrecking crew," Kay said, limping up to stand beside him.
Hal grinned and yelled out to the people gathering up the coins. "Enjoy and share with your neighbors. The Hood has struck again!"
A cheer went up from the crowd. People began to chant, "Hood, Hood, Hood."
Lowering his voice, Hal told Kay, "We should probably go. It's always best to leave the scene of the crime before the guard arrives."
"You think?" Kay asked.
"Come on," Hal said. "You have to admit that was pretty spectacular, right?"
"It was terrifying," Kay replied. "I'll drive the next time we steal a wagon."
"Sure, take away all the fun." Hal patted Kay on the back, and together they walked from the neighborhood leaving the happy residents behind them.
Hal pulled up his stats and looked them over. He was going to allot two more attribute points and a skill point. He dumped two points into his brawn score, raising his attack and damage scores. He also increased his acrobatic dodge to level four.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 7
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 20 -- +6
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 46/56
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision, Acrobatic Dodge - 4, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 2, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps.
Experience: 11,600/19,200
HIS STATS LOOKED PRETTY GOOD, and there was still plenty of opportunity in this town for carnage and experience points.
The next opportunity would come when they hit the Merchant Warden for real. Hal decided that he would be their next target. The Hood was ready to strike again.
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THE BACK-CORNER TABLE at the Chum Bucket was open when Hal and Kay arrived. Sitting down, they nodded a hello to Griff behind the bar and ordered fish stew and two ales from the waitress.
Hal felt something hard inside his cloak when he leaned back against the wall. Patting the cloak, he realized it was the small ledger book he'd picked up in the Slaver Boss's office. He reached inside and pulled the book free.
"I'd forgotten all about this," Hal said, setting the book down on the table between them."
"What is it?" Kay asked.
"I saw it in the Slaver Boss's office and picked it up. I slipped it into my cloak’s pocket as we were leaving."
Hal flipped through the book until he found the page with the heading he was looking for.
"This is what caught my eye on the desk" Hal stabbed a finger down on the page's handwritten heading.
Kay spun the book around, so she didn't have to read upside-down. Hal's finger rested on the words "Noble Slave Disposition and Locations."
"Have you looked through it yet?" Kay asked.
"No, I forgot I had it in all the excitement of the last twenty-four hours. This is the first chance I had."
Kay started skimming the entries, flipping through several pages. She stopped and pointed. Hal leaned forward and tried to read the handwritten cursive text from where he sat, but he couldn't make it out.
"What does it say?"
"It’s the entry for my family when we were brought here and sold," Kay said. "It shows my sale to my former master and the amount paid. Next, to my younger brother and sister it only lists the letters 'TW' and a blank for the amount."
"Is there a legend anywhere that shows what the abbreviation stands for?" Hal asked.
"Not that I've seen, but there are several other entries with the same or similar abbreviations. Look, here's one for the Duke of Tandon's family. The notation next to that entry only says 'MW.' If we could find and free the Duke's family, he'd be free to act on our behalf and help eliminate the other Wardens. Then we could go after my brother and sister."
"It's got to be a destination code of some sort," Hal suggested. "How many different abbreviations are there?"
Kay flipped back and forth through the pages, scanning the column where the abbreviations appeared.
"There are only five: TW, MW, HW, CW, and PW."
Hal tipped back in his stool and stared at the ceiling for a moment. He mused aloud as he considered the puzzle before them.
"We have five entries that were special in some way. All the entries are in the spaces where other slave masters are listed. We just have to decipher the code.”
"Wait," Kay said. "What if they're not a secret code? What if they're initials?"
"What do you mean?" Hal asked leaning forward in his chair again.
"It's the Wardens, Hal. It has to be."
"That makes sense, actually," Hal noted. "They're the most trusted of the Emperor's people in Tandon. It would make sense that slaves from certain noble families might be seen as a reward of sorts for services rendered."
"The Duke's family is being held by the Merchant Warden," Kay said. "He has to be our next target."
"We've been picking away at his strength for a week now including our recent adventure with the rent wagon," Hal said. "Now may be the time to strike before he has any more opportunity to reinforce his guards. Agreed?"
Kay nodded.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Assassinate the Merchant's Warden.
Quest accepted - Locate the Duke's family.
"ALRIGHT, IT'S DECIDED THEN," Hal said. "Any ideas on how we get to him? We'll want to be able to question him about where the Duke’s family is or at least search his records once we have him."
"His compound isn't far from the warehouse we hit earlier in the week," Kay said. She flipped the ledger to a blank page and dug in her pack for a wooden pencil. She sketched as she described the home. "I've been past it several times, casing it for a job like this. There's a wrought iron wall around the property. The best way in is to climb that wall and enter where his small lemon orchard is located. The trees will offer us some cover as we move up to the house. Since our attacks started, he probably has increased his guard numbers. We've been picking away at them out here, though, so I have no idea what to expect once we get inside."
"The orchards look like a good entry point," Hal agreed. "Once we're over the wall, we can make our way around to this rear entrance. That’s probably the kitchen entrance and more likely to be open and unguarded compared to the main entrance."
"It's worth a try. I think we're making some risky assumptions, but the plan will change once we get there and see what’s going on." Kay said.
The barmaid appeared with their stew, and Kay flipped the book closed in a hurry to hide what they were looking at from the woman's eyes. Hal paid her for the stew and ordered two more ales.
"The next question," Hal said. "Is when do we hit him? Do we take it on tonight?"
"I don't see why not," Kay replied. "Every extra night we wait he gets another day to replace guards we've killed or disabled."
Hal smiled. "Then I guess we're going Warden hunting."
The two companions finished their stew and ales, got up and headed back out into the deepening night. Hal noted the cloudless sky. There was no moon tonight, which would help them hide once they were inside the Warden's property.
Now they needed a little more of Hal's luck ability. He thought he’d mastered the art of activating it. It was time to see how far he could press it.
The Merchant Warden’s home was set on a slight rise and surrounded by an eight-foot-high, wrought iron fence set in a low brick wall. The sprawling home itself was two stories tall, and there were lights visible in several windows despite the late hour.
Kay pointed to a large bay window lit up on the second floor. It appeared to open on a balcony overlooking the front lawn. "That's got to be the Warden's personal quarters; I'd bet."
"We'll have to see if there's a way to climb up there once we're inside," Hal said. "It'll make it easier than trying to sneak into the house and get upstairs past all the servants and others in the home."
The two of them were hidden in the shadows near the main entrance gate. There were two strangely dressed guards standing by the gate. They were both huge, standing nearly seven feet tall. The two guards were dressed in furs over chainmail armor, and they carried spiked axes. Hal pointed them out.
"They don't look like your usual guards."
Kay swore and shook her head. "No, those bastards are Orc Clansmen. They're barbarians. On occasion, they've been known to hire out as caravan guards and mercenaries. They're also tough to kill. Remember that cook back in the warehouse?"
Hal nodded.
"Well, he was just the cook. These are trained and experienced warriors. I'd be willing to bet there are more guarding the inside, too. They usually hire out in small family groups from their clan."
Hal and Kay shrunk back farther into the shadows when a pair of servants rolled a cart with a small cask on it down to the gate and handed two wooden mugs to the guards after filling the mugs from the cask.
"I’ve seen this before with the regular guards, when I was casing the home," Kay said. "They deliver the drinks every few hours. It must be in the contract for the mercenaries."
Hal stared at the guards for a moment longer, watching them drink, then snapped his fingers.
"I might have a plan that deals with them. It will depend a little on luck, but I think I've got that covered, too." Hal smiled in the darkness. "Let's pull back from here and work our way around to the orchard. I'll fill you in on the way."
------
IT WAS child's play for Hal and Kay to scale the fence and slip inside the property. They'd had to hurry a bit which increased their chance of detection, but it was necessary for Hal's plan to work.
Now they were in position to watch the two servants return to the rear entrance. They stopped and parked their cart by the door and went inside.
"Perfect," Hal whispered. "Come on and stay in the shadows. If we're detected at this point, the plan falls apart."
The two dashed from shadow to shadow until they'd crossed the orchard and manicured gardens of the Warden’s yard. Soon, they were standing next to the kitchen entrance. There were orc guards patrolling all around the home, but the two thieves were able to avoid them.
"Hand me the sleeping potion vials from your pack," Hal said and then watch the door.
Kay handed Hal a set of vials from her pack. Hal had levered the heavy cask up on its end with the wooden spigot pointing into the air.
He set the vials down on the upturned cask and worked at the spigot with both hands until it twisted free of the cask. Hal leaned forward and sniffed at the opening. The smell of whiskey or other strong spirits wafted up from the hole.
Being careful not to spill any, Hal dumped in the contents of each vial containing the sleeping draught Colin had supplied them. He hoped it was enough to do the trick. He thought it would be fine.
Back home you didn't mix sleeping pills and alcohol. Why wouldn't the same apply here?
He sloshed the cask around a little to mix the contents up a bit and then pounded the spigot back into the cask with his fist until it was seated tightly. The correct tool for the task was a mallet, but that would be too noisy, so he hoped his pounding fist was enough force to keep the spigot from unseating while the servants made their next set of rounds.
Hal and Kay moved away, taking positions in a thick hedge in the nearby gardens. About an hour later, the servants returned from inside and wheeled the cart away on their rounds with the whiskey ration for the guards. After another hour of waiting, the servants returned, dropped off the cart by the entrance, this time carrying the cask inside.
"It must be empty or nearly so," Hal guessed. "They hardly strained at all when they lifted it."
"Let's hope that doesn't mean they missed some of the guards," Kay said.
"Ye of little faith," Hal chided Kay. "What's a plan without a little excitement?"
"In this business, excitement can get you killed," Kay replied. Then she pointed to the nearby corner of the home.
A tall orc guard had come around the corner. He was stumbling as he moved, supporting himself on the house as he walked. He staggered only a few more steps then collapsed to the gravel pathway and lay still.
"I'd say that's a successful test," Hal chuckled. He delivered a mock bow. "Shall we go, milady?"
"Don't call me that. I’m not a noblewoman anymore.”
Kay led the way with Hal watching the rear as they moved around the side of the home until they reached the front. Two more orc guards were down, collapsed on the ground by the home's front entrance.
"We have an hour until the servants begin their rounds again," Hal said. "Once they do, it won't take them long to sound the alarm. I hope that gives us enough time."
Kay shook her head and shrugged. She obviously didn't have an answer. The only thing they could do was to push forward. They'd never get another chance with the same plan.
"Stay here, Kay. I want to finish off those orcs. I don't know how long that draught will keep them out and we don't want them down here awake and angry when we come back down."
"I'll go back around and take care of the other one we saw collapse on the pathway. I'll meet you back here under the Warden's apartments."
Hal nodded and started slipping from shadow to shadow until he'd reached the entrance. The two orcs were snoring so loud; Hal was afraid someone inside would hear them. Drawing his dagger, Hal stepped up next to each one and slit their throats, dodging backward each time to avoid the fountain of blood that erupted from the slash left by his blade.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS
1,000 experience points
STEPPING CAREFULLY to avoid the spreading pools of blood, Hal crept back to the spot he'd left Kay. She returned a few seconds later.
"All finished," Kay said. "I found another one collapsed by the kitchen entrance. He must have realized something was wrong and tried to go for help. I dragged his body into the hedge. That might buy us a few extra minutes."
"The two by the front entrance are neutralized, too. Now let's figure how we get up there," Hal said pointing up to the apartments one floor up.
"The grapnel might make too much noise if someone is sleeping close by," Kay said. "We'll have to climb. The stone wall looks like it has enough handholds if we take our time."
"You go first and take the rope and grapnel. I'll boost you up to give you a head start; then you can lower the rope for me."
"That'll work, too. Give me a boost."
Hal bent down and formed a stirrup with his hands. Kay stepped into it, and Hal lifted her up as high as he could. She stepped on his shoulders and then reached up and pulled herself up onto the overhanging roof over the main entrance. There was a balcony there, and she hooked the grapnel over the railing and lowered the knotted rope to Hal.
Hal pulled himself up until he was standing on the balcony together with Kay, coiling the rope and putting it back in his pack. There were double doors off the balcony leading inside the apartments.
Kay gestured for Hal to go first and he walked over, testing the door's handles. They were unlocked, and he pulled the left door open and peeked inside.
It was a sitting room of some sort, with a few comfortable chairs and a dressing table by the wardrobe in the corner. There was a large desk and chair against the right-hand wall, as well. An oil lamp on the desk was lit but it had been turned down low, so it only put out a little light.
Two closed doors led off the room. One was directly across from the balcony and Hal suspected it led to the rest of the home. The door on the left had to be the bedroom and the probable location of their target. Hal motioned for Kay to follow and he stepped inside towards the far door.
"Check out the desk over there while I check the two doors," Hal whispered.
"Got it."
Kay crossed to the desk and began rifling through the papers there after turning up the lamp to provide more light.
Hal checked the door he thought led to the rest of the house first. He was correct. A glance outside showed a hallway and the beginning of a broad staircase down to the lower floor.
Closing that door, Hal pulled a chair across the carpeted floor and wedged the back under the handle to brace the door closed. It wouldn't stop a concerted assault, but it might delay any nosy servant who happened by long enough for Hal and Kay to escape.
Hal moved to the other door and opened it a crack. Peering inside, he noticed a bed chamber. Against the far wall was a large bed with a man and a couple of naked women sprawled on it. Damn, he hadn't counted on anyone else being with the Warden.
Carefully shutting the door, Hal crossed to the desk where Kay was still searching through papers there.
"There’s some women in bed with the Warden. Did you find anything?" Hal asked.
"Not yet. These appear to be only household papers like orders for wine and food. I don't see anything about slaves or the Duke's family."
"I was afraid of that. He must keep his Warden's papers somewhere else," Hal said. "There's no other way but to wake him and question him until he tells us what he knows."
"That's risky, Hal. He'll figure we'll kill him either way, especially if he figures out who we are. If he has nothing to lose, he's likely to try and alert the guards rather than help us."
"I'm not sure we have a choice."
"You said he had women in with him?" Kay asked.
"Yes, two from what I could see."
"Let's see if they know anything," Kay suggested. "They're probably just slaves. We wake them all up. I'll bring the girls out here and question them, you stay in there and question him. One or the other may talk, and we can compare their answers."
Hal shrugged. "It's as good a plan as any other. Let's do it."
The two thieves opened the bedroom door and slipped inside. Hal moved to the side of the bed where the Warden lay sleeping while Kay went to be closer to the two women.
Hal waited until Kay was in place and then he drew his daggers and tapped the Warden on the nose. The slot machine began to rattle in Hal's head once again.
"Wakey, wakey. Time to get up and answer a few questions."
The Warden woke with a start but stopped himself when he saw the large dagger pointed at his face. The two women stirred and one opened her eyes to see Hal holding a dagger at the Warden's face. She drew in a deep breath to scream in alarm, but Kay grabbed her from behind and clapped a hand over her mouth, whispering something in her ear.
The woman only struggled for an instant then she calmed down and nodded.
The other woman woke more slowly but when she took in the situation right away. She smiled and nodded at Hal. Clearly, she approved of his holding a dagger on her master.
Hal noticed for the first time both women were covered in bruises and marks. The Warden was not a gentle lover.
"Why don't you help me tie up our guest here and then take the ladies into the other room, Kay. The Warden and I are going to have a conversation while you're gone."
Kay produced several strips of leather from her pouch and bound the Warden's hands and feet, stretching him out and securing him at either end to the bed posts.
"Call me if you need help," Kay said as she climbed off the bed. She took each naked woman by the arm and led them out to the sitting room, closing the door behind her.
Hal turned his attention back to the man in the bed before him. His muscular upper body was covered in tattoos of complex design. Many looked like runes of some sort.
"Do you know who I am?" The Warden asked. "You've made a grave error that won't just cost you your life; it will cost your soul, too."
"Good thing I'm an atheist, then," Hal quipped. "But in all seriousness, you should be asking who I am and what the cost will be to you if you don't listen to me."
"Who are you, then?"
"I have many names, but lately people have taken to calling me the Hood."
Hal watched the man's eyes widen when he dropped the moniker on him.
"Yes, that's me. You might be in luck, though. I came looking for something specific, not just you. If you give me what I want, perhaps I'll leave you alive," Hal lied. "Otherwise, I'll kill you outright and find another solution to my problem. In the end, it doesn't matter to me."
"You've got a price on your head, you know," the Warden said. "You should get out of town now while you still can. There are going to be a lot of people looking for you soon."
"Yeah, I don't know, Mr. Warden," Hal said. "I kind of like it here in Tandon. There's lots of opportunities for upward mobility."
"Fine, suit yourself," the Warden said. "What is it you want to know? Perhaps it is of little value to me, and I'll let you have a tidbit before I hunt you down and kill you."
"I discovered a little book that told me where to find certain people. The Slaver Boss had it. I took it after we killed him. It listed all sorts of things, among them, where to find the Duke's family. Now I'm thinking that the man who recovers the Duke's family for him would have a lot of power in this town. What do you think?"
"What makes you think I know where they are?"
"Because the little book says so," Hal replied. "The book has no reason to lie, whereas you do.”
Hal tapped him on the nose with his dagger’s tip.
“Tell me where to find the Duke's family, Warden. Are they here on this property or are they stashed somewhere else?"
"That is something I cannot tell you, Mr. Hood," the Warden said. "The Emperor himself has decreed the noble families be kept from their loved ones at all costs. It would mean my head on a spike if I gave that information up to you."
Hal leaned forward and pricked the dagger against his captive's throat, drawing a bead of blood.
"How about your head on my dagger, you fool."
"It makes no difference to me. The result is the same."
Hal thought for a moment. How could he convince the Warden to give him the information? The slot machine began rattling away in his brain. He decided it was time to take a chance and see if his luck still held.
He remembered something he'd read when he was younger. It was something about soldiers being afraid of women and their knives. It was from a Kipling poem he thought.
Hal began reciting the last stanza of the Kipling poem, The Young British Soldier.
"WHEN YOU'RE WOUNDED and left on Afghanistan's plains,
And the women come out to cut up what remains,
Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains
An' go to your Gawd like a soldier."
"WHAT THE HELL are you talking about?" The Warden asked.
"Oh, just remembering something from home. A wise old poet wrote those words, pointing out the thing men in your position are most afraid of. I've decided we'll take our chances with what those two ladies can find out from you.”
Hal pulled one of his razor-sharp throwing knives from its sheath.
“I have plenty of sharp knives to spare. I'm sure if we hold you down while they question you, you'll start talking pretty quickly."
Hal was rewarded when the slot machine stopped rolling. He heard it chime and the Warden's face went pale as a sheet.
"You wouldn't dare. Those women are just animals; they're nobody important. You want the important women, the Duke's women, his wife, and daughters."
"WHEN YOU'RE WOUNDED and left on Afghanistan's plains,
And the women come out to cut up what remains..."
HAL GAVE the stanza a sing-songy lilt in a horrible approximation of a British accent as he recited it again.
"...JEST roll to your rifle and blow out your brains
An' go to your Gawd like a soldier."
"FINE, fine, I'll tell you what you want to know. A merchant I owed money to keeps the duke’s wife and daughters as concubines. I can tell you the address, just let me go."
"I don't suppose you have records to support that in writing, do you?" Hal asked. "It's not like I doubt your word, except, oh, yeah, I don't believe a word you say."
"Yes, it's all written down in my ledgers. They're kept in a false bottom in the wardrobe."
"Excellent, Mr. Warden," Hal said. He grabbed a handful of the sheets and cut them away with the dagger. Stuffing the makeshift gag into the Warden's mouth, Hal tied it in place with a leather cord.
"You stay here and keep quiet. I'll be right back after I check on what you said."
Hal stuck his head in the other room. Kay must have gotten the women to cooperate. The wardrobe was already open, and Kay was going through a stack of books there.
"Ah, good, you found them," Hal said. "He just told me where to look."
"There's a bunch of gold and jewels in here, too," Kay said. "I'm looking for some record of where the Duke's family is being held."
"Look for an entry listed for a set of concubines to a merchant," Hal said. "That's the Duke's wife and daughters."
The two women stood nearby, watching Kay go through the books. They'd donned robes to cover up, but Hal still saw the bruises on their faces and arms.
"Are you finished with these ladies. I'd like to offer them a chance at some post-traumatic stress therapy for what that bastard did to them."
Kay looked up from where she was leafing through the ledgers. "Sure, be nice to them. They've been through a lot."
"Oh, what I have in mind will help them immensely. Ladies do you mind coming over here. I have something to show you."
The two women stepped over to the doorway and stared at the naked Warden, trussed up and gagged on the bed.
Hal drew two of his throwing knives and handed one to each of them.
"I think you have some things you'd like to say to the Warden about how he's treated you. Feel free to do what you want, but don't take too long. We have to be leaving in a few minutes."
The Warden went wide-eyed and started pulling at his bonds, muffled screaming filtering through his gag. Hal waved at the Warden and pulled the door shut behind him.
Hal sat down next to Kay and started loading the gold and gemstones into their packs. He was able to fit it all into their bags and pouches, just as Kay announced, "Found it!"
She held up a ledger and pointed to an entry. "This is the address where the Duke's wife and daughters are being held."
A notification scrolled across Hal’s field of view telling him the women were done their grisly work.
QUEST COMPLETED - Assassinate the Merchant Warden.
2,500 experience points awarded.
Quest completed - Locate the Duke's family.
2,500 experience points awarded.
"PERFECT," Hal said. "Bring that book with you; we've got to go. I think the women are finished with the Warden, too."
"How do you know?" Kay asked.
"Just a hunch. Come on; we have to get them out of here, now. They'll be killed for his murder if we don't."
The door to the bedroom opened, and the two women came out. They'd changed out of the robes into their plain gray slave dresses. Their hands still had blood stains on them, though. The older of the two women came over and handed him the two knives. They'd been wiped clean of any blood.
"Thank you," the woman said.
"Always happy to be of service," Hal replied. "Now we all have to leave. We came in through that window. We'll lower you both to the ground and get you to freedom, alright?"
Both women nodded.
"Great, then come on."
It took a little work and coaxing, but they managed to get both women down from the balcony with only a few scrapes and bruises to show for it. Hal was the last one down. Before he left the balcony, he went back inside and threw the oil lamp against the wall, causing it to burst and spread flaming oil across the wall and floor.
He ran back out to the balcony and climbed over the edge, lowering himself to hang by his hands and dropping the rest of the way to the ground. He stood up and froze as an alarm bell started to sound from the back of the house.
"Head for the front gates, ladies. Kay and I'll be right behind you. I think they've discovered we're here. If we don't come right out, head for the harbor and ask for Griff at the Chum Bucket tavern. He'll look after you until we return."
The two women turned and ran for the front gates.
At the same instant, the front doors of the home opened behind them, and two monstrous orc guards ducked their heads under the lintel and came outside. They took one look at the two dead orcs on the ground and another at the two black-clad humans in front of them. For a second, everyone froze in place.
Then the orcs charged straight at Hal and Kay.
Hal fired off four rapid fire throwing knives at the lead orc.
Two of the knives glanced off the orc's armored shirt of chainmail. The other two struck home, one in the base of his neck and the other lodged in the orc's right arm.
Blood fountained out of the wound in the orc's neck, and he slowed his charge, trying to stem the bleeding.
Hal drew his daggers and ran straight at the orc he'd wounded leaving Kay to take on the other one at first. It was better to finish this one off while he was distracted.
The orc saw Hal coming and tried to raise his heavy sword blade with the wounded arm.
Using his acrobatic dodge ability, Hal dropped to his knees, sliding across the grass and ducking under the awkwardly swung blade. Reaching out, Hal drew one of his blades across the back of the orc's closest knee, slicing the hamstrings and causing the leg to buckle under the creature's weight.
The orc crashed to the ground and Hal was on him instantly, dealing a double thrust with his dual blades into the mailed chest. The links popped open under the weight of the thrust, and the blades drove home.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS
Level Up!
HAL JUMPED up and turned to help Kay. He needn't have worried. She had dropped her opponent, too and smiled at him when he gave her a thumbs up.
"Let's go," Hal said. "There've got to be more of these goons around here. I'd rather not face a whole army of them."
Kay pointed past him at the second floor of the house. "Is that smoke?"
"Yeah, I left a little gift for the Wardens," Hal chuckled. "They won't be using this property again any time soon. Come on, let's catch up with the women and get them somewhere safe."
Kay took off running, and Hal ran right behind her. He checked in on his new level status. He dropped two points into his luck attribute and added to his acrobatic dodge skill. Satisfied with his stats, Hal turned all his attention to making sure no one followed them as they escaped from the burning home of the Merchant's Warden.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 8
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 22 -- +7
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 64/64
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision, Acrobatic Dodge - 5, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 2, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps.
Experience: 19,600/38,000
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ONCE AGAIN, Hal and Kay had to detour several times on their way across Tandon, returning to the Harbor District. The Wardens had guard patrols and checkpoints all across the city, and as the late-night crowds thinned out, it became harder and harder for the four of them to blend in.
The women were dressed in plain gray dresses, marking them as slaves for most who saw them. That would cause guards to question why they were out late. Hal and Kay drew attention because they were heavily armed and the guards were looking for a pair of scoundrels who'd been attacking them all over the city.
The third time they had to skirt around a checkpoint or hide from a patrol, the four fugitives found themselves sitting in a small shed behind a dry goods store. A patrol was taking their time passing by and checking every individual out that evening.
Hal used the opportunity to rest and to get to know the women they'd rescued.
"My name is Hal Dix, and this is my companion Kay," he began. "What are your names?"
"My name is Helena," the older of the two said. So far, she had been the only one to speak. "This is Julia."
"We're going back to a safe place, but we'd like to return you both to your homes and families," Kay said.
"There is nothing for us to return to," Helena said. "Our families are all dead, and our cities have been razed to the ground."
"Julia, do you feel the same way?" Kay asked.
Julia nodded and looked down at her hands clasped in her lap.
Kay looked up at Helena.
"She has not spoken since the Warden bashed her baby's head against a wall. He wanted to remove all connection to her former life," Helena said.
"Wow," Hal said. "I'm starting to think I did the right thing letting you two have some alone time with the Warden before we left."
"Our only wish would have been to have been able to take longer with him to exact true suffering on him," Helena said.
Julia nodded and returned her gaze to her hands.
"If you don't wish to return home, is there somewhere else we can send you?" Kay asked.
"Neither of us have anything left to live for. We would like to show our thanks for you freeing us from that monster of a man. Perhaps we can serve you in some way?"
Both women leaned against Hal and Kay at that moment.
"Hold on there, ladies." Hal held up his hands between himself and Helena. "I think you misunderstand us. My companion and I have no desire for anything like you propose, though we are honored by the offer. Perhaps we can find you accommodations in town and a place where you may have honest work."
"What did you do before you were sold into slavery?" Kay asked.
"Julia was a shop owner’s daughter. He was known for his meat pies and pastries. It is possible she could work in such an establishment here in Tandon."
"What about you, Helena?" Kay asked.
"I was a lesser noble's wife. We were only married for six months when the Emperor took our city. My husband was put to death in front of me, just after he watched them brand me with the slave's mark. Julia and I were sold together to the man who became the Merchant Warden when the armies arrived here in Tandon. He was an officer in the Emperor's army and rewarded for his service with the posting here."
Hal thought about what resources he and Kay had. An idea occurred to him.
"Helena, what if Kay and I invested in setting you both up with a shop in the harbor district. You could sell pastries and meat pies to the residents, as well as to sailors in town off the ships by the docks."
"We would have no way to repay you for such a boon, Hal Dix," Helena said.
"You could hold back some of the profits for us to collect from time to time as payment for our investment," Kay suggested.
"I suppose that would be acceptable," Helena said. She looked to Julia, who nodded and actually had a bit of a smile on her face. "Yes, thank you; that would be fine."
"Good, then it's settled," Hal said. "We'll get you set up through our friend Griff. He'll know a likely storefront to rent in the area. We have enough to get you started for several months until you get on your feet. You did help us with our little raid after all. You deserve a share of the spoils, too."
Kay slipped away to check on the patrol. She returned a few minutes later.
"I think the patrol has passed. We can move on to the Chum Bucket and get some rest from this long night," Kay said.
Hal agreed. They needed rest, and then in the morning, they needed to plan their next strike. Thus far, two of the five Wardens were dead. The city would start to realize they could fight back against their oppressors soon. Then they would take the city back, and the Emperor's people would be cast out.
------
GRIFF TOOK the two ladies in when they got back to the Chum Bucket that night. He set them up with rooms where his barmaids boarded nearby and left them in the care of the ladies who worked in the tavern. Griff assured Hal they would be safe and well cared for. With that off his mind, Hal had little to keep him up, and he let exhaustion take him into slumber.
The next morning came late for Hal and Kay. They were tired, and both of them slept soundly until late in the day. Hal woke up first and left to fetch fresh water for the wash basin and to get some fresh air. Living underground could be tedious after a while.
Kay was awake when he returned from up above.
"Good morning," Hal said. "I brought back water for the basin."
"Thank you," Kay said. "Have you thought about what we should do next? I think we owe the Duke a visit to let him know we found his family, but part of me doesn't want to leave them in slavery any longer either."
"We could rescue them and have them stay with Helena and Julia until it's safe for them to return to the palace," Hal suggested.
"That could be a while."
"I don't know if there's a better option," Hal said. "What else can we do? If we don’t rescue them, we leave them where they are in slavery. It could be a long time until we knock off enough of the Wardens and their guards that the city starts to rise up."
"That could take weeks or months," Kay said.
"I agree. It's too long. We should rescue them as soon as possible, maybe tonight," Hal said.
"I'm game," Kay said. "Also, there was something I saw in the Warden's ledgers last night that was curious. I think there are other cities, formerly conquered by the emperor that are rising up in rebellion."
"What makes you say that?"
"There were several notations about locations that used to be reliable places to procure slaves. They were no longer responding to requests for more inventory," Kay said. "It's strange. The shipments of slaves were steady until about a year ago from those locations. I think it's a sign of a more widespread rebellion against the Emperor."
"It's happening here," Hal said. "There's no reason it couldn't be happening elsewhere."
"It is happening here, isn't it?" Kay said. "I never thought about a rebellion. I only wanted revenge. After talking with Helena and hearing about Julia's story, I think I'm not the only one who wants justice."
"You're not, and that clinches it for me. Let's get ready to go and find the Duke's family," Hal said.
"Any ideas of how we accomplish that?"
"Don't worry; I have a clever plan."
Kay groaned.
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Kay stood in an alley, her hands on her hips, staring at the wagon Hal drove up with seconds earlier. He watched for her reaction, but it wasn’t what he expected.
“It’s a laundry wagon. Why did you steal a laundry wagon?”
“It’s the perfect plan, and I didn’t steal it, I bought it,” Hal said.
“You what?”
“Look, bear with me for a minute,” Hal said. “We keep running into patrols on our way back from our missions. What if we had a good reason to be out at all hours? We could go almost anywhere we wanted to go.”
“So you bought a laundry business?”
“No, just the wagon. The laundry had already gone out of business apparently. Now, though, we dress up as laundry delivery guys, and we can come and go as we please. Plus, look in the back.”
Hal opened the rear doors to the boxlike cabin mounted on the back of the wagon. Inside were a collection of large wicker hampers full of linens.
“See, we can hide people in these and cover them with the linens,” Hal said.
“I see that you’ve lost your mind,” Kay told him.
“Humor me. We’ll use it on the trip to get the Duke’s wife and daughters. You’ll see. Here, put this on.”
Hal handed Kay a white smock and coat to wear over her armor. He took out a similar work outfit and slipped into it while she pulled on hers.
"Now we look the part. We're hard working citizens out delivering laundry," Hal said. "Come on, climb up and we'll get on the road."
QUEST ACCEPTED - Case the merchant's house.
Quest accepted - Find the Duke's family.
KAY PULLED herself up onto the wagon's bench seat and sat in front of the covered portion that was the main part of the wagon. Hal climbed up next to her and took up the reins.
"No, hand them to me, Hal. I'll take the reins," Kay said. "Remember what happened the last time you drove a wagon? Five men died."
"That's not fair. I was trying to kill them."
"Nevertheless, if I'm going to go along with this plan, I'll drive. We don't need to draw unneeded attention to ourselves."
Hal waved a hand to her and handed her the reins with the other. Kay clucked and shook the reins and the horse pulling the wagon started forward at a walk. Hal sat back and smiled. This plan was going to be epic, and the best part was, they could use it again and again.
As Hal had expected, the journey to the Merchant's District was uneventful. They encountered two checkpoints. On both occasions, it went exactly like Hal planned. Each time, the guards took one quick look in the wagon and waved the two of them through.
Soon, they were rumbling down the street where the merchant lived. The houses all sat back from the street behind tall walls or fences. The few people who walked along the street here spared little more than a glance in their direction.
"See, no one is paying us any mind at all," Hal noted to Kay as the wagon moved slowly down the street. "If we'd come here without these clever disguises, people would have remembered every part of our description."
"Fine, you were right," Kay said, rolling her eyes. "Why is it men have to be told they're right all the time. Are you all so completely lacking in self-confidence that you have to have constant positive approval from others?"
"As a man, I have to say I'm offended by your premise about male vulnerability," Hal replied. He leaned close and whispered, "but your women's intuition is probably right on target."
Kay chuckled at that. Her laugh made Hal happy. She was so deadly serious all the time, not that he could blame her. She'd been through so many horrible things in her life. It was amazing she was able to function at all.
Hal felt protective over her, and not just because he'd discovered she was a woman. He'd felt that was soon after their adventures together began, probably beginning when she'd been poisoned by that trap in the merchant's warehouse back at the beginning of all this. Kay was a good companion to have by your side when trouble came along, and he valued her for that as much as anything else.
Hal turned the wagon down a side street and then into an alley that ran behind the main homes.
Kay looked around at the rear of the homes as they passed. "What's the plan?"
"I figure service people like ourselves wouldn't go in the front door. We'd deliver the laundry to the servants in the rear of the home. That's another thing that makes this disguise perfect. No one sees us come and go from the home or business we hit. Plus, we get to go inside first and see what the layout is before we come back at night and make the raid."
"So, which one is the one we're looking for?" Kay said.
"That one, according to the address we got." Hal pointed to a tall structure behind a wooden fence and gate just ahead. "Follow my lead. I'm making this up as I go along."
"Why am I not surprised," Kay said.
"Trust me." Hal had a huge grin on his face.
"The cheesy grin doesn't help."
The wagon pulled up to a gate marked with the symbol that must match up with the merchant they searched for. The gate was open, so Hal turned the wagon into it and up to a hitching post at the back of the home. The stable yard was broad, and there was a coach house as well as stable.
A sturdy woman of about forty-five or fifty years in servant’s livery stepped out the back of the home and stood there looking at Hal and Kay with her hands on her hips.
"What do the two of you need?"
"Madame," Hal said, standing and delivering a sweeping bow from the back of the wagon before jumping to the ground. "I am Markham, the Launderer. My associate and I are part of a new laundry service in the city, and I thought we might be able to talk to the master of the house about how we can provide top quality linens and bed clothes at rock bottom prices."
"We already do our own laundry. Why do we need to pay you to do it?"
Hal wasn't fazed. He'd spent a few years as a customer sales rep in college. He knew how to sell. He turned on his best customer phone rep charm and directed it at the woman.
"Tell me, my fine woman, are you the one doing the laundry now? I only ask because I can see the effects it has on your delicate hands."
The woman seemed confused for a moment and then took her hands off her hips and looked at them.
"What's wrong with my hands?"
"Nothing is wrong with them, per se. They're just aging beyond the thirty years the rest of your youthful appearance belies." Hal poured on the charm, and his friendly slot machine started rolling again. He had her.
"I'd like to show you how you can be freed up to attend to other duties and have top quality laundry to boot."
"How much?" The woman asked.
"Two silvers a week is what most households spend with us. However, if you have a major function or event planned, we can provide you additional linens for a small fee."
The slot machine chimed. Mission accomplished. Hal knew that once he overcame that initial objection, he could close the sale.
"I'd have to see your linens and show them to the master before I could possibly recommend something like this."
"Of course," Hal said, climbing down from the wagon. "Let me lead you back inside to see the master while my assistant fetches a sample from the back of the wagon."
The woman smiled and nodded, so he followed her inside. Kay jumped down and went to the back of the wagon to get the linens.
Inside the home, Hal was led to a hallway and study door. A guard in the merchant's livery stood there, armed with a broad sword. Inside the room, there was a man at a writing desk pouring over papers. He was dressed impeccably, and Hal knew right away that he was their target.
The maid rapped on the door, and the man looked up in annoyance. "What is it, Mary? I'm terribly busy."
"This man has come by the house with a proposition for a laundry service that could provide us with linens and such for a reduced cost. His assistant is just behind us with a sample."
"Oh, very well," the merchant said. He turned to look at Hal. "Let me see what you have to offer. I came up through textiles, so I have a good eye for quality linens."
Hal smiled and motioned for Kay to come forward with the carefully folded linen sample he'd prepared. The merchant stood and came over to inspect them.
"These are of decent enough quality, I suppose. What is the price for your service?"
"I told your mistress of maids that most of our customers pay around two silver pieces a week. I would have to do a tour of the home and tally up exactly what the cost would be, but that is in the area of what I charge."
"I'll go no higher than three silver pieces." The merchant turned to Mary. "Take them around and show them the bedrooms and dining areas so they can estimate what we'll need."
He turned around and dismissed them with a wave of his hand, returning to his desk and the papers there.
Hal and Kay were then led on a tour of the house. Mary, the head maid, began flirting with Hal while on the tour, hinting about how the two of them should test the quality of the bed clothes, linens and sheets he provided. Hal laughed it all off, ticking off the rooms upstairs as they looked into each one.
They entered and inspected every room except one on the third floor with an armed guard outside it. Hal walked towards the door, but Mary pulled him back away from it.
"Don't go in there, Mr. Markham. That's the quarters of a private guest of the lord's. You don't need to see that room."
"Surely they need linens as well. I must measure the beds to ensure the proper fit and coverage."
Mary looked around and then leaned in and whispered, "Mr. Markham, they're special hostages my master is keeping for a highly placed friend among the Emperor's factors in the city. A friend whose title begins with a 'W' if you will."
Hal nodded and tapped the side of his head. "I understand. You don't have to tell me twice. I think my associate and I have seen all we need to see. I will leave a sample of linens suitable for the week, free of charge. I will return a week from now with fresh linens, and if you've found what we had suitable, we'll collect our fee and arrange for regular deliveries."
"I think that will be fine, Mr. Markham." She laid a hand on his arm and flicked a strand of hair away from her face with the other. "I'll look forward to your return."
QUEST COMPLETED - Case the merchant's house.
1,500 experience points awarded.
Quest completed - Find the Duke's family.
1,500 experience points awarded.
KAY WAS silent until they'd left the back of the home and were trundling down the alley again.
"That went better than I expected. We found them and didn't even have to fight anyone to do it."
"And now," Hal said. "We can return and rescue the Duke's family, hopefully slipping away without anyone knowing we were there."
"When do we come back?" Kay asked.
"We return tonight."
QUEST ACCEPTED - Rescue the Duke's family.
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IT WAS near midnight when Hal drove the laundry wagon back down the alley behind the merchant's home. As soon as they entered the alley, they slipped off their disguises and prepared for their little raid.
Hal handed Kay a long strip of black cloth. "Here wrap this around your face. There's a slit in it so you can see. We should cover our faces. We've been seen here and might be recognized otherwise."
"Now we're masked bandits in the night," Kay said, smiling in the darkness. "I like it."
Hal wrapped his mask on, too. He'd gotten the idea from an old ninja costume he'd had as a kid.
"Kay, here's the plan. We try to get in and out without anyone knowing we were here. I'd rather not have to kill everyone inside, but we can't afford to be followed, and someone recognizes us or the wagon. I'll park it in the alley and not the stable yard itself, but if anyone follows us, they'll surely see it."
"I only saw two guards, but I suspect there are others, Hal," Kay said. "How will we deal with them? We don't have any more sleeping draughts, and I don't see how we could get it to them anyway."
"We'll have to sneak up on the guards and dispatch them as quietly as possible," Hal said. "Then we free the Duchess and girls and return here to the wagon."
Hal stopped the wagon and jumped down, tying the horse's reins to a small sapling growing next to the fence at the back of the house. Kay was already at the gate, trying to open it.
"It's barred from the inside," Kay said.
"I'll boost you over. You can unlock it from the other side."
Kay nodded and stepped into Hal's interlocked hands while he lifted her up to the top of the gate. She scrambled over and disappeared from sight. Hal heard Kay lift the wooden bar from the other side and he pushed the gate open.
Inside the stable yard, it was quiet. There were a few lights visible in the merchant's home, but Hal suspected they were lamps kept lit all night to provide light for the residents.
The two thieves ran up to the rear of the home and tried the door. It was locked, as Hal expected. He removed his picks and set to work on the lock.
The extra level he'd gained to his open locks skill must have paid off. He was able to open the lock without much trouble at all.
The slot machine started rattling in his head as they stepped inside telling Hal his luck was engaged. He hoped for a positive effect. He and Kay moved slowly into the home, watching and listening to the sounds of the home, trying to hear any signs of movement by the residents that would show they were alerted to the presence of intruders.
Slipping into the main hallway but staying to the shadows, Hal noticed the guard by the study door. The door was closed now, and no light showed from under it.
There must be something valuable in there. Hal's palms itched to see what it was.
Hal and Kay crouched at the darkened end of the hallway watching the guard for a few moments. It was clear the man was bored and struggling to remain awake. He paced back and forth across the hall, rubbing his face and neck with one hand.
Turning to Kay, Hal pointed to her and to the floor, indicating she should stay where she was.
She nodded.
He turned back to the guard then and timed the pacing back and forth. This was going to have to be done perfectly, and Hal hoped the rattling slot machine in his head landed in his favor.
The guard turned and walked across the hallway, and Hal made his move. Drawing the dagger from his boot, Hal darted forward, staying on the balls of his feet to remain as silent as possible.
The guard turned around just as Hal got there and the man's eyes widened in alarm.
Hal clapped his free hand over the man's mouth, silencing him, and pressed him back against the wall while he slid the dagger up under the man's ribs. The man's eyes widened even more at the pain, and then went dark as the blade reached his heart.
The slot machine kept rolling.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
LOWERING the man slowly to the floor, Hal motioned Kay forward.
"Check the study door," Hal whispered. "See if you can open it. It would be nice to get some booty while we're here."
Kay nodded and went to work while Hal dragged the guard's body over to a chair sitting outside the study door. Lifting him up, Hal was able to prop the man in the chair in such a way that it appeared he was asleep.
Stepping back, Hal looked over his handiwork. It would do for now.
Kay had managed to unlock the door to the study, and the two crept inside. Hal was able to see quite well with the little bit of light filtering in from the lamp in the hallway.
A quick search of the room found a strong box inside bottom desk drawer. He examined the lock and found a trap that would release a vial of some liquid onto the hands of any would-be thief. Hal removed the trap’s triggering tension wire and then set to the lock with his picks. He was frustrated by the complexity of it and couldn’t open it. He turned to Kay and offered her a turn while he went and watched the door.
A few minutes later, she called him back to her side.
"Hal, I got it," she whispered.
"Take everything, including any papers. We'll go through it all later."
Kay nodded and stuffed the contents of the box into her pack while Hal waited.
"Finished," she said as she joined him at the door.
"Let's head upstairs, then. The Duchess awaits."
Taking their time, trying to be as silent as possible, Hal and Kay climbed the stairs until they were almost to the third floor. Hal held out a hand to stop Kay while he raised his head carefully above the level of the third-floor landing.
The guard at the far end of the hall was standing straight at attention and staring straight ahead. Hal was hidden in the shadows, and the guard showed no reaction at all so Hal was sure he wasn't seen.
The slot machine in his head seemed to rattle faster at that moment. This was where his luck would play the biggest role.
Hal ducked down and leaned close to Kay's ear so he could whisper as quietly as possible.
"There's no way to sneak up on the guard. He's looking this way, and he appears to be wide awake. We're just going to have to rush him and take him as quietly as possible."
Kay nodded. "What's your plan?" She whispered.
I'll run straight at him, throwing all my blades as I do. I'll engage him from the front while you come right after me and get behind him to finish him off."
She shrugged as if to say it was as good a plan as any.
Hal turned around and drew two of his throwing knives from the sheaths strapped to the front of his armor. The remaining six knives waited in place for him to use them.
Taking a deep breath, Hal pushed off with both legs, leaping to the top of the landing, throwing as he did. He barely noticed the slot machine stop and chime in his head as he took the first steps down the hallway, drawing and throwing two more blades after the first pair.
Everything seemed to go in slow motion.
The guard's attention shifted to the movement at the end of the hall. His eye's registered the black, masked figure charging from the stairs straight at him.
The first blade struck the guard in the chest, the second in his abdomen.
The guard let out a groan and doubled over, causing the two follow-up blades to sail past his head and embed in the plaster wall behind him.
Hal shifted his aim lower with the fifth and sixth knives and saw them fly true into the guard's exposed back. One must have severed his spine because he suddenly went limp and collapsed to the floor.
Hal held onto the final two knives, running the last few steps forward and slitting the guard's throat with a single motion.
1,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
KAY DODGED past Hal and started on the locked door immediately since the guard was already down. There had been little noise, but it was best to hurry now. Every moment wasted could mean discovery.
While Kay worked at unlocking the door, Hal retrieved and cleaned off his blades. He was getting better at using these as the notification in his head said. This had been the most successful use of all, though he knew a lot had ridden on his luck.
A click and creaking door told Hal his companion had opened the door to the Duchess' room.
Kay took the guard's lamp from the hall table nearby and walked into the room followed by Hal. He searched the room for its occupants. A gasp from the bed drew his attention, and he saw a handsome woman of about thirty crouched behind it, clutching two little girls to her chest.
"Assassins," she hissed.
Hal reached up and pulled his mask down.
"No, ma'am, rescuers," Hal said. "Come on, Duchess, we don't have much time to get away before someone wakes up and finds out we've been here."
"Who are you?"
"We’re acquaintances of your husband, ma'am," Kay said, pulling her mask down as well. "We discovered your whereabouts and decided we had to act on his behalf to free you. Now please, we must go now, or we'll never get away."
"Come, girls, fetch your shoes and get dressed for travel," the Duchess said after a brief pause in thought.
"There's no time for that," Hal said. "We can get you other clothes later. Put on shoes if you must, but then we must leave."
The woman started to say something, but then her eyes shifted to the guard's body and pool of blood on the floor in the hallway, soaking a broad stain into the rug there. She nodded and hustled her girls into their shoes. Soon the three of them stood ready to go.
"Good," Hal said. "Follow my friend here. He'll lead you outside. I'll come along behind as a rear guard."
The Duchess nodded, and Kay started down the hallway to the stairs. The Duchess followed her, briefly shielding her daughters' eyes from the dead guard's body by the doorway.
Hal had a grim decision to make, but it was a necessary one. If he covered their tracks, maybe no one would know they'd been here. There was a lamp in the Duchess' room and Hal dumped the oil from it on the bed and then used the lamp brought in from the hallway to light the bedclothes aflame.
The room began to fill with smoke immediately, and Hal turned and quietly ran back to the stairs and down to the first floor. Kay had already reached the back door with their three charges and had started across the stable yard towards the gate. Hal followed, glancing backward to see flames begin to shoot from a window on the upper floor.
"Look, mommy, fire," one of the little girls said.
The Duchess looked back over her shoulder, then bent to pick up her smallest daughter. "Yes, dear. It's a fire to help us escape."
Smart woman, Hal thought. She knew it was an important part of the ploy.
Outside the gate, Kay opened the back of the laundry wagon and pointed inside.
"Get inside the big laundry hamper, cover up with sheets and pull the lid closed atop you. Got it?"
"Yes. Where are you taking us?"
"Somewhere safe for now. Trust us, and we'll get you back to your husband soon enough."
Kay closed the door and Hal went and untied the reins from the sapling then climbed up into the front of the wagon to join Kay. They both donned their white smocks and pants, then Hal shook the reins and the horse started moving down the alley again at a walk.
A glance over his shoulder showed the whole top floor was aflame now. It wouldn't be long until the whole house caught fire. The evidence of their presence would be erased. Hal shook the reins, again, and the horse picked up speed to a fast walk. It would be best if they were far away when the alarm bell began ringing.
QUEST COMPLETED - Rescue the Duke's family.
6,000 experience points awarded.
HAL KNEW it was going to be a while before he leveled up again but he checked his progress nonetheless.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 8
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 22 -- +7
Speed: 12 -- +2
Looks: 8
Health: 64/64
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark Vision, Acrobatic Dodge - 5, Hide in Shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 2, Open Locks - 2, Find/Remove Traps.
Experience: 30,600/38,000
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THEY RETURNED to the harbor district without incident, a fact for which Hal was happy. The laundry wagon worked like a charm. The guards at the two checkpoints they passed waived them through without a search, paying more attention to the people passing by on foot.
Hal decided to take the Duchess and the girls into the secret passage by the docks. A woman and two small girls in their nightclothes would draw attention if they walked right into the Chum Bucket and up to Griff.
Pulling the wagon up to the stairs down to the base of the stone seawall, Hal got down and walked to the rear of the wagon. He opened the wagon's door and whispered for the Duchess.
"Ma'am, you and your daughters can come out now. We have you at a place where you can hide until we find more permanent accommodations."
The lid of the hamper popped open, and the Duchess stood up and lifted her daughters out to the floor of the wagon. Hal and Kay helped them all down to the street.
The Duchess looked around. "Are we to take a ship somewhere?"
"No, ma'am, we have a secret place to hide you and the entrance is here at the harbor, that's all," Hal said. "Kay will take you down those steps and show you inside while I take the wagon back. I'll meet you later when I return. Get some sleep. I hope to have some suitable clothes for you when I next see you."
"Thank you, sir. What shall I call you? You never told me your name."
"I'm Hal, ma'am. Hal Dix."
"Well, thank you, Hal Dix. I shall make sure my husband offers you a great reward for your service to us tonight."
"I'll take you up on that later, ma'am. Now go with Kay, and I'll see you soon."
Kay took her three charges in hand and led them down to the base of the seawall. Hal waited until they were out of sight and then climbed back up to the wagon's seat and started the horse down the docks towards the stable he’d rented to store the wagon and board the horse.
------
IT TOOK ALL NIGHT, working with Griff and the barmaids at the Chum Bucket to find a suitable place to stash the Duchess and her girls. Hal was exhausted when he walked down the stairs to the tavern's basement with a large bundle and started down the long passage to the smuggler's hideout.
They'd gotten the Duchess commoner's clothes for herself and her daughters. She balked at first.
"Ma'am, you can't appear to be a noblewoman and expect to hide out here in the harbor district. You must blend in if you expect to remain free."
"But these clothes..." she said, holding up the old dress she was to wear.
"Are the best clothes poor people could spare," Hal said. "Most of your subjects don't have more than one set of clothes, to begin with. If they do, they don't want to part with them. Be thankful and gracious. Your hosts know who you are, but are people of little means. You must accept a humbler lifestyle until we can reunite you with your husband."
"When will that be, if I may ask?"
"We plan to go see him tonight after we get some rest. Kay and I will have to sneak into the palace if we can, so his part in this will not be exposed. I don't suppose you know of any secret entrance we could use to get inside without being seen?"
Hal was surprised when the Duchess blushed and nodded.
"Really? I was just kidding."
"It is called the courtesan's gate," the Duchess said. "My husband never used it, of course, but his father did on numerous occasions, if rumors are to be believed. I can tell you where to find the entrance. It may be guarded, but it leads directly to our bedchambers."
Hours later, the Duchess and her daughters were settled with their foster family, a fisherman and his wife who had no children. They would pretend the Duchess was a cousin visiting from down the coast.
They were settled, and Hal trudged back down to the hideout. He wanted only to get settled for some much-needed sleep. He was surprised to see the lamp was still lit in their smuggler’s room. Kay was still up and flipping through a stack of papers.
"Oh, good, you're back," Kay said. "I've found some information here among the merchant's papers we took that might decide our next target among the Wardens."
"Really, what did you find?" Hal asked.
"It appears that the Warden of the caravan district is tied up in some sort of child trafficking ring and uses the merchant we just hit to sell child slaves to factors in other cities via his shipping operation. It seems some people have some pretty nasty appetites."
"That's an ugly racket," Hal said. "I don't feel so bad about burning that bastard's home down now."
"There's a shipment of children being sent out in two days according to this communication," Kay said, holding up a slip of paper.
"We can hope that the merchant died in the blaze when we burned his house. If he did, maybe the deal will fall through,” Hal suggested.
Kay shook her head. "I don't think that's going to happen. From everything I've read, it's already been arranged."
"That means we have to hit the Caravans Warden within two days to stop the shipment."
"Yep," Kay agreed. "By the way, how did it go getting the Duchess settled in her new home?"
"It will take a little time for them to settle in to a more austere lifestyle but they'll be well cared for by the fisherman and his wife," Hal said. "I also discovered a back way into the palace from her, so that's a positive."
"Really, we can bypass the regular guards?"
"Most of them at least," Hal said. "I think we owe it to the Duke to inform him we rescued his wife and daughters."
"Me, too," Kay said. "I was concerned about how we’d get in to see him, but it appears you've solved that problem."
"I did, at least for now," Hal said, laying down on his sleeping pallet. "I'm getting some sleep. Wake me in time for dinner."
"I'll do that," Kay said. She went back to reading through the various documents they'd accumulated. Hal closed his eyes.
When Hal opened his eyes again, it was to see the scowling face of Griff leaning over him, not Kay. Hal shifted to the side and sat up.
"What are you doing here? Where's Kay?"
"He's up getting something to eat. He told me you were fixing on meeting with the Duke. I came down to see if you'd take him a message from myself and the smuggler's guild."
"I can do that, Griff. What is it?"
"It's for his ears only, Hal. You have to promise me you'll tell no one about it, especially if you're captured."
"I don't plan on getting captured, but sure, I promise."
"Tell him we have reason to believe one of his closest advisors is working for the Wardens," Griff said. "We don't know who, but there are rumors that someone in the palace is working directly for the Wardens. I think this is the mysterious Palace Warden. No one knows who he or she is, but someone is running things there while the Duke sits as a figurehead. He should trust no one until we finish overthrowing the Wardens."
"Don't you mean until Kay and I finish overthrowing the Wardens?" Hal said.
"You think you're doing this alone?" Griff said. He gestured all around him at the smuggler's hideout. "Do you think you could do what you do without our help?"
Hal put his hands up in surrender. "Fair enough. I spoke too quickly. I apologize. There is no I in Team; I get it."
"I'm glad we see things the same way, Hal," Griff said. "Now, come on up to the Chum Bucket, and I'll get you some dinner. Don't forget the message for the Duke."
"I won't. I'll be right up." Hal said.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Warn the Duke of the traitor in his midst.
HAL GOT DRESSED and gathered his gear for the night's trip to see the Duke. They should be able to sneak in without trouble. The word about a traitor in the Duke's inner circle was concerning, but it shouldn't affect what Hal and Kay were doing out here as long as the Duke could keep a secret and hold on to his position.
After he joined Kay for supper and the two of them started towards the location of the secret gate, Hal informed Kay of what Griff told him.
"It doesn't surprise me," Kay said. "If I were the Wardens or the Emperor, I'd place someone in the Duke's Privy Council or subvert someone who was already there to keep an eye on things from the inside, too."
"It certainly adds a layer of difficulty to things for him. I don't think it will affect us, though," Hal said.
Kay shook her head. "The Duke is probably running interference for us from the top. There are plenty of people searching for us here in the city, but the Duke's personal guard hasn't gotten involved yet. That means he's managed to hold them back from lending a hand with the search. Think about it this way. If they got involved, it would double the number of people on the street, double the number of search parties and road blocks. We'd have a hard time getting anything done, even with the laundry cart disguise."
Hal considered what she said. He hadn't thought about how things had been going. He assumed the Wardens were disorganized and responding poorly to the threat he and Kay offered to them. It was something to keep in mind, and Hal pondered it while he and Kay made their way to the location the Duchess described.
Thirty minutes later Hal and Kay stood on the far end of the sea wall, staring down at the waves crashing against the side of the stone outcrop on which the Duke's palace was built. Clearly, the Duchess had never actually seen the so-called courtesan's gate.
"She was so sure it came out on this side of the palace wall," Hal said. "She must have been mistaken. We'll have to try another night."
"I'm not so sure, Hal," Kay said, pointing down to a dark hole barely visible amid the rocks. "I think we will need a boat, though."
After retracing their steps to the docks and finding an unattended fishing boat with oars, Hal and Kay rowed around the base of the cliffs below the palace until they found the outcropping and inlet Kay had spotted from the sea wall. Hal worked at the oars, still trying to get the hang of the rhythm needed for efficient strokes. Kay sat at the tiller and steered them up the inlet and into a cave.
The lantern came in handy in the darkness, and they had to duck their heads to pass through the low tunnel in the boat. Eventually, it opened up into a larger cave. Along the far wall was a man-made stone landing with a few thick and rusty iron rings for tying up boats along the water’s edge.
Kay guided the craft up beside one of the rings and grabbed ahold while Hal shipped the oars and secured the boat to it. They both stepped out onto the landing, thankful to be out of the rocking boat. Neither of them were sailors.
The stone landing had a rack nearby on which rested two small boats only a little larger than the one in which they arrived. The racks had a lever system that would allow a single person to tilt them from the wooden rack and launch the boats into the water. It looked like the whole system hadn't been tended to in years, though, and appeared to be in some disrepair.
"This must have originally been planned as an escape route for the family and loyal retainers should the palace above fall," Hal noted. "The Duke must not have known about the boats or didn't have a chance to send his family down here."
"We'll have to ask him," Kay said. "If this was how his father snuck concubines and courtesans into the palace, the Duke may not have wanted to learn more about this entrance."
"There are stairs up to the palace, I presume," Hal said. He pointed to the stone steps leading up in to a dark passage. "Shall we go and ask his Grace ourselves?"
Kay nodded, and the two black-clad rogues headed up into the palace. After climbing upward for half an hour, Hal stopped to stifle a sneeze. They were now kicking up a good deal of dust as they walked higher inside the palace, leaving the dampness of the sea cave behind them. No one had used this passage for some time.
Hal shuttered their lantern here and waited while their eyes adjusted to the dim moonlight filtering in through narrow slits in the walls. Moving on again, the two continued to climb stairs upward until they reached a final landing ending in a bare wall.
"Did we miss something?" Hal asked. "Was there another passage off the stairs?"
"Not that I saw. This must be the entrance to the palace," Kay said. "Check the wall for a lever or a pressure plate that opens a door."
The two began running their hands over the wall of close-set stones, searching with both their eyes and their sensitive fingertips for any change in the surface that would signal a secret door mechanism.
Hal found it first.
There was a rounded, smooth knob of stone that had a slight seam around it. Pressing on it resulted in a soft click and a portion of the stone wall pivoted into the landing, revealing the back side of a tapestry on the other side.
Stepping forward, Hal moved the tapestry aside and stepped into a well-appointed room that appeared to be a dressing chamber. There were several wardrobes along one wall and a small secretary's desk in the corner. There was also a padded chaise lounge along with several other chairs arranged around the room. There were two doors off the room. Hal suspected one led to the Duke's bedchambers, and the other led to the rest of the palace and the family living quarters.
Hal checked the door on the right first. Opening it only far enough to glance outside, Hal saw there was a long well-lit hallway on the other side of that door. He shut it.
"It must be the other one," Hal whispered as he pushed the door closed.
Kay crossed to the other door and opened it a crack. Peering through the opening, Kay looked back over her shoulder and nodded.
"This is it. I can hear him snoring."
"Come on then," Hal said. "Let's wake our friend, the Duke, and give him the good news about his family."
Kay pulled the door open, and both of them walked into the Duke's bedchamber. Hal felt weird, like he was intruding, which was strange considering how he'd killed the Merchants Warden only a few days earlier.
Reaching out with a hand, he touched the Duke on the shoulder. The man reacted instantly, snatching a dagger out from under a pillow and rolling over to grab Hal and throw him to the floor.
Hal found himself staring up at the Duke's enraged face with a dagger pressed against his throat.
"Who sent you, assassin?" The Duke hissed between clenched teeth.
"Your Grace, I'm no assassin. I come with a message from your wife," Hal said.
The hand holding the dagger to Hal's throat relaxed.
"My wife?" The Duke said, looking around and noticing Kay for the first time. "Is she here? Where are my daughters?"
"They're all safe," Hal said. "We rescued them from the man who was holding them hostage for the Wardens last night. Your wife told us how to enter the palace in secret so we could tell you of their safety and to warn you about a traitor in your midst."
The Duke climbed off Hal and sat back on the bed while Hal got back to his feet. The man had caught him by surprise and could have easily killed him if Hal hadn't spoken quickly.
"You're the two I saw at the Gilded Cage that night, aren't you?” The Duke asked as recognition dawned on his sleepy brain.
"Yes, that's us. We've been seeking our revenge on what happened to Selena and her women ever since," Kay said.
The Duke smiled. "Leave it to my wife to remember that secret way into the palace." He looked from Hal to Kay. "The slavers, the two Wardens, even the brawl in the harbor market, it was all you two, wasn't it?"
"Yes, your Grace," Hal admitted. "We've been a little busy."
"I'll say you've been busy. The other three Wardens are pressuring me to release the palace guard to help them search the city for the scoundrel who calls himself the Hood. Which one of you goes by that moniker?"
"It's kind of a catch-all for both of us, sir," Hal said.
"It was his idea. He thinks it's funny to steal from the Wardens and give the money back to the people of the city." Kay added.
The Duke chuckled. "It is amusing at that. You've certainly worked the Warden's into a bit of a tizzy."
"That's the plan," Hal said.
"Now, about my wife and daughters. May I see them?"
"I don't think that's wise, your Grace," Hal said. "They're in a safe place where they are. If we were to move them or try to sneak you in to see them, it would risk exposing them to capture again. It's best if they remain where they are for now. Hopefully, we'll be able to help you free your city again, though, and then you can all be reunited."
"What do you need me to do?" The Duke asked.
"Do all you can to keep the palace guard under your control and inside the palace," Hal said. "Also, I have a warning from a concerned party. They say there's a traitor in your midst, someone close to you who is working with the Wardens and is sympathetic to the Emperor."
QUEST COMPLETED - Warn the Duke of the traitor in his midst.
4,000 experience points awarded.
"THAT WOULD MAKE SENSE," the Duke said getting up and pacing across the bed chamber. "There have been several instances where the Wardens confronted me about something I'd planned before I had even had a chance to implement it. They've always alluded to a fifth member of their group…"
"We think there's a Palace Warden of sorts who works with the other Wardens in secret to betray your plans of subversion against the Emperor," Kay said. "We have records of four Wardens everyone knows about: the Harbor Warden, the Merchant Warden, The Caravans Warden, and the Temple Warden. Those four operate openly to control the city. This Palace warden is the one we don't know anything about."
"Sir, if I might suggest," Hal said. "You work to find out who the traitor in your midst is here while we continue our campaign against the two remaining Wardens out in the city. If we put enough pressure on them, it may force the Palace Warden to reveal himself."
"I can do that," the Duke said. "If I discover the culprit, how do I contact you?"
Hal thought for a second before replying, “Send a message to a man named Griff at the Chum Bucket in the Harbor District. He will pass the info along to us.”
“That will work for me,” replied the Duke.
"Perfect, sir," Hal replied. "If that's all then, we should be on our way. We want to be out of here and back to our hideout before dawn."
Hal and Kay turned to leave after bowing to the Duke, but he stopped them.
"Thank you, both for all you're doing for our city. We owe you both a great debt."
"Don't worry, your Grace," Hal said. "I'll be asking you for a big favor once we're finished with all this nonsense. You're going to help me return to my family."
"I will do anything within my power," the Duke added with a smile.
Hal nodded, and he and Kay turned and left the bedchamber pulling the door closed behind them.
It was time to return to the Hood's hideout.
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IT TOOK Hal and Kay the whole two days they had to figure out the plan to take down the Caravans Warden. The challenge they faced was finding where the children were being held so they could include freeing them in the plan. In the end, both ends of the plan came together in a way Hal couldn't have hoped for.
The two started their journey to Tandon’s broad caravan district in their laundry wagon. They'd made sure they were often seen over the next two days and searched by guards at checkpoints around the city until they became innocuous in the eyes of the guardsmen. It had worked and allowed them to check on leads in several parts of the city without arousing suspicion. They made one stop to see Colin at the Caravansary Outfitters to pick up a few items Hal came up with for the job then headed to where they planned to hide the wagon during the raid.
The day before, Kay discovered information about a man and woman who picked up street children and turned them over to the Caravans Warden for a finder's fee. Tracking their whereabouts and travels led to the city's stockyards where all the livestock coming in and out of the city were processed and sold. They discovered there was an underground facility beneath the stockyards used to do the same with the missing children.
Pulling the laundry wagon into an empty stable near the stockyard, Kay jumped down and pulled the doors shut to hide the wagon from prying eyes who might wonder what it was doing there.
"This plan still leaves a lot of questions unanswered, Hal," Kay said as Hal climbed down from the wagon and took off his white smock. "Don't get me wrong, so far we've been able to pull off these little raids. That said, I'm more than a little nervous going into the stockyards."
Hal tapped his head. "Trust in the luck, Kay."
Kay laughed, removing her laundry smock. "You are so weird. You think your luck is stronger than a sword blade?"
"I think my luck makes it so I can avoid that sword blade while I deal with its wielder." Hal sopped Kay with a hand on her arm. "Is there something bothering you?"
Kay sighed. "I want to believe in what we're doing. Sometimes, though, I feel like it's all some sort of game to you. Like you don't believe anything can go wrong."
That made Hal pause. This all seemed so real to him now, and it was reality to Kay. She wasn't the typical NPC companion he'd grown fond of in other games. She had been beside him since the beginning of his journey here in Fantasma. They'd spent weeks together without a break while Hal tried to find a way to get home. He knew he would value Kay's friendship for the rest of his life.
How did he explain to her what was really going on and how he came here? She'd likely think he was crazy and abandon him altogether. Kay had accepted his explanation that some strange magic had sent him to this place and that he had to find a way to return home. He wasn’t sure he could explain a video game to her or how it might be used to warp his mind into believing he was really here. Kay’s response that he treated it all like a game made him realize it felt less like a game every day.
Hal brought up his various menus from his stats to his inventory to reassure himself. It sure looked like a game to him despite the very real pain from his wounds and the need to sleep and eat. He saw how he’d become stronger and more proficient in the game over time, and every time the slot machine inside his head started rolling, he knew a saving throw roll was going to turn out his way.
Hal decided that while this was a game of sorts, in some strange way it was real, too, as real as his own world was. His completion of the various quests had made an impact on this small portion of a broader world. For the people of Tandon, like Kay and the Duke, and all the others he'd helped, Hal made a difference in a way he'd never been able to at home.
"Kay," Hal said. "I'm sorry if my attitude seems flippant or disrespectful of the dangers we are facing. Chalk it up to something of the philosophy of where I come from. In situations like this, treating things like a very serious sort of game is how people approach what you and I are doing. It doesn't mean I don't care about the outcome or the risks we're facing. I do care. A lot."
Hal smiled at his friend to reassure her.
Kay stared at him for a long time in the darkness of the abandoned stable. Her face finally broke into a smile of her own.
"Maybe you're right, Hal. Maybe I'm taking things too seriously and not enjoying the journey. I've seen so much death and destruction; I'm not aware of the happiness of those around me as much as I should be. Sorry for doubting you, Hal. It wasn't fair of me to do that given all you and I've been through together."
Kay held out her hand, and Hal reached out and clasped wrists with her, reaching over and clapping her on the shoulder.
"I think there are some kids who need us to take their plight seriously. Shall we go teach a certain Warden the error of his ways?" Hal asked gesturing with a flourish to the door.
"I think that would be a splendid idea, Hal," Kay said as she started towards the door and the beginning of their next adventure.
Hal and Kay began this part of their quest by working their way through the streets to the stockyards. They were careful to avoid detection by even the casual glance of a local resident. The two companions stuck to the shadows and moved as quietly as possible until they were at the edge of the huge caravan stock yards. Hal saw beasts of burden of almost every conceivable kind in the various pens. There were camels, horses, oxen, some sort of slope-backed buffalo, and what looked like a pen full of llamas.
"I don't think I've ever seen so many different types of animals together in one place outside of a zoo," Hal remarked to Kay as they crouched at the edge of the stockyard.
"Tandon is a central hub for several major caravan routes," Kay said. "There is a need for different modes of transport and freight carrying capabilities depending on where the caravans are heading. The stockyards provide a way for the various caravan groups to trade in their beasts for those more appropriate for the next phase of the journey."
"Someday, I need to take a look at a larger map of this land," Hal said. "There's a lot more to this place than just Tandon."
Kay gave him a glance that was another one of those "you're weird" looks. It made him chuckle. If she only knew what his normal life was like in a world full of technology and modern transportation. She'd have her own strange remarks, too.
Hal pointed to the large structure at the center of the stockyards. "Based on what we've heard; the children are being kept in an underground complex beneath the main auction barn. That has to be that building there."
Hal pointed to a large, broad structure in the center of the stockyards.
"I agree. There are a lot of guards and stock handlers between here and there," Kay said. "It's unlikely we'll be able to sneak all the way to the center of this complex. What's the plan?"
Hal took a moment to bring up his quest menu while he pretended to scan the scene before him.
OPEN QUESTS:
RESCUE THE CHILDREN from the stockyards
Kill the Caravans Warden
Kill the Temple Warden
Discover the identity of the Palace Warden
Kill the Palace Warden
Reinstate the Duke to power in Tandon
THERE WAS nothing new there he didn't already know about. It looked like all they had to do was get to that barn, kill the Warden, rescue the kids and get out. It was easy, right?
"My plan is we pose as buyers and see how far we get," Hal said. He pointed to a pair of merchants walking from the stockyards nearby. They got in and out. Why shouldn't we?"
"Maybe because they're actual merchants," Kay said.
"Kay, sometimes you have to be James Bond and walk right into the bad guy's lair. It's so unexpected; it might work."
"Who's James Bond?"
"Never mind, just trust me."
“I’m tired of you saying that.”
Hal chuckled and stepped from the shadows, dropped his cloak's hood and ran his fingers through his hair. The minute he stepped into the light, the lever on the slot machine in his head was pulled, and the dials began rolling. He smiled. It was time to press his luck once again.
"Hal Dix you are a fool," Kay said stepping out beside him.
"That is precisely why this will work. Act like you belong, and you WILL belong. Watch."
Hal and Kay strolled down one of the main thoroughfares through the animal pens. They'd stop now and then to peruse the livestock and ask the handlers questions about their sturdiness or capabilities. After they got his questions answered, he'd move on towards the center of the yards.
Each time he stopped the guards, and the stock attendants all saw him as an interested buyer and nothing more. All the while the slots kept tumbling in his brain, telling him to keep going.
When they made it to the main auction barn, there were four heavily armed guards at the main gate. Hal beckoned to Kay and walked right up to them.
"I hope you fine gentlemen can help me," Hal said producing four gold coins and placing them in each of the guards’ hands. "I am recently arrived in town with a new caravan group, and I understand the Warden is holding a special auction tonight. My associate and I were hoping to be able to gain entrance. Might you be able to arrange an appointment for us?"
The head guard looked down at the coin in his hand and back up at Hal. Taking the hint, Hal dropped two more gold crowns in the outstretched hand. The fingers closed on the coins, and the guard made it disappear faster than a Vegas magician.
"Wait here."
The guard went inside the building, leaving Hal and Kay behind in awkward silence. Hal figured he must be checking with his superiors. A few moments later, the door opened again, and the lead guard motioned for them to enter.
Hal nodded to the other guards and gestured to let Kay enter first. Inside the large barn, an enormous man wearing green robes trimmed in gold threaded embroidery stood waiting for them next to a pair of large covered wagons. Workmen were emptying the contents from the wagons as Hal and Kay were led up to the man in charge.
"I am Sadir, the chief auctioneer for the stockyards," the man said, identifying himself. "May I ask how you heard about tonight's special auction?"
"Greetings, Sadir. I'm Bruce Wayne, and this is my ward Dick Grayson. As I told the guard captain outside, we are newly arrived in Tandon on a very long caravan journey from far away. I had hoped to procure some special, youthful companionship for the two of us as is the custom where we come from. We were told that such things are frowned upon here. A few discreet inquiries, though, pointed me in this direction, for which I'm eternally grateful."
Hal held out his hand. In it was a stack of ten gold coins. "I hope this is satisfactory to purchase my auction card so I might participate in the event this evening, if I'm not too late."
Once again, the coins disappeared from his hand faster than his eyes could follow as the auctioneer snatched them from his outstretched palm. The second the ten coins left Hal's hand, the rolling slot machine chimed and he knew they were in.
"Of course, sir, this will be more than satisfactory. Come this way, please," Sadir said.
The big man turned and started walking across the barn's open floor to an enclosed space up ahead. Hal and Kay followed. There were windows looking out over the auction floor. Hal suspected they were offices of some sort.
They reached the smaller enclosed building within the auction barn, and Sadir rapped in a complex rhythm on the door. Hal heard a metal bolt slide back, and a panel in the top of the door slid back revealing a pair of dark eyes.
"Two late additions to the night's auction, Gerald. Please admit Mr. Wayne and Mr. Grayson and show them to their seats."
The slot slid closed, and the sounds of locks turning and bolts sliding aside came from the far side of the door.
Sadir bowed. "Gerald will show you to your seats, Mr. Wayne. I must attend to other matters before the auction begins. There is food and wine to be had, just flag down one of the young attendants. I hope your bidding is successful."
"Thank you, Sadir. You've been more than helpful," Hal said.
The door opened and a burly man in a green robe similar to Sadir's stood inside.
"If you gentlemen would follow me; I'll show you to your seats."
"Thank you, Gerald," Hal said as he and Kay followed the attendant inside.
They crossed the office where Gerald activated and opened a small panel in the wall and pulled on a hidden lever. A portion of the wall slid aside revealing a hidden stairway down beneath the auction barn. Gerald led the way to a small landing where he pulled another lever in the wall, and the door slid shut behind them.
The stone steps descended several flights until it opened into a broad cavern. There was a chill in the air and not just from being underground. Hal looked out on a broad catwalk that stretched over top a multitude of cells arranged on the cavern floor. There must be more than fifty cells here, and they all looked like they were occupied.
Gerald led Hal and Kay along the catwalk giving Hal ample opportunity to peruse the merchandise on display in the small cells below them. They were all children, one to a cell and they all stared up at him as he passed, though their eyes all seemed vacant of anything resembling hope. They knew their likely fate, he suspected.
"I say, Gerald. Are all these children on the block this evening?" Hal asked.
"Just a select few, Mr. Wayne. We only sell those who've demonstrated the proper deference to their potential masters. We stand behind our products here, and the Warden wants all who purchase here to be satisfied with their property when they leave."
"I've heard so much about the Warden in my brief time here in Tandon," Hal said. "I hope we get to meet him."
"He greets all the guests from the auction floor just before the sales begin. He also mingles in the gallery afterwards to ensure everyone is happy with their purchases. I'm sure you'll be able to meet him then."
"I'm looking forward to it," Hal said, adding the words 'with a sharp blade,’ in his head.
Kay leaned close and whispered in Hal's ear. "Hal, if we free these children, we'll never get them all in the laundry wagon. There's too many of them."
"Never fear," Hal said. "I'll come up with a plan. Let's free them first, escape second."
"Don't the two sort of go together?"
"Have some faith, Kay. I've got this. Trust me."
Kay rolled her eyes and closed her mouth as they neared the end of the walkway. Gerald had walked on ahead and was waiting for them. He stood at a platform overlooking a small amphitheater of about a hundred seats. It appeared to Hal that about forty of them were filled with prospective buyers like he and Kay.
Hal nodded to Gerald and motioned for Kay to follow him down into the seats. There were barefoot children in short white robes circulating with trays of food and drinks. Hal took two drinks from a tray when it was offered to them and handed one of the stemmed wine glasses to Kay.
"I think we want to sit over there," Hal said, pointing to a raised area next to the other seats. "That's where our host will be located during the auction, I suspect. We need to be close to him for this to work."
"For what to work? You still haven't told me your plan."
"It's simple. We're going to assassinate the Warden in front of everyone then let pandemonium reign while we finish off the guards in the ensuing panic. Then we rescue the kids, taking them out of here in the back of those two big wagons upstairs."
"Oh, that's all," Kay said. "I thought you had something crazy planned."
Hal opened his mouth to say something, but she shushed him.
"Don't you dare say 'trust me' or, so help me, I'll stick a dagger in you right here and now."
"Suit yourself," Hal said. "Come on, let's sit at the back so we can get the jump on the Warden when the time comes."
Passing several other potential customers, Hal greeted them with grins and handshakes. He asked one man in passing about the empty seats.
"Attendance is down. I've heard that many won't attend because they fear the Warden is a marked man," the gentleman said. "You've not heard about the rebel by the name of the Hood?"
"No, I'm afraid I'm new in town. Is he troublesome?"
"He's managed to assassinate two Wardens already and shut down the slaver's guild in town. I also heard he's responsible for a string of arsons in the city aimed at merchants allied with the Wardens. It's given many of us a great deal to think about regarding our alignment with them."
"Well, I suppose nothing lasts forever," Hal said.
"What a strange thing to say. You aren't on the side of this Hood are you?"
"Oh, of course not. Pay me no mind. It's merely a turn of phrase from where I come from. Best of luck with the auction this evening," Hal finished as he moved on.
"I think we should kill off a few of these monsters while we're at it, Hal," Kay whispered.
"Once the action starts, feel free. I won't stop you." Hal pointed to the floor of the arena. "It looks like the festivities are about to begin."
In the center of the semicircular amphitheater, a tall, thin man wearing similar green robes stepped forward.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I'm the Warden for the Caravans District here in Tandon, and I'd like to take this opportunity to welcome you to our monthly special auction. We have a large inventory to move tonight, so I'll dispense with a lot of the normal banter. Please remember that all sales are final and full payment in gold is due at the end of the auction before you leave. If you'd prefer not to take your property with you this evening, delivery can be arranged to the location of your choice for a small fee."
The Warden stepped backward as a small platform was carried forward and placed in the center of the semicircular arena.
"Let the night's auction begin," the Warden announced. He then walked to a set of stairs leading directly up to his booth where he took his seat. Two armed guards took their place on either side of him.
Hal nudged Kay, "Once the auction starts and all eyes are on the center of the arena, we'll sneak up behind those two guards and finish them off as quickly as we can. I'll announce the Hood is in the house. That should start a bit of a panic, and then we take out the warden."
"Got it," Kay said.
It didn't take long. The first subject up for sale was a small girl of about six years of age. A murmur went through the crowd that sickened Hal. He was going to enjoy taking out a few of these pedophiles while he was here.
Sadir stepped forward and stepped up onto the small portable platform next to the girl. He began his auctioneer's chant, falling into the singsong cadence that lured buyers to raise their bids and beat out their opponents.
Hal and Kay flipped up their hoods, fixed their masks in place while still sitting in the shadows of the top row, and then slipped up behind the raised box where the Warden sat.
A nod to each other and they climbed up and under the rail at the back of the Warden's box. Everyone’s attention was on the auction as the bidding went up and up. No one on the Warden’s platform turned and noticed them as they stepped up behind the two guards.
Hal's slot machine started rumbling again, the dials spinning and he knew it was time to strike. With a double thrust of both daggers, he lanced the kidneys of the guard in front of him, slipping the long blades up and under his metal back plate.
SNEAK ATTACK successful - Sneak attack ability to level 3
Critical hit - quadruple damage.
THE GUARD STIFFENED for a moment and then started to collapse to the wooden platform's floor. Hal reached out and held the dying guard up as he shouted over the din of the auction below.
"For the children, I, Robin the Hood, declare the lives of all here forfeit. Leave now or face my wrath!"
Hal placed a booted foot in the back of the dying guard and kicked him over the railing at the front of the platform, so he crashed to the arena below, landing atop the unfortunate Sadir who'd been standing just below him.
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THERE WERE screams of panic from around the amphitheater and, as Hal had predicted, pandemonium ensued as everyone fought with each other to escape the infamous Hood with their lives.
The rolling slot machine in his head had stopped. The plan worked. The crowd was piling on top of each other trying to get away, and their escape blocked the guards rushing forward to help their master.
Hal turned to see Kay had finished off the other guard and both masked invaders faced off against the Warden who was now standing on his feet facing his attackers.
"So, you're the infamous Hood," the Warden said. He drew a sword and dagger from his belt and leveled them at Hal and Kay. "You'll not find me as easy a mark as you did my colleagues."
"Easy or not, you're a dead man walking," Hal said, pointing at the Warden with one of his blood-dripping daggers.
The Warden growled and leapt forward, feinting at Hal and then dodging in Kay's direction. Kay ducked under a swipe from the sword and parried the follow-up dagger thrust, giving Hal a chance to move up behind the Warden and try another sneak attack.
The backward round house kick to his chest caught him completely by surprise as did the blade that extended from the boot's sole. The sharpened spike punctured Hal's breastplate and pain stabbed through his chest as the blade scored a solid hit.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -16
HAL STUMBLED BACKWARD, falling to the floor, shaking his head against the agony in his chest. The combination of pain and surprise left him dazed for a moment and gave the Warden the opportunity to direct all his attention to Kay.
The Warden began a dizzying display of complex moves that dazzled the young woman, and she struggled to block the incoming attacks with her two short swords.
One strike and then another hit home on her, slipping through her overwhelmed defenses.
Kay cried out as the sword bit into her thigh causing her to drop to one knee.
The Warden laughed and raised his sword up to try and finish her then and there.
Hal dropped his daggers to the floor and started whipping out his knives, throwing them as fast as he could at the Warden's back.
The first two struck home, lodging in the Warden's back.
The man yelled and dropped his dagger, reaching back, trying to reach the impaled blades with his free hand.
More blades whirled in and two more sunk home.
The Warden swayed and sunk to his knees in front of the wounded Kay. She tried a weak swing with one of her short swords at his head, but he batted it aside with his own sword.
Two more blades from Hal plunged into the Warden's back and the man stiffened again at the impacts.
The Warden tried to climb back to his feet, twisting to face Hal but the final two thrown knives sunk into his side as he turned.
Those last two knives drove the man over onto his back, his arms and legs flailing to try and rise again.
Hal climbed back to his feet, gritting his teeth against his pain. He leapt forward to land atop the Warden before he could rise again.
Holding the point of one dagger against the side of the man's neck, Hal pressed forward, sliding the blade up into his brain.
QUEST COMPLETED - Kill the Caravans Warden.
8,000 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
A GROAN from Kay drew Hal's attention to her. She was lying on her side, blood drooling from her mouth and nose. Hal, pulled off his pack and started digging for the healing potions. Popping the cork free from one with his teeth, he tipped the life-giving liquid into Kay's mouth.
"Come on, Kay. Stay with me. Drink this; it will heal you. I've got two more if you need them."
Kay swallowed, coughing a little but managing to get most of the potion down. She gave him a smile as she finished the potion. Her color improved immediately.
Hal pressed the second vial into her hands and then tipped his own head back, drinking the third healing potion he found.
HEALING POTION EFFECT: Health +16
OUT OF THE corner of his eye, Hal saw eight of the Warden's guards finally work their way through the crowd and charge towards the raised platform.
Hal's pack was open, and he saw the other potions he had there. Grabbing the potion of speed, he drank it down in one gulp, chasing after the healing potion. He picked up his daggers, spinning around to face the oncoming attackers. He had to buy Kay time to heal and get back on her feet.
His head swam all of the sudden, and the perspective of the onrushing guards changed.
Everything slowed down, and Hal felt energized as if static electricity played along his skin, standing the hair on his arms on end.
The guards were still charging forward, but now they were all moving in slow motion.
Hal jumped to his feet and charged the onrushing guards. In his mind, he was moving at normal speed. Everything else was slowed down. Hal decided he had to work fast. He didn't know how long the potion’s effects lasted.
Hal weaved his way through the eight charging guards, stabbing with his daggers, again and again, ducking under their slowed attacks, dodging their blades.
Eight times the following message displayed in his vision before he turned around:
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
NOT BOTHERING to watch the last of the guards fall to the ground, Hal turned towards the tunnel through the raised amphitheater leading to the children's cells. A fat jailor with a ring of jangling keys hanging from his belt dragged the little girl who had been up for sale moments before, back to the tunnel and her cell.
Hal roared with rage, leapt over the platform’s railing down to the floor of the cavern, and raced over to where the jailor held the girl.
The man tried to bring a jagged, saw-toothed dagger to the girl's throat as Hal charged him. His arm didn't make it halfway to her neck before the speed enhanced rogue made it to him.
Hal's dagger blade hit the jailor in the neck so hard as he ran past, it nearly severed the jailor's neck all the way through. Blood fountained in the air and his head folded backward to hang like a hood against the man’s back. The body collapsed.
1,500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
SNATCHING the girl and the keys away in one swoop, Hal turned the girl around and pointed up to where Kay was just standing up. The healing potions had their effect.
"Go up to where my friend is, and she'll protect you. I'm going to release the other children, alright?"
The girl didn't say a word. She only nodded and started to climb into the stands up to Kay.
Hal raced down the tunnel with the keys, enjoying his enhanced speed. He'd have to ask Colin about whether he had anything else like this in stock. This could come in handy on other missions.
The tunnel opened up to a passage between cells full of children. Hal ran down the line, unlocking door after door, calling the children out. The effects of the potion started to wear off as he opened the last cell door. He felt himself slow down. His chest was now heaving at the cost of the potion on his body.
The children in their short white robes all stood milling around, unsure what to do next. They appeared to range in age from four or five years old up to twelve or thirteen.
"All of you, I'm here to rescue you, but you need to come with me now. We're all going to leave here together."
A few of the kids cheered. Most of them just nodded, a little shocked and disbelieving. They did follow him, though, and that was good. He ran out of the tunnel back to the open stage of the amphitheater to see Kay standing with the little girl.
Hal pointed to Kay. "Everyone, climb up to my friend and follow her back to the surface."
Kay nodded and called out to the children as she started through the curved stands back towards the catwalk above the cells. Hal retrieved his throwing knives from the dead Warden, quickly cleaning and sheathing them, and then he ran to reach the front of the line of children. He was sure there would be more resistance by the time they reached the surface.
They saw only one more guard on their way up into the barn, and he turned to run away. Two thrown knives took him in the back and dropped him to the landing at the top of the stairs.
1,200 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
"KAY, get all the kids into the covered wagons. I'm going to open the barn doors so we can get out of here."
"Got it," Kay said. She started directing the older children to help the younger ones into the two wagons.
Hal was surprised to see the children almost loaded by the time he opened the doors. He heard shouts from the other side of the building but didn't see any guards. He ran back and vaulted into the seat of the first of the two large wagons just as Kay was climbing onto the other one.
Taking up the reins, Hal shook them, so they slapped down on the backs of the two horses hitched to the wagon. They lurched forward, slowly picking up speed with the heavily loaded wagons. Four guards ran in front of Hal's wagon just as he got going but he barreled through them, scattering the group as they dove out of the way of the rumbling wagon.
Hal's wagon took the lead, racing down the broad road between the livestock pens. Kay was just behind him in the other wagon. He heard the children in the wagon behind him cheering as they left the stockyards behind them, running the wagons into the city beyond.
QUEST COMPLETED - Rescue the children from the stockyards.
8,000 experience points awarded.
HAL TOOK a moment on the way to the stable and looked at his stats, allocating his new level points. He increased his speed from twelve to fourteen giving him a plus three defense adjustment and then added a skill level to his acrobatic dodge bringing that ability to level six.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 9
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 22 -- +7
Speed: 14 -- +3
Looks: 8
Health: 72/72
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 6, Hide in shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 3, Open locks - 2, Find/remove traps.
Experience: 64,100/76,000




27






ONCE THEY REACHED the empty stable where they’d hidden their laundry wagon, it took four trips with the laundry cart to get all the kids back to the Harbor District and to the team of local mothers who'd offered to take the children in. By the time the last load of children was dropped off, the whole district was humming with news of the Hood's latest caper.
Besides Griff and the barmaids at the Chum Bucket, now just under twenty people knew Hal and Kay were behind the Hood's capers.
It was risky to trust so many with their secret, but Hal had to admit they were doing a fine job of talking up the legend of the Hood everywhere they went. The rest of the city's rumor mill was more than happy to take matters from there.
In less than a day, the whole city knew the Hood had struck again and wild tales spread of the rescue of hundreds of missing children held by the evil Caravans Warden.
In two days, there were grand descriptions of the supposed duel between the Warden and the Hood that lasted for almost an hour.
Hal laughed at that last piece of the legend. His memory of the fight was a lot shorter and much less heroic than any tavern tale of it he heard.
"Every time I hear the tales of the Hood, they get grander and grander," Hal said when he and Kay were eating in a private booth at a tavern near the Temple District. They had already started planning their next mission and were out looking for a way to defeat the Temple Warden.
"Just don't let it inflate your head any more than it already is, Hal," Kay quipped. "Try and stay just a little humble."
"You're jealous there's no mention of the Hood's heroic comrade in arms in this version."
"I could care less," Kay said. "In fact, I'm glad no one mentions my part. That means no one is looking for me."
"You’re an important part of the story too, Kay," Hal said. "They should get the story right."
"Let's turn our attention back to the problem at hand and figure out how we can break into the Temple Warden's hideout," Kay suggested. "From everything I've been able to discover, she's now holed up in the Temple of the Sun and refuses to come out or let anyone she doesn't know in. That's going to make it difficult to get to her."
"What else do we know about her and the Temple of the Sun?" Hal asked. "There's got to be a way either to coax her out or to sneak inside."
"Based on what I’ve heard today, I don't think she's coming out," Kay said. "That leaves finding a way inside. We're not going to be able to bluff our way in the way we did at the stockyards."
“Death from above,” Hal muttered.
“What are you talking about?”
"How about going in high?" Hal asked. "We come in from the top down. If we could enter from the roof, we could come at her from a direction she'd never suspect."
"What are you thinking, Hal? I don't like the gleam in your eye."
"The Temple of the Sun backs up on the palace wall. What if we come down the palace wall at night to the Temple roof?" Hall said. “They’d never expect an attack from that direction.”
Kay thought about it for a minute. Hal could see she was trying to pull the plan apart.
"There are two problems I can think of. First, the palace wall is patrolled. We can get into the palace via the courtesan's gate, but getting from the Duke's quarters to the wall above the Temple is a long way to go without getting noticed. Second, I'm sure the Warden has put guards on the roof of the temple. They might not be looking up for danger, but they'll spot us as soon as we climb down to the rooftop."
"We could disguise ourselves as members of the Duke's guard. If we masquerade as a patrol, we could get to the wall and be over the top before anyone spotted us." Hal paused, thinking of the second problem Kay mentioned. He didn't have a good answer. "The only thing I can come up with for your second point is to distract the rooftop temple guards in some way."
Kay snapped her fingers. "Actually, Hal, that's not a bad idea. We might need some help, but I suspect we could trade on our notoriety in the city to create a distraction that would pull the guards away from the palace side of the roof."
"What sort of distraction are you thinking of?"
"Perhaps we stage some sort of spontaneous riot in front of the temple," Kay suggested. "We could ask a group of our friends in the Harbor to go to the Temple and start something loud and eye-catching at the right time."
"That might work,” Hal said. “Let's finish up here and head back. Maybe Griff has some ideas about how we can get people to help us out.”
They finished their meal and paid their bill; the headed back to the Harbor and the Chum Bucket to enlist Griff's help. When Hal and Kay arrived at the harbor side tavern, Griff was out, and the Barmaid said there was a personal message for us behind the bar.
The note read:
"I require another visit from a courtesan."
It was signed only with the letter D.
"The Duke wants us to pay him another visit," Hal said. "Perfect timing. We can ask him about access to the battlements and the wall above the Temple."
It was nearly nightfall, so Hal and Kay started down towards the docks to retrieve the boat they'd used the previous time they'd visited the Duke. As they walked through the Harbor Distric, they were greeted by a friendly and accepting populace.
The mood of the people in this district had changed markedly since the death of the Harbor Warden. As each Warden had died, the circle of the Emperor’s influence in the city dwindled, and the people began to work their way out from under the oppression of the Wardens’ guards and edicts.
It was good to see more smiles on the residents' faces. Most of them only recognized Hal and Kay as a pair of gentlemen who lived and worked somewhere in their neighborhood, not knowing who they really were. For the few who were aware of Hal's identity as Robin the Hood, there was an extra wink or the offer of a free morsel from their food booth.
They didn't see the two men in sailor's garb slip up behind them and follow them down the street. Hal and Kay let their guard down now when out walking in the Harbor District. That made them vulnerable.
Only the shouted warning from a shopkeeper who spotted the knives in the assassins' hands prevented tragedy from happening.
Hal and Kay both reacted as hardened adventurers would, though. Hal dodged right and Kay to the left, foiling the initial attack by the two supposed sailors.
Losing the advantage of surprise didn't faze the assassins, though. They each drew a short sword from under their baggy clothing and jumped to attack their targets.
Hal had faced enough opponents now in his time in Tandon that he knew he was going to be hard-pressed in this fight. Right away, his opponent's attacks darted in with a speed and skill that matched his own, and he had difficulty fending them off. He couldn't spare even a glance to check on how Kay was doing against her attacker.
The next few desperate seconds became a blur of thrust and parry, slash, and block, advance and retreat with no advantage gained by either side. Hal knew it would come down to who slipped up first.
He shot a desperate wish and prayer for the wheels in his head's hidden slot machine to start spinning again. Then, at least he'd know his luck was in play.
In the end, it was Kay who finished off her opponent first and came to his rescue for a change. As soon as she joined the fight, Hal was able to press the two to one advantage on the assassin.
The man tried to disengage from the pair of targets he now faced, and that was the hole Hal needed.
Dodging past a final frantic parry, Hal dove under a swing of the assassin’s sword and rolled inside the man’s defenses. He came up with two daggers pressed to the man's throat as Hal knocked him to the ground and fell atop him.
"Tell me who sent you," Hal ordered pressing the tip of his daggers up under the man's chin.
"You've been marked for death, Hal Dix. I won't be the last to seek you out." The man bit down on something in his mouth, and he began to shake and spasm as white foam rolled out of his mouth.
2,500 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL JUMPED UP, disgusted. "He killed himself rather than talk to me. Why would he do that?"
"These must be members of the Black Brotherhood," Kay surmised. "They're a guild of assassins with secret branches across Fantasma in every city."
"If the remaining Wardens knew who I was, why not send the guard to kill me or arrest me?"
"I don't know. Perhaps it's not the Wardens at all. Maybe someone else has discovered who you are and put a price on your head." Kay shrugged as she kicked the now still body in the street with the toe of her boot. "The good news is the brotherhood is supposed to be a small organization, and Tandon is not a large city. It is not likely they have more than a few assassins operating in the city at any time."
"That doesn't help me out at all," Hal said. "If these were the only two in the town, how am I supposed to track down who hired them?"
Kay gave a wry chuckle. "I guess you'll have to wait until the next assassin attacks you."
"Gee, thanks."
"Think nothing of it," Kay said. "Shall we continue on our way to the palace. Someone else will clean up this mess by morning."
Hal shrugged and started walking with Kay toward the docks. Inside, though, as he thought about it, the attack unnerved him. While he'd been in lots of fights since he came to Fantasma, everything else had been part of his heroic game persona. This one was personal in some way, and it bothered him all the way to the docks.
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AFTER THE ATTACK in the street, the short trip to see the Duke was uneventful. Once again, they entered the Palace via the secret entrance and soon found themselves in the Duke's dressing chamber. He was up waiting for them this time, sitting at a table with a decanter of wine and three glasses.
"I hoped you'd come quickly," the Duke said. "Do come and sit. Have some wine."
"Your Grace, I hope you'll forgive me for asking so bluntly," Hal said as he and Kay sat down and took the offered glasses of wine. "What is so urgent that you had to see us tonight? We are very busy planning our next move."
"Two things, Hal," the Duke replied. "First, I discovered who the fifth Warden is hidden in my Privy Council. Second, I have discovered how you may defeat them and, at the same time, deal a blow to the Emperor himself."
"That is good news. Who is it?" Kay asked.
"It's Captain Korran, my guard's commander. Once I realized what I was looking for, it became evident it was him. The Emperor captured the city more quickly than expected slipping in before we knew his army was at our gates. Only an insider with intimate knowledge of our defenses could have done that."
"Pardon me,” Hal argued. “That could still be any of a number of people both in the city and here in the palace.”
"Long ago, when the Emperor first began his conquest, Korran voiced an idea that we consider allying ourselves with the Emperor rather than resist him. I'd forgotten all about it until you warned me to be on the lookout. I had a loyal servant search his quarters when the captain was out attending to his duties. He found a hidden box in the room, filled with correspondence to Captain Korran from the Emperor's factors and the other Wardens. I'm sure it is him."
Hal took a sip of wine and leaned back in his chair. "What about the second thing, the plan to bring Korran down and harm the Emperor?"
"This is the best part," the Duke said. "In the correspondence was a list of upcoming shipments of tribute from the Wardens to the Emperor. It appears things are stretched a bit thin for his Imperial Greatness right now, and he needs money to continue funding his expanding empire. Korran is to deliver a shipment of gemstones to a ship in the harbor in two days' time. If you could intercept that shipment and hold it for me, I'd have the money meant for the Emperor, and you'll have defeated another Warden."
"Isn't the captain a duelist of some notoriety?" Kay asked.
"He is skilled with the sword and has killed and injured many people in honorable duels over the years, but I'm sure you'll find a way to defeat him."
"Oh, just like that, we defeat the guard captain who's killed hundreds in duels," Hal said. "You make it sound so easy, Your Grace. Perhaps you should challenge him yourself and get it over with?"
"That would never do. I'm no soldier. I'm a politician."
Hal started to say something disrespectful, but Kay interrupted his train of thought.
"Hal, this could be a good thing. It will help with our mission to breach the Temple of the Sun's defenses. With Korran out of the way, the Duke could redirect the patrols on the wall to clear the way for our infiltration."
"Kay is correct, Hal. Once Korran is dealt with, I would once again control the whole palace, including the guard."
Hal nodded, lost in thought. He made his decision and held out his hand to the Duke.
"Give us the correspondence you found or at least the information from it. We'll see what we can do to stop this shipment for you."
"Excellent, Hal. I've already copied the relevant information for you on this paper. Remember, the ship will leave in two days so you must hurry your plans so you may catch Korran in the act of treason."
Hal took the folded paper from the Duke and tucked it into a pocket in his cloak. He was uneasy about this for some reason, and he didn't know why. Something didn’t feel quite right.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Intercept the diamond shipment.
"IF THAT IS ALL, YOUR GRACE," Hal said. He and Kay stood up and bowed to the Duke. "We'll be on our way. There is much we must do if we're to fulfill this mission for you."
They crossed to the panel in the wall and slipped through the secret door once again. Kay was silent all the way down the long staircase to the hidden dock below. It wasn't until they were in the boat and rowing back towards the harbor that she voiced the reason for her silence.
"Hal, something isn't right about this. I can't say exactly what it is, but I don't think this is good idea."
"I’m glad to hear that, Kay. I don't think the Duke is being entirely honest with us for some reason. Like you said, there's nothing I can put my finger on, only that I'm uneasy about this mission. We should keep our ears to the street and try and find out more about Captain Korran before we intercept these stones.
QUEST ACCEPTED - Search Captain Korran's background.
THAT QUEST MESSAGE confirmed Hal's suspicion. There was more to this than what the Duke told them. He and Kay would have to proceed with extreme care.
Hal and Kay spent the next two days talking with everyone they knew about the Emperor's conquest to take the city and the conduct of Guard Captain Korran. By all accounts, his actions had been honorable and heroic.
Julia and Helena, the two women they rescued from the Merchant Warden, both shared a story about Korran's defense of the city's main gates. They both swore he delayed the Emperor's army for days with his clever plans for the defense of the city.
Walking away from their meeting with the two women, Hal shook his head. Something was wrong.
"The more we learn about Korran, the less likely it is that he's the fifth Warden," Hal said. "What are we missing?"
"Perhaps the Duke is wrong," Kay suggested. "Maybe the real fifth Warden hid the damning materials in Korran's quarters to frame him and get him out of the way."
"That means the Palace Warden knows the Duke is looking for him or her and used Korran as a decoy," Hal said.
"What about the Duke's comments about Korran's suggestions to join the Emperor years ago?" Kay asked.
"Maybe he was acting as the devil's advocate, giving the Duke all options to consider like a good advisor would."
"So, what do we do about the diamonds and the shipment tonight."
"We go ahead with our plan to intercept it with a slight twist to the ending," Hal said.
"You're not going to tell me, are you?" Kay said.
"Nope, but only because I'm making it up as I go."
"As usual," Kay observed.
"There's a certain cleverness to spontaneity, Kay. I thought women liked their men to be spontaneous?"
"Some might. I don't. Plus, you're not my man, and this isn't a new bedroom trick. This is deadly serious. If we kill Korran and the Duke is wrong, we'll have done some of the Warden's work for him."
"You'll just have to trust me, Kay. Have I let you down before?"
Kay rolled her eyes and picked up her pace, forcing the chuckling Hal to race to keep up with her. They had only a few hours to get the initial parts of their plan in place so they could intercept the diamond shipment.
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KAY MANNED the tiller of their boat while Hal rowed through the light swells of the harbor. The small boat slipped through the darkness in silence with only a slight squeak of the oars against the oarlocks to betray them. The normal sounds of the sea and the city nearby covered that easily.
The ship, called the Sea Mare, was anchored in the harbor and not tied up at the dock as they'd expected. This was the reason they now rowed across the harbor to reach it. The people they talked to in the harbor told them Captain Korran was already on board with the diamonds.
Hal had his back to the bow of the boat, so Kay spotted the ship first, bobbing at anchor nearby. Glancing over his shoulder, Hal saw only the light of the ship's two watch lanterns showing on deck. The after-cabin’s windows were lit, and presumably, that was where Korran met with his contact, the ship's captain.
According to sources in the town, most of the crew were ashore on leave with only a pair of watch keepers and the captain on board. That would make Kay and Hal's job a little easier.
Hal kept pulling on the oars while Kay steered them up beside the Sea Mare. She grabbed a line dangling by the ship's rope ladder and tied off their boat next to another while Hal shipped the oars. The other boat was presumably Korran's.
Hal went up the rope ladder first, keeping himself below the level of the deck as he approached the top. As soon as he touched the ladder, the slot machine started rumbling in his head. He was glad. This particular job was going to need a bit of luck to pull off.
Peering over the top, he saw two men talking on the far side of the deck near the one of the watch lanterns. The other lantern was up in the forecastle by the ship's helm.
Looking around, Hal spotted a stack of crates on the deck nearby. He and Kay should be able to make to the crates by slipping through the shadows. Once there, it was a short dash to the doorway leading below decks and to the captain's cabin.
Ducking down, Hal whispered his plan to Kay.
"I don't want to kill any of the sailors on watch if I don't have to. It will create bad blood with Korran and the Captain if we're right about him."
"What if we're the ones who are wrong?" Kay asked.
"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it. Come on," Hal said. He headed back up the ladder.
Checking to make sure the two sailors were still talking across the deck from his position, Hal heaved himself up onto the deck and darted to the shadows by the crates. He waited but heard no sound of alarm.
Looking back to the side of ship, he motioned for Kay to join him. She slipped over the edge onto the deck and padded over to where he was crouched.
The two rogues ducked and moved around the stacked crates until they were opposite the entrance to the ship's cabins. Hal looked once more for the two sailors and, seeing they were still engrossed in their conversation, ran to the steep steps leading down into the cabins.
Kay was right behind him.
The rolling slot machine still rumbled in his head, and Hal wondered what else he had to do for his luck to keep rolling like that. It made him nervous.
Hal and Kay found themselves in a narrow passageway with doors on either side of them, three to a side. At the far end was another door. Hal could hear loud voices coming from the far door.
Captain Korran and the ship's captain were having a bit of an argument.
Hal could make out the voices as he moved closer to the far door.
"You can't keep working for him, Korran. He's what's wrong with this city."
"You don't understand, Elias. There is something afoot in the city. The people are starting to rise up. There's someone targeting the Wardens and picking them off, one by one. I must remain and help if I am able."
"Korran, the longer you stay, the more likely he'll find a reason to kill you."
"He wouldn't dare order my death. The guard is loyal to me. They know who stood by them at the gates holding the Emperor's men back to give others a chance to flee the city from the harbor."
"I don't know why he let you live at all," Elias said.
"Once the city fell, I swore to remain and help rebuild the new order under the Wardens," Korran said. "I saw it as a way to serve the city I loved in some way. I see now it was the wrong thing to do. The things the Wardens have done in the Emperor's name are far worse than I ever expected."
"Are you sure it wasn't to find that woman and the children you secretly fathered with her?" Elias asked.
"All the more reason to remain, Elias. I've heard she has been freed from captivity and is in hiding somewhere in the city. I must find her before I can go anywhere."
QUEST COMPLETED - Search Captain Korran's background.
5,000 experience points awarded.
HAL LOOKED AT KAY, trying to decide what to do. She shrugged in the darkness.
Based on the quest notification it was clear their suspicions were correct. Korran wasn't the fifth Warden. He was working against the Wardens.
Deciding they couldn't remain hidden here much longer without being discovered, Hal stood up and knocked on the cabin door. The slots stopped rolling in his head, and the familiar chime sounded.
"I told those two idiots not to interrupt us, dammit," Elias said.
Booted feet tromped across the deck towards the door, flinging it open.
Hal found himself face to face with a uniformed man wearing a cutlass at his waist. He bowed with a flourish.
"Captain Elias, I presume?" Hal said.
"Who the hell are you? I gave orders to let no one else aboard."
"We are the two people who were sent to kill Captain Korran over there and steal the diamonds back for the Duke."
"What?" the ship's captain jumped backward and drew his cutlass.
"Relax," Hal said. He kept his hands in plain view and away from his weapons. "We're not your enemies. We were duped to come here by the Duke. Something didn’t taste right, and we figured out something was wrong as we looked into things."
"Who are you, then?" Korran said from across the room. He had not moved and had one hand resting on a small chest sitting on the table in the captain's cabin.
"I'm Hal Dix, and this person behind me is my companion, Kay. You might be more familiar with my other name. Some in the city call me The Hood."
"You're the one who's been hunting the Wardens and killing them one by one?"
"That's me," Hal said.
"So, if you're not here to kill me, why did you come at all?" Korran asked.
Hal noticed Captain Elias still hadn't lowered his cutlass. This was still a standoff and had to be handled with care.
"We came because we still weren't sure. The Duke himself sent us to kill you, telling us you were the secret fifth Warden ruling the city."
Korran let out a loud burst of laughter when Hal said that last bit.
"I'm the fifth Warden? Hal, you're right. You were duped. The Duke, the Duke is the fifth Warden. He's been in the Emperor's pocket all along. It's only by holding the woman I love hostage that I was forced to remain in the city, holding the guard together and serving him."
Kay spoke from behind Hal.
"The Duchess," she said. "The girls. They’re both yours?"
Korran lowered his head. "Yes, the Duchess." He looked up at Hal, his eyes now glittering with unshed tears. "Tell me you have her. Tell me she is safe and the Duke cannot get to her."
"He knows we have her but not where she is hidden. We haven’t told him yet. She is safe," Hal said.
Korran sighed with relief. "That is good news. Perhaps now we can make our bid for safety and move away from here."
"You can't do that, Korran," Hal said shaking his head. "That only means the Duke wins. If you work with us, we can find a way to defeat him and return the city to the people to rule."
"If I return to the palace, the Duke will know you failed. He’ll just find another way to get rid of me."
"I didn't say you have to return to the palace, just not leave on this boat. For one thing, we need those diamonds back to sell the con we have to play on the Duke."
"These diamonds are bound to support rebellion against the Emperor elsewhere," Elias said.
Hal noticed the captain had lowered the cutlass finally.
"They can still do that. We need to borrow them, that's all. Once we deal with the Temple Warden and the Duke, you can have them back and do whatever you want with them. For now, we take Captain Korran and the diamonds back to the city with us. We'll hide him in the safe house with the Duchess while we take the diamonds to the Duke."
Kay stepped forward.
"One thing bothers me about this whole situation. If the Duke is secretly supporting the Emperor, why work with us to kill off the other Wardens?"
"Because he wants it all for himself," Korran said. "Before the Emperor came, he never liked sharing rule with the nobles in the parliament. He was happy to see them all put to death and their families sold into slavery after the Emperor took the city. When the other Wardens were put in place alongside him in power, the Duke couldn't say no, but he didn’t like it at all. But if some upstart from the lower classes started killing off the Wardens for him, who was he to say no? He could claim to be ignorant and then kill you in the end, saving the day for the Emperor, leaving the whole city under his rule."
"He's a devious bastard, then," Hal said. "He's been playing us since he saw us at Selena's weeks ago. He saw how successful we were at evading the Wardens' forces and decided we were the perfect pawns for his plans."
"Then it's time for us to play him in return," Kay said. "Now we get him to help us for a change before we turn the tables on him and return this city to the people. We're definitely going to need the diamonds, Captain. They are essential to us getting our deception to work."
Korran and Elias exchanged glances. The ship's captain nodded, and Korran picked up the small chest on the table and carried it over to Hal, handing it to him.
"Here you go, Mr. Hood. Take the diamonds and make your plans. We're with you."
QUEST COMPLETED - Intercept the diamond shipment.
5,000 experience points awarded.
Level Up!
HAL SMILED and took the chest. They'd exposed the final Warden. It wasn't who they'd suspected it would be but that didn't matter. They had exposed the hidden cards in play, and now they had the upper hand. It was time to move to put the final steps in place to defeat the Emperor's Wardens once and for all.
------
HAL AND KAY walked back to the Chum Bucket as the sun began to rise over the harbor. The smile on Hal's face showed his mood to all who saw him.
"Hal, you can stop grinning now," Kay said. "It's starting to get creepy."
"I can't help it, Kay. I'm happy. Did you see the Duchess' reaction when we showed up at her door with Korran? I don't think I'll ever forget that look between the two of them, not as long as I live."
"I get it," Kay said. "We did a good thing and discovered everything we hoped to discover. We still haven't succeeded. There are still two Wardens to eliminate, and the final one is going to be the hardest because he's been preparing for us all along."
"We'll figure it out, Kay. We always do."
"Don’t you dare say ‘Trust me’," Kay growled.
Hal laughed. “You keep saying that. Seriously, Kay, we can do this. We've done the impossible time and again. We're walking proof it can be done."
"So where to?"
"First we rest. Then we eat. Then we go tell the Duke we have his diamonds and we killed Captain Korran," Hal said.
"He's not going to be happy when he realizes we’re playing him."
I know." Hal said. "It's going to be great."
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HAL WAS TOO TIRED to think clearly. His eyes kept drifting shut as he walked back to the hideout. He decided to wait until he got up that afternoon to allot his new ability points and check out his stats.
He was surprised by the Master Thief ability choices. He hadn't expected them to pop up when he opened the stats menu.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 10
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 22 -- +7
Speed: 14 -- +3
Looks: 8
Health: 80/80
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 6, Hide in shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 3, Open locks - 2, Find/remove traps.
Experience: 76,600/140,000
Attribute points: 2
Skill points: 1
Master Thief Status Awarded - select 2 special skills from the list below:
-- Detect lies (detect if someone is lying for a period of five minutes once per day)
-- Limited invisibility (hide in plain view, escaping notice for two minutes, once per day)
-- Leap (jump over distances up to fifteen feet in height or thirty feet in length once per day)
-- Instant kill (kill a target with a single blow or missile attack once per day)
HAL DECIDED to start with his attribute score points. He went all in on Luck again pushing his luck to twenty-four, and a plus eight on all saving throws. He added to his Sneak attack skill raising it to level four.
Then he pondered the Master Thief special skills. They all had benefits to a high-level rogue. Given the missions Hal had coming up, he thought only one made sense, though. He selected the Instant kill special skill. It could come in very handy in the coming weeks against the final two Wardens. He also selected the detect lies skill. That was something he'd always wanted in real life.
After checking in with Griff for any messages, Hal and Kay ate a quick meal and started toward the Caravan District. Hal wanted to see Colin and see if they could get any special equipment to facilitate their descent down the wall to the Temple of the Sun's roof.
Colin was busy with customers again. This time, though, they were only normal caravan bosses and not members of the Wardens guard. Hal and Kay waited patiently, browsing the merchandise until Colin was finished with the others.
Once again, the strange shopkeeper managed to pop up from an unexpected direction, startling them with his sudden appearance.
"How can I help you two?" Colin said. "You've both been so busy lately; I figured you didn't need my help anymore."
"Colin, how can you say that?" Hal said. "It's when we are facing our most daunting missions that we come back for your expert outfitting advice."
"So, what is it tonight? Are you planning to finish what you started finally?"
"That's exactly the plan," Hal said. "We need the best gear you've got for climbing down a forty-foot sheer drop."
"Ah, you've decided to try the 'death from above' approach to the Temple of the Sun," Colin noted.
Hal marveled once again how the man almost knew more about what their mission entailed than they did. He walked a fine line playing both sides against each other in the name of profit.
"I'd rather not say for sure one way or the other, Colin," Hal said.
"Suit yourself," the outfitter said. "Come along, and I'll show you what I have."
Colin led them once again through the warren of aisles and stacks of adventuring and caravan supplies until he reached a small room with all sorts of climbing gear. Hal saw ice axes, pitons, crampons, clinging harnesses, and rope in all shapes and sizes.
"Do you plan to climb back up once you're finished?" Colin asked.
"Probably not," Hal said. He thought about the possibility the Duke might have an ambush waiting for them if they retreat back through the palace.
Colin led Hal and Kay to a wall filled with coils of rope in various thicknesses and length.
"I've got a few options for you, depending on your nerve. I've got conventional means like a rope and basic climbing gear. That will get you down and back up, provided someone doesn't untie your rope at the top while you're doing your work. Or there’s plan B."
Colin faced them and reached into his pocket, pulling out two flasks.
"If you don't plan on exiting the way you came in, and you've got more nerve than most people, you can try these."
"What are they?" Hal asked. "Potions of flying?"
"Not exactly," Colin said. "They're potions of levitation. They'll allow you to step off the edge of the wall or cliff or whatever and slowly float down to the rooftop below. I've heard, though, that when used in this way, that first step is a doozy."
Colin laughed at his joke.
Hal wasn't so sure. He didn't like hauling bulky rope into the palace and hoping there'd be a place to tie off and belay down to the Temple roof below. He also didn’t like the idea of dropping to his death because he relied on a magic potion he'd never tried before.
"What do you think?" Hal asked Kay.
"Rope or magic? Hmmm. I don't know,” Kay said. She smiled. “Honestly, I've always wondered what it would be like to fly."
"This isn't a flying potion, son," Colin said. "It's a levitation potion. There's a difference."
"Still," Kay said. "I've heard the only problem with flying is the landing. It seems like these potions would take care of that." She looked at Hal. "I say go for the potions."
"I was afraid you were going to say that," Hal said. "Alright, Colin, you heard him. We'll take the potions."
"Do you need anything else, healing, magic resistance, other items?" Colin asked.
"We could probably use a few more healing potions," Hal said. "Why would we need magic resistance?"
"Why wouldn't you?" Colin replied. "The Temple Warden is a mage after all."
"She's what?" Hal asked. "No one said anything about that."
The fact that this Warden was a mage was a shock to him. It made him rethink his plan for her. He needed a mage to get back home. Could he strike some sort of deal with this woman in exchange for her life?
"I thought you knew, Hal," Kay said. "That is why she's the Temple Warden. Her magical connections put her on par with the priests and warlocks who run the temples and churches in the district."
"What sort of magical protection do you have, Colin?" Hal asked.
"It's difficult to cover everything. Blanket protections are so diffused; they might as well be no protection at all. The Temple Warden is a fire mage of some repute, though. I’d suggest you focus on that. These will help you some."
Colin produced a gold ring and a pair of copper bracers from within his robes.
"What do they do?" Kay asked.
"Both really do the same thing," Colin said. "They both offer some level of resistance to fire magic. The ring and the bracers will offer protection from natural fires used or enhanced by magic. The bracers are also resistant to purely magical heat sources and allow full body protection when surrounded by fire for a period of time."
"We’ll take them," Hal said.
Colin handed the items over to Hal. He looked at the ring and bracers in his hands.
"Kay, do you have a preference?"
"I'll take the ring," Kay said. "You can wear the bracers."
Hal handed her the ring. She snugged it over her right middle finger. Hal slipped the bracers over his wrists and secured them in place on his forearms. The copper metal was warm against his skin despite the surrounding air in the building being chilly.
"Hand me your packs, and I'll fetch the healing potions you requested," Colin said.
The strange little man disappeared through the stacks of supplies, leaving Hal and Kay alone in the room full of climbing tools.
"What are you thinking, Hal? I can tell you have something up your sleeve now that you've discovered the Temple Warden is a mage."
"She's the first mage I've heard of in the city. She could send me home and get me back with my wife and daughter. Maybe we can strike a deal with her rather than kill her."
"The woman's a monster like the rest of them, Hal," Kay said. "Don't lose sight of all you've seen from the Wardens since you've been here in Tandon. She was behind the mass enslavement of every noble family in Tandon just like the others."
Hal nodded. He had seen the horrible things the Wardens were capable of, from Selena's body left as a message for him, to the horrible conditions of the slavers compound and the children's auction. He kept it all in mind, just as he weighed all of it against the chance to return home to Mona and Cari.
Colin's voice sounded out of the air, crackling a bit like over a set of old speakers.
"I have other customers to attend to; you can pick up your bags at the front entrance. Leave your remaining gold as payment in the bowl atop the sales counter by the door."
Kay and Hal worked their way back to the entrance. They got turned around and lost several times but eventually turned up at the front doors of the Caravansary Outfitters. Their leather backpacks sat on the counter next to a shallow silver bowl.
"I don't know about leaving all this gold laying here in the open like this," Hal said. "Anyone could walk in here and scoop them up."
"I don't think you need to worry about that, Hal. I think Colin is well protected against common thieves."
"I hope you're right," he said, slipping into his pack's straps and settling them on his shoulders.
Hal pulled out the small pouch of gold from his belt and dumped them out into the silver bowl. The bowl glowed with a silver-white light for a few seconds, and the gold pieces were gone. One second they were there and the next they weren't.
"I guess that answers that question," Hal laughed.
"I told you not to worry," Kay said. "Come on; we still have to organize our diversion with Korran and Griff. Plus, we still need to get to the Duke and tell him what happened with the diamonds and Korran last night, or at least our version of it."
Hal smiled and followed her out the door. Once outside, he pulled up his inventory menu and checked his supplies.
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 (2)
Throwing Knives (8)(+1 to attack/damage)
Leather Backpack
Flint and Steel
Wet Stone
Lock Picks
Climbing Grapnel
Sturdy Rope
Light Healing Potion
Healing Potion (2)
Potion of Luck
Potion of Levitation
IT ALL LOOKED good to him. Colin had replenished the healing potions he'd used at the stockyards, and he felt like they were ready to take on the last two Wardens.
Their trip back to the harbor was quick and without incident. Since the death of the Caravans Warden, the city was easier to traverse. The Temple Warden had pulled her limited forces back to her fortified location in the Temple District, and the guards of the other deceased Wardens were without leadership.
Most of the guards for the other wardens had deserted as soon as their masters were killed, so there were very few guards out roaming the city. Those Hal did see on the way back to the harbor that night seemed less haughty or sure of themselves. They didn't stop or accost anyone as they patrolled. The city was a different place from when Hal first arrived.
Their meeting with Korran at the Chum bucket turned into a larger party than expected. Korran organized a reunion of retired palace guardsmen and women. They all wanted to help Korran take back the city. Hal and Kay laid out their plans in two parts.
First, they needed Korran, Griff, and the others to stage a noisy disturbance outside the Temple of the Sun's main gates. That would lure the guards on the roof to the front of the building and away from where Hal and Kay descended from atop the palace wall.
The second half of the plan was for Hal and Kay to open the outer gates of the Temple to allow Korran and the retired guardsmen to swarm in and assist with taking the Temple from the Warden. It was the second half that was key to the whole plan. Hal was sure the Warden had surrounded herself with plenty of protection. They would need the extra manpower to occupy the Temple guards so the two of them could find and kill the Warden.
It didn't take long for Korran to organize his armed resistance for the night. All that was left was for Hal and Kay to trick the Duke into getting them onto the battlements above the Temple.
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"KORRAN’S BODY WAS LOST?" The Duke said, his voice incredulous.
"I'm afraid so, Your Grace," Hal said. "At least we have to assume he is. We killed him on the boat, and his body fell overboard. He was in his armor and sank right away.
The Duke fumed and paced within his dressing chamber while Hal and Kay looked on.
"I had not planned on this. You two have failed me. I needed his body as proof of his death and treachery. It makes me wonder if you have what it takes to see this through to the end."
"Do not doubt our resolve to see the end of the final Warden, Your Grace," Kay said. "We are ready to finish her and free your city from their evil influence once and for all."
"How can I know this when you failed in your previous mission?"
"We only failed in one aspect, Your Grace," Hal said, defending his position. "We killed Korran and stopped the diamonds from falling into the Emperor's hands. That should count for something. We cannot be held accountable for pure dumb luck of losing the body." Unless you can control that luck, Hal failed to add.
"I suppose you did rid us of the hidden Palace Warden," the Duke said. "Now there will be no one to counter my rule once you rid us of that evil woman holed up in the Temple of the Sun."
"Which brings us to our next request, Your Grace," Hal said.
"What is it?"
"We'd like you to divert your guards from the western battlements,” Kay said. “We need them to be clear for the rest of the evening so we can use them to descend down to the roof of the Temple of the Sun. Once there, we’ll deal with the final Warden for you."
The Duke smiled. "I wondered how you’d penetrate her defenses. Are you going to climb down to the Warden's fortress from above? That is bold."
"We believe she'd never suspect that avenue of attack," Hal noted. "It should give us the element of surprise."
"That will be a surprise," the Duke said, glee over the prospect spreading a smile across his face. "How will you get down from the battlements? It must be thirty feet or more down to the Temple's roof."
"I suppose we must leave that to be our secret, Your Grace," Kay said. "Call it a professional courtesy. We rogues must not give up all our methods."
The Duke chewed on that answer for a moment. He didn't like being told no. Still, he was so happy about the prospect of being rid of the final Warden he shook his head and waived it off.
"I suppose I can let you have your little professional secrets, if you must. So, when does this little mission take off?"
"If you can call off the guards tonight, we can go immediately," Hal said. "We think giving her more time to prepare will only work against us."
"I can make that happen. It will take me an hour, maybe a little more. Slip back into the secret passage and wait. I will come and fetch you when I've arranged for the guards to vacate the western battlements.”
Kay and Hal nodded and left the dressing chamber, retreating back into the secret passage behind the wall while the Duke left by the door to the rest of the palace.
"Do you think he fell for it?" Hal asked once they were inside the passage.
"I think so. We did a good job of stroking his ego and desire for power," Kay replied. "Now the hard part begins, Hal. This is it. We finish the Temple Warden and confront the Duke with Korran by our side; we will have won. I only hope there is word of my brother and sister in the Temple Warden’s records."
"One step at a time, Kay. First, focus on the Temple Warden. She is likely to be our biggest boss yet."
------
HAL STOOD ON THE BATTLEMENTS, leaned over the edge and peering at the temple roof far below. The disturbance of the crowd from the Harbor district demonstrating in front of the Temple of the Sun had worked.
Korran had accomplished part one of the plan. The Temple guards were all grouped towards the front of the building watching the people shout up at them, asking them to turn over their mistress, the Warden.
Now was the time to go and Hal gauged the distance again. It was a long way down. When Colin came up with this idea, it had seemed like a no-brainer. Slowly float down to the temple roof in the darkness, the guards none the wiser.
Now that he looked at the distance and the sheer drop, the idea seemed far less than sane.
"You alright, Hal?" Kay asked.
She held the flask with her levitation potion in one hand and glanced from it to him.
"Colin said this would work." Hal held up his flask. "Right? This is gonna work."
Hal tried to reassure himself with his own words. His stomach roiled at the idea of stepping off the ledge and trusting the potion to save him.
“Coln’s never let us down before, no pun intended,” Kay said. “Come on then, down the hatch."
She popped the cork out of the flask with one hand and downed the contents in one gulp. A disgusted look crossed her face the instant she swallowed the potion.
"Bah, that's disgusting. This had better work, because otherwise, I'm coming back to haunt Colin based on the taste alone."
Hal pulled the cork from his potion and tilted his head back, pouring the potion in, swallowing quickly to avoid the taste. He was unsuccessful. Kay was right. The potion tasted like rancid garlic and spoiled milk combined. It was disgusting.
"Oh, my God, that’s disgusting. I'm going to have a few words with Colin the next time I see him,"
"Get in line," Kay said as she stepped up to the edge of the battlements and stared down. She turned and looked at Hal. "Are you coming? I'm not going alone. We step off together, partner."
Hal plastered a smile of confidence on his face he didn't feel and stepped up beside her.
"This will be easy. You'll see," Kay said.
Hal gulped and took a step forward, walking off the edge of the battlements. His heart leapt into his throat for an instant as he started to fall but when he opened his eyes, he saw the stones of the palace wall drifting past his eyes as if he was on an elevator back home. He was not in the middle of a plummeting fall to his death.
A glance to the side showed Kay's wide-eyed visage in the darkness, a grin of wonder on her face. She was floating down right beside him. Looking downward, the roof below came up fast, but no faster than a jump from a height of ten feet or so.
Hal landed and rolled to absorb some of the impact, jumping back to his feet and drawing two daggers.
The guards still all leaned over the front of the roof's parapet, watching the crowd. He saw several of the six loading crossbows. They were going to fire into the crowd.
Hal knew some of the people down there. They had become his friends and were doing him a favor. He couldn't let these guards start firing crossbow bolts down into them.
He ran forward, balanced on the balls of his feet, making almost no noise on the hard stone roof. If he hit the Temple guards from behind hard enough and fast enough, he could take two or maybe even three of them before the rest knew what was going on.
The slot machine rumbled in his head as he pressed his luck once again. It started the instant he ran at the guards.
He slipped up behind the first guard, grabbing him around the head, hand closing over his mouth to gag him. Hal plunged the dagger down into the man's neck next to the collar bone. The body stiffened for a moment and then sagged in his arms.
SNEAK ATTACK SUCCESSFUL – DAMAGE X4.
3,000 experience points awarded.
LETTING THE LIMP BODY FALL, Hal spun and grabbed the next guard in the row, repeating the motion that killed his companion.
SNEAK ATTACK SUCCESSFUL – DAMAGE X4.
3,000 experience points awarded.
THE SLOTS HAD STOPPED SPINNING. The chime of success sounded as soon as Hal hit the first guard. He knew the rest was on him and he stepped up behind the next guard trying to replicate the maneuver that defeated the first two.
The third guard must've caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see what it was as Hal ran up to him. The charging thief still caught the guard by surprise, but this would be no sneak attack.
Hal slashed at the guard's arm as he reached towards his belt where a wicked looking spiked mace hung.
He cried out in pain when Hal's dagger bit deep into his forearm.
Hal drove the other dagger upward, trying to slash up under the guard’s chainmail armor.
The guard jumped backward from the attack and Hal took a chance, kicking out with his boot at the man's chest. It took the guard by surprise, the kick doubling the guard's backward momentum. He screamed in alarm as he struck the low wall at the edge and fell off the temple roof arms windmilling as if to attempt to fly.
A few seconds later, Hal was rewarded with the notification:
3,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
HAL'S sneak attack was over now. There was a desperate fight in front of him, but he was no longer alone. As the remaining guards turned to face him, Kay hit them from behind on the opposite side.
One guard fell to her sneak attack, and she moved up behind the closer of the two remaining guards. Hal laughed and launched feints at both, trying to occupy them, so Kay's next attack had full effect.
It worked.
As Kay took down the first guard, Hal launched his attack at the second. Diving in under the distracted guard's defenses, Hal came up and landed a double attack with his daggers.
The guard stumbled back, sorely wounded, trying to keep both his attackers in front of him. He didn't have far to go. His back was soon at the parapet.
Knowing he couldn't retreat anymore, the guard did the only thing he could do. He attacked.
A flurry of desperate blows from the mace flew at Hal, and he found himself backing away, fending them off.
The guard turned his attention away from the retreating Hal and attacked Kay, driving her backward.
This guy was good.
Hal darted in and scored a quick thrust from behind, making the guard spin around.
He delivered a two-handed roundhouse swing with the spiked mace. It almost took Hal's head off.
He managed to use his acrobatic dodge skill to roll back out of the way. It took him away from the attack again, though and the guard turned his attention back to Kay.
They were whittling away at the final guard, but they needed to finish this before someone noticed the commotion on the roof and came up to investigate.
Hal climbed back to his feet and ran at the guard, tackling him around the waist and knocking him to the hard roof. The mace went spinning away into the darkness.
Atop the guard now, Hal plunged his daggers down into the man's back several times, piercing the chainmail shirt and stabbing into the flesh beneath.
The body beneath him spasmed several times and then lay still.
3,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
"YOU ALRIGHT?" Hal asked Kay as he got back to his feet.
"Yes. You?"
"I'm great," Hal said, flashing a grin. "Let's find the roof access door and get down into the temple."
Kay nodded and started towards the middle of the roof where the high domed ceiling of the central temple sanctum rose upward. That had been how the general temple layout was described to Kay and Hal when they'd inquired about the interior floor plan from a few people who'd worshiped there in the past. Their sources didn't know about anything but the main entrance and the grand central sanctum, but at least that gave Hal a starting point. All the other rooms had to be arranged in a circle around the sanctum's central worship area.
Circling the central dome, they found the trap door leading down into the temple. Hal drew two throwing knives and nodded to Kay to lift the door while he prepared to attack anyone who was down below.
The small room below was empty. A simple wooden ladder was fixed to the wall leading up to the trap door. The remainder of the room seemed to be for storage. There was dusty and broken furniture scattered around the room. It looked like a path to the roof ladder had been hastily cleared for the guards they'd just killed.
That was good news as far as Hal was concerned. It probably meant that few people came up here or used the room below them.
Hal knew with a glance at his character stats that the levitation potion was still in effect. He stepped into the opening and floated down into the room. Kay soon joined him below.
Listening at the door, Hal heard nothing from the other side. He nodded to Kay and tried the handle, pulling the door open.
There was a long, curved passage beyond stretching in both directions. Several windows were visible in the wall opposite the storage room doorway. Because of the curve around the central dome, Hal couldn't see in either direction very far.
That worked both for and against them. It kept them hidden from a distance by any temple guards. On the flip side, it also allowed guards to come very close to Hal and Kay before they'd be detected.
"Which way?" Kay asked.
"I don't think it matters. We don't know where the Warden is hiding. This passage is probably a big circle. We'll end up back here eventually if we keep going. All we can do is start checking rooms."
The first room after the storeroom was a small room with a bed and a small chest of drawers in it. Hanging from pegs in the wall were two red robes with hoods.
"Here," Hal said, handing one of the robes to Kay. "Put this on. We'll be able to move around better with disguises."
Hal pulled the other robe over his armor. It was a bit tight across his chest, but it would do better than running around in their black leather armor.
Kay had to fold her robe and gather it at the waist with a rope belt to make it fit without tripping her when she walked.
"Come on. Let's keep searching," Hal said.
Wearing their new disguises, they stepped out into the corridor and began to search the rest of the rooms of the upper level passageway. They found several other storerooms and many more of the monastic cells where priests or monks in the temple must sleep. None of them were occupied. There was also a broad stairway down to the next level.
Satisfied they hadn't missed anything, Kay and Hal started down the stairs. A red robed priest, no, it was a priestess, came up the stairs walking past them. They nodded as they passed her by. As they went past the woman, Hal wondered how they'd know the Warden if they saw her. He was pretty sure she wasn't the woman they just passed. The Warden wouldn't be walking unattended, and there was no way she lived in one of the tiny rooms up above. Still, it was a reminder to him how blind they were to what they planned to do. What they needed most was information.
Hal leaned towards Kay. "We need to capture one of these priests and question them about the Warden's whereabouts."
"Let's go back and get that priestess who just passed us," Kay suggested. "We know no one else is up there with her. We should be able to capture her with little trouble."
Hal nodded. "Good idea."
The pair turned around and jogged back up the stairs to the upper floor. The priestess was walking just ahead of them.
"Excuse me, my good woman," Hal called after the priestess.
She turned and looked at them, a curious expression on her face. "How may I help you?"
Hal walked up to her and, before she had a chance to react, drew his dagger, pressing it to her throat. Hal pushed her against the passageway's wall.
"Don't make a sound. If you cooperate with us, we'll leave you alive," Hal said. "Do you understand?"
The priestess nodded.
"Kay, get that door open. We'll take her into one of the rooms."
Kay opened the door to one of the monastic cells, and Hal pushed the priestess into it ahead of him.
"Sit down on the bed and don't try any magic or crying out for help."
"What do you want?" The priestess asked. "I've sworn a vow of poverty. I have nothing of value."
"You have information we want. Tell us what we need to know, and we'll leave you here, tied up. Lie to us, and we'll have to kill you," Kay said.
"What do you want to know?"
"Where is the Temple Warden? We know she's in here somewhere. Where is she?" Hal asked.
The priestess paused before answering, then her eyes widened, and she smiled. "You're him, aren't you? You're the Hood?"
"So, what if I am?" Hal said. "Does that keep you from answering?"
"She's very afraid of you," the priestess said. "The Warden says you can do things no one should be able to do, that you possess special unholy magic." She cocked her head to one side as if appraising Hal for a suit. "You don't look all that special, or unholy."
"I don't know anything about any of that," Hal said. "I'm here to do a job so I can go home. I have to free this city of the tyrants who’ve abused the people of this city for so long."
"Did you really kill all the other Wardens with your bare hands?"
"More or less," Hal lied. He hadn't killed the Harbor Warden. He'd been framed for that murder. He hadn't killed the Merchant Warden, either, come to think of it. He'd succumbed to the knives of two of his slaves. He'd killed the Caravans Warden in a mostly fair fight, though. He was the only one of the Wardens Hal had actually killed.
"That is not a straight answer, Mr. Hood," the priestess said.
"We're asking the questions, not you," Kay snapped. She pressed forward and drew her dagger. "You can either answer, or you can die."
"I will help you," the priestess said. "I have no love for the Wardens or what they've done to the city I swore to serve. I only wanted to know a bit about the people I was going to help. I had to know if I was trading one tyrant for another."
The priestess paused, looking back and forth from Hal to Kay, then concluded, "I think you both are sincere enough. You only want what is best for the city.”
She nodded and gave them both a grim smile.
“The Warden is in the central temple. We are no longer able to hold our regular services there or to serve the poor as our calling tells us to do. It is making those of us who haven’t forgotten our vows very angry."
"What about the others, the ones who support the Warden?" Kay asked. "What of them?"
"They have been subverted by the love of money. She had shown them the corruption of her ways, and they have succumbed to the greed that dwells within all of us."
“Is there any place the Temple Warden keeps records of her rule?” Kay asked. “I’m looking in particular for the disposition of slaves under her control.”
“She has papers she keeps in the sanctuary under guard with her. They are in a strong box she keeps with her at all times.”
"How many guards are there?" Kay asked. "Will anyone come to our aid if we attack the Warden?"
"Some of them might, if they were called to do so by one of our own," the priestess said.
"Called by you, perhaps?" Hal suggested. The slot machine was rolling again as a plan started to form in his mind. He had an idea of how they could face the Warden and her guards. It wouldn't be alone. Hal engaged his detect lies skill. He had five minutes to see if this priestess was telling the truth.
"I suppose I could rouse some of the others who disagree with what the Wardens have done."
TRUTH.
"WHAT IS YOUR NAME?" Hal asked.
"Sister Darla, initiate of the fifth level of the sun."
TRUTH.
"WELL, SISTER DARLA," Hal said. "We're here to rid your temple of this infestation. If you can bring some of your like-minded colleagues to help us, we could use the help."
"Hal, can I have a word with you?" Kay said.
Hal could tell his partner didn’t like what he was doing.
"Kay, you'll have to trust me. I can tell she's being truthful with us. Don’t ask me how, I just can."
Hal turned back to Sister Darla. "Answer the question. Can you help us and get your colleagues who are true to their vows and want to be rid of the Warden to come to our aid?"
"I cannot speak for them, but I will implore them to help you. I will come to your aid. That is all I can promise. Others may or may not join me." Sister Darla met his gaze with a level stare.
TRUTH.
"I BELIEVE HER, Kay. She's telling the truth."
"You sound awfully sure of yourself," Kay said.
"I can't tell you how I know, I just know," Hal said. "She'll help us and implore others to help as well. She's an ally."
"I swear upon the God of the Sun and his bride the Mistress of the Moon that I tell you the truth. I will fight by your side and help you defeat the Warden," Sister Darla swore to Kay.
TRUTH.
KAY SEEMED IMPRESSED by the formal oath coupled with Hal's assurances. She nodded. She'd allow Sister Darla to help them.
"Sister Darla, is there a way to get close to the Warden in the Temple's Sanctum without her noticing, a secret or rear entrance perhaps?" Hal asked.
Sister Darla pondered the question for a few seconds before answering.
"There is a service entrance to the High Priest’s robing room. It is where the least of the acolytes enter to clean and remove the garments for laundering. If you can sneak in there, you'd be just behind the altar," Darla said. "You'd be maybe fifteen to twenty feet away from where she usually sits holding court."
"Then that's what we'll do," Hal said. "We'll get in there the back way. Now, we need a distraction. Sister Darla, how many of your fellow initiates can you be sure of? How many will follow you into this fight?"
The Sun priestess paused in thought.
“I am sure of four, I think. There are five others who might join us once the fighting begins, but I am sure of four. We have discussed this between us already. I know two are already there in attendance. I just left them in the Sanctum. The others have assigned duties elsewhere today, but I can find them."
TRUTH
"HERE’S what I want you to do, then. First, take Kay and I to the robing room to hide while you go and gather your friends," Hal said. "Once you've got your friends with you, I need you to open the temple gates for our friends outside and then go to the Temple Sanctum and announce your grievances to the Warden. Make a big disturbance that draws attention to you and your companions. That will be our cue to sneak out and catch the Warden unawares. Can you do that?"
"I can and will," Sister Darla said. She seemed confident in Hal’s plan. "You understand there is great risk in this plan. Even with my friends helping, we will be outnumbered. The Warden is well guarded."
"Leave that to Kay and me. I think resistance will fade once the Warden is dealt with."
"I hope you're right. In any event, we must hurry to get you two hidden before I can get my friends from their duties."
"Then lead on, Sister. We're right behind you."
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SISTER DARLA TOOK Hal and Kay downstairs to the back hallway without incident. Soon they were in the passage leading to the rear of the temple sanctum where the high priest's robing room was located.
"Go down this hallway, and you will find the robing room and the closet where the robes are kept. Hide in there. I will be back as quickly as I can with my colleagues and your friends after opening the temple gates," Sister Darla said.
"That's perfect, Darla," Kay said. "We'll wait until we hear the commotion and then attack the Warden and her guards from our hiding place."
"I do not know what prayer would be appropriate in this case,” Darla said. “Know, though, that I will offer prayers for all our success. May I lay hands on you now?"
"I suppose so," Hal said. He didn't know what to expect.
Kay shrugged and nodded.
Darla stepped forward and placed a hand on each of their heads, muttering in a low voice. Hal strained to hear what she said but what little he could hear was in no language he knew. When she was finished with her prayer, she stepped back and smiled.
"Go with the Sun's blessing."
BLESSING BESTOWED - +1 added to all saves
"THANK YOU, SISTER DARLA," Hal said. "Your blessing honors us."
"Be safe Mr. Hood. I will return with the assistance you need. Have no fear."
The priestess turned and left the two rogues standing in the narrow service hallway.
"Shall we go and get settled in our hiding place?" Hal asked.
"I wish we could get a better sense of the layout of the Sanctum," Kay said. "We should have asked the sister to draw us a floor plan. I hate going into this blind."
"Let's see what we find when we get to the robing room. Maybe we can risk a peek out into the Sanctum," Hal suggested.
Continuing down the hallway, they found an ornate, embroidered purple curtain across the entrance to the robing room. No one was inside, and they located the closet with the high priest's vestments and ceremonial robes. It was nearly as large as the outer robing room. Hal and Kay searched the outer room and found the passage that led to the Sanctum. They started down it a few steps but stopped when they heard voices close to the Sanctum's entrance. The two companions shared a glance, and they retreated.
Hal and Kay entered the closet and sat down on either side of the open doorway, listening to the buzz of conversation coming from the Sanctum. They couldn't hear any specific voices or words, but it sounded as if they'd have no problem hearing when Sister Darla started her diversion and let the crowd in.
Hal wished he had a watch or some sort of timepiece in this world. He had no way of judging the passage of time. Kay seemed unfazed by the wait.
He was trying to gauge how long it had been since Sister Darla left and guess at how long it would take her to find her supporters and gather them to her cause. She also had to find a way to get past the guards at the entrance and open the Temple gates. Hal guessed at a half hour but knew it was only a guess and based on nothing he could know for sure.
He was just about to leave their hiding place, after losing patience with waiting, when loud chanting was heard from a host of voices. It swelled until he heard a crowd shouting "Hood, Hood, Hood," over and over again.
"That's our cue, I think," Hal said.
"This is it, Hal," Kay said. "Are you ready?"
"I'm almost ready. Just one more thing I have to do."
Hal took a flask from his belt pouch where he kept the three healing potions. It was the potion of luck. He figured if he ever needed extra luck, it was now. He pulled the cork from the flask with his teeth and spit it on the floor. Tilting his head back he downed the contents in one go. The potion tasted of savory herbs like sage and rosemary.
He didn't feel any effects, so he checked his stats page.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 10
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 14 -- +3
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 -- +8 (+2 - potion)
Speed: 14 -- +3
Looks: 8
Health: 80/80
SKILLS: Taunt - 2, Dark vision, Acrobatic dodge - 6, Hide in shadows - 2, Sneak Attack - 4, 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: 88,600/140,000
SPOTTING the additional luck modifier in place, Hal smiled. "Let's go. I'm ready now."
The slots started rolling in his head again as soon as they started down the passage. They both still wore the red robes. It might help them get closer to the Warden. They were ready to cast them off as soon as the fighting started.
Hal had a dagger in one hand and a throwing knife in the other. He was ready for anything. Kay had her short sword out with the blade held down at her side, partially hidden by her robes.
The shouting voices got louder, and then the two of them entered the Temple Sanctum. There was a large marble altar directly in front of them. On the far side was a small boxed in seating area. It was surrounded by a low, ornately carved wooden wall with a gate that faced the congregation area with its row of pews.
Hal spotted the Warden as soon as they walked in. She had to be the woman in white and golden robes seated in the boxed in area. She was pointing to the crowd and speaking to a Temple guard captain standing next to her. On either side of the boxed in area were a double rank of guards armed with crossbows and maces. There were six to each side, twelve in all.
On a shout from the guard captain, Hal saw the guards level their crossbows at the crowd of people, about to fire the armor piercing bolts at unarmored flesh and bone. It would be a massacre. He had to do something.
Hal threw off his robes and jumped up onto the top of the marble altar. In a loud bellowing voice, Hal shouted his defiant demand at the Warden.
"Leave them be, Warden. Face me if you dare."
Everything stopped, and everyone in the temple turned to look at him.
The Warden's eyes narrowed when her eyes met his own. She pointed towards him with both hands, fingers splayed outward.
Hal realized it was a spell she prepared and he dove to one side just as sheets of flame hurled from her fingertips and scoured the top of the altar.
Hal felt the heat pass over his head. The cloth tapestry covering the top of the alter caught fire. He was crouched down behind the altar now. Kay just behind him.
"Still think this is a good idea?" Kay asked. "I think she's a little stronger than we guessed."
"What else did we have to do?" Hal said. "You go left, and I'll go right and try to draw her fire."
"You're the boss," Kay said with a nod.
"Go!" Hal shouted.
He dove from the cover of the altar looking for a target for his knives.
The crossbow wielding guards on his side had started moving his way to get an angle on him behind the altar. When he dove out of his cover, it caught them by surprise and a few fired of shots by reflex.
The bolts whizzed past him as he rolled to a crouch.
Hal threw two knives and was happy to see two of the guards go down clutching at their throats. The slots continued to roll in his head.
3,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
3,000 experience points awarded.
HAL CHARGED at the remaining guards facing him. The three who'd shot at him and missed threw down their crossbows and drew their swords. The other three turned to face their rear.
The crowd surged forward with a roar.
"HOOOOOD!"
Hal felt the slot machines rumble to a stop in his head. This time the chime sounded like a gong going off.
He smiled and fired off two more knives at the guards and saw one more go down, clutching at two knives in his back.
3,000 EXPERIENCE POINTS AWARDED.
THEN HE WAS in the middle of a frantic melee. The crowd was poorly armed. One or two had old rusty swords pulled out of attics. A few even had what looked like kitchen knives. Most only had their fists.
They fell on the guards with abandon nonetheless.
Hal ducked as a flaming bolt of fire sizzled past his head. It was close enough to burn the ends off some of his hair. He smelled the acrid odor of the smoke.
Diving to one side to avoid presenting a stationary target while he searched for the source of the fire magic.
The Warden was no longer seated in the boxed in area.
The whole Sanctum had turned into a pitched battle.
Other spells were going off around the temple as Sister Darla, and her companions battled the priests loyal to the Warden.
Hal saw lightning lance down and fry a pair of priests to his right. He had no way of knowing if they were friends or foes.
In the middle of the crowd from outside, Korran was engaged in a duel with the Temple Guard Captain.
A flash of light to his right drew his eyes. He spotted the Warden.
She was crouched down next to a pew near the front of the Sanctum. She was firing off a series of small balls of fire at Kay as she fought her way through a group of guards.
Hal saw his friend hit in the chest by one of the fireballs. The tiny explosion threw her backwards to the floor.
When the fire cleared Hal saw her start to climb back to her feet. She looked injured but was still moving. That ring of fire resistance from Colin was coming in handy.
With the Warden distracted by Kay, Hal took the opportunity to fling two knives at her unguarded back.
They flew true but, just before they sunk into their intended target, the knives were deflected aside mere inches from her back. It was as if they’d struck an invisible wall.
The Warden must have felt the attack even if the blades failed to reach her. She spun around and leveled her hands at Hal. He had no chance to duck or dodge the spell. A column of fire enveloped him and he screamed in agony as he felt the flames bite deep.
FIRE RESISTANCE - 1/2 health damage
Health damage: Health -20
THE FIRE finally burned out as the spell ended. His bracers had saved him from some of the effects but not all.
Hal pushed past the pain of his burns and looked around for cover. He needed to keep moving, or the Warden was going to cook him alive.
Hal dove between two pews just as a stream of six small fireballs flew past his head.
One of the flaming missiles struck one of the street demonstrators and sent the man crashing to the floor dead, his body aflame.
Hal had to get to the Warden. She was too dangerous. If she was left unoccupied, she’d be able to fire off her magic at every target of opportunity.
Crawling along below the level of the pews between he and the Warden, Hal soon reached the central aisle.
Peeking around the pew in front of him, he spotted the edge of the Warden's robes just a few pews ahead of him.
Hal charged out of his hiding place and threw his final two knives at the Warden, hoping they'd penetrate her shield. One pinged off, deflected as the others were. The other somehow got through and embedded in her shoulder.
The Warden screamed and turned to face Hal as he jumped over the last pew and crashed down into her, driving her to the floor.
Hal drew his daggers and tried to drive them into the Warden's chest. She gripped his downward striking hands with her own, displaying surprising strength. She stopped the blades a few inches from her chest and laughed at him as she muttered a new spell.
His hands flared in pain as the blades of his daggers heated up to the point that the leather bindings on their hilts charred and burned away.
FIRE RESISTANCE - 1/2 health damage
Health damage: Health -12
HAL GRITTED his teeth against the pain and held his grip on the heated metal of the daggers, pressing downward with all his might.
The skin on his hands started to char.
The Warden pressed upward, fending him off and keeping the blades just above her heaving chest as she continued to chant her spell.
FIRE RESISTANCE - 1/2 health damage
Health damage: Health -12
FIRE RESISTANCE - 1/2 health damage
Health damage: Health -12
WISPS OF SMOKE started to curl up from his hands now. Even the magic resistant bracers couldn't stop all the effects of the Warden's spell.
Hal pushed with his feet, so his entire body weight pressed down on the blades. With a sizzling sound, the point of one blade and then the other pushed into the Warden's chest.
She screamed in pain, breaking her muttering chant. The blades were still white hot, and Hal refused to let go, pushing down with his last once of strength.
FIRE RESISTANCE - 1/2 health damage
Health damage: Health -12
THE BLADES SLIDE HOME, their white-hot metal now quenched by the blood coursing in the chest of the Warden. Her eyes widened, and she tried to utter one last spell.
The charred steel blades in Hal's wrecked hands finally did their work, and she fell silent.
QUEST COMPLETED - Kill the Temple Warden.
15,000 experience points awarded.
HAL ROLLED off the Warden's body, letting go of the blades, holding his charred hands in front of him. He'd never felt such pain before.
He fumbled at his belt pouch to try and pull one of the healing potions free. It was no use. His fingers were too far gone to untie the leather thong that secured the pouch.
Hal lay back, his strength fading and stared at the ceiling. He listened to the sounds of battle start to die down around him.
He didn't have the energy to sit up and see who won. He closed his eyes and lay there, waiting for someone to find him.
Would it be friend or foe?
"Hal. Oh, my God, Hal your hands. Are you alright?"
Hal opened his eyes and saw Kay's soot-stained face staring down at him. He managed a small smile, ignoring the pain.
"Did we win?" Hal asked.
"Yes, we won, Hal. Now shut up and let me get you some help," Kay said.
She pulled at his belt pouch, opening the flap and pulling a healing potion free. Kay held one up to his mouth.
"Drink this Hal; it will help you feel better."
Hal coughed a little but managed to swallow the familiar peppermint health potion. Some of his pain went away immediately.
HEALING POTION EFFECT: Health +16
"STAY HERE, Hal. I'm going to help with some of the others," Kay said.
As Kay moved to provide some care to more of the wounded, Hal forced himself up on one elbow and looked around. He saw Sister Darla tending to some wounded commoners nearby.
Korran was talking to several of the temple guardsmen who'd surrendered and sat on the floor nearby with their hands on their heads. Hal overheard the captain as he explained how they could gain their honorable parole.
Hal approved. Perhaps they were forced to fight for the Warden. Darla had not been on the Warden's side even though she was inside the Temple.
Looking over at the Warden's body on the floor next to him, Hal saw the twisted, melted hilts of his daggers protruding from her chest. He'd been through a lot with those old blades.
They were beyond repair now. The two daggers would have to be sent to a blade smith to be remade if he ever wanted to use them again.
Feeling naked without a weapon, Hal reached out and picked up one of his throwing knives from where it had fallen earlier after striking the Warden's shield.
He tried to get to his feet but his head started spinning, and he decided to sit back down.
A commotion by the entrance to the Sanctum seemed to be causing a stir among the people in the Temple. Hal tried to see over the pews but couldn't from where he was seated on the floor. Then he heard a familiar voice. It was the Duke.
"Round all this rabble up. They are all traitors to the City and the Emperor. We must make a public example of them."
Hal palmed the throwing knife, sliding it up his sleeve, hiding it from view. Palace guards came down the aisle, pulling the commoners who'd helped take the Temple from where they sat or stood into custody.
Korran pointed to the guards. "Let those people go. They have done the city a great service."
The guards hesitated at the order from their former captain. The captain still had some sway over the palace guard it seemed.
"Don't listen to him," the Duke ordered. "Take him into custody, too. He is a traitor and must be dealt with."
"Sir, it's Captain Korran. You told us he was dead," the guard lieutenant said.
"I know who it is," the Duke snapped. "You're relieved of command. Sergeant, take the lieutenant into custody, too. He can join the former captain in chains."
Some of the palace guardsmen started to follow the order, others milled around, uncertain what to do. This was turning into a dangerous standoff.
Hal pushed himself to his feet. He saw Kay nearby. She was held by the arms between two palace guardsmen. She struggled between them, but one of them clouted her over the head with the pommel of his sword. Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she went limp.
"That one, the one in black," the Duke said pointing at Hal. "Place him in chains, too. He is the ringleader of the rebellion."
Four guards approached him from different directions. One held a set of shackles in his hands. Hal had little time to make up his mind what to do.
He only knew their chance to stop the final Warden in the city was slipping away from them. If they were taken into custody, it was unlikely any of them would escape a traitor's fate.
Worse, for most of the people in the city, everything would go back to the way it was before Hal arrived in Tandon.
Hal shook his head. It had to stop.
The slot machine in his head started spinning again, and Hal knew he had to try to end this now.
His hands still ached from the burn wounds, only partially healed by the single potion Kay had given him. He hoped he could make his fingers work well enough to pull this off.
Hal raised his hands over his head in surrender. "It seems you have won, Your Grace." Hal nodded his head in a small bow.
"You and your hapless companion played right into my hands," the Duke said. He swaggered as he walked closer and pointed around him at the people captured around the room.
"You and your play at being a hero around the city helped me consolidate my power much faster than I could have hoped, Hal Dix. Now you will serve as an example of what happens to popular heroes. It will teach the people of the city what happens when you try to rise up against your betters."
"That's pretty bold talk for a dead man," Hal said.
The Duke laughed. "I think you are mistaken. You are the dead man."
The guards had almost reached him. Hal had to make his move even though it was a long distance for the throw.
Spinning in place to give himself some momentum, Hal whipped his hand around as the knife blade slid from his sleeve into his hand. He let the blade fly.
Time to see how his new master thief skill worked.
The slots in his head stopped spinning, but there was no chime.
The blade flew end over end in the air.
The four guards leapt on top of him, bearing Hal to the floor of the Temple.
Hal's final vision was of the knife blade sinking to the hilt in the center of the Duke's throat. The chime sounded in his head as he was taken to the floor by the guards.
HEALTH DAMAGE: Health -28
OVERALL QUEST complete - Defeat all five Wardens
30,000 experience awarded.
Level Up!
HAL SMILED AS THE GUARDS' fists began to descend on him, a last act of defiance before the blows made everything go black.
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“LEAVE THE BASIN; I'll tend to him."
Hal knew that voice. He struggled to open his eyes, but he still couldn't see. His eyes were covered with something.
"Kay, I can't see."
"Rest easy, Hal," Kay said. "It's alright. The guards beat you pretty good before we could get to you, but you're going to be fine. Let me get that bandage removed."
Gentle hands lifted his head a little from the pillow and unwrapped the bandage around his head. Light began to show from under the wrappings and then the final layer was removed.
The familiar face leaning over him was Kay, but yet it wasn't. Her short-cropped hair was right, except for the silver circlet around her head. The face was right, except for the tasteful application of make-up. Everything else was wrong. The blue silk dress, the jewelry, everything.
"Kay," Hal managed after a moment. "You look, uh, different."
"A lot has happened in the days since we retook the city from the Wardens, Hal. You've been touch and go for a while. Even with magical healing, Sister Darla wasn't sure you would survive your wounds. We thought you were dead for sure before Korran managed to take control of the guards and stopped them from beating you."
"But the dress, the tiara or whatever that is you're wearing?" Hal said.
"The Duchess discovered who I was and revealed my identity to Duke Korran. He insisted, as a visiting princess, I looked the part."
"Wait," Hal said. "Duke Korran?"
"Yes, he took control after you killed the former duke. When the duchess and her daughters were returned to the palace, almost all the Duke's former retainers swore allegiance to her. She raised Korran to become Duke and rule by her side."
"So it seems everything worked out," Hal said.
He was a little disappointed. He'd hoped if he died, he'd return home to his wife and daughter.
Since he'd been saved, Hal supposed he was stuck here. Hal finally understood that Tadon and Fantasma must be real. He was never getting home.
"Don't be so gloomy, Hal. You’re a hero," Kay said. "I guess we both are. The Hood prevailed in the end despite the odds just like you said he would."
"What's next for you?" Hal asked.
"I went through all the books and ledgers left by the Temple Warden in her strongbox. I've been able to piece together where my brother and sister were taken after they were sold as slaves. They're far to the east in the custody of another of the Emperor's Wardens. I have to go and free them."
"Damn," Hal said. "You can't go alone. What would you do without my luck?"
"You're in no condition to travel, Hal. It will take four or five days until you're back to full strength."
"When do you leave?" Hal asked.
"I leave in two days," Kay said. "There is a caravan master who has traveled that far east before. He has agreed to take me on as a guard in his employ, in disguise of course."
"Of course," Hal said.
"That's not for two days, though," Kay said. "Now that you're awake, Duke Korran can have the celebratory feast he's been holding off, hoping you'd be able to attend."
"I'm not sure I'm in good enough condition to attend a feast," Hal said.
"Nonsense," Kay replied. "We'll get you some help, but you'll be well enough to sit at a table next to the Duke. People want to see you. More important, they want to see you and the Duke together. It's the final piece for the commoners to know the Hood and Duke Korran worked together to defeat the Wardens. Symbols are very important at times like this."
"Very well. If you think it’s important, how could I say no."
Hal’s sarcasm was not missed by Kay.
"I’ll take it from your attitude that you’re definitely feeling better,” Kay said. “Now, rest up. I'll have Sister Darla check in on you and see if her healing magic can do anything else."
Hal closed his eyes and thought about everything Kay had told him. So much had happened.
He remembered the final game message he'd received before the guards beat him into unconsciousness. Hal pulled up his stats and reviewed the additional points he had since leveling up.
He decided to drop his attribute points into his brawn score. Hal thought the additional strength and vigor might help him heal faster. After all, he had to attend the feast in his honor tomorrow.
Hal also added a skill level to sneak attack, bringing it to level five. When he was finished, his stats looked pretty good considering where he'd started at level one.
NAME: Hal Dix
Class: Rogue
Level: 11
ATTRIBUTES:
Brawn: 16 -- +4
Wisdom: 8
Luck: 24 -- +8
Speed: 14 -- +3
Looks: 8
Health: 8/88
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 FOLLOWING EVENING, Hal did indeed feel better, with another day of recuperation under his belt plus the additional stat boosts he'd gotten leveling up.
Hal was not steady on his feet yet and had been offered a cane to assist him in getting around. He felt stupid using it, but it did make it easier to walk without falling over.
Seated at the head table, on a dais at the front of the Palace's grand dining hall, Hal sat next to Duke Korran on one side. On the other side sat Kay, the princess.
There was a succession of speeches in his honor from the Duke and several prominent citizens from around the city. The Hall had been opened to some commoners, too and Hal saw Griff seated with several of the people he'd come to know from the Harbor district in his time there.
He was glad they were invited to participate in the whole grand affair. They'd earned it, too.
Hal smiled at all he'd accomplished. He was a master thief and a hero of the people of Tandon. He was a personal friend, not only of the Duke and Duchess, but also of a princess from a distant land. All in all, it had been a fun ride.
There was only one thing that remained undone for Hal. He had yet to find a way to get home. Fantasma was the sort of place he might like to visit from time to time, but only if he knew he could return home to Mona and Cari at the end of it all.
"More wine, sir?" a voice said from behind him.
"Uh, sure," Hal said lifting his cup.
A hand took the cup and filled it from a pitcher before handing it back. Hal turned to say thank you to the servant and froze. It was Tildi, the woman who'd sold him the Fantasma game back home. She was dressed as a servant, but it had to be the same woman.
She smiled, winked, and turned away, hurrying down off the dais and toward a passage back to the kitchens.
Hal stood up, pushing his chair back. He nearly fell in his haste and had to grab for his cane.
"Hal, are you alright?" Kay asked. "You're pale as a ghost."
"I'm fine. I just have to relieve myself. Too much wine, you know."
Korran has stood as well. "Let me have a guard attend to you. You are still unsteady on your feet, Hal."
"Nonsense," Hal said. "I can take myself to the privy without help. I'll be right back." Hal waived off their help and hobbled down off the dais with his cane, hurrying as fast as he could towards the passage he'd seen Tildi use.
He turned the corner and started down the hallway. It was very dark. There were no lamps or candles lighting the passage as in the rest of the castle.
Hal wasn't to be deterred, though. His dark vision skill would do to help him see in the dark.
Except his dark vision skill wasn't working.
The farther he went down the passage, the darker it got until he couldn't see his hand in front of his face. He turned to go back and realized he couldn't see the opposite end of the corridor leading back to the dining hall either.
There was just darkness.
This shouldn't be that hard, Hal thought. Just retrace his steps until he saw the light from the hall again.
He'd taken only a few tentative steps when Tildi's voice made him stop.
"You may go back if you wish. You have accomplished what you were sent to do, Hal Dix. Know, though, if you return to Tandon and the banquet, you will miss this opportunity to return to your own world."
Hal turned around and saw Tildi standing there in a small pool of light. She was now dressed like the crazy old lady he'd first seen in the flea market so long ago.
"Why did you send me here? Why do this to me?" Hal asked.
"This place needed a hero, you fit the profile, you accepted the quests," Tildi said.
"But I didn't have a choice. From the time I was framed for the murder of the Harbor Warden, I was set on a path I couldn't control."
"That was a necessary part of the plan. I had to nudge you in the right direction, Hal."
"Wait, it was you in the crowd who killed the Harbor Warden and handed me the bloody knife. You framed me for that murder. I could have been killed."
"But you weren't. You embarked on your quests from there on your own accord. You chose the direction of your time in Tandon. You decided to right the injustice of the Emperor's rule. I had nothing to do with that," Tildi explained.
Hal didn't like that he'd been manipulated, but he saw how his decisions had shaped his time in Fantasma and how it affected Tandon.
"What will I tell my wife? I've been gone for weeks, maybe months. She'll never believe me when I tell her where I've been all this time."
"Time passes differently between our two worlds, Hal Dix. Days here seem only as hours in your own world. Time is inconsistent between here and there. It changes all the rules for time and space. You will find that you have not been gone as long as you think."
"Then I wish to return to my family, Tildi. Send me back to them. The people of Tandon don't need me anymore."
"As you wish, Hal Dix," Tildi said. She held up a crystal of some sort in one hand. It began to flash in random staccato bursts of light making him blink against the glare. The flashing reminded him of the flashing computer monitor that sent him here.
"Close your eyes, Hal, and think of your home. When you open them next, you'll be where you wish to be."
Hal looked at the woman, trying to see past the increasingly bright flashing of the crystal. He closed his eyes against the blinding glare and felt a swirling sense of vertigo that made him stumble. He fell backward but was caught by something soft, comfortable, familiar.
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“HONEY, WE'RE HOME!" Mona called out nearby.
Opening his eyes, Hal saw the flashing, multicolored lights on the big computer monitor in front of him. He reached up and switched off the monitor, stopping the irritating display.
"Honey, are you here?" Mona called from the kitchen.
"Uh, I'm in here. In the den," Hal replied. He looked around, confused. He'd been here the whole time?
"There you are," Mona said. She walked in carrying Cari in her arms. "See, there's Daddy." Mona handed the baby to him and leaned over to give him a kiss. "Hold her while I bring our stuff in."
"I can come help you," Hal said, starting to get up. He felt a stabbing pain in his leg and reached to rub it with one hand.
"No, don't worry about that. I've got it. You spend some time with Cari. I think she missed you."
As if to punctuate her mother's words, Cari reached up with a tiny hand and touched Hal's face. He looked down at his daughter.
"I missed you, too," Hal whispered.
"Did you say something?" Mona asked, popping her head around the corner from the kitchen.
"I said I missed you guys," Hal said. "I'm sorry, I didn't get to the list of things you wanted me to do."
"That's alright," Mona said. "I had all sorts of work to do while I was at my parents. We ended up doing other things with Cari all weekend, and I didn't get any of it done either."
Mona walked in wheeling a suitcase. "Did you have fun? I'll bet you played one of your games all weekend. How was it?"
"Uh, it was okay. I had a good time playing, it wasn't what I expected, though."
Shifting Cari to hold her in one arm on his hip, Hal levered himself out of the chair. His leg was sore, like he'd been sitting too long and the circulation was returning. He took a few limping steps towards Mona.
"Let me get the suitcase and take it upstairs so you can unpack," Hal said.
Mona smiled and passed him the handle from the suitcase. "I'll go and get the rest from the car. There're just a few more things. I'll be right back."
Hal took the suit case upstairs with one hand while he held the baby in the other. He was still trying to get his bearings. To him, it had been like he was away for a few months. To Mona and the baby, it had only been a long weekend. He'd faced pain, death, and worse while he'd been gone. They'd gone sightseeing and visited with family. The juxtaposition between the two was hard to reconcile in the few minutes they'd all been home.
Hal looked at his reflection in the mirror.
"Was it real?" He asked himself.
His reflection didn't answer. He only saw himself holding the baby he'd missed so much while in Fantasma. Real or not, it had seemed like it was real at the time he experienced it. Whether it had been a trick of his mind or some sort of out of body, magical experience, Hal knew he wasn't the same man who'd been left at home at the beginning of the weekend.
It was going to be hard to go back to his dull, normal life.




EPILOGUE





HAL PARKED his car in his usual spot and walked across the long parking lot. Hal Dix, known by some as The Hood, was going back to his day job.
"Hi, Hal," Pam called out from behind the reception desk as Hal walked through the front doors of the call center building.
"Oh, hi, Pam," Hal replied. He was distracted by a strange sound ringing in his ears. It was vaguely familiar.
"How was your long weekend? Did you do anything fun?" Pam asked.
"How could anything boring old Hal Dix did over the weekend qualify as fun?" Barry, the office manager, laughed as he walked by. "You probably stayed at home and hid from your neighbors, right Hal?"
The sound in Hal's ears got louder. He recognized it now. It was the spinning wheels of the slot machine that signified his luck, luck he'd never had before in this world.
"Barry," Hal said. "Sadly, you'll never know what kind of fun I had this weekend. It's the kind of fun you'd never have the guts to seek out."
Several of Hal's coworkers laughed at the comment, siding with Hal at Barry's expense for the first time. Their response brought a smile to his face. He walked past the stunned Barry and headed to his desk. The slot's wheels still spun and rattled in his head. Hal wondered what it meant. Could he be going crazy, delusional?
Sitting down in his cubical, Hal switched on his computer. He had numerous email notifications pop up as he logged in. One caught his eyes immediately. He reached up and clicked the email with the subject line reading "Arrantis Technologies Management Training Program Application."
The instant he clicked on the email, the slot machine chimed in his head, and everything went silent. It seemed as if the entire office had hushed to allow him to read the email as it opened on his screen. The message was short and to the point.
TO: Harry Dix
From: The Office of the CEO, Justin Thomas
CONGRATULATIONS ON BEING ACCEPTED into the management training program for Arrantis Technologies upper management team. You'll be contacted soon regarding when you'll start and what you'll need to do to prepare for this unique opportunity.
HAL SMILED, reading through the message for the second time. In his mind, he saw one more message scroll across the screen.
LEVEL UP!

GET ready for the Accidental Warrior and more from the adventures of Hal Dix - coming in October 2017!
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